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      Lieutenant Rysha Ravenwood flung herself to the ground, ducked her head low, and wriggled under the latticework of ropes. Mud spattered her face, sticking to her spectacles and her tongue, but she barely noticed. She dragged herself by her elbows and shoved with her knees, and finally burst out on the far side of the mud pit.

      The last obstacle came into view. Nerves and fear tangled in her belly like drunken vipers in a barrel, but she sprinted toward the burly sergeant as if her life depended on it. Her dreams did.

      She ran down the sawdust-coated path toward him, raising her fists as she approached.

      This time, she would make it, and without chicanery or any words spoken. She would get past him as the instructors demanded, by physically knocking him aside.

      The grizzled sergeant lifted his fists. Rysha expected a contemptuous sneer, a bored yawn, or simply professional readiness. Instead, he kept glancing over her shoulder, toward the wall she had climbed at the beginning of the course. Toward—

      Do you wish me to assist you at this crucial juncture, Storyteller? Shulina Arya, the gold dragon who had decided Rysha would become her rider, and who was perched atop the obstacle-course wall, asked telepathically.

      The interruption startled Rysha, and she almost tripped. No, thank you.

      As much as she appreciated having a dragon cheerleader, she was struggling to convey to Shulina Arya that she had to do this without help. In addition to the sergeant she had to fight, a timekeeper watched the course, and nearby Major Kaika and Colonel Therrik oversaw everything. Therrik, his brows drawn into a V and his muscled arms crossed over his chest, appeared to be watching intently for dragon shenanigans.

      The sergeant shifted his attention back to Rysha and lowered into a crouch as she approached. She exhaled a quick puff of air. This was it. Her partner was still struggling to get over the wall—perhaps due to the dragon distraction atop it—so she didn’t have anyone to help her pass this final obstacle.

      Unlike the last time she’d attempted the course, the sergeant didn’t wait for her to attack first.

      He lunged forward, jabbing with his left fist, then throwing a punch with his right. It came straight toward her face—toward the spectacles perched on her nose. Rysha dodged the jab and swung her arm up to block the punch, deflecting it despite the strength behind the blow.

      The sergeant recovered instantly and threw a backhand punch. She danced away, and it swished harmlessly past her face.

      Rysha was pleased to evade the attacks, but she had to enact her strategy if she wanted to get past him. She planned to use her six feet of height and long legs to keep him out of punching range by throwing a barrage of kicks.

      As he sprang after her, she lifted her knee and drove the ball of her foot toward his groin. He seemed surprised by the speed of her attack and couldn’t quite get out of the way in time. He twisted and took the brunt of the kick on his meaty outer thigh. At least she’d made contact.

      That didn’t faze him. He came in, assailing her faster this time, launching a chain of jabs, straight punches, and uppercuts.

      Rysha stuck to her plan, blocking the first couple but then springing back, light on her feet as she did her best to stay out of his range. She also shifted to the left as she skittered away from him, subtly navigating around him and toward the path on the opposite side.

      She launched her boot at him again, this time feinting toward his face to startle him into throwing his defenses up high. As soon as he did, she twisted and slammed a side kick toward his chest. He drew his arm down to block, but the power of her blow sent him back a step. Once again, he recovered quickly and raised his fists for another attack, but Rysha, knowing the timekeeper’s clock was ticking, turned and sprinted away. She didn’t have to defeat him; she only had to get by him, and she’d made sure her maneuvers were shifting her in that direction.

      He spat and gave chase, but only until he reached a white line painted in the mud and sawdust, marking the end of that segment. She made it across it, and he pulled up. Grinning, Rysha sprinted the rest of the way down the path toward the timekeeper, who stood blandly watching, his clipboard and watch in hand.

      She couldn’t be positive she had made it, not until he yelled out her time, but she had climbed over the wall far more quickly today than in the past, and she didn’t think that fight had gone on overly long.

      She lunged across the finish line and spun toward the timekeeper, tempted to tear the watch out of his hands so she could check for herself.

      A sublime performance, Shulina Arya spoke into her mind. But you did leave your enemy standing. Shall I fly down and smite him?

      No, he’s in my unit. He’s only pretending to be an enemy right now. Rysha leaned over the timekeeper’s shoulder. “Well, Sergeant? Did I make it?”

      Are you certain? the dragon asked. He is having predatory thoughts about your hindquarters.

      What? Startled, Rysha stared back at the sergeant she’d faced.

      His smile did not seem predatory to Rysha, though his gaze was toward her butt. He caught her looking and lifted his eyes, then gave her an approving salute. She saluted back, hoping that meant he was pleased she’d fought well enough to pass him. She was. She had worried about this test for the last three weeks, especially since she had missed so many of her practice runs of the obstacle course, along with the daily combat drills and gymnasium exercises, when she’d been off on her mission with Trip and Kaika.

      Those aren’t predatory thoughts, Rysha explained to the dragon. I believe they’re lecherous ones. You may have noticed Captain Trip having similar ones about my, uh, hindquarters.

      Are they welcome or unwelcome?

      From the sergeant? So long as he doesn’t try to act on them, they’re fine.

      For a moment, Rysha forgot all about the course and the training, and flashed back to that freighter in Lagresh, where a bronze dragon in human form had tried to sexually force himself on her. Fortunately, it hadn’t gone further than kissing and groping, but the memory still angered and shamed her. She felt the fool for not having sussed out what the dragon was sooner. She still hadn’t told Trip about the incident, and she hoped she could get away with never doing so. He wouldn’t blame her, she was certain, but he might think… Oh, she didn’t even know. It was more her own shame that she didn’t want to face or share with him.

      “Four minutes and eight seconds,” the timekeeper announced, lifting a pencil to his clipboard. “You made it with twenty-two seconds to spare. Impressive.” He looked toward Colonel Therrik and Major Kaika, who were walking up. “I believe that’s a little faster than Major Kaika ran the course when she first passed twenty years ago.”

      “Sixteen years ago, Sarge,” Kaika drawled. “Don’t make me sound older than I am.”

      “My apologies, ma’am.” He saluted both officers.

      Rysha did the same, doing her best to look professional and not at all giddy as she did so. That wasn’t that hard since Colonel Therrik’s dour face did not inspire giddiness. And the dark frown he directed at Shulina Arya made Rysha uneasy.

      “How do we know the dragon didn’t help her?” Therrik growled.

      A shot of fear went through Rysha. He outranked Kaika and everyone on the field, so if he decided she had cheated somehow, he had the power to nullify her test results. King Angulus had said Rysha could become Shulina Arya’s rider, making it an official military position, but only if she passed the elite troops training. Specifically, this test.

      “She didn’t help me, sir. She only came to lend moral support.”

      “A morally supportive dragon?” Kaika asked. “I didn’t know there was such a thing.”

      “You got over the wall easily for a woman,” Therrik said, his eyes still narrow.

      “Are you being sexist, Colonel?” Kaika arched an eyebrow, looking as calm and relaxed as ever, but there was a dangerous glint in her eye.

      Since Therrik outranked her, Rysha couldn’t imagine Kaika challenging the colonel in any serious way, but she was glad to have Kaika standing up for her.

      “Just stating facts,” Therrik growled. “Women can’t pull themselves up as easily as men.”

      “I have no problem gripping things and pulling myself up. I can climb anything or anyone.”

      Therrik grunted. “So the barracks rumors say. You know I don’t have a problem with you being here, Major, but this young… officer—” he waved at Rysha, specifically her spectacles, and she was certain that wasn’t the first word that had come to his mind, “—isn’t you.”

      “No,” Kaika agreed. “We’re clearly different people. I don’t have a morally supportive dragon.” Her gaze lifted to the sky, warning Rysha that Shulina Arya had left her perch.

      As the soldier Rysha had been partnered with trotted up, his lip bloody from his own encounter with the sergeant, the dragon flew down and landed behind them. The soldier squealed in alarm and sprinted toward the barracks.

      “Fail that kid,” Therrik growled to the timekeeper, as he eyed the dragon warily. He looked like he was trying not to step back and appear intimidated.

      Rysha tamped down a smug smile. Even though she hadn’t asked Shulina Arya to claim her as her rider, nor had she truly dreamed of that as a possible career path, Rysha had to admit it was delightful having a dragon standing at her back.

      “I’ve already noted that he didn’t finish the course in sufficient time,” the timekeeper said.

      “Also note that he wet himself when he saw a dragon,” Therrik said.

      The sergeant hesitated. “There’s not a place for that on the form.”

      “Make one.”

      “Er, yes, sir.”

      Kaika clucked and shook her head.

      “What?” Therrik asked.

      “We were all hoping Lilah would mellow you, but you’re still hard and crusty.”

      “Don’t tell me you want that kid defending our country when dragons show up.” Therrik pointed to the retreating back of the fleeing soldier.

      “Perhaps not, but I do want Lieutenant Ravenwood defending our country.”

      Therrik squinted at Rysha and at the dragon. He looked like he was going to voice a protest again, but Shulina Arya lowered her massive head so that it hung over Rysha’s shoulder. She felt like a doll in comparison.

      The dragon’s violet eyes gazed into Therrik’s. Is there a problem here? Has the Storyteller not sufficiently proven her skill and ability in your warrior course?

      Seconds passed as Therrik stared back at Shulina Arya, his body not moving, his eyes transfixed on hers. Even though Rysha wasn’t the recipient of the dragon’s stare and had no aptitude for sensing magic, she could feel the power radiating from Shulina Arya. Kaika, too, gazed at the dragon with that slightly blank and transfixed look.

      Can you ratchet your aura down a few notches? Rysha asked silently, trusting the dragon would be monitoring her thoughts. These are my superior officers, not our enemies. We’re not supposed to manipulate them.

      The male suspects you of cheating, Storyteller. His mind is most surly.

      It’ll be surlier if he later realizes he was manipulated. And he might be even more suspicious of me then.

      “Who the hells is the Storyteller?” Therrik shook his head, as if to shake away the dragon’s influence.

      “That’s her name for me, sir. Whenever there’s time, I share my knowledge of history with her. About Iskandia’s past, the advancement of human science and technology over the centuries, and the political climates in the various countries around the world, past and present.”

      “And she likes that?”

      “I try to make it entertaining. The other night, I made sock puppets and acted out our troops repelling the Second Cofah Invasion on the beach at Durogonia.”

      Therrik’s expression screwed up into one of disbelief. Maybe she shouldn’t have admitted that.

      Kaika thumped him on the arm. “When is Lilah plopping your little one out? You may want to ask her for tips. Babies probably like socks.”

      He stared at her. “You’re a weird woman.”

      “No arguments here, Colonel.” Kaika took the clipboard from the timekeeper who’d been watching the exchange neutrally, other than throwing a few concerned glances at Shulina Arya. “Sign off, will you, sir? I have a date tonight. I want time to wash off the mud spatters. And Rysha will want to celebrate with her strapping young gentleman after she lets him know she’s passed the exam.”

      “Strapping…” Therrik’s brow furrowed.

      Rysha couldn’t tell if he was confused or repulsed. Either way, her cheeks warmed.

      “Technically, Captain Trip isn’t all that strapping,” Kaika said, “but I understand he can do amazing things with his magic. It’s like a tongue, but better.”

      Rysha’s cheeks went from warm to molten lava. “Ma’am. I didn’t say that.”

      “No, but Jaxi is a little gossip. Of course, I could have guessed from the way you’ve stuck to his side since we left the dragon’s lair. His personality isn’t that engaging unless he’s got his dragon scy-thing—aura turned on.”

      “Scylori,” Rysha murmured.

      “I assumed right away that interesting things were happening under the blankets.”

      Rysha had no idea what to say.

      Therrik, his mouth drooping open, appeared to share the feeling.

      “You’re lucky,” Kaika went on. “My own experience sheet wrestling with a dragon left something to be desired. The magic was all for him. If a half-human dragonling is a more assiduous and thoughtful lover, then he’s a keeper.”

      “Seven gods, Kaika. This is a workplace.” Therrik snatched the clipboard from her, scribbled his name on the bottom, and stalked away.

      Kaika tucked the clipboard against her hip, nudged Rysha, and said, “You’re welcome.”

      “For embarrassing me?”

      “For distracting him. I know you didn’t cheat, but some men have a hard time accepting that women can pass the same tests they can. And it actually did look a little suspicious with your dragon watching you from atop the wall.”

      “She’s not my dragon, ma’am,” Rysha said, aware of Shulina Arya still standing behind her. “She’s her own being. She’s simply being kind and watching out for my welfare.”

      “So long as you two are ready to go into the sky and battle enemies at a moment’s notice.” Kaika looked toward the gray cloudy sky over the sea, making Rysha wonder if she’d heard intel that enemy dragons were on the way.

      It had been quiet in the capital during the three weeks since Rysha, Kaika, and Trip had returned from Rakgorath, but reports kept coming in from other cities and small villages throughout Iskandia. Dozens of dragons were about, consuming livestock, burning buildings, and killing people who were caught out—or who risked running out to shoot at the invaders. Wolf Squadron had been sent off several times in pursuit, and Rysha had barely seen Trip since they’d returned. With so much chaos in the country, she couldn’t be upset that they still hadn’t found time for a romantic walk along the harbor beach, but she did lament it. They also hadn’t had a chance to try having sex in an actual bed.

      We are most certainly ready to fly valiantly into battle and defeat our enemies. Shulina Arya stretched her wings, making an imposing figure in the muddy field.

      “Not by regaling them with sock puppets, I hope.” Kaika signed the second instructor’s spot on the bottom of the form.

      Not all dragons are as enthused by stories and entertainment as I am, Shulina Arya said. Many of them are stuffy, pretentious, and old. I’m young and vibrant and wish to enjoy life when I’m not engaged in ferocious battle to defend my new homeland.

      “Glad to hear it.”

      Rysha’s stomach flipped as she watched Kaika finalizing the form, and as the realization that she had done it crept into her. She grinned, forgetting her earlier embarrassment over tongues and magic. She envisioned striding through the army fort, wearing an elite troops pin on her fatigue jacket, and being assigned to special missions. Granted, she’d already gone on special missions, but that had been because of her academic knowledge, not her position in the elite troops as only the second woman ever to pass the tests and officially be welcomed into the unit.

      “Congratulations, Lieutenant.” Kaika switched the clipboard to her left hand and lifted her right for a sincere salute. “I knew you could make it, but I’m glad to see that proved true.”

      Rysha bit her lip and returned the salute, touched by the words. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “The induction ceremony will be the day after tomorrow.”

      “Are there any missions planned?” Rysha asked, more interested in that than in ceremonies.

      She already knew her parents wouldn’t ride up for the presentation or to help her celebrate this. More likely, they would spend the night she shared the news drinking, lamenting that she had passed and would continue to put her life at risk instead of returning to the world of academia. If her grandmother had still been alive, she would have come up, even if it meant riding miles along the highway on horseback by herself. Rysha felt a twinge of sadness at the memory of her pointless loss.

      “As it so happens,” Kaika said, “I was told to report to the castle early tomorrow morning. You better come too.”

      “Uhm, am I expected?” Rysha worried that King Angulus, or whoever had called this meeting wouldn’t be pleased if she invited herself. Or if Major Kaika presumed to invite her.

      “Your dragon is.”

      Rysha blinked and turned toward Shulina Arya.

      Indeed, yes. At the castle in the morning. My parents told me to come.

      “Your parents are in the city?” Rysha asked.

      In the past, Shulina Arya had mentioned being raised by two male bronze dragons who’d rescued her from her birth mother, a cranky female who’d considered her scrawny and who had wanted to sacrifice her. But Rysha had never met them. She hadn’t even been certain they were alive or had come through the portal into Linora.

      They just arrived today. It will be good for you to meet them. I once told them I wanted to find a noble warrior of a rider to fly into battle with one day. They always said I could do anything I wished if I merely focused on it. Now, I will show you to them.

      Rysha made herself smile, but the idea of her being introduced to Shulina Arya’s family as the culmination of some dragonly goal made her feel… She couldn’t even describe it. She hoped she wouldn’t disappoint these dragons.

      “Meeting the family, huh?” Kaika asked, having apparently heard the telepathic conversation. “Do you think they’ll be impressed with sock puppets?”
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      Captain Telryn “Trip” Yert rolled his flier into the hangar, trailing after Major Blazer and Captain Ahn, and gave the dashboard a little pat as he navigated W-38 into its parking area. The sleek one-man flier was brand new, fresh from the factory and of the latest design. He’d been tickled to take it up into the air, though he admitted to being a touch lonely without Rysha in the seat behind him. He might have even settled for the dour Dreyak.

      Thinking of the dead Cofah warrior made him grimace. He owed Dreyak’s mother a favor, and he owed Prince Varlok, current ruler of the Cofah empire, an explanation. Technically, he only needed to deliver a magical dagger to the prince, and it would do the explaining. In its own ancient, arcane way. Trip had briefly explained his obligations to King Angulus when he, Rysha, and Major Kaika had returned from Rakgorath, but Trip hadn’t heard anything about it, or seen the king, in the weeks that followed.

      He hated to be a nag—was nagging royalty allowed?—and Iskandia had its own problems to deal with, but he had made a promise.

      “She must fly real good,” a voice drifted up from the hangar deck. Captain Duck. “You’re already caressing her, and we didn’t even find any dragons to fight this time.”

      Cheeks warming, Trip withdrew his hand. It had been more of a daydreaming, absent-minded touch than a caress, but he doubted he could say anything that would keep him from being mocked.

      “She handled nicely as we went past a couple of belligerent seagulls.” Trip pushed his goggles up on his forehead and unfastened his harness. “I’m positive she’ll knock the scales off any dragons we encounter and leave them bald.”

      He grabbed Azarwrath’s scabbard from the holder he’d made next to his seat and stood to climb down from the flier, but paused, realizing Duck wasn’t alone down there.

      “Bald dragons?” General Zirkander asked. “Sounds moderately appalling.”

      “I imagine so, sir.”

      “I have seen a dragon react with distress to acid eating through its scales, courtesy of one of Tolemek’s early goos. I understand he’s been ensconced in his lab and is making more since your team brought blood samples back from the portal mission.”

      “That’s good, sir.” Realizing Zirkander wasn’t going to mock him for caressing his dashboard, Trip slid down, accidentally clunking Azarwrath’s hilt on the side of the flier. There were days he did not feel like a powerful sorcerer. Or even a powerful sorcerer-in-training. “Will I get to meet Dr. Targoson? I asked Captain Ahn if he was nice, and she shrugged and grunted at me.”

      “A shrug and a grunt?” Duck asked. “You must have caught her on a loquacious day.”

      “Loquacious, Duck?” Zirkander asked. “Have you been reading dictionaries?”

      “I’ve been reading plenty of things, sir. Big, thick books from ye olden days when they used lots of fancy words. Cradarkin, Grundier, Lady Marchthicket. Classics.”

      “Those are classic romance novelists, aren’t they?”

      “Well, some might call them that, but there’s a lot of swashbuckling in the stories, and there are wars and politics and intrigues. And tips for how to be a gentleman and win a lady. Did you know it’s considered impolite to discuss medical conditions, people’s age, gossip, scatology, and animal mating habits in the presence of ladies?”

      “I wouldn’t have guessed.”

      “I know. I’ve been doing it all wrong, sir. I can’t help it that it’s hard to make a good tracking metaphor without mentioning scat.”

      “What’s left to talk about?” Trip asked, bemused by the direction the conversation had gone, but relieved he wasn’t the one being teased anymore.

      “Food and fashion and music are what the book suggests,” Duck said. “I’m writing down some conversation starters about army rations that I can use the next time I’m at the tavern and sit down by a pretty lady.”

      “I’m sure that will do the trick.” Zirkander patted him on the shoulder, then turned a more serious expression toward Trip. “Believe it or not, this wasn’t what I came over to talk about.”

      “Shocking, sir,” Trip said.

      “You, Duck, Blazer, Colonel Tranq, and Captain Ahn are cordially invited to the castle in the morning to discuss the dragon problem with the king. Some of the elite troops sword wielders will also be there.”

      “I’m invited, sir?” Duck sounded surprised.

      “It was more of a requirement than a request, I confess,” Zirkander said. “Because you have more prior experience with dragons than most of our pilots. Maybe you can chat with Angulus about army rations if you’re not sure what else to discuss.”

      “I was planning to use those opening lines on a lady, sir.”

      “Maybe you can trot them by Blazer and Ahn. I expect Kaika will be there too.”

      Duck’s mouth twisted, and Trip suspected he was trying to think of a polite way to suggest Kaika wasn’t the kind of lady he had in mind.

      Trip wondered if Rysha would be there. She should have had her elite troops final test by now. Had she passed? He’d been out of town for several days and had no way to know. He’d used his magic to look for her on the training field as the squadron had flown in, but it had already been empty, the testing complete. If she’d passed, she ought to officially be a dragon rider now. As the only one Iskandia had—unless one counted Tylie, Phelistoth’s rider, who was of Cofah origins and hadn’t volunteered to hunt down Iskandian enemies on a regular basis—she ought to be invited to any important meetings.

      “Be there early. I’m sure the king will want everyone’s input.” Zirkander scratched his jaw and looked at Trip. “Have you met Shulina Arya’s parents?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Apparently, they’re the reason for the meeting.”

      “A couple of bronze dragons? Did they say what they wanted?”

      “No, but I gather Angulus is pleased that they requested an audience rather than simply flying into the country, ravaging the landscape, and eating people’s cows and sheep, as has been the norm for most of the dragon visitors we’ve had.”

      Any idea what to expect, Azarwrath? Trip asked. He’d given Jaxi back to Sardelle, so he only had one soulblade riding on his hip these days. Azarwrath was on the quieter side.

      No, but I dread hearing more about army rations, Telryn. When will you take me to a restaurant with fine china, chefs in the kitchen, and a sommelier waiting tableside to tell us about the best vintages in his cellar?

      Quieter, but not less eccentric, Trip decided. A somme-what?

      The soulblade sighed into his mind. A wine steward, Telryn. Now that you are realizing your powers and becoming respected among your people, it’s time for your tastes to mature.

      Maybe I can borrow some of Duck’s books. The swashbuckling sounded promising. Though I’d rather read metalworking and engineering periodicals to see what new processes are being invented. The classics are a tad dry.

      The soulblade sighed again. Trip wondered if Azarwrath ever regretted his decision to accept a lowly Iskandian with lowly tastes as his wielder.

      “Oh, and Trip?” Zirkander had started away, but he turned back around. “Are you coming for tutoring tonight?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Sardelle invited the surrogate mothers to come for a checkup and to see if she could do anything for them. I assume most of them will bring the babies with them, in case you want to see them.”

      “Yes, sir. I do.”

      A night spent with squalling babies, Azarwrath said. So different from a night of fine dining.

      Maybe there will be cookies.

      You have simple tastes, Telryn.

      Last time we were there, General Zirkander’s mother brought those cookies with the butterscotch chips. Trip had only had butterscotch a few times in his life and had considered them exotic. Didn’t you think those were good?

      Azarwrath issued another mournful sigh.

      [image: ]

      Young Marinka raced around the oversized couch made from flier parts singing, “Company, company!” while kittens scampered about. The sleek black-and-white mother cat ignored her offspring while keeping an eye on a foot-long lizard that scuttled about but mostly hid under the end tables. Even if Trip hadn’t recognized the lizard—it had grown since being released from its stasis chamber—he would have sensed the dragon blood in its leathery green body. The rest of the animal menagerie was being housed in the bunkhouse out back, alternately tended by Sardelle’s two younger students and Tylie. Apparently, the monkey was being trained to do chores.

      Marinka finished her dead sprint around the house by twirling on the rug in front of the couch, throwing her arms up, and giving a final cheerful, “Company!”

      The two surrogate mothers who had already arrived and sat down in plush chairs shifted their babies in their laps and clapped politely. Marinka bowed deeply, her ponytail almost brushing the floor.

      Sardelle, who stood with her baby boy, Olek, cradled in her arms, watched this display with some bemusement.

      “I was a quiet, introverted child,” she explained to Trip.

      They had wrapped up his sorcery lesson when the first of the mothers arrived, and now waited for the rest.

      “My guess is that General Zirkander wasn’t, ma’am.”

      Sardelle nodded. “His mother has confirmed this for me. She told me about how she struggled to keep him under control when his father was gone—and also when he was home—and that he drove her to drink a few times. I may have to take up a beverage stiffer than tea once mine are both ambulatory.” She tilted her chin toward the baby.

      “How long until babies learn to walk?” Trip figured Sardelle’s had a ways to go, but one of his siblings was almost a year old, or so his surrogate mother suspected. Nobody knew their exact ages for certain since that hadn’t been included on the plaques. Only a couple had been labeled with names.

      Trip hadn’t seen enough of the eldest boy to know if he could walk yet. He’d spent most of his time interacting with little Zherie. Sardelle had volunteered to take care of her alongside her own two, so she was always here at the house. Trip sensed Tylie out back with her now, perhaps showing her the monkey.

      “Usually by the time they’re a year or so. But crawling commences before then.” Judging by Sardelle’s face, that was when the trouble began.

      Trip wondered how trying his mother had found him. Maybe she had expected him to be unusual, given his origins, and had been prepared for it. Or maybe she had spent a lot of time asking Trip’s grandparents for help.

      He’d finally found time to send them a letter a couple of weeks earlier to update them on the mission, the parts he was at liberty to discuss, and he’d decided to tell them about the babies too. He wasn’t sure the army wanted the word getting out about them, but they were his siblings. He figured he had the right to tell his family members about them.

      Out on the rug, Marinka flopped down next to a toy box and began extracting blocks to play with. One of the surrogate mothers placed her squirming charge on the rug, and the little boy demonstrated crawling. Marinka, probably uninterested in all the babies invading her house, ignored him. She did pat the cat when she sashayed past on the way into the kitchen, ignoring four wrestling kittens along the way.

      Trip spotted the fish puzzle he’d made and was inordinately pleased when Marinka selected it. Had she tried the puzzle yet? Was she old enough for puzzles?

      A knock sounded at the door, and Sardelle waved it open with a nudge of power. One of the mothers, a curly-haired woman in her twenties who had two boys but had lost her last baby in childbirth, walked in carrying a four-month-old girl.

      “Hello, Mladine,” Trip said. “Are you all right?”

      Her eyes were tight, and he sensed distress from her. He checked the baby, and she seemed fine.

      “Yes, Telryn. Thank you, but…” Mladine looked to Sardelle. “I took the children to visit my parents at their little dairy in the countryside up north. A silver dragon flew over the area yesterday and destroyed the neighbor’s silos. He ran out with a shotgun. I don’t know what he was thinking it would do, but he was determined to protect his property and fired at the dragon. It swooped back down and…” She glanced around the room. The children weren’t paying attention, but the two other mothers had turned to listen. “He didn’t make it,” Mladine said.

      “We’ve been hearing the reports of trouble,” Sardelle said grimly, “especially in the rural areas. They largely seem to be stealing livestock, but when people object… it gets ugly. And sometimes even when people don’t object, from what I’ve heard.”

      “Were you—is your family all right?” Trip asked, hesitating to come forward and peer at the baby. He didn’t want it to seem that his little sister was his only concern and he didn’t care about Mladine and the rest of her family.

      “Yes, we stayed out of it, but it was terrifying. My husband stayed behind to help.” Mladine must have noticed him checking on his little sister, because she stepped forward. “Do you want to see her, Telryn?”

      He nodded and peered into the blanket wrapped around her, finding the baby alert and curious. Her small hand made gripping motions in the air, and Trip stuck his finger into her grasp. She seemed to find this delightful. He found it sweet and shuddered to think about what would have happened if that dragon had taken offense to Mladine’s family’s dairy rather than the neighbor’s silos.

      “She’s been grabbing her own feet a lot lately,” Mladine said. “Newly discovered body parts.”

      “Does she need a fun toy to grab?”

      “Careful, Trip,” Sardelle murmured before he could grow too excited at the prospect of designing an interesting grasping toy. “They’ll all be here tonight. You don’t want to promise too many toys.”

      “I can make them quickly. It’s not a problem.”

      He smiled at Mladine, and she smiled back. If the surrogate mothers thought him odd for being half-dragon, or having an overly developed interest in building things, they had been too well schooled to show it.

      “Have a seat, Mladine,” Sardelle said. “My students should have some snacks for us soon.”

      “Should I be relieved you don’t make me prepare snacks as part of my training?” Trip had seen Ylisa and Ferrin cracking eggs and manipulating stirring spoons with their minds.

      “I wasn’t sure if you would consider it beneath you. Though knowing how to make cookies and tarts is a good skill to have. Even if I didn’t acknowledge that until I was a mother myself, and someone with frequent winged houseguests who enjoy sweets.”

      When Mladine sat down, the other two mothers quizzed her on the dragon. Trip listened as the story was relayed in more detail and grew troubled.

      Something needed to be done. Nobody would be safe as long as dragons were marauding in Iskandia. His siblings wouldn’t be safe.

      He vowed to change that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Trip smoothed his uniform, tucked his cap under his arm, and scraped his fingers through his short hair, aware of the guards at the solarium door eyeing him surreptitiously. He wasn’t sure if it was because he looked too young to have been invited to this important meeting at the castle or if it was because there were rumors going around the capital that he was a powerful sorcerer. He decided to hope for the former, since the latter had resulted in a write-up in a newspaper and a couple of old ladies on the street making superstitious gestures at him for warding off evil spirits.

      When he’d envisioned journalists writing about his exploits, it had involved heroic flier battles in which he saved the country from certain doom. Not articles that speculated about his heritage and suggested that dragons had sent him to live among humans as a spy.

      He hadn’t received much better treatment from the guards at the front gate, who had patted him down before letting him enter the castle, and told him he would have to leave his sword with them. Trip had been mortified when the guards abruptly changed their minds, saying he could go right in and that he and his sword should have a nice day.

      Azarwrath hadn’t confessed to the mind manipulation. He hadn’t needed to.

      “You can go in, sir,” one of these guards said, no doubt wondering why Trip had been standing in front of the double granite doors leading into the king’s solarium for a minute without knocking or saying anything. “Most of the others are already inside.”

      Yes, his senses told him that King Angulus, Sardelle, Zirkander, Blazer, Duck, and Kaika, along with a dozen people Trip didn’t know, waited within. Finding them all in there added to his nerves—was he considered late?—but maybe he would be able to slink into a back corner, unnoticed.

      As he lifted his hand toward the handle, a faint clacking noise sounded from around the corner of the wide corridor leading back to the castle’s main entrance. He didn’t have to reach out with his power to sense a dragon in that direction—Shulina Arya—though the noise was somewhat perplexing. She had shape-shifted and had a significantly diminished aura. Otherwise, he would have been aware of her approach much earlier. Was she in human form? Interesting. So far, he’d only seen her as herself or as a golden ferret.

      Ah, he sensed Rysha walking behind her. He smiled and stood tall, feeling much better about heading in to see the king with her at his side. From what he had observed before, she wasn’t intimidated by Angulus at all. Probably because she was noble-born and her family rubbed elbows with other noble people, kings included.

      “What is that?” one of the guards asked, picking up the rifle that had been at his side, its butt against the floor by his boots.

      “Wheeee!” came a young woman’s voice from around the corner.

      “You can’t do that in here!” someone shouted.

      As Trip was trying to sense exactly what the shape-shifted dragon was doing, she came around the corner, and he got his first view.

      Shulina Arya, in human form, rode some kind of wheeled board with a crate attached to the front half of it. Handlebars stuck out of the top of the crate, and she bent low, grinning as she gripped them and steered around the corner.

      A golden blonde ponytail set high atop her head flowed behind her, and her violet eyes gleamed with pleasure. Freckles splashed her cheeks and nose, and if Trip had to guess her age—her human age—he would have estimated sixteen or seventeen. She’d told them she was a few hundred years old, but that was young from the dragon perspective.

      “Stop,” one of the door guards cried, striding forward and lifting his rifle, as if someone on a crate scooter in the castle represented a great threat to king and country.

      The other one also sprang forward with his rifle.

      Trip, fearing for their safety if they tried to shoot a dragon, reacted on instinct. He used his mental power to jerk the weapons out of their hands. They flew back and landed in his grip before he could consider if he’d made a mistake—was there a rule against magically confiscating the rifles of castle guards?

      Shulina Arya barely seemed to notice the exchange. Still grinning, she waved and rolled past the double doors at top speed, continuing past the solarium and toward the courtyard garden, her wheels hitting the cracks between the floor tiles and sounding like trains riding the rails.

      One guard sprinted after her, his hand dropping toward a truncheon at his belt. The other whirled on Trip, eyes bulging as he spotted his rifle in Trip’s hand.

      “That’s a dragon,” Trip said, hoping that would explain everything.

      “You took my rifle, you witch.” The guard snarled and leaped for him.

      Azarwrath reacted before Trip did, raising an invisible barrier. The guard struck it chest-first and stumbled backward.

      “I’m just protecting you,” Trip rushed to say.

      Another “Wheee!” sounded farther down the corridor. Shulina Arya had found another corner to go around. The guard, boots pounding the marble tiles, could be heard running after her and ordering her to “cease and desist, right this instant.”

      “If you were to shoot a dragon,” Trip added to the glowering guard still in front of him, who had also pulled a truncheon from his belt, “the bullet would ricochet off its—her—defenses, and might come back to hit you. Or one of the priceless vases on those stands all along the hall. I’m trying to help you.”

      “Trip,” Rysha blurted, running into view. When she wore her uniform, as she did today, she usually looked professional and dignified, but right now, a frazzled expression stamped her face as she ran toward him. “She got away. Did you see—”

      “Stop!” the distant guard yelled as Shulina Arya came back into sight, her scooter somehow zipping along at top speed even though she wasn’t using her foot to push off the floor.

      She rounded the corner too quickly and brushed one of the stands holding one of the priceless vases Trip had referenced. It wobbled alarmingly before settling back to a stop.

      Rysha reached Trip’s side, and Azarwrath lowered the barrier so she could step close and grip Trip’s arm. He wasn’t sure if it was to push him to safety or because she needed emotional support.

      Shulina Arya rolled past them, looking like she was having far too much fun to stop caroming around the castle for a meeting.

      The double doors opened silently behind Trip. He might not have noticed except he sensed a familiar presence.

      Sardelle leaned her head into the hallway. “Is there a problem out here?”

      The guard that had been chasing Shulina Arya since the beginning raced past, his face red, his arms pumping and his truncheon clenched in his white-knuckled fist.

      “Uhm.” Trip groped for something more articulate to say, but he hadn’t started reading Duck’s vocabulary-laden classics yet, so fancy words eluded him.

      Sardelle watched, her face impressively serene. Or maybe she was just good at masking her thoughts.

      “Ma’am.” Rysha turned hopefully toward Sardelle. “Are Shulina Arya’s parents in there?”

      Sardelle’s serene expression shifted into one bordering on bemusement. “They are.”

      “Maybe they could convince her to—”

      Shulina Arya rolled back into view again, this time returning from the king’s vast audience chamber. “Coming through, human friends!” she called.

      Trip tugged Rysha out of the way as Sardelle pressed her back to one of the open doors to make way. The guard looked like he wanted to lunge forward and tackle Shulina Arya as she approached, but she wrinkled her nose, and he froze in tableau.

      She zipped past Trip, the breeze ruffling his hair, then weaved around some large potted plants as she disappeared into the solarium.

      Trip didn’t stretch his senses out toward the people inside—he wasn’t sure he wanted to know what they thought of the intruder, nor did he want to witness it if a legion of the king’s bodyguards tried to tackle her—but he still felt the ripples of alarm and surprise.

      “And to think,” Rysha said, her hand to her cheek as she looked through the open doors into the solarium, “meeting Shulina Arya’s parents was what I was nervous about today.”

      “Maybe you shouldn’t have agreed to bond with such a young dragon,” Trip observed mildly, still keeping an eye on the guards. They were both back in front of the door now, their glowers turning toward him. He offered them their rifles, hoping there wouldn’t be repercussions and also hoping they would forget he had used magic to confiscate them.

      There’s nothing wrong with a young and perky individual, Jaxi spoke into Trip’s mind—into all of their minds, he imagined.

      The soulblade was sheathed in her usual spot on Sardelle’s hip.

      Good morning, Jaxi, Trip thought. I’ve missed your commentary.

      He couldn’t say he’d missed listening in as Jaxi and Azarwrath argued, however, and was glad they were usually separated now. Sometimes, they made up for lost time when Trip reported to Sardelle’s house for his lessons. It was hard to concentrate on magic with arguing voices in his head.

      Of course you’ve missed me. I’m not sure how you keep from falling asleep every time Azzy opens his mouth to drone on.

      His… mouth?

      His mental mouth. It certainly puts me to sleep. You must have excellent stamina.

      Azarwrath issued a long-suffering sigh into Trip’s mind.

      Trip looked at Rysha and smiled, thinking of suggesting that Jaxi could ask her about his stamina, but that seemed uncouth, so he refrained.

      Please, I doubt she remembers what your stamina is like, Jaxi said, apparently reading his thoughts. He must still be, as she’d observed previously, leaving his bank vault door open when he thought of Rysha. You two haven’t rutted since that disgusting alley in Lagresh.

      It wasn’t a disgusting alley. It was one of the less fragrant ones.

      You’re lucky she still wants to rut with you. Though she may not if you don’t remember to congratulate her on passing her test.

      Oh! Trip turned to Rysha, though she wasn’t looking toward him anymore. She and Sardelle had turned toward another newcomer striding up the corridor, this one with more dignity than Shulina Arya and a haughty upward tilt to his nose. Phelistoth. His silver hair was pulled back in a tie, and layered robes hung to his feet, straight and unwrinkled. He walked past them without a word.

      “It’s true that young and perky dragons are a pleasant change,” Sardelle murmured, then inclined her head toward the solarium. She gave the still-fuming guards a warm smile before leading the way inside.

      Trip didn’t sense her employing any manipulation, but they did seem to cool down a few degrees. Maybe they liked having pretty women smile at them.

      Rysha looked at Trip as they walked in together, and he sensed her excitement, that she wanted to share the news of her success.

      Congratulations, he whispered into her mind and touched her hand.

      Maybe he should have waited for her to say something, but he felt like a heel because he’d been distracted and hadn’t congratulated her already. He’d heard the news from General Zirkander the night before when he’d come home to the large mother-gathering in his living room.

      Thank you. I’m so excited. Rysha seemed comfortable with telepathic contact these days, which warmed Trip’s heart. She was growing comfortable with him. All of him and all of his eccentricities. I’ll get invited to go on dangerous missions now! she added.

      More dangerous than the ones we’ve already been on?

      She grinned, elbowed him, and nodded ahead of them. I guess we’ll find out soon. But, uhm, it would be nice to celebrate before we’re sent off on whatever the next mission is. She raised her eyebrows toward him. I haven’t seen you very much since we got back.

      Her tone seemed hesitant. Uncertain. Did she think he’d been avoiding her? Definitely not.

      You’ve been off training every time I’ve come by your barracks room to look for you.

      Oh? I hadn’t realized you’d stopped by. It’s true—I have been training a lot. I was terrified I wouldn’t pass the tests, and that I’d lose Shulina Arya and my chance to make it into the unit.

      I know. That’s why I didn’t hunt you down. I didn’t want to interrupt. And I’ve been training too. Not in the way of one-armed pull-ups but in the way of altering images on a printed page and redrawing them on another page.

      Her lips quirked. I’m glad you mastered the fish workbook.

      Just the first exercise.

      Do you want to come by tonight? Rysha asked. We could go to dinner and for a walk if it’s not raining.

      I would love to. A zing went through his body as he imagined partaking in the romantic beach walk with her that he’d envisioned for so long.

      They reached a large wrought-iron table in the center of the solarium and found all of the seats were filled. Rysha stopped behind someone in uniform, someone large, hulking, and hard to see around. The man, a few specks of gray in his short, dark hair, turned and glowered at Trip, though Trip didn’t think they had met before. Had everyone read that ludicrous newspaper article?

      Rysha saluted the glowering man. “Good morning, Colonel Therrik.”

      Trip also snapped up a salute. He recognized the name, if not the face, and suspected the officer ate those who didn’t salute him quickly enough.

      The colonel growled, returned the salute brusquely, and turned back around.

      I don’t think he likes having people behind him, Rysha thought. Some of the elite troops can be a touch paranoid.

      Trip was close enough, with his mind open to her, that he heard her silent words. Why? I promise I’m not going to squeeze his butt.

      I suspect he’s more concerned about getting daggers in the back than butt squeezes.

      Given what I’ve heard about him, I suppose that makes sense.

      A throat cleared near the head of the table. “Is that our powerful sorcerer?”

      Hells, was that the king?

      Someone else large and looming stood next to Therrik, and a cluster of officious-looking men with pads of paper and pens blocked the route to the table on his other side, so Trip couldn’t easily make himself seen. He chewed on his lip, debated on using his power to nudge people out of the way—or maybe he could levitate himself over all their heads for a dramatic entrance—but he decided to step up onto a sturdy-looking cement planter.

      Belatedly, as his boot slid into the loamy soil underneath a fig tree, he decided that might not have been the most dignified choice. Especially when Therrik stepped to the side, obviating the need for an elevated perch.

      King Angulus was indeed gazing in Trip’s direction, his broad face difficult to read. Trip decided not to pry into his thoughts. If his monarch was irked with him, annoyed with him, or simply unimpressed by him, he didn’t want to know.

      “Good morning, Sire,” Trip said, gripping the trunk of the fig tree so he could salute with the proper hand without falling off the planter. Belatedly, he realized he could step down from the planter, since Therrik had moved.

      Trip jumped down, but landed on a puddle leaking from the bottom of the planter and slipped. He pitched against Therrik, their shoulders bumping. Trip had encountered marble statues with more give.

      Therrik glowered at him again. Trip would definitely not be squeezing his butt.

      “My apologies for the tightness, Captain,” Angulus said, glancing at the shivering branches of the fig tree. “I wasn’t expecting someone to bring a vehicle to the meeting.” He looked to the side—somehow Shulina Arya had made it to the head of the table and stood near him, her hand resting on the handlebars of the crate scooter.

      “A vehicle?” Shulina Arya asked. “This small human toy?”

      “Perhaps I could make her a more compact version,” Trip said, feeling the urge to be helpful, especially since a lot of people sitting at the table, some he recognized and others he didn’t, were frowning in his direction. “Or a folding one.”

      “How does one make a crate fold?” General Zirkander asked dryly from one side of the table, shoulder to shoulder with Sardelle. She’d found her seat quickly. Maybe she had levitated.

      “It wouldn’t be that difficult, sir.” Trip eyed the contraption, ideas already percolating in his mind.

      “Don’t ask her how she got it,” Rysha whispered to him. “Or about the forlorn youth wondering if he’ll ever get it back.”

      “She stole it?” Trip’s mind boggled at the idea of a dragon mugging some teenager in a back alley.

      “She landed a couple of blocks away from the castle—I suggested we not come down in the courtyard and alarm any trigger-happy guards on the grounds—and startled some boys racing each other in the street. They fled, leaving their toys behind. She thought their racing game looked like great fun, so she took one of the scooters…”

      “I will most certainly return it,” Shulina Arya said, her human voice sounding every bit as perky out loud as it did when it resonated in Trip’s mind. “I simply wanted to try it. I—”

      An older man with copper hair stepped forward to draw Shulina Arya away from the table. He wore spectacles and a blue suit a size or two too large for him. An unlit pipe stuck out of one pocket. When he pulled her back, it was to join another copper-haired man with similar fashion tastes, though the second fellow wore quirky inventor’s goggles with the lenses lifted up.

      It belatedly occurred to Trip that those two were dragons. Between Phelistoth’s and Shulina Arya’s presences, he hadn’t noticed the pair in the back.

      “Are those… her parents?” Rysha whispered.

      “They are dragons shape-shifted into human form.”

      It seemed strange to refer to the two men—two male dragons—as a set of parents, but Shulina Arya apparently considered them to be that.

      “I see that everyone who was invited to this meeting is here,” King Angulus said, nodding around the table, and also toward those standing in the back.

      Trip was surprised he wasn’t holding this meeting in his big audience chamber, but perhaps he considered the table and the plant-filled setting more intimate than addressing people from the throne atop his dais. There was still room for servants to move around the solarium, filling drink glasses. If Trip hadn’t been wedged between Therrik, Rysha, and the fig tree, he wouldn’t have found the space that crowded.

      “A couple of dragons who inform me that they are scientists have come to speak with us,” Angulus went on, extending a hand toward the professorial types. “They’re not trying to solve Iskandia’s dragon problem, but from what I’ve heard already, it’s possible some of what they tell us will spark some ideas among our brighter minds.”

      Angulus looked at Sardelle and then at a bronze-skinned Cofah man with shaggy black hair who sat near the end of the table by Captain Ahn. Tolemek Targoson. Trip had met him the night his siblings had been removed from the stasis chambers.

      “Should I be offended that he didn’t look at me when he said that?” Zirkander whispered to Sardelle, not that softly.

      “Your people are here to provide aerial transport to those with bright minds who come up with worthy plans to try,” Angulus told him, his eyes narrowing.

      “Still the flying rickshaw service, I see,” Zirkander murmured.

      Sardelle stuck an elbow in his ribs. They looked at each other, and Trip suspected a telepathic conversation.

      He asked why she did that, and she said because General Ort retired and isn’t here to kick him under the table, Jaxi explained.

      Are you supposed to be sharing their private conversations with me? Trip asked.

      If I didn’t, who would?

      Trip wondered if Jaxi had been missing him since he’d returned her to Sardelle’s care. It was a strange thought since she had spent so much of their adventure remarking on his failings.

      The dragon professors—dragon scientists?—stepped up to one corner of the table, leaving Shulina Arya to sit on the lip of a long rectangular hedge planter. Trip was sure it was only his imagination that she was sulking after some parental reprimand.

      “Greetings, humans,” the dragon in the blue suit and spectacles said. “I am Wyleenesh, and this is my colleague, Bhajera Liv.”

      The other dragon tipped his head, and his goggle lenses fell forward, the dark shades covering his eyes. He pushed them back up.

      I’m beginning to see why Shulina Arya was drawn to Rysha, Jaxi spoke dryly into Trip’s mind.

      Because she likes smart intellectual types?

      Or beings with spectacles.

      “We are bronze dragons and scientists among our kind. We enjoyed studying our world of Serankil before we left, and we enjoyed studying the great volcanoes of the new world we entered through the Portal of Avintnaresi, and now we are studying here again. We are researching the populations of dragons, humans, and various herbivores—our preferred dietary staple—on the continents here.”

      Is it me, Azarwrath said, or is it not clear from the way he created that list that humans aren’t part of the preferred diet?

      Don’t worry, Azzy, Jaxi said. Nobody likes to eat swords. Especially grumpy ones.

      “We estimate there are four hundred to five hundred dragons that have returned.” Wyleenesh looked at Angulus.

      The king nodded and looked at Trip. “That’s what we’ve heard.”

      “Didn’t we kill some of them?” Zirkander grumbled.

      “Not enough to put a dent in the estimate,” Sardelle said.

      “Indeed,” Wyleenesh said. “And there have been a few new births already. Very encouraging for our kind.”

      Nobody at the table looked encouraged.

      “But there is a problem.” Wyleenesh removed his spectacles and used his shirt to wipe them. He frowned at a resistant piece of gunk on one lens. Trip felt a tiny bit of power being called upon, and a flame appeared on the glass, burning off the gunk. The dragon wiped the lens again, then replaced the spectacles on his nose. “The human population has increased drastically since we lived in this world last.”

      “Drastically,” his colleague agreed, his goggles rattling as he nodded.

      “There are fewer wild lands where dragons can hunt, especially on this continent and on the large one across the ocean.”

      “Cofahre,” Angulus said.

      “I suspect this is part of your problem, human king. We dragons see animals grazing on open land, and we are hungry, so we pluck them up and consume them. They seem little different to us than wild prey, except that they’re usually easy to grasp because they’re in the open. It’s quite pesky to fly around trees in jungles and forests to find sufficiently sized prey to consume.”

      Trip looked at Rysha, wondering if she knew where this meeting was going. Were the dragons only here to justify why they were eating people’s sheep?

      “Are you saying,” Zirkander said, “that our farmers’ sheep are too enticing a target to resist?”

      “Indeed. They are delicious. And, as I stated, easier to acquire than wild animals. But dragons do not mind a challenge. If there were more wild animals, we would happily chase them and enjoy the glory of the hunt before sinking our teeth into fresh flesh.”

      Ew, Jaxi said into Trip’s mind.

      Azarwrath did not comment, though he was perhaps thinking that dragons were unlikely to employ sommeliers at their dinner gatherings.

      “This is what is happening on Yveranoar, your jungle continent.”

      “Dakrovia?” Angulus asked.

      “I believe this is what you call it, yes. Human settlements are much smaller, with less land cleared for your farms and livestock. There is a great deal of wild hunting land, and many dragons have gravitated there.”

      “Lucky Dakrovians,” Zirkander said.

      “But many dragons in one area leads to many battles for territory. The most powerful dragons claim what they wish and are able to defend it. The less powerful are either killed or, more often, driven off to squabble over inferior hunting grounds.” He gestured toward one of the glass walls of the solarium. Indicating Iskandia as a whole? “As you may be aware, more and more dragons have been coming to your land. Many are indifferent to your presence on it and simply wish to hunt. Others believe humans are evil, that they’re the reason there are fewer prime hunting grounds now—which is undoubtedly true to some extent—and will attack without provocation, simply because they are irritated with the situation.”

      “Is there anything you can suggest we do?” Angulus asked.

      “I have a possible solution,” Bhajera Liv said, stepping forward.

      “It will not work for them,” Wyleenesh told him.

      “It is a possibility they may wish to consider, nonetheless.”

      “I highly doubt it.”

      Phelistoth, who had found a seat on one side of the table and gripped what appeared to be a steaming mug of coffee, sighed noisily and muttered, “Bronzes.”

      The two speakers ignored him.

      “My suggestion,” Bhajera Liv said, holding a hand up with curled fingers toward his colleague, “is for you humans to get rid of your farmlands and plant trees all over the continent, so it will return to wilderness such as it once was, and thus improve the habitat for dragons.”

      Rysha snorted softly.

      I don’t think the king is going to go for that, Trip told her silently.

      Not when seventy percent of the nation’s food comes from farmlands, no.

      “That would not improve the habitat for humans,” Angulus said. “We need the farmlands to feed our people.”

      “Yes,” Bhajera Liv said, “but if there were fewer farmlands, your species would have less food and perhaps be less fecund. In future generations, there would be fewer humans in the country, thus creating more balance in the world.”

      “Balance,” Angulus said darkly.

      “I told you they would not be amenable,” Wyleenesh said, elbowing Bhajera Liv aside. “My colleague is overly blunt, but he is correct that right now, the population of dragons and humans is not in balance. We estimate there are one billion humans worldwide.”

      Are there truly that many people? Trip silently asked Rysha, the number sounding incredibly huge to him.

      Possibly. We only have estimates, but there are hundreds of millions in the Cofah Empire.

      “A thousand years ago, before dragons were tricked into leaving this, our homeland—” Wyleenesh frowned around the table, as if to suggest someone there was to blame, “—there were approximately three-hundred-and-fifty million humans worldwide and two thousand dragons. Even though there were still battles over resources, that was closer to a sustainable number. Now…” Wyleenesh spread a hand.

      “It wasn’t a problem before dragons came back,” someone Trip didn’t know muttered, one of the people with clipboards and pens.

      “This is our homeland too,” Wyleenesh said. “Our absence from it was involuntary. And our species did not thrive in the other world. Birthrates were abnormally low.” He looked back at Shulina Arya. “There were only about a thousand of us left there at the time the portal was reopened. It is unfortunate that more of our kin did not make it through before it was prematurely closed.” This time, he looked toward Trip, and Trip fought the urge to squirm. Yes, he had been a part of the mission to close the portal… “But,” Wyleenesh went on, “perhaps it is for the best, since, as I said, we have a problem.”

      “Any ideas on how to solve it?” Angulus asked. “Besides by cutting the global human population in half?”

      “Seven gods, please tell me none of the dragons are planning on making that a reality,” a colonel in uniform murmured from one of the seats. He wore one of the sheathed chapaharii blades on his belt.

      The two bronze dragons looked at each other, holding each other’s gaze for several long seconds.

      I don’t find that silence encouraging, Azarwrath said.

      Nor do I, Jaxi said. I don’t have many human friends. I wouldn’t care for their numbers to be halved.

      Perhaps if your words were less lippy, you would have more friends, Azarwrath replied.

      Perhaps if so many humans weren’t afraid of magic and sentient swords, I would have more. I don’t see you and your un-lippy tongue being invited to cocktail parties.

      “There have been rumors of some discussions on that topic,” Wyleenesh finally answered the king. “You must understand that we, as bronze dragons, are on the bottom of the power and social order when it comes to our kind, so we are rarely invited to meetings with golds or even silvers. I believe that those dragons who have claimed jungles and islands sufficiently large to have enough prey to suit their needs are unlikely to bother your country.”

      Trip thought of the bronze dragon that had claimed the Pirate Isles. Maybe he’d been smarter than he had seemed.

      “Those who haven’t been able to find a territory of their own are hungry and restless. It is very possible there are plans in place to remove the, ah, human infestation as some have called it, on some of the continents with territory in favorable climate zones.”

      “I suppose that’s us,” Zirkander said.

      “The southern half of your continent is most warm and appealing, outside of those chilly mountains,” Wyleenesh said.

      “That settles it,” Zirkander said. “We’ll just move all of humanity into the Ice Blades.”

      “Your species would very likely survive if you did so,” Bhajera Liv put in helpfully.

      Trip looked upward, sensing another dragon flying over the castle. Bhrava Saruth. Had he been invited to the meeting too?

      “Good to know,” Zirkander said. “I’m sure we’ll do very well if we shove the whole country into the Magroth Crystal Mines.”

      Angulus sighed and rubbed his forehead. Major Kaika, who sat in the closest seat on his right, sent him a worried look.

      “Thank you for your presentation,” Angulus finally told the dragons. “If you don’t have any other suggestions—”

      A gust of wind ruffled people’s hair, and Trip sensed Bhrava Saruth landing on the perch of one of the huge glass windows overlooking the outdoor gardens. He shifted into human form before he walked into view, his sandy hair shaggy on all sides and tumbling into his green eyes.

      “Greetings, worshippers,” he announced, his voice booming into their minds as well as their ears. “Am I late for the meeting?”

      Wyleenesh sniffed and adjusted his spectacles. “We’ve completed our presentation.”

      “Ah, then I’ve missed the boring part and have arrived at the perfect time. Are those pastries?” He pointed at one of several trays of baked goods on the table.

      Angulus rubbed his forehead again, more vigorously. A number of murmured conversations started up as one of the pastry trays floated into the air toward Bhrava Saruth.

      I think this meeting will be adjourning soon, Trip guessed, looking at Rysha. Without much having been resolved.

      He thought of his visit with the surrogate mothers last night, and of Mladine’s close encounter with a dragon, and he resolved that he would figure out something that could be done, even if nobody else around the table had ideas.

      That’s my fear as well. I am going to brainstorm some ideas so that I can share them with my superiors.

      Tonight? I thought we might celebrate tonight. Trip clasped her hand.

      I’m amenable to that. She rubbed the back of his hand with her thumb. I’ve missed you these last three weeks.

      Me too. I mean, I’ve missed you. A lot.

      A throat cleared.

      “Trip?” Zirkander asked, tilting his head toward the king.

      He dropped Rysha’s hand. Angulus was looking expectantly at him. Nobody had spoken to him, had they? Maybe he’d missed a discussion about him?

      Therrik exhaled heavily. Or maybe that was a disapproving growl.

      “I understand you’re studying with Sardelle,” Angulus said. “Is there any chance you’ll one day be powerful enough to convince the dragons terrorizing our country to stay away from here?”

      “Me? I don’t see how, Sire. I wouldn’t even be able to convince that dragon to leave your pastries alone.” Trip looked at Bhrava Saruth—he now held the tray and was taking alarmingly large bites of frosted cloud buns. Perhaps he should have shape-shifted into a form with a bigger mouth.

      Would your king not find it alarming if I arrived at his meeting in alligator form? Bhrava Saruth asked, smirking over at Trip and proving Trip still needed to work on masking his thoughts, at least from such powerful beings as dragons.

      “I thought not,” Angulus said, “but I had to ask.”

      The disappointment emanating from him stung Trip. It wasn’t as if it was his fault he was a half-dragon instead of a whole one, and an ill-trained one at that. But he would find a way to help, one way or another. Helping his country and his king—and now his little siblings—was all he’d ever wanted to do. He’d always imagined doing that by being a pilot and
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