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      Sweat dripped down the sides of Lieutenant Rysha Ravenwood’s face, but she dared not take her hands from the hilt of her sword to wipe it away. Her spectacles fogged in the cool evening air, leaving her opponent a blur.

      A barrage of blows came her way. High, high, low, followed by a swipe from the side. Mud squished under her boots as she danced about, doing her best to anticipate those attacks and block in time. Only quick reflexes and a good sense of balance kept her on her feet, her opponent’s sword clashing off the edge of her own rather than slicing into her.

      Her spectacles fogged further, and frustration welled inside of her. She could barely see, damn it.

      She wouldn’t yield, wasn’t even sure her ferocious opponent would let her yield, but she longed to ask for a three-second break so she could wipe her lenses. This wasn’t fair. But she knew a real enemy—whether airship pirate, Cofah soldier, or dragon—wouldn’t give her a break.

      Rysha felt a modicum of pride that she was doing as well as she was. She hadn’t been able to shift the momentum and take the offensive, but at least she had so far blocked everything the big, muscular man threw at her. Then she leaned her weight into her front foot in an attempt to counter a parry, and a boot that she hadn’t noticed swept in, hooking her behind the knee.

      Before she could compensate, it pulled her leg out from under her. She lurched backward, trying to regain her balance, but her opponent surged in to take advantage. He slashed toward her face with his sword. While she was busy jerking her blade up to defend, he slammed his weight into her chest.

      Rysha fell backward, her shoulders hitting the mud with a squish. She tried to turn the fall into a roll, as she’d been taught, both to save her back and to put distance between her and her foe, but he was too fast. Weight settled on her chest—it was either his knee or a steam carriage—and the edge of his sword came to rest against her cheek.

      She opened her hand and let the chapaharii blade, Dorfindral, fall from her fingers. A sense of disgruntlement emanated from the sword. Had she been battling a sorcerer or dragon instead of a normal man, she knew the blade would have objected even more, maybe taking over her body and guiding her to defend herself more competently. She was tempted to whisper the Old Iskandian words that told the sword to “take over,” just in case it could do something to get the weight off her chest so she could breathe, but that might escalate this encounter from a sparring match to a blood bath. One that would mostly involve her blood, she wagered.

      “You don’t just watch the blade, Lieutenant,” her foe—and instructor—Colonel Therrik growled. “You need to be aware of everything your enemy is doing. The whole body is a threat. And don’t forget to watch what’s going on around you too. Enemies don’t always stand back and attack you one at a time.”

      “I don’t think she can watch much of anything with her spectacles all fogged up and spattered with mud,” came Captain Kaika’s dry observation from the side.

      Therrik finally removed his blade and his knee, grumbling as he stood up. Rysha didn’t catch all the words, but it sounded like, “…can’t believe they let some blind kid into the elite troops.”

      Her cheeks heated from more than the exertion of the sword fight. Technically, she was only in the elite troops training program. The aches and pains afflicting her entire body reminded her that she’d endured a sixteen-mile run with a full pack and all her gear that morning, followed by hand-to-hand combat with the other recruits. This sword work was an after-hours extracurricular activity for her and the other three chapaharii sword wielders, preparation for the inevitable return of hostile dragons to Iskandian skies.

      “Maybe she can get a dragon to fix her eyesight,” Colonel Grady, another elite troops officer who’d been selected to wield one of the blades, observed as Rysha pushed herself to her feet and wiped her spectacles. “I understand the one with the temple is back in town and offering his services as a magical medic. Magical medic, I like that.” He grinned, a boyish grin that seemed odd on a man who’d probably killed hundreds of people during his career. Then he fished a worn journal out of his pocket and pulled a pencil nub out of the spirals. It looked like the notebooks the pilots kept for making flight-related calculations in the air, but his was full of words written in a tiny script. He found an open spot and scribbled in it. “Magical medic. For when you’ve got a headache.” He grinned again. “Not a true rhyme, but I can make it work with the right inflection.”

      Perhaps seeing Rysha’s curious expression, Kaika explained, “Colonel Grady fancies himself a bard.”

      “More of a songwriter,” the colonel explained, ignoring a groan from Therrik. “But I do perform with my brother and his troupe in between missions.”

      “All those language schools the army sent you to, and that’s what you do with your education?” Therrik demanded.

      “’Tis a poor brain that can only figure out one thing to do with a language.” Grady put his notebook away, still grinning. “Who said that? That’s a quote.”

      “Trudusky,” Rysha supplied.

      “Hah, I knew it.”

      “Let’s get back to work,” Therrik said. “No dragon is going to be defeated by someone singing at him.”

      “Are you sure?” Grady asked. “I seem to remember a fairy tale about a maiden winning a dragon’s love by singing to him.”

      “You’re not a maiden.”

      “But I’m a handsome and virile soldier. I might attract a female dragon with my words.” Grady looked at Rysha, as if she might know something about the subject.

      Rysha grimaced. The new female dragon, Shulina Arya, had appeared earlier in the week when she’d been in the middle of running the obstacle course. While soldiers all over the field had shouted in alarm and run for their weapons, the dragon had alighted atop the wall and asked Rysha if she needed assistance going over it. Rysha had refused with a polite, “No, thank you.” A few seconds later, as she clawed her way through the low crawl, Shulina Arya had requested more stories. Finally, after Rysha made it through the course, and the whole fort had been alerted to the dragon’s presence, Shulina Arya had flown down to stand next to her, then asked if she should have appeared in ferret form, so as not to alarm the humans. As if it hadn’t already been too late for that.

      Fortunately, the soldiers had realized she was one of the friendly dragons before doing anything stupid, such as shooting at her, but everyone was now referring to Shulina Arya as Rysha’s dragon. This wasn’t the first time a male soldier had asked her if female dragons shape-shifted and enjoyed spending time with virile men. At least Colonel Grady’s speculation was more subtle, and possibly only a joke.

      “Who told you that you were handsome, sir?” Kaika asked, saving Rysha from having to respond. “You’ve got a nose like a tomahawk, eyes the color of mud, and only half an ear on the left side.”

      “Really, Captain. It’s at least three-quarters of an ear. And I can still use it to hear a woman’s mellifluous tones.”

      “Seven gods, he reminds me of Zirkander,” Therrik grumbled.

      “Ah, General Zirkander!” Grady grinned again. “I wrote a ballad about him and the exploits of Wolf Squadron a couple of years ago.”

      Therrik growled. “I knew there was a reason we’d never been on any missions together.”

      “Yes, because I get sent out to gather intel. You get sent out to shoot people.”

      “Shoot? I usually use my bare hands.”

      “Charming,” Kaika murmured.

      Grady tapped his chin thoughtfully, pulled out his notebook again, and wrote something else.

      Therrik scowled at him, but only for a second. He pointed at their muddy practice field. “You two women pair up. Run through the eights drill while we’ve still got some daylight left. Minstrel, you and I will—”

      “Company coming,” Kaika said, nodding toward the walkway overlooking the exercise field. “Royal company.”

      King Angulus strode toward the stairway leading down to the field, six guards in dark blue uniforms trailing closely behind him. A familiar officer wearing a leather flight jacket strolled at the king’s side, the light from the gas lamps glinting off the polished gold rank pins on his collar and cap. General Zirkander.

      Startled by the king’s appearance—what was he doing out here?—Rysha sheathed Dorfindral and hurried to wipe as much mud off her uniform as possible. Which yielded less than optimal results.

      The start of summer was only a month away, but it had rained every day this week. As she’d observed while attending school here, the capital shared the predominantly cloud-covered and damp climate of her family’s valley to the south.

      Angulus stopped at the top of the stairs and eyed the field below. Someone had spread wood chips to create a path to the various training stations, but they were as soggy as the surrounding mud.

      Zirkander made a megaphone with his hands and called to them. “Kaika and Ravenwood, report!”

      “Yes, sir,” Kaika called back and ran toward the stairs, her boots squishing in the mud.

      Startled to have been included, Rysha paused a few seconds before taking off.

      “Why are they getting singled out and not us?” Grady asked.

      “Jealous you won’t be able to sing your ballad for Zirkander?” Therrik asked.

      “Oh, he’s already heard it,” Grady said as Rysha sprinted after Kaika. “My brothers and I shared it with him at a tavern one night. He was impressed. Bought us beers.”

      “Probably to shut you up.”

      Rysha didn’t hear the rest. She hurried, trying to catch up with Kaika.

      At six feet, they were both tall women, but Kaika seemed to have longer legs, legs that propelled her along like an antelope bounding across a meadow. Rysha, her sword scabbard banging against her leg and mud flying up to spatter her spectacles, didn’t feel nearly as agile, not at that moment. She had won all manner of sports contests as a girl, but that had rarely involved slogging through mud while wearing combat boots.

      They ran up, stopping at the bottom of the stairs, and saluted both men. Fortunately, genuflections to the king weren’t required from soldiers in uniform.

      Zirkander propped an elbow on the railing as he casually returned the salutes with his free hand. Angulus inclined his head in a nod.

      “That sprint must have been for you, Sire,” Zirkander said. “Women don’t usually run that fast when I call them over.”

      “That’s not what the stories say.” Angulus slanted him a look Rysha couldn’t quite read.

      Zirkander shrugged easily. “You can’t believe everything in those stories.”

      Rysha wondered if the king had heard Grady’s ballad. Or perhaps there were other ballads. The pilots did get a lot of coverage in the newspapers, and even the king was on record as calling the members of Wolf Squadron national heroes. As far as Rysha knew, few of the elite troops received that distinction, even though they trained assiduously—if not obsessively—and went on missions every bit as dangerous as those the pilots went on. She’d been aware of Captain Kaika’s career for years, but only because she’d been fascinated by her—the only woman who’d passed the rigorous physical tests and qualified for the elite troops—and wanted to emulate her.

      “You’re wearing mud,” Angulus told Kaika quietly, meeting her eyes.

      “Yes, it’s terribly fashionable this year. And it’s good for the skin. Helps me keep a healthy glow.”

      “Is that your secret?”

      “One of them. I can’t share them all.” Kaika winked.

      They shared a smile, reminding Rysha that they reputedly had a relationship rather different from the kind most soldiers had with the king.

      Angulus’s face grew more serious as he turned to address Rysha. “Lieutenant Ravenwood, what’s your progress on the chapaharii research?”

      “It’s only been a week since we returned from the Antarctic,” Kaika said before Rysha could open her mouth. “And she went to her grandmother’s funeral for a couple of those days. The rest, she’s been training from before dawn until dusk, including extra training with the swords.”

      “I’ve found references to seven weapons, Sire,” Rysha said. “Three spears, two swords, a shield, and a bow—I’d be quite fascinated to see how a bow works. Does it require special chapaharii arrows or is the bow itself sufficient when using regular arrows? That one is a question mark, so it may not be worth investigating. However, it is believed to be in some ruins in Dakrovia, rather than on Cofah soil, so it might be easier to get to. One spear is also in Dakrovia, in a wealthy plantation owner’s personal collection. It would likely have to be bartered for, and possibly only granted on a loan. There aren’t many known weapons out there that aren’t in personal collections or museums. I believe Prince Varlok ordered all the Cofah museum pieces extracted and put into the hands of his troops. The empire is even more inundated by dragons than we are right now. Oh, I also found evidence that a little over three thousand years ago, there was a high concentration of the swords on Rakgorath. It’s unknown whether any remain, as the criminals running the place might have found them and sold them, but it might be worth sending an expedition.”

      Rysha trailed off because Kaika was staring at her with her mouth dangling open.

      “When did you have time to do research?” Kaika asked.

      “I stayed up late a few nights. I also had some time while I was waiting for my turn on the rifle range yesterday.”

      “I thought you were reading a comic book.”

      “I just told Corporal Oakridge that so he wouldn’t make fun of my academic tendencies,” Rysha said.

      “If that corporal makes fun of you again, you punch him in the nose.”

      “We were told we’re not allowed to hit the other rookies outside of combat practice.”

      “Then it’s a good thing you have permission from a superior officer.”

      Rysha looked up at Zirkander and Angulus, doubting they should be discussing rule-breaking openly in front of authority figures. Not that Zirkander, still leaning against the railing, one boot crossed over the other, was a particularly daunting authority figure. Angulus, on the other hand, always appeared stern and forbidding in photographs, and that sternness also came through when he addressed his subjects for speeches.

      But now, he only shook his head and told Rysha, “You’re lucky she didn’t recommend blowing up this corporal. She has a fondness for explosives.”

      “Yes, Sire. I look forward to learning about demolitions from her once I pass my training and officially become one of the elite troops.” Even though the odds were against her succeeding at that, Rysha refused to say if.

      “Good.” Angulus turned toward Zirkander and opened his mouth, but paused before speaking and frowned at his officer’s relaxed stance.

      Zirkander pushed off the railing and straightened, clasping his hands behind his back in a parade-rest stance. Even so, he couldn’t quite manage the blank-faced, serious-soldier expression most privates mastered after being yelled at a few times. His lips looked like they might crook into a smirk at any second.

      “Has anybody ever told you that you look insolent even when you’re not doing anything, Zirkander?” Angulus asked.

      “On a daily basis, Sire.” His lips lost the battle and formed a full smirk.

      Angulus grunted. “Get the non-Cofah locations from Ravenwood. The empire hasn’t been at our throats since their emperor mysteriously disappeared, so let’s not start anything by stealing from them.”

      “Mysteriously.” This time, Kaika smirked.

      “Pick some pilots and form a couple of teams,” Angulus continued to Zirkander. “They’ll take the two-man craft and each fly one of our elite troops. Therrik will choose likely candidates from his people.”

      Zirkander’s smirk disappeared. “He’s not going, is he? He gets airsick, you know.”

      “Many people do when their pilot flies them upside down through Crazy Canyon.” Angulus lifted a hand to forestall whatever retort Zirkander planned to make. “He can pick himself if he wants. I don’t care who goes, so long as they’re reliable people who can take care of themselves in a fight. And find Sardelle or someone to help you ensure none of them have dragon blood.” Angulus issued an exasperated grunt. “I had Colonel Quataldo picked out to wield one of the dragon-slaying swords.” He waved at the blades sheathed at Kaika’s and Rysha’s waists. “Imagine my surprise when the sword zapped him.”

      “Uh, yes, Sire. I could have told you about that. Apparently, his amazing egg-carving skill isn’t purely a result of natural artistic ability.”

      Rysha wrinkled her brow. Egg carving? She’d seen the elite troops colonel around the fort a couple of times but had never spoken to him and had no idea what they were talking about. Nobody else appeared surprised by the comment, so she kept her mouth shut.

      “Make sure you’ve got people along who can actually wield the weapons if you’re able to recover them,” Angulus said.

      “Are we going?” Kaika cocked her head toward Rysha. “Our lieutenant has already had her training interrupted once. While she’s quite qualified to do research, she hasn’t passed the tests yet, so she’s not ready for missions.”

      Rysha wanted to object, but how could she? She’d been sent on the mission to destroy the dragon portal because of her academic knowledge, not her four months of experience as an artillery officer, nor the three weeks of elite-troops training she’d endured before going.

      “Sometimes, officers have to take on responsibility beyond their rank,” Angulus said, opening an apologetic hand toward Rysha. “Kaika, you two are going on another mission, one General Zirkander has convinced me will be worth the time and resources.” Angulus’s lips thinned as he eyed Zirkander again. “Including sending two chapaharii blades off to who knows where.”

      “I didn’t request the swords, Sire. Just officers who Captain Trip knows and trusts.”

      Trip? A tiny knife twisted in Rysha’s heart.

      She hadn’t seen him since their team reported to Angulus in Zirkander’s office in the citadel. Since then, she had been extremely busy, as Kaika had pointed out, but there had been a few nights when she’d thought about heading to the men’s barracks to look for him, to see if he wanted to talk. But she’d reminded herself of her vow that she wouldn’t spend time with him until she found a way to ensure that she, and nobody else, could control Dorfindral.

      As with the other chapaharii weapons, it wanted to kill those with dragon blood flowing through their veins, those whose ancestry gave them the power to perform magic. And Trip was such a person. More than such a person. Two thousand years ago, during the First Dragon Era, there must have been numerous people walking around who were half human and half dragon, but right now, Trip was possibly the only person in the world with that much dragon blood.

      “If he’s going to look for a dragon,” Angulus said, “he had better have along people who have the power to hurt it. By their reports—” he waved to Kaika and Rysha, “—we have no way to know in advance if this dragon will look favorably upon him or be interested in allying itself with Iskandia.”

      “This is true, Sire,” Zirkander said. “It might try to flambé them for a snack.”

      “I just love it when Zirkander recommends me for a special mission,” Kaika muttered to Rysha.

      Despite the words, her eyes gleamed. Kaika probably did love it, the potential to become a snack notwithstanding.

      “I’ll pick the pilots and tell them to pack, Sire,” Zirkander said. “Kaika, Ravenwood, you better pack too. You’re going to help Trip find his papa dragon. We’re assuming it’s alive somewhere, since his mother found it. And did interesting things with it. I guess that makes it a him.” Zirkander’s lips twisted. As comfortable as he was around magic, even he seemed to find the idea of dragons having sex with humans a little startling. “Pack your weapons and whatever research material you might need, and meet at the hangar two hours after morning formation. Trip and the rest of the team will meet you there.”

      “After morning formation?” Kaika asked. “That’s so late, General. You usually send us off at dawn. Or earlier.”

      “First formation of the month tomorrow morning.” Zirkander winked. “I hear there will be a few promotions. And I suspect Trip will be pleased to have his recent one to captain recognized in front of the new squadron he’s finally gotten a chance—a brief chance—to work with.”

      “Ah. Yes, sir.”

      “Did he choose us for the mission, sir?” Rysha wasn’t sure how she felt about that. A part of her danced inside at the idea of seeing him again, and once again putting to use the fancy rifle mount he’d built her to use in the flier, but she vividly remembered Dorfindral taking over and forcing her to attack him.

      Her archaeology and history degrees meant she was a good person to take along on a search for a dragon, but she wouldn’t have expected him to request her after that incident. Though he clearly didn’t hold it against her. That knife twisted in her heart again at the memory of Trip asking her to walk along the harbor with him at sunset some evening, and her having to tell him that she couldn’t, not until she had control of that sword.

      Rysha had been meaning to go out to see Sardelle, to see if she had any suggestions about how to gain that control, since her own research hadn’t turned up anything besides the original command words. Command words that only worked until an enemy came along who also knew them. Unfortunately, she hadn’t had time yet for that visit.

      “Actually,” Zirkander said, “I chose you. Trip hasn’t shown much interest in announcing his unique heritage to the world, so I thought it would be best to pick people who already knew about it.”

      “Did he mention…” Rysha grimaced. “Well, I guess it would have been in the report.”

      “The part where you and your sword attacked him?” Zirkander asked.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “He didn’t, but I’ve seen it happen before.” Zirkander’s affable face lost all of its humor. “Unfortunately, that’s the tradeoff—the risk—that comes with those swords, that they can be used on magical friends as well as foes.”

      “I’m hoping to find a way to ensure they’ll obey only their wielders.”

      “Oh? That would be research worth doing.” Zirkander looked at Angulus, who nodded gravely back. Rysha thought that might mean she would be removed from the mission in order to stay here to do that research, but then Zirkander added, “Take some books. You can study up on the flight to wherever Trip says you’re going.”

      “Trip’s in charge?” Kaika asked dubiously.

      “Nah, he won’t be the ranking officer. But since it’s his papa dragon, he’ll have to be a consultant.”

      Papa dragon. Such an innocuous name for Agarrenon Shivar, the elder gold dragon that, according to Bhrava Saruth, had sired Trip.

      Despite her busy week, Rysha had managed time to look up the ancient dragon—he’d been around back when humans were first mastering agriculture—and he sounded anything but innocuous. She feared Trip would be disappointed if they did find him. She’d already warned him not to expect fondness or even an acknowledgment from the dragon. And she suspected Zirkander’s joke about flambéing might be closer to the truth than he realized.

      Rysha touched the hilt of Dorfindral, suspecting she would need the sword on this mission.
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      Trip knocked on the door of the two-story cottage outside of town that Sardelle and General Zirkander shared with Sardelle’s magic-wielding students and occasional dragon house guests. He’d yet to see a neighbor out in any of the yards on the dead-end street, or even a sign that anyone occupied the handful of houses. Maybe the unorthodox visitors had driven others away.

      He felt bemused—or was chagrined the word?—to know that he qualified as one of those visitors.

      The door opened, revealing Sardelle standing inside, her black hair down and her newborn baby swaddled in a wrap in her arms. She must have been in the middle of doing motherly things.

      Trip winced, feeling guilty for interrupting her. He shouldn’t have come out this evening. Oh, Sardelle had insisted—she’d only taken two days off from tutoring him since she’d given birth earlier in the week—but he still felt guilty.

      “Here, ma’am,” Trip blurted and thrust out a tool he’d made. “It’s for you and the general. It’s a wine opener. With some special features. See here? This grips the bottle, so you can open it one-handedly. That’ll come in handy for, uh…” He waved at the baby, though he didn’t mean to suggest she would be, or should be, swilling wine while mothering.

      “It’s very nice. Thank you. And I look forward to trying it, just as I do the apple corer and slicer.” Sardelle smiled. “But you don’t need to bring a gift every time you show up for lessons, Trip.”

      “I know, ma’am.” He bit his lip. “But you won’t let me pay you.”

      “I know what officers make. The military isn’t overly generous, considering you risk your lives daily.”

      “I could still pay you. I don’t have many expenses.”

      “There’s no need for payment, I assure you.” Sardelle backed away from the door, nodding for him to come inside. “I enjoy teaching, and it’s an honor for me to instruct a student of your caliber.”

      “Are you sure? Because no teacher has ever said that to me before. I distinctly remember the words ‘trying’ and ‘easily distracted’ on a lot of my report cards.”

      The baby’s eyes were closed, but he made faint cooing noises, and a tiny hand lifted in the air, fingers opening and closing. Sardelle plucked something off a table behind her—a ring toy with little disks that clacked together. Trip eyed it as she placed it in the baby’s grip. Would toys make better gifts than housewares? He might be able to come up with something suitable.

      “Among the Referatu,” Sardelle said, “it was always considered an honor to teach. A part of myself is passed along in what I teach, just as my instructors shared a part of themselves when teaching me. It’s a legacy of a sort. One day, you’ll teach others.”

      Trip decided he shouldn’t admit that he would prefer to teach someone how to make a wine opener than how to use magic. Everything he’d learned in the last couple of weeks continued to daunt him, and he was far more alarmed at the idea of having a dragon for a father than he was intrigued.

      Oh, she knows you’d rather play with tools than magic, Jaxi, Sardelle’s sentient soulblade, spoke into his mind from wherever she was in the house. Nobody here is obtuse. Or unobservant.

      Just nettlesome, answered Trip’s new soulblade, Azarwrath.

      The sword hung in a scabbard from his belt. Even though Trip felt self-conscious attempting to learn magic under the “eye” of a fifteen-hundred-year-old sorcerer, Azarwrath hadn’t been amenable to being left back in the barracks.

      You had better not be referring to Sardelle, Jaxi growled.

      I was not. She is a healer and knows the proper place for a woman in society. She is also not nosy or intrusive.

      Insult me again, and I’ll smite you into a puddle of molten ore.

      You haven’t the power to do so.

      “Trip?” Sardelle had moved through the living area and into the doorway of a room that did double duty as Zirkander’s home office and her meditation and instruction salon.

      “Sorry, ma’am.” Trip hurried to follow her, moving around the massive couch custom-made from shot-up flier parts. “Our swords were arguing again.”

      “Yes, I know.”

      No, she definitely wasn’t obtuse or unobservant.

      “Do you want me to take the baby, Sardelle?” Tylie asked, flouncing out of the kitchen with another child snugged against her hip, Ridge and Sardelle’s toddler. What was her name? Marinka.

      “Maybe in a little while. I think he’s about to settle down for a nap. Thank you for watching Marinka.”

      “I love babysitting,” Tylie said.

      Thank the gods someone does, Jaxi said. I was glad to be here to help Sardelle with the birth, but there’s been so much squalling in the house.

      Trip scratched his head, perplexed as to how a magical sword that specialized in fireballs could “help” with a birth.

      By being supportive, genius.

      One imagines that her fireballs might be less alarming than her notion of support, Azarwrath murmured.

      Trip followed Sardelle into the office and sat across from her on a floor cushion. It looked like it would just be the two of them this evening. Maybe his ego would have a chance to recover. It had been squashed by having an eleven-year-old boy and twelve-year-old girl outperform him in joint lessons. Even though he told himself they’d had much more practice, having been training with Sardelle for the last year, it was hard to be outshone by children.

      How are you doing with your bank vault? Sardelle asked telepathically, her eyes closing.

      She referenced the exercise Jaxi had first introduced him to where he imagined his mind inside of a vault so other sorcerers—and dragons—couldn’t read his thoughts. At least that was the goal.

      Working on it, ma’am. And also on trying to expand the vault to keep those around me from having their thoughts read. But I haven’t had a dragon to practice on to see if it’s working.

      If you want a dragon, we would be happy to send one with you to the barracks, Sardelle thought.

      I don’t think the CQ sergeant would appreciate that.

      We’ll warm up with mind-protecting exercises today, then move on to your specialty, creating and manipulating fire. Later, Tylie will bring her soulblade Wreltad in. He’s agreed to work with you on mind control, one of his specialties.

      A shiver went down Trip’s spine. Mind control, ma’am? I don’t want to control anyone.

      That’s heartening to hear, but it will help with all the mental arts. I understand you had some luck dealing with dragons and forcing their barriers down by attacking their minds.

      Oh, right. Yes.

      Trip forced aside his squeamishness, telling himself this was for the greater good. It would be useful if he could protect his fellow pilots from dragon attacks, as well as assist those who wielded the chapaharii blades.

      An image of Rysha flashed into his mind, smiling as she shared her research findings, then standing up for him back in that tavern when others had singled him out for having un-Iskandian bronze skin and dark green eyes. Or maybe just because he was odd. Funny how many people had picked up on that even before he’d realized he had more than a well-developed sixth sense.

      A clunk sounded as the front door opened.

      “We’re in here, Ridge,” Sardelle called, her eyes still closed as she sat cross-legged with the baby in her arms.

      “I have company,” came the general’s response. “Is everybody decent?”

      “Olek is naked inside of his wrap, but I believe everyone else is fully clothed.”

      Trip scrambled to his feet and saluted as Zirkander walked in while removing his cap and scraping his fingers through his short brown hair. He flicked a lazy return salute toward Trip as he headed for Sardelle.

      “Naked inside his wrap?” Zirkander asked. “Sounds scandalous.” He bent to kiss the top of her head.

      The baby’s eyes opened, and he lifted both hands. Zirkander lowered a finger, and tiny ones wrapped around his.

      “Can I borrow your student for a few minutes?” Zirkander waved his free hand toward the living area.

      From his position, Trip couldn’t see through the doorway, but he let his senses drift outward. His heart lifted when he recognized Rysha’s aura.

      Had she come to see him? Or Sardelle? Probably Sardelle, he decided, not without disappointment. Trip hadn’t been telling people he was coming out here in the evenings. As futile as it surely was, he was trying to pretend to the rest of his new squadron mates that he was simply Captain “Sidetrip,” a perfectly normal pilot with a penchant toward disobeying orders and following hunches that begged him to investigate. Maybe that wasn’t entirely normal.

      “I don’t know about that,” Sardelle said, taking Ridge’s arm and letting him help her to her feet. “He hasn’t yet mastered mental power forging.”

      “I’m still working on that too.” Zirkander winked.

      Sardelle swatted his arm.

      “Trip, you ready for your mission?” Zirkander tilted his head toward the living room.

      Trip also sensed Captain Kaika out there, strolling into the kitchen where Tylie, the dragon-in-human-form Phelistoth, and the toddler were talking and preparing food. Presumably, Tylie was doing most of the work.

      With a surge of anticipation—and alarm—Trip realized this had to be about the mission he had suggested. The one that had seemed like a good idea at the time, but that terrified him now that he’d had more time to think about it.

      “Yes, sir,” he made himself say and followed Zirkander to the doorway. “Thank you for your help, ma’am,” he told Sardelle before stepping out of the office.

      “You’re welcome. I can send along some workbooks if you’re going to be gone long.”

      “Workbooks?” Trip imagined sheets urging him to identify nouns and verbs and prove he could count the number of fish in a pond.

      “I made them for my younger students.” Her lips curved upward. “You may be ready for them.”

      “May.”

      “May. We haven’t worked on everything they touch upon, so you’ll find challenges.”

      For your information, Jaxi thought, you have to move the fish around in the pond on the page. Without cutting the paper and using glue.

      Does your commentary mean I’m not being successful in keeping my bank vault door closed? Trip asked.

      It means that Iskandian soulblades are nosy, Azarwrath said.

      Don’t make me have Sardelle take me outside so we can have a showdown, Jaxi told him.

      “Good evening, Captain Trip,” Rysha said, heading toward the office as Trip stepped out of it. She smiled at him, but she also looked like she wanted to hurry past without a longer encounter.

      He stepped aside so he wouldn’t be in her way, but his heart broke a little. He still wasn’t entirely certain her distance was because of the problem with controlling the sword. Their first kiss had been before the revelation about his heritage had come out. Of course, there had been a kiss after that too. A quick one before they went into battle together. She’d spoken of them spending a weekend together in a quaint rural cottage in her family’s valley, something he’d fantasized about more than once since then.

      Sardelle appeared in the doorway, and Rysha stopped short.

      “Ma’am, General Zirkander brought me here so I could ask you a couple of questions about the chapaharii weapons.”

      Sardelle nodded. “I know.”

      “Oh. Uhm, right.” Rysha hesitated, appearing disconcerted at this demonstration of telepathic communications happening around her, but she pushed her spectacles up on her nose and recovered. She still wore her army uniform, a rumpled and mud-spattered one with a knife gash in one sleeve. They must have come straight from the fort. She didn’t appear to have brought Dorfindral with her. Probably wise considering all the magic in this house. “It’s about the command words. And… power.” Rysha glanced at Trip.

      “Do you want me to leave?” He couldn’t tell if that glance meant she was uncomfortable talking about this in front of him. He looked for Zirkander. Hadn’t the general wanted to talk to him?

      But Zirkander was involved in a conversation with a silver-haired man Trip recognized as Phelistoth in shape-shifted form. He didn’t notice Trip’s glance. The words “coffee maker” came up, and Zirkander frowned at the dragon.

      “No,” Rysha said. “I’m trying to figure out a solution for my problem with Dorfindral, which is also your problem with Dorfindral.”

      “The problem where he wants me dead?” Trip asked.

      “Yes, and has been allowed to—ordered to—use me to try to make that happen. Despite me using the command words.” Rysha winced and faced Sardelle again. “Ma’am, I’ve heard from you and Captain Kaika that the chapaharii swords have turned against their wielders before.”

      “Multiple times, yes.”

      The baby cooed and waved a hand. Rysha smiled briefly and wriggled her fingers back, but she was clearly too distracted to admire a newborn. “When it happened to me with Trip, I was saying the control words, but so was a Cofah sorceress on the other side of the chamber.”

      Sardelle nodded without surprise.

      “The times you witnessed it, was it something similar? And did the words of the new speaker override the words the wielder used?”

      “The first time it happened,” Sardelle said, “we’d just acquired Kasandral, and nobody knew about the words. The queen spoke them, and the sword took over Cas—its wielder at the time—and used her to attack me. After that, we were able to find an old book with the command words in it. Cas memorized them, and they worked to quell the blade in normal situations, but the dragon we soon battled knew them somehow. He might have plucked them out of her mind, or he might have learned them long ago in his lifetime. He uttered them, and even though Cas kept saying the words, the sword chose to listen to the dragon.”

      “Good.”

      Sardelle arched her eyebrows. “Good?”

      “I have a hypothesis, and your experiences support it.”

      “That the swords take any opportunity to do as they wish?”

      “No. I mean, that’s possible, but my hypothesis is that those with dragon blood have more power to control the chapaharii weapons than we do—than I do—even though they cannot themselves touch them.”

      Trip remembered the battle in the ice chamber and Kiadarsa shouting those nonsensical words. Was it possible that if he’d known them, he could have spoken the “stand down” command, and the sword would have obeyed? If so, he needn’t have traded all those blows with Rysha and broken her spectacles to finally get her to stop.

      The baby squirmed, and Sardelle shifted him to her other arm. “I don’t believe that makes sense since the weapons were specifically made to destroy those with dragon blood. Why would they be more likely to accept orders from their enemies?”

      “Not their enemies,” Rysha said. “Their allies. During the Rider Wars, the magical battled the magical, dragons against dragons and sorcerers against sorcerers, right?”

      “So history tells us.”

      “The chapaharii weapons were made for battling enemy magic-users, but as you’ve seen, they were a threat to friendly magic-users. Those who forged them and imbued them with their power would have known this. They may have made the command words, not just for the wielders themselves, but for their dragon-blooded allies.”

      “But if their enemies knew them—”

      “Most likely, they didn’t intend for their enemies to ever know them. Originally, they were made in Iskandia, and that’s why the command words are in Old Iskandian, right? Eventually, the Cofah stole some of the weapons and also, if the texts I’ve read are accurate, the knowledge of how to make them. After a while, the words probably weren’t a secret, but originally, they may have been designed to be spoken by people with power. Think about it. The sorcerers wouldn’t have wanted their allies who were wielding the weapons to be able to turn on them. This could have been a failsafe, giving more weight to words uttered by someone with dragon blood.”

      “Hm, you’re persuading me of the possibility. I suppose the thing to do would be to set up an experiment.” Sardelle looked at Trip, and he wondered if he should have sneaked over to join the coffee-maker conversation. Tylie had come out and was standing beside Phelistoth now. But, no. If Trip could help Rysha, he had to do so. Especially if Dorfindral was truly the only thing keeping them from a date.

      “What can I do?” he asked.

      “I didn’t expect to find you here, but this is fortuitous.” Rysha pulled a folded piece of paper out of a mud-spattered pocket. “Can you memorize these? I’ll see you tomorrow for the mission, and I’ll have Dorfindral. We can see if you’re able to override me. I’ll tell the sword to stand down, and you tell it to attack. Or vice versa.”

      “What if it doesn’t work, and you end up attacking me, and we can’t stop it?”

      “I’ll bring all my extra pairs of spectacles with me on the mission, just in case.” Rysha smiled, but the gesture didn’t reach her eyes.

      “You could simply try it with the commands for stand down and stand ready,” Sardelle said.

      “Yes, good. We’ll try that.” Rysha’s smile warmed.

      Trip liked that smile, and his stomach flipped in nervous anticipation as it turned fully onto him, but he also worried this experiment might not be as easy as they made it sound. The last thing he wanted was for Rysha to end up attacking him again, and him having to break her spectacles—or worse—to stop her.

      Further, there was the possibility that a day would come when he couldn’t stop her. Last time, he’d had both Azarwrath and Jaxi to aid in his defense, but Jaxi was back with Sardelle now. And from what he’d heard, Rysha and the other new blade wielders were training under Colonel Therrik, improving their skills with the weapons.

      “Captain Trip,” a shy voice came from the side. Tylie walked over and smiled tentatively. “If you make another gift for Sardelle, we could use a new coffee maker. Phelistoth tried to make coffee by himself this morning.”

      “It didn’t go well?”

      The silver-haired man strode back into the kitchen, an arrogant and defiant tilt to his chin.

      “Phel is a scholar, not an engineer,” Tylie said. “He hasn’t mastered appliances.”

      Zirkander shook his head, his expression one of exasperation as he looked at Trip. “I can’t believe one of the most powerful beings in the world, one capable of razing enemy airships, controlling the minds of armies, and eating a cheese wheel whole can’t work a coffee maker.”

      “Human contraptions sometimes mystify dragons,” Sardelle said mildly.

      “I feel like we should be able to use that to our advantage somehow,” Zirkander said. “By hurling legions of coffee makers at Cofah-sympathizing dragons.”

      “They would just incinerate them,” Trip said.

      “Apparently, that’s what happened to my coffee maker. When someone got cranky and frustrated.” Zirkander scowled at the kitchen, then pointed at the front door. “Let me steal you from the ladies for a minute, Trip. It’s about your new assignment.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Trip trotted around the couch to join him on the front stoop, though his mind was already contemplating the various coffee makers he’d seen and what might be done to enhance one. He would have to keep the design simple, thus not to thwart dragon users, but surely, he could add a few useful features.

      “You’ll leave after first formation,” Zirkander said without preamble. “It took me a while to finagle permission to send fliers—and those swords—on an adventure that will presumably take you out of the country, but the king has personally approved it now. Your team will meet you in the hangar, and you can tell them where you’re heading first.”

      “Am I in command, sir?” The notion daunted Trip, even if the mission had been his idea, and the entire purpose was to find the dragon who had sired him.

      “You’re in subcommand.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “That if three people are sleeping or otherwise unavailable, then you’re in command.”

      Trip snorted.

      “But you’ll be directing people where to go. You have some ideas of where to start?”

      “I thought I’d see if my grandparents know any more than what they told me as a kid, sir. At the least, they should know the continent my mother was exploring before she came back pregnant.”

      Trip’s mind boggled at the idea of his mother having slept with some strange dragon in a far-off place. He remembered her as a strong, adventurous woman, but also a soft-spoken and kindly potion maker. What had possessed her to seek out a gold dragon? Could it have been an accident? Or could the dragon have… coerced her? Thinking of that made him shudder, but he couldn’t dismiss the notion, not when he’d sensed dragon power firsthand, and there were many stories of dragons controlling people. Forcing them to act against their wishes. He prayed that Agarrenon Shivar would have a noble streak and wouldn’t have done any such thing.

      “Let’s hope that with Lieutenant Ravenwood’s researching acumen, you’ll be able to narrow it down further than a continent,” Zirkander said. “We’d like to see you back sometime this year.”

      “Is there a deadline, sir? A date you expect us back?” Trip couldn’t imagine the king wanted those swords out of the country for long.

      Zirkander nodded. “You’ve got a month.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “If you hear of any trouble going on back here in Iskandia earlier than that, we’d appreciate it if you come back sooner to help.”

      From the grim set to Zirkander’s face, Trip worried he had a reason to expect there would be trouble.

      “Have there already been dragon attacks?” he asked.

      “Several in Cofahre, and we’ve had reports of sightings in Iskandia. A few of our officers have suggested that some of the dragons are working together and that these look like scouting missions. Humans have spread out across the world since the dragons first left. Now that they’ve returned, the dragons may have noticed that there aren’t many areas left for them to claim. Unless they conquer an existing nation or nations.”

      Trip nodded, not surprised at the intelligence reports coming in. Few of the dragons he’d met seemed interested in simply blending in and living in peace with humans. Even Iskandia’s greatest ally and the most amenable dragon he’d met, Bhrava Saruth, had insisted on a temple and wanted people to worship him as a god.

      “I’ll try to find Agarrenon Shivar and get back as quickly as possible, sir. With him.”

      That was, after all, why he’d come up with this mission to start with. He hoped to secure his sire’s assistance as an ally to Iskandia. Since Agarrenon Shivar had, according to multiple sources, been respected among the dragons at one point in time, Trip hoped that would still be true, that his sire might be able to convince other dragons to leave Iskandia alone. Trip just had to convince Agarrenon Shivar that he wanted to help.

      Zirkander gripped his shoulder. “Good luck.”
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      As the flier squadron soared over the Ice Blades, cold wind whipped at Rysha’s face, making her wish she’d brought a scarf. They were part of the uniform for the pilots, as much so they could wipe engine grease spatters off their goggles as for warmth, but their passengers were left to their own devices. Since it was late spring back home, and there’d been no mention of arctic visits, Rysha hadn’t thought to pack winter gear, but they were flying even higher than the fifteen-thousand-foot peaks, and the frigid air knifed through her jacket.

      Another flier swooped past overhead, startling her. It spun in a languid roll while it sashayed back and forth in the sky. The pilot—was that Trip?—spiraled downward in a dive, then pulled up after his craft nearly kissed a glacier smothering the side of one of the mountains.

      Rysha hadn’t considered it before, but now realized Trip’s dragon heritage might contribute to his love of flying.

      “What are you doing, Sidetrip?” Major Blazer asked from the cockpit in front of Rysha, the words just audible over the wind and the cigar clamped between her teeth.

      “Enjoying myself, ma’am,” came Trip’s voice over Blazer’s communication crystal. He guided his flier into a few more spirals as he swooped up to rejoin the formation.

      “This is the army. We don’t allow soldiers to enjoy themselves in public.”

      “That’s a rule?” Trip didn’t sound that abashed. Maybe because he was used to Blazer’s grouchy streak by now.

      Rysha had been surprised when everybody from the portal mission had shown up at the hangar, having been assigned to accompany Trip on this new mission. Zirkander must have thought Agarrenon Shivar would make trouble and that Trip would need numerous allies to convince the dragon to join them. Even so, Rysha had expected a smaller team. She’d also expected Lieutenant Leftie to be excluded, since he’d been glaring daggers at Trip and his dragonness ever since they left the Antarctic. Had Zirkander not known about that? Or had he known but hoped Leftie would get over his problem if he and Trip went on a mission together? Since both men had been transferred into Wolf Squadron, Zirkander wouldn’t want any strife between them.

      “Absolutely,” Blazer said.

      “Aw, Major,” Duck drawled over the crystal. “Sometimes, a pilot just gets an urge and has to satisfy it. You know that.”

      “No satisfying urges in public, either,” Blazer said. “You can do that in your room alone at night.”

      “That’s disgusting, ma’am.”

      “I certainly think so.”

      “I thought Captain Kaika was the only one who made immature sex jokes,” Leftie spoke from his flier’s cockpit. Kaika lounged behind him while polishing her chapaharii sword, Eryndral. Alas, since Leftie had no dragon blood, the sword wouldn’t convince her to crack him over the head. “Though she seems old for it.”

      “That’s Major Kaika now,” Blazer said. “Didn’t you see her shiny new pins?”

      “Finally,” Kaika said. “I was beginning to think I’d die a captain. Who knew that blowing up enemy warships and airships wasn’t worth a promotion? That you had to scrag a dragon portal?”

      “You didn’t see that in the army handbook?” Blazer asked. “Should have read the fine print.”

      “Ha ha. And to answer Little Leftie’s question, you can make immature sex jokes at any age. I fully intend to be a lewd octogenarian, teaching younglings how to blow things up from my rocking chair.”

      “Did you call me Little, ma’am?” Leftie asked. “I assure you, I’m anything but.”

      “Just on the one side?”

      Leftie groaned and glared over at Trip, the one who’d originally shared the story of how Leftie had received his nickname. Rysha thought he might engage Trip in some banter, as he would have done a few weeks ago, but he looked back toward the route ahead without commenting. Trip gazed toward him for a long moment, but didn’t say anything, merely turning his own focus back to the route ahead, the last of the mountains before they flew down toward the grassy foothills at the base of the Ice Blades.

      Though Trip was too far away from Rysha for her to make out his expression, especially when he wore his goggles and scarf, she felt certain she would have read hurt in his eyes if they’d been closer. It made her want to hug him as soon as they landed.

      Dorfindral, his scabbard stuck between the seat and the side of the seat well, oozed discontent into her mind. An image of chasing after Trip with the bared blade popped into her thoughts.

      Rysha growled and muttered, “meyusha,” the term for “stand down.” She refused to let the sword influence how she felt about Trip or anyone else. She looked forward to trying her experiment, seeing if Trip could control the blade now that she’d given him the command words. Then she could hug him without worrying about repercussions.

      She was surprised he hadn’t seemed more excited at the prospect. That morning, she had arrived at the hangar early, hoping they might perform the experiment before everyone loaded up. But he’d arrived later and had granted her only a brief smile before engaging in a conversation with Blazer and Zirkander. It had almost seemed as if he was avoiding Rysha.

      “There’s the ocean,” Duck said brightly as they flew out of the Ice Blades. “My ocean. Provalia is just to the south of Charkolt Province, my home. I grew up in the woods down there. It’s real rural out there still. I was mostly raised by wolves.”

      “That explains a lot,” Leftie said.

      “Like my cunning wilderness wiles?”

      “Not exactly.”

      “We have company,” Trip said, after having been relatively quiet for most of the flight over, presuming he hadn’t been chatting with his seat mate.

      The surly Cofah warrior Dreyak rode in his flier once again, something that had perplexed Rysha. Supposedly, he’d been along on their last mission to assist them in destroying the portal. But that was done, so why was he with them again? Supposedly, he was only getting a ride as far as Charkolt, but that didn’t make sense to her, either. What could be in Eastern Iskandia that would interest a Cofah?

      Blazer had asked that exact thing, and Zirkander had only shrugged and said, “The king said he could go with you if he wants. Apparently, you charmed him, Blazer, and he couldn’t stay away.”

      To which she’d responded, “I’m about as known for charming men as you are, General.”

      “Please tell me it’s not hostile company,” Blazer said in response to Trip’s comment.

      “It’s Bhrava Saruth and Shulina Arya,” Trip said.

      “Shit, I’d rather have hostile company.”

      “I like Bhrava Saruth,” Duck said. “And the new female seems friendly too. They’re like hounds ready to join their people for a hunt.”

      “I suggest you don’t call the dragons hounds when they’re close enough to hear it,” Blazer said.

      “Actually, dragons can’t hear,” Rysha said, leaning forward so everyone would hear her over Blazer’s crystal. “At least, not in the way humans do. They feel vibrations, both in the ground and in the air, and it’s believed their physical senses are augmented with magic.”

      “So we can or can’t call them hounds?” Blazer asked.

      “They’ll sense you calling them that, rather than hearing it.”

      Greetings, humans! Shulina Arya’s voice rang in Rysha’s skull so strongly that it made her head ache. Speaking of vibrations… Could raw mental power vibrate? Are you going on an adventure? Will it be fun? You did not invite us along.

      As the fliers dropped out of the foothills and headed across farmland and toward the coastal city of Charkolt, the two gold dragons appeared in the distance behind them, just coming down out of the mountains.

      You’re welcome to come along, Rysha thought, mostly because telling a dragon she couldn’t do something didn’t seem wise. Would Shulina Arya be monitoring her thoughts and catch her words? We were sent on this mission by the king. It’s possible he didn’t think you would be interested in accompanying us.

      Angulus also would likely prefer that Bhrava Saruth and his allies be close to the capital, so they could defend the city or other parts of the country if trouble came to Iskandia.

      I love adventures! Shulina Arya cried, the words even stronger than before, and Rysha winced. She doubted the dragon had any idea how loud her voice sounded in a human’s mind or that it hurt. What would it be like to have such power and not even grasp how damaging it could be? And stories. Will you tell me more stories tonight? I want to hear more about the dragon riders.

      Tonight? Rysha thought. Tonight, I may need to help Trip research his heritage, but I should have time for a few.

      I would like to hear the one about the first dragon rider again.

      That is a favorite of mine.

      “Cougar Squadron Headquarters,” Blazer spoke into her crystal. “This is Major Blazer from Wolf Squadron. We’ve got four fliers coming in for the night. Do you have somewhere to put us up?”

      “That depends, Major,” came a prompt and concerned reply. “Will it just be your fliers? Or are you looking for lodgings for those two dragons too?”

      Rysha understood the reason for the man’s concern. He hadn’t said as much, but he had to be wondering if the squadron was fleeing from those dragons.

      “The dragons can find their own lodgings,” Blazer said.

      “I promised to tell stories to one of them,” Rysha felt compelled to add.

      “Correction,” Blazer said. “Our lieutenant has offered to share her bunk with them.”

      “Sounds crowded.” The man sounded less concerned, but still wary.

      “Those dragons are friendly to Iskandia, Captain Vapors,” Trip said. “Bhrava Saruth and Shulina Arya.”

      “That you, Trip?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Thought you were bringing your western trouble out east to us for a second. All right, we’ll make room in the hangar for your fliers. Vapors, out.”

      “Vapors?” Kaika asked. “One wonders how that name came about.”

      “Let’s just say that you wouldn’t want to be in his back seat, ma’am,” Leftie said.

      “Ah.”

      The dragons soared closer as the pilots steered their fliers toward the base on the north end of the city. The tang of salt air teased Rysha’s nostrils. She marveled that they’d made the entire trip before dark. It would have taken three days in a steam carriage, thanks to the steep, treacherous road over the Ice Blades.

      Thrusters activated, and the fliers settled onto pavement outside a large hangar similar to the one back in the capital. Blazer came down right next to Trip’s craft, and Rysha caught his gaze as he tugged off his cap and goggles. She hurried to unfasten her harness, grab her pack, rifle, and sword, and swing to the ground. Since Blazer was in charge, she ought to be able to handle greeting the locals. This could be Rysha’s chance for her experiment. Better here than outside of some barracks room—or in front of Trip’s grandparents’ house. He’d mentioned starting his search with them.

      “Trip,” she called, ducking under the tail of his flier and catching him before he could hustle off. To her surprise, he carried Jaxi as well as Azarwrath. Had Sardelle believed he would need the extra help of two soulblades again?

      With them hanging in scabbards attached to his belt, he, even in his army uniform, looked more like some mighty sorcerer of old than a soldier.

      “Hi, Rysha.” He smiled, but a hint of concern lurked in his eyes. He glanced at the scabbard on her belt.

      Since it was still daylight, she couldn’t tell if a green glow oozed from it, but she did sense the sword’s growing agitation, more for the approaching dragons than because of Trip, she thought. This might be the perfect time for a test. The dragons could step in if things got out of hand.

      “Do you have the words? This is a big open place.” Rysha gestured to the pavement around them. “It would be a good place to test the sword. Hopefully, we won’t need an open place, because you’ll tell Dorfindral to stand down, and it will. But just in case.”

      “I have them.” Trip looked like he would say more, but unbuttoned a pocket and withdrew and unfolded the paper she’d given him. “We can try.”

      “Good.” Rysha slung her pack off her shoulder, stepped back several paces, and drew Dorfindral.

      Not only did the sword’s blade glow, but it was like a pale green sun emitting light. The hilt throbbed in her hand.

      Hunt! it seemed to cry in her mind. Images of attacking Trip and then whirling to slay the two gold dragons sprang into her thoughts. Those images were so intense that she had to catch her breath, mentally straining to keep from carrying out the actions. The dragons hadn’t even arrived yet, so there was only one person she could have acted upon.

      Trip watched her, sadness replacing the concern in his eyes. He kept his hands at his sides, open and not touching the hilts of the soulblades.

      Rysha started to whisper the word for stand down, but caught herself. “You do it,” she told Trip. “The second term on the list.”

      “Meyusha,” he said without looking.

      Dorfindral’s hilt stopped throbbing, and did its glow lessen slightly?

      “Meyusha,” Trip said again, stretching a palm toward the blade, as if to calm a snarling dog.

      This time, Rysha felt power pouring off Trip, his dark green eyes blazing with some inner strength, a greater-than-human strength, and her breath caught. Dorfindral’s glow disappeared entirely, the blade going dark in her hand, but she barely noticed. She couldn’t look away from Trip.

      He lifted his gaze from the sword to her, and a fierce tingle of energy surged through her veins as their eyes met. She felt so drawn to him that the thought of staying away repulsed her. She took a step, thoughts of touching him, kissing him, flooding her mind.

      Trip turned his gaze from her, looking to the pavement and lowering his hand. It took a moment for Rysha to recover, for her brain to start working again. She looked down at the chapaharii sword, its blade still dark. No thoughts of hunting and slaying dragon-blooded individuals pushed into her mind.

      “Trip,” she blurted. “It 
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