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Wraith Island

The White Titan sorcerer pair flew through the perpetual shroud of freezing mist that draped an island of ice and stone. He and his beast were not completely healed, nor had they regained their full power after their battle with the young murman and kraken sorcerer pair from the kingdom of Tosh, but their master had called for his prize.

He scowled, considering the boy and kraken. How they had defeated him and Nyzura, he did not know. They must have had a pill or elixir of a very special kind and potency. But to wield so much power, for ones so young...

It was unlikely they’d be able to repeat the performance, however, and the master promised the generals would meet them again. Next time, the upstarts would die.

They flew up rocky cliffs and over the lip of a caldera to dive into a dormant volcano, down, down, to the floor of an enormous cavern. A table of stone long enough to seat fifty, though no chairs were present, was strewn with maps, ancient texts, scrolls, and instruments of experimentation, calculation, and navigation. Rows of shelves were piled with more tomes and scrolls. Steaming pools sank to unknown depths. The power of the red exuded from the very stone. The outer walls of the cavern were obscured by the mist and darkness.

The sorcerer general climbed down from his beast’s back, then called out tentatively, “Your Majesty?”

One of the pools glowed with red light, the water churned, and his master rose in the mist, taking steps up to the floor of the cavern, glyphs gleaming on his body. He snatched a robe of the dappled white and gray of the Wraiths from a rack and donned it, lifting the hood as he strode to tower over the rider general, heedless of the water that puddled beneath his bare feet.

The king stood nearly nine feet tall and radiated with the greatest power the general had ever felt from a knight without their core sparked, as always. Even with it sparked, however, it did not match the power of the murlad and kraken when they’d risen from the sea, bathed in white light, and struck him and Nyzura from the sky.

The sorcerer general dropped to one knee, and his dragon crouched lower, bowing its cadaverous head.

All the general could see of his king’s face beneath the hood of his robe was the crimson glow of his eyes, then the king’s voice sounded deep and clear in the sorcerer’s mind. “General Darkan, do you have our gift?”

The sorcerer general replied telepathically as well. “Yes, Your Majesty.” He stood and tapped his chest, followed by a wave of his arm. In a flare of red light, a length of severed kraken arm sprang from his Keep to flop onto the floor.

Aloud, the dragon said, “One of the Thunder Kraken’s limbs.”

The king knelt and gently placed a hand on the torn kraken flesh, as if it was a priceless treasure. “You may go.” He lifted the arm and strode away into the mist and darkness.

***

“Mul,” said the King of Wraiths, invoking crystals of crimson to glow around the entrance to another seemingly fathomless cavern, at least two hundred feet wide and just as high. From the darkness within came a voice as expansive as the cavern itself. “They have delivered it?”

“They have. The final piece we have been seeking for so long.”

The king and his beast sparked their core, infusing the damp atmosphere with their fell power. The king’s eyes flashed incarnadine. In the depths of the cavern, great flames of red lit in the eyes of the beast like the igniting of two blast furnaces, far above the floor, and together, the pair incanted an unholy spell. The king glowed with red light from within. Glyphs burned bright on the beast’s scaled and plated body, the largest above and between the horrific eyes. Still, the red light did not alleviate the darkness of the cavern.

The King of Wraiths raised the limp kraken arm and fed streams of red light into it with his hands until it thrashed and squirmed like a worm on a hook.

“Feed, and we shall see what we shall see.” He flung the wriggling arm into the darkness.

There came the leathery rustle of gigantic wings, massive octopod-like arms shifted, and then the sound of enormous gnashing teeth, like pillars of stone grinding upon pillars of stone. The beast groaned as parts of its body, barely seen in the darkness, mutated. Spines sprang out on the rough shell above its brow, then crackled with red electricity. Crimson lightning sparked in the darkness, and the kragon roared in triumph, shaking the very foundations of the mountain.


PART ONE


Chapter 1

Snip.

Zee winced as another clump of hair fell onto the barber’s cloth that covered his lap. The man took a hand clipper from his tray and began cutting closer to Zee’s scalp.

Jessup sat ten yards away with Beastmaster Kareem eh Mahfouz standing on one of his arms, hammering specially hardened nails into the kraken’s shell to hold the dragon-sized individual assessment badge in place above his brow. The dragon recruits wore them on their breaststraps, but since Jessup didn’t actually have a breast, that wasn’t an option. Mahfouz’s squat, reddish-brown Rock dragon, Beastmaster Mildrezod, looked on.

Zee spoke to his friend through their bond. “You’re not going to be able to see what your individual class rating is if you level up.”

Jessup’s big kraken eyes rolled to Zee, and a smile lifted on his big kraken lips. “Fennix will tell me.”

“That’s true. I’m glad he’ll be with you. He’s a good friend.”

“Yes, he is.” The corners of Jessup’s lips dropped slightly. “I wish you had a friend among the rider recruits.”

“Maybe I’ll make one or two,” Zee replied, though he doubted it.

Jessup was optimistic as ever. “You will. You’re a friendly tiny murman.”

Zee lifted his shoulders and let them drop. “I guess we’ll see.”

The barber grunted in annoyance. “Hold still, minny, if you value your ears.”

“Sorry, sir!”

Jessup grinned. “You’re already making trouble. Troublemaker Zee.”

“Me? You’re the troublemaker.”

“I am a nice, big kraken.”

Zee had to stifle a laugh so as not to irritate the barber, or lose an ear. “We made it, Jessup. We’re recruits at Triumf’s Citadel Academy.”

“Of course. I never had any doubt.”

“None at all?”

“Nope.”

“All right, nice, big, confident kraken.”

The barber whipped the cloth off of Zee, sending hair flying. “All done. Out of my chair.”

Zee stood and stepped out of the way as the barber folded the cloth and began putting his equipment on a cart.

A cool breeze off the harbor brought Zee’s hand to his freshly shaved head. He rubbed his scalp, a strange feeling indeed. He turned toward Jessup. “How do I look?”

“Like an egg with a face.”

“Great. Thanks for that. It’s all I’ll think about every time I see myself in a mirror.”

“Something to remember me by.”

“Like I could ever forget you, even if I wanted to. Wait... who are you, and why are you talking in my head?”

“Very funny, tiny murman.”

They both laughed, Jessup’s shaking causing Mahfouz to grab hold of Jessup’s shell.

Zee heard Mahfouz say, “Careful there, big fella!”

Zee grinned. “Troublemaker.”

Something small and gold shot through the air, circled the arrowhead-shaped point on the top of Jessup’s shell, then flew down to land on one of Jessup’s arms not far from where Mahfouz stood. Jessup narrowed his eyes at Dean of Magicks Mihir han Wanchoo’s pet quemara, Amoxtli. She gazed back, extending her thin tongue, and flickered it at him. Jessup stuck the tip of his great fat tongue out in return. She snorted tiny flames from her narrow snout as if amused, then fluttered her narrow wings and settled down to sleep.

Zee said, “It looks like Amoxtli is happy to have you back.”

“I suppose.” Jessup replied. “Weird thing is weird.”

Jessup wasn’t entirely wrong. Amoxtli was kind of weird. She reminded Zee of a small armored dillo, but thinner, and she was covered with thick, shining golden scales. Quemara’s were also supposedly very rare.

“I don’t know,” Zee said. “I think she’s kind of cute.”

“Some fish are cute,” said Jessup, “but I still eat them.”

“Don’t even think about it.”

“Too late But don’t worry. I don’t think she’d be very tasty.”

Zee said, “That’s good to hear. It would also be a sure way to get us kicked out of the academy just when we got in.” He paused. “We won’t be able see each other, at least not close up, until the Trials are over, but it will go by quickly. I’m already itching to get back to forging and strengthening our crucible, and working on those new Abilities.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

Mahfouz climbed down off Jessup’s arm and eyed his handiwork.

Mildrezod tilted her head. “I still think it’s not straight.”

“It’s perfectly in line with the edge of his shell,” Mahfouz argued. “Your eyes are crooked.”

Mildrezod shook her head.

Jessup said, “I’m sure it’s fine, Beastmasters. Thank you.”

Mahfouz patted his dragon’s shoulder. “You see, Mil? Ducky Jessup says it’s fine.”

“He can’t even see it.”

Zee and Jessup were both enjoying the beastmasters’ good-natured banter when Temothy jal Briggs came striding up.

“You ready for this?” Tem asked

“As ready as I’ll ever be,” Zee replied.

Tem held a hand up to Jessup. “Good luck, Ducky Jessup!”

“Krakens don’t need luck, sir.”

“What is it that krakens need, then?”

“Fish!”

Zee rolled his eyes. “Here we go again.”

Tem went with it. “Well, good fish, then!”

“Thank you, sir!”

A voice sounded from a distance. “Amoxtli! Come!” It was Dean Wanchoo’s dragon, Venkatarama, calling from across the fields. “Amoxtli!”

The little quemara snorted flames again, but stayed where she was.

Mildrezod said, “Go, Amoxtli. Shoo!”

Amoxtli shook herself in indignation, then hopped and flew away.

Mahfouz and Mildrezod wished Zee good luck, and good fish, whichever he preferred, then led Jessup toward where the beast recruits were gathered farther out in the field, the kraken waving back as they went. “Have a good day, best friend Zee. Talk to you soon.”

“You too, best friend Jessup.”

Zee watched him go, then remembered that Tem was right there—and he remembered something else as well—

He snapped to attention and saluted. “Greetings, sir!”

Now that Zee was officially a recruit, he should have done that as soon as Tem approached. He was a high-level Silver Class Knight Chevalier of the Dragon Corps and an assistant instructor of the sword for Basic Training, after all.

Tem smirked but returned the salute. “A little late for that, Minny Tarrow.”

“Sir, sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“It had better not,” Tem replied, but with no one around, he still had the smirk on his face. “At ease, Recruit.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Tem indicated a nearby path. “Let’s get you to the recruit compound.”

Zee followed along beside him. “Thank you, sir.”

“Cut it out, knucklefish,” Tem replied. “No need for that when no one else is around. Not after everything we’ve been through.”

Zee’s lips pressed tight in a smile. Of all the people, he never would have thought Tem would become a friend, but he was, and a close one, too. Whatever happened with the other recruits or instructors, he would always remember that.

Tem said, “You finally got your wish to be a rider recruit at Triumf’s Citadel Academy, and in a particularly spectacular fashion, at that.”

“Yeah,” Zee replied. “I still can’t quite believe it. Any last words of advice?”

Tem was quiet a moment. “The way to knighthood and advancement is not as noble as the academy would like everyone to believe. Power and status are respected above all else, however they’re gained—within limits, of course. Don’t go too far, but don’t limit yourself with naïve notions of purity and fair play.”

Zee wrinkled his brow. “You’re talking about fighting dirty.”

“A little, maybe. Don’t get me wrong, there are good knights. Dame Toomsil, for example, is one of the best. Aureosa and Wanchoo are also exceptions. You don’t get as far as they have without a powerful will to win, but they put the needs of the Dragon Corps, its cadets, and the kingdom above their own. I myself am trying, though it doesn’t come naturally to me.”

A younger Zee might have been dismayed by this, but he understood now.

“You may be the badbass sorcerer murman with a ridiculous class rating and unlimited potential, but watch your back. Everyone has enemies, even here.”

Zee said, “I will.”

“There’s very little I or any of the officers you know can do to help you now. You’re on your own. No kraken, no core, no bond strength. It’s just you.”

Zee was well aware of that. Jessup was the stronger of the two of them in every way, but he was going to do whatever it took to improve himself, to live up to being a mighty kraken’s bondmate. “I’m ready. Or at least I think I am. It sort of feels like I’ve been working toward this moment my entire life.”

“You have, in a way. If it helps, I think just you will be more than enough, and we all believe you’ve made the right choice not to skip what’s left of Basic and the Trials. This is your chance to work on yourself and to really shine.”

“Thank you, Tem.”

“Plus, cadets rarely die during Basic Training. Usually only one a year, a half dozen at the most, though there are plenty of maimings, of course…”

“Wait, are you being serious? Tem?”

Tem grinned, unable to hold his composure any longer.

Zee blew out a breath. “You had me going there.”

Shadows flitted over them, and they both stopped to look up.

Several flights of knight pairs were angling toward the citadel, none of whom wore academy colors or markings. Leading them was a White Titan Class pair Zee recognized as Lord Governor Farig jal Briggs, riding upon a particularly muscular Royal Crimson whom Zee had learned was named Hutson.

“That’s your father,” said Zee.

“It is,” Tem replied. “And he continues to be suspiciously nice to me.”

“I saw more flights arriving this morning.” Zee lowered his voice. “Is this about the Wraiths?”

Tem glanced about to see if anyone was in earshot, then resumed walking, though more slowly. “Partially, yes, but there is another thing I wanted to tell you about. It hasn’t been announced yet, and keep it to yourself for now, but some time after the Trials are completed the academy will be hosting a tournament with representatives hailing from all the allied nations of Tosh. They’re still working out the dates.”

“A tournament? Is that a regular thing that’s done?”

“Not like this, and not in the middle of the academic year. It was arranged on ship while we were on our way back from the mission to save the prince. The final acceptance letter was received by the king this morning.”

“How many kingdoms are coming?”

“All of them.”

As far as Zee knew, there were currently seven nations strongly allied with Tosh, though some of those alliances had grown more tenuous of late. “That will be a big tournament.”

“Yes, it will. There will be contingents of knights and magickers from each nation, as well as the best cadets from their academies.”

“King mon lin Phan organized this because of the Wraiths.”

“Correct,” Tem replied. “Secretly, it will give everyone an opportunity to discuss the threat, but it will also strengthen relations between nations, which haven’t been the best of late. On the surface, it provides a reason to bring our knights here for extra training without anyone thinking it’s odd, and the tournament will help with leveling up across the board. We need the Dragon Corps in the best possible fighting shape, just in case. Engaging in simulated combat with opponents with different skills and styles of combat can be very good for progression.”

Zee realized why Tem was telling him this. “They want Jessup and me to fight, don’t they?”

Tem bobbed his eyebrows with a sly smile.

The thought scared Zee a little, but mostly he was thrilled. “Can I tell Jessup?”

“Timandra already has.” He nodded across the field to where Tem’s dragon bondmate was speaking to Jessup.

Tem stopped at the sight of a cadet instructor approaching from a supply tent across the field and reached out a hand to Zee. “Good luck, Recruit Tarrow.”

Zee shook his hand. “You know what Jessup would say about luck.”

“Last I looked, you’re not a kraken, but I suppose ‘good fish’ works for a murman as well.”

“I suppose it does. Thank you, for everything.”

“You’re most welcome, and thank you. Due to our forging and training with you and Jessup, Timandra and I think we’re this close to classing up to Gold.” He held finger and thumb close together as if pinching the air.

“That’s fantastic, but already? You just leveled up to high-level Silver on the admiral’s ship.”

“Says the murlad who leveled from Tin Class to Iron Class in less than four months.”

Zee felt his cheeks flush. “There is that. But seriously, I hope you hit Gold soon.”

“We’re working on it.”

A threesie cadet instructor came up the path with a pile of clothing, towels, a blanket, and a pillow in his hands, a pair of boots perched on top.

Tem said, “There will be an assembly for the minnies shortly. For now, I’ll take my leave, Recruit Tarrow.”

“Thank you again, sir.” He hoped the knight could hear the sincerity in his voice.

They exchanged salutes, and Tem marched off across the field.

Zee rubbed his shaved head once more. Recruit Tarrow. It still hadn’t quite sunk in. He and Jessup had really done it. They were real recruits in Triumf’s Citadel Academy.


Chapter 2

“Here you go, Minny.”

Zee didn’t have time to salute before the threesie cadet instructor shoved the mound of clothes and towels into his hands. Peering around the boots atop the pile, Zee recognized the young man was the member of Lukas tar Tarzian’s flight who had been in the cell directly across from Zee when they were in the brig. His name was och Dominick, but Zee glanced at his cadet name tag just to be sure. Zee’s memory had not failed him. It read, ‘Murree och Dominick.’

The cadet watched Tem stride away, then turned back toward Zee. “This way.” He spun and marched off, leaving Zee to catch up, nearly dropping the clothes and bedding as he went.

After a few yards, Dominick dropped back to walk beside Zee, and his gruff demeanor changed to more of what Zee had remembered from the brig. “Mid-level Iron?” he said, incredulous. “How in Zepiter’s fiery hells did you do that?”

Zee wasn’t about to treat the cadet like a friend. He had been part of the wing that had driven him and Fennix from the sky.

“Hard work,” was his only answer.

Dominick sighed in resignation, seeming to accept that he wasn’t going to get a straight answer and didn’t really deserve one. “I won’t even ask about your sorcerer class or unlimited potential, then.” He looked around and spoke more softly. “Where have you been? Lead Instructor Toomsil took you out of the brig for a swim, and you never came back. We worked off the rest of our sentence doing public service.”

“Around,” Zee replied.

After a pause, Dominick said, “Well, at least you and the kraken made it into the academy.”

“Yeah, we did.”

“I’m not as surprised as everyone else, to be honest.”

Zee watched the cadet’s expression. He was being honest, and of all Tarzian’s flight, he’d been the most decent, but before Zee could reply, they’d arrived at the recruits’ area.

The compound was just another part of the field but closer to the harbor and away from the citadel proper. It included the long, white tent where they all quartered, a serving area, and tables and benches to eat their meals. A few dozen recruits milled about, waiting to be ordered to the assembly they’d been told was coming. Some were washing up at tub stands, others moving in and out of changing tents. Most of them were staring at Zee, which was no surprise. It was different than before, though, when he’d been more of a freaksquid or an oddfish on the outside looking in. Now he was one of them, and they weren’t quite sure what to make of him. There was still some of the old disgust on the faces of a few, but there was also cautious curiosity and not a small amount of fear. Was he an asset to the academy or a threat to their positions as recruits all vying for a place in the academy? Zee could tell them if they asked. He was both. Or at least he planned to be.

A low ridge ran along a creek at the far edge of the compound. A magickal display floated in front of it, the words appearing in glowing yellow light, much like the kind produced by the Orb of Assessment and the Simulation Artefacts, only much larger. All of the recruits were listed by their standing in the cohort, name, and Sand ratings. Centered above the first set of columns were the words ‘Rider Recruits.’ The vast majority had low-level Sand ratings, but at the very top of the first column Zee spotted two names at mid-level Sand, also in alphabetical order. Sallison anh Batcu, who had seen the attack on Zee and Fennix by Lukas tar Tarzian’s third-year flight and testified on Zee and Fennix’s behalf, and Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo, whom Zee had yet to meet.

He spotted Derlick don Donnicky’s name with a low-level Sand rating beside it, and Zee felt a surge of regret. When Derlick had been a squire for a knight on the HMT Krakenfish, Zee had considered him a friend. As soon they’d arrived on the island, though, Derlick had become bitter and spiteful, angry over Zee’s presence. Zee sighed. It was what it was. Sometimes people simply weren’t what they seemed.

At the bottom of the last rider column were the minnies with no rating at all. Zee found his own name among them. He’d been told someone would fetch him later in the day to have his individual assessment badge activated by the Orb. The same would happen for Jessup, but at a different time because of their bond. From this point forward, they were required to stay at least two hundred feet apart at all times. Farther was better. For their mid-level Iron Class rating it would normally be one hundred feet, but because of the uniqueness of the situation, the powers that be had doubled it, just to be on the safe side.

Zee just hoped he’d be rated low-level Sand, the minimum all recruits had to reach in order to pass Basic. If not, there wasn’t much time to get there. He told himself he would, one way or the other, no matter how much harder he’d have to work.

A separate set of columns was labeled ‘Beast Recruits.’ Jessup was in there, also unrated. Zee was happy to see the club-footed Ice Diver, Fennix, among the low-level Sand rated dragon recruits. Fennix had passed Basic last year, so he must have reached Sand then, but Zee, knowing the concerns that weighed on Fennix, was glad to see it anyway. Fennix was repeating Basic because he’d been unable to find a bondmate, and if it happened again, not only would Fennix be devasted, he would be forced to leave the academy for good, and Jessup would lose his best friend. The only friend other than Zee he had ever had. If he could, Zee would try to bond with the young Ice Diver himself, but that was strictly out of the question given he was already bonded with Jessup.

They arrived at the open tent flaps. “Your name tag and assessment badge are in one of the boots,” said Dominick. “See you on the field.”

Zee balanced the pile on one arm and saluted. “Thank you, sir.” Dominick appeared taken aback for a moment, then returned the salute.

Zee took a deep breath and stepped inside.

***

Zee stopped just inside the tent, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dimmer light. Cots were lined up in four rows, one row lining each of the tent’s long sides and two in the middle, with aisles between them and plenty of room between each cot. Lamps hung along the central brace, unlit this time of day. Some recruits milled about, chatting, while others sat on their cots, speaking in small groups. All hushed and watched him, some smacking those near to take note of who had just entered.

The truth was, Zee didn’t care about the staring any more. He deserved to be there, just as much as any of them did. Maybe more. He’d received his earliest training from Dame Zara mon Toomsil, then later from Temothy jal Briggs, son of a lord governor. He’d survived ten years of hard labor on the Krakenfish and had even been whipped without making as much as whimper. He’d killed a hammerhead orcapod with his bare hands and marauders with a boarding axe and dagger in his early teens when the Krakenfish had been overrun by pirates, then enemy knights, both with and without his mighty kraken, while on a secret mission for the king. And he was already bonded. To a kraken, no less. He and Jessup’s unprecedented class rating at such a young age, sorcerer type, and unlimited potential rating aside, what had any of them done compared to that? He wasn’t one to boast, but even he had to admit that looking back on all that he’d seen in his short life so far counted for something. Quite a lot of something, actually.

Zee looked them over with a purposefully scrutinizing gaze. He wasn’t looking for trouble, but he wasn’t going to back down, either. Not now, and not ever again.

“Get your head out of your bass-butt, Minny!”

Zee jumped at the voice of a second-year cadet instructor sitting on a tall stool behind a portable stand to the side of the entrance. She spoke without looking up from the clipboard on the stand. “Don’t you know we have an assembly in ten?”

“Yes, ma’am. I’m to be assigned a cot, ma’am.”

Her head jerked up, confusion in her eyes, then she cleared her throat as if something had stuck there and regained her composure. “It’s you. The murman.”

“Cadet Zee Tarrow, ma’am. Reporting for training, as instructed.”

“Odd timing, to be sure, but you’ll probably wash out like the seascum whose cot you’re filling.”

“I won’t, ma’am.”

She narrowed her eyes at him, then scribbled his name on the clipboard. “Cot twenty-nine, left side. Stow your kit in the footlocker and report to the field with the rest of this rabble.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Zee stood there, unsure whether he was dismissed or not.

“Move!” she roared.

“Yes, ma’am!”

A few recruits chuckled. Others continued to whisper and stare as he passed. Zee nodded to them with confidence. None nodded back, and many looked away. He caught sight of a tall, muscular young woman with dark eyes standing toward the back of the tent. Sallison anh Batcu. She didn’t look appalled or afraid, but he couldn’t tell from her expression if she was mostly curious, keenly interested, disbelieving, or something else.

He found his cot, next to one with a recruit lying on his back, eyes closed, arms folded behind his head. It was the giant of a young man Zee had seen speaking to Sallison a few times. His feet hung over the foot of his cot from the ankles down, and his shoulders spread beyond its edges. The recruit, whose name tag read ‘dil Rolio,’ opened his eyes when Zee placed his spare clothes in his footlocker, then clapped the lid shut. Upon seeing Zee, he sat up with a start, the cot creaking in protest, and stared like he’d seen a ghost.

Zee opened his mouth to introduce himself, but a voice said, “Hey, Tarrow.”

Zee turned to find Derlick don Donnicky and a few of his highbred cronies glaring down their noses at him. Zee stood his ground and even produced a crooked smile. “Hello, Derlick.”

“It’s Minny don Donnicky. And I suppose you’re Minny Tarrow now.” Donnicky made no attempt to hide his scorn. “Where have you been?”

“I’m not at liberty to say,” Zee replied.

“Word gets around. You were in the brig, then you disappeared for a month, and now you’ve been admitted into the academy with Basic nearly over. What gives?”

“That’s my business, but thank you for caring.”

Donnicky scowled, but then his expression changed to one he’d once worn when he and Zee were on the ship together. Like he was a friend. He stepped closer and spoke softly. “Come on. We’ve known each other a long time, Zee. You can tell me.”

“I’m sorry, but I really can’t.”

The attention of every recruit in the tent was on them. Even the twosie instructor at the door was watching, but she kept silent.

Donnicky’s cocky indignation returned. The real Derlick don Donnicky, who had never been a friend. “Keep your secrets all you like. I’ll find out. You can bet on that.” He leaned closer, and there was menace in his voice. “A word of advice for an old friend. Watch your back.”

Zee pushed up on his toes until the two were nearly nose-to-nose. Zee whispered, inflecting it with every bit as much menace as Donnicky had, “I always do.” Something flitted across Donnicky’s features that could have been fear, or at least uncertainty.

The cadet instructor finally spoke up, but it had nothing to do with the confrontation between recruits she was supposed to be overseeing. “All right, you seascum, report to assembly!”


Chapter 3

Jessup loomed over Daimyo General Commandant Beast Vandalia and Knight Commander Beastmasters Kareem eh Mahfouz and Mildrezod as he followed them to where the recruit beasts were gathered in loose groups for an assembly of their own. Timandra, Tem’s Greatwing dragon bondmate, walked beside him. The beast recruits had been staring the whole time Jessup had crossed the field. He cared far less about it than Zee did. In fact, he kind of enjoyed it. With Vandalia, the beastmasters, and Timandra with him, no one said a word.

Beast Lead Drill Instructor Villoso, an imposing and especially thorny Rock dragon with a hide the color and texture of a ripe avocado, raised her head at their approach and roared, “Duckies! In formation!”

They swiftly lined up in two columns of four groups, dragons all save for Jessup, the lone oddfish among his peers, which more and more felt like the theme of his life. Not that he minded. Zee was an oddfish, too, though Jessup preferred when they could be oddfish together.

Jessup’s group stopped off to the side of the recruits and he caught sight of Fennix in the back. His small, white Ice Diver friend had a barely hidden grin on his long dragon face.

Villoso called them to attention, and Vandalia strode to stand beside her.

Vandalia craned her long neck high to gaze over the group. Only when all were as still as statues and not a sound could be heard did she speak. “This is new recruit Jessup. He is one of you now. You will accept this. Am I clear?”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!” they all roared in unison.

She glared over them, many wilting under her gaze. “If there is any trouble, I will hear of it.”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

To Villoso, she said, “Carry on,” then took to the air and flew back toward the citadel.

With the commandant gone, all eyes went back to Jessup. Drill Instructor Villoso cleared her throat. “Group Four, Ducky Jessup. Back right.”

At the back corner of group four, Fennix scooted closer to the others and indicated the space next to him with a twitch of his head. All eyes followed the kraken as he shuffled to his place, his shadow falling over them as he passed, then stood next to Fennix, dwarfing his much smaller friend.

Fennix gave him a quick glance before returning eyes front. “I’m not even going to ask.”

***

Zee followed the recruits across the compound to the fields. He’d told himself he wouldn’t be weak, wouldn’t be anyone’s freaksquid, but he had surprised himself at how he’d handled Donnicky. From the moment the recruit had approached, it had felt like Jessup was with him, lending him courage and strength. He hadn’t felt any warmth from the bond, though, so there was no real connection. It was all him. Even when separated, his big kraken bondmate was having an effect on him, and for the better. Zee was aware he couldn’t allow his emotions to take over and get him into trouble or make him reckless, but he liked it.

Once on the field, Zee strode toward the back of the assembling recruits, trying to look like he knew what he was doing. They all knew exactly where to go and were forming into four groups of approximately twenty-five. Zee was relieved when a twosie cadet instructor gestured him over and led him to join one of the two forward groups before pointing to the ground beside the big recruit, dil Rolio, whom he was bunking next to. Rolio stared again, as if he still couldn’t believe Zee was real, until a small recruit next to him kicked him in the leg. She was the shortest of the recruits Zee had seen, thin but wiry. From her tag, her name was ‘sim Nabbit.’

At the head of the formation, Daimyo General Commandant Peleus ran Aureosa, Vice Commandant Jae si Kang, and Rider Lead Drill Instructor Drewmack Vittie were in a huddle with all the cadet instructors who were on duty for this rotation. Zee couldn’t hear what they were saying, but it was obviously about him. Even from this distance and through the crowd of recruits Zee saw some of the cadet instructors turn and stare in his direction, whispering among themselves before Vittie shut them down and demanded their attention.

Recruits were stealing glances at him as well. The only one of them he still couldn’t read was anh Batcu, who was two rows up and looking over her shoulder. He couldn’t tell if she was glaring or just thinking about something very hard. She turned away and stared forward.

Vittie mounted his beast, a huge drake whose shoulders stood twice the height of a large Royal Ebon. They stalked up and down one end of the rows, making sure they were all in order.

Peering down a row in front of Zee, Vittie cleared his throat and growled, “Can Yasso…”

The short round minny next to anh Batcu jumped and tucked in the tail of his shirt.

Zee allowed his eyes to rise to the massive drake as they passed. Zee had only seen the grizzled master sergeant and his drake from a distance before. They were impressive and intimidating, to say the least. Vittie wasn’t a member of the Dragon Corps, but a master sergeant in the Marine Force, and from what Zee had heard, the most dreaded drill instructor at Triumf’s Citadel Academy. He and the drake were battle-scarred, and they both had the same intense, predatory gaze. Half bonded like the SHEEL’s krisdolphins, the drake would have gained a higher intelligence than the average drake, but still nowhere close to a dragon’s. It looked very much like a dragon, but was twice the size, wingless, even more sturdily built, and with a thicker, striped hide of scales. The beast’s name was Dorhart, and he was a Fire Drake, the rarest and most dangerous of drake breeds. Zee couldn’t imagine what kind of courage it would have taken for Vittie to tame and bond with a beast like that.

To settle his nerves, Zee reached out to Jessup through their bond. “You okay, Jessup?”

“I’m all right. It’s strange, though.”

“It’s all pretty overwhelming.”

“But it’s good. We will be good.”

“We will be great.”

“Great Zee. Great Jessup.”

“You will let me know if you’re not okay, right?” Zee didn’t really need to ask since he could feel Jessup’s moods, but he felt like it was important.

“I’m not afraid of little dragons.”

“Just don’t hurt any of them, all right?”

“What if it’s by accident? I’m still clumsy on land. I might slip and smack the staring eyes right out of dragons’ heads.”

“Jessup.”

“Okay, okay, I won’t slip and smack dragon eyes out of heads. Why would I hurt them anyway, remember? I am a nice big kraken.”

“I mean, if one of them makes you angry, or something.”

“I don’t get angry.”

“Ever?”

“Well…”

“Just be careful.”

“I will. You too.”

“If you say so.”

“I say so.”

“Then I guess I don’t have a choice.”

“The kraken has spoken.”

Zee would have rolled his eyes if he wasn’t concerned others might be watching. He changed the subject. “Have you seen Fennix yet?”

“He’s right here.”

Zee sensed Jessup’s gladness at being reunited with his dragon friend, and that made him glad as well. “Tell him I said hello.”

“I will.”

The group around Aureosa began breaking up. “I’ve got to go, the assembly is starting.”

“Okay. Knock ’em dead, Zee.”

“Is that something else you picked up from Fennix?”

“Yup. He knows all the best idioms.”

“Idioms? Your vocabulary is certainly expanding quickly.”

“I have a big brain.”

“I suppose that’s true. Just remember, that particular idiom doesn’t mean to literally knock anybody dead.”

“Are you sure?”

“Jessup!”

Zee could feel Jessup’s mirth. Their connection ended, and Zee realized he was smiling. He quickly wiped the expression from his face when he saw anh Batcu was staring at him again. She turned away, but he found himself inexplicably blushing. He wasn’t sure what that was all about.

Zee took a deep breath. It felt strange, uncomfortable even, knowing he’d be away from Jessup for so long. He really was dying to get back to forging, but he knew finishing Basic was for the best. He had to make himself stronger. If he could do that, the bond would grow stronger as well, improving everything from their efficiency while forging to the use of their Abilities, and they could advance even faster.

“Attention!” The voice was Master Sergeant Vittie’s, gruff, loud, and impossible to ignore.

Zee’s stance was every bit as snappy as any of the others, even better than most, which he was glad to see. It helped that he’d practiced it a hundred times in the mirror with Jessup providing useful feedback, like “Don’t slouch, don’t stand up too straight. Straighter. Less straight. Straighter! Less straight!”

Vice Commandant Kang spoke from atop his dragon, a sleek Royal Crimson named Pharker, at the front of the group. Kang and Pharker were Gold Class knights with the rank of lord, and both wore patches over their right eyes, which was an unsettling and menacing sight. “Minnies, I want you to welcome Recruit Zee Tarrow to your ranks.” He only allowed them to hesitate a fraction of a second before barking out, “Now!

“Welcome, Recruit Zee Tarrow!” they shouted in unison, though some didn’t sound very happy about it.

“Minny Tarrow’s admission is late in Basic Training, it’s true, but he’s here by royal decree from the king himself, His Majesty Brevor mon lin Phan.” Kang paused to let that sink in.

Sharp intakes of breath and murmurs rolled like a wave through the recruits, and anh Batcu turned again to stare at Zee with that same inscrutable expression.

Zee had been just as shocked by the royal decree as everyone else, probably more, so he couldn’t blame them. Now that it had been announced, though, many of the recruits might resent him even more. On the other hand, some of them might try to suck up to him in the hopes of vicariously gaining the king’s favor—which would be even worse, as well as ridiculous. Last he checked, he had no sway over the mind of the king.

Vittie roared, “Shut your puckering carpholes, you minny scum!”

They obeyed immediately and snapped back to attention.

Kang continued, “The king’s decision is not yours, mine, or anyone else’s to question. Minny Tarrow will be accepted and treated like any other recruit. He is one of you now.” His voice rose. “Is that understood?!”

There was no hesitation this time. “Sir, yes, sir!”

“Good. Master Sergeant Vittie will hold you to it.”

They stiffened further, obviously respecting, or at least fearing, Vittie and his drake.

Kang turned them back over to Vittie, whose drake carried him to the front. His voice thundered over the assembled recruits. “At ease!”

They moved to at-ease position in a perfectly timed shuffle and stomp, legs farther apart, hands folded behind their backs. Though Zee had seen the cadets perform such simple maneuvers before, it was a completely different thing to do them himself. He was a split second behind the rest of the group, each movement feeling awkward. Now he wished he’d practiced his at-ease stance as much as he’d worked on standing at attention.

Vittie said, “Today is your last day of regular training before you enter the penultimate phase of Basic, and it will also be your most challenging yet. There will be no instruction, but you will be tested to your limits.”

While Vittie spoke, the drake carried him up and down the front of the cohort, gleaming orange eyes with slanted pupils on the recruits and black smoke rising from its nostrils.

“Tomorrow morning, you will be splitting into five-person Basic flights, at which point you will have two weeks to train together before Trials, the final phase being the point at which you will either pass and become cadets or be sent home.” He paused to allow the heaviness inherent in his last statement to weigh upon them.

“If you haven’t already, I strongly recommend you pay close attention to your comrades’ performances and ratings in order to make smart choices about whom you might want to team up with. Got that through your thick heads?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Now, until you receive the privilege of stuffing your ugly fish-faces at midday chow, you’ll be beating the living shadcrap out of each other with swords. Sound like fun?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

Zee stood stunned. One day. He thought he’d have more time, but he had just one day to show the others what he could do—that he was a worthy flight member, that he belonged here. He wanted to be chosen for a flight rather than being the last minny standing and have to be assigned to one in shame, possibly one he didn’t want to be a part of or with recruits who hated him.

Zee spoke to Jessup. “I just heard we have to break into flights tomorrow morning!”

“We were told the same. No problem. Just be like a kraken, and you will be fine.”

“What, wave ten wriggly arms around and crack bad jokes?” Zee sensed Jessup was chuckling and hoped he wasn’t getting him into trouble in front of the beast instructors.

“No, silly,” Jessup replied. “Be the best at everything.”

“Oh, is that all? In that case, this should be easy.”

“That’s the kraken spirit!”


Chapter 4

“Death Line!” Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie shouted from atop his Fire Drake.

Groans reverberated among the members of the group of minnies Zee had been assigned to, though they’d obviously learned to keep it down so as not to earn the drill instructor’s ire. This wasn’t an exercise Zee had seen during his visits to the training fields before he’d been jailed and gone on the mission for the king, so he followed the others from the pells where they’d been warming up to the racks of training arms and padded kit.

“Arming sword, no shields. Three strikes to victory,” Vittie said. “Suit up and grab your gear!”

Vittie hadn’t been kidding earlier. Since recruits didn’t use the simulation fields in Basic, they actually would be beating on each other with swords for their first real exercise of the day.

Everyone else seemed to know what they were doing, so Zee followed their lead. They returned their edged training swords, then grabbed padded gambesons and trousers from the racks and proceeded to remove their boots on the lines of benches and take off their individual assessment badges and name tags.

It took Zee a while to find the rack with the smaller kit, finally spotting the only two other recruits of all that he’d seen that were shorter than he was. One was the timid-looking young man, can Yasso, who was having a hard time pulling his gambeson down over the girth of his belly. The other, sim Nabbit, the thin and wiry recruit with a fierce look in her eyes, had to be the smallest in the recruit cohort by far. She spun Yasso around, yanked his gambeson down, then helped him put his name tag high on his right breast and his assessment badge below it. While most everyone else’s badges were tan and had one hash mark to designate them having reached low-level Sand, Yasso’s and Nabbit’s were blank white, just like Zee’s.

Yasso said, “Thank you, Chirt.”

“Shut up and grab your sword,” she replied.

Zee removed the tag and badge he’d been given with his kit earlier and wore on his sleeveless shirt, as he saw the others had done. Zee got his boots off and pulled on his padded trousers, then put his boots back on, stood from the bench, and donned his gambeson. Most everyone else was already selecting blunt swords and helmets when he snatched up his tag and badge. He fumbled open the pin on his badge, pricking his finger in the process, and dropped the badge in the dirt. He stooped to pick it up, sucking on his finger and feeling foolish, but someone else grabbed it.

“Let me help you with that, newbie.”

Zee looked up to find Sallison anh Batcu gazing down at him, then stood quickly. He’d convinced himself that after all he and Jessup had done and achieved, he would be cool and confident among the other minnies. Apparently that didn’t apply to this recruit. He froze, staring up at her—she was at least four inches taller than he was—then realized he still had his finger in his mouth. He yanked it out, making a popping sound.

“Um... Thank you.”

Her dark eyes appraised him, then she stepped closer, shaking her head, and began to put his tag and badge on him. “First day in Basic and you’ve already injured yourself. Do you want me to call a medic?”

Zee forced himself to calm down, which he found strangely difficult to do in her presence, especially at this close proximity. He also noted her badge, which had two hash marks denoting her second-level Sand rating.

“No, thank you, Minny anh Batcu. I think I’ll be all right.”

“Good. We wouldn’t want you weak from blood loss for the basskicking you’re about to get.”

Zee tried to come up with a snappy reply, but she moved closer while she worked on his pins. Zee gasped softly at her nearness, then she spoke with firm sincerity.

“Why are you here?”

Zee was taken aback by the question, but at least it helped suppress the apprehension at her closeness. His answer was equally firm and sincere. “To train, pass the Trials, and become a cadet, like everyone else.”

“Not that, knucklefish. I mean here in Basic. You’re already bonded and mid-level Iron Class, for Zepiter’s sake, the second highest rating at the whole academy, and a sorcerer type to boot. I don’t even know what to think about your unlimited potential or that crazy weird core of yours. You should be training with the fourth-year cadets.”

Zee’s defiance subsided as he realized she wasn’t challenging his right to be here. She was just asking why. It was a good question, and one he’d given a lot of thought. She also seemed to be thinking deeply about something, though he had no idea what it might be. “You’ve seen my beast.”

“How could I not? He is a kraken.”

“I know we’ve accomplished a lot, but we still have a long way to go. If we’re going to keep advancing, I need to make myself better. Stronger and faster, as much as I possibly can. The best way to do that is right here, on my own, without the bond.”

Sallison remained silent, so Zee continued, “Even if I do exceptionally well in the Trials, that still might not be enough when I’ve got a beast like that. I need to do this, and not just for myself. I need to do it for him.”

Sallison finished placing his badge and tag. She tapped his blank assessment badge. “You know you’ll need to get this to an individual rating of Sand class, right?”

“Yeah. I was told. I’ll have an individual assessment sometime this afternoon.”

She stepped back and frowned in thought, then appeared to be about to speak when something over Zee’s shoulder caught her eye. “Jondon!”

Zee turned to see the giant recruit, dil Rolio, trying on a helmet that was much too small.

“Coming!” He took another helmet that fit better and trotted toward them. When he noticed the recruit she’d been talking to was Zee, he stopped short and gaped.

Sallison scoffed. “Nice greeting.”

Master Sergeant Vittie’s voice rang from the field. “Move it, minnies!

Sallison said, “Come on!” She snatched up her helmet and sword, as did Zee, and the three of them ran to the field.

They joined the group of approximately twenty-five recruits who had lined up in an arc outside the circular dueling zone, which stretched forty feet across and was bounded by a narrow ditch. Zee found himself standing between Sallison and Jondon. He felt tiny compared to Jondon, easily the tallest of the recruit cohort, thickly built, including the extra weight he carried around the middle. Sallison had to be at least five feet eleven inches tall, and she wasn’t even the tallest of the female recruits.

Zee adjusted the practice gambeson that hung loosely on his frame. Shouts of other instructors drew his attention to three adjacent fields. The other minny groups were readying to do the Death Line as well.

Master Sergeant Vittie gazed over the group from where he sat upon his drake on the far side of the circle. “Docklicker! Rabbit! You’re up!”

Down the line of recruits, Donnicky didn’t react to the derogatory butchering of his name, apparently having grown used to it. He swaggered into the circle, swinging his sword lazily with one hand and smirking.

Sallison nudged Nabbit—hence the nickname Rabbit—who stood between her and Yasso. “Give him shell, Chirt.”

The small recruit puffed her cheeks, blew out air, then jumped the ditch and followed, adjusting her too-large training helmet as she went. She and Donnicky took places facing each other, ten feet apart.

“You know the routine,” said Vittie. “As I mentioned before, this time we’re using Death Line rules. The first to win three engagements wins the match and stays in the circle to fight the next recruit. A win comes when a combatant lands a fatal or maiming blow or their opponent leaves the ring. Last one standing will be champion for the day. Got that through your thick fishheads?”

All replied, “Sir, yes, sir!”

To Derlick and Chirt, Vittie ordered, “Address!” The two recruits saluted each other by holding their swords straight up in front of their chests and faces. “Set!” They took their beginning stances.

Zee watched carefully, inspecting their foot placement, balance, and form, and calculating their possible first moves. He could be called on next, and he wanted to have a good idea of their styles and strategies.

“Begin!”

Nabbit attacked with ferocity, but Donnicky deflected her lunge and drove her back with a series of well-placed and powerful blows intended to fatigue his smaller opponent and get her flustered. She was quicker than he was, but her strikes didn’t have nearly the power of his, and she couldn’t overcome his significantly longer reach. He knocked her sword to the side and on the return struck her in the side with a loud thwack. Chirt grunted loudly. Recruits groaned at the clout of the blow. She crumpled to one knee, holding her ribs.

Next to Zee, Sallison growled.

Donnicky had hit Chirt far harder than he’d needed to. And he knew it. He smirked down at her until Vittie called out, “That’s one for Duckdinky! Reset!”

Derlick sauntered away, and Chirt used her sword to shove herself up. Both returned to their starting places and saluted once more.

“Begin!”

Donnicky won the next two matches even more quickly, and each ended with far more brutal blows than were necessary. In the second match, he cracked her hard on the helmet, dazing her, and the moment the third was underway, he charged in and practically picked her up before slamming her to the dirt on her back.

Yasso watched as Chirt went to one side of the ring to start the line of defeated recruits. “I hope she’s all right.”

Chirt removed her helmet and rubbed her head.

Jondon patted Yasso on the shoulder. “She’s mad as a school of riled-up hornetfish, but she’s fine. Just stay out of her way for a bell or so. At least if you want to keep all your teeth.”

Sallison glared at Donnicky. Zee wasn’t pleased with his old shipmate’s performance either. He’d also noted some flaws in Donnicky’s attacks—some of the same flaws the recruit had exhibited as a squire—as well as how someone like Chirt might be able to take advantage of them using her smaller stature and quickness. He hoped Vittie would call on him next. Donnicky needed to be taught a lesson, and Zee figured he was just the person to do it.

Unfortunately, he didn’t get the chance. Donnicky faced three other recruits, beating them all. They put up more of a fight than Chirt had, and the last match went to four duels before Donnicky, having lost one, tallied his third win.

Jondon spoke to Zee, having apparently gotten over his initial shock at the site of the murman among them. “Donnicky’s one of the best at the sword in the recruit cohort this year. Probably in the top ten, maybe top five. He didn’t have to humiliate Chirt like that.”

Donnicky still held his infuriating smirk at the end of the last match, but he was beginning to flag, breathing more heavily.

Then the master sergeant called out, “Batpoo! You’re next!,” and Donnicky’s smirk disappeared. Sallison leapt into the ring and jogged toward the center.

“Of all the recruits, who’s best at sword?” Zee asked Jondon.

“That would be Sallison,” Jondon answered.

“Her top rival is Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo,” said Mehmet, “nephew of the vizier to the king.”

Zee had only met the vice vizier, Davis han Ashura, not the vizier himself. He’d heard of him, though. The third most influential person in Tosh after the king and queen, and a White Titan magicker to boot.

Jondon said, “Sallison and Yezi haven’t been in the same dueling group all through Basic, but my coin would be on Sal.”

The combatants saluted, and Sallison winked at Donnicky from behind her sword. Donnicky’s cheeks flushed red in anger, and he bared his teeth.

Jondon practically bounced in anticipation. “Here we go.”

Mehmet cried out, “Give him shell, Batcu!”

As soon as Vittie ordered them to begin, Donnicky charged. Sallison stepped back, blocking, once, twice, then suddenly reversed direction and punched him right in the face. Donnicky’s head rocked back, and he took a step in reverse. To his credit, he didn’t go down, but when he regained his balance, Sallison’s sword was at his throat.

“One for Batpoo!” Vittie announced.

Sallison stepped back and pointed her sword at him. “That’s for Chirt.”

Donnicky was more careful at the opening of the next bout, but Sallison ended up snaking her sword arm around his, locking it in place, and punching him even harder. She kept hold of his arm and knelt with him as he dropped to his knees, sneering at him while he held his nose. Zee could barely hear her say, “That’s for being a cocky basshole.”

Mehmet and Jondon both chuckled, and Chirt grinned.

“No taunts in the dueling ring, Batcrap!”

Sallison shoved Donnicky to fall in the dirt and stood. “Yes, sir! Sorry, sir!”

“No, you’re not!”

“You’re right, sir! I’m not, sir! Sorry, sir!”

Donnicky’s friends in line were scowling, but others laughed.

Zee caught the slightest of smiles on Vittie’s face, like he also enjoyed seeing a cocky highbred taught a lesson. Zee’s estimation of the man went up a notch.

Vittie said, “That’s two for Batpoo.” He eyed Donnicky, who was pushing himself up and slapping dust from his pads. “Can you continue, Minny Docklicker?”

Donnicky scowled but nodded.

“What’s that? I couldn’t hear your fishhead wagging.”

Donnicky growled, “Sir, yes sir!”

“That’s better. Ready yourselves.”

Sallison fought the third match more traditionally, proving her superior skill once and for all. She drove him back until he made a desperate lunge forward to save himself from being forced out of the ring, only to meet a front kick in the stomach that sent him flying over the ditch and landing hard on his back.

Sallison said, “That one’s just for me,” and winked again. Donnicky just groaned.

“I heard that, Batcrap,” Vittie warned. “One more time and you’re out!”

“Yes, sir!” she replied, and marched back to the center of the ring.

Jondon said, “She’ll win them all now.” Mehmet grunted in agreement.

Sallison was incredibly good, Zee had to admit. A lethal combination of smart, fast, extremely well trained in a variety of techniques, and talented. He hefted the blunt training sword in his hand. It was half the weight of the sword he usually trained with, with decent balance. If he had anything to do with it, she wasn’t going to win quite all of them.

Zee focused entirely on Sallison for the next six bouts, which she won without a single loss. He wasn’t surprised. The more he watched her, the more he realized just how good she was—versatile, too.

Among her opponents were Jondon dil Rolio and Mehmet can Yasso, whom Vittie called Rolly-Polly-Oh and Yahoo. The big recruit had an incredible reach, could cover a wide stretch of ground with a step and a lunge, and his swipes looked capable of felling a tree, but he was slow and had a hard time recovering from his mighty attacks, especially when they whistled harmlessly past. Sallison took advantage of those weaknesses and dispatched him without much effort.

Zee actually felt sorry for Mehmet. He had everything against him. He wasn’t quick or strong, and he stuck strictly to the moves and combinations he had learned, trying nothing new or surprising. His technique wasn’t terrible, but he had zero natural talent for the sword. Zee could tell Sallison was taking it easy on him, too. Mehmet thanked her after his three straight losses, then went to stand next to Chirt, ignoring Jondon’s comment about staying away from her. Then came the moment Zee had been waiting for.

Vittie called out, “Minny Tarrow! Let’s see what you’ve got, newbie.”

This was his chance, and he knew with even greater certainty, then and there, he had to bring the culmination of all his training and experience to bear, and more.

Zee closed his eyes, took a deep breath in through his nose, then blew it out slowly through his mouth, clearing his mind and centering himself like he did when preparing to forge. Then another breath, pretending to channel the core strength he had no real access to into speed, strength, and cognition. Finally, he channeled his inner Jessup, the kraken, who fought every battle, simulated or not, as if it meant life or death.

Zee may have achieved his dream of becoming a recruit, but that was just the beginning. He still had to prove he deserved to be here, and it would all start right here and now.


Chapter 5

Sallison watched Minny Tarrow from the center of the ring, her hands on her hips. He had his eyes squeezed shut and a ferocious scowl on his face. Jondon and Mehmet looked as if they were worried there was something wrong with him.

Sallison called out, “Hey newbie, you awake?”

Sounds of amusement ran down the line. Tarrow opened his eyes, but he didn’t seem to notice and gave no indication he’d heard her. There was also a fierceness in his eyes she hadn’t seen before as he hopped the ditch and strode to the center of the ring, strapping on his helmet as he came.

Sallison glanced at Master Sergeant Vittie, who watched Tarrow with eyes narrowed, as if noticing the same thing she had. Something had changed in the murman, and she wasn’t sure she liked it.

He took his place ten feet from her at the center of the ring and saluted. Though he met her eyes, there was no sign that the two of them had just been talking before the exercise had started, and it was like he was looking through her instead of at her. It unsettled her, but she reminded herself he was just a recruit, and he and his beast were separated. He wasn’t mid-level Iron Class here, not a sorcerer with unlimited potential. Somehow, though, she couldn’t quite convince herself. She had some idea of what he'd been through, but she’d worked hard all her life for this, and she had something to prove too. And though he was well muscled for his size, he was small.

She returned his salute, giving him the best intimidating expression she had. Still no reaction from him. He just took a deep breath in through his nose and out between parted lips, then took his stance. She searched for any signs of his murman attributes. She had been there when he’d first arrived on the island and had seen the gills on his neck and along his ribs, but there was no sign of them now, or the webbing between his fingers. Murfolk truly were a mystery, this one in particular.

She blinked away the thought, refocusing on his face. Instead of watching her in turn, he kept his eyes on her center of mass, and from his foot placement, balance, and how he held his sword, he knew what he was doing.

She moved into a stance to counter his and took a deep breath herself, in through her nose and out through her mouth, just like he had.

Tarrow shifted his stance to counter hers, and she did the same again. Two more times they changed stances, each in response to the other. He definitely knew what he was doing. Well, so did she.

Vittie’s voice came across the field, breaking the deathly silence that had taken hold of the group of recruits. “All right, lovers. Do you want to dance, or do you want to fight?”

Sallison let the jibe pass without response, and Tarrow showed no sign of having heard it.

Vittie cried, “Begin!”

Tarrow took a slow, gliding step forward, gripping the haft of his weapon in both hands, and waited for her to come. If that was the way he wanted it, she’d let him have it, and then some. Still, something about him made her cautious. She had no doubt she could beat him, but he was an unknown quantity. She needed to control her natural impatience, and especially her temper, and bring her best game.

She stalked forward, feinting to get a feel for his reaction time and style. He reacted swiftly and with confidence, with just enough force to show her he was paying attention. She feinted again, then swung, but twisted her sword mid-swing and lunged for his heart. He hadn’t even reacted to the feint, or the second false swing, but lifted his sword and turned just enough to force the point of her weapon to slide past his shoulder, then swiped it down and away, crouching slightly. He hadn’t even moved his feet.

As she took a defensive step back, it occurred to her that he somehow knew exactly when she was feinting and when she was going for a touching blow. How he could do that, she couldn’t fathom, and yet the thought rang of truth. It was just as she was puzzling over this fact that Tarrow exploded toward her, catching her off guard.

If she’d been any of the other recruits, he’d have had her with the first strike. But she wasn’t. With precision and speed, she backed away from an onslaught of the quickest strikes she’d seen outside of knight riders drawing strength from their bond, blocking and reposting, their swords a blur. She instinctively sensed an opening and reversed direction, sliding her sword up from below. Both of them froze, eye-to-eye, breathing deeply, with Sallison’s sword against her opponent’s neck. Unfortunately, his was also against hers, in the exact same position.

There was no look of victory in Tarrow’s expression—or of defeat. Just a composed intensity Sallison could almost feel. She wished she could say the same for herself. Her own eyes were wide with astonishment.

Silence hung heavily on the crowd, many of them with their mouths hanging open. It even took Vittie longer than usual to call the bout, and there was surprise in his voice when he did.

“That, you worthless seascum, is what we call a draw!” he said to the bystanders. Whispers rose among them. To Sallison and Zee, he said, “Unfortunately, if this were a real fight, it also means you’re both dead simultaneously. Try again!”

Zee gave Sallison a curt but not unfriendly nod, then stepped back and returned to his starting position.

It took Sallison a second to compose herself. This fight was going to be a challenge. It was about shaddamn time.

***

Zee lay flat on his back. Still, he couldn’t help but grin.

Her face only inches from his, Sallison anh Batcu’s fierce expression changed to one of confusion. “What are you grinning about? You lost.”

“That was a brilliant combination,” he replied. She blinked but didn’t move.

They’d been fighting the fifth and longest of their bouts when Sallison had managed to post a boot behind his heel while their swords rang in close combat. He’d sensed it and tried to lift his foot high enough to step back over it, but she’d snaked one of her legs around his and ridden him down. Now she was on top of him, the point of her sword pressing into the padding that covered the krakenbond on his chest. He doubted even his toughened bondmark would have stopped a real sword from piercing his ribs.

He continued to smile, though, pressing the tip of his sword into the side of her belly above the hip bone. “And I didn’t lose.”

She looked down at the pommel of Zee’s sword wedged in the dirt, the sword angled such that it would have run her through as she fell atop him. She groaned as the truth sank in. “Oh...”

Master Sergeant Vittie sounded almost angry when he called the bout, and the whole match, as it turned out. “That’s another draw. If Tarrow hadn’t slid his sword hand out to the side as they hit the ground, Batcu would have been skewered. That’s three draws, a win for Minny Batcrap, and a win for Minny Feral, as he will henceforth be known, until and unless he makes it to cadet.” His voice changed slightly. “Which, in my opinion, looks pretty good at this point.” Raising his voice again, he said, “That’s five bouts. Both of you, off the field!”

Sallison looked perplexed, then frowned.

Vittie added. “Get off the newbie, Batpoo. You two can play smoochie face on your own time.”

Only then did the recruits make a sound, some of them guffawing to release the tension of watching the most intense match they’d seen during all of Basic. Others let out a conspiratorial, “Ohhh...”

Zee blushed and swallowed hard while Sallison balked. She pushed off of him and got to her feet. She took a breath, staring at him as if she wasn’t sure what to think, then seemed to resolve something in her mind and reached out a hand. After a brief pause, he took it. She pulled him up easily, then gazed at him a moment longer, their gloves still locked together.

Finally, she let go and saluted. “Well fought, newbie.” Without waiting for him to return the salute, she turned and strode to the losers’ side of the ring. Zee picked up his sword and followed.

Sallison joined Mehmet and Chirt, a contemplative expression on her face. Not wanting to impose or look like a hanger-on, Zee proceeded to the farther end of the line. The eyes of the other recruits followed him, but they looked away quickly when he glanced at them.

That was fine with him. He hadn’t won the match, but he hadn’t lost, either, and he’d been up against one of the top swordfighters in the cohort.

A wave of comforting familiarity washed over Zee, and Jessup’s voice sounded in his mind. “That was great, Zee!”

Zee glanced around with a puzzled frown, then spotted Jessup sitting a hundred yards away across the field with a group of dragon recruits in a class of some sort. He’d been watching the whole time.

“I did my best,” Zee said.

“Like a kraken.”

“Like a kraken,” Zee agreed, then added, “Aren’t you supposed to be learning something?”

“It’s just stuff from the Basic handbook you already taught me.”

“You should at least pretend to be paying attention.”

“I’m pretending just fine.”

“Pretend harder. Actually looking at your instructor would help.”

“Oh, all right.”

Jessup’s mouth was so big Zee that even from this distance, Zee could see him smiling as he turned his eyes to his instructor.

It felt good that Jessup was happy with how he’d done against Batcu. There was still a lot of room for improvement. He concentrated on watching the remaining matches to learn as much as he could about how the other recruits fought.


Chapter 6

Toward the back of the group, Zee watched the feet of the minny in front of him while they marched in formation from the dueling fields back toward the Basic compound. Of all the things he’d learned, marching and drill weren’t among them. It wasn’t as easy as it looked.

He felt Jessup’s presence just as the voice of a cadet beast drill instructor roared across the field, calling out drill commands and drawing the attention of the recruits in front of Zee.

A few hundred feet across the field, Jessup’s group was going through a drill exercise. The kraken towered over the dragons, as inconspicuous as a black eye on a one-eyed pirate.

Zee’s cadet rider instructor called a halt, apparently wanting to watch the kraken and dragons as much as the recruits did. Zee fumbled to a stop, nearly crashing into the recruit ahead of him.

Everyone turned toward the drilling field. Some of the recruits were shaking their heads, but others watched with rapt attention.

They’d placed Jessup at the back corner of the group. Zee could see the logic in that. His friend did take up a lot of room. And it looked like he was having even more trouble marching than Zee was. Zee blamed himself. He and Jessup had never gone over drill before. He had confidence Jessup would pick it up pretty quickly, but for now his big friend shuffled awkwardly, holding two arms up in front of him, getting yelled at by the instructors when he missed cues and threw the other beasts off, and altogether looking incredibly goofy.

Zee felt bad for him and worried about his temper. He reached out to get a sense of Jessup’s mood and found that he was concentrating hard and actually seemed to be enjoying himself. Jessup had always liked to learn new things. Fennix was close to him, too, so he also had his friend for support. Zee wanted to speak encouraging words to Jessup through their bond but decided not to interrupt him. He didn’t want to cause a pileup of dragons and one very large, gangly kraken. Also, Jessup had been wise enough not to distract him during his fight with Sallison. It was only right that he give his friend some space to himself as well.

Zee realized he was smiling and saw Sallison glance over at him, then return her attention to the drilling beasts. She hadn’t said a word to him after their match, even as they’d all changed out of their combat padding and made their way back to the Basic compound, just glanced back over her shoulder now and then as if to see if he was still there.

She’d made the effort to speak to him at the beginning of the Death Line exercise, but their most recent encounter before that had been outside the courthouse after Zee and Jessup had been sentenced to incarceration, and she hadn’t been very happy with him then. He wasn’t sure how she was taking their match either, particularly the fact that he’d tied with her overall and actually beaten her in one bout. He knew he’d needed to show everyone what he could do, but he worried that he may have made an enemy in the process.

***

Zee carried his tray from the chow line to the tables, feeling very much like a fish out of water, or, more literally, a murman out of the sea. Zee’s group had been the last to arrive for midday chow, and he’d trailed at the end of the line. Some of the minnies were finished eating but still lounged at their tables. Those going to and from their seats mostly steered clear of him, but nearly every recruit had their eyes on him, either openly or surreptitiously, some whispering among their friends. It sounded like word was spreading about his fight against Sallison anh Batcu, one of the top recruits in Basic. He heard the term ‘newbie luck’ thrown out several times.

Zee sighed and searched for a place to sit. Some of the recruits nodded to him, but none seemed particularly welcoming, and none invited him to join their table. For the most part, it appeared they just didn’t know what to think of him. He did his best to be respectful, maybe even friendly, and nodded back and said hello a few times, which, despite its simplicity, sounded even dumber each time he said it. As uncomfortable as he felt, he still had to find a Basic flight to train with for the Trials. It wouldn’t help if he seemed arrogant or hostile.

Other than that, he had no idea how to proceed other than to do his best in whatever else the instructors put them through for the rest of the day and hope other minnies would come to him. That seemed like a pretty high hope at this point. None of them knew him. As far as they were aware, he could be a miserable little prickfish.

A conversation at one of the tables caught his attention, and he slowed.

“That little gull-dropping and his beast are mid-level Iron Class already. That’s a fourth-year score. And they’re sorcerer types! Tell me that’s not a heaping pile of rubbish.”

Derlick don Donnicky was among them, and Zee recognized the others as having been standing behind Donnicky when he’d spoken to Zee in the tent that morning.

Donnicky said, “That monster and the gilly wouldn’t stand a chance against a higher-class bonded pair.”

“A dragon wouldn’t be able to touch them in the sea,” another recruit countered. “The kraken could swim around under the surface destroying ships, and dragons wouldn’t be able to do anything about it. They couldn’t get too close, either, or it could leap out and grab them with those nasty claws on the ends of its arms.”

“You saw what it did to those ships in the harbor.”

“Its claws wouldn’t pierce a Silver Class pair’s protective aura.”

“Might be able to wrap its arms around them, though.”

“And they say it knocked a whole threesie flight from the sky with lightning.”

“That’s shadcrap.”

Donnicky said, “They’re calling him Minny Feral now. It suits him, doesn’t it? I mean, he’s not even human. Why is he even here? He belongs in the sea like the wild creature he is.”

Zee felt himself flush, unsure how to take the comment. It wasn’t wrong, was it? He did feel more at home in the sea than here. He didn’t fit in the way the others did.

One of the recruits caught sight of him and cleared his throat. The rest stopped talking. A couple of them looked embarrassed. The others glared.

“Speak of the devilfish,” Donnicky sneered, eyes on Zee but speaking as if he wasn’t standing right there. “He’s not so tough without his beast around to protect him. Have you seen that thing? It’s a monster of the deep if I ever saw one.”

Zee flashed him a smug smile. If they only knew what he and Jessup could really do and had done. It also amused him that Donnicky would stoop to acting tough in front of his friends. He began to move on, but Donnicky did not relent.

“That ugly bastardfish of a kraken should be put down before it kills someone.”

Zee stopped and turned, any and all amusement vanishing in an instant, replaced by righteous anger for the only one who truly mattered in all of this: Jessup. He was so furious he couldn’t speak, his lips pulled into a tight line.

“Oh ho, looks like I got under his skin,” Donnicky continued. “Is Minny Feral going to show me his fangs now?” Another derisive laugh, one that was echoed by the boys around him.

Zee wanted nothing more than to stride forward and knock the cruel smiles off each and every one of their faces, even though he’d warned Jessup not to do that exact same thing. He might’ve done so, too, but a hand gripped his shoulder.

He turned, surprised to find Sallison anh Batcu standing next to him. Amidst all the stares in his direction, he hadn’t noticed her there. “Come on,” she said. “Sit with us.”

Before he could say anything, she steered him toward a table, then returned to her place on the other side of the it. Jondon was directly next to her, with Chirt and Mehmet on Zee’s side.

Still standing, Zee asked, “Why did you…”

“Save you from beating the shadcrap out of Donnicky and his cronies?” Sallison said, raising an eyebrow. “Because it was five against one, and as good as you are with a sword, you would’ve lost in a fistfight with those odds. That and fighting outside of a legitimate training exercise is strictly prohibited, which I believe you already know. I’m not going to let you get kicked out on your first day in Basic. You can save that for your second day.”

“That’s… fair, I guess,” Zee replied.

Sallison indicated the bench across from her, next to Mehmet. “Sit.”

Zee hesitated. Either she didn’t actually hate him, or she wanted to chastise him for knocking her out of the Death Line. He decided to take his chances and threw a leg over the bench.

She held a hand toward Jondon. “This big lugfish is Jondon dil Rolio, whom you met at the Death Line.” Jondon tipped a hand in his direction, and he returned the gesture. Next, she indicated the short chubby fellow next to Zee. “That’s Mehmet can Yasso.”

“At your service,” the boy said, saluting smartly.

Sallison rolled her eyes. “Ignore him, and he might go away. At least that’s what we do.”

“It doesn’t work,” Mehmet said.

True to her word, she ignored the boy’s retort and targeted the last one in the group with her gaze. “Over there is Chirt sim Nabbit.” The girl just stared at Zee, unblinking, which made him squirm a little more than he’d like to admit.

He managed to clear his throat enough to squeeze out a few words. “I’m Zee Tarrow.”

“You are!?” Mehmet said with an exaggerated gasp. When Zee offered a confused look, he said, “We know who you are. Everybody knows who you are. You’re all anyone is talking about.”

Chirt shot him a look. “Rude!”

Mehmet replied innocently. “What? I’m just making conversation.”

Chirt shook her head.

Jondon said, “You must have had some serious training with a sword to stand up to Sallison like you did.”

Zee thought briefly. He had to be careful how he answered questions so he wouldn’t get anyone into trouble. “Some, yeah.” He hated that he had to constantly monitor himself and looked forward to the day he could speak openly, whenever that might be. “I’ve been lucky that way.”

Zee caught Sallison watching him, but she didn’t appear to be expecting more of an answer. It was more like she’d wondered how he would answer.

Jondon said, “It wasn’t luck that knocked Sallison anh Batcu out of the Death Line.”

Zee glanced at Sallison once more, but now she kept her eyes on her plate.

Mehmet said, “She beat seventeen in a row one time. That has to be some kind of academy record. It got boring toward the end, like watching a dragon play with its food.” He mimed making claws with his hands and batting around something small and invisible.

Chirt said, “I heard somebody in the chow line say Yezi beat eighteen today.”

Sallison grumbled, “Yezi, Yezi, Yezi. It’s all I hear.”

Chirt said, “Sallison, Sallison, Sallison is all I hear.”

“Chirt, Chirt, Chirt,” said Jondon. “Feel better?”

Chirt stabbed at her sparse plate of food as if it had offended her terribly. “I do, actually.”

Zee chuckled, then stopped himself, worried he’d laughed out of turn. They seemed to be loosening up, but one never knew with a new group of people. They didn’t seem to be put off in the slightest.

Jondon said, “Sallison and Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo have been fighting for the top spot all through Basic.” He pointed at her assessment badge, which had two hash marks over the tan background, then indicated the display of recruit rankings, where she and Yezi were tied at the top of the list. “And they’re the only two recruits with a mid-level Sand rating.”

“I’ll beat him,” said Sallison. “Just you wait.”

“I have no doubt,” said Chirt. “You are a lot meaner than he is.”

Sallison smiled. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

Mehmet explained to Zee, “Sallison is allergic to snooty highbreds. She breaks out in foul-mouth and fists when they get too close.”

Zee took the opportunity to speak to Sallison. “It seems to be working for you, if you’re doing this well.”

Sallison shrugged. “It hasn’t gotten me kicked out yet.”

“Almost, though,” said Mehmet.

Chirt added, “Like, five times.”

Off Zee’s look, Sallison said, “It’s true. You’re not the only one who’s gotten themself into trouble around here. That’s why I felt compelled to stop you.”

Somehow, that made Zee feel more at ease—at least until Mehmet said, “Didn’t you get thirty days in the brig for your kraken shooting lightning at some third-year cadets?”

Chirt banged her hand down on the table. “Rude, again!”

Mehmet gave her a look as if he had no idea what she was talking about.

Jondon said, “Word is Dame Toomsil got you out after the first week, then you and the kraken disappeared.”

Zee knew people were going to have a lot questions and had tried to prepare himself on the way back from the mission to save the prince. It had already started with Donnicky. It had been easy to be short with him, but he didn’t want to do that with these recruits. Still, all he could do was deflect and lie.

Again, Zee caught Sallison watching him. For some reason he felt worse lying to her than the others, but he had no choice. “We were allowed to work off the rest of our sentence doing service for the Navy.” In a way, it was true, or at least half true, and Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt seemed satisfied with that answer, to Zee’s relief. Sallison had no reaction.

Mehmet said, “Then admission to the academy by royal decree? Do you know how rare that is? You must’ve done something to catch the king’s attention.”

Zee poked at his meal. “Maybe the king heard about us and saw the value of having a kraken in the Corps.”

Sallison didn’t meet his eyes, concentrating on her plate as she said, “And a murman.”

The comment surprised Zee. Had she just paid him a compliment? Or was it meant to be a reminder to the others that he wasn’t strictly one of them, regardless of what the king had decreed?

She pointed a fork at the others, “And we shouldn’t be talking about the decree, remember? It’s none of our business.”

“Right,” Mehmet said. “Sorry.”

That wasn’t the end of their curiosity, however. Jondon said, “That was an amazing bond assessment you and your kraken had this morning. How long have you been forging?”

Zee calculated in his head, comfortable with giving a truthful answer this time, even if it was pretty unbelievable. “A little less than four months.”

They paused, trying to wrap their heads around that fast a progression, but the flood gates had opened, and Zee was hit with a barrage of questions.

Mehmet said, “I’ve never seen a core like yours and the kraken’s—”

“His name is Jessup,” Sallison interrupted.

“Right, but what is the blue in there with the Empyrean?”

That was another question Zee was okay with answering. “It’s called Marisean. It’s what murfolk and krakens forge, apparently.”

Chirt jumped in. “Then how do you have Empyrean, too?”

Mehmet said, “How did you learn to forge, anyway? I thought it was illegal to bond and forge outside the academy?”

Zee tried to keep up while also skipping the subjects he’d rather not or really shouldn’t answer. “The law only mentions humans and dragons, not murfolk and krakens.”

“When you forge, is it like how we do it?”

“Is it true your kraken can shoot lightning?”

“Why are you in Basic with us seaslugs, anyway? You don’t need this. Shouldn’t you be training with the bonded pairs, working on progressing even further?”

Suddenly Zee missed being the outsider, the loner, when he and Jessup could just train and forge in secret. He had to fit in as best he could, though, and these were the first recruits who’d shown any honest interest in him, without aggression or derision. He was finding that he liked them, too. Even though all their questions made him anxious, they weren’t challenging him like Donnicky and had no air of superiority like the rest of the recruits. They were genuinely interested.

Still, it was a relief when Sallison stepped in again.

“Being as strong as you can as a rider alone is crucial to strengthening a bond and has a direct relationship to progression. Zee rides a kraken, maybe the strongest beast there is to bond with. The best way for him to get stronger himself is to train away from the power of their bond. Basic is an opportunity for him to do that. When the Trials are over, if he’s improved himself, he and Jessup should be able to progress even faster.”

They pondered that, and Jondon said, “That makes sense.” The others agreed.

Zee looked to Sallison in appreciation. She’d basically related what he’d told her, but it had saved him from having to repeat himself. He knew a lot of the other recruits might be wondering the same thing, and Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet might help spread the word.

Before they could start up again with more questions, Sallison said, “And is grilling the newbie what the three of you should be focusing on right now? You should be concentrating on reaching Sand Class, and we should all be more concerned with getting through Trials. Maybe we should try thinking about helping him out, too. He’s missed all of Basic.”

“Right,” said Jondon, shamefaced. “Sorry, Recruit Tarrow.” Mehmet and Chirt mumbled their regrets as well.

Zee didn’t want them to feel bad, though. “It’s all right, really. I’d be curious too.” That seemed to make them feel better. “And call me Zee.”

Mehmet smiled. “I will. Thank you.”

“Or Feral, if you prefer,” Zee added with a smile of his own.

Mehmet gasped with laughter while Chirt almost spat out the gulp of whatever drink she’d just taken.

Curiously, Sallison hadn’t asked any more questions of her own. Zee wasn’t sure if it was because she was being polite or didn’t care, but he also wondered if maybe she knew more than she was letting on. He had no real reason to believe that other than the way she’d acted while they’d been firing questions at him.

He was starting to feel more comfortable among this group, so he asked, “Are you worried about passing the Trials?”

Chirt thumbed toward Sallison. “Not her, she’ll be fine. The rest of us, though... We haven’t even achieved Sand Class yet, and we don’t have much more time.”

Jondon said, “I can lift heavy things all day and hit real hard, but I’m not quick with a sword, and I can’t run for shadcrap. Mostly I’m worried about the written Aptitude Test.” He shuddered.

Mehmet said, “I’m pretty sure I’ll do fine on the test, but I’m a flopping suckfish at everything else.”

Chirt shrugged. “I’m worried about the written test, too. And I’m small. I can only do so much. Reaching Sand is proving to be the biggest hurdle, though. ”

Sallison said, “You’ve all got to be close. Work a little harder, and you’ll be fine.” To Mehmet and Jondon, she added, “It wouldn’t hurt if you two worked on your conditioning more.” They both frowned.

“She’s talking about running, isn’t she?” Mehmet groaned. “I hate running.”

“Why do you hate it?” Zee asked, genuinely curious.

“Hmm,” Mehmet said, tapping his teeth as he considered the question. “There’s having to use my arms and legs… but it’s mostly the running part and all the gasping. The gasping is the worst.” Jondon nodded in agreement.

“You wouldn’t be gasping if you got yourselves in better shape,” Sallison pointed out.

“Always with the logic,” Mehmet said, eyeing her with skepticism.

Chirt eyed the mountain of food on Jondon’s plate. Mehmet didn’t have as much as he did, but it was all the starchiest selections from the food line. “You two could also consider eating less and taking off some of that extra weight. I’d die if I ate that much in one sitting.”

Jondon and Mehmet looked mortified.

“I’d die if I didn’t,” Jondon replied. “I’m pretty sure my body would begin to eat itself. And you should eat more if you want to get stronger.”

She picked at her food. “So you keep telling me.”

Sallison spoke in a firm but encouraging tone. “A lot of recruits haven’t reached Sand Class yet, and that’s normal. Historically, the Trials themselves push most of them over the threshold. And remember, you don’t have to beat everyone, just pass the best you can, and don’t be in the lowest ten percent.”

To Zee, she said, “The bottom ten percent of recruits are always sent home after Trials, riders and beasts alike. That’s just how it is.”

“I read about that,” Zee replied.

Mehmet said, “You read the manual already?”

Zee didn’t want to admit that Commandant Aureosa had given him a manual, but he had a backup story. “There was one on the ship where I worked before Jessup and I came to the island.”

“Aren’t you special,” said Chirt.

He looked around at the other recruits in the chow area. “Sometimes I don’t much feel that way.”

Jondon asked, “Are you worried about passing, too?”

That was another question Zee could answer truthfully “I am, a little.” He glanced down at his assessment badge. “I still haven’t had my individual assessment, for one thing.”

Mehmet said, “From what I saw in the Death Line, I’ll bet you’re mid-level Sand. You’ll do fine.”

Zee smiled ruefully. “You haven’t seen me run. Unlike you, I enjoy running, but I’m sloooow.”

Chirt said, “You swim like a devilfish, though, and that will be one of the events in the Trials.”

Zee shrugged. “The webbed hands and feet help.”

They chuckled at that.

Mehmet’s laughter faded, and his expression became thoughtful. “I was there in the swimming lake when the chasmclaw attacked. You pulled me up.”

“I remember,” Zee replied.

“We were all there,” said Chirt. “We saw you kill that thing.”

Jondon said, “You saved us all.”

Chirt said, “None of us ever got a chance to thank you for that.” The others grunted in agreement.

Zee wasn’t sure how to answer, so he just said, “You’re welcome.”

Mehmet said, “We saw you and the kraken—Jessup—save the rider and dragon cadets during that strafing exercise, too.”

Chirt said, “You’re really kind of a hero.”

Zee definitely didn’t know how to respond to that. And they didn’t even know about the prince and his dragon. But a hero? He’d just been doing what had to be done.

Then Sallison said, “Not just kind of.”

She wasn’t looking at him, but she had a thoughtful expression as she gazed at her plate.

Jondon brightened. “Early in Basic, we were on a run and saw you and the kraken playing in the sea. He was jumping out of the water and throwing you real far.”

Mehmet said, “It looked like fun.”

Chirt grimaced. “It looked terrifying to me.”

Jondon said, “What’s it like to be bonded?”

Zee smiled. “It’s amazing. Really amazing.”

“I can’t wait.”

Sadness and worry appeared on Mehmet’s features. “We still have to make it to Pairing Day, find a suitable bondmate, and hope a dragon accepts us.”

Mehmet, Jondon, and Chirt gazed at their plates with long faces.

Sallison said, “Sand Class and Trials first. Don’t get ahead of yourselves. You’ve all come a long way since the beginning of Basic. You’ll get there.”

A sly grin crept over Chirt’s face. “Yes, ma’am.”

Sallison narrowed her eyes and pointed at her. “What did I say about that?”

Chirt’s grin remained. Sallison heaved a dramatic sigh and shook her head.

A small smile crept over Zee’s lips. If he had to be in a recruit flight, he was becoming convinced he’d like to be in one with these four. He waffled over being the one to initiate that conversation, though. He didn’t want to seem needy. He decided to let them bring it up if they wanted to, at least for now. He also figured he should wait until he found out what his individual assessment rating might be.

A ruckus rose at the end of the compound, and recruits at the end of the dining area toward the fields were standing up from their tables. Then someone shouted back, “The kraken is fighting with dragon recruits!”


Chapter 7

“Oh, no...” Zee leapt up and bolted through the crowd, who were now on their feet and rushing toward the field. Sallison and the others followed.

Zee shouted through the bond as he made his way through the press of bodies, “Jessup!”

“Hi, Zee.” His response was perfectly calm. In fact, he seemed happy.

Zee tried to calm himself. “Is everything okay?”

“Everything is good,” Jessup replied. “Are you okay?”

Zee broke through the crowd on the risen gravel road that had blocked the view of the fields from the rider recruit compound. He breathed a sigh of relief to see a group of about twenty-five beasts standing at the perimeter of a ring like the one his group had used for their dueling matches, only much larger.

“I’m good,” Zee replied. “What are you up to?”

“We’re going to fight.” Zee sensed mischief in Jessup’s voice. “This will be fun.”

“Just be careful.”

“I’m always careful.”

“Uh-huh.”

Zee felt Jessup snickering, and his friend said, “Careful big kraken.”

***

“Listen up, duckies!” Beast Lead Drill Instructor Villoso strode back and forth in the ring. “This will be a ground bout, single elimination. We don’t need any aerial injuries or long falls this close to Trials. You may, however, use your wings to leap for an attack or escape a blow, just be sure to get them tucked quickly, and you may not stay in the air. You may use teeth and claws, but I don’t want to see any serious harm done. Consider this an opportunity to not only showcase your strength and ferocity, but also practice control and restraint. The magickers can heal superficial injuries fairly quickly, but if you diminish another recruit’s ability to compete in the Trials, there will be consequences. Understood?”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!” Jessup’s voice nearly drowned out the others. He liked when it did that. Villoso narrowed her dark brown dragon eyes at him. “Your enthusiasm is appreciated, Ducky Jessup, but you can tone it down a bit.”

Jessup replied at a whisper, “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.”

Fennix shook his head at Jessup and tried to hide the slight smile on his toothy face. Villoso was less amused but returned to her instructions.

“You may use absolutely no projectiles. Got it?”

This time Jessup met the volume of the others more evenly. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

Back to Jessup, she said, “For you, Ducky Jessup, that means none of your zapping.”

Jessup wasn’t disappointed in the least. “Yes, ma’am. What about inking, ma’am?”

Villoso, who had read the report Beastmasters Mahfouz and Mildrezod had written up on the kraken, considered. “I’m going to say no inking. We don’t need blue-stained dragons in the Trials.”

“That’s all right, ma’am,” Jessup replied. “I won’t need it.”

She watched him as if annoyed at his boast, then addressed the group again. “All right, then. Let’s start this exercise with a bang. I know everyone wants to see what the kraken can do.” Without looking at him, she said, “Ducky Jessup, you’re up!”

***

The rider recruits strode closer to the beasts across the field, the cadet instructors in the lead. Everyone wanted to see how the kraken would fare against the dragon recruits and vice versa. Zee followed, but he didn’t get far before someone said, “That’s close enough, Minny Tarrow.”

Zee stopped while Dame Toomsil came down from the road to join him. Zee stood to attention. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!” It felt weird to be so formal with her, but he had to keep up appearances.

The cadet instructors called the recruit cohort to a halt not much farther down the slope, and Zee still had a clear view of the ring where the beasts would be competing. Sallison, Mehmet, Chirt, and Jondon stopped not far from Zee but kept a respectful distance at the approach of the lead instructor of the sword. Others turned back, eyes flicking from Dame Toomsil to Zee and back. At a stern look from the high-level Gold Class knight commander, they returned their attention to the field. Sallison still watched them closely, though, before turning away herself.

Dame Toomsil said, “Remember, we can’t have you and your beast’s bond affecting each other.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Zee replied.

Toomsil lowered her voice. “How’s it going so far, Zee?”

Zee spoke softly as well, feeling a swell of pride in his chest at having been addressed by his first name. “Okay, I think.”

“I heard about your performance in the Death Line. Well done.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

“I would have expected nothing less, of course.”

Zee smiled, the compliment, and his ability to have lived up to her expectations, doing a world of good for his confidence.

“Though a clear-cut victory would have been better.”

His expression soured as he glanced toward the knight, but she’d already turned her attention to the field.

They watched as Jessup entered the ring.

Dame Toomsil crossed her arms. “It was only your first day, of course, and yet I have very high expectations of you.”

“Of course, ma’am. Thank you.”

She said nothing more on the topic, instead focusing on the first bout. “This should be interesting,” she murmured.

“Yes, ma’am.” Zee was a little anxious for Jessup, but he was more concerned his kraken friend might hurt one of the dragons than that he might lose. Jessup had made great strides in controlling his temper and fighting with logic and caution, but this was a whole new situation. Zee took a breath. He just had to believe in his big friend. And, he realized, he did, very much.

Tem came down from the road and joined them. He crossed his arms like Dame Toomsil and said, “This should be interesting.” Zee and Toomsil grinned. Tem caught their expressions. “What?”

***

Villoso scanned the beast recruits, then her eyes fell on the smallest of them. “Ducky Fennix, you have the honor of being the first to face the kraken.”

The little white Ice Diver leapt at the chance. “Yes, ma’am!” He bounded into the ring, hopping on his good front leg while holding his clubfoot against his chest.

Jessup towered over him with a sly grin on his big lips while Fennix took his place across from the kraken toward the center of the ring. Fennix made a face of extreme fierceness, eyeballing his much larger opponent. Jessup snorted.

Villoso glared at their antics. “Address!”

The two of them bowed to each other, then Fennix crouched as if ready to pounce. “Prepare to fall, kraken!” Some of the dragon recruits chuckled while others stared in surprise. A smirk spread across Jessup’s wide rubbery lips.

“That’s enough!” roared Villoso. She glared at Fennix and Jessup. “Let’s take this seriously, duckies, unless you want a bell of sprints.”

The recruits in line sobered immediately, and both Jessup and Fennix replied, “Yes, ma’am!” Still, neither one of them looked very serious.

Villoso huffed in exasperation. “Begin!”

***

Fennix hopped energetically in front of Jessup, forward, back, and side-to-side, more like a dog playing than a dragon engaging in combat. It looked like their Ice Diver friend was glad to have his kraken friend back. Fennix had no chance against Jessup and knew it, but at least he was going to make a show out of their match.

Jessup finally pushed himself up from the ground and began striking out with his arms. Fennix leapt, dodged, and deflected with his wings. It was clear to Zee that Jessup wasn’t going at full speed, giving Fennix a chance to look good before the inevitable end.

Fennix sidestepped and caught the end of one of Jessup’s arms in his teeth, then tugged backward, shaking his head and snarling. The little Ice Diver was quick, but Jessup lifted his arm, nearly dragging Fennix into the air before the dragon could let go, then Jessup wrapped another arm around his midsection, pinning his wings. Fennix struggled and shouted while Jessup caught him with another arm as well, calmly shuffled to the edge of the ring, and set him down outside of it.

Drill Instructor Villoso’s voice rang across the field, calling the match in Jessup’s favor. The two bowed to each other, and Fennix proceeded to the losers’ side of the ring with his head held high in spite of his trouncing.

***

Fennix took his place outside the ring, chuckling to himself. Not far from him, at the end of the line of waiting recruits, the largest of the dragons in the beast cohort and one of the few with a high-level Sand rating snorted and spoke just loud enough for Fennix to hear. “Nice fight, little prince.”

Fennix puffed a cloud of ice particles. “That is a kraken out there, Bryceus, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“I can take him,” the hulking Royal Ebon replied.

Fennix scoffed. “How? Bite his arms? He’s got ten of them. Maybe push him over and roll him out of the ring? Again, ten arms. You can’t use your fire, and he’s five times your size.”

“You’ll see.”

As the big Ebon’s luck would have it, or more likely because Villoso had heard him boasting, the drill instructor called him next.

Bryceus donned his combat glower, which Fennix had come to know was pretty much his only expression. “Good luck out there, big fella.”

“I don’t need luck,” Bryceus replied as he stomped into the ring.

Fennix shook his head as he watched Bryceus circle Jessup, the kraken’s big eyes rotating to watch him as he went. “You’re right,” Fennix said to himself. “It wouldn’t do you any good, anyway.”

***

Murmurs ran through the crowd of rider recruits as they shared their thoughts on how Bryceus would do against the beast of the sea. Along with a Royal Ebon named Shukla, he was apparently ranked among the very top of the beast cohort.

Bryceus paced the perimeter, leaping back to escape Jessup’s reach when the kraken stretched out his massive arms. Jessup had been holding back on his reach, though, and whipped an arm out to full length. Bryceus hopped to the side and struck it away with a wing. Zee had to admit, the big dragon was fast.

Jessup crawled forward, thrashing arms straight out and to both sides of Bryceus, attempting to force him out of the ring. Bryceus backpedaled rapidly, then jumped and flew over a strike, landed, ran forward, then dropped and rolled beneath another strike, actually catching Jessup by surprise when he came up and planted his front claws under the edge of the kraken’s shell and shoved.

Jessup tipped up, appearing to be in appreciation of the dragon’s strength, skill, and strategic thinking. Then Jessup grabbed him with multiple arms and shoved the dragon’s head, shoulder, and one front leg in his mouth.

***

Bryceus tried to pull himself free from Jessup’s clenched teeth and closed lips. The Ebon slapped ineffectually with his tail and clawed at Jessup’s face with his free leg, but the kraken didn’t even wince when his opponent scratched his cheek. The fight ended with Bryceus going limp and tapping out on Jessup’s face.

Needless to say, all of the beast recruits were grimacing in horror, which became groans of disgust when Jessup spat out one of the champions of their cohort to tumble on the ground.

Bryceus spit and cursed while attempting to scrub the kraken slobber off his face. Finally, the Ebon shuddered in disgust, then bowed in salute when Villoso called the match, accepting his defeat.

Bryceus side-eyed Fennix as he took his place at the losers’ side of the ring. “I know. Don’t say it.” He shuddered again.

Fennix smirked. “I told you so.”

Bryceus grumbled, “I said, don’t say it!”

***

The reactions of the rider recruits when Jessup put Bryceus’s head in his mouth was pretty much the same as the dragon recruits’ had been—grimaces and groans of horror.

Everyone’s attention returned to the match, though, when two dragon recruits took to the ring. Heads shook and a susurration of commentary rose as Jessup beat them as easily as he had Bryceus, this time by raising himself high, yanking them both underneath him, and sitting on them like a couple of oversized chairs. Jessup rocked and bobbed while they fought to shove him off, but he was too heavy, and he had tucked half of his arms in close to keep the dragons beneath him while holding the rest of them out to brace himself. Their struggling didn’t go on long before muffled cries sounded from beneath the mighty pile of kraken. “Yield! We yield!”

Villoso called three dragons out for the next match, then four. They tried attacking from multiple sides from the air, as well as biting hold of and pulling on his tentacles all from one side, but Jessup still managed to fling them out of the ring and bring the last one or two to submission. Jessup grinned the whole time, even wider if they were briefly able to get him in a bind, enjoying the rare challenge to his nearly inexhaustible strength.

At that point, Zee caught sight of Master Sergeant Vittie moving toward the beasts upon his drake.

Tem said, “What do you think they’re up to?”

“A match between the kraken and drake, perhaps?” Dame Toomsil replied.

Zee said, “I think Jessup would like that.”

“I’m sure he would. And I’d certainly like to see it.”

For the next match, five dragon recruits were called in. To their credit, none of them balked at the challenge, attacking with all the ferocity they had to offer. They were also a savvy bunch and tried grabbing Jessup’s arms and running in a circle in the hopes of tying him up and getting him off balance. Jessup almost tipped, but he stood higher, arms tightened to be shorter, and turned in the same direction they did—only faster. They were lifted into the air, and as they let go to fly away, Jessup stretched his arms to full length while still spinning and smacked them all out of the ring, earning him a chorus of “Oohs!” “Ahhs!” and “Ouch, that’s got to hurt!” from the crowd.

***

Fennix peered at the rider lead drill instructor, leaning from atop his Fire Drake and speaking to Villoso, who was watching the kraken spinning her recruits around like they were on a children’s carnival ride. Vittie dismounted.

Bryceus said, “The drake’s going to fight it.”

“It is a he, and his name is Jessup,” Fennix replied, taking in the drake’s monstrous form. It was twice the size of even a large Royal Ebon like Bryceus, and much stronger, its shoulders reaching nearly twelve feet, with thicker armor, and far heavier, even beyond their increased size. Drakes were excellent swimmers, and the Marine Force used them to carry soldiers from ships to shore for battle, but drakes didn’t have hollow bones like dragons.

Villoso called the latest match, then said, “Ducky Jessup, how do you feel about fighting the master sergeant’s drake, Dorhart, for the next match?”

“I feel very good about that,” Jessup replied. “Thank you, ma’am.”

She spoke to Vittie, who unbuckled the great strap holding the drake’s saddle in place, then heaved on the strap until the saddle slid off and fell to the dirt. With that done, he walked the drake into the ring. He gazed at Jessup, then patted Dorhart on the leg and went to stand beside Villoso.

The drake pawed at the ground, tearing out great hunks of earth with its claws, then lifted its head and roared, superheating the air with its breath.

Fennix had noticed Jessup had grown since he’d first seen the kraken, now perhaps a foot taller than he’d been when he’d arrived on the island almost four months ago and proportionately larger all around. The drake didn’t have the size and mass the kraken had, but he was a far better match for Jessup than the dragon recruits. He didn’t have the intelligence Jessup or the other dragons had, but with his half bond with Vittie, he would be exceptionally canny, and Fennix knew this beast had extensive experience in real battle.

Fennix’s bet was still on the kraken.

Villoso announced that this match would be to three wins instead of a single bout.

As soon as she shouted for them to begin, the drake charged with a mighty leap. Jessup caught its forelegs, and a shoving match ensued. Earth piled up behind Jessup as the drake pushed him back toward the edge of the ring, both beasts grunting and growling with the effort. Jessup extended the spikes from the suckers on his arms, gripping the field and halting his backward slide. Then he hunkered lower and pushed with greater effort.

Dorhart’s back claws plowed great furrows in the earth as he slid back. He tried to throw Jessup’s arms to the side, but Jessup reinforced his hold on the beast with two more arms and pushed all the harder. Jessup’s speed and momentum increased. The drake roared in frustration as the kraken plowed him toward the edge of the ring. With a final effort, he shoved the drake’s mouth away so Dorhart couldn’t grab him, thrust himself up, lifted the great beast into the air, and heaved him out of the ring.

Fennix leapt up, raising his good front leg into the air and shouting, “Yes!” Then he realized no one else was cheering. In fact, they were all now staring at him.

***

Zee threw up a fist. “Yes!” He swallowed as the rider recruits turned and stared at him. He lowered his hand but couldn’t hold back the grin creeping onto his face.

***

The drake approached the second match with more care, eyeing up his opponent, considering his options. Jessup stood higher now, his body ten feet from the ground, with his front two arms held up to block and strike while the two titans slowly circled each other. Jessup suddenly sprang up and forward, trying to catch the drake beneath him, but the drake threw himself into a roll to the side. Jessup grabbed for him, hooked claws at the tips of his arms onto scales, and the two became a grappling, rolling, biting, slapping, snarling, clawing, gnawing whirlwind. The ground shook at their bodyfalls, and dust clouded in the air. Then they broke apart and faced off once more.

The drake lunged, front legs up as before. Jessup slapped his claws to the side, but the drake went with it, spinning and whipping Jessup in the face with his thick tail. In the split second it took Jessup to blink, the drake completed its spin and came up between the kraken’s two front arms to bite hold of the lip of Jessup’s shell while also grabbing it with its claws. It continued to shove upward, much like Bryceus had. The drake, however, was far larger and stronger than the dragon.

Instead of resisting, Jessup pushed up higher on his arms and stepped backward swiftly.

The dragon recruits scattered as the titans came straight for them. All except an orange-colored Rock named Mirakle, who was about the same size as Fennix but more round. She peeped, then dropped to the ground and covered her head with her claws.

It looked like the drake had the upper hand. Fennix knew better. He kept quiet, but hopped on his one good front leg, barely able to contain his enthusiasm.

Jessup suddenly planted his back arms and dropped, at the same time thrusting front arms beneath the drake. He threw himself to tip over backward, and heaved the drake over him.

Dorhart was forced to release the bite it had on Jessup’s shell or risk a broken neck. He grasped and bit at Jessup’s arms but found no purchase. With a final heave Jessup threw him over Mirakle to crash down out of bounds.

The ground shook as the heavy beast struck. He rolled and rose to his feet, then roared and snorted dark smoke in frustration.

Dragon recruits gaped, and Villoso shouted, “That’s two bouts to Ducky Jessup. Round three!”

Mirakle uncovered one eye, saw she was safe, and pushed herself up, blowing out hot air in relief, then scurried out of the way of the angry drake.

Jessup righted himself, calm as could be, and shuffled back to the center of the ring, giving Fennix a surreptitious wink with one big orb of an eye as he went.

Fennix snorted.

The drake growled and stalked back to into the ring, glaring at Jessup, his tail twitching.

Bryceus stared at Fennix. “Did that kraken just wink at you?”

Fennix said, “I’ll remind you, his name is Jessup.”

Bryceus sighed a big dragon sigh. “All right, then. Did that kraken named Jessup just wink at you?”

“That’s better.” He glanced at Bryceus. “And I didn’t see a thing.”

Villoso roared. “Ducky Mirakle!”

Mirakle jerked to attention. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

“Next time you have a battling kraken and drake barreling straight for you, try getting the shell out of the way!”

Mirakle ducked her head. “Yes, ma’am.”

***

Zee forced himself not to cheer but looked to Dame Toomsil and Tem with a wide grin. Both glanced at him, then returned their eyes forward with hints of smiles on their lips.

Zee realized just how anxious he was and took a deep breath to calm himself, then chanced a look at the other recruits. All were discussing the matchup between the kraken and the drake, and many glanced over their shoulders at him.

Sallison, Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet were gazing at him as well. All Zee could do was try to cast aside his nerves and enjoy it. Sallison eyed Toomsil and Tem, then seemed to decide to take the risk. She stepped away from the others and approached, then saluted the instructors of the sword. They saluted back casually, and she moved to stand next to Zee.

“I understand better now,” she said. “With a beast like that, being exceptional really might not be enough.”

Zee blew out a long breath, the excitement of Jessup winning against the drake mixing with his own anxiety. “Yeah. I have a lot of work to do.”

“You don’t seem the type to be afraid of hard work.”

“Thank you for noticing,” Zee replied. Feet shuffled beside him and he saw the sword instructors watching them, Tem with a touch of amusement.

Zee felt his cheeks flush, Sallison cleared her throat, and both returned their attention to the beasts across the field.

There was at least one more round to go.

***

Jessup gazed at the drake, readying for their next bout, when Drill Instructor Vittie shouted, “Activate simulation field nine!”

Villoso shot him a look. “For a recruit? Are you certain?”

“This kraken is no ordinary recruit, and Dorhart is no recruit at all.”

Villoso gazed at Jessup, then the drake. “All right. I’ll allow it.”

Neither of them had spoken softly, so all the dragon recruits had heard. They backed farther away from the ring as short pedestals with crystals atop them pushed up through the surface of the ground around the perimeter.

The crystals lit with a golden glow and floated to hover above the edge of the ring itself. Vertical beams of light shot from them, up into the air and down to the ground, then the beams widened until the ring was surrounded by a dim curtain of light.

Villoso shouted to the center of the ring. “Are you familiar with how simulation arenas work, Ducky Jessup?”

“I am, ma’am,” Jessup answered.

Drill Instructor Vittie strode to the center of the ring and stood next to his drake. “What say you, then, Ducky Jessup? There will be no restrictions. Nothing is to be held back. Are you willing to suffer the pain of injury or false death?”

“I have been injured many times and fought many battles to the death, sir. I am still here.” Jessup straightened to attention. “I accept.”


Chapter 8

The drake lowered himself so that Vittie could step first to his leg then climb to his back. Having removed the drake’s saddle for the earlier match, Vittie would ride bareback for the bout.

The master sergeant saluted, and Jessup bowed. The drake took a few steps back and lowered into a crouch. Jessup knew they had a half bond, like the SHEELs and krisdolphins, but now that the rider and beast were together, he could feel the strength of it. A greater intelligence seemed to glimmer in the eyes of the beast, as did a very slight yellow glow. The drake would be even smarter, faster, and stronger now. That was just fine with Jessup.

The activation of the simulation arena had drawn even more attention to the bout. Cadets and instructors were gathering closer, while cadet and knight pairs watched from the sky. Jessup didn’t mind that either. He’d had an audience before, greater in number and higher in rank. Good. It was time the academy saw what they had nearly given up.

He and Zee hadn’t spoken since before the matches had begun, but now Zee’s voice sounded in his mind.

“Don’t hold back, Jessup. Remember, this is just a simulation. No matter what you do to him, he’ll be okay.”

“I remember, Zee.”

“Give them everything you’ve got.”

“That’s the only way I know how to be.”

***

Sallison watched Zee, who wore an expression of fierce determination. “Are you talking to him?”

The look on Zee’s face diminished but didn’t disappear. “I was.”

“Are you worried?”

Zee met her gaze with a smile that had a slightly feral quality to it, one reminiscent of his new nickname. “Not even a little.”

The drake huffed smoke, growling deep in its throat, and pawed at the ground.

Jessup pushed himself up to his full height, his face over forty feet above the ground, the tip of his shell far above that. He leaned threateningly toward the drake, and the spines of his shell snapped out. Spikes extended from the suckers on his arms, and he lifted his front arms to a position of readiness, folding out the wicked catlike claws at their tips. The leg that had been bitten off by the Wraith sorceror dragon was still shorter than the others, but the claw had begun to grow back at its tip. Somehow, the deformity made him look even more terrifying.

The dragon recruits backed farther away, and even Drill Instructor Villoso retreated another few steps.

***

Blue electricity sparked to life and crackled over the kraken’s shell, arcing between the spines.

Fennix spoke so the stunned dragons near him could hear. “And that’s without using his bond.” Bryceus just stared.

Vittie drew his exceptionally large sword. The drake lifted his head and roared a great pillar of fire into the sky.

Jessup roared back, far deeper and louder, causing everyone to cringe at the horrendous clamor.

***

All across the island, everyone heard that roar. Those who weren’t aware a simulated combat involving recruits was about to begin spied the fire in the sky above the duckies’ field. Many headed toward it, among them Commandants Peleus ran Aureosa and Vandalia, Deans of Magicks Mihir han Wanchoo and Venkatarama, and Beastmasters Kareem eh Mahfouz and Mildrezod.

***

Villoso raised a wing, then jerked it downward, shouting, “Begin!”

The ring erupted in a flurry of attacks. Jessup drove forward, swiping with his arms. Dorhart leapt back with surprising speed, but he wasn’t fast enough. Jessup’s claws hooked thick scales and one of the horns on his head, then the kraken powered up the crackling electricity once more. Vittie hacked at Jessup’s arms with his sword, but did not let go. The drake jerked his head free and loosed a torrent of drake fire, as hot as a Gold Class bonded dragon’s.

Jessup ducked and leaned forward, sucking his face up into his shell as much as he could without changing his grip, pulling the drake closer as the flood of fire seared his skin and shell. As hard as the drake tried, it couldn’t escape from the kraken’s grasp. Vittie continued to chop at Jessup’s arms. Jessup snaked an arm around the drake’s neck and squeezed, cutting off the fire. He shoved the drake’s head away, turning the beast while pushing his face out from beneath the protection of his shell, then he pounced like the world’s biggest cat, his enormous kraken maw open wide.

Vittie just had time to realize what was happening and throw an arm over his head. It did him no good. Jessup’s mouth covered him, as well as the drake’s shoulders down to its ribs. There was a horrendous crunching sound as Jessup bit down. The drake screamed as its spine and ribs splintered. But Jessup didn’t stop there.

A pulse of blue electricity flashed, causing everyone near to jerk their heads away and cry out.

When the pulse was over and their eyes had readjusted, Jessup pushed himself up with great effort, lifting the smoking carcass of the drake still held in his mouth. Electricity continued to spark over Jessup’s smoking shell and burned face. His eyes roamed the spectators with a predacious glare, then he spit the burned and ruined drake to thud heavily on the ground, Vittie’s charred body seared in place on its back.

Silence reigned over the field, interrupted only by a warm breeze and distant sounds from the town and harbor. Jessup reached between his lips and tugged Vittie’s tarnished sword from the roof of his mouth. He went to chuck it down but stopped, eyeing his vanquished foes. He lay the sword gently on their bodies, then sighed.

Villoso announced, “Victory by false death! Three wins! The match goes to Ducky Jessup!”

***

The minnies were all agape. Sallison, lost for words, finally managed to say, “That was... something.”

Toomsil and Tem puffed out their chests but said nothing. Their dragons, Peloquin and Timandra, had joined them.

Timandra said, “When the kraken comes arising, even dragons flee.”

Peloquin added, “And drakes should as well.”

“Now I see why,” said Sallison.

Zee spoke to his victorious friend. “That was amazing, Jessup.”

“Thank you.”

“I’m proud of you.”

Zee felt his friend’s gratitude as the kraken looked in his direction, and Zee could see him smiling.

***

White light flowed through the simulation arena, washing away Jessup’s burns and other injuries. Dorhart and Vittie recovered from their charred forms, and they coughed. Vittie found his sword, then clutched one of the spines at the base of the drake’s neck as the beast pushed himself up. They stared at Jessup, then the drake bowed its head with respect.

Master Sergeant Vittie sheathed his sword. “You are a mighty foe, Ducky Jessup. We’re glad you’re on our side.” The drake tipped a nod.

Vittie eyed the blank individual assessment badge attached to Jessup’s shell, then lifted his face and shouted to the sky. “I call on the Orb!” The Simulation Crystals returned to hover over their pedestals. “Individual beast assessment,” said Vittie. “Name: Jessup!” To Jessup, he said, “I know you have an individual assessment to activate your badge slated for this afternoon, but why wait? It’s time we found out just how you rate among your peers.”

“Thank you, sir,” Jessup replied. Dorhart turned and carried his rider from the field.

The crystal grew brighter and throbbed three times, then words in golden light appeared above the ring, displaying Jessup’s individual rating stats.

Beast: Jessup

Class: Tin

Level: Medium

Gasps rose from the crowd. Jessup grinned and looked back across the field toward Zee.

***

The rider recruits murmured in disbelief, many shooting glances at Zee. Sallison shook off her own shock, turning her attention to those closest to her.

Tem said, “Mid-level Tin...”

Peloquin shook his head. “It shouldn’t be a surprise, but it still is.”

Sallison watched them. They obviously knew more about what was going on with Zee and Jessup, but she knew better than to say anything.

Zee appeared to be glad, but she detected a hint of worry on his features as well. He had much to live up to with a beast like that.

***

Bryceus said, “That’s higher than Mogon the Mighty rated after Trials, isn’t it?”

Another dragon recruit said, “How is that even fair?”

And another, “Do you think the Orb is broken?”

“I doubt it,” Bryceus replied. “You saw what that monster can do.”

Fennix said nothing, instead running into the ring to congratulate his friend.

***

Zee saw Sallison scowling at his chest, but before he could ask why, Dame Toomsil said, “Minny Tarrow. Your badge.”

Zee looked down, pulling his shirt out so he could see it. It was illuminated with white light, then the glow wiped across it and faded. It had become tan and had two hash marks. Mid-level Sand, just like Sallison’s.

Dame Toomsil said, “Not as astounding as your beast, but a truly excellent rating.”

Tem said, “It must have activated because of your bond with Ducky Jessup.”

“From this distance?” Timandra asked.

“Apparently.”

Cadet instructors began shouting. “Quit your gawping, minnies! Fun time’s over. Let’s get that lunch area spick-and-span and get back to work!”

***

Zee stood holding a stack of trays, eyeing the glowing recruit display. Jessup’s mid-level Tin rating had shot him to the very top of the beast columns. With his mid-level Sand, Zee’s name was now the third one down in the first rider column, just below Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo and Sallison.

Sallison stepped up beside him. “Mid-level, huh? I’m still going to kick your bassbutt next time we duel.”

Zee’s lips curled up at one side. “You can try.”

She snorted, then her expression turned dark at the approach of a very tall, strikingly handsome and muscular recruit with a wide grin framing perfect, bright white teeth.

Sallison glowered at him. “Great...”

The recruit’s name tag marked him as none other than Yezi ekh Hanyayo himself. His voice was deep and clear, befitting his appearance. “Congratulations, Minny Tarrow. You’re now vying with anh Batcu and me for top of the recruit cohort. I’m glad. This will make the Trials all the more interesting.”

Zee found himself at a loss for words, but Yezi turned to Sallison.

“How are you faring, Sallison?”

Unlike Zee, her reply was immediate. “It’s Recruit anh Batcu to you, Hanyayo, and I’d be better if you’d just go away.”

Several other recruits had come with Yezi, all also tall, long-legged, and extremely fit. Some smirked at Sallison’s attitude, others shook their heads.

Yezi, on the other hand, didn’t seem affected in the slightest. “Have you joined a flight yet?”

Sallison crossed her arms. “I’m working on it.”

“You’ve only got until tomorrow morning. The invitation to join us still stands.”

“How does that saying go? Something about Zepiter’s hells freezing over?”

Yezi’s grin only grew broader. “Well, if you change your mind...” His attention turned to Zee. “And you, Recruit Tarrow? Have you considered Basic flight selection?”

It took a moment for Zee to answer. “Not really,” he lied. “I know I need to find one to join, but I just got here this morning.”

“We heard about how you stood up to Sallison in the Death Line. That’s no small feat.” He indicated to the others standing with him. “Since Sallison is reluctant, I’d like to offer you a place in our flight.”

Zee froze. Did he just ask him to join their recruit flight? He could see the names of the others on their tags, and their ratings and placements on the display over Yezi’s shoulder. They were all listed just below Zee.

Yezi seemed friendly enough, though it was obvious Sallison didn’t think much of him. And there was something about the others that rubbed him the wrong way. Finally, he said, “I’d like to think about it, if you don’t mind.”

The others frowned, but Yezi remained all smiles. “Of course. I wouldn’t be so presumptuous as to assume otherwise.” He placed his palms on his hips and bent in a shallow bow. “Don’t wait too long, though. We need to find a fifth before selection in the morning. Have a good remainder of your day.”

He nodded to Sallison, who scowled, and they walked away.

Zee was more than a little shocked. He’d only been in Basic a few bells, and he’d already been asked to join a flight, and by all appearances what would be the top recruit flight in the Trials.

Sallison said, “Great, just what I need. More competition.”

Zee’s eyes shot to her. “Oh, did you actually want to be in their flight?”

Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet, who had moved closer during the conversation, all chuckled, and Sallison looked as if Zee had insulted her whole family. “That prickfish? Not in a million years. I mean you.”

Unsure how to respond, so he just said, “Sorry?”

“You don’t actually look sorry.”

A grin slid onto Zee’s lips. “I don’t actually feel sorry.”

“I wouldn’t either.”

Jondon said, “I feel sorry—for myself.”

Chirt grunted through a frown, and Mehmet ded.

Mehmet said, “Now that you know you have mid-level Sand, maybe you don’t have to worry so much about getting stronger in Basic.”

Zee stared at Jessup’s rating and placement in the beast cohort. A Tin Class individual rating, and mid-level at that. Even alone, Jessup was a force to be reckoned with on every level. Away from him, without the bond, even after all Zee had accomplished, he still felt small and weak in comparison. He had a long way to go match his beast, his friend, his bondmate, so they could both get stronger..

Zee spoke, almost to himself. “Yes, I do.” The memory of the Wraith sorcerer pair leering at them beneath the sea flashed through his mind. “I really do.”

A short time later, Zee and the others were wiping down tables. Zee decided it would be a good idea to learn as much about the other recruits as possible, especially if he was considering being in a flight with them.

To Sallison, he said, “You don’t seem to like Minny ekh Hanyayo very much.”

Jondon said, “That’s the understatement of the century.”

“Sallison doesn’t like anybody much,” said Chirt. “She just tolerates us because we pose no threat.”

Sallison jerked her head up. “That’s not true at all!”

They laughed, alleviating her fears.

Zee said, “What do you have against Hanyayo?”

The others leaned in, wanting to hear the answer as well. Apparently she hadn’t told them anything about it.

“We have a history,” Sallison replied.

Chirt leered at her. “Ohh, do tell.”

“Not that kind!” Sallison retorted. “A competitive history. His family and mine know each other, okay?”

Mehmet said, “You know Ronal ahr Virdi, the vizier to the king?”

Sallison said, “Yezi—” then corrected herself, “Minny ekh Hanyayo is the vizier’s nephew, not his son.” They just looked at her. “But, yes, we know the vizier.”

Chirt said, “Fancy.”

Mehmet added, “So fancy.”

Sallison groaned in annoyance.

Jondon didn’t let Sallison’s earlier slip with Hanyayo’s casual name slide by. “‘Yezi, huh?’”

“Shut it, Rolio, unless you want to eat your next meal with no teeth.”

Zee wiped down benches while Sallison fended off further teasing from the others and found himself smiling. He wasn’t sure why, but he found her intriguing, maybe more than anyone he’d ever met.

He was puzzling on that when Jessup’s voice intruded into his mind. “What are you thinking about?”

“Hi, Jessup.” Zee was always happy to hear from his best friend, but how did he always know when Sallison was around? “I’m not thinking about anything.”

“Okay.” Zee was relieved, thinking Jessup was going to let it go. No such luck. “Not thinking about pretty recruit Sallison anh Batcu?”

Argh. “What makes you think that?”

“Just a feeling about your emotional state.”

Sometimes Zee wished Jessup wasn’t so darn smart and intuitive.

Jondon happened to glance over and catch Zee frowning and blushing. “Are you all right, Zee?”

“Um... Yeah. I’m just talking to Jessup.”

“That is so cool. I can’t wait to be able to do that with my beast.”

Chirt said, “If you get a beast.”

“Way to be supportive, Chirt,” Mehmet scolded.

“I’m just being realistic.”

Jondon said to Zee, “Tell Jessup I think he’s awesome.”

“I will,” Zee replied, then reached out to his kraken friend. “One of the recruits said to tell you they think you’re awesome, Jessup.”

Zee could feel the smirk in Jessup’s voice. “Was it Sallison anh Batcu?”

“Jessup!” Zee was going to have to remember to block his feelings from Jessup more often. It wouldn’t stop communication, but it provided a barrier to Jessup being able to sense what he was feeling. It was something they’d learned how to do on ship and would be handy if Zee feared Jessup might get angry or worry unnecessarily if he sensed Zee was distressed. And, Zee was realizing, if he wanted to keep his emotions private.

He could tell Jessup was amused. “Tell them I know.”

“Okay, I’ll tell them now.”

“And say hello to pretty Sallison.”

“Stop it!” Zee sensed Jessup laughing. “Okay, bye now. Talk later.” Zee cut the conversation off, dampening Jessup’s sense of him through the bond, even if just temporarily, and shook his head.

The shout of a threesie cadet instructor brought his head up. “Finish up, you seaslugs! Time for a run!”

Jondon groaned. “Yay. My favorite.”

“Mine too,” Mehmet added.

Chirt huffed, “I’m so excited.”

Unlike them, Zee was looking forward to it. A bit of sweat and exertion was just the thing he needed right now.


Chapter 9

Within the first hundred yards of their five-mile run, Zee was already falling back in the pack. He wasn’t exactly tired. There was no burn in his muscles or ache in his back or feet, and his breathing hadn’t bothered him since he was first dunked in the sea by Corl back when he was seven years old, and he’d been in the sea regularly since. His lungs simply didn’t have the same capacity that human lungs did. And these recruits were in the top shape of their lives, built for land and air. Except for Chirt and Mehmet, they were all much taller as well, with longer legs.

To pass the Runner event in the Trials, they’d all have to run three miles in a set time limit. He hadn’t been able to make that time yet, but he knew he was close. Endurance wasn’t the issue. He could run for long periods of time. He’d been running regularly and just as hard as the recruits, he just wasn’t very fast. Two months of training did not make up for a lifetime of running or his difference in physicality. He was simply not built for superior performance on land. As a murman, he was built for the sea.

There was only one thing he could do about that, though. After they broke into flights tomorrow morning, they’d have two weeks to train before Trials began. He'd just have to prioritize running and train all that much harder. If there was one thing he knew he could do, it was push himself to his limits, and even beyond, creating new limits.

More recruits passed him as he bore down and ran as fast as he dared. He didn’t want to burn himself out and have to stagger the last length, or worse, not be able to finish at all.

The full cohort of recruits had been called to run, over a hundred of them, instead of the groups they’d been broken into for the Death Line. The fastest among them, Sallison and Yezi, were already way out front, keeping pace with the twosie cadet instructor.

A shoulder bumped him, knocking him off his pace. The sneering face of Derlick don Donnicky turned back as he passed. Zee was bumped four more times as Donnicky’s lackeys passed as well, each verbalizing a disingenuous “Excuse me” or “Pardon me.”

Zee flushed with anger, then calmed himself. No good could come from escalating the confrontation, even if he could catch them, and shouting after them would just make him look petty. In fact, that was probably what they wanted, to get Zee riled and have him do something that would get him into trouble. He couldn’t forget he and Jessup had been accepted probationally, even with the king’s decree. They had to be on their best behavior.

Donnicky and his bunch would get what they had coming, but it would be within the confines of a dueling ring, or by beating them soundly in the Trials. He’d already shown his skill with a sword and had a mid-level Sand rating, superior to Donnicky and his group’s low-level ratings. In fact, he had to question the wisdom of them antagonizing him at all. As soon as he and Jessup passed the Trials, they’d be an Iron Class bonded pair once again, and sorcerers to boot—unless their thinking was to make sure he didn’t pass at all. He’d have to keep an eye on them. Tem had told him to watch out for that kind of thing, and Zee was realizing he might have been right.

Tough as more of the group pulled away, Zee was actually gaining on three of them. On the opposite side of the track were Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet. Much than Zee, Chirt wore an expression of utter concentration. Her arms pumped hard, and her feet moved quickly. It looked as if she was running really fast. She wasn’t.

Jondon dwarfed her by comparison. His legs were long, but they were thick like tree trunks, and his big arms hung limp at his sides. Zee couldn’t blame him. He had a lot of weight to move.

Zee felt for Mehmet the most, though. He just wasn’t very athletic. His face was beet red, his breathing was labored, and his shoulders wobbled side-to-side as he ran.

Though he’d already spoken to them, and they seemed friendly enough, Zee struggled with the thought of joining them. He didn’t want to be a nuisance. Also, the old habits he’d developed on the HMT Krakenfish were still hard to break. He’d survived by staying away from the rest of the crew as much as possible.

This wasn’t the ship, though. This was the academy, and he was a recruit, just like them. They were all supposed to be one big team, a united military force. They were supposed to be soldiers. As uncomfortable as it was, and as counter to his instincts, he was going to have to change his behavior. It might as well start now.

He angled across the track, announcing himself so as not to startle them. “Hello.”

Chirt snapped a glare his way until she saw who it was. Jondon greeted him in return. Mehmet just flipped a hand up in a quick wave, any words he might’ve uttered sucked away by his gasping breaths.

Zee wasn’t sure what to say, so he went with something simple and obvious. “This isn’t easy, is it?”

Chirt heaved out, “It sucks sea sludge, is what it does.”

If they were supposed to be a unit, with each of them attempting to be the best they could be, for themselves and for the Dragon Corps, Zee wanted to help them if he could. But what if they didn’t want it or, worse, took offense? Forcing down his anxiety and pushing himself further out of his comfort zone, he said, “I don’t want to be presumptuous, but maybe I can help.”

Jondon said, “You offering to carry me? Because that would be great.”

Chirt said, “We could tip Mehmet on his side and roll him.”

“Please do,” Mehmet replied. “My legs are killing me.”

“That might work for me too, if all of you pushed,” said Jondon, patting his belly.

Chirt said, “When we get to the finish line, you could just throw me the last fifty feet. I’d get a faster time and be able to stop running that much sooner.”

“Now, there’s an idea.” Jondon reached for her.

She veered away. “Keep your big flippers off me, you oxfish!”

All of them laughed—as much as they could while trying to breathe through the run.

With the tension broken, Zee thrust forward with his offer. “I had a really hard time just gaining my land legs when I first came to the island, and I couldn’t run much at all, so I would watch the better runners training and try to mimic their styles. Each body type is different, but there are techniques I incorporated into my own that helped a lot.” He’d gotten some tips from Tem as well, but Zee didn’t think it would be appropriate to mention that now.

To Zee’s surprise, Jondon said, “Let’s hear it, then.”

Mehmet added, “Yes, please. Anything to ease the pain would be much appreciated.” Chirt looked dubious.

Zee breathed a sigh of relief. He’d never instructed anyone in anything before, except for Jessup, which he wasn’t sure counted, but he relished the opportunity to help his fellow recruits. “The trick I found after trying a few things was to think about the mechanics of what your body is doing while you run, especially your breathing. You want to take deep breaths, using as much of your lungs as you can. And instead of thinking about breathing into your chest and expanding your rib cage, try to do what’s called belly breathing.”

Jondon said, “I like the sound of that. I have plenty of belly.”

Mehmet rubbed his own ample stomach. “Me too.”

“That’s not exactly what I mean,” Zee said. “First, you want to breathe in through your nose, not your mouth.” Jondon and Mehmet closed their mouths. Chirt already had hers clenched shut, so she just listened, but she was already taking deeper breaths.

“Instead of expanding your chest on the inhale, push your stomach out. That helps with pulling your diaphragm down and out, drawing in deeper breaths, and with less strain on your body.” Zee demonstrated by using the technique in an exaggerated manner.

They watched, then looked perplexed as they tried it, but after a bit they began to get the hang of it.

Chirt said, “It feels weird, but I think it’s actually working.”

“It will take practice,” Zee said. “You’ll have to think about it all the time for a while, but eventually it’ll come naturally and just be how you always breathe when you run.”

He let them focus on the technique for a while, then continued. “Everything centers on breathing better, including your posture. Recruit dil Rolio—”

“Jondon,” the big minny interjected.

“Okay, thank you, Jondon,” Zee corrected himself. “Straightening your shoulders a little might help. And Mehmet—is it all right if I call you Mehmet?” The recruit ded a few times fast. “Try not to hunch so much. It restricts the airflow.”

He turned his attention to Chirt, who was stiff as a board, “Chirt—”

“It’s Recruit sim Nabbit, to you.”

“Oh,” Zee uttered, abashed at his assumption. “Sorry.”

“I’m kidding,” she said with an annoyed frown. “What am I doing wrong now?”

“Just try to relax a little. Don’t fight your stride so much.”

She slouched, flopping her arms, then pulled back up, but less rigid than before. “Better?”

“How does it feel?”

She thought about it while doing the belly breathing as well. “It does feel better.”

To the three of them, Zee said, “You want to keep your head aligned with your spine. Not too far forward or back. You don’t want it dropped down, looking at the ground.”

“Unless you’re running on rocks,” said Mehmet.

“Well, yes,” Zee replied. “And it’s okay to glance down, even often, just don’t look at the ground all the time.”

Chirt had already been doing that for the most part, but she adjusted her chin forward a bit, and the other two pulled their heads up.

Now,” Zee continued, “think about relaxing your shoulders, down straight from your ears.”

They did so, at least to the best of their abilities. Zee went on to explain about breathing in a rhythm while thinking about their steps and even trying breathing in for three steps, out for two.

They all concentrated on incorporating what Zee had told them.

“It’s all a lot to think about,” said Mehmet, “but my legs and back don’t hurt so much already.”

Jondon said, “And if nothing else, it helps keep my mind off how much I hate running.”

“Again, all of this will take some getting used to,” said Zee. “I hope it helps.”

Jondon said, “I think it’s helping already. Why haven’t the instructors taught us these things?”

“Because most of Basic is about misery and endurance,” snarled Chirt. “The strongest survive and all that. They want us to fail.”

“How about we make a pact,” said Jondon. “None of us are going to fail.”

“That’s easy for you to say,” said Mehmet. “I’m always going to be the slowest.”

“Maybe, but maybe not,” said Chirt. “You just have to want it.”

“There is that,” Mehmet replied.

Jondon said, “Think about it.”

Mehmet seemed despondent. “I’m always thinking about it.”

Chirt said, “As Sallison would say, ‘Then be done thinking, and decide.’”

There was something about their exchange that had Zee wondering if there was more to it, but he didn’t want to intrude.

“Meanwhile,” said Jondon, “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”

From what Zee could tell, they all were, which gave him more satisfaction than he would have thought. “All of this will actually help a lot when it comes to meditation, too, which is critical to effective forging once you bond with a dragon.” That perked them up even more.

Mehmet said, “Really?”

“I’d be happy to show you. If we have the time, that is.”

“That would be wonderful, but I think you’ve already helped me a lot.”

The others ded with enthusiasm. They were even running faster.

Jondon strode out ahead of them with his long legs, but Chirt caught up with him. She said, “See you at the finish line, all you suckfish.”

She moved out ahead. Jondon kept up with her for a short time but couldn’t match her pace for long. He shouted after her, “I’ll wave as I pass you after you burn out. You can’t do that for five miles.”

“Watch me!” She continued gaining ground, and Jondon pounded after her.

Zee remained beside Mehmet and shouted ahead. “Keep thinking about what your bodies are doing. And breathe!” Jondon waved without looking back. Chirt just kept going.

“Don’t stay back here with me, Zee,” said Mehmet. “I’m going to be last no matter what, but I’ll do better now, thanks to you.”

“I don’t mind.”

“I won’t have it. You’ve already helped me more than you know. You have to do what’s best for you now.”

Zee watched Mehmet focusing on his breathing and posture. “All right. Thank you.”

Mehmet’s cheeks became rosy. “Just make sure you beat Chirt. That’ll be all the thanks I need.”

Zee picked up his pace, feeling good about himself and, somehow, more connected to other people than he had in a long time. Maybe ever. It was different than how he’d felt with Dr. Aenig on ship, with his co-workers on the dock, during his trip on the mission with the king’s force to rescue the prince, or even with Tem. He still considered all of them to be superiors. It wasn’t better than spending time with Jessup, or even Fennix, but different. These were his recruitmates, his colleagues, his comrades-in-arms. All his life he hadn’t known what he was missing. He liked that feeling of comradery, and he wanted more.

Zee ran fast that day—for him. What he lacked physically he made up for with renewed enthusiasm and sheer determination. To Mehmet’s glee, Zee beat not only Chirt to the finish line, but Jondon as well, and Zee wasn’t all that far behind the last of the other recruits. They were all still at the back of the pack, and none of them made the time required for the Trials, but each of them ran a better time than they ever had before, which was almost as good as winning.


Chapter 10

Once everyone had completed the run, for a warm-down they marched in formation on a path between fields. Upper-class dragons and riders flew courses in the air and engaged in simulation field battles. Though Zee had watched them many times, it all still fascinated him.

Several more flights of knight pairs flew in off the ocean and headed to the citadel proper. Recruits watched, whispering as they wondered why so many had been arriving over the last few weeks. The new arrivals were training with Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo on a private part of the field, and there was talk that Triumf’s Theatrum was busy day and night. Sallison eyed the arriving knights with greater scrutiny than the others. Zee wished he could tell her why they were there, but he dared not mention the Wraiths, and Tem had told him to keep knowledge of the upcoming tournament to himself until the official announcement, whenever that would be.

They arrived at a field with a ridge of low cliffs at the base of the foothills. There, stones shaped like short-armed sea stars but of various sizes lay on the ground in a line, from smaller to much larger, and proportionately thicker. Whatever this exercise was, it was one Zee hadn’t seen before.

“Oh, boy,” said Chirt with mock excitement. “The Tumbler, my second favorite after running.”

Before Zee could ask what they were supposed to do, one of the cadet instructors announced, “And for your further training pleasure today, one more time before the first phase of Basic ends, you have the grand privilege of taking on the Tumbler!”

No groans passed through the group this time—they were still recovering from the run and too tired, and wary, for that—but there were plenty of scowls and shakings of heads. A sigh escaped from Mehmet, louder than he intended, just as one of the second-year cadet instructors was passing behind them.

“What was that?!”

Mehmet cringed without looking back. “Oh, no…”

The twosie marched around Mehmet and got up in his face. “Was that whining I heard, Minny can Yasso?! Did you just whimper like a baby?!”

Mehmet stood to attention. “Sir, no, sir!” He stared straight ahead, not wanting to meet the cadet’s eyes. On the instructor’s chest was the pin of a squadron leader in the academy cadet flight, and his name tag read ‘can Yasso.’

Zee did a double take. The cadet was taller and in far better condition than Mehmet, and his eyes held a cruelty Mehmet’s lacked, but the family resemblance was clear.

Chirt whispered, “That’s Mehmet’s brother, Bayram. He’s mid-level Copper Class and a cadet squadron leader already.”

“He’s a basshole is what he is.” Sallison had stepped up next to them, speaking low. “He’s been riding Mehmet all through Basic. And not to help him be better, either.”

“We don’t allow crybabies in the Dragon Corps, can Yasso,” Bayram continued. “Do you know how badly it hurts me just to say your name?!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“You don’t want to be here. You never wanted to be here. And nobody else wants you here. It would be best for everyone involved if you just quit, right now. I’ll escort you to discharge myself, and you can sail home to Mommy in the morning!”

Mehmet’s face was red with fear, and his eyes were wetting almost to tears, but there was defiance there as well. “Sir, no, sir!”

The familiar wind of dragon wings blew across their ranks. “Is there a problem?” Mehmet winced at the voice.

The dragon landed, a Greatwing carrying a third-year cadet with a striking resemblance to both Mehmet and Bayram. All of the instructors, including Mehmet’s brother, snapped to attention, followed by the recruits.

“Gods…” said Chirt. Responding to a look from Zee, she continued, “That’s Mehmet and Bayram’s sister, Elif. Third year, already high-level Bronze Class, and even this early in the year has been chosen as one of the four cadet wing group leaders.”

Elif dismounted easily and strode up next to Bayram. She was even taller than he was.

Mehmet stood straighter but wouldn’t meet her eyes either. Fresh beads of sweat sprouted on his brow.

“That’s enough, Cadet Squadron Leader can Yasso,” she said. Bayram’s face turned red, but he saluted, spun on his heel, and stomped away.

Sallison said, “The can Yasso family is well known in Tosh as successful merchants and have spawned a long line of highly respected dragon knights. Mehmet has a lot of pressure on him. But he still hasn’t broken.”

The group leader looked over Mehmet like he was a pile of crabcrap she nearly stepped in. She leaned close, wrinkling her nose as if he smelled like it too, but Zee could still hear what she said.

“If you aren’t going to quit, at least try not to embarrass us too much before you fail the Trials and wash out anyway.”

Mehmet’s lower lip trembled with humiliation, but he steadied his voice as much as he could. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am.”

Elif stood straight, still eyeing him, and spoke more loudly. “As you were.”

Mehmet saluted. She shook her head, muttered, “Pitiful,” and walked away without saluting back.

“That’s a serious breach of etiquette,” said Chirt.

Jondon said, “Someone should write her up.”

“You go right ahead if you want to get the same treatment Mehmet does.”

“I kind of already do.”

Elif climbed aboard her dragon, and they took off, kicking up a whirl of dust.

Zee moved closer to Mehmet, risking the wrath of the cadet instructors, but they’d busied themselves near a wagon at the other end of the group. The others followed.

“I guess I should be glad I don’t have siblings,” Zee said, trying to ease Mehmet’s pain.

Mehmet quickly wiped the wetness from his eyes and took a shuddering breath. “Yeah.”

Jondon said, “My little brother and sister are okay.”

“Mine are shadcrap,” said Chirt.

Sallison said nothing, so Zee asked if she had any brothers or sisters.

She gave Zee an odd look, but it disappeared quickly. “I have an older brother and a younger sister. My brother and I are very close. Or, we were. None of us have seen each other much in the past few years, even before the academy. They stay busy, and I’ve been squiring. My brother travels a lot. He’s a knight. Just graduated last year. My sister and I get along okay, but she’s always been more into tea parties and social status.”

“Do you miss them?”

“I do. Mostly my brother and father.”

“What about your mother?”

“Mmm… My mother, not so much.” She grimaced comically, and Mehmet managed a smile.

Jondon patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t listen to those snobsnails. We’re going to pass the Trials and be real cadets soon enough. We made a pact, remember?”

Mehmet said, “I never officially agreed—”

“Pay attention, seascum!” The highest-ranked cadet instructor, another threesie, strode out in front of them. “As I said, this is the Tumbler. You know it well, but there is one among us who may not know the rules.” He gave Zee an unfriendly glance, then cast a cruel sneer at the group as a whole. “And this time, there’s a twist.

“For a little taste of what working in a recruit flight is like, you’ll be broken out into five-person teams. As before, you’ll be moving your stone past the poles on the other side of the field.” As the instructor had described, there were slim posts at regular intervals in a line along the wide ridge of sheer cliff, which was nearly twenty feet high. And the poles were at least a hundred yards away. Zee gazed at the starfish-shaped stones and the distance. Now he understood how grueling this would be. “But this time, behind the finish line you will find ropes hanging from the top of the ridge. There is one for each team. Choose any one of them to climb that you wish.”

Zee spotted the ropes. If there was one thing he knew he was good at, it was climbing rope. He began to plot a strategy. A simple one, but it could make all the difference.

“Get the sludge out of your ears because this is important. No member of your team may climb the ridge until all members have moved their rocks past the poles. First team with the last member to reach the top is the winner.”

That made things a little more difficult. It would greatly depend on who was on his team—and if they would listen to him.

“Am I clear?!”

The minnies replied, “Sir, yes, sir!”

“All right, let’s get you into your teams and assign you some rocks. Are you ready to tumble?!”

The minnies raised their voices as one. “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!”

Zee missed the first “Hurrah,” unfamiliar with the protocol, but shouted, fist in the air, for the last two. It felt weird, but it also felt good. He was here, and he was one of them, whether all of them liked it or not.

Bayram moved down the line of recruits. Mostly he just assigned them in groups of five based on who was standing close together, but he did some shuffling of recruits as well. When he came to where Zee stood, he glowered at him and the others around him. “Might as well keep you five together. Nobody else would want you anyway.”

To Zee’s surprise, that included Sallison. She had just placed second in the three-mile run, behind Yezi by only inches, and was a top recruit. She smirked at the elder can Yasso. Zee wondered what that was all about, but another twosie instructor stepped out front, checking a clipboard. “Your individual stones are already laid out. When I give you a stone number from one to six, find one with your number on it and stand behind it on the line.” She began calling out names and assigning numbers to each. Each person she called searched down the line until they found one with that number.

“Stones are assigned based on the weight of the individual,” said Sallison, “but also on how well they’ve done in previous Tumbler exercises. Some of this bunch haven’t gotten their rocks to the other side without giving up.”

Chirt and Mehmet both got number two stones, Sallison a four, and Jondon a six. Checking her clipboard and Zee’s name tag, the instructor said, “Minny Feral. Number five.” Zee just stood there as she moved on down the line. A five?

Sallison scowled. “That can’t be right.”

Chirt said, “They’re messing with him.”

“They’re messing with all of us.” Jondon and Mehmet frowned in acknowledgment.

Zee, however, had never been one to back down from a challenge. “It is what it is. I’ll do the best I can. I know you all will too.”

With that, he strode down the line and found a five. He gazed down at the stone. There were only two ways he could think of to move it. Flip it over as many times as it took to get to the other side, or tip it up and try to roll it on its five arms. Using that method, balancing the thing while rolling it would be the hard part, and there was the risk of it falling and crushing his legs or feet. He’d just have to try both ways to see which one worked best, but there was still one thing. He wasn’t sure he could even lift it. He’d test its weight first and watch how some of the others managed it.

Mehmet’s stone was next to his, but the others were spread out down the line. Eyeing Zee’s rock, Mehmet said, “That’s not fair at all. This is wrong.”

He glared down the field at his brother, who was joking around with some of the other twosie instructors. They glanced over, sneering arrogantly.

Down the line Zee spotted Donnicky. His stone looked like a three. Donnicky and his team nudged each other and smirked.

At the far end of the line, the lead instructed said, “Aaaand, begin!”

Zee grabbed his stone and heaved. It barely budged. He tried again, with only marginally better results. Others had theirs up, but everyone was struggling. Just as he figured, some were flipping theirs, and others were working hard to roll them, stone-arm-to-stone-arm. He heard a scream.

A dozen or so recruits down the line, a minny had lost hold of his rock. He scrabbled at the dirt, the rock pinning his leg to the ground. Instructors were already rushing to him. A fourth-year magicker pair swooped down. Zee felt them spark their core, and with a twitch of the rider’s wand the rock tipped up. Instructors dragged the injured recruit from under it, then off the field. The magicker let the rock drop, then dismounted, and she and her dragon went to tend to the recruit’s injured leg.

Zee heaved at his rock again. He got it lifted an inch, then dropped it. It was just too heavy. Then he imagined what Jessup would say, thought about how strong the kraken was, and how easy it would be for him to move this thing. Even though he couldn’t draw on the bond, just the thought of Jessup seemed to give him strength. He heaved, keeping his back straight and using his legs, as he had when he and some of the sailors would lift an anchor or replacement mast on the Krakenfish. He felt veins popping along his temples and forehead, and his arms seemed ready to disengage from his shoulder sockets, but the next thing he knew, the rock was nearly upright. He pushed, digging into the dirt with his feet, groaning and gritting his teeth. The rock stood straight, then tipped over with a loud thump. Still feeling the strength, he heaved on it again, and once more, at the very limit of his effort, he flipped it. But the extra power was fading. He’d never be able to get it across the field. The most he’d be able to do was maybe flip it over one more time, if that.

But he had an idea.

This would still be hard, but manageable if he had help, like it was when moving an anchor. Then he thought of the conversation Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt had when he’d first approached them during the run. About rolling Mehmet, and all of them rolling Jondon. He ran the rules of the Tumbler through his head. Thanks to the incredible memory he’d developed as a child because he couldn’t read or write, he remembered them word for word. He turned to Mehmet, who had flipped his stone three times but was struggling, miserable, and drenched in sweat. His mouth was hanging open as he stared from Zee to the stone and back.

“How did you do that?”

“I don’t know,” Zee said quickly, not wanting to waste time, “but I can’t do it much longer.” He scanned down the line and saw others were just as amazed he’d lifted the stone, but he had other things on his mind. He spotted Chirt and Sallison, then Jondon. The big recruit hadn’t been kidding when he said he could lift heavy stuff. He’d already flipped his rock almost twenty feet across the field. But it still didn’t look easy.

Zee calculated in his mind. “Keep going, but don’t hurt yourself. I’ll be back.” Then he ran out into the field. Mehmet gaped at him running down the line, dodging the other recruits.

Twosie cadet instructor Bayram can Yasso shouted across the field. “Hoy! Feral! What do you think you’re doing?!”

Zee didn’t slow. It all depended on how strictly they interpreted the rules, but he had to believe he was right. He hoped the threesie cadet instructor was a stickler for the details of his instructions. Then he heard the threesie say, “Wait,” and glanced over to see the lead cadet instructor approaching Bayram and the others.

As Zee passed Chirt and Sallison, he shouted their names and told them to come with him. They scowled, perplexed, and kept flipping their rocks. Still, they kept their eyes on him. He sprinted to Jondon, who’d heard the instructor shout and saw him coming.

Zee lunged down and started helping him. “Come on.”

“What? Are you sure we can do this?

The cadet instructors were arguing, but the threesie apparently won out. The others glared at Zee, but no one stopped them.

“Looks like it,” Zee replied. “Let’s go.”

They flipped it once, then twice, already faster than Jondon could alone. Seeing there was no interference from the instructors, Sallison ran over, followed by Chirt.

After a few awkward attempts, they got into a swift and efficient rhythm. When they were halfway across, Mehmet finally gave in and abandoned his rock to help. With five of them, they turned the stone on its side and rolled it, Jondon at the back lifting the arms of the stone and pushing while the others took positions on either side to keep it straight and maintain momentum.

The next fastest cadet—Yezi, of course—wasn’t even a quarter of the way across the field when they flipped Jondon’s huge stone past the poles. None of the others had dared try what they were doing. Zee was pretty sure most of the reason was that he, the new guy, and a murman at that, had come up with the idea. They’d also had strict regimen drilled into them and been punished for messing up, so they likely expected the instructors to swoop in and disqualify Zee and his team at any moment and weren’t willing to take the risk. It would be just like the cadet instructors to let them think they were getting away with something, then hit them with a disqualification when the exercise was over.

They ran for Sallison’s rock, the next largest. They had it past the finish line even faster than Jondon’s.

For Chirt’s smaller rock, Sallison had the idea to just carry it. Each of them took an arm of the rock, lifted with relative ease, and ran.

At that point, Yezi said, “Fish it!” and sprinted to one of his flightmates to help them. Soon there was only one team of holdouts—Derlick don Donnicky’s—all still moving their rocks individually. Most likely they were hoping the instructors were waiting to deliver the bad news and disqualify everyone else, leaving them the only team to continue.

Their legs getting heavy and breathing hard, Zee and his team hefted Mehmet’s stone and made for the finish line.

To Zee’s surprise, Sallison said, “Okay, Tarrow, what next?”

It took him a second to respond. How had he become the leader? He’d been eyeing the ropes and cliffs, though, and did have an idea. “How about we head for the third rope in, down there? The cliff isn’t quite as high.”

“Sounds good to me,” grunted Jondon. “That extra foot could save me a bell.”

“How are the rest of you at climbing?” Zee asked.

Chirt said, “I’m not too bad, but my upper-body strength isn’t the greatest. Sallison is the best of us.”

“I can’t make it up at all,” said Mehmet. “I just hang there with my legs wrapped up at the bottom.”

Zee considered. “That works.” He spoke to the group. “Okay, it might not be the best plan ever, but what do you think of this?” He quickly explained his idea, finishing as they chucked Mehmet’s rock over the line. All agreed, and they made for the rope Zee had pointed out.

Though most of the others had taken on their technique, a quick look at the field showed his team still had a good head start.

At the base of the cliff, Jondon crouched, facing out, and interlocked his fingers. “Are you sure about this, Chirt?”

“Shut up.” She placed a foot on Jondon’s hands and put her hands on his shoulders. “Here goes nothing.”

Jondon said, “On three.” All of them counted together, Jondon and Chirt bouncing a little with each count, then on three, Jondon thrust up and threw her above him as she jumped at the same time.

She cried out in fear, then caught the rope, already three-quarters of the way up.

“Yes!” Sallison shouted.

Zee said, “Now, Jondon.”

By the time Chirt had gotten her feet to the wall and begun climbing, Zee and Sallison had crossed arms, facing each other, and clasped each other’s wrists.

Jondon said, “I don’t want to hurt you two.”

“Just go,” Sallison snapped at him.

“Yes, ma’am,” Jondon replied. Sallison scowled but held her position. Jondon stepped on their hands and grabbed the rope. Between his height and reach, him pulling, them lifting, and Mehmet stepping in to shove on Jondon’s heels from below, Jondon was halfway up when he caught the rope with his legs.

“Phew!” said Sallison. “He’s heavier than I thought.”

Jondon called back as he climbed. “I heard that.”

Zee grabbed the rope. “Everybody, pull back.” The three of them took hold and pulled the rope out until it was at a slight angle. “Not too far or he’ll swing underneath.” From all the ropework Zee had done on the ship, he’d learned that climbing at a certain angle was easier than going straight up. It wasn’t a tremendous difference, but every little bit would help.

“How do you know all this stuff?” Mehmet asked.

“I’ve been working on a ship since I was seven. We also always had to work as a team. And not to blow my own horn, but I was the best rope climber they had.”

“I don’t doubt it for a second,” said Sallison. Zee felt himself blush.

Zee had planned on Jondon’s climb taking the longest, but they were doing all they could. Scanning back down the line, he saw they still had a lead. The twosie instructors still glared, but the threesie watched them with skeptical interest. Other recruits glanced up, exasperated and scowling.

Sallison noticed with satisfaction. “We’ve always just climbed one at time. We didn’t even start until the one ahead of us was up.”

Mehmet said, “For one thing, nobody wanted the person above to fall on them. It happened to one recruit the first time we did the Tumbler.”

Looking up at the giant above them, Sallison said. “That would be bad.”

“He’d squash us like bugs,” Mehmet added, slapping his fist into his palm to illustrate.

Jondon said, “I heard that, too!”

Zee shouted, “How’s it going up there?”

“Almost there!” said Chirt. Zee noticed she only glanced over the edge briefly, her face sweating and pale. She reached to grab Jondon’s hand without looking down, then pulled with everything she had.

“Here I go.” Zee leaped up and climbed. Hand over hand he went, his feet only brushing the wall to keep him from turning on the rope. Jondon’s legs just made it over the edge when Zee reached the top. Jondon grabbed his arm and lifted him like he was a small child.

Sallison was right behind him.

Zee shouted down to Mehmet, who was already hanging from the rope. “Remember what I said. Just hang on.”

“Got it!”

Mehmet squeezed the rope with all he had.

Zee shouted, “Heave!” He, Jondon, and Chirt pulled the rope from the top as fast as they could.

Mehmet let out a squeak.

Chirt and Sallison let go of the rope and grabbed Zee and Jondon by the belts to keep them from tipping forward while they each took one of Mehmet’s hands and pulled him to victory.

Mehmet beamed. “That was fun. Can we do it again?”

The answer from his exhausted teammates was a resounding, “No!”

Breathing hard, they stepped to the ledge and surveyed the field. Of the next fastest team, Yezi was the only one already climbing the rope. They’d started using Zee’s technique on the stones, but too late, and they didn’t have Jondon, who could lift more than any of them.

Donnicky and his bunch were still flipping tumblers, and they didn’t look happy.

Jondon threw his fist in the air. “Yes!” The others shouted with victory. Zee was as exhausted as the rest of them, but the thrill of winning renewed his vigor. It was a small thing in the greater scheme of the Trials to come, but it gave him greater hope and a feeling of camaraderie he’d never known.

***

Zee sipped from a tin cup at the water station, watching cadet instructors standing around the stone he’d flipped over, scratching their heads. The strength he’d felt was like when he was with Jessup, sharing their bond, but different. It was an inherent strength of his own, one he didn’t know he had.

He reached out to Jessup and asked how he was doing.

The kraken told him they were sitting in a group going over military customs and courtesies for beasts. Fennix was bored, but Jessup found it interesting. Zee told him what they’d just done, and Jessup’s reaction surprised him—because Jessup wasn’t surprised at all.

“Zee is a smart little murman.” His friend’s comment added even more enjoyment to the moment.

“Jessup is a smart big kraken,” Zee replied, “and can beat the snailslime out of a half-bonded Fire Drake. I couldn’t do that.”

“I can’t climb a rope.”

Zee laughed out loud. “I suppose that’s true.” He raised his eyes and saw the others of his team smirking at him. “I have to go. Talk to you later.”

“Have fun. Kick bass.”

Zee shook his head. Where did Jessup learn this stuff? The bond link faded.

“Talking to your kraken again?” Mehmet asked.

“Yeah.”

“How is he?” said Jondon. “Besides being huge and incredibly scary.”

“He’s good. They’re going over customs and courtesies.”

Sallison shook her head. “I’m jealous.”

“Of them studying customs and courtesies?”

“No, knucklefish, of you.”

Zee stared. Sallison was jealous? Of him?

Mehmet said, “We all are.”

“I’m not,” piped Chirt.

Jondon said, “Liar.”

She gave him her best glare, but he made a face at her, and she couldn’t hold it.

Sallison said, “You’re bonded, and with a powerful beast. That’s something we’ve all dreamed of. You have an incredibly strong bond, too, from what I can tell. It looks like you care for each other very much.”

Zee wasn’t sure what to say. “We’ve known each other a long time.”

Jondon said, “Ten years, I heard.”

“That’s right.”

Mehmet said, “That’s amazing.”

“It’s also gotten us both into a lot of trouble,” Zee responded. “Just dumbfish luck we’re here, really.”

Sallison watched him with that inscrutable look on her face again.

Chirt refilled her cup. She was still a little pale and kept rubbing her palms on her pants as if they were still sweating. Zee said, “Good job on the rope, Chirt, and with helping Jondon up over the top.”

Her eyes flitted to him for only a second, and she spoke into her cup. “Thank you.”

“It really was,” Jondon added. “You got us off to a great start.”

The pallor on her cheeks was replaced with a slight blush, but she didn’t reply.

Zee noticed that Sallison and Mehmet were watching her with expressions of concern, or maybe sympathy.

Finally, Jondon asked Chirt, “Can I tell him?”

She shot him a look that could kill. “No!” Then she relented, sort of. “Sallison can tell him.”

Zee tried to make light of whatever was going on so as not to make Chirt feel more embarrassed. “Whatever it is, I don’t have to know.”

Chirt heaved a sigh. “Yeah, you probably do.”

Sallison said, “It was a big deal for Chirt to let herself get thrown up in the air like that and then have to wait at the edge of the cliff.”

It dawned on Zee what she meant, but Mehmet chimed in with the answer. He spoke softly, though, so no one else would hear. “Chirt’s afraid of heights.”

“Oh...” said Zee. “I’m sorry, Chirt. That was all my idea.”

“It’s okay,” she replied. “I’m working on it, and that was a good thing for me to force myself to do.”

Sallison said, “Chirt’s not the type to back down, and if she didn’t want to tell you she couldn’t do it, we weren’t about to jump in.”

“I know what you’re thinking,” said Chirt. “How am I going to ride a dragon if I’m afraid of heights?”

“Actually, yeah.” Zee was indeed thinking that very thing.

“I don’t know why, but somehow I think it will be different. Still, I have to keep pushing myself to get over my fear, if I can.”

Zee could relate to being driven to accomplish something, even if he was afraid. His estimation of her went up even more.

Donnicky’s voice rose from where he was engaged in a heated discussion with a pair of the twosie instructors.

Sallison said, “Speaking of snobsnail bassholes...” The threesie instructor strode to arguing group and spoke firmly but softly.

Moments later, Donnicky and the rest of his team were on the ground doing pushers, one of the twosies counting them off.

Chirt said, “That’s a lot better than they deserve.”

The threesie instructor left the twosies to watch over the recruits’ punishment and walked straight to Zee’s team. They set down their cups and snapped to attention away from the table. He stopped with hands on hips, gazing sternly over them until his eyes settled on Zee. “What made you think you could get away with that, Minny Feral?”

Zee replied with more confidence than he’d expected. “Sir, I went over your directions in my head. First, you stated this was a team exercise. Second, I interpreted from your instructions that there was nothing forbidding us from working together.”

The instructor narrowed his eyes, then said to the others, “And the rest of you just decided to follow along?”

Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon balked at responding. Sallison had no such reservation. “When Tarrow explained it, we decided it made sense, sir.”

The instructor let a tense silence hang in the air, then turned back to Zee. “You interpreted correctly. It’s been three years since anyone else came to that conclusion. It appears you may not be as feral as everyone believes.”

Since there was no question in the cadet’s statement, Zee didn’t respond, but he felt a sense of relief and pride.

The cadet eyed his assessment badge. “Mid-level. Well done.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“As you were.” The cadet instructor gazed at him for a few uncomfortable seconds, then walked away to berate other recruits.

Sallison said, “That’s as much of a compliment as I’ve ever heard from a cadet instructor.”

“Practically glowing praise,” said Jondon, slapping Zee on the shoulder.

Zee released a deep breath. “I was pretty worried there for a minute.”

Sallison spied something over his shoulder and moaned, “Oh, goody.”

Yezi took water from the station and strode toward them with his winning smile.

Sallison cut him off as soon as he opened his mouth. “Flop off, Hanyayo.”

Yezi’s smile didn’t falter. He indicated to Sallison with his cup while addressing Zee. “We’ve known each other since we were children.”

“So I heard,” Zee replied, keeping his expression neutral.

“She still hasn’t forgiven me for beating her in training and all the games we used to play.”

“Keep telling yourself that,” Sallison retorted through a smirk.

Yezi laughed softly. “It’s all in the past, at least for me. She’s every bit as good as I am now.”

“As good?”

His smile grew more sly. “Maybe better.”

“I guess we’ll find out.”

He lifted his cup as if in a toast. “So we shall.” They eyed each other up for a moment, then he swept the cup over the group. “Well done on the Tumbler. Very innovative.”

Jondon crossed his arms and looked down at the next tallest recruit in the cohort. “That was all Zee.”

Yezi reached his free hand out to Zee. “Congratulations. And I don’t think I said it before, but welcome to the academy.”

“Thanks,” Zee said, taking his hand.

Yezi squeezed, an the handshake became a test of hand strength. Zee didn’t back down—or lose. Yezi’s eyes widened. They let go, and Yezi smiled a smile that seemed entirely genuine, then strode regally away, leaving Zee wondering what his true intentions were.

***

Unnoticed by Zee or the others, Commandants Aureosa and Vandalia watched from the tree line atop one end of the ridge of cliffs. They had Camouflaged their core to make it difficult for other bonded pairs to sense their presence.

Aureosa said, “They won.”

“That’s Zee Tarrow and Sallison anh Batcu for you,” said Vandalia. “We shouldn’t be too surprised.” She grew thoughtful. “But Zee flipped a number five stone.”

“Twice.”

“He shouldn’t be able to lift it at all, at his size. He should have been given a three at the most.”

“Jessup being that powerful is one thing, but the murlad is doing the impossible.”

“Yet again.”

From their vantage point they could see Jessup among a group of dragons, far across the field. Vandalia said, “They’re separated by hundreds of feet at all times. We know they have a very strong connection, but the bond of even Titan Class pairs doesn’t reach that far...”

“Are you saying the bond between murman and kraken is stronger than the bond of human and dragon?”

“Of course not. I’m saying the bond between those two might be.”


Chapter 11

Already feeling pretty good about himself, Zee realized he was also getting the hang of marching. There was something logical about it that he enjoyed, the staccato, predictable nature of each footfall a stable thing he could count on as much as the whack of a sword against a pell. Marching four-abreast on the path, they hadn’t been told what manner of torture they’d be put through next, but Zee didn’t care. He was just happy to be there, regardless of the looks many of the other recruits were giving him. Sallison marched to his left, Jondon next to her, with Mehmet next to him. Chirt was in the row of recruits just ahead. Zee wasn’t certain, but he might even be making friends already. And this was still his first day at the academy.

Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie stood in a cluster of other lead instructors, including Dame Toomsil, all speaking with Vice Commandant Kang. Occasionally they’d look to the sky and the walls built into the high ridges of stone that surrounded the island. Dame Toomsil glanced at the group of recruits and met Zee’s gaze as he marched by. There was concern written on her features. She rejoined the conversation without further acknowledgment.

More officer pairs had been arriving throughout the day. Atop the walls, knight pairs were replacing cadets on watch, which was being tripled after already having been doubled due to the chasmclaw attack. The perimeter patrols over the sea had been increased as well. Recruits had heard that increased training had been ordered for the cadets, and even a decrease in academic classes to allow for it.

Jondon said, “This has been going on for weeks. How much security do we need, and where are all these knights and magickers coming from?”

There was a touch of fear in Mehmet’s voice. “Do you think we might be at war?”

Sallison kept her gaze ahead. “Keep it down, or you’re going to get us all in trouble. We’re not at war.”

They both looked at her as if expecting more information but kept quiet when she offered none.

Mehmet said, “I heard security has been increased in the capital as well, especially at the castle.”

Sallison said more softly, as if to herself, “I’ve heard the same thing.”

Zee glanced at her. Her expression was serious, and she kept her eyes ahead, but she also looked troubled.

She was right about one thing. They weren’t at war. Not yet, anyway. He sighed softly, recalling the battle with the Wraiths, the sheer size of their forces. He shuddered internally at the memory of the White Titan Wraith sorcerer general’s voice slithering into his and Jessup’s minds, then again at the thought of the two infernal sets of eyes in the whorl of fog, gazing right at them. A fog they used to teleport a fleet of ships and an airborne force of hundreds, including knights, petrel riders, and buzzard riders.

He eyed the walls again. The Crown and the military of Tosh knew the same thing he did: the Wraiths could arrive here, or anywhere else in Tosh, at any time. And nobody would know they were coming.

Zee wondered why they hadn’t attacked already. Had he and Jessup made them cautious? Could they possibly be responsible for single-handedly keeping the Wraiths at bay? Even if they were, he knew, deep down, it wouldn’t hold them off for long.

The other recruits spoke among themselves, further speculating as to the reason security and training were being increased.

They were called to a halt at an area marked off for physical training, which included bars for doing pullers.

Zee’s eyes gleamed. Of all the activities the recruits engaged in, this was his best opportunity to excel, and with flight choices coming up, he was relieved they were doing them today.

They were ordered to assemble and the settled in well-organized rows, then waited for Vittie to cross the field upon Dorhart and face the group.

Jondon eyed the massive drake. “I can’t believe Jessup beat that thing so easily.”

“I can,” Zee said with confidence.

One of the cadet recruits ordered them to attention, and Vittie spoke. “As you are all aware, Strength is one of the regular events in the Trials. Today, you have the honor of proving yourselves by doing the maximum number of crunchers, pushers, and pullers you possibly can. After nearly four months of Basic, I expect you all to be phenomenal. You’re breaking into Basic flights tomorrow morning, so you’ll want to give it your all so your fellow minnies can see what you can do.” He looked them over. “Well?”

They replied in unison, “Sir, yes, sir!”

“By tradition, on the last day of Basic the winners of the Tumbler in each group are allowed to sit this exercise out.” Vittie’s eyes fell on Zee and the others from his Tumbler group. “What say you?”

Jondon and Mehmet held hope in their eyes. They obviously liked that idea. Sallison met Zee’s gaze, then Zee said, “We will take part, sir.”

Jondon groaned, and Mehmet practically whimpered. Chirt sighed heavily but said nothing.

“Gluttons for punishment, I see. I like it! The rest of you seascum should take a page from their book!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Are you ready to impress?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Then prove it. Pair up for crunchers. As is standard, you have two minutes to do as many as you can.”

Zee hesitated, but Sallison grabbed him by the arm. “Come on. Show me how murfolk do crunchers.”

They stayed in rows but spread out with plenty of room between them and got into position. Zee lay on his back with knees up and arms crossed over his chest while Sallison sat on his feet facing him, then hugged his calves to hold him in place.

She peered over his knees. “You do know how to do these, right?”

Zee smiled nervously—not at what she’d said, but at her being so close. He berated himself for allowing himself to be distracted and twisted his smile into a smirk. “I’ve seen people do them. You’ll have to let me know.”

Sallison noticed his cheeks had reddened. “Don’t be embarrassed just because you’re worried I’ll whip your skinny bassbutt.”

Mehmet, who lay next to them with Chirt holding his legs, said, “Sallison usually beats everybody.”

“Except Yezi,” Chirt crooned. Off Sallison’s glare, she quickly added, “Sometimes.”

Jondon, on his back with legs being held by a big recruit with a pasty complexion, said, “Yezi, Yezi, Yezi.”

“Shut it, you two,” Sallison snapped.

Their snickering was cut short as cadet instructors who were to act as referees entered the field and filed down the rows. There was one for each pair, and they crouched at the head of the recruit lying on the ground, slightly off to the side.

Vittie shouted. “Instructors, ready?!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Set!”

Zee took a deep breath, in through his nose, out through his mouth.

“Begin!”

Recruits grunted as they set to various rhythms, grinding out one cruncher after another. The instructor referees assigned to each pair called out “hyup” when the cruncher was acceptable, “nyah” when it wasn’t and shouldn’t be counted. The minny holding their recruitmate’s legs kept tally out loud.

Zee closed his eyes and concentrated, controlling his breathing and filtering out all sound but the call of his referee. He didn’t even hear Sallison’s count.

***

Sallison and the instructor assigned to them were both shocked at the speed at which Zee began. He was like a machine. They adjusted to his pounding pace, Sallison counting out the murman’s perfect crunchers as fast as the instructor could confirm their form was good. And they were all good.

Not only was his pace incredible, his form was as perfect as any she’d seen. She didn’t have to hold very tightly to his legs, either. He didn’t scoot a smidgeon, unlike most recruits who had to readjust the distance between their butts and their feet on occasion to maintain form. He never looked at her, just stared over her head, unseeing. She wasn’t even sure he blinked. She expected he had started out with too much enthusiasm and would begin to tire, but even when the best of the recruits began to flag, he kept going at the same pace he’d started, like the arm of a pumping mechanism on a flywheel. She considered that abdominal strength might be something a murman would excel in, crucial to swimming and moving swiftly in the water, but this was unbelievable. She lost track of time, mesmerized by his ability.

Holding a pocketclock in his hand, Vittie called out, “One minute remaining!”

Sallison glanced around. Most were struggling to keep going. Some had already reached their limit and lay breathing heavily, holding their stomachs. To her surprise, Jondon and Mehmet were still going, glancing occasionally over at Zee. They’d always quit by now and lay groaning for the last minute. This was the hardest she’d seen them push themselves. She looked back to Zee. By simply being here, he was a better motivator than she’d ever been. She wasn’t sure what to think of that but decided it was a good thing. Who would have thought it?

A few rows up, Yezi was still going strong, but he was slowing. From what she could tell, Zee hadn’t slowed a bit. It was like he could do this for bells. Maybe he could.

“Thirty seconds!” Vittie called.

She saw Yezi frowning in their direction as he observed Zee’s progress. He was no quitter, she had to give him that, and pushed himself even harder, maintaining his pace. Tarrow, on the other hand, actually sped up. She kept an eye on his form, but the instructor’s calls of “hyup” kept coming.

Vittie was watching the murman as well when he called out, “Ten seconds! Nine! Eight!” The master sergeant continued the countdown, then finally shouted, “Time!”

Moaning and sharp cries broke out as recruits dropped to their backs, chests heaving.

Zee just lay on his back, breathing deeply with eyes closed.

A threesie instructor proceeded down the rows, gathering counts and writing them down on a clipboard.

Sallison squeezed Zee’s legs. “You alive down there?”

“I think so,” Zee replied. He opened his eyes and looked up at her. “How did I do?”

“You don’t know?” He shook his head. “Then you can just wait.” She felt like she should be upset that he was so good, but she was as elated as she was perplexed. She’d just witnessed something amazing, and it excited her. Then she realized all the leg-holders but her had gotten up. She quickly let go and got to her feet. After a moment, she reached a hand to help him up.

***

Only when he was standing did Zee realize everyone around them was staring.

The threesie who was recording counts came down their row. When Sallison told her how many Zee had done, she just stared until the instructor assigned to them confirmed it. She asked the instructors on either side, who both said they’d heard it too. Zee smiled inwardly.

Mehmet and Jondon gaped at him.

Chirt, said, “What the shell, Tarrow? Leave some for the rest of us.”

Zee took a chance and joked with them. “Nope. All mine.”

Sallison said, “Are you going to do the same thing with pushers and pullers?”

Zee gave her a small smirk. “Maybe not as much with the pushers, but I’m going to do all the pullers.”

They laughed, and Sallison blew air through tight lips. “There goes my chance at the top spot in Strength.”

Zee suddenly felt like a braggart, and he didn’t like being that way. “That wasn’t my intention, I—”

Sallison dismissed the sentiment with a wave of a hand. “Please. If you can do it, it’s all yours.”

Jondo said, “That’s uncharacteristically magnanimous of you, Sallison.”

“I didn’t say I’m not going to do everything I can to beat him,” Sallison replied. “Just that he’s going to have to earn it.”

The threesie cadet instructor handed the clipboard up to Vittie, who raised an eyebrow as he scanned the score. “Is this for real?” he asked.

“Yes, sir, confirmed by three referees.”

He harrumphed, then began reading off the scores.

Mehmet and Jondon had the lowest counts, having done forty-one and forty-seven respectively, but they’d both completed more than they’d ever done before. Chirt and Sallison congratulated them.

The majority of recruits had reached the seventies, eighties, and nineties, while a half dozen passed one hundred. Yezi had outpaced them all with a hundred and eighty-four.

Vittie paused, as if still not quite believing the next score. “Feral, two hundred and thirty-six. I’ll have to check, but that might be a new academy record.”

All eyes snapped to Zee, including those of Donnicky and his cronies, and they did not look pleased. Zee tried to remain as nonchalant as he could. Inside, though, he was thrilled. He knew he could do over two hundred crunchers in two minutes, but he’d never done that many. And an academy record? It seemed like ages ago that he and Jessup had sworn they’d show everyone at the academy what they could do. Now they were doing it, and to a greater degree than he’d ever imagined.

***

The other half of the group was up next, and Zee held Sallison’s legs. He was still in a daze from his performance. It also felt strange to be hanging on to her like that, but everyone else had obviously grown accustomed to it, so he pushed the feeling away with a deep breath. Personal contact like that didn’t come naturally to him. It would take some getting used to.

They weren’t allowed to cheer each other on, which might hinder the counts, but he felt like he should say something before they started. “Reach down deep. Push everything else aside, including the pain. Don’t think about beating anyone, just focus on keeping as fast a rhythm as you can.”

She lifted her head to look at him. “I know how to do crunchers, Tarrow.”

“Right. Sorry.”

Zee felt foolish, and chided himself. Way to be cool, Zee. He closed his eyes, took another breath, and the exercise began.

***

Sallison put everything she had into her crunchers, cranking them out one after the other while Tarrow counted them off. There was no way she was going to beat the murman, but she had to do more than she’d ever done to beat Yezi. She found herself concentrating on reaching down deep and finding the fastest rhythm she could, just like Zee had told her. Then she was going faster—and it felt like it was coming from the murman holding her legs. Like the warmth of his body with the cold power of his will was giving her strength. She had to be imagining it—but whatever it was, she was going to go with it.

When the final counts were read off, she’d beaten Yezi by nine crunchers with a new personal record. Jondon grabbed her by the shoulders and shook her in congratulations. Chirt had done the most she’d ever completed too, with fifty-three.

It shouldn’t have been all that surprising that they’d beaten their own records here at the end of Basic, after nearly four months of hard training. But still, her eyes went to Tarrow, who stood away from the rest of them. As tough as he was, he seemed to be sensitive as well, and she regretted rebuffing him when he’d tried to encourage her.

She reached a hand out to him. “Thank you.”

He seemed surprised. “I didn’t do anything.”

“I think you did.”

He seemed confused, but shook her hand.

When the physical training events were completed, Sallison had lost to Yezi in pushers by three and tied with him in pullers. Tarrow’s joking boasts about those events had materialized as well. He’d far surpassed them all in both, and though he fell short of the academy record for pushers by one, he did indeed do “all the pullers,” bypassing the record by nineteen.

Vittie’s expression turned thoughtful, then it was gone, his gruff demeanor returning. “No need to form up, minnies,” he announced, “but listen carefully.”

He yelled at Donnicky’s group of cadets, who were standing at attention, “At ease, squidiots!” Donnicky’s cheeks reddened as they hurried to the more relaxed at-ease position. The master sergeant continued. “The academy administration is aware that you’ve all noticed the arrival and training of an increasing number of knight and magicker pairs here on the island, as well as the increased training of cadets, and been gossiping about it like teenage schoolkids—which you are—but you’re also recruits in His Majesty’s Dragon Corps, handpicked from the best of the best that Tosh has to offer. You should be better than that.”

Recruits shuffled where they stood and looked to the ground.

Vittie glared over them. “You are better than that, am I right?”

They straightened and shouted their reply. “Sir, yes, sir!”

“That’s better. Now, there will be an official announcement at some point, but in order to put this chin-wagging to rest, I’ve been cleared to give you a heads-up that a tournament has been arranged with the allied nations of Tosh. It will take place right here on the island, four weeks after the end of Trials. A selection of knight and magicker pairs of the Dragon Corps will take part, as well as all cadets of the academy.”

The recruits glanced at each other in excitement but knew better than to say anything.

This is what Tem had told Zee about, but he hadn’t known the tournament dates. One month wasn’t a lot of time to prepare, especially for newly bonded firstie cadets. It also didn’t explain the increased security. Zee knew why they were doing it, but the others wouldn’t. Sallison, however, looked thoughtful, much as Zee imagined he did, but when she caught Zee watching her, she returned her gaze to the master sergeant.

“Before you get all atwitter about competing in the tournament, remember that you actually have to pass the Trials before you can become a cadet.” Having settled them down with his admonishment, he went on to say, “In order to get the new cadets trained as much as possible before the tournament, the traditional two weeks to prepare for the Trials is being reduced to ten days.” The recruits were obviously confused. Vittie wasn’t having any of it. “Am I understood?!”

“Sir, yes sir!”

Donnicky raised his hand. “Permission to speak, sir?”

Vittie didn’t even look at him. “Denied.” The master sergeant continued, “You are released for the evening to prepare for breaking out into recruit flights in the morning. Talk among yourselves. Get it done.” His expression softened, and the edge of his voice dulled. “You’ve all made it this far. You can do this, minnies.”

He looked them over, then he and his drake headed away from the group, Vittie only turning back to shout, “Dismissed!”

Conversation erupted among the recruits.

Jondon said, “Did I hear that right? We only get ten days to get ready for the Trials?”

Mehmet sighed. “Yup. That really cuts back on the time we have to reach Sand Class.”

Chirt said, “Tournament or not, that’s not fair.”

Sallison huffed. “Who ever said the military was fair?”


Chapter 12

Zee’s group walked in a loose pack, having been released to do as they pleased for the evening, within limits, of course, and finalize their Basic flights. The recruits were uncharacteristically quiet, and the way they looked at him was different than it had been that morning. More of them averted their gaze when he glanced at them, and they seemed to be considering him more than glaring. Donnicky and his friends still looked angry, but they no longer sneered.

He pondered what the master sergeant had told them. He was happy with his performance at the physical training exercises, and he hoped it would help with him being chosen for a Basic flight. As far as getting stronger, faster, and better in every way, though, which had been the whole point of choosing to complete Basic, the shortened schedule for training for Trials wasn’t going to help.

He spoke to Jessup through the bond. “Did they tell you about the tournament and Trials schedule changes?”

“They did,” his friend replied. “Are you worried?”

Zee was worried, but he didn’t want to tell Jessup that. “A wise friend once told me, ‘It is what it is.’”

“Your friend must be very wise to speak such wise words.”

Zee laughed, then glanced around to see if anyone was watching. A few recruits were, but he decided he didn’t care. “Did they tell you why they reduced the schedule, or why the tournament is taking place so soon?”

“No, but I think we both know why.”

“The Wraiths. Once we get into Basic flights, you think we should tell our flight members?”

“Fennix needs to know.”

Zee considered that. Jessup was right. Fennix had been a great friend and a great help to both of them. “Okay, but not everything. We promised King mon lin Phan that we wouldn’t.”

“All right.”

“Have you found a flight yet?”

“I believe so. Fennix for certain, and two others. We just need one more.”

“I’m glad to hear that. Are they good?”

“Good enough. We will kick bass. How about you?”

“Not yet.”

“Get to it, then. You are a friendly tiny murman.”

“I don’t know about that.”

"Trust me, you are tiny.”

“I didn’t mean the tiny part, dorkfish.”

Jessup said, “Talk to Sallison anh Batcu. She is at the top of your class.”

“I know, but—”

“And pretty.”

Zee snorted. “You’re not going to give up on that are you?”

“No. It’s the truth.”

“All right, I’ll see what I can do.” He glanced at Sallison, who was walking ahead of him with Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet.

“Are you looking at her now?”

“Gotta go now, talk later.”

Zee could tell the kraken was laughing again, and Jessup said. “Later, tater.”

Their bond communication ended. Zee shook his head again. Later, tater?

Four minnies Zee hadn’t met came closer. They eyed Sallison as they came, but she didn’t react. All of them seemed nervous.

The first of them said, “That was pretty incredible back there, Recruit Tarrow.” Tarrow, not Feral. The subtle change wasn’t lost on Zee.

The truth was, Zee was nervous as well. He still wasn’t used to other recruits wanting to talk to him, but he didn’t let it show. “Thank you.”

An uncomfortable silence followed, the recruit seeming to be working up the nerve to speak again. “Have you decided on a flight yet?”

Zee was taken aback. It still hadn’t sunk in that the choice would be his. He found himself glancing at Sallison and the others. “I haven’t found a flight yet, no.”

The recruit didn’t miss the look at Minny anh Batcu, and he fidgeted. “Okay. I hope you find a good one. And, of course, you’d be more than welcome to join ours.”

Before Zee could respond, the four recruits moved away. Zee couldn’t believe it. For the second time today, he’d been asked to join a Basic flight. Maybe finding a recruit flight wouldn’t be the huge challenge he’d expected. And the recruit had said, “of course,” as if it was obvious anyone would want him in their flight. He hadn’t expected that at all.

If it really was his choice, he should choose as strong a flight as possible. All four of those recruits had reached Sand Class, they looked fit, and from what he recalled, they’d all had very respectable scores in the strength exercises. Maybe he should have just joined them or at least told them he was interested and would think about it. It would have been better than standing there mute. Then again, Yezi had offered too, and his group was clearly the best in the cohort in terms of overall class, speed, strength, and skill. But was that what he really wanted?

Most of the recruits were watching him, if only surreptitiously. Among them was Yezi, who flashed a smile. He was still interested, apparently.

Zee didn’t feel comfortable with any of them, though. He heaved an inward sigh. First he’d been worried about getting into a recruit flight at all, and now he was being wishy-washy.

He questioned himself. What did he really want? The answer came more easily than he expected. He wanted a flight he fit in with, regardless of his rating and abilities, or theirs. He smiled to himself, watching Jondon, Chirt, Mehmet, and Sallison. He wanted a flight of misfits, just like him. But they hadn’t asked him to join. Did they like hanging out with him but when it came down to it not want a freakfish murman in their flight?

Sallison glanced back, watching the group of recruits who’d spoken to Zee moving away. She appeared to be considering something, and Zee was working up the courage to approach them when he felt the familiar power of a Red Titan core above.

“Minny Tarrow!”

The recruits and cadet instructors stopped and spun to attention as Commandant Aureosa and Vandalia landed on the field nearby. It was Aureosa’s voice that had beckoned. He slid from the saddle and spoke to a threesie cadet instructor while Vandalia strode toward Zee.

Everyone saluted. Vandalia bowed her head quickly. “At ease.”

They assumed the more relaxed position, but anxiety still clung to them. All but Zee, who had to force himself not to smile at the elegant and powerful Greatwing that had helped him so much over the last few months. He’d just spoken to her and Aureosa this morning, but already it felt like weeks had passed.

She lifted her head and looked down at him. “How is your first day treating you, Minny Tarrow?”

“Very well, ma’am. Thank you.”

Her expression was stern, giving none of their familiarity away. “We hear good things. Keep it up. We might make a real recruit of you yet.”

Zee noticed everyone was staring. The daimyo general commandants rarely spoke to an individual recruit and Vandalia never a rider recruit.

Aureosa strode up with the threesie cadet instructor. “Recruit Tarrow, since you only have one day of regular Basic, we feel you should experience as much as possible of what being a minny has to offer in this short amount of time.”

Zee had no idea what he was referring to, but he answered, “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”

To Zee’s surprise, the cadet instructor shouted to Sallison. “Minny Batpoo, you know the way.”

Sallison hesitated. If Zee hadn’t been paying attention he’d have missed it, but he caught a brief meeting of Sallison and Aureosa’s eyes, and the commandant give her a barely perceptible nod. An expression Zee couldn’t quite read flashed across her features. Was it worry, even a touch of anxiety?

It was gone as quickly as it had come, though, and Sallison returned her attention to the cadet instructor. “Yes, ma’am.”

The instructor glared at her less-than-enthusiastic reply. “What was that?”

Sallison stood to attention. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

“I thought so. You are dismissed.”

Sallison spun and trotted off toward the recruit base.

Zee looked from her to the instructor, who chopped her hand in Sallison’s direction with an expression of What in Zepiter’s hells are you waiting for?

Zee saluted her, “Yes, ma’am!” Then he saluted the commandants. “Thank you, sir, and ma’am!” They returned the salutes, he bolted after Sallison.

Zee glanced over his shoulder as Aureosa climbed back onto Vandalia and addressed the recruits. “As you were!”

The commandants took to the air, leaving the recruits staring and Zee wondering what that was all about. He turned back to where Sallison still ran ahead. And where were they going?

***

Sallison sat on a stool behind the field kitchen near the recruit compound, peeling a potato. “How are you enjoying the experience of being a recruit?”

“I don’t mind, actually,” Zee replied from a stool near her, without looking up from the tater he was peeling. “I had to do this a lot when I was on ship. I’d just pretend I was back home, helping my ma and da get dinner ready.”

Sallison dropped her peeled potato into a huge stockpot—one of many they had to fill—and grabbed another from an open sack on the mountain of potato sacks within reach. “I’ve been doing this every night for a week.”

Zee figured why. “You got into trouble?”

“My mouth got me into trouble,” Sallison said, “and not for the first time.”

Zee recalled the conversation with her, Mehmet, Chirt, and Jondon at midday meal. “Berating other recruits?”

“Only the snobsnails.”

“From what I can tell, that’s about all of them.”

“Pretty much.”

They’d been at it for over twenty minutes, and still nothing had been said that gave Zee a clue as to what the brief interaction between Sallison and Aureosa might have been about. Maybe it was nothing, and Aureosa had just known that she was on tater-peeling duty.

Sallison said, “Did you peel a lot of potatoes back home?”

“When we could get them at market. They won’t grow where I lived.”

“Where was that?”

On the face of it, it was a simple question, and yet he hesitated. Not because he was embarrassed by his humble beginnings but because he didn’t know how she would react. He wanted her and the others to like him, because he liked them. They were all fancy people from fancy families in fancy cities and he was just, well, he was just Zee Tarrow who used to ride a pig. And now I ride a kraken, he thought, almost unable to believe it himself, even now. It never ceased to amaze him how far he’d come in so short a time.

All of a sudden, the fear of rejection slid off him and he made a small sound that was close to a laugh. Sallison gazed at him strangely, a small smirk on her lips. “Was that a funny question?” she asked.

“Not really,” Zee said. “I’ll tell you my story, if you want. It’s pretty long, though.”

She motioned to the veritable mountain of unpeeled potatoes still requiring their attention. “I think we have time.”

Zee wasn’t sure where to start, so he began with when he was a naïve boy with a rash on his chest who had trouble breathing.

He told her about his youth on the farm, what his ma and da did to make ends meet, and his days combing the beach. Surprisingly, he felt no embarrassment in revealing the way his family lived or even the physical afflictions he’d suffered with as a child. She was much easier to talk to than he would have imagined. She laughed when he told her about how he would ride Midge everywhere, but in a genuinely amused way and not condescending in the least. He even told her about how he and Midge had found Jessup, then been captured on the HMT Krakenfish when he’d snuck aboard and released Jessup to the sea. Her face clouded with anger when he told her about his forced conscription, but for some reason he left nothing out. This was his story, and it was high time he owned it.

She was a good listener, by turns both thoughtful and encouraging. It felt good to lay the story out and especially to speak of his parents. He hadn’t received a reply to the letter he’d sent them with the annual stipend the king had granted him and Jessup. From what Zee had been told, it had only been a short time since it had been delivered, but he worried about how they might have received it.

Zee ended his story with, “Then Jessup and I came here, worked on the docks and taught ourselves how to forge, and I got tossed in the brig.”

Sallison knew about the brig, of course. She’d been a witness at their hearing, having been on watch duty that night. And she’d told the truth, even though Zee hadn’t. He respected that, a lot.

She grew thoughtful. “Fennix has nothing but good things to say about you two.”

“You’ve spoken to him?”

“Once or twice is all, and not for very long. We’re not supposed to interact with the dragons until Pairing Day after the Trials.”

“Fennix has been a great friend, especially to Jessup.”

Sallison remained quiet, as if lost in thought, while both of them retrieved yet another tater and continued peeling. The mountain finally seemed to be getting smaller.

They didn’t speak for several minutes, focusing on their work, but something had changed. Sallison had withdrawn into herself, her features growing serious. Finally, she glanced around to see if anyone was near, then spoke while looking at the tater in her hands, her voice low.

“I know why the schedule for the rest of Basic has been shortened and why the knights have been coming to Triumf’s Island.” She glanced up to see what his reaction might be, but he felt he covered his surprise pretty well.

She returned her attention to the tater she was peeling. “I know why security is being tripled, why the knights are training so hard, and why the tournament has been organized on such short notice.” She looked up at him, reading his expression for any thoughts. Zee said nothing. He couldn’t. For one thing, she might not really know and could just be fishing for information. He didn’t quite believe that for some reason, but he’d also sworn not to say anything about the Wraiths. He did his best to remain indifferent, though he knew he wasn’t very good at it.

“I also know all about your mission for the king and what you and Jessup did there. How you recued Prince Talog, defeated a White Titan sorcerer general and his terrible beast, and saved the fleet.”

Zee couldn’t hide his reaction any longer. He glanced around quickly, double-checking that no one was within earshot. Still, he remained silent. He’d already given away too much.

“My family owns a shipyard and plantations on Cahill Island,” she continued.

Zee knew of it, though the Krakenfish had never stopped there. It was a protectorate of Tosh, over a hundred miles southeast of the main island.

“You know how sailors talk. Ships come into the yard, they have a few too many drinks, and their lips get loose. My father is a very wealthy and powerful man. Word always gets to him.” She paused, then sighed. “That’s the cover story, anyway.”

Zee blinked, trying to make sense of what she was saying. Finally, he asked, “What do you mean?”

She held silent in consideration, then seemed to regain her resolve. “The commandants, deans of magicks, and superintendents are the only ones here who know. I’m also aware you’ve sworn an oath of secrecy to the king, and by extension, that also applies to me.”

Zee just watched her, trying to wrap his head around what that might mean.

One more time, she looked around them, then lowered her voice even more and met his gaze. “I’m not who you think I am. My name is Sallison, but my surname isn’t anh Batcu.” Another pause, then she said, “It’s mon lin Phan.”

Zee gaped at her. She’d said it with no pride or pomp, simply as a matter of fact.

“King Brevor mon lin Phan is my father, and you and Jessup saved my brother’s life.”

***

Zee just sat there with his mouth hanging open until the tater he’d been peeling fell from his hands. He clapped his mouth shut and snatched up the potato. That’s what this was about. Why Aureosa and Vandalia had sent him off with her to peel taters... Still...

“You’re a princess...”

She smirked, but not in a condescending way. “They told me you were quick.”

Zee was still too stunned to catch the humor.

She became serious, and there was anxiety in her voice. “I hope you won’t hold that against me.”

Zee shook his head to get his mouth and brain to work properly. “Of course not, I’m... I just...”

“You can’t tell anyone.”

“I won’t... Of course not.” He swallowed. “Why did you tell me this?”

She sighed. “Because I wanted to, and I let that be known to the commandants. You saved my brother’s life and the life of his dragon. And of all the instructors, cadets, and recruits, and pretty much all of the faculty and staff, you and I are the only ones who know what’s really going on.” He still just stared at her. “I wanted to thank you for everything you’ve done for my family, and... I thought it would be good to have someone to talk to about these thing.” She watched him, mortification creeping across her face. “Was I wrong?”

Zee blinked the shock away, at least as much as he could. “No, not at all. I’m just surprised is all. Very surprised.”

“Sorry to have sprung it on you so suddenly. It’s just that, you know, how do you tell somebody something like that without just saying it?”

“It’s fine, seriously. I just... phew!” He took a breath, in deep, then out. He could think of any number of reasons why keeping her identity hidden was a good idea, but he asked anyway. “Why is it such a secret?

“In Tosh, and some other kingdoms, princesses are kept sequestered away until their eighteenth named day, then announced upon the world with great pomp and circumstance. I think it’s ridiculous, but tradition is tradition. You know how the aristocracy is.”

“Not really.”

“You’re better off for it.” She paused and grabbed another tater. “I also wanted to be treated like any other recruit. No special consideration, you know? Can you imagine how all these squidiots would act?”

“They’d probably be a whole lot nicer. So would the instructors.”

“Ugh. It was bad enough at the castle. This would be even worse.”

“Do Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet know?

“No,” she said, her voice firm. “They’d probably never have talked to me at all.”

“Yezi’s uncle is the vizier to the king, right?” She nodded. “Is that how you know him?”

“He would visit his uncle when we were young. We’d chase each other around the castle and grounds, play hide and seek, and later we were trained together. It had been years since I’d seen him before Basic, and he’d become a pompous prickfish by then.”

“But he keeps your secret. That’s got to mean something. And he seems nice enough.”

“He doesn’t tell anyone because his uncle would disown him if he did. And don’t be fooled. He’s like all the others, an arrogant, insensitive prickfish.”

“It seems odd that a princess would feel that way about other highbreds.”

“I’m special, what can I say?”

“Is that why you don’t want to be in his Basic flight?”

“Partly, but I’m pretty sure he’s been asked by the vizier to keep an eye on me, and probably by my father as well.”

“The king.”

“Yes, the king.”

“Of Tosh.”

She squinted at him.

“Sorry. This is going to take some getting used to.”

“Well, whatever you do, don’t you dare treat me any differently.”

Zee looked to the potato he’d finished peeling, dropped it in the stockpot, and took up another. Anything to keep his hands busy. He took another deep breath and met her gaze. “I’ll do my best.” Then he added, “Your Highness.”

Her eyes went wide, then she glared. “Don’t you dare.”

Zee laughed, and much of his anxiety drained away. “I was just teasing, though wouldn’t you rather be called that than Batpoo?”

“Not really.”

“Seriously?”

“There’s something almost… there’s no other word for it other than nice, about being treated like I’m normal. For once in my life I’m just Sallison.”

“Sallison Batpoo.”

“Batpoo or Batcrap, depending on the instructor. I prefer either one of those to Princess Sallison.”

“Why?”

“Because I get to earn things for myself. They’re not just handed to me by my butler or chambermaid.”

As hard as Zee’s life had been, he understood the indescribable feeling of being rewarded for hard work. “I get that.”

She raised her eyebrows. “I think you’re actually being serious.”

“I am. Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Because most people, at least the people I’m used to being around, would think I’m being absurd. Why would I want to put myself through all this when I could be pampered and doted on by an army of servants in a palace?”

“And?”

“And what?”

“What’s your reason?”

She smiled thinly, as though she had one more secret to reveal and needed a moment more to gather the words required for it. “Because I’ve always wanted to fly.” She paused again, and Zee got the sense she was gathering more than words this time. Which she was. “And that leads me to the other thing I wanted to talk to you about…”

Zee swallowed. She’d already thrown him for an unexpected loop. He wasn’t sure he could take any more. “What’s that?”

“What would you think about joining me, Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon in a flight?”

Zee stopped peeling, completely caught off guard.

Seeing his hesitation, she added quickly, “It’s perfectly fine if you’d rather not, or you want to think about it.”

“Do the others know you were going to ask me?”

“I’d been thinking about it, but Jondon brought it up first, and Mehmet and Chirt jumped at the idea.”

Zee pondered a moment. “Okay, then, no—” Her face fell, and her cheeks turned red in embarrassment. He hurried to finish. “I mean no, I don’t not want to be in a flight with you all, and no, I don’t need to think about it.”

Sallison’s face scrunched in thought. “So, does that mean yes?”

“Yes, it means yes. I’d like to be in your flight very much.”

“Oh. Good!”

Zee’s was surprised at her reaction. “Did you actually think I might not want to?”

“Well, sure. I can be difficult to get along with, and I have a bit of a temper, if you recall.”

Zee remembered how she’d berated him for getting Fennix into trouble outside the courthouse after he and Jessup had been sentenced. “I hadn’t noticed.”

She squinted at him again, but continued, “And I know the others are a bit... behind, but they try hard, and when we’re all together, we’re more than what we are individually, if that makes sense.”

“It makes sense to me,” Zee replied. “Maybe it’s almost like you’re bonded.”

“Right! I’m not worried about passing the Trials myself, but I’d like to help them any way I can, even if it means my—our—flight might not place all that well.”

“That’s very honorable.” She raised an eyebrow. “I meant what I said. I’m in.” She smiled until he said, “Except for one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“Not only are we all going to pass the Trials, we’re going to win.”


Chapter 13

Zee and Sallison lugged the last of the filled stockpots to the cooks’ prep area.

Sallison set hers down heavily on a table. “Well that’s something to be happy about.” She clapped her hands as if removing dust. “I don’t have to peel any more shaddamn potatoes.” They headed back for the tent to wait for evening meal.

“You could still do it sometimes,” said Zee, “just to keep in practice.”

“Very funny.”

Zee scratched his chin. “I have one question.”

“Go right ahead.”

“Did your father put you up to this? Asking me to be in your flight, I mean?”

“Oh, no,” Sallison replied. “He probably won’t like it one bit.”

Zee stopped short, terror written all over his face.

She faced him, head cocked. “Don’t worry. My father has never been able to say no to his daughters.” That didn’t ease Zee’s mind, and she could tell. She shoved him on the shoulder. “Seriously. Don’t worry about it. I can handle my dad.” She turned and continued toward the tent.

Zee shook his head. She just called the king of Tosh “dad.” And he was going to worry about it. At least a little. He heaved a deep breath and followed.

They passed behind stacks of supply crates beneath a tarp that stood between the recruit meal area and the dressing tents where recruits washed up and changed clothes.

She stopped and began straightening some crates while surreptitiously watching several recruits cross from the dressing tents toward the barracks tent. Zee realized she was killing time so she could tell him something out of sight of anyone else. Talking softly apparently wouldn’t be good enough. He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear any more secrets. He’d had to keep a lot of them, and every time he was able to let one go, another would be added. Like, that Sallison was a princess. It would take a while for that one to sink it.

When the recruits had rounded the stacks and were out of view, she turned to him and stepped closer. “I said that part of the reason I wanted to tell you who I am was because I wanted to thank you.” Before Zee could react, she took him in her strong arms and hugged him. “Thank you for saving my brother. I love him very much.”

She stepped back quickly, red in the cheeks, then adjusted her cap to cover for wiping wetness from her eyes. She crossed her arms, uncrossed them, and rubbed one hand up and down her forearm. Finally, she took a breath and regained her composure.

For Zee’s part, he hadn’t moved at all. His arms hung limp at his side, eyes wide, his cap askew on his head. Had a princess really just hugged him? “You’re welcome. I... was just doing my duty to the king and kingdom.”

“It was more than that. You and Jessup risked your lives, and you weren’t even in the military.” She stepped in and reset his cap properly on his head. “If you or Jessup ever need anything, let me know, all right?”

“Okay, but—”

“No buts. I can get a message to my father very quickly, or anyone else in power in the kingdom, including here. I have no small amount of means of my own as well.”

Zee nodded, feeling like an idiot. No amount of training, forging, being rated mid-level Iron Class, or breaking records in tests of strength had prepared him for this. The big bad sorcerer type who was bonded to a kraken was still a clueless boy. The sudden realization hit him hard.

“Thank you.”

She tilted her head with a smile. “Let’s go tell the others you’re going to be in our flight. They’re going to be thrilled.”

As they rounded the stacks, Zee said, “I need to check in with Jessup. I’ll catch up.”

“Okay,” Sallison said, slowing to walk beside him. “But you probably shouldn’t tell him who I am quite yet.”

Zee winced. If there was anyone he never wanted to keep secrets from, it was Jessup.

She could see he was conflicted. “I know it’s hard, since he’s your bonded beast.”

Zee understood where she was coming from, but this was something he just couldn’t do. “He wouldn’t tell anyone if I ask him not to. Not even Fennix.”

She ran a hand over her mouth, then came to a decision. “All right.”

“Thank you.”

She looked as if she wanted to say something else, but nodded quickly, then turned and strode away.

Zee stood there, watching her go, hoping he hadn’t made her regret telling him her secret. She’d understand better when she was bonded, though. You don’t keep secrets like that from your bondmate. Until then, he’d just have to prove she could trust him, and Jessup as well.

He shook his head. If there was one thing he could say about what his life had become, it was that it wasn’t boring.

***

Running at high speed, pushed up on his legs, Jessup crossed the finish line of their mid-distance run. He turned and watched as the next fastest in their recruit group, Bryceus, the big Royal Ebon, sped toward the finish. He spied Fennix, who was at the back of the group—but his friend was gaining ground. Jessup cheered. Fennix put his head down and ran harder. The other recruits pounded across the finish, and then Fennix, just before Lead Beast Instructor Villoso’s rider held up her stopclock and shouted, “Time!”

Fennix just had time to exclaim, “Ahh!” before Jessup snatched him up and held him high above the others.

“You did it!”

“I did!” said Fennix. “The first time this year.”

“And just in time for Trials.”

“All that really means is that I have to do it again.”

“You will,” Jessup replied with utter confidence.

“Ducky Jessup!”

Villoso stalked toward him, craning her neck up with an expression no recruit ever wanted to see on her face. “Put Ducky Fennix down. Dragons are not playthings.”

Jessup grimaced. “Yes, ma’am.” He lowered Fennix quickly but set him gently on the field. “Sorry, ma’am. Point taken. Don’t play with the dragons.”

Villoso glared, then muttered under her smoky breath, “Krakens...” She turned and marched to gather the others.

Fennix watched her go, then gave Jessup an exaggerated shake of the head. “You do know how to ingratiate yourself with the instructors.”

Jessup held up two arms and shrugged. “What can I say? It’s a gift.”

***

Zee walked slowly toward the barracks tent, opening the connection to Jessup. He immediately sensed that his friend was in a good mood and that Jessup knew he was there.

“Hey Jessup, guess what!”

There was a pause, and the reply was nothing Zee would have expected. “Chicken butt?”

“What?” Zee laughed out loud in front of everyone, drawing odd looks from those who heard. “What in Postune’s deep are they teaching you over there?”

“Fennix calls it ‘stupid jokes people say.’”

“I’ve never heard that one.”

“Maybe it’s a human thing. No murfolk allowed.”

Zee turned his head from the crowd so they wouldn’t see him laughing again. “Are you all drunk?”

“Fennix is doing what he calls ‘lifting spirits,’ but not that kind. We’re taking a break from running.”

“So, are you going to guess?”

“You got into a flight with pretty Sallison anh Batcu.”

Zee looked around for any dragons lurking about, even scanning the sky to see if any were watching him and reporting back everything they saw. “How did you know that?”

“Call it kraken intuition.”

“Riiiight.”

“She’s an excellent choice, and we already talked about it.”

“I guess I can’t keep any secrets from you.”

“Nope.”

There was one more secret Zee needed to tell him, but he felt oddly conflicted.

Sensing Zee’s hesitation, Jessup said, “What’s up, buttercup?”

“Good grief.” Zee emitted a sigh. Sallison was right, there was no way to tell someone something like this without just saying it.

“We can’t tell anyone, but Sallison’s real surname is mon lin Phan. She’s a princess of Tosh.”

There was a pause, then Jessup said, “Good!”

“Really? That’s it, just ‘good’?”

“Sure. That just makes her an even better fit for you. You are the prince of murfolk.”

“No, I’m not!”

“Why not? No one would know.”

“Jessup!” Zee could tell Jessup was laughing. “You are incorrigible.”

“Oh, I like that word. What does it mean?”

“That you’re unruly, and nobody can change that.”

“Now I like it even better. And you could be a prince. You never know.”

“That’s highly unlikely.” Zee decided this was a good time to change the topic. “Have you found a fifth member for your flight?”

Surprisingly, Jessup allowed the misdirection. “We still need one more. Any time a dragon comes by, they take one look at me and keep going.”

“Then you don’t want them anyway. You’ll find one.”

“If it comes down to it, I’ll kidnap someone.”

“Don’t do that.”

“You’re right. I’ll just threaten to pull off their wings.”

“All right, jokerfish. I’ll talk to you later.”

“Later—”

“Don’t say it!”

“—tater.”

Zee groaned. “Tell Fennix I said thanks for putting in a good word for me with Sallison.”

For once, Jessup didn’t reply with a witty comeback. “I will. And Zee, I’m happy for you. I heard you broke some academy records today, too.”

“Thank you. Now you’d better break some too, or I’m going to leave you in the dust.”

Jessup’s mirth came through the bond. “Riiight.”

Zee laughed and the connection ended. He really couldn’t wait to see his friend again. Even just a day away from him was its own little torture. He blew out a breath and picked up his pace toward the tent.


Chapter 14

The princess-of-Tosh-incognito shoved taters around on her plate with a look of disgust. “If we place well in the team events, that will boost your Trials scores, and having Zee in our flight will be a big help with that.”

Zee flushed under the beaming gaze of Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet. They had indeed been thrilled he’d accepted their invitation to be in their flight.

Behind the mountain of food on his plate, Jondon said. “I never would have thought I’d be in a Basic flight with a mid-level Sand Class recruit, let alone two. I still can’t believe you want to be in a flight with us loserfish, Zee.”

Chirt smacked his arm, causing his fork to flip out of his hand to the dirt. “You’re a loserfish. I’m just weak.”

Mehmet raised his hand while Jondon retrieved his utensil. “I’m a loserfish.”

Sallison jabbed her fork at them. “Positive attitudes, remember? None of us are loserfish.”

All three of them looked abashed, but replied together, “Yes, ma’am!”

Sallison groaned and rolled her eyes.

At least they hadn’t called her Princess, Zee thought. He reprimanded himself. He had to stop thinking about that, needed to put it out of his mind completely. It was proving much harder than he would have imagined, though.

He stepped in to help break the silence. “The most important thing will be to make sure you all get to Sand Class.” They hung on his every word. That was going to take some getting used to as well. Hopefully it would happen less as they got to know each other better.

“Do you have any ideas?” Mehmet asked.

Zee considered. “Ten days isn’t much time, but with the right balance of physical training and meditation, I know you can do it.”

Chirt’s and Jondon’s faces fell. “Meditation?”

He gazed from one to the other. “Have you not been practicing meditation in Basic?”

“Sure,” said Jondon, “but I always fall asleep.”

Chirt said, “I can’t stop my brain from spinning.”

“I do it every day,” said Mehmet, “but I can’t hold my concentration for very long.”

“When you were squires, your knights didn’t make you do it?”

They shook their heads. Mehmet said, “Mine told me it would be a waste of time until I was bonded to a dragon.”

Zee said, “Dame Toomsil made all of her squires do it. She was a good teacher, too.”

“That’s right,” Chirt piped in. “I heard you were on ship with her.”

“I was lucky that way. She would train me whenever I had the time, and she was serious about meditating. She said the effects would be limited without a bond, but it helped strengthen your aura. Your aura is where your individual rating comes from, even before it comes into play with the bond.”

Jondon said, “I never knew that.”

Sallison narrowed her eyes at them. “I did, and I told you all the same thing.”

Jondon fidgeted on the bench, “I know, but I don’t like it.”

Chirt shook her head in agreement.

Sallison sighed in exasperation and looked to Zee. “See what I’ve had to deal with?”

Zee chuckled but stopped himself, not wanting to upset the others.

Mehmet said, “I’d heard that about meditating and your aura, but I didn’t know it was that important.”

“I think it’s extremely important,” Zee replied. “We should get started right away. Like, tonight.”

They reluctantly agreed, then Chirt saw someone approaching and spoke under her breath. “Here he comes...”

Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo stepped up to the table, tray in hand. There were no other recruits with him this time. “May I sit?”

Sallison looked up at him. “No. Go away. The grown-ups are talking.”

Yezi just laughed.

Zee was surprised once again at how Yezi never seemed to take offense when Sallison was rude to him. Maybe it was because he knew she was the princess... Zee mentally slapped himself. Stop thinking about that.

“I actually wanted to speak to Recruit Tarrow.”

Sallison pointed at Zee. “He’s right there.”

“Well done today, Zee. You’ve shocked everyone once again and impressed many, I have to say. I, for one, am not in the least surprised.”

Zee wondered if Yezi also knew about what Zee and Jessup had done since his uncle was the vizier. There was no knowing look in his eyes, though. It appeared as if he was just speaking what he was thinking.

“Thank you, Recruit ekh Hanyayo. I appreciate that.”

“Yezi, please.”

“All right,” Zee replied, but he didn’t use the name.

Yezi continued, “I was wondering if you had given any more thought to my proposal about being a member of our Basic flight?”

Zee glanced at Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet, who watched him expectantly. Sallison just gazed at Yezi as if he bored her.

“I have,” Zee answered. “I’m honored that you would offer, but I’ve found a flight.”

Yezi’s brow rose, then he looked over the others at the table and realization set in. For the first time, Zee saw condescension in his eyes. “I see. That’s very gracious of you.”

A frown formed on Jondon’s face, and he made to get up from the bench.

Sallison’s hand caught his shoulder, and she shoved him back down. “Don’t waste your time.”

She stood up herself and faced Hanyayo. “You can go now. We’ll settle this in the Trials.”

Yezi smiled openly. “Don’t be like that, Sallison. When it comes down to it, we’re all on the same team.”

“A little interteam rivalry is good for the whole.”

“I couldn’t agree more.” He sighed, then spoke to Zee. “You’ve made a good choice with this one, at least. She does not like to lose.”

“You’re right, I don’t,” said Sallison. “Lucky for me it very rarely happens.”

“Rarely, but not never.” His eyes went to Zee, who had forced her into a draw in the Death Line and trounced them all in crunchers, pushers, and pullers.

Sallison said, “Now scuttle off before you find my boot up your rear portal.”

Yezi shook his head. Back to Zee he said, “She’d do it, too. Be careful with this one.” He bowed lightly to Sallison. “Good day.”

She glared at his back as he walked away, then sat in a huff and caught the others staring at her. “Oh, stop it.”


Chapter 15

Sallison folded her newly laundered training kit, stacking it neatly on her cot. Her eyes flicked up to Zee, who was making up his cot farther down the row on the same side of the tent.

Like the rest of the recruits, he’d changed into his nightclothes of sleepshorts and a light, sleeveless pullover. Having forgone his sandals, he moved about in bare feet. He’d put on significant muscle since she’d first seen him when he’d arrived on Triumf’s Island perched atop the kraken’s shell, though his arms still bore the scars of his hard life. That wasn’t what had drawn her attention, though. It was the patch of dark gray that practically covered his shoulder, with a curling kraken arm that snaked down his left arm over his biceps. The top of the mark also peeked out of his shirt on his neck. The mark of his bond with Jessup had grown far larger than it had been when he’d arrived. It hadn’t been much larger than a gold king’s coin then.

Zee caught her eye but quickly looked away. She sniffed and shook her head. As strong as he was, and with all he’d done in such a short time, he was still timid in a way, and humble. That was an exceedingly rare thing at the academy. They could all use more of it. Maybe having the best among them as an example would help. She doubted it, but one could hope. And Zee was the best of them, even if he didn’t show it in his demeanor.

Mehmet finished placing his clothes in his footlocker, then sat on it. “How are you feeling?”

Sallison moved to her footlocker. “Still great. I’ve had some of the best instructors coin can buy, but Tarrow has insights into mediation I’d never heard of before.”

They’d all gone behind the tent after dinner, and Zee had explained his methods for calming himself, his breathing techniques, his posture, as well as how he vizualized being one with the Aether. It took some getting used to, but she’d found it helped tremendously. Mehmet had picked it up the fastest of all of them and sat in stillness for over a bell. Chirt and Jondon had even settled down with more tips from Zee. Afterward, all of them had admitted to feeling incredibly refreshed.

“I might even be able to sleep tonight,” said Chirt, collapsing on the cot on the opposite side of Sallison from Mehmet. The three of them had cots in the back corner of the tent in the first row, the same row as Zee and Jondon.

“Finally,” Mehmet replied. “All night, you’re like a fishfart in a skillet over there.”

Chirt said, “What can I say. It’s part of my charm.”

***

Zee finished making his cot, taking one more look at how the others had done it to make sure he’d gotten it right.

“Looks good to me, Zee,” said Jondon from where he lay on his back on the cot next to him.

“You think it would pass inspection?”

Jondon sat up in the cot, looking over Zee’s work more closely. “Definitely.”

Zee still wasn’t convinced. He smoothed out a small wrinkle at the bottom corner.

“You’re just going to mess it up when you hit the rack. They only do inspections in the mornings, and they haven’t bothered now for over a week.”

“I’m just practicing.”

“Well, I think you’ve got it.” Jondon turned and swung his legs off his cot. “Thank you for teaching us how to meditate like that. I think I’m getting better at it.”

“You’re welcome, and I’m glad to hear it,” Zee replied. “But we’re just getting started.” He moved to the other side of the cot and began folding his clothes, then sensed someone approaching. Someone he didn’t like very much.

Without looking up, he said, “What do you want, Derlick?” When he lifted his eyes, Donnicky had a look of surprise that Zee knew it was him, but it was quickly replaced by his usual expression of haughty superiority. Then, to Zee’s surprise, that too changed.

“You did well today, Tarrow. I think everyone was impressed.”

“Are you saying I impressed you? Me? A simple gilly hull scrubber?”

Donnicky’s features twisted between indignation and regret, then settled on solemn but stern. He seemed to be torn, but a glance at the three recruits that stood with him seemed to convince him to continue. “We were wondering if you’d like to be in our Basic flight for the Trials.”

Zee stared at him, keeping his face reactionless. Inside, though, he smiled. The irony of it and Donnicky’s gall never ceased to amaze. Of all the things Zee could have said, he settled on, “Thank you, but I’m already in a flight.”

It appeared as if it was all Donnicky could do to control his disdain. His eyes went to Jondon, then to Sallison, Chirt, and Mehmet at the back of the tent, the condescension barely hidden. He just couldn’t help himself. He was a prickfish of the highest order and always would be.

Donnicky stepped a little closer and dipped his head, speaking softly. “Look, I’m trying to do you a favor here.”

Zee hadn’t moved, and out of the corner of his eye he saw Jondon wore a frown. As quietly as Donnicky had spoken, the big recruit had still heard him. Zee hadn’t known Jondon even a day and wasn’t sure if he could call him a friend yet, but he could be, and a good one. Zee didn’t like to see him insulted.

Zee moved closer to Donnicky and looked him straight in the eye. “I don’t need any favors from you, Derlick. And I’d pick my next words carefully if I were you.”

Donnicky didn’t back away, but anger flashed across his face and with it a hint of trepidation. Zee smiled, but his eyes remained narrowed. Donnicky’s breathing settled. To his credit, he wasn’t giving up yet, and his expression became more congenial. “Look, the reality here is you want to be in the best flight you can. The team events weigh heavily on your scores for passing.” He glanced toward the back of the tent. “Sallison is one of the best, there’s no arguing that, but the rest of them will drag you down.”

Zee spared a glance at Jondon. He could tell the big man was irritated, but there was doubt in his eyes as well. It was obvious he felt that what Donnicky had said was true. That made Zee even more angry.

“Back away now, Derlick, before I do something you’re going to regret very much.”

Derlick’s face twisted in rage, but he controlled himself. “Fine. You can’t say I didn’t try. You’ve made your bed, Feral. I hope you enjoy sleeping in it.”

Zee looked to his cot. It was quite well made. He smiled back at his old shipmate. “I think I will.”

Donnicky’s face had turned red, and it appeared as if he wanted to say more, but he huffed and strode away.

Zee’s gaze swept over the other recruits, who quickly looked away. All except Yezi, who tipped a small nod.

Zee didn’t return the sentiment but sat on his cot and turned to cross his legs, facing the big recruit. “Don’t pay any attention to him, Jondon.”

Jondon said, “He’s not wrong, you know.”

Zee wasn’t hearing any of it. “Yes, he is, and we’ll show him.”

“You think so?”

“I know so,” Zee replied. “We’ll show them all.”

Jondon’s big smile returned. “Okay.”

They both jumped as the twosie cadet instructor at the front of the tent shouted. “Hit the rack, minnies! Lights out in ten, nine, eight…!”

Everyone hustled into bed, Zee tossing his unfolded clothes in his footlocker, then ruining his finely made cot as he got under the covers. The cadet instructor completed the countdown and turned a knob on a tent post. Half the lamps went out. The turn of another knob dimmed the rest to their lowest setting. “Sweet dreams, scum!” she announced. “Enjoy your last night in hell.” She marched out, and another twosie cadet instructor entered for the night shift.

Jondon’s voice sounded in the darkness. “That was cheery.”

The newly arrived instructor roared, “Shut your filthy fishhole, minny scum!”

Jondon spoke more softly. “Good night, Zee.”

“Good night, Jondon. Sleep tight. Don’t let the kraken bite.”

Jondon chuckled as he adjusted himself for sleep, the cot creaking in protest beneath his weight.

It had been a while since Zee had been packed into the berth of the Krakenfish, but the sounds of the recruits settling in for the night and drifting off to sleep wasn’t unfamiliar. Snoring soon rattled through the tent. None so loud as the big fellow in the cot next to Zee. That didn’t bother him, though. Gods knew nobody snored like sailors. After staying with Jessup in the cavern and in their own room on the admiral’s ship, though, he missed his friend’s presence and deep drawn-out breaths as he slumbered.

He felt out to Jessup through the bond and sensed that his friend was fast asleep. At least Jessup wasn’t having any problem getting some rest.

No sooner had he become convinced he wouldn’t be able to sleep at all than he dozed off and dreamed about having breakfast with his parents, chattering on about how awesome dragons were and how great it would be to become a rider. If anyone could have seen him sleeping, they’d swear he was smiling.

***

Zee’s sleeping state was jolted by a blast of freezing cold, foul and terrible, gripping him body and soul. The hideous burning cold of the red of the Wraiths. He couldn’t tell if he was asleep and dreaming, fully awake, or if it was something else.

Pain shot through his skull, very much like when the Wraith sorcerer and his beast had spoken to him and Jessup in their minds, only worse. Unbidden and unwelcomed, visions flashed before his mind’s eye in a maelstrom of red and black. Everything was smeared, dark, indistinct, and sound was warped, but he thought he made out an enormous cavern, and the stink of death assaulted him. There were what looked like pools of light, red as blood. Something slithered in the darkness. Leathery wings rustled. The blur of a red cloak. A wavering crown gleaming with crimson jewels.

Zee couldn’t move, couldn’t stop the images that oozed horror, only watch in terror, his mind’s eye frozen open.

In an abyss devoid of light, bonfires lit incarnadine, two of them, high in the darkness and larger than Zee was tall. Not bonfires. Eyes. A growl rumbled through his skull. Two more eyes lit, smaller, above the first two. The embodiment of the symbol on the Wraiths’ flags and armor, the same Zee and Jessup had seen in the depths of the Wraiths’ whorl of fog at the end of the battle.

The crown glowed red above them. There was an undercurrent of hidden speech that Zee didn’t understand, grating and profane, like the lowing of wind in a cave, then above them, in a voice deeper and more awful than the White Titan sorcerers’ had been, one word that Zee understood.

“Stronger.”

***

Zee became aware of Jessup’ voice trying to break through the horror, then all sight and sound of the nightmarish vision was gone, and he snapped awake.

Jessup’s voice called to him. “Zee!”

Zee was shaken, and he thought he was awake. But was he? His night sight had become uncanny as his and Jessup’s bond had grown, but when he opened his eyes, he saw nothing. Then it felt like a pillow was shoved onto his face, and weight pressed down on his body, trapping him against his cot. It came to him in a sudden rush of understanding. His blanket was being used to trap him.

Jessup called to him once more. “Zee, I just had a terrible dream.”

A voice whispered through the blanket at Zee’s ear. “You don’t belong here, gilly. Go. Home.” The speaker may have been trying to disguise his voice, but Zee recognized it right away. Derlick don Donnicky. Then the blows struck him—in the stomach, the chest, and ribs, over and over. And they weren’t holding anything back.

“Zee, what’s happening?”

Even from the state he was in, Zee knew he had to calm his friend. “Jessup! It’s all right!”

Zee felt rage surge through the bond. Jessup knew he was in trouble and could probably even feel his pain. “I’m coming!”

“No!” Zee shouted. He pushed down his own anger and the pain. “That’s the worst thing you could do, and it might be exactly what they want. We’d be expelled from the academy for sure, and there wouldn’t be anything anyone could do to help us.”

Jessup raged with frustration, but Zee spoke sternly and with utter confidence. “Let me handle this.” There was silence as Jessup seethed. Zee spoke more firmly. “Jessup. Trust me. I can do this.”

Jessup growled. “Do not block the bond.”

“I won’t.”

With that, Zee drew on every ounce of strength he had. His krakenmark heated, and with it came the rage of the kraken. With a roar, Zee tore one of his arms up, right through the fabric of the blanket, and grabbed the neck of the person who had whispered to him—but before he could rip his way free, there were grunts of surprise and sounds of a scuffle, and the pressure on the blanket that held him lifted.

***

Fennix jerked awake. He lifted his head from where he slept on the field, glancing about quickly for what had woken him. He and Jessup slept away from the main group of beast recruits, with the two other dragons who had agreed to join their flight. The others were still asleep, but Jessup was facing away from him, partially pushed up on his arms, leaning forward, as still as stone.

Fennix checked to see if anyone else was up, or if the cadet instructors had noticed. “Jessup?” he said softly. He crept around his kraken friend to find him staring across the field in the direction of the rider recruits compound. A spark of blue light shone softly deep in his eyes, like lanterns deep in a tunnel.

“Jessup, what’s wrong?” There was no reaction. Fennix moved closer, then nearly jumped out of his skin when Jessup finally spoke, low and intense. “Zee is in trouble.” Fennix’s jaw dropped open. Jessup added, “He is handling it.”

Fennix breathed a sigh of relief and turned to gaze in the same direction as Jessup, even though they could only see the soft glow of an Empyrean lamp on a post in the distance.

***

Jondon had been deep in the soundest sleep he’d had since he’d come to Basic when something had roused him. It took him a while to shake off the sleepiness and longer to register what he was seeing. Recruits kneeling around Zee’s cot, holding him down with his blanket, one pressing a pillow to his face, while more of them pummeled him.

In an instant, the fog of sleep was banished. He leapt from his cot and grabbed the two nearest him by the backs of the necks, heaved them up from their knees where’d they’d been tugging down on the blanket, and flung them to crash down in a heap in the aisle.

As he’d reached for them, Zee’s arm had torn through the blanket, and he had a recruit by the neck—and that recruit was Derlick don Donnicky.

As if out of nowhere, Sallison appeared, throwing one recruit to the ground and twisting his arm. Chirt leapt on another’s back, shoving her down and wrenching her arm up behind her. Even Mehmet whacked one in the back of the head with a book, then jumped on top of him to hold him. As if all of that wasn’t shocking enough, Yezi ekh Hanyayo came leaping over cots at the same time and threw an arm around the neck of another recruit.

Then Zee was on his feet, his hand still on Donnicky’s neck, lifting the much larger recruit off of his feet.

Yezi shouted, “Stop this, now!,” and the attackers ceased to struggle.

Zee still held Donnicky high, heaving breaths through gritted teeth, his face twisted in feral rage—and Jondon would swear that blue light glowed deep in the murman’s glaring eyes. Donnicky hung stiffly, frozen in terror.

All remained silent, breathing hard. The recruit Sallison held tried to jerk free, but she slammed his face into the ground.

Zee’s breathing slowed. Sensing a chance to escape, Donnicky flailed to free himself. The murman grunted in rage, then twisted his torso and swung Derlick so his feet flew over his head, and slammed him to the ground on his back.

Donnicky’s breath exploded from his lungs, and he lay there, gasping for breath and clutching his chest.

Zee growled down at him, then lifted his gaze. Everyone in the tent was on their feet, staring in disbelief and fear.

Even with his diminutive stature, Tarrow struck an imposing figure.

The murman’s gaze scanned the crowd, pausing in the direction of each of the cadets that attacked him, then halted on Derlick don Donnicky, who was finally catching his breath. Zee stomped down next to the recruit’s head. Donnicky scuttled away on his back, turning so his feet faced Zee, then lay still, pinned to the dirt by the murman’s baleful glare.

When Zee spoke, there was a menacing timbre to his voice none of them had heard before. “Don’t ever touch me again.” He looked to Sallison, then Chirt and Mehmet, who both still held the recruits they had dragged off him, and Jondon, who realized he was still standing hunched with fists clenched, and then Yezi.

Zee thrust an arm out and swept a hand over everyone in the tent. “If any of you try something like that again”—he waved a hand to his flightmates—“if you touch any of us outside of combat training, I will come for you.” He paused, then added, “And I won’t be alone.”

He could have been speaking about his flightmates coming to each other’s aid, but a primal part of Jondon understood. Zee was talking about the kraken.

Zee glared over the recruits. “Do you understand?”

They fidgeted and shot each other furtive glances.

Zee roared in that terrible voice, “I can’t hear you!”

Instinct from months of training took over, and as one they shouted, “Sir, yes, sir!”

Zee’s gaze returned to Donnicky, who cringed back. “How about you, Docklicker?”

Donnicky answered quickly, “Yes, sir.”

“Now, get out of my sight.”

Donnicky hesitated, then scrambled to his feet, backed away, turned, and hustled to the far side of the tent.

Sallison dragged the recruit she was holding to his feet and shoved him away. Chirt and Yezi released theirs and pushed them roughly. Zee watched them go, then took a deep breath, held it, and blew it out slowly through his mouth. The blue light in his eyes dimmed. It occurred to Jondon there’d been no response from the cadet on night watch. He glanced to the front of the tent. There was no one there.

***

The light in Jessup’s eyes faded, and the kraken sighed. “Everything is okay now.”

Fennix had no idea what was going on, but he found himself breathing in relief as well. “What happened?”

Jessup’s big eyes rolled to him. “I’ll tell you as soon as I find out.”


Chapter 16

“Zee?” The voice was Sallison’s.

She and the others who had helped were watching him with concern.

“Are you all right?” she added.

Zee put a hand to his ribs and winced. “A little bruised, but I don’t think anything is broken.”

“Come on.” She waved toward the back of the tent. “Jondon, grab his footlocker.”

Zee turned to Yezi. “Thank you.”

The tall recruit’s face was drawn with anger. “This kind of thing should never happen in the Dragon Corps. The rules are very clear, but more important, it serves no purpose.” He indicated over his shoulder. “I’m going to go explain that to them, and that there could be more consequences to their careers other than expulsion should they ever try such a thing again.” He paused. “Including the possibility of finding themselves face-to-face with an angry kraken.”

A small smile crept across Zee’s lips.

***

Zee spoke to Jessup while he watched Sallison peer out through the flap of the tent. He told his friend what had happened and not to worry, even adding that he thought it could be a good thing.

“How is it good?”

“I think they’re scared of me now.”

“They should be scared of you. You are scary tiny murman bonded to a much scarier big kraken.”

“I have to admit, you might have something to do with their reaction. Anyway, everything is fine now. Sallison and the three others in my flight actually came to help, and another recruit that all of the others seem to respect. Some of the recruits are good people.”

“That’s good.” There was a pause. “But tell the bassholes that next time I’m coming. I don’t care about the consequences.”

“I kind of already did. Not in those exact words, but I hinted that we’d come for them together.”

Jessup seemed satisfied, though he was still obviously angry. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“Please don’t block the bond.”

“I won’t. And thank you for listening to me earlier.”

“I will always trust your judgment, Zee.”

“It almost felt like you were here with me.”

“I was feeling out very carefully through the bond. If things got worse for you, I would have sensed it. Then I would have come.”

“I know you would have. Thank you, again.”

“You’re welcome. Sleep well, Zee.”

“You too.”

They ended their communication.

Sallison stomped to the back of the tent where Zee and the others stood, Jondon still holding Zee’s footlocker.

Sallison kicked the cot of a cowering recruit, causing her to jump, then stabbed a finger at her and another recruit next to her. “You two, move!” When they didn’t leap up right away, she roared, “Now!

They grabbed their blankets and pillows, stuffed them in their footlockers, and carried them away down the aisle. Not only that, more recruits vacated the cots adjacent to theirs, leaving their footlockers but scooping up blankets and hurrying away, and the few across the aisle in the next row did the same. Apparently they weren’t worried about finding a vacant cot, or if they were, they’d rather sleep on the ground than risk Sallison’s wrath.

Hands on hips, she looked to Zee and Jondon. “I think you two should stay down here the rest of the night.”

Zee didn’t argue.

Jondon set Zee’s footlocker at the end of the cot next to Mehmet’s, then went back for his own.

***

Yezi stormed to where Donnicky and his cronies had their cots on the far side and farther down in the tent. Some sat, heads in hands, others stood staring at the ground. Donnicky just had time to look up when Yezi had him by the shirt with both hands and got in his face. “What in Zepiter’s flaming hells were you thinking?”

Donnicky replied from between clenched teeth, quietly, but with vehemence. “He needs to quit!”

Yezi shoved him hard enough that he fell on his cot and nearly tumbled off the other side. “Why?”

“He’s going to take the place of one of us!”

“So am I. So are you.” He glared at the others. “You’re all going to pass, most likely.” His expression became threatening. “Unless you get expelled.”

That got their attention. Donnicky said, “You wouldn’t report us. Not for him. A feral gilly.” The last word was said with a deep seated hate.

“You mean for the strongest recruit the Dragon Corps has seen in generations? Already bonded, with a foursie bond rating. The first sorcerers since Drogo and Mogon? You bet your worthless bassasses I would.” He leaned closer. “And it wouldn’t just be to the commandant.”

Now fear flashed in Donnicky’s eyes, and Yezi took satisfaction in knowing the thought that ran through Donnicky’s mind, as well as the minds of his friends. Yezi could tell his uncle, the vizier, the right hand of the king. Not only would they be expelled, but their families could be publicly shamed. In the tight-knit community of Tosh’s upper-class, losing the chance to become a knight could ruin them in not only reputation but every endeavor they might attempt as well, for the rest of their lives.

Donnicky fumbled, still trying to explain. “He’s not even human. And when he takes the place of one of us as a cadet, that’s one less for the dragon recruits to bond with as well.”

“What’s more important? That the Dragon Corps, the kingdom of Tosh itself, gain a sorcerer pair with unlimited potential, or we get one more pair, and the least of us at that, and you get your petty, small-minded way.”

Yezi looked to the front of the tent where the night instructor’s station sat empty. “How many twosies are in on this?”

Donnicky wouldn’t meet his eyes. “Enough.”

“Not anymore. You tell them, Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo knows. This will stop now.” When Donnicky didn’t answer, Yezi grabbed him by front of his shirt and spoke just inches from his face. “Do you hear me?”

Donnicky hesitated, then nodded. Yezi’s hard dark eyes went to the others, who cowered under his gaze. “And you’ll all hold him to it.”

They nodded as well, a few blurting, “Yes, sir.”

Yezi shoved Donnicky away and stood. He shook his head, then spoke almost as if to himself. “You squidiots thought you could make Tarrow quit.” He looked toward the back of the tent. “I don’t think he even knows the meaning of the word.”

***

Zee tried making his cot, but winced, favoring his ribs. Sallison pointed at the next cot. “Sit.”

Zee obeyed while she went about preparing his cot for him.

Over on his own cot, Mehmet said, “I’m going to be in so much trouble. My brother and sister will hear about this.”

“I don’t think so,” said Sallison. “Did you notice the twosie night watch cadet isn’t there? There isn’t anyone outside, either. They knew this was going to happen, and they let it. Nobody’s going to say a thing.”

Chirt said, “Do you think everyone was in on it?”

“I doubt it. I’m sure it’s just a small group of bassholes.”

Jondon said, “Why would they do this? What’s the point?”

Sallison looked to Zee. She was sure he had his own theories, but he watched as if he wanted to hear what she had to say.

She continued, “There’s no doubt it’s because Zee’s a murman, but more than that, after seeing his bond assessment and then his performance today, they’re afraid. They think his being here will mean a high-bred might not pass, and it could even be one of them. They’re resentful because he got to skip most of Basic and jealous that he’s favored by the king. This goes deeper than just those bassholes, though. The cadets, especially the twosies, are worried about their own statuses and chances at advancement in the cadet wing.”

To Zee, she said, “Personally, I think your being here is a good thing. They’re going to have to work harder to earn their positions and not get left behind. All of us are. That’s good for the academy, the Dragon Corps, and the kingdom. And now you’ve proven you aren’t going to back down, and they know you’ve got people on your side.” Zee’s flight members voiced their agreement.

“Even Yezi,” Mehmet added.

Sallison frowned momentarily. “I may not like him, but he’s not stupid. I mean, who attacks the recruit who’s here by order of the king?”

Mehmet said, “Sallison, did you just pay Yezi a compliment?”

“Shut it.”

Jondon said, “We misfits have to stick together.”

Zee recalled fondly that he, Jessup, and Fennix had said the same thing the night they first met.

Sallison finished with Zee’s cot. He moved to it and sat, grimacing and holding his side.

Sallison said, “How bad is it?”

“I’ll be fine.”

“Tough guy, huh?”

Zee laughed, then winced harder, pressing a hand to his ribs. “Hardly.”

“We need to take a look at that.” Zee hesitated. “Seriously. You could need a healer.” She scooted Jondon’s new cot closer and sat, facing him. He only hesitated a second before lifting his shirt, but grunted and stopped before he got it up over his stomach.

Sallison could already see the scars even on what little of his abdomen was exposed, and bruises had begun forming. “I’ve got it,” she said and lifted his shirt over his head while he held his arms up.

They had all seen the scars on his arms and the mark on his neck and upper arm, but the extent of his scars from this close, and especially his full krakenbond, were a shock.

So many scars. Sallison had seen them when he first arrived but only from a distance. Up close, it was astonishing he was still alive. Nearly every inch of his skin had light lines and dark patches, crossed with deep puckered creases and puffed-out arcs with stitch marks.

And then there was his krakenbond. The central area of the bondmark was the size of a dinner plate, centered on the upper left of his chest, with ten arms sprouting out of it. The arms were of various lengths and thicknesses, wider at the base and narrowing as they snaked up over his shoulder, down his left arm, up to his neck, and down and to the right over his ribs and abdomen. It looked like a large, thick tattoo in honor of an ancient and terrible god of the sea. Which Sallison figured it was, in a way. That god was a goddess, though, and her name was Postune.

Sallison hadn’t said a word, but Jondon couldn’t help himself. “Whoa...”

Mehmet said, “That’s incredible. Is that like a dragonbond but for your bond with Jessup?”

“It is,” Zee replied. “At least, that’s what makes the most sense. We can’t know for sure since no one knows anything about krakenbonds. Until recently, no one had considered murfolk and krakens could bond. Not even me. Until I found Jessup, nobody knew for sure that krakens were real.”

“It’s really big,” said Chirt. “Is it growing fast?”

“Very.”

***

They remained silent. Even though Zee was becoming more accustomed to people seeing his scars and bond, it still made him anxious.

Sallison eyed the bruises on Zee’s stomach and the deep purple and green that was already blooming on his ribs opposite the krakenbond. “Hmm.” She placed her fingers gently on the bruise, but Zee still flinched. “Sorry. Does that hurt?”

It didn’t, really, at least not too badly. Mostly, it was because he still hadn’t grown used to being touched, especially by someone like Sallison. He swallowed the feeling down and kept his voice steady as he spoke. “Not much.”

She ran her fingers over the bruise, which made Zee feel even more strange.

“How about this?” She pressed between the ribs. Zee tensed with a grunt. She released the pressure but didn’t take her hand away. “Sorry.”

“It’s okay.”

A frown formed on her face and she dropped her hand away. “Hey, Mehmet, come here and take a look at this.” She scooted to the side to give him room.

Mehmet hesitated, then moved to take Sallison’s previous position. “I need more light.”

Jondon retrieved a lamp that wasn’t part of the lighting system in the tent, then handed it to Sallison, who twisted the key to make the flame larger and held it so Mehmet could see better.

Mehmet leaned forward to inspect Zee’s torso. Instead of commenting on the bruises, though, he said softly, “That’s a lot of scars. Where did you get them?”

Chirt and Jondon shifted closer. Jondon said, “It looks like you’ve seen some battle.” As if realizing he might be making Zee uncomfortable, he lightened his tone. “On the bright side, scars like that are sure to frighten the shadcrap out of your enemies.”

Zee’s lips curved into an uncomfortable smile. He’d known he’d have to explain his scars at some point. He might as well get it over with. And these people were going to be his recruit flightmates. “I was a hull scrubber on a ship for most my life. Most of them are from barnacles and fish attacks, coodas, rhannas and such, and sheels. There were some accidents on ship, too.”

He didn’t mention the rash of his youth, or the—

“What about the ones on your back?”, said Chirt. “They look like—

“Whip marks.” Zee just blurted it out. He hadn’t intended to say anything about them, but they were so apparent it would have come up sometime. It actually felt good to have it over with. “Punishments were harsh on ship.” The all looked horrified, so he added, “It only happened once.”

They all remained quiet, then Sallison said, “I also heard you were attacked by a seadragon.” Off his reaction, she added, “I’m sure you noticed from working on the docks, word gets around on this island.”

“That’s true.”

Zee caught Sallison glancing at the other recruits in the tent. Some of them had heard, though they pretended not to. She raised her voice so more would hear. “I also heard you were boarded by pirates, and you had to fight. Did you get injured then?”

Zee wasn’t going to bring that up, but he recognized what Sallison was doing. She wanted people to know. “I did.” He pointed out one of the deeper scars. “This one was from a knife. It wasn’t too bad.”

Jondon gaped. “Wow.”

Zee knew what was coming next and braced himself to go with it. It wasn’t something he liked to think about, let alone talk about. Swinging the spike of a boarding axe into someone’s skull and slicing another’s throat with a wild defensive swipe of a dagger weren’t the best of memories.

Sallison said, “What did you do?”

Zee paused. “I killed two of them.”

Sallison let that hang in the air for the benefit of the other recruits that were listening, then asked, “How old were you?”

“Fourteen.”

Zee’s flightmates sat in silence, considering what it would be like to have to fight for your life, especially at that age—and Sallison allowing the other recruits to take it all in. Then she said, “I don’t know of a single cadet here who’s been in a real battle, let alone has a registered kill. And definitely none of the recruits have.” Her eyes met Zee’s, sharing a thought—if they only knew what he and Jessup had really done.

Sallison ended the show for the rest of the recruits and spoke only for Mehmet, Jondon, and Chirt. “Okay, Zee isn’t some exotic specimen to be gawked at.”

Zee wagged his head. “I kind of am.”

“Okay, maybe,” she added, “but still.”

Mehmet turned his attention to Zee’s injuries.

Chirt said, “Mehmet’s mother is a doctor. He used to help in her clinic.”

Mehmet spoke while inspecting Zee’s ribs. “I wanted to be a doctor too, but family pressure and all.” He held a hand on Zee’s rib cage and had him breathe in deep, then out. “I don’t think any ribs are broken. It would hurt a lot more, and your breath would hitch when you breathed like that. But even if they’re cracked, there’s not much we can do other than wrap you up. A towel might be the best we can do for now.”

Jondon dug into his footlocker and held up a towel. Mehmet wrinkled his nose. “Is it clean?”

Jondon smelled it. “Mostly.”

“Here.” Chirt threw Mehmet one of hers.

Jondon smelled his towel again, then shoved it back in his locker.

Mehmet wrapped and tied off the towel. “A magicker healer could do a lot more. If it’s still just as sore in the morning, we’ll ask for one.”

Zee said, “I’m sure I’ll be fine.”

Mehmet went to his cot and flopped down. “Now I need to sleep.”

Jondon turned the lamp down and lay down as well. “Me too.”

Chirt said, “Wimpfish.” Still, she climbed under her blanket.

Sallison sat next to Zee. “You just started Basic, and you’ve already had a shell of a day. Is it what you expected?”

“I didn’t know what to expect. I just knew I wanted to be here more than anything in my life.”

“And now?”

“Absolutely. The only difference is now I don’t just want to be here, I have to be.”

She thought about that. “Are you still all right with being in our flight?”

He looked at her like she was crazy for asking. “More than ever.”

“I just don’t want you to feel, you know, pressured.”

Zee realized she meant because she was a princess, then said with a straight face, “Well, I have been thinking about asking Donnicky if his offer still stands.”

She stared at him until he smiled, then snorted and covered her mouth.

Zee said, “I’m perfectly happy right where I am.”

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Thank you for helping me out tonight.”

“Of course. We’re a flight. It’s what we do.” She stretched her arms over her head. “We should get some sleep.”

“Might be easier said than done, but you’re right.”

“Good night.”

By the time Sallison got into her cot, Jondon was already snoring, but Chirt and Mehmet both said, “Good night.”

Zee glanced around the tent. He could see as well in the dim tent as he could in the light of day. Everyone had settled into their cots, but he suspected few of them would have an easy time sleeping after what had happened, after what he’d done. He was having second thoughts about how he’d reacted to the attack by Donnicky and his gang. Sure, they deserved a beating, but he’d also forced them all to call him sir. That didn’t sit well with him. The last thing he wanted was to be seen as a pompous basshole like they were. There was nothing to be done about it now, though, except maybe beat them all in the Trials and not gloat about it—which, come to think of it, sounded like a pretty good idea.

Zee groaned to himself. He had made it this far, seen things, done things none of them could do or probably even imagine, and still he was hated. He looked to his flightmates. Though not by everyone. And at that moment, that meant everything.

***

Zee was just drifting off to sleep when the memory of the nightmare he’d been having when he’d been attacked came rushing back with an outbreak of cold sweat. Given everything that had happened afterward, he’d nearly forgotten about it.

Jessup’s voice sounded in his mind. “Zee, are you still awake?”

“I am,” Zee replied, “and I’m pretty sure I know why you’re asking. Earlier, you said you were having a bad dream. Was it in a dark cavern, with a red crown, then the four red eyes, two large and two smaller above, like the Wraith flags?”

“Yes! I could feel the power of the red that the Wraith sorcerers had. And a voice said, ‘Stronger.’”

“I had the same dream, at the same time you did.”

“How did that happen?”

“I don’t know. We’ve never dreamed the same thing before.”

“Maybe it wasn’t a dream.”

The implications of that dawned on Zee. “Do you think it could have been the leader of the Wraiths, or whatever that was we saw in the vortex of fog when the Wraiths escaped? That it, or they, were talking to us in a similar way that the Wraith sorcerer and his dragon did?”

“Maybe?”

“But how, and why? And what does ‘Stronger’ mean?”

“I don’t know.”

Zee thought about it, but he was at a loss. “Maybe we did just share a dream. Maybe one of us started it, and the other just picked it up and dreamed it too.”

“That would be weird.”

“It would, but then again, we have been through a lot of weird things.”

“That’s true.”

Zee could tell Jessup was troubled. “If you have another dream like that, let me know right away.”

“And you reach out to me if you start having one.”

“I will. For now, let’s both try to get some rest.”

They said their goodnights once more, but it was a long time before Zee could get the images from the dream, or whatever it was, out of his mind enough to finally fall asleep.


Chapter 17

Zee had woken well before the horns were blown for reveille. He’d blinked around him, not sure where he was, before remembering that he was in Basic Training at the academy. He’d rolled to his back, the ache in his ribs reminding him of the attack the night before. He hadn’t known what time it was, but no sunlight was brightening the white canvas of the tent.

On any other day, he woke at very close to oh four thirty bells and went for a run before breakfast. He couldn’t do that this morning, so he’d reached out to Jessup. Unsurprisingly, his friend had been sleeping soundly. He’d decided that one thing he could do was meditate.

He’d stretched out on his back and relaxed, breathing deeply and evenly, thinking about Aethereal Plane, then begun practicing the circular breathing he’d taught himself by playing the sackpipes, puffing out his cheeks and blowing through tightened lips to keep the flow even. He’d found himself entering a deep meditative state, floating in a void, in the Aether itself. Blue shining motes of Marisean floated all around, and Empyrean as well, not just in veins as they appeared when he and Jessup were forging. Though the yellow and blue motes tended to cluster by type, there was some mingling of them as well.

Zee hadn’t been sure what he was seeing, or if it had even been real. The motes, both blue and yellow, had been drawn to him. He could see them, feel them, flowing into him as he breathed. Some went back out with his consistent exhale, but not nearly as much as he’d been taking in. His krakenbond had warmed, and he’d begun to feel refreshed, as if he’d been parched and was sipping cool, fresh water.

How much time had gone by while he was in that state, he didn’t know, but when reveille sounded, he’d snapped out of it with a sense of loss. The feeling had faded quickly, and he’d wondered if he’d simply fallen back to sleep and dreamed it all. But when he’d sat up, he’d realized the pain in his ribs had subsided substantially. Then he’d lifted his shirt to find the bruises were almost gone.

Now dawn was coming to a clear bright sky while the recruits gathered for roll call. Zee stood with Sallison, Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet toward the back of their group. A threesie cadet instructor proceeded with roll call, reading off names in alphabetical order, each recruit responding with a shouted, “Here!”

Zee subconsciously touched his ribs. Almost no tenderness remained.

Sallison caught his movement out of the corner of her eye and spoke without turning her head. “I’m glad you’re feeling better after last night.”

Zee dropped his hand to his side, resuming his at-ease stance. “Thank you. Me too.”

She spoke softly out of the side of her mouth. “I wanted to ask you about something.”

Zee’s eyes flicked to her briefly. “What’s that?”

“Last night, after you threw Donnicky to the ground, your voice sounded different. Scarier. And your eyes were glowing blue.”

“I... hadn’t realized.”

“What was it?”

“I’m not sure, but I call it a kraken rage. Jessup’s much better at controlling his temper now, but he can be hotheaded. I get it from him.”

She glanced at him with a frown. “You two were over a half mile apart.”

“It doesn’t seem to matter. It’s like he’s part of me now.”

She thought for a moment. “That sounds like a bond to me.”

Zee couldn’t hide the lift at the corners of his mouth.

The threesie cadet instructor shouted, “Tarrow!”

Zee straightened up. “Here!”

***

Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie sat upon his drake, looking down on the gathered recruits. “If you are standing here, you have officially completed the instruction phase of Basic Training. We’ve had some dropouts along the way, those who just walked away from the greatest Dragon Corps in the world. You did not. Congratulations. Now it’s time for you to prepare for the Trials. You have ten minutes to gather in your recruit flights. Any stragglers not in a flight at the end of that time will be assigned to one.

“We started with one hundred fourteen recruits and had four dropouts. That leaves us with one hundred and ten, a perfect number for five-recruit flights. Lucky you, and lucky me.” He waved to several tables, each with a cadet instructor sitting behind it. “As soon as you have your flights set, report to the tables for recording, then stick around for further instructions. Understood?”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Get to it, then.”

The formations broke up, with most recruits gathering in groups of five. Some were still negotiating, however, and some appeared to be wandering, anxious to find a flight to join. Donnicky and his friends kept as far away from Zee as possible, as they had all morning.

Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet crowded closer to Zee and Sallison.

Mehmet said, “You have no idea what a relief it is to already be part of recruit flight.”

“I was sure I’d be one lone oaffish,” said Jondon.

“So was I,” said Chirt. “Well, not an oaffish.”

“Maybe a little elffish.”

She scrunched her face at him. “Ogrefish.”

“Pixiefish.”

“Trollfish.”

Zee said, “Imagine being the only non-human and getting here at the very end of Basic.”

“That’s true,” said Mehmet.

Jondon said, “Is there such a thing as a murfolkfish?”

Chirt said, “Maybe the murfolk are a kind of fish.”

Zee laughed. “Very funny.”

They all turned at the familiar voice of Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo. “Good morning!” The tall recruits Zee had seen with him yesterday accompanied him.

Sallison rolled her eyes, but Zee saw no reason to be rude, especially after Yezi had stepped in on his behalf last night. “Good morning, Recruit ekh Hanyayo.”

“Yezi, please. How are you feeling?”

“Just fine, thank you. Much better than I expected.”

“So, are you absolutely certain you wouldn’t like to join our flight?”

Zee looked over the recruits with Yezi once more. They had all reached low-level Sand Class. With Yezi’s mid-level rating, they’d be the highest rated of the recruit flights with a score of six and get the best seeds in the Trials. With Zee’s mid-level, they’d have a seven. Though he and Sallison were both worth two points for their mid-level ratings, Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet hadn’t reached Sand at all and therefore counted as zeros. With a four rating, their flight was middling at best.

Even so, Zee wasn’t remotely interested. “I’m sure, and you already have five.”

“Concessions can always be made for an exceptional recruit.”

A few in their group didn’t look happy that this conversation was taking place right in front of them, but Yezi didn’t appear to notice or care.

“I’m good where I am,” Zee said, “but thank you.”

Yezi smiled, looking over Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet. “I can’t say I understand, but I respect your decision.”

Jondon frowned, while Chirt downright glared.

Yezi turned to Sallison, who crossed her arms and lifted her eyebrows, as if daring him to speak. It had no effect on him whatsoever. “Last chance, Sallison. A team with the two of us would do very well. We’d push each other to reach even greater heights as well. Better yet, rope Tarrow into our flight with you, and we’d surely dominate the Trials.”

“Tarrow’s decision is his own, but I’d rather sleep on a bed of sea urchins, or be hog-tied, hung upside down, and lowered into a tub full of stingfish.”

Yezi’s smile never left his face. “And if I insist?”

“The answer will still be no, and you’ll get a swift kick in the cod for good measure.” The other members of Hanyayo’s flight winced.

Yezi’s smile was sincere and without scorn, which was almost more infuriating. He took a step back. “Best of luck, then.”

Sallison glared at his back as he walked away, then shook her head.

Chirt looked to Zee. “I know why Sallison turned Yezi down, but why did you? Most recruits would kill to be in his flight.”

Before Zee could answer, Sallison said, “That would make things too easy for him. And I get the feeling that ‘easy’ just isn’t Zee’s style.”

Jondon said, “And he likes us, right, Zee?”

Zee opened his mouth to agree, but Chirt said, “How could he not? We are very charming.” Jondon stared at her, and she added, “Well, I am, anyway.”

Mehmet’s eyes brightened. “Come on, let’s go get signed up!”

***

A threesie cadet instructor finished writing down the members of their flight, then looked up. “Flight name?”

Zee balked, and Sallison said, “I forgot about that.” She looked to the others, who mumbled and shrugged.

Zee said, “I didn’t know we needed one.”

The cadet instructor sighed dramatically, then spoke as if to herself. “The misfits and their murman secret weapon...”

Jondon crossed his arms. “That works for me.”

The instructor glared. “Not for your flight name. I was merely making an observation.”

Jondon’s arms dropped. “Oh.”

“Just let us know once you come up with one.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Zee replied.

“All right, then. This should be interesting, to say the least.” She waved them away. “Best of luck in the Trials, minnies.”

Mehmet said, “Thank you, ma’am, but we don’t need luck. We have Sallison anh Batcu and a murman secret weapon.”

The instructor narrowed her eyes. “Go away.”

Mehmet gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”

***

Master Sergeant Vittie sat upon his drake, addressing the gathered recruits once more. “For the next ten days you will report here for roll call at oh seven hundred bells, eat your morning meal if you wish, and be given supplies for the day. This will also give you the opportunity to check the boards to see how the other recruits are doing with their individual and flight ratings and how you stack up.

“Each flight will be living and training together. Other than roll and chow, you’ll be entirely on your own to prepare for the Trials as you see fit—within limits, of course. You will be supervised when training on the fields, and instructors will provide guidance if you have questions, but you will no longer receive scheduled training.

“You may stay in the minny tent, but smaller tents are available. Traditionally, most flights set up their tents beneath the trees at the far end of the training fields, but regulations state you can camp anywhere on the island except the dorms, the citadel campus proper, and the training fields.” His expression grew more serious. “And stay away from town or the harbor unless you wish to earn yourself an immediate ticket home.”

Some minnies groaned at that, having hoped to go into town for some fun.

Zee, however, was considering what Vittie had said about where they could stay. He’d have to speak to Jessup first, but...

Vittie continued, “Everything I’ve told you is laid out in the handbook, but there have been some changes to the Trials schedule as well as the events to take place.” He waved a hand toward cadet instructors holding sheets of paper. “You can pick those up on the way to morning chow. The long and short of it is that instead of eight events and the Aptitude Test taking place over five days, there will be six events and the test to be completed over four days.”

Recruits mumbled and looked to each other. Sallison frowned in thought.

“Is that a bad thing?” Zee asked.

“It could be,” she replied, “depending on what events they’ve kept, and what they’ve cut.”

Vittie said, “Before you get your shorts in a twist, you will still have the major team events, the Conqueror and the Scrambler.”

A good number of recruits groaned.

“And, for the first time in the history of the Trials, the Conqueror bouts will take place on combat simulation fields.”

There was quiet, then an eruption of urgent whispers. None of them had ever fought in simulated combat.

From the handbook, Zee knew that the Conqueror was flight-against-flight combat. Having fought simulated bouts many times now, Zee understood everyone’s apprehension. The pain was real, and dying every bit as unpleasant as it sounded.

Sallison threw up her hand. “Excuse me, sir!”

Vittie scowled, then saw it was her and sighed heavily. “What is it, Batpoo?”

“Will we be able to train in simulation, sir?”

“If you could hold your britches for another minute, I was getting to that.”

Sallison drew her hand down. “Sorry, sir!”

To the group, he said, “After chow, return here to choose your kit and gather supplies, as well as sign up for times in simulation.” He gave the group a hard look. “Are there any questions?” His expression clearly indicated that he didn’t want to hear any. Some recruits appeared poised to speak, but they refrained under his cold gaze. “All right, then. Dismissed!”


Chapter 18

“They’ve pulled the Strength event,” said Sallison, reading through the Trials schedule handout while she ate her breakfast. “That doesn’t help you, Zee.”

Chirt said, “Do you think they did it on purpose to take away the advantage he has in that?”

“Maybe, but the Swimmer is still there.”

Mehmet said, “Oh goody. My favorite.”

Jondon nudged him. “They’re all your favorite.”

“If by ‘favorite’ you mean I hate them all equally, that’s true.” Back to Sallison, he said, “What all have we got?”

Sallison scanned down through the schedule. “In the morning on day one, we’ll have the first two rounds of the Conqueror.” She glanced up at the display with magickal glowing columns of recruit names and ranks. The order of recruits by individual class was still there, but now there was also a section with the flights and the name and rating of each member. Yezi’s flight was first, of course, with a combined rating of six. There were quite a few fives, with nearly as many fours, including theirs, and even a couple of flights with a score of three.

“We should be seeded somewhere in the middle of the brackets against a flight of roughly equal rating, which is good.”

Zee scanned the names of the flights. Everyone had chosen one except them. Apparently the others noticed that as well.

Jondon said, “We need an awesome name. How about the Dreadbats?”

Mehmet replied, “There’s already a cadet flight called that.”

Chirt said, “Terrors of the Sky.”

“Too many words,” said Sallison. “It can only be two at the most.”

Jondon looked to Zee. “Terrors of the Sky and Sea.” They stared at him. “Oh, yeah...”

Chirt offered, “How about the Sky Terrors?”

“Better,” said Sallison, “but when would Zee ever be in the sky?”

Jondon groaned. “This is hard.”

Mehmet perked up. “The Flamers!”

“Mm... no,” said Sallison. “Let’s think about it and come up with something that applies to all of us.”

They agreed, and Sallison continued scanning the schedule. “So, first two rounds of the Conqueror in the morning of day one, then the Swimmer in the afternoon.” Mehmet moaned, but she continued. “Day two has the third round and final rounds of the Conqueror, then Drill and Range. Day three is just the Scrambler all day.” To Zee she said, “That’s a team event, like a long obstacle course. Nobody knows what the obstacles will be until we’re actually running it.”

“Everybody dreads it, though,” said Mehmet. “People get hurt pretty often, from what I heard.”

Sallison said, “I don’t know about that. Anyway, day four is the Aptitude Test in the morning and the Runner in the afternoon. That’s it.”

Jondon said, “That’s enough, I think.”

Zee noticed all the long faces. “I’ve never drilled before. I’ll need help with that.”

Chirt said, “I’ll need help with everything.”

“You and me both,” Jondon added.

Mehmet nodded, looking pale.

Zee said, “I think we have a well-rounded team. We’re all really good at something.

“I’m not,” said Mehmet.

Jondon said, “Neither is Chirt.”

Chirt sighed. “If that wasn’t true, I’d hit you right in the mouth.”

“It’s not true, though,” Sallison put forth. “And Zee’s right. Jondon is incredibly strong. Chirt, you’re really quick and light on your feet. Mehmet, you’re smart, and you care about people.”

Mehmet blinked at her. “How does that help?”

“You should do great on the Aptitude Test, and caring about your flightmates will mean more than you know.”

Mehmet thought about that and almost smiled, but it faded. “I can’t swim well at all.”

Zee said, “I’ll teach you.”

“Or throw a spear, or use a bow, or run.”

Sallison said, “You’re fine at drill, and we’ll train hard.”

Zee added, “And hard training and practicing in simulated combat will help you all reach Sand Class.”

Mehmet slumped. “I don’t know...”

“I do,” Zee said with complete confidence. The seriousness on his face gave them pause.

Mehmet said, “Fighting in the sim fields, though. We’ll have to really stab people. And get stabbed. You know, all the stabbings.”

Zee considered what he should or shouldn’t say, then decided this was important. “You can do it, Mehmet. You all can. It hurts, yes, and it’s scary, especially at first, but every rider does it. You just need to know it’s the best thing for training and advancement. And no one actually gets hurt in the sims, so it’s technically safe, even if it doesn’t feel that way.”

Sallison picked up on his lead. “You would know, right?”

Zee met her eyes and saw that she understood what he was doing. “I would.”

The others looked at him like he was somebody special. Like he was a hero. They sat up straighter, and confidence shone in their features. Seeing he had that effect on them made him feel better about being thought of as someone to look up to. If that’s what it took, he’d accept it, and gladly.

It felt odd to do, but he put a hand on Mehmet’s shoulder. “None of us are alone. We’re in this flight, in this fight, together. When I’m through with you, you’ll be a cold-hearted killer, and you’ll win the Swimmer.”

Mehmet snorted. “When pigs fly.”

Zee returned to his meal. “I had a pig, once.”

Sallison pointed at him with her spoon while addressing the others. “He used to pretend it was a dragon and ride it around on the beach.”

“Her name was Midge,” Zee added with affection.

Jondon asked Sallison, “How do you know that?”

“He told me when we were peeling potatoes.”

They seemed satisfied with that, then Chirt’s looked as if she’d had an epiphany. “That’s it!”

“What?” asked Jondon.

“The name of our flight.”

“The Midges?”

“No, dorkfish!”

Mehmet said, “The Peeling Potatoes?”

“Ergh, no. The Flying Pigs!”

They frowned, then their faces drew up in smiles.

Sallison said, “It’s perfect.”

Zee raised his cup. “To the Flying Pigs.”

They smacked their cups together, spilling water and not caring, then shouted as one “The Flying Pigs!” Mehmet lead them in a rousing cheer. “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!”

Recruits at nearby tables turned toward them. Sallison raised a cup to them, but they just shook their heads and returned to their meals. She drank anyway.

***

“Well, that’s still just four,” said Fennix.

Jessup stood to the side of his nearly completed recruit flight. He’d already told Fennix that the dragon could pick whom to approach during the choosing of their flight. Fennix had agreed to the task, but he’d wanted Jessup to give his approval since he seemed to have an uncanny ability to judge the character of people and beasts alike. Jessup didn’t particularly like Bryceus, the big Royal Ebon who had agreed to join them, but he sensed no malice in him.

Bryceus’s individual Sand rating wasn’t close to Jessup’s mid-level Tin Class, but he was one of the highest in his cohort at high-level Sand. Higher Sand ratings weren’t as rare in the beast cohort as they were for the riders, but he was also one of the fastest, on the ground and in the air, and probably the strongest other than Jessup.

When Jessup had asked him why he wasn’t in a flight with the other top-of-the-class dragons, Bryceus had said, “I don’t like them. Besides, they’re all squidiots for not wanting to be in a flight with you and Fennix. You’re the highest rated by far, and Fennix has been through Trials not once before, but twice. He knows what we’re up against.”

Jessup hadn’t been able to argue with that. Bryceus also didn’t seem to have any qualms about being in a flight with a kraken. As far as he was concerned, Jessup was just another powerful recruit. Maybe someone he had to compete with, but his attitude seemed to be, if you can’t beat them, join them. Jessup wasn’t sure he understood that concept. His attitude had always been, just beat them—and, if possible, eat them. He wouldn’t be eating any dragons, though. From their smell he’d already decided they’d probably taste awful.

The fourth in their flight was Jodan, a mid-level Sand Class Greatwing nearly as large as Vandalia who smiled all the time and sang songs to himself under his breath. Jessup hadn’t been sure at first if he was really always happy, was simple-minded, or if that was just the way his long toothy face looked, but he’d decided it was the first. He genuinely seemed thrilled just to be a recruit at the academy and to have made it this far. Jessup had to respect that.

They still only had four, though, and time was running out.

Fennix’s gaze fell on Mirakle, the small orange Rock dragon Jessup and the drake had nearly crushed in combat training.

Bryceus groaned, “Oh, no.”

Jodan said, “She seems very nice, though I don’t think I’ve ever heard her say a word to anyone.”

Fennix looked to Jessup, an unspoken question on his face. Jessup watched her for a bit. He’d seen her in training. She had a low-level Sand rating, like Fennix, she wasn’t strong or fast, and she was small for her breed, but Jodan was right, she did seem nice, and there was a bright intelligence in her eyes that intrigued him. “Yes, if she will have us.”

Fennix marched across the field, hopping on his one good front leg. Her eyes went wide when she saw him coming toward her, but it was obviously out of surprise, not because she didn’t want him too. She seemed to have a hard time meeting his gaze as he spoke to her, but followed him back to the group.

She stopped farther away from the group than she needed to, head held low as Fennix introduced her. “Gentlemen, this is Mirakle. She’s agreed to join us for the Trials.”

Jodan said, “We’ve met. Sort of.”

They all said hello, though Bryceus didn’t sound particularly friendly.

Jessup growled at him.

Bryceus’s eyes flicked to him, and he adjusted his attitude. “Welcome to our flight, Recruit Mirakle,” he said in a brighter tone. “It’s good to have you.”

Mirakle greeted them in turn, then added meekly, “Thank you for allowing me into your flight. I’ll do my best not to be a burden.”

“A burden?” Fennix replied. “We won’t have any more of that. You are a welcome member of our little team. I also hear you might be my greatest rival when it comes to the Aptitude Test scores.” Mirakle ducked her head and didn’t answer, but the sides of her wide Rock face actually reddened.

Jessup said, “Fennix, I thought that was me?”

“You as well,” Fennix corrected. “I have been teaching you, after all.”

“Maybe too well.”

“Or perhaps I’ve been feeding you false information.”

Jessup wasn’t rattled in the least. “You haven’t. I’ve read the handbook many times.”

Fennix donned a faux scowl. “Drat. There goes my dastardly plot.”

***

Mahfouz and Mildrezod watched the group cross the field to where rider cadet instructors were recording their flights. The small white Ice Diver with a clubfoot led the way, followed by the smallest Rock dragon in the cohort, a big Royal Ebon, a particularly large Greatwing, and, shuffling along at the back, a kraken looming over them all.

Mahfouz said, “That’s a sight to see, isn’t it, Mil?”

“It surely is, and it warms even my flaming dragon heart.”

“Mine as well.”

“You don’t have a dragon heart.”

“You know what I mean. And I have been told I have the heart of a dragon.”

“I suppose. I probably wouldn’t have bonded with you if you didn’t.”

“I thought it was my dashing good looks!”

She laughed. “Or your sense of humor.”

He opened his mouth in mock surprise, then grabbed her around the thick neck as much as he could with one arm and rubbed his knuckles on her roughly scaled forehead.

“Stop it!” she protested. “What will the duckies think?”

“They’re too busy being terrified of the Trials.”

“Oh, I remember that terror.”

“So do I, Mil.” Mahfouz blew out a breath and crossed his arms. “So do I.”

***

“Seriously?” The same threesie cadet instructor they’d registered their flight with looked up at them, incredulous.

“Yes, ma’am,” Chirt replied cheerfully.

The threesie looked from one to the next of them as if expecting someone to tell her it was a joke. When none of them did, she heaved her dramatic sigh just like before. “If you say so.”

She wrote above their list of names, speaking each word aloud. “The. Flying. Pigs.” She looked back up at them. "Did I get the spelling right?”

She was being sarcastic, but Mehmet, being Mehmet, answered anyway. “We could go with a ‘ph’ for ‘phlying,’ just to be different.”

The woman raised her eyebrows.

Sallison said, “Ignore him. He was dropped on his head when he was a baby. Twice. His brain doesn’t work the way it’s supposed to.”

“Okay,” the woman said to the group, closing her logbook. “Are you happy now?”

They saluted and spoke together. “Ma’am, yes ma’am!”

Out of habit, she saluted them back, then rolled her eyes and muttered under her breath. “The Flying Clowns is more like it.”

***

Rucksacks on their backs, the Flying Pigs moved along rows of tables and piles of supplies, loading their two-wheeled cart with bedding, extra training clothing, two small tents, a fire-starting kit, and other sundries.

Jondon watched Sallison load the food supplies from where he pushed the cart. “Are you sure you’re getting enough?”

“We only need enough for a day or two for now.”

“I know, but—”

“And you are going on a diet.”

Jondon looked stricken. “What?!”

She narrowed her eyes at Mehmet. “You, too.” She grabbed a box of sweetcakes away from him and put it back on the table. Mehmet pouted.

“I’ve been telling you two for months. You won’t be eating that much less, but it will be healthy food.” Mehmet reached for the cakes again. “No sweets! Or taters. You’re going to have fish, rice, a ration of beans, and seaweed, three orangefruits a day, and lots of water. We’re all going to eat the same thing. Chirt, you’ll eat more.

Chirt rolled her eyes. “Yes, ma’am.”

Mehmet looked to Zee, pleading. “Did you agree to this?”

“By default, I agree with everything Sallison says. It’s safer that way. Also, she’s right. It will help clean out your systems. You might feel bad for a few days, but you’ll have more energy after that. Just bear with us.”

Jondon moped. “I knew this was going to be hard, but I didn’t know it would be torture.”

Chirt said, “Suck it up, buttercups.”

Mehmet groaned. “Says the one who actually gets to eat more food.”

“What can I say, I’m naturally svelte.”

Jondon looked her over. “I think you said ‘scrawny’ wrong.”

She punched him in the arm, bringing about a squeak.

They moved to the training kit area with rows of racks with armaments, armor, and shields—as well as real weapons. There was plenty of every kind for all.

Zee called to a threesie cadet instructor. “Ma’am?”

“What is it, Minny Feral?

“Are we allowed to use spears in the Conqueror?”

“You are,” she replied. “No javelins or bows and arrows, though.”

Zee looked along the racks.

“So, anything that’s here?”

“It wouldn’t be here if you couldn’t.”

“Thank you, ma’am.”

Sallison stepped close as Zee perused the racks. “What are you thinking?”

Zee said, “After seeing Jondon and Chirt in the Death Line, I have some ideas.”

“Me too. What have you got?”

A half bell later, their cart was piled higher than any of the other flights’. They also wore weapons belts loaded for bear, with more strapped to their backs, along with shields, and Chirt, Mehmet, and Zee had their arms full. Jondon and Sallison pulled the cart.

They came to the end of the weapons rack and Zee stopped where the boarding axes were kept. None of them had been taken. The axe was considered to be a pirate’s weapon. Very few knights and none of the recruits would touch them. He stood, eyeing the axes with a faraway look, then said, “I haven’t used one of these in a long time.” He put his armload of practice swords on the ground, chose an axe and hefted it, then stepped back and began swinging it in a well-practiced series of forms, switching hands, spinning, turning, and striking. The others stepped away, watching with jaws drooped. When he finished, Zee gazed at the weapon, then caught Derlick don Donnicky and his flightmates watching him down the row with disgust, but also a hint of fear. Zee looked to Sallison and the others. “I think it’s time I picked it up again.”

***

Cadet instructors inventoried everything the recruit flights had taken and made threats to their lives should something not be returned. The flights now stood in loose bunches before Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie.

“Everyone have everything they need?” he asked.

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“If not, you can come back at any time throughout the Trials prep period.” He gazed over them. “I strongly suggest you make the best of your ten days.”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“I’ll see you all at oh seven hundred tomorrow morning for roll. Do not miss it. Do not be late. Or you go home.”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“Be on your way, then. Dismissed!”

Some flights headed off right away, while conversations broke out among those who hadn’t decided where they were going to set up camp—Zee’s flight being one of them.

Chirt asked, “What do have in mind, Sallison?”

She gazed across the field toward the tree line, then around the fields.

Zee said, “I have an idea for a place.” They eyed him with skeptical curiosity. “I’ll have to show you, then you can decide.”

Jondon said, “How far is it?”

“Pretty far.”

“With all this stuff?”

“Quit whining,” Chirt chastised. “We’re here to train. We might as well start now.”

Jondon grumbled, “Easy for you to say. You don’t have to pull the cart.”

Sallison said, “We’ll take turns. I’ll help first.” She grabbed one of the handles. “Lead the way, Zee.”

Zee headed across the fields toward the forested foothills at the base of the dorm mounts.


PART TWO


Chapter 19

“Well, what do you think?” Zee asked.

The trek through the woods along hilly trails had been arduous. They took turns with the cart, pushing or pulling, whatever worked best on the terrain as they went. Now the group stood gazing about in the canyon Zee and Jessup had spent so much time in. He’d considered recommending they stay in their cavern, but after talking to Jessup, they’d decided that would be better for Jessup and Fennix’s flight.

It had been over a month since Zee had been here, but it appeared that nothing had been touched. The ropes with stuffed bags still hung from the lower branches of the big tree at the canyon’s center, the archery and javelin targets still stood at one end, and Zee’s equipment, tables, and racks of training weapons were all right where he’d left them, albeit now dusty and spiderwebbed, with sneaking vines wound through them.

“This is amazing,” said Sallison.

Chirt said, “It’s awesome.”

Jondon nodded in agreement.

Mehmet seemed more or less happy with the choice, but said, “It’s kind of dirty.”

Zee said, “We’ll have to clean it up, of course, but there are places for all our kit. We can set up the tents over by the firepit.”

“How did you find this place?” Jondon asked.

“Fennix showed us. No one has come here in years.”

Mehmet said, “Is this how you and Jessup advanced so fast? Training here all the time?”

“Partially. We trained and forged every chance we got, whenever we weren’t working on the docks.”

“That’s it, though? You reached Iron Class in, what was it, four months?”

“A little less than that.”

Chirt said, “All by yourselves?”

Zee glanced to Sallison, who watched him, probably wondering how he would answer. “Jessup and I have been bonded for a long time, which had a lot to do with it, I think.” Their eyes remained on him as they waited for more. “And we did have some help.”

“From whom?” Jondon asked.

Sallison came to Zee’s rescue. “Hey, there are still some things that aren’t ours to know, remember?”

“Right.” Jondon’s cheeks reddened. “Sorry, Zee.”

“It’s fine, seriously. I promise, I’ll tell you when I can.”

Their curiosity was obvious, but they seemed to understand.

Sallison clapped her hands together. “Let’s get set up. We have Trials to pass, and there’s no time to waste.”

***

Jondon staggered into the canyon, holding a stitch in his side and heaving for breath. “Oh, my gods. Those trails are going to kill me.”

“Or the snakes,” Chirt added, walking on noodle-legs to brace herself with one hand on the stone wall of the canyon entrance.

Behind her, Mehmet was beet red, with sweat soaking his shirt. He could barely speak. “Or the spiders.” He leaned against the stone wall then slid down to sit. Jondon just collapsed onto his back in the middle of the path. Sallison strode in, sweating but not nearly as out of breath, and Zee right behind her, breathing harder, hands on his hips.

Sallison kept right on going. “Up and at it, you seaslugs. We need to stretch. Zee has volunteered to make midday meal.”

They groaned.

Zee said, “You all did great. The first time I ran that trail I had to walk most of it.”

Chirt said, “Thanks, I think.”

“No, seriously.”

“Okay,” she replied, though she obviously didn’t believe him.

“Come on.” Zee headed farther into the canyon.

Mehmet said, “I suppose I could eat.” Chirt held a hand out to help him up, which he accepted.

“Stretching first!” Zee shouted back.

Jondon still lay on his back. “Slave drivers.”

Chirt kicked him. “Get up.”

He reached up pathetically. “Carry me.”

Chirt rolled her eyes, and she and Mehmet continued on their way.

Jondon called after them, still reaching, “Just drag me, then! You can load me in the cart if it’s easier!” They didn’t reply. He grumbled, “Some friends you are,” then rolled over with a groan and pushed himself up to shuffle after them.

***

They’d unloaded and stored their gear, tidied up, and set up their tents before going on their run. Afterward, Sallison had put them through a stretching routine they’d found almost as painful as the run, and now Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt slouched in folding chairs they’d brought with them, watching Zee at the cook fire, filling a couple of plates that Sallison held.

Mehmet said softly, “They’re like a mean mom and nice dad.” Chirt spit-laughed water through her nose, and Jondon nearly fell out of his chair.

Apparently Mehmet hadn’t spoken softly enough. Both Sallison and Zee shot up straight and gaped at them, eyes wide.

Sallison said, “What did you say?”

Mehmet fumbled, “I... um...”

“Never mind. I don’t want to hear it. Ever again.”

Behind her, Zee shook his head quickly back and forth.

Mehmet saluted. “Yes, ma’am!”

She glared while Zee hurried back to preparing the plates.

Chirt whispered, “Don’t you mean, yes, Mom.”

“Chirt!”

Jondon almost fell out of his chair again.

A short time later, Sallison gave plates to the two closest, Mehmet and Jondon, not quite meeting their eyes as she did.

Chirt, who was playing with the stopclock they’d been loaned with their kit, clicked the knob. “Thirty-seven minutes, four and a half seconds.”

Sallison said, “What?”

“That’s how long it took Zee to make lunch.”

“I’ll do better next time,” Zee called from the fire, joking.

Jondon stared at his plate. “Is this all I get? I’m going to die.”

“I’ll bet I die first,” said Mehmet. “Then you all can eat me, and my sacrifice won’t be in vain.”

Chirt said, “You’re not going to die. You’ll lose weight and become shapely. Also, I’d rather starve, Mehmet.”

Jondon frowned toward Mehmet. “Do we want to be shapely?”

Mehmet sighed. “I suppose.” He took a bite of his fish, and his face lit up. “This is delicious!”

Zee came over with a plate for Chirt. “I’m glad you like it. All of my good spices are still in the cavern where Jessup and I stayed, but I did my best.”

Jondon shoveled in a forkful. “It’s fantastic. Where did you learn to cook?”

“I’ve been cooking for myself since Jessup and I got here on the island. I’d talk about it with some of my co-workers on the docks. Get some tips and ideas.” He’d also visited the galley when he was on the HMS Dragon’s Rage on the way back from the mission to save the prince and traded secrets with the high admiral’s chef, but he didn’t tell them that part. Jondon was too busy wolfing down his food to answer, so he just nodded.

Once Zee and Sallison had joined them and their meal was fully under way, Chirt said, “We need to choose a flight leader.”

Zee said, “I nominate Sallison. She’s the obvious choice.”

She gazed at him from beneath her brow. “I’m not an Iron Class sorcerer. I didn’t break the records for pullers and crunchers yesterday, and I didn’t lead us to victory in the Tumbler.”

Zee was caught off guard, but rebutted with, “I missed all of Basic. I don’t know the drills or much about the team events. I have no experience leading whatsoever. And the four of you have worked together for months.”

Jondon finished his meal before everyone else and placed his plate on the ground next to him. “You did help the three of us with our running, though.”

“I don’t have to be flight leader to help with that or anything else. I wouldn’t even know what to do.”

Sallison said, “You sure handled Donnicky and his crew last night.” She turned to the others. “I nominate Zee Tarrow for flight leader.”

Zee looked to them and shook his head emphatically.

Sallison said, “All for Zee as flight leader, raise your hand.” She lifted her hand, and the other three threw theirs in the air as well.

“Shadcrap,” Zee complained. “You all planned this, didn’t you?”

Sallison clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t worry. I’ll help, and so will they.” It wasn’t a no, that was for sure.

All were finishing their meals as Chirt said, “What’s your first order, Flight Leader Tarrow?”

Zee flustered. “Um, clean up from midday meal?”

They all shot to their feet and saluted. “Sir, yes, sir!”

Zee saluted back weakly from where he sat. They sprang into action, gathering up the plates and going to the fire for the pans.

Sallison grabbed a bucket. “I’ll get the water.” She winked at him as she moved past, on her way to a nearby stream he’d shown them while on their run.

Zee sat stunned, watching her go, then turned back to the rest of the flight. His flight. An unexpected warmth filled his heart. Just as he’d guessed, this was obviously something they’d already talked about among themselves. Something they’d agreed on as a group. He was still shocked, but it felt good, too. They really did trust him. And they wanted him to lead them. Even Sallison. Maybe especially her.

He’d do everything in his power to live up to their belief in him and to make sure they all did well in the Trials. He got up to help. The only way he knew how to lead was by example, and he wasn’t about to change that now.

***

“Fennix,” Jessup said with authority.

“Seconded,” said Bryceus.

Jodan said, “Definitely.”

Mirakle nodded. “Agreed.”

Jessup sat half in the lake of his and Zee’s cavern, the dragons sitting on their haunches before him. He’d missed this place. It wasn’t the same without Zee, though, which would make him sad if he let it. They’d be back together soon enough, and cadets of the academy as well.

The others in his and Fennix’s flight had liked the place very much. Most dragons lived in caves anyway. Apparently, however, dragons didn’t have Empyrean lamps. Before they’d settled down to choose a flight leader, Jodan had spent almost five minutes saying “Phos” to light them and “Skotadi” to put them out, over and over again. Bryceus had grumbled that he hated the lights, insisting they were unnatural and all a dragon needed were the sun, moons, and stars.

“I’m truly honored,” said Fennix. “I accept.”

Jessup and Fennix had already discussed it, and Jessup had made it very clear that he himself knew nothing about training dragons and would dunk Fennix in the lake if the Ice Diver nominated him. Fennix had acquiesced with grace. Though Fennix would never admit it, he was the obvious choice to lead them.

Bryceus said, “I voted for all the reasons stated, but also because I don’t want to get into an argument with a kraken, especially in this enclosed space.

“Good choice,” said Jessup.

Even though dragons could fly, Jessup could run quite fast, and they had nothing to bring with them, they had arrived at the cavern around the same time Zee’s flight had made it to the canyon. The dragons would have some armor for some of the Trials events if they wanted it, but they could hardly put it on themselves; dragon claws weren’t exactly handy for fastening straps and buckles. Their trek to the cavern had been delayed by the need to be weighed to determine how large their boulders would be for the Boulder Roll event and how much weight they’d have to carry for the Carrier event.

The dragons had used massive balance scales set up in one of the fields, but Mahfouz and Mildrezod had to take Jessup to the docks to use one of the largest freight scales. Mahfouz had remarked that they’d have to figure out how to attach the weight to Jessup for the Carrier, most likely involving ropes or chains and making use of the spines on his shell, and a much larger boulder would have to be quarried and chiseled for the Boulder Roll.

They’d already gone for flight and swimming exercises and done sprints on the beach. Fennix couldn’t keep up with the rest of them, of course, but Mirakle wasn’t much faster.

“Now we need a flight name,” said Fennix. “Any ideas?”

Jodan said, “How about Jessup’s Marauders?”

Jessup responded, “I like that, but Fennix’s Fancypants would be better.”

Fennix gave him a look. “Very funny.”

Jodan said, “Krakenpants, then.”

Fennix rubbed his face with his good claw. “This is going to take a while.”

Bryceus put forward, “The Devastators.”

“Taken by a cadet flight.”

Jessup offered, “The Ruiners.”

“Also taken.”

Mirakle said, “What about just Ruin?”

“Maybe. We’ll keep that one in consideration. How about the Underdogs?”

Jodan tilted his head. “That’s not bad.” But Bryceus said, “I don’t know if I like being called a dog.”

Mirakle said, “Dogs are sweet.”

“Exactly,” Jodan agreed. “Wait, do you mean ‘sweet’ as in ‘nice,’ or that’s how they taste?”

Mirakle was mortified. “I’d never eat a dog!”

Bryceus shrugged. “I would, if I was hungry enough.”

Jodan and Mirakle gaped at him, then gazed at Jessup.

“Don’t look at me,” he said. “I like fish.”

Fennix said, “I’m not sure we want to be thought of as sweet, either way.”

Jessup said, “What about the Overdogs?”

“I like the sound of that,” Fennix replied “Any objections?”

Bryceus said, “I can live with that.”

Fennix gazed happily over the group. “Overdogs it is.” His expression grew more serious. “Now we need to consider the events and strategies for succeeding at them while taking into account our individual strengths and weaknesses, then set up a training plan. We only have ten days, so it won’t be easy.”

Jessup said, “We don’t want easy. We want to win.” Jodan and Bryceus snorted in agreement.

Mirakle appeared uneasy, then set her features in determination. “Overdogs!”

Jessup repeated, “Overdogs!”

They all began to chant, growing louder and louder. “Overdogs! Overdogs! Overdogs!”

***

Zee’s flight began that afternoon going over many of the same ideas for training that Jessup’s flight had, then Zee ran them through a short but strenuous strength-building session. Without a rest, they continued by trying on the armor and testing out the weapons they had brought with them. Zee explained to Jondon and Chirt why he had chosen their weapons for them, and they began to train. Zee drew on all the instruction methods he had learned from Tem and Dame Toomsil, as well as the training he’d received from Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo on the admiral’s ship.

He tried to be methodical, and Sallison had been trained by the best the kingdom had to offer, so she was a tremendous help. She also acted as the enforcer when the others complained or weren’t trying their hardest, while Zee was more inclined to offer words of encouragement. One word from her and they were back at it with their full attention. More than once, they muttered “mean mom” and “nice dad” under their breaths.

Later in the afternoon, while Jessup’s flight was out training, they hiked to the cavern with the cart and retrieved the training equipment Zee had there. It took two trips, but they also got some of Zee’s books and more cooking supplies. They had been amazed by the cavern, with its Empyrean lamps and saltwater lake. When they’d asked why the cavern was there, he’d answered the same as he’d been told. No one knew.

Mehmet volunteered to prepare their evening meal and set to it.

Zee checked his pocketclock and told them there were some more things he wanted to acquire to help with their training. When they asked, he just told them he wouldn’t be long, took the cart, and left them scowling after him.

***

“Chains?” Jondon lifted a length from the cart. “Is this for making more equipment?”

Zee was pensive before replying, “When I was working on ship, I had to wear chains on my ankles, waist, and wrists.”

“Why?” Chirt asked.

Sallison explained glumly, “They were afraid he’d try to swim away. All the ships with one of the murfolk do that.”

Mehmet frowned. “That’s awful.”

Chirt asked, “Did you have to wear them all the time?”

“All day, every day, for ten years.”

They remained silent. Jondon laid the chains back in the cart as if they were disgusting.

Zee said, “I swore I’d never wear chains again, but...” He banished his morose mood and snatched them up. “You know how we train with weighted swords and shields to make us stronger?”

“Yeah...”

“We’re going to train with weighted bodies.” They watched him with skepticism, so he added, “Not all the time, and they won’t be locked on like mine were. Wearing the chains is a big reason I’m as strong as I am for my size.”

Sallison said, “It could give us an edge.” She looked to Zee. “Let’s do it.”

Jondon shrugged. “What’s a little extra weight on my frame, right?”

Mehmet and Chirt weren’t quite so convinced. Chirt asked, “How much are we going to wear?”

Zee said, “We’ll have to experiment with different weights for each of us.” He pulled a chain cutter from the cart. “I’ll show you.”

A bell later, Zee finished tying off a coil of chain around Mehmet’s ankle using a thong of leather. Sallison, who already had chains around her waist, ankles, and wrists, with layers of felt beneath them, finished up a coil around one of Chirt’s ankles and helped her to her feet.

Chirt walked around, swinging her arms, and jumped a few times. “That’s better. I can feel it, but it’s not too much.”

Sallison said, “Good. Now, let’s do Zee.” She knelt next to him and picked up a strip of felt, then paused. “Are you sure you’re okay with this?”

“Absolutely. This time it’s my choice to wear them. That makes all the difference.”

Jondon, already rigged with his chains, pulled a pile of empty flour sacks from the cart, then a kit with heavy thread and needles. “What are these for?”

Zee said, “We’re going to fill them with sand.”

Jondon stared, then shrugged again. “All right.” There were two shovels in the cart as well. “I’m not even going to ask why.”

Chirt grabbed a shovel. “Sometimes it’s best to just follow orders.” She shuffled through the sacks, which were of various sizes. “All of them?”

“All of them,” Zee replied. “The sand is pretty clean at the far end of the canyon.”

Mehmet joined Zee and Sallison. “I’ll help here.”

Chirt rolled her eyes. “Of course you will.”

Mehmet scowled while she threw her shovel over her shoulder and followed Jondon, who was already pushing the cart away. Sallison and Mehmet each began working on one of Zee’s wrists.

Sallison said, “I never asked where you got this stuff. You didn’t go to town, did you?”

Zee replied sheepishly. “Not technically, no. It’s a harbor supply warehouse. I’m pretty sure it’s outside the town limits.”

“Pretty sure? We’re going to have to watch this guy, Mehmet. He’s going to get us all into trouble.”

“I don’t mind a little trouble sometimes,” Mehmet replied.

Sallison fake-gaped at him. “Mehmet can Yasso, you little rebel.”

Mehmet blushed. “That’s me.”

Zee was more sure he was in the right recruit flight with every passing bell. He couldn’t wait for Jessup to meet them all. He’d like them. And there was no doubt in his mind they’d like the big goofy kraken, too.


Chapter 20

Zee sat with the others, all stitching up filled sandbags in the light of the firepit. “Passing the minimums in the individual events will be critical, and the higher we place in the team events the better for all of us, but if you three don’t reach Sand, none of that will matter.” Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet nodded morosely. “I don’t say that to be mean. I was worried for a long time if I’d be Sand Class because I didn’t know if I was strong enough or if the Orb would be able to assess Marisean. It was pretty scary, so I know how you feel. The reason I’m bringing it up is that making sure you reach Sand will be our top priority.”

“That,” Sallison interjected, “and making sure that no one scores in the bottom ten percent of the cohort overall.”

Mehmet grumbled softly, “Because the bottom ten percent gets cut.”

“I think it’s dumb, but it’s a tradition that’s been in place for as long as the academy has existed. And we’re not going to let any of you go that way. Right, Zee?”

Zee looked them each in the eyes. “Absolutely not.” He continued with his earlier topic. “The best thing for building your individual rating is pushing yourself to your farthest limits, and the best thing for that is combat. Real combat is more effective than simulated combat, but simulated is a close second and the only practical option. We should be happy they’ve decided the Conqueror will be held in the simulation fields this year and we get to train in them. We aren’t scheduled on a sim field for another couple of days, though, and we only get three sessions, so we’ll have to make the best of it, all right?”

Their answers were barely murmurs.

Sallison stopped stitching. “What was that you said?”

They sat up straight. “Sir, yes, sir!”

Zee blanched. “Sallison, is that necessary? We’re not really in Basic anymore.”

“It is when they need it.”

Jondon said, “It’s all right. I need a kick in the pants on a regular basis.”

“Me too,” said Mehmet.

Chirt scowled at them, then acquiesced. “All right, I do too. I let my head get in my way too much. And I can’t fail. I just can’t.”

She returned to her stitching, stabbing hard at the sack with her needle. She looked angry and afraid. Zee felt for her and could tell there was more to what she’d said. He wouldn’t push her for now, but he’d ask when the time was right. What kind of flight leader would he be if he didn’t? “If the rest of us have anything to do with it, you’re not going to fail, Chirt.” She didn’t react. “You’re not, okay?”

She still didn’t look up, but replied with a, “Yes, sir.”

“And please don’t call me sir.”

A smile crept on her lips in spite of her mood. “Yes, sir.”

“Argh!” Zee laughed. “You all are as bad as Jessup.”

They looked up at that.

“Is he a jokerfish?” Mehmet asked.

Zee replied while focusing on completing another stitch. “That’s an understatement. He gives me grief every chance he gets.”

Jondon said, “He sounds like fun. I can’t wait to meet him.”

“Be careful what you wish for.”

Mehmet said, “You two must have a very strong bond.”

“That’s what they tell us. We wouldn’t know any different, though, we’ve been bonded for so long.”

Jondon said, “I think I want to bond with a kraken.”

“Good luck. First you have to find one.”

“And be a murman,” Sallison added.

“There is that,” Jondon conceded. “I guess I’ll settle for a plain old dragon, then.”

“Don’t tell any of the dragons that.”

Chirt said, “I’ll tell them for him.”

Jondon hit her on the arm, though not very hard. “You wouldn’t dare.”

Chirt mock-glared at him. “I might now.” She punched him in the arm as hard as she could.

“Ow!”

Chirt tossed her sandbag down, shouting, “Mine’s done!,” then jumped up and leapt away while Jondon grabbed for her.

“You!” Jondon winced and rubbed his arm where she’d hit him. “That stings. She may be little, but she packs a wallop.”

Chirt said, “Remember that next time to want to manhandle me, you big bearfish.”

“What? I didn’t...” He groaned.

Sallison said, “All right, kids, settle down. Zee wasn’t finished.”

“I wasn’t?”

“Were you?”

Mehmet said, “Why do they have individual assessments, anyway? They never worry about them for bonded pairs. What does it even measure, without a bond and a core?”

Chirt returned to her seat while Sallison explained. “The power of your personal aura. The strength of your spirit, supposedly, but it’s all tied up with physical fitness, strength of body and will, et cetera et cetera. Honestly, though, no one really knows. It’s been proven that it’s a reliable metric for overall potential, though, and a rider recruit or beast recruit that doesn’t reach Sand has very little to no chance of finding a compatible bondmate.”

Jondon said, “I didn’t know that.”

“Me neither,” said Chirt.

“My knight told me some of it,” said Mehmet. “On the rare occasions he took a break from berating me.”

“They don’t tell us shadcrap in Basic,” Sallison groused. “Unless the knight you squire for tells you these things, there’s no way to know. It’s all taught in cadet classes. Even bonded pairs with low Sand ratings tend to progress more slowly and have lower ratings for potential, meaning they don’t progress as quickly or to classes as high. That’s not always the case, but it holds as a general rule of thumb.

“Training harder, individually and as a pair, and getting better at forging can help with that, but overall, it’s just how it is. Mid- and high-level Sand ratings show greater potential for not just faster and higher progression, but developing more Abilities and ones with greater power and diverse application.

“Sometimes with pairs, if one has high-level Sand and the other low-level, it averages out, but sometimes the higher level takes precedent. Unfortunately that can go the other way as well.”

She paused while they pondered what she’d told them. Then her brow furrowed, and she looked to Zee. “That’s why you wanted to go through as much Basic as you could and compete in the Trials. You’re worried you’ll hold Jessup back.”

Zee sighed. “Yeah.” He finished tying off the last stitch of his sandbag but still held it in his lap.

“And now that you know he has an insanely high mid-level Tin rating...”

“Even my mid-level Sand rating might not be good enough.”

Sallison pointed at her individual assessment badge. “Mid-level Sand is pretty shaddang good if you ask me.”

“It is, for you.”

“Hey.”

“I didn’t mean it that way. I’m sorry.”

“It’s all right. I get it. If I had a truly exceptional beast, I’d feel the same way.”

Zee set his sandbag on the ground and looked from Sallison to the others. “We all need to do the very best we can, not just you three. We’ll train hard. It will take sacrifice. And it’s going to hurt. But we’re in this together, and we all want the same thing. Doing your best is all anyone can do, and if we do that, we’ll never have anything to be ashamed of, no matter the outcome.”

Zee realized that the words echoed something his da used to say, and that made him even more sure he was telling them the right thing. From the fire in their eyes, he could see he was having an effect on them, too. “Everybody, stand up.” They got to their feet. “When the Trials are over, none of us will have a single regret. We’ll be the best we can be, no matter what. For ourselves, for each other, for the beasts we’ll be bonded with, for the Dragon Corps, and for Tosh.” He put a hand out, and they all put a hand on his. “No regrets!”

Together, they pumped their hands. “No regrets!”

“What’s that?”

They replied at the top of their lungs. “No regrets!”

Jondon flexed and roared. Mehmet did a little dance, pushing his hands in the air and grunting, and Chirt punched toward the ground with a loud “Yeah!” Then the three of them took turns roaring incoherently at each other.

Sallison sidestepped closer to Zee, crossing her arms and bumping his shoulder. “You know, for somebody who didn’t want to be flight leader, you’re pretty good at the motivational-speech part of the job.”

Zee shook his head. “Surprises the shell out of me.”

“It shouldn’t. You’re just letting yourself be... yourself.”

While Zee considered that, she leapt forward and roared at the trio of recruits. They screeched and ran off.

Sallison planted her hands on her hips. “Aw, come on. I want to play too!”

“All right, come play!” said Jondon while lifting Chirt to a puller bar.

Mehmet got down and started doing pushers. “Yeah, this is fun!”

Sallison muttered, “Not exactly what I was thinking.” She strode toward them anyway, already giving Chirt pointers on her pullers.

Zee watched them. Maybe Sallison was right. Maybe he was finally letting himself be himself with other people—or at least more like he and Jessup were when they were together. Always motivating each other, encouraging each other. And maybe he could bond with people too. Not in the same way as with Jessup, but close. And it felt good.

He joined them, kneeling beside Mehmet to help him with his pusher form and technique.

***

It was nearly midnight when they’d finished their last task for the day and a bell-long meditation session. Zee had insisted they were going to meditate every day, first thing each morning and last thing at night. There’d been some grumbling when Zee told them they had to wear the chains all the time, at least for now, but they’d quickly quieted when Sallison reminded them Zee had done so for ten years straight.

It was a nice night, so they’d decided to place their bedrolls out in the open near the fire. Zee sat, inspecting the chains on his wrists. He didn’t even hate them now. This time it was for a good reason, and he could take them off anytime he liked.

Chirt was straightening her bedroll and blanket, while Jondon and Mehmet could be heard goofing around in one of the tents.

“Come on,” said Sallison. “Hit the rack, you clownfish!”

Mehmet came out of one of the tents stooped over, his arms piled with bedding. Jondon followed and promptly whacked him in the back of the head with a pillow, causing him to trip forward and fall face-first in his armload of bedding. Mehmet snatched up his own pillow, and a pillow fight ensued. Chirt, of course, was compelled to join in.

Zee could only imagine how strict and limiting Basic had been, and they’d been suffering through it for almost fourteen weeks. He couldn’t blame them for letting loose when they finally had some freedom. Even after training all day, they still had the energy for a pillow fight. He knew that meditating had helped with that, but still, he’d have to ratchet up the difficulty of training tomorrow if they were going to achieve the gains they all needed. And that included himself.

Sallison plopped down on her bedroll in a huff. “Great. I may not be flight leader, but I still have to be responsible for all you squidiots.” She scowled at Zee. “You’re no help.”

Zee lifted his hands, palms up. “I can only do so much.”

She rolled her eyes and flopped to her back.

Jondon tossed out his bedroll and lay down on his stomach. “That’s what you get for being amazing, Sallison.”

Her cheeks reddened from the unexpected compliment. “Shut up.”

Mehmet stopped messing with his bedding, Chirt halted while awkwardly propped on one elbow, and Jondon pushed up, all three of them gaping at her.

“What?” Sallison asked, still grumpy.

Chirt said, “You just blushed.”

“I didn’t.

“You still are,” Mehmet confirmed.

Sallison jabbed a finger at them. “Okay, get this through your thick fishheads. I did not blush and never have. Got it?”

They all saluted. “Yes, ma’am!”

Sallison groaned.

Jondon said, “Your cheeks say otherwise, though.”

Sallison threw her pillow at him. “Go to sleep!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Sallison turned onto her side to face away from them, muttering, “This is going to be Zepiter’s hells.”

Jondon gathered the pillow she’d thrown at him. “Mm... two pillows.”

Sallison shot up. “Give that back!”

“You gave it to me.”

Sallison snatched at the pillow and a tussle ensued. Sallison won, of course, Jondon letting go quickly when she threatened him with something about dismemberment and sheel food.

Zee drew his blanket over himself and left them to it.

All went quiet, then Mehmet grumbled, “I’m hungry.”

“You ain’t kidding,” Jondon agreed.

Sallison yelled, “Shut it!”

Both moaned but stayed quiet.

The first day of Trial prep was over. Nine to go. They could do this. They would do this. Even if it killed him—and Sallison, apparently. Zee reached out to Jessup to see how his day had gone with his own flight.


Chapter 21

It was still well before dawn, and Zee had already gone on a three-mile run. He’d gone full speed, and it had felt like he’d finished quicker than usual, though his pocketclock had disagreed. It was frustrating, but he’d just keep pushing himself harder, like he always did.

Now he sat at the end of the canyon on the opposite side of the tree from where they’d camped, scratching away at small squares of paper by lamplight.

“You’re up early.”

Zee jerked his head up to find Sallison only a few steps away.

She hadn’t changed out of her sleep clothes of long linen pants and sleeveless shirt. She looked disheveled, but standing there in the lamplight with one hand on a cocked hip, Zee’s first thought was that she looked lovely.

He rebuked himself silently. That was enough of that. “I don’t sleep much.”

“Me neither.” She sat on the ground opposite the flat boards Zee had set out to write on.

“You’re sneaky. I didn’t even hear you coming.”

“You’re pretty sneaky yourself. I didn’t hear you get up.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice on ship, slipping out of the berth at night to train or study.”

“I got my skills from living in a home where you’re basically kept prisoner all your youth, with few friends and too many adults watching you constantly—for your own good, of course.”

“Right...” She was a princess, after all. He glanced behind her, making sure none of the others had risen and was within earshot. The big tree at the center of the canyon separated them, but still he spoke softly. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re not really what I would have imagined a princess to be like.”

She cocked her head. “And you’re nothing like I’d have imagined a murman to be like.”

“That’s fair.”

“And don’t worry, I take that as a compliment.”

“So do I.”

“My younger sister is probably more what you’d imagine as a princess.” She made a face, rolling her eyes around.

Zee laughed softly, then asked seriously. “Have you heard anything about how your brother is doing?”

She sighed. “He’s getting better, but his—” she shuddered “—stump, isn’t healing that well, and he’s still weak.”

“I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault.”

Zee could tell the subject bothered her, but he had to ask one more question. “How’s his dragon? Addrian, right?”

She cheered up a bit. “He’s healing much better, apparently. I hear he’s grumpy, though, trying to learn how to move around with only one front claw.”

“Maybe I can get Fennix to give him some advice.”

The mention of Fennix cheered her up even more. “That would be great. How is his and Jessup’s flight doing?”

“Jessup’s happy, and so is Fennix. They chose Fennix as flight leader, and Jessup says he’s running them ragged already.”

She looked over Zee’s workspace. There was a stack of blank pieces of paper, a stack of full sheets torn into quarters, and another with writing on them. The academy handbook lay open alongside the pamphlets he’d been given when he was accepted into the academy. “What are you working on?”

“Flash cards.”

She picked up the finished stack and leafed through them, flipping a few over to read the answers. “These are fantastic.”

“When I was on ship, the ship’s surgeon, Dr. Aenig, acted as kind of a teacher for me, all on his own. I owe pretty much everything I know and even being here at the academy to him.”

She looked up quickly. “Aenig...” A knowing look spread over her face. “Right.”

“Do you know him?” Zee asked.

She shook her head and returned her eyes to the cards. “No. Of course not.”

Zee watched her, then let the odd moment pass. “Anyway, he used to make flash cards to test me on whatever subject we were working on. I thought they would help Jondon and Chirt get ready for the Aptitude Test.”

“They will. They’ll help me, too.”

“Will you go through them when you get a chance, in case I’ve missed something you covered in Basic I’m not aware of?”

“Absolutely.” She continued flipping through the cards.

The alarm Zee had set on the clock he’d brought from the cavern rang off the canyon walls, then came Jondon’s frustrated grunts and jangling attempts to silence it.

Sallison yelled back, “Don’t break it!” She got to her feet. “I’ll get them up and at it. Meditation first, then to base for roll and breakfast, right?”

“That’s it.”

She saluted, then spun and strode back to camp.

Zee watched her walk away. Then he caught himself, forced a breath out through lips pressed into a frown, and gathered his flash cards and books into his rucksack.

***

Sallison lead their flight at a jog on a path through the training fields, at Zee’s request. They were early, so they were in no great hurry, instead concentrating on keeping step.

“Jogging” wasn’t really the proper description for the way Sallison was running, though. She was practically bouncing, a wide smile on her face, puffing out her chest as if to show off her individual assessment badge. After their morning meditation, she’d reached high-level Sand, and it now had three bars. The others had groaned about that not being fair, but she’d reminded them that no one ever said life was fair.

Only one or two individuals in any recruit cohort ever reached high level, and she was pretty proud of herself. She grinned at the thought of the look on Yezi’s face when he saw the ranking boards.

Someone shouted from the field, “Basic minny flight, halt!”

They stopped, turning toward where a twosie cadet squadron leader approached with several other second-year cadets. Zee recognized the squadron leader from the Tumbler. Mehmet’s brother, Bayram can Yasso. Chirt growled, and Mehmet groaned, but they all came to attention and saluted.

Bayram saluted back curtly, then addressed his younger brother, who was at the tail end of the line. “Minny can Yasso, last in line again, I see.”

Sweat beaded on Mehmet’s brow, and it wasn’t from their run. “Sir, yes, sir!”

Bayram strode to him and leaned down so they were face-to-face. He spoke softly, but his voice seethed with revulsion. “You’re a disgrace.”

This time, Mehmet set his jaw and stared Bayram in the eyes without answering. Bayram glared, then straightened and backed away. He stepped slowly down the line, eyeballing each of them with disdain. Disgust twisted on his features when he came to Zee, who remained straight-faced, gazing directly ahead, refusing to give him the satisfaction of a reaction.

Bayram stopped in front of Sallison, who wanted nothing more than to grab the threesie by the neck and throttle him. He checked her assessment badge. “High-level Sand. I will never understand why you associate with this seascum, Batcu.”

It took everything Sallison had to stay silent, let alone not punch him in the throat.

“Aren’t you going to respond, Minny Batcrap?”

Sallison fumed, but it was obvious to her that Bayram was among the twosies who knew about Donnicky’s plan to attack Zee while he slept, then heard about who had stopped them. Now he was trying to goad her into doing something she could be punished for, maybe even get her kicked out herself. She didn’t like the idea of using her position in Toshian society, but it helped to think about what would happen to Bayram’s pants when he found out who she really was. There was no rancor in her voice when she replied, “I didn’t hear a question, sir.”

He sneered, then looked them all over once more. His voice dripped with condescension. “Good luck in the Trials, seascum. Dismissed!”

Sallison turned. “Minny flight, move out!”

They arrived at the square where the banner of Tosh flew proudly in the breeze, and Sallison called them to a halt.

Jondon put a hand on Mehmet’s shoulder. “Don’t pay any attention to that snootfish.”

“It’s hard not to.”

Sallison was practically pacing in her anger. “He’ll get his, someday. I just hope to be the one to give it to him.”

Zee said, “Once we’re through the Trials and everyone is paired up with a dragon, you know there will be combat training in the sim fields. They’re going to want us to get in as much practice and progression as we can before the tournament.” They all turned to him, and he looked as if he was relishing a sinister thought—which he was. “There’s always the chance he’ll get matched up against me and Jessup.”

Understanding dawned on Mehmet’s features. “Oh, I’d like that.”

Sallison’s grin was just as sinister. “We’ll make sure of it.”

***

After roll call, Zee and the others had to jog to keep up with Sallison’s eager stride to the dining area. They entered the breakfast line, scanning the display against the ridge behind it, and spotted their flight’s listing. Zee was listed as flight leader, and Sallison’s new high-level Sand rating shone bright and clear. She pointed. “We’ve moved up in the rankings, too.” With her high-level rating being worth three points, their flight now appeared among the other flights with five.

Then Sallison’s smile faded, and she groaned, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Zee followed her eyeline to the top-ranked flight. Yezi was rated high-level Sand now as well.

Sallison glared down the line and found Yezi smiling smugly back at her. Then he winked. Sallison growled and showed him one of her fingers. He laughed and went back to gathering his breakfast.

Zee said, “Don’t worry, Sallison. It’s just a number. You’ll still beat him.”

She huffed, “Shaddamn right, I will.”

Zee was sorry that Sallison’s moment had been stolen from her, but she had reached high level, which was an incredible feat. And so had Yezi. Both of them had surpassed Zee’s mid-level rating, but instead of letting it get him down, he would take it as a challenge. If they could do it, he would too.

***

The Flying Pigs kept to a strict and rigorous regimen, alternating throughout each day between strength training, meditation, running, swimming, and studying for the Aptitude Test. Zee mixed things up to keep their minds and bodies active and fresh, interjecting sessions with using the sandbags, rope climbing, and calisthenics, and he made sure they rested an extra bell every other day.

The hardest part for Zee was allowing himself to rest. Only Sallison could keep up with him, and even then it was only in running, which she excelled in. He would sneak away for an extra run or exercise session at night and be up bells before they were in the morning. Sallison stepped in and reminded him that his body needed time to recover as well, so he forced himself to do it. It wasn’t easy.

He needed to get stronger for Jessup, and in his mind, he was not only competing with the other cadets, he was competing with the Wraiths. They were out there, somewhere, and it was only a matter of time before they made another appearance. He had to be ready.

They kept the chains on for all activities, removing them only for swimming and sleeping, and they became second nature, as if they were simply part of their bodies.

While they trained with weapons every day, using the equipment in the canyon, they focused on form, accuracy, and technique rather than sparring, with Zee and Sallison helping them hone their skills.

***

On the third day, they reported to the field for their first simulated combat exercise. Only Zee had fought in simulation before. Sallison was nervous, though she hid it well. The others were downright terrified. Jondon had broken an arm when he was a kid, and Mehmet had cut a finger pretty badly one time, but other than that they’d only suffered scrapes and bruises. They had little idea what real pain felt like and none what it was like to die from a grievous wound.

The crystals powered up, and they entered the simulation area. The threesie magicker in charge of the field said, “You may begin whenever you’re ready.”

Zee sighed heavily and said, “Sorry, everybody, but let’s get this over with.” Without warning, he drove his sword through Sallison’s mail, yanked it out, spun, and hacked Jondon at the knee. As the big man spun and fell, he sliced Mehmet across the throat, then stabbed Jondon under the arm.

Chirt stood wide-eyed and gaping. To her credit, she attempted to block Zee’s overhand strike with her shield. His sword hit it hard, but she hadn’t seen him draw his rondel dagger with his off hand, which he punched straight into her heart.

He watched them gurgle and twitch on the ground, and said, “I’m sorry.” And he meant it.

When they lay still, the last of their breath gone, he looked to the threesie magicker cadet.

“Shaddamn, Feral, that was brutal,” she said. “Well done, though.” She spoke for the benefit of the crystals. “Victory by false death, Recruit Zee Tarrow.”

Light washed through the field. They all gasped, feeling for the wounds and armor damage that were no longer there.

Chirt leapt up, checking herself, then stood holding a hand to her chest where Zee had stabbed her, staring at him with disbelief. “No fair!”

Lying on his back, Mehmet moaned, “That was horrible.”

Jondon groaned out, “You could have given us a little warning, Zee.”

Sallison shook herself, already on her feet. “He did what needed to be done. I’m not saying I liked it, but it was the right thing to do. Thank you, Zee, that couldn’t have been easy.”

“It wasn’t.”

“You’ll never beat me that easily again, though.”

“Oh, I know.” He helped Mehmet up. “Sorry, Mehmet.”

“It’s okay. I get it.”

Sallison helped Jondon up, who checked his knee. “Your enemies will never give you warning. Remember that.”

He shook himself out. “I get it, too.”

Zee said, “Are you okay, Chirt?”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Thank you for doing that, I guess. I don’t think I would have been able to.”

“You will. That’s why we’re here. It’s the whole point of the simulation fields. Everybody ready to go again?”

Jondon said, “Yeah, but I’m going to stand over here.” He moved away from Zee.

“Me too,” said Mehmet, joining the big man.

Chirt said, “Me three.”

Then Sallison, “Me four.”

They stood abreast, facing Zee with swords and shields raised.

Chirt said, “Let’s get him.”

They all grinned with evil intent.

Zee said, “Now, that’s really not fair.” He took a fighting stance, and nodded to the threesie magicker cadet.

The cadet raised a hand. “Ready!” She threw her hand down, shouting at the same time. “Begin!”

***

After the first few days, Jondon and Mehmet had grown accustomed to their new diet. Their grumbling decreased significantly, and they admitted they actually felt like they had more energy. They even stopped trying to sneak treats during morning chow at base camp, relieving Sallison from having to monitor them constantly.

Zee was surprised at how effective their meditation sessions were—for all of them, including him. For some reason, when they meditated together, he could relax and open his mind to the Aether more deeply than when it had been only him and Jessup, or even the two of them with Tem and Timandra. The benefits to the quality and speed of their recovery and their overall feeling of wellness were so dramatic, he increased the number of sessions to three a day.

Every other day they went to the swimming lake to train for the Swimmer. For the event, there would be none of the more arduous survival components of Basic swim training such as jumping in from a platform and removing armor or treading water. It would be a single lap down and back, which was altogether nearly two hundred and fifty yards. They still had to wear their regular training clothing but could remove their boots.

There had been some hesitation to return to the lake after the chasmclaw attack, but it was being checked much more thoroughly than before, including by divers from the docks who would drive poles into the sand in a tight grid. It had still taken some time for everyone to become comfortable swimming there again, but by the end of Basic things had pretty much returned to normal.

Sallison had heard the Trials board had considered canceling the Swimmer altogether because of Zee’s tremendous advantage. Being able to swim capably was an extremely important skill for riders to have, though, and it was well known that Zee would be at a disadvantage in the Runner, so they had voted to keep it.

Half of the lake was set up much like the race would be in the Trials, with crystals placed at each end projecting thin walls of golden light to mark the lanes. Magicker pairs also waved wands, kicking up waves to more closely simulate swimming in the ocean. The other half, which included the shallower area, was open for practice and training.

Since Zee swam in the ocean nearly every day for his own training, he spent all of his time during their sessions helping the others. Jondon could already meet the minimum time requirement, but Sallison worked with him to help him get faster. Even a couple of places could make the difference between falling into the bottom ten percent of the class or not.

Zee worked with Jondon as well, and his instruction even improved Sallison’s technique and speed, but he spent most of his time with Mehmet and Chirt. He gave them tips on everything from the best methods for breathing, how to relax and not fight the water, and how to pace themselves, to how to choose and perform the best stroke for each of them. Though Zee hadn’t needed it himself, he’d learned a modified side stroke from the SHEELs while training with them on the mission for the king. It wasn’t as fast as the front crawler, but it was very efficient for conserving energy for long swims and better for swimming in choppy water. It turned out to be a perfect fit for Mehmet, so Zee spent extra time teaching him how to do it the best he possibly could.

On two occasions Cadet Wing Commander High Mountain ber Sakai and the cadet group leaders had come to observe the training. They’d spent an inordinate amount of time watching Zee, even though he spent all of his time helping the others.

The first day they’d come, Sallison had tipped her head toward them and said, “You’ve got an audience.”

Zee had looked up from where he held a hand under Chirt, helping her with her front crawler technique. “I don’t know why, other than maybe for the freak factor. I’m not doing anything.”

“I think you’re doing plenty,” Sallison had replied. “Maybe they do too.”

Zee had shrugged and gone back to telling Chirt to stop fighting the water so hard with every stroke. They could watch all they wanted. He wasn’t going to take time away from his friends’ training just to show them how fast a murman could swim.

***

That afternoon Sallison broke out a pair of spring loaded hand clippers to make sure they all continued to meet inspection for the length of their hair, which required there basically be no length at all. After she clipped Jondon’s, he insisted on taken over for the rest of them, claiming to be an expert. Zee sat silently for his haircut, Chirt threatened Jondon with bodily harm if he messed hers up, and Mehmet winced the whole time.

When Mehmet’s turn was complete, he stood and faced Sallison. “How does it look?”

She noticed Jondon was unsuccessfully trying to hide a grin, and Chirt could barely contain her laughter. “It looks good from here, but turn around.” Mehmet spun to face the opposite direction, and Sallison shouted, “Jondon!”

“What?” he replied innocently.

Sallison stepped closer to inspect the back of Mehmet’s head. “How did you even do that?”

“Do what?” Mehmet asked.

Jondon said, “I told you I was an expert.”

Mehmet ran a hand over his scalp “What did he do?”

Zee, who’d been wiping down his boots, came over to look, then stifled a laugh. Clipped into the hair on the back of Mehmet’s head were the words, ‘Kick me.’

Sallison held a hand to Jondon. “Give them back.”

Mehmet pleaded, “What’s wrong?”

Sallison took the clippers. “Just sit down and I’ll fix it.”

Mehmet sat, pouting. “I wondered why he was taking so long. Does it say something rude?”

Sallison got to work. “You don’t even want to know.”

***

When it came to combat training, Zee had discussed his weapon and style ideas for Jondon and Chirt with Sallison, who’d agreed they were worth a shot. He’d chosen a long, slim rapier for Chirt to compensate for her lack of reach while also taking advantage of her quickness. While the recruits had their choice of weapons and shield types, they were all required to wear the same armor of leather and chain mail, open-faced helms with nose guards, and scale mail gauntlets. Though Chirt might be able to punch through mail and leather with a direct thrust from her rapier, they concentrated on strategies for piercing or slicing weaker areas in the armor, stressing accuracy and swiftness.

Zee wanted Jondon to try the largest shield and weapons with which he could be effective, so they tested out a long mace, a hefty staff, a thick fighting spear, and the largest sword they could find. With help from Sallison, he proved to be more than competent with all of them and was rather terrifying with both spear and mace, as well as with his greatsword in one hand and a lighter longsword in the other.

For Mehmet, they stuck with an arming sword and a shield befitting his size. Zee and Sallison did their best with him, but he was just not well suited for hand-to-hand combat, so they stressed defense most of all. He maintained a good attitude, though, and worked hard. He wasn’t very good and had learned to accept it with grace.

Overall, they practiced strategies to best take advantage of their individual strengths as a team, as well as how to deal with the possible weapon types, styles, and formations of their opponents.

As for Zee and Sallison, they each learned from the other and were better for it. Sallison brought up Zee’s uncanny reaction time, so he explained that it was something he’d become aware of while working in the sea, but he’d been able to develop it further by practicing feeling out around him with more than just his physical senses, much like feeling out for the Aether when meditating. With practice, Sallison was able to increase her reaction time and further fine-tune her reflexes, which pleased her greatly. Even a split second could make all the difference in a fight.

The recruit flights were not allowed to practice together, in or out of simulation, but Zee’s flight would run through the fields once a day to see what the others were doing, while practicing their own strategies in the canyon only, away from prying eyes. The less their opponents knew about them, the better.

***

It was early evening when the last ferry of the day from the capital city of da Chmilenko entered the harbor. The man at the bow wore a dark trench coat and a wide-brimmed hat, one hand on the rail. His face was freshly shaved and his dark, gray-flecked sideburns trimmed. A scar creased his brow above and below his left eye, which was blind and milky gray. The other eye, also gray but clear as crystal, gazed over the harbor, past the docks and town, then over the training fields to the citadel itself. He scanned the fields across to the forested foothills and four sharp peaks of the mountains and watched the dozens of rider and dragon pairs in flight.

It had been a long time since he’d laid eyes on Triumf’s Island and the Citadel Academy of His Majesty’s Dragon Force, and Dr. Drall tak Aenig felt an odd comfort, though beneath it ran a bone-deep regret. It was like coming home but to a home he’d abandoned long ago and never thought to see again—nor wanted to. Not until very recently. He’d been nervous about the whole thing, as strange as that might seem. Now, though, he sighed with an ease he hadn’t expected. He was back, and there was good work to be done here.

A mighty creak and moan drew his attention to the great gates of the harbor being closed for the night. He glanced over his trunks and bags on the deck behind him, which porters were gathering up from the hold.

Back toward the island, he spied two pairs of riders and dragons waiting on the docks. One pair he recognized as Commandants Peleus ran Aureosa and Vandalia, and the others could only be the much-renowned deans of magicks, Mihir han Wanchoo and Venkatarama. The magickers looked much different now. The last time he’d seen them, they were only cadets. Even then, he knew they held great promise.

Perched on Venkatarama’s head between his horns was a small golden creature that Aenig presumed to be the magickers’ quemara he’d heard about. He’d never seen one other than as illustrations in books. They were so rare that at one time they’d been thought extinct.

***

Dean Wanchoo watched the man in the broad hat clumping down the dock with his cane and rebuked himself for being so nervous to meet the visitor. He looked to Venkatarama, who widened his eyes in mock fear, then smiled. Rama, who never smiled. The dragon must have been quelling the connection through their bond to avoid sharing his own anxiety. And Rama was not only a venerated Magi General and Red Titan magicker, like Wanchoo, he was a dragon.

Then the man was there, a cart with his belongings pushed by porters behind him, and he was smiling.

Aureosa greeted him with a hand outstretched. “Dr. Aenig, it’s good to see you again.”

Wanchoo knew that wasn’t the man’s real name, but they must keep up appearances for now.

Aenig took Peleus’s hand and shook it. “And you, Commandant Aureosa.” He tipped his hat to Aureosa’s bondmate. “Vandalia, I hope you have been well.”

“Quite well, Doctor,” she replied, “considering the circumstances of late. Welcome to Triumf’s Citadel Academy.”

“Thank you. It’s good to be here.”

Aureosa motioned toward Wanchoo, but before he could speak, Aenig stepped closer to the dean and reached out. “Magi General Dean Wanchoo, a pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

Wanchoo nearly saluted, chastised himself for it, then shook Aenig’s hand. There was a twinkle of recognition in the man’s good eye and a smile on his weathered face. Wanchoo worried that he might be blushing but shook Aenig’s hand. “It’s an honor to meet you, sir.” He attempted to recover from his discomfort by placing a hand on Venkatarama’s neck, gathering strength from the touch. “This is Venkatarama.”

Aenig regarded the regal Ice Diver, who held his head high in spite of the nervousness Wanchoo had perceived earlier. “Well met, honored Magi General Dean.”

“And you, Doctor,” Rama replied.

Aenig looked to the quemara. “That must be Amoxtli. Where on Zhera did you get her?”

Wanchoo said, “Rama and I were assigned to an exploration vessel many years ago and our scouting party were charting an unknown island beyond the ruins of the old Luftoo Empire. We found nothing of interest, but as we gathered on the beach to head back to ship, she came flying out of the jungle and landed on my shoulder. She’s been with us ever since.”

“I see,” said Aenig, gazing at the golden-scaled creature.

Wanchoo didn’t know what else to say. The dean of magicks, lost for words. He never thought he’d see the day. Thankfully, his good friend Peleus came to his rescue.

“Dr. Aenig, you must be exhausted from your trip. Let’s get you settled in your quarters. In the morning we’ll be breakfasting with Superintendent Hyooz and the heads of faculty and staff.”

“Excellent. And when will I see our young murman friend?”

“We’re arranging that now. The minnies have broken into their cadet flights and are training for the Trials. Our other friends are arriving tomorrow evening, so it may not be until the day after.”

“I see,” Aenig replied. “Well, I’ve waited this long, I’m sure I can wait a day or two longer without suffering any ill effects. Thank you, Commandant.”

Aureosa waved toward the wharf. “We have a carriage waiting.”

“That’s a relief,” said Aenig as they proceeded to the wharf. “It takes these old dogs some time to reacclimate to walking on land.” He rubbed his bad leg. “Especially this one.”

Wanchoo blew air through his lips, and Venkatarama spoke through their bond. “It’s all right, Mihir. I’ll slap you later.”

Mihir’s widened eyes snapped to him, then he allowed himself to laugh, shaking his head at himself as he followed.


Chapter 22

Sallison held Jondon’s legs while he did the last of his set of crunchers. Zee sat next to them, checking the big recruit’s form and making sure each cruncher counted.

Beside him, Chirt lay on her back, huffing for air, having pushed herself to her limit. Mehmet sat back from where he’d been holding her legs. “That’s sixty-five, Chirt. You’re doing more every time!”

“I would hope so,” she groaned. “I’d hate to go through all this agony and do fewer.”

“That’s forty-seven, Jondon,” Sallison encouraged her partner. “Come on, you can do it.”

Jondon couldn’t even grunt through the sweat and strain on his face.

“Forty-eight. Forty-nine...”

Zee said, “Just one more!”

Jondon grimaced and rose slowly, groaning with strain, but he didn’t stop.

Zee’s hand hovered below Jondon’s back in case he needed an assist. “Almost there.”

Jondon finished the cruncher and collapsed.

“Hyup!” Zee shouted happily.

“You did it!” Sallison cheered. “That’s a new personal record.”

“And I didn’t even have to help,” Zee added.

Jondon moaned, taking his hands from behind his neck and holding his stomach. “Oh, that hurts.”

Sallison scooted back and slapped his knee. “Good. That’s how you know it’s working.”

“Don’t forget, Jondon,” said Zee, “you’re still wearing chains. You too, Chirt. You’re both doing more than you ever did without them. Imagine what you’ll be able to do with them off.”

Sallison said, “You’re all doing incredibly well—that includes you, Mehmet—and coming along much more quickly than I would have expected.”

“I agree,” Zee added. “Great work, everybody. Now let’s get stretched out for a final run before dinner.”

Jondon grabbed a canteen and drank deeply. “And to think, I could be at home, eating and lazing about.”

Sallison said, “What fun is that?”

“Who said anything about fun? I’m just talking about eating anything I want and not being in pain all the time.” He sat up and took another drink. “Of course, my mother would be pestering me about my plans for marriage, bemoaning the fact that she doesn’t have any grandchildren yet.”

“You’re only seventeen.”

“That’s marrying age in my family.”

They all scooted into a circle and began stretching, following Zee’s lead.

“Ugh,” said Chirt with disgust. “Marriage.” She shuddered.

Jondon said, “My mother has even been threatening to put my name on the list as a suitor for the princess.”

Zee’s gaze shot to Sallison, who arched an eyebrow. “Is that so?”

“I know, right?” said Jondon. “Can you imagine me married to a princess? Having to be all proper and dignified all the time?”

Chirt said, “You just don’t want to have to eat with tiny golden forks.”

“Exactly!”

Sallison said, “They use silver forks, not golden ones, and they’re not tiny.” When everyone raised their eyebrows at her, she added, “At least that’s what I’d heard. Anyway, if you married the princess, you’d be rich and powerful.”

“I’m already rich. Not as wealthy as Mehmet, I’ll bet, but I have more than I’d ever need. I just want to be a good knight of the realm and ride a dragon.”

Chirt said, “Aren’t you a little young to marry a princess?”

Mehmet said, “Tosh doesn’t marry princesses to old kings and lords like some other kingdoms do.”

Zee watched the interplay, aware that Sallison was having fun with this. Knowing that she was the elder of the two princesses of Tosh, he thought it was kind of cruel, but it was amusing as well. A grin grew on his lips as he imagined the look on Jondon’s face when he finally found out who Sallison really was.

Sallison said, “Still, there are two princesses. Maybe your mother means the younger one.”

“Whichever,” Jondon replied. “I’m not interested.”

Zee decided to play along. “I didn’t even know the king and queen had any daughters.”

Mehmet said, “It’s only announced when they’re born, then only really talked about by highbred socialites until the princesses come of age.”

“What do you mean?”

Sallison did a pretty good job hiding her reaction to Zee feigning ignorance. She’d told him that very thing when they’d been peeling taters.

Mehmet continued, “It’s a tradition that nobody even knows their names until they’re announced for all the kingdom to see when they come of age.”

“Why?” Zee asked.

Chirt said, “Typical aristocratic nonsense.”

Zee said, “Maybe they worry about kidnapping or foreign knights flying in to rescue them from their evil overbearing parents.”

A vision of Prince Talog intruded on his thoughts. Bound, dirty, and underfed, the stump of his wrist wrapped in rags and soaking red. Kidnapping and even torture of members of the royal family was a very real threat.

Still, for the princesses to be sequestered away until they turned eighteen seemed a little overprotective. Of course, Sallison was raised in a castle...

Sallison ended the conversation before it could get out of hand. “Enough about princesses, and definitely enough about Jondon’s love life, real or imagined.”

They stretched in silence until Chirt asked Jondon, “What would your family say if you didn’t pass the Trials?”

Sallison scolded, “Chirt. Positive attitude, remember?”

Jondon said, “I’m going to pass, Nabbit. And so are you.”

“I’m not saying you won’t,” Chirt responded in her own defense, “just, what would happen if you didn’t?”

Jondon said, “I’d come back next year and try again.”

“I’m not sure I would,” said Mehmet. “I mean, I could if I wanted to.”

The conversation had taken a turn. Something was bothering Chirt, most likely the same subject Zee had noticed previously. He’d told himself he’d ask about it when the time was right, and this seemed like it. “Don’t take this the wrong way, Chirt. I’m not scolding, but why are you asking?”

She was quiet, then said, “I have to pass.”

Sallison said, “We all do.”

“I mean I really have to.” Her eyes met Sallison’s, almost pleading, then she gazed at the ground. “If I don’t, I don’t get to go home.”

From Jondon’s expression he knew she was serious, but asked, “Really?”

“It’s a tradition in my family,” Chirt explained. “My parents aren’t terrible people, but they won’t break tradition, even if they might want to. My grandparents and great-grandmother would never allow it. They’re all still living, all knights.”

Sallison spoke up to help her explain. “The sim Nabbit family is well known for their martial tradition extending back generations. Even more than Mehmet’s family.” She turned her attention to Chirt. “Your grandmother retired as a Daimyo General, White Titan class. She isn’t old enough to have fought in the last great war, but your great-grandfather died in an early battle. Your grandfather was even superintendent here at the citadel for a time, and your mother and father are both Gold Class knights, right?”

Chirt seemed surprised that Sallison knew all that, but added to what she had said. “Everyone in my family was at least low-level Sand Class within the first few weeks of Basic, most at mid-level by the time Trials came around the end, with of course my grandmother reaching high level. If I don’t pass, I’ll basically be excommunicated from the family. I’d never see my little brothers and sisters again.”

Sallison said, “I had no idea they were that strict.”

“That’s awful,” said Mehmet. “I’d never hear the end of it if I failed, but I could go home.”

Jondon was mortified. “My family would never do that. I’d try again, and if I still didn’t make it, I could always work for one of the family’s businesses if I wanted to, or they’d set me up in another.”

Chirt said, “My family would never sponsor me for another year.”

Sallison gazed at her, eyes narrowed. “I would.”

“And I’d help,” Jondon added.

Mehmet said, “So would I.”

Zee was touched deeply, both by Chirt’s honesty about her predicament and the generosity of her friends. He wished he could help financially too, but he was having all the coin the king had given him and Jessup sent to his parents, and he could never bring himself to ask them for some of it back. Maybe if he talked to them, though. That would all depend, of course, on what they’d say in their reply to the letter he’d sent to them. If they replied at all...

He furrowed is brow and pushed the worry away, focusing on the matter at hand. Worrying over what might or might not happen wouldn’t help him or anyone else. He may not be able to help Chirt with coin, but there was one thing he could do. “You’re going to pass, Chirt. I promise.”

She wiped at her tears and was about to protest but saw the look on his face and held back.

Every bit of Zee’s intent came through in his expression and voice. “You might hate me for what you’ll have to go through, but you, will, pass.”

She took a shaking breath and seemed to gather strength from his words. “All right. And I won’t hate you for it. Not for any of it. I appreciate your help, and Sallison’s.” She looked to Jondon and Mehmet of as well. “All of you, more than I can put into words.”

Zee was so moved by the sincerity of her gratitude, he couldn’t find his voice for several moments. His gaze swept from her to Sallison, Jondon, and Mehmet. He cleared his throat and regathered his thoughts. “Jessup and I didn’t reach mid-level Iron Class in less than four months without hard work and a whole lot of pain. But most of all, we never gave up. Jessup firmly believes we can do anything we put our minds to, and I’ve come to believe it as well. We aren’t afraid of failing, though. Failing can be one of the best learning experiences there is—but we try to never let the shadow of it enter our thoughts. We fight, and we win. You can too, and I’ll do everything in my power to help you.”

Zee detected respect in Sallison’s eyes and on the faces of the others—though they also held a touch of apprehension. Not of him, perhaps, but how much harder he was going to push them. Good. If that’s what it took.

Chirt set her jaw. “Thank you.”

He recalled what Dr. Aenig had told him when he’d thanked the man for convincing Aureosa to come to the ship and bring him to Triumf’s Island, and a crooked smile with a touch of cruelty crept across his lips. “Don’t thank me yet.” Jondon’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he gulped. Zee withdrew the cruelty from his smile. “Now, let’s go for a run.”

Mehmet groaned, shoving to his feet.

Zee said, “You want to pass, right?”

Mehmet spoke firmly, “Yes,” but he still didn’t look happy about running.

Zee got an idea. “How about we make it a fun run?”

Jondon grunted. “There’s no such thing.”

“Sure there is.” Zee rubbed his chin. “We’ll need sandbags, though.” They all gazed at him. He snapped his fingers at another thought. “And some rope.”

Jondon gulped again. “Rope?”

***

At the table in the cottage the academy provided for him, Dr. Aenig pored over an ancient text of myth and folklore. He came across an illustration of a murman upon a kraken on a roiling sea, engaged in battle with dragon knight pairs.

“There you are,” he muttered.

An aura of blue glowed around the seaborn pair in the image. Aenig moved his lamp closer, peering at the page, then lifted a magnifying glass. First, he inspected the tiny figures of the knights on the dragons, all of which wore helms and armor of pitch. Over a dozen of them, all Black Titan Class pairs.

He shifted the glass to the murman and his armor. The colors were faded with age and washed out in the glow of the blue aura, but they were of a silvery blue, inked with shimmers of green, red, and gold.

Aenig dipped his quill in a pot of ink and added notes to a sheet of paper. He flipped more pages until he came to another illustration, this of a knight rider on an enormous dragon descending from the sky, sword held high with a great beam of white light extending from its blade. The knight’s armor appeared to be made of crystal, the facets emitting light of not only blue, red, and green, but also yellow, magenta, and cyan.

Aenig made more notes, then stared at the dragon and lay down his quill, his expression softening in melancholy. Dark blue scales. Great horns swept back. It was a Blue Tasarabat. His eyes were drawn to the cottage window, compelled by a yearning to gaze through the trees of the glen that was lit by the twin moons of Zhera in a clear night sky.

With a frown, he returned his attention to the book and leafed through more pages, stopping on another image of a kraken and murfolk pair. This pair was not in the sea but floating high above the waves, gazing down upon an armada of ships, facing an oncoming wing of dragon knights that rose to meet them. The rider and kraken could barely be seen, appearing to glow from within with a bright, white light, the rider’s long hair and flowing cape floating as if defying gravity itself. Aenig made another note, then searched the image with his magnifying glass before setting it down in frustration. He rubbed his eyes and sat back, then turned to peer through the window once more. The curtains moved silently in a warm breeze. He closed his eyes, then they snapped open. He thrust up from his chair, snatched up his cane, and left the room.

***

Aenig drove a horse-drawn cart on a path between training fields. The moonlight was bright enough to read by, and cadets and knight pairs trained even at this time of night. They paid him no mind, until a knight pair on guard duty descended from the sky to land next to the path ahead, where they waited for the cart to come to them.

Aenig pulled the horse to a stop next to them. “Good greetings, good knights.”

“Good evening, sir,” said the rider. “We’re sorry to bother you, but it’s not often we see someone not in academy attire on the grounds this time of night.”

“I’m new to the academy.” He lifted papers from inside his cloak. The dragon came alongside the cart, and the rider took the papers and looked them over. “I’ve been wanting to visit the tombs to pay my respects to the fallen heroes of Tosh, and what better time than on such a beautiful night.”

The rider said, “I couldn’t agree more, Dr. Aenig.” He handed the papers back. “Welcome to the academy.”

“Thank you. It’s good to be here.”

The dragon said, “Have a good night, sir.”

“You as well.”

The pair took to the air to continue on their rounds. Aenig watched them soar into the sky, then faced forward. Toward the destination he’d been desiring to visit with all his heart—but dreading as well. He snapped the reins, urging the horse forward.

***

The cart followed an unassuming path into the foothills and passed beneath the grand arch at the entrance to the Citadel Memorial Cemetery.

In a cupped meadow surrounded by hills and trees stood mausoleums of the great warriors of old. They were of various styles and colors of stone, but all approximately the same size.

Carrying a lit lantern, Aenig strode from the cart to one in particular, where he pressed a palm to the smooth, dark stone. The mausoleum was no larger than the others, but below, he knew the tomb itself must be expansive.

He spoke softly and with deep remorse. “I’m so sorry, my old friend. I wish you were here with me now, as I have every day since our parting.”

The heavy door opened with a pull, revealing steps that led downward. The man Zee Tarrow had always known as Dr. Drall tak Aenig, ship’s surgeon, took a deep breath and entered.

Above the door, deeply engraved in the dark stone, was a single word.

‘Mogon.’

***

On the morning of the sixth day of Trials prep, Zee came barreling into the canyon at a full sprint, well behind Sallison, with Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet trailing at the back. Breathing hard from their run, they pulled up short at the sight of Temothy jal Briggs upon Timandra and Dame Zara mon Toomsil upon Peloquin waiting for them near the lone tree.

Zee overcame his surprise and was just lifting a hand to wave and say hello when Sallison shouted, “Attention!”

Zee stood to attention and saluted along with rest of his flight.

The officers returned the salute, and Tem called them to ease.

It was only then that Zee realized the color of Tem’s mail vest and his and Timandra’s assessment badges had changed. “Tem, Timandra, you classed up to Gold!”

Tem ignored the informal way Zee had addressed them, and Timandra said, “I was wondering when you would notice.”

“Congratulations!”, Zee shouted.

Tem tapped his shoulder plates. “We’ve been promoted to Knight Commanders as well.”

Zee looked back and forth between him and Dame Toomsil, but she spoke before he could speak. “It’s true. We no longer outrank them.”

Peloquin spoke gloomily. “Much to our never-ending shame.”

Toomsil patted him on the neck. “We still have two levels on them in Gold Class.”

Peloquin harrumphed, and Toomsil addressed the Flying Pigs. “We’re sorry to interrupt your preparations for Trials, but we need to borrow Minny Tarrow for a short time.”

Zee glanced at the others, then replied, “Yes, ma’am. May I ask what this is about?”

“All I can say is your presence has been requested for an important meeting.” Her gaze fell on Sallison. “Minny anh Batcu has been invited as well.”

Zee’s eyes met Sallison’s, but she obviously had no more idea what this was about than he did. She replied, “Yes, ma’am.”

Peloquin crouched lower to the ground. “Minny Batcu, you can ride with us.” On his back was a passenger’s saddle behind the rider’s.

Timandra had a passenger’s saddle as well. “Come along, Minny Tarrow.”

Zee and Sallison glanced at each other, then hurried to climb aboard their rides.

Tem spoke softly as he reached down to give Zee a hand up. “Don’t worry, you’re going to like this.”

“Really?” Zee clambered up to sit behind Tem and took hold of the saddle horn. “You’re not going to tell me, though, are you?”

Tem spoke over his shoulder. “Nope.”

Dame Toomsil said to the others, “We should have them back before midday meal.”

Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet gaped up at them as the dragons strode by, heading for the canyon entrance.

Zee said to them, “Can we trust you to keep to the training schedule for the morning?”

They saluted as one. “Sir, yes, sir!”

Once they were past them, Tem said, “Flight Leader Zee Tarrow, ay?”

“Can you believe it?”

Timandra turned her head back and said, “We can.”

As the dragons took to the air, Zee looked back to see the others already hurrying back to their training.

Zee’s brow furrowed. The last time Dame Toomsil had come for him, it had been while he was in the brig, and they’d taken him on a dangerous mission. Was this the same? Would Tem think he’d like that? Zee didn’t think so. Plus, they’d promised they’d be back before the midday meal, so nothing to worry about, right? He forced himself to relax and enjoy the flight.

***

The distance they had to travel turned out to be quite short, and Zee was surprised when they descended to alight upon the lip at the entrance to Zee and Jessup’s cave.

Peloquin said, “Here we are.”

The recruits dismounted with uncertainty. With the bright sunlight outside, the cavern appeared dark as a fathomless pit.

“Go ahead,” said Dame Toomsil. “We’ll be back to fetch you later.”

Zee and Sallison exchanged another look, then Zee led the way, staying to the right where a ledge passed around this end of the lake to the interior.

Once Zee’s eyes acclimated to the reduced amount of light, he saw that the Empyrean lamps were lit, and sitting at the table was Commandant Aureosa, reaching to pour tea into a cup held by Dean Wanchoo. Their dragons were nowhere to be seen, but a man stood with his back to them, peering at Zee’s bookshelves. His dark hair, streaked with gray, fell to his shoulders, and his hands were clasped behind him, holding a cane that Zee would recognize anywhere.

Dr. Aenig turned to them, his familiar features creasing in a grin. “Hello, Zee.”


Chapter 23

Zee stood frozen, trying to make sense of what he was seeing. Of all the possibilities that had run through his mind during their short flight, he’d never imagined it would be this. Dr. Aenig was here, on Triumf’s Island, standing in his and Jessup’s cave.

Zee forced himself to continue along the ledge, looking to Aureosa and Wanchoo as he went. Both of them held slight smiles. He reached the main floor. Aenig’s widening grin brought a smile to Zee’s face, and he found his voice, though it quavered more than he would have liked. “Hello, sir.”

“It’s good to see you, lad.” He stepped forward and held out a hand.

Zee’s smile became a broad grin as he remembered a promise he had made to himself. He bypassed the outstretched hand and grabbed the man in a tight hug. “It’s good to see you, sir. And thank you.”

Aenig held his hands out in surprise, then hugged Zee back. “It’s good to see you too, lad.”

***

Sallison didn’t know if she should salute, say hello, or just continue standing there, staring like a squidiot.

The commandant and the dean of magicks made the decision for her when they stood and moved to join them. She saluted crisply. “Commandant Aureosa, Dean Wanchoo, sirs.”

Wanchoo said, “At ease, Sallison. There’s no need for formality here.”

She snapped her hand down. “Thank you, sir!”

Wanchoo chuckled softly, jostling Amoxtli, who’d been dozing on his shoulder. She gazed at Sallison, then settled back down to sleep.

Zee released Aenig from the hug and stepped back, straightening his shirt in embarrassment. He was still grinning when he looked to Aureosa and Wanchoo, but forced it away while wiping tears of joy from his eyes. “Hello, sirs.”

Wanchoo greeted him in return.

Aureosa said, “What do think of our little surprise?”

“It’s the best ever, sir. Thank you.”

Aenig nodded to Sallison. “I know who your friend here is, Zee, but we’ve never met.”

“Sorry, sir. This is Sallison anh Batcu. Sallison, this is Dr. Drall tak Aenig, the ship’s surgeon I told you about.”

Aenig’s scarred left eye was dull and sightless as ever, but the right shone so clear and bright it looked as if it was a gateway to the stars. Sallison stepped forward with practiced confidence and shook the man’s hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Zee says great things about you.”

“The pleasure is mine,” he replied, “and the honor.” He bowed low. “Your Highness.”

Sallison looked to Aureosa and Wanchoo, then back to Aenig.

Zee said, “You know who she is?”

“I have been told, yes.”

***

Dean Wanchoo filled Zee’s tea cup. What was going on? The dean of magicks was serving tea, Dr. Aenig was here, and he knew that Sallison was a princess of Tosh?

Then it occurred to him where he was. “Where are Jessup and Fennix and their flight?”

“They’re training on the fields,” Aureosa replied. “We spoke to them there, and asked if we could have the space for a time. They agreed kindly and without question.”

Aenig asked Zee, “How is Jessup?”

“He’s well, sir,” Zee replied. “And you should hear the way he speaks now.”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

“We speak of you often.”

“Nothing good, I hope.”

Zee picked up on the joke. “All good, sir, I assure you.”

The hug out of the way, Zee recalled the rest of the promise he’d made to himself the night he’d arrived on the island and sat in Mahfouz’s shack opening the gifts the surgeon had given him. “I haven’t thanked you for the parting gifts, sir. They were wonderful, and I’ve put them all to great use.” He glanced at Wanchoo and Aureosa. “The book, in particular, has been invaluable.”

“So I hear. And you figured out how to use it.”

“Well, not entirely.”

“It sounds like we have much to discuss.”

“Yes, sir. I want to begin paying you back for the coin you gave me as well. I don’t have all of it, but Jessup and I have some from working at the harbor. I’d like to get that to you before your visit is over.” Aenig shot Aureosa a knowing glance.

Aureosa cleared his throat. “The good doctor isn’t just visiting, Zee. He’s accepted a position with us as the new loremaster. He’ll be teaching history here at the academy.”

“That’s wonderful news, sir!”

Wanchoo said, “That is only his secondary assignment, however. His primary duties will involve working with you and Jessup once you become cadets.”

Zee’s gaze went from him to Aureosa and back. Why were they looking at him like that? And Dr. Aenig seemed tense. “Working with us?”

“Of course,” said Aureosa. “Who better to train a sorcerer pair than a sorcerer?”

Zee stared at him. “I... don’t understand.”

The surgeon took a deep breath. “My name is not Drall tak Aenig, Zee. I’m sorry to have deceived you all these years, and everyone else, for that matter, but I deemed it necessary at the time. The truth is, I am, or I was, Slan hai Drogo.”

Zee blinked in confusion. He looked to Sallison, who was staring at the man with her teacup held frozen halfway to her lips, then back to the doctor, the man he’d spent more years of his life with than he had his own parents. “But Slan hai Drogo is dead.”

The man’s expression was one of sympathy and regret. “For a long time, that was what I wanted all the world to believe. I even tried to believe it myself.” He gazed at his hands upon the table. “There have been many days when I wished it was true.”

“But why, sir?”

“As you know, the breaking of the bond between rider and dragon is an extremely traumatic experience, often leading to insanity and even death. You have heard the stories of how Drogo and Mogon fell in the final battle of the last great war.”

“Everyone has,” said Aureosa softly. “Mogon’s body was recovered and interred with great honor here on the island. Drogo was never found. It was assumed he had sunk to the dark fathoms or been devoured by beasts of the sea, as so many others had.”

“In truth,” the doctor continued, “I floated upon wreckage of the battle, beneath a torn piece of sail, in a haze of agony, grievously injured, my mind nearly broken. For days or weeks, I do not know, I was carried on the currents, away from the watery field of battle.”

All sat silent, gazing at the man who had been only a legend for the past eighty years but now sat before them.

“I regained consciousness on the shore of an uninhabited island. I had not died, though for many days that followed, I wished I had. Mogon was gone.” There was a faraway look in his eye as he relived the experience. “I lay there for some time, but when the next day dawned, the will to survive took over my body. I shed my ruined armor, sought water, food, and shelter. Over the next months, the wounds of my body healed, though my eye and leg will never be same.

“One day, a tradeship came into sight. I signaled to it and was picked up, but I removed any sign of my service from what was left of my ragged clothing before boarding. I invented a name and since I had some training in the healing arts, passed myself off as a ship’s surgeon who’d fallen overboard on stormy seas.

“I have been going ship-to-ship for these past eight decades, trying to forget who I was, what Mogon and I had allowed ourselves to become, and what we had done.”

Silence hung over them like a shroud. Zee looked to Sallison, who gazed at her teacup, brow slightly knit.

Dean Wanchoo said, “And all that time, none glimpsed your dragonbond?”

Aenig—Drogo shook his head. “I have kept it hidden all this time.”

Sallison cleared her throat. “May we see it, Sky Marshall Drogo?”

Aureosa shifted in his chair. “That’s quite a personal thing to ask, Sallison.”

“No, it’s all right,” said Drogo. “They deserve to see proof.”

He pushed his chair back and stood, then removed his jacket and shirt, right there in the cavern for all to see.

His torso didn’t bear as many scars as Zee’s, but the ones he had were severe, and Zee drew a quick breath at the sight of his dragonmark. Dark blue scales covered his arm from his wrist all the way up and over his shoulder. The scales were faded and dull, but it was incredibly impressive, nonetheless. The dragonbond of a high-level Black Titan, the last the known world had ever seen.

Sallison dragged her gaze from the bondmark. “Thank you, Sky Marshall.”

“Your quite welcome, Your Highness.” Drogo proceeded to put his shirt back on. “I am no longer a Sky Marshall, however.”

“Not in an official capacity,” said Aureosa, “but it is an honorific you will always retain. You’d best become used to it once your identity becomes more widely known.”

Drogo donned his shirt and jacket and took his place back at the table, looking troubled. To Zee, he said, “So now you know. Though I haven’t been Slan hai Drogo for quite some time, for you and Jessup, I will be again.”

Zee still couldn’t quite come to grips with all he’d just learned, but he replied, “Thank you, sir.”

“I’ll be watching the Trials, but we probably won’t meet again until after they are over and Pairing Day has passed. After that, however, I’m sure you will have more of me than you’d like.”

“I doubt that very much, sir,” Zee said.

Aenig wore an expression more telling of the rigor of training to come than it was friendly. “You’ve never been instructed by a Black Titan sorcerer who was once obsessed with progression above all else.”

Zee’s enthusiasm was not dampened. “I’m more than ready for the challenge, sir.”

Drogo clapped him on the arm. “That’s what I want to hear.”

“And you’ve never had to train a tireless and driven kraken.”

“That is true, but I am ready for that challenge as well.”

Sallison spoke to Aureosa. “Is this why you brought me here, Commandant, to learn that Slan hai Drogo was alive and will be working here at the academy?”

“It is, and at your father’s request, but we also wanted you to be here when Zee learned the news. We thought it best he hear it amongst friends. That”—he looked up to Drogo—“and because the Sky Marshall has something he wants to show us. Something he believes the king should learn of as well, and what better witness could we have than his own daughter?”

Drogo said, “I’m not entirely certain it will come to anything, but if it does, what we learn will be staggering, with ramifications that could ripple throughout the known world.”

***

Zee and Sallison stood from the table, following the lead of Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo.

Drogo lifted his satchel from the back of his chair and slid the strap over his shoulder, then placed a hand on Zee’s shoulder and guided him from the table. “I’m sorry to have kept my identity from you, Zee, but I hope you understand.”

“He kept it from everyone,” Aureosa interjected. “You’ve read my cadet journal, Zee. You can imagine my shock when I recognized him on the HMT Krakenfish.”

“Yes, sir, I think I can.” Zee realized they were walking to the far end of the cavern. “Where are we going?”

Drogo squeezed his shoulder. “This way.”

Zee frowned up at him, but the man began searching along the rough stone of the inner wall.

When they were nearly to the end of the cavern, Drogo ran a hand over the wall until he found a thin vertical crack and then another several feet beyond it. He spoke softly, but there was excitement to his voice. “Here we are.”

“What is it?” Zee asked.

“That’s what we’re about to find out.”

He reached into his satchel and retrieved a clear, oblong crystal, flat on one side. “Take this.”

Zee inspected the item, which fit easily in his palm. “Is it an Empyrean lamp?”

“I don’t believe so.” Drogo pulled a book from his satchel and held it for Zee to see the cover. “You remember this, yes?”

“Of course, sir.” The others moved closer, Sallison peering over Zee’s shoulder. Zee explained, “It’s a book of children’s stories about murfolk and krakens. Dr. Aenig used it to teach me to read—” He corrected himself. “I mean Sky Marshall Drogo. Sorry, sir, that’s going to take some getting used to.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Drogo replied while searching bookmarked pages. “It will take me some time to grow accustomed to hearing it.” He found the page he was looking for and opened the book for Zee to see. Everyone crowded closer.

On one page was an illustration of a grand underwater chamber, as large as a cathedral, with raised thrones and a statue of Postune holding her great trident, all lit by bright blue light. A single murman floated in the chamber with hands held high.

On the other page was part of the story. Drogo pointed to a word the character was shouting.

Zee peered at the page, then said, “Akh.” He flinched as the crystal in his hand lit with soft blue light.

The others gasped, and Wanchoo uttered, “It’s a Marisean lamp.”

Drogo’s face lit with glad satisfaction.

Zee asked, “Where did you get this?”

“A shop of esoteric antiquities in Smithspark, Eamesland, several weeks after you left the ship. It seems the old shopkeeper was telling the truth when she said it was found on the beach with another child of the murfolk who had washed up on shore some years ago. I could not prove it myself, of course.”

Wanchoo said, “Because you are not a murman...”

“Exactly so.”

Zee said, “But I can light Empyrean lamps and I’m not human.”

“Because you have Empyrean in your aura,” said Drogo. “I have no Marisean in mine.”

“Right. That makes sense.”

“Now hold it up to the wall.”

Zee followed Drogo’s instruction. At first nothing happened, but he moved the glowing crystal so the light shifted across the stone. When it fell upon the center between the cracks, the shape of a murfolk’s webbed hand lit up in blue light. He looked to Wanchoo and Aureosa. “Just like the murfolk book.”

Aureosa said, “Indeed...”

To Drogo, Zee said, “The book you gave me, sir. It turned out to be a murfolk and kraken training manual, though I have to submerge it in seawater and put my hand on that same symbol on the cover to use it.”

“So I’ve been told. As I said, we have much to discuss, but that will have to wait.” He pointed to the symbol on the wall with his cane. “You know what to do.”

Zee placed his hand on the symbol. The webs grew between his fingers, and there was a loud clunking sound in the wall. A portion of the wall slid back, then swung open and away.

Wanchoo peered through the dust into the darkness beyond. “Absolutely astounding.”

Before any more could be said, Drogo stepped through the door and spoke. “Phos!”

Zee and the others followed into a long, wide hallway that curved out of sight to the right and the left, dimly lit by golden Empyrean lamps spaced along the walls.

“Zee?” Drogo prompted.

It took a second for Zee to understand what he was asking, then he spoke loudly. “Akh!”

The word echoed down the hallway, and with it blue light flared to life between each of the Empyrean lamps. Where the blue of the Marisean lamps overlapped the yellow of Empyrean, the light became white.

Amoxtli leapt from Wanchoo’s shoulder and sped through the air, first one way down the hallway, then the other, squeaking with glee.

Aureosa said, “I know these halls. They run the circumference of all four of the dorm mounts at sea level. They connect to stairs upward, but no one uses them. All but one or two were blocked up years ago, and those not sealed remain locked to keep cadets from getting into trouble down here.”

Spaced at distances roughly the width of Zee’s cavern, spots of blue glowed on the outer wall, each in the shape of a webbed murfolk hand. There was no trace of the seams of the hidden doors, however. He returned to the door to the cavern and checked this side of it. There was a murfolk hand there as well.

Aureosa spun to Drogo. “Are these doors hidden all along the outer walls, in all the mounts?”

“I would not be surprised.” Drogo gazed down the hall, his gratification clear. “I have long suspected, and I don’t believe I’m the only one.” The looks on Wanchoo’s and Aureosa’s faces confirmed his statement. “I had put it out of my mind for many years.” He looked to Zee. “Until I witnessed our young murman here being rescued from the sea by a kraken and considered what that mark on his chest might actually be.”

Zee’s hand when to his krakenbond, his mind flooding with questions.

Sallison put his thoughts into words. “Are you saying that murfolk used to train here? At Triumf’s Citadel Academy?”

“What I’m saying, Your Highness, is that long ago, murfolk and krakens once trained here alongside humans and dragons.” He gazed fondly at Zee. “You being here, with Jessup, is not the bizarre anomaly everyone believes it to be. It is, in truth, what I hope will be a return to an ancient tradition of cooperation, perhaps even friendship, that once existed between our two peoples.”

***

Wanchoo placed more wood in the stove and refilled the kettle on its top while the others settled back into their chairs at the table in the cavern. Amoxtli scurried about on the floor, sniffing in crevices for good things to eat.

Aureosa said, “You were not exaggerating when you said this discovery would have far-reaching ramifications.”

Wanchoo added, “Especially for the Church of Zepiter.”

Aureosa continued. “We must keep this to ourselves for now. Tell no one save the king.” He looked to Sallison. “We’ll let him decide what to do with this information.”

Sallison said, “If nothing else, it could vindicate him in the eyes of many for allowing Zee and Jessup into the academy.”

“Perhaps.” A frown formed on the commandant’s lips. “But the question remains, why are the murfolk no longer here, and when did they cease to attend?”

Drogo said, “Perhaps the myths are true. Perhaps there was a great war between the people from above and those from below.”

“But where are they now? Where are the ones we have found coming from, and why are they appearing only recently?”

Zee sat listening. “There’s only one way to find out.” They all looked to him. “Someone has to find them and ask. And we all know who that has to be.”

Sallison said, “That sounds dangerous.”

“Agreed,” said Drogo. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Zee. We can discuss this, with Jessup present, but not until after the Trials. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir.”

Aureosa said, “Let’s not forget, a terrible threat looms on the horizon. The Wraiths could be at our doorstep at any moment.”

Wanchoo said, “We need you here, Zee Tarrow. You and Jessup.”

Zee sighed. They were right, and he wouldn’t abandon them. “Yes, sir.”

It was as if they all took a collective breath in an attempt to relax.

Zee turned to his teacher, his mentor, his friend—Slan hai Drogo himself.

“What gave you the idea that murfolk and krakens once attended the academy, sir? And how did you know about Marisean to begin with?”

Drogo seemed to deflate, his expression becoming solemn as he gazed at his hands at the table. “That is a story that needs to be told, thought it leads to places of which you may not approve.” He looked to Wanchoo and Aureosa. “A story of which you know but a fraction.”

They watched him in silent anticipation. “I will try to keep it as short as possible.” He straightened and took a deep breath. “I will now tell you the true story of the last Sky Marshalls, the high-level Black Titan sorcerers, Drogo and Mogon, the heroes, and the villains.”


Chapter 24

“Mogon and I were drawn to each other from the day we arrived on the island for Basic Training. He was magnificent. The only Blue Tasarabat in the beast cohort. Three times the size of the largest of any other species at the academy, shining blue and black. I knew I would be his, and he mine, from the very beginning.

“We were two of a kind, both of us driven to succeed, to exceed, more quickly than anyone else. I will not deny there was a remarkably strong bond between us, and we both possessed a high level of innate talent, but it was our obsession that drove us beyond normal or even healthy ambition. Without it, we would never have reached such dizzying heights, but it was also our downfall.

“We progressed faster and higher than should have been possible, partially because of our unique bond and our sorcerer type, but mostly because we put the gaining of power above all else. We would sacrifice anything to achieve it. We had one desire and one desire only. To progress as far as we could and as quickly as possible.

“Even before we graduated, we had already begun to wonder why Black Titan was the limit of progression, and whether there could be other classes beyond it. As a cadet, I spent many nights feverishly combing the archives here at the citadel and even searched for secret places here on the island where ancient knowledge might be hidden. That was when I discovered these caverns, and it occurred to me they were perfectly suited for murfolk and krakens.

“We had already begun to suspect there could be other ores than Empyrean in the Aether. We studied anything we could find on the murfolk, which was vanishingly little, and we began to theorize that if they had indeed existed at one time, they may have used the power of Postune, not Zepiter. We also found obscure references to Marisean, and we wondered, if murfolk and krakens and humans and dragons once trained together, could Marisean and Empyrean together possibly be the key to progression beyond Black Titan?

“When we graduated and entered service for the Dragon Corps, we traveled the known world, seeking esoteric knowledge. We even visited the great dragon tribes, searching for anything that might help us. As hard as we searched, no matter how much time and effort we devoted to our obsession, we never found the secret to Marisean. We did, however, discover an ancient and terrible grimoire that promised tremendous power and even hinted at further progression. The language was antiquated but not entirely unknown. We were able to translate it with the help of some rather unsavory scholars in remote kingdoms far from Tosh. That was how we learned of Hadeum. It was described as being the power of chaos, even of death itself, and its color was red.”

Wanchoo shivered with revulsion at the mention of it, and Zee stared in disbelief. “Like the Wraiths...”

Drogo stared at the table as if looking through it, deep into the earth, at something terrible dwelled there. “For a bonded pair to obtain this power, the grimoire described a terrible ritual, which I will never share nor speak of again. Caught up in our crazed obsession as we were, however, Mogon and I performed that rite, heedless of the consequences. And consequences there were, grave and terrible.

“Hadeum indeed bestows great power, but it is extremely volatile, burns cold and fast, and it’s always hungry. At first, we were elated. Our physical strength and the power of our Abilities increased dramatically. The rite had also given us access to the flames of red in the Aether. And we wanted more, so we forged it with reckless abandon. Only once it reached a certain percentage in our core and we sparked it, it began to devour the forged Empyrean, and we could not stop it. It ravaged our crucible wall as well, as prodigious as it was.

“It was only by bringing all our advanced forging technique and considerable will to bear that we were able to mine enough Empyrean to slow the Hadeum’s blazing rampage. Over the months that followed, we learned how to contain it, but the effort nearly drove us mad and almost ended our lives on more than a few occasions. I will not go into the details now, but we discovered and developed techniques by which we could spark only our Empyrean and vowed never to mine or utilize Hadeum again, at least until we learned how to control it fully.

“At the time we discovered the red, we were already Black Titans, and the war with the Luftoo Empire was beginning. We were never able to advance our control over the red before the end. We did, however, know how to use it to devastating effect.”

He grew quiet. Aureosa shifted in his chair, reliving the memory of the last battle of that war. The commandant addressed Zee and Sallison. “As you know, Wanchoo, Venkatarama, Vandalia, and I are the only living witnesses to that final battle. We were there on that fateful day, when the last sky marshalls released the power of the red, devastated the Luftoo forces, and won us the war.”

He looked to Drogo, who nodded for him to continue.

“So dire had the war become, the third- and fourth-year cadets had been graduated early to join the fight. Vandalia and I were merely mid-level Bronze Class at the time, Wanchoo and Rama high-level. We were injured in the battle, but we fought on at the back of the ranks as best we could. Drogo and Mogon led the final charge, even with injuries that would have incapacitated lesser warriors. Their power was...”

“Incredible,” uttered Wanchoo.

“Indeed. There was no counting the number of enemy pairs and ships they destroyed. But the Luftoo Empire’s forces were vast, covering the sea and sky nearly as far as the eye could see. Our other Black Titans, far older warriors than Drogo and Mogon, had fallen, along with every Red Titan and all but a few of the Whites, who guarded the king, and the sky marshalls were weakening. We had lost. Vandalia and I accepted our fate, and together with Wanchoo and Venkatarama, we vowed to die fighting.”

Aureosa’s voice trailed off, and Wanchoo continued for him. “Then the voice of Mogon split the sky, louder and more ferocious than ten dragons, drowning out the screams of beast, shouts of men, and blasts of cannon fire. They had ordered us to retreat.

“We were stunned but, I will admit, relieved. That relief was short-lived, however, as we realized that even in retreat, the Luftoo could chase us down and kill us all. We were, none of us, in any condition to escape.” He looked to Sallison. “Including the king of Tosh himself, your grandfather.

“The sky marshalls had given an order, however, and we would obey. We quickly gathered to make our escape but heard the roar of Mogon once more, even louder than before, and turned to see the sky marshalls flying deeper into the opposing force. A great crimson light flashed around them. I will never forget the feeling of revolting horror that accomapanied the release of the power of the red.”

Zee shuddered at the thought of it.

“And the enemy began to die. Those nearest to the sky marshalls shriveled as their very life force was drawn from them, and they dropped like rain. The red light flooded over ships and the surface of the sea, projected from Drogo’s sword, while his voice incanted fell words that hurt our very souls to hear. The dead rose by the thousands, from burning decks and from the blood-red sea, riders and beasts alike, from both sides of the war, and attacked the living.”

A sheen of sweat on her brow, Sallison mouthed the word in barely a whisper, “Necromancy...”

Zee recalled the dead strung along the rail of the Wraith ship coming to horrible life, hissing and scrabbling at him, red light burning in their eyes. He stared at Slan hai Drogo in disbelief. The man Zee had known so long would not meet his gaze.

Aureosa picked up the story once more. “The sky marshalls fought on, unleashing torrents of red fire that killed hundreds of the enemy at a time, and set ships ablaze. None could stand before them or even get near. Any who tried to flee were burned from the sky. The forces of the Luftoo Empire were destroyed. We had won.

“The sky marshalls shot into the sky, trailing red flames, which dwindled, then extinguished. Then Mogon the Mighty loosed a keening cry that tore the heart to hear, and they fell to crash into the crimson waves.”

***

Zee’s stunned gaze turned to Dean Wanchoo. “That’s how you knew what the red was. Why you warned me about it before we set off to rescue the prince. You’d felt it, and seen it, before.”

He looked up, blinking as if awakening from a living nightmare. “Yes.”

Drogo finally spoke. “Now you know the true story of Drogo and Mogon, and why we are not loved by all who have heard it.”

Zee considered all that he had learned. “But you saved the kingdom. You sacrificed your own lives. Or Mogon did, but I’m sure you felt certain you would die as well.”

“The Luftoo forces were not the only ones killed, or resurrected, in our final onslaught. There were some of our own as well, and those of our allies. Any who were not far enough away when we ignited the power of Hadeum.”

“You didn’t do that on purpose.”

“But we knew it was a possibility. Once loosed, there was no telling what the Hadeum would do.”

“I can’t say it’s not a terrible loss, but if you hadn’t done what you did, everyone fighting for Tosh and all of our allies would have died.”

Aureosa said, “Wanchoo and I are among those who would agree with you, Zee. Most of the story is long forgotten, but there are those who still don’t recall Slan hai Drogo and Mogon quite so fondly.”

Zee stayed silent.

Finally, Sallison spoke. “I know you have the support of the royal family, Sky Marshall. You wouldn’t be here if you didn’t. When my brother and sister and I were children, our father would tell us grand stories of your bravery and sacrifice. There was no mention of the power of the red or necromancy, and he would have known. You saved my grandfather’s life in that battle. He has since passed on, of course, but if it weren’t for you, my father would never have been born, and neither would I, nor my brother and sister.”

Drogo allowed a thin smile, then looked to Wanchoo and Aureosa. “Are all the youths of today this even-tempered and understanding?”

Breath burst through Wanchoo’s nostrils, and Aureosa chuckled, glad for the release. “Unfortunately, no.”

***

As they’d been saying their goodbyes, Zee had retrieved the handbook and journal pages Commandant Aureosa had lent him and Jessup to help them learn how to forge and returned them with his heartfelt thanks.

While riding back to the canyon with Tem and Timandra, Zee had told Jessup they were done in the cavern, that Dr. Aenig was here on the island, that he was actually Slan hai Drogo, and that he would be training them. He’d asked his friend to keep that to himself for now, then promised he’d fill him in on the details in later.

Now Zee and Sallison stood in an open area in the foothills, saluting Tem and Dame Toomsil, who sat upon their dragons, having just dropped them off.

They saluted back, and Timandra said, “I hope the meeting was fruitful.”

“Very, ma’am,” Zee replied.

Sallison said, “I’d go so far as to say mind-blowing.”

“Definitely mind-blowing. Commandant Aureosa promised to brief you.”

“Way to build up the anticipation,” said Tem. “Now I won’t be able to think about anything else.”

Peloquin said, “Come, Timandra. Since these minnies aren’t telling us anything, let’s go see if we can hear this news for ourselves.”

They took off and flew toward the citadel.

Zee and Sallison faced each other and spoke together. “Slan hai Drogo?!”

Zee stood there in a daze. “I still can’t believe it.”

“Believe it,” said Sallison. “There’s no way anyone but a high-level Black Titan could have a dragonmark like that. And he’s going to train you!” She shoved him on the shoulder. “And what about those tunnels and doors? Murfolk and krakens, at the citadel?!”

Zee stared at the ground, then his brow creased, and he looked up. “We can’t let this distract us. We have to put it out of our minds and concentrate on getting through the Trials.”

“It’s not going to be easy, but you’re right, and we have to make sure that Mehmet, Chirt, and Jondon make it, too.”

They spun and began to jog up the path when a whistle came from above. Tem and Timandra landed in front of them.

Timandra said, “Very sorry, Zee, but Tem forgot to give you something.”

“I forgot?” Tem replied, retrieving a brown paper envelope from a slim saddlebag. “I don’t recall you saying anything.”

Timandra just snorted smoke.

Tem held the envelope down toward Zee. “This came for you.”

Zee moved closer and took it. All it had on the front was his name. “What is it?”

“How should I know? Do you think I read your mail?”

“You might.”

“Ha,” Tem replied.

Timandra said, “Whatever it is, I hope it’s good news.”

Zee gazed at the envelope. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“See you at the Trials. We expect great things from you.”

Zee tore his eyes from the envelope. “So do I, ma’am”

“Good lad.” Timandra took to the air.

Zee went back to staring at the envelope.

Sallison said, “Well?”

Zee opened the envelope and pulled a smaller one from inside.

When he looked up, his expression was a combination of excitement, anticipation, and worry. “It’s from my parents.”

***

Back at the canyon, Zee and Sallison found Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet binding tight bales of dried grass.

Chirt said, “There you are. What was that all about?”

Zee had learned that Sallison didn’t like lying any better than he did, but they had already discussed their story, and Commandant Aureosa had helped. She said, “It was a meeting for the flight leaders of all the recruit flights. There was some confusion as to whether Zee or I was our flight leader, so they wanted me to come too.”

Mehmet asked, “What was it about?”

“Just the Trials and the order of the events.”

“Anything we need to know?”

“Not really. It was a waste of time, mostly.”

She looked to Zee, who was still distracted. He drew his thoughts back to the present. “It was. I’d have rather spent the time training.”

Mehmet pointed at the envelope in Zee’s hand. “Is that about the Trials?”

Sallison said, “It’s a letter from Zee’s parents.”

“Really?” said Jondon.

Zee gazed at it again. “Yeah.” Then he waved it as he stepped to his rucksack to slide it inside. “I’ll read it later.”

It was obvious he was nervous about it. As if to break the tension, Jondon waved a hand at one of the bales, which was tied to a post on a stand. “What do you think? We cut the grass from one of the fields, just like you said.”

Zee strode to it, where he punched and squeezed it. “This is great. How did you get them so tight?”

Chirt said, “Jondon squeezed them for the first binding, then sat on them for the second.”

Mehmet handed him a training sword. “Try it out.”

Zee hacked at the bale from the side, then thrust the sword into it. The bale gave just the right amount of resistance. Very much like stabbing a person, which, as gruesome as that was, had been the whole point. “Well done! We can use these for range practice, too.” They grinned, happy to have pleased their flight leader. “Let’s get them finished and have some lunch.”

What he really wanted to do, though, was read the letter—but he also didn’t. What if they were angry with him, as he’d feared? He frowned, forcing it out of his mind as best he could, and set to work.


Chapter 25

The sky marshall, commandant, and dean of magicks walked along the center of a great hall in the fourth dorm mount, the tap of Drogo’s cane beating out the tempo of their strides. One side was open to the sea, the stone ceiling supported by sturdy columns and built high enough that dragons could fly in and out if they pleased. They stopped by two enormous wooden doors, which Gold Class knights of the Royal Guard had begun pushing open at their approach. They entered, and the doors were pulled closed behind them.

Inside was a large windowless room lit by Empyrean lamps, sparsely furnished with simple chairs and tables. Three dragons stood in an open space, Vandalia, Venkatarama, and a large Royal Ebon with a version of the king’s slim crown attached to the top of a simple golden chanfron that extended down onto his forehead from his horns.

The king himself, Brevor mon lin Phan, was speaking with a shorter man who wore the unmistakable pointed hat and robes of the vizier to the king. Near the vizier stood a rare golden Greatwing.

They turned to the newcomers, and the king strode toward them holding up a finger. “No kneeling!” The vizier followed him, his elegant robes brushing the floor. The dragons trailed behind.

The three men stood where they were but bowed briefly. The king’s face held an expression of barely disguised wonder as he gazed at Drogo, searching his features as if trying to imagine the legendary Black Titan behind the weathered and scarred features of the elderly gentleman before him. The moment was brief, however, and he quickly regained his regal bearing. “Sky Marshall Slan hai Drogo, I presume.” He held out a hand. “Welcome back to life and to Triumf’s Citadel Academy.”

Drogo shook it, impressed by the firmness of the king’s grip. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’m honored to be here.”

The king introduced the dragons next. Drogo had met Vandalia and Venkatarama, but it was the first time he’d seen the king’s bondmate, Norrogaul, and the vizier’s, whose name was Quen. They and Drogo exchanged greetings. “And this is Vizier Ronal ahr Virdi,” King Phan continued.

The vizier’s smooth dark skin belied his age, which Drogo knew had to be close to eighty, and he held his head tipped back, scrutinizing the long-lost Sky Marshall with shrewd, hooded eyes. He also held his hands clasped behind his back, so Drogo did not attempt a handshake. Instead, he said, “Your Grace,” and bowed lightly. When he straightened, he spoke a traditional Kandahee greeting in the native language of Kandahal, the kingdom where the vizier had been born and raised.

The vizier’s features did not stir, but his dragon spoke the traditional reply. Only then did a nearly imperceptible smile form on the vizier’s lips. “Well met, Sky Marshall Drogo.”

“Thank you, Your Grace. I spent some time in Kandahal in my travels as a youth. It is a beautiful country.”

“Yes, it is.”

“I’m honored you would travel with the king to be here today. Handling the day-to-day affairs of the kingdom must keep you very busy.”

“It does indeed. His Majesty works me like a dog, but I must know what has been learned about these Wraiths, and I could not pass up the opportunity to meet the great Slan hai Drogo. “

In only a short time in the vizier’s presence, Drogo could already tell this was a man whose eyes saw all and whose sharp mind was always working on multiple levels. Drogo tipped his head at the compliment.

Norrogaul spoke in his deep, majestic voice. “Please take a seat, gentlemen. We have much to discuss.”

“How is the prince faring, Your Majesty?” asked Wanchoo as he lowered himself into one of the chairs arranged in a circle.

King Phan’s features gloomed over. “He wanted to come today, but he is still weak. His wound is not healing.”

Drogo said, “Wanchoo tells me the injury bears the taint of Hadeum.” Out of the corner his eye, Drogo noticed Vizier ahr Virdi making the sign of Zepiter over his heart, his fingers tracing one line angled up and inward, another to mirror it, and a third straight up the center to where the first two intersected, a representation of Zepiter’s trinity of earth, fire, and sky, altogether forming an upward-facing arrow. The man also wore a golden broach with the same symbol, indicating that he was a devout follower of the Church.

“Hadeum?” said the king. “Is that the red power wielded by the Wraiths?”

“It is, Your Majesty.” Drogo turned to the vizier. “Is there rot in the wound?”

“There is some, yes,” Virdi replied. “Our best healers are treating it, but it continues to fester. We have thus far been unable to stop it.”

“And the prince’s dragon?” Drogo asked.

“He is faring better than the prince.”

Drogo paused to pour himself a snifter of brandy from a decanter that sat upon a table in the center of the ring of chairs. He held it up to see if anyone else would like some. The vizier waved a hand, declining.

King Phan said, “I will have wine.” There were no servants in the room for this private meeting, so the king served himself. Wanchoo took tea, and Aureosa accepted a brandy from Drogo.

The sky marshall sat back, sipped his drink, then came to a decision. “I still retain some skill at healing and, as you know, I have some experience with the power of the red. I would be happy to take a look at the prince, if you like.”

The vizier hesitated. “I’m not certain that is a good idea.”

“Why is that?” asked the king.

“If I’m not mistaken, the sky marshall is offering to treat Hadeum wounds with Hadeum itself.”

All eyes went to Drogo, who replied, “Hadeum is the power of death, it is true, but conversely, it also holds the power of life and can be used to heal when applied properly. It is more effective than Empyrean alone.”

“There must be consequences, I’m sure.”

“If too much is used, yes, and I will admit it is difficult to control. There would be a risk if we decided to go that route, though how much I can use is limited these days…” He didn’t elaborate as the other men surely knew what he meant; since Mogon’s death, the limits on his power would be significant.

The king peered at the table, then took a breath and downed his wine in one gulp. “We will wait for now.” He refilled his glass. “But we may call upon you, should the situation become dire.”

Drogo replied, “I am at your service.”

Wanchoo said, “Sky Marshall Drogo, since your bond is broken, how do you access the red without your core?”

“By some miracle of the bond I once shared, my crucible remains, ruined and shriveled as it may be. It could have something to do Mogon and I having been Black Titans or sorcerers. Maybe both. I cannot forge a core, but I can still take in small amounts of Empyrean and Hadeum ore and perform some healing magicks.” That truth had shocked even Drogo when he’d realized it all those years ago after he’d dragged himself from a darkness filled with gloom and grief.

The vizier’s face retained its usual stony expression. “That is unprecedented, as far as I know.” He looked to Wanchoo.

“I have never heard of it happening either, Your Grace.”

They pondered a moment, then the king said, “Our time here is short.” He addressed the sky marshall. “You have revealed your identity to Zee Tarrow?”

“I have, Your Majesty. It went better than I expected.”

“I’m not surprised. He’s an exceptional lad. You have my most sincere thanks for bringing him and the kraken to the commandant’s attention. They have proven themselves indispensable.” He grew thoughtful, then brightened. “Sallison was present, as I requested?”

“She was,” Aureosa replied.

“She didn’t give you any trouble?”

“None, Sire.”

“I hear she has been somewhat of a discipline issue in Basic.”

“Nothing we can’t handle.”

Vizier Virdi said, “My nephew is doing well?

“Extremely. Yezi is top of the class, along with the princess and, now, Recruit Tarrow.”

The king said, “That is good to hear. We’ll need all of our best in the times to come.”

Virdi said, “And how did your little experiment go?”

Wanchoo and Aureosa both shifted in their seats and leaned forward. The dean of magicks was first to speak. “It was a rousing success, Your Grace.”

Aureosa said, “All of the lake caverns have hidden doors that can only be opened by a touch of one of the murfolk.”

The king blew out air. “This could change everything.”

The vizier remained visibly unaffected. “While rather substantial evidence, it will take more than that to convince the Church, and many in the corps, I’d imagine.”

Drogo said, “I’m working on that. Call it part of my duties as the new loremaster.”

The king said, “Aureosa and Wanchoo will make certain you have all the resources you need. If you require something they cannot provide, feel free to contact the vizier.”

Virdi nodded in agreement.

“Now,” said the king, “what have we learned about these Wraiths?”

Wanchoo set his cup of tea on its saucer. “We have some things to show you.”

***

Drogo, King Phan, and Vizier Virdi walked along wide aisles between rows of tables in a vast hall near the base of the fourth mountain, accompanied by Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo. Their dragons followed in single file, keeping their wings tucked tight.

Magickers worked at the tables, which were laid out with the corpses of Wraiths killed during the battle. Some took notes while inspecting the bodies with magnifying glasses, some worked at dissection, while others attended to bubbling equipment on a lab table.

Drogo stopped to study the belly plates of an enormous crab, leaning to peer at the glyphs seared into them.

Wanchoo said, “Do these symbols mean anything to you, Sky Marshall?”

“They do not, unfortunately.” He stood. “If the beast was not a revenant, I would imagine they held it in thrall, perhaps enhanced its strength and resilience.”

Venkatarama said, “We have been thinking the same. These were taken from the chasmclaw that attacked in the swimming lake. It was not a revenant.”

“They seem quite advanced.” Drogo wrinkled his nose. “They all have the taint of residual Hadeum.” He gazed over the other tables. “The entire room reeks of it. I sensed it as soon as we entered.”

Wanchoo said, “It took some time for us to acclimate to it well enough to focus on our work. We have discovered little and have spent most of our time cataloging the symbols.” He swept a hand over the many tables. “Everything else here was collected after the battle with the Wraiths. We have bodies of unbonded warriors and beasts, as well as bonded pairs. Not all of them bear glyphs, but we’re focused on transcribing everything from the ones that have them.”

“Some of the unbonded have the glyphs?”

“Yes, and that is most perplexing. Somehow, they were able to utilize the power of Hadeum even without a crucible or core. Some of their glyphs are different from those on the bonded pairs, others are exactly the same.”

They came to the body of a Wraith knight rider, his armor and clothing removed, his ribs split by a deep wound. “This was a Silver Class knight rider,” Wanchoo continued. “Like him, all of the bonded pairs have more of the glyphs, but each rider had the same, in the same placement.” He waved to a dragon laid upon a platform, being attended by more magickers. “Some of the beasts have more or fewer, but there appears to be a core of types used for each, all in the same positions on their bodies. It hasn’t been easy to diagram them as many of the glyphs were ruined by fire, ice, and ambergris lava in the battle, but we have enough specimens to have charted them all.”

Drogo reached tentatively to a glyph over the Wraith knight’s heart, then, with a doctor’s touch, took to prodding and stretching it. “Are they all branded in like this?”

“No. Some appear to have been carved into the skin and allowed to scar, while others are applied as tattoos. On the unbonded, some were merely drawn, as if intended to be temporary.”

“I suppose the manner of their application doesn’t matter as long as the glyph is properly designed and infused with ore to activate it, like any ward or enchantment.” Drogo stood straight, considering. “I’m going to try something. I’d ask you all to stand back.” They did not question and retreated a few steps, watching with interest.

The sky marshall held out a hand, then closed his eyes and breathed deeply, reaching inward. Nausea rose in his stomach, his chest burned cold, and his hand felt as if he’d been frostbitten. He heard intakes of breath and opened his eyes. His hand burned with a cold red flame, wreathed in wispy black shadow.

Sweat beaded upon Drogo’s face as he held on to the Hadeum, drawing what little resided in his ruined crucible. Slowly he moved his hand toward the symbol on the dead Wraith’s chest. Tendrils of red reached from Drogo’s hand to the glyph, and it began to glow with crimson light. Other glyphs on the body lit as well, spreading out over the torso, thighs, feet, and arms. As the symbols grew brighter, the flow of Hadeum from Drogo’s hand increased. He was no longer pushing the power into the glyphs, they were drawing it from him, and not just the Hadeum but wisps of yellow Empyrean as well, and airy tendrils of white—his very life force. He strained with effort.

Wanchoo shouted, “Drogo!”

But the sky marshall ordered, “Wait!”

More of the red, yellow, and white was drawn from Drogo, causing him to tremble. He bore it and noticed, nearly imperceptibly, the ends of the gash in the Wraith’s side began to knit and heal. At the center of the knight’s forehead, a glyph flashed crimson. Then the dead Wraith snatched Drogo’s wrist, its back arching, and it screamed. The Wraith jerked Drogo closer, so that their noses were only inches apart. Its eyes snapped open, staring right at him. It gasped, clenched its eyes shut in agony, and screamed again, still drawing on Drogo’s energy. The sky marshall’s body began to shake.

The power of a Red Titan’s core being ignited struck him, then Wanchoo grabbed him and pulled him away. The Wraith’s glyphs flashed as the threads of light broke, then dimmed and went out. A final breath wheezed from the Wraith’s lungs, its eyes clouded, and it stared at the ceiling in silent death once more.

Wanchoo’s hands glowed golden as he whispered words of healing. Drogo’s shaking diminished to a tremble, then was gone. He stood on his own volition, heaving for breath.

The king said, “Were you trying to reanimate it? What could we possibly learn from that?”

Drogo shook his head, staring at the body. “I haven’t nearly enough power to attempt that. I merely wished to see if the glyphs would react to Hadeum; if I could detect any clue as to their function and purpose.”

Wanchoo said, “But by virtue of the glyphs, it began drawing your life force itself and was becoming a revenant.”

Drogo swallowed to ease the dryness in his throat. He considered, eyes narrowed, peering at the dead Wraith. “Yes. That is what happened.” He turned to Wanchoo. “You say the Wraith sorcerer pair had these glyphs as well.”

“From as much as I could see on the parts of him that were visible, yes.”

“You sensed no other ore in the cores of any of the Wraith bonded pairs?”

“None.”

“And you have transcribed these symbols, with diagrams of their placement?”

“We began the task on the ship during our return journey and completed them this morning.”

“May I borrow them to study?”

Wanchoo thought for a moment. “I don’t see why not. We’ve gotten nowhere with them ourselves.”

***

Back in the chamber where they first met, King Phan asked, “Is there anything else I should know?”

Aureosa looked to Wanchoo, who said, “Not at the moment, Your Majesty. We will continue our studies.”

“Please do. We need to know everything we can about these Wraiths if we are to have any chance of defeating them.” His eyes met Aureosa’s. “Commandant, do whatever is necessary to ready our cadets and the Dragon Corps for war. Increase their training schedules even further if you require. Dean Wanchoo, make your combat magickers ready.” To both of them, he said, “I leave this all in your capable hands.”

Vizier Virdi spoke to the group. “We have heard not a whisper about the Wraiths since the prince was rescued, no attacks or appearances whatsoever, which in my mind is more foreboding than if they were active. They are preparing. For what, we do not know, but it cannot be good.”

The king addressed Drogo. “Be ready to do everything you can for Zee and Jessup once they get through the Trials. I fear we will need them, and the entire corps, sooner rather than later.”

The king stood silent and pensive. He glanced at the vizier, then said, “There is one more thing you should be aware of, gentlemen. Peleus, Mihir, you recall that as part of the Wraiths’ ransom demands for the release of the prince, they wanted Zepiter’s Heart.”

Aureosa replied, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

The king looked to Drogo, who said, “I’ve been made aware.”

“And you know what it is?”

“Zepiter’s Heart is an artefact that has been passed down in your family for many generations. It stores forged Empyrean, which can be fed to it over time. It’s in the form of a talisman that hangs on a necklace and lies directly below the heart. When activated, it’s said to be capable of replenishing even the depleted core of a Black Titan many times over and triple the power of its user’s defensive and attack Abilities. It can also be very dangerous. If used improperly and without great control, in can do immense harm to its users’ core.”

What Drogo didn’t tell them was there was a time when he and Mogon had considered stealing it, but even caught up in their passion for power as they were, could not bring themselves to do it.

“You can see why it is guarded so closely,” said the king. “I will admit to you now that I made two great mistakes on the mission to retrieve my son. One was to take the artefact with me. As a father, if our plan to rescue the prince had failed and it came down to it, I may have capitulated and given it to the Wraiths, regardless of the consequences.” He did not look up to gauge their reactions. “The other mistake was not to wear it in the battle that ensued. I had no idea, however, that we would encounter such might in the White Titan generals, let alone find ourselves up against a sorcerer who wielded the power of Hadeum.” Drogo and the others stayed silent as the king grew more pensive. “The reason I bring this all up is this: when we returned to port in da Chmilenko, it was discovered that Zepiter’s Heart was missing.”

Aureosa gasped. “Stolen?”

Vizier Virdi said, “It appears so, yes, and it has not been recovered. It would have taken someone with intimate knowledge of the wards that secured it on the high admiral’s ship, wards that should have given warning of their breach, as well as the combinations to the double vaults that contained it. That, or someone with significant skill at wardbreaking and safecracking.”

The king looked up, anger gleaming in his eyes. “Either a Wraith possessed of such skills somehow snuck upon the admiral’s ship without anyone noticing, or we have a traitor among us.”

Wanchoo said, “Who would do such a thing?”

“We have no suspects as of yet,” Virdi replied. “We are conducting a sweeping investigation, but it is a significant task, especially since it must be done with as much secrecy as possible. If knowledge of the theft leaked to the public, there would be panic, not to mention the damage done to the reputations of many.”

The commandant said, “We understand.”

Drogo said, “I will speak of this to no one.” He scratched his chin. “From what I know of the artefect, its full capacity is not known and could be limitless. How much forged Empyrean does it now hold?”

The king gazed at the floor, hands on his hips. When he spoke, it was softly. “It’s hard to know, exactly. Norrogaul and I have been charging it with ore on a weekly basis since it came into our possession decades ago, and I know my father never used it in battle. Since Tosh has been at peace, we have drained it only sparingly while practicing our skill in its use. It could contain as much as a hundred times the maximum capacity of our Red Titan core.”

Aureosa inhaled softly, Wanchoo shuffled where he stood, and Drogo said, “That is... significant.”

The king added, “The secrets of the artefact’s use are held closely by the mon lin Phan family, but if an enemy somehow learned them...”

They remained quiet for a time, then Wanchoo said, “If you need any help in the investigation, please call on any of us. I myself am no expert in thieving, but with my knowledge of wards, I would understand if I have come under suspicion.”

The vizier gazed at him with hooded eyes, his expression difficult to read. “We must consider all possibilities.”

King Phan said, “We have gotten nowhere with our investigation so far, so the vizier and his investigators would like to speak to you, as well as the commandant, but as far as I am concerned, you are both far above suspicion. I hope you understand.”

“Of course, Your Majesty,” Aureosa replied.

Virdi said, “We will take up as little of your time as possible. I know you are very busy, especially now.”

Wanchoo said, “I will cooperate in any manner you desire, as will Venkatarama.”

“I am sorry about this, my old friends,” said the king, heartfelt regret in his voice.

Wanchoo and Aureosa each clapped a fist to their heart. “For king and kingdom’s call.”

The king paused, then returned the salute of war. “Thank you.”

Virdi addressed Drogo. “You may go about your business, Sky Marshall. I’m sure you have preparations to make for the upcoming term. Thank you for coming today, and once more, welcome to the academy.”

“I am here to serve, Your Grace.”

The vizier bowed to Aureosa and Wanchoo, gesturing widely toward the exit. “If you will follow me, gentlemen.”

Aureosa said to Drogo, “I will have someone escort you to your new office. We’ll see you later this afternoon.”

“Thank you, Commandant.” Drogo watched as the group moved to where their dragons awaited at the door. It was only his first day, and already there was much to take in. He considered all that had transpired, from the meeting with Zee and the princess, and the dicovery of the murfolk doors, to the incident with the Wraith knight rider, and now the theft of one of the most powerful artefacts to exist in the known world, and from the high admiral’s own ship, no less.

Of all of it, it was the glyphs on the Wraiths’ bodies that occupied Drogo’s thoughts the most. He clutched his satchel, which now contained the diagrams Wanchoo’s magickers had made, and strode toward the door.


Chapter 26

Having given everyone a break after practicing archery and spear throwing, Zee sat on a rock outside the canyon entrance, speaking to Jessup through their bond. “Hmm... I think that’s everything.”

“That’s a lot.”

“Yes, it is.”

“And Slan hai Drogo will train us. That is exciting.”

“I know, right? The Slan hai Drogo.”

“Is there another one?”

“No, silly.” Zee reconsidered. “Well, not that I know of. I suppose someone could have had the same name...” He sensed Jessup’s amusement. “Argh. You tricky big kraken.”

“I want to start training with him now. And forging.”

“I know, so do I. But that’s not all we have to do to succeed. All that the other cadets know about us is we’re strong and we fight well. We have to prove we’re smart, too, and we can work with others in a team. Training with our flights now is a good way for us to do that.”

“I know.”

“I know you do. You just like to mess with me.”

“I only do that because it’s funny.”

“Funny big kraken.” Zee remembered one other thing. “Hey, there’s something else.”

“Hay is for horses.”

“I seriously need to have a talk with Fennix.”

“Not sorry, but what else?”

“I got a letter from my parents.”

“What does it say?”

“I haven’t read it yet.”

“Then read it.”

“All right, but I thought I’d read it with you.”

“Read it now.”

“I thought maybe tonight, after—”

“Now, Zee.”

“I knew you’d say that.” He reached into his rucksack. “I have it right here.” He started opening the letter.

Jessup said, “Hurry. I’m dying of anticipation.”

“Hold your horses.”

“I don’t have any horses.”

“You don’t need any ‘hey,’ then, do you?”

Jessup paused. “Well played, Zee. Well played.”

Zee unfolded the letter.

“Don’t start reading without me!”

“I’m not!” He took a deep breath. “Okay, here we go.”

Dearest Zee, the nice young knight who delivered your letter was kind enough to write this reply. You can’t imagine our surprise when a dragon knight landed in the yard and told us he had a letter from you.

Jessup interjected, “I can imagine.”

“Hush!”

We are so proud of you. We can’t pretend to know all you’ve gone through, but just knowing you’re alive and well and living your dream brings us incredible joy.

Zee sighed with relief. They weren’t angry with him after all. Whatever the letter might say from then on, he was happy.

We have no idea how you got into the academy or obtained a stipend from the king, and the knight who came didn’t either. We imagine you must have done something courageous and kind. To those who know you best, we’re sure that comes as no surprise. You have always had a kind heart and a yearning to serve others, two of your most admirable qualities. We just hope whatever you did wasn’t anything too dangerous.

Jessup said, “If they only knew.”

“Seriously. I’m glad they don’t. We’ll have to tell them one day, though.”

“You can tell them. I will wait outside.”

“Coward.”

“In this, yes.”

We are doing well. No health problems, knock on wood. The stipend is incredible. You did not have to do that, son. And please thank Jessup for us as well. We’ll use some to do repairs on the house and farm and to get some nice new tools and work clothes, but that will only take a fraction of even this first payment. The rest we’re going to save for you and Jessup, should you ever need it. We promise to spend some in case of emergency because we know you’d be upset with us if we didn’t. You should keep the rest for yourself going forward. Buy yourself something nice. Jessup too.

“Fish!” Jessup cried.

“Hush, greedy kraken, there’s more. And you can catch your own fish.”

We want you to know that we are so very sorry about what happened with Jessup. We were relieved more than you can know to learn that you haven’t held that against us all these years and absolutely thrilled that the two of you found each other again and are together now.

We know you are very busy, but when you have a break, please come visit us. I’m sure Midge would love to see you, too. Yes, she is alive and well and showing no signs of leaving us anytime soon.

“Midge!” Jessup shouted with joy. “This makes me very happy.”

“Me too. I can’t wait to see her. We’ll go beachcombing together.” Zee felt Jessup’s emotions through the bond. “Jessup, are you crying?”

It took a second for Jessup to respond. “Maybe. But it’s the good kind.”

***

Jessup used a long arm to wipe his big eyes, then looked up from where he sat along the edge of the lake in the cavern. Fennix and the other dragons in their flight were lined up and staring at him. Jessup blinked, then pointed to one of his wet eyes. “Happy tears.” They all still stared.

***

Zee pressed a palm to his eyes, drying his own tears of gladness. He put the letter back in his rucksack, gathered himself with a deep breath, and headed back into the canyon.

Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet were engaged in a sparring match, three on one against Sallison. They worked together well, stepping in to attack in turn in an attempt to keep her on her heels and land a killing or disabling blow. It appeared to be working until Sallison disarmed Mehmet with a twist of her blade, whipped her training sword across Jondon’s stomach in a lightning-quick swing, then parried a lunge from Chirt and stabbed her in the heart. The blunt blade couldn’t penetrate Chirt’s training armor, but it knocked the wind out of her and dropped her on her back.

Sallison caught sight of Zee. “Is everything okay?

“Everything’s great. How are you all doing?”

Chirt wheezed, clutching her chest. “Terrible.”

Zee grabbed up his training sword. “Let’s see what we can do about that.”


Chapter 27

Fennix led his flight with no less fervor than Zee, and their training was just as rigorous and organized. They spent time meditating, running, flying, swimming, practicing for the Freestyle Formation event over the sea, drilling, and honing their skills for the Natural Projectile, Carrier, Boulder Roll, and Speeder Slalom events. They also studied for the Aptitude Test, which for the beasts would be verbal, administered by beast instructors with their riders taking notes.

That afternoon, Fennix was throwing out questions to the group. Jessup’s arm was first in the air every time, and his answers were always correct. Finally, Fennix said, “Not you, kraken. Give the dragons a chance.”

Jessup rolled his eyes with a dramatic sigh and dropped his arm, then turned to face the others, crossed his front arms, and stared at them.

Fennix asked, “When approaching a Navy transport in a flight, what is the proper address to request landing privileges and then the correct order of alighting on deck?”

No one offered to answer.

Bryceus shuffled under the kraken’s gaze. “That’s not helping.”

Fennix replied, “We will all be under pressure during the test. This is a suitable way to help you overcome it. Even if it is a little strange.”

“And creepy,” Jodan added.

Jessup’s lips lifted in a crooked smile.

Mirakle raised a front claw, then gave the correct answers, word for word from what they had been taught.

“Perfect!” said Fennix. “You see? Mirakle isn’t daunted by a kraken’s evil gaze.”

Mirakle said, “Yes, I am.”

“But you overcame it. Okay, next question...”

***

After spending the afternoon on sparring and weapons training and going for a run, Zee’s flight had eaten dinner and were cleaning up while Zee gathered a clipboard and pencil. After tonight they had four days before Trials began. They’d been going through pretty much the same routine every day, and he was thinking they needed to mix things up to work their muscles and minds in different ways. Seeing Dr. Aenig again had given him the idea. His old teacher had done the same thing with his studies.

Zee called them together and explained his plan, then said, “Okay, I want everyone to come up with things we should do. It can be just for exercise, but try to think of things that will challenge us and build our skills working as a team.”

Jondon said, “Sleep!,” and Mehmet offered, “Eat!”

Zee narrowed his eyes at them, lips pursed.

Chirt said, “Beat Jondon and Mehmet with sticks!”

Zee laughed, as much at their reactions to her as what she’d said. “Come on, let’s brainstorm. Use your imaginations. No idea is too ridiculous, as long as it has merit.”

Zee took notes while they threw out ideas with enthusiasm, smacking each other on the arms and shoving. That was just what Zee wanted. They were doing incredibly well with their training, and he was proud of them, but this was just what they needed now. And so did he. He was good at keeping a strict routine and doing repetitive activities himself, but he enjoyed new challenges as well.

Sallison contributed a few ideas of her own, then gave up and let the others fight it out. She flashed Zee a wide grin. For the first time since he’d met her, he didn’t look away from those eyes. He drank them in, felt the full weight of their gaze. And he liked the way they made him feel.

Sallison’s gaze steered away from him once more, but the feeling lingered.

***

Slan hai Drogo sat eating a bowl of soup at the table in his cottage, the diagrams of glyphs and their placement on the bodies of the Wraith riders and beasts that Wanchoo had lent him spread over the table.

It had been a long day of administrative duties, setting up his office, and meetings. Drogo would be teaching history of military strategy and possibly murfolk lore. It was a light load, even with academic classes being cut back to make time for more training, but he would be spending the rest of his time with Zee and Jessup. Until his true identity was revealed, he would be known as Dr. Aenig, which, after telling Zee who he really was, felt both strangely wrong and comforting at the same time.

He'd been invited to dinner by Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo but had begged off, saying he was tired from the day, which was true. The incident with the Wraith knight had taken it out of him. Wanchoo’s healing had helped, but he felt weak and out of sorts. It would take some days of meditation and rest for him to recover fully.

Before he’d left them, they’d informed him that their interviews with the vizier and his investigators had gone well. They’d been asked general questions about the trip on the high admiral’s ship, then were released with profuse thanks for their time.

Drogo was relatively confident the vizier was considering all possibilities, which would include that it was possible the thief, or thieves, had not taken Zepiter’s Heart for the Wraiths at all, but used the cover of battle to steal it for themselves or someone else they were working for. That could include anyone in Tosh, or even a foreign power, and supposed allies could not be ruled out.

The vizier indeed had his work cut out for him. Without evidence found at the scene, an eyewitness, or someone cracking under pressure in an interrogation, finding the culprit would be extremely difficult. There was a spell of honesty that could be applied, but it was used very sparingly for a number of reasons. Few magickers were allowed to learn it, it did not last more than a few minutes, it could only be used on one person at a time, and casting it two or three times a day was about all any magicker could handle. It was considered a violation of an individual’s rights as well, so was reserved for use only under the most extreme circumstances.

The sad truth, Drogo knew, was they might not discover who had the artefact until the perpetrator used it. And then, unless they were sympathetic to Tosh, it would be too late. It seemed unlikely that the thief was merely a collector who wanted to display the Heart under glass.

Drogo put the theft and investigation out of his mind, set his half-eaten bowl of soup to the side, and returned to poring over the sheets of glyphs and diagrams. He examined page after page, compared them side by side, and scribbled notes furiously. The obsessiveness he had once known so well had gripped him once more. After a time, a pattern began to form in his mind, and a plan. He’d need to return to the laboratory and perform tests when no one else was around before he could complete his theory, however, let alone try to put it into practice.

Unknown to the others who had been in the laboratory with the bodies of the Wraiths, the knight rider he had revived had not been a mindless revenant, a mere animated corpse. When it opened its eyes, they had been clear, and there’d been intelligence there. It had been coming back to life. Drogo was sure of it.

He retrieved a fresh sheet of paper and began drawing a diagram of his own.

***

Jessup was just dozing off when he began to feel nauseous. He was wondering what he could have eaten to cause it when red flames exploded in his mind, freezing cold and profane. The dream was back. The nightmare of the four red eyes in the dark.

Only this time they appeared in a smeared, undulating shadow of the deepest darkness. The image was not clear, but they may have been among crags of rock, and Jessup felt a pressure as well, almost as if they’d summoned him to the bottom of the sea.

“Stronger,” the fell voice said again. Then once more, louder.

The inky figure pulsed, the red eyes flashing, as the pair sparked their core. A concussion of power struck like many Red Titan pairs igniting their cores at once, a blast of freezing cold and searing heat with so much force Jessup feared it might cave in his shell.

“STRONGER!” they roared.

More pulses of agonizing energy rolled off them, faster and faster. The atmosphere of the dream vibrated, rumbled, growing louder, threatening to rattle Jessup’s brain to jelly. The kraken’s fear was replaced by rage. He roared back at them in his wrath. And Jessup’s world began to shake.

“Jessup!”

Jessup woke, thrashing, to find Fennix standing before him, panic in his eyes. “It’s an earthshake!”

Water splashed from the lake as the cavern quaked. Their flight members were flying out through the dust and falling stone. “We have to get out!”

Fennix turned, lifting his wings to escape. A great crack sounded from above. Jessup lunged for his friend, and the ceiling came down.

***

Zee jerked awake, drenched in sweat from the nightmare of the red rider and beast shouting, ordering, “Stronger!” Then they had sparked their core, and the world began to break apart.

Zee realized he was being shaken awake by Jondon. But it wasn’t just the big man that shook him. It was the earth itself.

The others were up and crying out in alarm. Sallison pushed them in the direction of the entrance. “Go! Get out of the canyon!”

Jondon yanked Zee to his feet and half carried him in a sprint, the ground trembling beneath their feet. The big tree at the center of the canyon swayed, leaves shaken from its limbs fluttering down in the air. Rocks tumbled from the cliffs above. Dust filled the air, even as they made it out of the canyon entrance. They continued until they were clear of the high stone cliffs, coughing, heaving for breath, and trying to stay on their feet on the shifting ground.

The earthshake abated, there was a final jerk and a groan deep in the earth, then all was still.

Sallison shouted, “Is everyone all right?!” She checked on Mehmet and Chirt, who were trembling but uninjured. Jondon set Zee on a rock, then placed his hands on Zee’s shoulders. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” he replied. And he was, except for being confused, and he still felt the fell power of the red. Those voices, and those eyes. He shuddered, now convinced these were more than dreams. They were visions, and communication. But from whom? Where were they, what did they want, and what did they mean by “Stronger”? Then a thought struck him like a cold fish to the face. They had ignited their core and made the world shake...

Zee’s thoughts spiraled down a twisting rabbit hole of possibility, but he yanked them back. He’d worry about it later. Right now his flight needed him. He stood, then noticed a trickle of red on Jondon’s forehead. He pushed him toward a low boulder. “Sit down.” He examined Jondon’s scalp.

“What is it?” the big man asked. Jondon felt the wound and came away with red on his fingers. It didn’t seem to bother him, though.

Zee said, “It looks like just a nick, but are you feeling all right?”

“I’m good.”

Then Sallison was there, examining the wound and checking Jondon’s eyes. “Are you dizzy? Or feeling nauseous?”

“Seriously, I’m fine,” he insisted. “It’s just a little bump.” He tried to stand, but Sallison and Zee each took a shoulder and pushed him back down. “Just sit for a bit.”

He leaned forward, hands on his knees. Mehmet and Chirt joined them.

Sallison took a deep breath and blew it out. “That was scary.”

The thought of Jessup, Fennix, and their flight leapt into Zee’s mind. They were in the cavern. He called out through the bond.

***

Rocks tumbled away from a pile and Jessup shoved up and out. He dug around and pulled Fennix up, who had been sheltered beneath him.

“Phew,” said Fennix. “Thank you for that.”

“Thank you for waking me,” Jessup replied. “You should have gotten out with the others.”

“Fat chance of that.”

“What’s a ‘fat chance’?’” Jessup asked.

“It means highly unlikely. Let’s get out of here.”

Zee’s voice rang threw the bond. “Jessup! Are you all right?”

“We’re okay.”

Jessup felt relief flood through the bond. “We are too. That was the strongest earthshake I think I’ve ever felt.”

“It was a good one.”

“Are you still in the cavern?”

“We’re leaving now.”

***

Zee trusted his kraken friend was all right, but he wanted desperately to run to him and see for himself. He fought the urge and got it under control. If he did such a thing, it was possible he and Jessup could be disqualified from the Trials.

Through the gap in the trees above, the night sky was clear, with stars and the twin moons shining bright. Cadet pairs swarmed around the high peaks of the dorm mounts, having taken to the air to escape their caves during the earthshake. Zee gazed in the direction of the coast. “Everybody okay to walk?”

***

Fennix shook himself, raising a cloud of dust, as Jessup crawled over the lip from the cavern lake to the edge of the sea. The other dragons of their flight flocked close in the air, asking if they were injured. Fennix and Jessup assured them they were fine.

Fennix glanced back at the cavern. “We’re lucky the whole thing didn’t come down on us.” Then he turned back to see Jessup staring at the sea, and paused. The water level was dropping on an unnaturally fast outgoing tide.

Their eyes met in sudden realization and they cried out together, “Titanwave!”


Chapter 28

Zee and the others hiked to a clearing at the top of a hill that looked out over the coastline and sea. There were rocks tumbled here and there, and a few trees tipped with roots sticking up. To their left below was the harbor and town within the fortified cliffs of the caldera. Closer was the line of shacks with their little ramshackle piers. It was hard to tell from this distance, but it didn’t appear that any buildings or piers had collapsed. To the right, the outer cliffs of the caldera met the foot of the mountains, with the pass that went to the base of the first mountain where Zee and Jessup’s cavern would be.

There was something odd about the sea beyond the cliffs and walls. It was glassy smooth, perfectly reflecting the moons and stars, and it looked low.

Zee’s eyes moved up toward the horizon. It was darker and higher than it should be.

“Oh, no...” Sallison uttered.

Mehmet’s voice trembled. “Is that a titanwave?”

Zee and Sallison looked to each other but said nothing.

Jondon said, “Should we go higher?”

“We should be fine up here,” Sallison replied. “We’re well above the height of the outer rim of the caldera that shields the harbor and town. Let’s watch, but be ready to run.”

He called to his bondmate, “Jessup, do you see it?!”

Jessup’s reply came quickly, but there was no fear in his voice. “Yes. We’ll be fine. Are you high enough?”

“I think so.”

Zee looked in the direction of the citadel and fields, but the view was blocked by the hills and trees. The sky, however, was teeming with dragons, singly and with riders.

One pair spotted them, and Zee recognized Tem’s golden armor and Timandra’s Greatwing profile and green scales.

The pair headed straight toward them, Timandra calling out, “Are you all right, recruits?!”

Zee waved and shouted back. “We’re okay!”

Timandra skidded to a landing on the ridge where they stood, Tem hopping down before she’d come to a stop. The group moved to salute as he jogged to them, but he waved them down. “Jessup and Fennix?”

“They’re okay, too, and they know what’s coming.” He indicated the approaching wave. It may have been a trick of perspective, but it appeared to be growing taller.

Timandra said, “This isn’t good.”

Sallison said, “Is there much damage at the academy? Is anyone hurt?”

“Not too much. From what little we saw and heard before we came looking for you, there have been no major injuries.”

Chirt said, “What should we do?”

“Wait and watch,” said Timandra. “And be ready to aid anyone who needs it.”

Every bell in town began ringing at once, and sirens wailed from ships in the harbor. People were fleeing the docks, and villagers running from town for the higher ground of the academy fields. At the far end of the harbor, the great gates were closing. Below, cadet pairs swooped down to carry people further inland by the dozens.

The swell on the horizon grew taller, and closer.

Sallison grunted in frustration. “I wish there was something we could do.”

“Me too,” Zee replied. Then he had a thought—maybe there was. He eyed the approaching titanwave, a crazy idea forming in his mind. He reached out to Jessup.

A dragon’s roar shook the night like thunder, high above and back over the academy fields. Tem leapt upon Timandra.

“Wait!” Zee cried. “You have to take me to Jessup.”

“Absolutely not,” said Tem.

“We can help!”

Timandra said, “How?”

Zee thrust a finger out beyond the lip of the caldera. “By stopping that wave.”

The pair looked shocked, then appeared to converse through their bond.

Tem ran a hand over his face, and groaned. “All right. Climb on.”

Timandra lowered herself. “We could all get into a lot of trouble for this.” Zee climbed up behind Tem.

Sallison said, “Zee, what are you doing?!”

“We’ll be all right,” he replied. “Stay safe. See you soon.”

Timandra leapt to the air, leaving them all gaping.

***

Commandants Aureosa and Vandalia Streaked through the sky like golden comets. With them were Wanchoo and Venkatarama, Amoxtli clinging tight to one of Rama’s horns, and behind followed at least two hundred White, Gold, and Silver Class pairs, including every magicker pair they could rustle up in such a short time.

They flew out over the harbor and walled ridge and stopped over the sea several hundred yards from the island. They inspected the bulging horizon. It was a titanwave, all right. There was a protocol for dealing with titanwaves, and in his time here Aureosa had dealt with them before. This one, however, was already higher and coming faster than any they had seen.

They scanned the sea while Venkatarama shouted orders to the magicker pairs, but saw no ships in the vicinity. Then something caught their eyes below that could only be Zee and Jessup, speeding through the waves along the coast.

Aureosa traded glances with Wanchoo, then Vandalia ordered the gathered pairs to hold their positions. The two Red Titan Class pairs dove toward the kraken and murman.

***

Zee sat with two feet braced on thorns extended from Jessup’s shell above his brow while hanging on to two others. He spied the commandants and deans of magicks coming, and gathered his thoughts.

Vandalia cried out as they grew closer, “Recruits Tarrow and Jessup, what in Zepiter’s blazes are you doing. You could be expelled!”

Zee greeted them quickly. “Ma’am, sirs, we think we can help. Please, just listen.” Zee explained as succinctly as he could, while keeping one eye on the wall of water growing closer and higher by the second. He let them know he’d read about the procedures for dealing with titanwaves, and knew it was not that reliable. Then he told them how he believed he and Jessup could assist them in stopping it, or at least reducing its force.

The commandants and deans discussed it briefly, then Vandalia said, “As commandants, it is our responsibility to safeguard this island and those upon it. In times of emergency, we are given authority to use any and all means to do so. We are hereby overriding the stipulations requiring you two to stay separated until after Trials. Now make haste. And you’d better hope this works.” With that, they Streaked back to the gathered knight pairs above.

Venkatarama roared, “Magickers! To us!”

Zee and Jessup had already sparked their core and were speeding into deeper water, toward the approaching wave.

Jessup watched the sea bottom as they went, stopping where it angled more steeply into the deep. He and Zee immediately formed a Water Shield and began to shape it into a wedge. Forming a Shield wedge was something the magickers would do to aid in displacing a wave such as this—but as Zee had learned when Wanchoo and Venkatarama had tried to trap the chasmclaw when the monster crab had attacked recruits and cadets in the swimming lake, theirs could not extend underwater. Zee and Jessup’s Shield could.

Though they stayed at the surface, they extended the bottom of the wedge downward while widening it, and rooted it to the seabed forty feet below. The wedge was not wide enough to serve the purpose, and though the top rose thirty feet above the waves, the approaching titanwave appeared to already be higher than the walled ridge that protected the harbor. Zee and Jessup poured all the core power they could into the Shield wedge, but they reached their limit of increasing its size. It was time for the second part of their plan.

Not only could they form their Shield underwater, they were sorcerers, which meant they could do anything magickers could do.

“We’re ready!” Zee shouted to Deans Wanchoo and Venkatarama, who hovered nearby.

Wanchoo enhanced the volume of his voice with his bond to be heard over the growing roar of the approaching wave. “Be prepared! This will feel like you are mining too much ore, too fast. You need to divert the power into your Ability as fast as it comes into your crucible. We will start slowly.”

The titanwave was coming fast, and as it did, the water level where they floated was dipping more quickly. Jessup roared, his mouth above the water. “Don’t hold back! There’s no time!”

Wanchoo aimed his glowing wand at the kraken and murman pair, and light flowed to them in a beam, bathing them in golden light.

Zee jolted at the sheer strength of it. Wanchoo was right. It did feel like mining, but this was forged Empyrean ore from a Red Titan core. It forced itself into Zee and Jessup’s crucible through the channels that went from the bottoms of Zee’s feet, the palms of his hands, and his forehead. The channels expanded painfully wide, and the forged ore burned far hotter than when they mined unprocessed ore from the Empyreal Plane. As an automatic response, Zee envisioned the Mariseal Plane, drawing a trickle of Marisean in along with the forged ore from the deans of magicks. It reduced the heat to a tolerable level, though barely.

At the same time, Zee directed the incoming Empyrean into Abilities, and the Shield wedge grew. Higher, thicker, denser, and wider.

Zee cried out, “More!” The deans increased the flow, then other magickers joined in, lending their power as well. Zee and Jessup groaned at the pressure, feeling like their crucible might explode. They poured all their strength and will into pushing it through to Abilities while at the same time shaping the wedge and making it larger and stronger. It continued to spread, to rise, to harden, its foundation to root deeper into the seabed, and its forward edge to sharpen.

***

The commandants and the knight pairs took position out in front of the Shield wedge, stacked in rows in the shape of a V, forming a wedge of their own in the sky. Though the great wall of destruction roared closer, none could resist glancing back to witness what was by far the mightiest application of a Shield Ability any of them had ever seen.

The top of the wedge had grown higher than the caldera ridge, and as wide as the harbor itself. The Water Shield had taken on the shape of a ship’s prow, though far larger than any ship that could possibly exist.

***

From her vantage point high in the hills, Sallison could see over the caldera ridge that protected the harbor to Zee and Jessup and the magickers, and over the top of the Shield wedge to the upper portion of the formation of knight pairs out in front of it. The great wave rose higher as it rushed toward them, as if reaching to snatch the knight pairs from the sky. The roar of it shook the air and caused the ground beneath them to tremble.

She marveled at the sheer size of the Shield wedge. At the center of its base, Zee and Jessup were little more than a smudge of bright light, glowing with the power being lent to them by the magickers.

She didn’t hear the dragon approach, only felt the wind of its wings as it landed next to her. It was the superintendents, Lora aye Hyooz and her Royal Crimson bondmate, Phidgers, with Slan hai Drogo in the passenger’s saddle. They stared in amazement at the massive Shield wedge. Neither Sallison nor the others in her recruit flight bothered to salute.

“Good gracious,” said Phidgers. “Is that the murman and kraken pair?”

It was Drogo who answered, a touch of pride in his voice. “It certainly is.”

Hyooz didn’t take her eyes off the Shield and approaching wave as she said, “This violates the provisional clause of their admission contract,” but there was little authority in her voice.

Sallison said, “Superintendent, ma’am, we did see them speak with the commandants and deans of magicks.”

Hyooz and Phidgers appeared relieved. Phidgers said, “All should be well, then.”

Hyooz added, “As well as can be with that thing barreling toward us.”

The titanwave was like a living beast, screaming in a headlong rush to destroy all in its path.

Jondon reflexively put his arms around Chirt and Mehmet, who did not resist. Sallison took hold of Mehmet’s arm, and they all held their breath.

Sallison tried to comprehend the discipline and bravery it took for the knight pairs to remain steadfast in the path of such sheer destructive force. But the riders and dragons were bonded. They had each other. That had to make all the difference.

The wave rushed closer until it look as if it would smack all the pairs from the sky, then break them and drown them in its grip.

All at once, incited by an order that could not be heard over the roar of the titanwave, the knight pairs loosed their most powerful attack Abilities.

The result was blinding, the boom like a thousand cannons fired at once. A great vertical swath of the wave was blown apart by the power of their simultaneous attacks. But the water slapped back together, splashing great spouts and mist in all directions. It had been weakened, but only slightly, and it had not slowed. The pairs shot higher just in time for the wave to pass below on its way to the Shield wedge.

***

Zee and Jessup roared with the strain of holding the Shield while continuing to accept the power from the magickers and pass it through. The pain was nearly unbearable at this point, but Zee would not use even a small amount of their core or the magickers ore to ease their misery with sufferance. If the Shield failed, and the caldera ridge was broken, the shipyard and town would be destroyed, and people would die. It had to hold. Nothing else mattered.

Zee barely heard the muffled boom of the knight pairs loosing their attack, or Venkatarama roaring, “Brace yourselves!”

Zee clenched his eyes and screamed. The wave striking the Shield shook him to the bone. His teeth clacked shut, and he bit his tongue, but still, he and Jessup held on.

***

Drogo sucked in breath as the wave struck the Shield. The sound was earthshaking. Seawater sprayed high into the air, first where the wedge split the wave at the center, then out in a cascade along each side. Water rolled over the top like a swarm of beasts over a rampart, and splashed down upon the magickers. They’d summoned Shields above them, but for a precious moment they were gone from sight.

Then the over-splash subsided. They had held their positions. The Shield wedge had not budged, but then in a blink, it was gone. The sea heaved and sloshed. A hump re-formed, rolling at speed toward the ridge of the caldera, but the greatest portion of the wave’s momentum had been redirected out to the sides. Knight and magicker pairs sped toward the base of the mounts to attack what remained of the wave and to shield the land as best they could.

The ridge of the caldera did not shake as the wave collided, but water splashed high into the sky. A surge swept through the great gates at the far end of the harbor, and seawater flowed into the other end through the pass, but the worst that happened was ships being rocked and knocked about. The piers held. The water that flowed over the wharf was little more than a minor flood, and it did not get far. There would be some repairs and mopping up to be done, but the danger was past.

Zee and Jessup bobbed on the rocking sea, looking back toward the walled caldera ridge they had saved.

Drogo spoke softly, as if to himself. “Well done, lads.”

Superintendents Hyooz and Phidgers spoke as one. “They did it...”

Mehmet shouted, “They did it!” Jondon and Chirt grabbed each other and jumped up and down. “Hurrah! Hurrah!”

Sallison threw an arm in the air. “Hurrah!”

The same cry rose in a multitude of voices from the edge of town and the fields below. “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!” The cry was repeated, echoed by dragon and rider pairs that filled the sky. “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!


Chapter 29

Zee and Jessup had been exhausted after their encounter with the titanwave, not only from the extreme effort of channeling the magickers’ power and forming and bracing the Shield wedge, but also from the barrage of congratulations and thanks that followed.

Aureosa had explained there would most likely be follow-up waves, but they should be of much-reduced strength and size, and the knight and magicker pairs would take care of them. When Zee and Jessup had offered to help clean up in the shipyard and town, they been ordered to return to their recruit flights and focus on prep for the Trials.

As they split up and made their ways back to where their flights were waiting, Jessup brought up the dream with the Wraith Kings, as he and Zee had begun to call them. They had no doubt the pairs of red eyes were the same as they’d seen in the teleportation vortex when the White Titan sorcerers had escaped with what was left of the Wraith forces after the battle. They had no idea if they really were the kings of the Wraiths, but calling them the Wraith Kings was easier than “the four red eyes of flame in that vortex.”

Speaking through their bond, Jessup said, “Next time it starts, we should try to block it. Maybe like when we block our feelings from one another.”

“Good idea,” Zee replied. “When it happens again, we’ll reach out to each other and try to do it together.”

Jessup was quiet a moment. “Zee, you think that the dream, the earthshake, and the titanwave were connected?”

Zee’d been thinking the same thing. “The earthshake most certainly caused the titanwave. But whether the Wraith Kings could do something like that... I just don’t know.”

“I hope not, because if they can...” Jessup’s voice trailed off, then he added, “I hope I’m wrong.”

“Me too. I didn’t think of bringing the dreams up to the commandants or deans of magicks, but I will next time. I should tell Drogo, too. They might be able to help.”

“Good idea, smart tiny murman.”

When they met with their flights, they each had to go through another round of enthusiastic congratulations and expressions of gratitude as well as answer a flurry of questions.

Jessup reported there’d been some damage to the cavern and its contents, from both the earthshake and the surge of water from the remnants of the titanwave, but Dame Toomsil and Peloquin had come to check on them and said she would send magickers who were skilled in such things to inspect its structure and strengthen the stone if needed.

The damage in the canyon, however, was much worse, but not because of the earthshake. Someone had destroyed nearly all of their training equipment.

Sallison, Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon stood with mouths open in disbelief, but Zee wasn’t as shocked as they were. Even though he and Jessup had proven once again to be heroes, he knew very well there were still people on the island who hated the murman and kraken in their midst.

Jondon lifted a torn-open sandbag while eyeing the broken sparring dummies and puller sets. “Who would do this?”

Sallison was steaming with anger. “Donnicky, for one, or any of his flight.”

Zee hefted the shattered post of a fencing dummy. “There are teeth and claw marks. Whoever did it, there was a dragon involved.”

Chirt said, “It could have been any of the twosies that conspired with Donnicky’s flight when they attacked you that night in the tent.”

Mehmet said, “I wouldn’t put this past my brother or sister, either.”

Sallison growled. “We need to file a report and get academy security or Marine Force Military Police up here. They might find some evidence we wouldn’t know to look for, and there can’t be that many people who know about this place.”

Zee dropped the broken post and clapped dust from his hands. “I don’t know...”

“Why not?”

“I think we should go on like it never happened. Act like it’s had no effect on us at all.”

Mehmet said, “Oh... that’s not a bad idea. If it was my brother or sister, or both, that would frustrate them more than if we made a big fuss or tried to use it as an excuse.”

“Right,” said Zee. “We can fix what we really need. It shouldn’t take that long, and working on projects together is good training in itself.”

Sallison was coming around to their point of view. “I guess that’s a pretty good plan. I’ll still beat the slugslime out of whoever did this if I ever find out.”

“And we’ll watch,” said Jondon.

Chirt reached up and punched him in the arm, eliciting a squeak.

Though it was the middle of the night, Zee was starting to get a second wind, and none of the rest of them seemed tired after the experience of the titanwave. “Anyone up for some late-night carpentry and sandbag sewing?”

Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt stood to attention. “Sir, yes, sir!”

Sallison said, “How can I say no to the murman who defeated the largest titanwave Triumf’s Island has seen in an age?”

Mehmet said, “The Mighty Titanwave Slayer.”

“The Wave Warrior,” said Chirt.

Jondon contributed with, “The Water Waster!”

Chirt scrunched up her nose at him. “You are a total suckfish at this.”

He held up his hands, “I thought it was clever.”

“Whatever. Come on, clever suckfish, let’s fix some stuff.”

For several bells, they cleaned up the mess and put things back together from miscellaneous pieces and parts that were salvageable. The result wasn’t pretty, but it would serve the purpose. Then Zee led them through a deep meditation session, after which they finally got some sleep.

***

The next few days passed quickly for Zee and Jessup, the both of them being able to focus solely on final preparation for the Trials. For the most part, anyway.

When the nightmare of the Wraith Kings came again, they connected with one another, sharing their will and resolve in their dream state, and were able to shut it down. Then, when it began a third time, they managed to block it as soon as they felt the nausea of the red. After that, the dream interrupted their sleep no more.

Zee’s flight continued with strength and endurance training, worked on their forms with swords and other weapons, practiced with bow and spear, trained in their armor, swam every day, and meditated regularly. Zee mentioned to Sallison that he was impressed by how well the others were doing. The grumbling had reduced greatly, and they were working well together, demonstrating determination and extra effort.

Sallison said, “Almost like a real flight.”

Zee grinned, watching Jondon snatch up Chirt and throw her into a pile of straw. “Almost.”

Regular training was broken up by the “fun” activities they’d all come up with. The first night they tried Mehmet’s pyramid, with Jondon and Sallison at the bottom on hands and knees, then Zee and Mehmet, then Chirt on top. Once they were stable, Chirt had stood up—only to have Jondon and Sallison suddenly roll away from each other, bringing them all down in a screeching pile.

After they’d finished groaning and laughing, it was decided the pyramid was too easy. Using the tree as support, they had Sallison climb up and stand on Jondon’s shoulders, then Zee up on hers, then Mehmet, and though Chirt complained about the height, they convinced her to climb to the top. They each clung to the ankles of the one standing on their shoulders, and once they stopped swaying and shouting at each other, Jondon took a step away from the tree, then another. Zee had known Jondon was strong, but the way he didn’t tremble or seem to be stressed by their weight amazed him.

On the third step, though, they began to waver, then tipped and toppled into another pile. They didn’t give up, though, and kept at it for a time each day. Chirt still whimpered at the height, but to her credit, she never refused to take part.

One of Chirt’s recommendations was called the monkey roll, something she and her friends had done as kids and she thought would be a good way to help them work on coordinating movement for the Conqueror matches. It was also very silly, but as it turned out, she wasn’t wrong.

They began with Mehmet, Zee, and Sallison standing next to each other in a row, facing Chirt. She started them slow, telling Zee to drop, then roll toward Sallison, who had to jump over him and take his place. While Zee got back up, she was to drop and roll toward Mehmet, who had to jump over her to the place in the center, then drop and roll toward Zee, who had to jump over him, drop, and roll toward Sallison. Once they had that down, going very slowly, she got them all up and started again, but faster this time. After some rather comical goof-ups, they got into a rhythm. It turned out to be not only fun, but surprisingly good exercise as well. And it was fun to watch.

They tried it with different groups of three, then added a fourth, and a fifth. By the third day, they’d become a well-oiled machine, moving with swift rhythm and efficiency. That’s not to say most sessions didn’t end with them jumping on top of each other, someone deciding to roll the wrong way and causing chaos, or rolling over and shoving each other, usually with Jondon finally rolling over all of them like a giant rolling pin.

They played leapfrog, did somersaults and cartwheels, passed rocks in a kind of fire brigade bucket line, climbed hand over hand on horizonal ropes, swung from one rope to another, ran across logs to help with balance, did log rolls in a nearby pond, pushed and pulled skids piled with sandbags individually and in teams in a race around the canyon.

Zee also taught them how to do flips off the platforms in the swimming lake. Chirt took the most coaxing because of her fear of heights. Earlier in Basic, it had apparently taken an instructor threatening her with expulsion to get her to finally leap from the platform during water survival training. Doing flips with Zee and the others was terrifying for her but she forced herself to do it and did quite well in the end.

By their second session in the simulation fields, they’d all overcome their initial hesitation, and by their final session, both Zee and Sallison had to be more cautious when fighting Jondon and Chirt, who each managed to land a wounding blow on more than one occasion. Mehmet improved as well, though it was still obvious he’d never be a great swordsman.

***

The big surprise came at the end of the last bout of their final sim field session, after Jondon struck Mehmet with a particularly brutal blow from his long, two-handed mace, sending him flying to tumble out of the ring.

Mehmet’s crushed ribs and torn mail shirt were mended as he flopped through the wall of light, but he lay there gasping. They ran to him and helped him sit up.

Jondon said, “Sorry, Mehmet. I thought you were going to move!”

“I did,” Mehmet wheezed. “Right into your attack, apparently.”

Chirt stared at their friend’s chest. “Mehmet...”

“What?” He saw the look on her face and grabbed at his chest. “Am I still hurt?!”

“No,” said Sallison. She pulled his hands away. “Look at your badge. You’ve reached Sand Class.”

Mehmet pinched his shirt and pulled it away so he could see his individual assessment badge. It had turned from blank white to tan and bore a single hash mark.

Mehmet gaped. “I did...” Then he whooped, “I did!” He hopped to his feet and threw his arms in the air. “I’m Sand Class!”

They all pumped fists in the air. “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!”

Zee could tell Jondon and Chirt were happy for their friend but also disappointed they hadn’t reached Sand themselves. “You two are next,” he said in encouragement.

Jondon nodded, and Chirt said, “We know.”

Sallison said, “I think we need to celebrate.”

“Yay!” they shouted.

“With a three-mile run!”

Even Zee joined the others in their united reply. “Booooo!”

***

The Flying Pigs did a final timed run before Trials on the oval track where the Runner event would take place. Zee, Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet had all been making the required time the last few times they’d run, and Zee ran a new personal record. It was still close for all of them, though, especially for Mehmet. But they knew what they’d have to do on the day of the event in terms of pacing and pushing themselves, and they were confident they’d make it.

Sallison watched them congratulating Zee and was further convinced they were better with him around. And not just better as people or as a team, but literally stronger and faster. And that included her. If she wasn’t mistaken, he was better when he was with them as well. She had no idea why any of that would be true, but it certainly seemed to be.

She and Zee had both been worried about the others from the beginning, but they were feeling better now. She could tell they were gaining confidence in themselves as well. Jondon and Chirt were still anxious about the Aptitude Test, and Mehmet fretted about everything. It would be close for all three of them in some of the events, including range and swimming, but they were all hoping that the excitement of the Trials together with not having to train all day and getting more rest on Trials days would be that extra push they needed. The biggest hurdle, though, was that Jondon and Chirt still hadn’t reached Sand Class, even with the sim field practice they’d done. Sallison and Zee had a plan for that, though. They just had to pray to Zepiter, Postune, or both, that it worked and that Jondon and Chirt didn’t hate them too much afterward.

***

Fennix pushed his flight just as hard as Zee did, if not harder. They didn’t complain, though, because he drove none of them as hard as he did himself. Jessup was steadfast and practically tireless, often setting off during breaks to swim in the sea and run on the beach.

To practice for the Boulder Roll, they pushed heavy rocks uphill and along steep trails in the woods. For strength and endurance training, they not only flew and swam sprints and distance, they also climbed the steep cliffs of the mounts. Dragons were decent climbers, using their feet and wing claws, but Jessup proved rather good at it as well, surprising even himself. He was heavy and had to hold himself close to the face of the mountain to control his center of gravity, but having ten arms equipped with suckers, sucker spikes, and claws at their tips made up for it.

When they ran, Jessup generally held up his front two arms, but he also practiced alternating between that and holding up two others chosen at random while on the run. There were a few tumbling mishaps early on, but it didn’t slow him in the least and he eventually got the hang of it. It also helped him execute quicker turns, something he’d struggled with before. It had been Fennix’s idea, and the dragon had made the case that it would help with not just dexterity but also when fighting on the ground. Jessup also found it to be great fun to grab up a flightmate as he ran past them and carry them along cradled like big scaly babies, much to their chagrin.

***

One evening after they’d been feeding from the sea and the others had returned to the cavern for a nap, Jessup tried teaching Fennix how to skip stones. With just one good front leg, Fennix had to rear up to throw, and dragon arms weren’t built very well for throwing sidearm. Each rock plunked into the waves, until he finally got one to skip.

“That’s it!” Jessup said. “Now you can say you can skip stones. I’ll bet there aren’t many dragons who can say that.”

“I’m sure your right about that,” said Fennix while shaking out his leg. “That was mostly luck, though. I think I’m done.”

“Okay. One more for me.”

Jessup lifted a flat, roundish stone about two feet across, wound back, then twisted forward, flinging the stone to shoot out over the water. They counted together as it skipped over the waves. Nine times it hopped before sinking into the waves.

Jessup threw several arms into the air. “A new record!” He made the sound of a distant crowd cheering.

Fennix cocked his head, and asked, “How far can you throw? Without skipping, I mean?”

Jessup surveyed the stones on shore. “How big?

Fennix pointed at a roundish boulder over a foot across. “Try that one.”

Jessup hefted it with one arm, tossed it up and caught it. They were on a stretch of the shore between the row of shacks where he and Zee had stayed their first night on the island and the pass that led to their cavern. There was never much boat traffic there, but he checked either way just in case.

Seeing nothing coming, he backed up, coiled the rock in his arm, and took a deep breath. Then he reared up, winding back on his legs, ran forward with a twisting motion, and unfurled his arm with a mighty grunt. The boulder soared higher and farther than either one of them expected, and both of them winced when it smacked the wall on the far side of the harbor with a mighty crack like the report of a distant cannon.

Fennix’s long toothy jaw hung open, and Jessup was just as surprised. Their eyes met, and Fennix said. “That’s over a quarter of a mile!”

Jessup spoke in his defense. “I didn’t know I could throw that far.”

Fennix grinned wickedly and bobbed the hairless brows above his eyes. “This gives me an idea.”

“Uh-oh.”

“We’ll just have to work on your accuracy.”

A pair of knights on guard flew down from the wall, looking for the source of the sound. Another pair flew in the same direction, from the docks down the way.

“Not now, though,” Fennix added. “We should probably go.”

Both of them backed away from the shore, then turned and ran like little kids who had broken a neighbor’s window.

***

The second to last evening before the Trials were to begin, Zee strode through the canyon with a lumpy sack slung over his shoulder. Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet turned from where they were practicing archery under Sallison’s tutelage.

“What’s that?” Jondon asked. “Some new method of torture for our last days of training?”

“Some might say that,” Zee replied.

Sallison said, “I thought you went swimming?”

“I did, but then I stopped by the cavern where Jessup’s flight is staying.” Sallison shot him a look, and he added, “Don’t worry, they’re out training in the fields.” He motioned back toward the tents and firepit. “I thought we could all use a break, and I need the practice. Come on.”

Seated on a rock, Zee adjusted his new instrument of torture on his shoulder.

Sallison said, “I didn’t know you played the sackpipes.”

“I haven’t for a while, so I’m not sure you’d call it playing. I think I’ve gotten pretty good, though. Jessup didn’t hold his ears or run away screaming the last time I got them out.”

“Let’s hear it, then,” said Chirt.

Zee breathed deeply and filled the sack, then began a classical melody of medium tempo. He was happy to see they were pleasantly surprised. They even began moving in time with the tune. He’d been practicing every day before he, Fennix, and Jessup had gotten into trouble with Lukas tar Tarzian’s flight, but he hadn’t touched the sackpipes since being sentenced to the brig.

They listened for a bit, then Sallison grabbed Mehmet and they began to waltz around the fire. Jondon bowed to Chirt, who took his hands. They made odd-looking couples with their vast differences in builds and heights, but they danced incredibly well.

Zee finished the song, and they applauded.

“You’re good!” said Mehmet.

Sallison said, “Did you learn to play before coming to the island, when you worked on ship?”

Zee shook his head. “I picked it up after we were already here. I thought the circular beathing technique might help with meditation and forging.”

“Does it?”

“I think it does.”

“You’ll have to teach it to us, then.”

“All right.”

“I should have known it had something to do with training. You don’t seem the type to spend that much time on something just for fun.”

“I do things just for fun,” Zee said in his defense. Then he pondered. Did he? Or was everything he did for the sake of getting stronger and advancing? “Well, we’re having fun, now.”

Mehmet said, “Or is this a well-thought-out plan to help us clear our minds to prepare for Trials?”

“That’s not the only thing I think about.”

Sallison gave him a look. Maybe she was right. Maybe he should be more of a regular person, at least sometimes. That could wait until after the Trials, though. He changed the subject. “Where did you all learn to dance like that?”

“It’s part of the education of all the highborn youths of Tosh.”

“Do you dance?” Chirt asked.

“Oh, never,” Zee replied, stricken at the thought of it.

Jondon said, “You need to learn. There will be occasions at the academy that involve dancing.”

Zee blanched. “Does everyone have to dance?”

Jondon bobbed his eyebrows. “No, but it’s a lot more fun if you do.”

“Sounds like just another opportunity for serious embarrassment to me.”

Sallison cocked her head. “We’ll see.”

Zee gulped, but Mehmet came to his rescue. “Play something else!”

“Okay, I only know three songs, though.” He played a jaunty tune, which got them all clapping. They hopped and kicked individually, then lined up, hooking arms, and moved their feet quickly in synchronized taps, kicks, and stomps. Zee found it difficult to play while grinning, but he kept at it. They broke into pairs again, circling each other, then swung from one to the other, exchanging partners.

When the song came to an end, Chirt shouted, “Again!”

Zee puffed his cheeks and complied. They continued their dance, but soon broke up and danced individually, taking turns showing off steps and moves, many of them clearly ridiculous, while the others hooted and clapped. During the third round of the song, Jondon grabbed Chirt by the hands and swung her around so fast her feet flew up from the ground, then tossed her into the air and caught her. She punched him in the chest but rolled out of his arms, grinning. The dance descended into happy chaos, all of them shrieking and howling with laughter.

Zee’s chest swelled with happy gratitude. He was right. This was just what they’d needed. And, he realized, so had he. And maybe he did need to learn to dance. It looked like good training for working together in synchronization, as well as being a different kind of exercise. He caught himself—maybe training, getting stronger, and advancing was all he ever thought about. His whole life since he’d been conscripted on the HMT Krakenfish had been nothing but hard work, exercise, and learning as much as he possibly could about everything he could. And he still had Trials to get through and the Wraiths to worry about. Training and advancing gave him joy, it was true, but there were other things in life. He’d have to think about that. Later.


Chapter 30

Zee blocked, stepped, attacked, and parried, all against a phantom opponent fixed in his mind. A lamp was the only source of light on this end of the canyon, on the opposite side of the tree from the campsite. He’d had no nightmares, but he still hadn’t slept much. The Trials would begin tomorrow, and in spite of all their preparation, he was still nervous. He’d already been up for a couple of bells, gone for a short run beneath the trees and stars, stretched, meditated, and was now practicing sword forms.

He’d announced last night that today would be an easy day. They’d stretch, jog a bit, do some light strength training, meditate, and study for the Aptitude Test, but for the most part he wanted them to give their bodies time to recover before their first Conqueror bout in the morning.

Having a whole light day would be easier said than done for him, though. He checked his pocketclock. Still nearly two bells before they needed to report for roll call and breakfast. He sighed loudly.

“Are you in a hurry for something?”

The voice had come from behind him. He spun to find Sallison only a few strides away, arms crossed, head tilted, a small smile on her lips.

Zee blew out a breath. “I still don’t know how you sneak up on me like that.”

“Maybe it’s a sympathetic Ability.”

Zee scoffed. “You’re not even bonded yet.”

“Then maybe I’m just special.”

Her lips curved up higher on one side, and all Zee could think was, she was special.

He blinked the thought away. “You want to do some reaction and reflex practice?”

Zee had continued working on his technique of centering himself while reaching into the Aether to heighten his natural ability for sensing immediate danger. Now it had become second nature. Sallison had also been making great strides with it.

Most of his training in that regard had been through sparring with Sallison, often away from the others while they worked on something else, but sometimes after they’d hit the sack or before they woke, like this morning. He hadn’t been sure it would work for her like it did for him, but over time she’d grown significantly faster. She’d been a serious challenger before but now she was an absolute terror. It took Zee all he had to remain toe-to-toe with her—and that pleased him. The better she got, the more she pushed him to improve as well.

Sallison said, “I have something else in mind.”

The look on her face made him nervous, in a light-in-the-stomach sort of way. “What’s that?”

“Once we get through Trials, Pairing Day, and our first bond assessment, there will be an Acceptance Dinner. Afterward, there will be music. And dancing.”

Zee swallowed. “Oh?”

She rolled her eyes and stepped closer while holding out a hand. When he just stood there, she curled her fingers, beckoning him closer. “Come on, chickenfish. Put your sword down. We can’t have our flight leader moping on the sidelines or making a fool of himself on the dance floor.”

Zee tossed his sword away, then wiped his sweating palms on his trousers. “What do I do?”

“Take my hand.” When he still just stood there, she grabbed his hand and held it up. “Now put the other one on my waist.”

He hesitated, then placed the other hand lightly at the top of her hip.

She took his hand, moving it higher and pulling it farther around her. “More pressure. We each need to have a good sense of how the other is moving at all times.”

Zee scolded himself. He could take Sallison on in simulated combat without reservation, battle Gold and White Titan Class knights, and even fight a Wraith sorcerer. If he could do that, he sure as Postune’s hells could dance with her. Justifying it in his mind and doing it, however, were very different things.

She seemed to sense what he was thinking. “It’s just dancing, Zee. I’m not going to suddenly throw you to the ground and put you in an arm lock. I’ll be tempted, of course, but I’ll try to control myself. Unless you step on my feet, then all bets are off.”

Zee emitted a nervous laugh.

“If it helps, dancing is excellent training for combat. Balance, timing, moving with another person. Think of it like forms and sparring at the same time.”

Zee said, “But we don’t have any music.”

“That shouldn’t be a problem. At a real dance, you should lead, but for now follow me and do what I do with your feet, only in reverse.” She demonstrated the basic moves. “Ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

“Come on, it’s good for you.” She moved closer and placed her hand on his waist. “And for me.”

Zee balked. What did she mean by that?

Once again, she seemed to know exactly what he was thinking. “It’s hard for me to relax, too, if you hadn’t noticed.”

He replied quickly, “Right. Of course.”

“You need to loosen up. You’re stiff as a stickfish. Do you fight or do forms that way?”

He took a deep breath and blew it out slowly.

She started to hum the first song Zee had played last night, and they began.

After ten minutes of Zee intermittently stepping on her feet and going the wrong way, Sallison laughing and scolding all the while, Zee was actually doing pretty well. And she hadn’t even made good on her threat to retaliate for his inadvertent toe-stepping. They moved more smoothly together and he even kept up when she introduced more complicated steps and turns.

***

Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet peered around the trunk of the big tree at the center of the canyon.

Mehmet uttered, “Ohh—” but Jondon cut him off with a hand over his mouth.

Jondon whispered, “Let’s leave them alone.”

Chirt snickered. “They’re ‘training.’”

They slid back behind the tree and capered back toward the tents, giggling all the way.

***

The three of them were sitting on the ground facing each other and stretching when Zee and Sallison returned from the other end of the canyon.

Jondon looked up with a conspiratorial smirk. “How was your ‘training’?”

Zee, who was already flushed, blushed harder.

Sallison’s cheeks pinked, but she scowled. “Fine. And yours?”

“Fine,” said Mehmet. “Just fine.”

“It looks like you’re just sitting around and grinning at each other like clownfish to me. You’ll never pass Trials that way.”

“Maybe not,” said Chirt, “but it’s fun.”

Sallison glared over them while Zee tried to figure out what to do with his hands. “Get up. We need to get to roll call.”

Jondon was the first one on his feet, suddenly eager. “And breakfast!”

***

They approached the assembly at a slow jog. Knight pairs shot through the air above, as if in a hurry to be somewhere, and more could be seen going to the castle walls, adding even more guards than before.

Jondon said, “What’s that all about?”

“It looks like high alert,” said Mehmet.

Jondon was suddenly frantic. “Are we under attack?”

Chirt said, “The bells would be ringing, knucklefish.”

In the area where they assembled for roll, recruits were moving about in a frenzy, their hushed conversations a murmur. Over the fields, it looked like cadets were talking about the same thing, whatever it was.

Sallison scowled and picked up the pace.

As they approached the group, Yezi spotted them and came jogging out to meet them, holding up his hands.

“What’s going on?” Sallison asked.

The expression he held for Sallison was sympathetic, but he addressed them as a group. “There’s no need to worry, but word is spreading that there was—”

“Shut your slimy fish-faces, you minny scum!” Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie roared from atop his drake near the platform at the head of the recruits. “And form up!”

Yezi gave Sallison another quick look, then turned and rushed back.

Sallison sprinted after him and grabbed his arm. “Word is spreading about what?!”

He took her arm and dragged her into formation, Zee and the others in tow. “You’ll see, just know that everything is—”

A shadow fell over them from above, and Vittie shouted, “Attention!”

The recruits stomped the ground and clapped hands to their sides as one.

Commandants Aureosa and Vandalia landed behind the platform at the head of the field, Aureosa remaining in the saddle as the dragon stepped up onto it.

Zee eyed Yezi, then Sallison. That Yezi had met them and was bothered by something was worrying enough, but the commandants had never attended roll call before. It could be they always did that on the last day before Trials, but he didn’t think so. And Yezi was the nephew of the vizier to the king, and he knew who Sallison really was...

Aureosa didn’t even order at ease before he spoke. Zee would swear he looked straight at Sallison.

“First and foremost, do not panic. Everything is well.” His eyes scanned the rest of the recruits. “But wild speculation must be put to rest, here and now! It is true that there has been an attempt on the lives of the royal family.”

Zee shot a glance at Sallison. Though she stood at attention, it was like she froze even further, her facing going pale. Gasps and murmuring ran through the crowd.

Vandalia roared, “Silence!”

Aureosa continued, “The attack was thwarted, and no one was hurt. They are all safe and under guard. Meanwhile, the day-to-day affairs of the kingdom must go on as usual, and that includes here at Triumf’s Citadel Academy.”

Zee caught sight of Dean Wanchoo and Venkatarama standing off to the side of the formation, Amoxtli on Wanchoo’s shoulder. A magicker instructor stood near, and a half dozen combat magicker pairs lined up behind them. Wanchoo gave an upnod, then indicated to Sallison. Zee nudged her and tipped his head toward where they stood. Wanchoo lifted a hand inconspicuously in reassurance. Sallison took a shaking breath and returned her gaze to the commandants.

“We have nothing further to report at this time, other than that an investigation is underway. This has no effect on the Trials or your training for them. You will continue as you were. Remain in formation for roll call, and keep silent.”

He and Vandalia turned and stepped down from the podium, a threesie cadet instructor taking their place.

The magicker instructor who had been standing with the deans of magicks strode down the line, right to Zee’s flight. She stopped before Zee and Sallison. “Minnies Batcu and Tarrow, come with me, please.”

They glanced at each other and stepped out of formation to follow. Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet exchanged glances in confusion. Sallison kept her eyes forward, but Zee mouthed, “It’s all right,” then hurried to follow Sallison and the instructor, who were heading for the deans.

***

Yezi ekh Hanyayo watched them leave formation. A member of his flight whispered, “What’s that all about?”

He kept his eyes on Sallison, watching the deans lead her and Zee back toward the recruit compound, then returned his eyes forward. “Just academy business. I wouldn’t worry about it.”

***

They strode quickly, the combat magicker pairs behind them. Sallison moved closer to Wanchoo. She tried to speak softly, but there was urgency in her voice, and she didn’t bother with the dean’s proper address. “What the shell is going on?”

“Just a moment, please,” he replied.

They passed through the compound and chow area, heading for the recruit tent. Several cadet instructors talking closely stood straight and saluted. Wanchoo strode past without acknowledging them.

Commandant Aureosa was waiting outside the tent flap, Vandalia at his side. Wanchoo twirled a finger in the air, and the combat magickers split off to position themselves around the tent.

Aureosa stepped inside and Wanchoo followed, Sallison and Zee in tow. Vandalia and Venkatarama remained outside.

Aureosa said, “Secure the flap, please, Zee.” Zee proceeded to tie the straps.

Zee had been amazed that Sallison had been able to keep herself under control this long. Now she whirled on the commandant and dean. “What is happening?!” Aureosa raised a finger to his lips.

Wanchoo tipped his wand, and a translucent dome of golden light flared to cover the three of them, then indicated for Zee to join them.

Zee hesitated, then felt a slight tingle as he stepped through the light.

Wanchoo said, “Now we can speak without anyone hearing.”

Sallison opened her mouth to query them again, but Aureosa cut her off. “Your Highness, we wanted to get word to you before you arrived for roll call, but there was no—”

“Is it true?” Sallison interrupted. “Was my family attacked? Are they really all right?”

“It is true that they were attacked, and it is also true that they are fine.”

While that was something of a relief, she asked, “What happened? Where are they now?”

Aureosa’s brow furrowed. He moved to the nearest row of cots, and Wanchoo joined him, the dome of light following with them as he went.

Sallison chased after them, fuming. “I want to know what is going on!”

Aureosa glared down at her. “Please, sit down.”

“I demand—!”

“Recruit! You may be a princess outside of the academy, but here you are just a minny. Sit. Down.”

Sallison scowled, but said, “Yes, sir,” then took a seat on one of the cots, leaning forward with her hands on her knees.

“Zee,” said Aureosa, indicating for him to sit beside her.

Zee had no idea what was happening or why he’d been summoned along with Sallison. He took a seat beside her.

Once they were settled, Aureosa and Wanchoo sat on the cot facing them.

Aureosa’s stern expression softened. “Sallison, your family is fine.”

Sallison took a deep breath to calm herself. “What happened?”

Aureosa looked to Wanchoo, who said, “Somehow, assassins penetrated the castle’s security last night. How they accomplished it, no one knows, but as the commandant said, an intensive investigation is under way. There were four assassins, one for your mother and father, one for your brother, one for your sister, and one for Vizier ahr Virdi. From what we have heard, the assassins took positions outside their bedchambers, and all attacked at midnight.”

Zee nearly jumped as Sallison her hand upon his, squeezing hard. She didn’t look at him, and neither Aureosa nor Wanchoo made any sign they had noticed. Instinctively, he turned his hand over and squeezed back, hoping she drew some comfort from the gesture.

Wanchoo continued, “Your father was alerted in time, thanks to Norrogaul. As you know, Norrogaul does not reside in the king and queen’s chambers but in the top of a nearby tower. He sensed impending danger to the king, as he is known to be able to do, and reached out to him through their bond. Fully trusting his bondmate, your father acted immediately. As the assassin came through the door, the king and queen were already closing the door to their escape room. In his rage, Norrogaul came crashing through a set of windows, as well as the stone around them, and, spotting one very surprised assassin, loosed a blast of flame, incinerating him on the spot. As you can imagine, the other windows in their chambers were blown out with a great flash, and there was a fire. That is how the public knows what happened, and news of that magnitude spreads like wildfire, quickly becoming wild speculation. The king’s cabinet has been spending most of their time in the intervening bells quelling the rumors that the king had been killed.”

A sheen of sweat had formed on Sallison’s brow, her breathing grown uneven, and Zee would swear he could feel her heart beating through the grip she had on his hand. He met her grip, determined to give her something stable to hold on to.

She looked to him, said, “Thank you,” then removed her hand and wiped her palms on her knees. “What about Talog and Mayumi? How did they survive?”

“Unbeknownst to the assassins, your sister had gone to your brother’s chambers to play a game of late-night chess. He hasn’t been sleeping well since his abduction and ensuing injuries. When the assassin entered your sister’s chambers though the window, there was no one there, and within half a minute, Norrogaul, knowing the king and queen were safe, had extracted himself from the wall of the castle and was roaring the alarm. The explosion had roused all the guards as well. The princess’s guards came through the door, and when the assassin tried to escape back through the window, it was straight into the maw of a waiting Royal Ebon.”

As dire as the story was, since Wanchoo knew that it ended well, he was obviously enjoying telling it.

“The assassin entered your brother’s chambers through the door, having dispatched his guards with poison darts—the same as the assassin had with your mother and father’s guards. The assassin fired a dart at your brother’s back, but it did not penetrate the hidden plate in the back of his wheelchair, and the prince tried to get to his sword. The would-be killer went for him and kicked over his chair. He ignored your sister, apparently considering her the lesser threat. That was his undoing. She came at him with a dagger, a fight ensued, with the princess apparently acquitting herself quite well. She ended the scuffle by leaping back and throwing the dagger into the assassin’s throat, dropping him where he stood.”

Sallison gaped. “My sister did that? Are you certain?”

“From what we are told, the retelling came from the prince and princess, but also the royal guards who came rushing into the room at the end to see it.”

“But Mayumi knows nothing about fighting. She only cares about dresses and parties.”

Aureosa said, “It’s been some time since you were home. Mayumi has been secretly training as a protector of the king and an assassin herself, while keeping up her appearance as a carefree debutante. She’s apparently taken to it quite admirably.”

Sallison blinked at Zee. “Wait until you meet her. You’d never believe it.”

Zee was more taken aback by the thought of meeting another princess than that she was training to fight and kill.

Back to Wanchoo, Sallison asked, “What of the vizier?”

“He took a poison dart to the arm but managed to evade the assassin long enough for more guards to arrive. Trapped between them and the dragons outside, she took her own life by stabbing herself in the heart. Between his own skills as a healer, which are significant, the strength of his bond with Quen, and the royal healers, he is recovering quickly.”

As if she still didn’t quite believe it, Sallison said, “So, everyone is all right?”

Wanchoo replied, “Everyone is fine.”

“Where are they now?”

Aureosa said, “As we speak, the king and queen are appearing publicly to reassure the people of da Chmilenko that all is well, then they will all be brought here in secret and kept under guard.”

That surprised Sallison. “They’re coming here? To Triumf’s Island?”

“This is the safest place for them until we find out who might have been behind this attack and what their greater plan might be.” He took a breath. “You aren’t going to like it, Sallison, but this means you must be guarded as well. You are to join your family once they arrive.”

“What? No!”

“Your father has ordered it so.”

“Then I will speak to him. He can’t separate me from my flight, or keep me from going through the Trials.”

“Please understand—”

“I understand very well. My mother probably put him up to this. She never wanted me to be a knight in the first place. She’s using this as a chance to spoil everything and get her way.”

“Your Highness—”

“Don’t ‘Your Highness’ me—”

“Sallison!” Aureosa had become stern once more, bringing to bear all his significant power as commandant of Triumf’s Citadel Academy and a Red Titan Daimyo General.

Sallison clamped her mouth shut.

Aureosa continued, “I’m trying to tell you. You are not being separated from your flight, and you will not be missing Trials. Your father wants your flight to come with you to the royal suites in mount four.”

Zee sat like a lump while Sallison gawped.

“Oh...” she said. Conflicting emotions squirmed over her features. She turned to Zee, then back. “We’d rather stay where we are, sir. A disruption like that could seriously affect our performance in the Trials. The others wouldn’t understand.”

Aureosa and Wanchoo exchanged glances, and the commandant sighed. “We can talk to your father. If you were to stay in the canyon, we’d have to place guards there.”

She groaned but said, “That would be better than displacing us all completely.” Then her head jerked up. “Either way, what are we going to tell our flightmates?”

Aureosa looked to Wanchoo, who said, “Perhaps it would be best to simply tell them the truth. If you cannot trust the members of your flight, then you have already failed.”

While Sallison pondered that, Aureosa pulled a small letter from his breast pocket and handed it to Sallison. “This is from your father.”

She took it, then looked up. “I’ll need to see them once they arrive.”

“We’ll see what we can arrange. Meanwhile, as difficult as it may be, you need to put this out of mind as much as possible, stay calm, and perform your very best in the Trials. Do it for you family, your flight, and for Tosh.”

Aureosa turned to Zee. “You were asked to attend this meeting in part to support Sallison during these trying times and be alert for possible danger to her, but also because some disturbing evidence has been discovered about the assassins.”

“What’s that, sir?”

“Two of them bear the marks of the Wraiths.”


Chapter 31

Sallison strode ahead of the others, frowning and carrying her morning meal in a box. Zee hung back with Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet, who were looking to the sky where knight and magicker pairs circled above. The chow area had been abuzz with the news of the attack on the royal family, and in spite of the commandants’ speech, speculation abounded. Zee tried to assure the others that what the commandant had told them during his announcement was true, and there wasn’t any more to it than that. He didn’t tell them about two of the assassins being Wraiths, of course. They were having a hard enough time taking it all in as it was.

They’d pestered Zee and Sallison about where they’d gone during roll call and why they had to take their breakfast to go, but Zee had told them they’d get an explanation once they got back to the canyon.

Still, they couldn’t help themselves.

Eyeing the knights and magickers above, Chirt said, “Are those pairs following us?”

Mehmet said, “It looks like some of them are royal guards, and are those White Titans?”

“They are, and they are,” Zee replied.

Chirt said, “But—” Zee shot her a look. “All right, I’ll wait. But you two are killing me here.”

***

Back in the canyon, Sallison set her breakfast down untouched and paced back and forth. Zee sat picking at his meal while the others ate. Their eyes went from Sallison to Zee and back, barely able to contain themselves. Chirt couldn’t sit still, and Jondon’s foot tapped the ground in a nervous rhythm.

Two royal guard pairs had positioned themselves at the entry to the canyon, and the rest along the tops of the cliffs. Sallison had ordered them to stay out of sight, and they’d obeyed without question—which only added further to her flightmates’ apprehension.

Finally, Chirt couldn’t take it anymore. “Okay you two, out with it already. What’s going on?”

Sallison suddenly turned and blurted out, “I’m the elder princess of Tosh.”

Even Zee was surprised by her abruptness. Utensils hung halfway to open mouths. Finally, Chirt snorted and began to laugh. “Princess of Tosh...”

Mehmet joined in, and tears of laughter formed in Jondon’s eyes.

Sallison frowned. “It’s not that funny.”

Jondon wiped his eyes. “It’s pretty funny.” To Zee, he said, “Is this some sort of trick for the last day before Trials? To throw us off so we really have to concentrate?”

Mehmet was the first to sober under Sallison’s gaze. “You’re serious...” The others quieted.

Zee said, “Her real name is Sallison mon lin Phan, and she is the elder princess of Tosh.”

Mehmet grew pale, then jumped up from his seat, fumbled with what to do with his breakfast box, settled on putting it down where he’d been sitting, then dropped into a kneeling position, head bowed. “Your Highness.”

Sallison said, “Stop that.”

Jondon and Chirt both tossed what was left of their meals and knelt as well.

“Don’t do it!” Sallison warned.

“Your Highness.”

“Get up!”

When they stayed where they were, she went down the line shoving them over. “Quit it, quit it, quit it!”

Partially recovering, Chirt’s mischievous nature returned. “That’s no way to treat your loyal citizens.”

Jondon said, “It’s a good thing she won’t be queen of Tosh. We’d have a brutal despot on our hands.”

Sallison wasn’t ready for humor, though. She began helping them up. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”

Mehmet said, “I’m so confused.”

“It’s true, then,” said Chirt. “Truly true.”

Sallison sighed. “I’m really sorry for deceiving you, but nobody knows other than the commandants, deans of magicks, and superintendents.”

Chirt pointed a finger at their flight leader. “And Zee. He knows.”

They frowned at him, but Sallison spoke in his defense. “It’s not his fault. If you want to be angry with someone, be angry with me.”

Jondon was taken aback. “Why would we be angry?”

“I...” Sallison hesitated. “Because I kept a secret from you.”

Jondon shrugged. “It makes sense. I wouldn’t want anyone knowing I was a princess either.” They all gazed at him. “Prince. I meant prince.”

Sallison said, “I was going to tell you all first once I turned eighteen, before it was announced.”

“When is your birthday?” Mehmet asked.

“It’s... coming up,” Sallison answered without really answering.

Jondon turned to the others. “What do you get a princess for her birthday?”

They held up their hands, not knowing either.

“Nothing,” said Sallison. “It’s not a big deal.”

They blinked at her. Chirt said, “Um, other than the crowning of the king or maybe a royal wedding, a princess’s eighteenth nameday ceremony is kind of the biggest deal there is.”

Sallison groaned.

Jondon rubbed a hand on his forehead, then slid it down his face. “Sallison, we’re the ones that should be sorry. You just found out someone tried to kill your whole family.”

Mehmet uttered, “Oh... that’s why the royal guards are here. In case they come after you.”

“Nobody tried to attack me when they went after the rest of my family. I don’t think they’re after me.” She thought on that. “Unless they don’t know that I’m me.”

Chirt said, “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine,” said Zee. “But I know what would help.”

Mehmet said, “Training and meditation?”

“You know me so well,” Zee replied.

Sallison said, “Actually, they don’t know you all that well.” She met his gaze. “I mean, they know you, but not everything about you and Jessup. We should tell them everything. Just get it all out right now.”

Jondon balked. “There’s more? I don’t think my heart can take it.”

Sallison waved a hand in dismissal. “Yeah, it can. You have a big heart.”

He looked to Mehmet and Chirt. “Was that a compliment?”

Their shoulders rose and fell.

Having had a moment to think about it, Zee said, “She’s right.” He turned to Sallison. “But would your father approve? I swore an oath.”

“I’m releasing you from the oath.”

“Can you do that?”

“I just did.” Sallison could see he still wasn’t convinced and added, “You let me deal with the king.”

“Okay.” Zee heaved a breath. “You’ll probably all want to sit down for this.”

Mehmet said, “Now I’m scared.”

Sallison said, “You should be.” He blanched. “Not really. It’s fine.”

Chirt said, “It doesn’t sound fine.”

Jondon moaned. “This isn’t helping.”

“Just sit and listen,” said Sallison, taking a seat on a log. She pointed at Jondon. “And remember what we were talking about the other night? I’m not marrying you, so just put that right out of your mind.”

Jondon’s eyes widened, and his cheeks grew red. He’d been telling them how his mother wanted to put his name forward as a suitor for one of the princesses. “I... uh...”

Sallison put her hands in her lap. “My sister might, though. And we just heard she’s training to be an assassin.”

Jondon just stared.

“Never mind,” said Sallison. “Zee?”

Zee pondered. What should he tell them? Everything he could think of, he supposed. The question was, did he trust them as much as Sallison did? After all, he hadn’t known them nearly as long as she had. It was a surprisingly easy question to answer, though. He trusted them completely.

Sallison said, “I won’t make it an order as a member of the royal family, but anything Zee tells you has to be held in the strictest confidence, okay?”

Chirt looked puzzled. “You trust us that much?”

She didn’t hesitate. “I do.”

Zee said, “I do, too.”

For once, the trio was rendered speechless. Mehmet put his hand over his heart, and Chirt sighed appreciatively.

Jondon looked like he was going to cry. “I love you guys.”

Chirt reached up and patted him on the shoulder. “There, there, big fella. We love you too.”

He blinked through tears. “You do?”

“Don’t push it. And I didn’t say all the time or even the majority.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” Jondon exclaimed. They all laughed, glad of the break in tension.

Zee said, “Okay, where do I start?” At the beginning, he supposed. At least at the beginning of what he thought they’d most want, and need, to know.

Over the next bell, he told them about learning how to forge, training with Temothy jal Briggs and Timandra, the mission for the king, training and simulated combat on the admiral’s ship, how he and Jessup saved the prince and his dragon, the coming of the Wraiths, the battle with the White Titan sorcerer pair that wielded red Hadeum, and the royal decree that had gotten them into the academy.

He got up and paced as he spoke, occasionally waving his hands in emphasis. Sallison prompted him to say more about some of the things she hadn’t known, but the others sat completely silent, enrapt and amazed.

When he’d finished, Mehmet said, “You’re a hero, just like we said.”

“Right up there with some of the greatest of all time,” Jondon added.

Zee blushed. “Hardly.”

Chirt said “If doing heroic things doesn’t make you a hero, I don’t know what does.” She sat back. “Wow, so much makes sense now.” She glanced at Sallison. “For both of you.”

Zee held up his hands. “Any questions?” They looked to each other, then began firing queries at him all at once.

Sallison held up her hands to fend them off. “Whoa, one at time. Then we really do have to get back to training. Last I checked, Trials still start tomorrow morning, remember?” They all nodded with enthusiasm.

Zee said, “Okay, who’s first?” Hands shot into the air, and this time they began jostling and trying to shout over each other. Zee shook his head, then looked to Sallison. “You pick.”

She rolled her eyes. “Thanks a lot.”


PART THREE


Chapter 32

Tem stood in the misty field where recruits were gathering for the Conqueror. The first event of the Trials was about to begin. He sensed the nervous energy among the murmuring recruits. This was what they’d been working toward all through Basic, four months of hard training and harsh treatment. Now they would be tested with four days of events, and their fates decided. Tem remembered that feeling well. Those had been the most terrifying days of his life, but perhaps the most exhilarating as well. Part of him envied them, but a larger part was glad he’d never have to go through that again.

A magickal display floated in the sky near the field, listing all the minnies with their class levels and ratings. Another projected the Conqueror brackets, like a pyramid tipped on its side, with each flight and its rating, the flight members and their ratings, as well as the fields where their first matches would take place.

In the top seed position was a flight called the Comets, Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo’s team. With Hanyayo having reached high-level Sand Class during the Trials prep period, worth three rating points, and two of the recruits mid-level, worth two points each, the low-level ratings of the final two gave them an astounding team rating of nine. Mid-level Sand was a very respectable rating that few recruits reached. Because of that, of the twenty-two flights in the cohort, the next highest was far below nine with a six.

Sallison anh Batcu had also reached high-level Sand Class, Zee held mid-level, and Mehmet can Yasso had attained his low-level rating, but since neither Jondon dil Rolio nor Chirt sim Nabbit had achieved Sand yet and had no rating, their flight fell among the six-rated teams. Still, they had been given second seed because both Sallison and Zee were among the top recruits in the cohort. It only took one left standing in the ring to win for their flight, and between the two of them, their odds were good. Zee’s flight, the Flying Pigs, was listed at the opposite end of the brackets from Hanyayo’s Comets, with the other high-seeded flights dispersed roughly evenly through the middle, the idea being that the weaker flights would be knocked into the losers’ brackets early on, leaving the strongest teams to compete with each other in the later rounds and the finals.

Hanyayo’s flight would be facing a team with a rating of three, and Zee’s a three-rated team as well. Both matches would be a slaughter, but that was the way the Conqueror had always been. There were the victors, and the dead—figuratively speaking, of course.

Tem looked over the recruits, then spoke to Dame Toomsil, who would also be refereeing matches this morning. “Have you seen Tarrow’s flight?”

“I have not,” she replied, watching Vice Commandant Jae si Kang approaching the podium. “And it’s getting dangerously close to time for the assembly to begin.”

Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie’s drake waded into the recruits with a shout for them to form up. They scrambled out of the way and began taking their places.

Then music floated down from the forested foothills not far from the fields, and everyone hushed. Someone was playing a march on the sackpipes, accompanied by the beat of a drum. Tem had a pretty good idea who it was.

A strange tall figure took form in the mist, then became clearer as it approached. Jondon marched along with Sallison on his shoulders, then Zee on hers, playing the sackpipes, then Mehmet can Yasso, and finally Chirt sim Nabbit, who tapped out the beat on a small drum. As they emerged from the tree line, they began chanting. “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!”

Jondon marched steadily, pulling a hand-drawn cart with their gear behind him. They kept their eyes forward as Jondon let go of the cart and proceeded to the center aisle toward Vittie. There, they stopped, and gasps ran through the crowd as they tipped forward and fell.

Instead of crashing down, however, they separated as they tipped, each pushing the one above them up and away, Zee and Chirt holding their instruments to the side. Upon landing, all performed a forward roll. They shot smartly to their feet and shouted together, “Rah!”

Vittie held an expression of incredulous scrutiny as they snapped to attention, saluted, and spoke as one. “Sir, Basic minny flight the Flying Pigs reporting for Trials, sir!”

“The Flying Pigs, ay?” Vittie replied.

“Sir, yes, sir!”

“All right then, Pigs. Get into formation.”

“Yes, sir!”

They jogged to take their places.

Tem said, “They do have a flair for the dramatic.”

To which Dame Toomsil replied, “That’s Tarrow’s influence, and his kraken’s influence upon him. Remember how they arrived that first day on the beach, with Zee at the peak of Jessup’s shell?”

Tem said, “I do.”

Some of the recruits were chuckling softly and shaking their heads. Most, however, were not.

Dame Toomsil said, “Battles are first won or lost in the mind, as they say, and Zee knows it.”

***

“Ducky flights! Take your places!”

Gold Class Beast Knight Commander Peloquin glided above one of the two Capture the Castle fields. Golden light from the sun, a bell and a half above the horizon, shimmered on his shining green scales.

He was preparing to referee his second match of the morning. Though the first round had included the top-seeded beast recruit flight, and he would never say it out loud, this was the one he’d been looking forward to the most.

The field below, closer to town and the harbor than where the recruits were engaging in the Conqueror, was only slightly obscured by a morning mist.

Mounds of earth and stone loomed at opposite ends of the field, three-quarters of a mile apart, each forty feet high with sloped sides and a roughly flat top sixty feet wide. One mound bore a red flag on a pole of steel with a heat-resistant ceramic coating. The flag itself was impregnated with high-temperature ceramics as well, made to endure the punishment only dragons could dish out. A green flag rippled over the other mound.

The beast flights took their positions. Five dragons flew to the top of the mound with the red flag, while the flight Jessup belonged to, calling themselves the Overdogs, took to the one with the green flag. Jessup climbed the mound and perched just halfway over the top to give room for his flightmates. Fully on top, he’d take up more than half the area himself.

Dragons grew fairly quickly, but each of the recruits was at least seventeen years old and about as large as they would get. Jessup was less than eleven, and the amount he’d grown since he’d arrived on the island was astounding. He’d added a foot in height, with the breadth of this shell and length of his tentacles growing accordingly. It may not have sounded like much, but the increase was noticeable.

Peloquin eyed the second Capture the Castle field, adjacent to the one over which he flew, with a hundred yards between them. Above it flew Beastmaster Mildrezod, assigned to referee the other match of this second set of the day.

As long as Peloquin could remember, this event had been called Capture the Ship and had taken place over the sea. He’d not been part of the Trials committee, so he wasn’t certain why it had been changed, but he had a feeling it had to do with removing Jessup’s advantage in the sea. Seeing the kraken upon the mound now, and having witnessed his bouts on the raft during their trip to rescue the prince as well as his match against the master sergeant’s Fire Drake, he wasn’t convinced they’d thought that through very well. He did suppose it would be harder for Jessup to completely destroy the mounds than it would be a ship.

Peloquin’s job as lead referee was fairly easy: make sure the rules were followed, and they were simple and few. The first team to capture the enemy’s flag and hold it for a ten-count was declared the winner. Flight members were not allowed to touch their own flag unless one of their opponents had already taken it. No combatant was allowed to leave the field. They could go as high as they liked, but if any part of their body or wings broke the ring of the simulation field, they were taken out of the match. Other than that, Peloquin just had to stay out of the way. The same went for the assistant referees at each end of the field, whose job was to report if a flight member touched their own flag while defending or if anyone left the field behind the mound where Peloquin might not be able to see. Since the event took place on simulation fields, the rule was “anything goes,” including the use of natural projectiles.

In the air between the fields floated the beast recruits’ stats table, as well as the Capture the Castle competition brackets. Being a twelve-rated team, Jessup’s flight had a respectable seed. Of the four flights that had a rating of twelve, they’d been seeded seventh and had been matched against a ten-rated team calling themselves the Terror Bats. It wasn’t that lower-rated teams couldn’t win such a match with cunning and determination, but it wasn’t likely. The highest-rated beast recruit flight was the Steelbirds with a fifteen rating, all five members being high-level Sand, and there were a number of fourteen and thirteen teams as well. Their seeds were better, of course, and they’d slaughtered the four-rated teams they’d faced in the first set of matches of the day.

Peloquin glanced toward the inner fields where the rider recruits were engaging in their first event of the Trials as well, the Conqueror. Peloquin’s bondmate, Dame Zara mon Toomsil, was there somewhere. The simulation fighting rings for the Conqueror required much less room than for Capture the Castle, so they had more arenas and would complete their first two rounds in less time. For that reason, the beasts had started right at dawn. As it was, it would take the beasts well through midday, with the final rounds to be fought tomorrow morning, just like the rider recruits.

Mildrezod croaked out the signal to proceed. Peloquin rocked his wings at his assistant referees, one circling above each mound, who responded with the signal that they were in place and ready.

Peloquin roared, “Activate simulation!”

A master artefact whirled to life off to one side of the field, its crystal lighting from deep gold to bright yellow. More crystals lit upon pedestals placed around the field, then floated up and a bit closer. When they stopped, beams of light shot down to the ground and up into the air, then the beams spread to each side, dimming until they met and creating a wide oval curtain of translucent light surrounding the field.

Peloquin called down, “Overdogs! Are you set?”

They roared up at him in the affirmative.

“Terror Bats, are you set!”

Another roar sounded, and the members designated to go on the attack crouched to take flight.

“Begin!”

Three of the Terror Bats launched into the air, soaring high, and sped toward the opposing “castle.” A standard strategy, Peloquin observed, to send two or three to capture the enemy’s flag while leaving the others to defend. The Overdogs’ plan was more unorthodox. All four dragons sped straight over the field, leaving Jessup to guard the flag alone.

The flying Terror Bats hesitated upon seeing four of their opponents attacking, but stuck to their plan and put on speed toward the kraken.

Jessup crawled fully onto the mound, then stood to full height, his legs forming a ten-pillared temple with the flag at the center. He looked like a tower, standing taller than the mound was high.

The Terror Bats dove, a Greatwing, a slim Royal Crimson, and an Ice Diver. Their fastest fliers. They blasted with fire and ice, spiraling around Jessup while keeping their distance, hoping to wear him down and create an opening. Jessup merely hunkered forward, shielding his eyes beneath his shell as much as possible. Peloquin assumed he had raised his nictitating lenses as well, which would further protect his eyes from the ice and flames.

Jessup’s face and legs blistered and steamed, and ice caked and melted over his shell in turn, but he did not falter. The dragons moved closer to increase the intensity of their projectiles. No sooner had Peloquin noted their mistake than Jessup sprang into motion, throwing out arms with the speed of whips. The first took the Greatwing in the head, the power of the blow sending him to crash and tumble on the field, where he lay unconscious. The Royal was not so lucky. One of Jessup’s arm-tip claws hooked deep into her neck and Jessup yanked the arm back, tearing out her throat. She flapped a few times, her mouth hanging open as if she wasn’t quite sure what had happened, then dropped to the field and lay still.

The swift and agile Ice Diver twirled in the air, avoiding the strike aimed at her, and dove toward a gap left open by one of his lifted legs. In an instant, Jessup shifted his weight, extended the spikes from the suckers on his arms, and caught her. She shrieked as he coiled her up in two arms, then he lifted her and slammed her to the ground, much the way a person might punch the ground with a closed fist. Her cries ended with the first strike, but he pounded again, driving the spikes through her scales and crushing her bones. He held her out over the edge of the mound and dropped her to flop down the slope.

Cheers were rising from the second field, but those around this field remained deathly silent. The only sound came from the mound at the other end.

Fennix twisted and turned in the air above the Terror Bats’ mound, avoiding their gouts of searing flame. It helped that the Bats had all the other dragons in Fennix’s flight to contend with as well.

The Royal Ebon and Royal Crimson defenders of the Terror Bats’ flag still held their ground, but at two against four, they were terribly outnumbered. Though dragons were highly resistant to heat and cold, the constant barrage of fire, ice, and ambergris lava was taking its toll. Rock dragons were not particularly large, quick, or agile, but Mirakle’s natural projectile clung to them, burning into their scales before hardening like solid rock.

Bryceus shot down and slammed into the Ebon, then merely hung on to him so he could not escape. Jodan dove through a torrent of flame, tolerating the heat and damage, and tackled the other, wrestling with him as they rolled in a knot of wings, claws, and tails, coming to a stop just as Mirakle landed. Though held by Jodan, the Crimson lifted his head and was opening his maw to blast Mirakle with fire when she belched a glob of lava into his mouth. The Crimson gagged and thrashed his head in an attempt to clear the superheated and sticky obstruction, but he could not breathe.

Untouched by flame, Fennix circled down from above, gleaming white, and landed. “Milady,” he said to Mirakle, indicating to the flag with a wing. She blushed, then calmly walked to the flag, where she, lifted it with a claw, stood high on back legs and tail, and waved it in the air. Fennix began to count loudly, in time with Peloquin, who was doing the same above. The Terror Bats struggled against Bryceus and Jodan, but it was no use.

Jessup cheered when the count reached ten, his enormous voice resounding over the field, and clapped his front two legs together in booming applause. The Overdogs roared in triumph.

Peloquin announced, “Victory goes to the Overdogs!”

White light washed across the field, healing all.

Fennix roared louder, shooting sparkling ice into the sky, then bounced up and down, shouting, “Ruff! Ruff! Ruff!” Across the field, Jessup pumped up and down on his legs atop the mound and barked in time.

Still, there was no sound from the crowd around the field. There was a lot of staring, however, and no small amount of shaking of heads.


Chapter 33

Zee sat on a long bench with his flight, all donning their armor for their first match. Behind them was a line of tents for changing, but they had no need of them. As discussed before they’d left camp, they worked silently, meeting the gazes of other recruits with blank stares. Zee and Sallison wanted them to project an air of calm indifference. To show no fear, but not overconfidence either. They were there to do a job, and that job was to win.

Of course, that wasn’t how they felt. Every one of them was nervous, including Zee. They weren’t showing it, though. A bell of meditation and some deep breathing exercises had helped. He was proud of them.

The truth was, Zee wasn’t nervous for himself, not for this first match. His concern was over getting Chirt and Jondon to Sand Class. Zee and Sallison had come up with a plan for that, too, though it would involve a lot of pain for their unrated flightmates, and Zee and Sallison would have to hold back, which wouldn’t be easy either.

When they’d dressed all they could alone, they began helping each other with the more complicated pieces of armor.

There was no roll call during Trials. They either showed up for the Trial events or they didn’t, with a no-show resulting in being sent home. That was enough incentive for anyone.

All three meals were served during Trials as well. They’d opted to eat a light breakfast in the canyon, Zee thinking it would be better to stay away from the rest of the recruits. Absenting themselves served the double purpose of keeping distractions at bay while becoming a distraction for others as their fellow recruits wondered where they were and what they were up to before the Flying Pigs made their dramatic entrance. Zee’d had his worries over that, but from the looks of the other recruits, it had worked. Some were scoffing, if not openly, most likely thinking they were little more than clowns, while others avoided looking at them altogether. Either one suited Zee.

A horn was blown, calling them to the first set of the first round of bouts, and Yezi came striding up with the rest of his flight. He stopped before them, fully kitted for their first match, with a warm smile on his face. If it was an act, he was very good at it.

“And so it begins,” Yezi said. “May the light of Zepiter shine upon you all and your day be gloriously victorious.”

Sallison smirked, but said, “And you, Minny ekh Hanyayo.”

Yezi said, “See you in the finals?”

“You can bet on it.”

He grinned and hurried away.

Chirt said, “Are you feeling all right, Sallison?”

“Yes. Why?”

Jondon said, “We expected you to say, ‘May you fall upon your bassbutt in disgrace and weep forevermore,’ or something like that.”

“Not today,” Sallison replied. “I like that, though. I’ll have to remember it for later.”

The horn blew a second time.

Mehmet’s nervousness was starting to show. “Come on, we have to get to our field!” They snatched up their weapons and shields.

“Ready?” Zee asked.

Together, they answered, “Ready!” and jogged in a line, keeping step to Sallison’s called-out cadence.

Recruits who were not up in the first set of matches and a few dozen spectators milled around the four rings that had been set up for the Conqueror. Among them were various faculty and staff, including Commandant Aureosa, Dean Wanchoo, Beastmaster Kareem eh Mahfouz, and Tackmaster Sadir sem Samir.

Dame Toomsil and Temothy jal Briggs were wearing referees’ arm bands, but as Zee approached field two, where the Flying Pigs had their first match, he saw neither had been assigned to their match. Most likely that decision had been made by Commandant Aureosa because of the relationship they had with Zee, which was probably for the best.

Cadet Wing Commanders High Mountain ber Sakai and Saralin, as well as the cadet wing group and squadron leaders, were also there. Once the Trials, Pairing Day, and the Acceptance Dinner were completed, the recruits who had passed would be chosen for first-year cadet flights. They were probably scouting. Zee’s heart fell a little as he recalled that the recruit flights would most likely be split up during the process. He and Jessup could easily end up in a cadet flight that didn’t include Sallison and the others. He sighed. That was the way it was at the academy. He’d just have to deal with it when the time came.

He called out, “Gather up!,” and his flight stepped to form a circle. “We have two matches to win today, but we take them one at a time. When we’re done with those, we’re off until the Swimmer this afternoon. For now, though, nothing else exists. It’s just us and the five recruits in that ring. Got it?”

“Yes, sir!”

Their formal response still made him uncomfortable, but he’d learned to go with it, for their sake. Today, of all days, they needed a confident flight leader, not a tiny murman whining about being called sir. “The defeated flights will continue in the losers’ brackets. But that won’t be us, right, Pigs?”

“Right!”

The response from all but Sallison was less than enthusiastic. Not because they didn’t believe it. They were just a little overwhelmed.

“That was terrible,” Zee reprimanded. “Hands in.” They each placed a hand on top of his. “Let’s try that again. Right, Pigs?!”

“Right, sir!”

“That’s better. Now let’s hear it.”

They pumped their hands together, shouting, “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!,” then threw them in the air. “Rah!”

Zee spoke to Chirt and Jondon in particular. “I know yielding is tradition when facing certain death and being given the choice. In real combat, that’s an option. In virtual combat, though, like today, never yield. Keep struggling, keep fighting, even if you’re convinced you’ve lost. It’s that final effort, that pain, and even that death, that will be your best shot at reaching Sand Class.”

The two of them gazed at him with an intensity he’d only glimpsed from them before now. They were ready, and it warmed his heart.

“You can do this.”

Chirt said, “We know, sir.”

Zee couldn’t help but smile, though he managed to keep it somewhat serious. “Then get it done.”

They stepped away, hitting each others’ shields and yelling in encouragement.

Zee turned his attention to Mehmet, who looked lost. Even in the last of their three simulation field practice sessions, he hadn’t been able to fully give himself over to the violence. He just wasn’t a killer. Zee couldn’t blame him, really, and it made Zee hesitant to force him to be something he wasn’t. He and Sallison would carry him as much as they could during the Conqueror, but he’d have to truly believe in himself for the other events. “You can do this, too, Mehmet.” Zee didn’t repeat the “In real combat, your friends and flightmates will be counting on you” speech, seeing no reason to make Mehmet feel worse about himself than Zee knew he already did.

Mehmet took a breath, then put on a serious expression. “Yes, sir.”

Zee slapped him on the back and shoved him toward Jondon and Chirt, who were more than happy to bring him into their shield bashing session. Mehmet joined in with fervor. Even if he didn’t feel it, he was getting a lot better at faking it, and that might be all he needed for now.

Sallison nudged Zee and indicated to where Aureosa and Wanchoo were standing. Slan hai Drogo had joined them, wearing a long cloak and wide-brimmed hat pulled low, and leaning on his cane. Even with the outfit, he was immediately recognizable to Zee. Not just because of the cane, but the very way he stood. Even with his slight hunch, he was taller than most everyone else in attendance, except for possibly Dean Wanchoo.

It was still going to take a while to get used to the fact that his Dr. Aenig was actually Slan hai Drogo. And now the last Black Titan was going to watch Zee’s first Conqueror match in the academy Trials. Zee hoped he wouldn’t be disappointed.

An assistant instructor of the sword with a referee’s armband stepped into the ring, which was sixty feet across, and announced, “Flying Pigs, Golden Flames, take the field!”

The flights entered the ring, lining up to face each other, forty feet apart. Zee’s flight being the second-seeded team, they faced one of the lowest-rated teams in the cohort. The Golden Flames had three low-level Sand-rated members and two who hadn’t yet reached Sand Class, for a total score of half of what the Flying Pigs had. They looked fearful but determined. Sweat sheened on their faces beneath their helmets while they tried to maintain eye contact. None of them could return Zee’s gaze, however, or Sallison’s, so they focused on Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet. Good. That was just what Zee and Sallison had hoped for.

The referee explained the rules. The fight would continue until all the members of one flight were eliminated, either by false death, through yielding, or by being forced out of the ring. Other than that, the only rules were that spears could not be thrown, and anyone attacking before the bout was officially begun would be required to leave the ring. The bout would then be reset and begun again with their team having fewer members.

Once they’d acknowledged the rules, the referee said, “Address!”

They all clapped hands to chests in the combat salute.

“Take your positions.” The referee backed away while the flights moved to their starting formations.

The Golden Flames, all with swords and shields, organized themselves into a classic M formation, their two strongest fighters forward, with one behind and between them and the others behind and to the side.

They appeared to be taken aback when only Jondon and Chirt stepped forward, the big man in the lead with the largest shield and sword they could find, the small recruit back and off his shoulder with a much lighter shield and her lengthy, slim rapier. Mehmet stayed where he was.

“Set!” The referee held up a hand. An assistant referee across the ring raised his as well, indicating that he was ready.

The combatants all moved into fighting stances, except for Zee and Sallison, who actually moved a few steps back, further perplexing the Golden Flames.

“Begin!”

No one moved. Zee had advised Jondon and Chirt to do just that, but the opposing team was just plain hesitant. They eyed Zee and Sallison, expecting them to come sprinting forward at any moment.

Zee could tell Sallison was itching to get into the fight, but she resisted the urge and remained still. She’d gotten to visit her family yesterday, but instead of being more reassured when she returned, she’d been even more agitated, angry that someone would dare attack them, and frustrated that no one knew who was behind it. A good fight was just what she needed, but she also understood that hanging back was best for Jondon and Chirt.

Jondon roared at the opposing flight. “Come on!”

The Golden Flames finally gathered their courage and charged, screaming. Jondon ran to meet them, staying low, leading with his massive shield, greatsword held point-forward, while Chirt sprinted with him.

Before they came together, Chirt veered wide to the right, while the central members of the opposing team tried to maneuver out of Jondon’s way. It was already too late. He turned his shield at an angle for a wider striking surface and crashed through two of them like a warhorse, stabbing one of them through the leg just above the knee.

The big man seemed just as surprised as their opponents at the power with which he’d hit them. Zee wasn’t. Pushing a sled piled with rocks for training had been Jondon’s idea. He’d kept at it every day, and it had done the trick.

To Zee’s relief, Jondon didn’t let his surprise slow him. He yanked his sword free and set upon the two still standing on the left, grunting with each mighty swing of the weapon, back and forth, while driving forward with his shield.

Chirt, having drawn the attention of a lone recruit on her side of their formation, spun beneath a wide swipe and whipped the slim, razor-sharp point across the throat of another recruit who was just sitting up after Jondon had knocked him to the ground. The recruit’s eyes widened, then rolled back in his head, and he fell to his back.

One of the two Jondon was laying into tripped and fell. Springing forward, Jondon slammed the bottom of his shield into the recruit’s face. The other backed away in horror, but Jondon did not relent. He leapt high and bashed the opponent to the ground with his shield, then swiftly raised his sword to stab the recruit through. He stopped short upon noticing that the recruit already lay still, his head twisted at an odd angle from a broken neck.

Shocked at his quick dispatch of the recruits, Jondon spun to spy Chirt battling the last standing recruit of the Golden Flames. He made to run to her aid, glancing at Zee, but a quick shake of his flight leader’s head halted him.

Chirt retreated beneath the tall recruit’s onslaught, sidestepping as she backed, circling away, dodging and turning to avoid the swipes and thrusts of her opponent’s longsword, deflecting blows with her shield while using her quickness and the length and speed of her rapier to find purchase on the weak areas of her opponent’s armor. A jab of Chirt’s rapier pierced the mail at the inside of the recruit’s elbow, then a slash opened a wound on her cheek. The recruit growled with rage and swung her shield, catching Chirt hard enough to knock her back and down to one knee. The recruit wasted no time, lunging downward with her sword. With a frantic swipe of her shield, Chirt deflected the blow and thrust up blindly with her rapier until it clicked to a stop. The recruit froze, the thin blade having pierced her through the cheek, all the way to the back of her helmet. She tipped to the side and dropped.

Chirt leapt up, surprised at what she’d done, then roared down at her slain opponent. “Take that! Yeah!”

At Sallison’s prompting, Mehmet approached the recruit with the wounded leg, who was trying to rise. Her arm broken, she’d discarded her shield. Mehmet pointed his sword at her. His voice didn’t have much command to it, but he shouted, “Yield!” The recruit tried to slap his sword away with hers, but Mehmet drew it back on instinct and stabbed at her chest. She deflected the thrust, but Mehmet’s sword slid up her blade and sliced across the side of her neck. She fell back, coughing, one gauntleted hand clamped to her wound. Mehmet could only watch as she died slowly in the red-soaked sand of the ring.

Zee wished he and Sallison could have given the recruits on the opposing team a good long fight to help them level up, but they couldn’t. Their priorities had to be Jondon and Chirt, at least until after Trials. Here, it was still a competition, and other recruits leveling up could mean either one of them might not make it, even if they did reach Sand Class.

When they were cadets, though, that would all end for him. He glanced over the other fields and the recruits waiting for their matches. They all needed to be stronger.

The referee shouted, “Victory goes to the Flying Pigs!”

Light applause sounded from the crowd as pale light flowed through the simulation ring. Zee looked up to see Drogo watching him, clapping his hands.

Sallison placed her hands on Mehmet’s shoulders and turned him away, guiding him back to where Jondon and Chirt were joining Zee.

Zee mock-scowled at Chirt and Jondon. “You two were supposed get grievously wounded and die.”

Jondon shrugged big. “I couldn’t help it. You taught us too well.”

“It just happened,” said Chirt.

Zee said, “Well done, both of you.”

Jondon said to Chirt, “Wicked stab, by the way. Right through the face.”

“What can I say?” Chirt replied. “I’m a wicked girl. And you broke a guy’s neck with your shield.”

“What can I say? I’m big and strong like that.”

Chirt rolled her eyes.

Sallison addressed the two of them. “See? You didn’t need us at all.”

Jondon said, “Oh, we will.”

Sallison crossed her arms. “We’ll see.”

Chirt and Jondon exchanged a cringing glance.


Chapter 34

Mehmet sat staring at the ground while Zee helped him remove his leather pauldrons. Zee was proud of him, but it came with a deep regret for what the young man had been forced to do. “Mehmet, you did good. You didn’t actually kill anyone.”

Mehmet picked at the scale of one of his gauntlets. “The pain and fear of death is real, though, and I made them feel that.”

“Only a crazy person likes to kill. But everyone likes to win, right?”

“I suppose.”

“And when it comes to real battle, you’d like to live, right?”

Mehmet said, “And I’d want my friends to live, too.”

“Yes, definitely. How you fight, for yourself and for them, makes all the difference.”

“I get it, yeah.”

“I know you want to be a magicker, a healer, but to do that...” Zee’s voice faded as he stared at Mehmet’s chest.

Mehmet paled and began feeling around on his chest. “Am I hurt?”

Zee said, “You know you can’t be hurt in the simulation fields. It’s your badge. You’re mid-level Sand now.”

Mehmet tried to look. “Seriously? Please don’t joke about things like that.”

Sallison joined Zee. “He’s not joking.”

Mehmet fumbled to take the badge off so he could see it, but Sallison leaned in to remove it, then handed it to him.

Mehmet stared. “Is that real?”

“Unless the Orb of Assessment is a practical joker,” Sallison replied, “which I doubt very much. Of course it’s real.” She pointed to the display, which showed two hash marks next to Mehmet’s name, and their flight now had a rating of seven. “See?”

Mehmet’s face lit up and he held his badge for the others to see. “Jondon! Chirt! Look what I did!”

Chirt scowled. “You little...”

Jondon said, “Could you loan me one of those?”

Still befuddled by the unexpected level-up, Mehmet’s faced squirmed with confusion as if he took the request seriously. “I would if I could. Honest.”

Jondon patted him on the shoulder. “I know you would.”

They checked the brackets. Of course, Yezi’s flight, the Comets, had won their match against a three-rated team and advanced to the next round, the quarter finals. Since they were the top-seeded flight, though, and due to the lopsided number of flights, they had a bye. The Flying Pigs’ quarter-final match would be against a flight called the Tomb Sparks, who had a rating of five.

Sallison said, “Come on, we’ve got a bell before the next match. What are we going to do?”

Jondon pretended to be enthused. “Drink water.”

So did Mehmet. “Eat some nasty fish jerky.”

And Chirt. “Meditate and stretch.”

Sallison slapped Chirt on the shoulder. “Exactly.” She turned to Zee. “They don’t need us at all.”

Mehmet said, “Oh, yes we do. Don’t abandon us now.”

“It’s nice to feel needed,” Zee replied.

They gathered their gear into the handcart so they could move closer to the field where their next match would take place.

***

Slan hai Drogo approached the field where Zee’s flight would have their quarter-final match, Dean Wanchoo and Commandant Aureosa with him. They eyed the brackets.

Drogo said, “It seems like centuries since I was here, a young recruit with a chip on his shoulder, dead set on destroying all comers. It’s like something I dreamed.”

Aureosa and Wanchoo didn’t reply right away, then Wanchoo said, “I was terrified.”

Aureosa nodded, memories flooding back in his eyes.

“Luckily for me,” Wanchoo continued, “I had good recruits in my flight. One in particular helped me more than he could know, even to this day.” He looked to Aureosa.

The commandant smiled wistfully. “Yes, well, I will never forgive you for reaching mid-level Red Titan before me.”

“You’re mid-level now, same as I am.” Wanchoo rocked proudly on his feet. “I do outrank you, though.”

“As you remind me at every possible opportunity.”

In spite of the levity between the two old classmates, Drogo remained pensive. “I don’t remember who my recruit flightmates were. Not their names, nor can I see their faces. I cared only for myself and my own advancement. In that, Mogon and I were the best possible pairing—and the worst. That obsession drove us to heights unprecedented, in class and rank, but it also made us miserable, conceited bastardfish, our only care that of getting stronger, faster, more deadly, our only joy in progressing and defeating our enemies.”

The commandant’s brow creased as he stared at the ground.

Wanchoo said, “Do not be so hard on yourself, Sky Marshall. You motivated generations of riders, and Peleus and I are no exception. You were our hero.”

Drogo’s lips pressed into a tight smile. “Thank you, as misplaced as your praise might be.”

He looked to where Zee and his flight sat in a circle away from the field, legs crossed, hands upturned upon their knees, with fingers and thumbs touching. They were still as statues, eyes closed, faces blank. “You saw Zee and Sallison allow the weakest of their flight to do the fighting in that last match. They sacrificed their own opportunity to make themselves stronger for their teammates. That is something I would never have considered.”

“Neither would I,” Aureosa admitted.

Wanchoo said, “Few would. I recall none, in fact, in all my years here. It was Tarrow’s doing, I have no doubt. Sallison is as driven as they come.”

Aureosa said, “I just hope it doesn’t hold her back.”

Drogo said, “She’s already reached high-level Sand. Her opportunity will come once she is paired. If they remain friends, even better if flightmates, Zee could help take her beyond what any amount of ambition could achieve alone.” He gazed over the flight. “Look at them. That is not your ordinary recruits’ meditation. And after only ten days training together.”

“That is also Tarrow’s influence,” said Aureosa. “The technique he and Jessup have developed is beyond that of any fourth-years.”

Wanchoo said, “Beyond any White Titan’s I know.”

Drogo spoke again. “Then it’s them in whom we should place our hope. A murman and his kraken. It is them who will be the inspiration for generations to come. It is them who will be the new heroes to all.”

***

While most recruits used the tents for changing, Zee’s flight removed their arming shirts and trousers in front of the benches near the fields. They took off their sweat-soaked sleeveless white shirts as well, leaving Jondon, Mehmet, and Zee in nothing but shorts, while Sallison and Chirt wore sporting brassieres. Other recruits watched inconspicuously, or so they thought, including the flight they’d be fighting next, the Tomb Sparks, with a team rating of five.

It had only been ten days, but Jondon had less fat than the day they’d broken into recruit flights, and there was more hard, bulky muscle under what was still there. His shoulders were massive, arms thick as many recruits’ legs, and his legs looked like they’d been carved from tree trunks, his calves alone as big as Zee’s thighs.

Mehmet was still tubby, but less so, and his limbs weren’t as smooth and soft looking as they once had been. Chirt was all lean ropy muscle with a stomach like a washboard, and Sallison appeared to be stronger than ever.

Zee drew the most attention, with the scars and kraken mark on his V-shaped torso and slim but well-muscled limbs. He turned to place his shirt on the bench and hushed gasps arose, dispersed through the crowd. Before that moment, no one other than his flight members had seen the long wicked scars from the lashing he’d taken on the Krakenfish.

Zee knew the other recruits were watching, but he and his flight members did not acknowledge their presence. That was the point of this little exercise. The Flying Pigs were proving they had nothing to be ashamed of, and they exuded an air of supreme confidence. A confidence all but perhaps Mehmet were beginning to truly grow into.

Showing no timidity and without a word, they helped each other remove the chains now visible on their ankles, waists, and wrists. They weren’t as heavy as the ones they’d worn through most of their training, but no one watching knew that.

The flight leader of the Tomb Sparks came closer. “Did you fight with those on earlier?”

Jondon looked up from watching Chirt unwind the chain from one of his wrists. He took a swig of water from a canteen, sloshed it in his mouth, and spit it on the ground between him and the flight leader. “We did.”

The recruit backed away and returned to his flight, scratching his head.

Sallison said, “That might have been a bit much.”

“What?” said Jondon. “I was our teacher’s favorite in my drama classes.”

Chirt said, “It was gross, is what it was.”

“I think it got the point across,” said Zee. He had to reach up to clap Jondon on the shoulder, then he began donning his fresh arming clothes.

***

Yezi ekh Hanyayo stood with his flight at the front of the crowd that had gathered to watch Zee and Sallison’s flight in their quarter-final match. Yezi’s team getting a bye in this round not only afforded them an automatic win and the privilege of fighting one less match today, but also gave them the opportunity to watch their future opponents, which Yezi had every confidence would be the Flying Pigs.

Forty feet separated the Flying Pigs from their opponents, the Tomb Sparks, who all held longswords and round shields. They’d arrayed themselves in a line, slightly curved back from the center.

Zee once again held an arming sword. He’d exchanged his standard shield, however, for a buckler. Jondon still carried his huge shield, but now he had a heavy fighting spear. The others were outfitted as they had been for the first match, Chirt with her rapier, Mehmet with his arming sword, and Sallison held a longsword. They stood in a tight line, crouched and ready to go.

The referee thrust her hand down. “Begin!”

The Flying Pigs jogged in a tight bunch to the right, Sallison leading, while the Tomb Sparks marched forward, adjusting the angle of their line to face the charging flight. Halfway to their opponents, the Pigs suddenly shifted direction, sprinting to the left, Jondon leading, with Chirt just beside and behind the edge of his shield. The Tomb Sparks once again tried to adjust the angle of their formation, but they were practically lined up when Zee tapped Jondon’s shoulder. The big man shifted direction suddenly and charged down their line, bashing them with glancing blows of his shield, spear held high and stabbing down wildly over his shield as he went. Chirt stabbed and slashed in his wake, while Zee, Sallison, and Mehmet ran along with them out to the side.

Though taken off guard by the tactic, their adversaries reacted quickly, stepping back to block and trying to land blows as they could. The last in the line stepped forward to take Jondon on, aiming a deflecting shield strike at Jondon’s own. As their shields slid together, Jondon lowered his spear and punched it up through the recruit’s stomach, practically lifting him from the ground.

The rival recruit next to the skewered recruit had dropped low, however, and though knocked off balance, he swung his blade into the back of Jondon’s ankle, severing the tendon. Jondon’s momentum carried him forward, and he crashed to the ground.

The offending Tomb Spark wasted no time and leapt upon Jondon, driving the point of his sword through the mail of his back. The instant he did so, he was run through the neck by Chirt’s rapier. Chirt had been quick, but not fast enough to save her friend. With a cry of anger, she jerked her sword to the side, fully opening the recruit’s throat, and kicked him off Jondon.

She spun, her expression twisted in rage. Some of their adversaries were injured, but they’d regrouped and faced a glaring Zee and Sallison, though they were hesitant to attack.

With a shriek, Chirt charged on her own—and Mehmet went with her. Chirt slashed and stabbed, dancing among them, looking to exact her revenge. They blocked and parried but couldn’t land a blow and were forced to position close together, where they fended off Chirt and Mehmet while expecting an attack from Sallison and Zee at any moment.

Mehmet managed to open a wound in the thigh of one of the Tomb Sparks, but it wasn’t enough take her off her feet, and she hacked into his neck and shoulder with a downstroke, dropping him.

Chirt pierced the eye of one recruit, but a powerful thrust from the sword of another punched through the mail of her chest to protrude from her back. Chirt gasped, dropping her rapier and shield, then grasped the blade with one hand while beating at the hand of her attacker. The recruit yanked his sword free, and Chirt fell to the ground.

For a moment, Chirt’s attacker stared in shock at the little recruit’s ferocity. Even down and mortally wounded, Chirt still grasped at the ground, trying to reach for her killer’s boot.

With the rest of them down, the Tomb Sparks faced the last two Flying Pigs.

Zee and Sallison hadn’t moved, their expressions stone.

Sallison turned her head to Zee. “Our turn?”

Zee replied, “Our turn.”

What little remained of the match was a slaughter. In less than ten seconds all three of the remaining Tomb Sparks were down, one missing an arm, the other a leg below the knee, all dead or gasping their last breaths.

Zee and Sallison had attacked in a flurry, yet in perfect complement to each other. They fought well together. Better than any pair Yezi had seen. The image of a bladed machine came to mind, then of a single symbiotic beast with four legs and four arms. If they made it to the finals, of which Yezi had no doubt, they would be formidable foes. He looked forward to it, very much.

***

In spite of the fight Chirt had put up, she still hadn’t reached Sand Class—but Jondon had. He hooted with joy and the others joined in. Chirt was happy for him, but she couldn’t help feeling jealous and disappointed in herself. She did a good job hiding it, though, and congratulated Jondon with all the enthusiasm she could muster.

Jondon put a big hand on her shoulder. “You’re next.”

“I hope so,” she replied. “I really do.”


Chapter 35

The magickers had already stirred the surface of the lake to a good chop when the swim instructor referee signaled the starter to begin the race. The starter held out an arm. “Take your marks!”

Sallison bent forward to her starting position, quickly scanning to her right. Mehmet took his position at the head of the lane next to her, then there was Zee, then Chirt, and Jondon. A glance to her right revealed Yezi two lanes down. He gave her a curt nod, then turned his attention to the water.

A bell rang out, and they dove.

Within a quarter length, Sallison had already outpaced every recruit in the lake—except for Yezi. As they’d discussed, Zee would hang back to help Chirt and Mehmet keep their pace and correct their form if need be, as well as encourage Jondon, then sprint to the finish.

She could see Yezi gliding along with his perfect stroke, steadfast strength, and infuriating calm competitiveness. They’d been trading fastest times all through Basic, but this was the race that mattered, and Sallison simply wouldn’t allow herself to lose. She drew on all her years of instruction and training, as well as her will, and swam. The tips Zee had given her helped as well. By the time they reached the end of the lake and reversed direction, she and Yezi were still neck and neck, but she was a bit less tired than she’d usually be.

Halfway through the last length of the Swimmer, Yezi began to move ahead. Sallison would have none of that. She retook the lead, and no matter how hard he kicked, Yezi could not keep up. The frustration she saw on his face when he lifted his head for a breath spurred her on even more.

In the last ten yards, she had nearly a body length on him, and Zee was still nowhere in sight. It occurred to her that not only was she going to beat Yezi, if Zee didn’t get moving, she might even win the whole event. She put every ounce of energy into that final sprint.

Then, a yard from the finish, something shot past her in a blur and she felt a surge of water in its wake. Her hand broke the sheet of light just before shore that marked the finish. She had beaten Yezi by over a body length, but when she crawled up out of the lake, Zee was already standing there, toweling himself off and shouting encouragement back at Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet. So, not first place, but there was no shame in losing to a murman. She checked the display with her place and time. Being first among the human recruits was more than enough, and beating Yezi a great thrill in itself.

Zee gave her a hand up, handed her a towel, and she joined him in cheering on the others.

***

From where she stood at the top of the inclined field, Mildrezod roared, “Begin!”

At the bottom of the slight slope, over a hundred yards away, the first group of beast recruits heaved on their boulders. All the stones had been chiseled to the same level of roundish, but Jessup’s was as big as a large shed. It took him longer than the others to get it rolling, but once he did, he kept picking up speed. He passed them all, including Bryceus, who had been leading the pack. Like the other dragons, Bryceus pushed his stone with his front paws, occasionally nudging it with his snout, while powering forward on his back legs.

The Boulder Roll did not have a time limit. The beasts only had to roll their stone over the finish line without stopping in order to pass. Each beast was timed, however, for placements and ranking in the recruit cohort. A faint wall of light rose from the finish line, projected from either side by crystals similar to Simulation Crystals, and a display with seconds ticking up hovered over an odd apparatus with a crystal of its own. The light registered when a recruit’s individual assessment badge broke through it and would record their time beside their name on another display.

The finish line cut across the field just below the peak of the slope, and Jessup broke through the light at full speed. He tried to stop his stone but stumbled, and it slipped from his arms. On it rolled, past Mildrezod, up and over the top, then down the opposite side, which was significantly more steep. Mildrezod ran to the crest, Jessup close behind.

Mildrezod roared, “Look out!” Cadet pairs took to the air to escape the boulder’s path, and a crowd scattered from where they’d been watching a simulated combat match between two knight pairs. It was finally halted by the ravine of a creek that wound across the field, where it sent up a great splash before rocking and lying still. Cadets, instructors, and knights stared up the rise.

Jessup grimaced and raised an arm. “Sorry!”

When he looked to Mildrezod, her eyes were narrowed, but then she sighed.

“It’s all right, Ducky Jessup. I should have accounted for such a possibility. It’s just that we don’t get many krakens pushing big rocks around here.”

They turned back to where most of the dragons had passed the line and sat huffing next to their boulders. Mirakle was not large, and her front legs were stumpier than those of other breeds, but all Rocks were strong for their size. Her shorter, thicker neck helped as well, and she was able to use her head to push more effectively than other breeds could. She didn’t place all that well but passed the line while a few of the others were still on the field, with Fennix farthest back.

Though he was well behind, Fennix continued at a steady pace. His clubfoot was little help, but he had developed a method of using his snout and chest to help his one good front leg. He also used his tail to help push from the back.

Still, it was grueling work and painful, Jessup knew. He hustled back to the finish, where he shouted his support. Jodan, Mirakle, and Bryceus joined in, and soon all the dragon recruits were cheering the little white Ice Diver on. With all the encouragement, Fennix pushed his boulder faster. Grunting and gasping, he finally crossed the finish line, where he nearly collapsed.

While the dragons cheered, Jessup lifted him with his two front arms and held him high.

Once Fennix had recovered from the shock of being hefted into the air, he waved down to the dragons. “Thank you! Thank you!”

He spied the display. “That’s a much better time than I had last year.” Then he saw the kraken’s time. “Jessup, that might be a record.”

“It is,” came Mildrezod’s voice from below.

Both he and Jessup looked down to see her glaring up at them, and several assistant referees staring.

Mildrezod tapped the ground with a front claw, the look of an angry school matron upon her face. “Ducky Jessup, what did I tell you about dragons?”

“Dragons are not playthings.” Jessup lowered Fennix to the ground. “Sorry, ma’am.” She shook her head and ordered the recruits to clear the area for the next set.

In spite of their scolding, Jessup and Fennix shared a wide grin while their flightmates, even Bryceus, bounded in with enthusiastic congratulations.

“And Ducky Jessup!”

Jessup stiffened to attention as Mildrezod’s voice came from down the line. “Yes, ma’am?”

She aimed a wing over the hill. “Go get that boulder!”

***

On the morning of the second day, the Conqueror fields were covered in a thick fog. The Flying Pigs hadn’t done anything special for their entrance today, just arrived silent and ready.

There was a much larger crowd than yesterday as more of the faculty and staff had come, including Superintendent Lora aye Hyooz, Dean of Academics Philliam sim Tooker, and Chaplain Antoon oh Connor. Far more of the knights and magickers who had been arriving on the island for extra training and many more of the folks from the village and docks crowded in as well. Bleachers had even been set up on four sides of the ring.

Only six flights remained in the tournament, and all the matches would take place one at a time. The three semi-final matches would come first, starting at the top of the bracket.

Yezi’s team, the Comets, were up first, to be pitted against a flight that had been seeded sixth. They’d begun with a five rating, but one of them had leveled up yesterday. They called themselves the Shield Smashers. The Flying Pigs might get odd looks for their name, but it certainly wasn’t the dumbest.

Yezi’s team conversed in low but lighthearted voices as they donned their chain mail belted at the waist, leather vambraces, greaves, and helmets. Yezi may have been the tallest of them, but the others were close, all with similar powerfully athletic builds. Two of them were low-level Sand, but Sallison had informed Zee they were excellent fighters. Zee’s flight would be up last in this round, and he’d be watching their match closely.

Zee peered through the fog and spotted Lukas tar Tarzian and the rest of his flight. Tarzian was watching Zee, arms crossed, his expression blank. Then he nodded.

That was unexpected. Perhaps his father, the high admiral of His Majesty’s Navy, had a talk with him. Zee nodded back. Lukas held his gaze, then turned to scan the rest of the crowd. Zee hadn’t forgiven the cruel and conceited recruit for what he’d done, but he held no grudge, either. As his da used to say, “Holding folks who have harmed you in your thoughts only gives them power, and the more you think on them, the more power they have over you.” Over the years, Zee had found that to be true. That didn’t mean Zee wouldn’t enjoy him and Jessup meeting Tarzian and his dragon in a simulation match one day, though.

Speaking of meeting snobsnails in combat, Derlick don Donnicky and his flight, the Legion, had won both of their matches yesterday, and the Flying Pigs would be taking them on in their semi-final bout. In spite of his da’s wisdom having helped Zee greatly over the years, he couldn’t help the crooked smirk that spread over his lips.

In the stands, Dean Tooker and Chaplain Connor chatted lightly several seats down from Superintendent Hyooz, Commandant Aureosa, and Dean Wanchoo. They weren’t all smiles, but they didn’t appear as dour as all the other times Zee had seen them. Apparently the last rounds of the Conqueror were something everyone looked forward to watching. None of their dragons could be seen, but they could be flying in the dense clouds above, or more likely attending the last day of the beasts’ Capture the Castle event.

Zee had already said good morning to Jessup, as he did every day, then reached out later to wish him glorious victory. Unless there was something of great import, they’d agreed to leave each other alone until after the morning events were over, so as not to distract from what they had to do. Zee knew that was mostly for his benefit. Jessup was not easily distracted. Zee could probably talk to him in the middle of a heated battle for the flag, and it wouldn’t affect his performance in the slightest. Still, Zee didn’t want to take the chance.

***

Kitvaria flew through the thick fog, staying as low over the Capture the Castle field as she could without the tips of her sleek Greatwing wings scraping the ground. “Zepiter damn this fog,” she said to herself. Even her excellent dragon eyesight could only pierce so far through the murk that hung over the field.

Kitvaria had watched the Overdogs’ matches yesterday and had calculated her strategy for today carefully. As flight leader of her team, Glistening Doom, she’d sent Bethan high to approach their adversaries’ flag from above and roar down if she saw any sign of the Overdogs’ approach, while Kitvaria and Jood would fly low, just in sight of each other, in case they came low through the fog or, worse, that Zepiterdamned kraken made a run for their flag. She knew a far greater crowd had gathered for today’s rounds, and there were referees flying around somewhere, but she could not see them. The fog hushed all sound as well. That sea demon could be upon them before they knew it was coming. She nearly shuddered at the thought but steeled herself, checked to make sure Jood was still with her, and continued on, squinting through the fog.

The dark shape of the mound came into view. She slowed and landed on the field. Jood’s Royal Crimson form emerged from the fog to join her. They exchanged nervous glances, then stalked forward.

The mound rose before them, but there was no one there. No dragons. No kraken. Just the flag hanging limp in the still air, and unattended.

Jood muttered, “What the...? You’ve got to be kidding.”

Kitvaria knew Fennix was wily and she expected a trap of some sort, but this made no sense. She peered about, listening carefully. Mostly assured it was safe, she growled at Jood. “Go.”

Jood began to step forward but stopped. “I don’t know...”

“As your flight leader, I order you to capture that flag.”

“Yeah, well...”

Kitvaria grunted. “Come on, then.” They moved forward in a low crouch and climbed the steep sides of the mound, where they peered over the top.

Still nothing but the flag.

Another Royal Crimson came spiraling down slowly through the mist. Kitvaria called to her. “Bethan, have you seen anything?”

“Nothing,” Bethan replied. She appeared to be keeping her nerve better than her flightmates. “The fogbank is very high and covers the whole island.”

“Then get that flag.”

Bethan circled wide for one last look.

A menacing chuckle rumbled in the ghostly fog, sounding like it was right in front of Kitvaria and Jood. They crouched, eyes wide. Spikes stiffened along the length of Kitvaria’s tail as a chill ran down her spine.

Before they could shout a warning, Bethan dove for the flag at a steep angle, only to bounce hard off an invisible barrier and drop to the mound’s plateau in a daze. The fog swirled, and it looked like she was struggling against something that had pinned her to the ground.

Kitvaria gaped, trying to make sense of what she was seeing. The fog rushed toward her and Jood, rippling and revealing the full terrible glory of the kraken as Jessup dropped his natural ability to camouflage.

“Boo!”

He pounced, reaching with arms tipped with wicked claws.

***

Fennix circled high in the fog with Mirakle, Jodan, and Bryceus. The shrieks of dragons in terror cut through the mist, cut short by a muted flash of blue light in the direction of their flag.

Jessup’s voice rose over the field. “Overdogs! Take your time!”

Fennix chuckled, and the others grinned. While preparing for the Trials, Jessup had shown them how he could change his coloring to match his immediate surroundings. He’d done it by laying in wait for them to return to the cavern after a flight. Though Fennix had seen Jessup’s camouflage before, he’d shrieked like a human child when the kraken suddenly appeared before them, Bryceus and Mirakle had both fallen in the lake, and poor Jodan had nearly fainted. The thick fog that morning had afforded the perfect opportunity to use it against their opponents.

Mirakle said, “I guess it worked.”

“I would love to have seen the looks on their faces,” said Jodan.

“Wouldn’t we all,” said Fennix. “All right, team. Phase two. Let’s get that flag.”

Fennix lead them into a steep dive, the Overdogs roaring their attack at the top of their dragon lungs.


Chapter 36

Still waiting for the first match to start, Zee spied more familiar figures in the fog. The last time he’d seen Androo Cobbling, Meik Tabacchi, Robhat Hayes, or Mickal rot Fletcher was before he’d been asked to be a lifeguard at the swimming lake, the day the chasmclaw attacked.

With a quick, “I’ll be right back,” to his flight, Zee made his way to his old co-workers.

Meik threw his arms up at Zee’s approach. “There he is!”

They cheered in greeting, causing Zee’s cheeks to turn red, and Fletcher raised a flask. Zee shook their hands while they grabbed his shoulder and generally gave him a hearty hello.

Fletcher’s eyes began to tear up, and he grabbed Zee in a smothering hug. “We’ve missed you, Tarrow.”

Meik said, “You miss Jessup, and only because now you and Hayes have to put in an honest day’s work.”

Fletcher snorted and tipped back his flask.

Zee said, “I’ve missed you all, too.”

Androo said, “No, you haven’t.”

“I have, honestly. I wanted to come see you all, but we’re not allowed.”

Robhat said, “Since when did that ever stop you?”

Zee laughed and blushed again. “Did Meik give you all a day off?”

“He did, much to everyone’s surprise,” Androo replied. “There must be some tiny spark of kindness deep in that dark, cold, penny-pinching heart of his.”

Meik said, “Keep it up, Androo, and you’ll have all the days off you like. Without any pennies.”

Androo clapped Zee on the shoulder. “We had to come support our boy. You and Jessup are all anyone talks about on the docks these days.” He indicated the brackets display, which still shone bright even through the fog. “Looks like your flight is doing well. Of course, I wouldn’t expect anything different.”

Meik said, “What do you think, lad? Are you going to take the whole thing?”

“We’re giving it our best,” said Zee. “We won’t be up until the third match, though.”

“That’s all right. We’re making a day of it.” Meik pulled a flask out of his pocket and lifted it. Robhat lifted one as well, and Androo pulled out two.

A referee raised her voice, calling Yezi’s flight and the Shield Smashers to the field.

Zee said, “I should watch this with my flight.”

“Go,” said Androo.

“It’s good to see you all. I’ll talk to you soon.”

“You’d better,” said Meik.

Zee turned and trotted away, then looked back to see them all holding flasks high.

Meik shouted after him. “May Zepiter, Postune, and Zhera herself guide your blade!”

The others cried, “Hear, hear!”

Zee waved and continued through the crowd. He did miss them. It seemed like just yesterday he’d been working on the docks but also like decades ago, in another life. His life had changed so much, in such a short time.

And it was about to change even more.

***

It began with the slow muting of sound. Zee slowed down, wondering if maybe he still had water in his ears from the Swimmer—but that didn’t make any sense. Pressure began to build in his skull, of unknown reason and source, and breathing became difficult. Zee thought he heard Jessup’s voice calling his name, just once, from a distance, then nothing. Complete silence except for the light noise of a breeze.

The fog thickened and swirled closer. People became smeared, then stopped, freezing in place. Zee froze as well, unable to move his body from the neck down. The sky darkened, and he looked up to see the fog roiling, then dialing open in a spinning vortex high in the sky, revealing deep black nothingness. The awful fell power of the red hit him, nearly knocking him to his knees with violent nausea. Great red fires appeared in the void, two enormous and threatening, two smaller above, no less menacing. His whole body clenched with an overwhelming sense of wrongness.

Zee felt Jessup reaching out to him from afar, but he could not touch him back, even through the bond.

Red lightning shot through the darkness of the vortex, and a voice roared like thunder. “COME TO ME.”

Zee rocketed upward, flipping head-over-heels and screaming as he was sucked toward the vortex. He slowed and his spin halted as something tried to pull him back. His kraken bond heated. It was Jessup’s will.

The voice came again, blasting out of the void. “AND YOU.”

Suddenly there was no resistance, and Zee shot into the whirling abyss, flipping out of control once more, right into the gaping mouth of a beast larger and more foul than any he could have ever imagined. Onward he flew, through a swirling tunnel of dark fog, with red light and black shadow streaking past. Blackness blinked in his eyes, in his mind, as if he flashed in and out of consciousness.

“Zee! What is happening?!”

Jessup was there, tumbling along beside him, arms flailing, out of reach. Blackness continued to cut in and out.

“Jessup! I don’t know, but it’s not good!”

“SILENCE!” the voice commanded.

Try as hard as he might, Zee could no longer speak to Jessup, though he could still see him, and feel him, fighting against the fell power that drew them forth.

***

“Jessup?” Fennix stepped closer to his friend. They’d been waiting for their next match near the Capture the Castle fields when Jessup had suddenly gone still. Now he sat rigid, shivering as if from a terrible cold, and staring, his eyes glazed.

“Jessup?” Fennix repeated. He tapped one of Jessup’s arms with a claw, then pushed on it.

Bryceus came up beside the little Ice Diver. “Fennix, did you break our kraken?”

“I wish I had, then I’d know what’s wrong with him.”

Bryceus roared Jessup’s name in his face. Still nothing. “He really is broken.”

Fennix glanced around. “We must find Vandalia, and Venkatarama, if he is about.”

“Just fetch the beast commandant and dean of magicks? How on Zhera do you—”

“Keep an eye on him, please,” said Fennix, and then he was off like a shot.

***

How long they flew through the nightmarish tunnel of red and darkness, Zee had no idea. The pressure built, the lurid sense of wrongness growing. Zee wanted to scream, but his mouth and throat merely spasmed.

Then they were falling, tumbling down, down, though a vertical chute of stone over a hundred yards wide, the black walls smooth and glassy as if melted rock had flowed and hardened. Blackness continued to blink in and out, and with it the sound of rushing wind.

Suddenly Zee landed on his feet with no feeling of lessening velocity or impact. Zee stood in a cavern he could feel was expansive beyond reckoning, but only lit by a wide circle of incarnadine luminescence. The floor was purple glass, smooth and solid but shot through with cracks. Though he sensed Jessup beside him, he couldn’t move other than to shift his eyes.

The power of Hadeum exuded from all around, infusing the air with a sulfuric stench, palpable and oppressive, pressing on him, into him, through him.

Just outside the crimson illumination stood the shimmering, smearing figure of a man. Or something like a man. Half facing them, a knight, perhaps, in armor and helmed, though his helmet also had a crown inset with red jewels. His eyes were red flame, and he was taller than anyone Zee had ever seen. Zee had a hard time focusing on his breastplate, which might have been a silvery blue but glimmered with colored light.

In deeper darkness behind and high above the man, two enormous eyes opened, like the lighting of great red fires, blazing with malevolence.

Power flowed from the pair like heat from a blast furnace, but it was icy cold and wretched like what he and Jessup had felt from the White Titan Wraith sorcerer, though far more potent. Zee could tell that Jessup felt it too, but the kraken bore it better than Zee did. Zee felt like it was consuming him, suffocating him, tainting him, body and soul. He nearly retched.

“Come, come,” the man said, though his mouth did not move. “It’s not that bad once you get used to it.” It wasn’t the voice Zee had heard before, or maybe it was. Still deep and resounding, but no longer grating and terrible. The man made a slight wave of his hand, a smear of red and black.

Zee’s nausea was gone. No sense of the Hadeum remained.

“You are not an easy pair to reach. You bond and your wills are exceptionally strong.”

Zee found he could now move his head, though his body felt as if he’d been turned into a statue of solid stone. Jessup was there beside him, frozen as well. He looked as if all color had been leached from him, smudged and smearing grays and blacks, but his green eyes swiveled to Zee. There was no fear in them, just anger and determination. And they still couldn’t speak to each other through the bond.

Zee was afraid, he couldn’t deny it, but there was defiance as well, and his own anger swelled. “Get out of our minds!”

“We’re not in your minds. You’re in ours.”

The beast moved in the darkness. Grating of heavy scales on stone, the rustle of mighty wings, and there, at the very edge of sight, the slither of an arm, like Jessup’s but with far more mass, mottled black and red. Its mouth cracked open, revealing fangs the length of a greatsword, and it looked as if they were carved of the very stone of its face, backlit by the burning red furnace of its throat. The air before it warped with heat. Zee couldn’t see the features of its face or body. He'd have no idea how to identify it even if he could. Its very existence reeked of devastation. The sense of wrongness he’d felt before became overwhelming, and he nearly swooned.

Zee swallowed the gorge that rose in his throat. He couldn’t open his mouth, but he could shout. “What do you want?!”

“The world. All the nations above and below. To advance. Everything. For those like us, what else is there?”

Zee felt there was more to his words. “Like us?”

The man peered from below his brow, a sneer on his lips. “Sorcerers.”

Zee tried to lean forward, but of course he could not. “We’ll never join you, if that’s what you’re after.”

“Join us? No. My Wraith forces and I are doing just fine.” The man paused with a tilt of the head, the flames of his eyes seeming to burn into Zee’s mind with icy cold fire. He turned his gaze upon Jessup. “Though you did manage to kill a half dozen of our Gold Class knights and were nearly the end of a White Titan sorcerer pair, wielders of Hadeum at that. You were what at the time, Bronze Class?” He walked closer as he spoke. “From my generals’ account, I imagine you used an artefact, perhaps one of the Tears of Zhera. But to not only survive that but also control and wield its power...” He stopped two strides away, towering over Zee at what had to be nine feet tall. “Impressive. Exciting, even. We are... enthused.”

“What do you want from us?”

The monstrous beast spoke for the first time, its voice straight from the deepest hells. “To fight.”

***

Vandalia roared from the sky. “Clear the way!”

Recruits and instructors pressed back from where they ringed Jessup, leaving room for the beast commandant, Venkatarama, and Fennix to land. Only Jodan, Bryceus, Mirakle, and now Mildrezod remained close.

Jessup’s eyes were narrowed, peering into nowhere, his face set in an intense grimace, and tremors ran through his body. Amoxtli flew from Venkatarama to one of Jessup’s arms, where she gazed up at him and squeaked in concern.

Venkatarama stepped close and stared into one of the kraken’s big eyes, then set a claw upon one of Jessup’s arms, and closed his eyes. The beast dean of magicks’ eyes popped open and he yanked his claw away. He met Vandalia’s gaze, and whispered, “I can feel it.”

He had no need to spell it out. She knew he meant the red power of the Wraiths.

“What is it?” Fennix asked. “What can you feel.”

Venkatarama did not answer, and Vandalia acted as if she hadn’t heard the question.

Vandalia said, “Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo have informed us that Zee Tarrow has collapsed on the fields and is unconscious.”

“Why?” Fennix asked, his anxiousness rising. “What’s happened?”

Venkatarama looked back to Jessup. “We have no idea.”

***

“To fight?” Zee asked. “With you?”

“Not now, of course,” the knight answered. “You’ll need to get stronger.”

“Stronger,” said the hellish beast. Just like in Zee and Jessup’s dreams.

The knight’s voice dripped with venom. “Much stronger.”

Zee tried to speak again, but the knight beat him to it.

“Before you further embarrass yourself with more cliché questions, no, this is not a dream, not entirely, but you’re not really here, either. After you and your kraken blocked us from speaking to you in your dreams, which was entirely unexpected and for which you have our compliments, we had to take more extreme measures to gain your ear.”

Zee stared at the strange and terrifying Wraith. “Who are you?”

He came closer, then reached up and removed his helmet. As he did so, the smearing and ethereal nature of his visage lessened, leaving him more solid, more real. Dark hair fell to his shoulders in waves, framing a face that could be considered handsome, with a short beard. A deep scar angled across his forehead, and another down his cheek to his chin. His smile was crooked, but not in an abnormal or leering way. More like a polite smirk. The red flames of his eyes extinguished, becoming the pale blue of distant starlight. When he spoke, it was with his mouth, not in Zee’s mind.

“We are called many things, but let’s keep it simple. You can call us the Wraith Kings.” His eyes glinted as if he expected Zee to be amused. In spite of his looks and demeanor, malevolence rolled off him in waves, chilling Zee to the marrow.

Zee recalled what he and Jessup had called them. They’d guessed correctly. Zee tried once more to speak, but only uttered, “I...”

The Wraith King waved a hand over them. “You are Zee Tarrow and Jessup, murman and kraken, bonded since your tender age of seven and the beast’s birth. You were separated for many years, then reunited. You learned to forge and advanced to mid-level Iron in less than four months. Unheard of. Xylokai and I did not advance that quickly. Not even the great and mighty Slan hai Drogo and Mogon accomplished such a feat.”

Even in these bizarre and overwhelming circumstances, the mention of Drogo gave Zee an idea. Maybe he could use this, learn what he could. Anything that might help them in the war against the Wraiths he was now more certain than ever was coming. “How do you know all this?”

The Wraith King tilted his head. “We have ears everywhere.” Then he sneered. “And eyes.” For one horrific moment, his face became like a skull beneath burned red flesh, the eye sockets empty but for searing red flame, then it returned to its previous form.

In the midnight cavern, more eyes opened on the hidden face of the gigantic beast, all of different sizes and shapes. All blazed, but not all were red. Some were yellow, some blue, and others green. The wrongness swelled. Zee shuddered, and disgust flowed to him from Jessup—but not just disgust. Zee also felt the extreme exertion of his will resisting, pushing, reaching. Zee joined his own will with it, connecting their bond further. They tried to spark their core but could not. Still, they fought, and Zee forced all his intent into Camouflaging their strength.

The Wraith King rubbed his chin. “You and I have much in common, Zee Tarrow.”

Zee managed to keep the strain of his and Jessup’s efforts from his voice. “Now who’s speaking in clichés?” The man’s brow lifted, and he grinned in malicious amusement. “I’ll bite though,” Zee continued. “What do we have in common?”

“That will be a story for our next meeting.”

Zee gritted his teeth, the cords of his neck straining, and glared at the King of the Wraiths from beneath his brow. “There won’t be a next meeting. And this one is over.”

The blue light of Marisean bloomed from Jessup’s body, breaking the Wraiths’ hold over him. He swiped at the man, his arm whipping through him as if he were a ghost. The Wraith cried out, in anger rather than pain, but he was clearly surprised.

Jessup grabbed Zee, his arms feeling entirely corporeal and solid to him, then pulled him close, and they shot backward into the darkness, the Wraith King sorcerers roaring after them.

The Wraith King’s voice came as from a great distance, but it seared into their minds. “We are patient, but we will not wait forever. Be ready. Be strong!”

The words left Zee weak and shivering, and the streaking blackness through which they flew became blinding white.

***

Amoxtli took to the air with a squeak of alarm, and Fennix, Venkatarama, and Vandalia leapt back as Jessup broke free of whatever state he’d been in with a great shudder and roar.

His breathing deep and labored, his eyes fell on the dragons. He whispered, and there was a fear in his voice Fennix had never heard before. “Zee...”

***

Zee gasped, eyes shooting open, and flailed.

Strong arms held him down. “Zee! You’re all right!”

All was blurry and bright, then, beneath the wide brim of a hat, the shaded face of Dr. Aenig—no, Slan hai Drogo—took form.

Zee sucked in breath, chest heaving. He forced himself to breathe deeply and evenly, in though his nose, out through his mouth. He ceased to shiver, and the queasiness in his gut faded. His bondmark burned hot but began to cool.

Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo were there as well, gazing down at him with faces drawn in worry, and Zee realized he was lying down. He sat up, Drogo helping while holding a hand on his shoulder to keep him from trying to stand.

Sallison’s voice rose from nearby. “He’s in my flight, let me through!”

A circle had been cleared around him, held by knights and foursie cadet instructors. Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet were there beyond the cordon with Sallison, who was glaring at a Silver Class knight who held a hand to her, keeping her back.

“Sallison!” Zee shouted. “I’m all right!”

Her expression changed to one of overwhelming relief when she saw he was sitting up.

Among the spectators were Zee’s former co-workers from the docks. They clapped each other on the backs, and Meik swiped a hand across his creased and sweating brow.

Zee looked to Drogo. “What happened?”

The man gazed back at him. “Maybe you can tell us.”

Zee glanced around again, noticed the fog was abating, and spoke under his breath. “Not here.”

Aureosa peered through the crowd. “Come with me.”

Drogo squeezed Zee’s shoulder. “Can you stand?”

“Yeah.” Zee stood, wavered, then steadied himself. “I’m okay. Wait. My match...”

Aureosa said, “There is time. And we must make sure you’re fit for it.”

“How long was I out?”

“Several minutes at the most.”

“It felt like much longer.”

“I will speak to your flight.” The commandant turned to Dean Wanchoo, “I will meet you at the farthest dressing tent.”

Wanchoo led them through a gap in the crowd opened by the knights standing guard. To several of the knights, he said, “With me.”

The crowd continued to part for the esteemed dean of magicks.

Zee reached out to Jessup, assuring him he was all right, asking after his condition, and thanking him for helping them escape the terrible vision of the Wraith Kings. He told him who he was with, Jessup told him Vandalia and Venkatarama were with him, and they agreed to talk later.

They entered a dressing tent, leaving the knights to keep watch outside, and Wanchoo conjured his dome of silence. Zee sat on a bench, and Drogo knelt to check his pulse and pupils. Wanchoo consulted his pocketclock and assured Zee they would get him back to his flight in plenty of time to get ready for his Conqueror match.

Once Drogo was finished examining him, Zee gazed at the ground while Drogo and Wanchoo watched him intently.

Commandant Aureosa entered, blowing air through his lips. “Your flight is appeased, for now, but they are not happy.”

Zee imagined Sallison glowering at the commandant. He hoped having others around had kept her sharp tongue in check.

Zee thought he’d have to gather his recollection, like trying to piece together the fragments of a dream, but the entire incident was burned into his memory, every image and every word. “It was the King of the Wraiths. He drew Jessup and me into some kind of dream meeting.”

“Tell us everything,” said Drogo. He glanced at Wanchoo. “Time permitting, that is.”

Zee began by describing how the Wraith Kings had previously entered Zee’s and Jessup’s dreams, but they had been able to block them out until today. Then he told them all he could recall of what had just happened, from the pressure building in his mind and the dreadful feeling of Hadeum drawing them up into the sky, to the Wraith King’s final words. He also explained his and Jessup’s suspicions that the Wraith Kings may have been responsible for the earthshake that caused the titanwave.

No one interrupted him, expressionless and intent on his words, except Zee thought Drogo’s cheek twitched and eyes narrowed when Zee described what the Wraith King looked like, and the scars on the man’s forehead and cheek.

When Zee was finished, Aureosa and Wanchoo gazed at each other with deep unease.

Drogo said, “Another sorcerer pair...” then stared at the sandy floor of the tent, brow deeply furrowed in thought. He finally stirred, the intensity of his clear eye rising to Zee. “Could you tell what class the Wraith King pair were? What it felt like? Any detail matters.”

Zee shuddered. “They had more power than I’ve felt from the cores of Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo combined, much more than even the White Titan Wraith sorcerer pair we faced.”

Aureosa said, “The pair that bested me, Wanchoo, and the king together, all with a single blow.”

“His armor,” said Drogo. “You said it shimmered with color. What colors, exactly?

Zee pulled the image up before his mind’s eye. “There was the red of Hadeum, and blue, like Marisean, some small yellow streaks of Empyrean, and the other main color was... green?” He reached out to his bondmate. “I just checked with Jessup. It was green.”

Drogo remained silent, gazing into some knowledge or memory that fully escaped Zee. Then he looked to Aureosa and Wanchoo, who stared back at him.

“What?” Zee asked.

Wanchoo appeared uncomfortable speaking, but said, “It’s time to get Zee back.”

The commandant addressed Drogo. “Is he fit to fight?”

“He seems fine, physically, and his mind is sharp.”

Wanchoo peered at Zee. “His aura is strong.”

“Good,” Aureosa replied. “Zee, you may return to your flight.” Zee stood, as did Drogo. The commandant added, “And thank you.”

“My pleasure, sir.”

Drogo said to Zee, “Meet me after your afternoon Trial event. At the academy library. Can you do that?”

Zee glanced at the others, then back. “Yes, sir.”

Drogo sighed deeply, then his lips spread in what looked like a forced smile, and he gripped Zee by the shoulder. “Now get out there and win this match.”

***

Drogo, Aureosa, and Wanchoo stood outside the tent watching Zee make his way back to his flight at a jog.

Drogo said, “We may be in trouble, gentlemen.”

“That could be the understatement of the century,” Aureosa replied.

Wanchoo said, “Possibly of the last millennium.”

“But it’s supposed to be only a myth.”

“So are Marisean, Hadeum, krakens, and murfolk and krakens bonding.”

“We live in strange times.”

“Strange, and possibly catastrophic.”

Drogo watched Zee disappear into the crowd. “At the same time, perhaps of great hope as well.”


Chapter 37

“Excuse me,” said Zee. “Pardon me.” The crowd around the Conqueror ring was packed tight, and making his way through was a chore.

The referee announced, “For our third and final semi-final match, we have the Legion facing off against the Flying Pigs!” Applause rose from the crowd.

Zee finally broke through and ducked under the rope that kept the spectators back from the ring. He looked up to see Sallison spread her arms in a gesture that said both What’s going on? and Where have you been?

He ran to her. Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon looked on in concern and apprehension.

“Sorry,” Zee said.

Sallison shook her head. “You good?”

“I’m good. All good.” To the others, he said, “I’ll explain later.” Luckily, Zee had put his armor on before the first match so he’d have time to watch both that match and the second. Now he’d missed them both, but there was nothing to be done about that. He put on his helmet and grabbed his weapons.

“Right,” said Sallison, though she obviously had questions, and a lot of them. She put on her game face and spoke to them as a group. “Let’s beat these scumsuckers to the ground.”

The referee’s voice rose again. “Flights, take the field!” They marched out in a line.

Across the field, the Legion lined up as well, along with their flight leader, Derlick don Donnicky.

The referee announced the names of the flights once again, then the flight members. Scattered cheers, whistling, and clapping arose from the crowd, but Zee made no effort to see where it was coming from. He did see Yezi, though. Zee may have missed the Comets’ match, but according to the brackets, they’d won, and he could count on Sallison and the others to fill him in. Right now the only fight that mattered was the one right in front of him.

His gaze fell upon Donnicky, who was trying his hardest to hold an expression of fierce determination with a cruel smirk. Zee had known him when he was a squire, though, having spent several years with him on ship. It was a front. Derlick was scared. And he should be.

The referee called for them to salute, then to take their positions. Simulation Crystals lit the perimeter of the field.

For this match, Jondon was wielding the longest and heaviest mace they could find in the academy’s stockpile. He took the front position and spun the mace in front of him like it was a light staff, then lay it on his shoulder. The others had the same weapons and shields as their last match.

Zee, however, had gone with something different. From his waist he drew his boarding axe, with its bearded blade and sharp point at the back of the head. For the other hand he drew a parrying dagger. It was basically a short saber, complete with hilt and hand guard, the blade just under a foot long. He swung the axe deftly in a show of skill, spinning it, chopping, and punching forward with the head while blocking, swiping, and stabbing with the dagger. He felt showy doing it, but the looks on the faces of the opposing flight members were worth it. These were the weapons of pirates, cutthroats, and back-alley brigands, wicked and low class, made for dirty work in close quarters. That also made them more than a bit frightening.

Donnicky hadn’t been on ship when Zee had fought pirates with these weapons and killed two of them. He’d heard the stories, though, and Zee was no longer a lowly hull scrubber conscript in his early teens. Fear broke through Donnicky’s façade, though he tried to hide it with disdain.

Donnicky had reached mid-level Sand Class while training for the Trials, so his flight had a rating of six. He was their best with a sword, in the top five or six in the cohort, but the others were close to him in skill. It was no surprise they’d made it this far in the tournament. Unfortunately for them, they weren’t going to make it any farther. The Pigs would make sure of it.

The yearning for a fight that always burned inside Zee flared brighter. Still, he controlled his breathing, putting all thought of the bizarre confrontation with the Wraith King and his beast out of his mind, and a steely calm fell over him. He tapped into the heightened state of awareness he had now nearly perfected, accelerating his already uncanny reaction time. A quick glance told him Sallison was doing the same.

“Begin!”

Donnicky’s team had unsurprisingly arranged themselves in a V, their largest member out front at the center. Donnicky was on the outside, directly across from Zee. They advanced slowly, spreading out as they came, most likely expecting Jondon to charge.

But he didn’t. The Flying Pigs merely walked toward them.

Then both groups picked up the pace, until they were running. They loosed a war cry, all except Zee, who just held his cold, hard glare.

Suddenly, Donnicky dropped back and sprinted behind the others in his flight to the far side, and the rest of them shifted over so Zee faced someone other than Derlick. Sallison was already committed as well, leaving Donnicky against Chirt at the other side of their formation.

That was fine, Zee figured. Chirt needed a good fight.

The flights came together, the first blow a mighty swing from Jondon’s mace, which shattered the shield of their largest opponent, knocking him down with a broken arm.

Unlike their first two matches, this one quickly became a brawl.

Jondon crushed the fallen recruit’s head with a second blow from his mace but took a sword deep in the armpit from another Legion recruit, dropping him on top of his fallen foe.

Jondon’s killer had no sooner withdrawn his sword than Sallison cut off his head.

Zee’s opponent was stepping back when Zee feinted with his dagger and hacked at the side of his knee with his axe, following up with a dagger up under the chin, burying it until the hilt slammed the recruit’s mouth shut hard enough to crack his teeth.

Zee spun just in time to see another opponent tripping backward into him, having been shoved by Sallison. Zee stabbed him in the lower back and pushed him back toward her. She drove her sword through the mail that covered his gut, and Zee brought the point at the back of his axe down to punch through the steel of his helmet and embed itself into his skull.

For a moment the dead recruit stood there, held up by both killing blows, then Zee and Sallison withdrew their weapons and let him drop.

Three down, two to go.

Before Zee could shout “Behind you!” Sallison was spinning to block an overhand strike. She pushed her attacker’s sword to the side, but the recruit was quick. She sidestepped, and the two began a rapid exchange of thrusts, blocks, and parries. Farther away in the ring, Derlick don Donnicky withdrew his sword from Mehmet’s stomach with a great screech of chain mail on blade—but Mehmet was holding on to Donnicky’s shield with a death grip and wouldn’t let go. Then Chirt was on Donnicky, shrieking in rage, “You cocky conkhead!,” forcing him to abandon his shield.

***

Derlick don Donnicky staggered back, sim Nabbit’s long rapier whipping past his face. She was small and not particularly strong, but she was fast. He drew back for a lunge, but more swipes of her slim sword came at him, and he lifted his empty gauntleted hand to protect his eyes. Chirt stabbed right through the leather palm. Derlick cried out, but instead of yanking his hand free, he gripped her blade, swung it to the side, and cut Chirt down where her shoulder met her neck.

The field was eerily quiet as Derlick looked up and spun, then froze.

Tarrow stood to one side, anh Batcu to the other, each about ten feet away. They just stood there, watching.

Sallison tipped him an upnod. “Pick one.”

“Seriously?”

“Or you can take us both on,” said Tarrow. “Your choice.”

Sallison added, “If you win, the other of us will step out of the ring, how’s that?”

She looked to Zee, who nodded his agreement.

Derlick whipped his head back and forth between them. They were both crazy.

Sallison had shamed him over and again during Basic. He’d have to get very lucky to beat her. Right now, luck didn’t seem to be on his side. He’d never faced Tarrow, at least not since they would spar on ship. The gilly was fast. Faster than both Sallison and that shadbrat Chirt. He also held that nasty boarding axe and pirate’s knife. But he had no shield, while Sallison did. And though he had no love for Sallison, he hated the murman to the core. Donnicky and his flight would have humiliated him in the tent that night if Sallison and Yezi hadn’t stepped in. It was time to finish the job. To shell with what Yezi had said. This was every recruit for themselves.

Decision made, Derlick gripped the haft of his longsword in both hands and charged.

***

Zee let him come, lifting his weapons only at the last minute. But that was a feint. Instead of blocking or striking, he sidestepped low, ducking Donnicky’s strike, and used his axe to hook Donnicky’s ankle, sending him sprawling to the dirt.

Derlick pushed up quickly, but Zee front-kicked him in the butt, shoving him down on his face once more. Donnicky spun to his back, pointing his sword. Zee stood there, the meager mist-blocked sun at his back, his shadow falling over his prostrate foe, axe in one hand, parrying knife in the other. He sheathed his knife, then removed his helmet and tossed it away.

“Get up,” Zee ordered. Donnicky hesitated. “Don’t quit now.”

Zee backed away and lowered his axe. Donnicky stood, sword still held out, expecting a trick.

Donnicky gritted his teeth and came at Zee, roaring with killing fury. Zee retrieved his knife and backed up, step by step, blocking and deflecting a flurry of bows. For the last few steps, Zee closed his eyes, sensing and avoiding or blocking every blow from just his pinpoint sense of where they were coming from and at what speed. He still wasn’t sure exactly how it worked, but he’d been wanting to test it in serious combat, and as risky as it was, this was the perfect chance.

The blows stopped, but Zee took another step back before opening his eyes. Donnicky stared at him, his expression a mixture of rage and wonder.

Zee knew it wasn’t a very nice thing to do, but he smirked. “That’s better.”

Donnicky roared, feinted, and lunged, extending too far. Zee spun into him, trapping Donnicky’s sword arm, his back to his opponent’s chest. Donnicky reached around his neck, but Zee stabbed him in thigh with his knife, then lifted the knife and thrust it beneath the wrist guard of Donnicky’s sword hand, into his gauntlet, and twisted.

Donnicky screamed, dropping his sword. Zee rammed the back of his head into Donnicky’s face, then tucked and threw him over his shoulder. Keeping hold of his arm, he broke it at the elbow with a blow from the handle of his axe.

Donnicky howled, then lay there whimpering, holding his arm.

Zee stood over him. “You can concede if you like, but you’ll never level up that way.”

Donnicky glared at him, gasping for breath through gritted teeth.

“Besides, what would your flightmates think?”

Donnicky’s face twisted in anger, but then comprehension dawned there as well. He roared, “I don’t concede!”, and struggled to rise.

“There you go.” Zee’s axe blurred in an overhead swing. It crunched through Donnicky’s helmet, the blade buried deep. Donnicky twitched, then lay still.

Zee looked up at Sallison, who raised her brow, then stabbed her sword in the dirt and gave him a thumbs-up.

“Victory goes to the Flying Pigs!”

Not all in the crowd cheered, but many did. Zee didn’t pay any attention.

The white light of the simulation field reversed all damage and injury.

Sallison went to help their flightmates to their feet.

Zee waited while Donnicky recovered from a coughing fit, then held out a hand. Conflicted emotions squirmed over Donnicky’s face. He reached up and allowed Zee to pull him to his feet.

Zee spied the bracket and ratings display over his opponent’s shoulder. Though he was surprised at what he saw, he kept calm and went with it. “I told you so.”

Donnicky blinked in confusion and distrust, probably wondering what trick Zee had in store for him now, then turned and let out a gasp. He had leveled up to high Sand.

Zee didn’t wait for him to turn back, instead striding away to join his flight.

The referee announced. “The championship round will begin in one bell’s time!”

Jondon and Mehmet were up, shaking off the memories of mortal wounds and their lives draining away before oblivion took them.

Jondon said, “What did I miss?”

Zee told him, “We won.”

The big recruit grinned. “That’s all I need to hear.”

Chirt was still on the ground, sitting with helmet removed, arms flopped over her knees, shoulders shaking. Sallison was on one knee in front of her, a hand on her shoulder.

Zee crouched near them, setting his weapons down. “What’s wrong, Chirt?”

She thrust a hand aggressively toward the display. “I still haven’t reached Sand!” She met his gaze, eyes red and swollen, tears streaking her cheeks. “Am I not trying hard enough? What do I have to do?!”

“You’re doing it, Chirt,” said Sallison.

Zee said, “She’s right, and you just have to keep doing it. I know you can.”

“We both do,” Sallison added.

Zee put a hand on Chirt’s upper arm. “Come on. Let’s get you some water and rested up so you can do it all again.”

Chirt snorted in a half laugh but allowed them to help her up.

Sallison stayed next to Zee as they followed the others out of the field. “I heard what you said to Duckdinky. High-level Sand? They’re going to think you’re magick.”

Zee said, “I am a sorcerer.”

She shook her head. “Magick murman Zee.”

“Let’s hope that doesn’t catch on.”

“Now if you can just work that same magick on Chirt.”

“I wish I could. I really do.”

***

At the side of the ring, Yezi shook his head. Donnicky was a squidiot of the highest order. Perhaps now he’d finally learned some humility and respect, but he doubted it. Men like him never learned.

And he was now equal to Sallison and himself in Sand class rating. If Tarrow hadn’t kept him fighting like he did, it was doubtful it would have happened. Though he hadn’t been able to hear what Zee had been saying to Donnicky in the ring, he had a feeling they weren’t just taunts. After everything Donnicky had done to him, how he’d treated him, had Tarrow actually been trying to help him?

Yezi gazed at the field in thought, then snapped himself out of it. Whatever Tarrow’s motivations were, they remained a mystery. For now, the championship round would begin shortly, and his flight would have to face the princess and the murman both. He doubted they’d be so sporting in that match. He still looked forward to it, but perhaps not with the reckless enthusiasm he’d had earlier in the morning. He considered himself a warrior of high caliber, but they were as well, and they were also downright tricky—and mean.


Chapter 38

“Hey, Zee!” Sallison shouted to her flightmate, who sat ten feet down on the next bench over, gazing at the ground with a goofy grin on his face. “Hellooo!” He still didn’t hear her. Or he was ignoring her. She never could tell for sure. She wanted to talk to him more about their plan for the next match, against a team that used a shield wall formation, but he was obviously talking to Jessup.

She continued to unlace her boots, then groaned as she strained to remove one of them.

Jondon stepped into view. “Give me those.” He stooped and grabbed the heels of her boots.

“No,” Sallison protested, trying to push one of his hands away. “It’s okay—”

He heaved, and she had to grab the bench to keep from being pulled right off it. Both boots came loose, and he fell back on his butt. His surprise became a look of horror, his nose crinkling up, tears forming in his eyes while he held the boots out as if they were rotting severed heads. “Good gods in all the heavens.”

“Hey!” Sallison retorted. She tried to look angry, but her cheeks were red beacons of embarrassment.

“These need to be burned.” Jondon chucked them at Mehmet and Chirt, who were sitting a few strides away. “Incoming!”

They’d all tried to cheer Chirt up and encourage her, but she’d remained silent and sulking. She and Mehmet were both startled by the tumbling boots bumping into them.

Chirt groused, “What are you—” Then her head jerked back as if she’d been slapped. “Argh!”

Mehmet got up faster than Sallison had ever seen him move, holding his nose and waving a hand in front of his face. “That’s disgusting!”

Chirt said, “Whose are those?”

Jondon grinned and pointed.

Sallison groaned and covered her face. Her boots always smelled, she knew that, but she was careful to remove them away from others and douse them and her feet with scented talcum.

She peeked between her fingers. Mehmet was kicking at a boot with the toe of his own footwear while holding his head back and away.

Jondon got up, patting the dust off his backside. “Careful, it might bite.”

Chirt poked at the other boot with the haft of a spear, a comical grimace on her face, then she lifted the boot with the spear and heaved it at Jondon.

“No!” It hit him in the chest. “Ah!”

Mehmet kicked the other boot at him, hitting him in the leg.

Jondon pinwheeled back, then looked down at himself. “Now I’m going to have to burn these clothes.”

Mehmet laughed, and so did Chirt. Sallison might never live it down, but she supposed something good had come out of it. At least Chirt had been brought out of her funk.

Chirt said, “I know, we should throw those at the next flight we have to fight. They’ll all either pass out or go running out of the circle.”

Jondon crouched, scrunching his face, and picked the boots up. He stood, facing Chirt and Mehmet. “How about I just put your faces in them.” He lunged toward them. They screamed and ran.

“No!”

“Please, no!”

Sallison laughed harder, watching them run around in circles like little kids playing tag.

A chuckle came from the other direction, and Zee said, “What’s that all about?”

Sallison said, “Nothing. They’re just dorkfish, doing what dorkfish do.”

“Good, they need a break from the stress.”

“I see you’ve snapped out of your bondspeak trance, or whatever you call it. It’s like you’re completely gone when you do that and can’t hear a thing.”

“Sorry,” Zee replied, then said, “Jessup and Fennix are winning all their matches.”

“Fennix is doing well?”

“Jessup says Fennix is the brains of the operation, and he’s just the muscle with a lot of arms.”

She laughed. “I wish we could see one of their matches.”

“We should be able to, actually. Their matches take longer than ours do, with more time between them. We should be done with the finals, be able to eat midday chow, and still catch their championship match. I’m sure they’ll make it.”

“That would be great.”

Zee paused, an impish grin on his face. “And I do know everything that’s going on around me when I’m talking to Jessup.”

“Oh?”

He scooted closer and spoke more softly. “Like, I hear the princess of Tosh has stinky feet.”

She flung a sweaty sock at him.

“Ahh! I’m poisoned!”

Sallison buried her face in her hands, shaking with laughter.

***

King Brevor mon lin Phan stood with his hands on his hips, watching the antics of the Flying Pigs. “This is the flight that has beaten all they’ve faced?”

He had joined Aureosa, Wanchoo, and Drogo, dressed in colorful summer wear, sporting a beanie cap with a bill, a loose blouse, billowing trousers, and golden sandals. Over his lower face was a scarf, not uncommon among the crowd. They helped keep the dust out. Altogether, he did not look very kingly, but that was the point. A half dozen royal guards in disguise milled in the crowd while staying close, and more circled in the air above.

“They are indeed,” Aureosa replied. He refrained from using formal address in public.

“They’re more than that,” said Drogo. “I favor them to win.”

“Do you?” the king responded. “Would you wager on it?”

“How much?”

“A king’s coin.”

Drogo lowered his voice. “You would bet against your own daughter?”

The corners of the king’s eyes crinkled while he grinned beneath his scarf. “I’ve never won a wager for coin in my life.”

“It’s a bet, then.” The two of them shook on it. “Let’s find ourselves a good view of the match.”

Aureosa glanced around the ring. “Follow me, gentlemen.”

***

No sign of the heavy fog of the morning remained, burned off by the oppressive heat of the sun. The flight leaders of the three teams to compete in the championship round strode toward the center of the ring from different directions, all of them kitted for their matches, sans helmets.

Zee hid the smile that tried to form on his face upon approaching the referees—Dame Toomsil and Temothy jal Briggs. Zee had only just learned that, by tradition, the lead instructor of the sword was always lead referee for the final round matches, and apparently Toomsil had chosen Tem to assist her.

Zee, Yezi, and the flight leader of the third team, Willum wei Wightly, lined up before them and saluted. The officers returned the salute.

“I’m sure you all know how this goes,” said Toomsil, “but I’m required to repeat it. Matches will be fought one at a time. The flight that wins the first match will be designated team A, the defeated flight, team B. Team B will then fight the remaining team, team C. If team B wins, the championship round is over and they take second place. If they lose, team C will then fight team A to determine the champions of the Conqueror. Got that so far?”

“Yes, ma’am!”

She turned and palmed three straws handed to her by Tem, evened them out, then held her hand toward Yezi. “Draw.”

Yezi removed a straw, then Wightly.

Wightly’s flight, the Dreadgods, had begun with all five of them at low-level Sand. They’d beaten a six-rated team, and one of them had leveled up in the second round, and two more had leveled up in their third match. These fighters had grit. Wightly met Zee’s gaze with hard, narrowed eyes, cruel and sharp. He was built like Jondon, packed all over with thick muscle, but shorter—though shorter relative to Jondon still meant he was probably six feet three inches tall. From what Zee had seen, they were all built that way. Their skilled use of a shield wall had gotten them this far, and they’d only lost one flight member in just one of their matches.

Zee took the final straw.

“Let’s see them.” They held up their straws. “Minny Tarrow, you have the longest. Would your flight like to compete in the first match?”

“We would, ma’am.”

“Minny wei Wightly, you have the short straw, so you and your Dreadgods will be facing the Flying Pigs in match one.

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Minny ekh Hanyayo, the Comets will meet the team that loses the first match.”

“It will be our honor, ma’am.”

She raised an eyebrow, but said, “Return to your flights. Tarrow, Wightly, get yours on standby. Hanyayo, enjoy the match.”

They replied together, “Yes, ma’am,” and saluted.

She lifted a hand to her cap. “Be strong. Be brave.” She dropped her hand. “Dismissed.”

***

The Flying Pigs warmed up, preparing to be called to the field. Zee had equipped himself with his boarding axe and parrying knife once again. The Dreadgods had undoubtedly seen him use them in the match against Donnicky’s flight, and he was counting on the memory to be lingering at the backs of their minds. He was confident of himself and his flight, but he’d take any mental advantage he could get, however small.

Jondon hopped and twisted in warm-up. While the others held their favored swords and shields, his kit was more unorthodox. Instead of a weapon, he wielded two shields, a very large and heavy one on his left arm and a smaller kite shield with a handle at the back rather than straps in his right hand.

“We’re a seven-rated team now,” said Mehmet, gazing at the brackets and the Dreadgods’ flight rating. “Eight isn’t that much of a difference, right?”

“In that ring, ratings don’t matter,” Zee replied. “They’re just numbers on a display.” He rapped a knuckle on Mehmet’s chest. “What matters is what’s in here.”

Sallison said, “The heart of a Flying Pig.”

“Pigs have very strong hearts,” Zee added.

“Yes, we do,” said Jondon.

Mehmet and Sallison agreed, but Chirt’s expression was dour, once again worrying about her lack of Sand Class. In spite of her mood, she joined them when they circled up, leaning in so their heads touched.

Sallison said, “Everything we’ve got.”

They replied together. “Everything.”

In unison, they all draw a deep breath through their nostrils and exhaled through their mouths.

Zee said, “Now keep loose,” and they returned to warming up, Chirt and Mehmet alternately clacking swords against Jondon’s shields.

Sallison slid closer to Zee. “You sure this will work?”

“As Jessup would say, either it will or it won’t.”

Sallison smirked. “Kraken wisdom, eh?”

Zee shrugged. “It’s as good as any.”

She shook her head and laughed.

***

Slan hai Drogo stood at the rope that kept spectators a safe distance from the ring. The king had insisted they bypass the stands and get as close to the action as they could. Though he was incognito, Aureosa and Wanchoo’s presence had ensured the crowd put up no resistance as they’d made their way through.

The number of people who had gathered for the Conqueror finals was greater than Drogo remembered it being when he was a recruit, so long ago. The stands were packed. All the heads of departments and ranking staff were there, as well as soome of the esteemed members of the Board of Visitors. As far as Drogo was concerned, the bard had already been proven the fools they were for turning down Zee and Jessup for acceptance. If what they’d done to stop the titanwave hadn’t been enough, hopefully today would ease some of the resentment that remained over the king having overridden their decision. And this was just the beginning. They had yet to witness the young murman and kraken’s full potential.

Cadets, knights, dockworkers, other military employees, townsfolk, and members of the Royal Navy and Marine Force from ships in the harbor packed the grounds. Even the hills beyond were covered with spectators, spyglasses glinting in the sunlight.

Above, a great cone of dragon and rider pairs circled in the air, wider at the bottom, in layers going higher into the sky. Looking straight up from the ground, they looked like concentric circles, the pairs smaller toward the center.

When Aureosa had asked earlier if the rest of the royal family would be attending, the king had said the queen’s lack of interest in such things bordered on disdain. The prince would have liked to come, but he’d decided the wheelchair would be a burden and perhaps draw too many eyes. The king’s younger daughter, Mayumi, was in the crowd somewhere, sticking close to one of the guards and watching for any movement toward the king by unsavory characters.

Drogo peered casually through the crowd behind him and spied a young woman sliding closer through the throng, with a large woman garnering glares as she pushed through behind her. The girl wore a black scarf on her head. She was of the right age, approximately fifteen, and her perceptive dark eyes inspected everyone she passed.

Drogo had not met her, but this had to be Sallison’s younger sister and assassin in training, Princess Mayumi. The family resemblance was unmistakable. She wasn’t nearly as tall as Sallison and was built more slimly, but she prowled through the crowd like a cat, with sleek balance and confident strength, ready to pounce.

She stopped several strides back, then seemed to sense that someone was watching her. Her eyes met Drogo’s, then went wide. Drogo was aware the royal family had been told that he was here at the academy. They must have been given a description as well.

He touched the brim of his hat in greeting. She swallowed, returned the gesture with a barely perceptible tip of the head, then looked away quickly.

The name Slan hai Drogo apparently still had an effect on people. Even a young assassin and member of the royal family.

Dame Toomsil’s voice rose from the center of the field. “Recruit flight Dreadgods, take the field!”

Many in the crowd cheered and applauded as Willum wei Wightly’s flight trotted out in perfect unison, spears in hand, long rectangular shields held before them. They stopped in a line, audibly setting the butts of their spears in the sand, then pounded the bottoms of their shields in the dirt. Standing perfectly still, their shields were nearly as tall as they were, and all were over six feet tall, and powerfully built.

“Recruit flight Flying Pigs, take the field!”

The members of Zee’s flight gave each other a look and a nod, then stepped into the ring. Jondon beat his shields together, shouting, “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!”

Chanting with him, the others beat sword to shield while Zee clacked the handguard of his knife against the haft of his axe. Scattered cheers rose in the crowd. When they reached their position across from the Dreadgods, they strode in a circle, chanting and thumping until nearly the entire crowd was clapping and shouting along with them, “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!”

Wanchoo and Aureosa stayed quiet, hands held behind their backs, not wanting to show favoritism, but the king clapped and chanted with unrestrained enthusiasm.

Drogo observed with appreciation that even after the attack on his family, the threat of the Wraith Kings, and the theft of Zepiter’s Heart, King Phan could still find joy, as though he could separate himself into two personalities. One, the king, who carried all the worries of an entire nation, the other just a man with a family to care for and cherish.

That was something Drogo and Mogon had never been able to do or even considered. For them, progression was all, and all was progression. He’d learned since then that there was more to life and often told himself that if he could only have a second chance, he would do things differently. His eyes fell on Zee and his flightmates. Maybe he’d found that chance.

***

At the center of the ring, Dame Toomsil crossed her arms and tilted her head at the Flying Pigs, then cleared her throat loudly.

Zee whistled, and his flight formed up. The crowd quieted.

Toomsil continued to stare at them a moment, then addressed the audience, announcing the members of each flight and their ratings.

Zee scanned the crowd and spotted the king, even in his disguise. He nudged Sallison and kept his voice low. “You’re father’s here.”

She sighed. “I saw him.”

Taking in her expression, he asked, “It won’t distract you, will it?”

“Not in the least. He’s scowled over my training sessions enough times, I’ve learned to pretend he isn’t even there.” She glanced over to where the king stood. “Drogo is here, too. How about you?”

“Nah. It’ll be like taking a test for Dr. Aenig on the Krakenfish. I was never nervous for those. And this is even better.”

Dame Toomsil ordered the flights address each other and get into positions, then strode off the field to stand just inside the rope barrier. The Simulation Crystals surrounded the field with a faint ring of light, bright enough to be visible but easily seen through.

With practiced discipline, the Dreadgods formed a tight shield wall with only enough room between them to peer through and aim their long spears. Except for those small gaps, their long shields protected them from above their helmets to just above the ground. Zee had missed their last match, but Sallison had told him that when their opponents tried to move around the wall, they moved into a tight circle that was nearly impossible to penetrate, and if anyone got between their spears, they had swords out in an instant and stabbed them down.

Having learned that about their opponents, Zee had come up with a plan. The others had been skeptical but willing to give it their all. Jondon had actually become quite happy about it, saying he was “looking forward to knocking some heads” with his shields.

Jondon had come a long way from the pudgy, slow, and gentle giant Zee had met on his first day as a recruit—but he was still a giant.

“Begin!”

Zee took a deep breath. It was time to see if his plan worked.


Chapter 39

Drogo peered from one flight to another, already imagining how the match might play out and what strategies might be utilized.

The Dreadgods took a step forward, each emitting a loud “Hrah!,” then another. In that manner, they advanced slowly, rhythmically, in perfect sync, their shield wall never faltering in the slightest.

The Flying Pigs—Drogo figured that name had something to do with Zee’s pig, Midge, and how he used to ride her on the beach—watched their opponents advance, then began walking casually toward them, as if they were going to meet friends. Even more odd, they formed into a single-file line behind the hulking recruit with two shields, whose sheer size blocked them from the Dreadgods’ sight. Odder still, Sallison sheathed her sword and swung her shield to her back while Zee sheathed his axe and parrying knife. The move boggled Drogo until they each drew two large throwing knives from their belts.

Ahh. The rules prohibited the use of bow and arrow or throwing of spears or javelins, but they didn’t say anything about throwing knives. Drogo approved of such a clever plan—and the stealth with which they’d carried the knives.

Zee called out a signal, and they began to jog, then another and he and Sallison moved out to either side behind dil Rolio. The Dreadgods stopped and braced, spears at the ready.

Another signal from Zee and he and Sallison flung their knives, aiming for the spaces between the shields. Blades thunked into shields, and it became clear they hadn’t expected to do any damage, intending instead to force their opponents to take their eyes off the field, if only for a split second. Zee shouted, “Charge!” Jondon roared and ran straight at the enemy, picking up speed as he went.

At the same time, Zee and Sallison clasped hands together and dropped to a crouch—just in time for sim Nabbit, who had sprinted from the back, to step into their hands and be launched into the air.

She flew high over the shield wall with legs tucked just as Jondon crashed into it with both shields, landed on her feet, rolled, and spun to face the unprotected rear of the wall.

A testament to the strength and discipline of the Dreadgods, their shield wall held, but not as tightly as it once had been, and their spears had been knocked out of position.

Just one of them, at the end of the wall, caught a glimpse of the enemy behind them. She lifted her spear and tried to turn, but Zee was there, hooking his axe over the top of her shield, yanking it down as he leapt, and stabbing her in the face with his knife.

The center three Dreadgods dropped their spears and drew swords against the mad giant battering and shoving them with his shields. They stabbed at the big man, high, low, center, but could not break through his defenses.

At the center of the Dreadgods, wei Wightly crumpled, Chirt having thrust the tip of her rapier up under his helmet at the base of his skull. Before the others could react, she stabbed another, throwing all of her weight into a thrust through the mail and leather of his back. The last of the central three only had a moment to react before being stabbed in the side by Zee and tackled to the ground by Jondon, who finished her off by bringing the bottom of his kite shield down on her neck.

“Yield! I yield!” The last of the Dreadgods was on the ground on his back, disarmed of sword and spear. Sallison had a foot on his shield arm, pinning it to the ground, and she and can Yasso both had their swords pointed at his neck.

And just like that, it was over. Dame Toomsil declared the Flying Pigs the victors not thirty seconds after she’d called it to begin. None of Zee’s flight had even suffered a scratch.

Nearly the entire crowd was cheering. Aureosa and Wanchoo clapped respectfully, the king cheered loudly, and Drogo shook his head. The eyes of the four men met, all of them amazed.

The king was practically breathless. “That was quite something.”

“They train very hard,” said Aureosa, “and have good heads for battle.”

Wanchoo said, “They also appear to know just how to make the best use of each flight member’s strengths and circumvent their weaknesses. Though it’s becoming quite apparent that Sallison and Zee have few weaknesses in the ring.”

“I’d like to say it’s Sallison’s doing,” said the king. “She is a superior combatant, but I have to believe these unorthodox yet brutally effective strategies are Tarrow’s.”

Drogo said, “It’s a rare combination to have the imagination to come up with such a plan, the courage to attempt it, and the capacity to see it through.”

“Indeed it is,” said the king. “Indeed it is.”

***

Zee raised a hand, turning before the crowd, humbly acknowledging their cheers, as did Sallison. Jondon had less restraint, banging his shields together and getting the crowd chanting, “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!” once more, while Mehmet jumped up and down, screeching and thrusting his sword in the air. Chirt, however, stared at the display, silent and subdued. She had still not made Sand Class.

The crowd still roaring, Zee brought his flight together as the simulation field returned all to as they had been before the fight. “That couldn’t have worked out any better. You all did perfectly.”

Mehmet said, “I told you it would work!”

Sallison scoffed. “You did not.”

“Well, I thought it.”

Zee caught Chirt glowering at the ground. “Chirt, you were amazing. If you hadn’t agreed to do that, and done it so well, the whole plan would have fallen apart.”

She scowled up at him. “It was too quick.” She stomped away, repeating. “Too quick.”

They followed her off the field while Dame Toomsil announced that the next match would take place in a bell’s time, with the Dreadgods to be pitted against the number one seed in the tournament, Yezi’s Comets.

Jondon caught up to Zee and Sallison. “If the Dreadgods beat Yezi’s flight, it’s over, right? We win the Conqueror?”

Sallison said, “That’s how it works. Personally, I hope the Comets win.”

“Honestly, so do I,” said Jondon. His grin faded as Chirt threw down her sword and slumped onto a bench ahead of them.

Zee sighed, wondering what more he could do for Chirt. Every fight, every effort, should be getting her closer to Sand Class. She just needed more. He looked across the field to where Yezi stood at the ropes with his flight.

***

Yezi gazed at the ground, arms crossed in thought while his flight muttered and shook their heads behind him. First his flight would have to beat the Dreadgods, but he wasn’t worried about that. Once his flight won, however, they’d face the Flying Pigs. Silly name notwithstanding, Tarrow and Sallison’s flight would be a challenge unlike any they had faced.

Oddly, however, he had something else on his mind. His gaze went to where Chirt sim Nabbit sat despondent upon the bench, then up to the bracket display board. Maybe it was time he put his coin where his mouth was. What was it that he’d told Donnicky in the tent after Derlick’s flight had attacked Zee? That they were all in this together?

He was turning to tell his flight what he had in mind for their match against the Pigs when he saw Tarrow approaching, having removed his helmet and left his weapons at the bench.

Yezi moved to meet him, leaving his teammates to watch and wonder. “Your flight is putting on quite a show, Zee. All of your matches have been impressive, but that was truly exceptional. And what you did to, and for, Recruit Donnicky was far better than he deserved. Oddly chivalrous, in fact.”

Zee reached up and rubbed the back of his head “Thank you. We’re just doing what we need to. What we think is best.”

“Of course.”

Zee seemed to hesitate, then said, “I have a strange request. A favor to ask, actually.”

“Does it have to do with Recruit sim Nabbit?” Zee stared at him in surprise. “I believe we may be on the same page.” Zee watched him as an unspoken understanding passed between them. Yezi added, “As they say, ‘great minds’ and all that.”

Zee said, “Of course, this all depends on whether you win your next match.”

“I have no concerns about that.”

A small smile crept over Zee’s lips. “Neither do I.”

Yezi returned the smile. “I look forward to meeting you on the field, Zee Tarrow. And Chirt sim Nabbit, as well.”

“Not Sallison?”

“Not so much, no.”

They laughed together, then bid each other farewell, Zee wishing Yezi the best for his match against the Dreadgods.

***

As it turned out, the Comets did indeed beat the Dreadgods, but it didn’t go easily for Yezi’s flight. In spite of their recent loss, the Dreadgods did not abandon their shield wall. Yezi and his flightmates went in with spears themselves, the longest they could find, and swords instead of shields, then surrounded their foes, forcing them to take their circle formation. The Comets took their time attempting to pick the formation apart by grabbing spears and front-kicking their shields, then leaping up and flinging knives and short maces they’d kept on their belts down in the center. Finally, one of the Dreadgods went down, and Yezi got a spear in between two shields far enough to pry them apart with a powerful shove to the side. He took a spear to the leg in the process, but it allowed two of his flightmates to force their way in with swords and the others to bring their spears to bear. The Comets were victorious in the end, but they lost two of their own, the first time any of them had fallen in the tournament.

Cheers erupted as they were announced the victors, perhaps the loudest coming from their next opponents, the Flying Pigs.

***

A bell of meditation, water, snacks, and stretching later, and it was time for the championship match. It would have seemed impossible that more people could have crowded around the field, but they did, some even standing at the back on boxes and carts they’d brought with them. Even more dragons and riders filled the sky.

***

Commandant Aureosa himself announced the last match before turning it back over to Dame Toomsil. The crowd, more vociferous than ever, cheered him as he left the field and joined Wanchoo, Drogo, and the king behind the ropes. This time, the younger princess stood with them.

Wanchoo said, “This could be the most momentous match we have seen in decades.” To Drogo, he said, “Your recruit flight is listed among the academy Conqueror champions. How was your last match?”

“Long and ugly,” Drogo mused. “I was the last standing.” From his expression, it was not a fond memory. “I was proud of myself at the time, of my cleverness and my skill, beating my sword against my chest. The truth was, I had used my flight members to tire our opponents and only gave it my all after most had fallen.” He paused. “I still don’t remember their names.”

All were silent, then the king glanced at his daughter, who stared at Drogo with a mixture of horror and awe, and said, “My flight made it to the final round, then lost in a most spectacular fashion.” Princess Mayumi, who had most likely heard the story before, shook her head. “I was, however, the last of my team to fall, and I took two of our foes with me.” He rocked on his feet, eyes smiling down at his daughter as if it had been a grand accomplishment.

“I went down with a sword in my liver,” Aureosa reflected. “The first of my flight to fall because one of my flightmates fouled my attack with a lunge of his own at the same recruit.”

Wanchoo said, “I was never very good with a sword.”

“You do make a fabulous magicker, though.”

“I’m a fair magicker. Mostly, I’ve just been around longer than everyone else.”

Their banter ceased as Dame Toomsil called the Comets to the field. They marched to line up, faces grim with resolve. Though Yezi stood taller than the others, they were each perhaps only an inch shorter, and all took positions in the same perfect stance. They’d shined their swords and helmets, cleaned and greased their leathers, and waxed and buffed their shields. All in all, they were the epitome of Citadel recruits.

The Flying Pigs, on the other hand...

They walked onto the field in no particular formation, and there was none of the showy bravado of their entrance for the previous match. Chirt sim Nabbit, the smallest of all the recruits in this year’s cohort, strode out front with purpose, a glower on her narrow face, gripping the haft of her rapier tightly. Mehmet can Yasso, taller than Nabbit but not by much, and of much rounder build, followed with sword and shield. Next came Zee, once again armed with his boarding axe and parrying knife. Sallison strode with him, carrying her standard armament of midsized shield and longsword. The largest of all the recruits this year, Jondon dil Rolio, walked at the back, an enormous sword in each hand, which he carried resting on his shoulders.

They were mismatched to an almost comical degree, entirely unorthodox, and looked rather shabby, especially in comparison to Yezi’s flight. And still, the spectators roared in support. Aureosa wondered if perhaps that was why the crowd loved them so much.

Introductions were made, salutes exchanged, and the crowd quieted as the Simulation Crystals lit. Neither Toomsil nor Tem had acknowledged Zee throughout the day. He understood why, but part of him still would have loved to know what they thought of his and his flight’s performance so far.

The match was initiated, but the only one to advance was Chirt, who strode out toward the center of the field. The crowd murmured, the sound growing when Yezi stepped out alone to meet her. There they stood ten feet apart.

“What’s this all about?” said King Phan.

“If I had to guess,” said Drogo, “Recruit ekh Hanyayo is fighting her alone to help her reach Sand Class.”

The young princess said, “You’re kidding. Is that normal?”

“Not in the slightest,” said Aureosa. “But until their last match, Tarrow and Sallison have let Rolio and Nabbit do the early fighting, we’re guessing for the same purpose. It worked for Rolio, who reached Sand yesterday.”

“That sounds risky,” said the king. “They must have quite the confidence in themselves not to have used all of them to their best abilities for the greatest opportunity to win.”

“Unless,” said Wanchoo, “winning is only one of their priorities.”

Yezi clapped his sword to his chest in another combat salute, and Chirt did the same. They each took their stances, and Yezi charged.

***

Sallison found the match hard to watch, but Chirt did well. She fought with controlled fury, just as Zee had taught her, and performed better than she had in all the other matches. No one would be able to say she hadn’t improved tremendously or didn’t give her all in that match. She got past Yezi’s shield more than a few times, scratching his leathers and helmet, and nearly wounded him twice. He was far more skilled than she was, however, with longer reach and far greater power. He fought with care and proficiency, allowing their bout to go much longer than it needed to, nearly ten minutes, conserving his energy by allowing Chirt to stay on the offensive. He only ended it when she was wounded in multiple places and flagging significantly from pain and exhaustion. Finally, when she was down on one knee, he made a sweeping feint, opening her guard, and drove his sword through her heart.

As she lay there breathing her last, he saluted her again, and returned to his flight.

The crowd made no sound, apparently unsure of what to think of the match so far.

Zee said, “Well, I hope that did it.”

Sallison saw him look to her, but remained staring at Chirt, lying alone at the center of the field. They wouldn’t know if Chirt had reached Sand Class until the match was over and the simulation field healed all, but she was more proud of the little recruit than she would have imagined. Chirt had fought harder, right up to the end, than anyone she had ever seen.

She pressed the palm of a gauntlet to her eyes, then returned Zee’s gaze. “You ready?”

Zee took a deep breath. “Ready.”

Jondon joined them on Zee’s left, and Mehmet stepped up beside Sallison, a tear running down his cheek.

Jondon said, “Time to fight?”

Zee’s face was set with an almost frightening determination. “Time to win.”

Mehmet said, “For Chirt.”

Together, the others repeated, “For Chirt.”

Sallison added, “For glory and the Flying Pigs.”

Zee nodded across the field to Yezi, who nodded back, and both flights advanced.

***

Drogo watched Zee’s flight stride out to meet the Comets. By all reckoning, the Flying Pigs were now at a disadvantage, having only four recruits against the Comets’ five. From what he knew of the vizier’s nephew, the bout with Nabbit would not have sapped his strength or stamina. It had simply been a good warm-up for the real battle to come.

On the other hand, not even can Yasso seemed concerned by moving away to the side of Zee and Sallison, who stayed close to each other and stalked forward like wolves eyeing their prey. The giant recruit, dil Rolio, strode out to the other side of them, tall and self-assured, lazily swinging his huge swords to warm up his shoulders.

The Comets came in a wide V formation, Hanyayo at the center.

Drogo had a feeling this would be a match that all in attendance would remember for a long time.

He was not wrong.

Recruit can Yasso remained farther outside when the clash began in earnest with dil Rolio advancing on the other side of the Comets’ line, taking measured steps, swinging his swords in front of him, back and forth with one hand, then the other, then the other. His wide swath of peril and long reach forced the outer two Comet recruits to back away so as not to crowd the center or open their backs to Zee or Sallison, who attacked Yezi and the other three as one.

Rolio continued his press, his two opponents giving ground while looking for an opening. Before they could separate and attack from both sides, Rolio jabbed at one of them and leapt forward to swing down at the other. The recruit nearly blocked the blow, but the blade of the heavy sword, backed by the strength and weight of Rolio, hacked into the top of his shield and bore it down, the tip of the sword shredding his mail at the collarbone and splitting his ribs. When Rolio yanked his sword back, however, the blade remained wedged in the shield.

The other recruit took advantage of the moment and lunged inside of Rolio’s reach. The big recruit tried to punch her, a blow that would have crushed her face, but she ducked and drove her sword into his gut. Still, he brought the pommel of his sword down with a roar, denting her helmet deep enough to crush her skull. The three of them fell together.

Meanwhile, Zee and Sallison fought two on three, and they were a wonder to behold. They turned back-to-back, spinning and striking while blocking, feinting and reposting for each other as if in a grisly dance. Occasionally Zee would close his eyes for a short time while still fighting, his expression one of serene focus. Then Drogo noticed that Sallison was doing it too. She didn’t keep them closed for as long as Zee, but she blocked, dodged, or deflected any blow that came at her and continued moving with Zee as if they were one fighting organism.

One of their foes fell, Zee having deflected a thrust toward his neck with his knife, jabbed the head of his axe low on his opponent’s shield, then immediately up at her chin, then ducked for Sallison to remove her head.

Zee stepped beneath Sallison’s strike and came up at the next Comet recruit, leading with his knife while also swinging an uppercut with his axe. The recruit hopped back in time to avoid having his leg split open, but the axe hooked the bottom of the shield. Zee tugged and drove his knife into the recruit’s thigh. The Comet flight member only had a split second to register the pain before Sallison, an instant after deflecting a strike from Yezi, sidestepped and hacked down at the inside of the recruit’s elbow. This time the recruit did have time to scream, but not for long. The cry was cut short by Zee’s axe splitting his helmet.

The crowd gasped, but Zee and Sallison did not let up. They advanced on Yezi like a murderous machine. Recruit Hanyayo was forced to backpedal, but he kept his balance and his cool, fending his foes away with swift aplomb.

His only mistake was not having paid more attention to can Yasso, who shouted from behind him. “Hey, Yezi!”

Hanyayo was too skilled to spin around. Exposing his back to Zee and Sallison would have meant instant death. Instead, he threw himself to the side and rolled. When he tried to stand, however, he could not. Yasso had severed the tendons at the back of his knee.

Sallison advanced quickly, knocked his sword aside, and stabbed him in the chest. There was no malice in her features, though, and Drogo saw her lips move and barely heard the words, “Thank you for what you did for Chirt.”

Yezi emitted a wheezing chuckle. “I can only hope it worked.”

Before Hanyayo could linger in pain, Zee’s axe blurred through the air, and the head of the Comet’s flight leader flew.

The crowed stayed silent while the three remaining members of Zee’s flight came together and went to their knees, looking very much like Yasso was the only thing keeping his exhausted flightmates from collapsing.

Dame Toomsil announced at the top of her voice, “Victory goes to the Flying Pigs, this year’s Conqueror champions!”

The crowd roared at last.

King mon lin Phan threw a fist in the air and cheered, then put two fingers in his mouth and whistled, long and loud, while Sallison’s sister hopped up and down, clapping and shouting.

White light washed through the arena. Recruits groaned and got to their feet.

Unlike in previous matches, the opponents approached each other and shook hands, even exchanging a few laughs.

When the cheering began to fade, the king turned to his companions, jabbing a thumb back over his shoulder. “What was that? They had their eyes closed! And I have never seen a pair fight in such astonishing harmony.”

Wanchoo explained Zee’s uncanny natural reflexes and how he’d been working on enhancing them. Apparently, he’d gotten quite good at it and had been teaching Sallison as well. She might never be as swift, but the improvement was marked.

That didn’t explain how Zee and Sallison had fought as such a perfect unit, however, and when the king asked about it, Wanchoo deferred to Aureosa, who had no answer either, saying only, “Sometimes fighters just mesh that way.”

Drogo, however, was deeply contemplative, his attention fixed on the pair. “Perhaps...”

Princess Mayumi said, “Maybe Tarrow would teach me how to react to attacks like he does.”

Her father snorted. “And me as well.”

Drogo said, “It may not be long before he’s teaching us all.”

The king held a gold coin out to him. “The best loss I’ve ever had.”

Out in the ring, the Flying Pigs had joined hands. They bowed to one side of the ring, then turned until they’d faced all four points of the compass, the applause swelling with each bow.

Once they’d finished, they chanted loudly, “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs!” and threw their arms in the air. “RAAAHHH!”

Then sim Nabbit dropped to her knees, face buried in her hands, shoulders shaking.

The others gathered to her and lifted her up on shaking legs, consoling her, then helped her off the field. Drogo looked to the display.

Even after all that, she still hadn’t achieved Sand Class.


Chapter 40

Chirt stabbed her midday chow and gnashed it with her teeth as if it were still alive and attacking her tongue.

Mehmet said, “You’re not the only one who hasn’t made Sand Class. There are still six other recruits who haven’t.”

Chirt gave him a look. “So it’s okay to be a loser, as long as there are other losers?”

“We still have two days of events,” said Jondon, “including the Scrambler.”

“But there’s no more combat.”

Sallison said, “I was just meditating when I reached high-level Sand.” That didn’t seem to make Chirt feel better. “It’s never just one thing that does it,” Sallison continued, “and it’s not always something momentous. It’s a cumulative thing. All the training you do, all the fighting, even just being who you are, all leads to it.”

Chirt jabbed at a piece of fried tater. “I guess who I am isn’t enough.”

Zee chimed in. “Maybe not yet, but it will be.”

Chirt groaned. “You keep saying that.”

“Because I keep believing it. Fighting Yezi was another step, and I’d bet everything I have that you’re close.”

“Would you bet Jessup?

“Um, sure? Would you really want him?”

Chirt rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I guess I’d better get training.”

Sallison said, “Later, okay? We’re going to watch the beasts’ final Capture the Castle match.”

“Fine. I can do pushers while you watch.”

Zee’s eyes met Sallison’s, sharing their concern for their friend and flightmate.

Jondon, Mehmet, Zee, and Sallison all sat on one side of the table, facing the recruit display. Chirt had insisted on the opposite bench with her back to it, not wanting to have her failure right in her face while she was trying to eat. Zee lifted his eyes to it while continuing to eat his meal.

With their win in the Conqueror and Sallison having beaten Yezi in the Swimmer, she was in the lead, with Yezi second. The only thing keeping Zee below them was his mid-level Sand rating. Jondon’s performance in the Swimmer and low-level Sand rating had him roughly in the middle of the cohort. Even with his poorer Swimmer time, Mehmet’s mid-level Sand Class had him above Jondon, closer to the top of the middle rankings. Regardless of the Conqueror win or her swim time, which wasn’t great, Chirt was down at the bottom with the other recruits who hadn’t reached Sand.

Zee stopped mid-bite as Jessup’s voice sounded in his mind.

“What?” Sallison asked.

“The beast championship match is getting ready to start.”

Jondon wolfed down another bite, Mehmet chugged his drink, and Chirt dropped her fork on her plate. They all grabbed up their trays.

Yezi saw them hustling to the tray return. “Is it starting?”

Zee replied, “Pretty quick, yeah.”

Word spread quickly, and soon all the recruits were hurrying to clean up their lunch so they could get to the Capture the Castle fields.

***

The Flying Pigs jogged to the top of a rise that overlooked the Capture the Castle fields.

It looked like the entire academy and half the town had packed around the event field, the crowd twice the size of the one for the final match of the Conqueror. The slopes down to the fields were covered with dragons, riders, and citizens alike. The air was filled with dragon and rider pairs, though they remained outside the ring, leaving the sky above it clear. Staff was preparing both fields, the second being used for the third-place bout, but the vast majority of the spectators surrounded the main event.

Zee said, “I need to stay here. Jessup and I have to stay at least two hundred yards apart so he can’t draw on the strength of our bond.”

Just as he finished speaking, Jessup turned where he stood at the side of the field to gaze toward the top of the rise. He tapped Fennix on the shoulder, who turned as well. Jessup lifted an arm while Fennix raised a wing, both of them grinning.

Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet weren’t sure what to make of it, but Zee and Sallison waved back.

Sallison said, “He can still sense where you are from here?”

“That goes for miles,” Zee replied, “though we haven’t really tested how far. We’re not any stronger from the bond from this distance, and we couldn’t spark our core or access our Keep.”

Mehmet said, “I can’t wait to be bonded.”

Jondon slapped his arm. “Come on. Let’s go see if we can pick out a dragon.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Mehmet replied. “There has to be a connection, and the dragon gets to make the final choice.”

“I know, but it’ll be fun anyway.”

Chirt looked wistful. “It won’t make any difference for me if I don’t reach Sand Class.”

Jondon said, “You will. But let’s get closer anyway.”

Sallison stated, “I’ll stay here.”

The three of them made their way down the slope, Jondon and Mehmet grinning back over their shoulders as they went.

Sallison huffed. “Bassholes.”

Zee said, “That’s why we love them.”

Sallison crossed her arms. “Maybe you love them. I hate them.”

Zee’s glanced over, then he saw her smirk, and he busted out laughing.

Peloquin lighted nearby with Dame Toomsil upon his back and strode closer. Zee and Sallison saluted.

Toomsil returned the salute, then addressed Zee. “Recruit Tarrow, just as a reminder, you must not speak to your bondmate during the match. You may be able to see things he cannot, which would give him an unfair advantage.

“I understand, ma’am,” Zee replied. “I promise.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Then they were gone, soaring into the sky.

Yezi came up to stand beside Sallison. The rest of his flight continued toward the fields, all nodding back at Zee and Sallison with renewed respect.

Sallison might be accustomed to such treatment, but it was still going to take time for Zee to get used to it.

Yezi looked Sallison over, then crossed his arms like hers.

She shot him a narrowed side-eye.

Chirt came jogging back and stopped in front of Yezi. It appeared as if it hurt her to do it, but she said, “It didn’t work out, but thank you for helping me like that, even though you did stab me through the heart.”

Yezi replied, “It was my pleasure, Recruit sim Nabbit. And at least I took my time about it.”

She rolled her eyes and ran after Jondon and Mehmet.

Yezi glanced at Sallison. “I hope you think better of me now.”

Sallison huffed softly. “Not really. You only did it because Zee asked, and you want him to like you so he and Jessup don’t completely obliterate you in simulated combat training.”

He shot her a look of overdramatic indignation. “How can you think so little of me?”

“It’s pretty easy, actually.”

He crossed his arms more tightly. “Fine. Enemies for life, then.”

One side of Sallison’s lips turned up in a half smile. “Enemies for life.”

Yezi glanced from Sallison to Zee, then back, obviously wanting to say more but not sure if he should.

Sallison checked around them to see that no one was close enough to hear. “It’s all right, Yezi. Zee knows.”

“Oh. How much?”

“Probably more than you do at this point.”

“I see. How is your family, then?”

“They’re fine. My mother is just as happy ordering servants around here as at home. Still no news on who orchestrated the attack, but it’s looking like the Wraiths were behind it.”

“Of all the kingdoms, why are they targeting Tosh so intently?”

Zee said, “Maybe they aren’t. They could be going after other monarchs as well.”

“I suppose that’s true,” Yezi observed. “They wouldn’t be any more forthcoming than we have been. No nation wants to show weakness.”

Sallison said, “We should learn more when the allied nations arrive for the tournament.”

Horns blew at the Capture the Castle fields, and they returned their attention to the final match to come.

A wide magickers Platform floated out over the field carrying Commandant Beast Vandalia with several magickers, Venkatarama with Amoxtli perched between his horns; Superintendent Hyooz’s Royal Crimson dragon, Phidgers; and Beastmasters Mildrezod and Mahfouz.

Vandalia announced the match, then introduced the first of the competing flights, the Steelbirds, which was comprised of two Ebons, two Greatwings, and an Ice Diver who was larger than Fennix but whose scales didn’t shine as brightly white. They’d all been high-level Sand Class since the beginning of the Trials, seeded first from the start with a flight rating of fifteen. Compared to Jessup and Fennix’s twelve rating, they should statistically have a significant advantage over the Overdogs. Zee didn’t think that was going to matter much, though.

From the resounding applause and cheers that rose when Vandalia introduced the Overdogs, they were the crowd’s favorite for the match. That surprised Zee, but not as much as when she called Jessup’s name as a member of the flight, and the crowd roared even louder and longer, so much so that Vandalia had to raise her wings to quiet them.

It looked like the academy members and people of the town were not only growing accustomed to having a kraken around, but Jessup was also winning over their hearts and minds. Zee’s own heart swelled at the thought.

Vandalia turned the match over to Peloquin, and her Platform floated to the edge of the field. Peloquin ordered the salute. The dragons bowed to each other while Jessup lifted an arm to the edge of his shell above his brow.

Zee had already told Jessup about their win in the Conqueror, but while the flights moved to their respective “castle” mounds, Zee reached out to him again. “What’s your and Fennix’s plan?”

“You’ll see.”

“Smartbutt kraken.”

“Big smartbutt kraken.”

“All right, then. Good luck.”

“Luck is for the weak and ill prepared.”

“Fine, kick bassbutt, then.”

“I will kick dragonbutt.”

“Can you really kick if all you have is arms?”

“Tiny smartbutt murman.”

Zee laughed, drawing the attention of Sallison and Yezi.

Sallison informed Yezi that Zee was probably talking to Jessup.

Zee said goodbye to Jessup and, having overheard her, said, “Yeah. He’s being a dorkfish, as usual.”

Yezi said, “I’m very much looking forward to meeting him.”

Zee flashed him a sly smile. “I’ll say only good things about you.”

Yezi grinned back. “I would appreciate that.”

***

Jessup and Fennix sat in a circle around the flag with Mirakle, Jodan, and Bryceus, the kraken half off one side of the mound with his front arms coiled up in front of him.

Fennix said, “Everyone clear about and comfortable with their duty?”

Smoke puffed from Jodan’s nostrils as he snickered. “You said ‘dooty.’”

Jessup grinned, but the others held blank stares.

Fennix said, “Don’t you think that joke is getting old?”

Jodan replied with conviction, “The classics never grow old.”

Fennix returned to the subject at hand. “If we all follow through to the best of our abilities, the championship will be ours. What do you say, Overdogs?”

They all barked like very large, very scary dogs, Jodan ending with a drawn-out howl.

Peloquin called for the Simulation Crystals to activate, and a barely visible curtain of light surrounded the field from the ground to high in the sky. The Overdogs got into their places, and Peloquin roared out, “Begin!”

Jodan and Bryceus took off toward the enemy “castle” and flag, flying low to the ground, leaving Jessup to crawl higher up and join Fennix and Mirakle on the mound.

Once the Steelbirds had seen the Overdogs’ opening move, three of them, a Royal Ebon, a Greatwing, and the Ice Diver, took to the sky at a steep angle, heading for the low clouds above. The remaining Ebon and Greatwing kept their eyes on Jodan and Bryceus, who were taking their time crossing the field.

Having kept one of their little tricks until the last match, Jessup peered over the side of the mound, reached down while extending a claw, and plucked out a rock. He tipped his massive head back and narrowed his eyes to peer at the dim shapes of the dragons in the clouds.

***

The Steelbirds in the sky were in no hurry either. They’d planned on a careful approach, then for the larger two to dive fast and strike the kraken together at full speed, sacrificing themselves on the spikes of his shell and to the beast’s electrical charge if need be. Their hope was to knock him backward and surprise Fennix and Mirakle enough to allow their Ice Diver to swoop in and take the flag.

The Ebon jerked her head to the side as something whizzed past her through the mist. “What was that?”

Then a boulder struck her square in the chest, knocking her from the sky.

The Greatwing gawked, then, realizing what had happened, looked down to see Jessup flinging another big stone. He tipped and began to swoop in an evasive maneuver—only to be struck in an outstretched wing. He cried out and dropped, flapping frantically and flopping at speed, leaving the Ice Diver to gape.

***

The Ice Diver proved a smaller and more agile target. After two misses, Fennix stepped closer to Jessup and shouted, “Plan B!”

Jessup picked him up, wound back , then stepped forward, reversing the turn, and flung him into the sky.

Wings tucked tight to his sides, with his neck, snout, and tail held straight, Fennix shot toward the other Ice Diver far faster than he’d have been able to fly at such an angle.

The other Ice Diver saw him coming and dove. Fennix spread the tips of his wings enough to guide him right into his foe’s path. The other white dragon tried to turn and spiral, but as swift as she was, Fennix was the superior aerobat. He slammed into her, grasping with his claws, biting hold of her neck, and used his wings to foul hers. They plummeted, the Steelbird Ice Diver crying out in rage. At the last minute, Fennix threw out his wings and shoved her downward. A great cloud of dust burst up from the dragon hitting the ground at terminal velocity, with Fennix swooping up with a cry of success.

Mirakle hopped up and down with excitement.

Jessup shouted across the field. “Incoming!”

Bryceus and Jodan halted and landed a safe distance from the Steelbirds’ mound. The two of them watched as Jessup tore more stones from the side of the mound and began hurling them one after the other, alternating between arms on both sides.

The Greatwing and Ebon left to guard their flag leapt and dodged as boulders pounded into their mound, throwing up great gouts of dirt and stone and thick clouds of dust.

Jessup threw a few more volleys while Fennix circled in to land on the mound behind him.

He approached Mirakle. “Ready?”

She nodded, a grin spreading on her wide maw.

She was heavier than Fennix, so Jessup snatched her up with two arms on one side, then grunted as he hurled her in a high arc.

She soared into the sky. “Whee!”

Jodan and Bryceus gauged her progress, then sprinted to the mound, up the side through the thick dust, and tackled the remaining Steelbird dragons to tumble off the top and down the other side.

Mirakle arced down, plummeting toward the cloud of dust, and threw out her wings just as she disappeared into it.

Jessup actually held his breath. Rocks were the least agile fliers of all the dragon breeds, and Mirakle in particular. But then she swooped out of the dust, the flag clenched in her mouth, and flapped into the sky.

Jessup raised his arms and roared while everyone in the crowd counted. When they reached ten, the spectators erupted with the loudest cheers of the day.

***

Sallison leapt up and down, clapping and cheering, then grabbed Zee in a very unexpected hug, lifting him clear off the ground. “They did it! They did it!”

Over her shoulder, Zee saw Yezi with eyes wide and mouth shaped in an O. He was obviously just as surprised as Zee, but also amused, and Zee’s cheeks turned very red.


Chapter 41

The Flying Pigs had two more events that day, the only day of the Trials with three. At least they weren’t physically grueling.

In the afternoon they reported for Drill Formation, where Sallison acted as flight leader at Zee’s request. Under her steady guidance and still enthused by their win in the Conqueror, they passed with flying colors. It was only a pass/fail event and did not count toward individual or team rankings in the Trials, but Zee was more than thrilled he hadn’t once turned left instead of right as he'd done on numerous occasions in practice.

Later, they competed in the Range event, which included archery and the javelin throw. Sallison took second behind Yezi, but her victories over him in the Conqueror and the Swimmer kept her from being too disappointed in herself. Zee took fourth place, beaten by none other than Derlick don Donnicky, who for once didn’t gloat or sneer. Chirt had a bad day and placed poorly, but she still beat Jondon and Mehmet. Both did well enough to pass, even though Mehmet came last in yet another event. As far as overall rankings went, it helped greatly that he’d reached mid-level Sand. Unless he didn’t pass an event or quite a few other recruits reached mid-level, which was unlikely, he was pretty much assured to pass the Trials and become a cadet.

Their greatest concerns now were the Runner and the Aptitude Test, which would both be on the fourth day. Though Mehmet and Jondon had both made the required time in a couple of their three-mile trial runs, it would be close, and they’d have to do their best. Unless Chirt had a very bad day, she should pass fairly easily. Zee knew he wouldn’t place well, but he was no longer worried about making the time. Chirt and Jondon were both still struggling with their studies for the Aptitude Test, so they had some serious work to do on that.

Still niggling at the back of all their minds, however, was the very real possibility that Chirt wouldn’t reach Sand Class, and even if she did, that she and Jondon might not rank above the lowest ten percent and be sent home. Zee could see the pressure weighed on them. If they could win the Scrambler tomorrow, though, that would go a long way toward pushing them up the ranks. Zee would do his very best to make that happen, and so would Sallison, but Zee couldn’t help wishing he could do more for them.

***

The Overdogs had two more events that day as well. The first was Natural Projectiles, an individual pass/fail event in which each of the recruits had sixty seconds to malform a stout plinth of stone from thirty feet away.

The duckies were gathered on a field with plenty of plinths for all of them, plus quite a few spares.

Overseen by Mildrezod, Mahfouz, and two instructor referees, Fennix shot a jet of supercooled ice particles at his plinth, angled top to bottom. There was a tense moment as ice crackled and stone popped, then the plinth cracked down the angle and broke in two.

Mirakle was up next. This was one event where Rocks could truly shine, and she was no exception. Her stream of dragon-ambergris lava began melting the stone within seconds, earning her a quick pass.

It took Bryceus and Jodan longer, but both the Royal Ebon’s great gout of flame and the Greatwing’s more focused and intense blast cracked their plinths into multiple glowing pieces in well less than thirty seconds.

Jessup didn’t have a natural projectile other than inking, so the beastmasters could only speculate as to what he might do.

Mahfouz said, “It’s been ruled that you may move closer if you need to, Recruit Jessup.”

“I’m okay here, Beastmaster, sir. You may want to stand back, though.” The beastmasters exchanged glances, then retreated several paces. “Farther, please. Behind me would be best.”

The beastmasters hesitated, then positioned themselves behind where the kraken stood while still being able to see the plinth, waving duckies back as they went. The dragons had been allowed to chat among themselves in the background, but they quieted and watched upon seeing the beastmasters moving away.

“All right,” said Mahfouz, “what have you got, Ducky Jessup?”

Jessup stretched one of his front arms out to touch the plinth. Blue electricity crackled over his shell, then shot down his arm. The stone exploded, sending particles of stone and dust flying.

The beastmasters and recruits had seen Jessup’s zapping power before, but they were awed by the sheer destruction it wreaked on the stone.

Mildrezod cleared her throat. “Very impressive, but having to reach to the target is quite slow. Perhaps—”

Jessup extended a claw, then whipped his arm and shattered the next boulder.

Mahfouz began to speak, “That will—”

But Jessup stepped closer to the next set of plinths, reaching with two arms. He picked up a stone in each and squeezed until they popped apart.

Mildrezod said, “As we were saying, Ducky Jessup, that will do.”

Mahfouz scribbled on his clipboard, chuckling softly. “Pass.”

***

Their final event that evening was also pass/fail, and though Jessup would never say anything, Fennix knew it was the only one his kraken friend was worried about. All of the recruits appeared nervous as they gathered on the beach, in fact.

The Carrier required dragons to fly from the beach to a magicker’s Platform that floated over the harbor. The distance was only a hundred yards, but they had to carry a significant percentage of their body weight on their backs in the form of a pack with iron weights. Jessup would be carrying his weight strapped to the spines of his shell, and he had to keep at least some portion of his shell above water.

Fennix had barely passed it last year. The Carrier was also the one event they couldn’t practice to exact specifications. They’d trained with whatever weight they could find and attach, but other than Fennix, none of the rest of them knew exactly how it would feel for the competition.

Jessup watched the others of his flight while a crew attached his weights, trying not to think about how heavy it was getting. Fennix and Jodan succeeded in their carries, as did Mirakle, though they all struggled mightily. Mirakle actually dropped to the Platform and fell to her side, but she was grinning as they loaded her pack onto a waiting barge and helped her up. Bryceus, of course, had the least trouble of all of them.

Then it was Jessup’s turn.

Jodan shouted from the Platform, “You can do this, Jessup!” The others added their reassurance, and Fennix gave him an exaggerated nod of encouragement.

In his usual boasting manner, Jessup replied, “Of course I can. I am a kraken!” It got a laugh out of the others, even though Jessup himself wasn’t entirely convinced.

Mildrezod called out for Jessup to begin, and he waded in under the heavy weight. It eased as he went deeper, but he was intent on keeping his face above the water. That, however, didn’t last.

Though his progress remained steady, he’d begun to sink by the time he was a quarter of the way there. Expanding gas into the chambers in his shell and using his water chute helped, but still didn’t keep him from sinking farther as he went.

***

Fennix and the others roared their encouragement, though they had no idea how well Jessup could hear them from under the water. He sank more and more, but when he passed the Platform the tip of his shell still poked up above the waves.

“Pass!” shouted Mildrezod, and the Overdogs erupted in happy cheers.

Paddling hard with his arms and apparently using his water chute to its full extent, Jessup rose in the churning waves until his face was barely above water. Grunting and sputtering, he asked, “Did I make it?”

Mildrezod said, “You made it, Ducky Jessup. You’ve passed the Carrier.”

“Phew!” he said, then sank to disappear into the depths.

All leaned over the edge of the Platform, peering down.

Mahfouz shouted, “Ducky Jessup?!” He looked to Mildrezod. “Where did he go?”

Fennix said, “Not to worry,” and indicated toward the beach with a wing.

Shortly after the Platform had carried them to shore and they’d disembarked, Jessup crawled up onto the beach, having walked the distance on the sea bottom.

He took a deep breath, then his big lips flapped as he blew it out between them. “I need a nap.”


Chapter 42

Zee had never been to the academy library, but he had no problem finding the massive building on the small campus near the main citadel fortress.

Tem and Timandra had come to Zee while he and his flight were resting between the Drill Formation and Range events, and told him when and where Drogo wanted him to meet that evening. Drogo had also wanted them to say that if Zee thought it would interfere with his preparations for the next day of Trials and needed to decline, he would understand. Zee’s interest had been piqued, however, and after discussing it with his flightmates, he’d accepted the invitation.

The sun’s light was receding behind the high ridge and walls that surrounded the island as Zee arrived, finding Slan hai Drogo sitting in a horse-drawn cart, gazing at the rising moons.

“Hello, sir,” he greeted the man.

“There he is,” said Drogo, climbing down from the cart. “The Conqueror champion himself.”

Zee was glad of the praise but said, “It was a team effort, sir.”

“Of course it was. You are all champions.” He retrieved a shoulder bag and his cane and gave Zee a knowing look. “Thanks to you.”

Zee didn’t know how to answer that, but Drogo said, “Come, I have something I want to show you.”

They climbed the steps and entered through the elaborate archway, the doors standing open to the cool evening air.

Zee gawked at the size of the great hall he found himself in. At the center was an open lobby with a librarian’s station, surrounded by rows upon rows of bookshelves. “I’ve never been in a library before.”

“As far as libraries go, this is a grand one.” Drogo led the way, setting a quick pace in spite of having to use a cane. “But this is only a part of it. There are more floors with the most interesting texts below.”

They walked for a time, Zee taking in his surroundings. The hall was brightly lit with Empyrean lamps, and a mural of a majestic knight pair riding the sky graced the ceiling.

Drogo said, “I would have liked to have Jessup here as well, but beyond you two having to stay away from each other, the library is not built to accommodate dragons, let alone krakens. He simply wouldn’t fit in some of the areas where we need to go. Please tell him I meant no slight.”

There was a silent pause, then Zee said, “I just did. He says it’s perfectly fine.”

“That’s good to hear. When we’re finished, I want you to share everything we discuss with him. His insights would be most welcome.”

“I will, sir.” Zee had been looking forward to learning why Drogo had wanted to meet with him and suspected it had something to do with his encounter with the Wraith Kings earlier in the day, but now his interest rose even more.

Drogo glanced around them, then led him a short way between shelves of books. “Before I forget, we have learned something of the assassins who attacked the royal family. This information is being held very closely. I know you don’t like to keep secrets from those close to you, but the king does not want even Sallison to know yet, and if you tell Jessup, please ask him to keep it to himself for now.”

Zee thought for a moment. Drogo was right, he didn’t like the idea of keeping something related to her family from Sallison, but if that’s what King Phan wanted, it must be for her own safety. “All right, sir.”

“You’ve been told that two of the assassins bore the strange symbols of the Wraiths on their bodies, yes?”

“I have.”

“They’ve been brought to a laboratory here at the academy. When I examined them, I noticed they had very slight differences from the marks on the bodies of Wraiths taken from the battle. When tested, it was found they have no infusion of Hadeum, and they couldn’t be activated even if they had. They are fakes.”

Zee pondered a moment. “Someone is trying to make the king’s investigators think the Wraiths were behind the assassinations.”

“That’s the current theory. It could still be that the Wraiths are behind it and are trying to confuse our investigation, but why would they bother? More likely, it is someone close to the king, possibly inside the castle itself.”

“That’s... not good.”

“No, it isn’t, but now you can see why this must be kept quiet.”

“Yes, sir.” Zee wondered why Drogo told him at all. He certainly hadn’t needed to. It made him feel good, though, important even, that the man trusted him and wanted him to know.

They continued for a time in silence, then turned into another great hall. “This is the museum wing,” Drogo explained. “It was always one of my favorite places to visit when I was a cadet.”

Zee gazed about in wonder. “I can see why.”

Glass cases on short platforms filled the hall, displaying armor and weapons from many kingdoms and ages, and the walls were adorned with banners, paintings, and tapestries.

Drogo stopped to gaze at the contents of one particular glass case. Mounted on a stand inside was a large sword of a black metal Zee didn’t recognize. The surface of the blade had a wavy pattern that shone dark blue. The hilt was forged in the shape of dragon’s wings. Zee read the plaque on the base of the case and sucked in breath. ‘Swordwand of Sorcerer Slan hai Drogo, Sky Marshall of Tosh.’

Zee’s gaze whipped to Drogo, who held a wan smile. “I’d thought it lost until I heard it was found clenched in Mogon’s teeth when his body was recovered and interred here on the island.”

“You should ask for it back.”

Drogo shook his head sadly. “I have no use for it now, and it would only be a constant reminder of all I have lost.”

Zee looked from the sword, to him, then back. “I hadn’t heard of a swordwand. That’s what sorcerers use?”

“It is,” Drogo replied, “though the histories tell of others who used spearwands. It functions as both wand and weapon.” He placed a hand on the glass and spoke under his breath. The barest of golden light glowed softly on his palm, and dozens of glyphs shone on the swordwand’s long blade. “Those are magicks that strengthen the blade and enhance its edge, among other things.”

Drogo removed his hand and place it on Zee’s shoulder. The glyphs faded. “You will have one, one day soon.” They turned away and continued down the aisle.

Though the man had smiled when he spoke, he looked forlorn, so Zee kept silent.

They turned down an aisle near the back corner of the museum to find Commandant Aureosa conversing softly with King mon lin Phan, who was still in his disguise but with the scarf pulled down over his chin. Dean Wanchoo gazed at a partially unrolled scroll in a glass case.

Zee began to lower to one knee at the sight of the king, but Aureosa raised a palm toward him, and Drogo took his shoulder once more. “Not here.”

Zee understood, but he couldn’t help but greet the king with “Your—” before catching himself and saying, “Hello, sir.”

The king said, “It’s good to see you, Zee.” Zee nearly blushed at the king’s use of his first name. “That was quite a performance at the Conqueror today. Congratulations.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“Please congratulate Jessup on his flight’s championship win in Capture the Castle for me.”

“I will, sir. He will be honored to hear it.”

“Now, Dr. Aenig,” the king said, “there was something you wanted to show us?”

“More than one thing, sir, but we will begin here.” Drogo waved a hand at a case in the corner that held the breastplate and backplate of a suit of armor, displayed side by side on a stand. The armor was of a simple design unfamiliar to Zee, unlike any worn by knights he had seen. It was a dull dark gray, and the metal was in perfect condition, with no pits, corrosion, or tarnishing. The breastplate, however, had a wide tear across the chest, and the backplate was dented deeply below one shoulder.

The placard on the case’s stand said, ‘Unknown Origin,’ and its age was listed as a range from one thousand to fifteen hundred years ago.

Drogo continued, “This has been dated from before the mythical Kraken Wars. It is made of an alloy that testing has not been able to identify. It has also been speculated among only a very few that it belonged to a knight who may have achieved a class beyond Black Titan.”

Zee said, “I’d never heard there was anything beyond Black Titan until you mentioned you and Mogon had been seeking one.”

“Anyone who speaks of it is called a crackpot or a fool. It is only hinted at in ancient texts, and in one instance is called Asteristeel.”

King Phan said, “We all know this, Doctor.”

“Of course, sir, but if you will permit me.” Drogo turned to Zee. “Was the Wraith King’s armor of this design?”

“No, sir. It was fancier than this.”

“You described it as having a shimmering quality, with blue, red, and green, but also smaller streaks of yellow.”

“Yes, sir.”

Drogo spoke to Aureosa and Wanchoo. “Are the Empyrean lamps in the museum still kept lit at all times?”

Aureosa answered, “They always have been as far as I know.” Wanchoo nodded in agreement.

“There is no one else here,” said Drogo. “I checked as we came in, and I doubt anyone will enter at this time of night.” He took a few steps and placed one hand on the glass of the case in front of the breastplate, then raised his face to the ceiling, and spoke. “Mouseio eidiki adeia skotadi!”

First the lamps near the entrance went out, then those at the center of the museum hall, and finally the lamps at the back, plunging them into darkness.

Zee heard quick intakes of breath from the others.

Wanchoo said, “How do you know those words, Doctor? I have never heard them myself.”

“Nor I,” said Aureosa.

“I did not know them either.” The king’s voice was tense. “What are you up to?”

Drogo’s only reply was, “If you will notice, we are not in complete darkness.”

Aureosa uttered, “My gods...”

It was only then that Zee noticed the armor now shimmered a faint silvery blue.

Drogo said, “One moment, please, this won’t take long.” The hand he’d placed on the glass began to glow with the golden light of Empyrean, and when it was bright enough to reflect on the breastplate, streaks of yellow began snaking across its surface. Then larger sheens of light appeared, red, blue, and green, moving over the surface like oil on water.

Everyone remained silent, but their tension and surprise were evident.

Drogo turned his eyes to Zee. “Is this what you saw on the armor of the Wraith King?”

“Yes, sir.” His voice was only a whisper.

Drogo pulled his hand from the glass, dousing the Empyrean, and raised his voice again. “Mouseio phos!”

The lamps brightened, bathing the museum in light once more.

The men still stared at the armor, Drogo with an expression of redemption.

Wanchoo uttered, “It is true...”

Drogo faced them, hands on the top of his cane. “I believe there can no longer be any doubt. Asteristeel is real, and our most terrible foe has reached it.”

Zee’s mind reeled. Black Titan had always been the pinnacle of power, dreamed of by all bonded pairs, yet for many decades entirely unachievable. In nearly a century, only the man who stood before them had reached it, and in a remarkably short time. Yet even he and Mogon had been unable to progress beyond it.

Aureosa spoke as if to himself. “We’ve witnessed firsthand what a White Titan wielder of red Hadeum is capable of. I can only imagine the power a Red Titan might have, let alone a Black Titan, and can’t begin to fathom what someone in a class above that could do.”

Drogo glanced at Zee. “Perhaps shake the earth and call forth a titanwave.”

The king spoke as softly as Aureosa had. “Even an entire nation may not be able to stand against such power.”

Zee gazed at the armor, considering, then moved closer and indicated the damage to the breastplate. “If Asteristeel is as powerful as we’re thinking it must be, what could have done that?”

Drogo’s expression told Zee he was proud of him for pointing that out.

“What, indeed...” To all, he said, “If you’ll follow me, gentlemen, I’d like us to visit the Special Collection.”

Wanchoo raised an eyebrow but said, “That can be arranged.”

The king had no more questions. He followed in a daze of thoughtful apprehension.


Chapter 43

A magicker of the library staff snapped to attention and saluted at the approach of Dean Wanchoo and Commandant Aureosa.

They returned the salute, and Wanchoo said, “Special Collection, please.”

The magicker looked to the king in his strange outfit, the man with the dead eye and a cane, and finally the small recruit, whom he appeared to recognize. They made for an odd bunch, but the magicker quelled his confusion and curiosity, lifted a cone that hung from the wall, and spoke into it, giving his name and the destination of the lift. He then opened a door in the wall, and they filed in. The door closed, and Drogo tugged on a rope, sounding a bell somewhere above. Zee imagined someone working a crank or pushing the arm of a turnstile, and they began to descend slowly.

Drogo turned to Zee. “There are stairs, of course, and there was a time I would run up and down them without a care.” He tapped his bad leg with his cane. “No longer.” After a brief pause, he said. “After your encounter with the Wraith Kings today, it’s obvious they want you and Jessup to get stronger, to progress as high and as fast as you can so you can fight them.”

“But why...?”, Zee asked. He hadn’t had much chance to think about it since it happened, but now it occurred to him. “They’ve reached a plateau in their progression...”

“My thoughts exactly. They have no one to challenge them and need a worthy opponent. They believe it could be the two of you.” Zee’s jaw grew slack. “If it is any consolation, so do I.”

Zee gazed at him in wonder. “Why us?”

King Phan said, “Don’t be so humble, lad. You and Jessup have progressed faster than anyone in known history, including our friend here and Mighty Mogon.”

Zee knew what he and Jessup had done was exceptional, but he’d yet to fully realize how momentous it truly was. Or the kind of attention it would draw. They’d just been doing what they wanted to do and felt was needed. “But... what do we do?”

Drogo smiled knowingly. “Give them what they want.” He addressed King Phan, Aureosa, and Wanchoo. “This is good. It means we have time. Not a lot, perhaps, but some. Most likely, the Wraith Kings will not mount a full-scale attack until they believe Zee and Jessup can challenge them.” Back to Zee he said, “We have much work to do, Zee. And it won’t be pleasant.”

Zee swallowed but gathered his resolve. Whatever they had to do, he and Jessup would give it their all. “We will see it done, sir, or die trying.”

The other men exchanged glances. Zee wasn’t sure if it was because of his bravery, or because they thought he was crazy. Maybe both.

The king said, “This King of the Wraiths would have heard of your prowess from his White Titan general and others of his forces, but for him to be aware of the speed of your progression, he would have to have informants here on the island. They may also have had a spy on the HMS Dragon’s Rage. We have suspected as much for the latter, considering the theft of Zepiter’s Heart.”

Zee shuddered slightly as the image of the Wraith King beast with eyes all over its face flashed through his mind. “He said he had eyes and ears everywhere.”

“We must be even more careful with anything we discuss going forward,” the king added.

They all agreed.

Drogo said, “This desire for progression and power may also be why they demanded your artefact as part of the ransom for the prince.”

“And why it was stolen,” said Aureosa.

“If I may,” said Zee, “what is the artefact?”

King Phan explained that it was a talisman that boosted the power of its user and could store enough Empyrean to replenish the core of even a Red Titan pair many times over.

Wanchoo said, “It’s similar to the pill you took, though the Pearl provides a one-time boost, and we have no idea by how much, what kind of ore it contains, or how or from where it was harvested. Though we now know that it contained much more power than we’d imagined, and it manifested as white—which is said to be the power of Zhera herself. We weren’t kidding when we told you it was a miracle you and Jessup survived it.” He paused to let that sink in. “The Pearls were once called Tears of Zhera. You have taken the last in the known world, though I suppose it’s possible other kingdoms are keeping them in secret.”

Zee tried to process what he’d just heard. The Wraith King had mentioned the Tears of Zhera, and Zee hadn’t known what he’d meant, but the power of Zhera herself? And now the pill was gone, and if the Wraith King had gotten hold of the king’s talisman...

A bell in the top front corner of the lift dinged, and the lift slowed to a stop.

“This is the deepest level of the library archives,” Drogo explained. “Only high-level faculty or esteemed scholars are allowed, and then only with special permission.”

He slid the door open, then pushed another and they stepped into a wide hall lit with pools of Empyrean lamplight. The hall led to a single door in a well-lit vestibule, a plaque above it reading “Special Text Section. By Permission Only.”

Another magicker librarian, this one with a Gold Class sash, leapt up from where she had been reading a book, saluted, then deactivated wards on a lockbox built into the wall and retrieved a key with which she unlocked the door.

Wanchoo thanked her and added, “Let no one else enter.”

“Yes, sir!”

Once they had entered, she closed and locked the door.

Empyrean lamps lit as they entered, illuminating a very large room, its walls filled with shelves of books and scrolls from floor to high ceiling. There was a desk for writing, a table for spreading out scrolls and taking notes, and alcoves in the walls with stone benches.

Drogo breathed deep of the leather- and paper-scented air and gazed about with a look of fond recollection. “I spent many a bell here as a young man.”

“Not as a cadet, I presume,” said the king.

“Even as a cadet. I was very resourceful.”

The king harrumphed. “I can imagine.”

Zee perused the shelves. Most of the books were obviously very old, and some were in languages he did not know. Sections were labeled for advanced wards and spells, various histories and biographies, sciences, including magickal sciences and dragon anatomy, advanced Abilities, and many more.

Wanchoo said, “The books kept here are either very rare or better kept from the general circulation.” His implication being they contained information the academy or kingdom wished to be kept secret, or was downright dangerous.

Zee wanted to read them all, and his heart sank at knowing he would never have the time even if he were given the opportunity.

Drogo led them to an alcove at the back corner of the room. “Zee, would you give me a hand?”

Zee helped him move a heavy chair, then a small side table.

Drogo looked to the others in expectation, but no recognition registered on their faces, only curiosity. “None of you know of this?”

They glanced at each other, and Wanchoo said, “Know of what, Sky Marshall?”

“Let’s see...” Drogo seemed pleased with himself as he began removing books on some of the shelves, seemingly at random. “Being an inquisitive and driven young man, I found it hard to believe there weren’t more esoteric, even forbidden, texts in this collection. I removed every book from the shelves in my search, hoping I’d find a secret chamber.” He waved a hand over the empty spaces on the wall revealed by removing the books, as well as over various features of elaborate trim in the corners at the back of the alcove, all while muttering strange words.

When he was finished, over a dozen ward glyphs glowed with dim golden light.

The other men gasped, and Zee watched in amazement.

Wanchoo practically whispered, “You found one...” He moved closer to inspect the glyphs. “I have wondered the same thing but could find no mention of it, and apparently my search was not as thorough as yours.”

“It took me weeks to discover it,” said Drogo, “and more to decipher the wards that keep it locked.”

Wanchoo moved a hand over the wards. “These are very sophisticated wards, but I recognize the basics of their design. However, I get no sense of Empyrean from them, which is quite odd.”

Drogo said, “I thought the same thing. Whoever placed them here was extremely skilled to not only inscribe them but also hide their trace magicks.”

With all he had been dealing with, entering the academy, training for and taking part in the Trials, it had slipped Zee’s mind that, as a sorcerer, Drogo had been not only a knight but a magicker as well. And a Black Titan magicker at that.

Wanchoo gazed at Drogo with zeal in his eyes.

Drogo waved a hand at the wall. “Be my guest.”

Wanchoo rubbed his hands together, then held them to the back of the alcove and began muttering words. One by one, the wards dimmed with an audible click. When they had all been deactivated, there was a clunk from within the wall and a hidden door swung, shelves and all, into an unlit chamber.

Drogo strode into the darkness. “Phos!”


Chapter 44

The room they entered was of equal size to the one they’d just left, but dusty, and its domed ceiling was carved with elaborate designs in relief. Like the special collection, the walls were lined with shelves of manuscripts and racks of scrolls, but they all looked more ancient, and many of them far more strange. Some of the books lay on the floor, and an Empyrean lamp had broken from the wall. Still, there was no musty smell. A stone table with a chair behind it sat crooked, with papers strewn over its top. A dried inkwell lay on its side among a pile of scrolls and several large tomes with torn strips of paper marking pages. Within reach of the chair, a spinnable bookcase had fallen over and spilled more books on the floor.

Aureosa said, “What happened here?”

“Earthshakes, I’d imagine,” Drogo replied. “Otherwise, it is just as I left it. It doesn’t look like anything is damaged.” He straightened the desk and began lifting books and scrolls from the floor. Zee crouched to help.

Wanchoo gazed about in awe. “This chamber is of a style far older than that of the special collection.” He gazed back at the door and wall where they’d entered. “The entire chamber must have once been larger, then this portion was sealed off, and the first more cleanly finished in a more modern style. From the looks of the adornments on the stone here, many hundreds of years older, perhaps a thousand or more.” He lifted his hands as if feeling the air. “There are magicks in these walls, helping to preserve the texts and shelves.”

The king said, “How is it that even the king of Tosh did not know of this?”

“Perhaps the kings once did,” said Wanchoo, “as possibly did the head librarians and deans of magicks, but this room, these texts... From what I can tell, all of them would have been banned, some hundreds of years ago.”

“Some longer than that,” said Drogo. “There are foul grimoires, texts on killing spells and deadly wards, jinxes and hexes long forbidden. And histories the Church of Zepiter and many of the past royal families would have had burned on sight.”

Wanchoo retrieved several books from the floor, perusing their covers, then looked over the titles on the shelves. “I recognize many of these languages, but some, I do not. Most of them appear to be written in Leek.”

To Zee, he said, “Little is known of the language other than Leece was a great empire that ruled half the world some thousands of years ago. The language has long been used by the more orthodox scholars and is still in use to this day. It will be part of your learning, if there is time.”

“I can already read it, sir,” Zee replied.

“You can?”

“Dr. Aenig—I mean, Sky Marshall Drogo—gave me lessons while I was on the Krakenfish.”

Drogo gave Zee a sly wink.

“I am impressed,” Wanchoo said. “It can take years for our cadets to read it well. Those that bother to try, that is.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Zee helped Drogo stand the spinning bookcase back on its legs. Drogo lifted an ancient text from the floor. “There you are, old friend.” The embossed title glowed golden at his touch. “This is also written in Leek.” He held the cover for Zee to see.

Zee read it aloud. “Be Ye Sorcerers.” His eyes lit with excitement.

Drogo said, “Much like the handbooks used today, but this one is specifically written for sorcerer types. If I had never found it, it would have been impossible for Mogon and I to progress as fast as we did. It focuses mostly on utilizing a sorcerer’s affinities for both magickal and combat Abilities together, each enhancing the other. With this, we were able to master our Abilities far more quickly than we would have without it. It was written by a human and speaks only of dragon sorcerers, but I see no reason it wouldn’t apply to murfolk and krakens as well.”

Zee reached for it, but Drogo pulled it away. “There will be time for that later.”

Zee rubbed his hand on his thigh. “Yes, sir. Sorry, sir.”

Drogo set the book on the table. “That’s quite all right. Your enthusiasm is in large part responsible for your achievements thus far.”

Aureosa said, “You’ve known of this chamber all this time, Sky Marshall, but never told anyone?”

Drogo sighed. “Mogon and I kept our secrets very close to our chests. Progression in the Dragon Corps is very competitive, as you know, and we were particularly selfish.” From his tone, it was not something he was proud of.

He stepped around the table, dragging his fingers through the light dust on its surface. “This is what we were working on when the great war came.” He sat in the chair, blew dust from the texts, and began looking through them. “Seeking the secrets of progression beyond Black Titan.”

Zee stood next to the chair, and the others gathered near.

He lifted the first tome. Its title was also in Leek.

Wanchoo read it out loud. “The Kraken Wars.”

Drogo said, “This is dated from a thousand years ago.”

“Around the same time as the disappearance of the original creation scrolls,” Wanchoo observed, “and the writing of King Tallack’s revised edition, which the Church follows to this day.”

Drogo said, “Few had truly believed in the murfolk or krakens for many generations until recently, and stories of dragon knights fighting them have read like fairytales, merely bedtime stories for children. This text reads more like a history, and there are stories unknown in any other written form. Stories of a great war between those from above and those from below. It is anecdotal in nature, with little detail as to the war’s cause or outcome, but apparently it was waged for decades, then simply ended, and the murfolk and krakens were never seen again. Not until murfolk began washing up on shore approximately two decades ago and a young murman named Zee Tarrow happened across a clutch of kraken eggs.”

He leafed through the book, checking the pages marked with strips of paper. “When I discovered this text, the history of this war and even the people of the sea were only of secondary interest to us. We wanted more secrets to progression.” He stopped at a few color plates of dragons and riders fighting krakens and their riders. Some on both sides had silver, gold, white, red, and even black breastplates and helms. Any time an Ability was depicted, it showed the dragon knights and magickers wielding powers of gold, the kraken knights and magickers that of blue. Their weapons glowed in the same colors.

Aureosa said, “If this is genuine, the murfolk used the same progression system that we do.”

“It appears so, yes, and Zee and Jessup have confirmed at the least that ours works for them.” He searched the next few marked places. “The text says little to nothing about progression, or even the class of the characters. Our only clues came from some of the images.”

He flipped to a two-page illustration and placed the book on the table for all to see. A knight and dragon, fancifully armored, and with the knight holding out a sword, took up one side. Their armor and sword had the same wavy, streaked shimmer of red, blue and green visible in the Wraith King’s armor and the breastplate in the museum. And so did the armor of the characters on the facing page—a murfolk woman upon a kraken, rising from the waves, though instead of a sword, she held a spear.

Without meaning to, Zee expressed a soft, “Oh...”

Drogo held the tip of his finger to a footnote printed below the first image. “This translates to ‘Asteristeel.’” He paused. “You can imagine my excitement, and Mogon’s, when we discovered this. And our disappointment when we could find nothing about how to actually achieve it. We could only assume from the colors of light on the armor that it required the forging of more than just Empyrean. We were never able to access or mine Marisean or the mysterious green, though we searched and searched.”

When he spoke again, it was more softly. “All we found was the red Hadeum, the power of a third child of Zhera, sister of Zepiter and Postune, long forgotten or purged from all knowledge. Plutades, the god of death.” He spoke the last as if he had bile in his throat.

Zee noticed the others shuffle uncomfortably at the mention of Hadeum, and now, having learned where it came from, it sent a chill up his spine, and he had to swallow down a surge of nausea.

Drogo continued, opening to another page. “The only other reference to Asteristeel Class is in the form of another image.”

He opened the book to an illustration in which the murfolk woman from the previous page was shown seated in a meditative pose upon an arm of her kraken, still wearing her Asteristeel armor. In this image, however, a depiction of their crucible floated above them, and instead containing of a single core, there were three. One was blue, another red, and the third, green.

Drogo continued, “It appears, then, that not only must one mine all three ores, they must be kept separate or be split from each other. It was this image that saved Mogon and me from the red. It gave us the idea to split the Hadeum in our core from the Empyrean. Only forging much more Empyrean than Hadeum kept our crucible from being ravaged. From there, we were able to siphon the red into one of our caches.” He turned to Zee. “Have you learned about those?”

“Only briefly. They’re receptacles related to the crucible but separate. Forged ore can be stored in them, but from what I was told, few bonded pairs bother with them.”

“Quite right, on both accounts. That’s perhaps the first thing I will teach you and Jessup once you’re back together. That and how to split the ores in your core.”

It took a moment for Zee to realize what Drogo was saying. “You think we could reach Asteristeel?”

“That’s getting quite far ahead of ourselves. You have Silver Class, Gold, and all three Titan Classes to progress through first, which is, as you know, no small feat. But to answer your question, yes.”

Zee stared at the image on the page and the three ores. It all seemed so far out of reach, like a ridiculous fantasy. Then again, he had once had the ridiculous fantasy of becoming a recruit at Triumf’s Citadel Academy...

Gazing at the image, the terror of the freezing heat and fell power of the red gripped him again. There was dread in his voice as he spoke. “We’d have to mine and forge Hadeum...”

Drogo was quick to reply. “Again, you’re getting ahead of yourself. And if it comes to it, I now believe there may be other ways to access it without resorting to the horrors Mogon and I engaged in. Also, you already have two ores, which may give you protections against it that we did not have. And I would be with you.”

That helped alleviate Zee’s fears, though not entirely.

Drogo’s voice was laden with portent as he closed the book and picked up another that looked even older. “This reads like fictional stories, akin to the children’s fables that are still read today, but it comes from around the same time as the other.”

He opened to an illustration of a murfolk knight upon a kraken. Based on the size of the knight, this kraken was at least five times larger than Jessup, and reddish in color. Its shell was different as well, with vertical ridges instead of the slight spiral of Jessup’s. The image was more faint on the yellowed pages, and the colors were faded, but the rider’s armor was still recognizable as Asteristeel Class—and this time they floated in the sky above a great fleet of ships. “I believe the Wraith King pair wish to fight you in order to help them progress beyond whatever level they currently hold. Perhaps even beyond Asteristeel itself.”

Wanchoo said, “There are more?”

“I believe so.”

He revealed the next illustration marked in the book. It was of the same rider and kraken pair, though in a different setting, and now the rider’s armor appeared to be made of glass, its many facets shining in all the colors of the rainbow.

Drogo ran a finger down the text on the facing page, then stopped at a specific passage and began to read. “When Andrell and Nanda once more appeared on the field of battle, they were now adorned in the armor of a Crystaleen.”

The king spoke under his breath “Crystaleen...”

“Again, there is nothing about how this class was achieved or what ores were required, but now there are more than the primary colors of green, blue, and red.” He took a deep breath and released it. “And then there is this.”

He turned to the next marked page, which had an image of the same kraken and rider in the sky once more. They were awash with white light, but there was enough detail to discern that the rider was now in a robe, long hair floating, with hands raised and no weapon. The sky was filled with dragons and riders all around the pair, but they were smeared by the light, those closest to them depicted as no more than expanding streaks.

“The text describes a final, momentous battle, describing the blinding white and that all the enemy fell in a single strike, then here: ‘Andrell and Nanda became equal to all the gods but Zhera herself.’

“It isn’t said what this class is named, but here...” He flipped back a few pages and pointed to the top of a page. “The chapter heading reads, ‘Zhera’s Promise.’”

The men stared at the words until King Phan said, “Show us that image again.” Drogo turned back to it. He glanced at Aureosa and Wanchoo. “That is very much what Zee and Jessup looked like when they rose from the sea and struck down the Wraith White Titan sorcerers and many of their forces.”

Aureosa said, “An effect of having ingested the Pearl.”

Wanchoo tugged on his slim white beard. “Could this pair in the book have taken one of the Tears of Zhera to achieve this?”

“I would think it possible,” said Drogo, “but the story ends with the pair returning to their kingdom beneath the waves, ‘where they remained touched by Zhera for all their days.’”

Wanchoo’s voice carried reverence when he spoke. “Even if only for a short time, upon taking the last of the Tears of Zhera, Zee and Jessup touched upon the power of Zhera herself.”

Drogo stood from his chair and looked from Wanchoo to Aureosa, and the king, then his eyes fell on Zee. “And perhaps, one day they will again.”


Chapter 45

The night was still not late when Zee walked the path from the fields back toward the canyon, his mind spinning with everything he’d just seen and heard at the academy library, threatening to overwhelm him. Swirling among them but above all was the overriding desire to begin forging again and to start training under Sky Marshall Drogo.

He knew of one thing that would help him sort his thoughts, and it was something he needed to do anyway. Once he entered the trees of the foothills, he sat on a mossy boulder and reached out to Jessup.

After their initial greetings, he asked, “Are you alone?”

“Should I be?”

“It might be best.”

There was a pause, but Zee could tell Jessup understood the gravity of what Zee needed to tell him. Whatever reaction Jessup might have, it would be better if the others in his flight didn’t see it. Not even Fennix. “I’ll go outside.”

Zee tried to organize his thoughts while giving Jessup time to leave the cave. Once Jessup had confirmed he was well away from the others, Zee told him everything about the meeting with Drogo.

When he finished, Jessup said, “That is a lot. How do you keep it all in your tiny murman head?”

“By unloading it into your big kraken noggin.”

“There is a lot of room in there.”

Zee laughed, then became more somber. “We can’t tell anyone any of this stuff.” He didn’t like it at all. Just when he’d been able to get everything else off his chest with Sallison, Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt, he now had more secrets to keep.

“I won’t say a word.”

“Hopefully it won’t be for long.”

There was another pause, and Zee felt Jessup’s mood lighten.

“I am excited to finish Trials and see you again and train. We now have farther to go than we thought, but I think it’s good.”

“It’s going to be even more of a challenge, that’s for sure, but I’m excited as well.” Zee’s brow furrowed. “We can’t let it get in the way of Trials though. Let’s try not to think about it too much.”

“Okay.”

“Okay? It’s that easy for you?”

“Sure.”

“Are you pulling my leg?”

“I am. Can’t you feel it?”

Zee rose from his seat in the darkness of the woods. “You know, I think I do.” He told Jessup he needed to get back to the others and make sure they all got plenty of rest. Tomorrow was the other big team event of the Trials. The one everyone worried about as much as the Conqueror, mostly because no one had any idea what it might entail or how dangerous it might be. The dreaded Scrambler.

They agreed to speak later, and Zee proceeded up the path. It was a pleasantly warm evening, and moonlight shone through the trees, lighting the path in wavering patches. His eyesight in the dark had continued to improve, even away from Jessup, and he had no problem finding his way.

He felt the presence of a dragon and rider pair ahead of him before the rider spoke. From the feel of their unsparked core, Zee guessed they were Gold Class.

“Halt!” The rider stepped from a deep ravine that ran perpendicular to the path and up higher into the hills. Zee was right. The knight’s armor was not only gold, though, but also the design of the king’s personal guard. He must be one of the guards assigned to protect Sallison. Zee relaxed, at least until the man drew his sword.

A Royal Crimson stalked out of the ravine, smaller than Timandra but with wicked forward-facing horns. “Who goes there?” he said.

“Recruit Zee Tarrow, sir!” Zee replied.

The rider eased in his stance. “Ah, Tarrow. Are you well?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We are glad to hear it,” hissed the dragon. “You may be on your way.”

“Thank you, sirs.”

The dragon backed up, and the rider stepped aside as Zee approached. Though they betrayed no ill intent, there was something about them that raised an alert at the back of Zee’s mind. Still, he proceeded toward the rider, who had not sheathed his sword.

The man said, “Please give our best to the princess.”

“I will, sir.”

He walked past them, thinking perhaps he was just on edge because of all that he’d learned at the library.

Then the rider’s armor creaked as he moved, and in an instant, the hair was up on the back of Zee’s neck as he sensed the man’s sword swinging right toward it.

Zee stooped without thinking, his reflexes taking over completely. Even as the blade slid over his hair, swiping his cap from his head, Zee spun and lunged forward and up, grabbing the knight’s wrist with his left hand and the knight’s arm above the elbow with his right. Zee kept going in one fluid motion, using the momentum of the knight’s backhand horizontal strike as well as his own weight to pull the knight down and drive him face-first into the dirt.

It was a simple move taught to him by Dame Toomsil—and it was effective, even against a taller and stronger opponent. The knight had probably never considered this small recruit would be so quick or that Zee would suspect anything in the first place. Even if the pair had seen Jessup and Zee in simulated combat or in the battle against the Wraiths, they had obviously believed he would be no trouble away from his kraken, taken by surprise, and from behind, no less.

The knight had to have regretted that attitude when his elbow snapped, and his sword clattered from his grip.

The man grunted but did not cry out. Above, the dragon hissed in rage. Zee could feel the heat of its breath as he snatched up the knight’s sword and rolled, barely escaping the dragon’s snapping jaws.

Zee was on his feet in an instant, facing the beast. One thing about the situation he was grateful for was that the pair hadn’t sparked their core, most likely from fear of being detected by other of the King’s Guard who might be near. Unless they were all in on it—a terrifying thought. Zee had to escape this beast and get to the canyon. If anything had happened to Sallison and the others while he was away...

Zee’s rage roared to life like a fire ignited, and his sight tinted bright blue. The dragon recoiled as blue electricity burst from Zee’s fists, up over his forearms, then shot down to spark along the sword. Zee took the haft of the longsword in both hands and leapt upward. The dragon reeled, yanking its head up and away, but not fast enough. The sword punched through the softer scales and more tender skin beneath its jaw and into its brain. Electricity pulsed. The dragon jerked and went stiff. Zee dropped, leaving the sword buried in the dragon’s skull, then leapt back.

There was no more fight left in the beast, however. Its heavy body crashed to the ground and lay still. The electricity around Zee’s fists fizzled and went out, and the blue light left his eyes. The knight screamed at the breaking of his bond with the beast.

Zee spun to find him up on his feet, broken arm dangling, a long dagger in his other hand, teeth bared in rage. Then a shadow flitted across his throat. He gaped, gasped, and crumpled to the ground, his throat slit.

A small umbral figure was there behind where he had stood, a wicked, curved dagger in hand. Zee had to squint to convince himself it was a person at all, as dark and blended into the night as they were.

The figure reached up and drew back a hood, then lowered the cloth mask that covered her face below her dark eyes. The woman was smaller than Zee, and younger by the looks of her. She had short dark hair, and there was a strong resemblance to Sallison, though she was significantly shorter and slimmer of build.

She crouched to tug the helmet from the Gold knights head as she spoke. “Are you all right, Zee Tarrow?”

“I am, but—”

“This is not one of the King’s Guard.” She rose, sheathing her dagger. “We must go, quickly.” She grabbed Zee by the hand. “I’m Princess Mayumi, Sallison’s sister. We need to make sure she’s all right.” She tugged on his arm and took off up the path toward the canyon. Zee snatched up his cap and followed.

Mayumi was swift, bounding over roots and around curves like a deer. Zee had no doubt she could leave him behind if she wished. Zee spoke to Jessup, whose voice had come through the bond, calling his name. He told his friend what had happened, where he was headed, and with whom.

“I’m on my way.”

Zee’s immediate thought was to tell him not to, but under the circumstances... “I’ll see you there.”

The princess glanced over her shoulder. “How did you do that?” she asked as they ran. “With the blue?”

“It’s a sympathetic Ability drawn from my bond with the kraken.”

“From this distance?”

“Apparently, yes. I had no idea, though. It just happened.”

“You killed a dragon. Without your core sparked. Single-handedly.”

Zee had no answer. “What are you doing out here? In the woods at night?”

“I was training, then I heard you speaking to the dragon and knight.” She paused. “My father is going to be very angry.”

“I’ll tell him you saved my life.”

“I’m not sure that’s true.”

“It might be.”

Shadows flickered over the path, accompanied by the whoosh of mighty wings above. Three dragons hauled up to hover, spying movement on the path below.

A dragon roared down. “Who goes there? Halt and identify yourselves, in the name of the king!”

Mayumi didn’t slow. “This is Her Highness Mayumi mon lin Phan and Recruit Zee Tarrow! Return to Princess Sallison immediately! If any guard makes a move toward her, kill them!”

Zee could see the three pairs circle in confusion, then a rider said, “Understood, Your Highness!” Zee felt the rush of power as they sparked their cores, then they were gone, Streaking back to the canyon. At that speed, they’d be there in seconds.

That didn’t make Zee feel any better, or the princess, apparently. They both picked up speed.

Mayumi led as the two of them sprinted through the canyon entrance, then slowed and breathed in relief to see Sallison, Jondon, Chirt and Mehmet all facing three royal guard pairs, the riders having dismounted. The Flying Pigs looked to have been training while wearing their chains.

Sallison was pointing aggressively at the guards. “I’ll ask you again, what is the meaning of this?”

One of the guards stood ahead of the others, though staying several paces away from Sallison. “Your Highness, we...” Her voice trailed off when she caught sight of Zee and Princess Mayumi. Obviously relieved, the knight held a gloved hand toward them.

Sallison turned, squinted, then blinked in confusion. “Mayumi, what—”

But Mayumi called up to the cliffs atop the canyon walls, where three more guard pairs were watching from above. “You there! Come down. Land next to the others. All of you.” They hesitated, so she raised her voice further. “That is an order from a princess of Tosh!”

She was Sallison’s sister, all right. Zee couldn’t imagine anyone disobeying an order from either one of them. The dragons dove and landed near the others.

Sallison said, “Sister—”

Mayumi cut her off. “Sallison, please. Someone in the kit of a royal guard just tried to kill Zee Tarrow on the path.”

Sallison gaped, then turned to glare at the guards while Mayumi strode up next to her. Zee followed but stayed back and to the side, keeping an eye on the guards.

Mayumi said, “All of you, remove your helms.”

Some hesitated, but all removed them and held them under one arm, now at full attention.

“Do you recognize them?” Mayumi asked her sister.

“I do.”

“So do I.”

They both seemed to relax, but then spun at the sound of tree limbs snapping and the flapping of many wings outside the canyon entrance.

Fennix, Jodan, Bryceus, and Mirakle came flying in high through the entrance, all with grave expressions. When they saw that no one was in immediate danger, they landed, breathing deep dragon breaths, put at least partially at ease.

Then the giant shape of the kraken filled the entrance, running on half-extended arms. Jessup halted, scrutinizing the two groups. They had all come ready for a fight.

His hostile demeanor eased, and he looked to Zee. “Is everything all right?”

Fennix shouted, “Look out!”

But Sallison was already turning at the sound of footsteps, meeting the oncoming charge of one of the guards, pushing her sister to the ground. Sparks flew as she blocked and turned the sword with the chains on her wrist, then punched the guard in the face, dropping her to lie groaning and spitting teeth.

A flash of movement caught Zee’s eye—another guard holding his dagger by the blade, preparing to throw it at the half-turned princess.

For Zee, time slowed to a crawl. Jessup sparked their core, sending their power pulsing through the canyon. Zee did not register the royal guard and their dragons reeling at the feel of it, busy as he was calculating the amount of power to feed to their Ability, the distance to their target, and pinpointing it. They could use Lightning Strike from where Jessup was, but it would pass dangerously close to Sallison. Instead, without having to speak of it, he and Jessup decided on a slightly different attack.

One of the new Abilities they had acquired after classing up to Iron they called Bend Lightning, and it worked just like it sounded. They hadn’t had much time to practice it while on their return trip from the mission for the king, but they’d become proficient enough to feel confident in using it now.

Lightning blinked in a curving arc over Sallison, and the dagger-wielding guard exploded.

A dragon shrieked in agony and took to the air, making for the cliffs above. In a split-second, Zee and Jessup decided not to kill it since it was only trying to escape, and instead called upon another of their new Abilities, Lightning Whip. Jessup gestured swiftly with an arm, out toward the escaping dragon. A rope of electricity unrolled across the distance and wrapped the beast, stunning it at the same time. Jessup yanked the dragon to him, where he caught and slammed it to the ground, then held it there as the Whip vanished. The dragon struggled, but Jessup zapped it, then barked, “Be still.” The dragon moaned and lay motionless.

No sooner had Zee begun to consider how well the Ability had worked considering the small amount of time he and Jessup had been able to work on it, than the dragon that must have been bonded with the knight Sallison had knocked down sparked its White Titan Class core and leapt over the other knights while spreading its wings, its fanged mouth opening to spray the princesses with fire.

Zee and Jessup had trouble against White Titans in the simulation bouts on the high admiral’s ship. Not anymore. Especially if they weren’t using their Shield. And this time there would be no mercy.

Zee’s eyes shifted, and a bolt of lightning flashed from Jessup’s shell. The core of the dragon that had leapt for Sallison and Mayumi blinked out, and the beast fell on its unconscious bondmate, crushing her, then lay there, a smoking, steaming hole burned right through it.

The remainder of the guards froze, as did their dragons.

Zee’s blue-lit eyes fixated upon them. “Anyone else?”


Chapter 46

Before the dust had settled, the other royal guard riders had dropped to their knees and their dragons had prostrated themselves on the ground. All of them had sworn they’d known nothing of what the other guards had planned.

While Zee and Jessup watched over them, Fennix had gone to fetch pairs they felt could be trusted, and whom they knew no one would dare attempt to attack. Commandants Aureosa and Vandalia had come with Deans Wanchoo and Venkatarama, and they’d fetched King mon lin Phan and Norrogaul, as well as Dame Toomsil and Peloquin, and Tem and Timandra.

Now Zee’s flight members and those who had come to the canyon were gathered in a gymnasium-sized room in the fourth mountain of Triumf’s Island.

King Phan paced back and forth before them. “We will have guard pairs outside these doors at all times of day and night.” He stopped and spun on Commandant Aureosa. “But if all the royal guard is compromised, whom can we trust?”

Aureosa said, “We here will take shifts until all the royal guards are fully vetted and this is straightened out. Wanchoo and I know of a few other pairs whom we trust implicitly. We will speak to them as well.”

“As do I,” said the king. He glared at the floor. “Now, not only is our family being targeted, but we also have proof of a conspiracy within the castle guard and perhaps beyond. And they have it in for Zee Tarrow as well. How could this have happened?!” He rubbed his face with his hands, then ran his fingers through his hair, which was a mess. His gaze fell on the Flying Pigs and Princess Mayumi, who stood before a line of beds piled with everything that had been brought from the canyon. “I’m sorry to uproot you right in the middle of Trials, but I have no choice.” He sighed. “I’m just glad you are all right.” He looked especially at his daughters.

Poor Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon were a mess. Everything had happened so quickly, and now they were in a room with not just one but two princesses, the king of Tosh, and Queen Aryana and Crown Prince Talog as well. They’d had no idea what to do with themselves when Phan arrived in the canyon upon his mighty beast, but once he was sure that everyone was uninjured and the canyon was secure, he’d simply introduced himself to each of them and shaken their hands.

While they’d packed up in the canyon, Zee had told them about being attacked in the woods and the appearance of Princess Mayumi, but from the looks of them they were still in shock.

The king turned back to Aureosa. “I have more than half a mind to postpone the Trials.”

Sallison spoke before the commandant could answer. “No, Father, you won’t.”

“Sallison—”

“We’ve worked too hard for this. All of the recruits have. Don’t do this to us.”

The king gave her a hard stare. “You will have a bonded pair with you at all times.”

“Understood.”

“Perhaps two.”

“Whatever makes you happy.”

“Happy? What would make me happy would be for none of this to be happening. For my family and the kingdom to be safe again.” He looked to the queen. “What do you think, Aryana?”

The queen was a tall, stern-looking woman and as regal as they came. Whereas the king was the image of a concerned father with far too much on his mind, Aryana had the very air of a queen. “They seem to be extremely resourceful, and they did win the Conqueror, quite handily at that, from what I hear. They also defended themselves in the canyon without the help of anyone here.”

“They had a kraken with them tonight,” the king replied. “That will not be the case in the Trials.”

“Still. If they are under constant guard and in public, the risk will be minimal.”

The king looked to Zee. “As for you and Jessup having used your bond when you were strictly ordered to do no such thing...” He paused. “I did not see it happen.” He addressed the other pairs in the room. “Did anyone else?”

They responded with a mix of, “No, Your Majesty,” and, “We did not, Your Majesty.”

His gaze fell upon Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet. They gulped and shook their heads.

Vandalia said, “We will speak to Jessup’s recruit flightmates. They seem very loyal to him and Fennix.”

Back to Zee, the king said, “It’s settled, then.”

Zee bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty.”

The king acknowledged him, then spoke to Mayumi. “As for you, young lady, from what Recruit Tarrow tells me, it’s a good thing you were training in the hills when you were.” His eyes narrowed. “Even though it was against my wishes. At night. Alone. In the dark.”

Mayumi squirmed under his gaze. “Yes, Father.”

“You are forgiven, this once,” he added gravely.

Queen Aryana said, “You still have me to contend with, Mayumi. Needlecraft lessons will be doubled until further notice. And you will like it.”

Mayumi suppressed a groan. “Yes, Mother.” She caught Prince Talog grinning at her from where he sat in his wheelchair next to their mother and stuck out her tongue.

Zee held back a smile. He’d often wondered what it would be like to have brothers and sisters. He glanced at his flightmates. Though he might be getting a pretty good idea.

It seemed odd to be feeling that way; that he could be thinking about such things after everything that had happened that day. Then again, he knew that members of the Dragon Corp forged a special bond when they fought for their lives and those of their flightmates in war. Maybe that was what being a rider was all about: becoming a family of sorts. Somehow, it felt right.

Farewells and wishes for a good night were exchanged, and everyone filed out of the enormous room, leaving the Flying Pigs to themselves.

Sallison blew out a heavy breath and turned to Zee. “Wow.”

“Yeah,” was Zee’s only response.

She ran a hand over her head of tightly cropped hair. “Now what?”

They gazed at the others. Jondon sat heavily at the edge of one of the beds and put his head in his hands. Mehmet just stood where he was, staring at the enormous doors through which everyone had left.

Chirt busied herself sorting items from her pack, though it looked like she had no idea what she was doing and was just trying to keep herself busy.

Zee said, “Is everything okay?”

They all looked at him with blank expressions, then Jondon spoke with surprising sincerity. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

“Yeah,” said Mehmet. “We’re the Flying Pigs.”

Chirt joined Mehmet. “We can survive anything.”

Jondon rose from the bed, strode to stand between them, and put his beefy hands on their shoulders. “We don’t just survive. We thrive.”

Sallison crossed her arms.

Zee thought they might be joking, but they were as serious as could be. “When pigs fly.”

They tipped their heads and spoke together. “When pigs fly.”

A warmth grew in Zee’s heart, and he could tell they saw it in his face. “How about some meditation, then sleep?

They saluted. “Yes, sir!”, then spread out and sat on the floor.

Sallison shrugged and joined them. This time, though, she scooted them closer in a circle and had them join hands, then reached up for Zee to join them in the empty space between her and Mehmet. “We don’t do this so well without our fearless leader.”

The warmth in Zee’s chest swelled. He took his place, and their hands, then began leading them through their deep meditation exercise.


Chapter 47

It was another misty morning as the Flying Pigs made their way to the starting point of the Scrambler, though nowhere near as thick as it had been yesterday.

Peloquin strode with them, Dame Toomsil upon his back, both of them scanning the area with vigilance. The shadowy figure of Commandant Aureosa upon Vandalia moved through the mist above.

Zee and his flight walked in silence, having already agreed they should ignore their guards, as well as the looks they would be certain to get from other recruits, cadets, and even instructors. The incident of last night had not been made common knowledge.

They’d already discussed the Scrambler as well. There hadn’t been much to talk about since all they knew was that it was some kind of obstacle course and was the only Trials event of the day.

The Scrambler was notoriously one of the best-kept secrets at the academy. The perimeter of the area in the wooded hills where it was to take place was guarded and had been declared a no-fly zone for anyone but those helping to set it up. For the last week, teams of magicker pairs had kept it Cloaked in fog as well.

Older cadets wouldn’t speak of it, and it was tradition that even graduates kept quiet about it. When Zee had pried, Dame Toomsil and Tem would only tell him it would be a two- to three-mile obstacle course, it could take a bell or more to complete, and was terribly difficult and possibly dangerous. They’d added that every year there were flights that didn’t make it through at all, the number and types of challenges were changed up each year, there was no combat element, and flights weren’t allowed to hinder each other. They described it, all in all, as a mad dash through Zepiter’s hells.

Zee had gotten the idea they were exaggerating to scare him into being prepared for anything. Even if they hadn’t been, he had full confidence in his flightmates, whom he had no doubt would give it their very best.

Even after a long meditation session and removing their gear from the beds last night, it had taken everything they had to keep Chirt from training more and pushing herself to collapse, as determined as she was to make Sand Class. Zee had stayed up to help her and Jondon study for the Aptitude Test, but even after they all began to yawn, Sallison had to threaten Chirt with tying her to the bed before she promised not to get up and do pushers in the middle of the night.

All of them but Zee, who never slept more than four or five bells anyway, had been more tired than usual when it came time to rise, but the walk and anticipation of competing in the Scrambler had perked them up.

Up ahead, he spotted the field where all twenty-two of the recruit flights were gathering, as well as the familiar ridge on the far side of them. Apparently they’d be starting the Scrambler with another Tumbler. Zee expected that at least Mehmet or Chirt would grumble, but no one did.

Rider Lead Drill Instructor Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie’s voice rose from the field, and they broke into a run to reach formation.

“Welcome, minny flights, to the Scrambler!” Vittie sat upon his drake, Dorhart, who paced slowly back and forth, eyeing the recruits as if they looked like something especially good to eat. “This is a test of will and endurance, as well as of how your flight works together outside of simulated combat and drill.”

Vittie went through the rules, repeating what Zee had learned about no combat or interference, adding that they were not allowed to enter another flight’s path, and apparently each flight would be given a hatchet. There was no time limit, but runs would be timed, and team placements would be counted for individual ratings just like they were for the Conqueror.

For Jondon’s and Chirt’s sake especially, Zee wanted to make sure the Flying Pigs placed as high as they possibly could.

Other than that, Vittie explained that two groups of six flights would go in tandem in the morning then two groups of five flights in the afternoon, with time to reset the course between them. Then he explained that the order in which they were to compete was the reverse of the flight rankings.

A magickal display appeared above the field behind Vittie, showing the flights in each of the groups, and the groups were numbered one through four. The Flying Pigs were in the final group with Yezi’s Comets and the third-, fourth-, and fifth-ranked flights.

“No pressure there,” groaned Mehmet.

“No, that’s good,” said Jondon. “They’re our strongest competition. We’ll know exactly what we have to do to win.”

Sallison said, “I like your attitude, Roly-Poly-Oh.”

Jondon patted his belly. “Not so roly-poly anymore.”

Chirt said, “We’ll have to come up with a new nickname.”

Mehmet placed his hand on his chin with a finger up on his cheek. “Minny Not-Quite-As-Much-But-Still-Kind-Of-Roly-Poly-Oh.”

Chirt gave him a side eye. “It doesn’t really roll off the tongue, though, does it?”

Mehmet remained happy with his choice. “I think you’ll get used to it.”

***

The afternoon groups were released and instructed to return at fourteen hundred bells. They now unexpectedly had the whole morning and part of the afternoon to themselves. Zee considered going to watch Jessup’s morning event, Freestyle Formation, and reached out to him through their bond.

“Hang on,” came Jessup’s reply. “We’re just starting.”

“Oh, okay,” said Zee. “Good luck!”

With that option off the table, Zee spoke to the others. “Well, we’ve got some time. What do you think we should do?”

“Sleep,” said Jondon.

Chirt said, “The Aptitude Test is tomorrow morning. We should study.”

“Then sleep.”

“And eat,” Mehmet added. “There should be eating in there somewhere.”

Sallison said, “Sounds good to me. Of course, we’re going to have to do all that back in that shaddamn room, under guard.”

They decided to stay and watch the first group start. The first challenge in the Scrambler was just like the Tumbler, laid out as it had been for when they’d done it before, with numbered stones based on size assigned to each flight member at the starting line. Zee assumed he’d be given a proper stone for his size this time. At least he hoped he would. The cliff appeared to be several feet higher, though, and paths leading into the trees at the top had signs marked ‘A’ through ‘F,’ one for each of the first six flights.

From the start, the flights used the technique Zee had come up with, helping each other get their stones to the finish line near the cliffs and then assisting each other up the ropes. Zee considered how they could do it better this time and shared his ideas with the others.

With a plan in mind, they waited until everyone was up the cliff and had disappeared into the woods, then headed back to their guarded room in the castle, Dame Toomsil and Peloquin and Aureosa and Vandalia staying with them the whole time.

Along the way, they speculated as to what other challenges the Scrambler would hold, coming up with everything from being bound at the wrists and ankles and made to squirm though a mile of dragon poop to leaping chasms with spikes at the bottom, swimming across pits full of acid, walking barefoot across a flaming lake of molten Rock dragon ambergris, and having to avoid pitfalls full of rusty swords and dodging swinging logs covered in spikes, all while being chased by a dragon shooting flames at their backs.

The time passed pretty much as they had planned, the only difference being the addition of meditation, stretching, and some weaponless meditational forms Sallison had taught them. Zee and Sallison also had their hands full keeping Chirt from exercising more than she should, as well as keeping Jondon and Mehmet away from some of the delicacies brought by the royal family’s cooks. Zee thought they might cry when the pies were taken away.

***

The beast recruits’ Freestyle Formation was another pass/fail event judged on difficulty, variety, execution, and synchronization, and it took place over the harbor.

Fennix lead the Overdogs through loops, rolls, spirals and dives. Throughout the routine, Jessup timed his moves with the dragons. He leapt out of the water and did flips or spun like a pinwheel, performed a turn with arms held out, the dragons flying up and down around him in a simulation of a merry-go-round, and once shot straight up as high as he could go while the dragons spiraled around him, then dove and sent up a mighty splash. Throughout, droplets of water sparkling in the sunlight added to the spectacle.

The three dragon and rider pairs who acted as judges weren’t quite sure what to make of the routine, but when the Overdogs finished with the dragons hovering in a circle around Jessup while he squirted a great fountain of water straight up with his big kraken mouth, they looked to each other. “Pass!”

Back on the beach, Jessup spoke to Zee through their bond. “We’re done. We passed.”

“I wish I could have seen it,” Zee replied

“Fennix says I was graceful.”

There was a pause before Zee answered. “I’m trying to picture that.”

“You don’t think I can be graceful?”

“I’ll take Fennix’s word for it.”

“Did you do the dreaded Scrambler?”

“Not yet. We’re in the last group, this afternoon.”

“You will win.”

“We’ll give it our best.”

“I would bet on the Flying Pigs.”

“Is Fennix teaching you about gambling, now?”

“Yes. It’s fun. I will bet you that you win.”

“I can’t take that bet.”

“Why not?”

“Because then I’d be betting against myself.”

“Oh, yeah. That makes sense. Well, I’m not going to bet that you would lose.”

“I appreciate that. What would you bet, anyway? You don’t have any coin.”

“A fish!”

“I should have known.” Jessup could feel Zee laughing through the bond and laughed with him.

***

Master Sergeant Vittie shouted, “Begin!,” and everyone sprang into action.

Unlike the last time they’d done the Tumbler, with the team members spread out apart from each other, this time they were in adjacent lanes. The Flying Pigs ran to Jondon’s stone, heaved it up on its side, and rolled it toward the cliff below their assigned path, the sign marking it as ‘E,’ last on the right.

Though the other flights were using the same technique, their stones were all at least a four, whereas Zee had been given one more appropriate for his size, a number three, and Chirt and Mehmet both had twos. The members of the other flights were all large people, too, making it harder for all of them to work together rolling one stone. Zee noticed the members of Yezi’s flight were trading off as they crossed the field, though, which was smart. Still, the Flying Pigs had their own plan.

Once they’d tipped Jondon’s stone over the line close to their rope, they split up. Zee and Sallison ran to Zee’s while Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet went to Sallison’s number four. Though Sallison’s stone was heavier, the two groups finished at practically the same time.

Chirt’s and Mehmet’s number two stones they just picked up and ran with.

Zee caught Yezi’s flight trying to carry a stone themselves, but a number four stone was significantly heavier than a two, and they didn’t get far before having to set it down and roll it like before.

The Pigs dropped Mehmet’s stone, then hustled to Jondon’s and tipped it up and over to fall only a few feet from the bottom of the rope. Then they tipped Sallison’s against it and slid it on top, farther forward than center, and they did the same with Zee’s. Chirt’s they chucked on top of that and slid it nearly to the wall, then Mehmet’s. Jondon climbed up and tipped Mehmet’s against the wall while Zee held the rope out of the way. Altogether, the pile made a stepped ramp that reached nearly a third of the way to the top.

Chirt ran up the stones, set her foot in Jondon’s interlocked hands, and he flung her to catch the rope nearly at the top. Then he did the same for Mehmet, then he and Zee threw Sallison. Mehmet had come a long way since the last time they’d done the Tumbler, but Sallison was also there to push on his feet with a shoulder, which made all the difference. Chirt caught his hand when he was close enough, while keeping her eye only on him and not looking over the edge so she wouldn’t suffer from vertigo. Then Jondon threw Zee, who scrambled up right after Sallison.

By this time, the other teams had noticed what they’d done with the stones, but they’d either already begun to climb or their stones were too much in the way of each other to use efficiently in the same manner. They also didn’t have a Jondon to throw people or a Chirt that could so easily be thrown. They still helped each other get started, but not nearly as effectively.

By the time Sallison and the others had hauled Zee over the edge of the cliff, Jondon had taken the rope in hand, stepped to the top of the leaning stone, and was climbing.

From the top, they all grabbed the rope and pulled, heaving in unison and backing up as if they were in a bout of tug-of-war.

Sallison shouted, “Hold!” as Jondon reached the clifftop. They leaned back, setting their feet and groaning, while she ran forward to grab one of his arms and help him haul himself over the top.

Zee, Mehmet, and Chirt fell back on their butts when Jondon released the rope but were helping each other up in a shot.

A quick look along the cliff revealed that some of the recruits were up already, but before Zee finished saying, “So far so good. Great work, Pigs!,” they were into the trees and running along their path.

They were aware that the runs between challenges were where they would lose time as a flight, so they needed every advantage they could possibly get in the challenges themselves. Sallison was as fast as the speediest among all the recruits, though, so as planned, she ran ahead to scout the next challenge.

For a couple hundred yards, they ran up and down hills along the winding path, which was covered with treacherous roots. Sallison dropped back to point out the worst of them. Jondon grabbed Chirt by the arm when she tripped at one point, carried her for a few strides, and set her down. She just had time to thank him when he caught his foot and pitched forward himself. Surprising everyone, he ducked into a forward roll and was back up on his feet, running once more.

“Thank Zepiter for somersaults!” he shouted.

They laughed in spite of the grueling run, at least until they heard the other flights gaining on them on the other paths. With competitive delight, they also heard a few cries, bodyfalls, and people crashing into thorny underbrush, having tripped on roots themselves.

Here and there they caught glimpses of referees just out among the trees and some on platforms up in the trees as well. There were also guard pairs, spaced out so at least one of them would have eyes on the Flying Pigs at all times, all of them handpicked by Commandant Aureosa and the king. Dean Wanchoo and Venkatarama were on watch this afternoon as well, flying just above the trees.

Zee thought it was all a bit of overkill, but he couldn’t blame the king for being worried about his daughter, and Zee had chosen to carry the hatchet on his belt, just in case.

They rounded a curve and saw Sallison standing at the top of a ravine. She leapt over the edge as soon as she spotted them. They followed without slowing and found themselves on a steep slope of loose scree. The broken shale was too slippery to run on, so they threw themselves to slide to the shallow creek at the bottom, then scrambled up an incline of stones on the other side, giving each other a hand as they went.

By the time they reached the top, the other flights were catching up, with Yezi’s, of course, being the closest.

Zee spied a log lying across a narrower ravine ahead. “Chirt, keep your eyes on the log, don’t look into the ravine. Everybody else, don’t think about it, just run!”

They followed his instructions and made it across without incident. A cry cut through the trees, then a thud, followed by a referee ordering someone to climb out and start again. Unfortunately, it wasn’t someone from Yezi’s team, whose flight crossed their own log just as quickly as Zee’s and caught up with them.

Another short run and Yezi’s team took the lead, with only Sallison keeping up with them. Coming down a hill they saw Yezi swing across a wide pit in the middle of his flight’s path.

On their own path was an identical pit, with Sallison holding a rope strung from a branch high above.

Mehmet shouted, “Two at a time!”

“Good idea!” said Zee. “At a run. Jondon and Chirt first!”

Chirt and Jondon didn’t slow, just leapt, grabbed the rope from Sallison, and swung across.

Zee took Mehmet by the shoulder, and they stopped several paces from the edge. He also noticed there was a knotted rope strung down into the pit on the other side, obviously for recruits to climb out if they fell in. He called out, “Sallison and Mehmet, go high!”

Sallison hurried to Mehmet, then the two of them ran and jumped, catching the rope Jondon had swung back across.

Zee was right behind them, sprinting to the edge and leaping to catch their rope, lower and behind their legs. Only then did Zee notice the bottom of the pit was full of mud, and he imagined it wouldn’t be deep enough to fully sink into and suffocate but definitely enough to slow someone down significantly.

Zee timed their swing and let go, throwing the rope to Jondon’s outstretched hand, and after a split second grabbed hold of the knotted rope that went down into the pit. He scrambled up and was out right behind Sallison and Mehmet.

A quick look revealed the last of Yezi’s team catching the rope. They’d bought themselves just a little more time. “Go, go, go!”

The next run was longer, though on the paths it was difficult to judge how far, and at least it mostly sloped downward.

Still, they were all breathing heavily as they arrived at the next challenge. In a basin in the hills lay a swamp a couple hundred feet across and not a lot wider than the outermost paths on either side. At the foot of each path was a rowboat with no oars. Instead, a thick rope was strung from a post above each boat, across the swamp to another post, draped in the water most of the length in the middle. It was pretty clear they were meant to get in the boats and pull themselves across, but when the referees shouting instructions said only that they were to get their boats across the water to the path on the other side, Zee got a different idea.

Yezi’s flight was already getting into their boat, lined up front to back, as were some of the other flights, but Zee spoke softly to Sallison and the others. “Pretend you’re positioning the boat to get in but wait.” He went to the edge of the water and spied across. It was only about a foot deep the whole way, with tangles of weeds and sticks poking out.

He stepped in, his foot sinking in slick muck, then pulled it out with a sucking pop. He returned to his flight, “Hold the back of the boat, and get ready to run.”

They exchanged glances, but Sallison held the stern of the boat while Zee took his time getting in. He pretended to busy himself checking the rope and the slat benches and thinking about something, like in what order they would sit.

Sallison said, “They’re all in and going already.”

“I know,” Zee replied. He looked across at the other flights. The weight of them was causing the bottoms of the boats to drag in the muck, and they were struggling.

When the last of them were about fifteen feet out, Zee grabbed the rope and held it to one of the benches, then whipped out his hatchet. With two strokes he’d cut through it.

Hey!” shouted one of the referees. “What are you doing, Minny?”

Zee tied the roped around the front bench while he spoke. “Get the boat to the path on the other side, right, ma’am?”

She glared at him but replied, “Right.”

He hustled out of the boat to the bank. “Then that’s exactly what we’re going to do.”

She opened her mouth to say something, then closed it.

Zee ordered his flight to run, and they took off around the close end of the swamp, leaving the referee confounded.

Zee watched the other flights as he and his friends ran. Some were having a hard time keeping their boats straight, others, like Yezi’s, were calling out a tempo, their teams dragging themselves through the water and muck in regular, powerful tugs.

Yezi paused as he caught sight of the Flying Pigs running along the side of the swamp, then glanced back to see what they had done with their boat. Zee could tell he was considering trying to turn his boat around, but they were already well ahead of the others. He resumed his call and pull, scowling.

Curses rose across the swamp as other flights saw the Flying Pigs running swiftly. One of them did try to turn their boat, nearly tipping it. Another flight tried backing up, only to have the squared back of the boat get stuck in the muck.

Zee glanced back at his flight.

Mehmet said, “This is brilliant.”

“You’re the one who came up with two at a time on the rope,” Zee replied.

“I have to be good for something. Most of the time I’m just dead weight.”

Chirt smacked him. “Never say that again.”

Mehmet winced. “Yes, ma’am!”

Rounding the far corner of the swamp, Sallison said, “You have a devious mind, Zee Tarrow.”

“I blame it on the kraken.”

“Suuure.”

Zee sprinted to the post at the head of their path, then hacked through the rope. “Grab on, and follow me!”

***

Not even halfway across the swamp, Yezi and his flight scowled as the Flying Pigs’ empty boat went skimming past.

Yezi growled. “Tarrow...”, then shouted at his flight. “Pull!”

***

The path rose steadily but remained fairly straight. His flightmates were holding up well thanks to their intense training, and the boat and rope slowed them little. They dropped the rope when they felt the resistance of the boat reaching the bank, then picked up more speed.

After what Zee figured might be three-quarters of a mile, he heard a deep murmur, then came around a curve of rock to see Sallison standing on the path, staring down. They slowed and found themselves at the edge of a gorge that dropped over a hundred feet to a narrow, rushing river, throwing up mist as it thrashed through sharp rocks. The gorge was also at least twenty feet across. There were more referees in the trees, and magicker pairs flew overhead, including the deans of magicks, but no one shouted instructions.

Along the far side, red banners hung from the edge of the gorge, one opposite each flight’s path. The finish. This was the Scrambler’s final challenge. They just had to get across.

Chirt approached the edge and dared to look over. She emitted a pitiful groan and swayed. Jondon grabbed her and pulled her back. She stood dazed and staring at the ground, her complexion pallid, her breath coming fast.

“Are you all right?” Sallison asked.

Chirt shook herself, then looked up. “That’s really high.”

Mehmet gazed across the gap. “And far.”

Zee’s head swiveled left, then right, taking in their surroundings.

Sallison said, “If there’s a way across farther down, it will be outside of the Scrambler boundaries, and we’d have to leave our path.”

Zee had been thinking the same thing. Then he noticed there were coils of rope on the other side, also spaced out directly across from where each path met the gorge.

He scanned the trees near the edge on this side. There were a few stumps, freshly cut, and hatchet marks on others, but no sign of the trees that had been felled.

His eyes flitted up and around, quickly calculating with what he knew of ropes and rigging from his time on ship, gauging heights and distances from his experience helping repair masts and spars. Back to the rope across the way, he estimated its length by its thickness, the diameter of the coil, and the number of coils. “If we had that rope with us, we could swing across.”

“I don’t see that happening,” Sallison replied, “but there’s rope back at the swamp.”

Zee said, “It would be plenty long, but someone would have to go get it. That could take ten minutes.”

“We could chop one of these trees down with the hatchet,” Jondon offered.

Zee had seen his da fell trees with a full-sized axe, knew the time and effort it took, and had already considered it. “It would take a while to cut one tall and sturdy enough to hold our weight, especially with a hatchet.”

Jondon said, “And by ‘our weight’ you mean mine.”

“It’s a consideration,” said Sallison.

Zee eyed the trees once more. “It might be our best choice, though.” He chose a tree of suitable size and girth. “Start on that one there.” He handed the hatchet to Jondon. “We’ll take turns unless we come up with a better idea.”

Jondon set to chopping, Mehmet joining him to take over when he got tired.

Zee said, “There might be another option. I could climb one of these slimmer trees. We’d cut it far enough to push it over, and I’d ride it to the other side. I’d tie off one end of the rope low on a tree over there and throw the other end back to you. You could tie it high in one of these others and slide across.”

Sallison was skeptical “If you made it in the first place, and without being injured too badly.”

Zee said, “We have to do something.”

A couple of paths down, Yezi’s flight came running up to the ravine. He spied the rope across the way, then gazed up and around to take in the trees. He spotted Zee’s flight still trying to figure out what to do. He eyed the width of the ravine, head tilted, then turned back and spoke hurriedly to his team members. They backed away while Yezi ran back down the path.

Sallison said, “What’s he up to?” No sooner had the words left her mouth than Yezi was sprinting toward the ravine again, as fast as he could possibly go.

Zee said, “He’s going to try to jump it.”

Yezi reached the edge at full speed and leapt, rotating his arms and pumping with his legs as he flew. If the path he’d run on had been straight and level, he probably would have made it.

As it was, he was leaning too far back when his feet hit the far edge. His arms pinwheeled, and he tried to crouch forward but tipped back and fell with a cry.

A magicker pair swooped lower, the rider shouting and pointing his wand. A golden Platform swept down just as Yezi dropped into the mist. Everyone held their breath until the Platform rose with Yezi lying on top of it. He pushed himself up, frowning in disappointment but safe. All breathed again.

Mehmet said, “He’s got some fishguts, I have to give him that.”

“Or a death wish,” said Jondon, still chopping away at the trunk.

Zee could already hear more chopping from the other flights. He continued to think of ways to get across while the magicker pair referees moved the Platform so Yezi could step to the edge and rejoin his team.

The magicker dragon said, “All of you, sit. That earned your flight a five-minute delay. Do not move until we give you the signal.”

They groaned but did what they were told. As bad as it was, it was a whole lot better than the whole team being disqualified for losing a flight member.

Zee looked down the path. It would be impossible for him to make that jump, or for Jondon, Mehmet, or Chirt. He looked to Sallison.

She huffed, “There’s no way I’m trying that.”

“I don’t blame you,” Zee agreed.

Then she said, “What about a pole jump?” Seeing Zee’s confused expression, she explained. “It’s used sometimes to breach short walls in a land attack.”

She was about to say more but pointed instead. A couple of paths down, a recruit came running, holding a long, slim tree out in front of her. She planted the end behind a rock at the edge and jumped. The pole bowed and levered her up but stalled at the top and tipped her right into the gorge. More magickers dove to the rescue.

“Or not,” Sallison said, then had an idea. “Bamboo! They use bamboo, and there’s some back at the swamp as well.” She groaned. “But still, we’d have to go back and get it.”

Zee inspected the nearby trees again and saw Chirt behind them on the path, pacing back and forth with a scowl, gesturing aggressively with her hands and arms, mumbling to herself. Working up her courage for however they finally figured out how to cross, Zee guessed.

Jondon had made little progress with his tree. Zee cursed under his breath, then made a command decision. “We’ll go with me going across.” He called Jondon away from the larger tree, which he’d barely made a dent in, and slapped the trunk of a slimmer tree that would take far less time to cut and which he was pretty sure was tall enough and would hold his weight at the height he’d need to make it across. “I’m climbing this tree. I’ll throw one end of the rope when I get over there.” He pointed up at a sturdy enough tree with lower branches to make it easier to climb. “Sallison, tie one end above that branch there. You’ll all have to climb up and slide from there. Use your belts on the rope or it will burn your hands.”

They didn’t look convinced.

“You all can do this!” He grabbed the trunk of the tree they were going to cut and put one foot against it. “Be ready to push when Jondon gets it cut far enough.” One last look down the ravine showed him the members of a flight in heated conversation, then one of them sprinted back down the path. Most likely to get some rope from the swamp, or bamboo.

Only half joking, Mehmet said, “I wish one of those magickers would just conjure a Platform to carry us across.”

Jondon said, “When pigs fly,” then snorted at his own joke.

Chirt spoke from behind them. “Throw me.”

They all turned back. She stood with her fists clenched down by her thighs, her expression one of incredible fortitude. “Pigs can fly, remember?”

They heard a great crack from down the way. A flight was behind a dead tree, heaving on it, pushing it toward the ravine. A louder crack and the roots came free. The tree tipped and fell. It was plenty tall enough to reach the far side safely. Sallison groaned. Then the top of the tree hit the far side, and the trunk split in half, sending the whole thing plummeting to the rocks below. Curses rose that would have rivaled anything Zee had heard from the sailors on ship.

He placed his hands on Chirt’s shoulders and looked her in the eyes. There was a resolve there, deeper than he’d seen in her, even in the Conqueror, but there was fear, too. “Are you sure?”

“I am.” She swallowed. “But don’t ask again.”

“You know the magickers will catch you if you fall.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

He looked to the others, “Let’s do it,” then turned back to Chirt.

She nodded, and it seemed like the gesture was meant for herself, a way of settling her nerves. With even, steady steps, she retreated farther from the cliff's edge while Sallison and Jondon took up position. They were the strongest members of the flight and would be able to provide the most powerful “throw.” Chirt turned, her expression a mask of steel. She took a deep breath, blowing it out slowly between pinched lips. She sprinted, her short, wiry legs churning beneath her, gaining speed with every step. Then she was there, her final step. Her foot hit Jondon and Sallison’s clasped hands and they launched her high over the ravine.

Zee worried they may have thrown her too high and without enough forward momentum, but at the peak of her flight, Chirt tucked and did a flip. All the training off the diving platforms at the swimming lake and somersaults in the canyon paid off. She passed beyond the edge of the cliff on the far side, landed upright, performed a forward roll, and leapt up. They all cheered as she spun back, eyes wider than Zee would have thought physically possible.

“I made it,” she said softly. Then she threw her arms up. “I made it!”

Jondon clapped and roared.

Zee shouted, “We knew you would! Now get that rope!”

Chirt ran and snatched up the rope, then Zee guided her to one of the trees and instructed her how high to tie it. She had to shinny up a bit, but she got it securely fastened.

She must have squired on a ship at some point because she threw the coil perfectly the first time. Jondon caught it with his long reach while Sallison and Mehmet held on to his belt in case he lost his balance.

Zee was already climbing the tree, swift and agile.

Mehmet said, “He’s like a monkey.”

“A murmonkey,” Sallison corrected.

Laughter burst from Jondon so hard it made him choke.

Sallison slapped him on the back. “Hang in there, big guy.” Zee shouted down. She grabbed the rope and threw it up to him.

Jondon climbed the tree first, his belt already off and in his teeth. Mehmet followed. Sallison gave the smaller recruit a boost, but after all the pullers they’d been doing and the weight he had lost, he climbed pretty quickly on his own.

The sound of chopping stopped down the way. A tree groaned, cracked, and fell to catch on the other side. It didn’t look sturdy enough to Zee, but if they were careful, they might make it. One of the recruits stepped out, keeping low and using branches for balance. Zee kept an eye on her while he wound the rope around the trunk of his tree. The tree bowed and there was a slight cracking sound, but it looked like it might actually hold, and his stomach fell. They were going to beat Zee’s flight across. Then the recruit put too much weight on the branches of one side, and it rolled. She screeched, hanging on to a branch with one hand. The branch broke, and she fell, screaming, toward the rocks and river below. Magickers sped to the rescue once again.

Zee handed Jondon the end of the rope. “Pull this as tight as you can.” Jondon heaved, and Zee tied it off. “Perfect! Now go, go, go!”

Jondon slung his belt over the rope, then took off sliding over the ravine.

Mehmet set off as soon as Jondon’s feet hit the ground on the other side. Chirt and Jondon helped steady him as he slid to them.

Sallison launched herself down the rope, yelling with glee all the way across. Zee only waited for her to pass beyond the cliff edge on the other side before heading out himself.

As it turned out, he had to let go and drop early so he wouldn’t slide right into her.

They all stood there, staring at each other, hardly believing they’d done it, and first in their group of flights.

The voice of the nearest beast magicker referee roared down. “Flying Pigs! Scrambler complete!”

They erupted in a roar of elation and grabbed each other, hopping up and down and cheering.

Chirt squeaked as Jondon snatched her up under the arms and swung her around. He shouted, “Our hero!,” then stopped and held her out. “We couldn’t have done it without you.”

“Put me down, you big oaffish!” she cried.

Jondon froze, staring at her chest.

Chirt said, “Hey!”

Jondon he met her gaze, a huge grin spreading across his face.

“What? Weirdo!”

Jondon said, “No, not that!” He set her down and pointed at her individual assessment badge. “That!”

Zee, Sallison, and Mehmet shouted in excitement.

Chirt spun on them, angry and confused. “What?!”

Zee said, “Welcome to Sand Class, Recruit sim Nabbit.”

“Huh?” She grabbed her badge and pulled it out to see. It was tan now, with a single hashmark. She stared at it in disbelief, then screeched. “I did it! I did it!”

Zee said, “I told you so.”

She smacked him on the chest, then grabbed him in a hug. When she pulled away, there were tears in her eyes. “I love you guys.”

“Even me?” Jondon asked.

“Even you, you big dorkfish.”

Jondon did a ridiculous dance. “She loooves me! She loooves me!”

***

Yezi watched the Flying Pigs from where he sat with his despondent flight on the other side of the gorge. They were now holding Recruit sim Nabbit up and cheering, “Chirt! Chirt! Chirt!”

Yasso’s voice came from over the gorge. “We sound like baby birds.” They laughed but did not stop.

They were quite something, the Flying Pigs, Yezi mused.

The referee magicker pair that had saved Yezi flew close. “Your penalty is up, Comets. Get to it.”

Yezi's flightmates scrambled to their feet, all immediately getting to work, chopping the trees they'd agreed would be strong enough to hold them. Except for Yezi, who only stood there, silently staring across the gap until one of them noticed and asked, "Oi, Yezi! We could use some help!" He kept staring, taking in the flurry of activity from the other flights still attempting to cross.

Another tree dropped across the ravine down the way, and held. The flight began to cross, the first of them moving more carefully than the members of the other flights who had fallen, testing its stability.

At this point, it would take the Comets far too long to chop a tree down or run back and get a rope from the swamp. Yezi looked from the ravine to the path, then back to the ravine. “Change of plans.” His flightmates paused. “I’m going to try jumping it again.” He gazed at the Flying Pigs, who were still celebrating. “Only this time, I’m going to make it.”

***

The Pigs put Chirt down, and they all collapsed to the ground, Jondon sprawling flat on his back while the others sat.

Zee said, “That’s done. Just one more day to go.”

“First thing tomorrow morning we’ll have the Aptitude Test,” said Sallison. Jondon and Chirt groaned. “Then, in the afternoon, for our final event, the Runner.” Now all but Sallison groaned.

Jondon said, “Right now I’m just dreading the walk back. If I survive that, I can do anything.”

“Look!” said Mehmet.

They turned to see Yezi leap the gorge—and this time he landed solidly on the edge and threw himself into a roll.

“Well done!” said Zee.

Yezi levered himself up. “I did get a five-minute rest.” He grabbed the coil of rope and ran to tie it to a tree trunk. “And you know what they say, second time’s a charm.”

“It’s third time’s a charm,” Sallison corrected. “You should try again.”

Yezi shook his head adamantly. “No, thank you.”

He ran to the edge and threw the rope to his flight, who tossed it up to one of them who had already climbed a tree.

Sallison got to her feet. “We’ll leave you to it.”

Yezi waved. “See you at the Runner.”

“I won’t see you,” said Sallison. “You’ll be behind me.”

Yezi grinned, then turned to his flight. “Pull that rope tighter!”

The Pigs helped each other up.

They looked around, and Mehmet held a finger to his chin. “Which way do we go?”


Chapter 48

Jessup repeatedly raised himself up and down in a kraken’s ten-armed version of squats, warming up for the beasts’ Runner event. The field was roughly three-quarters of a mile long to the finish line, with a slight rise and roll to it, and swaths of longish grass cutting across the otherwise bare dirt. Lanes were marked out with straight lines of white stones.

Jessup’s lane was significantly wider than the others, the last at the far edge of the field.

To Jessup’s right, dragons were lined up, stretching their necks and high-stepping at the starting line. Five flights would be running, but an extra lane had been added that morning by moving Jessup’s farther out because one of the beast flights had six members instead of five due to the number of beast recruits being indivisible by five.

From where she flew over the field with Mahfouz on her back, Mildrezod called out, “Duckies, take your marks!”

They nosed up to the line, and Jessup spoke to Fennix, who was in the lane next to him. “Run fast, my little friend.”

Fennix held his clubfoot tight to his chest. “As fast as my three good legs will carry me.”

Mildrezod said, “Get set!” Dragons crouched, and Jessup leaned forward on partially extended arms.

The beastmasters and another beast referee flew along the line, checking their placement.

“Go!”

Dragons darted over the starting line, taking the lead—but that was always the case when Jessup raced them. He’d make up for it shortly.

He powered forward, front legs held up, his method of running like a spider now second nature, body rising higher as he picked up speed. He caught up with Bryceus, who was in the lead just ahead of Jodan and several other dragons, and sped past them, still increasing his pace.

A third of the way across the field, he ran through one of the wide swaths of long grass and stepped on something that pricked two of his legs on the right, toward Fennix’s lane. It stung but did not slow him. On he ran, leaving the dragons well behind. He’d been favored to win by a long shot, but he was still excited as he approached the finish line—then he heard Fennix cry out behind him.

Jessup turned slightly and swiveled an eye to see Fennix coming through the long grass and struggling, anguish on his face.

Jessup lowered himself and skidded to a stop just before the finish. Cries rose from spectators, including a loud, “What is he doing?”

Jessup didn’t care. He checked the magickal stopclock display, then looked back to Fennix, gauging his friend’s progress. The small white Ice Diver was limping badly on his one good front leg, and one of his back feet looked to be tender as well. He was pushing himself hard, bearing the pain—but he wasn’t going to make it in the allotted time. In a split second, Jessup ran through the rules of the Runner in his mind, recalled Zee telling him how his team had won the Tumbler the first time they’d done it, and charged back toward his injured flightmate. Dragons gaped as he ran by in the opposite direction.

Other than Fennix, Mirakle was running dead last, but she’d slowed at Fennix’s cry as well, and was now gawking at the kraken running the wrong way.

Jessup shouted, “Run, Mirakle!” She recovered from her shock, put her head down, and ran.

Jessup dropped, skidded to Fennix, and snatched him up in his two front arms.

Fennix cried out, “Jessup, no!”

Jessup didn’t answer, just spun and ran, eyes on the clock counting up to the maximum time allowed to pass the event. Ahead, he saw with relief that Mirakle was going to make it. He made a flying leap, wrapping Fennix close, and flew over the line in a half spin just before a beast instructor referee shouted, “Time!”

Dragons screeched and scattered as Jessup crashed down on his back, digging a gouge into the field as he slid, then came to a stop in a cloud of dust.

Fennix pushed himself free, a look of horror on his face. “Jessup, what have you done? Now we’ll both be disqualified.”

Jessup looked to the sky from where he lay. “I don’t think so.”

Mildrezod and Mahfouz circled down and landed. Other beast instructor referees crowded close, all with scowls on their faces

One of the referees said, “That can’t be allowed. Both of them are out.”

“Possibly,” said Mildrezod, watching as Beast Commandant Vandalia swooped down to join them.

Vandalia said, “What is the meaning of this, Recruit Jessup?”

“Recruit Fennix wasn’t going to make it.”

“We could see that. What happened, Recruit Fennix?”

“I stepped on something in the grass, ma’am.”

He sat back and held up his front claw.

Mahfouz climbed from Mildrezod’s back and retrieved a pack from a saddlebag. “Let’s see it.” He took hold of the claw and inspected the injury, Fennix wincing as he ran a finger over the wound. He retrieved a pair of pliers from his pack. “This will hurt.”

Fennix grimaced, and Mahfouz yanked. He turned to Vandalia with anger on his face, holding up a six-inch thorn. “This is an urchinthorn. They are very hard and contain a poison that increases pain. The few that have not been destroyed only grow on the far side of the island.”

Vandalia glared over the field. “Search the grass!” Instructor referees ran to follow her orders. Vandalia roared over the recruits. “Anyone caught attempting to leave this field will be expelled immediately. Understood?!”

All replied, “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

Mahfouz found a second thorn in Fennix’s front claw, then another in one of his back feet. Meanwhile, Bryceus, Jodan, and Mirakle had come closer but stayed silent.

Jessup recalled the prick he’d felt when he’d run through the grass as well. The thorns had barely pierced his thick hide, and he pulled them out with his teeth.

Mildrezod said, “You as well, Ducky Jessup?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Mahfouz looked up from where he was wrapping Fennix’s front paw. “Do you need treatment?”

“No, sir,” Jessup replied. “They weren’t very deep.”

Vandalia shouted downfield. “Search the kraken’s lane as well!” Then she huffed, “I will see to this myself.” She leapt to the air and soared to the swath of grass.

Ten minutes later, the group had gathered in the field where long slim branches of urchinthorn had been pulled from the grass and piled on the dirt. All of it had been found in Fennix’s lane and halfway into Jessup’s. The referees reported they had found the impression of a large front left claw off to the side that was not one of theirs and could not have been made by a dragon running the event. They also insisted they had checked the field thoroughly last night, and there were no thorns or footprints then.

Vandalia said, “Before we adjusted the lanes this morning, this whole area would have been Jessup’s lane. I believe it’s safe to assume the thorns were meant for the kraken and placed in the night.”

Mirakle cleared her throat nervously. When all eyes turned to her, it was apparent the sound was one of surprise, not an attempt to call attention to herself. Bryceus was standing very still, staring at the ground, while Jodan gazed at him in scrutiny.

Vandalia looked over the three of them, picking up on the tension. “Ducky Mirakle, do you have something to say?”

The small Rock dragon lowered her head and mumbled something.

“Please speak up.”

Jodan answered for her. “She said that one of us left very late last night, ma’am.” Then he added, “Bryceus said he was going for a short run but was gone for over a bell.”

“Is this true, Bryceus?”

The big Ebon spoke through a constricted throat. “Yes, ma’am.”

She gazed at him a moment. “Would you mind placing your front left claw in the footprint that’s been found?”

Bryceus’s head dipped on his long neck. He could not meet her eyes. “There is no need, ma’am. I put the urchinthorns in the grass.”

Gasps and murmurs burst through those gathered, then quieted as Vandalia glared over them.

Jessup glared, growling low.

Fennix asked, “But Bryceus, why?”

Bryceus’s whole body sagged. “I did not mean any of this to happen. It was meant for Jessup, as Vandalia said—”

Jessup rose, growling once more, but Fennix placed a claw on one of his arms.

Bryceus was quick to continue. “I knew it wouldn’t stop him. I just wanted to slow him down a little.”

Vandalia said, “I’m shocked that you would do something like this to a member of your own flight, let alone risk expulsion for such a deed.” Her glare could have melted stone. “You’ve left me no choice. Expulsion it is, effective immediately.”

All stood in shock as instructor pairs stepped to either side of the young Royal Ebon.

Disheartened, miserable, and ashamed, Bryceus finally looked to Fennix and Jessup. “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.” The instructors led him away.

Fennix said, “I can’t believe it.”

Vandalia said, “These things happen during the Trials, unfortunately. I’m surprised there haven’t been more such infractions this year, to be honest.”

Tears fell from Mirakle’s big eyes, hissing as they struck the grass. Jodan tentatively put a wing over her. She leaned into him, accepting the gesture of comfort.

Mildrezod watched Bryceus being led away. “He was one of our best recruits.” She shook her head. “Such a shame. But he’s getting what he deserves.”

Vandalia turned back to Jessup and Fennix. “As for a kraken picking a dragon up and carrying it in the Runner...”

The beastmasters stepped forward, Mahfouz holding up a Trials handbook. “We have gone over the rules.”

Mildrezod said, “As it turns out, they are quite simple and vague in certain, perhaps critical, aspects. Race to the finish, meet the required time, and do not impede the other runners. There is nothing about staying in your lane, and while in other events it is made clear that recruits may not physically aid others in their flight, the Runner has no such provision.”

Vandalia became thoughtful. “I’m sure it’s because it was never considered that a dragon could or would try to carry another. And it has never happened.”

Mahfouz added, “I’m also certain it was never dreamed of that a kraken would be a recruit.”

“While we may never see another,” Vandalia continued, “these lapses will be addressed in the next meeting of the Trials board.” After a pause, looking over the two of them, she said, “I have spoken to Commandant Aureosa, and between us and the beastmasters, we make up a majority of the board. Your finishes and placings in the Runner will stand.”

Jodan uttered a soft, “Yes,” and Mirakle sniffed in relief.

Others standing about began to grumble.

“Silence!” Vandalia ordered. “If you have a problem with this ruling, you may submit a formal complaint. Otherwise, you will say nothing, and there will be no ill treatment or reprisal. Is that understood?”

The response was less than rousing. “Yes, ma’am.”

“What’s that?”

This time they all stiffened to attention and roared, “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!

“Remember it, and take it to heart.”

Jessup wasn’t as surprised by the ruling as he might have been, but Fennix was extremely relieved.

Still, he gazed at Jessup. “Though the ruling is in our favor, you took a tremendous risk. You could have been forced to leave the academy. At best, you gave up a first place.”

Jessup said, “I wasn’t going to let you fail, even if you were to become angry with me. I don’t need a first-place finish in the Runner. I need my friend.”

Tears formed in Fennix’s eyes, but he swallowed and tried to look gallant.

All were silent until Vandalia said, “There is no provision to allow for a re-run of the event, but under the circumstances, I can take it to the board.”

Mahfouz said, “Even with the help of a healing magicker, it will take time for Fennix to heal.”

“Perhaps too much time,” said Mildrezod. “These barbs are wicked, and the poison does even more damage.”

Fennix said, “I’m all right with my time, but Jessup, you should run it again.”

“No,” Jessup replied. “My time will stand as well.” He looked to Mirakle and Jodan. “We are a flight. We did it as team. We will leave it at that.”

Vandalia watched them a moment, then announced for all to hear. “The Runner is hereby complete! Return to your quarters and prepare yourselves for the Aptitude Test, which will take place tomorrow morning. Report to field seven at oh eight hundred bells.” As one, they acknowledged the order, and she dismissed them.

The recruits moved away.

The final four members of the Overdogs gathered. Jessup held out two arms, offering to carry Fennix.

The Ice Diver gazed up at him. “Thank you, but think I’d like to walk.” He took a step and winced. “Though, maybe with a little help.”

Mirakle and Jodan moved close to either side. Fennix put his wings on them, and they took a few slow steps.

Then Fennix stopped and looked back to Vandalia, Mildrezod, and Mahfouz. “Thank you.”

The dragons bowed their heads.

Mahfouz said, “Our pleasure, Recruit Fennix.”

Jessup gave them a small smile, then followed his friends.

***

The evening sun touched the island walls to the west as the beast commandant and beastmasters watched what was left of the Overdogs slowly make their way from the field.

Mildrezod said, “He could just fly back.”

“Yes,” Mahfouz replied, “but it wouldn’t quite have the same effect, would it?”

“I suppose not.” She added, “That kraken never ceases to amaze.”

Vandalia said, “He is a beacon that all should heed, if you ask me. A true inspiration.”

“How’s that?” asked Mahfouz.

“He’s reminded us of how all knights of the realm should behave, rider and beast alike.”


Chapter 49

Zee lay in bed, staring at the high ceiling, trying to calm his mind. The only light in the expansive room where the Flying Pigs were staying came from an Empyrean nightlamp by the big double doors. It was late, though there were no windows through which to see the night sky. He could hear the breathing of his flightmates, Jondon snoring softly for once. The clock on Zee’s nightstand ticked away the seconds.

It wasn’t that he was particularly anxious or worried. It was just that everything he had put out of his mind in order to focus on the Scrambler had come rushing to the forefront all at once.

They’d spent bells studying for the Aptitude Test they would all be taking in the morning, focusing mostly on Jondon’s and Chirt’s weakest areas. Jondon still worried that his mind went blank during tests, and Chirt that she panicked and got things jumbled in her brain. As they’d done during their prep time for the Trials, Zee, Sallison, and Mehmet had written out shorter versions of what the test might be like and timed them while they took them, with Mehmet and Sallison giving them tips on test-taking and Zee on calming their minds and pacing themselves. They were doing better, but Jondon didn’t finish in the allotted time, and Chirt still put down the wrong answers for quite a few questions. They had wanted to keep working but were reaching a point of diminishing returns. It had been late and getting enough rest was just as important as studying, so they’d done some group meditation and hit the rack.

Zee had told Jessup all about how they did in the Scrambler, and Jessup had told him what had happened at the beast Runner event and what one of their own flight members had done. They’d lost their strongest and fastest dragon, but at least their last events, the Aptitude Test and the Speeder Slalom, were individually scored, with the overall team scores not affecting their individual rankings for passing the Trials.

Zee had known that Basic, the Trials, and even being a cadet at the academy wouldn’t be all fun and games, but he hadn’t counted on the depths of the petty jealousies and cold competitiveness of it all. And on top of the darker machinations and intrigues of being at the academy, there was the looming threat of the Wraiths, the fact that the Wraith King pair wanted him and Jessup to get stronger so they could fight them, and a sinister conspiracy against the royal family, and now Zee himself, which possibly didn’t have anything to do with the Wraiths at all.

He and Jessup would be back together soon, though, which cheered him. He’d get it sorted. Progressing would help. If they could get strong enough that no one could threaten them or their friends, or even the nation of Tosh itself, all the better. They just had to do it fast.

He rolled to his side and stared at the clock, focusing on the tick, tick, tick of the clock while controlling his breathing and feeling out for the peace and calming spirit of the Aether. Soon, he was fast asleep.

***

A dark image of Wraith ships cutting through the waves, mottled white and gray. Thousands of them, spreading as far as the eye could see. The sky, black with beasts and riders, horizon-to-horizon. A dirty white flag with four red blotches, two large below, two smaller above. The blotches gleamed red and ignited with crimson flame, closer, colder, hotter. Dread and darkness. More eyes opened around the larger, red, blue, and green. Dragon wings. Dragon claws. Kraken arms. Humped, malformed, and huge. The craggy mouth opened, a cavern in a black stone cliff of a face and head. A furnace of red. Zee threw his arms up to protect himself, kicked and thrashed to swim away, to fly, to flee. The terrible maw slammed shut around him.

A flash of red, and he was on the Runner track, recruits passing him at speed. He could barely stand up, let alone run. The numbers on the magickal display ticked by, faster and faster.

Everyone else was finished, but he could barely lift his feet. He dropped to his knees and vomited on the track. The display reached the time limit. He hadn’t made it. He had failed the Trials...

***

Zee snapped awake to a mechanical ringing sound, befuddled and confused. It took him a moment to realize where he was and what that sound was. He shut off the clock’s alarm. The terror of being swallowed by the Wraith King’s beast, whatever that thing was, the burning cold, the pain, the sickness and failing the Runner, all faded. He felt out for Jessup but could tell his friend was sleeping in peace. Not an intrusion by the Wraith King pair, then. Maybe a vision, but not a shared one? That made no sense. It had to have been a nightmare. Just a bad dream.

Zee scowled at himself. He’d always awakened long before the alarm went off. The Trials and the worries he’d been carrying, suppressing, must have been wearing on him more than he’d realized.

He sat up. Chirt and Mehmet squirmed under their blankets, groaning in protest of the morning. Jondon had his pillow held tight over his head.

Sallison, however, was on the floor stretching. “Good morning, sleepyhead. You feeling okay?” She knew he never slept this long.

“Yeah, I’m fine,” he lied. From somewhere, for some reason, a sense of dread lingered. He shook it off. Get it together, he told himself. It was just a dream.

He whipped his covers off, leapt up, and shouted down the line of beds. “Up and at ’em, you lazy loutfish! Let’s get some morning chow, then we’re all going to crush that test!”

***

While the others reported to King Javi Hall, an academic building on campus, Zee was flown by Dame Toomsil and Peloquin to a small island twenty miles away to take his test. Four guard pairs flew with them, three Gold Class and a White Titan Class, as well as a Silver Class magicker instructor to proctor the test. Just that morning it had been decided that Zee and Jessup had to be separated because they could speak to each other and possibly cheat on their exams. Since their bondspeak only reached a few miles at most, Zee thought the distance they were going was a bit of overkill, but he supposed he couldn’t blame them.

The beasts’ tests were verbal, taken individually while spread out over the training fields and under a magicker’s sound-blocking dome. They had been setting up when Zee was leaving.

Zee was sat at a small folding table. Though he had three bells to answer the one hundred questions, he finished in forty minutes, and they packed up and headed back.

As they soared back over the fields, Zee saw Jessup standing with Fennix, waiting on the others in their flight to finish. Jessup had told him their names were Mirakle and Jodan.

He spoke to Jessup. “How did you do?”

“I got them all correct.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. You taught me.”

“So did Fennix.”

“Fennix doesn’t count.”

“Why not?”

“Because... um...” Jessup paused. “I’ve got nothing.”

Zee laughed. “All right. Talk to you later.”

“Wait, how did you do?”

“Pretty well, I think. There were some questions I had to really think about. They won’t post the scores until later today.”

“Maybe I beat you.”

“Maybe, but your test is only fifty questions, and it’s easier. They ask things like, ‘How many wings does a dragon have?’ and ‘What is a ship?’”

“Very funny, but you forgot, ‘How silly is a murman?’” There was another pause. “Now that you mention it, that one is pretty easy. The answer is ‘Very.’”

“Huh, that’s the same answer for one of the questions we had, ‘How goofy is a kraken?’”

“That’s true, though.”

The two of them continued to tease each other, only taking a break when it was time for Zee to dismount from Peloquin’s back. He headed to the hall where the rest of his flight were taking their tests and would wait for him if they finished before he returned.

Dame Toomsil and Peloquin flew above, and the White Titan pair strode along beside the path as Zee walked. Zee asked Jessup how Fennix’s feet were healing. They were better, Jessup had replied, but it was a good thing Fennix would be flying for their final event that afternoon, the Speeder Slalom. Zee spotted Sallison sitting on a low wall, a White Titan pair and two lone Gold Class knight dragons keeping an eye on her from nearby, and he and Jessup said their goodbyes.

“How did it go?” he asked, catching Sallison’s attention.

She shrugged, then answered while he hopped up and sat next to her. “Okay, I guess. There were a few that caught me off guard.”

“Same here.”

They chatted for a half bell or so, then Chirt came out of the building looking frazzled. When they asked how it went, she said she had no idea and her brain was fried.

A bell rang from inside the hall, signaling that time for the test was up. Zee and Sallison exchanged looks of concern. Then a half-dozen recruits came out looking just as drained as Chirt had. Jondon and Mehmet were among them, accompanied by two Gold Class knight riders.

Jondon held his arms wide. “I finished!”

Sallison said, “And?”

Jondon looked at her, then repeated in the same tone as before, “I finished!”

Zee said to Mehmet, “Let me guess, you were done with the test in a bell, then went back through the whole thing twice more.”

Mehmet said, “You know me too well.”

“I wouldn’t say too well.”

Chirt slapped Jondon’s hand away when he reached to rub her head.

“But Chirt, I thought you loved me.”

“That was yesterday, for about two minutes.”

“That’s better than nothing.” To the group, he said, “Let’s eat!”

Instead of going back to the windowless room in the mount, they talked their guardians into letting them go to the chow line in the recruit compound. Though the Aptitude Test scores wouldn’t be posted until that afternoon, they still hadn’t seen how they’d placed in the Scrambler and were dying to find out.

***

Zee eyed the display. “First place?”

“First place!” Sallison shoved him, nearly knocking him down. “We got first place!”

Zee recovered from his stumble as raucous cheers rose from his flightmates.

Jondon grabbed Chirt by the shoulders and shook her. “We’re looking good, Chirt!” And they were. The win in the Scrambler and Chirt having made Sand Class put them both near the top center of the cohort.

She peeled his hands off her shoulders. “If we passed the Aptitude Test.”

“There is that. But I’m keeping my chin up.”

“Your chin is always way up to me.”

“That’s because you’re a shrimpy.”

He reached for her again, but she raised her fists. “Just try it, big man.” He didn’t.

The Flying Pigs and their guards stood outside the chow area, which was absolutely packed. Dame Toomsil glowered over the crowd. “I’m not comfortable with this.”

Sallison said, “We’ll be fine, ma’am. It’s just a bunch of recruits.”

Toomsil wasn’t convinced. “I don’t like it.”

Tem, who had joined them, said, “What if you and Peloquin stay here, and we assign a guard to accompany each of them through the line. There are enough of us.”

Dame Toomsil frowned but relented. “I suppose.” She addressed them all. “But stick close, do you hear me?”

The Pigs and even the guards that outranked her said, “Yes, ma’am!”

Tem said, “Okay, then. I’ll take Tarrow.”

***

Having been last of their flight in the chow line, Zee made his way through the tight crowd toward where the others were sitting. He was bumped and nearly dropped his tray several times. None of it seemed to be malicious, however, and apologies were exchanged along the way. At one point he had to spin to get his tray out of the way of a recruit that shoved past, nearly spilling it all over Tem.

“Let me take that,” said Tem, relieving Zee of his tray and holding it high. “I’m a little taller than you are.”

“Just a little,” Zee replied. “Thank you.”

“It’s the least I could do for the Conqueror and the Scrambler champion.”

Zee tipped his head to the side. “That’s true.” He turned and pushed to help make room for Tem to get through.

Finally he saw Jondon waving from their table at the edge of the chow area where their guards could best keep an eye on them.

Zee spoke as he sat. “Phew! This place is popular today.”

Sallison said, “It’s our last day to enjoy the delicious Basic Training cuisine.”

Mehmet said, “I think everybody is excited to be almost done.”

“I know I am,” said Chirt. “It’s just plain cruel they’re making us wait to see our scores on the Aptitude Test, though.”

Sallison said, “Cruelty and Basic go hand in hand.”

“I’m sure you did fine,” Zee encouraged.

Chirt rolled her eyes. “Says the one of us who probably aced the whole thing.”

“Hey,” said Mehmet, “what about me?”

Jondon said, “Humble much?”

“I’m a total suckfish at everything else. Give me this one thing.”

“All right,” said Chirt. “Maybe you did as well as Zee. How’s that?”

“I’ll take what I can get. Especially with the Runner coming up. I guarantee I’ll be dead last, if I make it at all.”

“Don’t talk like that, you’ll make it.”

Jondon said, “And I’ll bet you won’t be last, because I’ll be.”

Chirt eyed them both. “That doesn’t sound like a bet either one of you should make. I’ll bet neither one of you is last, and it won’t be me, either.”

“Okay,” said Mehmet. “Let’s bet that all of us are going to make it, and none of us will be last.” They took turns shaking each other’s hands.

Sallison said, “That makes no sense at all, but I approve.”

To which Mehmet replied, “This way if we win or lose, at least we do it together.”

Jondon put a hand out, palm down, and shouted, “Pigs!”

They all put their hands on his. “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs! RAH!”

Zee caught the recruits at nearby tables staring, then Dame Toomsil smiling amusedly from atop Peloquin. He returned the smile and dug into his meal.

The chardstalks tasted a little sweeter than usual and had a more bitter aftertaste, but he was starving and ate with gusto.


Chapter 50

The Runner was organized to be run in four groups, the flights in each group once again chosen in reverse order of rank. That meant that the Flying Pigs were again in the final group, racing with Yezi’s flight, the Comets. Tem and Timandra and Deans Wanchoo and Venkatarama still accompanied them as guards, all keeping a respectable distance but watching diligently. As it had been since the first day they’d been assigned sentries, the other recruits stayed away, constantly whispering to each other, undoubtedly making up all kinds of stories about why they might be under guard and why even the commandants and deans of magicks themselves took shifts.

Having watched the first three groups run, group four was finally called to the mass starting area. Zee, Sallison, Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet sat stretching on the ground in a circle.

Zee said, “Let’s get this done, Pigs.”

They hopped to their feet and gathered in, each putting a hand in the center and once more doing their cheer. “Pigs! Pigs! Pigs! Rah!”

As they broke up, Zee shook off a dizzy spell. He hadn’t had one of those since he’d gotten over his childhood breathing problem. He must have stood up too fast, he thought, though he’d been feeling more and more odd for the last bell or so. Maybe it was all the stress of the last few days and nervousness over the pending Runner. He did some deep breathing and the feeling subsided.

Sallison said, “Are you all right, Zee?”

“Yeah, no problem,” he replied. Whatever it had been, it was gone now.

She stared at him a moment, then said, “Okay, Pigs, let’s go.”

She led them toward the start at a slow jog.

Zee pushed the strange feeling that had come over him from his mind, focusing instead on the magickal display floating high over the far side of the field showing the flights who were up, along with each individual member’s class ratings. At the top of the display, golden light formed a large timer, but each runner also had an individual timer next to their name that would track their progress throughout the race.

There were crystal machines on either side of the starting line that would read their individual ratings badges as they crossed it and begin their timers, then register their finish when they crossed it at the end of the last lap and display their final run time. With that, the referees would determine the placements and rankings. It still boggled Zee’s mind the magickers were able to do all that.

The track was roughly an oval, straight on the longer sides, and a half mile around. To complete the three-mile run, they had to run six laps within the required time. Passing the event was most important, but their times would come into play for their individual rankings in the cohort.

There was a large crowd of mostly humans, with the majority of the dragons being over at Triumf’s Theatrum for the beast’s Speeder Slalom, which was taking place at the same time. Stands had been erected along the first straightaway and were filled to capacity.

As agreed beforehand, Zee, Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet would start at the back of the group to avoid the bustling for position of the faster runners. Sallison would begin from the front, but she stayed back with them while everyone else was still gathering in.

Zee said, “You’ve all made the required time in training, so you know how to do this, but tell me again.”

Jondon replied, “Keep an eye on you, breathe, and check my time regularly, but not too often.”

Zee’s training times had been faster than theirs, so he would run ahead and give them something to look to in terms of pacing besides just relying on the clock.

Mehmet said, “Think about what my body is doing, and watch Jondon and Chirt.”

Chirt hopped and twisted to stay loose. “Don’t be a spazfish and go sprinting too early. Pace myself with Jondon until the last lap.”

Sallison said, “Beat Yezi ekh Hanyayo.”

Zee said, “See? It’s a piece of cake.”

Mehmet closed his eyes. “Mmm. Cake...”

Sallison said, “If you all pass this, I’ll make sure there’s more cake than you can eat when we get back to the room.”

“That would have to be a lot of cake,” said Jondon.

Mehmet said, “Cake mountain.”

“One for each of you,” Sallison promised.

“All right then,” said Jondon, rubbing his palms together. “I’m going to run the fastest time I’ve ever had.”

“Now you’re talking.” Zee planned to do the same thing. They all did. With the nervous excitement and adrenaline rush of the actual event, it was a real possibility.

Sallison said, “See you all at the finish,” and headed for the front.

While they waited, Zee reached out to see how his kraken friend was doing.

***

Jessup sat at the higher rows of Triumf’s Theatrum with Fennix, Mirakle, and Jodan. Now that he’d learned to walk like a spider, he’d had no problem walking up, though he was too big for the aisles and had to step up over rows of amphitheater seating to get there, much to the distress of the dragons and humans who had already been seated. He was also too large for even the extra-deep beast rows and had to sit with several front legs down on the one below.

Out in the sea beyond the stone terrace centered at the foot of the Theatrum was the course for the Speeder Slalom, a race of speed and maneuverability. Miles long, the race still didn’t take the beasts as long as the rider recruits’ Runner did, but the beasts would go in five groups instead of four to cut down on crowding on the track. The track, if it could be called that, consisted of a great winding loop out over the sea and back. The route was marked out with golden bars of light at a minimum of forty feet in the air, projected by the largest of the Simulation Artefacts, which was set up on a floating platform at the track’s center. Vertical bars with a slight wave to them were to be passed on the left, straight vertical bars to the right. Horizontal wavy bars had to be gone over, straight bars, under. The return took advantage of several natural rocky spires that rose ten stories out of the water in a line, which the competitors had to slalom through, before finishing on a straightaway.

Jessup would be racing at the same time as the dragons, and his track followed theirs, but his vertical bars stretched above and below the water, the horizontal bars at the surface. Jessup didn’t like the fact that he couldn’t swim as fast as the dragons could fly, but there was no getting around that, and his time to complete the race had been extended to accommodate him. It made him feel a little better that the Rock dragons, not known for their speed and agility, had a longer time than the Ice Divers, Greatwings, and Royals. Even with the extended times, it was not an easy race for any of them, but both Jessup and Mirakle had made their required times when they’d practiced during Trials prep.

The Overdogs were in the final group and would be going last. The fourth group was racing now, and soon they would make their way down to the terrace for the start of their race.

From what Jessup had seen in training, the magickal display that floated in the sky was the same as the one the rider recruits had for the Runner, with flights and members, individual ratings, and a slot for their times.

Speaking of which, he wondered how Zee was doing and was about to reach out to him when Zee’s voice sounded in his mind.

“Hey, fast big kraken, are you doing the Speeder Slalom yet?”

“Not yet, fast tiny murman, but we will be up soon.”

“We’re getting ready to start.”

“Run fastest, friend Zee.”

“I’ll be the fastest murman in the whole cohort.”

Though Zee was joking and seemed in good spirits, there was something off about how he felt through the bond, as if Zee’s presence was weaker, the bond wavering. It was something Jessup had never felt before. “Zee, is something wrong?”

There was a pause before Zee answered. “I had a dizzy spell a little bit ago, but I’m fine now. Why?”

“There is something strange. You feel... thinner.”

“That’s odd. I suppose I could be coming down with a cold or something, but I feel okay.”

“All right,” Jessup replied, then added. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

“I know, and that means everything. I’ll talk to you after the race.”

Jessup didn’t want to let go, but said, “Okay,” and the connection ended.

Fennix was looking up at him. “Talking to Zee?”

“Yes.”

As perceptive as ever, Fennix asked, “Is something wrong?”

Jessup grew thoughtful. “Maybe...”

***

The lead referee shouted from the front of the group, standing just inside the track. “Ready!”

Zee shook out his arms, then his legs, rolled his head to stretch his neck—and there it was, the dizziness again, but this time he felt ill as well. He bumped into Jondon as he swayed, but then it was gone, just like before. “Sorry, Jondon.”

“No problem,” Jondon replied, but he looked concerned.

Zee noticed and said, “I’m good. Run fast.” Worry remained on Jondon’s face. Zee added, “Seriously.”

“Get set!”

Jondon got into his starting position.

Zee bent his knees, crooked his arms, and leaned forward, breathing deliberately. Everything was good. He was ready.

“Go!”

The recruits at the front started moving, and moments later, the four of them were headed for the starting line. Zee checked the display as they passed the start to see their times begin to count up, then the world began to spin, his abdomen cramped, nausea rose from deep in his gut up to his throat, and he pitched forward onto the gravel.

There was a shout of dismay from the crowd, and Chirt’s voice. “Zee!”

Zee groaned as the cramp eased, but in its place was sickness, like he’d been invaded by a vulgar disease, spreading to his limbs, making them heavy as stone. It felt foul, though not like the power of the red used by the Wraiths. Still, his head spun, and the nausea grew worse. He tried to push himself up on hands and knees, but he could barely move or even think.

His addled brain fought through the mire. How could he have gotten sick so quickly? Had he eaten something bad?

“Don’t touch him!” came the voice of the lead referee.

Whatever had caused this, he had to get up. With a pained groan Zee got himself turned on his side, propped on a shaking elbow. His limbs and neck were floppy, but he managed to look up. Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon stooped over him, shifting in and out of focus, with stricken expressions on their faces.

The race. They had to run.

He tried to shout but had to swallow and try again. He managed a hissing whisper, “Go...” He gritted his teeth, rage rising within him. “Run!”

Mehmet said, “But—”

“Run, shaddammnit!” They still hesitated. He tried to calm himself. Whatever was happening to him, it wasn’t their fault. Still, his voice seethed. “I’ll be right behind you. Now go. That’s an order!”

They looked to each other, then set their jaws. “Yes, sir.”

Jondon got them going. “Come on.” He turned them and pushed. “Run!”

To Zee’s relief, they took off down the track. Farther up, Sallison had stopped and was staring back in disbelief. Jondon waved a hand at her. “Go, Sallison, he wants us to run!”

Confusion flitted across her features, then anger. Still, she turned and ran. Zee was relieved once again—but now they were all well behind pace. Sallison would do fine, but her dream of winning, of beating Yezi, was gone. The others might not make it at all. And it didn’t matter what was wrong with him, it was his fault. That made him even more angry.

“Do not enter the track!” It was the lead referee again, but closer. Zee gazed up to see her blurry form above him. She was holding a hand toward the outside line of the track. “Sirs, and miss,” she added.

At the side of the track stood Commandant Aureosa, Dean Wanchoo and Venkatarama, Tem, Timandra, and Dr. Aenig—no, Slan hai Drogo—as well as the incognito King mon lin Phan with Princess Mayumi, Sallison’s sister, all gazing in shock and concern.

The referee spoke to them again. “You know the rules.” Then she was crouching next to Zee, her hand on his back. “Minny Tarrow, can you run?”

***

Jessup shot up on his legs, startling Fennix, Mirakle, and Jodan, then turned and stared back toward the center of the island as if he could gaze through mountain and stone. Whatever had inflicted Zee, he felt it too, like something foul had been injected deep inside him through the bond. He sensed that it wasn’t as bad for him as it was for Zee, though.

Fennix shouted up to him. “What is it, Jessup?”

“Zee. I have to go to him.”

He moved to make his way down the amphitheater, but Fennix hopped in front of him. Holding his wings out, he said in a calming tone, “Jessup, wait.” Jessup growled but stayed where he was. Fennix continued, “Now tell me what’s happened.”

***

Zee was confused by the referee’s question. Of course he could run. He had to. For himself, for Jessup, and to prove to his flightmates that he was all right, that they should stop worrying about him and focus on themselves. He just had to get up first. He pressed his eyes shut, breathed deeply through his teeth, his anger boiling at the entire situation, especially at the situation his flightmates were now in.

If he didn’t run, he wouldn’t pass the Trials. He’d be out of the academy and, by default, so would Jessup. Zee’s hardheadedness and iron will bloomed in his heart and mind. He couldn’t let that happen. They had work to do, to progress, and for that they needed Drogo’s instruction and the academy simulation fields and higher-class pairs to fight against. And the Wraith King pair always loomed, leering, at the back of his mind.

I can do this, he told himself.

He hadn’t spoken to Jessup, but he knew he was there, waiting. Then his friend’s voice came to him. “We can do this.”

Zee blinked hard in an attempt to clear his blurry vision and muddled brain. “Do you feel it too?”

“I do.”

Zee tried to wrap his head around what could be happening to them. Right now, though, it didn’t matter what it was. He had to get up. He had to run.

Zee squeezed his eyes shut, concentrating fiercely, focusing all his willpower and rage. He loosed a groaning roar, and a trickle of heat entered his cold limbs. The nausea and heaviness diminished enough that he was able to stand.

“I can run,” he gasped.

“What’s that?” said the referee.

Zee spoke with greater volume, pushing the words through tight lips. “I can run, ma’am.”

She looked over her shoulder. “Then you best get to it.”

Zee followed her gaze to the front-runners already three-quarters of the way around the track and coming fast, Yezi ekh Hanyayo in the lead.

Zee peered down and around the track to where Mehmet, Jondon, and Chirt were running, then glanced at the display. They were woefully behind.

That wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t do at all.

He grimaced and took a step, then another, and another. He had a hard time keeping his balance, and his legs and lungs burned as if he’d already run the entire race, only the burn was cold, like he was trying to run while sinking in freezing quicksand.

Whatever was wrong with him, he had to beat it, and beat it now.

To do that, he had to get some idea of what it was. It felt like a sickness of his very essence, a malady of the soul. Then he remembered what Jessup had said, and spoke to him.

“Jessup, do you just sense that I’m sick, or are you sick too?”

“I am ill as well, though I don’t think as badly as you are.”

Zee’s mind raced while he plodded along. He glanced up at his stats on the display. His Sand Class rating had dropped from mid level to low level, and more than that, the hash mark for low level was dimming. Realization flashed in his mind. Of course! Individual ratings were a measure of physical fitness and mental fortitude, but mostly of the strength of a person’s aura. He and Jessup shared a bond, and that meant they shared an aura as well, at least to a certain extent. Whatever had sickened him had affected Jessup, too, and the only way that could happen was if their shared aura itself was afflicted.

With that in impossible to see their core when they were this far apart, his aura floated before his mind’s eye, a vaporous mind, he breathed deeply and felt outward to the Aether, seeking it very much like he and Jessup would when trying to visualize the Empyreal and Mariseal Planes. Then he turned his perception inward as well, like when he and Jessup focused on their core—and though it was mist of blue and yellow. And there at its center was a shifting mass of putrid greenish gray, a tumorous cloud, dark and malignant, poisoning his aura—his and Jessup’s. Whatever it was, that mass was the source of the sickness they both felt.

Somehow, Jessup knew exactly what Zee was doing, and what he had found. “We can beat it, Zee.”

“I know. We can’t use the bond to help each other, but we can still do it together.”

A powerful sense of resolve came through the bond. “Together.”

Zee didn’t answer, just sent a feeling of affirmation.

Zee had no crucible of his own, but he focused on processing his aura. It was difficult and gave him a headache like the first time they’d forged, but he imagined a breeze blowing though it. It began to move, to churn, and grew a tiny bit brighter. He poured more effort into it, bearing the pain, and it grew brighter still. At the same time, it began to look and feel denser, more substantial. He shot another glance at the display. His low-level hash mark was getting brighter.

***

Slan hai Drogo stood with fists clenched, his narrowed eyes going from Zee to his rating on the display and back. He spoke softly. “Come on, Zee. You can do it.” If the others heard him, they made no comment.


Chapter 51

First Zee heard the footsteps of the other runners behind him, then their collective heavy breathing. He felt the air of the first of them passing, and Yezi spoke as he sped by.

“You can do it, Tarrow!”

They flowed around him, and he continued to take steps, then jog, then run. Sallison ran past. “Come on, Zee!”

He felt her presence, almost like he could sense her aura itself. It warmed him and gave him strength. As more passed by, Zee spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m coming.” He looked over his shoulder. There were slower runners there, catching up to him, with Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet far behind.

Zee dared to close his eyes. He focused on the source of the illness, the way he and Jessup would to heal an injury with their bond, then imagined pressing his aura into it, surrounding it, crushing it. He loosed another groaning roar, bearing down with all the will he could muster. He stumbled from the effort, but the dizziness and nausea abated somewhat, and he felt lighter. When he opened his eyes, he was running faster.

He glanced over his shoulder once more, then thrust up a hand, beckoning to his trailing flightmates. With a surge of willpower and wrath, he roared in the voice that was Zee’s but not Zee’s. “COME ON!”

Then he was running, arms and legs pumping, like he’d never run before.

***

“It’s time we started heading down,” said Fennix. “We’ll be up soon.” Jessup, who still stood tall, staring back toward the inland part of the island, had told them nothing more than that Zee had fallen at the beginning of the Runner, then he’d gone still and silent, a look of great intent in his half-closed kraken eyes. Fennix knew Jessup’s behavior had something to do with Zee, but what Jessup could be doing other than talking to him, Fennix had no idea. They were over a mile away from each other, much too far for either of them to benefit from their bond. “Jessup?”

Jessup’s eyes turned to him, but he said nothing, just began stepping down the tiered seating toward the terrace at the bottom.

Fennix exchanged worried glances with Mirakle and Jodan, and followed.

***

Yezi and the rest of the main group passed Mehmet in lap two, but Mehmet had expected that and didn’t let it bother him. He was still worried about Zee, but at least their flight leader was up and running and, from the looks of it, actually catching up. Mehmet’s primary concern now was for himself, that he’d lost time right at the beginning. He’d barely made the required time in training, and only once. For a moment, he allowed the misery of not passing become a reality in his mind, but then rebuked himself.

Zee hadn’t given up. Mehmet wasn’t going to either. If he could run a little faster, he could make up for the time he’d lost. Jondon and Chirt, up ahead of him, should still make it, but for him, it would be very close.

Then yet another runner was passing him.

Mehmet nearly stumbled when he heard Zee’s voice over his shoulder. “You’re doing great, Mehmet, but you need to pick up the pace.”

Zee’s face was streaming with sweat, his breathing deep but labored. He wore an expression of supreme concentration and pain. But then Zee was running ahead and had passed Jondon and Chirt.

Zee half turned back, shouting with a forceful but ragged voice. “Follow me!”

Mehmet didn’t know if Zee inspired him even more than he always did, but his chest warmed, though it also felt cooled as if by an internal breeze. His legs lightened and his breathing evened out. He lifted his head, reveling in the strange feeling of elation that had come over him. The dread of not passing was lifted. He was a Pig, and he was going to fly. He sped up, and so did Jondon and Chirt.

***

“I’ve never seen anyone run so fast,” said Tem from where he stood with Aureosa, Drogo, and the others.

Into his second lap, Zee was steadily gaining on the main pack of runners.

Timandra said, “His speed is incredible, but even if he catches them, he’s still a whole lap behind. He couldn’t possibly make up an entire lap, could he?”

No one answered.

***

As amazing as his speed was, Zee paid only enough attention to the other recruits to keep from bumping into them. All of his attention was on running while containing whatever it was that had made him ill—not just containing, destroying. He was on his third lap, and he’d caught the tail end of the other recruits, but his legs and lungs burned like they never had before. He wouldn’t be able to keep up this pace unless he rid himself of the sickness completely. And he still had to make up the lap he’d lost.

***

The beasts lined up in rows on the terrace. They were to begin the Speeder Slalom one at a time, starting at the command of Beast Lead Drill Instructor Villoso. The Overdogs took their places at the back, with Jessup to go last.

Dragon recruits hopped in place, shouted encouragement, and roared at the sky to psych themselves up for their final event of the Trials.

To the first dragon, Villoso said, “Starting position!”

The dragon stepped to the edge.

“Go!”

The lines shifted, and the next dragon was at the edge. “Go!” Then the next. “Go!”

“Go!”

“Go!”

Fennix glanced up at the display, watching the individual times begin for each start, then to Jessup. The kraken had remained silent, his eyes fixed on the faraway horizon. Mirakle and Jodan were watching him as well.

Mirakle said, “I wish there was something we could do.”

“So do I,” said Jodan.

Reluctantly, they turned their attention back to the Speeder Slalom.

Without looking at them, Jessup said, “Fly fast, my dragon friends.”

That cheered them a bit, and Fennix replied, “May the waters part before you, my kraken friend.”

Jessup did not reply.

***

Heat and rage swelled in Zee’s chest as he clenched his teeth, growling. He barely registered the looks of astonishment and fear the other recruits gave him as he passed them. The moniker the instructors had given him, Feral, had become manifest.

The sickness gave way further beneath his brighter, denser aura. Without either of them speaking or even thinking it, Zee knew Jessup was right there with him, doing the same thing.

***

Beast Commandant Vandalia flew above the start of the Speeder Slalom with other dragons of the faculty and staff. Spaced around the track, beast referees with red armbands circled, watching to make sure the competitors passed the bars of light properly, took no shortcuts, and did not purposefully interfere with each other. Vandalia’s attention was on Jessup.

Aureosa had apprised her of what was happening with Zee, and his voice came to her again. “How is Jessup doing?”

“They are about to start. He’s still acting strangely, but he could just be focusing on the race, encouraging Zee, or both. There’s no sign that they’ve sparked their core, which would be impossible at this distance anyway.”

“They should not be able to gain the physical strength and endurance gained by proximity to a bondmate, either. And yet, Zee has caught up with the other recruits.”

“He’s a mediocre runner at best. That should be impossible.”

“Yes, it should.”

***

“Go!”

Fennix took off from the terrace.

Jessup shuffled closer while still concentrating on his aura and destroying the sickness within it.

“Go!”

Jodan, one of the fastest fliers in the beast recruit cohort, especially now that Bryceus was gone, leapt into the air and soared after the little white Ice Diver.

Jessup gathered his rage, containing it with all his will, until he felt like he might explode, mind and body.

“Go!”

Mirakle hopped and flapped hastily until she got up to speed.

Jessup shuffled to the edge of the platform and pushed himself up to a forward-leaning crouch.

“Go!”

Jessup waited, trembling with the exertion of containing the pressure of his wrath, until Mirakle was a safe distance away.

“Ducky Jessup,” Villoso shouted. “I said ‘go’!’”

Jessup roared, releasing his rage against the sickness inside him. His aura flared, and the kraken’s wrath and powerful will incinerated the sickness in an instant. Jessup launched himself to soar over the sea, arms straight back and pressed together, higher and farther than he ever had before.

***

Pressure built in Zee’s head and chest as he forced all his willpower into strengthening his aura. He could feel the veins standing out on his forehead, the muscles of his neck straining. With another great surge of will and rage, the light of his aura flashed through his body, mind, and spirit, as if his aura was flaring with the heat of Empyrean and cool of Marisean at the same time, eating away at the sickness.

***

Mirakle heard Jessup’s roar, saw his leap, but even though he had given her time to increase her distance from the start, she still had to fight for height and rock to the side to keep him from hitting her. She gaped, buffeted by the wind of his passing as he soared past her and crashed down into the waves. Then he was at the surface even farther ahead, his shell cutting through the waves, already gaining on Jodan.

Mirakle felt a sensation of warmth deep inside her, but there was also a soothing coolness. It spurred her on with greater confidence and speed. Ahead, Jodan flew faster as well, but he still could not outpace the racing kraken.

***

On her third lap, Sallison passed quite a few of the other recruits, but she was still well behind her best time. She and Yezi had always run neck and neck. As it was, almost halfway through the race already, she would never catch him or even the other front-runners. She’d have to concede their final event to her childhood rival.

She’d been keeping an eye on Zee and been amazed that he’d actually been catching up. Even if he did, though, he was still an entire lap behind.

Footsteps sounded behind her, coming closer. She gawped as Zee came up beside her.

He was pale and sweating, but he kept his eyes straight ahead, his expression one of extreme concentration. “Faster.”

An odd but welcome feeling infused her, as if she was lying in the sun on a beach with a cool breeze from the sea to pacify the heat of her skin—only the feeling was inside her.

Then Zee was pulling away, and it was like he was pulling her with him.

And she did run faster.

***

Fennix picked up time in a stretch of slalom obstacles, twisting, turning, swooping up and diving with his superior agility and quickness. He caught and passed a Royal Crimson, then a Greatwing. The whoosh and roar of water rose from the sea beneath him, and he spared a glance as he tipped to round a vertical bar of light.

Jessup was there, hurtling through the water eighty feet below, having caught up with him. Fennix’s initial shock turned to delight as the two of them sped along together, over obstacles, under them, left, and right. They reached an area clear of obstacles, and Jessup accelerated again, tentacles undulating behind him in a swift rhythm beneath the waves, together with a near-constant roiling of the sea churned by the jet expulsion of his water chute that further propelled him forward.

Feeling a swell of confidence, lighter, swifter, stronger, Fennix accelerated with his friend, though he still could not keep up with the juggernaut of the sea.

***

The fastest runners were finishing lap three, and the group at the side of the field near the finish line watched in awe as they passed by, with Zee still gaining ground.

Farther back, Sallison was also passing recruits, hands balled in fists, arms pumping, fierce concentration on her face, strides long and sure.

Back around the curve, Chirt had broken away from Jondon, but both were making up time as well. Even Mehmet had passed several cadets.

The spectators checked the times.

Aureosa said, “Vandalia reports that Jessup is passing dragons in the Speeder Slalom, and the members of his flight are racing faster as well, breaking every record they’d had in training for the early segments of the course.”

Wanchoo said, “What Tarrow is accomplishing is astounding, but he’s having a profound effect on his flightmates as well.”

***

Just into lap four, Sallison grinned with satisfaction at Yezi’s reaction when he realized Zee was running along beside him. And Zee was not just matching Yezi’s pace, he was passing him.

Sallison’s grin tightened but remained on her lips. She was catching up to Yezi as well.

***

As much as he was hurting, Zee would swear he could sense his flightmates, where they were in relation to him and each other, how fast they were running—and that perhaps they could feel him too. Though traces of the sickness still remained, the sense of Sallison, Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet was growing stronger, as if they were tethered by tendrils of some invisible force. Sharing in their strength, pushing each other, pulling each other, unspoken, and unbelievable. It seemed impossible, yet it was happening, and Zee had no desire to stop it.

***

Princess Mayumi said, “Look!” She was pointing at the display above the field.

Aureosa thought she was talking about Zee’s time, which was shocking, but then he saw what she really meant. Zee’s individual rating had risen from where it had dropped to low-level Sand Class to mid-level, then beyond to high-level. As they watched, it rose to low-level Tin, marking the first time a rider recruit had ever reached Tin Class—and that included Slan hai Drogo.

The others gazed at the display as well.

Tem uttered, “That’s impossible...”

No less astonishing, the ratings of Zee’s flight members had risen as well. Mehmet was now high-level Sand, Jondon and Chirt mid-level, and Sallison classed up to low-level Tin right before their eyes.

Timandra said, “No minny has ever reached Tin Class, and now there are two.”

King Phan said, “How are they doing this?”

Wanchoo and Venkatarama glanced at each other, then Rama said, “It is likely that what Tarrow is accomplishing has something to do with his bond with the kraken, though how that is possible, we do not know, and as far as how it could be affecting the others in his flight, we are at a complete loss.”

Vandalia’s voice sounded in Aureosa’s mind. “You won’t believe what is transpiring over here.”

Aureosa replied, “I believe I might.” After a pause, he reported to the others. “Jessup is still passing dragons, and his and his flightmates’ individual ratings are rising as well.”

Drogo watched the stats in wonder. His voice came as nearly a whisper. “It’s happening...”

King Phan’s eyes shot to him, “What is happening?”

Drogo either didn’t hear or chose not to answer, and stayed silent.

***

Sallison checked her time on the display and nearly stumbled when she saw her individual rating. Then Zee’s, Chirt’s, Jondon’s, and Mehmet’s as well. Her first thought was that the display was somehow broken. But no. The way she felt. The way Zee was running. This was real. And right now, she didn’t care why. Her grin returned in full force, and she picked up more speed.

***

Zee had never experienced the feeling of a “runner’s high” he’d heard others talk about, but this could not be it. He was running faster than he’d ever thought possible, but his body was in agony, and he had to fight for every breath. He was soaked in sweat and had been forced to raise the nictitating lenses of his eyes just to keep the stinging perspiration out of them. But he dug even deeper, bearing down, using the pain to fuel his rage, and ran.

***

Vandalia hushed referees who were chatting about how well Jessup and his flightmates were doing compared to their training runs, wondering how they were doing it, or if they had been holding back in the public training. She had nothing to tell them, anyway. She had no more idea what was happening than they did. And from her communications with Peleus, no one over at the Runner did either.

The dragons in the lead had raced around the far end of the track and were on the final leg. Jessup sped along beneath them, the sea humping and parting before him, a great rooster tail of water spraying into air behind.

***

Jessup hadn’t checked his time in the race. For one thing, it was more difficult for him to sight the display than it was for the dragons, but more than that, he didn’t care. All that mattered was swimming faster, as if his own effort and performance would help Zee as well. He slid from side to side past the mighty spires that jutted from the sea, shot out of the water over the final obstacle to fly over the waves before dropping back to the sea, then was in the long straightaway before the finish.

He tilted in the water and spared a glance upward. He was still gaining on the leading dragons, Jodan among them. He pushed himself faster as he approached the finish line—a gold curtain of light approximately thirty yards before the cliffs near one side of the terrace. With a final surge from his siphon, he passed Jodan, who had taken the lead, just before crossing the finish line.

In his total commitment to speed, however, Jessup hadn’t given any thought to stopping.

“Uh-oh.”

He threw out his legs to drag in the water and tried to tip upward, but slammed into the cliff with a mighty boom, spreading cracks in the stone and throwing up a great splash, some of which reached the terrace. The crowd gasped, cried out, and groaned.

***

Vandalia winced, then soared to where Jessup had sunk at the base of the cliff. She arrived just behind Jodan, who was already flapping frantically about, shouting down into the waves. Having finished not far behind the lead dragons, Fennix joined them in a rush.

Vandalia roared in her much larger voice. “Ducky Jessup!”

A kraken arm rose from the water and gripped the cliff with suckers and tip claws, Jessup’s shell rose first, then he used several more arms to lift himself until his face was above the surface. He glanced around, big eyes wide. “Is everybody okay?”

Jodan and Fennix roared, laughing.

Vandalia shook her head and took a deep breath. “Everyone is fine. The question is, how are you?”

“I’m all right, ma’am. Sorry about the cliff. How did I do?”

“Just fine, I’d imagine. Just keep an eye on the times.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Vandalia rose to monitor the rest of the race, still not quite believing the performance of the recruits below her.

Jodan landed on the wall beside Jessup, clinging to the rough stone with foot and wing claws, and Fennix lit upon Jessup’s shell.

They peered back to the race and cheered Mirakle on as she passed the wall of light that was the finish, a wide grin on her wide Rock-dragon face. She fluttered around them, crying out in delight, then clung to the cliff as well. The Overdogs remained there, celebrating, congratulating each other, and barking like dogs until the rest of the group had finished the race.

They all proceeded to the terrace to await the final scores, Jessup having to clamber up and sit near the edge.

It was only then they noticed their individual ratings and sat with mouths hanging open. The dragons had all gained a level during the race. Fennix and Mirakle were now rated mid-level Sand Class, and Jodan high-level, but all eyes were on Jessup and his rating. He’d risen from mid-level Tin, beyond high-level, to low-level Lead—the first time any beast recruit had reached Lead Class in the known history of the academy.


Chapter 52

The minnies had entered the sixth and final lap of the Runner when Yezi spared a glance back over his shoulder. Sallison was passing the recruits behind him one after the other, and Tarrow had not only caught up with the lead group of runners again, he was gaining as well.

By all accounts, Yezi and the other fastest runners should have lapped can Yasso, dil Rolio, and sim Nabbit once more in the fourth lap, then again in the sixth, but they hadn’t caught them a second time until the fifth lap and wouldn’t again.

Yezi had to hand it to them, they were a tenacious bunch. Especially the murman, who had miraculously almost made up the lap he had lost. But Yezi was a natural competitor. He wouldn’t just let them win. He kicked out for the final sprint.

***

By the time all the beasts in group five had passed the finish and their times had appeared on the display and were combined with the other beast flight groups, Jessup had won the Speeder Slalom event with the fastest time, then Jodan, with Fennix right behind him, having taken the highest place and flown the fastest time ever recorded by an Ice Diver. Mirakle hadn’t finished nearly as highly, but her time was far faster than her previous record, and she was absolutely thrilled.

There were scattered cheers and expressions of wonder from the crowd, but grumblings as well.

***

Zee couldn’t feel his legs, and his head felt light as he rounded the final curve before the last straight run to the finish. It was as if he ran through a fog, all dim and murky before his eyes. The cheering of the crowd along the outside of the track was nothing more than a low murmur in the distance. He barely registered passing Sallison and Yezi, who were now neck and neck, though he felt Sallison’s presence as she put on a last burst of speed.

He almost missed where the track split to the infield so those who still had another lap could keep running unimpeded, and only noticed the curtain of golden light that marked the finish as he passed through it.

It took another ten strides before his mind and senses cleared somewhat, as if he was emerging from the deepest, most intense meditation session he’d ever had.

He plodded to a halt, then took a stumbling turn to see Sallison just edge Yezi out at the finish.

In a daze, he reached out to his bondmate. “I won, Jessup.”

Jessup’s happiness came clear and bright through the bond. “So did I!”

“We won.”

Zee lifted his eyes to the display. His jaw dropped at his time, then further at his individual rating.

A sudden rush of energy flushed through him, an elation and euphoria like when he and Jessup classed up when progressing, only much stronger. He felt like he could race the three miles all over again—and run even faster. Then it started to fade.

***

Commandant Aureosa gazed at the display in shock as Zee Tarrow passed the finish. The lad’s time was not impossible by human standards. Other recruits had run just has swiftly in the past, but that had been decades ago, and none had run faster even then. For a notoriously poor runner such as Zee to have done it was nothing less than astounding. More than that, he’d gained yet another rating level, having now reached mid-level Tin.

***

Sallison walked in circles on the infield, hands on hips, face raised, trying to catch her breath.

Yezi leaned on his knees, sweat dripping from his chin and brow. He looked up and spoke between gasps for breath. “That... was impressive.”

Even through the pain, she grinned. “I told you I’d beat you.”

“You did, but you didn’t win.”

Sallison turned toward Zee, ten strides away, who looked down from the display to meet her gaze, and grinned. She smiled back. “Yeah, well, Tarrow is just a freak of nature.”

Then Zee’s eyes rolled back in his head, his legs gave out, and he dropped to the ground.

***

Jessup suddenly turned back toward the inland area of the island, startling Fennix.

“Jessup?” There was no answer.

***

Though she barely had enough strength to stand, Sallison ran to Zee’s crumpled form.

A magicker healer pair landed nearby as she dropped to her knees next to him and got him to his back, straightening his arms and legs. She placed a hand under the back of his head and another on his cheek. “Zee!”

His eyes fluttered open, and he stared at the sky. His skin was deathly pale, his lips tinted blue, and he was wheezing, but then his eyes turned to her, and a dazed smile crossed his lips. “Hi, Sallison.”

She blurted a nervous but relieved laugh. “You look terrible.”

“Really? I feel great.”

He was obviously out of it. His eyes couldn’t even focus on her properly. “Sure you do.” Sallison moved her hand from his face to his chest. “Just stay still.” She looked up to the healing magicker rider, who had dismounted and was moving toward them with a satchel over her shoulder, then was startled by Amoxtli suddenly landing on Zee’s chest.

The quemara crawled forward and nudged Zee’s cheek with her snout. Zee placed a shaking hand on her and spoke weakly. “Hello.”

A shadow fell over them, and a dragon’s voice came from above. “Make way!”

Having carried Wanchoo over the track, Venkatarama landed swiftly. The dust raised by his wings hadn’t settled before Wanchoo slid from his back and the two of them approached. Sallison stood reluctantly and took a step back.

Tem and Timandra landed as well and began keeping the growing crowd of instructors and recruits back.

Dean Wanchoo went to his knees and leaned over Zee, whose eyes were now closed. Amoxtli squeaked when he picked her up and held her toward Venkatarama, who loomed over them with his head down next to Wanchoo, sniffing at Zee’s chest and face. Amoxtli hopped to one of the dragon’s horns, and Wanchoo placed one hand on the murman’s forehead, the other over his heart.

“What happened to him?” Sallison asked.

Venkatarama answered, “Poison.”

Everyone within earshot gasped.

Wanchoo retrieved a canteen from beneath his robe, then lifted Zee’s head. Zee’s eyes barely fluttered, but he took a few swallows.

Wanchoo handed the canteen to Sallison, “Drink.” When she hesitated, he added, “It’s only water, and perfectly safe.”

The deans of magicks sparked their core, the power of it causing nearby bonded pairs, including Tem and Timandra, to step back.

Wanchoo placed his hands on Zee again. They began to glow yellow, he muttered words under his breath, and the light appeared to penetrate Zee’s skull and chest, then spread until the two areas met. Both Wanchoo and Rama had their eyes closed, concentrating, searching. The light dimmed. Wanchoo took a breath, leaning back with his hands on his knees, and looked to Rama.

Commandant Aureosa entered the clearing through the crowd, having crossed the track through a gap between runners. Sallison’s father and sister were with him, still wearing their ridiculous disguises. Slan hai Drogo hobbled quickly behind them, in his cloak and wide-brimmed hat. Aureosa and Drogo hurried to Zee and leaned over him.

Aureosa said, “How is he, Mihir?”

“He’ll be fine, but he needs rest.” All breathed in relief. “He’s pushed himself beyond all natural limits to metabolize the poison and run as he did.”

“Poison?” Aureosa exclaimed.

Rama said, “Only a trace remains, but sometime today he ingested a weakening potion called aurabane. It is not deadly, but it deteriorates the aura for a time. Since it does not affect the body, it cannot be alleviated by healing magicks. Aurabane was banned in Tosh many years ago and is extremely difficult to come by.”

Wanchoo said, “It also appears that this particular potion was enhanced with a spell designed to release its full effect only upon passing the light of the starting line. Very advanced.”

Sallison scanned the crowd with rage in her eyes, her gaze falling on faculty, staff, and recruits alike, and her voice seethed with hatred. “We will find out who did this, and they will pay dearly. Do you hear me!”

Most of the crowd shuffled nervously, while others glared at her presumptuousness and gall.

Aureosa said, “Minny anh Batcu, there will be a thorough investigation, but our first priority must be caring for Minny Tarrow.” His expression became more stern. “And controlling our tempers.”

She huffed and glanced to her father, the king, whose expression was as serious as the commandant’s. She glared at the ground. “Yes, sir.”

Jondon’s voice came through the crowd. “Sallison!”

He pushed his way to the clearing, Chirt and Mehmet right behind him. Tem and Timandra did not try to stop them. They were soaked in sweat and exhausted but motivated by worry for their friend and flight leader.

Mehmet gaped at Zee’s prone figure. “Is he all right?”

Sallison’s expression softened. “He’ll be okay.”

They all expressed a “Phew!” of relief, then sat down right where they were, Jondon flopping to his back. Sallison tossed Chirt the canteen, who drank, and passed it to Mehmet.

To Wanchoo and Venkatarama, Sallison said, “If you can’t heal him, what do we do?”

Drogo finally spoke. “Get him to the sea. After a good soak, he should be right as rain.”

Jondon finished off the canteen and pushed to his feet. “We’ll take him.” Mehmet and Chirt stood as well.

Venkatarama said, “We can carry him. Flying would be faster.”

Sallison’s gaze went from her flightmates to the beast dean of magickers. “We’d like to do it, sir.”

Venkatarama nodded with respect. “As you wish.”

***

Fennix spoke again. “Is it Zee?”

Jessup visibly relaxed. “Yes, but he’ll be okay.”

“Are you sure?”

“I am sure. I can feel it. He’s very tired from winning his race.”

“He won? He beat them all?”

“He did.”

“That’s amazing and wonderful.”

Jessup smiled. “Amazing and wonderful Zee.”

***

Zee came to, still in a daze. It felt like he was floating. He blinked around, realizing he was being carried off the field by the Flying Pigs. Jondon held him under the arms from behind while Sallison and Mehmet were on either side, clasping each other’s wrists beneath Zee to hold up his waist, and Chirt was holding his ankles on her shoulders. Tem and Timandra glided by slowly above, then, with a soft beat of wings, made a wide turn and flew back around to stay close.

Zee’s words came out slurred, as if he’d put away one too many flasks of grog. “Where are we going?”

Jondon shouted, “He’s awake!”

Chirt said, “We’re going to dunk you in the ocean.”

“Mmm. That sounds nice,” came Zee’s groggy reply. “I think I can walk, though. This isn’t very dignified.”

“All right,” said Sallison. They set him down, but he swayed, then stumbled, prompting Jondon to catch him.

“Okay, maybe I can’t walk,” Zee admitted. “I bet I could crawl...”

Jondon said, “Come here.” He picked Zee up, tossed him over his shoulder like a tater sack, and they proceeded on their way.

Hanging limp over Jondon’s shoulder, Zee said, “This is less dignified.”

Jondon said, “You just relax, little fella. We’ll be there shortly.”

“Okay,” Zee relented. “It is kind of comfy.”

Sallison said, “Since when have you been worried about looking dignified?”

“Since I’m the Runner winner!”

Mehmet began an impromptu marching song.

“We are the Flying Pigs, and we win all the... things!

We fight and we win, we are the Trials kings!

Pigs! Pigs! We are the Flying Pigs!

Pigs! Pigs! We are the Flying Pigs!”

Chirt, Sallison, and Jondon joined in, marching in time. First they repeated Mehmet’s ridiculous lyrics, then took turns making up stanzas of their own. Zee just hung there, giggling.


Chapter 53

Derlick don Donnicky moved away from the crowd to peer at Zee Tarrow’s flight carrying him toward the harbor, singing as they went. They certainly had something to sing about. From what he calculated, the Flying Pigs—which he thought was a ludicrous name for a flight—would finish in first place for the Trials. And as long as Tarrow scored well on his Aptitude Test, what he had accomplished in the Runner pretty much sealed his top position in the whole cohort. And that was after being poisoned.

A week ago that would have filled Derlick with rage. Now he was conflicted. The murman had trounced him in the Conqueror, but he hadn’t gloated or threatened. In fact, Derlick was pretty sure Zee had tried to help him. Still, to run like that, and for his individual rating to rise not just one but three levels, achieving Tin Class no less, was unnatural...

“Now, there’s a real flight.”

Yezi’s voice startled him. Derlick hadn’t realized he’d stood right next to the taller recruit, who was watching Tarrow’s flight as well, arms crossed. The surprise, and the statement, poked his pride, as well as his natural inclination to anger.

“I’ve more than half a mind to file a complaint.”

Yezi half turned to him, raising on eyebrow. “On what grounds?”

Derlick jabbed a finger at the stats display. “There’s no way he could have done that without using the strength of his bond.”

Yezi replied calmly. “That seems petty to me. And foolish.”

Derlick’s ire rose another notch. “Why is that?

“Think about it.” Yezi faced him fully but kept his arms crossed. “There would be no way to prove your claim. Even Titan pairs lose their bond strength when separated by a hundred yards or so. You would be willing to state before the academy and kingdom that murfolk and krakens are superior to humans and dragons? So much so they can draw on their bond despite being well over a mile apart?”

Derlick’s anger began to fade. “It’s... possible...”

“It might be, but do you want to be the one to make that claim? Publicly, and in writing?”

Donnicky huffed in indignation, but his heart wasn’t in it.

“He’s been training with Sallison anh Batcu, who is perhaps the best recruit the academy has seen in years. And has it ever occurred to you it could be that Tarrow simply has more fortitude and determination than you or I ever will?” Derlick frowned but did not argue. “You, of all people, know what he’s been through, which, for better or worse, may have helped to make him that way.”

Derlick crossed his arms as well and watched the Flying Pigs disappear over a rise. It was a hard pill to swallow, but he found that he couldn’t deny it. That was possible, too...

***

King Phan approached Slan hai Drogo. “Dr. Aenig, a word, please.”

“Of course, sir,” Drogo replied, refraining from using the king’s honorific.

“Commandant, Deans,” the king added, “join us, if you would.”

The king of Tosh strode toward the empty center of the field. Vandalia, who had left the completed Speeder Slalom, flew down to join them.

Once they were a satisfactory distance away from prying ears, he turned to Drogo, bringing all his kingly power to his gaze. “As if we don’t have enough conspiracies to deal with and mysteries to solve, on top of the looming threat of the Wraiths, now we have the poisoning of a recruit during the Trials to contend with. As Venkatarama has stated, aurabane is exceedingly difficult to come by and was banned well before my time in the Dragon Corps.” He looked over the commandants and deans as well. “It is also my understanding that it was once used by particularly motivated pairs to purposely weaken their auras during simulated combat in order to make them have to fight all the harder, therefore increasing their chances of progressing more quickly.”

Wanchoo’s brow furrowed, but it was Venkatarama who spoke. “At the same time, forcing them to concentrate on strengthening their auras...”

Drogo spoke with authority. “That is correct.”

All eyes turned to the Sky Marshall.

Aureosa inspected him for a moment, a touch of disbelief in his eyes. “It was you who poisoned Minny Tarrow...”

“It was,” Drogo stated without equivocation. “An investigation will not be necessary. I obtained the aurabane, placed the spell on it so it would be triggered at the start of the Runner, and arranged for the potion to be delivered to Zee Tarrow’s midday meal.”

King Phan’s anger flared, but he kept his voice down. “You and Mogon were known to take risks and go to extremes to advance quickly, and we need Tarrow and Jessup as strong as possible, but to do this to a recruit during the Trials? I am also aware that it was you who suggested that Dean Wanchoo make the Pearl available to Tarrow and Jessup prior to the mission to save my son, even though the effect could have killed them.”

Drogo’s eyes locked with the king’s. “I was reasonably certain their bond and crucible were resilient enough and their will strong enough to bear it. Perhaps more certain than any of you could have been that they would survive a mission against the Wraiths, especially when you knew full well the enemy could be wielding the power of the red.”

He let that hang in the air as his gaze went from the king to the commandants, deans of magicks, and back to the king.

King Phan’s brief indignance at the accusation waned. “And you believed they would come out stronger on the other side of the Pearl’s effect.”

“And it worked. Their core benefited greatly, their crucible is now far larger for it, and if it is not already, will be significantly stronger, far beyond that of their class. You will also recall that they were drawn to the Pearl and it to them. I do not believe that would have been the case if they could not handle its power. Compared to that, what’s a little non-lethal aurabane?”

The king said, “Still, both Tarrow and the kraken could have failed the Trials and therefore been kicked out of the academy at this very critical time.”

“The Trials were the best place to try it, when they were motivated by fear of that very thing. That fear of failure, that need and desire to pass, is what gave them the strength to overcome it.” He waved at the display, indicating the drastic increase in Zee’s individual rating. “The results cannot be denied.”

Drogo paused, then said, “And if they had failed, I still would have trained them, here on the island, under the auspices that they would return to Basic next year. If war came to Tosh before that time, and the chances of that are good, they could be conscripted into the reserves and fight all the same.” He waited while that sank in. “But that did not and will not happen. Instead, the kraken has reached an unheard-of individual rating of low-level Lead Class, and Tarrow is now Tin Class.” After a moment, he added, “And so is your daughter.”

The king rubbed his face and tugged his beard. “That is another thing. How is it that Tarrow and the kraken’s flightmates all leveled up in a single event? Earlier, when I asked that question, you said, ‘It’s happening.’ What, exactly, is ‘happening’?”

A glimmer of excitement appeared in Drogo’s good eye. “I believe my greatest hope is being realized.”

The king frowned. “Explain.”

“I’m certain even Zee and Jessup don’t know how they did it, and I won’t know more until I speak to them and their flightmates. The poison affects the aura, as we know, and since a bonded pair shares an aura, Jessup was affected as well. I imagine it began with them reaching out to each other through the bond. Jessup would have encouraged Zee, then attempted to help him alleviate the effect of the poison, even overcome it. With the distance between them, they each had to do it for themselves, but overcome it they did.

“Something beyond mere communication occurred, something they unwittingly set in motion and most likely didn’t even know was happening. Through sheer strength of will and their strong connection, their aura began to cycle between them, picking up strength and speed as it did so, growing stronger with each passing minute. Neither benefited from their bond strength at that distance. Nevertheless, the effect was extraordinary. It not only nullified the aurabane, it also strengthened their aura, or auras, significantly. That is the effect we saw on their individual ratings.”

King Phan said, “How could you know all this just from standing on the sidelines of the race?”

“Because it is a method of aura strengthening and, in turn, core building that Mogon and I learned from the sorcerers’ training guide I showed you in the hidden chamber of the library. It is extremely difficult to accomplish and takes great fortitude. We did not become proficient at it until we were mid-level White Titans. Zee and Jessup did it intuitively, at Iron Class.”

The three men pondered this, their expressions pensive.

Wanchoo said at last, “Is this something only sorcerers can do?”

“I believe all could benefit from its practice,” Drogo replied, “if they can accomplish it.”

Wanchoo and Aureosa shared a glance, but neither spoke.

“And you kept this a secret as well,” the king stated.

“Yes, but I make this vow. As of this day, anything that could help make our pairs stronger, the Dragon Corps and the kingdom of Tosh better prepared for the war to come, I will share freely. I have no doubt Zee and Jessup will do the same.”

King Phan gazed at the stats of the Flying Pigs on the display. “It appears they already have, whether they meant to or not.” Back to Drogo, “But how is that possible?”

Drogo looked to the stats, yet it appeared as if he was gazing far beyond the display. “I believe their flightmates shared in that power. They have all spent every waking and sleeping moment together while prepping for the Trials. Training, meditating, competing... And it happened in merely ten days...”

“I’m growing weary of your riddles, Sky Marshall.”

“Zee and the others have formed a type of bond, beyond that of friends and even of comrades-in-arms, different from the bond of rider and beast but related. Completely unique and extraordinary, at least in this age. And it is all because of what they are.”

“And what are they?”

“Humans and murfolk. Dragons and krakens.”

The king’s eyes narrowed. “You still have not answered the question, and my patience is wearing thin. Tell us exactly what you mean by all this.”

Drogo returned his gaze to the king. “I can do better than that. I can show you.”


PART FOUR


Chapter 54

Chest-deep just off the harbor shore, Sallison had her hands under Zee’s back, holding him up beneath the surface. They’d stripped off his shirt, leaving the gills between his ribs free to open and close along with the gills on each side of his neck. The webs had formed between his fingers, and his toes had elongated and become webbed as well.

Jondon stood at the other side of Zee, also lending a hand to hold him in the water. “He’s looking better already, I think.”

“I think so too,” Sallison replied. “The blue is gone from his lips.”

Jondon eyed Zee’s gills. “That’s so weird. He’s actually breathing water.”

Sallison watched the murman’s sleeping face. He looked peaceful and at home. “That’s the real Zee.”

Mehmet said, “Did any of you feel something, I don’t know, strange, when we were running today?” He and Chirt lounged on rocks nearby.

Chirt said, “Strange but good, right?”

Mehmet nodded quickly. “Yeah.”

Jondon said, “It started when Zee ran by.”

“Exactly!”

Sallison stared at Zee. “It had to be him.”

They gazed at their flight leader sleeping beneath the surface.

The sound of beating dragon wings drew their attention skyward, and Dame Toomsil and Peloquin flew down to land next to Timandra and Tem, who had been watching over them from farther up on shore while a White Titan pair kept watch from higher in the sky.

“Good greetings,” said Dame Toomsil, then she quickly added, “Don’t salute. It looks like you have your hands full.”

“Hands full of murman,” Jondon joked.

She smiled. “We’re sorry we missed the final event.”

Peloquin said, “We were on guard duty for the queen and prince.”

Toomsil looked toward Zee. “How is he doing?”

Zee suddenly shot out of the water. Sallison and Jondon screeched, both of them slipping and falling in.

They popped up, gasping, to find Zee standing up and blinking at them.

Sallison said, “He looks to be doing much better, ma’am.”

“That’s good,” Toomsil replied. “The scores for the Aptitude Test are posted, and evening chow is ready.”

“Thank the gods,” said Jondon, swiping brine from his eyes. “I’m starving.” He waded toward shore.

Mehmet was already up on his feet. “Me too.”

Sallison placed a hand on Zee’s back. “You all right to walk?”

“Um, yeah.”

“Good. Let’s go eat.”

She, too, made her way out of the water. When he didn’t follow, she turned back. “You coming?”

Zee just stood there, gazing about. “Why are we swimming?”

***

Chirt hopped up and down in the crowded dining area of the recruit compound, hanging on to Jondon’s arm. “We passed! We passed!”

Jondon stared at the display, his mouth hanging open. “We made the cut, too. I don’t believe it.”

Mehmet said, “Believe it, big man. We told you pigs can fly!”

Zee was almost as amazed as Jondon. They’d done it. All of them. Not only that, he hadn’t imagined that they’d all level up during the runner—and he really was mid-level Tin now. Unbelievable. He’d won the Runner as well and was rated number one in the cohort. Sallison was second, with a shockingly good low-level Tin rating. Yezi, who still had high-level Sand, was third.

Their flight stats weren’t hard to find. The Flying Pigs were in the top spot, along with their names, scores, and individual ratings. They had all passed the Aptitude Test, Chirt with an eighty-eight and Jondon with an eighty-six, much higher than either of them had hoped for. Zee wasn’t as surprised, though, to see that he and Mehmet both had perfect scores.

Sallison squinted at the test scores, then turned to Zee, narrowing her eyes further until they were almost closed, and pursing her lips. “One hundred percent? I thought you weren’t sure about a few of the questions.”

Zee shrugged. “I must have guessed correctly.”

She wasn’t buying it. “Mm-hmm.”

The truth was, he had known every answer but hadn’t wanted to sound like a braggart. “You only missed one,” he offered in consolation.

“Me and like nine other minnies. You and egghead Mehmet were the only ones with perfect scores.”

“He deserves it. I got lucky.”

“Suuure,” she replied, then dropped her mock resentment. “And I’m just kidding. You’re an egghead too.”

“Thanks, I think.”

Zee looked back to the display. Another section showed cadet listings by individual placement. Because everyone in their flight leveled up in the Runner, even Jondon and Chirt were safely well above the bottom ten percent who would be cut. As it turned out, any recruits who had dropped out during Trials or had failed an event were counted in that ten percent, so there were really only six who would have to go home, two of whom hadn’t made Sand Class. Zee didn’t recognize any of the names, but he felt bad for them. After four months of suffering through Basic, their dreams had been crushed. He hoped they’d try again next year and make it to become dragon riders.

He checked the beasts’ display. Jessup was number one and had indeed reached low-level Lead. Zee hadn’t imagined that either. They really had shown them all.

Even amid the excitement of all the minnies, there was still an air of anxiety. It was possible any one of them wouldn’t find a suitable dragon to bond with, or even if they did, the dragon wouldn’t accept them.

A short time later, all of them sat at their regular table at the edge of the area. As crowded as the compound was, no one else sat with them or at the closest table in the next row. It wasn’t that anyone was giving them openly angry looks, and no one had said anything. In fact, many of the recruits had congratulated them while they stood in line to get their food and made their way to their table. Even recruits Zee had never met had wanted to shake his hand, much to the chagrin of Dame Toomsil, who’d shadowed him on guard duty the whole time. Mostly it looked like the other recruits just wanted to give the top flight their space.

The only other thing out of the ordinary for the meal was the presence of magickers behind the chow line, waving glowing hands over the food trays on occasion, checking for poisons. A White Titan magicker assigned by Dean Wanchoo had checked their trays after they sat down, Zee’s in particular. That got some stares, but because many of the recruits had witnessed what happened to Zee, word had spread, and with it some understanding. That the flight had been guarded for the last several days was probably making sense to them now as well.

Seated on the outer bench, Zee gazed over the tables. The behavior of the other recruits was more like a show of respect, maybe combined with a touch of intimidation. Zee was also pretty sure they, as well as the cadets and instructors, for that matter, just weren’t sure what to make of the murman and his misfit friends. The worst they were getting were some blank stares. Zee couldn’t blame them. What the Flying Pigs had accomplished in the Trials, and especially the Runner, astonished Zee as well. He’d always had a good feeling Jondon and Chirt would make it, and they’d do well as a flight, but this was beyond anything he could have hoped for. In spite of the fact that someone had poisoned him, and maybe especially so.

Sitting next to him, Jondon pointed his fork at Sallison. “Don’t forget you owe us cake.”

“I’ve already whispered in the right ears,” she replied. “It will be ready when we get back.”

Mehmet spoke from where he sat next to Jondon. “You really are the very best, you know that?”

Sallison jabbed a thumb at Zee. “Except for this guy. Mid-level Tin. Ridiculous.”

From her seat next to Sallison, Chirt said, “We’ll need to have that cake checked for poison, you know.”

Sallison leaned closer, speaking quietly. “It’s being prepared by the king’s own pastry chef, you knucklefish.”

Mehmet said, “You never know. This could all be a conspiracy led by an evil chefs’ cabal determined to rid the world of murfolk.”

Zee chimed in. “The poison wasn’t deadly, remember? All they would have accomplished was ridding the academy of one murman.”

Sallison said, “Which was obviously their intention.”

“It was no fun when it was happening, but I’m fine now, and look how it all turned out.” He nodded toward the stats.

“Excuse me,” came a familiar voice. Standing near one side of the table was Slan hai Drogo in his cloak and wide-brimmed hat. He had his cane tucked under one arm and was holding a tray of food. Next to him was Tem, also with a tray in hand. “Pardon the interruption,” said Drogo, “but would you mind if we joined you?”

Zee stared for a moment, then said, “Of course—” He had to stop himself, remembering he needed to call him Aenig in mixed company. In this case, he just opted for, “Of course, sir,” then looked to Tem and added, “Sirs.”

“You’re certain?” Aenig asked. “We wouldn’t want to impose on the celebratory dinner of the highest-scoring flight in this year’s batch of rider recruits.”

Sallison kept her head much better than Zee had. “Of course, sirs. It’s no trouble at all. Please, sit.”

“Thank you.”

Something Tem’s demeanor made Zee think he was nervous about something. Zee knew Tem was aware of who “Dr. Aenig” was, even if Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet were not. Maybe just being in the company of a legend was making him anxious.

Aenig sat next to Sallison, on the side of the table facing Zee, and Tem on Zee’s bench.

Sallison cleared her throat at Zee. It took him a second to realize why. He dropped his fork onto his plate and stood from the bench. “Everyone, you know Knight Chevalier Temothy jal Briggs, but this is Dr. Drall tak Aenig, the new loremaster at Triumf’s Citadel Academy.”

Zee indicated his flight members. “Doctor, sir, you’ve met Sallison anh Batcu, but this is Jondon dil Rolio, Mehmet can Yasso, and Chirt sim Nabbit.”

“It’s wonderful to meet you all,” said the man.

Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt were still recovering from the surprise of the newcomers wanting to sit with them, but replied with sundry, “It’s good to meet yous.”

Then Chirt jerked straighter in her seat. “Wait...” She looked to Zee. “Your Dr. Aenig, from when you were on the ship?”

Zee felt his cheeks flush. “I can’t say he’s mine, exactly, but yes, this is him.”

Though the reactions from the three were overwhelmingly positive, Aenig said, “I see my reputation proceeds me. I hope that’s a good thing.”

Jondon said, “It’s a wonderful thing, sir.”

“Thank you.”

Mehmet said, “Thank you for everything you did for Zee on the ship. We know he wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”

“And we wouldn’t be sitting here now, having passed the Trials,” Chirt added.

Zee sat back down on the bench. “I don’t know about that.”

“I do,” said Jondon. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be on my way home right now. I’m sure of it.”

“Me too,” Mehmet added.

Chirt said, “And me.”

Zee said, “I don’t think you give yourselves enough credit.”

To which Sallison replied, “We don’t think you give yourself enough credit.”

Zee continued to blush while Jondon patted him on the back and rubbed his shoulders.

Aenig said, “You’re looking well, Zee. Are you feeling all right?”

“I am, sir.” He smiled around at his friends’ unexpected gratitude. “I hope they find whoever it was that poisoned me, so I can thank them for it.”

Aenig and Tem traded glances. The doctor cleared his throat. He spoke softly but in earnest. “In that case, it was I.”

Zee blurted a laugh, then saw the looks on Aenig’s and Tem’s faces. He wasn’t joking, and Tem knew about it. “Seriously?”

Aenig nodded. The others stared.

Zee was dumfounded and about to ask why, but when his brain began to work again, he realized he knew the answer and voiced it out loud. “‘Only at the moment of most dire need will more power come to you. The greatest potential lies with those closest to defeat.’”

Drogo seemed to recognize the words as his own, spoken to Zee before he left the HMT Krakenfish for Triumf’s Island, but replied, “What idiotfish told you that?”

In spite of the shock of the revelation, Zee said, “You did.”

Tem tipped a hand up and said, “I poured the potion on your tray.” When no one had a response, he continued. “When we were in the crowd at midday meal, moving from the line to the table.”

Zee balked. “That’s... I don’t know what to say.”

The others were still staring, unsure of what was going on. They obviously weren’t convinced all was well, however.

Chirt was actually glaring, and her temper gave her conviction. “I do. You’re a jerkfish.” She turned on Aenig as well. “Zee could have failed the Trials. And if he did, then we would have too. It put us behind. We were barely fast enough to beat the maximum time as it was. If Zee hadn’t done... whatever he did, Sallison would be the only one sitting here right now. The rest of us would be on a boat home!”

Sallison leaned closer. “Chirt...”

“What? This is not okay!”

“I know, but...” She lowered her voice. “You don’t know who you’re talking to right now.”

“Yes, I do. He’s the doctor from Zee’s ship.”

Zee said, “Well, yes, but...” He looked to the doctor, who seemed to think on it and come to a decision. He tipped Zee a nod.

Zee glanced at Sallison, who was fiddling with her napkin, then spoke to Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet in a low voice. “You know how we have to keep that other thing secret?” He indicated toward Sallison.

Jondon said, “I don’t know what’s going on, but, yeah.”

“We can’t tell anyone about this, either. Okay?”

Mehmet confirmed, and Chirt said, “Whatever. Sure.”

At the same time, Sallison and Zee put their mouths to Chirt and Jondon’s ears, cupping their hands for added secrecy, and whispered Dr. Aenig’s true identity.

Chirt frowned, then laughed, then frowned again. “Really?”

“Really,” Zee confirmed.

Jondon’s mouth hung open, face blank. Finally he turned to stare at Slan hai Drogo. “Oh, my gods.”

Mehmet couldn’t stand it. “What? What is it?”

Jondon cycled a deep breath, then whispered to him like Zee and Sallison had.

Mehmet paled. “It can’t be. He’s dead.”

Zee pointed with his thumb. “No, he’s sitting right there.”

Mehmet sucked in air, gaping at the doctor. “You’re Sl—”

Jondon clapped a hand over his mouth.

Mehmet got ahold of himself and blinked that he was okay now. Jondon removed his hand. “Sorry, but... wow. Really? Really really?”

Drogo said, “Really really.”

“This... this changes everything... You’re here to train Zee, aren’t you?”

“I am. And in the process, I hope to help all of you.”

“That’s... oh... I think I’m going to pass out.”

Chirt said, “Did you wreck our equipment while we were prepping for the Trials, too?”

Tem admitted, “That was me as well, with Timandra’s help.”

Jondon said to Sallison, “Are you going to beat the slugslime out of them?”

Sallison narrowed her eyes at him, then sighed. “Maybe later.”

Mehmet said, “You said you would beat—”

“Mehmet!” Sallison cut him off in a commanding voice, with a hint of warning that if he didn’t shut up he’d be the one getting the beating.

Mehmet clapped his mouth shut and folded his hands in his lap.

“It was all under my direction,” Drogo interjected. “Knight Commanders jal Briggs and Timandra have only your best interests at heart.”

Sallison said, “Do my father and the commandants know about this?”

Tem said, “They’ve been told, after the fact. They weren’t too happy about it at first, just like all of you, but I think they understand now.”

“If it helps,” said Drogo, “there will be no more secrets, no more tricks, and no more lies.” He considered, then offered Zee a crooked smile. “Well, maybe a few more tricks.”

Zee was still a bit befuddled by the whole thing but returned the smile. “I understand, sir.”

“Now, I owe you all an explanation.”

Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet still watched Drogo as if he was some bizarre creature from myth come to life, but they listened carefully while the man explained that destroying their training equipment was to break them out of their routine, forcing them to innovate and change up their regimen, as well as what he’d been thinking when he came up with the idea to give Zee the aurabane, what the poison did, and how he believed Zee’s process of overcoming it had helped them all run faster and level up. He ended by stating that, regardless of the results, he was sorry for the distress his methods caused them.

Jondon said, “Is it always like this at the academy?”

Drogo blew air through his lips. “In my time, it was much worse.”

They seemed to be mostly satisfied by his reasoning, but Chirt said, “Even if you could have still trained Zee and Jessup if it hadn’t worked out, Jondon, Mehmet, and I still might not have passed. We’d be out of luck.”

Drogo said, “I have known Zee a long time, and after what he and Jessup have accomplished since arriving here on the island, I had full confidence in them. I believe the risk was quite minimal.”

Jondon said, “I don’t know about you, Chirt, but I believe in Zee as well. If this is okay with him, it’s okay with me.”

“Me too,” said Mehmet.

Chirt groaned. “Well, if you put it that way...” She looked to Drogo. “I’m still not happy about being part of a secret experiment, but I’m sorry I reacted the way I did, sir.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe you’re... you, though.”

“I’m not what I used to be, but I hope I can be enough.”

He leaned back, appearing relieved to have that all off his chest. Zee still hadn’t wrapped his head around all of it, but he supposed he shouldn’t be too surprised. Dr. Aenig had pushed him hard in his learning and had helped him in any way possible for ten years. This was the same man. And the stakes were that much higher now.

Drogo said, “Now, if you would, I would very much like to hear exactly what you experienced during the race. How you felt, when you felt it. No thought or detail is too trivial. I need to know it all.”

Zee began, and soon they were all adding their own comments. A comfort came over him as they took turns, conversing openly and enthusiastically with his old mentor. It felt good that his new and old friends were getting to know each other.

Still, Zee paid particular attention to Drogo. When he’d just been Dr. Aenig, his old teacher and mentor on the ship, he’d been tricky with his teaching style, always keeping Zee on his toes, encouraging him to study and learn as much and as fast as he could. Now, though, there was a spark in his eyes and a sharpness to his gaze he’d never shown. Now he was Slan hai Drogo, the Black Titan Class sorcerer. He’d push Zee and Jessup even harder now, to take even more risks than they had themselves, and they’d pushed themselves pretty hard. He’d already proven it with the aurabane. Zee still trusted him, and the man had promised no more tricks or lies, but Zee would keep an eye on him.

Mehmet addressed Zee. “I still don’t understand how you ran so fast without using your bond.”

Zee pondered. “I think it’s more like how did we do that?”

They were quiet a moment, then Sallison said, “Honestly, I’ve felt like we’ve all been better, stronger, anytime we trained with Zee. It’s been that way all through Trials prep and the Trials events.” The others agreed.

“I felt the same way training with you,” said Zee. “I thought it was just because I was happy to be with people my own age, with friends, in a mutually supportive environment. I had some of that feeling when training and forging with Tem and Timandra, and Jessup did too, but I know forging with other pairs is beneficial.”

Sallison continued, “I thought it was because you work so hard and inspire us. Now I think it might be something more than that.”

Tem said, “I think so, too. Timandra and I experienced the same thing when training and especially when forging with Zee and Jessup. It’s different for us from what happened to you today, but just as profound. We leveled up to high-level Silver much sooner than we’d expected to and reached Gold Class only a few weeks later.”

Zee said, “When we were running today, it felt like we were all linked, drawing strength from one another.”

“That’s right!” said Mehmet. “That’s exactly what it was like.”

Chirt said, “But people can’t actually do that, can they?”

Drogo, who had been listening quietly, said, “People draw strength from each other all the time. Strength of purpose and strength of will, when in the proper mindset, and especially in times of stress. In the military, it’s something leaders try to engender and instill in their troops.”

“That’s true,” said Mehmet. “I never thought of it that way.”

“But between murfolk and humans,” Drogo added, “there may be something more.”

“Like what?” Jondon asked.

“I’m not yet able explain how it works, but I may be able to prove why.” They all watched him, expecting further explanation. “But that is going to have to wait.”

They frowned, and Zee said, “I thought you weren’t going to keep any more secrets?”

Drogo held up his forefinger. “Allow me just this one, but I won’t keep it for long. It’s too important to be flippant with.”

“You know you’re just making it worse.”

Drogo laughed softly. “I promise, if all turns out as I expect, it will be worth it.” His lips spread in a fake evil grin. “You’ll just have to trust me.”

Zee snorted. Dr. Aenig used to do the same thing when he had an idea for a new way to test him on ship.

Sallison turned to Zee. “Has he always been like this?”

“Always,” Zee replied.

Drogo spread his hands in a magnanimous gesture. “And look at what a fine young man he turned out to be.”

They laughed and shook their heads.

Zee asked Tem, “Do you know what he’s talking about?”

Tem shook his head. “I have no idea.”

***

Derlick don Donnicky and his flight sat at a table with Yezi ekh Hanyayo’s flight, glancing on occasion at the man in the cloak and hat sitting with Assistant Instructor of the Sword Temothy jal Briggs and the Flying Pigs. “What do you suppose that’s all about?”

One of Donnicky’s flight members said, “Maybe they’re being questioned about Tarrow getting poisoned in the Runner.”

Another said, “It makes sense now why they’ve been under guard. That might not be the first time somebody has gone after Tarrow.”

Yezi gave him a look.

“I mean, other than us. And we didn’t really want to hurt him.”

Yet another flight member said, “That tall guy might be an inquisitor.”

And another, “He sure looks like one.”

Donnicky had seen the man in the crowd during the Trials but hadn’t given him a second thought. Now, though... He eyed the man’s cane, peered more closely at his face, saw the one dead eye with a scar running down through it from brow to cheekbone, and it dawned on him. He was more cleanly shaven, dressed differently, and this was the last place Derlick would have expected to see him, but—

“That’s Dr. Aenig. Drall tak Aenig, from the HMT Krakenfish, the ship I was on with Tarrow.”

Yezi said, “I heard he’s the new academy loremaster.”

All but Yezi looked more closely, then swiftly returned to their meals when the man looked right at them from under the brim of his hat. Aenig’s good eye settled on Derlick, then he tipped a small nod.

Derlick realized his mouth was open. He closed it and returned the nod, and the doctor went back to his conversation.

Derlick couldn’t get his head wrapped around it. Dr. Aenig was here, and he was the new loremaster. When he’d seen him before, he’d always been with Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo. That made sense, he supposed, but it all still seemed very odd.

***

When they’d finished talking and everyone had eaten the rest of their long-cold meals, Drogo pushed up from his chair. “Now I’m off to make amends to a kraken.”

Zee said, “You’re going to tell him what you told us? I can do that for you, sir.”

“I think it’s best I do it myself. I owe him that. I also want to speak to him and his flight about their experience during their final event. If he doesn’t wring me out like an old rag first, that is.”

“I highly doubt it, sir. I’ll tell him you’re coming.”

“Thank you.” He tipped a bow to the others. “Thank you all. Have a good evening.”

They replied in kind.

Tem stepped around to Zee. “I’d say I’m sorry for my part in all this, but I’m not, considering how it turned out. It do hope you don’t hate me for it, though. Well, not any more than usual.”

Zee said, “Not any more than usual.”

“Timandra will be happy to hear that.” He held out a hand, and Zee took it gladly. Tem indicated to Drogo and spoke more quietly. “Besides, who could say no to you know who?”

“I understand.” Zee gazed at Drogo. “I still can’t quite believe it.”

“You’re not the only one. When we were on ship, I was certain he didn’t like me.”

Zee said, “That’s all right. Nobody did.”

Tem snorted, then he and Drogo made their leave, on their way to where Timandra, Dame Toomsil, and Peloquin had been watching them carefully the whole time.

Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet watched them go. When they were out of earshot, their heads whipped back to Zee, eyes wide.

Jondon said, “Did that just happen?”

“It did,” Zee replied.

While they chattered in hushed tones about having just met the Slan hai Drogo, Zee watched Drogo’s and Tem’s backs.

Yes, that happened, and Zee had the feeling it was just the beginning. Of what, he wasn’t sure, but whatever it was, he and Jessup would be ready.


Chapter 55

King mon lin Phan, Commandant Aureosa, and Dean Wanchoo had seen the secret chamber accessed from the library’s Special Collection. Head Librarian Taya lon Greylock had not. Drogo watched as she ran from shelf to shelf of books and scrolls, like a child given free rein in a candy shop, not knowing what to choose, to open, to taste. He understood that feeling. The excitement of discovery and the unquenchable desire for knowledge.

She spun on the group, eyes wide in wonder, as much at having just learned that their new loremaster was Slan hai Drogo as at the existence of this room. “How did you find this? How did I not know?”

“Nor I,” said Vizier Ronal ahr Virdi, arms crossed so that his hands disappeared into the sleeves of his elegant robe.

Academy Chaplain Antoon oh Connor merely gazed about with interest.

“Even I knew nothing of its existence until a week ago,” said King Phan. “Explanations will be made. For now, I am more interested in why the Sky Marshall has brought us here once more.” The king’s gaze held a threatening quality beneath the inquisitiveness.

Drogo said, “After finding one secret chamber, I thought to myself, if there is one, why not more? I searched for weeks but found nothing. Then either by sheer luck or divine providence, I notice something odd at the back of this very book.” He lay a finger on the book they had gone through when Zee had been with them. The Kraken Wars.

Greylock approached and started to reach for it but held herself back.

“Sealed between the back endsheet and case, I found this.” Drogo retrieved a square of paper from his jacket pocket and unfolded it. It was discolored, cracking at the seams, and frayed at the edges. “This is what set Mogon and me on our quest for the different colors of ore and further sparked our interest in the murfolk. As you know, it never came to anything then. But now...”

The group had gathered a bell ago, and Drogo had told them his story, same as he had done for Zee and Sallison. He’d also told them the same thing he’d told the king, Wanchoo, and Aureosa that day after the Runner. That what Zee’s and Jessup’s flights had accomplished during the Runner had something to do with them being murfolk and humans, krakens and dragons, working together.

Drogo continued, “I promised I would show the king what I’d meant, and I plan to do that now.” He handed the paper to the king, who read the scrawled handwriting on one side. He stared at it, turned it over to check the other side, then stared at it again.

“What is this?” the king demanded. He gave it to Wanchoo, whose lips moved as he read, and his jaw began to drop. It passed from him to Aureosa, then Vizier Virdi, then Chaplain oh Connor.

The chaplain uttered, “This is blasphemy...” but there was no force to his words.

Greylock snatched it from him and scanned it with her eyes, which grew wider as she read. “My gods...”

Drogo said to her, “As the kingdom’s leading paleographer, it will be up to you to verify that parchment and the initials below the text, if you can.”

“I recognize the initials from the few royal papers we have from the time of King Daled ja Tallack’s reign. These are the initials of his wife, her majesty the queen.”

“I thought so myself. It’s good to hear you think the same.”

The vizier cleared his throat. “This will have to be thoroughly tested for authenticity, of course, but even if it is genuine, it proves nothing. From what records there are, Queen Maggee Ann was known to be crazed and was put to death for conspiring against the king.”

The chaplain said, “And the original Creation Scrolls burned in a fire shortly after King Tallack and his council completed the Holy Revised Edition. It’s said the queen, stricken by her madness, perhaps even tempted by wicked Postune herself, started that fire.”

Drogo said, “The revised edition that has been held as gospel by the Church of Zepiter for over a thousand years and is the foundation of all its teachings.”

“Of course.”

Drogo leaned on the table, which had been moved to one end of the room. “And what if the Creation Scrolls were not destroyed?”

Connor opened his mouth, then closed it, as if such a question was itself blasphemy.

The vizier scowled.

Drogo held a hand to Greylock. “May I?”

She returned it with reluctance. “Please, be careful.”

“I have kept it close these last eighty years. I haven’t ruined it yet.”

“Yes, but still...”

Drogo let the comment pass. “As I said, I had no luck finding another chamber, until I discovered this.” Drogo stepped closer to an Empyrean lamp that hung on the wall. “Look closely.” The light shone golden brown through the parchment, revealing a geometric pattern on the back.

“What is it?” the king asked.

“I did not know until I remembered having seen this.”

He handed the parchment to Dean Wanchoo, then took a few steps to the corner of the rug, which was now cleared of table, chairs, and revolving bookcase. He leaned on his cane, caught hold of a corner of the rug, and threw it back from the floor. Dust rose, but not nearly as much as one might expect in a room sealed and unused for so long.

Wanchoo gazed at the floor, held the parchment to the light once more, then looked back.

In the area covered by the rug was a pattern of bricks hewn from stone, exactly like the one on the parchment.

Wanchoo knelt and lay a hand on the bricks. “I feel no magick here.”

“Neither did I,” said Drogo. “But reveal it in the same way we did the wards on the hidden door to this room.”

Wanchoo closed his eyes and muttered arcane words. His hand began to glow, as did the hidden wards upon the brick—and words.

At the center of the pattern, glowing in the ancient script of Leece, which all in the room could read, was written, ‘Here lies truth’

***

The bell was late. Drogo sat at the table in his cottage, sipping brandy and puffing on a pipe as he gazed at a candle’s flickering flame. All they had found in the chamber-beneath-a-chamber had been gathered and placed in the most secure archival chambers of the library under heavy guard by the king and Aureosa’s most trusted knights and several of Wanchoo’s White Titan magickers. Greylock would not sleep that night. Neither would the king, who was already drafting letters calling in experts from the Church of Zepiter. Drogo had the feeling Vizier Virdi wouldn’t either, but for a very different reason. The excitement had been palpable, but so had the anger and fear, though it had been well hidden.

Drogo allowed himself a smile of satisfaction, which grew wider as he thought of the looks on Zee’s and Jessup’s faces when they finally learned the truth. And on everyone else’s, for that matter.

His smile faded. There was still danger to come, and there was more work to be done. Work that only he could do. He knocked the embers from his pipe, drained the last of his brandy, then snatched up his tool kit and shoulder bag and headed for the door.


Chapter 56

And just like that, it was Pairing Day. The day Zee had been looking forward to more than any other since he was first accepted as a recruit. The day he would be reunited with Jessup for good.

The rider recruits stood in formation on the field with the beast recruits forming a circle around them.

Zee placed a hand on his stomach and grimaced in discomfort. The other recruits appeared to be having stomach trouble as well, but theirs was due to being nervous about finding a suitable bondmate. His was because he’d eaten too much cake last night.

Sallison had been true to her word. Shortly after returning to their room, not one but four cakes had been brought in, each of a different flavor, and they had been huge. Jondon and Mehmet had each eaten enough to kill a dragon, but there’d still been far more than they could put away. Zee and Sallison had given cake to the guards, then wandered the halls handing plates to whomever would take one, which was pretty much everyone they found. Mehmet and Jondon had more cake for breakfast. Zee hadn’t been able to look at it. Even the smell made him queasy. He’d never had so much cake in his life, and it would be a while before he’d want any more.

He rubbed his stomach and belched softly.

“Excuse me,” he apologized, but he did feel better.

Sallison said, “You’re excused.”

Jondon patted his belly. “Mmm. Cake.”

Chirt, who was looking a bit green, said, “Don’t say that word. You’ll make me vomit.”

Mehmet nudged her with an elbow. “Cake.”

“I will knock you down.”

Master Sergeant Drewmack Vittie bellowed from where he sat upon his drake at the head of the formation. “Listen up, minnies! If you’re standing here, you’ve passed the Trials. Congratulations! Now we’ve come to the day you’ve all been dreaming of since you were no more than bawling snot factories crapping yourselves in your mothers’ arms. The opportunity to bond with a dragon and soar the skies in service of your king and the Kingdom of Tosh!”

Beast Lead Drill Instructor Villoso spread a wing to indicate the beasts, who had formed a circle around the formation. “Congratulations to the duckies as well! The kraken already has a bondmate, but this is your moment of truth, dragons! Find yourselves a rider, and choose well.” She addressed both riders and beasts. “Preek week officially begins now. In three days’ time, once the Acceptance Dinner is complete, and if you all find a bondmate today, you will no longer be duckies and minnies. You will officially be cadets at da mon si Triumf’s Citadel Academy of His Majesty’s Dragon Corps!”

Beasts and riders alike raised their voices in a resounding, “Hurrah! Hurrah! Hurrah!”

Vittie said, “While you should be proud of your accomplishments so far, don’t get too excited just yet. As you know, there are times when recruits cannot find a bondmate. It is a sad thing, but if luck is not on your side today, do not be ashamed. Keep your heads held high, and you will be welcomed back to try again next year.”

Jondon said, “What’s preek week?”

Mehmet answered, “Pre-cadet week. Though I don’t know why they call it a ‘week’ when its only three days.”

Chirt said, “Because it’s the military.”

The three of them were already sweating, though the morning air was cool. They hadn’t slept well and had been fretting all morning. Zee felt bad for them and was happy that he himself didn’t have to worry about finding a bondmate. He already had the best he could have ever hoped for.

Unlike the others, Sallison was cool as a sea cucumber. Zee had a pretty good idea she already knew who she wanted to bond with, and who it was, but she hadn’t said a word, and he hadn’t asked. Bonding was a personal and private matter, he’d learned, and there was always the possibility it might not work out. He hoped beyond hope it would.

Zee checked the magickal display of rider and recruit stats that hung in the air above one side of the field. There were more beasts than riders this year. However it turned out, some of them would be going home. They looked more nervous than the members of the riders’ cohort.

All except Jessup, who waved happily when Zee’s eyes fell upon him, even though they’d already spoken through the bond several times that morning. Jessup could barely sit still. He looked like an eager puppy. Zee wasn’t going to tell him that, though. Then he reconsidered. On second thought, maybe he would...

Villoso said, “Here’s how this will go. You have one bell.” A magickal clock display appeared in the air far above her head. “The rules for this activity aren’t as strict as others you’ve engaged in. In general, riders are to proceed around the circle, half of you one way, half the other. You may stop and engage in conversation with a beast if you feel a connection. Do not be shy. If the minny in front of you stops, go around them and continue on or step to the side and wait. While making the circuit is the standard procedure, if there is a particular dragon you are interested in, you may go directly to them.

“A pairing should be between parties who both feel the strongest connection, but do not forget that beasts have the final say. Some of you may find a partner right away. For others, it will take longer. Riders may continue around the circle as many times as needed, but you may cut across to revisit a beast at any time. As I’m sure you can tell, at one point the circle will break down, at which time beasts are free to mingle with recruits and seek out a bondmate themselves. If and when you are paired, move to the center of the field and wait.

“There will be no question if you feel a bond connection. You will know, and it will happen right away. It’s possible that you will feel a bond with more than one beast or rider. It’s highly recommended you choose the partner with whom you feel the strongest connection. There is a small chance you may not feel a bond with any, which is always unfortunate. I warn you now. Do not cheat. There have been times when a desperate rider and dragon pretended they had a bond connection. They are always found out. A dragonbond will not form on the rider’s wrist. The Orb of Assessment will know. The penalty is imprisonment and on some occasions banishment from the kingdom. Either way, the offenders live out their lives in disgrace. Do you understand?”

Beast and rider voices rose together. “Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

***

The beast lead drill instructor and master sergeant went on to explain minor details, but Fennix paid little attention. He’d heard it all at last year’s Pairing Day and been left standing alone. He knew how this would play out. Some dragons would have more rider cadets approach them than others. There would be nodding of heads as riders passed. Others would chat briefly, then move on. Still others would feel an immediate and profound connection.

Rider recruits often had a particular type of dragon in mind long before they were admitted to the academy, and most riders and dragons alike would first search for potential bondmates who had placed highly in their cohort. When the connection was made, however, all such predilections would be washed away. It was not uncommon for the most stoic riders and the gruffest of dragons to weep with joy when they found a bondmate, regardless of type, strength, size, or ranking.

Fennix’s gaze swept over the next generation of dragons and riders. A few of even the most highly rated dragons respectfully acknowledged his successes in the Trials, and he marveled at the fact that he was publicly respected for the first time in perhaps his entire life. He was no longer an outsider. And he’d made it through Trials once again. One more chance to be a cadet beast in Triumf's Citadel Academy. It was also his final chance. The old nagging dread came rushing to the fore, greater even than the fear he’d had of not passing. Would any rider want him?

He couldn’t help seeking out Sallison among the rider recruits...

“All right then,” Villoso shouted. “Dragons, riders, proceed to pair!” The clock began to count down from one bell.

Vittie guided half the riders to proceed one way around the circuit, the other half in the opposite direction.

Fennix saw Zee wish Sallison and his other flightmates good luck, then march toward Jessup, who sat upon his arms next to Fennix and wore a grin that stretched as far as it possibly could, which was frighteningly far considering his big rubbery face and how large his mouth was. Mirakle and Jodan stood with them as well. Fennix reminded himself they were nervous, too, though if they didn’t find a bondmate, they wouldn’t have to go home for good.

Fennix expected Zee to run straight to his bondmate, but instead, he spoke to Fennix first. “How are you feeling? Positive, I hope.”

“I’m trying my best.”

Zee seemed to hesitate a moment, then he stepped in and hugged Fennix around the neck. Fennix felt as if he might cry at the open gesture of support.

Zee stepped back and patted his neck. “Hang in there. I have a feeling this is your big day.”

Looming behind him, Jessup said, “Be strong, my prince. Be brave.”

Fennix laughed in spite of himself, then heaved a dragon’s sigh, expelling icy mist between his sharp teeth. He thanked them curtly, fearing his voice would shake if he said more, then stood as nobly as he could, considering his frame of mind and one clubfoot.

Zee said hello to Jodan and Mirakle. He had met them briefly after the rogue guards had tried to kill the princesses in the canyon, but Fennix knew Jessup had told him a lot about them and that Zee already liked them very much.

Finally, Zee spun upon the kraken.

“Hey, big fella. I didn’t see you there. Do you need a rider?”

“I already have one,” Jessup replied.

“Shaddammit.” Zee stomped the ground. “Who is it?”

Jessup gazed about as if searching for someone, then his two front arms snapped out as quickly as striking snakes and snatched Zee up. “You!” Jessup hugged Zee to his face, both of them laughing, then turned him to sit on one of Jessup’s arms. “It’s good to have you back, smart tiny murman.”

Zee leaned against Jessup’s cheek and it looked like all the worries of the world drained from him. “It’s good to be back, smart big kraken.”

Jessup hummed with contentment.

Fennix was happy to see them together again. They were the perfect bonded pair. They were also the best friends Fennix had ever had. And though they were supposed to go to the center, they stayed right where they were, at Fennix’s side.

He growled softly to himself. He had to find a bondmate this time. Of all the reasons why he could not fail, he now had another. If he didn’t, he would most likely never see Zee and Jessup again. He gathered his resolve, readying himself to break rank and go straight to Sallison and find out once and for all if she felt the same connection between them that he did—then he spotted her casually speaking to another dragon, and his heart fell. The dragon she was conversing with was a majestic Greatwing with a high Sand individual assessment rating who had placed very well in the Trials. In spite of the emptiness he felt, he wished the best for her. She deserved the best.

His emotions and thoughts were in turmoil. He had a high Sand rating as well, Zepiterdammit, and he’d also placed well in the Trials. He would be a terrific bondmate. Anyone would be lucky to have him. He made his mind up once more to go to Sallison. If she wouldn’t have him, he would find someone who would. But his feet would not move.

He took another deep breath, which shook in his throat this time. If Sallison indeed felt the same way he did, she would come to him. It made sense she’d want to speak to other dragons first. She was performing her due diligence. Three tall recruits were chatting up Jodan, but other than that, the main procession of riders hadn’t even arrived to them yet. There was still plenty of time.

Meanwhile, he would wait here with his friends and maintain what dignity he had left.

***

Zee sat half turned toward Jessup, chatting away as the time passed, teasing each other and telling stories about training and their Trials events they hadn’t had a chance to share previously, all while also keeping an eye on the Pairing Day proceedings. Both of them commented on how they hadn’t realized just how odd it had been to be apart, but now they actually felt whole again. The Wraiths hung at the back of their minds, but neither wanted to bring it up quite yet. They’d save that for a more serious conversation, and both of them were feeling too good right then to ruin it.

So as not to be overheard, they spoke through their bond of their meetings with Slan hai Drogo and wondered what this secret he was keeping could be. Neither of them were worried about it much, though. For now they were just happy to have passed the Trials and be back together. Still, Zee marveled once more at their record-breaking individual assessment ratings and that they’d both finished first in their cohorts.

Their private conversation out of the way, Jessup spoke aloud. “I told you we would show them and beat them all.”

“You did,” Zee replied. “It’s settled, then. I really should just always believe everything you say.”

“I wouldn’t go that far. I don’t think I want that much responsibility."

“Nope. You have all the responsibility for everything from now on.”

“Then we are doomed.”

Zee asked, “What do you want to do first?”

“Forge! We need to get our crucible back into top shape, then progress more fastest.”

“I don’t think ‘more fastest’ is proper grammar.”

“Much more fastestest, then.”

“Are you sure you got one hundred percent on the Aptitude Test?” Jessup chuckled, and Zee said, “I was thinking we’d go swimming in the sea.”

“That too!”

“It feels like it’s been years since we did that together, and I don’t think going up against the titanwave counts.”

“We also need to work on our new Abilities. I was happy Lightning Whip and Bend Lightning worked as well as they did on those dragons in the canyon. It was better than anything we did when trying them out on the way back from the mission for the king.”

“Something about being under stress and having to perform always brings out the best in us. I’m very much looking forward to getting back into simulated combat.”

Jessup said, “I still have that feeling at the back of my mind that we have another Ability now, too, waiting for us to let it out. Maybe even more than one.”

“Secret Abilities, waiting to be unlocked. Commandants Aureosa and Vandalia told us about those. That’s how they discovered Thunderclap. It just came to them one day, and they did it. Of course, they were Red Titans when they got theirs.”

“We’re special, though.”

“I suppose we are,” Zee replied. “We’ll figure it out.”

“My sense of it is stronger now that we’re back together. I just can’t quite put my finger on it.”

“You don’t have fingers.”

“Right. That must be it.”

“It will probably be something really dumb. Like, Lightning Turtle.”

If Jessup had been drinking something, he’d have spit it all over Zee. “Lightning Turtle?!”

As it was, Zee still had to wipe some kraken spittle from his face. “Yeah, like, we can generate an impenetrable shell of electricity, but we have to move reeeaaal sloooow.”

Jessup’s laughter nearly shook Zee off his arm. When he could finally speak, all he could manage was, “Silly murman.”

The sun glinted off golden scales and Amoxtli fluttered down to land on Jessup’s arm next to Zee. “Oh!” Zee said. “Hi, Amoxtli.” She squeaked in reply, then made several turns and settled down for a nap. Sallison had told Zee he’d touched the quemara after he’d collapsed at the end of the Runner, but he didn’t remember it. He decided to try it again and petted her along the back. Smoke puffed from her snout, and she began to make a soft, high-pitched purring sound. She snuggled down closer to Jessup’s arm and seemed to fall asleep.

Jessup said, “Are we being nice to the weird thing now?”

“I don’t see why not,” Zee replied. “She’s been pretty nice to us.”

“Then I suppose I will call it Amoxtli.”

“It is a her, you know.”

“Oh, all right. I will call her Amoxtli.”

“I guess you really are a nice big kraken.”

“I told you so.”

Zee and Jessup had seen several rider recruits, including Yezi ekh Hanyayo, stop to congratulate Fennix on how well he did in the Trials and for reaching high-level Sand Class, but all had continued on. Now Fennix stood with a vacant stare in his blue dragon-eyes.

Jessup said, “How are you doing, friend Fennix?”

Fennix blinked away whatever faraway thoughts had been occupying his mind. “As well as can be expected, I suppose.”

“There’s still plenty of time,” said Zee. He glanced at the countdown clock. Fifteen minutes left. He scanned the recruits. Most of them had paired up and moved to the center of the field while other riders and dragons still mingled in pairs or loose groups. He couldn’t see Sallison, Chirt, or Mehmet anywhere.

A familiar laugh caught his attention. Jondon and Jodan were grinning and joking with expressions of sheer delight on their faces. Jondon raised a hand and Jodan met it with the palm of a claw.

Zee called to his flightmate. “Jondon, how’s it going?”

“Going?” The big man’s grin was wider than Zee had ever seen. “It’s done!”

Jondon and the big Greatwing came over to join them. “I found a dragon crazy enough to be my bondmate!”

Jodan said, “And I found a crazy rider!”

“That’s wonderful!” Zee exclaimed.

Jessup said, “This makes me very happy. Jodan is a good dragon.”

Zee said, “And Jondon is a good man.”

Jodan said, “You make us sound like dogs.”

Jessup said, “You’re not much bigger than a dog.”

A look of revelation came over Jodan’s long dragon-face. “An Overdog!”

Jessup roared, “Overdogs!” and the two of them barked several times, then howled, causing Zee and Jondon to cover their ears while also drawing the attention of everyone on the field.

***

Fennix was happy for them, he really was, but the weight of not having found a partner yet felt as if it might press him flat to the ground. He looked to the clock. Ten minutes left. Once again, he knew he should leave the line and seek out a bondmate, but he still could not move. In spite of what he’d achieved this year, the old insecurities were so deeply ingrained, he found them impossible to break.

***

Chirt’s voice rose over the crowd. “Hey!” Zee turned to see the little recruit approaching on the back of a Rock dragon the color of dark volcanic sand. He was larger than Beast Lead Drill Instructor Villoso, and she had been the biggest Rock Zee had ever seen. Both wore wide smiles of glee.

Jondon threw his arms up. “Hey, hey! You did it!”

“I did!” said, Chirt.

The Rock said, “We did!”

In spite of his cheerful mood, the Rock was one of the most frightening-looking dragons in the cohort. As big as he was for a Rock, he still wasn’t as tall or long as a Royal or Greatwing, but he made up for it in girth. He had thick spines on his back, sides, and tail; sharp, forward-facing horns, and a wide mouth packed with wicked teeth that stuck out at aggressive angles.

Chirt said, “This is Skaggs. He chose me as his bondmate.”

“We chose each other,” Skaggs corrected.

“You had the final say.”

“Only because of the rules.”

Zee’s heart lifted once more seeing Chirt so happy. She’d had a hard time of it, but she’d made it. Zee’s smile made his face hurt.

Chirt began to introduce the others, but Skaggs interrupted, saying he already knew all of their names. They were the Flying Pigs and the Overdogs. Everyone at the academy knew who they were.

“There’s Mehmet,” said Jondon.

Mehmet stood some distance away at the edge of a crowd of rider and dragon recruits, turning slowly in a circle, looking lost.

“Oh, no,” said Chirt.

Jondon raised a hand to shout and get their flightmate’s attention, but Fennix spoke the first word he’d said in some time. “Wait.”

***

Mehmet was on the verge of tears. He hadn’t had an inkling of a connection with any of the dragons he’d met, and time for pairing was nearly up. He didn’t think he’d ever felt so sad and lonely in his life. He’d been sticking close to Sallison, but now he’d lost her, too. Was this how it was going to end? Would he be going home? He sobbed softly, and the tears began to flow.

Then a warmth bloomed in his chest, and his heart began to lift. Where it was coming from or what was causing it, he had no idea. He’d never felt anything like it in his life. The meek voice of a female dragon sounded from behind him. All it said was, “Boy.”

Mehmet turned slowly. A small orange Rock dragon blinked large watery eyes with splinters of stone-like scales for eyelashes. She looked familiar. Tears of sadness became tears of joy. Then he said, “Hello.”

She came forward. “My name is Mirakle.”

He swallowed. “I remember you. From the canyon. You were in Jessup’s flight. I’m Mehmet.”

“That’s right. Hello again, Mehmet.” She came closer, slowly, cautiously, and rested her chin on his shoulder. He stroked the knobby scales of her neck, unable to hold back the sobs of elation and relief, then hugged her with everything he had.

***

As if they had rehearsed it, the group near Fennix together said, “Aww...”

Fennix heard a sob and gazed up at Jodan. “Are you crying?”

“No,” Jodan protested, lowering his head to wipe his eyes with the smooth curve of a claw. “Jondon’s crying. It must be the bond.”

Jondon spoke through tears. “I’m just so happy for Mehmet.”

He looked to Chirt, who caught his eye and swiped a hand across her wet cheeks. “Don’t even think it!” she warned.

Jessup said, “We have five minutes. We should have done this sooner, but let’s get Fennix out there and find him a bondmate.”

There was a rousing cry of support.

“Come on!” said Jodan.

Fennix was shocked and about to protest when he heard a shout from the field. “Fennix!”

***

Sallison ran toward Fennix ahead of Mirakle and Mehmet. She was practically skipping, but she couldn’t help it. She waved quickly at everyone and went right to the little Ice Diver with the clubfoot.

“Well, Prince Fennix, what do you think?”

The expression on his face was nothing like she had expected. His long maw hung open, and his eyes were wide. Oh, no...

Had she been wrong? Did he not feel the connection like she did? She’d felt it the first time they’d met, standing outside the courthouse after Zee and Jessup had been sentenced for their altercation with Lukas tar Tarzian’s flight. And now, as she’d run closer to him, her heart had swelled. It still felt that way, beating so hard she thought it might break her ribs. Could she have been so wrong?

Then Fennix smiled. “I suppose I could do worse.”

He stretched his nose out, and she placed a hand gently on it. The euphoria she’d felt in his presence grew until she was certain she couldn’t hold that much joy, and it would explode all around them in bright stars and rainbows.

Then she realized, perhaps on her own, but maybe through their nascent bond—he’d thought she wasn’t coming. That she didn’t feel the same way he did. And she’d made him wait and suffer. Her heart nearly broke. Tears flowed like hot summer rain. “I’m sorry.” She ducked under his head and threw her arms around his neck. “I’m so sorry.”

***

Fennix was momentarily taken aback, then he leaned into the embrace. So this is what it felt like. This was the bond. And it was happening to him. “There’s nothing to be sorry about,” he said. “We’re together now.”

She sobbed, burying her face in his neck. “I’m such a squidiot. I thought you knew.”

He could hold back his own tears no longer. And he didn’t want to. “It’s all right now.” He looked to Zee and Jessup, who were tearing up themselves. “Everything is all right.”

The countdown clock ticked to zero.

***

King mon lin Phan said, “The tiny Ice Diver with a clubfoot...” He stood at the edge of a large golden magicker’s Platform high in the air, but not so high he couldn’t see all that transpired on the pairing field.

Commandant Vandalia said, “I have watched young Fennix closely these last three years. Your daughter couldn’t ask for a more driven and devoted bondmate.”

“I agree,” said Norrogaul.

The king looked to Vandalia. “That is why I couldn’t be happier, for both of them.” He peered at Zee and Jessup, then spoke to Dean Wanchoo. “It looks as if your quemara has taken quite a shine to the murman and kraken.”

“Indeed,” the dean replied. “She’s never before shown interest like this in another pair, but I suppose she couldn’t pick better friends.”

Next to the king, Commandant Aureosa said, “I’m sure you’ve all noticed that each member of the kraken’s flight has bonded with a member of Zee Tarrow’s.”

Wanchoo said, “I’ve never seen a flight-to-flight matchup such as this, but we now know it’s no fluke.”

Slan hai Drogo gazed down at the recruits. “It stands as further proof that what we have learned is the truth.”

The king spoke softly. “The will of Zhera herself.”


Chapter 57

Master Sergeant Vittie’s big drake roared over the hubbub of excitement, firing a pillar of flame into the sky. A hush fell over the recruits.

“Listen up!” Vittie shouted. “Minnies and duckies who were unable to find a bondmate are not to blame themselves for something that is not in their control. We hope to see you all next year. Please gather here at the front when this announcement is complete. The rest of you, congratulations. You are now that much closer to achieving your dreams of becoming knights or magickers of the realm. Enjoy it. This will most likely be the happiest day of your miserable lives.”

Beast Lead Drill Instructor Villoso said, “It can take twenty-four to forty-eight bells for the first sign of your dragonbond to appear. At that time your crucible will begin to form. Sticking close to your bondmate aids the process, though I’m sure that won’t be a problem.”

Riders and dragons chuckled throughout the crowd.

“Your crucible will not become fully formed until your dragonbond completely encircles your wrist, which can take as long as a few weeks. On rare occasions a bond will be complete in four or five days, but that hasn’t happened in decades, so don’t get yourselves all aflutter thinking you might be special.”

Someone shouted from the crowd, “I’m special!,” bringing on another flurry of laughter.

Villoso scanned the new pairs for the offending recruit, but she didn’t look particularly angry. She was probably just happy to nearly be done with duckies and minnies for another year. “For the next few days,” she continued, “you are to stay together based on the minnies’ Basic flight configurations. In other words, beasts are to follow their riders. You may stay wherever you like, within limits, just like during Trials prep. If you wish to have accommodations in vacant dorm areas, that can be arranged. See the cadet instructors upon dismissal.”

Vittie spoke again. “In four days, you will have your first bond assessments. At that time, the Orb will check that your crucibles have indeed begun to form, which will confirm that your bond has ‘taken.’ The Orb will also be able to reveal your type as a knight pair or magicker pair. It will not, however, be able to give you a class or other ratings since your crucibles will not yet have formed enough to begin forging. If by some miracle your dragonbond is complete before the assessment, do not, I repeat, do not attempt to forge without supervision, and you will get none of that until your first term as full-fledged cadets begins. You would most likely do more harm to yourselves than good if you try to forge on your own. Is that understood?!”

“Sir, yes, sir!”

Villoso took over the announcements once more. “In the meantime, there will be no roll call tomorrow morning, but you are to report at oh ten hundred bells for fittings of uniforms, training kit, and tack. The rest of the time before the first bond assessments, you will be on your own with your bondmates. You are to do no flying as pairs until your riders’ bondmarks begin to appear.”

Many of those assembled groaned but quieted quickly when she raised a wing for silence.

“I understand the temptation, I was once a freshly bonded dragon myself, but it is much safer if your bond has grown a bit, and you have a better feel for each other. You have no saddlery, so when you do fly together, stay low, go slow, and be very careful. Understood?!”

“Ma’am, yes, ma’am!”

Vittie heaved a dramatic sigh, readying for what was obviously his least favorite part of the day. “Any questions?”

A rider recruit raised a hand. “What happens if a bond doesn’t take? We’ve heard that happens sometimes.”

“It’s rare, but it does occur,” Vittie replied. “In that case, the rider will be refunded the cost of their cadet kit, and they’ll be welcome to return to Basic and try again next year.”

At the back of the group where he, Sallison, Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon had gathered with their bondmates, Zee flinched. Cost of their cadet kit? He hadn’t heard anything about that.

Another hand went up. “If that were to happen, couldn’t the dragon and rider just come back for Pairing Day and skip Basic?”

Vittie rolled his eyes. “And admit cadets who are fat and lazy from a year of taking their ease? Not a chance.”

Villoso said, “Any more questions?”

Not a second passed before Vittie said, “No? Good. You are dismissed!”

Villoso shot him a side-eye but let it go and addressed the group once more. “Don’t forget to bring your vouchers to the fitting in the morning!”

Zee didn’t know anything about vouchers either, and he certainly didn’t have one. He wondered if it was because he’d been accepted so late.

The reply from the recruits wasn’t as synchronized as before, but a jumble of enthusiastic “Yes, ma’ams” and “Thank you, ma’ams” were shouted, followed by cries of jubilation and relief. They had made it through Pairing Day. Or at least, the majority of them had.

Off to the side and behind them, a lone rider recruit and four beast recruits were attempting to stand proud, but that was obviously not how they felt.

The crowd began to break up into groups of five pairs each, all talking energetically about what they wanted to do and where they were going to stay.

Jondon spoke from where he sat high upon Jodan. “The cavern or the canyon, what do you think?”

Zee considered the pair’s names. Jondon and Jodan. That was going to cause some confusion among the instructors and other cadets, and probably more than a few jokes as well.

Sallison replied, “I’d say cavern since it has the lake. It will be more comfortable for Jessup.” She thought for a moment. “It will be easier to guard as well. Even though we have dragons and a kraken with us now, I’m sure the powers that be will still insist on at least a few guards.”

Chirt’s bondmate, the burly Rock dragon Skaggs, said “You have a cavern? And guards?”

Chirt leaned forward and rubbed his head between his horns with one hand. “We’ll explain on the way.”

What Chirt had said, along with the head-rubbing from his new bondmate, seemed to satisfy him. “All right.”

Everyone agreed that the cavern was the place, and they began to make their way there, all the riders upon their beasts, including Zee, who used Jessup’s spines to sit on his shell above his brow.

Fennix said, “A moment, please.” They stopped while he carried Sallison to the recruits who hadn’t found a bondmate and still stood unhappy and alone, waiting for arrangements to be made for them to go home. Though perhaps they would choose to stay on the island and train on their own, like Fennix had.

Either way, the little Ice Diver gave them a sympathetic smile. “Don’t give up. Come back.” Then he indicated Sallison with a tip of his head. “It worked for me.”

They appeared to take some strength from that. They thanked him, then the dragons bowed their heads, and the rider raised a hand to the brim of his cap in salute.

Once he’d lifted his head, one of the dragons said, “For king and kingdom’s call.”

The others followed his lead, repeating the Dragon Corps motto of war.

***

Since they weren’t allowed to fly, the group walked and chatted with the newcomer, Skaggs. Jessup stayed low on his legs to keep him and Zee closer to the conversation. Everyone was excited and spoke quickly and easily, as if they’d all had far too much tea. They told Skaggs about the cavern, and Sallison explained why they had guards, pointing out the Gold and White Titan pairs circling high above, including who she was and about the assassination attempts on her, Zee, and her sister.

Skaggs took it all far better than they would have expected and remained quiet until they were finished. He shook his boulder-like head. “A prince of dragons and a princess of Tosh. This is mighty fine company I’ve found myself in.”

Chirt said, “Don’t forget a murman and a kraken, too.”

He looked up at Jessup and Zee. “How could I?”

Sallison added, “I only ask that you keep this a secret for a time, if you would.”

“Of course. Chirt sim Nabbit is my bondmate. If she keeps this close to her chest, so will I.”

Jessup gazed down at him. “I will hold you to that, little dragon.”

Skaggs lifted his head on his short neck and looked the kraken over. “I’m looking forward to fighting you in the simulation fields, Jessup.”

Chirt cried, “I’m not!”

Jessup addressed his Ice Diver friend. “You know, Fennix, I like him already.”

Fennix agreed, “So do I.”

Skaggs said to Chirt, “I saw Jessup’s fight with the Fire Drake, but it will be good for our progression.”

Chirt said, “I don’t think dying immediately without even putting up a fight is all that good for progression.”

“Sure it is,” said Zee. “If you do it about a hundred times.”

Jessup chuckled deeply, and the rest of the group smiled knowingly.

Skaggs noticed, confused. “Of course, I would not expect us to win, but I am no weakling, and once we begin forging we’ll be even stronger.”

Chirt looked to Zee, who nodded. She leaned forward to speak more quietly to her new bondmate. “They’ve beaten Gold and White Titan Class knight pairs and defeated a White Titan sorcerer pair of the Wraiths as well.”

His eyes grew more round, and he stopped short, initiating the others to halt as well. “A... what?” The expressions on the faces of the others confirmed it. Skaggs tucked his head back in his shoulders. “Is it too late to take back everything I said?”

“Yes,” Jessup answered, but he wore a crooked grin, and the laughter of the others put Skaggs at ease. As they continued toward the cavern, they told Skaggs more of the story of Zee Tarrow and the baby kraken he’d found on the beach.

For Zee it was as if they were talking about someone else, though in a way it felt like he was still that naïve, sickly, enthusiastic seven-year-old. He only half listened, still worrying about what had been said about paying for their training kit. He and Jessup had only a few coppers and a silver left to their names. He doubted that would be enough. They’d had the stipend from the king sent back to his parents, and he wasn’t about to ask them for some, no matter what they’d said in their letter.

He supposed he’d have to speak to Commandant Aureosa and see if he could pay it off in installments. Maybe he and Jessup could work for Meik at the docks in the evenings or on weekends, or both. He sighed, a bit more loudly than he’d wanted to. It would take time away from their studies and training, but he’d do what had to be done, and he knew Jessup would too.

Zee nearly jumped when Fennix said, “What’s wrong, Zee? Catfish got your tongue?”

Everyone else had been speaking merrily except Fennix and Sallison, who’d been sticking close to Zee and Jessup. Now they were all looking at him.

Jessup spoke through their bond. “What is it, Zee?”

Of course Jessup had known Zee was concerned about something. “Sorry,” he said to the group. “It’s nothing, really.”

Jessup’s voice came again. “If it’s a secret, you can just tell me.”

“It’s silly,” Zee replied, “but I’ll ask them.” He spoke to the group. “I was wondering about the vouchers we’re supposed to bring to the fitting tomorrow morning.”

“Oh,” said Sallison. “You didn’t know about those?”

Zee shook his head.

“Me neither,” said Jessup.

Mehmet said, “It’s something rider recruits are supposed to arrange when we get to Basic. My parents sent mine in the first few weeks.”

“Mine too,” said Chirt, and Jondon confirmed the same. Sallison, of course, had nothing to worry about.

Mehmet continued, “It’s a bank slip that shows we have sufficient funds to pay for our training kit, dress uniforms, and the tack for our beasts.”

“It’s not fair,” said Jondon, “mine will cost twice as much as Mehmet’s and three times as much as Chirt’s.”

“Why?” Chirt asked.

“There’s a lot more of me to cover, and Jodan is not small.”

“Do you wish I was smaller?” Jodan quipped.

“No. Then you wouldn’t be able to carry me.”

Chirt said, “We all pay the same, you crabknuckle.”

“We do?”

“We do,” Mehmet confirmed. “But remember that we have to pay for our official Dragon Corps kit when we graduate as well, which is more individualized and could cost five times as much, depending on how fancy you want your armor, tack, and weapons to be.”

Zee went cold inside.

Chirt said, “I’m just happy I’ll finally have clothes and armor that fit.”

Zee spoke as if it was no big deal. “I’ll just need to arrange for a voucher before the fittings, then.”

Sallison was skeptical. “Do you have a bank account?”

“Not yet,” Zee replied, still trying to sound confident.

She watched him a moment. “You’ll need a referral. We’ll go in the morning, and I’ll help you set one up.”

“I will help,” said Fennix.

Jodan said, “You have a bank account?”

“Of course. I am a prince.”

“I have a pile in a cave back home, like a normal dragon.”

“Well, actually,” Fennix admitted, “I opened one when I realized I’d be living on the island for longer than expected. I also have a pile in a cave.”

The other dragons appeared to be relieved by that.

Sallison said, “All the banks on the island close at noon bell, and it’s close to that now. They open early, though. There will be plenty of time before the fitting.”

“Thank you,” Zee replied, but cursed to himself. What had he gotten himself into now? He’d just have to tell her the truth and explain his plan to talk to Aureosa and find some work. That could wait until they could speak in private, though.

Zee noticed a feeling from Jessup he couldn’t quite make out, almost like he was excited about something but nervous as well. The feeling faded and Jessup remained quiet, so Zee didn’t pry. For now, he’d just try to enjoy his friends’ happiness at having achieved their dreams of bonding with a dragon.


Chapter 58

“There’s only one bed,” said Jondon. He’d been in the cavern when they’d come to take the training equipment to the canyon, but none of them had paid much attention to the accommodations.

Sallison said, “I spoke to the guards as we came in. More beds and bedding will be delivered this afternoon.”

“Ah,” said Fennix, “the privileges of being royalty.”

She rested a hand on his neck. “It’s not always a privilege, as I’m sure you’re aware, but there are perks.”

“Thanks, Sallison,” said Mehmet. “You really are the best.”

“She really is,” said Chirt.

“Her Highness, The Best,” Jondon added.

Sallison scowled. “As Master Seargeant Vittie would say, shut your puckering carpholes.”

Jodan said, “We could all just sleep like dragons, in a pile on the floor.”

Mehmet’s face lit up. “Like puppies?”

Jodan’s smile faltered, then returned, and he shrugged. “Sure.”

Skaggs said, “I am not a puppy.”

Chirt patted him on the head. “Big scary puppy.”

“Well, as long as I’m scary,” he conceded.

Sallison said, “What does everyone want to do?”

“Fly!” said Chirt.

“We can’t do that yet.”

“Eat!” said Mehmet.

Jondon raised a hand in support. “Agreed!”

It turned out the dragons weren’t hungry, having fed out over the sea earlier in the morning, but they were all up for a walk back to the compound for the riders’ midday chow and to pick up supplies so they could prepare their own meals.

As they were readying to leave, Zee said, “I think Jessup and I are going to stay here and get to forging, then maybe go out for a swim.”

“I wish we were able to forge,” said Mirakle.

“You will be, and we’ll help since we already know how.”

“That would be wonderful!”

“You all go and enjoy yourselves.”

“You too!”

The dragons flew over the lake and out the entrance, where they waited for their riders to make their way along the ledge against the wall.

Fennix and Sallison stayed until the others were on their way, then Fennix turned to Zee and Jessup. “What are you two up to?”

“Nothing,” Zee answered, a little too quickly. Jessup was sitting a bit too stiff, with eyes too wide as well.

“Uh-huh,” said Sallison. “You are the worst liars ever.”

Zee grimaced but said nothing.

Fennix said, “Whatever it is, don’t get yourselves into too much trouble, and be back before dark.”

Zee replied on reflex, “Yes, sir,” then caught himself. “I mean, we will.”

Sallison gave them a last look of suspicion, then headed for the entrance, and Fennix flew over the lake.

Once they were gone, Zee said, “How did they know?”

“How did they know?” Jessup queried. “How did you know?”

“Please,” said Zee, climbing up on one of Jessup’s arms. “You’ve had something sneaky on your mind for the last half bell.” He settled in on Jessup’s shell above his brow, feet on two spines, hands grasping two others. “So, where are we going?”

Jessup grinned. “It’s a surprise.”

“I hope it’s a good one.”

Jessup’s grin weakened as he moved into the water. “Me too.”

“Hmm. Well, I guess there’s only one way to find out. Take me to surpriseland.”

“Surpriseland?” said the kraken, swimming across the lake.

“You know what I mean.”

“No, I don’t.”

“Then it will just have to be a surprise.”

“I get it. Very funny.”

“Funny tiny murman on a sneaky big kraken, that’s us.”

Jessup climbed over the lip at the entrance and slipped beneath the waves.

Zee was intrigued, but wherever Jessup was taking them was fine with him. Though he was deeply concerned about how he was going to pay for their kit, he was also incredibly happy to be back in the sea with his very best friend in the world.

***

After they’d frolicked in the waves for a short time, just enjoying their closeness and the sea, Jessup had angled out beyond the busier shipping lanes and headed east along the south side of the island. Zee had moved to the back of Jessup’s shell, and they chopped through the waves at high speed.

Now that they were on their way, Zee sensed Jessup’s nervous excitement once more. “Are you going to tell me where we’re going now?” he asked through the bond.

“I suppose I should,” Jessup replied, but then stayed silent.

“Well?”

“You’re going to think I’m silly.”

“I already think you’re silly.”

Jessup’s shell vibrated as he laughed. “Remember when you showed me your box with all the pretty shiny things back on the beach when I was little? You called it your treasure chest.”

Eyes closed, reveling in the spray of the sea and heat of the sun’s rays as well as the fond memory, Zee said, “I do.”

“When I was in the ocean, I collected pretty shiny things too. I didn’t know what most of it was, but now I think some of it might be king’s coin. I’d mostly forgotten about it until I felt that you were worried about paying for our cadet training kit. I guess I had never given much thought to how important coin was. I’m sorry.”

Zee sensed that Jessup had been a little embarrassed about telling him. His heart warmed at his friend’s thoughtfulness. “Don’t feel bad, Jessup. You didn’t know, and we had plenty of coin when we were working.”

“Thank you, best friend Zee. I hope it helps.”

“It will be wonderful, no matter what it is.”

Zee tried to not to get his hopes up. Most likely Jessup had collected marbles and shiny scrap metal from ships, colorful sea fans, pretty shells, and glass bottles. Even a few coins would help greatly, though, and he would marvel at Jessup’s “treasure” no matter what it was. It was nice to be away from the academy and traveling with his friend, no matter how it turned out.

Speaking of traveling. “Where is your treasure?”

“In a cave underwater.”

“How far away is it?”

“Three or four bells, I am guessing. Two bells at most if we spark our core.”

“You’re getting much better at reckoning speed and time.”

“Smart big kraken learns fast.”

“You do indeed. And sparking our core is a good idea. We should be forging and working on strengthening our crucible, but using up some of our core first is a smart thing to do anyway.” He gazed at the island in the distance and scanned the sky. “We should probably swim underwater, though. I’m pretty sure leaving the academy is against the rules, especially without permission.”

“We were made to break the rules.”

“It does seem that way.”

Jessup dove, and they sparked their core. The feeling of strength and oneness with Zee’s bondmate increased. He braced himself, gripping Jessup’s spines tightly, then directed the power of their core into speed and strength.

“Hang on!” Jessup warned.

“I’m hanging!”

They took off like a shot, Jessup’s legs undulating faster behind him while he fired off his water chute with more power and at shorter intervals than Zee had experienced yet. Though the strength Zee had gained from their bond and his murfolk physiology suited him well, he still wished he had the extra seat Tackmasters Sadir sem Samir and Timy had designed and fastened to the back of Jessup’s shell for the mission to save the prince from the Wraiths.

They cruised along for a while, then a thought occurred to Zee. While they’d been on their way back from the mission and working on healing their crucible, he and Jessup had toyed with the idea of forging while their core was sparked. They’d heard it was something only a very few White and Red Titan Class pairs could do. If it could be accomplished, it provided an advantage in both battle and long journeys. It was supposedly very difficult to do because your focus was split, especially in battle, and even those who could do it, like Dean Wanchoo and Venkatarama, said they hadn’t mastered it enough even at their level to make it worth it.

Still, Zee liked a challenge, and so did Jessup. The whole idea appealed to them, especially if it meant they could make their core last longer. They had felt what it was like to have their core nearly run out completely during the battle with the White Titan Wraith sorcerers, and they never wanted to experience that again.

While on the ship, Zee’d had the notion to apply what he’d learned about circular breathing while playing the sackpipes, which was a multiple-focus activity in itself might help. They’d attempted it, but with no luck. The real problem may have been that their crucible had still been weak, but they had also just plain run out of time before they’d returned to Triumf’s Island and been separated for Basic.

They weren’t separated now, and they’d already seen their crucible had healed far faster than they’d expected just from giving it a rest during their short time in Basic, and its wall was thicker and stronger than it had been as well. It was also larger, and the channels they used to draw ore through and direct into their Abilities were wider and clearer since they’d stopped the titanwave. Having experienced their core being flooded by the power from the magickers gave Zee an idea of what forging with their core sparked might feel like as well.

Zee told Jessup what he was thinking, and the kraken was all for it.

They summoned the view of their crucible and core.

“Oh,” said Jessup. “Our crucible has healed even more.”

“It has,” Zee replied. The wall was thicker than after the titanwave, and the thinner areas had filled in better. Zee also noticed something else. They had used their new Lightning Whip and Bend Lighting Abilities at the canyon. They hadn’t used them much, and their core had only been sparked a short time, but they hadn’t been able to forge afterward. It would be difficult to tell, but their core should be slightly smaller than it had been. “Does our core look larger to you?”

It took a moment for Jessup to answer. “I think so. Do you think we’ve leveled up?”

The larger a core grew, the more difficult an increase in diameter was to see. It sure seemed a little larger, though. “I wonder if we actually classed up. I remember having that feeling when I was racing in the Runner.”

“I felt it during the Speeder Slalom as well, sometime after my individual assessment rating began to rise. But we weren’t even together.”

“That does seem strange, but maybe it doesn’t matter... Oh!” Zee realized they could now access their Keep, something they hadn’t tried since they began Basic. “Slow down a little bit.”

Jessup complied, and Zee reached a hand to his chest while thinking about what he wanted to retrieve. With a flash of blue light, the murfolk book appeared in his hand. He placed his palm on the webbed murfolk hand on the cover. It pulsed twice with blue light, which in the past had indicated a level-up or mastery of one of their current class’s Abilities.

Zee watched in anticipation as the pages turned on their own and marveled that they weren’t affected by the water rushing past them. It was indeed a magick murfolk book, as Jessup liked to call it.

Since the Keep was shared between the two of them, Jessup knew what Zee had taken from it. “What does it say?”

Zee turned pages beyond where it had stopped and harrumphed to himself. “Nothing new since we classed up to Iron.”

“Maybe it’s because we haven’t mastered Lightning Whip and Bend Lightning well enough.”

“We used them pretty well in the canyon... I still have that feeling in the back of my mind there’s something else, though.”

“Me too. It’s stronger now that our core is sparked, but I still can’t tell what it is.”

Zee tried to focus on the indistinct images in the deep recesses of his mind. There was no way to know if there really were hidden Abilities waiting to be unlocked, but he couldn’t help feeling there were. For a second he thought he pictured a vague shape of something, but then it was gone, as if he’d imagined it.

Zee sighed, which was very different in the water than when breathing air, but it emoted the same feeling. He closed the book, then returned it to their Keep. “Let’s try this forging-with-our-core-sparked thing.”

Jessup’s affirmative reply came as a feeling rather than words, and he accelerated to their previous speed.

Zee hadn’t adapted to putting himself in a meditative state for forging while in this position, let alone with their core sparked and while in motion. It wasn’t easy. Jessup fell into it more quickly than he did, and that helped, but it still took longer than usual to picture the Marisean and Empyrean in the cosmic void of the Aethereal Plane. They were as beautiful as ever, the Marisean flowing like a river of blue motes of light flowing from distant horizon to distant horizon, the Empyrean a smaller yellow stream above it. They’d pictured both so they could try dual mining, their preferred method, but if that proved to be too difficult, they’d try them separately.

Together, they began with Empyrean, imagining chipping the ore from the golden vein. As soon as they started, Jessup began to slow as Zee lost control of directing core power into speed and strength. Splitting their focus between the two would be harder than they thought. Zee concentrated harder. Jessup sped up, but not to the speed he’d been swimming before, and the mining was still difficult. By exerting more effort, they eventually succeeded in pulling some Empyrean ore into their crucible. Since the channels through which the ore flowed from points in Zee’s palms, the bottoms of his feet, and his forehead were more open than they had been since the last time they’d mined, it flowed more easily, but in much smaller quantities, and it still burned as it traveled through them. Once they were able to focus on expanding their core, though, like expanding their lungs while breathing in, the Marisean began to flow as well, cooling the heat of the Empyrean, and mining became easier, though not by much. The effort made Jessup swim even more slowly. Still, they were able to pull in enough to try the next step, which was processing the loose ore in their crucible to infuse it with their aura. They shifted focus to undulating the wall around their core and squeezing it softly from two sides, then above and below, churning the ore until the blue and yellow motes sparkled brightly.

Forming, the final process of compressing the motes into their core, proved to be even more frustrating. Keeping their minds on multiple tasks made it more difficult to contract their core, like when your grip was weak from hard work or sickness and you couldn’t squeeze hard enough to fully crumple a piece of paper. They found it helped if they squeezed their core in a steady pumping motion while also using the wall of their crucible to keep their core turning, but they still couldn’t get the newly mined and processed ore compressed into their core.

Zee hated to give up on anything, and so did Jessup, but this was their first concerted effort to forge with their core sparked, no less while traveling and using its power. By that point, Jessup was barely moving through the water as well, and they had somewhere to go, and then get back, with limited time to do it.

They’d just decided to quit and work on their new Abilities instead when Zee noticed something. “Jessup, wait. Do you feel that?”

“I felt something different, but all of this feels different.”

“Let’s keep squeezing with our crucible, but not as hard.” Zee focused on the view of their crucible and core while they compressed like Zee had said. At a certain point while squeezing, it felt like their strength and Abilities were getting a slight boost.

“Hang on...” Zee concentrated on the directed flow of energy from their core. “Let’s relax our crucible and try that again.”

They did, and Zee could actually see two new channels, and instead of ore flowing in through the ones that traveled from his feet, hands, and forehead, the power of their core flowed out from where he always imagined their core being anchored in his chest. He’d never visualized the power of their core being directed before, just thought about where he wanted it to go—Abilities, strength, speed, cognition, resilience, which enhanced healing, or sufferance, the capacity to endure pain. Since he’d been directing power into strength and speed, these two channels had to be for those. They were more vague than the channels they mined ore through, but they were larger, and he could make out streams of blue and yellow, like colored water, flowing through glass pipes. The streams were as bright as their core except for a very small amount of each color. The dimmer streams seemed to be squirted into the channels when they reached a certain contraction of their crucible—and it was at that time they felt the slight boost of power and speed.

“Jessup!” Zee cried. “I think we’re using some of our processed but unformed ore every time we contract our crucible, as if some of it gets injected from the pressure into wherever I’m directing our core power!”

Jessup thought for a moment. “Do you think we can do it on purpose and control how much we use? It wouldn’t be as good as using the power from a fully forged core, but it could help keep our core from draining as quickly.”

“I don’t know, but every bit helps. We have to try.” Zee pulled out his waterproof pocketclock and groaned at the time. “I hate to say it, but I think we should wait, though. We need to keep moving.”

Jessup groaned as well, the sound rumbling through the water. “I agree, but I want the record to show it is under protest.”

“Are you a barrister now?” Zee asked.

“That’s Fennix’s influence.”

“He’s not a barrister.”

“No, but he is very smart, even though he is tiny, and his brain cannot be very big.”

“I’m not sure he’d take that as a compliment.”

“I’ll ask him when we get back.”

“You do that. For now, let’s go see this treasure chest of yours.”

“And we can still work on our new Abilities on the way.”

“We certainly can.”

Jessup warned Zee he was going to speed up again, and off they went through the sea, much faster than any ship could sail even with the help of magickers. Zee noticed that the faster they went, the more the protective shell of their aura glowed along the front contours of their bodies. It not only helped shield them from the rush of the water, it seemed to lubricate their passage through it as well. Not only that, but when he checked their core, it used only a small amount of power. Zee figured that must be yet another benefit of progressing. He wondered if it also happened when rider and dragon pairs used Streak while flying.

They loosed wild Lightning Strikes as they sped along, then directed a few at large Sheels, surprising themselves that they could actually lock onto them and hit them even though they only caught brief glimpses of the creatures since they were moving so fast. They struck each one, and the power of each strike surprised them as well. They even hit one that ducked behind a reef with Bend Lightning.

They slowed when they came upon a school of toona and practiced using their Lightning Whip to lasso and stun them. They missed a few, but after adjusting the amount of power they fed into the Ability, concentrating more on giving the whip material density, and imagining just how they wanted it to move, how far, and their timing for pulling it in, they caught several in a row. Jessup yanked on the sizzling rope of electricity and flung them into his mouth.

Zee tried directing Lightning Whip himself. He wasn’t as good as Jessup, but he managed to catch one for his friend’s afternoon meal.

The murfolk book had shown them a third Ability beyond Lightning Whip and Bend Lightning, but they refrained from practicing it for fear it would attract attention, even beneath the sea and even more than flashes of lightning would.

Several bells after they had left the cavern, Jessup slowed again and swam deeper while veering toward the island. “We’re close,” he said.

“How do you know?”

“Rock formations and reefs change over time, but not so much I don’t recognize them.”

Zee was impressed, and he told Jessup so. The seabed and underwater slope of the island looked pretty much the same as they had for the last several miles to Zee, but Jessup had lived alone in the ocean for a decade and, knowing him, studied everything carefully. He also had an even better memory than Zee did.

They descended nearly two hundred feet before Zee made out an area in the steep rocky slope of the island’s base that was darker than even the dark stone. Zee climbed to the front of Jessup’s shell. He had expected a crack in the rock or a hole in the seafloor that Jessup would have to twist his way into, maybe covered with a stone Jessup had placed to hide it, but this cave was huge. The opening had to be five times Jessup’s height and nearly as wide. The bottom was roughly flat, while the top curved in an arch. It almost looked as if it had been made rather than formed naturally.

They floated at the entrance, peering inside. It was very dark and appeared to be very deep.

“How far do we have to go in?” Zee asked.

“Not very far.”

“I feel a current. How far does it go?”

“I don’t know. I never went farther than where I hid my treasure.”

Zee eyed the deep darkness with caution. “I don’t blame you.”

“I once had many hiding places, but when I found this cave and was big enough that I wasn’t as worried what might be in here, I moved it all.”

Zee’s fear was assuaged by the heartwarming thought of Jessup collecting the treasure all those years. He hadn’t done it just because he liked shiny things. He’d done it because of his memories of the time he’d spent with Zee. He’d hid it on Tosh as well, close to what his friend would consider home. He was alone that whole time, too, which made Zee feel sad as well. Zee could tell Jessup felt what he felt, but the kraken didn’t say anything.

“Are there monsters?” Zee asked.

“Some good-sized crabs and eels, but nothing I couldn’t handle. I never looked far enough to find out what might live deeper. Now, though, we are together and much stronger. I have no fear.”

He was telling the truth. Zee sensed no trepidation from his friend and hadn’t ever since they’d gotten back together. The fearless kraken. Gazing into the dark abyss, Zee wished he could say the same thing about himself.

Jessup lit the glowing spots on his shell and arms as they entered, and Zee got an idea. He raised a hand, palm out with fingers spread, and spoke aloud in the water. “Phanos.” Zee whipped his hand up to shield his eyes at the blinding sun that appeared in front of them. “Gah!”

Jessup grunted and covered his eyes with an arm. He replied out loud as well. “Zee, what did you do?” Their voices sounded different under the water, but the sound carried just fine now that they weren’t speeding through the sea.

“I saw Dean Wanchoo and Venkatarama summon a magickal light source once when we were on the high admiral’s ship. You were out feeding in the sea, and he was showing me some of the hold. I thought maybe we could do it too, since we’re sorcerers. The word they used was easy to remember because it’s close to ‘phos.’”

“That’s nice we can do it, but this is worse than the darkness.”

“I know, I know,” Zee replied, thinking out loud. “Wanchoo didn’t have his core sparked like we do, but I don’t want to unspark it in here. There has to be a way to control it. It’s not an Ability, just a spell, so reducing the power directed to Abilities won’t do it.”

“Did Dean Wanchoo have words to change the brightness?”

“Not that I heard.”

“Maybe it’s more like your Lightning Fists sympathetic Ability. You can control that.”

“That’s true.” Zee tried dimming the light by focusing on it the way he did when reducing the power of Lightning Fists, and the ball of light began to shrink and dim. He stopped when it was at a reasonable brightness. “It worked!”

“We did our first magicker thing since conjuring a Shield to protect others and receiving power from other magickers!”

Zee was just as excited as Jessup, but there was more. He recalled how Wanchoo adjusted the position of the light by gazing at it and moving his hand higher and lower, forward and back, then closing his fist when it was where he wanted it. He tried it, and the illuminated ball rose above Zee’s level on Jessup’s shell and moved farther away. When the light was where he wanted it, he brightened it a bit more, then clenched his hand.

“Okay,” he said, “let’s move forward a little.”

Jessup did, and the light kept its position relative to them. “Hurrah!”

“We are magickers!”

“We are sorcerers!”

“Okay, let’s go see your treasure.”

Jessup doused the lights on his body, and they proceeded along the tunnel. The inside of the cavern was just as large as the mouth, and the walls and ceiling smoother than Zee would have expected. The tunnel went straight as well. There were cracks, and some rock had broken loose to litter the floor, but other than that it appeared to be stable. Small schools of fish and some crabs and eels fled the light as they passed, but Zee sensed no danger. He did notice, though, that if he didn’t pay attention to their magickal lantern, it would begin to drift off, and he’d have to reposition it.

Jessup stopped at a pile of rocks near one wall but just gazed at it.

“Don’t be nervous,” Zee said. “It’s okay if there’s no coin we can use. I just appreciate you bringing me here and wanting to show it to me.”

Jessup moved the rocks more gently than Zee would have expected, picking them up one at a time and setting them to the side. Beneath them was a long flat stone.

“This is my treasure chest.” He slid the ends of two arms beneath the edge of the stone and tipped it up to lean on the wall.

Zee sucked in water and nearly fell from where he was perched on Jessup’s shell. When he recovered, he uttered, “Ohhh, Jessup...” He climbed down to the edge of the hole, which was about ten feet long and over six feet wide. “I think you mean treasure chests.”

Zee had been right about the shells and bottles, and he even spotted a few marbles, but the hole was filled with old chests, most of them decayed and broken open, spilling over with bright shining gold and dark tarnished silver. There were pieces of jewelry with gems and pearls, a copious quantity of loose jewels scattered about, and candleholders and a variety of other household items that would only be seen in the wealthiest households—and more gold coins of a wider variety than Zee could have ever imagined.

Jessup said, “Do you think this will help pay for our kit?”

Zee had little idea what things were worth, but Jessup might not even know what a jewel was, that pearls were highly sought after, or even that gold was extremely valuable even if it wasn’t a king’s coin. “Jessup, this is a fortune. I’ve heard about people finding a small chest of gold and being rich for life, but this is... I don’t even know what to say.”

Zee could feel how elated Jessup was, and the kraken spoke excitedly. “There is more underneath. I would pull everything out and dig deeper when I needed more room.”

“How deep is it?”

“About ten feet?”

Zee’s head was spinning. He spoke as if to himself. “Ten. Feet. Deep...”

He hadn’t realized their ball of light had moved away from them until he noticed the illumination dimming over the treasure. He spotted it floating deeper into the cavern and higher, being carried by the current. He raised his hand to bring it back, then froze. “Jessup...” he said silently through the bond.

Illuminated in the depths, spanning from floor to ceiling and wall to wall, was a web, and perched upon it was a spider, or something like a spider. Its body was white and twice as large as Jessup. The head, which hung on a slim neck, was maybe a quarter that size. Its legs were slim, but there were ten of them, and they reached nearly wall-to-wall.

“Be very quiet,” Zee added.

The floating ball of light drifted straight for the creature’s head, illuminating it more brightly as it approached. Zee tried frantically to remember the word Wanchoo had used to shut it off. His mind had locked up, however. He’d never liked spiders much. He didn’t squash them unless he had to, but they’d always given him the creeps. This thing, though, looked like the god of all spiders.

Zee might not have remembered how to dispel the light, but he could make it dimmer, and perhaps even put it out. He was beginning to do so when the creature’s head jerked up, and it swatted the light with one of its two shorter forelegs, extinguishing it.

Zee and Jessup stood still on the floor of the tunnel, holding their breath in the darkness.

Even though he spoke through the bond, Jessup whispered, “Maybe it went back to sleep.”

They heard a clicking sound, then a circle of blue light lit in the darkness, projecting a beam down the tunnel, then another, and another, until there were ten, close together at the source but each moving slowly, casting their beams in different directions, searching. Not lights. They were eyes, extended from the spider’s face on flexible stalks of flesh. The hair on the back of Zee’s neck spiked to attention, a chill ran down his spine, and it felt like alarm bells were going off in every cell of his body.

The spider’s head, body, and legs began to glow a muted, sickly blue. The glow was dim, but the sheer size of the beast illuminated much of the tunnel in an eerie cast. The power that emanated from it was as strong as any Zee had felt from Commandants Aureosa and Vandalia, and they were Red Titan Class knights. It felt different, though. This was the power of Marisean.

Then the beams from the creature’s eyes swept together through the water to land on Zee and Jessup. Its hideous mouth full of needle-sharp teeth as long as swords flew open, and it screamed.


Chapter 59

Zee and Jessup cast their most powerful Lightning Bolt as soon as the spider-monster launched itself toward them. It struck the beast in the chest, knocking it back into its web—but the shell of the spider flashed blue, blocking the lightning and protecting the creature’s body. It had aura protection just like a bonded pair. The bolt had been the same power as the one they’d used on the White Titan dragon in the canyon, and that had blasted through the dragon’s aura protection and burned a hole clean through the beast.

Zee’s mind raced as he scrambled back up on Jessup. Could this thing be bonded to someone? He saw and sensed no one else, though, and it didn’t have the feel of having a core. The unbonded rider and beast pairs of the Wraiths came to mind, but they had glowing glyphs on their bodies. There were none on this creature.

The spider righted itself and screamed again, then opened its maw and spat a stream of pus-green liquid that shot through the water as if it were air. Zee and Jessup summoned their Water Shield. The stream struck it, knocking them back a step. The fluid ate into their Shield and splashed against the wall behind them. The attack lasted only a few seconds, but their Shield nearly failed. The stone behind them sizzled and melted where it had been struck. An acid attack.

Zee’s skin stung, then he coughed, his lungs burning. Jessup rubbed at his tentacles and face. Even dissipated in the water, the acid had an almost debilitating effect. They used Burst to shoot away and out to the center of the tunnel—and just in time. A rope of web slammed into the wall behind where they had been and stuck there, strung between the wall and one of the spider’s claws. The same claw fired again, sending the other end of the web at them. They Shifted to the side, and it stuck to the floor, leaving a loop of web floating in the water.

The spider shot forward nearly as fast as Jessup could swim with their core sparked, water churning in its wake. It had a water chute just like the kraken. They Burst forward beneath it, escaping its attack. The ground shook as it landed, then it spun upon them as they fired Bolt after Bolt of lightning into its head and body. Its aura flashed with each strike, and it shrugged off the attacks while shooting web after web from multiple pincer claws, not only at them, but also at the ceiling, walls, and floor all around and behind it. Zee realized too late it had trapped them between the entrance and the web from which it had hung when they’d first seen it.

One of the webs struck Jessup’s shell and stuck there, then another, the spider firing the other ends to stick to either wall. Jessup wrapped the ropes with tentacles and heaved with all his might. They stretched but did not break, and sprang back tight when he let go.

They had no edged weapons in their Keep, having had to give back the sword Zee had used when rescuing the prince, along with his armor and the special saddles. Zee did have his stinger, though, and he drew it out. And Jessup had his claws. They threw up another Water Shield, larger and thicker than before. There was no blade to the stinger, but Zee stabbed at the nearest web. The sharp point of the stinger pierced through, but the woven threads would not break. He was happy to see he could withdraw his weapon, though. The rope of the web was not sticky like a regular spider’s web, only the ends. He pried at the goo that held the web in place on Jessup’s shell, but it had hardened like stone.

Meanwhile, Jessup sawed at the other rope of web with his claw, and finally it broke. He began working on the remaining one.

All the while, the spider fired more web at them, but it would not stick to the spinning Water Shield. It shot another stream of acid, which ate at the Shield but did not penetrate. Though the Shield was much wider than before, the diluted acid assaulted them again, burning their skin, Zee’s gills, and their lungs. At least their nictitating lenses protected their eyes and did not seem to be affected. Zee directed core power into resilience and sufferance, which brought them some relief. Still, they needed to get away.

The spider pounced, stabbing down with multiple pincer arms again and again. The pincers struck their Shield with incredible power, and those that slid off chipped great hunks of rock from the floor. By happenstance, the spider also severed the one web that still held them. Zee strengthened their Shield and poured power into Abilities as they used Shift and Burst to escape the onslaught. Then they were up against the original tightly woven web and tunnel wall. They had nowhere else to go.

The spider screamed again, a sound that could burst eardrums or paralyze with fear. The Shield, their defensive aura, and their bond strength in general protected their hearing, and any fear Zee had experienced upon first seeing the spider had vanished as soon as the fight had begun, replaced by the kraken’s will to survive. The will to fight, and to win.

Pincers pummeled their Shield. More acid dissolved the stone behind them. They could barely suck in water from the spread of the toxic liquid. But they did not falter.

Their minds melded, thinking as one, they both realized that though the spider’s aura had appeared to be dimming with each Lightning Bolt strike, it hadn’t been by much. They’d have to try something else. The spider’s screech had given them the idea. They would try the third new Ability they’d achieved when they’d progressed to Iron Class, the one they hadn’t wanted to try in open water for fear they’d bring attention to themselves.

Blare.

They swiped pincers aside with their Shield, Jessup reared up, inhaling water to full capacity in spite of the acid that hung about them, then threw his mouth open wide, and roared.

Blare was a more advanced version of Wail, an Ability paired dragons usually achieved when reaching Silver Class that amplified their roar to injurious levels. Blare was normally a Gold Class Ability and was even louder, capable of stunning opponents and in some cases rendering them unconscious. Like some other Abilities, these were not something every dragon could do, and in fact most could not. But Jessup could.

The sound was so deep and loud, it felt more like pressure to Zee than a sound. He was also protected because of their bond, and the fact that Jessup aimed his voice directly at the spider.

The roar pounded forward in visible waves, pummeling the creature. The spider shuddered and shook, vibrating under the onslaught. In fact, the entire cavern began to vibrate. Zee marveled at the sheer power of the Ability. It was much stronger than he had expected. Walls cracked and chunks of stone fell from the ceiling. Jessup stopped before he ran out of breath as a precaution against bringing the tunnel down on their heads.

The spider hung stunned in the water. Zee and Jessup wasted no time. The kraken launched himself, firing his water chute while they used Burst at the same time. They crashed into the creature, the point of Jessup’s shell cracking its chitinous belly plates.

Zee stabbed the creature with his stinger as they struck it. It pierced to its full length, which wasn’t very deep for a creature of that size, but he also summoned Lightning Fist and blasted electricity through it.

The spider smashed it into the wall with a resounding boom, and they dropped. Damaged by Jessup’s Blare and the mighty impact, the surface of the wall crumbled and sloughed to avalanche down on the spider. The beast scrabbled, nearly breaking free. Jessup coiled two arms around its neck, Shocked it, then heaved the monster from beneath the fallen stone, spun, and flipped it over them onto its back. The cavern shook once more. He throttled the beast, grabbed a boulder with another arm, and bashed it on the head while Shocking it over and over again. Zee took a second to check their core, surprised to see that even with all they had done on the way to the cave and while fighting the spider, they hadn’t used half of it yet.

The spider lay still, and Jessup ceased his attack, holding the boulder up, ready to hit it again. A dent had been crushed into the creature’s head, but it suddenly shuddered, shoved them away, and rolled to its feet. They tried to Burst back and away, but hit the avalanched stone. The spider immediately had ahold of several of Jessup’s arms, raising itself up to pin him with its tremendous weight. With more of its claws, it fired web after web, further immobilizing them.

Zee tried to fend off the web attack, but the strands were everywhere. No matter how much he put into strength, they could not break free, and their Shock and Lighting Abilities weren’t enough to subdue the beast.

Jessup tried sawing at the webs with what claws he could get free, but his range of motion was limited. When he tried to use Blare again, the spider pinched his lower lip and twisted.

The spider’s mouth was in such terrible shape from Jessup’s beating it couldn’t bite them, but its pincers ripped into the flesh of Jessup’s face and arms, and Zee felt his pain. Still, neither Zee nor Jessup panicked. Along with the pain, Zee also felt the kraken’s anger and will to fight.

Zee raged as the spider kept up the flurry of blows. If only the beast would stop so he could think! Suddenly a vague notion that had been tickling at the back of his mind took form, clear as day, and he called it forth. Power surged through him, feeling much like when the magickers had lent their power to him and Jessup when they’d been raising the Shield wedge before the titanwave. His left arm was pinned by web, but he thrust the stinger toward the spider with his right and screamed, “Viraam!”

The stinger flashed with blue light, and the creature froze.

So that was their hidden Ability, or one of them, and another magicker’s Ability at that. As far as Zee knew, only Wanchoo and Venkatarama could use Viraam. Them, and now Zee and Jessup as well.

The spider still had ahold of Jessup’s lip, however, and they were still tethered by web. A shiver ran through the beast’s body, and the eyes that had not been ruined by Jessup’s blows grew brighter on their fleshy stalks. Then, very slowly, it began to move.

Zee growled. They needed to cut these shaddamn webs! To slice them away! Another vague notion materialized at the back of his and Jessup’s connected minds. They’d thought there might have been another hidden Ability, and there it was, at their moment of greatest need. The stinger was not a bladed weapon, but did it matter?

He swung back, channeling as much as he could into the Ability. A sudden elation washed over them, through them, flooding them with greater power, filling them with an overwhelming sensation of joy and invincibility.

“Slice!”

He swung the stinger down at a web in front of him as if cutting with a sword. An arc of blue swept out from the swing, though there was yellow in it as well, and the outer edge blazed with white-hot electricity. As if in slow motion, the arc cut through webs and spider legs as if they were air, then expanded farther to slice through the spider’s head and body. But the arc of light did not stop there. It continued across the tunnel to carve a deep groove into the wall, along with part of the ceiling and floor. The light of the mighty Ability vanished. The spider split in two, the halves falling to either side, then the wall fell in. Jessup used his water chute and Burst to scoot them away over the floor. Debris piled upon the spider, raising a great cloud of silt and powdered stone.

Zee gaped. “Jessup, did you see that? We have Slice!”

Jessup was also surprised, though not as much as Zee. “And Viraam. I saw it, but that wasn’t Slice. We have seen that Ability, and it wouldn’t do that. That was much stronger.”

“The only stronger form of it is Cleave. It can supposedly cut a ship in half.”

“Then that was Cleave.”

“But Cleave is a Red Titan Class Ability...” Zee cast the magick lantern spell again. It couldn’t pierce the murk in the water entirely, but it was enough to take in the destruction they had wrought, as well as the body of the beast that could withstand their most powerful Lightning Bolts and Jessup’s boulder blows to the head, now sliced cleanly in half and buried by rubble from the broken wall. “Now that I think of it, your Blare was more powerful than it should have been as well. I think it was Din.”

It took a moment for Jessup to answer. “I don’t even know who we are anymore.”

“Yes, you do.”

“You’re right. We are Zee and Jessup!”

They laughed, then coughed. When they’d recovered, Zee asked, “Are you all right? That thing got some good hits in on you.”

Jessup pshawed. “I have been much worse. You?”

“I’m fine, actually.”

“That spider-monster wasn’t so tough.”

“Yeah, right. Have you ever seen one of those?”

“No. What is it?”

“I have no idea. None of Slan hai Drogo’s books mentioned anything like that. He or Dean Wanchoo might know, though.”

“We will have to ask when we tell them the tale of our mighty battle.”

“You mean the one where we almost died?”

“Which mighty battle have we ever fought where we didn’t almost die?”

“You have a point.”

“Did you notice that Slice, or Cleave—”

“It was Cleave.”

“All right,” Zee conceded, “but did you see it had Empyrean yellow in it? All of our Abilities have been Marisean blue. Everything we do, like Shield, and our aura protection has always been blue.”

“What do you think it means?”

“I don’t know. We were also able to use both Viraam and Cleave the first time we tried them, which is odd as well. Those are more questions for Drogo. Viraam didn’t hold very long. We’ll have to work on that.”

“Do you think we classed up? It felt like we did.”

“You’re right, it did, right when I was using—”

“Cleave.”

Zee pulled the murfolk book from their Keep. This time when he placed his hand on it, it pulsed blue three times, which had always indicated a progression in class, then turned pages on its own accord to where he’d last had it open. Like most of the pages since they’d first begun forging, it had the strange writing Zee still couldn’t read and showed a moving line illustration of a murfolk rider and kraken. Zee flipped past the pages of the looping illustration of the rider and kraken using Bend Lightning, then the pages with Lightning Whip and Blare, which could actually be Din, to newly revealed pages depicting Viraam, then Slice or—as Jessup insisted—Cleave. When he turned the next page, which had been blank before, it was filled in as well.

“We did class up...” Zee climbed down, brought the ball of light closer, and held the book so Jessup could see. The first page had the rider and dragon performing what looked like Streak, though that usually manifested at Gold Class. The next one illustrated an Ability resembling Blast, a more advanced form of Push, with stick-figure enemies being blown away from the rider and kraken all around. After that was an illustration of a ball of electricity expanding out around them. It moved slowly but appeared to go quite far. Three Abilities was usually the limit, but it seemed like with each class-up, they were getting more. The fourth showed lightning chasing an X through the sky. While they were amazed by each, it was the fifth that excited them the most, and they recognized it immediately. Platform.

Jessup said, “I want to get working on those right away.”

Zee checked their core. They were now down to about twenty percent. “Not until we forge again. It looks like Cleave used a lot of power.” He emphasized the name of the Ability for Jessup’s benefit. “And we don’t have time to forge now. We still need to load up and get back, and get you healed. We should have plenty of our core left for that.”

Zee put more power into resilience and sufferance. Jessup’s wounds were already beginning to heal, and though the kraken would never say it, Zee could tell he was getting some relief from the pain as well.

“Will you be okay getting us back?” Zee asked.

“Not a problem.”

“Then let’s collect your treasure and get going.”

Zee put the murfolk book back in their Keep.

“Zee...”

“Yeah?” When he looked up, Jessup was gazing over his head with eyes wide and mouth half open.

Zee turned. The slow but steady current had cleared most of the murk in the water, and where he had broken the wall, dim blue light shone through a perfectly straight vertical crack that went over halfway to the top of the tunnel. “What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

He turned back to Jessup, who met his eyes and looked up again. With no more discussion, they climbed the pile of rubble, careful to stay clear of any floating pockets of the spider-monster’s pus-green poison.

***

The breaking of the wall had revealed a set of doors over three times as high as Jessup was tall and half as wide. The doors were crusted with ages of deposits but were themselves at least three feet thick and made of a metal Zee didn’t recognize. One of them was slightly pushed open. The crack wasn’t large enough to reveal anything but the dim blue glow from inside. Jessup pushed, and the door gave way with a mighty creak. It stuck, so he pushed harder until it broke free and slowly swung open.

They entered cautiously, wading through a foot of soft silt that covered the floor, then stopped. Zee unconsciously took a slow deep breath and held it.

They stood at the lip of a basin that could have been a mile across, at the bottom of which was what could only be described as a city, though unlike any he had ever seen. At its center, a statue of Postune ten stories tall held her trident aloft, and it was from its forks that the soft blue light emanated.

Jessup spoke softly. “A murfolk city...”

It had to be. It also appeared to be completely abandoned, and to have been for a very long time.


Chapter 60

Sallison sat just outside the cavern leaning against Fennix and watching the sunset. “I’m sorry again for keeping you waiting at the Pairing.”

He nudged her with a wing. “Say nothing of it.”

“I was positive we had a connection and convinced you knew I wanted to bond with you. My father insisted I make the rounds and speak to other dragons, just in case. He knew all about you and was all for us becoming a pair, but you know how fathers can be, especially if they’re a king.”

“Oh, yes, I know very well, Your Highness.”

She shoved him with a shoulder. “Don’t you start that, too. Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon are bad enough.” Then she added, “Your Highness.”

“All right, all right,” he replied. “We’ll call a truce. No ‘Your Highnessing’ each other unless under circumstances where such decorum is expected. Deal?”

“‘Your Highnessing’? That’s not a real thing.”

“It is now.”

She bumped him with her shoulder again. “Then we have a deal.” She leaned her head against his leg, then lifted it and scanned the sea for the hundredth time that evening. “Where on Zhera are they? They said they’d be back before dark, and its almost that now.”

Fennix sighed. “I wouldn’t worry. Separately, those two can be rather civilized, even Jessup, but get them together and there’s no end to the mischief they can get up to. They very often swim at night as well...”

Fennix’s voice faded away on the last word as they spied a blue light moving at speed above the waves. Sallison stood as the light arced toward them, and Fennix pushed up from where he’d been sitting back on his haunches.

“Helloooo!” Jessup’s unmistakable voice rolled across the water. They could just make out multiple kraken arms waving in the air above the light.

Fennix uttered, “What in Zepiter’s heavens...”

The blue disk carrying Jessup and Zee sped closer, tipping and weaving as it came. It looked like Jessup was gripping the edges of the disk of light with a couple of arms to keep them from falling off. He held Zee close with another arm as well. It was a good thing too. The disk bobbed and wavered as they came in too fast, then angled steeply forward as they halted abruptly twenty feet out and ten feet above the waves, nearly tipping them into the sea.

It continued to shift beneath them while Zee threw up a hand. “We’re back!”

“And we can fly!” Jessup shouted.

Both of them were obviously excited, almost manically so. They also looked like hell. Zee’s swim trunks were torn, he was covered in dirt and abrasions, and much of his skin was red as if he’d spent too much time in the sun. His ten-armed bondmark appeared to be larger than the last time Sallison had seen it as well. Jessup had injuries on his face, including a cut on his lip, and puncture wounds and scratches on his arms. His shell looked as if someone had taken a giant scrawl to it.

Still, it was the glowing disk of light Sallison fixed upon. “Is that a Platform?”

“It sure is!” said Zee.

“When did you get that?” Fennix asked.

“Just today! We tried it for the first time a few miles back when we saw we still had a decent amount of our core left.

Sallison said, “Where have you been?”

“What happened to you?” Fennix added. “You look as if you were caught in a landslide.”

“We kind of did,” said Jessup.

Zee said, “We’ll tell you all about it, but this Platform is incredible. It took us a while just to get it to form and then longer to get it strong enough to lift us.” The Platform bucked and dipped. “It’s really hard to control, but I think we’re getting the hang—”

The light of the disk sputtered and it dropped nearly to the sea, then it brightened and jumped upward to thirty feet above the surface, where it began to flicker.

Jessup said, “Uh-oh” just as the Platform blinked out.

Zee screeched as the two of them plummeted into the waves, throwing up a great spout of seawater.

Fennix turned and threw a wing in front of Sallison while ducking his head behind it, saving them from being completely drenched.

Zee popped up and spit a fountain of brine from his mouth, Jessup rising from the waves right behind him.

“Well,” Zee said, “I thought we were getting the hang of it.”

“It’s okay, Zee,” Jessup said, lifting Zee and reaching for where Sallison and Fennix stood. “We’ll figure it out, and soon we’ll be flying with dragons.”

Jessup set him down on the stone lip of the cavern. Zee spun on his newly paired friends. He looked as if his thoughts were stumbling over each other until he finally lifted his hands, palms toward them. “We have a lot to tell you and to show you. The Platform Ability isn’t all we got today.”

***

Sallison, Fennix, and the other pairs watched in astonishment as Jessup pulled yet another chest of treasure from his and Zee’s Keep and set it on the cavern floor. Zee placed two more handfuls of gems and loose nuggets of gold on the pile, then leaned over and touched his chest, which flashed blue, and more coins, gems, and items of jewelry spilled out as if emptied from a bucket. He visualized their Keep, now as large as a good-sized house. “I think that’s all of it. Oh, wait...”

“I’ve got it,” said Jessup. He touched the tips of two arms to his forehead, more blue light flashed, and he carefully removed an old urn filled to the brim with jewels and gold coins. He set it on one of the chests very gently. As soon as he pulled his arms away, however, the urn burst open and spilled its contents over the chest and floor. “Oops.”

Zee looked up at his friends in anticipation. “What do you think?”

Fennix said, “I think you and Jessup are very rich.”

“Do you think we can keep it?”

Sallison said, “There will be a tax to pay the Crown, but as long as Jessup didn’t attack a ship and take it, the Law of Finds says it’s yours.”

“I didn’t attack any ships,” said Jessup. “I found it all in the ocean.”

“Then it’s definitely yours. Why did you collect all of this? Weren’t you just small when you went into the sea?”

They had explained how Jessup had collected the treasure, but not why.

“Because it’s pretty.”

Jondon said, “It’s definitely pretty.”

“Very pretty,” Chirt said, then added, “I guess that ruins our surprise.”

“Sure does,” said Jondon.

Zee asked, “What surprise?”

Mehmet said, “We discussed it, and together we were going to cover the cost of your and Jessup’s training kit. Fennix was pitching in, too, being a princeling with a bank account and all.”

Zee was shocked by their generosity, but also ashamed it had been so easy for them to tell he didn’t have the coin to pay for his and Jessup’s kit. “Thank you, honestly. I don’t know what to say.”

Fennix said, “Don’t give it another thought. It would have been our pleasure.”

Jessup said, “There is enough here to pay for our training kit?”

Mehmet shook his head, gazing over the bounty in disbelief. “There’s enough here to pay for a training kit for every single person in Tosh, many times over.”

“Is it really that much?” Zee asked.

Mehmet looked at Zee, blinking the glaze from his eyes. “Zee, other than the king, you may now be the wealthiest person in the kingdom.”

“Oh...” Zee had known it was a lot, but he had no real experience with large amounts of coin. His pa had said the single king’s gold Zee had found on the beach as a child would have gone very far for them if they’d kept it, but Zee also knew his parents were extremely frugal. “What should we do with it?”

Sallison said, “It can’t stay here, and you don’t want to just carry it around in your Keep. You need to put it in a bank.” She ran a hand over her stubbled scalp, and her face brightened. “We were going to go in the morning anyway. This will make it a lot more interesting.”

The group’s shock was wearing off, replaced by a thrill of excitement.

Mehmet said, “All the foreign or very old king’s coin will need to be converted to current Toshian currency, and the rest of it evaluated and sold or stored securely.”

“But you’ll always want to have some with you,” said Fennix, “for spending coin and in case of emergency.”

Jondon said, “There’s investment and diversification to consider as well.”

“You don’t want it just sitting around,” said Chirt. “Make your wealth generate more wealth.”

“We’ll have to get it all sorted, though.”

Mehmet looked up with a gleam in his eyes. “Can we help?”

Zee’s mind whirled as Jessup just stared with a blank look on his face. “Um, of course. Please. Thank you.”

They descended on the pile like famished rats on corn, including the dragons, chattering away.

“Oh! Look at this!”

“This is an old fifty king’s gold! I’ve never seen a fifty.”

“I found a one hundred!”

“Is that a sapphire?”

“I think so!”

“It’s huge!”

“What the heckfish is that?”

They discussed the separate piles they should make and got to work.

Zee and Jessup stood at the edge of the activity, dumbfounded.

Fennix and Sallison moved closer, and the white Ice Diver said, “If there’s one thing I can always say about you two, it’s that you never cease to amaze.”

Sallison added, “And entertain. First you come flying in on a Platform, and now this.”

Zee emerged from his daze. “Wait until you hear about the giant spider-monster and the murfolk city we found.”

Now it was Sallison and Fennix’s turn to stare with faces blank.

Fennix said, “The what, you say?”

The four of them helped with the sorting while Zee and Jessup told them all about their day’s adventure.

***

Zee sat upon one of Jessup’s arms, leaning back against his cheek, gazing up at the two moons of Zhera. It was nearly oh three hundred bells and the rest of the gang had gone to bed, exhausted from all the sorting and stacking. There were piles all along the lake inside the cavern. After the excitement of the day, the two of them hadn’t been able to sleep, so they’d gone outside to do some forging where they wouldn’t disturb the others. Their core had been close to depleted when they’d returned, but now it was fully formed once more.

Zee said, “Are you sure you’re okay with giving up your treasure like that? I know how special that kind of thing can be.” He wondered if his own little treasure box was still under his bed back home, which led to wondering how his parents and Midge were doing. He missed them terribly and swore once again he and Jessup would go see them at the first possible opportunity.

“I’m very sure. I collected it thinking of you. I had fun doing it, but I think I just hoped you would see it one day. I’m glad it will help us.”

“If we really can keep it, even just some of it, we might never have to worry about coin again. I still don’t quite believe it. It’s a strange feeling.”

“Good, though, right?” Jessup asked.

Zee snuggled back closer. “Very good. Thank you, best friend Jessup.”

“You’re welcome, best friend Zee.”

They were both drifting off to sleep when Sallison screamed.

***

Jessup and Zee rushed inside and swam across the lake, the cavern lit only by moonlight beaming in and reflecting off the water. The four other pairs had indeed been sleeping in a pile, which was collapsing while Sallison jumped up and down, still screaming.

Jondon clung to Jodan’s neck in distress. “Sallison! What’s wrong?”

Mehmet propped himself on an elbow on Mirakle’s stomach, rubbing his eyes and searching the room for an intruder.

Chirt sat up on Skaggs’s head. “What the heckfish? Did you have a bad dream?”

Sallison and Fennix were both on their feet, staring closely at Sallison’s wrist while she ran a finger over it. She tipped her hand up and thrust it toward the group, delight shining in her eyes. “Look!”

They squinted in the darkness.

Jessup slid several arms out of the water and raised himself and Zee for a closer look.

Zee said, “Is that your dragonbond?”

Sallison ran to him, holding her arm up. “Yes! It’s forming!”

“Phos!” Zee said, bringing the rest of the lamps to full illumination, the bright light eliciting groans from the others. On the underside of Sallison’s wrist were two small, brilliant white scales.

“Already?” said Jondon, knuckling his eyes against the light.

Mehmet said, “They told us it would take at least twenty-four bells.”

Chirt checked both of her wrists, even though it was well known a dragon rider’s bondmark always formed on the left. “Not fair!”

“That is fast,” Zee said. “That’s about the same amount of time it took for Jessup’s and mine to form. It’s a good sign you have a strong bond.”

Sallison and Fennix’s gazes met, then Sallison screeched, leaping back and nearly falling down.

Fennix jolted, and his eyes went wide. “Did we just speak through the bond?”

“We did!” Sallison shouted. She jumped up and down with excitement. “Do it again.”

There was a short pause, and Sallison screeched once more. “That is so weird!”

“And wonderful!” Fennix added.

There was another pause, then he stooped, and Sallison scrambled up on his back. “We’re going to fly.”

“I’ll warn you,” Fennix said to her, “I got into a bit of trouble the last time I went flying with a rider at night.”

Sallison scoffed. “That was with a murman.”

Fennix said, “That’s true, and we all know they’re nothing but trouble.”

Jessup said, “You’re telling me.”

Zee shrugged. “I’d be insulted if it wasn’t true.”

“We won’t be long,” said Fennix, moving past Jessup and Zee.

“Yes, we will,” Sallison replied quickly.

“Okay, maybe we will.”

Zee said, “Be careful out there.”

“Don’t do anything we wouldn’t do,” Jessup added.

Sallison waved back at them. “Bye!”

“Hang on to my spines,” said Fennix. With a hop and a flap of his wings, he soared over the lake and out the entrance, Sallison shriek-laughing the whole way.

Mehmet and Jondon were both poking at their wrists. Mehmet said. “I think I feel a tingle, but I don’t see anything.”

“Same here,” said Jondon.

Mirakle said, “That’s the first sign that it’s forming. Maybe they will be there in the morning.”

Chirt glowered at her arm. “Really not fair.”

Skaggs said, “That’s okay. Maybe we’re just normal.”

“I don’t want to be normal. I want to be special.”

“You’re special to me.”

She slid off his head, and hugged his neck.

“You’ll all get there,” said Zee. “Just be patient.”

Jondon grumbled. “Patience is for the fish.” More grumbling issued from the riders and dragons. “We’re going back to sleep.” He leaned back against Jodan’s ribs. “Skotadi!” The lamps went out.

Jessup turned so that he and Zee could gaze out the entrance.

Out over the sea, the silhouette of a small Ice Diver passed in front of the larger of the two moons, a rider upon its back, both of them shrieking with joy.

Jessup sniffed. “They grow up so fast.”

Zee patted him on the cheek. “They sure do.”

They settled there at the edge of the lake and finally got some sleep.


Chapter 61

It was close to oh ten hundred bells the next morning when they’d finished at the bank, and Jessup strode quickly up the road to the field where they were to have their fitting. Fennix and Sallison flew a lazy serpentine path above them.

Just after dawn, Zee and Jessup had hustled to the hardgoods supplier at the edge of town and purchased a bunch of sturdy wooden boxes, quite a few short barrels normally used for cannonpowder, and several bales of heavy-duty canvas sacks, then chucked it all into their Keep and ran back. By the time they’d returned, Sallison and Mehmet had completed a written description of roughly everything in Jessup’s hoard, with approximate counts of each.

Zee and Jessup had told all of them to look for something to keep for themselves. The dragons hadn’t wanted anything, and the others resisted until Jessup threatened them, mostly joking. They still hesitated, but at Zee’s continued insistence, Chirt had finally agreed to keep a broach inset with emeralds. Mehmet had chosen a dagger with a gold handle embedded with diamonds, and Jondon picked out a gold ring with a large ruby. Zee had caught Sallison eyeing a necklace of alternating blue and gold pearls with a pear-shaped white iridescent pearl pendant, but she’d put it back and absolutely refused to take anything. She was a princess, after all, and if she wanted something like that, she could have it anytime. Zee knew better than to argue with her, so he hadn’t.

They’d loaded everything into the containers, which once more went into Zee and Jessup’s Keep, and Sallison and Fennix had hurried with them to the bank, arriving just as it opened.

Now, several bells later, they spotted the rest of their flight waiting less than patiently at the edge of the field. Jessup lowered himself to the ground for Zee to climb off, and Fennix landed.

“Wow,” Sallison said as she dismounted. “I will never get tired of that.”

“Neither will I,” Fennix replied.

Everyone crowded around.

Mehmet said, “How did it go?”

Sallison said, “The manager knows who I am, so that had her on edge, but you should have seen the look on her face when Jessup pulled the first crate out and Zee opened it.”

Fennix said, “It only got more comical as he and Zee kept removing them.”

“By the time they had it all on the ground at the back door, she had to sit down.”

“I think it was several minutes before she could speak.”

“It took every employee in the bank, along with me and Zee, almost a bell just to get it inside.”

“Then the manager closed the bank for the day and locked all the doors.”

Jondon looked to Zee. “What’s next? What did they say?”

Zee was a little embarrassed by the whole thing. “Sallison walked me through the paperwork for opening an account while the bankers assessed it by eye, as well as by weight, using a big scale, then ran a bunch of calculations. The manager said it will take at least a month to do a thorough evaluation of everything, but she gave me this until then.”

He pulled a paper slip out of his pocket and stared at it, still not believing the size of the number. He pulled himself out of his daze and handed it to Jondon. “It’s a rough estimate of the total value, and she said it was probably low.”

Everyone crowded closer behind Jondon to see the slip. They all stared for a moment, then broke out in hoots of excitement.

Jondon shook his head. “That’s just ridiculous.”

“Ridiculously awesome!” Chirt cried.

Jondon handed the slip back to Zee, then looked from him to Sallison. “Are you sure you trust the bankers with all this?”

“It’s the Royal Bank of Tosh,” she replied. “And like I said, they know who I am. I signed the member referral with my real name. If anything goes awry, they know it won’t be me who comes after them.”

Mehmet got an evil grin. “It will be your father.”

“Exactly.”

Zee asked, “How are your dragonbonds coming along?”

Jondon and Mehmet whipped their hands up, showing him the bottoms of their wrists.

“Very nice!” said Zee.

The two of them had woken before dawn, shouting and hopping about because their marks had begun to form. They’d each had one scale on the bottom of a wrist, Jondon’s green to match Jodan’s scales, and Mehmet’s orange like Mirakle’s. Now there were three in a row. Sallison’s was already spreading up the sides of her wrist.

Chirt frowned, running the tip of a finger over her wrist. “I think it’s starting to tingle.”

Jondon said, “Maybe yours is taking longer because you’re special.”

“Oh, shut up.”

They all tried to comfort her, but she just rolled her eyes, and she and Skaggs headed for where queues for the fittings were forming. The rest of them followed, Zee and Jessup bringing up the rear.

An assistant tackmaster stood where everyone was filing through, directing the pairs. “Beasts to the left! Riders to the right! Form a line single file, we’ll get to you as we can!”

Beastmasters Mahfouz and Mildrezod were there as well, looking on.

Zee and Jessup stopped to greet them while the others went on ahead.

They returned the greeting, then Mildrezod said, “Come to keep your bondmate company, Ducky Jessup? No need for you to wait in line.”

Jessup blinked his big eyes. “No?”

Mahfouz said, “Why would you?” Then he saw the look of confusion on Zee’s face as well. “And you know you only need your training and dress uniforms, yes?”

Zee didn’t understand. “I do?”

Mahfouz and Mildrezod’s eyes met. Mildrezod said, “Oh, my.”

“Is there a problem, ma’am?” Zee asked.

“Only with the communication around here.”

Mahfouz huffed, hands on hips. “A common enough occurrence in the military, unfortunately.” He waved a hand toward another part of the field. “Follow us.”

Farther up at the end of the riders’ line, Sallison held her hands palms up, questioning.

Zee shrugged, then followed the beastmasters to where Tackmasters Sadir sem Samir and Timy watched over their team of assistants, who were already measuring dragons for harnesses and saddles.

They exchanged greetings, then Mildrezod said, “Zee and Jessup didn’t know.”

“Didn’t know what?” Timy replied, looking them over. “Oh... Oh!”

“Oh, dear,” said Samir.

Now Zee was getting nervous.

Jessup said, “What do we not know?”

“I’m very sorry,” said Samir, “but someone in administrative should have informed you.” He glanced around to make sure no one was within earshot. “You’ll both be receiving the kit made for you on ship. Armor, saddlery, even your sword.”

Timy said, “It was settled on the way back.”

“We’re very sorry about this,” Mildrezod added. “You had to be worried sick about the cost.”

Zee tried to play down his former concern. “Maybe a little.”

Samir said, “We’ll have to reapply Jessup’s lag bolts, but we’ll do that the same time as we fit the dragons, once the term starts in a few days.”

“All provided at no cost to you,” said Mahfouz, “courtesy of the Dragon Corps and the king.”

Zee and Jessup spoke through their bond, then Zee addressed the others. “We’d like to pay our own way, if we may.”

They stared until Mahfouz finally said, “You’re serious?”

“Yes, sir,” Jessup replied.

Samir said, “It would be quite a lot of coin.”

“We have quite a lot of coin,” said Zee and handed him the receipt from the Royal Bank of Tosh.

After reading through it and coming to the number at the bottom, Samir’s hand began to shake.

Mahfouz leaned in, eyes scanning the document. “Great Zepiter’s Ghost!”

***

“You will do no such thing. One does not refuse a gift from the king.” Brevor mon lin Phan slid the bank receipt back to the center of the table. “Even if you two are now among the wealthiest in the kingdom.”

Aureosa reached to turn the receipt and give it another look. “In all the kingdoms, I’d imagine.”

“Your Majesty,” Zee protested.

The king shot up a finger. “I will hear no more about it.”

Sallison, who also sat at the table, gave Zee a look that indicated he should respect her father’s wishes. Her sister, Mayumi, did the same as she refilled Dean Wanchoo’s and Slan hai Drogo’s teacups.

Zee relented with as much grace as he could muster and said to the king, “Yes, Your Majesty.”

“The kingdom will get its cut,” said King Phan, “which will far more than cover the cost of your kit anyway. Use the rest as you wish. And invest it wisely.”

Jessup said, “Sallison, Fennix, and Mehmet are going to help us diversify our portfolio to balance profit and risk while maintaining security for our future.”

The king’s eyes darted back and forth between him and Zee. “You don’t know what any of that means, do you?”

“No, Your Majesty,” Zee replied, “but we trust them.”

“Good. I will have Vice Vizier Ashura take a look at your portfolio as well, if you like. He has a great mind for finance.”

Sallison raised her eyebrows across the table. Apparently that was a good thing.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.” Zee lifted a small bag of coin from his lap and placed it in front of Drogo. “This is for the coin you gave me when I left the Krakenfish, sir, with interest. It was a great help to us.”

Drogo scowled. “One should not refuse a gift from a former Sky Marshall Black Titan, either.” Zee felt the blood drain from his face, but Drogo smiled, then lifted the bag and weighed it in his palm. “However, I will accept in this instance.”

Zee grinned. “Thank you, sir.”

“I will return the interest, however. One does not collect interest from friends.”

Zee’s cheeks flushed. It felt odd but nice that the man considered him a friend. “To be honest, I didn’t know what interest was until Mehmet told me.”

“You both will know quite a bit about finance before long.”

That morning, and at Zee’s request, Sallison had ordered one of their guard pairs to deliver a message to her father, requesting the presence of the men now sitting at the table in the cavern. The king, Commandant Aureosa, and Dean Wanchoo had arrived with their dragons as Zee and the others were returning from their fittings. Sky Marshall Drogo had ridden behind Aureosa on Vandalia, and Mayumi had tagged along with her father on Norrogaul.

The king had agreed that the members of Zee’s flight and their dragons could remain, and they’d been sitting quietly on the cave floor nearby, eating their lunch while Zee and Jessup had told the king and others about their trip to retrieve Jessup’s treasure. Amoxtli had remained perched on the point of Jessup’s shell the whole time.

Zee and Jessup had answered the follow-up questions to the best of their ability, including confirming that they believed the murfolk city had been abandoned a very long time ago. From what they’d seen on their short exploration, there had been no sign of a battle, no bodies, and no belongings left behind. It appeared the murfolk had simply gathered up everything and everyone and left. The men had exchanged glances at that but would not elaborate why. They’d seemed to know something Zee did not, and that frustrated him, but he’d decided they must have had a good reason and hadn’t pushed the issue.

None of them had heard of anything like the giant web-shooting, acid-spitting spider-monster that glowed with blue Marisean. That had perplexed Drogo the most, and he’d promised to look into it.

All of them had been surprised to hear about Zee and Jessup having manifested hidden Abilities and what those Abilities were. Viraam was quite rare and was normally a White or even Red Titan Ability. Apparently the sorcerers Drogo and Mogon never had it, though they’d had more than a few that were even more uncommon. Wanchoo and Venkatarama had promised to help them perfect their Viraam, and Drogo their Slice, which Jessup had of course insisted was Cleave.

Drogo had also explained that hidden Abilities tended to be something you could be capable of, but manifestation was not guaranteed. A pair might never discover them. When they were discovered, however, it was usually at a time of desperate need. And not only that, but unlike other Abilities, they were not preset, meaning they were not a specific Ability. When, and if, they did manifest, it was usually in the form of exactly what you needed, which in Zee and Jessup’s case had been Viraam and Slice. That also explained why they had been able to accomplish them on the very first try.

None of them could explain precisely why both blue Marisean and yellow Empyrean were present in Zee and Jessup’s Slice (or Cleave) Ability. Drogo had said the yellow of Empyrean and the red of Hadeum would both appear in some of their Abilities when they had first discovered the Hadeum, which enhanced their power, but as he had explained before, the Hadeum burned up the Empyrean so quickly they’d been forced to stop using it.

Once Zee had gotten his head wrapped around all of that, he’d brought up his and Jessup’s wanting to pay for their kit, which the king had quashed with no room for negotiation.

With the meeting now completed, King Phan pushed up from his chair and addressed the rest of Zee’s flight.

“Congratulations, all of you, on your tremendous showing at the Trials, your successful pairing, and the surprisingly swift formation of your dragonbonds.” His eyes shifted to Drogo, who glanced to Aureosa and Wanchoo.

Zee didn’t miss the exchange and wondered again what that was all about.

Norrogaul spoke to him and Jessup. “Now,” said the king’s dragon, “we’d like to see this Slice Ability you told us about.”

“Cleave,” said Jessup.

Norrogaul’s intense dragon-eyes fell upon him. “We will be the judge of that.”

***

Zee sat upon Jessup, who perched on a ledge overlooking the ocean fifty feet below. The spectators, including Sallison, Fennix, and the rest of their flight and their dragons, watched from a broader ledge below and safely off to the side.

Zee lifted his stinger, attempting to picture the Ability more clearly than he had when they’d used it against the spider. The stinger flared blue, and he swiped it downward. He did not voice the name of the Ability this time, merely used the concept of it in his mind.

The blade of light struck like a stiff hand the length of a very large ship chopping down into the waves, right to the floor of the sea. The sound was like the cracking of lighting and boom of thunder, and the stone shook beneath their feet.

At bottom of the swing, the arc slammed into the face of the cliff below them, shattering the stone and sending Zee and Jessup toppling in a landslide, crying out in surprise, to be dumped into the sea.

They popped up, sputtering, with eyes wide.

All in attendance were completely drenched, seawater draining from their ledge like a waterfall. Great waves spread to either side of where they struck, the ocean rushing in from below to fill the void, altogether making for a very rough portion of the sea.

Venkatarama blinked water from his eyes. “Goodness...”

Amoxtli shook herself where she sat on Rama’s head, sending droplets flying.

Zee bobbed in the waves, having fallen from his seat on the kraken. “Is everyone all right?!”

They all just stared.

Norrogaul looked at King Phan. “Cleave.”

“Agreed,” the king replied. “Definitely Cleave.”

Zee and Jessup swam closer, and Jessup said, “Sorry about that.”

“We did ask,” said the king.

Drogo stepped closer to the edge, soaking wet, and leaned on his cane. “We’ll work on sharpening your edge and controlling your release within the arc and its distance of expansion, but not today. It will need to wait until after the Acceptance Dinner, and I’m wearing drier clothing.” He shook water from his hair and ran a hand down his vest. “That was very impressive, nonetheless.”

Zee and Jessup replied together. “Thank you, sir.”

Everyone said their goodbyes, and King Phan, Mayumi, and Norrogaul flew off, followed by the commandants with Drogo.

Sallison waved. “See you back at the cavern!”

Fennix raised a wing. “Thank you for the bath!”

They made their way along the ledge, holding back from flying so as not to leave Chirt and Skaggs walking by themselves.

The deans of magicks, however, stayed behind. Wanchoo wrung the water from his beret, then his wand glowed yellow, and he waved it over his body. Within a few seconds his white robe and Red Titan sash were dry.

Venkatarama gazed down at Zee and Jessup. “Why don’t you show us this Platform of yours?”

Together, they replied, “Yes, sir!”

***

Jondon cheered, “Five scales!”

Jodan hummed a little victory song.

Mehmet shouted, “Hah! Six!”

“So there!” said Mirakle before sticking her fat purple tongue out at Jodan.

Zee spoke from where he sat on one of Jessup’s arms at the edge of the lake, finally getting a chance to eat his lunch from a bowl he held in one hand. “It’s great how fast your bonds are growing, but this isn’t really a competition, you know.”

All four of them turned on him and spoke as one. “Yes, it is!”

Zee shook his head at Sallison, who sat on the floor near him and Jessup, leaning against Fennix. “Not much has changed, has it?”

“I’m happy to see it, actually,” she replied.

Chirt squeaked loudly. “I’ve got one! I’ve got one!” She threw her arm in the air to show off the single scale of reddish black, just like Skaggs’s.

Mehmet and Jondon and their dragons erupted in congratulatory cheers.

“Let’s go fly!” said Jodan. Jondon, Mehmet, Mirakle, Chirt, and Skaggs all cried out in the affirmative, and the riders mounted up.

Chirt waved at Zee, Jessup, Sallison, and Fennix. “See you later. We’re going on our very first flight!”

“Be careful,” Sallison cautioned.

Skaggs grinned, a terrible toothy sight on his extra-wide Rock dragon mouth. “Catch us if you can!”

Jessup said, “We do have Platform now.”

Skaggs pulled his grin back. “Forget the ‘catch us’ part, then.”

Chirt said, “Join us when you’re done with your lunch, though.”

She waved again, then squeaked as Skaggs took a running hop and flapped out of the cavern, following the other pairs.

Fennix said, “I’m over the moon that we all paired up like we did. Everyone from our flight with someone from yours. That has to be quite the coincidence.”

Zee thought again about the odd looks he’d caught Drogo, Aureosa, Wanchoo, and King Phan sharing during their conversations, as well as the secret that Drogo had said he would reveal to them when the time was right, and wondered if maybe it wasn’t such a fluke they’d bonded flight-to-flight.

Fennix continued, “I wonder if Bryceus and Chirt might have ended up together if he was still here.”

“Even after what he did,” said Jessup, “it’s a shame he’s gone.”

Sallison said, “It’s too bad we lost a strong dragon like that, but I suppose it’s for the best. Besides, I like Skaggs. I think he’s going to be really good for Chirt.” They all agreed.

Fennix said, “It’s interesting that their dragonbond is taking this much longer than the rest of ours to form, considering Skaggs was the only one not in our flight.”

“That is interesting,” said Sallison.

Zee spoke almost to himself, “I wonder...” He shook his head quickly to clear the train of thought. He had enough to worry about without another mystery to occupy his mind.

“Oh...” said Fennix, lifting his head at the same time Sallison sat up straight and said, “What was that?”

Zee spied something and pointed. “Sallison, look at your wrist.”

She did and shrieked, “Ahh! It’s done!”

She dropped her fork and now empty bowl, then leapt to her feet while Fennix hopped up as well. She showed him where the white scales now completely encircled her wrist. “We’re fully bonded!” She grabbed him around the neck.

Zee said, “You know what that means?”

Sallison released her bondmate, who had tears of happiness in his eyes. “That our crucible is fully formed?”

“And you can forge.”

“But we’re not supposed to do that unsupervised.”

Fennix said, “They never specified who had to be supervising. We can only assume it would be a pair that already knows how.”

Sallison’s eyes shot to Zee and Jessup, and her face lit up. “Oh...”

***

When the others returned several bells later, the two pairs were still at it. It had taken Sallison and Fennix nearly a bell to visualize their crucible, show it to Zee and Jessup, then be able to see the Empyreal Plane, but under the murman and kraken’s tutelage, they’d taken to mining rather swiftly. Zee hadn’t seen any other newly bonded pair’s crucibles, but theirs seemed strong, and they’d had a good amount of yellow Empyrean inside it to begin with, floating there naturally from their auras.

Processing the way Zee and Jessup did it was more difficult for them than mining had been, but once they’d gotten proficient at it, they’d done better than Zee would have expected, and they seemed to be naturals at forming. They’d been able to compress the cloud fairly well but hadn’t managed to fully form their core. They’d been frustrated but seemed to feel better when Zee and Jessup explained that the two of them had already gone much farther than pairs usually did on their first try. Then they’d mined, processed, and formed twice more, which Jessup had told them that, according to Tem and Timandra was practically unheard of for a first day forging.

Zee and Jessup hadn’t told them they themselves had forged three times, formed their core, and sparked it on their very first night. Zee didn’t think it was right as their instructors to gloat. He marveled that he and Jessup would be showing someone else how to forge when they’d been entirely clueless such a short time ago.

Zee and Jessup had forged right along with them, dual-forging Empyrean and Marisean at the same time. According to even experienced pairs like Tem and Timandra, Dame Toomsil and Peloquin, and even the commandants and deans of magicks, forging with Zee and Jessup made their forging easier. Zee wondered if that was why Sallison and Fennix had been able to do so well on their first try.

Zee and Jessup’s core had been practically full when they’d started, so they’d worked on expanding their crucible, packing in as much ore as they could to stretch it and make it larger.

The others had returned excited and chattering but had quickly quieted when they’d seen the two pairs facing each other in meditative positions, then watched carefully while Chirt, Mehmet, and Jondon went about preparing dinner.

When Zee finally called an end to their session, Sallison was flushed and covered with sweat, and Fennix breathed an exhausted sigh.

“I’m famished!” Sallison exclaimed.

Jondon called out, “Dinner’s almost ready. We can see your dragonbond is a full wristlet now, were you forging?”

“We were,” Fennix answered. “And it was wonderful.”

“And exhausting,” Sallison added.

“Come to think of it, I’m quite hungry myself.” Fennix addressed the other dragons. “Anyone up for some evening supper?”

Jodan was first to reply. “Always.”

“I could eat,” said Mirakle.

Skaggs said, “I’ll gladly keep you company.”

“No, you won’t,” said Chirt. “We might have three scales now, but Jondon’s and Mehmet’s are already over halfway around their wrists. We need to stay together.”

The stocky Rock dragon turned back to Fennix. “No, I won’t.”

Fennix, Jodan, and Mirakle promised to be back in a bell, then headed out to feed from the sea.

***

While they ate dinner, Sallison regaled them with the harrowing tale of her and Fennix’s first time forging—or at least she made it sound that way—ending by saying it had been quite successful in spite of the odds, even exceptionally so, according to Zee and Jessup. The two of them confirmed her claim, when a hail came from outside the cavern.

They recognized the dragon’s voice, and Jessup called out, “Timandra! Come in!”

She entered, Tem on her back, and joined them across the lake.

Zee said, “Hi, Tem—I mean, Knight Commander Lead Instructor jal Briggs, sir.”

“Tem is fine in this company.”

Timandra glanced about, then addressed Sallison, Jondon, and Mehmet. “Have your dragons abandoned you already?”

“Yes,” said Jessup. “They are very sad. Dragons are not to be trusted.”

“I see.”

“Except for you, of course, ma’am. And Skaggs.”

Chirt patted the stout Rock on the head. “He’s very loyal.”

Skaggs snorted black smoke.

Tem said, “Our apologies for interrupting your dinner, everyone. Zee, Jessup, can we speak to you outside?”

Zee looked to Jessup, then back to Tem. “Sure.” He glanced at the others, who watched with concern as he made his way along the walkway at the end of the lake, following the Dragon Corps officers out of the cavern. Jessup crossed the lake behind them.

Once outside, Timandra landed again and walked down the ledge. Jessup swam along with them. The sun sank below the horizon, igniting the sky red.

Tem stared at his hands, which lay on the horn of the saddle, obviously troubled. Timandra sighed softly but stayed silent.

“What’s wrong?” Jessup asked.

Tem breathed deeply and looked up. “You trust us, right?”

Zee said, “Of course. What’s this about?”

When Tem didn’t answer, Timandra said, “We’ll explain on the way.”


Chapter 62

A bell later, Zee peered around Tem’s shoulder as they descended through thick clouds toward a small barren island, its sides steep and worn into cliffs by the relentless sea.

They landed at the edge, and Zee climbed off. He walked a short distance from the dragon and rider, gazing over the small island. “There’s no one here,” he called back.

Tem and Timandra merely gazed up at the low bank of clouds, which shone silvery blue from the light of the two moons of Zhera above.

Several dozen dark forms took shape in the mist, much of which dissipated. Most of them were Gold Class, but there were a good number of White Titans as well—including Tem’s father, Governor jal Briggs, and Vizier Ronal ahr Virdi. Some of the knights wore the regalia of the King’s Guard. The Gold Class knight who had struck Zee’s pa on the dock so many years ago was also there. He had also been on the admiral’s ship with the governor on the mission to save the prince.

Zee recalled that this knight, who was the highest ranking of Briggs and the vizier’s force, and several others under Briggs’s employ, had been injured by the blast Zee and Jessup had loosed after ingesting the Pearl—and so had Briggs himself—even though Zee and Jessup had targeted only enemies. He’d thought it had happened because they had little experience with their Tracking Ability and had over-extended themselves with the number of enemies they’d targeted. But now he knew that wasn’t the case at all.

He hadn’t felt their presence until the highly effective Cloak the vizier had conjured had been released. Two White Titan pairs shot down from the clouds to land at the edge of the cliff behind Zee, blocking any escape into the sea.

Zee gazed about as if confused. “Tem...?”

“Well done, Son,” said Briggs. “Did you have any trouble?”

“None, sir.”

“I’m glad to hear it. Thank you for bringing him to me.”

Tem stared at his father. “I didn’t bring him to you, Father. I brought you to them.”

Kraken arms shot up from behind the edge of the cliff, hooked the pairs guarding Zee, and yanked them into the sea. Water thrashed below, then Jessup hauled himself up behind Zee. With his presence no longer Camouflaged, the power of their core igniting set Briggs, the vizier, and their soldiers a step back.

Briggs and his forces sparked their cores as well, the wave of their power washing over Zee like the heat from a mighty furnace.

Briggs growled, “Temothy, what have you done?”

The vizier hissed, “Calm yourself, Lord Governor. We are fifty pairs to one.”

“You have not seen them fight, Your Grace.”

Tem said, “Make that two.” He and Timandra sparked their Gold Class core.

The vizier and other knight pairs scoffed.

Timandra roared, “Hundred!”

A greater section of the cloud dissipated over one side the island, revealing twenty flights of the Dragon Corps’ highest-class knight pairs. On a wide golden Platform were the three Red Titans, King Phan and Norrogaul, Aureosa and Vandalia, and Wanchoo and Venkatarama.

Briggs, the vizier, and their force reeled at the sight.

Norrogaul roared. “Hold!”

Briggs wheeled on Tem and screamed in rage. “Temothy!”

Before he could say or do anything more, blue bolts from a triple Lightning Blast struck him, Vizier Virdi, and the ranking Gold Knight pair. Their aura protections flashed yellow but did them little good. They flew back to tumble through their forces, scattering the pairs behind them, some leaping to the air to take flight. They did not get far before a dome of golden light trapped them all.

Zee glanced up at Wanchoo, who held his wand pointing at the dome. Zee could only imagine what he saw was half a Testudo Globe, the rest of it continuing hidden beneath the stone. He had never seen it used that way before. He wondered if perhaps it was a different Ability but related to Globe. If so, it would be a very handy Ability to have.

The traitorous knight pairs flapped about, then realized the folly of their effort and returned to the ground.

The king’s forces flew lower to circle above the dome. Dame Toomsil and Peloquin were among them. The Platform carrying the king, commandants, and deans of magicks floated to hover just above the ground. Riding with Aureosa was Slan hai Drogo, and to Zee’s surprise, Dean Philliam sim Tooker and his dragon and Superintendent Lora aye Hyooz and hers were there as well. Each of them carried an unbonded man in a passenger’s saddle behind them, Chaplain Antoon oh Connor with Tooker, and Vice Vizier Davis han Ashura with Hyooz.

King Phan shouted, “Yield, and you will be spared to stand trial for treason, your fate to be decided at a later time. Resist, and you die today.”

The trapped pairs looked at each other and their fallen leaders, then the riders slid from their mounts, and they and the dragons prostrated themselves to the ground.

Gold light flashed among them and continued to glow brightly, then came the sounds of coughing and groaning. The knights scrambled back from the light.

A dragon stood within the glow, its rider clinging to its back. Steam rose from them. The dragon stumbled, then stood firm and raised its head. The rider sat up, coughed again, then chortled with menace. It was Governor Briggs, and the light emanated from a talisman that hung from his neck.

Jessup said, “We should have hit them harder.”

“You’re not kidding,” Zee replied.

Tem had instructed them to strike his father and the vizier first but had also asked them to use only enough power to stun them. As much as Tem hated the man and what he was trying to do, he still didn’t want his father dead.

Zee and Jessup had gaged the Lightning Blast attack carefully but had added a third bolt for the ranking Gold Class pair. They must have miscalculated the amount of power to direct into them. Then again, it appeared the mystery of who had stolen the king’s artefact from the admiral’s ship was solved. Zepiter’s Heart glowed, now in the possession of Governor Briggs.

The luminescence dimmed but remained, flowing around and through Briggs and his dragon, as if they weren’t fully corporeal.

Briggs raised his sword toward the king. “I will not yield! I possess Zepiter’s Heart, and I, Farig jal Briggs, will be king!”

The vizier stirred. “Stop, you fool!” His voice rasped, and he coughed as he pushed himself up to sit back against his barely stirring beast. “You do not know the power of the Heart or have the skill to wield it!”

“Silence!” The artefact brightened on Briggs’s chest. His dragon drew back its head, then thrust it forward to fire a Beam of flame enhanced by Zepiter’s Heart to the strength of a Black Titan. The vizier pair’s Shield flared to life, but the Beam burned through it and it flashed from existence. The vizier and his dragon screamed, the flames splashing out to envelope other pairs within the dome as well.

Zee looked to Tem, who watched his father’s actions in horror.

The screams died out, the vizier and his dragon reduced to charred and smoking remains. Burned pairs writhed and moaned. The artefact dimmed.

“Stop this, Briggs!” the king shouted. “You will kill us all!”

Briggs leered, pointing once more at the Platform with his sword. “That has always been the plan. Now I will finish what I started.” The artefact grew brighter once more, and his dragon loosed another Beam.

The intense stream of flame struck the inside of the dome, which flared and grew thicker as Wanchoo’s wand glowed. White Titan magickers in the air lent him power with their own wands as well.

Briggs and his dragon did not relent. The Beam grew wider, gleaming as it assaulted the dome, and Wanchoo strained. The artefact continued to grow brighter, and a high keening whine rose in the air.

The Beam blinked out, but the artefact did not stop. The whine grew so loud the riders within the dome cringed and covered their ears.

Briggs looked about in terror as he and his dragon slowly rose from the ground, lifted by the yellow light emanating from the artefact that now nearly obscured them. The dragon flapped frantically but had no control.

Briggs screamed, “Noooooo!”

His dragon thrashed and began blasting white-hot flames, sweeping the interior of the dome. The trapped pairs careened and flapped about, crashing against the inside of the dome like moths in a jar. They were incinerated by the dragon’s fire as it swept over them. All the while, Zepiter’s Heart continued to brighten, and the whine grew louder and higher in pitch.

“Flee!” cried Norrogaul. “Flee, as fast as you can!”

Two hundred pairs Streaked away as speedily as their highest speed Ability could take them, magickers throwing up Shields behind them as they went.

Enhanced by his Red Titan power, Aureosa’s voice cut across the distance as the Platform Streaked away as well. “Zee! Jessup! Get away!”

Zee leapt upon Jessup, conjuring a thick Water Shield, then realized Tem and Timandra stood frozen and gaping at the small sun that floated before them. The dome blinked out.

Jessup snatched the pair, spun, and dove from the cliff.

***

Drogo scrambled down from Vandalia’s back and to the edge of the Platform, where he gazed back at the island with the brightening star above. Then the light detonated in a blinding flash, followed by a clap of the loudest thunder.

Someone shouted, “Drogo!” then a blast of wind caught the Shield that had been conjured behind the Platform and shot them forward at even greater speed.

If not for the strong grip of Vandalia’s claw, Drogo would have tumbled to the sea. Then the blast was past, and Drogo didn’t care that he’d nearly fallen to his death, nor did he feel where her claw had pierced his shoulder. “We must go back!”

“Turnabout!”, ordered the king.

The Platform swung around and Streaked back toward the center of the expanding circle of high, crashing waves.

Drogo staved off the fear for Zee and Jessup by reminding himself who, and what, they were. The others did not seem as convinced. Groans rose as the Platform moved closer. The island was gone.

Still, Drogo scanned the sea all around. “There!” he cried. All crowded to the edge

A quarter mile away, blue light shone deep beneath the waves. The Platform sped toward it, and the light grew brighter, larger, as it rose to the surface. As they arrived, Zee and Jessup appeared above the waves upon their Marisean-powered Platform. The kraken held something before him that looked very much like a giant ball of blue-tinted glass. Inside of it, Tem and Timandra clutched each other, gawping in amazement like fish in a bowl—except they were breathing air.

Drogo’s eyes fell on Jessup, then Zee. They had manifested yet another hidden Ability. Testudo Globe. He breathed the words, “That’s my boy.” The tension left his body. He slumped on his cane, then wondered why his shoulder hurt.


Chapter 63

Trumpets blared, drums beat, and sackpipes played, all performed by the official Dragon Corps Marching Band, which led the way. Zee sat high upon Jessup, who walked along at full height on eight stretched arms, waving in a dignified manner at the crowd below with his two frontmost arms. Zee had a view of the parade route nearly as good as the rider and dragon pairs that flew above. He took the opportunity to adjust the tie and straighten the mail vest of the brand-new dress uniform he’d received that afternoon. And the vest shone gleaming silver. A squeak sound from above, and Zee craned his neck to see Amoxtli clinging proudly to the point at the peak of Jessup’s shell.

The Acceptance Day Parade was traditionally a small affair, Zee had been told, a celebration of the induction of new cadets, with only academy cadets, faculty, and staff in attendance.

This year was quite different. They’d begun near the harbor, just outside of town, and now proceeded slowly toward the citadel campus. Word had spread: an insurrection had been crushed. Heroes were being celebrated, Zee and Jessup among them. Townsfolk, every knight and magicker pair on the island, and sailors and marines from ships in the harbor had gathered en masse, lining the route. Dignitaries had been arriving from all over Tosh as well, by invitation from the king, and it had been announced that King mon lin Phan himself would be in attendance, the only time he had done so during his reign other than when Prince Talog had matriculated from recruit to cadet.

Below, recruits who had passed the Trials and found a bondmate strode along, riders mounted, five pairs abreast. Except for Zee and his friends and their bondmates. Due to the kraken’s size, Jessup had been given his own row at the center of the procession with more room in front and behind, while the other four pairs walked just ahead. Jessup contracted and bent his legs to lumber along among them, and the crowd cheered.

Sallison turned, smiling brightly, then went back to waving at everyone they passed. The Basic instructors accompanied them, one pair on either side of each flight row. For Zee and Jessup, it was Tem and Timandra on one side, staring straight ahead, expressions deadpan, and Dame Toomsil and Peloquin on the other. Toomsil saluted them. Zee returned the gesture with a smile, but it was forced. So was Jessup’s. Even the kraken had been affected by the horror they’d witnessed on that barren island out in the sea and the close call they’d had.

The insurrectionists were dead. The mystery of the king’s missing artefact had been solved, though Zepiter’s Heart had been destroyed or lost in the sea. The royal family was safe. And as far as anyone could tell, the Wraiths had played no part.

But only those who were there knew how it had all happened. Zee looked to Tem. No one bore that weight as much as Temothy jal Briggs.

***

After they’d risen from the waves two nights ago, having escaped and survived the critical over-forging and resulting explosion of Governor Briggs and his dragon’s core due to their inexperience with using the artefact, Zee and Jessup had moved to Dean Wanchoo’s larger and more stable Platform for the journey back.

King Phan, Aureosa, and Drogo had filled them in on the whole story, or at least the most important parts. They could only guess at many of the details, but apparently Lord Governor Briggs and Vizier Virdi had been conspiring to seize the throne for quite some time. That they’d been working together had only been discovered in the previous few days, thanks to Chaplain oh Connor, who had found out the two men were both members of a radically orthodox sect of the Church of Zepiter that met only in secret. A sect that had been particularly furious that a bonded murman and kraken had been allowed to live, let alone been considered for admittance in the kingdom’s esteemed academy for humans and dragons. They’d used the sect member’s outrage to gain further support for their plan to overthrow the king. When King Phan had decreed that Zee and Jessup were to be accepted into the academy, the assassination plot had been set in motion—which included the vizier arranging for himself to be wounded in order to avert suspicion.

The plot’s failure had been a blow but had further fueled their fervor. The kingdom had been on high alert, however, and the king and his family under constant guard. The conspirators would have to take the throne by force, even if it meant a bloody coup.

First, however, they wished to remove what they considered their greatest barrier to success, and the objects of their hatred. The demons, the abominations, Zee and Jessup. The simplest way to do that would be to eliminate Zee. A single rampaging kraken with a broken bond could be dealt with, but to attack them as a pair would be far too difficult without revealing their own complicity. When the first attempt to kill Zee failed and he became guarded as well, they came up with another plan. And that was where Tem came in.

Tem had explained he’d been wondering why his father had been wanting to spend so much time with him, acting like a real father. When Briggs had finally revealed what he wanted Tem to do, promising him riches, power, and a place beside his father as crown prince of Tosh, one day to be king himself, Tem had been shocked, but at Timandra’s prompting, he had dredged up his old self, the one who’d seen Zee as a worthless freak. He’d told his father as much and accepted his task—then surreptitiously passed a note to Dame Toomsil, who had delivered it to the king by way of Commandant Aureosa. Several bells later, he’d gone to retrieve Zee and take him to the island.

King Phan had said, “The tipping point came when we asked the vizier to attend the discovery of the Creation Scrolls. Drogo had given us an idea of what we would find, and we hoped it would further enrage the vizier and force his hand. We’d also hoped he wouldn’t be able to resist being there when the murman who was bonded to a kraken met his demise, proving his complicity without a doubt. And it worked.”

Zee had rolled what the king had said in his mind. “You’ve found the original Creation Scrolls?”

“We have,” Drogo had replied. “And what the Church and all the followers of Zepiter have believed for a millennium turns out to be very wrong indeed.”

“Wrong in what way?” Zee had asked.

The king had spoken again. “For that, you will have to wait.”

Zee had looked to Drogo. “More secrets.”

Drogo had said, “Same secret, actually. All will be revealed at the Acceptance Dinner, in two days’ time.”

***

Zee realized the parade had reached the citadel courtyard. He gazed at the statue of the last Sky Marshalls and the type badges with sword and wand carved on Drogo’s chest and Mogon’s harness, designating them as sorcerer types. Just like the ones Zee and Jessup wore now.

Someone just ahead among the spectators called for a salute.

Jessup said, “That’s Lord Commanders Jeram ee Goblers and Potterus.” And it was. The Terrors of Whitecaps Isle, the famed knight pair they’d beaten the first day they’d fought in a simulation arena on a raft behind the HMS Dragon’s Rage. The pair had classed up from high-level Gold to White Titan after that bout. Goblers stood with what must have been his flight, grizzled warriors all, as Zee and Jessup passed. Zee had thought he’d seen the pair among the knights the king had brought to confront Briggs and the vizier. Now he was sure. Zee and Jessup returned the salute, and the riders snapped their hands down. Goblers nodded with respect.

It still boggled Zee how far he and Jessup had come just since they’d started Basic, but it was beginning to sink in. They had both placed first in their cohort, Zee’s flight had won the Conqueror and the Scrambler, and he’d taken first in the Runner. Jessup’s had won Capture the Castle, and he’d placed first in the Speeder Slalom. And every member of their flights had leveled up. Then there were Zee and Jessup’s parts in stopping the titanwave and ending the coup to steal the throne. Zee wasn’t sure why everyone thought they were heroes for their help in stopping the insurrection. They hadn’t done much other than agree to go with Tem and Timandra, then protect a pair of fellow knights.

Zee checked on Tem again, who still looked straight ahead, the epitome of the Dragon Corps knight rider in perfect form. Beyond him in a crowd of cadets was Cadet Wing Commander High Mountain ber Sakai upon Saralin and the cadet wing group leaders as well. The cadets didn’t salute, but the looks they gave Zee and Jessup had changed even further from what they’d seen during the Trials. Perhaps a few looked hateful, and some were obviously resentful, but the majority held expressions of respectful envy and even a touch of awe. Even the foursies. And they weren’t just watching the murman and kraken. Among them were Mehmet’s sister, Elif, a cadet wing group leader, and his brother, Bayram, a wing leader. They stared at Mehmet with expressions of profound confusion.

Zee glanced over his friends, all in the row ahead of him. They looked sharp in their dress uniforms, mail vests, and caps, but unlike most of the other recruits, they were waving and cheering back at the crowd, far less reticent than the rest about enjoying themselves. They deserved it.

***

When Zee and Jessup had arrived back at the cavern late the night of the confrontation with Briggs and the vizier, everyone was still awake. Mehmet and Jondon’s dragonbonds had fully encircled their wrists, and Sallison had been taking them through forging for their second time.

Zee and Jessup had tried to be quiet as they’d entered, but Chirt and Skaggs, who had been watching the forging session, had leapt up and shouted that they’d returned.

They’d told them everything that had happened. The group had taken it as good news all in all, but the whole idea that Briggs, the vizier, and so many others had done this, and the manner in which those on the island died, had dampened their spirits. Sallison hadn’t been all that surprised to hear Lord Governor Briggs had been involved, but she’d known Vizier Virdi since she was a child, and he’d always been kind to her and her siblings, if a bit aloof. Zee had sensed that the idea of him trying to kill them all bothered her deeply. Because she and Fennix were now bonded, it had affected the dragon as well. To help take their minds off of it, Jessup had suggested they do some more forging. And so they had.

The next morning, only yesterday now, Chirt had woken screaming with joy. Her dragonbond wristlet had completed while they’d slept. There’d been a workshop scheduled at which the new pairs were to be shown how to reveal their crucibles for all to see, but they’d decided to skip it. And, of course, Chirt and Skaggs had wanted to forge right away.

They hadn’t taken to it as quickly as Sallison and Fennix had or, as Zee had been told, Mehmet, Mirakle, Jondon, and Jodan, but they’d all forged nearly the entire day, taking breaks only to eat and fly or swim for brief periods, just to keep their blood pumping.

Later in the afternoon, Sallison and Fennix had been the first to fully forge their core, and they’d howled with delight at the feeling of reaching Tin Class when they’d first sparked their core. Jessup had called it a little baby core, but when they’d glared at him, the kraken had added that at least it was a cute one.

Jondon and Jodan had been next a few bells later, then Mehmet and Mirakle. The rejoicing had gotten a little out of hand, resulting in Mirakle tripping Jodan and Jondon into the lake to roars of laughter from all.

Zee and Jessup had continued to forge with Chirt and Skaggs and finally had to force them to lie down only a few bells before sunrise. In the morning, they’d forged once more, and the two had formed their core and sparked it as well. Jondon, Mehmet, and Sallison had picked Chirt up and marched her around the cave, then chucked her in the lake. Apparently it had become a tradition, because Fennix, Jodan, and Mirakle shoved Skaggs in as well.

Zee and Jessup had shown them how to view their Keeps, which were no larger than a crab crate, and how to form their very first Shields. After that, they’d just had time to get cleaned up and rush to their first official bond assessments.

They’d been the envy of the entire cohort.

It had begun as they’d lined up to receive their new assessment badges and custom-tailored mail vests, which would be activated by the Orb. Yezi had approached them, high upon his bondmate, a large Royal Ebon named Shukla. She wasn’t as tall as Jodan, who was big even for a Greatwing, but she was powerfully built and probably weighed the same. She’d place third in the beast cohort, the same as Yezi had in his. Word had already begun to spread about what happened out on the barren island, and Zee had expected him to say something about his uncle, Vizier Ronal ahr Virdi.

Instead, he’d greeted them all in his respectful but slightly lofty way, then addressed Sallison. “How’s your bond coming along?”

“Quite good, we must say,” she’d replied, bringing the others into the conversation. She’d held her arm up so he could see the bottom of her wrist, then turned it around to reveal the completed wristlet of bright scales. Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet had done the same.

Yezi’s lips had flattened into a straight line, and he’d shaken his head deliberately. “Why would I have expected anything else?”

“And yours?” Sallison had asked.

He’d held his hand close to his ribs. “Never mind.”

Yezi’s dragon had lowered her head to be even with Fennix’s. “It’s good to see you again, Your Highness.” Fennix had greeted her in return, then she’d raised her eyes to Sallison and held the princess’s gaze. “It is an honor.”

Sallison had looked to Yezi. “You told her.”

He shrugged. “She’s my bondmate. What was I to do?”

She patted Fennix on the shoulder. “I understand.” Yezi and Shukla had turned to leave, but Sallison had called after him.

“Yes?” he’d replied turning back.

“I’m sorry about your uncle.”

He’d gazed at the ground, then looked up. “Thank you. I never liked the man, you know. He ignored me when I’d come to visit. I’m worried for my mother, though. She will not take it well.”

“Your father is a good man. He’ll take good care of her while you’re away.”

“Thank you, again. Regardless of the circumstances, I’m glad your family is safe.”

It had been Sallison’s turn to thank him, then Yezi had looked to Zee and Jessup. “Thank you for what you did to help save the kingdom.”

“We were just doing our duty as citizens of Tosh,” Jessup had replied.

Zee couldn’t keep the vision of the vizier and his dragon being incinerated by flames as they lay helpless on the ground from replaying in his mind.

Shortly afterward, the bond assessments had begun. None of the other newly bonded pairs had completed dragonbonds or fully formed crucibles. Each had stopped to have their dragonbonds inspected to make sure their bonds were “taking” before approaching the Orb of Assessment. The Orb had been able to assign their types, but could give them no ratings, just as Drill Instructors Villoso and Vittie had said. When they’d been prompted to reveal their crucibles, they’d been ghostly and thin, with only vaporous wisps of Empyrean floating inside.

Zee and his friends had gone last, with Zee and Jessup first among them. The recruits had groaned when they were assessed at mid-level Silver Class, but none of them seemed surprised, even though everyone knew only a few cadets had reached that rating even by graduation in the last thirty years. Their other stats had moved up some as well, but other than that, they were still sorcerer types, and their potential remained Unlimited. Zee was thrilled when the new mail vest he’d received turned from the color of dull steel to bright silver to match his and Jessup’s new class.

The real shock to the other recruits had come when Sallison’s and Fennix’s assessment badges and Sallison’s vest turned a light powdery gray for Tin Class, and their ratings appeared in the air in the flowing script of the Orb.

Rider: Sallison anh Batcu

Beast: Fennix

Rating: Bond

Class: Tin

Level: Low

Magick Affinity: Copper

Aether Capacity: Iron

Type: Knight

Potential: Black Titan

Gasps and whispering had sounded from the crowd when the pairs’ badges and Sallison’s vest changed, which had grown louder when their Aether capacity rating had appeared. But with the reveal of their final stat, cries of disbelief erupted. Iron Class Aether capacity was quite high for a Tin Class bond-rated pair, but Black Titan potential was far more rare, even for officers in the Dragon Corps, and had never happened for a first-year pair.

Zee, Jessup, and the rest of their friends had cheered.

Sallison and Fennix had been just as shocked but had grinned from the time they’d revealed the solid white ring of their crucible and their shining core right through rejoining their friends, who’d congratulated them without reserve.

Jondon and Jodan had been rated the same as Sallison and Fennix, except their potential had been Red Titan, which was still exceptional for a firstie pair. Chirt and Skaggs had also gotten the same, but with a potential rating of White Titan, which they professed to be more than happy with.

The real shocker and cause for celebration had come during Mehmet and Mirakle’s assessment. They’d been rated exactly the same as Jondon and Jodan, with one major difference. They’d been designated as magicker types. Poor Mehmet had nearly fallen off his dragon, and poor Mirakle, whose knees had begun to shake, was forced to shift quickly to keep him up.

It had been no secret Mehmet had hoped against hope to be a magicker, but Mirakle had never told them it had been her dream as well. When she revealed that to them, she was in tears. The group of friends’ cheers, roars, and slapping of backs and flanks continued even as they left the courtyard and made their way back to the cavern for their midday meal.

***

The parade had turned at the citadel and was heading toward the fourth mountain, where the dinner would be held. Covered stands had been set up on this part of the route for the special guests of the king. Commandant Aureosa, Dean Wanchoo, and the other ranking faculty were there, standing at attention and saluting as the recruit pairs passed, soon to be cadets. No longer in disguise, King mon lin Phan sat high beneath a grand pavilion wearing his crown and Red Titan sash. Queen Aryana sat to one side of him, Prince Talog the other. All three held up a hand to acknowledge the recruits. Zee didn’t see Princess Mayumi but knew she’d be blending into the crowd somewhere nearby, watching for trouble.

All eyes fixed on the kraken lumbering along, and by extension Zee as well. The royal family nodded in their and Sallison’s direction as they passed.

It was all so odd and wonderful, Zee almost felt as if he was floating above himself watching the events play out. “What do you think of all this, Jessup?” he asked.

“I am overwhelmed, but I like it.”

“I wouldn’t have thought a kraken could be overwhelmed.”

“Krakens swim in the sea, fight things, and eat fish, not march in parades with many people watching.”

“This one does.”

“Apparently so,” said Jessup. “Mostly I like it because Zee is here.”

“I wouldn’t be without you,” Zee replied.

“Or I without you.”

“Best murman and kraken pair ever.”

Jessup didn’t add the ‘only murman and kraken pair ever” joke and instead just said, “Yes, we are.”

As they approached the mountain, the marching band peeled off the path and gathered in formation. Each row of recruit pairs did the same. The recruits would wait there until everyone who would be attending the Acceptance Dinner had entered the massive double doors of the main entrance and taken their seats inside.

Luckily, they didn’t have to stand and watch them all file by but could mingle as they wished. Zee and his friends dismounted and crowded together. All of their faces were aglow.

“Wow,” said Jondon. “That was something.”

“It’s only just starting,” said Sallison. “The Acceptance Dinner usually isn’t as much of an event as the Graduation Ceremony and Dinner, but I’ve been told there’s something special planned for tonight. Maybe a few things.”

There was something about the way she spoke that made Zee think she was a little nervous, but he didn’t ask.

“Who told you?” said Jondon.

Chirt gave him a look. “Who do you think?”

Jondon flustered, “Well, she does know a lot of important people.”

“So does Zee,” said Sallison.

“And Jessup,” said Jessup.

They talked among themselves until they were called to begin filing in.

Zee and Jessup had been asked to go last simply because of Jessup’s size. As the final recruit pairs passed through the doors, only the instructor pairs remained. Jessup and Zee approached Tem, Timandra, Dame Toomsil, and Peloquin, who stood separately from the others.

Dame Toomsil said, “Quite the affair, isn’t it, Zee?”

“Yes, ma’am. Even Jessup was overwhelmed.”

“It’s true,” said Jessup.

Dame Toomsil gazed at Zee. “That was a brave thing you did the other night.”

Zee felt himself blush. “All we really did was show up.”

“And look mean,” Jessup added.

Toomsil said, “Well, you did it with grace and aplomb.”

Timandra said, “And you saved our lives, again.”

Jessup replied, “We wouldn’t have been able to without all you’ve done for us.”

“Speaking of that,” Timandra said, “Tem and I have been wanting to ask a favor, but he’s too timid. We were wondering if you might allow us to begin forging with you again.”

Tem, who had been silent, seemingly deep in thought, finally spoke. “I may be many things, but I am not timid.”

Timandra looked at him as if she hadn’t known he was with them. “Oh, there you are.”

“I know what you’re trying to do. You think I need cheering up, but I’m fine.”

Her gaze became sympathetic. “You do know we’re bonded, right?”

A small smile rose on his lips. “How could I forget.”

She nudged him on the shoulder with her muzzle, and he gave her a pat.

When no one spoke, Jessup said, “We would like for you to forge with us very much, anytime you like.”

Tem and Timandra replied together, “Thank you.”

Peloquin cleared his throat, but before he could speak, Jessup said, “And you two as well.”

Dame Toomsil said, “That would be wonderful. We don’t see nearly enough of you and Zee these days.”

Peloquin tipped his head toward Tem and Timandra and added, “It’s also downright shameful we’ve allowed these upstarts to catch up to us in class and rank.”

Timandra said, “You’d better get at it, then. We’ll be White Titans before you know it.”

Peloquin huffed. “We accept that challenge.”

While the other instructors continued to go inside, Tem spoke to Zee and Jessup. “The other night... Thank you for trusting me.”

“It was never a question in our minds,” Zee replied.

“I am a Briggs, my father’s son, for better or worse, and haven’t always been kind to you. I wouldn’t have blamed you if you hadn’t.”

“I would have been suspicious of the old Temothy jal Briggs, but I quite like this one.” Tem smiled sadly, and Zee added, “I’m very sorry about your father, and that had to be very difficult for you, but I think you’ve become the knight you told me you wanted to be. You’re a hero.”

Tem scooted a boot in the sand. “I don’t much feel like one quite yet.”

Jessup said, “That’s all right. Neither do we, no matter how many times people say it.”

“You’re all heroes,” said Peloquin, “have no doubt.”

Zee felt his cheeks redden and saw Tem’s were doing the same. Zee breathed deeply, then asked Tem, “Are you going to be all right?”

Tem nodded sheepishly. “I will.” He patted Timandra on the neck. “I have this little lady to help me.”

Timandra nudged him again, then looked at Zee, Jessup, Dame Toomsil, and Peloquin. “And we have some very good friends.”

They all smiled. Toomsil glanced over her shoulder. “It’s our turn.”

As they walked toward the entrance, Timandra said, “You know, Tem didn’t have any friends until I came along.”

Tem frowned. “You don’t need to tell them that.” Timandra snickered softly, and Tem added, “Though it is true.”

They laughed and entered the mountain.


Chapter 64

Superintendent Lora aye Hyooz stood behind a table on the stage at one end of the Great Hall. “You kneel as recruits!”

The rider recruits knelt on the expansive open floor. Zee snuck a peek to where the beasts were lined up on the lowest levels of terraced seating that lined both sides of the enormous room. Jessup leaned slightly forward with eyes down next to Fennix, Mirakle, and Jodan, who had lowered themselves on their front legs and bowed their heads.

Superintendent Hyooz spoke again. “Now rise as cadets of da mon si Triumf’s Citadel Academy!”

The recruits, now officially first-year cadets, stood as one, and Hyooz, all other academy personnel in attendance, and the upper-class cadets, who were on their feet as well, saluted. The new firsties saluted back. Applause exploded through the hall. Cheers, whistles, and cries of “Congratulations” and “Well done” rose from the upper-class cadets.

Sallison shook her head in a daze. “I feel like I’m dreaming.”

“You’re not kidding,” said Jondon.

All Zee could do was nod.

Superintendent Hyooz spread her arms wide. “Welcome, everyone, especially our new cadets. After dinner, there will be a very special presentation. His Majesty, King mon lin Phan, promises we will all be entertained.”

King Phan, seated at the same table, raised a goblet to the crowd. All lifted their glasses and goblets and drank with him.

“First-year rider cadets,” Hyooz continued, “You may return to your tables. As soon as you are seated, dinner will be served.”

Someone shouted from among the guests, “We’re waiting!” Laughter spread through the crowd.

Zee gazed about as they moved to their assigned table. He would never have imagined a room so large could exist, especially one carved inside a mountain. It reminded him more of an arena than an event hall. It was longer than it was wide, with the sides curved more than the ends. Rows of tables lined either side of the open area of the floor, at which all the cadets of the academy were seated. Beyond the floor on both sides, more tables sat upon tiers that rose up and outward, the guests sitting along the far sides facing inward. The tiers above were occupied by the beasts. On the lower tiers were the new beast cadets, then the twosies, threesies, and foursies above and behind them. The dragons of faculty, staff, and guests were on more tiers above those. They’d been told the beasts would not be having a full meal but would be served some tasty treats while the two-legged in attendance ate their dinner. Zee didn’t know what the treats might consist of, but Sallison had speculated it might be specially prepared fish pâté, which she’d seen served at other occasions. Many of the tiers on both sides of the hall stood empty, a reminder that the academy once housed many more. A copious number of Empyrean lamps on the high domed ceiling lit the hall. The center of the dome was adorned with what looked like a great gilded medallion with the winged-crown emblem of the Dragon Corps.

At the opposite end of the room from the high, wide hallway through which they had entered was a stage with a long table. King mon lin Phan, Queen Aryana, and Prince Talog were not seated at the center, which Zee thought was strange, but then considered this was an academy event, and they were guests. Very special guests, of course, which earned them a place at the main table, but guests nonetheless. Superintendent Hyooz occupied the central position. On her left sat Dean of Magicks Wanchoo with Amoxtli on his shoulder, then Commandant Aureosa, Slan hai Drogo, whom nearly all in attendance still knew as Dr. Drall tak Aenig, Librarian Taya lon Greylock, Chaplain Antoon oh Connor, and several other high-ranking faculty. To her right sat Dean of Academics Philliam sim Tooker, the king, queen, and prince, Vice Vizier Davis han Ashura, and a very distinguished elderly pair Zee discerned were members of the High Clergy of the Church of Zepiter based on their immaculate, gold-trimmed robes and tall hats with the sign of Zepiter—three lines intersecting to point upward—embroidered in gold on the front.

Sallison leaned close. “That’s High Reverend Cardinal Lark jorg Mawrence of the Church of Zepiter, second in authority only to Her High Holiness. I don’t recognize the woman, but by her sash, she’s an archreverend, also very high up in the Church.”

Mehmet said, “It’s strange enough that all these other important people are here, but why such high-ranking representatives of the Church?”

Sallison said, “I have no idea.”

Zee wondered if it had to do with the secret Drogo had promised to reveal—which only made the whole mystery even more bizarre.

Zee gazed at Dean Tooker and Chaplain Connor. All this time he’d thought they hated him and wanted him gone, perhaps even been conspiring against him. That turned out not to be the case at all. However they might feel about having a murman and kraken on the island, their loyalty to the king, the academy, and maybe even Commandant Aureosa and Dean Wanchoo, overrode all.

Zee returned his attention to Drogo, who had given up his cloak and hat. There was still little chance anyone there would recognize him; the semblances of him on the statues of the academy were not particularly lifelike. They were also of a much younger man and one with two good eyes and no need for a cane. Besides, from what Drogo had told Zee, his identity would not be kept a secret much longer. He’d worn a specially tailored shirt beneath his longcoat that evening to help make sure of it.

At the tables upon tiers closest to the stage sat members of the various academy boards, including senators, governors, and high-ranking military officers. Many of them had been on the island to observe the Trials, but others had come by dragon upon summons from the king. High Admiral tar Tarzian sat among them.

Zee let his eyes roam the crowd, all in their fancy clothes, with their sashes, dress uniforms, and medals. This was truly a gathering of who’s who in Tosh. Those who didn’t gaze directly at Zee glanced at him regularly, some engaging in hushed conversations. There were some scowls, haughty stares, and looks of trepidation, but most appeared to be impressed, and among them some even nodded. That was a significant improvement over his early days here. He was making progress in more than class at the academy, it seemed.

Once the new firsties had taken their seats at an inner row of floor-level tables, a small orchestra in a pit before the stage began to play softly, and an army of servers swarmed in with carts carrying impressively large, covered trays.

Jondon rubbed his hands together as trays were set along the center of their table. “Now comes the good part. All the rest of it is just pomp and circumstance.”

Mehmet said, “I don’t know if I can eat. I’m too excited.”

“Who are you, imposter, and what have you done with Mehmet?!”

Enormous bowls piled high with what looked very much like fish pâté were placed before the beasts. As soon as the serving cart was past, Jessup snatched up Jodan’s bowl and dumped the whole thing in his mouth. Jodan looked stricken until Jessup grinned and slid his own bowl to him.

Zee spoke to him through their bond. “Are you behaving yourself, Cadet Jessup?”

Jessup straightened with a start and gazed at him with a blank face. “Yes.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Are you going to dance with the pretty princess tonight, Cadet Tarrow?”

“Never mind. Okay then. Bye bye.”

Jessup chuckled while another bowl was brought to him.

The servers filled goblets of wine, and Chirt raised hers high. “Cheers!”

“To the Flying Pigs!” Mehmet added, raising his own.

They all oinked, squealed, tapped cups, and took a drink.

Sallison thrust her goblet toward Jessup, Fennix, Jodan, Mirakle, and Skaggs on their terrace across the hall. “And to their mighty beasts! May they ever fly high and swim deep!” All but Skaggs barked loudly, but he had witnessed the Overdogs’ cry during the Trials and joined in once he realized what was happening, their cheer ending in a howl that rang through the hall.

The crowd of guests didn’t seem to know what to make of the noisy display, but soon other of the new firsties were raising their own toasts, many at the same time, drowning the room in a chaotic jumble of sound.

***

The orchestra ceased playing as the last of the dinnerware and desserts were cleared away. Superintendent Hyooz stood, tapping her glass goblet with a fork. The crowd hushed, and she presented His Majesty, King Brevor mon lin Phan.

The king stood to a rousing round of applause. Even after the applause had died down, he looked over those in attendance, then smiled upon the tables of new cadets. “First, a personal congratulations to our first-year cadets. Bravo!” He clapped, also raising his hands to the new beast cadets. The crowd joined in. When the applause had settled once more, he spread his arms to indicate the guests who sat on the tiers closest to the stage at both sides. “Second, a warm royal welcome to our very special guests. Thank you for coming, many at quite short notice.” There was more clapping from the audience.

To the room, the king said, “My apologies for crashing your party, but these are extraordinary times. As I’m sure you all have heard, the first coup against the Crown in centuries has been crushed. All involved are now dead or in prison awaiting trial. The threat has passed, and the throne is safe. I want to thank any and all who aided in accomplishing this task and announce that we have a new vizier to the King, His Grace, Davis han Ashura!” Ashura stood and bowed to more approbation.

It pleased Zee that Ashura would now be the vizier. In just the short time he’d spent with the man on the admiral’s ship, he’d grown to like him very much.

“And now for the reason I have asked you all here,” said the king. “A great discovery has been made, one that will have a profound effect on all in the known world. You may think I exaggerate. I assure you, I do not. To explain, I introduce to you a man you have all heard of but whom we all had thought lost in the final battle of the last great war some eighty years ago. Some of you know him today as Dr. Drall tak Aenig, the new loremaster at Triumf’s Citadel Academy, but his real name is Slan hai Drogo, the last Black Titan, and the last sky marshall of Tosh.”

Gasps and whispers passed through the crowd as Drogo stood. The murmurs grew louder as he removed his longcoat. His shirt had been tailored to be sleeveless on his left side, baring the deep blue but faded dragonbond that covered his arm from his wrist all the way up over his shoulder. The only people in attendance who did not appear surprised were those sitting at the table on the stage, who had apparently already been told.

Zee felt nervous for the man and was torn between clapping and staying silent. Sallison made the decision for him. She nudged him on the arm, stood, and clapped her hands loudly. Zee got to his feet and joined in, as did Jondon, Mehmet, and Chirt. Down the row of tables, Inkanyezi ekh Hanyayo also stood, and though his family relationship to the traitorous Vizier ahr Virdi had caused some trouble for him among the cadets, he had been cleared of all knowledge of his uncle’s actions, and his flight rose with him. There was more applause from throughout the tables and tiers, but many were obviously still in shock or were less than fond of the man and dragon some to this day called the Terrors of Tosh.

Drogo tipped his head toward Zee and his friends, then raised a hand in acknowledgment of the support, and everyone retook their seats. “Thank you!” he said, “Though I’m sure there are some among you who are not so happy to see that I still live. I do not blame you.” His one gray eye, clear as crystal and intense as an eye could be, peered over the crowd. “It is an honor to be back at my old alma mater after all these years.” He lay his cane on the table and held one hand at the table’s edge to steady himself. “I’m sure it is quite a shock to see me here and that I am not dead. Believe me, I share that feeling about being here and, many days, even the realization that I am still alive as well. How I am here, indeed, how I am alive, will be answered for all in due time.

“After my bondmate, the mighty Mogon, died and our bond was broken, there were many days I wished I’d died with him. I am too stubborn to take my own life, though there were times I wished I could. And though we were instrumental in the triumph of the allied nations over our enemies, the manner in which we accomplished it was vile. If I had to make the same decision today, under the same circumstances, I’d do the very same thing. That does not, however, mean that it does not bring me great shame to this day.

“I never expected to return to this academy, to this island, or even to Tosh other than for short stays at port, resolved to live out my days sailing the seas, fulfilling my duties as a ship’s surgeon, occupying myself with my studies and healing the injured and ill, the only penance I could think of or which I felt I was suited to or deserved.

“Then one day, just over ten years ago, a young murman was brought aboard the ship on which I served. I had seen murfolk on other ships, but they would speak very little, behaved docilely, and were always afraid. This young murlad was different. Even when forced to work long bells under the harshest of conditions, he was full of life, had a thirst for knowledge equal to my own, a will of iron, and a boundless sense of wonder.

“I took it upon myself to teach him everything I could and, in turn, learned much myself. He returned to me a true sense of purpose. And I grew to like him very much. I speak, of course, of your own Zee Tarrow.”

Only then did Drogo look to Zee, though most eyes in the room had already turned upon him. Though it warmed his heart to hear the words, that they were spoken in such a large audience and to guests such as those in attendance made him want to shrink in his chair. Sallison poked him with her elbow, and he sat up straighter, though he could feel his cheeks redden. A quick look and he saw Jessup smiling down from across the room, and the kraken’s strength flowed to him. He sat even straighter, the flush receded from his cheeks, and he even returned the gazes of those in the room.

“I watched this murman grow and mature, wondering all the while how I might help him more. I will admit here and now that I even considered helping him escape his chains. Then, one day, our ship was attacked by a seadragon while the murlad was beneath the ship scrubbing the hull. He was gravely wounded, but was saved by none other than a kraken, a beast that should only exist in myth and legend—or so we had always been told. And that beast could speak.”

Many in the room turned to gaze at Jessup, who merely lifted the tip of an arm and waved.

“You may be wondering where this is leading. I assure you, it has everything to do with the point of this announcement.” There were a few scattered sighs among the guests, but their attention did not wander. “It was then that I suspected the mark upon the murlad’s chest could be a bondmark, and the kraken and murman were not just friends but a bonded pair. You see, I had always believed in the murfolk, long before they began washing up on our shore, and in krakens, long before I ever met one. I believed they could bond and progress. I believed there was more than just Empyrean in the Aethereal Plane, that blue Marisean was real, and that murfolk and krakens could forge it.

“You see, in my youth, I had discovered not one, but two secret chambers long hidden in the lowest depths of the academy library. In the first I found books long banned from public or even private circulation. In the second I found something else...” He let that statement hang in the air.

“As important as these discoveries were, Mogon and I kept them to ourselves. To be the strongest of all was our highest priority, and though we achieved that, we wanted more. And we wanted no one else to have it. Such is the folly of youth, perhaps, and we were as vain as they come.

“Be that as it may, after decades living with a broken bond and during my years spent with the murlad, my attitude changed. I also saw a way out of a life of servitude for the young murman, as well as the possibility to begin making greater amends, this time to the Dragon Corps and the entire kingdom of Tosh. The possibility of making us stronger than we have been in centuries, and perhaps over a thousand years.

“You may call it an experiment, and consider it a cold one at that, to throw one of the murfolk and a feared beast of legend in among the humans and dragons. But if I knew Zee Tarrow, of all the people in the world, he was more than capable of handling it. And now it’s become crystal clear that Jessup was as well.”

All eyes fell upon them once more at the mention of their names. Zee felt their gazes but kept his eyes fixed on Drogo.

“‘Speed it up, Drogo,’ I’m sure you’re saying to yourselves. And so I will. I had a theory that Zee and Jessup would advance more quickly than your usual dragon and rider pair because they contained both Empyrean and Marisean in their core. Though I could not see it, and my own bond is broken, I could still feel it within them. Combined with their willingness and great strength of character to push themselves beyond their own limits on a regular basis, they have proven that to be true. That they would reach mid-level Silver Class in just four months, however, far exceeds even my wildest expectations. That this has occurred is an indisputable fact.” He gazed at thecrowd and added, “Whether you like it or not.

“I also had a theory that training and forging with human and dragon pairs would aid them in this process—and in turn, humans and dragons would benefit as well. While the former cannot be proven, it is highly likely. Of the latter, there is more indisputable proof. We have among us today a pair that were mid-level Silver Class when they began forging with Zee and Jessup, but leveled to high-level Silver Class fairly quickly during that time. A coincidence, perhaps, but then they reached Gold Class less than a month later.”

That drew more reactions from the crowd. No one in the Dragon Corps leveled that quickly. Zee and a few others knew Drogo was speaking of Tem and Timandra, but when Zee spotted them in the hall, neither of them had reacted one way or the other.

“More testimony than fact, our own commandants and deans of magicks attest that forging with the kraken and murman eases the process and allows them to forge more effectively. But we have more facts. It has been overshadowed by recent events, but for a time all anyone was talking about was how during the Runner event of the Trials, not only did Zee Tarrow’s individual assessment rating rise three levels to reach an unprecedented rating for a rider recruit of mid-level Tin, but all of the flightmates he had been training with rose a level as well. At the same time, halfway across the island, the very same thing occurred with Jessup and his dragon flightmates, with the kraken breaking through to Lead Class, which no beast on record has ever done before.

“Altogether, this evidence points to the fact that murfolk and krakens not only forging with humans and dragons, but living and training with them as well, is strikingly beneficial to both types of pairs.”

Many in the audience seemed perplexed, some outright irritated, that Drogo’s speech had taken this direction. Others, however, appeared highly interested.

Zee caught his friends grinning at him. They’d suspected this for some time, and were happy to see it come to light.

Drogo proceeded further. “Let us also consider that we now have proof that the lake caves that ring the lowest level of all four of the mounts on Triumf’s Island were once used by murfolk. Yes, right here on Triumf’s Island. And some of you may know, these caverns exist at all the oldest academy facilities of every nation in the known world.

“Now we may add that an abandoned underwater murfolk city exists beneath the island of Tosh, carved in its very foundation. That has not been further verified, I admit, but I don’t believe we have any reason to doubt Cadets Tarrow and Jessup, who claim to have discovered it only a few days ago.

“For now, we can leave that and return to my earlier mention of the secret chambers hidden beneath the academy library. So far I have only been able to describe what occurs when the people from above and the people from below train together, and perhaps a bit of how. What I haven’t shed light upon is why. Why does this happen? Why is it possible? And why did we not know?”

He lifted a folder. “What I hold here is one of the documents found in the deepest of those hidden chambers.”

The high reverend cardinal gazed at his goblet, and the archreverend shifted in her seat, both appearing nervous but resigned.

“It is a letter that tells of a time when murfolk and krakens trained among us and we among them, even here on Triumf’s Island. A time when we were allies, friends, brothers-and-sisters-in-arms. When great murfolk nations existed not just beneath the waves but intrinsically linked to human and dragon kingdoms of the world. When we lived in peace and harmony.”

The audience shifted uncomfortably, and Zee heard outright curses and groans.

“Whoa,” said Jondon. “That’s big news.”

Chirt asked Zee, “You really didn’t know.”

Zee shook his head. He really didn’t.

Drogo’s voice silenced all. “This letter was written by a woman married to a tyrant. A king so fervent in his belief in the superiority of Zepiter over Postune and his hatred and jealousy of the people of the sea that he broke off all diplomatic relations and waged war upon them. The war raged for decadess, with the dragons and riders of many nations joining the cause of the tyrant king.

“In the last months of that war, those from below were winning, but in their final moment of triumph, instead of destroying their enemies completely, they retreated into the depths, never to be seen again.” He looked to Jessup, then Zee. “Almost never.

“The author of this letter was Queen Maggee Ann Tallack. She speaks of her husband, King Daled ja Tallack.” More protests arose from the audience, but Drogo’s commanding voice quieted them once more. “Instead of accepting his defeat and the forbearance of the people of the sea with grace, King Tallack convened a council of influential, like-minded individuals. History was rewritten, and perhaps the greatest hoax ever committed was foisted upon the world. They called it King Daled ja Tallack’s Revised Edition of the Creation Scrolls, and it became all that we have known of the true history of our world for a millennium. Once their work was complete, the king’s council ordered the original Creation Scrolls destroyed.”

The crowd erupted in the greatest protests yet. The high reverend cardinal lifted his scepter into the air. Everyone quieted immediately, appearing surprised he wasn’t protesting himself.

Drogo continued, “In her wisdom, and in order to preserve the truth, the queen and an accomplice, a former murfolk ambassador, stole the scrolls before they could be burned and hid them away in a secret chamber here on Triumf’s Island with the help of a few ranking members of the Dragon Corps.

“Though this letter has been proven to have been written in the hand of Queen Tallack, you might say it could be the rantings of a madwoman, as the histories claim she was, if it wasn’t for one thing—that chamber has been found and the original Creation Scrolls recovered.”

The crowd erupted once more, this time in heated conversation among themselves. From backstage, four White Titan knights escorted a pair of librarians who carried a chest of dark wood inlaid with gold, silver, and jewels.

Mehmet said, “That’s even bigger news.”

The king spoke from where he still stood near Drogo. “The scrolls will be made available for inspection by any who wish to see them and verify their authenticity themselves, but they will not leave this island and will remain under heavy guard. Meanwhile, they and the letter from Queen Tallack have been authenticated by Head Librarian and Master Paleographer Taya lon Greylock, as well as Archreverend Bishop Anna yon Steffens, Master of Antiquities and Archival Sciences for the Holy Church of Zepiter.”

The woman Sallison had not been able to name, the archreverend, stood from her chair next to the high reverend cardinal and remained standing.

Zee, Sallison, Jondon, Chirt, and Mehmet all glanced at each other.

Jondon said, “Is this the secret Drogo told us about?” They all looked to Zee.

“I imagine so, yes,” he replied. They’d pestered him about it previously, and he’d denied knowing anything, which was the truth, but apparently they still held suspicions that he did. “Seriously,” he added, then looked up at where the chest was being set on the table before Librarian Greylock.

King Phan continued, “We all know the opening verses from King Tallack’s Revised Edition. We have taken them to heart since childhood.”

On cue, Chaplain oh Connor stood and lifted a copy of the revised edition. He opened it to a page marked with a ribbon, and cleared his throat, “‘The Verses of Grand Design,’ from The Creation Scrolls, King Daled ja Tallack’s Revised Edition.”

As was tradition in the worship of Zepiter for the reading of the Verses, all in the hall came to their feet and placed both hands over their hearts at an upward angle.

Once the chaplain saw all were standing, he recited the Verses without having to look at the words.

“Holy Zhera made the earth of a shred of her skin, the sea with a single tear, and the heavens from a breath. A drop of her blood gave rise to the first being. She disappeared into the cosmos, leaving her children, Zepiter and Postune, to complete her creation.

They tore the first being in half. With his half, Zepiter made humankind for the land, and with a shoulder bone created the dragon so they could also rule the skies, grow stronger together, protect each other, and never be alone.

Postune cast her half upon the waters, and from its decay were born the murfolk and creatures of the sea.”

“And now,” said the king, “The true Verses of Grand Design, from the original, unaltered Creation Scrolls.”

Librarian Greylock opened the chest and lifted what looked to be a truly ancient scroll on a spindle. She unrolled it with the gentleness of a mother tending to a much-loved child. She licked her lips. “The first Verses read the same:

Holy Zhera made the earth of a shred of her skin, the sea with a single tear, and the heavens from a breath. A drop of her blood gave rise to the first being. She disappeared into the cosmos, leaving her children, Zepiter and Postune, to complete her creation.

They tore the first being in half. With his half, Zepiter made humankind for the land, and with a shoulder bone created the dragon so they could also rule the skies, grow stronger together, protect each other, and never be alone.”

She hesitated, then said, “And here is where it differs.” She took a deep breath and continued.

“Postune tore her half in two equal parts. With one, she formed the people of the sea. With the other, she made the kraken, so her children would grow stronger together, protect each other, and never be alone.”

Hushed exclamations rippled through the audience. The king’s voice rose, “There is more.”

Once the hubbub settled, Greylock read once more:

“And sister loved brother and brother loved sister as their mother loved both equally, and never did they wish their children to war upon one another, but to aid one another, to live together in peace, and to grow stronger together.”

Now there was only silence.

Sallison’s eyes shot to Zee, who was in shock. He may not have known much about the Creation Scrolls, but everyone knew the Verses of Grand Design. Then Sallison took his hand, and squeezed. He stared down at their clasped hands while she turned back to the stage.

Whispered conversations began among those in attendance, but the high reverend cardinal raised his scepter once more, and they hushed. The cardinal’s voice shook due to his advanced age, but it was deep and held great power all the same. “As you have been told, we of the Holy Church of Zepiter have verified this document ourselves, and I make this formal statement now, from Her High Holiness herself, who regrets she could not be in attendance due to her health. She instructed me to pass her blessings on to all and to tell you this. Though none in the Church knew of this truth, we say now that, even if by ignorance alone, it is we who have blasphemed. It is we who have sinned. A sea change is coming, so to speak. It is time we began making amends. To all the world and especially to the murfolk”—he gazed up at Jessup—“and krakens, wherever we may find them.”

All stood in amazement, no few gazing at Zee and Jessup. Zee gulped.

Chirt said, “This is the biggest by far.”

“Wow,” Jondon exclaimed. “I mean, holy cowfish wow.”

From where the high-ranking members of the military were sitting, High Admiral tar Tarzian was making his way to the stage.

King Phan said, “In light of this new evidence, High Admiral Simon tar Tarzian of His Majesty’s Navy has an announcement.”

The admiral held up a scroll bearing the royal seal for all to see, then spoke with authority and poise. “By order of the king, all murfolk shall be released from conscription or indentured service, all weights or chains to be removed immediately. Henceforth they are to receive all rights and privileges enjoyed by any citizen of Tosh. If they wish to leave service, they must be released to do so without acrimony, even if it is simply to swim off into the sea. If they wish to stay in service of the fleets, they shall receive rank and position commensurate with years served, with compensation and working conditions equal to any other member of the crew with the same amount of tenure. They will also receive wages in arrears, as well as any accumulated bounty shares distributed during their time on ship, plus a bonus sum of fifty king’s gold.” He lowered the scroll and addressed the crowd directly. “It will take some time to calculate all of this, but we of the Navy and His Majesty’s Tradeship Fleet are working on it as we speak, as well as establishing the proper funds necessary to meet these obligations. This order will be sent out to all ships and command personnel on the morrow.” He nodded to Zee, then marched offstage.

Some clapped, but mostly it appeared everyone was still in shock.

Jondon said, “That is also big news.”

Mehmet said to Zee, “You’re going to get even more coin.”

“I won’t take it,” Zee replied. “I’ll tell them to add mine to the fund. I’ll even see if I can donate to it further.”

Out of the corner of his eye, Zee caught Chirt elbowing Mehmet, who in turn elbowed Jondon. Then he realized they were grinning down at his and Sallison’s clasped hands.

Zee felt his cheeks flush, and Sallison released his hand, narrowing her eyes at them.

Chirt held up her hands. “I didn’t say a thing.”

Mehmet said, “And I didn’t see a thing.” Then he giggled.

Sallison glowered. “You want me to come over this table?”

Chirt and Mehmet shook their heads quickly and took a step back.

Jondon looked from Sallison to them. “I’d kind of like to see that, actually.”

Chirt punched him in the arm.

“Ow.”

The king raised his hands and spoke once more. “Everyone, please be seated! Once again, I apologize for interrupting your evening, for bringing this all to what should be a joyous occasion of pride and honor. I hope that you now understand the staggering importance of what we had to say. Tomorrow we embark on a new age. Second term will begin, which will entail increased training for the upcoming tournament and continue our grand enterprise of training alongside two very special cadets indeed.”

Zee noticed he said nothing about the looming threat of the Wraiths or that the increased training and tournament were actually preparation for war. Likely the king figured they’d given everyone enough to think about for now.

“For tonight,” King Phan continued, “enjoy yourselves, celebrate your accomplishments, and if I may ask for one more indulgence...”

Sallison breathed, “Oh, no, he isn’t...”

The king spread his arms wide. “My friends, esteemed colleagues, loyal citizens of Tosh, please help your king, your queen, the crown prince of Tosh, the entire kingdom, and especially the cadets of Triumf’s Citadel Academy, celebrate the eighteenth nameday of the eldest princess of Tosh—because she is, in fact, one of you.”

Zee enjoyed the comical looks of surprise on the faces of Chirt, Jondon, and Mehmet as they suddenly looked to Sallison.

“You know her as Sallison anh Batcu,” said the king, “but I now wish the happiest of namedays to my eldest daughter and present to you, Sallison mon lin Phan!”

There were gasps of surprise, especially among the cadets, but all rose for a standing ovation.

Sallison’s face grew red, but Zee couldn’t tell if it was out of embarrassment or anger. He got the feeling it was both. Sallison shot to her feet, turned, bowing and waving to all four sides of the room, then sat down just as quickly.

Everyone in the room was on their feet, clapping and cheering. Across the floor, Yezi had his hands held high in applause while whistling loudly. Zee realized he’d probably always known when her nameday was.

Up on the higher tiers, dragons roared and flapped their wings. None were as loud as Fennix and Jessup. The little Ice Diver was hopping up and down and howling while the kraken wriggled his arms in the air and hooted.

The sight of them, and probably Fennix’s voice in her mind, turned Sallison’s scowl into a smile.

Jondon asked her, “Did you know he would do this?”

She shook her head, the embarrassment and anger passing. “No, but I suspected.”

Mehmet said to Zee, “You knew, didn’t you?”

“The king told me.”

Chirt pointed an accusing finger at him. “I knew you were keeping a secret.”

King Phan raised a hand, and the crowd resumed their seats. “Thank you all! Now enjoy yourselves. That is an order from your king!”

Chuckling ran through the crowd, though plenty still looked dazed by the evening’s events. Once more, conversations broke out in hushed tones of disbelief.

The orchestra began to play, and King Phan held a hand out to the queen. She took it, and the two of them proceeded toward the dance floor while servers sprang back into action, refilling glasses and goblets.

Chirt frowned at Sallison. “Not fair. I didn’t get you anything for your nameday.”

Jondon put a hand on Mehmet’s shoulder. “Neither did we.”

“Don’t be sillyfish,” said Sallison. “You don’t need to get me anything.”

Mehmet said, “You know we’re going to anyway.”

“Yup,” said Chirt.

Jondon crossed his big arms. “And there’s nothing you can do to stop us.”

Sallison’s parents took the center of the floor, then began to dance. It was a sweeping waltz, and to Zee a wonder to behold. No wonder Sallison was such a good dancer.

More couples left their tables and went to the floor, including some of the cadets and even the first-years. Many of the highborn guests joined them as well.

Yezi came over, his trademark grin on his face. “Happy nameday, Princess Sallison.”

She scowled, eyes narrowed. “Thank you. And, no.”

“It’s tradition for the princess to dance on her nameday.”

“You heard me.”

His grin never faltered. “It’s good to see being a princess hasn’t changed you.”

She growled, and he strolled down the tables, seeking another dance partner. Small groups of other cadets, new and upper class, had been approaching to offer their compliments as well, but took their cues from her demeanor and turned right around.

Zee looked out over the floor, gazing at the dancers—but they began to slow and blur, and the room darkened. The music slowed as well, then all went dark and silent. Zee shivered at the now familiar burning cold of Hadeum, and froze.

The four red eyes of the Wraith Kings flamed to life in the void, and the voices of rider and beast sounded together in his mind like a spike in the brain. “You’ve done well, but you still have a long way to go.”

The image jagged, and suddenly they were much closer, their eyes filling his vision, and voices sounding as they were whispering in his ears, Wraith King on one side, beast on the other. Zee would swear he felt the heat of their breath. “We will be waiting.”

Then they were gone. Music and sounds of laughter rushed back in, the temperature normalized, and his vision cleared. His and Jessup’s eyes snapped to each other across the distance, though there was no reason to speak. They both knew exactly what had happened.

Sallison’s voice brought him out of his trance. “Are you all right?”

He shook himself. “I’m fine. This is just a lot to take in.”

She gazed at him a moment, but whatever she was thinking, she let it pass. “Yezi wasn’t wrong. It is tradition for a princess to dance at her nameday celebration.” Zee just stared at her.

Jondon started to chant, “Dance with the princess. Dance with the princess.” Chirt and Mehmet joined in. “Dance with the princess!”

Sallison grabbed him by the arm. “Come on. We can’t let all those lessons go to waste. Besides, you can’t say no to a princess, especially on her nameday.”

Zee blinked as if coming out of another trance. “Speaking of that...” He reached into an inside pocket of his dress coat and retrieved a small package wrapped in tissue and tied with a bow. He adjusted the bow, which had gotten crumpled, and held it out to her.

“You didn’t,” she said.

“Maybe I did.”

She finally took it and unwrapped it, revealing the necklace of rare pearls she’d refused to let him give her.

She narrowed her eyes at him, then smiled. A smile that was almost demure, which took all at the table aback, including Zee. “I’ll accept this gift, if you’ll dance.”

Chirt said, “Now you can’t refuse.”

Zee rolled his eyes. “All right.”

Sallison said, “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”

“It kind of was.”

She handed him the necklace and turned in her chair while removing her cap. It took him a second to realize she wanted him to put it on her. He fumbled with the clasp but finally got it secured. She spun and hauled him to his feet, then practically dragged him around the table to the dance floor.

Time seemed to stand still and yet fly by as well. It helped that Zee found out he was actually a pretty good dancer. He didn’t step on Sallison’s feet once.

Jessup’s voice sounded in his head. “I knew you would dance with the pretty princess.”

“Oh, hush,” Zee replied

“I’m dancing with pretty Fennix and Amoxtli.”

“You what?” He looked up over Sallison’s shoulder. All of the beasts were chatting and watching the dance floor. Some even moved to the music. Jodan, Mirakle, and Skaggs were taking turns shouldering each other, laughing about something. Jessup, however, had one arm held daintily in the air with Amoxtli perched upon it, another holding Fennix’s good front leg while the white Ice Diver swayed back and forth on his hind legs. Zee wasn’t the only one watching them either. Many in the crowd were staring, shaking their heads. The kraken and dragon paid them no attention.

Zee turned so Sallison faced them, then tipped his head back toward the beast tiers. “Look at those knucklefish.”

She grinned. “At least they’re our knucklefish.”

Zee and Sallison had continued in their turn until both could see them. “I suppose they are.”

How many songs went by, Zee didn’t know. Jondon and Chirt went spinning past, her feet off the ground. A more upbeat tune akin to a jig picked up the pace, which brought Mehmet to the floor. He seemed perfectly happy to dance by himself, but others joined him anyway. They engaged in something similar to a square dance, then all danced in a line, moving serpentine through the other dancers. Yezi and the members of his flight joined them, as did many of the upper-class cadets.

The vision of the Wraith Kings still weighed upon Zee, as well as the fear of an attack from them and their forces he knew was all but inevitable. For now, though, he did his best to laugh and enjoy being young, having friends, and becoming a full-fledged cadet at Triumf’s Citadel Academy.

***

Slan hai Drogo stood on the steps that led from the floor to the stage with King Phan, Commandant Aureosa, and Dean Wanchoo, watching Sallison and Zee leading the others of their flight and several dozen cadets to wind around the floor in a line.

Aureosa said, “There is the future of Tosh.”

King Phan smiled, but it faded. “If there is to be any future at all.”

Drogo said, “If it is within my power and theirs, we will see it done.”

Wanchoo raised his goblet. “Hear, hear.”

“To a new age,” said Aureosa, “and a stronger, more united Dragon Corps.”

The king lifted his cup. “Cheers to that.”

They tapped their goblets together, and drained them.


Epilogue

Long after the festivities had ended and all had returned to their lodgings, Drogo stooped with hammer and fine chisel, carving into what looked like blue-gray stone by lamplight.

After many late nights in the lab where the bodies of the Wraiths and their beasts were kept, his research and testing were complete. It had all begun during his first visit to the lab, when the Wraith knight had begun to come back to life. Drogo had wondered, what if by some dreadful virtue of having great quantities of red Hadeum in his aura and infused into his body, the knight had never truly died but remained in a kind of stasis or, more terrifying, a purgatory of suffering?

Of all the experiments he had undertaken in his long life, this one had the most riding on it, and was also potentially the most dangerous. Failure could go well beyond simple disappointment. It could be horrific. But success...

Success could help change the fate of the war to come.

Drogo finished carving the first of the many glyphs it would take, stood with a slight groan at the ache in his back, cracked his neck, then inspected his work.

He traced the grooves of the symbol with his fingers, then concentrated on his weakened crucible. His hand became limned in crimson light, leaking black shadow, and the glyph on the forehead of the dragon began to glow red. He stepped back in the deep, dark crypt, and in the utter silence, Mogon sighed.
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