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Chapter One

Rachel


Rachel Stoi examined her flight mates as she dropped the heavy sword on the table. “Look what I found.” Its thud reverberated through the tower room. The four other women stared at the sword, their eyes running the gamut from suspicion to alarm to confusion. 
As expected, Dervy was the first to speak, her voice high pitched and incredulous. “They can’t be serious. Maybe Cordella could lift it.” 
Rachel and the others turned to measure the eldest of the group. 
She’d been ghost sparring, and the sheen of sweat on her dark skin made her muscular arms look far more defined than theirs. Cordella may have been old enough to be Dervy’s mother, but she was the most experienced fighter among them and was the first to best the Marks. She scanned the sword, her black brow arching sarcastically.
“Could you?” Dervy asked. For the moment, she was standing still in the rounded corner of their common room, as if keeping her distance from the suspicious sword on their multipurpose table.
Rachel sympathized. The youngest and the smallest, Dervy worried about keeping up. But she had kept up, their whirling dervish, swinging her short sword in the panic she probably felt every time they trained. Why she requested to be a dragon rider still stumped Rachel. The girl had family. She could choose another profession to pursue. She didn’t need one that promised an untimely death.
The bigger question was why Buck had agreed to take her. Was it that hard to find a fifth trained woman? She didn’t think so. So why the overactive teenager?
Cordella crossed her arms, her mouth a sardonic twist. “Ten minutes of swinging, the last probably pointing toward my feet. It would motivate me to kill the enemy quick—before I lost my edge.” 
All but Sulia chuckled at her joke.
Sulia’s characteristic cynicism grew stormier the longer she eyed the sword. 
“Maybe it is to encourage us to kill the enemy fast.” Rachel cast a glance out the tower window at the training field below. No one was in sight, but Buck was down there somewhere. He always was, the bastard. “They haven’t given us any slack in our training. Why should arming us be any different,” she mumbled. She’d been amused all those months ago watching him squirm. It wasn’t so funny when he made her struggle.
Seated, Jillian touched the handle as if checking to see if it was real. “That’d be fine if they were lining up one at a time for each of us.” Her well-formed hand made her callouses look pretty.
“One deep, you mean,” Sulia said. “After that, we’d be winded, our arms too enervated to lift the blame thing.” She adjusted the straps holding her atrophied arm against her torso.
Rachel knew Sulia wouldn’t even manage the sword half as long as the others, though she’d somehow muscle it into action, anyway. One arm does not make a strong sword fighter. Good thing Sulia’s left arm was so muscular. The rest of her was all sinew and bone inside a pale exterior. As insubstantial as the usually angry woman appeared, there was nothing weak about her except for her useless right arm.
Dervy brightened. “Maybe it’s a mistake or a joke.”
“There’s four others hanging in the armory.” Rachel’s dry tone brought crooked smiles to them all.
“We have weapons in the armory now?” Jillian stood, turning toward the doorway out of their common room.
“Just these five,” Rachel said, purposely dampening Jillian’s zeal enough to get her to sit down again. That girl was going to get herself killed if a knight didn’t drag her off and marry her first. Her blonde hair braided back from her face, the rest tumbling around her shoulders made her look like a court lady dressed up for a costume party. If her leather armor weren’t worn with use, the illusion would have held better. The tiny scar on her full pink cheek belied the impression too, but that hadn’t stopped the fellows in the guardhouse from swarming her the day she transferred from the Queen’s guard four months ago to join the other selected women about to face a dragon matching.
“Maybe it’s not as heavy as it looks.” Jillian tried again to soften their concerns.
“I want to know which of the king’s guards can hold that thing,” Dervy grumbled. She must have thought she was least likely to last with it. She was right.
They all stared at the blade with narrowed eyes. Rachel summed up the assessment. “I don’t think anyone but Morith could battle with it an hour before being sapped of strength.”
They nodded in agreement. Morith was massive, and all muscle and bone, his skull running inches thick atop the brain snugged in tight and tiny in the remaining space. He’d been in the last flight group that failed to impress the dragons.
“I like Morith.” Dervy caressed the handle.
Of course she would. The dragon troop soldier had a soft spot for Dervy, not that she noticed that about him. He’d probably swing the sword for her.
Cordella strode to the door. “I have an idea.”
“Maybe it’s a test before we face the dragon selections,” Dervy said.
Cordella stopped by the worn-out couch near the exit and snorted. “We’re the fifth group to be presented. They need us to succeed, so I don’t think anybody’s thinking of narrowing us down with another test.”
Sulia dragged the sword toward her, digging another scar into the aged table. “There are five dragons and only five of us. They need us. They intend us to use these swords, not have them reduce our numbers. All it would take is one to accomplish that, not five.”
Dervy watched Sulia lift the sword by its pommel, balancing it on the tip in a divot on the tabletop. She raised her small hand, displaying it like a tiny tea saucer. “I’m supposed to swing that and sit on a dragon?”
“I’ll be back in twenty minutes,” Cordella said, raising her voice. “Don’t go anywhere.” 
Rachel nodded, and the older woman was out the door before anyone asked her where she was off to.
“Where are we supposed to be?” Jillian asked. “Do we stay here until they call us? It’s a week until the selection.”
“We’re the chosen offerings.” Rachel poured water into her ceramic cup and drank it down. “I suppose our job now is to last until the selection.” One of them was going to have to refill their pitcher. She flicked a finger at it, listening for the ring of metal against her short nail. Until she knew where the marshal was, she wasn’t going to the well.
“The training yard, then?” Dervy asked.
Rachel set aside the tin cup. “We’ll wait for Cordella and leave those behemoths behind to decorate our armory.” She snuck a glance out the window. Where was their infuriating leader? Just as a memory she thought she had crushed bubbled past her annoyance, the marshal entered the yard below. He moved like a man ready for battle, his shoulders broad, thighs well-muscled. Everything about him shouted, “seasoned warrior.” And “Don’t start any nonsense.” She was past nonsense with him. 
Her heart jammed in her throat when he looked up, his gaze softening for the briefest of moments, before his chin rose, his mouth a tight line. She pursed her lips and kissed the air. 
His stride stuttered, and his dark locks slid on his forehead.
She leaned out the open casement and watched him two stories below. They locked stares, even as he smoothed his step and crossed the training field. That first week of drilling formations, she’d teased him unmercifully, but he hadn’t bitten. As if they had never…
His arm raised, brushing his wrist across his mouth. He broke their stare with a jerk of his head.
Straightening, she lifted her chin. He had to have banished the memory of their first kiss, their only kiss. She thought she had, too. Multiple times, but it just kept fluttering to mind at unexpected intervals. Maybe he didn’t like women who took the first step. Well, she didn’t like men with control issues. However, he hadn’t seemed disinterested when she kissed him. No, he’d been more than interested. 
She turned her back on the view. Forget the kiss.
Dervy crossed her arms and leaned next to the window. “There’s Buckleran. Did he wave us down?”
Rachel shook her head. “Marshal Buckleran.”
Dervy rolled her eyes. “He only uses our last names. It’s always Stoi, Kettel, Mermia, Dek, and Gandomilford, line up!” 
Rachel snorted. Dervy was a passable mimic.
“Do we even know his full name?” Dervy asked.
Jillian said, “Buck. That’s what his men call him.”
“Marshal Buckleran,” Rachel corrected. “Only his lieutenants call him Buck.”
“Or the king.” Dervy poked her head out the window. “He’s gone into his office.”
Sulia dragged the sword, point down, on the stone floor toward the armory in the next room. “Or the chief.”
Cordella blocked her at the doorway. “Or the chief what?”
“Calls Buckleran Buck,” Dervy said.
Rachel sighed. “Marshal Buckleran.”
“Why are you so particular about his name?” Dervy pulled out a chair and sat facing its straight back. “Buckleran’s not here to grump about respect. He shouts yours like it’s a curse.”
He did. She hated that.
Cordella stepped aside, letting Sulia pass. “Pick up that sword and put it back on the table.”
“Why?” she asked, her usual dismissive tone following her out the door. “This is the most action it’s going to face. None of us are wielding these.”
“Bring it back.”
Sulia returned, dragging the sword, and hefted it onto the table with a grunt.
Rachel watched Cordella. She’d left for some reason. The question was, would she share now or later?
“His name is Sauyer Buckleran, but no one calls him that. Marshal Buckleran, or Buck.” Cordella gripped the handle of the sword. “It’s a good fit. They got that right. I bet one of the other four is sized to fit you, Dervy.”
“What was your idea?” Normally, Rachel was patient, but with the dragon meet only days away, she was questioning her confidence about the dragons accepting them. It had made perfect sense four months ago.
That kiss had made perfect sense four months ago, too, and look what came of that. Nothing.
“I know a thaumaturge.”
Sulia snorted. “Oh, you know a thaumaturge.” She patted her bound arm affectionately.
Cordella snapped a flat look at Sulia, and the woman backed up a step, her gaze losing its snide tilt. “You know all sorts of people; of course, you’d know a thaumaturge.”
Good thing they had Cordella or Sulia would be insufferable.
“Should we go to the training field?” Dervy asked. “I don’t want to hang around up here all day.” She bounced on her toes and sparred with the air.
They’d better hope Dervy’s dragon was solid as a mountain or fast as a hummingbird. Including whatever Cordella had in mind wouldn’t hurt. They had to make this dragon match work if they were going to turn this war around.


      [image: image-placeholder]They stood on the long side of the table and watched the thaumaturge Cordella brought to their common room. He was scratching his sparsely whiskered chin with one hand and hovering the other over the sword. 
Dervy was bouncing in the corner. Hiding from that damn sword? Cordella stared her into stillness. 
That should last about four minutes. Rachel let her amusement rise on her face, and Dervy grinned at her.
The thaumaturge shrugged. “Okay.” He grabbed hold of his dreadlocks and twisted them over one shoulder. His gaze wandered the room before lighting on Cordella. Where she had skin almost ebony, he was black oak, his eyes more green than brown. Did they have homelands in common? He had to be half Cordella’s age, so maybe the son of a friend. Still, few people admitted to knowing a thaumaturgist.
Rachel hoped he didn’t have to pick up the sword to do whatever Cordella expected him to do. He was too tall and too thin to have the physical power to lift the blade. Maybe he used magic in place of muscle or his were made of corded rope. Some thin men were like that.
“Whenever you’re ready,” Cordella said.
“Who first?” he asked, surveying them as if each had specific qualities he had to consider.
Cordella put her hand on the pommel. “I’ll go first, Thaumaturge Eichen.”
His eyes squinted and the look he gave Cordella raised Rachel’s eyebrow. There was something between these two that spoke of more than acquaintance. No one else seemed to notice. Even Sulia seemed disinterested in the exchange. 
Rachel studied the man. After a shrug, he placed his hand over Cordella’s and closed his eyes. His lips moved in silent spelling. She’d never seen one in action and always thought their magic was likely theatrical. His demeanor was the exact opposite of her expectations. Relaxed, genial, and observant. That was no proof they all were, just that Cordella had no patience for the pretentious.
A white glow suffused the weapon, and Rachel shifted her attention to his actions. 
Cordella smiled.
“Don’t move,” he said.
Only Cordella’s gaze rose to watch him.
He pulled his hand away, the glow hanging like a stream between them. “Now, raise the sword as if you were going to salute with it.” He added quickly, “Be slow about it.”
The sword came up easily, perpendicular to the table and in line with Cordella’s nose.
He mouthed a spell. Maybe an augmentation to what he’d already done. 
A blue swirl joined the white stream.
Adjustment to the spell?
Backing away and signaling everyone to give Cordella room, he said, “Drop it level, slowly, and swing it to the right.”
Rachel blinked. Cordella’s arms should shake by now, but she was steady. She could have been gripping a feather. The sword swung right.
A red ribbon joined the blue.
“Left.”
Cordella eased it through the air like a knife through candle wax.
Yellow coiled around the blue and red streams, the white encasing them.
“How’s it feel?”
So, a thaumaturgist was more than theatrics.
Cordella nodded, her lips pursing with mild approval. “Nothing else has changed?”
He rolled his eyes. “It’s sharp. Do swordy moves.”
Devry giggled.
Cordella asked, “Fast or snail’s pace.”
He swirled his hand in the air, the colorful stream whirling. 
Cordella swung the sword through a pattern of slices and parries, her movements precise and whistling through the air. 
Sulia pounded her chest with her free hand. “Dragon spit.”
A grin flashed on the thaumaturgist’s face and flattened at once. “What’s your assessment? Adequate?” The streams faded into the blade, a bit of glow encasing Cordella’s fingers for an instant.
Cordella nodded at the sword, laying it gently on the table. “Adequate.” 
“What just happened?” Jillian touched the sword.
It was obvious the sword was lighter, but Rachel knew that wasn’t what Jillian was asking. How was this not used for all sorts of advantages?
“Wait.” Cordella pointed at the sword. “Can you mark it, Eichen, so I know it’s my sword? It is adjusted just for me?”
He tongued a tooth, his cheek bulging. Nodding, he tossed his dreads to his back and laid a hand on the pommel. 
“Mark the blade.”
He slid his hand past the cross guard. When he pulled it away, an elaborate symbol rose through the metal just beneath the rain guard. Cordella leaned over the sword, her gaze snagging as if hooked. She glared at Eichen. 
His smile was both mischievous and challenging. 
She shook her head. “That’ll do.” Taking a settling breath, she looked at the flight group. “Each of you, go grab a sword.”
Rachel checked the mark. It was nothing she recognized, though that might be because it was highly stylized. Clearly, Cordella knew what it meant and didn’t appreciate it, but she must not have hated it since she didn’t demand he make an alteration.
Cordella’s voice broke into her thoughts, “Sword, Rachel. Thaumaturge Eichen doesn’t have all day to get these swords manageable. Sheilds will probably join them this evening.” She faced Eichen, who twitched his lips in a half smile.
Rachel followed the others from the common room. They were going to need more than bewitched swords and shields to prove themselves to five stolen dragons.
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Chapter Two

Buckleran


The new flight candidates hadn’t been in the arena for two minutes when Rachel had simply walked up to the dull brown dragons before they even moved their lazy posteriors. Buckleran studied her sure gait, fighting leathers worn and sturdy on her lean but shapely frame. She paced from one dull brown dragon to the next as if she were examining horseflesh. 
The woman had gumption. Buckleran couldn’t fault her for that. It had been what caught his attention in the first place. That and her unique scent. He closed his eyes, straining to capture oak resin on the breeze that tugged at tendrils of her hair. Unsuccessful, he sighed and looked at the remaining candidates.
The other women stood at the gate of the stockade. Even little Dervy Kettel seemed momentarily quiescent. He doubted that would last long. The seventeen-year-old rarely stood still, always seeming to be on the verge of an enthusiastic whistle like a kettle on the boil.
Five sets of jewel-tone eyes watched Rachel. 
He hadn’t planned to have these flight candidates use the training platform, though the yard team had rolled the mock-dragon into the arena. By now, the dragons knew all candidates could run up a post-beam arch and swing wooden swords. Last time he put a flight group in front of them, two dragons slept through the demonstration.
That was only part of why he’d yet to form a flight team.
It looked like Rachel had decided how things were going to go. Should he fume or be proud of her fearlessness? Training was always fraught with mixed messages and even more mixed desires. He couldn’t get this flight group off his hands fast enough, as long as the dragons accepted them. A fifth failure was going to ground his idea to save the realm. The king had been patient, but he needed a miracle, and Buckleran had promised one.
Kettel bounced on her toes like she was ready to fly without riding a dragon. She carried enough energy to light a torch. He pulled his half-amused smile flat.
Professionalism, he was known for it. Look what had happened the one time he let it slip.
Marks raised a brow and cocked his head at Rachel. Even his second in command thought she was challenging Buckleran’s authority. Marks usually encouraged her boldness.
Buck shrugged, narrowed his gaze at her, and yelled, “Stoi, get in line.”
She waved a “hold-your-daggers” hand at him and paced back to the second largest dragon.
Would she ever stop challenging him? “You don’t get to pick, Stoi.” Unless she picked him. That was his problem. She picked him, and then he ignored her, put her in the flight, and expected her to wait until he said he was ready. She didn’t wait for a dragon. Who was he fooling? He probably should have told her at the beginning why he pulled back. She might have been willing to wait.
Rachel took another step closer to the dragon.
Ha! She wouldn’t have waited. She’d been the one to kiss him. But he’d tried to explain two months ago. His face reddened. Even now, falling backward into a water trough in front of his guards training in the yard still rankled. She hadn’t let him get out three words. He should have done better than to start with, “About that kiss.”
Since then, she’d refused to be alone in the same room with him, or within ten strides of him if it promised enough privacy for him to reach out to her. 
He clenched his teeth. Evidence suggested she had reversed her interest in him. She was nothing but aggravation during training. 
If he had told her why he acted uninterested and that later they could have picked up where their first kiss left off, she would have understood. Maybe. Waiting on a king to take over the leadership of the dragon squads would not have slowed her down. She knew what she wanted.
It wasn’t him anymore.
She drew closer to the dragon. Fearless.
Dammit, he had no control when it came to her. She was too close to that dragon for his comfort. His body leaned forward, though he kept his hand off his weapon.
The big female rose and paced around Rachel, her head low, nostrils expanding as its enormous chin tipped one way, then another. Was it sizing her up for a ride or a meal? Buckleran steeled himself.
He’d paid attention in the ogre battles the last four months. Rachel had been right: the dragon riders were always female ogres. Even so, his fingers itched to race across the arena and stand between her and the big female drake. One bite and he’d have one less flyer. 
And no Rachel Stoi, his personal Inspector Dunn. He needed to stop thinking of that nickname for her. And stop admiring that thick braid of dun colored hair hanging over one insolent shoulder. He’d do that right after he stopped caring about her. If this was how he felt when she met a dragon, what condition was he going to be in when she went into battle?
He shook aside his anxiety over her safety. None of the male flights had been snacked on, so the women were probably safe.
If he yelled her name one more time and she ignored him, he’d have to ream her up one side and then down the other and drag her out of the arena for insubordination. He should have already.
He could drag her to his office. That would provide privacy for a discussion. Come on, Rachel, get smart with me.
The dragon dropped to its belly and nuzzled her ribcage. 
Rachel scrubbed her fingers down its broad muzzle.
Marks smacked him on the shoulder. “Buck, you sure can pick them. Finally.”
He shoved Marks aside. “Gandomilford, you’re up.” The squad leader nodded and strode forward. He watched her. She was the one Marks claimed left the queen’s guard years ago. The older woman had all the swagger of the elite guard.
His second stiffened. Even his spiked hair seemed to stand straighter.
Now what had gotten into Marks?
The woman glared at Buckleran and looked ready to spin daggers at Rachel. Her gaze flipped back and forth between the two of them. He couldn’t blame her. Being a guard and bonding with a dragon were different callings.
“Stoi, give Gandomilford some pointers.” He’d have thought the warrior woman would have taken at once to one of the dragons. Every bit of her powerful form promised she could fill the position again, even if it was twenty years since she took an active role in fighting for the realm.
Rachel turned and stared Buckleran down. Her gray eyes pinned him with a look he hadn’t seen before. 
Hurt? Had he hurt her feelings? How did he do that? 
She turned her back on him and faced her flight mate. “Cordella, walk up and down the line and watch their eyes. You’ll know when you see the spark. It’s a kind of recognition. You’ll feel it.”
Like he knew when she looked at him. She’d known exactly how he felt about her. Four months ago. He wished she’d pay attention to him now. They could talk this out.
Gandomilford nodded and squared her shoulders. Her head of tight black braids seemed to gain intensity.
“Move your dragon, Stoi,” he said, adding enough growl to the tone that Rachel flinched. “How’s she going to approach a dragon with you in her way?”
Before Rachel could follow orders or ignore him, Gandomilford strode straight for the largest dragon and stopped a pace away from the low-slung head that seemed to float toward her on smooth gimbals.
These women were going to give him ulcers.
The dragon’s pink topaz eyes flashed, and a soft burbling erupted from her jowls.
“Gandomilford, is that a match?”
She nodded slowly. It was the first time he’d seen the confident woman hesitate. “I’ll take that as a yes. The rest of you pick a dragon, and if you’re still standing in three minutes, we’ll assume we have a flight group.”
Kettel dashed to the smallest dragon, leaving Dek and Mermia jostling for the male and female remaining. Dek’s selection shoved her into Mermia, bringing a surprised yelp out of the princess flyer. 
Why did the chief think saddling him with the beauty was smart? Every time she crossed the training field, at least one of his guards was left nursing a slice due to inattention. He doubted she ran into any trouble within the queen’s guard. 
If she wasn’t keen-eyed and full of flash with a dagger, he’d have thought she failed to meet the castle standards. Was she just too stunning for her own good? 
He’d heard a rumor there was a plan to match her up with the king. She certainly had the intelligence, grace, and sense of a queen. Her looks would add to her approval. Maybe being a queen’s guard impeded a match. 
Putting her on a dragon and in battle seemed counter intuitive.
Funny thing was, she avoided attention and never showed interest in the king.
Gandomilford’s dragon sharpened her gaze on the remaining unmatched dragons.
Buckleran shared a look with Marks. What was the holdup? “Riders, pick a dragon.” 
Dek and Mermia switched mounts, and the lead dragon relaxed. 
Did he really have a flight group? Buckleran scanned the five riders and their dragons with a “good enough” expression. So five years and a Rachel later, he had a team. “Mount your dragons.”
Kettle was scrambling up the side of hers before anyone moved a toe. The smallest, and the second of the two males, practically danced as she settled in front of his wings.
Rachel strode up the stretched-out leg of her dragon like it was a ramp. 
The potential queen stared at her dragon. He was going to have to drill this flight team on speed. “Mermia, use the tail approach. We haven’t all day.”
The trim blonde raced to the rear of the arena and up the dragon’s tail to her massive shoulders.
The lead dragon rolled on its side and Gandomilford lifted her leg over the broad neck and adjusted her seat as the dragon rose upright. “Let’s get some snap and uniformity in this process. Everybody down.”
Even greater variety came with dismounting. “I want you on your dragons in three seconds. I don’t care how you do it. Just be up there on the count of three. Marks.”
His second called out the count. Mermia’s tail mount took the longest. 
“Dismount, Mermia,” Buckleran grumbled. “Find another way.”
“But you said take the tail.”
A guttural burble rang through the arena, and the four lesser dragons zeroed in on Gandomilford’s dragon.
Mermia’s dragon lowered her head to the ground, the snout puffing soil into the air. The dragon’s pale blue eyes flashed, and Mermia positioned a foot on the bridge of its nose and raced up the neck to the well in front of the wings.
Was there communication in the eyes? Their debriefing was going to be interesting. “That will do.” The dragons spread out, raising their wings. “Hold on. No flying yet. You’re not saddled. I’m not getting five riders in one minute and five broken corpses in the next.” Buckleran hit Marks’ shoulder. “Get the yard team after those saddles.”
Marks strode to the gate. 
Gandomilford leaned sideways, and her dragon responded at once, rolling down until she could leap from the female’s back. The rest followed suit.
“Get you beasts lined up for saddling, fifth flight.” Time to discipline. “Except you, Stoi. Go sit on the bench and watch the others follow orders.” 
Rachel pivoted on her heel and glared at him.
Dragon spit. She was going to be mulish and force him to drag her from the arena.
Gandomilford clapped Rachel on the shoulder. Something passed between them, but Rachel didn’t move. He didn’t catch the words that followed, but Gandomilford’s tone was sharp.
Marks returned, the arena team hauling saddles and hesitating at the gate, eyes pinned on five dragons whose heads zeroed in on them the moment they arrived. Intimidating beasts. “We don’t have all day, boys. These riders need to get into the air.”
Rachel stalked to the bench and sat, her gaze on the ground at her feet. 
Marks sidled close to Buckleran. “Inspector Dunn having a bad day?”
“Don’t call her that.”
“Not your special name for her anymore? I figured now that you have a flight group, you two can mend your spat.”
“It wasn’t a spat.” Buckleran studied the dragons.
“Whatever you want to call it, once you have them ready for battle, you can hand them to the king and makeup with the inspector.”
“I don’t see a single dragon saddled.”
Marks grinned. “I’m trying to be a friend here.”
“Be a better friend and mind your own business, which includes getting saddles on those dragons.”
Marks saluted and put the yard team into action. One dropped the saddle held between him and his partner when Mermia’s dragon sniffed the straps. Marks rubbed his forehead. “I’ve never seen a dragon eat a human. Since they have tastier meals they can claim now, I think you’re all safe. Now saddle those mounts!”
The dithering continued. 
Rachel rose from the bench, and Buckleran glared. Any minute, she was going to roll her eyes. He waited, a half grin on his face. She sat, gaze fastened on her dragon. Disappointing. He really wanted to see those lovely gray eyes roll.
Within ten steps, he stood in front of her. She looked right through him. She was a magnet he could not repel! Now he had to say something. “You know, you can be right and still be wrong.”
“Prove it.”
“I already have.” It was too early to explain why he’d done the right thing, but it was the wrong thing, too. He had to get them into the air, ready for battle. Until then, she was under his command. Off limits. He held his breath, certain he could not stay strong if he had even a whiff of her scent.
For an instant, her gray eyes lifted. 
He thought his heart would crack open. Please, please, don’t let her see the want in his eyes. “Go help them saddle your beast.”
She was off the bench and away before he finished. If his lungs deflated any further, he was going to claim a permanent injury.


      [image: image-placeholder]The flight group’s briefing room at the base of their tower needed a chalkboard and maps of the realm on the walls. Buckleran’s dream of fighting the ogres’ dragons with a flight of dragons had become reality. It was time they organized their strategy. “Fifth flight, sit. I want to know what you’ve learned about the dragons.”
Seated on the bench, four of the women looked at Gandomilford. They must have already compared notes. 
“Out with it. We need to know how to make the best use of your connections to the beasts.” He nodded at Marks, who had his clipboard out and stub at the ready. 
Kettle swayed side to side. “I expected that burned corn smell to be stronger in the arena, but it wasn’t.”
“Same smell everywhere.” He pointed at Mermia, the blonde who belonged in a gown instead of fighting leathers. “How did you know that dragon was the right one?”
She snorted and shared a glance at Dek. 
They would be an odd friendship. Dek didn’t get along with anyone, and Mermia drew people to her. He kept a steady eye on the blonde. 
She got the message, and her gaze shifted off to the side as if she was analyzing her experience. “There was this feeling.” She chewed on her upper lip. “There was nothing, and then we switched. And I felt something, a belonging.” She shook her head, pale locks tumbling over her shoulder. “It wasn’t even from me. I felt her feeling of belonging.”
Buckleran eyed Marks, who shrugged. They both asked, “Her?”
“The dragon.”
Before Buckleran could pursue that curiosity, Kettle raised a hand.
Dek asked, “So why do they smell like burned corn?”
Gandomilford looked amused, her high cheekbones full and round, lips pressed together. She sighed and leaned forward so she could look at Kettle.
The youngest of the flight gazed eagerly back. “Dragons smell like burned corn. That’s all there is to it.”
Buckleran snuck a look at Rachel since everyone was focused on the strange topic of dragon smell. Rachel stared down at her hands, her posture curled in as if she wished to make herself as small as possible. No sign of the amusement everyone else shared.
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Chapter Three

Rachel


Six-year-old Rachel shivered, alone with her back hunched, face hidden against her knees, the smell of blood nauseating in her lungs. The safety of darkness shielded her view of the horrible place she huddled in. There was scuffling in the other pens, but this one was quiet, empty, and that meant it was a safe place to hide. 
Her breath caught and stuttered, bitter nausea rising in her throat. The screams! The deluge of blood slicking her nightgown. Her toes dug into the gravel as if she could anchor herself permanently in this vast, secure darkness.
The odor in the smallest dragon pens was different from the other section where the enormous dragons shuffled. Like something scorched, like cornfields burning at the end of the harvest. The reek of the carnage on her clothes almost drowned it out. Her hair stuck to her face, tears or blood adhering it in crusty lines.
Emotions heavy with sadness pushed at her, as if the dragons in the pens suffered as much as she had. 
A singular loneliness pushed to the fore, wrapping sympathy around her heart. She shivered, shaking off the strange sense of someone watching her, attempting to soothe her fright. The sympathy lightened, as if the emotion was a tentative touch.
She huddled tighter, pressed to the wall, and peered out between the wide-set bars into the dark corridor. Bars she had slipped through easily. 
Would they find her here?
The quiet of the pen let in the terror of the previous hours.
She whimpered. The night filled with noise and roars. The fumbling sway of the boats crossing the straight to Ogreland. Flashes pelted her—spraying blood, falling bodies, screams, and Mommy’s hand limp in her own.
Meaty fingers had hauled up on a broken body, and she had rolled down the mound, through pools of blood and among the feet of the retreating dragons.
She hugged her knees, the wail rising from her lungs. She mustn’t let it out. They’d hear and find her alone with the blood and the lonely little dragons. 
Something bumped her, lodging the wail behind her chattering teeth.
Rachel blinked, the brightness of the room bringing her back to the ground floor of the riders’ tower. A firm shoulder knocked her own, and Cordella leaned close to her left, apprehension worrying her features. Jillian sat on her right. 
The scent of burned corn coated everything, but the overwhelming smell of blood was gone, the room lit and familiar. Stout stone walls and the companionship of the other riders, their voices chipper.
Her hands gripped her knees, fingers blanched. It had been a long time since she’d fallen into those memories.
They were in the briefing room on the bottom floor of their tower. The slate pavers felt firm beneath her booted feet, the bench hard.
Well-worn leather boots stepped into view, and she looked up, straight into Buck’s concerned eyes. 
“Any comment on the corn smell, Stoi?” The sarcasm in his voice ran counter to his penetrating stare. He looked concerned, brows creased.
She shook her head. 
His handsome face scowled. “Not an interesting topic? How about telling me why you chose the second dragon? Or why she chose you?”
“I just knew.” Why were her words soft, as if she feared he would hear her?
“Stand up, Rider Stoi. Marks didn’t hear you. We want facts we can discuss and use to fight the ogres. Whispers won’t get the job done.”
Beside her, Cordella shifted on the bench, prepared to rescue her. Rachel may view herself as the big sister of the group, but Cordella was the designated mother. She would answer for her if she delayed much longer.
Rachel stood, willing her uncertain balance to stiffen. She stared into Buck’s eyes. How did she know to choose the second dragon? “Emotions. The dragons share their feelings. When I felt hers, I knew.”
“So, the emotions are proof of the bond.” He was interested, his head cocked as if to hear her better.
“More of an offer. I accepted.”
Buckleran looked at Marks, his brows wrinkled.
“None of the other flights mentioned feeling emotions,” Marks said.
Sulia laughed. “That’s ‘cause they’re men.”
Buckleran crossed his arms. “Stoi, is it because they’re men?” 
His tone called up their last friendly conversation four months ago. Buckleran hadn’t made her assertion public about the dragons only bonding with women. She suspected Marks knew and probably, the king.
But Sulia didn’t know their good fortune was based on gender. She was insulting men. The irony was not lost on Buckleran, Rachel was sure. It mattered that he offered a flight filled with women, but that didn’t mean men didn’t have emotions. “Men have emotions, Marshal. They just don’t keep them for long.”
He didn’t jerk, but she saw her words hit their mark. 
She felt better. The memories were receding behind the anger. “I don’t know why they prefer to bond with women. They just do, and you’ve nothing to complain about. You have a full flight.”
He leaned in close until his mouth hovered by her ear. “Where did you go, Rachel?”
Someplace terrible, but she would not tell him that. She pressed her cheek to his and whispered, “It doesn’t matter because you left months ago.” Shoving past, she pushed him out of her way. “We aren’t children in a classroom to be lined up on a bench and pelted with test questions. You want a discussion. Let’s discuss something important. The smell of dragons is unimportant.” That was a lie, but she’d straighten that out later. “The bond is done, so the how is unimportant. You only have five dragons, anyway.”
“Saddles,” Sulia announced and stood, her thin face pinched. “Those saddles won’t keep us atop our dragons.”
Buckleran glared at Rachel and held her gaze. He could glare at her all he wanted; she had nothing more to share about the smell of dragons.
“I said those saddles won’t work.”
Cordella waved a sable hand. “We can deal with that later, like we have the swords.” She rose from the bench. “I agree with Rachel: we need a table and chairs in here so we can have a proper discussion.”
“About those saddles and the swords.” Sulia never could let go of a scrap once she bit into it, but Rachel appreciated that she’d diverted attention away from her. She felt settled again. That childhood memory back in the past where it belonged.
Dervy tittered, and Cordella silenced her with a sharp nod. 
“As for the swords,”—Buckleran returned to the area in front of the bench—“the swords are just for show, meant to intimidate the ogres. They’ll be mounted on the saddles, and you’ll have scabbards for your short swords.”
“Short swords?” Sulia shook her head, her fair wavy hair tossing back and forth. Lean and pale, she always seemed half ghost haunting the living. Not a kind-hearted ghost, either. “There’s no reach from the back of a dragon. We’re likely to cut their wings off before we meet any ogre flesh.”
Marks said, “Close combat. The dragon should protect you, but should an ogre land on your dragon, you’ll need to defend yourself.”
Sulia made a face. Maybe she couldn’t imagine an ogre leaping across the chasm between dragons. Rachel could. She knew they were agile and fierce. If they thought a jump through the air would land them where they could battle the enemy, they’d do it. Had done it.
“Is this bond you have formed enough for you to get your dragons into the air to battle alongside our ground troops?” Buckleran faced Sulia. “This is about strategy. We’ve invested time and training into having a flight of dragons. What can we expect?”
Even Marks scowled. The marshal was rushing into planning, and they didn’t even know if the dragons would join the ranks. He’d interrupted the bonding for this meeting. They rode the dragons once in the air, dropped almost at once back to the ground, and assembled here.
Cordella silenced Sulia with a glance. “We need time on the dragons to build depth to our bond and understanding of how to guide them or cooperate with them.” She raised a brow at Rachel. “How intelligent are these dragons? Do we know that?”
Buckleran turned to Rachel. “Stoi, do you have an answer to that?”
So, she was the resident dragon expert. Fine. She had an answer, and he knew she had watched the dragons and gathered intel. How else had she come by the knowledge that dragons only bonded with female ogres? “They’re smarter than horses, but more than that? I can’t say. We need time to solidify the bond and learn how to communicate, as Cordella pointed out. This meeting is too early. Get us back on the dragons so we can practice interpreting their emotions and learning their body language. They need to learn about us, too.”
Marks set the clipboard on the table and clasped his hands behind his back, his attention on Buckleran.
Buck stared at Rachel for a moment, then shifted his gaze to Cordella. “You said the swords have been dealt with. What did you mean, Gandomilford?”
Rachel clenched her teeth. He’d caught that slip. Cordella was usually smarter than that. Or did she want him aware of the spell on the swords?
Cordella didn’t blink. “We’ve determined we cannot wield them.”
Rachel tugged her lips back into an expressionless line. Cordella was keeping it a secret they’d been spelled to make them usable. Was she protecting the thaumaturgist or holding an advantage for later? The five of them needed to discuss the situation.
“I’m not worried about the saddles.” Dervy’s excited voice drew everyone’s attention. “I doubt we’ll be in them for long.” She wouldn’t be in her saddle long. No doubt the girl’s frenetic energy would have her dancing up and down her little dragon’s backbone. And falling to her death. 
Rachel had never seen the smallest dragons in battle. The ogre squads only had four dragons each. What was the role of the smallest dragon in a free dragon clutch? Something else they needed to understand. “We
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