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The glint of a sword in the sunlight caught Tyber’s attention. He glanced from the back of Nather’s brown cloak to the spectacle on the balcony above the crowd. There, Prince Regis lifted the jewel-encrusted sword from his scabbard and held it before him. Tyber glowered at the gems inlaid in the hilt. He was too far away to see them clearly, but it didn’t take great eyesight to know that the jewels alone would feed his family until his baby brother was an old man. No matter. The ritual served no purpose but to flaunt the wealth and power of the royal family of Cadwaller. The people would have to fend for themselves.

“We honor the service of your predecessor, Gerig of Cadwaller,” Prince Regis intoned, his voice as loud and clear as the bell atop Gods’ Reach spire. “The loss of our Wing Master is a great loss for our kingdom. But in times of loss, we find new opportunities. We find new chances to serve the King and rise to greatness.”

“What a bunch of broken feathers,” Tyber spat as his gaze dropped back to the crowd ahead of him.

His breath stopped. His eyes raked the rich silks of red and yellow of the more affluent spectators as he searched for the coarse brown of Nather’s cloak. It was gone. By the scale, he’d lost sight of his friend!

Tyber shifted from foot to foot, lifting himself up onto the toes of his boots as he searched for Nather. Losing sight of him was bad. Very bad. Why did he ever agree to do this?

The crowd murmured and shifted slightly. Despite the tightening coil of panic in Tyber, he glanced back up to the balcony where a royal dragoneer knelt and inclined his face to the Prince.

“I, Prince Regis, first son of King Cadwaller, invite you to rise, Yaris of Cadwaller, and greet the people of our kingdom as their new Wing Master!”

Yaris stood, and the spectators below roared in congratulations, raising their hands above their heads in cheers and applause. Tyber’s jaw tightened, and his body grew tense as he shifted from foot to foot. This was the moment when Nather would strike.

And then Nather appeared, stepping out from behind a curtain of red and yellow silks. The wealthy and well-heeled of the mother city cheered the new Wing Master while trying to avoid being touched by Tyber’s friend who wore the clothes of a poor person.

Nather stood out in the crowd, as visible as a golden dragon on the blue sky. But his plain clothing, like Tyber’s, would make it easy for them to disappear as soon as they waded out of the sea of wealth.

The sword glinted again and Tyber’s eyes flicked back to Prince Regis. The man grinned a wide, polished grin as he slid the sword into its scabbard like he knew what to do with the thing.

Tyber’s brow furrowed even tighter. He shook his head slightly as he stared at the grinning, waving Yaris. Poor sod. He looked as if it had never occurred to him that his new position of honor was because the King had thrown away Gerig’s life, as well as the lives of the one hundred sixty hordesmen who had perished with him fighting the Western Kingdom.

The streets were thick with gossip. The Western Kingdom had ramped up their attacks and sent armies across the mountains. King Cadwaller was throwing hordesmen at them like buckets of water at a blazing stable.

Poor Yaris and the men who served beneath him. They were as good as dead. The Western Kingdom would swallow them up just as it had with Regis’ younger brother, Aymon.

Tyber studied Regis’ grinning face. It was hard to grin like that after losing a younger brother. After each sibling lost, it got harder to smile again, but the Prince seemed to manage.

Tyber’s gaze flicked back to Yaris. Did the new Wing Master have brothers and sisters? Tyber’s grimace tightened as he thought of the sorrow Yaris’ family would feel when they learned that their brother had died because the King didn’t care whose lives he threw away. That much was abundantly apparent to anyone with eyes and ears.

But then again, Yaris had chosen to ride the King’s dragons. It was no one’s fault but his own if that choice cost him his life. Who in the wilds would even want to be a hordesman, let alone the master of all the King’s dragons and riders?

Only a fool.

Tyber’s eyes flicked back to Nather as his friend stepped up to him and handed off a leather coin purse. Nather never made eye contact. He moved away as if Tyber had simply been in his path. The man was good. Practiced.

A sly grin teased the corner of Tyber’s lips as he gave the purse a slight heft before slipping it into a pouch worn at his belt. His own share of the money would be enough to feed his family for a couple of days. He could swallow his feelings of guilt if it meant his brothers and sisters could swallow something more than thin broth.

His grin faded as he turned from the crowd and looked over to the True Gate. He was supposed to meet Nather on the other side, but the wall that surrounded the city suddenly looked much farther away than the single mile between the plaza and the gate. The broad lane that stretched between himself and the entrance to the city was more crowded than usual, packed with people milling about, visiting the markets and shops that lined the lane, as well as those who came to the plaza to watch and cheer as the Prince gave Yaris the same promotion that had killed his predecessor.

“Stop! Thief!”

Tyber glanced over his shoulder, trying to look mildly surprised, but not concerned, as if he too was curious to see what the fuss was all about.

The people in the crowd looked around, but none of them checked their own purses, oblivious to the idea that they could be robbed without noticing.

Tyber bumped into someone.

“Sorry,” he said as he moved around the man without making eye contact.

“Wait a minute,” the man said. “Hold on there.”

Tyber put on a little more speed, then clenched his teeth as he realized his mistake. He had drawn attention to himself. By the dragon’s breath, how did Nather survive long enough to get good at this?

“There!” the man shouted. “He’s right here!”

Broken feathers! Tyber pushed into a run, shoving people aside as the brightly colored silks of wealthy merchants and their families began to give way to the drab colors of cotton, fustian, and wool worn by the common people. He was nearly free.

“Thief! Guards! Thief!” a small chorus of bystanders shouted.

Guards. Tyber glanced around. The royal guards were everywhere today, a chance for the King to show off his might as if that would convince the people that he’d be victorious despite the news of the Western victories running rampant through the streets.

The pikes of a royal guard unit appeared above the heads of the throng off to Tyber’s right. Guards shoved through the crowd headed in his direction, responding to the commotion, but they hadn’t spotted him yet. There was still a chance for escape, a chance to see that his family ate well enough for a few days.

Tyber broke to his left, away from the wide-open end of the plaza and broad lane that would take him to the safety of the True Gate. Nather would have to wait. Tyber needed to save his hide more than he needed the purse. There were few enough opportunities to earn money outside of the King’s dungeon. He’d find none at all if imprisoned inside it.

The crowd thinned out quickly as Tyber made his way to one of the smaller exits on the side of the plaza, away from True Lane. He broke into a light jog, dodging bystanders with ease. He’d been navigating the stifling crowds of the mother city his whole life to get to his home in the slums that clung to the outer side of the city’s wall.

At the edge of the plaza, Tyber stopped before two guards standing at attention on either side of a small lane that disgorged a steady stream of people still entering the plaza. The guards looked from Tyber to the bustle behind him, and they began to lower their pikes. The flow of people into the plaza slowed as the crowd moved to the center of the opening to avoid the pikes. The entrance, hardly wider than a wagon, quickly became choked off and inaccessible to anyone wanting to leave.

“Back there!” Tyber called to the guards. He pointed to the crowd behind him. “They need your help. They’re after a thief.”

One guard looked to the other, but his partner wasn’t so easily tricked. He frowned as his brown eyes darted about, sizing up the situation.

“Quick!” Tyber snapped. “They need you now.”

The suspicious guard nodded toward his partner. “Go on.” He then lowered his pike to obstruct a little over half of the exit. The flow of people slowed to a trickle as spectators stopped to see what the excitement was about.

“Stop him!” shouted a man behind Tyber. The guard still at the gate scanned the crowd for the man who had shouted.

Tyber no longer had a second to waste. He dashed forward. The guard swung his pike out toward Tyber, trying to put the pointed end of the blade between Tyber and himself, but he wasn’t quick enough.

As the top end of the pike swung toward him, Tyber snatched it in his left hand guiding it up and over his head. The guard’s uncertain partner was too surprised to do anything but stare, shocked that someone dared to ignore the voice of authority.

The crowd jostled and spilled around Tyber as he shoved his way in and through the jam of people. They shouted and screamed, pushing forward, or pressing themselves against the walls of cut granite blocks. An elbow caught him in the cheek, and his head snapped back. He spun, leaned into his right shoulder, and pushed deeper into the crowd.

“To the side!” a guard shouted. “By order of the King of Cadwaller, move to the side!”

As the crowd began to part, the guards yelled for someone to “Stop that man!” Confusion clouded the faces of the bystanders as Tyber shoved past. Soon the crowd thinned out into regular traffic, and Tyber broke into a run, weaving and darting around people and donkeys laden with goods, past a small cart filled with beets and a round-shouldered man who held the reins in his hand as if unsure of what to do with them. At the shouting of the guards behind him, people moved aside, hugging the walls of the buildings that lined the lane, while being careful not to step in the ever present refuse that collected there.

Tyber picked up more speed and had nearly achieved an all-out run when a thick man with a long beard stepped into the center of the lane and held his ground. He spread his stance and opened his arms, ready to snag the fleeing Tyber as he passed.

Tyber wrenched his face into the meanest grimace he could manage, then dropped his shoulder and took aim at the point where the man’s breastbone ended and his belly began.

The do-gooder thrust his right foot back and braced himself as he brought his arms around to call Tyber’s bluff and take his tackle.

At the last second, Tyber lifted his shoulder and spun around to the man’s left, catching a glimpse of wide-eyed surprise and flailing hands as Tyber danced past. The man would be in the guards’ path in a matter of seconds.

Tyber charged on, dodging carts and wagons. Vendors stepped back but never halted their calls. Meats. Fruits. Vegetables. Cheeses and teas. Sweets and sweets and sweets! The noise of the mother city surrounded Tyber, drowning out the roar of his heart and the rush of his lungs. He panted at the air thick with manure and rot and the constant dust that overhung the whole city. It was so dense he could taste it as he tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry.

He burst out of the end of the lane and into a small courtyard. Dark windows open to the summer heat surrounded him and hid the riches of the wealthy merchants who lived inside. The buildings rose four stories into the air and obscured the city wall that was less than half a mile from where he stood. There was a small gate, hardly more than a tunnel wide enough for two men to walk abreast and exit on the western side of the city, but if he got outside, he could walk around to the True Gate on the north and find Nather. He’d give Nather the purse, then swear to never get involved in his friend’s plans again.

A huge shadow passed over the courtyard.

Everyone, including Tyber, looked up as a dragon sailed overhead on fixed wings. The midday light obscured the royal hordesman’s face, but Tyber could feel his gaze.

Broken feathers! He’d have to hide. There was no outrunning a dragon.
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As the guards behind renewed their shouts for someone to stop him, Tyber dodged to his right. He headed for an alley that exited the courtyard in the same direction the dragon had been flying. By the gods, he hated dragons. They were cared for and fussed over, their riders growing fat on hefty salaries while they watched the people starve in the streets.

But dragons did have limitations. The hordesman glanced over his shoulder. His long hair and the tassels on his tunic rippled in the wind above the city. The fiery red dragon twisted her wings slightly and banked off to the right, disappearing over the red-tiled roofs of the stone buildings. The hordesman would circle around and try to get behind Tyber and direct the guards from the air.

Tyber needed a place to hide. Now.

The alley opened out onto a broad avenue that swept down into a large market where it intercepted True Lane. He recognized where he was before he finished looking to his left. The avenue led to the royal weyr yard. A grand building with soaring arches glared at him, the city wall curving behind it as if embracing the ornate structure of blinding white stone.

Dragon Lane.

Tyber glanced up and expected to find a whole horde of dragons circling overhead, but saw only the pale blue sky and the high, thin clouds of the relentless summer.

He had only a moment to disappear.

A hammer rang on iron off to Tyber’s left. A blacksmith worked his anvil beneath a canopy, his tools and goods moved out of doors to spare himself the mid-summer heat. Still, a wide swath of sweat stained the man’s broad back.

Tyber dashed over to the blacksmith’s shop and stepped up to the anvil, panting. He made a show of drawing in a deep breath. The blacksmith stood with his hammer poised for another blow of the smoldering iron plate on the anvil and stared at Tyber.

Guards poured out of the alley and began to look up and down the length of Dragon Lane.

“Excuse me,” Tyber said, as a dragon’s shadow swept across the broad avenue behind the blacksmith. Several people in the lane craned their heads back and pointed. Children cooed in awe.

“I was sent here by a friend who highly recommended you,” Tyber said. He pulled out the coin pouch and dropped it onto the anvil. The slips and strips of metal inside made a pleasing sound as they jangled together. It brought a smile to the faces of both men.

The hammer dropped to the blacksmith’s side. He drew his free arm across his forehead and wiped away sweat, leaving a dark streak across his brow from the ash caught in the wiry hairs of his arm.

“What can I do for you?” the blacksmith asked, his eyes on the coin purse.

“A sword,” Tyber said. “I want a sword.”

“What kind of sword?”

“Well, a good one, of course. Which is why my friend recommended you.”

“Me?” The blacksmith asked.

“Well, yes. You can do it, can’t you?”

“Of course, I can. What kind of good sword do you want?”

“I want one that’s at least an ell in length,” Tyber said, then held his hands before him, about two feet apart.

“That long?” the blacksmith asked.

“A good sword,” Tyber said with a nod. His eyes flicked to the avenue. Guards began to split up and run either way. Several crossed Dragon Lane and entered the alleyway.

Tyber leaned forward slightly so that his dark, shoulder-length hair would hide his face. He shifted his stance as if to show an imaginary hilt at his side while also putting more of the broad, muscled blacksmith between himself and the guards.

“And I want a grinning skull for the pommel,” Tyber said, patting his hip where a sword would hang.

“A grinning skull?” the blacksmith asked. He shifted his head back slightly on his neck as if surprised by the request.

Tyber leaned closer. “Well, I want it to look terrifying before I draw it, don’t I?”

The blacksmith appeared to think about it for a second, and then lifted an eyebrow. He nodded to concede Tyber’s point.

“Can you do it?” Tyber asked.

The blacksmith reached up and rubbed at his chin. A permanently dirty fingernail rimmed his calloused thumb. The rubbing motion drew a path of lighter colored skin through the grime of ash and smoke that caked his sweaty face. Tyber’s jaw tightened with guilt. This man was just trying to make a living, and here Tyber was wasting his time because he’d been dumb enough to get caught up in Nather’s activities. He glanced at the alley to make sure it was clear of guards and dragon shadows.

“A sword. One ell in length. You want a grinning skull as a pommel?”

Tyber took a deep breath, then snatched the coin purse off of the top of the anvil. The supple leather was soft and warm to the touch, nearly like fevered flesh. The flushed face of his youngest brother came to mind, his brow glistening with sweat as he lay beneath a pile of blankets shortly before he died.

“Look, I’m sorry,” Tyber said with a slight shake of his head. “But I think I’m changing my mind. It’s really quite a terrible idea.”

The blacksmith’s gaze widened slightly with surprise. “No! Not at all. I think it’s a great idea. You want a sword people will be afraid of.”

“Yes, not right now, though,” Tyber said. “But when I’m ready, I know exactly where to look, right?”

The blacksmith nodded, his jowl bulging out from the sides of his thick neck. “Name’s Rerret.” He held out the slab of his paw, then nodded at the building behind Tyber. “My shop.”

“Thanks,” Tyber said. He pumped the man’s hand once, then pulled loose the leather thong holding the purse shut. He slid his fingers inside and fished out a thin slip of metal. He opened his hand, then caught himself from showing surprise as he looked down at the slightly curved sliver of silver resting in his palm.

“For your troubles,” Tyber said.

Rerret grinned, then plucked the slip of silver from Tyber. He weighed it in his hand as if judging its value. His grin widened more, and then he dropped the slip into a pocket of his apron. “If you need anything else, anything at all, you call on Rerret, right?”

“Right,” Tyber said with a nod, then stashed the purse back in his pouch as he jogged out into the alley and made his way back to the courtyard he last exited. From there, he could find his way to the Old Gate in the western wall.

As he hurried down the alley, his hand snaked into the pouch and felt the comforting presence of the coin purse, still warm with the heat siphoned from the smith’s iron and anvil. Silver. If the purse was full of silver, or even a mix of silver and copper, Tyber’s family would have food to last them until Father’s next payday. He smiled, picturing the looks on the faces of his youngest brothers and sisters as he came through the door, his arms full of vegetables and cheeses.

He emerged into the courtyard, then halted. Something was wrong. The people in the courtyard stood in a semicircle around the mouth of the alley. A number of them looked up.

Tyber looked to the ground, and the last of his smile dropped away. Instead of finding the shadow of a dragon passing overhead, he saw the shadow of what could only be a dragon with its wings spread wide, drawing closer by the second.

His ears rang with the telltale snap of leathery wings taking wind as the dragon dropped to the ground.

Tyber turned to race back into the alley, but not before a flash of a large tail covered in brilliant red scales struck him in the ribs and swept him off his feet.

Fish and birds! He really didn’t like dragons.
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Tyber struck the wall of the building behind him. His head cracked off the stone, and he crumpled to the ground as the world was wrapped in red and the light gray of granite. He struggled to push himself up to sitting. Fists grabbed him by the collar of his jerkin and yanked him to his feet, then slammed him back against the wall. Tyber grasped bare forearms, and then looked up to find himself staring into a familiar face beneath the leather helmet of the royal hordesman.

“Ander?” Tyber croaked.

“Tyber,” Ander said. “I am very disappointed to find you here. Are you going to turn it over, or do you want me to have Listico hold you while I search you?”

He nodded back at his red dragon. Listico lowered her head and extended her neck, then sniffed the air as if trying to decide whether Tyber would make a worthy meal.

Tyber shook his head. “It’s not me. I didn’t do it.”

“Didn’t do what?” Ander said and lifted an eyebrow. He looked quite smug as if he’d sprung a trap that Tyber didn’t see coming.

Tyber’s hands fell away from Ander’s forearms. “I thought you had been killed in the West.”

Ander’s face hardened and grew as cold as the bottom of the Gul River. He released Tyber’s collar, and Listico stepped forward and spread her wings as if to banish any thought of escape. Her tongue flicked out between pointed teeth, and a chill crossed Tyber’s skin.

“Fortunately for you, Tyber, I was not assigned to Gerig’s swell,” Ander growled.

“How is that fortunate for me?” Tyber snorted. A crowd of onlookers had gathered to watch the drama unfolding. He was done for. His father would hear about this before Tyber even made it home.

“It’s your lucky day,” Ander said. “Lucky for you, I’m still around to keep you from throwing your life away.”

Tyber turned back to Ander. His eyes widened.

“Don’t turn me in, Ander,” Tyber said, shaking his head. “Please. You can’t hand me over to the guards. Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t steal it. It just got handed off to me. I was only going to get a fraction of it, anyway. But it would be enough to help keep my family fed, man. My father works all the time. You know him. He works hard. But it’s just not enough! My family needs me. I have to do what I can, you know? They need me, man! Please, don’t turn me in.”

Ander leaned forward and placed his forearm across the top of Tyber’s chest, near his throat. His face hovered so near that Tyber could smell the pungent tea from the hordesman’s breakfast.

“They need you?” Ander asked.

Tyber nodded.

Ander backed off. “Then why would you do this to them? Why would you risk imprisonment over a handful of coins?”

Anger prickled Tyber’s skin with heat. “What am I supposed to do? My father works dawn to dusk, and it’s not enough! Should I watch my sisters and brothers starve and do nothing? Watch their bellies fold in, and their faces grow gaunt? No!” Tyber shook his head, trembling with rage. He reached into the pouch at his belt, ripped out the purse and tossed it at Ander’s feet. “You can have it back! There. But my brothers and sisters are going to go hungry.”

Ander released Tyber. “Why don’t you do something about it, then?” he asked, crossing his arms over his chest.

“What?” Tyber gestured at the purse between them. “What do you think this is? The man this was stolen from doesn’t need it. He doesn’t do a thing but collect the money made by all those who toil for him. Yet those of us who do the work get to starve. What is the point of honest work if you can’t make an honest living from it?”

A murmur of agreement fluttered through the growing crowd behind Ander and Listico. The dragon ignored it, but Ander stiffened slightly. The hordesman could feel the crowd behind him coming together, joining in a common complaint. A crowd quickly became an animal, hungry and toothy, claws swiping at anyone dumb enough to try and contain it.

Tyber saw the hordesman’s unease and suppressed a grin. He wasn’t foolish enough to try and whip the crowd into a mob of support. He couldn’t control it, and they would tear apart a thief long before they went after a hordesman of even an unpopular king.

Still, if the crowd was restless, and it made Ander a little nervous, there might yet be room for Tyber to get out of this alive.

Ander took a step back, and Tyber suddenly had room to run. He could dodge around the corner of the building and get a few steps ahead of the royal hordesman. Ander was probably stiff-legged too from a day in the saddle, hanging in the air like the eyes of the gods themselves.

“First, you don’t know who that money was stolen from or anything about him. Robbing the rich is no less a crime than stealing from any of these people.” Ander gestured to the onlookers. “You want to make an honest living instead of taking what doesn’t belong to you? You want to make enough to provide for your family?”

Tyber took a tense breath and hung his head. The truth was he agreed with Ander. He hadn’t taken Nather up on his offers of a partnership before, but things were harder since Tyber’s grandfather had come to live with them. Fafa would kill him when he heard about this. His grandfather was a proud man who would never resort to theft. Broken feathers, this day was going from bad to worse.

Wherever Ander was going with his offer, Tyber was sure he wouldn’t like it. He stood straight, pulling his back away from the support of the granite wall.

“It doesn’t matter,” Tyber said. “Even if there was work to be had, it wouldn’t pay enough. The King levies such high taxes that there’s hardly any left for bread, let alone clothing or anything else his subjects might need.”

The murmurs behind Ander grew in volume. Clothing and sandals and boots rustled with the nervous movement of the crowd as they huddled together, exchanging whispers and assuring themselves of their numbers. The crowd grew.

Ander’s shoulders tightened a bit more in response. He dared not look back at the restless gathering. The way his gaze bore into Tyber spoke of his resolve to not let the crowd see the hordesman’s eyes.

“Well then,” Ander said. “You’ll be pleased to hear that I know of a good job. An honest job with good pay. Something I think would actually suit you quite well, Tyber.”

“Oh?” Tyber asked, and then immediately felt like a fool for not coming up with something better, something more cutting.

Ander nodded. “The King is need of royal hordesmen.”

The murmurs grew in intensity, stoked by the rumors rampant in the street. Tyber heard snatches of conversation regarding the kingdom’s recent and devastating losses in a war that had been going on since before Tyber was born.

Tyber snorted. “Royal hordesman? Me? No thanks.” He shook his head. “I prefer my head attached to my body if it’s all the same to you.”

Ander cleared his throat. “In order to fill vacancies in the ranks of the royal hordesmen as quickly as possible, the King is offering a bonus to the families of young men who enroll in His Majesty’s Royal Academy of Dragon Riders. The bonus is to be paid upon completion of the first trial.”

“What? No. No, thanks,” Tyber said with a dismissive wave of his palm. “I’m not going to sign up for a job like that. I can’t pass any trial. I don’t even like dragons. No offense,” he said with a nod to Listico.

Ander shrugged. “The bonus is to be paid upon completion. Successful or otherwise. If you can manage to show up for classes, your family gets the bonus. After the first trial, you are free to walk away.”

Ander turned around on a swift heel. The onlookers hushed immediately.

“This offer is being made to all young men between sixteen and twenty-two years,” he called out in a loud voice that carried well through the courtyard. “The bonus is thirteen strips of silver.”

Several low whistles in the crowd cooled the murmurs of discontent like water on a fire. Tyber’s back tightened a bit. By the wilds, Ander had managed to grab the crowd’s attention.

“All right. Thirteen strips. But so what?” Tyber asked. “Paymaster hands out a sack of strips at the end of the final, and then the tax-man lifts it right back up.”

The crowd agreed.

Ander shook his head. “No taxes. The stipend to recruits is free of taxes. And should you go on to actually graduate and know a life of honor and service to the people of the kingdom, then you would pay no taxes ever. The men who offer their lives to the King in service are not taxed. You would also get a further stipend for each trial you pass. And the stipends grow with your commitment to the kingdom. If you want to help your siblings, Tyber, then do something with your life. A position of honor with a good, honest paycheck will do far more for your family than forcing them to hand over a visitation fee just to see your sorry corpse rot behind bars.”

“Right. So I can follow Yaris into the Western Kingdom and end up dead like the men of Gerig’s swell?” Tyber shook his head. “I don’t see how dying in battle is going to help my family. Throwing away my life for the King won’t feed them.”

Ander placed his hands on his hips. “I’ve known you since you were a boy, Tyber. I’ve always found you to be quick and too smart for your own good. I remember a time you thought I was unfair to Erik.”

A blush colored Tyber’s face. He once threatened to beat in Ander’s skull if he didn’t stop picking on his little brother.

“I never forgot that,” Ander said with a shake of his head. “That look on your face. I was twice your size then, and you wouldn’t back away because you were protecting your friend. You are no longer a boy, but you still wear that look when you speak of your family. Be the man your family needs. Be the man all of these people need.”

Ander swept his hand across the crowd. “The kingdom needs good men on sturdy dragons now more than ever. You can do that, Tyber. Why settle for being a hero to your brothers and sisters when you can be a hero to every man, woman, and child in the Cadwaller kingdom?”

Tyber ground his teeth and his face burned as red as Listico. “I don’t need to be anyone’s hero. I need to look after my family, because no one else will, and certainly no tax-happy king will. No, thank you.”

Tyber turned away and started for the edge of the building. He put on enough speed to be quick, but not enough for an all-out dash. Still, his knees were swept out from under him. He fell backward in surprise, then gasped as his left arm was wrenched up behind his shoulder, and then he was slammed sideways into the wall. His cheek pressed against the rough, sun-warmed stone as his neck twisted at an uncomfortable angle.

“Let me put it this way, then,” Ander whispered into his ear. “When I release you, you will go down to the royal weyr, and you will enroll in the trial that starts in two days. You will show up at the appointed time. You will complete the trial, collect your bonus, and then pray to the gods at night that you never cross my path again. Otherwise, I am going to tear your arm from your shoulder, and then drag you to the dungeon and toss a petty thief into a cell to be forgotten. Do you understand?”

Tyber trembled with a mix of fear and rage. He tried to wrench himself free, only to gasp as Ander pulled his arm up tighter.

“Remember,” Ander added. “I know where you live. I know where to find you should you fail to show up.”

“Why?” Tyber gasped.

“Because you were Erik’s best friend as a boy. And I know my brother wouldn’t want me to stand by and watch you throw your life away.”

“I’ll fail,” Tyber said. “I don’t like dragons, and I don’t want to fight the Western Kingdom. I don’t want to do anything but keep my family safe.”

Ander moved in closer until his breath tickled Tyber’s ear. “Then fail. That is your choice. But I am giving you that choice, so you will never be able to say that you weren’t given a chance to be something better than the young man groveling at my feet right now.”

“I’m not grov—Ow!” Tyber gasped and leaned forward to keep his arm from popping out of his shoulder socket.

“What’s it going to be, Ty? Life as a hero, or life as a criminal?”

“That’s not much of a choice,” Tyber grumbled.

Ander let go.

Tyber fell forward and caught himself with his right hand. He pulled his left hand up to his chest and cradled his throbbing shoulder.

Ander’s footsteps moved away. Tyber focused on his breathing. He looked up at the sound of metal bits clinking in a purse. It swung from Ander’s hand.

“I will speak to the clerk in enrollment at the end of the day. If your name has not crossed his desk by then, it will be given to the clerk at the dungeon.”

Tyber nodded. His dark hair had fallen around his face like a curtain and hid the crowd from him. He grimaced in pain and frustration and rage. What an idiot he had been!

Leather creaked as Ander settled into Listico’s saddle.

“I’ll see you later, Ty. Say hello to Theola and the little ones for me.”

Listico’s wings snapped open and thrust the air down around her. Bits of straw and a scrap of fabric danced across Tyber’s field of vision. His hair wavered before his face, and then the sound of a dragon’s wings beating the air began to subside.

A pair of feet appeared at the edge of Tyber’s field of vision. They were wrapped in strips of dirty, ragged cloth. The toes stuck out, several were blackened from frostbite and missing nails.

“What’s it going to be?” a man asked.

Tyber sat back on his heels, tucked his hair behind his ears, and looked up at a ragged, dirty man with a long beard and a face lined with wrinkles.

“I don’t have much choice, do I?” Tyber asked.

The man extended his hand to Tyber. Tyber took it and allowed the man to pull him to his feet despite the pain in his shoulder.

“You always have choices,” the man said. “You choose to get out of bed every morning. You’ll find when you’re old like me that getting out of bed really does become a choice and a hard decision to make. But when I was your age, if someone came along and asked me to enroll in the academy?” The man shook his head in a show of mild disbelief.

“Why didn’t you?” Tyber asked as he glanced around furtively. The crowd had begun to disperse. A pair of royal guards walked past, clutching their pikes. They glared at Tyber.

“When I was your age, they didn’t want men like me in the academy. Men like me were expected to be foot soldiers. If you were a good shot, they gave you a bow and sent you to the battlefield. Only the men of wealthy families got to ride dragons. Now…”

Tyber grinned as he absently rubbed his shoulder. “Now they’ll take anyone, right?”

The man shrugged, and a ripe odor rolled off him. “Will they? Seems like that one wanted you especially.”

“Yeah. Lucky me.”

The man leaned forward. “Lucky you,” he said with a nod. “I can’t imagine how different my life would be today if I had gotten a chance to sit in the saddle, to be up there.”

He pointed at the sky, then looked up, as if expecting to see himself there. “You get up there, you can hear the gods, they say. You can hear them whispering. Changes a man.”

Tyber looked back up to the sky. “Well, I guess I’ll never find out.”

“You’re not going?” the man asked.

Tyber shook his head. “You heard him. Academy or dungeon? I’ll take the academy. What fool wouldn’t? But I’m not going up there,” Tyber said, pointing to the sky. “I’ll do what I have to, but I won’t get on the back of a dragon. They won’t let me. No dragon will want a thing to do with a guy like me.”
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To Tyber’s relief, Nather’s good sense and experience had kept him from waiting on the other side of the True Gate. Tyber exited the city along with a throng leaving after the conclusion of the swearing-in ceremony. He drifted off the path of True Road and into a criss-cross of alleys and lanes and paths. A collection of cottages and shacks, stables and barns, ramshackle warehouses, and heaps of rubble clung to the wall that encircled the mother city.

A small girl, barely half-dressed, bumped into Tyber, bounced off, screamed, and ran away laughing. Her thin, dark hair bounced with each barefooted step.

“Tyber!” a small boy yelled, then waved as he took off after the girl.

Tyber waved in return and smiled. The smile faltered with a small twinge of pain in his shoulder.

He’d had the good sense and misfortune to ask questions of the recruitment clerk. Recruits were housed on the grounds, inside a dormitory. They were not permitted to leave the weyr grounds unless accompanied by a proctor. The only exception was brief home visits permitted on holidays. Family members were allowed to visit the recruits at the academy on Sundays.

As the words dripped from the clerk’s shining, pale lips and stacked up into news Tyber had to deliver to his family, his heart sank. There didn’t seem to be much difference between a trial at the academy and a sentence at the dungeon except that his family got a bonus if he went to the academy. The money was no small matter, and Tyber hadn’t been able to stifle a grin when the clerk confirmed the amount stated by Ander, but it wasn’t without hardship.

His family depended on the money Tyber brought in, especially in the days right before his father got paid. It would be a real struggle for his family to hold out until his bonus came.

Tyber patted the empty pouch at his belt. He’d made no money today. There would be nothing to eat at home except what remained of the beets and porridge they’d been eating for the last three days.

Tyber’s heart sank further into a thick mat of frustration. He stopped and turned to face the looming wall that stood between him and the mother city. It leaned away as if to avoid the odor or contamination of the people outside hefting baskets of laundry, brick, stone, or refuse. They hunched under the weight of their burdens. The shirtless men were so thin it looked as if their ribs would poke through their flesh. They struggled with sacks of vegetables, likely half-rotten and sent to be sold outside the city wall, now that they were no longer fit to sell to the people inside.

Tyber sighed. What would he tell his family? He turned away from the wall and continued on to his home.

There was the money. The bonus. Focus on that. That was the positive bit of news in all of this. If Tyber had to stick it out and take Ander’s punishment, he would at least make it to the final and get the bonus. The bonus was more than four months of his father’s pay. But getting there would be an issue. What would they do without him until the bonus was paid?

The clerk had been purposefully vague when Tyber asked how long the trial would be. Weeks, he had said and said nothing more. How would his family come up with the money they needed to carry them between paydays? They relied on Tyber to find odd work when he could get it. But work had dried up, and Tyber’s first outing with Nather had turned into a costly misstep.

He continued down the path toward his home, then stopped as he entered a small clearing of dirt. A fire burned in the open air, fed with whatever scraps of wood and bits of rubbish that could be found. Pots and kettles hung on iron spits that criss-crossed the orange flames. Several women and a few men tended to the fire and the various stews and items cooking over it. One of the women smiled at Tyber and waved.

He smiled back, his gaze falling to her feet. Near her foot was a slab of gray, weather-beaten wood. It hadn’t been kicked into the fire yet, but one end of it smoldered near the heat. His grandfather could still do something with it.

“Hello, Tyber,” the woman said as he approached.

“Jesell,” Tyber replied. “How are you today?”

She shrugged. Her smile faded, and she looked off into the twist of smoke hurrying away from the flames.

“How’s your grandmother?” Tyber asked.

Jesell looked back to Tyber. The weight of the answer hung in her hollow eyes.

“She’s been better.”

Tyber nodded. “If you need anything…”

She looked at the fire, to the steaming contents of a blackened copper kettle and nodded, blinking at the mix of smoke and unshed tears.

Tyber swept down in what appeared to be a bow. He snatched up the slab of wood, then stood and held it up. “Do you mind?”

Jesell grinned and looked at him as if he was mad. “Of course not. Say hello to your grandfather for me.”

“I will do exactly that. Thank you, Jesell. Remember, come and get me if you need help with your grandmother.”

Tyber examined the piece of wood as he continued to his home. His grandfather would be pleased with it. It would help soften the blow of Tyber’s news.

Halfway down a hill that ended at the shores of the Gul River, Tyber turned into a ragged, small courtyard formed by a half-dozen cottages and shacks. Boards and bits of lumber and half-hearted stacks of stone lined the walls of the small structures. Scraps of cloth and rags hung between the cottages like the webs of a mad spider.

Tyber opened the door to his family’s cottage and stepped into a cacophony of children. Their voices stopped when they noticed the open door.

“Tyber!” the younger children cried out. Three small boys and three little girls threw their arms around Tyber’s thighs and pressed their cheeks to his legs. He grinned and reached down, patting them and squeezing them back.

“Where have you been?” Theola demanded as she placed a heavy pot of water on the table that dominated the single room. The water sloshed up, thick with something, but never breached the lip as if it trying to conceal what floated around inside.

Tyber shrugged. “Been busy.”

He turned to the old man stooped over a knife and a knot of wood at the head of the table. Tyber pulled the slab of wood from his belt at the small of his back. “But I found you something, Fafa.”

Tyber’s grandfather grinned and nodded. “Looks good. Is it burnt on the end there?”

Tyber leaned back to examine the wood in the light that fell through the doorway. “A bit. But I figured you could make a spoon or something out of it. Make the handle here, you know?” He tapped the charred end of the wood. “You can do something with it, can’t you?”

“Of course. Of course. Thank you,” the old man said.

Tyber moved to take the scrap of wood to his grandfather, but two of his sisters clung to one leg, and a brother clung to the other.

“Well,” Tyber said as he peered at the grinning children. The girls barely contained a giggle as their pointed chins pressed into his legs. “I seem to have grown extra thick legs all of a sudden. I can’t move.” He made an exaggerated grunt as he feigned being unable to lift his legs. The children giggled.

“Is that why you’re late?” Theola asked.

“Is there someone here who might take this scrap of wood to our grandfather?” Tyber asked as he held the gift up.

“Me! Me!” Several of the children called, including Unther, who released Tyber’s leg to hold his hand up.

“Here,” Tyber said as he handed the wood off to Jack, who nearly tripped over his smile to take the gift across the room and hand it to their grandfather.

“I have the most remarkable news,” Tyber said, and then made an effort to walk over to a chair as his sisters laughed, still clinging to his leg and standing on his large foot. “Who of you remembers Ander?”

“Erik’s older brother?” Theola asked as she ladled the contents of the pot into bowls. “The one who used to pick on you all the time?”

At the sound of bowls being placed on the table, the children forgot about Tyber and rushed to take a seat on the benches.

“He never picked on me.”

Theola let out a small snort of derision as she handed the bowl to her grandfather.

“But,” Tyber went on, “all the same, I ran into him today at the Wing Master’s ceremony—”

“Who is the new Wing Master, by the way?” Fafa asked.

“Man named Yaris,” Tyber answered.

“Hmph. Never heard of him,” Fafa commented as he took the bowl and placed it before himself. He wouldn’t touch his own soup until everyone else had eaten, even though it was his right to be served first.

“He recognized you?” Theola asked.

“Yaris?” Fafa asked.

“Not Yaris. Ander,” Tyber said. “I ran into Ander. He’s a royal hordesman now. Has a big, red dragon that smells of rotten eggs.”

“That’s firebreath,” Fafa chimed in.

“I saw a dragon breathe fire once!” little Unther piped in.

“I was speaking to him about being a hordesman and such, and I heard that the King is so desperate for new recruits that he’s offering a bonus of thirteen strips of silver for anyone who enters the academy and sticks it out until the end of the first trial,” Tyber said as if discussing the weather.

Fafa let out a low whistle. “Thirteen silver strips? My! The old man must be desperate for young blood to feed those wild Westerners. After that last debacle, I bet he finds few takers among the sensible.”

Tyber grimaced slightly. “I signed up.”

Silence fell across the cottage.

Theola spilled another ladle full of soup into a bowl and handed it off to one of her younger sisters and never took her eyes from Tyber. “You did what?”

Tyber shifted in his seat and straightened his back. “I signed up. It’s thirteen strips of silver. Paid in full upon completion of the first trial. Can you imagine what we could do with that?”

Fafa stared into his soup for a second, and then looked up at Tyber. “Is that why you did it? For the money?”

“Does Father know?” Theola asked.

Tyber shook his head. “I didn’t see him in the city today.”

“We don’t need the money that badly, son,” Fafa said as he shook his head. “It’s not worth it. There’s a reason the King is offering that kind of money. You were at the Wing Master ceremony. It’s not like Gerig retired as an old, gray man. He was slaughtered along with his entire swell.”

Tyber swallowed hard and shifted his attention to the pairs of dirty, bare feet dangling from the benches around the table. He shrugged, then looked back at his grandfather. “I don’t have to join the royal hordesmen. There’s a bonus for each trial completed. If I just do one, I still get the bonus. I’ll fail out. They won’t want me for a second trial. But I’ll stick out the first, get the money, and we’ll be able to live comfortably for a while. Come on, Fafa, it’s a good idea!”

Fafa placed his gnarled and scarred hands upon the edge of the table and pushed his stooped frame up as straight as his back would go. “You are far more valuable to us alive than a whole sack of even gold bars. I beg you, son, please reconsider this.”

Tyber took a deep breath and sat back against the chair. Theola hadn’t stopped serving soup during the entire exchange, and now their siblings sat around the table, silently slurping from wooden spoons all carved by Fafa’s hands. Their eyes darted between their bowls and Tyber and Fafa, hardly ever resting. They were like the blue hummingbirds that coursed over the fields of blooming heather. Never still but for a second.

“I can’t, Fafa. I’ve already done it. I’ve spoken to the clerk at the academy and taken an oath.”

Fafa dipped his head as he leaned forward again and ran his hands through his thin, white hair, then his hands fell to the table with a thump. He looked up at Tyber. “Very well. You have given your word, and in this world, our word is the only thing we have of value. But you have agreed only to the first trial?”

“Yes, Fafa.”

“Then keep your word, and speak no more. After the end of the first trial, collect what you are owed and come home. We need you here, Tyber.”

“Are you going away?” Nos, one of his sisters, asked.

“For a short while. I have some work to do. I’ll be away for several weeks at least—”

“When does the trial term start?” Theola asked. “The fighting season doesn’t end for a couple months yet, and you’re speaking like you’re going away tomorrow.”

“It’s an accelerated trial,” Tyber said. “They’re starting it the day after tomorrow.”

Lin, the youngest, began to sniffle.

“The day after tomorrow?” Theola asked, setting her spoon down with a slap. Tyber couldn’t recall seeing a look of surprise on his otherwise unflappable twin sister’s face before now.

It was at that moment that he realized how much trouble he was in.
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The trick of counting the breaths of one of his siblings until he had been lulled to sleep failed Tyber that night. It seemed fitting. He felt steeped in failure. His father had grown quiet when he heard the news, rarely lifting his eyes from the top of the table where he sat next to Fafa.

The tension in his father had set off weeping among the younger children, and soon neighbors came to inquire if everything was all right. News spread and Tyber began to feel like a man condemned, set to report to the executioner’s block the day after tomorrow.

Someone stirred and feet padded across the room. Tyber recognized the sound, and then Theola was settling in beside him, curling up so that her face was close to his ear.

“What is this all about, Ty? The truth.”

Tyber rolled over onto his side so that he faced his sister in the dark. Outside, a dog barked. The timbre of its warning grew in ferocity.

“It’s like I said,” Tyber whispered back. “Thirteen strips of silver.”

“That’s a sack of broken feathers, and you know it,” Theola whispered back. “You hate dragons.”

“I don’t hate dragons.”

“You hate the royal hordesmen. You hate all the men who serve the King.”

“I don’t hate them. That’s a very strong word. I don’t hate Father.”

“You know what I mean. It’s a very bold and sudden decision you made today,” Theola said. “I want to know why.”

A sudden burst of laughter erupted from the darkness and shacks outside, muffled by the stone walls around them. The laughter grew hoarse and collapsed into a man’s bark, matching the rhythm of the dog.

Tyber rolled onto his back and turned his head to face Theola. He could barely make out the slope of her pale cheek, a glint in her eye from the window that let the gods look in on them.

“We’re not going to get anywhere like this,” Tyber said, and then was surprised to find the words in his mouth. “Look at us. Look at this. The way we live. I have to resort to stealing if I want to make sure we get enough to eat—”

“You can get another job—”

“There are no jobs,” Tyber’s voice rose in frustration.

“Shh!” Theola hushed.

One of the children stirred beneath the blankets.

The barking man fell back into breathless laughter, and then the laughter died away. The dog barked a few more times and then dropped into silence itself.

“There are if you keep looking,” Theola said.

“And I found one. There are a lot of job openings in the ranks of the royal hordesmen these days.”

“I’m serious!” Theola spat. “And it’s because all of those men died, Tyber. Do you understand that? Do you get it? They died. They and their dragons went over the mountains, and they are not returning. What are we going to do if we can’t even visit your grave?”

“I’m not going to die.”

Another child shifted and turned, muttered. Theola planted a finger over Tyber’s lips.

He pushed her hand away. “Look. I don’t know how many more times I have to say this, but I’m coming back after the final. I’m not going to go on with the training. I’m not going to go on to become a hordesman.”

“That’s what you say, but I know you’re lying.”

Tyber’s gut tightened.

“Nather came looking for you this afternoon,” Theola whispered. “He said the two of you got separated after leaving the Wing Master ceremony. He waited for you outside of the gate, but you never showed up.”

“That’s what happened.”

“Stop your lying, Ty. Why would you even go to the ceremony? And I don’t believe there is anything Ander could have said to convince you to join the academy. Something happened. Did he threaten you?”

“Theola, I am telling you—”

The table creaked. The two of them stopped talking. The absence of a gasp and groan meant it was not Fafa, but instead their father who was stirring atop the thin pallet on the table.

A foot prodded Tyber’s shoulder. “Step outside,” his father whispered. A few seconds later, the door creaked. Tyber rolled over enough to watch his father go through the door, silhouetted by the watchful eyes of the gods.

“Theola,” Tyber whispered, and his voice sounded to him like a hand clutching a taut rope.

“Go,” she whispered, then turned away.

Tyber picked himself up off the floor, then tip-toed over the children laid out in his path. Outside, his father stood not quite in the center of the courtyard, his hands behind his back, his face lifted to the northern sky. There, the eye of Thereena glittered back at him, larger and brighter than all the others in the sky.

“Why are you doing this?” Tyber’s father asked as Tyber stepped up to his side.

“I told you.”

Tyber shifted his feet. The dirt was hard-packed, yet soft underfoot. The heat of the day had long since bled away, and a chill breeze carrying the scents of dust and woodsmoke prickled his skin.

Tyber’s father turned to his son. The breeze ruffled his sleep-tossed hair, though it seemed doubtful that he’d had any better luck sleeping than Tyber had.

“What changed?” Father asked.

“What do you mean?”

Father shook his head. “You have never in your life expressed a desire to ride a dragon, or to join the King’s defenses. I could understand it if I was hurt or sick, unable to work, but nothing has changed. I just came home from the stables and heard that you’ve already signed up for the academy. It’s sudden. What changed?”

Tyber looked out along the single, narrow alley that exited the courtyard. On the other side, the shacks and cottages and buildings formed sharp and angled silhouettes, as if the city was a dump for discarded and broken shadows.

“Nothing changed,” Tyber said. “I’m just… I want something better, is all. For all of us. It’s thirteen—”

“It’s not the money, Ty,” his father said as he held up a hand. “I know. I know.” He sighed, shifted his weight from foot to foot. “I wish every night that I could do better for you and your brothers and sisters. But I do the best I can. I work as hard as I can. We all pitch in. It’s never enough, yet it is. We eat. We have a roof over our heads. We go hungry from time to time, but no one ever starves in my house.”

Tyber nodded his agreement rather than think of something to say. A knot swelled in his throat and kept him from speaking further.

“When I was your age, I was working in the same stable I work in now. I was meant to be a stonemason like your grandfather. My father that is. When he died, I was forced to give up my apprenticeship and work wherever I could to help support the family. By the time I reached your age, all I wanted out of life was a few, easy moments of comfort.”

Father stared out over the slope of the city, past the dark waters of the Gul River that ran below, hidden in the shadows. Beyond, dark and gray plains lay cold and quiet in the powdery light of the moon. He stood still and silent for so long that Tyber nearly asked him if he was all right.

“I met your mother,” Father finally said, his lips parting with an audible smack. “And I got those moments of comfort. I got a night, an evening, a few minutes here and there to feel… cared for. Cherished. It is what your mother did well. She made each of us feel like we belonged, didn’t she?”

Tyber nodded once. His mother’s face was nearly gone, eroded away by time. He closed his eyes and tried to recall the sight of her face smiling down at him.

“What would your mother say?” Father asked.

Tyber took a deep breath. “It’s for the best. Nothing around here is ever going to change if we just keep doing the same things.”

“Nonsense. Everything always changes. You grow up. Your brothers and sisters grow up. You realize in a heartbeat that half your life is gone and you failed to notice. The little twin babies I once held in my arms…” Tyber’s father crooked his arms in the dark and held imaginary twin babies. He looked from one to the other, and there was nothing there for him to see but the well-trodden dirt and the moonlit shadow of the wall.

“You are not a baby anymore. You are a young man now. One who comes home and says he’s striking out on his own. And that is to be expected. It’s the way of things.”

Father’s arms drifted back to his sides. “My father never had a chance to pass his wisdom on to me, Ty. I barely could cut a block when he died. I missed out on so much. So I want to tell you this now.”

Father turned to face Tyber, and Tyber nearly turned away, but then stopped. The day’s growth of beard and the angle of the pale light made his father’s face appear hollow and vacant as if he was emptying himself out to pass something on to his oldest son.

“What you get in this life is often what you pursue. All I have now are these small moments of comfort I find here and there, in your brothers’ and sisters’ smiles, in their laughter. Maybe a half-recalled dream of when I was younger, stronger. Back when I was foolish enough to have more hope. I have those things because that is what I wanted. I wanted small comforts from life, and now that’s all I have. And if that is all I ever get in this life, it will be enough. At least enough for me.”

Tyber looked to the ground between them, unsure of what to do with Father’s words. He reached up and tucked his hair behind his ears.

“When you are an old man, Ty, what will you have? You are going to be an old man someday. You are going to look back and find that you have what you wanted. You got what you chased. Your fist will be clenched around the thing you fought so hard for. What will it be?”

Tyber took a deep breath. He looked up to his father, who was hardly any taller than himself anymore. “I want my family to be taken care of. I want them to have enough to eat. Clothes on their backs. It’d be nice if we could have a cottage with another room in it. One for sleeping, you know?”

Father looked out over the city and the plains beyond. “Those are comforts, Ty. Those are simple comforts. Is that all you want?”

Tyber looked back to their cottage. It was one of the nicer homes in the small courtyard, yet hardly more than a shack. A warehouse stood behind it, about sixty feet away, and it made the cottage look even smaller. Heat flushed over Tyber’s face as if he had already failed a test before even reporting to the academy. “If the only comfort I get is knowing that my brothers and sisters aren’t going to bed hungry, then that should be enough.”

“If it is enough, then you will never have anything better.” Father grabbed Tyber by the arms and startled the young man.

“Want more. Demand more. If you were to tell me that you wanted more out of life than this…” He took a hand from his son’s arm to wave it absently at the slum around them, “then that would be enough. That would be reason enough for me. But to say you’re doing this just to feed the little ones?”

Father shook his head. “We do that. We may not do enough of it, but no one starves in our home. You don’t have to worry about that. You don’t have to do this if that is all you are doing it for.”

Tyber stepped back, and Father’s hands fell away.

“I’m…” He stopped. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bring himself to tell his father the truth, that this was all because his son got caught in a stupid act of petty theft.

“I’m sorry,” Tyber said. “It’s just until the end of the first trial. I’ll be home then. And after a trial, I’ll have some experience. I’ll be able to get a good job. Something that pays regularly. I can help more.”

Father stared at him along with the eyes of thousands of gods. The top of the moon sat on the city wall like a pile of glowing ash.

“No one hires quitters, Ty,” Father said, and then returned to the cottage and was swallowed by the city’s starving shadows.
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The conversation with his father might as well have been a dream. It had the same qualities about it, seeming unreal and making little sense, existing only in Tyber’s head. He caught glimpses from Father over the following morning and evening that suggested it wasn’t a dream, but neither of them spoke of it. When his last morning came, Tyber saw Father off to his job, then spent the morning playing with his brothers and sisters, soaking in their teasing and laughter until finally, Theola announced that the midday bell would ring soon, and it was time for them to go. She then made each child promise to behave for Fafa until she got back.

“Until you get back?” Tyber asked from the floor where his brothers and sisters had temporarily suspended their efforts to pin him and make him stay under the weight of their laughter.

“I’m seeing you off,” Theola said with a nod. She picked up a canvas sack of Tyber’s belongings from the edge of the table and slung it over her shoulder. “We should get going. Now.”

“No,” Tyber said as she slipped his arms and legs out of his siblings’ grips with relative ease. “No, you need to stay here and keep an eye on them.” He motioned at his quiet siblings, wide-eyed and blinking, their gazes heavy with growing tears.

“I do not. They’ve promised to be on their best behavior, right? Right?” She nodded at her brothers and sisters. They nodded back.

“I promise,” little Lin said. She stood and wrapped her fingers through Tyber’s belt.

“I don’t need you to go,” Tyber said. “I know the way.”

“Good,” Theola said. “Then I need not show you. I’ll just be along for the company. Let’s go.”

Tyber looked down at his brothers and sisters. It wouldn’t do to argue with Theola. Not in front of them. They could discuss it on the way to the gate.

“Come on,” Tyber said as he pulled Lin’s fingers from his belt and then crouched. He wiggled his fingers to signal they all gather around. “Give me hugs.”

A crush of children surrounded Tyber. A few called out their goodbyes while others began to cry.

“Come on, none of that,” Tyber said as he stood and rubbed the hair of the crying Lin. “I’m just going to be away for a short while, then I’ll be back. And I’ll bring you each a dragon scale, all right?”

The offer did little for the children’s spirits, and rather than make things worse, Tyber turned to the table, approached Fafa, and waited for the old man to stand and take a crushing hug from his grandson.

Finally, Tyber slipped the canvas strap from his twin sister’s shoulder, then waved goodbye to everyone and stepped out of the cottage, Theola on his heels.

As they passed through the slums and made their way to True Gate, Theola kept pace despite being half a head shorter and wearing a pair of sandals instead of boots. Tyber walked briskly. Not because he was in a hurry to get to the academy, but rather he wanted to get it over with and be one day closer to the day when he could return to his family.

“You know this isn’t fair, don’t you?” Theola asked.

“Fair?” Tyber looked over his shoulder at his sister who had fallen back as they cut through narrow paths between sagging buildings. “Why should any of it be fair? Nothing in this city is fair.”

“Don’t I know it!” Theola said. A flush of scarlet colored her cheeks. “But this, especially. You don’t like dragons. You have no interest in being a royal hordesman, and yet here I am, seeing you off to the academy instead of going myself.”

“You? Go to the academy?”

“Tyber, I would give almost anything to be in your shoes.”

Tyber halted long enough to glance at his boots. “They’re a bit big for you,” he said as he looked back at his sister, and her glare cut off the grin he was prepared to show.

“I would give almost anything to ride the dragons. I want to be a hordesman. I would die to have this chance that you seem to be treating as some sort of lark.”

“Lark?”

Theola shook her head. “You don’t want to do this.” She gestured at him. “It’s written all over you. I can see it on your face.”

“No,” Tyber said with a shake of his head. “Women can’t ride dragons. You know it’s not allowed.”

Theola thrust her fists onto her hips. She cocked an eyebrow in severe irritation and nudged her head in the direction of the west. “There’s a dragon queen out there in the west, on the edge of the kingdom who says different.”

Tyber averted his eyes, looked at the dirt and stone between them, then up to the wall that sat like a challenge. The city streets buzzed with rumors and tales of a woman in the west who had done what no woman was supposed to be able to do: bond with a dragon.

“That’s what’s been going on in the west,” Theola said as she continued. “That’s what really happened to Gerig and Prince Aymon. They went to take her dragons from her, and she took their dragons from them. She has a vast army of dragons now.”

Theola stepped up to Tyber. “That’s what this is about. The King wants more dragon riders because they’re afraid of the dragon queen. They say she’s seditious, that she wants the King’s throne—”

“Who’s been telling you this garbage?” Tyber asked.

“It’s not garbage! Willa told me.”

“Willa?”

“She has a friend who is the sister of a servant who serves in the house of a merchant. A leather merchant. She overheard her master discussing the sudden demand for leather. Saddles. Tack. It’s because the dragon queen took Prince Aymon’s and Gerig’s swells. It’s true!”

Tyber waved a dismissive hand. “All right. So a woman out on the edge of The Wilds was able to bond with a dragon, and now she has a horde. Do you really think she could stand up against more than two hundred dragons and riders? That’s how many they sent. Prince Aymon led eighty dragons to the west, and then Gerig led one hundred and sixty. They had to get riders and dragons from surrounding villages to come up with that many. Think about it. That is over two hundred dragons and riders. Against one horde with a female dragoneer?” Tyber shook his head.

“No one person could stand up against that. The truth is that the Western kingdom has increased its attacks. I heard it from Nather, who heard it—”

Theola grabbed Tyber about the arm. “Really?” she asked. “You believe that? The Western kingdom has been attacking us for centuries. Suddenly, they ramp up their attacks to such a degree that the King needs you to ride a dragon?”

Tyber wrenched his arm from his sister’s grip. “I don’t care. I’m not going to ride a dragon anyway.” He turned away from Theola and began to walk down the lane. “I’m going to fail out long before they let me anywhere near a dragon.”

Theola let out a bark of a laugh. “That’s right, Tyber. You do that. You fail out, and you come back here, because if you waste this opportunity, if you throw it away, then I swear, when you get back, it’s your turn to be Father’s babysitter. I’m packing up a satchel of my own, and I’m heading west. I’m going to join the dragon queen’s horde.”

Tyber stopped and looked back. Theola stood in the lane, her feet straddling one of the ruts worn into the ground. She leaned forward slightly and pointed to the west. “I’m serious, Tyber.”

“You’ll just waste your time,” Tyber said, and then felt awful for having said it.

“You want to talk about wasting time?” Theola asked. “Where are you going now?”

Tyber took a deep breath. “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say anything stupid. It’s…” He flapped a disgusted hand at the towering wall off to his right.

Theola appeared to relax a bit and reconsider something. Finally, she walked forward, falling in beside Tyber once again. He kept up with her as she tried to outpace him. At True Gate, she did her best to hide her winded breath, and more than once, as they waited in line to be waved through with the traders and laborers, he caught her looking at him. When he turned to her, to hear what she had to say, she looked away, staring at something else and crossed her arms over her chest.

She did her best to look like she didn’t care what Tyber did, or what happened to him, but he’d known her all his life, even before they were born.

There was little they could hide from each other.






  
  
  Chapter 7

  
  




To Tyber’s relief, Rerret the blacksmith wasn’t outside in front of his shop as they walked past heading toward the academy. Tyber peered up at the sun, saw that it had a short way to go yet before it crested the peak of the Gods’ Reach tower, and so he suggested that they stop and take a break.

Theola glanced up to the top of the tower as well, then shook her head. “You can’t be late.”

“We have plenty of time,” Tyber said as he gestured at the sun, but she wouldn’t hear him out.

Theola kept her pace with Tyber by her side until they stepped off of the pavers of Dragon Lane onto a lush carpet of soft green chamomile. The chamomile rolled across the yard and through the high arches of a large building that sat in front of the wall. The building’s many buttresses made it look like it was trying to grow a set of tall, spindly legs so it could peek over the wall.

A man with a sheaf of parchment approached them. He was the clerk Tyber had spoken to two days earlier. On either side of him walked a pair of boys that looked to be around twelve or thirteen years of age.

“Tyber, is it?” the clerk asked.

“I took the oath,” Tyber said with a nod.

“Good. Good,” the clerk said to his sheaf of paper. He peered back up at Tyber and gestured at his satchel. “One of the weyrboys will take your satchel and place it in your room. Another will take you over to the archery range.”

The clerk swept his hand back to indicate a row of targets set up along the wall beside the academy. A collection of young men plucked up arrows stuck in the ground before them and then launched them at the targets.

“Do you have any experience with archery?” the clerk asked.

Tyber shook his head.

“No matter,” the clerk said with a grin. “There will be classes. Feel free to watch the others or try your own hand. You will be summoned when Wing Master Yaris is ready for you.”

“Yaris?” Tyber asked.

The clerk grinned and nearly bowed at the neck. “Yes. It is a tradition that the Wing Master address new recruits on the first day of trials. This will be his first address as Wing Master.”

Tyber nodded and looked back at Theola. She watched the archers, and then her eyes darted up to him.

“Your bag, sip,” one of the weyrboys said as he stepped up to Tyber.

“Sip?” Tyber asked as he pulled the bag from his shoulder and held it out to the boy.

“It’s an old term,” the clerk said. “An informal title given to recruits such as yourself, the ones who have not passed the first trial.”

Tyber nodded as he handed over the satchel. “And what should I call you?”

The boy looked to Tyber’s feet.

“The weyrboys are not to be addressed formally,” the clerk said.

Tyber lifted a disbelieving eyebrow to the clerk. It certainly hadn’t taken long to find another reason to dislike the place.

The weyrboy clutched the straps of the satchel and held on. Tyber got the distinct impression that if he never let go of the bag, the boy would stand there and hold it, his fingers around the straps until the end of time. Tyber let go, and the boy’s hands dipped slightly as he took the weight of Tyber’s possessions. He turned and hurried away at a brisk pace, dark red robes whisking about his feet.

“I don’t want to keep you,” Theola said. She placed the tips of her fingers against Tyber’s arm, just below his shoulder. He fought to keep his eyes from drifting closed, wanting suddenly to believe this was all a dream. How he wanted to wake up on the floor of the cottage, surrounded by his brothers and sisters, his father asleep atop the table.

But this was his own doing. And if this was a prison, it was certainly the most beautiful prison he could hope to ever find. He looked at the main building again. The structure was filled with arches and high windows. Atop the building, on either corner, stone dragons perched on ledges in front of a parapet and watched over all with spread wings and necks curved in S shapes.

In the yard, young men loosed arrows at targets. As Tyber watched the arrows fly, it occurred to him that there was something wrong with the building. He looked back and reexamined it. The building appeared to be right up against the wall that curved behind it, but as his eyes flitted back to the arrows flying from the archers to the targets, he realized it had to be an illusion. The building had to be far deeper than it appeared to be.

His brow furrowed slightly as his head tried to make sense of it.

“Tyber?” Theola asked.

“Yes. Sorry,” Tyber said, then turned to his sister. “My mind was wandering.”

“I bet,” Theola said. Her eyes were clouded with concern, her brow heavy with worry. His budding homesickness was evident in her expression, reflected in the deep blue of her eyes. They had never gone to sleep in different places.

“I’ll be—” he began, then stopped himself. “... expecting your visit on Sundays.”

Theola nodded. “I’ll be here. And I’ll bring a few of the little ones as well.” She threw her arms around him and hugged him tightly, her face buried in his shoulder. She stepped back and looked up at her twin as if trying to memorize his face that looked so much like her own. “I’ll tell them they have to behave all week if they want to go see Tyber.”

Tyber grinned. “But you won’t hold them to that, will you?”

Theola shrugged. “Only if it works.”

Tyber chuckled and placed a hand upon her arm. “Thank you,” he said. “For taking care of them. With that bonus, I’ll be sure to buy you something nice.”

“I might be in the market for a servant,” Theola said. “I’ll be needing help.”

Tyber grinned at her joke, but it didn’t reach his heart. He glanced at the weyrboy waiting patiently and silently next to him. The last thing in the world Tyber wanted was to be a master of anyone.

“Go home,” he said quietly to Theola. “I’ll be fine, and I’ll see you on Sunday.”

Theola waved a slight wave as she stepped back, then turned and walked off. Tyber watched and noticed the scent of something sweet lift up in her wake. He looked down to the crushed chamomile, the stems rising slowly behind her. It was a soothing scent, but strange.

He looked back up as Theola stepped off the lawn and onto the stone pavers of Dragon Lane. Almost immediately, she was swallowed up by a crowd of onlookers. Tyber inhaled deeply, unsure of what to do with the sensation that she had just left him a world away from his family.
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Tyber turned to the weyrboy waiting beside him. The boy looked out to the archery range then back at Tyber. A slight tic in his eyebrows suggested that Tyber might want to head that way.

“You’re not allowed to speak?” Tyber asked.

“When spoken to, sip.”

Tyber reached for the strap on his shoulder, then paused when he recalled that it wasn’t there. He brushed at the front of his jerkin instead and then turned to the archery range. “You don’t have to be that way around me,” Tyber said as the weyrboy followed him, always half a step behind. “You can speak your mind freely in my presence. I’m no better than you or anyone.”

The weyrboy didn’t respond.

As they approached the archery range, Tyber studied the academy. After some scrutiny, he realized that the front of the building was wider than the rest of it. The building tapered back gently until it ended at the city wall, butting up against it. The strange architecture created the curious illusion that the building was not as deep as it was. Tyber scowled. He didn’t care for tricks.

“It’s the oldest building in the mother city,” the weyrboy said, his voice barely audible. “Built before the wall itself.”

Tyber looked back, but could not see that the boy had actually spoken. He walked with his gaze cast to the ground slightly ahead of him, his hands behind his back. His posture indicated that he was not up for a conversation.

Tyber shrugged and turned his attention to the archers, a collection of young men, all about his own age. From their clothes, he could see that they came from a variety of backgrounds, but most of them were dressed like him.

At least he would fit in.

Tyber approached a young man in a jerkin of dark, coarse fustian and trousers that hung loosely about his legs, complete with a frayed tear near the left hip. No shoes covered his feet. As he plucked an arrow from the ground before him, notched it, and pulled back the bowstring, his toes curled into the growth beneath him. When he released the arrow, it streaked away so fast it was nearly invisible, save for the blur of the bright red fletchings. Then the arrow was suddenly lodged in the target, halfway between the edge and the center. The fletchings bobbed slightly and then were still.

“That’s some nice shooting,” Tyber said as he approached.

The young man peered over his shoulder. His eyes zipped down and up Tyber. He then grinned as if approving of what he saw. He nodded at the weyrboy. “I’ll take him.”

The weyrboy bowed slightly, then hurried off toward the clerk.

“You’ll take me?” Tyber asked, a little incredulous at the idea.

The young man plucked up another arrow, notched it, and sent it streaking into the target. “No offense, but I don’t want to be paired up with a chuff. You look like a good man. A real one.”

“A chuff?” Tyber asked.

The man nodded at the people off to his right. “You know, the wealthy ones. The ones who are here to make their fathers happy. To add a little honor to the family title, rub in a little noble grease. Know what I mean?”

Tyber surveyed the row of young men. It was apparent that the ones who were dressed well were paired with others who were dressed just as sharply. Those wearing clothing like Tyber’s were clumped together in small groups, and though they held bows and handled arrows, they weren’t shooting them.

“Why are you here, anyway?” the young man asked. “Money and meals?”

“Money and meals?” Tyber asked.

The young man nodded as if Tyber had given the correct answer. He drew up another arrow and lodged it into the target, very close to the center.

“Ever handle a bow?”

Tyber shook his head.

“Nothing to it. Here. I’ll show you.” He turned and held the bow out in his left hand while extending his right to Tyber. “Call me Ren.”

“Tyber.” He took the man’s hand.

“Good to meet you, Tyber. Us stones got to stick together.” Ren gave Tyber’s hand a hearty pump.

“Stones?”

Ren’s expression passed quickly through confusion, surprise, and then amusement. “Where are you from?”

A flush of embarrassment colored Tyber’s face. He nodded in the direction of Dragon Lane. “Just outside True Gate.”

“Ah!” Ren said with a nod of satisfaction. He then let out a low whistle. “A real scrapper, are you? I bet you’re not afraid to fight dirty if you have to, are you?”

Tyber looked at the bow, ready to move the conversation on.

“Here,” Ren said, then thrust the bow at him. “Take a shot. I’m from the Brassist, by the way.”

“Brassist?” Tyber asked. He looked over Ren’s clothes again, as if he had somehow mistaken trader-class clothes for the laborer’s rags.

“I guess you and your friends don’t make it to that part of the city often, do you?”

“No,” Tyber said as he shook his head slowly, unsure of what to think of Ren.

“Go on. Give it a shot.” He nodded to the bow again.

Tyber took the bow, then stepped into the area of crushed lawn where Ren had been standing. He tried to recall Ren’s stance, and then arrange his own posture into a fair imitation. He glanced at the other young men down the row and watched one of the “chuffs” take a shot at the target. Tyber plucked an arrow from the ground, notched it, drew back the bowstring, then let go.

“Scales!” Tyber hissed as a burning sensation gripped his left forearm. He swung his arm away, raking the bow out before himself. He hardly noticed the arrow that landed weakly halfway between himself and the target.

Ren let out a hearty laugh and slapped his thigh. “Man, you weren’t lying, were you?”

Color flushed over Tyber’s face.

“Don’t worry about it,” Ren said as he stepped up and took the bow from Tyber’s hand. “They’ll teach you how to shoot in archery class. Besides, it’s not like you need to know this, right? In fact, the worse a shot you are…” He snatched an arrow from before him, notched it, and sent it flying. It nicked the edge of the target before skipping off and clattering against the wall. “... The less likely you are to pass the final, am I right?”

Tyber rubbed absently at the red flesh along the inside of his forearm. “You’re not going to pass?”

Ren snorted. “Oh, wilds, no. I’m just here for the bonus. Food’s good, too. You eat well here. Clean beds. Clothes. Maybe I’ll even stay for the second final. But there’s no way in the sky that I am going to let them make a hordesman of me.”

Ren let out a slight grunt as he shot another arrow. “If the King is fool enough to throw his money at me, I’ll take it. But I’ll keep my own life, thank you very much.”

Ren cast a glance back at Gods’ Reach. He then plucked the next-to-the-last arrow from the ground and notched it. “Here’s what you did wrong. Flex your wrist like this.” He made a show of moving the bow inward. “The bowstring will take off your skin if you roll your wrist out like you did. Some guys wear wrist guards, but then you have to take the time to put one on when you’re under attack. It’s better to just have proper posture from the start. Also, don’t yank back the bowstring. Ease it back. You’re building up tension in the bow, not winding up to throw a stone. There’s a difference.”

Ren released the bowstring. It sang a low tone as the arrow plucked the target near the center.

“Who taught you to shoot?” Tyber asked.

Ren plucked up the remaining arrow. He held it for a second and examined the fletchings. “My father was a hordesman.”

Tyber nodded. “He is Fallen?”

Ren shook his head without looking up. “No. He’s just not a hordesman anymore.”

The man thrust the bow and remaining arrow at Tyber. “Now, you try. Let me watch you pull it back. Get the stance right before you worry about hitting the wall, much less that target.”
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After a single toll of the academy bell, the weyrboys returned and ushered the recruits toward the oddly-shaped building. As they approached one of the arches, Ren gestured to the red-robed boys. “Can you see me as one of them? That was almost my fate, you know.”

Tyber made a quick study of a solemn-faced boy who peered at the ground several feet behind them. It seemed unlikely that the easy-going Ren would be content among them.

“They’re the sons of royal hordesmen,” Ren said, with a hint of disgust. “The oldest sons are practically given over to the academy upon birth. They’re raised like that. It’s the only way to become a dragoneer.”

Tyber studied the weyrboy behind him again. Suddenly, the boy seemed different. This wasn’t a meek, cowering boy, but someone fated for the exalted position of leading a horde of dragons into battle.

He would be a hero one day.

Tyber felt a bit like stepping back, like the boy should be leading, rather than escorting, carefully keeping himself just on the edge of Tyber’s vision.

“Your father didn’t…” Tyber stopped.

“Give me to the academy?” Ren asked. “No.” He shook his head. “He wanted me to have a choice in my life. Walk my own path, and not the one that the academy laid out for him.”

Their conversation stopped as they passed through the high, stone arch stretching over them. The yard continued on, running beneath an overhang before the chamomile thinned out as the shadows deepened. The yard ended at a stone walkway. The weyrboys led them along the walkway beneath the overhang that continued down the side of the building. They walked passed high, arched windows. Inside appeared to be the most fantastic and well-kept stable Tyber had ever seen. It made the livery stable his father worked at look like a dump with horses. But instead of stalls for horses and mules, this stable held large, wide stalls, more than half of them holding dragons.

Ren let out a low whistle. “Wow. Things are worse than I thought.”

“What?” Tyber asked.

“Look at them,” Ren said as if it were obvious. “They’re so small. Young.”

At the next window, Tyber slowed his pace as much as he dared. Inside he peered at a dragon of deep blue, a layered color that reminded him of Theola’s eyes. It was difficult for him to say whether it was large or small. Most of the dragons he’d seen had been in the sky, flying over at a great distance. He tried to picture Ander’s dragon next to the blue one, but could not.

The dragon turned her head to Tyber and peered at him with large dark eyes before he stepped away from the window. He rubbed his upper arms, suddenly chilled.

Ren leaned in a little closer to Tyber. “You best be careful, my friend. If you accidentally end up as a hordesman, you might find yourself at the tip of a Western arrow the way things are going. You just stick with me, and I’ll be sure we don’t get in over our heads, all right?”

Tyber nodded. It was a bit comforting to be in Ren’s presence. He seemed to know what was going on, walking confidently along on his bare feet, his hair tied back with a broad leather strap. It wasn’t hard to picture him in one of the gray tunics of the hordesmen, sitting tall and comfortable upon a dragon despite his assurance that he’d avoid such a fate.

Tyber opened his mouth to ask what had happened to Ren’s father. If the man was simply not a hordesman any longer, then why not finish the training, and then choose to no longer be a hordesman at the end of the academy?

It couldn’t be that simple. Otherwise, Ren wouldn’t have warned him. Tyber dropped the line of questioning and focused his attention ahead. Friends always came easy to Tyber outside True Gate, but there, he was in his element, his own environment. He had spent his life there, and knew who everyone was and how everything worked.

The academy was as alien and strange to him as anything he might have imagined with its buildings that suggested they were a size other than what they actually were and monkish boys that were not to be spoken to. It would be best to keep his mouth shut and his eyes open, for now.

Halfway down the length of the rectangular academy building, the weyrboys ushered the recruits through a set of double doors, down a dark, stone hall, and out into a courtyard surrounded on three sides by towering walls, five stories tall at least. High windows stared down at them from behind ledges that ringed each level. Spaced about every twenty feet, iron poles arched off the roof, then ran just past the ledges before ending in the soil of the courtyard.

A two story building with no courtyard facing windows made up the fourth side of the rectangle. Based on the path they had taken, Tyber could tell it was the weyr. He thought of the blue dragon he’d seen, then he thought of Theola’s eyes. He couldn’t wait to tell her about this place.

It was a curious setup.Tyber began to lean over toward Ren to ask about it when his attention instead fell upon an enormous tree in the center of the courtyard. It was bare, without a single leaf despite it being high summer. Pigeons perched in its branches. As the crowd of recruits and weyrboys approached, the birds erupted from the tree in a blur of whirring wings, and rose to roost along the stone ledges of the building.

On the other side of the courtyard, the recruits passed through another set of double doors and into a hall. Rows of benches perched on graduating risers that formed a quarter of a circle around a small stage. A lectern stood in the center of the stage.

The weyrboys gestured for the recruits to move up among the benches and take a seat. Tyber climbed to the back with Ren, and looked over the small auditorium. Near the ceiling, courtyard windows filled the room with light that focused on the lectern. Tyber tried to count the heads of the recruits, although it was difficult with the boys milling about and mingling with the weyrboys. Eventually, he decided there were about eighty boys around his age filling the benches. The boys made a dull roar of chatter and nervous laughter, fidgeting and teasing one another. At one point, Ren stood and let loose a shrill, two-part whistle. A young man who had just entered the auditorium halted and looked about before spotting Ren. The newcomer climbed the risers to join them.

“Fang!” Ren shouted and held out his hand to the young man.

“Fang?” Tyber asked.

“It’s not what you think,” Ren said, then laughed as the young man blushed an uncomfortable shade of red.

“I didn’t think you’d actually do it, man!” Ren said. “I looked for you out on the range, but I never saw you.”

Fang mumbled an excuse lost to the general ruckus of the recruits around them.

“Fang, this is Tyber. Tyber, meet Fang.” Ren wrapped an arm around the boy’s shoulders and gave him a shake. “Best man you can have when you need a man who knows when to shut up.” Ren laughed and slapped Fang on the shoulder, then gestured at the bench on the other side of him. “Sit, man! Sit!”

Fang nodded at Tyber, then did as instructed. The boy’s clothes were much better than Ren’s but not nearly as nice as the reds and yellows worn by the handsome boys who sat ahead of them, in the middle of the auditorium in a group.

As Ren and Fang exchanged hushed words, a man exited a narrow doorway near the back of the stage and approached the lectern. He was an odd-looking man with a strange presence. He seemed tall and walked with confidence, like a large man who entered a room and surveyed it to see if he was still the tallest. Yet he was hardly any taller than Tyber. His face was long and narrow, and he stepped up to the lectern and surveyed the crowd with his arms folded behind the back of his dark robe.

The noise in the room began to subside.

“Welcome to His Majesty’s Royal Academy of Dragon Riders,” the man said. His voice rang clear and true as if he stood next to Tyber instead of across a small auditorium. “I am Master Groal.”

The man took a moment to survey the crowd, his eyes darting through the auditorium. His gaze stilled the boys, quieting their teases and banter like a touch upon the shoulder.

“I want to thank each of you today for your commitment to the Cadwaller kingdom. The service of the kingdom’s brave young men is needed now more than ever, as our enemies have grown bolder and stronger. They are mighty. Their dragons fly high, and their breath burns hot. Their arrows are sharp. Yet each of you has seen the recruitment clerk despite the news—accurate or otherwise—flooding the city streets.”

Master Groal shifted his weight and surveyed the crowd. “Yet, here you are. Here each of you sits despite the fate of our fallen Wing Master Gerig and his swell of brave hordesmen. Perhaps you knew one of the Fallen. Perhaps you lost a brother. A father. A friend. If you lost nothing more than a countryman, then you have still lost. But you have gained as well.”

As Master Groal surveyed the crowd once more, Tyber slouched a bit. His cheeks reddened at the suggestion that he was here because he was brave.

“You have received from the Fallen the gift of their honor, and I say to you that there can be no greater gift!” Master Groal thundered. “Our heroes died in defense of this kingdom, and what has each of you said in response?”

Ren rocked forward slightly. “I’ll take the silver, please,” he said under his breath.

“I am next,” Master Groal said. “I am next!”

He scanned the auditorium once again. “I stand among heroes. I stand among our kingdom’s future. I stand among honor, hope, and a terror that will drive the Western Kingdom back behind our mountains for good!” The man nodded his sharp chin in a definitive, final way.

“Thank you,” Master Groal said. “You have stepped up when called upon. Now…” He held his hands out at his side, pale palms open.

Tyber stared at the man’s fingers. They were extraordinarily long. His mother’s fingers had been long and thin, but nothing like Groal’s. Tyber shivered despite the heat settling into the auditorium.

“We don’t normally do things this way,” Master Groal continued. “The academy normally runs at the start of the peaceful season and elevates its recruits to hordesmen at the conclusion of the following peaceful season. But these times require us to be more flexible and more forgiving in our expectations. This class will be an accelerated one. You will be asked for a lot, and in return, you will be given a lot. The men who place their lives between our kingdom and its enemies are never forgotten.”

Master Groal slipped his hands behind his back, the movement fluid but slightly awkward at the same time. He looked across his audience again. The light from the windows reflected off of the dark hair swept back from his high forehead. It gave him the appearance of being bald.

“After a few words from Wing Master Yaris, the weyrboys will escort you to your bunks. There, you will meet the proctors who will see that you are initiated appropriately and that all of your questions are answered. Before I turn you over to Wing Master Yaris, does anyone have any questions for me?”

A boy raised his hand, and Master Groal nodded in his direction.

The boy half-stood, sat, and then stood again. “Uhm. I was wondering, when do we get our dragons, sir?”

Weak laughter rolled through the auditorium.

Master Groal grinned a toothy grin. “You do not get a dragon, young man. You never will. Every dragon in the kingdom is owned by His Majesty, and that will never change. Every dragon that enters the kingdom immediately becomes His Majesty’s property. But as a recruit, you are given the opportunity to earn the loyalty of one of His Majesty’s dragons. Those who do become hordesmen. Those who do not…” Master Groal lifted an eyebrow and shrugged as if the answer was obvious.

Tyber slouched a little further as if Groal were pointing a long bony finger directly at him.

“Now, if there are no further questions…” Master Groal looked out across the recruits. His expression suggested that he’d prefer there were none.

“Then I will send Wing Master Yaris to speak to you. Once again, my personal thanks to each of you. I look forward to watching you master the art of dragon combat in the following months.”

Master Groal turned on his heels and retreated from the stage and through the door he’d used to enter the auditorium.

“What happens to the people who don’t earn the loyalty of dragons?” Tyber asked Ren.

“What?” Ren asked.

“What happens to them? They fail out, right?”

“Of course,” Ren said. “What did you think would happen? They’d get fed to the dragons?”

The room grew quiet again. Tyber returned his attention to the stage, and approaching the lectern was the same man who had knelt on the balcony before Prince Regis the day all of this began.

Tyber drew a deep breath through his nose. Ren seemed to find this all to be a great lark, a scheme to get fed and a bit of money. But as Wing Master Yaris stepped up to the lectern and surveyed the audience with his stern face, Tyber had a disturbing sense that he was sinking in over his head.

Wing Master Yaris started into a speech that lasted for what felt like a long time. Tyber stifled a yawn and wondered if a prison sentence might have been preferable.

At the speech’s conclusion, weyrboys emerged from the shadowed corners and doorways. They ushered the recruits through a series of long, seemingly endless halls of stone lit by windows that looked out onto the courtyard or the archery range. Periodically, without warning, the procession stopped, and one of the weyrboys walked down the line of recruits, tagged certain ones on the shoulder, and pointed toward a wooden door.

When one of the weyrboys tapped Ren’s shoulder and pointed to the door they had stopped before, Tyber tensed. He relaxed a second later as the boy stepped forward, tapped Tyber’s shoulder, and indicated the same door.

“Thanks,” Tyber said as the boy moved on.

“Don’t do that,” Ren said over his shoulder as they shuffled past the remaining recruits. “You’ll get him in trouble. They aren’t to be addressed directly.”

“Why not?” Tyber asked. “Why shouldn’t I speak to them?”

“Just don’t,” Ren said but offered no explanation.

They followed the weyrboy into a room lined with bunks on either side. Two long tables with chairs tucked in at even intervals hugged the wall at the far end of the room. There, a single window cast a lone figure in silhouette as he stood, arms folded behind him, feet apart as if ready to run or fight, whichever was required. Along with the stance, the long hair, full beard, and gray tunic and trousers pegged the man as a royal hordesman.

“This will be your bunk hall,” the man said.

Tyber’s shoulders drooped as recognition dawned on him.

“I am your proctor until you either graduate in honor, or you fail in disgrace. My name is Ander.”






  
  
  Chapter 10

  
  




Ander motioned at the bunks on either side of the room. “You’ll find your belongings on your bunk. There are foot trunks underneath for personal items. Now, if you will follow me, we will make sure that each of you looks the part of a sip.”

As Ander approached the door, he surveyed the recruits. Tyber pulled his shoulders back and held his chin up, daring Ander to taunt him. Was the hordesman responsible for this arrangement? Ander looked over Ren, then stopped in front of Tyber. He held Tyber’s gaze for a second, then moved on.

Tyber let out a slow breath as he watched Ander work his way down to the end of the group. The hordesman’s expression didn’t change. He challenged each of the recruits as he looked them in the eyes.

Perhaps it was nothing but a fluke Ander was assigned to Tyber’s group. Would he try to torment Tyber or make it harder on him than the others? And what did it matter if he did? Tyber wasn’t staying any longer than necessary. He was here to meet Ander’s conditions, and once that was done, he would collect his bonus and hurry back to where he belonged.

The recruits fell in line behind Ander and trailed him through the halls for so long it seemed that the hordesman was deliberately trying to disorient them. Finally, they entered a wide, L-shaped room lined with windows on both sides. Light from the windows reflected off the water rippling in dark wooden tubs that sat in rows along the walls. Half of the tubs were occupied with bathing recruits.

In the middle of the room, chairs had been arranged in a large circle. Half the chairs held recruits who sat silently and stared straight ahead. Behind the chairs, weyrboys trimmed the recruits’ hair down to the scalp with large shears, then tossed the shorn locks into shallow baskets at each recruit’s feet. Tyber gulped. The last time his hair had been cut was by his mother many years ago. He doubted the weyrboys would be as careful or gentle. He’d never seen shears that size before today.

“Each of you will take a seat,” Ander said as he motioned at the chairs. “You will receive a haircut, and then a bath. Place your clothes on this table. Those of you who are unaware of how to take a bath will receive instruction.”

Nervous laughter passed among the recruits.

Tyber reached up and twisted a lock of hair in his fingers.

“It’s for the dragons,” Ander said, locking his eyes on Tyber’s. “It is how we begin the bonding process. If anyone refuses to have his hair cut, it will be taken from him by myself, and I may not use shears to remove it. Understood?”

The recruits muttered their agreement and moved as a group to the chairs.

“Why do the dragons need our hair?” Tyber whispered to Ren.

Ren rolled his eyes as he reached behind his head and untied the leather strap around his ponytail. “They don’t. It’s just a ritual. They want to remind you that you are a recruit, right?”

He motioned at Ander, whose full beard and long hair fell past his shoulders in stark contrast to the bare-chested recruits in the tubs. Their scalps were ragged fuzz, their faces clear of stubble and the patchy whiskers of a boy.

“Better than prison,” Tyber whispered to himself. “Better than prison.”

“What was that?” Ren asked as he slipped between two vacant chairs and entered the circle.

“Nothing,” Tyber said as he sat and faced all of the other recruits. Some looked proud. Others looked terrified. Tyber found his gaze hanging on the boys who seemed undeniably homesick as if they were so far away from the familiar that it would be impossible to go back, ever.

Ren sat heavily on a chair, then ran his fingers through the back of his hair, letting the strands lift on his touch, then fall to his shoulders. “Take a little off the top,” he said over his shoulder. “And not too much from around the ears.”

After the haircut, Tyber felt naked even before he stripped down and stepped into one of the tubs. He was stunned by the feeling of sinking into a tub of warm water. It was the first time in his life that he’d had a bath that wasn’t as cold as the River Gul. As the water folded around his muscles, his tension and worry melted away. He inhaled deeply as wisps of steam drifted up from the surface of the water. The sharp tang of soap nearly burnt his eyes. He washed briskly with a cloth, scrubbed, and dunked his head beneath the water and felt the strange sensation of his hair’s absence.

He sat back up and opened his eyes and it seemed that the room had grown wider. Light streamed from the windows as if the walls were merely decoration, included for a bit of privacy and to give the eyes a place to rest. Even with eighty other recruits, and nearly as many weyrboys and a handful of proctors, the room still seemed open and airy. Tyber’s weight rested against the wall of the tub and the warmth of the water seeped into him. His eyelids grew heavy as he marveled at the high, vast ceiling. Never in his life had he been in a room so large, and it seemed to be only a small part of the whole academy.

He rubbed his hands over his face and looked again. A smile warmed his lips as he mulled over the novelty of it. What must it be like to have access to such things all the time? Warm baths? Rooms that weren’t cramped? Ceilings that were several times his height, towering overhead as if the masons who constructed the place had wanted to give the gods themselves room to enter and be among the lesser men.

“You need help on how to get out of there?” Ren asked as he stood from the tub next to Tyber’s. Water cascaded from his wiry, pale frame. A weyrboy hurried over and handed him a swath of cloth. Ren stepped out of the tub and dried off with the cloth.

Tyber did the same, and as he looked back into the tub, he glanced down at his reflection and marveled that he didn’t look any different. He’d never felt cleaner in his life. Yet the body he had grown used to over the last couple of years remained beneath him, although several shades lighter thanks to the water and soap.

After drying off, Ren and Tyber were led into another room and given black tunics with a red stripe that ran from the left shoulder to the right hip. They received matching trousers and boots of soft leather.

“By the wilds, these are new!” Tyber said as he shoved his foot into a boot.

“Of course they are. Can’t have the King’s men going around in shabby uniforms, can we? The King has to look powerful, like he has the money to keep his men well-shod.”

Tyber slipped on his matching boot and stood. He wiggled his toes and marveled at the room. He hadn’t had boots that fit since his feet had outgrown his father’s.

“Not bad,” Ren said as he stood and looked Tyber up and down. “You hardly look like an impostor at all.”

Tyber glanced back at Ander, who stood by the door and chatted with another proctor.

“What?” Ren asked. “Are you afraid he’ll find out you’re only here for the creature comforts?” Ren snorted. “They don’t care. Their bellies are filled and their backs clothed whether you pass the trial or not. Look at him. He fancies himself a babysitter. He’s not going to pay us the least bit of mind as long as we don’t create any trouble for him. Stay out of his way, keep your head low, and you won’t have a problem—except how you are going to fit a portion of pudding into your already distended belly.”

Ren patted his flat stomach. Tyber’s growled a reminder that it hadn’t had anything to digest since the bread and a scrape of beets he’d had that morning.

Still, Tyber recalled Ander’s words in his ears. Ander had forced Tyber into this situation to save his life, yet Tyber never felt more like a thief than he did now. But unlike the thief that helped Nather with the hand-off, Tyber felt more like the confidence men who ran rigged games of chance outside the gate. He was misleading everyone, taking clothing, baths, and food that were meant for real recruits. Someone who wanted to ride a dragon.

Someone like Theola.

Tyber’s face dropped into a scowl. He wasn’t a thief. Not like that. Ander was the crook, the one who had forced him into this. If it were up to Tyber, he’d be at home now, helping his family. If he stuffed himself full, wore new boots, and took a bath every night, there would be no one to blame but that scoundrel, Ander.
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Dinner had been everything Ren said it would be. Tyber stuffed himself with delicious meats, vegetables, and fruits fresh from a nearby orchard. Pies and pastries were served after the meal. Along with the food, the recruits were given mugs of a sweet drink that left Tyber feeling warm and loose all over, as if he might be able to actually stretch far enough to touch the ceiling that towered over them.

Tyber laughed and chatted with Ren and several other boys in his group. They were good men, and a few of them had friends in common with Tyber. They hailed from various places around the city’s outer wall, but most of them tended to be from the northern part of the city.

After dinner, the group retired to a room filled with upholstered chairs and tables. Ren referred to it as a parlor. Some of the recruits played skittles, while others tested their strength in arm wrestling matches. Many sat around and chatted, laughing and joking, and telling stories of home that grew more outlandish with the hour until finally Ander appeared and told them all to retire to their bunks.

There, in the dark, upon a mattress of down and feathers that was unlike anything Tyber had ever slept upon, he laid on his back and stared at the bunk above him. Now and then it creaked as Ren tossed and turned. He tried not to think of his siblings on the floor of the cottage, their bellies barely satisfied with the remains of the beet porridge and the stale bread that was meant to last them until his father got paid.

At least there had been more to eat at home that night without Tyber there to consume his share. It was a small consolation, but it stayed with him through the night as he laid awake and listened to the overwhelming silence of a room full of young men trying not to hear a homesick boy’s soft sobs.

The following morning, the recruits were fed a breakfast that was adequate but not as lavish as dinner had been. Afterward, weyrboys escorted them back to the auditorium. Tyber, Ren, and Fang took the same seats they had the previous day. Soon, an old man shuffled out from the door at the back of the stage. He carried a leather-bound ledger tucked beneath his arm, and when he finally reached the lectern, he placed the ledger before him with trembling hands and swollen knuckles. Stooped and wrinkled, he looked up and squinted into the light of the windows behind his audience.

“Good morning,” the man said, his voice surprisingly clear and loud.

A few of the young men repeated his greeting.

“What was that? I’m old, you know.”

“Good morning,” the boys repeated, louder this time.

“Yes. That’s what I said. I am Gury, Dragon Master of Cadwaller. It is my duty to teach the lot of you dragon lore and physiology. Let’s not waste any more time, shall we?”

Gury placed a claw-like hand before his pale lips and cleared his throat. “In the beginning, there were the gods above.” He lifted a crooked finger to the high ceiling. “The sky was their domain, and their domain was all that there was. The gods grew restless, however. Timelessness is long, you know.”

The old man shrugged and cleared his throat again, then continued after a sigh. “The gods grew bored. So they created the world and a creature to live in it. And for a while they were satisfied. But then the creature grew restless and bored as well. So the gods made more creatures. And, of course, they grew bored, too. I’m sure you’ve heard all of this before, right? Accelerated training means accelerated stories. Moving on.”

Tyber arched an eyebrow at Ren who could barely contain a grin.

Gury paused. His shoulders heaved slightly as if the story was a challenge, a physical exertion for him to tell.

“So the gods gave the creatures the ability to learn, and they crafted stories and passed on lessons and knowledge to their offspring. Soon the offspring were more educated than the first of the creatures. Then the offspring, as you might have guessed, grew restless and bored. It is easy to grow restless and bored, is it not?”

Gury cleared his throat and in a loud booming voice thundered, “Then the bored offspring turned on their gods!” He banged his fist on the lectern.

Several of the recruits jumped in their seats. Tyber spared a glance at Ren to see how he was reacting to the tale. Ren snorted behind his hand, trying not to laugh out loud. It was a common tale told by parents to their children in one form or another, but it was the first time Tyber had heard this version.

Gury continued. “For the first time in their timeless existence, the gods were challenged. They didn’t like it much. So, lightning rained upon the world. Lightning like none that had ever been seen before, although I’m not sure how we know that. Anyway, it shattered the world. The great palaces of the creatures were reduced to mountains of rubble.”

The Master swept his hand out to the west, where the Cadwaller mountain range formed the border of the kingdom.

“The lightning split the creatures. Cleaved them into two. Human and dragon. Yes. Believe it.”

The old man eyed the audience again.

“In humans, we have the passion, greed and humor, the feelings of these original creatures,” the old man said and shook a loose fist at the recruits. “We are the creators of art and war. We are the masters of sport and lust. We are slaves to our emotions. That is bad, of course.”

He paused again, motioned to a weyrboy to bring him a drink, then continued.

“But the dragons received the wisdom of the original creatures. Their grace and their strength. They are beings of peace and resolve. Obedient. Mindful. Terrifyingly strong, yet lacking the passion and drive that cause kingdoms to collide and men to scheme.”

Gury paused. His shoulders rose and fell as if he was catching his breath while he surveyed his audience. The weyrboy returned and handed Gury a mug. The old man took a swallow while scanning the recruits. He placed the mug on the lectern, then asked, “Are we ready for more?”

Several of the recruits shouted yes. Tyber looked around and was surprised to see many of his classmates leaning forward, hanging on Gury’s words. The old man knew how to tell a story, Tyber would give him that even if he wasn’t sure he believed the story being told.

“In that way,” Gury went on, his voice quiet now, “we are bound. Humans and dragons. We are each a part of the whole. And when a young man is properly trained, we can create a unit that approaches the greatness of the creatures that once were.”

The old man’s voice rose. “Master of land and sky! Passionate and wise. Terrifying yet restrained with grace. That is the challenge that will be put before the lot of you!”

The auditorium was hushed as if the recruits were afraid to move. Tyber was surprised to realize that he had been holding his breath. Even Ren seemed to be under the Dragon Master’s spell.

Gury looked back out across the crowd and continued in a measured tone as if reciting from a script. “Those of you who prove yourselves worthy of the wisdom of dragons will be schooled in a variety of subjects. I, myself, will teach history, and some of you might rightly think that it was because I was there to witness it first hand. You are correct in that I have seen more than most of you ever will. I will also teach the basics of dragon care and healing. You will receive training in archery from Master Kemp. Master Vark will teach swordsmanship. Master Luremptor will drill you in the procedures and the fulfillment of the expectations that the King will place upon his hordesmen,” he paused and looked out to a hand raised in the near the middle of the auditorium. “Yes, what is it? State your name.”

A young man stood and straightened the hem of his tunic. His uniform and butchered hair made it difficult to recognize whether or not he had been seated in the same space the day before. His posture was such that he still wore the brightly colored silks advertising his family’s wealth and status, even when dressed in the tunic of a recruit.

“I am Padrus. Is it true that there is a woman in the west who has become a dragoneer?”

Gury audibly sighed. He leaned forward slightly, and his fingers wrapped around the edges of the lectern.

Tyber leaned forward as well, as hushed whispers sprang up among the young men.

“As far as I know,” Gury intoned, “there are no female dragoneers in the Western Kingdom.”

“No, not the Western Kingdom,” Padrus said, shaking his head. “I heard she commands a weyr in Cadwaller. Aerona, it is called.”

The grip on the lectern tightened slightly. The color blanched from Gury’s bulbous knuckles.

“Sit down, Padrus.”

Padrus stood a moment more. His posture shifted as if preparing to make an issue of the matter, then he sat. The whispered words of the recruits grew like a fire starting to lap at kindling.

Tyber looked to Ren. “Have you heard of her?” Tyber asked.

Ren raised his eyebrows but did not take his eyes from Gury. “A woman bonded to an alpha?” He shook his head and pursed his lips lightly. “Can’t be. Women can’t ride dragons. They’re too emotionally fragile. My father said so.”

Tyber leaned away from Ren, slightly disappointed. Theola could quickly teach him that she wasn’t a bit fragile.

“I wish I could get facts and education to travel at the speed of rumor,” Gury finally said. He looked back and forth across the audience. His stooped back straightened a slight bit. “The truth of the matter is that we are not the creatures that received the wisdom from the gods. You will learn that it is not we who choose the dragons, but they who choose us. If a dragon should decide to bond with a woman, then we are not to question that wisdom.”

The whispering in the auditorium grew to a rolling murmur. Someone called out and asked if there would be female recruits.

Tyber gripped the edge of the bench. Might he trade places with Theola? She would be thrilled with that change.

“Moving on,” Gury called out.

The murmur of the crowd continued to grow. Someone snapped that the thought of female recruits was ridiculous. The dumbest thing ever heard.

Gury snatched up his ledger, lifted it several inches, then dropped it back to the lectern with a clap that echoed across the auditorium.

The murmuring quickly died away.

“Moving along,” Gury simply said. “Your individual proctors will be responsible for your flight training. Two proctors each serve beneath a single dragoneer, but you are not to concern yourselves with the dragoneer at any point. If you have a question, a problem, a joke in poor taste to share, or a comment on the weather, you will direct it at the proctor only. I wish to emphasize that the dragoneer cannot be bothered with the likes of you. Now, are there any pertinent questions?”

Several recruits looked in Padrus’ direction.

“Very well,” Gury said. “Before I dismiss you to the weyr, I wish to reiterate something from my brief lecture. Dragons and humans are split from the same creatures. We are more than cousins, more than siblings. We are each half of the same heart. If you wish to survive the first trial, then you must open yourself up to your dragon. You must recognize that she is the other half of your heart, and you cannot hide anything from her. Loyalty is what bonds two hearts. It is what bonds a dragon and her rider. If you cannot be open with your dragon when she looks upon you, you will not achieve the bond needed to pass the first trial.”

The Dragon Master surveyed the auditorium again as Tyber sank lower in his seat. As the old man’s gaze passed over his section, Tyber expected the weyrboys to emerge from the shadows, surround him, and lead him out under the glare of Ander. He would be shown the stones of Dragon Lane and rejected as a fraud.

But what did it matter, really? Gury’s gaze, squinting as if he couldn’t see, yet piercing in an unsettling way, passed on to the other benches. Tyber sat up and glanced at Ren, who smirked.

Tyber was a fraud. And that was all right. He was here because he had to be. What did it matter if he was found out and shown off the grounds? He was here to meet Ander’s conditions and collect the bonus.

He was not here to bond with any dragon.
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After Gury’s lecture, the weyrboys escorted the recruits into the courtyard. Tyber studied the weyrboys closest to him. They were strange, striding along in red-robed silence, their steps in perfect unison despite their differing heights.Tyber looked at Ren and tried to imagine him as one of the monkish boys. He couldn’t.

The weyrboys stopped before a set of double doors opposite the auditorium. Each door bore a plaque of a metal dragon, one foreclaw raised, wings spread, and tail sweeping up toward its head. Delicate scrollwork decorated each of the dragons standing watch. Two of the weyrboys at the front pulled back the latches and pushed the doors open into what was unmistakably the weyr. Wide, flat stones paved the floor and formed a broad aisle that stretched from the courtyard entrance to an even wider set of double doors suspended on a track above the main entrance. The main entrance overlooked the yard and the start of Dragon Lane.

Stalls lined either side of the aisle. Every time Tyber tried to count the number of them, his eyes caught on the dragons themselves. They were a variety of colors, some even multiple colors, such as a white dragon whose scales were edged in a fiery red. His eyes sought the blue dragon he had seen the day before that reminded him of Theola’s eyes. A fine chain hung around the dragon’s neck. Suspended on the chain was a lock of braided black hair twisted into a ring. Tyber’s hair.

The dragon stared intently at him with her black eyes that matched the black edges or her scales.

Tyber’s fingers brushed over the stubble on his head.

The recruits broke up into their individual wings and gathered around their assigned proctors. The proctors stood scattered around the weyr, each before a set of dragons. The blue and black dragon watched them from the edge of a group behind Ander.

“We get our dragons already?” a boy named Weiss asked.

Ander shook his head. “They are the King’s dragons. Never forget that. Every one of these beautiful beasts is the property of King Cadwaller.”

Tyber’s jaw tightened at the thought that the King should own all of these dragons for no reason other than he was a king. It hardly seemed fair for anyone to own them. If Gury were to be believed, the dragons chose to belong to the King, but Tyber doubted that.

“We are doing things a little differently this year,” Ander went on. “These dragons are being pressed into service at a young age. They’re a bit green. Greener than we usually like to start training them, but it is necessary. And as such, it is important that we begin imprinting them upon their riders sooner.”

“Why?” Weiss asked.

Ander smiled at Weiss. “Because it is their way. Usually, older dragons train the young ones for us, but these ones will not receive the benefit of such training. I’m afraid that for the good of the kingdom, we must all learn together. We believe that imprinting the dragons upon their riders sooner will make it easier for both dragon and recruit to learn.”

Weiss nodded as if he understood and agreed. Tyber noted that without his hair, Weiss’ cheeks looked a bit plumper than they had the day before.

“So,” Ander said, “you have probably noticed that the dragons are wearing locks of hair around their necks. They are being conditioned to recognize your scent. We are letting them know that you will be a continued presence in their lives. Dragons have a remarkable sense of smell, and though they will know their riders by many things, it is your scent that is foremost in their idea of you. Step up to the dragon that bears the lock of your own hair and introduce yourself.”

Many of the boys clambered forward to find the dragon bearing their hair. Even Ren took swift steps to a teal-colored dragon wearing a lock of his chestnut-colored hair.

Tyber milled around the edge of the crowd and took his time approaching the blue dragon. She watched him over the heads of the others. She wasn’t nearly as large as he had imagined dragons to be or as large as Listico, the only dragon Tyber had ever been near until now. As if he sensed that Tyber was thinking of him and his dragon, Ander slapped Tyber on the back of the shoulder and pointed at the blue dragon. “She’s yours,” he said. “I’m surprised with your dark hair that you should have any doubt. And now that I think about it, she’s kind of the color of your eyes, isn’t she?”

Tyber’s breath halted in his chest. His eyes were the same as Theola’s but he hadn’t thought of that until now. His feet suddenly grew too heavy to move.

“Go on,” Ander said, giving Tyber a shove forward. “Don’t be afraid. She won’t bite. At least not you. Her name is Rius. Go up and introduce yourself. Show her that you are meant to be here, that you have every right to step up to her. Look her in the eye. That’s the most important bit.”

Ander turned away to address the recruits in his group. “Be sure to look your dragon in the eye. Each of you. Show her your confidence. Show her your awe. Let her see that you are impressed with her. She is a dragon. You should wild-well be impressed!”

Tyber stepped up to the gate of Rius’ stall but kept his eyes locked on the braid of hair hanging from her neck. His hair had been shorn from his head in great swipes of the weyrboy’s shears. After they whisked the baskets from the room, someone had braided his hair just to decorate a dragon.

He felt as if a part of him had been taken, as if he’d been tricked out of something that belonged to him and here it was, around the dragon’s neck. He took a deep breath. It was silly to feel that way. What did he care? It was hair. It would grow back. In fact, he might keep it short. Get Theola to cut it for him. She’d do a much better job than the weyrboys, and it was certainly cooler in the heat of the afternoon.

Rius shuffled her weight in the stall. Her wings flexed slightly, opening a bit. Tyber’s eyes widened at the sight of the blue flesh of her wings, nearly iridescent in the light. At the trailing ends of her wings, the blue faded into folds of black, and there, among the cloud of black shone a handful of white dots. Dots as bright and brilliant as the eyes of the gods above.

He clenched his eyes shut. His shoulders and back tightened as if to close himself off completely, wrap himself up with all the muscle and flesh he had.

The dragon would know. She would be able to see why he was there. The idea caused a thick, cold terror that he hadn’t expected.

He couldn’t allow her to bond with him. He struggled to take care of his siblings. The last thing he needed was a young dragon imprinted upon him before he could get tossed from the academy. She deserved so much better than him.

But why did he care?

A rush of hot air blew past his face.

Tyber tensed. Was the dragon about to set him on fire? Light him like a bundle of kindling for being a lying cheat? He deserved it.

Something warm and damp struck him on his forehead.

Tyber peered out from between his clenched eyelids.

Rius’ muzzle hovered inches from his face. Her nostrils flared as air rushed in. She lifted her muzzle to his brow, then his hair.

“She’s a good match for you,” Ander said.

Tyber jumped and glanced back as if Ander had once again caught him red-handed at something.

Ander nodded, and a grin pulled up a corner of his lips. “Don’t look so surprised. She’s the youngest of the lot. The last to hatch of her brood. She’s going to need a bit more care than the older dragons. I’m glad you’ll be the one with her. You are good at caring for others.”

Tyber began to shake his head, and his mind stumbled, trying to come up with a good reason why it couldn’t be him. It shouldn’t be him.

“But you know,” Tyber said, his voice nearly a whisper.

Ander lifted an inquisitive eyebrow. “Know what?”

“You know about me. You know that I…” He took a deep breath. “You were going to send me to prison if I didn’t come here.”

Ander nodded and clasped his hands behind his back. The pale gold braids that decorated the shoulders of his hordesman’s tunic shifted as he pulled his shoulders back. “You have yet to disappoint me, Tyber. I saw the way you behaved toward your siblings, toward Erik and our sister. I am not asking you to do anything that is beyond you.”

With a nod to Rius, Ander stepped away.

Tyber turned back to the dragon and was surprised to find her face just a few inches from his own. She stared at him with her black, unblinking eyes as if trying to fathom him, trying to figure out why he behaved the way that he did.

Tyber shook his head slightly. “I don’t know,” he whispered. “I really don’t.”

Rius nodded once as if she understood. She shuffled her weight upon her claws, flicked her wings once, then folded them against her body.

An absence filled Tyber, as if he had been in a room filled with people seated in the dark, regarding him silently. He could hear their collective breath and feel their eyes upon him. Then they were gone. Sudden and severe. And only their absence was left.

He felt great sorrow. He inhaled a deep breath through his nose, expanding his chest and trying to crowd the pain from him. He’d cried enough already. He’d shed tears in all of the private, secret places he could find in the city. He wouldn’t do it here, not in front of this dragon.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I’ll do the best I can. But I’m just me. I’m here for my brothers and sisters. We need the money. It’s nothing personal.”

Rius’ tongue flicked out of her muzzle and slapped Tyber on the forehead. His head jolted back more in surprise than with the force of the blow. He blinked at the stone wall behind the dragon, the dark mortar between the stones stained with how many decades of lantern smoke.

The wall stared down at him as if to suggest there was nowhere else to go. It was the dragon or the prison.

“Hey, Tyber!” Ren called. He stood several stalls away, his hand on the muzzle of a teal dragon, his other hand rubbing the top of her head. “I think she likes you!” He threw his head back in laughter.

An embarrassed grin and a quick flush of heat passed over Tyber’s face as he looked back to Rius. The dragon continued to stare at him with her dark eyes. In them, he found Master Gury’s words. The dragons had inherited the wisdom of the gods’ original creation. It seemed deep and endless in her black eyes.

“Then you should know better,” Tyber whispered to her.
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Ander clapped his hands and drew the attention of the recruits. He promised that they’d all have time to get to know their dragons later. In the meantime, he wanted to show them how to handle the tack. And so began a long day in which they were shown the various pieces of gear used in dragon riding, and how to handle them. They oiled saddles and polished them until Ander could stare into the leather and see himself nod with satisfaction. Buckles were made to shine. Straps bent with supple ease but held fast when yanked. The recruits practiced tying the knots that held hordesmen to their saddles, and a few of the recruits took glee from looping leather cords through the belts of fellow recruits and securing them to posts. The volunteers struggled to pull themselves free without touching the knots so that Ander might assure everyone that a hordesman who tied the proper knots would not leave his saddle until he was ready.

Finally, they practiced harnessing their dragons, slipping the leather straps over the shoulders of the creatures and securing the straps across their chests. They attached braided leather leads to brass rings at the center of the harnesses and led the dragons up and down the weyr aisle in an awkward parade. Finally, after they practiced placing the saddles on the shoulders of their dragons, Ander called the recruits to take their dragons out into the yard.

As Tyber led Rius down the aisle, he heard a sharp command barked from out in the yard where two wings and their dragoneer had already assembled. The command was a word Tyber did not recognize, but the dragons apparently did. Wings snapped open, and several men yelled out in surprise.

Tyber’s breath stalled in his chest as a few of the recruits around him gasped in surprise.

“We’re flying?” Ren asked. “Today? Isn’t that a bit soon?”

Ander turned around but continued to lead Listico down the aisle. “You will be in the air today, but you won’t truly be flying. Your dragons haven’t learned how to take orders from their riders yet. They will be following the commands of Merilyss, their alpha, and Chanson, your horde’s dragoneer.”

Tyber glanced around. Behind them, a man not much older than themselves led a pale pink dragon down the aisle, behind Weiss and ahead of the next proctor. The man wore a tunic much like Ander’s, but it was the same color as the robes worn by the weyrboys.

Ander raised his voice slightly. “This will be a short flight. We will circle the city once or twice, then come straight back to the yard. There is nothing any of you have to do. You will be secured to your saddles using the same knots that you learned earlier. Your dragon will not know how to interpret your commands, so anything you do on her back will largely be ignored. All that is required of you is to sit back and enjoy the ride.”

“But I thought recruits didn’t get to ride dragons until they had learned the signals and motions,” Ren said.

Ander nodded. “That is how we prefer to do it, but we’ve had to make some exceptions this time. In the past, we’ve been able to spend more time teaching recruits to bond with their dragons. But, as you know, we’ve had to accelerate things. We believe this exercise will help. Consider it an informal first trial.”

An informal first trial? The words rang in Tyber’s head. Surely he didn’t mean it. Would letting Rius fly him around the city once really count as his trial? Would he receive his bonus and be set free that very night? Surely not.

He looked back to Rius as if she might know the answer.

Weiss’ reedy voice piped up. “How old are the dragons.”

Ander looked up at the ceiling briefly as if the answer might be found floating up around there. “Four.”

“Four!” Ren gasped.

Tyber looked at Rius. She regarded him with a cool stare. She was a bit larger than the biggest horse he’d ever seen. It was difficult to think of the dragon as four years old.

“I don’t have to tell any of you what happened to the other dragons, do I?” Ander asked.

“How old is your dragon?” Weiss asked.

“Listico is forty-five.”

Tyber turned to Ander’s fiery red dragon. She was far and away larger than the others. She was bigger than several shacks outside True Gate, but not quite the size of his family’s cottage. It was sometimes difficult to see these dragons up close and think of them on the wing.

A slight edge of panic cut into Tyber. He looked back to Rius and studied the movements of her muscles as they shifted beneath her blue scales. Knowing that she was four years old made her seem more fragile somehow as if climbing onto Rius’ shoulders was the same as climbing onto little Lin’s shoulders.

Surely this wasn’t really the first trial. Ren had said the first trial was a test, a battle simulation, according to Ren’s father. But perhaps things were truly different now than when Ren’s father was a recruit.

Tyber nearly raised his hand, but then tightened his grip on the reins. It would be bad form to ask, to seem so eager to leave. There was no reason to worry. All he had to do was sit on a dragon and not fall off.

Yet when he glanced beyond the bulk of Rius, he saw more than one pale, grim face as the recruits filed into the courtyard as if on their way to their own executions.
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The group stopped at a point just under half the distance between the weyr entrance and the start of Dragon Lane. Bystanders gathered at the edge of the yard to watch. Tyber suddenly felt as a showman might, an actor upon the stage of some roving play. And perhaps that was all that he needed to be. Act the part. Collect his pay and go home. He pushed his shoulders back and stared defiantly at the crowd as he searched for familiar faces.

There were none. Not only did Tyber not see anyone familiar, but those in the crowd wore expressions he wasn’t used to seeing, looks of awe and respect. The adults grinned at the sight, while the children stared wide-eyed. People leaned in and traded words with each other while keeping their eyes on the dragons. It felt strange to look out at those people and feel as if he was someone they admired.

He looked back at Rius. The dragon stared across the yard, over the heads of a few hordesmen in the archery range. Whatever it was that she stared at, Tyber couldn’t determine, but she seemed keen on it.

His attention shifted to Chanson and Merilyss as they strode past. Merilyss turned her head and regarded Tyber as she ambled by. He felt like she was sizing him up. He turned his head away and looked to the ground where Merilyss’ large claws had left impressions in the chamomile. The sweet scent of the flowers drifted up to Tyber. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply.

“All right!” Ander called out. “Listen up! You know what to do. Everyone up in your saddle and secure yourselves. I will come around and check your knots. Up now!”

Tyber suddenly couldn’t remember what to do with his lead. He looked at it, and then up at Rius as if she might have the answer. How incredibly daft and dumb it was for him to lead this beast around as if he could ever hope to make her go someplace she didn’t want to. If all the recruits in his group tried, could they even keep one of these young dragons from taking off?

He glanced at Ren, who wound his lead into a loop and then secured it under the lip on the front of the saddle. Tyber did the same, then stood before the stirrup.

Rius turned her head around on her long neck to watch.

“I’ll get it,” Tyber said. He slipped his toe into the stirrup, then reached up to take hold of the gullet in one hand and the cantle in the other. He took a deep breath, then pushed off with his left foot and pulled himself up with his right. He paused briefly, then let go of the cantle to swing his left leg around, and suddenly he was in the seat of the saddle, staring at the graceful blue neck of the dragon that looked back at him.

Tyber grinned at Rius. “How was that?”

The dragon looked away, toward Merilyss.

“Come on,” Tyber said. “It’s my first time in the saddle. It wasn’t that bad.”

Rius shifted her attention to the dragon ahead of them. A recruit by the name of Nonek stood before the stirrup of his dragon. The dragon was the orange of a sunset when the air was heavy in the early part of the peaceful season. The young man had hold of the cantle and gullet as instructed, but he appeared to be frozen at that stage. His face was cast downward, hidden between the meat of his arms. His shoulders and back heaved with quick, heavy breaths.

Tyber’s gut tightened. The young man was not in good shape.

“Nonek?” Ander called out. “Need a hand there?”

Nonek shook his head. He lifted his face slightly, and his gaunt cheeks were ashen.

“Let’s get moving then. Up with you. Just step up. Pull with your arms.”

Nonek remained frozen in his spot.

Rius shifted her posture. Tyber leaned forward and grabbed hold of the lip of the saddle.

“Nonek?” Ander asked. He handed the lead of Listico off to Chanson and approached.

His eyes met Tyber’s briefly. “Tie yourself down,” he said, then flicked his finger in Tyber’s direction.

As Tyber gathered up the leather cords on the saddle and began to feed them through his belt, Ander stepped up to Nonek and placed a hand upon the young man’s shoulder. Nonek flinched as if struck.

Ander pulled his hand away and said something to him, his voice soft and indiscernible.

Nonek nodded. His fingers flexed on the cantle, but otherwise, the boy stood stock still.

Ander said something more.

“I can’t!” Nonek snapped and flinched as if his own words had struck him hard upon his back.

Tyber dropped one set of cords and fished up the set on his left. He could hardly look away from the sight before him. Nonek was a quiet boy who had looked nervous since Tyber first laid eyes upon him.

“Come on, Nonek,” Tyber whispered under his breath. “You can do it. Easy as stepping up a stair.” That is if the stair was a quarter the size of a cottage, had teeth and claws, and was prepared to haul a person up into the air above the city.

Ander placed his hand upon the young man’s back, right below his neck. The tips of his fingers pressed lightly into the dark fabric of the recruit’s tunic. Nonek’s face appeared to tighten, but it was difficult to tell with his arms raised, and his head pitched forward.

Nonek shook his head. His left hand fell away from the cantle, hung in the air for a few seconds, and then fell to his side.

Ander patted his back.

Nonek let go, then turned to Ander. Tyber leaned forward some, turned his head to the side a few degrees to better hear what was being said. Despite the hushed silence of the crowd gathered at the end of Dragon Lane, the words were lost, buried between the two men.

Finally, Nonek turned away from the crowd. With a last reassuring pat from Ander, Nonek walked back along the line of dragons, his face cast to the chamomile under his feet.

As he passed Rius, Tyber opened his mouth to offer some encouragement, a kind word, something to soften the blow, but the words did not come. What could he say? Anything he said would feel insincere and not be enough.

Then Nonek was gone, behind Tyber and Rius. A weyrboy in his swishing red robes ran out and clasped the reins of Nonek’s orange dragon and led it away from the line. The stump of Nonek’s blond braid shifted across the dragon’s breast like a trophy of a battle freshly won.

“Remember,” Ander called out, then looked up and down his group, “your dragon is not under your control. It will be responding to Merilyss the entire time. Your job as a recruit is to sit still. And do not touch your restraints. Is that understood?”

Muffled agreements ran up and down the group of recruits. Ander began to walk down one side of the line of dragons and then back up the other, checking the restraints, offering, “Good,” and a nod of approval at each stop. Finally, he stopped at Listico, stepped up into his own saddle, tied off his restraints, and nodded to the other proctor and the Dragoneer.

Chanson raised his hand, and it looked as if he were offering something to the sky. Rius’ muscles shifted beneath Tyber. His eyes widened at the realization of how powerful she was.

The Dragoneer cried out a strange word as he dropped his arm. The dragons all snapped their wings open with a score of cracks that lashed the air and beat a collective gasp from the crowd. The horde of dragons reared back, front legs in the air.

“Son of the scale!” Tyber gasped as he lurched forward and clutched the fat lip of the saddle.

With a rush of air, Rius pumped her wings down and shoved off with her hind legs. The force of the launch jerked at Tyber’s shoulder joints and jolted his spine. He pulled himself forward, then nearly collapsed into the small spines along the back of Rius’ neck as the dragon slowed down and momentum was transferred to her beating wings.

The saddle dipped and rose with each wing beat, and Tyber was immediately grateful for the light lunch they had been served in the weyr. His fingers began to ache and throb with the tight grip he held on the saddle, but then all sensation in his hands dropped away as if loosened and tossed like gloves to the ground below.

Tyber peered over Rius’ side as she passed over the crowd at the end of Dragon Lane. They onlookers bent their necks back. Some used their hands to shield their eyes from the evening sun as the watched the recruits sail overhead. The downdraft of the wings sent a few caps tumbling across the ground and skirts billowed out behind awe-struck women. Children ran through the crowd, dodging through stationary adults. They lifted their small faces to the dragons as they raced on their short legs to keep pace.

Tyber grinned at them. He recalled having done much the same once when he was a boy. Father had taken the lot of them to a ceremony in which new hordesmen were sworn in. Tyber didn’t remember much about the event except for the ending. The new hordesmen had mounted their dragons and flown over the crowd, looped back, and did it once again. Tyber and Theola had raced the dragons, arms out, flapping, ready to fly away with them.

As if reading his mind, the boys below cleared the thicket of adults and began to flap their wings in imitation of the dragons.

Tyber released the lip of Rius’ saddle. He sat solid and secure in the seat, rocking back and forth slightly with the rhythm of the dragon’s flight. He extended his arms, then began to flap them as well as he grinned at the running children below.

The children squealed in delight and then fell behind as the blue dragon picked up speed and altitude. As Tyber looked back to keep track of the children, his gaze caught on the white speckles at the trailing edge of Rius’ wings. They shifted and twisted as the wing membranes billowed out on the downstroke, and then dipped back and fell away as Rius folded her wings in slightly to lift them back up. Air ran like water over the spots that fluttered and rippled like the twinkling of the gods’ eyes.

The sight entranced him. He lifted his head to the sky, nearly expecting to see the stars amidst the daylight, between the spaces in the mounting clouds.

Tyber’s hands flashed to the lip of the saddle as Rius shifted underneath him, drifting to the left and away from Merilyss with the rest of his group until they formed a diagonal line in the sky. Across the gulf of air to Tyber’s right, the dragons of the other group of recruits had done the same. They formed a large V in the air with Chanson and Merilyss at the point and a proctor bringing up the end of each arm in the V.

Beyond the other group of recruits, away and below, the King’s palace slid past. The spire of Gods’ Reach, the large, stone tower that strained to touch the sky and draw the attention of the gods, was now below Tyber’s eye level. He would never again be able to think that the spire could ever reach the gods.

A shout grabbed Tyber’s attention. On his right, one of the recruits shoved at the lip of his saddle, screaming at his dragon. His face burned red as he raised his fist. Tyber clenched his teeth and drew in a quick, hissing breath as the rider struck the dragon’s light gray neck. She plunged her head forward some, then rocked side-to-side. The recruit yelped, lunged forward, and wrapped his arms around the dragon’s neck.

His panicked eyes caught Tyber’s own.

The air and rush of Rius’ wings washed over Tyber like a soft thunder, if thunder was something that could be draped across the shoulders and worn like a mantle. It drowned out whatever it was the recruit had screamed.

The other proctor, Olsid, pulled up aside the recruit on his rust-colored dragon. He yelled something at the young man.

“I want down!” the recruit yelled in return. “Get me down now!”

Olsid yelled something back.

“No!”

Tyber turned away to spare the young man some dignity. As he did so, his eyes grew wide with the sight before him. They had passed over the city wall, and the outer city was quickly falling behind them. All around him and as far as he could see was a rolling expanse of soft, gray-green hills speckled with patches of pink blossoms. The landscape was broken here and there by the evening sun as it lit the stone of distant villages, low and spread along the tops of the hills. The hills spilled down to the winding path of the Wight River as it worked its way to wherever it went.

Tyber had bathed and swum in the river numerous times. He had even waded out to the center of it, chest-deep among mud and stones. But from up here, it appeared to be nothing more than a ditch reflecting back the silvery clouds and patches of blue of the sky. From the air, everything seemed so small. Small and far apart. The world stretched out wide, opening its arms to the gray haze of the horizon. It beckoned.

Tyber sat back a bit, leaning into the rhythm of Rius’ flight as he scanned the land before him. The horde that had left the yard first was dwarfed, made even smaller in appearance by the space between them. The dragons beat their wings in unison and drifted slowly to the right. Could they fly out to the edge of the kingdom? Surely they could. The kingdom was vast, stretching far beyond the walls of the city, but just how large was it? Beyond the wall of the horizon, did there lay another kingdom? It seemed impossible that he could live in the city as he did, crammed up against everyone else, all the people huddling around the wall when so much vastness surrounded them.

Why didn’t they spread out? Why not take up some of the emptiness that was available?

He began to turn around, to look back to the city. Olsid and his dragon kept pace with the panicked recruit, flying side by side. Olsid’s attention rested squarely on whatever was happening on the back of the light gray dragon.

Tyber twisted around to see what Ander was doing, but his eyes stopped on the mother city below and behind them. The wall stood tall and curved. He knew it was oval in shape, but from the back of Rius, he could actually see it. Gods’ Reach and the King’s palace were both visible in the center, but looked so tiny, marooned in the middle of the oval ring. Against the far wall, the tops of buildings were discernible, their red-tiled roofs plain against the weathered gray stone behind them. The academy was barely visible. The academy hall was tall enough, but its position near where the oval began to curve more sharply inward toward True Gate nearly hid it. What made it stand out was the lack of the red tile roof as well as the space on either side of it.

Outside the city, however, Tyber’s eyes scraped over the low, rough jumble of buildings packed around the edge of the wall. They looked like shavings, chips of stone that gathered around the blocks worked by stone cutters. The city where he lived, the city outside the wall, was nothing more than shavings. Cast-offs.

He reached back and grabbed the cantle of the saddle to steady himself, and leaned into his crooked elbow some to take in the city some more.

Now that Tyber was looking down upon the city that sat atop the confluence of the Gul and Wight Rivers, he thought it looked oddly vulnerable. Along the edge of the western sky, the low, lumpy line of the Cadwaller Mountains sat dark and brooding, like a pack of feral animals curled and sleeping.

The war with the Western kingdom had always seemed so far away. It raged each summer when the mountain passes cleared and had been fought in that manner since before Tyber had been born and would likely simmer on in some distant sky long after he died. But the enemy had always been turned back by the weyrs and hordesmen who lived in the west, at the foot of the mountains. The fighting had never made it to the mother city. When news of it spread through the streets and lanes, it had been news from a distant land, someplace so far away that it would never affect Tyber’s family in the slightest.

But now, sitting in the saddle, seeing the city and the actual edge of the kingdom at the same time threw his idea of the world on its head once again. The kingdom had a border, a line where Cadwaller met the Western Kingdom. And that line was not nearly as far away as was generally assumed. He could see it. Barely, and only on the shoulders of Rius, but it was there. Real. And it was those mountains that had swallowed up the hordes of Cadwaller’s dragons.

Tyber’s hand slipped from the cantle and rested upon the scales of Rius’ back. His eyes dropped back to the mother city, to the scatter among which his family’s cottage lay. He pressed his hand into Rius’ scaled flesh beneath him. Muscles and power shifted under his touch.

The day that Wing Master Gerig took his swell to the west was a day of great fanfare. The city gathered to see him and the brave hordesmen off. Tyber and his siblings had stood in the courtyard outside their cottage and watched them fly away, all one hundred sixty of them. The children had waved, called out wishes of good luck. Tyber’s grip upon their shoulders had tightened.

All that power. Those men had flown full-sized battle dragons out to the West and were never seen again. One hundred and sixty men and dragons were lost in the King’s war.

But they still hadn’t seen a Western dragon in the skies over the mother city. And now, high above, as Rius began to shift and bank slightly to the right to keep up with Merilyss and the others, it struck Tyber what a privilege it was to live in relative safety, free from the firebreath of enemy dragons, free of the swords of enemy soldiers because of the hordesmen and dragons who risked their lives to keep the city safe. It was a powerful enemy that faced Cadwaller and its King.

“For the gods to see,” Tyber whispered. He turned around and gripped the lip of the saddle with both hands.

An odd sensation slid down his spine. It suddenly seemed to Tyber that if he were to become separated from Rius, instead of falling to the rocks and thick heather below, he would simply cease to exist. Now that he’d had this view, how could he possibly go back to living without it?
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Rius landed hard in the weyr yard, and Tyber flopped forward, nearly smacking his face off the back of the dragon’s neck. He pushed himself upright and looked for the recruit on the light gray dragon. The young man clutched the dragon’s neck. His face was turned away, but his chest rose and fell with violent sobs. Tyber’s gut tightened. How awful. He was grateful that he had not fallen apart in Rius’ saddle, yet a part of him understood the other man’s terror. What in the wilds was Tyber supposed to do with what he had just seen?

Back when his mother was still alive, when Tyber and Theola were not much older than his youngest brother Unther was now, his mother had taken them outside with her on a cold night. She bundled them in blankets and told them how each light in the night sky was the eye of one of the gods. She promised that every person in the world had a god to watch over him or her. Tyber had craned his head up to the night sky, and through a cloud of condensed breath tried to count the eyes. If he could, then he would know how many people lived in the world.

But there were too many eyes for him to count, even with Theola’s help. The world must be packed from end to end with people they decided—an endless, sprawling city filled with shacks and people sleeping shoulder-to-shoulder on the floors. Nothing Tyber had seen since had caused him to think differently. Until now.

But, having been in the sky on Rius’ back, up in the realm of the gods, it seemed impossible that there were enough people for each god to have someone to watch. Wide open spaces he never imagined surrounded Tyber. It was only the mother city, especially on his side of the wall, that was crowded with people who barely had room to breathe.

His mind’s eye picture of what the world must be like was wrong and had been his whole life. If he had never been on a dragon, he probably would never have known. And, if there were far fewer people in the world than he had thought, then what did the gods watch all night?

Tyber looked away from the weeping recruit and focused on untying his restraints. The panicked recruit yelped, and Tyber looked up to see a gaggle of weyrboys pulling him from the saddle of the light gray dragon. He struggled, his fists and booted feet kicking at the air, but the weyrboys overpowered him and rushed him toward the open double doors of the weyr. They moved with such speed it seemed the recruit was being hastened away for the sake of the dragons, rather than for his own good.

“Is everyone all right?” Ander called.

Tyber looked back at the proctor in disbelief. How could any of them be all right after what they had seen? He had looked down on the world as if he were a god. And now he was on the ground again. A man.

He looked at Rius’ wings and was disappointed to see she had folded them against her sides, the white spots hidden. He reached forward and brushed her neck with the tips of his fingers, but she neither stirred nor moved.

Ander walked down the line of dragons. “Unfasten yourselves. Take the reins up and guide your dragons back to their stalls.”

Olsid echoed the statement as he walked along his line of recruits.

Tyber’s hands trembled slightly as he yanked at the knots on the remaining restraint until the cords fell against the saddle’s gullet. He climbed down and was surprised to find the ground felt strange, somehow less stable now as if maybe he had landed on a cloud instead of in the weyr yard.

He glanced at his feet and the green chamomile growing beneath them. He looked up to Rius, and she stared at him with her great, dark eyes, unblinking. There in the depths, Tyber nearly expected to see the twinkle of a god’s eye.

He let out a long, low breath. What in the wilds had gotten into him? He unfastened Rius’ reins from under the lip of the saddle, then followed the line of dragons back to the weyr.
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After dinner that night, the recruits gathered in the parlor. They chattered incessantly, and the room buzzed and trembled with the raw energy of scores of men trying to make sense of the experience they’d shared that evening. Their voices never became loud, and there was a decided lack of teasing and roughhousing. Pockets of subdued silence passed around them at intervals. Tyber heard the conversation stop at a table behind him and knew that someone had mentioned one of the young men who had failed the trial.

When Ander appeared and ordered everyone in his wing to bed, Tyber lagged behind, walking as slowly as he could. The group seemed so small without Nonek, who had simply disappeared. Ren had assured them that his possessions had been returned, his uniform taken, and then he had been dismissed and marched to the edge of Dragon Lane by four weyrboys wearing black blindfolds.

“Blindfolds?” Weiss had asked. “Why were they blindfolded?”

Ren had shrugged. “More dramatic that way, I guess.”

As they made their way back to the bunk hall, Tyber half expected to see the blindfolded weyrboys coming down the hall searching for others to lead away. Surely they must know he was a fraud. Maybe he would be the next recruit to be shunned.

But why did it even matter?

Ander opened the door to the bunk hall and motioned for the recruits to enter. As they filed past, Tyber hung back until he remained alone in the hall with the proctor.

“Tyber?” Ander asked.

“Why did you do that?” Tyber asked. “Why did you do that to us?”

Confusion passed over Ander’s face. “Do what?”

“Why did you put us on the dragons like that? Take us up there…To see like that?”

Ander’s look of confusion became tempered with a bit of concern. “I already told you. These dragons are young. We normally wait for them to mature, for their bond to the alpha to strengthen before we introduce them to riders, but our enemies have taken that luxury from us. We can’t wait for the bond to solidify, so we must risk allowing the dragons to imprint upon their riders. It’s not ideal. There was a great deal of discussion among the masters about whether or not to do it. How could we allow a dragon to imprint upon a recruit who would not make it through the trials?”

Tyber’s posture shifted to add space between the two men as if Ander was getting too close.

“It was decided that putting the recruits on the dragons right away would immediately weed out those who lack the disposition needed for flight,” Ander explained.

Tyber parted his lips to speak, but nothing came.

“Don’t worry,” Ander said with a grin. He clapped his hand on Tyber’s shoulder and gave it a slight shake. “You did a fantastic job. You even surprised me. You took to that like you were born on the back of a dragon.”

Ander didn’t understand, but Tyber was too exhausted to clarify what he meant. He pressed his lips together tightly and nodded once as if satisfied.

“Go on,” Ander said and nudged Tyber to the doorway. “Get some sleep. You’ve earned it.”

Tyber nodded again. He should tell Ander that this was a mistake and that he should not be allowed to be around Rius. He shouldn’t imprint upon the dragon because he wasn’t going to stay. But he couldn’t. It was Ander’s fault he was here to begin with, so what did it matter?

He pictured Rius’ bottomless dark eyes and sighed. Somehow, that dragon made him see the true picture of things. It was not Ander’s fault; it was Tyber’s. He had agreed to help Nather pick pockets at the swearing-in ceremony. It was his fault that he had accepted the hand-off, and his fault that he had gotten caught.

It was his fault he was in this situation, and if anything, he should be grateful to Ander for giving him this opportunity. He ate well and felt awful for finding himself in luxurious settings that were customarily reserved for the sons of the wealthy and well-connected. Hordesmen were elite. Poor men went straight to the infantry. Ander was apparently one of the rare exceptions that they allowed to ride dragons.

Not that Tyber wanted to be an exception as well, but it did beat a cell in the dungeon. And if it did not turn out well, then how could that be his fault? Ander gave him a choice that was not really a choice at all. Who would have taken prison over this? It was Tyber’s fault he was there, but if Rius was allowed to imprint upon him, then that was Ander’s doing. He knew Tyber wasn’t planning to stay but he put him on the dragon anyway.

Tyber shifted with the uncomfortable weight of that logic. He looked over his shoulder, to the men inside already disrobing and falling into their bunks. He looked back to Ander and wished for something to say. He could not bring himself to say thanks, and so he settled for, “Goodnight.”

“Sleep well,” Ander said and returned Tyber’s nod, then started down the shadowed hall as the last of the day’s sun slipped behind the city wall.
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Tyber stared at the bunk above him and waited to hear the soft sobbing he’d heard the night before. When it didn’t come, and he realized it was Nonek who had cried himself to sleep, his shoulders relaxed. One of the boys snored, and the rest joined in an uneven chorus of deep breathing. Tyber couldn’t still his mind.

He closed his eyes and pictured the mother city spread out far below him. It felt like a trick, as if what he’d seen from the back of Rius was a sleight of hand. How could such a small, insignificant speck of people and buildings and the track of the wall be the same city he had grown up in? His city was crowded and loud, full of too many people with too many needs and not enough of anything to go around. It smelled of sweet baked bread and roasting meat and rot and manure all at the same time. It was loud, and it stank.

That was Tyber’s home. Not what Rius had shown him.

He sat up and swung his feet to the floor. The snoring stopped, and someone rolled over. Tyber sat quietly and tried to be still even though he felt like exploding. He placed his elbows upon his knees and stared out the high-arched window. On the other side of the courtyard, identical dark windows stared back from behind the ledge. It looked like the windows had been placed on a series of shelves like books in a library.

He shook his head and tried to clear his thoughts. He tried to dismiss the feeling that roiled inside him, one that he wished not to acknowledge. The need for understanding gnawed at him. The effort to reconcile what he knew with what he saw on the back of Rius tore at him.

He inhaled deeply through his nose.

If he was honest with her, if she knew he was a fraud, then she wouldn’t imprint upon him. Dragons were wise if Master Gury was to be believed. But Rius was young. Ander had said as much. The youngest. She might be too young to understand that Tyber was no good for her. That she couldn’t depend upon him. He was there to avoid prison, and to get money to help his family, not to become a hordesman that would stick with her for life.

She could understand that. Tyber had looked into Rius’ eyes and saw that her understanding ran deep. She had the wisdom of dragons. He owed her the truth. If he couldn’t be honest with anyone else, then he owed it to the dragon.

But why? He didn’t even like dragons.

He lowered his face to his palms and rubbed his hands over his cheeks. His hands slid behind his head, where his fingers interlaced for a second, then fell to his knees. He stood.

For Theola, that’s why. For all of his brothers and sisters, but especially for Theola. She would never forgive him if he allowed a dragon he wouldn’t ride past the first trial to imprint upon him.

Telling Rius the truth was the right thing to do. And by all that was wild and split, he needed to start doing the right thing. Not doing so was what had led to this situation in the first place.

He would start with Rius, and he would do it right now. This minute, while he still had his nerve.

Tyber crouched and pulled his boots and clothes from the foot trunk beneath his bunk. He dressed slowly and quietly as if trying not to wake a room full of his siblings. With his boots clutched in his hand, he crept to the open window, then sat them gently upon the floor. He turned, then sat on the sill.

This was crazy. What in the wilds was he doing? And why?

He couldn’t let Rius down because of his own shortcomings. For her sake as well as the kingdom’s, she deserved a rider who wanted to be a hordesman.

Tyber pulled on his boots, then slipped out the window. The bunk room was on the third floor providing a clear view of the courtyard below. Off to his left, over the auditorium entrance, a window issued a faint, flickering light. A candle, perhaps. But no one was visible in the window. Otherwise, the courtyard was dark. The tree in the center looked like a tangle of cracks.

A noise fluttered overhead, the rushing of air. Tyber jerked his head back but saw nothing other than the twinkling eyes of the gods.

Tyber moved a little closer to the side of the building and crept forward along the ledge to the closest pole. He grabbed it, and then after taking a deep breath, pulled it to him as he stepped off the ledge.

He hung in the air, the metal of the pole pulling at the flesh of his palms. The ground looked far away, but just underneath him at the same time. It was nothing compared to being on the back of a dragon.

Tyber squeezed the pole between his boots and began to lower himself hand-over-hand for a short bit. Then, he let himself slide down the rest of the way. Finally, his boots hit the ground, and his cheek smacked the pole as the cessation of his momentum pitched him forward.

He stumbled back a step in surprise, then caught himself and glanced around the empty courtyard. It wouldn’t have surprised him in the least to find blindfolded weyrboys slip out from behind the tree and come for him. Nothing moved, however. Above, the dim candlelight in the window guttered and throbbed like a lonely, restless heart.

Tyber slunk along the edge of the courtyard, keeping his weight on the balls of his feet until he rounded the far corner and came to the entrance of the weyr. He paused before the wooden double doors fastened with iron bands and rivets. The metal dragon emblem on each door reflected what little light there was.

His hand drifted to the latch. He gently pushed down and increased the pressure until it clicked. He waited a few seconds, then eased the door back enough to peer in.

The aisle stretched out before him and ended in a pair of doors that closed the other end of the weyr off from the yard and the end of Dragon Lane.

He eased the door back a bit more, enough to look around. Lanterns hung from hooks fastened to the arches that marched back across the aisle. Tyber didn’t see anyone around. Several dragons stood in their stalls, but most were gone. Or so he thought until he saw an elegant, green head lift up over the stone half-wall of a stall and stare at him from the top of a long, graceful neck.

He slipped through the doorway, eased it shut behind him, and crept down the aisle, his eyes never still, seeking signs of someone. But no one appeared. Surely there was someone who stayed with the dragons at night? If so, that person was elsewhere, or perhaps asleep in a stall himself.

Tyber paused before Rius’ stall. She lay inside, curled up on the floor. As soon as his eyes rested upon her, she lifted her head and stared at him. She blinked as if surprised, then stood up.

“No!” Tyber whispered and motioned with his hand for her to settle back down. “Lay down!”

Rius flexed her wings once and then settled them back against herself.

“This is crazy,” Tyber whispered under his breath. He glanced up and down the aisle, then pulled up the latch on the stall gate, stepped quickly inside, and shut it behind himself. He sank into a corner of the stall and drew his knees up to his chest.

Rius settled down onto her elbows and chest before wrapping her tail around herself and dropping her hindquarters to the straw and stone that lined the floor of her stall. She crossed her foreclaws before herself in a surprisingly prim-looking manner and then stared at him as if patiently waiting for an explanation.

Tyber shook his head. “I don’t have one,” he whispered. “I don’t know why I’m doing this. It’s stupid. Crazy.”

He drew a deep breath, then held it and listened for sounds of movement, of footsteps in the weyr around him. Air shuffled across a pair of wings, and then there was silence. A deep silence unlike any that Tyber had ever known, as if the city had vanished leaving him on his own, alone with these dragons.

He shook his head at the thought. Ridiculous. The flight had made him daft.

Tyber wrapped his arms around his knees and met Rius’ gaze. “Look. I want to be honest with you. I respect you. I know that you have to fight and die for the kingdom, and I’m sorry about that. I can’t help it. It’s the King who likes war, not me. I feel bad that will be your life. But I want you to have the truth about me.”

Tyber leaned his head back until his skull rested in the crotch of stone that formed the corner behind him.

Rius lowered her head and moved it forward some, extending her neck slightly as if to lean in and listen to a secret given in supreme confidence.

“I don’t like dragons, all right? It’s nothing personal. As a dragon, you’re fine. Beautiful. Oh, by the scale, you’re gorgeous. Your wings are stunning. But I can’t be your rider. I don’t want to be a hordesman. I can’t. I have a family that needs me. You understand that, right? Oh, I am out of my head now, aren’t I? I can’t believe I sneaked out of my room to talk to a dragon.”

Rius’ head sank a little lower as it moved a closer to him. She was near enough that she could whip her tongue out, wrap it around his ankle, and yank him to her.

His arms tightened around his shins.

“Look, I’m trying to be honest with you. I know you’re young. Ander said as much. And that the ride today was to help us to imprint upon each other. I want to clear things up here. I want you to know that I can’t be your rider. I’m not that great of a guy. I’m here because I stole a money purse. Or rather, it was handed off to me. Nather stole it. But that’s not the point. The point is that I’m not here because I want to ride dragons and fight in the King’s wars. I’m here because I got caught by Ander, and the alternative was prison. If I make it through the first trial, I get some money to help out my family.”

Tyber took a deep breath and rubbed his eyes. It had been a long day, and he needed to get back to his bunk. He looked at Rius and continued.

“My mother is dead, you know. And my father, I love him, he just works all the time and yet never makes enough money to feed all of us. Fafa can’t work because he can hardly stand more than a few minutes for all the trouble in his back. He means well. He whittles wooden toys and spoons and bowls and such when he can get a scrap of wood. We sell them when we can. But by the wilds, it’s just not enough. I try to help out. I’m the oldest. I’m supposed to have a job, but there aren’t any jobs to be had. The few jobs that are out there don’t pay a thing at all. My father works in a livery stable. He’s had that job since he was a boy. He met my mother there. And she died while giving birth to Lin. Lin’s the same age as you.”

Tyber leaned forward slightly. Rius rested her head at his feet and rolled her dark eyes up to him.

“There’s just so many of us. I can’t be your rider. I just can’t. I have to go home. I have to take care of my brothers and sisters. But I promise you that I won’t steal anymore. I won’t do that. I don’t know what I’ll do, but I’ll think of something. I can’t risk it. I can’t end up—”

Tyber’s teeth shut with a click at the squealing of hinges. A man hummed a tune as his feet whispered over the stone floor. Now and then, he muttered a few words, incomprehensible, but in a loopy, sloppy melody.

Tyber brought a finger to his lips. Rius let out a sigh. Air and bits of straw swept past Tyber’s black boots.

“... and a bottle of wine, I hang from the window, and for the last of her, I find I yearn, I pine…” the voice crooned in a rough, scratchy manner as it passed close to the stall.

Tyber flattened himself against the front wall of the stall as much as he could. As Rius lifted her head and tracked the man’s movement, Tyber willed his heart to silence itself from the rushing and thudding in his ears.

Rius’ eyes stopped along with the shuffling of the feet. The humming died away.

“And how are you, my blue beauty?” a voice like gravel and broken glass asked.

Rius blinked.

The man chuckled, then began to hum again as his feet shuffled off.

Tyber let out a tightly held breath. His heart felt wrung out, as if were he to scoop it from his chest, he’d find it twisted and shapeless as a scrub rag used hard.

What in the wilds was he even doing here? This was stupid. Here he was spilling out his heart to a dragon who couldn’t understand him, and as he promised her he’d do better, he was at the very same moment risking discovery. If Ander found that he had sneaked out, what would he do? Would he send the blindfolded weyrboys after him? Or would he instead call the sheriff’s men and ask them to lead him straight to the King’s dungeon?

As soon as the humming man wandered away, he would sneak back to the bunk hall and pretend that none of this had ever happened. He drew his knees up closer to his chest and waited.
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A tap on the shoulder roused Tyber from sleep.

“Hey,” a voice of gravel and broken glass called. “Hey, wake up!”

Tyber exploded forward, stumbled, and nearly fell back against Rius before he turned around and faced the man who had woken him. He held a long, wooden handle, presumably a broom or a shovel.

“You lost?” the man asked.

Tyber swallowed. Instead of answering the question or whipping up a quick excuse, his attention caught on the gnarl of scar tissue that held the man’s right eye closed. It also cast a good bit of his face into a grotesque mask.

“I…” Tyber started.

The scarred man’s remaining eye roved over Tyber. “I heard they put the lot of you on their backs today. Couldn’t believe they’d do something like that.”

Tyber blushed and looked down at the half-wall between the two of them.

The man snorted. “Guess I can see why now. Go on. Get back to wherever it is you belong. You can’t sleep in here with your dragon.”

Tyber glanced over his shoulder at Rius, then turned back to the man.

“Go on!” the man said and waved a gnarled hand at the back of the weyr. “I only got one wild eye. I can’t see too well, so I never saw you. Just be sure to watch out for Master Groal. He likes to walk the grounds at night dressed in black. Scare the devil from you if you come across him. And he is not likely to turn a blind eye to you.”

“Thank you,” Tyber said.

The man grinned and shook his head. “For all the sky, there’s always one or two like you in each class. All dreamy-eyed. Can’t see a thing more than his dragon. Believe it or not, I was once young. I was even handsome like you. I spent more than one night in that very stall over there.”

The man twisted around and pointed to an empty stall in the back corner.

“You were a recruit?” Tyber asked.

The grin dropped from the man’s face. He snorted once. “I was a hordesman.”

Rather than ask what happened, Tyber lowered his gaze to the stall gate and let himself out. He glanced at the man once more. He was dressed in a simple outfit, much like the clothes Tyber’s father wore. He looked like a livery hand, complete with a shovel in his hand. Except there were no horses. Just dragons.

Tyber nodded once again, then turned and hurried back into the courtyard.

He stopped and let his eyes adjust. The tree stirred. He held his breath, and his back went straight as he expected the blindfolded weyrboys to appear. When the bare branches creaked, and a breeze sighed into the air, he shook his head and took a breath. By the gods, this place made him jumpy.

Above, the window that had been awash in candlelight was now dark.

How long had he been asleep in Rius’ stall?

The night sky offered no clues. The gods had yet to begin to retire for the day. A streak of clouds blotted out the twinkling eyes over the extreme west-end of the courtyard.

Tyber crept up to the pole he had slid down, then began to pull himself up hand-over-hand in the manner Nather had demonstrated when he taught Tyber how to scale drain pipes.

As he climbed, his mind filled with the stars above and the sight of the city below. He couldn’t shake it from his head. As he reached the third level where the bunk halls were, he placed a foot upon the ledge, but merely rested, catching his breath before pushing back off. He climbed higher still, scaling the pole to the point where it turned in an arch and disappeared over the parapet.

He had to climb up and take a peek. He had to peer across the city from above and see it as he had seen it before, or at least as close as he could get to the vantage point he’d had that evening. He had to have a glimpse of what the gods saw.

As he reached up and his fingers wrapped around the top edge of the pole, he knew that was it. He had to see again what Rius had shown him.

With a yank on the pole and a desperate shove with his toes, Tyber heaved himself up, swung a leg over the lip of the parapet, and began to pull himself over the edge.

He froze at the sight of a dragon.

It was a small dragon. A bit smaller than Rius, but not by much. It was hard to see the dragon’s color, as mostly it was silhouetted against the stars of the eastern sky. It sat atop the parapet that fronted the academy, and for a moment, Tyber thought it was a bit of statuary that he’d failed to notice before.

But then the dragon moved. Tyber willed himself to be as still as the stone beneath him as the dragon swung its head back on its long neck to peer into the shadows.

It stayed that way for so long that Tyber’s palm started to sweat and threatened to slide down the pole where he still gripped it. His right leg began to throb as he clutched the edge of the parapet with his thigh to keep himself from rolling off and tumbling to the courtyard below.

The dragon held its position. Tyber began to doubt that he’d seen it move at all, that it had always been in that position, and he had only imagined that it moved. But who would put a dragon statue atop a building and have it looking back into the shadows? His Majesty’s Royal Academy of Dragon Riders was a strange place.

And then the dragon disappeared. Or rather, it changed shape. It shrunk down as if crumpled in a huge, invisible fist, maybe the hand of a god. Then it was nothing more than a man, barely visible against the stars and the front parapet.

With a final heave, Tyber rolled over the edge of the building and landed with a soft thud on the stone roof.

“Who goes there?” a man called.

Tyber’s heart shot up into his throat. He blinked at the eyes above and said a quick prayer for protection. It was said that the gods saw every prayer, and seeing as there were more eyes than people, it seemed that his prayer should not go unnoticed.

Tyber rolled to his left, scrambled to his feet, and lurched behind the sturdy bulk of a chimney. He pressed his back against the cold stone and forced himself not to breathe too loudly, but to sip the air through his nostrils and exhale it in slow, short streams from between his lips.

Boot soles whispered across the stone roof.

Tyber peered out from his hiding place. The roof of the academy was unlike the other buildings in the city. City buildings sported sloped roofs covered with tiles and topped with narrow widow walks. But the academy’s roof was wide and flat and paved with stone and mortar like a market square. The chimneys were shunted to each side. It was a place to land dragons.

Unfortunately, the open design of the rooftop also offered few places to hide. Tyber glanced to his right. The pole he had climbed promised escape. He could slide down, but whoever was on the roof with him would see him dodge back into his hall. He’d have to go all the way to the ground and run off again. Where could he go? Into the weyr? That seemed like a trap.

As the footsteps moved closer, Tyber edged away, keeping his movements slow and steady, his back to the stone. He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds, the slow steps. Whoever was approaching, he was nearing the edge of the chimney.

Tyber slipped around the corner to keep the chimney between himself and the other man.

A flight of pigeons erupted from around him. Tyber swept the air with his hands in panic, then willed himself to be still as the birds’ wings whistled and ruffled with flight. They circled up into the night sky, swung around, and then came to rest on the roof on the other side of the courtyard.

“Huh,” a man grunted nearby.

Tyber moved over quickly, then slipped around the next corner so that the rectangular chimney stood between himself and the courtyard.

A small noise grated the night. It was the sound of loose mortar beneath a boot. Tyber risked a peek around the edge of the stonework.

A man stood at the edge of the roof, his hands upon the parapet. He looked out across to the spot where the pigeons had landed.

Tyber squinted. It was too difficult to make out who the man was. He had dark hair slicked back, and a black cloak hung from his shoulders. The cloak had a deep slit that ran up the back, nearly to the man’s waist so that it fell open to either side around the man’s legs. It resembled wings.

Tyber shook his head. No. He had seen actual wings. A dragon’s head, its long neck curved back. He’d seen it. There was no mistaking.

He glanced to the front of the building. There was nothing. He hadn’t missed a dragon statue. The parapet was uninterrupted by anything atop the roof. He recalled the stonework dragons perched on the corners of the academy’s roof. The dragon he had just seen had been clearly perched upon the parapet, not the floor of the roof.

A boot scraped against stone.

Tyber peered back around the corner in time to glimpse the last of the dragon man as he plummeted over the building’s edge.

Tyber shoved his back up against the chimney again and waited for the thud of a body. It was a sound he’d never heard before, but he expected it would be a thump, perhaps the crunching of bone, and definitely the cry of a man mortally injured from a five-story fall.

He heard nothing at all.

He crept to the parapet and peered over. The door to the auditorium closed with a click. The courtyard remained still.

Tyber leaned forward and rested his hands upon the parapet and then stared at the ground directly beneath him. There was no broken body, no blood, not even an impression in the soft dirt of the courtyard.

He looked back to the auditorium door. Again, it felt as if his mind was playing tricks on him. What he had seen simply couldn’t be, but this place seemed full of things that couldn’t be.

He looked over his shoulder to the front of the academy. Nothing to be seen but the stars. Slightly off to the north, the top levels of the King’s palace reached to the sky, as if preparing to pitch itself onto its toes to touch the top of the Gods’ Reach spire.

Tyber returned his attention to the dark courtyard.

Who in the wilds was that? What was that? He replayed the memory over and over in his head, trying to parse it in a way that made sense. But every time he reviewed it, he saw a dragon condense into the shape of a man, then leap off the side of the building. He couldn’t have grabbed the pole and slid down. His hands had been in the air. Extended like wings spread to catch the night.

Tyber’s grip tightened on the edge of the parapet. He pushed himself up to standing, then reached to run a hand through his hair. His fingertips halted at the top of his brow as he recalled that his hair had been clipped and now hung around Rius’ neck.

His hands fell to his side.

Whatever it was he had seen, whatever it was that went on at the academy, he could ponder it later, safely inside his bunk.

With a last, slow look at the courtyard below, Tyber grabbed the pole and slid down to the third ledge, crept back to his window, and slipped inside. As he sat on the sill to remove his boots, Weiss propped himself up on his elbows and stared at Tyber.

Tyber pulled off his boots, picked them up in his hand, and tiptoed across the floor. As he passed Weiss’ bunk, he pressed his finger to his lips.

“Shh.”

Weiss laid back down, then turned over.

Tyber undressed, put his clothes away, and crawled into his bunk to stare at the wood slats above him until the morning light began to cross the bunk hall floor.
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Weiss said nothing about the incident to Tyber the following day. And though he struggled to stay awake through Master Gury’s lecture on the anatomy of dragons, Tyber found that he could hardly sit still. He peered into shadows and corners. He raised his face to the high ceilings above to search for dragons or men staring back with cold looks of stone.

He struggled still as the recruits assembled in the yard and Dragoneer Chanson introduced them to the hand signals that riders use to communicate with each other in the air. Tyber’s attention kept drifting to the roof of the academy. Each time, he found nothing more than an empty parapet, and the small, stone dragon statues that stood at the corners.

After Dragoneer Chanson’s lecture, Tyber fought to keep his eyes open through archery class and lunch. A bite to eat helped, then they were led to the weyr and pressed into helping with the cleaning and care of the dragons. The activity helped him stay awake, as did his efforts to spot the one-eyed man from the previous night.

Later the recruits were gathered into the auditorium once more, and a slender man who introduced himself as Master Luremptor lectured them on codes of conduct and what would be expected of them as hordesmen. The lecture ended with Master Luremptor asking for a show of hands of those who could read and write. Tyber kept his hands in his lap and surveyed the audience. Ren’s hand went up.

Master Luremptor excused those who could read. The remaining recruits were informed that their afternoons would be spent in classes to teach reading and penmanship.

After dinner, Tyber excused himself from the parlor and went straight to the bunk hall. He undressed and fell into bed where he slept hard until a nudge woke him with a start.

“Should we tie you to your bunk tonight?” Weiss asked. His face was impassive, expressionless.

Tyber blinked at him. The rest of their bunkmates filed past, teasing and calling to each other. One of the boys stifled a yawn.

“I don’t know what you mean,” Tyber said, then rolled back over.

Weiss said nothing more, and then the floor creaked as he moved away.

As the other recruits settled into bed, Tyber considered getting back up and slinking out to the weyr once more. He had questions about the academy and what was going on. Could the one-eyed man answer his questions? Had he seen the dragon on top of the roof? And if he ran into Master Groal, could he tell Tyber what was going on?

Tyber had to admit he was enjoying the luxuries of the academy, especially the incredible food which always seemed to be plentiful enough that Tyber could eat his fill every night and know that no one else was going hungry because of him. He marveled at the building itself with its spacious halls and rooms and plentiful windows. He had a clean, comfortable bed every night, and each morning, a fresh change of clothes greeted him when he pushed back the lid of his foot trunk.

Yet, there was something strange about the place. It felt like secrets lurked everywhere. The weyrboys gave Tyber the creeps. And the dragon on the rooftop that somehow… The thought stopped there. He couldn’t wrap his mind around what he saw, and it seemed useless to try to make sense of something that couldn’t possibly be.

He thought of Rius’ dark eyes, the way she watched him almost the entire time he was in the weyr. She looked to Dragoneer Chanson now and then, as if checking on him, but then she’d look back to Tyber. And it began to feel as if she didn’t dislike what she saw. He smiled at the thought as he fell back asleep.

The remainder of the week slid by before Tyber realized it was the weekend. He had yet to revisit Rius’ stall in the night. Partly for fear of running into the dragon man, and partly out of fear of getting caught or ratted out, though Weiss appeared to have let the incident drop. The main reason though was that Tyber was asleep almost before his head hit the pillow every night. He didn’t wake again until the weyrboys drifted through the hall ringing handbells to summon the recruits to breakfast.

On Sunday, after breakfast and some time spent cleaning the weyr and caring for their dragons, the recruits were permitted a day of rest. Family members and friends were allowed to visit, but only in a garden on the side of the academy.

There, Tyber sat with Ren and Fang as they chatted and joked until a weyrboy led Theola and Daramel, Tyber’s little sister, around the corner of the building.

“Daramel!” Tyber exclaimed, then bounded to the waist-high girl as she trotted forward, her big eyes glued to her brother.

Tyber scooped the girl into his arms and swung her around once before dropping her back to the ground. Daramel grinned and clutched the hem of Tyber’s tunic as she giggled.

“What happened to your hair?” Theola asked as she approached.

“What?” Tyber asked and ran his hand over the stubble. “You don’t like it?”

Theola shook her head. “No. I don’t.”

Tyber looked away quickly, over the garden and to the edge of the yard where another long, low weyr sat empty.

“They cut it off of us,” Tyber said. He gestured back at the garden filled with young men in black tunics slashed with red. “They needed it to imprint our dragons on us.”

“You have a dragon?” Daramel asked.

Tyber grinned down at his sister. “I do. Well, I mean...” he looked up at Theola as he rested a hand on Daramel’s shoulder. “Well, they’re all the King’s dragons, really. But they are teaching me to ride a blue one named Rius.”

“Can I see it?” Daramel asked. “Can I ride it?”

Tyber looked back at Daramel and ruffled the girl’s long, thin hair. “No, you cannot. We’re not allowed to ride them yet. Not unless we do so with the Dragoneer. He actually controls them. All we do is just sit in the saddle.”

“You rode a dragon?” Daramel turned to Theola and pointed at Tyber. “See? I told you that it was him.”

Theola cocked an eyebrow at the girl. “It could have been anyone up there.”

“But his dragon is blue. I saw a blue one. I told you. It was Tyber!”

Daramel turned back to Tyber. “I saw you! I was outside with Jack, Bear, Unther, and Nos, and we all saw you! We saw the dragons fly over. Lin and Theola didn’t. They were inside because Lin is sick.”

“Daramel!” Theola snapped as Tyber looked up at her.

Color flushed over Theola’s face. It was her turn to avert her eyes to avoid Tyber’s gaze.

“Theola?”

“It’s nothing,” Theola said as she looked back at Tyber. “You know how it is. These things go around. Some bad water. Bad air. She’ll be fine in a few days. You know how children are. They bounce back quickly.”

Tyber stiffened as recalled three of his siblings who had not been able to bounce back. “What’s wrong with her?”

“She can’t stop pooping, and she cries a lot,” Daramel offered.

“Daramel!”

Tyber’s grip tightened on the girl’s shoulder. She stepped back until Tyber’s hand fell away.

“That sounds serious,” Tyber said.

“Daramel, I’m warning you this one time: Keep your mouth shut, all right?”

“Why shouldn’t she tell me?” Tyber asked.

Theola shook her head. She looked at the pink flowers that grew on a bush laden with dark, leathery leaves. The flowers themselves were a knot of soft petals, but the thorns on the stems kept anyone from trying to take one away.

“I didn’t want to worry you. You have enough going on here.”

Tyber drew in a deep breath. “Has Father called a healer?”

Theola shook her head. She sucked in her bottom lip as if to bite it. The question was a dumb one, and he shouldn’t have asked it. Of course Father hadn’t called on a healer. How would he have paid for such a thing?

“Magellea gave us some herbs,” Theola said quietly. “They seem to be helping. And I’ve been keeping the others out of the cottage as much as possible. For the air, you know.”

“And Fafa?”

A slight grin passed over Theola’s face and then fell away. “You know him. Nothing will ever take him down. He just sits at that table and waits for the world to fall down around his ears.”

Tyber looked away again, out to the empty weyr. For all the sky, what was he doing at the academy? Why was he dressed in this ridiculous outfit and even pretending to be a recruit? His place was at home. He could be doing something there. If nothing else, he could be getting the money together to pay for a healer’s visit. This… He turned back and looked across the garden full of flowering plants, winding paths, and benches filled with recruits and friends and family.

This was not for him. He didn’t belong here, and he wasn’t serving his family by being here. What good would the bonus be after Lin had died?

“Father’s quite proud of you, you know,” Theola said.

Tyber’s attention shot back to her.

“He tells everyone about you. A recruit in the royal hordesmen. He says he knew you were destined for great things, but he never dreamed you’d do this. You should see him. I swear his eyes get weepy whenever he speaks of you.”

A pang of discomfort caught Tyber in the gut. He ran his palm over the stubble of his hair, and for a second, it seemed as if Theola was speaking of some other father’s son and not him.

“Jack, Unther, and Bear say they’re going to ride dragons like you,” Daramel said. “Soon as they’re old enough. Nos says she’ll ride too, but she’s a girl, you know.”

Tyber sucked in a deep breath. There was no point in explaining it to her, and so there was nothing to say.

Theola moved in closer. “Speaking of which, have you heard anything about the dragon queen?”

Whatever it was that Master Gury had said about the matter was suddenly lost on Tyber. He couldn’t recall through the knot of worry for Lin. Without thinking, he craned his neck back to peer at the academy rooftop. The parapets separated the roof from the pale blue sky, but there was nothing more to see up there.

“What?” Theola asked.

“Thought I saw something,” Tyber said. “Out of the corner of my eye. Bird or something.”

Theola moved forward half a step more. Her fingertips reached out and touched Daramel’s shoulder as if to still her, freeze her in place.

“I know what you’re thinking, Tyber,” Theola said, her voice soft and quiet. “Look at yourself. You have a haircut, a crisp uniform that looks like you’re the first person to ever wear it. Shiny leather boots without a single hole in them. I bet they fit you, too. And you look healthier than I have ever seen you.”

Tyber looked into Daramel’s blue eyes. They were light compared to those of the rest of the family. Her pale face stared up at him, her eyes and expression were confused, perhaps afraid that Tyber was in trouble. By the wilds, she didn’t know the half of it.

“People gather at the end of the lane to watch you, Tyber. You and the other recruits. Hordesmen are respected here—”

“I don’t respect them,” Tyber snapped. “They enforce the laws of a king who leans on his—”

“This isn’t about you, Tyber!” Theola countered, and her face flushed into a red that advertised just how low her tolerance was for him and his complaints. It was a look that the others knew well. She was a storm about to unleash the lightning of her tongue.

“Wait for me over there, by that pool, but don’t you dare touch that water! All right, Daramel?” Theola ordered.

Daramel nodded once, then looked at Tyber again as if to check on him. Tyber nodded in the direction of the round, stone basin overgrown with some sort of water plants that he’d never seen before.

Daramel walked off.

Theola planted her finger on Tyber’s chest as if to drive it between the edge of the red stripe and the black fabric and pin Tyber’s heart to his spine.

“You listen to me, Tyber. Whatever you are thinking, you are going to put it out of that thick head of yours right this second. I’ll be spitting wild if you mess this up. I don’t know how you ended up in this situation, and the truth is that I don’t even want to know. What I do know is that you are not going to use it as an excuse. You are going to stick this out, and you are going to collect the money from the academy and you are going to turn it over to Father because if you don’t, you will have broken our father’s heart, and you will have wasted our time as well as yours. If you finish this, you will never want for work again. Do you understand?”

Tyber inhaled deeply and drew his shoulders back. His breastbone pushed at his sister’s finger. “Dead men don’t need work. Do I need to remind you of how the King got so desperate that he lets men like me in here?”

Theola shook her head but kept her eyes on Tyber’s. “You don’t get it. You completely miss the point of this, don’t you? Look at you.”

She pulled her finger from his breastbone to gesture at the uniform. “I wasn’t kidding, Tyber. I swear on our mother’s grave that if you come home not wearing one of those fancy gray tunics with the braids on the shoulder, then I’m leaving. I am willing to stay and see the little ones cared for until they’re old enough to take care of themselves. I’m willing to do that because you have a chance here to really make a difference. I am willing to sacrifice what I want for now so that you have this chance—”

“I don’t want—”

“I don’t want to be a nursemaid to my younger siblings!” Theola spat. “I don’t want to be their surrogate mother. I don’t want to wipe noses and lips and little bottoms. I don’t want to clean up after Lin and Fafa and fall onto the floor at night and pray that no one needs me through the gods’ watch so that I might get a bit of rest! I don’t want it. But it’s what I have. And I do it because I’m needed. You do what is needed. You do it not for yourself, but for your family. You do it because you are a good person. And I know you are a good person, Tyber. You have to stick this out. You must. You don’t have a choice. I’m telling you this as the eldest child.”

“Wait, what? I’m the oldest,” Tyber said as he placed the tip of his finger where Theola’s had been. “I was born first. Father said so.”

Theola crossed her arms over her chest. “Then act like it.”

“Theola—”

“I love you, Tyber. I really do. That is what you get for being a good person. You get love. When we have nothing else in this family to give, we have love. But I swear to you, if you throw away this opportunity, then it’s your turn to be the eldest child. It is your turn to rock bawling little girls to sleep and clean away the grit from scraped knees. I will be going out to Aerona where women are allowed to ride dragons. I’d trade places with you in a heartbeat, but they won’t let me in here. I am barred. Do you get that? I am barred from doing what I most want to do simply because I am a woman, and here you are riding dragons and still thinking about throwing away my dream.”

“This is not my dream,” Tyber said with a shake of his head.

“What is your dream, then?”

Tyber’s gaze fell away as if a bridge between them had collapsed.

“Help me, Tyber. For all that is wild and split, please help me. I need you.” Theola clutched his arm. “I need your help. Stay. Finish the trial. We’ll be fine. Having you around wouldn’t have changed anything with Lin, and in fact, I hate to say this, but you’d be another mouth to feed.”

“I could—”

“Shut-uh-uh!” Theola said with a wag of her finger. It was a gesture reserved for his younger siblings. He was both amused by it and slightly irritated that Theola was addressing him as a child.

“Running around with Nather is what got you into this mess. I don’t need anything else to worry about.”

Tyber turned away from Theola. He crossed his arms over his chest and craned his neck back to the roof of the academy. He squinted into the light as the sun approached its zenith.

“I’m not kidding, Tyber. You leave here without those braids on your shoulder, then I am leaving the following day. I am not wasting my life to give you the space to waste your own.”

Tyber looked back to Theola. Her eyes burned with the fierceness of a winter sky over fresh-fallen snow.

“I’ll try to visit,” Tyber said.

“Daramel,” Theola called, then motioned for the girl with her fingers. “That would be nice if you could manage it. Fafa would like to see you. So would the others. I’ll bring Jack next week.”

Tyber took a deep breath. “I’ll be here.”

Theola gave a sharp, curt nod. “Good. Now try to enjoy it. I can’t even imagine what it must be like to live in a place like this.” She nodded at the academy.

Tyber blushed a bit, then turned his attention to Daramel. “Hey! Thanks for coming to see your big brother. You behave for your big sister, all right?”

Daramel nodded.

Tyber ruffled her hair. “And you keep the others in line, too. Make sure they behave.”

Daramel nodded again and smiled. “When can you bring your dragon home?”

Tyber’s grin widened. “She is home. She lives here.” He pointed to the front of the academy where the main weyr sat. His heart slowed a bit, and his grin faltered slightly at the hollowness that opened up in him at the thought of leaving Rius behind.

To the wilds, when did that happen?
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Not long after Theola and Daramel departed, Fang received a visit from his parents and two older brothers. His father looked as nervous and meek as his son. It seemed nearly comical in a sad way to think of Fang on his dragon, riding into battle, quiver across his back and bow clutched in hand.

“Is your father coming for a visit?” Tyber asked Ren as they sat on a bench in the garden, and absently watched Fang with his family.

Ren leaned forward, planted his elbows on his knees, and shook his head. “I don’t think so.”

The silence offered Ren an opportunity to explain, but then grew awkward as Ren said no more.

Tyber crossed his leg over his knee and moved to a different topic. “Why do we call him Fang?”

Ren smirked then looked up from the ground between his feet. “That’s his story to tell, but he’ll never tell you.”

“You’re not going to tell me?”

Ren sat up straight, then leaned against the back of the bench. He laced his fingers together and held them in his lap. “Nah. It’s his story to tell.”

Tyber looked away, to a recruit laughing and holding his arms out as if to indicate something large, huge. A young boy sat on the ground before him and rocked with laughter, his cheeks reddened under the sun.

“Have you heard of the dragon queen?” Tyber asked.

“Of Aerona? Oh, yeah. Of course.”

Tyber looked at Ren. “My sister was telling me about her.”

“I bet she was.”

“What about her?”

“Who?” Ren asked. “The dragon queen?”

“Yes. I’ve heard that women can’t ride dragons, yet there is a woman on the western edge of the kingdom who not only rides a dragon but has her own horde? Isn’t that what Master Gury said? She’s a dragoneer, isn’t she?”

Ren snorted with derision. “Do you believe the Originals will come and get you if you are a bad boy, too?”

Tyber peered at the small, neat track of perfectly round gravel that formed the path before them. “That’s a children’s tale. But my sister says she’s going to Aerona to join the dragon queen’s horde.”

“She’ll be sorely disappointed if she does. My father says there’s nothing to the story. There is a woman riding a dragon out on the edge of the kingdom, but she’s not the dragoneer. Her father is.”

“But still. A woman? Riding a dragon?”

Ren shrugged. He looked at Tyber and squinted slightly. The sun was starting to sink into the western sky. “We didn’t really ride our dragons the other day, did we? It was Dragoneer Chanson and Merilyss who did all the work. It’s no different in Aerona. Their dragoneer commands his horde, and he commands one of the older, more docile dragons not to toss his daughter to the rocks below.”

Tyber shook his head. “But why would he do that?”

Ren reached over and twisted off the stem of a short, squat tree that grew next to the bench. He began to twist the thick, green leaves from the stem. He pitched several shredded leaves to the ground before he shrugged again. “I don’t know. Maybe he lost his sons in battle. My father says the Western kingdom is a real terror this year. Armies have marched over the mountains and descended upon the border garrisons. They’ve all fallen except one.”

“Aerona?” Tyber asked.

Ren nodded but offered no more.

Tyber looked out to Dragon Lane as if he might see one of the Western Kingdom’s armies rushing the city now, swords swinging, arrows flying. “Armies? Enemy armies on our own soil?”

“Yeah, but we’re so far away,” Ren said.

“Did you see how close the mountains were when we were up in the air earlier this week?”

Ren shrugged. “Mountains are huge. They’re farther away than they look. Father says it’d be weeks before they’d get here.”

“Weeks? How many?”

Ren shook his head, then looked out to Dragon Lane himself. His lips pursed together briefly as he shook his head. “We don’t have to worry. Cadwaller raised a few armies of his own from the surrounding villages. They’re marching out there to meet the Western dogs now.”

“Now,” Tyber said. “But when we finish the trials…”

Ren uttered a half-hearted chuckle. “I know. Father told me I was stupid for signing up. That I wasn’t going to do anything but get myself killed. But you don’t have to finish the trials.”

Tyber looked to the wall at the other end of Dragon Lane. It was a dark blot over the end of the lane. The wall would repulse any army. The dragons would help them resist a siege. But if the Western kingdom had their own dragons…

“Is your sister always that fiery?”

Tyber turned back to Ren.

Ren’s smile was coy. “She’s something. I hope she doesn’t take after her mother.”

“Our mother is dead.”

Ren looked at the ground. “I’m sorry.”

“It was a long time ago.”

“Still…” Ren said. He reached over and twisted another stem from the tree.

“I can see why she wants to believe in the dragon queen, though. It’d be kind of comforting, you know?” Ren said.

Tyber shook his head. “No. I don’t know.”

“Well, think about it. Look at you. Things are so bad here in the mother city that the King is enlisting paupers just to put men in the saddles. And those saddles are on dragons far too young to be flying into battle anyway. Armies are marching around the western edge of the kingdom, working their way here. Seems like any day now we have to bar the gates and secure the city, you know? So what harm does it do to believe that something mythical is real?”

Tyber looked at the roof of the King’s palace. Ren might have a point.

“These are desperate times,” Ren said. “We just don’t know it yet here in the mother city. And when times get desperate, people get frightened, and the best the King can do is gather some paupers up off the streets and dress them up like dragon knights.”

Ren snorted and shook his head. “People need to sleep at night, man. So you either lay in bed and imagine a Western soldier slitting your throat and leaving you to gurgle out the last of your blood and breath, or you dream up a hero instead. A savior. It’s easier to believe that there is a dragon queen out there, you know? Some woman with total command over all the dragons. And that she’s out there, fighting for you, turning back all of the scary monsters. She’s like your mother—I’m sorry, not like your mother, maybe, but my mother used to check my room for Originals when I was younger, like half the size of your younger sister. It seemed like there was nothing she couldn’t protect me from.”

Ren cast the broken and twisted stem to his feet. “It’s not much of a leap to use your imagination and come up with a similar figure. A woman who can drive away all the things that terrify you?”

“I suppose,” Tyber said, though not convinced his friend was right.

“At least until that first time you go out alone into the street, and you meet that older kid who wants your slip of copper or whatever, and he pounds you into the pavers. It’s like your ears open up to a new world. You hear yourself cry in a way you’ve never heard before. And you come to realize that your mother can’t protect you from everything. For all the sky, she can’t even protect you from most things. And that monster on the street is far more dangerous than the one under your bed. The one in the street can actually get you.”

Tyber sat still and quiet on the bench for a second. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?” Ren said with a sneer.

“That you know that.”

Ren shrugged, then stood. “I’d rather live with the truth. No offense, but people like your sister who hang onto myths are dangerous. You’re on your own in this life. The sooner you realize that the sooner you can do for yourself rather than wait for someone to come along and do something for you.”

Without another word, Ren walked off and left Tyber alone on the bench to receive a startled look from Fang.
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To Tyber’s frustration and dismay, Ander wouldn’t even consider allowing him to go home for a visit, even though Lin was sick. Ander shrugged and said there was nothing he could do. He sympathized, but it was against the rules. Hordesmen couldn’t leave the battle and go home for family emergencies, and so the recruits were not allowed to leave the academy grounds for anything other than academy business.

By the next Sunday, however, Theola brought Jack along as well as the news that Lin was feeling better. It was a more pleasant visit, and Jack was pleased and eager to hear about Tyber’s training. Dragoneer Chanson had begun to teach them how to fly, instructing them in the array of motions and maneuvers needed to control the dragons. They even saddled up and practiced on the dragons as Merilyss conveyed to the younger dragons what each movement meant.

Or at least that was the Dragoneer’s claim. Tyber suspected Rius was actually responding to his commands. She seemed to understand him even when they weren’t in the air as if she could sense what he needed without him telling her. But the Dragoneer probably didn’t want the recruits to know they had power yet.

One evening, after dinner, Ander told them their training was to be put into practice the following day. He confirmed a rumor going around that they would take to the skies a second time. This time, the recruits would try to guide their dragons through a series of maneuvers.

The thought of being on the back of Rius and up in the air again kept Tyber awake long into the night, staring at the bottom of Ren’s bunk. As he finally drifted off to sleep, a clanging bell woke them all with a start.

Tyber sat up in his bunk as a knot twisted itself into his stomach. Was this the trial? No one would confirm when the trial was or what it would consist of. Even Ren, who delighted in being the one who knew everything, would shrug his shoulders and lift his palms when pressed. He’d begged his father for hints, but his father would only tell him that it wasn’t what he had expected.

One of the boys went to the open window. He peered back at the others in the dark. “It’s a fire bell,” he said. It was Weiss voice.

He climbed up onto the window sill, and with one hand clasped on the frame, stepped out onto the ledge.

Tyber put his feet on the floor, ready to warn him of the dragon man, but then stopped. Who would believe him?

Weiss lifted his face to the sky and sniffed at the air. He looked back at the others. “I can’t smell anything, but that’s the fire bell.”

“Is the academy on fire?” one of the recruits asked.

“All those dragons and straw below?” Ren asked. He snorted. “Perish the thought.”

Weiss looked down to the head of the courtyard. He shook his head. “It’s not the weyr. It’s something big, though. I hear several bells. They’re calling for people from all over the city.”

“What do we do?” another boy asked. “Is this the trial? Are we supposed to go put out the fire?”

“Put out the fire?” Ren asked. “On the back of a dragon? What do you suppose we do? Have the dragon try and blow the fire out? Whoosh!” Ren made a motion with his hands near his mouth to simulate a gout of firebreath.

Tyber stood. “We answer the bell. That’s what we did before I was here. The fire bell rang, you ran for the bell until you knew where the fire was.”

“Yeah,” Ren said, “Except for one problem: We’re not allowed to leave the academy grounds.”

Tyber shook his head. He yanked his foot trunk out from under his bunk and flipped the lid back. “Surely that doesn’t apply now.”

Several of the boys began to get dressed, but without any hurry.

“You can’t be serious,” Ren said. “My father never said anything about this. He never had to go fight a fire. Not while he was a recruit.”

Tyber dumped his clothes onto his bunk and began to dress with haste. Several of the other boys started to do so as well.

The door flew open. Light fell from a torch in Ander’s hand. “What in the wilds are you all doing? Why aren’t you dressed? Didn’t you hear the bells?”

Ren stood from his bed. “I didn’t know we had to get dressed—”

“You need someone to tell you to go fight a fire? For all the sky, what does a hordesman do but protect the city and the kingdom? Come on! Get dressed. All of you, now. Get down to the weyr on the double.”

Ander dodged out of the doorway.

The activity in the room grew into a frenzy as the boys dressed.

“This is ridiculous!” Ren called out. “What are we going to do?”

“Pass buckets, probably. It’s what we did outside True Gate when there was a fire,” Tyber said, pulling on his boots.

“Do you think we’re going to go get the buckets from the weyr, then? Why else would Ander tell us to meet him down there?” Ren asked.

He’ll tell you when you get down there,” Tyber said, then slammed the lid of his foot trunk. He stepped up on the sill and hurried to the nearest pole, sparing only the merest glance to the stars sprawled above him.

Tyber was the first recruit that entered the weyr. Once the others arrived, they raced to saddle their dragons as ordered, then grabbed buckets from hooks and attached them to the saddles. As Tyber led Rius down the aisle, he looked back at her and couldn’t help but think how the buckets looked like upside-down bells. He recalled the mules and donkeys led through the streets bedecked in bells on the day of the Feast of Adalina.

But such thoughts fell away as he exited the weyr and saw a glow in the sky. The city wall to the north stood in stark contrast to the orange, twisting glow of billowing smoke. By the dragons’ breath, the fire was outside the city. Outside True Gate.

“Listen up!” Ander called. “Chanson will be in charge of the dragons. Do not try to guide them. Let Chanson do the flying. When we set down, you are to take the buckets and run for the nearest well. You will form a bucket brigade and do your best to stop the fire. I and the other proctors, as well as Chanson, will remain in the air. We will be searching for people in need of rescue. You will stay, and you will fight the fire until someone from the academy comes to relieve you. Is that understood?”

Tyber nodded. A few mumbled responses traveled down the line.

“Understood?” Ander barked.

“Yes, Proctor!” the recruits shouted back.

“Good. On your dragons, men! Now!”

Tyber pulled himself up and dropped into the saddle, careful not to upset the four buckets tied to various points of the saddle. Rius shifted beneath him as he secured his restraints.

“It’ll be all right,” Tyber said. He reached forward and patted the dragon’s neck. “I’ve done this before. Well, the bucket part, that is.”

Dragoneer Chanson let out his cry, and the dragons leaped into the sky. As Tyber gripped the lip of his saddle, his eyes watched billows of smoke twist into the night sky. The fire was large. Very large, if the smoke was an indication. It blotted out many of the eyes of the gods, but many more still twinkled and stared.

“Watch over me,” Tyber whispered to the sky above. “Us,” he added, nodding to the dragon beneath him.
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As they cleared the wall ahead of True Gate, Tyber’s breath caught in his throat. The smoke rose from the outer city to the right of the gate. A ring of fire blazed through the shantytown off True Road. The column of smoke that rose out of the ring obscured everything behind it and hid how far back the fire stretched. Tyber’s feet twitched with the knowledge Dragoneer Chanson had taught him. How he wanted to scrape his heels across Rius’ shoulders and urge her onward, around the column of smoke to the other side. He wanted to know the breadth of the fire, the danger posed to his family.

Rius shifted beneath him and leveled out her wings. As she dropped down in the V formation led by Merilyss, Tyber held his breath. It was unsettling to be on the back of a dragon at night, hardly able to see where the next one was ahead of him, or behind him. He could only hear the rush of wings through the air over the distant roar of the fire and people shouting and screaming.

Dragoneer Chanson set the horde down in the broad road, yelling at people to move aside as he landed. To Tyber’s relief, Rius took the ground without landing atop anyone or anything. As soon as her claws were on the pavers, he ripped off his restraints, undid the ties on the buckets, and tossed them to the ground.

“Ask around for the nearest well,” Dragoneer Chanson called back.

“I know where it’s at!” Tyber yelled back. “This is my home. My neighborhood.”

In the faint light of the fire, Chanson nodded back, and then Tyber hit the ground, collecting buckets. “This way!” he yelled at his classmates. “Follow me!”

He ran into the crowd, past people hurrying this way and that, bumping into him. More than once, he was nearly sent sprawling to the ground. He bounced off shoulders, careened and spun, fell to a knee once as a bucket twisted from his hand and bounced away.

“Tyber!” Weiss shouted at him.

“Over there!” Tyber shouted back. He waved toward a line of people that could barely be made out behind all the other people rushing about.

“Over here!” Weiss called back, running to the bucket brigade. “This way!” Several recruits followed him.

Tyber struggled to his feet in the loose dirt and stone. Ahead of him, smoke roiled into the sky. The column shifted as if brushed along the side with giant, invisible fingers, and then a red dragon reeled around the edge, flying low. She beat her wings twice and the smoke danced and curled around her, as if irritated and preparing to swat the great beast and her rider from the sky.

It was Ander and Listico.

Tyber looked back to the dark ground before him. He lurched forward, searching for the missing bucket. The toes of his boot snapped it, sent it skittering off a few feet more. He found it again and plucked it off the ground. As he stood, his attention snagged on the whips of flame as they danced between two low buildings. Bright orange flames wavered and flailed. They were far more violent and vicious than anything he’d seen in the fire pits or hearths around. These flames appeared to be hunting.

As Tyber turned in the direction of the bucket brigade, he thought he heard a cry. He paused, held his breath, and prayed to the gods above that his ears were playing tricks on him.

And there it was again. A cry for help.

Tyber looked back to the narrow alley, to the flames whipping and rioting on the other side.

“Weiss!” Tyber hollered in the direction of the well. “Weiss! Ren! Anyone!”

The cry came again, louder now as if it were getting closer to him, seeking him out.

Tyber glanced up to the surging cloud of smoke above. It was orange and black and angry as if the frustration, pain, and rage of the citizens who lived outside the wall had been given form to rise up against the gods who could do no better for them.

“Oh, please,” Tyber said to the stars as he dropped his buckets and took several steps forward. “Please see to my safe return and protect my family.”

He tucked his head down and ran into the alley.
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“Hello?” Tyber called.

He cupped his hands around his mouth and started to call again, but stopped as his eyes rested upon a small cottage with two windows, one on either side of the door. The eaves of the cottage drooped over one of the windows and gave the structure a look of mild disbelief or slight annoyance. He recognized the building. He wasn’t that far from home.

Tyber raced down the lane and bolted to the right, down another lane. A man shot around the corner of a cottage and slammed into Tyber, knocking him to the ground. The man stopped long enough to point behind him. “Fire!” he yelled, then ran away.

Again, the cry came. Shrill. A woman’s voice.

Tyber scrambled to his feet. “Hello! Can you hear me?”

He ran in the direction of the cry. As he approached, the fire’s roar grew louder. Gashes of light split the cloud of gray smoke to his right. Heat pressed against his face. The wind shifted suddenly, and a roll of black fog washed into the lane like a foul river. He fell to his knees, coughing and gasping on the dirt and stone beneath him before the wind shifted again and drove the smoke away.

Huffing and wiping tears from his eyes, Tyber pushed on through the lane. Dark windows and empty doors stared out at him, and it was the absence of people who made the sight nearly as strange as the light of the fire. “Hello!” he yelled, and his voice tore at his throat.

“Help! Help! Please help us!”

Tyber stopped. “Where are you?” It felt like he was running in circles.

He spun to his right. A lane ran away from him and plunged into a wall of fire. A cottage collapsed and sent out a puff of sparks. The flames around it lurched away as if flinching, and then resumed their riotous dance of destruction.

“Help! Please!” the voice cried.

Tyber jogged down the lane into a wall of heat. His eyes teared, and every breath hurt and stung.

“Where are you?” Tyber called.

“Here! Please help us!” a woman called from the door of a cottage in front of Tyber. She darted back inside before he could say a word.

Fire rolled from one of the windows and flames licked at the door frame. The cottage was back against the wall of a half-burned warehouse. Beyond the wall, flames half as tall as the mother city’s wall raked at the clouds above. And beyond the warehouse, was the courtyard where his family’s cottage sat.

“Hold on!” Tyber yelled. The weight of the heat was enormous, unlike anything he’d ever experienced. It tried to drive him to the ground. A cloud of smoke billowed before him. He clasped a hand over his mouth and coughed briefly before charging into the cottage.

Immediately, the heat searing his temples and arms ceased. But the wall of heat radiating from the back of the cottage was still stifling.

“Help me!” the woman cried from right beside Tyber. Flames licked up the window sills and provided a little light, but the thick smoke made it hard to see.

“My grandmother,” the woman said.

Her words threatened to drop Tyber to his knees as he thought of Theola and Fafa.

“We have to get out of here,” Tyber said. His voice sounded so far away, muffled by the roar of flames. “We have to go!”

“I can’t leave her!” the woman cried in the dark.

Tyber squatted and moved forward. His hands touched the ground to steady himself, and for a second, his eyes widened in surprise at how cool it felt. A hand slipped over his face. He nearly fell backward, but the hand gripped him about the shoulder. “Please!”

The pale face of an older woman emerged from the shadows. She slept. Whether or not she would wake up, Tyber couldn’t say.

“We have to leave!” Tyber said, then peered into the shadows, at the soot-stained and sweaty face of a younger woman.

A loud crack pierced the air. A great crash followed it, and a rumble sent a tremor through the ground.

“I can’t leave her! She’s all I’ve got. Please!”

Tyber shook his head as he moved around her, then threaded his arms under the old woman and lifted her. She weighed no more than a bundle of sticks. Her head fell back on her neck, and Tyber sensed that it was too late for her, but taking her was the only way to get the younger woman to leave.

“Come on!” Tyber yelled as he stood, lifting the old woman.

He moved to the door. Flames licked at the corner of the ceiling. Among the thatch, hundreds of angry, orange embers flared to life, and it seemed like the gods had gone mad with violence. Tyber paused with the old woman in his arms and held his breath. Was this what the Originals had seen before the gods had struck down their cities and split them in two?

The younger woman bumped into him and broke his trance. He ducked down and slunk past the fire only to find a field of glowing embers before him.

“I don’t have shoes!” the woman behind him screamed.

Tyber glanced over his shoulder. Wind whipped the woman’s long hair across her face. She pushed it back behind her ears as she returned his stare, her eyes wide and full of terror.

Dear gods, they were going to die.

He lifted his face to the fire rolling off the cottage roof. Flames towered over the top of the warehouse wall. Beyond was his family’s home.

He clutched the older woman to his chest. As he did so, the granddaughter placed her hand upon his forearm.

If his family was gone, if they had risen to the gods and could watch over him, then they would know if he didn’t at least try.

“Wrap your arms around my neck!” Tyber yelled, then turned away from the woman. She clutched her arms around him and nearly cut off his air, what little of it there was.

Tyber staggered forward, carrying both women. Glowing embers skittered away from the toes of his boots and bounced across the ash before him.

A choking sensation grew in his throat as he shuffled forward, heat gathering in his boots. His feet ached.

He cleared the last of the embers and meant to crouch, to let the young woman down, and instead he fell to his knees and lurched forward in a coughing fit. He dropped the older woman to the ground before him as the younger woman rolled away. A foul, hot wind whipped past Tyber and fluttered the smock over the bones of the poor woman before him.

Not yet. Not yet. He had to try a little more. He pulled in another breath. It burned, searing his lungs, and he launched into another coughing fit. Knots of pain blossomed in his side.

The face of Rius flashed into his mind. Her blue scales soothed like water. The dark of her eyes regarded him in cool comfort.

She still needed him. As soon as the thought began to leak strength back into his legs, he was struck with how ridiculous it was. She had lifted him up, carried him upon her shoulders over the city, and shown him the world as he had never would have been able to imagine.

She didn’t need someone to care for her. She simply needed a partner.

“Rius,” Tyber whispered, and his whisper was whipped into ash and buried in the roar and raging air around him. Tyber slid his arms back under the old woman as her granddaughter coughed and gagged beside him.

The granddaughter’s hand gripped his bicep and gave a tug. “Look!” she rasped.

Tyber glanced at her, then followed her gaze back to the warehouse. The building was gone. It had collapsed and taken the cottage with it, fire dancing and raging, lifting a column of heavy smoke.

Something parted the flames. A black sliver approached in the manner of a walking man, but that would be impossible. He must be seeing things. Tyber blinked away the dryness in his stinging eyes. The silhouette of a man drew closer. The breath of the fire blew the dark edge of his cloak around him, but not the hair on top of his head. It was slicked back, pressed neatly in place.

“Tyber!” the man called.

Tyber sat back on his heels. “Master Groal?”

“Do you need a hand?” Master Groal asked as he approached. He gestured at the woman before him.

“I have her,” Tyber said, then lifted the woman and staggered to his feet. Master Groal’s pale hand wrapped around his shoulder, holding Tyber steady. The other one took the granddaughter’s outstretched hand and pulled her to her feet. Tyber felt the shift in Master Groal’s touch as he pushed his own weight back on his heels and pulled the young woman to her feet. He was surprisingly strong and apparently not at all winded from the smoke.

“Where did you come from?” Tyber asked.

“This way!” Master Groal shouted and nodded in the direction of a narrow alley between two cottages engulfed in flames. Smoke belched from their windows.

“We’ll never make it!” the young woman cried.

“Trust me,” Master Groal yelled. “It’s the only way out.”

He pushed them forward. Tyber nearly stumbled.

They crossed a small courtyard blanketed in ash pocked with burning bits of trash. They hurried past a wooden table that smoldered and smoked. Heat rolled off the flaming cottages around them and tried to push them back.

Tyber glanced over his shoulder in time to see a bank of smoke roll in and cover them. It blotted out all but the brightest flames behind him. He coughed and sputtered and nearly stumbled before a wash of air blew the smoke away. He peered up, expecting to see a dragon hovering above, but there was nothing but black. Darkness. The gods themselves had closed their eyes at the sight.

He was on his own, other than for Master Groal.

“We can’t!” the young woman cried. “It’s too hot! We can’t get through there.”

“We can do it,” Master Groal said. “Trust me.”

The woman began to turn away. Master Groal yanked her back into place before him, and then darkness wrapped around Tyber.

He gasped, coughed, and then looked about. The heat no longer felt like a force pounding upon his skin. The roar of the air still crawled through his ears, but it was muffled.

“Keep moving,” advised Master Groal’s voice from the dark. “Keep moving forward. I have each of you. You will be safe as long as you stick close.”

“What’s happening?” the young woman asked.

Tyber moved forward. The air tasted of ash. He peered down and saw the light of the fire leaking in, as if he were beneath a tent now, a tent that moved with them.

He looked up, stumbled, and Master Groal’s grip righted him. As they approached the flaming cottages, the sky turned from a charcoal gray to dark, dirty orange. Silhouetted against the orange, directly above them, mantling them, Tyber saw two points, nearly touching like the joints in a great pair of wings. Dragon wings.

Tyber’s jaw dropped. He coughed and sputtered, and Master Groal’s grip tightened on his arm, shoving him forward.

“We’re almost there,” the Master called.

Fire licked the sky ahead of them, and the wings trembled slightly. The grip on Tyber’s shoulder tightened.

The man was in pain. Whatever he was, whatever he was doing, it was causing him pain.

“Almost there,” Master Groal called again, perhaps reassuring himself.

The sky above returned to the charcoal gray.

“Protect your eyes. Look down now!” Master Groal shouted, and Tyber found himself looking down.

The wings parted, and the heat smashed into Tyber’s side.

He grimaced and looked back to Master Groal, but could see nothing strange about the man.

“This way!” Master Groal called and led them down a lane, toward a group of men who were dousing rows of squat, low buildings as more men worked to yank the thatch from the roofs and carry it away.

As soon as they were spotted, several of the men ran up to them, shouting questions and warnings that clashed against Tyber’s ears like nonsense.

The grandmother was lifted from his arms. Without her weight to pin him, he looked back in the direction of his family’s home and fell over.
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Someone knocked on the door.

Tyber pushed himself up onto his elbow as he lay on his bunk and peered to the far end of the bunk hall. Who would bother to knock?

“Come in?” Tyber called, unsure of what to say. It was a bunk hall. There was no expectation of privacy. He was alone in the room simply because he had been excused from classes and none of the others had. They had suffered nothing worse than a poor night’s sleep fighting the fire.

The door opened. Ander stuck his head around the edge. “How are you feeling?”

Tyber sat up on his bunk. The effort sent a coughing fit ringing through his chest. He finally quelled it and left his palm against his breastbone as he wheezed. “Like I’ve inhaled all of the ashes of a blacksmith’s foundry.”

Ander smiled as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him.

“Have you heard anything about my family?” Tyber asked. His posture straightened as if he were bracing himself. He studied Ander’s face for a reaction.

“I have,” Ander said with a slight nod. The smile on his face widened and flooded Tyber with a relief that he didn’t know he could feel.

“They are all accounted for, and they are outside waiting to see you in the garden.”

Tyber grinned and began to stand. Ander placed a hand on his shoulder and held him to the bunk.

“Before you go, I want to talk to you a moment.”

“About?” Tyber relaxed, and then his posture tightened again as he thought of Master Groal and the wings draped around him and the woman.

Ander reached into a pocket in his tunic and pulled out a small purse. He dropped it into Tyber’s lap. Metallic jingles sprinkled the air.

“It’s your bonus,” Ander said.

He sat on the bunk beside Tyber. “I had a discussion with Master Groal—”

Tyber opened his mouth to ask about the man. Ander held up his hand to cut him off.

“And we agreed that after your efforts last night, you have demonstrated that you would pass the first final. In fact, you have shown a level of courage and bravery, and dubious decision making, that is the hallmark of the best royal hordesmen.”

“Dubious decision making?”

Ander grinned. “That was a dumb move, Tyber. You should have gotten help. You should have taken someone with you.”

Tyber lowered his head. Ander was right.

“But that’s what the academy is for,” the hordesman went on. “We teach young men how to think and react in dangerous situations and do what is necessary to protect the people of the kingdom.”

“What about the grandmother?”

Ander gripped his knees. “Too soon to tell. She has not come around yet, but she continues to breathe, which is more than she would be doing if you had not carried her out of that inferno.”

“And Master Groal? What was he doing in there?”

“Looking for you. You were spotted from the air.”

“But he came alone,” Tyber said, raising an eyebrow and wincing at the pull of it on his singed skin.

Ander let out a slight chuckle. “He is Master Groal. He is responsible for all of us in the academy, and none of us get to tell him that he is wrong.”

Tyber opened his mouth to say something more about him, about how he got there, and what appeared to be a pair of wings, but the images were fuzzy and distorted, jumbled.

Yet he clearly remembered the night on top of the academy. That had to have been Master Groal up there.

Did he dare say anything? At best, he would simply sound crazy.

His eyes dropped to the leather purse in his lap.

Master Groal had given it to him. And his family needed the money now more than ever.

He should definitely keep his mouth shut for now.

“Look, I’m getting off track here,” Ander said. “If you want to talk about what happened last night, then come find me after you’re done visiting with your family. I’ll find something for us to drink and we can discuss it then. But the reason I wanted to talk to you before you see your family is to say that you have been released from our agreement. There’s your money. You are free to take it and leave, as long as you give me your word that you will no longer undermine the King’s laws. You can go home. You can help your family start over.”

Tyber clutched the purse in his fist.

“But you have a choice,” Ander continued. He pushed at his knees and stood.

Tyber’s face clenched into a look of disgruntled annoyance before he could hide it, shove it aside.

“What was that?” Ander asked.

“What?”

“That look.”

Tyber shook his head and stared at the wooden floor between himself and the window.

“You’re not free yet, Tyber. I asked you a question. I expect an answer.”

Tyber looked back to Ander, but couldn’t say it and hold eye contact. He looked out to the courtyard, the dark, empty windows of the opposite wing staring back at him in the early afternoon sun. “I was just thinking about the city. My city. The one outside the gate.”

“Go on,” Ander said.

“I just get frustrated,” Tyber said as he turned back to Ander. “Why does the King allow this to happen? It’s hard to go out there to the garden, to walk through these halls and eat this food and live here like I’m some lord’s son, and sit out there in view of a palace built for one family and know that outside the wall, crowded like a bunch of clawing beggars, is my city. My family. The people I grew up with.”

Ander nodded.

“How many people died last night?” Tyber asked.

Ander looked to the floor between them, shrugged, then looked back to Tyber. “Only the gods saw that.”

Tyber took a deep breath as he recalled the sky, the darkness, as if he’d been abandoned and left only to Master Groal, the grandmother and her granddaughter. A coughing fit split his chest. He hacked into his fist before clutching the edge of the bunk and rocking lightly until his cough settled into a wheeze.

“It could have been prevented,” Tyber said and looked up to Ander. “Those people didn’t have to die. We don’t live like that because we want to. We live like that because we have to.”

Ander sat back on the edge of the bunk. It creaked with his weight, and he planted his elbows upon his knees again. “Don’t you think I know that? You were in my home. You know Erik and I came from the same place.”

“How do you do it, then? You know what it’s like. How do you swear to protect a king who treats our people like he does? He puts up a wall and ignores the poorest of his people. He can’t see us. We’re invisible to him.”

Ander spread his hands out before him and then flipped them over and let his wrists go limp as if he was tossing the topic to the floor. “I’m not going to argue with you, Tyber. I hear you. We can argue all day over the King’s policies toward his people, but the truth of the matter is that I’m not here to defend the King’s policies. I’m here to defend the people of Cadwaller. And if you truly care for the people of this kingdom, all of them, no matter which side of the wall they live on, then you will take a few moments to really consider what it is you do today.”

Ander stood and motioned to the pouch in Tyber’s lap as he stepped out to the middle of the long, narrow room. “Like I said, you have satisfied your end of our agreement as far as I am concerned. You have your bonus, and you are free to leave with your family. But if you do that, if you walk away from here, then Tyber, you are no better than a king who will not change his ways to improve the lives of his people. You will walk out of here with enough money to find lodging and food for your family for a short while. I don’t wish to be macabre, but I believe the death toll from last night’s fire is large enough that employment inside the mother city will open up. You will find a job. You will likely find a good one, as I will hand out my recommendation to anyone who asks about you. But nothing will really change. You will still be working to provide for your family, and while that is a noble goal to be sure, your situation and your station in life will never change.”

Tyber looked out the window again. An urge pushed at him to stand, walk to the window sill and peer down at the weyr doors, but he remained on the edge of his bunk.

“If you truly wish to see this kingdom changed, Tyber—If you wish to change, then you must do something different. You cannot concern yourself with your family alone and—”

“I’m only doing my best to look after them,” Tyber snapped.

Ander took a deep breath, then folded his arms behind his back as he lifted his chin slightly. “No one is saying different, Tyber. If I am to get to the heart of the matter, then it is this: stay. Stay at the academy. There will be another bonus, a larger bonus, for those who complete the second trial. That is what you can tell your family if it makes it easier. But I want you to stay because the kingdom needs you. And when I say the kingdom, I mean its people. The people of the mother city and the Cadwaller kingdom need men like you, Tyber. I need you. It’s not enough to graduate men who can ride dragons, handle bows, and assert their will with a sword’s edge. I need men of courage who will stand up for what they believe in, yet are not so rigid that they can’t be educated.”

Tyber looked at Ander. “Can’t be educated?”

A slight grin passed over Ander’s face and then disappeared. “I’ve spoken to the other masters. You are a good student. You learn fast. But learning to read and recite lessons is not the heart of learning. The heart of learning is in being able to use the knowledge you gain. Can you take what you have learned and use it to change your life? Change the way you look at the world?”

Tyber turned to the window again and thought of the world as it existed beneath Rius’ wings. He nodded.

“Prove it to me,” Ander said. “Show me. Stand up for the people outside that window. I will have your answer by dinner time tonight. If I do not see you in the dining hall, then I hope to see you on the streets, but certainly not at the end of the royal guards’ ire.”

Tyber nodded again but didn’t look away from the window.

Silence filled the room, and in that silence, Tyber swore he could still hear the rushing of the flames, the roar of the fire as a distant commotion. He began to inhale deeply to search the air for smoke, but he quit before he sent his lungs into spasms. Despite having a bath, he couldn’t stop thinking that he smelled of ash himself as if he had been burnt away in the fire.

“You deserve to be a hordesman, Ty,” Ander said quietly, sitting down next to Tyber and placing a hand on his shoulder. “You deserve the plentiful food and the soft bunk, the dragon’s-eye view of the world. You deserve the opportunity. You have not spent a day of your life thinking of yourself. When I first came to the academy, Master Gury reminded me that I was no good to anyone until I was good to myself. The horde is only as strong as its individual members, he said. The alpha does not ask that her dragons deny their own needs to see to hers. That is the wisdom of dragons. Whatever decision you make, keep that in mind.”

“Why?” Tyber asked. “Why do you care so much about me?”

“Because I was you, Ty. I didn’t have to take care of my family like you do, but I was on the same path. You remember how I was, quick with my fists and headed toward a life as a minor thug and petty criminal.” Ander stood, stretched his back and looked down at Tyber. “Until I got caught by a royal hordesman who gave me a choice—the academy or prison. And now I am here and have zero regrets. I see myself in you and want you to have the chance that was given to me.”

“Where is he now, this hordesman? What’s his name?” Tyber asked. Ander’s story seemed very convenient, although it did ring of truth. Ander had bullied Erik constantly throughout their early days. Yet, as far as Tyber knew, Ander wasn’t a liar.

“I wouldn’t lie to you, Ty,” Ander said as if reading Tyber’s mind. “His name is Karno. Last I heard of him, he is now a hordesman in the Aerona horde on the western edge of the kingdom. His horde was absorbed into Aerona’s horde when the royal alpha fell in battle.”

“The dragon queen’s horde?” Tyber asked.

“I’ll leave you to your decision making,” Ander said, ignoring Tyber’s question. He turned and walked to the door. The floor cracked with his sharp footfalls, and then the door snapped shut behind him.

Tyber’s shoulders drooped as he looked down to the purse in his lap. Was this Master Groal’s way of buying his silence? But to what end? If he had told anyone that the Master of the King’s Royal Academy of Dragon Riders was a…

A coughing fit shook Tyber. He shuddered and rocked. The purse slipped from his lap and hit the floor between his feet.

Eventually, he calmed his aching lungs, his fiery throat, and his racing heart. He stood, then crouched and picked up the purse. He undid the leather tie, then dumped the contents onto his palm.

Thirteen silver strips. He jostled them in his open hand, feeling their weight and heft. It wasn’t enough to replace their cottage, but it was enough to pay the rent on one for several months and still have money left over to feed his family.

If this is what Master Groal had offered to buy his silence, then Tyber would take it. Who would believe him if he breathed a word of what he had seen anyway? The granddaughter, maybe. But the night had been dark and full of fire. Who was to say what they really saw and what the smoke tricked them into seeing? The only thing he knew for sure was that Master Groal had saved his life.

Ander had consulted with Groal, and the Master wasn’t asking Tyber to leave. Surely the invitation for him to stay hadn’t been Ander’s alone.

Tyber dumped the silver back into the purse and cinched it shut. After depositing it in his foot trunk, he went to the window. His fingers grasped the edge of the sill as he peered down at the weyr. He looked back to the door of the bunk room. His family was in the garden, waiting to see him. What would he tell them?

Tyber took his time getting dressed. His jaw tightened as he thought of the faces of his brothers and sisters, his father and Fafa. After putting on his boots, he reached into his foot trunk, fished out the purse, and secured it to his belt with the leather lashings.

With a pat against his tunic to make sure the purse was secure, he stepped up on the window sill and walked out along the ledge. At the first pole, he grabbed hold and stepped off the ledge as he raised his face to the blue sky strung with high, white clouds. He half expected to see Master Groal up there, above the parapets, staring down at him.

There was no one, nothing watching him. He was on his own with this decision.
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To Tyber’s relief, the weyr was nearly empty when he entered. His fellow recruits were probably across the courtyard, boxed up in the auditorium, struggling to stay awake.

The head weyrman looked up as Tyber entered. He appeared surprised for a second, but when no one else came in, he returned his attention to the saddle he was mending.

As Tyber let himself into Rius’ stall, she lowered her head and began to sniff him, her muzzle nearly pressed into his chest as she inhaled deeply.

“Do I still smell like smoke?” Tyber asked. He placed his hands on either side of her muzzle. She stopped sniffing and looked up at him, lifting her face until it was even with his, her long neck slightly arched in order to look him straight in the eye.

Tyber inhaled deeply and felt as if he was being watched. He glanced over his shoulder in time to see the weyrman turn to the saddle.

Tyber released Rius’ muzzle and lowered himself to the floor of the stall. Rius laid down.

“Look,” Tyber said as he stared into Rius’ dark eyes, “I have a decision to make.”

Rius blinked.

Tyber nearly chuckled. “And I guess the first decision is whether talking to a dragon means I’m crazy.”

Rius lifted her wings slightly, then settled them against her back. She shifted her weight, and her tail came round her body and curled before herself. She appeared to be making herself comfortable, as if settling in to listen, and suddenly Tyber didn’t feel awkward or silly for speaking to her.

He ran his hands over the stubble of his hair. It felt gritty to him, and as he pulled his hands away, he peered at his palms expecting to find ash. There was none.

His hands fell to his lap.

Rius extended her neck until the tip of her muzzle was nearly over Tyber’s hands. He patted her head and scratched beneath her jaw.

“I got the silver. The bonus, you know. That fire last night,” he said, his voice low, barely over a whisper. “Ander says that… He says that I have proven myself. That I could pass the first trial no problem, and that as far as he’s concerned, I’ve kept my end of the bargain. I’m free to go.”

The weight of Rius’ head increased as her neck relaxed. Tyber stopped scratching under her jaw and instead let the head of the great beast rest on his palm.

“My family lost everything. But Ander says they’re all right. They’re out in the garden, waiting for me.”

Tyber leaned forward slightly. His face inched closer to Rius’ muzzle. “I have to tell them what I’m going to do.”

The dragon’s head grew heavier still until he was forced to use both hands to hold it, one on either side of her jaw. Her eyes looked away from his, down to his chest, to the red stripe that crossed it like a slash, a scarlet scar.

He looked down at the red sash woven into the fabric. The stripe bisected his heart. Was it merely an adornment, or was it symbolic? Placed there on purpose by those who had designed the uniforms? A symbol of the hordesman’s heart—half for himself, half for his dragon.

Tyber looked at the dragon’s face. She puffed out a small burst of air and raised her eyes to his again, holding his gaze. His eyes grew heavy, wet, as if the smoke from the fire still stung them. His shoulders slumped with the weight of an impossible goodbye.

He took a deep breath of his own, then applied some gentle pressure to the dragon’s muzzle, lifted her face up slightly to be more even with his own.

“Last night, I swore… I thought I was going to die. And for a brief second, I thought I was all right with that. The fire behind me was so big. I could tell my home was gone… and it seemed so big, all that fire, that I couldn’t even imagine that anyone could escape it, let alone my family. I thought for sure they had all died. That there was nothing left—”

Tyber’s jaw clicked shut. His fingers curled tighter around the dragon’s jaw. She lifted her head a slight bit more until the tip of her muzzle nearly touched the tip of his nose.

He shook his head. “I know. I know. Stupid of me. But it wasn’t until Ander said that they were waiting for me in the garden that… I don’t know how to explain it. And that’s the problem, see? That’s the problem with us. With you and me. Ander said I had to be open, that I had to be open with you for us to imprint, but I... It scares me, Rius. To be perfectly honest, it scares me.”

Tyber took a deep breath.

Rius’ muzzle touched the tip of his nose, then backed away a tiny fraction. Tyber lowered his brow until it rested against the dragon’s muzzle. He rubbed at her jaw, then lifted his head and stared into her eyes. “It’s the dumbest thing ever, but to be perfectly honest with you, it scares me because here I am. I work so hard to help my father feed the family and keep a roof over everyone’s heads, and I feel like it’s never enough. I’m always trying hard all the time to make sure everyone gets enough. And it wears me out. I’m exhausted. And I thought that it was enough. I thought it was good enough to spend my life making sure my family got what they needed to survive. But when Ander told me… When he said…”

Tyber looked away and raised a sleeve to wipe over his eyes. He stared at the wall of the stall before him, and it seemed as if it was the first wall he had encountered in the mother city that wasn’t tall enough.

“Sorry,” Tyber said with a shake of his head as he turned back to Rius. “When he said that they were fine. It struck me that they… By the wilds, Rius. They got by without me. They didn’t need me at all. They escaped a fire that leveled our neighborhood, and they didn’t need me at all.”

Rius let out a short puff of air that tickled as it washed over Tyber’s neck.

“No,” Tyber said with a shake of his head. “That’s not what I mean. I’m not hurt at all. I’m… I’m relieved. And it feels terrible. I thank the gods above for watching over them, for not turning away, but then I think, what have I been doing? What have I been doing all this time if they’re going to be all right whether I’m there or not?”

Tyber reached up and scratched the scales behind Rius’ left eye. A low rumble of contentment rolled through the dragon, and her head grew so heavy that his arm trembled trying to support it.

“And sitting here, talking to you, talking to a dragon of all things, it just hits me. Out of the blue. The problem has been that I’ve been trying to serve my family. I’ve been putting their needs ahead of my own. And that was stupid of me. I shouldn’t be in servitude to anyone or anything, should I?”

Another low rumble went through Rius.

Tyber nodded. He reached up again and wiped at the flesh beneath his eyes. “It should be a partnership. I shouldn’t be in servitude to my family. My family and I should be in a partnership. That’s the way it is with you, isn’t it? You and Merilyss? You don’t serve the alpha. She’s your family, your partner. She sees to your needs, and you see to the horde’s. That is the wisdom, isn’t it? The thing Ander wants me to learn. My horde, my family, will be fine if I do what I need to do. I should let them lift me up, right?”

Rius stared deeply into Tyber’s eyes, and an unspoken acceptance that went far beyond words or experience passed through him, moved like a wind and a breeze that swept over body parts he didn’t know he had until he felt the tickle of the air.

Tyber sat up straight and gasped. His teeth clenched into a grimace, and he fell forward, his brow landing upon the dragon’s muzzle soft as a leaf returning to the soil it had grown from. He reached out and wrapped his arms around the dragon’s neck and shuddered.

After a tear fell from the tip of his nose, Tyber sat up and looked into Rius’ eyes.

“What did you…” And he let it go. It wasn’t what she had done to him, but what they had done, together.

Tyber patted Rius on her cheek, beneath her eye. “Come on. Let’s go say goodbye.”






  
  
  Chapter 26

  
  




Unther was the first to notice Tyber as he rounded the corner of the academy. The boy’s face lit up, and when his eyes dashed from Tyber’s face to that of Rius coming around the corner behind him, his face looked like it would burst with joy. He let out a squeak that caught everyone’s attention, and then the children raced down the garden path for Tyber as he led Rius along on her lead.

“It’s a dragon!” Lin called from Theola’s arms and pointed.

Tyber dropped to his knees and gathered his brothers and sisters into his arms and tried to hold them close. But they were so full of stories to tell that it was impossible.

“Tyber!” Jack shouted. “Our cottage burnt down. There was a big fire! It was bigger than the wall, and we heard it coming. All these people were yelling for us to get out and so we had to leave, but Theola got a cart, and I helped Fafa into it—”

“I helped, too!” Daramel interjected.

“And we had to pull him away as the fire came, but I wasn’t scared at all! I told everyone my big brother rides dragons. We don’t get scared in our family.” Jack stepped back and pitched his fists onto his tiny, thin hips as he puffed his chest out and beamed.

“That’s amazing,” Tyber said. “You all are a bunch of heroes, aren’t you?”

Tyber looked up at Theola, who still clutched Lin and couldn’t take her eyes from Rius.

“Is that your dragon?” Unther asked. “Can I ride him?”

“Where is Fafa?” Tyber asked Father as he stepped up behind Theola.

“You know his back. He couldn’t walk out here. He’s staying with your Uncle Ken.”

“And you? How are you?” Tyber asked as he stood. His brothers clung to him, not wanting to let go until Tyber’s height put him out of their reach.

Father took a deep breath. “Myer is allowing us to sleep in the livery stable for now. Until we can find somewhere else. I’m sorry, son, but we lost everything.”

He shook his head, and for a moment, looked like he was about to lose his resolve as well. It was a look that Tyber hadn’t seen since the death of his mother. There was a point where his father appeared to be unable to shed a tear more, and then beyond that, he went back to work as if his wife’s death had never happened.

Tyber reached under his tunic and pulled the purse from his belt. He held it out to his father.

Father looked from the purse to Tyber, then took it gingerly, as if it held something far more priceless and fragile than the strips of metal that lay inside.

“It’s my bonus. I passed the first trial,” Tyber said. “I want you to have it.”

Father’s lips parted, but he said nothing. His hand trembled.

“You should be able to find a place to rent. And with one less mouth to feed, hopefully, it’ll last you until my next bonus.”

At that, Theola’s attention snapped from Rius to Tyber. “Next?”

Tyber nodded. “Next. I’m staying for the second trial. The second bonus is larger than that. I’m sorry, I forgot to ask how much larger.”

Father’s fist clenched over the purse. His lips grew tight as well, and he shook his head. “It doesn’t matter, son. It doesn’t matter if it is just a slip of copper. As long as this is what you want.”

Tyber looked back and up to Rius. She stared down at him. He lifted an eyebrow, and she gave a slight nod.

He turned back around and held his arms out for Lin. Once Theola handed her over, he gave the tiny girl a hug. Lin gave him a quick peck on the cheek before he handed her over to Daramel. Tyber then extended a hand to Theola.

She looked from his hand to Rius and then back to Tyber. Her face grew wide with surprise and then worry. “No,” she said and shook her head.

“Don’t worry,” Tyber said. “I couldn’t make her fly if I wanted to. Not without the Dragoneer.” Though he doubted the truth of that statement.

Theola took his hand, clutching it tight until the tips of his fingers blanched. He led her through the gaggle of their siblings, and then guided her as she placed a foot in the stirrup, then hoisted herself up into the saddle with a gasp and a grin that nearly broke his heart.

Theola clutched the lip of the saddle, then straightened her back and looked about, her head turning slowly to survey the world from the shoulders of a dragon before she stopped to stare out over the heads of those milling about Dragon Lane.

She stared long and hard, and despite the solid, immutable fact of the city wall, Tyber knew she was staring out to the west, to the edge of the kingdom where women could touch the sky from the back of a dragon.

To a world just beginning to open with promise.
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