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To ogres, everything is meat.

The struggles of a leader on the brink, the intrigue of a warrior woman with hidden knowledge, and the sparks of a romance that could change everything.
Marshal Buckleran has a plan to save the Realm of Shartes from the relentless ogre attacks: raise and train dragons to turn the tide of war.
After stealing five dragon eggs, he pours his heart and soul into nurturing the hatchlings, hoping they will bond with human riders. But as each squad fails to gain the dragons’ trust, his frustration grows. 
Rachel Stoi, an ostracized warrior, watches from the sidelines, observing Buckleran’s struggles and the dragons’ refusals. She claims to know why the dragons reject their riders, but Buckleran is wary of trusting an outsider. 
Yet, he cannot ignore her persistent presence and the way she tests his authority and practices. 
As Buckleran battles his doubts and the ever-present threat of the ogres, Rachel’s insights become harder to dismiss. Their interactions spark a growing attraction.
With each failed attempt to turn the tide of the war, his desperation mounts, and Rachel’s constant presence becomes both a comfort and a challenge. 
Can Buckleran trust Rachel enough to discover the key to bonding with the dragons? Can he trust himself? 
Romance is the last thing Buckleran needs to save the realm when everything is meat to an ogre.
GET your free copy of this prequel novella for the dragon romantasy Fifth Flight series when you sign up for L. Darby Gibbs’ newsletter. 
Or type: https://subscribepage.io/s1lyR3
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Chapter One

Dervy


After Dervy Kettel released her grip on the gear pack, it landed with a solid thud next to her personal rucksack. She scanned the tight space of the launch bay, affectionately called the Perch, and waited for Morith’s arrival, feet flat, hands on her hips. Of the three public bays at White Cliff Weir, this was the smallest, and it hunched out of sight on the narrow north side. The walls carried more of the garish yellow stone than the other two, and she thought it gave their recess in the cliff a cheerful flair. 
Torches lit the interior, and the open mouth of the bay looked like a black hole keeping the night from seeping in.
A satisfied tingle ran across Dervy’s shoulders, and she rubbed her palms together. She’d proven herself worthy of Gepp’s special operations flight group. There were only a few riders, but she was one of them. What would her brothers think if they could see her now? Senior flier in the clandestine Swoops. Little Dervy Kettel, sword-carrying, dragon-riding spy.
If all continued in her favor, she’d never find out what they thought because they wouldn’t think of looking for their baby sister among the realm’s elite riders. Her right foot tapped to the beat of her heart. She scanned the doorway of the back corridor to the bay.
Where was Ty Morith?
He promised to be here five minutes ago. Their changes to the pulley positioning needed testing. They planned to beat their record for saddling Giddup and strapping on her saddle and platforms. If all went well, they would introduce the new system for use on all dragons. She checked Giddup, who usually mirrored her energy. His front talons gripped the launch edge, head hanging out as if he were coolly running through drop strategies. The torches shone on his brown-leathery hide, and his wings rose and fell in graceful half-extensions. She supposed they had both learned to appear calmer even when excitement rushed through their veins. A quick check through their connection, and his vibrating exuberance flushed her. 
Giddup was indeed eager for their mission to begin.
Commander Gepp’s dragon fifth, Alkaios, wasn’t lounging in his usual slot, so perhaps there was time for more than one pass at the new procedure. Her gaze drifted to the end of the row of dragon-loading slots. The new guy’s dragon second was stretched out within the confines of the painted lines for her assigned space. The beast wasn’t much for interaction. Giddup’s effort to share a few thoughts received no welcoming response from the new dragon when her rider joined the Swoops officially last month, and her interactions hadn’t improved with time. Not that Dervy and Giddup had been around enough to form a relationship since Dervy had been away on several short missions with the commander. 
Dervy hadn’t figured out which og clutch the dragon belonged to either, and Giddup was confused by the markers in her magic. They made little sense to the dragon, not that it was an important feature to know, but then they’d have some detail on the aloof creature.
Too bad her rider wasn’t of a similar temperament. Dervy wouldn’t mind if he were less eager to get into her business.
Come on, Morith.
Behind her, a too-familiar voice spoke. “Need help?” 
“Did I ask for it?” she mumbled and snapped around to face the new guy.
Chakston Ward scanned the bay, his gray eyes squinting as if he’d overlooked something. “Isn’t it time to saddle the beasts?” He was glaringly well-built, his long blond hair hanging past his shoulders, cowlicks on both sides of his forehead keeping his hair from falling in his face.
“The Dragon Company hasn’t brought the saddlery in yet.”
His face formed its usual casual grin. Dervy was certain it was all show. She doubted he was casual about anything. He folded his muscular arms across his chest, his stupid smile quirking on one side. “When it gets here, I’ll help you gear up your dragon.” It didn’t matter that she’d been riding two years longer than him or that she was a member of the Shartres Fifth Flight, the first riders to bond with dragons. Every time they met, he seemed to think she needed his assistance.
“I don’t need your help. Morith will be here shortly.”
“You’re going to have to do it yourself on the mission. Dragon Company isn’t joining us.” He stepped around her and reached for her rucksack. “Might as well put these next to your dragon’s slot.”
She stomped her foot on the strap, and Chakston stepped back, hands raised, letting the bag drop. She strode forward, forcing him to retreat a step. He was more than a head taller than her, but she had seven older brothers. One more muscled fellow was nothing to her. “I’ve got everything planned. You can stand over there and watch. In fact, that’s a great idea. Observe the process.” He was maddeningly confident. Athletic, sharp-eyed, and certain he had the right answer to everything. Presuming, in her space, and always cheerful. Who’s cheerful all the time? Even Jillian, who was pleasant with everyone, had her less jolly days.
Dervy chuckled to herself. When was the last time Jillian had had a less jolly day? In the past she smiled at everyone, and half the time Dervy didn’t know why. But these days, since Eichen and she became a couple, she smiled as if she had happy thoughts instead of polite society expectations. Fortune’s arrow, that was one thing Dervy could be thankful for. Her brothers hadn’t expected her to smile at every twit who came along.
That hadn’t stopped the eldest from inviting every potential suitor to dinner. Ransom may not want her being nice to jerks, but he wanted her married off and safely tucked away. It wasn’t as if she didn’t have parents. But since her brothers had taken over raising her, they kept their attention on the family farm, much to her annoyance. She could have reasoned with them.
Why was she thinking about her brothers? She was safe in the city, far from their area of influence.
“Listen, Kettel, I’m not trying to annoy you.”
She settled a patient expression on her face. Being annoying was something else he was good at. “And yet, Ward, here you are. When I want help, I promise I’ll ask.” There it was. Chakston Ward, so much like her brothers, he rekindled that old sensation of overbearing pressure creeping up on her. 
They were at the farm, and she was in the Perch. No one was forcing her to meet yet another candidate that the seven of them had agreed was just what she needed to bring her in line and keep her safe.
More than that, she didn’t need a swoop rider acting like most guards and other riders who were routinely amused by her determination to excel. She used to think it was because she was the youngest rider, but now she thought they just found her intensity entertaining. 
“Call me Chakston. We’re a team, right?”
“That’s what I’m told.”
“So, Dervy?”
She shrugged. “Yes, Dervy.”
Morith called out as he dashed into the bay, the cart with Giddup’s gear rattling behind him, his meaty hand guiding its direction. “Hey, Dervy, sorry I’m late. They had the entire company at Launch One prepping the watch dragons.” He stopped the rolling momentum of the cart, his tremendous size more than a match for the cart’s weight. He was bulkier than Chakston, taller than anyone she knew. His friendliness seemed to involve his entire body; his grin spread across his face, making his bright teeth flash. “Shall we get started?”
She shook out her shoulders, excitement rolling through her. “Yes, pattern six, right?”
He nodded. “That’s the one.” 
Chakston stepped back. He sized up Morith. He probably didn’t meet many men who were taller and stronger than him.
She slid a whistle down her link with Giddup, signaling him to return to his slot. Morith plunked his hourglass down clear of the workspace and nodded at Dervy.
After a quick pat on her dragon’s calloused elbow, she ran to the cart, and between Morith and her, they soon had the saddle positioned on the ground by the dragon’s shoulder. They hurried back to the cart. Rather, she hurried, and Morith just extended his double-length stride. They each took a side of the forward platform and the short, flexible ramp that hung off its back edge.
Chakston Ward reached for the dangling ramp, and Dervy snapped, “This is a two-person job. As you know, we’ll likely have to saddle our beasts on our own in Ogreland, or at best with the help of one other person.” She rushed to keep up with Morith and said over her shoulder. “We’re timing this. You’ll mess up our test if you interfere. Dragon Company has always done this for us, so we’re trying out different procedures to speed up the process.”
It wasn’t as if Chakston had ever saddled his own dragon.
Whatever his reaction, she missed it as she helped stretch out the platform straps. After they had the rear platform laid out, Morith uncoiled the curled line from the base of the saddle and handed it to her.
Dervy mounted her dragon, yanking the line buckled to the rear of the saddle. She reeled it through the pulleys Morith had modified for the new arrangement and backed up to Giddup’s massive wing joints. Fifths were the smallest dragons, but that didn’t make them small. 
Morith stood below watching the process but not helping other than to offer a suggestion on the angle and that she remembered to route the rope behind her body and take pressure off her hands. This was the part of the procedure where they’d made the adaptations. A single rider needed to be able to finish the saddling after the initial setup with as little help as possible. “Use the pulleys. They’re there to make things easy on you.” A moment later, he sang out, “Looking good, Dervy,” and drummed his hands on his thighs.
She tugged the saddle onto the dragon’s back and yanked it into position. “Giddup, shake.”
Her dragon wriggled, and the saddle smoothed over his spine, the straps dangling fore and aft of his wing joints.
“Nice,” Morith said. “Strap number two.”
Dervy leaped behind her saddle and uncoiled the second strap secured there. She tossed down the end, and Morith hooked it in place. Bracing herself, she tugged the line, and the forward platform skidded across the floor. She glanced at Chakston, whose hands kept clenching and unclenching. He could barely refrain from helping. Hadn’t he heard her explain why she was doing this alone? That man had no self-control.
The platform rose up the side of the complacent dragon until the attached ramp caught on his massive hip and twisted. 
Morith nodded when she slid the rope under her foot and dropped to her opposite knee to untwist the ramp. This was why she liked the man. He waited for her to ask for help. Never forced her aside, as if he could do everything better. The combined staging settled into place.
She ordered Giddup to freeze while she stepped, legs spread, around the unsecured ramp balanced on his spine. 
One more rope to pull.
The second platform positioned perfectly, and she raced down Giddup’s tail. Buckling the straps was easy as she dodged around the dragon. The last step was to link the three-piece system together. 
Morith shouted encouragement. “Whirling Dervy, go!”
She raced up Giddup’s tail, snapping the braces together between the sections as she made her way to the saddle, coiling lines and securing them as she went. Landing with a thump in the seat, she raised her hands in triumph. 
It felt faster. “Well?”
Morith trotted to the hourglass and crouched, examining the level of sand in the bottom. “I think you cut a minute off our record. Our modifications made the difference.” He gripped either side of his head, straight hair sticking out between his fingers. “Happy?”
“Oh, yeah!” She slapped the saddle’s front rim. “I wish Gepp were here to see.” Her voice carried through the launch.
Clapping hands sounded at the tunnel entrance. “I saw,” Commander Gepp said as he joined them in the bay. “I agree with Morith. That was your fastest yet. I like the pulley system and how you stow it out of the way.” He inspected the buckles and straps running down Giddup’s sides. “When you have help, you might be twice as fast. Make sure you show Ward how that system works.” He turned to Morith. “See that we get those mounted on all our tack.”
“Yes, sir.” Morith nodded as a second dragon crew member brought in a cart holding additional saddlery. “I brought extras, and we’ll get those fitted at once.”
“Position six, Morith?” the saddler asked. 
“That’s the one.” 
When she had first joined the Fifth Flight and feared her brothers were on her trail, she’d once thought Morith would placate her brothers and be the kind of man who considered her his equal. He would do anything he asked of her, but he never expected more. Never prodded her to grow. Morith was an outstanding friend, but shouldn’t a life partner also challenge a person? 
As long as her brothers stayed in the dark about her whereabouts, she didn’t need a backup plan. She twisted her lips. Maybe she did; Ransom was tenacious, and he might just come into the city to make sure Dervy hadn’t hidden among the working class. She’d worry about that later.
A third cart joined the second, and the crew got busy making the alterations.
Hands on her hips, Dervy examined Chakston’s dragon. His mount would be next. Dervy’s mouth twisted in the other direction. She may not have a bond with the beast, but she knew an unhappy dragon when she saw one. The new rider didn’t seem concerned, which was another red flag. 
Alkaios landed on the ledge and stalked into his slot, his pearlescent gaze pinned on the commander. Morith grabbed a set of ropes and pulleys off his cart and jogged to Gepp’s dragon. “I’ll have Alkaios’ tack ready in five minutes, sir.”
Gepp ran his gaze from Chakston, who was watching the additions to Alkaios’ tack being made, to Morith’s efforts and back to Dervy. “Come, speak with me, Dervy. You’re frowning.” 
She should share her concerns. They were about to deploy on a mission into Ogreland. The last thing they needed was a dragon in distress and an oblivious rider.
Gepp grabbed a chair by their operations table against the wall and sat, waving at her to take the other nearest him. “What has Dervy Kettel agitated?”
She almost laughed. Everyone thought agitation was her natural state, but Gepp had taken the time to learn the difference between agitation and energy. 
“Mind if I stand?” Talking and walking were more her style.
“If it helps you to explain things and leaves us enough time to meet Eichen and Mermia before they think we’ve decided not to go on the mission, go ahead.” He settled into his seat, legs sprawled out, hands folded on his flat abdomen. He was in half armor, his muscled arms bare. What were the chances she’d attract Gepp. That would get her brothers off her back about forming a union with someone of their choice. Gepp always treated her with respect and paid attention to her, but he’d probably think her too young for him.
Maybe she should consider him her backup plan in case Ransom and brother number two, Clement, were still trying to track her down.
Gepp was in his thirties, five years into commanding the spies for the realm. He was trim, imposing without needing size to support it. His almond-shaped eyes were always focused on the person he was talking to. Yet, even now, looking at ease, he was clearly aware of events around him and ready for anything, as if trouble could happen even inside the safety of The Perch.
“Kettel, I’m waiting.”
“It’s about Chakston’s dragon. Something isn’t right with her.”
“What?” He snapped a gaze at the dragon, seeming to size her up in an instant, then raised a black brow at Dervy.
Dervy paced. How much did Gepp know about dragon clutch bonds? Her bond with Giddup was more than a heart bond. At least, that’s what she had heard from other riders. She and her dragon communicated at lightning speed, and often she didn’t know whose thought came first. Understanding was instantaneous. Some riders, especially those with side bonds, often called friendship bonds, heard word symbols. Choppy at best, but if the bond was strong, that was more than enough to understand a dragon.
She didn’t know if anyone had the immediate connection she had with her dragon. Gepp’s bond with Alkaios was a friendship bond, and they had done enough single missions that she suspected they had a strong connection. Still, it wasn’t like a clutch bond and could never be a heart bond. She’d never asked if he’d moved past curt phrases with the beast, but it was obvious Alkaios was fond of the commander, and they worked together seamlessly.
She scratched her head. Gepp was patient, but she could see in his tight gaze he wanted her to get on with her concern. “I need paper for this.” She searched the table for a blank sheet, grabbed one from under a paperweight, and slapped it down next to a stub of bound lead. “His dragon doesn’t socialize. She won’t respond to Giddup’s overtures of friendship.”
“They haven’t been with the group long. This mission will smooth out those kinks.”
“No, … Gepp, that’s not it.” She hid her stumble over his name with a tap on the sheet. “Every clutch has five members. The dragon holding first position leads the clutch.” She tossed the wrapped lead back and forth. “The second transfers the orders and delegates actions to fit the plans of the dragon first.”
“I get the dynamics of the clutch. You and I are on fifths. We cover the rear of our clutch’s wing formation. Skip to your concern.”
Dervy waved at the three dragons in the launch bay. “This isn’t a proper clutch. You and I, as you said, have fifths. That dragon over there is a second, but she’s not talking to any other dragon.” Even without the comparison of a full clutch, one could always tell the positions of the dragons by their size and the color of their eyes. Chakston’s dragon had bright yellow eyes.
Gepp’s black brows narrowed. “You see that as an issue on this mission? We have more than one clutch represented here. Is that a problem?”
“Yes and no.” She drew five circles across the middle portion of the page. “Eichen and Jillian ride dragon thirds.” She wrote two threes in the third circle. Then two fives in the fifth. She put a two in the second circle and darkened the ring as if it were a barrier.
Gepp rose from his seat and leaned over her drawing. “I’ve rarely ridden in a wing comprising a complete clutch, so I don’t see why this is a problem. Your dragon and mine are from different clutches, and they work fine together.”
“Not being a bonded clutch is not the issue.” She drew a line linking a fifth to one of the thirds. Another line went from the other fifth to the other third.
“Then what is?”
“Let’s look at the advantages first of our particular clutch on this mission.” She tapped the circle with the double three inside, leaving a mark under one of them. “This is Rocko. He’s from the same clutch as your dragon, Og One Flight. So Alkaios and she are clutch-bonded.” Dervy slid the lead tip to the next number three in the circle. “Jillian’s Asta is clutch-bonded to my dragon. Eichen and Jillian are, well, shall we say, encouraging a bond between their dragons.” She drew a dashed line between the two dragon thirds. “Rocko and Asta have at least a friendship bond, dragon-style. It’s like when a group of clutches train and fight together under ogre control. They trust each other. That trust grows with interaction, and that makes this group strong.” 
Dervy looked at the dragon second. “So, let me sum up the dynamics that will benefit us on this mission. We have four dragons—two dragon thirds and two dragon fifths—that are already tightly bonded, and they reinforce each other because of those clutch bonds and the relationship between Eichen and Jillian.”
Gepp stared grimly at the dragon second as Chakston and the dragon crew member buckled the straps on her belly and chest. “But Ward’s dragon isn’t part of our improvised clutch.”
“Worse. She makes no effort to be part of it. We can’t trust that in a crunch she’ll take direction from whoever is leading: you, Eichen, or Jillian.” Dervy grimaced. “Commander, what do you know about her?”
“She’s a stray. She wandered in after that nasty battle we had in the south. According to Commander Gandomilford, she requested admission into the Shartres flight contingent.” Gepp swished the paper back and forth on the table, his lips pressed tightly together.
“So, she’s an og, essentially clutchless.” That explained how downcast she appeared.
“But she bonded with Chakston.” Hope laced Gepp’s words. 
The beast and the man were, in her mind, not assets. They may be bonded, but they couldn’t be a well-established pairing if he couldn’t see his dragon was struggling. Or had done nothing to assuage what troubled the beast. Dervy summed up her opinion of him. “He’s another stray who moseyed into the riders.”
Gepp shook his head, his gaze watching Chakston, who was observing Morith add the ropes to his saddlery. “Commander Gandomilford had plans to conscript Ward and had already been searching for him. She believed he’d make a fine rider, and he does.” Gepp stood, his arms crossed over his chest, his countenance focused on her.
Dervy swayed her weight back and forth from foot to foot, controlling the energy she always had and the frustration at not quite being clear.
Gepp’s gaze darted between Chakston and his dragon. “I’m making you responsible for Ward. Bring him and that beast into our clutch.”
She’d have argued against the assignment if it hadn’t been essential to their mission’s success and their individual safety. “Yes, sir.” She leaned on the table, her shoulders rounded.
“You mean Gepp,” the commander said. “Remember, while on a mission, we leave ranks behind.”
She smirked. Titles, he meant. He still ran the show. “Yes, Gepp, I’ll babysit Chakston Ward and his dragon disaster.”
Gepp’s frown straightened her shoulders. “On my way,” she said with forced enthusiasm. 
Chakston was checking his sword, and she crossed the bay and reviewed what she would say to him. When she approached him, he looked up and sheathed the blade. “Need something, Kettel?”
“Would you stop? I need nothing from you.” She planted her hands on her hips. “Listen, what’s wrong with your dragon?” She sniffed. A slight bitterness tainted the air, like pine sap. Was Morith using something new to treat the leather on the tack?
Chakston eyed his dragon, head to tail, even crouching to look beneath her. His face was comically confused. “She looks fine to me.”
“She’s unhappy. Do you know why?” Dervy rubbed her nose, feeling it twitch from the scent. She’d have to ask Morith not to use the same treatment on her saddlery. 
He looked at the beast again. “That’s her demeanor.”
“No, that is a clutchless dragon. Think orphan, lost in a strange land. What are you doing about it?”
He snorted. “Am I supposed to find her lost clutchmates?”
“She’s your dragon. Get her to talk to you, to share what is bothering her. If she feels she belongs with you, she should come around.”
“Dragons don’t talk, Dervy.”
Was he clueless about dragons? “Ward, a dragon communicates along the bond you have with them. Feelings and ideas are shared between you. That’s how you work together, right?”
“I tell her what I want, and she does it. We have a good working relationship.”
Exasperation tumbled about in her chest. Giddup? Her dragon responded at once. I need help. He tuned into her, and she knew he would assess her interaction with Chakston and his dragon as she went forward with bringing them into the clutch. “Do you know your dragon’s name?” Maybe they weren’t actually bonded.
“Nadiri. What does that prove?”
There went that theory. “Just get to know your dragon. Help her not to feel so alone. We’re going on a dangerous mission, and our dragons need to work together seamlessly, as do we. I know I can count on you jumping in when you’re needed, or not, but your dragon should be equally dependable. I don’t think she is right now.”
His gaze was steady, almost amused. Confident jerk. “Nadiri does everything I ask her to.”
“Do you do everything she asks of you?” Could he just be selfish or dense? No, he was annoying but always ready to step in.
“She’s independent and never asks for anything.”
“You’re probably not listening. Like right now.” 
Gepp yelled, “Five minutes to launch.”
Dervy dismissed Chakston with a negligent wave. She would try again later to talk sense into the man. She trotted to Giddup and raced up his tail and into the saddle. Just as she nudged her short sword to hang behind her leg, she snapped her gaze at Nadiri. Maybe it was Giddup who understood first, maybe it was her, or their shared realization, but she knew what the pair’s problem was. That bitter smell made sense. “They’re slave-bonded. Dragon to human.” She had to tell Gepp as soon as possible. Alkaios would back her up. Being an Og dragon, he’d recognize the slave bond if asked to assess it.

      [image: ]Dervy waited until they were heading over the strait. The formation had been set, and she and the commander occupied the rear position. Eichen and Jillian on their dragons had joined them over Shartres, taking the lead. Chakston on Nadiri flew in the middle position.
She waved at Gepp, getting his attention instantly. “Permission to come aboard, sir?” she yelled.
His gaze rested passively on her for several seconds, then he nodded.
Giddup sidled in close to Alkaios, keeping wing space clear, just above where Gepp rode in front of the dragon’s wing joints.
Dervy crouched and sprang out from her dragon, dropping at once onto Alkaios’ back below. Giddup soared back into position. The Swoop commander put out his arm to give her something to steady herself on. She gripped his forearm, though if it had been any other man, she’d have ignored it. Gepp might take offense if she didn’t accept the aid. She released her hold an instant later and dropped to her knees on the middle platform behind him.
Gepp twisted in his saddle, that same patient gaze holding hers.
Right, he was a waiter, using silence to force others to speak. No such tactic was necessary for her. “Sir, I figured out what’s wrong with Nadiri.”
More silence with that patient gaze.
“Chakston and his dragon are slave-bonded. They are not equals.” Worse than that, he didn’t recognize the disaster a slave bond could be. 
The commander digested her news with a trace of alarm in his eyes. “Based on what facts?”
She repeated Chakston’s statement, “Nadiri does everything I ask her to,” with a fine approximation of his intonation.
Gepp wasn’t amused.
“Smell. She smells of bitter pine.” Before he could interrupt her, she responded to the obvious question. “I know, ogre slave-bonds smell musky, a different sort of bitterness one can’t miss. But this is a dragon to human slave bond. Our scents are milder, and this one is unique since I don’t know of any other human forming slave bonds with a dragon. Alkaios’ bond is cedar, like Giddup’s and any other dragon and human bond based on reciprocity. Alkaios can confirm my assertion.”
Gepp took a long breath. She knew he wasn’t testing the scent of his bond with Alkaios. Confirmation must have passed between him and his dragon, for his frown deepened. More silence passed between them, and she assumed he was examining the repercussions of having a slave-bonded dragon flying into Ogreland. “Your assignment has grown complex and more important. I will count on you to help Ward fix the bond. Be quick about it.”
“Yes, sir.” Dervy stood, ready to return to Giddup. 
“I know it’s a lot to ask, and stop calling me sir.” His almond-shaped brown eyes gauged her reaction.
She kept her expression confident. “I can do it. He doesn’t intimidate me.” She had no problem telling a physically imposing man what to do. Would he listen was the issue.
Gepp cocked his head, his gaze running down her form as if looking for a flaw. “I doubt anything intimidates you, Kettel.”
Dervy grinned. “Thank you, sir. I mean Gepp, sir.” She cocked her head, unable to help but add the quip, “Or I could call you Agari?” Gepp wasn’t even his full surname.
For a moment, she thought he might welcome her calling him by his first name, but the hint of surprise disappeared. “Gepp will do.”
Dervy dipped a shoulder in acquiescence as Giddup swerved into position below, and she walked off the platform, dropping neatly to her dragon’s saddle. They were back in position off the commander’s wing in a moment, just in time for her to wipe the momentary, uncertain expression off her face. The commander may have confidence in her, but it wouldn’t be easy to convince Chakston he made the wrong bond with his dragon.
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Chapter Two

Chakston


Annoyance still rattled around in Chakston’s chest. Dervy Kettel wasn’t what he expected. Her brothers had claimed she could not control her actions, a moving blur bound to run into trouble if there was no one there to step between her and chaos. 
The commander seemed to be confident in her.
He shrugged. Well, chaos was on the horizon, for they were flying across the strait into Ogreland. He and his dragon flew between the pair leading and the pair trailing, which included Dervy. The flight had been uneventful. This mission was an easy one: just get a sense of the land and become part of the team. They would stay a few days and head back to Shartres to debrief. Not much challenge. Thus he’d been willing to consider the request to protect someone’s baby sister who was in over her head.
According to Commander Gepp, once he was satisfied with his team, they’d work on the unfinished task Eichen and Mermia had started: cut the ogre ties linking the og dragons in Shartres to their former masters. For now, he was free to become invaluable to the Kettel woman.
Months ago, Chakston walked into the Shartres capital looking to be part of taking out ogres. Joining a dragon squad seemed likely to fulfill his goals. Two of his sisters may be old enough to take care of the others now, but that didn’t make his family safe from ogre predation. He would continue to take down as many ogres as he could.
Running into the Kettel brothers had just given him direction. The Kettel clan claimed Dervy would never let them help and had run away from home to prove herself, but if a person unconnected with them stepped in, she’d be too focused on her hurried plans to notice someone guarding her back. 
They’d paid him well for the trouble too. If he moved the girls to the capital, he’d need all the funds he could come by.
He twisted around in his saddle and glanced at Dervy and the commander flying behind him. They were in an animated conversation, and he could almost hear their voices as they shouted across the distance between their dragons.
Maybe once it had been true that the young woman needed a protector, but the Dervy Kettel he met was a capable woman. She wasn’t looking for a guard. Were her brothers lying to him, or were they unaware she had matured? According to Ransom, she left them almost two years ago. Chakston should tell her brothers they were wasting his time, but protecting his own sisters had been his job for too long for him to step away from a familiar role. She was older than Toni by a year, and he’d left her in charge of their younger siblings. 
Still, he knew exactly what concerned the brothers. She wasn’t the easiest person to help and had taken a job that guaranteed she would be in danger. He could sympathize with their concerns even if they were wrong about their sister. 
The annoyance he’d been feeling since she’d told him to back off was fading. There had to be another way to watch out for Dervy Kettel without raising her hackles. Necessary or not, he’d agree to protect her, even from herself, and he hadn’t seen her face the enemy yet.
“Hey!” A shout pulled him out of his ruminations. 
His personal tornado was visiting. “What do you need?” The small dragon Dervy flew was as energetic as she was. It swooped around him as if they were some sort of circus act.
“Nothing from you.”
Right. He needed to change his approach. “Then hey back at you.”
“We should talk.” Her dragon winged to a stop above and broadside to Nadiri and floated closer, the small dragon’s wings just barely avoiding its downstroke from beating him with bursts of air. “I’m coming aboard.”
He’d seen her leap through the air onto other dragons before, so he shrugged and clasped his hands to keep from reaching out to catch her. She landed like a cat behind him, hands and feet catching on the platform. Her dragon peeled off and returned to its position with the commander behind them. A casual shake of her head settled her long, dark hair away from her face.
This was an excellent way to begin. There were no ogres attacking, so he still had time to work out a relationship with her that would keep him by her side just in case she needed help after leaping into danger sometime in their future, for surely she would.
She sat cross-legged on the platform behind his saddle, so he twisted around and faced her. His dragon didn’t need guidance. She knew the way to Ogreland and would stay behind the lead dragons. He could have taken a nap if he’d wanted to. “What are we going to talk about? Your number six tack run?”
Dervy smiled, almost like they were friends. “Tell me what you know about dragons.” 
As cheerful as her question had been, a sense of foreboding tingled up his spine. “Well, they fly. They’re big and easy to work with.”
She rolled her eyes, destroying that capable woman look she usually had going for her. Her nineteen years of age were more obvious than usual. For all her petite size, the woman exuded intensity. She tightened a fist on her thigh. “Funny. I mean, what do you know about bonding with a dragon? For example, what kind of bond do you have with Nadiri?”
“A dragon won’t let you ride her if you don’t have a bond.”
“But you know there are different bonds, right?” 
Something about her gaze increased his wariness. “Ogre bonds and human bonds.”
“Did you know that an unbonded dragon smells like burned corn?” She played with a decorative belt tied around her waist. It was narrow and multicolored, like a rainbow. She wound and unwound it around her index finger. When she’d saddled her dragon, the dangling end had swung around her like a snake determined to keep up with her. 
“I’ve heard that. I didn’t notice it when Commander Gandomilford took me to the weir. It was all new to me.” He recalled the excitement of finding out that the commander remembered him from the battle on the coast earlier in the year. That had saved him the trouble of convincing her he would make a proper dragon rider. 
Face canted to the left, Dervy said, “And the scent changes when a bond is made.” 
She was prompting him, and he wondered what she was after. “Sure, I heard that too. It’s not that pleasant a scent though.” Getting used to it had taken effort, but he mostly forgot Nadiri smelled like a pine tree gone bad. “I’m used to it.”
“Giddup smells faintly of cedar, like all the other Shartres bonded dragons, except yours.” She waited, the strip of belt slowly unwinding from around her wrist. “Do you think your dragon smells like cedar?”
Cedar was a type of pine, but that wasn’t what Nadiri smelled like. “No. More acidic, like a lodgepole pine, but sort of unpleasant.”
“Bitter?”
“Yeah.” His skin prickled. Something about this conversation wasn’t as productive as he’d expected. It wasn’t going in the direction he’d hoped. “What’s your point?”
“Are you acquainted with the smell of a dragon with an ogre-spelled slave bond? It’s musky.” 
Her tone reminded him of his old teacher, who used to crack his knuckles with her cane when his wit wasn’t fast enough. “What’s your point?” he repeated, letting exasperation tighten his tone. She was dragging this out, which was unlike Dervy, at least what he’d seen of her.
“Can you tell the difference between a human-bonded dragon and an ogre-bonded dragon?”
That tone was irritating. “Yeah. I’m still waiting for you to explain your interest in what I know?” 
She wound the belt end tightly around her slender wrist. “One more confusing question, and then I’ll expound on the virtues of the heart bond with a dragon.” She pulled her arm free of its constraint and leaned back, bracing her arms behind her, hands flat on the platform. “Is your bond with Nadiri a heart bond, a skin bond, or a side bond?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” For all he knew, she was making things up as they spoke. “I have a bond with my dragon, and that’s all that matters.”
She took up the dangling belt again. “You’re right. The bond matters a lot. That’s why we are on this mission. We have dragons in Shartres who are still slave-bonded to ogres. If they make a mutual bond with a human, either a heart bond or a side bond, it weakens the dragon’s previous bond with an ogre, but they can still be tracked by the ogre who slave-bonded them.”
Either a dragon bonded with him or not. He had been determined to make a bond, and it had worked out fine. “That’s good to know.” He had to admit it explained the value of their mission. Maybe he should have listened more during the briefing, but he didn’t think it mattered since their goal was to kill the ogres that held the bonds. “Wait, is Nadiri still slave-bonded to an ogre?” That was concerning.
“No, and we can talk about that later.” She gazed past him as if looking to see if Nadiri showed signs of a second bond hidden beneath their current bond. Until he understood his connection, there was no point in bringing up Nadiri’s previous ownership. Dervy repeated the statement with a deeper resonance. “We will talk about that later.” She flipped her belt length as though redirecting the discussion back to her control. “One could say the slave bond is both the weakest and the strongest bond. Weak because it can be subsumed under a mutual bond, but strong because the dragon has no choice but to obey; there is no free will in a slave bond. In fact, a slave-bonded dragon will not take action that isn’t demanded of it. It’s not a partnership.” 
Dervy chewed on her lip and stared toward the barely discernible sign of land ahead of them. Her gaze snapped back to Chakston. “Giddup and I think almost as one. We decide together on our overall goal. Sometimes he directs the approach, especially in situations involving flight, or I select the actions I think will most aid me in accomplishing our goal. We use our strengths. It’s mutual.”
Uncertainty washed over him. Whatever she said next was her driving point, and his shoulders twitched with a strange discomfort as the seconds passed.
For an instant her mouth opened, then clamped shut. She gazed at him, her lips pursed. “Do you give orders and Nadiri follows those to the letter, or do you work in partnership with your dragon?”
He didn’t like his answer to that question. So he asked her, “What’s wrong with my bond with Nadiri?” He knew people take time to grow a friendship; it should be the same with dragons. Shouldn’t it? He stared at Nadiri. There was something not right about their relationship. The other riders he’d trained with over the last few months had shorter response times with their dragons, and almost a camaraderie. He hadn’t wanted to tell Commander Marks he’d stuck Chakston with a faulty dragon, but it was looking like Marks had made a mistake.
Her hand hovered near her mouth as if she wished to muffle what she was about to say. “It’s a slave bond, just one made by a human instead of an ogre, and we need to fix that.”
Impossible. He wasn’t an ogre, and humans didn’t make slave bonds.
He flushed his link to the dragon with a demand for recognition. Nadiri shuddered, then turned her head about to peer at him with twitching yellow eyes. 
The implications hit him hard. Dervy Kettel was right. He needed to learn more about dragon bonds because one thing had grown obvious. If his bond wasn’t built on trust, the dragon might falter at a crucial moment. His gaze ran over Dervy’s dragon and those flying ahead of them. He wouldn’t be the only one in peril. “Nadiri and I are a danger to the team.”
“You are.” Dervy leaped to her feet, her dragon fifth alerting to her movement at once and gliding closer.
He reached out, stopping at the last second from grabbing her near arm. “Wait. Help me fix this.”
“I will. As soon as I figure out how.” She shuffled her feet, eager to be on her way.
“Can we break this bond so I can form another with her?”
She shrugged. “I don’t know. Why don’t you two discuss it and get back to me with what you learn? Nadiri might have the answer.”
“Dragons don’t talk.” He felt stupid. She explained how she and Giddup communicated. “I mean, she and I don’t talk.”
“Work on it. Treat her like a friend. Maybe you can override your bond or develop it into something better.” She dropped off his platform, landing below, and her dragon flew them back into position at the rear.
He stared at Nadiri’s head rising and falling with her wing beats. He didn’t know where to begin.

      [image: ]Chakston had directed various verbal overtures of friendship at Nadiri, but other than staring uncomfortably back at him between wing beats, she’d not responded. 
Pondering his mistake and how he could fix it had accomplished nothing other than passing the time flying over the strait. Ogreland was more defined on the horizon. The brown and dingy green of the dry landscape promised by the reports he had read was gaining definition.
Maybe he was trying too hard. “How’s the flight going? Are your wings growing tired?”
Other than the impression that she would have happily flown away from him, she didn’t respond. She still smelled of yucky pine. The odor had come front and center in his attention now that Dervy had explained what it meant. 
He couldn’t ignore the proof that he’d enslaved a dragon. The idea alone was repugnant, and he wanted it disabled.
There were another two hours of flight time ahead, according to the swoop commander, who had visited each of the riders to share updates on their progress. Maybe two hours was enough for him to repair the bond. Their current connection had been instantaneous, so why shouldn’t the reverse be as quick?
He dropped his chin to his chest. If it were that easy, someone would have already told him how to do it.
Swoop Commander Gepp confirmed what Dervy had told Chakston, and he encouraged Chakston to listen to the more experienced rider. How inconvenient. According to his agreement with her brothers, he was supposed to be protecting Dervy, not taking her on as his instructor. 
He watched Nadiri in flight, the subtle features of an unhappy dragon gaining clarity. Unlike the dragons fore and aft of their flight position, she did not fly with ease. A stressed stiffness snickered in the slow flap of her wings. When the beast soared, she did so with twitchy muscles. It was as if she expected to be reprimanded at any moment or given new unpleasant orders.
He rolled onto his back on the broad platform, balancing one leg atop his knee and jiggling his foot. Fortunately, their current mission was intended for practice. Gepp had purposely selected the south end of Ogreland. It was less populated with ogres and appeared not to house any dragon weirs. This was their shakeout cruise, and it looked like Chakston and his dragon had the wrinkles needing the most shaking.
Chakston checked their progress. Ahead, Eichen and his dragon drifted away from the other leader and her dragon and drew beside the flight group as if to let it pass. When the dragon third aligned with Nadiri, Eichen called across the airy gap between them, “Feeling frustrated enough to listen to a few suggestions?”
He returned to his seat in the saddle. Of course, the squad knew about his faulty bonding. They should. He was a danger to the mission, and the entire flight needed to watch their backs. He waved Eichen in.
The lead rider sprang forward, propelled like a feather in the wind, onto the platform behind Chakston, reminding him that the man was a thaumaturge. A puff of air pressing Chakston toward Nadiri’s neck confirmed Eichen had used magic to control his landing.
Commander Gandomilford had introduced Chakston to her son shortly after Nadiri had bonded and Eichen had “personalized” his saddlery. The saddle and platform system had required a spell to ensure Chakston could race up and down the flat expanse without falling off while they were in flight. The White Cliff Weir steward, Rachel Stoi, had made him practice on the ground until she certified him as competent in meeting any demand he had to face as a dragon rider. 
Wasn’t a bond a sort of magic? Maybe Eichen was the best person to make suggestions. Chakston arranged himself on his saddle to face the lead dragon rider. “You are probably a better choice than Dervy to fix my problem. You could use your magic, couldn’t you?”
Eichen chuckled. “Like you, I bonded with an og dragon that was previously bonded to a female ogre. I didn’t perform magic any more than you did to earn the match, though it is odd you ended up with a slave bond.” The skin between Eichen’s eyebrows creased, and he shrugged. “A side bond is less flexible than a full bond. It’s more work to achieve a successful working relationship, but in time, I think we’ve grown nearly as close as having a full bond.” Eichen gestured toward the rear of their formation. “Dervy’s job is to develop your relationship with the clutch and the riders. Jillian and I are just guests, not official members of the Swoops, so anytime we work with the Swoops we’ll probably have to establish a working clutch bond.” Eichen’s broad smile took the sharpness out of his next words. “Riders are naturally independent souls. We have to be, but we have to be team players too.”
Not only did Chakston have to establish a new bond, but he had to revise the way he approached people. He’d been a loner for years. Maybe that had been his safety net. “Are you saying my independent nature got me into this mess?”
“You aren’t the only one who missed the target. I think there was an assumption that you understood the nature of bonding with a dragon. No one expected you, or anyone else, to form a slave bond.” Eichen lounged on the platform on one elbow, his feet dangling off to one side. The man was tall and slender, skin a few shades lighter than his dragon’s hide, his dark hair, secured at the back of his neck, waving in the breeze of their flight. 
Chakston grimaced. “It was a reasonable notion. I ignored the facts provided. I imagined little difference between a horse and a dragon other than the distance one falls to the ground.”
Eichen flashed a sympathetic smile. “Well, I believe I’ve reached the bottom of my bag of excuses to soften the mistake.” The man’s intense blue eyes engaged Chakston’s. “It’s up to you to correct it, but if you’ll listen now, I think I can provide a way forward.” Eichen looked over Nadiri as if he could find something unique about her. “What stands out to you about this magnificent mount?”
“She’s skittish, but I now understand why. How can she be comfortable when she expects the same treatment she received under ogre management? I’ve all but met her expectations.” As for his own expectations, he’d seen her as just a dragon, a means for the ogres to cross the strait and take humans for their larder? All the dragons he saw in northern Shartres had no compunction against snatching men, women, and children from the ground. 
However, these dragons fought for Shartres, and if Commander Gandomilford was to be believed, the og dragons that had joined the squads had avoided causing injury to dragons, riders, and the people the ogres harvested if they could
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