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Chapter 1


          

          
            Perfecting Technique

          

        

      

    

    
      The charred ruins of Lord Hanley's estate glittered in the dawn light, dewdrops and shards of glass gleaming like precious jewels in the wreckage. At the edge of the rubble, Lisette stood and sipped from the mug of spiced tea she and Remy were sharing. It was also possible that was magic gleaming in the debris, a worrying thought. Sane people avoided magic and gods. "I guess we should do this." She didn't move.

      "Since we're here," Remy agreed. He rubbed his palms together, looking for all the world like a child deciding which of his nameday gifts to play with first. At the motion, Simi poked her head out of the satchel at his hip, where she'd been napping since they'd left the freeholder quarter. The cat's whiskers twitched.

      It had been two months since the dragon Aarat had burned Lord Hanley's mansion to the ground, more than enough time for the wreckage to cool — if it had been a normal building and a normal fire. But something had kept the rubble radiating heat until now. It was a stark contrast to the duke's palace; the magic that had kept Harbor Crag's residents from noticing the duke's peculiarities had dissipated quickly. Smoke damaged paintings of chickens had graced the market within days.

      Though Lisette had spent time inside Lord Hanley's mansion before it had burned, it was difficult to picture the layout with three stories collapsed into the basement. "If the kitchen entrance was there," she said, pointing to the end of a flagstone path where blackened sticks showed the remains of the kitchen garden, "the main staircase should have been over there."

      Most of the magical items would have been in Lord Hanley's workroom a few dozen paces beyond the staircase landing. That was what Remy cared about. Though Lisette agreed it was important to recover anything Harbor Crag's enemies might use against them — or an unsuspecting citizen might accidentally use against themself — Lisette was more interested to learn if any part of the dog-shaped automaton had survived. Bralinost had been built by Lisette's ancestor, and though it had likely melted in the fire, Lisette's fingers itched to find and disassemble the creature.

      Using his staff to test the rubble in front of him, Remy picked his way across the stone and brick. "The strongest magic is coming from this area." He turned in a circle, drawing invisible walls around him. Then he climbed over a heap of stone, mimed opening a door, and turned left down the ghost of a hallway. "The last we saw of Bralinost, it was here. There's an echo…" He unslung his satchel, setting it down carefully. "Excuse me, Simi," he murmured as he reached under the calico for his gloves.

      Simi yawned, stretched, and climbed onto a brick mound before settling again.

      Lisette pulled on her own work gloves, lifted her scarf over her nose to keep from inhaling soot, and tried to be practical. One of them ought to be. "We should probably clear the workroom first. Nobody's going to steal a bunch of metal."

      "Think of this as an opportunity to perfect our technique," Remy offered.

      Lisette flashed him a grateful smile from under the scarf and shifted a heap of roofing slates, slinging them toward the remains of the staircase. Within a few minutes, both she and Remy were covered with soot, and a depression was forming in the rubble where they'd cleared away debris. Simi watched them from her perch, grooming a front paw.

      Grabbing what she thought was another stone, Lisette felt it crunch and bend under her gloves. "That's not…" When she rotated her wrist to get a better view, the charred leather cover of a book cracked and shifted. Lisette snatched her hand back. "One for you, I think." Any book that had survived the fire might contain enough magic to be dangerous. Besides, Remy loved books.

      "What's that?" Remy paused in his excavation to look where she pointed. He picked up the book and brushed chunks of ash and clay from the cover. "Ah, Control of Air and Water for Novice Mages. Written by Jehan the Bland, which isn't the worst sobriquet, but I'll admit, I'm really hoping for something better." He smiled fondly at the book. "The spells are unnecessarily complicated and the prose would cure the toughest insomnia, but the recipe for fish stew is worth trying." Blackened pages drifted down to the rubble.  "There isn't much magic attached. I think it just survived the fire — as much as it did — through luck. Someone probably hid it years ago in a protected place and then forgot about it. The book is often used to teach small children, so I wouldn't be surprised if the recipient 'lost' it."

      As far as Lisette knew, there hadn't been any children living in the house before it burned, which meant it had probably been the young Lord Hanley who had hidden the book away decades ago. After being stalked and threatened by the man for years, Lisette had a hard time picturing him as an innocent child. Logically, though, he must have been — before he'd been warped into the adult he'd become.

      To avoid thinking about that transformation, Lisette dug into what Remy had said. "You didn't read it as a child." It was a safe guess. Remy hadn't come from a family of mages, and his first years at the college of magic had been spent trying to catch up.

      Laughter ended in a cough that dislodged ash from Remy's scarf. "No. I got into enough trouble as a child without formal training." He tossed the disintegrating book to the side and crouched. "Aha! Here." Wiping gloved fingers over a spot at his feet, he uncovered the dull gleam of metal. "I think this is it."

      Lisette excavated bricks around it. "That's more than I had any right to expect."

      "Oh, I don't know. Anything that lasted hundreds of years had to have some spells of protection on it." Remy slipped on the edge of the hole they were digging, keeping his feet by a cat-like twist that would have made Simi proud. "Though I don't expect they had considered dragon fire."

      This was definitely Bralinost. Lisette cleared brick dust away from the side of its body and got her hands underneath. "Can you protect against dragon fire?" She strained to raise the automaton, but the back legs were still trapped.

      "Let me… Hold on, I've got it." Remy levered a slab of marble onto its side. "Try now." He stepped back to give Lisette room. "Can I protect against dragon fire? Definitely not. During my first year at school, my fire-starting spells were so unpredictable, my professor made me learn how to protect a surface from burning before moving on with my lessons. But it only worked below a certain temperature."

      "How many buildings did you burn down finding that out?" The automaton came free when Lisette heaved a second time. The legs were warped and crushed, but the rest of the machine looked mostly intact.

      Remy helped lift Bralinost out of the hole, then pulled Lisette up. "None, though I was banned from practicing in the dormitory." He lowered his scarf to take a sip of water from his flask. "We had to cook a meal using magic for our final project. The other students showed off with seared meat and braised vegetables. One person caramelized sugar around an apple for dessert."

      "And you?" Lisette accepted the proffered flask, letting the water wash away the ash coating her mouth.

      "The professor and I went out to a patch of mud near a pond, and I cooked her the worst scrambled eggs she'd ever eaten. But I passed the class." He recapped the flask and set it down next to Simi. "But to answer your original question, I did read a book with a spell that claimed to protect the mage from dragon fire."

      "So maybe it's possible."

      "Well…" His voice took on a doubtful tone. "The writer also claimed to have found a spring of immortality, so I'm not sure I would trust it." He shrugged. "Even if he wasn't completely unhinged — a common state for mages, as you well know — how could he be sure it was the spell that protected him from dragon fire and not the immortality?"

      "An important distinction to make." Lisette checked the angle of the sun before pulling her scarf back over her face. "We still have an hour before I need to get back to clean up and open the shop." Though she would have preferred to stay and make sure Remy didn't run into trouble, at least she could help him shift anything too heavy for one person before she left. "How much do you think we can recover from the workroom?"

      "Let's find out."

      They climbed over the wreckage to the area Remy had previously indicated. Shifting the debris over the workroom and stabilizing the edges of the hole were easier than Lisette had anticipated, probably because Aarat had destroyed the top floor of the building before setting it on fire. But something in the rubble sent up gouts of flame every time Lisette or Remy stepped too near.

      After fifteen minutes of trying to approach that corner, Remy wiped his face with the back of one glove, smearing ash and sweat in a band across his eyelids. "The good news is we don't have to worry about thieves making off with dangerous artifacts." His left eyebrow was singed, giving him a quizzical look.

      "Surely, it will run out of fuel soon." Lisette's boots had burn marks on both toes. "Or is that a purely magical flame?"

      "Magical. I think I'll have to come at it from the other direction." He sighed and drank more water. "I'm fairly certain it's not a new small god anyhow."

      Lisette took a deep breath and slowly let it out. "Please don't even suggest that sort of thing." The last thing Harbor Crag needed was a shrine adding magic to the mix. There were a few old ones scattered throughout the city, ruins where the magic had faded enough to be harmless, but most parents still taught the old rhymes to warn children away.

      Remy was amused by her reaction, but he didn't argue. "I'll let you know how it goes."

      "Be careful." Ignoring the grime covering his face, Lisette leaned in for a kiss. "Don't forget Tiffany is coming over at lunch to measure the spare room."

      He put an arm around her waist to prolong the contact. "Never fear. I shall be there to distract the minions while the two of you work." Tiffany's daughters adored Remy, and he mostly stayed out of trouble when entrusted with small children.

      The spare bedroom refit was part of their preparations to host Remy's mother, whenever she arrived. She had accepted their invitation, but one unanticipated consequence of freeing Aarat was the current shipping chaos.

      The mages of Harbor Crag had been using stolen dragon magic to protect the city's merchant fleet from the creatures of the deep. As those spells faded, ships were forced to stay closer to the coast, lengthening voyages. That, in turn, wreaked havoc on carefully planned dock schedules and caused further delays. In her last letter, Remy's mother said she was planning to leave soon, but that meant she might arrive any time over the next three months.

      After scratching Simi's chin, Lisette hefted the remains of Bralinost over one shoulder and crunched across the rubble to the street, where pedestrians and horse-drawn carts passed with barely a glance. Lord Hanley had been the most powerful person in Harbor Crag, but it had been months since he'd fled. Life went on.

      Then a collective gasp sounded. A horse bolted and people scattered. Lisette stopped moving, looking up just in time to see the massive amber and black form of a dragon land in front of her, his wings throwing up a cloud of dirt and soot.

      Lisette blinked rapidly to clear her eyes. "Hello, Aarat."

      "Lisette." The dragon's musical voice was nearly too beautiful to hear without weeping, but at least he hadn't tugged on their bond. She had freely given him her name, not knowing what that meant. It had been both a blessing and a curse. Now he had power over her, but the bond also protected her from most spells.

      A calico blur streaked past and scrambled onto the dragon's head, purring so loudly the fish in the harbor could probably hear. Lisette heard Remy's footsteps in the rubble behind her. "Hello, dragon. The egg is well?"

      A few weeks before, Remy and Lisette had tracked down the dragon's egg and brought it to Aarat's cavern. Since then, the dragon's protective instincts had made him even grouchier than usual, so the humans had kept their distance.

      "The egg is well," Aarat agreed. He tipped his head back, causing Simi to slide over his shoulder and down to the ground. "There is a mage on the ship sailing into the harbor. The Fool's Errand. Say the word and I will sink the vessel before it docks."

      Lisette glanced at Remy. Could Lord Hanley be sneaking back to Harbor Crag? She knew in her bones that he would return one day, but she'd assumed it would be with the backing of the Island of Light and their powerful mages, not alone. This didn't feel like the beginning of an invasion.

      Before she could reply, Remy clicked to call Simi to him. "Thank you for the warning," he said. "We'll meet the Fool's Errand when it docks and let you know if there's a problem."

      "I will not have those mages return," Aarat grumbled. Then he ran two steps and took to the sky, a fresh cloud of soot billowing up around the ruins of the mansion.

      Remy followed the dragon's path until he had to shade his eyes from the sun. "Well. I guess excavating the workroom will have to wait." He opened his satchel so Simi could jump in. "Let's find out who just arrived."
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            Fool's Errand

          

        

      

    

    
      The Fool's Errand carried cargo as well as passengers. Instead of dropping anchor in deeper water and rowing people ashore on smaller boats, it had sailed near the largest pier and was currently finishing the docking process by warping, four large men pushing the capstan bars to wind in the line attached to the pier.

      Lisette stood next to Remy on the waterfront, watching as the ship slowly dragged itself closer. "This seems like one of those things that should be easier with magic."

      "A good mage can make a very comfortable living bringing ships in." Remy scrubbed at his face with a rag he'd pulled from his satchel. "A classmate lives at Bleeding Rocks and they shower him with coins." He shrugged. "I wouldn't live anywhere that sacrifices a goat to the monsters of the deep every full moon, but I doubt they'd have me anyhow. My magic would probably create a whirlpool and drag the ships under."

      Lisette ignored his self-deprecation — Remy's magic might work a little oddly and occasionally have unintended consequences, but it had always come through when she'd needed it. "Why goats? Wouldn't that just draw the creatures closer for a free meal?"

      "That's what I wondered. Every few years, they lose the boat that carries the sacrifice, and they blame it on impiety and close all the taverns for a week." He turned to face her. "Better?"

      Taking the rag from him, Lisette wiped a black streak from the bridge of his nose. "There. Now you can uphold the reputation of your mage college." She was still covered in ash and held a battered automaton under one arm, but any mage coming to Harbor Crag would overlook her.

      "I'm fairly certain the college would be happy enough to forget I was ever there, especially after…" He made a gesture that encompassed the whole of Harbor Crag. He'd been sent as a spy to ferret out the secret to Harbor Crag's increase in magic with the ultimate goal of having Wendsmouth replicate it. Instead, Remy had helped Lisette unchain Aarat, forcing the mages enslaving the dragon to flee. Then, he promptly quit his job as a spy to stay and help free the remaining dragons.

      Lisette thought the Galfigon College for Magecraft in Wendsmouth should be proud of Remy, but suspected they would have a different view of the matter. "So, if some evil mage walks off the ship, what's the plan?"

      "Run away?" He put an arm around her waist. "It's probably just a recent graduate who came to meet a dragon. If so, I'll introduce them to Aarat and either the dragon approves or there will be one less mage in Harbor Crag."

      As the ship drew inexorably closer, Lisette tried to identify the visible cargo. Pots with tiny trees on the main deck obstructed half the passage between the masts, but she supposed trees couldn't be kept in the hold. Baskets of nuts and a barrel of whisky in a distinctive red cask told her the ship had come from the north. "They came by way of Safeman's Harbor." Because of the winds and currents, ships rarely stopped at both the Island of Light and Safeman's Harbor on the mainland.

      "The whiskey?" Remy shaded his eyes with his free hand. "I can't see the Safeman's stamp on it from here, but I think you're right." Dropping his hand down, he scratched Simi's chin. "Hopefully, that's a good sign." He cocked his head. "It could be my replacement."

      "If they're here as a spy, they're doing a terrible job," Lisette pointed out. "They haven't even set foot in the city yet and we know they're here."

      "I had an advantage. When I arrived, everyone was rushing around getting ready for the Festival of Secrets and the city was awash in magic. I blended in."

      Lisette snorted. Remy's idea of blending in was committing a series of high-profile thefts dressed as the Black Fox, which left the whole city gossiping. Though that had left the guard looking for a thief, not a mage. Now that Aarat's magic wasn't being stolen and squandered on pretty illusions, it was easier to pick out a mage.

      The pier shuddered when the ship made contact, and two sailors jumped down to anchor lines. As the gangway was lowered, passengers milled about on deck. A tall man in a velvet coat and trousers elbowed his way to the front, oblivious of the resentful stares he engendered. Lisette considered him. He certainly acted like Lord Hanley, the only mage she'd spent much time around other than Remy.

      A young woman herded three children into the makeshift line, and while her charges appeared well-behaved, that itself probably wasn't evidence of coercive magic. Two older women stood near the back of the crowd, laughing and talking animatedly. Nearby, three young men wearing the embroidered shirts of journeyman chefs yawned and leaned on the mast. A middle-aged woman wearing a protective linen shirt over a satin dress inspected the trees carefully, speaking quietly to the sailor undoing the knots that held them in place. On the pier, a row of stevedores waited, more or less patiently, for the passengers to disembark so they could begin working.

      Lisette sighed. The mage could be any of them, really.

      "Oh, no." Remy gave a strangled laugh. "This might be a disaster."

      After glancing at him, then back at the ship, Lisette still couldn't tell who he was looking at. But her gaze followed Remy's pointing finger to the back of the crowd of passengers, where the two women were still speaking and laughing. "You know the mage?"

      "See the woman with the blue tunic and long gray hair? That's Giselle, one of my professors. She helped me figure out how to graduate."

      Though Giselle's hair was braided close to her scalp, wisps had escaped all over, giving her a halo that reflected the sun. She didn't look particularly grand, though Lisette noticed she moved with the confidence of one who expected to get her own way. Her companion looked a few years younger, and had an oddly familiar smile.

      Remy cleared his throat. "And the woman she's talking to is my mother."
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            A Little Touchy

          

        

      

    

    
      Meeting Remy's mother while covered in soot and holding a half-melted killer automaton under one arm hadn't been Lisette's plan when she'd urged Remy to extend the invitation. "So much for first impressions." An offshore breeze added a note of brine to the odors of drying fish, roasted nuts, and waterlogged wood.

      Remy grinned and waved to the two women waiting to disembark. "Nonsense. We look like two people who dropped everything to rush down to greet them."

      "We look like a couple of chimney sweeps mid-shift," Lisette corrected. With another sigh, she let go of her dreams of impressing Remy's mother. "Ah, well, my attempts to look like a sensible adult wouldn't have lasted long under scrutiny anyhow."

      "Be brave. My mother has been forced to deal with me all this time. You are the pinnacle of respectability in comparison."

      Lisette watched the women talking, their stances showing the ease of close companions. "I know why your mother is here, but why is Giselle?" Though the citizens of Harbor Crag needed allies, a mage with ties to the college was automatically suspect.

      "Good question. I wrote to her for advice on how to free the chained dragons, but I was expecting her to send along a book or two, not show up in person." Remy considered for a moment. "Of all the mages I know, I would think Giselle the least likely to exploit this situation, but people do surprising things."

      As soon as the gangway had been lashed in place, the wealthy passengers hurried across, headed for the shore and its waiting carts. Most ignored Remy and Lisette. One boy was transfixed by Simi, who had moved onto Remy's shoulder. The cat blinked slowly and watched the boy as the child was pulled along by his mother. After the first rush, the remaining passengers and luggage-burdened servants crossed more slowly, though they seemed intent on reaching solid ground as quickly as possible.

      The two older women waited until the rest of the passengers had cleared the gangway before they descended and strode the length of the pier.

      Remy performed the introductions. His mother gave Lisette a welcoming smile, waving away her apologies for the state of her clothes. "Call me Anna. I've been looking forward to meeting you." She bumped her cheek against Simi's when the cat jumped to her shoulder. "Hello, silly cat."

      Giselle eyed the automaton Lisette held. "Is that what's left of Bralinost?" Then she brushed Lisette's shoulder with one hand and cocked her head. "You're not a mage, but… Is that the dragon's magic on you?"

      Like most people, Lisette could sense some forms of magic, but she'd never learned more than that. Until she'd met Remy and fallen into Aarat's cavern, Lisette had maintained that the most important thing to know about magic was how to avoid it. "Probably?"

      Remy nodded as the four of them moved away from the pier. "You'll get a chance to compare when you meet Aarat."

      Giselle raised one grizzled eyebrow. "Aarat allows people to talk to him?"

      "I'm not sure you'll have a choice." Remy gestured toward the dragon warrens visible near the top of the steep slope of Harbor Crag. The ancient ruins were a contrast to the built-up remainder of the town. "Aarat felt you on the ship. He's a little touchy about new mages arriving."

      "Understandable." The wind playing with Giselle's hair made her look like she might take flight at any moment. The motion fit her, as if she were part dragon herself. Perhaps she would be able to talk to Aarat after all.

      They stepped onto the paving stones near the chaotic shoreline road, with food carts, merchants, and sailors carrying bulky loads all jostling for space. Remy was correct — Giselle needed to be introduced to Aarat before any more time had passed. And while she didn't exactly consider Aarat a friend, Lisette irritated the grumpy dragon less than Remy did.

      Tugging Remy's arm, Lisette stepped to the side. "Why don't I take Giselle to meet Aarat while you get your mother settled in?"

      Remy looked over Lisette's shoulder and murmured, "My mother hasn't scared you off already, has she? Because we can always take Rye and Barlow up on their offer." The uncles had a spare bedroom available as long as Lisette helped clear out the stock packed into it.

      "No. It's just that you seem fond of your professor, so I'd hate for her to fall victim to an irritated dragon before she has a chance to unpack." Lisette also wanted to get a better sense of why the professor was here — Remy's fond memories might keep him from asking the right questions.

      "Fair enough." He leaned forward to kiss her cheek and theatrically whispered, "Don't believe anything she says about me." Then he stood, took Bralinost from Lisette, and spoke more loudly. "Professor, Lisette is going to give you the 'meet the dragon' tour since she's less likely to inspire a conflagration. You're invited to come see the freeholder quarter afterward if you don't have other plans."
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        * * *

      

      Hurrying up the hill after Giselle, Lisette tried to think of a question that would keep the other woman talking. In retrospect, she should have found a less direct way of asking if the steep hike would be a problem. She'd meant it as a courtesy, not knowing if Giselle had any physical limitations that would make travel in a carriage more comfortable, but the mage had taken it as a slight about her age. Now, Giselle seemed determined to leave Lisette behind her as they climbed the hill toward the dragon warrens.

      Trotting to catch up, Lisette panted, "Remy says you helped him figure out how to graduate."

      Giselle smiled and slowed just enough for Lisette to keep abreast. "He was always one of my more interesting students. Not necessarily the strongest magic user, but he thought about things in a different way. I just nudged him in the right direction." She resettled her bag over her shoulder. "I thought sending him here would keep him out of trouble, but…"

      Lisette snorted. "I think Remy would find trouble no matter where he went."

      "Ha!" Giselle's bark of laughter turned a few heads. "You're correct, of course. Though I wouldn't have thought he would take on unchaining a dragon by himself. I thought he had a bit more self-preservation than that."

      Lisette hummed in the back of her throat, trying to decide how much to tell this professor of Remy's. It hadn't been Remy who had broken the spells on the dagger of Aarat. Lisette had done so accidentally and had nearly died in the process.

      She'd waited too long to respond. Giselle stopped walking and fixed her with piercing black eyes. "Was it not Remy, then?"

      But before Lisette could decide what to say, screams came from the road ahead. A flood of people ran down the hill toward them, abandoning possessions and wares as they ran. The scent of bruised oranges trailed behind them. Somewhere close to the dragon warrens, a plume of smoke rose.

      "Another dragon!" a burly man yelled as he passed them.

      "Run!" a woman screamed. "It's attacking people!"

      Lisette and Giselle glanced at each other, then sprinted uphill, rushing toward the source of the fire.
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            Self-Preservation

          

        

      

    

    
      With no maintenance for decades, the wall surrounding the dragon warrens had a snaggletoothed look, but the carts of vendors and travelers usually formed an orderly row outside the boundary. Nobody was foolish enough to enter the warrens uninvited, especially now that Aarat patrolled the area.

      Now, carts lay smashed, chickens squawking in their overturned cages. Flames licked at the cobbler's awning. Not one person had stayed to fight the fire, though to be fair, the attached structure was built of earth and stone and unlikely to burn.

      In the middle of the destruction, a dragon crouched, tail lashing from side to side. The dragon's blue-green scales shimmered in the sunlight, the color varying from teal near her belly and turquoise on her wings to a lighter sea foam on her dorsal spine. The effect was like watching a wave crash over the beach as she breathed. She limped forward two steps and crouched again. From one back leg, the end of a broken chain clattered on the cobblestones.

      Lisette and Giselle peeked around the corner of the wine shop. The professor smelled of lemon and pepper, in the same way that Remy always smelled of vanilla and pepper. Did that have something to do with being a mage? Lisette had never noticed it with Lord Hanley, but she'd always done her best to avoid being anywhere near him.

      "Oh! She's beautiful," Giselle breathed.

      Lisette suppressed a sigh. She'd thought it was just Remy, but maybe all mages were prone to getting distracted when they should have been worrying about their safety. Though this dragon was only a third of Aarat's length, Lisette was sure it could kill them just as quickly. "Why doesn't she just fly away?"

      When Aarat had broken free, he'd flown to the freeholder quarter to accost Lord Hanley, the mage who had helped keep the dragons in chains. But Lord Hanley had fled weeks ago, along with the rest of Harbor Crag's mages. There was nothing keeping this dragon from leaving.

      "I don't think she can." Giselle leaned forward. "There's a nasty spell on that chain."

      The dragon turned her head toward them and inhaled. Only Lisette dragging the older woman backward saved her from being incinerated. Flames roared by, blocked by the building.

      Giselle stood and straightened her clothing. "Thank you, dear." Some of her wilder strands of hair were now decidedly shorter.

      Wishing Remy was there, Lisette decided the more Giselle knew about the chain, the better. "Aarat had a similar chain. Sunny, the dragon-born girl —"

      Giselle's eyes widened. "You have a dragon-born here? In Harbor Crag?" Her voice rose in pitch and volume as she became more excited. "Do you know what that means?"

      It meant there was a dragon egg nearby, the first in a generation. Once, dragons had traveled more freely and raised their young in the warrens within cities. But something peculiar happened when human children were carried to term and then raised near a dragon egg. They were different, somehow, attuned to the dragons in a way most people weren't. They were able to soothe and heal the dragons. But mages had discovered the blood of a dragon-born could be used against the dragons, so dragons had begun raising their young elsewhere. The egg that had changed Sunny had been stolen by a mage and hidden away in the heart of Harbor Crag.

      Remy and Lisette had tracked down the egg and brought it back to Aarat's cavern. But she didn't want Giselle to know that. Not until Lisette was sure this new mage could be trusted. "If we can find Sunny, she might be able to calm this dragon. She was able to heal Aarat's leg under the shackle."

      "Where is she?"

      Lisette opened her mouth, then closed it again. "I don't know. She's been sleeping in Aarat's cavern, but during the day…" She looked around. "The other street children could probably find her…" Lisette didn't bother stating the obvious — the street children had run at the first sight of the dragon. They had a sense of self-preservation. "I would imagine she'll come here as soon as she hears about it, but I don't know when that will be."

      And where was Aarat? Surely, he could hear the disturbance.

      A child's voice, quickly muffled, called out from the other side of the road. "Help!" Lisette darted another look around the corner. Two barefoot children in dirty clothes huddled next to an overturned cart, trapped by the wall behind them. Their only avenues of escape were to run in front of the dragon or scale the wall and take their chances in the warrens.

      The dragon turned her head to investigate the noise.

      Lisette abandoned her plan to wait for Sunny or Aarat to arrive. "Whatever you do, don't give the dragon your name," she whispered to Giselle. Then she raised her voice. "Excuse me? Dragon?"

      The dragon turned her head and took a deep breath.

      Lisette ducked back to let a gout of flame go by. "I guess she doesn't want to talk." The stones near her head radiated heat. She had to keep the dragon's attention away from the children. "I don't suppose you have any way to protect us from dragon fire?" Remy had said he couldn't, but he also claimed to be a terrible mage.

      Giselle dropped her bag and squatted next to it, pulling out clothes and other personal items. "Yes, but it takes two days to set up, so it's not terribly helpful. Maybe I can… Ah, here it is." She stood again. "Let me see if I can buy us some good will." Ducking around the wall, she tapped the pouch she was holding, then hurled it at the dragon.

      The bundle dropped to the ground, bronze smoke pouring out. Giselle called loudly, "That should make your leg better. We only want to help!"

      Lisette waited, sweating from the heat of the stones next to her face. Magic rippled over the dragon's body, from her nose to the tip of her tail, and then she took a cautious step forward. Then another. The limp was gone, though the chain still dragged on the ground behind her.

      After letting out a cautious breath, Lisette called, "Please, dragon. We need some time to find the dragon-born who can help you."

      Something was wrong with this encounter. Aarat would never have let her talk this long before cutting in with his acerbic wit. Did this dragon not speak the language?

      The smaller child across the road whimpered. The dragon turned her head and spat fire, setting the cart aflame. Both children screamed and pressed against the wall.

      Giselle swore under her breath. "Creatures from the deep! That should have helped!"

      "She may not be sane after all the time she's spent chained." Lisette looked at the older woman. "Is there any way you can remove that shackle so she can fly away?"

      "Not without getting close enough to touch it. And maybe not even then." Giselle rummaged through her things. "I have a sleeping spell ready to go, but I don't know if it will work on dragons." She looked up, thinking about it. "In fact, I doubt it will. The mechanism of —"

      Having seen Remy get lost in the theory, Lisette knew this explanation could take some time. "Forget the sleeping spell for now. Can you create a distraction?"

      Giselle's face lit up. "That I can do!" She plucked two pouches from the items strewn on the ground. "Close your eyes and cover your ears."

      Lisette took two steps back, crouched, and obeyed Giselle's instructions. A tremendous boom shook the earth, and light flashed in front of her, painful even through closed eyelids. When she opened her eyes, blinking to clear the afterimage, smoke and steam filled the air and there was a crater filled with water in the road. Hundreds of tiny glowing newts scrambled away from the center of destruction.

      The dragon pawed at its eyes, temporarily blinded.

      "I'll meet you at the freeholder quarter," Lisette yelled as she dashed toward the dragon and the children beyond.
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      Glowing newts scattered as Lisette sprinted past the dragon. Her eyes watered from the smoke, but she focused on the two children ahead. The older child, a girl, had wrapped her skinny frame around the younger boy to shield him from dragon fire.

      Lisette considered her options as she jumped over smashed pottery. Ideally, she would get the kids across the road so they could run toward the harbor, but she didn't trust Giselle's distraction to last for long. Already the dragon was blinking her eyes and looking around. The only other choice was to get the kids over the man-high wall into the dragon warrens. It wasn't a place Lisette would generally suggest going, but this was an emergency.

      She slid to a stop next to the children. "Up, over the wall."

      The girl drew back. "But the dragons!"

      "We'll walk next to the wall until we can get out. We'll be fine." The boy weighed next to nothing, and she nearly tossed him over the top when she boosted him. The girl was a little heavier, but she grabbed the top of the wall and scrambled over when Lisette lifted her.

      Now that the children were relatively safe, Lisette jumped to grab the lip of the wall, ignoring the sharp rocks cutting into her fingers and using the loose bricks and stones as toeholds to climb. But an inhalation from the dragon told her she'd run out of time. She dropped flat to the ground behind the burning cart. An instant later, fire blasted the wall where she'd been.

      Lisette kept her head down and yelled at the dragon. "You know, I'm trying to help you!"

      Curling up on the ground wouldn't save her — the dragon knew where she was. And the wall was now too hot to climb, even if the dragon could be distracted long enough for Lisette to pull herself over. She couldn't outrun the dragon, and any attempt to do so would leave her dodging flames.

      But could she get closer to the dragon?

      It would never have worked with Aarat. He was too fast and agile. But this dragon seemed slower and more uncertain. The blue dragon had done nothing other than crash into things and burn them. If Lisette stayed near the dragon's shoulder, she'd be safe from the flames. Probably.

      Lisette wished Remy was here to give his opinion of this plan.

      Before she could consider all the things that might go wrong, Lisette rolled to her feet and dashed to the dragon's side. The dragon turned her head and sidled away, but Lisette shifted to maintain her position. If the dragon kept moving and turned around, Lisette could pick her moment and dart to safety between buildings.

      Even better would be if Lisette could convince the dragon to stop. "Can we talk about this?"

      Instead of turning again, the dragon sidestepped into Lisette, knocking her off her feet. Lisette grabbed at the dragon to keep upright. The razor-sharp edge of a scale sliced into her fingers, but she regained her footing. When she pulled her hand back, her little finger caught on something.

      A flare of magic ran up her arm.

      Ever since Lisette had given Aarat her name, something in their bond had protected her from magic being used against her. But this magic seemed to cling, as if it had been made just for her.

      Lisette opened her mouth to complain, but nothing came out. All words had fled. She gaped, forgot about her immediate danger, and almost got trampled when the blue dragon moved.

      Then the dragon moved again, yanking Lisette's hand free. Speech flooded back to her in a rush. "Oh, dragon," she breathed, dancing sideways to keep close. "What have they done to you?"

      Decades ago, the mages of Harbor Crag had banded together and trapped the dragons, chaining them in the warrens and siphoning their magic so it could be frittered away on spells of illusion and light. Binding the dragons had been torture enough, but this made it worse. To be a creature of the skies, bound underground and without the ability to communicate…

      The mages hadn't done this to Aarat. Later, she'd have to puzzle out why. For now, Lisette needed to free the blue dragon from this spell.

      Not for the first time, Lisette wished that she could work magic if she was forced to be around it. But even though she couldn't, she could study whatever had snagged her finger so she could describe it to Remy. Lisette stopped plotting her escape route and lifted a scale on the dragon's shoulder, trying to see what she had touched.

      It took three scales and a gavotte's worth of stepping to stay in place, but she found it. Just above the point of the shoulder, a silver spike pierced a blue scale streaked with orange, a chain looping around the rear of the scale to attach to the spike underneath. Even without touching it again, Lisette could tell the spell called to the dragon bond within her.

      "If you would just hold still…" she muttered. The dragon's steps had slowed, either because she was tiring or because she realized Lisette wasn't hurting her.

      Remy or Giselle might create a counter-spell, allowing them to safely work with the dragon to remove this thing. But Lisette didn't know if she could give them all the information they needed. And she'd noticed mages sometimes forgot things could be done without magic.

      Plus, she was already here.

      The chain was fastened to the spike with a simple cotter pin. She should be able to pull out the pin, then yank the spike from the scale. With any luck, that would free the dragon from this spell.

      Magic flared when Lisette grabbed the cotter pin, and she nearly jerked her hand back. In another moment, her grasp of language had faded and disappeared like grains of salt dropped in boiling water. Her bloody fingers slipped the first time she tried to withdraw the pin. Her second attempt was more successful, and the chain swung free. Grasping the spike, she pushed up. It stuck. Lisette twisted and pushed harder.

      Splinters of blue and orange dragon scale flaked away. Lisette grabbed the chain and yanked.

      With a roar, the dragon crashed into Lisette, slamming her into the ground. But Lisette had the chain wound around her hand, and the spike ripped out of the dragon's scale.

      Flat on her back with the breath knocked out of her, Lisette could only watch as the dragon turned and faced her, head lowered. She waited to be incinerated. Instead, strange noises came from the dragon, loud and frantic.

      Giselle appeared, moving warily around the dragon and making different noises.

      Nothing made sense. Then Lisette realized she was still holding the spike and chain in her bloody hand. She dropped the spelled metal in the dirt. Suddenly the dragon's noises snapped into focus.

      "The dragon-born has been taken!"
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