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      A few things to note before reading this book:

      
        
          	
        Dragons in general are roughly the size of full-grown female African elephants, which don’t exist in the story, and so were hard to describe adequately. Be proud of me for taking out “bigger than a bread box, smaller than a house” from the first draft. I am a professional.
      

      	
        Queen dragons are as large as or slightly larger than bull African elephants. Their final true size depends a lot on the territory they claim, the number of dragons they rule, how old they are, etcetera. Insert *hand-wavy magic* here.
      

      	
        This is a “low magic” story; there are no wizards or elves or eldritch horrors. Just dragons being shape shifters, and their connection to the magic of the world they live in.
      

      	
        Dragons are not humans; they are dragons who have two forms (flying and walking). Dragons and humans are both “people” but humankind and dragonkind mean two very different things. Think of them as different but co-dependent species.
      

      	
        POLYAMORY: this is a MMF story, which features a threesome falling in love together. It is not a “love triangle” story. End game is MMF. If that is not your jam, this is not the book for you.
      

      	
        As stated in the blurb, this is a “low heat” story. Sex happens, but off-screen. If you are looking for MMF erotica, this is also not the book for you.
      

      

      

      Thank you for picking up this story, and I hope you enjoy it!
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      Agadart ver Kleelan was sixteen years old when she realized that she did not, actually, want to get married and go to the capital to serve as a handmaiden to the Dragon Queen of Kaaltendt, Theaedra. She thought that, given her family history, there were more adventurous things she could do with her life.

      She announced her new plans to her father, Lord Stigar ver Kleelan, over their shared breakfast.

      “You’re what now?” Her father put down the broadsheet he was reading.

      “Volunteering. For the Dragon Maids Corps.”

      He frowned a little, then returned to his reading. Agadart drank her tea and waited.

      “Any particular reason?” he asked a few minutes later, without looking up.

      “I thought maybe it was time I got out for a bit.”

      “Harumph.”

      She kept waiting. Eventually her father put the broadsheet aside and looked at her. “Does this have anything to do with your betrothal to Baron Parrel Stewardt of Trinx?”

      She nodded. “Oh yes.”

      He smiled, because he had as much patience with the stuffy manners of Baron Parrel Stewardt as she did. In fact, she suspected there was no man who would ever gain her father’s approval for her hand, which suited her just fine. She knew her father would never have allowed her to be married off to Baron Stewardt in the first place if her mother had not been so keen on the alliance.

      Her father sighed. “Dangerous business, working with dragons. A hard life.”

      “I don’t expect I’d be working with them, would I? Helping the wounded and whatnot.”

      “They’re a tough lot.”

      “The wounded?”

      “Dragons. Remember your uncle,” her father admonished.

      Agadart sighed. The only living dragon in their family was her father’s older brother Hrecht ver Kleelan, who had disappeared into the far Westlands to work as a hired mercenary for some exotic Westlands queen, last anyone heard. More sordid gossip was that he was less a proper guardian than a favored courtesan, but either way, it had been quite a scandal. Agadart’s father, who inherited his title and lands in the aftermath of his brother’s forced abdication, rarely talked about it. It had happened years before she was born, anyway.

      Her father knew a lot about dragons, growing up with one, but no one would guess it by his manners or comments. That the proper ver Kleelan lineage had once again been besmirched with the birth of a dragon after several generations without was a stain not easily overcome, but Agadart’s mother was doing her damnedest to try to erase it by way of betrothing her only child to the baron. To Agadart, it felt like being sold off to the highest bidder.

      “Polite society would frown on you,” he added offhandedly. “Your marriage prospects would be ruined,” he added, picking up the broadsheet again to hide his smirk behind it.

      “Yes, I’m very concerned about that.” She rolled her eyes, since it was only the two of them in the room.

      “You’re always welcome to come home when it gets rough, sweetheart.” Her father smiled at her over the top of his paper.

      “I know, Father. And I will come home again, eventually.”

      He nodded agreeably before focusing on his reading again, then paused as they both heard sharp heels clicking down the hallway to the breakfast room.

      Agadart’s mother swept in triumphantly to tell them that the marriage contract had been signed by Queen Theaedra and the date for the wedding set.

      Staring down at her plate, Agadart thought it had been nice to pretend otherwise for a moment.
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      Twelve Years Later

      Mani let Ro squirm and shift and grumble when they sat down in their private coach car on the train, because trying to rein in the finicky noble always left Mani sleeping alone. He found that his bed stayed occupied when he let his charge be his normal, dissatisfied, draconic self long enough to get settled into a chair with a soothing glass of wine.

      Ro knew he was a fussy nobleman, which helped, because he put up with Mani glaring at him the whole time. Mani considered it a trade-off.

      “Are we going to Endestern to end a war, or start one?” Mani asked as he finally poured himself a glass of wine out of the decanter and sat back in his chair.

      “Neither. Officially we all hope that Emperor Rhezv is pursuing peace, but my job is to assume otherwise.”

      Mani grunted, sipping his wine. His family was nobility in the distant country of Akanata, where dragons were thick in the skies and politics easily settled through marriage or consort alliances between dragon clans. That Emperor Rhezv of Iskaryyva might actually declare war for the sake of annexing the Isle of Watt was something Ro described as distasteful. Rude, even, which from Ro was a vicious rebuke.

      “I suppose they will want you to step in as field marshal.” Mani mumbled into his glass.

      “Doubtful. My sister Admiral Leonteinparre the Elder will receive that special blessing, and all power to her, for she has the experience and intelligence to do it well. But I’m sure I’ll be roped into wearing the admiral talons on my epaulettes again, should war come to Watt.”

      Mani thought Ro’s skills were better suited for the rank of commodore, leading a collection of dragon flights into battle, but his military experience and his role as a prince of the royal Clan Leonteinparre ensured that he would be placed in a prominent position, just as his sister was. It was the price of nobility to never have any say about the role they played in history, after all, Mani thought mulishly. The only thing Ro had ever chosen for himself was Mani, but even that did not count for much as Ro had to choose somebody as his guardian. An unmated dragon was considered too untamed and too far removed from their human nature to serve in any important role in government. Ro had been obligated to find a guardian in order to fulfill the diplomatic negotiations, of which he was merely one pawn of many. Mani was simply his choice. Mani treasured that, as sentimental a fool as he was.

      “I’m not sure I even see the appeal. Watt is a lovely, cold, wet, rainy mound of dirt; the emperor can’t possibly imagine that it is some flower-drenched land of willing dragons.”

      Ro grimaced. “Watt is the unconquered land, the country without a queen, and as you well know, my dear, it is strategically placed between continents.” Ro gave Mani a smile full of teeth.

      Mani grimaced. “Sorry, love.”

      Ro sighed. “I know you miss the sun-drenched lands of your youth. I feel guilty enough as it is.”

      Mani shrugged, unfurling a little from the rebuke. “I knew I was never going home when Father sent me to Kaaltendt. I’m only pleased that I ended up as your guardian.”

      Ro nodded.

      Mani had been sent to Kaaltendt from Akanata for much the same reason that Ro had been sent from Watt, a fact that served to bind them closely together as foreigners in a strange land, beholden to Queen Theaedra of Kaaltendt in ways that they assumed meant neither of them were likely to see their motherlands again. Admittedly, chances of Ro getting them to Watt, at least for an extended visit at some point, were better than Mani getting them across the vast sea to his remote, expansive and endlessly rich homeland. Akanata was far away and shrouded in myth and rumor and only played in the politics of the Northern Realms at her queen’s amusement, and no one believed any different — even Mani, who, like Ro, had been moved across the game board for reasons he could not scry. Mani assumed if he lived to over two hundred years old he might be obscure about his plans too. Long-lived dragon queens did not have to answer to anyone, after all, and looked at the world around them from a different, unknowable perspective. Compared to his queen, who was also his distant ancestor, the queen of Kaaltendt was but a child at eighty years old.

      Looking over his handsome charge, who was focused glumly on his wine, Mani smiled. “It is a long ride to Endestern. We have seven hours, and that’s if the train doesn’t break down on the way.”

      Ro nodded, looking up at him. “Yes?”

      “We should, perhaps, rest.” Mani waved a hand towards the door that opened to the boudoir of the coach. Ro’s confused look turned into a sly, welcoming grin. Mani made to pick up his journal. “Or we could discuss Queen Theaedra and King Larit’s plans in more detail. Study some maps, perhaps?” He gave Ro an innocent look.

      Ro frowned, put down his wine, and stood up. He grabbed Mani’s hand as he walked by, dragging him to their bed.
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        * * *

      

      Apprentices for Dragon Maid Corps training were only accepted once a year at the legendary dragon fort of Endestern on the eastern peninsula, so by the grace of circumstance Agadart was allowed three months before she had to leave her father’s house. She welcomed the reprieve, trying to hoard as many memories of her home as she could before her exile.

      But leave she would, or face further, harsher punishment, and once she started the journey it would be ten long, lonely years before she could return to Miesesenwold Manor. Ten years before she would be allowed see her father again. He was prohibited from even visiting her from wherever she ended up being stationed after training.

      Her villainous husband had robbed her of so much, and it felt unfair that even after his execution he would rob her of even more.

      She had missed her mother’s funeral years before, due to the controlling and paranoid hand of her unlamented husband. As she leaned into her father’s hold, she lived in fear of him dying while she was gone.

      “You still have your life, and that is a gift provided to us in return for my prayers. I will wait for you to come home, My Little Hopper.” He held her close, arms wrapped around her, propping her up as she tried not to cry on his shoulder like a child. He was right in that the sentence she had been given was the best they could have hoped for, far and above her original fear of being executed with her husband despite having actively worked against him for several years. Mandatory conscription as a dragon maid for a decade was by far a vast improvement over that fate, but still it was not something to take lightly, especially at the ripe “old” age of twenty-seven. It was not a death sentence, but it was not going to be a pleasant life either.

      She would be alone. It felt like she had been utterly alone for years already, working as a counter-agent for the queen against her husband’s treasonous plans, surrounded by enemies at every turn and unable to even fully rely on her allies for fear of betrayal.

      The Dragon Maids Corps might be less risky to her life overall, but was not going to be much of a reprieve either.

      To his credit, her father did not try to pretend that it would be easy for her. Uncharacteristically, he had sat in her bedroom as she packed the meager belongings she would be allowed to take with her and gave her random advice about campaigning. While his own service years were long over, they had consisted mostly of vicious battles against fearsome encroachments from the Westlands, so Agadart paid attention. Oddly, he spent a considerable amount of time on how to keep clean while campaigning. Agadart figured out quickly that what he was really telling her was that taking a bath was a rare feature of military life.

      He promised to send her care packages containing her favorite milled soaps.

      Her father then personally saw her off when she boarded the train for Endestern. A few of the locals were there as well, people she had grown up around and who still cared for her as if she was a child, despite the scandal, despite her fall from grace. The house cook gave her a corsage sachet of grayknife flower buds and cried uncontrollably to the point that Agadart’s father pulled the woman away and into the arms of their butler.

      Agadart herself did not cry until the train was in motion. The private cabin was not a luxury but a precaution, to separate her from other passengers. She was given the decency of not traveling under armed guard, mostly due to her station as the sole heir of her father’s estate, but the expectation was that she would act in accordance with her banishment from polite society. Agadart assumed that there were spies around to report her movements back to the king and queen. She knew well enough how well the queen’s spies could report on the movements of others.

      Still, it was a small private cabin, and her tears flowed freely in solitude. Her marriage had been a political match arranged by her mother, and Agadart had never liked her husband even before a chance discovery while she was reviewing the housekeeping ledgers revealed his true nature. For ten years she had swayed in the winds of politics, a loveless marriage, treason, and fear. She had not thought far past her husband’s execution, but a part of her had always dreamed that she would get to home. She sobbed for the first time since her wedding night, allowing herself to truly feel the despair and hopelessness that had been her companion since then.

      Once she managed to pull herself together and clean her face, she opened the blinds and watched the scenery passing by. Not having traveled much, other than between estates and the capital, she was entranced with the changing landscape.

      After two days the view had become routine, though. By the fourth day it was monotonous, and by the seventh day when the train pulled into the station at the small city at the foot of the mountain, Ransewellen, she was about ready to climb the walls. The cold, rocky landscape of the peninsula had appeared outside of her window the night before, and she stared at the gray, green, and brown mountains as they pushed in around her. Fort Endestern was the farthest point out, on a rocky cliff overlooking the sea, and she had been told by everyone that it was a harsh land to live in. Ransewellen was the end of the line, as well; the train would simply loop around to face the other way to return to civilization. It would go back without her.

      Once disembarked, Agadart grabbed her small bag and stood on the platform, clutching her coat closed. It was a bitterly chilled wind that snapped around her, threatening to take her hat with it and sending her skirts billowing. There were more people waiting to leave than were getting off, and since Agadart did not know where to go she stopped to watch the others, hoping for a clue as to what she should do. Her Orders to Report had said that she would be met at the station, but not by who nor exactly where. On the platform? In the station building? On the side facing the street?

      There was a bustle of activity behind her from a private car. She had traveled by private car exclusively when she was a baroness, and she recognized the stir it caused. Bystanders stayed close to gawk, and the train crew was hustling to get everything sorted correctly for the passengers before they disembarked.

      Agadart stepped closer to a respectable elderly couple who were waiting to board the train. “Do we know who of stature is arriving?” she asked the lady politely. The woman gave her a kind smile.

      “It is Duke Raudolf, Rodgardae Leonteinparre, and his guardian Mani Roki.”

      Agadart sucked in a breath. She had never personally met the man she only knew by his Kaaltendt title, Duke Raudolf, despite his status as the fourth prince of Watt and an admiral in the Wattish military. He had a reputation for remaining on the fringes of the queen’s court, often staying out at his remote estate just outside the capital. No one questioned it, as he was both a foreigner and a dragon, and most of polite society felt safer the further away dragons were, no matter how highborn. In addition, his taking a male guardian was fairly irregular in Kaaltendt. Dragons were exempt from most social rules, but it was unusual enough to incite scurrilous gossip. The fact that said companion was from Akanata just added spice to the story for most people.

      “He is posted here, then? Do you know?”

      The woman glanced at her again, her expression serious as she studied Agadart’s clothes and bearing, which clashed with her small bag and her lack of chaperone. “Surely you aren’t here as a dragon maid?” she exclaimed.

      “Yes ma’am.”

      The woman shook her head but did not ask why, since it was certain no highborn woman would voluntarily become a dragon maid. She probably assumed Agadart was escaping a small family scandal, and she did not disabuse her of the notion. It was not far from the truth, aside from all the politics.

      It was the man who answered. “The Emperor of Iskaryyva is spoiling for the Isle of Watt, again. War is on the horizon, and with Duke Raudolf being an admiral in the Wattish military, Queen Theaedra has given him a commission in ours.” The man looked a little sour about it, but kept his tongue.

      “Oh. Thank you. I have not been reading the news of late.” She had, in fact, been avoiding all mention of recent events entirely.

      The woman clucked sympathetically, probably imagining all sorts of horrors in Agadart’s life.

      The man wrapped his arm around his wife. “It won’t be easy this time around. The emperor has had years to set up for this.” He looked at Agadart with pity. “Bad time for a well-bred woman to march into the corps.”

      Agadart nodded. “Often we have little choice in the paths we must take.”

      “Ah, there he is! Such a fine nobleman, for a dragon.” The woman rose up on her tiptoes, as curious as any citizen to get a glance at nobility.

      Agadart looked up the platform and was struck dumb by beauty. She had seen many gorgeous people in her time at court, of course, but there was something to him that was akin to a shimmer of gold. The duke was tall and lithe, wearing his Dragon Corps officer uniform and sparkling in the meager sunlight from the reflection of the uniform’s many medals and golden shoulder guards. His sword swung easily at his side, and he moved with the grace of a dancer…or a fighter. Agadart had seen enough exhibition sword duels to know the look of a man who was profoundly aware of his power. His movements were economical but smooth as he shook hands with the train master, who bowed awkwardly with a broad grin on his face. The duke was clearly one of the set of nobility who aimed to charm rather than intimidate, despite his stoic presence, and Agadart liked him immediately.

      His companion stood by silently, his smile genuine but subdued. He was no less beautiful, but in a different style, with his darker complexion and riot of curls worn free. He was a little shorter than the duke but powerfully built, wide where the prince was tall, and wearing a dark, simple suit with dark red satin trim and no other decorations. Together they were a study in opposites, and Agadart envied the artist who ever got the chance to paint them together.

      Agadart ignored the chattering couple as they moved to board the train, too busy staring at the men down the platform.

      The duke sensed her gaze and looked at her, his hazel eyes bright with amusement. He touched his hand to his cap, nodding at her politely, before returning his focus to the people waiting on him. Agadart blushed, feeling silly for such a childish reaction — she was no girl, and neither a virgin (as unpleasant as her ex-husband’s fumblings had been, he had done the deed) but the duke was certainly man enough to spark any warm-blooded woman’s interest. She glanced back again, this time to catch the companion looking at her with an expression of interest, keen and curious. He looked away first, but not before Agadart got a full dose of his dark, intense eyes and handsome features.

      Agadart took a deep breath. She would likely be serving in the duke’s command, and it would do no good for her to wander around like a love-struck girl during her training. Purposely turning away from the attractive couple, she looked around and finally saw someone wearing Dragon Maid Corps colors: a bored looking, stocky woman in the knee-length gray and purple tunic that marked her service. There were two other civilians with her, nervous looking young women clutching their satchels, so Agadart headed for the group. She ignored the butterflies in her stomach. She was firmly at the point of no return.

      “Hello? I’m here for Dragon Maid Corps training?”

      “Aye. What is your name?”

      Agadart tried not to flinch. “Agadart ver Kleelan.”

      The girls ignored her, clearly not recognizing her by her maiden name. It was a small blessing that she hoped would hold until she was bestowed with her new name as a dragon maid.

      The older woman seemed not to care either, simply nodded briskly at her and the girls. “I’m Maid Pyrite. Get your things, yeah? You’re all that’s left to show up, the others arrived earlier this week. So let’s go, wagon’s waiting.” She turned and walked off, the heavy wool of her trousers rustling as she walked.

      Agadart gave the other two a broad, forced smile that they nervously returned and turned to follow their guide. She managed to keep from craning her neck to catch another glimpse of the duke and his consort guardian, but it was a near thing.
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        * * *

      

      Endestern was usually supervised by a low-ranking noble, often a human officer of good family who was clocking time to move up a promotion and be sent somewhere warmer with fewer dragons. The fort was unpopular with the people of the nation of Kaaltendt because it was too reminiscent of the rocky, mountainous regions of the Isle of Watt, with the same inclement weather. Cold and windswept, the craggy cliffs that fell dramatically into the thundering, dangerous surf below were nearly black and glistened like a dragon’s egg.

      To Rodgardae, it felt like home.

      He had not actually returned to his holding on Watt for a dozen years. The treaty the Five Clans of Watt engineered with Queen Theaedra of Kaaltendt essentially put a son of one of the five dukes of Watt on permanent “duty station” in Kaaltendt, and in his generation that duke was Rodgardae. He was paid handsomely with various estates and lands, and given Kaaltendt titles to add to his own noble rankings. Rodgardae, the youngest of his family and who had little patience for court intrigue, saw it as a way to travel and see new lands. It was an easy choice  to go to Kaaltendt and serve under Queen Theaedra and King Larit as a duke of the realm and a court adviser. He had met and contracted Mani, for one, and Rodgardae often thought that was more than he ever could have dreamed for if he had stayed on Watt to sit in his family’s aerie waiting for war. Instead, his third brother took that honor and was, by all reports, serving it well.

      Rodgardae missed his homeland, though, however much he had gained in the trade.

      The long ride up to the fort itself was bouncy and uncomfortable, which was just one more thing to remind him of home. The current Master of the Fort, Captain Wildt, was a weathered but handsome middle-aged dragon who had met them at the train station and was riding with them. He was deftly making small talk about the weather and trying to be polite, although it was easy to read his pleasure at being relieved of duty. Rodgardae paid light attention to the discussion and relied on Mani to pick up the pieces for him when he got distracted looking out the windows at the mist swirling up the hill, thrashing like a dragon’s tail.

      They passed a small encampment that Wildt pointed out as the training camp for the Dragon Maid Corps. Rodgardae remembered reading something about it, but it still surprised him to see it.

      “I understand the Isle of Watt has no dragon maids in service?” Wildt asked, despite obviously knowing the answer.

      “Our military is integrated, due to the number of dragons among our ranks. So there is no need for an auxiliary of helpmeets, as all their roles are carried out by our enlisted troops. It was perhaps one of the more startling differences I saw, when I first came upon Kaaltendt’s shores, to see camps of women outside of the dragon forts. I heard they are all trained here, but had forgotten.”

      The camp was well-built and sturdy, large logs serving as frames for the buildings which were heavily covered in thicket and plaster. They looked homey and warm, bright among the dark rocks and grass.

      “Indeed, they train here for a year before being stationed elsewhere to serve their term. I assure you, my lord, that I find your country’s mores as unfathomable as you find our own.” Wildt gave him a genuine smile.

      Mani laughed. “Do not start us down that path, Captain Wildt, for between the two of you, I will always win.”

      Wildt tipped his head at Rodgardae’s guardian and consort, still smiling. Rodgardae decided that he liked this dragon, so far, and might tempt him to stay if he could. He would wait to see how the other dragons at the fort felt about Wildt, though, because that was always the true mettle of a man.

      “There is a new batch of potential dragon maids starting training this week. As Master of the Fort you will ostensibly be overseeing them, but if the last three years are any indication, you will mostly sign the paperwork put in front of you by Mistress Seraphinite, who runs a tight ship. If I may be forgiven the naval metaphor.”

      Mani laughed again. “Mine is a naval family, so you are forgiven, whatever His Grace may grumble.”

      Captain Wildt frowned.

      “Please, Captain, have no worries. My guardian enjoys mentioning my hereditary title often, for his own sense of importance. You may continue to treat me as merely Duke Raudolf of Kaaltendt.”

      “I contracted well, forgive me for basking in my success,” Mani said, pleased in his calm, calculated way.

      Wildt looked between them for a moment, to ensure that they were teasing each other, then smiled. “Of course, Your Grace. Forgive my misunderstanding. I know of your esteemed position as a duke of both Watt and Kaaltendt, but I find myself drowning in titles and offices and I barely know an Earl Whatshisface from a Lord Whomever.”

      Rodgardae laughed gently at that, because he was not much different despite his rarified upbringing. Keeping track of the nobility was his older siblings’ jobs. “We will get along well, Captain.”

      “Thank you, Your Grace.” Wildt smiled gratefully. “As I was saying, the headmistress is stern and competent at her job.”

      “Was she raised with dragons?” Mani asked.

      Unsurprisingly, Captain Wildt shook his head. “I do not think so, but it’s hard to say. Dragon maids change their names when they enter the service, and their background is a closely guarded secret. The only ones who really know who they are or where they came from are the recruiters and, naturally, the headmistress.” He pursed his lips. “It’s a larger than usual number this year, though, and she has mentioned being concerned about a couple of the current recruits, that they might be troublemakers. I doubt they will last long if that is true, though.”

      Rodgardae nodded. “I will trust her judgment in such things. Given how little I know about the Dragon Maids Corps in general, I’m better off leaving the totality of it in her hands.”

      Captain Wildt smiled. “Indeed, that has been my own approach and it has worked out very well for all involved.”

      The rest of the climb was steep and the carriage they were in groaned theatrically with every bump in the ragged road. Wildt winced in apology, but it was no different than many such trips Rodgardae had taken in his homeland, where few of the mountain aeries favored by his people were accessible by train. Mani stayed in good humor, well laid from vigorous effort on Rodgardae’s part throughout the train ride, and did not complain about the trip at all.

      The fort was tall, rising black and ominous out of the mountainside it was carved from. Already, Rodgardae picked up the scents of an aerie, the fires stoked with herbs and spices and the charged, metallic aroma of molten rock. Compared to other nations, Kaaltendt had a very small number of dragons. A previous king several generations back had gone mad and ordered all dragons other than his own queen hunted down and slain. As a cleansing went, it was fairly ineffective, but it reduced numbers enough to impact Kaaltendt’s military might to the present day. It was what had forced the previous king of Kaaltendt to agree to the demands of the Five Clans in a treaty: he needed the leadership of the dragon lineages that would come from an influx of Watt dragons and their entourages to the country. In turn, the Isle of Watt benefited from the prestige and protection of a real monarch, as King Larit swore his allegiance to the Queen Dragon of Kaaltendt, Theaedra. She was a powerful dragon, old in comparison to other Kaaltendt dragons, who had dwarfed Rodgardae with her size, speed, and intelligence. She was easily twice his age but he would have gladly flown with her if she had wanted an egg from him.

      Not that it was something he would ever admit to Mani.

      It was hard to explain to the non-dragons in his life how strong the urge to follow a queen and serve her was for dragons. Mani would understand, coming from the royal line of Akanata himself, but even so it was impossible to comprehend the blind compulsion to follow that would grip a dragon when a queen was near. Rodgardae’s sense of loyalty was tempered by the fact that Queen Theaedra was in no way connected to Watt, since dragons were territorial creatures by nature and their connection to the land was a powerful magic no one could break. He had affection for his adopted country of Kaaltendt, but in the end it was simply a temporary home, so he remained at a polite distance from Queen Theaedra and her personal flight and her palace aerie. It did not stop the gut-level reaction he had when she was nearby.

      Endestern was no place for a queen, though. Rodgardae looked up at the dark towers and roosts, thinking that the place was actually much smaller than its presence suggested. It was tightly knit into the mountain and hung over the cliffs, with four primary towers that served as warrens and probably could hold around fifty dragons at a time, although at least two had been permanently shuttered after the Great Culling of Kaaltendt.

      Wildt caught him studying the fort as they approached the gate. “As storied a history as she has, this fort is old and bordering on decrepit. It’s location is its charm, tactically speaking.”

      “We have twenty dragons here?” Rodgardae asked, to confirm what he already knew.

      Wildt shrugged regretfully. “Technically, yes, including myself. However, two are currently down with the flu. Nothing serious, the human doctors assure us, but it is keeping them in their walking forms and quite miserable to boot. I have continued running drills, when the weather is clear enough, but one of the sick dragons is Captain Tray, who is our formation leader. A full recovery is expected in a week or so; he has improved considerably, but it has been nearly two months since he’s flown.”

      Rodgardae nodded politely but cringed inwardly. Being floored was something every dragon loathed, no matter the reason. Rodgardae himself could not go more than two weeks without shifting into his flying form just to get away from the ground. It was not that one form felt more comfortable than the other, it was they pressed against each other in strange ways. Stay too long in one shape and the needs of the other became acute. “He will know when he’s strong enough to shift.” He spoke offhandedly, and Wildt nodded. He seemed to have held the fort together admirably in the absence of an admiral to serve as the official master of the fort, at least according to the reports Rodgardae had read on the trip.

      The posting had been made suddenly for Rodgardae, with the rattling swords of monarchs canceling all the plans that nobles had previously made for the winter in order to send them scrambling for their new assignments. Rodgardae had been given a brand-new commission as a Kaaltendt admiral and the minimum of information about Endestern and her current master and dragons. He had studied those papers diligently but it barely gave him more knowledge than their names, ranks, and ages. He had also been given an older naval map of the region because the king’s military advisers and the defense council did not want to part with any maps of more recent vintage. Rodgardae had planned on taking up the fort’s own cartographer to make an aerial accounting, but it occurred to him that Wildt was competent enough to have already done so.

      “The map I was given by the defense council is laughably outdated. Have you made any improvements?”

      Wildt nodded. “Yes, Your Grace, we made a new series of maps in the spring. It was mostly for exercise but seems rather fortuitous at this point.”

      “Nothing is by accident, Captain,” Mani intoned, looking out the window with slight interest as they passed through the heavy irons of the front gate.

      “Of course, sir.” Wildt nodded, agreeable to the last, although it was clear he did not understand what Mani was talking about. Rodgardae saved him by giving him a slight shake of his head, and Wildt relaxed into the final leg of their journey.

      Rodgardae honestly did not understand Mani’s spiritualism, but he had grown used to it over the years. The nation of Akanata was marked for its old, centralized religion, which held such power that it all but ruled the throne itself. Strict and merciless, their faith was nonetheless a rich, murky mix of superstitions, spirituality, pomp, and circumstance. Rodgardae enjoyed sparring with Mani over their warring concepts of gods and man, but it was definitely an acquired taste. Mani could be bizarrely cryptic without meaning to, falling back on beliefs and notions he was raised with that were foreign to both Kaaltendt and Watt. Rodgardae had learned quickly to account for that in social situations.

      When they pulled up in the central courtyard, the entire company of the fort was there to greet him, spit-shined and standing rigid, from officers to ensigns to servants. The other dragons in service were there, even the ones in their walking form easy to spot, their decorative green uniforms bright like tropical birds amid the shades of gray that marked the regular military uniforms.

      Sighing to himself, Rodgardae pulled on the mantle of nobleman, officer, and dragon that was as familiar to him as the coat he wore, and stepped out to meet his new responsibility.

      Mani, amused and bored by the ceremony, simply leaned against a carriage wheel and stared at the roosts up high in the rock above them.
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        * * *

      

      The Dragon Fort of Endestern was one of the oldest dragon forts of Kaaltendt, built and rebuilt over the thousands of years it had existed under one name or another. Imposing and intimidating, it rose up into the sky, following the black-rock cliffs it was carved out of. Agadart had seen engravings of the fort before, but none captured the feeling of being in its shadow, overwhelmed and made small.

      It called to her in an odd way, a tug at her navel, as if there was something exciting about it that she needed to discover. It was disconcerting, but then, most people said that Endestern was full of dragon magic that made humans feel off-kilter. She tucked the feeling deep into herself, keeping her face neutral around the strangers next to her.

      The most important lesson she had learned as one of the queen’s handmaidens was to trust no one.

      The training camp for dragon maids was nowhere near the fort itself, which was no surprise since putting it closer would likely upset the dragons who lived there. Instead it was situated halfway down the rise, a good hour’s walk or more from the fort proper. Agadart and her erstwhile companions sat on boxes of supplies in the old, rickety wagon as it made its way up the road to the camp. The glistening black masonry of the fort loomed ever larger over them the closer they got, immense in a way only something sitting majestically in the middle of nowhere could be. The girls were unsettled, but Agadart had already forgotten their names — she berated herself to try harder, but she had always been bad with names, a fault that had not served her well at court and, she suspected, would go over no better in her current position.

      The youngest was a factory girl from a manufacturing city along the Wywaar River hoping to escape black lung or unwanted motherhood. The other was a very young widow, which was not uncommon as many poor, young widows joined the Dragon Corps as a maid. Unable to work in the trade industries and with no inheritance to feed their children, the choice often came down between a slightly tarnished reputation as a dragon maid or the social ostracism of becoming a whore. The factory girl was presumably trading one questionable career for another, and Agadart could not blame her for that. It wasn’t much different than what Agadart herself was doing in some ways, although in Agadart’s case it was not voluntary. The young widow, though, was risking everything to keep herself and (presumably) her family out of the gutters. The differences between the two was clear, as the factory girl talked openly of herself and her hopes with the Corps, while the widow kept her own company, looking out at the passing if dull scenery and clutching her personal bag.

      Agadart did not know how to fit between them, and wondered how well she would fare with her new colleagues. Noblewomen were hardly ever dragon maids, and her presence was not voluntary. Anyone who heard her married title would know who she was, if they did not already know by the simple matter of deduction. Dragon maids were supposed to be twenty-five years or younger, so between her age and her natural bearing, she would stand out. Her sentence had been kept out of the newspapers, but gossip made its way everywhere. She did not expect complete anonymity but was hoping the tradition of the dragon maids to take new names would at least give her a reprieve from the curiosity of strangers.

      Traditionally, no maid was allowed to have a history outside of the Corps as they were all supposedly equal in the eyes of dragons. Agadart knew better than to believe that she would be allowed to disappear that way. Not entirely.

      There was safety in anonymity, though, and she would cling to it as best she could.

      Halfway there, the wagon lumbered to one side of the road so a well-dressed coach could speed by. It was clearly the duke on his way to the fort, and Agadart envied the fact that he would end his weary travels with a warm hearth nearby and a handsome, warm consort in his bed.

      Sighing, she looked over to the camp where she would be staying for most of the following year. From far away it looked much as any farming homestead might, with a lodge and several smaller outbuildings around it. As they got closer, she saw that the lodge was not so large and that everything wore the mark of age and use despite the bright plaster. It all looked in good repair, even the fence keeping a small herd of goats in place, but it could hardly be called well-loved. It was utilitarian and Agadart supposed that was what she had expected to begin with.

      The woman in charge of their training, the headmistress of the Dragon Maids Corps, met the wagon personally, standing by until the women and their bags were gathered in front of her. The tall, severe, middle-aged woman looked like she was carved from rock herself, her expression both stern and blank. Agadart’s heart nearly stopped beating when she realized who this woman was, and she tumbled out of the wagon, eyes wide. She had been too young to meet her before she left for the Corps, but even with the effect of twenty-five years past, she still looked like the young woman in the family portraits Agadart had grown up seeing on a daily basis.

      As the other girls sorted themselves out, grabbing their meager luggage to stand at attention where Maid Pyrite pointed, the headmistress grabbed Agadart’s upper arm, hauling her up from her stumble.

      “Hello, cousin,” she said with a low hiss, just above a whisper.

      “Bertrag.” Agadart tried to yank her arm away, but as skinny as her cousin was, she was strong, and held on.

      “I did not want you here, but our queen sent the order herself. Behave yourself and don’t put on airs, and we’ll get along.” She let go with a soft shove, just enough to make Agadart almost trip. The girls noticed, and glanced at each other in wide-eyed confusion.

      Bertrag inspected the three of them, then clasped her hands together and gave them a long look. “Welcome. I am Mistress Seraphinite. As headmistress here, I am the ultimate authority, answering only to the fort master himself. I expect my rules to be obeyed and my orders respected. If you have questions, you may ask them, but I will not waste my time repeating what you have already been told or humoring your insecurities. I have been the mistress of this camp for a good many years so there is nothing you can tell me that I have not seen or heard before, I warn you.” Her eyes flicked over to Agadart for an instant. “The other apprentices have already been settled, and we begin your yearlong training tomorrow. You will be given your bunk and a chance to clean up and rest, which I suggest you take. Starting at dawn, your life will change irrevocably. If you work smart and work hard, at the end of the year I will sign your papers as a dragon maid and you will be given your first official assignments. Not all of the women here will make it that far, but if you do, I believe you will find purpose and meaning in this calling.” She paused, glancing over at the wagon driver to see that she had his attention, then nodded. “Mostieg will see to you. Good luck.”

      She turned and walked off, heading towards a small cabin set away from the other camp buildings that was pristine and pretty, obviously cared for in a way that nothing else was.

      Mostieg said nothing, just motioned for them to pick up their meager bags and follow him to one of the larger outbuildings that turned out to be their barracks. Agadart was given a hammock and a small trunk to put her things in. The lodge was long and wide, with hammocks strung between columns, but there were at least forty woman also getting ready for bed, making the place feel small and crowded to Agadart. They were all quiet as the newcomers settled in. Everyone was clearly apprehensive about starting their apprenticeships, holding themselves back from being too loud or drawing attention to themselves. There were only low murmurs around Agadart as she unpacked and went to the washroom. It was as spartan as the rest of the camp, the water from the shower spout hard and cold and the soap abrasive, but Agadart was too grateful to be clean to be offended. She took to bed early, as did most of the other women, and tried to ready herself for the trials to come.

      She knew what to expect in general: lessons in dragon biology, lore, and etiquette, followed by time working as stable hands for the Army’s horses as a way to inure them to the worst of dragons’ flying forms. Eventually there would be specialized training for the most promising students in areas such as medicine or husbandry. Agadart had already set herself the goal of working with the dragon doctors, figuring she could do more good there than helping out with the rare dragon egg or mating dance. She worried that she did not have the stomach for blood, but it was something she would find out one or way or the other eventually.

      She slept, but kept dreaming of jumping into the sky as if running off the edge of a cliff. She would startle herself awake then lay there, staring at the ceiling until she drifted off to sleep again. She could not decide if the dream was innocent or ominous.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first morning broke early and loud, with the woman who had met them with the wagon at the train station (Pyre? Perta? Agadart grimaced at herself for not remembering) ringing a heavy brass bell as she walked through the barracks. They all rolled out of their hammocks, quiet and grumpy in the brisk cold of early dawn as they did quick ablutions and changed into the simple tunics and leggings they had been instructed to bring with them. Class and region were marked by the outfits, sewn in similar styles but with a wide range of fabrics and sometimes with unique cuts that labeled the maker as from one area or another. Agadart had made hers from simple sack cloth, the house mistress helping with the cut as she cried copiously about Agadart’s future. The high waist and broad hems gave her away as a being from the Orange Hills of Battenruck, although she had been careful to keep from using any material that was too fine or too local. The others had similarly tried to hide their origins, so despite the differences, they all still cut a very bland, monotonous picture as a group.

      Agadart saw the girls who had ridden up in the wagon with her the night before and tried to give them a friendly smile, but word must have somehow spread of her mysterious run-in with the headmistress, because all the polite greetings of the night before were gone. No one wanted to look at her, and the women on either side of her did their best to lean away from her as they all stood in lines out front of the barracks lodge.

      Mistress Seraphinite appeared in clothes not so very different, if more solidly constructed and with some embroidery around the edges of the high-necked collar. Tall and formidable with her braided mane of stiff black hair that was shot through with gray, she was intimidating in a familiar way for Agadart, since she was very clearly the daughter of Agadart’s eldest aunt. Not that such an observation would be welcome.

      “The first week will primarily be tending to the compound along with classroom lessons. There will be a significant amount of reading and tests.” There were a few quiet groans at that from those who, presumably, had little schooling outside of what was required in their previous lives. Mistress Seraphinite gave them all a scathing glare, and everyone settled down again.

      “You will be given your new names today as well. We expect you to sew them on your outer tunics.” She tapped the space over her own heart. “It is a large class this year, as expected as the queen readies her dragons for possible political instability. We expect your complete loyalty and dedication to this training. We also expect proper behavior and strong moral fortitude. You are not here to have fun or make friends. Am I understood?”

      Everyone chorused “Yes, Headmistress!” as if they had already practiced it a hundred times. She nodded curtly, then released them to have breakfast.

      The food was plain but plentiful, and Agadart noticed at least a few of the girls shoving their portions into their mouths as if they had been starving. It occurred to her that maybe they had.

      Breakfast was followed by lessons in the same room, a blackboard rolled in once they had all cleared away their dishes and cleaned the kitchen as instructed by the cook. They all sat back down at the long tables with the pencils and notebooks they had been issued, looking toward the front where a squat, squinty-eyed maid of at least seventy years old was glaring at them.

      “I’m Maid Ajoite. I will be your primary instructor for the next week. However, before we start—” She pulled out a simple elegant box. “Time to pick your new name.” She put the box down on the table in front of her. “Your tables are numbered. As I call out each table, you will come up and pick a stone from the box. That stone will be your name going forward. Table one!” She shouted the last part and the girls at that table scrambled to get up and walk to the box.

      Agadart was at table eleven, about halfway through, but the box was full of rocks so she was not too concerned. When it was her turn, she looked down and was immediately taken by a small chunk of stone that was so green it was almost black, with a copper-colored marbling. It was craggy and almost brutal in shape, all pointy edges. She picked it up, mesmerized by its fierce beauty.

      “Maid Aegirine,” Maid Pyrite announced, and her assistant scribbled it down in a ledger. Agadart saw her maiden name listed there, no mention of her former or family titles, now followed by “Aegirine the Fourth.”

      “There are four of us?” she asked in surprise.

      Maid Pyrite frowned at her. “In all of the history of the Corps, yes. When a maid dies her stone is returned to the box.”

      Agadart felt her eyes widen, and clutched the stone to her chest as she quickly returned to her seat.

      After that, things settled into a strict routine. The first week was almost entirely classes in the main lodge that started as soon as breakfast dishes were cleaned. The recruits did everything, from serving themselves to cleaning the kitchen after the cook left, and other meals were no different. Their only breaks in lessons were to help out at the camp’s barn, milking cows and cleaning the goat hatch. It was all new to Agadart, who had previously only theoretical knowledge about where the cream for her tea came from, but she threw herself into it as best she could.

      Her cousin, whom Agadart stubbornly refused to acknowledge outside of required interactions with her as the headmistress, seemed determined to mostly ignore Agadart in turn. That was fine with her. Bertrag, being fifteen years older than Agadart, had decided to pack up and join the Dragon Maids Corps when Agadart was no more than two or three. What she did remember of her cousin was that she was sour and bitter and mean.

      It seemed that little had changed, even if Bertrag had managed to find herself at the top
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