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Phoenix glances at me in surprise as he returns from the wash room down the inn hall. “You still here?” He runs a hand through his dark curls, still mussed with drying sweat.

My smile fades, and suddenly the bed that smells of us is uncomfortable. “I, uh...” I clear my throat. “Just waiting for the washroom.” I had cleaned myself up with a rag, hoping for lazy embraces and conversation into the night.

“Of course.” His handsome face belies his polite words—it seems my welcome has expired, and I hurriedly dress, feeling like a hound caught misbehaving.

“Uh, Phoenix?”

“Yeah?” He sounds bored.

“I’ll be at the camp with the other Huonese... If you want to see me again.” Do I sound pathetic?

“Sure thing, Ivan.” He plonks himself down on the bed, twitching a blanket over his muscled form.

It’s Eitel, not Ivan. Slipping into my jacket and boots, cradling my weapons belt, I let myself out.

I avoid the gazes of soldiers and civilians alike in the inn’s common room, envying them staying in the warm and dry. I’m reluctant to return to the wet fields outside the town where my company is camped, but my sergeant will ream me if I stay out much later. Slinging my cloak about me, I trudge out of the inn towards the town square. It’s fine. You had some fun, he doesn’t have to want anything more. It takes a moment to hear the commotion that rips my attention from my own self-pity.

“Get down!”

“To arms!”

Drawing my army-issued short sword, I bolt for the source of the panic. The square is lit with torches, which sizzle in the misting rain, but I can’t see the attack past the crowd.

A strident voice hollers, “Stand down!”

“What’s going on?” I demand of the Medvajan soldier next to me.

He’s too short to see and snaps back, “Cursed if I know!” so I shove my way through until astonishment halts me. Fear grips my heart as I behold the middle of the square.

“Lower your weapons!” The owner of the strident voice sits on the neck of a dragon. She’s a hard-faced Medvajan soldier, but I barely notice more than that—it is the huge beast that commands my attention. A creature with scales that shimmer the darkest green in the flickering torchlight. It takes up half the square, even with wings folded tightly to its side. While it has not bared its teeth, claws the length of daggers grace powerful forepaws and all I can think about is how quickly those huge jaws could dart out and rip me in two.

“Kyan? Anasta?” Princess Rhea, commander of the Medvajan forces and heir to her father’s throne, strides forth, the crowd parting for her. My own Prince Gereon is right behind her. Her confidence in approaching the great beast calms the surrounding soldiers, who finally lower their weapons.

“Your Highness!” The soldier on the dragon slides to the ground and bows. “Captain al Stauberg sent me to escort Kyan to see you.” She’s soaked to the skin, and shivering. I move forward without thinking, shrugging free from my cloak and laying it on her shoulders. I’m a big man, and it dwarfs her, but she nods her appreciation of its warmth.

“Princess Rhea, Prince Gereon,” the dragon speaks—a deep, mellow voice that has me leaning forward instinctively, drawn to its richness. His warm scent infiltrates the chill air, and I cover my astonishment with a cough.

“Kyan.” The Medvajan princess reaches out a hand in greeting. The dragon touches it with his forepaw, then repeats the gesture with Prince Gereon.

Princess Rhea asks, “What brings you here?”

“I understand your countries are at war,” the dragon announces, addressing not just the royals, but the whole square. “While my council is reluctant to risk draconic lives, I have dispatched your brave captain and court artist to our Weyr in the hope of convincing my people that our new allies are worth assisting.” He swings his head around slowly, looking frightened humans in the face. “I have not yet had the privilege of meeting most of you, but it would sadden me greatly to lose the opportunity before I get the chance. I know many of my dragon kin feel the same.”

It takes a few moments for his words to sink in. Everyone is still getting over their astonishment that the dragon can speak, let alone so eloquently.

“What do you propose?” Gereon asks. He’s a handsome man, one I’d happily approach if he weren’t a prince and I a common soldier. I suffice with fantasies instead.

“I would like to send some of my kin to assist with the bringing of supplies,” Kyan the dragon declares. “Flooded rivers and sodden roads are no barrier to our wings.”

Excited murmurings spring up behind me. No one wants to be trapped in Caelon under siege, shivering and starving.

Princess Rhea raises a hand, and silence falls. “How could we repay such kindness?”

The silence behind me becomes very still.

Kyan nods. “Your artist, Monique Yulic, has shown those of my wing a glimpse into human culture. I would like to bring more craftspeople back to the Weyr, so others may understand the skills humans possess at building and making tools and other devices.”

Princess Rhea flicks her eyes to Gereon, who gives a barely perceptible nod. “You guarantee their safety, of course,” she murmurs.

Kyan bows his head. “As you do for my kin.”

“It would have to be volunteers,” she raises her voice. “Brave souls who venture into the unknown to demonstrate their talents and craftsmanship.”

“From Huon, as well,” Gereon adds. “There would be much benefit in opening trade to both our lands.”

“I shall go,” says the soldier who flew in on the dragon. “I come from a family of bowyers, and know the trade.”

I glance behind me, to see if anyone else is mad enough to step forward. A tall figure catches my eye—Phoenix, hair mussed, shirt half-tucked. His casual handsomeness is accentuated by his disheveled state.

“I will go.” My voice sounds before the thought even occurs to me. “I help the blacksmiths in the armory.” They don’t need to know that’s because blacksmiths have amazing muscles—I know the army is full of sweaty men but something about the quiet concentration of blacksmiths has me longing.

Prince Gereon casts an eye over me, noting my size, my uniform, and gives a nod.

“I shall have more volunteers by morning,” the princess informs Kyan. “Where will you be comfortable overnight?”

The dragon whuffs amusement. “I doubt you have anywhere large enough to accommodate me. I’ll wait here, then at least your people will know where I am and I shan’t frighten anyone by appearing unexpectedly.”

Princess Rhea raises her eyebrows, as if she wants to say something, then nods. With a flurry of orders I’m packed off to my tent to catch a few hours’ sleep and return in the morning with my gear.

But how can I sleep? I just met a dragon and I’m going to go with it to meet others. I hope Phoenix finds out.

~|~

“You really are a yes-man, Eitel.” My sergeant, who also happens to be my cousin, says, shaking his head. “Who were you trying to impress, you idiot? The prince? Or is it that blonde hunk of muscle you’ve been chasing for weeks?”

“I happen to feel it’s my duty,” I answer loftily, shoving the last few items into my pack. A blanket, clean stockings and shirt, my spoon, cup and bowl. What did one need to visit dragons? 

Would we need to hunt for our own food, or would they fell game for us? Flint, steel and a tiny bundle of kindling, and all the other basics of a Huonese soldier’s gear.

“You said that when you enlisted. We both know you were just following me into the army.”

You asshole. I look him in the eye. “You got me drunk and told me how great it was!”

He explodes. “I also told you that ice sprites danced under the willow trees at winter solstice when you were eight and you stayed out all night looking for them! You almost died from the cold you caught!”

“Stupid of me to trust my cousin,” I shoot back, tightening the straps and hoisting my pack.

He pinches the bridge of his nose, exasperated. “Look, Eitel, that’s the problem—you’re too trusting. How do you know these dragons aren’t just going to eat you! I can’t look after you if you go.”

Glaring, I make a big show of checking my sword belt buckle, fussing with how the weapons sit. I’d prefer to have the knife on the left instead of the sword, but joining the army meant I had to learn to fight right-handed.

“I don’t need you to look after me, Jep.” My voice stays low, trying to hide my hurt. But he always has. All the scrapes you got into, who pulled you out of them?

Jep sighs. We say nothing more as we march out of the camp, curious eyes following us in the dawn light.

Up in the town, Kyan is surrounded by Medvajan soldiers in the square. While caution still imbues the mist-laden air, I can hear the dragon’s rumbling voice and... laughter? Those closest to Kyan’s head are chortling like they’ve just heard a great joke. Jep exchanges a look with me.

“Eitel!” It’s the prince. Jep and I straighten, saluting. “Good, you’re here. This is Seamus.” He gestures to a burly blacksmith, an armorer I’ve seen at the forge, who nods. I stand a little taller. Forget Phoenix, Seamus is exactly the sort of man I like. Muscles you could crack rocks on, with the seriousness of a scholar. And being the only two Huonese on this mission, we’ll no doubt rely 

on each other. My mind immediately skips to Seamus and I, working the forge, stripping off to bathe afterwards, locking eyes...

“Be courteous. Be diplomatic,” Gereon interrupts my thoughts. “You are soldiers of Huon—your duty is to protect.” Seamus grunts affirmation and bows. I salute again.

The other volunteers are a farmer, a weaver, a leather-worker, a musician, and of course, Anasta the soldier from last night. All Medvajans, all hiding their nerves with pale faces and grim determination.

They must really trust their princess. Or are they foolhardy like me, trying to prove something? We line up, and Princess Rhea’s voice rings out as she looks at us. “You represent our peoples.”

Nerves seize me. It’s all happening so fast.

Kyan lowers his belly to the ground. Someone has rigged ropes around his neck and belly, presumably to make it easier for us to hold on. The princess continues. “Impress our new allies with your ingenuity and skill. Learn all you can. We will hold the line here in the north, while you forge friendships in the west.”

It’s a stirring speech, and I feel my chest swell. We clamber onto the dragon’s back and as I breathe in the strong, warm scent I catch Jep’s eye. Kyan’s wings spread. A pit opens in my stomach as my ears fill with the rush of wind.

I wonder what will happen if our trust is misplaced.
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