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The Tournament

 Esmeralda picked her way through the forest, jumping over fallen trees and nimbly picking her way over roots and rocks. Looking up at the foggy morning sky, she whistled a happy tune and skipped a few strides. Her body felt charged with energy that she couldn't suppress. Stifling a shout of glee by clapping her hand over her mouth, Esmeralda glanced quickly back behind her to make sure no one was following.

Turning off the path, Esmeralda gathered the long skirt of her midnight blue medieval dress and crept through the thick underbrush. Once, hearing the sound of a stick breaking, she whipped around, pulling a knife from the belt around her waist with blinding speed. She glanced furtively back and forth a few times before relaxing her muscles and slipping the knife back into the colorfully embroidered leather sheath hanging at her side.

Coming to a shear cliff, Esmeralda carefully placed her fingers in tiny cracks in the rock and began scaling the slippery granite. She climbed a good fifteen feet up the rock before disappearing into a crack that had been invisible from the ground. The narrow channel in the rock was poorly lit and treacherous, littered with large boulders and the bones of small animals. Esmeralda moved still slower now, containing her energy and breathing shallowly.

At last she came to the mouth of a large cavern. Sunlight streamed in from cracks in the ceiling and the ground was bare of any rocks or dust. Esmeralda stood for a few minutes peering into the cave before she cautiously raised her hand and tapped it against the stone wall beside her. After her first hesitant tap, Esmeralda tightened her fist and rapped out a loud bang-bang pause bang-bang. Then she stood silently again, peering across the depths of the cavern at a shadowy alcove. The air in the cave seemed to stand still and the hairs on the back of Esmeralda's neck stood up as she waited.

Finally, a large reptilian head appeared from the shadows, sunlight glinting off its gold-tinged turquoise scales and reflecting from the large warm brown eyes. There was silence except for the soft pad of the animal's large paws as it filled the cavern and gracefully sat down, folding its giant purple-tinged wings tightly against its sides, covering up the rounded gold spines running over its back.

The two were silent for a few more moments before the dragon spread the corners of his mouth into a smile. What took you so long? Esmeralda heard the voice of a boy asking in her head.
I had to get away from mother, Esmeralda sent back telepathically. She saw me sneaking out and made me peel the potatoes before I left.

She doesn't know you came here, does she? the dragon asked, cocking his large head.

Esmeralda took a few steps forward to embrace the smooth scales of the dragon's snout, his head being about as long as she was tall. No, no, Esmeralda sent reassuringly. What would I tell her—that I have a pet dragon, I call him Charger? She would kill me if she knew I've been helping you. But I have some news. Esmeralda move back to look deep into the large eyes before her.
What is it? Charger asked worriedly as he shifted his weight to lie down, stretching his slender forelegs out in front of him. Esmeralda sat on the dragon's foreleg and caressed his small ear. Today's the day, she whispered softly in her mind. They're holding the tournament today and you've got to go this time.

What if I don't want to? The dragon sent in a distinctively whiny tone.
But you have to Charger! Esmeralda put her hands on her hips. I told you this couldn't be forever. If they find you, she sent firmly, referring to the government officials that searched the caves for deserters, you'll be killed on the spot. Sensing that the dragon was about to send a retort, Esmeralda continued. You can't take them, they have weapons and other, bigger dragons on their side, you don't stand a chance. If you go to the tournament, you can sneak in with the crowd and no one will notice that you don't belong. As long as you do well, you can get a position in the cavalry and not have to worry another day of your life.

But what if I don't make it? Charger asked, flopping his head against the hard rock floor in defeat. You know I don't belong, he said sadly, small ears hanging down in dejection. What if I'm assigned to be a mailman, carrying stupid packages over long stretched of sea for the rest of my life? Or, worse still, I could get sent to the mines. The dragon pulled a memory from the back of Esmeralda's mind, forcing her to relive it for a moment.

She had been seven years old when their class had gone on a field trip to the local quarry. They had been shown the different types of rock and gravel mined there as well as some semi-precious jewels and metals shipped in from other locations. While the teacher had been yammering, Esmeralda had been distracted by a distant rumble coming from the other side of the wooden fence they had been standing against. She had moved quietly to the back of the group and peered through the cracks in the aging wood. Beyond had been a wasteland. No trees or grass, just a giant pit in the ground out of which came an endless stream of dragons dragging heavy loads of rock in rickety carts. It was the first time she had seen the magnificent creatures, and they had taken her breath away. The awe and confusion swiftly rushed back as Esmeralda again watched one dragon, looking particularly frail, misplace a foot and trip. A supervisor standing nearby was quick with a long barbed whip, leaving a long red welt across the dragon's back and a smattering of scales on the ground.

Esmeralda blinked her eyes and shook her head, pushing the memory away. You've got to go, she sent in a demanding tone. You're almost three now and pretty soon this cavern won't be big enough to hide you. Plus, every mother is required to bring her children to the tournament by the age of three, most go closer to two. If you wait much longer, you'll never get back into the system.

But what if I don't belong in the system? Charger asked, a single large tear beginning to form in the bottom of his eye. I was abandoned, remember? What if my mother kicked me out because she knew I was weaker than the rest?

I'm sure that isn't true, Esmeralda reassured, giving the dragon a pat on his neck. She might have dropped you here by accident fleeing something, you don't know. But what I do know is that you are one of the biggest, strongest, and most determined dragons I've ever known.

Which means a lot, coming from someone with no real expertise, the dragon quipped.
Hey! Esmeralda protested. My father works in a dragon orphanage, I've seen plenty of young dragons.

You mean you've seen the ones rejected by their mothers, Charger sent. That hardly gives me confidence...

Hey, it was what saved you! Esmeralda said, remembering how she had been out gathering roots for her mother when she had stumbled upon the blue and gold-flecked dragon egg about her size. At first she had been afraid, but her curiosity soon won out and Esmeralda had crept closer, noticing the large crack running the length of the egg with a silvery fluid leaking from it. She vaguely remembered her father mentioning how dragon eggs were filled with this silvery fluid that provided the unhatched young with nutrients and oxygen, which meant that the dragonet would die if it didn't escape its suffocating shell. Unable to stand by as a creature died for no purpose, Esmeralda had grabbed a largish stone from the forest floor and begun to hammer away at the shell. When it had finally broken open, an adorable dragonet, about the size of a large dog, had tumbled onto the forest floor. She had cleared his small nostrils with the hem of her summer dress and given his chest a few compressions before he finally hacked out the rest of the silvery fluid in his lungs and took a deep breath. When the dragonet had whispered in her mind, Mama?, she had felt an instant connection.

She had been planning on bringing him home with her for her father to take care of, but the dragonet had proved to be quick in his mind, rifling through all her memories and thoughts in a matter of minutes. By the time he was strong enough to struggle to his feet, he had already made up his mind that he was not going to the orphanage. Esmeralda had known since she was little that the dragonets in the orphanage were never given a chance to go to the tournament, instead forced to be slaves for the rest of their lives. When the dragonet learned that, he put his foot down and refused to go with Esmeralda. And when she had threatened to out him to her father, he had thrown every lie she had ever told right back at her. Thus began a beautiful friendship.

Shaking her head, Esmeralda reminded Charger, This was always our deal: when you were old enough, you would go to the tournament and prove yourself. Then you will be given a job and a name fitting your position, and with that, a master.

I know... Charger sent sadly. I just wish we could stay like this forever. He nuzzled her gently with his nose. You're going with me though, right?

You know I can't, Esmeralda thought as she shook her head. But I'll be there cheering you on in my head. I need to go home before I'm missed, but polish you scales and be at the square by sunset, okay? Esmeralda sent the dragon a map of where the square was and then hugged his nose tightly before planting a kiss on his nose and walking out of the cavern. She walked slowly on the way home, knowing that if all went well she would be losing her friend.

Esmeralda paused at the edge of the forest, looking at the small dwelling crafted from a careful mix of mud, dragon dung, and grass to give it strength, insulation, and protection from the weather. Hearing the sounds of pots and pans coming from inside told Esmeralda that her mother was busy cooking breakfast. Sure enough, she also heard the shrieks and screams of her twin brothers Eden and Gale as they raced around the kitchen pretending to be brave knights of the cavalry. Sighing, Esmeralda bent down to grab a cloth bag she had hidden in the brush and walked into the dwelling, emptying the contents of the sack onto the old wooden table. There was a large variety of roots and bulbs, still clinging to clumps of soil. Esmeralda's mother, a plump young woman with flowing auburn hair and a warm smile, turned around and said, “Esmy, why don't you wash those up and stick them in the cellar for later?”

Esmeralda ducked her head in acknowledgement and grabbed a bucket filled with brownish water from the corner of the room. She silently scrubbed the potatoes and horse radish as her mother bustled around the kitchen pulling muffins from the rack at the top of the fireplace and flipping the sizzling ham slices deftly.

When breakfast was prepared, the family ate quickly, chattering in excitement about the upcoming tournament. Esmeralda tried her best to ignore her worry, but she didn't have much of an appetite. The family all pitched in to help with the daily chores before changing into their nicest clothes. They packed a picnic dinner and practically skipped into town before the sky began to darken.

By the time they arrived, the square was already crawling with people and they had to set their blanket on a hill far from the large stone-dust arena. Like always, Esmeralda's parents stayed at the blanket while Esmeralda and her twin brothers wove their way to the white-washed rail to get a better view. Gale ran ahead, scouting out the best place to stand, while Eden dragged Esmeralda along, insisting that she “hurry, hurry!”

They had just found their places against one of the six flame towers lighting the arena when the trumpets sounded to mark the beginnings of the games. Gale was perched high in one of the cross beams with Eden just a few feet below and Esmeralda perched on the lowest beam, unable to climb far in her long flowing skirt and knee-high laced boots.

An official emerged from the tunnel entrance at one end of the arena on a magnificent ebony black dragon breathing a fifteen foot flame from its roaring mouth. When the flame died out, the official, a mere speck on the dragon's back, cleared his throat and shouted over the hushed crowd, “Welcome to the hundred and forty fifth annual Dragon Tournament!”

He then launched into a long explanation of the history of the games and how they had been created to end the bloody war between the different families of dragons, previously under a caste system. Of course, the announcer ignored the fact that many dragons coming from lesser families still didn't have a shot at anything else, either due to their lack of physical strength from years of poor nutrition or their inability to get past the initial screening due to their poor telepathic communication skills.

However, Esmeralda wasn't paying any attention to the announcer. Instead, she cast her mind out in widening circles, looking for the familiar connection she had with Charger. When she finally found his welcoming mind, her body filled with warmth and she thought, I'm so glad you made it, sending all the warm and fuzzy feelings she could.
Yeah, Charger said nervously. I'm scheduled for the first round of the first division. I guess I didn't have the connections to get in later. Anyway, it's not safe talking to you now, there are tons of dragons around and I'm not sure how good I am at hiding our signal.

Alright, Esmeralda sent quietly. Good luck! The connection snapped off as Charger closed his mind, leaving Esmeralda feeling cold and empty inside. Although she wasn't always communicating with the dragon, he had never purposefully shut her out like this. He had always been there, even if it took some looking to find him. Sighing, Esmeralda scanned the crowd. There were thousands of people, all watching in silence as the official finished his speech and retreated back into the tunnel opening, disappearing into the darkness. The sun winked out just as the trumpets sounded again and an enormous iridescent white dragon emerged from the tunnel and into the firelight. A sharp female voice echoed from the tunnel entrance, “I proudly present to you, competitor number one.”

The dragon gave a mighty roar, spitting fire halfway across the arena and flexing large talons, leaving sharp streaks in the hard arena surface. Spreading her wings, the dragon arched her neck and presented her lovely rose pink undercarriage before retreating to the corner, sitting proudly as the announcer called out for competitor number two.

Esmeralda's dragon emerged hesitantly, peering into the firelight with wide eyes and a slinking step. He gave his head a small shake before letting lose a small spark from his mouth. Esmeralda's heart fell to her stomach. Then Charger caught sight of her perched on the side and arced his neck, reared up with wings spread, and gave a mighty roar that shook the ground, spitting a magnificent fiery jet across the arena, scorching the white boards keeping the crowd back. Cheers arose from the silence as Charger rested back on the ground and stood quietly for a few moments before walking confidently into the corner next to his much larger opponent.

Competitor number three was a wily-looking purple and pink female with an evil tint to her eye and number four was a brawny but dumb-looking steel blue male. By the time the tenth and final competitor in round one was brought out, Esmeralda's hopes were beginning to diminish.

There was a brief break from the time the last competitor was presented to the beginning of the fight to allow the crowd plenty of time to pick their favorites to cheer for and place bets with the many bookies that emerged every tournament. People milled around wagering coins and buying morsels of food. Inside the ring, workers sprayed large neon orange numbers to the dragon's sides and fitted each with a small rope collar. Resting against the dragons' jugular veins were small red boxes that, when activated by direct blow or extremely high temperatures, would release a sedating chemical, taking the dragon out of the competition. The system was designed to help limit the number of deaths caused by the tournaments, although more dragons than the officials cared to mention ended up with lifelong health issues.

After what felt like an eternity to Esmeralda, the dragons were finally evenly spaced around the ring and the announcer's voice rang out, “Let the first round begin!”

The dragons sprang to action, leaping onto each other to form a tangled mass in the center of the arena characterized by shiny flashes of scales and jets of flame. Competitor number three quickly snuck away from the pile to hide in the shadows, waiting in relative safety for the majority of her opponents to be taken out of the running by the larger dragons.

Esmeralda squinted, looking desperately for the flash of turquoise scales, but couldn't make them out in the shivering light. She tried to reach Charger with her mind, but she hit an icy wall instead. Her foot was tapping nervously on the fire tower frame so hard that Gail shot an annoyed look down at her. Esmeralda squeezed her eyes shut, unable to watch anymore. Still she couldn't avoid straining with her ears to hear the loud thumps and the tearing of sharp claws. Her mind searched desperately, tracking the ice wall, and her eyes tried to bore through the red and yellow splotches that pumped through her eyelids.

At last a hush fell over the crowd and Esmeralda's eyes flew open. She blinked automatically, trying to see through the green spots in her vision. As the image wavered in and out of focus, Esmeralda identified two dragons standing across from each other with a mound of unconscious bodies lying between them. It was the sneaky purple female and...yes, that was definitely Charger.

Esmeralda allowed herself a small breath of relief before the anxiety set in again—Charger hadn't won yet and the battle was still far from over. Esmeralda watched, entranced, as the two dragons circled, occasionally throwing searing flames at each other, although they weren't close enough to set off the detectors. Finally, without any warning, the two suddenly leaped into the air, colliding and falling into a turmoil of thrashing limbs. Finally Charger's strength won out; he broke a foreleg free and pounded a talon into his opponent's collar. She collapsed within seconds and Charger watched sadly as she fell to the ground.

The crowd roared to life, a few people chanting merry victory chants and others cursing and throwing their betting tickets into the soft dirt of the main road. Meanwhile Esmeralda broke into a smile and high-fived Charger's icy mental wall.

When the crowd finally settled down, Charger was announced the winner and allowed to disappear back into the tunnel. His mind was still as cold as the deep freeze of winter. Nine more dragons were brought forth, then Charger was called out again. His side had been pressure-sprayed clean and toweled off so that he could wear the number ten in this next round.

Again Esmeralda squeezed her eyed shut as the dragons fought, willing Charger to win. He would have to make it through all thirteen rounds in his division in order to get into the cavalry Being in the first round was a huge disadvantage, so the stronger dragons were always saved for the end. Bribes were also a large part of the ordering process. As a result, an early favorite could quickly be defeated in the later rounds as he or she was presented with increasingly tough, well-rested opponents.

Charger held onto his winning streak through the sixth battle, but by his seventh fight it was obvious he was getting tired. Charger's icy mind wall began to sweat beads of former confidence and his quick, daring moves got slower.

Esmeralda sent all the encouraging thoughts that she could towards Charger. Her chest began to constrict and her hands started to shake as Charger started taking more blows. It was obvious by the eleventh round that he was in pain and his right foreleg seemed to collapse under him when he spun, but Charger pushed on. She could sense him in the back of her mind now, only persevering because he couldn't let her down.

Charger staggered out to his last round oozing thick maroon blood from a gash on his forehead and missing a talon on his left hind. He had cauterized the wound with a quick burst of fire after the last round to prevent blood loss. Esmeralda groaned inwardly. It would take nothing short of a miracle for Charger to win this round, against the biggest and most trained dragons yet. And if he did win, Charger would still have to make a good showing in the duel against a cavalry officer and his dragon in order to actually gain admittance into the cavalry, which he needed. As bad as it would be for Charger to live as a mindless machine, there was far more at stake than either Esmeralda or Charger cared to think about.

Esmeralda's stomach tightened into a knot. Although Charger had made it into the tournaments, that didn't grant him a spot in the workforce. He could still be kicked out if they ever learned that he had been dropped off in a forest; that he should have been taken to the orphanage. Charger could be executed or sent into slavery, forced to wear chains around his ankles and turn a wheel for the rest of his life. But if he became valuable, the officials would look the other way. And the only way for Charger to become important enough to the officials was for him to not only get into the cavalry, but to secure a spot in the upper ranks. And that would require defeating the officer assigned to him.

Esmeralda was distracted, thinking about all of the horrible things that could happen to Charger, as  his final round began. She suddenly felt sick to her stomach and had to concentrate to keep the bile from moving up her throat and into her mouth. Esmeralda squeezed her eyes shut, trying to concentrate on the deafening roars of the crowd and the solid beam beneath her. She felt herself starting to sway and her eyes flew open as she grabbed for the post beside her. Esmeralda stared into the arena now, trying to make out Charger's body amid the many fallen dragons. Her mind was exploding as if she had been whacked int the head and Esmeralda didn't dare trying to reach out mentally for Charger. Esmeralda's shoulders fell and the air swooshed slowly out of her lungs as she realized that Charger must have lost.

She angrily wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and shimmied off the beam of the tower, back to the ground, wanting to escape the tournament as quickly as possible. Esmeralda was only a few yards away when the crowd exploded with cries of joy and Esmeralda was shoved back against the tower, hitting her shoulder with a hard crack. Trying to right herself, Esmeralda caught sight of the ring and her mouth dropped open. Standing in the center, letting loose a stream of fire straight into the air like a firework, was the unmistakable turquoise hue of Charger.

Esmeralda sagged against the post, suddenly unable to support her own weight and helpless as the surge of the crowd battered her like a boat trapped in a storm. Esmeralda's relief was quickly interrupted by her twin brothers who had jumped down from their roosts and were now pulling on her arms, urging her to take them back to their parents before the second division started.

The rest of the divisions passed in a blur for Esmeralda as the dragons filed in, fought, and left one standing victorious. The crowd became more worked up with every fight and the bidding became desperate as the townspeople tried to win back the money they'd lost. Esmeralda's brothers dictated her movements, dragging her to a new vantage point for the third division and back to the first spot for the fourth. She followed blindly, not caring. All Esmeralda focused on was the comforting warmth at the edge of Charger's mind as he slept, resting up for the next round of trials.

By the time the five victors had been brought back out for the next phase of the tournament, the moon was high in the black sky, surrounded by a sea of stars glittering like diamond flakes. The announcer cleared her throat loudly before attending to the business at hand. “First a round of applause for the victors!” she said broadly. When the clapping and cheering had quieted down, she continued. “And now for the first challenger. For Division One Champion, please welcome Durango Olvero aboard his mighty steed, Hansel the Terrible!”

A stout coppery brown and green dragon emerged proudly from the tunnel wearing a large orange breast and head plate as well as an elaborate leather saddle with a small knight aboard. The crowd bowed in unison at the sight of their Cavalry General and Esmeralda groaned in despair. She couldn't concentrate as the rest of the challengers were brought out. They were a  motley collection of lieutenants and advisors, whereas Charger had somehow been stuck with the General.

Once all of the challengers had finished posing for the crowd, the announcer moved on. “And now, let me present you with a selection of fine young men for these dragons to choose from. Each dragon will be given the opportunity to choose his future partner from this group. These men, all carefully trained for careers in the cavalry, are then tasked with the job of leading their dragon to victory against their challenger. Those that are deemed to have successfully attempted the task are admitted into the cavalry as a pair. Especially valiant efforts or defeat of the challenger gives the pair rank. Now, let the choosing begin!”

The young men immediately ran to their favorite dragon, begging and pleading for a chance to prove themselves. Esmeralda watched closely as Charger inspected the two men standing before him. She felt the strangest sensation for a moment, and all at once images of a family, a home, and kids at a school were flashing across her mind.

It took Esmeralda several moments before she realized what was happening. Charger was rifling through the man's mind and it was being sent to her. She froze for a moment, unsure what to do, before shouting at Charger, Why am I getting all of this?
She could immediately feel the shock in Charger's mind as he pulled back from the man's mind. Then he whispered to her, I think something is wrong...I didn't even realize I was connected to you, but its almost like I can't not be connected. I shouldn't be tethered to you like this...

Unless... Esmeralda began, not daring to believe it. She shook her head and smoothed out her skirt with the palms of her hands.
Esmy? Charger asked plaintively, turning his big head in her direction. What does it all mean?
I don't know... she said, running her fingers threw her hair. Seeing that the other dragons were starting to make a selection, Esmeralda sent to Charger, It doesn't matter right now, okay? You just need to choose your best hope at winning and get through this, okay? We can figure this out later.

Okay... Charger whispered, turning slowly back to the two men in front of him and quickly picking their brains while Esmeralda watched silently. One of the men came from a poor family and was hoping a promotion would provide for his younger siblings. He lacked technical knowledge compared to the other man, but his heart was in the right place and he certainly didn't lack for motivation.

The other man was a quiet, studious type. He wanted to have a dragon like Charger because he had a thing for the underdog, even though his years of training told him he should be jumping on competitor number four. He wanted nothing more than to become the General of the Cavalry, at which point he dreamed of creating peace among the different kingdoms.

Although Charger sympathized with the first man, the fact that he was only in this for the money meant he would mostly likely grow lazy when he had a steady paycheck. Charger couldn't afford to have a lazy partner, not with his background. The second man was obsessed with fame, but he had a solid conscience and superior technical skills and the drive to make it to the top. Meanwhile Esmeralda held her breath, afraid to alert one of the two men of her presence.

When the men had all moved back to their spots across from the dragons, the announcer said, “And now would the chosen men please step forward.”

Charger called to the second man, who walked over to stand at Charger's side. The announcer then proceeded to introduce the selected men to the crowd: “And with the first division champion, I proudly give you—Sir Simon Longhard! Congratulations!” The crowd applauded loudly. “For the second division champion, I give to you—Sir Mark Snakeback!” The announcer went on to announce Sir Geoffrey Wilder, Sir Chester Handfeld, and Sir Theodore Runfar for the third through fifth division champions.

Any chattering of the crowd quickly fell silent after the last man was introduced. The announcer explained what came next for anyone who had forgotten. “Now these pairs will be united with ancient dragon magic. When a dragon gives his full, rightful name to a man, the one who was born knowing to be his, he forms an everlasting bond that cannot be severed by time nor distance, only by death. So, Dragons, please announce your names to your partners.”

The crowd was silent as the dragons mindspoke to their selected partners. Esmeralda heard clearly as Charger told Simon, My name is Teovante the Charger, but you can just call me Charger.
Simon's thoughts raced across his mind like water flooding out of broken pipeline. At first he thought it was weird to be speaking to a dragon, then he became giddy with excitement that he was going to become a knight and was bound to a dragon. However, it all seemed wrong to Esmeralda. When she sent to Charger, she felt that there was a distinct difference between her thoughts and what she sent. Her thoughts were not just running across her mind, but instead were actually directed towards Charger.

The announcer broke the silence, “And now for an ancient ritual we use to verify that the bond has been made. Because it is required that dragons and knights entering the cavalry are bound to one another.”

Five uniformed men stepped forth from the shadowy tunnel, holding long-armed brands with colored ribbons flowing from the ends. They walked slowly, holding the brands high above them like trophies for the crowd to see. Then Hansel stepped forward to the center of the arena, proudly carrying General Olvero. The men stood in a line, one in front of each of the competitors, and held their brands out at a 45 degree angle. Hansel took a big breath in, expanding his ribcage and giving him a few more feet in height, then he roared a jet of white-hot fire across the brands until all five were glowing a bright yellow. The five men held the brands above their heads, then turned and walked to the dragons' left flanks. In one swift movement, all five pushed the brands into the center of the largest scale in front of them.

Four men from the group of young recruits fell to the ground in agony and Esmeralda grabbed her left shoulder in pain. She clenched her jaw and squeezed her left shoulder harshly, trying to stop the excruciating burning feeling. Her eyes became fuzzy and she hit the ground, cracking her head against a post on the fire tower. When she came to, there was a small crowd around her and and faces peering into hers. Her brothers were kneeling beside her, unsure what to do. Esmeralda struggled to sit up, feeling the bruise on the back of her head throbbing. She looked quizzically at the shoulder that she was still holding and let her hand fall to the ground. The people standing around her reacted quickly, recoiling and pointing.

Esmeralda stood up slowly, putting a hand to her head to try to minimize the throbbing. She was just finding her balance when a rough hand grabbed her wrist and yanked her away through the crowd. Esmeralda half-tripped, half-ran beside the large man, unable to free her wrist. Suddenly they stopped and the world began to slow down in its rapid spinning. She was standing in the middle of the arena.

General Olvero slid down from Hansel and walked stiffly towards her, examining the brand of concentric circles on her arm. Turning to Charger, he said loudly enough for the hushed crowd to hear, “Teovante, you have failed us. Upon entering this ring, you were already bound to another. Would you like to defend yourself?”

Charger shook his head sadly.

“According to ancient ritual, I am forced to still offer you a fair chance to enter the cavalry, although I personally would not offer this kindness if I had the choice. Teovante, would you like to do the honorable act and leave, or would you like to take a chance and fight, with this girl on your back?”

Charger looked over at Esmeralda, cocking his head sideways and asking, Do you want to? I'm so sorry to drag you into this. I thought telling you Charger was safe...
Esmeralda half-smiled and sent back a fuzzy memory. After Charger had called her “mama,” a flood of information had raced through her brain, most of it not sticking. And now she remembered vaguely hearing the name Teovante amid that rush, she just hadn't remembered it. I guess I knew the whole thing, she shrugged. And Simon's inability to get inside Charger's mind now made sense. She and Charger had a true mind-meld, where they actually shared a portion of their minds, versus Charger invading someone else's mind.

After spending a few more minutes digesting everything, Esmeralda finally answered the question that was still on the forefront of Charger's mind. I couldn't hang you out to dry even if I wanted to, but I don't. A life of adventure, not trapped in a stupid house cooking, sounds like a dream come true! If you're up to the challenge, let's go for it! A giddy feeling welled up inside Esmeralda and she had visions of all the many times she had pretended to be a knight when she was younger. Now her fantasies were becoming reality.

Charger stepped forward and nuzzled Esmeralda with the tip of his snout then turned to General Olvero and sent, We're in.
The General looked slightly taken aback, then turned to look out at the crowd. Speaking loudly he said, “Teovante has accepted the challenge, we will battle first.”

Charger and Esmeralda were then ushered quickly back into the tunnel, where Esmeralda was dragged down a few corridors and into a small room under the square. There she was quickly measured by a team of women and shoved a suit the change into. She was pushed into a small alcove and the curtain yanked shut, leaving her alone. Esmeralda dropped her dress to the ground and slid into the ill-fitting green unitard. She had to roll up the pant legs in order to uncover her feet and the arms barely reached past her elbows. She stood looking at the stretchy cloth for a few minutes before the curtain was ripped open and she was dragged to a neighboring room. A set of armor was slapped over the suit, a helmet jammed onto her head, and a lance shoved into her hand. Then Esmeralda was ejected into a large chamber where the rest of the competitors were waiting.

She stood there for a few minutes, unsure what to do; everything had happened so fast. What would her parents be thinking now? She had barely caught her breath when she heard Charger ask, How are you holding up?
Esmeralda half-walked, half-ran towards Charger's familiar face. She gave him a big hug and said, We're going to be okay.
Esmeralda was just starting to relax when a figure entered the hall and called out, “Teovante the Charger and...Esmeralda Beaumont.”

Esmeralda looked at Charger. You told him my name, didn't you?

So what if I did!, Charger replied, nudging Esmeralda towards the figure.

They walked slowly to the cavern entrance, where the uniformed man greeted them with a nod and led them to the tunnel entrance. There another official handed Esmeralda a leather saddle and pointed her to a mounting block. Esmeralda climbed the steps and Charger moved to the ledge. From there she strapped the saddle around Charger's thick neck, nestling it in-between his spines. She carefully tightened the smaller straps around the two adjacent spines, then took a deep breath and put her foot in the stirrup. She clumsily swung her leg over Charger's back and found the stirrup on the other side.

Esmeralda reminded herself to breathe as Charger asked her, Ready?

As ready as I'll ever be! she sent, unable to hide her terror of being perched on top of such a big creature, right in front of his powerful wings. She trusted Charger, but she was still a long way from the ground.

The two proceeded out of the tunnel and into the brightly lit arena. The crowd was motionless, waiting to watch the girl and the injured dragon take on the General Olvero and his brawny steed Hansel. Charger positioned himself at the far end of the arena, facing the tunnel. Esmeralda pulled down the visor on her helmet, trying to keep her hands from shaking. The announcer called out their names, then General Durango Olvero emerged from the tunnel with a loud round of applause from the crowd.

When the crowd had silenced again, the announcer briefly went over the rules of the competition—last team with a standing member won, whether it was the dragon or the rider, and the dragons still wore their neck collars for easy defeat. Then all of a sudden the announcer was crying, “Let the battle begin!”

Esmeralda's fingers loosened and she almost dropped her lance. She set her jaw and gripped it tightly, suddenly unsure of why she had done this. Fear grew in her stomach as she looked at their opponents, who were staring confidently back.
I can back out, Charger said, sensing Esmeralda's fear. You don't have to do this for me.

Yes I do, Esmeralda said, shoving the fear aside and putting her mind to work. But if we're going to win, then we need to be smarter than them because we lack the training, skill, and muscle mass that they have.

How do we do that? Charger asked, beginning to side step in a circle to retain his distance from Hansel.
Umm, Esmeralda thought, cocking her head in concentration. I'm not sure...

Well think fast, Charger replied as he dodged sideways to avoid a stream of fire.
Well what are our advantages? Esmeralda asked helplessly as Charger lunged and spit a fiery blast at the Hansel to ward their attackers off. They've got to be stronger in flight than us, and more agile, is there anything we've got going for us?
Charger was silent for a moment, concentrating on dodging yet another stream of fire. Well I think we need to take out Hansel first, he said seriously, the limp in his right leg getting worse. Hold on, I have an idea, Charger said quickly. What if we do something they won't be expecting? They're going to assume that I'll be doing the fighting, so if I create the opening for you, I should be able to distract them.

Good idea, Esmeralda sent slowly, but how do you intend to do that?

Hold on! Charger said as he jumped high into the air and then dropped into a nose dive towards Hansel and General Olvero.

Esmeralda gripped the thin leather strap on the saddle tightly with one hand and her lance with the other. So what's the plan?

Hit Hansel's collar as we reach the ground. I'll pull up again as soon as you have it.

I don't know about this! Esmeralda shrieked as the ground began approaching quickly and the force of the wind pressed her flat against Charger's back. Her feet were shoved painfully into the stirrups and Esmeralda grabbed the lance with both hands to keep from losing it. She pointed it down towards Charger's head on the left side of his neck. Hansel was coming into focus at a dizzying speed and Esmeralda couldn't make out the tiny red box against his gleaming scales. She took a guess and tried to hold the blunt lance steady, hoping that if she held it slightly out to the side it would just happen to catch the box on the way down. She focused on Hansel, seeing the ground out of the corner of her eye coming at a speed that was fast enough to petrify her.

Nothing slowed down like it always does in movies so that the protagonist can easily reach out and hit his mark. They were going faster than Esmeralda could even wrap her head around when Hansel suddenly appeared beside her. Esmeralda tried to line up the stick but then the box was above her and she could feel a heat approaching her feet as Hansel expelled a flame. Suddenly Charger's head flew up and he grunted loudly as he strained to bring them out of the dip. Esmeralda was momentarily distracted as she saw felt Charger's belly scrape the ground and his wings buffeted her, straining to defy gravity. Then there was the box, so close she could touch it. And Esmeralda took a giant stab at it, aiming directly below it, knowing it would be there if they succeeded in not crashing into the hard stone. She felt a hard object crack against her left leg and and doubled over in pain, dropping the lance. All of a sudden they were flying upwards in great jolting motions coinciding with the thrusts of Charger's wings. She looked down below, feeling her stomach drop in sudden fright, but was relieved to see that Hansel wasn't following.

Charger broke the silence. I'm going to head back down now, he sent, exhaustion evident in his voice.

They landed with a bone shattering thump back on the arena surface and Charger tipped as his right leg collapsed under him, sending Esmeralda dangerously off balance. Hansel was lying on his side, the box on his neck crushed, and General Olvero was standing beside him, holding both their lances.
Now what? Esmeralda asked as the General began to approach them.

Instead of answering, Charger sent a fiery jet towards Olvero. The man ducked down, exposing his back and helmet to the jet as it ran over top of him. Then he stood up again, throwing one of the lances with sickening aim before either Charger or Esmeralda could react. The lance hit the small box on Charger's neck and stuck there for a moment as the dragon slowly began to sink to the ground.

Esmeralda's reflexes kicked in as she swiped back the lance and jumped to the ground, not wanting to risk being crushed by Charger's mass. He let out one more jet of fire before falling to the ground, motionless. Esmeralda was there immediately, following the jet of fire, hoping to catch the General unprepared. He was still on one knee when she reached him, lance outstretched, and threw him to the ground as she ran past. Planting her right foot and straining her muscles to keep from falling over her knee, Esmeralda spun and sprinted back. Holding her lance with two hands and using it like a giant paddle, she cracked it against Olvero's and flung the other weapon twenty feet away. She watched it bounce against the arena surface, creating a small puff of dust.

Feeling fingers tightening around her ankles, Esmeralda refocused and slammed her lance down onto the General's chest. His breath swooshed out quickly and he propped himself up on his elbows, coughing and struggling to breath. Esmeralda didn't move her lance from its position, ready at any moment to knock him down again.

Then the announcer's voice thundered over the crowd again, seeming more distant than before, as she said, “And the victors are Teovante the Charger and his brave knight, Lady Esmeralda Beaumont!”

The crowd burst into applause and Esmeralda dropped the lance beside Olvero, turning to sprint towards Charger. He was just starting to open his eyes again, meanwhile Hansel was struggling to his feet. Esmeralda wrapped her arms around Charger, unable to hide her excitement. We did it! We did it! she kept mind-shouting.

Charger shook his head, his ears flopping loosely against his head, then rolled up to a sternal position, with his legs curling comfortably under him. He nudged Esmeralda. It was all you, all the way, he sent with a content feeling. After that show, there was no way they could be denied entrance into the cavalry; people would be talking about Charger's crazy dive and how his final jet of fire had saved the battle for years to come. And they wouldn't be leaving out the poor farm girl turned brave knight in the course of one battle either. Although both of them knew this was just the beginning, that they would need to be proving themselves for the next many years as they caught up on what every other dragon and rider had already learned, today they had won.


