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Chapter1: The Day the Bell Dropped a Dragon
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The first bell rang while I had both arms wrapped around a crate of saddle buckles.

It rolled over Highreach Academy like thunder poured into brass, deep enough to shake dust from the stone ribs of the stable passage. Above me, beyond the open arches, the sky flashed with wings. Students in new blue uniforms shouted from the stands, their voices bright and clean and far too high for people sitting that close to a drop.

I nearly dropped the crate.

“Move, Hartley,” a groom snapped behind me. “Those don’t walk themselves.”

I shifted the weight against my hip and kept going. The buckles inside clattered like loose teeth. Through the arch to my right, I caught a slice of the arena: white cloud below, floating track-rings ahead, banners snapping red and gold from iron poles fixed into hovering stone. A pair of bronze-scaled dragons skimmed past the first Bell Gate, their riders leaning low. The gate answered them with a clear note.

The crowd roared.

I swallowed hard and stepped around a coil of flight rope. The smell of warm dragonhide, oil, hay dust, old smoke, and polish stuck to the back of my throat. It was the smell I knew better than bread, rain, or soap. Most of the new students would remember Highreach by its shining towers and cloud bridges. I had met it through muck carts, cracked feed bins, and dragons that tried to bite when their straps pinched.

Another bell rang. Higher this time.

A blue-winged courier drake swept between two floating hoops, rider laughing as wind tore his scarf sideways. My fingers tightened under the crate until the wood edge dug into my palm. I should have been in the stands with the other first-years. Even the Yard Track students were allowed to watch the welcome flight for half a bell.

I was here because Stablemaster Fenn had seen the delivery cart arrive late and pointed at me without looking up from his ledger.

Groundborn hands were useful when something heavy needed carrying.

A shadow slid over the passage.

I looked up just as a black dragon crossed the strip of sky beyond the arch.

Small for a racing mount. Lean. Hard-cut shoulders, narrow hips, wings too long for the body in a way that made every beat look sharp. Black scales caught the light in broken blue flashes. Not glossy. Scarred. The membrane along the left wing pulled a little tight near the root, not enough for most people to notice from this distance.

I stopped walking.

The dragon’s tail flicked twice. Too fast. Its claws opened and closed against empty air. The rider sitting over its shoulders kept a polished posture, heels down, reins even, chin lifted for the crowd.

The dragon’s neck was not with him.

“Rook,” someone muttered from a stall ahead, and not kindly.

The name passed through the stable passage like a warning. A pair of older Yard students leaned out to watch, one grinning, the other wincing before anything had even happened.

“Three riders last term,” the grinning one said. “Think he’ll make it four?”

“Shut up,” I said.

He glanced at me. “What?”

I kept my eyes on the sky. Rook’s wings cut down, down again, then held half a beat too long before the upstroke. His throat worked. His jaw opened, but no flame came. The rider tugged left. Rook went left, but his head jerked toward the Bell Gate ahead as if something there had teeth.

The gate hung between two floating pylons, a bright ring of brass ribs and wind-script plates. A bell as wide as a barrel swung beneath it. It was supposed to sound only when a dragon passed cleanly through the ring. The other gates chimed with pretty notes. This one had a deeper mouth.

The rider leaned close to Rook’s neck.

From below, it probably looked graceful.

From the stable arch, with a crate cutting into my arms and hay dust in my nose, I saw the rider’s right hand tighten.

Rook’s shoulder jumped.

“Don’t pull,” I whispered.

The bell rang.

Rook folded in the air.

Not fully. Not like a dive. His body jerked as if an invisible hook had caught under his ribs. One wing snapped high, the other flared unevenly. The rider lost his seat for a breath, recovered, and yanked both reins.

Rook screamed.

The sound tore straight through the cheering. Students who had been laughing went silent in patches, the way birds lift from a field before a stone hits. Rook twisted out of the gate path, claws slashing empty air. The black tail cracked against a wind-script marker and shattered the blue glass inside it. Sparks sprayed into the cloudlight.

The crate slipped. I dropped to one knee and caught it before it smashed, buckles biting into my forearm.

Above, the rider shouted something I couldn’t hear.

Two instructors on the far platform raised staves. Green control lines snapped out, thin magic cords meant to guide a panicked dragon back to the course. One touched Rook’s flank. He bucked so violently that the rider pitched forward, slammed against the neck ridge, and clung by one hand.

“Control that beast!” a man’s voice boomed from the instructor tier.

Rook heard the voice. Or felt the magic. His breathing changed.

I could not hear each breath over the arena, but I saw it in the ribs, in the half-open mouth, in the way his throat pulled too tight and too fast. Rage made dragons expand. Rage filled them outward, hot and wide. Fear shrank them around one point. Rook’s whole body had narrowed around the bell.

“He’s not attacking,” I said.

The Yard student beside the stall laughed once, thinly. “Looks like attacking.”

Rook kicked at the empty air where the green line had touched him. Another line wrapped near his chest. His eyes rolled white at the edge. The rider’s boot slipped from the stirrup.

“He’s scared,” I said, louder.

Nobody listened.

The rider fell.

For a blink he hung beside Rook’s shoulder, one hand tangled in the rein, legs kicking over nothing but open sky. Then leather snapped. He dropped away from the dragon and struck the lower rim of the Bell Gate with his back. The gate rang again, wrong and harsh. He bounced, spun, and began falling toward the cloud sea below Highreach.

The stands exploded.

I did not think. I set the crate down too hard, buckles spilling over the stone, and ran.

The stable passage opened onto the maintenance walk, a narrow line of iron grate bolted along the underside of the arena. It was for handlers, repair crews, and fools who forgot the sky had no floor. A chain hung across the entry with a red sign: COURSE ACCESS FOR LICENSED STAFF ONLY.

I ducked under it.

“Hey!” someone shouted behind me. “Hartley!”

Wind hit me in the face so hard my eyes watered. The maintenance walk trembled under my boots. Below the grate, the cloud sea turned slowly, white and bottomless, with blue shadows moving inside it. A dropped wrench would vanish in three heartbeats. A dropped boy might scream longer.

The fallen rider struck a loose safety net stretched beneath the second course ring. The net sagged, snapped at one corner, and threw him sideways. He caught a hanging signal chain with both arms. His legs swung out over the drop.

Rook spiraled above him, tangled control lines whipping from his body. Every time a line tightened, he fought the pressure and drifted nearer to the chain. If he struck the rider, there would be nothing left to catch.

“Hold still!” an instructor shouted from somewhere overhead.

That was the worst thing to shout at a frightened dragon.

I ran along the grate. My boots skidded on old oil. The maintenance walk curved under the Bell Gate, then broke where a repair section had been lifted out. A gap of six feet opened ahead, nothing beneath it but cloud. On the far side, a rope ladder hung from a pulley arm.

I grabbed a coil of cargo rope from a hook as I passed.

“Milo!”

The voice came from the stable side. I knew it, but I couldn’t turn. I slung the rope over my shoulder, backed up three steps, and jumped.

For one sick breath, the world dropped under me.

My left boot hit the far grate. My right missed. My knee slammed iron. Pain flashed white, but my hands caught the side rail. The rope coil bounced against my back. The rider below screamed. Rook screamed over him, rougher, almost choking.

I hauled myself up and kept moving.

A bronze rescue drake launched from the teacher platform, but Rook saw it coming. His head snapped toward the drake. Both wings beat once, too hard, and the wind slammed the hanging rider against the pylon. His fingers slipped lower on the chain.

“No,” I hissed.

I reached the pulley arm and tied the cargo rope with the fastest dock knot I knew. My hands shook, so I used my teeth to pull the loop tight. The rope tasted like dust, oil, and old salt. I wrapped the free end around my forearm and looked up.

Rook was close enough now that I could see the foam at the corner of his mouth.

He was not looking at the rider. He was not looking at the teachers. His eyes kept cutting back to the bell, to the swinging black mouth beneath the gate. Every note still lived in him. His claws opened, closed, opened. His left wing tucked a fraction near the root, as if the air itself hurt there.

The rider hanging from the chain kicked and sobbed.

“Don’t let go!” I shouted at him.

He looked down at me. His face was pale under a smear of blood. For a second, he seemed more shocked that a stable boy was there than that he was about to die.

The bell swayed in the wind.

Rook’s whole body seized when it moved.

I threw the rope.

It missed the rider by a handspan and whipped around the chain instead. Good enough. I pulled until the line tightened, then looped it twice around the rail. The chain stopped swinging so wildly. The rider gasped and clung harder.

Above, the green magic lines tightened again.

Rook lunged.

He came down toward the chain and the boy and me, all black scale and teeth and ripped wind. The teachers shouted. The rescue drake veered away. My legs wanted to run. My hands stayed on the rope because if I let go, the rider would swing straight into Rook’s chest.

“Rook!” I shouted.

His head snapped toward me.

The force of that stare hit harder than the wind. Dragon eyes were not like horse eyes or dog eyes. People said that because they wanted dragons to fit inside smaller words. Rook’s eyes were dark gold around a long black slit, bright with terror sharpened into something dangerous.

I raised my empty hand.

Not high. Not like a command. I kept my fingers loose and low, palm turned away from his face. A dragon with fear in its throat watched hands first. Hands meant straps. Hands meant hooks. Hands meant reins pulled until pain answered.

“Easy,” I said, but not soft enough to vanish in the wind. “I see it. I see it.”

Rook’s lips peeled back. Heat washed over me. Not flame. Breath. Sour with panic and iron.

A green line slid over his wing root.

He convulsed.

I saw the spot then. Not just tight membrane. An old saddle scar, half-hidden beneath the base of the wing, pale against black scale where the strap had once bitten deep. The magic line pressed close to it. Rook’s neck bowed, and the breath in his ribs broke.

The bell swung again.

Rook drove forward.

I dropped flat on the grate.

His claws tore through the air where my head had been. The wind of his pass crushed me against the iron. The rope around my forearm jerked as the rider swung. Pain ripped up to my shoulder. I bit the inside of my cheek and tasted blood.

“Pull him clear!” someone shouted.

“I can’t!” I yelled back, though no one was asking me.

The rider’s chain had twisted around a lower hook. If I pulled from here, I could break his fingers or snap him loose. If Rook passed again, he might hit us both. I needed space. Not restraint. Space for Rook’s wings to open without striking the chain.

I looked at the gate, the pylon, the maintenance walk, the dangling boy, the swing of the bell.

The bell was the center of the fear. Everyone was trying to drag Rook away from it. Every pull told him the trap was still behind him. He fought the pull and circled back toward the sound.

I crawled to my knees and unwound the rope from the rail.

The rider cried out. “What are you doing?”

“Giving him room.”

“You’re insane!”

“Probably.”

I fed slack into the rope. The chain swung outward, away from the pylon and away from the bell. The rider moved with it, white-knuckled and cursing. Rook banked sharply above, following the motion. Not attacking. Tracking. Looking for where the pressure would come from next.

“Stop pulling him!” I shouted toward the teacher platform.

No one stopped.

The green lines tightened again, three at once.

Rook’s wings hammered the air. One line snapped. Another dragged across the old scar. His scream cracked into a rough cough.

Anger came up hot in my chest, sudden enough to scare me.

“Stop pulling!” I roared.

For half a heartbeat, maybe less, one of the lines loosened.

It was enough.

Rook dropped lower. His wings spread wide, blocking the glare off the cloud sea. The maintenance walk groaned under the blast. My hair whipped into my eyes. I blinked it away and watched his chest, his throat, the claw curl, the wing root.

In. In. Short.

Hold.

No out.

He was locked before the strike.

I grabbed the rope with both hands and ran along the grate, dragging the rider’s chain sideways. The rider screamed as the sudden swing tore him from the pylon. The chain hook scraped free. He swung under the gate, out into open air.

Rook lunged into the space where the rider had been.

His claws met nothing.

His wings opened all the way.

The motion changed him.

The locked breath broke out of his ribs. Air punched from him in one huge rasp. His body dropped two feet, then caught itself. He beat once, not cleanly, but wide. No pylon. No bell in his face. No dangling boy under his claws.

“There,” I said, almost laughing, almost choking. “There. You have room.”

Rook hovered.

Not calmly. Nothing about him was calm. His tail lashed, and his teeth stayed bare, and every muscle along his neck stood like rope. But he hovered.

The arena went strange around us. No cheers. No music. Just wind, creaking metal, the ragged breaths of the rider on the chain, and Rook’s wings beating hard enough to shake the Bell Gate.

I eased the rope around the rail again and tied it off, slower this time. The rider hung below me, sobbing and alive. A rescue drake came in from behind the pylon, careful and low. Its handler reached for the boy.

Rook saw the hand.

His head dipped.

I stepped between his stare and the rescue handler.

My boot found the edge of the grate. Metal ended under my heel. I froze, arms out, one hand still bloodied from the rope. Below, cloud turned and opened in slow folds.

Rook’s nostrils flared.

“You don’t have to take him,” I said. “He’s leaving. See? He’s leaving.”

The rescue handler got an arm around the rider and cut the chain strap at his waist. The boy collapsed against the drake’s harness. The drake backed away, wings careful. Rook watched, shaking.

Someone on the upper platform lifted a staff again.

I snapped my head toward them. “Don’t!”

The staff paused.

Rook’s gaze returned to me.

I had been close to dragons my whole life. I had cleaned cracked scales, drained abscesses, rubbed oil into sore wing joints, slept in haylofts while sick drakes muttered in fever below. None of that made standing in front of Rook safe. My knees knew it. My hands knew it. The thin iron under my boots knew it.

I kept my shoulders loose.

His breathing came too fast. I matched it for two breaths, then slowed mine. Not because that magically fixed anything. Dragons did not become tame because a boy breathed nicely at them. But panic watched rhythm. Panic hated sudden changes. I gave him nothing sudden.

The bell creaked.

Rook jerked.

I moved before the next ring. Not toward him. Toward the bell rope dangling from the gate frame. My hand closed around it, and I pulled the bell sideways until its lip pressed against the pylon brace. The brass groaned but did not swing free.

Rook’s eyes followed my hand.

“No more,” I said. My voice shook. I hated that. “No more noise.”

His wings beat once.

The wind knocked me backward.

My heel slipped off the grate.

For one clear second, there was nothing under my right foot.

I flung my hand toward the rail. Missed. My body tilted out into open air. The cargo rope tied to the rail slapped my chest. I grabbed it with both hands as I fell.

The rope burned through my palms.

I slammed against the side of the maintenance walk. My shoulder hit first. Then my ribs. The air left me in a stupid little grunt. My legs kicked over cloud, boots scraping for anything solid.

“Milo!” someone shouted.

I could not answer.

The rope creaked against the rail. My palms slid lower, skin tearing. I locked my elbows and tried to pull, but my left shoulder screamed and folded. The world swung. Above the edge of the grate, Rook’s head appeared, black against the sun.

He looked down at me.

I looked back and could not pretend I was not afraid.

The bell groaned against the brace behind him.

Rook’s throat tightened again. His eye flicked toward the sound, then down to my hands on the rope. My fingers were slipping. I tried to hook my boot against the side lattice and found only empty air.

“Don’t,” I breathed.

Not sure who I meant.

Rook dropped.

For a mad instant I thought he was striking. His claws opened, curved, and came toward my face. I squeezed my eyes half shut, then forced them open because a dragon deserved to be seen, even if he was the last thing I saw.

His claws closed around the rope below my hands.

The rope stopped sliding.

My arms jolted so hard I cried out. Rook beat his wings, snarling through clenched teeth, and pulled. Not upward exactly. Sideways first, away from the bell, away from the pylon, toward open air where his wings had room. The rope lifted enough for my boot to hit the lower brace.

I shoved with everything left.

Hands grabbed my coat from above.

Someone hauled me over the rail. I hit the grate on my stomach and lay there with my cheek pressed to cold iron, coughing. The whole arena rushed back in pieces: shouts, wingbeats, a crying rider, the clank of staves, my own breath scraping.

A pair of boots stopped near my head.

I pushed up on one elbow.

Professor Otis Crane stood over me with his gray hair blown loose from its tie and one hand still fisted in the back of my coat. His face had the flat, weathered look it got when a dragon tried to swallow medicine and failed.

“You picked a poor place to nap, Hartley,” he said.

My laugh came out wrong and hurt my ribs.

Rook landed on the far maintenance platform with a crash that bent one side rail. Several handlers flinched back. He did not chase them. He crouched low, wings half-open, chest pumping. The green control lines had vanished. One hung broken from a pylon and sparked weakly in the wind.

Crane looked from Rook to me.

I wiped my bloody palms on my trousers and tried to stand. My legs argued, but I got one boot under me.

“Don’t crowd him,” I said.

Crane’s eyes narrowed. “I know.”

“Not you.” I looked past him.

Instructor Callum Greer strode down from the upper platform with three Rider Track assistants behind him. He wore the dark blue coat of the academy’s riding staff, the silver crest at his shoulder bright enough to sting the eye. His jaw was tight, and the wind did not seem to move him the way it moved everyone else.

“Secure the dragon,” Greer ordered.

Rook heard the tone and bared his teeth.

I stepped forward without meaning to.

Crane’s hand caught my sleeve. Not hard. Enough.

Greer’s eyes landed on me, then on my torn palms, then on the rope, then on Rook.

The stands had started making sound again. Not cheering now. Talking. A thousand voices tumbling over one another. I felt them pressing from above, all those clean uniforms and bright crests looking down at the stable walk where I stood covered in rope burn and dust.

The rescued rider was carried past on the bronze drake. He did not look at me. His face was turned into a healer’s shoulder.

“He needs his wing root checked,” I said.

Greer’s gaze cut back to me. “You will be silent.”

The words hit harder than I expected. Maybe because my chest hurt. Maybe because Rook stood twenty yards away with his left wing trembling at the base, and nobody else was looking at it.

“He’s hurt,” I said.

A few assistants stared.

Greer came closer. He was tall in the way Rider Track instructors were tall, all straight spine and polished boots, as if posture alone could hold up the sky. “That dragon nearly killed a student.”

“He missed him.”

“Because you interfered with course procedure.”

“Because everyone kept pulling where he was hurt.”

His expression changed by a hair. Not softer. Sharper.

Crane muttered, “Hartley.”

I shut my mouth, but too late.

Greer looked toward Rook. The black dragon’s claws scraped the platform. Every scrape came in uneven beats. Left, right, right. Pause. Left. His wing root trembled after each breath. He kept his head angled so the bell stayed just outside his direct sight.

“He was not angry,” I said, quieter.

Greer turned back. “Do not tell me what a dragon is when you cannot even stand on a course legally.”

My face heated.

Around us, assistants began pulling a perimeter rope across the maintenance platform. One of them looked at my boots, then my patched Yard jacket, then the stable grime on my sleeves. His mouth twisted before he turned away. I knew that look. I had seen it at delivery docks, in tack rooms, outside classrooms where Groundborn students entered through the side door.

Stable boy. Useful until he forgot his place.

Greer lifted one hand, and the nearest assistants stilled.

“Name,” he said.

I wanted to spit blood off the side of the platform. I swallowed it instead. “Milo Hartley.”

“Track?”

“Yard Track.”

“Enrollment status?”

“First year.”

“License?”

My fingers curled. The torn skin pulled and stung. “No flight license.”

“No competition handling license?”

“No.”

“No emergency course clearance?”

I looked at Rook. He had lowered his head toward the bent rail, nostrils testing the air where my rope still hung. “No.”

Greer’s voice carried cleanly through the sudden hush around us. “Then you entered an active Skyline Run course, touched a competition dragon, interfered with instructor restraint lines, moved an endangered rider without clearance, and placed yourself under a Bell Gate during a live flight demonstration.”

Each item landed like a stone set in a row.

Crane said nothing.

The stands above had quieted enough that I could hear banners snapping.

I looked at the bell pressed crooked against the pylon brace. My handprint marked one side in sweat and dust. Rook’s eyes followed my glance and tightened again, so I looked away.

“He was going to hit the chain,” I said.

“You are not qualified to judge that.”

“The rider was falling.”

“You are not qualified to perform rescue.”

“Rook needed space.”

Greer stepped close enough that I had to lift my chin. “You are not qualified to decide what that dragon needs.”

My throat closed around the next words.

Rook made a low sound behind him.

Not a growl. Too thin for that. A warning pulled through a sore chest. Greer did not turn, but I saw his shoulders set. The assistants reached for their staves again.

I raised both hands before I could stop myself.

Rook’s eyes flicked to my palms. The blood. The loose fingers. The lack of rope.

He quieted by a fraction.

Greer saw it. I knew he did. His eyes moved from Rook to me, and for the first time, something other than anger crossed his face. It vanished almost at once.

Professor Crane cleared his throat. “The boy kept your rider from decorating the underside of the arena.”

Greer did not look at him. “The boy could have caused a second fall.”

“Could have.”

“Otis.”

Crane’s mouth flattened. “Callum.”

The names sat between them with old weight. I had never heard anyone at Highreach speak to Instructor Greer that way. Even the Rider Track seniors lowered their voices around him.

Greer turned his head just enough to face Crane. “This is why unlicensed hands stay off the course.”

“This is why someone should have checked that dragon’s tack before ringing a bell over his skull.”

The air around us thinned.

One assistant stared at the grate. Another pretended not to hear. Rook shifted, claws scraping. His left wing shivered again, tiny and quick.

Greer’s eyes hardened. “Careful.”

Crane leaned on his cane, though I had seen him lift a feed barrel alone that morning. “Always.”

The bell gave a small, miserable clink against the brace.

Rook flinched.

So did I.

Greer noticed that too.

He walked past me toward Rook. I moved before thinking, one step sideways, not blocking him fully but enough to put myself in the line between his hand and the dragon’s face.

Greer stopped.

Crane made a sound under his breath that might have been a curse.

I knew I had made it worse. My ribs hurt, my palms burned, and every watching face above the arena had turned into a weight on my shoulders. But Rook’s breath had caught again. One more hard hand, one more sharp command, one more bell, and he would break against whatever stood closest.

Greer looked down at me.

I looked at the silver crest on his coat because looking him in the eye felt too much like challenging a cliff.

“Move,” he said.

“He needs a low voice from the side,” I said. “Not from the front. Not near the wing. And don’t bring the staves close.”

“I said move.”

My boots did not move.

The silence stretched until I heard the loose buckle from my dropped crate roll somewhere in the stable passage behind us. A stupid, tiny sound. It made my stomach twist because I could suddenly picture the crate lying open, my task unfinished, Stablemaster Fenn’s face going red.

Greer raised his voice, not shouting, but the arena caught it.

“Milo Hartley of the Yard Track, you are hereby removed from this course and placed under disciplinary hold.”

My ears rang.

Rook breathed hard behind him.

Greer’s next words came colder.

“An unlicensed stable boy does not touch a competition dragon and call it courage.”

I had no answer that would not make everything worse.

Two assistants came toward me. Crane’s hand left my sleeve. The wind slid through the torn places in my jacket and cooled the blood on my palms. Above the arena, the welcome banners kept snapping bright and cheerful in the sun, as if nothing had cracked open beneath them.

Rook lowered his head.

One gold eye fixed on me through the gap between Greer and the assistants. His nostrils flared once. The old bell creaked behind him.

I took one step back because the assistants were there, because Crane’s face told me not to be a fool twice in one breath, because my legs were shaking badly enough that I could not hide it.

Greer pointed toward the academy doors.

“Take him below.”

Rook’s claws scraped the platform.

I turned my head before the assistants caught my arms, and the black dragon was still staring at me.
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They did not take me to the infirmary first.

That was the first thing I noticed, maybe because my palms had started bleeding again. The rope burns opened and closed every time I flexed my fingers. One assistant had my left arm. Another walked close on my right, not touching unless I slowed. They guided me through the lower course gate, away from the arena noise, away from Rook’s scraped breathing and the bent rail and the bell still crooked against its brace.

I kept looking back until the passage turned.

Rook was gone by then. Or I was too far down to see him. The last thing I heard from the arena was a hard metallic clank, then a low dragon sound that made the assistant on my left quicken his steps.

“Don’t hurry him,” I said.

The assistant looked at me as if mud had spoken. “What?”

“Rook. Don’t hurry him through a narrow gate.”

“You should worry about yourself.”

“That is me worrying about myself.”

He tightened his grip.

We passed the first-year viewing hall. Through the tall glass, new students still stood in rows, faces pressed near the windows even though the welcome flight had stopped. Some wore crested pins on their collars. Some had silk gloves. Some held little academy pennants they must have bought from the bridge stalls before dawn. Their eyes found me at once.

My torn Yard jacket.

My bloodied hands.

The stable grit on my cheek.

A boy with pale hair whispered something. His friends laughed too quietly for the assistants to hear and loud enough for me to understand.

Stable boy.

I stared straight ahead.

The hallway opened into the administrative wing, where the floor changed from rough service stone to polished blue-gray marble veined with silver. My boots left dusty half prints. One assistant noticed and made a face. Highreach liked its dirt hidden in the lower levels, under the shine, under the bells, under the grand staircases students posed on for family portraits.

My shoulder throbbed where Crane had hauled me over the rail. I wanted to rub it. The assistant still had my arm.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“Disciplinary inquiry.”

“Not the head office?”

“No.”

A cold little knot formed under my ribs.

At Highreach, ordinary trouble went to the head office. Missed curfew, broken dorm windows, stolen pastries from the West Refectory. Course violations went somewhere else. Stablehands heard stories about the competition inquiry rooms because injured dragons sometimes came through after those decisions. Dangerous. Unfit. Reassigned. Sold.

My throat went dry.

“Is Rook being brought there?”

“You do not ask questions in inquiry.”

“I’m asking now.”

The assistant on my right snorted. “Greer should have let you hang from that rope a little longer.”

I stopped walking.

Both assistants stopped with me.

The one on my left said, “Move.”

I looked at him. He had a Rider Track badge at his throat, not an instructor’s silver, but close enough that he wore it like armor. “The rider lived.”

“For now. He had three cracked ribs.”

“He fell before I touched the course.”

“You think that matters?”

“Yes.”

He leaned closer. “It matters that you are not one of us.”

I knew better than to answer. I answered anyway.

“Good.”

His fingers dug into my sleeve.

A door opened at the end of the hall before he could shove me. Professor Crane stood there with his cane in one hand and a cloth-wrapped bundle in the other. His hair had been tied back again, but a loose strip of gray hung beside his left ear. He looked at the assistants first.

“Release him.”

“Instructor Greer ordered—”

“I know what Callum ordered. The boy has legs.”

The assistant hesitated.

Crane’s face did not change. “If you need both hands to escort one half-broken Yard first-year, Highreach is training softer riders than I thought.”

The grip left my arm.

Blood prickled back into my fingers. I nearly winced and did not give the assistants the satisfaction. Crane turned without checking if I followed.

I followed.

The door led into a side chamber, not the inquiry room itself. A basin had been set on a stand near the wall. Beside it lay a strip of clean linen, a small jar of salve, and a needle hooked through black thread.

I looked at the needle. “That for me?”

“For the bell, if it bleeds.” Crane set the cloth bundle down. “Hands.”

“I’m fine.”

“Hands.”

I gave him my palms.

He clicked his tongue once. Not sympathy. More like he had found a cracked buckle someone tried to pass off as usable. He dipped the linen, cleaned the blood from the rope burns, and did not speak while I sucked air through my teeth.

“Rook?” I asked.

“Still on the east platform.”

“Still?”

“Because half the staff want him chained, and he has made it clear he disagrees.”

I tried to pull my hands back. “I should—”

Crane pinched one burn hard enough to stop me.

Pain shot up my arm. “Ow.”

“That is the sound of a fool trying to stand before a council with dirty wounds.”

“I can help him.”

“You helped him enough to land yourself in this room.”

“He needs someone near his left side, not straight on. His wing root—”

“I saw.”

That shut me up.

Crane dabbed salve across my right palm. It stung cold first, then hot. The old teacher’s hands were rough, knuckled, and steady. He did not wrap like a healer. He wrapped like someone preparing a damaged tool for more work.

“Is the rider alive?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Will he fly again?”

“Ask his ribs when they stop yelling.”

I let out a breath.

Crane wound linen around my left hand. “Do not look relieved too loudly in there.”

“Should I look sorry?”

“You should look less ready to bite everyone who speaks.”

“That might be difficult.”

“I noticed.”

He tied the bandage with a flat knot.

The side chamber had one narrow window, high and cut into the stone. Through it, I could see a strip of blue sky and the underside of one floating walkway. A girl’s laugh drifted faintly from somewhere above, then vanished behind the thick walls. My stomach cramped. I had not eaten since before dawn.

Crane picked up the cloth bundle and unwrapped it.

My stomach cramped harder.

A buckle from my dropped crate sat inside, bent at one corner.

“You left a mess in the stable passage,” he said.

“I was busy.”

“You were always busy. That never stopped Fenn from docking supper.”

I stared at the buckle. “Stablemaster Fenn is angry?”

“Fenn is always angry. Today he is confused, which bothers him more.”

Despite the pain in my hands, a laugh almost came. It died before reaching my mouth.

Crane folded the cloth over the buckle again. “Listen, Hartley. In that room, you answer only what is asked.”

“If they call Rook dangerous?”

“You answer only what is asked.”

“If they decide to put him down?”

Crane looked at me then. The narrow window light cut across his face and settled in the lines beside his mouth.

“No one has said that.”

“That means they can.”

His fingers tapped once against the cane head. “Yes.”

My bandaged hands curled.

Crane’s gaze dropped to them. “And if you go in there swinging those, you will give them a reason to ignore every useful thing you noticed.”

My jaw worked.

“You saw the wing scar,” he said.

“Yes.”

“You saw the bell response.”

“Yes.”

“You saw fear before rage.”

I nodded.

“Then keep your mouth sharp, not loud.”

I did not like how much I needed that sentence.

The inner door opened before I could answer. A clerk in a dark academy coat looked in. His eyes paused on my bandages, then on my Yard jacket.

“They are ready.”

Crane walked first.

The inquiry room was built like a little court and smelled like dust, hot metal, and old paper. A long table sat on a raised step at the far end. Instructor Greer stood behind it instead of sitting. Two senior staff members sat near him, one from the competition office and one from the medical wing, both with stacks of forms arranged in front of them. A wall of tall windows showed the lower edge of the arena outside, but the glass had been spelled dull so the sky came through as pale light without depth.

No soft chairs.

No warmth.

At the left side of the room, three students stood together in Rider Track blue. The rescued rider was not among them. Older students, maybe witnesses. Their crests were neat and shining. One girl had her arm in a sling, though it looked like an old injury, not from today. A dark-haired boy whispered to the third student until Greer turned his head slightly. The whisper stopped.

On the right, a single low stool waited.

I knew it was for me before anyone pointed.

Crane did not sit. He took a place near the wall, cane tip resting between his boots.

The clerk closed the door.

Greer looked at me as if he was checking whether I had dragged cloud muck onto his floor. Maybe I had.

“Milo Hartley,” he said.

“Yes, sir.”

The sir scraped my throat on the way out.

“You understand why you are here?”

“No, sir.”

One of the Rider students made a small sound.

Greer’s eyes sharpened.

I held still.

“You do not understand,” he said, “why entering a live competition course without clearance is cause for inquiry?”

“I understand that part.”

“Then which part escapes you?”

“The part where the rider’s alive and Rook’s treated like he attacked him.”

The competition officer dipped his pen.

Crane made no sound from the wall.

Greer’s voice lowered. “Sit.”

I sat on the low stool.

It was lower than it needed to be. My knees came up awkwardly. The raised table sat above me, and everyone standing looked taller than before. Heat crept up my neck.

Greer folded his hands on the tabletop.

“The purpose of this inquiry is to determine the sequence of events during the welcome flight incident involving the competition dragon Rook, rider Cedric Pell, and first-year Yard Track student Milo Hartley. It will also determine immediate restrictions for all involved parties until formal review.”

Cedric Pell. I latched onto the name because it meant the rider had one. It meant he was not just a falling shape in the sky. His friends shifted by the wall.

The medical officer looked at her papers. “Rider Pell is stable. Concussion signs mild. Three fractured ribs, shoulder strain, bruising along the spine. He is expected to recover.”

My shoulders dropped before I could stop them.

Greer saw.

“His recovery does not erase the event.”

“No, sir.”

The competition officer adjusted his spectacles. “Hartley, confirm your status.”

“Milo Hartley. First-year. Yard Track.”

“Scholarship?”

“Yes.”

“Groundborn classification?”

My fingers tightened over my knees.

“Yes.”

He wrote that down, slow and neat.

Not stable-trained. Not experienced with cargo dragons. Not raised under academy work contracts. Groundborn. A word that put my boots, my parents, my home under the floating city, the old lift platforms, the lower docks, and every hand that cleaned what others rode into one tidy box.

Greer said, “You were assigned to delivery support during the welcome flight?”

“Yes.”

“By whom?”

“Stablemaster Fenn.”

“Your assigned location?”

“Stable-side passage below the east stands.”

“Were you authorized to enter the maintenance walk?”

“No.”

“Were you authorized to handle cargo rope during active flight?”

I almost smiled. Cargo rope was my life half the time.

“No.”

“Were you authorized to interfere with academy control lines?”

“No.”

“Were you authorized to make physical or directional contact with a competition dragon?”

“No.”

Each no made the stool feel lower.

Greer let the silence sit.

The dark-haired Rider student shifted. “He shouted at the instructors.”

Greer lifted a hand, still not looking away from me. “You will speak when called.”

The boy shut his mouth.

The medical officer asked, “Why did you enter the course?”

“Cedric Pell was falling.”

“Rescue drakes had launched,” Greer said.

“They were too far out.”

“You judged that yourself?”

“Yes.”

“On what training?”

“Yard work.”

“That is not rescue training.”

“It teaches you how fast things fall.”

The pen stopped.

I regretted it at once, not because it was untrue, but because Greer’s mouth went flat.

Crane coughed into one hand. It did not sound like a warning. It sounded like he was hiding something.

The competition officer said, “Describe what you saw before Rider Pell fell.”

I looked at the dull glass. It showed no clouds clearly, just pale glare. Still, the arena came back in my head: Rook’s neck, the bell, the wing root, the too-fast claws.

“Rook heard the Bell Gate before he passed cleanly through it. His wingbeat changed. The rider pulled both reins. Control lines touched him near the left wing root. He reacted harder after that.”

Greer’s eyes did not move. “Reacted how?”

“He folded around the pressure. Not away from the rider. Away from the pain.”

The girl with the sling spoke before stopping herself. “Dragons do not fold around pain. They lash.”

I looked at her. “That is folding.”

She blinked.

Greer said, “You will address the panel.”

I turned back. “Yes, sir.”

The competition officer wrote for a while. “You claim the dragon’s primary response was fear.”

“Yes.”

“Not aggression?”

“Fear can bite.”

“That was not my question.”

“No. Not aggression first.”

Greer leaned forward. “Rook has thrown three riders in the last two terms. He has broken two saddles and injured four handlers. He has refused standard tack, standard approach, and standard command. You witnessed one flight and concluded you understood him better than the academy staff?”

The sensible answer sat there, polished and safe.

No, sir.

I could not make my mouth form it.

“I concluded he was scared of the bell,” I said.

One of the staff members looked down. The Rider students exchanged glances.

Greer’s jaw worked once. “The bell is part of the course.”

“Yes.”

“Every competition dragon trains with bells.”

“Then someone trained him wrong.”

The room went very still.

Crane’s cane clicked once against the floor.

Greer came around the table slowly. He did not rush. He did not need to. By the time he stopped in front of me, the air had changed enough that my skin prickled.

“You will not make accusations against Highreach trainers to cover your breach.”

“I’m not covering anything.”

“No?”

“I broke rules.”

“Finally, a true statement.”

The words stung. I looked at his boots. Polished black. No dust. No rope fibers. No blood.

“I broke them because the rules were too slow,” I said.

The dark-haired student let out a sharp laugh. “The arrogance.”

Greer turned. “Mr. Varrow.”

The student straightened. “Apologies, Instructor.”

Greer faced me again. “Rules are slow because panic is fast. That is why we train until procedure moves before fear does. You had no procedure. You had impulse.”

“I had a rope.”

“You had luck.”

I thought of the moment Rook’s claw caught the rope below my hands. The jolt in my arms. The black head against the sun.

“Some,” I said.

Greer’s expression hardened again.

The medical officer asked, “Did Rook make contact with you?”

“With the rope.”

“Not your body?”

“No.”

“Did you attempt to touch his head or wing?”

“No.”

“Did you approach within striking distance?”

A stupid answer rose in my throat. I swallowed it.

“Yes.”

She wrote that down too.

The competition officer turned a page. “We must discuss the dragon’s status.”

My spine stiffened.

Greer returned behind the table. “Rook is provisionally listed as a dangerous competition asset pending review.”

“Asset,” I said before I could stop myself.

Greer’s eyes found mine.

My hands hurt under the bandages. I pressed them harder against my knees.

The competition officer continued. “Options include removal from active training, reassignment to controlled ground work, sale to a private breaker, or destruction if deemed an uncontrollable hazard.”

The room went too bright.

“No.”

The word left me flat and hard.

Greer said, “You are not part of that decision.”

“He stopped.”

“After nearly killing a rider.”

“He stopped when he had space.”

“He stopped after exhausting himself.”

“Because everyone kept hurting him.”

The girl with the sling looked away. The dark-haired boy stared as if I had insulted his bloodline.

Greer’s hand came down on the table. Not loud. Enough.

“That dragon is not a pet in your lower stable.”

My ears burned.

“I know that.”

“Do you? Competition dragons fly around students. Around crowds. Around gates, bells, and pressure. If a dragon cannot endure those things, sentiment does not make it safe.”

“He endured people hurting him until he couldn’t.”

Greer’s face changed.

This time the anger did not sharpen. It shut.

Crane shifted by the wall.

For a few breaths, no one spoke.

The medical officer cleared her throat. “The scar at the left wing root will be examined. I have requested a full tack history.”

“Thank you,” I said, too quickly.

She looked surprised that I had spoken to her like a person.

Greer did not.

The competition officer tapped his pen against the forms. “Now, Mr. Hartley’s penalty.”

There it was.

My stomach had been waiting for it and still dropped.

Greer said, “Removal from the Yard Track probationary roster is appropriate. He entered an active course, ignored clear access restrictions, shouted conflicting instructions during an emergency, and compromised staff control.”

The low stool might as well have been a trapdoor.

“Removal?” I said.

Greer’s gaze cut down. “Did you believe scholarship status made you impossible to dismiss?”

“No.” My voice came rough. “But I saved him.”

“You endangered him.”

“He was already endangered.”

“By the dragon.”

“By the bell.”

Greer’s mouth thinned. “Again with the bell.”

The competition officer asked, “Instructor Greer, are you recommending expulsion?”

The word hit harder than removal.

Expulsion meant no Highreach. No certification. No license path. No way to stand in front of a sale ledger with anything but empty hands.

Bracken’s face came into my mind so sharply that I had to look down.

Old green-brown scales gone pale at the snout. One horn worn short from pushing open a loose stall gate he knew he was not supposed to push. Warm breath in my hair when I was small enough to sleep against his foreleg during winter storms. The low rumble he made when he smelled bruised apples in my pocket.

Greer said, “I am considering it.”

My mouth went dry.

Crane finally spoke. “You always consider the heaviest hammer first.”

Greer did not look at him. “Sometimes the nail is proud.”

Crane stepped away from the wall. “The boy broke course law and saved a life. Both facts can share a chair.”

“He is not trained.”

“Then train him.”

“He is not licensed.”

“He is fifteen.”

“He has no business on a competition course.”

“He did better than several people who had business there.”

A stir moved through the Rider students.

Greer’s hand curled on the table edge. “Do not make this a performance, Otis.”

Crane’s voice stayed dry. “I leave performances to the welcome flight.”

That one landed.

Greer looked away first, but not like he had lost. More like he was holding a door shut from the other side.

The competition officer rubbed his brow. “Professor Crane, are you offering a formal counterrecommendation?”

“I am.”

Greer’s eyes narrowed. “For a Yard first-year who cannot mount a racing saddle?”

“For a Yard first-year who read a panicked dragon before trained riders did.”

A burn spread behind my eyes. I blinked it down fast.

Crane came to stand beside the low stool, not in front of me. He did not look kind. He looked annoyed that everyone was making him say obvious things.

“The academy recognizes Thread Marks in handlers,” he said.

Greer said, “Recognizes, yes. Awards, rarely. Never to an untested first-year.”

“He has no mark yet.”

“Then why mention them?”

“Because you saw the same thing I did.”

Greer’s face closed again.

The competition officer looked between them. “Clarify.”

Crane pointed his cane toward me without touching. “Pulse Reading. Crude. Undisciplined. Nearly got him killed. But present.”

The room shifted.

I stared at Crane.

Pulse Reading was not magic, not the way Wind-Script students used magic. Stablehands used pieces of it without the fancy name. Watch the breathing. Watch the claws. Watch the wing. Know which bite comes from temper and which comes from pain. At Highreach, they turned such things into assessments, marks, licenses, steps carved into forms.

I had never heard anyone put me near those words.

Greer said, “That is generous.”

“It is accurate.”

“It is dangerous to praise instinct without obedience.”

“Then punish him with obedience.”

I did not like the sound of that.

Crane looked toward the panel. “Remove him from ordinary Yard duties for the next ten days.”

My head snapped up.

Greer’s eyes sharpened. “Go on.”

“Assign him to Rook.”

The words hit the room sideways.

The dark-haired student spoke. “That is absurd.”

Greer did not even reprimand him this time.

Crane continued, “Under my supervision. Full stable restrictions. No unsupervised course access. No riding. No command authority. He cleans, feeds, observes, records, assists medical checks, and keeps his mouth shut when told.”

I opened my mouth.

Crane’s cane tapped the floor.

I closed it.

The competition officer frowned. “You propose placing a rule-breaking student with the same dangerous dragon involved in the incident.”

“I propose placing the only person Rook did not try to kill today within supervised range.”

“He nearly struck him,” Greer said.

“Nearly does not fill graves.”

Greer’s voice went quiet. “It can.”

Crane’s face changed just a little.

The room felt colder around the edges. The girl with the sling looked at Greer, then away. Someone’s brother, maybe. No, I did not know that. The look on her face had no name for me yet. I pushed the thought aside before it grew.

Crane said, “Yes. It can.”

Greer’s gaze stayed on him.

I looked from one to the other, but whatever stood between them did not belong to me. It smelled like old smoke and unsaid names.

The competition officer shuffled papers to break the silence. “Even if accepted, this addresses Hartley’s misconduct. It does not address the dragon’s removal from active competition.”

“He should not be removed before examination,” Crane said.

Greer said, “He should not be flown.”

“Agreed.”

I jerked toward Crane. “What?”

He did not look at me.

Greer noticed. “You disagree?”

“He needs quiet handling, not a stall sentence.”

“He will get quiet handling if Professor Crane’s proposal stands.”

“But if you mark him dangerous—”

Greer cut in. “He is dangerous.”

“Because he is scared.”

“Scared dragons kill people too.”

The words struck too cleanly.

I hated that they were true.

My hands loosened on my knees.

Greer saw that, and for the first time since the arena, his voice dropped out of attack. “You think naming fear makes it harmless. It does not.”

I looked at the floor.

The marble under my boots held a smear of dirt from the stable passage. It looked darker than it should have against all that clean stone.

The medical officer said, “A provisional hold on Rook’s competition status for ten days may be sufficient pending examination.”

Greer’s jaw tightened. “Ten days.”

“Preliminary Skyline Run roster submissions are due then,” the competition officer said. “If the dragon is not cleared, he remains out.”

Crane said, “Then we have ten days.”

Greer looked at him as if he had just stepped into a storm on purpose. “For what?”

“To find out whether Highreach has a dangerous dragon or a damaged one.”

Nobody liked that sentence.

I did.

I liked it so much it hurt.

The competition officer wrote several lines. “Penalty proposal: Milo Hartley assigned to supervised Rook care detail under Professor Crane for ten days. Removed from ordinary Yard duties. Restricted from course entry except under staff order. Formal warning placed on student record. Any further unauthorized entry results in expulsion.”

My breath caught at the last word.

Greer said, “Add no contact with Bell Gates.”

Crane answered, “For now.”

“Add it.”

The officer wrote.

The clerk near the door whispered with another staff member. Papers moved. A stamp thudded once.

I thought it was done.

Then Greer said, “There remains the matter of motive.”

Crane’s eyes narrowed. “Motive?”

Greer looked at me. “Why risk expulsion for a dragon you do not own, on your first day?”

I stared back.

The easy answer sat there again.

Because a boy was falling.

True.

Not all.

Because Rook was scared.

True.

Not all.

Because when everyone shouted beast, danger, control, my body had moved before I could stand listening to another dragon be blamed for human hands.

I did not know how to say that without sounding like I belonged on the low stool forever.

“I was there,” I said.

Greer waited.

“That is all.”

He did not accept it. I saw that. He leaned slightly back, eyes narrowing, reading the torn edges of me and finding more.

Crane said, “Leave the boy some bones, Callum.”

“I asked a question.”

“You got an answer.”

Greer turned a page from the stack beside him and held it up.

I recognized the seal before I recognized the paper.

Stable disposal notice.

The room tilted a little.

Greer watched my face. “Bracken. Aged freight dragon. Lower East Stable, dockyard registry. Former cargo route classification. Incident record attached. Sale recommendation approved pending end-of-term review.”

My hands went numb inside the bandages.

Crane’s head turned slowly toward Greer. “That paper is not part of this inquiry.”

“It is part of the student’s motive if he believes academy competition status can affect handler licensing.”

I stood before I knew I had moved.

The stool scraped backward.

The assistants near the door stepped forward.

Greer did not.

“Why do you have that?” I asked.

“Sit down.”

“Why do you have Bracken’s notice?”

“Sit.”

I stayed standing.

Crane’s voice came low. “Hartley.”

The sound of my name in his mouth did what Greer’s order did not. I sat, but my legs shook with the effort.

Greer set the paper down where I could see only the top seal. “You have submitted three informal objections to Bracken’s sale.”

My face went hot.

Crane looked at me. “Three?”

I kept my eyes on the paper. “The first two came back unsigned.”

Greer said, “Because you are not a licensed handler, owner, sponsor, or faculty advocate.”

“He isn’t dangerous.”

“His record says otherwise.”

“His record is wrong.”

The words came out too fast.

Greer’s fingers rested on the notice. “You were present at the accident?”

“I was eight.”

“Were you present?”

I clenched my teeth. “No.”

“Did you read the official wind report?”

“No one lets Yard children read official wind reports.”

“Then you do not know the record is wrong.”

“I know Bracken.”

“That is not evidence.”

It should have been. The unfairness of that lodged under my ribs like a broken strap hook.

The competition officer adjusted his spectacles again. “Hartley, do you understand the conditions under which a Dragon Handler License allows formal objection to sale or destruction notices?”

I hated him for asking gently.

“No,” I said.

“A provisional objection may be filed by a licensed handler if the handler has demonstrated direct management competency with the dragon in question, or if the handler can provide evidence that the incident record is incomplete.”

My mouth had gone dry enough that speaking hurt. “So if I had a license, I could stop it?”

“Not stop. Delay. Force review.”

Delay was not nothing.

The room sharpened around that word.

Delay meant a door did not close all at once. Delay meant Bracken did not leave on a chained cargo barge to some breaker yard where old freight dragons went stiff-eyed and quiet. Delay meant I could look for proof, any proof, instead of standing outside a locked stall with empty hands.

Greer said, “A license is not given because a boy loves an old dragon.”

I looked at him.

He did not say it cruelly. That made it worse.

The competition officer said, “Dragon Handler License candidates must show field competence, safety judgment, tack knowledge, emergency response, and faculty endorsement. Skyline Run support participation can count toward field assessment if formally recorded.”

Crane’s cane stopped tapping.

I heard it because I had been listening without knowing I was listening.

Greer heard it too.

“No,” he said.

Crane looked at him. “I have not spoken.”

“You are thinking loudly.”

The old teacher’s mouth twitched. “A curse of age.”

Greer faced the panel. “Absolutely not.”

The competition officer blinked. “We have not yet—”

“I know where this is going.”

Crane leaned both hands on his cane. “Then you may enjoy arriving first.”

Greer’s voice cooled. “Rook is provisionally barred from competition. Hartley is restricted from course access. There is no lawful path from this inquiry to Skyline Run placement.”

“Not as a rider.”

“No.”

“Not as a registered competitor.”

“No.”

“As a supervised auxiliary handler attached to a probationary team.”

The Rider students by the wall stared.

So did I.

The words did not fit at first. They moved around in my head like loose buckles in a crate.

Auxiliary handler.

Probationary team.

Skyline Run.

Greer looked ready to break the table in half with one hand. “You would put an unlicensed Yard first-year into a race structure after what happened today?”

“I would put him where his work can be measured instead of whispered about.”

“He cannot ride.”

“I did not say he could.”

“He has low magic.”

“Good thing dragons are not lifted by his magic.”

“He disobeys under pressure.”

“He disobeyed badly and saved a life. I prefer useful bad habits to polished useless ones.”

The dark-haired student muttered, “Stable trash on a team.”

I heard it.

So did Greer.

This time Greer turned fully. “Leave.”

The student went pale. “Instructor, I—”

“Now.”

The three Rider students left without another word. The door shut behind them, and the room seemed larger and meaner.

Greer faced Crane again. “There are standards.”

“Yes,” Crane said.

“And you would bend them.”

“I would apply them to what happened, not to the dirt on his boots.”

My throat tightened.

Greer looked at me then, and I wished he had not. Anger I could stand. Doubt was harder. He looked at me as if I were a crack in a bridge: maybe harmless, maybe the start of everyone falling.

“There is a team vacancy,” Crane said.

“No.”

“You know there is.”

“No.”

“Wind-Script has already refused to pair with them twice. Anchor Track complained. Rider Track pawned off a noble with pretty posture and no crew trust. They have no stable handler willing to stand near Rook.”

Greer’s face darkened. “That roster is not your concern.”

“It became my concern when your competition dragon nearly tore open the east gate.”

The competition officer flipped through a folder. “There is a probationary Skyline Run team under Rider Track supervision. Members listed: Nora Whitlock, Wind-Script. Felix Ardent, Rider. Hazel Pike, Anchor. Theo Merrit, course-mapping auxiliary. Dragon assignment pending review.”

I grabbed the stool edge with my wrapped fingers.

Nora Whitlock. I knew the name because everyone knew the name. Wind-Script prodigy. Clean cuts through crosswind. Perfect exam scores. The kind of student who could make air stand still in a glass and probably look bored doing it.

Felix Ardent. Crested Family. Even the lower stable boys knew Ardent saddles by sight. Silver buckles. White leather. Dragon tack worth more than whole dock houses.

Hazel Pike I had seen once carrying two anchor weights that took three boys to lift.

Theo Merrit meant nothing to me, except that course-mapping auxiliary sounded like someone who stood far away from claws.

The officer continued, “Team has been marked incomplete due to dragon instability and lack of handler assignment.”

Crane said, “Assign Hartley.”

Greer said, “No.”

The medical officer spoke quietly. “It would keep the boy under supervision, create daily records of Rook’s condition, and provide observation for the wing scar.”

Greer gave her a look. “You too?”

“I am saying it solves one problem. Not all.”

“It creates ten more.”

Crane said, “Highreach can count that high.”

I stared at the floor because staring at any of them felt dangerous.

A Skyline Run team.

Not the stands. Not the passage below the stands. Not the muck side of the arena with a crate in my arms while bells rang overhead.

A team.

Not as a rider. Not even close. Auxiliary handler sounded like a title someone invented to keep me low while still using my hands. I knew that. I felt the hook in it.

Bracken’s notice sat on the table.

Delay.

Review.

License.

Rook’s left wing trembled in my head. Bracken’s old muzzle pressed into my shoulder. Cedric Pell’s legs kicked over cloud.

My bandaged palms pulsed.

Greer came around the table again. He stopped in front of me.

“Look at me.”

I did.

“If this proposal stands, you do not become a rider.”

“I know.”

“You do not mount Rook.”

“I know.”

“You do not make course decisions.”

My jaw tightened.

Greer saw.

“You do not make course decisions,” he repeated.

“I heard you.”

“You answer to Professor Crane, to assigned Rider staff, and to safety officers.”

“Yes.”

“You enter no course unless ordered.”

“Yes.”

“You touch no Bell Gate mechanism.”

“Yes.”

“You interfere with no control line.”

I looked at his shoulder instead of his face. “If it is hurting him—”

“If you interfere without order, you are expelled.”

The word shut my mouth.

Greer lowered his voice so only the front of the room could hear. “And if Rook panics again, if he harms another student, if your softness gives him room to kill, that will sit on your hands as much as ours.”

My bandages felt too tight.

Crane said, “That is enough.”

Greer did not move. “He needs to understand.”

“I understand,” I said.

I did not, not fully. How could I? I understood the shape of the threat, the weight of it. I understood that fear could kill, that rules could be slow, that love was not a license. I understood my hands hurt and Bracken’s notice lay within reach and Rook was alone somewhere above us with people deciding what kind of creature he was.

The rest sat in my chest like a stone I had not learned how to carry.

Greer stepped back.

The competition officer gathered the papers. “The panel will record the following: Rook remains under medical and competition review for ten days. Milo Hartley receives formal disciplinary warning and supervised assignment to Rook care detail. Pending Professor Crane’s acceptance of responsibility, Hartley may serve as auxiliary handler to the listed probationary Skyline Run team for observation and assessment only. No riding, no independent course authority, no unsupervised dragon handling. Any violation triggers immediate dismissal review.”

He looked at Crane. “Do you accept responsibility?”

Crane sighed as if someone had handed him a leaking bucket. “Apparently.”

Greer said, “Say it formally.”

Crane’s eyes narrowed. “I accept responsibility for supervising Milo Hartley’s restricted handling duties and assessment records.”

The officer stamped the page.

The sound cracked through me.

Not freedom. Not safety. Not forgiveness.

A punishment with a rope tied around it.

The clerk collected the stamped papers. The medical officer stood, gave me one look that paused on my bandages, and left through the side door. The competition officer followed. Greer remained.

Crane turned toward me. “Stand up.”

My legs took a moment. The stool scraped again as I rose.

Greer picked up Bracken’s notice from the table. For one wild second, I thought he would tear it. He did not. He slid it into a folder and closed the cover.

“When is the sale?” I asked.

Crane’s face tightened.

Greer held the folder at his side. “End of term.”

“That is not a date.”

“It is more date than you have earned.”

My hands curled.

Crane said, “Hartley.”

I forced the fingers open.

Greer walked toward the door, then stopped with his hand on the latch. “Professor Crane.”

Crane looked at him.

“If that dragon breaks again, I will not let sentiment drag another student into the clouds.”

Crane’s voice went dry, but the dryness did not hide the weight. “No. You will use chains, and then wonder why teeth follow.”

Greer’s hand tightened on the latch.

For a moment, I thought he would answer. Instead he opened the door.

Noise rushed in from the hall.

Greer stepped out, and the door closed behind him.

I stood in the inquiry room with my bandaged hands hanging at my sides. The dull windows glowed pale. The low stool sat behind my knees. My mouth tasted like metal.

Crane moved to the table and gathered the remaining copies. “Do not look so triumphant. You are in more trouble than you were an hour ago.”

“I do not feel triumphant.”

“Good. You are learning.”

I turned toward him. “Did you mean it?”

“Mean what?”

“Pulse Reading.”

He stacked the papers and tapped them even. “Do not preen. You nearly fell off a maintenance walk.”

“I did fall off.”

“Then you nearly finished falling.”

My breath went out in a shaky sound that was not quite a laugh.

Crane came closer and held out one paper. The ink was still drying under the stamp.

Temporary Assignment: Auxiliary Handler Observation.

My name looked wrong written in academy ink.

Milo Hartley.

Yard Track.

Restricted.

Rook.

Skyline Run probationary team.

I took the paper carefully because my hands did not want to bend.

“Ten days,” Crane said.

“To clear Rook?”

“To learn whether he can be cleared.”

“And the team?”

“Meets at dawn.”

“Dawn tomorrow?”

“No, dawn last week. Yes, tomorrow.”

I looked down at the paper again. “Nora Whitlock and Felix Ardent are going to love this.”

“They are going to complain. There is a difference.”

“Felix Ardent is Crested.”

“Your powers of observation continue to dazzle.”

“He won’t want a Groundborn handler.”

“Then he can file a complaint and discover how little I care.”

A warmth moved through my chest before I could stop it. It hurt worse than the bruises.

Crane saw too much, so I looked away.

Through the dull glass, a shadow passed. Dragon wings, maybe. Too blurred to tell. My body leaned toward it before I caught myself.

Crane followed my glance. “Rook has been moved to the lower black stall.”

My head snapped back. “The black stall? That has iron crossbars.”

“And thick doors.”

“He’ll hate it.”

“He already does.”

“I should go.”

“You should eat.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“Your stomach disagreed twice during the inquiry.”

Heat rose up my neck.

Crane shoved the papers under one arm and limped toward the side door. “You have five minutes to wash your face before Fenn sees you. If he thinks you cried, he will assign you latrine barrels to restore balance to the world.”

“I didn’t cry.”

“I did not ask.”

We stepped back into the side chamber. The basin water had gone pink-gray from my hands. I leaned over it and splashed my face. The water stung the scrape along my cheek. When I looked up, the small mirror above the basin showed a boy I almost did not recognize.

Hair wind-tangled. One cheek bruised. Yard jacket torn at the shoulder. Eyes too wide.

Not a rider.

Not safe.

Not expelled.

I gripped the basin edge, then hissed because the bandages pressed the burns.

Crane pretended not to notice. “Hartley.”

“Yes?”

“Rook is not Bracken.”

The words stopped me.

I looked at him in the mirror.

Crane stood behind me, half in shadow, cane angled beneath his hand.

“I know,” I said.

“No. You want to know. That is not the same.”

I turned. “I’m not mixing them up.”

“You are already tying them together so hard you may strangle both.”

My chest tightened. “Bracken’s record is wrong.”

“Maybe.”

“He didn’t cause that accident.”

“Maybe.”

My voice rose. “He wouldn’t.”

Crane’s eyes sharpened. “There. That. That is faith wearing a blindfold.”

I flinched like he had slapped me.

He did not soften.

“Bracken may have been right,” he said. “He may have been wrong. He may have been right and still caused damage. A dragon can save one life and break another thing in the same breath. If you want a license, you learn to see all of it.”

I stared at him.

The room hummed with distant academy sounds: footsteps, a door, someone calling names down the hall. My hands hurt. My ribs hurt. The paper under my arm seemed heavier than it was.

“I know Bracken,” I said, but weaker.

Crane nodded once. “Good. Start there. Do not end there.”

I swallowed.

He opened the door into the hall.

This time, no assistants waited. Students moved in clusters beyond the arch, still flushed from the interrupted welcome flight. A few pointed when they saw me. A boy with a silver crest stared at my assignment paper. A girl in Wind-Script green whispered behind her hand.

Crane walked as if they were furniture.

I walked beside him because falling behind felt worse.

We descended two
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