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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







  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Two
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Three
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Four
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Five
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Six
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eight
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nine
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Ten
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eleven
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twelve
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Thirteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fourteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Fifteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Sixteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Seventeen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Eighteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Nineteen
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
         Chapter Twenty
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Chapter Twenty-One
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Excerpt from Wing of Illusion
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]
Chapter One

Cordella


The air was full of mist, and Cordella Gandomilford swiped away the drops beading above her lips. Her leathers were well-oiled, but the wind of their flight turned the metal embellishments that decorated her leathers chill and that transferred through even her padded tunic underneath. She squinted at the cloud-obscured sun as they flew directly toward the nest, then back at her expanded squad of dragons. The new ogre flight of riderless dragons flew off her dragon’s left wing. 
Rachel’s hope to free all the penned dragons had failed, but they released one and convinced the small dragon’s clutch to escape with them. Rachel was going to argue for another mission, but Cordella would face that later. It was their only option if they wanted to fill out their dragon ranks. Five dragons were not enough to battle an entire horde of dragon riding ogres. 
None of that distracted her from King Arnor, who sat behind her atop Ostara. At any moment, he was going to ask about the eggs they found. Or why she couldn’t work with Boden Marks. She hoped he would ask about the eggs instead of her flight commander. Half his bubbling comments had regarded one or the other topic until he’d settled down behind her.
But for now, she’d just enjoy the peace of flying through what felt like an enchanted land, despite the damp fog and the possibility of being caught over Ogreland. They couldn’t be far from the egg site now, though no one had been comfortable with the plan to fly west, farther into enemy lands. 
Who could argue against a chance to gain more dragon eggs? So far, it was only the ogres that found human flesh delicious. Dragons had a more discerning palette, thankfully, and they were the ultimate weapon against the ogre attacks. Attacks, ha. Rounding up human cattle to fill their larders was a powerful motivation for stealing dragons.
Coming to the capital and becoming a dragon rider made a greater impact than her mercenary activities had. She supposed it was fortunate Chief Revel had refused to consider her application for the Queen’s Guards. Even so, the woman’s fabricated excuse still rankled. Cordella was not too old to reenlist. They’d once been best friends, but here she was, seated on a dragon. Not so bad. She could still make her mark as something greater than a simple mercenary. She couldn’t deny she loved her bond with Ostara, but it would be so much easier if she didn’t have to deal with Boden as her commanding officer.
Their plan to rescue a single dragon from the penned fifths in the ogre stronghold had netted five full-grown dragons, and now, it appeared, five abandoned, unhatched dragon eggs.
“Rider Gandomilford, explain again why you think these eggs are different.” The king had grown comfortable on the dragon. Half the time she didn’t know if he was standing on the platform extension beyond the wing tendons or crouching just behind her and enjoying the view of the landscape. At least he hadn’t taken to leaping from one dragon to another. He had that sort of nervous excitement she imagined would inspire the young king to test his abilities.
Fortunately, his interest was centered on eggs and not Boden. She barely understood the difference in the eggs herself, but Ostara had said they smelled different. After they returned to the group waiting in the meadow, the dragons had discussed the nest of dragon eggs they had found after the storm had abated. The ogre-bonded dragons insisted the eggs were not normal based on their odor. Dervy’s dragon, Giddup, had claimed they were odd. That could mean a lot of things, since their Shartres dragons had no experience with other dragons, never mind a random clutch found in the wild. She hadn’t noticed a particular smell, but the dragons were attuned to scent differences. The eggs could be rotten or abandoned because they failed to hatch. They would know more when the ogre-bonded dragons examined the eggs thoroughly.
But she should answer the king. “According to the lead dragon Ostara spoke to, certain egg clutches were always destroyed by ogres, whether or not they needed more dragons.” She’d explained this before, but the king was not one for onetime explanations. He liked to hear things repeatedly, gleaning all he could from each telling. “They said it was not to control population but to control gender bonding. I’m not sure what that means.” Did some eggs bond more easily, and they knew by the odor? Ogres had exceptional noses, too. Who could say? The dragons she supposed. Whatever the reason, it piqued the king’s attention.
The king’s voice rose. “This could be the answer to our troubles. The difference could suggest they’re more likely to bond with humans, male humans.” He gripped her shoulder. “And you’re certain they are safe from destruction?”
“We can’t promise they haven’t already been destroyed. They were fine when we left them, but there was no dragon guarding the clutch.” She could not promise the eggs were safe. Earlier, the king had demanded confirmation from Rachel. Her recent actions had everyone believing she knew more about dragons than she’d already admitted. But Cordella believed Rachel’s denial. Her experience had come from when she was a child, carried with the rest of her village to the ogre stronghold to supply their food stores. She’d been lucky to escape all those years ago.
“When I asked Ostara, she claimed our escaped dragons believe no dragon will return to protect the eggs. They may not be viable, or they’re damaged in some way. Destruction by ogres is our only concern.”
With a speculative “hmm,” the king dismissed her comment about the eggs’ chances of survival. “On the flight back, I want you and Marks discussing who would make the best candidates.” 
She smothered the refusal that wanted to spring from her throat. She knew they couldn’t discuss anything while he was on another dragon, so there was only one way to review candidates: Boden on her dragon with her. Just imagining it made her heart hitch. She scrambled for a way to change the king’s mind. “They have to hatch, grow, and bond before they can fulfill any plans you have, Your Majesty.”
Her comment changed his eager expression not one wit. “Include the ogre clutch in your discussion, but I want one, so put me on the list.”
An egg or an ogre dragon. Had he forgotten the ogre dragons only bonded with females? He was hatching his plans before the eggs could crack. How could she dissuade him diplomatically? “Your Majesty, this sounds like something you and Commander Marks should decide. Really, I’m just the mission leader of this flight group. My job ends with getting these eggs back to Shartres.”
She’d avoided Boden for the last five months, not to mention the last twenty years. Couldn’t her luck hold out for another twenty? With the king’s interference guaranteed, she had a new goal. Keep away from Boden. If he knew the reason she left him all those years ago, avoidance would be the least of her worries.
She felt herself shrink inside. Boden didn’t even know the false excuse she’d have given had he ever found her when she disappeared from the Queen’s Guards.
“Of course, it is up to Marks to determine the allocation of our new flight group.” His tone carried the rule of the king. “As a squad leader, however, you can offer suggestions to the commander.”
Oh. So that was what this was about. He wanted her to give Boden rider recommendations that included him. There would be no distracting him. He wanted an egg or a dragon, or both. She nodded over her shoulder and said with all the enthusiasm she could, “As Your Majesty wishes.”
The king leaned to the side, his gaze taking in the arid appearance of the landscape below despite the moisture in the air. He became king so young, sixteen or seventeen, if she recalled correctly, that even at twenty-two, he was loyal to the kingdom and determined to protect his subjects. The first clutch of dragons they stole had proved that having mastery of the skies offered more benefits than anyone had initially hoped. 
His serious brown eyes scanned the unfamiliar land sliding behind them. Looking for more unguarded eggs? “How will you carry them back?” he asked.
“Since there are only five eggs, one egg per dragon. We’ve enough dragons to accomplish it.”
He turned away from his perusal of the land. “Good. Marshall Buckleran decided who to put before our first clutch, but we have a commander of dragons now. I already spoke to the Marks about switching places with me on the return flight.” King Arnor straightened in his seat. “He was leery, too, but whatever has you two at odds needs to be put aside. That will make things much easier.”
He was like a dicta bird with a nesting twig. Sure, easy is the word she would have chosen. The dryness was impossible to remove from her reply. “Of course, Your Majesty.” Flashes of recent glimpses of Boden, when he wasn’t aware she was watching, crossed her mind. Even the mention of her name made his mouth twist. It would not be a pleasant flight back. He was as unlikely to enjoy being seated with her as she was with him. 
Ostara nudged her through their link.
She welcomed the distraction and pointed ahead. “The nest is over there.” Ostara began her descent toward the flat, dry land. It seemed odd that a dragon would arrange a nest where there was little protection from the elements or predators. Not that she knew anything about dragons. If they had predators higher up the chain than themselves. Having their fifth flight dragons hatched away from any dragon influences left their mounts as unaware as the humans who stole them. Who knew? Ogres, she supposed, but she wouldn’t ask them for guidance.
The dragons following behind kept the double-diamond formation of ten dragons, minus the dragon covering the rear. Clutched in the claws of the lead ogre dragon, the little fifth’s head swiveled right and left. Perhaps another dragon should take over carrying the clutch’s rescued fifth. The poor thing probably never learned how to fly. She’d suggest that to Ostara and see if she could convey the concern to the lead ogre dragon. Though Ostara was just as large as the other lead dragon and the rescued fifth the smallest dragon, she couldn’t carry their flight’s little fifth, Giddup, for hours on end. 
She’d deal with shuffling dragons later. Right now, she needed to encourage the king to rethink his plan to put Boden Marks on her dragon. She had another idea how she might accomplish that. Cordella gripped the raised pommel of her saddle. “Your Majesty, if Commander Marks rides with me, you’ll have to join Rider Mermia on Asta.” She waited for his response as Ostara tipped her wings, reducing lift and slowing their dive, her legs stretched for the landing. The squad followed behind. 
King Arnor avoided Jillian Mermia at every opportunity. Crossing the strait for several hours in her company would lead to an explosion of gossip and assumption among the lords and ladies of his court when they landed at Castle Shartres. Cordella could hope that alone would deter him from switching dragons.
Ostara’s front feet settled at the rim of the untidy nest. Beneath them, the braided twigs and branches harvested from the hardy trees on the plain crunched. The late morning sun highlighted the messy nest surrounding the five gray lumps, leaving a soft shadow line across three of the five eggs. She imagined a human male could crouch inside one of those eggs, but not a much taller and brawnier ogre.
Cordella turned in her seat and looked at the king. He had been unsurprisingly silent. She expected to see some version of concern, even apprehension, about riding with Jillian, but his wide mouth quirked, and his brown eyes crinkled with delight. 
“I’ve been meaning to have a long chat with Rider Dek. The thaumaturge can take the return journey with Mermia.” He nodded, pleased with his solution, no doubt. His fingers raked back his hair, smoothing it into a windblown mane of light brown locks. “Let’s get to work. I’ll inform Marks about the changes.” His self-satisfied grin topped his goatee. Its growth an attempt to appear more mature?
If she could count on one thing, it was Boden’s desire to avoid her. She’d have to leave it to him to stay off her dragon. But now she wondered about the king’s interest in Sulia. And worried. The last person she wanted in the company of a king was Surly Sulia Dek on her equally grumpy dragon. What if she offended the monarch? Or worse, said something to get her kicked out of the squad? Sulia was not one to pull her opinions or her annoyance with tiresome questioners. 
Cordella was certain that not even Boden would suggest the king exchange places with Buckleran and leave the distribution of eggs to the marshal and Cordella. Separating Buckleran and Rachel would likely cause an insurrection. The two had already landed and were strolling around the nest hand in hand. As much as she had expected them to quit hiding their feelings, doing so while on a mission wasn’t helpful. She needed the two of them concentrating on the mission’s difficulties.
She needed to focus on the troubles ahead in their mission, not her age-old conflict with Boden.
Conflict. Even she knew that was hardly the word for her disappearing without explanation. She straightened in her saddle. It was the right decision for them both. Their relationship would never have worked out. He must have realized it after all this time. Look at him, he was the flight commander!
King Arnor shifted behind her, and she offered her arm as a brace to descend her dragon, but he shook his head, slid down Ostara’s ribcage, and landed with a regal bounce. She couldn’t help but smile. There was the proof he was nearly half her age. Cordella followed, prompting Ostara to lean and shorten the distance to the ground. By the time she stood beside her dragon, King Arnor had his hand congenially resting between Boden Marks’ shoulder blades and was chatting away. Probably not giving their commander a chance to suggest a review of the new riding assignments.
She’d deal with whatever happened. They rarely spoke to each other; silence crossing the strait was not too much to hope for. She glanced again at the two, noting with a cross between amusement and disappointment Boden’s aggravated expression. Maybe they could agree on a truce where neither acknowledged the existence of the other during the journey back. 
She chuckled mirthlessly. A truce would require they talk to each other and agree on something. That would not happen. She patted Ostara’s massive shoulder, and her dragon ambled away, found a pleasant spot under one of the few trees, and curled up. 
The rest of the Shartres’ dragons joined her. As for the renegade dragons from the ogre stronghold, they encircled the nest and sniffed at its edges.
For now, the found eggs were the primary concern. Rachel joined her, Marshal Buckleran dithering a stride or two behind her. Cordella smirked. Would he go to the king and see what the discussion was about or stick by Rachel’s side?
Rachel caught Cordella’s sidelong gaze at the marshal and said, “Squad talk, Buck. I’ll fill you in later.”
Buckleran’s lopsided smile carried nearly as much glee as his eyes. His stance, usually leaning forward as if ready to jump into a fight when he spoke to Rachel, was relaxed. “Every detail, Stoi.” He waited for Rachel’s slow nod before swaggering off.
Those two were too precious for words. Details, hilarious. She doubted “discussion” would play any part in bringing him up to speed. Chuckling, she rolled her eyes and said, “Something about him has changed.” She tapped her finger on her chin. “I just can’t quite put my finger on it. I think his voice and your name may be the locus of change. He used to say it like the word itself gave his throat rope burn. Now, it’s smooth as honey.”
“No idea what that could be.” Rachel watched Buckleran stride away, her brown eyes alight with appreciation.
Cordella caught Boden staring at her, and she planted her fists on her hips. The sweet banter between Buckleran and Rachel suddenly chafed. Their constant bickering had once been entertaining. How helpful would it be for the squad with the marshal and Rachel acting like an adoring couple? It wasn’t helping her, but that wasn’t really their fault. His career was established, and Rachel was beside herself with happiness. Cordella’s gaze drifted toward Boden, and she snapped her focus back to Rachel. 
“We may have worked out our differences.” Rachel swiped a hand through the air, directing their attention to the eggs. “What are we going to do with this lot? Buck and Gepp carried the first clutch off in wagons, I heard. Once they reached the beach, they ferried them across the strait. I doubt that’s an option now.”
“Not in this weather and with the ogres on alert.” Cordella counted the eggs, confirming there was no damage to any of them. “One dragon can carry an egg each.” She watched the dragons that had joined them from the ogre weir. They seemed willing to follow her flight back to Shartres. “We should be able to take them over tonight.” She leaned her arms on the nest rim. “The dragons say they’re different from the eggs incubated in the ogre hatcheries.” 
“That’s what Teeva told me,” Rachel said. “They smell different.”
“Ostara assures me they’re not rotten.” Cordella climbed over the tangled branches of the nest and crouched in front of an egg. Its dull leathery shell was flattish on top and oblong, as if the dragon growing inside was stretched out, lounging as it matured. “The king aspires to riding his own dragon. I’m not sure if he wants one of the adult dragons we secured or one of these.” Palm flat on the thick flexible sack, she examined the egg. Warm, maybe a faint vibration, but that could be the wind.
“We’ll find out soon enough. Here comes Marks.”
Cordella stood and drew a mental wall around herself. 
Boden grunted when he joined her inside the nest and circled around the egg. His hands were clasped tight behind his back, his spine ramrod straight, a match to his striking spiked hair.
So, he had his mental armor up as well. She wouldn’t start any fuss and stared at the egg as if gleaning important information. 
He cleared his throat. “Does Ostara feel they can be removed from the nest?”
Something easy. She could do this. “She knows nothing about brooding eggs, and the lead ogre dragon is unconcerned, but then she views the eggs as rejects. You remember the Marshal and Gepp have moved eggs before?” That sounded almost natural.
For an instant, she was carried back twenty years. They used to pretend innocent interactions, stuffing side comments under their breath to arrange their earliest possible assignation. Did he remember those sweet days? Her heart galloped as if at any moment he’d make one of those clever comments. You take a break now and then, don’t you? Know any shady spots?
His gaze flicked toward her, and he shrugged. “The eggs were marked for destruction. Destroyed, damaged, or fine, we had to take a chance. These smell different, right?” Boden scanned the eggs as if they might offer an opinion on the subject.
So, he didn’t remember, or didn’t care to, but that was as it should be. Message to heart, stop fluttering. Their relationship would have failed twenty years ago anyway, and nothing had changed. She should remember their job and focus on it. “That’s the consensus.”
Focus on the job, sure, any minute. She let herself observe Boden while he kept his attention elsewhere. He had changed little in the intervening years. Older, at forty-two, he’d filled out with muscle to go with the confidence he always had. He was the tallest of the men in the group. Her own height put the top of her head just even with his collarbone. His spiked hair still made her grin, and she tugged her lips into a flat line. Currently, some of the spikes fell flat with the moisture in the air, the ends almost curling into his eyes. He must hate that. Her fingers itched to tug it all up in a soldierly line on his head. She clenched her hands tight. There was to be no hair touching. And no more staring at him, either. “When the eggs smell like this, they’re destroyed.”
“So, either rotten or a known flaw.” His dark brows knit, and he bent his knees, leaning forward, his hands on his thighs.
Tempted to mimic his pose, she snapped her shoulders back. There was no reason for her to be in sync with him. “Not rotten. We’re certain they’re a wild clutch; otherwise, they wouldn’t be way out here, far from an ogre stronghold. Maybe it’s just that. They’re not raised by the ogres.”
He looked at her, his eyes revealing interest for the first time. In that instant, his countenance softened. 
This was why she didn’t want to be on the same dragon as him. When he looked at her that way, …. Her gaze hung on the slight curl of his lips. When they met years ago, a white mutt had entered the training field and sat at Boden’s feet, the tip of his tail wagging, folded ears hiked up as high as the dog could raise them. His fingers scratching behind the pert ears, Boden had looked up at her, among all the Queen’s Guards marching to the training grounds, that same lazy smile on his face. She should have looked away then.
His blue eyes blinked as if clearing his mind of distraction, and his expression flattened. “Ask Ostara. I know she’ll need to converse with the lead ogre dragon, but Ostara’s our go-between, right?”
“Sure.” Stepping back a pace, she scanned the nest, the eggs, Boden now expressionless and waiting. Back to work. The ogre dragons had sauntered off to a pair of spindly trees and lounged. If she could keep her mind on the task at hand, maybe they could interact like two adults who worked together. She wasn’t enough for Boden then, and nothing had changed. She organized her thoughts and pressed Ostara for more information. The two dragons’ vibrant pink topaz irises aligned across the barren landscape.
Ostara’s response came to her quickly, and Cordella said, “The flaw happens infrequently, but they are always destroyed. That’s the best I can get from the ogre dragon.”
“What’s your plan?” He dropped to one knee beside the eggs again, resting his hands on each one for a moment, and looked toward the ground as if assessing the occupant’s condition by feel alone. 
She’d forgotten he had experience with hatching eggs. As the marshal’s second, he would have been part of the raising of the fifth flight dragons, from egg stealing to the fifth attempt to bond the grown dragons to riders.
Right, he’d asked about transport. “Every dragon that can, carries an egg.” Didn’t he just talk to the king, or had the king’s enthusiasm for dragonets and the seating arrangements been all they had time to go over?
Boden looked up, the gray, angry clouds overhead holding his gaze. “Mermia’s dragon believes there’s another storm brewing.” With a flat glance at Cordella, he patted the last egg before rising. “Let’s get a move on. I want us back in Shartres before evening fall.” In three strides, he was at the stick-woven rim and swiftly over it.
Mount up. Easy to say. It was one thing to stand with dragon eggs between them and talk of transport. What would she do when he was seated behind her, sharing the same saddle? 
A finger snapped next to her ear. Rachel’s too cheerful voice asked, “Cordella, do you have something to say?”
Cordella glared at her long enough to see her friend refused to lose her grin and sent her orders to Ostara to pass to all the dragons. The fifth flight group trotted up to the nest, followed by the ogre dragons. That done, she climbed on the raised edge of the nest and whistled, pulling everyone’s attention to her. “This is our egg carrying arrangement.” She pointed at Ostara and the ogre lead dragon. “I’m combing the flight groups to keep us together should another storm hit. Ostara and I lead, followed by the ogre dragon first. Rachel, Teeva carries an egg, so will the ogre second.” She searched for Sulia and Jillian. “Sulia, you will relieve egg carriers throughout the flight. Jillian, your dragon will carry an egg.” Both nodded. “Two more of the ogre flight will carry eggs. That leaves Ostara and Dervy’s Giddup free. Carrying a fifth dragon will be a struggle, so Ostara will trade off with the lead dragon. Dervy, you, Gepp, and Giddup are our eyes at the back. Now the formation.”
Cordella checked for concerned faces, but everyone was attentive and waiting. “For ease alone, I’m naming the ogre dragons in this fashion. Og one, Og two, etc. Og one is the leader. As I said, Ostara leads, followed by Og one. Teeva and Og two fly behind us. Behind them, from left to right, Og four, Merve, Asta, and Og three. Giddup at the rear. 
“Questions?”
Before anyone could challenge her instructions, King Arnor leaped up beside her. “I’ll be flying with Sulia on Merve. The commander will fly with Gandomilford, Eichen with Mermia. Mount your dragons.”
Cordella stared at Sulia. Had anyone noticed the king had used her first name? Did he think he could manage Surly Sulia’s mouth when others had failed? Cordella glared hard at her sparring partner and hoped she would get the message. There were to be no arguments with the king. She waited for the responding grin or nod. There was no way of knowing which way Sulia would flap in the wind. They’d known each other for years, but Cordella wasn’t stupid; Sulia would do as she pleased. At least she’d warned her.
With a nod, a twitching lip above it, Sulia turned to her dragon. 
Great. No arguments, but Sulia would traipse the edge of a goad with the king. By the time Cordella had gotten her flippant expression, most everyone was mounted. Gepp, the spy commander, was just taking his seat behind Dervy; and Boden, the flight commander and Cordella’s worst nightmare, waited on the ground at Ostara’s feet. He looked no happier about joining her in flight than she felt.
Ostara niggled at her mind with vague mirth. Cordella sent back a gruff sense of “mind your own wingtips.” She marched up to the dragon and halted when Boden held out his hand as if to assist her up her dragon’s side. His hand dropped when the glare she couldn’t hide tightened her jaw. She mounted Ostara, and he followed behind. His knees spooned behind her own, but he kept all other body contact clear. Of course, those long legs of his needed space. “Commander Marks, welcome aboard.”
With tones steeped in blandness, he said, “We know I’m not welcome, but thank you for trying.”
Even flat, his voice curled in her ear and made itself at home. Cordella blinked at the familiarity and comfort the tenor of his voice brought. This was how he protected himself after they’d had a spat. What tangled between them now was far from a difference of opinion. Hurt welled up inside her, in equal pace to an indignant sniff. She’d given up everything so he would give up nothing. Her voice well under control, she said, “I would never deny you your place at the front of a flight mission.” 
“You’ve denied me everything else.” 
That couldn’t be hurt in his voice. He lived his dream, rising not to marshal, but a rank near equal to it. She had denied him nothing he wanted. If he wanted to rise higher, that was his job to make happen, not hers.
Her heart spiked the tender spot in her chest. “I haven’t time for word games, Boden.” That was a joke, though she doubted he would laugh; they had too much time ahead of them. She signaled for the flight to launch.
As soon as the formation leveled out over the foggy plain, he said, “I thought I was Commander Marks.” His dry tone creeped up her spine, a cross between tenderness and arrogance.
The painful grip in her heart eased. Could they slide past the anger and into Boden’s signature playfulness? Leave the past behind? Before she could decide, warm words slipped out. “I have lots of names for you.” A few came to mind, and she shoved them immediately down into a locked chest way in the shadows of her memories. This would not do.
That tone dripped with honey. “My favorite was—”
No part of their past relationship could be pried loose from the rest. “For the remainder of the flight, we’re not talking to each other.” If only he would abide by that demand. Look at her, giving her commander orders, knowing he wouldn’t follow them one iota.
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Chapter Two

Boden


The damp air of their flight over enemy ogre territory flushed under every seam and flap of Boden Marks’ leathers and infiltrated his woolens underneath. He could deal with the discomforts of a mission, and Cordella may get most of the brunt force sitting in front, but he felt exposed in ways he’d hadn’t thought possible. Having his hair drooping over his forehead annoyed him beyond compare. Or it would have if Cordella Gandomilford, the best part of his first year in the King’s Guard, wasn’t sitting on her dragon just in front of him. 
His fingers clenched his thighs. His knees tingled where they wedged at the back of her own. He’d be sitting on the saddle ridge if he scooted back one hair’s breadth. Instead, he was firmly stuck in his seat, the closest he’d been to Cordella in twenty years. It felt like just yesterday they had secretly broken protocol and fell in love, endangering both their careers. Breaking both their hearts. No, his heart broke. Hers just walked away.
She still smelled of spicy viburnum. He closed his eyes and breathed deep. Add some sunshine, the clink of swords in the distance, her hand in his, and …. He would not think about those days. She’d long forgotten them. She’d walked away from secret picnics, shadowed halls, and early morning sparring that had always ended in warm kisses and secret exits.
There he was, thinking about the past again. He’d believed all that was behind him until Buck handed him that strip of paper with Cordella’s name on it. “Find her and sign her up for the fifth flight.” Find her, as if he hadn’t searched for her for months after she walked away from the Queen’s Guard like it was some common post in a village. Not a year had gone by that his heart wouldn’t stop if a dark-skinned woman, long black braids drawn up on the back of her head, flashed between passersby in every city and town he visited.
His heart would seize, the world would stop, and he’d hope. She’d turn, and it wasn’t Cordella, wasn’t the chance to ask her why she’d left him, everything, and forgive her instantly.
Last year, he didn’t need to search for her. He’d seen her in the Queen’s training yard sparring with Rachel Stoi. Buck had been standing right next to him, his gaze locked on Stoi, so he missed Boden’s clutch at his chest as if to stop his heart from bounding past his ribs and bearing itself to Cordella. She’d reappeared in his world, her sword so sharp she could cut him from ten paces away.
The only words that had made it past his lips were those that teased Buck about the intensity of his stare at the other sword fighter.
Even now, Boden barely spoke to Cordella. Maybe when giving orders to the dragon riders, one could say he’d spoken with the squad leader. But one on one. That he’d avoided.
Here he was. And she was close enough for him to tug a braid.
If he drew too close, the scent would take him back twenty years. Her grandmother made a lotion Cordella used to keep her skin from drying out. It smelled of viburnum. During the hot summers, her skin would crack on her knuckles and on her high cheekbones if she didn’t apply it. But Cordella had used that cream all year round. Briefly, he thought she might have done so because he’d told her how much he liked it. But that wasn’t Cordella. Whatever decisions she made, they were always for pragmatic reasons.
That slip of paper from Buck had startled him. So last year, he’d approached Sulia Dek first and had her bring Cordella in. From that point on, he’d kept his distance until today when the king ordered him to ride with the squad leader. If he could keep his mouth shut, they’d be fine. 
As for the rest of him, he’d keep this misty separation between them and imagine it as a hectare of impenetrable forest land.
The cloud cover was thickening, growing dark and heavy with the coming rain. Maybe if he was lucky, it would grow so pronounced, he wouldn’t see the leather armor fitted around her figure well within reach. Maybe he would even convince himself he rode alone.
She leaned forward and patted her huge brown mount, a side view of her smile breaking him into a sweat.
Leathers in a twist! She was beautiful, strong, and out of reach. He squelched the breath that formed her name on his lips.
A cloud engulfed them, sending biting air under his armor. A moment later, they flew out of it. Thunder rolled in the distance. Were they approaching the storm or leaving it behind?
Cordella rolled her shoulders.
Either way, there was a storm brewing inside him.
“I’m heading the squad south, Commander.”
He leaned forward. Catching himself, one of those dusty nicknames he had for her banging into the back of his clenched teeth, he pulled back. “A fine idea.” That sounded assertive, commanding, frigid.
In less than ten minutes, it made no difference which way she headed them. The cloud cover was thick as soup, and twice they lost one of the ogre wing dragons. Cordella called for a tighter formation, but the density of the mist still interfered with their sight of each dragon. A few words tossed over Cordella’s shoulder informed him Ostara and the ogre lead dragon were working together to keep the group close. 
A drizzle drenched them. He could see a dragon, a ghostly shape, behind them, but the rest of the squad was lost in the thick mist.
From the deep gray to the right, a dark shadow gained density, just below Ostara’s wing. Cordella must have required the lead dragon to join them at the front. Ostara and the dragon flying at their side passed a burden between them, drawing a curse from Cordella.
Boden leaned forward and surveyed the murk. “What’s wrong, Delly?”
“Don’t call me that!” She jumped into a crouch atop the dragon, twisted, facing backward, and braced herself with a grip on his shoulder. For an instant, their gazes caught, and she shook her head before leaning around him as if to say her reaction had nothing to do with him. He wrapped an arm around her hips, and she jerked, but she didn’t demand he remove the support. “Tell me, Cordella, is there a problem?”
After a moment, she drew back, out of his encircling arm, and gave him a curt nod. “There is.” She spun around, dropping into the saddle. 
Didn’t she realize more than the back of her knee was pressed against him? She scooted forward. Yes, she did and corrected the unsettling contact. 
“Squad Leader Gandomilford,” she corrected him. “The ogre dragon with the rescued fifth was supposed to pass the dragon to me so she wouldn’t tire from carrying the beast the entire time.”
A dragon had passed Ostara something. He leaned out, but the mist was too thick for him to see what her dragon carried in her front talons. “What did we get instead?” Distant thunder rolled.
“An egg from the ogre second, and Dek’s Merve says the fourth dragon passed its egg to him as well.” Boden knew the signs of frustration in Cordella. Her elegant neck would straighten, her chin high, and if she was furious, but still under control, her nostrils would flare. He used to rate the differences one through four. She was already at level three, and he never liked level two.
He tried to recall her instructions about which dragon carried an egg and gave up. He should have paid better attention.
The ogre dragons had helped Rachel and the others in the raid. Why would they hesitate now to give aid? “Do any of the ogre dragons still have eggs?”
“The ogre third.”
“Is there a reason for this change?”
“Ostara is explaining. Give me a minute.”
Boden waited, hearing a rushing noise, like sand flowing from a sack. It grew louder by the second. Rain? He focused on the problem at hand. Four of the eggs were now in Shartres dragon possession. Merve was supposed to give the other dragons a break carrying, so it wasn’t odd that Sulia’s dragon had received one, but Cordella wasn’t happy. Maybe the ogre dragons were struggling to carry the eggs.
Cordella grumbled, “It appears our rescued dragons don’t want to be a squad under Shartres’ control. They want independence from ogres and humans. I should have known dragon clutches are tightly bonded and would feel obligated to care for their own. These dragons have had enough bondage to the ogres, so freedom is important, and the eggs mean nothing to them. The ogre first and second will share the burden of their fifth.”
Boden couldn’t disagree with Ostara’s interpretation. Only Cordella could communicate with her dragon. “That’s logical. But one of the dragons in their flight is carrying an egg. Or are you worried she will drop it on purpose?”
She shouted over the rising noise. “Don’t say that. I’ve enough to worry about, and the king would be more than displeased if we lost one of the eggs. He has plans.”
“Should Giddup take an egg?”
Cordella shoulders rose. Edging on level four. Time to resort to placating even if he wasn’t responsible for their troubles. 
Thunder cracked nearby, and Ostara jerked.
Boden grabbed hold of Cordella, yanking her against him. The rumble rolled like an avalanche to their right.
She elbowed him back, and another flash of lightning snapped. 
His inner ears clenched, along with every other muscle in his body. That was even closer, the rumble shaking his bones and Ostara flinching and dropping as if a floor had disappeared beneath them.
“We can’t outrun the storm!” Cordella shouted at him over her shoulder. “I’m grounding the flight!”
He nodded and wiped a layer of water from his face, which was immediately replaced as they were hit with heavy rain. His oiled leather armor beaded and streamed, but the driving wind dug icy fingers through the seams, drenching what little of his warm underlayer had been dry. Water streamed into his boots, his toes already engulfed, his woolens squelching.
Lightning struck one after the other off their rear. Ostara fluttered and leaned right, then left before dropping so quickly Boden hung in the air for a moment. He slapped back into place on the slick leather and clenched his teeth against the sting of his backside.
The saddle hadn’t been spelled to keep him in place!
Cordella grabbed his sword belt and jerked him against her back. “Hold on, Bodie Boy! If you don’t want to fly away.”
No need to tell him twice. He wrapped his arms around her. 
Ostara tumbled, and Cordella’s braids smacked his face. He pressed his forehead to her neck.
Their fight for control went on for half an hour. Ostara would gain a semblance of flying level and lose it again every other moment. He felt as overwhelmed as the beast must, losing her bearings and contact with her flight as each strike burst like a crack in the sky.
A murky, skeletal shape drifted past their right, and they jerked upward. Another simultaneous strike and rumble concussed, and they spiraled into the gray nothing ahead.
His stomach cramped, and bile burned his throat when the spin came to a sudden stop. 
“Brace yourself!” Cordella yelled. 
He gripped her tighter to him and clenched his legs to the oversized-barrel of the dragon beneath him.
Seconds later, Ostara landed amid bright cracks and thunder rolls.
Cordella slumped. “I’ve lost all of them.”
The deluge strengthened, and she pushed on his shoulder. “Get off. Ostara is laying down, so the distance to the ground isn’t far.”
He threw his leg over and slid, landing in mud up to his ankles. Squinting up, he watched for Cordella should she need help. In the blink of an eye, she dropped out of the blinding rain, and he responded automatically, reaching for her just as she shot toward him. His hands caught her about the waist, his knees taking the added weight with a bend and bounce before setting her down. 
Before he could stare a moment eye to eye with her, her palms struck his chest hard enough to send him back a step. “Emergency over.”
He released her at once. “The footing is slippery,” he said, holding his hands up by his shoulders.
“Have I ever been a damsel in distress?!” She trudged through the mud toward Ostara’s head.
Fighting the mud and rain, he followed her. “No, but it would be nice if every once in a while, you pretended you were.” Who was he kidding? He loved her independent nature. He loved everything about her. Except that she’d left him. 
She glared at him for an instant, then shook her head, water streaming from her braids like melting black icicles. Crouching by Ostara’s feet, she ran her hands over the egg. The dragon’s head hung over her, water falling from her jaw in sheets like a curtain drawn. Only half under Ostara’s head, Cordella suffered a drenching across her waist.
Back to business. “Is it okay?”
She shrugged. “It looks the same, but Ostara is concerned. There is some movement within.”
He wiped his brow, a useless effort with the rain coming in sheets that lashed at them. He squatted beside her, his head shielded by Ostara. “We need shelter. Can we move the egg out of the rain?”
Cordella stared at the egg, one hand on Ostara’s thick ankle. Her dragon hadn’t moved a muscle since she’d crouched in front of her. Turning her head, her braids sliding along her back, Cordella stared at Boden.
He turned his head, his ear close to her mouth. 
Her voice floated on a good-humored breath. “Sure. Do you see any shelter?”
A laugh choked him. He couldn’t see anything over two strides away.
Lightning struck close enough to brighten the world briefly before it was swallowed by the gray walls of rain and fog. Ostara shuddered, but she didn’t shift a fraction. Stands of what he assumed were trees had shown black for an instant. A sparse, wooded plain surrounded them. Not the safest place for them to crouch in a storm. 
Cordella lifted a foot out of the mud. “Maybe we should flatten to the ground as much as possible.”
“And drown?”
She grimaced at him. Then a touch of humor glinted in her eye. “I won’t drown if you lay down first.”
“So, you are the damsel in distress type.”
Water steamed off her nose. “Just the type that doesn’t want mud in her braids.”
He forked both hands through his hair and out of his eyes. “I’m that type, too. Maybe we could take turns.”
For a moment there, the glint shined brighter and then she backed away. “You take one side; I’ll take the other.” She stepped over Ostara’s leg and sat on the massive ankle. Ostara lowered her head, screening Cordella from most of the wind and rain. 
Boden sat on the opposing ankle, and they looked at each other over the leathery oblong egg.
The storm beat them, though not with as much of a deluge. The sound still reverberated and the flashes repeatedly blinded.
At least they were out of the rain.
Cordella wiped at her well-ornamented armor, streams of water eddying under the edge of her hand and cascading to the ground. The water had turned the leather black, but the brass ornamentation gleamed, making her look like a glittering warrior queen.
She always liked flash. It suited her. When in battle, she gleamed like a sky filled with abundant stars. That first year in training, when they were both new to the guards, she’d had them all standing in awe of her speed and grace. 
She’d mesmerized him from the first moment he saw her.
In twenty years, he hadn’t been able to ask her why she left the Queen’s Guard, why she left him without a hint of what drove her away. She’d disappeared, untraceable. There one day and gone the next.
Here they were; he could ask.
Finished with grooming, she looked at him, her eyes shuttered.
He swallowed the question. The answer no longer mattered. There was nothing left to build on. 
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Chapter Three

Cordella


The silence she’d hoped for was nerve-wracking, and Cordella debated breaking it. It could be hours before the storm broke, and they could round up the flights again. Here she and Boden sat on Ostara’s outstretched legs, soggy and impatient for the storm to end. The dragon egg sat like a table between them, not much taller than their bent knees. 
Between the thunder, lightning, and the roar of the rain, they would have to raise their voices to be heard. The moments passing felt interminable.
What was it the king wanted them to discuss? Selections for the ogre dragons to bond with. After the eggs hatched, Boden would assign more candidates to the hatchlings.
She rolled her eyes and shouted, “Do you have any idea who should try to bond with the rescued dragons?”
His gaze sloughed her way as if he’d been somewhere else and had to drag himself back from a distance. “They’ll want women warriors, right?”
Lightning cracked, and she waited for thunder to roll off into the distance. “Yes.” She watched him. Boden tugged at his hair, but it was too damp to stand up.
She hid her grin.
“I suppose we should talk to the chief. She might have some suggestions, even a few not in the Queen’s Guard.” His gaze sharpened on her. “You should know some likely fighters. Stoi, too.”
They should, having fought as paid protection for various towns and villages. Some women came to mind, but few would keep what they knew about her to themselves. She’d have to vet them well, and not just for their skills. Boden didn’t need to know she’d had no long-term relationships since she’d left him.
He must have seen her indecision. Boden said, “We just need five to start with.”
Five wasn’t that challenging. She answered with a crisp nod.
Boden pointed at the egg, already drying now that it was shielded from the rain by Ostara. He leaned forward more, balancing his elbows on his knees, putting him another few inches under Ostara’s head. Cordella had the same soggy complaint, but she was being stoic. Not that she wanted to impress Boden, but if she leaned forward too, they’d be too close for comfort. “Buck started presenting men to the hatchlings after the first year.” He paused for thunder, his head cocked as if measuring the distance. “Let’s assume we have that much time to choose candidates for them.”
“King Arnor wants to be on that list.”
Boden’s lips curved up on one side, his eyes taking on a familiar slyness.
“What?” It was hard to keep her expression stern. He’d always been full of tricks in their younger days. 
“I want on that list, too.” He grinned broadly. “Only three left to fill.”
Of course, he did. How could the flight commander not want his own dragon if it was possible? He’d be an ogre
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