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  Introduction


Welcome to the fourth anthology set in the world of Mirstone! 
In this one, we have an array of tales spun by various storytellers, each exploring the profound and mystical bonds between dragons and their riders. 
Dragons—creatures of might and myth, woven into the tapestry of our darkest fears and highest hopes—have always captivated me. Yet, beyond their fearsome flames and formidable scales, lies the true heart of these tales: the deep, unbreakable connections formed between these majestic creatures and those chosen few who ride the winds upon their backs. It is a bond forged in the crucible of mutual respect, unspoken understandings, and shared struggles, elevating both dragon and rider beyond their limits.
Prepare to be whisked away on wings of power and passion, through storms of danger and winds of change. Whether it is the tale of an ex-mercenary being saddled with the job of being guardian to a dragon king's daughter, or a seasoned warrior rekindling what it means to be a rider, each story in this collection celebrates the magical union between extraordinary beings. 
Together, they rise; together, they conquer the heavens; together, they become legends.

Happy Reading!
-Richard
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1
Wanted: One Dragon Rider for a Persnickety Princess

A.R. Cook


Quinn threw open the doors to the grand chamber, where a mountainous horde of gold, silver, and jewels shimmered in the torchlight like a million-starred galaxy. It was not the guardian’s first rescue, which might have explained the slight sigh of tedium. 
A knight, a damsel, and a dragon. Like I haven’t heard that one before, Quinn thought. I wonder if we all should just walk into a tavern…
The tall, foreboding figure of Voranthian loomed large, and he turned to see who had intruded into his claimed domain. Iron-black scales clinked as he moved, claws clacked as he flexed his hands, and he raised high his head, atop which were two curved horns. “Ah, another fool challenges me. Quickblade Quinn, isn’t it? I suppose the temptation of a dragon’s horde is too much for even you to resist?”
Quinn tucked back a stray lock of brown hair. “Not really, Voranthian. You can have the horde. I’m just here for the princess.”
Voranthian’s dark eyes narrowed in confusion. “The… what, that pale, weak thing? Honestly, I was only keeping her around for the singing. Although she’s quite shrill when prodded to sing.”
From the corner of the chamber, a pair of wide, blue eyes peeked from the shadows. The sound of iron chains sliding against the floor accompanied the light grunts of struggling. An airy voice cried out, “Oh, Quinn! You see, you big brute? I knew my guardian would come for me! Now you’re in for it!”
Voranthian laughed, a deep, abysmal bellow. “Am I? This pathetic whelp barely comes armored! And what measly dagger is that in your sheath, a blade of grass? Here I heard such rumors, that Quickblade Quinn can slay an army in one thrust, and what I get is some delusional performer playing dress up!”
Quinn stretched with a long, lazy yawn. “About those rumors… sure, I slay, but I’d much rather educate.”
The black-scaled enemy paused. “Educate? Who, me? Oh, I see. Yes, there have been many that tried to coerce me into subservience. But I made quick work of them, as I will of you.”
“Do what you will,” Quinn drawled, gesturing come at me with one hand.
“Impudent cur!” With a roar of fury, Voranthian bore down on Quinn, claws outstretched in front of him to snare his quarry. Quinn easily side-stepped the bulky opponent, who barreled several feet passed and had to take a few seconds to turn around. Before Voranthian could fully pivot, Quinn retrieved a silver shield from the treasure horde and flung it, whacking the foe right in the head. There was a sharp, resonant clanging as the shield hit his horns, and Voranthian was both literally and figuratively rattled.
“Now, you see, I don’t teach oversized swine like you for servitude,” Quinn said, with a sharp crack of knuckles. “I just think you need to learn some manners. For example, locking up the poor princess for your own private serenades. That’s rude.”
Once he regained his composure, Voranthian raised his clenched fists high, planning to smash Quinn’s skull. The swordfighter, again, dodged the attack as Voranthian’s fists slammed into the floor, riddling it with cracks.
“Be careful, Quinn!” Princess Camellia called, as she tugged at the chains binding her to the wall. 
From a secret tunic pocket, Quinn withdrew three long, silver pins. “Let me introduce you to my lessons. Lesson one: Bigger does not mean better. In fact, being bigger makes you react slower.”
Quinn demonstrated this as Voranthian came in for another blow, but his claws met only air. In an almost dance-like fashion, the guardian waltzed out of the way and snuck behind him. “Lesson two: stealing is a crime, even if it is a dragon horde. The royal dragon family took centuries to amass their fortune, and you have no right to take it.”
Voranthian growled, turning to lash out again. “Who cares if I steal the horde of some stupid dragons? It’s mine now! I don’t have to serve my idiot king anymore. I can buy my own kingdom!”
“Lesson three: Always be a courteous host. Locking up the future dragon queen is a big no-no, even if you call yourself a knight.”
This time, Sir Voranthian felt it – a small sting in his armpit, one of the few places his scale mail armor did not protect him. He realized, as Quinn raised two empty hands, that the pins were gone. No, not gone - stuck in the back of his neck (lesson one), the side of his knee (lesson two), and his armpit (lesson three). He faltered, realizing that the pins had been soaked in some drug. He fell limp to the ground, as his horned helmet fell from his head and clattered on the floor. His clawed gauntlets, which often proved to be as deadly as his sword, proved useless now as he landed face first with a heavy thud.
“Woo hoo! I knew you’d best that beastly knight,” the princess called. “You’ll have to teach me those moves someday, Mistress Quinn.”
Quinn walked over to the captive, withdrawing a lockpick from her belt pouch. She located the rusty padlock that kept the princess in chains and began picking at it. “There’s plenty you’ll need to learn as a dragon queen, Princess Camellia. For one, don’t take on a knight by yourself until you’ve grown a bit more.”
Princess Camellia hung her equine head, which given her long, serpentine neck, was nearly down to her toes. Her cherry blossom-pink scales had not yet hardened with age, but her slender wings had recently grown in their flight feathers. Roughly the height of a moose at the shoulder, she was a far cry from the stature of her parents, but she could be a handful, nonetheless. “I know, but dragons are supposed to protect the family treasury. And with Mum and Dah away—”
“Don’t worry, that’s why they asked me to protect you,” Mistress Quinn said, as the padlock to the chains clicked open. She gently unwound Camellia from her bindings. “You can help me drag this lug out of here. Traitors to the crown usually fetch a reward of 10,000 gold coins. After Lazulo and I turn him in, we can go goblin hunting. How’s that?”
Camellia happily clapped her paws together. “Quinn, you are such fun!”

      [image: image-placeholder]The princess’s happy demeanor, however, was not to last. She sighed as she laid languidly on the cushions in her bedchamber while Quinn sorted through their newly acquired bounty. The woman had just returned with Lazulo, her grey highland pony, who deserved a restful graze in the mountainside pasture after carrying the dead weight of Voranthian for almost a whole day to the city. The dragons of the Mooncrest colony knew to leave the horse alone, thanks to the Dragon King and Queen, so Quinn often made quick trips with Lazulo to nearby towns for supplies or spoils. The ex-mercenary had to make such expeditions by herself, of course—bringing Camellia into town would have done more than raise some eyebrows. 
“Why are you moping now?” Quinn asked, not even bothering to look up at the dragon. She sorted the reward into thirds, two of which would go into the royal dragon treasury, and a third for herself.
Camellia grumbled irritably. “Mum and Dah will never take me seriously if I can’t even fend off one dumb intruder. Promise you won’t tell them?”
“I won’t tell, Princess. But don’t be so hard on yourself. You haven’t been trained to deal with knights, rogue or otherwise.”
“Well, maybe I should be.” Camellia lifted her head. “Until I can breathe fire, I should have other means to defend myself. Oooh, how about a mace? The spiky kind! You could get me one of those, can’t you?”
Quinn gave Camellia a stern look. “No respectable dragon goes about smashing things with a mace. And you’re a dragon royal. You have your duties.”
“I hate my duties!” Camellia flopped her head back down on her cushions. “And I hate this stinky old mountain, with its stinky old caves, full of stinky old treasure. I wanna have fun.”
Quinn repressed a groan. “You just knocked down twenty goblins in the underground caverns like you were playing skittles—”
“They’re slow. Too easy.” Camellia pouted. “Stinky, slow goblins.”
Quinn sometimes regretted that she had read Camellia bedtime stories when she was a hatchling. The young dragon had formed an unusual attachment to fairy tales of princesses in high towers with beautiful singing voices and a penchant for flowers, pillows, and ribbons. She practiced singing during the times her parents were away to the hunting grounds, and she asked Quinn to teach her things like reading and needlepoint—which she quickly gave up on the latter after she poked herself with the sewing needle enough times. Quinn had, unintentionally, truly made a diva out of the reptilian royal, down to the princess changing her name to one she preferred instead of what her parents had in mind: “Gwaedlyd the Bloody Claw? Blegh, I hate it! I choose Camellia Cloudblossom, and I won’t go by anything else! I won’t, I won’t, I won’t!”
Quinn still remembered the look on the Dragon King and Queen’s faces at this announcement. Why they hadn’t devoured Quinn right there and then for putting those “human ideas” into Camellia’s head was a mystery. She reached over to pick up a large leather pack sitting on the floor. “Then how about you help me sort through Voranthian’s effects here? He conveniently left it behind. Might be something fun in here.”
Camellia snorted in response.
Quinn rolled her eyes. She figured the one thing a mercenary and a dragon would have in common is the thrill of looting, but Princess Camellia was the least loot-loving reptile she’d ever seen. She started rifling through the pack. “Hmm… dagger, crossbow, bolts, spoon, socks, ew—flask, jerky, another spoon, comb, small spoon, long spoon, a scroll…” She unfurled the scroll, wondering if it might have any valuable information. She frowned. “Ugh, an invitation to the tournament? As if any dragon could hold that lug’s weight. Anyway, spoon, spoon, what’s with all the spoons?”
Camellia’s head slightly raised. “An invitation to what?”
Quinn began shoving the loot back in the bag, finding nothing of interest. “Oh, a dragon riders’ tournament. They hold one every year in Torvel.”
The princess lazily reached over and picked up the scroll. She could read a little, thanks to Quinn’s lessons, but it wasn’t the words that caught her attention. The beautiful illustration of a mighty dragon soaring through the air, with a proud, caped human rider on its back, against a brilliant golden sun… she could practically smell the clean air, feel the cool wind, see the grand expanse of green world below. 
“Aren’t tournaments some kind of game?” Camellia asked.
Quinn shrugged. “I suppose.”
“And the winners get pretty ribbons? Oooh, or a wreath of flowers? And everyone cheers and applauses and loves them?”
“Yes, I—” Quinn paused, and shot Camellia a hard stare. “No.”
Camellia practically leapt onto Quinn, who managed to evade the excited dragon. “I wanna go! Pretty pretty pleeeeeeease? Come on, Quinn! Quinn Quinn Quinn Quinn Quinn—”
Quinn pushed back the princess, who was trying to give her an affectionate nose nuzzle. “Your parents would kill both of us if we did. What on earth do you want to go for?”
“Because it’s exciting! And I’m tired of being trapped in the mountains.”
“You want to watch a bunch of dragons and their riders fly around in circles? Honestly, it’s one of the dullest things in the world. Besides, they don’t exactly have dragon-sized seating in those arenas. There’d be no way for you to watch.”
Camellia grunted, exasperated. “I don’t want to watch. I want to compete!”
“Then definitely no.”
The princess stuck out her lower lip in a pout. “Don’t worry, Mistress Quinn. Mum and Dah don’t have to know. They won’t be back from the hunting grounds until the end of the month. And this…” She held up the scroll and shoved it in Quinn’s face, “says the games are during the Springsfaire, which is the first day of spring, in five days.”
Quinn raised an eyebrow. “How do you know spring starts in five days? You don’t have an almanac.”
“I can tell by the snow on the mountaintop. It’s melted a few claws’ lengths, and the moon crocuses are popping up. They always pop up one week before spring, and that was two days ago. So, there are five more days until spring.” Camellia puffed out her chest and grinned from scaly ear to ear.
Quinn was rather impressed that the princess knew the terrain so well, it even told her what exact time of the season it was, but that cleverness still didn’t convince her. “Listen, there is a litany of reasons you can’t compete. First of all, dragon riders and their dragons take years to train. They practically start from the time the dragon has hatched. Second, this tournament is only for competitors of noble blood. Elites.”
“I’m elite!” Camellia retorted. “I’m a princess, for roaring out loud!”
“The dragon rider has to be of nobility, not the dragon,” Quinn said. “And, thirdly, a dragon needs a rider. And in case you didn’t notice, you have no rider.”
The words barely left Quinn’s mouth before she knew what would happen next. Camellia gave her the biggest, shiniest, puppy-dog eyes a dragon could muster. “Yooooooooou could be my rider!” Camellia said in a sing-songy, sweet voice. “Oooh, wouldn’t that be so fun? And I hear dragons and their riders have close bonds, like, a soul-bond kind of thing. We’d be like… sisters! Don’t you want to be my big sister?”
Quinn almost chuckled at the thought—a dragon for a sister, I’d never hear the end of it—but she retained her stoic expression. “I can’t be a dragon rider.”
Camellia stamped one of her feet, and it shook the room. “WHY NOT??” Her voice was no longer sweet.
Quinn rolled her eyes, shoving her hands into her trouser pockets. “Because… I can’t fly dragonback. I’m scared of heights.”
The dragon’s anger quickly softened. “Oh. Well, then, I guess it wouldn’t work. I’d hate to put you in a scary position. I won’t make you do it, Quinn. Because I care about you, like I know you care about me.”
“Thank you, princess.”
Quinn thought that would be the end of it, but Camellia’s composed façade dropped away a few seconds later, as she threw herself onto her cushions in a full-body tantrum. “BUT I REALLY WANNA GO!!” She smashed her face into a pillow and started sobbing loudly, a little too loudly. She thumped her tail on the floor, and her whole body heaved with each dramatic blubber.
Quinn sighed. Camellia’s theatrics were nothing new to her; if Camellia had developed her fire-breathing yet, the whole room would probably be torched by now. But the last time she threw a tantrum like this, she had caused an avalanche that covered the Mooncrest colony’s nesting grounds for weeks until the dragons could melt all the snow, and if the King and Queen came back to that… “Look, I can’t be your rider. But I know someone who could find you one.”
Camellia’s face became all smiles and adoring eyes. “Oh, Quinn, you’re the best!”

      [image: image-placeholder]“Are we there yet? My feet hurt.”
Quinn rolled her eyes. “Does it look like we’re anywhere yet?”
She rode Lazulo as he and Camellia trudged through deep woodland, where the ground had become boggy with soft peat. Barely any sunlight could penetrate the thick canopy above, where garlands of moss danged from branches like curtains of witches’ hair. It was nowhere near the fairytale forests that Camellia had heard about—more like a place where icky ogres or trolls lived. Occasionally, a faint sound of scurrying animal feet or an ominous crow call made the dragon freeze, and she darted her gaze about in panic.
Quinn smirked. “You know there isn’t anything out here that would be a threat to you, right? You’re the top of the food chain.”
“Well, one can’t be too careful. You say so yourself.” Camellia stepped into an especially goopy pile of mud. She swallowed back a gag as she shook the mud off her foot. “This would have been so much easier if I could’ve flown us to… wherever we’re going. But noooooo, my brave guardian won’t fly with me. I’ve never had to walk this much in my whole life! And now I’m dirty, and hungry, and cold, and—”
“You wanna play a game?”
Camellia perked up. “Oh, yes, you know I do!”
Quinn turned and gave her a pointed look. “Let’s play the ‘quiet game’.”
Camellia’s expression soured instantly. “I don’t like that one. You always win!”
Somehow, for the next half-mile, Quinn managed to tune out the princess’s complaints until she spotted it through the trees: a shanty, crudely built from driftwood, daub, thatch, and bits of broken metal. Attached to the shanty was something like a workshop but shaped like a giant chimney, square at the bottom and leading up into a tall stack built from clay brick and stone. Smoke billowed from the chimney, which had been the marker that Quinn had followed for miles to find the place—most travelers skirted around the boglands rather than pass through them, so the owner of this dilapidated home didn’t worry about unwanted guests finding him. 
Camellia wrinkled her nose. “I thought I smelled something awful. I figured it was swamp brimstone or something.”
“There’s no such thing as swamp brimstone, princess.”
“Well, there is now! And it’s coming from there!” The dragon pointed at the shanty. “Who lives there? Some kind of witch? A troll? A swamp beast with pus-filled boils?”
Quinn rolled her eyes. “I’m going to stop reading you those bedtime stories. They’re giving you a wild imagination.” She dismounted Lazulo and started to walk up to the shanty, but Camellia blocked her way with her tail. The dragon mewed anxiously, wringing her hands together. Quinn patted Camellia’s tail. “Relax, there’s nothing so beastly in there as you think. Although ‘troll’ is a remarkably good guess.”
The mercenary knocked three times on the wooden door, which trembled with each knock as the rusty hinges threatened to give way. A gruff, raspy voice barked from within the shanty. “Go away! If you’re looking for the main road, you’re so damned lost, even the Wayfarer Gods can’t help you.”
Camellia’s body went rigid, and her ears flattened against her head. “We should leave.”
But Quinn waved it’s fine and called through the door. “It’s me, Grandpa.”
A long moment of silence passed, before the sound of a latch sliding came from the other side of the door. It opened an inch, and an eye framed by sallow, wrinkled skin peered out. “Dear Gods, ain’t seen you in ages, Quinn.” His voice suddenly dropped low, heavy with suspicion. “What’s all this, then? Lookin’ to pluck a few guilders from my pockets? Times is tough. I ain’t a baron, you know.”
“Last time I saw you, you were the one asking for the handout,” Quinn reminded the old man. “Anyway, my friend here needs some help. She needs a dragon rider scout. And before you ask, yes, I’ll make it worth your while.” She reached into a pouch on her belt and withdrew a small coin purse, which she jingled enticingly.
The door opened farther, and what appeared to be mostly man stepped out. Mostly, since parts of him were not flesh and blood, but metal and glass. While his one good eye had an iris of dark brown, the other was made of amber glass with emerald-green swirled into it, set into an eye-plate of copper that covered the upper-right side of his face. His left hand was crafted from steel, with long spindly fingers compared to the bulky sausages of his fleshy right hand. One leg was an iron peg from the knee down. What else of him was flesh or fake, it was hard to say, as he wore a long-sleeved tunic, dark trousers, and a heavy boot on the good foot. An ash-gray cowl covered his head and shoulders, and a leather apron was tied around his waist. He was shorter than Quinn, although that might have been due to his hunched-over stance.
“As long as you’re here,” he grumbled, snatching the coin purse from Quinn, “Would you mind windin’ me? It’s such a pain in my arse to reach around to do it.” He turned around to reveal, sticking out through the back of his tunic, a series of wind-up keys placed in spots down his spinal cord. Quinn turned each key fully around three times. A soft clicking came from within the man, and he slowly straightened up with a few cracks of bone and grinds of metal. “There we go. Now…” He turned back around, and only now noticed the dragon sitting a few yards away. “What’s with the giant flamingo?”
Camellia stared at the clockwork man with wide eyes—it was hard to tell if her stare was in fascination or horror. 
Quinn went to her and reached up to pat her shoulder. “Grandpa Edsel, this is Princess Camellia Cloudblossom. Her parents are the King and Queen of the dragon colony in the Mooncrest Mountains. She wants to find a dragon rider.”
The old man pursed his lips into an amused grin. “Oh, has she, now? For one of her guard-dragons, I suppose. Not the first time those dragons have hired human help, eh?” He snickered, jabbing Quinn in the side with his elbow. “Those Mooncrest lizards are a funny lot.”
Camellia cleared her throat, holding her head high and extending her head crest in regal splendor. “Actually, my good m…man? I am in the market—figuratively speaking, of course—for securing an experienced dragon rider from a reputable lineage for myself. I also require at least two references to vouch for their good character and work ethic.”
Edsel gave Camellia a cock-eyed glare, and then he proceeded to laugh so hard he nearly hacked up a lung—or whatever might have been installed in place of a lung. “Ah ha, that’s a new one! I ain’t never seen any dragon so prissy in all my life! Barely out of the egg, are you now? And so proper-like. Usually, I just get a, ‘give me what I want or I’ll bite your head off’ from you reptiles, but you’re more snoot than snout, ain’t you?”
Camellia grimaced and lifted her nose into the air. “You forget yourself. You are speaking to a princess, and I don’t have to demonstrate patience with the likes of you, even if you are Quinn’s grandfather. It is only because I like Quinn so much that I don’t… uh… that I don’t tell my Dah and Mum how rude you are to me!”
“Oooh no, you wouldn’t tattle on me, would you?” The old man clutched a hand to his chest in mock fright. “Oh, poor old Edsel, being snitched on by the world’s largest plucked turkey!”
“Okay, that’s enough!” Quinn thwacked Edsel on the back of the head. “Stop it before you make her cry. Now, do you know anyone around here who might make a good dragon rider, or not?”
Edsel rubbed the back of his head, grousing. “Any reason her ‘nanny’ won’t—”
Quinn shot him a death glare. “I’m not a dragon rider, remember? My fear of heights?”
Edsel raised an eyebrow at her. “Riiiight. So, what’re you wantin’ a dragon rider for? Looking to enlist in the royal troops? Or are you just lookin’ for a pet?”
Camellia frowned. “If you must know, I’m going to compete in the dragon riding tournament in a few days, and I can’t do that without a rider.”
Edsel’s amusement switched into bewilderment. “The tournament? Quinn, you’ve told this one she’s loony, right?”
Quinn sighed irritably. “You can’t tell her ‘No’ once she’s dead-set on something.”
“Well, ain’t my business if she wants to bust every bone in her body.” He rubbed his chin in thought. “There’s a spot in Stonewell right outside these boglands that’s a good place to start. But let me make something clear, princess,” he said, his demeanor hardening as he fixed his good eye on Camellia. “This has nothin’ to do with references, or good lineage. I’ve seen the most pathetic riders come from renown family lines, and the best come from nothing. This is about heart. I can spot a true rider from a mile away, so you trust my judgment and don’t get all haughty with me, got it?”
The dragon gulped but maintained her poise. “Y-yes. But it’s still my choice in the end, so what I say goes.”
“Deal.” Edsel gave Camellia a quick glance-over, up and down. “So, where’s your harness and saddle?”
“My… what?”
The old man wiped a hand over his face. “By the gods… wait here, I might have something in the workshop that’ll fit an overgrown prawn.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The sound of lances shattering as they clashed against shields made Camellia flinch. She had heard of jousting before but hadn’t understood it was quite so… violent. She was watching from a safe distance, of course, at the tree-line of the forest that was a stone’s throw from the outdoor arena down the hill. Quinn stayed with her, while Edsel had gone down to the arena to scout out the combatants of the day. He had told them this was an unsanctioned jousting arena, a place where anyone could train, noble or peasant—for a small fee, of course. One had to provide their own horses and armor, and the only weapons allowed had to be made of wood and be sanded blunt so as to avoid any fatal injuries. The peasant sons who saved up enough money for their own equipment would come here for a chance at jousting that they wouldn’t get otherwise, and the noble sons enjoyed showing off in a more rugged setting away from their parents’ invasive eyes—a bit of scandalous freedom.
“I hope they don’t have any ale down there,” Quinn groused. “If so, he won’t be back for hours.”
“This thing is so itchy!” Camellia complained, reaching around to scratch under the leather saddle strapped to her back. “It’s too tight! And must it be so ugly? Maybe some leather roses sewn along the sides, or some silver bells—”
“Saddles need to be a little tight, so they don’t shift during flight,” Quinn said. “And it’s purely for function, not a fashion statement.”
“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to make them a little fashionable,” Camellia retorted. “After all, I want to look my best when I win the tournament.”
“How about finding a rider before deciding you’re winning anything?” Quinn narrowed her gaze on the arena. They could see the action well enough, but it was tricky to determine who was who. “See anyone promising?”
“Oooh, I like the one in the green tunic!” the princess said. Her eyesight could see farther than Quinn’s, and she was watching the various pairs of fighters with keen interest. “He’s very handsome, for a human. And he’s a good fighter, which must make him brave. Or maybe the one with the red sash, he’s the tallest. A tall rider would look good on me. But maybe the one in the light blue would match my scales better—”
“Dear gods, Camellia, you’re talking about them like they’re accessories!”
The dragon gave Quinn a curious look. “The dragon does all the work on a dragon riding team, right? So what else is a rider for?”
After a time, Edsel came trudging up the hill, which was no easy feat for him with only one good leg. “Eh, it’s slim pickings from this group of pups. I asked the proprietor who seemed the most promising warrior, and he says it’s the boy Aeros. His father’s Lord Valence, who comes from a long line of soldiers. Seems a bit green to me, but there’s potential. Handles a horse like he was born in the saddle.”
“I am not a horse!” Camellia reminded him. “But which one is he? Please say he’s the pretty one!”
Edsel rolled his good eye. “He’s the one in the armor, with the blue and yellow tabard.”
The dragon lifted her head higher to look, and she eventually spotted the one. “He is… shiny. And tall enough. And he is quite good with a lance. Yes, I could make that work.”
“But is he going to panic if he sees a dragon?” Quinn asked skeptically.
“No one will panic if they see this one,” Edsel said. “But I’ll talk to ‘im. I’ll tell ‘im a dragon rider from the tournament can’t participate anymore and is looking for someone to fill in. Say his dragon’s got to compete in order to be considered for the King’s Keep. I’ll see if he’s interested. And if he is, I’ll bring ‘im over, but for gods’ sake, don’t say anything.” He shot Camellia a stern look, then turned around and walked down the hill.
“Yeesh, your grandfather’s a grump,” Camellia muttered.
Quinn leaned her back against a tree. “Can’t blame him much, given what he’s been through.”
Camellia knitted her brow in confusion, but then it dawned on her. “Oh, I see. How did he, you know, lose all those… parts? Was he in a war?”
“Actually, yes, but that’s not how he got dismembered. You… probably don’t want to know how.”
“If you’re going to put it that way, then yes, I want to know!” The dragon crossed her arms. “You can’t say ‘you don’t want to know’ and not expect me to want to know even more.”
Quinn sighed. “Dragons.”
Camellia placed a hand to her chest, her jaw dropping open in mortification. “Noooo! Which dragons? Not Mooncrest dragons!”
“No, not Mooncrest. But not all dragons are like you.” Quinn stared down at the arena. “Keep that in mind when you’re in the tournament. Those dragons are trained to win, by any means necessary.”
Camellia’s face paled a little. She took a deep breath and lifted her chin in resolve. “Thank you for the tip, but I’m still doing it. After all, I’m a princess. Trained dragons or not, they will know to treat a royal with respect.”
Quinn shook her head but was silent. The tournament would be a lesson for Camellia, one way or the other. She’d either come out of it a little more humbled, or too frightened or humiliated to ever venture away from the Mooncrest Mountains again. And frankly, either would be good for her.

      [image: image-placeholder]“Is that a… pink dragon?” Aeros Valence gawked at Camellia with pure awe. “Those are supposed to be extremely rare! Whoever caught her was extremely lucky, or blessed by the gods.”
Camellia couldn’t help but smile—this boy knows a special dragon when he sees one!—but she kept quiet while Edsel spoke to the young man, who couldn’t have been more than sixteen years old. Aeros was of modest, sleek build, with cropped blonde hair and hazel-green eyes. His infectious smile was so pure, it could have turned pigswill to spring water.
“Nah, this one was acquired as an egg,” Edsel said. “The owner says they thought they were buyin’ an earth drake egg. It was a one-in-a-million chance. But you can see why they want this dragon in the tournament; no doubt the king would pay a handsome sum to have her in his Keep. But he wants to show she also has dragon riding potential—she’s a bit on the young side, but she’ll put on a show for sure.”
Aeros glanced over at Quinn. “Are you her owner?”
Quinn huffed a laugh. “No one owns Camellia. She does what she wants.”
Camellia gave a quick nod in agreement, lifting her nose in the air.
“I… see.” Aeros grinned. “I’ve never ridden a dragon before, so I’ll need some practice. Has she been trained?”
“Not a lick.”
Aeros blinked in surprise. “And her owner wants to enter her in the tournament now? I think they should wait a few years until she’s trained. How does Camellia feel about this?” He looked at Camellia. “You can speak, can’t you?”
“She was born mute, the poor thing,” Edsel quickly cut in.
Camellia shot him a dirty look.
“But I’ve been assigned to train you both,” Edsel added. “Used to train new rider blood in my day. I can get you up to speed on the most basic challenges in the tournament. The flight course, the agility track, target shooting on dragonback. Easy stuff.”
“That sounds fine by me, but it’s still important to know how she feels about it.” Aeros looked Camellia in the eyes. “I can see you understand what we’re saying. Do you feel like you’re ready? Because if not, then I won’t agree to it. But if so, then I will work very hard over the next few days so we can both be as ready as possible. Nod for yes, or shake your head for no. Do you want to do this?”
Oh, he’s so sweet. But so young, Camellia thought. It doesn’t feel right to give him so little time to prepare. But I want to compete so badly! She nodded.
Aeros nodded back, and after a moment of thought, he took a breath and smiled. “All right then. My family has lots of open field on our estate. We can train there. My father is away on business, so the timing is perfect. We’ll start first thing in the morning.”
“Glad to hear it, boy. Let us work out the details over some dinner at the local tavern, eh? My treat. Quinn, look after the… Fushia Fury! That’s what her tournament name will be!”
Edsel and Aeros walked off down the hill towards town. Camellia gave Quinn a sour look. “The Fushia Fury? I’m not fushia, I’m pale rose!”
“Hey, you asked for this. What would you have called yourself, the Pink Princess?”
“Of course! The Pink Power Princess—that’s so much better. I’ll have to tell Edsel when he gets back.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Edsel returned later, lugging a parcel of tavern food for Quinn and Camellia, and they all walked back to Edsel’s home for the night. Camellia managed to just fit through Edsel’s front door, although she broke the door off its precarious hinges as she entered. Thankfully, the single-room shack was large enough for her to sit on one side of the room, while Quinn and Edsel sat across at the small kitchen table. There was a small bed against one wall, and Edsel had set down a thin mat and a quilt by the hearth. He had offered for Quinn to take the bed for the night, but Quinn refused. “I’ll take the mat, thanks. It doesn’t have old-crotchety-man smell.”
Edsel started a modest fire in the hearth, and Camellia stared wistfully at the dancing flames. Soon, she’d be able to breathe fire, just like the other dragons in her colony. A thought occurred to her. “Fire-breathing isn’t going to be one of the challenges, is it? Because… I could do it, I really could, except I have a bit of a cold, and I…”
“Relax. Wouldn’t be fair to have a fire-breathing challenge. Dragons have all kinds of elemental breath, not just fire.” Edsel took a jug of ale from the parcel and popped the cork for a swig. “We’ll get you up to speed on the basics.”
Camellia was quiet for a minute. “So… you said you used to train dragon riders and dragons. Was training dragons how you lost your—”
Quinn narrowed her eyes at Camellia in warning, but Edsel just shrugged. “Eh, you can’t work in the Hatchery without losing a few pieces over the years.”
“The Hatchery? Where’s that?”
“In the King’s Keep. It’s sort of like a royal stable for dragons, where they’re trained, bred, and cared for. Years ago, I was the caretaker of the Keep’s Hatchery. Looked after all the eggs. I would be there when young dragon riders in training would come, once the dragons hatched, and the hatchlings would choose their riders.”
“Wait, the hatchlings chose the riders? Wouldn’t they be too young to know who’d be the right choice?”
Edsel gave Camellia a knowing glance. “But that’s the magical thing. A bond between a rider and dragon is special. A dragon knows from day one who they’re going to bond with. No doubts, no questions. If the dragon doesn’t choose you…” His face softened, sorrow etched into its creases. “Then you ain’t meant for it.”
Quinn tapped her fingers on the table. “Maybe we should talk about something else—”
“No, wait, this is interesting.” Camellia scooted closer to Edsel. “So, a dragon just knows who their rider will be? But… what if a hatchling doesn’t choose anyone? Or, if someone who wants to be a dragon rider goes there, and none of the hatchlings chooses them? Then what?”
Edsel was quiet for a long moment, but then responded, “Then, you accept it. You can’t force a bond. And you’re happy for those who get to have one.”
Something clicked with Camellia. She may not know everything about humans, but she could read the story in Edsel’s face. Such sadness, such longing. She looked over at Quinn, and the woman nodded, confirming Camellia’s suspicions. The dragon looked back at Edsel. “What if… what if it isn’t the right brood? Or the right time? Maybe, if someone tries a different brood of hatchlings…”
“When you’re there through twenty-five years, over a hundred different broods, and not a one even looks your way… you eventually decide to not let your heart be broken anymore.” Edsel got up from the table and hobbled towards his workshop. “I better finish with the harness. You’ll need it for tomorrow.”
After he shut the door behind him, Camellia looked at Quinn and spoke in a hushed voice. “But that’s not fair!”
Quinn shrugged. “Welcome to life, princess.”
“But if someone wants to bond with a dragon that badly, they should be able to. They shouldn’t have the chance taken from them!”
Quinn sat in silence, as if lost in thought. “Not everything is a fairy tale. Not everyone gets a happy ending.”
“Quinn? You okay?”
“I’m fine. You better get to sleep. Big day tomorrow.” She stood up and went over to the mat, and picked up the quilt. She brought it to Camellia, throwing it over the dragon’s back, before going back to the mat and lying down. The dragon curled up on the floor, but she watched Quinn sleep, and listened to Edsel moving about in the workshop. She didn’t like people being sad. And she didn’t like feeling powerless to change it.

      [image: image-placeholder]The first training session was bumpy, but both dragon and dragon rider made great strides for being completely new to the concept and partnership. Aeros proved to be an astute student, and his experience with horseback riding proved to translate well into dragon riding. Camellia, despite the constant look on her face that indicated she wanted to protest Edsel’s strange teaching methods, managed to hold her tongue. The three of them spent hours in the fields of Lord Valence’s estate, Camellia learning the proper gait while Aeros shot at hay bale targets with his bow and arrow. When it came to flying, the dragon princess was a bit shaky at first—getting off the ground with additional weight on her back was the hardest part for her—but instinct eventually kicked in and she was able to find her natural glide. She worked her way up to perform easy circles, figure-eights and even braved a vertical loop. Aeros, despite never having been airborne before, was clearly enjoying the thrill, with whoops and hollers of delights as the wind played with his hair.
Quinn stood by a fence at the edge of the field with Lazulo as he calmly grazed, while she watched the two students’ progress. Only now, ever since Camellia’s proclamation that she was going to compete in the tournament, did the woman feel like she could relax. Sure, Camellia and Aeros wouldn’t win every challenge; there just wasn’t enough time to learn everything. But it was clear the two of them were acclimating well, and they were having, dare she say it, fun. Even Edsel seemed to be in his element, shouting instructions and encouragement as if he had never stopped teaching.
The thought occurred to her… what if Camellia and Aeros actually bonded? She didn’t even want to know how the Dragon King and Queen would feel about that. Not that they had ever expressed any opposition to Camellia ever bonding with a rider, but given how they had tasked Quinn with protecting the princess, how they hadn’t wanted her venturing out into the wide, cruel world… given what had happened…
Quinn quickly dismissed the thought. No, they wouldn’t bond, not in so short a time. The tournament would be over in a couple of days, then it was straight back to the Mooncrest Mountains, back to safety and the princess couldn’t complain after that. Everything would be fine. Just fine.
By the second day, Aeros and Camellia were learning how to simplify and quicken their communication. The boy learned how to steer and guide the dragon without the need to tell her what he wanted—light tugs with the harness, or gentle taps with his heels against her sides let her know which direction to go. Edsel watched the silent communication for a while as Camellia performed a canter, but eventually shook his head.
“Stop, stop,” he said. “That’s all well and good for horses, but a dragon rider and his dragon need to be perfectly in sync with each other. You’ll need to make split-second decisions that a tug on the reins or a kick won’t be fast enough to communicate. We’ll need to work on your mind-tether.”
“I think I’ve heard of that,” Aeros said. “But doesn’t mind-tethering take years to develop between rider and dragon?”
“Eh, that’s for deep mind and soul connections. Surface-level tethering will be easy. It’s all about trust.” Edsel gestured for Aeros and Camellia to sit down, across from one another. “Now, Camellia, you need to initiate. Once you establish the mind-tether the first time, the connection becomes instant after that. Concentrate. Try to visualize Aeros’ mind like a string, and you want to tie the end of your mind-string to his.”
Camellia closed her eyes and scrunched her brow in concentration. For several minutes, she strained, grunted, and clenched her teeth and she tried to focus. Aeros tried to focus as well, but he looked over at Edsel with a shrug. Right before it looked like the dragon might pop a blood vessel in her forehead, Edsel barked at her. “That’s enough! Dear gods, you’re going to break your brain that way. Hmm… we’re going to need a catalyst to open your mind. Quinn, come here.”
Quinn jerked slightly, unprepared for the order. “What? What do you need me for?”
“You’ve known Camellia longer than anyone. There’s already trust there. You can help her ignite her mind-tethering ability, and that’ll make it easier for her to connect with Aeros.”
The mercenary stepped back a few paces. “No, thank you. You’ve worked with dragons, you do it.”
Edsel shook his head. “Doesn’t work that way. It’s got to be you, Quinn.”
Aeros looked over at Camellia, who was staring imploringly at the woman. He turned his gaze to Quinn. “It would be helpful to us, Miss Quinn, if you would. I bet it would make Camellia feel better to mind-tether for the first time with someone she knows.”
The dragon placed the palms of her hands together, in a pretty please signal.
Quinn closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. “Fine, just to get her used to it.” She took Aeros’s place, sitting down across from Camellia. Both woman and dragon closed their eyes to concentrate—
Quinn instantly knew she was not alone in her mind.
“H-hello? Quinn?” 
The mercenary could hear Camellia’s confused voice in her mindscape. Everything was blurry at first, but Quinn focused and brought the dragon’s visage before her. Around them was an ocean of stars and soft lights, like a purple and magenta aurora borealis. They stood upon a clear, ripping surface, a lake of liquid silver. The dragon looked around in awe.
“Wow, is this your mind, Quinn?” Camellia craned her head around in all directions. “That was so easy! This whole mind-tether thing is a cinch. I wonder why I was having so much trouble with Aeros…”
“Okay, now you know what a mind-tether feels like,” Quinn said. “Now, break the connection, and you can practice with Aeros.”
“Now hold on! I just got here. I want to look around.”
Quinn could feel a hot wave of irritation, and it was starting to send ripples through the lake at her feet. “This is supposed to be for surface-level communication. You don’t need to delve any deeper. If you don’t break the connection, I will, and it could be jarring for you if you’re not prepared for it.”
Camellia leaned her head forward, narrowing her eyes. “What’s that, way out there? A boat?”
Quinn turned to look, and yes, there was the faint outline of a boat on the horizon of the lake. She recognized it instantly. “Yes. Back in my mercenary days, I traveled a lot. Wherever there was work. But see, now you’re nibbling at my memories. You need to leave.”
The dragon grinned in amusement. “Oooh, I can see your memories while I’m mind-tethered? Do you have any of me? I mean, of course you do, but any fun ones? Wait, you’ve seen so much more of the world than I have. What’s your favorite place? What was your favorite memory?”
The lake beneath them rippled more violently. “Camellia, don’t ask me—”
This is what we call mind-tethering.
The voice was not familiar to Camellia. She looked around for the source of the voice, and she saw something—someone—walking across the lake towards them. The figure was tall, taller than Camellia, with turquoise-green scales and an orange-yellow underside and wings. Two long yellow horns sprouted from his head, and he had the brightest green eyes that Camellia had ever seen. The dragon, for indeed that’s what it was, walked right up to Quinn. He spoke in a male voice, kind and gentle. When we mind-tether, we can hear each other’s thoughts. We can have hours of conversation like this in our minds, while time only passes a moment out there with our bodies.
“Quinn!” The pink scales around Camellia’s face flushed red. “Who’s this? He’s… kinda cute. Have you been talking to strange, cute dragons without me?” She turned to the dragon. “You, where are you from? I’ve never seen you before. How do you know Quinn? And why are you mind-tethering to her when I’m doing it? I’m a princess, so I get that privilege!”
The strange dragon did not regard her at all. It just kept staring at Quinn, almost… in admiration. Camellia turned to Quinn for answers, but she fell silent as she saw the tense anxiety on Quinn’s face. Quinn’s voice echoed around them, but it didn’t come from her mouth. Wow, this is incredible! I’ve heard of mind-tethering, from my Grandpa Ed. This way, I can always know where you are and that you’re okay.
“Quinn? What’s going on?” Camellia felt a coldness in her chest, as Quinn turned her gaze to the water under her.
Quinn was quiet for a long time. Slowly, the turquoise dragon faded into little more than shadow. “That was a memory,” the woman replied. “You asked me for my favorite, and it just sort of… bubbled up in my mind.”
“A memory? Oh, so he’s not really here.” Camellia felt a sense of relief wash over her.
“GET OUT!” Quinn’s voice turned harsh, forceful. Her face twisted in rage. “Camellia, you need to leave! I’m ordering you to leave! I can’t seem to boot you out myself… it’s been so long since I had to… get out of my mind, right now!”
The dragon jerked, stepping back from Quinn. She had never seen her guardian be so angry, so scary. Camellia almost did break the connection—she hated to make Quinn upset—but then she felt it. In her skin, her bones… anguish, sorrow, pain. It was Quinn’s. And Camellia realized she couldn’t leave Quinn like that. She had to fix it. “Who… was that? Why does he make you so sad?”
Quinn looked like she would admonish Camellia again, but she paused. She looked back at the shadow of the dragon beside her, and he slowly materialized again, all his color radiant. Her fury and pain seemed to subside for the moment—Camellia could feel it. 
“You know,” Quinn said softly, “It’s nice to see him again. I haven’t thought… I’ve buried the memories for a long time. But this is good, in a way. And… Camellia, you have a right to know.”
Camellia tilted her head. “Know what?”
As Quinn spoke, what she described formed around them, memories dancing in color and light like phantoms made of sunsets. The boat from before was suddenly beside them, as a younger Quinn and a gang of people disembarked from it. Younger Quinn was dressed in pieces of armor and thick leather and packed to the gills in knives and weapons. There was also something about her eyes that Camellia couldn’t place at first… they were hard. Icy.
“I’ve told you I used to be a mercenary, but I never told you what kinds of jobs I did,” Quinn said. “It was all kinds of things, anything to make quick coin. But what I and my fellow mercenaries excelled at was tracking. Tracking down enemies of the kingdom, soldiers who deserted… and one day, we were assigned to track down a new threat. A dragon. He had been spotted near some farmland, and he was considered a threat to the king’s livestock. My group split up, and I found the dragon first. He was hiding in a barn.”
The image of the turquoise dragon materialized, but now he was a hatchling, shivering behind a bale of hay. He looked out at Quinn, terrified.
“But I could see how young he was.” Quinn’s voice turned wistful. “I knew if he grew, he really could become a threat. But I just… couldn’t. It was letting a lot of money go, but I made the choice to let him escape. Sometime later, I had a falling out with my team, and I was living on my own. Found an old cottage in the woods that was abandoned, so I started living there. I woke up one day, and he was there, right outside my house.”
The hatchling, now grown into a young dragon, looked at Quinn. He looked at her like a puppy would gaze at their owner.
“He said his name was Balter. He found me, somehow, and he said he was alone. He told me he got separated from his colony in an avalanche, and he was lost. His wings hadn’t developed enough yet for him to fly. He didn’t know where to go, and I could tell he needed protection. So, he stayed… for years.” Quinn watched the young dragon instantly grow into the dragon that had first crept up from her memories. “And we looked after each other, we figured out how to mind-tether, and once his wings grew, we even practiced flying together. I thought once Balter could fly, he’d go back home, but he didn’t want to leave. We sort of… we did…”
“Bond?” Camellia couldn’t help but feel jealous of this, but she kept calm and repressed her grumbling. “So, what happened to him?”
What happened next, Quinn didn’t need to say a word. She couldn’t. Camellia saw a memory form, the image of Quinn and Balter at their cottage. Quinn was preparing to leave. 
Now, Balter, you stay right here in the cottage. Don’t let anyone see you, and don’t go anywhere until I come back. Understood?
Balter nodded dutifully.
The memory shifted to Quinn, in town, buying some food from the marketplace. She seemed so happy, selecting what she needed from various stalls. She selected some golden apples, since they were Balter’s favorite—
QUINN!! 
Just one word. That was all Quinn had heard, one word screamed out to her. Pure terror. Quinn dropped her parcels and sprinted, all the way through town, back towards the woods. Balter, run away! Whatever it is, run, fly! Balter!
She arrived home… and Camellia saw what Quinn had found. The princess had never seen… couldn’t even fathom… she had never known real horror before, but now she knew. She only saw the dreadful image for half a second, however, before it flashed out of existence, and Quinn turned away. She wouldn’t—couldn’t—relive it.
“He stayed because I told him to,” Quinn said, her voice broken. “By the time I told him to run, I could feel the mind-tether was already gone. I knew it was the other mercenaries. They had tracked me down, but they found him instead. Dragon parts can be worth a lot of money. If he hadn’t bonded to me, if I hadn’t told him to stay until I got back, he could’ve escaped…”
The pain, the suffering, flooded back into Camellia from Quinn. It was excruciating. Camellia hung her head, her gaze downcast. “I… I’m so sorry,” she said.
“I remembered he had described his colony to me,” Quinn continued. “Up in the mountains. He said he had family there. I knew it was only right his colony knew. So, I went to report his death… to Mooncrest.”
“Mooncrest?” Camellia raised her head. “He was from my colony?”
“I knew the dragons might tear me apart for entering their territory, but when I told them it was Balter, they didn’t attack me. They sent dragons to retrieve what was left of him. I was brought before his parents… the King and Queen of Mooncrest. I had no idea he was the prince.”
Camellia felt like an electric shock went through her body. “The prince? But that means… he was Mum and Dah’s… he was my…?”
“I told the king and queen that Balter and I had bonded, and I would accept any punishment from them for failing their son. Honestly, I was fully prepared to die, and I deserved it. But they didn’t punish me. Instead, they saw the love I had for Balter, and they gave me a great responsibility. As I had taken in and protected their son all those years, I could atone for my failing by protecting their next child.”
The image of a pale, pink dragon egg in a nest popped into existence. The watermelon-sized egg suddenly cracked, and a tiny hatchling spilled out of it. The baby dragon, all pink and pudgy, took a quick look around, and spotted Quinn. The little one shakily got up on her feet, wobbling with every attempted step. She waddled—no doubts, no questions—straight over to Quinn, and rubbed her little pink head against Quinn’s leg.
Camellia was quiet as she took it all in. “But… why didn’t anyone ever tell me about Balter?”
“It was too painful, for everyone,” Quinn replied, sighing. “And I vowed not to bond again, not to get too close. I had to protect you impartially and stay at your side as much as I could. But it wasn’t right to keep this from you. You deserve to—”
Before she could finish, Camellia whisked Quinn into a tight embrace, lifting the woman off her feet and the dragon practically crushed her against her chest. Cascades of tears fell down Camellia’s face as she bawled. “OOOOHH QUINN! You were in all that pain and you couldn’t tell me! But I always want you to tell me things! You’re my big sister, Quinn! I love you so mu-u-u-u-ch!”
In an instant, they were out of Quinn’s mind. Yet Camellia was still holding Quinn in a bear hug, bawling at the top of her lungs. Edsel and Aeros watched in perplexed silence, for to them, it looked like Camellia had embraced Quinn and started crying at the very moment they had sat down to concentrate.
“So…” Aeros said awkwardly. “Did it work, then?”

      [image: image-placeholder]The tournament in Torvel was nothing short of glorious grandeur. The parade of excited spectators flooding into the arena was a stream of brightly colored apparel, children waving ribbon wands and paper dragons on strings, and vendor carts selling every sort of themed food: dragon puff pastries, pretzels shaped like flying serpents, wyvern-shaped cookies, and cockatrice chocolates. The arena itself was a marvel of stone with crimson, gold, and emerald awnings providing the best seats shade from the sunlight, as there wasn’t a cloud in the sky that day. Flags with family crests of the competitors hung from poles around the arena stage—the stage itself was massive, almost five times the length of a standard jousting list field. One end of the arena was a towering wall with two fifty-foot-tall wooden doors, a barrier so tall that no one could see beyond it to the field on the other side. In that field were twenty of the most imperial and imposing dragons in the kingdom—well, nineteen imposing dragons and one not-so-imposing pink one.
Each dragon and their dragon rider had a designated pen in the field, and Camellia sat in the one labeled with the Valence family crest. It had been a surprise that Lord Valence’s son had entered the competition last minute, and already word had rippled through the arena about the young competitor and his unique dragon. Camellia looked around at her fellow dragons—my my, they are quite…BIG—and tried not to shirk as some of them locked eyes with her and stared her down. All shades of blue, red, and green dragons surrounded her, and they all smelled of ferocity. She thought she heard a silver dragon chuffing—laughter—as it walked past her with its rider. Her unassuming appearance was farthest from her mind at the moment; she listened as Edsel gave Aeros some final instructions and words of encouragement. She could smell Aeros’s nervousness, or maybe it was her own.
Edsel came over to her and patted her on the shoulder. “You’ll do just fine, lass. Don’t let them scare you. They’re all pampered pets. You and Aeros focus on what you need to do. I’ll get you some water.”
Camellia wanted to ask him something, something that had been nagging at her for the last few days of training, but she had to keep up her mute façade. He hobbled away, and Aeros waited for him to be out of earshot before he came over to Camellia. “How are you feeling, Camellia? All right?”
Camellia nodded, although her eyes said otherwise. She reached out with her mind-tether. Can I ask you something?
The boy nodded and lowered his voice. “Of course, but you can ask me out loud if you’d rather. I could tell when I met you that you could talk. I thought maybe you were shy.”
Camellia raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I think Edsel thought I might say something stupid to scare you off.”
Aeros let out a laugh. “You’re anything but stupid. Is something bothering you? Are you nervous? I promise, I won’t push you any harder than you feel comfortable with. And if you want to stop competing at any point, just tell me.”
“I am a bit nervous, but that’s not what’s bothering me.” Camellia took a deep breath. “I’m afraid if I tell you, you might be sore with me.”
The boy rubbed the dragon’s side gently. “I won’t be sore, whatever it is.”
“Well…” Camellia gave him a crooked smile. “There’s something I need to do…”

      [image: image-placeholder]Quinn sat in one of the cheap seats, trying to remain as inconspicuous as possible. She didn’t like not being with Camellia, but only dragon riders and their trainers were allowed in the competitor field. She crossed her arms, trying to ignore the screams and cheers of the audience around her, as a peanut sailed through the air and bounced off her head.
“Quite a crowd today, eh?” said someone that sat down next to her.
Quinn tightened her lips, not wanting to engage in conversation, but when she looked over… “Aeros? What are you doing here? The tournament’s going to start any minute!”
The boy smiled at her. “Camellia and I had a chat. And she felt like it was only right to have a different dragon rider. And I agreed with her.”
“A different dragon rider? Who on earth…”
With a blast of trumpets and fanfare, the two giant wooden doors on the far end of the field slowly opened. In trotted the procession of dragons and their riders, each rider carrying a shield painted with their crest. At the very end of the line, the smallest dragon, head held high and rosy scales glistening in the sun, pranced in with a new rider on her back. There was confused murmuring mixed in among the cacophonous cheers of the audience. Wasn’t the pink dragon supposed to be ridden by Lord Valence’s son? That’s not Aeros Valance! Who is that? Isn’t that…
“Grandpa?” Quinn could barely squeak out the name. Her mortification was short-lived, however. Even from the cheap seats, she could see Edsel’s face, for he pulled back his cowl to uncover his head. He scanned the cheering crowd, let the sunlight shine on his face and silvery hair for the first time since who knew when. And he smiled. Even his one good eye smiled. Quinn couldn’t remember the last time—any time—he had smiled like that. 
“Camellia asked for Grandpa to be her rider?” Quinn asked. 
Aeros nodded. “You should’ve seen his face when she asked. You’d have thought someone had just asked him to be king.”
Down in the arena, Camellia glanced back over her shoulder at Edsel and smiled. She touched his mind with her tether. You ready, dragon rider?
Edsel’s mind was a jumble of thoughts, overwhelmed by the moment and the roaring crowd around him. Tears rimmed his eye, as it settled on him…dragon rider…the one thing he thought he would never be. The one dream he had surrendered so long ago. He forced his tears back and gave Camellia a nod. Let’s do this before my bones turn to dust, he thought.
Somehow, above the crowd, above the excited gekkering of the dragons, above the trumpet fanfare, another sound boomed from above. A deep, thundering howl, a call that could have torn open the sky. A shadow passed over the arena, and everyone raised their gazes towards the sound.
Quinn’s heart leaped into her throat. It was the largest dragon she had ever seen.
The giant reptile landed heavily onto the back wall of the arena, as its weight caused the wall to buckle and the parapet stones to fall. Charcoal-gray scales covered the beast, and eyes as red as garnets locked on the dragons in the arena. Spikes of obsidian poked out in a trail down its spine, from the nape of its neck down to the tip of its lashing tail that ended in a scorpion’s curved stinger. It was a manifestation of nightmares, and its presence alone commanded all to freeze.
Edsel sharply sucked in air between his teeth. “Dear gods, Stormbreaker! I recognize that monstrosity anywhere. I was forced to match that beast to its rider, the spoiled son of that Duke Voranthian!”
Camellia’s jaw dropped. “Voranthian? Big brute in armor, horned helmet, kind of dumb?”
“Exact—how do you know him?”
“Well, he tried to steal my family’s gold, so Quinn whipped him and put him in jail for treason.” Camellia grinned sheepishly. “Don’t remember the dragon, though.”
Edsel shook his head. “If Voranthian’s in prison, he can still command his dragon through mind-tethering. He can even see through Stormbreaker’s eyes. And my bet is, if Voranthian can’t compete in the tournament, he’s making sure nobody else can.”
Stormbreaker swiveled its head from side to side in a hypnotic way, like a cobra. A strange sensation pulsed over the entire arena, and where everyone had been frozen in terror a moment ago, they now screamed and scrambled to escape. All the dragons in the arena, even the ones who had initially been prepared to stand their ground, suddenly shivered in fright and bolted, taking to the skies or plowing into the stands to evade the intruding monster. All except Camellia, who looked around in confusion.
“Why are they all running away? It’s one dragon against twenty!” she called above the din.
Edsel was pale. He seemed to be struggling, sweat dripping down his face. “It’s Stormbreaker… dragons of his ilk have a special ability to instill fear by their mere presence. His ability is especially potent. I’ve practiced for years in the Keep to withstand it, but…”
The ground rumbled as the gray dragon leapt down from the wall and landed squarely in front of Camellia. His head was nearly the same length as Camellia’s body—he could have swallowed her in one gulp.
Quinn could feel the fear enchantment too, as it clouded her mind and willed her body to run. But seeing that beast so close to Camellia, its jaws mere inches from her ward, her fear was overruled. She jumped from her seat and made a beeline for the arena, drawing a concealed dagger from her tunic as she ran. Aeros willed himself to stay, but he couldn’t uproot himself from where he stood; his heart pounded rapidly at the scene unfolding before him. He wanted to reach out with the mind-tether to Camellia, tell her to run, but his mind was too fogged by Stormbreaker.
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