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      Six-year-old Dorrian huddled against the wall, rubbing his arms and shivering in the cold air that flowed around the huge cavern. The rags he wore were a pitiful excuse for clothing, doing little to warm him. His bare feet shifted against the gritty stone floor.

      Around him, other fae from the Court of Sand clustered. Some weeping. Some defiant. All of them casting glances at the four dragons of Flight Icewing only a few feet away.

      Their captors.

      Two of the Icewing dragons were in half-dragon form with fae bodies and ice-gray wings rising from their backs. The other two lounged in full dragon form, one with eyes half-closed as if dozing while the other tore at a hunk of beef, slurping down the meat and licking his chops in a way that sent shivers down Dorrian’s spine.

      Well, more shivers.

      He tried to make himself look smaller as he took in the cavern bustling with dragons, both in half-dragon form and as massive dragons with wings and scales and mouths big enough to swallow him in one gulp.

      Were he and the others here to be eaten? Perhaps Flight Icewing had brought the captives from their war in the Court of Sand here as an appetizer.

      Dorrian sniffed and scrubbed at his face. He wanted to go home. He wanted his papa and mama. He wanted things to go back to the way they were, before the attacks from the Realm of Monsters and before the king of the Court of Sand had made a bargain with Flight Icewing…only to break that bargain and incur the dragons’ wrath. So many had died, including Dorrian’s parents.

      He was alone. Hungry. Cold. Probably about to be eaten.

      The feasting and talking of the gathered dragons seemed to go on and on. Occasionally, a dragon would step into the center and make a booming proclamation in a way that would make the other dragons stop what they were doing and listen for a while before they went back to eating and talking.

      A fifth dragon from Flight Icewing strode up to them in half-dragon form, tipping his head scornfully at Dorrian and the others. “Get them up.”

      The other four dragons poked and prodded and herded them toward the center of the cavern. Dorrian stumbled along with the others, blinking out at the crowd of dragons. Most looked scary, their eyes glittering, their fangs flashing bright in the candlelight.

      The fifth dragon climbed onto the huge stone in the center of the room, blurring into his full dragon form. His voice booming, he spoke of battles and victories and lots of things Dorrian didn’t fully understand. At the end of it, he gestured to Dorrian and the others. “I’ve brought with me captives from the Court of Sand who stand ready to bind themselves in service to a dragon. What will you bargain for their pledges of service?”

      There was a stir of murmuring among the closest dragons. A few stepped forward, shouting out offers and pointing at some of the captives.

      A dragon with brown hair and royal blue wings rising from his back stepped forward. Something about his slim shoulders and gangling frame made him seem younger than the others. This dragon gestured at Dorrian. “It’s against the laws of the Fae Realm to bargain with children. This one is below the age of majority, too young to bind himself in service.”

      “And you, Evander of Flight Clawstone, are barely old enough to speak in these halls.” The dragon of Flight Icewing sneered down at the young half-dragon before his gaze flicked to an older dragon who was hurrying through the crowd of dragons. “Rockenthar, control your spawn.”

      The older dragon, his brown hair and blue wings a similar shade to the younger one, rested a hand on his shoulder. “No need when my son speaks the truth.”

      “There are exceptions for orphans who have no guardians to speak for them in cases such as this.” The Icewing dragon snorted a puff of smoke. “Now either bargain for him or cease speaking.”

      “I’ll bargain for him.” A half-dragon with an especially sharp face and bright green wings stepped forward. The glitter in his eyes matched the flash of his far too sharp teeth as he smiled the kind of smile that had Dorrian shrinking back. “I find the young ones are the most trainable.”

      “Not so fast.” The younger, blue-winged dragon stepped forward. “I began bargaining first, so that gives me first claim.”

      Dorrian hunched his shoulders as he tried to follow the bargaining, his stomach twisting. He didn’t like the look in the green-winged dragon’s eyes.

      Would the blue-winged dragon, the one called Evander, be any better?

      In the end, it was Evander who took Dorrian’s hand and tugged him away from the others.

      When they were free of the mass of dragons gathered around the center stone, Evander halted, though he didn’t let go of Dorrian’s hand.

      Dorrian blinked, his eyes blurring. But he gasped his tears away, keeping them silent. He’d gotten very good at crying silently.

      The older blue-winged dragon clapped the younger one on the shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Evander. Though, I would’ve thought you already had enough on your talons with your maiden problem.”

      Evander shrugged. “I couldn’t leave him there.”

      “I would have claimed him if you hadn’t.” The older dragon gestured toward Dorrian, though he kept his gaze on Evander. “Would you like me and your mother to look after him?”

      Evander shook his head. “I’ll take him back to my eyrie. Phoebe will look after him, if he truly doesn’t have any family left.”

      The other dragon nodded. “Go on then. I’ll stay and finish up here. There might be a few of the others I can bargain to free. Disgusting practice.”

      Evander grimaced, then his gaze swung down to Dorrian.

      Dorrian quailed, hurriedly scrubbing at his face with his sleeve. The other dragons hadn’t liked it when any of them cried.

      As the older dragon spun on his heel and strode away, Evander knelt, putting his amber-blue dragon-eyes level with Dorrian’s face. “You don’t have to be scared of me, all right?”

      Dorrian sniffed, trying and failing to stop his shivering, both from fear and the cold. It was rather hard not to be scared of a dragon.

      Evander reached into a pocket and pulled out a truly massive blanket. He wrapped it around Dorrian’s shoulders, most of the blanket piling on the floor at Dorrian’s feet. “I’m going to take you to my home. My housekeeper Phoebe will look after you. She’s really nice. Is that all right with you?”

      Why was the dragon asking him? From his short experience, dragons didn’t ask before they did stuff.

      Dorrian rubbed his running nose on the blanket. The blanket was soft and warm and nice. Maybe this dragon was nice too. He seemed less scary than the others. “Will there be food?”

      “Yes, lots of food. Are you hungry?” Evander reached into his pocket again.

      Dorrian nodded, hunching his shoulders. “Those other dragons didn’t give us food.”

      “You haven’t eaten since you were taken from the Court of Sand?” Evander pulled what looked like a piece of pink bread out of his pocket. “Looks like this is all I have left. Here, you can have it. There will be more food at my eyrie.”

      Holding the blanket with one hand, Dorrian snatched the piece of bread, stuffing most of it in his mouth before the dragon could take it away.

      “I’m going to pick you up, if that’s all right?” Evander remained kneeling before Dorrian.

      Dorrian nodded again, tugging the blanket tight around him. At least if he went with this nice dragon, he could leave this cavern filled with lots of scary ones.

      Evander stood, then picked Dorrian up, blanket and all.

      Dorrian curled in the dragon’s arms, shoving the last of the bread in his mouth. His papa used to carry him like this when they had to run from the monsters and Dorrian got too tired to keep running. Dorrian had always felt so safe in his papa’s arms.

      Until the day they hadn’t been able to run fast enough, and Dorrian had been left alone.

      Evander strode into another one of the dark tunnels, his footsteps echoing off all the stone around them. “What’s your name?”

      “Dorrian,” Dorrian mumbled into the blanket, leaning his head against the dragon’s chest. So tired. Still kind of hungry.

      At least he wasn’t cold anymore.

      “Do you have any family back in the Court of Sand?”

      Dorrian shook his head. “The monsters got them.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Evander’s arms tightened around him in something almost like a hug. “Well, you’re going to have a new family now, if you want it. Or I’ll find you a new home in the Court of Sand. Either way, I’m going to free you from the captive binding. I’m not going to force you to pledge yourself to me or anything like that.”

      Dorrian just nodded yet again, not sure what that all meant. But it sounded nice. Much better than the stuff the scary dragons had been saying.

      He closed his eyes, snuggled deeper into the blanket, and drifted off to sleep, safer than he’d been in a long time.
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      TWENTY-THREE YEARS LATER

      Dorrian sauntered down the passageway from his room in the mountain eyrie and into the large space that provided an eating and gathering area for all those who lived here. A large fireplace dominated one side, low embers still burning and heating the space. The long banks of windows showed the gray dark of early morning, the first glints lighting the tips of the distant mountains.

      Long tables and benches filled most of the space while a rug and a few chairs clustered before a fireplace. At this time of the morning, all the benches and chairs were empty.

      Savory smells wafted from the nook on one side of the room that formed the kitchen space. Candles blazed, pooling light into the rest of the room, while Phoebe bustled between the stove and the worktable.

      Dressed in a simple gown with an apron over it, Phoebe wore her dark hair piled on her head, no strands of gray amid the curls. As Dorrian crossed the room and entered the kitchen, she glanced at him, a smile creasing her cheeks and crinkling the skin by her eyes. “Good morning, Dorrian. Getting an early start, I see.”

      “Hoping to get somewhat caught up before Evander wakes.” Dorrian reached for one of the freshly baked pink biscuits. He popped a bite in his mouth, chewing the sweet, soft bread. “Good morning.”

      He was always an early riser. Which worked well, as Evander tended to be a night dragon who preferred to wait to rise until the sun was up. Dorrian took full advantage of those hours of quiet in the morning, and he especially enjoyed these few moments with just him and Phoebe before the others woke. She was something between a foster mother and a much older big sister, having all but raised him after he was brought to the eyrie.

      As Evander had promised, he’d freed Dorrian from the captive binding. Although Dorrian had the option to return to the Court of Sand or go anywhere else in the Fae Realm, he’d chosen to remain here in the eyrie, serving Evander as a full member of the Court of Stone rather than bound the way other dragons bound their servants.

      As Evander’s steward, Dorrian had traveled back to the dragons’ meeting hall several times over the years, lingering near the wall with the other stewards and servants, most of them bound to their dragons far more tightly than Dorrian was. They had spoken of the preserving magic that settled over the things a dragon chose to hoard, a magic that often extended to a dragon’s hoard of bound servants.

      They’d doubted Dorrian would experience this preservation, as he wasn’t bound to Evander. But it seemed those servants had been wrong, not recognizing the strength found in bonds of friendship and brotherhood.

      If the way Phoebe was nearing sixty by human years, and yet appeared far younger, was anything to go by then Dorrian, too, would
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