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To ogres, everything is meat.

The struggles of a leader on the brink, the intrigue of a warrior woman with hidden knowledge, and the sparks of a romance that could change everything.
Marshal Buckleran has a plan to save the Realm of Shartes from the relentless ogre attacks: raise and train dragons to turn the tide of war.
After stealing five dragon eggs, he pours his heart and soul into nurturing the hatchlings, hoping they will bond with human riders. But as each squad fails to gain the dragons’ trust, his frustration grows. 
Rachel Stoi, an ostracized warrior, watches from the sidelines, observing Buckleran’s struggles and the dragons’ refusals. She claims to know why the dragons reject their riders, but Buckleran is wary of trusting an outsider. 
Yet, he cannot ignore her persistent presence and the way she tests his authority and practices. 
As Buckleran battles his doubts and the ever-present threat of the ogres, Rachel’s insights become harder to dismiss. Their interactions spark a growing attraction.
With each failed attempt to turn the tide of the war, his desperation mounts, and Rachel’s constant presence becomes both a comfort and a challenge. 
Can Buckleran trust Rachel enough to discover the key to bonding with the dragons? Can he trust himself? 
Romance is the last thing Buckleran needs to save the realm when everything is meat to an ogre.
GET your free copy of this prequel novella for the dragon romantasy Fifth Flight series when you sign up for L. Darby Gibbs’ newsletter. 
Or type: https://subscribepage.io/s1lyR3
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Chapter One

Jillian


The sun reflected dully off the stone of Wing Tower. Jillian Mermia could claim that was why she stood on the stoop squinting, but she knew it was because she’d been called to an official meeting with her commander. Why her and not any of the other riders? 
Perplexed, she gripped the bit of parchment in her hand that contained the summons. Things had gotten awfully official in the last few months. She opened the door and scanned the neat arrangement of the flight coordination room and recalled how it had looked more than a year ago. The memory of how the space had once been the fifth flight’s lecture room faded abruptly. She missed those days of only five dragon riders and a thorough separation between them and the male guards. Even the much-maligned bench they’d had to sit on while Buckleran outlined his expectations and Marks made notes held a soft spot in her heart.
At the back of the room, two of the recently dragon-bonded male riders stood chatting.
Both without hesitation ceased their talk and faced her, attention settling on her like she were delivered to them on a platter. 
“Hello rider,” the taller said, his gaze lighting cheerfully on her face and sliding down her figure.
“You’re Mermia, right?” the second said, attentively examining her in a manner similar to the first.
She could handle this. They were just two men being friendly. It would not turn into anything uncomfortable. 
Thirty stiff-backed chairs sitting in rows of ten may separate them, but Jillian wished there were thick stone walls or an entire training field between her and the two men. But she could handle this.
The taller one, Carsi, strode to one of the two tables against the opposing side wall and lifted a tin cup. “Water?” His smile was friendly, his voice soft, but his gaze had settled on her breasts.
“No, thank you.” She wondered if her smile was as brittle as she felt. Of course, it wouldn’t be. Mother’s daily training had embedded polite friendliness so deep it was automatic. She headed for the stairs. Maybe they would go away on their own.
The second rider crossed the room. “I can show you the way up.”
“No, thank you.” Really, did her smile just grow bigger? “I used to live here.” So not going away.
“But everything has changed.” He reached the base of the stairs, his hand landing on her wrist. She withdrew her arm, turning it gently to break the contact. At least he kept his gaze on her eyes. The second rider still stood at the table, empty cup in hand, watchful for his moment to join the conversation, one foot already sliding forward, his mouth dropping open a fraction.
If only everything had changed. Shouldn’t riders respect each other? The King’s Guards she could understand. Their unit was all male. But the dragon riders were a mixed-gender group. Yet men still ogled her and encroached on her space, and she was polite, as always. Maybe she was the one who needed to change. “I’ve a meeting with the commander. The office is just up these stairs.” 
The weir being excavated in the white cliffs would be ready soon enough, and dragons, riders, commanders, and the Wing Tower contents would move there. But that changed nothing about how men reacted to her.
He stepped backward a pace, thankfully giving her room to take the first step. “Are you looking forward to moving to the new weir?” He joined her on the step.
Mother always said if you need to end a conversation, drop your gaze, blush if you can, and scurry away. They’ll think you are tongue-tied by their wit.
She looked at the room again. It might have been organized in the tower, but it was chaos in the arena, with dragons getting in each other’s way and newly bonded riders milling about with nothing to do but train. Or make nuisances of themselves. She dipped her chin, directing her attention to the stairs in front of her, and hurried forward. She gained two treads and said, “Isn’t everyone? More space for dragons and riders.” She looked back at him, felt her automatic smile rise, and fought not to roll her eyes in self-directed annoyance.
The man nodded, looking disappointed, and left her to continue up. Maybe she was being overly sensitive, but she wished they would keep their distance unless she invited them to touch her.
She shook out her hands and leveled her shoulders. This was the first official mission since the new og dragons had been paired up with their riders. At least her commander was Cordella Gandomilford. She was a known quantity, and other than the rather obvious romantic relationship she had with the og commander, Cordella hadn’t become less approachable or taken to standing on ceremony. Jillian frowned at the summons in her hand. Maybe just a little ceremony. The tension generated by the men in the planning room eased away. Taking the winding stairs to the old armory, now the new command office, she plodded up. 
The sound of someone descending the stairwell brought her to a stop. The spiral staircase wasn’t wide. Two of the women riders could easily stride together up or down, but those heavy steps had to be from a man. She shifted to the side and leaned on the curved stone, frowning at yet another confrontation she would face with friendliness. Her stomach churned.
Eichen came around the corner, his familiar countenance gaining an amiable smile upon seeing her. She watched him, working hard at flattening her smile. It felt a little less welcoming, she thought. Funny, she could manage it with Eichen, who had always been respectful.
His eyes never drifted down her figure or over her golden hair. Rachel had suggested she cut that mass of bright hair to reduce catching men’s eyes if it bothered her so much, but why should she have to change her appearance so they wouldn’t stare at her? Should she cut down the rest of her body as well?
His steps had slowed. Eichen was the least annoying of the men, she had to admit. Plus, he had a kindly air about him. It was probably due to his rather thin, ungainly figure. And his standing as a thaumaturge; he couldn’t afford to annoy anyone. 
He never tried to get her alone or leaned over her as if to pin her to a wall. Nothing about him set off alarms. She’d even shared her dragon with him on missions.
“Rider Mermia, good morning,” he said. His dreads draped his marginally muscled shoulders, and his hazel eyes carried his genuine smile.
“Eichen. Good morning to you.” Yup, that was her soft voice.
“Are you meeting with the commander?” 
“Your aunt? Yes.”
“I’m not allowed to call her Anticor in the Wing Tower.” He overacted a wink and warped his mouth to the side. “I even have written orders stating that.” He eyed the curved stone wall as if calling up a memory. “Actually, I’m not allowed to call her that in any official situation. So, unless I have a private dinner with her, I can’t address her with anything but Commander Gandomilford.”
He came even with her and stopped. My, he was tall, but he had pressed his shoulder to the wall behind him, as if to give her more room.
Jillian felt her smile turn appropriately amused. “I call her Cordella.”
His grin raised his high cheekbones, highlighting the thin line of his nose. “The fifth flight is special. I’m just the nephew.” He faced forward again.
She laughed. He really wasn’t even mildly concerning. Since he was so slender, she turned, ready to step upward as he headed down. Their bodies met from shoulders to knees, the tips of his dreads brushing her cheek.
“Excuse me,” he murmured.
“It’s fine.” Without allowing herself to react, she broke the contact with her forward motion, and he continued downward. Had he purposely brushed against her? Her heart galloped. Every fool man took his opportunity to encroach on her personal space! He’d always been a gentleman when they had shared a saddle on Asta before he had his own dragon to ride. Why now did he have to act like all the other guards? Just when she relaxed her vigilance.
This wasn’t the first time she’d misjudged a man. What was she missing when she trusted a man to behave honestly? They couldn’t all be hiding secret intents behind kindly smiles.
She took the remaining stairs two at a time, wanting as much distance as possible between her and Eichen. 
The armory door came up on her left, and she entered the small landing, the stairs continuing up to the third-floor chambers. No chance of getting lost, she harrumphed. Imagine if Carsi had followed her up. She’d have had Eichen and him sandwiching her on the stairs. She took a breath and settled her heart.
The old green door stood closed, a shiny brass placard announcing it was the commanders’ office. 
The tower carried so many memories of their early days as potential dragon riders. The fifth flight, the first riders to bond with dragons, had kept their five long swords, shields, and various small weapons in that room, though they looked rather lonely in the spacious chamber. 
All the dragon riders had rooms in the barracks now. She shook her head. Enough reminiscing. She had orders to meet with her commander. A knock on the door elicited a friendly response, and she opened it. The left side of the room held the desk and other office paraphernalia used by Cordella. To the right was Commander Marks’ area, but he wasn’t there. 
Cordella stood. “Have a seat, Jillian.” Cordella was older than the other riders by fifteen years or more, but she was trim and strong, a menace with a sword, and graceful on her feet. Her high ebony forehead was smooth, the crown of thin braids clipped back while the rest of her braided hair hung behind her back. Long fingers pressed fingertips to her desktop.
Jillian sat on one of the two chairs before her desk. 
Cordella sat as she did. “I have a mission for you.”
Jillian leaned forward, her hands clasped in her lap. “Oh. I’m happy to hear about it. You can count on me.”
“Of course I can. This is an ongoing mission, not a one-off.” She sat back in her chair and played with a worn, wood-handled letter opener. The thin, dull-edged blade glinted in the light from the window behind her as she twirled it. “You know we want to add to our dragons, not just to increase our squads, but to reduce the dragons at the ogres’ disposal and free them from their bondage.
“It’s more than crowded in the arena.” But that would change soon with the new weir. She knew they had extended the original cave with plans to expand again. she’d heard about other expansions as well but didn’t know the details.
Cordella smiled. “I am aware.” She steepled her hands. “This mission will start with reconnaissance. We need to know the particular qualities of each ogre weir. Commander Gepp and his cadre of spies have supplied us with important information, but we are now at the point when the riders who will arrange the release of dragons at each weir need to familiarize themselves with their targets.”
Jillian looked at the empty chair beside her. “How many of the fifth flight will be on the mission?” Surely, she wasn’t going alone.
“Only you and one other, an og rider.”
“Oh. One of the new riders?” Were they even ready for that much demand on their dragon bonds and riding skills? Though some had been riding for the last three months and in battle, the more recent ones had little experience.
“Og Rider Eichen will be your partner on this mission.”
“Eichen.” The recent brush of their bodies came immediately to mind. Had he also gotten his orders about the mission today? He must have. Did he think that gave him access to her in a more personal manner? 
“Do you have a problem with Eichen?”
She chewed her lip, caught herself, and relaxed her face. Maybe there was an alternative. She hated to give up the mission, but in constant company with a man she wasn’t sure she could trust? There had to be another rider who could accompany him. “Why not send someone else?”
“Eichen must go on this mission.” Cordella peered intently at Jillian, her nearly black eyes staring as if to make sense of Jillian’s question. “He’s the only one who can follow a bond.”
Replacing him would have been ideal, but she hadn’t thought of that. “I mean a different fifth flight rider.”
Cordella looked no less confused. “Dervy is working with Gepp. He believes she could be an asset with his snoops. Do you expect me to go with him?”
“No, of course not.”
“Rachel, well, let’s just say she is indisposed. And Dek.” Cordella stared hard at Jillian.
She could imagine the reason for not assigning Sulia Dek, but she waited with an innocent look on her face for Cordella to explain.
She looked exasperated. “Dek, our Dek, is notorious for being a … difficult person. Or have you not noticed?” Cordella’s expression showed she’d decided Jillian was being purposely dense.
Jillian scratched her forehead, hiding her face as she admitted, “I can see how Sulia and Eichen might not match well.”
“Exactly. Whereas you get along with anyone and everyone. You’ll guard him reliably and not make him miserable and thus prone to mistakes. He’s a fine rider with over six months flight experience and has many skills that go unnoticed, but when he is actively applying his thaumatological expertise, his concentration cannot be divided.”
Gentle Jillian. She’d done it to herself, trying to appease everyone. She really needed to make some changes in her dealings with other people. Not be so friendly. This mission might last for months. She had to make a change or the mission would fail, and she would be miserable. 
“You and Eichen are responsible, trustworthy riders. He has nearly as much experience with dragons as you do, and his skin bond with Rocko is well developed. We can’t afford to send out more squads on this assignment, so we had to choose our best. The two of you are that best, and this mission might take months.”
She nodded agreeably. There were many practical reasons to pair Eichen and her. His dragon had no slave bond to an ogre, unlike the newest dragons in the arena. He, as Cordella said, could follow a slave bond link to the ogre who held it, and Jillian had the skills to protect him while he was sidetracked trailing a link. Wait! “For the initial recon, he’s unnecessary. Dek and I could do that. When it’s time to track an ogre, then he could join me.”
“I have other plans for Dek. We are expecting another attack in the next few days, and she’s the lead rider in the field and head trainer in the arena.” Cordella’s voice hardened. “Do you understand your assignment, Mermia?”
Oops. She had overstepped. This wasn’t fellow rider Cordella; this was her commander, and the mission had already been determined by Marks and Cordella, that is, Commander Gandomilford. “Yes, Commander. I understand, and I will follow it to the letter.” But Eichen better keep his distance. At least he’d be on his own dragon this time.
“Excellent.” Cordella stood, and Jillian rose to her feet immediately. “Meet with Eichen. We’ll provide you with more details when Commander Gepp returns in the next day or so.”
“Yes. Ma’am.” Meet with Eichen? She could call it a meeting, but it would be a setting down he wouldn’t soon forget. Or an attempt at one that would entertain him and thus also be unforgettable. Rising from the chair, she accepted her dismissal and left the office. 
On the landing outside the door, she grimaced. When was the last time she yelled at someone? A year and a half ago? She’d shouted at Dvain, but she’d been crying at the time, so it had come out all mucky. Twenty years of Mother’s constant reminders that she was a lady of the court and there were specific behaviors she had to follow were hard to weed out of her interactions. 
Mother would have been appalled if she’d known Jillian had cried in front of Dvain. A single tear would have been acceptable. How else was she to behave when her fiancé cheated on her? 
Maybe Dek could give her some pointers on how to cut a man down to size. She had once offered lessons. Though at the time, Jillian had thought Sulia was being sarcastic.

      [image: ]With no other duties she needed to take care of immediately, Jillian crossed the training yard toward the arena. With a gentle smile, she greeted the calls and waves of the guards training and grumbled under her breath. Most of them were just being friendly, but a few had that glazed look about them as if thoughts she had no interest in gripped their attention.
With your looks, Jillian, all you need is a selection of smiles. Why hadn’t Mother been more judicious in training her to glare at annoying nobles? She was certain such training would have transitioned well to staring down guards. Not that she didn’t believe in being friendly. She just didn’t want to encourage advances.
Lucee had somehow gained a wider selection of expressions. But then, her sister had always run against the grain. Lucee could probably teach her how to deal with men, but they still weren’t speaking. As if Jillian had done anything wrong. She shrugged off the hurt that rose in her chest. The past was behind her. She had immediate problems to concern herself with.
The ground disturbed by the many guards as they sparred tainted the air with dust, drying her throat. The clanks and grunts of the yard did little to interfere with her probing the arena for her dragon link. Asta was silent through their connection, and she supposed the beast was napping in the sun. She could wake the dragon and ask for Sulia’s location, but there weren’t that many places a rider would go, and Sulia was the least social person Jillian knew.
She ran a cursory eye along the busy training grounds. Sulia wasn’t bashing anyone foolish enough to partner with her, so that suggested the armory, the dragon arena, or the barracks.
A drab button bird known for its melodic whistle-like call hopped along the edge of the flower bed that curled left of the stoop to Wing Tower. She had many sketches of the common avian, but none with the vibrant blooms as a backdrop. She huffed. There wasn’t time to stop for a quick sketch.
Dervy exited the arena, and Jillian double-stepped to catch up to the energetic rider before she flitted off at high speed. “Dervy!”
“Hey, Jillian.” The youngest dragon rider, though equally experienced as the other fifth flight riders, waited for her at the gate. Her high ponytail was in perfect alignment with the woman’s constant energy.
“Is Sulia with the dragons?”
In the cacophony of the practice yard, the twang of swords sliding through their contact and staffs knocking out a steady rhythm forced the women to step closer. 
Dervy flipped her ponytail over her shoulder. “She’s gone to the armory to complain about the sharpness of her throwing blades. They don’t stick into the target with the right tone of thud.” She said the last bit with a snip so much like Sulia’s caustic demeanor that Jillian laughed. Now and then Dervy could serve up a mimic so precise she startled people.
“And where are you off to?” 
As usual, the rider couldn’t stay in place for long. Dervy waved a slip of paper like a flag in a parade. “I’ve been summoned.” Her gleeful smile took the last of Jillian’s grump away.
“Don’t let me keep you. Cordella’s up there handing out missions right and left.”
“Is she?” Dervy broke into a run and raced to Wing Tower, calling goodbye over her shoulder.
The armory stood on the left, behind the double rows of barracks. If Jillian missed Sulia in the armory, she was bound to run into her on the path between the two rows.
Eichen exited the building to her left as she stepped onto the crushed stone path. He nodded at her, and she kept her eyes facing forward after a brief welcoming smile took over her lips. Crooked arrows! Why couldn’t she control her own face?
The sound of the yard seemed to intensify within the confines of the pathway. The scuffle and shriek of practice normally filled her with comfort. Not today. It grated on her rattled nerves. She had a mission with Kenith Gandomilford-Eichen. She lengthened her strides, passing the barracks quickly, and entered the armory, enjoying the muffling of the clamor. Carpon, the old armorer, stood behind a large iron table and looked overjoyed to see her. “Rider Jillian Mermia!” He looked pointedly at the rider ticking her fingernails on the table. “She never complains.”
Sulia Dek smirked. Confined in braids at her temple and secured behind her head, her blonde hair draped down her back in mild ripples. The only mild aspect Sulia had. “She doesn’t know how.” 
Jillian couldn’t have described her problem better.
“What can I do for you, Rider Mermia?” His grin tugged tightly at the ghastly scar that twisted under his nose and grabbed the corner of his mouth. 
“Nothing at the moment, Carpon,” Sulia interrupted. “You and I are not finished.”
Carpon scratched his balding head of gray hair. The burn scar at the center of his forehead crimped, looking like an eye with something sharp poking it.
Despite the scars of his profession, Jillian thought of him as a kindly soul. “I can wait. I just need to talk to Rider Dek.”
Sulia swung a sarcastic hand toward her chest, her fingers tapping the tidy row of miniature blades mounted on her harness. Her weak hand rested in the support brace. “So back to me then, Carpon. I want those knives honed to perfection this time. Not ground to the dullness of a butter knife.”
“Of course, Rider Dek. I will give them another turn at the wheel.”
“That’s what you said last time.” Sulia drooped her eyelids and glared at the man.
Jillian lowered her eyelids and glowered at the blades hanging on chains to her left. You hang there, not a twitch out of the lot of you, or I’ll clang your pommels together. Jillian tightened her gaze at the swords, testing her control over her eyelids. She tried to lower one more than the other, turning her head sideways a touch. That almost felt intimidating. She’d be intimidated.
Voice taking on an edge, Carpon said, “I will sharpen them myself.” 
“See you do.” Sulia turned on her heel. “Jillian. Is there something in your eye?”
“No, I’m fine.” Just practicing looking like an idiot. “I was examining the swords here.” She swung her gaze down and peered intently at a display of knives in the glass case below the hanging swords.
“More examples of poor sharpening skills. Come along.” Sulia waved for Jillian to follow her out of the building. “What do you want?”
“I’m not getting anything from the armory.” Jillian hurried to swing the door open. “Good day, Carpon.”
“What do you need from me?“ Sulia said, drowning out Carpon’s farewell.
They exited together. “I need your advice.” Boy, how she needed it.
“Always check your edge before you leave the armory.” Sulia’s dry response almost carried a note of amusement. But Sulia never joked. 
“Not about swords.”
“That is my stock-in-trade of advice. You’re pushing me into unknown lands if you want advice on your love life.” Sulia tugged on a buckle, shifting the harness that held her atrophied arm against her chest.
They walked down the pathway between the barracks. 
“No, it’s not my love life I need help with.” That was as atrophied as Sulia’s arm. Nothing would revive it. “I need glare lessons.”
Sulia chuckled, her shoulders jerking. “Oh, Jillian, you need more than a glare to fix your problem.” She fiddled with a buckle strap. “Put your arm in a contraption braced to your torso. That will reduce all sorts of attention.”
“I don’t think it’s your arm that keeps men away.”
“So the lack of a pretty face adds to my absence of appeal?”
Jillian tugged Sulia to a stop. “You are plenty pretty, Sulia. As for your arm, I don’t think anybody notices it. You can beat most of the men to a draw in ten minutes or less. They admire you. It’s something entirely different that keeps men from accosting you.”
“I’d slice their heads off if they tried anything with me.” Could her voice get any drier? 
“It’s your attitude that cuts them off at the knees.” For all Sulia’s surliness, she never irritated Jillian. What did that say? Jillian knew Sulia meant no disrespect, or Jillian let everyone walk over her, even her friends.
“Attitude is the distinction here. Now that we’ve got that out of the way, let’s talk particulars.” Sulia drew Jillian toward the last barrack’s short wall. “This will do for privacy. Who are we driving away from you?” 
The noise from the training grounds guaranteed they would not be overheard.
Jillian swung her arm, gesturing at the mostly male guards battering away at each other. “Them.”
“Some of them are not bothersome.”
“Okay, so not all of them.”
“Let’s pick someone specific. Who he is and how annoying he is make a difference. If Commander Marks was leering at you, rather than Morith, the approach would be different. Right?”
“Marks would never leer at me.” Crooked arrows! If that were her problem, she doubted Sulia would be much help. As for Morith, he worshipped Dervy.
“I’m making a point here, Jillian. Keep up. It matters who and how. So, pick one.”
She scratched her forehead and loosed the arrow of her worries. “Eichen.”
Sulia blinked. “Eichen. Eichen is nice to me. And everyone else. Why would you choose him? Just stick your tongue out at him, and he’ll walk away.“ She snorted. “A five-year-old could figure that out.”
“But what if it doesn’t work?”
“Eichen, right?” Sulia watched the guards practice, her gaze flitting from one to the next, her expression focused. “If Eichen were making an annoyance of himself, my first thought is to tell him. Be direct.” She huffed. “Pretend you’re Eichen.” She faced Jillian. “I find your attention disquieting, Eichen. Stop bothering me.” She approved of her demonstration with a nod. “He’s the kind of guy who might ask for specifics, so be ready to give him an example.”
“Just tell him straight out?” That didn’t sound too hard.
“That would work on Eichen. Let’s pick someone thicker skulled.”
“Morith?”
Sulia laughed, choked, and laughed again. “Morith? Morith is dancing after Dervy. I don’t believe for a moment that drool dripped from his mouth over you.”
“Okay, so not Morith. Carsi.”
“He’s one of the new ones, isn’t he?” She looked out at the yard.
“Uh huh.”
“What’s he look like? I can’t keep up with these dragon recruits.”
“Medium build, dark hair, half of it tied behind. Relatively clean-shaven.”
“You just described more than half the guards. I need to have a sense of the man. Like I said before, who and how makes a difference.”
Jillian grumbled, “Let me find him.” This was turning out harder than she thought. She had to know things about the man? She scanned the yard. “There, he’s sparring with Jeffers.”
“Oh, that one.” She puffed her cheeks with a thoughtful exhalation. “So true boorishness demands a kick to the vital parts. Now, yackity yack requires more subtlety.” She played with the fingers of her bound hand, tipping first one upward then the other, as if stretching them. 
Jillian had seen her do that in the past and wondered if perhaps she was exercising the tendons.
“Here’s an example. If he’s getting in your space, you can try turning sideways. He may get the physical message that you’re not interested. Or if he’s too close, turn with your elbow out and catch him hard in the ribs. Add a ‘Get out of my space,’ and that could be all that is needed. It would work with Carsi. Now, Jeffers, you’d have to be more forceful. Pull out your blade and tap his nether regions and threaten to lighten his load.”
“I don’t think I can do that last one.”
“True, you’re not me. So, let’s work on attitude, because that can cut off most of your problems with jerks. And for those who don’t accept that message, you will have no problem pulling a blade on them. You’ll be furious, and no one doubts your swordplay.”
“I’m not sure I have an attitude.”
“Sure, you do. It’s just not the right one.” Sulia rubbed her face. “Who told you that you have to smile nicely at everyone?”
“My mother, repeatedly. I think she whispered it in my ear while I slept.”
“That’s deep indoctrination there.” There was a bitter twist to her lips, but it disappeared quickly. “Perhaps Eichen is the best choice. You can practice on him.”
She was going to get plenty of practice on their mission. “So, how do I fix my attitude?”
“With practice. Let’s go find Eichen.”
“No!” Jillian felt her face turn red. “I have a long-term mission with him starting in a couple of days. I don’t want to create tension.” She didn’t want to tip him off either. How much worse would it be if he knew he made her uncomfortable?
“Morith? He’s easygoing.”
“Couldn’t we just talk about it? Role play?”
Sulia took on a menacing tone. “Is Eichen giving you problems?”
“He bumped into me coming down the tower stairs when I was going up. There was plenty of room between us.”
“Bumped your elbow or bumped your breast?”
Just when she thought her face had gone back to its normal color. She hung her head. “Shoulder to knee. Even his hair swished against me.”
“This seems so unlike Eichen.” She stared at Jillian and nodded. “I will take your word for it. A glare should do it. In that scenario, you could stop, turn, say his name sternly, and when he faces you, glare. Nothing else need be said.” Sulia tapped Jillian’s chin. “Let me see your glare.”
Jillian recalled Sulia’s disdainful look at Carpon and added the dropped eyelids after clamping her mouth tight.
Sulia’s eyebrow rose, her eyes widening. “We’ll work on that, too.”
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Chapter Two

Eichen


Eichen rotated the glass, condensation beading and dripping down its sides, and leaned back in his chair. The table next to the narrow tower window was set for three, and Marks and Anticor were teasing each other as they set out the dinner dishes. It was very homey and somewhat disconcerting. Flowers! There were flowers on the table. These were his parents, but no one else knew it but the three of them, as long as he didn’t count his mother and father. The real aunt who raised him. 
All those years, he’d thought Jenaveve and Tolland Eichen were his parents. It had been five months since Marks had figured out who Eichen was. His draped illusion had fallen in battle for a split second just when Marks was looking his way. 
At a half-moon table by the wall, Marks and Anticor sorted out the food they brought from the mess hall. Their voices murmured cheerful, soft banter in the background. Eichen slid the glass leftward and watched the water streak behind it. 
Nothing was the same after that.
But things were finally feeling comfortable again. His family, the one that raised him, had faced the ramifications, and everyone was adjusted.
Except maybe him.
Here he was, having dinner with his real father and mother. It still felt strange. Their dinners may have become the norm, but it didn’t feel normal yet. There were even flowers on the narrow sill of the tower window, which looked out over the guard barracks. Not that he didn’t like flowers, but Anticor had never been a flowery person.
The two of them converged at the table, bowls in hand. He watched Marks grab Anticor by the hips and press a kiss on her cheek. That alone was beyond comprehension before the truth about their relationship came out. She elbowed him playfully in the ribs, then tapped the table for Eichen’s attention.
Marks bounced a bowl of greens on the table, earning a playful lip curl from Anticor.
“Kenith, are you ready for your mission tomorrow?” She slid a bowl of brown rice onto a thick oval mat like she had been doing it for years.
The strangeness of seeing her in a domestic setting still befuddled him. Anticor had always been a larger-than-life warrior woman, intuitive and attentive but distant. Now she was his mother and motherly. He shook his head mentally and thought about her question. “Everything is packed and spelled.” All he had to do was figure out why Jillian was avoiding him. The mission was going to be difficult enough without her refusing to speak to him as they searched Ogreland for dragons, eggs, and weirs.
Would all their communications pass via their dragons? Just this morning, Jillian had informed him via her dragon she was leaving at dawn, with or without him. First Asta sent the message to Anticor’s dragon Ostara, who then passed it to Marks’ og dragon Kendryax, who shifted it onto Eichen's og dragon Rocko. He understood the dynamics of clutch groups, but the two clutches had formed a semi-bond that opened a channel between dragons. Not something as dazzling as a true clutch bond, but adequate. The circuitous route was unnecessary. But that was beside the point. She could just have spoken to him. The action was so unlike her. What would their mission be like? Communication moving between dragons instead of riders?
Marks set a platter of sliced roast beef on the table. “You could be gone for months. Make sure you have all you’ll need for every contingency.” He counted the laden food dishes set out. “That’s everything.” He pulled out a chair for Anticor.
Anticor sat opposite Eichen at the short end of the table and smiled softly, looking up into Marks’ eyes. She gazed down the length of the table at Eichen, and the smile grew.
It still startled him when she smiled at him like that. She’d always looked at Eichen unhappily, but now that Marks knew he was Eichen’s father, she’d changed and grown affectionate in private. 
His responses were still not natural. He’d been more comfortable when he thought she was his demanding and magnificent aunt. Even now he had to force a smile he was certain hung like a tattered flag.
“We’re going to miss our weekly dinners with you when you’re gone,” she said and snapped a napkin over her lap. Domestic, but still precise in her actions.
Marks sat to Eichen’s right and took Anticor’s hand and kissed the back of her knuckles. “What do you think of our living and dining space? It’s much better than being cramped in our bedroom. We now have two rooms available to us, though we have to bring the food up from the mess hall. This one was Jillian’s before the fifth flight riders moved to the barracks.”
Eichen gazed at the room. Nothing about it made him think of Jillian. 
“There was a lot of pink in here,” Anticor said. “The rest of us had just a bed, dresser, and small worktable, but Jillian had greater resources. Curtains, decorative pillows, and tapestries on the walls. That chair in the corner, she left it behind. I think it was the only thing not pink in the room.”
Eichen looked at the chair, green velvet on dainty wooden legs and gently angled feet, like the chair stood on its tippy toes. Jillian was not very different from Anticor. They both were magnificent with a sword and, apparently, appreciated color. He fingered a fallen petal on the table. He knew that about Jillian already, but Anticor surprised him.
Jillian was from a noble family. Maybe that was what stumbled between Eichen and her. She was partnered on a mission with the son of a weaver well, raised as a son of a weaver. Was Jillian a snob?
That couldn’t be it. The fifth flight women were from all walks of life, and they were fast friends.
What about him had become different? Did she suspect he wasn’t what he pretended to be? Had Anticor told her he was illegitimate?
Marks clearing his throat reminded Eichen now was not the time to pursue his confusion over Jillian’s distancing herself.
Marks forked a slice of roast onto his plate and passed the platter to Eichen. “We wanted to talk to you about something important.”
Anticor stared at Marks. She looked nervous, another rare expression.
Eichen slid a slice onto his plate. “What about? You’ve already talked about the mission and all its potential dangers. There can’t be anything more to say about it. Or have you overlooked some predatory slug that might crawl into my ear at night?”
Marks held the bowl of rice and its serving spoon over his plate. “We want to make it public knowledge that you are our son.” The words spoken, he scooped a spoonful and deposited it on the dish. 
Eichen could feel Anticor’s gaze on him, but he kept his attention on his plate and its lonely piece of meat.
“Rice?” Marks asked.
The bowl tapped Eichen’s arm. He shook his head. “Why tell anyone?”
“Why not?” Anticor’s voice carried a trace of panic.
“It’s no one else’s business but ours.” Eichen scrambled for reasons. He could see how they would wish to be open about everything, but Eichen’s world had tumbled enough. He was just getting on his feet with the Thaumaturge Guild hall. People had grown used to his presence and appreciated his abilities when applied to the dragon equipment. He’d made a few friends and had become a dragon rider. 
“Cordella and I celebrated our union. You don’t think anyone has noticed our evenings together?” Marks nudged the bowl of rice at him again, and he took it.
“I’m her nephew. It surprises no one.” He scooped the rice and dumped it on his plate, regretting at once how much the heaping serving spoon had contained. He set the bowl on the table and grabbed his fork and knife.
Anticor tapped Marks’ hand. Signaling for support? “You’re my son,” she said. “I don’t want that secret anymore.”
“Well, I do,” he said before Marks could contribute his thoughts on the matter. Eichen dropped his silverware on the table. The clatter startled all three of them. “You’ll be expecting me to dismantle my illusion next. Well, I can’t.” He pushed his chair back, stuttering it over the wood plank floor, but he kept his seat. 
Marks eyed him with curiosity and compassion. “They don’t look on births out of wedlock the same in the city as they do in the small towns and hamlets. No one is going to fault you.”
“I’m accepted as a thaumaturge because I don’t look dangerous. I’m accepted as a rider because I’m just your nephew.” He’d hidden behind his family for years, terrified he was a bastard. It had come true. All he needed was scorn and fear added to the mix.
Anticor was silent and stared out the narrow window. Marks folded his arms over his chest. His mouth twisted to one side. “Let’s table this for now. Nothing needs to be settled at this moment. You’ll be checking back periodically over the next few months, and we can revisit it. Let the idea settle in.” He patted Anticor’s arm. “It’s not like being officially our son is on a deadline that is fast running out.”
Eichen pulled his chair forward and reached for a bowl of chopped greens and peppers. “Tabling it sounds like an excellent idea.” He paused with the serving spoon halfway to his plate. “We are the only ones who know, right?”
Marks and Anticor traded a long look. 
Eichen dropped the spoon back into the bowl.
“Chief Revel knows.” Anticor forked a piece of meat and brought it to her mouth and held it long enough to say, “Perhaps the king.” In it went, and she slid the fork out of her mouth and chewed.
Marks narrowed his eyes at Anticor. “I knew that woman protected your secret.” He shook his head and huffed. “Marshal Buckleran and Rachel Stoi. And not through us, but I think you should assume Commander Gepp knows as well. Hard to keep secrets from that one.”
There was a distinct chance Jillian knew. “How long have they been in on this?”
Marks’ voice carried a trace of annoyance. “Revel, probably from day one.”
Anticor tossed her braids over her shoulder. “That was long ago, and she never said a word.” She looked across the table at Eichen. “The others were only told a few weeks ago. Buck and Rachel already suspected. Of course, we told the king first.” Turning to Marks, she asked, “Why do you think Gepp knows?”
She was curious. Not concerned, not surprised, just curious. Didn’t she see how this affected him?
Marks grinned. “He made a point of telling me he knew I was in love with you when we were at Bucks and Rachel’s union ceremony. Quite the casual reference, and he had the temerity to tell me any child could have figured it out.”
“Well.” Anticor grinned.
They were treating this like a fun little conversational point. Eichen imagined he stuffed cotton down over the words that left his mouth, trying not to sound churlish. “I would like both of you to do your best not to let this secret fly any further. And remind your friends to keep it to themselves.” Eichen shoved a piece of meat into his mouth and chewed hard. 
The dragon commanders’ son, a warrior thaumaturge, and a bastard: could it get any worse? Yes. His partner on a dangerous mission wouldn’t talk to him. The nicest dragon rider in the realm could not abide his company.
They’d spent hours on a dragon together, completed missions, fought in battles, and she even helped him with his dragonet.
He rather liked the woman. Possibly more than he liked anyone else.

      [image: ]The arena was half empty. Most of the dragons capable of flying were off on a morning hunt or inspecting the weir under construction. The newly hatched clutches were draped on the ground like deflated water bladders, the dragonets no doubt sleeping off their morning chases through the arena. Even Danai, his bonded dragonet, was too exhausted from play to do more than raise his head, stare blearily at Eichen and collapse back into sleep when he told the dragonet he was leaving.
Eichen rubbed the bumpy curve of backbone, and the dragonet sighed and rolled for a tummy rub.
He grinned as he looked out over the arena. It really looked like a massacre with no blood. He stroked Denai’s belly. Maybe ten of the fifteen hatched dragonets were outside their shelter, sleeping wherever they had dropped to the ground when their energy had failed to carry them another step. The lighter brown ones were the female-bonded dragons. The rich dark brown hatchlings, who preferred to bond with males, outnumbered them two to one. Denai was from the oldest male-bonding clutch, and Eichen would miss his morning walks with the dragonet. Danai was just beginning to flap his wings and achieve air beneath his tippy toes.
Eichen rose from his crouch and adjusted his short sword. Marks and Anticor fussed over him when he first arrived and were now giving Jillian their last pieces of advice. She had yet to acknowledge his presence. Had she hoped he’d oversleep, and she could follow through with her threat of leaving him behind? What had he done to annoy her? First chance he got, he would ask that very question.
Jillian’s blonde hair was woven in an intricate braid, wisps dangling like golden fringe about her face. He’d tied his own long black hair at the nape of his neck, though he supposed his illusion-derived dreads were massed at the back of the crown of his head, as far as everyone else could see. Except Anticor and Marks, who could see his true appearance.
After a quick salute, Jillian strode to her dragon. 
Were they leaving without a word to each other?
Anticor headed his way, and he waved and ran to Rocko, the female og dragon already dropping her head so he could run up her snout and down her neck to the saddle strapped just in front of her wings. He didn’t need another demand that he take care of himself and not do anything rash. They were flying into Ogreland. Their whole assignment was built on rash intentions. They wouldn’t even have dragons if Buckleran hadn’t been rash.
Anticor held up her hand, and Rocko turned his full attention to the dragon commander. Eichen shifted in his saddle so he could see around Rocko’s head.
“We want bi-monthly reports, in person, not via dragon message,” Anticor said, her voice carrying up to his perch in his saddle.
“Anything else, Anticor?”
“Clear up whatever is ailing your partnership with Jillian. You two must work together. If you don’t, your dragons won’t either.”
The order was meant for him and Jillian, but she appeared not to have heard, her attention on the supply packs bound on either side of the platform behind her saddle.
Not working together would explain why his last communication with Jillian had come through Kendryax. Well, she wouldn’t be able to rely on the lead dragons in the two senior clutches once they left Shartres. “I’ll take care of it.” 
Rocko shifted beneath him. Eager to be on their way, was she?
Anticor strode to the side of his dragon. She said, just loud enough for him alone to hear, “Sulia said you should watch your step.”
He leaned down from his saddle. “Why would she say that?”
“That’s the message she gave me. No explanation. I assumed you would know what she meant.”
He shrugged and glanced at Jillian. “I’ll find out.” Watch his step? It was Sulia. That could be her parting comment to anyone.
“Kenith?” After he made eye contact with her, Anticor said, “Take care of yourself.” She stood staring at him as if she wanted to say more.
He forced a grin onto his face. “Did you tell Jillian that, too? You’re an emotional commander, Anticor. Is Marks going to kiss my forehead next?” Months into this new family dynamic and he still struggled with the change. He’d never quite felt he belonged to those who raised him, and now he was just as conflicted. Family wasn’t a solid place for him. It was half measures back at home and the same here in the capital. Limbo was a proper description of his familial status, before and after Marks forced Anticor’s secret out. 
He understood Anticor wasn’t an experienced mother, learning the game from his infancy. He knew his role with Mom back home, but with Anticor, it was awkward.
Worse, he didn’t know what he wanted.
Was that his fault? If he’d let them make their relationship public, wouldn’t that clarify who his family was? He patted Rocko. She was a solid feature in his life, even if she wouldn’t fully bond with him. Something akin to affection pressed his senses. He couldn’t complain about the bond they had formed; friendship was a worthy gift.
Anticor narrowed her eyes at him. “I haven’t seen you this snippy since you were fifteen. While you’re fixing the issue between you and Jillian, work on your attitude.”
“See, there’s the aunt I know and love.” 
“No, the aunt you knew would have jerked you off that dragon, put a sword in your hand, and challenged you until you begged for mercy.” It was her turn to grin, though hers was genuine. “There are advantages to having a mother that wants you healthy on this mission.”
“Whereas Anticor would want me battered and bruised.”
“No, I would have demanded you be respectful and trounced. As your mother, I’m not far from wanting the same.”
He stared out over Rocko’s head and caught Marks’ eye. They traded nods. Marks’ chin drop was slow and telling, his eyes showing he may not have heard their conversation, but he had a notion of what it was about. He thought Eichen was being a brat, too. Eichen took a deep breath. “Anticor, I’m sorry. I’ll be careful.” A sense of discomfort pressed into him, and it had nothing to do with apologizing to his mother. He looked left and found Jillian glaring at him. He thought it was a glare, but it was hard to be certain. Her eyes kept crossing. “I think it’s time for us to go.”
Anticor patted Rocko’s side. “Take care of my boy, Rocko.”
Other than his lips compressing, Eichen did not respond to the “boy” she called him. He supposed he’d always be a boy to her, and his other parents. Double the pressure against him being a grown man. It would probably help if he weren’t acting immature. 
What was it that skittered
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