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    Foreword:

    The Dragonlady of Crandall House West


    The science fiction symposium, Life, the Universe, & Everything, wasn’t the only amazing thing to come out of the “Class That Wouldn’t Die” at Brigham Young University. The same group of organizers also created their very own semi-pro science fiction magazine, The Leading Edge (now simply Leading Edge).


    From its first issue in 1981 to the latest (issue 75 in February 2020), it published—and continues to publish—some amazing fiction by pros and amateurs alike. It even won a Chesley Award for its April 2001 issue (edited by Brandon Sanderson, no less), featuring cover art by James C. Christensen.


    For many years, TLE (as it was affectionately nicknamed) was housed in Crandall House West, a former residence-turned-Humanities-­Publication-­Center located to the west of the iconic Centennial Carillon on campus. One of the driving forces behind the “HumPub” was Linda Hunter Adams.


    Linda always reminded me of weyrwomen such as Moreta and Lessa in Anne McCaffrey’s Pern series, though I don’t know that I ever discussed the series with Linda. The weyrwomen in those stories were strong leaders, compassionate (in many cases), and basically ran everything in the weyrs. They knew what they were doing and were happy to help others learn what needed doing. Everyone in the weyrs looked up to them and respected them. The HumPub was Linda’s weyr.


    Linda was fiercely protective of her weyr. She handled no end of political wrangling with the leaders of various other weyrs at the university. She stood up for what the students thought was best for the books and journals produced at the HumPub, gently guiding her students and interns through the ins and outs of the publishing business. With expert skill and grace, she walked the line between professional/academic advisor and the slightly-eccentric aunt everyone wishes they had. During the time I worked on TLE (off and on from 1993 to 1998), Linda was a constant fixture there. Her passing in 2016 had a huge impact on all TLE and LTUE alumni.


    The stories selected for this volume of the LTUE Benefit Anthologies were selected with Linda in mind. We picked stories we think Linda would have loved. These stories feature strong women and girls doing hard things, going on difficult adventures, making tough decisions, and interacting with dragons in various ways. Basically, women like Linda, fighting the good fight—whatever the odds—in order to make sure their important people and places are protected and guided.


    As with Trace the Stars (2019), all of the stories were donated by the authors (and the cover art by the artist) to help LTUE continue to let students attend for a greatly reduced price. If you see these creators anywhere, please thank them for their generosity. We couldn’t do this without them. We hope you enjoy the stories in A Dragon and Her Girl as much as we did.


    Before you go, I recently found this filk song in my archives (translation: I was cleaning a room). It has no attribution, but it appears to have been written on the occasion of Linda’s retirement from BYU. Whoever the author is, thank you! This song is wonderful! If you see this, feel free to contact me on the Hemelein website and I’ll update any future editions with proper attribution.


    “Linda Hunter Adams”

    (sung to the tune of “Maria” from Sound of Music)


    She’ll dot the i’s and cross the t’s


    And give the words a stare.


    Then briskly rolling up her sleeves,


    She’ll plant a comma there.


        In this whole world, there’s never been


        An editor to compare


            With BYU’s own Linda Hunter Adams!


     


    She has a reputation for


    Enhancing people’s prose.


    And with her own panache and flair,


    She teaches what she knows.


        And day and night, she never stops—


        She goes and goes and goes.


            We’re going to miss our Linda Hunter Adams!


     


            I’d like to say a word before we’re through:


            She opened a pub at BYU!


     


        Chorus:


            You are a legend, Linda Hunter Adams.


            No one would dare to try to take your place.


            One of a kind, that’s Linda Hunter Adams.


            A style of your own, with a splash of flamboyance and grace.


    


            Think of the published authors you have nurtured.


            Think of the generations you have blessed.


            And think of the students who


            Admire and worship you.


            You’re like a mother hen upon her nest.


            Oh, you are a legend Linda Hunter Adams.


            Now, cherished colleague, you deserve a rest.


     


    In her office there’s no space


    For her guests to have a place.


    She’s been known at times to even lose her keys.


        And her phone just rings and rings.


        Sometimes she is late for things.


        And to send her emails, well, it ain’t a breeze.


    Student journals—see them grow,


    For she never can say no.


    And she always is surrounded by her “kids.”


        She’s a mentor. She’s a guide—


        With disciples at her side.


        She’s inspiring! She’s untiring! She’s a whiz!


     


    Repeat Chorus


     


    Thank you for your support of the symposium.


    Joe Monson

    February 2020

  


  
    A Game of Stakes


    Max Florschutz


    Departure


    “Ah, Victoria,” her father said as she lifted the last of her luggage into the coach. “It pains my heart to see you go.”


    “I know, Papa,” she said as she turned to look at him. “But it will only be for a short time. A few months, half-a-year at most. The length of a short campaign, nothing more.” She wrapped her arms around her father, hugging him through the stiff, black greatcoat he always wore.


    “I know, Victoria. But this is different. With those, I left you. When you deigned to let me do so, that is.” His arms wrapped around her, holding her close.


    She wanted to bury her head in his chest. Not that it was easy to do so, not since she’d inherited her mother’s height. She had to settle for resting her head on her father’s shoulder instead and smiled.


    “Do you remember the Sicarian campaign?” she asked.


    “How could I forget?” Her father’s chest shook with a short laugh. “Your mother was furious. I thought she’d never speak with me again. But this . . .” He finally unwrapped his comforting arms, stepping back and resting his hands on her shoulders. “This is still different. This time, my Victoria, you are leaving me.” He smiled. “And on a campaign of your own.”


    “Papa, seeking a husband is hardly a campaign.”


    “No,” he said, shaking his head with a laugh. “It isn’t. It is far more difficult.” For a moment a faint look of sadness slipped across his face, whether at her departure or at the mention of her late mother, she couldn’t say. “But Victoria, are you . . . certain . . . that this is how you wish to go about it? Hiring a dragon?”


    “It’s a novel prospect, Papa,” she said, taking one of his massive hands in hers and pulling it gently from her shoulder. “I’ll be fine. Nothing is set in stone, you know that.”


    Her father nodded quietly. “Aye, I do.” One of the first lessons he’d taught her. “But, are you sure you could not do the same here? My Victoria, you’ll be putting your fate in the claws of a dragon.”


    “My fate will be in my own hands, Papa,” she said. “The dragon is just a means to an end. A way to let the world know that the daughter of the famous Count Artares is seeking a companion.”


    “You could do that here, my daughter,” he said, stepping back and giving her a better view of the honor guard around them. “You don’t have to go to this dragon.”


    She smiled. “No, Papa, I must. It is because I am the daughter of Count Artares, the Wolf of Artares, that I must go.” She stepped back, up onto the footstep of the coach that would take her away. “Don’t you see, Papa?” She let out a little laugh. “Men are more ready to meet with a dragon than they are with the Wolf.”


    Her father smiled back at her, though she could see the tears in his eyes. “I know,” he said. “But I want you to be safe, my Victoria. Give the word, and your guard will stay with you and this dragon.”


    “I know, Papa.” She set a palm at the hilt of the sword that hung at her hip. “But I will be fine. I love you, Papa.”


    “I love you too, Victoria. Stay safe. And, good luck.”


    “I will, Papa. And thank you.” She swung open the door of the carriage, but didn’t climb in, instead hanging from the side of the coach, looking out over her father’s estate and the guard arrayed there. They’d likely be on the move soon, hired for another campaign. There was only one thing left to do.


    She threw up a fist. “For honor, and for victory!” she cried.


    The guard, three dozen strong including the ones on horseback behind her, threw their own fists up. “For honor, and for victory!” The coach began moving forward, but she stayed hanging in the open door from the side, as was custom, until she had cleared her father’s estate. At last, when the hills outside the coach gave way to farmland, she ducked inside and sat down, her mind and heart both racing.


    “For honor, and for victory,” she repeated quietly. “I will not let you down, father.”


    The dragon was waiting.


    Arrival


    The lair of Dostoy the Mighty was nothing like the name, or popular stories, suggested. The coach moved up a well-cared for gravel road, which in turn led to what could have been a simple estate home carved into the rocky face of the mountain itself. In fact, Victoria thought as the coach came to a stop, it likely hadn’t, but the architects had taken great pains to ensure that it looked as though it had. But her eyes could see the faint jutting changes in the rock, the distant seams that could be used to perhaps find a weakness to exploit.


    Draconic architecture, she thought, eyeing the high-vaulted windows and wide doorways. Or human? It certainly wasn’t one of the other races, not that they had much to do with humans outside of border trade with the edges of the empire. The stone had been carved with simple reliefs, repeating patterns that added a pleasing aesthetic. She almost could have forgotten that it was home to a dragon, if not for the large size.


    And, of course, the dragon himself standing by the front doors, waiting to receive her.


    He was smaller than she’d expected. She gauged him to be somewhere between ten and eleven feet long—maybe a dozen at most—though it was only a rough estimate given the distance between them, and it was hard to tell with him sitting on his haunches, tail wrapped tightly around him. The tail would easily add another ten feet, maybe more. He held his wings tightly folded against his back, and while she knew dragons used magic to fly, she’d heard more than one old campaigner mention that their span was often larger than it appeared to be at first glance. She looked up at the dragon’s raised muzzle—


    And stopped in surprise. His eyes were looking right back at her and her coach, keen and inquisitive. More than one of her father’s soldiers had spoken of dragons as “dumb brutes,” but there was no mistaking the way those eyes were picking over her retinue, pausing here and there before moving on. This was a thinking, intelligent, aware being.


    Her coach pulled to a halt, halfway across the wide open gravel clearing before the dragon’s home. She took a deep breath. This was it. She stood, hunched in the interior of the coach, and then with great care opened the door. The dragon’s eyes met her own as she stepped out, once again displaying a depth of intelligence and awareness that was surprisingly human, and then to her shock he bowed, spreading his wings as he bent low.


    “Lady Victoria Artares.” His voice was not quite as deep as she’d been expecting either, and bore an accent with traces of the northern nobility. “I welcome you to my lair and home. It is a pleasure to meet you.”


    She smiled. Most would have said “with the daughter of the Wolf” rather than “you.” It was a small difference, but it helped ease her heart that she’d made the right choice.


    “Dostoy the Mighty,” she said, holding her voice steady at the title. “It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance at last.” For some reason, when she’d exchanged letters with him, she’d been envisioning a mighty, commanding figure of red. But in truth, he was more a light tan, like faded tree-bark. “Was my payment received?”


    “It was, Lady Victoria,” Dostoy replied, coming out of his bow at last.


    From the corner of her eyes Victoria saw several of her guard sitting in ready positions, their hands within easy reach of their muskets and crossbows.


    “Will your guard be joining us?”


    He had, she realized, noticed as well. Of course he would have, she thought. It’s been only thirty years since things were put to rest between our species. As well as they could. There were soldiers in her father’s army—likely in her own guard—that had gone against dragons during what the dragons called the Bad Days, when they were little more than pillagers and looters, blights across any kingdom that found itself beset by one. Before the dawn of the New Age when inventions had leveled the battleground between them, and forced a truce. The dragon himself would likely not remember those days, given that he was three years her junior and hatched after the truce, but the scars of those centuries ran deep.


    “Guard,” she called. “Ease. We aren’t among foes here.” Several of her followers nodded, lowering their hands. Good. They would follow her orders. “And no, Mr. Dostoy—”


    “Just ‘Dostoy,’ if you please,” he said quickly. “Just Dostoy.”


    “Very well.” She nodded. “Dostoy, they will not be joining us. They will, however,” she said, turning and gazing at them, “be camped some miles away, just to serve as a precaution against overenthusiastic suitors.” There were towns with inns nearby, of course, but that would mean a higher public profile, and neither she, nor her father, wanted that.


    “Very well,” Dostoy said with a nod of his head. She wondered how many remnants of other similar camps her guard were likely to find out in the forest. “Do you have any attendants or ladies-in-waiting?”


    She shook her head. “None. I can take care of myself.”


    “Very well. Do you require aid with your luggage? I am willing to lend a claw.”


    “That would be . . .” She glanced at the trunks atop her coach. “Very kind. Thank you.”


    Dostoy simply shook his head. “It is in my interests that you are as cared for as possible and have your needs met.” He dropped to all fours and strode forward. Despite her height, she still had to look up at him. “Your guard, of course, may be of use as well. I can show you to your room, and once you are settled, give you a tour.”


    His words seemed to shock her guard, who began to dismount, no doubt with intentions to help with her luggage. She let them, stepping up on the sideboard of her coach and motioning toward one of the heavier trunks. “This one, if you please,” she said, grabbing a trunk of her own. Dostoy complied, carefully and quite skillfully picking up the trunk and sliding it onto his back, where it lay held between wings. To her surprise, he then waited until she was ready before walking with her back toward the front doors.


    “Your residence will be on the second floor,” he said, his head angling in the direction of a set of windows. “From there, you will have a clear view of any suitors that come to complete your challenges.”


    She smiled. “I look forward to it.”


    [image: 113738.png]


    Dostoy’s home was, as expected, tailored to suit his needs rather than hers. The halls were large and wide, the ceilings lifted. Stairs elongated to suit a quadrupedal gait, like small terraces rather than steps. Her rooms were both wide and spacious, and far nicer than what she was accustomed to at home. Built for princesses, rather than a seasoned campaigner’s daughter. She suspected that the wooden floor would be more comforting to her than the soft bed.


    But there were other rooms available to her as well. A kitchen, for cooking needs. Human-styled facilities—magic, no less. Extra rooms for servants—not that she had brought any—and even a study with wide windows and a collection of books, everything from histories to children’s stories. She’d raised her eyes at the selection, and Dostoy had admitted with a very human shrug that—after several complaints—he’d simply stocked a little bit of everything, but could acquire more if there was something specific she required.


    Before long her trunks had been delivered, and she dismissed the guard, watching as they rode after the coach.


    This is it, she thought, turning to look at Dostoy’s home once more. The dragon himself was waiting by the entrance. Now, we talk business.


    “So, Dostoy,” she said. “Let us see how you are at a game of Stakes.”


    Stakes was an old game—centuries old, in fact—but it was why she was here. Stakes was a game of strategy, played on a board with near-infinite combinations and methods of play. It involved careful tactical consideration and warfare, and she’d been playing it since she was a child. As the daughter of the one of the most famous mercenary leaders who’d ever lived, how could she not? It was a primer across kingdoms everywhere for budding generals and captains.


    And Dostoy was a dragon who played Stakes. Even more, from what he’d said, he was respectable at it. Which, for what she required, was key.


    In the old days, a dragon’s seizing the children—often daughters—of nobility had been a common enough tactic. They would take them someplace remote, demand a ransom, and wait. A prime method for a young dragon to acquire a horde.


    In response, tradition had sprung up regarding the fate of those who were able to rescue one so kidnapped, not through monetary means but by besting a dragon in combat. Those who could do so, regardless of lineage or upbringing, were rewarded for their deeds. Knighthood, usually. A place in a noble’s guard. Quite often the hand of the one rescued.


    When the truce had been established, suddenly that avenue of success to some had been closed. At least, until one enterprising dragon had arrived at a king’s court to announce a “matchmaking service” whereby he would serve as a challenge for potential suitors. For a small fee, of course.


    Nevertheless, the new method let the old traditions live, while even allowing for the one-time “victim” to set their own terms of “combat,” giving them the power to narrow their potential field of suitors from “good with a blade” to other areas of interest.


    Such as Stakes and military strategy. As the sole heir to her father’s company, control of his forces would be passed to her in due time. If she ever was to be married, she wanted someone who could live up to the legacy her father had built, someone who could command his armies alongside her with the skill and shrewd strategy the company was known for.


    She needed an equal who could command. And Dostoy would help her draw one out.


    The dragon led her to what she assumed was his own study, where an ornate wooden Stakes table sat near one long, broad window. A fire crackled nearby, though she could smell no smoke, and the other three walls were covered in shelves, each filled in turn with book after book.


    “You enjoy reading?” she asked as she spotted a human-sized seat sitting next to the Stakes table.


    “Studying,” Dostoy replied, lying down on the floor across the table from her almost like a cat. His faintly inhuman—but bright and welcoming—eyes met hers. “Reading for pleasure as well, but when not otherwise occupied with my responsibilities around the mountain, I enjoy learning.”


    “An admirable trait.” She looked down at the wooden tiles, marveling at their careful craftsmanship. Rivers, mountains, fords, roads, and cities were all carved into them in painstaking detail. Dostoy opened a compartment at the side of the table and began carefully picking out impressively detailed pieces. Pieces that were both expensive, she noted, and well-worn with use.


    “I hope this isn’t your only copy of Stakes?” she ventured, taking some of the pieces and setting them in place. “A table such as this shouldn’t be left out in the rain.”


    Dostoy laughed. “Not a chance, Lady Victoria. This is my personal table. I have a travel set I will be testing your suitors with.” The wooden pieces clacked against one another as he placed them with the ease of a seasoned player.


    “Good. A work of art such as this deserves to be cared for—and played,” she added, picking up more of her pieces. They were larger than she was used to, but then it made sense given who they had been made for. “When will the first suitors begin arriving?”


    “Tomorrow,” Dostoy answered. “At least, that is the first day announced that challengers may arrive. Between the appropriate times, of course. Ruleset?”


    “Full,” she answered without pause as the last pieces went into place. “Flip.”


    Dostoy nodded, a single claw tapping a spinner carved into the wood at the side of the table, a more luxurious option than the common coin flip. A dragon’s head carved into one side of the coin represented, she guessed, his chosen token.


    The other side of the piece came up, and she made her first move. A straightforward, if slightly complicated, opening gambit. To her satisfaction, Dostoy caught it immediately, reacting in kind. Excellent. His claims were not in boast, then.


    Play proceeded for several turns in silence before Dostoy spoke. “You know, Lady Victoria, forgive my saying so if you find it indelicate, but you are already unlike most of the clients I’ve served before.”


    “Really?” She lifted one eyebrow at him while moving a formation of infantry in a very aggressive bait. “How so?”


    Dostoy blinked, and she had the distinct impression that her reply had surprised him. “Well,” he began, choosing instead to send scouts across her flanks. “You’re tall for a human woman, for starters. No offense meant, but many of my other clients have been . . . thin. Waifish, really. You, on the other paw, carry a sword.”


    Her hand went to her hip, eyes going wide as she realized the truth of his statement. “My apologies,” she said quickly. “I neglected to leave it in my room.” To carry a blade in the home of one who had invited her—


    But Dostoy was shaking his head. “I meant no slight. By all means, wear it wherever you wish. My home is open to you. I merely meant it as an observation. That is all.”


    “Very well,” she replied, moving a few more of her forces in response to his latest push. Dice rolled in a wooden cup, assigning casualties as his tokens charged forward. “Thank you for taking no insult. I have worn a blade ever since I was a small child. In the future, I will leave it in my room until it is needed. No disrespect was meant.” She pulled her forces back in the face of his attack, pressing them together.


    “You also apologize with much more readiness and sincerity. Are you practiced with it? Your blade, I mean,” he added quickly.


    Her forces looked on the verge of loss. She pulled them further back. “Of course,” she replied. “Hence the third challenge.” The first was that a suitor had to be fleet of foot enough—or clever enough—to make it to the Stakes board with Dostoy defending it. The second was that they must beat him in a game. And the third was that she herself would duel them—openly as a test of their personal skill with combat, but privately as a test of their mettle, honor, and dignity. Only then would she consider giving them her hand. Victory in all three was not a promise.


    “Your challenges are unique as well,” Dostoy replied, leading his forces forward. Victory appeared imminent. Both went silent as he completed his movements. “I believe I will be quite interested to see what sort of suitors respond.”


    “Capable ones, one would hope,” Victoria replied, checking the board carefully. Perfect. She flipped over one of the wooden cards, exposing her cannons, hidden in the forest from his view, as they unleashed a blistering salvo that cut deep into the side of Dostoy’s army. Half his pieces were gone from the board in an instant.


    “That was impressive,” Dostoy replied, eyes wide with surprise as she moved the rest of her pieces forward, cutting into what was left of his pieces and wiping many more of them from the board. “I didn’t even suspect there was something there.”


    “I’ve been playing Stakes since I was a child, too,” she replied, ending her turn. Dostoy reached out with a single talon and knocked over the piece representing his commanding officer, a sign of surrender. “A grasp of strategy and tactics is vital, considering what I stand to inherit. Hence the challenge. If I could find someone who could be a match for me at Stakes, or even defeat me, then the company’s future will be in good hands.” She glanced at his remaining pieces, noting the count. “What was your hidden piece?” He smiled and flicked the barrier down.


    “A dragon?”


    “A personal favorite of mine,” he replied. “I almost never play without it. Powerful in the right claws—or hands—but prone to weakness in the wrong place.”


    “Well,” she said, dismantling her pieces. “Perhaps a second chance to prove yourself?”


    “It would be my pleasure.”


    “In fact,” she added as they began to set the board up once more, flipping and moving tiles to new locations. This time the battlefield became a long, narrow valley. “If you don’t mind, I suggest we play nightly, to hone one another’s skills.”


    “And further test those suitors who come calling?”


    “Precisely.” She spun the spinner, the dragon’s head coming up. “Your move.” Dostoy’s claws came down, and the second game began.


    Day Two


    By midday of the second day after her arrival, she was already bored.


    Not a single suitor had shown up, potential or otherwise. She had gotten her hopes up when she’d seen a young man approaching up the road, but he’d turned out to have been one of the local farmers Dostoy watched over, there to discuss something to do with crops on the eastern side of the mountain. Tedium had returned with his departure, and she’d retreated to one of the books she’d pulled from the shelves.


    But by midday, she was through with it. Her muscles were already sore from an extended sword practice the night before and that morning, and she was growing tired of reading about ancient kings. Surely there must be more to occupy myself with. She left her rooms behind her, wandering about the

    “lair”—she was starting to think of it more as an estate—and looking for something or someone to pass the time with.


    She found Dostoy lying in his study, bent over a large book and reading intently. To her surprise, a pair of glasses were perched across his muzzle, and she tried to keep her expression neutral as he turned to look over them at her. “Yes, Lady Victoria? Did you need something?”


    “Nothing more than a change of pace,” she said. “I needed to get out and do something other than read.”


    “I understand,” Dostoy said, plucking the glasses from his face with surprising care and placing them atop the book. “I believe that is usually why so many of my clients decline to come alone. Then again, sharp minds require constant stimulation. Would you care for another game of Stakes?” He’d yet to beat her, and she suspected he was building a grudging admiration of her talent at the game.


    “No no,” she said quickly, shaking her head. “I wouldn’t want to take time away from your studies. They are yours after all. What . . . are you studying, actually? I don’t believe I’ve asked.”


    “Magic,” Dostoy replied. “Primarily.”


    “Magic?” She stepped forward, taking a quick look at the pages of the book he’d left open. “Are you a wizard?”


    Dostoy let out a laugh, the tone surprisingly bright for one so large. “No,” he said. “As far as I know, there never has been a dragon wizard. But that doesn’t mean there couldn’t be.” He held up two of his talons, and a soft glow began to pulse from between them. “That also doesn’t mean that there have not been dragons who have used magic. We are, after all, creatures of innate magic. But become a wizard? Apply at a formal academy?” He shook his head. “Perhaps if fate led me that way. I merely find the study of magic interesting. And it gives me something to do and learn when not attending to my other duties.”


    His words made sense. Magic was a discipline of great effort, like any other, but to a being that was already infused with it . . . “Are you proficient at it?”


    “A bit. Nothing like your skill with strategy. Or with the sword. But I know more than a few spells. Many of them are simple, practical things, such as light, heat, or even taking away pain so that a healer can do their work. But I have tried my hand at more complicated spells. Or ones that are mostly useless. For example . . .” He held up his talons, and a moment later, without warning, his tan scales became a bright, vivid purple.


    “Hah!” The laugh was free of her before she had a chance to catch it, but there was no calling it back. “That’s incredible!” It was, but she also had to admit the shade of purple he’d chosen looked ridiculous. Thankfully, Dostoy was smiling as well.


    “Of limited use save amusement,” he said, his scales returning to their usual shade. “Or perhaps distraction. I’ve made some progress with illusion as well.” She blinked, and there were two Dostoys lying before her. Then the one to her left stood and began to grow, filling his half of the room. “But I can’t mix them with sound yet, nor maintain them very far,” the first Dostoy said as the second vanished.


    “Even so, I am impressed,” she said. “I’ve never had a chance to learn magic myself. What few wizards we’ve employed have been quite expensive and very secretive. Overly so, if you ask me.”


    “I agree,” Dostoy said, turning and motioning to the book lying at his desk. “Which was one reason why I purchased these books. It was far cheaper to learn on my own and make my own discoveries than to pay a wizard to teach me a few tricks. Thus, I gain understanding.”


    “Is there anything you’d like to do with it?” she asked.


    He shrugged. “As of yet, I am unsure. There are a myriad of uses detailed across the various tomes I have collected, and I must admit some curiosity to various schools on my own part. Much of it is powerful magic, some of it is not, but . . .”


    “You are Dostoy the Mighty, after all.”


    “I prefer Dostoy, myself,” he said. “But true nonetheless, if only by my innate magical ability. Would you like to study here for a change of pace? I was in the middle of something, but—”


    “Yes.” If nothing else, reading magical theory would be interesting. “I’ll leave you to it. Where would you recommend I start if I wished to learn a little about magic?”


    “’Adricarle’s Treatise Magicka,’ on the second shelf,” Dostoy said, his tail pointing at the row in question. “It provides a thorough and mostly concise overview.”


    “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome.” The dragon returned to his study of his tome, and she in turn picked out the book he’d pointed her toward, heavy in her hands. A light spell would be useful. As would an illusion, or a spell that reduced pain. Her curiosity aroused, she sat down, her back against the wall, and began to read.


    Day Five


    It had taken until the third day for a potential suitor to show up. He’d been turned away by Dostoy without even reaching the Stakes table. To no one’s surprise, even the suitor, who admitted upon surrendering that he’d not expected much, but felt obligated to try. Not a strong start, not a strong suitor.


    The fourth saw the appearance of two more suitors, both of which had made it to the Stakes table before being soundly outmaneuvered by Dostoy. She had to admit, he was a very capable player with a clear talent for thinking ahead and trapping his opponents. Their nightly games had grown longer, though he’d yet to beat her. But it put a high requirement on those who came pursuing her.


    Thus far the fifth day had been silent. She set down the treatise she’d been reading, taking a brief break and glancing at the clock. Dostoy wasn’t there at the moment, having been called away to deal with something on one of the local farms, leaving her alone in the study. After the second day, she’d moved some of the spare chairs from her rooms down to the study to give her some additional seating options for when she wanted to read about magic.


    The book was a tome, there was no doubt. Wordy and detailed, she had to admit it gave her a far better grasp on how magic worked than any of her tutors had ever taught her. The myriad of notes scrawled in the margins had helped. It wasn’t until she’d spotted Dostoy dipping a claw in ink and making notes in the margins of the tome he was currently reading that she realized who had penned them. Or in this case, clawed them.


    I should go prepare something to eat. Dostoy’s larder was well stocked, her kitchen well equipped, and she’d been making her own meals since she arrived. She rose and moved across the room. Something simple but— “Oh, Dostoy,” she said as she spotted the dragon coming down the hall. “I was not aware you’d returned. What was going on?”


    “Animal attack,” Dostoy replied, coming to a stop. His paws were damp—recently washed. “Something, likely a bear, attacked and ate several sheep. If it happens again, I’ll need to go looking for it.”


    “Is that common around here?”


    “Common enough,” he said with a nod. “It’s why this land wasn’t settled and my ancestors were able to possess it. Local legends say the place is cursed. Personally, if it was, magic fades, but every now and again something strange occurs, so there may have been some truth to it. In any case, I must eat. By your leave, Lady Victoria.”


    “Actually,” she said, her voice halting his turn as an idea occurred to her. “I’ve been eating alone for days now. Would you care to share lunch?”


    Dostoy thought for a moment and then nodded. “Your company would not be unwelcome. I would honored if you would join me. You may want to bring your own food, however.”


    “I will.” Several minutes later, she joined him in his dining room, setting her sandwiches down across from a large, cold roast of mutton, if her guess was right.


    “I must admit this is a first,” Dostoy said, tearing a bite out of his meat with his teeth and swallowing. “But your company thus far has been nothing if not pleasant. Which does make my mind wander a bit. If my inquiry is not too forward, tell me: Why did you feel you needed my services in acquiring a companion? I have been under the impression that most human societies value the traits you’ve demonstrated thus far.”


    “Truthfully? Because of my father.” It was no secret, so there was no shame in telling him. “Don’t misunderstand: I love my Papa dearly, and he’s never been anything but the best father he can be, which given his responsibilities is no small feat, but . . . He is the Wolf of Artares. Men that have expressed interest in me have found themselves at the end of his glare, and by extension that of his entire company.”


    “Such as your guard.”


    She nodded. “Exactly. I love my Papa, but he is . . . overwhelming. And while yes, I suppose many would say my ‘traits’,” she smiled, “are of value, it becomes something else when choosing a partner. Sometimes our values, despite our claims, are not as highly prized as some would say. Though it doesn’t help that my upbringing in some ways goes against the standards and expectations of polite society.”


    “Such as carrying a sword through someone’s home?” Dostoy suggested with a toothy smile, and she nodded.


    “Like that. In many places a woman carrying a sword is a rare sight of its own, in others, a shame. And there are the requirements of the company.”


    “Could you not marry someone from the company? Surely there are plenty of skilled tacticians to choose from.”


    She let out a little laugh. “No, because that’s missing the point entirely.”


    “Enlighten me?”


    “If I were to marry,” she said, setting her sandwich down. “I would want to marry someone who was capable at strategy and command, but not defined by it. My father, for example, paints and runs the estate, as well as a school of learning. To many, he is the Wolf, but to me, the Wolf is only part of who he is.”


    “I see. You desire someone more than just a military figurehead.”


    She nodded. “Yes. Which is why I came up with the tests I did. Besting you at Stakes speaks to one aspect of their character, but how they behave afterward and for the third test, another.”


    “Very wise. What does your mother make of all this? I noticed you haven’t spoken of her, only your father.”


    “I hope she approves,” Victoria said, taking another bite. “She passed some ten winters ago. In childbirth. My younger brother didn’t survive either.”


    “I’m sorry.” His words sounded both heartfelt and genuine. “That is a great loss.”


    “It was,” she said, pausing for a moment, her meal forgotten. “I still miss her. She used to take me stargazing on clear nights, point out all the constellations. She’s gone, but she’s not gone. Not entirely. I do regret that she did not get to see me find someone who cared and loved me as much as Papa loved her, but, all things in their proper time.”


    “Was she a soldier?”


    “Of a sort. She could be, when the time called for it, but preferred to be a mother. And she was wonderful at it.” Memories spilled through her mind like warm embers. “She was a very capable woman.”


    “And it would seem you’ve followed in her footsteps.” Dostoy swallowed the last of his roast, then licked the platter clean.


    “Maybe,” she offered, and changed the subject. “Your notes have been most helpful, by the way. In learning about magic.”


    “Thank you for your gratitude,” Dostoy said, seeming somewhat surprised. “I hadn’t considered their effect when giving you access to my books. They were written from my own mind and with my observations. I am glad to hear that they were helpful.”


    “They are, especially along some of the drier passages.”


    Dostoy smiled. “Adricarle is indeed quite dry. Sometimes I wonder if his intent was to make the study of magic rarer still by putting those who would wish to follow in his footsteps to sleep. Nevertheless, his observations are most detailed and useful . . . if one can stay awake.”


    “Your notes help with that.”


    “Have you attempted any magic of your own yet?”


    She shook her head. “No. I’m still immersed in theory.”


    “Well, if you do, please let me know. It would be a delight to see someone other than myself master a basic spell.” She nodded, and he rose, picking up his platter in one paw. “Thank you, Lady Victoria, for the pleasure of your company during this meal. It was enjoyable. And now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m fairly certain I saw another suitor coming up the road on my way back.”


    There was, and Dostoy beat him at Stakes just as soundly as he’d beaten the others.


    Day Eight


    One week, Victoria thought, looking out the window of what she’d come to think of as “her” drawing room. One week, and not a single successful suitor yet.


    There had been several more that had tried since the day she’d shared lunch with Dostoy. One had even beaten the dragon, employing a very aggressive charge that had routed the his pieces and forced him back, capturing his command post, only to lose when she herself had come out to meet the final challenge. His skill with a blade had been respectful, but not enough.


    Especially not after she’d seen him backhand one of his servants for offering the wrong blade. Prince or not, she had no desire to wed or even court someone so dishonorable. She’d met his smirking stance with a devastating rush that she’d only restrained out of the expectation that it would have been too much a blow to his ego to find himself thrown to the ground. As it was, she had disarmed him in moments, and he’d slunk away in disgrace.


    Since then there had been fewer suitors, but Dostoy assured her that this was normal. “The challenge thins those out who doubt themselves as time goes on,” he had said. “In the beginning, when the challenge is fresh, many can convince themselves that they can overcome it because few understand it. With each fallen suitor, however, the difficulty of a challenge is better understood, and fewer that are honest with themselves attempt it, as they know they have no chance.”


    Not that she would have minded those who had no chance trying. There was something to be said for perseverance after all. If they displayed an aptitude for humility and a willingness to learn . . .


    She frowned. Unfortunately, humility seems to be trait few of my potential suitors possess. Her mind slid to the night before, when a prince from a fairly wealthy province had shown up in a grand announcement, and had actually declared to Dostoy that he should be able to skip portions of the challenge because he was ‘no peasant.’ Dostoy had thankfully seen no reason to do so, and the prince had been beaten by him in a quick, ruthless game of Stakes. He’d demanded the “right” to the third challenge. It had been denied. His comments as he had slunk away had given her cause to suspect that to him, she’d been nothing more than access to her father’s company and his own military designs anyway.


    I could never love a fool such as that, she thought, staring down at the empty gravel clearing. Dostoy was nowhere to be seen, likely in his study once more, leaving her with a clear view of the mountainside stretched before the manor and the tall pines flanking it. The sky was a crisp, clear blue, devoid of any clouds. As she watched, the tops of the pines waved slowly from side to side in some faint breeze. Would there be another suitor today? There was no way to tell, but there hadn’t been one so far.


    What to do with my time . . . ? She hadn’t fully considered just how much waiting there could be in such a situation. Even with Dostoy’s kindness in allowing her to study his precious tomes of magic, there was only so long she could read through Adricarle’s lengthy, flowered prose before she felt like her brain was overburdened. I should have asked my guard to leave a horse. At least then I could go for a ride, or—


    Movement at the front door caught her eye, and she leaned forward to see Dostoy walking out, a small pack of some kind strapped across his back. What is he up to?


    There was one way to find out. She opened the window, ignoring the harsh bite of the mountain’s spring air across her cheeks, and leaned out. “Dostoy!”


    “Lady Victoria,” he said, his head turning on his flexible neck to look up at her. “Is all well?”


    “Fine, thank you. What are you doing?”


    “Going hunting,” he replied as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world. “One of the farmers informed me of a small herd of elk nearing my lair, and I spotted them during my early morning flight. A few of them will restock my larder nicely, and it will only take a short time. I will return –“


    “Wait!” she called as he began to spread his wings. She chose to ignore the suddenness of her outburst. “Would it be all right with you if I were to accompany you? I have hunted many times before, and it would be nice to see more of the mountain.”


    For a moment Dostoy simply stared at her, his expression unreadable, caught in surprise or consideration, she couldn’t tell. But after a few moments, he spoke again. “It would be some distance,” he replied. “You would need to walk, as you do not have a horse.”


    “I’m no stranger to long hikes,” she replied. The thought that she could ride atop his back occurred to her, but she dismissed it almost immediately. He had not offered, and he was a sapient being. It would be rude of her to ask as if he were some beast of burden. “That is, if you’re open to the company.”


    This time his reaction came with more swiftness. “Of course, Lady Victoria. As I stated the other day, I have found your company quite pleasant so far. You are more than welcome to join me in my hunt.”


    “Then if you please, could you wait several moments while I prepare? I won’t be long.” She ducked back from the window at his nod, almost forgetting to close it in her hurry. A hunt! That was something she enjoyed, and was no stranger to. Often her father’s forces hunted while on the campaign, seeking out extra supplies of food for the camp followers. She herself had learned at a young age, and her father had coached her personally, along with several of his best trackers. She was no master, but it was something she could enjoy with any of them, and did from time to time.


    And it was the perfect way to stave off a little boredom. Several minutes later, she met Dostoy at the front door, a little harried from her quick change into attire more suited for hunting.


    “There,” she said, giving the dragon a grin. “I hope you weren’t kept waiting long.”


    “Not at all,” Dostoy said, looking at her with evident surprise. “You brought a bow?”


    “Of course,” she said, holding the recurved item in question in her hand. Her quiver was already across her back. “I wouldn’t travel without one.”


    “Lady Victoria, you continue to prove to be a pleasant surprise among all my clients,” he said, letting out a soft chuckle. “Now then, we’d best get walking if we’re going to catch up to the herd. This way,” he said, turning and pointing with his head toward a break in the trees. “I’ll keep my pace slow as to not—”


    “Don’t,” she replied briskly, already striding at his side. There was a reason she’d chosen to change into thick trousers and a good pair of boots. Years moving with her father’s forces had left her more than capable of handling a stiff hike. And if the winter had seen her lose some of her capacity, then that was simply something she’d need to deal with. “Not unless I need it,” she added quickly. “But I should be able to keep up, provided you don’t intend to run to the hunt.”


    “Very well,” Dostoy replied. “And no, I did not.” They entered the forest, trees looming even over Dostoy’s large form, rich scents flooding her senses, from the smell of fresh pine stinging at her nose, to the earthy moss underfoot. She took a deep breath, a smile on her face as she let Dostoy lead the way, and followed.


    Several hours later they returned to the clear space in front of his manor, leaving the comfort of the woods behind but returning with several dead carcasses, already cleaned. Between her bow and Dostoy’s incredible speed and bulk they’d been able to down five elk from the herd, gutting them in place before loading them aboard a small, collapsible sledge Dostoy had brought in his pack. It hit the gravel with a raspy thud, and Dostoy dropped to his belly, letting out a faint whoosh of breath.


    “That was quite a haul,” he said, looking at her as she stood panting, her legs burning. True to her request, he’d kept his speed up on the way back, though it appeared he’d perhaps overestimated his own pace slightly. “My thanks for your assistance, Lady Victoria.” He set his head down atop his forepaws for a moment, a satisfied rumble emanating from his chest. “My larder will be well-stocked with elk for the next few weeks.”


    “It was my pleasure,” she replied, shrugging and dropping to the gravel with her legs crossed. “I enjoyed it. Though if you feel inclined to share, I do know of a few ways to prepare elk. Including flame-roasted.”


    “I may be able to help there, Lady Victoria,” Dostoy said, lifting his head with a smile. A small lick of flame left his lips.


    “Call me Victoria, please,” she said, leaning back on her hands, base of her quiver prodding the ground. “A good hunt shared between friends is reason enough for you—for us—to forgo formalities in one another’s company, wouldn’t you think?”


    “Very well, Victoria,” Dostoy said, nodding. Then he paused, staring at something down the road. “Oh. It would appear that we have company.”


    “What?” It took a moment for his words to register, her mind caught on the sight of five gutted elk atop Dostoy’s sledge. They would need to be fully butchered— “Company?”


    “Yes,” Dostoy said, rising and untangling himself from the sledge. “A coach.” She could see it too, now that he’d drawn her attention to the road. “A suitor, I would guess.”


    “Oh dear.” And here she was with her hair tightly bound back, dirt and sweat covering her body, and bloodstains on her hands. There was definitely no time to change or freshen up, but maybe she could rush inside and stay out of sight—no, the coach was moving swiftly, hoofbeats thundering up before it. She glanced at Dostoy, staying silent as the ornate carriage drew closer and closer.


    And it was ornate, festooned with gold filigree and carved, painted wood. The crest upon the door identified it as that of the Rietillian Royal Family, and its occupant thereby one of the inheritors of one of the wealthiest of the kingdoms of man. At least two dozen knights, each clad in armor that gleamed under the sun, followed in the coach’s wake, arraying themselves out to the sides with banners and lances held high. The coach came to a swift stop, kicking up gravel and rock as its driver pulled the reins back, stopping it perfectly in the center of the yard. A herald rose from the seat next to the driver, his voice booming across the clearing.


    “Announcing his royal highness, Prince Teravin Rietillian of the Royal Kingdom of Rietillian, long may it stand!” The door of the coach swung open, the prince stepping out with a dramatic flourish of his cape.


    Victoria felt her breath catch in her throat. If nothing else, the prince was handsome, his chin sculpted like it was the work of a master artist. His eyes were bright and welcoming, and his smile was stunning. Then he spoke, and his voice was surprisingly light, with only a bare hint of resonate deepness.


    “Dragon,” he said, smiling at Dostoy. “If you would be so kind to inform the Lady Victoria Artares that I, Prince Teravin Rietillian, have come to fight for her hand, that she may see our contest!”


    “Prince Rietillian,” Dostoy said, bowing. “There is no need. She is already present.”


    “Your highness,” Victoria said, opting for a bow. She caught a gasp of surprise from someone atop the coach, driver or herald she couldn’t say, then rose to see a curious sort of shock on the prince’s face.


    “I . . . see,” he stammered at last, perfect jaw closing. “On second thought . . . Dragon? Lady Victoria? I . . . um . . .” He gave them both a quick nod, then turned and ducked back into his coach, almost shutting the door on his cape.


    With a cry of “Hyah!” the coach leapt forward, completing its tight turn and heading back down the road from whence it had come, the knights falling in behind it without so much as a backward glance.


    She and Dostoy simply stood in silence for a minute watching the coach depart. Then, just as it began to move out of sight, they turned and looked at one another. A smile teased at her lips, and she could see Dostoy’s shoulders shaking.


    Laughter exploded out of them like a storm, echoing across the clearing in the wake of the prince. She couldn’t say how long they laughed, only that she was clutching at her sides, tears leaking from her eyes and chest aching for breath by the time both of them settled down to small titters. “I suppose,” she said, her voice breaking for another giggle. “I suppose that he wasn’t the right one either.”


    “No,” Dostoy said, his voice echoing between larger laughs. “Not at all.”


    She took a deep breath as they finally quieted, glancing down at the disheveled state of her clothing. “So,” she said at last. “Shall we butcher the elk?”


    “Butcher the elk,” Dostoy agreed, hitching up the sledge once more. “Let’s see to it.”


    The rest of the day passed with light spirits.


    Day Twelve


    “Hah!” The loud shout echoed across the clearing. “I have you now, dragon!”


    His opponent did, too, even she could see that. The knight had taken Dostoy by surprise, his cavalry charge a feint for his real strike. Unless Dostoy had a counter of some kind in store, the game would be over in several turns.


    She could see his side of the board. He did not have any such plan at the ready. With a sigh, she turned away from Adricarle’s tome and moved to the bed, where her sword hung in its scabbard from the footboard. She changed quickly, and from down below she heard the knight’s triumphant cries as the game came to its forgone conclusion. She’d need to teach Dostoy how to read such a feint and react to it, assuming she still was a guest in his home after the next part of the challenge. But for some reason, she felt she would be.


    “Victory is mine, dragon, though you fought well. And now for the third challenge!”


    “The Lady Victoria will be here momentarily,” she heard Dostoy say. She left the window open as she strode out of the room. The day was warm enough that it wouldn’t matter.


    “Ah,” the knight said as she strode out the front door. “The Lady Victoria.” He knelt, extending a hand toward her. “I long for the—”


    “This is not a poetry competition, Sir Pendel,” she said, cutting him off. “There’s no sense in wasting time. Take up your blade.” Dostoy had already moved to one side, taking his board with him, so she raised her blade in challenge, waiting on the knight.


    “You wish to proceed with haste?” The knight nodded, raising his own blade. “Very well. You’ve been here some time already. I can see why you would be impatient, lady.” He was wearing light armor for mobility, and she could see that he was exaggerating his own movements, playing at being slower than he was.


    Two can play at that game, she thought. And I wager I can do it better than you, Sir Pendel. “Then let us begin,” she said, and moved forward.


    Pendel charged, as she had expected he would, bringing his blade around in a flash. Like hers, the edge was covered in padded leather, to keep a blow from being truly dangerous, but the impact could still hurt. She blocked his probing slash, countering and sending out a probing poke of her own, which he pretended to appear almost too slow to block.


    Almost, but she could see the way he held himself. The block was too neat, his footwork too precise. He was trying to goad her into being too aggressive.


    She could work with that. She took the offensive, striking out and—like lightning, the knight retaliated, springing forward with sudden speed to batter her blade aside and make a killing blow.


    Save that their blades never connected. At least, not as he had intended. Her sword was already out of reach, darting back and then forward to mirror his own strike, slapping it aside right when his balance was at its weakest point. He all but fell forward, the padded tip of her sword striking him right in the chest.


    He froze there for a moment, on one knee, eyes locked in surprise first on her blade, then moving up to her. Then he smiled. He was handsome, in a rugged sort of way, but . . .


    “My admiration for your skill, Lady Victoria,” he said, recovering his balance and rising. He gave her a sheepish grin. “I don’t suppose two out of three would be appropriate?”


    She considered it for a moment before shaking her head. “No,” she said. “My apologies, Knight Pendel, but you have failed this test.” The knight’s face fell, as did that of his squire’s, watching from the clearing. “You fought with honor, but you did not pass the third challenge.”


    “Very well.” Pendel sheathed his sword at his hip and bowed. “You are an impressive sort, Lady Victoria. May your quest bring you what you seek. I shall return to the road.”


    She watched him go, her sword sheathed at her side. After a few minutes, Dostoy spoke up. “I thought he might be the one, if I am honest, Victoria. I’m surprised you let it end so quickly.”


    “I thought so too, at first,” she said, finally turning from the road. “But his character did not impress me.”


    “Really?” The ridge of scales between Dostoy’s horns furrowed. “What was it that he did, if I may ask?”


    “He wouldn’t call you by name,” she said, moving for the front doors. “That was all.”


    Day Eighteen


    She awoke to hear loud shouts, hand already grasping for her sword. The ground beneath her was hard but warm, where was she—?


    Her mind caught up with her. Dostoy’s manor. The challenges. Her sleeping atop the rug due to the softness of her bed. And she had been dreaming something, though she couldn’t quite remember what. Only that she had felt safe and warm. And there had been the scent of cinnamon.


    Shouts. Calls of alarm. They were not normal. She threw her bedding back, ignoring the chill of the room as she grasped her sword and ran to the window in her undergarments.


    The front door had been thrown wide open, light spilling across the yard. Dostoy was silhouetted by it, hastily trying to calm whomever he was speaking to. She cracked the window.


    “—wolves. Fell wolves, led by that bear. They’re slaughtering the flocks. They’ve killed four men already. They’re going to go for the homes!” The speaker was obviously out of breath, as was the wheezing horse standing behind him, both heaving for air.


    The bear. She remembered Dostoy’s comments about the mountain. And now wolves. And it was Dostoy’s duty to protect his people. Already she could see him spreading his wings, preparing to take to the air.


    “Dostoy!” she called. “Wait!”


    “Victoria?” he cried, looking up at her. “Wolves and that bear have attacked!”


    “I heard!” she called, her eyes catching a glimmer up the road. “My guard and I will help! Just wait!”


    “The watchman will guide you!” he shouted, pointing at the man who’d brought the message and then launching himself into the sky with a mighty beat of his wings. He vanished into the dark in seconds.


    She dressed in moments, her leather cuirass falling over her form with practiced ease. By the time she reached the door, hair waving behind her but sword and bow in hand, her guard were already almost at the clearing, thundering up the road in response to the commotion. She took one look at the farmer’s horse and discounted it immediately. It was a draft animal, heavily winded. Not a warhorse like she was familiar with.


    “Lady Victoria,” the captain of her guard called as they neared. “What—!”


    “Fell creatures!” she cried, running for them. “Attacking Dostoy’s people! We ride to their aide!” Just as she had expected, her guard had come with a spare horse and ready for combat. She swung herself into the saddle with practiced ease.


    “You!” she shouted at the farmer as she urged her horse toward him. She held out a hand as she came close, pulling the man up behind her. “Guide us to your home!”


    Then she turned, guard following with a cry. The wind whipped at her hair, and she took advantage of the ride to bind it down, out of the way. Her guide seemed hesitant to wrap his arms around her until she took one arm in hers and pulled it around her gut, urging her mount on faster. The road they were on wound through the forest, at times so narrow she doubted two wagons could pass one another, and at other times so twisting she thought the very act of turning would pull her from the saddle.


    Soon she could hear roars ahead, and her blood began to pound even harder. Dostoy!


    They burst free from the trees into what looked to be small pastures and farmland, though it was hard to tell in the dark. Ahead of them, she saw a small cluster of homes bunched together behind a low wall, lit only by scattered torches and lamps. And past that, Dostoy, breathing fire that burned against the night. Something howled in pain as his flames licked across the ground.


    She could make out several groups of locals bunched together as well, trying to hold the wall against dark, twisted forms that darted in and out of the night, snarling. As she watched, one of them locked its jaws around someone and pulled them away, out into the darkness. Screams rent the air.


    “Guard!” she called, eyes flicking over the village. “Five squads! Assist those defenders, get them to their homes, then hold those streets!” She brought her sword up, the hands around her waist vanishing as the watchman jumped from her charger. “For honor, and for victory!”


    The company’s oath rang through the air after her as her horse leapt into motion, thundering down the road toward the village center. She sheathed her sword, switching to her bow and firing as soon as a target presented itself. A fell wolf that had been leaping for one of the villagers crashed to a stop, an arrow jutting from its throat.


    Her guard roared as they swept down on the wolves, their horses crushing skulls beneath their hooves and the soldiers hacking with blades. A sharp explosion filled the air as one fired a pistol, the musket ball tearing through a wolf in a spray of hot gore.


    She left them to their work, galloping for Dostoy’s position. He was surrounded by wolves on all sides, lashing out with claws, teeth and flame. Her charge caught them by surprise, and she let out a roar as her blade bit through a wolf’s flesh, cleaving its head from its body. Hot ichor, foul and wrong leaked out of its corpse, hissing smoke as it struck the air. Fell creatures indeed. It was magic. Evil magic.


    “Haaah!” she cried, skewering another wolf on her blade. Claws tore at her mount’s sides, cutting deep wounds into its flank. She dove free before it could go down, landing atop one of the wolves and driving her blade through its skull with a sharp crack. Blackness stained the blade.


    Then she was beside Dostoy, guarding his side as more wolves rushed forth out of the darkness. She’d never seen so many.


    All of them would die. Her blade was a shimmer in the light of Dostoy’s flames. He fought with a ferocity she’d never seen him exhibit, claws tearing wolves asunder and flames burning them to ash. With each breath, she could feel the flash of heat even on his other side, and she gave the world a grim smile.


    Ichor and blood in equal parts splattered her armor and her face, but she fought on, cutting and stabbing until the tide of wolves slowed. It had felt like hours, but her own experience told her that it had been a minute or two at most, the world slowing during the haze of battle.


    Then something roared and crashed into Dostoy from the side, throwing him to the ground. His wing came out reflexively and slammed into her back, throwing her through the air to land in the baked soil. A bear of titanic size stood over Dostoy, roaring as it brought its front paws down on his head.


    Dostoy slumped, dazed, and the bear opened its jaws, bending down toward Dostoy’s neck.


    “Light!” The word tore free of her throat as she leapt to Dostoy’s defense, her open hand coming up with a white blaze so bright it made her eyes water. The bear recoiled, blinking and howling in agony as she blinded it. She stabbed with her sword, driving the blade deep into the bear’s gut, black ichor oozing around the hilt.


    Something slammed into her shoulder with the force of a war-maul, throwing her into the air even as she cried out in pain. She hit the ground and rolled, her shoulder throbbing, sword torn from her hand by the force of the impact. The bear had hit her. She pushed herself up with her good arm as the beast fell to all fours, rushing toward her. First rule: Get your feet under you! But the bear was too close.


    Dostoy’s entire weight slammed into it from behind, shoving it into the ground with an impact that made the world shake. He roared, driving his claws deep into the bear’s back and rending flesh. It tore at the earth, trying to push itself up and fight back, but Dostoy’s size held it down.


    Victoria pulled her bow from her back, threaded an arrow in one smooth, practiced motion, and fired. It struck the thrashing beast in the cheek, drawing out another roar. She fired again, this time striking it in the neck. Still it fought, pushing up and rocking Dostoy back and forth.


    Her next arrow found its mark, catching the bear in the eye with a spray of black goo. For a moment the bear slowed, in shock, surprise, or pain, she didn’t know, but it was all Dostoy needed. Flame spewed forth from his maw, bathing the bear’s head in flames and scorching it until nothing was left but a charred, brittle skull, shrouded in ash.


    Silence fell across the battlefield for a brief moment, almost as if the fallen beast had been the standard-bearer of its army, and then with howls the remaining wolves began to flee. A series of shots from her guard said that none of them would make it very far, and as she watched one of the fleeing wolves was cut down, its leg shattered.


    “You . . .” Dostoy moved off of the body of the bear, speaking as she turned toward him. “You did magic.”


    “I . . . I did,” she said, looking down at her hand in shock. “It was all I could think of. That dumb light spell.”


    “It might have just saved my life, Victoria,” Dostoy said as the last of the wolves was cut down. The farmers began to cheer, doors opening and light spilling over the ground as they hurried out with lamps and aid. “Thank you.”


    “You’re welcome,” she said, before stepping over and pulling her blade free of the bear’s corpse. “Now let’s burn these bodies before they cause any more trouble.”


    Day Twenty-three


    Things had settled again, since she and her guard had rushed to the defense of Dostoy’s people. A few of her soldiers had been wounded, but not seriously, and the mount she’d ridden would need care for some time, as would her right arm where the bear had struck her. It was swollen, but a healer had pronounced nothing broken, and she’d returned to Dostoy’s manor to clean up and return to her wait.


    Still, she thought as she sat in her room, eyes fixed on the darkness outside the window. We did a good thing. Her arm would be stiff and sore for another week or so, limiting her swordplay, but the collection of prospective suitors had slowed as well, only one beating Dostoy in the last week, and mostly by luck, before being easily bested by her, so it didn’t seem as though it would be a problem.


    At least if the hunt for a suitor wasn’t going well, nothing else seemed to be going wrong. The locals had thrown her and her guard a celebration in thanks for their help in thwarting the fell attack. Her skill with her magic was growing, as if her sudden success had opened the dam in her mind to—not a flood, or even a river, but at least a creek. And Dostoy himself had been most appreciative of their aid, paying her guard handsomely for the help. She’d turned down her own part of the payment. Taking it had felt . . . wrong, and not just because she’d saved his life. He didn’t owe her. And besides . . . He saved my life as well, she thought.


    The hour was late, and she turned from the window, about to draw her shirt over her head when a knock at the door brought her to a stop.


    “Victoria?” It was Dostoy. She snapped her shirt back down. He had been quieter than normal during their game of Stakes that night, though his performance had improved. Perhaps he felt guilty for something? Maybe I should have taken that payment, she thought. Or maybe he feels guilty over nearly losing a charge. Or he was starting to suspect as she was: that her search for a suitor wasn’t working.


    Or maybe he was just quiet because I beat him so soundly when he thought he was winning, she thought as she moved to the door. “Yes?” she called, opening it.


    Dostoy stood in the hall, looking down at her with an unreadable expression on his face. “Are you busy? If you’re not, I would like to show you something. Dress warm.”


    “That’s . . . cryptic,” she said. She gestured at her clothes. “But very well.” His face was neutral now, but she could see from the faint twitches of his wings and the way his tail was sweeping back and forth that he was hiding something. She had quickly learned that he often made the same motions when was setting up an ambush in Stakes. She still hadn’t told him.


    She threw on another layer of clothing, and then at Dostoy’s urging, added a coat. “This is . . . quite warm,” she said as she followed him through the manor.


    “Don’t worry,” came his reply. “It will be quite cool in a moment.” He led her out of the front door, out into the night. It was almost black outside, the sky overcast with low, heavy clouds, and the only light coming from the windows of the manor.


    “All right,” he said kneeling. “Now, I’m going to have to ask you to climb onto my back.”


    “What? Onto your back?”


    “It’s a great honor I wouldn’t give to just anyone,” he said, still kneeling. “But you . . . You have earned it, Victoria.”


    “I . . . Flying?”


    “No,” he said, and smiled. “That’s not it. But we’ll need to in order to . . . Well, to get there, so . . .” Slowly, hardly believing what was about to happen, she climbed onto his shoulders, just forward of his wings. His scales were smooth and warm to the touch.


    “Wrap your arms around my neck if you need to,” he said, rising. “I won’t let you fall.” His wings unfurled, gave a mighty downward push—and suddenly the earth was falling away beneath them, her stomach falling into her gut as they rose into the dark night. She let out a faint gasp of surprise, her arms and legs tightening by reflex.


    “Ouch,” Dostoy said with a faint chuckle. “Not so tight.” The night air whipped against her clothes, and suddenly she was grateful for his warning to dress warm. She loosened her grip as the air became damp, and she realized they were in the clouds.


    “It won’t take long,” he said as they climbed through the darkness. Her ears popped. “Not long at all.”


    Then with a rush they broke through the clouds, and she let out a gasp as she saw the night sky sprawled out before them, hundreds of thousands of pinpricks of light shining in all directions, backed by a misty stellar cloud that filled the horizon and ran from east to west.


    “There,” Dostoy said, his massive wing-beats slowing, and she tore her eyes away from the sky around her to see the peak of the mountain ahead of them. He set himself down atop it so lightly she didn’t even realize they had landed until he folded his wings and knelt, and she slid off, eyes already drawn back to the stars around her.


    “Levindias’ Daughters,” she said, her eyes alighting on a distant constellation. Then another. “The Sword of the Creator.”


    “I remember that you said you enjoyed stargazing when you were younger,” Dostoy said from behind her. “And I’ve been up here myself on a few cloudy nights when the conditions are right. I wanted to do something to repay you for saving my life and helping my people, so—”


    She spun around and wrapped her arms around his neck, her face pressed against his warm chest even as she blinked away tears. “It’s perfect,” she said. “Thank you.”


    They sat in silence for some time, watching the stars shine.


    Day Thirty


    He’s good, Victoria thought as she watched her latest—and likely last, the way she was feeling lately—suitor maneuver against Dostoy. Very, very good. She’d already seen Dostoy try several of the tricks she’d taught him, only for his opponent to read and counter every one. She’d even glanced at the knight’s team of squires and apprentices, watching them to make sure they weren’t aiding him in any way. But they weren’t. He was simply that good.


    And yet . . . while she could feel a glimmer of excitement, the way she had been the first few times a suitor had come, something just felt . . . off. She watched as the knight, Sir Artur Kines, made another brilliant move at the game, cutting off two of Dostoy’s attempt to counter it simultaneously. The move was brilliant. It should have had her gasping. Instead she just felt . . . intrigued, certainly. Impressed. But all the same . . .


    What’s wrong with me? she wondered as she watched Dostoy play a furious defense that nevertheless fell steadily to his opponent’s careful strikes. He’s not bad looking. Sure, there’s that scar, but it makes him look dignified. And he’s only six years my senior. Educated, and he treats his squires well. His was even a name she’d heard of before. His reputation is of a man who values honor and right, she thought as she watched Dostoy’s last pieces fall. Why am I so . . . unaffected?


    Down below, the defense she’d taught Dostoy failed at last, and he surrendered, tipping over his command post before Kines could do it for him. “You have won,” he said, his voice echoing across the clearing. “And I don’t think I’ve seen a more splendid game.”


    “You deserve commendations yourself, Dostoy,” Kines said, rising from his seat and offering his hand with a smile. “That was an impressive defense. I’ve not had to play that carefully in years! You’re truly remarkable!” They shook, and Dostoy began to gather up the board, the knight helping him, and even discussing their game.


    I should be ecstatic right now, Victoria thought as she turned and walked to her sword, making sure that the leather guard was in place. Papa would love him. His reputation is astounding. He’s kind, certainly good–looking, and brilliant at strategy.


    Why do I feel like he’s just an ordinary suitor?


    No answer came to her as she walked through the manor, down the long steps and wide halls she’d spent the last month in. All she felt was apprehension. She put on a smile as she walked out the front door, accepting Kines bow of respect and responding in kind. She settled into a combat stance, ready to duel, when Kines held up a gauntleted hand.


    “Wait,” he said. “What’s wrong with your arm?”


    “I injured it a week ago,” she said. “It’s still a little stiff.”


    “Well that’s not fair.” Kines shook his head, gesturing to one of his squires. “Penua, grab some of the stiff training leathers. I’ll bind my arm so that we’re not unfairly matched. Please, a moment,” he said in her direction.


    Honorable, she thought as he began binding his arm with the stiff leathers, limiting his movement. Certainly a trait worthy of admiration. And yet she felt nothing but respect. Respect . . . and that was it.


    “There!” Kines said, his arm bound tightly. “Now that we’re evenly matched, Lady Victoria, we can have a proper, fair duel.”


    I . . .


    “Are you ready?”


    I . . .


    Kines held his blade up.


    She couldn’t do it. She had her honor. To duel him now, when she felt so . . . strangely . . . about it, would be a slight against him, as well as a mark against her. “I yield,” she said, lowering her blade. “I cannot.”


    “Pardon?” Kines seemed mystified—as did Dostoy—by the sudden drop of her blade.


    “I’m sorry, Sir Knight Kines. You are a brilliant tactician, and I have no doubt you would best me with a blade, but even if you were, I could not—”


    Kines held up a hand, forestalling what she was about to say, though she didn’t even know what it was to be. “I understand,” he said quietly. “I see the look in your eyes. You and I . . .” He shook his head, a soft smile on his face. “We are not meant for one another. You know this already.”


    “I’m sorry,” she said quickly, but he shook his head again.


    “Say no more,” he said, lowering his blade and bowing. “I am not so without honor I would be unable to admit that I have lost this challenge, but the truth of it is in your eyes. May the Creator be with and bless you, Lady Victoria, and may our paths cross again.” He saluted, albeit with a stiff arm, smiled, then turned on his heel and strode back to his squires. Many of them were giving him looks of confusion, but he held out a hand, and they were silent.


    “Victoria?” Dostoy was looking at her in confusion. “What . . .?”


    “I’m sorry,” she said. “I . . . he . . .” Then, unable to think of what to say, she turned and walked back into the manor, leaving his confused expression behind her.


    It was almost evening when she ventured down to his study, still feeling as confused as she had been earlier. Kines was everything I should have wanted. Everything Papa would have wanted.


    And she’d turned him away. For some reason, some cause, she’d said no. Her insides felt twisted.


    “Dostoy,” she said as she entered the study. He was lying at his desk, several books in front of him, though his eyes were fixed on none of them. “I . . . apologize for my behavior earlier. It was rude. After all you’ve gone through, and that amazing game of Stakes, to simply turn Knight Kines down so abruptly, and without explanation . . .”


    “It was a good game,” Dostoy said quietly. He reached out and closed his books. “Never fear, Victoria. As I believe I have said before, you are far from being my worst client. In fact, I would readily say that you have been the best, and I find your company truly delightful. If it takes another month, two, or even three, I’ll gladly continue to test suitors for you. At a discount, even.”


    “Thank you, but . . . I’m not sure I should.”


    “Really?” he asked, moving to the Stakes table. She’d miss it when she was gone. It was such a beautiful board.


    “Really,” she answered, taking a seat opposite him and helping set up the pieces. It was an old, familiar practice now. “When I came to the idea, I thought for certain it would be a way to help me find a partner, not just in the company, but in love. But after this afternoon . . .” She let out a sigh. “I worry I may have been looking for the wrong thing.” Pieces set, they flipped, and she made her move.


    “You could change the test,” Dostoy said as the pieces began to move back and forth between them. He’d gotten better under her tutelage. He was good. Very good. “Try something else. It’s been done before.”


    She shook her head as she exposed an ambush and reacted. “Maybe, but I think . . . I think that while it was a worthy test, and I will treasure my time here, I don’t know if changing the test will be enough. Somehow . . . Sometimes . . .” Her words trailed off. Why is this so hard to explain?


    “Sometimes we know what we think we want, but not what we need?” Dostoy offered. She nodded. “My mother used to tell me that,” he said, letting out a light chuckle even as his forces moved forward. He was trying to bait her with a surprise assault again, cut through her forces with cavalry or cannon fire. “So you would . . . leave, then?”


    “I would,” she said, her chest letting out an aching pang. She would miss the manor, with its sweeping halls and tall windows. And the mountain scenery. And the warm, cinnamon scent that seemed to pervade it. “Back to Papa and the campaigns.” She moved her forces forward building a defense around the lee of a cliff.


    “I will miss you, you know,” Dostoy said. “As I said, I have enjoyed your company immensely. You’ve brightened my home with your curiosity and . . .” He moved a few pieces, engaging her forces. “You’ve taught me much about Stakes, among other things.”


    His words brought a smile to her face. “I’ve enjoyed your company a great deal,” she said, gathering her forces to punch through his. It would be a slugging match, but she held the upper hand. Her chest let out another pang. “I’ll miss you as—”


    Her words stopped as Dostoy reached out and picked up one of his few remaining hidden pieces, revealing it to be the dragon. It moved across the board, soaring over the battle . . . and came down to rest on her command tent. She froze, her jaw hanging open as he looked at her with a sad smile—happy because he’d won at last, but sad to see her go—and suddenly everything in her mind, everything her heart, clicked.


    “Victoria,” Dostoy said, looking down at her with that same expression, with his wide, bright eyes she’d battled against every night, fought beside, and spoken with. “I think I just—”


    She almost burst from her seat, clasping his cheeks with her hands as she pulled his lips into hers. For a moment, Dostoy seemed frozen, stiff with surprise. A flash of panic darted through her like a bolt of lightning. And then his lips melted into hers with a fiery passion.


    The world seemed to sing around her, an electric thrill cascading all the way down to her toes, everything alight in a single, perfect moment that stretched on like it would never end.


    At last she pulled away, short of breath, looking him right in the eyes, and found her voice. “I was wrong,” she said. She knew now why she had been so hesitant, so listless, during Kines’ challenge. “Someone did pass: You.” She bent down, his stunned eyes following her every move, and tipped her command post over. “You. Will you accept?”


    “I . . .” Dostoy seemed at a loss for words, his wings almost fully extended. “But I . . . Dragon . . . human . . . I mean, yes—”


    The world rippled, something in her chest burning and leaping with joy.


    “—but how—?”


    She kissed him again, this time more slowly, then pulled back and smiled. She already had an answer. “The people can say what they want,” she said. “I know what I want. I’ve heard wizards speak of the magic of shifting shape before. Father even once hired one who could make himself a crow and scout a battle. Think you can make a dragon a man . . . or a woman a dragoness?”


    It seemed to take Dostoy a moment to find his voice. That wonderful, lightly deep voice. “For you?” he asked. “I’d give you the stars.”


    “You already did. But I’ll settle for a second viewing. You?”


    “Whenever you want.”


    She wrapped her arms around his neck, holding him close against her, even as his wings wrapped around her. She felt warm and safe, and his scales smelled of cinnamon.


    The listless feeling in her chest had been burned away by something grand.


    One Week Later


    “Papa!”


    Victoria leaped from her coach into his arms, an exuberant smile on her face as she rocked Federico Artares, the Black Wolf, back on his feet.


    “Victoria!” It was all he could get out before her arms clasped against him so tightly he could hardly breathe. But finally she let go, stepping back with a bright, beaming smile that said as much as he had suspected when he’d received her short letter. Her search had been successful, and she had found a prospective husband.


    He felt his suspicions rise slightly at the thought. Whoever his daughter wed had better be a great man indeed, to stand beside such a daughter. Not in front, or behind, but beside. He knew his Victoria.


    “You return bearing good news,” he said, smiling. She looks so happy, he thought. Ah, my angel. If only you could be here to see this.


    Victoria’s smile only grew, and she nodded.


    “Well,” he said, extending a hand to the coach. “Let him come out!”


    “Oh, he didn’t ride in the coach, father,” she said, and he frowned in confusion. “Nor did I, save the last mile or so.”


    “What? But—?”


    “Father,” she said, turning as a large whooshing sound began to fill the air. “I’d like you to meet my fiancé, Dostoy the Mighty.”


    Federico’s jaw dropped as the tan dragon landed beside his daughter, tucking his wings in and bowing. “Count Artares,” he said, his words holding a trace of a northern accent. “My name is Dostoy, and I love your daughter Victoria. It would be my greatest pleasure to stand beside her as a husband, and as your son-in-law.”
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