
  
    
      Of Spellbooks and Thieves

      
        THE LEGENDS OF ANTICUUS

        BOOK ONE

      

    

    
      
        ROBIN WINCKLER

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Robin Winckler

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotation in a book review. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      Published in the United States of America

      Cover Designer: Sarah Penney (sarahpenneydesigns.wordpress.com)

      Editors: Laine and Aria Nichols (avadel-ink.com)

      ISBN: 979-8-9867747-0-1 (paperback)

      First Edition: October 2022

      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


  
    
      To Grace and Larissa,

      who have been here for this story since its beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        
          I. The Thief’s Game

        

        
          
            1. Stolen

          

          
            2. Kase

          

          
            3. The Dragon Keeper Pin

          

          
            4. Hunter in Ruber

          

          
            5. The Beast Master

          

          
            6. A Secret and A Friend

          

          
            7. Mountain of the Wyrm

          

        

      

      
        
          II. The Thief’s Message

        

        
          
            8. Warnings

          

          
            9. Curiosity

          

          
            10. Search for Aviva

          

          
            11. Reunion

          

          
            12. Puzzle Pieces and Poison

          

          
            13. Head Dragonborn

          

        

      

      
        
          III. The Thief’s Fear

        

        
          
            14. Something More

          

          
            15. A Promise of Protection

          

          
            16. Iridescent Blue

          

          
            17. Empty Promises

          

          
            18. Sensing Danger

          

        

      

      
        
          IV. The Thief’s Promise

        

        
          
            19. Stick Close to Me

          

          
            20. A Thief’s Magic

          

          
            21. One Step Ahead

          

          
            22. Imago

          

          
            23. Betrayal

          

          
            24. Trust

          

          
            25. Behind the Throne

          

          
            26. Of Golden Eyes

          

          
            27. Fallen

          

          
            28. Imperfect Hybrid

          

          
            End of Book One

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Robin Winckler

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        12/2/T/xx-80

      

      

      Someone once told me people are not to be judged by what they look like on the outside, for it is the heart that truly matters in the end.

      He should have known this better than anyone as this lesson was a nightmare he lived. With scars that covered every inch of his body, and eyes that mirrored the look of a starving beast, he could be called a monster. Even so, I trusted him—as foolish as it may seem.

      Pausing in his writing to look out the window, Tobias released a deep sigh. The last golden rays of sunlight streamed through the open curtains, painting the pages he wrote on a warm yellow. Black ink had smeared across his hand, and his fingers were starting to cramp. His chair at the desk had been comfortable when he first sat down, but now he couldn’t stop shifting in it.

      He had promised them a record of the events, but introductions were so frustratingly difficult. Once he got past the hard part, he knew the story would flow easily. It still sat at the forefront of his mind, even after all the years that had gone by.

      He shook himself and tilted his head downward to face the scribbled words once more.

      “Don’t judge a book by its cover” is something we are often told, but the ones that tell us are usually the ones that ignore their own advice.

      Maybe it is fear that drives us to make these choices. Maybe it is a cruelty we all deny we have. We think ourselves to be above things that are different and therefore look down upon those things. Is it, perhaps, our need to conquer? As humans, do we feel insignificant and require something to suppress this? 

      He stopped to stare at the words. Muttering to himself, he resisted the urge to tear the page into a million pieces and start all over again. The record had to be written, lest the whole ordeal happen again.

      Whatever it may be, he wrote, I was challenged to see past it. I found allies within my enemies and enemies within my allies. That is the twisted way of life, is it not?

      Ah, but my story does not have an exciting beginning like some do. It began just as any other day would: with clear, autumn skies—the season called Xenah in Calistie. My story started with a book I could not understand, a tree, and a woman I’d go so far as to call annoying.
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        “A thief who thinks like a dragonborn is a thief to be feared,

        no matter the object she steals.”
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        7/3/D/xx-68

      

      

      The old door creaked on its hinges as Tobias pulled it shut. He lingered outside of it for a moment, staring down at the key tightly clenched in his fingers. A sigh slipped through his lips.

      Another day under the tree, huh? He twisted the key, satisfied as the locks clicked in place. Dad and Talia should hurry back before my eyes turn into an old man’s. The trail of thought withered as quickly as it had come. He stayed behind of his own choice, but he never imagined how lonely it could get at home while they were away.

      The carvings in the mahogany door greeted him as his gaze traveled away from the lock. In the early morning light, the red highlights buried deep within the wood seemed brighter, as if the door were bathed in flames. It was warm and comforting, like the hearth when he could sit around it with his family during the cold season of Sefah.

      When the house was empty—as it had been for the last several weeks—it was suffocating to sit there alone. Though outside, surrounded by the winds of the changing seasons and the distant cries of the dragonborn people, the tree provided a moment of peace for Tobias that the empty house would only snuff out.

      Standing up straighter, he dropped the cord that bound the key over his head and tucked the cold metal into his shirt. Once he was certain that the small key had been safely hidden away, he gripped the strap of his satchel and spun on his heel. The grass rustled beneath his boots as he walked away, trekking down the slight slope from the house to the old oak in the distance.

      The monotonous walk drowned away beneath the buzz of Tobias’s thoughts. It was the same thing every morning: wake up, pack, head out to the tree. After repeating the routine for the umpteenth time, the excitement and curiosity had dulled, swaying more into frustration. The only reason he began his morning in such a way was to avoid the work he knew would be waiting for him at his desk when he returned.

      If I have to choose between staring at words I can’t read, and staring at words I wish I couldn’t read, I’d choose the first any day. There were only so many unedited manuscripts he could skim in a day before he began to long for the mystery that occupied his mornings.

      Dropping his bag beside the roots of the oak tree, Tobias sifted through the contents until he dug up the source of it all: the curiosity, the excitement, the frustration, and the scolding from Talia had come from this. His fingers brushed against its spine, feeling the ridges along the middle from where the book had been bent a little too far back.

      A blank, white cover met him as he turned it over. The empty, fingerprint-stained face mocked him.

      Another day under the tree, attempting to uncover the mysteries of the stubbornly confusing script between the stained covers.

      Tobias frowned at the white leather-bound book in his hands. The weathered pages, turning yellow at the edges, taunted him. The neatly-formed letters were beautiful to stare at—crafted with a steady yet graceful flow—but the words they created were gibberish to him.

      He knew one thing for certain: he hated the white leather-bound book. Its gold embellishments shone too brightly in the early morning sunlight that filtered through the auburn leaves above him. Flipping the page only revealed another set of words and symbols that meant nothing to him.

      He had been staring at the same stupid book on and off for six years whenever he got the chance, yet not one person he had consulted had been able to tell him what it was or what the words meant. Not even his older sister, despite all her wisdom and knowledge. The confusion etched into her face when he showed it to her for the first time was something he could never forget.

      “If there’s anyone who can figure this out,” she had said, “it’s you.”

      The only thing he had figured out thus far was that he hated that book more than he hated his own lack of knowledge about it. No amount of note-taking or attempted deciphering could uncover the mystery behind its delicate, handwritten script.

      He sighed and leaned his head back against the tree behind him. Clouds rolled over the deep blue sky, briefly blocking the bright sunlight. The wind picked up and breezed through the book, turning over several more pages before he finally slammed his hand down to stop the motion.

      He glared at the book, like it was the one at fault for the cold winds. One of these days, he would bury it in the ground and forget all about its secrets. He had no use for something he couldn’t understand, and all it ever seemed to do was frustrate him.

      And yet… He never did toss the book. The mere thought of doing so pulled sharply at his gut. After all, what if it turned out to be important somehow? The world he knew had changed significantly in the six years since he found it abandoned in a forest near the mountains.

      With restless hybrids beyond the border, a new High Summoner to rule us, and a new batch of Dragon Riders for my sister to teach, the world isn’t what it once was anymore. It’s bound to need this… book. Whatever it is.

      Or at least, that was how he justified his holding onto it.

      When the wind died down again, he smoothed his hair back and turned his gaze toward the Hybrid Territory. Beyond the forests to the east of his home lay the border to the land of the Draconic people—the pure dragonborn and their half-breed offspring, the hybrids. A roar resounded from somewhere beyond the border, sending a shiver down Tobias’s spine. Despite how often he had heard the rough sound, it never ceased to make him wonder what—or who—had become the next victim of the monsters’ insatiable hunger.

      The sound died down, gradually replaced by the morning calls of birds. His shoulders relaxed, and he leaned back to look up at the red-brown leaves of the old oak tree. It had been his favorite place to read for years; now, he wondered if it would stay safe.

      Although, with Deiah’s warm season coming to a swift end, many of the dragons would soon begin their hibernation. The leaves had darkened, and the cold had settled in much earlier this year. Tobias could only hope the abnormality would put an end to the noise of the hybrids, too.

      “What are you reading?”

      Tobias shot to his feet and scrambled away, looking left and right for the source of the voice.

      A woman laughed before stepping out from behind the thick trunk of the tree, her hands clasped behind her back. She looked to be about a year older than him, having just entered her twenties; in spite of this, her voice was high-pitched and curious, like that of a little girl. Dark brown hair spilled down her back in loose waves; it was paired nicely with her tanned skin—earned by many hours spent in the sun. When she smiled, her eyes narrowed slightly.

      Tobias huffed and straightened the front of his tunic, tucking the white book under one arm. “Why does it matter to you?” He hadn’t heard her approach at all. How long had she been there watching him? Had she been there all morning? Had he been so lost in his thoughts that he hadn’t noticed?

      As soon as the question left his lips, however, he winced. He could have told her the name of any novel; she might have accepted it and left, but he just had to be curt and rude right off the bat. Way to go, Tobias. Now she’ll want to pester you even more.

      “Pardon me,” she said, tipping her head to the side. “I was just curious. I’ve been to this spot many times before and have never seen you here.” She fixed him with a sharp stare, a mischievous gleam in her sapphire blue eyes. 

      Tobias came to the tree to read—or stare at the white book—every day. He was the one who had never seen her. A red flag went up in his mind. Gritting his teeth, he scooped up his satchel from where he had dropped it in the grass and slung it over his shoulder, holding tight to the white book.

      “Leaving so soon?” she asked. “Before you go, might I ask you a question?”

      “You just did. Twice, actually.”

      He caught a glimpse of her rolling her eyes as she stepped toward him. “A different one.”

      Frowning, he narrowed his eyes and met her stare with one of his own. She blinked, smiling innocently. One question couldn’t hurt. With a sigh, he waved his hand for her to continue.

      “Where did you find such a book? I must say, the cover is beautiful.” She tilted her head to get a better view of the book in his arms, her chestnut brown hair spilling over her shoulders. Leaning forward, she reached to touch the book.

      Tobias jerked back, putting another couple of steps between them. Beautiful was not the word he would use to describe the plain white cover: it was stained with dirt, grass, and fingerprints from years of use. Even the gold embellishments Tobias hated were being worn away from touch.

      He shrugged off her question. Despite the warnings in his mind, he couldn’t help the curiosity that stirred beneath his wariness. Did she know something about the book that he didn’t? “What do you want?”

      She huffed and folded her arms over her chest, increasing her childish air. When she narrowed her blue eyes at him, he caught a certain spark of gold in them, glowing in the bright sunlight. It flickered with a life of its own, clearly not just a reflection of the light in her eyes.

      “Aren’t you just so polite!” She pouted, and the spark of gold vanished.

      Annoyance overtook his wariness and deepened his frown. “Polite? Well, excuse me!” He snorted at her look of indignation. “You’re one to talk. You seem convinced you know something about me—convinced enough to strike up a conversation.” 

      There was a slight chance that she might have been sent by his sister—Talia would send her friends with messages on occasion when she couldn’t come herself. But no sooner had the thought occurred to him than he tossed it aside. Even Talia’s friends thought to introduce themselves before beginning a conversation.

      The woman raised a thin brow and rested a hand under her chin. “You really don’t know anything, do you?” She sighed and tsked, using her fingers to comb her long hair back over her shoulder. “He did say you might as well be living under a rock.”

      He? Tobias shoved the book into his bag, biting the inside of his mouth. A tug at the back of his mind urged him to leave, but another question kept his feet rooted to the ground. The wind toyed with his hair and clothes again, like it too was urging him to give up on his rising curiosity and go.

      All the while, the woman’s gaze never left him.

      With a shiver, he noticed it was more like she was looking through him. Her eyes were glazed over and the only thing that shone with life was the sparkle of gold he’d seen before. It danced and swirled, much like the look of the magic wielded by Mages.

      She shook her head, and the moment vanished, just as the wind fell silent once more. “Well?”

      “How am I supposed to know anything if no one tells me?” he asked. His hands itched to take hold of his sword, but when he lifted his fingers to grab it, they closed on empty air. Eyes flicking to the spot at his waist where it should have been, he found that there was nothing there.

      Of course, he thought bitterly as he bit the inside of his cheek. I forgot it again. Subconsciously, his hand reached for the key around his neck. The cool metal pressed against his chest. He exhaled slowly in relief. At least he still had that.

      The woman didn’t bother to answer this time. Rather, she leapt forward and thrust her hands into the bag at his side before he had a chance to pull back. With a triumphant smile, she yanked the book free and danced away. Holding it up, she gazed at it with a strange sort of fondness. Tobias leapt back on instinct, eyes wide and mouth ajar. At the sight of his surprise—or just the feel of the book in her gloved hands—laughter spilled from her lips.

      “If you want to know anything, you should start by paying attention to what’s going on around you,” she said with a hum, waving the book in his face.

      Warmth flooded his cheeks; he shot her his best glare. This only made her laugh again, hands on her knees with the book under one arm. He curled his fingers into a tight fist, clenching his jaw.

      “Return that to me,” he snapped. “It doesn’t belong to you.”

      The woman looked up, wiping tears of mirth from her eyes as she finally caught her breath. She cleared her throat and pulled the front of her red blouse straight again, adjusting her collar and smoothing her skirts down. Her lips twitched with a suppressed smile. She held the book out for him to take.

      Eyeing her, he reached to take it back.

      With a gasp, she pulled it back and cracked it open, holding up a finger when he opened his mouth to protest. “Let me just take a look at something!”

      Rage swept away the previous warnings in Tobias’s mind, wrapping him in a burning desire to strike her. But he refrained, curling his fingers into tight fists at his sides. If there was one thing his sister Talia had drilled into his head, it was that he couldn’t hit a girl.

      He wondered if that included annoying, thieving girls too.

      “Can you even read this?” she asked, pointing at the very same page he had been staring at earlier. The neatly written words and carefully drawn images still looked like gibberish to him, though beautiful enough to stare at for hours.

      “No.” He curled his lip. “Why should that matter to you?”

      She frowned, her nose scrunching up as she stared down at the book. “I’d bet anything it’s a spellbook. Did you know Mages write in a secret code to keep nosy people from learning their spells and twisting them to their will? As though people who have magic powers aren’t trained to read the code, but whatever.” With a shrug, she snapped the book shut.

      Tobias studied her, mulling over her words. Could it really be a spellbook? His eyes narrowed as he wondered what else she might know about it. Anything he could glean from her would be a step forward, but a thread of impatience and mistrust wound tightly around his thoughts.

      He only knew one thing for certain, and that was that she couldn’t keep the book. His gut twisted at the very thought of it staying in her hands.

      Shifting his feet, he lunged forward. The woman met his eye and smirked. She twisted and swiped his feet out from under him, placing a hand on his shoulder and sending him crashing to the ground. He gasped as pain flared in his back. Before he could right himself again, the cold blade of a knife landed at his throat.

      The woman planted her knee on his chest, leaning down so that she was face to face with him. Her knife pressed against his throat, making him clamp his mouth shut as he stared up at her.

      “I think I’m going to keep this book. I know someone who needs it more than you do, but I’m sure he’ll thank you for holding it for him until now.” She chuckled, and a wicked smile twisted her face. “The Mage it used to belong to was rather protective of her spells.”

      She pulled back and stepped away, sheathing the knife at her waist, where an array of others lay in wait—previously hidden beneath a swath of red cloth. “The name’s Eira, by the way. I suggest you not be so careless next time we meet! I may not be feeling as merciful then—oh! And your sword is in the tree if you want it back.” With another wink, she pressed her lips to her hand and blew a kiss before taking off with the book.

      Tobias rolled to the side and pushed himself to his feet with a grunt. He looked at her, then up at the tree. Sure enough, his sword had been wedged into the branches just above his head.

      He cursed and scrambled up the tree to get it. Wrapping his fingers around the sheath, he pulled until it came free. He leapt down and turned to face the way she had gone.

      Eira was still within his sights. Tying the sheath of his sword to his waist, he gritted his teeth and rushed after her.

      Just like that, the book he despised so much had been taken. The thing that caused so much frustration for years was finally gone. 

      But it didn’t matter. “Eira!” he yelled after her, his feet pounding against the worn dirt roads that led away from his home and his tree.

      He was going to get that book back.
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      Tobias’s side ached and his legs screamed in protest. He was too slow—Eira had vanished in the direction of Floridus, the next town over, already. Tobias cursed, using words he knew his sister would hate. How could he have been so stupid? He let the book go from right under his nose; and if that weren’t ridiculous enough, he had been oblivious to his missing sword for who knows how long. If she hadn’t pointed it out, he may never have noticed.

      He slowed to a stop in the middle of the road, resting his hands on his knees as he gasped for breath. With a frustrated groan, he raked his fingers through his hair, pushing it out of his face. Talia will never let me hear the end of this.

      Lifting his head, he only saw the empty road. No thief, just the town in the distance and a red dragon circling over it in the clear blue sky. The sun rested in the middle of the open expanse, marking the time as just past noon. A whole morning, wasted. He thought back to the documents waiting for him at home and their deadline looming over him. A grimace pulled sharply at the corners of his mouth. There were other things to get done.

      But he had to get that book back. If it really was a spellbook, like Eira had said, then who knew what would happen if it landed in the wrong hands. And she was bringing it to someone. Each time he recalled the swirling gold in her eyes, a shudder passed through him. Something about it all wasn’t right.

      He gripped his sword hilt. What if she wanted to turn the spellbook over to the Draconic people? Their Golden Head Dragonborn, the strongest disciple of their most prominent goddess, was said to hunger for magic. Blood stained his hands and painted the runes of his spells. If the spellbook landed with him…

      Tobias shook his head vigorously. She’s a thief. She probably just wants to make money off of it.” And Floridus has many places for her to sell it.

      With another deep breath, he sped off down the road toward Floridus, shoving his other nagging questions and worries aside. He locked his gaze on the red dragon above. It beat its wings and circled again, gliding effortlessly through the air. Dragons were something he knew. The sight of it brought him back to normalcy, pulling him out of the confusion of spellbooks and thieves. It seemed strange to be so attached to dragons when the dragonborn and hybrids lingered in his worst memories.

      “Dragons are much the same as the Draconic people,” his sister would say. “They deserve the same caution, Tobias. Don’t let your fascination and curiosity blind you, alright?”

      He frowned at the memory.

      The dragon was too far to see properly, but he could tell from the way it angled its head down that it was searching for something—or perhaps waiting. He swallowed thickly, momentarily wondering if his real concern should be the dragon and not the thief.

      A shrill whistle pierced the air, echoing in the silence. The dragon snorted in response and flew downward, landing in a field outside the town. Tobias released the breath he had been holding. If it answered to a whistle, the dragon must belong to someone.

      If it belonged to someone, perhaps there was a Dragon Rider in town. That thought straightened his back and renewed his motivation. He couldn’t screw up while his sister had an ear to the ground.

      The gravel road faded into cobblestone streets as he passed through the entrance to the town. Bustling as always, Floridus’s marketplace presented itself with a myriad of people and sounds. He made a point of steering himself away from the print shop, where he knew he would be hounded for the editing he had yet to do. Instead, he followed the scent of freshly baked bread, foreign spices, and herbs to the opposite side of town’s market.

      Women crowded the streets, stalls, and shops. Many of them had the same dark brown hair as Eira, or her tanned skin and angled features. Some of the women even wore the same green skirt or red blouse as the thief. They went about their own business, milling from one shop to another, calling out to each other in loud voices, or simply chatting the afternoon away.

      Tobias gripped his sword and shoved his way through the crowd. “Eira!” he called. He tried to ignore the looks cast his way despite the fact that they burned the back of his neck with the same intensity as the sun. “Eira!”

      He called and called, wandering and shoving his way through the marketplace, tapping the shoulder of too many similar women to count. By the time he had made his way to the outskirts of the town, the sun had sunk to late afternoon and his throat burned from all his shouting. Frustration itched at the back of his mind; when he finally came to a stop, his foot tapped irritably against the ground.

      Gritting his teeth, he stared into the street he had come from. She had to be there somewhere. He must have just missed her. She couldn’t have gone off somewhere else. If she had, how was he supposed to find her? Which would be the point of her going far.

      “Eira!” he called out again, inwardly cursing himself as more people turned to stare. “I know you’re here! Return what you stole from me, Eira!”

      A hand landed on his shoulder. Tobias jumped, spinning around and drawing his sword. A pair of dark eyes stared back at him, blinking as they shifted from his face to the tip of his blade. A man stood there; hands raised innocently as he took a cautious step back. He was at least a few inches taller than Tobias, dressed in a black tunic with a red coat, a white hood pulled over his disheveled black hair. A small, red gem kept the hood of his cloak pinned around his shoulders.

      Disappointment clouded Tobias’s surprise. The man was, quite obviously, not Eira. With a growl, Tobias sheathed his sword—though he kept his hand against the hilt. He wouldn’t take any more chances with strangers until his luck cleared up. The gods themselves had clearly decided it was a day to mock him.

      “Sorry,” the man said, his eyes darting around and his voice low. “Didn’t mean to scare you.”

      Tobias narrowed his eyes. “Yes, well, I’m in the middle of something.”

      The man chuckled, brushing his hood back and letting it rest on his shoulders. Combing his fingers through his hair, he said, “I know, I could hear you from miles away. You’re looking for a thief, right? Eira?” He reached into a pocket in his coat and fished out a silver pin with a red gem in the center. Etched into the flat, round surface was the image of a dragon. On the other, a human. The symbol of a Dragon Rider.

      Recognition overcame annoyance, and the tension in Tobias’s shoulders relaxed. The red dragon he saw earlier must have belonged to this man; the pin marked him as a dragon-bonded who had been certified by his sister. The silver it was crafted from labeled him as a dragon’s partner, the red gem identified the class of his dragon. 

      “You’re… a⁠—”

      “Dragon keeper,” the man said with a smile, revealing pearly white teeth. His tanned face was smeared with soot and dotted with freckles. He pocketed the pin again. “Come with me.”

      The man turned, motioning for Tobias to follow, and made his way out to the field behind the town, sliding down the soft, grassy incline with ease. Tobias stared after him, bewildered by his sudden appearance. Although the pin couldn’t be stolen from the person it was given to—it would always reappear back in the hands of the original owner—he was no longer sure he wanted to wander after strangers. As much as he trusted his sister to pick good Riders, and dragons to bond with good people, the incident with the thief still sat fresh in his mind.

      Tobias’s chest tightened. How easily she had snuck up on him and disarmed him without his noticing. How quickly she had manipulated his curiosity. He had been too wrapped up in his own thoughts to stop her from stealing the book from his very hands.

      Still… He glanced back at the crowded marketplace where he had made no progress in his search for several hours now. Do I have any better ideas?

      Somewhere, tucked away on one of those crowded streets, he would find a very angry supervisor with an earful of complaints about his unfinished work. Although that was an easy problem to solve, his heart sank at the thought of letting the book go and resigning himself to work. It may have been a nuisance, but the book was still valuable to him. It was a treasure trove of secrets untold—secrets he desperately wished to uncover if only to turn Talia’s head. It was in his care, and he was the one that screwed up.

      No, he admitted. I don’t have a better idea.

      With a sigh, Tobias fixed the strap of his satchel and followed the man. The dew of the grass clung to his boots as he stepped away from the gravel and stone of town. When he caught up with the man, they walked side-by-side toward the center of the field. Scorch marks stained the ground, and massive footprints marked the mud. They were the right size and shape for a red dragon.

      Awkward silence stretched between them. The wind whistled through the knee-length grass of the field, carrying the sharp scent of ash. Tobias tilted his head back, gazing upward in search of the red dragon.

      “My dragon and I didn’t agree to complete Head Dragon Rider Talia’s training,” the man said. “I ended up becoming a Mage Guardian instead. But, um… my Mage isn’t around at the moment, and my dragon is growing old and lazy—though he still acts as high and mighty as ever…” He trailed off as he rubbed the back of his neck.

      It wasn’t unusual to find a Mage Guardian on their own. Mages had been disappearing all over the country only to be found dead later, their bodies blackened and sucked dry of life. It was a popular story that had spread to both news and fiction, and Tobias had read more than his fair share of it from those who knew nothing of the suffering it brought. Even on their own, the Guardians were always tight-lipped about their Mages.

      The eagerness written on the man’s face—his openness to discuss whatever seemed to cross his mind—brought hesitancy creeping into the back of Tobias’s mind.

      “What does that have to do with me?” he asked with a pointed stare. While he was always happy to have something explained to him—as it kept his curiosity at bay—he couldn’t help but wonder why this man had come to him. Unless he was somehow working with Eira and was there to distract him.

      Tobias gritted his teeth and resisted the urge to take hold of his sword again. One look at the man was enough to tell him he stood no chance against him if they ended up in a fight. Not to mention the man had a dragon on his side, flying somewhere above their heads.

      When they reached the center of the scorched part of the field, the man looked over his shoulder. Something unreadable sparked in his dark eyes, lingering in his expression as his brow knit together.

      “I know Eira. I have a score to settle with her.” Without waiting for any questions, he lifted his fingers to his lips and whistled. The shrill noise echoed in the still air, and a few seconds passed before a roar answered.

      A blur of red and orange flashed across the pale blue sky and a dragon descended from the clouds. Its wingbeats were powerful enough to send Tobias stumbling back, shielding his eyes from the wind. Gentle despite its size, the dragon landed in the grass a few yards away from its master. Once grounded, it folded in its wings and lifted its massive head.

      Tobias blinked, rubbing his eyes as he stared at the dragon. Two twisted horns rose from its head; its jaw was decorated with a series of spikes. Its scales were a mix of ruby red and amber, and it breathed a cloud of smoke through its nose when it exhaled. Long talons jutted out from its paws, and its head rose even with the roof tiling of the buildings of Floridus.

      Despite this, it looked down on him with soft amber eyes, lined by age and swirling with magic.

      A Celestial Class dragon. It perfectly matched the description his sister had read to him as a kid. She spoke of higher class dragons with a gleam in her eye, and he had always shared her fascination from afar. Now, standing at the foot of one, he was choked with awe.

      “Woah,” he breathed, taking an involuntary step back.

      “This is Smoke,” the man said, stepping forward to pat the dragon’s side. Even when he stood next to it, his head barely reached the base of the dragon’s shoulder. “He’s the one who told me to go get you. You’re going to need help if you want to catch Eira. She has a knack for getting under your skin and, unfortunately for you, she’s good at what she does.”

      Tobias looked from the man to the dragon, wondering if it was possible he could still be dreaming. Maybe he never even got out of bed that morning, and this was all an elaborate story created by his subconscious to entertain him.

      The cold edge of Eira’s knife against his neck rose to mind, and he swallowed hard. He quickly shoved the idea of a dream away.

      “Why are you really helping me?” he asked.

      The man frowned, his eyes going distant and hazy for a moment. His gaze flicked away. “Like I said, I have a score to settle with Eira.”

      Tobias scrutinized the man, weighing his choices. Suspicion chewed at the fragile trust he wanted to place in this man. On the other hand, Tobias found himself in awe of the man’s ability to tame and bond with a Celestial Class dragon. There weren’t many Celestial Class dragons out there, and they were said to avoid bonding with humans. Talia had always said it was her dream to meet and bond with a Celestial dragon. Tobias wondered if she was disappointed when she met a Rider who had already bonded to one and then had denied the training she offered.

      He picked at the hilt of his sword absently. “Can you tell me your name?”

      “Didn’t I already?” The man furrowed his brow in concentration. “I must not have, sorry. The name’s Kase.” He held out his gloved hand to Tobias. “At your service, uh…” He trailed off, expectant.

      Tobias took Kase’s hand and shook it. “Tobias. And I’d be happy to have your assistance—yours and Smoke’s.”

      If his sister had trusted Kase enough to give him the pin, Tobias would trust him too. Two were better than one; perhaps he could make use of Kase’s knowledge of Eira.
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      “So, she took your book and ran off?” Kase asked after Tobias told him all that happened in the last few hours. The dragon keeper took a drink from his flask, his face scrunched up as he thought. When he was done, he screwed the cap back on and shoved it into his saddlebag. “Yeah, that sounds like Eira all right.”

      Tobias plucked at the grass, twisting it in his fingers as he stared up at the sky. The sun had just begun to set, painting over the fair blue of daylight with a deep purple. The last of the brilliant rays of light streaked the sky with pink and orange. The two of them had sat in the scorched field, watching the sky grow steadily darker while Tobias dumped the entire story of the thievery onto Kase—who listened intently to every detail. He wasn’t sure what sitting around and talking was going to do to help catch up to Eira, but each time he had mentioned that, Kase told him they needed a plan first.

      Tobias grumbled to himself. He knew they needed a plan, but all he wanted was to have the book in his hands. He wanted to skip all the middle steps and just get to the end.

      But of course, those middle steps wouldn’t allow themselves to be skipped.

      Sighing, Tobias leaned back on his hands and forced himself to stop picking at the grass. “You said you had a score to settle with her, right? What kind of score? What did she do?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Kase shrug. The man reached into his pocket, pulled out the pin from before, and began to fiddle with it. “Just something that happened a long time ago. I don’t like to talk about it.”

      Right. Should’ve known. Since that thread of conversation wasn’t going anywhere, Tobias shifted to a new one. “Do you know my sister, Talia? When you spoke about her earlier, you seemed pretty familiar with her.” Tobias always noted how people spoke his sister’s title—usually with awe or sometimes even fear. But Kase had said it with a friendly gleam in his eyes. There was something about his face—or perhaps his name—that seemed vaguely familiar to Tobias. Like a stubborn memory that sat at the very back of his mind, just out of reach.

      His curiosity leapt at memories like those, eager to sift through them for anything he could learn. This one in particular presented a struggle, but it could be easily solved depending on Kase’s answers.

      Luckily, Kase nodded eagerly in response to the new question. He looked down at the pin, a fond smile curling the corners of his mouth upward slightly. “She was good friends with my Mage and was eager to teach me more about my bond with Smoke.” He smoothed his finger across the surface of the pin, staring at it for several more seconds before he pocketed it again. “She talked about you sometimes, but I doubt she mentioned me. I think she was disappointed I didn’t drop Avi—my… Mage to become a full-fledged Dragon Rider.”

      He leaned forward and put his head in his hands, combing his fingers through his raven black hair. “But she’s a good person,” he added as an afterthought. “I admire her.”

      Tobias thought for a moment, mulling over Kase’s words, wondering if Talia had ever mentioned Kase to him. She was often quiet about her students, but Tobias was certain she wouldn’t be able to resist telling him about Smoke had she met the dragon.

      His gaze strayed to the red dragon, who was curled up behind Kase with the tip of his tail draped protectively across his master’s lap. His amber eyes were watchful, and thin wisps of smoke trailed out of his nostrils each time he exhaled. Any time Kase fell silent and stared blankly at his hands in his lap, Tobias wondered if the two were conversing through their bond. A twinge of envy twisted his gut as that thought solidified.

      Kase cleared his throat, rubbing the back of his neck. “How is she, by the way? Talia, I mean.”

      “She’s fine,” Tobias bit back. He bristled at the question, though Kase’s tone was harmless. “She’s busy. She had to step away from the school because she’s…” He trailed off and fiddled with the blade of grass in his hands. With a sigh, he finished, “She’s getting married soon.”

      It wasn’t news to Tobias yet admitting it out loud always seemed to twist his gut. He ducked his head to avoid Kase’s gaze. But here I am: always a burden, always making her worry. The blade of grass split between his fingers, tearing evenly in two.

      “Ah,” Kase murmured. He heaved a sigh and rested his chin in his hands. “She deserves to be happy.”

      Tobias nodded, but his tongue tasted bitter. She deserved to be happy, but he knew she never would be as long as she was worried about him.

      “Well, anyway. What I don’t understand is why Eira would want a book.” He narrowed his eyes at the grass as if searching for the answer somewhere beneath it. The only answer he got was from the crickets, chirping louder as the sun sank lower.

      Tobias shrugged, leaning forward again when his palms began to ache from the press of the earth against them. A soft, steady flow of heat from Smoke’s scales warmed him as the air grew colder. The first few stars began to appear alongside the waning crescent moon. It snatched his breath from his lungs as his gaze lingered on the sky, awe sinking into his thoughts. Tobias couldn’t recall the last time he had been out at night. He always returned to an empty house as soon as the sun sank behind the distant mountains. By closing the curtains and lighting candles, he rushed to shut out the world outside. It was strangely comforting to be in the company of someone else: beneath the stars, smothered in a dragon’s warmth.

      The distant roars that carried across the border of Hybrid Territory painted his memories in blood red, locking him up inside his own house until the sun rose again. Even if he spent every day and night alone, he took comfort in his safety.

      Only now did he notice that he had been painfully lonely.

      He shuddered and shifted closer to Smoke subconsciously, pressing his palm against the soft fabric of his tunic where the key dangled beneath. The dragon greeted him with a snort, and the warm air around his scales increased. Tobias nodded his thanks, meeting Smoke’s amber eyes and searching their depths for some kind of hint to the bond he shared with Kase. When he could find nothing but that old look of wisdom, his throat constricted painfully.

      But then it was gone. The choked up feeling vanished as quickly as it had come. He swiped at his eyes, just in case, before facing Kase again.

      “I don’t know why she would want the book,” Tobias admitted in a soft voice. “It’s just something I found about six years ago, with words I can’t read. It intrigues me, so I kept it around, but… I don’t know why she would want it.” He had always felt drawn to it, and now that it was gone, an emptiness had settled over him. Did Eira feel the same pull?

      Kase froze, sitting up straighter. His hands shot out and grabbed Tobias by the shoulders as he twisted around to face him, his eyes wide and sparkling with excitement. “Six years ago, you said? What does the cover look like exactly? Describe it to me!”

      Tobias’s brow furrowed and he peeled Kase’s hands off his arms, scooting back a little more. Kase muttered an apology, but the spark in his eyes didn’t fade. He trembled, shoulders tight, body leaned toward Tobias. His gaze kept flicking back and forth between Tobias and Smoke; the dragon was probably speaking to him. Tobias had seen similar moments when Talia and her dragon would talk privately with each other.

      “Yes, six years ago, give or take a bit.” He folded his arms over his chest and gave Kase a firm stare. “Dirty, embellished with gold, and made of a white leather. Probably dyed. It had all these tiny fingerprints, and the pages were folded down at the corners.”

      “Oh my—gods above!” Kase shot to his feet, beaming as he raked his fingers through his unruly black hair again. He let out a laugh as he turned to the dragon. “Aviva! It must be Aviva! That’s why Eira wants the book!”

      “Aviva?” Tobias asked. Kase rushed to tighten the straps of
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