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Once upon a time, in the enchanted castle in the center of the enchanted forest, there was a dragon named Smedley. He had a girl named ‘Na.

Now most people would say that ‘Na, the daughter of the lord and lady of the enchanted castle, had a dragon named Smedley, but we and the dragons know better.

Actually, ‘Na’s full name was Belladonna, but that was such a fancy-sounding name, her parents called her ‘Na. Except when she was in trouble, of course. Or when fancy, arrogant, powerful people visited the castle. Then ‘Na had to put on fancy dresses and sit still and answer to Belladonna. She didn’t like that. Neither did Smedley. Whenever ‘Na put on a fancy dress, he went exploring in the forest by himself.

Smedley was a christening gift when ‘Na was just a month old. At the time, everyone thought he was just a pretty rock, but he was really an egg. You see, dragon eggs take an awfully long time to hatch. The dragon inside needs to get strong and learn about the outside world before hatching. This is because many people try to steal dragon eggs to make the dragon their slave or steal all that magic in his blood and fire and scales. A newborn dragon needs to be ready to defend himself and even run away as fast as he can.

The people who gave Smedley’s egg to ‘Na for a christening gift wanted them to be friends. The enchanted castle is a tricky kind of place for a little girl to grow up, and ‘Na’s parents needed help protecting her.

‘Na was three years old when Smedley hatched. That was a very good thing, because while they have an awful lot of knowledge stored in their heads, newborn dragons can be rather clumsy. Smedley might have hurt a baby, but a little girl, especially a little girl growing up surrounded by magic books and magic mirrors and walking suits of armor and magical creatures such as unicorns and werewolves, learned quickly how to dodge and run very fast. She knew how to hide and avoid nasty creatures like eagles that tried to swoop down out of the sky and steal little girls. 

Smedley and ‘Na loved each other from the moment he burst out of his egg. She spent the entire day showing him all her favorite places in the castle and introduced him to the magic mirrors and the suits of armor and the housekeeping breezes and the moat monsters. 

They were both exhausted by the end of the day and went to bed without arguing. That was a comfort for her parents, Lady Ashlyn and Lord Zared, who were rather concerned to find a dragon living in the castle with them. Smedley was small enough to ride on ‘Na’s shoulders, but they knew he would grow. Eventually he would grow into his fire. A fire-breathing creature of any kind was not a good thing to have around the enchanted castle, because it was full of magic books. 

Most of the magic books in the world ended up at the enchanted castle. The outside world had been going through a rather stupid period, where people didn’t care much for books. They didn’t realize all the wisdom and simply useful information that could be stored in books. Most people just saw leather to use for shoes, and paper that was handy for starting fires. So, any book with more than a touch of magic found a way to get to the enchanted castle to take refuge.

Lady Ashlyn knew the books would not be happy to have a dragon living among them. Smedley wouldn’t get his fire for ten more years, according to Eyesallova, the chief magic mirror in the castle. She identified his species of dragon and gave Ashlyn and Zared lots of useful information for how to dragon-proof the castle. Still, they all knew the books wouldn’t want Smedley around, because someday his fire would come in. Books and fire didn’t get along.

“The problem is that ‘Na adores him already. She’ll be heartbroken if we send him away. If we had any idea where to send him, and how. And quite frankly, I rather like the idea of having a dragon around to protect her,” Lord Zared said. “How long until it isn’t safe to take her on our rescue missions? When she was little enough to fit inside the chest of one of the suits of armor and slept most of the time, there was no problem taking her with us. But she’s ...” He shook his head, unable to find the words.

“She’s a little monkey, a pickpocket, an escape artist, and sometimes I’m terrified to learn what’s going on inside her little head,” Lady Ashlyn said, ending on a chuckle.

“Look at it this way,” Eyesallova said. Sparkles of blue and green magic swirled across her surface. Some magic mirrors made an effort to have eyes and a mouth when they talked with their people, but Eyesallova considered that a waste of magic. “Tell ‘Na that she’s responsible for taking care of Smedley. Looking after a baby dragon will keep her busy and keep her out of trouble.”

“For how long?” Zared said. “And what do we do when he starts to fly? Yes, his wings aren’t even large enough to blow out a candle, but how fast do wings grow?”

“Don’t worry,” the mirror said. “Dragons grow into their fire long before their wings grow to fit them.”

“That’s not comforting,” Ashlyn said.

What matters here is that ‘Na’s parents let Smedley stay, because ‘Na was the only child for dozens of miles in any direction. She needed a playmate. Someone to wrestle with and hug and throw things at when she had a temper tantrum and play hide-n-seek and help her sneak treats out of the castle kitchen. Not that she needed to sneak, because the housekeeping breezes didn’t know how to say no when ‘Na wanted something. Actually, the housekeeping breezes couldn’t speak, but they were skilled at taking things from little hands that shouldn’t be holding them. It was simply more fun for ‘Na to have a partner in her adventures. Sharing stolen biscuits and sweets was much more fun than sitting in her playroom in the gate tower, eating them by herself.

Ashlyn found some comfort in Smedley not growing as quickly as she feared, but the dragon didn’t grow as slowly as she could have wished. After six months, Smedley was too large to ride on ‘Na’s shoulder. His neck and his tail especially grew three times faster and longer than the rest of his body. 

By ‘Na’s fourth birthday, Smedley was the size of a bird hunting dog. His wings, barely bigger than Ashlyn’s palms, hadn’t grown at all. It was much easier to chase after a running dragon than a flying dragon, after all.

Even more important, for the comfort and peace of everyone in the enchanted castle, the books accepted Eyesallova’s promise that Smedley wouldn’t have fire for at least ten years. They didn’t react when he followed ‘Na through the many rooms of the library. Perhaps they knew how much ‘Na loved books of all kinds, and they trusted her to make sure her companion wouldn’t hurt them.

By the time ‘Na turned eight years old, when our story takes place, everyone was perfectly content with the living situation in the enchanted castle. Smedley was the size of a large hunting dog, with his back higher than ‘Na’s head. 

‘Na’s parents often took her on trips with them, to keep her safe. This is an important detail to understand. Ashlyn and Zared were specialists in dealing with broken or warped or hurting or twisted or just plain wonky magic. The kind of magic that hadn’t been woven together properly when it was first made and broke at the worst possible time. Magic that was so old, some parts of the spells had worn out and were just too tired to do their part. Lopsided magic was dangerous magic. 
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