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      To my love, Maria—my very own Atla.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Some bonds are broken by blade and blood. Others by love.
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      The stables never slept. Not with a dozen dragons breathing and shifting in the dark, too exhausted from three months at the border to do more than rumble at my approach.

      I pushed through the heavy oak doors and let them creak shut behind me. The sound echoed through the vaulted stone, swallowed by shadow. Witch lights flickered in their iron brackets, painting everything in amber and gold. Heat pressed close. Leather. Hay. And under all of it, that other scent. Primal. Dragon musk, sharp as lightning in a bottle.

      Massive shapes filled the stalls. Scales caught light like scattered coins. A low growl here, the scrape of claws there, the steady rhythm of breath that sounded like distant thunder.

      Home.

      I walked the center aisle, boots quiet on worn flagstone. Ember cracked one eye as I passed, red-orange and full of attitude. Farther down Ironhide shifted, steel-gray and solid as a mountain. Reliable. Everything his rider was.

      But I wasn't here for them.

      Beatrix waited at the end.

      She filled her stall like a storm fills the sky. Silver scales. Coiled power. Wings tucked tight. Her head lifted as I approached, nostrils flaring. Recognition flooded the bond before my hand touched her.

      Not words. Never words. Just knowing.

      She tasted my mood, the bone-deep fatigue, the restless energy that had driven me here instead of to my bunk. In return: calm. Warmth at the edges. Amusement.

      I set my palm to her neck. Scales smooth and warm, armor laid in moonlight. The rumble started low, traveled through my bones. My shoulders loosened.

      "Missed you too," I said.

      Three days on separate patrols. Three days of the link pulled thin across distance, her presence a faint current instead of a tide. We had barely returned from months of hell and command had split us for routine sweeps. Necessary. Still, it gnawed.

      Beatrix lowered her head until we were eye to eye. Gold iris. Night-bright pupil. I saw myself there the way she saw me. Rider. Bonded. The other half of a soul.

      The link hummed, a second heartbeat matching my own.

      The stable door creaked open behind me.

      Footsteps, soft and deliberate. Another dragon rumbled across the aisle. Kestrel. That sound carried a shade of laughter.

      I didn't turn. Didn't need to.

      "You're late," Kira said.

      Her voice cut through the warm dark, familiar as my pulse. I turned anyway.

      She stood in the aisle, washed in amber light and shadow, still in flight leathers. Braid half undone. Dust on her shoulders. A smear of soot along a cheekbone. She had come straight from landing. No detours. No pretense.

      "I was starting to think you forgot," she said, closing the distance.

      "Forget?" I pushed off Beatrix's stall. "You were the one due an hour ago."

      "Patrol ran long." She tipped her chin toward the southern arches. "Thought I saw movement along the ridge."

      "Did you?"

      "Shadows." Her gaze searched mine, looking past bravado to whatever I kept buried. "Nothing that wanted to be caught."

      Beatrix rumbled again. Across the aisle Kestrel answered, the sound open and knowing.

      "They know," Kira said, mouth curving.

      "They always know."

      "Think they judge us?"

      "Beatrix? Absolutely." I glanced back. That golden eye stared, unblinking and far too entertained. "She thinks I make poor choices."

      "You do make poor choices," Kira said, stepping close enough that the heat of her bled through leather. "But you are my poor choice."

      Her hand found my chest, fingers spreading over my heartbeat. Three days. Longest we had been apart in months.

      "Missed you," I said.

      "Good." She said it like a challenge and a promise.

      I caught the loose end of her braid and tugged gently so her face tilted up. "Arrogant."

      "Confident." Her nails traced a light path along my forearm. "There's a difference."

      "Tell me."

      "You tell me, Everhart."

      Beatrix's awareness warmed, settling like a cloak over my shoulders. Kestrel brushed the edges of my mind, quick and keen. The air thinned. Four presences braided without effort, rider to dragon, dragon to rider, the whole greater than the parts. A circuit closed.

      "If the Commander catches us," I said, though the warning carried less weight than habit.

      "He won't."

      "You always say that."

      "And I am always right." She rose on her toes until her breath touched my mouth. "Kiss me."

      I did.

      It started as a homecoming. The kind you feel in your bones. She tasted of wind and heat and the wild edge of the sky. Her hand slid to the back of my neck and the world narrowed until there was only this: the thrum of the link, the cadence of shared breath, the soft sound she made when I pulled her closer.

      It didn't stay gentle long.

      She bit my lower lip, a quick sting that set the fuse. I backed her into the shadow between Beatrix's stall and the supply room. Stone cooled the heat that rolled off her. Her palms found my shoulders and gripped. The kiss changed. Urgent now. Hungry. Weeks of combat, three days of distance, all of it breaking against the moment.

      The bond brightened. Not body to body, not like that. Feeling to feeling. The instant when her breath hitched became mine. The surge when my hand mapped the familiar line of her waist came back to me doubled, not through nerves but through understanding. Kestrel's focus sharpened on the other side of that thread. Beatrix curled a ripple of approval through us both. The sensation was not physical touch magnified; it was the meaning of touch carried cleanly, shared and returned.

      "Here?" Kira asked against my mouth.

      "Here."

      "They are watching," she said, not quite laughing.

      "They always watch."

      Her laugh turned wicked and soft. "We collect disasters."

      "Only the worthwhile ones."

      I pressed her deeper into shadow. Leather buckles were stubborn in low light. Hers. Mine. We fought with them and each other and laughed when a strap refused to behave. The sound bounced off stone and quieted quick, as if the stable remembered we were not alone. The dragons followed our movements with the patient attention of ancient things who already knew the ending.

      She set her forehead to mine and drew a breath I felt down to my heels. The warmth that rolled through the link carried more than want. Relief. Claim. The steady knowledge of a place that fit exactly.

      "Missed this," I said.

      "Prove it," she murmured.

      The world narrowed to touch and breath and the steady hum of the bond between us. Her mouth found mine again, fierce and claiming. My hands mapped familiar territory, the curve of her waist, the small of her back. She made a soft sound against my lips that traveled through the link like heat lightning.

      Kestrel's awareness sparked bright with approval. Beatrix answered with a low, contented rumble that vibrated through stone and bone alike. The bond gathered what we felt and amplified it, not mechanics but meaning. Connection. The knowledge that for this moment, in this stolen hour, we were exactly where we belonged.

      Everything else fell away. The war. The patrols. The dangers waiting beyond these walls. There was only this: her weight against me, the rhythm of shared breath, the way the link hummed between us like a plucked string.

      Later—I didn't track how much later—she leaned into me, breathing hard, trying not to smile and failing.

      "We are idiots," she said.

      "I told you."

      "You did not tell me. I told you."

      "Accuracy is important," I said. "To me. Personally."

      She shoved my shoulder, not hard. I let the push move me an inch. "You are impossible."

      "You like impossible."

      "I like winning."

      "Same thing."

      She shook her head, but the smile wouldn't leave. The bond hummed low and content, the big pulse of it settling to a steady thrum in the background. We stood there in the quiet until the quiet started to notice us again.

      "Think anyone heard?" she asked, already reaching for a fallen strap.

      "In Valorspire?" I said. "Yes."

      "Wonderful."

      I found my shirt and tugged it on. It stuck wrong at the shoulder because I was still thinking about her instead of sleeves. She re-buckled her vest, hands sure even with laughter still on her breath, and tried to tame her braid. It failed to be tamed.

      The stables breathed around us. Hay rustled. A chain knocked lightly against a post. Somewhere Ember snored. Beatrix watched me with that gold eye and looked altogether too satisfied with herself.

      "It could be worse," I said.

      "How?"

      Footsteps at the entry. Voices. A burst of laughter that belonged to men who had not yet learned to whisper in places where dragons slept.

      Kira went still. "You were saying?"

      "That it could be worse," I finished, trying not to swear.

      We scrambled because scrambling was the only choice left. If there is a dignified way to look composed with your hair wrong and your heartbeat still high, I haven't discovered it. We failed with style. The smell of dragon heat and sweat and guilt was a banner no one could miss.

      "Checking on Beatrix again, Everhart?" Marc called as he rounded the corner, cheerful and far too pleased with himself. "Third time tonight by my count."

      Gareth and Lyra fell in behind him. Amusement. A hint of glee. The sort of expressions that announce a memory you will never live down.

      "Your armor is on backward, Kira," Lyra said, voice as flat as a blade.

      Kira glanced down. Considered denial. Swore instead.

      Marc grinned at Beatrix. "She looks very content."

      Beatrix rumbled in a way that said she had heard every word and approved of none of our efforts to lie.

      "Oh, shut up," I told a dragon with more years than the border has scars.

      All three of them laughed.

      Kestrel's awareness touched the edge of mine like a whisper. Mischief. Secrets shared. The old joke that the worst kept confidences in any barracks are the ones with dragons present. Beatrix sent a faint roll of thunder along the bond, the sound a queen makes when she forgives children for being exactly what they are.

      "Relax," Gareth said, eyes dancing though his face tried for unimpressed. "The Commander is dead to the world. He marched the east ramparts until second bell."

      "And if he wakes?" Kira asked, fastening the last buckle the right way round.

      "Then we will be very busy explaining stable inspections," Marc said. "Which is a thing we are absolutely doing right now."

      "Absolutely," I said. "Rigorous inspection."

      Lyra lifted a brow. "Of Beatrix's satisfaction?"

      "Of her feed bin," I said. "Which is obviously a metaphor for⁠—"

      "No," Kira said, jabbing an elbow into my ribs. "Do not finish that sentence."

      Marc barked a laugh. Gareth coughed into his fist. Lyra's mouth didn't move, but the corners of her eyes betrayed her.

      The moment stretched, then eased. The danger of discovery receded. The larger dangers did not. War sat outside the stable walls like winter waiting for the door to open. Patrol rosters would be posted by dawn. Blood mages would try the valleys again. We would meet them, as we always did. But for the first time in days my hands were steady.

      Kira's shoulder brushed mine. Not an accident. Not a claim. Something quieter. The meaning of it traveled through the bond. Not Beatrix to Kestrel. Not dragon to dragon. Kira to me. I set my hand to Beatrix's neck in answer and let the link carry back what words could not.

      Marc sobered a fraction. "Border reports at first light. Captain wants Storm Wing on the ridge at sunrise."

      "Understood," I said.

      Lyra flicked a glance at Kira, at me, then at Beatrix. "Try not to make the stables shake next time," she said, then turned on her heel.

      "We did not—" I started.

      "We absolutely did," Marc said, already walking. "Good night, lovers. Try not to inspire the architecture."

      Gareth shook his head in long-suffering silence and followed.

      Their footsteps faded. The stables breathed again. The witch lights ticked as they burned. Outside, a wind moved along the roof and set something to humming. The bond thrummed in my bones, quiet now. Steady.

      Kira touched her forehead to mine for one last breath. "I have another patrol at midday," she said softly. "Meet me after?"

      "Always."

      She slipped away down the aisle, shadows swallowing her in three heartbeats. Kestrel's presence narrowed to a sharp, satisfied point and then settled.

      I stood with Beatrix a while longer. My hand on her neck. Her warmth sliding into my skin. The link big and quiet in the back of my mind. I didn't think about consequences. I didn't think about the ridge or the next fight or the thing none of us wanted to name yet. I thought about the look in Kira's eyes when she said my name.

      Beatrix exhaled, a long, slow sound like surf on stone.

      "I know," I said. "I know."
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