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​1. Dreams Beyond the Dock

Pryce Harper-Green squinted at the murky waters of Lake Dragontide. The lake, usually serene, looked almost foreboding under the approaching storm clouds. With blistered hands, he hauled the last net onto the trawler’s deck. Empty. Or close enough. A few scrawny fish flapped listlessly, barely worth the effort.

“Another wasted morning,” he said, tossing the net to the side with more force than necessary.

Crystal Shores mirrored his mood. The once-vibrant village seemed to droop under the weight of its own struggles. The cottages with their peeling paint and sagging roofs huddled together against the chilly breeze blowing in from the lake. Pryce’s eyes traveled over to the docks where Old Man Finnegan stood, leaning heavily on his gnarled walking stick.

The old man shuffled over as Pryce tied up his boat. “Rough day?”

Pryce nodded. “Nothing worth keeping,” he said, kicking at an empty barrel on the dock.

Finnegan chuckled. “Lake’s been stingy lately,” he said. “But that’s how it goes sometimes.”

“Yeah, well, I’m tired of it,” Pryce snapped before catching himself. He glanced at Finnegan. “Sorry, it’s just . . . this isn’t what I want.”

“Got bigger dreams than this old dock, do ya?”

Pryce looked out over the lake again. “I want more than just scraping by.”

“Ah,” Finnegan nodded, tapping his stick on the wooden planks. “That wanderlust in your veins, boy?”

“It’s not just that,” Pryce said. “I want to be a dragon trainer.”

Finnegan studied him for a long moment before speaking again. “It’s good to have dreams, lad. But don’t forget where you come from.”

Pryce frowned at that. He knew Finnegan meant well, but Crystal Shores felt like a cage to him—one that grew smaller each day.

As Pryce helped Finnegan untangle a particularly stubborn net, a small, leather-bound book slipped from his back pocket and landed on the dock with a soft thud. The cover was worn from frequent handling, and the title, “Legends of Dragontide,” was barely legible.

Finnegan bent down with a grunt, picking up the book. He turned it over in his hands. “Still got your nose in dragon tales, eh?”

“It’s just a story,” he said, reaching to take the book back.

Finnegan held it out of reach for a moment longer, peering at the faded cover. “This one about that old legend? The Dragonkin Marauders and their promise of power?”

“Yeah,” Pryce said. “It’s about how they tamed dragons and became the most feared group in all of Dragontide.”

Finnegan handed the book back to him. “Dragons ain’t pets, lad. They’re dangerous beasts. Takes someone special to tame ‘em.”

“And you think I’m not special enough?” Irritated, Pryce stuffed the book back into his pocket.

The old man shook his head. “Didn’t say that. Just saying it’s not all glory and gold like those stories make it out to be. Back in my day, I tangled with more than a few dragons. Lost good friends to those encounters.”

Pryce’s eyes widened. “You fought dragons?”

“Some say hunted. But there were times when we had no choice but to kill ‘em.” He glanced at Pryce, his expression serious now. “If you really want to be a dragon trainer, you need to understand what you’re getting into.”

Pryce nodded slowly, digesting Finnegan’s words as they worked in silence for a while longer.

“Ever seen one up close?” Finnegan asked suddenly.

Pryce shook his head. “Only in pictures.”

“They’re more than just pictures,” Finnegan said softly. “They’re living, breathing forces of nature.”

The wind picked up, carrying the scent of rain and stirring the dark clouds overhead. The first fat droplets began to fall as they finished with the nets.

“Storm’s coming,” Finnegan remarked, looking up at the sky.

“Better get inside,” Pryce said, gathering their tools.

They hurried toward the shelter of Finnegan’s cottage as the rain began to pour in earnest. The storm washed over Crystal Shores like an uninvited guest, drenching everything in its path.

Finnegan shuffled around his cottage, lighting an oil lamp and stoking the smoldering fire in the fireplace. The warm glow chased away the dimness that had settled in with the storm. Pryce watched as the old man reached for a battered kettle.

“How about some seaweed brew?” Finnegan asked, filling the kettle with water.

Pryce nodded. He’d heard of the Shorlings’ peculiar tea but had never tried it himself.

As Finnegan busied himself with the kettle, and the storm raged outside, Pryce’s eyes wandered around the cottage. He’d never been inside before, and what he saw left him awestruck. The walls were adorned with paintings—dragons, serpents, and ships locked in fierce battles on stormy seas. Each piece was vivid, capturing moments of chaos and beauty.

Thunder rumbled outside, and a flash of lightning illuminated a particularly striking painting of a storm dragon, its electric blue eyes seeming to glow.

“These are incredible,” Pryce said, stepping closer to one of the paintings. It depicted a massive dragon with scales that shimmered like molten gold, its wings outstretched as it soared above a burning ship.

Finnegan glanced over his shoulder. “Collected those over the years. Each one tells a story.”

Pryce pointed to a painting showing two dragons locked in combat, their bodies coiled around each other in a deadly embrace. “What’s this one about?”

“Ah, that’s the tale of Aurathorn and Nightclaw,” Finnegan explained as he adjusted the kettle over the fire. “Aurathorn was a guardian dragon, protector of an ancient elixir. Nightclaw sought to steal it for his own gain. Their battle lasted for days, shaking mountains and boiling rivers.”

Pryce’s eyes moved to another painting showing a ship being attacked by sea serpents. The crew fought valiantly but seemed hopelessly outmatched. “And this?”

“That’s ‘The Last Voyage of Captain Draven.’ He was one of the finest sailors to ever navigate Lake Dragontide,” Finnegan said. “But even he couldn’t escape the wrath of the seadrakes.”

Pryce marveled at each piece, feeling as if he were stepping into another world with every glance. The storm outside raged on, lightning flashing through the windows and illuminating the paintings in brief bursts of light.

“You’ve seen all this?” Pryce asked quietly.

“More than I care to remember,” Finnegan replied, turning back to face him. “These are just glimpses of what lies out there.”

As the kettle began to whistle, Pryce found himself drawn to a smaller, more subdued painting. It depicted a rider atop a dragon, soaring over what looked like Crystal Shores.

“I didn’t know we had dragon riders here,” Pryce said, excitement creeping into his voice.

Finnegan poured the hot water into two chipped mugs. “We don’t, not anymore. In my youth I was a dragon hunter, but that there’s the last Dragontide rider. Disappeared years ago.”

Pryce opened his mouth to ask more, but Finnegan handed him a steaming mug of seaweed brew, effectively ending the conversation.

Pryce sipped the tea, its briny taste oddly comforting. Suddenly, a deafening boom shook the cottage, rattling the windows and sending tremors through the floorboards. Pryce nearly dropped his mug.

“What in the name of—” Finnegan said, already hobbling towards the window.

Pryce joined him, peering out into the tempest. The sky had turned an eerie, sickly green, crackling with energy that made his skin prickle. Lightning forked across the heavens, illuminating the village below in stark, terrifying flashes. It was unlike anything he had ever seen.

“By the gods . . .” Finnegan’s voice trailed off as he stared at the spectacle.

Crystal Shores was in chaos. People ran through the streets, their screams barely audible over the howling wind. Doors slammed, and shutters banged against walls as villagers scrambled for shelter.

Without thinking, Pryce bolted for the door. “I have to help! he shouted over his shoulder, ignoring Finnegan’s protests.

The moment he stepped outside, the wind nearly knocked him off his feet. Rain lashed at his face, stinging his eyes as he stumbled down the path. Panicked villagers rushed past him.

“Get inside!
 Finnegan yelled, but Pryce pressed on.

He saw Old Man Doyle’s prized goats running loose, bleating in terror as they darted between houses. Chickens flapped wildly in the wind, their feathers scattering across the muddy ground. Even the usually placid village dogs were howling, adding to the clamor of panic.

Pryce pushed through the throng, searching for any sign of what might have caused this disturbance. His mind raced with possibilities—had one of those seadrakes come ashore? Or was it something even more sinister?

Suddenly, a sound cut through the chaos—a roar so powerful it seemed to shake the very air around them. Pryce’s gaze shot up to the sky, searching for the source of the sound.

And that’s when he saw it.

A monstrous shadow descended from the swirling green clouds, blotting out the light of the storm. It was a shape too large, too powerful to be anything else. A wave of terror washed over him. This wasn’t a painting. This was real.

Dragon.

  
​2. The Storm Dragon’s Fall

Pryce watched as the storm dragon plummeted from the sky, its massive wings struggling against the violent winds. Each flap sent arcs of electric blue energy crackling through the storm, illuminating its dark scales that shimmered like the clouds above. Rain lashed at Pryce’s face, the wind whipping his hair into his eyes. He could barely see through the downpour, but he couldn’t tear his gaze away.

The dragon’s descent was far from graceful, a stark contrast to the creatures Pryce had read about in his books. It twisted and turned in midair, desperately trying to right itself against the storm. Pryce could see that the beast was gravely injured; one of its enormous wings hung at an awkward angle, and its roars were laced with agony.

“Look out!” Finnegan shouted, pulling Pryce back just as the dragon crashed into the village square. The old man swore under his breath.

The impact sent a shockwave through Crystal Shores, toppling carts and shattering windows. Pryce felt the ground tremble beneath his feet, the force nearly knocking him over. Debris flew through the air, and a cloud of dust rose, mingling with the rain. The air reeked of ozone, and somewhere nearby a child screamed.

Pryce grabbed Finnegan’s arm and pulled him toward the crash site. The storm had begun to subside, rain lessening to a drizzle, and the wind dying down to a whisper. The village square lay in ruins, splintered wood and shattered cobblestones strewn across the ground, but amidst the wreckage lay a sight that stole Pryce’s breath away.

The young storm dragon sprawled on the ground, its scales glistening in shades of deep blue and silver. It panted heavily, each breath sending small sparks flickering around its nostrils like miniature lightning strikes. Its eyes were a piercing electric blue, filled with a mixture of fear and defiance.

“Stormwing,” Pryce whispered, the name surfacing in his mind as if it had always been there.

Finnegan moved beside him. “Careful now,” he warned, gripping his walking stick tightly. “A cornered dragon is dangerous, even a young one.”

But Pryce felt no fear—only a strange connection to the creature before him, a pull in his chest like an invisible tether. He took a cautious step forward, his eyes never leaving Stormwing’s, his hand outstretched in a gesture of peace.

Around them, fearful Shorlings began to creep out of their homes. Armed with whatever they could grab—pitchforks, fishing spears, axes—they moved slowly toward the fallen dragon.

“Stay back!” Finnegan shouted at them, his voice carrying the weight of authority. “It’s hurt and scared; don’t provoke it!”

Pryce knelt down slowly, extending a hand toward Stormwing. “Hey there,” he said softly. “We’re not going to hurt you. You’re safe now.”

Stormwing’s eyes flickered toward him, and for a moment, they locked gazes. Pryce felt a jolt run through him—not of fear but of recognition, a deep sense of familiarity.

The villagers kept their distance, their whispers a low hum in the background as they watched Pryce inch closer to the dragon. He could feel their eyes on him. The rain had almost stopped now; only a light drizzle remained. Droplets clung to Stormwing’s scales, making them shimmer in the light of the thinning clouds. Pryce marveled at the creature’s beauty even in its weakened state.

Pryce could feel Stormwing’s fear, the dragon’s emotions pulsing through their newfound connection like a living current. This was his moment—a chance to prove his worth not through power or conquest but through compassion and understanding.

“Easy now,” he whispered again, reaching out until his hand hovered just above Stormwing’s injured wing. “We’ll help you.”

Pryce held his breath as Stormwing flinched at his touch, a low growl rumbling in its chest. The air around them crackled with energy, making the hair on Pryce’s arms stand on end. He didn’t dare move, didn’t dare breathe, waiting for the dragon to accept his presence or unleash its fury.

“It’s just a juvenile,” Finnegan said beside him, his voice low so as not to startle the beast. “Inexperience got it caught in the storm.”

Pryce nodded, his gaze fixed on Stormwing. He felt an odd sense of kinship with the creature, as if they were both struggling to find their place in a world that often seemed too harsh.

Pryce tore his gaze away from Stormwing to glance at the gathering crowd. Fear painted their faces—fear and something else. Anger? Resentment? He couldn’t be sure, but a wave of hostility seemed to emanate from them, directed at him and his dragon.

Whispers rippled through the crowd, growing louder, more frantic. “What do we do?” “It’s a monster!” “We should kill it!”

Pryce wanted to make them understand that the dragon wasn’t a threat.

“We should kill it before it causes more trouble,” a Shorling shouted from the back of the crowd. The man’s voice was tinged with panic, and he brandished a fishing spear. His eyes were wild, darting between Stormwing and the villagers as if looking for an excuse to act.

“He’s right,” another villager echoed, her voice trembling. She clutched a child close. “What if it brings more dragons? We can’t risk it.”

Pryce always known his fellow Shorlings feared dragons, but he’d never imagined they could be so quick to violence. He glanced at Finnegan for guidance, hoping the old man had a plan because he sure didn’t.

Before either could react, some villagers began tossing fishing nets over the dragon to immobilize it. The coarse ropes entangled Stormwing’s wings and legs, causing the dragon to thrash in pain. Sparks flew from its scales, and a low growl rumbled from its throat. Pryce felt every jerk and twitch as if it were his own body being bound.

“Stop!” Pryce yelled, stepping forward with his hands raised. “You’re hurting him!”

“Stand back, boy!” the first man yelled, advancing with his spear. “This beast is dangerous!”

Pryce placed himself between Stormwing and the villagers. He spread his arms wide, trying to shield as much of the dragon as possible with his own body. “He’s just scared! Look at him—he’s not attacking us. Please, just give him a chance.”

Finnegan stepped forward too. “Listen to the lad. Killing this dragon won’t solve anything.” As Finnegan spoke, Pryce noticed some of the villagers lowering their weapons.

The villagers hesitated. Pryce seized the moment of uncertainty to kneel beside Stormwing again. Once more, placing a hand on one of the dragon’s tangled wings. Beneath the thick scales, he sensed a tremor run through the creature, a wave of fear and pain. 

“We need to help him,” Pryce said, looking up at the gathered Shorlings. “If we show him kindness, maybe he’ll do the same for us. Isn’t that what we’ve always believed in Crystal Shores? Helping those in need?”

For a moment, silence hung in the air as everyone waited for what would come next. Pryce could hear the lapping of waves against the shore and the distant cry of a gull, sounds that seemed oddly out of place in this tense standoff.

Then the villagers closed in on Stormwing. Without hesitation, he stepped forward again.

“Please,” Pryce’s voice cracked with urgency. “No! Don’t kill it. It’s just a baby. Can’t you see?” He gestured towards Stormwing. “Look at him. He’s scared, just like we are. We can’t condemn him for simply existing. Please, give him a chance.”

A burly fisherman scowled at Pryce. “Wounded dragons are dangerous, boy. We’ve seen what they can do. We’ll use long spears to puncture its heart, it’ll die quickly. It’s the only way to be sure it won’t turn on us when we least expect it, especially once it has grown.”

Pryce locked eyes with Stormwing, seeing not a monster, but a frightened, injured being. “I can nurse it back to health. I can train dragons. I know what to do.”

Finnegan hobbled closer, his eyes narrowed as he examined the dragon. With a heavy sigh, he shook his head. “Its wing is broken, lad. That’s hard to heal—like a horse with a broken leg. It might never fly again, even if it survives.”

The villagers muttered among themselves. “It can’t be healed,” one man said, hefting a makeshift spear. “We need to end this now, before it becomes a threat to us all.”

Ignoring the warning, Pryce reached out and gently petted Stormwing’s snout. The dragon’s scales felt cool and smooth under his fingers, like polished stone. Stormwing let out a low, rumbling purr as it calmed under Pryce’s touch.

“Careful now, Pryce,” Finnegan warned.

The crowd gasped in amazement at how Pryce managed to soothe the dragon. The dragon, once thrashing in pain and fear, now lay relatively still, responding to Pryce’s gentle touch.

“See? I can calm it,” Pryce said, turning to face the villagers. “Let me try to heal it.”

Despite Pryce’s efforts, the villagers continued to secure the dragon with nets, causing the dragon to whimper in pain.

Several men approached with long spears, their faces set in grim determination as they prepared to end Stormwing’s life.

“You’re not a dragon trainer, Pryce,” one of the Shorlings called out. “You’re just a fisherman’s son. Know your place and step aside.”

Pryce drew himself up to his full height, trying to project a confidence he didn’t entirely feel. “I’ve been studying dragon training. I know how to do it. I’ve read every book I could find. Give me a chance to prove it! I’ll train it to protect Crystal Shores and all of us.”

Old Man Finnegan spoke up. “The boy has the touch. You all saw it. There’s no denying it.” He paused, then said, “A sapling denied sunlight will never grow into a mighty oak. We ought to give the boy his opportunity.”

The men stood still, their spears wavering. For a moment, Pryce dared to hope. But then they began to move forward again. This was it. He had failed.

  
​3. ​Into the Depths

Spears hovered menacingly; their tips poised to strike Stormwing’s heart. Pryce positioned himself between the dragon and the villagers, his arms spread wide, serving as a shield. Sweat beaded on his brow, trickling down his face as his legs trembled. He shut his eyes tightly, bracing himself for the inevitable.

“STOP!”

Pryce’s eyes opened at the sound of his mother’s voice. Relieved, he saw his parents pushing their way through the agitated crowd, with Faye and Kai following closely behind. His sister’s eyes were wide with fear, while Kai maneuvered through the crowd, his hands raised to ease people aside.

“What in the Dragon’s Sea do you think you’re doing?” Ellie said. “Have you all gone mad?”

His father, Tyler, stood beside her, a hand resting on the hilt of his fishing knife.

“He’s dangerous, Ellie!” said the elderly mayor, Helen Wright. “We have to put it down before it hurts someone!”

Pryce glanced between his parents and the hostile villagers, reluctant to believe his mother’s intervention would be enough to save Stormwing’s life.

“It’s wounded, not rabid,” Tyler said. “Look at it.”

“Aye, wounded and liable to lash out,” another villager said. “We can’t risk it.”

Ellie turned her eyes to Pryce. “What’s going on? Why are you guarding this dragon?”

Pryce took a deep breath. “It’s a young storm dragon. It fell during the storm, and its wing is broken. But I can nurse it back to health. I can train it to protect Crystal Shores.”

He gestured to the agitated crowd. “They want to kill it, but it doesn’t deserve that. It’s just scared. It’s not lashing out, not trying to hurt anyone.”

The murmurs of dissent grew louder. “We should kill it before it kills us!”

“Please, just look at it.” Pryce stepped closer to Stormwing. “Watch.”

Slowly, Pryce ran his hand down Stormwing’s snout, feeling the dragon’s fear vibrate through its scales. “Easy, Stormwing.” The dragon tensed for a moment. Then, gradually, it relaxed. A low rumble, almost a purr, emanated from Stormwing.

He looked back at his mom. “See? It trusts me.”

Ellie’s expression shifted from fear to amazement. She turned to Mayor Wright. “Helen, look at this. It . . . it seems Pryce can actually tame it. He’s doing it right now, in front of all of us.”

“The boy has a way with dragons,” Finnegan said to the mayor.

“A dragon’s a dragon! Can’t be trusted!” a woman shouted from the back. “You two should know better! You faced Aurathorn yourself!”

The mayor stood before Ellie. “I agree with the woman; the dragon cannot be trusted. My job is to keep Crystal Shores free of threats, and this dragon is a threat.”

The argument grew louder with conflicting opinions. Pryce fought the urge to shout back. How could they not see?

Amidst the turmoil, Kai and Faye appeared at his side. Faye’s hand slipped into his. With a soft voice, his little sister said, “I believe you.”

On his other side, Kai kept his distance from the dragon. His best friend said, “Are you sure you know what you’re doing?”

“I’ve never been more sure, Frostborne.”

Just when it seemed the shouting would never end, his mother spoke up. “I have a proposition.” The crowd fell silent, all eyes turning to her.

“Let Pryce heal and train the dragon on the nearby Islad of Emberfall. The dragon is injured and poses no immediate threat. If it dies, the problem solves itself. If it lives, we gain a protector.”

Murmurs rippled through the crowd. Mayor Wright’s face twisted with concern. “And if it turns on us?”

“Then I’ll deal with it. I’ll kill it myself,” Tyler said, his voice leaving no room for argument.

“We’ll use my boat and a barge to take the dragon to the Island of Emberfall,” Tyler said, pointing toward the distant, uninhabited island. “It’s a few hours’ sail from here and there’s an abandoned Oceanrider base there. It’s sturdy enough to hold the creature until we know what to do with it.” He paused, looking around the crowd once more. “Who here is willing to help with the transport?”

A few hands tentatively went up, and Tyler nodded in appreciation. The villagers worked quickly, reinforcing the nets already around the dragon. 

Nearby, they pushed a large hoist, usually reserved for lifting heavy logs, up to Stormwing.

Tyler turned to the crowd. “Alright, everyone, on three. One, two, three!” With a mix of grunts and groans, they hoisted Stormwing off the ground.

“Watch the tail, it could knock someone off their feet,” Kai called out, his voice strained with effort as he helped support a wing.

Old Man Finnegan, leaning heavily on his walking stick, said from the side. “Mind the left wheel, it’s looking wobbly. Someone get over there and steady it.”

Grunting with effort, Pryce adjusted his grip on the netting. “Stormwing’s heavier than I thought. Are we sure the cart can take this weight?”

“That cart’s seen better days, lad. But if the ropes hold and the wheels don’t betray us, it should be able to carry the lizard’s weight. Just keep an eye on that left wheel, it’s more temperamental than a dragon with a toothache.”

As they finally managed to lift Stormwing onto the cart, the wheels creaked, but held steady. Tyler wiped his hands on his pants. “Good job, everyone. Let’s move quickly.”

With the dragon securely on the cart, the group began their journey towards the docks, where Tyler’s boat awaited to take them to Emberfall. Pryce helped push the cart, assisting the struggling horses.

“I can’t wait to get him to Emberfall,” Pryce said.

Finnegan nodded as he walked toward his cottage. “Aye, lad. The sooner we reach the island, the better.”

Pryce kept pushing the cart towards the pier, where a barge waited. It was the best option they had for transporting something so large. They carefully hoisted the dragon onboard and strapped it down securely, folding its wings tightly against its body.

Tyler would tow the barge, which is usually used to haul lumber, behind his fishing vessel, the Blue Horizon.

They fastened the dragon with additional ropes and chains once it was onboard the barge, ensuring complete immobilization.

Just as they were preparing to depart, the clatter of hooves and wheels announced Old Man Finnegan’s arrival. The elder pulled up in his weathered cart, his equally ancient horse snorting and stamping its feet. “Hold up there, young Harper-Green!”

Pryce watched as Finnegan directed the loading of his horse and cart onto Tyler’s boat. “Thought you might need some help with that overgrown lizard,” he said, nodding towards Stormwing. “I’ve got some ideas about what dragons might fancy for dinner. Figured we could use the cart to haul in some game. Can’t have your new friend going hungry, now can we?”

Pryce hurried over to Finnegan. “Glad to have you with us.”

Finnegan clapped him on the shoulder. “Of course, lad. Someone’s got to keep you out of trouble. Besides, I haven’t seen a dragon up close in a long time. Just never thought I’d be feeding one instead of fighting it.”

“What do dragons eat?” someone from the crowd called out.

“Fish, mostly,” Finnegan replied. “Big ones, like the Moonshark from the lake.”

From the barge, Pryce helped his father finish securing the last of the ropes tethering it to the Blue Horizon.

“Cast off!” Tyler called out, his voice carrying over the lapping waves.

As the Blue Horizon began to pull away from the dock, Pryce’s eyes found his mother and sister standing at the edge. Pryce raised his hand, waving at them.

“We’ll be back soon!” he called out. “Don’t worry!”

Kai stood beside him on the barge, his white-blonde hair whipping in the wind. 

Pryce leaned against the railing of the barge.

“So,” Kai said, “a dragon trainer, huh? That’s quite the career change from fishing.”

Pryce couldn’t help but chuckle. “Yeah, I guess it is. But you’ve got to admit, it’s a bit more exciting than hauling in empty nets day after day.”

Kai raised an eyebrow. “Exciting is one word for it. Dangerous is another. Just don’t forget about the rest of us little people when you’re off riding dragons and saving the world.”

“As if I could ever forget about you, Frostborne. Someone’s got to keep me grounded.”

Pryce turned his attention to Stormwing, who lay bound and stressed on the barge. The dragon’s chest heaved with labored breaths. “Hey, it’s okay.”

The dragon strained against its bonds, causing the barge to rock. Pryce gently stroked Stormwing’s snout. “Whoa, easy there.”

The dragon’s breathing slowed a bit at Pryce’s touch, but its muscles remained taut beneath the ropes. He continued to stroke Stormwing’s snout, speaking in soothing tones as the barge was pulled further from shore.

The sail across Lake Dragontide to the Island of Emberfall was fraught with worry. Pryce couldn’t tear his eyes away from Stormwing, who lay curled up on the hard planks of the barge. The dragon’s occasional whimpers of pain were agonizing.

The island itself, when they finally reached its shores, felt as ill as his dragon. Wild and overgrown, it pressed in on the small beach. The remnants of buildings, barely visible beneath a tangle of vines and creepers, offered little comfort. 

“I don’t know how I’m going to live in such a place and train a dragon,” Pryce said. “I’ve spent my whole life in Crystal Shores. This is my first encounter with a dragon, and now I’m supposed to heal it and train it here?”

“It does look pretty rough,” Kai said.

The Blue Horizon glided toward the old dock of the abandoned Oceanrider outpost. The dock, weathered and covered in moss, jutted out into the water like a skeletal hand reaching for them.

Pryce stood at the edge of the barge. He glanced back at Stormwing, who lay bound and anxious, its blue eyes scanning the surroundings nervously.

“Get ready to cut the lines!” Finnegan’s voice boomed from the stern of the ship. “Pryce, Kai, be prepared!”

Kai moved to Pryce’s side. “I don’t know how this is going to work.”

“Me either.”

As Tyler brought the ship closer to shore, a sudden jolt rocked the barge. Pryce saw a jagged rock scrape against the side of the barge, sending a shudder through the vessel. He tightened his grip on the railing.

“Hold on!” Tyler shouted from the ship.

The sudden impact startled Stormwing, who began thrashing violently against his restraints. Pryce could feel the dragon’s powerful muscles straining, the ropes creaking under the pressure. The barge lurched dangerously, tipping to one side as the dragon’s agitation threatened to capsize it.

“Stormwing, calm down!” Pryce pleaded. He reached out, trying to soothe the dragon with his touch.

But Stormwing’s panic only intensified. The dragon’s good wing flared out, catching the wind and adding to the barge’s instability. With a mighty heave, the dragon broke free from some of his bindings. The sound of snapping ropes filled the air.

“No, Stormwing!” Pryce watched the dragon teeter on the edge of the barge. The vessel swayed perilously, and in a desperate attempt to regain control, Stormwing’s tail lashed out, sending crates and equipment tumbling into the water with loud splashes.

“Hold on!” Pryce held out his hand as if he could will the dragon to calm down. But the panic in Stormwing was unmistakable, and he knew the dragon’s instincts were taking over.

Then, with a final, frantic thrash of his wings, Stormwing tumbled off the side of the barge, disappearing into the deep, churning water below. Pryce watched the ripples spread across the lake’s surface.

“Stormwing!” He leaned over the railing, his eyes scanning the dark waters for any sign of his dragon.

Pryce grabbed a length of rope and tied it securely around his waist, fastening the other end to the barge’s railing. Taking a deep breath, he prepared to dive into the waters. With one last look at Kai, who was pulling on his arm, he dove into the turbulent lake.

  
​4. ​The Final Cut

The murkiness of the lake made it difficult for Pryce to see more than a few feet ahead, but he could make out the faint outline of a rope still attached to Stormwing. He grabbed hold and followed it.

The dragon thrashed in the water, tangled in the remnants of fishing nets and ropes. Its broken wing flailed uselessly, adding to its distress.

He reached for his fishing knife from its sheath strapped to his belt and began cutting away at the ropes and netting that ensnared Stormwing. The dragon’s powerful tail lashed out in its agitation, nearly clobbering Pryce and sending him spinning in the water.

“Easy, Stormwing,” Pryce thought, though he knew the dragon couldn’t hear him. He focused on cutting through another thick rope, his lungs burning for air.

Stormwing’s struggles grew more frantic as Pryce worked. He narrowly avoided another swipe from Stormwing’s tail, feeling the rush of water as it passed inches from his face.

His vision began to blur as he ran out of air, but he refused to give up. He could feel the tugging on his own rope—someone above was trying to pull him up. Probably Kai. But Pryce couldn’t leave Stormwing like this.

But Pryce had to surface before he lost all his breath. His chest felt like it was about to explode, and his vision darkened at the edges. With a final push, he kicked upward, breaking through the water’s surface, gasping for air.

Kai leaned over the edge of the barge. “Pryce! Are you alright? What’s happening down there?”

“I almost have him free,” Pryce panted, wiping water from his eyes. “Just need a few more moments.”

From the ship, Old Man Finnegan shouted. “Pryce! You need to move faster or the dragon will drown!”

Pryce took one last deep breath and dove back under. The cold water enveloped him again as he swam down to where Stormwing continued to struggle.

He reached the spot where he’d been cutting through the ropes and netting. His fingers were numb from the cold, but he forced them to work, slicing through another thick rope that had wrapped around Stormwing.

The dragon seemed to sense Pryce’s presence and calmed slightly, its thrashing less violent. Pryce worked with urgency, cutting away the last of the netting that held Stormwing captive.

With a final slash of his knife, the last rope fell away. Stormwing gave a powerful kick with its legs, propelling itself upward toward the surface. Pryce followed, his lungs burning once more.

As he broke through the surface of the water, gasping for breath, Pryce saw Stormwing already struggling toward the shore, his movements hindered by his broken wing.

Kai reached out from the barge, grabbing Pryce by the arm and hauling him aboard. “You did it!”

Pryce coughed. “Thanks, Frostborne.”

Pryce heard his father shout from the ship. “Get the dragon into a cell before it escapes! I’ll help as soon as I have the ship anchored and the barge secured to the pier!”

Pryce turned his gaze toward Stormwing, who sat motionless on the shore, looking worse for wear. The dragon’s scales, once a brilliant blue, now appeared dull and lackluster. Its wing hung limply at its side.

“I don’t think it’s going anywhere,” Kai said, quietly.

Pryce stood up and squeezed some of the water from his clothes. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

As soon as the barge was tied to the pier, Pryce and Kai sprinted down the dock toward where Stormwing still sat. The dragon’s eyes followed Pryce’s movements.

Pryce approached cautiously, placing a hand on Stormwing’s snout. “You’re safe now,” he said, feeling the dragon’s warm breath against his skin.

Kai shifted uneasily beside him. “Any idea where we can find a cell to hold it?”

Pryce stood up, his eyes scanning the abandoned Oceanrider base. The compound now stood eerily quiet. Its buildings now lay in disrepair, with weathered wooden structures and rusting metal equipment scattered about. Large cells lined one side of the base—remnants of a time when captured dragons were held there during the Dragonspine War.

Before Pryce could respond, he heard the clip-clop of hooves and turned to see Old Man Finnegan approaching with his horse and cart. Other ship hands hurried down the dock to where Stormwing lay. They hesitated, then slowly approached the dragon. The man carrying rope and chain began fashioning a makeshift collar around Stormwing’s neck.

“There’s an old dragon cell over there,” another man called out, pointing toward the structure Pryce had noticed earlier. “Take it there.”

Pryce felt a pang of sadness as he approached Stormwing once more. “Come on,” he said softly, encouraging the dragon to stand. “Follow me.” To his surprise, Stormwing complied, rising unsteadily to its feet. The broken wing dragged along the ground, and Pryce winced at the sight.

Finnegan followed along with his horse and cart. “We need to get that wing fixed,” he said. “I can stabilize it until we get a doctor out here. Get him in the cell first; then I’ll do what I can.”

As Pryce guided Stormwing toward the cell, he glanced back at Finnegan and Kai, who were engaged in a hushed conversation. Snippets of their words reached his ears—”won’t make it,” “would be a miracle,” “no doctor will come out to help fix the wing.”

  
​5. ​Whimpers

Pryce watched as Stormwing limped into the rusty cell. Its injured wing dragged along the dust-covered floor, leaving a trail.

As the dragon settled in the far corner of the cell, Pryce couldn’t help but notice Stormwing’s labored breaths. Each one was accompanied by a soft whimper that made Pryce wince.

“We need to close the door,” Kai said.

Pryce tore his gaze away from Stormwing. Together, he and Kai grasped the heavy iron bars of the cell door. The metal was cold and rough against Pryce’s palms. As they pushed, the door groaned in protest, years of disuse evident in its stubborn resistance. Pryce gritted his teeth, muscles straining as he and Kai fought against the rusted hinges.

Finally, with a loud, drawn-out creak, the cell door slammed shut. The sound reverberated off the stone walls, making Stormwing flinch. Pryce felt a pang of guilt.

“I’m sorry, Storm,” Pryce said.

Old Man Finnegan approached, his cart laden with fish he had brought. He stopped at the feeding hatch, a small, barred opening next to the main door. “This’ll have to do for now.” He reached into the cart, grasping a slippery silver trout, and tossed it through the hatch. It landed with a wet slap in the trough.

Pryce watched as Stormwing’s nostrils flared at the scent of food. But to Pryce’s dismay, the dragon made no move to eat.

Finnegan frowned. “Come on, you need to keep up your strength.”

Pryce watched Finnegan continue to feed Stormwing through the hatch. Each fish landed uneaten in the trough.

The dragon finally stirred. Stormwing slowly dragged himself toward the pile of fish.

“That’s it,” Finnegan said, nodding with satisfaction. “I’ll come back tomorrow daytide to have a proper look at that wing. For now, let’s give him some peace and quiet.”

Pryce heard his father’s distant voice. “It’s getting dark. We need to set up camp for the night.”

The sun had begun its descent, painting the sky in breathtaking hues of orange and purple.

“Those old barracks should provide decent shelter.” Finnegan pointed with his walking stick toward a cluster of run-down buildings. “Not much, but it’ll keep the night chill off our bones.”

The group trudged toward the buildings. The once-sturdy wooden walls were now weathered and gray, with patches of moss creeping up from the foundation like green fingers. Several planks had fallen away, leaving gaping holes that exposed the building’s skeletal frame.

Tyler pushed open the squeaky door and they filed inside. Pryce’s eyes took a moment to adjust to the dim interior. Dust motes danced in the fading light that filtered through the cracks in the walls and roof.

The floor was littered with debris—broken furniture, tattered scraps of cloth, and what looked like animal droppings. Pryce wrinkled his nose at the smell, a mixture of decay and neglect. In one corner, a rusted bedframe stood, its mattress long since rotted away. Cobwebs adorned every corner and rafter.

“Well,” Kai said, “it’s not exactly the Dragontide Inn, but it’ll have to do.”

“At least it’s got a roof,” Pryce said, moving to help clear a space on the floor. He pushed aside the remnants of what might have once been a chair. As he worked, he overheard snippets of conversation between his father and the others who had come to help.

“Alright, gang, let’s make this place somewhat livable before nightfall,” Tyler said.

Pryce looked up, surveying the ragtag group his dad had gathered. Ana caught his eye, her stance and bearing suggesting combat experience. Next to her towered Jack, his gangly frame topped by a mop of ginger locks. In the background, Declan lingered, his mild-mannered presence seeming out of place in the dilapidated setting.

“Ana, can you and Jack check the perimeter?” Tyler asked. “Make sure there are no weak spots where wild animals might get in. Or worse, dragons looking for a midnight snack.”

Ana rolled her eyes good-naturedly. “Always with the dragons, Ty. You’d think we were in a storybook or something.”

Jack elbowed Ana playfully. “Come on, let’s go dragon-hunting. I’ll protect you from the big, bad beasties.”

“In your dreams, Red.”

Pryce watched them go. He turned back to see his father addressing Declan.
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