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Chapter1: The Colorless Sword
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The first blade to catch fire belonged to a boy who had never stopped bragging about it.

A red line ran up his practice sword like someone had poured molten dawn along the edge. The wood did not burn. It should have. It glowed instead, bright and hungry, and every child around the stone circle leaned forward as if the heat itself had grabbed them by the nose.

“Red,” Elder Noll said, voice carrying across the square. “Fire and courage.”

The boy lifted his sword higher than he needed to. His cheeks were pink, his grin wider than the blade. His mother clapped so hard her bracelets knocked together. A few younger kids shouted his name.

I rubbed my thumb against the worn wrap of my own sword and tried not to squeeze too tightly.

Arcraid felt light at my side. Too light. It always had.

Mae said a sword that felt light was a sword waiting for its wielder to grow into it. Jasper Quill said it felt light because it was barely a sword at all.

I tried to hear Mae instead.

The next girl stepped into the circle. Blue spread across her blade in a clean ribbon, not like paint, more like a stream trapped under glass. It made a soft sound, the kind water made when it slid over river stones. Elder Noll smiled, the square murmured, and the girl stared at her sword as if she were holding a piece of the sky after rain.

“Blue. Water and calm.”

Another name. Another cheer.

White came after that, thin wind curling along a boy’s blade until his sleeves fluttered. Gold cracked from a taller girl’s sword with a sharp snap that made half the square jump. Silver flashed so fast I blinked and missed the first shimmer. Green bloomed in small leaves of light around Milo Fern’s wooden training knife, and his mouth fell open like he had forgotten how to breathe.

I grinned before I could stop myself.

Milo looked at me from inside the circle, eyes round behind his crooked spectacles. “Theo,” he mouthed, and then nearly dropped the knife when green sparks hopped across his fingers.

I gave him a thumbs-up.

He looked like he might faint anyway.

The Color Rite took place in the old stone square at the heart of Lindle, where the well sat under a slanted roof and the baker always complained about flour dust getting into the cracks. Today, nobody complained. Banners hung from the windows. Red, blue, white, gold, silver, green, black. Seven strips of cloth snapping in the morning wind. Parents stood shoulder to shoulder, pretending not to cry until their own child stepped into the ring.

Fifteen years old. Old enough for your color to show. Old enough for people to stop asking what you wanted to become and start telling you what your color made you fit for.

A red child could train with the front guards. A blue child could go to ships or healing houses. White could fly messages on gliders if they had the nerve. Gold went to speed drills and sword schools. Silver had night scouts. Green had herbs, beasts, farms, medicine. Black had anvils, walls, heavy armor, the kind of work that made the ground feel safer under your boots.

I wanted a sword school.

I wanted a real one, not the uneven yard behind Mae’s forge where I practiced until my palms split. I wanted instructors who had crossed blades with knights. I wanted steel that rang clean. I wanted to stand in some far city and have people say, That’s Theo Bright, the swordsman from Lindle.

No. Not just swordsman.

The best.

The word sat hot in my chest. Too big for my ribs. I had carried it there since I was small enough to believe every story exactly as it was told. The old rainbow swordsman had split the sky with seven colors, or so the traveling singer said. He had ridden beside a dragon and cut a falling star in half. Everyone else laughed and threw apple peels at the singer when he forgot the second verse.

I did not laugh.

I went home and swung a stick until my arms shook.

“Theo Bright,” Elder Noll called.

The square changed.

Not loudly. It was worse than loud.

A hush pulled across the stones, uneven and quick, with whispers hiding underneath. I heard my name move from mouth to mouth. I heard someone say, “Mae’s glass blade.” Someone else snickered.

Brina Gale turned from the front row, her short white cloak tugged sideways by the breeze. She lifted her chin at me, like she was daring me to look anywhere but forward.

I stepped into the circle.

The stones under my boots were warm from all the colors that had already answered. I could see little marks left behind. A scorch near the north edge. A wet shine near the well. A few silver sparks still fading in the cracks.

Elder Noll stood beside the Color Prism, a crystal taller than my forearm, mounted on a black stone stand. It held no color of its own until sunlight hit it. Then thin rays spilled from inside, seven at once, crossing the square and touching the banners as if counting them.

“Theo Bright,” he said again, softer now.

He had known my father. People always spoke softer when they remembered that. I hated it and felt warmed by it at the same time.

I drew Arcraid.

The sound was too quiet.

Most blades rasped or rang when they left the sheath. Arcraid slid free like a piece of ice being pulled from clear water. The square reflected across it. Faces bent and stretched along the transparent blade. My fingers looked strange through the guard, pale and doubled.

A laugh came from Jasper’s side of the circle.

I did not look.

Elder Noll placed a hand over the Color Prism. “Hold your sword with both hands. Let your breath settle. Do not force a color. Let it answer.”

I knew the words. Everyone did. We had repeated them during lessons until even the goats behind the schoolhouse must have been sick of hearing them.

I set my left hand under my right.

Arcraid was cool.

The sunlight touched the Color Prism and split. Seven thin rays slid across the stone. Red brushed my knuckles. Blue crossed the guard. Gold flickered along the edge and passed through the blade without stopping.

My throat tightened.

Come on.

I did not say it aloud.

The white ray passed through next, clean as wind through an open window. Silver followed. Green. Black, dark and steady, a shadow-line across my hands.

Nothing stayed.

Elder Noll’s brow creased.

I kept holding the sword out.

The prism brightened. The rays thickened for a breath, pouring over Arcraid. Around me, the square waited. Someone coughed. A child whispered and got shushed.

Arcraid gave back only sunlight.

No flame. No water. No wind. No lightning. No leaf-glow. No moon-flash. No deep black weight.

Just my own face, bent along a transparent blade.

My arms started to ache.

Elder Noll lowered his hand from the prism.

The colors thinned. The square seemed larger once they were gone.

“Again,” I said.

My voice came out rough.

Elder Noll’s mouth tightened. “Theo—”

“Please.”

He looked at the people around the circle. I did not. If I looked, I would see Brina. Or Milo. Or Jasper. Or Mae standing near the forge road with her arms folded and soot on her cheek, watching like she could hammer the result into a different shape if anyone gave her an anvil.

Elder Noll touched the prism again.

The seven rays returned.

I pulled in a breath through my nose. Held it. Felt the grip under my hands, old leather, patched twice, still rough where Mae had said I should not sand it down. A sword needed places to remember your fingers.

Red slid over the blade.

Stay.

Blue passed through.

Stay.

White. Gold. Silver. Green. Black.

Nothing.

The last ray faded.

A small sound came out of someone near the back, not quite a laugh. That made the first real laugh easier. Another followed. Then a cluster of them. Not everyone. Not even most. Enough.

“Colorless,” a boy muttered.

“Glass sword,” someone else said.

“Empty sword,” Jasper said.

His voice cut cleaner than the others because he did not bother to hide it.

I looked at him then.

Jasper Quill stood with his gold-marked blade angled over one shoulder, blond hair neat, boots polished, eyes sharp enough to make every glance feel like a test I had already failed. Gold sparks crawled along his sword’s guard, impatient little things.

He looked bored.

That was worse than if he had looked happy.

“Maybe it reflects colors because it can’t hold one,” he said.

A few kids laughed harder.

My fingers closed around Arcraid until the grip bit my skin.

Brina stepped into the edge of the circle. “That’s enough.”

Jasper flicked his eyes to her. “What? I’m helping. If he keeps trying to become a swordsman, someone has to tell him before a monster does.”

Wind tugged at Brina’s sleeves. Her white magic always answered her mood first and her sense second. “Say one more thing.”

Jasper smiled. “Or?”

“Or I’ll knock that gold shine right off your pretty sword.”

A murmur ran through the square. Jasper’s smile thinned.

Elder Noll lifted one hand. “Brina. Step back.”

She did, but only half a step.

I wanted to thank her. I wanted to tell her I did not need it. Both got stuck somewhere under my tongue.

Elder Noll faced me. “Theo. A color does not decide a whole life.”

People always said that when a color had already decided the easy parts of theirs.

I sheathed Arcraid because my hands were starting to shake. The transparent blade vanished into the plain scabbard, and somehow the square looked brighter without it.

“May I go?” I asked.

The elder’s eyes softened. “Yes.”

I walked out of the circle.

Nobody stopped me. That made it worse too.

Milo caught my sleeve before I reached the well. “Theo, I—”

“I’m glad you got green,” I said.

He blinked. “What?”

“I mean it.” I made my mouth move into something close to a grin. “You looked like a terrified cabbage.”

Milo choked on a laugh, then looked guilty for laughing at all. “That is not a proper use of plant terminology.”

“Sure it is.”

His hand slipped from my sleeve. He wanted to say more. I could see it moving around behind his eyes, bumping into all the words that would hurt no matter how gently he set them down.

I left before he found one.

The forge road curved behind the square, past the well, past the baker’s wall, past three goats tied to a post and chewing festival ribbons like they had been invited to taste the decorations. I nearly kept walking straight out of town.

Mae’s voice stopped me before I could.

“You planning to stab the grass until it apologizes?”

I turned.

Mae Hart leaned against the side of her forge, arms folded. Her gray hair was tied back with a strip of leather. She wore her thick apron, even on festival days, and there was a burn hole on one sleeve she had promised to mend last winter.

I swallowed. “No.”

“Good. Grass has shallow pockets.”

I looked down.

The road dust had stuck to my boots. I had polished them last night until my thumbs hurt. I had wanted everything to look right. Boots. Tunic. Sword. Face. All of it.

Mae pushed off the wall and walked closer. “Show me.”

“I already did.”

“Not for them.”

My hand hovered over Arcraid’s hilt.

For a moment I hated the sword.

The feeling came so fast it scared me. I hated the clear blade, the quiet draw, the way it showed everyone exactly what was missing. I hated that Mae had made it special. I hated that I had believed special meant good.

Then I hated myself for hating it.

I drew Arcraid and held it out.

Mae took the blade between two fingers near the flat, careful as always. She turned it so the sun struck the edge. Light slid through and spilled across the dirt in a thin bright line.

“Still straight,” she said.

“That’s not funny.”

“Wasn’t a joke.”

“It didn’t answer.”

“No.”

My jaw clenched.

Mae looked at the blade, not at me. “A lot of colored blades would’ve cracked under that much prism light.”

“That supposed to make me feel better?”

“No.” She released the blade. “It’s supposed to make you listen.”

I did not want to listen. I wanted to walk. Or swing the sword until my shoulders tore. Or find Jasper and make him stop looking bored.

Mae tapped the flat of Arcraid with one blackened fingernail. It made a small, clean note.

“People see clear and think empty,” she said. “That’s because most people don’t spend enough time looking through windows.”

I stared at her.

She snorted. “Don’t make that face. I’m being wise. Hurts my teeth.”

“Mae.”

“Transparent things show every flaw.” Her voice roughened, just a little. “They also carry light better than anything cloudy. Remember that.”

The words sat between us.

Transparent things carry light.

I wanted to believe her so badly that I had to look away.

From the square, another cheer rose. Black this time, maybe. It had a deeper sound when people reacted to it, like they respected it before they liked it.

“I don’t have any light to carry,” I said.

Mae did not answer quickly.

When she did, her voice had lost its teasing edge. “You have hands. You have a blade. Start there.”

“That isn’t enough.”

“No. But it’s not nothing.”

The forge fire cracked behind her. I smelled coal, iron, and oil. Familiar smells. Safe ones. They wrapped around me until my eyes stung, and I hated that too.

Brina came down the road fast enough that her cloak snapped behind her. “There you are.”

I sheathed Arcraid.

She slowed when she saw my face. For once, she did not speak immediately.

Mae glanced between us. “I’ve got hinges cooling. Try not to burn down my street while I’m inside.”

“Why would we burn down your street?” Brina asked.

“You’re fifteen. That’s answer enough.”

Mae went in, leaving the forge door open. Her hammer struck metal a breath later, too loud and too steady.

Brina stood in front of me with her hands on her hips.

“If you say something nice, I might throw up,” I said.

She shut her mouth.

A tiny part of me felt better.

Then she stepped close and poked my chest with two fingers. “Fine. Something not nice. If you keep making that face, Jasper wins twice.”

I looked away. “He already won.”

“No, he got gold. That’s different.”

“He has a color.”

“So do most beetles.”

I almost laughed. It got stuck and came out as a breath.

Brina’s expression eased. “Theo.”

“Don’t.”

“I’m not going to say it doesn’t hurt.”

I hated that she knew where to strike. Not because she wanted to hurt me. Because she didn’t.

The square cheered again. The sound rolled over the rooftops and fell into the forge road like rainwater.

“I trained more than any of them,” I said.

“I know.”

“I got up before sunrise.”

“I know.”

“I used that stupid weighted stick until my hands bled through the cloth.”

“I wrapped them.”

“And none of it mattered.”

Brina’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t hand Jasper your sword for him.”

“I’m not.”

“You are. Just without moving your arms.”

I opened my mouth, then shut it.

Wind moved around her boots, stirring dust in a tight circle. She glanced down and forced it still. Her white magic always had opinions.

“I wanted today to be the start,” I said.

My voice was smaller than I meant it to be.

Brina’s mouth pressed into a line. “Then don’t make it the end.”

“That easy?”

“No.” She looked toward the square, where sunlight flashed on colored blades. “It can be miserable and still not be the end.”

The forge hammer stopped for a few beats, then started again.

I knew Mae was listening. She had the subtlety of a dropped anvil.

Brina reached out, then seemed to think better of grabbing my arm. “If it hurts that much, don’t put your sword down.”

I kept my hand on Arcraid’s hilt.

The leather felt real. That helped a little.

A scream came from the square.

Not a festival scream. Not a child shrieking because a gold spark jumped too close. This one tore through the air and left no room for laughter behind it.

Brina turned first.

I was half a breath behind her.

The sky above Lindle split red.

For one blink I thought the Color Prism had burst and thrown its light upward. Then the red widened, jagged at the edges, a burning crack across the blue morning. Heat rolled down so hard the banners snapped against their poles.

People in the square shouted. Parents grabbed children. Elder Noll’s voice rose, swallowed by another sound.

A cry.

Thin. Raw. Terrified.

Something fell out of the red crack trailing fire.

It was small, twisting, wings beating wrong. Not a bird. The shape was too long. The tail whipped through smoke. Sparks burst from its body as it dropped toward the square.

“Dragon,” Brina whispered.

My feet moved.

Brina grabbed my sleeve. “Theo!”

The little dragon hit the baker’s roof, bounced, tore through a banner, and crashed into the festival table beside the well. Wood exploded upward. Cakes, cups, flowers, and burning cloth scattered across the stones.

A ring of fire jumped up around it.

People stumbled back.

The dragon tried to rise. One wing folded under it wrong. Its scales were red, but not the smooth bright red from story paintings. Soot darkened them. One tiny horn was chipped. Its claws scraped the stones, and a sound came from its throat that did not belong to any monster I had ever imagined.

It sounded like a child trying not to cry.

The fire spread fast.

Festival ribbons burned along the poles. A dropped cloak caught. Someone shouted for water. Someone else shouted not to go near it.

The dragon lifted its head.

Its eyes met mine through the flames.

They were gold, wet, and wild with pain.

My hand closed around Arcraid.

“Theo, wait!” Brina said.

I pulled free.

Heat slapped me before I reached the first burning ribbon. My eyes watered. The air tasted like ash and sugar from the ruined cakes. People blurred at the edges of my sight, all of them moving back, back, back.

I went forward.

A man near the well grabbed for me. “Boy, no!”

I ducked under his arm.

The fire ring snapped higher.

I drew Arcraid.

The blade caught the flames in its surface. For one mad heartbeat it looked as if the sword burned from within, red crawling along the clear edge. Then the reflection shifted and it was only fire outside, not in.

Still, I held it up.

“I’m coming,” I said.

The dragon made a sharp sound.

A beam from the festival table cracked and fell inward. Sparks burst over the creature’s back. It tried to crawl away and collapsed with a hiss.

I swung Arcraid at the nearest burning cloth.

The blade cut clean.

Heat ran up my arm. Not magic. Just heat. Real heat. The kind that blistered if you pretended too long. I coughed and shoved a broken bench aside with my boot.

Behind me, Brina shouted something. Wind rushed past my left shoulder, shoving smoke away from my face. The flames leaned with it and flared along the ground.

“Careful!” someone screamed.

Brina cursed. The wind softened at once, turning from a shove to a steady pull that dragged smoke upward instead of feeding the fire.

I did not look back.

The dragon was barely larger than a cat, but its wings made it seem bigger, one spread and trembling, the other trapped beneath a cracked table plank. Tiny flames licked along its spine and went out, then sparked again. It was burning and not burning, like the fire belonged to it but had stopped listening.

“Hold still,” I said, which was stupid. It was hurt and surrounded by flames. I would not have held still either.

It snapped at me.

The teeth were small but sharp enough to take a finger. I jerked my hand back.

“Fine. Don’t hold still.”

I wedged Arcraid under the table plank and pushed.

Nothing.

The plank had jammed between two stones. My shoulders strained. Smoke scratched down my throat.

The dragon hissed again. Its golden eyes rolled toward the sky.

The red crack pulsed overhead.

Something hot fell from it and struck the stones behind me. Fire splashed across my boots. I kicked hard, stumbling. Pain bit through my ankle before I stamped the flame out.

“Got to move,” I muttered.

Arcraid shook in my grip.

No. My hand shook. That was different.

I set the blade under the plank again, lower this time, and used both hands. “Come on.”

The sword bent.

My stomach lurched.

Arcraid was not supposed to bend. It was glass-clear, but not glass. Mae had hammered things into that blade I did not understand, folded metals and prism-sand and whatever else she muttered about when she thought I was not listening.

Still, it bent under the trapped plank, a clear arc catching the firelight.

“Don’t break,” I said through my teeth.

The plank lifted half an inch.

The dragon shrieked and dragged its wing free.

I dropped the plank and nearly fell on my face. The dragon tried to flap, failed, and skidded into my shin.

It was hot.

Not warm. Hot like a kettle pulled from the forge. I gasped and grabbed it anyway.

Claws hooked into my sleeve. Its body trembled against my chest. Scales scraped my palms. A tiny heartbeat hammered so fast I could feel it through my fingers.

The fire ring surged.

For a breath, there was no opening.

I turned in place, coughing, eyes streaming. Brina stood beyond the flames with both daggers drawn, white light spinning around them. Milo had a bucket in both hands and no idea where to throw the water. Elder Noll held people back.

Jasper stood near the Color Prism, gold sword out.

He was staring at me.

“Brina!” I shouted.

“I can’t blow it out without spreading it!” she shouted back.

The dragon coughed against my shirt. A puff of smoke came from its mouth, pathetic and gray.

I looked down at Arcraid.

The transparent blade showed my burned sleeve through it. Empty, Jasper had said.

My fingers slipped on the grip.

Mae’s voice scraped through my head. Transparent things carry light better than anything cloudy.

“Then carry something,” I whispered.

I lifted Arcraid between me and the fire.

Nothing happened.

The flames roared.

The dragon trembled harder.

I stepped forward anyway.

Pain hit first. Heat wrapped around my face and hands. The edges of my hair curled. The dragon dug its claws deeper into my sleeve as if it knew falling was worse than hurting me.

I swung Arcraid, not at the fire exactly, but through the thinnest part of it.

A red line flashed in the center of the blade.

I saw it.

Not a reflection.

Not the fire outside.

Inside.

Thin as a thread. Straight from hilt to tip.

The flames split.

Only a little. Just enough for the heat to stumble aside, as if the air had forgotten which way to burn.

I ran through the gap.

My shoulder clipped someone. Arms caught me. I nearly dropped the dragon and clutched it tighter.

Brina’s wind swept around us, pulling smoke up and away. Water splashed across the stones. Voices crashed together.

“His sleeve—”

“Get back!”

“The dragon—”

“The sword—”

I fell to one knee beside the well.

The dragon tumbled from my arms into my lap, then scrambled weakly up my tunic and hooked itself under my chin like it had decided I was a tree. Its whole body shook. So did mine.

Brina dropped beside me. “Idiot.”

I coughed. “You say that a lot.”

“You earn it a lot.” Her hands moved over my sleeve, checking for flame. “Your arm.”

“It’s fine.”

“It is not fine.”

The dragon hissed at her.

Brina froze.

I looked down. “Don’t bite her. She’s worse than me.”

The dragon’s eyes narrowed, like it understood more than I wanted it to.

Milo stumbled up with a half-empty bucket. “I have water! I had more water. Some of it went on Norris because he ran in front of me. Is it dead? Please don’t be dead. Oh, it’s looking at me. That’s good. Or terrible.”

“It’s hurt,” I said.

“I can see that.” Milo pushed his spectacles up with the back of his wrist and crouched, trembling less now that there was something to examine. “Wing bent. Smoke in lungs maybe. Scales too dry around the neck. Do dragons get dry scales? That sounds foolish. It is a reptile shape but not exactly—”

“Milo.”

“Right. Sorry.” He swallowed. “We need clean cloth. And not cold water. Maybe damp. Not cold. I think cold could shock it.”

The dragon made a small clicking sound.

Milo leaned back. “Yes. Damp, not cold. Good. We agree.”

I stared at him.

He flushed. “It sounded agreeable.”

Brina took off her white cloak and folded it. “Here.”

“That’s your rite cloak,” I said.

“It’s cloth.”

“It’ll burn.”

“Then hold the dragon still so it doesn’t.”

The dragon clicked again, softer.

I did not know how to hold a dragon still. I knew how to grip a sword, how to fall without cracking my chin, how to wrap my own blisters. None of that helped with the tiny burning creature pressed to my shirt.

Mae arrived with a leather sheet and a pair of thick gloves. “Move.”

People moved.

Mae always had that effect.

She knelt, took one look at the dragon, and her eyebrows climbed. “Well. That’s not a pigeon.”

“No,” I said.

“You bleeding?”

“No.”

“Yes,” Brina said.

Mae grabbed my wrist. I hissed. There was a burn along the inside of my forearm, red and ugly, and a thin cut across my palm where Arcraid’s grip had torn skin.

“Stupid,” Mae said.

“Brina already said that.”

“Good. Saves time.”

The dragon lifted its head and sneezed.

A tiny spark popped from its nose and landed on Mae’s glove. Mae stared at it until it went out.

The corner of her mouth twitched. “Tiny menace.”

The dragon chirped.

The sound did something strange to the crowd. People who had been shouting went quiet. Fear did not vanish, but it shifted. The creature was still a dragon. Still fire-scaled, still fallen from a burning crack in the sky. But it was also small enough to fit badly in my lap and too tired to lift its head for long.

Elder Noll approached slowly. “Theo.”

The square had changed again.

The Color Prism stood untouched, still bright in the sun, but the banners around it were scorched. The festival table was broken. Smoke crawled along the ground. The other fifteen-year-olds had gathered near the far side, colored blades in hand. Some looked frightened. Some looked impressed. Jasper looked at Arcraid.

So did I.

The red line was gone.

I turned the blade slightly.

Only clear metal. Firelight. Smoke. My own scraped hand.

But I had seen it.

Brina had too. I knew because she was not looking at the dragon anymore.

“What was that?” she asked quietly.

“I don’t know.”

Jasper stepped closer.

His gold blade hung at his side, sparks fading one by one. He stopped just beyond arm’s reach, eyes fixed on Arcraid.

“That was a reflection,” he said.

I looked up.

His voice was flatter than usual. Less bored. That almost made me smile.

“Was it?” Brina asked.

Jasper’s jaw tightened. “Transparent blade. Fire everywhere. What else would it be?”

I wanted to say something sharp. I wanted a line that would make him step back and make everyone hear it. Nothing came.

The dragon supplied a hiss.

Jasper looked at it. The tiny red creature bared its teeth at him, then ruined the effect by wobbling and sinking back against my chest.

“Careful,” I said. “It’s fierce.”

Brina coughed into her fist.

Jasper’s ears turned pink. “Keep your pet away from me.”

“It’s not my pet.”

The dragon hooked a claw into my tunic and refused to move.

Mae snorted.

Elder Noll raised both hands. “Everyone back to your homes. Now. The rite is finished for today.”

A few parents protested. He cut them off with a look I had never seen on his face before.

“The sky opened over our square,” he said. “Go home.”

That worked.

People scattered in clumps, still whispering. Some stared at me as they passed. Not like before. That was worse in a different way. Before, I had been empty. Now I was something they did not have a word for, and people did not like standing near things without names.

Milo returned with clean cloths, a small jar, and a face full of purpose. “I found burn salve, honey paste, and three bandage rolls. Also Mrs. Pell tried to give me soup.”

“For the dragon?” Brina asked.

“For everyone, I think. It was unclear.”

Mae laid the leather sheet on the ground. “Put the little menace here.”

The dragon’s claws tightened.

I tried to peel them loose. “Come on.”

It stared at me.

Up close, I could see its scales were not all one red. Some were deep like coals under ash. Others were orange at the edges. A few near its brow shone almost gold. One wing dragged lower than the other.

“You’ll be all right,” I said.

The dragon made a sound low in its throat.

Not a growl.

A word.

My hands froze.

Brina leaned in. “Did it just—”

“Pippa,” the dragon rasped.

Milo sat down hard on the stones.

Mae blinked once.

I stared at the dragon. “Pippa?”

The dragon’s head bobbed, then drooped.

“Your name is Pippa?” I asked.

“Pippa,” it said again, smaller.

The crowd had mostly left, but the few who remained went silent enough for the forge fire down the road to sound loud.

Brina looked at me. “Theo. That’s not a wild spark-drake.”

“No,” Milo whispered. “No, definitely not. Speech this young means high bloodline, old line, maybe royal nesting line. Redwing, if the scale shape is—”

Pippa lifted her head. “Redwing.”

Milo made a small squeak.

Mae recovered first because Mae recovered from everything first. “Good. Pippa Redwing, don’t bite me while I fix that wing.”

Pippa looked at Mae’s gloves, then at me.

“She’s safe,” I said.

Pippa clicked unhappily but let Mae slide the leather under her.

Fixing a dragon’s wing in the middle of a burned festival square was not like fixing a sparrow. Pippa smoked when scared. She sparked when Milo touched the wrong scale. Twice she snapped at the bandage. Once she tried to crawl back onto me, dragging the half-wrapped wing behind her until Brina blocked her path with both hands and a glare.

“No,” Brina said. “Heal first. Climb Theo later.”

Pippa puffed smoke at her.

Brina puffed air back.

The smoke blew into my face.

I coughed until my ribs hurt.

Pippa made a chirping sound that might have been guilt or might have been laughter. With dragons, I was not ready to guess.

By the time Mae tied the last strip of cloth, the sun had shifted past the well roof. The Color Prism stood covered with Elder Noll’s dark cloth. The square smelled of wet ash and crushed flowers.

My arm stung under its own bandage. I kept flexing my fingers to make sure they still worked.

Mae noticed. “Stop that unless you want it to split.”

I stopped for three breaths, then did it again when she looked away.

Brina sat on the rim of the well beside me, boots hooked on the lower stones. “Your hair is singed.”

“I know.”

“It’s sticking up on one side.”

“I know.”

“It looks terrible.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Milo hovered over Pippa with his hands half-raised, like he wanted to study her and apologize to her at the same time. “Do you remember where you fell from?”

Pippa’s eyes went to the sky.

The red crack was gone. Only a faint stain remained, like sunset had rubbed against the morning and failed to wash off.

“Bad wind,” she said.

Brina’s expression sharpened. “Wind?”

Pippa shook her head, frustrated. “Hot wind. Red storm. It threw me.”

“Color Storm,” Milo whispered.

The words made my stomach drop a little.

I had heard them in lessons and stories. Everyone had. Color running wild in the world. Burning rain in old valley tales. Blue waves that climbed cliffs. Black stones floating out of the ground. Most of the stories came from far away, told by merchants who liked a bigger meal with their bigger lies.

A red crack had opened above Lindle.

That did not feel far away.

Elder Noll had not left. He stood near the covered prism, his face worn and tight. “A Color Storm does not usually open so low.”

“Usually?” I asked.

He looked at me, then at Arcraid.

I did not like how everyone kept doing that.

“Usually,” he said.

Pippa struggled up onto her feet. The bandaged wing dragged, but her eyes had gone bright. “Father.”

Mae’s hands stilled. “What about your father?”

“Find Father.” Pippa wobbled toward the north road, made it three steps, and sat down hard.

Milo reached for her. “You cannot walk to wherever your father is with a wing like that.”

Pippa bared her teeth.

Milo pulled his hand back. “A persuasive counterpoint.”

I crouched in front of her. “Where is he?”

Pippa’s gaze moved past me, past the roofs, past the hills north of Lindle.

Everyone in town knew what stood that way. On clear days, if you climbed the mill ridge, you could see Mount Rusk with smoke curling from its broken top. The old fire mountain. Children dared each other to take three steps onto the lower black slopes. Adults pretended they had never done the same when they were young.

“Fire peak,” Pippa said.

Milo whispered something that sounded like three different plant names and a prayer to good sense.

Brina slid down from the well. “Your father is at Mount Rusk?”

Pippa nodded.

Mae stared at the tiny dragon for a long moment. “Of course he is.”

I looked at Arcraid again.

No red line. No glow. Nothing except a sword that had failed the rite in front of everyone and then done something impossible when nobody had time to understand it.

Jasper’s voice drifted from the far side of the square. “So he runs into fire once and now we all pretend he’s a dragon knight?”

I turned.

He had not gone home. Of course he had not. He stood near the baker’s wall with two other boys behind him, though both looked like they wanted to be somewhere safer.

Brina’s hand went to one dagger.

I stepped before she could draw it. “What do you want, Jasper?”

His eyes flicked to Pippa, then my sword. “I want people to stop acting like a mistake is a miracle.”

Pippa’s throat glowed faintly.

“Don’t,” I murmured.

She sneezed a spark at my boot anyway.

Jasper pointed his sword at Arcraid. Gold light snapped once along the edge. “If that blade had a color, it would have shown in the rite. It didn’t. A trick of fire doesn’t make you a swordsman.”

The words hit exactly where he aimed.

My hand tightened, but I did not draw.

Maybe because my arm hurt. Maybe because Pippa’s tiny claws had already punched enough holes in my sleeve. Maybe because I was tired of letting Jasper choose where my feet went.

“You froze,” I said.

Jasper’s face changed.

Only a little. Enough.

“When Pippa fell,” I said. “You had a gold blade in your hand. You froze.”

One of the boys behind him looked down.

Jasper stepped forward. “Say that again.”

Brina moved beside me. “Gladly.”

I raised a hand, not taking my eyes off Jasper. “You can be better than me with a sword. You are. Everyone knows it.”

His grip shifted.

“But you froze,” I said.

The square went quiet in that dangerous way again.

Jasper looked at me like he might swing. Part of me wanted him to. That part was loud and stupid and had burned sleeves.

Then Elder Noll’s staff struck the stones.

“Enough.”

Gold sparks snapped out along Jasper’s blade and died. He sheathed it too hard.

“This isn’t over,” he said.

I believed him.

He walked away, boots sharp on the stones, the two boys trailing after him.

Brina watched him go. “He’s unbearable.”

“He’s not wrong about being better.”

“He is wrong about the part that matters.”

I looked at her.

She shrugged. “Today, anyway.”

Mae barked a laugh.

Pippa crawled back to me and climbed my boot with stubborn, awkward little movements until I gave in and lifted her. She settled against my chest as if the matter had been decided. Her body was cooler now, or maybe my shirt had already been scorched enough not to notice.

Elder Noll came closer. “Theo, take her somewhere quiet. Mae’s forge may be best. We will speak with the town watch about the sky.”

Pippa’s eyes sharpened at the word quiet, like she did not intend to accept it.

Mae nodded toward her road. “Bring the menace.”

Brina picked up her stained cloak. “I’m coming.”

“I didn’t ask,” I said.

“That’s never stopped me.”

Milo lifted his bag. “I should come too. If the wing dressing dries out, it may pull against the scale line. Also, I am the only one here with even a very tiny amount of dragon-related herb knowledge, unless Mae has been hiding a library behind the coal.”

Mae snorted. “Only thing behind my coal is more coal.”

So we went to the forge.

Pippa hated the sound of hammering, so Mae did not hammer. That alone told me the world had tilted. I had seen Mae hammer through storms, fever, a sprained wrist, and once through a chicken getting loose inside the forge.

The dragon curled on a folded fireproof apron near the warm wall. Brina cleaned soot from her daggers. Milo mixed salve at Mae’s small table, muttering under his breath. Mae checked Arcraid without asking permission.

I let her.

She held the blade up to the forge light, turning it slowly.

“Anything?” I asked.

“No cracks.”

“I didn’t ask that.”

“I answered the important part.”

“Mae.”

She lowered the blade. The forge glow moved along it and slid through. “I saw the red.”

My chest loosened and tightened at once.

Brina looked up. Milo stopped muttering.

“It was there,” Mae said. “Thin as thread. Gone quick. But there.”

I sat on an overturned crate before my legs could decide for me. “Then why didn’t the prism show anything?”

Mae laid Arcraid across her palms. “Maybe the prism asks what color you have.”

“I don’t have one.”

“No.” She looked at the blade. “Maybe that’s not the same as having nothing.”

Pippa lifted her head.

Her gold eyes reflected the forge fire.

“Clear,” she said.

The word came out rough, but it struck harder than Jasper’s empty.

Milo leaned forward. “Clear? Theo is clear?”

Pippa blinked slowly, tired now. “Sword clear. Theo clear.”

Brina’s gaze moved to me. Not pity. Not even surprise. Something sharper, like she had seen a path in fog and was trying not to point too soon.

I rubbed my bandaged palm against my knee. “That doesn’t mean anything.”

Mae gave me a look. “You always this eager to throw away good mystery?”

“I’m eager for someone to say something that makes sense.”

“Then you’re in the wrong room,” Brina said.

A laugh slipped out of me.

Small. Cracked at the edges. Mine.

Pippa’s eyes drooped. Milo hurried to adjust the folded cloth under her bandaged wing. This time, she did not bite him.

The afternoon faded into evening with the town still buzzing outside. People came to the forge door in pairs and trios. Mae sent most of them away by existing in the doorway with her arms crossed. Elder Noll returned once to say the sky had settled and the watch had seen no more cracks. He looked at me like he wanted to ask ten things and feared the answers to all of them.

No one restarted the rite.

By sunset, my whole body hurt.

My arm pulsed under the bandage. My throat scratched from smoke. My head felt too full and too hollow at once.

Brina walked me home because she said I might trip into another disaster if left unattended. Milo stayed at the forge to watch Pippa, then Pippa woke, found me gone, and made such an awful screech that Mae wrapped her in the apron and brought her after us, swearing the whole way.

So Pippa came to my house.

My house was small and leaned a little east. The front step had a crack shaped like a crooked smile. The garden had more weeds than vegetables because I spent too much time training and not enough time pulling things from the dirt.

I paused at the door.

Brina noticed. She always noticed the things I wished she would miss.

“You don’t have to decide everything tonight,” she said.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“No.”

She smiled a little, then her face softened. “Your mother would have screamed at you for running into that fire.”

“I know.”

“Then hugged you.”

“I know.”

My hand stayed on the door latch.

There were days when the empty house felt normal. Not good. Never good. Just known. Today, with my burned sleeve and colorless rite and a tiny dragon wrapped in Mae’s apron, it felt like the house was holding its breath before I walked in.

Mae pushed past me and opened the door herself. “Standing there won’t cook supper.”

“You’re cooking?” I asked.

“No. I’m making sure you don’t try.”

That was fair.

Supper ended up being bread, cheese, apples, and soup from Mrs. Pell because Milo arrived carrying the pot with both hands and a solemn expression.

“She said the dragon should not have onions,” he reported.

Pippa sniffed the soup, sneezed, and stole a piece of apple instead.

Brina laughed so hard she had to lean against the wall.

For a little while, things almost felt simple. Not normal. Simple.

Pippa dozed near the hearth. Mae checked my burn again and wrapped it tighter. Milo explained three possible reasons a young dragon might survive a Color Storm and then admitted all three were guesses. Brina sharpened one dagger with slow strokes, eyes occasionally moving to Arcraid where it rested on my table.

The blade looked invisible in the candlelight unless I turned my head just right.

After everyone left, the quiet pressed in.

Mae took Pippa back to the forge because the hearth at my house was too small and, in her words, “If she coughs sparks in her sleep, I’d rather she do it near stone.” Pippa objected until I promised to visit first thing in the morning.

She seemed to understand promise.

That made giving one feel heavier.

I lay in bed without undressing, staring at the ceiling beams.

The day replayed in pieces, none of them where I wanted them. Jasper’s bored eyes. The Color Prism shining through Arcraid without stopping. The little red dragon falling. The fire splitting. The red thread inside the sword.

I lifted my bandaged hand in the dark and closed my fingers around air.

Colorless.

Clear.

Empty.

The words chased each other until I wanted to shove my head under the pillow. Instead, I got up.

Moonlight spilled through the window. Arcraid stood beside the wall where I had left it, though I did not remember setting it there. I drew it quietly.

The blade caught the moon and vanished into it.

I held it over the floor.

“Do it again,” I whispered.

Nothing.

I felt foolish immediately.

Still, I stayed there with the sword in my hand.

Outside, Lindle had gone mostly quiet. A dog barked twice. Somewhere, a shutter knocked in the wind. The Color Rite banners were probably still hanging in the square, scorched and wet, seven colors in the dark.

My sword had none of them.

I lowered the blade.

A tap came at the window.

I froze.

Another tap.

Small claws on glass.

I turned.

Pippa Redwing clung to the outside of my window frame like a very determined red bat, bandaged wing awkwardly tucked, golden eyes bright in the moonlight.

I rushed over and pushed the window open. “Pippa? What are you doing here?”

She tumbled in, landed on my blanket, and shook herself with a tiny offended snort.

“Mae is going to kill me,” I whispered.

Pippa ignored that. She climbed up the blanket, crossed the bed, and stopped in front of Arcraid. Her nostrils flared.

The sword gave no light.

Pippa looked at me.

For the first time since she had fallen from the sky, she seemed completely awake.

“Father,” she said.

My fingers tightened around the hilt. “At the fire peak?”

She nodded.

The room felt colder with the window open. My bandaged arm throbbed. Somewhere in the north, beyond the roofs and fields and dark hills, Mount Rusk breathed smoke into the night.

Pippa stepped closer to the blade and touched her nose to the flat.

A thin red spark flickered inside Arcraid, then disappeared.

Pippa’s voice dropped to a whisper rough as ash.

“Father wants to see your sword.”
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Chapter2: The Fire Valley Test
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I got as far as the back step before Brina spoke from the dark.

“Were you going to leave without me?”

I froze with one boot on the packed dirt and one still inside the kitchen.

Pippa, who was clinging to my shoulder under my cloak, made a small clicking sound against my ear. I grabbed her snout gently before she could answer for me.

The sky over Lindle had not turned pale yet. The houses were still black shapes with silver edges. A rooster had made one confused sound, then apparently decided it was too early and shut up. I had planned the quiet part well enough. I had wrapped my burned arm, packed bread, a water skin, two strips of dried meat, and the small whetstone Mae insisted I carry even though Arcraid never seemed to dull.

I had not planned for Brina Gale sitting on the low stone wall behind my house with both short daggers on her belt and a traveling bag at her feet.

“I was going to tell you,” I whispered.

“When? After you reached the fire peak?”

“That would still count.”

She hopped off the wall. “No, it would count as me chasing you and kicking you into a bush.”

Pippa wriggled free of my hand. “Bush?”

“No bush,” I said.

Brina’s eyes went to the lump under my cloak. “She’s awake.”

“She’s been awake since she climbed through my window.”

Pippa stuck her head out from beneath the cloak, golden eyes bright. “Father.”

Brina’s mouth tightened at that. Not fear exactly. Brina rarely showed fear the way other people did. Hers came out as sharper movements, shorter words, and wind tugging at her sleeves.

“You heard that part too?” I asked.

“You shout-whisper badly.”

“I do not.”

Pippa clicked twice.

I sighed.

Brina took a step closer and looked me over. Her gaze stopped at the bandage on my forearm, then the straps of my bag, then Arcraid at my hip. “Your arm is still burned.”

“It bends.”

“That’s a terrible way to measure it.”

“I can hold a sword.”

“Can you hold one while climbing a volcano?”

I glanced north.

The roofs of Lindle hid Mount Rusk from here, but I knew where it sat beyond the fields, beyond the dark hills. Smoke sometimes curled from its broken top on clear days. The old fire peak. Children dared each other to touch the black stones at its lower slopes. Nobody climbed high. Not unless they wanted every adult in Lindle to call them an idiot until winter.

Pippa’s claws pinched my shoulder through the cloak. “Go.”

Brina folded her arms. “She’s right.”

I blinked. “You’re not stopping me?”

“I just stopped you from going alone.”

“That sounds similar.”

“It’s not.” She picked up her bag. “Alone, you get lost, burned, eaten, or all three in some stupid order. With me, only two of those happen.”

Pippa sniffed Brina’s bag.

Brina pointed at her. “Don’t burn my food.”

Pippa drew herself up, all eight inches of smoky pride. “I don’t burn.”

A thin gray puff slipped from her nostrils and curled into my cheek.

Brina lifted one eyebrow.

Pippa tucked her head back into my cloak.

I should have argued. I knew that. Brina had her own family, her own newly shown white magic, her own life that did not have to be dragged toward a fire mountain before breakfast. But the words would not come right, because some ugly, honest part of me had been hoping she would appear.

The road beyond my garden looked less impossible with her standing on it.

I shut the kitchen door as quietly as I could.

A voice came from the front of the house. “You three done being sneaky?”

My whole body jolted.

Mae Hart stood in the lane with a lantern in one hand and a wrapped bundle in the other. Her hair was tied back even tighter than usual, and she wore the expression she used when steel cracked during quenching.

Brina did not even flinch. “Morning, Mae.”

“It is not morning. It is night wearing a thin coat.” Mae shoved the bundle at me. “Take this.”

I caught it one-handed. It was heavier than bread. “What is it?”

“Gloves. Salve. Flint. A small knife. More bandage. One of my good firecloth wraps, which you will bring back unless you want me haunting your ankles.”

“You knew?”

Mae looked at Pippa’s head poking out of my cloak. “The dragon screamed loud enough to wake the forge. Then she escaped through my roof vent like a drunk coal sprite. I guessed the rest.”

Pippa chirped, not at all guilty.

Mae stepped closer and tapped Arcraid’s scabbard with two fingers. “You sure?”

No.

The word sat in my mouth.

I looked at my bandaged hand, then at the faint stain of soot still under my nails. Last night, for one breath, Arcraid had carried a red line. This morning, it was only a transparent sword again. Maybe Jasper was right. Maybe firelight and panic had tricked me.

Pippa pressed her hot little body against my neck.

“Father wants to see your sword,” she whispered.

I swallowed. “No.”

Mae snorted. “That is the first sensible thing you’ve said.”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “But I’m going.”

Her eyes softened for half a blink, which was all Mae allowed before she hid it under a scowl.

“Then come back with all your fingers.”

Brina lifted a hand. “I’ll count them for him.”

“Count your own too.” Mae turned toward the forge road, then stopped. “Theo.”

I looked at her.

“Don’t try to be impressive to a dragon.”

“I wasn’t planning to.”

“You always plan that after the stupid part starts.” She pointed north with the lantern. “Keep your sword in your hand when the ground turns black. The old stones up there split without warning.”

I nodded.

Mae walked away, lantern light swaying across the dirt.

Brina waited until she was gone before she said, “She’s worried.”

“I know.”

“Good. If you didn’t, I was going to tell you more loudly.”

Pippa stretched her neck toward the north road. “Fire peak.”

The words pulled all three of us into motion.

We left Lindle by the mill path while the town slept behind us.

The fields outside town were damp with early mist. Wheat brushed my knees. Brina walked ahead where the path narrowed, her cloak gray in the moonlight instead of white. Pippa rode on my shoulder for the first mile, then climbed onto my head without asking and balanced there like a warm, scaly hat.

“Absolutely not,” I whispered.

Pippa dug in.

Brina glanced back and stopped walking.

“What?” I asked.

She pressed her lips together.

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“It’s not nothing.”

“Your dragon hat is very heroic.”

Pippa spread one tiny wing. The bandaged one twitched and made her wobble. I grabbed her before she slid down my face.

“She is not a hat.”

“I am not hat,” Pippa said.

Brina lost the fight and laughed.

The sound carried over the mist, bright and too loud for the hour. I looked back toward Lindle out of habit, half expecting some window to glow. None did. The town stayed dark, low and quiet under the fading stars.

My chest tightened.

I turned north again.

By sunrise, the fields had given way to scrub hills and black stones. The air changed first. It dried out. The sweet smell of wheat disappeared, replaced by ash, sun-baked rock, and something metallic that stuck to the back of my throat. Mount Rusk rose ahead, larger with every slope we climbed, its top broken open like a giant had bitten the rim.

Smoke curled from the peak.

Not much. Enough.

Pippa grew restless when the smoke came into view. She left my shoulder and fluttered badly toward a black boulder, landed sideways, tumbled once, and sprang up with a hiss at the ground like the ground had insulted her.

Brina winced. “That wing is not ready.”

“Father,” Pippa said.

“I know.” I crouched. “But falling on your face won’t get us there faster.”

Pippa stared at me.

Her eyes shone too bright. For the first time, I noticed how young she looked when she was not hissing at people. The chipped horn, the bandage, the too-thin neck. She had flown through a red tear in the sky, crashed into Lindle, and still dragged herself through my window because her father had asked for my sword.

Or because she needed him.

I held out my arm. “Ride.”

She hesitated just long enough to keep her pride, then climbed up.

Brina looked away, pretending she had not smiled.

The path grew mean after that. Loose rock slid under our boots. Heat seeped through the soles. No trees grew on the higher slopes, only stiff gray weeds and little red flowers that opened and closed whenever the wind changed. Once, a crack in the ground breathed steam across the path, and Brina yanked me back by my belt before I stepped into it.

“I saw it,” I said.

“You were looking at Pippa.”

“I was looking near Pippa.”

“Near steam is still steam.”

Pippa clicked from my shoulder. “Hot.”

“Yes, thank you,” I said.

A low rumble rolled under our feet.

We stopped.

Pebbles ticked down the slope. A line of red light pulsed far ahead between two black ridges, then dimmed.

Brina’s hand went to one dagger. “Is that normal for a fire peak?”

“How would I know?”

“You are the one who woke up and decided to climb it.”

“Pippa decided.”

Pippa lifted her head. “Father decided.”

The rumble came again, deeper.

The air above the ridge shimmered.

I drew Arcraid.

The transparent blade looked almost silly against the dark volcanic stone. It caught the red glow ahead and turned it into a thin reflection, nothing more.

My burned palm throbbed beneath its bandage.

Brina noticed my grip. “Theo.”

“I’m fine.”

“That usually means you are about to become not fine.”

The path ended at the ridge.

Beyond it, the mountain opened.

I had imagined a cave. Maybe a ring of fire. Maybe a red dragon sleeping on treasure because old songs loved treasure almost as much as they loved lying.

There was no cave.

There was a valley cut straight through the volcano’s shoulder, a long wound of black stone and moving heat. Rivers of lava crawled below, bright orange at the center, crusted red along the edges. Fire vents burst from the walls in uneven breaths. Ash drifted upward instead of falling. The far side of the valley vanished behind heat shimmer.

And above the lava, on broken pillars of stone, small red shapes clung and cried.

Pippa’s claws sank into my shoulder.

“Little ones,” she whispered.

I counted four. No, five. One was lower than the rest, barely visible through the heat. Tiny fire dragons, not much larger than Pippa, trapped on stone spires while lava moved around them. Their wings flapped uselessly in the hot air. One tried to leap to another pillar and scrambled back when flame shot up between them.

Brina’s face went tight. “We have to get them out.”

A shadow moved across the valley.

The heat seemed to bow.

I looked up.

A red dragon stood on the high ridge opposite us.

Not small. Not storybook-large in a way my mind could make friendly. Huge. His claws gripped the black stone like the mountain belonged under them. His wings folded along his sides, each one wide enough to cover half the square in Lindle. Horns swept back from his skull, dark at the tips. Scars crossed his snout and neck in pale lines, and beneath every scale, fire glowed like banked coals.

His eyes fixed on me.

My legs wanted to do something embarrassing.

Pippa sprang from my shoulder before I could stop her. She flapped, dropped, caught a hot updraft, and wobbled toward the great dragon.

“Pippa!” I shouted.

The huge dragon lowered his head.

Pippa crashed into his snout and clung there.

For a breath, the valley was only fire and the little sounds she made against him.

The great dragon closed his eyes.

I looked away because the moment felt too large to stare at.

Brina’s shoulder brushed mine. She had stepped close without saying anything.

The dragon opened his eyes again.

When he spoke, the stones under my boots trembled.

“My daughter carries your smoke on her scales, human boy.”

Pippa turned on his snout. “Theo.”

The great dragon’s gaze shifted to Arcraid. “Theo Bright.”

My name in his voice felt like a hand around my ribs.

“I’m Theo,” I said, and then hated myself because he had just said that.

Brina gave me the quickest sideways glance.

The great dragon’s nostrils flared. A wave of heat rolled over us. “I am Ragon.”

My mouth went dry.

Ragon.

Not just a red dragon. Not just Pippa’s father.

The red dragon king stood across the valley with lava shining beneath him, and I had ash on my boots and a sword that had failed in front of half my town.

Brina bent one knee.

I followed late and awkwardly.

Ragon made a low sound. It might have been amusement. It might have been the mountain considering whether to erupt.

“Stand,” he said. “Knees do not interest me.”

I stood fast enough that my injured arm complained.

Ragon looked from me to Brina. “The wind girl may watch. The test is not hers.”

Brina stiffened. “If Theo is crossing that valley, I’m helping.”

“No,” Ragon said.

The word hit the air like a falling boulder.

Brina’s white magic stirred around her boots. “Those little dragons are trapped.”

“They are.”

“You’re just watching.”

“I am.”

Her hand tightened around her dagger. “Why?”

Ragon lowered his head until his eyes were level with us across the valley. “Because the fire is not asking me.”

I did not understand that. Brina clearly did not either.

Pippa slid down from his snout to the stone near his claw. “Father. Theo clear.”

“I smell it,” Ragon said.

My grip tightened around Arcraid. “What does that mean?”

The red king’s gaze moved over the blade, through it, and somehow into my hand. “You carry no color of your own.”

The words still hurt, even from a dragon.

“Yes,” I said.

“But you ran through fire.”

“I didn’t have time to think.”

“That is often where truth hides.”

Brina muttered, “Dragons talk like Mae when she’s trying to sound old.”

Ragon’s eye shifted to her.

She went very still.

Pippa chirped.

The red king’s mouth opened slightly. Heat glowed between teeth longer than my arm. Then it faded.

“The small ones are of my valley,” he said. “The storm twisted the vents. Their ledges will fall.”

My stomach dropped as a stone pillar cracked below.

One of the little dragons shrieked.

Ragon did not move.

I looked at him. “You can fly.”

“Yes.”

“You can reach them.”

“Yes.”

“Then why—”

The rest tangled in my throat.

The red king’s voice rolled low. “A flame given to an unready hand burns the hand first. You touched my daughter’s fire and your clear blade answered. That answer was not yours yet.”

Arcraid felt colder in my grip.

Ragon stretched one claw and tapped the ridge. A line of fire ran along the stone between us, stopping just short of my boots.

“If you seek red, take one step into a place where red does not obey you. If you seek strength, carry what cannot carry itself. If you seek only a brighter blade, leave.”

My breath came shallow.

Below, the lava shifted.

A stone pillar leaned.

The little dragon on it cried out again.

Brina took a step forward. “Theo.”

I heard too many things in my name. Warning. Anger. Fear. Trust trying to decide if it had a place to stand.

“I don’t have red,” I said to Ragon.

“No.”

“I’m not fireproof.”

“No.”

“My sword might not do anything.”

Ragon watched me without blinking. “Then hold it well.”

That made no sense.

It made exactly enough.

I turned to Brina. “Can your wind clear smoke?”

“Yes.”

“Can it hold me if I fall?”

Her face changed.

“No,” she said.

“I didn’t ask if you wanted to.”

“I said no because I don’t know. The hot air is moving wrong down there. I can push smoke. I can maybe slow you. If a lava vent throws you sideways, I might make it worse.”

Honest. Too honest.

I nodded.

She grabbed my sleeve. “That was not permission to go.”

“I know.”

“Your arm—”

“I know.”

“Theo.”

The way she said it stopped me harder than Ragon’s fire line.

I looked at her.

Brina’s jaw was tight, but her eyes were bright in the heat. “Don’t turn this into proving Jasper wrong.”

The name hit like a slap because it had been hiding in the corner of my mind. Jasper’s bored face. Empty sword. Mistake. Trick of fire.

I looked down at the trapped dragons.

One of them was clawing at a cracked ledge with both front feet, wings beating too weakly to lift.

“I’m not,” I said.

My voice scraped.

Brina held my gaze for one more breath, then let go. “Then come back.”

Pippa cried from across the valley, “Theo!”

I stepped over Ragon’s line of fire.

Heat swallowed me.

The first slope down was black glassy stone, slick where ash had settled. I slid more than walked, boots skidding, sword held out for balance. Brina’s wind moved behind me, not pushing, just peeling smoke from my face whenever a vent coughed.

The valley noise grew with every step.

Lava did not roar the way fire did. It dragged. It cracked. It popped in thick bubbles that burst with wet, heavy sounds. My skin prickled. Sweat ran down my back and dried almost at once.

The nearest trapped dragon clung to a pillar about ten feet from the valley wall. Between us, lava crawled in a narrow stream. A few stones rose from it, black on top, red along the sides.

I tested the first with the tip of Arcraid.

The stone shifted.

I pulled the blade back fast.

“Great,” I whispered.

The little dragon stared at me with huge orange eyes.

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m new at this.”

It squeaked.

I glanced across the stream. The gap was too wide to jump clean with heat rising. Maybe Jasper could have done it. Gold in his legs, lightning in his blade. Brina could have used wind if the air were cooler. Milo would have named twelve plants that hated this place and then found the one that did not burn.

I had a clear sword and bad balance.

A vent burst to my left.

Flame shot up. Brina’s wind snapped the smoke aside before I choked, but the heat slapped the bandage on my arm. I hissed and stumbled.

The little dragon cried louder.

The pillar cracked.

I moved without having a full plan, which was becoming an awful habit.

I jammed Arcraid’s point between two stones on my side, angled the blade across the lava, and set the tip against the base of the pillar.

The sword bridged the gap.

Transparent. Thin. Ridiculous.

“No,” I said to myself.

The pillar cracked again.

I stepped onto the flat of Arcraid.

The blade bowed.

My stomach tried to climb out of my mouth.

“Theo!” Brina shouted from above.

I spread both arms. Heat rose around my legs. The sole of my boot slipped on the clear metal. Arcraid bent lower, close enough that orange light filled it from beneath.

“Don’t break,” I breathed.

One step.

The sword flexed.

Second step.

A bubble burst below and spat molten droplets. One hit my left boot. Fire bit through leather. I clenched my teeth so hard my jaw hurt.

Third step.

I reached the pillar and grabbed black stone with both hands.

The little dragon lunged at my face.

I flinched.

It grabbed my hair.

“Not helpful,” I snapped.

It scrambled onto my shoulder, claws digging through my tunic. It was lighter than Pippa, hotter too, all trembling bones and sparks.

Now I had to get back.

Arcraid still lay across the gap. The hilt was on my side, the tip wedged near the pillar. I had crossed away from the hilt like an idiot.

The sword began to slide.

“Oh no.”

I dropped flat and grabbed the tip.

Pain shot through my burned palm. The transparent metal was hot now, hotter than it should have been, and slick with ash.
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