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When a marvel fills the room, it’s easy to miss the trouble curled beneath its wings.

Locke hadn’t planned to climb this high. The rafters looked easy from the floor. They weren’t. Gwenna was already balanced like a hawk above him. Wasim followed, moving quick and careless as always. Locke came last, hugging the beam until his arms ached. He wished he’d stayed on solid ground. Dust tickled his nose. If he sneezed now, he’d fall to his doom. And worse, everyone would laugh before checking to see if he was alive. He pried one hand from the rafter beam and pinched his nose shut. He counted five heartbeats, the way Brother Oswin had taught him when he was a child prone to sneezing at the worst times. 

“Comfortable?” Wasim sprawled across a beam like a cat lying in the sun.

Of course Wasim wasn’t scared. He’d climb a tower just to see how close to the clouds he could get.

“Terrified.” Locke kept his voice barely above a breath. No point lying—he’d look foolish either way. 

“Quiet now.” Gwenna’s voice dropped to a firm whisper. Although all three were thirteen, Gwenna often acted like an older sister trying to tame younger brothers.

The beam trembled under Locke’s hands. He swallowed and peered down. From above, the Great Hall looked different—patterns everywhere. The guards at the doors formed a triangle. The torchlight fell in a crescent that left the king’s throne half in shadow. The cluster of nobles and citizens on the floor looked like the constellations he charted from the monastery roof.

The buzz of chatter began to build like a roaring bonfire. All were waiting to see Sir Cedric’s latest invention. Then, the side doors creaked open, and King Arthur strode in—no trumpets, no fanfare. Queen Guinevere glided beside him. Sir Lancelot and Sir Roderic were close behind, along with a small group of nobles and advisors. The hall fell silent except for the scuff of boots on stone. Everyone bowed or curtsied as the king and queen walked by. 

King Arthur sat on his throne and nodded, and the guards swung the heavy front doors open. Sir Cedric entered with a limp he tried to hide. Cedric’s limp told its own story. Years ago, a spear had ended his knight’s career. Through all his travels to numerous lands, Sir Cedric stored up the knowledge from perhaps hundreds of civilizations. Now he was on his way to becoming a legendary inventor.

He stopped before a massive shape draped in cloth and bowed. “Your Majesties, I present my latest invention.”

The guards whisked away the covering. A wave of oohs and aahs rippled through the hall, and many people jumped back from what had been unveiled—a dragon!

Sir Cedric looked as proud as a knight at his dubbing ceremony. And who could blame him? Even Locke forgot to breathe.

The dragon wasn’t flesh and blood, but it might as well have been. Bronze scales gleamed under torchlight like polished armor. A row of sharp spikes lined its spine. Crimson stones glowed for eyes. A tail as thick as a tree trunk curled and ended in a barbed point. The folded wings looked ready to spread, and the dragon looked as though it could strike at any moment.

Sir Cedric motioned for quiet. “I present a dragon, not of flesh but of iron and fire, built to strike fear into the hearts of Camelot’s enemies.”

“Did he just say, breathes fire?” Wasim’s eyes widened.

Gwenna rolled her eyes. “Shh! It’s a dragon, not a duck. Of course it breathes fire.” A smile spread across her face. “This was definitely worth the climb.”

“Shh!” Wasim lifted a finger to his lips, mocking Gwenna. He adjusted his spyglass. “You can see the gears below the dragon’s spikes.”

Below, Sir Cedric gripped a lever box behind the dragon. The first lever made the creature lurch forward. The second sent its wings snapping open. “Stand clear of its head!” he warned. He pulled the third lever, and steam hissed from its nostrils.

Locke’s breath caught. He wrinkled his nose. The air burned his throat—sweet and poisonous at once like crushed flowers over metal.

“Please let it breathe fire,” Wasim begged.

As if on cue, the dragon’s jaws opened. A stream of flame burst forth—liquid and light, dazzling and deadly—Greek fire. Locke had read about Greek Fire from the Latin scrolls in the monastery—how it clung to water and burned hotter than anything else. But reading about it was one thing. Seeing it spit from a dragon’s mouth was another.

Lady Eira froze like a startled deer. Her servant Rowan lunged, shoving her out of the way. Lady Eira flew back into the arms of another noblewoman who latched onto her to keep her from falling. Rowan landed hard on the stone floor where he lay, grimacing, one knee bent under him at a bad angle. 

The crowd screamed. Someone threw a bucket of water on the flame, and the fire doubled.

From the rafters, Wasim yelled, “Don’t use water. Use sand.”

Nobody looked up, but a few obeyed. Sand spilled over the hissing flames until they smothered out, leaving black smoke curling toward the rafters.

Locke’s heart hammered. From this height, he could see everything: the scorch mark across the floor, Lady Eira trembling, and her servant Rowan clutching his twisted knee.

Sir Cedric looked ghostly pale. “The fault was mine.” Cedric’s mouth twisted, and his hands trembled. “I must have miscalculated. It was meant to be a short burst of flame.”

Lady Eira rounded on him. “You tried to kill me so that that you wouldn’t have to repay the money I lent you to build this monstrosity!”

“Enough.” King Arthur rose, his voice calm but thunderous. “Lady Eira, you will not throw accusations in my hall.” Then he turned to look at Sir Cedric. “Sir Cedric, the demonstration of such a dangerous weapon needs the attention of more than yourself. Where is your assistant, Alric?”

Cedric hesitated. “Dismissed, Your Majesty. His work suddenly turned shoddy—ruined and broken gears, slow hands. It made no sense.”

The king’s brow furrowed. “A pity. He was a craftsman of rare skill.”

King Arthur brushed his hands together as if ready to move on from the topic. “What do you think of Sir Cedric’s invention?” he asked, scanning the assembled crowd.

“This is folly,” Brother Aldwyn muttered somewhere under the rafters. Locke knew the monk’s voice as well as his own. “People are not meant to fashion beasts with fire in their bellies. It is a blasphemous toy.”

“A toy?” Lady Bryn’s voice floated in like cold air. “A toy that would end any hope of peace. Fear is not a language we should speak.”

Sir Cedric held out his arms, palms facing up. “Fear is often the only language enemies understand.”

Lady Bryn folded her arms. “Then I hope it isn’t the only one Camelot learns to speak.”

Sir Cedric smiled. “I agree with you, Lady Bryn. I would rather see peace.”

“Peace with wolves,” chuckled Sir Regald. “What a novel idea. For once, I agree with a monk. This is just another one of Sir Cedric’s useless toys.” Sir Regald finished with a smirk as polished as his armor.

King Arthur narrowed his eyes and set his gaze on Sir Regald. “What do you mean?”

Wasim wore a satisfied grin. “Ha. Bet he didn’t think King Arthur would ask him to explain. He’s not smirking now.”

Sir Regald stammered. “Well... uh... I mean... Is this meant to frighten grand ladies or Saxons?” he asked, eying Lady Eira as he spoke. “I mean... we ride up pulling a wagon with a tame dragon sitting inside. How is that going to frighten anyone?”

“Look who’s talking.” Wasim crossed his arms. “He was the first person to jump out of the way. “What do all of these people have against Sir Cedric’s invention?”

“Shh!” Gwenna scowled at him. 

“Brother Aldwyn hates science,” Locke explained. “Lady Bryn is a peace hawk, and everyone knows Sir Regald has always been jealous of Sir Cedric. He doesn’t miss a chance to poke at him.”

King Arthur’s voice was steady and commanding. “Well I think it’s intimidating. A symbol of strength... if it remains in the right hands.” King Arthur’s gaze swept the Great Hall. “We are just days away from the jousting tournament. Visitors will fill our kingdom, watching. I will not have those eyes carry back information to use against us. There may be some who don’t want to see this dragon fly. Until the tournament ends, this dragon is the crown’s secret. See that it stays that way.”

King Arthur rose. His gaze shifted to the rafters, and for one sour heartbeat Locke thought the king was looking straight at him. Then, Arthur looked away and took Queen Guinevere lightly by the hand before whisking away in a rush. Once the king and queen made their exit, the crowd quickly broke, a river of silk and steel flowing to the doors.

When the last cloak disappeared through the doors, Gwenna finally moved. She had remained motionless the entire time, as if she were part of the wood herself. “Down,” she mouthed. Locke’s stomach lurched as Gwenna swung from beam to beam with fluid ease. Wasim followed. 

Gwenna landed, light as a cat, as if she’d practiced jumps like this since birth. She probably had. Her braided, sandy blonde hair was still tucked neatly down the back of her shirt. Wasim landed next, intentionally stomping his boots so that they thudded on the cobblestone. Locke counted handholds, missing one. He tumbled into Wasim, and both boys spilled onto the floor in a tangled heap. Locke wiped his sweaty palms on his tunic as he stood.

“You should have landed on Sir Regald like that,” Wasim said, smiling. “It would have improved him.”

Gwenna’s eyes sparkled. “That was incredible.”

Locke murmured under his breath. “It was dangerous.” 

“Same thing,” Wasim beamed cheerfully. 

“Speaking of Sir Regald,” said Gwenna, “did you see the smirk on his face? I wanted to wipe it off with a rag.”

Locke pictured Sir Regald on the training ground, helmet tucked under his arm, finding fault with everyone’s sword work. He had a talent for spotting a weak seam, and a sharper talent for tugging it.

Wasim walked over to the dragon’s flank, leaned close, and peered through an opening. “The fuel control system isn’t built for precision. The bellows are too bulky. You can slow the air down, sure, but that won’t stop it from hiccupping fire when it shouldn’t. And if...”

“Cedric saw it.” Locke’s voice sharpened. “He’ll fix it,” 

Gwenna’s voice lost its teasing playfulness. “He’d better because half the court just decided what they think of his invention.”

Locke lifted his chin, refusing to back down. “King Arthur liked it. That’s what really counts.”

Gwenna rolled her eyes. “Sure. Kings never change their minds. And what was up with Lady Morgana? She always has something to say, but she didn’t say a word tonight.”

Wasim shrugged, spreading his hands helplessly. “Who knows why she does anything she does. She just... appears.”

Locke thought back. Morgana had been there all along, at the king’s left just a step behind his advisors. Her black cloak always made her look like an evil sorceress. And the herbs and potions she made added to that image. Suddenly, a thought entered Locke’s mind. She had watched the dragon but turned her head just before the flame shot out of the dragon’s mouth. “I remember the smell of the Greek fire having a sickening flowery smell to it. I bet Sir Cedric must have used some of her herbs and flowers in the chemical formula for the Greek fire. Maybe the ingredients were the cause of the problem. That would explain why she was so quiet.”

Gwenna interrupted. “That’s a mighty big leap to make based on speculation with no solid evidence.”

Locke hung his head. What she said was true. What made it worse was that he knew better than to make wild accusations.

Gwenna looked around the Great Hall. “We’d better go home before the guards come to take away the dragon automaton. Let’s meet at Sir Cedric’s workshop tomorrow.”

Locke’s home wasn’t a castle or a cottage. It was a monastery full of dusty scrolls and snoring monks. He had lived there most of his life, ever since his parents died. Wasim had joined him only two years ago, when Sir Cedric returned from Arabia with a wiry, street-smart orphan who could pick a lock faster than Brother Oswin could lecture about its moral uses. Since then, the two boys shared a room, but not the same passions. Locke could lose a whole day inside a Roman scroll, while Wasim could spend one turning scrap iron into something that clanked, whirred, or nearly worked.

Gwenna, the only child of Sir Roderic, had been part of his world ever since he could remember. She carried herself with the easy confidence of someone who grew up among knights. She could out-ride most squires, out-argue most adults, and out-lead most captains.

The three of them traded a look, the kind that said everything without a word. Perhaps they all sensed the same thing—that trouble was brewing. None of them could have guessed just how soon.
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​The Arrival of Sir Tostig
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The bigger the hero, the longer shadow he casts.

The next morning, Locke woke to a racket that sounded like a blacksmith’s shop inside his room. Wasim was already up, half-buried in a box of odds and ends he’d collected. Locke swung his legs out of bed—and yelped. Something sharp bit into his foot. He snatched it up and glared at the culprit: a crooked bit of metal shaped like a hook. Not surprising since metal pieces littered the floor. 

“Careful.” Wasim didn’t even look up. “That’s important.”

“Important for startling people?” said Locke as he eyed a clay whistle on the sill. The whistle had startled Brother Aldwyn a few weeks ago, causing him to drop a jar of ink. There were footprints on the stone for a week. Locke’s hand hurt as he remembered how hard Wasim and he had to scrub to remove the ink stains.

Locke rubbed his foot. “What are you doing?”

“I’m looking for an adjustable ring to control the air flow and prevent another surge in the dragon’s flame.”

“The mixture might be the problem.”

Gwenna stood in the doorway, watching them with arms folded. “It’s Sir Cedric’s invention. Let’s go talk to him about it.”

Locke sighed. Gwenna was right far too often for comfort.

Breakfast was quick—coarse rye bread and lukewarm porridge. Outside the monastery, Cinder the fox waited on the path, tail flicking. Cinder had a habit of usually showing up whenever the three were together. She trotted after them as they crossed the yard toward Sir Cedric’s workshop. 

The place was chaos in the shape of a building. Gears and gadgets everywhere covered every surface. Parchment diagrams were scattered as if a strong wind had whipped through the shop. The air shimmered with heat from the forge located out back, and some skunk-like odor leaked from the back room where jars of strange substances lined the shelves. 

“Ahem.”

Locke jumped at the noise. He hadn’t even noticed that Cedric had entered the room.

Cedric rubbed his face. “What are you three looking at?”

Wasim peered into the open panel. “The bellows. The airflow’s wrong.”

Cedric chuckled, a sound somewhere between a cough and a groan.  “I can make this safer. It was the mixture that leaped, not the machine.”

“I told you it could have been the mixture,” Locked ribbed.

“And I told you,” Wasim shot back, “the opening’s too narrow.”

Cedric held up both hands. “Boys, I can’t hear myself think. If you promise not to talk so much, I’ll listen to what you have to say and maybe even let you help.”

Wasim picked up the diagram of the dragon, leaving a small oily thumbprint on the bottom corner.

Cedric winced. “Careful. I only have two of those. We need to be able to read it.”

Gwenna’s gaze flicked to the yard. “Will you lock it up tonight?”

Cedric nodded. “Triple lock. Don’t worry. The dragon will be guarded well. It’s going to be moved inside the Keep and guarded night and day.”

Gwenna nodded. That seemed to satisfy her. 

For the next few hours, they debated and worked. Cedric listened as Wasim made his case, and he finally agreed with Wasim that the opening of the bellows was too narrow, causing a pressure buildup. They changed the tubing and used an adjustable ring. Cedric made a note on the diagram drawing of the adjustments they made. When Cedric finally shooed them out the door, it was with a wave and a smile.

***
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Late that afternoon, a crowd buzzed with excitement in the courtyard at the arrival of one of the jousters. Word had spread ahead of him. A dozen men, at least, had seen him on the road that morning. When the gates opened, even the wind seemed to hold its breath. He rode in on a gray warhorse with sunlight flashing off his armor. The crowd surged forward to see him. Every boy in Camelot found a reason to be there, and every girl had discovered she needed fresh air. Locke felt his body pushed from all directions as he tried to see through the crowd. A murmur swept the crowd, “Sir Tostig.” His name was legendary. Even Locke had heard of him in the monastery.

His tasseled hair was the color of pale wheat, his face pleasant, his smile easy. The aura surrounding him was that of a man who had nothing to prove to anyone because he had already proved it a dozen times. His shield bore no crest, odd for a knight of his renown. His cloak hung rich and heavy from his shoulders, lined with a red so deep it punched the eye. He dismounted with the easy grace of a man who had never fought his horse and never needed to. People loved him within two breaths of seeing him. He bowed to the king at the gate and even bowed to the smallest child with a wooden sword.

“Undefeated,” someone said nearby. “They say even Lancelot smiles when he hears that name. They say...”

Locke couldn’t hear the last part because of the shrill whistle from Wasim.

“Now that’s how you make an entrance,” Wasim crowed.

Locke felt Gwenna’s elbow nudge his ribs.

Gwenna’s voice softened. “He’s never lost a jousting match.”

Locke shrugged. “Neither has Sir Lancelot.”

Wasim grinned. “Well, one of them is about to.” 

Sir Tostig mingled with the crowd of admirers, their attention drawn to his red cloak, his flashing smile, or his charm. Locke watched him more closely, his attention focusing on Sir Tostig’s eyes. They weren’t the eyes of a showman. They were restless and calculating, sweeping the shadows, counting guards, measuring distances, noting exits, and lingering for a heartbeat on Morgana and her basket of herbs.

Something about it all made Locke’s skin prickle. No crest. A cloak that demanded attention. A smile meant to distract. Was Sir Tostig hiding from his past, or using his fame to hide something darker? 

The next morning, the dragon was gone—and so was Sir Cedric.
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