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“Well, if it isn’t Witchwake herself.” Jessa Varnell’s voice cut like a knife. 

I kept my eyes on the Soldiers surrounding the arena as we marched into the ceremony. Their ceremonial armor, replicas of uniforms worn centuries ago, gleamed dully in the waning light of the evening. The weapons they wielded, with the embedded relics and runes: the swords, lances, maces, and projectile-launching contraptions, resembled the ancient weapons rumored to be capable of killing dragons, should that prove necessary. 

We all knew the real weapons were out of sight of the ceremony, which had been performed every decade, unchanged for thousands of years, down to what everyone wore. 

I shuddered at the thought of what might happen if the real weapons were deployed. 

Twelve runes were deeply etched into the worn, blackened stone floor of the arena. Precisely cut gems were embedded in each rune, surrounding the center of the arena. A sphere made of a dull, dark metal levitated in the center of that circle of runes, rotating over a polished marble column which served as the base. Rows of stones encircled the sides of the column under the sphere. 

In turn, each Aspira would touch the sphere.  If the sphere finds that she is worthy, it will light up and release a stone. We have been told that it is not uncommon for a good number of Aspiras to make it through the Crucible and still not receive a stone. 

Please let me be found worthy. I thought. The embarrassment of failing this last test and being ushered from the arena before the dragons arrive for the bonding ceremony would forever brand me as unworthy in Varnell’s eyes. 

Tremors under my boots from what must have been the movement of the dragons being released from containment nearly knocked me off balance. 

This is it. I kept my eyes forward, steadying my breath as I felt the tremors pulsing through the stone. Varnell’s voice lingered in my ears. 

Focus, I told myself. You can’t afford to lose now.

The Wardens came forward to stand in front of us Aspiras. Their worn leather armor, heavy with relics and sigils, belied thousands of battles stretching back millennia. Their sharp, unreadable eyes sized us up like prey. One Warden, an elder with silver hair, stepped to a round, flat stone just by the sphere. A second Warden, younger, took her place beside the first, carrying a crystal bowl filled with twenty small stones, each emblazoned with the name of an Aspira.

“You will be called one by one.” The younger of the Wardens stirred the stones in the bowl. “You will either touch the sphere and accept the fate, whether it accepts you or declares you unworthy, or you may decline to touch the sphere. If you are found not worthy or decide to decline this final test, you will be immediately removed from the arena.” 

“Aspira Miraen Walzt,” The elder Warden read the name from the first stone pulled.

Walzt stepped out of the formation and to the stone. She rendered a smart salute to the Warden before hesitantly reaching her fingers to the sphere. After an interminable time, her fingertip made contact with the sphere. The sphere remained dark for a long moment. Just as she had given up, a stone began to glow. She ran her fingers over the stone, and it fell out of the column, into her hand. 

I let out a breath I didn't know I was holding as she stepped behind the formation, smiling, as she shifted from attention to parade rest. 

“Aspira Claudet Felint,” The voice rang out over the arena. 

Felint confidently broke ranks and marched to the Warden, saluting her. She had been near the top of the rankings for all the training sessions of the Crucible over the last two months. Felint didn’t hesitate, placing her hand fully on the orb. 

Nothing. 

The sphere didn’t flicker. Didn’t glow. 

“Come on.” A gritted whisper. 

In the formation, fingers crossed and echoes of Felint’s “Come on” pulsed through the nineteen women. 

Still nothing. 

A Warden stepped forward and pulled Felint from the orb. Two Soldiers flanked her and swiftly escorted her from the arena.

The Warden’s face held a flicker of shock as she pulled the next stone, handing it to the elder. “Aspira Talen Malak”

Malak’s face blanched. Felint had been one of the best, with some of the highest scores. Well, Felint and Varnell had been neck and neck. 

Malak ranked near the bottom of the group. If Felint had been rejected, Malak knew she had no hope. 

Dragging her boots on the stone, she moved as someone going to her execution. Trembling, she saluted the elder Warden and reached her hand to the sphere.

“Go on, touch the Sphere.”

“I...I can’t” Tears welled up in Malak’s eyes as her voice trembled, barely above a whisper. 

“You refuse?” The statement from the Warden was gentle, softly encouraging. 

“I...I just can’t” She dropped her hand, stepping back. “I don’t...don’t feel like I’d be worthy.” Her voice cracked.

“Understood.” The Wardens’ faces were soft. 

Two Soldiers flanked her protectively as they escorted her through the gates leading out of the arena.

One by one, each Aspira stepped to the Sphere as the Warden called her name. Some stepped forward with trembling hands and were granted a stone. Most Aspiras hesitated, slowly reaching to the Sphere, though a few showed no such doubt. Several had touched the stone only to be met with silence, escorted away between silent Soldiers. A handful never touched it at all, their fear outweighing their hope. For those who never touched it, their burden would linger, always wondering if they would have been found worthy had their fear and doubts at that moment not stayed their hand.

Two name stones remained in the bowl. The five Aspiras who had claimed their stones from the Sphere stood behind the last two candidates: Jessa Varnell and Dareya Calderin. 

“Give up, already, Calderin.” Varnell’s voice beside me was soft, barely above a whisper, but it dripped with poison. “You don’t belong. Your presence is embarrassing both to yourself and to the Order.”

“When a dragon chooses, it won’t care your pedigree.” My voice was low, but steady.

Varnell laughed, cold and sharp. “Oh, but dragons do sense weakness. And desperation.” She raised her voice slightly, pitching it to the highborn audience behind them. “Watch closely. Our little frontier girl is about to learn the hard way.” 

Titters rippled through the five women holding stones.

“Jessa Varnell.” The Warden glared in Varnell’s direction. Varnell looked to the Warden, her eyes flaring with false innocence, her smirk never faltering. 

“Aspira Jessa Varnell.” The Warden’s voice rang out again, sharp and clear across the arena, her eyes locking on Varnell, her stare daring her to try something clever.

Varnell stepped forward, all grace and arrogance. Her movements were those of a woman certain of her fate. She gave the Warden a clipped salute and, without hesitation, placed her hand on the Sphere, practically slapping it down. 

Nothing. 

Seconds passed. 

Then a hesitant flicker from below a finger as an amber glow spidered across the Sphere. 

A stone glowed a brilliant blue as it dropped into Varnell’s waiting hand. She triumphantly held up her stone, basking in the approval of the waiting crowd.

“Try not to cry when it stays dark.” She murmured, shoulder checking me, her smile a knife. 

But heat coiled behind my ribs. I didn’t dare flinch, although each breath felt shallow, unsatisfying. 

Now only one name stone remained. 

The tremor beneath my boots grew stronger. The dragons were fast approaching the arena. 

And the Wardens had not yet called my name.
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“Dareya Calderin.” 

The Warden’s voice rang out over the hushed arena as she pulled the final name stone from the bowl. My name.

I gulped as I marched forward, willing my nerves to steel, the tremors beneath my boots growing stronger. A quick salute to the Wardens and before my mind had caught up to my feet, I stood before the Sphere, stunned, my hands limp at my sides. 

Out of twenty Aspira who had marched into the ceremony, only six stood behind me clutching stones. 

My mind flooded with every reason I shouldn’t be found worthy. 

Too fiery.

Too proud.

Too quick to question Order.

Too unwilling to submit.

I took a deep breath, lifting my hand from my side.

“Are you going to complete the ritual?” The elder Warden gently prompted as the strengthening tremors rocked the ground. 

I nodded, barely, letting my hand snake upward, inching forward to the Sphere until it finally made contact.

The Sphere erupted into brilliant light. I turned away instinctively, blinking hard to clear the spots in my vision as the light faded. A softly glowing gray stone veined with gold fell into my hand, which I suddenly remembered to place under it.

I walked silently back to the group, turning the stone in my hand as the glow faded, marveling at the runes sketched into its surface. This wasn’t an ordinary stone, I realized. This was an ancient relic. 

Before I was halfway back, the flapping of wings, a roiling heat, and a shadow crossing over me caused me to look up from my pondering. 

The dragons were here.

The elder Warden’s lips moved silently as she counted the circling dragons under her breath. “One, two, three, four, five, six, seven, eight, nine, ten.” 

She looked to the seven Aspira, their stones clutched in their hands. 

“Oh, shit.” She breathed, her composure breaking into visible, unrestrained, pure terror.

The Soldiers ringing the arena snapped to readiness. Guns, crossbows, and other projectile weapons rose in unison, every bolt and barrel trained skyward, tracking the dragon in their sector. Those with melee weapons stood ready their lines tight and unwavering.

The dragons were coming in fast.

And somewhere, beneath the thundering, a ceremony still hung in the air. Unfinished.

Only seven of us remained, clutching our relic-stones like lifelines. 

A Warden grabbed my arm, hard enough to leave a bruise, dragging me away from the others. I stumbled on the blackened stones, barely managing to keep myself upright as I struggled to keep my footing and keep up with the Warden. 

I watched the six other Aspira each being desperately pulled by a Warden. Our tight formation had been broken into a wide, deliberate circle. 

The Soldiers around us kept their unwavering attention on the sky, eyes and weapons tracking the movement of the dragons, ready for whatever might come. 

Except for the Soldiers, the seven Aspira and the seven Wardens escorting the Aspira, the arena, which had been crowded with people only moments before, had emptied, the heavy gates slamming shut. I gulped, my heart pounding. 

The dragon could still reject the bond. I had heard the stories. Sometimes when a dragon rejects the bond, the dragon kills the Aspira.

I almost didn’t notice the first dragon softly landing. 

Varnell looked smug as a large beast stood in front of her, her stone glowing brilliantly as he lowered his head to her. 

"First,” she mouthed, smirking triumphantly at me as she slotted her stone in the empty socket of the helm crowning the dragon’s brow. The dragon prowled until he stood behind Varnell.

The next two dragons had landed in turn, each selecting an Aspira. Their choices were swift and sure. 

Both women stepped forward, faces lit with stun and awe, slotting their glowing relic stones into the dragons’ helms. 

The stones flared to life before the light faded. Acceptance.

Three bonds had formed.

A fourth dragon circled and flew away without landing. My stomach turned.

The fifth dragon landed before Aspira Ageli Morin. 

Morin, the heiress to a legacy of riders. Cunning. Ambitious. Perfect.

Morin held her stone to the dragon. Bold. Unflinching. 

But it didn’t glow. 

The relic remained dull in her hand. 

The dragon stilled, tilting his great head. For a moment, I thought he might reconsider.

Then, the beast before her threw back his head and with a thunderous roar, launched upward in a torrent of wind and ash.

Morin didn’t move.

She just stood there, her mouth agape, holding her stone out, as though sheer willpower could make the relic glow. As if defiance could force the dragon’s return. 

But he was gone, the rejection absolute.

For a second, the arena held its breath.

Then two Wardens sprinted from the shadows. One seized Morin’s arm, the other lifted her from the scorched stones by her waist.

She kicked. Screamed.

“No!” She tried to force herself from the Wardens’ grips. “He was supposed to choose me!” 

Her voice cracked with rage and disbelief. The Wardens hauled her across the arena, past the line of burning torches illuminating the ceremony, and through the gate which had been hastily opened. 

As soon as she was through, the gate slammed shut behind her. 

I swallowed hard. 

The bond was not guaranteed. Not even for those who were legacy born. 

The gold-veined gray stone felt heavier as I tightened my grip. 

I watched as the dragon returned, searched, then flew away again, disappearing from our view.

Five dragons circled overhead.

Three Aspira remained. 

And one of them was me.

A sixth dragon landed and prowled through the arena. He paced back and forth between the three remaining Aspira. We held our breaths, our hearts pounding. I’d swear he was enjoying his little moment of torment.

After several minutes, he stopped before the woman standing between two bonded pairs to my left. She gasped as she raised her relic-stone toward him. It glowed, a gentle green. 

He bowed his head, and she slotted the relic into position. As it made contact, it briefly flared its acceptance of the bond.

The seventh and eighth dragons flew away without landing.

Shanel Kotari and I shared a knowing look. Two Aspira. Two Dragons. Two more bonds.

One of the dragons landed immediately and decisively in front of Kotari. She smiled in triumph as she held the glowing stone out. 

The dragon snarled at her, recoiling, as the glow faded from the stone. Two Soldiers quickly appeared by her side, grabbed her, and rushed her from the arena. 

Kotari had been the only other Aspira who wasn’t from a noble house to make it all the way through the Crucible to the selection ceremony, though she came from landed gentry. 

If she wasn’t chosen, I had no hope. 

I stepped back, my heart hammering, eyes warily locked on the tenth dragon as he lazily glided down a spiral path. 

“Hey, Witchwake!” Varnell’s mocking voice carried across the arena, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Run.” 

Laughter bubbled up from the bonded women surrounding her. Varnell’s eyes gleamed cold with calculation. Confidence wrapped around her like armor. She had been chosen first, her dragon the strongest and most coveted. 

My breath caught as I calculated how close the dragon was and how far I had to run. Varnell’s right, but even at a full sprint, I’d never make it to the gate. 

The tenth dragon landed with a thunderous crash mere steps from me, the ground trembling from his weight. 

I almost didn’t notice. I’d been too caught up in Varnell’s taunt and my pounding heart. 

The dragon's eyes, a molten gold, ancient and unreadable, locked onto me. Time stopped as I raised a shaking hand to him, the stone already glowing before I had lifted my hand. 

His scales were a lovely gray, like the clouds in a frontier thunderstorm. From the torchlight, I imagined how they might look glistening silver in the sun. 

I stood, still shaking but mesmerized, holding out the glowing stone. The dragon took a slow step toward me, massive claws clinking against the scorched stone. 

He stretched his wings, saying nothing. Just watching me.

And then, he bowed his head to me. 

I stepped forward on unsteady legs. He didn’t move. Didn’t blink. Just watched.

I felt the heat of his breath as I placed one hand on him to steady myself and slotted the relic-stone into the empty socket of his helm. 

“Thank you,” I whispered, lowering my head to his. 

Then I heard it, a voice, inside my head. “Mine. At last.”

*****
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THE ARENA REEKED OF fear. Of the stench of steel and mortal arrogance. I circled high above, watching as my brothers scattered or were satisfied. One by one, the others chose or refused.

But I hadn’t descended. Not yet.

She stood alone, surrounded by the bonded pairs, including the sneering one whose stone flared first. The one who believed her beast to be dominant. She reeked of bloodline and bluster.

My beloved’s name was not a word, not yet. 

I dropped lower. I could feel her doubt, her fear, as the bonded jeered. Yet she didn’t run.

I landed as close as I dared. She looked at me, her trembling hands lifting. So fragile. Then, her fingers on my muzzle. Soft. Mortal. Warm. She lifted the relic and pressed it into my helm. “Thank you.” Her voice was just as soft.  

In that instant the world ruptured and reformed. “Mine,” I said to her, speaking in her head. “At last.”

*****
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SOMETHING VAST AND ancient surged through me. I couldn’t breathe. My knees gave out, but I didn’t feel myself hit the ground. Voices echoed in the distance, shouts of confusion and above them, a triumphant, inhuman roar. Then silence and then nothing.
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[image: ]




I started coming back to myself. The ground beneath me didn't feel hard like stone. The sharp, medicinal scent of tinctures and antiseptic assaulted my nose. 

I sat up too quickly, pain blossoming in my head, as I looked around, trying to get my bearings. I realized with a sigh of relief that I was in the infirmary. 

A firm hand gently pressed my shoulder, guiding me back. “Easy.” Warden Brielle’s tone was uncharacteristically gentle. “You fainted just as the seal completed. You’ve been unconscious nearly the entire day.” 

I gasped, my mouth dry. “A day?” 

“Drink. Slowly.” Brielle raised a cup to my lips. A wry grin flickered on hers. “He stayed close until we could move you.”

“He stayed?”

Brielle nodded. “Refused to leave the arena until you were safe.”

A strange, echoing warmth stirred in my chest. 

I am here, Vel’shaari.

I gasped. 

“You’ll get used to that,” Warden Brielle said. “Eventually.”

I slept in the infirmary that night, my rest fitful.

Early the next morning, after I ate breakfast, the nurses cleared me to return to the dormitory. Not to duty. I was to return to my dormitory and rest. Of course, they were empty when I arrived. 

As an unmarried dragon-bonded woman, I would soon move to the Dragon Rider Command’s dormitory. The married women would also move to the dormitory until their families could be relocated to Sylphion or the family quarters of Fort Halren. 

The women who did not form bonds with a dragon would either move to a dormitory to work for the Dragon Rider Command or return to the unit from which they came. 

The dormitory would be cleaned and closed for the next decade until the next Crucible.

My belongings were still in the room I had occupied for the past ten weeks. 

Ten weeks ago, there were ten of us in the room. By the time the final members of this decade’s cohort marched into the Selection and Bonding Ceremony, I was the room’s only occupant. 

I picked up a sealed envelope from my pillow, recognizing Jillona Vrabek’s handwriting. She had been one of the hundred women who started the Crucible with the cohort. However, midway through she ended up dropping when she became ill with fevers and had missed too much training to continue.

With shaking fingers, I opened the seal on the envelope and read Vrabek’s letter.

Dareya,

I wanted to write before everything changes. I’m proud of you. I’m sorry I couldn’t make it to the end with you. The Crucible was unforgiving, and sometimes the body just won’t listen.

No matter what happens next, you belong here. As for me, I’ve returned to my previous posting and will write again soon. Please keep me in lots of stories, as it gets very boring here, as not much happens. 

—Jillona

My chest tightened. A letter from a friend I had only known about a month was a small comfort.

I folded Vrabek’s letter carefully, placing it inside the embarrassingly explicit love story I was currently reading, and began tucking the rest of my meager belongings inside the worn pack I used to carry my personal belongings for the past several years. 

The weight of solitude settled over me as I sat on the bed. Had everyone already been assigned to their new quarters?

I sat on my bed, thinking over the Ceremony. My dragon. The one that chose me. 

He wasn’t the largest. He wasn’t the first. Naturally, the highest-ranking dragon would be the largest of the group and be the first to select his rider. 

And, just as naturally, that was Varnell. She had the perfect pedigree and was a legacy dragon rider. 

I was content just to have been chosen, although I couldn’t think of the last time a person not of noble blood bonded. Has it ever happened?

Vel’shaari

That voice again. That word again. 

What might it mean? I wonder if that’s my dragon’s name.

A sudden sharp knock startled me. 

“Tempered Calderin?” The voice was cautious. “It’s Warden Brielle. You’ve been cleared to move to the Dragon Rider barracks. Do you need help moving your things?”

“I fit it all in my bag.” 

I slung my rucksack over my shoulder and opened the door. Warden Brielle and two young lower enlisted Soldiers I had seen around the garrison stood in the hall. 

“We came just in case you needed help moving.” One of the young Soldiers said. “You should have seen the trunks Tempered Varnell had.”

I laughed. I knew Varnell’s infamous pile of trunks. Her roommates had often complained about how the trunks often seemed to have exploded all over the room every time Varnell needed to retrieve an item.

“Thank you.” I lifted the strap of the rucksack from my shoulder. “As you can see, I’ve got it.”

I followed the entourage through the building, across the courtyard and into another building. 

“Room 306. Third floor, third room on the right.” The clerk at the front desk handed me a key and a folder. “The nearest staircase is behind you. Fill out the high-value item sheet for any high-value personal items you have with you. For the inventory sheet, check off each item that is in the room now and write the item numbers on the sheet. Ask if you can’t find the number. Also, make notes of any damages to the equipment in the room by item number and damages to the room that are already there on the damage report sheet. If you can take pictures of any damages, feel free to include them. Please return them to me by end of day tomorrow.” 

The clerk paused. “Do you have a personal vehicle?”

“Not right now. Why?”

“You would need a parking permit.”

Warden Brielle and the two Soldiers left me at the desk. 

I climbed the stairs and opened the door to the hallway. 

The dormitory was quiet at this hour. Most occupants were attending their duties and those who held night shift were supposedly sleeping, although I heard voices softly conversing. 

I easily found the room. 

Opening the door, I was greeted by a small room crowded with a single bed, a chest of drawers, wall locker, nightstand with a small lamp and fan, desk, wooden chair, and a couple hooks on the off-white painted cinder block wall to hang something from. Through a small opening was my private bathroom: a small room with a sink, toilet, and shower. Nothing soft. Unpatterned tile floors. No decoration. No personality. I almost thought there was no bedding, but then noticed some stiff, institutional wool blankets and sheets folded under a flat pillow at the head of the bed. 

I’ll have to go into town to get some things to make this room my own. 

With my new rank, I was no longer confined to the grounds of the Order when off duty. 

With a sigh, I shut the door behind me. Ten years of duty since I had turned eighteen and fled my dusty frontier town rather than be forced to wed that slimy Elan Tavber. 

Elan had been the butcher in our town. Everyone thought he was fairly well-to-do. The man already had grandchildren. He needed a new wife to care for his youngest five children. Their mother had died mysteriously the previous winter. 

They said his wife had slipped and cracked her head in the smokehouse. 

But I knew better. His eldest daughter, a woman a few years older than I was at the time who had just had a set of twins, told me to run. That he was in serious debt and had killed his wife for the insurance money which he had already gambled away. 

I ran. 

Straight into a recruitment post on the southern edge of our district border. I signed my name on a ledger. Said I had no dependents, no trade, and didn’t care what I did or what I was fed, as long as I got a bed and a blade. 
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