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        Only men are allowed to become Dragon Riders...too bad I'm not a man.

      

      

      When my twin brother dies before he can claim his place at the Drake Academy, I do the only thing I can. I cut off my hair, bind my breasts, steal his name...and take his place. If anyone discovers I'm really Aurora Lysandra instead of "Auri" Lysander, I'll lose everything—including my chance to bond with a dragon.

      As if pretending to be a boy wasn't difficult enough, my Wing Leader, Ryse Skoren, keeps making my life even harder. He's the most feared Rider in the Academy, rumored to have dragon blood in his veins, and he's determined to whip me into shape. Every morning he drags me out to train before dawn. Every evening he makes sure I eat every bite of the Academy's famous Dragon Custard. He watches over me, protects me...and somehow manages to make me feel safer than I've ever felt in my life.

      There's just one problem...Ryse thinks I'm a boy and he doesn’t understand why he feels so possessive of me.

      But while I'm struggling to keep my secret, something ancient is awakening beneath the mountains. The dragons are growing restless. The Madlings—nightmarish creatures thought to have vanished centuries ago—are stirring once more. And a forgotten golden egg has begun calling my name. If I answer its call, my carefully guarded secret won't be the only thing revealed...

      Because some dragons were never meant to be ridden—they were born to rule.

      And only a Queen can lead them out of darkness.
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        Rider of the Midnight Dragon is Mulan meets Fourth Wing with a dash of Pern…

      

      

      Perfect for readers who love the girl disguised as a boy storyline along with the hero who falls for her before knowing she’s a woman and thinks he’s falling for another man which messes with his head because he’s never felt this way for another guy before—Whew! Also great for readers who love petite rider/giant dragon, ancient dragon prophecy, Wing Leader/Cadet romance and tiny, bossy, golden queen dragons who tell everyone what to do!
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      I never dreamed of flying until my brother died.

      I nursed him through the fever that took him. It refused to take me, though I was with him night and day by the end. I had hoped we might go together into the long night—we had entered the world together as twins, after all and should leave it in the same way—but I never even felt the slightest bit unwell. Our father had ended himself the year before and so when Auren was gone, I had no one.

      Death is cruel sometimes, to take the ones we love and leave us to our loneliness.

      After Auren passed the dreams began. I lived through the days in a haze of grief but all night, every night, I was soaring and diving, flying through the air on the back of a dragon—a dragon with golden scales who could exist only in my dreams.

      I say that because there have been no pure gold dragons in centuries but also because there are no female dragon riders. Those of the female sex simply aren’t compatible with dragons, so it made no sense that the flying dreams would come to me.

      But they came anyway—those dreams that only males with the right bloodlines can have. Those who possess the blood of the ancient Dragon Riders who freed our lands from the Madlings long ago.

      Auren had just begun having the dreams before the fever started—he spoke to me of them and I remember fearing that I would lose him when the Academy came calling.

      And then I lost him anyway—only to the fever instead.

      In the dreams, I knew just what to do—how to guide the vast beast under me, which ducked and rolled and soared through the sky on wings so wide I couldn’t see their tips as they stretched out on either side, skimming the clouds.

      But how could that be? The dreams made no sense. I’m a woman—incompatible with dragonkind—why would they come to me?

      I had no answers, but the dreams didn’t stop. I didn’t begin to understand the implications until a knock came on the front door a month later…
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      I was wearing my brother’s clothes when I opened the door.

      I had given up dresses during the time I nursed him—it was difficult enough climbing up and down the mountain, carrying the water I needed so desperately to bathe him and make him broth, without worrying about tripping on long skirts. And after he was gone, there was no one to see me, so I kept wearing his clothing for comfort—they smelled like him. I missed him desperately and the worn fabric made me feel closer to the other half of myself—the half that was now nothing but an aching void.

      I opened the door, wondering who it could be. My ancestral home was located on a cliff’s edge—who would make the strenuous journey without a good reason? We never got peddlers or salesmen—it was just too much trouble to climb the mountainside for a fallen Great House known to be destitute. There was no money to spend—no reason to come.

      The man outside was middle aged, with short brown hair going gray at the temples and a huge, poufy mustache. He was dressed in a uniform that was familiar—I had seen my father wear it when I was younger. The golden dragon crest on his sleeve made my eyes widen.

      “Yes?” I asked, uncertain what he could want. “Can I help you?”

      “’Course you can, lad. You can come with me—you’re of age now so it’s time.”

      “Time? Time for what? What are you talking about?” I took a step back, but he took me by the wrist and pulled me out onto the broad ledge that served as our front step.

      I fell forward with a gasp and saw there was someone else on the ledge—a small brown dragon about twice the size of a horse, who snorted when he saw me.

      Brown—the least in size and status. Not very intelligent but can be diligent workers and loyal companions. Riders who impress a brown drake at hatching will usually end up in the Courier Service arm of the Academy, whispered a voice in my brain. And there wasn’t even a speckling of gold anywhere on his dull scales. He would hold the lowest ranking among his kind.

      It was all from the Book of Drakes that my brother and I had found among our father’s things when we were younger. We had studied that book—memorizing whole passages, desperate for knowledge of the world that took our father away for so much of the year and fascinated by what we learned.

      “Someday I’ll Impress an egg and bond with a dragon. Not just any dragon either—one of Royal lineage,” Auren used to boast to me. “I’ll be a rider like Father—I’m going to fly a Silver-wing dragon or maybe even a Gold-wing—you’ll see!”

      But up until this moment, I had never seen a dragon up close. Oh, Auren and I had seen one from afar. Our father’s drake, F’lorn, was a Crimson Gold-wing—a deep red dragon with a golden sheen to his scales. Auren and I had snuck out to see him often, but we never dared to get too close. Dragons were bonded to one person only—their rider and they mirrored and amplified their rider’s moods.

      We didn’t dare get too close to F’lorn—his flame was hot enough to feel through the stone walls of our home, and we could feel our father’s anger radiating from him as much as we did the heat. He wouldn’t have cared that we were his rider’s children—he would have burned us to a crisp without a second thought, so we steered well-clear of his massive bulk and smoldering malice.

      The little brown dragon seemed friendly, however. He pushed forward, nosing at me and his rider didn’t even try to stop him.

      “That’s right, G’lornie—have a good sniff,” he encouraged. “Let me know if he’s our lad.”

      I stood, frozen to the spot, as a head bigger than my torso lowered and the Brown’s nostrils flared wide to sniff me. Though brown dragons were the smallest of the breed, they were still quite large enough to kill if they became enraged and getting too close to a woman could anger them—at least if the books I’d read from my father’s collection were to be believed.

      But instead of growing angry when it smelled me, the brown dragon simply snorted in a friendly way. The air from its nostrils blew my long hair back and I gasped in startlement.

      The courier—for he must be a courier from the Academy, I thought—laughed good-naturedly.

      “Aye, seems G’lornie likes you. No surprise, given your bloodlines, I suppose. Nobility like that can be smelled from miles away by the dragons.”

      “Nobility?” I asked, still trying to catch my breath.

      “Oh, aye. You’re a Lysandra, aren’t you? Your bloodlines go back to the very first Riders. The only line more ancient is the Skorens. None of their line ever bond to less than a Gold-wing. I dare say you’ll be the same yourself, for all you’re a bit of a runt.”

      He eyed me with a slight frown, shaking his head at my size.

      I was just now beginning to understand what was going on—the courier had mistaken me for my dead brother. I had to set the record straight before he went any further.

      “Oh, I’m not—” I began…and then stopped abruptly.

      Since Auren had died, I had been desperately lonely. I had no money to spend in town and thus no reason to go down there to speak to anyone. Not that many wanted to talk to me. Ever since my father’s suicide, I was known as “the git of that mad rider up on the mountain.” And since madness was thought to be catching, I wasn’t at all popular in any of the shops. Even if I’d had gold to spend, they still would have shunned me.

      Also, I wanted to know a little more about the Academy. Auren and I had talked about it ceaselessly—even at the end when it was clear he wasn’t going anywhere but into Death’s cold embrace. I wanted to know what kind of life he might have lived if the fever hadn’t taken him from me.

      “You’re not what? Ready to go yet?” The courier blew out an exasperated sigh that puffed out his thick mustache in a comical way. “Very well, I can give you a single day. I’ll stay in your family’s cave, with your permission?”

      “Oh, of course,” I heard myself saying and nodded further down the ledge where the huge cavern that used to house F’lorn was located. It was empty now—he and my father had dived to their deaths together, though no one knew why.

      My father claimed he had been bitten by a Madling and some said he and his dragon had amplified and fed off one another’s pain and madness until they reached the tipping point and ended their lives together.

      But that was impossible. The Madlings had been eradicated a century or more ago—burned from our skies by dragon fire and their poison had been cleansed from our bloodlines by rigorous culling.

      “I have my own provisions, but are there any sheep or goats for G’lornie to eat?” The courier asked, raising his eyebrows—which were nearly as poufy as his mustache.

      “Er, I’m afraid not,” I said, feeling suddenly ashamed at my lack of hospitality. A Great House—even an impoverished one—ought to be able to offer a dragon in need a meal.

      “Eh, that’s too bad.” He frowned and shook his head.

      “My father and his dragon, F’lorn, have been gone for over a year, so there’s been no point in keeping a flock anymore,” I hastened to explain.

      I didn’t add that I had sold the last of the scrawny sheep that used to graze on our pitifully small mountain pasture right before Auren had died, so I could afford enough to buy beef bones to make him a nourishing broth. I hadn’t wanted my beloved twin brother to die with an empty belly.

      Those bones were dry now—boiled over and over and cracked and scraped clean of their marrow. The courier would likely have a better meal than I did that night, no matter how little he had brought with him. I literally had nothing to offer him, but tea made from leaves that had been boiled three times over already.

      “Would you like to come in for some tea?” I asked, thinking I could boil the leaves once more and make at least a weak approximation of the strong black brew my father used to favor.

      The courier shook his head.

      “Nay, lad. I’ll be fine on my own—we’re not supposed to go in the house when we come for a conscript. ‘Specially not a Noble House,” he added, giving my cracked and peeling front door a dubious look.

      “Oh, well…” I wasn’t sure what to say. I ought to send him away right now but if I did, I’d never hear more about the Academy. I wanted to ask him some questions—I wanted to learn more about what Auren’s life would have been if he’d lived.

      “Well, if there’s nothing else—” the courier began, starting to turn away.

      “Wait,” I said quickly, and he turned back.

      “Yes, lad?”

      “What…what should I bring with me?” I asked, reaching for the first question I could think of.

      He shook his head.

      “Nothing but the clothes on your back. Though if I were you, I’d put on my best.” His brown eyes traveled over the patched and ragged shirt and breeches I wore and then down to my bare feet. “Most like to appear looking a bit more formal on Receiving Day,” he added. “Oh, and cut your hair.” He nodded at my long, white-blond locks. “You’re already almost as pretty as a girl—you’ll have a hard time of it during the Mating Flights if you show up looking like that.”

      I put a hand protectively to my head. Cut my hair? It was my one beauty. I had dainty enough features, but they were too sharp to truly be considered pretty or feminine.

      When Auren and I were younger, we couldn’t be told apart. Then he’d gotten a growth spurt and shot up a foot taller than me, with shoulders much broader than my own. But still, our features were nearly identical—which was probably why the courier had mistaken me for him, especially if he had been given an old portrait to look at before he came for Auren.

      “Cut your hair, put on your best, and be ready by six sharp tomorrow morning,” the courier commanded me. “We’ve a long ride to the Academy so wear something warm. Don’t know if your father ever took you flying, but it gets cold up in the sky,” he added.

      “Oh, er, right.” I nodded and he started to turn away again.

      “But what if the dragons don’t like me?” I blurted out, before I could stop myself. I was dimly aware that this was a question that would only apply to me—not to Auren, if he’d still been alive. He was a male with Nobel blood and thus compatible with all of dragonkind. But I, as a woman, was not.

      “Don’t like you? Well, of course they’ll like you, lad!” The courier huffed a laugh that made his mustache puff out again. “G’lornie likes you, don’t he? Aye boy, come here.”

      He motioned to his dragon and the little brown came forward and sniffed me again. Then he put out a perfectly enormous black and pink mottled tongue and licked the side of my face, startling me so much I let out a squeak of surprise. It was like being swiped at with a warm, wet mop and the whole side of my face was wet when he pulled back.

      The courier laughed again to see my shock.

      “There, you see? He’s already fond of you—he doesn’t lick just anybody. And if G’lornie likes you, all the rest will too. He’s not just a Brown you know,” he added confidentially, lowering his voice as though he was telling me an important secret. “He’s got a knack, he does, for scenting out the bloodlines. He only picks those with the blood of the Ancient Riders in their veins—can smell ‘em a league off. Can’t you, boy?”

      He scratched the little Brown behind his eye ridges and G’lornie hummed, his golden eyes going half-lidded with contentment and pleasure.

      “That’s my boy.” The courier looked at his mount with real affection and I saw a little of the deep connection a rider has with his dragon. There was something passing between them—some deep communication only they could understand.

      Suddenly, I hungered for that bond—the bond a rider and dragon have the moment they first look into each other’s eyes. I was so lonely—so dreadfully, soul-numbingly lonely since Auren had died. I barely remembered my mother and I had never been close to my father. He had doted on my brother but as a female, I was beneath his notice. Auren had been my whole world up until he died and now…now I had no one.

      But could a girl really Impress an egg and bond with the dragon that hatched from it? All the texts I had read said no and conventional wisdom would have laughed at the very idea. Why not though, I asked myself? Why couldn’t they all be wrong—at least in my case?

      The legends all spoke of dragons burning a female to ashes if she got too close, but I’d been having the flying dreams. And G’lornie seemed to like me well enough—he hadn’t so much as blown a smoke ring in my direction. Also, the courier had said the little Brown was specially sent out to find the right candidates for the Academy. And he’d liked me so much he’d licked me—one side of my face was still damp from his drool.

      So why couldn’t I go to the Academy and Impress a dragon? I looked just like my brother had in the face and I had a fairly deep voice for a girl—no one had to be the wiser. Why not go?

      I’ll tell you why not, because if you’re wrong about being able to pull this off, you’ll be dead! shouted a panicked-sounding voice in my head. You can’t just pretend to be male and expect to get away with it! Can you?

      That was the question, and the answer might mean my death.

      “What should I pack?” I heard myself asking.

      The courier shrugged.

      “Nothing—G’lornie can’t carry much besides the two of us. Besides, they’ll give you everything you need at the Academy. Not that you’ll need much to start—just a uniform and supplies to take notes for your classes. The professors are extremely strict,” he added, waggling those poufy eyebrows at me sternly. “They won’t tolerate any sass or backtalk. The course load isn’t easy, you know.”

      “I know,” I said quickly. I’d heard as much from father, when he was half-drunk and feeling expansive. Auren and I had heard all about how difficult the courses were—it was one reason my father had hired a tutor when we were younger, though the expense nearly broke us financially. Luckily for me, I had been included in those lessons—mainly because Auren wouldn’t behave unless I was at his side.

      “I swear the girl is a better scholar than her brother!” I remembered the tutor—a stick-thin fellow with a receding hairline and an Adam’s apple nearly as big as a real apple—muttering.

      So I should be well prepared for the Academy—academically, at least. But there was more to the Academy than academics.

      I pushed away my doubts and nodded at the courier.

      “Well, I guess I’d better get ready.”

      “Do that.” He nodded. “G’lornie and I will be in the cave. See you at six AM sharp.”

      “Six sharp,” I repeated, nodding and this time when he turned away, I let him go.

      Then I went back inside to prepare, as much as I could, to take my brother’s place at the Academy. I had no idea if I would survive the experience, but I was determined to try—no matter what the consequences were.
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      Was I really going to do this?

      The question surfaced in my mind as I stood before the mirror with the scissors in one hand and a hank of my long, white-blonde hair in the other.

      It wasn’t too late to change my mind. I could still offer myself as a bride to some minor Nobleman who would be happy to add the bloodlines of a Great House to his own. True, I wasn’t much to look at—my features had grown even sharper with the hunger that gnawed my belly day and night and my breasts had shrunk to the size of unripe peaches for lack of food. But I might still find a place for myself, somewhere in the kingdom.

      In fact, that had been my father’s plan for me. He’d been looking into getting me married off in the year before he and F’lorn had plunged to their deaths. But once the madness took him, everything else fell to the wayside.

      I had been glad he hadn’t found me a place—I didn’t want to be parted from Auren. But now there was no one in the echoing caverns of my ancestral home but me. I didn’t even sense any ghosts, though conventional wisdom said my father’s spirit should have lingered if he died in madness. There was just nothing—just loneliness.

      I wanted to be around people again—I was normally a friendly and outgoing person. There would be lots of new people to meet at the Academy.

      There would be people at a Baron’s house too, whispered a cautious little voice in my head. Or a Duke’s, if you should marry one.

      But I had seen the portraits of the men my father had been considering for me. Not a single one of them was less than twice my age and most were paunchy and balding, except for one emaciated fellow who looked like a grinning skull. Even his portrait made me shudder—I couldn’t imagine those long, skeletal fingers caressing my skin.

      And that was the difference in the two fates I had before me, I thought. If I wrote to the men my father had chosen and let one of them have me, I would have to submit to him sexually. Once we were married, my body would be his to do with as he pleased.

      I didn’t like that idea—didn’t like it at all. Though I had heard all my life that a woman’s calling was to submit herself to her husband, I had never believed it was fair or right. Why should I submit, just because my husband was bigger and stronger than me? Did his superior physical strength make him my better mentally or morally?

      I thought not. I was a better scholar than my brother, often picking up the concepts the tutor tried to teach him much quicker and understanding them more completely. In fact, I often tutored Auren before the tests we both took in order to help him pass.

      I didn’t believe my twin was stupid—quite the contrary. But he had so much boyish energy it was difficult for him to sit still and learn. And his mind was difficult to train on ideas that didn’t interest him. He only wanted to hear about the flight classes from my father—the aerial maneuvers, and the way the Noble Drakes flamed as one on command. He had no use for flight mechanics or formations—nor the advanced mathematics and physics that were considered of vital importance at the Academy.

      I, on the other hand, grasped such complex concepts with ease. And I didn’t believe that any pudgy Baron or skeletal Duke was better than me just because he was a foot taller and had a penis between his legs. Why should I submit to a husband when I could be flying the skies on dragon-back, just as I did in my dreams?

      “Why indeed?” I said aloud and made the first cut.

      As the first long strands of my pale blonde hair floated to the flagstones, I knew there was no going back. The pale purple eyes of the girl in the mirror were determined, even if her cheeks were pale and hollow and the hand holding the sheers shook.

      I was going to do this—I was going to the Academy and I was going to take my brother’s place. I would live the life that Auren had been denied—I would do it in his honor and for his memory. If he was looking down on me from above, I would make him proud.

      “For you, brother,” I whispered, and cut again…and again and again.

      I was going to the Academy, I told myself firmly. I had no choice in the matter anymore—my fate had been sealed.
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      But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t have misgivings yet again the next morning as I stepped out onto the ledge wearing Auren’s best suit with my hair all ragged and bandages binding my breasts under the too-big dress shirt I wore. Not that they needed much binding. I had never been big-chested and the lack of food in the past few months had shrunk my meager assets until they were nearly non-existent. Still, I wrapped them to be safe, securing the wide, thick linen bandages with a pin under my arm.

      Along with Auren’s suit, I was wearing my own scuffed and worn dress boots. I’d tried polishing them with a bit of melted candle wax and some soot from the stove, but the scuffs were still all too visible, especially around the toes. I hoped they didn’t look too girlish. None of Auren’s footwear had fit me—my hands and feet were much daintier than my brother’s had been, even before he got his growth spurt.

      I had wrapped myself in his old winter coat—which was ragged but clean—and far too big for me. But I had no winter things of my own. My father deemed them unnecessary since a woman’s place is in the home. What need could I have for a warm coat when my place was by the hearth, cooking and cleaning all during the cold season? And the hot season too, come to that.

      So it was Auren’s coat or none at all. Honestly, I was glad to have it. It still smelled faintly of him and the ghostly scent comforted me.

      To complete my Receiving Day outfit, I wore the most precious thing of all—the Dragon Glass pendant that had been passed down from father to son for generations in my family. It was the most valuable thing we owned—the one asset my father had refused to sell off, even as we drowned in gentile poverty.

      “You’ll wear it when you go to the Academy,” I remembered him telling Auren. “It’s magic you know—the Dragon Glass was forged by a Pure Gold dragon—one of the last ever seen before they all disappeared.”

      “What does it do?” Auren had asked, his pale purple eyes wide with interest as my father fastened the pendant around his neck. It had been fashioned into the shape of a dragon’s head, lifted as though to breathe flame, and the obsidian was liberally speckled with flecks of gold, as all Dragon Glass was.

      “Ahh, it’s magic is subtle but real,” was the reply. “It makes you into what you believe yourself to be—into what you want others to see when they look at you. So if you believe yourself to be courageous and competent and strong, why, that’s what you’ll be and that’s what they’ll see.” He had pounded Auren gently on the shoulder. “Wear it always—never take it off,” he told my brother. “Especially at the Academy. But remember—the amulet will work on humans, but not on dragons. The Noble ones are the only drakes with fire hot enough to forge the Dragon Glass, so they can see through its glamour. With them, you just have to be yourself and hope that they approve.”

      It was that last part that made me nervous. I hoped that my family’s Dragon Glass pendant could help me pull off my deception among the professors and the other students, but with the dragons, I would be on my own.

      Well, maybe I wouldn’t have to be near them that much, I reasoned with myself as I walked along the ledge to F’lorn’s old cave. After all, the beasts were too huge to be quartered with their riders. They had their own caverns, located around the top of the dormant volcano the Academy was built on. From what my father had said, the riders were quartered lower down. Only the most esteemed riders and professors had their own caverns, big enough for a man to live in close proximity to his dragon.

      At any rate, I was going now. My formerly luscious locks had been shorn to a spiky cut that completely negated my beauty. No Baron or Duke would want me now, no matter how impressive my bloodlines. Also, the cupboards were bare—I’d had the very last of the weak tea for breakfast and there was no food at all left. I would starve to death before my hair grew out, making me presentable again, so I had no choice.

      I’m going, I told myself. I’m going for Auren but I’m also going for me. I won’t live my life as some man’s plaything and servant. I’m worth more than that.

      I lifted my chin and headed into the F’lorn’s old cave with determination.

      “Ah, there you are!” the courier—whose name I still didn’t know—exclaimed when I came in, just as though he’d been hunting for me instead of the other way around. “Your hair looks better that way,” he added, eying me critically and frowned. “Still too pretty for your own good, though.”

      I ignored his words, hoping that the men at the Academy wouldn’t think the same. I’d cut my hair, bound my breasts and I was wearing my family’s pendant—that was the limit of my disguise. At least my short hair made me look more boyish.

      The courier’s little brown dragon was dwarfed by the cavernous space, like a puppy put into a kennel meant for a full-grown dog. Contentment radiated off him in waves—I sensed he was happy just to be near his rider. He was much nicer to be near than my father’s dragon had been, I thought. F’lorn had always been in a rage, his anger as hot as his dragon fire. G’lornie wasn’t frightening at all.

      Despite the order that we were to leave at six sharp, the courier was sitting on an old stool beside a fire. There was a collapsible metal frame over the licking flames with an iron pan on it. Bacon fat was melting in the blackened bottom of the pan, and he was toasting thick slices of bread in it.

      “Yes, here I am,” I said, trying hard not to eye his breakfast. It wasn’t the sight so much as the smells that taunted me. Everything I’d been eating for the past month had almost no odor—bones and tea that had been boiled over and over again. They had lost their aroma long ago. But the rich scent of bacon fat bubbling in the pan tormented me, coming so strongly to my nose that my mouth started to water.

      The courier must have seen me eyeing his food, because he made a gesture for me to sit beside him and nodded at the pan.

      “Come and help yourself to a slice, if you like, lad,” he said kindly. “It’s not good to fly on an empty stomach.”

      My appetite roared to life, but my pride rebelled. I was a daughter—now a son—of a Great House. We had no need to beg.

      “Thank you but I’m not hungry,” I said loftily.

      Of course, my stomach chose that very moment to growl loudly in angry contradiction.

      “Oh, come now, lad.” The courier shook his head. “There’s no shame in being in need.”

      “There’s not?” I asked doubtfully. To hear my father rant and rave about our dwindling finances, there was nothing more shameful than poverty.

      But the courier shook his head again.

      “Course not. I wasn’t raised with much myself, you know,” he said. “Barely had enough Noble Blood to get myself into the Academy—my father owned a farm. Not exactly a going enterprise, you understand.”

      “Why are you telling me all this?” I asked blankly.

      “Well, because…” He frowned, as if trying to think how to continue. “I’ve heard about what happened to your father—we all have,” he added sympathetically. “It makes sense that you wouldn’t have much to eat with the main breadwinner of your family gone. Your cheekbones are sharp enough to cut glass, and I can practically count your ribs right through that coat.”

      I felt a rush of shame that heated my cheeks in an uncomfortable blush. Death by suicide was a black mark on a family’s name—especially when both rider and dragon went together. It usually meant madness and there was nothing worse than that. I wished he didn’t know about it and hoped he was wrong about the rest of the Academy knowing as well.

      “I…um…” I didn’t know what to say.

      The courier didn’t wait for me to finish. Using a long-handled fork, he fished one of the toasted slices of bread from the pan and handed it to me.

      “Here—eat up, lad. As I said, it’s not good to fly on an empty stomach. Can’t have you fainting mid-air.”

      This time I took the offered food without complaint. It was hot enough to singe my fingertips but I held onto it anyway and brought it to my lips.

      The first bite was pure bliss—crispy and crunchy and salty and slightly greasy from the bacon fat. The toasted bread crunched between my teeth and melted on my tongue, making my stomach growl again with hunger.

      I finished the bread in no time. Though I tried to be mannerly about it, I’m afraid I wolfed it down. Grief for Auren had allowed me to ignore my hunger up until now but having real food in my mouth dispelled all other emotions.

      “Good, that’s good.” The courier nodded approvingly as he watched me eat the bread. “Would you like another slice?” he added, forking up the second piece and holding it out to me. “I’m full myself,” he added. “I was just going to give it to G’lornie, but the little glutton’s already had a whole goat I bought him down at the village last night, so he doesn’t need it to fly.”

      “Oh, I shouldn’t,” I said, even though my stomach was still growling. I took the toasted bread instinctively anyway, but made myself hold it out to the little Brown. “G’lornie should have it—he’s going to take us all the way to the Academy,” I said, trying to make myself believe it.

      But the little brown dragon nosed away my hand. Instead of inhaling the piece of bread, he pushed my palm back towards me and there was an anxious look in his golden eyes as he did so, as though he could sense how hungry I was. I could feel his worry for me and it melted my heart.

      “There, you see? G’lornie wants you to have it,” the courier said. “You go on and finish it now, lad. I’ll pack up while you eat.”

      “Well, thank you, er…” I hesitated awkwardly, not sure what to call him.

      “Oh, I’m Jorn,” the courier said to me, smiling. “I guess I never really introduced myself. Not much use, seeing as how once we get back to the Academy, we’ll be moving in different circles. You’ll be with the new cadets and I’m always off flying, dispatching messages and gathering candidates. Still, maybe you’ll remember old Jorn once you’ve Impressed yourself a Silver or Gold-wing.”

      “I’ll never forget your kindness,” I said and meant it.

      “Oh, go on with you.” Jorn made a shooing gesture and his weather-roughened cheeks grew a bit red. “I’ve a lad myself, just your age and entering the Academy this year. I wouldn’t want him going hungry—just treating you the way I’d hope someone would treat him if your circumstances were reversed.”

      I wondered if Jorn’s son looked anything like him and pictured a boy about my age with an enormous poufy mustache. The mental image made me smile.

      “Well, we’d best get moving if we’re going to get you to Receiving Day on time,” Jorn said. “Finish that bread and let’s head out.”

      As he stamped out the fire and packed up his gear, I hoped and prayed that the other men I met at the Academy would be as kind as Jorn and all the dragons as sweet as G’lornie.

      I had no idea how soon my hopes would be dashed and that all my prayers would go unanswered.
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      Receiving Day, to hear my father tell it, was one of the most important days in the Academy calendar, superseded only by Hatching Day. It was less important and much less private than the various Mating Flights that happened roughly once a month and were restricted to the inhabitants of the Academy only.

      But Receiving Day was treated as a celebration. I saw families gathered around their sons—members of other Great Houses, I was sure—at least to judge by their dress and mannerisms. All of them looked proud and happy and excited and they were all wearing their best clothes.

      The aerial view was spectacular, but I was glad we were finally at our destination. Riding dragonback was thrilling of course, but after the initial thrill of being hundreds of feet in the air wore off, I became very aware of how cold I was. The freezing air bit through my clothes, chilling me to the bone. It was even worse since I had no fat to keep me warm. I envied Jorn’s flight leathers which insulated him from the biting cold.

      G’lornie landed us at the edge of the crowd that was gathered in the vast stone bowl, which was located in on the lowest ledge of the enormous dormant volcano where the Academy was located. “the Old Drake” the cadets all called it—or so my father had told us—though it had a more formal name in the Ancient Tongue.

      Looking up at the higher ledges, I could see the enormous heads of full-grown dragons poking out of their caverns, looking down curiously at the gathering of humans.

      Other couriers, some riding common Blue drakes and others on common Greens—none with any gold or silver or bronze markings on their wings—were landing on the perimeters of the crowd as well. I saw boys about my age slide off their backs and then the couriers took off again.

      “Well, this is where I leave you, lad,” Jorn said, twisting in the saddle to look at me. “Just jump down now.”

      “All right but where am I supposed to go?”

      I looked around at the crowd in confusion. It was the most people I’d ever seen all together in one place. Aside from the Noble families and cadets, there were food vendors hawking their wares, a few scribe-priests in long white robes, and older boys and men dressed in the uniform of the academy with the golden dragon stitched on the left sleeve. All of them moved with purpose, as though they knew exactly where to go.

      I, on the other hand, felt suddenly completely lost. How could I possibly belong in this hustle and bustle where I didn’t know a single other person? How could I pull off my deception among so many sharp eyes?

      Jorn gave me an awkward but comforting pat on the knee.

      “I know it seems overwhelming, but you’ll find your way. Don’t worry—they won’t let everyone mill about like this for long. In a little while one of the older cadets will come call all the new recruits and take you where you need to go.”

      “All right. Er…thank you,” I said and started to slide off G’lornie’s back.

      But Jorn gripped my knee tighter, stopping me.

      “Wait, lad—there’s something I must say.”

      He had a troubled look in his mild brown eyes that made my heart start pounding. Did he know my secret? Had he found me out?

      “What?” I asked bluntly. If he was going to call me out, he’d better do it now.

      But his next words surprised and confused me.

      “Be careful during the Mating Flights,” he said to me. “Try to make yourself scarce, if you can.”

      “Make myself scarce?” I frowned and shook my head. “I don’t understand. I don’t have a dragon of my own yet—how could the Mating Flights affect me?”

      “Just keep out of the way of the older cadets,” he advised. “They get…agitated during such times. I’m telling you like I told my own lad—steer clear of your older classmates if you can. If you can’t, well, there’s no shame in it—Academy tradition and all that. But still, just do your best.”

      I frowned, even more confused than ever.

      “I don’t understand,” I said again.

      “I know, but you will,” he said cryptically. “All right lad, time to get down.”

      And then he practically pushed me off G’lornie’s back.

      I backed away, looking around in confusion as the little Brown took off again, his stubby wings working hard to hoist him and his rider into the sky. What had Jorn meant? What was he warning me of?

      I didn’t know and there didn’t seem to be any way to find out. In the meantime, I was at the fringes of the biggest crowd I’d ever seen in my life and I had to find my way into it, somehow.

      The air was filled with the babble of voices.

      “Oh, I’m so proud of you, Freedrick!” a woman at my left elbow was saying as she pressed a kiss to the forehead of a plump, pink-faced boy in a richly embroidered cloak.

      “Meat-sticks! Meat-sticks! Get your tasty, piping hot meat-sticks here!” a vendor to my right was bawling. He was waving long wooden skewers with fat sausages impaled on their ends. Rich streaks of orange grease dripped from the sausages and slid down his hairy arm, but he barely seemed to notice as he wove his way through the crown, crying his wares.

      The rich, heavy smell of the meat made my stomach growl again, though it was mixed with the various perfumes and colognes from the rich families around me. And over everything hung the deep scent of burning cinnamon, as though a bonfire of the rare spice was raging somewhere near—the scent of dragons.

      “May the God and Goddess bless your service in the Academy,” I heard a scribe-priest saying as he pressed his palm to the forehead of a scrawny-looking boy with a shock of red hair and a face full of freckles.

      “Amen and amen,” his mother and father said piously, nodding in unison.

      My own father had never had much use for the scribe-priests, so I watched the little family with the scrawny son with interest. Though I supposed I couldn’t really call anyone else scrawny. As far as I could see, I was the shortest and smallest new recruit here. Lifting my chin, I tried to look taller as I stepped into the crowd.

      Almost everyone I saw was better dressed than I was. But I couldn’t let myself worry about that—I was too busy trying to make the Dragon Glass pendant I wore work for me.

      “I’m a boy,” I told it mentally, focusing on the gold-flecked obsidian dragon’s head in the hollow of my throat. “No, a man.”

      I was of age, after all—all the new recruits were. The Academy didn’t take anyone who wasn’t an adult—though the boys around me looked awfully young and inexperienced, which was exactly how I felt.

      But I was getting away from my purpose.

      “I’m Auren Lysandra, son of Arden Lysandra and I’m absolutely masculine through and through,” I told the pendant. “I’m⁠—”

      And then someone laid a hand on my shoulder, startling me, and I jumped and let out an unmistakably girlish scream.

      “Whoa—sorry there,” a friendly sounding voice said. “Didn’t mean to startle you.”

      I turned quickly and saw a short, compact boy with mild brown eyes and brown hair staring at me. Even though he was short, he was still half a head taller than I was. He was wearing an inexpensive looking suit that was nonetheless neat and clean, and he had a quizzical smile on his face.

      “Oh—you scared me!” I put a hand to my heart and then realized that it was a girlish gesture. I deepened my voice and scowled at him. “I mean, don’t go sneaking up on a fellow like that!”

      “Sorry,” he said easily. “You just looked confused, and I thought maybe I could help.”

      “How can you help?” I asked rudely, still trying to play my part. “You don’t have on a uniform—you’re as new as I am.”

      “Well, in a way,” he agreed easily. “I’m a new recruit, that’s true. But I’ve lived near the Old Drake all my life. My father is a courier.”

      “Oh, I see.” I felt abruptly bad for being rude. He seemed to be trying to make me feel at home and I had sneered at him.

      “I’m Jorn-o Twaller,” he continued.

      “Wait—Jorn-o?” I frowned. Adding “o” to the end of a name meant “son of” as in “son of Jorn.” And the boy had said his father was a courier.

      “I think it was your father who came to get me and brought me here,” I told him. “Unless there’s more than one Jorn in the Courier Division.”

      “There isn’t and I know he brought you—I saw you slide off G’lornie’s back. He flies really high for a Brown, you know. And he’s extremely intelligent.”

      “Yes, he is,” I agreed, remembering how the little Brown had pushed away the second piece of bread and the worry for me that I had seen in his golden eyes. “He’s a wonderful dragon,” I added.

      I seemed to have said the exact right thing because Jorn-o’s kind and homely face broke into a wide smile.

      “He is,” he said. “Come on—do you want me to show you around before the upperclassmen come to get us?”

      “Yes, please,” I said, nodding. “I’ve been feeling kind of lost here.”

      “Oh don’t worry—that’ll pass once you get to know the Old Drake,” Jorn-o told me. “There’s six levels—did you know that?”

      I shook my head. I’d heard my father talk about his time at the Academy many times, but he hadn’t really spoken much about the geography of the dormant volcano that housed it.

      “Well, there are. We’re standing on the lowest level—the Receiving Bowl,” Jorn-o said, his voice taking on a lecturing quality. “Anyone can come here—it’s open to the public. But the rest of the Academy is strictly for the professors and cadets who live here.”

      “What’s up those stairs?” I asked, nodding at the polished stone steps at the far end of the vast bowl-like area we were standing in.

      “The Assembly Hall—it’s technically still part of the first level,” Jorn-o told me. “They the second level is where we’ll be living—that’s for the cadet’s quarters, the mess hall where we eat, communal baths⁠—”

      “Wait a minute—communal baths? As in…everyone taking a bath together?” I felt my heart turn to a stone in my chest.

      “Well, sure—it’s not a big deal.” Jorn-o shrugged.

      It absolutely was a big deal to me.

      “How many people are we, uh, bathing with?” I asked, trying to keep my voice steady.

      Jorn-o frowned, as though he thought it was odd I should ask, but answered anyway.

      “You know—whoever’s in your dorm. First-years are put into dormitories, about twenty boys to a dorm. They all share a necessary room and eat at the same table, that kind of thing.”

      “So…you’re saying there’s no privacy? None at all?” I asked, my voice going high on the last word.

      “What do you want privacy for? How can you get to know the cadets in your class if you don’t live with them?” Jorn-o asked. “You have to be able to trust the riders in your group when you’re in formation and you have to know them if you’re going to trust them.”

      “I just…I’m used to having my own bedroom and bathing room, that’s all,” I muttered, wondering what I was going to do.

      “Well, you only have to be in the dorms for your First-year,” Jorn-o told me. “Second-years get roommates and Third and Fourth years get their own rooms. And Wing Leaders, of course—they get their own rooms as well. Of course the professors get a room to themselves that’s right next to the cave their dragon lives in.”

      “That’s all very well, but a year is a long time to live in a dorm with twenty boys,” I muttered. How in the world was I going to manage this? It had never occurred to me that I wouldn’t have my own room at the Academy. Why hadn’t I thought of this?

      “If you’re shy, don’t worry about making friends,” Jorn-o said, clearly mistaking the source of my anxiety. “You’ll get along fine—you’re a Lysandra, after all. Auren Lysandra—right?”

      I frowned.

      “How did you know my name? Did your father tell you he was going to get me?”

      Jorn-o shook his head.

      “Just said he was going to collect a candidate from an ancient and remote Great House. But look at you…” He gestured at me with one hand. “I mean, that blonde hair and those pale purple eyes? Nobody but a Lysandra has such coloring. You’re probably the most recognizable Great House of any of them. Well, besides the Skorens, of course,” he added. “But they stand out for other reasons.”

      “They do? How?” I asked.

      Jorn-o shrugged.

      “You’ll understand when you see one. Anyway, be careful of them—they have short tempers. Not that you’ll probably run into any as a First-year cadet. The upperclassmen mostly keep to themselves. Well, except in the Mess Hall and during Mating Flights,” he added and then looked troubled.

      His words reminded me of what his father had said, and I was about to question him further when a loud baritone voice rang out.

      “New recruits! Listen up and pay attention!”

      Everyone stopped what they were doing and conversations died away as all eyes turned towards the voice.

      I didn’t know it then, but my fate was sealed the moment I saw the cadet who was speaking.
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      The deep baritone voice belonged to a tall, well-built cadet with broad shoulders and thick, black hair pulled back to the nape of his neck. There was something strange about his eyes, but I couldn’t tell what it was from this distance. The sunlight danced across his temples and high cheekbones in a way that made me think he was wearing some kind of jewelry, which was odd since any kind of facial jewelry was strictly forbidden at the Academy. A cadet couldn’t even have his ear pierced—let alone anything more exotic.

      “Oh—that’s Ryse Skoren now,” Jorn-o muttered to me. “Better listen up and do as he says—he’s the North Wing’s Wing Leader. He flies a Midnight Gold-wing, you know,” he added, with a touch of awe in his voice.

      I did remember my father talking about the four different formations of dragons, each named for a different point of the compass. He’d said that once the Academy had housed forty full formations of dragons, but as fewer female dragons were born and fewer eggs were laid, fewer riders were needed. Now there were only four formations or “Wings” left. It was a good thing all the Madlings had been killed years ago—the Old Drake didn’t house enough riders to take care of them now.

      “The Academy is mostly living on past glory,” my father used to say. “But someday the Madlings will come back, and we’ll rise again—then they’ll need every last rider and drake we have to burn them from the sky and the rest of the kingdom will sit up and take notice!”

      “New recruits follow me,” Ryse Skoren called in his deep voice. “You’ll be attending an opening lecture by our Head Master and then you’ll be heading to Level Three for your academic aptitude testing.”

      “Aptitude testing?” I muttered to Jorn-o as we all surged forward.

      “Oh yeah, the entrance exam.” He nodded. “The professors need to know where you are in your studies so they can know what classes to place you in.” He brightened. “You know, if you score really well, you can get placed in the Second-year classes which means you can also stay in the Second-year rooms.”

      “Does that mean I could skip the dorm?” I asked anxiously, thinking that it would be much easier to live with only a single roommate rather than twenty boys.

      Jorn-o nodded.

      “It’s rare, but it does happen. Once they had a boy who skipped all the way up to Third-year, but that’s rare. Apparently his parents had been paying for a private tutor, and he was some kind of genius.”

      Well, I didn’t know about being a genius but the tutor my father had hired for Auren had been extremely strict and thorough. Could I possibly make a high enough score to keep myself out of the First-year dorms? I didn’t know, but I was determined to try.

      “Of course, we won’t be the only ones taking the tests,” Jorn-o remarked. We were climbing the polished stone steps by this time, about to enter the vast, cavernous entrance of the Academy which was carved into the side of the mountain. A blast of warm air hit me, blowing out of the dormant volcano and ruffling my newly shorn hair.

      “Who else would be taking them?” I asked curiously. I was glad that Jorn-o had found me. It was useful to know someone who’d lived here for years.

      “Oh, mostly Second-years that flunked their finals,” he said. “They have to sit for the entrance exams all over again and if they don’t score high enough, they get booted down to the First-year dorms and they have to take the First-year classes all over again.”

      “They don’t get kicked out?” I asked, frowning.

      “Oh, no—you can’t kick them out.” Jorn-o looked shocked. “By the time they’re Second-years, they already have a dragon. Where’s the dragon going to go if you get rid of his rider? And how can a rider on his own feed his dragon? That’s why the meadow lands around the Old Drake are filled with flocks—you can’t have a twelve-ton beast roaming around the countryside hungry. That’s a recipe for disaster.”

      “Oh…I hadn’t thought about that,” I confessed.

      “Once they bond, the rider and his dragon are one,” Jorn-o lectured. “You can’t have one without the other. Trying to separate them would drive both of them mad with grief. Oh, sorry—I don’t mean they would actually go mad,” he added, casting a quick sidelong look at me. “I just meant, you know, it wouldn’t be good for them.”

      Clearly, he thought he had offended me. I remembered how his father, Jorn, had told me that everyone at the Academy knew what had happened to my father and his dragon—did they all believe the pair of them had gone mad?

      I really didn’t know what had happened myself. My father’s claim that he had been bitten by a Madling could certainly be a sign of madness, I supposed. But I hoped not everyone knew about his shameful fate.

      “It’s not—” I began but by then we were entering the Academy with a crush of boys around us. I didn’t want to speak about my father and his death in such crowded conditions, so I just shook my head and looked around.

      The high, arching entryway was big enough for a full-grown Gold-wing dragon to walk through—if one had wanted to. The stone walls and the vast, arching ceiling were a warm, reddish brown swirled with burnt umber and black. They were smooth and shiny—polished by dragon fire, so my father had said. The many babbling voices of my new roommates filled the space with chatter that sounded twice as loud as it had outside in the Receiving Bowl.

      We followed the broad back of the cadet Jorn-o had told me was Ryse Skoren through the entrance of the Academy and into a vast, echoing chamber with a kind of stage or dais at the far end. There were wooden seats lined up in rows and we all sat down facing it.

      Unfortunately, the boy in front of me was extremely tall and broad in the shoulders. His hair was cut short and flat against his rather lumpy skull and his ears stuck out on either side in a way that would have been comical if it wasn’t so hard to see around him.

      I thought about asking Jorn-o to switch seats with me—the boy in front of him was relatively short. Or at least, shorter than the giant in front of me. But would that be a girly kind of request to make?

      As I was hesitating, Jorn-o saw the problem and offered to switch himself.

      “Here—you take my chair,” he murmured. “That way you can see the Head Master better.”

      “Oh, thank you. But will you be able to see?” I asked doubtfully.

      He shrugged.

      “Doesn’t matter. I’ve been here all my life—I know what he looks like.”

      In that case, I was more than willing to switch.

      “All right, thanks,” I said.

      Since everyone was getting seated, I jumped up hurriedly to take him up on the offer, before everyone got situated and the opening speech began. But as I did, my knee knocked against the wooden back of the chair in front of me.

      It wasn’t a very hard rap—I didn’t weigh enough to do more than just tap the chair. But the tall, lumpy boy sitting in it spun around immediately, glaring at me.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing, newbie?” he snarled, his lips peeling back to reveal yellow, horse-like teeth.

      “I…I’m sorry,” I managed to get out. I couldn’t understand why he was so angry when I’d barely touched his chair. “Just trying to switch seats because I can’t see over your head.”

      His small, colorless eyes narrowed.

      “Something wrong with my head, newbie?”

      By now most of the boys in both my row and his were watching us, but I barely noticed them.

      “Just that I can’t see through it,” I snapped back. “You make a better door than a window.”

      This made the boys on either side of us snicker, which made the blobby boy even more angry.

      “You better sit back down or I’m gonna fuck you up, newbie,” he snarled at me. “Gonna fuck you up good.”

      He really was remarkably ugly, I thought distractedly. He had a broad nose but almost no lips to speak of. His eyes were too small for his large face and set too closely together. Angry patches of acne were scattered across his forehead and cheeks and some of his pimples looked ready to pop at any moment.

      The sight turned my stomach, or it would have if my stomach wasn’t already clenched in fear. Why was this boy so angry with me? His face was turning purple, and his big hands were balling into fists as big as boulders—it was as though he hated me just for existing. But why?

      “Be careful, Auren,” Jorn-o muttered to me from the corner of his mouth. It was as though the angry boy in front of me was a ticking bomb he feared might go off at the least provocation.

      “Hey, what’s going on down there?” The voice came from the end of the row, and I saw it was Ryse Skoren again. He was frowning at both of us, as though I had decided to anger the lumpish boy on purpose.

      “This little fucker kicked my chair,” the boy was seething now. “Keep out of it, Skoren! I’m gonna teach him a lesson.”

      “No, you won’t! Stand down, Larson.” The Wing Leader’s voice cracked like a whip in the echoing cavern. “It’s not the boy’s fault you’re spoiling for a fight because you have to retake the entrance exam,” he added.

      For the first time I noticed that the lumpish boy whose name was apparently Larson was wearing a cadet’s uniform like the Wing Leader was. Could he be one of the older cadets who had flunked his final exams that Jorn-o had been talking about?

      “He kicked my chair and said my head looked like a door!” Larson raged. He was nearly frothing now—I had never seen such rage and it frightened me.

      Ryse Skoren seemed to see there was no getting through to him without some kind of de-escalation. He looked at me and I saw his strange eyes flash. What was it about them? I wished I could get a closer look to see the differences Jorn-o had mentioned.

      “All right you—whatever your name is—make a formal apology to Larson for kicking his chair,” he snapped at me. “Hurry up about it. The Head Master is about to speak.”

      “A…a formal apology?” I asked uncertainly.

      “Yes.” The Wing Leader sounded thoroughly exasperated. “Simply state your full name and his full name and say that you formally apologize.”

      I was tempted to point out that I hadn’t kicked Larson’s chair on purpose and that it was ridiculous for him to get so angry about such a small thing. But I sensed that would have only caused more problems and I was already drawing a lot more attention to myself than I wanted to.

      “I, Auren Lysandra of the Great House of Lysandra make a formal apology to you, uh…” I wasn’t sure of the cadet’s full name. Given the circumstances, I thought I was lucky that I’d remembered my own—or rather, my brother
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