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Chapter One – Derel

Heat. So much heat. That’s what I registered first, a blast of heat so intense I thought the skin might melt off my body.
Then the fear hit. I’d known fear before, but this was different. This was raw and blinding, a terror that froze the marrow in my bones.
The fire passed within inches of me, but when the wall of flame parted, I stared into a set of gleaming golden eyes. I could hear every thump of my heart, feel every breath in slow motion, as I stared into those eyes. Tendrils of smoke snaked up from the creature’s nostrils as it held my gaze.
What in the hell… I’d seen dragons before, of course, on feast days, when the knights would come out on parade. I’d seen them in the training yards. I’d gotten to watch the dragon riders practice flight once or twice.
But I’d never stood so close to one of these beasts, never come face-to-face with a wyvern. I’d never felt dragon fire so near.
“Ana, down,” a voice called. I recognized the speaker as Sir Ilyen, my Knight. And the familiar tones of my commanding officer’s voice drew me back to reality.
Whatever this creature was doing here, why ever it was breathing fire at us, didn’t matter as much as surviving. Instinctively, I followed my CO’s order, and dropped to the ground.
It wasn’t a moment too soon. The jaws parted, a stream of fire filling the spot I’d been standing a second earlier. My back felt like it was in flames, and the smell of singed hair hit my nostrils. I wasn’t sure if I was actually on fire, but I rolled anyway.
Meanwhile, Ilyen was yelling. “Phillip, get out of here. Monster: over here.”
Phillip Aaronsen was another squire, a few years younger than me. I didn’t know him well. He was new to Ilyen’s service, and not much more than a child. The last I’d seen him, he’d been tacking up the horses. I wasn’t sure where he was now.
I came to a stop a few full rolls away from the spot I’d dropped. I was a few feet to the dragon’s right, and it was trundling away from me, in the knight protector’s direction.
Ilyen, meanwhile, had drawn his sword, and continued to shout at the creature. Among the challenges and taunts, he said, “Ana, get the hell out of here. You and Phillip: get back to camp.”
I nodded, pulling myself onto my hands and knees. My back ached with a deep, burning pain. I’d definitely absorbed some of that fire. I glanced around our encampment, looking for Phillip. I saw our tents, now in flames. Mine was reduced to a smoking husk. The other two still burned.
I saw Ilyen, too, at the far end of our camp, his wyvern steel blade raised in front of him like a caster’s staff in the old paintings. A shiver ran up my spine, and with it, a fresh wave of pain hit my nerves. Part of me wanted to stand and watch. Wyvern steel was imbued with the ancient magic of elves. It cast an envelope of protection over the wielder, to shield them from dragon fire. I’d learned that as a child. But I’d never seen it in practice.
Part of me wanted to stay and see the ancient magic with my own eyes. But KP Ilyen had given me an order. And, there was a dragon on the prowl. Curiosity was tempered by good sense. I was a squire. I had no such enchanted sword. My back had already been barbecued. I didn’t need any further brushes with a fiery death.
So I kept looking for Phillip. In a moment, I found him. He’d ducked into a scrappy patch of shrubs between a pair of tall trees. Grimacing with pain, I crouched low and cut across the space as quickly as I could. “Phillip,” I hissed as I reached him. “Come on: you heard the KP. We need to get out of here.”
Phillip turned glassy eyes to me. He looked in the moment much less the young man I’d been training with, and more a frightened child. His round cheeks had gone pale, and a stunned expression settled onto his features. “A dragon rider,” he said. “It’s a dragon rider.”
“A rider?” I frowned, throwing my eyes back to the beast. To my surprise, he was right. I’d been too focused on the flaming jaws and smoking nostrils to see much more, but now I took in the entire wyvern. It was a great silver beast, its core as large as an elephant, but with a long, snakelike neck and tail. It had drawn its leathery wings in, so that they rested by its side, but they were massive too.
And strapped to its back was a dark saddle, upon which sat an armor-clad rider. What in the hell? It would have been strange enough to see a wild wyvern in these woods. How many years had it been since wild dragons roamed the skies? Longer than my lifetime, certainly.
But a dragon rider, attacking a KP and his squires? Dragon riders were the most elite knights and noblemen in the realm. They were men and women who had sworn fealty to the Queen and proved themselves worthy of the honor.
But this could be no knight of the North. No knight of the North would attack a brother-in-arms unprovoked. I squinted, studying the strange uniform. It was dark and nondescript, with a heavy cape and unmarked tunic.
I could see nothing to give away the rider’s identity. Deciding that this was a mystery I would not solve from my current vantage, and reminding myself that I had orders, I said again, “We need to get out of here.”
“We should help the KP.”
“He gave us an order, Phillip. We need to go, now.”
“What if he needs help?” he wondered, his voice very small.
I frowned. “Squire, on your feet, dammit. You heard the KP: move out.”
The stern tone seemed to cut through his dazed state, and he nodded. “Right. Back to base?”
“Stat.” We were about ten kilometers away from the nearest town, on what had been a fairly routine border patrol. Had been, right up until the point that a dragon showed up. Cragspoint – our base – was another twelve or fifteen kilometers further. That was too far away to radio it in, and too far for help to reach us in time anyway.
“The horses are dead,” he said. “We’ll never get away. It’ll catch us.”
I threw a glance around and saw with a measure of horror that he was right. The horses lay in a smoldering heap where Phillip had been working a few minutes ago. I wondered, now, that I’d missed the smell. The air was heavy with it: the odor of burnt flesh.
My stomach lurched, and I pushed aside the thoughts of Megara, my poor bay – now dead. “We need to stick to the tree line,” I decided. “If he can’t see us, we might be okay.”
The boy seemed to have lost himself again to his own thoughts, for he made no response. I grabbed his shoulder, pulling him to his feet. “Come on, Phillip. We need to move.”
At this, he nodded. We turned northwestward; in the direction we’d come. We’d been following the winding turns and twists of the demarcation between the North and No Man’s Land. Now, we’d cut straight through the forest, for the nearest town. Fort Terrence was a little place, with a few family farms near the river. Mostly, though, its population was trappers and loggers, some of them long term residents, and some who resided there for a season or two while they harvested the surrounding area’s ample bounty. They’d have horses, and maybe even a skimmer.
We began to run, keeping low and avoiding the open as much as possible. We’d covered perhaps half the distance between camp and the tree line, when I heard a whoosh of flame.
I froze, instinctively turning to Ilyen. Phillip did, too. I saw only flame, a great stream of red and orange. My heart leapt into my mouth, and for half a second I wondered if all the talk of wyvern steel was just fairy stories, happy lies they told children.
But then the fire dissipated, and the wyrm closed its smoking jaws. And KP Ilyen stood exactly where he had been, a little shaken, it seemed to me, but unharmed.
I loosed a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. I’d known the KP going on two years now. He was my commanding officer, my mentor, and a good friend. You didn’t spend the majority of your waking hours with another human being without coming either to respect them or despise them. For the KP and me, it had gone the respect route.
I had my orders. I knew what I had to do: follow them. But some part of me trembled at the thought of leaving Ilyen here, not only to fight this beast, but its rider too.
Phillip must have had the same thought, because he said, “We’ve got to help, Ana.”
“The KP gave us an order.” My tone was harsh, as much for my own benefit as his. Orders were orders. You never disobeyed an order. You never disobeyed your knight. That was the squire’s code. “Let’s go.”
I moved again for the trees. But this time, Phillip didn’t follow. I had taken a step or two when I realized he was moving, but in the opposite direction: toward the dragon. Dammit. I didn’t dare call out to him, lest my shouting attract the beast’s attention.
I turned too, racing for the boy. Damned fool. I’d had my doubts when Ilyen had picked such a child. Phillip was too young for the military, much less to be a full-fledged squire. I’d been a good two years his senior when I started. I’d never have disobeyed a direct order like this.
Gritting my teeth, I pumped my legs harder, cursing the boy as I ran. For such a blocky teen, he was remarkably fast. Still, I was faster, and I was gaining on him.
That’s when I saw the gun. He had drawn his pistol and was aiming it at the beast. Now, I did shout. “Phillip, no.”
Our weapons would do nothing of consequence to a wyvern. Their scales were impervious to munitions. Everyone knew this: only blessed steel could pierce those scales.
So what in the gods’ names was this foolish child trying to do?
I wasn’t sure, but he was bound and determined to test his plan, whatever it was. He pulled the trigger, once, then twice. I was still a good three strides away. I saw the wyvern start to turn in our direction.
Hell. I moved by instinct now, covering the last few steps in a leap. I collided with Phillip, and grimaced. He might have been a child, but he was built like a bloody tank. Still, though I’d probably thrown my shoulder out in doing it, I took him down.
It wasn’t a moment too soon. Fire passed over us as we hit the earth. I rolled off Phillip, the forward motion of my leap still carrying me a few feet. The flames passed within inches of me at one point but missed.
Squire Aaronsen was not so lucky. He’d gone down and avoided the lion’s share of the blast. But he hadn’t moved, and the dragon fire had scorched a long, raw, red streak down the side of his body, from head to toe.
My anger and annoyance all vanished at the sight. Oh gods. His sandy blond hair had burned away, the flesh of his face and body were red and black. The smell was horrifying, something like the stench of our horses, but worse…so much worse. “Phillip,” I said, my eyes darting between him and the beast.
He was unresponsive, but the wyvern drew in another breath, readying for another blast. My heart skipped a beat. I had seconds to get out of the line of fire. I was too far from cover to make it. Twice, the monster missed me.
There’d be no escape this time.
I knew it. And, so, it seemed, did the rider. He’d hidden his eyes under a mask, but the flash of a toothy, satisfied grin told me all I needed to know.
Adrenaline coursed through my veins. Time itself seemed to stand still. It wasn’t time, I knew, but a heightening of my own senses. I glanced between the rider and the wyvern, its golden eyes gleaming with murderous intent.
I moved for the rifle still slung over my back. Standard munitions couldn’t pierce a dragon’s hide. But I was staring into two glimmering, unarmored entry points, straight to the creature’s brain.
This was a ridiculously easy range. And I was a damned good shot.
In a heartbeat, I’d shouldered the gun. I took a breath, stared straight into the dragon’s eye, down the barrel of my gun, and pulled the trigger.




Chapter Two – Derel

The wyvern shuddered, its great silver form twitching and spasming. It belched out a stream of flame, weak and ineffectual, in my direction. But it fell short by quite a few meters.
Then, purple leaking from the one eye socket, the other eye rolled back, and the dragon collapsed.
Part of me registered that I had just killed this thing, that I’d pulled off a once-in-a-lifetime shot. Mostly, though, my mind was on the junior squire. I ran to him. He lay unmoving, murmuring incoherently. “Phillip,” I said, “can you hear me?”
His burns were bad, looking all the worse now that I was so close. My medical pack – and, I assumed, everyone else’s – had been burned up, either with the horses or the tents. He was going to need medical attention, sooner rather than later. And we had no means of transport left, except old-fashioned walking.
I looked up, in search of Ilyen. The sooner we got underway, the better Phillip’s chances of survival would be. I shivered as the words entered my mind. Phillip’s chances of survival. Dammit. He was just a kid. What the hell had just happened, that I was contemplating his chances of survival? “KP?” I called. “KP, we have to get him to help.”
Ilyen, I supposed, was still on the other side of the downed wyvern, out of my line of sight. But since I got no response, I stood. “I’ll be right back, Aaronsen.”
I wasn’t sure if he could hear me or not. He seemed to be semi-conscious, but I wasn’t sure about that either. Still, if he could hear me, I wanted him to know he’d be alright.
I moved for where I’d last seen the KP, maintaining a wide perimeter around the wyvern. It was dead. I knew that. Still, the sight of its vast, scaly body; its teeth still peeking out from those enormous jaws; and the great, snaking tail, sent a shiver up my back.
I’d covered a few meters when I heard a shot. My heart leapt into my mouth, and my eyes darted around the clearing, trying to figure out who was shooting. I saw no one – not Ilyen, not anyone else. But my eyes rested on the rider’s saddle.
Empty. Fuck. I’d been so focused on killing the dragon, I’d forgotten about its rider.
At the same time, another shot rang out. I drew my pistol now and raced for the sound. I rounded the great heap of dragon flesh and drew up short. Ilyen stood, pistol in hand, a few meters from the downed rider.
“KP,” I said, exhaling a breath, “I was afraid…”
He turned to me, and the words caught in my throat. A stream of crimson ran down his tunic, from a hole in his lower chest.
“Oh gods. KP!” Holstering the pistol, I covered the last few yards between us at a sprint.
“You’re supposed to be gone,” Ilyen said. “You and Phillip.”
“Phillip’s burned. Badly. But you’re shot, KP.”
“I’m fine.”
He was far from fine. Even without the steady stream of blood running down him, the grayish pallor in his cheeks would have been clue enough. “We need to get you patched up.”
“Where’s Aaronsen?”
I waved a hand in the squire’s direction. “You’re losing a lot of blood, sir. We need to stop the bleeding.”
“I’ll be fine.” He stepped forward; in the direction I’d indicated. I hesitated. I wanted to offer him assistance, but I knew Ilyen well enough to know that the offer, unsolicited, would not be well-received. “Tell me about Phillip. You said he was burned?”
I nodded, starting to explain what had happened, when the KP pulled up short, drawing in a few quick breaths.
“I may…I may need a hand, Ana.”
That was all the urging I needed, and I slung his arm over my shoulder. “Lean into me, sir.”
He did. “Aaronsen: you were saying?”
“He took a passing blast of flames. He’s burnt up pretty badly. Not all over, but badly enough. And I think he passed out.”
“Maybe just as well,” Ilyen grunted. “I take it…the dragon: that was you?”
“Yessir.”
“How?”
From his vantage, I supposed the KP wouldn’t have been able to see what went down. “I shot him. In the eye.”
Ilyen was quiet for a moment, then shook his head. “Wow. That’s a hell of a shot, Derel.”
“Thank you.” I grunted, shifting his weight further onto my shoulders. I could feel his steps weakening. “KP, I need to take a look at that wound.”
“Get me to Aaronsen. Then do what you have to.”
“Got it.” We circled the dragon’s slumped carcass, until we reached Phillip. He was exactly where I’d left him. I don’t think he’d shifted so much as a millimeter.
“Fuck,” Ilyen muttered, as I lowered him beside the boy. “He did get it bad. Do we have a medkit?”
I glanced around the smoldering camp. “I don’t think so. Your pack was in your tent, right?” He nodded. “Let me see if anything survived, then.”
It was a quick survey. The tents were all wrecks now, with nothing but charred rubble where they’d once stood. Here the corner of a cot survived, there a scorched bit of fabric dangled from a scrap of tent pole. But nothing substantial – nothing useful – remained. “Sorry, KP. There’s nothing left.”
Ilyen had rolled Phillip onto his side and was examining his burns. He looked, I thought, even grayer than before. “Check the rider, Ana. And the dragon. He probably has his own supply pack.”
I shivered at the prospect of touching that beast but nodded. “Yessir.”
“And look for anything to ID him.”
“Yessir.”
I returned first to the dragon rider. Ilyen had shot him, straight through the head. I lifted his mask, avoiding the slick of blood that covered the central portion. His head lolled heavily, and his eyes stared unseeing at the sky.
I didn’t know him. That didn’t surprise me, exactly. I didn’t expect this to be a rider of the North, or someone I knew. Still, scrutinizing the man’s face, his dead, green eyes, the pale skin and unremarkable features, the realization kicked in: a stranger had nearly murdered us all. It was one thing to accept that this was no Northern knight. It was another to accept that a stranger, someone with which none of us presumably had a grudge, would want to kill us.
I pushed the thought aside and rifled through the man’s pockets. He had no pack on him, and only a pistol in hand. Other than a canteen that hung around his neck, I found nothing.
Then, I turned my sights on the beast. It was dead. I checked, and then re-checked. Blood ran down its scaly face, and it lay unmoving, unbreathing. It was dead.
Still, there was something truly terrifying about it, even in death. Razor sharp teeth poked out from its mouth. I hadn’t paid much attention to the teeth before. Fire had consumed the larger part of my fears. But now that it wasn’t trying to roast me, I saw the teeth with a sense of wondering horror. Its feet – or are they paws? – were tipped with long, thin, razorlike claws. I shuddered at the thought of what they’d do to flesh and bone. Flame was hardly the only weapon at a wyvern’s disposal.
It wasn’t just the piercing and shredding apparatus, though. Everything about the creature terrified, from the unnatural shimmer of its silver scales to the high crests on its head. Unnatural, though, was not the word for it. Supposedly, these beasts predated my own race, and even the long-lost elves. So they were technically as natural as humankind.
But there was something perhaps preternatural about it, too. I couldn’t have said what, but standing in front of it, even dead like this, I could feel it.
Maybe it was just awe, mixed in with the fear. Maybe it was seeing a wyvern, up close.
But whatever it was, I had work to do. I gritted my teeth, skirted the snaking neck and lifeless head, and went for the saddle.
A kind of ladder hung here, with single-hold, leather rungs. I took a breath, took hold of one of the rungs, and began my climb.
The wyvern was still eerily warm underneath me, and the climbing motion sent spasms of pain through my back where I’d been burnt. The angle, too, was strange, with the dragon as much on his side as anything else. Now and then, the ladder would shift under me.
So I was grateful when I’d reached the saddle, and could pull myself up. It was raised a little off the dragon’s back, with footholds for the rider. All of that was interesting, and, if I’d had more time, I suppose I would have examined it in greater detail. But my KP was bleeding out, and Phillip was in a world of hurt. Curiosity would have to wait.
Strapped to the back of the saddle, there was a pack tucked under a bedroll. I grabbed both. I wasn’t sure we’d need both, but I didn’t want to climb back up here a second time if I could help it.
Scooting as far as I dared, I let my legs dangle off the side of the dragon, then dropped. The impact sent a shiver of pain up my back, but I gritted my teeth and sprinted back to Ilyen. “Got his pack, KP.”
“Anything we can use?”
“Not sure yet.” I pulled open the pack, setting the contents out. There was food, another canteen, a change of clothes and – to our mutual relief – a small medkit.
“Good,” he said. “I have to get my bleeding under control. And we need to treat Phillip’s burns, if there’s anything in there for that.”
Stopping the KP’s bleeding was a chore in itself. The rider had a few second skin patches that, in theory, were supposed to graft onto the site of an injury and plug up any holes. But Ilyen was bleeding so much, the first patch started leaking almost as soon as I put it on. The second lasted a little longer, but by time I’d closed the exit wound, blood was seeping out the front again.
We were down to two patches. That, and the pool of blood he was in, was worrying the shit out of me. I tried again, though, applying a bit more pressure this time. He gritted his teeth but nodded. “That should make it take.”
It did. “Try not to move too much, KP. We’ve only got one of these things left now.”
Then, we turned to Aaronsen. Our first task was cleaning the wound. This meant removing the clothing where it had been burned into his flesh. Mostly, I worked, and Ilyen closed his eyes and caught his breath.
The odor was horrifying, and my stomach roiled with every new whiff. It was a combination of campfire and cooked flesh smells; except it was my friend’s cooked flesh I was smelling.
I was glad Phillip was out for this. Even if the smell didn’t hit him like it did me, I could only imagine how much it would have hurt to have pieces of fabric picked out of open wounds.
“We don’t have anything for burns. Best we can do is wrap it – lightly – to keep out dirt. You doing okay, Derel?”
“Yessir.”
“You want me to take over? You’re looking a little green.”
“I got it.”
He watched me with careful blue eyes, then nodded. “Alright. But if you hurl – make sure it’s not on him.”
I forced a grin onto my features. “You’re a hell of a mentor, KP. Don’t know where I’d be without your counsel.”
He smiled too, through a grimace of pain. “Yeah, yeah. Smartass.”




Chapter Three – Callaghan

Today marked the beginning of my least favorite time of autumn: new recruit training. It was the first day of the eight weeks when my quiet village teamed with the young and dumb: swaggering boys and cocksure girls, all with something to prove to someone.
Their point of origin was the base at the edge of town, but like a bad infection, they seemed to spread whenever given the chance. And seeing as how the bars on base closed when the foundlings showed up…well, after a few days of intense training and nothing to wash down the bland military rations, even a podunk town like ours becomes a destination.
Not that the good folks of Shire’s End minded much. It was a red-letter day for the taverns and eateries when the new recruits showed up. They could charge premium prices for their worst ales, and the wet-behind-the-ears kids wouldn’t know any better. They didn’t have to be too particular about the food, either, especially as the liquor flowed more freely. Base rations were notoriously bad.
It was all part of introducing these green recruits to the full military experience, a way to cull the herd: if you couldn’t survive a little gruel, and grueling hours, service wasn’t for you.
That, and maybe a sadistic streak on the base commander’s part. Senior Knight Protector Kyle Lidek loved nothing more than reminding willing – or unwilling – listeners of the trials of service back in his day.
He had something of a point. There’d been war, in Lidek’s day. Not the kind of border skirmishes that happened every once in a while now, that left a few wounded or dead, but real war, that left entire battalions dead.
Still, he was an old man living firmly in the past, a soldier reliving his glory days vicariously, in the suffering he inflicted on new waves of enlistees. He made no bones about it, either. “My fighting days are over. But that doesn’t mean the fight’s over. You laugh all you want, Lilia, but there’ll be blood in the fields again. And making sure these boys become men, these girls women? Well, that’s my fight now. And it’s every bit as important as the fighting they’ll be doing. And I do not lose. I didn’t lose then, and I won’t lose now.”
Well, more power to him. As for me, though, when it came to fresh recruits, I stayed as far away as possible. I had nothing against them. I was young and dumb once too, full of myself and sure the world would fall at my feet. I’d fought hard and partied harder in my day. I’d broken a few records in my days in training, and a few heads too.
So I didn’t resent young and dumb. I got it. Which is precisely why I wanted nothing to do with it. I knew how much work went into babysitting squires.
Today was day one, of fifty-six days. Fifty-six days. I turned the number over in my head as I sipped my morning coffee. Hell.
“Morning, Knight Protector,” someone greeted.
I glanced up to see Mayor Fitzwilliam hovering by my table. The mayor wasn’t a morning person, so if she was here, that meant she wanted something. I nodded. I wasn’t quite coffee’d up enough for fake smiles. Not yet. I guess I’m not much of a morning person, either. “Morning, Mayor. What can I do for you?”
She nodded and pulled out a chair. “I’ve got something to ask you, Callaghan. A favor.”
Right to business, then. “Alright.” I drained my mug and signaled the waiter that I needed a refill. “What do you need?”
“You know training starts today. At Cragspoint, I mean.”
“I do.” I glanced around, wondering where the waiter had gone. I had a sneaking suspicion I was going to need a second cup, and stat.
“Right. Well, you remember last year? The trouble at Siren’s Cove?”
Siren’s Cove was one of several pubs in the area. “I do. Someone got overbilled, and wasn’t content taking it up with management, if memory serves? Squire Talari, or something like that?”
Fitzwilliam frowned at my flippant tone. “There was a mistake on the bill. An extra round. But that’s not the point, Callaghan. The point is, Squire Talari caused a lot of property damage. The Cove was closed for days.”
“Well, hopefully it gave their staff time to brush up on mathematics,” I said. “Figure out that one isn’t two.” Morning or not, I was grinning now.
The mayor was not. “This is serious. What that squire did was illegal.”
“So is cheating people. I’d say valuable lessons were learned all the way around.”
Fitzwilliam’s frown deepened. “I’m certain the mistake was an innocent one.”
“Of course,” I murmured, without much confidence. It was standard practice to gouge the recruits. Siren’s Cove was notorious for it. I’d believe the barkeep got a little too greedy for his own good sooner than I’d believe that it was an oversight. But the mayor was a distant cousin – or was it niece? I couldn’t remember – of the owner. She’d see things differently. “But what can I do about it? It happened last year. Talari got picked up by the military police. The base covered damages. I mean, it’s done.”
“Yes, that incident is. But what’s to stop another from happening again?”
“This sounds like a conversation for Lidek,” I observed. “He’s got more control over the recruits than me.”
“Believe me, I’ve had it.”
I did believe her, and from the steely glint to her eyes, I rather pitied Lidek. “So, then, there’s nothing I can do.”
“There is. It was Lidek’s idea, actually.”
I felt my jaw gape, and I had to force myself to close it. “Lidek’s idea?” That backstabbing bastard.
“Yes. You know the militia here is…well, probably more a wartime defense force than a police force.”
I snorted. That was a generous evaluation for a band of old men and young boys who had always lived under the shadow of protection from a military base. “You think so?”
“I do. We’re very lucky to have them, of course.”
“Of course.” I looked around again for the waiter. I was going to need a whole pot of coffee to make it through this much bullshit.
“But their skillset is not optimal for this situation. You remember what happened to poor Davis, when he tried to break up that fight in the square last year?”
“Broken nose.”
“No, that was his cousin, Yelchin.”
“That’s right. I always mix them up.”
“Davis wound up with a broken jaw.”
I winced. “I remember now.” He’d had to eat from a straw for a while. Shire’s End had held a fundraiser – perversely enough, a dinner – to benefit the man and his family. I’d escaped by donating rather handsomely. “But I still don’t see how I can help.”
“I think a Knight Protector’s presence would carry a lot of weight.”
“Presence? You mean…what, exactly? Patrolling?”
“Nothing so formal. Just kind of keep an eye on things. Drop into the taverns. Stop by the pubs. If you see a crowd, introduce yourself. Let them know you’ll be keeping an eye on things.”
I blinked. “You mean, babysit an entire base full of squires?”
“Not at all. Just keep an eye on the village, Callaghan. As long as they see you, and know you’re there, they’ll behave. They’re really like children, in a lot of ways: they act up, as soon as they think their parents aren’t watching.”
“Children who are quite proficient in the use of deadly weapons. And their fists.”
“I’m sure it won’t come to anything so drastic.”
“It did for Yelchin and Davis.”
“Yes. But – and bless their hearts – you’re more diplomatic than either of them.”
I snorted. I was not feeling very diplomatic.
“And anyway,” she continued, “you’re much better prepared to defend yourself.”
“Well, that’s reassuring.”
“You are a Knight Protector,” she reminded me. “I have absolute faith that you’ll be able to manage a few squires.”
I scowled at her, but before I could make a reply, a voice interrupted. “More coffee, ma’am?” It was the waiter.
“Yes, please. In fact, you might as well bring me a carafe. I’m going to need it.”
“Of course.” He leaned over to fill my mug, then added, “I’ll be right back.”
“Thank you.”
“So is that a yes, then?” Fitzwilliam pressed once he’d gone.
“I don’t know, Mayor. I’ve got a lot on my plate right now. It’s almost harvesting time on the estate, plus our town committees are trying to wrap up the east street project, and –”
“I know you’re busy, Callaghan. And I’m happy to find replacements if you need to take a temporary leave from your committees. I can send some extra hands up to work on the harvest. But keeping the peace is our number one need right now.”
I grumbled into my coffee cup, searching my mind for a good excuse. A long sip of coffee later, and still none had presented itself.
“Well?” she prodded.
“Fine,” I sighed. “Fine, I’ll do it. But, dammit, Fitzwilliam, I hate the idea of babysitting.”
“I know,” she said, flashing a grin. “But you’ve got the right personality for it.”
“I do?” I was incredulous. I was just about the last person I’d choose for babysitting detail, and not only for selfish reasons.
“You do: you’ll strike the fear of the gods into their hearts, if they piss you off.”




Chapter Four – Derel

We’d done what we could to clean Aaronsen’s injuries. He’d come to a little while later and was in a world of hurt. There were a few syringes of pain killer in the dragon rider’s pack, and Ilyen insisted that he didn’t need one. “Save them for Phillip.”
Now came the business of getting help. “There’s no way I can make the walk. And Phillip’s in worse shape than me. I’m sorry, Ana. But it’s going to have to be you.”
“I can’t just leave, KP. What if there’s more riders out there? What about wildlife? There’s bears in these parts, and wolves too.”
“And mountain cats,” he nodded. “I know. I’ve got plenty of ammo. So does Phillip. We’ll be fine.”
“What if you’re not?”
“Derel, the longer we sit out here, the worse it gets. These patches won’t hold forever. Aaronsen’s burns are going to start getting infected if they’re not treated. So, for that matter, will yours.”
“I’m fine,” I said. My back hurt like hell, but compared to these two, well, I was fine.
“Good. Because we need you to go back and get help.” I hesitated, and he flashed me a wan smile. “Don’t make me make than an order, Ana.”
I didn’t argue further. There were no supplies to pack. Ilyen made me take one of the canteens and some of the food, though I would have rather saved it for them. Then, though, I said my goodbyes and made ready to set out.
The KP expressed his concern in the standard fashion: a meticulous and wholly unnecessary list of dangers to look out for and pitfalls to avoid – the kind of stuff we covered when I was a green squire like Phillip, about how to cover my scent when I rested, a reminder to avoid drinking still waters, and so on. Ilyen’s worry manifested in a mother hen routine.
Aaronsen’s manifested in tears. He didn’t shed them, but his eyes welled, and his voice caught. “Sorry, Ana. I should have…I should have listened.”
“Hey, you just make sure you keep yourself alive,” I said. “I’m going to be really pissed if I find out you left the KP on his own. You know what a baby he is when he gets hurt.”
“I’ll kick your ass, Derel,” Ilyen warned.
“See what I mean?” I flashed Phillip a grin, and he smiled too. “You gotta take care of him.”
“I will,” he said.
“You’re both going to end up scrubbing toilets when we get back.”
“Oh no. Not me. Your petty tyranny is going to have to wait.” I added impudently, “Sir. I’m going to make the most of this. Get the doc to put me on medical leave for a few months. Maybe head back home for a bit.”
“That sounds good,” Phillip agreed.
“Yeah, not if I can help it. It’s latrine duty for the pair of you,” he grinned.
“Come on, KP. We’ll cut you in on the action. We can all get off with a nice, paid three-month medical leave.”
“Three?” He snorted now. “I won’t settle for anything less than six.”
“See? Now we’re talking.”
“Yeah, yeah. Go on. Get a move on it, Derel. And remember to watch your six.” I shot him a faux scowl, and he shrugged. “Just take care of yourself is all I mean.”
That, then, was that. I went on my way, and before long the camp was out of sight, lost to the trees. The camp, the dead dragon, and my team too.
There weren’t many roads out here by No Man’s Land, and I couldn’t afford to take the scenic route along the border’s twists and turns. I cut through the forest, keeping to trails when I could, in the direction of the logging town.
Fort Terrence wasn’t a fort, and never had been. No one seemed to know who or what the Terrence in its name referred to, either. There were local legends about an early settler called Terrence. Depending on who was telling the story, he’d been an outlaw, a trapper, a knight, a hermit, and any of half a dozen other things.
The reasons why he wound up there were just as varied. Some people said he was on the run from tyranny. Others said he’d come to devote himself to a life of monastic piety. Sometimes it was a broken heart, sometimes a substantial bounty on his head, that drove the fabled Terrence to these parts. Some people swore he’d been on the run from elves; others that he’d been one of the last elves.
If folks had ever known, no one did anymore. And if there was any truth left to the stories, well, time and imagination had done their best to obscure it.
It was late morning when I reached Fort Terrance. Ten kilometers was a distance I could cover quickly enough normally. But I hadn’t been underway long before the burns started to ache, until the pain was almost unbearable. Every movement, every brush of fabric where the dragon fire had poured over my skin, was excruciating. I started to sweat and shake, and the sweating made my wounds itch. It was hell. Before I knew it, I’d drained my canteen.
So it was on wobbly legs that I finally stumbled into Fort Terrance. I think I must have been a little delirious too, because the first person I encountered seemed to think he’d stumbled on a madwoman. I was rambling out an explanation of dragons and a surprise attack, which probably didn’t help my case.
He was an old man, with a salt and pepper beard and mustache, and worried eyes. His efforts consisted mostly of trying to placate me while he called a gray-haired woman. “Karina, I need your help. Karina?”
“We need to get to them. Do you have a skimmer I can borrow? We need to get back to them, before another dragon finds them. Or a bear. Phillip won’t be able to escape a bear.” For some reason, of all the threats in the forest, bears stood out to my mind as the most terrifying at the moment.
“Of course, miss. Don’t worry about bears. There’s no bears here.”
“But they might be there.”
“We’ll keep you safe. Karina. Dammit, where are you?”
Karina was a little more helpful than her summoner. At least, once she listened to me. “Dragons? There’s no dragons here. Not for a hundred kilometers.”
“Then what burned me, and nearly roasted Phillip? I’m telling you, there’s a dragon – a dead dragon, but a dragon. And we need to get to them.”
“To who?”
“Ilyen.”
“Ilyen?” The old woman’s brow creased into a frown. “You mean, Knight Protector Ilyen? From up by Shire’s End?”
“Yes.”
“Who are you, did you say?”
“Derel. Ana Derel.”
A flash of recognition lit her eyes. “You’re the squire: the one in Ilyen’s service.”
“I am.”
“Where’s the other one, the boy?”
“That’s what I’ve been telling you,” I protested. “He’s burned, badly. Back in the forest. By the border. We need to get to him.”
“Alright. Alright, Squire Derel. Jason, get the sheriff. And tell him to bring his skimmer. Here, Ana, you sit. I’ll get the doctor. You look like you took quite a beating yourself.”
“I’m fine.”
“You’re covered in blood. And – are those burns?”
“I told you: we killed a dragon.”
Karina regarded me with a skeptical look but nodded. “Then you definitely need the doctor.”
“In the skimmer,” I conceded. “He can patch me up in the skimmer. But we have to get going right away.”
She didn’t protest, and I let her bring me water when she insisted. A minute later, an all-terrain skimmer pulled up, and a man in the dark blue tunic of an officer of the law stepped out. I started to ramble out an explanation, but Karina – bless her – took over. “There’s a knight, in distress. He’s been injured somehow.”
“Dragon attack,” I put in.
“Right,” she nodded, even as the sheriff’s eyebrows crept up his forehead. “Anyway, him and the other squire are hurt. We need to get to them. We need to get the doctor out there.”
I watched with numb relief as he nodded acquiescence. “We’ll leave right away. Where are they, Squire Derel?” I gave the coordinates, as precisely as I could remember. “There’s no direct route for the skimmer. We’ll have to go cross-country until we hit the road near Terrence’s Fork, and then follow the border.”
I barely heard him making plans. I barely heard Jason and Karina, or Doctor Kerry as they talked. I didn’t really pay attention until the doctor said, “Derel can’t come with us. She’s in rough shape. I’ll have my understudy –”
“No. No, I have to go with you. I promised Phillip. I promised Ilyen.”
“You’re in no state to travel, Squire.”
“I won’t stay. I promised.” We went back and forth a few rounds, until I declared, “If you won’t take me, I’ll walk.”
Karina placed a hand on the doctor’s arm. “Let the girl go.”
“She’s in no state –”
“No. But that’s her knight out there.”
This seemed to clarify little for the physician, but eventually he relented. We piled into the skimmer with a giant bag of medical supplies, and before long we were bouncing over the rough road.
Somewhere along the way, I passed out. I came to once or twice, and spent awhile drifting back and forth, in and out of consciousness. I heard Kerry complain that he’d been right. “Now I’ve got to try to wrap burns on the road? I told you this was a mistake.”
“And I told you, that’s her knight out there. She had orders,” I heard Karina argue.
I heard the sheriff wonder what might have attacked me. “Dragons, though? The girl is delusional. There haven’t been wild wyverns in these parts in two generations.”
It wasn’t until the skimmer rolled to a stop, though, and I heard doors opening and people exiting the vehicle that I finally dragged myself back to awareness. We’re here. Ilyen. Aaronsen. We’re here. I couldn’t quite form the words, but I managed to stumble out of the vehicle.
I saw the dragon, and I shivered violently at the sight. I was aware, now, of bandages on my back, and a hot sun burning overhead. I threw a glance around. It was midafternoon, I guessed.
I looked for Phillip and Ilyen, and in a minute I saw them. Doctor Kerry was loading the boy onto a stretcher. The KP was still slumped on the ground. That, I supposed, was his doing. If he’d let them put him on a stretcher at all, he sure as hell wouldn’t let it happen while Phillip was lying there.
“Good job, Aaronsen,” I said as I passed. “You listened to me.”
He turned red, swollen eyes my way. “Ana.”
But he was on the way to the skimmer. I’d talk to him in a minute. In the meantime, I wanted to check in with Ilyen. “KP,” I said. “I managed to take a walk without dying. Aren’t you –”
I paused, frowning. He hadn’t moved. “KP?” I said again. “You sleeping?”
“Derel, wait,” Karina called behind me.
I didn’t, though. I dropped down heavily beside Ilyen, ignoring the spasm of pain the action sent through me. “Wake up, KP: we’re here to rescue you.”
He still didn’t move, and I reached out a hand to shake him. But I froze midway. My knees had sunk into some kind of mud, and I glanced down and blinked uncomprehendingly. I was kneeling in a reddish sludge. It was the oddest mud I’d ever seen, ruddier than clay. What the…?
“Derel, don’t.”
I ignored Karina, though, returning my attention to Ilyen. He was still asleep. I wondered if he’d taken a syringe of the pain killer after all. “Hey,” I started, “you have to…”
Then, though, I stopped, and a strangled cry slipped from my throat. Ilyen’s tunic was stained a deep crimson, with blood that ran from his wound to the earth below me. I understood, now, that mud: it wasn’t mud at all. It was his blood, mixed with dirt. “My gods. KP.” I shook him, gently first and then more vigorously. His head lolled from side to side, and the sight made me shriek again. “KP!”
A set of hands took me by the shoulders. “I’m sorry, honey. He’s dead.”
I turned, staring into Karina’s kindly eyes but failing to comprehend her words. “Dead? He can’t be dead. He was alive.”
“I’m so sorry. But he is.”




Chapter Five – Callaghan

I was seated, arms crossed, as Lidek fussed over the teapot. He was taking his time, in as deliberate a fashion as I’d ever seen. “You growing the tea leaves there, Commander?” I wondered after a space.
He turned, the ghost of a smile tugging at the corners of his lips. “Patience, Lilia. Didn’t you ever learn the virtue of patience? That was one of my first lessons, when I was at the academy.”
“Well, they update the curriculum every few decades. They might have dropped that lesson in the interval.”
“Hmm.” He smiled, turning back to the pot. “And the section on respecting your elders, I see.”
I checked a grin. I was still pissed at him, and I wasn’t going to let his charm make me forget it. “So the mayor tells me you’ve been chatting.”
“Oh?” he asked, without turning. “Is that right?”
“Hmm. She says you recommended me to babysit your trainees.”
“Oh, well, she’s got it wrong then.”
“Has she?” I wondered dryly.
He nodded, and turned now, a steaming pot of tea in hand. “Of course. Your duties are to Shire’s End, not here. Fitzwilliam was concerned about recruits acting up outside Cragspoint, in town. Seeing as how that’s your province, I recommended you.” He filled a teacup and handed it to me. “I’d never presume to enlist you in our difficulties, though, Callaghan. You know that.”
I scowled at him, and all his faux sincerity. “Very considerate.”
“Of course. But I know how important your duties are to you. If there was trouble in town – and, between you and me, I think the mayor may be overreacting – I know you’d want to be apprised.”
“What’s your point, Lidek?” He was getting at something. The studious manner in which he avoided my gaze, the careful attention to his own tea, told me that. I wasn’t entirely sure what, but I had my suspicions. He’d harangued me a few times about taking a more active role in the realm – here at Cragspoint, or putting in for a reassignment, or even taking a posting at the academy.
You’ve got more to offer the North than overseeing your estate, Callaghan. Hire a land manager, get back in the game. You owe it to Queen Ilaria. You owe it to yourself.
Now, though, he pretended not to know what I was talking about. “I’m sure I made it, Lilia: you are committed to serve your commission here, and here is your commission, calling.”
“If you think you can harass me into moving back to the city, you are sadly mistaken.”
He smiled into his teacup and took a long sip. “Now what would ever give you that idea?”
“Come on, Kyle. I know you. And you’re not as sly as you think, you old devil. I’m happy here. It’s more than enough for me.”
He snorted. “I’m not sure which part of that was more preposterous. You’re throwing your life away staying here. And – I’m twice as clever as you give me credit for.”
“I’m serious,” I said, ignoring his attempt at humor. “I know you think I should be chasing some career inside the military apparatus. But I’ve no interest in being one of the brass.” I fixed him with a pointed gaze. “Which shouldn’t be too incomprehensible to a Senior Knight Protector who volunteered for a posting on the border, hundreds of kilometers from civilization proper.”
“I train tomorrow’s warriors.”
“Yes, yes.” I pulled a face, preempting – I hoped – another speech on the topic. “It doesn’t get more important than that. I know. But if you’re so concerned with the academy, or the brass, you could be there. Instead of hiding out here.”
“That’s not the life for me.” I snorted, but he forged ahead anyway. “But my choices aren’t the point. I’m an old man. My best days are behind me.
“You’re young, Callaghan. Not as young as you used to be, but young.” I frowned, and he shrugged. “Age catches up to us all. Yours is catching up to you faster than you know. One of these days, you’re going to wake up and see an old woman in the mirror.
“And what will she have accomplished?”
Usually, I let his barbs slide off me. But I felt irrationally challenged by the question, as if there was some need to respond, to defend myself. “I’m a Knight Protector. I am the Knight of the Shire.”
He snorted. “You may as well call yourself a fairy, as much as it means to be Knight of the Shire.”
I felt my cheeks flame with anger. “My family –”
“Was great. The name of Callaghan, revered. But that was when the South was pushing our borders, and the armies of Callaghan were the first to shed their blood to keep the North safe.
“Now the Southern king is fat and devious, more interested in politics than fighting. The armies of Callaghan are disbanded. And the Knight of the Shire sits in her ancestral keep, too lost in the past to think of either present or future. And all the while, the years roll by.”
He shook his head, fixing me with a gaze that held none of its earlier mirth. “I knew your parents, Lilia. I knew you when you were just a little scrap of a girl. You were going to be a dragon rider. You remember? You were going to be the bravest knight in the realm. That’s what you told me, when we met. What happened to that girl? Where did she go?”
I swallowed the lump that formed in my throat with his words. “I was a child,” I said, and my tone was harsh. “A stupid child.”
“Lil,” he sighed. “You have to let go of the past. It’s done. The present is fleeting. The future is unpromised. You have to move on.”
I moved, alright. I pushed to my feet, saying coldly, “Thank you for the tea, Commander. I’d better get back to town. My first patrol starts soon, after all.”
“Lil,” he said again, “don’t go. Please, sit.”
“I think it’s better if I don’t, Lidek. I really need to be on my way.”
He tried, and failed, again to stop me. I left in something of a hurry. I knew what – who – he was getting at. He’d had the good sense not to say that name. But he hadn’t been exactly subtle, either.
He thought what my father had thought, before he passed. He thought what my friends from the academy thought: it was just time to move on.
As if it was that easy. As if there was some switch you could flip, to forget everything that had been. Everything that might have been.
Godsdammit. It had been a long time since I dwelled on that. And now? Now I felt that sense of loss, that hole that nothing could fill, return.
He meant well. I knew that. And maybe I was the loser he implied, the whipped dog that skulked back to her kennel. Maybe I was afraid to face the world again.
Maybe I was. But it was too late to change that now. I am who I am. Whatever the hell that is.
I could think about that later. At the moment, I needed to get of there before I lost my cool. I needed to clear my head before I had to deal with recruits or the mayor or anyone else.
I had a training yard back home where I could take out my frustrations, if the ride back was insufficient. There were things I could not control – though, the gods knew I’d tried. But this? The way I was feeling, the band of anxiety that wrapped my heart and pulled tighter and tighter? I could snap it. I’d done it before. I could – would – reassert control.
Godsdammit Lidek. I was stalking down the hall, lost to my own thoughts, when a voice called, “KP Callaghan?”
It was a young voice, one of the new blood, I imagined. I turned a scowl to the speaker – sure enough, a fresh-faced squire, so young he was probably barely out of diapers. “What?”
“Pardon me, KP. But I was sent to find you. The mayor needs you – you, and the Commander.”
“What? Why?”
“There’s been some kind of attack. A–a dragon attack. I don’t know the details. But I’ve got a skimmer, to take you back. Both of you.”
The boy’s name was Emmerson, and though he was obliging, I could get no more details out of him than what he’d already told me – for the simple reason that he didn’t have them. All he knew was that there had been an attack on a knight, and my and Lidek’s presence was required.
He couldn’t say who the knight was. He couldn’t say where the attack had happened, or even really confirm that it was a dragon attack. “That’s what the mayor told me, ma’am. That’s all I know. I didn’t see it.”
Lidek was not long in joining us, and he flashed me an almost apologetic smile. “Glad Emmerson caught you before you left, Callaghan.”
I nodded. I was not ready to make nice. He’d crossed a line he shouldn’t have. But that would have to wait until later. “You ready, Commander?”
The skimmer was waiting outside the base commander’s office building, and we piled in and zipped out of the walled compound.
The ride to Shire’s End was a quick one. It was fifteen minutes walking cross-country, and about five by vehicle, since the route by road was more circuitous.
Emmerson’s driving erred on the side of haste, however, and we were there in about three. I was pretty sure I’d suffered mild brain trauma as we bounced over a few of the potholes, and the contents of our heads were beaten against our skulls. And Lidek was a few shades paler than he was normally wont to be. “Your highspeed driving skills are to be commended,” he declared dryly, stepping out of the vehicle as he did so.
The boy beamed, seeming to miss the sarcasm. “Thank you, sir. I’ll wait here, for you and the mayor.”
“I assume that means we will have the pleasure of Squire Emmerson’s driving us to wherever we’re going, then,” Lidek harrumphed as we turned toward the mayor’s house.
“And you thought life in Shire’s End was going to be boring.”
We said no more as we entered the residence. The mayor’s house was the largest residential building in Shire’s End. Strictly speaking, my home – the Callaghan estate – just outside of town was as much a military installation as a residence. It had been built during and for war, with an old-fashioned stone keep, since plated in dragon fire-resistant metals. It was a pretty place, with a rugged charm. But it was built for function rather than form.
By contrast, Fitzwilliam’s home was all elegance. Three stories high, with ample gabled roofs and a modest but colorful and decorative garden, it spoke to the lifestyle of the landed gentry in a way the Callaghan estate never could.
The interior only enhanced the imagery. Dark wood and light marble, tall windows and fanciful paintings, abounded. I’d seen Fitzwilliam’s place often enough, so I took all of this in only in passing as we entered.
She was waiting behind the desk in her office, in the same suit she’d worn earlier. But she had a briefcase at the ready, and she grabbed it as soon as we entered. “Thank the gods: you’re here, finally. I told Emmerson to hurry.”
“Believe me, Madam Mayor: he took your orders very seriously,” Lidek offered.
“There’s been an attack. A dragon attack.”
“Where?”
“Along the border, about twenty kilometers from here or so. A knight was killed.”
“A wild dragon?”
“No.” She shook her head, a troubled expression in her eyes. “I wish it was, but no. This was orchestrated by a wyvern rider.”
“Do we know who?”
“No knight of the North, we know that.”
Lidek’s expression darkened. “Agalyn: he’s finally grown a pair, then.”
I blinked. Agalyn was king of the South. He was, by all accounts, a bit of a blowhard. But his relationship with Queen Ilaria was cordial. Hell, rumor had it that it was more cordial than cousins ought to be, at least from the king’s side of things. “Agalyn? We haven’t been at war with the South since his grandfather’s time.”
“I know. I was there,” he reminded me.
“Why send a wyvern to attack the border, though? And why just one?”
“Who knows. But I knew we couldn’t trust him forever. That whole Ignis family – it’s bad blood.”
“Agalyn is Queen Ilaria’s cousin,” Fitzwilliam observed.
“Second cousin,” the old man pointed out. “Once removed.”
“Regardless, they’re family.”
“A point in our queen’s favor,” Lidek persisted, “that she is so noble, the blood of those barbarians cannot corrupt her.”
I cleared my throat. The Commander was, in most things, a reasonable man. But when it came to the battles of his youth, the enemies he’d grown up fighting, he was less so. “Be that as it may, we don’t know who the rider is yet. We have no idea if they’re from the South.”
“Where else?”
“He could be a bandit. It’s not unheard of.”
Lidek scoffed. “Not unheard of, no. But neither are pots of gold at the end of rainbows. And when’s the last time you’ve found one of those, Callaghan? I’d wager as recently as you’ve seen a bandit get his hands on a wyvern.”
“My point is, it is possible.”
“Aye, and it’s possible it’s a fairy with gold coin. But possible and likely are two separate things.”
“That’s why I called you two here. We’re going to examine the bodies.”
“Bodies? I thought you said only one of our people died?”
“Yes. But the rider and dragon are dead too.”
I loosed a whistle. “So he killed them both? Who was it?” Whoever it was had taken down both man and beast, and I felt we must have lost a hell of a warrior.
“Knight Protector Ilyen. He killed the rider. But one of his squires killed the wyvern.”
This was even more surprising. I didn’t know Ilyen personally, but I’d seen him once or twice at Cragspoint. But the idea that a dragon had been felled not by a KP, but by a squire?
“Ilyen?” Lidek said. “Dammit. He was a good knight.”
“Which squire? He had two or three, didn’t he?”
“Derel and Aaronsen,” the commander answered. “Are they gone too?”
“No. They both survived. The boy, I’m told, is burned pretty badly. It was Derel who took down the dragon.”
I recognized the name, but I couldn’t place the squire. It was an old name in the North, one of many with a long, vibrant military tradition behind it. My who’s-who of Northern nobility was a little rusty, but if memory served, the Derels were a storied military family, with deep ties to the capital.
I was duly conflicted. My time in the academy and the capital, where my own military roots were all but unheard of, had convinced me that most of the central military families were pretentious stuffed shirts. They traded on the deeds of people who came long before them rather than their own merits, and they put far too much stock in inherited glory than actual accomplishment. Then again, a squire managing to down a dragon was a rare feat. Perhaps this boy would earn some of the honor heaped upon his family after all.
“I’m sorry about your knight, Commander,” Mayor Fitzwilliam was saying.
“Me too, Mayor. But not as sorry as whoever’s behind this will be. Come. Let’s go look at those bodies.”
She nodded. “Right.”




Chapter Six – Callaghan

Lidek was quiet and thoughtful on the way. We bypassed Fort Terrence, where the two squires had been taken. The sheriff was waiting for us with the corpses. He’d sent on a message that he wouldn’t disturb the KP in order to allow us to see the bodies as they were found, but we didn’t want to leave Ilyen out any longer than necessary.
For that matter, we wanted to get to the wyvern rider as soon as possible, too. He’d been dead some hours, and the day was unseasonably warm. The longer he stayed out, the more unpleasant and less useful examining the body for clues to his identity would prove. The squires would wait.
The drive took longer than the distance would have indicated. Ilyen had set up camp along the border road, some ways from Terrence’s Fork. Our route was necessarily circuitous, as the forest was more wilderness than anything else, and the roads sparse.
Still, young Emmerson did his damndest to cut our time. Eventually, it got to the point that even Mayor Fitzwilliam, clutching her seat, called, “Maybe we can take it a little slower, Squire.”
“Copy that, ma’am.”
Still, he went fast enough that we could tell when we were nearing the scene just by the skimmer’s speed. It was a clear bit of road, and he started slowing. All three of us craned our necks at that, trying to see the campsite.
At first, I could see little beyond the trees outside my immediate vicinity – and they were whipping past. Then, though, I saw the glimmer of sunlight reflecting off something. The something was large, and in a moment, I placed it as a dragon.
And I felt my heart sink a little: it was a silver dragon. It wasn’t concrete proof, of course, but silver wyverns weren’t a native subspecies to the North. It had been awhile since I’d studied dragon taxonomy, but not that long ago. Lidek wasn’t wrong when he said that, once upon a time, I’d aspired to be a dragon rider. And I hadn’t been exactly honest when I implied it was the folly of childhood.
It had been folly, perhaps, but a folly I entertained well into adulthood. As such, I was pretty well versed in all things wyvern. And as for silver dragons? Well, they hailed from the Argenti Isles, south of the equatorial line. That was in the heart of King Agelyn’s territory.
Which meant that this dragon almost certainly came from south of the border. I glanced at the Commander. So far, at least, our limited evidence seemed to bear out his theory.
I hoped like hell whatever we found next did not. We didn’t need a war with the South. The last one ended after almost a decade of slaughter, with a royal marriage: a blood bond to end bloodshed. It had happened well before Agelyn’s time, but surely, a few generations wasn’t enough to forget the lessons learned.
Lidek, though, was focused on the scene. If he caught the significance of the dragon, he didn’t let on. I wasn’t sure he would; it was a bit of obscure trivia. So for the moment, I kept it to myself. I didn’t need to add weight to his preconceived notions. Not before we looked over the scene. I wanted him to approach this with as open a mind as possible.
I took in what I could of the scene as we approached. I saw the wreckage of a few tents, and the blackened, charred bodies of dead horses in the glade.
The skimmer pulled to a halt a little way from the bodies, kicking up a great cloud of dust as it did. Sheriff O’Brien waved dirt away as it washed over him, frowning at the vehicle as we stepped out.
“Sheriff,” Fitzwilliam greeted, “any trouble?”
“No ma’am. Not a soul’s been this way since Karina took the skimmer back.” He glanced at us all individually, his eyes settling on Lidek. “Sorry about your knight, Kyle.”
“Where is he?”
“This way.” O’Brien gestured for us to follow him, and he led us to a body. I grimaced at the sight. Ilyen had been a youngish man, not much older than myself. The shell that remained was crusted in dried blood, and already discolored.
“Oh hell,” Fitzwilliam grimaced. “What happened?”
“He took a shot, was bleeding pretty bad. Derel patched him up before she left for Terrence’s Fort. Aaronsen said he was trying to figure something out for his burns – the kid is burned pretty badly – when the patch busted. He tried putting another one on, but it didn’t hold. Looks like he died of blood loss.” With another glance at the commander, he repeated, “I’m sorry.”
Lidek crouched down, examining the dead man’s wound. He said nothing, until he stood. “And the other body?”
“He’s over here. By the dragon. Ugly sons-of-bitches, these dragons.”
I couldn’t concur with that. Wyverns were fearsome, with tremendous size and fierce claws. They were capable of dealing out death and destruction on a significant scale.
But ugly? No. On the contrary, they were remarkable creatures. Even now, this one managed a kind of regality. Its great body was slumped, its wings hung loose, its tail lay limp: but there was a majesty, a terrible and awesome power, to it even in death. I couldn’t define why or how, but standing there, I felt it. It sent a shiver up my back, and I was sorry – sorry for the knight, who lay dead behind us, for the beast who lay dead before us.
I wondered at the man for whom we were headed. These two deaths lay at his feet, whoever he was. It was his attack that cost Ilyen his life. It was his attack that had cost his own wyvern’s life. Why?
We found no answers forthcoming, though. He was dressed in dark attire, with no identifying features. He might have been a brigand or a lord – there was no mark on his person to differentiate either way, either in his style of dress or among any of his belongings.
None of us recognized his face, either. It was an ordinary face, with pleasant if forgettable features. They looked very still and composed now, in death, save for the streak of red that ran down his forehead.
Ilyen was a good shot, a better shot than this mystery killer. Ilyen had put a bolt of energy through his skull. He would have died instantly from a hit like that. If you had to kill someone, that was the way to do it. There’d be no slow bleed out, no prolonged death.
Lidek took the lead here too, and I didn’t interfere. He’d known Ilyen, but it was more than that. The commander took a personal interest in his knights. Hell, he took a personal interest in me, and I wasn’t even attached to Cragspoint. But for better or worse, and though half the time I would have preferred he didn’t, he still fussed over me. And I lived a few kilometers away, outside of his command.
If he’d had a family at some point, they were either gone or estranged. His command was the closest thing Kyle Lidek had to a family. And he’d just lost a member of that family, for no apparent reason. This would be personal to him, and I was going to stay out of his way until he was satisfied.
It took a few minutes, and I spent the time examining the downed wyvern. Here was a shot that impressed even more than Ilyen’s. To kill a dragon was no little thing. Their scales were impenetrable to standard projectiles. They repelled energy bolts and withstood standard steel. Only wyvern steel – that strange alchemy of metal and magic – could pierce the hide of a dragon. And that, only with an effort.
But Derel had not let that get in his way. He’d gone for the one spot on the beast that could not be armored: its eyes.
That was clever – clever, and risky. It was a hard shot, and he wouldn’t have had time to take a second. If he missed, Derel would have ended up as dead as the horses on the far side of camp. But he hadn’t missed.
So he was either a lucky fool, or a damned good shot. And quite possibly both. I circled the wyvern until I reached the saddle.
Glancing back at Lidek, I saw that he was still preoccupied with the stranger’s corpse. I took hold of the saddle and pulled myself up. It had been pretty well picked over. The saddlebags were gone, and the straps that tied down a bedroll unbuckled. Either the stranger or our people had cleared the dragon of anything useful.
I was about to dismount when my eye caught the glint of something silver, tucked under a leather flap in the saddle. It was about an arm’s reach, I guessed, from the seated rider.
I flipped the leather back and found myself staring at the pummel of a steel sword, which was strapped down to the side of the saddle. Wyvern steel.
I drew the blade, examining the ornamentation of the hilt and pummel. Fuck. This was a knight’s blade – a Knight of the South.
I checked and double checked. But there was no mistaking the double crested wyrm depicted there, its body snaking up the sheath, its head forming the ornate pummel. It was a symbol of House Ignis. The Ignis family coat of arms bore its likeness. The Southern military incorporated it into its own designs.
There was no mistaking the band around this particular dragon’s molded neck, either: it was a symbol of bondage. This rider was kaladorn, a king’s slave. An elite slave, to ascend to dragon rider. But a slave all the same, picked by the priests for military service. The band signified his status.
Kaladorn was a concept that didn’t find traction in these parts. It ended in No Man’s Land and had no foothold north of the border. But it was long-standing practice in the South.
And as much as I wanted to explain all of these signs away, I felt in the pit of my stomach that Lidek was right. This rider, with his dragon from the Argenti Isles, with the crest of the South on the wyvern steel he carried, and with the bonds of his homeland, was from the South.
I subjected the saddle to a more thorough second examination but found nothing to either disprove or further confirm the suspicion. So I unbuckled the sheath, tucked the blade under my arm, and dismounted.
The commander was just wrapping up when I descended, and he glanced up at my approach. “What’s that?”
“A blade, concealed in the saddle.”
He extended a hand, and I surrendered the sword. His face grew grim as he examined the markings. “You still doubt that he’s Agalyn’s man, Callaghan?”
I shook my head. “No.”
Fitzwilliam, meanwhile, craned her neck to see whatever it was that had convinced us. “What makes you say so?”
“The dragon: it’s the wyvern from the South’s crest.”
She peered closer, then nodded. “Dammit. So it is.”
“And,” I added, “the band by the hilt, on the dragon’s neck?”
Lidek nodded too. “So this rider was kaladorn.”
“A slave?” The Mayor’s eyes widened.
“But there’s something else,” I said. “The wyvern: his subspecies hails from the Argenti Isles.”
Lidek threw me a curious half smile. “I wondered if you noticed that. So, you haven’t forgotten everything you learned, I guess.”
Despite myself, I smiled at the old man, and shook my head. Here I’d thought I was concealing something from him, and he, apparently, thought he was hiding it from me. Well, well. Should have known better than to think I could get one over on him.
Fitzwilliam and O’Brien were a bit more focused, though. “Kaladorn, you say?” the sheriff wondered. “Then he’s from the South.”
“So is his wyvern,” I confirmed.
“Then…he’s one of Agalyn’s riders? Here, in the North?”
“Killing our people?” Fitzwilliam bristled at the idea. “They weren’t even in the neutral zone. They were on our side of the border.”
“It’s an act of war,” O’Brien agreed.
“Not if the politicians have their say,” Lidek declared grimly. “It’ll have been a tragic misstep. A mistake. If they admit it at all, that is. There’ll be no justice for Ilyen. No justice for Derel and Aaronsen, either.”
“Still better than a war,” I said. “How many more Ilyens would we lose, to avenge one man?”
The commander shot me a sour look and shook his head. “It’s never one man, Callaghan. It may be one at a time, for a while. But sooner or later, war comes. And you’ve lost so many Ilyens along the way, you’ve trained your men to accept being slaughtered. To face it meekly, like sheep marching into the slaughterhouse.”




Chapter Seven – Derel

“I’m sorry, Ana,” Phillip said. The words were muffled under the bandages stretching over his face. The doctor had salved the burns in honey, and then wrapped them in linen, until the priests could arrive. It was supposed to reduce the pain and swelling and prevent infection.
I supposed it did. They’d done the same to my back, for the same reasons. But when you hurt as much as I hurt, it was hard to notice a difference. I could only imagine how much pain Aaronsen was in. “For what? You didn’t do anything wrong, kid.”
“I got him killed.”
I frowned. I’d barely had a chance to speak with Phillip since we found Ilyen dead. At first, I think I was in shock. I didn’t remember half the conversations I’d had in those first minutes. All I remembered was feeling numb.
Then, the doctor had to tend to Aaronsen’s wounds, and redress mine. We hadn’t had a chance to compare notes. “What are you talking about? You didn’t do anything.”
“I should have run, when he said. When you said. He’d still be alive, if I’d done that.”
“Don’t think like that, Phil. The KP had his sword out, not his gun. He couldn’t have stopped a shot with that. That son-of-a-bitch would have shot him just as dead if we were gone or not.”
Phillip shook his head. “It’s not just that, Ana. He was trying to help me. My burns…they hurt so bad. He was trying to give me another shot of painkiller, going through the pack to see if there was anything he could do. And the patch tore.”
“Hell.” I didn’t know that part. “That’s not your fault. Fuck. That’s my fault. I didn’t put it on right.”
“It wasn’t you, Derel. He was losing too much blood. He said so. He couldn’t get the last one to take on his own, either.”
I heard the words, but I didn’t heed them. Fuck. The KP’s dead because of me.
We sat in silence for a few moments, me considering this new intel, and my part in Ilyen’s death, and him thinking I knew not what. After a space, his voice cut into my thoughts. “Who do you think he was?”
My mind was racing, and I felt bile rise in my throat. But I tried to attend to his words. “The rider?”
“Yeah.”
“I…I don’t know. Must be from the South, I guess.”
“One of Agalyn’s knights?”
“Who else could it be?” I’d considered that on the way back, when my senses returned enough for rational thought. I preferred it to thinking about Ilyen. And I hadn’t come up with any more plausible option. “It’s too far to fly from the East Isles. Anyway, someone would have spotted them. And they don’t have dragons in the West.”
He considered for a long moment. “You think it will mean a war?”
“I don’t know,” I mumbled. Then, I blurted out, “I should have shot him, though, Phillip. I shouldn’t have let him dismount. If I’d shot him, Ilyen wouldn’t have been hit.”
“That dragon would have cooked us both. You saved our lives.”
“I didn’t save Ilyen. I let him die.”
“No you didn’t. He was damned proud of you, Ana. He told me so. He wanted you to know. He made me promise I’d tell you.”
I glanced up, and under the bandages caught his gaze. He held it with two blue eyes brimming with tears. I’d held them back doggedly all this time, fighting with every fiber of my being to keep them at bay.
Somehow, seeing tears in Phillip’s eyes pushed me over the edge, and I found myself bawling. In a moment, we were both bawling and inarticulate. As near as I could tell, he was trying to console me. I knew I was trying to console him. None of it made sense, though: I was blubbering, and he was choking out half words.
It was now, to my lasting mortification, a group of visitors arrived. I recognized three of the four at a glance, and the fourth in a moment. Jumping to my feet, ignoring the flash of agony that swept my back with the movement, I saluted. “Commander.”
“At ease, Squire.” His tone was quiet and kind, and he was surveying me with concerned eyes.
Having addressed the senior officer, I nodded at the rest – Mayor Fitzwilliam, Sheriff O’Brien, and the Knight of the Shire. Callaghan. I didn’t know her personally, but I’d seen her a few times since Ilyen and I arrived in the shire. She was watching me almost as carefully as Lidek, with the same sympathetic compassion in her blue eyes. The pair of them, and the concern in their expressions, was nearly enough to make me break down again. But I forced composure.
And, mercifully, they turned their focus on Phillip. “How are you holding up, Aaronsen?”
“Well, Commander,” he replied. “I’m fine.”
“You know it’s against regulation to lie to a commanding officer, Squire,” Callaghan offered in mild tones. It was offered straightforwardly, and had I not been watching her expression, I might have missed her subtle smile.
Phillip was wrongfooted for half a second by the comment, before he too seemed to pick up on her humor. “I mean, I’m alive. I’ll live.”
“That you will,” Lidek agreed. “And once the priests get here, you’ll be in a lot better shape. The doctor tells me you’ve been holding up like a trooper.” He glanced at me now. “The pair of you.”
“Doing our best, sir.”
He nodded. “Your best, Derel, is damned good. I saw what you did with that dragon. And I know I have you to thank for returning two of my three people. It’s a dark day for all of us. But it could have been – would have been – a lot darker if not for you.”
My voice caught unexpectedly as I answered, “Thank you, sir. I’m sorry…I didn’t save Ilyen.”
“You saved two-thirds of your team from certain death, Squire. You took an impossible shot. You did your knight proud.”
I didn’t argue. Lidek was my commanding officer, and the truth was, I didn’t quite trust my voice. So I just nodded.
“I called for a medical transport for the pair of you. It’ll bring you back to base.”
“What about Ilyen, sir? Is the funeral going to be at Cragspoint?”
“Don’t worry about that, Derel. We’ll take care of that – and you’ll be there.”
I nodded. “Thank you, sir.”
“Of course. You focus on healing. That goes for both of you.”
“Yessir,” Aaronsen replied.
“Good. We’re sending a preliminary report to the capital, so there’ll probably be knights down soon. They’ll want to talk to you. But it’ll wait. Rest now. The transport should be here soon.”
I headed back to my own cot shortly after they’d left. I still felt like shit, mentally as well as physically. But the commander’s words helped a little anyway. So had Phillip’s.
So I sank onto the makeshift hospital bed and closed my eyes. I was in too much pain to sleep, but my eyes ached with the pressure of tears – the ones I’d shed, and the ones I’d repressed. Shutting them felt good.
I’d been lying there on my side, my back pressed close to but not against the cool wall, for awhile when a voice sounded near. “Derel?”
It was so unexpected, I started. Opening my eyes, I found myself face-to-face with KP Callaghan. “KP?”
“Don’t get up, please.”
I paused, halfway between swinging my legs off the cot. “What can I do for you, ma’am?”
“Call me Lilia,” she said. “Or Callaghan. But you’re off duty. No need for titles.”
“Yes ma’am. I mean, Callaghan.”
She smiled, but the expression didn’t travel above her lips. Her eyes still carried the same concern I’d seen earlier. “Lidek and Fitzwilliam are getting ready to head back. But I wanted to check in with you before we left,” she said. “You okay, Derel?”
“Yes. I mean, considering.”
She nodded, and for a moment hovered in place, as if hesitating. I wasn’t sure what about, but her indecision was palpable. Then, she seemed to reach a decision, because she sat down beside me, on the far end of the mattress. “Are you sure?”
I blinked. “Phillip was burned worse,” I said.
“I’m not talking about burns. I mean: you lost your knight today.”
“We both did.”
“Yes. But you knew Ilyen a lot longer.”
I nodded and blinked back the tears that sprung up at her words. “Since the academy.”
She nodded too, repeating, “Are you alright, Derel?”
For a moment I sat in place, unsure of how to respond. Alright? I’d just lost the first person in the world who believed in me. Maybe the only person who believed in me. Maybe the only person who would ever believe in me. And I’d lost him because I’d failed to protect him. No, I wasn’t alright. I wasn’t sure if I’d ever be alright again.
But I couldn’t say that out loud. People didn’t want to hear that kind of thing when they asked a question like that. Hell, I could barely think it because I wasn’t ready to hear it. So I lied. “I’ll be alright.”
“Hm.” She glanced away from me, studying the far wall for a moment. I fought to get my breathing under control, to push away the feeling of tightness in my chest. I felt like I was drowning. I knew she meant well. I knew she was trying to help. But, gods, I wished she’d leave. I was about two breaths away from losing my composure, and I’d already humiliated myself in front of the brass once today.
“I lost my knight too,” she said, and her tone was very soft. I glanced up at her words, but she was still staring at the wall. Or, staring through it, more like. A shadow of melancholy had settled on her pretty features. By some trick of light and shadow, her dark hair framed her fair skin like a mourning veil. “I wasn’t a squire. It was after that. But she…well, she was murdered.”
“Murdered?”
“By brigands.”
“I’m sorry.” For the briefest moment, my own sorrow took a backseat to this stranger’s. Hers felt as raw, as real, as my own. It positively emanated off her as she sat beside me.
She turned her eyes back to me now and smiled softly. “So you don’t have to lie to me. And – you don’t have to lie to Lidek, either. He’s lost more people than you know.”
I swallowed. “I…I’m not lying.”
“No,” she acknowledged. “I’m sorry. That’s not the right word. But you’re not alright. You don’t have to pretend you are. Losing your knight – it messes you up. Especially…well, especially in a situation like yours.”
I turned surprised eyes to her. How could she possibly know my situation? Callaghan. I turned the name around in my mind. I didn’t know it, except in relation to the Shire. And my family was based in the central region. We had no connection to the area, except through my posting. “I…I’m not sure…”
She smiled again. “You don’t need to look so surprised, Derel. When people spend as much time together as you two did…” She shrugged. “Feelings develop. It’s far from uncommon.”
My surprise was growing, but it took a moment for my overwrought brain to grasp her meaning. “Feelings? You mean…me and Ilyen?”
She nodded, and I felt my face flush. Is that what she thought? Hell. Is that what Lidek thought? I hoped not. She was right: it wasn’t unheard of. It wasn’t even frowned on, as long as it was consensual, between adults, and there was no exploitation of power dynamics. A squire still had to prove his or her abilities to reach knighthood, and a knight who abused his position would lose his knighthood. But when people spent years working and training together, sometimes feelings did develop; and the army wasn’t in the business of policing the love lives of its knights.
But that wasn’t, and had never been, the case between Ilyen and myself. I loved him like a brother. Hell, I loved him better than any of my flesh-and-blood brothers, and he certainly had been better to me. But that was the extent of it. “That’s not…I mean, I never…it wasn’t like that.”
Her expression was a curious combination of skepticism and empathy. “There’s nothing to be ashamed of, Derel. You’re an adult. You were almost a knight in your own right. You can care for whom you will.”
“I’m not…” I shook my head. “I’m not ashamed. It just – it wasn’t like that. Ilyen was my friend. My mentor. He was – he was like family to me. But that’s it.”
She studied me for a moment, and then nodded. “Alright. I won’t press you. But…if you ever need to talk…well, I want you to know that my door is open.” She smiled. “Figuratively speaking. It won’t actually be: you’ll have to knock. But I promise I’ll let you in.”




Chapter Eight – Callaghan

Never thought I’d wish I was policing squires. The universe had a cruel sense of humor sometimes. I’d been so busy pissing and moaning about babysitting, I never considered it could be worse. Much worse.
And yet, here I was: smackdab in the middle of much worse. It consisted of an investigative panel of knights from the capital, tasked with fact-finding. I wasn’t sure if Lidek was to blame for this dubious honor, or if it had been some misguided courtesy to me as Knight of the Shire. Either way, I’d have sooner swam in a tank of piranhas.
It wasn’t that I wasn’t a team player. I might not be the most social of creatures in my private life, but I was a consummate professional. I could play well with others.
Unless the others were vapid, pretentious and clueless. Then, it became something of a struggle. As it happened, the five knights I was assigned to work with cornered the market on vapid, pretentious and clueless.
For starters, there was KP Alduran. Far quicker to speak than think, decidedly more pleased with himself than his intellect justified, and with chiseled good looks and the smugness to go along, Ki Alduran was the living embodiment of his family. He was all beauty and no brains, with a proud family name, too much money, and a whopping ego thrown into the bargain.
Then there were Darren Blake and Phyllis Keating. They were a step up from Alduran, it was true – but only just. They’d been married three months now and were decidedly not out of the honeymoon phase. They were barely fit to be seen in public, much less to work a case like this. But Phyllis’ father-in-law was an adviser to Queen Ilaria, so the whys of their assignment were no mystery. Still, it was murder on my stomach to feel like retching that many times in a day.
And finally, there were Adrian Tofte and Bella Westergaard. Their problems arose on the opposite end of the spectrum: they despised each other. The Toftes were an old political family, and the Westergaards military. Adrian was one of the few Toftes in uniform, and he seemed to think this gave him a more nuanced and well-rounded perspective than the martial dinosaurs like Westergaard. She, by contrast, considered him an upstart, a scion of a family whose ancestors sent knights to wars they wouldn’t fight themselves.
Lidek and I had placed wagers on whether or not they’d last the mission without coming to blows. I said yes, but the commander reckoned they wouldn’t make it. “They’re either going to fuck, or fight. Mark my words.”
I shivered at the prospect of either, the first for obvious reasons, and the second because of the paperwork that would ensue. “Hopefully, they’ll take it back home – whatever it is.”
Along with myself and the knights from the capital, our team was comprised of Commander Lidek, Sheriff O’Brien and Mayor Fitzwilliam. Lidek served as an adjunct on the case, but largely got himself out of the day-to-day fray. Alas, the Knight of the Shire was afforded no such luxury.
Neither were the mayor or sheriff, though they seemed to mind less. To them, this was all excitement. O’Brien preened to be consulted by capital knights, and Fitzwilliam’s head was so puffed up by the attention that I was pretty sure they’d need to install a larger entrance on her mansion, just so she could squeeze through the front doors.
All in all, it was a miserable time. We revisited the scene of the incident, and the now putrefying body of the dragon. We searched the vicinity and re-searched it for clues, scouting the border to see if there had been any hideout nearby.
“If the suspect is some manner of outlaw,” Alduran intoned, “Ilyen might have put him on the defensive. He might have feared discovery, or he may have been protecting his base of operations. You know, like a mother bird, going on the attack to protect its nest. Our suspect’s motives might have been more calculated than simple bloodletting.” Why he insisted on calling the dead man a suspect, I had no idea. He wasn’t suspected of anything. He’d attacked and murdered unprovoked. That had already been established.
“A good theory, Alduran,” Tofte agreed. “It may be tempting to assume the worst of our enemies, but if we truly want to understand the situation, we need to understand his motives.”
“I’m less interested in understanding his motives than in rooting out more of these bastards, if they’re out there,” Westergaard snorted. “Rooting them out and exterminating them. Like the vermin they are.”
Blake and Keating had nothing to offer on the topic, except a few giggles. And I was pretty sure those weren’t meant for us. I was, then, delighted when we got to the splitting up part of the mission.
I had no problem scouting the forest on my own. Was it a waste of time? Sure. I felt that instinctively. My gut told me that this was a lone rider, a scout perhaps, from the South. That had earned me a few patronizing chuckles, and a, “Well, the Council is going to need something more concrete than that, I’m afraid.” But even so, even if the rider had been drawing our attention from his camp, whoever he was protecting would be long gone by now. This observation, too, had been met with condescending smiles. “Perhaps. We’ll know when we find the camp.”
So if the team was determined to play in the woods, well, I’d do my part. Fortunately, I could do it on my own, exploring the sector of forest I’d been assigned without the jester brigade in tow.
It was another hot day, and before long sweat poured off me. The dust of travel soon became mud. The more my discomfort grew, the more my gratitude increased by direct proportion. If I was going to suffer because of the environment and elements, I didn’t need to add company to the mix too.
The day wore long, but eventually it concluded. Surprising me not at all, and my team rather more than it should have, we found nothing. “Perhaps we need to broaden our search parameters,” Alduran posited.
“Maybe we should consult with Lidek,” Westergaard added. “He’s got that fresh batch of squires.”
“Oh.” Ki’s eyes lit up. “We could form a search grid.”
“Exactly.”
“And it would free us up, too.”
Taking a long swig from her canteen, she nodded, repeating, “Exactly.”
“We do have a lot more to do than comb the woods,” Tofte agreed.
I smiled to myself, not only because of the team’s sudden lack of enthusiasm for the hunt, but also because I was witnessing a miracle: Tofte and Westergaard coming down on the same side of an issue. “I don’t know,” I said aloud, “are we sure we should trust this kind of undertaking to fresh recruits?”
My companions shifted in their seats. Which, if I was entirely honest with myself, was my goal. I had no more desire to be out in the woods than they did. But they’d been so adamant, I couldn’t let them off the hook that easily.
“Well, Lidek’s doing a first-rate job with them,” Alduran ventured in a moment. “I’m sure they’re ready for this.”
Keating and Blake nodded their agreement. Apparently, these quarters were too close to allow them to miss everything that was said. Though their posture, with arms wrapped around each other, leaning into one another, indicated that they were trying anyway. “I concur,” he said.
She added, “Good experience for them, too.”
“Right,” Westergaard nodded, brushing at the stray locks of her light hair that were sticking to her forehead. “It’s part of why they’re here, right?”
I smiled to myself, considering how much more reasonable a little sweat and dirt made my capital friends. “I’m sure Lidek will be gratified to know you have so much faith in his mentoring.”
Alduran ignored the comment. “Anyway, those squires will be out of hospital tomorrow. We need to interview them.”
Eager assent rose all around me, and, having amused myself a little at their expense, I let the point go. We were all was soon regaled with Ki’s new theories – and before long I found myself snoozing.
I woke when the skimmer pulled to a stop outside my estate, and I took my leave of the team. “We’ll send the car for you tomorrow,” Westergaard promised.
“Don’t bother. I’ll walk.”
Alduran’s left eyebrow crept up his forehead, but he said only, “Well, suit yourself, of course, Callaghan. But we will be starting at oh-six-hundred.”
I nodded, doing my level best to keep the sarcasm out of my tone as I answered, “I look forward to it.” Then, I turned to the familiar stone of my ancient home. I heard the skimmer take off down the road with a measure of satisfaction. It had been a long day, and I was thoroughly peopled-out. The quietude of the empty halls and vacant rooms washed over me, and I felt relief.
Claxton would be downstairs, probably finishing dinner if it wasn’t already done. She’d wait until I ate, and then head home herself. The groundskeeper and gardener would have already left for the day, and the gamekeeper would be retired to his cottage on the other side of the property.
I headed first to my room, to wash away the grime of the day. Soon, the house would be entirely mine. As tranquil as it was, and as happy as I was to be away from the team, some part of me saddened at that prospect. Not that I resented Claxton going home to her family, of course.
It was just that there was a point of too much tranquility, when it was so still it could be hard to remember which side of the grave you were on. What was more tranquil, after all, than a sepulcher?
Some days, I wasn’t entirely sure if the Callaghan estate was much more than a sepulcher. Well maintained to be sure; ancient and full of memory, of course.
But when its attendants departed, there wasn’t much life left behind the cold stone. Not since…
Well, not since she’d been here.
It seemed like an eternity ago now. It wasn’t really. A decade ago wasn’t that long. And yet…
I couldn’t remember her face anymore. I could describe it, sure. Golden hair, emerald eyes, rosy cheeks…
But those were just words. I couldn’t see her in my mind’s eye anymore.
I couldn’t hear her voice.
I couldn’t remember the feel of her skin under my fingers, or the taste of her lips against mine.
A decade wasn’t that long, but it might as well have been an eternity. Helena. Gods, it had been a long time since I’d let that name into my thoughts.
I wasn’t sure where it had come from. Maybe it was the talks with Lidek. Maybe it was what I’d almost told Derel. Maybe it was just finding Ilyen dead, and the prospect of war.
Whatever it was, though, I’d been thinking about Helena a lot these last few days. She was my KP. She’d been a hell of a hardass in the beginning. She was newly knighted, and overcompensating. I was young and dumb and cocky as hell.
For a while, I might have hated her. I’m pretty sure she hated me too. But somewhere along the way, I grew up and she eased up. And before I knew it, I was head-over-heels, butterflies-in-my-stomach, puppy-dog-eyes, crazy in love with her.
She was brilliant, and gorgeous, and so ferocious in a fight it hurt to see. She made me weak in the knees, and she somehow figured out how to get through my stubborn streak. I was in love with her.
It wasn’t until I was knighted myself, though, that I worked up the courage to tell her how I felt. And she felt the same. That was probably the happiest day of my life, when she told me she loved me – she’d loved me for two years, and never breathed a word of it.
We were a pair of fools, who had spent so long torturing ourselves out of fear that we’d overstep or make the other uncomfortable. But, in that moment, it seemed it had all worked out. We had the rest of our lives together.
We were going to get married. We’d move back to the shire eventually and live there. We’d start a family some day and raise our children together. She had ideas about redrafting the armies of Callaghan, and fortifying our borders, like in my ancestors’ day. I thought of bringing her back here to stay, my lady of the shire.
And then she’d gone out on patrol – just a routine patrol, along a quiet stretch of the eastern highway. Only there’d been brigands out that day – a whole party of them, raiding.
A single knight was no match for a dozen men. She killed two of them and wounded another two; and they killed her.
And that was that. I returned to House Callaghan – not with my bride at my side, but alone. Not to re-open the keep, and restore her glory days, but to rot in this stone sepulcher that might have been our paradise.
To die my own kind of death, a day at a time, month after month. Year after long year. To die among the living, until they finally laid me to rest with the dead.
I put on a fresh change of clothes, and sighed. Hell. Maybe, all things considered, the taskforce wasn’t the worst thing for me. And maybe – though I’d never give him the satisfaction of hearing me say so – the commander was onto something.
Maybe it was time for me to turn the page on that chapter of my life, while I still had one to live.




Chapter Nine – Callaghan

I arrived at Cragspoint at quarter to the hour and found myself the only member of the task force in the vicinity. “They’re breakfasting,” a page informed me. So I headed to the briefing room.
The two squires were waiting, and after exchanging brief hellos, the three of us sat for a space in uncomfortable silence. We were all twiddling our thumbs – figuratively and, in Aaronsen’s case, literally as the minutes wore on. I understood their discomfort. They were about to be called to give an account of their actions. It wasn’t an adversarial process exactly, but by its nature it was definitely a kind of trial. Every choice, every split-second decision made in the heat of the moment would now be parsed, dissected and re-evaluated in the cold, clear light of a new day by people – like me – who weren’t there.
That would put anyone’s teeth on edge. Never mind a pair of green squires.
I was only one cup of coffee into my morning, and not feeling particularly conversational. Still, the longer we waited, the more awkward the silence became. “Your, uh, burns look to be mostly healed, Aaronsen,” I said at length.
It was true. He’d been a mass of raw, red tissue and bandages last time I saw him. Now, the bandages were gone, and though his skin looked very pink and a little rough, I could see no other visible sign of his injuries.
He glanced up. “Oh, um, yes. The priests – they patched me up.”
I nodded. Priestly healing blended alchemy and science, magic and medicine, in a way that few alive understood. I certainly did not, though I knew, like the wyvern steel that hung at my side, it was rooted in elven magic and human skill. But the arts were forbidden to the common man, or woman. Even among priests, only an elect few could learn those ancient secrets.
But whatever went into making it happen, the results were undeniable. Healer priests could regrow damaged tissue, soothe burns, heal infections – all in a matter of days.
Young squire Phillip’s miraculous recovery was but one of the many testaments to their skill I’d seen over the years.
This established, silence settled on us again. This time, it was Derel who broke it. “The KP’s funeral is tomorrow. Will the task force be there, ma’am?”
“I assume so, yes.”
“His family will be here. They’ll be glad to see a delegation from the capital.”
“Of course.” I hadn’t given it much thought. The truth was, I sometimes forgot that not everyone was like me and Lidek. Some people had family. Some people had lives outside the uniform. “We will be there to pay our respects, Derel.”
“Thank you.”
“How about you two? Have you heard anything about reassignment?”
“No ma’am. But I hope I can stay here.”
I studied her curiously. “You do? Your family is based near the capital, isn’t it?” I didn’t know much about the Derels – less, obviously, than I’d initially thought, seeing as how I’d thought she was one of the Derel sons. But I seemed to remember that they hailed from the central region.
“Yes ma’am.”
I’d anticipated more by way of response, but when I realized she did not intend to elaborate further, I nodded. That was, I supposed, a kind of answer in its own right. “Oh.”
“I’d like to stay too,” Aaronsen put in, either missing or ignoring the significance of Derel’s recalcitrance. “My folks are just north of here, in Potterswode. They’re close enough that I can spend my leave there.” He glanced up at her. “I suppose it’s too far for you to go home, though, Ana.”
Well, the boy’s not good at picking up on social cues, I guess.
Derel demurred that it was, and he nodded. “Too bad.”
“Well, I still see them on the long holiday.”
“Oh.” His expression brightened. “That’s not so long, then.” His enthusiasm for the coming new year and its attendant revelry contrasted sharply with her grimace, but again he seemed oblivious. “I suppose we’ll have our new assignments by then.”
“We’ll see.”
“What do you mean?”
“Well, most knights already picked their squires after the academy tryouts, in spring.”
He frowned, now. “That’s true. You think they’ll split us up, then?”
“Maybe.”
He stared with crestfallen eyes at a point opposite them. “Oh.”
She noticed and nudged him. “Hey, it’s nothing to be sad about, Phillip. The only reason we’re together now is because Ilyen was recommending me at the end of the year. You were his new recruit. You’d stay here. And I would have moved on.”
She flashed him a smile that seemed forced, and the boy considered. “I guess. Still…”
Her smile waned. “I know.”
“I’m sure they’ll find you someone,” I put in. “Considering the circumstances. They won’t just send you back to the Academy.”
It was accurately put, but a poor word choice all the same. The pair of them cringed in unison. “The academy? You mean, they’d send us back?” Phillip grimaced.
“Where else?” Derel asked with a sigh. “If there’s no one with an opening – two openings – we’ll have to go back.”
“The Commander will figure something out,” I hastened to reassure them. “You were Ilyen’s squires, Ilyen was one of his knights. You’re basically family, as far as Lidek sees it.”
Phillip considered the words, but Derel seemed to consider me. “Do you know the commander well, KP?”
“Uh, well enough. He was a friend of my father’s.” I paused, frowning in memory. “Probably my grandfather’s first, actually.”
The boy laughed. “He’s old enough, he probably knew the elves that lived in these parts.” Derel’s face went pale, and I frowned at him. These were cues he did not miss, and his cheeks flushed. “That is…I mean…”
“Commander Lidek may be seasoned,” I said, with a touch more aggravation than I felt, “but he’s one of the best knights in the kingdom, Squire. You’d do well to remember it.”
“Yes ma’am. Sorry ma’am.”
I let an uncomfortable silence settle on our tiny group. I wasn’t actually mad at the red-cheeked squire. Hell, I’d made the same joke, or nearly, once or twice when I’d come back here. And I’d not been smart enough to do it behind his back. I’d said it straight to his face. And Lidek had raised a bushy eyebrow, shaken his head, and sighed. “I hope you don’t flatter yourself that you’re the first one to come up with that, Callaghan. I’ve heard it said before, and more prettily. You may have your father’s skill with a blade, but the family wit seems to have skipped a generation.”
Still, if he got the impression that I held him in grave disapprobation, well, all the better. Never too early to learn a little discretion.
The rest of the taskforce began to matriculate in now. Ki was first and noted the strained atmosphere with a curiosity he did little to suppress. “Well, good morning Callaghan. Everything…alright?”
“Right as rain, Alduran. I trust your breakfast was pleasant?” I glanced pointedly at my watch. I was pretty sure he knew he was arriving ten minutes past the starting time he’d selected. But I didn’t want him to miss the fact that I knew it too.
“Oh, yes. Nothing like these rustic installments, for a throwback to simpler days, eh?”
Phyllis and Darren were next, and they were too interested in each other to notice much of anything else. Which was also true of Tofte and Westergaard, albeit for different reasons. “I told you we’d be late.”
“I wasn’t the one who needed a new plate of kippers.”
“Those were inedible. I wouldn’t feed them to a dog I liked.”
“I had no problem eating them.”
“Oh Adrian: I said a dog I liked.”
Finally, the commander arrived. This was a closed-door interview, with no civilians permitted in the chamber. The sheriff and mayor would be apprised of any pertinent details after the fact, but the purpose of the day was as much to evaluate our officers’ actions as anything else.
Lidek called the meeting to order at oh-six-hundred and twenty-five. Almost half an hour after I was told to be here. I might have been a little more annoyed if I’d been sleeping better. As it was, it’d had been a rough night, and so the early start wasn’t much worse than a late start would have been. Still, the principle of the thing rankled.
The squires were called on to give an account of the morning prior to the event. Their telling’s matched in all the particulars, albeit from different perspectives. They’d risen early and eaten. They’d roasted a wild goat the night before and had leftovers for breakfast. Phillip was assigned the job of tacking the horses, and Derel taking down camp. Ilyen was planning their route.
He heard it first, the beat of heavy wings high overhead. He told them, “Take cover. Now.”
It wasn’t soon enough. A blast of scorching heat and deadly fire rained down on the camp. Derel had just ducked out of one of the tents when it hit. Aaronsen dodged a second before the unlucky horses were incinerated.
The beast landed, and the rest we more or less knew. There was one detail, though, that the boy added that I had not yet heard. To judge from the team’s expressions, neither had they, with perhaps the exception of Lidek.
“When the wyvern attacked the KP, I…I turned back. To help.”
Ki raised an eyebrow. “Did KP Ilyen request your assistance?”
“No sir.”
“I see. Did your senior squire give you the order?”
“No sir. She…she told me to follow Ilyen’s orders.”
“So this was your decision?”
“Yes.”
“Hm. And how did you plan to assist, Squire?”
“I…didn’t have a plan,” he admitted.
A few members of the team scratched notes on pads in front of them, and the matter dropped. Until we reached Derel, anyway: then it found new life. “Squire Aaronsen’s report of turning back to face the dragon is inconsistent with your written account.”
“Is it, sir?”
“I think you know it is. You make no mention of the fact that the squire in your charge disobeyed a direct order, from you – his ranking officer – and your knight.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” she said, although she neither looked nor sounded particularly sorry. “I was focused on the fight itself. I guess I must have overlooked it.”
“Unfortunate oversight, Squire: it calls into question the validity of the entire report.” He added in a pointed way, “And the credibility of the reporter.”
“I’m sorry, sir,” she repeated.
“It was Derel’s first combat report,” Lidek put in, mildly.
“And it was inaccurate,” Ki persisted.
Here, the young woman bristled. “Respectfully, sir, I was asked to detail our fight with the dragon. I did. I gave you every relevant detail about it.”
“We decide what’s relevant, Squire. When a junior squire disobeys two direct orders, and his knight dies – perhaps as a direct result of his actions – you do not neglect to mention it.”
“It sounds to me like you both disobeyed Ilyen’s orders,” Westergaard said. “Aaronsen first, but you didn’t leave either, Derel. You remained and engaged the wyvern. Against orders.”
“It was going to kill us,” she protested. “Ilyen –”
“KP Ilyen,” Tofte put in.
“KP Ilyen,” she corrected herself, “told us to run to avoid the wyvern.”
“Those were his exact words?”
“What?”
“Was that the phrasing of his order? ‘Run to escape the wyvern.’”
“No.” She frowned. “Of course not. That is, sir.”
“Then that’s your interpretation of his motives?”
“He told us to get out of there. To get back to Cragspoint. Those were his exact words, or as close as I can remember them.”
“Then he made no mention of his motives. He just gave you an order.”
“That both of you contravened.”
“If I ran, I would have died. We both would have.”
“That’s your assessment of the situation, Squire. KP Ilyen wouldn’t have given you an order that would have led to your death.”
“He gave the order when the wyvern was facing him. I shot when it turned on us.”
“So you felt the situation had shifted sufficiently to justify disobeying a direct order?”
Derel hesitated. “No. I didn’t. I wasn’t thinking of orders, sir, or how I could justify anything. All I knew was that I was about to die, and so was Phillip. And I had a second to act. So I did.” She clenched her jaw, then shook her head. “That wasn’t a violation of the KP’s order.”
“That’s our call, Squire. Not yours.”
“Yessir. But it was mine at the time. And I stand by it.”




Chapter Ten – Derel

“I’m sorry, Ana. I…I didn’t think I was going to get you in trouble,” Aaronsen was saying. We were waiting in the hall outside the meeting, now, while the council deliberated.
“It’s fine, Phillip,” I sighed. “You didn’t know what was in my report.” The truth was, maybe I deserved to be in the shit. I had been covering for him. Not in so many words, even to myself. But leaving it out hadn’t been an oversight, either.
“Thank you.”
“For what?”
“For…well, not reporting me.”
“Much good it did either of us,” I snorted.
“That’s my fault,” he conceded. “Again.”
“You did the right thing.”
“‘Much good it’ll do either of us,’” he repeated with a half-smile.
I laughed, but the truth was, I wasn’t feeling particularly mirthful. I hadn’t anticipated problems today. But after those questions? Hell, I was mentally psyching myself up to have to pack my bags and head home in shame.
And the idea of that? Well, I wasn’t sure I could do it. I’d be the first Derel turned out of service, probably in the history of Derels. Certainly, in the history of remembered Derels. I didn’t know what I would do – could do – if that happened. My skillset was soldiering, and if the military didn’t want me? Well, that didn’t leave a lot of options.
Still, I’d sooner disappear into the forest like a hermit, or sign up with a merchant ship and leave the North forever, than make that return trip.
Now and then, my brain would remind me that I was probably overreacting. They have to ask their questions. They’re not going to kick me out. Don’t be so damned melodramatic. Then, I’d remember Alduran’s expressions, and how quiet Lidek had been throughout. How no one had had had our backs in there. What if they do?
The minutes ticked by, and eventually an hour had passed, then an hour and a half. Phillip was fit to be tied by time two rolled around, and I wasn’t far behind when the noon hour came.
Finally, though, the session broke. The central knights exited the chamber first. The couple, KP’s Blake and Keating, didn’t notice us as they passed. Alduran cast a scornful glance our way, but studiously avoided meeting my gaze. Tofte raised a disapproving eyebrow at me, but Westergaard smiled reassuringly.
It was the first remotely kind expression I’d had from any of them, and I allowed myself to breathe. Finally, KP Callaghan and Commander Lidek emerged, walking together in slow conversation. They paused outside the chamber, apparently to conclude whatever point of discussion held their interest.
Their tones were low, and my best efforts to pick up what was being said met with scant success. I heard little more than snippets – a word here, a phrase bereft of context there. In a minute, though, she said, “Well, I’ll leave you, Lidek.”
“You are staying for lunch?”
“Yes. Alduran has a full slate of adventures planned.”
I was doing my best to hide my eavesdropping, but at the sarcasm in her tone, I glanced up. She was smirking, and the commander grinned too. “I’m sure it will be very exhilarating.”
“Oh, I expect nothing less. Yesterday was thrilling stuff.”
“I heard.”
“Hmm. Did you also hear his taste for the search rather soured after a day in the dust with nothing to show for it?”
“I’m surprised he lasted the day without sparkling water and cooled air.” She laughed, and he shook his head. “Laugh if you will, Callaghan. The building supervisor fielded three complaints from him since he arrived about temperature. And he mentioned the water to me. Four or five times.”
She did laugh again, shaking her head as she did so. “Well, we all have our trials, sir. We’re doing interviews up and down the border today. Looking for anyone who spotted a dragon.”
“Oh. That should turn up some interesting results.”
“Right. Roll into town, ask who has seen a dragon.”
“Very interesting results,” he nodded.
“Looking forward to it. Well, I’d better get.”
“Right. Catch you later, Callaghan.”
She nodded. “Sir.”
Then, she set her steps in the direction of the mess hall. Like Westergaard, she flashed Phillip and me a smile, and nodded too.
Lidek, meanwhile, headed toward us. We both got to our feet and saluted. “Sir.”
“At ease, Squires.” As our postures relaxed, he glanced between us and shook his head. “I’m not sure what the hell you were going for in there, but you’ll be happy to know you managed to survive with your careers intact. Not through any foresight on your own parts. And not without attracting the wrong kind of attention.
“Derel, the council recommended a remedial refresher on the Academy’s report writing module.” I felt myself pulling a face and checked it. “And Aaronsen, it was by the skin of my teeth that I could keep you from being sent back to Academy.”
Phillip shifted beside me, and the commander fixed us both with stern gazes. “That said, I did. You’ll be staying. I’ll be looking for a new assignment for you.
“And Derel, your work in the field was outstanding. I’m going to task your new KP with overseeing the reports refresher. But Ilyen’s recommendation for your promotion stands.”
“My KP?” I wondered.
“I haven’t figured that part out yet,” he said. “But I will, and soon. And, I’ve put you in for a commendation, for your actions in the field.”
“Thank you, sir.” I felt humiliated by the prospect of remedial course work, but the truth was, I was getting off easy with just that, and keeping my promotion. I had certainly not anticipated a commendation. Not after that interview.
“Well, it’s not just me you can thank. Whatever you two said to KP Callaghan earlier must have made an impression. She had your backs in there. I hope you remember it.
“And…well, you’re going to want to remember everything you learned at Academy. Always, but especially while the taskforce is here. You understand?”
“Yessir,” I nodded.
“Copy that, sir,” Phillip agreed.
“Good. Now make yourselves scarce. I’m pretty sure we’ve all seen enough of your faces for the day.”




Chapter Eleven – Callaghan

The day finished every bit as interestingly as I figured it would. The taskforce had decided to keep news of the dragon attack hush-hush during the investigation. But concealing the cause of death for a knight, to say nothing of a giant, rotting silver corpse in the forest, was easier said than done. Even if we had not set ourselves a Herculean task on that front, word had already spread through Fort Terrence. And from there, it hadn’t taken long for the news to travel up and down the border.
Indeed, the secretiveness probably only further sabotaged our efforts at concealment. The lack of an official statement gave rise to a sense of mystery, and an endless stream of bizarre theories.
We met folks who swore they’d seen elves. They’ve come to get their revenge. Always knew we hadn’t seen the last of those bastards.
We talked to an old man who told us he’d seen an army of wyvern riders. So many wyrms, their wings blackened the midday sky. Like stepping into the mouth of hell, with the sun all blotted out.
A boy insisted he’d met the killer. He was going to have his dragon eat me, honest, Miss. But I hid in the caves. Out by the spring. And he flew on. You can ask me mom. I told her.
The woman backed him up. Aye, he did. Thought he was pulling my leg.
Some of the accounts were obviously false. Oh, I saw him, sure as anything. Hideous beast, scales black as coal. Eyes that burned like fire.
In some cases, I couldn’t tell. I saw him, alright. Thought it was a bird at first, but it was too big. It was down yonder, in the direction of Cragspoint. Thought it must be them knights, training or what have you.
None of it, though, was useful. Even where I could believe the interviewee, all we learned was that some people had seen a dragon.
Well, we knew that already. So the day wore long, and aggravating, and utterly unproductive. The company didn’t help, either.
Since the council meeting earlier, when I’d argued in Squires Derel and Aaronsen’s favor, Alduran had been in a snit. The way I saw it, Phillip was barely out of Academy, and Ana had never filed a combat report before. Making mistakes was the reason recruits trained as squires. You learned to be a knight protector by failing, and you failed in the service of someone who could – hopefully – save your ass when you fell on it. It was the whole point of the program. It was the reason knights like Ilyen volunteered to take on squires at all: to train the next generation of warriors. They knew the risk it entailed, and they accepted it.
Westergaard agreed with me, and between the two of us we persuaded Blake and Keating. Tofte sided with Alduran, but his opposition was more focused on countering Bella’s points than exacting any vengeance on the squires. And his respect for Commander Lidek tempered any rasher opinions.
Ki, on the other hand, seemed to take my stance personally. I’d been the most vocal member of the taskforce opposing him, so I bore the brunt of his disapprobation. More than once, he dropped a comment implying that the commander and I were simply covering for our own. Not to Lidek, of course; that was commentary he reserved for me, when he deigned to speak to me at all.
I didn’t much regret his spells of silence. It did cross my mind that Aaronsen and Derel had probably wound up on his blacklist, whether they knew it or not. For that, I was sorry. For pissing Alduran off? Not so much.
While his silence was intended as a kind of punishment, I endured the deprivation in contented silence of my own. Still, it did manage to strain the atmosphere, and the rest of the party seemed to pick up on the tension. A kind of nervous discomfort settled on us all.
I was happy, then, to return to my sepulcher. “We’ll see you tomorrow, I suppose, Callaghan?” he managed.
“Of course.” Just for my own amusement, I added, “Are we starting oh-six-hundred and thirty again?”
Frowning down an upturned nose, he replied, “Oh-six-hundred.”
“See you then.”
The next morning was no better, although for different reasons. Ilyen’s funeral was at noon, so the taskforce remained at Cragspoint for the morning. We dressed in our parade uniforms – crisp tunics with ceremonial sashes, and boots so polished they were practically reflective. I wore the greens of the shire, with the handful of commendations I’d earned over the years, pinned to my chest.
Lidek disappeared into a sea of medals. The man had won more commendations over his long career than any ten regular officers. I grinned as he approached. “Surprised you can stand under all that weight, sir.”
He frowned at the comment and tried to conceal a smile beneath his mustache.
Keating and Blake wore the purples of their district, and Tofte was decked out in engineering badges. Westergaard’s combat commendations sparkled against her crimson tunic. Alduran wore the ceremonial silvers of a visiting dignitary and had his own array of hardware lining his chest. He’d earned a sharpshooting commendation, but the rest dealt with administrative accomplishments. That didn’t surprise me, exactly; but it did amuse me.
I wasn’t alone. Lidek confided, at the earliest opportunity, “Well, well. Never seen a man so puffed up about being a paper pusher.”
We spent the morning reviewing written reports from the coroner, the wyvern experts who had examined the felled beast, and Sheriff O’Brien’s initial reports. Soon enough, the funeral crowds assembled, and we matriculated in with the rest.
The whole shire, it seemed, turned out to pay their respects to KP Ilyen. He was a popular knight, to be sure, with a sterling reputation. But he wasn’t as well-known as all that. Mostly, I supposed these people were assembled for the same reason I was: losing a knight in battle was so rare a thing, in these times of peace, that it struck a chord deep in the soul. We were there to commiserate with the family, with the friends, with the nearest and dearest; and with our community, as we all struggled with the unexpectedness of a death in our midst.
It was a good ceremony, as such things went. The priests read a poignant piece on the soul’s journey, from this world to the next. Poignant, anyway, if you believed that sort of thing. I wasn’t sure I did anymore.
Still, it was pretty enough. Then the choir sang of green fields and blue skies, of eternal peace and everlasting life. I felt the hairs on the nape of my neck stand on end. Those high, haunting notes touched me in a way the priests’ monotone voices could not, and I had to fight back tears once or twice.
The truth was, I wasn’t shedding them for Ilyen. I grieved for the man. I grieved for his father, whose face was drawn and gray, for his mother, who hid her face behind a dark mourning veil. I grieved for his youngest sister, who wept openly, and for his older brother, who tried to maintain a stoic front.
I grieved for Phillip, whose cheeks were swollen and puffy, and for Ana, who eyes were red but whose composure was steadfast.
But in my heart, I remembered two different funerals. I recalled the same hymns, and all the empty promises. I’d buried my father in a small ceremony, where a single priest had issued those assurances. And I’d buried my love, my Helena, in a ceremony like this one, packed with strangers come to pay their respects.
I’d stood there like Derel and Aaronsen, like the Ilyens, trying to hide my despair, counting every second until it was over. I’d stood there, with all those eyes on me, praying I would make it until the crowds left and I could surrender to the emptiness of my loss.
I had managed, in my years since, to avoid funerals. Until now. I knew it was wrong to let my mind wander, to focus on those long dead instead of the man we’d just lost. But somehow, I couldn’t help myself.
I endured the ceremony in a kind of haze of sorrow and memory. Only when it ended, and I took my place in the long procession to pay our respects to the family, did I rouse from it. And then, only insomuch as that I felt empathy for them that was stronger than any other emotion. I remembered this moment well, too.
It was hell – the long, last test, when I had to shake hands and exchange platitudes with stranger after stranger; when I had to pretend I wasn’t dying inside, and try to soothe these well-wishers’ and casual acquaintances’ grief; when I had to accept sympathy from and embrace weeping friends, when all I wanted to do was vanish.
I don’t wax eloquent, like some of the mourners in line. I knew better than that. One by one, I shook the family’s hands.
“I’m so sorry for your loss.”
“If there’s anything the shire can do for you, you have only to ask.”
When I got to Derel and Aaronsen, who had to endure this same gauntlet with the family, I felt as if I should say more. I knew them, after all, even if not well. “I’m sorry, Ana. I’m sorry, Phillip. I mean it: I really am.”
He nodded, his cheeks red with emotions he was fighting hard to repress. She met my gaze, her blue eyes brimming with tears. There was something painfully poignant in her eyes, a grief so raw and so deep I could feel it, physically. It was the first time I’d seen her so near to losing control. Still, she managed to keep her voice steady as she returned, “Thank you, KP Callaghan.”
“Lilia,” I reminded her. “And if there’s anything I can do, for either of you…I’m here. Okay?”
Then, I moved on. In the moment, the kindest thing I could do was let them get through this ordeal.
Lidek had refreshments waiting, and some of the crowd went off in search of them. Others dissipated, heading for their homes if they had long journeys ahead, or their friends’ homes if they were staying locally.
I knew my way around Cragspoint better than most, so I absconded for one of the more private waiting areas. I wasn’t hiding, exactly. But I also didn’t want to see people. Or talk to people.
A few minutes, I thought, of privacy before I had to endure the taskforce: that’s all I needed.
It was a kind of dual-purpose conference and breakroom, with comfortable seating along the wall and a less hospitable table in the center. I sank into one of the sofas and closed my eyes for a long moment. The room was dark, with the blinds drawn. I supposed no one anticipated it being used during the funeral.
But I was glad for that. My thoughts quieted in the darkness, and my breathing got a little easier. I was almost ready to go back and seek out Alduran for whatever torture he had in store for us, when a voice cut through my thoughts. “Callaghan?”
I started, opening my eyes and getting to my feet. It was the commander. “Sir?”
A moment later, the blinding light of the overhead LED’s blazed into the darkness. I cringed while my eyes adjusted. “I thought I saw you come this way. What are you doing in the dark?”
“Uh. Thinking.”
He raised an eyebrow. “You can’t think in the light?”
I frowned. “Can I help you, sir?”
“Actually, yes. I need your advice on something.”
Well, that’s a first. Usually, if advice was exchanged between us, it came in the form of unsolicited input from him, to me. “Oh. Okay. What about?”
“Let’s talk about it in my office.”
I nodded, and we set our steps for the office. It struck me vaguely that this was a transition from neutral ground to Lidek’s domain. Well, technically, it’s all his domain. Still, I wondered if the shift was incidental. “So, umm, what’s this about, Commander?”
He glanced askew at me. “Why? Am I keeping you from something? You in a hurry to be somewhere?”
He knew well enough I wasn’t, seeing as how he’d found me killing time in the dark. This was his way of telling me to be patient. And I frowned at it. “No sir. Nothing but time on my hands.”
“Ah. Good.” We finished the walk in silence, and when we reached his office, he settled behind the desk. “Get the door, will you?”
I did, and then took the seat across from him. “So, Commander, what’s this about?”
He sighed. “Those two squires.”
“Ah. How are they holding up?” I’d only seen their professional faces this morning. Lidek would have a better idea of what was really going on.
He shook his head. “As well as can be expected, I suppose.”
I nodded. “Is there anything I can do?” There usually wasn’t, but I wasn’t just asking out of the customary politeness. I knew something of what they were going through – Derel, I suspected, though she’d denied it, I knew her pain more than Aaronsen’s. Still, his hurt was palpable enough in its own right. If I could help them, I would.
The Commander surveyed me under bushy brows but didn’t answer all at once. When he did speak, it seemed to be to change the topic. “I don’t think they did themselves any favors yesterday. With Alduran, I mean.”
“No,” I agreed. “I think they’ll do well to avoid him for the near future.”
“It might not be that simple, Callaghan.”
“What do you mean?”
He sighed. “Well, I need to find them new KP’s. No one local is looking. Which means I have to apply via central command.”
“Ah.” I nodded slowly. That meant Alduran would be privy to the process: he’d have access to see the application, to know who had expressed interest, to see how far along things were. “You don’t think he’d…well, sabotage them, do you, Commander?”
He raised an eyebrow at me. “You don’t?”
I thought of the sullen man sulking in the skimmer the afternoon before, and how personally he’d taken the council’s decision not to censure the squires. “Maybe,” I conceded.
“All it would take is a warning in a perspective knight’s ear. And Phillip could find himself looking for a long time before he found a placement.”
“Even if he found one…it might mean the difference between a good mentor and a…less good one.” I didn’t want to imply that there were lousy KP’s out there, but…well, family wealth and title carried a lot of weight sometimes. Even in the service.
It was Lidek’s turn to nod. “Exactly. So you see my predicament?”
I did and told him so. “I wish I had advice, sir. I don’t, though.”
“I don’t want the boy’s career ended over a single mistake.”
“No. Gods, if that’s all it took to end a career, there’d be no KP’s.”
“Right. And Ana only has a few months left. Imagine sending her back to Academy, to wait out her promotion with a bunch of green pages and new recruits.”
I shivered at the prospect. In the best of circumstances, that would be a punishment. Having lost her KP first? It’d be hell, to deal with all those prattling children and fresh-faced kids in the midst of mourning. “Can’t she stay at Cragspoint, just until the new year? She can put in for a placement wherever she wants then.”
He glanced askew at me. “And what? I don’t have time to mentor her.”
“No. But she’s at the end of her mentorship anyway. And this way she’ll be in familiar territory.”
He snorted. “Right. With nothing to occupy her time but grief.”
He had a point. “Hmm. You checked with central, I suppose? There’s no one on the list looking for a squire?”
“This isn’t my first rodeo, Callaghan. Of course I checked. Their list cleared in spring. Hell, they’ve already got kids waiting for placements. They don’t expect them to find KP’s until after the new year, with promotions.”
I sighed. It was a poser, and the truth was, I couldn’t think of a solution. If there weren’t KP’s available, what could be done? “I don’t know what to tell you, sir.”
“That’s not much help.”
I nodded. “I know. But I don’t have any solutions.”
He steepled his fingers and leaned back in his seat. “I did have an idea. Half an idea, really.”
“Oh?”
“I have a placement prospect.”
My ears perked up, and I repeated, “Oh?” I wasn’t sure why it had taken so long to get to the point. I wondered if there was some objection to the prospective host KP. Had that buildup been to remind me of the difficulties inherent to his task, to brace me for the solution? “Who is he?”
The Commander sighed. “A good knight. But…”
“But?”
“Strong-willed. Private. Never showed much interest in mentorship.”
I nodded slowly. “Strong-willed is probably a good thing, if someone’s going to take on a squire. Hell, two squires.”
“Yes,” he conceded. “I suppose so.”
Something about his manner gave me pause. “Are his combat marks in order? Aaronsen will need a good trainer.”
“Oh, they’re outstanding. Ninety-ninth percentile.”
“Oh.” My unease relaxed a little. Those were elite scores, among the best of the best. I’d worked my ass off to get them, in my time in training. Anyone who had earned those kinds of scores knew their stuff and would have no problem mentoring someone. “Well, that’s good.”
“Yes. I think this KP will be an outstanding mentor, to be honest.”
“So what’s the problem?”
He sighed. “I’m not sure they’re going to be amenable to my solution.”
I frowned. “Have you talked to him about it?”
“A little.”
“Well, does he know the circumstances?”
“Yes.”
“And he doesn’t have squires of his own?”
“Nope.”
I shrugged. “Then…I don’t see what the issue would be.” A mentor without mentees, two squires in need of placement, a KP who graduated top of his rank and junior officers in need of guidance? It seemed a perfect fit.
Now, Lidek smiled. “Well, good. I’m glad. You’ve taken a load off my mind, Callaghan.”
“Well, I didn’t do anything, sir. But if it helps, you’re welcome.”
I was getting ready to stand when he said, “So, when should I send them over?”
“What?”
“Your new squires. When should I send them over?”




Chapter Twelve – Callaghan

“Wait, what now?”
“Derel and Aaronsen: your new squires. When do you want them at the keep?”
I blinked. “You mean…me? I’m the KP?”
He nodded, seeming as pleased with himself as I was mortified. “Of course.”
“You can’t be serious.”
“Why not?”
“I can’t have squires.”
“Why?” He raised an eyebrow. “Your duties as Knight of the Shire keep you too busy?”
I frowned at the sarcasm in his tone. It was, admittedly, not the most rigorous placement. The Knight of the Shire’s duties in peacetime were largely ceremonial. My mornings were spent consuming copious amounts of coffee, my afternoons tending to what little business I had, and my evenings in reading or walking the Callaghan estate.
I trained among it all and headed to the capital a few times a year as duty called. But otherwise, my life was peaceful and quiet.
Exactly how I wanted it to remain.
“I have no patience for children,” I said in a moment.
“Derel is not a child.”
“No, but she doesn’t need a mentor. She’s proved herself more than capable.”
“She needs a placement, Callaghan. Unless you want to send her back to Academy.”
I frowned again. Of course I didn’t want her sent back to the academy. I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. But there had to be some alternative that didn’t involve sending her to the Callaghan estates, either.
“And Aaronsen needs a strong mentor. Someone who understands what he’s going through right now, and can help him get through it,” Lidek persisted.
“That’s not me, sir.”
“Isn’t it?”
I shook my head. “You’re the one telling me I need to move on, Commander. How am I going to teach the boy when I don’t know how to do it myself?”
He smiled softly at me, and his voice lost some of the combative edge. “You’re doing alright, Callaghan. And who knows: maybe they’ll be good for you too.”
I groaned. “I don’t need pity projects, sir.”
“No. But they need mentors. And you’re a knight of the realm.” He sat up straight in his chair. “I expect you to do your duty, Callaghan. Do you understand?”
I felt my jaw clench. “Are you ordering me to take on these squires, sir?”
An eyebrow crept up his forehead. “Ordering you? No. You’re a good knight. You don’t need to be ordered to do your duty.” Now, he got to his feet. This was my signal to go, I realized, and I stood too. “I’ll give you some time to think it over. Maybe talk to them, figure out when they’d like to make the move.”
“I didn’t agree to anything,” I reminded him.
“No. But you will.” He shrugged, repeating, “You’re a good knight, Callaghan. I have full faith that you’ll do the right thing. Dismissed.”
I walked out of his office feeling the biggest fool in the world. I didn’t give him an answer one way or the other, but every sense recoiled at the idea of being strong-armed into this. Not that, if I was being entirely honest with myself, mentoring squires had any appeal at all. It didn’t. I’d done enough young and dumb in my own time to be covered for life. I didn’t need to deal with other people’s young and dumb.
But something about Lidek’s approach rankled. He’d lured me into his office pretending to need my advice. He’d convinced me to offer all the reasons why someone in my position should accept the role of mentor. Then he’d thrown them back in my face. And, on top of it all, he’d tried to cajole me into it with heavy-handed talk of duty.
Well, if he thought he was going to back me into a corner, Commander Lidek had another thing coming. The Knight of the Shire might be laid back and even lazy sometimes. The Knight of the Shire might be easygoing and not prone to arguments.
But the Knight of the Shire was a Callaghan, by the gods. And Callaghans didn’t allow themselves to be tricked and cajoled. We weren’t easily strong-armed, and the more we were pushed, the deeper we dug our heels.
Lidek’s gone too far this time. The old man might mean well, but his meddling had finally gotten out of hand. Derel and Aaronsen were his responsibility, not mine. I would not allow him to push them off on me.
No. He’s going to have to find another KP. I’ve got my own responsibilities. I’ve got an entire shire to look out for. Someone else can take care of the babysitting.
The taskforce resolved, out of respect for the dead, to reconvene on the morrow. I was not sorry for it. I didn’t think I’d have the patience for Alduran today, or Tofte and Westergaard for that matter.
I walked home, leaving my skimmer at base. I needed the fresh air, and now that the funeral was over, a little dust on my clothes wouldn’t matter. I could walk back for the car tomorrow.
The day was warm, almost hot, with bright, crisp sunlight and a clear blue sky overhead. I didn’t head into the keep at once but made something of a tour of the estate. The birds twittered and scolded at my approach, and now and then a rabbit or a fox would dart past.
I headed out by the creek, where the stone rises and cliffs loomed large. It was beautiful country, a perfect blend of green grass and pastureland, and rugged gray crags. The creek wound in between the rocks, burbling away with a purpose all its own.
I walked at a quick pace, for a long time. I tried to ignore the perturbation of my mind, and focused instead on pushing my body, as hard and fast as I could.
Slowly but surely, the tension eased out of my shoulders and back. The anxiety nagging at my thoughts ebbed, and my step slowed. I kept walking for another hour or so.
But, as the sun crossed over to the west, I turned back for the keep. I’d covered quite a few kilometers and hadn’t eaten since breakfast. Hell, I didn’t even have a canteen with me. If not for a few stops at the creek, I would have been parched. As it was, my feet were sore, my stomach growled, and my back was starting to ache. When the hell did I turn into such an old woman?
Still, my mind was blessedly quiet, free of its earlier turmoil. A little physical stress was an easy price to pay for peace of mind.
So I headed inside with a light heart if a weary step, hoping Claxton had finished dinner early. She could have fed me cardboard at the moment, and I probably would have thanked her for it, I was that hungry.
I’d just let myself in, and was latching the door, when her voice hit me. I started at the unexpectedness of it. “Lilia?”
“Agnes? Is everything alright?” Claxton was in a sense something of a kindred spirit. She was not terribly social, and she guarded her domain fiercely. I rarely saw her, except at mealtime or when one of the other servants had violated the household demarcations. And it was still too early for dinner, so I assumed the latter had occurred. Oh, not Jeffries again. The last incident had involved the gardener tromping through her kitchen in muddy boots. It had been a mess – long after the mud was gone.
Her narrow features were relaxed, though, and she bobbed a graying head. “Quite alright, Miss. But you’ve got a visitor. From the base.”
“Oh.” Hell. Lidek? Was he come to pester me further? “Where?”
“In the sitting room.”
“Thanks, Agnes.” Forcing myself to play the dutiful host, I added, “And can you bring us something? Tea, and something to eat?”
“Of course. I made a seed cake earlier. I’ll bring that.”
“Thanks.” I didn’t want to encourage Lidek to stay any longer than necessary, nor was I fool enough to think a little cake – even one of Claxton’s – would bribe him toward reasonableness. But anything less would be uncivil.
I considered changing before I met him but decided against it. On the one hand, I wouldn’t mind making him wait. On the other, he’d come uninvited. He could deal with whatever grime or odor I’d picked up during my afternoon’s excursion.
I walked to the sitting room and drew in a long breath. Then, I opened the door and stepped inside. “I hope you haven’t been waiting long, Commander,” I lied. “I was –” Then, I cut off.
It wasn’t Lidek waiting for me. It was Squire Derel, and she scrambled to her feet at my entrance, nearly toppling a chess board in the process. “KP.”
“Squire?” I frowned, glancing around the room suspiciously. “Where’s Lidek?”
She blinked. “The Commander? He’s at Cragspoint.”
“Oh.” I’d still been operating under the assumption that this was another heavy-handed facet of his pitch. “Then…what are you doing here?”
“Your skimmer, KP: you left it at base.”
“I know.”
“Commander Lidek asked me to drive it back for you. So you had it ready, if you needed it.”
I frowned. Of course he did. “Well, that isn’t necessary.”
She, though, was advancing. I saw a pair of keys pinched between her fingers. “I parked it in the garage.”
“You mean, it’s already here?”
“Yes ma’am.” Seeing, and misinterpreting, my expression, she hastened to add, “Don’t worry: I took good care of it.”
“Well, um, thank you.”
“Of course.”
“I’m sorry, Derel. I didn’t expect they’d send anyone with the car. Much less – well, you or Phillip.”
She flashed me a half smile. “It’s alright, ma’am. I was happy to get off base, actually.”
“How long have you been here?”
She shrugged. “A while.”
“Sorry,” I said again. “I didn’t know anyone would be waiting.”
She nodded. “Not a problem, KP. Like I say…I was happy to get away.”
I nodded. “I bet.”
“Well…I should head back.”
“Right. You want me to give you a ride?”
“I’d rather walk.”
That, I understood, and told her as much. It was now that Claxton arrived with a tray of tea and cake, and I remembered my manners. “But, uh, I hope you’ll have some tea first. And stay for dinner. It’ll be ready soon.”
“Thank you. I don’t want to impose.”
“No imposition. Anyway, Claxton’s a hell of a cook. You won’t find anything like that at Cragspoint.”
Agnes preened. “It’s roast goat today, miss. If I don’t say so myself, no one roasts a goat like old Claxton.”
“It’s true,” I shrugged. She was hesitating, so I added, “And, if it helps, I’m a terrible conversationalist and I hate small talk. So I promise to ignore you entirely, if you’ll do the same.”
She smiled, admitting, “I don’t feel much like talking right now.”
“Well, I don’t ever feel like talking. So we should get on fine.”
Claxton was pouring us tea, and she interjected, “Cream or sugar, miss?”
“No. Thank you.”
“Cream in mine, please,” I reminded her.
She snorted. “As if you ever have anything different.” She handed the cup and saucer to Ana. “Dinner will be ready inside the half hour, miss.”
“In the meantime,” I said, not entirely sure that Derel had made up her mind to stay, “have a piece of cake. Agnes really is the best cook in these parts.”
The old woman snorted again. “Just in these parts, eh?”
“Uh, anywhere,” I tried, hoping to smooth over my faux pas.
But she rolled her eyes, mumbling something incoherent under her breath, and Derel watched with unabashed astonishment. “Well,” she said, “you find a better cook, you just let me know, Miss Lilia. I’ll pack my bags right away and give her the privilege of watching you let her best work go cold before you touch it.”
“And what would you do without me to take care of, Agnes?”
“Babysit, more like.”
“You’d go mad in a week.”
She snorted a third time. “Mad with relief, more like.” Handing me my own cup, she took her leave.
The squire stared into her teacup with a deliberateness that made me laugh. “You needn’t look so scandalized, Derel.”
She blinked up at me and flushed. “I…I’m not.”
“Agnes has been with my family long before I was born,” I explained. “She’s a good friend. And – truly – the best cook. As long as you stay out of her kitchen.”
She nodded, her long hair bobbing with the motion. “Of course.”
I supposed that to her, having spent so many of her recent years in military installations, that must have been a shocking exchange. It would never be permitted for a subordinate to address a commanding officer in such terms. Perhaps she saw it through that lens.
Then again, perhaps it had nothing to do with her familiarity with military structure.
Ana was a Derel, after all. Would a Derel permit such familiarity with a member of their house staff? Probably not. From what I’d seen in my time in the capital, those families tended to maintain a much more rigid separation of class and station than we observed in the shire.
She took another sip of her tea. “KP?”
“Yes?”
“I…I wasn’t entirely honest earlier. When I send the commander told me to bring the skimmer back. He asked me and Phillip if one of us would. I volunteered.”
I frowned, my earlier suspicions creeping back. What was Lidek’s angle? That he had an angle, I didn’t for a moment doubt. He hadn’t – he wouldn’t – tell her his ridiculous plan. Would he? “For what?”
“The Commander told us, Phillip and me, about how you stood up for us yesterday. And, I don’t know if I’m going to be here much longer. If we get assignments, or…well, if they send us back to Academy. I didn’t know if I’d see you again. So I wanted to thank you for that, while I could.”
“Oh.” I was nonplussed by the genuine gratitude in her expression and tone. “Of course. But, you don’t need to thank me. I only said what I meant, Derel.”
She nodded. “Yes ma’am. Still, I appreciate it. We both do. Phillip would have come too. But…”
I nodded. “How’s he holding up?”
She shook her head. “He’s alright. I think. He blames himself, you know. Especially after…well, it doesn’t matter.”
“After the council meeting?”
She met my gaze, then nodded. “What KP Alduran said…”
I snorted. “Alduran is a fool.” Her eyes widened again, and I shrugged. “Confidentially, of course.”
Her surprise turned into a giggle, and the sound made me smile too. Derel didn’t strike me as the giggling kind. She flushed. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed.”
“Why? I said it, not you.” She surveyed me curiously, as if trying to make up her mind about something. I wasn’t sure what, so I continued, “Anyway, it’s true. He is a fool. Your KP was a marked man, the instant that wyvern landed. As soon as the rider realized his dragon couldn’t burn him, he would have fired. Whether you and Phillip were there or not.
“And for him to imply otherwise is wrong, but it’s worse than wrong. It’s cruel and stupid.”
She blinked at me, saying in a low tone, “Thank you, KP.”
I nodded again. I hadn’t meant for the conversation to turn so dark. “What about you, Derel? How are you holding up?”
“I…” She turned her eyes to the teacup and saucer in her lap. “I don’t know, honestly.”
It was my turn to study her. She seemed suddenly to have deflated, as if she was collapsing inward. “Losing my knight,” I said slowly, “was the hardest thing that ever happened to me, Derel.”
Now, she glanced up. “How did you…well, keep at it?”
I nodded. “It was after…after I was promoted. But…it damned near killed me.”
She nodded too. “I’m sorry.”
I smiled softly, finding that I was studying my own teacup, tracing my finger up the delicate china handle, as if I was committing every swirl and curlicue to memory. “Me too.” I drew in a breath and met her gaze. “But you will live, Ana. You will find your feet again.”
“I know,” she said. “I just wish…”
“Don’t,” I warned. “You’ll drive yourself mad that way.”
“If I’d just fired another shot,” she persisted. “One more shot: he’d still be alive.”
“Maybe. But he could have shot too, Derel.”
She blinked. “Ilyen?”
I nodded. “In the heat of battle, we all make choices. You didn’t fire on a defeated foe. Neither did he. You’re no more guilty of that than Ilyen. And if he could not take that shot, he wouldn’t fault you for it.”
“I didn’t think of it,” she admitted, tears welling in her eyes. “I…I was so focused on the dragon…”
I nodded. “That happens, Derel. Battle is chaos. If we could control for everything, if we could know every outcome…well, we’d probably know better than to wage wars.
“But we’re only human.”




Chapter Thirteen – Derel

Somehow, I’d broken down. I’d fought all day to keep those tears in check. I really thought, once I got on the road and put the base behind me, I’d mastered them.
And somehow, here in KP Callaghan’s sitting room, the floodgates opened. These were no gentle sobs, or light tears, either. No, I was bawling like a baby.
She hadn’t even said anything particularly profound to reduce me to such a mess. Hell, I was pretty sure she still thought I’d been in love with Ilyen.
My fit of tears I’m sure only confirmed the idea to her. But I couldn’t stop. The more I cried, the more I needed to cry. The more I tried to stop crying, the more I cried.
She’d sat awkwardly across from me for a space, assuming, I guess, that the waterworks would be of short duration. Then, when it became apparent that that wasn’t the case, she’d moved beside me. Taking the teacup and setting it on the table, she put a hand on my shoulder. “Hey, you’re going to be alright, Derel.”
I wanted to laugh at how stiff and awkward, and clearly out of her comfort zone, she was. I didn’t. I just cried more.
Finally, she wrapped me in a hug. It was a clumsy hug, with all the lack of finesse of her earlier attempts to comfort me. Still, I sank into it, burying my face in her shoulder. I soaked her tunic with tears, but she didn’t seem to mind. Indeed, she even lost the air of discomfort as the minutes passed. “You’ll be alright, Ana. I promise. Everything’s going to work out.”
Eventually, I spent my tears. I felt like I’d spent a lifetime’s worth of tears. I sat back, wiping my face. “I’m going to miss him so much.”
She nodded, and I saw that her own eyes were red. “I know.”
“I don’t know how I’m going to face my family, if they send me back to Academy.” It was terrible of me, I knew. But the loss of Ilyen and my own sorry prospects kept swirling around in my mind, competing for dominance. I knew, in the scheme of things, my humiliation was a trifle.
But the idea of going back to the academy so soon before my promotion, like some kind of reject toy sent back to the factory, filled me with shame. That wasn’t what was happening. But that’s why squires went back to the academy, after placement. That’s what everyone thought.
I’d failed my knight. He’d died as a consequence of my failure. And now…I was headed back to the academy. Even if Callaghan didn’t see it that way, other people would.
My father would. My brothers would. I’d be the Derel who couldn’t cut it, who shamed the family name. The girl who couldn’t be happy being a girl. Mine was a military family, but Derel daughters didn’t serve. They married knights and raised the next generation of knights and mothers. I’d failed to do that. Now, I’d failed to be a knight. Like they always knew I would.
My mom would want to fix it. I told you this military thing wouldn’t work out for you, darling. It’s not too late to settle down. I could hear her voice. I could predict her words. She’d be drawing up prospective marriages, to rescue me from my own choices. She’d been doing it since I enrolled at the academy. Hell, she probably had a list of possible husbands all picked out.
I blinked back a new wave of tears. I had no idea where they’d come from, or how it was even physically possible.
Callaghan was quiet. I supposed she must have thought me as heartless as I felt. I rubbed at my face brusquely. I needed to be going. I’d humiliated myself here enough. Gods only knew what Commander Lidek would think, if she told him. Gods, don’t let her tell him. Please.
“Well,” I said, pushing to my feet, “I’m sorry. I should go.”
She stood too, nodding. “Alright, Derel. Are you sure – well, you don’t want a ride back?”
“Yes. Thank you, KP, but I’d rather walk.”
With a few words of farewell, she let me go. I kept my composure until I reached the great hall, but then my steps picked up. I practically raced out of the keep, sinking against the door after I shut it behind me. I stood there trembling, drawing in a series of long, ragged breaths.
Gods, what an imbecile I just made of myself. What the hell, Derel?
Then, I pulled myself up, and headed down the walk. I’d gotten about twenty meters when I heard the sound of a door open. I turned to see KP Callaghan burst out, calling a little breathlessly, “Squire Derel, wait.”
I blinked. “KP?”
She drew up, seeming surprised to find me still so near. Little does she know, I’d had another breakdown on her front step.
“Squire, I’m glad I caught you. I wanted to ask you something.”
“Oh.” I nodded. I had no idea what she needed, but occupation would probably be better than torturing myself with my thoughts. “How can I help?”
She loosed a breath. “Well, um, the thing is…well, I was talking to the commander. And he thought…that is, we kind of thought…” She shook her head, as if trying to collect her thoughts. “What I mean is, you and Phillip: you don’t have a KP right now. And the commander wasn’t sure he’d be able to find you a situation until after the new year. Which, for you, is too late.”
None of this was new to me. “I know.”
“Yes, but what I’m getting at is…well, I don’t have a squire. I know it’s not the most exciting assignment. And I’m probably not either of your first picks. But, uh, if you and Phillip wanted…I think it’s probably a good idea for the Knight of the Shire to have a squire or two. Especially now, with dragons in the area and everything.”
I stared, unsure of what to say. I suppose I was still processing her words.
She flushed. “Only if you’re interested, I mean. And I understand if you’d rather pursue more interesting assignments. It is very boring here.”
I realized she was taking my silence as hesitation, and so I forced my brain to action. “No, Callaghan…that’s incredible. You really mean it? You’d take us both?”
She nodded. “If you’re interested, yeah.”
“Yeah. Of course, yeah. I know Phillip will want to, too. He’ll be thrilled. We’ve both been so worried…wow. Thank you, KP.” I was rambling, and I tried to collect myself. “Thank you.”
She shrugged. “Of course. You’re both good officers. My pleasure, really.” Now, she produced the set of keys I’d given her from a pocket and tossed them to me. “Why don’t you take the skimmer, and get Phillip? If he’s up to it, I mean. If not, we can talk tomorrow. But, if he is, we can talk about it tonight. Over dinner.” She smiled. “Agnes will appreciate the extra mouths to feed anyway. And I won’t hear complaints about letting the food go to waste.”
I drove back to base in something of a haze. The road was empty, which was probably best for everyone – me, because crashing my prospective KP’s skimmer would be no way to start as a squire, and everyone else because, well, I was a little distracted.
I found Phillip moping in the barracks. He didn’t believe me at first, but after a few reassurances, he was on his feet and ready to go. “We should tell the commander first,” I decided.
“Right.”
Lidek surveyed us curiously when we entered his office. I suppose we must have looked a mess. My eyes still stung from my tears earlier, and Phillip’s face was swollen from the crying he’d been doing, and concealing, throughout the day.
“What can I do for you, Squires?”
I told him the good news, and he smiled. “Well, well. Good. Excellent.”
“Then, we can go?”
“Well, I think you’d better. When your KP says hustle, you hustle.”
“Yessir,” I grinned.
Phillip was smiling ear-to-ear. He looked like a kid on feast day, and it struck me that, despite being a squire, he was still very young. I was a woman, but Aaronsen was not much more than a child. I clapped him on the back. “Let’s go, Phil.”
“One thing, before you go.”
“Sir?”
Lidek glanced us both over again. “You should know, KP Callaghan has never had much interest in training squires. As Knight of the Shire, she has more demands on her time than she rightly knows what to do with. But I know she was impressed with you – both of you. She saw potential she didn’t want dimmed by the tragedy.” Now, his gaze grew sterner. “I trust you will not make her regret her generosity in taking you in.”
“No sir.”
“Absolutely not, sir.”
“Good. Then, you’re dismissed.”
“Yessir. Thank you, sir.”
He waved us away, and we went. “The skimmer’s out front,” I said.
“The KP’s skimmer?” I nodded, and he whistled. “Wow. She let you drive it?”
I snorted. “Of course.”
He seemed more impressed than was probably warranted. If Callaghan had seen me in the state I was in on the road, she’d probably never let me touch the keys again. Still, I wasn’t about to let on to Aaronsen.
We got into the skimmer and wound our way down the darkened road. I didn’t drive much. Vehicles were something of a rarity, even in the military, and while we’d been trained to drive, we didn’t often have the opportunity to exercise that skill set.
My family had vehicles, of course. But the Derels didn’t drive themselves. The Derels employed chauffeurs.
It was an exciting, if somewhat hair raising, experience, now that the sun had set. Even with headlights cutting little beams of light into the dusk, I struggled to make out the road. A rabbit darting across it damned near put my heart in my mouth.
Even Phillip yelped. He was laughing, too, as we bounced over potholes or sped down little rises.
His emotions had been all over the map today. So had mine. But it was good to hear him laugh again.
We reached the Callaghan estate, and he whistled as he peered out the windows. “Damn. She’s got her own castle?”
It was a nice place, in its own way. Compared to one of the Derel holdings, it was decidedly provincial. But it was grand, and well-maintained, with a distinct shire flavor in its grey cut stone and straightforward architecture.
“Yup,” I nodded.
“I never lived in a castle.”
“Really?”
He shook his head. “A few forts, since I enlisted. But never a castle.”
“Oh. Well, they’re not always all they’re cracked up to be.”
He glanced askew at me. “You’re saying you have?”
I nodded. “My family owns a few, yeah.”
He shook his head. “You people must be richer than the queen.”
I laughed. “If you’re looking for a way to cozy up to a Derel, you found it. But I’m the wrong Derel for that kind of thing to work.”
“Well, the Aaronsens don’t own castles. So this will be a first for me.”
Claxton was a good cook. Decent food would have been worlds better than what the mess hall offered, but hers was genuinely good. The goat was tender and flavorful, and the sides hearty and rich.
She was, perhaps, not quite as talented as the KP thought, but that belief, I imagined, was probably more a product of their long years of friendship than anything else.
The food had been waiting for us, and Callaghan insisted we eat first. “Believe me, you do not want to let Claxton see her dinner sitting out and getting cold.” She grinned at the pair of us. “That, I suppose, is our first lesson: never piss off Claxton.”
A harrumph sounded from across the room, and I glanced up to see the old woman entering with a tray of coffee. “You’ll be a good teacher, Miss Lilia. If only you’d take your own advice.”
Dinner passed with a kind of nervous energy between us all. Phillip drowned his nerves in great platefuls of meat and oceans of gravy, in piles of buttered rolls and fresh pasties. He even worked through a sizable helping of roasted vegetables.
Claxton regarded the boy with approbation, not the least of which sprang from his ample praise of her cooking. When the meal finished, she brought more coffee and a cake.
I could eat none of it, with as much as I’d already consumed, and said so. So did Aaronsen, but it wasn’t two minutes later before he’d downed a slice of cake and gone back for seconds.
I did have a cup of coffee, though, and so did Callaghan. Then, refreshments in hand, we retired to one of her evening sitting rooms. Aaronsen, still working through his cake, wandered the room, marveling at intricate carvings and gilded fixtures. “You have anything like this in your castles, Ana?” he’d ask now or then. Once, he called, “Check this out: it’s a blade from the first Elven War.” Another time, he asked Callaghan about the history of her keep, and whistled, saying, “Wow. This place has got to be older than your castles, Derel.”
His repeated mention of my castles rather put the color in my cheeks, not least of all because none of them were mine. But Callaghan’s curious gaze in my direction at each reference embarrassed me. I was here, desperate for a temporary place and entirely dependent on her good will. Continually reminding her of my family’s wealth seemed tacky at best.
Phillip was oblivious to my discomfort, though. And I knew he didn’t mean any harm by it. He was just genuinely dazzled by his surroundings.
The truth was, on my own, I was rather immune to the charms of the old castle. I’d seen finer places elsewhere, and with enough regularity that I hardly noticed it here. But his wide-eyed wonder and unfortunate commentary did make me stop and take a second look.
And it was a nice place. Its gilding was sparse, its ornamentation limited. Finery seemed slipped in where it could be fit after the fact, rather than designed in from the first.
The keep’s appeal was more rustic and less polished than the estates I’d known. But there was an appeal all the same.
“So,” Callaghan said after a space, “I thought we could discuss our expectations. And, if they were agreeable to all parties, I’d talk to the commander tomorrow morning.”
I nodded, feeling my heartbeat pick up anxiously. Phillip, too, curtailed his explorations and joined us. So far, our conversation had been light and pleasant. Now, we were about to learn what was expected of us – and if we had any hope of making the cut.
She cleared her throat. “I would like to start with yours.”
I blinked, and Phillip turned confused eyes to her. “Ours?”
She nodded, and I said, “Oh. Well, umm, I guess, for myself, uh….well, Ilyen was letting me plan patrols, lead investigations when we got reports of trouble. That kind of thing: expanding my responsibilities. I’d like to keep doing that. Once you were comfortable with entrusting missions to me, I mean.”
“I was training,” Phillip said simply. “A lot of training.”
She nodded slowly. “Well, I’ve got a training yard here. And a range. We can certainly continue that.
“As for patrols…we don’t do much border watch here. That’s the base’s responsibility.
“But I – we – do handle a lot of enforcement for the shire. We keep the peace, police banditry, that sort of thing. Sheriff O’Brien handles the petty theft, public drunkenness, domestic disputes…but we back him up when he needs backup.”
She studied me for a moment, cautioning, “It’s not the most exciting work. But as soon as you feel you’ve got the lay of the land, I’m comfortable letting you take point.”
“Oh.” That was easier than I’d expected. “Well, uh, what are your expectations, KP?”
She shrugged. “Well, I’m not overly particular. I don’t plan to be one of those knights that polices your every move.
“But I am Knight of the Shire. That makes you Squires of the Shire, and representatives of House Callaghan.” She caught my gaze now. “I know that’s not a name that means much outside of the shire. But it means everything to me.”
“Of course, KP,” I said. Phillip was agreeing fervently, but it was me she watched. I felt my cheeks flush under her scrutiny, and I wondered what she thought she saw when she looked at me. I supposed she saw a Derel, too focused on the pride of my own family to respect the name of my knight. “It would be my honor, ma’am.”
She nodded slowly. “Well, then, if you think we’ll be a good fit, I’ll put in a formal request tomorrow morning.”




Chapter Fourteen – Callaghan

Lidek’s shit-eating grin was no way to start a morning. And yet, that’s exactly how I started mine the next day: staring straight into that smug, toothy smirk.
“So, Callaghan, I hear I should congratulate you on finding not one but two squires.”
“Don’t make me regret doing the right thing, sir.”
His smile broadened a little, but he did confine himself to the topic at least. “I assume the fact that you’ve graced me with your presence this early in the morning means you have made up your mind, though?”
“I have. Since they’ve no one willing to step up, I’ll do it.”
“With more enthusiasm than that, I hope.”
I frowned at him. I did, actually, feel some measure of enthusiasm. It was tempered with dread, but there was no denying a little excitement too. But I’d be damned if I let on in front of him. “There’s paperwork I need to fill out, right?”
“I’ll just need a signature, actually. I had the rest drawn up already.”
My frown deepened. “Really?”
He shrugged. “I knew you were going to do the right thing.”
I snorted, he smiled again, and I signed the papers. “Now this just has to be approved. And as long as the approving officer thinks you check out, it’s official.”
I rolled my eyes. Lidek was the approving officer. “Well, hopefully he doesn’t. Then I’ll be free.”
He, however, was already signing the papers. “Congratulations, Callaghan. You’re the proud new babysitter of two squires.”
“With respect, sir –”
He held up a hand to preempt me. “Careful now: I don’t want to have to write you up for insubordination on your big day.”
“Look, I’m going to be working with the taskforce all day. I won’t have time to oversee their move. Can you make sure it happens?”
“They’re grownups, Callaghan. I think they’ll manage a move.”
He was enjoying this far too much. I just shook my head. “Great. Well, I’m going to get some breakfast. If you need me between now and whenever the party wagon leaves, you know where to find me.”
I’d left home early in case I needed the extra time. That meant skipping Claxton’s breakfast. Seeing as how quickly Lidek had made everything official, and how odious the offerings usually were at the base, I repented that choice as I headed to the mess hall.
I waited my turn, tray in hand. When I reached the first station, a harried line cook tossed two slices of cold, overbrowned toast onto my plate and waved me on. The next man dumped a scoop of thick, chunky gravy onto each slice. I grimaced and walked on. Shit on a shingle. That’s what we’d called this particular culinary masterpiece, at least back when I was in Academy.
The recipe varied depending on the sadist in charge of the kitchens. It always contained some type of meat – chipped, minced, or ground beef, buried in gravy. Cragspoint’s cook opted for a white gravy, but I’d had tomato-based ones in the past too. And it was, somehow, worse than white gravy.
I took a seat by myself at a far table and stared dolefully at my plate. I managed to distract myself with a sip of coffee, wrinkling my nose as soon as the flavor hit my tongue. I could have chewed grounds and enjoyed the experience more.
But it was breakfast that held my attention. It had been a long time since I’d had shit on a shingle. It was one of those dishes that was almost legend, it was so bad; it became something of a rite of passage. But I’d passed and had no desire to relive the experience.
“KP?” a voice cut into my thoughts. I glanced up to see Derel, tray in hand. She was smiling expectantly at me.
“Morning.”
“Did you talk to the commander?”
“I did. And he approved the assignment. He’ll be talking to you about moving today. There’s no rush, of course. I’m just going to be on the road with the taskforce, so…”
I trailed off as Phillip wandered over, seemingly oblivious to my presence. “There you are, Ana. You see what we got? Shit on a shingle. Again. You believe…” He trailed off too, blanching as he caught Derel’s warning look – and then, caught sight of me. “Oh. KP – sorry. I didn’t know you were there.”
I laughed. “Don’t worry about it, Phillip. I’m not exactly a fan myself.” I wrinkled my nose. “Haven’t even touched the stuff yet. The coffee’s bad enough.”
Derel chuckled nervously. “Now you know the real reason we want to live with you, KP.”
I scoffed. “Claxton? I should have guessed.” Then, I realized I’d left them standing there, trays in hand. “You, uh, want to join me?” It wasn’t that I wanted the company, exactly. But if we were going to spend the next few months, in Derel’s case, and years, in Aaronsen’s, together…I might as well get used to spending time with them.
They were all smiles at the invitation and pulled up chairs eagerly. Then, they turned their attention to me, as if waiting for me to say something. “Uh…” I searched my mind, seizing in a moment on our last bit of banter. “Well, as long as you don’t go getting any ideas about stealing Claxton away for one of your castles, Derel, I think we’ll be fine.”
Phillip laughed, but she flushed. “They’re not my castles, KP.”
I didn’t quite understand her reaction. That there was bad blood between Ana and her family, I’d guessed already. That she was far less impressed with Castle Callaghan than Phillip had been, I’d gathered too.
I understood. Aaronsen was a farmer’s son. He’d grown up in a two-room cottage with five siblings. For now, in lieu of exposure to better things, my keep would seem remarkable to him.  
But Derel was…well, a Derel. The entire Callaghan estate was probably not much more noteworthy than one of her family’s hunting lodges or holiday properties.
It was my home, and I was damned proud of it. But I was neither so vain as to give heed to Phillip’s unreserved praise, or to take offense at Derel’s lack of it.
Still, she seemed to want to avoid the topic of castles, and so I made a note to leave it alone. I flashed her a smile. “Alright then. As long as you don’t poach Claxton, we’ll be good.”
She smiled too. “I promise.”
Breakfast passed in a congenial but otherwise unremarkable fashion. I informed them that they could move in at their convenience. I had plenty of space, and they could choose their own rooms.
“It’ll be a few days before I can really focus on you. I’m sorry about that. I know it’s not an inspiring beginning. But the taskforce should be wrapping up soon.”
“No worries, KP. We appreciate you taking us on at such short notice. Is it okay with you if we use the training yard?”
“Of course. Whatever you need: help yourselves. But – try to stay out of Claxton’s way. She doesn’t like anyone in her kitchens.”
Derel flashed a grin. “Copy that. We won’t mess with the person who feeds us.”
“Well,” I shrugged, “you’ve figured out life pretty well on your own. I think I could play truant a lot more than a few days, and you’d still be alright.”
“I told you, KP: we’re just in it for the home cooked meals. Isn’t that right, Phillip?”
The boy nodded, murmuring his agreement through a mouthful of food.
Ana shook her head at him. “Although I think Aaronsen is more goat than man: he’ll eat just about anything you put in front of him.”
He made a face at her, and I couldn’t repress a laugh. His normally round, youthful cheeks were puffed out with the food he was shoveling into his mouth. Consequently, he looked something like an annoyed chipmunk – even down to the coloring of his red cheeks and light hair.
The particulars of my musings I kept to myself, of course. “Well, Claxton will be happy to hear it. And, knowing her, she’ll probably believe it too.”
The rest of my day was less pleasant. Alduran still hadn’t recovered from his snit; it only got worse when he learned I’d taken on the two squires. And there were more snits to go around. Bella and Adrian seemed to have fallen into one, because they were more than usually hostile to one another.
And Keating and Blake were oblivious to it all, as per the norm.
We spent the next ten hours following the border demarcation, looking for evidence of illegal entry from No Man’s Land. Why there’d be evidence of entry when Agalyn’s rider was airborne, I had no idea. Nor did Alduran care for my questions on the topic. The dragon, he said, might have been a scout. We needed to be sure there were no troops on the ground.
I was pretty sure it had more to do with prolonging his all-expenses-covered tour of the shire as long as possible, to avoid returning to real work, than anything else. But, aside from the occasional sarcastic remark, I didn’t argue.
I didn’t argue the following day, either, when we repeated the same waste of time further down the line. But I was profoundly grateful when the weekend rolled around, and I was free.
The squires had already moved in. We had breakfast together, and sometimes I was home in time for dinner. But other than that, we’d barely had a chance to interact.
Some knights couldn’t wait to mentor squires, the same way some people rushed to have kids. I didn’t know if it was the compunction to leave a legacy, or find meaning, or to change the world. Maybe it depended on the person.
But me? I’d had no interest whatever in taking on squires. I didn’t want the responsibility, and I didn’t imagine I had the patience for it. I didn’t have the ego to pretend my particular contributions were irreplaceable, nor was I so self-sacrificing that I wanted to give up my freedom and take on the responsibility of preparing a young soldier.
What I wanted hadn’t mattered in the end. All that mattered was the circumstance. And now that circumstances had led to my having not one, but two, squires in my charge, my absence felt like I was shirking my duties.
My reasons were solid. I knew that, and they knew that.
Still, I was glad when Saturday rolled around, and I was free. They seemed excited too. I was happy for that. I was happy that they’d settled in and found plenty to occupy their time. I enjoyed the snippets I’d hear over breakfast about Phillip’s marksmanship practice, and I listened dutifully to the gripes Derel offered about her remedial report coursework. But I guess, on some level, I’d started to fear that they’d settle in so well, and find so much to do, that they’d discover they got on just fine without me around after all.
Foolish, perhaps, but their enthusiasm was a bit gratifying all the same. Aaronsen had been amusing himself at the range, mostly. He was a fairly good shot, with room for improvement. Derel, when she wasn’t trying to power through the reports module, acquainted herself with my stables.
We started the day with a ride around the estate perimeter.
Derel had picked out a mare she rather liked and chose it for the ride. Her own horse, she told me, was lost in the dragon attack, along with Aaronsen’s and Ilyen’s. There was a sadness in her eyes as she spoke about the creature, calling it by its name – Megara – that I did not miss, despite her efforts to stiff-upper-lip her way through the mentions.
The horse she’d chosen was one of the younger females, mature but still a bit on the stubborn side. She handled her well, and I had the impression that Derel was something of a natural horsewoman. “Well, look at that. I think Freya likes you, Squire,” I observed as we led our mounts out.
She beamed at the comment. “I like her too, KP. She’s spirited, but smart.”
Phillip snorted. He was riding one of the older mares, a steady mount dubbed Tank, and he leaned forward to pet her neck. “I’ll take reliable over smart any day.”
“They say people choose animals that mirror their own personalities,” she grinned.
“No wonder yours is such a pain in the ass, then.”
It was a good ride, and it was good to be in the saddle again. I’d spent so many days in the back of a skimmer or in an office lately that I was going a little stir-crazy. The ride helped ease some of the tension I’d been feeling in dealing with the task force.
The squires seemed to enjoy themselves too. Derel thrilled at having the day off from coursework. “My eyes are going to bleed if I have to look at another page. Thank the gods you’ve got the day off, KP.”
Aaronsen marveled at the extent of the Callaghan estate. “This is all yours, KP?” He whistled when I answered in the affirmative. “And I thought Cragspoint was big.”
Once we’d made a full circuit of the property, we headed back. We arrived a good hour and a half before lunch. “Well, we’ve still got time for some sparring. I’d like to see where you’re at. Both of you.”
Training her squires in the arts of fighting was one of a KP’s primary duties. I suspected Derel needed little in the way of instruction, but Phillip was at the beginning of his journey. He’d need more attention.
“I’m not much good with a blade, KP,” he warned me.
I nodded. “Not yet, you mean.”
He seemed a little dubious about my confidence but managed to agree. “Right.”
“What about you, Derel?”
She shrugged in a faux modest way. “I can usually handle my own, ma’am.”
Phillip snorted. “She can do a lot more than hold her own. She used to beat Ilyen, as often as not.”
She flushed at his words, and I laughed. “Well, good. Show me what you got.”
They did, and I was impressed. Damned impressed. Phillip was good. And Ana? She was phenomenal. She was quick on her feet, and seemed to be able to read Phillip’s mind, she could predict his moves so well.
The fact was, I felt sorry for the boy. He was throwing everything he had into the fight, and she was holding back; and he was still getting slaughtered.
I watched for a few minutes, then nodded. “Alright, take five, Aaronsen. Derel, you stay. Let’s go a few rounds.”
She nodded. “Copy that.”
I grabbed my blunted sparring blade, and a set of padded greaves and vambraces. “No vest, KP?” Derel wondered.
I shook my head. “I don’t want a broken arm or leg. But otherwise, if I let you hit me, I deserve to hurt.”
“Well, I’ll let you reconsider once we go a few rounds.”
I glanced up from the vambrace I was strapping into place and caught her cheeky grin. I laughed. I hadn’t meant it that way, but I supposed I sounded a bit full of myself. “Thanks. But that’s how I spar. The better my opponent, the better my incentive to get better.”
She nodded. “Fair enough. All the same, I’m going to keep mine on.”
I nodded, and added with a grin of my own, “Good plan, Derel.”
An eyebrow crept up archly over her left eye, but she said only, “We’ll see, KP.”
Phillip, meanwhile, plunked down on a barrel and swabbed sweat off his forehead. “Well, this should be good. But my money’s on the KP.”
Derel snorted. “What money? You haven’t even hit your six month yet.”
Six months is when the squires’ stipend kicked in – if trainees lasted that long. Aaronsen was a few months away yet, and he nodded. “True. Not all of us are born owning castles. Which is going to make watching the KP kick your ass that much sweeter.”
“I’ve got a castle too,” I reminded him.
“But only one. That doesn’t count.”
He wasn’t wrong. In the shire, it might mean something, but to the rest of the North? I might as well be a pauper among princes. “I’m not sure if I should appreciate or resent that, Aaronsen.”
“He’s just kissing ass. Poorly. Like how he fights. He’s hoping you’ll go easy on him, when it’s his turn in the ring.”
“If you say so, Princess.”
I laughed. These two were as brutal to each other off the field as on. “Alright, alright, less talking, more fighting.”
Derel grinned. “Give the word, KP: I’m ready when you are.”
“Kick her ass, KP.”
That was easier said than done, though. Derel moved with the agility of a mountain cat and seemed to have the strength of a bear. She’d step aside before my swings would come close, and when she’d return them, I was glad I was fast in my own right. I wouldn’t have wanted to feel the weight of her strikes on my person, had I been too slow to block. As it was, the clang of metal on metal as our blades met reverberated through my bones, jarring me every time. I was panting before long.
Getting old sucks.
We went round a few times, her coming too close for comfort now and then, and then me.
“Dammit, Derel,” Phillip whistled. “I guess you can hold your own.”
Ana glanced between the boy and me. “Barely,” she demurred.
“My ass.” Even in this martial dance, where neither of us was willing to commit until we’d seen more from the other, she was more than defending her position. So I decided to up the ante and see what she was really capable of. Before I wear myself out on the preliminaries. “Come on. Enough dancing. Give me a fight, Derel. Let me see what you’ve got.”
A smirk lifted the corner of her lips, and her eyes twinkled at the challenge. Still, she managed a respectful, “You got it, ma’am.”
I smiled to myself. I was learning about more than her fighting abilities today. I was learning something of what it took to raise my squire’s hackles, if only in sport. She did a good job of covering but didn’t like to be challenged. Not even by her KP. The hubris of youth. I remembered it well. Now, let’s see if she’s got the skill to back it up.
She did, and she wasted no time in giving me a lesson in that, too.
Her technique was good, her aim precise, and her drive unabating. She let into me with a ferocity that impressed, and I spent the first minute and a half playing defense, less of necessity than curiosity. I wanted to see how she fought, when she was really fighting.
I’d seen her take on Aaronsen, but she’d been holding back when she fought the boy. She wasn’t holding back now.
Still, as we went round, I thought that she was a bit more certain in her ability than was merited. Her attacks were good, but she didn’t always guard her retreat the way she should have.
I bided my time, waiting for an opening. And then, it came. She swung, hard, and stepped aside, her sword arm trailing too low.
I stepped in, intent on delivering a faux death blow to the torso. A moment too late, I caught the gleam in her eyes. It was a feint, and I’d been fool enough to fall for it.
I pivoted back on my heel, ducking just in time to avoid the brunt of her hit. The blade glanced off my shoulder. Motherfucker. I’d taken hits from grown men twice her size that hurt less. I was almost seeing stars. Still, I kept my sword arm on task, bringing the blunted tip up and jabbing into her ribs.
“Fuck,” she gasped as it hit.
Staggering backwards, I managed, “You’re dead, Derel.” It would have been more impressive if I hadn’t collapsed on my ass a second later.
Still, she was in too much pain to make hay about it. She collapsed too, repeating, “Fuck. Remind me not to try to pull one over on you, KP.”
“You alright?”
She shot me a sour look. “Of course. You?”
I snorted. “Never better.”
Phillip, meanwhile, was hooting with laughter. “That was awesome. Looks like you met your match, Derel. Good job, KP.”
She flushed and scowled at him, and I snorted. “Right. If I can move my arm, that is.”
Ana threw me a glance now, that was less adversarial than the one she’d turned his way. “Sorry, KP. Your arm okay?”
I smiled. “I told you: it’s incentive.”
She rubbed her lower ribs gingerly and shook her head. “I guess. Maybe a little too much incentive.”
Groaning, I pushed to my feet, and extended her a hand – my right hand, leaving the left hanging limply. It was still in too much pain to move. “Come on. You take a breather. I’m going to go against Aaronsen.”
“I don’t need a breather,” she protested, a flash of defiance crossing her features. She pushed to her feet, ignoring my hand. “I can go at this all day.”
Something in me wanted to rise to the challenge in her tone, but I resisted. I was a KP, not a squire with something to prove. The fact that I had to remind myself of that was bad enough. “Well,” I said, mustering as much humility as I could, “I can’t. My shoulder needs a break before I cross blades with you again.”
“Oh.” She blinked, seeming to hesitate in place. “You…you sure you’re okay, KP? I didn’t mean to hit you that hard.”
I rolled my eyes. “You ask that question again, Squire, you’re going to be mucking the stables tonight. You understand?”
Now, she grinned. “Yes ma’am.”
“Good. Now get the hell off the field and let Aaronsen have a go.”
“Copy that.”




Chapter Fifteen – Derel

We ate lunch, and I spent the rest of the afternoon having my ass handed to me by the KP. She was good, better even than Ilyen. Once or twice, I’d have sworn, she let me get hits in. But at the end of the day, she’d gotten twice the hits that I had, and three times as many kill shots.
Phillip – poor Phil – hadn’t managed to get a single strike the first few rounds. Here again, I would have sworn, she let him get a point here and there.
It was a little gratifying to see him so thoroughly destroyed, after his comments earlier. Still, as the day wore on, and I found myself in much the same boat, I forgave him.
As for the KP…well, I never cared to lose. Still, she was so damned good that my pride didn’t sting quite as much as it might have otherwise. Yes, I was losing. But…well, of course I was losing. She was one of the best swordswomen I’d ever seen, and certainly the best I’d crossed blades with.
She didn’t rub my nose in it, either. Which, if I was entirely honest with myself, helped. Still, by time the afternoon was drawing to a close, my ego was as battered and bruised as my body.
“I’m starving,” Phillip was groaning. “You think dinner’s ready?”
“Another half hour or so,” Lilia responded. “But we can head back, if you want.”
I agreed almost as eagerly as he did. She smiled. “I was hoping you’d say that. I’m not sure I’d survive another half hour.”
I snorted. “Me either, KP.”
Phillip nodded. “I definitely wouldn’t.”
“Wow. What a sorry bunch we are,” she laughed.
I was about to make a reply when a shadow crossed the courtyard. Cold fear darted up my back, and I found myself frozen in place, unable to move for half a second. I knew that shadow. I’d seen it before, not so very long ago.
Phillip seemed to recognize it too, because he mutely turned horrorstruck eyes to the sky. The KP, of all of us, was the only one collected enough to find her voice. “Wyvern. Overhead, six o’clock. Stay behind me.” She’d drawn her blade – her real blade, the one forged of wyvern steel and imbued with magic. With her left hand, she unholstered her pistol, and passed it to me. I’d left my weapons at the keep. So had Phillip. “Take this.”
I did, with hands that shook. Lilia seemed to notice my trembling, because she turned her blue eyes to me for half a second, and they were full of compassion. “We’ll be alright, Ana.”
I swallowed and found my voice. “Yes ma’am.”
We turned our focus now back to the dragon. It was circling high over the Callaghan estate, drifting over fields and forest and then back toward the castle in slow, easy circles.
“We need to get back to the keep,” she decided in a minute. She put a hand on Phillip’s shoulder as we turned, and I saw for the first time that he’d gone very pale. A kind of grayish white pallor replaced the ruddiness of youth and the flush of exercise in his cheeks. He threw wide eyes at the KP, but she smiled calmly. “Come on.”
We didn’t argue, and before long, a little breathless with running, we reached the keep. Now, she stopped to get a fix on the dragon. It was making its slow way toward the town, and toward Cragspoint.
But more than the direction had changed. It was lower in the sky, and despite being further away, seemed larger for the change.
“I need to follow it,” she said. “It looks like it’s heading to base. But wherever it’s going, I need to be there.”
“KP, it’ll kill you,” Phillip protested.
“No, it won’t. I’ll kill it, if I have to. But I won’t let it kill me.” She turned to me. “You two stay in the keep. It’s plated in wyvern steel. If he comes back this way –”
“Wait,” I said. “I’m going with you.” Some part of me wanted to hide behind these stone and steel walls. I’d faced dragon fire before. I’d seen my KP killed by a dragon rider before. Some part of me turned to jelly at the prospect of living through that again – or, worse, dying amidst it.
But I was a squire of the shire. I was a few months away from being a knight protector in my own right. If my KP was going into battle, I’d be damned if I wasn’t at her side.
She glanced me over curiously. “Derel, you don’t have to. You should probably –”
“I’m going,” I said doggedly.
She nodded. “Alright.”
“I’ll go too,” Phillip declared in a voice that trembled.
“No. You stay, Phil.”
“I should go. If Ana’s going –”
“I need someone to protect the keep. To keep Claxton safe. If Ana and I are gone, who will do that?”
“Oh.” He paused, then nodded. “You can count on me, KP.”
“Good. Stay inside. Make sure Claxton and anyone else whose there stays inside until we get the clear.”
“Copy that.”
“Derel, with me.”
“Yes ma’am.”
We headed for the stables, and this rather surprised me. “Wouldn’t a skimmer be faster?”
“Yes. But a skimmer can’t cut cross country. I need to be able to follow this son-of-a-bitch wherever he goes.”
I nodded, more reflexively than anything else. She was focused on the horses, and so wouldn’t have seen. We worked at a fever pitch, and the horses were tacked up in no time.
Now, though, she paused. “Ana?”
“Yes?”
She was watching me with careful eyes. “Are you sure? There’s no shame in staying behind. Not after everything you’ve been through.”
I felt my cheeks burn. So she’d seen my hesitation. “I’m all in, KP.”
She didn’t seem swayed by my bravado. “Once we’re out there, I need to know I can count on you. That you won’t freeze up.”
“I won’t.”
“Alright. But I mean it. I don’t think any less of Phillip. I won’t of you either, if you stay behind.”
“In for a penny, in for a pound, KP,” I told her, with the best affectation of a smile I could muster. The truth was, if I sat this out, I didn’t know if I’d ever be able to stop sitting it out. Every atom of my being screamed in protest at the idea of throwing myself headlong into that particular kind of horror and danger. My heart trembled at the prospect. Which meant it was exactly what I needed to do: I needed to get back out there and face it, for my own sake as much as anything else.
She smiled, repeating, “Alright. Grab a rifle from the rack, then, Derel. And mount up.”
I did, and in a moment we were underway. The wyvern was still visible, but nearer Cragspoint than it had been.
We rode hard. I’d forgotten my exhaustion, or even the ache of my muscles. All I could think of was that dragon, that bringer of fire and death, here in the North. Was war really upon us, then? Would there be dragons in the cities before long?
As we neared the base, Lilia pulled up her mount. “Ana, if this thing starts breathing fire, stay behind me. The wyvern magic will shield us both, if we’re close enough.”
I nodded. “Copy that, KP.”
We pressed on. The dragon was flying low – so low, its great, scaly stomach brushed the treetops as it passed, and the beat of its vast, dreadful wings bowed saplings and kicked up great clouds of dirt.
As we neared, I saw a group of knight protectors had assembled in the green outside Cragspoint. The wyvern and its rider saw it too, because their path passed before these men and women, back and forth, lower and lower.
At last, shortly before we reached the main group, it touched down. Callaghan pulled up beside the other knights, and I followed her. Our horses whinnied and flinched the entire time, and I stroked the neck of my Freya to comfort her.
The dragon rider, meanwhile, dismounted. I think we all watched with bated breath. I know, for my own part, I did. I’d expected another round of fire and death, like the first wyvern I’d met. Not this.
Not that I was entirely sure what this was. A man in the trappings of a knight stepped onto the field, removing his helmet and striding toward us. A sword hung at his side, and a pistol on the other. But he made no move to draw either.
Instead, he just walked toward us: one man, facing a row of knight protectors. What in the hell?
Callaghan, now, dismounted too. I followed, wondering again, What in the hell? She moved toward this strange knight with the same deliberate slowness, with the same easy confidence. I tried to match it, though I felt a bit like a rabbit walking in the shadow of a lioness.
But she was my KP. And where she went, I’d follow.
We stopped a few yards from each other. The southerner glanced us up and down in a dismissive fashion, and Callaghan raised an eyebrow in turn, as if she was not particularly impressed with what she saw either.
I was not quite up for the psychological sparring. The stranger was impressive in his own right – tall and muscular, with broad shoulders and a litheness that promised a formidable fight, if it came to that. But it was the dragon that occupied my attention.
I remembered the beast I’d killed well. He visited me in my nightmares often enough. This one seemed larger and, if it was possible, more terrible. He stood taller. Or am I imagining that? The reds of his scales reflected crimson in the afternoon sunlight. Like blood. And his teeth and fangs? Good gods. If ever a more hideous beast had roamed the earth, I had no knowledge of it.
Callaghan spoke first, crossing her arms as she did so. “You need directions, Stranger? You seem to have gotten yourself a little turned around. This is the North. By treaty, dragon riders from the South aren’t permitted here.”
He looked her up and down a second time, no less dismissively. “Who are you? You speak for the knights of this place?”
“I’m the Knight of the Shire. My name is Callaghan. And I protect these lands.”
He snorted. “Then it’s you I’ve come to see. For it’s you who must have murdered my scout.”




Chapter Sixteen – Derel

“Your scout?”
“Don’t play the fool, Knight of the Shire. We found the wyvern corpse, by No Man’s Land. Shot down. Where’s my kaladorn? Did you murder him as well?”
“Your kaladorn? Who are you?”
He drew up tall. “I’m SKP Valarian, of His Majesty’s Wyvern Riders.”
SKP was verbal shorthand for Senior Knight Protector, one of the most elite military designations – usually, the commander of a military installment or units. It was his man, then, that had murdered Ilyen, and almost murdered Phillip and me.
“Well, Valarian,” Callaghan said, “your kaladorn murdered one of our KP’s, and nearly murdered two squires.”
He scoffed. “Preposterous. Despicable lies. Trajan had made that border sweep hundreds of times. He’d never fire on our allies. Not unless he was fired on first.”
It took me half a second to comprehend what was being implied, and when I did, I felt my blood boil. To suggest that we and Ilyen, who had been taking down our camp, oblivious to the murderer above us, had picked that fight? I forgot all my earlier observations about what a challenge this southern knight would present. My mind was filled instead with visions of crossing blades with the lying son-of-a-bitch and making him eat his words.
Callaghan, meanwhile, raised an eyebrow. “I don’t lie, Southerner.”
He cocked his head to the side and seemed about two breaths away from challenging her on the point. His hand hovered above the hilt of his sword. Lilia was relaxed, but her hand had drifted during this exchange toward her own blade.
It was now that another voice interjected: Ki Alduran’s. “Sir Knight, you say you’re here because your kaladorn fell. But this was weeks ago. Why take so long to claim responsibility for the attack on our people?”
“I claim nothing of the kind,” Valarian shot back. “I am here only now because it has taken us so long to discover the whereabouts of our murdered compatriot.”
“It’s not murder to kill a murderer,” the KP declared. “In this part of the world, we call that self-defense.”
“Your people shot my dragon out of the sky,” the Southerner snarled. “And murdered his rider.” Lilia laughed out loud, and he regarded her with a cold stare. “I saw the wyvern’s body, wench.”
“Aye, and a damned good shot it was. That’s what happens, when you train freemen to compete for a position rather than raise up slaves and force them into a role. But from the air? Our Northern marksmen are good. But they are not that good.”
“If you haven’t come to claim responsibility, as per the terms of the Peace Accords,” Alduran wondered, steering the conversation back on topic, “for what reason are you here, SKP?”
“I’ve come in accordance with the peace treaty, alright,” the other man said. “But to demand justice, as per articles eight and nine: your people murdered mine, and I demand their immediate surrender. And I demand the surrender of our murdered knight.”
“Your dead slave you can have,” Callaghan scoffed. “But we invoke article eight to demand prosecution of his commanding officer, who sent an unmarked combatant across the neutral zone and into our airspace to attack our people.”
“I’ve come to prevent a war, but by the gods, woman, if you’re not making that more unlikely with every breath.” He turned to Alduran. “Is there no one here who can speak sense? Or must I cut my way through this impudent wench first?”
Callaghan planted her feet apart and rested her hand on the hilt of her blade, snorting as she did so. “You’re welcome to try, child. When they come to collect your body, perhaps they’ll send someone more reasonable in your stead.”
“A war,” Alduran cut in with a sharp look in my KP’s direction, “is something we all want to avoid.”
“And who are you again, Sir Knight?”
“I am Ki Alduran, head of the taskforce, sent by Queen Ilaria herself to investigate this matter.”
Valarian snorted dismissively at Callaghan. “Then it’s you I should be dealing with, not that bitch.”
“KP Callaghan is a respected member of our taskforce,” Alduran demurred. “And Knight of the Shire. But yes, I can speak to your concerns.”
“Good. Then you can procure the murderer for me?”
The other man shifted. “Respectfully, SKP, our investigations conclude that your man was at fault, not ours.”
“Rubbish. I told you, Trajan was one of my most trusted kaladorns.”
“Perhaps. But we have two witnesses who tell me that he attacked first, while our people were taking down their camp.”
“He would not have attacked without provocation. Your witnesses are lying, Sir Knight.”
“I do not think that likely.”
“Who are these witnesses? Are they not also his assassins? They’ve reason enough to lie, to cover their own hides, haven’t they?
“Come, Sir Knight: you seem to be a man of reason. And you are entrusted by your Queen with this duty, so you must be versed in the law.”
“Of course.”
“Then you know I am within my rights to demand the surrender of any knight or citizen who murders one of my own.”
“A combatant who crosses into our territory is assumed hostile. By treaty, we are within our rights to apprehend or, if necessary, execute him,” Callaghan said.
Valarian made no move to acknowledge the words. Indeed, he had not broken Alduran’s gaze as she spoke. It seemed he was content to pretend to ignore her existence altogether. Clearing his throat, the taskforce man said, “KP Callaghan is correct, SKP, as I’m sure you are aware.”
“It is not within the terms of our treaty to shoot a man out of the sky, when he is yet in the neutral zone.”
Callaghan laughed. “And how in the gods’ names would you even know if that had happened, even if such a shot was possible? You claim not to have discovered Trajan’s whereabouts until recently.”
Valarian ignored her until Alduran cleared his throat again. “Respectfully, I must concur with KP Callaghan. What evidence do you have to back up your assertion?”
“I told you already: I know Trajan. He would never attack unprovoked.”
“As valued as a character reference is, Sir Knight, you must understand we have witnesses. And evidence that suggests –”
“Evidence be damned. I thought you were the voice of reason and peace here, Alduran? One of your men murdered my knight. All I’m asking is what’s guaranteed under the accords the North signed. Is the word of the North worth nothing anymore?”
“Your man murdered a KP, and nearly killed two more of our people. If you think this is the way to smooth over that, you’re sadly mistaken,” Callaghan interjected.
Again, Alduran shot her a foul look. And again, he was ignored. “Forgive my colleague’s bluntness, SKP. What she means is, even if – after the appropriate deliberations and investigations – we concluded that you were in the right, we cannot comply with your request. The knight who died is the knight who killed your kaladorn.”
Valarian cursed aloud. “Then he’s escaped the reaches of justice.”
“You mean, your kaladorn has.”
“SKP, this is a terrible circumstance. We are both grieving the loss of our men. May I suggest that we meet in a day or two, after tempers have cooled, to discuss this in more detail? We will provide you with all the evidence we have. And we will return the body of your deceased knight, of course.”
“Who will I be meeting? And do you expect me to face an inquisition of your men on my own?”
“Of course not. Bring whom you feel should be there. We will bring members of our taskforce, and those we feel should be here.”
“And you will give them safe passage?”
Alduran bowed solemnly. “Of course.”
“You swear it?”
“My word is my oath, SKP.”
Valarian considered this for a long moment, then he nodded. “You seem to be a man of honor. I shall take you at your word. I will meet you here, three mornings hence.”
“Very good. We await your arrival.”
With a few more words, and an icy stare in the KP’s direction, the southern knight returned to his dragon. A few minutes later, and he’d disappeared into the dusk.
Callaghan had been silent as he left, but now she rounded on Alduran. “What in the gods’ names?” she hissed.
“Me? My gods, Callaghan, are you trying to start a war?”
“Start a war? That blustering bastard was just here to put us on the defensive. And you played right into his tactics.”
“That’s not what I saw. I saw a commander, angry about the loss of one of his men.”
“This isn’t the time to talk like a politician, dammit. His wyvern rider killed Ilyen. We cannot cede ground on that. We can’t allow them to walk away with their hands clean after that. My gods: we can’t let them get away with blaming Ilyen, Derel and Aaronsen.”
“You would have revenge over peace, Callaghan? Didn’t you see how close you were to starting a new war, right here at Cragspoint? You and that damned temper of yours. So worried about shielding those impudent children. Or protecting the reputation of a dead man. Is that really worth war?”
“He was just here to cover his own ass. And you – you were so busy kissing it, you couldn’t see.”




Chapter Seventeen – Callaghan

There had almost been combat a second time that afternoon, only between Alduran and myself. Lidek was the voice of reason who kept us from coming to blows. Or, more aptly, the voice of disapprobation, whose disdain cooled our anger. “What in the gods’ names are you two on about? You want to kill each other? Well, have at it. Once the present crisis is solved, and you’ve both done your duties. In the meantime, I don’t want to hear another word.”
So, scowling at each other, we commenced the business at hand. The first order was to get a dispatch back to the capital, posthaste.
Lidek wanted dragon riders of our own in the shire. “Just in case that Southern snake gets any ideas.”
Mayor Fitzwilliam took the expresses, as soon as they were drawn up. It was dark when she stepped into her skimmer, and her face was drawn. “Make sure…well, make sure they don’t burn the town down in my absence, Callaghan.”
“I’ll do my best,” I promised. “You make sure they get the Commander his dragons.”
She sucked in a breath and nodded. “I’ll do my best. I’ve never spoken to the queen before. But I suppose I will now.”
I laughed. “You’ll be fine. It’ll be better than staying, anyway. At least she doesn’t breathe fire.”
That was a bit too impudent for the mayor, and she blinked in surprise. “Uh…err…I should go.”
The rest of us had no such escape waiting. The business of preparing to receive diplomatic envoys entailed almost as much as was required to deal with potentially hostile military forces just over the border.
For the one, we established watches and patrols. We rolled the wyvern cannons out of storage, and into discreet locations up and down the border. Short of a direct hit, they wouldn’t kill a wyvern. But the explosion was often enough to discombobulate the beast, or its rider, and bring it down.
Alduran protested that this was a show of bad faith. “If SKP Valarian realizes what we’ve done…”
“He’ll have nothing to fear, if he means to keep his word,” Lidek declared. “And if he doesn’t…well, he won’t catch us with our trousers down.” Nor would the commander be shaken from the position, however much the other man protested.
I and the rest of the taskforce saw it his way, too. Even Tofte and Westergaard managed to coexist on the same side of the point. “We’re within our rights to set up defenses,” she said.
“We’d be damned fools not to, after everything they did,” he agreed.
“But you know how Valarian will see that.”
“I’m not sure I give a damn.”
“No. For once, I have to agree with Westergaard. They need to know we’ve got the political backbone to use our military might, if it comes to it.”
“Exactly. After that performance today…”
“That took balls,” Tofte shook his head.
She snorted. “If you mean it was ugly overcompensation, but ultimately weak and vulnerable, then yes, I suppose it did.” He frowned, and she pretended not to see. “He wasn’t arguing from a position of strength. He played his cards: yell, posture, insult. He’s got no ace left.”
“Gods, you sound like Callaghan,” Alduran groaned.
“Because she’s the one talking sense.”
“Again, as much as it pains me to agree…I have to: I think she called it, Alduran. Valarian knows they just about started a war. And he’s trying to cover his own ass.”
“Maybe. But I’m trying to prevent a war.”
“And you’d do well to keep that a little closer to your vest,” Lidek put in.
The other man frowned at him. “Sir? We’re here to keep the peace. Whatever the cost.”
The commander fixed him with an icy stare. “Is Ilaria stepping down, then? Are we to be ruled by the South, now? Do we call that fat prince king now? Is it to him we pledge our fealty and pay our taxes?”
Alduran blinked. “Of course not.”
“Then we will not be keeping the peace at any cost. If those are his terms: there will be war. Yes?”
“Of course. But I don’t think –”
“What you think is irrelevant. What I think is irrelevant. If they want peace, there will be peace. If they think they’re ready for war, there will be war.
“That won’t change based on what you say. What will change are the terms of peace, if peace is to happen. If they see that we are more desperate for peace than they, then you can bet it will cost us dearly.
“Not just now, but whenever they decide they don’t need peace anymore.”
He scowled during and sulked after the dressing down, but it seemed to make something of an impression. He was slower to talk, and less abrasive in his speech when he did so.
As for the other work, preparing to receive envoys, Lidek ordered rooms readied and space allotted for the wyverns. If our guests were staying longer than a day, we couldn’t know. But we’d be ready. Then, we picked a small band of legal experts and diplomatic representatives. With any luck, Queen Ilaria would send representatives from the capital. But if they didn’t arrive in time, we’d have a local team assembled.
And Lidek had plenty of talent on hand from which to draw. Despite the base’s remote location, he cultivated a rich and learned talent trust here. His recruits would get as good an education in Cragspont as anywhere throughout the realm, he said. And he meant it.
So Barristers Flint and Allan joined our team. They were both civilians, semi-retired lawyers turned instructors. KP West joined us too. She was an older woman, perhaps the oldest member of our group, with a long list of diplomatic successes on her resume. She pushed the definition of local, hailing from several towns over. But she was a visiting instructor, here for the recruits. And so she was drafted too.
We reviewed the law, both the peace accords and the laws of the South and North regarding border incursions. Flint and Allan took turns grilling us, throwing out every bit of legalese and twisted rationale imaginable, until we could all shoot them down without much effort.
“They’ll be doing the same thing,” Lidek cautioned when we got too optimistic, or too excited about a particularly good response. “You can bet, they’ve spent the last weeks doing it.”
So we kept at it. I probably could have recited the entire Peace Accords from memory in my sleep – the Accords, and every bit of case law surrounding them.
Derel had been there when Valarian arrived, and I kept her with me for this. This was a side to being a KP you couldn’t practice in the yard. Hearing about it secondhand, or reading minutes afterwards, wouldn’t cut it. It was something you had to experience for yourself. And she was mature enough to handle herself well, even when the topics got dicey. The Southerner had already shown that their strategy relied on blaming Ilyen for his own death.
Ana’s face would go very grim as the conversation shifted to this line of attack. Sometimes, her cheeks would flame in anger. Others, a deep sadness would settle in her eyes.
When we broke for lunch the second day, I took her aside. “Derel, you doing okay?”
She regarded me with confusion. “Ma’am?”
“Just…with everything. I know this can’t be easy. To hear your knight talked about like that, I mean.”
Understanding flickered across her features. “I’m fine.”
“Okay. But if you’d rather sit this one out, there’s no shame in that. Believe me, I’ve got plenty of work I can assign you. I’m supposed to be keeping an eye on the squires around Shire’s End. I could give you that. The mayor would love it.”
She shook her head. “No. I want to stay on this.” Now, she frowned. “I haven’t…said anything out of line, have I? If I have, tell me, KP. Please.”
“No, no it’s nothing like that, Ana. I just…you just lost your KP. And Valarian seems intent on making this about him.”
“I know. That’s why I have to be there.”
I wasn’t entirely sure I followed, but I nodded all the same. “Alright. But if you change your mind…tell me, okay?”
“I won’t. Change my mind, I mean.”
Despite the situation, I smiled. “Well, if you do…”
“I’ll tell you.”
“Good.”
I let Phillip observe the preparations too. He didn’t make a scene, or anything of that nature, but he handled himself with less aplomb than Ana. Now and then, he’d sputter indignantly, or growl something under his breath about, “damned Southerners.”
He, I decided, would not be present when the envoys arrived. As it was, I was pushing it to have her there. She was the only squire in attendance. Lidek accepted my reasoning. “She’s the most senior living witness, Commander.”
But her role would not be called into focus. “If they know Derel was involved, they’ll target her. They’ll try to put her on the defensive and shift the entire proceedings to an inquisition of the squire. She can be there. I think it’s good that she is. But just as your squire.”
“Copy.”
The borders were quiet. We spotted no more wyverns, those three days, and our patrols encountered no landside incursions either.
Late in the final evening, a squad of our own dragon riders appeared in the darkened sky. The sun had already set, and the moon was up. The wyverns seemed a little larger, a little more terrifying in the dark.
Oddly enough, though, terrible though they were, they brought me peace of mind. Whatever Valarian had planned, his would not be the only dragons in the shire tomorrow.
Mayor Fitzwilliam and an attaché from the capital would arrive in a day or two, the riders told us. In the meantime, Ilaria had sent them. They were at Lidek’s disposal.
I didn’t notice it at first, but in a few minutes of their arrival, it was hard to miss. Where I was excited, Derel had gone very pale and quiet.
It being late, and as we had an early morning and nothing left requiring our immediate attention, I left the new arrivals in the commander’s care. I waited until we reached the car, but once we were inside, I said, “Well, it’s good to have wyverns here. Our own, I mean.”
She nodded half-heartedly, gazing out the window into the black of night.
“Ana?”
“Ma’am?”
I sighed. “We’re off the clock. You can call me Lilia.”
“Sorry. Force of habit.”
“You alright?”
She bristled. “Of course.”
I was ascertaining that she didn’t care for solicitude about her well-being. I supposed it interfered with her tough-as-nails image of herself. But, right now, she didn’t look tough-as-nails. I knew, on the field, she was a force to be reckoned with. I knew, most days, she could withstand just about anything.
But right at that moment, I saw nothing but weariness and sadness in that faraway gaze. “You sure?”
She blinked, turning back to me from the window. There was a sheen of moisture in her blue eyes that hadn’t been there a minute ago. “Yes.”
I wondered, not for the first time, if I’d made the right call, letting her be a part of this. If it was me, I knew I’d want to be on the taskforce. But Ana wasn’t me. I still didn’t know the depth of her bond with Ilyen. I couldn’t know if the torture of sitting negotiations out would have been more acute than being a part of them, hearing the character assassination that was sure to come, seeing so many wyverns up close and personal after her last encounter.
All I could know was what she had told me: she wanted in. Of course she did. But was she ready? Was she in a state to know her own limits?
As her KP, it was my job to make that evaluation. My gut had told me she was, and she could. Now, seeing the sadness in her eyes, I felt an old, familiar ache, a kind of sympathetic misery. I knew, in a way, what she was feeling. And I wondered again if my initial call had been right.
Would I have spared her pain, in letting her sit this out? Did I even have the right to make a choice like that on her behalf?
As her KP, yes. I had the right to make any call I wanted. But I wasn’t that kind of KP. And I had made my choice less as a KP, and more as a person. I’d been in Ana’s shoes once. And I couldn’t imagine having to sit back and be patient.
No, that wouldn’t have eased her suffering. Whatever particular hardships she would endure in being here, they’d be all the more acute if she was left to suffer from a distance.
I mused in silence for a while. Then, I spoke. “I’m sorry, Ana. About everything. About your KP. And now this.”
She drew her eyes from the window and smiled. “Me too, Lilia. But – not everything. I’m glad I met you.”
“Oh.” I suppose I hadn’t thought of that. I wouldn’t have predicted it a few weeks ago, but I was glad I met her and Phillip. Still, it was hard to separate the meeting from the circumstance.
She seemed to read my mind. “I wish it would have been under better circumstances. But – at the risk of sounding like a kiss ass – you’re a damned good KP.”
“Well, thank you. I’m not sure I believe it, mind.” I smiled too. “But I am trying.”
“It’s true.”
“Well…I’m glad I met you too. Both of you.”




Chapter Eighteen – Derel

We all rose early the morning of the first session. The KP told Claxton she didn’t have to, that we could fend for ourselves rather than dragging her out of bed at such an ungodly hour. But she’d hear none of it.
Instead, she scoffed. “And leave that poor boy to eat your cooking? I’m not so cruel as that.”
So she rose before all of us and had a piping hot breakfast waiting. I think she was as nervous as we were. She tutted and harrumphed her way through the morning, chiding us for interfering here or eating too little there. “You need your strength if you’re going to face down those Southern bastards. Finish your plate.” And, “Are you a mouse, Ana? Have another helping.” Phillip and I both laughed out loud when she told the KP, “That’s enough coffee for you, young lady. You’ll have the jitters.”
Lilia caught my gaze and shook her head, and I laughed again. For all her impertinence – and Claxton was nothing if not impertinent – she almost made us forget the day ahead. Maybe that was her goal. Maybe it was just how she eased her own nerves.
Regardless, I was grateful. I had a feeling we’d have spent the morning eating cold meats in sullen silence, were it not for her.
Breakfast came to an end soon enough, though, and we had to head out. “Stay close to the keep,” Lilia told Phillip. “Just in case things don’t go well today.”
“I should be going with you, KP.”
Here, she took him by the shoulders, and looked him squarely in the eyes. “I need someone to take care of the people of Shire’s End. If there’s a dragon attack, they’ll flee here. And in my absence – and if something happens to Derel and I – I need someone I can trust, Phillip. You haven’t been my squire for long, but you’ve got a knight’s heart. And you will make sure our people are safe.
“Won’t you?”
He nodded solemnly. “Yes ma’am. Or die trying.”
She nodded too. “Spoken like a knight.” Then, she smiled. “With any luck, I’ll see you tonight. But if not…well, do the Callaghans proud. The Callaghans and the Aaronsens.”
“I will.”
“I know you will.”
“I’ll have dinner waiting,” Claxton called. “You make sure you get home in one piece, Miss Lilia. No picking fights with dragon lords.”
She grinned. “I’ll do my best, Agnes. And you get some rest today.”
The old woman snorted. “There’s too much work for resting. Now go on: get to your own work and leave me be.”
Whatever her virtues, Claxton was clearly not one for long, drawn out goodbyes. I remarked as much as we got into the skimmer, and the KP laughed. “No. That she’s not.”
“You think we need goodbyes, then?”
I’d said it casually, as if it didn’t bother me. “I think it’s a possibility, Ana. I think, if these negotiations don’t go the way we want – or, if war is why they’re here – we may end up in a battle with who knows how many wyvern riders.”
I nodded. “You think they’ll attack the town then?”
She nodded too. “The town. The base. If they’ve got an army ready to invade, they’ll start here.”
I sighed. By treaty, we weren’t allowed to fly over Southern territory. We weren’t allowed to surveil what was happening beyond our borders. But that’s what Trajan had been doing, wasn’t it? That’s quite possibly why he tried to murder Ilyen, Phillip and me – so that we couldn’t report his illegal surveillance.
So Valarian and his men knew what was happening behind our borders. They killed my KP to get that intel. But we had to play by the rules. We had to stay in our own territory, clueless as to what lay beyond our borders – whether it was an army of thousands, or a handful of scouts. And now, today, we had to sit across the table from Ilyen’s murderers and listen to their lies. We had to listen as they blamed Ilyen for his own death and cast aspersions on one of the noblest knights I’d ever met.
My stomach roiled, and I wondered if Claxton’s breakfast had done me a disservice after all.
“You okay?” Lilia wondered.
“KP?”
She shrugged. “You look a little…off, is all.”
“Well, I think I might puke. But otherwise, I’m fine.”
She didn’t laugh. “I know you don’t want to hear it, so I’m going to say it one last time, and then not mention it again. But you don’t have to be here, Ana. Not unless you want to be.”
“Lilia, I’ll be sick wherever I am. I’m sick at the idea of Ilyen being on trial by those sons-of-bitches, after they murdered him. I’m sick at the idea of Trajan’s commander stepping foot on our soil. But that won’t change just because I don’t see it. I want to be there.”
She smiled, raising her hands at the vehemence in my words. “Alright, alright. Like I said: last time I mention it. I just wanted you to know the offer still stands – will stand, if you change your mind, at any point.”
I smiled too. “Thanks. I do appreciate it. But I’m in – all in.”
She nodded her approval, and we traveled in amicable silence after that. I tried to find something to say to fill the quiet, but the truth was, my mind was too preoccupied. And the situation was too grim for small talk, even if I could have mustered a half-hearted effort.
We arrived at sunup and found a growing entourage of knights assembled. Commander Lidek stood in the rear, and Alduran took the lead. We stood near the front. “It might be better if you stayed with the commander,” he cautioned. “Since you and SKP Valarian didn’t see eye to eye last time, it might be better if he sees less of you this time.”
Callaghan raised an eyebrow at him and made no move to budge. “I am Knight of the Shire, KP Alduran. No Southerner steps foot in the shire without me being present – and him knowing it.”
He shook his head, and I smiled to myself. I knew she had no desire to be front and center. Negotiations and politics were no love of hers. But I couldn’t help but admire her doggedness and refusal to be sidelined. The cool confidence, almost dismissal, of Alduran when he tried was just icing on the proverbial cake. She was not to be trifled with, and the other knight, frowning all the while, knew better than to argue.
The KP is a badass, I thought. That Southerner might get more than he bargained for, with her here today.
Not long after we arrived, a swarm of great, dark bodies appeared on the southern horizon, growing larger and larger until they reached us. I shivered at the sight, counting an even dozen dragons, and more knights, with some riding two or three to a beast.
Valarian was in the lead, and he dismounted before the others. He was, I saw, unarmed this time. No blade or holstered pistol hung at his side. He was dressed in long, flowing robes, the patterns on which matched the caparison on his dragon. The other knights and their wyvern were similarly attired, each wearing the colors of their houses or units.
He stood in place for a moment and threw a glance around, eying us all one by one. Then, he moved for Alduran.
With a quick nod of the head, he said, “KP Alduran.”
“SKP Valarian: welcome back to the North.”
He nodded again. “I thank you for the reception, and for agreeing to meet with us.”
“Of course. We are honored to receive you and the representatives of the South.”
Here, the southern knight introduced a slew of persons. I tried to keep the names straight. There was Gandril, the legal expert; Esilerian, Trajan’s representative; Frilk and Freylor, diplomats from the Southern capital; and the rest were knights. He introduced a dozen grim-faced knight protectors, all in dress uniforms and carrying no weapons. After the third or fourth name, I lost track.
Alduran, in turn, introduced us. He passed by Callaghan with a quick, “You’ve already met KP Callaghan. This is Squire Derel. And here –”
Valarian had icy eyes for the KP, but at my name he paused. “Derel?”
The taskforce man blinked, turning a cautious glance between us. “That’s right. Over here, I’m honored to introduce Barrister Flint, the lead –”
“Is this the Derel that was there, when my knight was killed? The one who shot my dragon?”
I swallowed, frozen in place. How the hell does he know that? No one had mentioned my name, or Phillip’s. So how did he know?
Alduran stammered out a few, non-committal words, apparently as stunned as I was. It was Callaghan who spoke coherently. Cocking her head to one side, she smiled warily. “You are well informed, SKP. But that’s right: we are in the presence of one of the best markswomen alive.”
Valarian clenched his jaw as he looked me over. “So you’re the reason I lost a knight and a dragon?”
“No sir,” Callaghan answered. “Your knight is the reason. Derel’s the reason your knight didn’t kill more of our people.”
“That,” Alduran declared with a conciliatory chuckle, “is what cooler heads than ours are going to decide today. Allow me to introduce Barrister Flint, SKP.”
With a final, stony gaze at me, Valarian moved on, making his way down the line. I caught the KP’s glance and flashed a grateful smile. I was glad she had the presence of mind to counter his accusations. I wasn’t sure I would have.
She nodded thoughtfully. It didn’t take much to guess the subject of her musings.
The Southerner knew my name. He knew that I’d been the one to shoot Trajan’s dragon.
How? It was an unspoken secret that the South had spies here. Everyone knew that. Just as we knew we had spies there. Now and again, someone would get caught relaying sensitive information, or copying classified files, or running secure intel across the border. The offending government would disavow any knowledge of the captured party. There’d be quiet trials and long sentences, and that’d be about the size of it.
That’s if it even got that far. There had been a few high-profile suicides, a decade and a half back, when prominent members of our military cabinet were investigated for espionage. There were whispers that a few of our spies had been captured, and never seen or heard from again. But that was when I was a child. That was before Ilaria took the throne. Now, it was all a lot quieter, and lower profile.
It was the kind of thing that sent a shiver up your spine, if you thought on it too long. So, usually, I didn’t.
Except now, I didn’t have much choice. Someone had leaked my name, and probably Phillip’s too. Someone had told Valarian. Had it been done maliciously, by a spy or someone on the Southern payroll? Or was it an innocent slip? Had they sent someone over the border to ask questions, into Terrence’s Fort perhaps? I could see Jason or Karina, the couple that had found me in my burnt, incoherent state, innocently providing details about that morning. There’d been so many strange faces pouring over the countryside, looking for answers. Who would suspect another?
And if it was knowledge that they’d procured from a border incursion, what else were they up to?
My mind was reeling as introductions wrapped up, and we made our way back to Cragspoint.
Lidek had the most formal meeting space of the facility ready for us. It was a perfect blend of grandeur and sobriety, from the purely functional, dark wood of the tables and chairs to the elaborate friezes depicting mythological parlays along the walls.
Whereas the commander had managed to keep himself out of view so far, now he was seated at the head of the table. Callaghan, as Knight of the Shire, sat beside him, and as her squire, I occupied a seat to her right.
As it happened, I was almost directly across from Valarian. His chair was on the opposite side of the table, just one over from mine. It was a position I happily would have given up. But the KP had it a little worse: her seat faced his. As they settled into place, their eyes locked.
And, I’d have sworn, they didn’t break the death stare until one of the priests directed us to bow our heads and close our eyes in prayer.
When it wrapped up, Barrister Gandril, the Southern legal representative, got to his feet. “Respectfully, KP Alduran, Commander Lidek, and members of the council, on behalf of the people of the South and King Agalyn Ignis, I would offer a statement.”
Commander Lidek nodded imperiously. “Speak your piece, Barrister. We will hear you.”
Gandril threw a sober glance around the room. “Thank you, Commander. Thank you all for receiving us today, to discuss the unfortunate incident in question.
“It is the position of the South that our knight, Kaladorn Trajan, violated Northern airspace, illegally crossed the borders of the neutral zone, and unlawfully attacked KP Ilyen and Squires Derel and Aaronsen.”
I think we would have heard a pin drop after that declaration, had anyone loosed one. I glanced at Lilia. She was frowning in confusion. So was the commander. Alduran’s jaw practically gaped.
On the Southern side of the table, the reaction was quite different. Some of the knights wore expressions of contrition. And as for Valarian? Well, his features were drawn into a fierce, angry scowl, his jaw set and his eyes fixed on the table before him.
No wonder, I thought, he’s so pissy. He knew this was coming.
Gandril continued in a moment. “Representative Esilerian, have you anything to say in the deceased’s defense?”
Here, the other man rose. He was tall, swathed like all the rest in long, heavy robes, and he seemed to tower over the table as he stood. “No, Barrister: on behalf of Kaladorn Trajan, I accept the charges.”
Gandril nodded, his expression grim. “Then it is my duty to offer, on behalf of my nation and king, our sincerest and most sorrowful admission of guilt in this matter, my lords. We can offer no excuse, for the actions of Trajan were inexcusable. We can offer no rationale, for these were not the acts of a rational mind.
“We can only offer our remorse, and hope that, in admitting the shame of one of our own, we may restore some of the goodwill the kaladorn has eroded.”




Chapter Nineteen – Callaghan

Unexpected didn’t begin to cover it. In every possible way I’d imagined today playing out, an admission had never even entered my mind. At first, I was stunned. But, as Alduran accepted the avowal of guilt and waxed loquacious about the strength of the bond between North and South, my senses ebbed back.
What the hell are they up to? Maybe it was all the years of talking to Lidek. Maybe I’d taken more of his paranoia to heart than I realized.
But a full acknowledgement of Trajan’s crimes? No. They’d never cave that easily. What did they gain from doing so? Nothing. Nothing, anyway, that wouldn’t have been preserved by playing hardball.
Sure, they kept the peace. But they knew we wanted to do that too. Otherwise, Ilyen’s death would have already led to a war, rather than the slow, careful investigation that had followed.
Maybe it’s PR. They’d been caught surveilling the North. They’d been caught attempting to murder three of our people. For all of Valarian’s bluster, there was no getting out of that.
Maybe this about-turn was just to save face. I didn’t believe for a minute that Trajan was a madman acting on his own, as Gandril seemed to be implying. Was this show of openness, then, to stop any deeper questions?
Better to own up to the sins of a dead rogue slave than to seem to coverup those crimes. Better to be contrite peacemakers, now that they’d been caught with egg on their faces, than to belligerently deny their complicity. This way, Trajan’s acts were just his. To continue in denials, they became the actions of the South.
The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. I wondered that I hadn’t considered this possibility. I suppose it had been Valarian’s hostility. I’d been prepared for a long, bitter war of words. I’d never considered this capitulation.
Was that by design? I wondered. Had Valarian come here, rattling his saber precisely to throw us off?
I didn’t know. I supposed I never would. I wasn’t even sure it mattered if I knew. Whatever his intent had been, that’d been the result.
I wasn’t the only one, either. Lidek had recovered quickly, but I’d seen his eyes widen and his brow furrow in confusion. That at least made me feel a little less like a fool. If Valarian had surprised the commander – quite possibly the most suspicious man alive when it came to the South – I could cut myself a little slack.
I dragged myself out of my own head with an effort and attended the rest of the business. Our session did not end with the South’s admission of guilt. It changed the direction of the day to a far more productive bent, though. Instead of wasting hours verbally sparring, we discussed how our two nations might make it right.
Valarian requested his knight’s body back. Speaking with a humbleness that seemed to cost him dearly in pride, he petitioned, “For the return of the guilty party’s body, that it might be interred according to the rituals of our people.”
“Of course,” Alduran ceded. “And we make our facility available to you, so that you may perform whatever rites are demanded upon receipt of the corpse.” By priestly law, there were certain prayers and observances that were due the dead when a body was discovered. They varied between our two nations, but we each had them.
“Your magnanimity is commendable, KP Alduran,” Gandril nodded.
Valarian was a little less effusive. “I am in your debt, sir.”
When it came to recompense for the Ilyen family, Gandril seemed keen to repay that debt. “We know that no amount of gold will ever compensate the family for the loss of KP Ilyen. But King Agalyn has empowered me to offer a yearly stipend that, we hope, will go some way toward easing the survivors’ suffering.”
It was a generous sum. Hell, it was more than generous. If Agalyn kept to his word, the Ilyens would live like lords for the rest of their lives. It, too, stunned us all a little.
Even I wondered if my cynicism of earlier had been misplaced. Was this all acting and politicking, or was there something genuine behind their contrition? It wasn’t impossible, was it, that Trajan’s attack had been the work of a malicious malcontent?
He had no reason to believe he’d die or even be discovered that day. He was a wyvern rider, ambushing a quiet camp. The odds were entirely in his favor. And once he was done? Well, he could have flown away without a witness to his crimes. It might have taken weeks or even months before the remains were discovered, as remote as they were. And by then it would have been almost impossible to trace it back to the South with any kind of certainty – much less to him specifically.
Perhaps Trajan was a madman with a murderous streak. Maybe killing provided some kind of twisted rush. Perhaps, as a man born a slave, unable to exercise control over his own life, he craved the thrill of exercising the power of life and death over others.
Who could say what caused men to kill in cold blood?
Was it sin? Was it a curse? Was it madness, or the affliction of devils, or a pestilence of the brain? Not even the priests seemed to be of one mind on that. I certainly couldn’t begin to guess.
But as the day wore on, and the visiting delegation’s offers and overtures continued, I found my own cynicism waning. If Agalyn’s men were here just to cover their own tails, well, they’d done that already. None of the rest of this was necessary. They could have walked away blaming the slave and left it there.
Maybe Agalyn isn’t the snake Lidek thinks he is.
As we broke for lunch, I mentioned these musings to the commander. He shook his head at me. “Tell me you’re not taken in, Callaghan? It’s bad enough to see that simpering fool Alduran pat himself on the back for whatever victory he thinks he’s won here. But you?”
I was, I suppose, a little taken aback by the vehemence in his tone. “I…well, I don’t see why they’d bother with all this, if they didn’t mean any of it.”
“Me either,” he nodded. “Which is a lot more worrying than if they came in here threatening to burn the place to the ground. Agalyn’s kind don’t make nice, Lilia. They don’t apologize or make up for past wrongs. If they did, they’d still be making up for the last war. So what the hell are they up to? That’s the question.”
Lidek, I decided, was too close to the situation to be impartial. He’d never gotten over the war. I knew that, and so it didn’t surprise me exactly. Still, Agalyn’s behavior here was wholly unexpected, and commendable. And so, on some level, I was a bit unprepared for his dogged refusal to acknowledge it.
Still, the day wore on without any significant complications. Valarian spoke little, and when he did, kept his answers brief and his tone icy. Lidek observed all and spoke not at all. But the rest of us seemed to relax by degrees during the afternoon session.
Even Ana attended to chitchat over lunch. I was glad of that. She had been quiet and reflective through most of the morning. I knew this couldn’t be easy for her. It was easier, of course, than how it might have been, had they come in blaming Ilyen for his own death.
Still, irrational though it might be, sitting across the table, making nice with compatriots of the man who had killed your KP? Well, that was probably a little more than most could stomach.
She made a good showing. I could see the pain in her eyes now and again, but she kept it in check. She was gracious and courteous when receiving condolences, and careful in her condemnations of the deceased Southern knight when the point was forced on her by solicitous commenters.
After another hour and a half of conversation, we transferred the body to the Southerners’ keeping. Lidek had had it on ice in the morgue. Trajan looked much the same as he had the day we found him, just starting to discolor from the heat of that afternoon.
Now, they took the body to the chapel, and we gave our visitors privacy to say their farewells.
Alduran spoke with warmth about what a show of good faith and brotherhood this was, of the depth of friendship it signified between our two nations.
Lidek shook his head, and, despite everything, I had to admit that it rankled me too. Trajan was a murderer, with the blood of one of our own on his hands. Had he been a more skilled murderer, he would have had more blood on his hands. And though he was dead now, he only died because of his own murderous actions.
Yet here he was, being honored in the Cragspoint chapel, where not many weeks prior his victim had been honored. My squire was quiet again, as grim-faced as she had been in the morning.
“Let’s take a walk, Ana,” I said.
“Oh. Alright.”
The afternoon was warm – not quite as warm as some of the preceding days, but a nice, toasty temperature. I stuck to one of the shaded paths. Aside from being a training facility and, in days past anyway, military stronghold, Cragspoint had extensive grounds. It grew much of its own food, but the early design had allotted recreational space too, to build soldiers with healthy minds as well as healthy bodies.
Now, I felt, was a time to focus on the former.
We walked for a ways in silence, until we had left the main compound, and the two dozen buildings that composed it, behind.
I wanted to ask how she was doing. She hurt. I knew that. I wanted her to know that, if she needed to, she could talk to me. I wanted her to know that I understood something of how she was feeling, because I’d walked in those shoes before.
But Derel was something like me in that regard. Maybe it was one of the reasons I liked her as much as I did: I understood her.
When I was hurting, I was more like a wounded animal than the Rational Man our species had evolved to be. Some people needed hugs and a shoulder to cry on. Some people needed human contact and affection. Me? I needed to be left in my dark cave, safe and secure, to lick my wounds in peace.
But there was a point of spending too long in the cave. It was possible to vanish too deep into one’s own thoughts and consolations, to run the risk of disappearing into a solace that was more isolation than healing.
I knew that, too. At least, I’d been learning it lately. And, whatever Ana had suffered, however deep her affection for Ilyen and however raw her sense of loss, I didn’t want to see her lose herself. The way I’d lost myself.
Still, I’d been solicitous more than a few times already. And it had only made her bristle. So I decided to try another tack. I’d engage her brain, rather than try to ascertain the state of her heart. “So…what do you make of all this?”
“KP?”
“Gandril. This change of tone.”
“Ah.” She considered for a long moment. “I guess this makes more sense. It’s obvious what Trajan did. Denying it only makes them look worse.”
“So, you think it’s politics then?”
“On Valarian’s part, yes. The way he looked at you?” She shook her head, and I was surprised, and a little touched, by the intensity in her voice. “He looked like he wanted to kill you, Lil.”
“Oh. Well…uh…the feeling was fairly mutual.”
She smiled. It was one of the few smiles I’d seen this afternoon, and I was glad for its appearance. “My point is, I think if it was up to him, there’d be blood before peace.”
“I agree. Fortunately, it doesn’t seem to be up to him.”
“No.” She fell silent for a moment. “But you know what?”
“What?”
“I’m still surprised by it all.”
“Me too.”
“It seems out of character for Agalyn.” She shrugged. “At least, what we know of Agalyn. But that, I suppose, is as much propaganda as anything else.”
I laughed. That was true enough. With limited communication or commerce between our nations, and all of it through official channels, there was nothing that reached us that had not already passed through a filter. “Don’t let Lidek hear you say that.”
“No,” she agreed, “I suppose I’d better not.”
We lapsed into silence for a minute, and I tried again. “Still, I’ll be happy when it’s all done.”
“Me too. I know…well, it probably sounds bad, after everything Gandril’s done. But…I don’t know. I wish they were gone already.”
I nodded. “Me too. I’m glad for Ilyen’s family that they’re here to make restitution. I’m glad for our nation’s sake that they’re not here to start a war. But it’s hard to sit in conversation with men who broke bread with Trajan.”
“Especially…well, when they’re honoring him. In our chapel.”
I didn’t move my head, but I did glance in her direction. She was staring into the horizon. “Yes.”
“It doesn’t seem right. That’s where we said our last rites for Ilyen. It’s hallowed ground. It’s…it’s not right that his killer should be afforded the same honors, in the same place.”
“No, Ana. It’s not right.”
“I know we have to,” she said, almost apologetically. “I know that. But…”
I nodded. “Alduran would call that a small price for peace. And he’s probably not wrong. But it doesn’t make it feel any better.”
“No.” She fell silent for a long moment. “I don’t know, KP. When they said that, earlier…I couldn’t believe it. I keep wondering what Ilyen would say, if he were alive. If he knew. After what Trajan did – it’s a slap in his face. He must be turning in his grave.”
“Maybe. But Ilyen was a KP. And when you’re a KP…well, you know there’s a certain amount of political bullshit inherent to the job. I can’t speak for him. But if it was me? I’d be pissed, if I knew.
“But I wouldn’t want to start a war over it, either, Ana.”
“No. No, neither would he. Still, Lil…I’m going to be glad when they get the hell out of here. I’ll be happy if I never have to see another Southerner again.”




Chapter Twenty – Derel

At first, lost to my own thoughts, I didn’t realize what the KP was up to. But after a while, as we disappeared on Cragspoint’s quiet walkways, I caught on. She was keeping me away from base.
It was heavy-handed, maybe. But the fact was, I was grateful for it. I hadn’t been exaggerating when I said I’d be happy if I never saw a Southerner again. I knew it was petty, and small-minded. But in the moment, it was true. In the moment, with Ilyen’s death fresh and heavy in my mind as they honored his killer, I meant every word of it.
The best thing, then, was for me to be far away from it all – far away from the ceremonies remembering his murderer, from the consoling voices and smiling faces.
These men, with perhaps the exception of Valarian, weren’t to blame for Ilyen’s murder. On a rational level, I knew that. But I wasn’t feeling particularly rational in the moment.
The KP seemed to understand almost instinctually. So we walked for a long time, until the anger and pain of the day was dulled by the weariness of my feet and the heat of the day.
Then, we turned back. “Dinner will be ready soon,” she said. “Lidek had the cooks working early, so it will be edible, anyway. But tomorrow, I guess, Alduran has a feast in the works.”
I snorted, unsurprised. He was the bigger man, perhaps: the peacemaker. But I resented him for his overtures almost as much as I resented the Southerners for their presence.
I didn’t want a war. I was not so vengeful or foolish as all that. But neither did I want to play at niceties.
Still, the call wasn’t mine to make. And I’d been the one to insist to the KP that I wanted a part in all this. It’ll only last a few days, if that. Then they’ll be gone.
“Looks like they’re moving the body,” she commented as we neared base.
“KP?”
She gestured to the horizon, and I shuddered. Dragons. It looked like the full procession we’d seen earlier, touching down again, but now near the chapel instead of in the field outside Cragspoint. “Full military honors,” I fumed.
“He was kaladorn. It’s tradition to honor a slain kaladorn knight.”
“Even a murderer?”
“He wasn’t found guilty of any crime,” she said in mild tones.
“Because he died first. Died, committing those crimes.”
“Yes. But they have a strange relationship to their slave warriors, Ana. It’s a kind of cultural conscience cleansing, I think. They honor them in death, so no one complains when they dishonor them in life.”
I shook my head. “The whole thing is twisted.”
“It is. But it’s their culture.”
That, to me, was only a condemnation of their culture. But it was no excuse. Still, I said no more on the matter, and we watched in silence as one of the dragons ascended again. This, I knew, would be the transport to Southern territory, taking Trajan back to his own people. The rest of the knights and wyverns would remain, for as long as our parlay lasted.
Well, I suppose that’s one less Southerner to have to deal with, at least.
It was petty. I knew that. But in the moment, it seemed a scab had been picked off, and the wound Ilyen’s death had left behind was as fresh and raw as ever.
I was glad for his family that Agalyn had allotted gold and accepted responsibility. But Ilyen was still dead, and his murderer was receiving honors afforded knights who served with distinction and died in battle.
That felt like salt, ground into the wound.
Not for the first time, I was glad of Lil’s presence. I was grateful to have her to talk to. I was glad of her company, and her quiet sympathy. I was glad for the understanding that lit her blue eyes, and the concern that colored her pretty face.
I suppose, I was just grateful for her. She was a hell of a KP.
Ilyen had been a hell of a KP too. But it had been different with him. He’d taken me on as a green squire and showed me the ropes. He’d taught me what I knew and recommended me for knighthood. Ilyen had helped to mold me into the person I was now and shape the knight that I would be.
Lilia took me in when all of that was done. She’d be that person to Aaronsen. But to me? Ilyen had filled that role. Lilia was more a friend than a KP. Not that there wasn’t plenty I could learn from her. She was a hell of a fighter, for starters, and didn’t shy away from a little verbal sparring either.
But she hadn’t taken me in to teach me. She’d taken me in so I’d have a roof over my head, and a KP’s name to attach to my own these last few months. She’d taken me in so I wouldn’t spend the final weeks before my promotion a pity project, haunting the halls of Cragspoint, living off the charity of Commander Lidek.
I knew that. And I would have been in her debt if she’d left it there, even if she’d ignored my existence for the duration of our short time together. But she hadn’t.
She’d treated me with the respect of an equal, and the regard of a friend. Where Aaronsen was concerned, she was his commanding officer. But where I was concerned, she seemed to see me more as a guest than a subordinate. She didn’t enforce the distance Ilyen had observed, when we’d first met. She didn’t require me to prove myself in exchange for her respect; she just gave it. She concerned herself with my comfort, but respected my autonomy and decision making.
She was, in short, a better friend to me during our brief acquaintance than I could recall having made in my entire life. And I, in turn, was almost surprised by the strength of my affection for her.
Maybe it was just the newness of it. I’d been too busy training to make good friends. It wasn’t the kind of life suited for it. There was no stability, no certainty: you went where your knight went, and that was that.
Maybe it was how freely her regard was given. I hadn’t had to earn it, like I had Ilyen’s and Aaronsen’s. It wasn’t conditional or withheld for specious reasons, like my own family’s. It was just there, given without expectation.
“Ana,” she said, and I started at the sound of her voice. We’d been walking for some minutes in silence. “I know you hate when I ask…but, are you alright?”
I laughed, at her timing if nothing else. “I’m fine, Lil. No, really: I am. I was just thinking.”
“About Ilyen?”
“No. Not really.” I glanced up at her. “About you, actually.”
“Oh.” She blinked, and there was something so genuine, so endearing, in her surprise that I felt my heart warm at the sight.
It struck me at the same time that she was remarkably beautiful. I half wondered that I hadn’t noticed it – really noticed it – before. But she was, from the high cut of her cheekbones to the blue depths of her eyes to the dark luster of her hair. In that moment, I thought she might have been the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.
I tried to force my mind back to the topic. “I mean, I just wanted to thank you, for everything. Not just taking us in. That too, but…well, letting me be here today. And…well, everything, I guess.”
I wasn’t making much sense, but she didn’t seem to mind. She smiled and nodded. “Of course. But, to be honest, I’ve been a pretty shitty KP so far. Been on the road more than anything. Not that I’m worried about you. You know what you’re doing. But I feel bad about Aaronsen.”
I laughed again. “You’ve been great. He thinks so too.”
“Well, once this is over, hopefully I’ll have the chance to prove it. We can spend more time training, honing his melee technique. I might – if you’re game – have you help me with that.”
“Of course.” I thrilled a little at the prospect, and the idea that she considered my skill sufficiently developed to serve as an example for Phillip.
“And I’ll go back to the Shire’s End patrols. Take him with me. You too, if you’re interested.” She shook her head. “Just about my least favorite bit of the job, but it’ll be good experience for him.”
“Oh, I’m game.”
She grinned. “Wait until you spend a few afternoons carting drunk squires back to base. Or getting puked on. You’ll change your mind in a hurry.”
I laughed at that imagery. I could only imagine Lilia – sober, aloof Lilia – reacting to that. “I pity the squire who pukes on you, KP.”
“The squire? I’m the one getting puked on,” she reminded me.
“Right. But…well, I still pity the squire.”
“Well, hold onto that charitable attitude for when you’re on patrol. You’ll want to remember it as you’re covered in day-old food, half-digested ale and stomach acid.”
“You know, on second thought, I might just be too busy after all.”
“Oh, I’m sure we can rearrange your schedule so you don’t miss out on all the fun.”
I grinned. “I don’t know. That sounds more like Aaronsen’s forte.”




Chapter Twenty-One – Callaghan

We disbanded after sundown, retiring to a kind of diplomatic social. The riders would stay the night, in quarters Lidek had prepared for them. Ana and I remained until I felt we could escape without giving offense.
This sort of thing, I readily admitted, was Alduran’s métier rather than mine.
He was good at rubbing elbows and kissing asses. I detested it.
So it was a chore for me to sip wine and make small talk in the best of circumstances. But with SKP Valarian glowering over his glass at everyone, his poisonous gaze following me around the room? When I had to field apologetic inquiries from Representative Frilk, who for whatever reason decided to attach himself to me?
That I could live without. Especially knowing the discomfort the whole business brought Ana. Especially seeing Representative Freylor’s ham-fisted attempts to engage her in conversation, and her increasingly annoyed efforts to escape. He was one of the diplomats, my own shadow’s counterpart, and he seemed positively smitten with Derel. As the night wore on, he followed her from corner to corner, seat to seat. When she’d manage to shake him for a moment, he’d return a few minutes later.
Frilk was a nervous man, and we settled into something of a comfortable silence. Now and again, he’d ask me something mundane. I’d supply the answer, and we’d embrace the quiet that followed. I had the impression that my newfound companion was trying to discharge what he saw as a duty to be friendly, and nothing more.
Freylor’s attention was not so disinterested – and he was not at all phased by her disinterest. About half an hour into the night, I caught her by the elbow. “Excuse me, Representative. I need a word with Derel.”
She breathed a sigh of relief when we were out of earshot. “Thanks, KP.”
“Everything alright?”
“Yeah.”
I glanced back at the Southern diplomat, who was throwing a lazy glance around the room. He smiled when he caught my gaze. “You need me to do anything?”
She shook her head. “No.”
“You sure? I can knock his lights out, if you need.”
I was joking – I think – and she grinned. “If there’s going to be an international incident, I’ll be the one to cause it.”
I grinned too. “Alright. But if you need me…”
She nodded, squeezing my arm. “Thanks, Lil. I’m fine. Honestly.”
“Well, um, alright.” I’d been nursing the same glass of wine all evening. I wasn’t keen on dulling my senses in the present company. But I realized I must have drank a little more than I’d thought. My head felt light.
I left my glass on a tray and switched to coffee. Valarian’s eyes followed me, and I took a long, steadying sip of the brew. Then, I returned his gaze with one just as icy. I saw with pleasure that he turned away.
I was just congratulating myself on routing the SKP when Frilk’s voice, quiet and unprepossessing, interrupted my thoughts. “KP Callaghan?”
“Representative Frilk.” I tried not to groan.
“Do you by any chance know the year of this red?” He was gesturing toward his glass.
“Uh. No, sorry. But I know it’s made here. You could probably find out from Commander Lidek.”
“Ah, no matter. The Commander looks busy. I won’t bother him.”
And so the evening passed. As soon as it was safe to do so, I took my leave, drawing Lidek into a corner to say my goodbye. “Goodnight, Commander. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
He, I noticed, had been making the same glass of wine last all evening. I wasn’t the only one being careful.
He nodded. “You should bring Aaronsen,” he said. “There won’t be much business tomorrow. But he might learn a few things about diplomacy.”
He said the word as if it left a bad taste in his mouth. I smiled. “Not this time. I think that’s a lesson he can wait on.”
“Would that it was one we could all postpone.”
“Chin up, Commander. It’ll be over before you know it.”
He snorted. “Says the one running off to her own house.”
“True. But I’m not wrong.”
He waved me away. “Get on with you, Callaghan. Retreat if you will. Some of us still have to pretend to be social.”
Ana slumped back in her chair, shutting her eyes and breathing out a sigh of relief when we closed the skimmer door behind us. I laughed. “I half expected the Commander to ask to come with us.”
She laughed too but didn’t move. “Good gods. I wasn’t sure I’d make it through that.”
“I think you have an admirer in Representative Freylor,” I grinned.
She opened her eyes to scowl at me. “I was really thinking about starting that diplomatic incident, if I had to listen to one more minute of his boasting.”
“Well, I’m glad you didn’t. House Callaghan already pissed off Alduran enough. I can’t imagine how he’d react if one of my squires flattened a diplomat’s nose.”
“No. But the idea was certainly tempting.” Now, she cocked her head to one side. “But what about you? You seemed to have an admirer of your own, Lil.”
I snorted. “If you mean Frilk –”
“I do. He was practically a second shadow.”
“He was bored and nervous.”
It was her turn to grin. “Nervous because of the company, maybe? He does seem a little bookish. No wonder he can’t find his tongue in the company of a beautiful woman.”
I shook my head. “Well, Freylor didn’t seem to have any such qualms.”
“No. Unfortunately.”
“It’s downright romantic, Derel: a wrong-side-of-the-border love story.” Images of penny romance novels flooded my mind, and I laughed at about the same moment she did.
When we recovered ourselves, she said, “KP, I say this with all due respect: but if you don’t shut up, I’m going to kick your ass.”
When we reached the keep, the courtyard was dark save for the electric lanterns and lit torches that illuminated important byways. Even with the headlights, it seemed hard to navigate.
Phillip raced out to see us, skidding to a stop before I’d parked the skimmer. He opened Ana’s door, and poked his head in. “KP. You’re back. How’d it go?”
“That’s right.” We stepped out, and I flashed Ana a grin. “Derel almost started a war.” His eyes widened, and she scowled at me. I laughed, surprising both of them, I think, with the loudness of my laugh. I certainly surprised myself. Damn. I really did have more wine than I realized. “I’m joking. It went well. They acknowledged Trajan’s crimes. They’re going to pay restitution, and so on. They want peace.”
Phillip loosed a breath. “So…no war?”
“No war.”
“Good. I mean, Claxton will be happy. She’s been on pins and needles all day.”
Derel snorted. “Just Claxton, huh?”
It was his turn to shoot her a dirty look. “I’m glad you’re back, KP. We have dinner waiting.”
Here, though, I shook my head. “We already ate, Phillip. And I – I think I need to lie down.”
“Oh.” He was nonplussed for a moment but recovered himself the next. “Well, uh, of course.”
“Ana, will you fill him in?”
She was watching me and nodded. “You okay, KP?”
I nodded too and drew in a great lungful of night air. It was crisp and cool, and refreshing after so long in buildings or in the car. “Fine. I’m just…tired.”
“Alright. Well, I’ll fill Claxton in. And, if he’s saved me something good to eat, maybe Phillip here too.”
I smiled. “Sounds good. But, don’t stay up too late. We have another early morning.” With that, I left them talking by the skimmer. I pushed the door open with an effort, huffing to close it, and started the long march to my room.
The keep was dark, and my eyes swam in the dimness. The floor seemed to rise and fall unsteadily under my feet, and after a space I found myself trailing a hand against the wall to steady myself.
“KP?”
I started as Derel’s voice reached me. “Ana? Hey. Where’s Phillip?”
“He’s downstairs. Lil, you alright?”
I laughed. “Gods, Ana, I think I’m drunk.”
She frowned at me. “How? You didn’t drink that much.”
“I didn’t think so either. But apparently, I did.” I giggled at the idea. “My gods, I used to be able to drink like you wouldn’t believe. Now…drunk on wine? Getting old sucks.”
“Beats the alternative, though.”
I considered for a moment and laughed again as I took her meaning. “I like you, Ana. You know that? You’re awfully smart. And funny too.”
She snorted. “You’re drunk, KP. And damned easy to impress when you’re drunk. Here. Let me help you get to bed. Last thing we need is you being hungover tomorrow.”
I didn’t argue. The hall was swaying underfoot, and my steps were growing more lethargic by the minute. She slung my arm over her shoulder, and by time we reached my room, she was practically carrying me.
I think I was singing by this point, some old song I’d learned in my academy days. Whether the words came out of my head or not, I couldn’t be sure. Derel, meanwhile, set me on the bed and pulled off my boots. Then, she brought me a cup of water. “Drink this, Lil. You need something other than alcohol in your system.”
I did as she asked, laughing about some private joke of my own. I couldn’t remember what, only that it was remarkably funny.
Ana watched me for a moment, then shook her head. “Good gods, KP. We’re lucky we got home when we did.”
This, and the idea of me drunk behind the wheel, sobered me a little. “Sorry, Ana. I didn’t realize…well, I was so drunk.”
“Neither did I. I guess you must not drink much anymore?”
I shook my head, and it swam with the motion. “Not much.”
She grinned. “I can tell. Well, we left in perfect time, before you did anything silly. And, I learned something invaluable.”
“What’s that?”
“What kind of drunk you are.”
Despite my best efforts, despite reminding myself that I was not only a Knight Protector, but Knight of the Shire, I giggled. “What kind?”
Her grin broadened. “A ridiculous one.”
“Hey. I may be drunk, but I’m still your KP, young lady.”
She took the mostly empty cup from my hand and set it aside. Then, with an impish smile, she said, “Well, you may be my KP, but I’m betting you’re too drunk to get off your ass and make me regret saying it.”
She was right. I tried a few times, half laughing, half sputtering with indignation. I didn’t make it to my feet for more than a few seconds before collapsing backwards.
“Told you,” she said, grinning. “Now come on. Get on the bed – so you don’t fall off. I’ll tuck you in. And sleep this off, Lil.”
Grumbling and trying to smack her hands away, protesting all the while that I didn’t need assistance, she dragged me further onto the bed. I let her prop me up against the pillows and cover me over. I was still in my clothes, but I was too tired and discombobulated to worry about that. I settled back against the pillows and closed my eyes.
“See you tomorrow, Lil.”
“See you, Ana.”
I woke up to my door being battered down. At least, that’s what it sounded like as I blinked into the early morning light. I raised a hand to shield my aching eyes and passed a dry tongue over parched lips. What in the hell? “Who is it?” I groaned.
“It’s Claxton. Who else?”
Well, that explains why it sounds like there’s a cavalcade out there. “Come in. For the love of the gods, come in already.”
She did, with ample harrumphing. “Well, I didn’t want to barge in if you weren’t alone.”
I frowned. I’d woken up alone every morning since Helena’s death. If Claxton wasn’t used to it by now, well, I didn’t know what to tell her. I was about to remark something of the kind, but before I could, she bustled past the bed, straight for the windows. A second later, and she drew back the drapes.
Pink and orange hues flooded the room, and I groaned. “Dammit, Claxton. What the hell did I ever do to you?”
“Hungover?” She snorted. “A fine example to those young squires, that. What’s gotten into you, Lilia?”
“Oh, lay off, Claxton. Or let me get some coffee in me first, at least.”
“No coffee until you get out of bed. You know the rules.”
“It is my house,” I reminded her mildly.
“That it is, Miss Lilia. And when you make your own coffee, you can drink anywhere in your own house. But as long as I’m making it, there’ll be no food or drink in the bedrooms. Now get up. Ana and Phillip will be up soon, and they shouldn’t see you looking like a homeless rat.”




Chapter Twenty-Two – Callaghan

It took a few cups of coffee before I was fit to see people, and even then, I was far from sociable. Aaronsen noticed it with concern, but Ana just smiled and shook her head at me.
He had a million questions, and mercifully she managed answering most of them. I was mostly able to get away with a few that’s right’s and exactly’s.
Breakfast was wrapping up when Phillip asked, “So I suppose they’ll be leaving tonight?”
“That’s the plan, anyway.”
I snorted. “If Alduran gets his way, they’ll be moving into base.”
“Too bad. I’d have liked to have caught a glimpse of them. Never seen Southerners before. Other than – well, the one time.”
I glanced up from my mug at this. Phillip was young, and I’d had no opportunity to gauge his diplomatic prowess. He seemed to have less of a filter than Ana, but, then, that had been in private, where he would presumably be more comfortable being himself. “Well…uh…you could come with us, if you wanted.”
His eyes sparkled. “You sure, KP?”
I shrugged. “Doesn’t look like we’ll need anyone to hold down the fort. So…yeah.”
He was grinning ear-to-ear now. “I’ll get ready, then. I won’t take a minute to change.”
“No worries. We’ve got time. But Phillip?”
“Yes?”
“When we’re there…well, you and Ana will be the only squires present. So try to keep a low profile.”
He nodded briskly. “Yes ma’am. You won’t hear a word out of me, unless you ask me a question.”
Ana snorted. “Keeping you that quiet would take a miracle.”
“You’re probably going to hear a lot of condolences, once they figure out who you are. Other than Valarian, it seems like Agalyn’s men want to make this right. You need to be prepared for that.”
“What she’s saying is, be polite.”
“Diplomatic,” I corrected. “So, the opposite of Derel here.”
They both grinned. “You can count on me, KP. I’ll be on my best behavior.”
“Good. Go get ready, then.”
He did, and Ana smiled. “What?”
“Nothing.”
“That doesn’t look like a ‘nothing’ smirk to me.”
She shrugged. “Just…last night, you were telling the commander you wouldn’t bring Phillip. Now today, you are.”
“Well, I didn’t realize he wanted to come last night.”
“You’re getting soft in your old age, KP.”
“Not so soft I won’t have you spending your last three months as a squire mucking stables.”
She laughed, and Claxton, from across the room, rolled her eyes. “Finish your eggs, Lilia. And you stop distracting her, Ana.”
The morning passed uneventfully. Phillip’s presence raised a few eyebrows, earning a nod of satisfaction from the commander, and a frown from Alduran. He fidgeted in place, following me so closely I thought he might run down my heels. When he spoke, it was only to return salutations. His nerves were palpable, but he represented himself well all the same.
Otherwise, business proceeded as normal. Here, the representatives from the capital took the lead, working out payment schedules and transportation routes with their Southern counterparts, drafting a joint resolution of friendship and commitment to peace, and so on.
The rest of us just occupied space, nodding solemnly or applauding on cue. We broke midday for lunch, and the final session concluded mid-afternoon. Alduran had arranged a tour of Cragspoint “for our guests,” and Derel, Aaronsen and I were roped into going along.
Valarian and one of the kaladorn knights, a KP Nadia, got out of it. “I need to check on the wyverns.”
“Oh, we can wait, SKP. Or one of our men can do it.”
“You’re very kind, KP Alduran. But the wyvern are sensitive beasts. They need a familiar hand.”
“Of course. Well, our stables are at your disposal. Feel free to help yourself to anything you need. And if you can’t find it, our men will be happy to assist.”
Lidek shook his head, and Valarian managed a smile. “You are very kind.”
Then, the tour commenced. Once or twice, Representative Freylor tried to insert himself into our party. Here, Phillip’s presence was particularly helpful. He was still clinging to the pair of us, which made it that much harder for the Southerner to slip in. But it was more than that. He picked up on Ana’s discomfort, and my aggravation. The third time the other man came around, he was ready. “Representative Freylor?”
“Uh…Squire Aaronsen?”
“That’s right.”
“Oh. A pleasure.”
“Likewise. Are you a KP, Representative?”
“No, not me. I’m a civilian.”
“Ah. Is this the first base you’ve seen, then?”
“No. I work with the military often enough.”
“Are bases there anything like here?”
Phillip had a seemingly endless supply of questions for him, from the weather to the cuisine to the customs of the South. And, before long, it was Freylor trying to make his escape.
When the tour wrapped up, it was nearly time for dinner. Alduran had arranged a shared service, conducted by priests from both the North and South. It was a simple affair, avoiding any of the many areas of discord between our divergent faiths. We prayed to the gods, without specifying which ones. While we recognized largely the same panoply of deities, in the North we honored the All Father and Mother Freyja as our primary gods. The Southern priests had elevated a whole slew of minor gods, relegating the Lords of the Heavens to small cosmic roles of little importance.
So we sang a few hymns and offered generic prayers, while the priests chanted and burned incense in thuribles.
I was hardly a religious person, or a regular at temple, but I wondered how this sanitized service sat with those who did still believe. I wondered what those men and women of the South thought, sitting in a Northern temple and offering thanks to generic, nameless gods. I wondered what Ana and Phillip thought. I didn’t particularly wonder what Lidek thought.
On that score, at least, I felt like I had a pretty good idea. He’d be seething. It wouldn’t anger him enough to intervene. No, international goodwill was too important for that. But it would raise the old man’s ire, in the same way that this whole business probably raised his ire.
We have to smile with them today, Lilia, but that won’t stop war tomorrow. Lidek was the rare kind of man who could see something as a folly, yet commit to it anyway, as the lesser folly in the moment. He believed war was inevitable. But though he’d prepare for it, he’d do what he could to stop it. No matter how much he chafed at the idea.
That was a different kind of man than Valarian, who seemed ready, if the call had been his to make, to go straight to battle. It was a different kind of man than Alduran, too, who appeared to be his own truest believer.
Lidek was the man who worked for the best but prepared for the worst.
Sitting there in the chapel, listening to words I didn’t really believe, watered down a little weaker than even I would have attempted, I wasn’t quite sure where I fell on the spectrum. I was somewhere nearer the commander than the others, but a little more reluctant than he was to jump into the fray. And with too many years of Claxton’s sarcasm thrown into the mix.
I spent more time in my own head during that service, I think, than I did paying attention to it. Still, I was glad when it wrapped up, and we could leave the smoky interior behind.
It was time, now, for dinner, and we returned to the dining hall. “Thank goodness. I thought that would never end. I’m starved,” Phillip confided.
I smiled at that. It had been a long time since I’d been at academy and been witness to the appetites of teenagers. I forgot just how much they ate. “I’m ready for dinner myself.”
“I hope it’s good.”
“From what I hear, it may be the first decent meal served at Cragspoint,” Ana smiled.
I laughed. “Alduran had cooks brought in from out of town. And food, too. I think this is going to be quite the event.”
It was at that. The smell of fresh baked breads hit us as we neared the hall, mingled with the smoky aroma of roasting meats. I heard my own stomach growl.
No sooner than had we milled into the room was the mead brought out. Tonight was not going to be an aged wine night, for slow sips and savoring. Not that I’d apparently limited myself to sips and savoring anyway. But that had been the idea.
This was a feast in the finest Northern tradition, replete with excesses of rich food and an endless stream of mead. The former, I had every intention of partaking of; but the latter, I would forgo, in light of my overindulgence the night before. I wasn’t certain my head could take a second night of drinking, but I didn’t trust my judgement, either. I’d grossly miscalculated once. I didn’t want to risk doing so again. No, it would be water for me, and nothing stronger.
It was just as well. The seating arrangement divided our party. I was beside Lidek, and I had the impression this was as much to keep the Commander away from the Southerners as me.
Aaronsen and Derel were a few tables over, seated with the civilian entourage – the priests and, to my dismay, the representatives. Whether through his own machinations or some cruel whim of fate, Ana’s seat was directly beside Freylor’s. I found myself grimacing, and she must have caught sight of the expression, because she flashed me a wan, reassuring smile.
Phillip was seated to Ana’s other side, with Frilk beside him. The Southerner seemed to be trying to engage him in conversation, and he to be resisting the effort, instead frowning at Freylor.
It’s going to be a long night.
I was drawn from my observations by Lidek. “You’re not celebrating, Callaghan?”
“Sir?”
He tapped my flagon. “You’re empty.”
“Oh. Yes. Not tonight. Don’t feel like drinking.”
“Ah.” He lifted his own mug to his lips and took a long draught. “You’re probably the wiser. But I don’t want to face tonight completely sober.”
That, I understood, and remarked as much. Soon, though, platters brimming with food made their way onto the table, and thoughts of anything beyond the feast at hand were pushed far from all of our minds.
Alduran had outdone himself. Even Lidek had compliments to offer, though with palpable reluctance. “Not bad,” he’d say, or, “Well, can’t say I’d have thought to get that in the shire,” or “Hmm, been a long time since I’ve had this.” He even managed, when the fifth meat came out, a, “Ahh. Well. This is how you cook reindeer.”
Slabs of venison and reindeer, beef and mutton, midland pork and northern salmon, made the rounds, along with every variety of fowl known to the North. Harried servers set out tiny hens and great geese, roasted duck hearts and golden turkeys.
Then there were the soups. A few lentil-based broths, some with meats and some without, came out first. Then there was mushroom soup, and a salmon soup; a thick kind of chowder, and a thin, sweet fruit soup. I took a spoonful or two of each – just enough to enjoy the flavor. Even tasting as I was, I had the impression that I might fill long before the night was over.
I was thankful for my prudence as desserts were rolled out. The servers hauled out vats of sugared rommegrot, and platters of thin, pan cooked cakes, drizzled in lingonberry and cloudberry preserves. There were wafer-thin cookies, rolled into cones, and airy cream made from the whites of eggs and flavored with wild berries. And the assortment of fruits that accompanied it all must have cost a king’s ransom, especially so late in the season.
“Good gods,” Lidek half-groaned, half-smiled. “I’m going to be in a sugar coma before the night is through.”
“Me too.” Even at my current pace, limiting myself to a sample of the sweets set out before me, I had probably consumed more sugar than was healthy for a week.
I was, therefore, happy when the meal finally concluded, and Alduran informed us that the soiree would continue in the room over. It meant, if nothing else, a chance to escape the culinary temptation. It meant a chance to stretch my legs.
Lidek, however, grimaced. “Lovely. More small talk.”
I laughed. “Come on, sir,” I said in low tones, “just a few more hours now.”
“A few hours too many.”
We began to mill out of the room. The Commander and I were near the front of the party, and we dutifully set the example. But a voice – Ana’s voice – accosted me before we’d gone very far. “Lil. Lil, you have a minute?”
I glanced back to see her skirting the line, cutting ahead to join us. My first thought was Freylor, and I nodded. Had I missed something? As the meal progressed, it had consumed the larger portion of my attention. But when I’d glanced at her and Phillip throughout the evening, they’d seemed to be enjoying themselves. Indeed, if anything, they had seemed to be enjoying themselves a bit too much, for they were laughing and whispering together as much as anything else. “Of course.”
“Good.” She nodded, and I saw her face was flushed, her eyes sparkling. “Not here. Somewhere quiet.”
“Okay.” I glanced at Lidek. “Give me a minute, Commander.”
He nodded and continued on his way. Ana, meanwhile, took my elbow, and led me down the hall, to a dimly lit, vacant office. The din of voices grew distant, and she shut the last of it out by closing the door after us. I was asking, “Ana, is everything alright?” when she turned to me.
Something in her eyes arrested me mid-word. “Better than alright, Lil.”
I blinked. There was a tenderness, a familiarity in her tone that altogether undid my calm. And as she stepped closer to me, studying me with eyes that shone, I passed a dry tongue over my lips. “W-what are you doing?”
“Something I’ve wanted to do since I met you,” she said, and her voice was low and husky. A moment later, and she’d wrapped her arms around me, and brought her lips to mine. For all the boldness of the move, it was a timid kiss, gentle and hesitant.
“Ana…” I wasn’t sure what to say. My stomach lurched as her lips touched mine, and not in an unpleasant way. This was a butterflies and lightning bolts moment, a moment of clarity and understanding. My skin burned at her touch, and my heart danced at her proximity. I saw our friendship, our nearness, our back-and-forth in a new light. I liked her, not just as a clever friend, or a damned good sparring partner, or a quick-witted companion. I saw my own regard for her through new eyes, as if this one act had given me permission to acknowledge that I felt more than friendship for the brilliant, beautiful woman who held me so carefully, so cautiously. As if, in crossing that line, she’d given me permission to acknowledge my attraction to her.
But she hadn’t. And, even if she had, it didn’t matter. Not really. She was still my squire. She was probably a decade my junior, or close enough. Hell, she was a Derel. But it was more than just the name. She was a brilliant, young almost-knight, with a bright future ahead of her.
And me? I was just a washed-up country KP, the lady of a crumbling castle, the last of an ancient name. A name that’s glory days were long behind it.
I swallowed and pulled back. Whatever I felt for her – and, as her hands slipped from my back, and my heart trembled at the sensation, I tried not to think on that too much – I had no business feeling it. “Ana, what are you doing?”
“Kissing you,” she said, with an impishness to her tone that did nothing to strengthen my resolve.
“You-you can’t.”
“Why?” She moved a little closer. “I know you like me, Lil.”
Dammit. She wasn’t going to make this easy. “I’m your KP.”
“I don’t care.”
“I do.”
“I’m practically a KP myself.”
“But you’re not. And it’s not right.”
“I thought you said that didn’t matter? When you thought I was with Ilyen.” She hadn’t moved. She was still inches from me, studying me with those blue eyes that made my head swim.
“It…it matters to me.”
“Why?”
“Ana, I…”
“Yes?”
I cleared my throat, taking a step backward to try again. “You’ve been through a lot lately. It wouldn’t be right, in the circumstance.”
“I’m an adult, Lil. I know what I want.” She took another step toward me, and another, until her body pressed against mine. I shivered. “And I want you.”
Good gods. “You’re killing me, Ana.”
“Good,” she whispered, and the smell of mead on her breath hit my nostrils.
I flushed. Suddenly, it all fell into place, and I understood. It was the mead talking. It was the mead filling that sweet gaze with amorous intent, that gentle touch with the heat of longing.
And I had been fool enough to think…well, to think that Ana Derel, and not the mead, might look at me like that.
She was still talking. “I’ve been thinking, Lil. This business, all of it, it’s got me thinking. About how fleeting life is – or can be. How uncertain.”
I cleared my throat. “Ana.”
“Tonight, I realized something.”
“Ana,” I said again. “Stop.”
She blinked. “What?”
“Stop. You can’t – we can’t – have this conversation.”
“Why?”
“Well, for starters, you’re drunk.”
“I’m not, Lil.”
“You are.”
She shook her head and seemed almost to lose her balance. “I didn’t even finish my flagon. I can’t be drunk. I mean it.”
“No you don’t, Ana. That’s the mead talking.”
She frowned at me. “Don’t you think I know my own mind? If it’s the mead, it’s only giving me the courage to say what I’ve been thinking.”
“Stop,” I said, and this time my tone was firmer. I didn’t want to hurt her. I didn’t want to be harsh. But though it might sting tonight, she’d thank me tomorrow. “I mean it, Derel: no more. That’s an order.”
She blinked again and nodded. Taking a step backward, she said, “Yes, KP. Whatever you say.”
Her tone was a strange blend of hurt and sarcasm. It probably would have been more effective, if she’d slurred her words a little less. I sighed. “Hell, Ana. Don’t be mad. It’s just…the liquor’s talking. That’s all.”
She blinked back a sheen of moisture and turned to go. Her step, now, was unsteady. I could see her teetering from side to side as she went. Dammit. How the hell much did she drink? “Wait.”
“What?”
“Let’s get you some coffee. Something to clear your head, before we go back.”
She snorted. “I don’t want coffee.”
“You’re drunk. You can’t go back there like that.”
“I don’t want to go back.”
Her petulance was only confirming my suspicion that she was good and truly soused. That, I suppose, was probably as much a product of my bad example the night before as anything. “Derel, come on.”
“I don’t want to,” she repeated, and this time her tone was higher, and more emphatic. “I want to go home. I don’t want to be around men who honored Ilyen’s killer. I don’t want to deal with that creepy son-of-a-bitch Freylor.”
“Alright,” I said, raising my hands in a placating motion in the hopes of lowering her tone. I didn’t know who was around, and I didn’t know where. The last thing I needed was for all of Alduran’s work to be sabotaged by a curious Southerner overhearing my drunk squire’s ranting. “You can go home.”
“Good.” She turned again, as if to walk out of the room.
“Wait.”
“I thought you said I could go home?”
“You can. But you can’t just walk.”
“I want to walk.”
“I don’t care. You’re not walking home drunk and in the dark. No, don’t argue. You’re going home in the car.”
She broke from her protests to snort. “You want me driving, KP?”
“No. Certainly not. I’ll find someone to drive you.”




Chapter Twenty-Three – Derel

She did, a Squire Burt Halden, or Halkor, or something like that. He was practically a child, and the idea of being escorted home by a child only added to my humiliation.
By time we made it to the skimmer, though, I was too delirious to know why I felt humiliated. The KP had given my childlike babysitter her keys, and he tried now and then to make small talk.
I was a poor companion, ignoring him half the time, and teasing him the rest. “Be careful, Halibut. The KP is very particular about her car.” And, “I’m surprised you can see over the dash, little Halibut.” For some reason, the combination of his names struck me as sounding very like the fish; and that, in my state, seemed supremely amusing.
He was a good sport, taking all of my abuse in turn, and offering only mild rejoinders. “I’m surprised you can see at all, ma’am. After all the mead you drank,” was probably the harshest thing he said.
It was just as well, as it provoked a pout. “I didn’t. And you can go to hell, fish boy. I didn’t even finish one flask. I’m not drunk. And it’s bullshit I have to have a babysitter.”
“Yes ma’am. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“You should be sorry.”
“Yes ma’am.”
I fell quiet for a space after that, not deigning to speak to him – no doubt, to his relief. Still, though my thoughts were dulled, my mind was in overdrive. It was true. I hadn’t drank much. The KP – dammit, Lil – had set an example enough the night before, to warn me away from overindulgence.
“It must have been Freylor,” I said after a while.
He glanced over at me, alarmed, I think, by the excitement in my tones. “Ma’am?”
“That Southern son-of-a-bitch: he must have put something in my drink.”
Halibut’s eyebrows raced for his hairline. “Uh…why?”
“To get me drunk.” He was staring at me with so much disbelief, I snapped, “Dammit, keep your eyes on the road. I don’t want to die. But turn around.”
“You know I can’t do that, ma’am.”
“Halibut, listen –”
“Burton. It’s Burton, ma’am. Burton Hablet.”
It seemed close enough to me, but I decided not to argue the point. “Listen, Burton: there are lives at stake.”
I heard a low sigh escape his lips. “You’re almost home, Squire Derel. Let’s just get you home, and then we can talk about it –”
“Don’t patronize me,” I snapped. “I know you think I’m drunk.”
“You are drunk, ma’am.”
“I’m not drunk. That piece of shit put something in my drink. And I think Frilk did it to Phillip too. Just like he did the KP yesterday.”
“If the KP was poisoned, wouldn’t she have said something?”
“She doesn’t know. Godsdammit, don’t be dense.” My frustration was mounting, and his patience was ebbing. “I’m telling you, they’re up to something. Yesterday, Frilk was on her tail all night. She said she only had one glass of wine. I thought she must have lost track of how much she drank.”
He sighed again, but I ignored him. An idea was taking shape, and the sheer adrenaline pumping through my veins seemed to be keeping me focused.
“I think he must have put something in her drink. And tonight, Freylor was right beside me. He must have done the same.”
Now, I frowned, an objection coming to mind. “But he was following me yesterday too.”
Burton pulled into the lane leading to the Callaghan estate. I saw the familiar fields rush past in the dark, illuminated by the spindly beams from the headlamps. The motion made my stomach quiver, and I turned back to the squire.
“I was drinking water. That’s why. Yesterday, I was drinking water. I would have tasted something, if he’d put it in my drink. Don’t you see, Halibut? It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
“Umm…right.”
“Don’t ‘right’ me. I mean it.”
“Why would he want to put something in your drink?”
This was a question for which I had no good answer, and I chewed on my bottom lip as I pondered it. I was still pondering it, still chewing on my lip, when the skimmer pulled to a halt.
With a sigh of relief, the boy said, “We’re here.”
“I told you, we have to go back.”
“I have orders from KP Callaghan. I’m sorry, ma’am, but I have to follow them.”
We argued for a few rounds, but he was unmoved, offering nothing but a reminder that he had his orders, and an insincere apology.
“At least tell her. Promise me, Halibut: promise me you’ll tell her.”
“Tell her what?”
“Tell her what I’m telling you.”
He pulled a face, as if I was mad. But when I threatened not to leave the skimmer without his solemn pledge, he acquiesced. “Fine, fine. I promise. I’ll tell her you think you were poisoned.”
“Drugged, not poisoned. And I know I was.”
“Right. I’ll tell her you think you know you were drugged.” I scowled at him, and he shrugged. “Come on, ma’am: let’s get you inside.”
“I don’t need help.”
“Respectfully, Squire, Callaghan won’t like if I let you bust your lip open on the walk in.”
He was impudent, and fish-faced, and smelled of horse. He was a descendant of elves and goblins, more troll than man. I was going to tell Callaghan what a great fool he was, and then he’d be sorry. At least, these were the pearls of wisdom I shared as he hefted my weight over his shoulder and carried me more than I walked toward the keep.
He handled this new barrage with as much good grace as he’d conducted himself so far, offering the occasional, dry, “You’re too kind,” or, “Flattery will get you nowhere, ma’am.”
Pausing on the step, he struggled to balance me on my unsteady legs, and open the door. Then, he hauled me over the threshold and into the hall beyond, calling, “Hello?”
“Claxton,” I slurred at the same time. “Claxton, where are you?”
He picked up on the name, repeating, “Claxton? Mister Claxton?”
“Claxton’s a lady, fish boy.”
A snort preceded a crotchety voice from a few rooms over, declaring, “No one’s ever accused me of that, Miss Ana.”
I heard her footsteps, and I tried to find my feet. “Claxton, help me.”
She was entering the room, candelabra in hand, still talking. “You’re home early, though. What’s…” She trailed off, her eyes flashing with concern. “My gods. Ana!”
In a moment, she was beside me, setting the candles down on an end table and glancing from me to Halibut. “What’s wrong with her? What’s happened?”
“She’s drunk,” he said.
“I’m not, Claxton. This damned fool won’t listen. The KP’s in trouble.”
“Lil?”
“That’s right. They slipped something into her drink last night.”
“Who did?” Claxton’s tone was sharp and alarmed. “When?”
“Ma’am,” Halibut put in, “Squire Derel is…well, not in her senses right now. She’s been saying they poisoned her and Phillip.”
“Not poisoned. Drugged, dammit, fish boy: I told you that already.”
He pulled a face. “The KP had me drive her home.”
“Lilia’s alright, then?”
“No. Claxton, you need to listen to me: Lil’s not alright.”
At the same time, he nodded. “Right as rain, ma’am. She went back to the social.”
“Ah.”
I felt my heart sink as Claxton’s expression relaxed. “No. You have to believe me. I know I sound drunk. But I swear on Ilyen’s grave, Claxton: I didn’t even have a full flagon of mead.”
“If it’s alright with you, ma’am, I’ll leave her in your charge.”
She nodded and slipped my other arm over her shoulder. “Thank you, Squire, for getting her home safely.”
“Of course. My pleasure. Have a good evening.”
“You too.”
The pair of them ignored my protests and my pleas. It was only when the front door closed that Claxton addressed me again. Her tone was sharp. “Ana: get ahold of yourself, child.”
“You don’t understand.”
“No, because you’re not making sense.” She led me to a seat in one of the drawing rooms and sat me down. “Now, start over. And calmly this time. You say Lil was drugged yesterday?”
“Yes. You saw her, Claxton.”
“She looked drunk to me.” She threw a critical glance over me. “Like you, right now.”
“I swear, Agnes, I didn’t even finish one mug of mead. You can’t get drunk on a mug of mead, can you?”
“No. You can’t.”
“I’m telling you, Freylor slipped something into my drink.”
“How? Why?”
“I don’t know why. But he was beside me all evening. He filled my flagon, when the mead first came out.” I shook my head, and it swam with the motion. “He’s been agreeable – too agreeable, following me around. But I think this is why.”
The old woman surveyed me curiously. “Well, you need coffee.”
“I need to get back to the KP. She needs to know.”
“You need coffee,” she repeated, firmly this time. “Lil won’t believe you. Not if you come stumbling in, incoherent and rambling like you are now.”
I felt my cheeks flush, and I halted my protests.
“I’m not sure I even believe you.” She held up a hand as I went to argue again. “I didn’t say I don’t. But I need to sober you up. And then we’ll talk it through again.”




Chapter Twenty-Four – Callaghan

Lidek had raised questioning eyebrows when I returned alone. “Ana wasn’t feeling well, so I got someone to take her home.”
“Ah.” He nodded, taking a sip of his coffee. “She’d probably feel better if not for the overattentiveness of a certain person.”
“Probably,” I demurred. “Where’s the coffee at, though? I need a cup.”
He nodded again, indicating a nook on the beverage table set aside for the brew. I’d missed the setup at first from this vantage, as it was directly across from me, behind the central support pillar. “I’ve moved from alcohol to caffeine to get me through the night. Aging is not all it’s cracked up to be, Lilia.”
I tried to attend to the evening, to the small talk and pleasantries. But the truth was, my mind was with Ana. Some part of me wondered if she’d meant any of what she said. No. That was just the liquor talking.
Still, I couldn’t quite shake my conflicted hopes. In my heart, I hoped that it was more than that. My pulse would quicken at the thought, and I considered what I would say if she intonated something of the same when sober.
And in my head, I hoped we’d laid the topic to rest once and for all. I knew all the reasons why I wanted it to be nothing more than an alcohol-conjured fantasy, for her sake as well as my own. My life had changed enough these past weeks, without introducing variables like romance into the mix.
And what happened when Ana’s three months were up? Would she stay in Shire’s End for me, with the wide world and all its opportunities beckoning? Of course not. And I wouldn’t want her to.
No. It was better to let it lie there. I’d get over it. Hell, I’d liked her, but I’d been able to suppress the thought until tonight. It wouldn’t be easy, now that I recognized it, now that I’d been shaken from my happy ignorance. But I could do it again.
And Ana? Well, she was young. She’d move on soon enough, literally as well as figuratively. And I’d be nothing more than a memory.
“KP?”
I started at the sound of a voice at my elbow, drawing me from my morose musings. It was Squire Burton. “Squire. How’s Derel?”
He pulled a face, but kept his tone respectful, “A little under the weather, ma’am. I left her with Mrs. Claxton.”
“Ah. Thank you.” She’d be in good hands with Claxton. Not the gentlest, perhaps, but good hands all the same.
“Uh…KP?”
“Yes?”
“I, uh, promised her I’d tell you this. It’s a little…well, she’s quite drunk. But I promised.”
My heart skipped a beat, and all my thoughts of a moment before flooded back. “Oh. Let’s step outside.”
He nodded. “Good thinking, ma’am.”
We headed out of the reception area, and far enough down the hall to be out of earshot. I turned back to him, my pulse hammering. “What did she say?”
He shifted in place. “Remember, she’s really under the weather. But she thinks she’s being poisoned, or drugged, or something.”
“What?” This nonplussed me entirely.
He nodded. “I know. By the Southerners. Freylor and Frilk. Says she isn’t really drunk; she barely drank anything.”
“Oh.” I remembered her telling me the same.
“Sorry, ma’am. I know it’s crazy talk. But I promised I’d tell you.”
I nodded slowly, trying to ignore what I was feeling – was it disappointment? – and concentrate on the issue at hand. “Right. Look, Squire, I appreciate you telling me. But I expect your full discretion in this matter. You understand how sensitive the situation is, and how, if something like that got out, it could be misconstrued? Especially if it got back to our friends from the South.” I fixed him with a hard gaze. “There would be international implications.”
He went a shade paler, then nodded briskly. “Of course. No one but you, me and Derel will ever know.”
I scrutinized him just long enough to make him squirm, then nodded. “Good. I knew I could trust you, Burton.”
Discomfort made way for relief on his features, and then pride. “Yes ma’am.”
I nodded again. “Alright. Well, you discharged your duty. You should get back to the celebrations.”
“Yes ma’am,” he repeated.
We both returned, and he eased back into the festivities with no trouble at all. There was a food table here – as if we hadn’t eaten enough already – and he headed there directly, indulging with a gusto that seemed to indicate he thought he was making up for the time he’d lost in working with Derel.
I was not so easily distracted. I felt every ounce of guilt and shame for Ana’s conduct fall on my shoulders. I had set the irresponsible example the night before. Not deliberately – gods, I’d had no idea. I still didn’t understand how I’d wound up drunk. But I had, and that was the material point.
And then, even the business with the kiss I’d bungled. I could have handled that better. I could have been gentler. I could have been kinder. If I’d been less of a coward…
Maybe then she would have taken it in stride. Oh Ana. I half hoped she’d forget all of this tomorrow morning, that she’d wake with a headache and a vague memory of drinking too much, and nothing more.
I was lost to these thoughts, sipping my coffee absently, when I heard someone shout. I glanced up, startled by the anger in those tones. A kind of semi-circle was opening in the far end of the room, as people skittered away from the commotion.
And I felt my heart sink. There were two figures there: SKP Valarian and Phillip Aaronsen.
The former shoved the latter, saying, “Say again, maggot?”
Phillip nearly stumbled but regained his footing. In a moment, he’d returned to the Southern knight, shouting something I couldn’t quite make out and swinging a clumsy haymaker in his direction.
Fuck. What the hell’s going on?
Valarian was steady on his feet and blocked the punch with an upraised arm. At the same time, he delivered a series of swift jabs to the squire’s torso, finishing with one to the head that knocked Aaronsen flat on his behind. I saw blood run down the boy’s face.
I was already covering the distance between us, shoving through people, but at the sight of that crimson stream, I elbowed through the crowd a little faster and harder. I reached them as Phillip struggled to get to his feet, and Valarian moved in for another round.
I positioned myself between the pair. “What the hell?”
“Your cur attacked me, woman.”
“He called the KP a coward,” Phillip said, still trying to get to his feet. “Said he deserved to die.”
“You should put a leash on it, if it can’t be allowed in public. Before someone puts it down.”
“You can try,” Phillip declared, managing to rise at last. “You son of a Southern whore.”
Valarian’s eyes flashed, and he stepped forward. I stepped to intercept, at the same time shoving my squire back. He wobbled under the pressure but didn’t quite lose his footing.
“Get out of my way, woman, or I’ll flatten you too.”
“He’s drunk, Valarian. And he’s a child. Let it go.”
He was face to face with me now, so close our bodies brushed. He was huge and towered a good half a foot over me at least. I had to angle my head upward just to maintain eye contact, and he stared down over flaring nostrils at me. But I didn’t flinch.
The whole evening, all of Alduran’s hard work, had just gone to shit. I couldn’t begin to guess the diplomatic repercussions, or the career implications for myself and Aaronsen. But in the moment, all I could see was my drunk squire, a boy who had had too much mead, bleeding and tottering on his feet to defend the honor of his dead knight; and this great bull of a man, who had been aching for battle for days, chomping at the bit for a chance to let into him again.
“I won’t warn you again, bitch.”
“Stand down, Southerner. I’m not asking.”
The gasps and murmurs around us had morphed. Now, we were surrounded by interested parties. Alduran and the Commander were there, and so were Freylor and Frilk.
“SKP!” the latter was saying. “Stand down. That’s an order.”
“Callaghan, get that boy out of here. Now.”
“My gods. Squire, get the hell out of here.”
It was a mass of noise and confusion. I heard it all, but my focus stayed fixed on the knight before me. His eyes blazed, his nostrils flared, and his chest heaved, loosing heavy, mead-laden breaths into me.
I was aware of Phillip being led away, struggling and protesting all the while. Then Freylor tried to take Valarian by the arm, but the Southerner shook him off. The second attempt was more successful, and he drew him back a few steps. Lidek did the same with me, opening about three meter’s worth of space between us.
Our eyes remained locked. The fact was, in the moment, I could have gone toe to toe with Valarian. I might have got my ass kicked. He was bigger than me, and he’d been desperate for a fight since he stepped foot on our soil. But he’d laid hands on my squire and disparaged the dead. He’d shown nothing but contempt and hostility for the North.
And it was about time someone whittled his towering carcass down to size. Or so, in my angered state, I thought.
It was not to be, though. Frilk said in sharp tones, “SKP, have you lost your mind? What in the gods’ names are you doing?”
Now, he rounded on his own man, demanding of the civilian, “Did you not hear what I said? That boy struck me first?”
“He’s drunk,” Freylor put in.
“I offer my sincerest apologies, SKP,” Alduran agreed. “The boy is intoxicated. He will be punished, I promise you.”
I bristled at that. “Did you say Ilyen deserved to die? That he was a coward?”
“Why? Are you going to try your luck, bitch? I went easy on the boy. But I’ll do more than bloody your nose.”
“We’re here to make peace,” Freylor reminded him sharply.
I felt my shoulders tense and my fists ball. “Don’t let that stop you, Valarian. If you’re man enough to try your luck against a sober knight, anyway.”
“Callaghan,” Alduran hissed.
“Stand down, Callaghan,” Lidek ordered. To Valarian, he added, “Your words are not a peacemaker’s words, Southerner.”
“No, they’re not,” Freylor agreed. “The boy will be punished by his people. You should apologize, Valarian, for your own words.”
The SKP’s eyes flashed. “Not on my life.”
Freylor’s gaze hardened. “That’s an order, knight.”
For a long, tense moment, Valarian stood unmoving, but for the clenching and unclenching of his jaw. Then, he managed a strangled, “I’m sorry.”
“Apology accepted,” Alduran hastened. “And please accept our apologies as well, SKP Valarian. And to your entire delegation. We are mortified. And the boy will answer for his actions, I promise you.”
“Of course. Do not be too hard on the squire,” Frilk put in. “He is but a boy. And sometimes, mead and boys do not mix so well.”
Freylor laughed nervously, and so did Alduran. “Truer words were never uttered, I think.”
Valarian, meanwhile, snorted. “And that’s to be the end of it, then?”
“SKP, mind yourself,” Frilk warned. “We are here to make peace.”
“Aye,” the other knight said, and he spoke slowly. “Peace.” He spit the word out. “Well, we’ve made it. But I’ll not stand around drinking while they sic their dogs on me.”
“Valarian, enough.”
“‘Enough’ yourself, Representative. Do what you will. But I’m done here.” Now he threw a glance around, at his men scattered throughout the room. “We all are. Knights, to me.”
A confused scramble to fall in ensued, while Frilk and Freylor sputtered their indignation. The SKP was not to be waylaid, though. No sooner than did his knights reach him, he turned on his heel and stormed out.
A silence settled on the assembly, punctuated only by the heavy, retreating footfalls in the hall beyond.
I glanced around the room, stunned. The last Southerners who remained were the two representatives, and KP Nadia. The kaladorn was moving slowly and unsteadily on her feet, flagon yet in hand. She seemed to be trying to comply with her commanding officer’s orders, though she was a little too drunk to do so with any expeditiousness.
“Great gods,” Frilk breathed.
“Forgive me, Commander,” Freylor said. “Forgive me, KP Alduran. I think young Squire Aaronsen is not the only one who had had too much to drink tonight.”
Alduran managed a nervous chuckle. “Of course, Representative.”
“Give me a moment, I pray. I will talk some sense into him.”
“I am so terribly sorry,” Frilk agreed. “I beg you will forgive this rudeness.”
“Bad decisions have been made all around,” Lidek said imperiously. “Those of us living in glass palaces are in no position to cast stones.”
Freylor bowed. “You are wise and your words measured, Commander. Give me but a moment, and we shall return. And put this whole messy business behind us.”
Frilk bowed too, following close on his companion’s heels. Both men, I thought, looked like nervous wrecks. And no wonder.
I’d seen rail crashes that were less disastrous than the last few minutes.
Still, their departure shifted the focus in another direction. And not a better one.
Now, all eyes turned to me and Aaronsen.
The boy was being subdued by a pair of burly knights whose heft alone proved an easy counter to his struggles.
Alduran rounded on me, and Lidek turned to Phillip.
“Release that fool. Explain yourself, Aaronsen,” the latter directed.
The former demanded, “What in the gods’ names is wrong with you, Callaghan?”
“I wasn’t about to let him hit my squire, Alduran.”
“And why did you even have him here if you weren’t going to watch him? How could you let him get drunk?”
“I didn’t handle seating,” I reminded him hotly. “I didn’t put my squire tables away, where I could barely see him while he got drunk.”
“I’m not drunk,” Aaronsen protested.
Now, Alduran’s eyes flashed, and he turned to the boy. “And you, you little fool: your career is over, after this stunt. You can go back to pig farming, or whatever the hell it is your family does. But you’ll never be a KP. I promise you that.”
“That’s not your decision,” Lidek reminded him.
“There’s no place in the military for alcoholics.”
“He’s a boy,” I shot back. “He drank too much, once.”
“I didn’t, KP,” he said, and his tones were plaintive.
I frowned. He really wasn’t helping himself here. “Phillip, be quiet. Please.”
“But it’s true. I didn’t even finish my flagon. Ana wouldn’t let me.”
Maybe it was her name, spoken out loud amidst all this chaos. Maybe it was just the phrasing. But the words were so similar, so remarkably similar, to what Ana said that I froze. “Wait, what?”
Alduran frowned at me. “Shouldn’t he be on his way to a holding cell, after assaulting a visiting dignitary? Not still here, lying to us?”
I ignored him. “What did you say, Phillip?”
“I said, Ana wouldn’t let me have a full flagon of mead.”
I recalled what she’d said, and the certainty with which she’d said it. I didn’t even finish my flagon. I can’t be drunk.
I remembered Squire Burton’s words, that Ana claimed she was being drugged. By the Southerners. Freylor and Frilk. Says she isn’t really drunk, she barely drank anything.
I remembered my own surprise the night before, at having wound up drunk after just a glass of wine. Cragspoint’s wines were strong. But that strong?
I glanced around the room, ignoring Alduran and Lidek, both of whom were speaking. The Southerners had all gone. In seconds, they’d all raced out of the room.
All but one. My eyes fixed on the kaladorn, Nadia. She was nearing the central pillar, walking with a slow, unobtrusive and somewhat drunken gait. She seemed to sense my eyes on her, because she glanced up now.
And the gaze that held my own was no drunken one. There was clarity and purpose in those eyes.
And murder.
She reached a hand into a fold in her heavy robes, and I spun around. I understood, now. The fight had been a distraction, to clear the room of Southerners. All but Nadia, the slave knight who would have no choice but to do whatever they’d sent her here to do tonight.
Frilk, my polite little shadow yesterday, had tried to embroil me into his schemes last night. When that failed, they’d targeted the squires tonight. I sent Ana home, but Phillip was still here. And it hadn’t taken Valarian much to guess what might set him off.
I was too far away to stop her. That would have to fall to someone nearer. But I could get to Phillip and Lidek. “Sir, look out. Phillip, down. Gun.”
I leapt for the pair of them, colliding first with the commander and then my squire. The commander was steady on his feet and didn’t go down easily. But Phillip? The boy was built like a brick. My shoulder ached from the impact. Still, in his state, he did go down.
Chaos erupted all around us, shouts and screams and tramping feet. I expected the sounds of gunfire to follow.
I was wrong. No shots came. Instead, the very air around me seemed to rip itself apart. I felt a shockwave before I heard noise. It reverberated through my body, slamming me into the ground and pelting me in all manner of things – some hard and cold, some wet and warm. I registered the sound a moment later. It was an explosion, but louder than anything I’d ever heard. My head reeled. My lungs burned, and I realized the air was full of smoke. The lights had gone out.
“Phillip? Commander?”
I couldn’t see. I couldn’t hear. I could feel – far too much. Every nerve in my body seemed to be screaming in agony, overloading my brain with pain.
Ana. You were right. Gods, you were right. I tried to push up, to push out of the rubble all around me, to feel my way around in the darkness.
But I couldn’t move. My muscles were unresponsive, and a weight, a crippling weight, crushed me.
Hell. I’m going to die. I was going to die, in the dark and rubble, betrayed by those Southern knights we’d welcomed into our base.
I’m sorry Phil. I failed you. I’m sorry, Commander.
These realizations, these regrets along with the pain and fear, crowded my brain. And among them all, one solitary thought stood out. Thank the gods you’re not here, Ana.




Chapter Twenty-Five – Derel

“So, you see why I need to get back there?”
Claxton frowned thoughtfully. “It does sound suspicious,” she granted. “I know Lil said the same thing: that she hadn’t drank much yesterday.”
She looked me up and down, and when she spoke again her voice was soft. “Listen, Ana: you need to be completely honest with me here. What we’re talking about – this is a lot bigger than saving a little face.”
I could feel my cheeks flush. “I’m not lying, Claxton. I swear, on Ilyen’s grave – I’m not lying. I didn’t touch a sip yesterday. I was too – well, pissed off to let myself. And me and Phillip – we had a flagon of mead each. And neither of us finished.”
She nodded. “Then we need to get back there.”
“Yes. I need to tell her.”
Again, she looked me up and down. “Are you sure you’re going to be able to ride?”
I snorted. “As strong as you made that coffee, Claxton? I could walk through cannon fire and be alright.”
“Well, it wasn’t just coffee.”
I frowned at her. “What the hell else was in there, then?”
“Something I picked up from the priests. To sober a drunk up.”
“I thought that’s what the coffee was for?”
“Coffee won’t sober you. It’ll make you more alert, but you still have alcohol in your system. This will.”
There were more pressing issues at hand, but before I could refocus, I blurted out, “And what the hell do you need a sobriety elixir for, anyway, Claxton?” I couldn’t imagine anyone more strait-laced and boring than Agnes Claxton. I couldn’t imagine Agnes Claxton being drunk, whatever the circumstance.
She frowned at me. “I bought it when you two moved in, actually. I’ve been around enough squires to know that with youth comes bad choices. And with you military types, worse choices than normal.”
I was frowning too, but she steered me back on track. “But the reception: are they going to let you back in?”
I nodded. “Yes. The KP was very discreet earlier. There’s no problem there.” As far as everything else that had happened, and if she’d want to talk to me alone after what a colossal ass I’d made of myself, I was less certain. My head was still a little too foggy to process all of that. I’d been sure. Hell, I still was sure on some level. But she’d been so adamant.
I’d figure that out later. Right now, I needed to get back there. Whatever the hell those Southern bastards were up to, the KP needed to know before it was too late.
“Alright. Let’s get to the stables, then.”
Burton took the skimmer back with him, and Lil only had one. In these parts, that was already a luxury. More than one would have been a gaudy excess. Claxton headed down with me, and together we tacked up a set of horses. The set surprised me at first.
“Wait, you’re going?”
“Lil left you in my charge. If I’m letting you do this, I’m going with you.”
I didn’t argue. I wasn’t sure I wanted to argue, but I knew it would have been ineffective anyway. She’d made up her mind, and she was Claxton: she didn’t back down. “Alright.”
We worked quickly, and in a few minutes, we were leading the horses outside. “You ready?” I asked.
“Of course.”
“Alright. Let’s –” I cut off suddenly as a booming sound ripped through the stillness of the night. At the same time, I felt the earth tremble underfoot. The horses whinnied, and Freya rose on her hind legs, protesting against taking another step.
And then I saw it: a burst of flame, rising from Cragspoint. It seemed to come out of nowhere and engulf one of the structures. It was pitch black, with not much moonlight, and the buildings were far away. But I knew instinctively which building it was. And I knew where that fire was coming from.
It was the reception hall of the central facility. “My gods. Lil.”
At the same time, Claxton whimpered. “My girl.”
We stood in mute horror for half a minute, watching the flames rise, watching red light up the horizon, dancing off the clouds overhead and casting the buildings around in an eerie glow.
My heart seemed to have frozen in my chest. Could she have survived that? Could Phillip? I doubted it. We’d felt the explosion all the way down here, miles away.
But she couldn’t be dead. Can she?
I might have stayed in a stupor of fear and heartsickness longer yet if not for the sight of a new horror.
Dragons. Inky black blobs against the night sky, they dotted the horizon over Cragspoint, streams of flame billowing out from them.
This, at last, shook me from my paralysis. “The Southerners,” I said. “They’re attacking. I’ve got to get to base, Agnes. If Lil is still – that is, if she survived: she needs me.”
“What about the town?”
“What?”
“In case of a wyvern attack, the town gathers here. The Knight of the Shire brings them here, to safety.”
I hesitated. I remembered Lil mentioning that, and the wyvern steel plates that would protect the keep. I was Squire of the Shire, perhaps the last member of House Callaghan left. It was my duty to fill the role, in her absence.
And, yet, I thought of her there, in gods knew what state, with dragons raining down fire on her. “I can’t…I can’t leave her, Claxton. I can’t.”
She studied me for half a second in the faint moonlight, then nodded. “No. You go, Ana. I’ll get the town here.”
“You?”
“The dragons are at Cragspoint. The longer they stay there, and away from town, the safer the people will be. Go, Derel: protect Shire’s End. Find Lil.”
I needed no further urging. She got on her horse, and I on mine. We followed the same path for a distance, and then we went our own ways. I pushed Freya as hard as I dared.
Whatever Claxton had given me, it had gone a long way to clearing my mind. But whatever Freylor had given me, it had done a number. And it wasn’t entirely out of my system yet.
The pounding of hooves, the jarring of my body as we raced along, made my head swim. I gritted my teeth and clung on, urging her, “On, Frey. On.”
Slowly but surely, Cragspoint grew, and the town and fields fell away. Slowly but surely, the inky blobs overhead grew more distinct, their terrible shapes taking form. I shivered and pressed on, praying that they didn’t spot me as I approached.
I was a squire still. I had no wyvern steel to ward off their deadly dragon fire. Nor did I want to come face-to-face with those terrible, crushing jaws, or their wicked, piercing teeth.
The smell of smoke, hanging low and heavy in the air, hit me as I approached. The central structure was in flames, as I predicted, in a far more advanced state of burning than the rest of the base. But the dragon riders had been busy. The other buildings were all smoking and flaming too. The air reeked of burnt wood and fabric, and worse things too.
I tried to push those smells out of my mind, as I tried to ignore the burning of smoke in my lungs.
For all the pain, this at least was a mixed blessing as I approached. The smoke was rising from the flaming structures, free floating above the ground – but not at the elevation the dragons flew. So it created a kind of curtain between me and the beasts, and I found my approach masked by the same fumes that choked me.
I was not, however, hidden from the men on the ground. And there were, I discovered as I barreled blindly into the flaming courtyard, several of them stationed below.
The first tell was a bolt of energy that passed a few meters in front of Freya. The second was a bolt that passed so near I could feel hairs sizzling on the back of my head. I reined the horse sharply to the side, diverting behind a flaming building, and dismounted at a run. She ran too, in the opposite direction.
I ducked behind a tree, glancing around for the shooter or shooters. I didn’t spot them at first. It wasn’t until they shot again that I did. This time, I wasn’t the target. Rather, they were aiming at some poor unfortunate, gasping as he dragged himself out of a flaming building. Two bolts of energy hit him, and then a third.
He went down, holes seared straight through him. I still couldn’t see the gunman. But I’d followed the bolts of energy back to a little side building by the stables. I put two bolts into the spot where those deadly blasts originated. Then, I ducked my own head back as weapons fire rained down on me from the far side of the compound.




Chapter Twenty-Six – Callaghan

I was in and out of consciousness for a space. When I woke, it was to the feeling of suffocating. I jerked up, drawing in great, gasping lungsful of smoky air. My throat burned, but I kept choking it down.
I felt pressure against my back and tried again to move. At first, nothing happened. Then, though, I felt the weight on my back shift. My forearms were quivering, and the fire in my throat seemed to be getting worse. But I kept pushing, and finally it – whatever it was – rolled off me. It landed with a heavy thud, and I turned my head.
The room – what was left of it – was illuminated now in a reddish glow. Stone. That’s what had landed on top of me. That’s what had been compressing my lungs: a large slab of stone, from one of the pillars. Fuck. It’s a miracle I survived that.
I felt for my arms and legs, my hands and feet. They were all there, and though aching and sore, intact. It was a miracle, I thought, that I’d not fared worse.
Now, though, I turned my attention to my surroundings. And here, I saw, my luck ran out. The smoke, I’d already discovered, and rediscovered with every breath of acrid air. This was linked to the reason I could now see, where before the entire room was cast in darkness: fire.
Flames billowed out everywhere I looked, casting the room in an eerie red glow. Together with the smoke, it was at once illuminated but almost impossible to see anything beyond the immediate surroundings.
I peered into the landscape of rubble and flame. Here and there, I perceived human figures, black against the wreckage, some twisted into shapes that defied natural human bodily configurations, others slumped or battered but otherwise not visibly injured. “Phillip? Commander?”
They had been nearest me when KP Nadia triggered the explosion. Now, I did not see them.
I pushed from a crouching position to a kneeling one, and then began a survey of my immediate surroundings. There was more stone here, and I realized it must have come from the ceiling overhead, not the pillar. There was too much of it to be the pillar, and that had stood too far away – back when it was standing at all. I found plaster too, and wood paneling.
I felt my stomach lurch. If the ceiling had come down, that meant a partial collapse of the building. Maybe worse. Fuck. I glanced upward, trying to make out the sky overhead. If the roof had collapsed, the sky would be visible. But the smoke was too thick to make certain, one way or the other. Maybe I was peering into a dark, smoky night sky. Maybe I was staring at the underside of the roof. I didn’t know, and it didn’t particularly matter.
What mattered was finding Phillip and Lidek, and getting the hell out of here, away from the flames.
I crawled forward and froze as my hand planted in something wet. Something that squashed under my fingers, giving here, easing there.
I drew the hand back instinctively and glanced down.
Then, wiping my hand with a kind of franticness against my tunic, I puked, long and hard. I kept puking until I’d probably upchucked every ounce of fish and fowl, meat and bread, every sip of coffee and taste of sweets I’d eaten.
My hand had landed in a puddle of human flesh. I say puddle, because that’s what it was. There wasn’t enough shape preserved to define what body part or parts it had been. It was just a raw, red, unrecognizable pulp of what had once been a man or woman.
I prayed with all the fervency of a child that it wasn’t Phillip. In a sense, that meant praying that it was someone else, praying that some other poor soul had been ripped into bloody pieces and strewn in fragments around the room. Maybe that made me a piece of shit.
But the idea of Aaronsen dying like that damn near left me insensible. As soon as I stopped vomiting, I turned back to the rubble, searching now with a kind of manic franticness. I had to find him. Dead or alive, I had to know what had happened.
“Phillip? Aaronsen, can you hear me?”
No answer came, and I kept digging through the rubble, shifting beams and lifting broken furniture. He had to be here. Where else could he be?
I shifted forward, and nearly yelped as something moved under my knee. “Phil,” I realized as my senses ebbed back.
In a moment, I’d unburied the squirming form. But it wasn’t the squire. “Lidek.”
In my scramble to find Aaronsen, I’d forgotten the commander. Now, I threw my arms around him. “You’re alive.”
“Not for long, if you suffocate me,” he wheezed.
“I can’t find Phillip. Help me.”
“What happened?”
“Nadia: she must have had a bomb strapped to herself. That’s what the fight was about. It’s why they drugged Phillip, so they could get out of the way of the blast.”
“My gods. We need to get outside, Lilia. We need to stop them.”
“I need to find Phillip.”
He hesitated, but then joined the search. In a minute, we found him. The boy was partially buried, with a great gash running down his forehead, and blood and dust plastered to his face.
I shook him, calling his name as I did so. But he didn’t stir.
“He’s breathing,” Lidek said. “So he’s alive. Looks like he took a bad hit to the side of the head, though. We need to get him out of here.”
I nodded. “Right.” The first challenge was getting to my feet. And, good gods, was it ever a challenge. Every joint, every muscle, every tendon and every nerve in my body screamed in protest.
I gritted my teeth and pushed and strained and ignored the white light behind my eyes. And then I was standing, and the pain receded. I could see again.
Lidek was a moment behind me, still grunting as he straightened out his back. Then, though, he blew out a wheezing breath. “Let’s go.”
We did, hoisting Phillip over our shoulders. Now, I regretted all those good meals Claxton had prepared for him. Aaronsen wasn’t overweight. It was just that his regular weight was more than enough. He was probably pushing two-twenty, with more growing left to do. He was going to be a tank. If we live through tonight, anyway.
Over the rubble and through the smoke we went. Once or twice, my foot caught, or Lidek’s did, and we almost went down. But we managed to remain upright, skirting flaming piles of debris and bypassing the larger heaps until we reached the end of the reception hall.
The doorframe was partially collapsed, the heavy wooden doors reduced to splinters under the crushing weight of the stone that bore down on it. I didn’t let my mind linger on that, or how precarious our situation was – how, at any moment, that entry might come down.
With us under it, or not.
“Come on,” I said.
The commander grunted his acquiescence, and we ducked under the rubble and into the hall beyond.
The flame and wreckage reached here as well. Little pockets of fire raged in patches, consuming the wood paneling along the walk, and making short work of the furnishings and paintings nearby. Loose stone and plaster speckled the hall, sometimes as solitary pieces rocked free by the explosion, and others in great piles of fallen debris. The air was heavy with thick, black smoke, and we ducked low as we went, trying to stay as near to the ground, and as far away from the choking smoke, as possible.
Even running low as we were, it was difficult to see what lay in our way until we were upon it. The fires illuminated the way, but the haze was too thick to see more than a meter or two ahead at any given time.
We followed the halls by memory, winding our way out of the building, wheezing and sweating all the while.
We’d neared the main doors when we both, of one mind, pulled up. The way out was too far to see clearly. But we didn’t need to see clearly to understand the reddish orange glow ahead.
Fire. And not a little fire, to judge by the brightness. Even through a heavy curtain of smoke, the flames ahead blazed brightly, all along the great hall. All along our way out.




Chapter Twenty-Seven – Derel

It had taken a few minutes, but I’d cleared the vicinity of Southern knights. At least, I was praying I had, as I ducked out from behind my sheltering tree and raced for the next point of cover.
It was an outbuilding, one of the few structures not yet in flames. I waited for the sound of shots, for the sensation of an energy beam to cut into me.
To my relief, neither came. Not that the field was quiet. The roar of fire, the screams of the burning and injured, and the screeching of dragons overhead filled the smoky night with dread and terror.
But I was focused on the centermost building. From a distance, all I saw was red – great spires of red and orange. As I drew closer, the image got clearer. Flames had engulfed the entire thing, from top to bottom. The roof blazed, flames licked up the sides, and fire leaked out of the windows. Oh gods. Lil.
I went first for the main entrance, and my heart sank as I neared it. The roof had collapsed here, and the doors were long gone. In their place lay a blazing barrier of wood and stone and gods knew what else. There was no way in – not from here.
I stood there for half a moment, considering my options. I could try the side and rear exits. They were further from the reception hall, though. And I didn’t know what other damage had been done, and how many other collapses might have occurred.
There were rooms off the main hall, though, and in those rooms, windows. I scouted the face of the building, bypassing the windows directly by the collapse. It would do me no good to enter there. I needed to be further away from the damage, and the conflagration.
Fire streamed out of some of the windows, greedily sucking in oxygen from outside. In others, the glass was intact, but the glow of red beyond told me that this was no safer an entry than those flaming apertures.
I glanced down the row, searching for a good point of ingress. My eyes lit on figures, dark and black and small against the red, falling out of a window half a dozen rooms down. There were four or perhaps five of them, and a few more still tumbling out.
I raced for them. Whoever they were, maybe they’d seen Lil. Maybe they could tell me where she was, or if she’d escaped already. And even if they couldn’t, I could get in the same way they’d gotten out.
They were KP’s and squires, some of them badly burned by the look of it, and others soot covered and dazed. They clustered together, lending hands to those who needed it, catching the others as they dropped. The window, though on the first floor, still stood a good four or five feet off the ground. And a few of these knights looked to be in no condition to make that drop.
“KP Angelo?” I asked. I recognized one of the faces as a knight I knew – not well, but at least I knew him.
He glanced back from offering a hand to someone – a civilian, by the looks of it – who had just made the jump. “Derel. You survived.”
“I’m fine,” I said. The hows and whys would wait. “Angelo, have you seen Lil? Callaghan, I mean?”
He nodded. “Yes. She –”
A voice interrupted. “Ana?”
It was Phillip, jutting his broad head out the window. “Phil.”
He retracted his head, then pushed himself through the window frame feet first, and landed with a heavy thud. Then, as soon as he regained his feet, he stepped over and scooped me into a bear hug. “Ana: you’re alright.”
I tapped him urgently, to signal for him to release me. His bear hug was a little too tight. If you wanted to go on breathing, anyway. He complied, and I gasped in a lungful of air. I was too happy to be annoyed, though. “Oh my gods, you made it, Phil.”
He nodded. “That Nadia: she had some kind of bomb. Under her clothes. Blew the place up.”
I’d guessed as much, though I hadn’t figured the bomb had been strapped to a person. “And the KP?” I asked, my voice not much more than a whisper.
“I’m here, Ana.”
My heart seemed to standstill in the half a second it took to turn toward her. She was there, alright: covered in soot and grime, a few gashes on her face and hands, but otherwise whole. I waited until she made the drop too, then I wrapped her in a hug as fierce as Phillip’s.
She hugged me to her too. “You were right, Ana. I’m sorry. I should have listened.”
I had no recriminations for her, though. I understood why she didn’t believe me, but even if I hadn’t, it wouldn’t have mattered. I was so thankful, so relieved and happy, to see her alive that I could have forgiven just about anything.
Behind us, from the window, a throat cleared. “Callaghan, it’s getting hot in here…”
It was Commander Lidek, perched in the windowsill. We were directly in his way.
I didn’t want to let her go. On the other hand, I didn’t want the commander to burn to death either. So I moved, and so did she; and my hands slipped from her, and hers from me.
“Sorry, Commander.”
He grunted as he landed, and then straightened back up. “I thought you were gone, Derel?”
“I was. I came back.”
He nodded. “Those bastards: you run into any of them?”
“I shot three.”
He nodded again, his eyes gleaming with satisfaction. “Good.”
“The rest – I think – are in the sky.”
“Shit,” Lil said. “The town.”
“Claxton’s on that.”
“Claxton?”
Her eyebrows arched as she said it, but I nodded. “That’s right. She’s bringing the town back to the keep. Wants us to keep these sons-of-bitches busy.”
“We need to get our dragons in the air,” Lidek decided.
I glanced around, realizing suddenly that I hadn’t seen our dragon riders. Or, for that matter, our dragons. “Where are they?”
“I sent them off base. When Valarian’s men stabled theirs here. I didn’t want them having access to our wyvern.”
I blinked. “You mean…you knew something was going to happen, Commander?”
“No. Of course not. It was just a precaution.”
“Damned good thing,” Lil nodded. “Otherwise, they’d probably be dead now.”
He nodded too. “It’s probably why they’re still here, and not in Shire’s End. Trying to figure out where we stashed them.”
“That, and killing survivors,” I said. “They’ve been hunting down people as they escape from the buildings. And burning down the rest of the base.”
“Speaking of: we need to move out,” Angelo put in. “Before they catch sight of us.”
“Are there more survivors?”
“We got who we could. We need to put the fire out. The place is going to collapse, if we don’t. But we can’t do that –”
“Until the dragons are dead,” I nodded. “Where are our dragon riders?”
“I’m here. So’s Ragarsen,” a voice piped up.
“Me too.”
“I don’t know where the rest are. Dead, maybe. Or dispersed.”
“Shit. Three riders? That’s not going to do much. Not against a dozen.”
“Maybe not. But we’ve got to try.”




Chapter Twenty-Eight – Callaghan

I’d never been so happy – or terrified – to see anyone as I had when I looked out of that window, the heat of fire and death at my back, and saw Ana. Last I knew, she was safe in the keep. And now, here she was: alive, well, but definitely not safe.
Then again, with dragons on the prowl, with the South attacking Cragspoint, nowhere was safe. Not really. So seeing her with my own eyes, knowing she was safe for now, was a relief in its own way.
But those thoughts were pushed aside by the mission, and the need to save our people. Our wyvern were tethered on Cragspoint soil, in a craggy patch of open land, under camo nets that resembled the grays and golden browns of the rocks and dry autumn grass. They’d been moved in broad daylight, while the Southerners were all occupied. They were just far enough off the main compound to be impossible to spot from the air, especially in the dark, but close enough to reach quickly.
At least, that had been the plan. Now, we got to test the wisdom of our earlier thinking. With the dragons already overhead, I wasn’t so sure anymore. That’s something we hadn’t anticipated. We’d been protecting our beasts against sabotage – against poison or some other interference in a shared space.  
No one had been worried about bombs. No one had worried about an attack like that inside the reception itself. No one worried that, by time we knew were under attack, they’d be airborne, and we’d just be picking ourselves out of the rubble.
Here, the ongoing butchery worked to our advantage though. A heavy layer of smoke blanketed the compound. Here and there, patches of clear sky showed us the clouds overhead, and now and then a passing wyvern. But mostly, the dragons were hidden from us.
As we were hidden from the dragons.
It was a quick run, across the courtyard and toward the tree line. I think all of our hearts were in our mouths as we made the last forty meters, where the smoke was sparse and we were in the open.
But we made it undetected, ducking under the sheltering hardwoods with palpable relief. None of us spoke, though. We kept running, for a minute or two that felt like ten to my smoke and heat seared lungs.
Then, we darted out of the forest and cut straight into a rocky meadow, keeping to patches of stone and shadowy outcroppings.
We’d reached the camp inside half a minute. A nervous boy shouted, “Stop,” leveling a laser rifle at KP Angelo’s head.
Angelo was in the lead, and he froze. We all did. Lidek spoke, “It’s Commander Lidek. Lower your weapon, Tommy.”
The boy squinted into the darkness, then his eyes went wide. “Yessir. Sorry sir. Only…I thought it must be them.”
“It’s not.”
“No sir.”
The three wyvern riders streamed past us. The larger of the trio, a woman with flame red hair and a quick eye, turned. “Squire, you’re called Tommy, right?”
“Yes ma’am.”
“Any of my men come this way, Tommy?”
“No ma’am, not since earlier. You’re the first people I’ve seen come after the explosion.”
She nodded. “That means they’re still back there. Or dead.” Now, she threw a glance over us. “Any of you know how to ride one of these things?”
The commander shifted in place. “It’s been awhile. But, yes.”
“Good. You’re going up with us. Anyone else?”
“I’ve flown one a few times,” Angelo put in.
“Pick a bird, then.”
I cleared my throat. “Me too. But…it was a long time ago.”
“Doesn’t matter. You’ll remember how. Choose one.”
I tried to find my feet. They seemed frozen in place. It had been years since I’d touched a wyvern. Almost ten years.
I’d been in the air the morning Helena died. It was the last time I’d flown.
I’d taken a temporary leave of absence from the training program. After a while, temporary became extended. And then, after my father died and my ancestral duties became mine, extended became permanent. I’d resigned my spot.
I hadn’t imagined I’d ever ride again.
“Mount up, Callaghan,” the redhead was saying.
I swallowed, and breathed out and then in. And I nodded and moved for an ebony wyvern. No one had claimed him yet, which I didn’t understand. He was not the largest dragon tethered here, but there was keen understanding in his golden eyes, a kind of careful intelligence as he watched my approach, that I recognized. My training had never progressed far enough for me to be assigned my own wyvern. But I’d worked with enough to appreciate that look.
Like people, some dragons were born – well, smarter, and more intuitive. And if I was going to take a dragon I’d never trained with into battle? I’d be damned if I was trusting my life to a dummy.
“I knew you’d be here, KP,” Tommy was saying. “I have them all saddled.”
“Good work, Squire. If anyone else shows up, tell them we’re in the air. Tell them to get their asses up here too.”
“Yes ma’am.”
I put a foot in the first rung on the saddle, and then I paused. “Ana,” I said.
“KP?”
“Here.” There was a sword, strapped to the saddle, and I reached up and unbuckled it. It was wyvern steel. “Take this.”
She seemed surprised. “Won’t you need it?”
The saddle would be reinforced with wyvern steel. I’d be protected. But she and Phillip had nothing. “I’ll be fine. You’ll need it, though, in case the riders spot you.”
“What’ll you do, if you come face-to-face with one of them?” Aaronsen asked. “You can’t kill a dragon without wyvern steel.”
I smiled. “Sure you can. Ask Ana.” Then, I climbed up, and tucked my legs into the stirrups. “You two stick together. Stay safe, you understand?”
He nodded, and Ana swallowed. “You too, KP.”
“I will,” I promised.
The redhead, meanwhile, was giving orders. “Squires, stand aside. The rest of you too: if you don’t know how to fly, get out of the way.”
“Lay low for a few minutes,” Lidek added. “Even if they see us leave, you’ll be safe from dragon fire: the wyvern steel will shield you.”
“Copy that, sir,” someone said.
“We’re going to do what we can to take those sons-of-bitches down. If you get the chance, if any of the riders come low enough, shoot them. Don’t hesitate. Kill on sight.”
“Yessir.”
“And get the rest of the knights mobilized.”
“Copy that.”
“Alright.” He turned to the redhead. “Let’s give these bastards hell, then.”
She smiled. “You got it, Commander. Riders, move out. Move out.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine – Callaghan

The wind rushed past. I flicked the reins again, gently: just enough pressure to let him know that he should continue. He flapped his wings again. Another rush of air and sound passed, and then another, and another.
And then we were levitating off the ground, hovering a few meters above the surface, and then a few more. Each new beat brought us higher and higher.
I swallowed, a thrill of excitement and fear washing over me. This sensation, this feeling, of rising, of climbing through the air: I’d dreamed of it, ever since I was a child. There was something surreal, unreal, about watching the world grow smaller and smaller, and the heavens nearer and nearer.
But this was no time to marvel at the feeling. The redhead – I still didn’t know her name, I realized – had gone first, then her two riders, and then Lidek. I went next, and Angelo behind me. Six riders, climbing into the night sky, appearing from nowhere.
It was too much to hope we’d go unnoticed. And we didn’t. It took a few moments, but as soon as the first wyvern climbed above the smoke, the Southerners spotted us. It was pure chaos after that.
I’d barely begun to get my feel for commanding the remarkable creature I’d claimed. Part of it was muscle memory, the kind, once trained in, you didn’t forget. Part of it was knowing your wyvern.
I didn’t know this one, nor it me. I didn’t know how it would react to sharp turns or sudden dips. I didn’t know how fast he could accelerate, or how quickly he could stop.
This was a battle-ready dragon. I had no question that he’d be in top condition. But even a small difference between expectation and ability could mean the difference between life and death. If I moved too soon, expecting him to be slower, I could get us killed. If I moved too late, expecting him to be faster, I could get us killed.
I didn’t know. And he didn’t know how to anticipate my actions. That was the other piece of this. Just as the rider got to know the dragon, the dragon would learn the way his rider thought. He’d learn what a subtle shift in weight from one side or the other meant, what a lean portended, and how wide to turn with a tug on the reins.
We were flying into battle handicapped. Better to fly handicapped than not fly at all, I reminded myself.
The Southerners were coming at us in a tight cluster, four of the twelve a little ways before the others.
We spread out, partly due to the order of flight, and partly due to design. There were only six of us. That meant we were two-to-one, by the numbers. How it would play out in the air, though, was anyone’s guess.
But the surest way for any of us to wind up dead was to dive single file into a swarm of enemy dragons and knights. No, better to draw them out, to make them break off from their pack and chase us, one or two at a time.
It worked. I was rightward of Lidek, a little to his rear. I reined my wyvern further to the side, to put more distance between us. One of the Southern knights, then another, broke from the flock. I saw others go for Angelo and Lidek, and the three wyvern riders, and a few flying high or low. The band seemed to disperse in every direction. But I was focused on the two coming for me.
Well fuck. It’s go time.
I’d never been in a proper wyvern battle. I’d sparred against fellow trainees, and trainers. But a real battle, where we were trying to kill each other? Of course not.
Then again, other than Lidek, no one on the field probably had. We were all too young to have seen real combat beyond a few skirmishes. But not the real deal. Not against dragons and enemies from across the border. Northerner or Southerner, we were all new to this. I reminded myself of that, too, and gritted my teeth. “Come on,” I said, urging the beast forward. “Let’s cook these sons-of-bitches.”
The compound below us was shrouded in smoke, glowing red here and there where the fire blazed bright. The moon overhead was mostly hidden, as were the stars, but a few patches of silvery light peeked out. It was enough to see by, though it cast the underbellies of our various wyvern in a strange, reddish glow.
The two dragons that had broken off to meet me were closer now, approaching from an angle, like the two sides of a V racing toward the point – where I was the point. I gritted my teeth and reached for the holster. I’d given up my blade to Ana, but most riders carried a gun. I prayed this one – whoever he’d been – did too.
Sure enough, just under a weatherproof flap in the saddle, my fingers found purchase on a pistol grip. I breathed out a sigh of relief. In jousts like this, where wyvern steel shielded the rider from dragon fire, the object usually was to get close enough to strike a blow at the wyvern. Kill a dragon, kill its rider. Ground a dragon, ground its rider. It was a basic principle of aerial combat. A human would not survive a fall from heights like these. Even if he survived a crash landing, if his bird was too injured to get back in the air, he was no more a threat than any other banged up fighter.
That’s what these riders would be doing: flying in close, to try to strike a blow at my mount.
But I had no wyvern steel blade, and my energy pistol wouldn’t faze a dragon. I was going to have to try another tactic. It would be harder, but, if I could pull it off, more just. It was the men, not the dragons, who had brought the fight here, after all.
I aimed for the riders.
It was tricky business, to manage reins, to try to maintain your hold with one hand, while aiming with another. It didn’t matter if you wielded a blade or a pistol. It was tricky all the same.
But it had been a long time since I’d done either. I fought the fear that bubbled up as I raised an arm, and my balance shifted.
Breathe in. Breathe out. You’ve done this before.
I glanced down the length of the pistol. In the air, its ranged advantage seemed very small. Every beat of my dragon’s wings, every beat of the oncoming wyverns’, meant my targets shifted. I was a good shot, but after seventy or eighty meters, a pistol’s accuracy dropped. It was still lethal at three hundred meters, but the chance of hitting your target was low. And after three hundred meters, the charge began to disperse. In optimal weather conditions, you’d still hurt someone at three hundred and fifty meters and singe them at four hundred.
Even with a pistol, the nearer you were, the better your odds. But enemy riders wouldn’t just stay still and let you take aim. They’d be moving and moving fast; and the instant one of them realized what I was up to, they’d take action. There would be a sweet spot, a moment where I was close enough to be accurate – if my skill was up to it – and far enough away to avoid a head-on collision. And it would last for a second or two, and no more.
The two wyvern were close now, about a hundred and fifty meters out. I breathed in and held my breath. I lined my sights up center torso of the rider to my right. Right hand, right eye, rightward target. He was readying his blade for a strike. He dipped as his dragon drew back its wings. I rose as mine lowered them. Then I came down, and he came up.
And my sights slipped back into alignment, and I pulled the trigger.
I didn’t wait to see if I’d hit. I veered sharply to the left, straight for the other rider, and dug my heels into my mount. It was a standard signal to attack. At least, it had been back in the day. I hoped it was the same now.
We were on a collision course, dragon to dragon. I saw that in the half an instant before a wall of fire washed over me. A kind of protective bubble formed, encircling the saddle and me, and I could see nothing but red and orange flames.
I felt my wyvern lurch, and with the rush of fire by my head, I heard snarling and tearing. In the next instant, his body – with me strapped to it – flung wide, in a semi-circle, as if it was continuing in one direction while the front of him was whipping in the other.
The fire disappeared, but the world continued to spin. We were changing course, heading back in the way we’d come. We were following our attacker, and as my vision cleared, I understood why.
My wyvern had wrapped his jaws around the neck of the other and was biting hard. Streams of blood, glimmering silvery purple in the moonlight, ran from the wounds. The two creatures flailed, their giant bodies thrashing into one another. I tipped precariously in the saddle, and fought to right myself, to get a clear line of sight on the other rider.
Cold sweat traced up and down my back, slicking my forehead and wetting my palms as I slid back into the saddle. My hand shook as I searched for the Southerner.
But he wasn’t there. The dragon’s saddle was empty. Sometime between the initial impact and now, he must have slipped to his death.
Fuck, I thought, realizing how close I’d come to that same fate. Then, I clicked the reins, in the release sequence I’d learned so many years ago. My wyvern responded on cue.
A dragon, on its own, might still attack. But a dragon leaking blood like this one? He’d flee. We didn’t need to kill him.
And there were other enemies still in the air who did require our attention.
I turned, angling to return to the fray. Then, I froze. Beyond the smoke, beyond Shire’s End and Terrence’s Fort, due south as the crow flies, I saw a thousand tiny lights on the horizon. I saw vehicles and horsemen, wyvern and infantry.
I saw the invasion.




Chapter Thirty – Derel

“You heard Ragersen,” one of the knights was saying, “let’s move out.”
I caught Aaronsen by the arm. “Hey, how are you doing, Phil?”
He blinked. “Me? I’m fine.”
“You sure? What they gave you, it was powerful.”
He nodded. “I’m fine, Ana. A little – woozy. But alright. The knock upside the head was worse.”
I glanced him over. In addition to everything else, he’d lost a lot of blood. Still, I nodded. Hiding here wasn’t going to do us any favors. “Stay close. We’ll make a run for the trees again. And then, from there –”
I cut off as a sound, at once terrible and far too familiar, hit my ears. It was the sound of wings: dragon wings. Shit.
The KP’s had already taken off. They wouldn’t be returning. This wouldn’t be our people. No. Those wings meant only one thing: we’d been discovered.
As if to bear out the conclusion, the net overhead burst into flames, and in a moment, fire bore down on all of us. I clutched the blade in one hand, raising it above us, and Phillip in another. He towered over me, wrapping his own arm over my shoulders. I think we both caught our breath as the stream of fire surrounded us.
I could see the flames as they neared and bounced off an invisible shield, like a kind of protective bubble surrounding us. Heat seeped through, not hot enough to burn us, but hot enough that I appreciated anew the safety of our barrier. Hot enough that I shivered in fear.
I felt Phillip shiver too, and I sent up a prayer of thanks for those old elven mages to whom we owed our lives right now. Whatever the elves had been, whatever they’d done, it was their magic, and the secrets they taught human smiths, that saved our asses in the moment.
Then the fire passed, and the rush of heat and smoke quieted. I heard the screams of a few squires, a knight calling a challenge, and the nervous growling and stomping of dragons behind us.
But my eyes were fixed on what appeared out of that smoke and fire: a face, terrible and brown, with fangs that shone white against the night, and eyes that were lit with a hellish yellow gold light.
It was on the ground, as if it had landed during the blast. And it seemed to spot Phillip and me too, for it advanced, one step at a time. A knight charged forward wyvern steel blade raised to strike. With a quick flick of its tail, the monster tossed him aside.
It stopped a few meters in front of us. Smoke streamed from its nostrils, and its jaws parted. I felt my heart sink at the appearance of those terrible teeth. Images of the last time I’d seen that sight flooded my mind – back, before all this. Back when Ilyen was alive. Back before we’d admitted these double-crossers and spies, these saboteurs and assassins.
Cold fear made way for fierce hate, burning in my soul as hot as the blast of fire that left its parted jaws. These bastards – they’d murdered Ilyen. They’d tried to murder Lil, and Phillip, and the commander. They’d murdered so many already. They would murder so many more, before the night was out.
But not if I could help it. I was ready when the flames dissipated, leaping off the ball of my foot and pumping my legs as hard and fast as they would go. I crossed the distance quickly. The dragon drew in another breath, readying to engulf me in flames.
“Phillip, go,” I screamed.
The flames came, just as I propelled myself off the ground. I jumped high, as high as I could, my blade before me. If I didn’t make the leap, I wanted to make sure I didn’t dive into the monster’s jaws.
But I didn’t need to worry. I cleared his teeth, my heels grazing its nose. I ran as soon as my feet found purchase, propelling myself onward and upward without giving myself time to worry about balance. If I kept moving forward, kept driving on, the motion would keep me from tumbling.
The fire fell away, a rush of heat behind me, and the monster blinked in surprise as I raced backwards, toward its neck. Those golden eyes gleamed with shock and fear, an animalistic terror, so patently obvious that I almost felt a twinge of regret.
But I had no time for regret. I kept going, flying over the crests of its head, racing along the scales of its wide neck. It was like running along a thick, downed tree, except, in addition to the roundness that made finding a foothold precarious, it squirmed under my feet.
I had the unhappy thought that, at any minute, I’d be cast aside with as much ease as that knight had been discarded, and then trampled under those great feet, or shredded by those razor-sharp claws. I prayed my foot wouldn’t catch in one of the folds of the gilded purple caparison running down its back.
But, somehow, I managed to stay on track. And three strides turned into four, and four to five; and then I had passed the neck and reached the monster’s back.
And here I came face-to-face with a different kind of monster. This monster wielded a blade, and where there had been a killing instinct in the dragon’s eyes, here there was a hungry, murderous gleam.
The fire in my chest raged hotter, and I loosed a scream. The Southern knight was scrambling to loose himself from his saddle and raise his blade to meet mine. I brought my sword to his, arresting the strike midway. And I leaped, dropping the blade as I went and catching his head in my hands.
I went down hard, twisting as I went, and felt, more than heard, the snapping of bone. The knight’s body stiffened for half a second, and then went limp. I was still screaming as I retrieved my blade and plunged it into him. I was taking no chances.
But he was dead already. His head lolled backward, held in place by tissue and muscle. I’d snapped the bones.
Now, the dragon under me quivered, as if it could sense the violence that had been done behind his head. Its wings flapped, once, twice and again. I glanced around, looking for a way down.
We were lifting off the ground, and I was too near the creature’s wings to dare an escape. The sinewy cords of muscle running up and down them, strong enough to lift man and beast, could pulverize a human form without much effort.
We rose five meters, then ten, and I clutched at the saddle for some manner of hold. Suddenly, the wyvern banked to the right. The knight slid out of his stirrups, down across the dragon’s back and wings, and landed with a heavy, sickening thud below me. His sword followed.
I barely noticed. My legs had gone out from under me. I clutched the caparison with one hand and held onto the sword Lil had given me with the other. My legs flailed as I tried to catch onto something – anything.
The tips of the toes on my left foot grazed one of the ladder rungs once. I kicked out, trying to find them again. And this time, my boot caught. Perching on the tips of toes, I pushed myself up until I could bring the other foot into range.
The dragon was still thrashing this way and that, trying to shake me off. It was everything I could do to hold on. My arm quivered, and my legs trembled as I inched upward, toward the saddle.
An eternity seemed to pass before I dragged myself into place and secured myself on the wyvern’s back. I was shaking from head to toe, and every glance downward, as the ground grew further away, the world smaller and more obscure, only added to my terror.
My brain was in a haze of panic, a fog of terror, and for half a minute, I just clutched the saddle. Then, though, my mind returned. The reins. Get the reins. That’s how they control these monsters: just like a horse. Only, bigger. And evil.
I took and loosed a breath, seizing the reins and sheathing my blade. I’d been riding since I was a child. I hadn’t met a horse I couldn’t handle. I could handle this too.
I pulled at the reins, like I would if bringing Freya to a sudden halt. And lurched forward, as the dragon dove downward, and banked again.
My heart stayed firmly in my mouth for a long minute after that, as I clung to the saddle and the monster righted itself. I tried again, more gently this time, easing it to the side.
It snarled and snorted and beat its wings angrily. We bobbed up and down with the violence of the movement.
But it turned, ever so slightly, in the direction I’d indicated. And I let myself catch my breath again. See? Just a big, evil horse.




Chapter Thirty-One – Callaghan

Once again, the pieces of the puzzle fell into place. The fight had been to give them a quick exit to launch their attack. The attack was intended to level Cragspoint, the military base standing between the army at our border and the unsuspecting heartland.
Fuck, fuck, fuck. I didn’t know if Lidek had seen it already. I didn’t know if anyone had. All I knew was, we couldn’t do anything with enemy riders here: we couldn’t save our people from the inferno below, or the army to the south.
So that’s where I focused: on the riders. I counted eight. The livery and saddles were different between North and South. Our dragons had been outfitted with nothing more than practical saddles and harnesses, but theirs had come in parade colors befitting a visiting delegation.
As galling as it was, considering the business they were about, it made identification a little easier in the moment. One of our own riders was missing – grounded or dead, or perhaps below the smoke. Without seeing the missing wyvern, I couldn’t say. But, counting myself, there were only five of our dragons still visible.
And eight of the enemy. Those were better odds than what we’d started with, and I focused on that. I headed for the nearest wyvern, a great, crimson beast, what remained of its white and blue caparison singed and tattered. This, no doubt, was the handiwork of the Northern dragon he pursued.
The beast dove, banking sharply to the right. Whoever was behind the reins seemed to be trying to double back, to face the Southerner head on. A little help, I decided, would not go amiss.
So I nudged my own wyvern in that direction. “Let’s go.” He probably couldn’t hear me – not with the rush of air and the chaos of battle all around. But he responded like clockwork to the tapping of the reins.
We went up, higher and higher until we were well out of the rider’s field of view. We flew like this, adjusting as we went so that we lined up with the Southerner. Then, I tugged the reins downward, and tapped my heels.
Wind rushed past in a deafening roar, and we fell at a dizzying speed. Fall was the right term, too, for my wyvern had pulled his wings in tight against his body and angled his head straight down, letting gravity propel him as fast and hard as an eight-ton beast could go.
We plummeted toward the other wyvern. It was busy unleashing a blast of fire on the Northerner it pursued. But its rider must have heard our fall. He glanced up a few moments before impact and scrambled to pull out of the way.
Now, my wyvern opened his wings, morphing from a solid drop to a crushing glide. A moment later, our trajectory lifted. Then, we hit.
Rather than a direct, dragon-to-dragon, midair pileup, we grazed the top of the Southern wyvern – hard, fast, and heavy. It was thrown completely off course, listing to the side, flapping its wings to right itself.
And its rider? Well, I couldn’t make out much of the rider beyond a bloody streak across the saddle. Wherever he was – what was left of him, anyway – he was quite dead. I was certain of that.
I wasn’t sure whether to celebrate or throw up. We leveled off, and I turned to find the Northern knight. He offered a wave of thanks and moved on.
I glanced around the field, looking for my next target. The skies surrounding me were empty, but my eyes lit on a low flying dragon in the distance. It was dark, its scales more muted than the crimsons of some wyvern and not so dark as the black of my own. I couldn’t make out the color of its caparison, but it was dark too.
I noticed these details in passing, but it was the curious manner of flight that really caught my attention. Up and down, bobbing like an apple in a barrel of water, it seemed to be struggling to figure out a direction.
If dragons could get drunk, this, I imagined, is what they’d look like. In another situation, in another time, I would have watched in sheer curiosity. Now, though, I set aside the feeling. Whatever was going on there, I saw the tiny black silhouette of a knight on its back.
And I smiled to myself. “Let’s go get him, boy.”
Again, he didn’t hear me, but, again, he moved with precision at my prodding. We turned our backs to the main conflict, heading in the outlier’s direction. Up and down, rising and falling, he bobbed.
I readied my pistol. In a sense, it felt unsporting. Whoever this rider was, clearly something was wrong already. Still, he’d come to murder us. He’d come here in the company of a suicide bomber, to kill us as we spoke of peace.
As I squinted over the barrel of my pistol, I paused. The knight had begun to flail his arms. What the…? I couldn’t make out much in the lighting and at such a distance, but he was thin and tall.
A voice, sounding very far away, hit my ears. I would have sworn it was Ana’s. But that, of course, was impossible. I wouldn’t have been able to hear her – not from up here.
“Lil,” it repeated, and this time I was certain. I glanced down toward the surface, my eyes searching for her. I saw flaming buildings, so small from this vantage they looked like children’s toys. I saw men running, seeming little bigger than ants scampering this way and that around a smoldering hill. But mostly, I saw smoke – clouds and billows and pillars of it, some rising heavenward, some spreading out over the land, and some lingering halfway between the heavens and earth.
In none of this, though, did I see Ana.
And the knight, its injured dragon weaving this way and that, was getting closer. I turned back. He was still flailing his arms. And I frowned.
‘He’ was not a he at all, but rather a woman. I could see long hair now, falling behind her.
“Lil, it’s me. Lil, don’t shoot.”
I blinked, dropping the weapon arm. “Ana?”
It was indeed Ana, and the nearer she got, the clearer it became. I could make out her face now, and the dragon too. It was undoubtedly one of the Southern birds, decked out in the livery of – I hoped – a dead knight. What she was doing with it, I couldn’t begin to guess. But it did explain the uneven handling.
Ana had never trained with dragons. She was a consummate horsewoman, but dragons were in a league all their own. I was surprised – and a little fearful. But mostly, I was worried that she’d be mistaken for a Southerner by someone else – someone who might not stop in time.
She saw that I’d holstered my weapon, and now lowered her arms. I heard her shout something, but I couldn’t tell what it was. My mind raced. The dragon’s caparison had to go. In a few seconds, I’d have flown past her. In a few seconds, she’d be headed for the thick of battle, where other knights might not recognize her.




Chapter Thirty-Two – Derel

I was just breathing a sigh of relief – Lil must have heard me, as she’d put her gun down – when a wash of flames poured over me and my dragon. The wyvern steel protected me as it had before, but the sight stunned me.
“What the hell, Lil?” I demanded.
My dragon, meanwhile, seemed to bristle at being hit without being allowed a response. He harrumphed a protest, with sparks and smoke rising from his nostrils. It wasn’t pain, I knew. They were some of the only living creatures that could withstand dragon fire. Which made sense, since they were also the ones who produced it.
Still, he snorted and shook himself, and twisted his head around to throw a sidelong look in my direction. I blinked at the ire in those golden eyes. For perhaps the first time since I’d encountered a dragon, I saw something more than brute strength and menace.
It was the look a good horse or a good dog might give, the kind that was well-trained enough to follow commands but with the brains and spirit to hold opinions about those commands, too.
“Sorry, boy,” I mumbled. “I don’t know what’s gotten into Lil.”
I glanced around. For that matter, I didn’t know where she’d gotten to at all. She must have sailed past in the initial blast. I craned my neck behind me, trying to pick her out. But she was nowhere to be seen.
Then, I almost leaped out of the saddle when a voice, muted by the wind, called, “Ana, your colors: you need to lose them.”
It came from above, and I angled my head in that direction. Sure enough, she was there, coming back around and leveling off to fly alongside of me. She flew a little higher and further ahead, gliding so that the wings of our two mounts didn’t touch.
“What?”
“Your colors: they’re Southern colors. You need to lose them.”
I blinked, glancing down at my dragon. The purple caparison he’d worn earlier was in tatters now, scorched and burned and hanging. All at once, I understood why she’d fired at us: the blast had devastated the fabric.
But it hadn’t been enough – and there was no way I could do better. Even if I knew how to take them off, which I didn’t, we were in the air. “Again,” I shouted. “Fire at us again, Lil.”
She nodded. “Copy that.”
Then, she drew off, putting distance between us. I reined my own mount to a slower flight. Then, sucking in a nervous breath, I reached down to pat him. His scales were solid, like polished rock under my hand. I flinched but didn’t draw away. “Sorry about this, boy. But neither of us want to die, I think.”
And then the fire came again. Again, my dragon snorted and shook with irritation. Then Lil rounded on us again, so that she was flying alongside me. “What are you doing up here?” she shouted.
“Things didn’t go as planned. Long story.”
“You okay?”
“Yes.”
“But you don’t know how to ride.”
“No,” I conceded. “But I think I’m learning.”
Even in the meager moonlight, even at the distance we were at, I could see an eyebrow arch up. “Do you know how to land?”
“Not yet. Getting there.”
“Ana, look south.”
“South?” My eyes darted over, expecting to find a rider approaching. The skies were empty, though, and I frowned into the night. “Lil, I don’t see…”
Then, I did see it, and I gaped. Far away, a dark, slow moving mass blackened the horizon, punctuated with occasional points of light. Vehicle headlights, I guessed, and torches. “An army.”
“It’s an invasion.”
I licked my lips with a dry tongue. The explosion had probably been the signal. All that time that they’d talked and laughed and ate and drank with us, they’d been waiting just across the border. They’d be through No Man’s Land, soon enough. Terrence’s Fort would fall quickly, and then they’d be at Shire’s End. Here.
“We need help, Ana.”
I nodded. That was for damned sure. Even if Cragspoint hadn’t been hit, it was more a training base than anything else these days. There weren’t enough knights here to prosecute a full-scale border defense.
“You can reach Edgerton in half an hour on dragon. Go there. Get reinforcements.”
“Now?” My heart sank at the idea of leaving in the middle of battle – of leaving Lil.
But she nodded. “They’ll be here in hours. We need to be ready.”
“After we save Cragspoint,” I said. “I’ll go then.”
“Go now. We can take care of this. But you’re not a dragon rider. You shouldn’t be in combat.”
I was about to argue further when movement below us caught my eye. It was to the rear of our two dragons, a dark flash barely visible in my peripheral vision. I turned my head, and my eyes bulged. “Lil, look out,” I screamed, pulling hard on the reins of my own dragon.
Another wyvern – a huge, muscular beast in Southern livery – was on an intersect course, flying fast and coming hard at us. I banked just in time, a great gust of wind and fire spraying my retreating side.
Lil was not so lucky. I heard the impact before I could level off to see it. Her dragon had taken the brunt of the force, and for half a moment spun out wide and wildly, its wings flapping impotently as it tried to regain control. It was dropping, heavy and fast, like a stone. Mercifully, she was still in the saddle, alive and clutching on for dear life.
The Southerner, meanwhile, was coming back for another round. He ignored me, and went straight for her, intent, it seemed, on finishing what he’d started.
I didn’t think twice. I didn’t hesitate. I reined my mount back around and followed him down.




Chapter Thirty-Three – Callaghan

We were spinning out of control, my dragon and me, and plunging downward. The vertical drop combined with the circular motion and centrifugal force was making me nauseous. If I hadn’t already lost my dinner, I’d have lost it in the moment.
As it was, I fought to hold on, and fought to stay conscious. I’d lost the reins. They were flapping and whipping this way and that with every new motion. Now and then, as we spun to the right vantage, I saw the Southern dragon on its dive toward us. It was moving in a straight line, fast and unflinching.
Fuck. We were still falling, but the haphazard spinning had slowed. Now, my dragon seemed to be working on righting himself, and leveling off.
I strained to reach the reins, pulling myself forward on the saddle. My fingers brushed the leather, but a sudden jerking of his wings threw me backward. When I regained my equilibrium, I tried again. And this time, grasping them with the tips of my fingers, I managed to snag the reins, and draw them back into my palm.
I waited until the dragon had restored his balance, giving only a nudge here or a tug there as I thought it would be useful. But the beast had been flying far longer than I, and he knew how to manage his own affairs better than a human. So I left the business of getting back in the air to him.
And he managed it with not much time to spare. When we resumed a normal, steady flight, we’d plummeted so low his wings brushed the treetops below us.
Our pursuer had drawn back a little, slowing his own descent. I think he half expected us to crash to our deaths and save him the trouble of murder. When we didn’t, though, he pursued the business of murder with a vengeance.
He was bearing down on us from above, and I had the unhappy sensation that I was coming perilously close to winding up dead in precisely the gruesome fashion I’d disposed of the last Southern knight I fought.
All at once, I saw our pursuer plunge wildly off course. In the next instant, I saw a second dragon – Ana’s dragon – had careened into him. She was pulling back, trying to control her own mount, as I glanced behind me.
I was searching for the Southerner, to see what had become of him. Was he still in the air, ready to pursue all over again? Or had she, at this low altitude, knocked him out of the sky for good?
I took my eyes off what I was doing for a moment too long, though. I might have pulled the reins, too, as I pivoted to look.
My wyvern shifted course, dropping the tiniest bit – just a few degrees. That was all it took. In the next instant, branches slapped into my face, and scratched at me. “Oh. Fuck.” I tried to pull up, to lift us above the tree line.
But it was too late. Once caught in the mire of limbs and foliage, we didn’t rise again. The wyvern absorbed the brunt of the impact, the great branches snapping off him like twigs. For my own part, I was consumed by the business of shielding my face from flying debris and trying to unfasten myself from the saddle – without flying off in the meantime. But I did not want to find myself pinned in place when we finally came to rest.
Whole trees came down all around as we careened downward. I felt the sting of impacts all over my body, from my head to my torso to my limbs. Nothing seemed to have snapped, but I could feel the burn of blood running down my face and arms, hot against my flesh.
Then, abruptly, we came to a halt between two great oaks. The wyvern impacted with the trees hard, and they groaned and gave a little, until they leaned at a precarious angle. But they did not topple, and he stopped.
For my own part, I kept going, pitched clear off the saddle, over the wyvern’s back, and between the great trees. I flew freely through the air for a few more meters, landing with a heavy, painful thump in a patch of undergrowth.
Rolling for a few more feet after I hit the ground, I finally came to rest at the base of a tree – having rolled into it with enough force to send a shiver of pain up and down my body.
For a moment, I think I blacked out. I don’t know how long I was out, but when I woke, my wyvern was gone, having lifted out of the makeshift clearing sometime during the interval. I was at once relieved – he’d survived, well enough to beat a retreat – and alarmed. I didn’t have a precise bearing on my location, as I’d been spun and tossed and jostled more than a little on my way down.
But I was well at the periphery of base. I knew that.
Grunting and groaning, I pushed myself onto my feet. I followed the path of destruction, picking my way through felled trees and smoldering greenery. Apparently, my wyvern had been breathing fire as we went down. Testaments to his handiwork still smoked all around me.
After about three hundred meters of devastated forest, I reached open land. I saw dragons overhead, but fewer now than there had been. I glanced around, at the open area. I was looking for the other knight, the one who had pursued me down.
I’d been looking for him when I crashed but hadn’t seen him. Now, I wasn’t sure where I was in relation to where he’d gone down, or nearly went down. Hell, I wasn’t entirely sure where I was, either. I saw smoke and fire to the north, so I figured I was somewhere south of the main compound. But beyond that, I had no clue.
I peered into the darkness, squinting to see. The clouds were parting, and, as far as I was from the cluster of buildings, the smoke did not blot out the moonlight here. So I could make out some of the features of the landscape, cast in shimmery, bluish silver illumination.
About three hundred and fifty meters to my left, a patch of trees lay in the same kind of disarray as those directly to my rear. I knew instinctively what that meant. The rider had gone down after all. He was probably dead, I thought. And if he’s not? I pondered for a moment if I should go in search of that Southern knight.
If I lived through the night and got to recount the evening’s battle to squires – or the Commander, for that matter – I’d probably say that surviving my own crash took a hell of a lot of skill.
The truth was, it was more damned good luck than skill that had pulled me through. Sure, there’d been a few times when presence of mind probably saved my hide. But clinging to the back of an eight-ton wyvern, careening into the earth at breakneck speed, there was only so far good planning could carry you. The fact that my brains hadn’t been battered out of my skull by a low hanging branch, or that none of the larger debris had flown back onto me, or that my bones hadn’t been smashed into splinters had almost nothing to do with my efforts, and everything to do with blind luck.
So what were the odds of two riders surviving crashes like that, back to back? Not good. What was more likely was that the dragon had survived. Wyvern were bigger, their bones stronger, their scales practically impenetrable. They were living, breathing tanks – tanks with wings. They could take a hell of a beating and pick right up where they’d left off.
Mine had done so. But what if this one hadn’t left yet? What if he’d broken a wing, or otherwise been injured, and couldn’t fly away? From my vantage, I couldn’t tell. He might be hiding in the cluster of downed trees, or he might be long gone. I just didn’t know.
I stood there, indecision coursing through me. Unlikely didn’t mean impossible. For all I knew, the knight might still be there. But if I went in search of him, and the dragon was there, I’d die. The wyvern steel of my dragon’s saddle had kept me safe in the air, but that – along with my dragon – was long gone. Hell, even my pistol was gone, as I’d tucked that into one of the saddle holsters.
No, I decided. I needed to get back to base and get my hands on weapons. I could always come back to verify that he was dead later.
I’d just started my trudge back to the flaming compound when a shadow passed overhead. I froze, glancing upward. I knew what it was – the only thing it could be. But I didn’t know if it was friend or foe.
“Lil,” a voice called, putting my fears to rest. It was Ana. “You’re alright.”
I waved to her, quite unnecessarily, as she’d already ID’ed me and was circling overhead. “Fine.”
“I’m trying to figure out how to land,” she shouted. “Give me a minute, and I’ll pick you up.”
I nodded, stepping well back of her approach. Ana was doing remarkably well for someone on her first flight. But first landings tended to be a little bumpy. And bumpy, when dealing with as many tons of heft as a dragon possessed, meant deadly for anyone in the way. I was determined not to be that someone.
It wasn’t the smoothest landing. I was pretty sure I heard her dragon snort in annoyance. I definitely wound up wearing kicked up dirt and grass. But she made it down in one piece, and the dragon seemed alright too, if slightly aggravated, to judge by the side-eye he threw our way.
She leapt off as soon as the creature came to a stop, and, before I could open my mouth, wrapped me in another bear hug. “Dammit, Lil,” she said, “when you went down, I thought…”
“I know. I’m sorry, Ana. I took my eyes off what I was doing for half a second.”
She let me go, and I saw that there was a sheen of moisture in her eyes that she was blinking back furiously. My heart lurched at the sight, and I froze for a moment, dumbstruck, trying to breathe. It was as if, of all the horrors I’d witnessed tonight, that one – tears in Ana’s eye – stood out as the worst. “That’s it, KP: that was your last freebie. You scare me like that again, I’m going to kick your ass.”
I grinned, as touched by the sentiment in her expression as I was unnerved by the fierceness of my own response. I deployed one of my tried and true coping mechanisms for confronting uncomfortable emotions: deflect with humor. “If it helps at all, that crash did kind of kick the shit out of me.”
“Good,” she said, in a tone that didn’t sound at all like she meant it. “It’s nothing more than you deserve.”




Chapter Thirty-Four – Callaghan

Derel mounted the dragon, who stamped his foot in a seemingly impatient or frustrated fashion. I couldn’t tell which, but that the beast was displeased was clear. My own wyvern, she’d told me, had flown off not long after I left. So had the Southern Knight’s. “Without him on its back.”
When I asked if she’d gotten a clear look at him, she shook her head. “No. Sorry, Lil, but he was too far away to ID.”
“Well, he’s probably dead anyway.”
“I hope so.”
“Me too. Hey, will you give me a lift?”
“Of course. Where to?”
“Back to the dragons. I need to get another one and get back in the air.”
“Righto. Follow me, then.” She’d assumed her spot in the saddle and beckoned me to follow.
I had just laid hold on the first rung of the ladder when a blast of laser fire seared past me, centimeters from my hands, and fizzled out on the wyvern’s scales. I ducked instinctively, drawing down to make myself a smaller target, and glanced for the shooter.
I didn’t move a moment too soon, either. A series of blasts tore through the air where I’d been standing a moment earlier, landing harmlessly on the dragon where they would have struck fatally on myself.
I noticed this, but my focus was on the knight. His face was obscured by the stream of blinding light emitting from his pistol. But I recognized the man without seeing his face. The hulking form, the angry, confident posture: it was all seared into my mind.
This was SKP Valarian, the leader of this band of murderers and cutthroats, the man on whose head rested so much blood and death and destruction. I reached for my gun, remembering with frustration that it was gone.
Ana had already drawn her own pistol and was firing in return. Her shots went wide, peppering the ground around him. Valarian, meanwhile, moved his aim from me to her. I traced the streams of light, and I saw it before it hit: a burst of energy, on track to hit her.
I screamed out a warning. It was probably not much more than insensible noise. But I was too late.
The blast struck, and I saw Ana propelled backward by the force, out of the saddle.
For half a second, I thought I’d been shot. The white-hot pain surging through me, that seemed to split my heart in two, felt like a shot. But I was as whole and unscathed as ever.
Still screaming, I pushed to my feet. I leaped for the ladder, climbing two rungs at a time until I had reached the saddle. Ana’s gun lay there, dropped when she’d fallen. I grabbed it, and the sword that hung in its sheath, and leaped down.
Valarian was still shooting, and I returned fire, running for him as I went. My pistol’s shots were scattered, in the same way I’d observed when Ana used it. There was something wrong with the gun. Perhaps it had been damaged in combat earlier. Something certainly seemed off with the targeting mechanism. But whatever the cause, the bolts were dispersed in a wide pattern, out and away from the point of focus.
I shifted my aim a little rightward, and half of my shots got closer. The other half fell even further afield. Then, I saw Valarian had stopped shooting. He glanced for a moment at the gun and dropped a charge cylinder. With his free hand, he reached for refills.
But he had none strapped to him. Like all of us, he was in fancy dress. His recharge canisters would be on his dragon.
He cast the pistol aside, raising his sword and charging for me.
Maybe it was straight up hubris. Maybe it was pure, raw hatred. Maybe it was misplaced chivalry. But in the moment, some darker force overrode my good sense. I wasn’t going to shoot Valarian from a distance. I was going to meet him, man to woman, knight to knight. And I was going to kill him myself. No guns and energy bolts.
No. This was going to be up close and personal, so I could deliver the death blow with my own hand. So I could watch him, watching it coming.
I tossed the gun aside and pumped my legs a little harder. We met in a clash of steel. He was strong, stronger even than he looked, and the feeling of that strike reverberating down my sword and through my entire being was my first inkling that perhaps I’d miscalculated.
I’d thrown my full bodyweight into that strike, and while I felt it in my bones, he hadn’t even flinched.
There was murder in his eyes, as dark and determined as the murder in my heart. But there was something else, too: satisfaction.
As far as Senior Knight Protector Valarian was concerned, I had indeed made a fatal error. Even in the moonlight, it was clear as day on his features. I gritted my teeth.
He’d killed scores, perhaps hundreds, of good knights. He’d killed Ana, my poor, sweet Ana. He was probably going to kill me. And he had the audacity to grin about it?
No. Not tonight, Valarian. I might not live through this, but I’d be damned if he did either.
He didn’t give me much time to ponder that, though. As soon as our blades met the once, he drew back for another strike, and then another, each as powerful and heavy as the first. Their speed didn’t diminish either. He wielded the blade as easily as if it was a twig.
I found myself on the defensive, scrambling to keep one step ahead of him. He saw it too, because he grew even more confident. He pressed his attack harder, taking less care with defense and advancing more boldly.
Back and forth we went, circling the field. We were in a wide, unobstructed clearing, far from the dragon and Ana’s body. The ground was flat, with not much more than a dip here or a depression there. I almost lost my footing once, and I saw him catch his balance another time. But mostly, the field provided no obstacle.
We were far from the smoke too – a fact for which I was intensely grateful. With as hard as my lungs were heaving, I don’t think I would have survived lungsful of smoke.
And still, we went round, blocking and parrying and dodging. He’d feint, leaving a false open in the hopes that I’d step in, or pretending to come at me one way when he intended another.
I got something of an idea of his ability and style in these first go-rounds, and he, I felt, learned little of mine. How could he? I was on the defensive, while he prosecuted the attack. You don’t learn as much from a retreating enemy.
But after a space, I decided it was time for Valarian to get a little education of his own.
I waited until he came for me, moving in quick and agilely on the balls of his feet.
I could counter strength like his, but I couldn’t match it. He was counting on that to carry him to victory. But I could move more quickly, and with more precision.
Which I demonstrated, with a leap up to cross blades. I felt the slam of his blade into mine and heard the clang of metal. And a moment later, he felt the impact of my foot, kicking at a sideward angle into the joint of his knee.
A satisfying crunching of bone preceded a roar of agony from the big man. I grabbed for his sword arm with my free hand, as he reached for me. The shattered knee buckled, but he managed to keep himself standing. With one hand, he reached for my throat, and with his sword arm he pulled against my grasp.
Even injured, he was considerably stronger than me. His fingers were seizing around my windpipe. I knew I had about two seconds to finish this, or he would hobble off this field the victor, and I would remain, a corpse. I drew my sword arm back, plunging it between his ribs even as his fingers tightened, cutting off the flow of oxygen to my lungs.
The tip of the blade pierced leather and fabric and then flesh, and bit in deep. A strangled cry left his throat, becoming a gurgle. His hand loosed around my throat, and the blade dropped from his own grip.
I staggered backward, gasping for air. He collapsed to his knees, a crimson streak running down his tunic. It looked black in the evening light. Then, he fell forward, landing with a heavy thud.
I stood in place, catching my breath. I nearly pissed myself with fright when a bolt of energy zipped past me, and Valarian’s body jumped with the impact. My reaction was a little more measured the second and third time, as I realized the shots were aimed at the body, but not much. I was still too oxygen deprived, and had come too close to death, to be entirely rational.
I spun around, looking for the shooter. And I damned near fell over when I saw Derel standing there, one arm hanging limp, the discarded pistol in the hand of the other.




Chapter Thirty-Five – Derel

Lil careened into me, and for half a second, as the impact reached my injured shoulder, I was seeing stars. But, in the next, I felt her arms wrapped around me, and I forgot about the pain. “Ana,” she said, and I could hear tears, “my gods, you’re alive.”
“Course, KP.” I tried to keep my tone light, as if I wasn’t fighting with every fiber of my being not to read too much into those tears. “You’ll have to try harder than that to –”
I was going to say that she’d have to try harder than that to get rid of me. But I never got the words out. She’d drawn back from the embrace, and now pulled me to her in a kiss.
I saw stars again.
How long we stayed there, I couldn’t say. It might have lasted a moment, or an eternity. I only knew that I was breathless when she pulled away. “Lil,” I whispered. “Why…?”
“You know why, Ana.”
I did. The doubt and confusion of earlier was long gone. The world might be going to hell around us, but in that moment, I knew that what I felt for her, what I’d sensed of her feelings for me, wasn’t wrong. I felt giddy, and a little lightheaded. I thought I might cry.
So, I blinked back the tears, and forced a laugh. “Hell, KP, if that’s all it took to get you to kiss me, I would have let myself get shot a lot earlier.”
She laughed too. “Come on. You’re injured. We need to get you to a medic. And I need to get back up there.”
I tried to argue, but Lil wouldn’t hear it. And, the truth was, my arm hurt like hell. I could still shoot left-handed, like I’d done earlier, but I’d been close then. And I was losing a lot of blood. I wasn’t going to be much good to anyone if I passed out from blood loss.
So I got on the back of the dragon, held onto Lil with my good arm, and kissed her goodbye when she set me down beside the compound.
Now that the dragons were otherwise occupied, the camp was alive with knights and squires at work. A makeshift hospital had gone up on the far side of the yard, and bucket brigades were making way for a lumbering firewagon. Rescuers scrambled in and out of burning shells, dragging charred and wheezing bodies with them.
“Stay safe, Lil.”
“You too, Ana.”
And with that, she was gone, my reluctant dragon indignantly obeying her commands, as he’d done mine.
Time seemed to pass in turns at breakneck speeds and then glacial paces after that. My wound was patched, quickly, between more serious surgeries. The last of the Southern dragons were killed or run off, and the fires put out. Phillip found me. He’d joined one of the bucket crews, and then a rescue team. He was covered in filth but threw a heedless hug around me anyway. “Thank the gods, Ana. I thought that dragon would have killed you.”
“To be honest…so did I, Phil.”
Lil sought me out as soon as she could. And with the return of the riders, came news of the invasion. Before long, it had spread throughout the survivors. A kind of informal war council sprang up by the edge of the smoldering compound. Lidek and KP Alduran were there, and most of the senior knights who had survived. Lil was there, of course, and Phillip and I settled at the outskirts. I was not quite sure if we were invited, and this seemed a good way to eavesdrop without drawing too much attention to ourselves.
“They’ll be here in just hours. We need to get our people to the keep,” Lidek decided. “There’s nowhere left, here, to defend. We’ll meet them from your castle, Callaghan.”
Lil nodded. “We need more men, sir. We won’t stop them – not a force like that. Not even the keep can withstand a sustained assault from an army like that.”
“No. We’ll need reinforcements as soon as possible. But at least we can slow them down. If they spin their wheels trying to take the keep…”
She nodded again. “Right. They won’t have a chance to go further.”
“We’ll send a wyvern rider. They’ll make better time than a horseman and can take the straightest path.”
“A rider?” Ragersen frowned. Her great mane of red hair was soot-covered, but her eyes blazed as bright as ever. “We’ve only got eight accounted for, sir. We’ve none to spare.”
I’d been sitting silently, listening in a kind of quiet stupor of disbelief and fear. The idea that this battle would be going on all around me, and I’d be all but useless in it, weighed heavy on me. But I stood now, and Phillip glanced up at my sudden movement. “I’ll go.”
“What?”
“I’ll go, sir. I can ride.”
He frowned. “You, Derel? You’ve no training. And you’re injured.”
“Yessir. But I flew today. Ask the KP.”
He turned questioning eyes to Callaghan, and she nodded reluctantly. “Yes, but that was different, Ana. That was before you were shot.”
“I’m patched up, now. And I survived being shot at in the air, Lil. I can ride cross country.”
Lidek didn’t need more convincing than that, and though she shot me an evil glare, Lil didn’t argue. “Get Derel’s dragon. The sooner she leaves, the better.” Then, he gave me a message to relay, a short, factual accounting of our current situation, and a series of stops to make.
“Yessir. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
He looked me over, head to toe. “You’re sure you’re up for this, Derel? It’s a long ride.”
I nodded, repeating, “Yessir.” I might not be able to fight, but I’d be damned if I was going to sit this one out.
He considered for a long moment. “Alright. But, one thing, before you go…”
“Yessir?”
“You’re not leaving here a squire. You’ve earned your knighthood, Derel. And – in case I’m not here to give it to you when you get back – we’ll do it now.”




Chapter Thirty-Six – Callaghan

The world seemed to be spinning out of control. Cragspoint had been reduced to ashes. An enemy army was at our doorstep.
My world seemed to be spinning out of control, as I watched Derel’s field promotion. I knew that she’d be leaving in minutes. In a way, I was glad – desperately glad. It meant she’d miss what was about to happen. She’d survive.
Because the truth was, I didn’t believe we would. Not with an enemy army approaching. We’d put up a good fight. We’d hold them off for as long as we could.
And we would die.
That was the fate of a border county, in wartime. That was the duty of the Knight of the Shire.
So I was glad Derel would be spared.
But I’d never see her again. And some part of me wasn’t ready for that. Not yet.
Lidek talked on. I heard snippets. In recognition of uncommon valor…duly earned…an honor to present…
And then he was done, and Ana was a KP. We applauded, and she smiled at me. Then, Lidek said, “Alright. Be on your way, Derel. We’re counting on you – we’re all counting on you. Everyone else, let’s move.”
She turned toward her dragon, that same, finicky Southern beast she’d flown earlier. She took a step, and then another. I felt my heart sink. I’ll never see her again, I thought.
I had half a mind to run after her, to make a final goodbye – a proper goodbye. This wasn’t the time or place for it. A knight’s dignity didn’t permit excessive displays of affection.
But I’m going to die. What does it matter? Who did I have left to impress? Whose sanction should I fear? We would be dead in a day or two.
Let them think what they want. I’d just made up my mind to do it, when Ana turned. She seemed to be thinking the same thing, because she ran back to my side.
“Lil.”
“Ana.” I smiled, fighting the urge to cry as I studied that beautiful face I’d never see again.
“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
“I know.”
“There’s something I need you to promise me, before I go.”
“What?”
She kissed me, soft and tenderly on the lips. “Promise me that I’ll come back to something. Promise me you’ll still be here.”
I hesitated. “Ana, I don’t know…”
“Promise me, Lil.”
I blinked at the fire in her eyes. Then I nodded. I was mad. I had no idea how I’d be able to keep my word. But in the moment, gazing into those eyes, so full of tenderness and certainty, I believed I could. “I promise.”
“Good.” She kissed me again. “I’ll see you soon, Lil. Don’t you dare forget that promise.”
“You make sure you come back in one piece yourself,” I countered.
She grinned. “I will.”
And then she turned back to her dragon. I watched her mount up, and fly off into the night, throwing a parting glance over her injured shoulder.
I almost jumped when Phillip’s voice sounded by me. “You think we’ll live to see her again, KP?”
I nodded resolutely. “You better believe we will, Aaronsen. I gave her my word. And the Knight of the Shire keeps her word.”






Thank you for reading! 
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