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Dedication
 
    
 
   To Angela in memoriam,
 
   Who flew to the heavens far too soon,
 
   Hers was a spirit that soared.
 
    
 
   
  
 



Chapter 1: Exiled
 
    
 
   Aranya observed the impending destruction of her kingdom.
 
   Slow, curiously beautiful, backlit by the splendour of a perfect dawn over the endless cloudscapes hanging above and below her position on the battlements of Immadia castle’s highest tower, the approaching dots promised destruction nonetheless.
 
   Inevitable, overwhelming destruction.
 
   They looked like a line of children’s paper balloons hanging out there in the great void, balloons which the children lit and sent heavenward every Iridith Day, the day of the winter solstice–only these would soon loom much larger. Aranya had lost count over the sixty mark. So many! A full-scale invasion. A force the Kingdom of Immadia could not hope to withstand. Annihilation was assured, unless Aranya, Princess of Immadia, bound herself into exile in the land of the barbarous Sylakians, her one life in exchange for many.
 
   Her quick ears caught a stealthy footstep on the stones behind her. She knew that tread. Her father had come.
 
   “Sparky,” he said, using his favourite nickname for her, yet it rang through her being as a single dolorous note struck upon sorrow’s gong. “You shouldn’t be standing out here in the cold.”
 
   “I don’t feel cold.”
 
   The King’s hands settled a warm ralti-wool cloak upon her shoulders. “You never feel the cold, do you, Aranya? Just like your mother. Now, what’s so important it merits me leaping out of my warm bed to face the dawn?”
 
   Aranya felt his hands hesitate before leaving her shoulders. Her tone softened. “Thank you for coming, Dad. I appreciate it more than you know.”
 
   There was a lingering silence between them that spoke of years of misunderstandings, of clashes and remonstrations, of duty and pain and loss, but most of all, of a love held soul-deep. King Beran’s sigh, as he came to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with his tall, sixteen summers-old daughter, spoke of all this and more.
 
   At length, with a fluid gesture, Aranya directed her father’s gaze to the south-eastern horizon, to the line of dots traversing the vast, pockmarked face of the yellow moon called Iridith, just above the roiling, grey-green soup of the deathly Cloudlands. A soft gasp escaped her father’s lips; a tremor shook his frame. Unconsciously, the King shifted closer to her. When she glanced at him, Aranya was startled to see a tear trickling down her father’s bearded cheek.
 
   He never cried.
 
   “The day has come,” she said. Her heart bled for Immadia, but even more so for him. Her fate was trivial compared to what might yet be. “Father, the people will need all of your strength now.”
 
   “I grieve for you, daughter. Do I have your permission–?”
 
   “You’re asking my will in this?” Aranya tried and failed to keep the surprise out of her voice. “I know my duty, Father. The one life–”
 
   “For the many, aye,” Beran said, his voice taut with emotion, “and an end to a conflict which has bled Immadia dry these past twelve summers. How many Dragonships, Sparky? Eighty? A hundred? Each carries fifty warriors. Thousands of Sylakian warriors. Ever since our ally Rolodia Island fell and many of our Dragonships with her, we knew this day would come. How did you know? Did you … sense it?”
 
   “I woke early.”
 
   “We both know the truth of that.” Suddenly he clasped her close, a hug as unexpected as it was welcome. “Aye, I’m asking, because I regret neglecting you so much of late. I understand the anger burning within you. I beg your forgiveness.”
 
   He’d been wrapped up in his new marriage to Silha, lately Princess of Yaloi Island and now Queen of Immadia, and the twin boys who had soon followed, the new heirs to the realm, which passed through the male succession. Silha was pregnant again. Aranya felt a stab of shame. “And I was jealous, utterly beastly to you all–I love my little brothers, Dad, truly I do. It’s just that I miss Mom so … I’m sorry I made it so hard for you. I won’t make this hard, I promise.”
 
   The King held her at arm’s length now. There was an unshuttered quality in his gaze that struck her with a depth of vulnerability and pride she had never seen in him before. Suddenly, she was afraid of what he was thinking. She realised that her gaze was almost level with his, now. Her father was not a short man. How had she not noticed?
 
   “This used to be your mother’s favourite hideout,” he said. “Izariela loved heights, too. Always the heights. Many mornings, I’d find her up here on this tower I named for her, clad in just a thin shift no matter how bitter the cold. She’d be watching the Cloudlands, writing her poetry. I never understood how she could find toxic clouds so inspirational. She once told me she dreamed of flying out there; flying as wild and free as a Dragon. She loved Dragons, like someone else I know.”
 
   Aranya gave a tiny snort of amusement.
 
   “Sparky was her nickname for you. She said you were born with fire inside of you, even though you’re a Northerner.”
 
   “I’m sorry I burned your tapestry last week, Dad.”
 
   “I know you are. Your mother once burned half my beard off. That took some explaining to the court.” The King sighed deeply. “I never told you, but she was assassinated–poisoned. I’m sorry you were the one to find her.”
 
   “The scaly lizard-skin, the bleeding … I was only little, but it’s burned in my memory.”
 
   “Aye. A poison so uncommon it was never identified, nor did we ever discover the truth of the matter, Aranya. Your mother was murdered. That’s all we know.”
 
   He had never told her. She had always believed the story about a rare sickness; she should have known. Aranya realised what her father was saying. His words marked her as an adult, an equal. She was ready to hear these things. As the armada of dirigible Dragonships waxed against Iridith’s sallow immensity, the moon called Jade peeking from behind it like a shy child clutching its mother’s skirts, and dawn’s light burnished Immadia town’s speckled-granite walls and towers into searing glory, Aranya saw her fate blazoned there too. Portents filled the world.
 
   Today, everything would change. Whether for good or for ill, no-one could know. But ill would come first.
 
   “You miss her, too.”
 
   “Aye,” he said again, very softly. “You nearly killed yourself trying to heal her. That was the first time I realised you had powers, Sparky.”
 
   She said, bitterly, “Your daughter’s sorry she’s an enchant–”
 
   “Nonsense.” The King seemed surprised he had shaken her so hard. But he rushed on, “This Island-World might be hostile to magic, Aranya, but let’s not you or I ever deny your gifts. Even the fire is a gift.”
 
   Was it? Aranya was not so certain.
 
   Beran said, “If you need permission, and if it is mine to give–I grant you that permission now. Be who you are, daughter. Find your destiny; grasp it with both hands. Denial can only lead to pain.”
 
   “But all an enchantress will earn out there, is death.”
 
   “Unless she finds a better, nobler path,” he counselled, wisely. “And if you crisp a few Sylakian beards in the doing, will I not rejoice?”
 
   Aranya laughed.
 
   “Come. I’ve a thousand orders to issue before those dirigibles arrive. We’ll seal your paintings in the secret caverns, together with the great treasures of Immadia Island.”
 
   “My paintings are hardly a great treasure, Dad.”
 
   “I’m the King; I get to decide.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “I don’t say it enough, Sparky, but I’m so proud of you, I’m surprised my heart doesn’t puff up and fly off over the Cloudlands of its own accord.”
 
   “Now you’re just being silly.”
 
   “I’m your father; I get to decide.” Putting his arm around her shoulders, the King led her back to the narrow staircase which led down into the castle. “You’re the fair image of your mother, Aranya. You take after her in beauty–definitely not your father.”
 
   “But if I could summon half of your courage, Dad …”
 
   “I’ll have to take down the Immadian flag,” said the King, glancing at the twenty-foot flagpole gracing the southern edge of Izariela’s Tower. “Sylakian red will fly there, tomorrow. Blood red.”
 
   As one, they looked back at the suns-rise, as the crowns of the twin suns made their dazzling appearance almost simultaneously over the eastern Cloudlands. The Dragonships were visibly larger, taking form and shape as they beat against the prevailing wind toward the Island of Immadia, one of the most northerly Islands in the Island-World. In the courtyard far below, a soldier began to strike the warning gong with ferocious blows.
 
   Dong! Dong! Dong!
 
   Again and again, he pounded the great brass gong, waking the people of Immadia to their new future.
 
   The King said, “This is a terrible day for our people, Aranya. But all I can think is that nothing will ever fill the hole your loss will tear in my heart.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Toward noon of the same day, fifty-strong Hammers of Sylakian warriors began to file into the castle’s courtyard with a heavy tread. Rank after rank of red-robed, helmeted warriors, armed with the two-handed Sylakian war hammers they favoured, marched in with a show of discipline that was as rigid as it was chilling. In her mind’s eye, Aranya had pictured smoke and looting and smirking warriors hauling Immadian women into dark doorways; children screaming and hammers rising and falling as they dealt death, death, death.
 
   There was none of that.
 
   The great dirigibles, called Dragonships, shaded the castle with their oblong shadows. One hundred and fifty feet long, the huge, multi-segmented hydrogen sacks, surrounded by netting, supported a pod beneath for cargo or warriors–up to fifty men in ships as large as these. A Hammer per ship–that was the rule. Gantries ran the length of the starboard and port sides of the cabin. The fore and aft gantries usually held one or more war crossbows, huge weapons capable of shooting a six-foot quarrel accurately over distances of two hundred feet and more. The head of a screaming windroc, the symbol of Sylakia, was stitched upon their bulging sides, and adorned the breastplate of every Sylakian warrior. Archers bristled on the gantries overhead. The massive war crossbows were fully drawn, ready to rain burning missiles on the city at the slightest hint of resistance.
 
   Aranya stood at her father’s right hand, a step to the rear, beside the huge green flag of surrender stretched out in the courtyard, where it could not be missed from the air. Darron, Commander of the Castle and the most senior ranking officer of the Immadian forces, stood to her father’s left. His grey eyes missed nothing. Aranya had known the grizzled Commander since she could remember. He glanced at her now and nodded, seeming to say, ‘Strength, Princess.’ She nodded back.
 
   Green flags fluttered above the battlements. The Sylakians would respect those flags. Surrender meant life. Rolodia Island had chosen to fight. The Sylakian squads had butchered every last man, woman and child. They slaughtered the cattle and herds, and poisoned the terraced lakes. Then they burned everything. Nothing remained of Rolodia but ashes on the wind.
 
   Everyone in the Island-World knew how the Sylakians had conquered the Islands above the Cloudlands. Only Herimor, a huge cluster of Island-Kingdoms south of the emptiness called the Rift, held out. No-one dared to invade Herimor. Spits of rock frequented by men said to fly the untameable windrocs, mad enchanters, dozens of active volcanoes, and Islands that changed position with the moons–far more fable than fact surrounded Herimor. There were other Islands above the Cloudlands, she reminded herself, others north even of Immadia, and far toward the eastern suns-rise, which were too small and poor to attract conquest. After all, the meriatite rock they burned to produce hydrogen to float the Dragonships was rare and expensive. Invasion was a costly business.
 
   Meriatite was why the Sylakians were here.
 
   The warriors marched into position until they surrounded the square on all four sides. Suddenly, they crashed to one knee. They beat the hafts of their war hammers against the flagstones, a brisk cadence forming a single great drumbeat. The clear, sweet trump of Sylakian war horns rang through the din. The crescendo rolled thunderously around the square.
 
   Suddenly, silence descended like a shout.
 
   “Ignathion, First War-Hammer of Sylakia!” bellowed one of the warriors.
 
   “IGNATHION!” A thousand mailed fists struck armoured breastplates.
 
   A bear of a man strode into the square. Well over six feet tall and broad-shouldered, the deliberate tramp of his boots seemed to shake the ground–although Aranya knew that was impossible. He looked about, briefly, dark of skin and darker of eye, before marching right up to the green flag. He frowned at the King of Immadia.
 
   With a rustling of feet and garments the King of Immadia, his Queen, Princess Aranya and every non-Sylakian person present prostrated themselves, arms outflung, in the posture of abject surrender. The silence became as thick as blood.
 
   The man said, “I am Ignathion, First War-Hammer of Sylakia, conqueror of a thousand Islands.” He hardly needed to raise his voice to fill the courtyard. “I see that Immadia has chosen the path of wisdom this day. In the name of the Supreme Commander of Sylakia, I accept the surrender of Immadia Island.”
 
   Aranya felt War-Hammer’s gaze as a crushing weight. She dared not breathe.
 
   “Let it be known that your treacherous alliance with Rolodia Island will not be forgotten, nor forgiven,” Ignathion growled. “For that you will pay dearly, I assure you. Arise, King Beran. Your service to Sylakia has begun.”
 
   Her father rose. Aranya stood, too.
 
   “Who do you offer of your household, King Beran?”
 
   Beran cleared his throat. “In accordance with the customs of war, I offer my daughter, the Princess Aranya of Immadia, to be your hostage, First War-Hammer.”
 
   Only she knew what that cost her father.
 
   As she stepped forward, Ignathion looked her over with a curl of his lip, as though she were nothing more than chattels amongst the loot of his conquest. Aranya masked her anxiety and vexation. She knew he would see a tall, slender young woman, garbed in a flowing violet dress of Helyon silk, the colour of the Immadian royal household, with her braided hair wrestled into a hairnet beneath the obligatory, face-framing headscarf that hid every last strand from public view. Her dress was proper, typical of all women of the Islands, but perhaps finer than most, for the public show of a woman’s hair was seen as unseemly. He could find no fault in her appearance, that much was certain.
 
   But her hair was another matter she had not mentioned to her father, along with the fact that her powers were growing–growing to the point of being uncontrollable. Aranya withheld a grimace. Crazy hair; crazy powers. The Sylakians had no idea what kind of hostage she might prove to be.
 
   It was scant comfort.
 
   “A pretty trophy for my trophy room,” boomed Ignathion. “Take her away. Chain her in my Dragonship.”
 
   Fury speared into Aranya at his choice of words. A trophy? Another animal’s head to stuff and mount on his wall? Fire crackled across her vision. As always, her anger made heat ignite within her body, a fiery windstorm that she must at all costs restrain … Aranya glanced to the skies as she shuddered, fighting to damp her rage.
 
   She saw a dozen dirigibles anchored above the city. Many more, well over a hundred Dragonships, bobbed outside the walls. Most had been emptied of their cargo of warriors, who had taken strategic positions in and around the city. But one Dragonship caught her attention. It flew the banner of the Crimson Hammers, Sylakia’s famously brutal first regiment; legendary warriors who were said to drink the blood of their victims in battle. Quicker than thought, a curl of fire slipped beyond her control.
 
   BRAAAAOOOOMM!
 
   The Dragonship detonated in a ball of fire.
 
   Burning cloth and bits of rope and wood rained down on the city. Echo upon echo rolled back from the frozen mountains flanking Immadia’s capital city to the north and west.
 
   Aranya staggered. It was all she could do to remain standing. Just as when she had attempted to heal her dead mother, using the power drained her of strength. From the corner of her eye she noticed how the King glanced at her. He knew. She raised her definite chin and kept her gaze to the fore.
 
   Ignathion’s eyes narrowed as he tilted his head to survey the wreckage. He could not have seen the fire rocket upward, Aranya told herself. It had been invisible. She wanted to vomit. So many men, dead …
 
   “Huh,” snorted Ignathion. “Some pipe-smoking fool got too near the hydrogen.” His flint-grey gaze returned to Aranya. “Take the hostage away. Beran, let’s go broach the best of your beer kegs while we sign the terms of your surrender. I will depart for Sylakia before suns-set. The Supreme Commander of the Island-World will want to know of his latest triumph.” His massive chest swelled as his fist crashed against his breastplate. “All glory to Sylakia!”
 
   “GLORY TO SYLAKIA!” roared his soldiers.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aside from the manacles sheathing her wrists and ankles, the Sylakians treated Aranya courteously. The War-Hammer’s Dragonship was brought low enough for her to board without need to climb a rope ladder. Neither the straight blade at her left hip, nor her Immadian forked daggers were taken from her immediately–perhaps this was the Sylakian honour-code she had learned about? More likely, they thought a woman little use with a blade against the brace of burly Sylakian Crimson Hammers who guarded her with the alert ease of veteran warriors. Aranya scowled. Even unchained, she would not have fought them. She had given her word.
 
   Besides, she had the almighty mother of all headaches.
 
   She perched on the chair provided for her in a tiny, bare cabin, and waited. Shortly, a servitor appeared to offer her refreshment. Aranya chose a prekki-fruit juice. The juice would hopefully sate her raging hunger, and its tart sweetness would clear her head. She gazed out of the single porthole above the bunk and watched the suns migrate westward. Aranya willed herself not to show any outward sign of weakness. She desperately wanted to cry.
 
   Much later, an elderly Immadian maidservant called Beri appeared to inform her that she had been assigned to see to Aranya’s comfort during the fifteen-day journey to Sylakia Island. Aranya knew Beri mostly by her reputation of unshakeable honesty and integrity. She brought aboard several trunks of clothing, and a leather carrying-case containing Aranya’s precious brushes, pencils and painting tools.
 
   “Couldn’t bring your paints, Princess,” Beri apologised.
 
   “I could kiss you, Beri.”
 
   “Most improper,” huffed the servant, but a pinch of rose entered her wrinkled cheeks.
 
   As the twin suns lowered in the sky, glorious and golden, and Aranya yearned to scream just to break the boredom, commands suddenly began to be barked outside of the Dragonship. Moments later, she heard a man declare that the First War-Hammer was aboard.
 
   “Cast off,” came the shout. “Up anchor. Start the turbines.”
 
   At once, the door of the small metal furnace squeaked open. Aranya knew the process. She had flown numerous times by Dragonship. When she was younger, she had pestered her father to explain everything to her. The stoker would throw chunks of crushed meriatite into the furnace, neither too much nor too quickly. The rock then melted and ran off into a secondary chamber, dumping the red-hot element into an acid bath. This reaction produced the hydrogen which was essential to fuelling a Dragonship, used both for flotation in the air and for propelling the great turbines which drove the dirigible forward. If meriatite was in short supply, which was often, ten warriors at a time could be assigned to manually drive the turbines, usually by pedalling a contraption fondly called the back-breaker, housed in the warriors’ common area.
 
   A loud knock made Aranya jerk against her chains. A warrior entered and bowed curtly. He said, “War-Hammer’s orders, Princess of Immadia. You may observe the departure from the aft gantry.”
 
   “I am … grateful.”
 
   Her guards directed her astern. Opening a small, lightweight door, they squeezed out onto the aft gantry, a little behind and below the six turbines which drove the Dragonship. Aranya noticed they took a firm grip of her manacled wrists. Her wry smile was met with firm headshakes. No jumping allowed.
 
   The ground receded in that silence which had always surprised her about Dragonships. No, there were tiny noises–the groan of the hydrogen-sack bulging against its containing netting, the creak of stays taking up the strain, the puffing of the furnace and a squeal of protest as the stabilising wings, which gave the dirigibles their fanciful name, extended. The wings were adjusted to catch the breeze more than to stabilise the Dragonship. How ironic, Aranya thought, that in a Sylakian culture which apparently hated and despised Dragons so greatly that their mere mention was tantamount to courting death, that the main means of transport between the Islands should be called Dragonships.
 
   Steadily, Immadia Island revealed itself to her. Grey slate-tiled roofs huddled four-square around the traditional central courtyard of its houses. The bright awnings of the marketplace beckoned her notice, and then the handsome towers and turrets of the castle which had always been her home. Her eyes traced the crenellated battlements and mobile catapult emplacements with a defiant, possessive hunger. She would return. This was not forever-farewell.
 
   Aranya caught sight of King Beran and Queen Silha, each holding one of her twin infant brothers, standing atop Izariela’s Tower. Symbolic. Her heart lurched in her chest as they raised their arms, palms upturned to the sky, in a gesture of sending-in-love. She would have replied, but could not raise her chained arms.
 
   A mistiness fogged her vision. Aranya blinked until it receded.
 
   The Dragonship rose more quickly now, gaining purchase on the breeze, the land unfurling beneath her as her family shrank into dots on a faraway castle. The snow-crowned mountains flanking the city formed a spectacular, gleaming rampart to a land tan in the cold season, broken by the white dots of the giant ralti sheep searching for a nibble of anaemic brown grass, before the brief spring rains brought green to every field and rocky crevice. At the edge of the Island were the ubiquitous terraced lakes, buttressed by great seamless stone walls built by the ancients to capture the inadequate rainfall of these harsh lands. Immadia had three levels of terrace lakes. Other Islands had many more.
 
   Below the terrace lakes, washing up against the sheer cliffs half a league tall–but perhaps far taller, for no-one knew how deep the Cloudlands truly extended–were the ever-present, never-ending cloudscapes of noxious gases that stretched to the horizon and beyond, white and grey and turquoise in places, an ever-changing tapestry which hid what many Islanders believed to be a land of demons and monsters, or a bottomless pit of hell. Oh, there were stories about the monsters that crawled up out of the Cloudlands, many stories, but the truth was that no-one knew, for nothing and no-one could survive the poisons in that atmosphere.
 
   The Dragonship’s bow pointed almost directly eastward, bound for the Island cluster of Gemalka, famed for its garnet and diamond mines, and for the delectable rainbow trout found in its terrace lakes. They traversed the shadow of Immadia Island, grown many leagues long at this hour of the evening.
 
   But Aranya kept her gaze fixed on Immadia Island until her home was just a speck on the horizon; until the Cloudlands swallowed the setting suns and her guards, shivering, bade her to return to the cabin’s warmth.
 
   Aranya’s body was not cold. But her heart was ice.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: The Windroc
 
    
 
   At the precise strike of the last hour of the afternoon, measured by the hourglass on the wall, on the eve of their third day out of Immadia, the Sylakian servitor delivered the First War-Hammer’s third invitation to dinner with his customary ramrod-formal efficiency. Beri, answering the door for the third time, replied that the Princess politely declined due to ill health.
 
   The man, unable to resist a smirk, added, “The War-Hammer wishes to convey to the daughter of the honoured King Beran that he commands her attendance by the hour of suns-set.”
 
   Beri nodded. “The Princess will attend.”
 
   The servitor withdrew with the slightest of bows.
 
   Aranya flung her wooden goblet against the wall of her tiny cabin, wishing it were made of fine crystal rather than exquisitely carved wood. It bounced straight back at her and cannoned off her cheek.
 
   She touched her bruised cheekbone. “Ouch! He commands? Filthy Sylakian barbarian, threatening me–and how dare you accept–”
 
   “Huh,” Beri sniffed. “I changed your wet-cloths when you were a child, girl. Don’t you cheek me. He’ll drag you up there with or without your precious dignity. Thrice refused? An insult. He’s a proud man; as proud as your stubborn stick of a father. You were sick the first evening, granted. And abed yesterday morning. But just now? That was pure spite and beneath the woman you are. Don’t make me do that again.”
 
   Aranya threw aside the fine-spun ralti-wool bedcovers and surged to her feet. But her anger only made pain flower behind her temples. She sat back with a groan.
 
   “Princess? Aranya?”
 
   “Beri–oh, ralti droppings, you’re right. I’m sorry.”
 
   “Aye, I’m right.” But Beri tempered her growl with a smile that wrinkled her cheeks all the way up to her eyes. “He willingly exchanged your weapons for an easing of your chains. That’s not the conduct of a Sylakian brute.”
 
   Aranya eyed her elderly maidservant, feeling six rather than sixteen, vexed at being put in her place. Beri had ever been one to speak her mind, but her wisdom was said to be as wide as the Cloudlands and sharper than an Immadian forked dagger. She had served four generations of the Immadian royal family. Her father had chosen well. Would they allow her to keep Beri in Sylakia, in her exile? How much did Beri know about her?
 
   “Beri, how should I conduct myself with this man Ignathion? What would you advise?”
 
   “That you wear something more appropriate than a sleeping-shift,” she replied tartly. “Hurry up and change, girl.”
 
   Hurriedly sponged down with a cloth dipped in a basin of cool water, changed, perfumed and attired in her Helyon silk dress, Aranya inspected her appearance in the tiny mirror Beri had smuggled in with her effects. The matching violet headscarf accentuated the amethyst depths of her eyes–anxious eyes, she thought, wishing she appeared more confident and in control of her circumstances, not bullied about by … now there was a fair-day joke worthy of any jester. Confident? In control of what, exactly? This wind that buffeted her as though her life were chaff blown off at the tossing of the harvest, the unwanted husks of a realm that did not need a Princess in the succession?
 
   Hostage-taking was a ridiculous formality.
 
   She touched her new bruise. Hollow cheekbones, Beri had just been complaining. She had eaten little since leaving Immadia’s shores. The prospect of dinner made her stomach growl like a starving mountain lynx. The Sylakians apparently kept cats far larger than the Immadian lynx, cats called rajals …
 
   “Hustle now.” Beri spun her toward the door, breaking the drift of her thoughts. “Enough primping–not that you ever primp. Don’t keep Ignathion waiting.”
 
   Her dour-as-mud captors fell in with her, one before and one behind, to conduct the Princess of Immadia to the Dragonship’s beautifully-appointed forward cabin–the navigation room. The door stood ajar. Through it she saw the First War-Hammer of Sylakia, conqueror of her homeland, standing with his hands clasped behind his back, staring with a brooding mien out of the floor-to-ceiling crysglass windows over an Island she realised belatedly must be Gemalka. His stature was so imposing, his short-cropped hair nearly brushed the ceiling.
 
   Aranya’s throat bobbed. Straightening her back, she crept in, soft-footed on the thick pile rug. As he did not turn immediately, she stole several glances about Ignathion’s quarters. Her gaze took in the navigational charts and instruments, the ruler-neat stacks of logbooks and almanacs so necessary to navigating correctly and reading the air-currents and weather, the moon-charts detailing every aspect of the complex interactions of the five moons, and a further library of hand-bound books on the shelf opposite. She realised that if all this belonged to him, Ignathion must be a well-educated and intelligent man. A well-educated brute. Her eyes tripped over to the table, set for two, appreciating the artistic perfection of a spray of white wildflowers gracing each setting. White for friendship, she noted. How unexpected. Plates of the finest, most delicate porcelain, fluted glasses of workmanship her father’s table would have been proud of–the artist in her perceived the tiniest details.
 
   The warriors withdrew. To her further surprise, Aranya heard their footsteps recede down the narrow corridor which led aft. Not protecting their commander? Or did he need no protection from the likes of her?
 
   “Aranya, Princess of Immadia,” he rumbled, turning. His movements were lithe for a huge man, but circumscribed as though he were constantly aware of his great size.
 
   Aranya’s right hand extended automatically. Placing his left palm beneath her proffered hand, Ignathion raised it aloft, blew once upon her fingers to signify no ill intent on his part, made a circle of peace with his right forefinger twice before his grave, bearded face, and then he kissed the precise centre of her palm, between her life-lines, thrice.
 
   Above his scarred cheekbones, mutilated in the manner of Sylakia’s warrior elite with the hard-earned symbol of the windroc, Ignathion’s eyes were as grey as a storm brewing over the Cloudlands.
 
   He said, “It accords me great pleasure to finally make acquaintance with the daughter of my most honoured and greatest opponent, King Beran.”
 
   Arching her eyebrows ever so slightly, Aranya replied, “First War-Hammer, I am honoured by your invitation even in this time of grief and loss for the Kingdom of Immadia.”
 
   “Even so,” he said. With perfect courtesy, he seated her himself. “Call me Ignathion, please.”
 
   “And for me, Aranya will suffice.”
 
   Aranya had been trained in the minutiae of courtesies and courtly behaviour common to the Island-World, and spent time in several other Courts and Governing Houses, so she read the signals easily–and was thus disconcerted. Why treat her as an equal? Why show such honour and respect to one younger than him in years; moreover, to his captive, soon to be mouldering in the infamous Tower of Sylakia, the comfortable prison palace where Sylakia incarcerated its political hostages? A fair number of hostages, she understood, given their rash of recent successful conquests. Why was King Beran his ‘most honoured’ opponent? Surely, Immadia Island was as the miserable dust crushed beneath his conquering boots? Although, she smiled to herself, King Beran had led Ignathion a merry chase for twelve summers and caused untold vexation to the Sylakian Supreme Commander, Thoralian.
 
   Ha! Her Dad might be honourable, but he was also wily. So was his daughter.
 
   So she schooled her features, and fenced and probed and circled Ignathion’s polite questions throughout the first five courses of a superb dinner, which she partook of heartily, until he laid down his eating-tine and cutter, smiled broadly at her across the table, and said, “You, Aranya, remind me most forcibly of a woman I once courted. In those days I was but a lowly Third War-Hammer, commanding a scant three Dragonships and a Hammer of two hundred warriors. This young beauty was the toast of a faraway Island realm, courted by kings and princes and the nobles of a rising power called Sylakia, which comprised but six Islands at the time. She would have enjoyed the rainbow trout, as you. Another helping?”
 
   Aranya, startled to find her plate empty, accepted with a nod. Ignathion served her deftly. Leaning back in his seat with that infuriating, even smug, smile creasing his features, he added, “This beauty hailed from Fra’anior. Perhaps you knew her?”
 
   Aranya’s tine slipped and she shot a chunk of the buttered, herb-encrusted fish onto the pristine tablecloth.
 
   “We had become close,” he said, rescuing the fugitive piece of fish and setting it aside, “when a wily cliff fox filched the incomparable Izariela of Fra’anior from beneath all of our noses and whisked her off to his Northern stronghold. It was an enormous scandal; perhaps the only disreputable act Beran has ever perpetrated–a daring kidnapping from within a guarded fortress, an open invitation to war with Fra’anior and a lunatic getaway evading the Dragonships of twenty Islands–all for a love which burned brighter than a Dragonship’s furnace. Aranya, your father is a rogue and a pirate.”
 
   For the first time in four days, a genuine smile curved her lips.
 
   Ignathion aimed his tine across the table at her. “There. That’s the smile I remember. But it pains me to see King Beran brought to heel, Aranya. Twelve years! No other Island lasted even two summers campaigning against me, but–he’s an old cliff fox, that man. A slippery trout with the highest integrity and the battle instincts of a Dragon. He was only brought down because Rolodia betrayed him–you didn’t know?”
 
   Aranya shook her head. Her thoughts were still reeling at hearing her father being compared to a trout, a cliff fox and a Dragon in the same breath. Betrayed? By his oldest friend, the King of Rolodia Island? How that must have crushed him.
 
   “I was deeply troubled to learn of your mother’s death, Aranya.”
 
   “She was poisoned.”
 
   “I know. I make it my business to understand my foes. I know how beards come to be singed. Tapestries, too.”
 
   This time, Aranya had to lay her wrist on the table to quell her hand’s shaking. Burn him beneath the Cloudlands, was there nothing this beast did not know about her? She felt sick. He knew! He knew something, or suspected it at the very least. Why was he toying with her–threatening? Bribing? Turning her into a hare trapped by the neck in his hunter’s snare, gaining her life in the bargain? Why? What could he possibly want of his captive? She dropped her gaze, hoping that her sudden terror had not shown too starkly.
 
   Ignathion stirred restlessly as the servitor appeared with the dishes for the sixth course, a mildly curried breast of fowl served on a bed of saffron rice. The aroma of curry made her mouth water.
 
   When the servant had departed, Ignathion served her once more and refilled her crystal goblet with thick, purple prekki-juice.
 
   The silence between them stretched unbearably thin.
 
   Desperate to throw Ignathion off the scent, Aranya said, “Do you know why my mother was murdered, First War-Hammer? Was it a Sylakian plot?”
 
   “No,” he snarled. “Don’t you dare accuse me–” Ignathion pulled up with an effort. His white-knuckled grip on his tine relaxed. “Very well, I earned that rebuke. Aranya, your mother was a rare woman. Poison is the hallmark of Herimor–and a few other Islands I could name, admittedly. What I meant to convey is … by the Sign of Sylakia, this is hard to say. I spoke harshly to Beran in public so that all Sylakians would know that I treated even an old Prince-Apprentice friend no differently than any other of my foes.”
 
   Aranya narrowed her eyes. So, her father and Ignathion had once been Apprenticed to a foreign Court together? So many strands interwoven; so many lives. What game was Ignathion playing? What was he telling her, the threads half-hidden beneath their conversation? Was he implying that even though he had made such a spectacle of Beran, he felt differently in his heart?
 
   “Some Sylakians mistrust foreign Princesses, Aranya, and would see them sink into oblivion. Sylakians are a superstitious people. They mistrust foreigners, particularly those with unusual eyes.”
 
   Eyes? That tiny stress meant abilities, didn’t it? If this was meant as an offer of truce, or even a secret friendship for her parents’ sake, she dared not refuse–did she? Because he had articulated the alternative with perfect clarity. Exposure. A denouncement. A few well-placed words would cause one suspected enchantress’ head to permanently part ways with her shoulders.
 
   After wetting her parched throat, Aranya offered, “Trust is always a thorny issue, Ignathion. But I do approve of the flowers you chose for the table.”
 
   Ignathion raised his goblet. “Indeed. Your likeness to your mother is truly amazing, Aranya. Let us salute Izariela of Fra’anior’s memory … together.”
 
   Thus she took a perilous step into her future, Aranya reflected. She sipped her juice. The First War-Hammer would want something of her. He was not a frivolous man. Ignathion was a master of long-term strategy, her father had warned her. Did he truly hold her parents in high regard? Why did he hint at the difference between friendship and duty? A thought struck her: he already had the traditional two consorts. Sylakian custom allowed no more, so he should not be seeking her person. Might it be for one of his sons that he prepared this subtle snare about an exiled Princess? Her pulse leaped fitfully in her throat as Aranya considered the hegemony of this man over her life. But his sense of duty must surely direct him to deliver her safe to Sylakia. Therefore, why the veiled warnings? Were there other, subtler dangers skulking in Sylakia? Dangers particular to one with unusual eyes?
 
   She had much to ponder.
 
   Aranya smiled at him over the rim of her goblet, trying to ignore how masterfully he had played his courtly game. “Ignathion, when the First War-Hammer of Sylakia has conquered the whole world above the Cloudlands, where next does he cast his noble eye? Past the Rift?”
 
   “North of the Rift is but one quarter of the known world,” he said.
 
   “New territories; new conquests?”
 
   “Sometimes I wish for an end to all war. A bite more of the fowl?” A glimpse within the man, ever so swiftly cut off again. And a non-answer to Sylakia’s plans. Shrewd. “Permit me to share with you my memories of that Cloudlands pirate who presumes to call himself a king.”
 
   Aranya quirked an eyebrow at him. “Surprise me.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Overnight, the eighty remaining Dragonships of the Sylakian flotilla rode out a menacing storm, anchored by sturdy hawsers as close to the ground as was safe. Lightning was always a danger to dirigibles. But with very few metal parts exposed to the atmosphere, the main peril was usually wind. Wind-shear could tumble a hapless vessel deep into the Cloudlands, killing all on board within a few breaths. Rabid windrocs, too, were a nuisance, tearing holes in a Dragonship’s sack to release precious hydrogen. If a Dragonship was caught too far from safe harbour, or ran low on meriatite, a quick death was assured.
 
   Aranya slept poorly, chained to her bed beneath the unsleeping gaze of two warriors. Evidently, Ignathion’s trust did not extend far when they bobbed fifteen feet or so above Gemalka’s sturdy massif. She dreamed of finding her mother; of a dead Izariela sitting up, bloodied of skin, staring accusingly at her daughter. Come morning, Beri accepted the key and unlocked her charge.
 
   Not even an hour later, as she breakfasted upon fresh fruits and a Gemalkan sourdough roll, Aranya felt the Dragonship lurch into motion. Off on the long southward run to Sylakia, she thought, past many small Islands and large, all Sylakian territory. Leaning her nose against the porthole’s crysglass, Aranya noted several groups of dirigibles peeling away to the east and southeast. So the Sylakians were redistributing their forces? She glanced to the signal flags on their tall poles in the field receding below. Evidently, Ignathion intended to make the most of a brisk following breeze and the fifteen hours of daylight.
 
   Exile beckoned.
 
   Where had his other thirty-five Dragonships disappeared to? She pondered this as she dressed herself. Had they stayed behind on Immadia Island to ensure King Beran’s obedience? Or moved on to the far western Isles, a five-day crossing in the best weather?
 
   When she exited her cabin, the Sylakian warriors met her with manacles for her wrists and ankles. If she were a Dragon, she would gladly have bitten their heads off. She smiled at them as she imagined a Dragon might smile.
 
   The days of travel quickly fell into a pattern. Aranya whiled away most of her time in the navigation cabin, which she had mistaken for Ignathion’s quarters. She read through his entire collection of books while the War-Hammer busied himself with the thousand scrolls of command. She had thought it just a saying; now she saw the truth. Reading message scrolls and penning responses occupied many hours of his time. The War-Hammer sometimes vanished elsewhere on the Dragonship to confer with his Second- and Third-Hammers, making no apology for what was not meant for her ears. Equally, Aranya restrained herself from any impulse to snoop or pry. She suspected Ignathion would know or find out. He was remarkably perceptive to begin with. Though she saw her beloved forked daggers set aside on his shelf, she refrained from touching them.
 
   When Aranya asked her twentieth question about navigation, the War-Hammer displayed the first sign of irritation he had shown toward her. “You chatter like a parakeet,” he muttered, signing his name to a scroll with a fierce flourish. “Steersman! Fetch the steersman!”
 
   When the man arrived, Ignathion ordered him to instruct the Princess for as long as she desired.
 
   Ignathion dined with her every second evening. He treated her with unflagging courtesy. While Aranya waited patiently for his intentions to become clear, they never did. Instead, he complimented her on the questions she had asked the steersman.
 
   “Beran’s daughter through and through,” he opined, appearing oddly pleased.
 
   The fleet stopped often to exchange message scrolls with Sylakian garrisons and to take on small quantities of supplies; first at Helyon, the long, low island famed for its silks, at Ferial, merely a cluster of spires jutting out of the Cloudlands, producer of the best ropes and natural fibres, and later at Yorbik, the largest Island of all, measuring one hundred and nine leagues from its eastern to western tips, and thirty-one leagues in breadth. Aranya marvelled at the scale of its terrace lakes and the extent of its hardwood forests, the main source of Yorbik’s exports. Immadia was all sheer cliffs, but Yorbik’s gentle slopes merged deceptively into the Cloudlands’ eternal mists. The lower slopes were entirely devoid of greenery, as though an acid wash had stripped away any trace of plant life.
 
   Beyond Yorbik lay a gentle sprinkling of Island kingdoms, collectively named the Twenty-Seven Sisters, each lusher than the last. Flying vervet monkeys festooned the liana-traced sandstone cliffs in enormous numbers, feasting on the myriad rodents and insects which loved the rich hanging ferns and flower-dense foliage. Aranya had never seen a place as verdant as this. She spent ages gazing out of the crysglass forward window. From the air she spied giant ralti sheep of a size she could barely credit–shaggy ambulatory huts, these were.
 
   Would she ever see anything like this again?
 
   But all too soon the scenery changed again, as though a knife had sliced a jagged portion away from the soft greenery. The morning following their departure from the last of the Sisters, called Si’oon, their Dragonships moved into a forest of dark, ragged stone spires, locally called the Spits. The First War-Hammer ordered archers to be set on the gantries and above and around the dirigibles to guard against windrocs. The flotilla, now reduced to twenty-five Dragonships as smaller groups had steadily peeled away on their mysterious business, had to proceed slowly through the maze, for the towering Spits clustered together like the serrated edges of wicked Sylakian daggers, reaching heights dangerous for Dragonships due to the swirling, unpredictable air currents above.
 
   It should be four days’ travel through the Spits to Sylakia, Aranya told herself, watching a rock face roll by. How she’d love to paint this desolate place. What black-toothed spires these were, making her imagine the upturned fangs of a vast, ancient Dragon! Four days. Ignathion would deliver her to the infamous Tower. The inescapable Tower; the graveyard of Sylakia, she’d heard it called. It doubled as a place to execute Sylakia’s convicts. They were forced to leap off a jutting battlement called the Last Walk, falling to their deaths somewhere in the Cloudlands a league below. Four days.
 
   She had never been further from home. Already, she sensed the chains of exile binding her spirit, the hopelessness and despair that gnawed and the deep resignation that dulled her senses. Aranya resolved to fight. She would make of this what she could, or die trying.
 
   “Windroc!” shouted the watch. Aranya jumped.
 
   A massive bird rose before the War-Hammer’s Dragonship.
 
   Men bellowed. Boots pounded the gantries. Doors slammed; Aranya’s ear caught the groan of overstressed wood as the war crossbows were wound up to a fighting tension.
 
   The bird opened its cruel, hooked beak to scream at the Dragonship. Aranya’s heart stopped in her throat. Magnificent! She willed herself to take up the business of breathing again. Fully fifteen feet from wingtip to wingtip, with creamy plumage in the belly area rising to a dark brown in the flight primaries, the windroc screamed its defiance at a pitch that made the crysglass before her sing in response.
 
   Rising from his desk, the War-Hammer turned to watch from the window, too. “That’s a young one,” he noted. “He won’t bother us.”
 
   She barely heard him.
 
   To their right, a Dragonship came under attack from three windrocs. Their huge talons flashed in the sunlight, driving in at the archers as a spray of arrows rose from the beleaguered ship. The windrocs would circle above, out of range, before suddenly furling their wings and plummeting in toward the Dragonship at breathtaking speeds. The hydrogen sack bulged and rippled as a bird struck hard, slashing with its claws. A windroc nosedived past their window, speared through the heart by a javelin. Aranya saw an unfortunate archer, unseated from his position, tumbling through the sky–but before he fell far, windrocs converged upon him and tore the man limb from limb.
 
   “This won’t last,” Ignathion grunted, apparently unmoved by the soldier’s ghastly fate. “This isn’t the season. A taste of our arrows should soon scare them off.”
 
   Even as he spoke, Aranya saw the windrocs break off the attack on the other vessel. Other birds circled about ahead, but they appeared more cautious. Their own vessel jolted. Faint cries sounded from above. The crossbows twanged viciously.
 
   Ignathion glanced at the ceiling. “A hit upon us. Look, there he goes. Quarrel through the eye. That’s sharp shooting.”
 
   Aranya’s gaze followed the stricken windroc as it slewed away from their Dragonship. Its own fellows shadowed the bird with menacing intent.
 
   “Man overboard! Get him up! Get him up!”
 
   A man dangled from a safety rope right in front of their position, not ten feet ahead of the crysglass windows, right beneath Dragonship’s nose.
 
   “Ignathion, will they get him–”
 
   “Watch out!”
 
   The impact of the hard point of Ignathion’s shoulder cut off Aranya’s cry as he rammed her away from the window. She tripped over her manacles and went sprawling into an explosion of crysglass. Suddenly, there was a howl of wind. Shards tinkled around her; a flapping, shrieking, monstrous presence filled the cabin, scrabbling against the walls and smashing her down with the hard leading edge of its wing, rending the War-Hammer’s back with its talons, striking at his head with its beak, a windroc!
 
   Ignathion bellowed in pain. “Get out,” he shouted at Aranya.
 
   He drew his dagger and slashed blindly. Aranya cowered beside the door for a moment, shaking her head, before she realised that the bird, starting to fight its way free of the smashed window, intended to drag the War-Hammer along with it. Something within her snapped. A red haze descended upon her vision.
 
   Before she knew what she was doing, she stooped in and grabbed his boot. “Oh no, you don’t.”
 
   The bird hacked at Ignathion’s head, aiming for the eyes. The windroc was stuck against the bent struts of the crysglass window, shrieking its rage from a wickedly-hooked beak. Ignathion had both arms up, trying to protect his face. Aranya instinctively felt at her waist for her daggers. Nothing. She remembered. She fought across the cabin to the wall, howling at her encumbering chains. The shelf was empty. The floor! Aranya slapped her hand down on the daggers. Ignathion reversed his blade, trying to stab backward into the windroc’s body while it rattled him against the floor with its talons. The wings beat up a storm of message scrolls as the bird struggled to escape with its prey.
 
   Aranya raised her weapons. Time to make the beast pay. The fire seared through her, incandescent, a just anger, burning in her and through her in a wave that consumed all rational thought.
 
   She jerked across the short space separating her from the combatants, collected a blow in the teeth, and fell upon the windroc from behind, stabbing two-handed with demented passion, blow after blow, as deep as she could drive the slender blades into its body. Aranya gasped as the bird slammed her backward into the shattered crysglass panels. It pecked Ignathion’s head again. White bone flashed through the welling blood. A sound like a low, grating growl issued from her mouth as she flung the chain linking her wrists over the great feathery head and, twisting the forked daggers upward into the soft hollow of its throat beneath the great beak, stabbed with every ounce of her fury for the windroc’s brain.
 
   The bird slumped.
 
   The feathered torso collapsed, dragged backward and downward by Aranya’s weight dangling from its neck. Her lower legs snagged between the shattered edge of the crysglass pane and the windroc’s body. She tried desperately to hold her muscles rigid as she lay half-in and half-out of the window frame, but felt herself slipping. Daggers of glass ripped into her calves. The windroc’s claws seized up one final time and then released their hold on the First War-Hammer. Feathers and flesh avalanched over her and past her, a crushing weight, bending her backward over the edge.
 
   Slowly, the splayed wings gave up their fight against the dangling weight. They ripped free of the cabin. The dead windroc’s descent accelerated, lolling across her chest, a slow-motion cartwheel as she swung from her calves beneath the Dragonship’s ruined cabin. Her dress fluttered freely in the wind.
 
   With her wrists chained together, Aranya was unable to release her embrace around the windroc’s neck. An enormous weight yanked her arms downward. Her legs slipped free.
 
   She experienced an inexplicable sense of release.
 
   Now, she would fly.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: The Tower of Sylakia
 
    
 
   Aranya dreamed the flying dream.
 
   She had dreamed it ever since she was a child. She would be soaring over the Cloudlands, not far above the greenish, puffy cloud-tops. Endlessly flying–just that.
 
   On this occasion, Aranya dreamed many times in succession. She was aware of being fed, of an unfamiliar but gentle hand dressing wounds on her back, and a male voice saying, “She slept a whole day? No more serum.” She slept again. Now the Cloudlands of her dreams had new colours, azure and cobalt, gold and ochre, like the endlessly changing cloudscapes which had mesmerised her throughout the journey, rolling away beneath the Dragonship. She had never known the Cloudlands contained so many subtle tints.
 
   Aranya snapped awake to the smell of curried fowl tantalising her nostrils.
 
   “I’m hungry,” she announced.
 
   “Feeling better, Princess?” asked Beri.
 
   “I feel like I ran into a windroc.”
 
   “You did, you foolish girl. The physician’s here.”
 
   After speaking to the physician about the cuts on her back and legs, and having the wound-dressings changed, Aranya dozed off again. The medicine made her head feel foggy. But then she remembered the smell of curry. Her stomach growled insistently.
 
   “Beri?” she called.
 
   Beri leaned over her. “You’ve a visitor, Princess. Try to sit up.” Beri, with a wiry strength that belied her age, helped Aranya to sit up against the cabin bulkhead. She arranged a cushion behind Aranya’s back and fussed with the covers, drawing them up beneath her chin. “Dinner’s coming.”
 
   Aranya heard a murmuring of voices. The cabin door clicked shut.
 
   “You can’t tease me with that smell,” she called. “First War-Hammer? Is that you?” Her hand touched her hair, relieved to find it covered.
 
   “I was not made to juggle bowls on a tray,” rumbled Ignathion. “Beri!”
 
   Shortly, with a snort that apprised the War-Hammer of exactly who was boss in the Princess’ cabin, Beri had the tray neatly arranged on Aranya’s lap. Once more, she withdrew. Aranya could have sworn she detected a twinkle in her maidservant’s eyes.
 
   Ignathion arranged his mighty frame gingerly on the tiny stool drawn up to her bedside. He placed a pitcher of water on her bedside shelf. “Physician’s orders,” he said, indicating the water. “You’re to drink it all. That Beri. By the Islands, she has my most seasoned warriors skipping about like lambs to fulfil her every request.”
 
   “Sounds exactly like Beri,” Aranya mumbled around a mouthful. “Excuse my manners.”
 
   “I’ll excuse a great deal from the woman who saved my life,” said Ignathion. “For which, despite the embarrassment it will cause me evermore, I most gratefully thank you, Princess of Immadia.”
 
   Aranya eyed his bandaged head sympathetically. “If I recall rightly, it was you who took the brunt of the windroc’s attack–thank you. You saved me. How fare your wounds? How come I didn’t fall from the Dragonship?”
 
   He inclined his head graciously. “My wounds? They fare passably. I’ve the thickest skull in the Island-World, I’m told. Go easy with the purple beans. They’re furnace-blast spicy.”
 
   “I’m glad the bird didn’t peck out your brains. How’s your back?”
 
   Ignathion was scrutinising her with a quizzical expression that made Aranya wonder if he had ever stopped loving Izariela of Fra’anior. She disguised her discomfort by tucking into the fowl, again a succulent and irresistible dish. Flattering attention, yes–but for her dead mother’s sake? Creepy.
 
   Ignathion said, “The armour saved my worst blushes. It’s an old soldier’s habit–never taking off one’s armour. Smelly, but it’s saved my life twice from assassins and once from a disgruntled soldier. I lost some skin on top, but I’ll live.” Fresh crimson was seeping through the bandages above his right temple. “The steersman says the windroc saw its own reflection in the cabin crysglass and attacked, thinking it was another bird. Perhaps that dangling soldier–Gurathion, one of my best–was the bait.”
 
   Aranya asked, “Are windrocs always so aggressive?”
 
   Ignathion grunted his displeasure. “A concentrated attack this late in the season is unusual.”
 
   Still puzzling over what she remembered, she asked, “But … why didn’t I fall? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Your ankle chain snagged on a strut.” Ignathion had the grace to look shamefaced as he said this. “Before the strut bent, I got a paw on the chain, too. My men pulled you up.”
 
   “So, your two saves beat my one?” chuckled Aranya, punning on the common card game called ‘Staves’.
 
   “Who’s counting? We’re both alive.” But his grizzled face split into a grin. “What measure of courage makes a Princess of Immadia leap on a windroc like some maddened rajal?”
 
   “A brand of foolishness I–”
 
   Ignathion shook his head. “You’ll get the better of the stories. I will earn sniggers. Now, what of Immadia’s wounds?”
 
   “The crysglass cuts on my back are the deepest,” said Aranya, “but the physician is happy with those. The right calf muscle also heals well. The glass nicked the tendon but apparently did not sever it.”
 
   “Bravely said, for a woman who has over a hundred stitches in her body.”
 
   “I’ll live.”
 
   She would, but she hurt all over despite her brave words and a bellyful of pain-killing herbs or serum, whatever the physician had prescribed her. Ignathion’s eyes told her that he did not buy her show of bravado. He said, “Aye, we both cheated the Cloudlands that day.”
 
   “A pox upon the Cloudlands,” she echoed, responding appropriately to his use of the old saying.
 
   The First War-Hammer leaned forward on the stool, his gaze suddenly so intense that Aranya found herself unable to look away. He whispered, “Aranya, I knew from the moment our paths crossed, that our fates were twisted together. That incident, now three days past, only proves that presentiment. I cannot pretend to understand the future. But I will say this: I have a trusted man at the Tower of Sylakia–Nelthion by name. If you ever need to get me a message, he will aid you. A First War-Hammer has little influence in the Tower of Sylakia, but I promise to help as I can.”
 
   He raised his right hand, palm held toward her. Aranya matched her slender fingers to his calloused, blunt-fingered paw, sealing an accord between them.
 
   He said, “Tomorrow afternoon, we arrive in Sylakia.”
 
   She trembled.
 
   * * * *
 
   The Dragonships climbed to surmount the looming massif of northern Sylakia Island, a league or more of bare, vertical granite cliffs rising sheer from the rust-tinged Cloudlands that lapped at their base. From there they cut for hours across a land of jumbled hills and tangled wilderness. There was not a single sign of Human habitation.
 
   “Rajal country,” said Ignathion, without looking up from his scroll.
 
   Aranya declined to display her ignorance by asking how large or what colour rajals were.
 
   By late morning they had traversed many leagues southward. On the map Sylakia measured forty-one leagues north to south, and twenty-eight across its midsection. Aranya had not realised how much was uninhabitable. But after they crested the latest line of low hills, the land smoothed out. Farmlands appeared, dotted amongst thick bands of forest, a rash of small villages, even a sizeable town. The engines thrust them now to the southwest, until a great cleft appeared in the land; a place that split the Island apart like the deep cut of a dagger into a fruit. On the lip of this extraordinary canyon, Aranya saw crimson flags waving over Sylakia Town, the capital city of the Island-World north of the Rift.
 
   Ignathion’s Dragonship angled for the western tip of this town.
 
   A sense of dread and doom enveloped her. Aranya fought it, forcing herself to stand still and show no sign of the war within her.
 
   Viewed from above as the Dragonship descended, the Tower of Sylakia was a wide, round building set squarely atop a forbidding spit of rock separated from the main city of Sylakia–ten times larger than Immadia’s city and considerably uglier, in her admittedly biased opinion–by two hundred horizontal feet and a vertical league of sheer cliffs. As they approached, Aranya’s keen eye made out a kind of moat around the building, right on the edge of the cliff. There were animals in that dry moat, she realised. Prowling felines, the largest cats she had ever seen, so dark they resembled lumps of coal scattered around the palace’s edge.
 
   Rajals? She imagined they might reduce anyone’s desire to go exploring.
 
   A truculent breeze buffeted the Dragonship as men on the ground below secured the moorings. She noticed a group of well-dressed people watching from beside the small landing-field. Her fellow exiles? She hoped to find friends among them.
 
   But first, she had to suffer the indignity of being lowered to the ground in a basket. A Sylakian warrior helped her alight.
 
   Aranya, cane in hand, hobbled toward the Tower of Sylakia, the palace of exiles.
 
   The Tower was austere and heavily built, quite the opposite of the airy, open colonnades of Immadia’s castle. She disliked the low ceilings and dull interior décor at once. There was scant welcome for a Princess of Immadia, which irked her–not that she expected trumpets and flag-waving multitudes. A couple of half-hearted hands raised by the group alongside the field was the best part. A pinch of recognition would have served, she fumed, not some tongue-tied dunce of a junior servant who managed to lose his way twice on the way to her new quarters. By the time they entered the assigned rooms, poor Beri was puffed out and Aranya in such pain that she sank into the nearest chair with a deep groan.
 
   The servant dumped her belongings on the bed and bolted as though he had spied a windroc in the room. That was wise.
 
   “Miserable hovel!” Aranya exploded. “Beri–sit down. Catch your breath.”
 
   “Princess–”
 
   “Not a shred of common decency. Unbelievable. Are there even windows in this room? Islands’ sakes Who chooses drab khaki drapes? Sit down, I said. You don’t look well.”
 
   Beri perched on the bed. “Maybe just a few breaths.”
 
   But they both looked up in surprise as a girl of about her own age appeared from an as-yet unseen alcove behind the hangings. She was small, almost elfin, with dainty features and vivid blue eyes, but there was a quickness and sureness in her movements, and what Aranya took for a swagger in her walk.
 
   “Welcome to paradise,” she said, drolly. “You must be the new girl.”
 
   “Aranya, Princess of Immadia.”
 
   “Airs and graces don’t serve us well here, Princess.” Aranya was so taken aback at her tone that she simply stared. “Now, do you like your chambers? I prepared them myself.”
 
   “You … prepared them?”
 
   “Fluffed up the pillows fit for a Princess who can afford her own maid, turned down the bed, even opened a window or two. Unbearably dusty in here. And stinky.”
 
   The wretched girl was so direct–did she have any manners at all? She had not even bothered to introduce herself. Dragging a civil reply out of her storehouse of those very airs and graces, Aranya began, “I’d thank you to–”
 
   “You really brought your own maid?” interrupted the girl. “Don’t they teach you to dress yourself in Immadia? I mean, it’s hardly the hub of the Islands, but honestly, can anyone be more spoiled?” Riding right over Aranya’s splutters of outrage, she added, “So I’ll be looking after you, Princess of the northern end of beyond–showing you around this little hovel, as you put it. When would you like to start?”
 
   Aranya never found out what she might have said, because at that moment, Beri screamed. “Snake!”
 
   She flicked her right hand. A small, thin reptile smacked the wall. Leaping to her feet, Aranya stamped instinctively on its head.
 
   “Beri?”
 
   “Oh–I think I’ve been bitten.”
 
   “Where? On your hand?” Aranya’s gaze leaped to the girl. “You! You prepared the room? You prepared it?”
 
   “I-I–” stammered the girl, shrinking back as the much taller Princess of Immadia advanced upon her, eyes blazing. “B-But I didn’t–”
 
   “Oh, I feel queer,” said Beri, putting her hand to her heart. “Was that … a copperhead?”
 
   Aranya drew breath and screamed, “You prepared the room? Get out. You lying piece of slug vomit–out!”
 
   She swung the wooden cane, striking the girl a glancing blow on her shoulder as she dodged. Feeling the fire, the terrible fire, rising up into her throat along with her gorge, Aranya could only spit, “Out! Out!” and as the terrified girl bolted, she flung the cane so that it thwacked the back of her head.
 
   Panting, she turned to Beri.
 
   She saw blue lips in a pale, straining face. The elderly maidservant struggled for breath. She tore off her headscarf and wrapped it around Beri’s upper arm, yanked it tight … but she knew. A copperhead was one of the deadlier vipers of the Islands. She held Beri to her bosom, stroking her cheek.
 
   “Oh … Aranyi … darling,” whispered Beri, changing her name to the diminutive, most cherished form. “I’m so cold.”
 
   “Don’t … Beri, please. I’ll hold you. It’ll be alright, you’ll see.”
 
   But the blue of her lips shocked Aranya. She had never seen a person deteriorate so fast. Two thin trails of blood marked the back of her right hand, rising from the base of her little finger. Beri had sat near the pillow. Exactly where that girl must have hidden the viper. The sheer audacity of that little wretch, to lie in wait to see the Princess of Immadia perish. She shook her head.
 
   Beri vomited weakly.
 
   Abruptly, she remembered what she had tried to do for her mother.
 
   She whispered, “Yes.”
 
   As carefully as though she were dream-walking, she laid Beri back on the bed. She placed her hands on Beri’s chest. Aranya closed her eyes, clearing her mind, seeking to summon up that feeling, so long denied and buried, the way it had been … and suddenly, there it was, a mysterious potential blooming within her mind, drawn from an unfamiliar place that she knew was other and yet part of her, a sense of welling power contained behind the terrace lake barriers of her mind. Deliberately, she gave herself over to it. She poured herself out for Beri’s sake. She gave her all, expecting nothing in return.
 
   Aranya collapsed beside Beri on the bed. The coverings felt unbelievably soft, as though she had pillowed her head on the cotton-puff billows of the Cloudlands.
 
   Her eyes, lacking the strength even to shutter themselves, watched her maidservant sit up, patting first her chest and then her hand in apparent disbelief. She must be dreaming. Beri was dead. She was dead, looking back from the next life at the activities of the living. The bed moved. Shortly, a hand appeared beneath her nose. Aranya tried to squint, but her muscles were so enervated that they refused to focus.
 
   A scent of jasmine and reloidik oil wafted by her nostrils.
 
   Strange–a glowing person stood in the corner of the room? She saw her mother, garbed in one of those flowing Fra’aniorian lace-gowns with their extravagant ten-foot trains. She was smiling.
 
   Aranya drew breath. Oily scents exploded as colours in her brain.
 
   She gasped.
 
   “Come back, Aranyi. Come back,” Beri muttered. She slapped Aranya’s cheek gently. “You’ve living yet to do, Princess.”
 
   “I … see my mother. Izariela.”
 
   Startled, Beri glanced over her shoulder. “There’s no-one there, petal.”
 
   Aranya could not understand. Her mind was playing tricks on her. She perceived the world at a level of detail she had never appreciated before. Dust motes, highlighted in a sunbeam creeping through a tiny tear in the drapes, individually impressed their presence on her senses. Beri’s wrinkled cheek became a fantastical landscape. She saw life wriggling and pulsing and struggling within the teardrop that sparkled in the corner of Beri’s eye.
 
   “Princess? Why’re you looking at me like that?”
 
   “Because I see love written in every crease of your face–didn’t you know?”
 
   The old woman’s mouth opened and closed soundlessly. The teardrop filled, expanded, spilled over the corner of her eye and tracked down her cheek.
 
   “You’ve gone soft in the head, Princess,” she said, gruffly. “Your mother used to say things like that. I’m going to find us some food in this mausoleum. You need to eat. Then I’ll find out how we get a few nice things in here.”
 
   “And a bed for you.”
 
   Beri nodded. “Rest. If you move so much as one inch from this bed I’ll whack you harder than you did that fool girl, Princess or none.”
 
   “Will you check the bed first, Beri?”
 
   As the servant carefully turned over the pillow-rolls and bedding, Aranya silently thanked her father for sending Beri, and Beri for being willing to accompany her, and traced the warmth of gratitude within her soul for the life that still flowed through her old friend’s veins.
 
   “All’s clear.”
 
   Aranya lay on the bed and watched the motes dancing, infinitesimal golden Dragons frolicking in the golden suns-light, whirling and swooping in glorious flight.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya and Beri hibernated for five days after the snakebite incident. By day three, Aranya had tossed her cane into a corner and was feeling fit enough to start climbing the walls. Beri turned her own mysterious magic on the Tower staff. There was a moderately successful shopping trip to Sylakia Town–for Beri, because she apparently could wangle privileges her captive Princess would never gain–and then a day where a bevy of workmen appeared a dozen an hour to replace the drapes, carry in a bed and various dressers, deposit mounds of mysterious boxes and packages around the room, setup a changing screen, fill in the ‘extra aeration features’ around the ancient crysglass windows, replace the door locks, and fix the minor flood her first attempt to bathe had occasioned in the bathroom.
 
   By the ninth and last day of the week, they had a bedroom that looked like a bedroom–nothing fancy, but it was serviceable. Aranya had commandeered a corner for her painting and spent all her hours churning out canvases. She knew she was being a hermit, but found herself unable to contemplate taking on life in the Tower of Sylakia in all its dubious glory.
 
   “Ha!” Beri congratulated herself for at least the fifteenth time, eying up the new drapes she had ordered. “Brightens the whole room, wouldn’t you agree?”
 
   Aranya set down her paintbrush. “Beri, you’re a marvel. I don’t say it often enough.”
 
   “Oh, you’re just humouring me.”
 
   “I am. But you are a marvel. How did you find canvas? And paper–isn’t that ridiculously expensive? Just look at the quality of these paints …”
 
   “Girl, what’re you painting that’s got your head floating in an Island suns-set?”
 
   Aranya beckoned her around the easel. “Come on, Beri. You’ve been itching to take a look.”
 
   “I’m itchier than a bowl full of prek-brush fluff. Which, may I remind you, you stuffed inside my mattress not too long ago.”
 
   Aranya groaned. “These things seem funny when you’re eleven summers old, Beri.”
 
   Beri tilted her head critically as she studied the painting. “It’s all wrong. No, don’t hiss between your teeth at me. That’s not how it happened–not according to the man in your painting, anyhow. This outline will be you, here? I love the windroc–so fierce. The expression on Ignathion’s face is stunning, riveting … but he’s protecting you?”
 
   “It’s more dramatic this way,” she hedged. “His face took me two days to paint.”
 
   “I hope this doesn’t signify your pangs of romantic love for the First War-Hammer, Aranya.”
 
   “Beri! Don’t be ridiculous.”
 
   “Girls your age tend to get funny notions into their heads,” Beri returned, with a testy snort better suited to a grumpy mountain goat, in Aranya’s opinion. “Funnier ones, even. Believe me, I was your age once.” She soothed, “Well, I did swaddle your grandfather when he was an infant, but still. This work will be one of your finest. The War-Hammer and the Windroc. I love it. And this one?”
 
   “Life inside a teardrop,” said Aranya.
 
   “Why don’t you paint a few canvases to go up on these horrible, bare walls?”
 
   Aranya smiled. “At once, o great commander. I’ll need more easels, however.”
 
   “Aranyi … I’ve been meaning to tell you something that I learned today.” Beri grimaced as she stretched her back uneasily. “Everything we bought, everything we eat–everything–is charged back to Immadia.”
 
   “But …”
 
   “I didn’t know. The room costs money. Even our share of the guards and the administration of this place–it all comes from Immadian taxes, as if they aren’t burdensome enough.”
 
   “That’s … evil. We’ve got to send these things back.”
 
   Beri sighed. “Petal, your father wouldn’t begrudge you bread on your table, or a few paints. He doesn’t want you pining away in exile. But let’s not leap off the Dragonship. Why don’t you finish that scroll-letter to him? I’ll have the censor read it and get it sealed and sent.”
 
   Aranya stepped away from the easel before she succumbed to the temptation to start throwing her costly paints across the room. Her voice rose. “There’s a censor?”
 
   “A nasty little viper of a man,” said Beri, who was not usually so quick to dismiss someone. He must be terrible, Aranya thought. “But before we talk about how things work around here, there’s something else I want to discuss with you. Something important.”
 
   Taken aback by her tone, the Princess of Immadia immediately swallowed her anger and raised her hand in an interrogative gesture.
 
   Beri lowered her voice. “I’ve seen your hair.”
 
   “You saw what?”
 
   Her question was barely more than a wheeze. Beri, of all the staff to the Immadian royal family, knew about the absolute ban King Beran had placed on servants invading the Princess’ privacy. Since her tenth summer, no-one else, not even the King himself, had seen her hair.
 
   Aranya stormed across to the bathroom and slammed the door so hard that dust and grit rained down on her head.
 
   After a few moments, a quiet knock came. She thumped her head against the wooden panels and said, “Go away, Beri, please.”
 
   “You have your mother’s hair.”
 
   That comment was dry tinder tossed upon a bonfire. Aranya raged, “Why does everything have to be about her? I’m … me! Aranya! Princess of Immadia! Not my mother. The War-Hammer of all stupid Sylakia is still in love with my mother. I don’t feel the cold, just like my mother. I’ve pointy Fra’aniorian ears–thanks, Mom. I love Dragons, just like my mother. Everywhere I turn I’m just like my mother. I hate it! Hate it, do you hear?”
 
   “Well, you are her daughter,” Beri replied. “Right down to the pointy ears. Funny, that.”
 
   Aranya punched the door so hard her fist went right through the thin wood.
 
   “With her temper, might I add.”
 
   She could not help it; a treacherous chuckle escaped her lips. “Oh, Beri.”
 
   “Let me in, Aranyi.”
 
   The door handle twisted. Beri looked kindly upon her charge–so kindly, it broke her. “Why did she have to die, Beri? Why?”
 
   She put her head on the old maidservant’s shoulder, and wept.
 
   After a time, she heard, “You tore off your headscarf to bind my arm, Aranya. Part of the hairnet came with it. I couldn’t help but see. I’m sorry, petal. But you do have her hair, in all its wild glory. White, gold, emerald, black, aquamarine–”
 
   “Freaky hair,” said Aranya.
 
   “Hair like the Cloudlands,” Beri returned, stunning her into silence. “May I see it properly?”
 
   Aranya nodded. It was all she could manage just then.
 
   In a moment, she stood in front of her new mirror–one neither cracked nor inhabited by twenty spiders–as Beri gently untucked her headscarf from beneath her chin. She slid the thin material back from her forehead before unclipping the opaque hairnet from the braid coiled beneath it. Aranya shivered. She was fully clothed, but felt naked. Now the thick braid, liberated from its pins, tumbled down past the small of her back.
 
   “By the mountains of Immadia, there’s a sight,” Beri said.
 
   Aranya shivered as Beri pushed back her hair to reveal her left ear. “Aye, Fra’anior right there, petal. Ears of the seven enchanted Isles, they call these. Anyways, who cares about ears? They’re always covered up. Beran loved your mother, pointy ears and all. Risked his life to kidnap her. Someday, some man’s going to fall in love with these ears and this multi-coloured waterfall of hair.”
 
   “Beri! You’re making me blush.”
 
   Aranya had always thought of Fra’anior as one Island, but in reality there were seven Islands clustered together like jewels on a bracelet–the seven points of an ancient volcanic peak, she had read. Her mother was not from the main Island of Fra’anior itself, but from another in the cluster called Ha’athior. The caldera between the Islands was active, sometimes covered in Cloudlands mists, sometimes not. Her mother’s land had a strange reputation, legends of magic and Dragons and strange happenings. Perhaps that came along with living in the edge of an active volcano, and apparently making a national sport of kidnapping women for marriage. King Beran had beaten them at their own game.
 
   She wished she had asked him to tell that story before she left. She had so many questions.
 
   Beri combed Aranya’s braid out with her fingers, saying, “Where I come from there’s a story–I grew up in a village called Reayho, which lies right on the northern tip of Immadia Island, beyond the mountains–well, this story was old when I was a child. And that’s old.” Aranya smiled at her in the mirror. “It’s about an enchantress who could change her shape into whatever animal she desired. ‘And strange hair she had, the Lady of Immadia, hair shaded as the rainbows that grace the Cloudlands. This is the hair of an enchantress, a magic most rare.’ Of course, the enchantress in the story is as beautiful as the suns-rise, as wise as the hills–”
 
   “Anyone here?” called a voice from the doorway to Aranya’s chamber.
 
   Beri moved faster than Aranya could credit, for an old woman. Slamming the bathroom door behind her, she confronted the girl–the same wretch from several days before, Aranya realised, peeking through the hole she had made in the door. She quickly moved back out of sight.
 
   “You dare return?”
 
   “I-I’m sorry, I knocked. But the snake … it wasn’t me,” the girl stammered. “You have to believe me. I would never … please. I don’t know what happened.”
 
   Aranya’s fingers moved rapidly upon her hair, reworking the customary braid. She pulled the mass of tresses over her shoulder and worked down toward her waist, drawing together the many-coloured strands of her hair. There was some unintelligible conversation out there, before she heard Beri growl:
 
   “I can speak for myself, but not for the Princess of Immadia.”
 
   “I have to be her guide. I’m assigned.”
 
   The girl made it sound like a life-or-death matter. Aranya frowned, slipping in her pins with practised skill. So, she thought one little justification would make up for a slew of insults, did she? That girl had the manners of a mountain goat.
 
   Shortly, having covered her hair, she emerged from the bathroom.
 
   Beri said, “Aranya, I would like to introduce you to Zuziana, Princess of Remoy.”
 
   “My friends call me Zip. Short for Zuziana, Princess. Get it? People seem to think it’s cute. Then again, when you’re my height and not some giant like you, every guy thinks you’re just so cute–it’s maddening.”
 
   Aranya moved forward to touch fingertips with her, thinking: Oh no. She hated people who had no idea what was going to spill out of their mouths before it did. She had beaten a Princess of another Island–wherever Remoy was–with a stick. She had thought her a servant. Another day her temper might have started a war, had Remoy and Immadia not both been brought under Sylakian rule. And–Zip? Who chose a nickname like that?
 
   Princess Zuziana had offered not a word of apology.
 
   Very well, she was about to learn just how frosty the tips of the Immadian mountains could be.
 
   * * * *
 
   The Tower of Sylakia was a mausoleum. The dull, dusty corridors echoed with years of neglect. Only two levels were inhabited–one by the exiles, and the other by the servants and guards. The outside was little better. Most of the open space around the building was paved in a grey granite stone that quickly became treacherous as the cold season made its storms felt. The landing field, the only green space, was often cordoned off so that the exiles could not approach the arriving and departing supply vessels. The Sylakian guards had no sense of humour. Apparently a posting to the Tower was considered a kind of punishment–at best.
 
   The whole operation was run with clockwork precision by Third War-Hammer Nelthion, Ignathion’s ‘trusted man’, who had lost an eye and the better part of his right leg in an unfortunate Dragonship collision right above Sylakia itself, years before.
 
   Aranya came to love watching the rajals stalking about in their wide moat. Each evening, they gathered beneath the Last Walk, pacing, rumbling and growling, as they waited for hunks of meat to be thrown down to them. Often their roaring would split the night; the great males, standing shoulder-high to her, she estimated, would ruff up their black manes and indulge in contests of ear-splitting volume. She decided to paint a rajal just as soon as she finished the final touches to her gift for Ignathion.
 
   Once, Aranya dared to set foot upon the Last Walk. She tiptoed over the stone bridge to the edge of the battlements, and peered down. The Cloudlands were so far below it was hard to see any detail–much farther than at Immadia, she realised. The jutting peninsula of rock that housed the Tower split off from the main Island far, far below, but from where she stood, it was a straight drop into the Cloudlands. It turned her stomach to think of the prisoners who must have been forced to step off the edge.
 
   Out over the void, a three-moon conjunction cast a partial eclipse of the twin suns upon the slowly roiling clouds. She wondered what effect the five moons must have–pulling the poisonous vapours this way and that, as the scholars claimed, or affecting peoples’ behaviour as the mystics would have it. The Cloudlands changed colour and character with the hues radiating from above.
 
   Silently, she recited:
 
   Iridith the Yellow, a very rotund fellow,
 
   Jade the Green, who likes to go unseen,
 
   A hint of White to light the night, Nightship she is called,
 
   Consort to the great avenging Dragon, deathly Blue,
 
   Last the Mystic, the mysterious changer of hue.
 
   Then a soldier came to shout at her. She was not allowed on the Last Walk. After that, a warrior was permanently stationed there.
 
   She had a nightmare about leaping off the Last Walk.
 
   Aranya knew that she needed to make friends, or face a lonely exile. There were only so many days she could spend painting before she went mad. Beri was fine company, but Aranya longed to connect with her fellow-exiles, many of whom were her own age or a little older.
 
   But she soon discovered why so few returned her overtures.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: A Minor War
 
    
 
   The exiles were divided into three groups. Two older men, hailing from two of the Twenty-Seven Sisters, had been in exile for over a decade. They were hermits. Aranya saw one of them, once, passing by in a corridor. Then there was the wealthy group, the sons and daughters of privilege, who ordered hundred summer-old vintages by the Dragonship-full and threw extravagant parties in their rooms. Several had live-in mistresses. Aranya might have won a kind of acceptance among them because of her looks–that much was lewdly made clear to her, early on. She declined with thinly-veiled disgust. The last group hailed from a couple of dozen Islands scattered to the four points of the compass, from dark warlike Westerners to herself, a pale Northerner, to the small, lithe denizens of the southern Islands, like the Princess of Remoy.
 
   Aranya developed a feud with Zuziana. Matters only progressed downhill after their disastrous first meeting. She did not want to feud, but soon realised that many of the petty squabbles or liaisons between the exiles developed out of boredom. Zip turned the core of the third group against her, leaving Aranya to find company among misfits like herself.
 
   Brooding over this, she stoked her inner fires. Aranya took out her anger in paintings of rajals and Cloudland storms and a wild, fire-breathing Dragon, which, Beri declared, was so realistic that the canvas practically smoked at the edges.
 
   It was also illegal.
 
   A month after her arrival, on a day of rainfall so heavy she could hear the thundering torrents even within the Tower of Sylakia, Beri brought her to Nelthion’s office. Between its great racks of scrolls and musty logbooks and purchasing records, his desk was spotlessly clean. Nelthion rose on his crutch, greeting her cordially.
 
   “I have a favour to ask,” she said, after exchanging greetings with him. “I’ve made a gift for the First War-Hammer Ignathion. Could you arrange to have it sent to him?”
 
   “A painting?” asked Nelthion. “I heard you’ve been busy. May I see it?”
 
   Aranya unwrapped the heavy sacking, uncovering a fine cheesecloth bag within. She loosened the drawstring, pushed back the cloth and tilted the framed painting toward the lamps in Nelthion’s office.
 
   He stared at it for so long that Aranya began to wonder if she had committed an unforgivable breach of protocol.
 
   “Well,” he said, finally. “I will comply, on one condition. Two conditions.”
 
   Beri said, “Nelthion, you promised.”
 
   “Don’t start with me, woman,” he growled. “By the five moons, you’ve turned me into a greybeard overnight. Two conditions, Princess. One, you paint me a teensy something to brighten this office. Two–my brother owns an art gallery in Sylakia Town. Would you be willing to have him display a few of your works, if there are others?”
 
   “Great mounds,” said Beri.
 
   Aranya shot her a withering glare. “This is my finest, Nelthion.”
 
   “I’m no judge of art,” he said. “But my brother is. This would sell for a princely sum, I daresay. As you may know, your home Island Immadia suffers under the tax burden levied on Sylakia’s newest demesne. We like to make Islands pay for their wars. Your King Beran was a legend, Princess. I believe he turned the word ‘Immadia’ into a swear word in the Commander’s presence.”
 
   With a swift sideways glance, Aranya caught the slightest of smirks on Beri’s face as the maidservant straightened her lips.
 
   Ha! A plan unmasked!
 
   “So I’ll contribute a hailstone in a thunderstorm to Immadia’s aid?”
 
   “Do you see any other of my merry inmates doing as much?” asked Nelthion, his voice dripping with disapproval. “This came from Immadia today.”
 
   Aranya accepted the message scroll. “Nelthion–how can I ever thank you?”
 
   “That space between the shelves. Fill it with a windroc. And keep your maidservant from turning me into a greybeard.”
 
   She laughed.
 
   On the way back, Aranya said to Beri, “You’re in trouble, you despicable plotter.”
 
   “Even a woman of eighty-one summers has her wiles, Princess. Why don’t you join the others for dinner? It’ll be served very soon.”
 
   The exiles were in the habit of gathering for their evening meal in the great dining hall on the servants’ level, even though they occupied but a fraction of the space. Coming from Nelthion’s office, Aranya found herself entering through a side entrance rather than the grand main doorway, three times her height and wide enough to accommodate ten of her side by side.
 
   The group was smaller than usual. Another drunken party among the wealthy set, she assumed. Even amidst royalty and rulers, snobbery existed. She felt no vindication that none of these had been invited either.
 
   Her approach was obscured by the towering marble columns lining either side of the vaulted hall, so Aranya had time to appreciate that Zuziana was holding court amongst the girls, while a group of Princes and two sons of Western Island War-Chiefs, who she was learning to know by name, occupied a table nearby. Not one of them was taller than her.
 
   “–only three dresses,” she heard.
 
   “Wait,” cried Zuziana. “Listen to this: which colour shall I wear today–the purple, the purple, or the purple? Oh, the one that flatters my eyes.”
 
   The girls’ laughter echoed around the hall.
 
   “I heard she’s an artist.”
 
   “Oh, come now, how artistic do you think someone with her taste in dresses can be? She only knows one colour–purple. How many of us can afford our own maidservant?”
 
   Aranya flushed to the roots of her hair. So this was why the others avoided her! Drawing herself up, she marched out from between the columns, making straight for the group.
 
   Every lamp and candle in the room flared.
 
   Affecting a silly, long-legged walk, the Princess of Remoy marched toward Aranya. She looked up, and stopped as though she had slammed into a wall. “Aranya!”
 
   “Zuziana. Trying on a pair of shoes you’ll never fill?”
 
   The Remoyan developed high spots of colour on her cheeks. Nevertheless, she said with saccharine spite, “I’m doing the stork-walk. We’ve named it after you.”
 
   “We? You’re the one making a fool of herself.”
 
   “Says the graceless yokel from Immadia?” Aranya had to pause to swallow down the fire, but Zuziana could not have known that. She took advantage of Aranya’s silence to add, “It must be unbearable for you that with two new brothers, you’ve lost the throne. Did you bring one dagger for each of them?”
 
   Now the flames roared into life. Murder her brothers? “Says the little grey sparrow from a kingdom renowned only for the size of its families and the number of royal bastards?”
 
   Ouch! Aranya had not meant to let that insult slip out, but weeks of sniggers and whispering had turned into a deep rot within her. She recognised that now, too late.
 
   The colour drained out of Zuziana’s face. She spluttered, “Y-You take that back!”
 
   “I don’t think so. You’ve been after me since I arrived. It’s time everyone in this room recognised what a poisonous little viper you are.”
 
   Zuziana’s knuckles clenched white on the hilt of her sword. She said, dangerously, “Says she who paints Dragons?”
 
   She had sneaked into her chambers! Aranya did not know how Zip had managed that, but that was an Island too far, as the saying went. “Dragonships,” she corrected, icily. “What do they teach you in Remoy? And, if you draw that sword, I’ll put one of these forked daggers in your forked tongue faster than I slew that windroc on the journey here.”
 
   “There’s another nasty little lie from the Princess of liars.”
 
   But Zip, who had begun to draw her weapon, stopped the motion with an effort. Aranya saw the guards around the room taking an interest in their altercation.
 
   “I don’t lie.”
 
   “Only with the First War-Hammer, I hear,” spat the Remoyan. “Fifteen days aboard his Dragonship. Now you’re painting him little love-pictures.”
 
   “It’s the truth. Find out for yourself.” Fight the fire, keep it down. Only words, Aranya. Only words. She said, “What do you know about love? All you do is bleat about Barulak of Geban.” She bleated, exactly like a ralti sheep, “Ba-a-aa-rulak. I love you, Ba-a-aa-rulak. You don’t even dare talk to him. You’re a coward.”
 
   Over at the Princes’ table Barulak and his fellows burst into nervous laughter.
 
   “No Princess of Remoy is a coward.”
 
   “Fine. I’ll show you how it’s done.”
 
   Aranya strode over toward Barulak, who stopped rocking on his chair and began to look rather alarmed. As she approached him, Aranya slowed, intentionally making her hips sway and pasting a seductive smile on her lips. Before he could move, she slipped onto his lap and twined her arms behind his neck.
 
   “Hi, handsome Princes. Having a good time?”
 
   “Now we are,” said Hamarath, the dark, muscular Warlord from the Ur-Yagga Island cluster, who had a love-affair with his mirror, everyone said. “How’re you doing, beautiful?”
 
   “Fiery,” said Aranya, which was rather closer to the truth than she would have cared to admit. “I brought you a present all the way from Remoy, Barulak. Let’s Zip those lips.”
 
   She kissed him on his mouth. Thoroughly.
 
   Zuziana gave a small shriek of dismay. Barulak’s hands flapped helplessly. Hamarath whistled. The lamps in the room flared once more.
 
   That was as much as she could stand–either of the kiss, or of her own ugly behaviour. Aranya released Barulak so suddenly that his chair toppled backward. He sprawled on the floor.
 
   Her face utterly devoid of colour, the Princess of Remoy stormed toward her.
 
   “You and I will finish this,” she hissed. “Tomorrow, the hour before dawn. I’ll find you.”
 
   “A duel?”
 
   Old-fashioned, but Remoy was renowned for its adherence to the old ways.
 
   “Quivering in your pretty slippers, Princess? Should’ve thought of that before you called me a bastard.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya awoke long before the appointed hour, before the pied warblers nesting outside her window stirred to chirp their greetings to the dawn. She could easily imagine a hundred ways yesterday’s confrontation with Zuziana could have gone better–starting with one hot-tempered Immadian not launching that Dragonship in the first place. Zip was irritating, granted. And spiteful. But was it worth a duel?
 
   As the long-awaited tap sounded upon her door, Aranya crept out into the corridor.
 
   Zuziana thrust a staff into her hand. “Follow me.”
 
   Twin shadows ghosted through the Tower of Sylakia, avoiding the places they knew were guarded. One shadow was a head taller than the other, but they moved with equal stealth. Aranya silently thanked her father’s foresight in providing her training that might be regarded as somewhat unusual for Princesses of other Islands. No ‘she’s only a girl’ for him. Strategies of war, weapons training, code breaking and even lock-picking had featured in her past.
 
   Ever the cunning cliff fox, King Beran.
 
   She glanced at the staff. Ironwood? She had read about ironwood. Thin but heavy, the staff would easily break bones or skulls. Zuziana probably did not want to kill her–but the lesson she intended would be bruising at best.
 
   Zip led her down six levels to the unused basement level of the Tower. She paused to light two torches. “You go that way.”
 
   As they lit the lamps situated in sconces around the perimeter of the circular chamber, Aranya realised that she was in an underground arena. Ten levels of terraced seating led to a sandy centre below. The fighting area was cordoned off with ropes.
 
   “You prepared this yesterday?”
 
   Zip glared at her. “No vipers, if that’s what you’re insinuating.”
 
   “I wasn’t insinuating–”
 
   “Like your ‘size of their families’ comment? So I have sixteen brothers and sisters. I can see what you’re thinking–by the Cloudlands, she must have drawn the very shortest straw to be chosen as the worthless exile out of that lot.”
 
   “Zip, I’m sorry–”
 
   “Oh, shut your yapping muzzle, you mongrel! I’m through with words. I’m here to fight.”
 
   Aranya bit her lip. She had to go through with this.
 
   Silently, the two girls shucked their warm outer robes and stepped onto the cool, fire-lit sand. Zuziana, like her, had chosen a close fitting under-tunic and knee-length under-shorts, allowing a freedom of movement the traditional long dress for Island women would only obstruct.
 
   Zip twirled the staff above her head, limbering up her back and shoulders. “Ready?”
 
   Aranya stretched her back. Her crysglass cuts from the battle with the windroc had healed well, but still felt a little stiff, especially in the mornings. Beri said there was hardly a scar to be seen. She wondered if that was another effect of her healing power–perhaps when she poured strength into Beri after the snakebite? Another weirdness. She sighed inwardly.
 
   The hard point of Zip’s staff thumped her chest. “Ready?”
 
   She was so irritating!
 
   The two girls circled, testing each other with sharp blows. As Aranya had suspected, Zip was fast–very fast–and capable. She handled her ironwood staff with ease, whirling it from attack to attack with hypnotising suppleness and speed. Aranya received a clout on her thumb and a thump on the bone atop her left shoulder. She speared Zuziana in the ribs in riposte. The staves fell into a click-clack rhythm, faster and faster, whirling through the cool, motionless air of the fighting arena to fall upon each other in thrust and parry. Aranya wondered if Sylakian warriors had once trained here, or if it had been a gladiator-pit. The Sylakians were ridiculously proud of their gladiators. There was one tournament where fights were to the death.
 
   Her inattention earned her a bruising blow on her kneecap.
 
   “Awake now?” Zip taunted her. “Warmed up? Ready for the real battle to commence?”
 
   Aranya rested her staff in the sand for a moment, renewing her grip on the wood. The staff was as tall as she was. She could keep Zip at bay with her longer reach, but the wretched girl buzzed around her like a pesky wasp on a hot summer’s day.
 
   Without further ado, Zuziana dove into the attack. No jest. That really had been the warm-up, for her. A scowl creased the petite little face as Zip’s staff picked up speed, blurring around her head and shoulders. Her own staff jerked this way and that, trapping the blows, skittering and rasping as she pushed Zuziana away, only to have her fingers thoroughly mashed for her trouble. Smack! Her knee collapsed and Aranya went down.
 
   Zip stepped back. “Enough, your lady-ship?”
 
   The pun was blatant; Zip comparing her to a Dragonship. Fire smouldered dangerously within her. Again, the torches around the room flickered as though a sudden breeze had entered that dead, forgotten chamber.
 
   She leaped to her feet. “I thought you were through with the talking, sparrow?”
 
   They clashed furiously, driving in hard, swinging the ironwood staves with intent to break fingers and snap ribs. Around and around they battled. Their breaths started to come in gasps. Aranya’s longer arms kept Zip ineffective for periods of time, but the smaller girl was a ferocious fighter and simply would not give up. Aranya launched a powerful overhead attack, beating Zuziana to her knees with a flurry of blows, but she wriggled free and riposted, deflecting Aranya’s staff into the sand before kicking her in the stomach.
 
   “Oof!”
 
   Zip leaped in; Aranya swept horizontally with her staff as she rolled head-over-heels across the sand. All she collected was a mouthful of dust. Zuziana thrashed her three times on the back of her legs. Aranya broke away quickly, coughing and spitting.
 
   “Like … your spanking?” panted the smaller girl.
 
   Aranya flung a handful of sand into her face.
 
   “Hey!”
 
   She pounded Zuziana in the ribs, but her follow-up blow missed. Aranya tripped her up by trapping her toes with the point of her staff, before throwing herself on her opponent, sinking her knee into her stomach, and forcing her staff downward, trying to stifle Zuziana’s counterattack. But the crafty girl punched her right in the eye.
 
   They fell apart, groaning.
 
   Aranya was the first to clamber to her feet. She wiped her eye. There was blood trickling from a cut. She blinked to clear her vision. She smelled smoke in her nostrils. There was so much anger in her, so much hurt and pain at having been exiled, that she was finding it almost impossible not to pour it out on her tormentor. But she knew somehow that that decision, once made, would change everything. She had to choose a better way.
 
   Instead, lifting her staff, she chose to channel her anger into the wood. With that as a focus, she would not be tempted to kill the girl.
 
   Maybe.
 
   “Yeeeeaaah!” screamed Aranya.
 
   The strength of her assault staggered Zuziana. Aranya tried to overpower her, to beat the staff out of her hands, to break the resistance of her arms with an overwhelming attack. Her breath hissed through her teeth like a hungry fire licking around dry wood. In quick succession she scored hits on her opponent’s elbow and right thigh, followed by a skull-rattling connection with the back of her head. Zip retreated, showing real concern for the first time. But she did not give up. Suddenly she rolled in underneath Aranya’s defence and tangled with her legs. Aranya howled as Zip bit her calf muscle.
 
   “You wretch!”
 
   She kicked Zip away. Aranya channelled her utmost fury into the ironwood grasped in her hands. Her staff whistled down, smoking through the air. It cracked Zuziana’s staff in twain.
 
   Both girls stared. Ironwood, broken? Impossible.
 
   With an animalistic growl, Aranya sprang atop of her opponent. Using her superior weight and strength, she forced her staff down across Zuziana’s throat. The girl writhed and fought like a crazed rajal, but Aranya ignored the blows to her face and chest. This was for her humiliation. This was for Immadia. This was for her dead mother.
 
   Pinned to the sand by her neck, by the wild strength coursing through her opponent, Zuziana began to choke.
 
   “Give up? Give up?”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “Ladies!”
 
   Hands, rough hands, reached in and tore them apart. Three warriors wrenched Aranya off Zuziana; another two prevented the smaller girl, who was frothing and bleeding at the mouth, from throwing herself at Aranya again. Panting, bloodied and hurting, they faced each other.
 
   Aranya shook off the warriors’ hands. The lamps were ablaze, so much so that several had cracked with the additional heat, but as her fury cooled, so did the lighting until Nelthion, Zuziana and all the warriors glanced about them in puzzlement. She said nothing. The thought of revealing her powers snuffed out her heatedness; it scared the living pith out of her.
 
   “Ladies. Taking a little morning exercise?” Nelthion’s tone was scathing. “Duels are expressly forbidden in my Tower. Don’t want daddies descending on this place in full battle array demanding to know what happened to their precious little Princesses.”
 
   Aranya uncurled her fingers from the ironwood staff. The wood was charred where she had gripped it. Charred!
 
   “Now, my men will escort you back to your rooms. You two will patch each other up. You will report to my office in one hour, together, where I will assign your punishment. Don’t ever let me see stupidity of this magnitude again.”
 
   A warrior scooped up the two halves of Zuziana’s staff and handed them to her. “How do you break ironwood, lady?”
 
   “Ask the monster from Immadia,” sulked Zip.
 
   Nelthion bellowed, “Enough!”
 
   * * * *
 
   Zip had a broken forefinger and a swollen, split lip. She had two lumps on her forehead that made her look surprised–or like she was growing horns–and a magnificent purpling bruise across her neck. Aranya sported a black eye that by evening had swelled completely shut, despite the generous application of cool cloths. She had a generous collection of bruises in a range of colours similar to her hair. Neither of them could walk properly for a week.
 
   The punishment Nelthion determined was for the two Princesses to serve their compatriots dinner every evening for a month, and to wash dishes in the kitchen for the same period of time. The servants loved it. Aranya was convinced the dirty dishes multiplied by themselves overnight. Their fellow-exiles missed no opportunity to take advantage of them; the torment was merciless. Dinners were suddenly well attended and lasted twice as long as before. Aranya could cheerfully have throttled any of them–and Beri, too. She, even more than Nelthion, made it clear what she thought of the Princess’ behaviour.
 
   Aranya and Zip formed a grudging partnership–not quite a friendship, though.
 
   When the period of punishment had run its course, Aranya disappeared into a frenzy of windroc-painting. Nelthion’s brother had placed ten orders from prospective clients.
 
   “Your teardrop sold for five hundred gold drals,” he said.
 
   Aranya’s mouth hung open.
 
   “Shut the gaping rabbit-hole, petal,” said Beri.
 
   Nelthion inquired, “What shall I do with the money?”
 
   “Put it to my supplies?”
 
   Beri patted her arm in a way that made Aranya growl. “Let old Beri take care of it, alright? Before we all fall off an Island laughing at your ignorance of the real world.”
 
   She was painting up a storm late that evening when Zuziana stopped by. One moment she was delicately finishing a cruel beak, the next, a face popped out from behind her easel. “Surprise!”
 
   Aranya clucked crossly. “Look what you made me do.”
 
   Zip cocked her head cheekily to one side. “Maybe he’s holding a leaf in his beak.”
 
   “My friend, if you’d ever met one of these–and I have–you’d know that beak isn’t meant for anything but tearing strips off–”
 
   “Your favourite War-Hammer of the Sylakian hordes?”
 
   Aranya waved her paintbrush at Zip. “Shall I paint a beard on you? Ignathion is not my favourite … anything!”
 
   “Oh, but you’re on first-name terms with him. I’m not.” Zip added archly, “There’s a rumour circulating in Sylakia Town that you saved him from a windroc. Smooth, Immadia. Very smooth.”
 
   “If you’re just here to cause trouble …”
 
   “Trouble? Me?” Zuziana plucked a message scroll out of her sleeve with a flourish. “I brought you a letter from King Your-Daddy–you know, leads an Island somewhere north of, well, anywhere? You’ve been ignoring your post, never mind everyone else. People will talk.”
 
   Aranya sighed. “Alright, what’re they saying?”
 
   “I received ten scrolls to your one. Just look at this mountain. Advantages of having a large family. Jealous?”
 
   “No … yes.” She cracked the Sylakian wax seal on her scroll, which would have been placed by the censor, and unfurled it. “What was it, sixteen brothers and–”
 
   “Seventeen, as of two weeks ago. There’s a new girl in the family, unnamed as yet. Look, they sent a little drawing of her. Isn’t she just too cute?”
 
   “Even the boys in your family are cute, Zip.”
 
   “If you say so,” she simpered. “To me they’re just irritating brothers. Say, did I tell you that Ignathion’s son is visiting tomorrow? His name is Yolathion. Eighteen summers old.” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively at Aranya. “Apparently, he’s over seven feet tall.”
 
   Aranya snorted, “What are you hinting at, ever so subtly?”
 
   Zip’s eyes danced in a way that made her feel decidedly hot under the collar. “Maybe you should wear heels?” She parodied looking up at the ceiling. “Oh, Yolathion, at last I’ve met a man who it would hurt my neck to kiss.”
 
   “Zuziana of Remoy!”
 
   “I’d have him, but I’d have to drag up a ladder every time I wanted to kiss–”
 
   “You’re preposterous.”
 
   But Zuziana’s face grew sterner. “He’s bringing the Supreme Commander’s son on an official visit–Garthion. Have you met him?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Slime. I’ve met him twice.” Zip looked as though she wanted to spit. “Thinks he owns the Island-World. Definitely has an eye for the ladies. It’s open knowledge he ordered the massacre of Jeradia Island. Now, what news from faraway Immadia?”
 
   Aranya scanned the rest of the text quickly. “Ugh, look, the censor’s been busy. Father thanks me for giving some relief from the tax burden, that’s nice. The twins got their first daggers. My Mom’s pregnancy is progressing well.”
 
   “Aranya, how do you break ironwood?”
 
   “Huh?” Zip’s changes of conversational direction were the thing that would give her a neck ache, Aranya thought crossly, not some overgrown–oh, Ignathion’s son. Was this the unfolding of a strategy he had hinted at during their journey together?
 
   “Ironwood. It’s unbreakable.”
 
   Aranya muttered, “With the power of my little finger?”
 
   No way was Zuziana going to surprise that secret out of her.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: The Butcher of Jeradia
 
    
 
   As the three Dragonships of the official delegation manoeuvred over the Tower of Sylakia’s landing field, Aranya found herself thinking back to Zuziana’s words about Garthion, the son of Sylakia’s Supreme Commander, and therefore one of the most powerful men in the world. His moniker was the ‘Butcher of Jeradia’. During the invasion of Jeradia, the mechanism of the town gates had broken down, leaving Garthion and his troops waiting outside for three hours before they could make their triumphal entry to accept Jeradia’s surrender.
 
   Garthion had the entire town lined up before him. He ordered his troops to slay every second person as a punishment.
 
   Aranya wore her Immadian forked daggers openly on her belt. Perhaps the story about the windroc would deter his attention. Her stomach churned. Aranya tried to tell herself that the sense that something unpleasant was about to happen, was just a bad feeling. Her inner fires stirred fitfully, troubled and capricious.
 
   Zuziana ginned impishly up at her. “Are we wearing heels, o Princess of Tree?”
 
   “Do you ever stop fomenting trouble?”
 
   “Rarely. Keep your door locked tonight.”
 
   Two of the Dragonships descended to disgorge a bevy of richly-dressed passengers and two troops of Crimson Hammers–one hundred picked warriors, members of Sylakia’s elite regiment. The third Dragonship hovered overhead. Aranya noted the war crossbows were drawn. A row of archers kept a beady eye on proceedings.
 
   Clearly, where Garthion moved, his Hammers moved in force.
 
   Zip elbowed Aranya excitedly. “Oh, eyes left! He’s leopard. Isn’t that just leopard?”
 
   “Leopard? Where?”
 
   “Him, you silly … as in, I’d like a chunky fillet of that, lightly grilled? As in, he floats my Dragonship around the twin suns?”
 
   “I know that one,” said Aranya, smiling at Zip’s chattering.
 
   As she smiled, the uniformed young giant who was the object of her attention happened to notice her regard. His fellow-officers, obviously perplexed by his distraction, whirled and stared at the two Princesses. One of them punched the tall one on the arm.
 
   “Leopard,” Zip breathed, fanning herself discreetly. “Lean, lithe, luscious … leopard.” Aranya resisted an urge to slap her. “Oh mercy, he’s coming this way.”
 
   He had to be Ignathion’s son. The likeness was unmistakable; he was a younger, slimmer version of his father, but broad-shouldered and muscular enough to be beyond the first growth of manhood. As he approached them, Yolathion removed his helm. He was clean-shaven and angular of cheek and jowl. His eyes smouldered darkly beneath a flip of black hair.
 
   Aranya’s smile widened.
 
   Intending to tuck his helmet beneath his arm, Yolathion dropped it instead, stumbled in scooping it up and came to a skidding halt before the two Princesses. His tan face flushed. “Your smile made me drop my … uh, Aranya? You must be Aranya of Immadia?”
 
   “I am.” Aranya offered her right hand; the giant warrior seized it as though his life depended on it, blew upon her fingers, made the sign of the peace twice, and kissed her palm as though he wished to imprint his kisses upon her heart. The fire within her sighed. This was no flare, but more like a bank of coals glowing red-hot, spreading molten heat throughout her being.
 
   “You’re beautiful,” she sighed. The sharp end of Zip’s elbow rapped her ribcage. “Uh, I mean Yolathion, son of Ignathion? I’m … pleased to meet you, at last. I am Immadia. Aranya, I mean. Princess.”
 
   “Eloquent,” Zip muttered next to her elbow. 
 
   “Yolathion,” he rumbled. With endearing earnestness he added, “Princess, I’m eternally grateful to you for allowing the windroc to–ah–not rearrange more than my father’s hairstyle. Allow me to convey the appreciation of my family … my father’s consorts, my brothers, my sister and I. We thank you for your gift. It’s an extraordinary piece of artist. Artwork, I mean.” He reddened. “My tongue is as graceless as you are graceful, o Princess of Immadia.”
 
   She had the impression he had practised this speech. Yolathion’s fingers nervously traced the seating of the red plume on his helm.
 
   “Aranya,” she said. “Call me Aranya.”
 
   Zip cleared her throat.
 
   “Oh–sorry. Yolathion, may I introduce my friend Zuziana, the Princess of Remoy?”
 
   Her friend? Aranya was surprised at herself. When had that happened?
 
   Zuziana looked as though she were about to faint as he kissed her palm. Aranya was on the point of saying something sarcastic and most likely regrettable when Yolathion straightened up. By the mountains of Immadia, he was tall! Aranya was grateful for every inch of her height. And his voice! That bass of his did something inexplicable deep in her belly. She could spend hours just listening to him speak … Aranya shook herself mentally. This was crazy. She had only just met the man.
 
   “You’re tall,” he blurted out. “For a woman, I mean.”
 
   “Heels,” said Aranya.
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “But you’re taller.”
 
   Aranya desperately wanted to string a few coherent sentences together. Why act like a dazed ralti sheep now? With her eyes, she begged Zip for help. Zuziana seemed to be bottling up a most enormous snort of laughter. Aranya’s cheeks coloured even further.
 
   But before the awkward silence could develop further, Yolathion volunteered, “You must tell me how you slew the windroc, Aranya. Are those Immadian forked daggers? May I see them?”
 
   “Her story was true?” Zuziana interjected. “She really killed a windroc?”
 
   “With these,” said Yolathion, rotating the twin-bladed daggers in his fingers. Strengthened and sharpened by a secret forging process, the daggers were renowned throughout the Island-World. “My father said to inform you, my lady, that the heart is lower in the body, more toward a windroc’s stomach, than at the level of the chest where you first stabbed it. Are your wounds all healed?”
 
   “Yes, thank you. The crysglass cuts were clean and healed fast.”
 
   “Very fast, according to the physician,” he said. “You must tell me all about Immadia, Princess. And Remoy,” he added, although it was clear which one he meant. “Ah, here comes Garthion. Allow me to introduce you.”
 
   Aranya, grateful for the change of topic from her healing powers, was nonetheless displeased at this interruption.
 
   Garthion was stocky and swarthy, her height without the high heels but thrice her girth. Every movement of his body bespoke absolute, arrogant authority. His gaze, seen over her proffered hand, came from eyes of a pale, watered-down blue, which seemed to contain crystals of ice to her fire. Instead of kissing her palm, he licked it.
 
   Licked it!
 
   Aranya started to wipe her hand on her skirts, before stopping herself cold with a shudder.
 
   “I see they’re making women in your size now, Yolathion,” he commented. “You’ll have to tell me what that’s like. I am Garthion, First War-Hammer of Sylakia, firstborn of the Supreme Commander himself. Look kindly upon me, ladies, and it shall go well with your kingdoms.”
 
   He bowed slightly over Zuziana’s hand and repeated the vile palm-licking exercise. Aranya found herself wincing on Zip’s behalf. She could have slapped Garthion for his clumsy attempt at intimidation.
 
   “Remoy,” he sneered. “You and I need to talk about taxes. Your family has reneged on my share of late.” He turned to Aranya with an unctuous smile. “I wish to view these famous artworks of yours. I will visit you in your chambers after dinner. Perhaps I can persuade you to paint my portrait?”
 
   Aranya inclined her head graciously. “As you wish, First War-Hammer.”
 
   “See you at dinner.”
 
   To his departing back, Aranya murmured, “I’d rather paint a slug …”
 
   At exactly the same moment, Zip spat, “I think I’m going to puke.”
 
   “Ladies,” said Yolathion. “You must excuse me, but I have duties to perform, settling in the firstborn scion of the realm in a manner fitting to his station.”
 
   But Aranya saw a wry smile touch his lips. The nuances in his delivery told her exactly what he thought of Garthion’s behaviour.
 
   He clicked his boots together and made to depart.
 
   “Wait!” Aranya blurted out. “Will you escort me–us, rather–to dinner, Yolathion?”
 
   She wished the Cloudlands would rise and wreath her to cover her chagrin. A desperate reach for the moons, Princess of Immadia!
 
   But Yolathion executed a military about-turn. With an engaging grin, he said, “You just saved me too, Princess.”
 
   And he almost fumbled his helm a second time.
 
   “That went nicely,” Zuziana cooed at Aranya, making a silly face.
 
   “Don’t you say a word!”
 
   “Dazzle him again with your smile and he’ll walk slap into a wall for you.”
 
   “Zip, you’re a pocket Dragon, I swear.”
 
   But, for the first time since her incarceration, Aranya felt light-hearted. What Beri or King Beran would say to a romance with a Sylakian officer, she could easily imagine. But Sylakians couldn’t be all bad–he wasn’t even Sylakian. She remembered Ignathion talking about his family’s roots on Jeradia Island, the same Island where Garthion had carried out his butchery. They had moved from Jeradia the previous century when Ignathion’s ancestor relocated to Sylakia to find work as a stonemason.
 
   He was the enemy.
 
   Her heart winged away over the Cloudlands regardless.
 
   * * * *
 
   A massive storm roared in and crashed around the Tower of Sylakia that evening, drowning out even the efforts of the rajals, who seemed strangely agitated. Forked lightning struck the Tower over and over, making Aranya glance nervously up at the vaulted stained glass windows of the dining hall, half expecting the storm to explode through. She did not know if it was the presence of a hundred red-robed Crimson Hammers around the perimeter of the hall, or Garthion and his brooding glances, that made her feel so jittery.
 
   Aranya jumped as the lamps and candles flared around the room. Nerves, girl. Control the fire!
 
   She apologised five times to Yolathion.
 
   She danced the traditional fourth-course interlude with him, but felt clumsy because neither of them knew the other’s style–they danced it differently in Immadia. She wished he would have taken a stronger lead. Did he notice the heat radiating from her body? He kept looking at her a little askance. She picked half-heartedly at the different dishes. The food tasted like ash on her tongue. Her nerves and misgivings, combined with a sense of evil abroad and the feelings of her treacherous heart toward Yolathion, made a part of Aranya long for the evening to end soon.
 
   Another part wished it would never end. Once he conquered his nerves, Yolathion was charming and not nearly as stern as she had imagined–an altogether sunnier personality than his father, she realised, when he allowed his true self to peek out from behind that military exterior. He had her and Zuziana in stitches over his description of a prank he had played on his father involving a pot of glue and Ignathion’s combat boots.
 
   Later, Garthion sat for a preliminary sketch in her chambers and made snide innuendoes in her direction for the duration of the most teeth-grinding half-hour of her life. Aranya knew something was badly wrong when Beri pretended to trip to put out a fire brewing beneath the drapes with a pitcher of prekki-fruit juice.
 
   “Clumsy fool,” sniffed Garthion.
 
   Aranya’s inner response crisped the corners of her sketch paper.
 
   Afterward, she excused herself and went straight to bed.
 
   She dreamed of standing on the highest tower of Immadia’s castle, confronting the storm, her fire raging against the lightning, her screams defying the thunderclaps, a rebellious inferno seething up into her throat and spilling out … and felt Beri’s hand upon her shoulder, urgency in her voice, warning her about a fire blazing in an empty corner of her chambers. She slept. The storm changed, the great thunderheads morphing into a many-headed Black Dragon, as vast and wide as the sky. Its roaring shook her world to its foundations, shattering the cliffs of her Island and battering her mind until it drove her into shrieking insanity.
 
   Beri shook her again. Fire crackled in the corners of the room.
 
   After that, Aranya could not sleep.
 
   “You’re burning up, petal,” said Beri.
 
   “Do you think I’m going crazy, Beri?”
 
   “I think you might be sick. Let me mix you some feverbane.”
 
   Aranya sat on her bed, holding her knees. She rocked back and forth. Maybe she was sick. Maybe the power wasn’t trying to consume her from within. How, if a person held so much fire within her, did she not simply burn up?
 
   She pictured the Black Dragon from her dream. She could never paint him. If she did, he might come alive off the canvas.
 
   The feverbane helped. But Aranya forced herself to stay awake.
 
   After breakfast, taken in her chambers, Yolathion appeared at her door to request that she accompany him for a morning stroll around the Tower. He wore his combat armour. The breastplate was immaculate and his boots polished to a spotless sheen. This time there was no incident with the helmet. He had left it behind.
 
   Ignoring the dangerous glint in Beri’s eye, Aranya accepted his invitation with glee, even though she felt unwell.
 
   Yolathion seemed to know his way around the Tower of Sylakia. Shortly, they exited the building just south of the Last Walk. Aranya had never been so grateful for crisp air upon her cheek. The morning had that unmatched freshness of a storm’s aftermath. The rajals growled and purred in their stone moat. Bald vultures picked busily at a carcass almost beneath the rajals’ noses. Cheeky hummingbirds darted around the massive, shallow stone planters that housed thousands of the red Sylakian fireflowers, which bloomed all year round.
 
   Yolathion led her solicitously around the shattered roof tiles scattering the granite flagstones. He seemed concerned she might slip on a damp patch of rock. Telling herself it was only a pretence of need, Aranya leaned on his strong arm–too good an opportunity to miss. She could barely have kept on her feet otherwise.
 
   “You seem recovered from last night,” he said, after they had chatted in inconsequentialities for a half-circuit of the Tower.
 
   “Actually, I’m dosed up to the eyeballs with feverbane–and feeling faint,” said Aranya.
 
   “Shall we sit awhile?”
 
   Aranya eyed the walkway, which seemed to sway uneasily. She felt airsick–and she had never been airsick in her life. Whatever was the matter with her? She let Yolathion lead her to a stone bench. Aranya settled on the stone thinking she should simply lie down to try to absorb some of its coolness. His hand touched her brow.
 
   “By the Islands!” he gasped. “Aranya … Princess!”
 
   “Can I lay my head on your lap?”
 
   She did not care if it was an unthinkable breach of protocol. Yolathion shifted to accommodate her. Lowering her head, Aranya’s stomach heaved. She lurched forward, vomiting her breakfast down his leg and all over his boots.
 
   “Oh … oh, sorry.” Aranya moaned as her stomach clenched. More flooded out of her mouth. “Oh, Yolathion …”
 
   “You’re ill. You’ve a raging fever,” he said, holding her gently. “Come. Back to your chambers, now, Immadia.”
 
   “I don’t think–”
 
   Her world lurched. “No problem.” Aranya realised he had lifted her with no apparent effort. She put her arms around his neck. Resting her head on his shoulder, she concentrated on not throwing up all over him again.
 
   Halfway back around the outside of the Tower, Aranya groaned. Yolathion had the presence of mind to aim her at a nearby bush.
 
   After an interminable time of bobbing against his shoulder, her nostrils filled with the redolence of a warrior’s leather and metal body armour, she heard knocking at a door.
 
   “We’ve not said the promise banns yet,” she sighed.
 
   Yolathion chuckled. “I’m not depositing you outside of your doorway, Princess. Straight into bed with you. We shall wink at tradition.”
 
   “Oh. You’re a dreadful seducer …”
 
   Beri said, “The Princess?”
 
   “She’s ill. Delirious,” said Yolathion. “A high fever. Best get more feverwort into her. I’ll have ice fetched from the kitchens. They’ll have had nets out for the hail last night.”
 
   “And several buckets,” said Beri.
 
   Buckets? Buckets of water for the fires she might spark? Or for her rebellious stomach?
 
   Aranya sighed as her head touched the cool pillow-roll. For a moment her fingers clung to the nape of Yolathion’s neck, before her hand flopped onto the bed.
 
   She wept at the loss.
 
   * * * *
 
   By the evening of the third day after being taken ill, Aranya felt greatly improved. Anything was better than hanging wretchedly over a bucket while her intestines tried to turn themselves inside-out. She had even managed a little painting that afternoon.
 
   As she walked down to the dining hall with Beri, she asked, for the tenth time, “Zip hasn’t been … she hasn’t called by?”
 
   “No,” said Beri. “That little scrap’s probably just busy with her other friends. You know how fickle she is.”
 
   But when everyone at dinner claimed not to have seen her for days, Aranya knew something was wrong. Badly wrong.
 
   She ran.
 
   “Get help!” she yelled over her shoulder, exiting the hall.
 
   She rebuked herself for an idiot. All those feelings. All that uneasiness–it was as clear as crysglass to her, now. She sprinted upstairs and along the corridors. Her slippers smacked the floor, helter-skelter. She cannoned off a corner. Sobbing. Panting. Pumping her arms and legs as she flew along those endless, dingy corridors. Wildfire burned in her throat. Aranya sprinted on the wings of a conflagration. A curtained alcove ignited with a soft whomp! She sprinted by.
 
   Selfish, Aranya, she screamed inwardly. The illness. All things Yolathion. Stupid, prekki-fruit mush-brain, what had she been thinking? An open threat about Remoy’s taxes. Garthion was the key. He had done something to her friend. Aranya’s gut twisted and knotted at her anguish. She careened around the final corner.
 
   She skidded to a halt outside Zip’s door. It had been guarded that night. What had happened? Why had nobody else noticed?
 
   Her hand hesitated on the door handle.
 
   Pressing open the door, Aranya saw Zuziana lying abed. She lay terribly still. A stench pervaded the room. Death. All around Zip, the sheets were soaked with blood. There was so much blood, it had dripped through the mattress and marked a trail toward the doorway. Bloody boot-prints stamped the floor and rugs. She bit her knuckles. Her senses took in the details, but her mind was too numbed to process them. A man lay beside the bathroom door–a Tower guard, his head skewed at an impossible angle. Rats scattered at her approach. Zuziana lying so crumpled, so torn, her dress shredded across her torso, the crusted mess of blood-sodden cloth …
 
   The girl moved. A moan issued from her lips.
 
   Aranya gasped.
 
   This was Garthion’s doing. It had to be. Garthion and his perverted palm-licking. Garthion’s vile whispers. Aranya knew she had to help Zuziana, but horror rooted her feet to the stone. She could not move. Zip must have lain here for three days. Much of the blood was dry; darkened. How could she still be alive? Poor, broken Zip.
 
   Abruptly, as though tugged by an unseen leash, she jerked her legs into motion.
 
   Leaning over the bed, Aranya laid her hand on Zuziana’s brow and gave what she had. It was little. Just strength, just a stirring of healing. She spoke to her, words she could not recall afterward. Suddenly Beri rushed into the room. Moments later, Nelthion arrived with a physician in tow, who took one look at the Princess’ condition and shook his head.
 
   “It’ll take a miracle,” he said. But he bent to his work.
 
   That evening, Aranya force-fed herself on sweet fruits and cake and then tried to heal Zuziana again. She was stronger, this time. But the effort drained her more. She wished she knew something, anything, about what she was doing, or even how. After Beri showed her how to work pulped fruit down Zuziana’s throat, she whiled away the hours–eleven hours of daylight and sixteen of night in this season–feeding her friend and encouraging her to fight. She tried to heal her whenever she had the strength. Was it helping? She despaired.
 
   They arranged to move Zip into Aranya’s room to better take care of her.
 
   Looking down at Zip’s ruined, bandaged body, Beri whispered, “A whipping like that, Aranya? I don’t know if she’ll make it. But the physician said–the only blessing, if any can be found in this–that there was no other abuse, only the whip.”
 
   “He aimed to disfigure,” said Aranya, shaking. “I saw ribs through her skin, Beri! What kind of man, what evil …”
 
   Her maidservant shook her head. “May he fall into a Cloudlands volcano and burn to ashes.”
 
   “What about those nightmares Zip’s been having?” Aranya rubbed her eyes. Using so much healing power had made her so tired, she wobbled on her feet and had to hold the bedpost for support. “She’ll give me nightmares–screaming about burning red eyes–Beri, is it me? Is she afraid of me? My fire?”
 
   “Could be, petal.” But Beri’s blunt honesty came tempered with a gentle hand on Aranya’s arm. “Don’t blame yourself. It’s more likely the torture.”
 
   One person dreaming about Dragons and fire was enough. Aranya hoped she had not infected her friend, too.
 
   The following day, when Aranya asked the physician why he had not stitched Zip’s wounds, he told her that there was not enough skin left to stitch together. Later, when Aranya laid her hands on Zuziana, she concentrated very hard on thinking about how the skin should regrow and heal over the trenches criss-crossing her chest and stomach.
 
   She finished Garthion’s portrait that evening. Beri’s hand flew to her heart when she saw it. “You’ve captured the spirit of his cruelty, Aranya,” she said. “I’m not sure it’s wise to show that to anyone.”
 
   Aranya scowled at the wall as though her gaze would melt the stone. “Beri, I dreamed about the Black Dragon again last night. Where do you think powers like mine come from? Do you think there was a connection between that dream, my illness and what happened to Zuziana? Am I growing unstable?”
 
   “So that’s why you were talking in your sleep.”
 
   “You put out a fire, Beri. I smelled it this morning.”
 
   “I did, petal. That I did.” Beri shook her head. “I only wish your mother had told us more about herself, Aranyi. I’m afraid the guards here will start to talk. Nelthion runs a tight Dragonship, but all it takes is one word …”
 
   Two days later, Zuziana opened her eyes for the first time. The physician, who was unwrapping the bandages from her chest, called Beri and Aranya over. Then he caught his breath.
 
   “New skin,” he explained. “Look here, and here … amazing. I’ve never seen the like. But it’s good. Very good.”
 
   “Where am I?” asked Zip.
 
   “Here, in my room.”
 
   She whispered something. Beri leaned in close to listen.
 
   “What did she say?” asked Aranya.
 
   “She asked if she still has breasts.” She stroked Zuziana’s cheek. “You’ll get better, petal. You’ll see.”
 
   Tears spilled freely down Aranya’s cheeks.
 
   From that day on, the Princess of Remoy began to recover–but the process was slow and painful, even though Aranya healed her repeatedly. The Zip who emerged was subdued and spoke little. She would say nothing about what she had endured. She did not weep, but there was a lingering sadness in her eyes that Aranya yearned to lift.
 
   * * * *
 
   “Ooh, Dragons,” said Zip, chewing thoughtfully on a chunk of dried haribol fruit as she peered at the painting Aranya was working on.
 
   “Ooh, highly illegal,” said Aranya. “Don’t look.”
 
   Zuziana started to snort, but a piece of the violently tart fruit–Aranya refused to eat haribol–stuck in her throat. Aranya swooped in and thwacked her on the back.
 
   “Ouch! You’re stronger than you think, Immadia.”
 
   “Sorry, Remoy,” Aranya wiped her brow, paintbrush in hand.
 
   She wished the old fizz would return to Zuziana’s personality. Now, a month after her ordeal, the diminutive Princess just dropped her gaze and went back to chewing that gum-frazzling fruit with a blank expression on her face. Aranya wondered if she ate haribol to punish herself. How could she think that whipping was her fault? She had overheard Zip and Beri whispering one night after the Princess awoke, whimpering.
 
   She had all sorts of nasty, creative thoughts about what she’d like to do to Garthion, given half a chance.
 
   “Aranya,” Zuziana whispered. “Fire.”
 
   Sighing, Aranya popped the paintbrush into her water-cup to put out the fire. It was ruined. Just one hot thought had ignited the brush. She tried to ignore how Zuziana shrank from her when the fire manifested.
 
   Fire came to her all too easily, recently.
 
   Zuziana said, “You’ll learn to control it, Aranya. I know you will. Maybe if you thought about Dragons less, the fire wouldn’t appear?”
 
   She picked another paintbrush to chew on. “Hmm.”
 
   “You have a thing for Dragons.”
 
   “I’ve a thing for an enemy officer. I threw up all over him last I saw him, Zip. Now he’s off campaigning against pirates. He’ll be gone for months.”
 
   “Meantime, this Princess I know spends ten hours getting a Dragon’s haunches exactly right. That, my friend, counts as a thing.”
 
   Heat flared in Aranya’s cheeks. “You imp!” Reflexively, she dunked her paintbrush in the water. It sizzled. “I do not have a thing for Dragons. How’s your chest?”
 
   “Not as fine as a Dragon’s mighty chest. But it’ll do–I’ve you to thank for that.”
 
   “You don’t mind having a friend … a weird friend?”
 
   Aranya thought she might make a joke, but Zip only said, very softly, “You were the one who came for me. That’s worth a million times weird.”
 
   Aranya had to duck her head to wipe her eyes on her sleeve. “Uh–Beri said she’d never seen a Princess of Immadia lose her dignity so fast.” A deep, ragged breath steadied her inner fires. “Zip, what do you think happened to all the Dragons? They lived with us; lived among Humans until a hundred years ago. Then they just vanished. The stories were wiped out as thoroughly as the Dragons. All the Dragon lore-books and scrolls were banned and burned; the last Dragons driven away or killed. What happened? What went wrong?”
 
   “I don’t know,” said Zuziana. She twisted her hands in her lap, but suddenly her blue eyes appeared to brighten. “But I do know Remoy would be the place to ask. We had the last Dragon. Remoy’s always loved the old ways. It was only when the Sylakians invaded that the old Green Dragon was found in the deep forests of the interior. It took two whole Hammers to defeat him. He killed thirty-two men. They thought it so glorious, Aranya. He was old, blind and could not fly.”
 
   Aranya digested this for a long time before she asked, “Zip, the dates in my head don’t add up. How many summers have you spent here in the Tower?”
 
   “Only two,” she said. “My older sister died here. Blood fever. I’m her substitute.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “I wished I had died, too, Aranya. But then I realised they’d only demand another member of my family. Maybe it’s better this way.”
 
   Aranya could think of nothing to say to this, so she resumed painting.
 
   Zip was right. She packed away the Dragon. It would only end up roaring at her in her dreams.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: Changeling
 
    
 
   With the arrival of spring, three months after the attack on Zuziana, Supreme Commander Thoralian organised a banquet to be held at the Tower of Sylakia in honour of his conquest of the Island-World north of the Rift. It was rumoured he intended to announce his impending invasion of Herimor, and to make a spectacle of two notorious pirates, forcing them to walk the Last Walk.
 
   Aranya would unveil her portrait of his son Garthion at the banquet.
 
   She dreamed vividly and often of the great Black Dragon, but could not understand what he was roaring at her. Every time she thought of Garthion’s impending arrival at the Tower, Aranya burned something–clothes, hangings, or one of her paintings. Often, small whirlwinds of fire developed in the corners of rooms she was in. She saw Beri and Zip watching her wide-eyed. But she had no choice. She could not escape. She would have to attend the Supreme Commander’s ball. Every exile who attended would be chained to a Sylakian warrior, so that escape was impossible. That was Nelthion’s command.
 
   Only Zuziana was excused. Beri had negotiated her release from the evening on the grounds of ill health. Zip did not say it, but Aranya knew her friend would rather die than face Garthion again.
 
   “Immadia was not invited,” Aranya groaned.
 
   “But I’ve arranged a surprise for you.”
 
   She gazed at Zuziana, eyebrows raised. “What? I thought you were going into hiding?”
 
   “I am. Wear your new heels.”
 
   “You haven’t stopped teasing me about Ignathion and Yolathion’s attendance, Zip. Is your family coming from Remoy?”
 
   She shook her head, and withdrew like a mountain tortoise into her shell.
 
   On the eve of the banquet, Aranya could not stop fidgeting. She wore a fine Helyon silk gown which matched the amethyst of her eyes, floor-length even over the stylish and no doubt outrageously expensive four-inch heels Zuziana had directed Beri to purchase, over Aranya’s protests. She positively towered over Beri and her friend–not that she could see them. To her great disquiet, Zip had blindfolded her.
 
   “Wait here,” she had instructed.
 
   Aranya fretted.
 
   What luckless guard of Nelthion’s cohort would she draw for the evening? And what dancing could she manage, chained to a fully-armed escort?
 
   The door opened and creaked shut.
 
   Footsteps approached. Boots, she thought, swallowing down the fires of fear. Unseen hands fitted the prescribed chain about her waist and left wrist. She heard the clicking of oiled locks being snapped shut. Why the mystery? What had Zuziana arranged? Did she hear breathing above her? Above her height?
 
   “Incomparable Immadia,” a voice whispered in her ear. Her right palm tingled at the customary three kisses. “We meet again.”
 
   Aranya shivered right down to her toes. “Yolathion!”
 
   She blinked as he removed the blindfold. “Aye,” he rumbled. “Will you consent to accompany me to this ball, Princess Aranya?”
 
   A brilliant smile lifted the corners of her mouth. “What choice has this poor captive, o dread pirate?”
 
   The deep tan of his skin made his grin flash unexpectedly. Aranya was grateful for that, because the way he overshadowed her was not entirely comforting. He said, “Nay, forsooth, for I hold thee chained aboard my Dragonship, o maiden most fair, bound for exotic Isles hid beyond the farthest horizons. Treacherous Remoy hath betrayed thee into my hand. As truly as I live, never again shall our ways be parted.”
 
   “I tremble, thou monster.”
 
   “I heard about Princess Zuziana,” he said. “Is she recovered enough to attend?”
 
   “Not enough, but she’s much better. Thank you for asking.”
 
   Yolathion tugged lightly on her chain. “Walk with me, Aranya. My father had you fifteen days in captivity. I have only just begun.”
 
   Flame stole into her belly at his words. Were all Sylakians like this, she wondered, glorying in the subjugation of the Islands? He said it flippantly. But how much truth lay behind his smiles? How much had Ignathion primed him–because if she judged the father correctly, Yolathion would not have been left uninformed about the Princess of Immadia.
 
   She could not expunge the image of Zuziana’s broken, bloodied body from her memory.
 
   So the banquet and the dancing became a strange time for her. Aranya felt somehow a traitor to Immadia, to her father and brothers and the Immadian people. Her volatile feelings swung from the pleasure of being with Yolathion to utter despair. What future could a political exile have with a rising star of the Sylakian realm? Could she hope that the exiles would one day be freed? The system of hostage-taking was nothing more than an archaic, unnecessary affectation of the Sylakian overlords. What had they to fear save Herimor? And no-one expected an invasion from there.
 
   She spent a pleasant hour reacquainting herself with First War-Hammer Ignathion. Did his eyes glitter when he saw Aranya chained to his son? Ignathion introduced her to his two heavily made-up consorts, who were wearing traditional Sylakian gowns in deep red. She was pleased to be half a head taller than either of them, for their evident jealousy seemed only a little mollified by Yolathion’s presence at her side. But at one point in the conversation, like a squall striking unexpectedly out of the Cloudlands, Ignathion said:
 
   “There’s a rumour doing the rounds in Sylakia, Aranya, that no-one who paints like you can be of mortal stock. They’re saying you have powers. Some wonder who she is who resides in the Tower of Sylakia, who commands fire and lightning and storms.”
 
   Aranya manufactured a laugh. “And I fly over the Cloudlands by night in the form of a monstrous bat?”
 
   But the oil lanterns in the great hall flared in cadence with her words.
 
   Ignathion’s consorts exchanged glances.
 
   Later, just before she was to present the portrait, Aranya caught sight of the two women moving away from Garthion’s table. Had they spoken to him? About what–an Immadian enchantress? What did this portend? The fires churned afresh in her stomach.
 
   Sparky. Trust her mother to choose such a fitting nickname. How could she have known?
 
   All of the glittering notables of Sylakia were present at the Supreme Commander’s banquet. Few leaders, nobles and royalty from the other Islands had been invited. Reds and burgundies dominated the colour choices for the evening, from the ladies in their Sylakian evening gowns, flared from the waist into a wide train, to the hundred elite Crimson Hammers guarding the room in their black uniforms and red cloaks. Yolathion wore his dress uniform, highly polished black combat boots and black gloves. A ceremonial silver hammer hung from his belt. But his cloak was amethyst in keeping with her chosen colour for the evening. A brave choice, Aranya thought, wondering what it signified. Five medals of bravery and two of honour decorated Yolathion’s chest.
 
   What passed for honour amongst Sylakians? Aranya held her head high. She was a Princess of Immadia.
 
   The blast of a trump cut through the babble.
 
   “Come,” said Yolathion. “It’s your turn.”
 
   There had been speeches–mercifully brief speeches–between each of the courses of the magnificent banquet. Perhaps a long speech earned a hammer-blow to the toes. Aranya felt dizzy and grateful for Yolathion’s presence as he led her up to the small stage, which had been installed for the occasion. She eyed the large lampstands at the rear of the stage with trepidation. The lights beckoned her, seducing her senses, kindling the powers within her.
 
   She had considered calling her work The Butcher of Jeradia. It would have been apt. Instead, she had left it untitled.
 
   Garthion waited on stage. His father Thoralian sat in the seat of honour, front and centre. His dark eyes hinted at dark, unspoken emotions as she passed by. ‘Immadia’ she heard someone hiss. And, ‘enchantress.’ Clearly, little had been forgiven or forgotten. Aranya stiffened her back. She would represent Immadia with honour.
 
   The herald, dressed in unrelenting crimson, looked like a blot of blood onstage. He raised his arms for silence.
 
   A touch awkwardly, given the chain linking her to Yolathion’s right wrist, the Immadian Princess and her escort ascended to the platform.
 
   Clearing her throat, Aranya pitched her voice to carry out into the hall. “I have not lived many summers upon the Island-World. Those I remember were consumed with the battle between the forces of Sylakia and Immadia,” she said, grateful that her voice remained clear and steady. “In the fall of last year, First War-Hammer Ignathion brought King Beran’s resistance to an end, thus completing Sylakia’s conquest of the realms north of Herimor and the Rift.”
 
   A great roar of approval from the throng startled her into silence. The Sylakians stamped their boots and thundered their fists on the tables, making the fine porcelain leap about. A crystal glass shattered somewhere further back in the hall. At length, the herald beckoned for calm.
 
   “I am honoured to represent the Kingdom of Immadia before you today–”
 
   “Slave!” someone yelled.
 
   A round of cruel laughter echoed amongst the rafters. Yolathion touched her elbow as if wishing to transfer strength to her.
 
   “Without further ado,” she announced, bright of cheek and pulsating of heart, “I give you my portrait of Garthion, son of the Supreme Commander.”
 
   She tugged the cover off the painting.
 
   At exactly the same moment, driven to a fever pitch by her surging emotions, the two lamps behind the stage burst into flames. Everyone in the room gasped as one. Perhaps they thought it planned.
 
   The painting was a half-length portrait of Garthion in his Hammers dress uniform, drawing back his arm to strike, but he held a whip in his hand rather than a Sylakian war hammer. Behind his head, deliberately drawn in a similar posture, was the head and body of a windroc striking with its claws, wings outspread, although their victim was off-canvas. She had blended the two torsos together, so that they seemed to belong to one creature.
 
   “Extraordinary,” breathed Yolathion.
 
   Garthion seemed taken aback. He stared at himself; after a time, however, Aranya saw a perverse smile creep around the edges of his mouth. He said, “I see authority and strength in this man. You’ve captured my power perfectly.”
 
   What others saw as cruelty, the Sylakian viewed as strength and authority. Aranya exhaled. Now she knew she must go through with her plan.
 
   The Supreme Commander began a slow boot-tramp of approval. The sound picked up in the hall until the rafters rang once more. Aranya bowed her head stiffly and held her palm upward to acknowledge the crowd’s approval.
 
   Garthion drew unexpectedly close. He hissed, “So, this is what slavery means, Princess of Immadia. I see you have understood the lesson well.”
 
   Aranya touched her tongue to her lips. “My lord, I haven’t told you how the painting was executed. You have probably noticed how deep and dark is the red of your robes. I used real blood mixed in with the red paint to create the precise effect. It will continue to darken with age.”
 
   “Real blood? How innovative. You’ve produced a masterpiece.”
 
   “My lord, all of the blood in this painting came from the Princess of Remoy. I hope you like it.”
 
   Garthion’s whole body jolted, but his reply was cool. “I do indeed, Immadia.”
 
   Aranya sensed that she had touched the core of something deep and abhorrent within the man; he indicated nothing outwardly, but his animosity was roused toward her. This challenge to his authority would not go unpunished.
 
   She shuddered.
 
   * * * *
 
   “That was foolish,” Yolathion remonstrated with her. “You’ve made yourself a very powerful and dangerous enemy.”
 
   Just outside the doors of the banqueting hall, chained to him, Aranya had no choice but to stand and listen. “How is what he did acceptable, Yolathion? Tell me that.”
 
   “Aranya. You’ve a fever again. Please.”
 
   “I’m mad, that’s what!”
 
   “There are different rules for the son of the Supreme Commander.”
 
   She almost choked. “You’re defending him? That sadistic–”
 
   “Hush.” Yolathion covered her mouth with his hand. Aranya bit his finger, not gently, but he did not relent. He said, “Here he comes now. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll apologise.”
 
   Her anger burned against Yolathion. But for Garthion, she knew only hatred.
 
   “Yolathion,” said his superior, “a word with you concerning the security arrangements for this evening.”
 
   They drew aside to an alcove, Aranya following like a chained pet. She heard a dull thud. Aranya froze.
 
   Yolathion’s eyes rolled up in his head. He collapsed, dragging her down on top of him. She realised he had been struck with a hammer. Aranya kicked out and began to scream, but a warrior’s hand clapped a cloth over her mouth. A sickly sweet smell filled her nostrils; her head spun.
 
   “Hurry.”
 
   A posse of Crimson Hammers surrounded them. They were swiftly dragged onto a square of canvas. Strong hands gripped the edges. They jogged deeper into the Tower–not far, because the next thing Aranya knew, was they were in a room. There was a bare bed, no mattress. The door slammed. Aranya had no doubt a dozen Sylakian Hammers stood without, ready to repulse any curious guests from the Supreme Commander’s ball.
 
   The warriors dumped Yolathion and Aranya together upon the floor.
 
   “Strip her,” said Garthion. “I’m going to teach this Immadian wretch a lesson she’ll never forget. First the father, now the daughter. Will Immadia never learn?”
 
   Aranya’s head cleared. She sensed this was a plan well executed. She lay on her Jeradian flame’s lap, still chained to him. But there were warriors all around her, burly men who knew how to grip her arms and legs so that she could not fight back. A dagger ripped the cloth of her sleeve. Another started on the hem of her long dress. She balled up her fists and tried to wrench her arms loose.
 
   “Garthion,” groaned Yolathion. “What are you doing?”
 
   “This Immadian whore is an enchantress,” he replied. “I intend to extract a confession out of her. She might be beautiful now, but she won’t be by the time I’m through with her.”
 
   Yolathion was speaking next to her ear, but Aranya heard nothing over the crackling in her ears caused by Garthion’s words. Flames hissed into being, roused by the pitch of her dread and distress. A whirlwind of fire sprang to life and whirled briefly in the corner of the room.
 
   “See?” Garthion shouted.
 
   Beneath her, she felt the giant warrior’s body tense.
 
   The perverse pleasure writ on Garthion’s face as he uncoiled the whip was unbearable. Aranya bucked, fighting the restraining hands and the chains, but they were too many and too strong. Her skin prickled unbearably as the fire fought to find a chink in her armour. She flailed; fabric ripped along her torso.
 
   Yolathion bravely tried to raise his silver hammer. Would he defend her? “Aranya?” he asked. “Is this accusation true?”
 
   He would not defend her.
 
   Heat gathered within her as though superheated winds blew into her body from all directions, a furnace of white heat building in her torso, sparks spitting off her fingertips and from her eyes. One of the men holding her jerked back with a shout as his tunic burst into flame with a soft ‘whoosh.’ Aranya tried desperately to deny the blaze, but her fear for her life had fuelled its savage domination. Wildfire ravaged her being. Somewhere, the Black Dragon roared at her.
 
   Garthion cracked the whip across her torso. “Take that!”
 
   A weal of pain seared her body. The flames surged. Aranya realised she was roaring like that Dragon. Roaring her fury.
 
   Yolathion. She’d kill Yolathion!
 
   No!
 
   Aranya rammed the fire outward.
 
   The concussion blasted the bed up against the wall. It blew the door off its hinges. Garthion, sheathed in flame, was slammed into the opposite wall with appalling force. The warriors holding Aranya’s arms and legs fared even worse.
 
   She faded.
 
   Somewhere, far in the distance, she heard a voice say, “You melted my boots.”
 
   * * * *
 
   When Aranya’s eyes cracked open, it was to light upon the stars nestled between Jade’s crescent arms. A night bird flew by overhead. She saw that she wore the remains of her dress, and a mountain of chains.
 
   For the first time in her life, she felt cold.
 
   Torchlight flickered nearby. Drawn by the light, she turned her head on the cold stone. A grim throng rolled into view. Mostly Sylakians, they wore heavy red robes against the pre-dawn cold. She realised where she lay.
 
   The Last Walk.
 
   “We await the hour of judgement.”
 
   Her eyes flicked to Yolathion. He stood ramrod-straight nearby; it was he who had spoken, but his voice had never sounded so devoid of life, Aranya thought. She could not speak. Her mouth was stuffed full of cloth. A rope tied it in place, pulling her lips back cruelly. They would not care for the comfort of a proven enchantress.
 
   All she could do was watch and wait.
 
   She would fly.
 
   Now there was an irony.
 
   Slowly, a perversely exquisite dawn fired the eastern sky. The stars became indistinct. The crowd stirred slightly to allow Beri, Zuziana and Nelthion through to the front. Aranya could not bear what she saw in their faces. She closed her eyes.
 
   Her thoughts were choked with regrets. The dawn, her last dawn, had never seemed so evocative. She feared to watch it.
 
   But when boots tapped the flagstones, approaching her, Aranya opened her eyes. From a distance of twenty feet or more, the Supreme Commander glared at her. It was a cold comfort that he kept such a distance for his safety. Aranya could not have summoned so much as a puff of smoke. Her inner fires were mute.
 
   “My son lives,” he announced.
 
   The crowd murmured. Aranya let out a breath she had not known she was holding.
 
   The Sylakian spat, “But you burned him, Immadian enchantress. You cast the fires of your magic into his face and burned his sight from him. You killed four Sylakian Hammers.” The Supreme Commander addressed the crowd. “The penalty for an enchantress is death. The penalty for burning my son is death. Accordingly, I sentence you, Aranya, Princess of Immadia, to walk the Last Walk until your body is seen to fall into the Cloudlands. May there be nothing left for the vultures to pick over.”
 
   Silently, Yolathion limped to her side. Aranya wondered how badly he was hurt. She had tried to protect him; trying to direct the fire outward while shielding him with her own person. Yolathion untied the rope and pulled the wadding of cloth out of her mouth. He helped her stand up. But he immediately put his dagger to her throat.
 
   Yolathion proclaimed, “Let the last words of the condemned be heard.”
 
   What could she say?
 
   Aranya’s mouth was terribly dry. She rasped, “I regret not killing the Butcher of Jeradia as he so richly deserves.” Well, that certainly captured their attention. “Beri, you were a mother to me when I had none. Zip, a beautiful friend, when I had none. Take care of each other. Please tell my family–” she choked up. What could she tell them? “Tell them how much I love them, and how much I wished I could fly.”
 
   She turned to face the Last Walk.
 
   Yolathion put his hand on her shoulder. At the end of the walkway, Aranya saw a block of stone with a chain attached to it. They really wanted to be sure she’d drop straight into the Cloudlands, she thought. The old stories still held weight. No graceful dive off the edge for her. No enchantress transforming herself into a bird and flying away.
 
   It should have been called the longest walk.
 
   Ten Crimson Hammers processed with her and Yolathion. Perhaps they thought she’d make a break for the rajal pit. Her feet brought her alongside the block of stone. Her body and her mind seemed to belong on different Islands.
 
   Yolathion knelt, clearly in some discomfort, to fit the manacle depending from the stone about her ankles, locking them together. “I’m sorry, Aranya,” he said, unexpectedly.
 
   “Me too. I think I could have loved you, Yolathion. But your loyalty and your heart lie with Sylakia. I could never love that.”
 
   Her words hurt him; she read it in his eyes. Just another regret she would shortly leave behind.
 
   Yolathion lifted her in his arms. Two of his fellows hefted the block.
 
   “On the count of three,” he said. “One … two … three.”
 
   He tossed Aranya over the edge.
 
   * * * *
 
   The heavy block yanked her feet downward. The watching faces receded at an incredible speed. Suddenly Aranya was alone in the world, plummeting from the Island of Sylakia, bound for the Cloudlands far, far below. The air whistled in her ears. Her eyes watered with the wind’s buffeting.
 
   The unending fall matched her fall from grace. Once, she had been a Princess of Immadia. Then, Ignathion’s captive, and later, a hostage in the Tower of Sylakia. Now she was captive to the physical forces of nature. She might live to find solid ground beneath the Cloudlands–at least, for the fraction of time she would have to realise she had struck rock or earth, before she died. She might not make it that far, choking to death long before she passed through the clouds. She might fall forever.
 
   Her headscarf tore loose. The wind whipped her hair above her head. The rushing in her ears became louder and louder. Her dress, sliced apart by Garthion’s stooges, flapped upward behind her.
 
   But she was free. She was flying.
 
   Aranya had dreamed such a dream, only in those dreams she was flying across the Cloudlands, dodging the puffy white thunderheads and arcing gracefully around cloud towers and monuments and diving into cloud valleys, circling the moons at will and never falling like she was falling now.
 
   She was free, because the world no longer mattered. Everyone thought she was dead. Her friends and family would mourn, for a time. Life would continue. She could not begrudge them that.
 
   Her greatest regret was that she did not want to die. She had living to do, yet. At sixteen summers of age, Aranya of Immadia should be flirting with tall, handsome young men and attending balls and painting pictures, rather than falling forever from the Island perches of Humankind above the Cloudlands. It seemed an awful waste.
 
   She wanted to run and leap and eat and sleep and love and cry and dance and fly.
 
   She knew that the air was rushing past her speeding body, but somehow, the Cloudlands hung unmoving beneath her feet. It was a league from the Last Walk to the clouds. That was a long, long fall, she thought. Strangely, the air seemed to be growing thicker and warmer as she fell, as though it were reluctant to allow her past. The friction increased. Now that she was aware of it, Aranya became aware of a warm, almost foetal heat enveloping her body. She twisted to watch the cliffs blur by. Such speed! The motion hypnotised her senses, making her imagine she was flying toward the cliff.
 
   A memory snuck into her mind, a sweet voice telling her that she should be flying. Freedom was flying.
 
   It was the voice of her mother.
 
   Mother? But what did Izariela mean, freedom was flying?
 
   Aranya saw her mother’s face above her. She was lying in a child’s bed, beneath the Helyon silk hangings she remembered so well. “Fly away to the Isle of Slumber,” sang her mother. “Fly away, little one. You were born to fly.”
 
   The heat enveloping her body became a blaze. The blaze became molten. There was power gathering around and in her now, a power drawn from the environment and from the Cloudlands quickly rising to meet her, although she knew she was the one who was falling. She shone like a meteor streaking across the night sky. Whatever her fate, it no longer mattered. Even the chains binding her body no longer mattered.
 
   Aranya gave herself over to the dream.
 
   She saw the Black Dragon tearing the storms apart with the thunder of his bellowing, crying, ‘It is time. It is time!’ She hearkened to the magic in his call.
 
   She became one with the wind.
 
   Cool grey closed over her head and around her. Aranya knew she had to stretch to fly, but she was constrained, bound in the metal of man. She sloughed those things away as her old life had been sloughed from her.
 
   Suddenly, the rush slowed, as though she were a Dragonship which had snagged its anchor on a tree. A terrible pain flared in the muscles of her shoulders and arms. Aranya banked instinctively, easing the strain, still making a tremendous speed as she swooped through the endless realms of corrosive acid gases, holding her breath for an age without need for thought. Abruptly, she broke out into the suns-light, which reflected ferociously off the unbroken field of cobalt-hued clouds before her.
 
   Now the dream consumed her. Nothing else existed. This was the flying above the Cloudlands Aranya had always dreamed of.
 
   She spied a flight of windrocs, as yet leagues away, in detail that astounded her. She angled her dream-flight away from them. She perceived the golden light of the twin suns as beams of glorious energies that tingled against the foundations of the Island world. She raised her eyes to the moons, and rejoiced in the wondrous rings surrounding the Blue moon, which she had never noticed before. She looked to the habitation of creatures known as men, far above her, a band of men who lived in caves halfway down the side of Sylakia Island. They climbed the vines with the agility of monkeys. She wondered if the men on the flat land above even knew about the cliff-dwelling men.
 
   Endlessly, her dream stretched out before her. Time did not matter. The enormous shadow cast by Sylakia’s massif, stretching many leagues out over the Cloudlands, shortened steadily as the suns rose over the Island’s rim. Only the flying existed, nothing else, the endless flying through a realm as balmy as the womb she had imagined. She had no idea how long or far she had flown when it came to her mind that this dream had pain and fatigue, and the tearing of overstressed ligaments.
 
   Aranya knew she had to rest. She had to let death take her. Surely that was what falling into the Cloudlands meant?
 
   Again she changed the angle of attack, slowing as she soared upward instinctively, traversing the cliffs toward the sky. For the first time, she was truly able to manipulate the direction of her flight. Aranya struggled for an endless time, fighting the pain that threatened to overwhelm her, rising higher and higher, working not to stall and fall, tearing from herself every possible ounce of effort and reserve and even the fire that had filled her, to make it to the top.
 
   It seemed impossibly far. But she knew that if she stopped now, she might never be able to fly again. At last, scraping her belly over a final, jutting set of rocks, Aranya hurtled onto level ground. She juddered to a halt.
 
   She closed her eyes, and thought to die.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Reborn
 
    
 
   A great mountain of wool-covered meat wandered nearby. Starving, the creature flung itself upon the ralti sheep, rending it with tooth and claw.
 
   Aranya bounced off the mildly startled giant ralti sheep. She had a mouthful of wool and a single thought in her mind that had to be even more sheepish than the sheep she had just assaulted: Huh? The sheep, taller than her by several feet, patiently cropped a patch of grass. Aranya had the distinct impression it was waiting for the crazed Human to stop trying to attack it with her bare teeth and start acting like the rest of her kind.
 
   What? She was alive? Aranya lifted her arm to pinch herself, but that hurt–both the pinch and her abused shoulders. She groaned; tears sprang into her eyes. She felt as though a giant had dislocated her shoulders and carelessly screwed them back into their sockets.
 
   She was supposed to be at the bottom of the Cloudlands.
 
   Instead, Aranya found herself sitting in a pretty dell on the edge of an Island cliff. Steep, forest-covered hills bounded the dell to the back and sides, but the bit where she sat was lush sword-grass, named for its thick, pointed blades. A dozen or so ralti sheep grazed peaceably nearby. A vast, ancient prekki-fruit tree stood several paces from her right hand, its burgundy-leafed branches drooping with their load of purple fruit. A cheerful burbling of water came to her strangely sensitised ears.
 
   Her head turned slowly until her neck popped. “Ouch. Ralti sheep droppings …”
 
   The view was stunning. The twin suns blazed half-cut through by Iridith’s sphere, giving the dell a sunbeam-chased fairytale aspect.
 
   “Leave my sheep alone!” came a querulous cry.
 
   Aranya glanced up in alarm. A tiny, old man advanced upon her with startling speed, lifting his cane to thwack her with all of his strength.
 
   She stared at him. He skidded to a halt, knee-deep in the grass. “Well, my pretty, where did you appear from to give old Nak the thrill of his life?” He beamed, having apparently forgotten all about hitting her. “Come, give us a kiss, my pretty petal.”
 
   Aranya could not find her tongue. He had to be a hundred summers if he was a day, a wizened old stick of a man with two canes.
 
   Nak grinned lasciviously. “Will you just look at those proud young breasts, and hair as unbound as the windrocs of the mighty sky?” Aranya covered herself instinctively. She was naked! Her cheeks burned furiously as he added, “And those legs, oh my fireflower petal, hast thou descended upon the sunbeams, my sun-angel, to delight my elder days with the lustrous beauty of thy flawless skin?”
 
   “Nak,” she said, resolutely ignoring his descent into ancient poetic metre and evident appreciation of her nudity, “where am I? Who are you?”
 
   “Give us a kiss, petal, but one itsy-bitsy little kiss, for which I’ll tell thee my heart’s deepest secrets.” He indicated his cheek. “Right here.”
 
   Aranya stared at him a little longer, thinking: the old fraud! He was clearly moons-touched, but there was something innocent in his mien, as he stood there with cheeks screwed up like two wrinkled red flara-fruit, and in the dancing brightness of his eyes, that she simply … trusted. The joy of life ran deeply in him.
 
   Was this some strange delusion of an afterlife? What harm could a kiss do?
 
   Aranya pulled her feet beneath her, stood with another groan as a dozen hurts yammered for her attention, and stooped to kiss him. Scarcely had her lips touched his cheek when old Nak was off, capering across the grass and bounding over small berry-bushes, shouting a nonsensical song about love in the golden fields of Findaria. Before she could blink a second time, he appeared behind her and tweaked her backside with his fingers, crying, “Perfection itself!”
 
   “Stop that.” Aranya whirled. “Am I dreaming?”
 
   “Nay, thou art not, but I am,” said Nak, appearing in front of her again. “Let me pillow my head upon thy voluptuous hillocks, my–”
 
   “Hands off!” she roared, shoving him away.
 
   Nak chortled at her from where he had fallen. “Ah, thou art the feisty fire of the twin suns.” He bounced to his feet like a kitten chasing a bit of string and made a comical little bow. “O matchless beauty, my name is Nak. Thou art stood upon Sylakia Island’s good soil. And thou descended from heaven itself, thou didst, my petal.”
 
   She tried to shake off a nagging sense of unreality.
 
   “Nak,” a woman called.
 
   “Ah, the toothless old rajal,” he said. “Hear her dulcet tones cut the wind as sharp as an Immadian dagger.”
 
   “Nak, who’s shouting?”
 
   Aranya saw a woman’s head and shoulders appear above what had to be a fold in the land she had not noticed. She was white of hair and bent with great age. She surveyed the scene with a ferocious scowl worthy of any rajal.
 
   “Look!” cried Nak. “How could I resist? She’s a vision! The very suns upon my face; the breath in my lungs–”
 
   “Petal, has my Nak been bothering you?”
 
   The old woman seemed unbothered by her visitor’s lack of clothing. “He has been gallant indeed,” Aranya replied, “asking nought but a kiss.”
 
   “You are far too kind to lie to an old woman like that,” said the woman, three parts sweetness and one part acid. “Come to me, petal. We’ve been expecting you. You’re quite the beauty, aren’t you? Those eyes; that hair! My name is Oyda. Nak–get thee to thy sheep, thou fool of a husband.”
 
   “Mislaid her sense of humour fifty seasons ago, she did,” grumbled Nak. But he immediately walked off, calling to his sheep.
 
   Aranya desperately wanted something to start making sense in her aching brain. “Oyda–I’m sorry, I must ask. This morning they tossed me off the edge of Sylakia. Am I dead? Am I dreaming?”
 
   Oyda looked Aranya up and down with a kindly but astute air about her. Aranya had the impression that despite her great age, little passed her by. Oyda said, “You look mighty alive to me, petal. My Nak evidently thinks so, too. His old heart has run further this morn than at any time in the last fifty years. Come inside. Are you cold?”
 
   “I never get cold,” Aranya said automatically.
 
   Oyda said, “Indeed?”
 
   With just one word, Aranya realised that Oyda knew far more than she was letting on.
 
   The old woman showed Aranya to the door of a small, low-beamed hut built back into the hillside, so that the roof was simply grassy sod grown right across the top of it, making the interior seem more a burrow than Human habitation. The room within was small and homely, full of herbs and delicious smells and wooden furniture that had the look of heavy use by generations of a single family. A small fire blazed behind a grating. Two doors at the back of the main living area led apparently to further rooms, perhaps bedrooms or storage rooms.
 
   Aranya whispered, “Please …”
 
   “Sit down, petal,” she said. “All things become clear to those who, having fallen from the sky, show a modicum of patience. Redbush tea? The pot is just boiled. I made you a little breakfast. Hungry?”
 
   Aranya saw a table set for three. Fear flickered in her inmost being. The fire flickered along with her. The old woman glanced at the fire, but seemed unconcerned.
 
   “Oyda, can I trust you?”
 
   “Petal, that’s for you to decide. What does your heart tell you?”
 
   Her heart told her that absolute honesty would be best, Aranya thought in wonder. She wet her lips. Slowly, she said, “You’ll have to excuse me, Oyda, but I’m terribly confused. I’m supposed to be dead and here I am, hurting, and you’ve a table laid for breakfast. Forgive me if I find all this a little … peculiar.”
 
   An expression of great kindness creased her eyes as Oyda smiled at Aranya. She seemed so grandmotherly, so chock-full of sympathy and love, that Aranya just wanted to throw her arms around her and pour out all her troubles. She bustled into one of the back rooms, calling over her shoulder:
 
   “Petal, I’ll match you ten secrets for every one of yours. I have enough. But I usually find it better to start at the beginning, with a nice cup of tea in hand. Everything seems so much better after a cup of tea.” She emerged holding a blue, homespun blanket. “Here, cover yourself. You’ll find Nak more bearable thus.”
 
   Aranya drew the blanket gingerly about her body. Even the soft material’s touch hurt her shoulders. “I should introduce myself. I am Aranya, Princess of Immadia, lately a hostage in the Tower of Sylakia.”
 
   “Delighted to meet you, Aranya,” said Oyda, stumping over to the door. “I’m Oyda, as you know, wife to Nak. Nak! Breakfast! I will be one hundred and seventy-seven summers in a week’s time. Who am I? I am she who knows why flame burns within you. You look like you’ve had a hard day. Lynch mob?”
 
   How old? Impossible. Aranya tried to school her expression into something less idiotic. That knowing air; that gentle flash of her dark brown eyes. How much was Oyda guessing and how much did she know already? This was insane. Surely, a crazy dream. She had been dreaming a great deal lately. She wet her lips. Oyda was waiting for her answer as if she was prepared to wait all summer long merely for the chance to speak with her visitor.
 
   “Uh–well, I burned Garthion, son of the Supreme Commander of Sylakia, last night.”
 
   “The Butcher of Jeradia? You didn’t kill him, by any chance?” Aranya shook her head, stunned. A hard day? Try being chained to a rock and dropped off a cliff, woman! “Aye, there’s a shame. I suppose our Sylakian overlords took it in a rather dim light?”
 
   “Dim light?” said Nak, appearing in the doorway. “Mmm! Smell that! She’s been keeping it warm all morning. Not a jot of sympathy for me. Here I am, salivating over that smell worse than a ralti sheep dribbling a river.” His eyes lit upon Aranya. “Fie, fair damsel, now there’s a scandal. Why cover up such a surfeit of nubile pulchritude, I demand to know?”
 
   Oyda snapped, “Sit, husband, before I beat thee black and blue with thy own cane.”
 
   “A right Dragon I married,” said Nak. “Say, petal, you wouldn’t just slip the blanket down to show a little shoulder, would you?”
 
   “Dragon Rider,” said Oyda.
 
   “Why, I used to line up the wenches in my bedroom, four a night, and–ouch! Dash it all, woman, can a man not tell an honest story?”
 
   “Not that one.”
 
   “Four frolicsome wenches jumped into my bed,” sang Nak. Oyda clipped the back of his head with the flat of her hand.
 
   “Dragon Rider?” Aranya blurted out, only just catching up with the conversation. Her day, having started in the worst possible way, was now taking a bent toward madness. Had her mind snapped? She wanted to scream, ‘What’s going on?’
 
   Oyda sighed. “Why don’t I pour the tea? Tell us everything, Aranya.”
 
   “And then you’ll–”
 
   “We will,” the old people chorused.
 
   Over breakfast, Aranya told Oyda and Nak her story. They listened closely and asked a few pertinent questions. Nak mostly behaved himself. The old man sniffed loudly at her description of Yolathion, praised Immadia to the heavens–evidently having visited her Island many years before–and was vocally unimpressed when she related how Yolathion had been the one to cast her off the Tower’s battlements.
 
   “I was a great warrior in my day!” he cried, waving his bread-roll about dangerously. “Why, if I were a hundred summers younger, I’d show that young pup a thing or twenty-three! I’m no stripling myself!”
 
   Oyda rolled her eyes. “All five feet and seven inches of him, but he was a magnificent swordsman in his day, I’ll grant. I’m so sorry your first lesson came so harshly, Aranya. How do your arms feel?”
 
   “Tender.”
 
   “Jolly lucky you didn’t tear them off after a fall like that,” Nak added. “Be gentle with yourself until you’ve learned to fly, says I.”
 
   “I’ll mix up some liniment,” said Oyda, starting to select random bottles off of her shelves. “You must be exhausted after your first transformation.”
 
   Aranya drew a breath right into the bottom of her lungs and, to her astonishment, shouted, “Will you both kindly stop talking in riddles?” Sparks blasted up the chimney at her words. Willing herself to calm down before their entire hut combusted, she pleaded, “How does a person fly? Why does the fire burn? Why am I not dead? Tell me in words of one syllable, so that I can understand! Please … Oyda, Nak, please. I’m scared.”
 
   The two old people regarded her with such a depth of understanding that Aranya began to cry. She hated showing weakness, but it was all too overwhelming.
 
   Nak spoke first. “People don’t fly,” he said. “Dragons do. You can fly because you’re a Dragon.”
 
   Aranya’s eyes grew round. She shook her head, over and over.
 
   “A Dragon and a person,” Oyda clarified. “Two forms. You’re still Aranya of Immadia, petal, but you’re able to shift into a Dragon form which is as alive and vital as you are sitting at my table right now. That’s where your fire comes from.”
 
   “I … no. No! That’s–”
 
   “Impossible?” she snorted. “Impossible for a Dragon to break a few chains and fly out of the Cloudlands? Don’t be silly, child.”
 
   “I am not a silly child!” Flames roared out of her mouth and shot up the chimney. “They threw me off the cliff–don’t you get that? You try it sometime! Try saying farewell to everything you know because you know you’re going to die.”
 
   Aranya leaped to her feet, intending to storm out of the door. The room spun around her.
 
   “Easy there, rajal.” Nak’s hand, surprisingly firm for his age, steadied her.
 
   “Ooh, I don’t feel good.”
 
   “You won’t,” said Oyda. “Not for a few days, you won’t. Come lie down in the back. You can ask me all the questions you want. You’ve landed among good friends, petal. That’s all you need to know right now. We’re friends.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Instead of asking her million questions, Aranya fell asleep and dreamed terrible, chaotic dreams filled with fire and burning and endless falling. Yolathion and Garthion merged in her mind as they flagellated her with burning whips. She saw Garthion standing over Zuziana and could only scream impotently as he peeled the skin off her body.
 
   She awoke shrieking, “Zip!”
 
   Oyda appeared in the doorway with a taper to light the tallow candle in her room, her hands covered in flour and bread-dough. “You slept forty hours, Aranya. I was getting worried.”
 
   “A day and a half? No wonder I feel–well, like I was tossed off a cliff.” Aranya laughed hollowly. She tried to reach up to muss her tangled hair, and gave up with a hiss of pain. “I probably don’t smell too good. I had a fever, didn’t I? Can I bathe in the stream?”
 
   “Let me warm you some water and I’ll help, if you don’t object?”
 
   Aranya tried to ease her shoulders. “Is it always this–oh, that kills–painful?”
 
   “It’ll heal. I’ll give you something for the pain.” Oyda placed a wrap around her shoulders and led her to the kitchen table. “You tore a few ligaments–no surprise, having dropped nigh a league off the Last Walk into the Cloudlands. Nak and I spent a few hours yesterday figuring out what we know about Dragon Shapeshifters. That’s what you are, petal. There are Dragons, Humans, and those who are both–Shapeshifters. Sit.”
 
   Oyda ladled porridge into a wooden bowl and set the kettle on a tripod above the fireplace to boil water for redbush tea. As Aranya ate, she returned to kneading her dough.
 
   Aranya did not want to think about what Oyda had just said–she wasn’t even Human? Oyda dealt in riddles as though they were facts, as though she saw life differently to anyone else in the world. Ten seconds awake and that sense of unreality lurked in the corners of the room, but it was somehow held at bay by the strange magic of Oyda’s hands turning and kneading the dough. Simple bread baking, the stuff of life around the Islands; emblematic of a new life that bubbled exuberantly in Aranya’s veins, life that grew and yearned and hurt and hungered, yet remained anchored in the old-as-time movements of a pair of hands shaping bread.
 
   Aranya spooned porridge into her mouth as though it were her last meal–or rather, her first after dying. Something within her had died down there in the Cloudlands.
 
   “You’re in a remote area of Sylakia, twelve leagues and more from the capital,” Oyda said. “Back of us is a thick forest most folks wouldn’t brave. You are welcome stay as long as you need, petal. Can’t say as Nak and I have many visitors. Don’t you worry about food or clothes. I’ve been sewing you a little something, if only to keep old Nak from pawing you. He’s a good man, my Nak, but a fool where women are concerned.”
 
   “Thank you, but I can’t stay long.”
 
   “Petal, Nak and I are in no danger because of your presence,” she said, reading Aranya’s thoughts effortlessly. “You should stay as long as you need to heal up and figure out what’s next for your life.” Oyda cut the dough and began to roll it out for braided rolls. “Nak and I can help, some. We both used to be Dragon Riders. Nak wants to teach you to fly before you plough up more grass than you did with your first landing, or break your neck.”
 
   “There are historical things you need to know. No Islander likes Dragons. It didn’t used to be that way. But neither Dragons nor Humans like Shapeshifters. Your kind were blamed for many of the problems that arose between Dragons and Humans. When we were young, Nak and I knew a lovely little Shapeshifter, an Onyx Pygmy Dragon called Pip.”
 
   “A Pygmy Dragon?” Aranya echoed.
 
   “Remind me later. I’ll tell you her story.”
 
   Without being asked, she filled Aranya’s bowl a second time and deposited a healthy dollop of rich yellow honey right in the middle of her porridge. “Something sweet for a treat,” she said. “It’ll put a pinch of colour in those hollow cheeks. Tea?” Aranya nodded. “Of course. Now, rule number one. Listen well. You need to feed both your forms. Dragons don’t eat often. My Amber Dragon, who was called Emblazon, used to fill up on a giant ralti sheep every couple of weeks or so. But he was fully grown. You’ll probably be juvenile size. I wonder what colour Dragon you are–oh, my sweet petal, don’t sigh like that.”
 
   She had a thousand things to sigh about, but what emerged was inane. “I have to eat sheep?”
 
   Oyda chuckled heartily. “Meat, Aranya–Dragons don’t eat flowers. More if you’re flying more. And more if you’re transforming often, I’d assume. We think transforming takes lots of energy, but we’re not sure. As best we know, neither of our Dragons were Shapeshifters. That’s the thing–folks can’t tell. That’s where the trust breaks down. There might be Dragons all over the Islands taking the form of Humans. Nobody would know. Neither you nor your father knew your mother was a Shapeshifter. Yet I judge from what you told us that she probably flew when she was pregnant with you. Do you want to hide this identity of yours, as she did?”
 
   Aranya opened and closed her mouth. Her brain buzzed with so many thoughts that she lost her ability to speak.
 
   Oyda poured the tea. “Rule number two: Dragons are not invulnerable. You can break your neck. Dragons can and do kill each other. Dragon hide is not impenetrable.”
 
   “Dragons fight each other?”
 
   “Oh, Aranya!” Oyda broke into peals of merry laughter. “Do rajals fight over a choice bit of meat? Do vultures squabble over a carcass?”
 
   Aranya laughed along with her, although she did feel a pang of annoyance at having her ignorance exposed. But if it was true she had escaped by changing into a Dragon–a ridiculous untruth if she’d ever heard one–then this was only the tip of the Island peeking out of the Cloudlands. She’d have to swallow her pride and learn whatever she could. She should play along until she worked out what had really happened to her.
 
   “I apologise if my disbelief comes across as disrespect, Oyda,” she said stiffly.
 
   “Petal … aye. Give yourself a little grace.” Oyda propped open the door of a round wood-fired oven Aranya had not noticed. She pushed the bread inside on a tray and swung the door shut. “Rule number three: What happens in one form has consequences for the other. If you injure yourself as a Dragon and transform, the injury will show up in your Human form too. Nak was very clear about that. He said he knew of cases where an injured Shapeshifter transformed himself only to die instantly in his Human form.”
 
   “Oh.” Aranya puzzled over this. “Why?”
 
   “Ask Nak. It’s something to do with volume. But don’t kiss him first. You’ll addle his already addled wits.”
 
   Aranya laughed. “Like you haven’t already scrambled my brains into a sweet-tuber soup, Oyda.”
 
   Oyda put her arms around Aranya and gave her a huge, floury hug. “Petal, I can only imagine how you feel. It’s like being born a second time. You don’t believe it now. Don’t you roll your pretty eyes, I see the disbelief writ all over them. Your new life has begun. Nothing will be the same–but you’ll soon understand when I say I am dreadfully jealous of this gift you’ve been given. I’ve always thought that being a Dragon must be an incredible, magical experience. You’ll get to fly. You’ll get to breathe Dragon fire. You’ll be able to wing your way to anywhere you want in this Island-World. And you need never be afraid of jumping off a cliff again.”
 
   “I’ve always loved heights,” Aranya said. But she sounded as uncertain as she felt.
 
   “Then be ready to spread your wings, my little fledgling.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Fledgling
 
    
 
   Nak waved his hands with great animation. “Behold, my pretty, I’ve brought you a wild ralti sheep for your first meal as a Dragon.”
 
   “You’re wonderful, Nak,” Aranya repeated, but her eyes kept straying to the seventy-foot furrow in the grass her first alleged landing had ploughed. Five days later, she was beginning to wonder if she had dreamed the whole thing. “So, what’s the plan? I transform into a Dragon and go chomp the sheep?”
 
   Her sarcasm washed off him like water off a rainbow trout’s back.
 
   “Just follow your instincts,” Nak said. “Dragon brains and Human brains are completely different. You’re going to have all kinds of strange thoughts and feelings. Imagine having two different female brains in your head, eh? One’s confusing enough, but two? How’d you ever make up your minds?”
 
   “Nak, you’re an incorrigible rogue,” she offered, which was a guaranteed way to make him smile.
 
   “No flying yet,” said Oyda, wagging her finger at Aranya.
 
   Aranya eyed the sheep unhappily. Nak had tied it by a long tether to the ancient prekki-fruit tree. The sheep looked even unhappier than she did. Wild ralti were a lot smaller than the domesticated variety, but that still made for a beast that stood mid-chest to her. This male had curled horns, which made her imagine it could butt its way through walls. She did not want to tangle with the sheep.
 
   “Stand back!” cried Nak. “When you learn to think with your Dragon brain, everything will just happen naturally.”
 
   Right. Aranya closed her eyes. This Princess of Immadia was about to make a complete fool of herself. How did one transform into a Dragon? Think Dragonish thoughts? She and mutton were not on speaking terms at the best of times. She had lost count of the number of times she had pushed a chunk of mutton around her plate. Now might be an opportune moment to tell Nak she desperately wanted to be a vegetarian.
 
   Oyda and Nak could be anyone’s grandparents, she thought. A few days spent in their hut and she had grown inordinately fond of them already. Every time Oyda hugged her, Aranya wanted to cry. But they suffered from this persistent delusion that they had been Dragon Riders and she was a Shapeshifter. She’d asked a thousand questions and never once caught them in a lie. Now she was half-convinced they were right. Either they were crazy, or she was.
 
   “Think of how you flew before,” Oyda advised.
 
   “Think teeth, claws and a tail,” added Nak.
 
   “Soaring gracefully over the Cloudlands, my petal; seeing the beauties of the world through new eyes.”
 
   “Rending the sheep tooth and claw,” countered Nak, scowling at Oyda. “Dragons are not soft and romantic. Except for thee, my peerless petal, my flame, my sweet-bosomed muse.”
 
   She had better transform before Nak fell prey to another of his urges.
 
   Aranya closed her eyes and summoned the flying dream. After a while, the sounds around her seemed to fade. She placed a Dragon in the picture, as Nak had instructed her. Hmm … an amethyst-coloured Dragon. Something to match her eyes. Perhaps she was being vain, but Aranya did not want to summon any thoughts of the huge Black Dragon which had haunted her dreams. Too fearsome. Besides, she didn’t have any other colours in her mind.
 
   This would never work anyway. What was she thinking?
 
   Slowly, her head swivelled. She blinked hugely. What had she felt just then; trembling her world? A hiccup? A strange perturbation?
 
   A terrified bleating came to her ears. Prey.
 
   Princess Aranya shifted forward on her belly. What was that witless sheep doing, frantically pulling at the rope on the far side of the tree? Sheep were not afraid of people.
 
   Her eyes shifted. Minutiae smote her mind; the tooth-edged sword-grass swelling slightly with the first pollens of spring ready to be released from their tiny spiracles; the darting flight of a common sparrow into the forest behind the hut; the scent of prekki-fruit sharp and sweet on the wind, mixed with the evocative scents of a faraway land; the gentle buzzing of a dragonfly whirring down the stream, even the whisper-soft footfall of a meadow hare somewhere beyond her sight. Here were two small Humans looking up at her. One of them was dancing like a dervish.
 
   Words came to her ears, slow and unfamiliar. It took her a while to process them, to realise that this was a language she understood.
 
   “You’re a Dragon, not a worm,” screamed Nak. “Use your legs, stupid.”
 
   Aranya tried to answer, but although her throat worked, no intelligible sound would emerge. She stared cross-eyed at the bump between her eyes, which resolved into a muzzle with two large, scaly nostrils. Muzzle? She sniffed toward the sheep. A woolly, warm-blooded scent percolated into her mind. Saliva gushed into her mouth.
 
   Meat.
 
   She surged forward, chasing the sheep around the tree.
 
   Bleating and jerking against the rope, the sheep managed to stay one step ahead of the enraged Dragon, who twice butted it with her nose while trying to figure out where her mouth was. Her wings, flaring and flapping, sent pain shooting into her shoulders. She overran the sheep and fell heavily on her side while trying to turn about. Her head was completely in the wrong place, lashing about like an angry snake at the end of a ridiculously long neck. Fury thundered from deep within her chest.
 
   Finally, she slashed with her forepaw, opening two bloody gashes in the sheep’s side. She raised her claws to her mouth. She pressed her digits between the surprisingly large fangs and tasted warm, metallic blood. The taste rushed straight to her stomach and ignited a gargantuan, all-consuming hunger. A roaring came to her ears.
 
   She was roaring?
 
   Dragon-Aranya, maddened beyond all reason by the sight of woolly meat bounding along in front of her nose, scuttled around the tree, then whirled and smashed the sheep with her tail. In a trice she was all over her prey, biting and growling and tearing and throwing back her head to bolt gobbets of meat. Chewing was superfluous. The mutton tasted like nectar in her mouth. It filled her stomach with sweetness. She sucked on its rich animal blood and slurped up the intestines with relish. This was a feast! She guzzled and guzzled, filling her belly.
 
   Suddenly, that pesky male creature stood in front of her nose, shouting at her. Dragon-Aranya curled her foreleg around her prey and snarled at him.
 
   “Aranya! Aranya!” he cried.
 
   Aranya? Who was Aranya? Dimly, a memory came to her mind, a girl standing upon the battlements of a castle with her father, watching an invasion unfolding with full knowledge of what it meant for her people. She remembered the warmth of his love, the touch of his hands upon her shoulders and the deep sorrow in his eyes as he asked her permission to send her into exile.
 
   Father!
 
   That strange sense of disturbance came a second time. She swayed. Abruptly she was lower, much lower, kneeling beside the gutted carcass of a sheep.
 
   She stared up at Oyda and Nak with haunted eyes, gasping, “What have I done?”
 
   “Magnificent! Stupendous! Mind-boggling!” shrieked Nak. “What a Dragon. Such a thicket of gleaming fangs, and claws as sharp as daggers! Why, your haunches are as big and beautiful as an–”
 
   “Nak,” Oyda interrupted.
 
   “Breathtaking. Turned my bowels to water, you did.”
 
   “Go deal with the sheep, Nak,” Oyda ordered.
 
   Aranya accepted a blanket from Oyda and huddled into it. She let the old woman lead her back to the hut, where Oyda seated her kindly but firmly outside the door on a small stool. The noon suns-shine quickly warmed her scalp. In a trice, Oyda returned from the inside with a hairbrush and began to brush out Aranya’s hair.
 
   She had been warned. But that mindless eating frenzy–grotesque. Bestial!
 
   She gazed at the sky, seeing nothing.
 
   “I’m a beast,” she whispered. “A wild animal.”
 
   After a long silence, Oyda said, “There are feral Dragons–crazed, unthinking Dragons, who have no rational capacity left in their being. I remember on several occasions Emblazon fought with feral Dragons to protect me. In one fight he lost the end of his tail. In another, the Dragon shredded a good third of his left wing and we had to wait months for it to heal, even with his Dragon magic. But the majority of Dragons are not animals. You are not an animal. You are Aranya, Princess of Immadia, a young woman with heart and mind and a passion for life.”
 
   The Princess of Immadia stared at the thoroughly butchered remains of the sheep. Nak was down there, hacking off the last useable bits of meat with his dagger. Right now, her fire was as dormant as it had ever been. She had never imagined finding herself jowl-deep in a sheep’s stomach cavity and loving it. Was that savagery part of her? Truly?
 
   “The reborn need to learn to eat,” said Oyda, making no bones about her practicality. “Dragons can eat with manners. Emblazon used to love cracking open the skull and licking out ralti sheep brains with his tongue. When I asked him to desist, he asked politely if he could continue the habit out of my sight. We agreed. He never forgot.”
 
   “You loved him? Emblazon, I mean?”
 
   “I did.” Oyda sighed, her hands momentarily still in their task. “It’s different to Human love, or romantic love, petal. Romantic love is what I have for Nak. You see, when the crimson battle-lust comes upon a Dragon, they can lose themselves and become feral. A good Dragon Rider, or other Dragons, can bring a feral Dragon back. It’s like a temporary form of insanity. The deeper the bond, the more likely a Rider could bring back their Dragon. Sometimes loneliness will drive a Dragon over the edge. When Nak lost his Shimmerith, it broke him–snapped something in his mind, it did. You haven’t seen it yet, but he sometimes goes feral. Then I have to fetch my Nak from the woods.”
 
   “So he had a female Dragon … you had a male?”
 
   “It’s most often the case,” said Oyda, working vigorously at a knot in her hair. Aranya rode the pain. It made her feel Human again. “Riders care for their Dragons. They heal them, protect them, give them companionship, and much besides. I think that with Shapeshifters the relationships would more often be romantic. Sometimes a pair would both be Shapeshifters.”
 
   “I’d find it very strange, having a Dragon Rider.”
 
   Oyda chuckled at this. “I think I would too, petal. Now, shall I tell you a secret?”
 
   “Surprise me.”
 
   “Very well. Down there by the prekki-fruit tree, this old woman saw an amethyst-coloured Dragon. I’ve seen thousands of Dragons in my lifetime, but never an Amethyst Dragon. I don’t know what it means, Aranya. Reds, oranges and yellows are the most common. Although, most Dragons are extremely fussy about their precise colouration. Burgundy wing-struts with crimson undertones on a base of ochre underwing and belly–if you please.”
 
   Aranya chuckled. “Oyda, I’m suitably surprised.”
 
   “I love that you aren’t just some plain old purple, which you don’t get amongst Dragons, by the way, but that your Dragon self is a gemstone colour with the quality and depth of your eyes.”
 
   How strange, she thought. Fitting.
 
   “I wonder what Zuziana would think of being a Dragon Rider?” Aranya mused.
 
   “Are you an artist, Aranya?”
 
   “Yes. How did you know?”
 
   Oyda chuckled merrily. “Call it a lucky guess based on one hundred and seventy-six years of experience.”
 
   * * * *
 
   That evening, Nak sat Aranya down at the kitchen table and delivered an enormously lengthy lecture on hunting. The following day, it was a five-hour lecture on the mechanics of Dragon flight. Angles, wing flight dynamics when furled or half-furled or extended, using the air currents, landing, taking off, avoiding the huge quarrels of war crossbows and the payloads of war catapults, spitting burning meriatite at enemies, flying through storms, storming castles and using the tail to aid manoeuvring were all covered in a dizzying rush.
 
   Then he had Aranya transform into her Dragon form and walk up and down the dell until she could manage that without falling on her face. Nak brought out a mirror so that she could see herself. Scary, she thought, curling back her lips in a Dragon smile. Oyda was right. Her hide was the colour of amethyst gemstones. She scratched herself pensively. Weird. The person called Aranya stared back at her from the mirror with a Dragon’s slit eyes.
 
   Something about this should feel right. Instead, she just felt peculiar, and a bit frightened of herself.
 
   Dragon-Aranya felt as though she were hiding inside a suit of skin. Ten feet of sinuous neck, twenty of body and another ten feet of spiny tail were bad enough. She held up her hands–but they were paws. She had weapons, not feet, with three strong digits and two opposable thumbs, all furnished with wicked purple talons that extended or retracted into their sheaths at a thought. Aranya walked in circles trying to see her tail and powerful haunches. Her gait felt bizarre, choppy and over-controlled by muscles which seemed primed to make her pounce, not prowl. Then she discovered that with her new neck, she could comfortably twist her head around to look at nearly any part of her that she wanted–and those parts were all Dragon. She flared her massive wings gingerly, but quickly decided to look at them another time. Her shoulders ached too much. Aranya examined the deeply striated muscles underlying her gleaming, scaly Dragon hide. Her flight muscles were enormous. She kept wanting to think of herself in Human terms of size.
 
   “Roaring rajals,” she said to herself, borrowing one of Zip’s favourite sayings.
 
   Aranya imagined leaping upon Garthion as a Dragon and biting his head off. Ha! But what would Yolathion have said? His seven feet were the height of her shoulder when she crouched down. How would he ever accept her, gleaming Dragon fangs and all? She was not displeased with her sleek, deadly appearance. But that hardly mattered when it came packaged as a Dragon, did it?
 
   Nak spent two days covering Dragon anatomy in minute detail, including the care of claws and fangs, the types of parasites which could burrow beneath the scales or infect the gums, and the treatment of wounds, sprains and strains. He bade her practise listening with her Dragon senses. He told her that she could stop listening when she could tell what type of butterfly was fluttering on the far side of the dell. “You’ve the patience of a gnat,” he told her cheerfully. “Listen again.”
 
   Aranya growled, “And what’s the use of this?”
 
   Nak said, “Close your eyes. Listen.” Dragon-Aranya heard him pick up a stone. She heard it zip through the air and strike her flank. “Imagine a dark night. That was a crossbow quarrel headed right for your belly. How else would you avoid it?”
 
   Aranya learned patience. She learned to listen for hours at a time. She practised focussing her Dragon sight until she was proficient at seeing a fly landing on a branch in the forest behind the hut, from a hundred paces distant. She sniffed the air until she could tell a male ralti sheep from a female, and could smell out which of the fifty herbs Oyda loved to sprinkle in her cooking and baking, just from a whiff of chimney smoke. She was made to pluck sword-grass blades with her talons until she could pick them precisely with either her forefeet or hind feet. She even managed to learn to speak in her Dragon form without burping in Nak’s face, which he accused her of the first time.
 
   But she could not breathe fire.
 
   Once her shoulders recovered–the heavy bruising having faded through a deep wine-purple colour into sallow yellows beneath her Human skin–the next stage of her Dragon training involved running up and down the dell flapping her wings until Nak and Oyda both were satisfied that her injures were sufficiently healed. She only tripped and shovelled up dirt with her nose twice. She dined on another wild ralti sheep. Nak declared she had behaved herself with decorum this time.
 
   Aranya kissed him on the cheek for that comment.
 
   One evening, sitting with Oyda in the kitchen beside the fireplace, while Nak snored peaceably in his bed next door, she said, “You think trying to get a message to my family should wait?”
 
   Oyda nodded, her eyes softening with sympathy. “It should, Aranya. Sylakia monitors all communication between the Islands. We’d have to be incredibly creative–and lucky–not to bring the Sylakian hammer down on your family.”
 
   Aranya winced.
 
   “Maybe, when you’ve learned to fly, you can make your way up to Immadia secretly?”
 
   “Good idea.” But Aranya hated to think of how her family had to be mourning her death. “I’ve also been thinking of going back for my friend Zuziana. I can’t bear to leave her–what if Garthion recovers? She already knows about my fire. Even if it were just a flying visit, so to speak …”
 
   “I see the sadness in your eyes, petal.”
 
   “I wonder what one Dragon who hasn’t even learned to fly yet, could do against the Sylakians?” Aranya stirred her redbush tea listlessly. “I don’t think all Sylakians are evil, of course not. But when one power takes over all the Island-World, it cannot be good. One day, I’d love to find out where the Dragons went. Even you don’t know that.”
 
   “There’s plenty this old woman doesn’t know, Aranya. Sounds like you have a small Island’s worth of things on your mind. You know, if you did choose this Zuziana for your Dragon Rider … well, we should first consult Nak about how you might burgle the well-guarded Tower of Sylakia. Right now, you’re hidden here in this little corner of a large Island. But the theft of the Princess of Remoy, however delighted Nak might be at the prospect of another young woman gracing this house, will inevitably reveal your presence. You must think upon that.”
 
   “I’d love to see Zip’s expression.”
 
   Oyda’s face darkened. “And when she sees you’re a Dragon? Are you ready for that?”
 
   Aranya caught her breath. “I–no. No, I’m not. Oh, I hate this, I hate it! Oyda, please don’t think me ungrateful–”
 
   “You’re not.” Oyda placed her hand upon Aranya’s and squeezed gently. “But I’ve lived on this Island-World too long not to know you’ll want to seek your destiny, Aranya, Dragon Shapeshifter and Princess of Immadia. It cannot be denied. Tomorrow, we need to help you leave the nest.”
 
   “Do you think I’m ready?”
 
   The old woman’s face softened. “You’ve done it once before, petal. This time, the push will be with a hand of love.”
 
   And those were the words that accompanied Aranya to sleep. Precious, precious words, she thought, hugging her knees in the darkness of her bedroom. Where did people as kind and unselfish as Nak and Oyda come from? How had she landed on their doorstep?
 
   Life was strange.
 
   Being a Dragon was even stranger.
 
   The following morning, she stood on the very edge of the cliff. Aranya shivered even though she was not cold. “Spread your wings and make a decent jump away from the edge,” said Nak. “You’ve done this before. I want a quick glide, a turn and a landing. Mind the wind. It might waft you higher than you expect.”
 
   Aranya gazed over the Cloudlands. Her Dragon hearts, all three of them, thumped in her chest and belly. “I’m not sure I can move, Nak.”
 
   “You’re thinking with your Human mind. You’re a Dragon. Dragons fly. They are born to fly. Even one as pretty as you, who would make any self-respecting male Dragon fly sideways into a cliff for a mere glimpse of your scales, can fly.”
 
   “Nak, you do wonders for a girl’s ego.”
 
   “And you do wonders for my–shh, here’s the old sheep herself, now.” Nak raised his voice. “Come to see her fly, o precious queen of my soul?”
 
   Oyda stumped along to join them. “My, you picked a perfect morning, Aranya. Now remember, this is your second flight. Let’s make it better than the first.”
 
   Nak cried, “Ha! The insult. Who’s been mentoring her, may I ask?”
 
   “We’ll see, husband.”
 
   Aranya shuffled closer to the edge. So much for loving high places. It was different when you were planning to jump from nice, solid ground into the endless void. She looked up at the White moon, which had beaten Iridith into the sky this morning, and sighed. She was crazy. She wasn’t just one-moon-touched. Dragon-Aranya spread her wings to test the breeze. She checked each of her wings for the umpteenth time. They certainly looked useful for flying. Her wingspan was over forty feet, perhaps fifty if she stretched to her utmost.
 
   What she had was a brain like a basket of rotten prekki-fruit. The Cloudlands were far below, but her Dragon sight could make out every detail of the copper and cobalt hues of the morning. Was it volcanoes stirring them from beneath, she wondered?
 
   “Yah!” bawled Nak, belting her across the hindquarters with his cane.
 
   It wasn’t so much the pain as the surprise that made her leap. One moment she was safely perched on the rocks, the next, she was airborne and wailing her heart out–which, in her Dragon form, meant bellowing so loudly that every last one of Nak’s sheep turned tail and bolted for the safety of the forest. Aranya tried to level out. She was flying! Actually, she was almost upside-down. She righted herself with a violent wobble and searched anxiously for Nak and Oyda. Oh dear, she really was flapping above nothingness. Her Human brain wanted nothing to do with this.
 
   She closed her eyes and tried not to think. Suddenly, Aranya found herself drifting gracefully through the air as though she had flown a thousand times before.
 
   But the moment she opened her eyes again, Aranya panicked. Help! People don’t fly! She needed an Island beneath her feet. Nak, Nak … there they were. Phew. Just feel the wind embracing her hide, she told herself. This was supposed to be joyous. But she was terrified.
 
   Now all she needed to do was land without ploughing the dell with her nose.
 
   Aranya came screaming in low. Nak leaped for cover as she hurtled overhead. Remembering her lessons, Aranya cupped the air with her wings and landed neatly not on her legs, but on her tail. She promptly toppled sideways like a felled tree.
 
   Next she knew, a little man kicked her in the neck, chuckling, “I see we need to work on our take-offs and landings, my precious purple puffball.”
 
   His kick did not hurt at all. With a flexion of her talons, Aranya righted herself. “Very well, little manikin. I’ll do it again.”
 
   She did. Badly. Four botched landings and a scrape of the prekki-fruit tree later, Aranya finally managed to just about land on all fours with a modicum of grace. She grinned wryly at Nak, which meant showing off a thicket of teeth, she realised belatedly.
 
   “At least I’m getting the jump right, aren’t I?”
 
   “Give me a Dragon kiss,” he cried. Nak planted a smacker on the end of her nose. “Right, Dragon, a little rest while we discuss the finer points of your astounding ineptitude at this simple task. Tortoises fly more elegantly than you. I fly more elegantly than you. Those sheep are hiding more in embarrassment than in fear, by now.” He waved his cane beneath her nose. “The sight of thy beauty streaking across the face of the Jade moon should strike awe and wonder into the hearts of thy numerous admirers. Few sights in this Island-World are more marvellous than a Dragon in full flight. When her Dragon fire billows before her, what can stand against?”
 
   Aranya snapped playfully in his direction.
 
   “Back, thou glorious raiment of the dawn,” he growled, cutting the air with the cane as though he wished to dice her up with a sword. “Down, thou companion of the suns’ brilliance. Am I not thy Prince? Art thou not resplendent in all thy scaly, reptilian glory?”
 
   “That you are, you silly man. I thought you taught me that Dragons are warm-blooded?”
 
   “Then fly, thou precocious Dragon. Fly!”
 
   She flew, and allowed her Dragon instincts to take over. Wind filled her wings. It caressed her scales, thrilling her with the sensation of swimming through the air like a fish. A thousand unfamiliar scents teased her nostrils. Her Dragon hearts welled up with such a fierce joy it burst out of her throat in a series of bugling calls of delight. What rapture! She knew she was made for this. Everything about her Dragon body was streamlined. She had power and grace and catlike reflexes. Her wings responded to the tiniest changes in air pressure and direction, flexing and trimming and rising and falling with a living rhythm all of their own. She swooped over Nak, carolling her exultation to the hills and skies.
 
   He waved and danced and generally acted like a complete lunatic.
 
   Later, when Aranya had practised at least fifty take-offs and landings, and was so exhausted she overshot the hut on her final landing and plowed another large furrow into their meadow, Oyda emerged to scold her inside. “She barely has energy left to transform,” she reproached Nak. “She’s just a fledgling.”
 
   “But flying is just so … oh, Oyda, what can I say?”
 
   “The sparkle in your eyes says it all, my petal.”
 
   For sheer happiness, Aranya danced about Oyda and bent to kiss her cheek. “I think you deserve a kiss, too. You’re just too proud to ask.” She threw her aching arms around the old woman. “How could I ever, ever repay you for all you’ve done?”
 
   Oyda reached up over Aranya’s shoulder to wipe her eyes. “This is thanks enough.”
 
   “But I’ve eaten up all your bread–”
 
   “Aranya, you’ve much to learn in this life. My old Nak has so much Dragon gold hidden back in that hut you wouldn’t believe it. We live simply because we believe there are things in this world no Dragon’s hoard can buy. Cup of tea?”
 
   Typical. Just when she thought she knew them, Nak and Oyda sprang another surprise on her.
 
   “Actually, I’m starving. Is that your berry and prekki pie I smell baking?”
 
   “Let me rustle up a little snack.” Oyda’s eyes twinkled. “All that flying must make a girl as hungry as a Dragon.”
 
   “Hungrier,” growled Aranya, so Dragon-like that her words stopped in her throat.
 
   Oyda chuckled, “Aye, a Dragon.”
 
   Aranya coughed and squirmed. “Oyda … did I hear in your tone a lesson about Dragons and gold?”
 
   “Put some clothes on, petal, before my Nak bursts a blood vessel.” The old woman waved her wooden rolling-pin in Aranya’s direction. “Think you know me that well, eh, you scamp? Two lessons then, since you insist. One, a Dragon’s insight is different to a Human’s. Learn to use them both, since you as a Shapeshifter have that opportunity. Two, Dragons are acquisitive by nature. Unfortunately, in my experience, hoarding turns a Dragon mean. Gold, jewels, crowns–all those glittery things do something ugly to a Dragon’s heart.”
 
   “Hearts–three hearts,” said Aranya, emerging from her room dressed in a simple peasant smock. “Where’s Nak?”
 
   “Snoring up a thunderstorm.”
 
   “Already?” she asked. “How do I look, Oyda?”
 
   “Hmm,” said Oyda. “I’ll have to teach you to look less of a Princess of Immadia. We need to think about your disguise. Maybe a young noblewoman would work better. Meantime, I’ll teach you how to fix your hairnet and headscarf like a peasant woman.”
 
   “Ah, maiden most comely,” Nak called out, but went straight back to his snoring.
 
   They both jumped, and laughed.
 
   “So, tomorrow will be your night flying training?” Oyda asked.
 
   “Yes,” Aranya agreed. “He wants to cover landing on vertical surfaces like cliffs or battlements. Nak also says I need to make a few longer flights before I try anything as daft as raiding the Tower of Sylakia. I think he’s also hoping for some bad weather to provide harder testing.”
 
   “He’s just concerned about you, petal.”
 
   “You worry too much. Oyda … oh, I don’t know.”
 
   The old woman sighed. “Ask your question, Aranya. But I cannot answer it.”
 
   “Oyda–how, of all the places in the Island-World, did I happen to crash-land on your doorstep?”
 
   Oyda’s smile, at that moment, seemed as old and wise as an ancient Dragon. She shrugged. “I can’t say, Aranya. It just is.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: The Raid
 
    
 
   Nak scowled at the Dragon, who glowered in return. “I’m trying, Nak.”
 
   “Trying with the wrong brain,” said Nak. “Try to appreciate, my delectable damsel, how much more brain there is behind that thick Dragon skull of yours than a Human will ever enjoy. Islands’ sakes, your head and muzzle are longer than I am tall. A Dragon’s brain is designed for flying.”
 
   “I understand that, Nak.”
 
   “But does it penetrate that impervious shield of armoured Dragon bone about your cranium?” Nak smacked her muzzle for emphasis. “The instant Human-Aranya tries to fly, you resemble a blue-speckled marsh stork stuck in a glue trap, flapping up and down in a panic. Dragons glide, Aranya. They soar. They do not flap straight up and down like a child playing Dragonships, they tilt the wing to minimise drag on the forward stroke and maximise power and lift on the backward stroke. A figure of eight is basic to good flying.”
 
   He demonstrated with his arms–for the tenth time, Aranya thought, crossly. The real problem lay between her ears, precisely as he said, in her inability to disassociate her Human brain from the business of flying. Don’t think. Just fly. Easy as breathing.
 
   She followed his instructions yet again, showing the maximum extent of her incredibly flexible wing joints. She made her wing tips touch together ahead of her nose, then way above her back, before spreading her wings to their maximum extent, her struts straining and her muscles quivering as she held the required position.
 
   Nak marched along her wing, tapping the salient points with his cane. “First joint, the shoulder. The second–your elbow, if you prefer–brings the wing bone forward again, although you can reverse it and lock the joint for the gliding configurations. Eleven flight struts, your primary struts, lie between the shoulder and the elbow. They are a light and flexible form of Dragon bone. Seven struts lie between the elbow and the third joint, your wrist. These provide power when used properly. All of your struts can curve with these ancillary muscles to provide additional shape to the wing’s surface. From the wrist to the wingtip we have five thinner struts. These provide manoeuvrability and fine control in the air. Now, the tail–”
 
   “Nak. You’re filling her brain with technicalities,” said Oyda. “The poor girl’s mired worse than your stork in a glue trap.”
 
   “Ha!” snorted Nak, resting on a boulder. He waved his cane. “Your pupil, master.”
 
   Aranya glanced between them. They were so familiar with Dragons. So experienced. Nothing about Dragon-Aranya seemed to surprise Nak and Oyda. It was hard to believe that the rest of the Island-World did not feel the same way.
 
   Advancing toward her with a posy of wildflowers held in her right hand, which she had been collecting, Oyda said, “I’ve been thinking.”
 
   “Thinking is precisely the problem around here,” Nak interrupted.
 
   Oyda quelled him with a fierce scowl of her own. “Right, my fledgling. Memorise these flowers.”
 
   “I–um, what’s this got to do with–”
 
   “Now, or it’s none of my honey biscuits for you later, you churlish wretch.”
 
   Aranya studied the wildflowers. Five meadow daisies, a sprinkling of tiny blue-tinkles and three each of peonies, red anemones and tall bursts of fireflowers, made up her posy.
 
   “Now, you will make a pass above the dell,” Oyda instructed. “While you fly, you will tell your Human brain to paint these flowers in every detail. I will question you afterward. And–do shut your yawning trap, petal. You’re catching flies.”
 
   Grumbling to herself about how direct Nak and Oyda could be at times, Aranya thumped four-pawed over to the edge of the cliff, to her favourite outcropping, and threw herself into the air. This bit at least she had grasped. As usual, the moment she was aloft, her Human and Dragon brains went to war in her head. She immediately wallowed in the air. Every wing beat was a struggle.
 
   Fine. She would paint flowers.
 
   Aranya shot through the morning air. The deep golden sunbeams of a partial eclipse, the twin suns almost completely hidden behind Iridith’s bulk, seemed thick enough to swim in. She wheeled a thousand feet out and spun back on her wingtip for the required pass over the dell, where the figures of two tiny old people watched her intently.
 
   She shaped meadow daisies. She concentrated on the finely bearded leaves of the fireflowers.
 
   And she flew like a Dragon.
 
   She raced across the sword-grass of the dell, almost brushing the blade-tips with her wingtips, before corkscrewing up above the forest bordering the heights and doubling back for a graceful landing that barely disturbed the still morning air.
 
   Nak and Oyda smiled mysteriously at Aranya.
 
   “Well? How was that?”
 
   Nak wiped his eye. “Got a gnat stuck …”
 
   “You old charlatan.” Oyda clipped the back of his head fondly. “That was Dragon, Aranya. Pure Dragon.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Two nights later, an hour before midnight, Aranya launched herself off the Sylakian bluffs at the edge of the dell. After drifting downward a thousand feet or so, Aranya trimmed her wings and swung to the north. Nak had advised two wingspans of clearance to guard against sudden changes in air currents as they swirled around the cliff’s rough outcroppings. “When you’re a better flyer, you can cut it finer,” he had advised. Despite the clear effulgence cast by the White moon and a sense of dangerous exposure, she stuck to his advice. Her nostrils flared in the flow of cool night air across her streamlined body. Night flowers? What was that scent?
 
   Aranya ran Nak’s guidance on her mission through her mind. She stretched her wings and tried to find the most efficient way of harnessing the small amount of tailwind available. Human-Aranya painted flowers. Dragon-Aranya adjusted her wing struts; she surged through the air as though she had released an anchor. This would be the longest flight she had ever attempted, culminating in the minor issue of avoiding Nelthion’s guards on the walls and roof, and inside the Tower of Sylakia. To that end she carried a dark cloak in her right forepaw. She agreed with Nak–the awkwardness of transforming into a nude Human form was a problem for a Shapeshifter.
 
   He rather fancied the idea, however.
 
   For about two and a half hours, Aranya flew northward and a touch easterly around the bulge of mid-Sylakia, up toward the midway point of the large Island on its western edge. She noticed the ground rising steadily to her right hand–wing, she corrected herself silently, marvelling at the appendage as the White moon’s light shone through the thin membrane of the main surface, highlighting the bone struts and secondary and tertiary arteries that fed the skin and the flight muscles. This was beyond her dreams. This was Dragon flight, crossed by a windroc! She pulled up alertly. But the windroc went about its business without apparently noticing her. Aranya let out a long, gusty breath. Her Dragon instincts had immediately primed her body for battle. Time to calm down.
 
   Suddenly, she saw rock out of the corner of her eye. Aranya flapped frantically, taking the sting off a glancing blow against the cliff-side. Idiot. Just when her attention wandered, she had allowed the breeze to push her against the cliff. She recovered with a few angry flaps of her wings. It was growing more blustery. She sank lower and gave the cliffs a greater berth. Oh, look, there were mountain goats down there. Her stomach rumbled appreciatively.
 
   No time to hunt, she told her Dragon brain.
 
   Her eyes narrowed, focussing with the incredible binocular power of Dragon vision. There, perhaps a league ahead, was a jutting rock she recognised. She saw torchlight upon its tip. The low, squat form of the painfully misnamed Tower of Sylakia became clear against the background of stars. Her hearts thumped painfully, all three at once.
 
   But Aranya did not turn aside for one wing beat. She eased into a long glide, preparatory for timing the vertical climb that must take her fast, over the edge and into a place where she could Shapeshift into Human form. She was ready.
 
   Now!
 
   She flapped powerfully, extending her wings for maximum acceleration, pushing so hard that she felt blood drain toward her tail under the gravitational forces. Aranya shot upward, wholly concentrating on the target. She came in close to the rock face, flying in a perfect vertical, before she furled her wings suddenly to slow down. A lash of her tail and a small wing-adjustment flipped her over the edge and rapidly down the other side. Aranya landed perfectly.
 
   Right in the rajal pit.
 
   Her Human brain squeaked in terror, but thankfully, her Dragon form had mastery and so she made no sound. A shadow stalking toward her with leonine menace was met with an equally menacing show of her fangs. Aranya flared her wings. The rajal pulled up short.
 
   Aranya listened carefully. Boots, retreating. A guard on patrol, she assumed. There would be a man on the door nearby the Last Walk. Yes, she heard his breathing.
 
   She leaped out of the rajal pit and into the shadows behind a large ornamental tree, and transformed. Snatching up the cloak, she covered herself and crouched, listening intently. Darn, now she could not hear the guards any more. Nak had not mentioned that. Could she listen with her Dragon brain through Human ears? Well, it gave her a headache, but it seemed to work to a degree. The night’s sounds suddenly became sharper and more distinct. Aranya picked up two stones.
 
   Moving forward stealthily, she found an angle where she could remain hidden but see the doorway into the Tower. There was a guard there, she knew. Her Human eyes could not see him.
 
   Overarm, she pinged the place she thought he was standing with the pebble.
 
   Clink.
 
   “Ouch! Eh, what’s the matter with you lot?”
 
   The guard rushed out of the doorway. Aranya tossed another pebble down the walkway to her right. The man instantly oriented on the sound.
 
   “Guys? Who’s the joker? Show yourself.”
 
   He trotted away from her, loosening his war hammer just in case.
 
   Aranya darted into the doorway. Unlocked. Good. Left open a crack, even better. She eased the door open and sneaked inside.
 
   After listening for a moment, Aranya slipped down the corridor toward the secondary staircase, which was sometimes left unguarded. The Princess’ room was up one level. She could not wait to surprise Zuziana. This was going to be great.
 
   She had no idea how she was going to explain about being a Dragon.
 
   Danger! She shrank into a shadow as a pair of guards rounded a corner and marched toward her. Once they had passed by she scuttled up the stairs, trying very hard to listen with her Dragon senses. Nothing. Good–which probably meant Nelthion had stationed men at other points on the residential floor. Pulling her dark cloak about her, she tiptoed past two branching corridors, pausing each time to peek around the corners in either direction, before braving the open ground. Here, a right turn should take her to Zip’s apartments.
 
   She sidled soft-footed toward the corner. Oh–flying sheep dung. Nelthion had stationed a man right outside Zuziana’s door!
 
   Well, that meant switching to her backup plan. Holding her head high, Aranya marched around the corner and made directly for the Princess’ door.
 
   The guard startled. “Who goes there?”
 
   “Princess Ramalya of Renidia,” she said, softly. “What’s your name, handsome?” 
 
   “Princess who?”
 
   She smiled at him and laid a coy hand on his arm. “Renidia. I’m new, but you won’t hold it against me, will you? I like men in uniform. They make me … purr.”
 
   “I, um, I, what?” spluttered the guard.
 
   “I’m just visiting my friend. Girl talk, you know.”
 
   Aranya rapped on the door. Please let Zip be sleeping lightly. She always said she did.
 
   After a second knock, she heard a sleepy stirring within. “Who is it?” Zip’s soft footsteps approached the door.
 
   “Your friend,” called Aranya.
 
   The female voice did the trick. A bolt squeaked; the door drew open. Waving at the guard, Aranya slipped within.
 
   “Who is it?” Zip repeated, holding up a lantern.
 
   “Please don’t scream, alright?” Aranya pushed back her hood.
 
   Zuziana gasped. Her hands flew to her mouth, muffling a shriek. “Aran–no, it can’t be. How? How did you … are you real?”
 
   “Pinch me and see.”
 
   “I think I need to sit down.” Zip retreated to the bed, watching Aranya all the while with huge eyes. She put her hand to her heart. Poor Zip was panting; wide-eyed, as pale as the sheet she sat on. “This isn’t some cruel–no. No, you died.”
 
   Aranya smiled at her friend. “Zip, it’s me. Truly. You aren’t dreaming. It’s Princess Aranya of Immadia. The one with the crazy hair, the fire–I healed you, Zip. I can tell you that you have a birthmark right there, just below your left collarbone. I can recite the names of your eight brothers.”
 
   Zuziana said dully, “But I saw you fall. I cried for days, I cried … Beri’s gone home, gone to Immadia. Nelthion said she should go. But it’s your hair–I know that hair, and it’s Aranya’s voice …”
 
   “We don’t have much time,” Aranya replied. “I’ve come to take you away from the Tower, Zip. I can’t explain everything right now. But I will. If you pack some things, light things, and maybe a cloak and your sword …”
 
   “Are you a ghost from the Cloudlands?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then how did you get here?”
 
   “I … flew. Zip, I know it’s hard to believe. Please. Pack what you need. Come with me. You don’t need to live here anymore.”
 
   Shaking her head, Zuziana pushed herself to her feet. “You’re crazy. I’m crazy to be listening to my dead friend who turns up at my door in the dead of night. I’ve got your forked daggers.” She rooted around for clothes. “Travelling things, right? I’ve got a pack, somewhere.”
 
   She kept stealing glances at Aranya as if to assure herself she would not vanish in a puff of smoke.
 
   The diminutive Princess changed quickly into a split long skirt, blouse and cloak. She belted her sword at her waist. She pinned her hairnet and headscarf in place.
 
   “This is insane, Aranya. Nobody escapes from the Tower.”
 
   “I know. Come, to the roof.”
 
   She had forgotten the guard. He took one look at their cloaks and shouted the alarm. Reversing one of her daggers, Aranya smashed him over the head with the handle.
 
   “Run, Zip!”
 
   They sprinted down the corridor. Boots thudded and yells sounded nearby. They might as well have awakened an army. Aranya, with Zip in tow, took the stairway up to the roof three steps at a time. They tripped a guard on his way down, sending him tumbling down the flight of steps to land in a heap at the bottom.
 
   The great warning gong crashed as they broke out onto the roof.
 
   Zip looked around wildly. “Where’s your Dragonship? Tell me you have a Dragonship.”
 
   “This way!” Aranya nearly pulled her friend off her feet.
 
   “There they are,” someone shouted.
 
   “The ship,” cried Zuziana. “Where?”
 
   The girls sprinted across the open, flat roof area to the raised battlements of the Tower of Sylakia. Aranya saw the nearest war crossbow being levered taut. Soldiers ran along the wall to intercept them, hammers held at the ready.
 
   “No time to explain,” Aranya cried, and transformed. The world jumped and settled; her eyes were suddenly four feet higher and her body felt disconcertingly huge. “Zip, it’s me!”
 
   Zip shrieked at the top of her lungs. Soldiers bellowed warnings. Officers rapped out contrary orders. Dragon-Aranya heard the crossbow platforms squealing as the soldiers brought the great bows to bear. They had no time.
 
   She grabbed for Zip. The Princess dodged her first swipe.
 
   “Zip, I swear …”
 
   “Leave me alone! Monster!”
 
   “You idiot.” The Dragon pounced on her friend. With her forepaws she grabbed Zuziana of Remoy around her arms and waist, squeezing her painfully. She leaped over the battlement.
 
   Aranya tumbled through the air. The war crossbows twanged. Six-foot quarrels hissed through the space above her head. She twisted frantically and kicked off the side of the Tower. Too fast. Aranya tried to pull up, but immediately slammed onto her belly on the Last Walk. With the momentum of her Dragon weight, she skidded off the end almost in the same way as she had departed the Tower of Sylakia the first time, curling her paws around Zuziana in an attempt to protect her from harm. A sharp pain pierced her left wing.
 
   Flapping and driving her body forward with frantic haste, Dragon-Aranya shot across the space between the Tower and the mainland. She saw red; the hurt, anger and adrenalin filled her in an unstoppable tide. She flew at a breakneck pace, aching with every wing beat.
 
   The pain! For the first time in a hundred summers, a Dragon thundered her fury across the rooftops of Sylakia Town. Every animal froze in primal fear.
 
   * * * *
 
   Soon, Aranya found the presence of mind to hide below the level of the cliffs. She winged southward as quickly as she was able, looking askance at her left wing every few minutes. Drops of golden Dragon blood fell like glittering jewels into the Cloudlands below. Nak had said a wound should stop bleeding of its own accord. But this rent in her wing membrane did not. One of the tertiary arteries had been torn, she realised. She dared not attempt her healing power. If it took too much out of her, she might simply drop from the sky.
 
   Zuziana appeared to have fainted. Her body hung limply in the cradle of Aranya’s paws. Her Dragon hearing noted Zip’s heartbeat, loud and clear. She had done it. Aranya released a long sigh of relief. She had rescued Zip from the Tower of Sylakia.
 
   Yes!
 
   “Forgive me, my friend,” she whispered.
 
   Gingerly, she winged her way back. She had to. Nak would know what to do.
 
   The hours rolled by. The night wind strengthened, making her work harder and harder to make headway. Aranya remembered Nak’s warnings. She must not land or transform. But she was weakening. She had no idea how much blood a Dragon could lose, but she felt her strength fading by the moment.
 
   How could a small wound create such a problem? The quarrel had passed cleanly through the membrane. The trickle had slowed. Maybe that was only because there was little blood left to lose.
 
   Aranya beat her way onward. Each breath rasped painfully in her lungs.
 
   One beat. Two. Keep the wings moving.
 
   Dawn’s first orange blush glowed in the eastern sky as she spotted the now-familiar V of the dell where the streamlet poured over the side of Sylakia’s Island, wetting a long, trailing streamer of thick vegetation that tumbled, layer upon layer and ledge upon ledge, and evaporated long before it reached the Cloudlands below.
 
   Wheezing like a blacksmith’s bellows, Dragon-Aranya crested the cliff top. She barely hung on with her claws. Weakly, she dragged herself forward, claw after claw, gouging out footholds as she needed, up onto solid ground.
 
   Nak came almost running down from the prekki-fruit tree, tottering dangerously on his canes as he hollered, “Don’t transform! Don’t transform!”
 
   Aranya laid her head in the stream and let cool water flow down her throat, too tired even to swallow. “Nak …”
 
   “You fool girl,” he groaned. “Fool Dragon. Hold still.” Nak tore off his own shirt and pressed it against her wound. He was crying, she thought; crying over her wing, weeping over her pain. “Use the magic, Shimmerith, my beautiful. Use the magic, whatever you’ve got. You’re safe now, darling girl.”
 
   He had called her Shimmerith, his old Dragon’s name.
 
   She released her magic, and knew no more.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya awoke to Nak smacking her across the nose repeatedly with his canes. “Dragonships,” he cried. “Get into the forest. Go!”
 
   She looked dully about her. Where was Zuziana? Where was she?
 
   “Quickly. They’re looking for you.”
 
   Oyda was sweeping away tracks and turning sods of grass back over where Aranya had gouged them up with her claws. Weakly, she pulled herself up and flap-staggered her way up beneath the sheltering boughs of the forest. A Dragonship came humming steadily overhead on a southerly bearing, packed with Sylakian Hammers all searching the ground with keen eyes.
 
   Searching for a Dragon.
 
   She collapsed, panting. By the mountains of Immadia, she could eat a sheep right now. Aranya peered through the trees. So, they knew about her. She remembered roaring above the town, and wanted to kick herself–or claw herself, or whatever a Dragon did when they had been so stupid.
 
   Later, Nak appeared with a large haunch of raw meat in tow. He chopped it up with his dagger and fed her chunk by hand-sized chunk. Soon after, Aranya began to feel better. Nak talked about her wound, trying to describe how she should encourage the membrane to regrow and the artery to heal itself. She told him how she had carried out her raid on the Tower of Sylakia.
 
   “You should stay in Dragon form for a few days,” he advised. “Stay hidden, here in the forest, in case the Dragonships come back. But don’t wander far, for I wouldst pine and die for want of a sight of thy splendour, my jewel.”
 
   His silly poetic turn of phrase made her smile. “How’s Zuziana, Nak?”
 
   “Ah,” he sighed. “What a dainty piece of fluff you brought home, my beauty, what a sweet toy to grace my bedroom.”
 
   Aranya fought off an urge to nip him in annoyance. “You mean, she’s fine?”
 
   “She kissed my cheek,” Nak declared. “Aye, a pocket rajal, she is. Shocked, you have to understand. Oyda’s working her magic as we speak. Don’t you just want to nibble her up? A nibble for breakfast, a nibble for–”
 
   “I’ll nibble your head off your shoulders, old man. Now, will you please explain why I cannot transform?”
 
   “Aye, I liked you better clothed in Human skin,” said Nak. “Volume, Aranya. Relative to your Human form, the much larger Dragon form holds much more flesh and blood, so in the case of this wound–traumatic blood loss–transforming might kill you right away. In general your Dragon form can take much greater punishment than your Human form. I believe it is the Dragon form in which your healing magic will work best.”
 
   That same evening, as the suns dipped beneath the cliff-edge of the dell, three further Dragonships puttered by overhead. They did not stop.
 
   Shortly thereafter, Aranya’s sharp Dragon ears detected an unfamiliar footfall leaving the hut and walking uphill toward her. Zuziana. Her hearts turned over. How would Zip take this strangeness? Would she accept, or … Aranya could not even consider the alternative. She trembled. She resisted an urge to hide or flee.
 
   The Princess of Remoy stopped a few feet short of her. After a long while, Aranya dared to open her eyes and regard her friend. “Zip?”
 
   “A-Aranya?” she stammered. “I-It’s really you?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.” Aranya’s mouth watered at sight of the leg of sheep Zip had dragged up with her. “Surprise. I’m sorry I made such a mess of not telling you–”
 
   “I wouldn’t have believed you.”
 
   “Well, I apologise anyway. Um–could I eat a bit of that meat? Starving.”
 
   Aranya’s heart fell as Zuziana dropped the meat and retreated several steps. She ate mournfully. But then her friend plucked up her courage and approached her again. Aranya could only imagine what courage it took to walk right up to a forty-foot Dragon for a friendly chat. That was one quality she loved about Zip. She had more pluck than ten ordinary Princesses.
 
   “Aranya,” she gulped audibly, “I think your eyes are the same colour as your old ones–but bigger and more brilliant–but you’re still stuck on the colour purple. It is you. I can see that now. You’re just so … Dragon.”
 
   “Yes, and I can tell the difference between you and this sheep.”
 
   Zip chuckled, but sounded overawed. “What a comfort. My best friend is the fiercest and most magnificent creature I’ve ever seen, and here’s the little sparrow talking to her.”
 
   “You’re no sparrow. I was stupid to ever say that.”
 
   “Oh, Aranya–you’re alive!” Zuziana hugged her muzzle, awkwardly. “Oh, I just hugged your mouth. Oyda’s been trying to explain, but it’s a crazy lot all at once and just a little freaky, alright? Forgive me. I’m sorry I fainted and didn’t help you return and I could have patched your wing or something–how is your wing?”
 
   “All’s forgiven,” Aranya smiled at her friend’s babbling. Zip jumped backward. “Sorry. This is a smile. With fangs–er, the wing’s improving, Zip. Nak says I can transform tomorrow.”
 
   “Is it weird? Gross?”
 
   “Transforming myself?” Aranya cocked her head to one side. “I don’t think so. It’s more like the world wobbles and suddenly I’m a Dragon. But it frightened you ralti-stupid last time.”
 
   Zip’s expression suggested that being grabbed around the torso by a Dragon’s paw was not her favourite recent experience. “You bruised my ribs, you bully,” she said. “But you burgled the Tower of Sylakia just for me. That’s just–I don’t have words, only a grateful heart.”
 
   “I appreciate that more than you know, Zip.”
 
   Her friend looked to the suns-set as if making a resolution. Wiping her eyes, she said, “Aranya, were you expecting me to become your Dragon Rider?”
 
   She didn’t want to be a Rider? Aranya had never considered that possibility. Her belly churned uneasily. Would she have to do this alone? “I had hoped–”
 
   “Well, it’s just that Nak says Dragon scales are frightfully sharp. I’d really need a proper Dragon Rider saddle, or I’d shred my legs on these.” She touched Aranya’s shoulder lightly as the Dragon’s hearts sang with hope. “Wow. Daggers. I was wondering–as you do–whether we’d find some old equipment lying around in Remoy. We’re a funny lot, we Remoyans. We don’t listen well to instructions to destroy our heritage, particularly when those instructions originate in Sylakia.”
 
   An enormous grin exposed every one of her fangs.
 
   “Ooh, I do hope that’s another Dragon smile.” Zip affected a nonchalant pose, standing in the curve of Aranya’s neck. But her heartbeat pounded as loudly as a drum to a Dragon’s hearing. “So–know any friendly Dragons who might need a Rider?”
 
   “Friendly? Do you at least taste nice?” Aranya pretended to sniff around her friend’s legs.
 
   “Down, you wicked, wicked beast!”
 
   * * * *
 
   Nak stood at the kitchen table in his pompous lecturing pose. Aranya wanted to laugh, but he was being so very serious and earnest that she had to settle for biting her knuckles and winking at Zuziana instead. She narrowed her eyes, clearing indicating Aranya should pay attention.
 
   Zuziana had been thoroughly impressed with the responsibilities and honour of being a Dragon Rider. Now, Nak moved on to their proposed journey to Remoy Island.
 
   “When you travel, you can hole up in caves or use ledges on the cliffs, or any convenient forest will do,” Nak said. “I suggest you don’t transform while you rest, my lustrous petal, because you’ll need all of your strength for the crossings between the Islands. Not many people or creatures will bother a sleeping Dragon. I used to sleep beside Shimmerith’s neck–did I tell you she was killed by a gigantic feral Dragon?”
 
   Ten times, Aranya thought. A tear came to his eye every time. Mopping his eyes on cue with an absurdly oversized handkerchief, the old man continued:
 
   “The bond between Rider and Dragon is so special and magical and … I couldn’t tell you. You just have to experience it. Travel together, face dangers together … aye. Well, I’d often wake to find Shimmerith’s foreleg curled protectively around my body. Kept me warm many a cold night, she did. You are very, very fortunate, you two.”
 
   Zip prodded Aranya with her elbow. “Beast of burden.”
 
   Aranya elbowed her right back. “Annoying little pest. Do I have to carry you everywhere?”
 
   Nak wagged his finger sternly. “Every hand is raised against Dragons and their Riders. Travel at night, and only at night. I’ve already seen message hawks flying overhead.”
 
   “Message hawks?” asked Aranya.
 
   Nak explained, “They’re also called homing hawks. They are able to return to the nest where they were born from anywhere in the Island-World. The Sylakians developed the idea of training them to carry messages rapidly from one Island to another. I’ve absolutely no doubt you two are the subject of a number of those messages. The Sylakians will not have enjoyed being bearded in their own den. You did rather announce your presence, Aranya.”
 
   “Battle rage,” she muttered, hanging her head.
 
   “Well, word has even reached our village back there,” said Nak, referring to the nearest village, half a day’s walk distant. “Everyone’s talking about the return of the Dragons.”
 
   “Quite the kerfuffle,” Oyda put in, but Aranya heard only pride in her voice.
 
   Nak said, “The Sylakians will be out to destroy you. Don’t expect any quarter. This journey to Remoy will be dangerous. But you are Dragon and Rider, now. The Island-World as we know it has already been changed. It’s in your hands–and paws–as to what you make of this gift.”
 
   Aranya squirmed at the force of his words.
 
   Zuziana asked, “Nak, I thought Dragons could breathe fire. How come, if Aranya has so much fire in her Human form, she cannot raise even the smallest spark in her Dragon form?”
 
   Aranya grimaced. “Shall I bite you now or later, Zip?”
 
   “Juvenile Dragons can’t always breathe fire,” said Nak. “The ability might develop soon. Furthermore, it might all be different for Shapeshifters, we don’t really know. Dragon fire is a great mystery. Even our Dragons didn’t know where it came from. They just breathed it.”
 
   Zuziana added, with a wicked little smile, “Aranya’s fire seemed to arise from high emotion. Like whenever she thought about Yolathion. Isn’t that so, Aranya?”
 
   “He’s the enemy,” Aranya mumbled, turning pink.
 
   “Huh,” said Nak. “A Sylakian brute, like that all-conquering father of his who you stupidly saved from the windroc.”
 
   “Nak,” Oyda warned, “don’t say something you’ll regret. The female heart is a mystery greater even than your precious Dragon fire. I know you care about these two petals and that’s why you’re cross, but we need to let them fly off. They’ll come back sooner that way.”
 
   “A couple more petals and we’ll have a whole flower in our house,” Nak grumbled. But then he brightened. “You’ll come back and give me a kiss?”
 
   “Both of us,” said Zuziana.
 
   “At the same time,” added Aranya.
 
   Nak did a silly dance with the help of his canes. “I’m going to raid my stores for you two. You’ll need drals for food; a few jewels to cover incidental expenses. Can’t have starving Princesses on my doorstep. Your fathers would cross the Island-World just to smack me like Oyda enjoys doing.”
 
   “Like this?” Oyda growled, reaching out.
 
   Nak dodged her swipe and ran into the back room, cackling gleefully.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Rider
 
    
 
   Two days later, they were ready to fly.
 
   Dragon-Aranya twisted her long neck to look at Princess Zuziana, seated between her twentieth and twenty-first neck spines, just ahead of her wings. The spines ran the length of her body to her tail. They were smaller on her neck and tail but rose to two feet tall where Zuziana sat. Nak had said her spines would grow bigger and sharper with time. Aranya wondered how much larger her Dragon form would grow. She estimated her length at forty feet from nose-tip to tail. Both Oyda and Nak had flown Dragons over ninety feet long.
 
   That was huge.
 
   As if she wasn’t self-conscious about her size already, Aranya frowned. Although, in comparison to her Dragon form, her Human body was tiny. She rather wished Zip had not teased her about the size of a Dragon’s behind.
 
   “Ready?” Aranya asked.
 
   Zuziana squeaked, “No.”
 
   Her ride walked to the cliff’s edge anyway. An hour after nightfall, with Iridith still hiding below the horizon, the time was perfect to set out on their journey to Remoy Island. Aranya felt confident she could manage the first leg to Telstroy Island, which lay sixteen leagues south-east of Sylakia’s southern tip. The most challenging part would be to cross the mountainous heart of Sylakia undetected. Flying the long way around the southerly point, Nak argued, might be too much for Aranya to manage.
 
   Oh, for a sight of Immadia. They planned to fly in the opposite direction. If only she could get a message to her father … but that was too dangerous, both for her and for the Kingdom of Immadia. Aranya agreed with Zip and Nak. They needed equipment and any Dragon lore the Remoyans may have hidden from the Sylakians. She only wished their route lay northward.
 
   Nor could she have managed the long crossings between the northerly Islands–they were beyond her flying range. Remoy was the better choice, an opportunity for both Rider and Dragon to gain experience.
 
   “Scared, Princess of Remoy?” she asked.
 
   “You’re the one with the wings.”
 
   “I intend to do my level best to keep you safe. Hold on tight.”
 
   Zuziana was strapped in above Aranya’s shoulders via an arrangement Nak had figured out. A cloth pad between her spine-spikes protected the Rider’s seat and legs from the Dragon’s sharp scales. A long strap ran beneath Aranya’s powerful chest, just behind her forelegs, keeping the seat secure from beneath. Nak had cut leather straps and fitted them with buckles to hold the Rider’s thighs and torso, providing her security against slipping or falling off. Two travel packs containing their supplies were fastened in the spine-space ahead of Zuziana’s seat, where she could reach them if needed.
 
   Aranya flexed her flight muscles. Excitement accelerated her heart-rate. Although she was sad to be leaving the little dell which had been her home for a month and a half–the time felt much longer–her appetite for adventure, for flying into her future, felt as whetted as an Immadian forked dagger.
 
   Zip’s voice trembled as she said, “This takes trust to a whole new level, I’ll have you know.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya banished a flare of irritation as quickly as it rose. Of course Zip was scared. Didn’t she know her Dragon-friend was scared, too? She held another person’s life in her hands. Paws, even.
 
   “You’ve flown with me before, Zip,” she said. “I’ll try to make your flight more comfortable this time.”
 
   Nak and Oyda stood hand-in-hand beneath the prekki-fruit tree. Their farewells had been said, but now Oyda called, “Go burn the heavens, Dragon and Rider.”
 
   Aranya took one last look back and leaped into space.
 
   “Oh, oh, oooooh,” wailed Zuziana.
 
   Dragon-Aranya levelled out, flying swiftly along the cliffs in a southerly direction. She deliberately eased off the pace. The surge of Dragon adrenalin was so potent, she could hardly control herself. But she knew she had to take it slow for Zip’s sake.
 
   “Easy on the yowling there, rajal,” she said, glancing over her shoulder. She heard the smack of Zip’s gloved hand, but barely felt it. “Enjoying the ride?”
 
   “Aaaa-ooo,” moaned her friend.
 
   Perhaps now was not the moment to show Zuziana that she had recently learned how to do loops in the air.
 
   “Look at the Jade moon. That should help,” she advised.
 
   Zuziana did not howl for much longer. But it did take her a very long time to stop gripping the spine-spike in front of her with white-knuckled desperation.
 
   After an hour or so aloft, Aranya recognised the soaring ravine-wall that Nak had mentioned as their first landmark. Here, a river had been terraced into a huge lake that led into the interior of Sylakia. There was so much water that it spilled over the terrace edge in a gleaming sheet, a vast waterfall. At the end of the waterfall, Aranya rose and veered to the east, following the uninhabited southern lake shore.
 
   Aranya flew low over the water, easing into slight changes of direction to follow the curve of the lake. After a while, she heard Zuziana say, “I can see our reflection down there.”
 
   She was right. There was enough light from the White moon to cast not only a shadow, but a fast-moving reflection upon the mirror-calm surface. That was what they must look like from beneath. She hoped no Sylakians would be watching the night sky this evening. Aranya saw the tall, white-tipped peaks of the mountain range ahead. Three spear-like peaks, she reminded herself. She should aim for the rightmost.
 
   When she glanced over her shoulder, Zuziana essayed an unconvincing smile. “I’m enjoying this–Aranya, really I am.”
 
   “I’m glad, Zip. It’s peaceful out here.”
 
   “Just pray we don’t run into any Dragonships.”
 
   Aranya’s hearts leaped, as did she in the air. She settled crossly. “Positive thinking there, Zip. Thanks.”
 
   Several further hours of flying across a vast tapestry of forest and lake brought Rider and Dragon to the farthest shore. Now they climbed into the mountains, rising above the treeline into a barren land of snows and icerocs, the fierce inhabitants of the mountains. Like windrocs, they were wild and dangerous, but Nak had stressed that the huge white-feathered birds hunted by day, not by night. Nevertheless, Aranya kept a Dragon’s eye on their surroundings.
 
   As they winged over a frozen lake, a brilliant shower of meteorites streaked the sky ahead of them. Aranya exclaimed in wonder. She focussed her gaze carefully, following the brightest trail down to its explosive landing in the snows of a faraway peak. Steam and fire blazed upward momentarily.
 
   Descending from the mountains, their route led them across the barren deserts of eastern Sylakia, inhabited by constantly warring desert tribes, and on to the Island’s edge. Aranya detoured and flew low across the desert to avoid a group of Dragonships motoring their way toward them from the east.
 
   Then they rested in the lee of a barren, rocky outcropping.
 
   “How’s my ride doing?” Zuziana asked, stretching her back.
 
   “A little tired. Good thing I filled up on a sheep yesterday,” said Aranya. “There’s the long haul to Telstroy to come, yet–straight across the Cloudlands.”
 
   “What about the hole in your wing?”
 
   “Healed over, but still tender.”
 
   Zip walked around to her nose. “Dragon-Aranya, if I ever start to take this for granted, I give you permission to bite me.”
 
   Aranya blinked her secondary optical membranes. “Huh?”
 
   “This. Flying. Being with a Dragon. It’s …” she sighed. “I thought I would grow old and die in that Tower. Now I’m flying Dragonback across Sylakia on my way home, seeing sights I never imagined. Actually, bite me now. Then I’ll know if I’m dreaming or not.”
 
   Would Zuziana leave her in Remoy? Would she want to continue to wherever Aranya would go next? The old feeling of fire sparked in her belly. Raising her forepaw, Aranya poked her friend in the ribs with the longest claw of her five-toed foot. “Wake up.”
 
   “Ouch! That hurt.”
 
   “Oh, Zip, you’re bleeding. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Aranya apologised at least twenty times before Zuziana managed to locate their small pot of a sticky, pungent cream Oyda swore by for cuts and bruises. A dab of her finger, and the bleeding of the deep puncture wound began to slow.
 
   “Alright,” said Zip. “Enough bellyaching, Dragon. If you’ve got that much energy for endless apologies, then it’s time you were flying again. Agreed?”
 
   “Grr,” said Aranya.
 
   This time, the Remoyan did not howl as Aranya flung herself off the low eastern cliffs of Sylakia. She laughed and spread her hands in the wind. But her heart was hammering away back there. The Dragon smiled to herself. Just like Zip.
 
   The Jade and White moons, risen high in the night sky’s starry vault, lent the Cloudlands a sickly cast that spoke only too eloquently of the poisons below. Aranya wondered how she had survived flying beneath the clouds before. Had she dropped into the Cloudlands themselves? For how long–long enough to hold her breath? Did poisonous gases not affect Dragons? Could it be that the Dragons had hidden themselves somewhere within or beneath the oceanic vastness of the Cloudlands?
 
   Aranya flexed her flight muscles, pushing into a steady headwind. This was not going to be fun. She tried to remember what Nak had advised about the optimal number of wing beats per quarter-hour, which minimised a Dragon’s effort while maximising forward momentum. Now her mind filled with what-if’s. What if she ran out of energy? What if they missed Telstroy Island? What if they ran into a Dragonship? After a long while of flying in silence with her thoughts, she said:
 
   “Zip, tell me about your family. I’d appreciate some distraction.”
 
   Zip began to tell Aranya about her father, King Lorman, and his four wives, three of whom sat on the Ruling Council of Remoy, and the antics of her many brothers.
 
   They passed the hours with Zip chattering away and Aranya labouring against the brisk headwind as they crossed the gap between the Islands. Toward morning, having pushed herself much further than she imagined she could fly, Aranya sighted Telstroy Island, at last. With a tired groan, she bought them to a safe landing on a ledge a quarter-league below the main surface of the wide, low Island.
 
   When Zip stumbled on alighting, Aranya’s paw flashed out at a Dragon’s reaction-speed to steady her friend. But she was more circumspect with her claws this time. Zip settled herself in the curve of the Dragon’s neck, pillowed her head on their travel pack and pulled her robe over her head. Aranya wondered if she’d be able to sleep once the suns rose. Experimentally, she drew her wing up to shade them both. There, that was better. The suns would still shine through her wing membranes, but it was better than nothing.
 
   They sank into an exhausted sleep.
 
   Aranya’s muscles twitched as though she were still flying.
 
   * * * *
 
   By evening, when they were ready to resume their journey, the skies had clouded over and the wind freshened with a tang of rain. Dragon-Aranya tested the breeze, wishing danger smelled as clear as that approaching storm did. Maybe they could outfly it. Maybe she was having the Dragon equivalent of cold shivers for no good reason.
 
   “This wind will be helping us, mostly,” she told Zip. “I think we can proceed.”
 
   “There’s heaps of Islands along the Crescent,” said Zip. “Most are uninhabited. It gets much thicker down there–jungles, Aranya. Something you’ve never seen as a Northerner.”
 
   “I’ve seen a few trees in my–”
 
   “Down, bristly Dragon-lady,” Zuziana laughed. “Don’t start breathing fire all over me just yet, especially not when I’m irritating you. Once you’ve seen the jungles, you can have your little burst of flame, if you like.”
 
   Aranya growled something unintelligible, deliberately deep in her chest. But she crooked her paw so that Zuziana could use it to step up onto her shoulder. From there she clambered nimbly up into the saddle. Zip fastened the thigh straps through the buckles Nak had carelessly cut off an old leather-bound trunk back in his storeroom. On second thoughts, she fastened the dangling ends with an extra knot. Aranya swung her head around to observe the process.
 
   “Making sure I don’t fall off?” Zip asked.
 
   She sighed so gustily that Zuziana blinked at the breeze she created. Aranya said, “I can’t get it out of my head what Nak said about that Rider falling off into the Cloudlands and his Dragon not even noticing. When the Dragon realised, she flew after him and was never seen again.”
 
   Zip nodded, cinching her waist belt. “I’ll give you something else to worry about, if you like.”
 
   “Oh–don’t.”
 
   “You asked earlier whether or not we’ve been spotted.” Zuziana patted her flank. “I’m in. Let’s fly. I’d be more surprised if we weren’t spotted. The Sylakians must have guessed where we’re headed. A little eastward swing over the desert? That won’t fool them. With these beautiful moons the night’s lit up like the heart of a meriatite furnace. You and I don’t look a whole lot like a Dragonship. Who’s missing from the Tower? Who dropped her Immadian forked daggers on the battlements when she changed into a Dragon?”
 
   Aranya, coiling herself to spring away from the ledge, half-stopped with a gasp of realisation. She very nearly somersaulted over the edge as her forepaws clutched only space. Aranya corrected mid-air with a furious, back-wrenching manoeuvre.
 
   Once she was stable, she hissed, “Sorry.”
 
   Zip said, “I’ll just fix my head back onto my shoulders.”
 
   “Sorry!”
 
   “Joke, Aranya. I should’ve stopped to pick up your daggers. But I was too busy fainting like some vapid party-Princess who forgot to eat before the big dance.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya poured her anger into a long, shallow dive that accelerated them to a wind-whipping velocity. Zip said nothing, although Aranya knew that she must be eating insects back there. She eased into a glide, bleeding off the speed.
 
   Aranya said, “Right, that’s out of my system.”
 
   “Good. Can you see the Crescent yet?”
 
   “Zip, thank you for stating things as they are. You’re no coward and I won’t have you saying it.”
 
   She could almost hear a smile emanating from Zip. “I’m rather fond of having you alive,” Zuziana said. “I’d like to keep you this way. Even if it’s in the form of an ancient reptile.”
 
   “Who needs daggers when you’ve got words, Zip?”
 
   “Aranya, will you promise not to take offence at what I’m going to say?”
 
   “Zip? Er–no offence, of course.”
 
   Zuziana, with a self-deprecating chortle, said, “Back in the Tower, you were so very intense, Aranya–every inch the Princess of Immadia, and about as friendly as those mountains you Immadians claim are so wonderful. You’d disappear into painting for days on end. The way your eyes blazed–it was truly like fire. You scared most of us. I would never have picked you for a friend. But now …”
 
   The massive, striated flight muscles of her shoulders and chest worked steadily as Aranya waited for her friend to continue. The Dragon in her measured Zip’s tiny weight atop her shoulders as almost negligible, but Human-Aranya measured the substance of their friendship with a melancholy inner sigh. She had never had a friend like Zip. She had never had many friends, period. Too intense. Too scary. Too self-absorbed. Now their friendship was developing so many different facets it made her dizzy to think about it. Dragon and Rider. Was this what Nak and Oyda had hinted at?
 
   “I sense a deep joy in you, Aranya,” Zip said, at last. “You’re happy–infectiously so. Perhaps this happens in every person if they’re released into their true form. If they’re allowed to be who they should be. You always were a Dragon. You just needed to know it.”
 
   Aranya pondered this for over a hundred wingbeats. “Thanks, Zip,” she murmured. “But tell me, who would Zuziana of Remoy be?”
 
   “Well, now there’s something to think about, Dragonback, with my hair streaming in the breeze,” her friend said lightly, but she was silent for a long time after that.
 
   A line of jag-toothed Islands slowly spread out before them, peeking from beneath the Cloudlands as though a crescent moon’s mountainous back had lifted from the murky depths; or, Aranya thought, the neck-spines of the most gigantic Dragon in all creation. Every spine was crowned with a fantastic profusion of greenery. Her Dragon sight feasted on the details–the enormous fronds hanging from the sides of the Islands in fringes a thousand feet long, and the canopy of vegetation rising in layer upon layer above each rocky spire until they resembled fantastical mushrooms with long hair hanging from every possible crevice.
 
   A cool airstream, presaging the storm sweeping in from the north, hustled them along on its skirts. Aranya thought to outrun the storm. They shot over Island after moons-lit Island, seeing not a single sign of Human habitation. Rich smells came to her flaring nostrils–damp vegetation, loamy soils, gritty pollens and fragrances she had no names for. Many of the Islands were connected by great looping hanks of leafy vines, easily visible in the bright moonlight. She saw apes the size of houses swinging from them.
 
   “Oraials,” said Zuziana, reading her thoughts.
 
   “Want a closer look?”
 
   “Sure–oh, my stomach. Please don’t fly sideways.”
 
   “I have to turn, Zip.” But Aranya levelled off.
 
   As they drifted past the mammoth primates, both Dragon and Rider gazed in wonder. There was a whole community of the shaggy-haired apes, swinging on the vines, plucking huge melons and eating them, the little ones–who were already bigger than any adult Human–shrieking and hooting as they played among the vines and overarching branches. Suddenly a huge male, perched on a branch, bellowed a warning. He began thumping his chest. The hollow booming instantly broke up the play. Mothers grabbed infants. Juveniles raced for the trees. Within moments, the entire family had vanished into the jungle of their Island.
 
   “Magnificent,” Zip breathed.
 
   Aranya glanced worriedly over her shoulder. Dark cloud-mountains loomed in the night sky, cutting off the moons and stars. “So is that storm. We should find shelter.”
 
   “We can’t just fly above it?”
 
   “Not with you on my back, Zip. There’s a limit to the height Humans can fly before the air becomes too thin and cold. It’s–”
 
   “All fine for her Dragonish highness.” Zuziana chortled at her own pun. “Not much more than a one and a half leagues above the Cloudlands, Nak said, measured by that scientific process known as dead reckoning. Somewhere above two leagues, I turn into a blue icicle and drop off your back.”
 
   Aranya sketched a mid-air bow. “Another inimitable Zip-ism. Help me find a place to land.”
 
   But a landing place proved difficult to find. Because of her inexperience, Aranya was leery about landing amongst the trees. But the Crescent Islands were so enveloped in verdant jungles that she could not find a suitable open space. The wind gusted alarmingly now. Drops of rain smacked her back. Aranya drew her wings closer to her body, struggling to control her flight. A low hissing came to her ears, the sound of rain slashing in diagonally on the squalling winds.
 
   She knew she had made a mistake, getting caught out in the open. In seconds, the rainstorm engulfed them. The downpour blinded her instantly.
 
   “Grab a branch,” Zip shouted.
 
   “I can’t see.”
 
   “Use your outer eyelids separately.”
 
   Aranya only heard half of what Zip yelled at her, but the gist of the idea helped tremendously. Her Dragon brain knew how to operate her inner membranes and outer eyelids discretely. Her vision cleared. Abruptly she lashed her tail, flicking them beneath a hanging vine. Leaves slapped her face. Aranya rolled mid-air, taking Zip out of harm’s way as she scraped and dodged instinctively through a dense tangle of overlapping vines and shot out the far side, shedding branches and greenery from her wings and tail.
 
   “Zip? Zip?” she called.
 
   “I’m–pah! I’m fine. Nice flying, girl.”
 
   Part of Dragon-Aranya bridled at being called a girl. Strange–it had to be that difference between her two brains that Nak had alluded to. But how did the two forms exist alongside each other? Where was the Human part when she was being a Dragon, and vice versa? Now there was an existential problem to give her a beastly headache.
 
   “Grab that branch, Aranya.”
 
   Zuziana pointed to their left. When Aranya glanced back, it was to see water streaming off her friend. The poor thing, unprotected by Dragon hide, Aranya thought.
 
   “How?” she called back. “I’ll just slip off.”
 
   “How many ten-inch claws does a Dragon have, you nitwit?”
 
   “Oh–right.”
 
   Aranya overshot the first landing she attempted, courtesy of a swirling updraft that bounced her over the branch. She winged past several Islands in the torrential downpour, searching with her Dragon sight for a likely candidate. Ah, there–a titanic bough hanging out over the Cloudlands, which had several bare sections large enough to accommodate a Dragon. Approaching with care, Aranya touched down with all four paws, sinking her claws into the bark. Safe.
 
   “Hold on, Zip. We’re going for a little walk.”
 
   She clambered toward the Island, making sure she had enough claws sunk into the bark at all times to guard against slipping. Soon, they came beneath the overarching canopy and the rain slackened off, filtered by the overhanging greenery.
 
   Zip pointed. “Ooh, big snake.”
 
   “I see it.” Aranya growled at the large constrictor, which beat a hasty retreat. “Trust me, if anything wants to snack on you, they’ll have to get past me first.”
 
   “Ooh, you’re a nice Dragon. There. There’s a dry hollow beside that tree, Aranya, that looks comfy enough.”
 
   “By the mountains of Immadia, have you seen the size of this tree-trunk? It has to be twice as wide as I am long, Zip!”
 
   Zip grinned. “Welcome to the Southern jungles, foreigner.”
 
   Aranya gazed around them at the dense undergrowth. The towering treetops were lost in layer upon layer of foliage. “This is an awful long way from my mountains. I’m glad one of us feels at home.”
 
   There was so much rain that Zip soon complained about water dripping down her neck. Aranya curled up, sheltering her friend in a cocoon created by the curve of her head back toward her body, much like a sleeping cat. She drew her wings overhead, creating a dark space inside which Zip opened their pack and tried to find some dry clothes and a snack. She paused to examine Aranya’s eyes.
 
   “They glow in the dark,” she explained. “Pretty.”
 
   “Pretty? Grr!”
 
   “Fine, I understand,” Zip chirped. “Grr, I’m not a pet. Grr, I’m your friend.”
 
   Aranya felt taken aback to have her emotions read so confidently by her friend. Perhaps this was the growing bond between Dragon and Rider–an unexpected vulnerability that no thickness of Dragon hide or sharpness of claw and fang could guard against.
 
   They chatted for a while, as Zip ate, about how they might penetrate Remoy’s defences without creating danger for Zuziana’s family. Doubtless, Sylakian spies would be thick on the ground and even within the palace. Getting close to King Lorman would be a challenge. But equally, having a trusted go-between only multiplied the danger.
 
   Soon, they both closed their eyes.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya awoke when a spear-point prodded her ribs.
 
   Her stirring caused a shriek. Voices babbled around them. Bushes crashed briefly; then all became still. Aranya felt many eyes upon her. She stirred carefully, not wanting to cause any further alarm. A spear pinged her flank, but did not penetrate her hide.
 
   Dragon-Aranya rose and yawned with the intent of displaying her fangs. She scanned the undergrowth. Small dark eyes peered fearfully at her from several places. They probably thought they were hidden, but her Dragon sight picked them out easily. If these were people, they were tiny. She was not worried for herself, but Zip was another matter.
 
   “Pygmies,” Zip whispered. “I didn’t know there were any left. The Sylakians were supposed to have wiped them out a decade ago. Listen, I’m going to talk to them. Watch for spears, will you?”
 
   “You talk Pygmy?”
 
   “Ancient Southern, actually. You talk Immadian dialect, don’t you? I heard you and Beri.”
 
   Zuziana moved out from behind Aryana and began to speak. Fascinating, thought the Dragon. Chirps, whistles and clicks all formed part of the language. A reply came from the bushes, much faster than the Remoyan had managed.
 
   Aranya remembered Beri telling her about Pip, the Pygmy Dragon Shapeshifter. She had been a Pygmy girl, abducted from a Crescent Island much like this one, to a zoo on Sylakia. She had lived seven years in a cage before escaping. Imagine living in a zoo! Those must have been strange days, she thought, a time when Dragons and Humans lived together.
 
   If only it were not all history. She and Pip would have been great friends.
 
   After some discussion, Aranya was startled to see two warriors emerge from the bushes. They were tiny, perhaps only four feet tall, and clad in loincloths. Fantastic, swirling blue tattoos covered every inch of their mahogany skin. They turned to face each other. The slightly taller of the two punched the other in the mouth. Next, they laid down their spears and bows and knelt, facing Zuziana. She showed them her sword and dagger, and laid these beside Aranya’s paw. She moved forward and knelt.
 
   More words passed back and forth.
 
   Presently, the discussion appeared to refer to the Dragon, who narrowed her eyes. She heard the word ‘Remoy’. Another Pygmy appeared out of the bushes, carrying a tiny girl, who was laid in front of Zuziana. She had a suppurating wound to her stomach. More gestures and burbling followed.
 
   Zip returned to Aranya’s side. “So, the warrior who threw the spear has been reprimanded. Now they ask if the mighty Ancient One–” she made droll face “–can touch the girl. They mean you should heal her, I think. I don’t understand the word they’re using, but I think she’s probably some kind of seer or prophetess. For the sake of honour they insist on paying us.”
 
   “Islands’ sakes, aren’t they poor? Wait, Pygmies are good hunters, aren’t they?”
 
   “The best,” said Zip. “But they’re also afraid you might eat the girl.”
 
   “Oh.” Aranya frowned. “Awkward. That explains the hunters in the trees who have their bows trained on us, Zip. I’ve no intention of having you swallow a poisoned arrow. What kind of edible animals do you get in a jungle?”
 
   “Wild pigs?”
 
   “Pig?” There were no pigs on Immadia. “I’ve never tried that before, but Dragon-me fancies the idea. Right. You and I need to put on a little show.”
 
   The Dragon bent down to whisper in her friend’s ear.
 
   Aranya reared up on her hind legs and began to rub and pat her belly with her forelegs, making hungry growls and lip-smacking motions. The dark eyes in the bushes became rounder and rounder as this continued for a while. Then she took a good, long look at Zuziana and sniffed hungrily around her friend, but then turned up her nose and spat sideways in disgust–which rather startled her as a large gobbet of phlegm rocketed into the bushes. By the mountains of Immadia, her new throat was powerful. How far would she be able to shoot Dragon flame?
 
   Zip began to make very realistic pig noises. Chortling arose from the bushes. Reminding herself to tease Zip about her skills later, Aranya began to lick her lips with her long, violently purple, forked Dragon tongue. The message was perfectly clear. Two hunters immediately rushed off into the surrounding jungle.
 
   Aranya inquired, “Do I try to heal her now, Zip?”
 
   The Princess of Remoy shook her head. “I’m not sure. I think we should wait until we’re invited.”
 
   “This jungle is completely impenetrable,” said Aranya, looking about. “How did the Sylakians ever defeat the Pygmies?”
 
   “When I learned the history of the southern Islands, it was always explained to me that the Sylakians used the Pygmy hunters from one tribe to lead their warriors to the other rival tribes, and to track down any survivors. They annihilated these people. The man who threw the spear says he thought I was Sylakian. The elder told him he was a fool to attack an Ancient One. Apparently, they venerate Dragons.”
 
   “Ooh, every girl needs a little worship in her life.”
 
   Zuziana made a disgusted noise.
 
   After an hour or thereabouts, as evening began to shade the jungle and the noises of animals on the prowl began to sound around them, the hunters returned with a small but fine wild pig. Without ceremony, they threw the dead pig to Aranya.
 
   “Taste it and look pleased,” Zuziana ordered. “Then heal her before you finish eating.”
 
   Aranya bent to taste the pig. “Um, not bad. Strong and a bit salty. Zip, I’ve never tried healing in my Dragon form.”
 
   “Nak told me that Dragon magic–your healing magic and fire–should be easier in your Dragon form. In theory.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “You did a first-rate job on me. No, don’t be silly. You healed your wing as a Dragon, didn’t you?”
 
   “So I did.”
 
   Zip said briskly, earning herself a growl, “At least try to engage the brain, beast.”
 
   Aranya bent to her task. It was different as a Dragon. Under the beady eyes of a dozen Pygmy warriors clustered around her and many more in the trees, she laid her paw lightly upon the girl and centred her full concentration to the task. Nothing happened. She searched her memories and tried to push power out of her, like she had pushed the fire at Garthion. That did not work. But the image of opening a door in her mind did work, rather suddenly. It was a strange sensation–not so much about strength, as before when she had helped Zuziana, but something else. Something vital, she felt. Hopefully it could be replenished.
 
   She lifted her paw.
 
   The tiny Pygmy girl’s eyes flickered. She said something. Aranya jumped as the warriors burst into a frenzy of chest-slapping and hooting.
 
   “She says she feels much better,” Zip clarified.
 
   “The wound’s visibly better,” Aranya said. “Can I eat now? Dragon-sized hunger.”
 
   “You deserve it, you pig. I mean, the pig.” Zip tittered and looked pleased at her joke.
 
   “Oh, very funny, Zip.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: Remoy
 
    
 
   The following evening, as the multiple overlapping rainbows of the storm’s aftermath faded into a vast, deepening night, the Princesses of Remoy and Immadia continued their southward journey along the slow curve of the Crescent. At dawn they found another resting place, and continued late the following afternoon. The Islands were all swathed in jungle, varying a little in height and character. A further three nights’ travel brought them to the end of the Crescent. Here they sighted the inhabited Island of Germodia, an Island which had long been a Sylakian ally and supplied them with many of their troops.
 
   They also found trouble.
 
   “Dragonships,” said Aranya, trying not to sound too dispirited, scanning the Island ahead as she turned parallel to the enemy line. “Heaps of them, lined up along our route.”
 
   “We should detour?” said Zip. “Can you manage the flight?”
 
   “I’ll try, but you do remember how Nak drew the map, don’t you?”
 
   “I’ve been this way a few times,” Zuziana reminded her. “Did you have any idea the South was so large?”
 
   “No idea at all,” Aranya admitted. “But the journey from Immadia to Sylakia is fifteen days on its own. My home’s a million leagues from here.”
 
   “Remoy isn’t that southerly, Aranya. There’s still heaps of Islands before the Rift. Do we make the jump over to Tyrodia Island?”
 
   “I guess. But we’d be flying in the daylight.”
 
   They decided to take the risk.
 
   Aranya winged directly eastward now, making a long, long loop around the line of Dragonships which had been spread out to cast the Sylakian net far and wide. Telling herself that no Dragonship could blockade a Dragon, Aranya flew for hour after hour, eventually leaving the Dragonships far behind. Then she swung to the south.
 
   But the situation was repeated at Tyrodia.
 
   “I wish I knew their colours,” said Zuziana. “This might be an invasion fleet headed to the south, or they might be looking for us. Should we be flattered, seeing how the sky’s crawling with Sylakians like fleas on an unfortunate cat? How are you feeling, Aranya?”
 
   “I need to rest.” They had been aloft for a night and much of the following morning with hardly any pause.
 
   “Then let’s stick to the plan.”
 
   Aranya arrowed in low over the Cloudlands, hoping against hope that the Dragonships would be looking upward to the clouds above. She breathed a sigh of relief when they reached Tyrodia Island, but it was very low Island with no cliffs behind which to hide. She quickly climbed over the first peninsula, before furling her wings and dropping sharply into a forest clearing. She crawled beneath cover, where Zip alighted.
 
   They both checked the thickness of the foliage above them.
 
   “That was close,” said Zip. “Are you alright, you poor thing?”
 
   “Let me catch my breath. I could do with a stream.”
 
   Zuziana eyed her with concern. Aranya wanted to be cross with her, but could only stand and pant for a while. She felt as though she had run the annual summer foot-race through the Immadian mountains.
 
   “Shall I go scout?”
 
   Aranya shook her head. “Stay close, Zip. I sense danger. Let’s just lay low for a bit.”
 
   Despite her better intentions, Aranya fell asleep almost the instant her head touched the ground. She dropped off telling herself that the flight had been too much. Nak had been right, again. Juvenile Dragons just did not have the strength to stay aloft for long periods of time.
 
   She dreamed of fire, of burning the forest around her in a rage which had no source or reason. She dreamed of Garthion. Later on, her dream mellowed into fond memories of playing dolls and Dragons with her mother on the thick pile rug in her bedroom.
 
   Aranya awoke to find a wetness on her nose. Dragons cried?
 
   “Search the forest,” she heard. “This one matches the description, no matter what story she spins. We’ll take her to the War-Hammer. Guard her well, you three.”
 
   Zip!
 
   Heat exploded from her belly into her throat. With an effort, Aranya swallowed it down again. Was this her Dragon fire? It would not do to burn the dry forest now. Her Rider was in terrible danger. Her claws flexed and tore the ground at the thought. She imagined ripping the entrails out of Sylakian warriors as they screamed for mercy, claws slashing and teeth chomping through armour and … oh dear. She was thinking like a Dragon, ferocious and vengeful thoughts; thoughts that stunned her with their bloodthirsty passion.
 
   Forty feet of lethal Dragon ought to scare the living pith out of those men.
 
   She scented the forest. She extended her hearing. Ten men, perhaps a patrol. At least seven sets of boots tromped through the thicket they had chosen, beating the bushes with their hammers and daggers as they fanned out, searching. Aranya sank to her belly. Dragons could move quietly when needed. If only Zip would speak, she could orient on her friend. Could she make out Zip’s breathing and distinguish it from the men?
 
   She filtered out the forest noises–three deer, a flock of wild ralti sheep, birds fleeing from the disturbance. One man was coming almost directly toward her. How did one hide a gemstone-bright Amethyst Dragon in a forest? She eased her claws into the ground to scoop up mounds of dirt and leaves. Aranya poured them over her back. No pause for vanity. She stole downhill to a small stream Zip must have found, wet herself in the mud, and repeated the exercise.
 
   Should have done that first …
 
   Aranya bellied along, catlike, searching the undergrowth with all her senses alert. There, that smell–she knew that smell. She almost giggled. After days of travelling, her friend could do with a wash. Her Dragon nose identified her specific odour amongst the skunksome odours of unwashed soldiers as though it were a pink flag waving in a sea of blue. Fantastic sense of smell, Dragons had–Nak’s descriptions did it little justice. A whole world of scents made itself known to her through her nostrils.
 
   She froze as a warrior beat his way into her line of sight.
 
   The man had no idea. He stomped toward her, making a phenomenal racket, until he stood almost beside her shoulder. He paused to take a look around. Aranya decided he must be some kind of local militia. He did not have the uniform of a Sylakian warrior, only a badge of a windroc badly sewn onto his leather tunic.
 
   Never mind. Aranya raised her paw and hammered him to the ground.
 
   Oops. She had broken his neck, meaning only to stun him.
 
   That was not her proudest moment–but Aranya knew that to rescue Zuziana might mean more killing. The Dragon in her had no trouble with that.
 
   An ambulatory pile of mud, sticks and leaves skulked through the forest.
 
   She pushed her muzzle through a patch of bushes. There was Zuziana, looking despondent as a soldier lashed her hands behind her back with a hank of rope. Her eyes crinkled into a smile as she saw an amethyst orb wink at her from beneath a large white-currant bush.
 
   Dragon-Aranya’s fury churned in her belly. They had her Rider. Before she knew it, she coiled and sprang out of the bushes, roaring and snapping and rending with her claws. The three men stood no chance. A precise strike of her claw shredded the ropes. Zip quickly wriggled free.
 
   “You look pretty,” she quipped. “Sword, cloak … right, I’m ready.”
 
   Aranya extended her foreleg. “Hurry. Where’s our equip–”
 
   “On your back. As we agreed.” Zip strapped herself in as they rushed through the forest in search of a clearing. “Before I stupidly ignored your warning and wandered off.”
 
   “Here. Hold on.”
 
   Aranya sprang upward with an adrenalin-fuelled leap, trying to gain enough clearance for the first sweep of her wings. Taking off vertically was a skill she had yet to master, due to the sheer power required to launch a Dragon’s bulk into the air.
 
   “Watch out!”
 
   Two mighty strokes of her wings lifted them clear of the forest. Her head butted into something soft.
 
   “Dragonship,” yelled Zip.
 
   Aranya heard the zing of Zip’s sword leaving its sheath. She was more worried about archers or crossbows. She snapped and snarled, ripping the sack above her as she tried to free her head and keep aloft at the same time, above the treetops.
 
   “Go, Aranya!”
 
   The Dragonship, hissing as it lost hydrogen, sank toward the forest. Aranya folded in her right wing and rolled to let it drop past her, then flapped furiously to gain height.
 
   “Another one,” called Zip, unnecessarily.
 
   Aranya banked rapidly, accelerating to take them out of range of the approaching Dragonship. Behind them, the forest exploded in a ball of flame–the meriatite furnace had touched off the hydrogen sack.
 
   Dragon-Aranya said, wryly, “Do you think they know we’re here?”
 
   “They might guess.” Zip rubbed her neck awkwardly. “Aranya, I’m so sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”
 
   “Don’t worry. Let’s just make ourselves scarce, shall we?”
 
   “You’ve no idea what it’s like to be at the sharp end of an angry Dragon’s claws. If you’re not careful, I might start to suspect that you care …”
 
   “I don’t enjoy the killing.”
 
   Aranya wished Zip would change the topic of conversation. She concentrated on flying across the rolling meadows and dark green hilltop forests of Tyrodia Island. They did not seem to terrace much here, she noticed, unlike the North. Was that due to better rainfall patterns? Why would the ancients have spent so much time shaping the northern Islands to conform to their apparently enormous appetite for water?
 
   Zuziana asked, “So, what about Dragon-Aranya? How does she feel about killing?”
 
   She already knew how she’d answer. “It’s different in my Dragon form, Zip. I couldn’t control myself back there, when I saw you in danger. It’s not just a set of clothes I change. I’m still Aranya. But it’s more–I don’t know. It’s deep; hard to explain.”
 
   “It’s simple. You are a Dragon. Dragons have claws and teeth and like to burn things when they get angry. Right?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Zuziana patted her back. “Aranya, a girl can walk tall in this world with a friend like you. ‘Huh, you don’t scare me.’ ‘Why not? I’m going to have you for breakfast, wench.’ ‘Why don’t you talk to my friend over there? She’ll have you for breakfast.’ ‘Who’s your friend?’ ‘Oh, that cute little Dragon.’”
 
   Aranya laughed. “Do you often have whole conversations with yourself, Zip?”
 
   “Regularly.”
 
   Aranya winged steadily across the interior of Tyrodia Island, a long sliver of land lying northwest by southeast. Ahead, a line of steep fells intersected their path.
 
   “Aranya, how did you find me in the forest?”
 
   “By smell. Dragon nose, you know.”
 
   “Are you suggesting that a Princess of Remoy may be identified by body odour alone?”
 
   Dragon-Aranya turned her head to eyeball her Rider. “Of course not. I’m merely suggesting that if you want your family to welcome you with open arms, you might need to bathe first.”
 
   “You and your big nose. Ha!”
 
   As they bantered back and forth, Aranya soared up over the edge of the violet-flowered, heathery fells and coasted down the far side.
 
   “Um, Aranya.” Zip pointed ahead. “Eyes front.”
 
   An army encampment sprawled before them, covering the entire breadth and length of a valley that led down to a town–Tyros, the ancient capital of Tyrodia. Three or four dozen Dragonships bobbed peacefully above the tent-city, flying crimson Sylakian pennants.
 
   Aranya back-winged hastily. “Oh, flying ralti sheep.”
 
   “Do you think we’ve found the invasion fleet for Herimor, perchance?” asked Zuziana.
 
   “Yes, and war catapults.”
 
   “Full reverse!”
 
   Aranya turned tail and fled as a brace of crossbow quarrels and a speculative catapult-shot whooshed through the air toward her. She jinked to dodge the wickedly barbed quarrels. They fled back over the fells.
 
   “Northeast,” said Zuziana. “There’s a clutch of uninhabited Islands out there, I recall, where we can lay low. Lots of caves.”
 
   “But Remoy is south–oh.”
 
   She could hear the smirk in Zuziana’s voice as her friend said, “Basic tactics, Dragon. We’ll double back under the cover of darkness. I’ll say nothing about me being the brains and you being the brawn in this partnership.”
 
   “You just did, Zip.”
 
   * * * *
 
   The Islands northeast of Tyrodia hardly qualified as Islands, but they were jumbled, riddled with caves and capped with jungles teeming with flying vervet monkeys. Here, Aranya and Zuziana ousted a cliff fox family from their cave and lay low for two days while a dozen Dragonships quartered their hideout. Aranya snacked on a mountain goat, which she found to be tough and decidedly unappetising. She helped Zuziana pick vine-melons and unripe tinker-bananas. They tracked down a trickle of water together. Their supplies were running low.
 
   On the evening of the second day, they made ready to depart.
 
   “A decent loop around Tyrodia,” said Zip, “and then we strike for Remoy. This cloud cover should help. Can you see when it’s this dark?”
 
   “Well enough to bite you. Yes, Zip. I see much better in the dark than–”
 
   “Good.” Zuziana fixed their packs in place. “I’ve clothes ready for you. We might want to scout the town, although I’m quite well known and a tall Northerner would stick out like–”
 
   “–a Dragon flying across Iridith’s face on a cloudless night?”
 
   “Quite.”
 
   Aranya looked her friend over. “You aren’t wearing a headscarf?”
 
   “We don’t have Remoyan headscarves,” said Zip. “These Sylakian ones would brand us immediately–as Sylakians. That could be unhealthy in the wrong quarter of town.”
 
   “Unless you’ve a Dragon in your pocket.”
 
   Zip put her hands to her hips and regarded her friend sternly. “Unless we’ve already alerted the entire Sylakian fleet to our presence, Aranya. Don’t look so woebegone. We’ll get better at this, I promise.”
 
   Aranya huffed crossly.
 
   Putting her hand beneath Aranya’s chin, Zuziana scratched her as one would scratch a cat to make it purr. “Where’s my proud, fierce little Dragon, then?”
 
   The Dragon’s scowl deepened. Perhaps, as Nak had suggested, a little nibble of Zuziana might not be inappropriate. She did have beautiful hair, Aranya thought, lustrous brown ringlets which tumbled down her back. She said, “I love your hair, Zip. Maybe we should start a fashion.”
 
   “Princess of Remoy refuses to wear a headscarf?” Zuziana grinned. “Imagine the scandal.”
 
   “Dragon enforces Remoy’s ban on headscarves.”
 
   “Now you’re talking. No, what about ‘Dragon burns all headscarves’?”
 
   Aranya pretended to consider this. “A little unhealthy for the heads inside them, I’d say.”
 
   They chuckled for a long time after that.
 
   Driven along by a fresh breeze, they flew southward all that night, avoiding Tyrodia Island by a respectable margin. Aranya flew as high as she dared, given that another squall was developing–the south Islands being completely different to the North in this respect. Immadia always had autumn storms; Remoy, thundery spring squalls. At intervals she rested on the wing, gliding along for half an hour or so, which was a trick Oyda had suggested to extend the flying range of a Dragon.
 
   Zip kept asking, “Can you see Remoy yet?”
 
   Aranya shook her head. “It’s a long haul, Zip. I’m doing my best.”
 
   “Shall I disembark and push?”
 
   “Shall I snack on the toes of your left foot or the right?”
 
   But Zuziana did curl up to make herself as small as possible, reducing the tiny drag her body caused on the airstream flowing over Aranya’s back. Soon after, Aranya heard her snoring softly.
 
   She wished she could sleep mid-flight.
 
   As dawn sulked in, filtering through the overcast skies, Aranya sighted the tall dome of Remoy Island. Her focus brought her a sight of the eighteen terrace-lake levels for which Remoy was renowned, before the rain blurred her vision. Zuziana awoke with a cross exclamation.
 
   “I saw Remoy,” Aranya told her.
 
   “You did?” Zip brightened. “Brr, I’m cold. This rain should at least clean you off, Aranya.”
 
   “Break out the soap and you can have a bath, too.”
 
   Zuziana wiped her streaming face. “I appreciate your honesty, you ill-bred Immadian. Actually, this storm’s good. Shall we make straight for that inner garden I told you about?”
 
   Aranya nodded. “If we’re willing to fly up into the storm. Remoy’s high, Zip.”
 
   Her Rider said, “Nak said lightning was no problem.” But her voice betrayed how little she believed that statement.
 
   Dragon-Aranya agreed with Zuziana’s assessment. No soldier liked the rain. They would take to the nearest shelter, disinclined to watch the sky. Making straight for the inner courtyard of Remoy’s Royal Palace would place them among people likely to be friendly, even to a Dragon who had severely irritated the greatest power in the Island-World.
 
   Under Zip’s direction, Aranya hurried skyward, crossing terrace after terrace brimful of water until she screamed up over the brow of Remoy, called the Jade Isle, and she saw at least a little of its famed beauty–the waving fields of jade-coloured mohili wheat, the great lines of khaki-green oaks protecting them from the elements, the jewel-like lakes scattered across its surface. There, dimly seen in the distance, were the towers and battlements of a city which had defied the Sylakian horde for the better part of a year’s siege.
 
   She flapped harder, pressing up into the storm, concealing them amidst the first wispy clouds as they winged toward the city. Zip shivered and shivered. Aranya checked–her lips were blue, but Zip only smiled and peered over her friend’s shoulder. She pointed out the Palace.
 
   Once Aranya hovered above the inner garden, she folded her wings and hurtled down like a thunderbolt.
 
   Abruptly she flared her wings, taking the strain in her shoulders as before, before landing hard with all four legs flexed to absorb the impact. Even so, her landing punched the breath out of her lungs.
 
   “A bit rough,” said Zip, unbuckling her straps. “Are you alright?”
 
   “Fine,” Aranya coughed. “I need more practice at this subterfuge.” She moved behind a broad fig tree, and transformed.
 
   Their travel packs landed on her head.
 
   Quickly, Aranya changed into a dress–which was instantly soaked by the pounding rain–and put her hair roughly up into a hairnet. Stowing the packs and their saddle behind the tree for the time being, the Princesses stole through the bushes. The garden was dense, as Zuziana had predicted; bounded on all four sides by the five-story Palace building. This part was the royal apartments. A further screen of buildings and a huge wall protected the royal apartments from the outside world.
 
   Zip pointed to a spiral staircase leading to the third level. Aranya nodded.
 
   They put up their hoods and rushed to the stairs.
 
   A quick climb brought them to the third floor. Zip checked all around before crossing the walkway, which was open to the elements, to a set of wooden doors. She put her ear to the door.
 
   “Password?” came a deep voice.
 
   Zip blanched. “Er–haribol fruit?”
 
   The soldier, who had appeared from a hidden alcove, peered beneath her hood. “Oh, it’s you, Princess Graziala. Don’t use old passwords in the future. The King would have me whipped.”
 
   He opened the door.
 
   A sweet curl of incense came to Aranya’s nostrils. She heard the sounds of children playing in a nearby room. She saw rows of family portraits lining the walls, which were nicely executed, if a little stern. Remoyans were evidently fond of frilly dresses–at least in the past–and military uniforms that included a vast spray of feathers on the helm and a strange type of banded metal armour she had never seen except in an illustration in a scroll.
 
   “This way,” said Zip. “We need to find one of my mothers, or an older sister.”
 
   One of her mothers? Aranya realised she was about to receive a rapid education in the ways of Remoyan families, which were completely alien to her experience. She had to remind herself not to duck through the doorways as though she were the size of a Dragon.
 
   “Who’s playing that lovely instrument?” asked Aranya.
 
   “Oh … that’ll be Graziala. The real Graziala,” Zip smiled. “That’s a Remoyan pan-flute she’s playing. We’re quite the look-alikes, although not as much as the twins. She’s a good choice.”
 
   She led Aranya down a short corridor to a room at the end. The door stood ajar. Aranya saw a girl concentrating fiercely on playing a pan-flute, side-on to them. It could have been Zip’s twin standing before the tall wooden music stand, which held such a thick sheaf of music she was surprised it did not fall over. The room was clearly used for music practice–she saw several harps and even a Sylakian triple-drum standing in a corner.
 
   Zuziana tiptoed up to Graziala. “Your A-flat should be slightly sharper, Grazi,” she pointed out.
 
   “Oh, Zuzi, it’s … Zuzi? Zuziana! Oh, my sweet petal …”
 
   Poor Graziala was so overcome she burst into tears. She kept sobbing, ‘Zuzi, my Zuzi,’ and hugging her sister as though she would never let her go. Nor would Zip’s tears stop flowing. Aranya watched them and tried not to regret the fact that they were in Remoy and not hundreds of leagues north in her own home, Immadia.
 
   Finally, Zuziana pushed gently apart from her sister and said, “Grazi, I need a huge favour. We’re not supposed to be here. I need you to discreetly fetch Father and bring him here without alerting anyone–”
 
   “Sylakian? I … I know you’re in trouble, Zuzi. I’ll get him, at once.”
 
   She walked quickly to the door, threw a tremulous smile over her shoulder, and vanished.
 
   Zip immediately took to pacing up and down. Aranya sat on a small stool. She tried to distract herself by looking over the magnificent furnishings of the music chamber.
 
   Shortly, footsteps echoed in the corridor. Aranya imagined that the King of Remoy was walking with haste, but trying to keep some kind of decorum. Somewhere halfway down the corridor, he broke into a dead run.
 
   Zuziana had described her family as one which ‘did nothing by halves’. What followed was exactly that–a tearful, joyous reunion that quickly spilled over to five of her brothers and three mothers and several sisters. Zip was so swamped in the middle of it all that Aranya lost sight of her at times and wondered if she would be squashed by all that love. Happy chaos reigned.
 
   They were all tiny. Hardly one of the family stood over five feet tall, Aranya thought. King Lorman was the tallest at perhaps five foot five inches. He was also comfortably well-rounded and sported the most fantastic moustache she had ever seen–a hairy caterpillar at least ten inches long. She knew she was being rude, but could not help staring.
 
   Eventually, King Lorman pushed out of the crowd and approached Aranya. She rose and accepted his formal greetings, which were gracious, yet underpinned by what she took for suspicion. King Lorman must know that the Sylakians were searching for them, she thought. He must know Princess Zuziana had disappeared from the Tower of Sylakia. Yet here she was, standing wet and happy in his chambers back in her native Remoy. She could tell his tongue longed to ask many questions.
 
   Instead, he welcomed her warmly and bade the weary travellers rest, bathe and refresh themselves.
 
   But she knew the questions would come.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: The Third War-Hammer
 
    
 
   Graziala burst into their chambers, crying, “Quick, you must hide. Hurry. Into the tunnels.”
 
   Aranya sat bolt-upright in her bed. She had not meant to fall asleep, but the tiredness seemed etched in every bone of her body. Her head felt muzzy. Hide? What tunnels? Where was she? Her bed had never seemed so soft and welcoming.
 
   “Aranya. Hurry.” Zip rushed over to the bed and grabbed her arm. “The Sylakians are here!”
 
   “Here? Can’t be.”
 
   The two Remoyans hustled her out of the bedchamber and along a corridor. Aranya rubbed her eyes. This was crazy. How could the Sylakians have known? Or was it a result of their running into the war fleet at Tyrodia Island? What grief might now fall upon Zuziana and her family?
 
   Suddenly, she was thrust through a narrow doorway. She heard stone click behind her. All became dark. Her flame licked around her intestines, low and hungry and afraid.
 
   “Secret tunnel,” Zip whispered. “Come. I know where we can spy on them.”
 
   Aranya felt for her friend’s hand in the darkness. Oh, for Dragon sight. But Zip seemed to know exactly where she was going.
 
   “I explored these tunnels loads of times in my misspent youth,” said Zuziana, answering the unspoken question.
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   She felt rather than saw Zip’s answering scowl.
 
   They stumbled along a narrow passageway, taking several turns and forks, before Zip slowed and whispered to Aranya to be very quiet. She crept up a short flight of steps, and pointed to a screen through which light filtered. She mimed listening.
 
   Putting her eye to the screen in imitation of Zuziana, Aranya found herself looking out over a receiving-hall–not the formal throne-room of Remoy, most likely, but a smaller chamber that a King might use for private business. King Lorman and three of his wives sat on formal chairs facing the doorway, which immediately opened to allow the entry of a Sylakian officer and his cohort.
 
   Aranya bit her knuckles to thwart a squeak of surprise. Yolathion!
 
   She did not appreciate Zuziana’s sly elbow in the ribs either. She silently let out the breath she was holding when she realised that the hall below did not require additional lighting other than the vivid afternoon suns-light. None below would know of the leap of an Immadian Princess’ heart, expressed in the surging of her inner fires.
 
   After a brief, formal greeting, Yolathion rumbled, “I have orders to search your Palace and grounds for dangerous criminals, King Lorman–including your daughter Zuziana. If you’re harbouring someone here, I suggest you give them up now.”
 
   “Dangerous criminals?” Lorman echoed. “I heard reports, of course, that my daughter had escaped from the Tower of Sylakia. I hope she has not caused so much trouble that a Third War-Hammer must hunt her down by Dragonship.”
 
   “I bring ten Dragonships to Remoy,” Yolathion growled. Aranya caught her breath. “We’ve reason to suspect King Beran of Immadia’s involvement in a plot against First War-Hammer Garthion’s life. As you have been informed, your daughter was involved with the Immadian Princess, who was executed on the Last Walk for treason. She was an enchantress. Now, Zuziana has been reported in the company of a Dragon on Tyrodia Island, where she destroyed a Dragonship. A strange coincidence, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Some troops are blaming a Dragonship accident on a Dragon? What fireside tales are these, Third War-Hammer?”
 
   Yolathion drew himself up and barked, “We will search the Palace!”
 
   King Lorman spread his hands. “We’re at your service, Sylakian. I will order every door and cupboard, every larder and cellar and storage room, opened for your inspection. You will have our fullest cooperation.”
 
   The young commander clicked his heels together and said to his aide, “Leave no stone unturned.”
 
   Five hundred Sylakian warriors? Aranya exchanged a loaded glance with Zuziana. They had arrived on Remoy on the heels of a storm. How did the Sylakians know? Did they suspect they were here? And it was Yolathion, of all people, who was hunting for her. What an irony. What a beastly, unbelievable irony.
 
   King Lorman said, “Is this the same Princess of Immadia who saved the First War-Hammer Ignathion from a windroc?”
 
   Yolathion said, “One and the same. The enchantress slew a windroc with a pair of Immadian forked daggers–the same forked daggers which were found on the battlements where a Dragon escaped with your daughter.”
 
   “And now you’re saying my Zuziana was kidnapped–by a Dragon?”
 
   Aranya rapidly ran through the conversation in her head. The only conclusion Yolathion had missed was that she was the Dragon. He believed she was dead. But his words had backed her into a corner. King Lorman knew his daughter had arrived with a real, live Princess of Immadia. The number of Princesses of Immadia in the Island-World numbered exactly one, unless Silha had been delivered of a daughter–her baby had to be due soon.
 
   If she were Lorman, she would start asking her questions at the point of a dagger.
 
   As if to confirm her thoughts, Yolathion stiffly informed King Lorman that he had personally cast the enchantress to her death in the Cloudlands. There were dark undercurrents in his words; a dangerous strain that Aranya did not understand. For now, as Lorman asked if Ignathion was his father, the giant Jeradian said, in dangerously soft tones:
 
   “I know my duty, Lorman, as I hope you know yours to Sylakia. If you do not, I’ve orders to teach it to you at the stroke of a hammer.”
 
   By that, he meant what had happened to Rolodia, and other Islands. Annihilation. Aranya put a hand to her febrile forehead. Burning hot, again. When would she learn to control her feelings?
 
   Zuziana whispered, “He’s so leopard. Especially when he’s trying to hunt us.”
 
   But before Aranya could decide how to respond, down in the hall, King Lorman rose from his seat to approach Yolathion. “Third War-Hammer, I apologise for aggravating you. You must understand that tumours of Dragons are like rumours of beer in Remoy’s taverns. But my chief concern is for my daughter Zuziana. I would do anything to keep her safe.”
 
   Yolathion inclined his head. “Of course.”
 
   King Lorman began to tell Yolathion about the last Dragon, found in Remoy’s deadly inner forests. He offered to have intelligence about Dragon sightings brought for Yolathion’s review. Shortly, servants appeared with a seat, a desk, refreshments and a pile of ancient-looking logbooks for the War-Hammer to peruse. He read and asked many questions of King Lorman, while his soldiers searched the Palace high and low.
 
   After the Sylakians had departed, Zip and Aranya lay low for several more hours in the secret passageway. Zip quietly asked Aranya what she meant to do.
 
   “I’m afraid I will need to tell him,” she replied, shivering. “Moreover, I’ll need to show him, Zip. Forgive the question, but, can your father be trusted? And your family?”
 
   Zip bristled, but her reply was even. “With my life, Aranya. But I would not presume to dictate how you should choose to risk yours.”
 
   “Except that we are Rider and Dragon.”
 
   Zuziana pulled Aranya into an unexpected hug. “Except for that minor, Island-shivering detail, yes. Aranya–just to say, I intend to stick with you.”
 
   Aranya hugged her so hard that Zuziana gasped.
 
   As expected, the King’s summons soon arrived. Aranya and Zuziana approached him in the same hall Yolathion had so recently occupied. King Lorman regarded Aranya with the air of a stern tutor about to tell off a truant student. She squared her shoulders. Let him see that a Princess of Immadia would comport herself with dignity. Let him not see her trepidation.
 
   King Lorman, who was a head shorter than Aranya, nevertheless fixed her with a piercing gaze. “So, I trust you heard all? The Sylakians branded you two ‘dangerous criminals’. They sent five hundred men to track you down. Congratulations on warranting such a ridiculous show of force.” He wagged his finger at her, bristling like an angry rajal. “So, Princess of Immadia, I ask you now to declare your interest in my daughter. I know Zuziana, but I do not know you, nor how you escaped the fate of the Last Walk. You appear barefoot at my door amidst a storm. You drop, as it were, from the sky. Of course I am pleased to see Zuziana. Delighted! But I am also perplexed.”
 
   “Aranya saved my life, Father,” Zip interjected. “I’ll vouch for her.”
 
   Lorman nodded, but did not remove his eyes from Aranya for a second. “I would hear from Immadia. For the sake of my daughter, I threaten with neither blade nor arrow nor dungeon–but I do demand the truth.”
 
   Aranya raised her chin. “King Lorman, upon the honour of Immadia, I swear that I intend no harm to you, your household, or to the people of Remoy, in what I am about to reveal to you.”
 
   At her side, Zip made a sound like a sigh of regret.
 
   The King smiled, grimly. “So?”
 
   “Please stand back, Zip.” Aranya bit her tongue before blurting out, “I am a Dragon, and Zuziana is my Rider.”
 
   She transformed.
 
   She had supposed her Dragon form would appear from elsewhere to replace Human-Aranya. Instead, for the first time, she felt how it blossomed from within, a miraculous web of energies shimmering outward from the elemental core of her being. Her clothing ripped like gossamer spiderweb blasted by storm winds. Everything changed. A forty-foot Dragon filled the King’s chamber. Her head loomed over him and his wives. Her tail curled against the far door.
 
   King Lorman sat frozen. His three Queens screamed in concert. One bolted for the door. Lorman shouted at his son, one of Zuziana’s brothers, to hold the door shut.
 
   “King Lorman,” growled the Dragon, “I am Aranya, Princess of Immadia. I burgled the Tower of Sylakia to bring Zuziana out. I carried her upon my back from Sylakia to Remoy, in order that we might seek knowledge of my kind. Zuziana and I destroyed a Dragonship on Tyrodia Island. We apologise for breaking into your Palace and ambushing you with our presence.”
 
   Zip came to stand alongside her. “I am Zuziana of Remoy, and I am honoured to be this Dragon’s Rider and friend. All that Aranya has said, is true.”
 
   Carefully, Aranya lowered herself to one knee, until she was able to bring her head beneath the level of King Lorman’s position. “King Lorman of Remoy, I beg your mercy.”
 
   Zuziana knelt beside her. “Father, we beg your mercy.”
 
   The King stood abruptly, wiping tears off his cheeks. “Never did I imagine a day when I would speak to a Dragon in my own Palace. Arise, Dragon. Arise, my daughter. You have brought a father a precious gift, the life of a daughter I thought dead. You’ve brought a Dragon back to Remoy. Ask whatever it is you want or need and I shall grant it, even if I should move these Islands of Remoy off of their foundations in the doing.”
 
   “Oh, Dad,” Zip sobbed, flinging herself into his arms.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya entered the huge bathing-chamber shyly. Despite King Lorman’s assurances that she could better hide behind rumour and stories of Dragons than she imagined, she felt unsure. He was certain he could mislead and confuse the Sylakians by planting stories of sightings all over the neighbouring Islands, and even beyond. He declared that Yolathion would be chasing his tail for months.
 
   Every female child of Zip’s immediate family, and two of her mothers, seemed to be present. Aranya was deeply grateful that their custom of communal bathing did not include the men as well. There was Zip, not wearing a stitch of clothing and perfectly brazen about it. Children played and splashed in the shallower pools. No servants were present. At least King Lorman was being a little discreet.
 
   She vanished behind a changing screen. There was no point in destroying another set of clothes.
 
   Fungus? She shuddered. Zip had insisted that she needed to be scrubbed. Rolling in the mud back on Tyrodia Island had done her no favours.
 
   On second thoughts, Aranya pushed the screen over a few feet to make room, and transformed.
 
   That rendered the screen rather pointless.
 
   Her claws clicked on the floor as Dragon-Aranya headed for the largest pool. Despite having been warned, several of the children shrieked. There was a rush for mothers and older siblings. Aranya sank into the hot water with a sigh. Beautiful. She tried not to think about how meeting a Dragon scared the living pith out of most people. But Zip immediately began encouraging her sisters to come and see the ‘nice’ Dragon. Aranya took a mouthful of water and squirted it at Zuziana. Goodness, that jet was powerful. The smaller children began to giggle as Zip put her hands on her hips and pretended to give Aranya a severe telling-off. She passed out long-handled brushes and ordered Aranya to lie at the side of the pool.
 
   “But I didn’t have time to soak,” Aranya pouted. She clambered out of the pool, taking great care to check that no children had snuck beneath her without her noticing.
 
   “Clean first, soak later,” said Zip, starting to brush her nose. Aranya sneezed.
 
   Ten pairs of willing hands made easy work of the scrubbing. Before she knew it, one of the children slid down her flank into the pool. She had thought her scales too sharp, but that was only in the opposite direction, up toward her spine. Sliding down seemed to be no problem, given the way the scales overlapped. Zip instantly lost most of her workers to this new game. Aranya adjusted her haunches so that the children could launch themselves properly into the pool.
 
   This was fun. She could almost forget about Yolathion’s hunt this way. How strange it must be to share four mothers and have seventeen siblings–so different to the way she had grown up.
 
   “Zip,” she asked, “which one is your–um–birth mother?” There was a brief, startled silence that informed Aranya she had just opened her maw and inserted a Dragon-sized foot in it. “Oh, ralti sheep droppings, sorry …”
 
   “No, don’t worry,” said Zuziana, with a nervous laugh. “The Remoyan way is to share unreservedly. Only my mothers know, and they would never say. It’s considered bad luck to ask that question.”
 
   Aranya grimaced, showing off her fangs. “I’ll un-ask it, then. And extra sheep droppings on the bad luck.”
 
   “Well, you probably need to ask yourself if you’re willing to become one of two consorts–you know, if matters ever progress with leopard-man.”
 
   “Ah, but he’s Jeradian, not Sylakian,” said Aranya, feeling very clever.
 
   “Same tradition.”
 
   “Oh.” She did not fancy that idea. “Maybe not–but Zip, how does it work?”
 
   Zip snickered, “You mean, do they all share a bed? Oh, the adorable innocence of Immadia.”
 
   Aranya was grateful for her scales to hide her furious blushing. “What about you, Zuziana?” she asked, tentatively.
 
   “Oh, I’m just your traditional Remoyan girl–I’m working on refusing the headscarf, expanding my criminal record and keeping a pet Dragon.” Dragon-Aranya had a very un-Dragon-like fit of the giggles at this. Zip scrubbed her flank with a hard-bristled brush. “No mildewed Dragons on my watch. This doesn’t hurt?”
 
   “Actually, harder is nicer.”
 
   “By the Islands,” said the sister Aranya now recognised as Graziala, “if we scrub her much more she’s going to shine like the stars above.”
 
   “She’s vain enough already without your compliments,” Zip advised.
 
   Aranya felt so lazy she did not bother to snap at Zip. “Can my slaves not forget to scrub beneath my armpits?”
 
   “Slaves?” Zip smacked her with a brush, but succeeded only in breaking the handle.
 
   Dragon-Aranya’s laugher rollicked around the bath chamber.
 
   * * * *
 
   Two days later, two young Remoyan noblewomen set out by pony carriage for the King’s winter residence, several leagues outside of Remoy’s main city. Aranya had never seen a pony before. They seemed most useful. Immadia used dog sleds in the winter. Stolid water buffalo ploughed the fields or drew carts. Wealthy Immadians rode tall, flightless birds called terhals around the city. Remoy seemed like another Island-World.
 
   Two of Zuziana’s brothers, Yuka and Tarka, travelled with them as the traditional escort. Although they were a year apart, they were as alike as blades of grass. Small, dark and even quicker with smiles than they were with their words, they made Aranya wish she had brothers–grown brothers–to tease her and try to charm her friends.
 
   These Remoyans were never short on words.
 
   Right now, Yuka and Tarka were commenting on Zuziana’s failure to beat Aranya at staves.
 
   “I’d have given fifty gold drals to see you tearing into the Princess of Immadia like that,” said Yuka.
 
   “One hundred for breaking an ironwood staff,” said Tarka, waggling an eyebrow at Aranya. “I’ve a thing for powerful women. Aye. Leopardess, says I.”
 
   “May I remind you she killed a windroc with her daggers?” asked Zip. “I think she’d slice you up for those spicy deer kebabs you enjoy so much, Tarka, and use your bones to pick the bits out of her Dragon teeth.”
 
   Deer? Aranya had thought she was full, but the thought popped into her mind that her Dragon form needed to be fed. When she looked down, her hand was clawed on the seat of the carriage. She uncurled her fingers and tried to think of something other than claws sinking into red, dripping meat.
 
   The pony carriage, drawn by six neat, pretty ponies, seated two comfortably beside the driver, with room for six passengers on the backward- and forward-facing box seats within. The driver and his boy sat above, while a footman occupied a metal footplate at the rear. It was a carriage made for luxury rather than speed. But it was lightly built, so that the ponies had no trouble setting a pace that crossed Remoy’s beautiful landscape with rumbling haste. Aranya would far rather have been flying.
 
   King Lorman’s winter residence was built above a secret set of caves–much like Immadia’s arrangement–which concealed Remoy’s treasures from the Sylakian conquerors. Lorman said they would find Dragon saddles and scrolls of Dragon lore there. She wondered what a proper Dragon saddle was like.
 
   Aranya was daydreaming about flying home to Immadia when the driver’s hand pounded on the roof of the carriage. “Sylakians on the road,” he cried.
 
   “Oh, mercy,” said Zip, pushing her head out of the curtained window. “It’s Yolathion … they’re flagging us down.”
 
   Panic fluttered in her breast. Aranya wailed, “What do we do? What–”
 
   Yuka grabbed her hand. “Quickly. Up with you two.”
 
   Zuziana and Aranya stood. Tarka, the older brother, rooted around behind the seat for a moment before unclipping something. The entire seat cover shifted to reveal a dark space beneath.
 
   “There’s only room for one, Zip. You go. I’ll fly, or something.”
 
   “No, you,” Zuziana argued. “I can be my sister. Inside, Aranya. Keep quiet.”
 
   Aranya clambered into the hollow seat and folded her long limbs within. It was a tight squeeze. Zip smiled at her as her brothers pushed the seat cover back into place. Darkness clasped her like a shadow determined to rise up against the object it mirrored.
 
   Shortly, the carriage pulled up. She heard indistinct voices. An injured man? A Dragonship accident? The carriage rocked. She heard, ‘Lay him here.’ Yolathion’s deep voice approached, saying something about returning to the Dragonships. They had a physician there. The seat creaked. The driver called to the ponies and the carriage lurched into motion again.
 
   The low thrumming of the wheels made it hard to make out the conversation. She caught, ‘Graziala,’ and ‘War-Hammer’. Aranya wished she could employ her Dragon hearing. Actually, she had been successful at that once before–not very well, but somehow her unseen Dragon form sharpened her hearing if she concentrated very hard. That also gave her a headache. But for some reason, perhaps the irony of the situation as she lay inches from Yolathion’s backside, or her concern about Zip, made it difficult for her this time. She scowled in the darkness.
 
   Suddenly, Yolathion’s voice came into focus. He was right above her!
 
   “–security risk to Sylakia,” she heard. “A Dragon flew right over Sylakia Town.”
 
   Yuka or Tarka, she could not tell which, said, “So my lost sister knew this enchantress of Immadia? Was she as beautiful as they say?”
 
   “Fairer than the dawn was she, that Fra’aniorian beauty,” said Yolathion, quoting a poem Aranya had once found amongst her mother’s memorabilia.
 
   “Beautiful, then?” said Zip.
 
   “Incomparable Immadia,” he whispered, so softly the others might not hear him, Aranya thought. Her heart shot into her throat faster than a Dragon swooping across Iridith’s waxing immensity. “Aye, Princess Graziala, you are a fair flower, yet Aranya had beauty to bewitch a man’s heart right out of his chest.”
 
   A few words, and her would-be killer could reduce her to a quivering, burning wreck. Her hiding-hole was growing so hot she feared he should soon find his seat rather uncomfortable.
 
   “Tell me, Sylakian,” said one of the brothers, “where is the honour in serving a man like Garthion?”
 
   A tense silence fell on the company within the carriage. Aranya held her breath. Yuka. Or Tarka. What an idiot!
 
   “Watch your tongue, pup,” Yolathion exploded. “You presume to lecture on subjects of which you know not the first lesson. I was born a warrior–not in the tradition of Sylakia, but under the Jeradian honour-code, as my father before me. Heed now this lesson, Remoyan, for I shall speak but once, and it shall be as though this conversation never happened. I used to think honour synonymous with duty. But now I see there is duty without honour, and actions once taken, must haunt a man forever. Since my youth my record shows I have served Sylakia without blemish. Yet my duty lies in serving the Butcher of Jeradia, who executed half an Island’s population for a perceived insult. Where is the honour in that, you ask? I used to think I saw honour in battles and accomplishments and medals. But now I see those are the honours of men, which are as dust. The honour of the heart is another matter entirely. The day my hand cast Immadia off the Last Walk, that same woman to whom my father owes his life, I made a choice. I chose duty over honour. I hurled my honour down into the Cloudlands along with her. It was neither right, nor just. I see her face in my dreams, her eyes haunt me …”
 
   The carriage thrummed over the track. Aranya wished she could burst out of hiding and throw her arms about Yolathion. His misery could be abated in a breath.
 
   He added, “And now I must track down this ravaging beast, this Dragon, and rid the Island-World of its menace forever. Can my honour thus be succoured? I fear not. Yet I vow that I will bring this beast to the battle. I will slay it with my own hand. It is my duty.”
 
   Aranya knew that she could never tell him who she was. What now, Princess of Immadia? What now?
 
   Despair choked her heart.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: Dragon Lore
 
    
 
   After dropping off the Sylakian contingent and their injured comrade at the base they had established in a vast meadow several leagues east of Remoy’s capital, Aranya, Zuziana and her two brothers travelled on to the King’s winter residence. They made a pensive company.
 
   Yuka and Tarka showed them the secret entrance to the caverns, where Aranya and Zuziana wandered through halls filled with the treasures of Remoy, until they came to the Dragon room. Here they found Dragon harnesses and saddles–double and triple leather saddles, Dragon armour of remarkable workmanship, cargo harnesses, even gigantic lances that could be fixed to a Dragon’s sides, but none of it fit. As Zuziana put it, with her customary delicacy:
 
   “Are you a miniature Dragon, Aranya? Everything here is twice your size.”
 
   The brothers’ faces were a picture. “She’s small for a Dragon?”
 
   “A sort of immature half-grown baby Dragon,” said Zuziana.
 
   “Sort of–what?” Aranya was caught between a laugh, a scowl and trying to find a smart comeback. She failed on all three counts.
 
   “Oh, Aranya,” Zip exclaimed. “This is so disappointing. I’ve got ideas, new ideas–but we can’t use any of this equipment.”
 
   “How’s about the lore scrolls?” asked Tarka.
 
   Aranya imagined running into a feral Dragon who could fit into one of these harnesses, and decided it wasn’t worth scaring herself ralti-stupid for the second time that day. “Let’s take the scrolls upstairs,” she said. “I don’t really want to sit in a damp cave reading scrolls.”
 
   So they lugged several trunks of scrolls up to the drawing room, where Aranya found another surprise waiting for her. She turned questioningly to Zuziana.
 
   “I had the servants bring out my mother’s painting things,” said Zip. “I thought it might help for you to unwind a little while we’re out here.”
 
   “Zip–you’re the best.”
 
   “I’m glad you worked that out.” Zip tempered her joke with a silly waggle of her tongue.
 
   It was just the medicine she needed after a rotten day, Aranya thought. She did not want to think another moment about Yolathion and his vow to kill her a second time, nor his angry threat to bring the Sylakian hammer down on Remoy–or Immadia, for that matter, if he learned her true identity. Just look at Zip, settled on a couch beneath a warm ralti-wool throw, devouring scroll after scroll. She thought about painting her mother. She settled on a rajal.
 
   But her hand kept aching to paint a tall, dark Jeradian warrior.
 
   To distract herself, Aranya said, “Zip? Something’s been bothering me about the birth-mother question I fluffed so royally, a few days back.”
 
   “Hmm?” Zip dragged her eyes off the scroll she was devouring. “Royal … fluffiness? What did you say?”
 
   “Zip, surely everybody knows which of your mothers was pregnant, when? It must be perfectly obvious which child belongs to whom.”
 
   Zuziana waggled her eyebrows separately. “Ah, you’re forgetting just one tiny detail.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The power of the Human mind.”
 
   “Are Remoyans so–” Aranya coughed to cover her floundering.
 
   “Stupid? Allow me to educate you, Princess fluff-brain. Imagine a society in which everyone is expected not to remember those details. People may know, but they never say. Most, in fact, genuinely do forget because they train themselves to forget. The fact of pregnancy is barely acknowledged.”
 
   “You don’t celebrate it?”
 
   “The practice is to hide it for as long as possible. Remoyan infants are tiny. When it becomes too obvious, all the wives go into seclusion together. Often, even the husbands won’t know which wife was pregnant.” She winked at Aranya. “Joint seclusion by the wives keeps the birth rate down.”
 
   And her friend laughed merrily as Aranya’s jaw dropped.
 
   In the early hours of morning, having forewarned Zuziana, Aranya went hunting. But she did not go where she had promised. Instead, having dined on two small and tasty deer, she winged through the misty night to the Sylakian encampment, and landed on a nearby hill.
 
   A ground mist wreathed the hovering Dragonships, making them resemble great humpbacked animals emerging from the Cloudlands. Aranya’s brows drew into a frown and her fangs gleamed momentarily in a grimace of annoyance. A dozen? No, sixteen Dragonships. Yolathion had lied. Why? Her Dragon eyes surveyed the campsite. Some men slept on the ground, but it seemed that most slept aboard the Dragonships. Her sharp gaze picked out a Dragonship which flew the symbol of a leaping rajal. She remembered that from Ignathion’s vessel. Was the First War-Hammer here? Or was it a family symbol?
 
   The aft sentry was asleep!
 
   Through slit amethyst eyes, Dragon-Aranya considered this. Zuziana had just earlier read to her from a scroll that the Dragonish idea of honour was to warn one’s enemy before destroying them, to demonstrate power over a life without taking it. She had an idea–a bold, dangerous and entirely off-the-Island idea. But it was irresistible.
 
   On stealthy wings, Aranya took to the air behind the hill and circled the Sylakian encampment. Her neck writhed as she spied out the sentries from a safe distance. They were all ground-watching.
 
   The drifting veils of mist shrouded her form as Aranya banked into a smooth, silent glide across the backs of the Dragonships. Imagine not watching the sky? These Sylakians had a thing or two to learn about Dragon Shapeshifters. Fifty feet from Yolathion’s vessel, she slowed, judging her speed carefully. Ten feet shy of the Dragonship, she transformed.
 
   A Human plopped down softly on the hydrogen sack. Ruing her pale Northern skin as it gleamed in the misty half-light, Aranya controlled the sound of her breathing. She clambered carefully along the netting, down and beneath the hydrogen sack, and alighted cat-footed on the gantry. She relieved the sleeping sentry of his war hammer and thumped him with calculated force on the head. He slumped a little further. A headache was his just reward for sleeping on duty. She eased the aft access door open. Now, if she knew the layout of a Dragonship, Yolathion’s quarters should be the cabin just aft of the forward navigation room.
 
   Fool. She should turn around and leave right now.
 
   Instead, she padded down the corridor.
 
   A hand grasped her arm. “Well, my pretty petal?”
 
   Aranya swallowed her terror. She tried for a breathy voice, which was no trouble given the state of her shock, and stammered, “I’m s-supposed t-to surprise the War-Hammer. Which one is h-he?”
 
   “A surprise from the boys?” The Sylakian pulled her against him. “Lost your clothing somewhere, my pretty? You look a keeper. Maybe I’ll just have you for myself.”
 
   She swung the war hammer in a short but brutal arc. The man staggered backward. She whacked him again; he went down. “Grab a Dragon’s backside, will you?” Aranya laughed to herself as she checked the man. Good, he was unconscious. Maybe being nude after a transformation was not such a bad thing. It definitely distracted the warriors.
 
   Aranya sneaked along to Yolathion’s cabin and gingerly worked the door handle. Hearing nothing but the sound of a man’s slow breathing, she stole into the room, soundless upon her bare feet.
 
   Third War-Hammer Yolathion lay on his bunk, his left arm trailing nearly to the floor and his long legs hanging off the end. Aranya had barely fit on her Dragonship bunk; Yolathion had no chance unless he folded himself up double, she told herself uncharitably. But he did look very sweet, asleep. His jaw lost its hard edge and became more boyish. The ralti-wool blanket covered him only partway up his stomach. What she could see of his body in the dim light had all the lean muscularity of a young warrior whose life was war and training for war.
 
   He had lifted her so easily to cast her off the cliff. Well, her Dragon form could just as easily toss him into a salad, neatly sliced up for a dinner’s side-dish. Aranya cautioned herself, irritably, that curling up next to the War-Hammer was a temptation too far.
 
   Instead, she checked his desk. Good. Spare message scrolls, a quill pen and ink. Aranya unfurled a scroll and rapidly drew a Dragon’s clawed foot on it–deliberately untidy, so that he would not link it with her artwork. Beneath it she scrawled, ‘Remember Jeradia.’ There, that was obtuse enough. Her eye fell on another scroll on his desk. Leaning close in the dim light, she scanned it rapidly. Several lines in particular sprang out at her: The hawks are nearly trained in our new tactics and should be with you within one month. We will also send crossbows and nets. New tactics? Nets? That did not bode well for a runaway Dragon.
 
   She checked the scroll’s date. Two weeks ago! Oh, roaring rajals …
 
   Aranya placed her scroll delicately behind his neck. She hesitated. Why not? Aranya dropped the merest whisper of a kiss on his cheek. She inhaled the scent of him with her Dragon senses come alive. Leopard, oh yes. A smart move? No. She breathed, “Let our battle commence, Third War-Hammer Yolathion of Jeradia. I shall not be merciful again.”
 
   Aranya retreated to the doorway, watching him with bated breath, but Yolathion did not stir.
 
   She retraced her steps past her first victim, but paused next to the furnace-room door. Nak had said something about chewing meriatite. All was quiet. She filched a small sack of the precious rock from beside the furnace. A gentle press upon the aft door opened it. Good, the gantries were clear. She monkey-climbed the webbing until she stood atop the Dragonship’s sack, balanced on the rope netting. Aranya transformed, before deliberately walking half the length of the Dragonship, puncturing the multi-compartmented hydrogen sacks in dozens of places. “Four sets of claws to your little hammer, Yolathion,” she muttered. “And don’t forget the fangs.”
 
   She spread her wings and ghosted off the top of the Dragonship as it began to sag toward the ground. Aranya landed atop a hill a respectable distance from the Sylakian encampment, where she hunkered down to watch the fun.
 
   It did not take long. Shouts arose; alarms bugled and the Sylakians came rushing out of tent and Dragonship to behold the Third War-Hammer’s vessel as it folded up on the ground. Aranya tuned in with her ears. Ah, the sweet sounds of cracking crysglass and hissing hydrogen, followed by Yolathion’s enraged bellowing as he crawled out from beneath the wreckage, brandishing a scroll–most likely hers. The drifting mist obscured her view for a few minutes, so Aranya had to be content with listening to his interrogation of the two unfortunate sentries. She was certain their headaches would not be improved by having their commanding officer screaming in their faces.
 
   But then one warrior said the girl he had seen had a ‘Northern’ look about her. That was when Aranya lost her taste for the entertainment on offer.
 
   * * * *
 
   For three days, Zip and Aranya devoured scroll upon scroll of Dragon lore. Tarka and Yuka soon declared their boredom and disappeared on day-long hunting trips in the estate grounds.
 
   Many of the records were only of passing interest, but among them were gems of knowledge that the friends set aside to pore over and discuss. Aranya was particularly fascinated to read about Dragon stomachs, which amused Zip endlessly. Some types of Dragons had up to five stomachs. One was always for food. Blue Dragons kept a stomach for water, which they super-heated behind a system of pressure valves before firing the steam out so fast that it could strip flesh from bone in seconds. Other Dragons, primarily the Red colours, usually had one or more stomachs for fire. Some added a stomach for rock and shot white-hot lava at their enemies. The Green Dragon family added stomachs for noxious gases and poison; the Greys had a stomach for boiling glue, which they combined with poison to form a particularly nasty attack. Other attacks were more obviously magical, such as type of Dragon attack called ‘Shivers’, an invisible form of Dragon fire which turned stone to dust.
 
   Zuziana read a whole chest-full of scrolls on Dragon tactics against Dragonships and crossbow or catapult emplacements. “Count the shots,” she read to Aranya. “A single war crossbow takes thirty to forty seconds to reload. That’s the window of opportunity. But beware multiple Dragonships timing their shots, or holding one crossbow shot in reserve against an attack.”
 
   They read legends and histories about Dragons great and grim; those who had partnered with Humans, those who had always kept aloof, and those who had started the Second Great Dragonwar, rising up against Humanity in an attempt to wipe them off the Islands. They read about Dragons called the Ancient Powers, who were said to cause storms and hail, earthquakes and windstorms. Their breath was believed to give rise to the Cloudlands. The legends drew a clear distinction between the Ancient Powers and the Lesser Dragons, those that Aranya assumed were her peers.
 
   Aranya lifted her eyes from her scroll, having mentally added lightning to the list of possible Dragon attacks. “Zip, it’s all nice theory–you know, spitting fire, fireballs, streams of fire and invisible fire and all that, but they don’t say anything about no-fire Dragons.”
 
   “Oh, no-fire Dragons can still cause plenty of trouble,” said Zip, so sweetly that Aranya knew at once she was in trouble. “You know, just to pick a random example, like causing Sylakian War-Hammers to visit Kings to complain about Dragonships being destroyed.”
 
   “Uh–I have a confession to make, Zip.”
 
   “Really? A confession?”
 
   She told her friend about her escapade, leaving out no detail other than kissing Yolathion on the cheek. Aranya tried to sound off-hand about how gorgeous she thought he was. She failed miserably at that task. When Zip demanded to know if the complete truth had been told, she had to sheepishly relate the kissing detail, too.
 
   But Zuziana’s response was unexpected. She said, “Aranya, Sylakian Hammers have spent the last three days tearing Remoy Town apart, looking for someone answering to your description–a bad description, granted, but still. Old widows have been thrown out into the streets, fathers beaten and children threatened with war hammers if they don’t confess. Houses were torched, shops looted and a daytime curfew imposed while the search was carried out. Here. Read this scroll. I don’t think Father’s too impressed with your efforts.”
 
   Aranya read the scroll, pale of cheek. By the time she finished she was ashen. “I should go back and apologise, Zip.”
 
   “You’ll do nothing of the sort,” Zuziana shouted. Then she bit her lip and clearly tried for calm. “Look, that’s the last place you should go. We need a plan. I’ve sent the boys back for our saddle and equipment in case we need to leave in a hurry.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “Words aren’t enough, Aranya. Maybe we can lead the Sylakians away from Remoy. Yes. Yolathion’s mad enough to take any bait.”
 
   Aranya wiped her eyes. “Zip, I’m such an idiot–”
 
   “You are. Next time, can we decide to be idiots together?” Zip collected a slack-jawed stare from her friend. “I’m your Rider, you idiot. Can you at least pretend we’re in this together? Not flying off to chase enemy officers on our own, even if they’re a thousand times leopard?”
 
   Feeling sick to her stomach at what she had caused, Aranya curled up on the couch and rocked back and forth. How could she have known? A harmless bit of fun soured into a very harmful bit of foolery. The children must have been terrified. Now Zuziana thought Aranya would rather not have her in their partnership, for Aranya had treated her as a worthless tag-along.
 
   “Aranya.” Her friend grabbed her hands and shook them. “Aranya! Listen, I’ve a crazy idea. It would take a pair of complete idiots to pull it off.”
 
   The corners of Aranya’s mouth dragged themselves upward. “You want me to agree to what, exactly?”
 
   “To start a war against Sylakia.”
 
   Honestly? Aranya’s mouth sieved the air for flies. She said, “Two girls decide to start a war on a brutal empire that spans a quarter of the Island-World? Your brain’s turned to prekki-fruit mush.”
 
   Zip touched the underside of Aranya’s chin with her forefinger. “Shut the rabbit-hole, petal. This isn’t two girls. This is a Dragon and her Rider. Now, you brainless beast, you shall attend in awe and wonder as I outline our strategy for the upcoming war. Pay attention.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: War
 
    
 
   When Iridith declined beneath the horizon at the third hour of night, a Dragon Rider and her Amethyst Dragon emerged upon a wide balcony at the rear of the Remoyan King’s residence. Zuziana, tiny as she was, looked fierce in her new armour. Zuziana embraced her brothers fondly.
 
   “We’ll let Father know,” said Tarka.
 
   Yuka added, “I’ll see to your apology personally, Aranya.”
 
   “May I point out that I am not jealous,” Tarka lied cheerfully. 
 
   Zip mounted up and buckled herself in. She strapped a quiver of arrows flat along her left thigh and set her bow crosswise across her shoulders. She checked the oil-pot beside her right knee and her spark-stone at her belt.
 
   Aranya craned her neck to examine her Rider’s new equipment. The banded, silvery metal armour fit her as though it were made to measure. Probably a long-dead Remoyan relative who had been a Dragon Rider, judging from the petite size–but she was pleased and so was Zip. The armourer had spent a great deal of trouble over balancing the coverage of vital parts with flexibility. The elbow and shoulder joints moved freely without having a single weak point she could see. Her thighs, knees and calves were well armoured too, aside from the obvious breastplate. Plating, she should say, given as it was seven pieces. What kind of metal was this, so light and flexible? The scrolls said nothing but that it had been forged in Dragon fire.
 
   But Aranya worried, “Are you quite sure about the oil, Zip?”
 
   “It’s what the Dragon lore says Riders did,” she replied.
 
   “If it sloshes on you …”
 
   “The armour’s fireproof. Hopefully.” Zuziana patted Aranya’s side. “Look, we’ve discussed this.”
 
   “You’re as stubborn as a mountain goat. Fine.”
 
   Aranya stepped up onto the wide ornamental wall of the balcony.
 
   Yuka said, “Go burn the heavens, Dragon and Rider.” He grinned his impish grin, so like his sister that Aranya’s eyes flicked between them several times.
 
   She spread her wings and took to the air.
 
   Always, that first rush thrilled her. Human-Aranya could not believe she was flying. She could not believe the power of her wing beats thrusting her across the dark fields of Remoy, toward the towering wall of forest that separated the King’s estate from the outside world. Only the Mystic moon shone, high in the sky so brilliant with stars it was almost white. A rare sight, Aranya thought. An Immadian would call it a good omen. She quivered as the cool wind brushed her scales. Her throat swelled with an exultant bugle that she did not release. The Sylakians should not be forewarned.
 
   Still lay the Island-World beneath the whisper of a Dragon’s wings.
 
   Aranya knew the Sylakians would be watching, this time. They arrowed toward the encampment, keeping as low as possible.
 
   Zuziana’s voice came to her ear, “This is magical, my friend.”
 
   Aranya turned to blink her amethyst eyes, widely drinking in what light there was, at her friend. “Nak and Oyda said it, Zip. Flying is mystical beneath a Mystic moon.”
 
   “I’m just thankful, Aranya.”
 
   She considered this. “I am, too, but I wonder what we should do with this gift.”
 
   Zip chuckled, “I thought I was supposed to be the practical one? Aranya, doing is what we’re doing–if you’ll excuse the play on words. I don’t see you terrorising villagers, stealing their sheep and hoarding gold in a cave.”
 
   “I suppose not.”
 
   After a quarter-hour aloft, Aranya heard the spark-stone clicking as Zuziana lit the oil pot. Once it was burning, she gathered speed. Her Rider seated her helm on her head.
 
   Zuziana flexed the bow. Her voice issued reverberantly from inside her helmet, “I’m out of practice. Try not to singe us, Aranya.”
 
   Dragon and Rider raced over a low line of hills, closing in on the Sylakian encampment. Aranya angled for the nearest of the Dragonships, her wings flexing with the air currents as they blasted over the perimeter of sentries–who were awake, but they passed over them before the alarm could be raised.
 
   “Let’s tickle them awake, Zip.”
 
   Flames licked hungrily around the arrow Zip dipped into the oil pot. Each arrow had been prepared and fitted with an oil-soaked collar just behind the arrowhead. It burned fiercely. Zuziana shouted at Aranya to keep her eyes forward and peeled for crossbow quarrels. A streak of orange shot into the flank of the nearest Dragonship.
 
   Thunder echoed off the hills. A blinding flash disoriented Aranya for a moment. The Princess of Remoy grumbled about suns-spots on her vision as she fitted a second arrow to her bow. Dragon-Aranya’s membranes worked over her eyes. Now she remembered what Nak had said about looking at the suns. She glanced back to see the Dragonship’s frame outlined in charred, glowing embers. The rest was gone.
 
   “Ready,” called Zip.
 
   Aranya adjusted her flight muscles, sweeping past the conflagration. “Take the shot …”
 
   Sss! The arrow leaped across the intervening space like a hungry rajal pouncing on its prey. A wave of heat scorched Dragon and Rider as the Dragonship exploded. Aranya swerved instinctively, taking Zuziana away from the furnace blast. A fiery joy sang within her being. Dragons were creatures of flame, creatures of the inferno of heat and smoke and blazing passions. Now her roar resounded, cutting short the warning trumpets of the Sylakian troops, unnecessary now that the hills blazed orange in the reflection of the fires they had caused. Dragon-Aranya’s wrath burned against these men.
 
   Caught up in her passion, she almost didn’t hear Zuziana shouting at her to watch out for crossbow quarrels.
 
   Aranya’s tail snapped sideways, knocking them off their previous path. She heard a crossbow twang; the sound of the quarrel, a low, angry whistling through the air. But the shot went awry. She took them between two Dragonships. Yolathion’s … Zip was not ready. She plucked out another arrow, lit it, raised the short bow and fired almost in one motion. Aranya tucked in her wings and rolled as the Dragonship exploded right next to them, letting her belly feel the heat and her body protect Zuziana from the explosion.
 
   “Ouch! Darn it, Aranya.”
 
   “I can’t avoid the flames if you shoot a Dragonship right next to us.”
 
   “No, I mean, oooooh!”
 
   Aranya wobbled in the air as she tried to look at Zuziana, whose scream trailed off into a groan. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I’m burned.”
 
   Aranya’s wings flared as she braked. She heard Zuziana’s neck pop as the gravitational forces pressed them hard in their bellies. The Dragon rocketed upward. Two crossbow quarrels passed beneath them, one clipping the edge of her wing and chipping a chunk of light bone off her flight strut.
 
   “Ha, they shot their own Dragonship. Zip, are you–”
 
   “Bring us around, Aranya. I still want to deliver this message to your leopard-man.”
 
   In the light of the fires, what she could see of Zuziana’s face was pale and drawn with pain, not at all her usual tan.
 
   “You think after this–”
 
   “I’m fine. Turn!”
 
   Yolathion would want to kill her. He did already. But Aranya knew that, whatever she might feel for a man who served Sylakia, like his father before him, she must deny it for the sake of others. Her Dragon hearts sang a melancholy song as she arced through the night air, bringing them back to the Sylakian camp at a different angle of attack. All of Nak’s words on crossbows and shot-angles and tactics–bless that crazy old man. Laughter bubbled though her. At least he knew what he was doing when he tweaked a Dragon’s backside. She missed him. He would have loved to be breathing fire and smoke with her and Zuziana, or dodging crossbow quarrels, like this one spitting toward them now.
 
   She dodged it easily. More would come.
 
   Arrows rose to meet them, the Hammers of warriors organised on the ground now, sheltering behind their shields as their archers aimed at the Dragon in the sky. Arrows pattered against her tough, scaly hide like the first fat drops of rain before a thunderstorm. She saw Yolathion, aground, bellowing orders at his men–clad only in his armoured trousers, a huge hammer clutched in his left hand. She ripped her eyes off him.
 
   Good. Now they could destroy his Dragonship without destroying Yolathion.
 
   The laughter born in her Dragon hearts, wild and vicious and sad, thundered over the burning camp. Dragonships, helplessly tethered, awaited their burning arrows. Two began to rise into the air. Smart. That would give better attacking options and a field of fire for the war crossbows. Aranya powered on, swooping into the heart of the camp, feeling the next Dragonship crisp at the bite of Zuziana’s arrow as though it were a strange, slow flare against her senses, tracking the crossbow quarrels as the men struggled to aim at her darting form, using a moored Dragonship to protect her right flank as she lined up her next shot, Zip working in concert with her, raising her bow to their port side and taking the shot that destroyed another Dragonship. She doubled back abruptly, confusing the Sylakians’ riposte as she ducked beneath a Dragonship, tucking in her wings to avoid the anchor hawsers and then rolling upward, almost brushing the side of the ship with her tucked-up legs. Without thinking, she adjusted to bring her talons to bear, opening a ten-foot rent in the hydrogen sack.
 
   “Useless oil,” Zuziana shouted, pain sharpening her words. “Oh, Aranya … once more around. I’ve got the scroll ready.”
 
   Aranya jinked to her left. A crossbow quarrel smashed into a Sylakian warrior on the ground. They snaked through the air until Aranya could orient on Yolathion. There he was, snarling of face, sculpted of muscle, stalking through the battle not as a leopard, but like a rajal shaking its mane as it roared at the enemy.
 
   Shouting something about having spotted him, Zip took aim and shot their message at the War-Hammer.
 
   To the evil rulers of Sylakia,
 
   Greetings from Dragon and Rider.
 
   We declare war on you.
 
   Aranya stared incredulously. “Zip, you hit his knee.”
 
   “I hope he gets the message.”
 
   “He might just.”
 
   “One more Dragonship; that one, Aranya.”
 
   Crossbow quarrels converged on them. Down! Aranya thumped into the ground. That was a mistake because the ground was closer than she thought. But her legs worked frantically, driving her forward as she gathered her hind legs beneath her to launch upward with a mighty thrust. Something sharp scored her side. But that flying bound took them up over the hundred-and-fifty foot length of the Dragonship ahead. Zip aimed over her flank. As they passed overhead, she delayed the shot slightly before swivelling to send one final burning arrow on its path to destruction.
 
   WHOOOMP!
 
   The Dragonship exploded behind them, shielding Dragon and Rider as they beat a strategic retreat from the charred field that had been the Sylakian encampment.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya flew until they had put several leagues between them and the Sylakians. Then she landed in a quiet spot beside the uppermost of Remoy’s terrace lakes. Her eyes tracked Zuziana with concern as she dismounted.
 
   “Shall I transform and–”
 
   “We might need to leave in a hurry. Your healing magic works better in Dragon form, right?”
 
   Zip peeled off her lower armour and then her trousers. She groaned, “Oh, roaring rajals, it helps if you fasten the armour properly, Aranya. Look, I left a gap.”
 
   The burning oil had trickled into that gap just above her kneecap, and seared a patch of skin from below her knee to her ankle-bone. Aranya eyed her friend’s sooty face and singed hair curling back from her brow. She checked her own flank. A crossbow quarrel had torn a nice little chunk out of her side, there. But she would be fine. It was Zip that she was worried about.
 
   Unexpectedly, Zip smacked her on the neck, grinning a madcap grin. “Did you see your boyfriend’s face when we shot him with our message?”
 
   “Boyfriend? After that? Who tried to kill whom first, may I ask?”
 
   “Well, we sure singed his beard.”
 
   Aranya chuckled. “My gorgeous enemy is clean-shaven, Zip.”
 
   “Oh, for the Islands’ sake,” cried her friend, pretending outrage, “I’ll shoot him properly next time. Or would you prefer to sharpen your fangs on him first?”
 
   “Maybe I should start a Dragon hoard with just him in it?” Zip hooted. But Aranya pressed her paw gently upon Zuziana’s shoulder. “Let’s see to your wound, my friend. I’ve a shiver in my spines that says the sky’s going to fill with Dragonships very soon. We need to outfly any message hawks to Tyrodia Island. Have you got Oyda’s ointment? Does it hurt?”
 
   “Like the blazes.”
 
   Aranya laid her forepaw on Zip’s leg. “I know you’re brave, but if we’re going to pretend to be in this together, you need to learn to ask for help when you need it.”
 
   Her membranes fluttered shut. When her healing magic surged into Zip, her friend sighed. “Oh, that itches–nicely.”
 
   Zuziana applied the ointment and bandaged her leg with strips of cloth torn from their spare clothes. She pulled on her trousers and clucked in annoyance as Aranya’s muzzle got in the way of her fastening the armour again. She pushed the Dragon’s muzzle away ineffectually. “Aranya. It’s nothing, so stop your mothering.”
 
   “Here come the Dragonships,” said Aranya. “Mount up, Zip.”
 
   “Those specks? I want your eyes.”
 
   “I can also see a message hawk.”
 
   Her Rider climbed quickly into the saddle and buckled in. She said, “So, let’s stick with the plan. Can you chase a hawk?”
 
   “I hope so–for short periods, at least. Nak said they’re faster than Dragons between Islands.”
 
   It took three arrows and some lung-straining flying to catch the speedy hawk, but Zuziana finally downed it with a lucky head-shot. After that, they headed north for Tyrodia Island, making no effort to conceal their presence. That would come later.
 
   An hour’s flight brought the pair to the steep edge of Remoy, and a view of the layers of glistening, serpentine terrace lakes which were Remoy’s signature feature, reflecting back the last starlight before the gathering dawn. Vast numbers of water birds nested on their shores; their populations so dense that the lakes were outlined like mouths with white lips. Here they surprised a patrolling Sylakian Dragonship and sent a fireball spinning into the lakes, at the expense of two non-serious arrow holes punctured in Aranya’s left wing.
 
   “Marking our trail,” said Zip. “Wasted an arrow, though. We’ve only got fourteen arrows left for the invasion fleet, if it’s still at Tyros.”
 
   “Let’s make every arrow count.” Aranya glanced back at Zuziana. “Do you think our Pygmy friends might help us out with some arrows? Could we stop there on our way back along the Crescent?”
 
   “You’re still bent on returning to Nak and Oyda, aren’t you?” Zip took a sip from her waterskin. “Well, I think it’s a good idea, even if it does land us back on Sylakia Island. Don’t think they’d expect that. We’ll need to see how it goes at Tyros, before deciding where the roving troublemakers fly after that.”
 
   “All in the spirit of partnership based on mutual idiocy?”
 
   “Speak for yourself, Dragon.” Zuziana gazed out at the Cloudlands as the rising suns bathed their billows in rosy hues, a carpet stretching to the horizon, deceptively calm and even. “Is it just me, or do you feel rather naked flying in the daytime?”
 
   “As naked as a Dragon in her Dragon-hide can be.” Raising her head, Aranya declaimed, “Fellow-Islanders of this immense demesne, I foresee a day when Dragons and Humans shall co-operate in beautiful harmony, in a partnership based on mutual trust and–”
 
   Zuziana’s exaggerated snort made her burst out laughing.
 
   “What? I just wanted to use the words ‘immense demesne’ together in a sentence.”
 
   “Well, if silliness helps you navigate the long road to Tyrodia Island, then by all means, be silly.”
 
   “Road?” Aranya vented a snort of her own. “What road, o ignorant Human? Doth our road not lie in the skies most vast, beneath the beneficent gaze of the five moons?”
 
   “Mercy. I’m getting some sleep. In fact, you’re boring me to sleep quite effectively.”
 
   As though the world held its breath, a brooding stillness surrounded Rider and Dragon as they winged away from the relative security of Remoy Island and out across the Cloudlands. Not a breath of wind stirred apart from the Dragon’s steady wing beat. Being in her Dragon form still felt marvellous and weird. Much that she took for granted about her Human form, such as running or leaping or breathing or being ill, seemed tinged with novelty and wonder when viewed through a Dragon’s eyes. She had some sense of her stamina as a Dragon, a growing appreciation of her flying ability, but as yet little idea how to use the magic she sensed still lay latent within her, apart from her healing power.
 
   Carrying a Rider was foreign, too, Aranya thought. On one level they were friends, on another, she was responsible for her Rider. Zip said she felt the same sense of responsibility toward her Dragon. It added an unexpected dimension, a mutual dependency as they set out on a mission … to do what? Laughter echoed hollowly in her hearts. Overthrow the Sylakians? Stir up a bit of trouble until the hammer came down? How long could they goad the great beast of Sylakia?
 
   Long enough to make them pay for her trip to the Cloudlands. Long enough to ensure Garthion knew what his brutality had cost his people.
 
   She wondered what was left of him after being burned like that. Part of her hated him; another part regretted what she had done. She tried not to dwell upon the Dragonships they had destroyed, or all the men they carried. ‘How does Dragon-Aranya feel about the killing, Zip?’ she whispered. ‘Sorrowful. And lonely.’
 
   Could she be the last Dragon in the Island-World?
 
   Aranya shook her head. No, she would not give up the search for others. Maybe she’d find other Dragons in Herimor; or maybe on the Island her mother had come from, Fra’anior, which lay west of Sylakia, perhaps five or six days’ travel by Dragonship.
 
   She rested a moment, gliding steadily toward the Cloudlands. Aranya experimented with the angle and extent of her wings, trying to find the best gliding configuration. She looked to the Jade and Blue moons, both in their crescent phase, and tried to remember the precise direction Zuziana had instructed her to take. Navigation by the moons was another complication entirely. Sneaky of her to study Ignathion’s navigation charts during that journey down to Sylakia, she congratulated herself. If she had the slightest inkling she was about to discover she was a Dragon Shapeshifter, she might have paid proper attention, too.
 
   Aranya missed Tyrodia Island by ten leagues to the west.
 
   Zuziana worked out the error in her navigation and how to correct it. So it was a very tired Dragon who, around midnight, sighted Tyrodia at last.
 
   “You keep that map in your head?” Aranya asked.
 
   “Mostly. It’s a skill that runs in our family. We liked to play memory games–name the Island from its shape, name the main cities of each Island, name the Islands from south to north …”
 
   She hooted at the expression on Aranya’s face.
 
   But, after they had rested an hour, Aranya and Zuziana took to the air to discover their miss had been a blessing. Aranya drifted along as she described what she could see.
 
   “It’s a line of Dragonships strung across the route we should have taken up from Remoy,” said the Dragon. “Do you think they got a message hawk through? They’d have had the time because of how far off track we went, don’t you think?”
 
   Zip nodded. “We should assume they’re forewarned.”
 
   “And what’s that sly smile saying to me?”
 
   She pointed upward. “Look at those pretty cumulous clouds.”
 
   The weather had been either clear or stormy, Aranya thought. She was not familiar with Southern weather patterns. But those clouds would be handy, if she could fly high enough. Perhaps they would provide enough cover, despite the moon Iridith bathing the night with a gentle, almost-lamplight glow as it spanned fully two thirds of the horizon. Her Dragon eyes narrowed as she noticed shadows, huge shadows, traversing Iridith’s face. Dragons? No, they were the wrong shape. What on the Islands were they?
 
   But Zuziana was chattering to her, talking about their next raid. She was right. Aranya wrenched her attention back to the problem at hand. All the while, Tyrodia loomed before them, seeming to grow larger by some eerie magic unrelated to their flight.
 
   “I see that gleam in your eye, my friend,” said Zip. “Ready?”
 
   “Ready.”
 
   Once her Rider was settled, Dragon-Aranya climbed straight for the clouds. The air grew chill. Greyness closed about them, then receded as they flew into a gap. Aranya reported the layout of the Dragonships to Zip. She pointed with her chin to the faraway lights of Tyros Town.
 
   “The camp is still there,” she told Zip. “I vote we attack where the Dragonships are moored. That’ll cause the most chaos.”
 
   “Those bumps? They do look close together.”
 
   “Very.”
 
   Zip’s grin flashed in the moonlight. “Take us overhead, o Princess of Fang. Keep those clouds as close as a ralti wool cloak.”
 
   “We shall fall upon them as lightning from a storm.”
 
   “Dragon-you does love a dramatic turn of phrase,” Zuziana observed. “Keep those claws sharp and your ears peeled for the sound of catapults and crossbows.”
 
   Oil glugged into the pot. Zuziana struck the spark-stone several times before the flame caught. She settled her helm on her head and gripped her bow in her left hand. Watching over her shoulder, Aranya smiled at how warlike Zip looked. She furled her wings and plummeted out of the clouds.
 
   Closer and closer came the Sylakian camp, the sprawling staging ground for their impending invasion of Herimor. Aranya wondered why they were gathered here on Tyrodia and not many leagues to the south, closer to the Rift. Perhaps the Supreme Commander did not want to scatter his forces too widely. The bulky Dragonships lay closely moored in clumps over a tent-city comprising thousands of Sylakian warriors. She looked for Ignathion’s symbol of the rajal, but did not see it. But she saw a Dragonship of the Crimson Hammers, and several others of types she had never seen before, three oblong balloons side-by-side, perhaps for carrying heavy cargo, she thought, and slim, narrow Dragonships that could hardly have carried ten warriors each.
 
   Behind her shoulder, Zip called, “Armed.”
 
   Aranya tilted her wings to catch the wind, bringing them out of the dive and into a whistling swoop at high speed, aimed like a javelin at the first clump of Dragonships. A trumpet sounded the alarm just as Zip released her first shot. The fiery arrow struck the very top of one of the vessels and stuck in a netting rope, burning brightly.
 
   “Quick, another.”
 
   “Oh, mercy, some of these Dragonships are armoured,” Zip cried.
 
   “Shoot, Zip!”
 
   A huge explosion lit the camp all the way to the hills beside Tyrodia Town. A second followed, Dragonships flaring like torches behind them as the first arrow burned its way through to the volatile hydrogen.
 
   Aranya veered sharply as crossbow quarrels, arrows and a spray of catapult-fired shrapnel burst across their path. “They’re firing sharp metal,” she panted, “trying to shred my wings.”
 
   “Try not to get hit,” said Zip, lighting another arrow.
 
   Her next two shots missed as they came under heavy fire. Aranya felt strikes against her belly and beneath her tail. A crossbow quarrel passed so close to Zip that she could have reached out to catch it. They snaked between a brace of Dragonships before Aranya levelled out momentarily. The instant she heard Zuziana’s bowstring twang, she dove sideways again, swerving into a muscle-straining gyration. She realised why the Dragonships were moored in clumps–it left open ground between them, ground that had to be covered by Dragon and Rider, a space which allowed the archers an opportunity to take aim. If this was Ignathion’s doing, she had to admire him for it.
 
   The Remoyan cried out as an arrow smacked the cheek-guard of her helmet.
 
   Aranya rose to avoid a hail of catapult-shot. She grunted as an unseen quarrel pinged off the bone of her shoulder near the base of her right wing. It made an excruciating pain spurt through her wing, momentarily paralysing her. The shock incensed Aranya. A sheet of blood seemed to descend across her eyes. Dragon-Aranya forgot who she was or where she was flying. Flame roared within her, roiling in her belly, so hot and intense and agonising that she had to expel it or she feared she would burn from within. It felt as though lava-bubbles were popping up into her throat. The muscles of her neck worked. Her body jerked spasmodically and her flight became erratic, stuttering and slowing.
 
   Somewhere, someone was shouting, “Aranya! Aranya!”
 
   Her mouth gaped open. A melon-sized fireball rocketed out. The next was larger. The third, larger still, and aimed directly at a clump of Dragonships. Aranya thundered her agony to the skies. Her throat! A Dragon’s fire seared the Tyrodian night.
 
   A swathe of tents burst into flame, right across her path. The Dragonships exploded in a pyre of flames a hundred feet tall, five or six at once, the nearer ones setting off those moored behind them. The din was deafening, pummelling her sensitive ears. Aranya jerked and roared as she slammed into a catapult, snapping the struts and sending the weapon crashing to the ground.
 
   “Aranya, stick with me, girl,” Zuziana called urgently. “Aranya, remember who you are.”
 
   Slowly, the red receded. Words–she remembered, now. Her Rider’s words pushed it back. She was Dragon. She was Human. She was a Shapeshifter.
 
   She tried to speak, but could not. She had scorched her throat. She needed water, cool water to flood her throat and take away the pain. Aranya summoned up the healing power. But that drained her. She felt tired, so tired.
 
   “Aranya? What’s the matter, petal? Speak to me, please. Aranya?”
 
   Dully, she pushed through the pain. Her shoulder seemed alright, but only because that pain was drowned out by the agony of her throat. She must not let her Rider down. She must carry her to safety. Aranya flexed her muscles and flew by instinct alone, away from the Sylakians, weaving through the arrows and catapult fire with a dancer’s suppleness, until they left the noise and the flames far, far behind them. The smoke was still visible from leagues away.
 
   “Aranya? Petal?” Zuziana sounded as though she were on the verge of tears.
 
   Dragon-Aranya twisted her neck until she and Zip were eye to eye. She tried to open and close her mouth to show that she could not speak. She nodded; tried a wink or two.
 
   Finally, Zip caught on. “You can’t speak? Why? Your throat?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “The flame–you breathed flame, Aranya. But you weren’t ready, were you?” Another nod. “Is it bad?” Aranya wondered how a Dragon shrugged their shoulders. She bounced Zip up and down. “Not too bad, you think? Alright, Aranya. I understand. We need a quiet spot; get some water down that throat of yours. I’ll take a look. But–what am I going to do? Talk to myself for a while? Don’t I do that enough already?”
 
   Aranya wanted to laugh, but it hurt. She settled for giving Zip a big, toothy Dragon grin.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: Hunted
 
    
 
   When Zuziana looked down her friend’s throat, she hummed a little tune and said, “Try not to close your mouth, Aranya. Turn to the light. You don’t smell of sulphur or rancid meat or anything I might imagine on a Dragon’s breath. But you do have a bone stuck right here.”
 
   She withdrew and tossed the sheep bone into a corner of the cave. Aranya tried not to notice the sigh of relief that accompanied her exit from the Dragon’s jaws.
 
   They had stopped on a lonely, windswept cliff on the northern tip of Tyrodia. A perfect hiding place. A sandy, comfortable cave, impassable cliffs above and below, and a series of ledges teeming with small animal life and monkeys.
 
   “It’s blistered. I mean, it’s one big blister down there, as far as I can see. I’m surprised you can even swallow water. Are you hungry?”
 
   Aranya nodded. All that flying, two battles and then lying low for three days in a cave had combined to make her ravenous. Her stomach chose that moment to growl so loudly it echoed down the tunnels behind them.
 
   “I’ll take that as an affirmative. I need to hunt. No, don’t you growl at me and block the doorway. I’ll be careful. Aranya!” Zip giggled as Aranya pushed her back from the cave entrance with her muzzle. “Don’t you bully me, you stubborn lump of Dragon flesh. Yes, I know there are Dragonships crawling all over this Island like rats on a fresh carcass. Yes, if there’s one thing I can assure you, it is that Remoyan Princesses know how to hunt and we can sneak, too. We’re very … sneaky.”
 
   With that, she darted beneath Aranya’s neck.
 
   Aranya lifted her paw and flattened her friend–claws carefully held apart, lest she hurt Zip.
 
   “Ouch! Get off me, you scaly ralti sheep, or I swear I’ll skin that pretty hide and hang it up for a hunting trophy!” When she relented, Zip said, dusting off her armour with cheerful slaps, “You know, petal, we need to come up with a Dragon name for you. I can’t call forty feet of Amethyst Dragon–well, ‘petal’, can I? Aranya is your Human name. How do you fancy the ring of, ‘Knobbly-Kneed Goat Muncher’? Or something grander, like ‘Her Amethyst Majesty the Mighty Fireball Tosser’?”
 
   This drew a laugh, which hurt.
 
   “Look, the rest of you is getting better but I’m worried about your throat and I’m tired of talking to myself. Understood? I will be super, super-careful.”
 
   Aranya raised her paw and gave her a woebegone look.
 
   Zuziana unexpectedly flung her arms around Aranya’s neck. “You’re silly. You’re not having one of those Dragon foresights–no? Right. You breathed fire. Clever thing, you just wanted to show off by destroying six Dragonships at once. Well, if we can’t get you healed up, we need to go ask Nak. He’ll say, ‘Give us a peck on the cheek, thou lily of the pond.’ Oyda will say, ‘Concentrate, Nak.’ ‘Ah, but I dreamed of ten Immadian Princesses in my bed last night.’” She aped the little old man tottering about on his canes.
 
   She had to let her friend go. It was that or keep laughing, which brought fresh misery because of her throat. Who ever thought of a Dragon being injured producing her natural element, fire?
 
   Zip should find something easily.
 
   Aranya moved to the back of the cave, where a natural trickle had pooled enough to allow her to drink easily. The water was fresh and tangy with minerals, which her Dragon form appreciated. She saw a glint at the bottom of the pool. It winked at her. Curious, Aranya dipped her paw in up to the knee-joint and stirred the sediment. Gold coins. Lots of them, old gold drals, with the stamp of the Sylakian windroc on them. Beautiful, thick metal of high quality, she thought. This must have been a Dragon’s hoard. Her paw curled possessively over the drals. Stillness settled upon the cave as she regarded the hoard. It was so pretty. So golden. So–hers.
 
   “Dinner time.”
 
   She whirled with fire buzzing in her belly and a strange roaring sound filling her ears. Aranya stared at the intruder, outlined at the cave entrance by the setting suns’ fiery exit from the day. Her lips peeled back from her fangs. How dare that little creature come near her treasure?
 
   “Aranya? Why–why are you glaring at me like that?”
 
   She tore herself away from the pool and its treacherous allure with a sound that was half-gasp and half-sob. She backed away as far as she could, shuddering. How much time had passed? The shadows had grown deep. The cold jealousy that consumed; the greedy stirring of a heart ready to rend and destroy even those most precious to her to protect that cold, unfeeling metal … she flung herself to the ground and hid her head beneath her wing.
 
   Zuziana marched over to the pool and looked in. She stood very still for a moment before her hand suddenly leaped to her mouth. “Oh, Aranya.”
 
   She knew. Shame brought tears–thick Dragon tears–to her eyes. Suddenly Zip was there, crawling beneath her wing, kneeling beside her head. Her tiny fingers stroked Aranya’s muzzle, soothing. After a time of simply sitting with her and saying nothing, Zip’s hand rose to cup the teardrop brimming in the corner of her eye.
 
   “Now this is a jewel more precious than anything in the Island-World,” she said, gazing at the fluid yet crystalline substance. “The tears of a beautiful heart.”
 
   She poked the teardrop with her finger before tasting it with her tongue, much as a cat laps at milk. Her eyes widened. “Oh–wow. I see colours, Aranya, a constellation of colours surrounding me and … life, I imagine life, bursting … and happiness. Is this some kind of Dragon magic? Nak didn’t say anything about Dragon tears, did he? No, I didn’t think so.”
 
   Zip rolled up her trouser leg and experimentally smeared a small portion of the Dragon tears on the top couple of inches of her burn, which was healing well. The viscous liquid soaked in easily and left a pearlescent sheen on her skin. She raised an eyebrow at Aranya, who waggled her brow-ridges in approval. Zip treated the rest of her burn, but found half a handful still remained.
 
   “Shall we try this on your blisters?”
 
   Aranya opened her mouth and let Zip treat what she could reach. Her friend paused to collect the second teardrop from Aranya’s right eye. It was smaller than the first. When she was done tickling the back of Aranya’s throat, Zip licked the remaining residue off her hand.
 
   “Yum. Aranya, I’m sure it can’t be bad for you. Oh … sensation. That’s amazing!”
 
   She was definitely uncertain about the wisdom of drinking Dragon tears. But Zip did not appear to be poisoned, or unhappy–rather, she was bouncing about as though she had eaten far too many honey cakes. Her vibrant blue eyes sparkled and danced as she poked fun at her friend. She was making so much noise that when Aranya heard a footstep outside the cavern, it was already too late.
 
   A Sylakian warrior gaped at the scene. Aranya lunged at him. Bleating like a crazed sheep, the man raced up along the ledge with a Dragon hot on his trail. There was a Dragonship several hundred feet away, she saw, drifting along on the breeze. But the aft war crossbow spat a quarrel at her. Aranya ducked; stone splintered against her flank. Reaching out, she swiped the man off the mountainside and sprang for the Dragonship.
 
   Her ears warned her with a fraction of a second to spare. A second Dragonship, higher in the sky and closer to the cliff–deliberately hidden, she realised–had fired upon her. The shards of metal shot by the catapult stitched holes in her left wing as if by magic. Startled, Aranya hurtled directly into the side of the first Dragonship. Her neck snagged in the netting. Bellowing, tearing and clawing, Aranya ripped herself free. The archers on the gantry beneath her were shooting at point-blank range, but her Dragon hide was tougher than most arrows could penetrate. She lashed out with her tail, cracking the gantry and smashing a hole in the side of the Dragonship. Men tumbled into the sky. Deliberately, she reached out with her forepaws and ripped the hydrogen sack open.
 
   The Dragonship above held its fire as she lashed the gantry again, knocking more warriors loose and bruising her tail. Aranya dropped free and wheeled beneath the Dragonship, counting the seconds before that war crossbow could be reloaded. She had a better idea. Coming up beneath the crossbow platform, Aranya cleared it with a cunning swipe of her claws. Then she clambered up the side of the Dragonship and ripped another part of the sack open.
 
   Segmented into six or more sacks, a Dragonship’s hydrogen load could survive a certain amount of damage. But not a measured attack by an intelligent Dragon. The vessel began to sink. Aranya timed her leap free, waiting until she was out of range of the Dragonship still lurking above. She swung wide in the air, checking their cave. She must fetch Zip. At that instant, the Sylakian Hammers would see and cover the cave entrance with their deadly crossbows.
 
   Oh no. Worse–there were more soldiers working their way along the ledge.
 
   Aranya made a split-second decision. She darted back toward the cave, furling her wings for a fast landing. She smacked into the rocks beside the entrance and scrambled inside. She groaned as the deep quarrel-wound on her shoulder opened again at the impact.
 
   Zuziana was throwing their equipment into bags at a furious rate.
 
   “Quick,” Aranya rasped. “Soldiers. Dragonship.”
 
   Zuziana threw the bags on top of Aranya and buckled them fast. She tossed the saddle upward. An unladylike snarl followed as she missed the right position between the spines. Zip scrambled up again to put it right. She dropped with the leather strap in her hand, rapidly drew it tight beneath Aranya’s chest and fastened it through the buckle. The pitiful handful of left-over arrows received an unhappy sniff of discontent. After that, nothing of value was left in the cave, apart from the Dragon hoard. Aranya would have preferred to forget all about that. Even now she felt a pang of loss. And the pangs of hunger, which simply had to wait.
 
   Shouts sounded outside the cave.
 
   Zip climbed adroitly aboard her Dragon. “Go, Aranya. Go fast and swerve once you’re out.”
 
   Taking a deep breath and bunching her muscles, Aranya launched herself out of the cave. She heard a thump and a low cry. By then she was airborne, rolling, watching the path of the inevitable shots descending and arcing her body to avoid them. She laughed. They had used up all their shots.
 
   That was when she realised Zip was not on her back.
 
   Her Rider staggered out of the cave, bleeding freely from a cut near her hairline. The Sylakian Hammers surged forward with cries of, “Catch her!”
 
   Aranya cut back through the sky, crying, “Run, Zip! Run!”
 
   It was terrifying not to be able to help. Aranya was too far away, the soldiers closing in, Zip looking this way and that, clearly dazed, before she broke into a stumbling run along the ledge, thankfully in the right direction. Aranya had to pull up sharply as another catapult shot hissed through the air toward her. Two catapults? Had they reloaded so quickly? She lost height. The Dragonship’s archers were trying to pick Zuziana off as she came into range. The Princess of Remoy was agile, weaving and bounding over rocks and bushes even at a full sprint. She began to pull away from the pursuing soldiers. But now another group of armoured Sylakian warriors appeared ahead of her, brandishing their hammers. She skidded on the ledge. Before anyone could react, she changed direction.
 
   Screaming, “Aaaraaanyaaaa!” Zip threw herself off the cliff.
 
   Aranya surged through the air with her utmost power. Zuziana fell ahead of her–gracefully, as though she were diving from a height into water–but the cliff was not vertical in this place. She fell toward the rocks. Aranya stretched out her neck as though that could make her fly faster. She seared through the cool twilight, faster than the shots that sought to track her. She could not reach her friend with her claws. The cliff was too close, the speed too much. Intuitively, she reached out with her wingtip, a dozen feet above the rocks, to cushion Zip’s fall at the expense of a tearing pain in her wing joint.
 
   Zuziana struck the rocks, but softly because of the elastic wing membrane beneath her. She bounced toward Aranya. The Dragon wobbled in the air, juggling the Remoyan on the surface of her wing as she swung away from the cliff. She slowed, trying not to lose Zip. Her Rider had a one-handed grip on the leading edge of her wing. Aranya’s throat throbbed. All that shouting and bellowing had been unwise. A speculative shot zipped by nearby, but they were passing out of range.
 
   After flying a little ways, Aranya relaxed into a glide. Her head snaked back to look at Zip, who offered her a wan smile, even though her face was a mask of blood. She quipped, “Thanks for the rescue, o Mighty Bewinged Princess of the Air.” But she grasped her side with her hand. “Not sure about the ribs, though. Definitely a nice bruise.”
 
   “You’re brave,” Aranya said, keeping to a whisper. Appallingly brave. “Want to get into the saddle?”
 
   Zip eyed the Dragonship floating up near the edge of Tyrodia Island. She seemed quite happy to remain exactly where she was. “They’ll be after us soon enough. Head out a point north of west, Aranya. There’s a tiny Island called Melkadia out there, a few leagues below Germodia. Hopefully they won’t know much about runaway Princesses.”
 
   “You need to uncurl your fingers to move,” Aranya offered, helpfully.
 
   A scowl that could have curdled milk was her reward. But as Zip balanced on her wing surface, she asked, “How’s the wing? Sore?”
 
   Aranya waited until Zip had secured herself in the saddle before admitting, “Stinging. But I think I can fly that far. Let’s pretend we’re making for Germodia first and change direction later.”
 
   “How did they find us, Aranya? Chance? Or something more sinister, like those new tactics you were telling me about?”
 
   They took stock, and realised they had lost their primary weapon against Dragonships–Zip’s bow. She remembered dropping it when Aranya pounded her head against the roof of the cavern. She sneaked guilty looks at her friend as she mopped up the worst of the blood. But the wound kept oozing.
 
   * * * *
 
   Toward mid-afternoon of the following day, two young Remoyan women walked into a town on Melkadia Island’s eastern peninsula. After they passed the hard-eyed gate guards, Zuziana whispered to Aranya to keep alert. They asked after a physician to have the deep cut on Zip’s forehead seen to. After that, they shopped around for a decent bow and cloth to make collars for the arrows.
 
   “I wish we had smaller coins,” Zuziana said, after another shopkeeper had complained about their gold drals. “Don’t they want our money?”
 
   Aranya, transformed into her Human form, frowned. “I wish I knew if it’s us, or just a general dislike of foreigners. I vote we don’t sleep in town tonight. Maybe a meal, though. I could eat a–er, something other than sheep.”
 
   “You do look very Northern,” Zip said. “Pale skin and high cheekbones. Those eyes are definitely a giveaway. Who has amethyst eyes? Put your hood up, Aranya.”
 
   “I want my daggers,” said Aranya.
 
   “You are the weapon,” Zip retorted. “Fine, we’ll buy you a decent sword. There was a shop near the tavern. I’m hungry, too. Islands’ sakes, will you stop rotating your wrist? You’ll only hurt it more.”
 
   “Didn’t anyone teach you that Humans can’t fly?”
 
   Zuziana and Aranya picked a plain but serviceable sword for Aranya and a belt and scabbard to go with it. The shopkeeper wanted to overcharge them, but Zuziana bargained hard before giving in for what she admitted was a higher price than they should have paid. Then they decided to investigate the food in the tavern.
 
   “Ugh, lamb stew,” said Aranya, poking at the contents of her bowl. She cradled her cut and hurting left arm in her lap.
 
   “Mmm, gravy,” said Zuziana.
 
   “Being a–uh, I guess I just don’t fancy sheep.”
 
   The tilt of Zip’s eyebrow told her she had almost said the word they had agreed not to use. Aranya decided she had better fill her stomach anyway. She chewed uneasily while Zip went over to the bar to secure more bread to sop up her gravy. For such a wisp of a thing, Aranya reflected, she definitely owned a healthy appetite. She watched a man trying to draw Zip into conversation at the bar. Actually, there were two of them–not ruffians, judging by their clothing, but also just that little bit more insistent than was called for. Aranya’s hand stole to the pommel of her sword. Cutpurses? Or something more sinister?
 
   Zuziana tried to slip away from the men with a smile and a coy word, but they hemmed her in. A third joined their number. He said something.
 
   Aranya extended her Dragon senses. Her knuckles were white on the sword. She forced her fingers to relax.
 
   “–one they’re looking for?”
 
   Zuziana was acting giddy and spinning a story about her father taking her on her first trip away from Remoy. Her lie would have convinced Aranya. The men seemed uncertain; unsettled by her confidence, perhaps? She stepped between them, intent on escape, but one of the men put his arm out to stop her. Zip trod on his instep and jabbed her fingers into his solar plexus. Aranya chuckled to herself. Those men were about to learn they had baited a rajal.
 
   But one of them was faster than the others. He grabbed Zip’s wrist and twisted her arm up behind her back. “Why don’t you come for a walk with us, my pretty petal?”
 
   Zip poked him in the eye with her free hand. Twisting like a hooked fish, she fought him, but the man hung on. Another two joined the group from a nearby table, drunkenly intent on a ‘bit of sport’. That was unfair. Aranya saw the fear flash into her friend’s eyes, perhaps the memory of a whipping she had been helpless to escape. A thin wail of terror escaped her. But the men only laughed.
 
   Before she knew it, Aranya leaped to her feet. Her chair screeched across the floor behind her. The fire, somehow always there, made its voice heard in her ears, but she clenched her teeth in an effort to deny it.
 
   “Boys!” she called. “Why don’t you let the lady go?”
 
   “You want to play, too?”
 
   “Yes. Why don’t we play?” Aranya snarled. The pain in her throat only intensified her anger. “Let my friend go, or it will go ill with you.”
 
   “Ill?” laughed the man holding Zip. “Where you from, lady, talking like that?”
 
   “A Cloudlands volcano,” she replied. A crackling of fire entered her voice, unbidden. “Why don’t you pick another day to die, friend? Today, I’ll let you go free.”
 
   The men gaped at her. “You’re joking.”
 
   “Look, a tall one and a little ’un,” said another of the men. “Them Sylakians is lookin’ for these, innit true?”
 
   “Aye,” said the first. “She’s a Northern-looking lady.”
 
   Another group of men moved in from a table near the door. A local militia or watch, Aranya judged, watching them with narrowed eyes. Their options were evaporating fast. They should never have come to the tavern. At one level, she knew she would probably have to eat a few of these unfriendly locals before they paid attention. At another level, she realised that the Sylakians must have spread the story far and wide, for it to have arrived on this unremarkable Island, in a small town.
 
   “Last chance,” said Aranya. Her fingers hovered on her belt-buckle. “Anyone who wants to live, I suggest you find a door right now.”
 
   Zip’s eyes widened. “Why don’t I buy drinks for everyone?” she suggested.
 
   There was a stony silence in the tavern.
 
   But she must not reveal her Dragon nature. That was what Zuziana was mouthing at her. Aranya paused. Turning into a Dragon would clear the room, of that she had no doubt. The news that she was a Dragon Shapeshifter would wash over the Islands like a storm.
 
   She had fire inside of her; only, she did not want to kill everyone in the room, including Zip. Her sword made a clear zing as she drew it. The guards or town watch, starting to gather around her, paused as a tendril of fire ran up the blade. Aranya bit her lip. How did one control the fire? If it leaked … yellow flame curled briefly against the ceiling before she brought it under control. Focus. Focus on the metal. A burning sword lowered to point at the men surrounding Zuziana.
 
   “Release my friend.”
 
   Her Dragon hearing caught a quick footstep behind her. Aranya whirled and released fire along the blade as she swung, striking the would-be backstabber on the shoulder. His rough shirt burst into flame. Her sore wrist twinged and she dropped the sword. To her senses, the sword seemed to fall slowly. Someone laughed. Pushing back the sleeves of her robes, Aranya ignited her hands and stalked toward the men standing around Zuziana, a malign anger boiling inside of her.
 
   She said, “Now I’m starting to feel irritable.”
 
   Aranya hardly knew what she was doing. She was not thinking. But through the pain, she realised her skin was not burning. Amazing! Blades, she thought. The fire leaped out hungrily, forming twin blades four feet long. Aranya laughed an utterly sinister laugh–and that was the push off the Island, as the saying went. With a howl, one man leaped over the bar and cowered behind it. As though this were a prearranged signal, there was a rush for the main door, the stairs which led to the rooms above and the windows. Crysglass shattered as men howled like rabid animals. The room cleared in seconds.
 
   Zip dusted her hands. “Ralti droppings to these idiots. Let’s clear this town, Aranya, before you have to show them your really nasty side. Don’t forget your sword. I enjoyed the evil enchantress laugh, by the way. Very effective. You’re smouldering.”
 
   “Thanks.” Aranya patted the sleeves of her robes. “Clothes just aren’t safe around me anymore.”
 
   “Yolathion won’t mind.”
 
   Aranya turned a deep shade of pink.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya and Zuziana knew that a Dragon should not be flying too much on an injured wing. But the manhunt that erupted on Melkadia Island tossed any notions of resting there over the edge of the Island. Resupplied, they took to the air for Germodia on the most direct route. If they could pass safely by the Island, they could hide in the Crescent. Zip stated confidently that they could hide from an army in the Crescent.
 
   That was handy, since an army was chasing them.
 
   “How many Dragonships?” Zip repeated, scanning the eastern sky. “Darn, those suns are bright. How do you see anything out there?”
 
   “Twenty-seven Dragonships,” said Aranya. “Yolathion’s group, plus a good number from what was left of the invasion fleet, I’d assume. Maybe we’ve stopped the advance on Herimor.”
 
   “Remind me to write to Herimor seeking thanks,” retorted the Princess.
 
   Ignoring her sarcasm, Aranya continued, “I shield my eyes by adjusting the opacity of the secondary optical membrane. Tell me again, why can we only fly via Germodia?”
 
   “Large gaps between the Islands,” said Zip. “The Crescent is like a long, curving brush-stroke down the map, from Telstroy to Germodia. South of Melkadia is nothing for five days. West, four days. Northwest, six days. It’s the Crescent or return east the way we came, Aranya. Back through those Dragonships.”
 
   “We can’t make that flight, Zip. I can feel my membranes tearing where the catapult hit me.”
 
   “Better a tear than a cut, Nak said.”
 
   “Better neither.”
 
   “Petal, I–”
 
   “Don’t call me petal!” Aranya sighed and tried to form an apologetic look over her shoulder. “Oh, heavens, Zip–I’m sorry. Call me what you like. I’ve got the grumps because I’m sore.”
 
   “Mercy,” Zip laughed, holding up the arrow she was preparing with a cloth collar, “a Dragon-sized case of the grumps, is it?”
 
   “You’re not cute; you’re heartless.”
 
   “Grump. Now, listen up. I’ve thought of something for our oil canister–rags and wire. We stuff it full of rags and pour in enough oil. Then you can fly upside-down and nothing will fall out.”
 
   Aranya considered this. “If you keep it far enough from your leg that the wash of our passage won’t blow the flames into your face, yes. Only one thing bothers me about flying to Germodia.”
 
   “We drop out of the stew pot to sizzle on the coals instead?”
 
   “If that’s how you say it in Remoy, yes.”
 
   The Dragonships came on and on, making for Melkadia Island. But Aranya knew they would not spend long there. She tried to flap gently, easing the wind’s force on her wings. Thank the stars above for a slight tailwind to speed them to Germodia. But she had a bad feeling the Sylakians would be waiting there, too. They had already seen three message hawks racing past.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: The Chase
 
    
 
   Two hours before dawn, Aranya and Zuziana picked the weakest point in Germodia’s defences and angled for it–a quarter-league behind two Dragonships, slowly patrolling the southern tip of the Island. They came in as low as they dared, given Aranya’s weakness, and stole through the line.
 
   Zuziana pointed as the two vessels shifted to parallel their course. “Messages,” she said. “Flashes of light from the two Dragonships, Aranya. They’ve spotted us.”
 
   “I don’t see anything ahead.”
 
   “Let’s watch out for hidden Dragonships. Maybe do a zigzag–”
 
   “Catapults!”
 
   Aranya flapped powerfully, gaining height as she dodged the shots coming their way. The Sylakian forces were concealed in folds in the interior hills of Germodia. She saw a Dragonship rise from behind a nearby copse of trees.
 
   “Easy, Aranya. Don’t let them scare you. You’re faster than them even at this speed.”
 
   “But they aren’t closing with us. Why?”
 
   “Because your leopard-man has a plan. He’s trying to outsmart us. He’s lost a lot of Dragonships and men,” said Zuziana. “Even Sylakia must be hurting given how much damage we’ve done. Now, the catapults drove us upward to where they can see and follow us. We need to find concealment. Fast.”
 
   But the night was full of eyes. Signal lamps winked across Germodia’s hills, tracking their progress even though they tried to keep low and follow the lay of the land. Aranya saw several Dragonships high overhead. She wondered if they were using some type of telescope, a new invention King Beran had told her about not long before the conquest of Immadia. She wondered how much telescopes negated the advantage of Dragon sight. Maybe they should go up there … no. Those were armoured Dragonships, the larger ones which had not appeared with the invasion fleet at Immadia.
 
   That was only months ago, but it felt like years. How far she was from the battlements of Immadia’s castle, now.
 
   To attack those Dragonships, Zip needed a more powerful bow or–Aranya sighed–a Dragon who could actually breathe fire without turning herself into a whispering wreck, able only to dribble cold water and pre-cut meat down her throat. By the mountains of Immadia, she was hungry. On cue, her stomach voiced an almighty gurgle of complaint.
 
   “We need the Crescent, my friend,” said Zip, patting the base of her neck. “Nice thick jungles, friendly Pygmies and fresh wild pig roasted in Dragon fire.”
 
   “I wish I could fly faster. There are eyes everywhere.”
 
   “We’ll be out of sight by dawn.”
 
   Aranya twizzled her head around until she could look Zuziana right in the eye. It was something she had practiced until she could keep flying straight on while looking backwards. “But the Crescent Islands are only so many, a thin band on the map. Look at how those Dragonships have been working in teams, supporting each other–high and low, keeping each other covered against attack. Yolathion’s working the strategy just like his father did.”
 
   “Then we’ll surprise them.”
 
   “Yes, we have a whole chest full of surprises tucked away on my back.”
 
   Aranya meant to be sarcastic, but she was startled when Zip smacked her fist against her palm and shouted, “Yes! The meriatite.”
 
   “Um–what do Dragons do with meriatite? Blow themselves up?”
 
   “No, you silly overgrown windroc, don’t you remember what Nak said about chewing meriatite?”
 
   “Not a whole lot.” Aranya grinned toothily. “I knew that reading about Dragon stomachs would come in useful–I think it should go in the fire stomach. But then I’d burn my throat again, wouldn’t I?”
 
   “We’ll try gently,” said Zip, “as gently as exploding hydrogen–”
 
   “Inside my stomach. Thanks.”
 
   Dragon and Rider winged steadily across Germodia Island, leaving Yolathion’s Dragonships in their wake. The darkness gave way to a blood-red dawn, rising over the cracked canyon landscape of central Germodia, where rivers ran deep and fast between tall cliffs inhabited by millions of crested sparrows and yellowtail doves, and windrocs soared on the thermals far above. Aranya and Zuziana rested for a couple of hours, but slept uneasily and stirred when they saw message hawks overtaking them from the south.
 
   Aranya followed such a canyon north, enjoying the funnelling effect of a strong breeze pushing her from behind as she flew above sparkling turquoise waters. So she was travelling fast as they rounded a final bend and saw a Dragonship directly ahead, patrolling the northern precipice.
 
   Before she could say a word, Aranya heard the click of Zip’s spark-stone. Smoke wafted into her nostrils, followed by a surge of adrenalin. She growled low in her throat. Dragon-Aranya smelled battle.
 
   “We’ve got the jump on them,” said Zip.
 
   Aranya knew they could not tension the war crossbows in time–but where were the others? Why was this vessel on its own? No time to think of that now. Zip already had a burning arrow to the string, trying to search out a weak point in the ship’s armour.
 
   “Between the cabin and the underside,” Aranya realised, speaking rapidly. “They haven’t armoured the bottom.”
 
   “You expect me to get an arrow in there?”
 
   “I thought a Princess of Remoy–”
 
   The bowstring twanged. Aranya took evasive action as several arrows zoomed their way. Zip’s shot passed perfectly between the cabin’s anchoring hawsers and the hydrogen sack above. She groused, “Oh, toss it in the Cloudlands! Again.”
 
   The fore and aft crossbows fired as one. Aranya furled her wings and laughed as the shots passed by ten feet overhead. Then she opened her wings. Her injured membrane tore another foot. Pain as brief and sharp as the point of an Immadian dagger made her scream.
 
   Zip called, “Hold still … and, go!”
 
   The blast nearly knocked her out of the sky.
 
   By the time they had covered the four leagues between Germodia and the first of the Crescent Islands, Aranya was vomiting from the pain. She dropped gingerly onto a rocky outcropping and let Zip lead her beneath the overhanging jungle canopy.
 
   Zuziana examined her wing. “Torn in three places,” she said. “Nak did say something about the nerve-endings in the wings being sensitive to changes in air pressure and air currents, which is one reason why Dragons are such fantastic flyers.”
 
   “Right now, I feel like chopping it off …”
 
   “Rest, Aranya. I’ll bring you something to eat.”
 
   Zip killed such a large python that she could not drag it up to Aranya’s resting place. Instead, she led Aranya down to a shady green gully, where the Dragon could wet her throat at a tiny spring and snack on the python at leisure. They rested, watching the colourful jungle birds play in the foliage around them as they tried to figure out how to repair Aranya’s wing. At least her magic dampened the pain. She could not seem to produce any Dragon tears. Zip used up the last of Oyda’s ointment on the rents.
 
   Toward noon they heard the throbbing of turbines as a Dragonship passed overhead. Later, a group of three Dragonships returned. In low voices, they discussed the merits of making a dash for freedom or lying low. They sneaked up to the outcropping and peered out from beneath cover, to see the Dragonships landing troops on nearby Islands as the hunt spread out. Other Dragonships hovered high overhead, a foreboding presence.
 
   Suddenly, a sparrowhawk sped past. It screamed and swerved as it spotted them.
 
   Aranya and Zuziana followed the hawk’s flight with their eyes. The bird raced heavenward and alighted on the starboard gantry of the Dragonship far above. Aranya confirmed this to Zip, as the detail was lost to her Human sight at that distance. Next, flags waved overhead, clearly a set of signals being spread across the fleet. At once, the Dragonships far and near sprang into action. Sylakian soldiers shinned adroitly back up ropes. They manned the catapults and crossbows with evident purpose. Two groups of Dragonships swung about to point directly at their Island.
 
   “How do they do that?” Aranya snarled. “Hawks can’t talk.”
 
   “Petal, we can argue that point when we’re far away,” said Zip.
 
   “I’m a very mad, very dangerous petal at this precise point in time. Do me a favour, Zip–shoot the next hawk we see, wouldn’t you?”
 
   When her Rider was buckled in, Aranya dropped off the edge of their Island. She teased Zuziana gently about how she had screamed the first time they flew together as Dragon and Rider. Scanning the skies, Aranya noted how Yolathion had distributed his forces–trying to keep them in line of sight for as long as possible. Three Dragonships dawdled in case they chose to change direction. The hunters worked in groups of three, keeping a sensible separation so that an attack on one could be countered from a nearby ship. She spied several Dragonships far to the north, patrolling the route Yolathion expected them to take.
 
   “They’re trying to tire us out,” Aranya realised aloud. “I’ve heard of the painted dogs of the north-western Islands doing this. One healthy ralti sheep can’t be taken down, so a family of dogs will run them down, taking turns to chase the animal until it’s too tired to run anymore. Then they close in and–”
 
   “I’m not sure I appreciate being chased about like a sheep, Aranya.”
 
   “Well, that’s what Yolathion’s up to.”
 
   Zip said, “Baa–bah!”
 
   Over the course of the next few days, Aranya’s suspicions were borne out. The Dragonships were relentless in pursuit. The hunt never slackened, day or night, while she and Zuziana were harried from one bolt-hole to the next. The weather remained perfectly clear and fine–much to their dismay. A nice little storm would have been perfect. Even a touch of cloud cover. But the Cloudlands remained opaque and inviolate and the world above, bright by day and luminous by night as a four-moon conjunction banished the darkness and the stars. Although they hid behind Islands and in the jungles and caves, the hawks always found them. Zip downed three, but also finished their store of arrows in the process.
 
   They tried to double back, but ran into heavy fire. Aranya complained bitterly about her injured wing. All the flying prevented it from healing properly. They were on the wing more than twenty-two hours of every twenty-seven. Zip’s cheeks looked gaunt.
 
   They discussed Aranya transforming to reveal herself to Yolathion. But they agreed he’d be forced to kill her. Aranya dreamed about throwing herself into Yolathion’s arms. Then she changed into a Dragon and tried to kiss him. Yolathion attacked her with his war hammer.
 
   She dreamed of burning him as she had Garthion.
 
   * * * *
 
   On the morning of their seventh day in the Crescent, Aranya calculated, they landed on the tree next to Pygmy Island. She had no idea of its real name, if it had one. Her claw marks were still visible in the bark of the massive bough where they had landed before. Using her wings for balance, Aranya ran along the branch and dived into the jungle beyond.
 
   A Pygmy popped out of the bushes to greet them.
 
   “He greets the Ancient One with delight,” Zip translated. “He offers whatever help we might need.”
 
   “Tell him, Zip, that the Sylakians might attack the mighty Pygmy hunters if we stay long.”
 
   “He says that the Ancient One is mightier than any Pygmy warrior.”
 
   Aranya nodded. “Tell him that may be true for the skies, but in the jungle the Pygmy is king.”
 
   The Pygmy beat his chest and grinned at this. His teeth were filed down to sharp points, Aranya saw, small black teeth stained by chewing some type of nut. Pieces spit out of his mouth as he spoke. Apparently the Pygmies were not concerned about the ‘white sky warriors’. Zip, squawking and crying like a hawk, outlined the danger posed by the marauding message hawks. The Pygmy nodded and made bow-and-arrow motions with his hands. Zip said the Pygmies would simply ‘walk the jungle ways’ between the Islands–crossing on the tangled vines–to escape the Sylakians.
 
   The tiny warrior led them further into the jungle to meet the Seer. Aranya noticed Pygmy warriors taking to the trees. No doubt the hawks would find a hot reception from their poisoned arrows.
 
   The tiny Seer greeted them with delight and bowed deeply to Aranya. She proudly showed off her wound, healed over save for a scab. Although Zip asked only about arrows, the Seer ignored that request to make an examination of Aranya’s damaged wing. Then, in broken Island Standard, she explained to Aranya that the Pygmies would glue her wing membranes together.
 
   “It is old way,” she said. “Ancestor story.”
 
   “They’ll glue my wing with leaves?” Aranya clarified with Zip.
 
   After some discussion, Zip explained, “Apparently there are stories of the Pygmies helping the Ancient Ones in a battle, as best I can understand, over five hundred years ago. They used a special glue they employ to build their bows, together with some type of tough leaf. The glue is supposed to come off on its own after ten days or so. Or you can remove it with prekki-fruit juice.”
 
   “But–I hear Dragonships. Please warn them, Zip.”
 
   “Pygmies long memory,” smiled the tiny girl, who stood only just over waist-high to Zip. “We shoot. Ancient One, Sylakians you family also poison. I see so.”
 
   Aranya’s eyes widened. “Um–what did you say?”
 
   Zip put in, “She says you have a memory of a bad man in your mind. His father arranged some … killings, I think.”
 
   “Of my mother?”
 
   Zip questioned the girl. “She says ‘your family, maybe your mother too’.”
 
   “The bad man is Garthion?” Aranya asked.
 
   The Pygmy girl shrieked and spat. “Bad, bad, bad! Eee-veel. Evil?”
 
   Aranya shuddered. “Evil. Hurt my friend, Zip.”
 
   Was the girl saying that Garthion’s father had arranged the murder of her family on Immadia? Or her mother’s family back on Ha’athior? Suddenly, Aranya was very afraid. Why had she chosen to travel to Remoy rather than Immadia? But her father had signed a peace accord with the Sylakians. They were brutes, but more concerned with ongoing conquests than settling old scores, surely? Had the Supreme Commander taken his revenge on King Beran so openly that even a Pygmy knew about it?
 
   Zuziana could not obtain further clarification from the Seer. The girl shrugged and explained something about the uncertainty of Seeing. But she insisted that the Supreme Commander had killed Aranya’s family ‘long moons ago’. That could be months or years, Zip said. Aranya told herself that ‘long moons’ had to be historical. She could not bear any other thought.
 
   But a seed of doubt lodged in her mind.
 
   Pensively, she watched a number of Pygmy women swarming over her wing. She tried to relax, even as she watched them threading needles and making ready to stitch her skin. It was worse even than she imagined. Every pinprick was a hot needle stuck into her flesh; the pulling of thread an abrasion of raw nerve endings. Aranya groaned and sank her fangs into a nearby tree.
 
   Next, the Pygmies painted the stitched tears with warm glue and carefully pasted on strips of a tough leaf, above and beneath the wing membrane. They trimmed their work neatly with their knives. Through Zuziana they bade the Ancient One to sit still for three hours. After two hours, they dragged several dead Sylakian warriors past. Aranya hoped they were not about to make dinner, but Zip insisted that Pygmies were not cannibals.
 
   They practised with the meriatite. Aranya swallowed the stone into the wrong stomach seven times before figuring out the correct one. Then she belched up a great deal of hydrogen without producing a single hint of flame. “We’ll try again later,” she grumbled.
 
   The Pygmy warrior who had first met them, now appeared with a bow and two quivers of arrows for Zip. He pressed the bow into Zuziana’s hand. “Try.”
 
   Zuziana tested the draw. “Wow, that’s a beast of a weapon. Look, Aranya. I’ve never seen a bow glued together like this, in reinforced layers. Amazing technique.”
 
   “Good?” said the warrior, snatching the bow from the startled Princess to demonstrate the draw, right back to his ear. “Good.”
 
   “Good enough to puncture Dragonship armour?” asked Aranya.
 
   The warrior seemed to understand. Plucking an arrow from the quiver, he bent the bow and let fly at a nearby tree. Zip walked over to examine the shot and exclaimed in surprise, “It’s buried nearly a foot deep, Aranya. I can’t even pull it out.”
 
   “Good,” said the warrior, showing every one of his pointed teeth.
 
   “Good,” agreed Zip.
 
   Aranya pushed Zip impatiently with her muzzle. “Ask him what we can do for the Pygmies in return for these wonderful gifts.”
 
   Zuziana did not need to translate. They both broke into startled chuckles as the Pygmy mimed, with appropriate noises, a Dragonship falling from the sky.
 
   “Good?” asked the warrior.
 
   “Tell him the Ancient One says it is very good,” said Aranya, peeling back her lips to show the warrior her fangs.
 
   This seemed to impress him. “Good-good,” he said, firmly.
 
   * * * *
 
   They waited in a place the Pygmies had selected for them. The dense jungle foliage hid a small clearing, a space between the massive trees large enough for a Dragon to stretch her wings. Aranya’s claws scraped on the huge boulder that formed her launching-pad. Beyond, through a gap in the foliage, she saw a vine-dense thicket followed by the promise of the cerulean ocean.
 
   Aranya tested her wings with strong beats and growled, “Incredible. That’s flexible–it feels weird, admittedly–but I think it’ll hold. More than hold. Thank them again, Zip.”
 
   Zuziana’s wry grin took in the row of nine message hawks being plucked for the Pygmy pot. “I believe the appropriate response would be to go and destroy a few Dragonships.”
 
   “Did they really put the Sylakians in the cave of warriors?”
 
   “Yes, Aranya.” Zip buckled herself in with an impatient hand. “Not in the place of honour, however. That place is reserved for Pygmies and Ancient Ones.”
 
   Aranya raised her head. “Here comes a Dragonship now. No, two Dragonships.”
 
   “I’ll light up,” said Zip, striking her spark-stone.
 
   “Let’s go burn the heavens, Rider.”
 
   With the excitement of three hearts pounding blood through her flight muscles and into her ears, Aranya launched herself through the foliage. Leaves slapped her face. Her Dragon mind took care of the details, adjusting her wings and calculating angles between the vines, flying sideways, a complete roll even, bringing them right out beneath a Dragonship. She thrust hard, rending the air, closing the gap before the Sylakian warriors had a chance to react. A crossbow ground on its moorings as men tried to bring it to bear. Aranya crunched into the bottom of the cabin and hung on, upside-down, with the claws of all four paws–Zuziana’s idea, gleaned from a scroll. The lowest Dragonship of a group was always vulnerable from beneath.
 
   The first man to peer beneath the gantry jerked back as her teeth snapped an inch from his face.
 
   “Ready?” she growled to Zip. “One, two, three!”
 
   Aranya sprang sideways and rolled simultaneously, bringing Zip into a firing position. The Princess of Remoy fired perfectly in time and reloaded even as Aranya continued her roll, twisting them away from the fireball blooming in the afternoon sky.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Debris shot past them. Aranya jerked as something hard and heavy crashed into her legs.
 
   “Crossbows above,” Zuziana warned. “Two ships.”
 
   She saw the quarrels coming slowly, her senses alive, her body and wings responding before any thoughts had time to form. Aranya folded her wings and twisted mid-air, flying right between the converging quarrels. One shot from each Dragonship, she calculated. That one above had four crossbow emplacements, a true monster of a Dragonship. Two at the fore, two aft and possibly several above, she suddenly thought. The structure surrounding the hydrogen sack was unusual. The men manning the catapults showed real discipline, holding their fire even though she was in range.
 
   Why?
 
   Dragon-Aranya’s danger sense prickled along her spine.
 
   “Zip, I’m switching targets,” she warned over her shoulder, and executed a dramatic twist in the air.
 
   Zuziana held onto the spine ahead of her as she called, “What’s the matter, Aranya?”
 
   “Danger sense. Something’s different about that large Dragonship. I think I’d want to get above it and take a look first.”
 
   “But it has three of the small Dragonships above it,” Zip pointed out. “You’re right–is that a gantry on top? Get your muzzle over here. I want you to try something.” Zuziana put a lump of meriatite onto Aranya’s purple tongue. “When we attack the next Dragonship, think of fire. Try to make yourself really, really angry.”
 
   “But I’m not angry. Just worn out.”
 
   Zip laughed in a way that made Aranya frown. “That one. Let’s pick the topmost of the group. We then fly on past, northward. We need to find a place where we can rest properly. Seven days on the wing is killing us, Aranya.”
 
   She was right. Three or four hours on the ground with the Pygmies, with no sleep at all, had not made for much of a rest. Her flight muscles trembled with fatigue.
 
   As Aranya arrowed in on her attack run, she chewed up the meriatite and swallowed it down into what she had labelled her gas stomach. Immediately she felt a swelling down there, a building pressure. She clenched her muscles to deny it egress.
 
   That was when Zip leaned forward and said pleasantly, “You woolly excuse for a flying ralti sheep, what do you think you’re playing at? Don’t come bleating to me with your excuses. Call yourself a Dragon? You couldn’t burn rock inside an erupting volcano. Where’s your fire, Dragon? Remember Garthion? Remember what he did?”
 
   With a terrible roar, Aranya surged forward, descending upon the Dragonship with her neck held straight. A blast erupted from her belly. Fire shot out of her throat, funnelled between her pursed lips, flaring a hundred feet and more. Flames licked the Dragonship, eating its armour and finding a violent companion to her rage within the hydrogen sack. One second it was there, the next, a detonation rattled their eardrums and the world flashed white. The concussion-wave punched them sideways in the air, but her Dragon instincts took them clear. Aranya bugled her triumph to the skies as she skirted the top of the flaming fireball and wheeled into a vertical dive on the far side.
 
   “Go, girl, go!” shouted Zip. She had an arrow nocked to the string.
 
   The wind whistled past them, snuffing out the flames on her arrow. She dipped it in the pot of burning oil and took aim. Aranya concentrated on holding still, watching for crossbow quarrels, but the men on the Dragonship below had lost her behind the fireball above. They were all looking in the wrong direction when Zip’s flaming arrow pierced the armour atop the hydrogen sack.
 
   Then Aranya realised they were plummeting straight into the middle of the fireball. There was no time to pull out of her dive.
 
   At the last instant she folded her wings over Zip’s head and prayed for a miracle.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: The Net Closes
 
    
 
   To their amazement, Aranya and Zuziana survived the burning Dragonship at the expense of little more than Zuziana’s eyebrows and eyelashes and a sharp crysglass window strut that punctured a neat hole in Aranya’s hide in the lower belly region.
 
   The hunt continued. Day after day they twisted and hid in the Crescent, snatching an hour of sleep here and a quick bite to eat there, as Yolathion’s group harassed them more intently than ever before. One day, Zuziana developed a cough and a high fever. She sickened dramatically in the course of the next twenty-seven hours. “I’ll be fine,” she kept insisting, but she was not. Aranya’s healing magic, so potent against wounds and burns and bruises, seemed helpless against whatever tropical jungle disease had attacked her friend. Aranya knew they were in trouble the following morning when Zuziana tried to mount up, and slipped and fell from the top of her thigh.
 
   The vomit that flooded out of her mouth was green and foul, and flecked with blood.
 
   “Pick me up,” Zip whispered. “Fly, Aranya. Find Oyda.”
 
   Her friend’s tiny body was like a rag, limp and wrung out, with little substance left to her after so much running and hiding. Aranya was appalled at her frailty as she used her paws to lift Zip onto her muzzle. Twisting her neck, she boosted her up into the saddle and dropped her as carefully as she could into the seat.
 
   “The buckles, Zip.”
 
   She pawed at them. “Oyda,” she said. “Sorry …”
 
   Aryana raised her forepaw and tried to help with threading the buckles, which was nearly impossible in Dragon form. “We’ll get you right, Zip, don’t you worry. I’ll stop on Tyrodia and find you some help; some medicine.”
 
   “No. Too dangerous. Oyda.”
 
   But Zip had not seen what Aranya had seen. They were hiding in a cave on the next-to-last Island of the Crescent. A dozen or more hawks worked the Islands nearby, searching. As yet just a set of specks high in the sky even at the fullest magnification of her Dragon sight, Aranya saw a whole new fleet of Dragonships drifting down on the breeze from the direction of Tyrodia Island.
 
   The pursuit was about to reach a new pitch.
 
   “When I ask, can you feed me meriatite?” asked Aranya.
 
   “Um,” said Zip, lolling against the straps.
 
   Great. Dragon-Aranya felt fury churn in her belly as she considered her route. There was only one option–the long journey to Telstroy Island, followed by the hard haul to Sylakia and over the mountains to Nak and Oyda’s dell. And then? Would she bring the Sylakian hammer down on them, too? She could not transform, could she? How would she ever get Zuziana back in the saddle, or the saddle on her back, for that matter? Some things about being a Dragon were not so easy. Had they come so far only to be defeated by some stupid disease?
 
   She wriggled out of the cave, taking great care not to brain Zip on the rocks as she had done that previous time. She spread her tired wings and launched into the air. This time, they would truly test the endurance of a young Dragon.
 
   Aranya flew toward the orange clouds above the setting suns, which burnished her scales to a coppery amethyst sheen, despite a dusting of travel-grime, soot from Dragonship fires and green stains where they had flown between the trailing vines and bulled through overhanging branches. Her body ached. Her wings felt ready to drop off. Slowly, she climbed, seeing the Dragonships spread out before and behind, shifting orientation to follow her path, made indefatigable by the power of their engines and the efforts of their soldiers.
 
   Alone, she could have escaped by flying beneath the Cloudlands as she had done before. Not that she remembered much of that first flight, just the same kind of bone-deep pain that racked her now. Alone, Aranya could have flown upward until the air became so thin that even a Dragon would struggle to breathe. But she worried about Zip, slumped in the saddle. At least she seemed to be sleeping.
 
   She flexed her body, driving upward even as the twin suns touched the horizon. How strange, that as a Human she had only ever distinguished the twin-ness of the suns when one or the other was eclipsed by a moon or two. With her Dragon sight lidded and protected against the glare, she clearly made out one sun a little above and behind the other. Some Island cultures gave them individual names. Immadians simply called them the Twins. The world spread out before her, its Islands made small by the height she had gained. The Cloudlands were an unbroken textured carpet several leagues below. The pursing Dragonships were but dwindling dots in the gloaming. The world was immense.
 
   What futility, one Dragon and her Rider trying to change all this.
 
   Aranya tilted her head forward, beginning the very long, gradual descent toward Tyrodia Island, visible as a smudge on the horizon. She was too tired to focus her eyes properly. She rested a little on the wing. As she left the Dragonship groups behind, she even dozed for the first time, safe in the unending immensity of the sky’s dome.
 
   It was three hours before dawn when Aranya reached Telstroy Island. She realised that the Dragonships she had spotted had been northwest of the Island, en route from Sylakia itself, just sixteen leagues farther. Just sixteen leagues. Aranya laughed hollowly as she dragged her aching body through the air. She was probably flying at half her normal speed.
 
   Dragon-Aranya tilted her wings and dove for the thickest patch of forest she could see. She landed in clearing, and hid herself among the trees, moving quickly and stealthily away from where she had set down.
 
   “Zip? Zip?”
 
   Her friend did not answer.
 
   Aranya found a stream. She took a mouthful of water and tried to squirt some of it down Zuziana’s throat, but her friend did not revive. She tried her healing power, but that seemed to change little. She tried to cry, to produce Dragon tears, but her hearts seemed made of stone. She rested for longer than she had intended.
 
   A cruel nightmare woke her. From another clearing, Aranya observed the movement of Dragonships in the gleaming almost-dawn sky. Her keen eye saw Yolathion’s standard of the black rajal almost above her. Already? How long had she slept? Another vessel flying the same standard converged with it. Ignathion, she thought. At the greatest magnifying power of her eyes, Aranya saw father and son conversing from gantries perhaps thirty feet apart. After an hour or so, Ignathion’s vessel hurried on, and many of the Dragonships with him. Was he bound for Remoy; taking command of the invasion fleet there? She watched as Yolathion transferred to one of the larger Dragonships, one of the three-hundred-foot monsters with the overhead gantry–the vessel which gave her the shivers.
 
   Then she learned she had not seen all. She heard Dragonship engines approaching from the other direction, low over the forest. Suddenly, the air was thick with hawks trying to spy her out.
 
   Yolathion had sprung his trap.
 
   Aranya knew she had to get help for Zuziana. She did not delay, despite the danger. As she rose from the forest, she saw Dragonships all around Tyrodia Island, encircling her, and a group of three small Dragonships, fast and manoeuvrable, converged upon her. Aranya pushed hard for the northwest. The huge Dragonship lumbered after. The three smaller ones wound up their single war crossbows and steamed on her tail, their turbines whining loudly in the still morning air.
 
   She curved her head back to the saddle and used her fangs to snip through the ropes holding their half-full sack of meriatite. Aranya gulped it down.
 
   The reaction was immediate. A pain developed behind her breastbone. Too much gas, Aranya thought, angling her flight to intercept the Dragonships ahead of her. She needed to attack.
 
   Crossbows spoke, criss-crossing the pre-dawn moonlight with angry quarrels. Aranya whispered between them, moving as easily as a dancer, yet feeling the strain of her weariness in every muscle. Extending her neck, she blew flame over the Dragonships. Two exploded. She side-slipped at once, trying to find airspace clear of Dragonships. The small vessels harried her from different angles, cutting off her escape. The air filled with sprays of catapult shot. She could not avoid it all. Aranya bellowed as a shot struck her inner right wing, shredding a patch of surface instantly. She twisted mid-air and dove, surprising a small Dragonship. Her flame licked out again.
 
   Rage and sorrow bloomed in her breast. This was the final battle, she sensed. Hemmed in on all sides, she twisted and turned and spat fire and destroyed many Dragonships. The meriatite ran out. A quarrel glanced off her left flank and another bit a chunk out of her left hind leg. She did not bother to count the number of arrows that pinged off her hide or chipped her scales.
 
   Aranya fought with all her cunning. She fooled two ships into crashing together. She dropped atop another, shredding the hydrogen sack. She hid beneath a Dragonship, upside-down, while Yolathion’s command struggled to find a clear shot at her.
 
   All the while, Zuziana dangled from the straps like a rag doll.
 
   Yolathion loomed above her, always Yolathion, directing the battle with signals from his great Dragonship. Aranya’s fires rose in her belly, the fires which had burned her throat before, but this time it was no surprise. Smaller, she thought. Perhaps smaller fireballs would hurt less. Maybe she’d save one of them for Yolathion; blast it right into his smug, unfeeling face.
 
   Aranya made a break for the north, for a moment, springing clear of the pursuing Dragonships. They were over the Cloudlands now, she saw, battling lower and lower in the air as her strength faded–even now, as a swarm of the little Dragonships overtook her from behind. She doubled back. Time for Yolathion to feel her fire, she decided. Her flight was slow, her wing beats laboured, her breath rasping in her lungs. A different type of fire burned through her muscles. Aranya clenched her throat. Quick shots. She no longer cared for avoiding the quarrels. She could not think of them.
 
   Her mouth gaped open. Fireballs seared the morning air–one, two, three, almost quicker than she could aim them. Two of the small Dragonships exploded. She twisted, firing at new prey–the flanks of Dragonships too near to avoid her shots. Debris rained about her. Black smoke filled the sky, drifting in veils across the brightening dawn. Her final two fireballs, aimed for Yolathion’s large Dragonship, splattered against a smaller one that swooped unexpectedly between them.
 
   Aranya veered off, avoiding the fallout without jerking Zuziana about too much.
 
   Pain lanced into her side near the base of her tail as she closed with the huge Dragonship. Catapult shot hammered into her body and wings. Crimson splashed across her vision. Maddened, Dragon-Aranya summoned a fresh burst of speed and rose above the top of Yolathion’s vessel, ready to swoop down upon it.
 
   She heard a new sound on the wind, a low hissing sound.
 
   Four hidden catapults atop the Dragonship had fired at once, filling the sky with rope. Netting, she realised, covering such a swathe of sky she stood no chance of avoiding it. Dragon-Aranya howled as the netting and ropes snarled her wings. Furnished with metal hooks, the nets clung cruelly. The ropes were tough, reinforced. Although her paws clawed madly, she only succeeded in fouling herself further. She fell.
 
   The ropes jerked. The net drew painfully tight about her body, snarling her wings. Aranya coughed out a fireball in surprise, burning a small hole in the net. It splattered against the huge Dragonship’s cabin, setting it alight. Sylakian warriors leaped to douse the flames.
 
   Aranya bit and fought and struggled until her lips bled, but found little purchase against the entangling nets. She could not get them between her teeth. Her claws sliced against what felt like metal. She tore several talons off her feet in her madness, before the pain registered on her senses.
 
   The Sylakians began to reel in their catch.
 
   Nets and winches, she realised. Perhaps, if she had been faster or smarter, or thought to use her Dragon fire to burn the nets, she might have escaped. But she had nothing left. Her fright seemed to have robbed her of the fire. Her neck twisted frantically, thrashing the net from side to side, as she was dragged unwillingly to the side of the Dragonship, and up it. Her claws splintered the cabin and shrieked against the armour protecting the hydrogen sack. All her vaunted power, all the ability to slice through the air in glorious Dragon flight, was lost now. The aerial fisherman had snagged his catch.
 
   “Quick, get the Rider,” she heard Yolathion shout. “The beast will surrender once we have the Rider.”
 
   Hands, many hands, reached from the gantry to attack the leather strap binding the saddle to her back. Aranya screamed. Not Zip! No, not Zip! Several warriors climbed the netting, working Zuziana loose through holes that fit her small frame. Aranya knocked one of the men off his perch. He fell shrieking to his death in the Cloudlands.
 
   An awful pain drove like spikes into her right wing–one of the joints. Three men smashed their hammers down on her wing-joint, over and over again. Aranya bellowed, pitching two of them off the Dragonship. The winches lurched and groaned against their moorings.
 
   “Stop that!” Yolathion roared.
 
   The winches resumed, creaking beneath her weight, drawing the Dragon up and over the bulge of the armoured hydrogen sack to the platform where Yolathion stood. His men cheered at the sight of her. Yolathion stood there, tall and grim. His dark eyes glittered as the soldiers reeled her in. Aranya flapped and fought, twisting and snarling, but it was useless. She lacked the strength to break the layers of ropes or tear the winches loose of their footings.
 
   “Ha!” he cried. “I have my Dragon at last. How does it feel, beast?”
 
   “GLORY TO SYLAKIA!” shouted his men.
 
   Yolathion stalked down to take an arrogant stance beside her head. “I have your Rider, beast. Surrender, and I will make your death a merciful one.”
 
   Aranya touched her tongue to the blood on her lips. She was tired, so tired of fighting. For a moment she simply lay there, breathing, her eyes closed and her lungs labouring against the agony of every breath in her abused throat. She knew her injuries were severe. Golden Dragon blood leaked out of dozens of wounds on her body. Aranya wanted nothing more than to lie down and die, for the hunter had won.
 
   But she was a Dragon. She was the Princess of Immadia. And this man had tried to kill her before, and failed. She would not give up.
 
   Aranya whispered, “Yolathion.”
 
   He jumped back a foot. “The beast speaks!”
 
   “Why do you wish to kill me?”
 
   He drew himself up, his face set like stone and his voice stern. “Because you have brought shame to my command, Dragon. You destroyed many brave Sylakian warriors with your treachery. No Islander is safe. You’ve been set against me from the first. I vowed to destroy you, and so I shall. I’ll have your hide, Dragon.”
 
   “But it was Sylakia’s hammer that first struck me,” Aranya returned. Breath hissed into her lungs, renewing her; but she was unable to heal the pain of her failure to keep Zuziana safe. “Your hand, Yolathion, held that hammer. Yet I held your life in my hand and let you live.”
 
   “When did you hold my life in your paw, beast?”
 
   His scorn returned the fire to her belly. “On Remoy, when I placed a scroll upon your pillow-roll. Remember Jeradia, it said.”
 
   The warrior gaped at her. “That was you? How? Impossible! You lie, beast.”
 
   “I know your disgrace, Jeradian,” said Aranya. “I know how you flung Immadia to her death, knowing she had saved your father. Now you will face dishonour twice over, for I will never surrender to you as long as I have breath to draw into my lungs.”
 
   Yolathion raised his hammer, his face a mask of wrath. “I’ll strike you down where you lie, beast! How dare you lecture a Jeradian warrior about honour?”
 
   Slowly, Aranya gathered her paws beneath her, even though Yolathion bellowed at her to lie still. She forced herself to stand. She gazed at him, long and deep, sorrowing, a gaze that stopped his hammer above his head. It could have been so different. But he was bent on serving Sylakia. He meant to kill her–again. He had hunted her with every fibre of his being. He hated her. He had driven his men to their deaths in order to bring her down, and the Princess of Remoy with her.
 
   Aranya said, “If you have any regard left for the Princess of Immadia in that black heart of yours, Yolathion, then I beg you to treat my Rider with honour. Take care of her, please. I beg you.”
 
   Anger and puzzlement warred in Yolathion’s expression as he stared at Aranya. “Do I … know you?”
 
   “You do.”
 
   Aranya transformed.
 
   Abruptly, the net sagged. Two hooks snagged painfully in her skin, one behind her shoulder blade and another in her left buttock. She tore them loose; seeing in the fiery pain a punishment for her failure. She let the ropes drop around her ankles. The holes in the net were made with a Dragon in mind, not a Human.
 
   She said, “I am Aranya, Princess of Immadia. Perhaps you know me better thus.”
 
   Yolathion wheezed, “Aranya!”
 
   She must look a sight, Aranya realised. She was covered in blood, wounded in more places than she could count. Her right wrist hung askew in an exact replica of what the Sylakian warriors had done to her wing-joint.
 
   The young Third War-Hammer gazed at her with the air of a man who had just had the living pith kicked out of him, Aranya thought. He glanced at the limp net, probably wondering where in the Island-World his captive Amethyst Dragon had vanished. He looked at her as though he had seen her clamber out of the grave–which she had, in a sense. He regarded her as a man desires a woman, even though she was in a pitiful condition. A softness and horrified regret entered his eyes. Aranya raised her chin, and stood tall and proud.
 
   But the world spun around her, full of strange colours. Her strength was spent.
 
   “Aranya,” he repeated. “How?”
 
   She took a backward step. “I’m a Dragon Shapeshifter, Yolathion. We’re hard to kill. Please, take care of Zuziana. Promise me.”
 
   “Aranya, stop!”
 
   She almost did stop; the craving to yield to this man was so sweet. She almost listened to him, turned, and flung herself into his arms as she had wished to from the very first time she saw him. But her feet took another step, and another. The soldiers’ leers from behind his shoulder strengthened her. The ones who had smashed her wing helped firm her resolve.
 
   “Farewell, Yolathion.”
 
   “Aranya, I–”
 
   She whirled, and flung herself in a graceful dive off the Sylakian Dragonship’s platform.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: Treason
 
    
 
   For the second time in her life, the Princess of Immadia fell toward the Cloudlands, her body spinning end over end in a ghastly parody of flight that could only end in death. She fell past the unsuspecting Dragonships of Yolathion’s command. She fell faster than the golden rays of dawn sweeping down the brief crags of Tyrodia Island. She fell into clear air that grew thicker and warmer the closer she came to the Cloudlands.
 
   She had a moment to think of what Yolathion might have said up there. I hate you? I love you? Go toss yourself into the nearest Cloudlands volcano, you evil, shape-changing enchantress?
 
   But Tyrodia was not a tall Island.
 
   The transformation took longer than usual. It felt torn out of her, a step beyond what her strength could bear. Drawing the deepest breath she had ever taken into her lungs, Dragon-Aranya plunged into the clouds.
 
   She pulled out of her dive carefully, careful not to repeat her ligament-tearing first flight’s mistake. Aranya flew by instinct beneath the toxic clouds for as long as her breath could hold out–which, for a Dragon, was a good quarter of an hour if she did not flap hard. In her condition, she managed about half that time, but it was enough to take her a good long way from the pursuing Dragonships. Her right wing dangled at the last wing-joint. Every stroke of her wings grated the broken bones together.
 
   Aranya flew long enough in the grey world beneath the Cloudlands to appreciate what might happen if she flew into an unseen spire of rock. That would be a relief from the white-hot pain of her broken joint. Strangely, the pain did not dull her senses. It gave her purpose. It made her focus, purifying the extraneous as a meriatite furnace burns off the slag to produce pure, refined meriatite for the acid bath. She flapped through the thick, liquid-seeming air, a slow-motion flying as if she were underwater.
 
   Zuziana! She mourned the loss of her Rider. This was the only way to escape Yolathion. But she could not do it with a Rider. Perhaps their physician could help Zip, where she had been unable to. She remembered reading about the ravages of disease when she was younger; she feared that Zuziana was close to death.
 
   Leaving her felt like death.
 
   Aranya wanted to believe that she could steal Zuziana a second time from the Sylakians. That she must leave her friend with a man like Yolathion burned her to the core. His duty would be to return her to Sylakia Town for her execution–and he had shown himself to be a perfect slave to duty. It was all she could do to keep flying. A Dragon could do nothing for her Rider if she was incapable of flying. She already had a glued-together wing. Now she looked like she had scabies, there were so many wounds on her body.
 
   Nak and Oyda would know what to do, wouldn’t they?
 
   Aranya leaped out of the Cloudlands like a trout leaping upriver, and descended again. Please let the Sylakians be looking elsewhere. Please let them be struck blind.
 
   After two hours of flying northwest from Tyrodia Island, groaning and writhing and wondering if every wing beat would be her last, Aranya overtook a trader’s Dragonship headed for Sylakia. It was the first Dragonship she had seen in what seemed like months which was not swarming with Sylakian troops. This, at last, was a stroke of good fortune. She hunted the trader with cunning, landed lightly atop its hydrogen sack and hitched a ride.
 
   She curled up and slept, numb to the world.
 
   Aranya awoke above the deserts of eastern Sylakia. The night was young, with Iridith lording its sallow presence in the sky and a full Jade moon passing overhead, too. She worked on the worst of her wounds with her magic. There was a piece of crossbow quarrel stuck in her leg. The bleeding cuts and puncture wounds received most of her attention. But she quickly realised that her wounded wing joint needed to be set properly before she should try to heal it. She sensed there were several broken pieces inside.
 
   The trader’s Dragonship provided fine transportation all the way up to the mountains of mid-Sylakia, where the Dragonship turned more to the north to skirt the mountains, while her path lay directly westward. Aranya intrepidly winged off.
 
   That was a bad mistake. She found herself barely able to stay two hours in the air because of the pain in her wing, thus she entered the mountains during the daylight hours, only to be attacked by an iceroc. Aranya eventually defeated the bird, but left a number of her scales in the mountains. She waited for nightfall before taking off in intense pain and continuing her journey. Even her healing power barely dulled the pain.
 
   The mountain crossing took far longer than she remembered. By morning, Aranya had battled over the mountains and was free to coast down the other side. This involved a dint of swift flying to outpace an enraged family of icerocs she scared up from their massive stick nests amidst the ever-icy peaks. Her broken wing flopped about agonisingly with every buffet of the wind. She cooled it in the high-lying snows, and later in the ribbon of lake which curved to the western periphery of the isle. When she could no longer fly, she walked. After endless hours of walking on the barren southern shore, she surprised an injured windroc aground and tore into it with a madness of hunger. After that Aranya summoned the strength to fly a little more, although it took all of her courage.
 
   She crossed at the end of the lake, and her legs collapsed.
 
   No. She had to push on. Any marauding Dragonship might happen upon her. The Sylakians would soon be searching for her again.
 
   Aranya limped along on broken-toed, bleeding paws. She pushed through thick forests, seeking that tiny dell above the precipice, the dell with the hut, the hut with the two old people in it. She dreamed she heard Oyda calling to her. She dreamed of flying over the Cloudlands, but somewhere Nak shouted at her not to crawl on her belly like a worm. That was what she was reduced to, now. A belly-crawling Dragon, a Dragon who had almost crawled before the boots of the Sylakian conqueror and surrendered meekly to his mastery. Never! She cried in in the depths of her hearts. Never! She used her anger as a whip to push herself on.
 
   She transformed herself. Even one-handed, the injured wrist tucked up against her body, crawling on bleeding knees, it was easier to move a small Human body than to drag a Dragon’s bulk through the forest.
 
   During the darkest hour after moons-set, Aranya reached the dell. All was quiet.
 
   She dragged herself through the streamlet and up to the front door of the hut. Her fist fell upon it, twice. She heard a shuffle within. Lamplight struck her face.
 
   “Petal? Is that … oh, petal.” Oyda made a sound like a choked-off sob. “You poor girl … Nak! Nak, wake up, thou fool husband. Aranya has come home.”
 
   Aranya leaned into Oyda’s arms and sobbed out her brokenness.
 
   * * * *
 
   Two days passed in fever-dreams. Aranya remembered little save Oyda’s gentle hands cleaning and treating her wounds, and holding her head as she spooned a thick vegetable broth down her throat. She recalled a cheerful fire blazing behind the grating, seen through the door into the hut’s kitchen-come-living-area. The mighty Black Dragon’s head appeared in those leaping flames, speaking to her. She raved, she cried, she sobbed brokenly over Zuziana’s fate and raged at Oyda to let her go and save her. She longed to fling herself into the abyss, never to fly again.
 
   She told the old people everything which had passed, as though she wished to purge her soul of a well of bitterness. The worst was how they neither judged nor blamed her. Nak and Oyda had never been gentler or more accepting, despite her miserable catalogue of failures.
 
   That evening, as she lay on a couch Nak had drawn close to the fireplace for her, staring despondently into the flames, she startled at a firm rap on the door.
 
   Oyda laid down her rolling pin. “Nak, we’ve a visitor.”
 
   She said it as though she expected this person; there was neither surprise in her voice, nor any sign of the panic that welled in Aranya’s breast.
 
   Kindly, Oyda added, “Be still, petal. What will be, will be.”
 
   Aranya gasped as a huge rajal of a man filled the doorway. Yolathion! The very last person she would have expected. He bent beneath the lintel; he could not stand upright within the hut. His face was grave. In his arms he bore a bundle, the tiny body of Zuziana of Remoy.
 
   “You must be Oyda,” said a deep, familiar voice, which set every nerve in Aranya’s body alight. “Is Aranya here? Is she?”
 
   His gaze swept the hut. When he saw Aranya, huddled in the couch, a smile touched his lips at last. She trembled, but returned his gaze levelly, refusing to welcome him.
 
   “There’s but one Dragonship out there,” Nak called, “and she’s flying flags both white and green. What does this mean, Oyda? Aranya? Do you know this Sylakian officer?”
 
   It took Aranya three tries to persuade a coherent word to emerge from her throat. Green and white. Surrender and friendship. What did this signify? If Yolathion had brought the Princess back to her, then he was committing treason against Sylakia. Where was the rest of his command? How had he found this place? Why had he come?
 
   “Nak, Oyda, may I introduce Yolathion of Jeradia?” she managed at last. “Yolathion is a Third War-Hammer in the Sylakian army; the man charged with hunting me. He threw me off the Last Walk. Now, he will wreak his revenge.”
 
   Yolathion stiffened at her words. But his dark eyes did not flash; instead, he nodded, seeming to accept her accusations. He said, “I tried to care for your Rider, Dragon. But I failed. She lies near death. This disease is called the Green Death; there is no proof against it. I brought her to you, that you might by some means try to heal her. When she spoke of this place, she also spoke of Dragon tears.”
 
   “Dragons don’t cry, pup,” said Nak, stumping forward on his canes. “Don’t ye know nothing, thou wicked rajal of a man? How dare thee deal with Immadia so treacherously, thou shameful son of dishonour?”
 
   “My presence here is treason, aye,” said Yolathion. “Please, Aranya, if there’s anything you can do … my honour is worth less than dirt. Her life hangs by a thread. Can you …”
 
   Aranya smiled at Nak. “Dragons do cry, old man. Can it be that I might teach you something about Dragons? Outside, Yolathion. Quickly.” 
 
   Oyda took her arm as she limped past the kitchen table. “Let’s take that splint off your wrist, Aranya. Nak spent hours carving it for you.”
 
   She paused in the act of taking off the simple dress she wore around Nak and Oyda, thinking that of all the awkward moments in her life, undressing purposely in front of her would-be killer must win out. Aranya did not know what to say to him. She felt Islands apart from him, yet a single kind word from his lips might reduce her to tears. He seemed a dark river, full of undercurrents she did not understand.
 
   Nak smacked Yolathion with one of his canes. “Avert thy eyes, pup, lest thou ogle the peerless beauty of Immadia.”
 
   Aranya tore off her clothing and transformed. An Amethyst Dragon bowed her neck over the still form of Princess Zuziana. When she saw how cold and unmoving her friend lay, and the sepulchral hollow of her cheeks, her hearts were moved. A tingling manifested in her cheeks. Tears crystallized on her lower eyelids.
 
   “She seemed to improve,” Yolathion said, “but only briefly. She asked for you, Aranya. I told her how you escaped our nets and dived into the Cloudlands. She laughed then, a little; she bade me bring her hence, saying I was a fool for thinking I had killed you. Then she collapsed, unable to speak again. I did not kill you, but I hurt you sorely, I fear.”
 
   Raising her paw to her eye, Aranya settled a drop on her talon. “Open her mouth, Yolathion.”
 
   Her Dragon ears judged the pounding of his heart as they bent together over the Princess of Remoy. He was afraid. Adrenalin rushed through his veins, telling him he should flee this terrible creature who overshadowed him, who doubtless had every reason in the Island-World to kill him. Yet all she could think of was that Zuziana’s breathing was a whisper, her heartbeat almost too faint to hear. Death had her life in its talons.
 
   Aranya put her claw to her friend’s lips, and tipped the crystal droplet into her mouth.
 
   “What magic is this?” asked Nak. “Know thee what this is, o my jewel?”
 
   “I don’t,” said Aranya. “But if it saves her life, it will be enough. Oyda, have you–”
 
   “No, petal.” She knelt with stiff knees and massaged Zip’s throat with her fingers to encourage her to swallow. “But then I never saw an Amethyst Dragon either, nor do I know of lore which speaks of such as you. I’d caution you regarding Dragon magic–”
 
   “Dragon magic is passing strange,” Nak declaimed, pinning Yolathion with a jealous glare. “Think thee to chain the winds of the morning, Sylakian? Shalt thou despise the golden radiance of the suns, locking them in thy dungeon forever?”
 
   “Yet if Remoy lives, then I have done my duty at last,” Yolathion said softly. His voice developed a tremor as he gazed up into Aranya’s burning Dragon eyes. “I knew … my heart spoke, but I was deaf to its eloquence. I have been summoned to appear before the Supreme Commander to explain my failure and mismanagement of Sylakia’s forces. He demands to know how one Dragon and her Rider can cause such chaos.”
 
   Bringing her second teardrop to Zip’s lips, Aranya smiled at him–a deliberate show of her fangs. “Did we turn you into a greybeard overnight, Yolathion?”
 
   “You destroyed a sixth of Sylakia’s entire Dragonship fleet. You were the earthquake beneath Sylakia’s strategy, turning the invasion of Herimor into an initial exploration.” He made a cutting motion with his hand. “Apparently, the news of your escape was a cruel blow to the son of Sylakia. Some say he has fled the Dragon’s approach. I hear he travelled to Fra’anior in a bid to learn more about Dragons.”
 
   “Look at the Princess’ skin,” Oyda whispered.
 
   In the darkness outside the hut, it was clear to them all that something strange and magical was taking place in Zip’s body. Tiny pinpricks of light rose and faded beneath her skin, as though her flesh had become a window to the mysteries of the constellations above. Yolathion lifted the coverings off of Zip’s arm. It was the same.
 
   “Magic,” said Nak.
 
   Yolathion extended his hand to help Oyda to her feet. He asked, “Where may I place the Princess of Remoy, Oyda?”
 
   Now he had manners to match his brutality? Aranya snaked her head into the hut to watch him carry Zip inside, until it dawned on her that she was being silly. As he placed Zuziana in the back room which had become Aranya’s, she transformed and followed the others inside. An appreciative quirk of Nak’s eyebrow reminded her; she snatched up her dress and tugged it over her head at once. When her head emerged from the neck-hole, it was to see Yolathion swiftly averting his eyes. Aranya turned the colour of a fine dawn sky.
 
   “I must go,” said Yolathion, looking hot under the collar himself.
 
   “Must you?” asked Oyda.
 
   “I must rejoin my command before this act of treason is discovered,” he rumbled. Aranya watched with wide eyes as he skirted the table, approaching her. “I hope you won’t disapprove of a little treason, Immadia? I mean, Aranya?”
 
   “I, well, I–”
 
   Rather than lifting her broken wrist high, Yolathion bowed to the point of deepest respect. He blew over her knuckles, made the sign of the peace twice and kissed her fingers rather than her palm.
 
   “I wish you a speedy recovery, Princess Aranya,” he said, wistfully.
 
   Aranya rather wished he would release her hand, because it was intimately connected to her treacherous heart. Perhaps he would never approve of a Shapeshifter. It must have been a great shock for him when she finally revealed herself.
 
   She said, “I … wish you well in your endeavours, Yolathion.”
 
   “If my words matter,” he said, meeting her gaze without reservation, “and if words could ever make amends for my acts of folly, Aranya, which they cannot, then I would wish to offer my sincerest and humblest apologies for all the harm I have done to you. I deeply regret–everything. Many times I have wished to undo these things; the names I called you, the quarrels I ordered to be fired at you, and much besides.”
 
   His intense, solemn manner dismantled her reserve.
 
   “Not all is to be regretted,” Aranya replied, almost speaking to herself. “You threw me into a future I could never have imagined. Perhaps there is greater purpose in this than you or I imagine.”
 
   Yolathion’s dark eyes grew wide. As she stared up at him, Aranya felt the fire stir within her, the delicious, liquid fire that only he seemed able to ignite. The room grew strangely still; a moment where even the hearth fire was unwilling to crackle or spit, and even the usually voluble Nak had nothing to say. The bitterness within her, deep-rooted in all he had done and nourished by her animosity, drained away to nothingness. A weight lifted off her shoulders. Aranya realised that she felt free.
 
   She wondered if he wanted to kiss her.
 
   Would she kiss him back, or transform and bite his head off?
 
   In the end, he bowed once more, saying in a thick voice, “I really must go. The Supreme Commander awaits my report.”
 
   As he made to depart, Yolathion glanced back over his shoulder to catch Aranya’s wide grin. His head slammed into the lintel.
 
   “Oh, for the Islands’ sake,” he growled.
 
   “Mind your head,” Nak put in, cheekily.
 
   Aranya raised her hand in farewell. “Watch out that the hunter does not become the hunted,” she said, biting her tongue in mortification as the words slipped out.
 
   Nonplussed, Yolathion stammered, “I shall watch the dawn skies for the sign of Immadia.”
 
   He fled out of the door.
 
   * * * *
 
   Nak teased her until Aranya shouted at him. She did not want to hear innuendoes about placing the Third War-Hammer in her Dragon hoard, hunting warriors for sport and shamelessly disrobing in Yolathion’s presence. She did not want to consider what might have been.
 
   Oyda, in her customary fashion, kicked Nak out of the hut to look after the sheep.
 
   Aranya, feeling Oyda’s regard even though the old woman was cleaning berries preparatory to making a preserve, said, “How’s Zuziana doing, Oyda?”
 
   “Sleeping a healing sleep,” said Oyda. “Much better, methinks. A pinch of colour in the cheeks, a scrap of broth kept down … aye. Aranya, what’s troubling you?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “Indeed?”
 
   She could never hide anything from Oyda. Her father, yes. Oyda–no chance.
 
   “Spit it out, petal. You’ll feel better afterward. Cup of redbush tea?”
 
   “You and your tea, Oyda.” Aranya gazed at the wall.
 
   “Shall I guess?” Oyda busied herself with the teapot. “You regret parting on good terms with a man who has tried to kill you multiple times. You’re thinking that with one word of apology from that young Jeradian, your heart is soaring over the Cloudlands. You feel weak and silly. No Dragon, least of all she who rocked the very foundations of Sylakia, should be undone by a mere word.”
 
   “Yes, yes, and yes!”
 
   Aranya jumped as fire roared up the chimney. Oyda clucked irritably. “That’s one less eyebrow for me. Here’s your tea, petal.”
 
   “Sorry, Oyda. Thanks. I’m–well, I feel like a thunderstorm brewing over Immadia.”
 
   “Is he so very evil, petal? Is he Garthion, for example?”
 
   She burst out, “He chose duty over me, Oyda!” Then she stared at the old woman. “Oh, dear. That’s it, isn’t it? I’m insulted because–it’s just plain, ugly vanity, isn’t it?”
 
   “Aye. That young man chased you all over the Cloudlands, yet at the end, prevented his warriors from injuring you unnecessarily. Now he goes to face the Supreme Commander’s displeasure.” Oyda pointed her spoon at Aranya. “You want him to suffer for making you suffer.”
 
   “I do.” Aranya was appalled. “Am I so … terrible, Oyda?”
 
   “You’re probably looking for the word, ‘Human’, Aranya. Yes, you are still Human, and Human hearts will play us all for fools. I made Nak chase me for seven years, Aranya–do you want to know why? I wanted a taller man.”
 
   “You’re joking.”
 
   “I wish I was, petal. Now, maybe you should think about hunting that young man, however Dragonish that might sound. But I’ve a different idea. Zip’s recovery will take at least a week, even with your Dragon magic. So I’m going to suggest a distraction for you. A little journey–to Fra’anior. Nak and I knew the old King of Fra’anior. Your Islands are allied by marriage. I suspect a Princess of Immadia will be well received. You might learn things about your family even the Supreme Commander of the Island-World will never learn.”
 
   What a wonderful idea. Aranya’s heart turned over in her chest. Visit the Islands where her mother grew up? She had never visited because of the war between Sylakia and Immadia. After that, she had been exiled. By all the Islands, she was excited!
 
   “But I can’t fly, Oyda. I can’t travel on my own, surely?”
 
   “You’ll go by Dragonship, escorted by Nak,” said Oyda. “Nelthion has arranged everything.”
 
   “You know Nelthion? The one I know–Tower of Sylakia Nelthion?”
 
   “Better still,” said Oyda, smiling. “He’s our great-grandson.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: Fra’anior
 
    
 
   The following day, Nak and Aranya took a fast carriage up from the village to a town south of Sylakia, where a trader and his Dragonship impatiently awaited them. Over her bandaged wounds, Aranya was dressed from head to toe in Fra’aniorian finery, including the customary face-veil for an unmarried young woman of rank. Only her eyes showed above the face-veil, which felt unaccustomed and not a little strange. She wondered how her mother and father had met. Prince Beran, he would have been, courting the mysterious Izariela of Fra’anior. She wondered if her amethyst eyes would reveal her identity, but nobody they met seemed concerned.
 
   “We’re late for the morning breeze,” the trader greeted them.
 
   “Thank you for waiting for my grandfather and I,” Aranya said, hiding her hot response. “How many days to Fra’anior, trader?”
 
   “Four. Four with this breeze,” he said. “Five or six for the homecoming. Will you be staying long, lady?”
 
   “It’s my home. Ha’athior Island, actually, one of the cluster.”
 
   “Ah, Ha’athior,” he said. “Beautiful place, but dangerous. Home of the dragonets. Fierce little things, but no brains. They can repeat words like the grey parrots of our Sylakia.”
 
   “Dragonets,” Aranya breathed.
 
   The trader’s word was accurate. A straight journey across the Cloudlands with the wind directly from astern, the Dragonship made very good time. The wings were kept fully extended and turned to catch the breeze, while the trader kept his ‘runners’–his crew–working flat-out on the back-breaker that drove the turbines. No wasting money on meriatite for him, Aranya thought, disliking the man. She did not care for the way he looked at her.
 
   On the evening before they arrived at Fra’anior Island, Aranya and Nak took their meal in their cabin, as usual. Nak had managed to tell her stories about Dragons for four days running without repeating himself once, which was an impressive feat. Nak checked her wrist and pronounced it much better–the benefits of Dragon healing magic, he declared. Even her torn-off toenails were healing rapidly. But, after dinner, Nak said he felt tired and decided to turn in early. The fish had tasted odd, he said. Aranya had tasted nothing amiss.
 
   Aranya tucked him in with a fond kiss on his cheek. Nak declared his undying love and devotion in twenty lines of verse.
 
   During the night, Aranya heard strange sounds in their room. Voices, far away, sounding as though they echoed down a long corridor. She felt cold manacles snap closed upon her wrists and ankles. A hood covered her face. A strange, cloying sweetness stuck in the back of her throat. There was a sensation of movement, but it seemed to be happening to someone else’s body. She did not care. She was passed from hand to hand before being taken somewhere in a carriage. Aranya giggled to herself. What a nice adventure.
 
   Colours reeled across the inside of the hood. Aranya saw lights; someone checked her ears and commented approvingly. The hood closed over her head again. She dreamed of a Dragon attacking huge balloons filled with men; she listened to the many-headed Black Dragon’s urgent roaring, but did not understand anything.
 
   “One for the Prince,” said a man’s voice, in a harsh accent which rolled over its vowels, squashing them into submission. “At last. You’re going to make me rich, my beauty. Get her changed.”
 
   More hands, female hands, changing her clothes. “You’ll like this, my girl. The Prince will pay a high price for you.”
 
   Time drifted by. The sounds were starting to become more distinct. She was in a carriage, driving somewhere. Aranya felt ridiculously giddy. She sang a silly song. When the man’s voice told her to keep quiet, she laughed at him. The world was filled with colours, filled with Dragons flying around inside her head.
 
   They stopped. More voices, demanding to know their business. They moved on again, rattling across cobblestones. Hands helped her alight from the carriage. The humidity immediately made her clothing stick to her skin. The clothes felt strange and light, not at all like she was used to wearing. A hand snapped a collar about her neck and she was jerked forward, forced to follow or fall flat on her face with no hands to catch herself. A short chain linked to her ankles forced her to shuffle awkwardly, while her wrists were chained somehow to her waist. Aranya felt she should be angry about this treatment, but instead, she felt happy and carefree.
 
   They waited a long time somewhere.
 
   “Ah, my King,” said the man’s voice. “This is the one. I’ve kidnapped a young lady of perfect nobility and standing to become your son’s wife.”
 
   Aranya burst into a fit of giggles. Imagine–a kidnapping. Hilarious.
 
   “Drugged, Zarbok? You drugged this one?”
 
   “She’s having a strange reaction to the serbial serum, my King. It’ll wear off.”
 
   “What is this, Zarbok?” said a new, resonant voice. “I told you last time, I’m not marrying some narcotic-addled pretty thing with no brains. We pay you good drals to kidnap the best. An honourable kidnapping is the least you could do. Did you check the ears?”
 
   “Perfect Fra’aniorian ears, Prince Ta’armion,” said Zarbok. Aranya realised he must be some kind of slaver. When she could manage to think about it, she was going to kill him. Zarbok wheedled, “Just take a look at this one, my Prince. She’s a classic Fra’aniorian beauty from Ha’athior Island. As tall and slender as a volcano, young and naïve, eyes of a brilliant hue–you will be amazed. Stupefied, my Lords. This is the one.”
 
   “Very well. Remove the cloak, Zarbok.”
 
   Fabric whispered off her shoulders. Aranya felt a cool breeze against her skin–but she was not cold. There was a short silence.
 
   “She’s volcanic, I’ll grant that,” said the Prince’s voice, full of approval. “Although, Zarbok, even volcanoes have more raiment than you managed to put on this one. Thinking to drive a high bargain by appealing to the baser lusts? Admirable subtlety.”
 
   “Look at the muscle on her, Ta’armion,” said the King’s voice. A finger prodded her stomach. “I’ve seen gladiators with abdominals like this. Where’d you kidnap this one, Zarbok? Is there a female warrior monastery we don’t know about? She’s very pale-skinned for Ha’athior.”
 
   She should be burning them with fire. Fancy poking and prodding her like a prize pet! But her brain would not stop to take the danger into account. Aranya giggled playfully and moved toward the voice of the Prince. “Shall I dance for you, my Prince?” she mumbled beneath the hood.
 
   “Ugh, she’s flying like a dragonet!” said the Prince. “I’ll speak to her if and when she returns with her wits from the Cloudlands.”
 
   “What’s the negotiating position, Zarbok?” demanded the King. “Where’s she from? Which family?”
 
   “Well, she arrived today by Dragonship with her aged grandfather,” said Zarbok. “We’ll start with him. Now, as to her Island–”
 
   “Remove the hood,” ordered the King.
 
   “Father, I would wait–”
 
   “Now!”
 
   A hand clapped her head, not gently. Fingers worked laces behind her neck. Aranya blinked as light entered her eyes. Three faces swam into view–a swarthy man from the Western Islands, probably Zarbok, and two tall blue-eyed men, garbed in sweeping indigo robes of the most resplendent tailoring she had ever seen, one much younger than the other. She guessed they must be the King and his son. The King frowned rather severely.
 
   “Hotter than volcanic!” said the Prince, stroking his neatly-trimmed beard with his fingertips. He looked ready to marry her on the spot. “Why, Zarbok, you’ve outdone yourself this time! What’s your name, beauty?”
 
   The King put his hand on the Prince’s arm. “Indeed, Zarbok has outdone himself, and that by an almighty margin. Guards! Guards! Clap this fool in chains and toss him into the dungeon. Find the Dragonship captain and do the same with him.”
 
   “Her? Father, what–”
 
   “Zarbok,” said the King, “have you any idea who you’ve kidnapped? And you, my son?”
 
   The men stared at her. Aranya simpered. “My Lords, do I meet with your approval? I can be very accommodating. Is this the Prince? He’s very handsome. Want to go flying with me, my Prince?”
 
   The King sighed. “With your leave, Lady, may I remove the face-veil?”
 
   “You can do anything you like with me, o King.”
 
   The Prince snorted. “Zarbok, are you certain it was serbial serum you gave her? This one sounds like you found her in a Sylakian brothel.”
 
   The King unclipped the face-veil and drew it aside delicately. “Now do you see, Ta’armion? Think of the painting in the Hall of Mirrors; consider our Island-allies. Where have you seen such eyes and features before?”
 
   Ta’armion puzzled over this, rubbing his neatly-trimmed beard with his fingers. “Father, I’m baffled,” he admitted. “Which Island rulers married Fra’aniorian women? Oh! No. She’s dead. Can’t be Immadia, who married from Ha’athior Island–”
 
   “Ooh, Immadia!” cried Aranya, clapping her hands together with a jingling of chains. “Clever Princey. Clever boy. You need a great big kiss for being so smart.”
 
   “I don’t,” said Ta’armion, fending her off despite her insistence on a kiss. “Father …”
 
   “I love Immadia. And I love you, nice Princey.”
 
   The slaver Zarbok had turned a pasty shade of grey. He said not a word as two guards escorted him out of the great hall.
 
   The King kissed his fingers, before touching them to Aranya’s forehead, left and right cheek, and chin. For a moment his mien was grave, but it soon gave way to a broad smile. “Welcome to Fra’anior, Princess–it must be Aranya. You can be none other than Izariela’s daughter, or I’m a senile, chattering old dragonet. This is a delight. I must apologise; I’m mortified by these events. We’ll find you clothes, of course …”
 
   Just then, there came a great commotion at the door of the King’s hall. “My King, we couldn’t stop him, sorry–my Lord, please.”
 
   Nak adroitly tripped the flustered herald with his cane and kept right on coming. “My King, there’s been a terrible mistake. The Princess of Immadia has been kidnapped,” he cried. “Break out the Dragonships! Sound the warning gong! Ban all marriages across the Islands. Scour the city for a sight of–oh, my poor old heart, now there’s a revelation. Who art thou, the delight of mine eye, thou paragon of surpassing magnificence?”
 
   “Nak!” Aranya danced in delight. “My old friend, my Prince, my saviour and rescuer. Give me a kiss, thou mighty warrior of yore.”
 
   Nak glared at her. “Stop pinching my ideas. Aranya, why are you wearing just your underwear?”
 
   “The better to seduce my Prince,” she said, sidling up to Ta’armion again. He dashed around to the other side of his father. “Oh, Prince Ta’armion, I crave for but the touch of your hand.”
 
   “Father,” wailed the Prince.
 
   “She’s high on serbial serum,” the King advised. “Nak–you aren’t the Nak, Dragon Rider, who rescued my grandfather from an erupting volcano?”
 
   “I am he!” thundered Nak, swiping the air dangerously with his cane. The herald, sneaking up behind the old man, received a firm poke in the eye. “I am the Nak, the only Nak, and only he who shall ever be the Nak, friend to Fra’anior, and protector of the virtue of Immadia’s Princess, here most scantily and, might I add, fetchingly clad.”
 
   “Er–yes,” agreed the King. “Can we get the Princess decently clothed before my Queen sees this, not to mention King Beran sending envoys demanding reprisals for this insult to his daughter?”
 
   “Aha,” cried Aranya, clutching Ta’armion’s robes. “I have you now.”
 
   “She’s mad!”
 
   Nak grinned hugely. “I’d give her that kiss, pup, before she turns into a Dragon and you have to kiss her fangs.”
 
   The poor Prince cried, “Not by the trees of a thousand Islands!”
 
   “I’m a Dragon?” asked Aranya. “Oh yes, now I remember.”
 
   In a wink, a Dragon leered toothily at the unfortunate Prince. The manacles pinged off in several directions. The pitiful scraps of her clothing fluttered to the marble floor. Prince Ta’armion fainted right into Aranya’s paws.
 
   “Ah,” said Nak, sidling forward, “I forgot to tell you, Aranya, that these Fra’aniorians are notoriously sensitive. Perhaps turning into a Dragon wasn’t the friendliest move, not to mention ruining my enjoyment of what was truly a stupendous choice of outfit for the occasion.”
 
   Aranya looked around her, clear-minded for the first time that day. “Can someone tell me what’s going on? Why’s this King worshipping me?”
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya thought the Fra’aniorians would never stop apologising. She tried her best to be gracious and had no end of chuckling over the incident later in the royal visitors’ chambers with Nak.
 
   The following day, Prince Ta’armion arrived early at her rooms to escort her and Nak by Dragonship to Ha’athior, her mother’s home Island. He appeared to be over his panic; now the Prince only flinched every time she looked at him. Perhaps he expected a Dragon to leap at him again.
 
   Served him right, having her kidnapped.
 
   Despite the early hour, the day was already muggy and the heat like a Dragon’s breath upon her cheek. Ta’armion passed Aranya a folding fan, beautifully decorated with tiny images of flying Dragons. “The volcano makes Fra’anior hotter than most Islands the year round,” he informed her.
 
   “May I watch from the forward gantry?”
 
   “What’s wrong with inside the navigation cabin?” he suggested, hopefully.
 
   “No breeze.”
 
   Aranya compared Ta’armion uncharitably to Yolathion in her mind. The difference between them might only be a couple of summers–and eight inches of height or so–but in maturity the gap was wider than the Islands spanned east to west. Yolathion was a warrior; a man of action. But she did approve of one thing, which was the Prince’s insistence on getting to know his bride-to-be, even if by that he meant, ‘manacled at my table’. She wondered …
 
   “Ta’armion,” she said, watching preparations being made for unmooring the Dragonship, “have you ever considered not kidnapping your bride?”
 
   He offered a wry smile. “That would flout every tradition of our Islands, Princess Aranya. But you’re right. What if the girl turned out to be a Dragon, for example?” His hands closed white-knuckled on the railing, she noticed, as the Dragonship shifted restlessly with the breeze. “My father is headstrong. I am not the man he is.”
 
   She glanced at Ta’armion, taken aback by his honesty. “I enjoyed your poetry last evening at dinner.”
 
   He bowed at the compliment.
 
   Ta’armion, like her, gazed about as the city revealed itself from their rising perch ahead of the royal Dragonship. Fra’anior was breathtaking. The city itself was constructed of gleaming onyx, malachite and blood-red garnet. Roof edges and garden paths and roads were trimmed in a white stone she did not recognise, perhaps quartz, she thought. Every last spare inch was taken up with gardens. The profusion of flowers, evocative on the breeze, almost overwhelmed the eye. Formal gardens crowned the flat rooftops, while immense, spreading broad-leafed trees provided shade. Birds twittered and cooed in the dense tropical foliage, bright of feather and beak, more varieties and species than she had ever seen in one place before. The tall, elegant Fra’aniorians strolled along beneath their colourful umbrellas, the women trailing five or more feet of train from their exquisite dresses, while the men wore sweeping cloaks and stylishly fitted clothes beneath. Refined, Aranya thought. No wonder her mother had always seemed so graceful.
 
   “Ha’athior Island lies diagonally across the caldera to the southwest,” said Prince Ta’armion, pointing. “Alongside Ha’athior, you will see a new Island rising from the Cloudlands. A new volcano.”
 
   “Is it always this hot?”
 
   “The breath of the Great Dragon,” said the Prince.
 
   “I’m grateful for this cool Fra’aniorian dress.”
 
   “You look resplendent,” Ta’armion noted. Aranya murmured her thanks. “A true lady of Ha’athior, for you have–as I believe you will see–much of the look of that Island about you.”
 
   She twirled her umbrella thoughtfully in her fingers. “Ta’armion, is that the graveyard? It seems busy.”
 
   “We bury our people each beneath a flame-tree, which symbolises a Dragon’s fire. Those, I believe, are the victims of Garthion’s visit here.” Aranya looked sharply at him. “You’ll see that the entire last row, where the people are standing, is freshly planted.”
 
   Aranya gazed out over the graveyard, a vibrant bloom of orange and yellow flowers upon its carefully pruned trees. A low, ravenous hiss of fire accompanied her exclamation, “That’s over forty people!”
 
   “The hand of the conqueror failed to discriminate.” Ta’armion sighed bitterly, his sensitive hands twisting on the guardrail as though he sought to bend the metal with his grief and fury. “He did not find what he sought. When he tired of chasing dragonets, Garthion hunted Islanders instead. You understand why I tell you this hard truth, as Fra’anior to Immadia. Those allied by marriage must be honest with each other.”
 
   Quietly, Aranya told him about her time in the Tower of Sylakia. Ta’armion questioned her at some length about her and Zuziana’s campaign as Dragon and Rider, and told her that the Sylakian Dragonships and forces had been withdrawn from Fra’anior to go and fight the Dragon–for the first time in years, only the Sylakian representative remained with a skeleton force. By his words and manner, Aranya deduced that there was little love for Sylakia around these Islands. His horror at Zuziana’s suffering was real; he wept at that point in her tale.
 
   To her surprise, as finished telling her story, the royal soldiers manning the Dragonship began to sing an ancient lay about a Dragon called Grandion and his Island love, Hua’liama. Their voices wreathed the Dragonship in haunting harmonies. She heard birds, somewhere in the trees not far below, pick up the tune and begin to trill it back to the soldiers, adding their own complexities and harmonies to the song rising about her. Aranya’s mouth hung open; for the first time, a candid grin lit Ta’armion’s features.
 
   “If you have never been to your home, Princess,” he said, “how can you know its wonders?”
 
   He joined in the chorus; Aranya stood spellbound. Ta’armion had a superb tenor–clearly well trained, but even so his voice was finer than any other aboard the vessel–and a range that climbed and climbed without losing an iota of its quality. He encouraged Aranya to join in the singing, which she did, although she found it intimidating to sing beside such a fine musician.
 
   Halfway through the fourteen verses of the lay, Aranya realised that the Dragon Grandion was a Shapeshifter.
 
   Ha’athior was four hours away by Dragonship, across the great caldera that smoked and smouldered constantly. Her Dragon hearts thrilled at the sight. Glowing rivers of lava crisscrossed the floor, far below, from which steam and gases rose in shifting veils, drifting and changing constantly. Pumice and lava blasted out of hidden volcanoes. The Islands stood on the rim, as if they comprised the black, roughly serrated turrets of a mighty fortress–many more than the seven inhabited Islands Aranya knew of. The rim was broken in several places, allowing the volcanic gases to mix with the Cloudlands clouds, creating a toxic brew.
 
   “I was taught there are only seven inhabited Islands,” Aranya said.
 
   The Prince chuckled. “A handy subterfuge, Princess. I would estimate twenty-three. There might be a few isolated warrior monasteries even we don’t know about. The monasteries are filled with men who follow the Path of the Dragon Warrior–the armed and unarmed martial arts for which Fra’anior is famed.”
 
   “I’m surprised the Sylakians ever conquered these Islands.”
 
   Again with refreshing honesty and a sparkle to his vivid blue eyes, Prince Ta’armion replied, “We’d like to think that their hold is tenuous at best. Or that they are caretakers of what was never, and will never, be theirs. They’re after the meriatite, of course. Sylakian prisoners are put to work in the lower mines here. Mostly they last a few months, maybe even a summer or two, before the gases kill them.”
 
   Aranya ground her teeth audibly.
 
   “Aye, I agree.” The Prince pointed. “Down there, do you see the white patch? Through the clouds–oh, it’s gone, now.”
 
   “I saw,” she said. “What was it, Ta’armion?”
 
   “It’s meant to be a Dragon gravesite, Aranya.” She gasped in amazement. “Truly so, Immadia. With a telescope, you can see the bones. Mighty ribcages the size of Dragonships.”
 
   “Surely you jest–”
 
   “Not so, Princess.” But her companion frowned. “Look to Ha’athior’s cone. Dragonets. Swarms of them.”
 
   As the Dragonship pressed on, turbines humming, the dots resolved into swarms of tiny creatures in every imaginable, gleaming colour, moving in ways birds never moved, swirling in the thermals around Ha’athior’s active volcanic cone. Aranya’s Dragon senses prickled.
 
   “Ta’armion, are dragonets dangerous?”
 
   “Not usually.” He frowned. “Although, they seem agitated today. I’ve never seen quite so many out at once.”
 
   Aranya considered at the swirling dragonets, coming closer and closer to the Dragonship. She made a decision. “Ta’armion, I’m not going crazy, alright–just trust me. Get me out of this dress, fast. I’m sensing danger.”
 
   “Because you don’t want to ruin a fine dress?”
 
   “Unlace it, now!” Aranya snarled, with more than a hint of fire crackling in her voice. The Prince leaped to obey.
 
   The dragonets winged toward the Dragonship in a great swarm, all different colours–red, green, orange, blue, black, white and yellow–perfect miniature dragons, she saw now, with claws and teeth and wings similar to her own. Ta’armion’s fingers worked with commendable speed. No silly panic this time. Aranya felt the bodice loosen. She shrugged out of the dress and pushed it down to her ankles. There would be no time to loosen the under-dress or the shift beneath that. But they were not worth the fortune the dress must command. She kicked off her slippers.
 
   Aranya thumped Ta’armion on the shoulder. “Get inside. Your men, too.”
 
   The dragonets screamed in chorus as they winged rapidly toward the Dragonship. They resembled a swarm of bats, only this swarm was a hundred times deadlier. She felt their rage, their hatred, the unthinking lust for revenge on the object filling their sky. Garthion. This was his work. Aranya shivered in her bones. He had hunted the dragonets; now the dragonets hunted people.
 
   She meant to stake her life on an instinctive guess.
 
   Ta’armion and his men watched from inside the crysglass of the navigation cabin. The Prince tapped on the window, gesturing for her to come inside to safety.
 
   Instead, Aranya clambered over the guardrail. Now the men began to shout and bang the glass in panic. Dragonets whirred toward the Dragonship, baring their fangs, readying their talons. It was clear the hydrogen sack was about to be shredded by a thousand needle-sharp claws of these miniature Dragons. If she could harness dragonets to attack the Sylakians, that would be a trick.
 
   Aranya leaped into space. She counted in her head: one, two, Dragon!
 
   Dragonets dive-bombed her in their hundreds. Perhaps they confused her with the Dragonship, she did not know. Aranya squeezed her eyes shut and blasted them with a roar. She roared again, battering dragonets with her wings, driving them away from the Dragonship. Some responded by flaring their wings or breathing little gasps of fire at her, but most scattered with high-pitched cries of alarm.
 
   Aranya circled the Dragonship, partly to test her damaged wing and partly to check that none of the dragonets had continued the attack. Her wing did not hurt too badly. There was a definite tenderness in the joint, however. Such speed on the healing …. a large dragonet approached her–a red male. He seemed to be the biggest of them all at perhaps four feet in length and five feet in wingspan. His ruby eyes whirled gently as he examined her from different angles. Aranya had an impression of confusion, surprise and perhaps awe. The dragonet opened his mouth, complete with tiny fangs, and chirped:
 
   Ancient one? Angry?
 
   At least, that was what Aranya understood. Somehow she knew it was speaking a different language, one Human-Aranya did not speak, but Dragon-Aranya understood as easily as her stomach understood how to digest meat. That reminded her, she was hungry. Her Dragon form had not eaten while they flew on the Dragonship to Fra’anior–and, as Nak kept reminding her, she was a young, growing Dragon.
 
   No, it’s just that you attacked our Dragonship. Her Human mind thought, ‘Huh? That’s a language I’ve never spoken aloud before.’
 
   Dragonship kill dragonet-kind.
 
   Um, Humans have different tribes. The different tribes–
 
   Tribes? The dragonet made a neat circle around her muzzle as it said this, showing off. Pretty scales, see?
 
   Colours, said Aranya, marvelling at how Dragonish was almost sung rather than spoken. All those different tonal levels, shades and nuances. Trying to keep track of the buzzing little dragonet was also a good way to put a knot in her neck. Different colours and signs. Windroc sign is bad Humans. Fra’anior Dragon sign is good–purple Humans.
 
   Now Aranya was getting confused. Her Dragon mind had her talking very simply to the dragonet, but her logical mind kept wanting to explain the detail.
 
   Purple bad?
 
   Purple good. Purple cloth good. Humans live with dragonets good.
 
   The dragonet appeared to accept this. Pretty purple Dragon good? Mommy Dragon?
 
   Uh … Aranya was not ready to be mother to anything yet, least of all swarms of dragonets. But it seemed a good analogy. Mommy Dragon is dragonet-friend. Tell other dragonets purple Humans good?
 
   Purple good.
 
   The red dragonet shot off to share the news with his fellows. Within seconds, there were dragonets whizzing in all directions in an explosion of colours and chatter, clearly communicating with each other in a state of high excitement. Aranya blinked. They were not as unintelligent as the Fra’aniorians assumed.
 
   After a short consultation with the bemused and clearly discomfited Prince across the breadth of her left wing, Aranya agreed to transform again. She dropped on top of the Dragonship in her Human form. As she had bid him, Ta’armion met her on the conspicuously unoccupied gantry beneath the hydrogen sack with a cloak held in his hand. But his eyes were squeezed tightly shut.
 
   Aranya sighed. “Thank you, Ta’armion. You may look, now.”
 
   “Your mother’s village is around the western point,” said the Prince, acting overly casual–as if Shapeshifters leaping off Dragonships was an everyday affair. Aranya hid her smile as he added, “The town is on the far side of the volcano, not caldera-side like most of our towns. A peculiar lot, the Ha’athior Islanders. Very reclusive.”
 
   Aranya eyed the slender young man, sensing something in him that she warmed to. Ta’armion was tall, topping her height by several inches, but he was clearly not the warrior type. He was slender and graceful, and–her eyes widened–just look at those Fra’aniorian ears! He was the first person she had ever met with ears like hers. She touched her left ear beneath her headscarf. Fra’aniorian women wore their headscarves long, she had noticed, another layer to the elegant, filmy layers of cloth they seemed to prefer, but unlike Immadia, a jewelled skullcap held the headscarf in place.
 
   Ostentatiously flying the flag of royal Fra’anior, the Dragonship rounded the point of the Island and moored outside of a small village of perhaps fifty houses, scattered along the very edge of a half-league tall black cliff. The houses were all simply built in a blue-veined stone. Vegetable patches and flowerbeds alike were perfectly tended. Great walls of vegetation, profuse and verdant from the rich volcanic soils, bordered the village and towered above it to impossible heights–before Aranya remembered they were perched on the edge of a volcanic cone.
 
   The village was deserted. Aranya raised an eyebrow at the Prince.
 
   “Garthion’s visit scared them,” he said. “They’ll be watching.”
 
   “We could scare them a bit more with a Dragon,” Aranya suggested.
 
   “We could talk politely to them before threatening to eat their children,” said the Prince.
 
   “Ta’armion, I don’t eat Humans. I eat ralti sheep, mostly, which is pure torture for someone who dislikes mutton.”
 
   “They don’t know that.”
 
   Aranya sighed. “I’ll go get changed, shall I? Again.”
 
   Aranya, Prince Ta’armion and Nak descended from the Dragonship. Holding a white and a green piece of cloth in each hand, they walked up into the village. Aranya felt eyes watching their every move.
 
   “Good people, I am Prince Ta’armion of Fra’anior,” called the Prince, using his trained singer’s voice to pitch his words right over the houses and into the jungle beyond. “I come in peace. I bear no weapons, nor do my men mean any harm. I bring you warm and sulphurous greetings in the name of the Great Dragon, Fra’anior Himself.”
 
   Aranya fought an urge to smile and lost. What manner of greeting was this? Greetings that stank like rotten eggs?
 
   “I have brought you a very special visitor, the daughter of one dear to your hearts, who was born in this village. Will you come greet her?”
 
   How strange, to be standing in the very place her mother was born. The location felt queerly familiar, as though she had absorbed something of this place through her mother’s milk–which was impossible, but there it was. Aranya turned a complete circle. The hair on the back of her neck stood on end.
 
   “That house,” she said, pointing.
 
   Nak and Ta’armion gasped in concert. Nak blurted out, “I thought you said–”
 
   “I did, and I spoke the truth. I understand it less than you do, Nak.”
 
   Putting her hands to her head, Aranya unpinned the unfamiliar skullcap unwound her headscarf. She put the face-veil aside. Ta’armion had the grace not to look too scandalised. Nak just grinned, probably imagining her nude, she thought crossly. She loosened her braids and shook out her hair.
 
   The silence surrounding them became so deep, it seemed to pulse with a life of its own.
 
   In a loud voice, Aranya called, “I wonder if anyone here remembers a woman with hair like mine? I wonder if any hand wiped her nose or changed her wet-cloths?”
 
   A bird trilled in the thicket nearby, while a dragonet sang a wordless song somewhere in a tree above their heads. Aranya called to the dragonet. Come to me. A tiny, foot-long sapphire juvenile flew to land on her upheld wrist. Claws pricked her skin. Aranya’s heart turned over in her chest. The dragonet was beautiful; her jewel-eyes watched Aranya patiently, utterly content on her wrist. She was perfect in every detail, a miniature Dragon.
 
   “I wonder if you remember one who spoke to dragonets, as I do?”
 
   She slowly rotated in a full circle, but was greeted only by silence.
 
   “Would someone like to come and pull on my pointy Fra’aniorian ears to check if they are real?”
 
   Her irritated shout raised no comment.
 
   “I know you fear Sylakia,” said Aranya. “But I have come to tell you that a Dragon flies the skies of the Island-World once more. The Sylakians cower in fear.”
 
   This time, a querulous voice shot back, “You lie!”
 
   Nak twirled his cane in his hand. “I am Nak, who flew these very skies upon the Dragon Shimmerith in the days of your grandfathers. I, Nak the Dragon Rider, say that she does not lie. Here before you stands Aranya, the daughter of Izariela of Ha’athior Island See for yourselves, their resemblance is as the twin sun-Dragons are alike.”
 
   “You’re lying, too.”
 
   “Bah!” snorted Nak. Affecting an insolent air, he commented, “Bunch of white-hearted worms we’ve found here, Aranya. This lot are content to grub in the dirt and disrespect their Lord Prince. They’ve turned to the Path of the Hairy Worm, for the Islands’ sake. Why, their grandfathers flew Dragonback. They have forgotten who they are. You ought to be ashamed of yourselves!”
 
   “Nak,” Aranya hissed at him.
 
   But a slow movement began all around them. The street filled with villagers, young and old, coming from the houses and the woods, until they surrounded the trio of visitors. Aranya looked about her with lively curiosity; finding many of the people were similar to her in height, build and physical characteristics. Their clothes were plain but fine, the women wearing long dresses dominated by turquoise, indigo and azure colours and unadorned skullcaps in royal blue; the children clean and happy, the men tall and bright of eye. Suddenly, amidst the crowd, she saw a girl of her own age gazing wide-eyed, violet-eyed, back at her. The connection between them was immediate, as sharp as a blade. The man beside her pulled the girl behind him with a stern word.
 
   An old man, older even than Nak, tottered out of the crowd. Without further ado, he fell upon Nak’s shoulder and began to sob, “Nak. Little Nak. You saved my life at the battle of Ermiada Island, my friend. When my Bronze Dragon Ferrial was slain by the treacherous war-band of Herimor, you carried me off the field. I could never forget.”
 
   “Aye,” said Nak, wiping his eyes. “I remember, now. You are Tra’ibel. Everyone called you Trouble.”
 
   “I will convince these unbelievers. This is Nak, my brethren. He is a Rider, and a man of the highest honour.”
 
   “I nursed thy mother when she was ill,” said another woman, moving forward. Aranya gasped. She sounded exactly like her mother!
 
   “And I played with her. I’d know Izariela’s daughter anywhere.”
 
   “Then she must be tested.”
 
   His was a quiet voice, but it carried a rasp that curbed the rising babble. Aranya turned. It was the stern man, he of strange, blazing yellow eyes, whose gaze spoke directly to the fires within her and bade them stir from their slumber.
 
   He said, “All Fra’aniorian children are tested in the summer of their seventh year. You are past the age, Aranya, who claims to be the daughter of Izariela. But I would know what the Nameless Man says about your gifts before we of Ha’athior Island reveal any more of our secrets.”
 
   It was as though his words cast a spell over the villagers, conveying a strange power of command, which broke up the assembly. But he and the girl remained, watching her along with Nak and Ta’armion, until with a curt bow, the man said:
 
   “Come. The Nameless Man awaits.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Testing
 
    
 
   Aranya’s eyes followed the girl compulsively as she entered the same dwelling she was convinced had been her mother’s. The girl could have been her sister. The family likeness was too striking, too accurate in every detail to be mistaken. She emerged from her home carrying a musical instrument, a large harp by the shape of the carrying-bag, which she lifted herself despite Prince Ta’armion’s low offer of assistance and placed upon her shoulder.
 
   But the man was not her father. Her ward, perhaps? Was it as she feared, that the Sylakians had destroyed her heritage here in the Fra’aniorian Islands? Was this girl the only one left?
 
   “What’s your name?” she asked.
 
   The girl made a sign toward her mouth and followed it with a complex set of hand signals. Aranya blinked.
 
   “May I present the gracious Lyriela of Ha’athior,” said the Prince, falling into step with them. His hands made the signs for his words as he spoke. “I am Prince Ta’armion. I have the honour of accompanying Aranya, Princess of Immadia, to your Island home, my gracious lady.”
 
   “Follow me,” said the flame-eyed man, who had introduced himself as Ja’alion. He cast Lyriela a pointed look, making her hide her face–and a shy smile, meant for the Prince?
 
   After that Lyriela fell a little behind them, leaving the Prince to speak with Ja’alion as Aranya followed him along a narrow trail leading out of the village.
 
   The trail led for some distance between walls of tumbling jungle vegetation and veils of hanging vines, before a towering black cliff rose from the greenery, and they broke out upon a narrow ledge that skirted the very edge of the abyss. Red, orange and emerald-green Dragonets played above and beneath them, darting acrobatically into tiny caves and catching insects in the air. The cliffs were alive with birds and small, scurrying mammals feasting on the abundant hanging fruits, many of which Aranya could not have named. Without being bidden, her steps lagged slightly, until Lyriela bumped against her back. She must have been watching her footing.
 
   Aranya caught Lyriela’s hand to steady her. Not everyone could be a Dragon, unafraid of heights. Lyriela’s eyes, violet to her amethyst, yet so alike in their depths, flashed a smile at her–she seemed just as curious about Aranya as she was about her potential relative. Her eyebrows lifted. Lyriela pointed back past Aranya’s shoulder.
 
   The sapphire dragonet hung upside-down from a branch just above the trail, watching them with her head askance. She looked very pleased to be noticed. Aranya had barely begun to frame a word of greeting when the dragonet swooped, darted three times around her head with the speed and manoeuvrability of a bat, and settled upon her right shoulder. Claws dug into her shoulder. The tail curled possessively around her neck, its spines pricking her skin not unpleasantly. Evidently, Aranya had made a friend.
 
   Aranya chuckled softly. “Oh, making ourselves comfortable at home and hearth, are we? Shall I hunt for you when I’m a Dragon? Must I name you if you stay? How shall you be named: Blue, or Beauty? For you are beautiful.”
 
   The tiny mouth opened and the fangs pricked her earlobe.
 
   “Ouch! Have it your way, then.” Addressing the girl, she asked, “Lyriela, is this normal dragonet behaviour?”
 
   The girl watched Aranya’s lips before shaking her head.
 
   But as she turned to the trail again, Ja’alion’s yellow-eyed gaze examined her from an expressionless face, conveying austere disapproval. Aranya arched an eyebrow and mentally suggested he go find someone else to intimidate. She was not afraid. Ja’alion stalked on.
 
   Nak chattered away to the men coming along behind them, telling a tale of his exploits as a Dragon Rider when he campaigned with the ancient King of Fra’anior, Ta’armion’s great-grandfather. Aranya gazed hungrily over the cliff-edge to the Cloudlands below, hidden in a mist or humidity that gathered about them as they walked along the trail; the day grew dimmer, but no less sultry. Aranya smelled damp and moss as they walked past the entrance of a cave. She would have loved to explore these Islands in her Dragon-form. There was a surprise around every corner.
 
   “The Dragon’s Lair,” said Ja’alion, indicating the cave. “Come, the crossing is just ahead.”
 
   Lyriela did not release Aranya’s hand. Aranya wondered suddenly what colour her hair was. Aranya was three or four inches taller, but Lyriela had that Fra’aniorian grace about her, as though she walked to an inner melody. Her mouth, even at rest, seemed never to stop smiling. She was golden of skin in the way of the Fra’aniorians, unlike the pale Northern cast which was Beran’s bequest to Aranya. Her eyes were vibrant, full of life and laughter and mystery–and magic, Aranya thought suddenly. But she had never felt such a sense of a kindred spirit. She longed to speak with her, but did not know the sign-language which came so easily to Ta’armion.
 
   Rounding a huge outcropping, they came to a rope bridge, a simple hawser with two guide-ropes spanning an unknown abyss, leading from the main Island to a slim volcanic cone some two hundred feet distant, sheathed in mists that coiled in sinister ways about the bearded green foliage which rose sheer from the depths and towered above them. Aranya’s Dragon senses prickled. What place was this?
 
   Prince Ta’armion moved back through the group to offer Lyriela aid, and when she shook her head with a slight smile and a gesture that Aranya interpreted as gratitude, he approached Nak.
 
   The Prince said, “Will you shelve your pride this once, Dragon Rider, to ride upon a man’s shoulders across the abyss? I am no Shimmerith, truly, but I would be honoured to bear you.”
 
   “Ha!” cried Nak. “Am I so unsteady, pup?”
 
   “Yes,” said Aranya. “Nak, please. Or I’ll have Oyda to answer to.”
 
   “Ah, very well, for your sake, Immadia, I shall accept the offer of a brave soul.” He bowed with one of his flourishes. “Arise, Prince Ta’armion, to thy acceptable service.”
 
   Prince Ta’armion caught Nak’s arm as the old man slipped on a patch of moss. Aranya’s heart leaped into her throat, thinking she’d have to transform to go fetch Nak from an unfortunate flight, but the quick-thinking Prince saw him safe. Ta’armion was a strange one. Afeared of kisses, but full of hidden strengths. How she had misjudged him.
 
   They crossed over the rope bridge to the volcanic cone. Lyriela came pale and trembling to the far side, but none of the other Islanders seemed concerned.
 
   “This is the home of the Nameless Man,” said Ja’alion, indicating a narrow cleft in the mountainside. “It is a warrior monastery, as you may have guessed. This is the place where all Ha’athior Islanders come to test their children, the place where the spirit of the Great Dragon Fra’anior resides in power. Haste, now. The Nameless Man must not be kept waiting.”
 
   With a word, Ja’alion lit a globe of fire upon his right palm. He raised his hand above his head to light their way as they filed into the mountain. But the tunnel was broad and easy, twisting several times before Aranya saw light filtering through a curtain of greenery ahead. When they pushed through they found themselves standing on the shores of a round, lime-green lake, directly across from a low building opposite, a place of curved pagodas and vaulting columns, roofed in a carpet of vibrant orange flowers Aranya smelled right across the lake. The walls of the building were constructed of unrelenting onyx, giving it a brooding, ancient air. There men trained at a form of combat she had never seen before, working with a short stave in either hand as though war were an expressive dance designed to dazzle the eye.
 
   A rowboat bobbed at the lake shore, tied to a stake hammered in between the rocks. Ja’alion took up the oars and gestured for them to board.
 
   Prince Ta’armion sat beside Aranya, with Lyriela and Nak opposite. Aranya would have been a fool to miss the dewy eyes the Prince tried very hard not to make at Lyriela. He also tried to keep well away from the dragonet, which seemed intent on examining his hair for edibles–lice, perhaps, Aranya thought with an ill-disguised snort.
 
   “Ja’alion,” she asked, “am I permitted to ask what relation Lyriela might be to me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “A cousin, perhaps?”
 
   Ja’alion bent his back to the oars. “I see that patience comes poorly to the House of Immadia.”
 
   Aranya wanted to reply, ‘And discourtesy to the house of Ja’alion,’ but her eye caught a sign Lyriela made in her lap. Beside her, Ta’armion’s chin bobbed almost imperceptibly. Ha. So, she was right. Ja’alion could just stuff his rudeness back down his volcanic pipe. Lyriela must have followed her thoughts, for her smile widened until her eyes crinkled. Her hands moved fluidly.
 
   Ta’armion cleared his throat. “Princess, Lyriela asks how you came to hurt your wrist.”
 
   “In battle against the Sylakians,” Aranya replied.
 
   “You’re a warrior?” the Prince interpreted for Lyriela.
 
   “As much a warrior as this little dragonet here,” said Aranya, trying to work out how not to tell a lie. “The Sylakians had captured me in a net and dragged me aboard their Dragonship. The Third War-Hammer Yolathion–a Jeradian warrior–stood over me, demanding my surrender for acts of unspeakable violence against Sylakia’s tyranny–”
 
   “Looking unspeakably handsome,” Nak interrupted, resentfully.
 
   Lyriela’s eyes jumped. Prince Ta’armion again interpreted for her. “Handsome?”
 
   “Jeradians are very tall. Yolathion told me had had been a warrior from his youth. He’s seven feet tall, perhaps a couple of inches over.”
 
   “And devilishly handsome,” Nak sighed.
 
   Aranya developed pink spots on her cheeks. “Nak, I do not consort with the enemy. He tried to kill me. His soldiers smashed my–uh, wrist–with their huge Sylakian hammers.”
 
   “He’s a poet, too,” added Nak. “Did he not say, ‘I shall watch the dawn skies for the sign of Immadia?’ A warrior-poet hath stolen thy heart, and I am bereft, o Immadia.”
 
   “Nak! You’re happily married.”
 
   “Ah, young love,” said Nak.
 
   Lyriela laughed soundlessly, opposite, as Aranya blushed furiously.
 
   The oars plopped and water gurgled against the hull as Ja’alion propelled the rowboat across the circular caldera lake. Aranya trailed her hand in the warm water. It was full of algae drifting beneath the surface. She saw bubbles rising from below. The lake was just a few hundred paces in diameter, surrounded on all sides by a rim so steep and tall that the monastery building lay in shadow even toward midday.
 
   At length they came to a small beach of black, sparkling sand. Ja’alion and Ta’armion leaped out to pull the rowboat a ashore. The Prince offered his arm; first Lyriela, and then Nak accepted his aid. Ta’armion lifted Lyriela’s instrument from the bottom of the boat, eager to help–and as transparent as crysglass, Aranya chuckled to herself.
 
   They walked up a set of worn stairs, centuries old, coming to an open patio area where the monks were training. They did not stop fighting to acknowledge the visitors. Young and old, they wore but a brief loincloth. Their muscular bodies glistened in the late morning heat. Aranya saw they were not withholding their blows; even as she watched, a staff shattered beneath a bone-crushing blow and a young monk fell, bleeding freely from his temple. Dazed, he still slithered beneath the follow-up blow and threw himself upon his attacker, striking with a bewildering array of knees, elbows and blows of his hard-edged hands.
 
   The monks froze. Weapons came to rest; the monks darted into rows and knelt on the flagstones, their shaven, tattooed heads bowed, hushed in expectation. Aranya saw that a black-robed man had appeared in an archway. His head was clean-shaven and tattooed in blue swirls like his fellow-monks. His deep blue eyes came to rest upon the visitors. Aranya sensed a colossal, forbidding power behind the man; his gaze fell with a profound weight upon her mind and body.
 
   Ja’alion knelt, too, and Lyriela alongside him. Only Aranya and Ta’armion stood upright. The Prince hesitated before he knelt, but he did not abase himself. Aranya opted for a formal genuflection, a deep bow of Immadian respect. Her Dragon form bowed its head, while her inner fires flared and died as though to mimic the action.
 
   Aranya’s breathing came hard in her throat. She felt a stab of real fear. Who was this man? How did he have the power to see through her?
 
   “The Nameless Man,” Ja’alion intoned. To Aranya, he said, “He has taken a secret vow and has never been known to speak.”
 
   “He’s younger than I imagined,” Aranya said.
 
   “He is also the mightiest warrior amongst a mighty brethren,” said Ja’alion, making his displeasure at her comment plain. “He’s not a man to be trifled with.” Raising his voice he called, “Nameless Man, we bring Aranya, Princess of Immadia, to be tested. May the Great Dragon speak with wisdom through your testing.”
 
   The man beckoned to Aranya.
 
   After a moment, her legs managed to obey. The others followed at a small distance.
 
   Aranya ascended the steps to the archway from which the man had appeared. He led her through a short stone corridor to an open amphitheatre, similar to the place where Aranya had fought Zuziana. She saw a black sandy arena, ringed with seats that rose right from the sand a dozen or so levels to a series of recessed alcoves set around its circumference. Each alcove housed a different Dragon statue.
 
   With a soft susurration of footsteps the monks filed in and sat around the lowest two levels of seats. The Nameless Man directed Nak and Prince Ta’armion to be seated. Lyriela uncovered her instrument, a beautiful harp, and seated herself on the topmost level, on a low pedestal within an otherwise empty alcove. The Nameless Man pointed to the arena floor.
 
   Swallowing hard, Aranya walked down to the indicated spot. Did they scare seven summers-old children like this? She hated the testing already and it had not even started.
 
   Ja’alion called, “Is the candidate ready?”
 
   “I’m ready.”
 
   Liar, Aranya told herself. All the watching eyes made her nervous. She wished she could have taken a sip of water beforehand.
 
   The Nameless Man’s hands clapped together above his head.
 
   An immense pressure squeezed her temples. Aranya cried out, falling to her knees on the soft sand. The sapphire dragonet screeched in anger and fled. Abruptly, fire erupted from her fingers and scorched the midday heat to light up one of the Dragon statues. It turned red.
 
   “The gift of fire,” Ja’alion intoned.
 
   The Nameless Man bowed slightly to his left hand. Aranya heard Lyriela’s fingers form an intricate glissade of sound that surrounded her with images of the green grasses of an Immadian meadow in the springtime. She saw her mother walking toward her, garbed in a beautiful Fra’aniorian gown, smiling. But as Izariela approached, her face began to change. Cracks appeared in her skin. Orange fires appeared in the cracks, similar to the fires of the caldera between Fra’anior’s Islands, and her skin dried out until it resembled lizard skin. Her face crumbled.
 
   Aranya raised her hands, splashed with tears. She ran to her mother’s side to heal her. Then Izariela was gone.
 
   “The gift of healing,” said Ja’alion.
 
   She glowered at the Nameless Man. How dare he summon up her mother?
 
   Suddenly, Aranya’s ears buzzed. Her scalp crawled. Every hair on her head lifted as unnatural energies surged through her body. She fought a presence in her mind, screamed at it, ripped it loose and sent it spinning into the air. An arc of lightning burst across the arena. Every monk on that side ducked reflexively as the bolt hurtled into the statue above them, turning it blue.
 
   “The gift of lightning.”
 
   Now the green eyes bore down on her, pits of pitiless evil, eyes that reminded her of a foul swamp which housed a green Dragon. Surging toward her, the Dragon’s mouth opened to display a set of poisonous fangs. Aranya found herself tied to a log, lying prone. She was helpless. The presence assaulted her mind once more; she denied it, although it was much harder this time. Blood seeped from her nostrils. She spat at the Nameless Man.
 
   A gobbet of green poison splattered against a statue to her left. The statue instantly became a vivid green, the colour of springtime sword grass.
 
   “The gift of living things.”
 
   Aranya heard a murmuring rise about her ears, but the Nameless Man pinned her with his eyes. He made a peremptory gesture and signed something at Ja’alion.
 
   “The Nameless Man demands you allow him into your mind for the testing.”
 
   “Well, I’m trying, but he’s hurting me.”
 
   “The Nameless Man says he will not be denied.”
 
   Suddenly, Aranya stood upon an isolated spit of rock above the Cloudlands. A horizon-spanning storm whistled toward her, great cumulonimbus clouds reaching to the heavens, dark and pregnant with a load of hail and wind and rain. Out of the storm came a Dragon, a mighty grey Dragon who menaced her as if he were a thunderhead full of snow and ice and wintery winds, and his breath was the storm that slammed into her frail Human body, sending it tumbling away into the clouds.
 
   Her head slammed against the arena floor. The sand felt as hard as rock. Pain exploded behind her eyes; pain that surged out of her in a wave of sound, a titanic thunderclap amplified in the small space of the arena. A Dragon statue opposite her quivered and turned black. Lightning crackled crazily from column to column above the alcoves. A chill wind whipped across the arena just once, blasting sand against the watchers to Aranya’s right as a grey Dragon statue came alive to its colour, too.
 
   Ja’alion’s voice shook as he called, “And, the gifts of ice and storm.”
 
   The Nameless Man threw off his black robe and strode down to join her on the sand. He was sweating freely, Aranya saw, runnels of sweat pouring down the slender column of his muscled torso. He raised his arms to the sky as if beseeching the spirit of the Great Dragon to imbue him with power–and her skin crawled as something entered him or emanated from him, a presence of immense, brooding power. It was neither good nor evil, but it was unstoppable, a gathering of elemental forces into the person of the Nameless Man.
 
   His hands lowered to point at her.
 
   Aranya quailed. This was leagues beyond anything she had endured so far. The force that bore down upon her could not be withstood by Human flesh. Through it she sensed the Nameless Man’s frustration. Never before had a candidate rebuffed him. The humiliation moved him beyond his testing to a vengeful fury, seeking to beat her down, launching the all-out assault of a warrior in the awesome peak of his power. He struck out. An unseen force smashed her across the arena. Before she could move he soared across the space between them and grasped her throat with his hand, crushing the breath out of her.
 
   The world moved. Aranya saw a storm, a dark, boiling maelstrom of clouds out of which the many-headed Black Dragon burst forth, writhing and thundering amidst blinding bolts of forked lightning. Its voice resounded across space and time: Why do you not yield, little one?
 
   She could speak to the Dragon of her dreams! I’m hurting, o mighty Black Dragon–but there’s more, isn’t there?
 
   More gifts? The great mouths opened in laughter, but it was neither cruel nor mocking. The Black Dragon’s heads examined her from many angles, eyes of many colours stripping her defences bare. Yet though his power was utterly dominant, he did not dominate her. He withheld. Perceptive, little one. It is not the Nameless Man’s place to usurp the dictates of time. Open your mouth and tell him Fra’anior named him at his birth, Ri’arion. Say, ‘Follow me’. He will understand.
 
   Aranya felt herself fading. Wait! She cried, You’ve always helped me–why? Are you not an Ancient One? Why am I important to you?
 
   No Dragon should seek to grow larger than her wings, he censured her.
 
   No. I meant, how can I thank you?
 
   Thank me? She saw an image of herself, many times smaller than a dragonet, flying amidst the titanic black heads. Little one, I like your spirit. Only promise to heed my call when it comes.
 
   She had made a mistake, Aranya feared. She had offered unconditional service to this ancient being, who had evidently accepted. What his call might unleash in her life … she trembled. But she mustered her courage. Agreed, Fra’anior.
 
   Abruptly, she found herself back on the black arena sands, having the life choked out of her. Aranya gasped a word of Dragonish power; a word unheard in the Island-World for hundreds or even thousands of summers. Had she been asked directly afterward, she would not have been able to repeat the word, for it fled her mind the instant it was spoken.
 
   The Nameless Man flew off her as though she had shot him from a war crossbow. She stood, dusted off her Fra’aniorian gown, and strode across the arena sands toward the astonished monk. As she walked, her hands unlaced the back of the gown–she had the laces tied with a slip knot this time, in case she had to transform quickly. He raised his hands like blades, taking a warrior’s stance. His muscles trembled with readiness.
 
   “You are not the Nameless Man,” she said, “for the Great Dragon Fra’anior named you at your birth. Your name is Ri’arion.”
 
   No blow of hers could have struck him harder than those words. The monk’s façade crumbled. His body sagged as though bereft of the power to hold itself upright. She saw fear flash into his eyes, then anger, resignation and finally, wonder.
 
   As though speech came to him with difficulty, he croaked, “I am Ri’arion. I am reborn.”
 
   “HE IS BORN!” shouted the monks. “HE IS BORN!”
 
   Ja’alion’s face lost its colour. He sat abruptly and buried his head in his hands. Aranya wondered if he feared for his life; she sensed it keenly.
 
   The man called Ri’arion cast himself at her feet. “What is my purpose?”
 
   “Follow me.”
 
   “I am reborn. I am named Ri’arion. I will follow you.”
 
   Strangely, Aranya too felt reborn. Gazing around her, the world struck her as a different place to when she had stepped into the arena to face the Nameless Man. She could not say how or why.
 
   Ri’arion looked to the sky. From every side, the monks watched him as though his merest word could jolt them into an explosion of activity. He said, “Brothers, we have angered the Great Dragon this day. I am no longer fit to be called the Nameless Man. A new Nameless Man must be chosen. I call upon our musicians to soothe the Dragon. Is there one among us who will give a song-offering?”
 
   “I will sing,” said Prince Ta’armion, rising eagerly to his feet.
 
   The monk turned to Aranya. “Would you honour the Great Dragon by revealing to us your true form? Many of my brothers have never seen the Dragon-kind, except for dragonets. Will you also summon the dragonets to celebrate with us?”
 
   There was only silence inside the caldera. The twin suns blazed down, pressing their heat and light into the gathering. The day waited in serenity for what would come.
 
   “I have one more gift,” Aranya said, at last. She stepped out of her gown. “The gift of transformation.”
 
   An Amethyst Dragon stood upon the black sands of Ha’athior Island. Her triumphant bugle thundered up the throat of the volcano, echoing around that immense natural chamber. To her surprise, many thousands of tiny voices responded. The dragonets came winging down from the clear skies in their myriads, a glorious riot of colours, flitting playfully about the watching Humans. Lyriela plucked a chord upon her harp, a harmonic minor of exquisite intricacy, which the dragonets picked up and began to hum along to before branching out into a dozen harmonic lines. Lyriela’s head bowed over the instrument as though her soul were weeping the music she began to play, for her music moved the world in ways of which Aranya could barely grasp the beginning. Prince Ta’armion, standing beside the harpist as though they had played together a thousand times, raised his voice to the heavens in a lyrical torrent.
 
   Every scale on Aranya’s body thrilled to the sound. And her fires danced within her.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Race to Sylakia
 
    
 
   Ri’arion stared unblinkingly out of the Dragonship’s forward crysglass window during their approach to Fra’anior’s main Island. Aranya watched him covertly. Scary man. The monk never seemed to sleep. The sword which he carried strapped crosswise to his back had to be five feet long. He carried eighteen daggers. He practised chopping obsidian blocks to harden the edges of his hands. He said little, but clearly considered himself her slave.
 
   Aranya did not want a slave.
 
   She turned to Prince Ta’armion. “If you will ask Nak for advice, what do you expect? Besides, did I not hear you wonder if I’d been found in a Sylakian brothel?”
 
   Ta’armion flushed a fine colour. “We kidnapped the wrong woman.”
 
   “When my father hears about this–”
 
   “My life won’t be worth a brass dral,” he moaned. “King Beran, he who withstood the Sylakians for twelve summers, will–”
 
   “Laugh his beard off and demand an invite to the wedding,” said Aranya. Ta’armion really was too ridiculous, she thought. “What did Nak tell you?”
 
   “I’d rather not repeat it in polite company,” said the Prince. “Aranya, what am I to do about your cousin? I can’t just kidnap her, can I? Look what a fine mess that turned out to be the last time. Ah, she’s a goddess. I’m in love. I’m besotted. Smitten, bitten …”
 
   Aranya rolled her eyes inwardly. “Indeed. Ta’armion, here’s my advice. Firstly, kidnap her heart by wooing her. Sing to her, write her silly poetry, whatever you Fra’aniorians do. In a week or two the Prince might visit the village again to consult with the monks. Of course, the moment you start travelling regularly to Ha’athior, tongues will start wagging. You might invite her to perform in a concert, where she might meet your parents. That’s when you start getting devious. When you know she’s willing to be kidnapped, that’s when you–not some obnoxious, revolting slaver–go out there and kidnap her as though you are handling the most delicate flower in all creation and whisk her off to the royal palace. At every stage, you must treat her like the princess she’s about to become.”
 
   “Oh! Oh, oh …” he sighed. “Do you think she likes me?”
 
   “Ta’armion! I’ll toss you into the caldera myself if you ask that question one more time.”
 
   Lyriela had asked exactly the same question, once Aranya figured out her signs. The wedding gong would sound for them, she had whispered back. Here she was, approaching her seventeenth summer of age, and she was acting like some nasty old matchmaker. She longed to fly away from it all.
 
   A nip on her ear reminded her that Beauty was on her shoulder. She was another problem. How could Aranya carry off any kind of disguise with a dragonet perched upon her shoulder, a jewel of a creature that would not let her alone for a second? A picture popped into her head of Yolathion discovering a dragonet in his bed. She chuckled aloud.
 
   “Plotting my demise?” asked the Prince.
 
   “Ah, I’m working on my wicked-Dragon chuckle. How was that one?”
 
   “Bad,” said Nak, suddenly startling awake from his snooze in the corner. “Aranya, I’ve a bad feeling we need to get back to Sylakia. Fast.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I had a dream–look, petal, you might not believe this, but after a few years of being with Dragons, Dragon Riders start to pick up some of their magic, like something just absorbs right into–like I could absorb a kiss from thee, o jewel of Immadia’s crown.”
 
   Aranya pecked his cheek.
 
   “Don’t know how you put up with him,” muttered Ta’armion.
 
   “Would you run away again if I did the same to you?”
 
   The Prince made a very un-Princely face at her.
 
   “I have procured thee a present for thy nuptial night, o jewel of Immadia,” Nak said, with so much glee that Aranya stared at him. “What, thou inquirest? Merely a copy of the outfit–barely an outfit–you wore to impress Prince Ta’armion when first he laid eyes upon your wholesome beauty.”
 
   “N-Nak … Nak, I … Nak!”
 
   “’Tis my name, o Princess of Perfection. Don’t mangle it so.”
 
   “Oh, go bury your head in a volcano!”
 
   “Aye,” sighed Nak. “It struck me as a fine idea at the time.”
 
   “Nak, after a hundred and however many years, how do you still have no clue about women?”
 
   Her fuming only made him laugh. “Aye, but I do know what turns a man’s head, petal. Would you look at that sweet Island out there? There’s another kind of beauty. Bet you we’ve received a coded scroll from Nelthion telling us to hurry back. It’s a premonition, just like you Dragons have. Mine always make my teeth ache.”
 
   “You just want to ride Dragonback, back to Sylakia–admit it,” said Aranya. “I’m glad the monks found that old training saddle that fits me, but it’s only made for one Rider.”
 
   Without turning, Ri’arion said, “I’ll give up my place to the old man.”
 
   “He would sit on a thorn bush and call himself comfortable,” said Nak, deliberately loud enough for the monk to hear.
 
   “My Rider is Zuziana,” Aranya said, crisply. “But Nak–we must heed your intuition. You could return separately, but if you felt able to make the flight, I would consider it a high privilege to carry you. ”
 
   “Bah, make the flight? The brass-faced effrontery; you rascally pipsqueak of a Dragon.”
 
   But Aranya saw him wipe his eye surreptitiously.
 
   Fra’anior in the light of suns-set was even more picturesque than when they had departed at dawn, if that were possible. Luminous sunbeams lent the Island and its town a golden serenity. Aranya allowed a heartfelt sigh to escape her lips. How was it that a place visited only once, so briefly, could immediately feel like home? Had she built up Fra’anior so much in her mind over the years … and the reality exceeded her expectations so spectacularly?
 
   But then her eye picked out the graveyard. The flame trees marking the graves glowed as though they were truly aflame. She remembered who had visited this paradise before her.
 
   There was no message scroll awaiting them at the Palace, but Aranya made her apologies to the King anyway, saying that she would fly at first light. “If I am able,” she said, “I will return–for Immadia and Fra’anior should not be strangers.” To Prince Ta’armion, she whispered, “I shall await word of a royal wedding in Fra’anior.”
 
   Ri’arion helped her with preparations, packing provisions and checking the saddle straps for defects in the leather, for the saddle had been stored in a dry cave for many years. They dined with the Fra’aniorian King and Queen, and Prince Ta’armion, before she retired to bed earlier than usual.
 
   Aranya fell asleep worrying about her wing joint.
 
   * * * *
 
   She awoke before dawn worrying she had not hunted recently as a Dragon. She found Ri’arion already awake, doing exercises in the private courtyard in the midst of the royal apartments. He greeted her with a nod, back to his taciturn self.
 
   Aranya readied herself swiftly. Nak arose early, too, still the alert Dragon Rider. The King had supplied him with a thick fur-lined robe, gloves, hat and boots for the journey. They walked silently to the private gardens behind the Palace, where Aranya transformed and Ri’arion loaded her up and fixed the saddle in place. Nak mounted carefully. Ri’arion tied the old man’s canes behind Aranya’s spine-spikes and settled himself in the second position, one spike behind Nak.
 
   Prince Ta’armion said, “Farewell. May the sulphurous breath of the Great Dragon speed your flight.”
 
   Nak saluted jauntily. He was so excited!
 
   Aranya gazed at the dawn. Beyond the eastern horizon lay Sylakia, where her Rider awaited her. Zuziana would be so disappointed to have missed out on Fra’anior, she thought. Her Dragon brows drew down. What was that–a flash of sapphire up there in the clouds? The dragonet?
 
   Taking two steps forward, Aranya launched herself powerfully into the air. The additional weight was unexpected. Zip and Nak were similar in weight, but Ri’arion was a tall, muscular warrior-monk. She pressed harder than she was used to in order to gain height. Why not raise another rumour, she thought? Her throat swelled as she bugled a greeting to the dawn, making birds across the city take off in panicked flocks.
 
   The dragonet hurtled down to greet Aranya with ecstatic somersaults and little bursts of fire from her nostrils.
 
   “Is your wing a little stiff?” asked Nak.
 
   “Yes.” Aranya grinned back at him. “How does it feel, Nak?”
 
   “Blasted wind’s making my eyes tear up,” he said. “Aye, I lie. I thought I’d never fly again. This is a gift, petal. Just don’t scare our Ri’arion too much, alright?”
 
   Seen over Nak’s shoulder, the monk’s smile was a thin grimace. “I’m fine.”
 
   He was not. Aranya heard his heart thumping away double-time. A naughty smile curled her lips back from her fangs. So the mighty Nameless Man had a weakness–why was she so pleased about that? She stretched out her neck and beat her wings in slow, deep strokes, accelerating as she took them up to meet the dawn. She looked back at the yawning caldera between Fra’anior’s Islands, already diminishing as they gained height, and told herself that a Dragon would fly the skies of these beautiful Islands once more–if only to assist in a little kidnapping, should the need arise. Even without that, Lyriela did not deserve to go through life without knowing her family. Maybe she’d like to see Immadia.
 
   Aranya wondered what rumours had reached Immadia. How soon would it be before the Island-World knew, as all of the Sylakian Hammers in Yolathion’s fleet knew, that the Dragon Shapeshifter was none other than the lost Princess of Immadia? What would the Supreme Commander’s response be? She pictured Dragonships bearing the sign of the screaming windroc spreading across Iridith’s broad face, with a violent shudder. Her little brothers … the baby, King Beran and Queen Silha … hammers rising and falling in a crushing rhythm, and blood, so much blood …
 
   “Aranya?” said Nak. “What’s the matter, my Dragon-heart?”
 
   He was so perceptive. Nak must know Dragons extremely well for that note of warning and concern to shade his voice at once, Aranya realised.
 
   “An ill feeling,” she replied.
 
   “A Dragon must hasten but husband her strength for the crossing,” he said, gently. “When last did you hunt?”
 
   “I am hungry.”
 
   “Aye. So, I will act as your Rider. I can feel by the cadence of your wing beats, Aranya, and by the sounds of your belly, that you need to hunt. We must teach Zuziana these things. Xinidia Island is but ten leagues ahead. There we should hunt and rest a little, before undertaking the longer stretch to Erigar Island. That’s a Sylakian outpost, a place to be wary.”
 
   “Nak, how many summers did you ride Shimmerith?”
 
   The old man was silent for a very long time before he replied, “One hundred and forty-one summers, Aranya.”
 
   “Dragon Riders live that long?”
 
   “Aye. Longer, if their Dragon lives.”
 
   Aranya swallowed a huge lump in her throat. “Nak, would you be willing to tell me about Shimmerith? What was she like? Her personality? How did she fight? And speak to you? What you shared … Nak, you’ve so much experience. I’ve been a Dragon for just a few weeks. I need what’s inside your head. Can you just squeeze all of that wisdom into a prekki-fruit and give it to me to eat?”
 
   “Aye,” said Nak. “Let me be alone with my thoughts until Xinidia Island, I beg you. After that, I will talk until the sheep stand up to sing to the moons.”
 
   Aranya wanted to laugh, but could not–not when he sounded so melancholy. Instead, she summoned the dragonet to her and bade her curl up in her Rider’s lap. The little creature already showed signs of tiring.
 
   The Great Dragon’s breath, unseasonably, came from the northwest, speeding their passage to Xinidia, a hilly, boot-shaped Island not a quarter-league above the Cloudlands. There they rested and Aranya hunted, sharing a large wild deer with the dragonet, who ate delicately, but with a surprising appetite for such a tiny creature. After that she launched off a steep hillside, to Nak’s whoop of delight, bearing more southerly toward Erigar. True to his word, Nak talked non-stop all the way from Xinidia to Erigar, sharing with her as many stories and anecdotes and snippets of wisdom as she asked for, until her head felt so stuffed with wisdom that it might start leaking out of her ears. She ignored the times he called her Shimmerith; as his mind wandered from topic, Aranya would gently prompt him back on course.
 
   The wind continued to assist, allowing her to rest from time to time on the wing, but twilight was already well advanced before she spotted Erigar Island’s forested brow in the distance. She took them in for a careful approach and a concealed landing alongside a tall, coniferous forest.
 
   After a dreamless sleep, Aranya woke before dawn and hunted a small hare in a nearby field for the dragonet, whose eyes whirled with delight at the offering. Aranya finished off the remains in a single bite.
 
   That was when her ears caught a clink of metal on stone.
 
   Her head whipped around. “Nak! Beware!”
 
   Sylakian Crimson Hammers boiled out of the forest near their campsite, raising their hammers as they rushed Nak and Ri’arion. Aranya growled as she launched herself across the field toward them. How had the soldiers crept so close without her hearing them? She had been sleeping too deeply; not listening, unaware of any unfamiliar sounds. She was too far. Too slow.
 
   Ri’arion burst from beneath his cloak, swinging that great sword of his in a deadly arc. He danced between the oncoming Sylakians, making them resemble lumbering ralti sheep to his lithe rajal form. The Sylakians dropped in twos and threes, pierced by the sword or struck down by crackling energies cast from his left hand. When his blade stuck in a Sylakian’s armour, the monk abandoned it. Now the daggers whirred out in short arcs, terminating in throats and bellies and knee-joints. The Sylakian charge faltered. Aranya slammed into those who hesitated at the rear, striking with her claws and snapping at a fleeing soldier’s leg. She spat out the limb.
 
   The monk moved quickly amongst the fallen, finishing off the few he had not killed. Then he looked up. “You didn’t hear them, Dragon?”
 
   “No. Sorry.” Aranya looked away. “Ri’arion, I’ve not long been a Dragon–”
 
   “Feeble excuses hurt my ears,” he spat, retrieving his sword.
 
   To her surprise, Aranya felt her lower lip quiver at the sting of his words. What? She was not six summers old, to be scolded like a child! To cover her chagrin, she pretended to check on Beauty. The dragonet perched on her nose and made silly faces at her until she cheered up. Her speech was a baby-like chirping. Aranya wondered if the dragonet had not yet learned to speak, or could not. A question about her age received no answer other than a backward flip in the air.
 
   “Very clever,” said Aranya.
 
   From Erigar Island was the longest leg of all, a day-long labour against a rising headwind that truly tested Aranya’s newly healed wing. Nak continued to hold forth as though he had never stopped talking, now with stories and legends he knew about Dragons and their Riders. The imagined heat of Ri’arion’s disapproval fuelled Aranya’s efforts, so that they sighted Archion Island by late evening of that second day. Archion was since ancient times a Sylakian ally, named for the great arch its Island made over the Cloudlands, as though two tall mountains had once leaned together to make a perfect natural archway though which the companions saw the White moon’s rising. Huge layers of terraced lakes surrounded its twin pillars, making the whole Island resemble the legs and torso of a warrior wearing banded metal armour such as Zuziana wore. Even from afar the sleepy twittering and croaking of the millions of great-billed herons, blackwing storks and blue-banded mallards filled her ears with a restless cacophony of birdcalls.
 
   During the daytime millions of bats roosted in the cave-riddled underbelly of the Island. They flitted around the Dragon and her riders in sharp flurries of attacks. Nak cursed furiously as the bats scratched at his face; Ri’arion struck out efficiently with his daggers, extending his protection to Nak. Aranya tried eating a couple, but it was like trying to chew leather bags stuffed with bones. She spat them out at once.
 
   Aranya brought them to a safe landing in an isolated spot alongside the second-from-bottom terrace lake. Ri’arion had to carry Nak off her back. After a day in the saddle, the old man was too stiff to move his legs.
 
   “Not as young as I used to be,” he wheezed, stretching out his legs before him. “Used to fly for days without giving it a thought.”
 
   Ri’arion passed him a prekki fruit and the waterskin. “Refresh yourself, old man.”
 
   After slaking her thirst at the lake, Aranya returned to her companions. Nak was on his stomach, groaning as Ri’arion thumped his legs with a massage that to Aranya looked more painful than helpful. “Nak, Ri’arion, why was everyone so surprised at my testing? Aren’t the gifts–fire, lightning, life and healing magic–common among Dragons?”
 
   “Aye, those are,” said Nak.
 
   “But not all together,” said Ri’arion. “Nor has any candidate ever displayed the power to reject the testing.”
 
   “Perhaps it is a Shapeshifter power,” Nak suggested.
 
   Ri’arion pointed his finger at Nak. “Or an Amethyst Dragon power, Nak. Our records, covering a span of nigh on two thousand summers, show no record of an Amethyst Dragon in the Islands–I had our scholars check before we departed. But I do know this, old man. When a Dragon of such power rises, great events are afoot. The Island-World quakes at its roots. It is a portent we must labour to understand. Where did you find her?”
 
   Aranya fidgeted at his words. Great. Ri’arion’s expectations of her only reached to the moons.
 
   “Her roots are in Ha’athior,” said Nak. “You tell me, Ri’arion.” The monk scowled and kept his silence. Nak added, “Lightning and ice are rare enough. But storm power is almost unheard-of, Aranya. Offhand, I can’t remember ever meeting a Storm Dragon.”
 
   “Fra’anior has storm powers,” she said. Ri’arion gasped and made a strange sign with his hands. “A vast, Black Dragon who appears in a storm of boiling black clouds, his many heads lashing about–”
 
   “Stop!” Ri’arion barked, leaping to his feet, cold sweat clearly beaded on his forehead. “Stop, stop … please.”
 
   When it was clear that he would not reveal why her description of the Black Dragon had disturbed him so severely, Aranya said, “Ri’arion, why did Fra’anior demand that you follow me?”
 
   “Fra’anior asked this?” Nak’s tone clearly communicated his disbelief.
 
   “I’ve dreamed of a Black Dragon since I was a child,” Aranya said. “I remember my mother once sketching such a Dragon for me and telling me stories about him. I used to think it was just a childhood fantasy, but then, when I was coming into my powers–”
 
   “You said you saw the Black Dragon when you were falling from the Last Walk,” Nak interrupted.
 
   “Yes, I did. I dreamed intensely about him in the months before I died.” Aranya swallowed. It had been a death, of sorts. “I mean, almost died. I thought I heard him say, ‘It is time,’ in a voice that, as Ri’arion put it, quaked the Islands. Obviously, I don’t know what that time is, unless either of you–no? Not even the Nameless Man?”
 
   “It is not revealed,” said the monk.
 
   Aranya wanted to slap him when he talked like that. “Ri’arion, why must you follow me?”
 
   Ri’arion said, “I follow because I am named. It is my destiny.”
 
   The thought of this intense, unsmiling man shadowing her because an ancient Dragon had declared it was his destiny, made Aranya shudder. Ri’arion would obey with unflinching faith. His world saw only Islands and Cloudlands, and nothing more. He saw destiny as an irresistible force. Perhaps it was, but Aranya wanted to fly free. She wanted to fight a destiny that pitted her against Sylakia, her against the powers of the Island-World and against her own kind, Humankind. According to Oyda, she wasn’t even Human. Or Dragon. Shapeshifters were a third category, truly other.
 
   ‘Your new life has begun,’ was how Oyda had put it. How right she had been. What would King Beran say? ‘Um, Dad, I’m actually a Dragon.’ Aranya longed to journey to Immadia Island. How they must have sorrowed. Yet here she was, arguing with an old man and an inscrutable monk.
 
   Maybe staying away from her family was the wisest course of action.
 
   She dreamed about the Black Dragon all night and woke with one thought in her mind: she must hurry back to Sylakia. Something had happened; something bad. She prayed it was not Zuziana. Had Zip not recovered from the Green Death? She had given her tears. But her mind’s eye could not help seeing Zip pushing up a flame tree, just one more fresh grave in Fra’anior’s graveyard. She woke Nak and Ri’arion long before dawn.
 
   “I’ve had a dream,” she said. “We must hurry.”
 
   Beauty rode on her nose for the ascent toward the low-lying clouds. Aranya smiled as the little dragonet preened and admired her reflection in the much larger Amethyst Dragon-eyes looking at her–well, through her, really, keeping a Dragon’s eye on the way ahead.
 
   “Keep heading upward,” said Nak. “There should be an airstream up here–a Dragons’ Highway, we used to call them. I completely forgot to tell you about it yesterday, petal.”
 
   “A Dragons’ Highway?”
 
   “A very fast-moving wind,” said Nak. “You’ll need to go higher.”
 
   “You’ll tell me if you’re struggling to breathe?”
 
   “Aranya–”
 
   “Nak! You will tell me.”
 
   He grumbled non-stop for half an hour after that.
 
   Aranya climbed through the damp greyness into a starlit wonderland beyond, so high above the world that she imagined she could see it curving away to the horizon. The air became bitterly cold. Ri’arion hardly appeared to notice, but Nak huddled in his cloak and the dragonet with him. The perfect white carpet of puffy little clouds beneath them lay serene by the starlight. Only the Mystic moon was aloft, casting its gentle, eerie light over the stillness.
 
   They rose into the airstream.
 
   “Great Islands,” gasped Aranya, feeling the blast upon her tail and wings.
 
   “Aye!” shouted Nak. “It’s pushing a little from the right wing. Don’t fight it; use it.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya wanted to shout at him that it was one thing to talk, but her mind was fully preoccupied with learning how to fly all over again as the wind whistled over her body in an unaccustomed direction, from behind. It changed the natural flow and lift of air over her wings. But with Nak shouting in her ear, mostly encouraging words but with a few typically Nak insults thrown in for good measure, she figured out how to adjust and accelerate to what she knew must be a tremendous velocity.
 
   The cloud cover disappeared with the dawn. Aranya covered the gap to Sylakia in what Nak averred was a third of the usual flying time. She fell upon the dell like a purple thunderbolt out of the bright mid-morning sky. Her Dragon claws tore the sward next to the prekki-fruit tree.
 
   Zip came running out of the hut to meet her.
 
   Aranya bugled her happiness and relief before remembering she could speak.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: Betrayed
 
    
 
   If Zuziana was well, what could there be to fear? Aranya’s three hearts thumped in concert as she waited for Ri’arion to help Nak alight. There was Oyda, dusting her hands on her apron, obviously caught halfway through baking something. Her Dragon form did not think much of that smell coming from the chimney, but Human-Aranya found it delicious.
 
   Zip waved a cloak in front of her nose. “Actual clothes, your highness?”
 
   “I missed you too, Zip.”
 
   “New saddle? New Rider?”
 
   Aranya scowled at the reproachful look Zuziana cast her. “It’s a long story, I’m bushed and I have one Rider–you.”
 
   “He looks like he’s fresh from Dragon Rider warrior school.”
 
   “I have one Rider!” She had to jerk her head aside to let her fire singe the grass. Zuziana jumped. “I spend two and a half days breaking my wings to get here in a hurry because I’m worried about my Rider, and you’re snivelling about a monk who hitched a ride?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   Oyda called, “Aranya, will you transform and come inside, please? Right away.”
 
   Aranya’s hearts lurched into a gallop. “Zip? What’s the matter?” Her friend just looked at the ground. “Oyda? Zip?”
 
   “There’s a visitor inside,” Zuziana said.
 
   Having transformed, Aranya quickly drew the cloak over her shoulders and closed the front. “Yolathion? Er, the Supreme Commander?”
 
   Zuziana shook her head.
 
   Aranya almost stumbled at her first step. She needed to eat. She needed to sit down. Where was the dragonet? She probably needed to feed, too.
 
   “Take my arm, Aranya. Wow, what’s this? A miniature Dragon?”
 
   “She’s a dragonet. I call her Beauty,” said Aranya. The dragonet landed on her shoulder and hissed into her ear. “Hey, stop that, Beauty.”
 
   “She prefers the name Sapphire,” said the Remoyan Princess.
 
   Fire surged within her. Aranya slumped against the doorframe, shocked to her core. “What did you say, Zip?”
 
   Zuziana did not seem to notice. “Inside, Aranya.”
 
   As her eyes adjusted to the gloomy interior of the hut, she saw a man sitting in the light streaming through the door. “Nelthion? It is you, isn’t it?”
 
   “Cup of tea, petal?” asked Oyda.
 
   “Of course. Oh, Nelthion, I’m … sorry I burgled your Tower. Did it cause you much trouble?”
 
   “A mild but official censure from the Supreme Commander,” said Nelthion, blowing on her knuckles. “Aranya of Immadia, I cannot tell you what a pleasure it is to see you again, even under the circumstances. I–”
 
   “What? Is it my family? My family are dead?”
 
   Zuziana pushed her forcefully into the nearest chair. “Sit. Listen.”
 
   Nelthion sighed, easing his back. “The answer to your question–oh, Aranya. Your family is fine, for now. Immadia Island is safe, but not for long. Listen to me carefully. I believe that Garthion is on his way to Immadia with a fleet of Sylakian Dragonships.”
 
   “No. Garthion …”
 
   “Aye. It was all over Sylakia Town when the Third War-Hammer Yolathion returned to explain to the Supreme Commander what happened to his best and finest Dragonships out there around Remoy and the Crescent. You two made yourselves mighty unpopular. But that was nothing compared to your rising from the dead as a Dragon Shapeshifter, Princess. Some thought the Supreme Commander had thrown a fit at that point. Between the Immadian forked dagger found on the battlements on the night you stole the Princess of Remoy and an Immadian Shapeshifter on the loose, destroying Sylakia’s forces–the Supreme Commander could not let it go unpunished. Garthion begged to be the instrument of his revenge. The Supreme Commander despatched him with all haste to Immadia.”
 
   Aranya trembled. She whispered, “To take revenge on King Beran?”
 
   “To obliterate the Kingdom of Immadia, Princess.”
 
   Aranya could not speak. Her mouth opened and closed; her throat constricted in horror. The gravity on Nelthion’s face struck her like a physical blow.
 
   “Burn him beneath the Cloudlands,” Nak hissed.
 
   “The entire Northern Dragonship fleet has gathered at Yorbik Island, Aranya,” said Nelthion. “That’s upward of two hundred fully armed Dragonships. They’ve left the thinnest of garrisons around the Islands as they take ten thousand warriors to wage war on Immadia.”
 
   Zuziana laid a hand on Aranya’s arm. “Garthion left four days ago, Aranya. Today’s the fifth morning. We’ve been waiting; how did you know …”
 
   “Five days behind on a fifteen-day flight?” Ri’arion said. “Can that be caught up?”
 
   Oyda, Aranya and Zuziana all shook their heads. Nak scratched his beard and tried to look sage, but only managed to appear befuddled.
 
   “And Yolathion?” Aranya grated. “What of Yolathion?”
 
   She could read the answer right off her friends’ faces. Oyda moved around the table to put her arm around Aranya’s shoulder. “He flew north with Garthion, petal.”
 
   “No, Oyda. No, no, he … it’s a lie. Tell me–”
 
   “He flew on Garthion’s own Dragonship.”
 
   Surging to her feet, Aranya screamed, “NO!”
 
   A towering fire blasted up the chimney. The world closed in, dark-winged and vengeful. The table rose up to smack her forehead. Then all went dark.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya awoke with a horrible jolt, weeping uncontrollably. Immadia!
 
   She had dreamed of standing on the battlement of Immadia’s castle as the Sylakian fleet swept in. This time it was not First War-Hammer Ignathion who strode into the square, but his son Yolathion. He stamped right over the green cloth to where King Beran stood.
 
   “Surrender is not an option,” roared the Third War-Hammer. “Kill them all!”
 
   She tried to stifle her sobs with her fist. But Oyda had heard. She came into Aranya’s bedroom. “Petal. My poor petal.” She put her arms around Aranya. “Come now.”
 
   Her gentle tone broke the retaining walls of a terrace lake within Aranya. The keening of her grief and pain, torn from deep within as though wrenched forth by a Dragon’s claws, shook her with appalling violence. She had never wept like this. Not even at her exile. Perhaps over Zip, but that was different. She hurt to cry. The more she cried, the more she hurt. Sparks and whirlwinds raced around the room, fighting and clashing with each other. Thunder growled nearby.
 
   Yolathion was going to destroy her people. Yolathion, who she had somehow hoped in her heart of hearts, would renounce his duty to Sylakia and pursue her for love. All that stupid talk of honour and regret–it had all been a lie. Standing before the Supreme Commander, he must have blamed it all on her. That was the easy lie, the lie that regained his honour in the eyes of his masters. He hated her. He hated her Dragon-ness. He hated how she and Zip had shamed and defeated him. Now he would prove his loyalty to Sylakia in the most unequivocal terms.
 
   She’d had that premonition. Had she not said, ‘Watch out that the hunter does not become the hunted’? She would hunt him. She’d hunt him and kill him.
 
   But that would be all too late for her family, and for Immadia.
 
   Aranya groaned.
 
   Suddenly, a flash of blue streaked into the room. Shrieking piteously, the little sapphire dragonet crash-landed on the bed.
 
   “Oh, poor darling,” whispered Aranya.
 
   “Sorry, I couldn’t stop her,” said Zip. She had a three-clawed wound on her cheek, like a deep cat-scratch.
 
   Aranya soothed the hissing, spitting little dragonet until she calmed down enough to be held in her arms. It soothed her too, a little–which helped, as the room smelled of smoke.
 
   “So, exciting trip?” said Zuziana, with false brightness. “A little kidnapping cunningly avoided and a cousin found? You brought home a dragonet in one pocket and a tame monk in the other?” She held up a couple of scraps of cloth. “Nak left us in no doubt as to what he thought of this outfit. Yolathion might appreciate it–like the time you two were chained together for the dance. You don’t think there’s a chance, some little chance …”
 
   Her headshake made tears fly off Aranya’s cheeks. “I’ve been a fool, Zip. As big a fool as ever walked the Islands. I don’t want to talk about Yolathion. Next time we meet, he’ll be the first Human I eat. I’m going to tear his head off and feast on his–”
 
   Zip looked alarmed, but it was Oyda who snapped, “Shut that foolish talk, petal. Burning Dragonships is one thing. Eating Human flesh–you cross to that Island, you’re never coming back. You hear me?”
 
   Oyda struck her as so vehement, that Aranya saw a curl of fear-born flame burst into life across the room. She swallowed and willed the flame to wink out. “Oyda–”
 
   “Promise me!”
 
   Aranya nodded, wide-eyed and trembling. “I promise and swear with all my heart. Er, hearts, Dragon and Human.”
 
   But her hearts were torn so deeply she knew they would never be whole again. How glibly she had told herself she understood how her father must have grieved at the betrayal of his friend, the King of Rolodia Island. Rolodia had been crushed by the Sylakians. Her soul had been crushed, a pyre spent and burned to ashes, like Immadia’s soon-to-be fate. Oh, Yolathion!
 
   “Good. Now, Nak thinks he has an idea. Come and listen, petal.”
 
   “What?” Aranya’s eyes were leaking again. Her brothers, her little brothers! What had she done to them? “Reach Immadia in time? That’s impossible, isn’t it?”
 
   “Nak doesn’t think so.” Oyda clapped her hands sharply. “Up with you, Princess of Immadia. Do your duty.”
 
   Aranya stared at her. Duty was the last thing she wanted to think about. Yolathion was doing his duty. But his was duty with neither heart nor honour. Quickly, she pushed her aching body out of the bed. She took the dress Oyda held out for her and scooped up the dragonet on her way to the kitchen, where Nak and Nelthion pored over a map.
 
   “Aha,” said Nak. “How’s about a kiss for clever old Nak, then?”
 
   “Nak, I’ll give you ten kisses if you’ve figured out a miracle. And a Dragon kiss if not.”
 
   Nak did his little dance. “It’s dangerous, Aranya. But it’s the only chance you have. Look.” His fingers traced a route Aranya had travelled once before. “North of Sylakia, we traverse the Spits on the way to the Twenty-Seven Sisters. Plenty of windrocs up there. Then up through the Sisters toward Yorbik Island. But look what happens now. First you travel north and two points easterly to Helyon via Ferial Island, then directly northeast to Gemalka on this long crossing, then you turn your Dragon’s nose over to four points north of west–not quite northwest–and cross to Immadia.”
 
   Aranya nodded soberly. “There’s a sound reason for that big loop, Nak–there’s no other viable route to Immadia, unless you travel up from the far Western Islands.”
 
   “If you had a long-range Dragonship, you could cross directly from Helyon–or even earlier, from Ferial Island–to Immadia, skipping Gemalka.” His hand swept the blank section of map that his suggested route traversed. “But there’s nothing here, right? No Islands.”
 
   Biting her lip, Aranya nodded. “Unless your name’s Nak?”
 
   Ri’arion said, “We call it Immadior’s Sea, after the great White Dragon for which Immadia was named. Powers of winter’s ice and–”
 
   Nak shushed him irritably even as Aranya threw him a look of amazement. She had never heard this tale of the origin’s of Immadia’s name. Gleaming of eye and clearly hopping with excitement, Nak continued, “But if you could skip Gemalka, it’s elementary to see that you’d be taking the third side of the triangle–the long side, granted. Overall, it’s shorter than the route via Gemalka.”
 
   Aranya measured the gap with her eyes. “By a full day, perhaps two?”
 
   “Aye, there we are, my petal. Not just a pretty nose.”
 
   Zuziana said, “Nak said that with the trade winds or a Dragons’ Highway, we could cut up to three days–”
 
   “Imp. Whelp of a chattering sparrow. Let your elders and betters speak.” But Nak smiled at Zip. “I’ll have a kiss from thee later, o ravishing Remoyan. So, here’s the plan.”
 
   Aranya calculated in her mind, remembering how she had discussed the navigation of this same route with Ignathion. Sylakia to the Spits, four days. Two days for the Twenty-Seven Sisters, clustered closely together. Another two up to Yorbik Island. One day further to Helyon, past Ferial Island. After that, six days, give or take, from Helyon via Gemalka to Immadia Island.
 
   Impossible. Why were they even talking about it? “Nak, I’d have to land in that enormous gap–Immadior’s Sea–between Helyon and–”
 
   “Aye, you couldn’t do four days on the wing, Aranya. Oyda’s Emblazon could do two and a half, but he was as strong as–well, an Island. But what if I told you there are two possible landing spots in that nice blank expanse? Not big ones.”
 
   Aranya opened and closed her mouth as hope flared ridiculously in her breast. Landing places?
 
   Oyda said, “Nak, it’s still a haul and a half for a young Dragon.”
 
   “If you miss them, you’re dead.”
 
   Zuziana scowled at Ri’arion’s contribution. “Thanks for the dose of cheer, monk.”
 
   Nak added, “Let’s say you push hard through the Spits and by Yorbik, have gained two days. We assume Garthion will require a day to gather his forces. Moving that many Dragonships and men about the Islands is no mean feat. You then cut the corner and gain somewhere between two and three days. That lands you in Immadia either just ahead of the fleet, or as much as a day ahead.”
 
   Aranya searched his gaze with her eyes. “You’re serious, Nak. You think this could work, don’t you?”
 
   Nak nodded.
 
   Zip put in, “Nak thinks we need to take Ri’arion. We need two archers for the Spits, or we’re dead. Windrocs like Dragons a lot less than they like Dragonships.”
 
   “He’ll slow us down,” said Aranya.
 
   “Staying alive is recommended, however,” Nak quipped. “Then, all you need to do is land on an active volcano and find a tiny patch of rocks called the Dragon’s Foot, way out there in a few thousand leagues of emptiness.”
 
   “Sounds easy.” Aranya tried a chuckle. It convinced nobody, least of all herself.
 
   “Which might put us in Immadia just the snap of a rajal’s fang ahead of two hundred Dragonships,” said Zip. Her eyes sparkled. Aranya knew what her Rider wanted to do.
 
   “Easier than learning to fly,” she said. Then all she had to do was face Yolathion in battle. Aranya thought she might just throw up. “Rider? Are you ready to fly to Immadia’s aid?”
 
   “Ready, my Dragon-friend.”
 
   “Ri’arion?”
 
   “I am sworn to follow,” said the monk.
 
   Aranya said, “In the absence of any further craziness, Nak, will you tell us how to find these places you mentioned? You have flown that way before, haven’t you?”
 
   “Not as such, no,” said Nak.
 
   Gasps of shock and outrage sounded around the table. Oyda snatched up her rolling pin and chased Nak out of the door, fulminating dire threats to toss him off the nearest cliff.
 
   “Mercy, mercy,” cried Nak, wobbling along on his canes.
 
   “Mercy for thee, thou buffoon?” But Oyda did not chase him as hard as she might have.
 
   * * * *
 
   By evening, their preparations were complete. Aranya wished she felt more ready. After pushing so hard all the way from Fra’anior, she was about to undertake a journey of four times that length. As Nak put it, an exhausted plunge into the Cloudlands would not serve Immadia well. After raising all of their hopes, Nak had revealed his great plan was based on a bet he once lost to another Dragon Rider. Still being sore about his loss seventy years after the fact had sharpened his memory, he claimed.
 
   It was good to know how sound and workable their plan was.
 
   “Fact is, that Rider beat him to Helyon Island,” said Zuziana, picking up a conversation she had been having with herself all afternoon. “Are we taking the dragonet?”
 
   “Are we taking the chattering Princess?” Aranya shot back.
 
   “I wonder what you’d look like with all your scales plucked?” mused her friend.
 
   “I wonder what you’d look like fried in a fireball?”
 
   Ri’arion tested the draw of the Pygmy bow. “Nice weapon.”
 
   “It’s a Pygmy bow,” said Zuziana. “Are you sure you can compete with a Pygmy?”
 
   Zip had also spent the afternoon baiting Ri’arion. Apparently, provoking a deadly magic-wielding warrior monk was all part of the fun for a Remoyan Princess. Aranya wondered if she would cause an explosion at some point. Even stoic monks must have their limits. That she had not found Ri’arion’s limits as yet apparently only encouraged Zuziana. Aranya reminded herself not to mention how Ri’arion feared the Black Dragon. That would add kindling to the fire.
 
   After saying fond farewells to Nak, Oyda and Nelthion, Aranya walked over to the precipice from which she had learned to fly. She spread her wings. Come, Sapphire, she called in her mind. The dragonet immediately launched herself off Nak’s shoulder and darted over to land–not without the customary showy backward double-flip–on Zuziana’s armoured thigh. 
 
   Aranya checked her Riders. It felt strange to be carrying two saddles. Ri’arion’s seat, behind Zip, was really just a pad fitted between her spine-spikes with a decent leather strap leading beneath her chest, but Zip had a real Dragon Rider saddle. It fit as though it had been made for them. It had additional straps that buckled around Aranya’s spikes, front and rear, and a clever catch mechanism for the Rider’s thigh and waist belts. Ri’arion had no such luxuries, nor would he want any. Judging by his expression, he thought Zuziana a frivolous piece of fluff and was uninspired to be landed with the job of protecting her. Aranya’s fangs showed in a grin. Zuziana would show him a thing or three about fighting Dragonback.
 
   With a final round of fond farewells, Aranya flexed her formidable thigh muscles and launched them toward the suns-set, hidden behind a bank of gold-trimmed clouds. A sly peek over her shoulder as they dove a thousand feet had Zip grinning her madcap grin and Ri’arion grimacing as though he had a stomach-ache.
 
   “Did you know there are men living down the cliffs here?” she called. “I’ll show you.”
 
   “There are no Humans living beneath the Islands,” said Ri’arion.
 
   Everything was always so definite with him, Aranya thought, even when he was wrong. She hoped having him travel with them would not spoil one of her favourite activities, flying and travelling with her best friend. Why had Fra’anior demanded that she take the Nameless Man under her wing?
 
   Feeling glum, Aranya arrowed northward, enjoying a slight helping wind.
 
   They passed by the caves of the cliff-men as dusk mellowed toward full night. Aranya drew in close, but not close enough for a speculative arrow-shot, for her companions to take a good look with their inferior eyesight. Even Sapphire peered at them in apparent interest. Zip waved impishly; her gesture raised howls of anger from the men swinging on their vines.
 
   Unexpectedly, Ri’arion muttered, “I owe you an apology, Aranya.”
 
   “Accepted,” she growled.
 
   Several hours later, Aranya winged silently beneath the Last Walk.
 
   “Feels like another lifetime,” said Zip. Aranya knew she was thinking about Garthion. Suddenly, without warning, Zuziana began to talk about their experiences in the Tower; of meeting Aranya, of her paintings, of Garthion’s torture and that fateful dance. It was the first time she had ever spoken voluntarily about Garthion, Aranya thought. Was it a different, cathartic kind of healing? She wanted to weep when Zip described how she, Beri and Nelthion had watched Aranya being thrown over the edge of the Last Walk.
 
   Aranya quietly filled in a few experiences of her own, mostly for Ri’arion’s benefit, telling of how she had escaped, nearly crash-landed on Nak and Oyda’s hut, and how they had taught her about being a Dragon. After that, Zuziana described their travels to and from Remoy. By the time she finished, they had rounded the northern tip of Sylakia, three hours before dawn.
 
   Aranya found a safe place to roost. Zuziana curled up in her customary position beneath Aranya’s neck. But Ri’arion slept outside of that protective nook.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: The Spits
 
    
 
   As dawn struggled to find a way past Iridith’s horizon-spanning sphere, Aranya set off for the Spits. Nak’s advice was to cover the first leg during the daytime and then as much of the southerly Spits as possible during the hours of darkness. Windrocs were rarely abroad at night, but that also depended on Iridith’s brightness and the cloud cover. Iridith was waxing toward fullness. There was not a wisp of cloud above.
 
   “Look, a Dragonship,” said Zuziana.
 
   “A trader, I think,” said Aranya, who had spotted the Dragonship an hour before. “I’m trying my best not to look menacing.”
 
   “Fat, scaly, many-clawed, Dragon-sized chance,” snorted Zip.
 
   “Zip, how come you understand the dragonet?”
 
   “You don’t?”
 
   Aranya said, “She doesn’t speak. She never told me she likes the name Sapphire. You seem to know when she’s hungry as well.”
 
   Zuziana thought about this for a while. “I’m not developing Dragon powers, if that’s what you’re suggesting.”
 
   Aren’t you?
 
   “No.”
 
   Her belly lurched when Zip answered her mental voice. But Aranya realised she might have spoken in Human, not Dragonish. She tried to summon up words similar to those Fra’anior had spoken to her. No, she needed to catch Zip unawares.
 
   Your brother’s a ralti sheep. Zip burst out laughing. A Shapeshifter.
 
   “Aranya, don’t be ridiculous. There are no powers in my family. None. Remoyans were always good Dragon Riders, though. I am just picking up a few things from you–it’s a Dragon and Rider thing. Nak’s always said that, hasn’t he?”
 
   “You aren’t, er, lighting any fires?”
 
   Zip laughed merrily. “Aranya, you’re too funny. Just because you healed me with Dragon tears … petal, are you feeling lonely? Like you’re the only Shapeshifter Dragon in the Island-World and now you’re wishing I would turn into a Dragon, too? Please, I’d as likely fly around the Jade moon.”
 
   Ri’arion cleared his throat. “Dragons cry?”
 
   “She does,” said Zip. “Healing tears.” Ri’arion’s expression switched quickly from befuddled to serene. The Princess sighed. “Ri’arion, if you imply I’m lying one more time …”
 
   “I said nothing.”
 
   “Your face said everything.”
 
   Aranya smiled at them both. “Children, no squabbling on my back.”
 
   A mutinous silence descended.
 
   At least an hour passed before Aranya asked, “But Zip–don’t you think you’d want to be a Dragon?”
 
   Zuziana leaned forward to pat Aranya’s neck. “Petal, I love the fact that you’re a Dragon and I wouldn’t swap you for anything in the Island-World.”
 
   “Petal?” chortled Ri’arion. “You call this beast ‘petal’?”
 
   Now it was the Dragon’s turn to fly on in an infuriated silence.
 
   The day was old before Aranya sighted the Spits. She had tried different altitudes, but as Nak had suggested, there was no helping wind to be found. In the higher altitudes the wind was directly against them, while lower down, the air remained hot and still. From time to time Aranya rested on the wing, but she pushed the pace steadily. One thought dominated her mind. Garthion was ahead, five days ahead. She needed to pace herself wisely.
 
   Even then, what hope did Immadia Island have?
 
   Was that feeling that had struck her in Oyda’s doorway when Zuziana so casually interpreted Sapphire’s name, a presentiment or just surprise? She wished she knew the true power of Dragon tears. It scared her ralti-stupid, as the Immadian shepherds loved to say, to consider what she might have done to Zuziana. Was there still a price to be exacted for her life?
 
   She knew far too little about Dragon magic.
 
   Seen from afar, the Spits were a rock-forest whose winding paths made no sense. Aranya imagined they might once have been an Island which had cracked along fault lines to make the strange patterns which resulted. It was unnatural. Tall, regular columns of rock, broken off at different heights, leaning together as if in secretive conversation. Her eye would just begin to find a pattern, before the columns descended into chaos. That regularity was an illusion–wasn’t it? The only thing she could tell with certainty was that it gave her a headache.
 
   “There,” said Zip. “The ancient Dragon Riders marked the tops of the columns with green paint, Just as Nak told us.”
 
   “It has faded almost to nothing, Zip. How did you see that?”
 
   “Dragon eyes.”
 
   Aranya snorted at the joke, but still squirmed uneasily. Zip might deny it … Aranya would watch her closely. “Windrocs. Look, nesting along the edge.”
 
   Zip asked, “How are you doing, Aranya?”
 
   “I can keep flying for a while yet, but I should rest soon.”
 
   They pressed on into the Spits, following the ancient trail. They rested on a rocky ledge which was no more than eight feet wide and an impossible drop into the khaki-tinged Cloudlands below. Ri’arion found a few twigs and conjured up a tiny fire, first brewing tea and then mixing up a stew prepared from a rock hyrax he downed with a swift flip of his dagger.
 
   Aranya nosed about hungrily. “Mmm, what’s that?”
 
   “There’ll be none left for us,” Ri’arion said.
 
   “Heavens, a joke from the stone of stones himself?” asked Zip.
 
   Muttering something rude beneath his breath, Ri’arion stalked off along the ledge to hunt for a few more hyraxes for Aranya. The plant-eating rodents were a foot to a foot and a half long, and plump enough to look appetising.
 
   Zuziana gazed out at the Blue moon. “I just don’t see those rings you told me about, Aranya.”
 
   “Dragon sight is amazing, Zip. I can count the feathers on those windrocs nesting down there. When I look to the stars without Iridith’s light, I see so many that they appear like the frosting of winter snows upon Immadia’s mountains.”
 
   “I miss it being just us two, Aranya.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “You scaly excuse for a lizard,” Zip grinned at Aranya and pushed her nose playfully. “How do you know?”
 
   Aranya took a mock-snap at her friend’s hand. “You’re being mean to Ri’arion, that’s how. He’s a good man. Dull as a stick, but a good man.”
 
   Zip chuckled. “Now who’s being mean? The depths of his Island lie deep, Aranya.”
 
   Really? Aranya blinked in surprise at her choice of words. “Well, let’s both try to be less unkind to him, then. I won’t be jealous that I have to share you. I’ll try not to let fear rule my hearts.”
 
   Zuziana’s vivid blue eyes examined hers from a few inches away. “You know what I love best about you, Aranya? Your one heart was big enough. Now you have three.”
 
   Aranya did not think it was possible for a Dragon to blush, but she did.
 
   Ri’arion returned with four hyraxes piled in his arms. “Snack, Dragon? Cooked or raw?”
 
   “Raw,” said Aranya. She could hardly wait for him to deposit her portion beside her nose before gobbling up the offering. “Thanks, Ri’arion.”
 
   “What do you do with the fur and bones, Aranya?” asked Zip.
 
   “Spit them at curious Princesses,” laughed Aranya. “No, I think I digest just about everything. Weird, isn’t it?”
 
   “Efficient,” said Ri’arion.
 
   The monk moved off a few feet to begin his exercises. Zip sampled the stew. “Wow, you can turn rock hyrax into this, Ri’arion? It’s good.”
 
   Ri’arion did not pause his handstand press-ups. “Good. You finish it.”
 
   Before midnight, the travellers left that small pile of charred sticks on the ledge and glided on through the Spits, meandering through a rocky wonderland. Iridith and Blue made the night glow, so that their passing disturbed the windrocs, but none of the birds dared attack them–yet. Aranya wondered if that would change come the dawn. She increased the pace of her wing beats, weaving between spires and tracking past tumble-down cliffs covered in scratchy bushes and vines with thorns ten inches long.
 
   “Smoothly,” said Zip. “Ease into the corners like Nak taught you.”
 
   “The greater the change in direction, the greater the cost in velocity,” Aranya quoted back. “Velocity equals energy. The best fliers are also the most graceful for a reason, you stubborn, gawky excuse for a teenage Dragon.”
 
   Both of her Riders burst into laughter. Zip was so surprised at Ri’arion’s dry guffaws behind her that she laughed a second time.
 
   Dawn brought the first attack.
 
   Aranya, having broken out into a valley among the rocky spires, ledges and mesas of the Spits, had taken the opportunity to close her eyes briefly when Ri’arion shouted the alarm.
 
   Her startle reflex flared her wings and a windroc plummeted past, missing the attack by a rajal’s whisker. “Phew,” said Aranya. “Air brakes.”
 
   “Nice manoeuvre, Dragon,” said Ri’arion, scanning the sky.
 
   Aranya watched the windroc flapping hard to gain height. “He’ll be back. That’s a mad one.”
 
   “How can you tell?” asked Zip.
 
   “The eyes,” Aranya replied.
 
   “We should take turns to shoot,” said the monk, nocking an arrow to his bow. “We’ve limited arrows, so let’s make each shot count. Can you shoot, Princess?”
 
   “Passably,” Zip said, through clenched teeth.
 
   “Good,” said Ri’arion. “Call your target and take the shot.”
 
   Aranya felt compelled to add, “We used flaming arrows on armoured Dragonships, Ri’arion. Zip can do more than just land an arrow in a huge balloon.”
 
   A raised eyebrow signalled his displeasure. “I said I trusted her. Is that not enough?”
 
   Fire boiled in Aranya’s belly. But she said, “Ri’arion, we would hear and learn from you. Nak had a hundred summers and more Dragonback. In comparison, we have days.”
 
   “A warrior watches how his companions handle their weapons. A wise warrior watches how they handle their hearts.” Ri’arion stretched out his arm. “I believe it is common Island manners to allow a lady the first opportunity. Ready, Zuziana?”
 
   The windroc screamed as it rose to accost them. Aranya told herself that she’d have to take care of that cruel beak and hooked claws, or a wing could easily be shredded. Her torn wing was fine now. The Pygmy glue had disintegrated with the help of prekki-fruit juice, revealing completely healed wing membrane beneath. Even Nak had not known the Pygmy glue-trick. “Dragon scales and hide renew themselves just like Human skin,” he had said. “The glue would eventually have peeled off the layer of new membrane beneath.”
 
   Zuziana aimed and released. The windroc spiralled down into the Cloudlands.
 
   “Hmm,” was the monk’s response.
 
   Throughout the morning, windrocs rose from their nests in the surrounding towers of rock or swirled in from the strong winds above the Spits, either to investigate and leave the Dragon well alone, or to attack with their favourite dive-and-shred assault. Aranya decided that Zip was the better archer, while Ri’arion was faster on the draw and reload.
 
   They rested in a shallow cave from midday to suns-set. Aranya dreamed about giant windrocs eating her wings. She was unable to fight back, somehow mute and powerless. Aranya awoke to find Zuziana and Ri’arion both patting her with concern and asking what was wrong. Embarrassed, she hung her head and muttered crossly. They ate dinner–most of a mountain goat for Aranya, and part of a haunch shared between Zip and Ri’arion, again spiced to perfection by the resourceful monk. They set out again after dark.
 
   Their route led through a maze of towering black columns, so tall that their tops were lost in the sullen grey clouds gathered above. “Dragons’ breath,” said Ri’arion, looking up with distrustful eyes. The trail led them on into blind canyons that miraculously opened before them, through hidden clefts in rock faces, and several times beneath titanic boulders or whole columns balanced above yawning chasms. It was a tough challenge for Aranya, a flying obstacle course that kept her constantly on edge.
 
   Come dawn, the windrocs appeared in force.
 
   After two fierce flurries had been beaten back, Ri’arion said, “Seems when we hit one, we get a respite while the others tear it apart. Do you want to rest, Aranya?”
 
   “I’m anxious to push on,” she said.
 
   But the dark brown windrocs would not leave them alone. Aranya was concerned that a strike on her wings would break the struts. The biggest windrocs were nearly half her size.
 
   They ducked through a narrow gully, blasted out of the far side and zoomed into a natural amphitheatre filled with windrocs hunting a troop of monkeys they had somehow trapped in that narrow space.
 
   “Incoming!” shouted Zip, drawing her Pygmy bow smoothly.
 
   “Starboard is mine,” called Ri’arion.
 
   “I’ll deal with this bag of feathers right ahead,” said Aranya, unwilling to be left out. She wanted to test her mini-fireballs. They did not hurt her throat the way her first attempt had burned the entire fifteen-foot length of her gullet.
 
   “A dozen to the starboard,” said Ri’arion. “More above.”
 
   Aranya spat a fireball as she accelerated, striking the windroc square in the beak. The bird screamed as it burst into flame.
 
   Both bows twanged as Aranya weaved through the gathering windrocs, making for a green marking she saw on the far side, a league or more distant. The windrocs gathered as though they were flies drawn to rotting meat.
 
   “Three for me,” said Zuziana, sighting and shooting in one movement. “Got him.”
 
   Spit, spit, spit! Aranya added to the kill-count. She dodged a windroc hurtling from above, continuing into a barrel-roll as four more birds whistled down toward her. One struck her belly, but Aranya swatted it with her forepaw, the three forward-pointing claws curved for maximum damage.
 
   Ri’arion swore. His shot had taken a windroc, but it still crashed into his head and shoulders. Aranya lashed her tail, smashing the wings of two would-be biters. Spit and spit! Her small fireballs were getting out of control. Aranya oriented herself, scanning the sky above. As a half-dozen windrocs dived-bombed them simultaneously, her challenge bellowed out until it echoed off the far cliff face. Aranya tucked in her wings and coiled up, striking out with her claws. Ri’arion beat off a windroc with his bow and stabbed it in the eye with an arrow. Zuziana fired smoothly, left and right, as Aranya peeled away. She shuddered as a windroc slammed into her body near the base of her tail. It stuck there, somehow, perhaps speared by several of her spines, but the bird was clearly alive and clawing her repeatedly as it refused to die.
 
   “Get it off,” shouted Ri’arion.
 
   Aranya lashed out with her tail, but the angle was awkward. She could not reach it with her mouth.
 
   “Dive!”
 
   The Dragon furled her wings and tipped into a swift dive, right between a pair of windrocs. They screamed challenges at her, striking out with their beaks. Aranya bit off one’s head, but the beak sliced her tongue open.
 
   Aranya screamed and spat fireballs as the windroc on her back opened up her hide. She aimed backward, but suddenly had to swallow as she saw Ri’arion standing between them. He was balancing along her back with the ease of a mountain goat. Untethered!
 
   “What are you doing?” screamed Zip.
 
   The monk’s sword swung, beheading the windroc stuck to her back. Zuziana, fully twisted around in her saddle, shot another windroc just as it extended its talons to claw his face.
 
   A weight crashed into Aranya’s left wing, slewing her around in the air. She veered instinctively, taking the power out of the blow, but left Ri’arion with no chance, even holding onto one of her spines with his hand. The centrifugal force whipped him away. Where had he gone? Aranya stalled frantically. Turning her nose toward the Cloudlands, she dove with her fullest power. Her throat worked, sensing the readiness of her fire-stomach. The windrocs converging on their prey were blasted away by fire and arrows. Ri’arion, twisting in the air even as he fell, struck out again and again with his sword.
 
   But one remained. The windroc sunk its talons into Ri’arion’s shoulder and neck and rushed away with a cunning jink of its wings. Aranya shot her tiny, white-hot fireballs twice, but missed. Zip’s arrow feathered in its throat, well above the heart. But the Dragon gained quickly on the bird, laden with its intended meal. She swerved sideways, grabbed the windroc between her forepaws and ripped it apart with her fangs and claws. Aranya thundered her triumph as the blood burst around her muzzle. Her left hind paw closed around Ri’arion’s thigh.
 
   “Got you.”
 
   Rocks whirled into Aranya’s view. She banked at once, using her forepaws and free hind leg to run along the edge of a stone column. She dived over the far side. A windroc crashed into the stone next to them, breaking its neck instantly.
 
   “Left,” shouted Zip. “Mind Ri’arion’s head.”
 
   Aranya hurtled into the crevice, having to tuck her wings in to avoid scraping the rocks either side.
 
   “Maybe I won’t mind his head,” growled Aranya, concentrating on the tunnel rushing toward them, adjusting neatly, minutely, screaming around a corner, straightening a fraction of a second before they sideswiped the wall. “Idiot! Walking Dragonback … all those windrocs …”
 
   They broke out into a storm. One movement there was rock above them, the next, torrential rain. Aranya peered through endless grey curtains, searching. Not a windroc to be seen, as far as she could see–which was only a thousand feet or so. She eased up on the speed. Flying headlong into a rock wall would be unwise. Given the quantity of adrenalin pumping through her three hearts, she needed to calm down from her battle-pitch. But the wind was also from behind. Could they use it without losing the trail?
 
   Ri’arion must be uncomfortable down there. Aranya fought off an urge to shake him like an unfortunate ralti sheep feeling the weight of a hunting Dragon.
 
   “Let’s get him back aboard,” said Zip.
 
   “Reading my mind now, Rider?” asked Aranya.
 
   “Aranya, relax. The battle’s over. We’re all friends, here.”
 
   A growl forced its way out of her throat, but Aranya knew Zip was right. Spotting a rock face ahead, she scanned it for caves. She spotted a splash of paint. They were still on the trail.
 
   Zip slapped her neck. “Good Dragon. Nice Dragon. Why don’t we rest while the rain holds, then fly on the skirts of this storm and see if we can make up some time?”
 
   “Where’s Sapphire, Zip?”
 
   Her friend gave a low cry. “Oh, no! Call her, Aranya.”
 
   Sapphire? Sapphire!
 
   Aranya heard nothing. She shook her head slowly. “Did a windroc get her?”
 
   “We have to go back.”
 
   More roughly than she intended, Aranya dropped Ri’arion on the ledge outside the cave and dashed back through the rain toward the crevice they had left. But they had barely sighted the faded green splash of paint when Aranya heard a shrill cry. Sapphire shot toward them like a miniature bolt of lightning, crashing into Zip’s arms, squealing and purring and crooning her delight.
 
   “Okay, okay, you silly creature,” laughed Zip. “Don’t get left behind next time.”
 
   When they landed, Zuziana launched a tirade at Ri’arion, until Aranya felt it necessary to put her wing between them. She said, “But he did remove that windroc, Zip. Its claws cut me deeply, which could have been dangerous, that close to the spine.”
 
   Muttering about tossing the monk off the nearest Island, Zip relented.
 
   Later, Zuziana exploded at Ri’arion for not having his wounds seen to. Shirtless, he submitted to having Zip pore over his cuts and puncture-wounds, extracting bits of cloth with her fingernails. The monk was all lean muscle, much like her Dragon-muscle, Aranya reflected. Zip evidently noticed, too, because Aranya’s sensitive hearing conveyed her exact heart-rate as her friend’s eyes flicked over his back, taking in much more than just the wounds she was now dressing with Oyda’s ointment. They were both breathing a little fast.
 
   At length, Zip touched his back. “What’s this scar, Ri’arion?”
 
   He shivered slightly. “A burn from a testing. That was when I learned how dangerous those with powers can be.”
 
   “And this?”
 
   “In our fourteenth summer of training, we hunt and slay a wild rajal with just a dagger.” The monk chuckled. “He left me three fine mementos–that scar, one on my thigh and another here on my stomach.”
 
   His stomach was formed like twin rows of stones. Even in the cave’s gloom, Aranya made out the hint of colour that stole into Zuziana’s cheeks. Oh, by the mountains of Immadia–neither of them knew it, but a Dragon could tell. Aranya kept her silence. It was unfair, being able to judge emotions with the perception of a Dragon. Abruptly, another quality in Zuziana’s skin came to her notice, something that had not been there before. Reflexively, her Dragon sight magnified the image until every pore of Zip’s skin appeared as large as a bucket. She was not mistaken. The magic of her Dragon tears was still thriving in her friend in the form of miniscule stars forming, swirling and disappearing within her flesh.
 
   Aranya caught her breath. Suddenly, eavesdropping on her companions’ budding attraction to each other lost its novelty. She could not tell Zip. What had she set off?
 
   Ri’arion stirred. “Thank you for your kind help, Princess. I–uh, apologise on two accounts. I am not much used to women, having grown up since my infancy in the warrior monastery. While we don’t take vows of celibacy like most of the Fra’aniorian monasteries which follow the Path of the Dragon Warrior, that is the reality for most. So if I am awkward and ill-mannered, it is for this reason. I also apologise for walking your Dragon’s back during the battle. It was foolish. Aranya could have blasted the windroc with a fireball had I not stood in her way.”
 
   It was the longest speech Aranya had ever heard pass the monk’s lips.
 
   “But you saved me much hurt,” said Aranya. “May I lay my paw on you?”
 
   “Healing?” He nodded.
 
   “Actually, it wasn’t that foolish an idea,” said Zip, colouring again, “despite my earlier interruption–”
 
   “Eruption,” said Aranya.
 
   Zip wrinkled her nose at Aranya. “Very well, eruption. But Ri’arion, if you were tied on, or better, if you had short stirrups you could stand in but still be secured to Aranya’s back–you could wield a sword against the windrocs and not be trying to strike past my head and shoulders.”
 
   Aranya placed her paw on Ri’arion’s shoulder, considering this. He staggered beneath the weight. “I’m willing to try it,” she said. Concentrating deeply, she released the healing power. “After we sleep.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: Powers
 
    
 
   They chased the storm out of the Spits, making the best use of the blustery winds. Another full day’s flying and several ultimately harmless skirmishes with single, marauding windrocs saw Aranya and her charges free of the Spits. Aranya declared a sight of Si’oon Island on the horizon, the most southerly of the Twenty-Seven Sisters.
 
   Zip, eyeing the storm heading north, said, “I hope it grounds their Dragonships.”
 
   “Let’s stop at Si’oon and let Aranya hunt,” the monk suggested. “I’ll try to find out how far ahead Garthion’s fleet might be.”
 
   After landing in a secluded forest clearing, Ri’arion walked to the nearby town to make enquiries. He returned shaking his head. “I make it four and a quarter days. They aren’t dawdling. Besides that, I nearly got into trouble, asking that question.”
 
   Aranya lifted her nose from the enormous wild ralti sheep she had been eating–not enjoying, just eating. “We made up time. With short but regular stops, we could extend my flying time even more.”
 
   “We saw that Dragonship,” said Zip. “We should stay out of sight.”
 
   “It’s a risk,” Ri’arion put in.
 
   “If we’re spotted, we’ll have to take the Dragonship down. But not innocent traders,” said Aranya. “Not if we can avoid it, anyway.”
 
   “Votes for numbing our behinds in the saddle for a few hours?” asked Zip.
 
   “A few more bites first,” said Aranya.
 
   “That’s truly a Dragon-sized sheep, that one,” said Zip. “Maybe we should toss the carcass over the edge before someone figures out what happened here. Are you sure you won’t be waddling in the air, your oh-so-greediness? Your stomach’s dragging on the ground.”
 
   “A girl needs her strength.”
 
   Aranya tried to suck in her stomach. She settled instead for offering Zip a grin full of shredded strips of meat dangling between her fangs.
 
   * * * *
 
   The hunting was excellent in the Twenty-Seven Sisters, but Aranya did not feel hungry again after eating a third of that massive ralti sheep. She dropped the carcass over the edge of the Island on take-off, but still felt the extra weight in her stomach. They winged north, ever north over the verdant Isles of the Sisters, pausing only when needed to rest or refresh themselves. A hot south-westerly breeze helped them along, so that the crossing of the Sisters took only a day and a half. Aranya found a sweet green dell on the uninhabited northernmost Isle of the Sisters, scared off a few rajals, and declared:
 
   “Well, my smelly Riders. Here’s a waterfall and a pool for bathing, I see sweet grass for sleeping on and hares playing in the sward.”
 
   “There’s a subtle hint if I ever heard one,” Zip snorted. “By the lakes of Remoy, it’s even hotter down here than up in the air.” She wiped her brow and examined her arms. “I guess I am a bit dirty.”
 
   “You have to have a Dragon’s sense of smell to truly appreciate the richness of your odour,” said Aranya. “Come on, I’m dying for a swim. Please get me unloaded, Zip.”
 
   “Not if you’re going to insult me.”
 
   But Zuziana and Ri’arion willingly unbuckled the saddles and travel packs. They had to duck as Aranya, with a bugle of delight, jumped into the water. It was not the Immadian Princess’ most elegant moment. She had forgotten she was a Dragon. Her belly-landing almost emptied the small pool. But then she stood beneath the small waterfall which dropped into the pool from a height of nearly a hundred feet, shaking out her wings.
 
   “It’s magnificent,” she called. “You have to try it.”
 
   Sapphire sped into the waterfall with gurgling cries that sounded so similar to Human laughter, Aranya had to look three times to convince herself it really was the dragonet. Zip was next, shucking her armour and underclothes behind a boulder before diving in with barely a ripple of the water. Remoyans could all swim like fish, she was reliably informed. Immadia’s lakes were usually too cold for swimming, but she had been taught at a young age by her father at the private hot springs behind Immadia’s castle. Aranya glanced at Sapphire. The dragonet was actually flying beneath the water. Slow flying, to be sure, but a body streamlined for flying was also good for swimming, evidently. She would try it at the next terrace lake, Aranya decided, not some pretty pool that only took her up to her knees.
 
   Zuziana had a scrap of soapstone with her. She scrubbed away energetically. Aranya sneaked up behind her and pushed her over in the water.
 
   “I did not want a back scratch,” she spluttered. “Not with those talons.”
 
   “Zip, what did Nak say about feeding my Human form?”
 
   Zuziana pretended to stroke an imaginary beard. “He said it was different to the Dragon form. Why, is Human-Aranya going to come out to impress our nice monk?”
 
   “I think you’ve got that covered,” said Aranya, before she thought the better of her words.
 
   “A-Aranya!”
 
   “He came to sleep near you last night, next to my neck,” said Aranya. “That’s all I meant.”
 
   “That is not all you meant, you liar.”
 
   “Do you think I could transform here and be Human for a bit? Do you think it’s safe?”
 
   Zuziana changed her deliberate scowl to a smile. “As long as you leave my monk to me. He’s–oh.”
 
   Following the widening of Aranya’s eyes, Zip whirled. Ri’arion stood beside the boulder, clad only in his loincloth. His gaze flicked to the scars on her body, before apprehending Zuziana’s shriek and horrified expression. He turned on his heel but stood his ground.
 
   Aranya heard his heart hammering away. She and Zuziana exchanged baffled glances.
 
   “So, I fail to understand,” said Ri’arion, evidently through clenched teeth. “Yesterday, I learned from a reliable source that Remoyans bathe together in social settings. I assume it’s no problem for a man to bathe near a Dragon, except that you’re a Shapeshifter, Aranya. Therefore I wore a decent covering.” His hand indicated the loincloth. “Am I offending you by being clothed, even so little? What taboos has this ignorant monk stomped all over, this time?”
 
   Zuziana began to chortle. Soon, she was bending over, unable to even gasp out a coherent sentence. Every time she began to speak, another attack of the giggles overcame her.
 
   Finally, in exasperation, Ri’arion said, “The Mystic moon does not make monks mad, unlike the saying.”
 
   Aranya said, “I think, Zuziana, that you neglected to clarify that Remoyans bathe in separate gender-groups, apart from within close family. Ri’arion, a loincloth might be decent among monks, but in most Island societies, you may as well be nude. For example, seeing Zip’s hair is an affront.”
 
   “But she has beautiful hair.”
 
   Zuziana said, stiffly, “If so, then what does a Ha’athior Islander think of a scarred body?”
 
   Ri’arion appeared to consider this for some moments, although they could not see his expression. He replied, “We all wear our scars, Princess, just some are more apparent than others. Life scars every person. Although scars may be mute, yet still they may speak such words as should make the heavens weep.”
 
   Zip’s face crumpled. Tears welled in her eyes and tracked down her cheeks.
 
   Aranya transformed, and gathered her friend into her arms.
 
   Suddenly, Ri’arion fell to his knees, still facing away from them. His voice thickened with passion as he declared, “I grieve for your wounds and pain, o Zuziana of Remoy. I sorrow that you suffered, but rejoice in the spirit I see revealed in you.” His upraised fists punched toward the skies and a fearsome cry tore the still noonday air, making his companions jump. “And I say, curse the hand that writ such a tale of woe upon your flesh! I say, spirits of the Ancient Dragons, be roused against this evil and may the hand of the afflicter be forever afflicted!”
 
   His voice was thunder to the heavens. Aranya sensed a sudden stillness. The suns paused in the skies. A hiatus in all the world’s doings persisted as the magic gathered in him.
 
   A bane upon the hand that scarred thee, Zuziana of Remoy!
 
   Concentric circles of monstrous power raced out of him, a momentary perturbation of the fabric of the Islands. Aranya gasped. Ri’arion had spoken Dragonish! The monk pitched forward on his face, senseless.
 
   She whispered, “Hidden depths to his Island, you said.”
 
   Zuziana shuddered violently against her shoulder. “I would not like to be Garthion, this day. My father always counselled me to be careful what I wished for, Aranya. I did not wish for this.”
 
   Moving forward, Aranya bent to check Ri’arion’s pulse. “He’s still alive. We should put him in the shade; make him comfortable. Should I transform to keep us safe–”
 
   “No. You should feed your Human side.”
 
   Aranya heard the warning in her friend’s voice. Her heart ached for Zuziana. But when they moved the monk into the shade, Zip paused over him with an unconsciously tender expression. Aranya dug in her bag for her clothes while she tuned in her Dragon hearing.
 
   She heard: “You really think a loincloth is decent dress, you ridiculous man?”
 
   “Zip, shall I get some tea on the boil?”
 
   “Nice and sweet to get my man on his feet.”
 
   “Oh?” Aranya chuckled. “Are you planning to run around in just a loincloth, too? That’ll get his attention. Ah–what shade of pink do I make that?”
 
   “Says she who propositioned the King of Fra’anior?” Zip wagged her finger at Aranya. “The demure and innocent Princess of Immadia was heard to declare, ‘You can do anything you like with me, o King’? I need to write that down …”
 
   “If I see a scroll I’ll burn it.”
 
   “Aranya, how did it feel?” Zip dropped her gaze. “When you started to learn about your powers, how did–”
 
   “Dragonship!”
 
   Zuziana dived for her Pygmy bow. “Darn! Don’t have fire arrows ready. Light it, Aranya.”
 
   She swung the bow up, aiming high over the waterfall where the armoured Sylakian Dragonship had paused, clearly having spotted them down in the dell. Aranya knew the shot was impossible. Zip’s arms trembled as she struggled to make a full draw; three quarters was the best she could manage. The war crossbows overhead oriented unerringly on them.
 
   Aranya reached out with her flame and lit the arrow. “Shoot, Zip.”
 
   “It’s too far.”
 
   The power was there in her throat, clamping her chest like a Dragon’s paw, the memory of it from her testing as raw as a fresh wound. Aranya remembered the pain of her head striking the arena’s floor after the Nameless Man’s attack, and what had followed. She clung to that thought.
 
   Zuziana, having glanced at her friend, nodded. “Now.”
 
   A thunderclap of sound accompanied the release of the arrow from Zuziana’s bow. The speed of the arrow all but extinguished the flames as it climbed and climbed above the waterfall, an impossible arc that defied gravity. The arrowhead split the Dragonship’s armour cleanly. Aranya caught her breath.
 
   WHHHOOOSH!
 
   The Dragonship imploded with a blinding flash of light.
 
   “The gift of storm,” she said. Aranya thudded down on her tailbone as the strength in her legs gave out. “Ouch. Islands’ sake, that windroc really pecked my backside.”
 
   * * * *
 
   They rested for the balance of the afternoon. Ri’arion awoke and acted as though nothing had happened. He and Zuziana trained at unarmed combat while Aranya dozed in the shade of a prekki-fruit tree. Sapphire hunted dragonflies around the pool and waterfall.
 
   Aranya startled awake at a merry cackle of laughter from Zuziana. “Teach you to hold back, Ri’arion.”
 
   Zip helped him to his feet. Ri’arion rubbed the back of his head. “I think you’ve mastered that technique, Zuziana.”
 
   “Beating up little Princesses?” asked Aranya. The day was almost spent. They should be on the wing soon.
 
   Ri’arion’s dark blue eyes, so deep they seemed like pools of night’s darkness, lit upon her before darting back to Zuziana. He said, “I’ve ascertained that the Remoyan rajal can hold her own.”
 
   “Yes, if he’s tied up, blindfolded and has a Dragon sitting on his chest,” said Zip.
 
   “I see that you two destroyed a Dragonship,” said Ri’arion. “Did it come low over the dell? I hid the pieces, by the way, Aranya. Quite the wreckage.”
 
   “Over the waterfall,” said Zip, pointing. “Up there, about two hundred feet up–and before you give me that sceptical frown, Aranya helped. She sped the arrow along.”
 
   “Storm powers, Dragon?”
 
   Aranya nodded. “It’s the first time I’ve ever used Storm.”
 
   “We should talk about what I know about Dragon powers,” said Ri’arion. “Having the power is one thing, Aranya–and by the Islands, you have power–but knowing how to use that power is the greater challenge. Any Dragon with a pair of wings can spit fire. But can they control fireballs like I saw you trying to do against the windrocs? Or, as you’ve now told me, speed an arrow using Storm power? Very innovative.”
 
   Zip asked, “Is it normal for powers to appear just like that?”
 
   Ri’arion nodded. “The gifts lie latent within a Dragon. No-one knows when the power will manifest, but like my testing of Humans, only those gifts given the person will manifest. I never finished testing Aranya–and I don’t think I want to. The Great Dragon cut the testing short. He will have a reason. Instead, I will offer my service and my knowledge.”
 
   Aranya launched herself and her Riders out of the dell with the last light of suns-set. The Cloudlands ahead lay like crinkly auburn hair between the Islands, the wavy crests highlighted by beams of sunlight blazing between several low, thin banks of clouds.
 
   The wind blew against them; a steady, strength-sapping breeze directly from the north. Aranya worked hard to keep her forward momentum. She tried various altitudes, but found nothing to relieve her. They stopped several times at small Islands, but it was mostly tedious labour, on and on, counting the hours away, listening to Ri’arion and Zuziana discussing Dragon powers and life at the monastery and Zip’s memories of growing up in Remoy. They were becoming close, Aranya thought. She might lose her Rider.
 
   Her Riders slept several hours until dawn. They took turns keeping her company or resting as she winged northward the whole of the following day and well into the night after that. Aranya had far too much time alone with her thoughts. She tried very hard not to let fear rule her hearts–fear for Immadia, terror for the fate of her family and fury and despair whenever she thought of Yolathion’s treachery.
 
   Toward midnight, Dragon-Aranya twisted her neck until she scowled over her shoulder. “Awake?”
 
   “Aye,” said Ri’arion. “Zip’s awake, too. Tired?”
 
   “Puffed out. I don’t think we’ve made up a single hour on this leg. Yorbik Island is still leagues away. But I smell smoke on this blasted breeze.”
 
   “You smell smoke from the next Island?” asked Zuziana.
 
   “It’s fifty leagues on the map from the last place,” said Aranya. “I’m not convinced it’s just a forest fire–the smell’s not right.”
 
   She heard a rustle as Ri’arion pulled out the compact map they had borrowed from Nak. He and Zuziana bent over it. “This one,” said the monk, pointing at something Aranya could not see. “Rorbis Island. Tiny place.”
 
   As the night drew on, a column of smoke slowly became apparent, lit from behind by an almost-full White moon. A little later, Iridith rose in the southeast. Aranya saw the destruction long before her Human Riders could make out the detail. Ri’arion and Zuziana became subdued as they approached the small town.
 
   “It’s been razed,” said Zip.
 
   “This is Dragonship work,” said Ri’arion. “Look, you can see the scorch marks and a quarrel stuck in that roof over there. Bodies everywhere, not buried. It’s a massacre.”
 
   “Garthion practising with his forces?”
 
   “Or Yolathion,” said Aranya. She swallowed down her fury.
 
   Despair stuck in her craw like a bone bent on choking her. She wanted to believe Yolathion had been coerced. But she knew that was a false hope. Nelthion had numbered the Jeradian component of the Sylakian forces at over twenty Dragonships–a thousand men. Yolathion could have started his own war, had he wanted to. Instead, he had chosen to accompany Garthion on his mission of vengeance. That was his heart. That was how he chose to serve Sylakia; the ultimate rejection of whatever feelings he might have shown for an Immadian Princess. Aranya had been completely wrong about him. She had to accept that. Beneath the mannerly, sometimes boyish exterior, lay the cold heart of a killer.
 
   “People, down there,” said Ri’arion.
 
   Aranya peered at the town. “We’ve been spotted. They’re waving us down. Green flags. Look, in the middle of what’s left of the marketplace.”
 
   “Green flags for a Dragon? Stinks like a Sylakian trap,” said Zuziana.
 
   “I don’t sense danger.”
 
   Aranya grinned at Ri’arion as they said exactly the same thing at the same time.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “Land me outside town. I’ll go in. You spot any trouble, you either destroy it, or get me out of there fast. No need for dignity. Trail a rope, or pluck me up like a sheep.”
 
   “I’m going with you,” said Zip.
 
   So Aranya was left to drift alone though the smoke billowing above the town as her companions approached the small group, just a dozen or so townspeople, who had survived. Her neck swivelled. The Sylakians were gone. There was no trap here. Their depraved work was complete.
 
   Aranya tuned in her ears.
 
   “–sorry for your loss. What happened here?”
 
   “You’s them as baited the Sylakians down in Remoy? Can’t be more than one Dragon in the Island-World, right, stranger?”
 
   Ri’arion agreed. “We’re hunting Garthion, the son of the Sylakian Supreme Commander.”
 
   “The Butcher of Jeradia,” said the man. “And now the Butcher of Rorbis. He come wanting some of our young girls, he said. When we refused–we’ve heard them stories ‘bout him–he said we done paid no taxes. He left; his Dragonships came.”
 
   “How far are we behind the Dragonships?” asked Zip.
 
   “You that little missy they’s talking about?” The man sounded astonished. “They done said you destroyed over fifty Dragonships. That right, missy?”
 
   Aranya’s Dragon sight scanned the town, the surrounds, the skies above and the lay of the Cloudlands. All was still. Sapphire played around her nose, making circles so tight that Aranya started to feel dizzy.
 
   “Right,” said Zip. “I am Zuziana of Remoy, Dragon Rider. That’s my Dragon up there.”
 
   Her Dragon wanted to weep at the note of pride in her voice.
 
   The man made a gesture of honour toward her. “This Island-World needs more of your kind, Dragon Rider. I thought ye some giant, not a titch of a girl. I’s so old I remembers Dragons and their Riders. I seen your kind, monk; I knows that Fra’aniorian look about yer eyes. Dragon Warrior and enchanter, you are.”
 
   Ri’arion bowed. “The honour is ours.”
 
   The man scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Best as I make it yer some three days behind that son of a ralti sheep dropping.”
 
   Another of the townspeople put in, “Nay, add a half, old man. They’s left in the morning. Count three nights back, then–aye.”
 
   “Three and a half,” said the old man. “We heard they gone to Yorbik Island, bound for Helyon.”
 
   “Thank you for the information,” said Ri’arion.
 
   If Garthion had paused to gather his forces at Yorbik Island, Aranya thought, they might just be on schedule. But if he had blazed on through, they could end up being just too late to save Immadia. Could she pray for a handy storm to slow them down? The western horizon looked stormy, a fine bank of deep-bellied clouds gathering out there, a silvery menace in the moonlight.
 
   Please let it strike the Dragonships and not them. Please.
 
   * * * *
 
   As if it were a titanic bully which had no reason to hurry before falling upon its intended victim, the storm approached during the remainder of that night and the following morning. Aranya pushed hard into the freshening gusts, reaching Yorbik Island and crossing the great forests of the interior as the black-bellied clouds piled up and marched across the skies. She tried not to imagine how the Black Dragon loved to appear out of clouds similar to these.
 
   She was fatigued, but refused to give in. Just one more Island, she thought. Dragon-Aranya had the strength. She had to push through for Immadia’s sake.
 
   Zip kicked Aranya’s flank with her heel. “Find a cave, Aranya.”
 
   “We could go on to Ferial Island,” she growled back.
 
   “Don’t be ridiculous. Your wing beat has slowed. I’m counting.” Aranya snarled something fireball-ish beneath her breath. Counting? Her Rider was getting too good at this. Zip said, “You couldn’t fly another half-day in good weather, never mind into the teeth of this storm.”
 
   “But Garthion’s Dragonships–”
 
   “But nothing, you stubborn goat–oh, Aranya. Please, I don’t want to fight you over this.” Zip sounded exhausted, too. “After Ferial Island we take on the Cloudlands. For that, you need to be fresh and rested. I know we don’t know how long the Sylakians tarried in Yorbik. This part will require faith.”
 
   “Or a quick stop to ask questions at Ferial,” said Ri’arion.
 
   “A noted Sylakian ally,” retorted Zip.
 
   “Oh.” The monk nodded. “I concur with Zuziana. Please put down, Aranya.”
 
   “Fine, gang up on me.”
 
   Zip said, “Two Humans gang up on a Dragon? You know how ridiculous you sound, Aranya?”
 
   Zuziana chuckled away as her ride circled, searching for a place to put down. The gentle slopes of Yorbik Island did not lend themselves to what Aranya was beginning to realise were Dragon-friendly cliffs furnished with hidden ledges for landing on, nooks and handy caves for skulking in while breathing out swirls of sulphurous fire and using the cave echoes to sharpen her growling skills. But she eventually found a low cavern tucked away behind a stand of hardwood trees, and that only because her sharp eyes detected a very late bat darting into it to take shelter.
 
   Barely had she landed and squeezed between the trees into the narrow fissure guarding a round, sandy cave beyond, when the heavens opened and ice began to smash to the ground. Aranya had only once in her life seen hail like it–hailstones the size of pebbles. Some were even large enough to fit in Zip’s palm.
 
   Zip held up such a specimen and raised her eyebrow.
 
   “Fine, you were right. Zip, Ri’arion, I’m just …”
 
   “Stressed? Edgy? Tense? Frantic? Overwrought? Weary? Anxious?”
 
   “Zip–Zip it.”
 
   Ri’arion pulled the saddle loose and slid down her flank with a boyish whoop, landing neatly on his feet. Aranya nearly choked with laughter at the expression on Zuziana’s face. What on the Islands had bitten the monk? She forgot how young he was, because he acted so stern most of the time.
 
   Zip said, “Aranya, this storm’s all over the North Isles–well, not that you apparently consider Yorbik anything but a pretender to the throne, but nevertheless. If the Sylakian Dragonships are out in the open–boom, crash, sizzle. If not, they are sitting just as cheerfully as us waiting for the winds to abate, and hopefully looking forward to repairing lots of nasty little holes in their hydrogen sacks.”
 
   There was an idea. She could punch lots of holes in Yolathion’s head with her claws.
 
   Aranya let the sounds of the storm fill her. She had hoped to be soothed, but the subsonic vibration of the thunder made her scales itch and the strobe lightning put her on edge. Was this her new powers coming to the fore? No longer would she be content to set a few curtains alight, now she would call down lightning and raise whirlwinds in rooms … as she had done on a small scale already, she remembered.
 
   Sapphire whimpered. Aranya’s emotions were communicating to the dragonet again. She had to calm down. She had to relax, to sleep. She called Sapphire over to her. It’s just a storm, little one.
 
   The interminable waiting in a gloomy cave for the wind to stop shrieking eventually did bore her to sleep. Aranya’s eyes shuttered, but she kept one ear open. The Dragon in her was learning to sleep like a cat.
 
   Aranya cracked an eye open later to check on her surroundings. The storm howled outside the cave, a hungry Dragon on the hunt. Ri’arion snored gently, his head pillowed on Zip’s arm. Zuziana, who had taken to wearing her curly brown hair unbound after flying–was glowing blue, surrounded by a halo of electrically charged strands of hair to midway down her back. As she watched a spark leaped from her to the Ha’athiorian monk. He mumbled and shifted in his sleep. Zip, judging from the rapid movement of her eyes, must be dreaming. She moaned and twisted, muttering in her sleep.
 
   Suddenly, her body jerked. “No! Garthion … please don’t … it hurts …”
 
   A killing rage exploded in Aranya’s throat. For long moments she struggled to swallow it down, to deny the liquid inferno. Thunder crashed outside, so close it shook the cave. Trembling, she raised her forepaw, intending to gently poke Zuziana awake. Lightning flashed inside the cave. She yelped. That was powerful. But the charge on Zip muted–somewhat. She mumbled, seeming to settle for a moment. But the glowing returned, stronger than ever, reminding Aranya painfully of how she had dreamed chaotic and bizarre dreams before her first transformation.
 
   “No, no,” Zuziana whimpered. Her body curled up. She shuddered as though she was having a fit. “Not the eyes … Dragon fire … no!” Aranya could bear it no longer as she sobbed in her sleep. Her friend had suffered; she did not need to suffer in her dreams as well.
 
   “Zip, wake up. You’re dreaming.”
 
   The Princess sat up abruptly, wild-eyed. “Oh, oh–Aranya. I …”
 
   “Come here, Zip.”
 
   A Dragon’s paw, bigger than her friend’s entire back, could easily force her to comply. But Aranya minded her claws and gently persuaded Zip with a curl of her paw and a gentle word. She resisted at first, but then allowed herself to be drawn into a hug. Zuziana put her arms around Aranya’s neck and held her fiercely.
 
   “You’re a good friend, Aranya.”
 
   “You were dreaming, Zip. You were glowing blue while you slept, making lightning in the cave. You said something about Dragons.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   Aranya swallowed. “The Dragon tears are still at work in you. I’m so sorry, Zip, I–”
 
   “For saving my life? Petal, I’m so grateful for every breath; for the chance to live and laugh and tease monks and see my family again. What will be, will be.”
 
   “I just feel so guilty about turning you into–”
 
   Zuziana said, in a rush, “I dreamed about Garthion. The torture; I can’t get it out of my mind. I was helpless. I screamed, but no-one came to help me. There was a huge Red Dragon and his fire burned me here.” She touched her stomach and chest. “I’m terrified of meeting him again, Aranya. I’m so broken. I only wish I had your courage.”
 
   Now she dreamed of Dragons? Aranya could not help the guilt that rose in her gorge. “Being Dragon-sized doesn’t guarantee courage, Zip,” she said, wishing now that she had changed into her Human form first. “Do you have any idea how terrified I am for Immadia; how I try not to imagine Sylakian hammers smashing my brothers’ little heads?”
 
   Zip traced the scales around Aranya’s eye with her forefinger. “It paralyses me. I want to run away and I can’t. The torture goes on and on …”
 
   “Maybe you were dreaming about the time I burned Garthion.”
 
   “Maybe. The Dragon in my dream was red–nothing like you. That Red Dragon was evil, in a way … I’ve never felt so cold, Aranya, so … soul-lost.”
 
   “You were soul-lost?” Aranya shivered. “Zip–I don’t believe any creature can steal your soul.”
 
   After a while, Zuziana’s shivering abated. Aranya noticed that the storm was beginning to die down. She said, “Anyway, you’re generating so much magical power, I’m going to have to change your name from Zip.”
 
   “To what?”
 
   “Zap.”
 
   Zuziana screwed up her nose. “Very funny. I can play the naming game too, beast.”
 
   “Zip, you don’t think …”
 
   “Oh, Aranya.” Zip laughed now, restored to herself. “I love it that you’re a Dragon. I love having a friend like you. But you are sweet, how you want me to metamorphose into a Dragon, too.”
 
   Aranya growled unhappily.
 
   “Time to be flying again.” Zip leaped to her feet. “Aranya–look, I’m sorry. I just don’t think the Dragon thing is for me.”
 
   Maybe it was just wishful thinking, Aranya thought. Who knew what power Dragon tears might have–mythical Dragon tears, which no-one had ever heard of? Having assumed Zuziana had dreamed about the Black Dragon, Fra’anior, the presence of an evil Red Dragon disturbed her. It had to be something to do with those terrible events in the Tower of Sylakia. While living with Aranya, Zip had several times acted very afraid of the fire Aranya produced when she became angry or afraid. Or, who knew what torture did to a person’s mind? Maybe that was the reason.
 
   But one thing was for certain. If she ever saw Garthion again, she was going to skin him alive.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: Origins
 
    
 
   The hunters took off on the dying winds of the storm. Aranya revelled in the blustery breeze sweeping in from her left hind quarter, but Ri’arion began to look rather green as soon as they left Yorbik Island’s shores. She bumped and buffeted her way upward, trying to compensate for the wind’s capricious behaviour. Her stomach began to complain of living too close to her throat.
 
   The suns’ embers burned down into the horizon as she scudded along. The air was clear and fresh, scrubbed clean by the storm. Her Dragon senses thought the air’s tang was delicious, like the smell after a lightning strike. Aranya’s hearts swelled. Inside, some part of Human-Aranya still saw her as a girl flapping her arms. That girl was invariably startled to examine her wingspan or discover that she wasn’t falling out of the sky. Fantastic, her Humanness insisted. Impossible. Dragon-Aranya revelled in the wind’s play, in the power and beauty of a body designed for soaring and swooping, in the incredible feedback from senses which understood exactly how the wind flowed over every square inch of her body, that identified a million scents on the breeze, and gazed as far as the horizon with extraordinary clarity. She willed it, and saw.
 
   Before she knew it, two hours had passed and Aranya sighted the unmistakable silhouette of Ferial Island amidst a field of lime-green Cloudlands ahead.
 
   She said over her shoulder, “Look ahead. Ferial Island.”
 
   “Already?” asked Ri’arion.
 
   “Aranya’s been flying fast,” said Zip. She gazed ahead eagerly.
 
   Ferial was like the palm of a hand with its fingers upraised, poking out of the Cloudlands. Eleven fingers, Aranya thought, but the analogy fit because they all arose from a single palm-like stem. The Ferial Islanders had connected the fingers at many levels with bridges and gantries, giving rise to the joke that more of Ferial hung over the Cloudlands than was actually based on solid rock. The Islanders pulped the thick vines hanging down the rock faces of their home for the fibres they wove into ropes, which they treated by secret methods against wear and decay. Some of the ropes holding up the gantries were thicker than a man’s torso.
 
   In the deepening twilight, the Island appeared peaceful, but Aranya saw many signs of storm damage. Several of the gantries hung askew. The wreck of a house lay halfway down a cliff. Twinkling lanterns lighted the byways, showing the curved roofs and round, port-hole like windows and doors for which Ferial Island was also famous. Each and every window had a window-box set beneath it, from which trailed streamers of flowers up to a hundred feet long; great violet and cerise flowers which tickled Aranya’s nostrils as they drifted by the first of Ferial’s rock spires.
 
   Ri’arion asked, “So, are we heading on up to Helyon, or striking out into the unknown?”
 
   “I thought we were decided?” Aranya’s voice conveyed more irritation than she had intended.
 
   “Easy on the roaring, rajal,” Zip smiled.
 
   “I’m a Dragon,” she snapped. “Sorry, Zip. A jumpy Dragon. Why’re you asking? I’m feeling strong. Very strong.”
 
   “Well, Ri’arion and I have been map-reading while you’ve been doing the hard work,” said Zuziana. “Exactly how far do you think we’re flying on this leg, Aranya?”
 
   “Er, four hundred leagues, maybe?”
 
   Zuziana burst out into cackles of laughter. Aranya summoned up her memories of the map Nak had discussed with them. Her nostrils smoked as she blurted out, “Six … eight hundred leagues? Oh, for the Islands’ sakes, stop laughing and give me the bad news.”
 
   “A few leagues shy of eleven hundred, as the Dragon flies,” said Ri’arion.
 
   “What?”
 
   Zip grabbed Aranya’s spine-spike as the Dragon’s astonishment stopped her wing beat. “Exactly. We’ve been trying figure out how Nak intended us to fly eleven hundred leagues in three days. It’s madness. You’re not a Dragonship–even they couldn’t manage that.”
 
   Aranya ran the numbers through her mind. She willed her wings to keep moving.
 
   Ri’arion said, “Nak gave us a detailed lecture on the subject of Dragon flying speeds. Long distance, Dragons are able to sustain speeds of six to eight leagues per hour on average. That’s one hundred and thirty to two hundred and sixteen leagues per day, give or take. Obviously you can swoop or accelerate to much greater speeds, but that immediately reduces your range. And, ‘average’ is actually a nasty little word. You’ve got to rest at some point.”
 
   “Let’s give her a generous rest of, let’s say, ten hours midway,” said Zip. “Or two rests of five hours apiece.”
 
   “So,” Aranya calculated, “Nak’s expecting me to average fifteen and a half leagues per hour? Over eleven hundred–”
 
   “Nice work on the twenty-seven times table, genius,” sniped Zip.
 
   “Yes, only double a normal flying speed,” said Ri’arion, keeping a perfectly straight face.
 
   Aranya would dearly have liked to smack them both. As it was, she was holding her temper by the thinnest of threads. She said, “How far is this first volcano?”
 
   “He thought around five hundred leagues, maybe more. Halfway.”
 
   Zuziana added, more gently than before, “So, how strong are you feeling, Aranya?”
 
   Aranya eyed Ferial Island to their left as they passed by. If she failed, they were dead. If she failed, Immadia was as good as dead. And if they succeeded against the odds, what hope could one Dragon realistically offer apart from destroying a few of those two hundred Dragonships?
 
   She had already made her choice back on Sylakia.
 
   “Give me a bearing,” she said.
 
   “Third moon to the left and don’t spare the ponies, driver,” said Zip.
 
   Ri’arion put his hand over the Princess’ mouth. “The correct direction is a fraction left of Iridith’s zenith, Aranya. Ouch, you little rajal!” Zip giggled. The monk added, “Later on, we should be able to navigate by the stars.”
 
   Aranya corrected her course easily, climbing with greater purpose into the darkling sky. The breeze helped, but not as much as she would have hoped. Zip helped her set a rhythm of wing beats that would take her up to what they estimated was the right speed. Could a Dragon’s endurance truly be so great? She must remember to rest periodically, even while she was feeling fresh.
 
   She searched up and down but found no better help from the wind. The Dragons’ Highway Nak had promised was absent. Toward morning, Aranya glanced over her shoulder to check on her Riders. Her mouth dropped open. Zuziana had changed position, lying with both legs across her saddle and her head pillowed on Ri’arion’s lap. The Dragon’s head snaked backward to take a look. At least the waist belt had not been loosened. She wanted to spit with jealousy. Aranya hated her reaction.
 
   If her jealousy were a Dragon, she told herself, it would be large, iridescent green and very ugly. Deliberately, she rejected those feelings. Oh, great Islands, Ri’arion’s eyes were open. How much had her expression revealed?
 
   “She’s feeling ill,” said the monk.
 
   “Ill?”
 
   “Some kind of stomach problem,” he replied. “Maybe something we ate, maybe just an illness.”
 
   “The timing’s horrible,” said Aranya. “Poor Zip. Let me know how she is, alright?”
 
   On and on she flew, straight on her course, keeping her movements as smooth and efficient as possible. She needed to eke every ounce of strength out of her body.
 
   Zuziana announced how she was when she woke up mid-morning. “Oooooh!” she groaned. “I’m going to explode. Oh …”
 
   Ri’arion said, “You need to–”
 
   Zip clutched her stomach. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   “We can’t turn back now,” Aranya grumbled. “Can you do something without fouling my scales?”
 
   Ri’arion nodded, clearly seeing the funny side of the situation but withholding for Zip’s sake. “I’ve been thinking. How are you at flying on your side, Aranya?” He illustrated with his hand. “Ninety degrees.”
 
   “Easy.”
 
   Shortly, Ri’arion helped Zuziana fix her foot in one of his shorted stirrups and fixed up another strap for her waist. This allowed her to crouch to one side. The monk held her while Zuziana did the necessary with her armour, trousers and underwear.
 
   “On three,” he called.
 
   “A quick three,” cried Zuziana.
 
   Aranya banked; her friend’s stomach made a fearful noise.
 
   Ri’arion pretended to look at the sky. “Mercy, that’s a strange brown rain we’re having today.”
 
   Zip laughed helplessly, holding her stomach. “You blasted … just you try this. Oh, what a place to get sick–roaring rajals, that hurts.”
 
   “Right, let’s get you back in the saddle,” said the monk.
 
   “Ri’arion’s seen it all now,” Aranya teased, “a Princess of Remoy with her backside waving in the breeze.”
 
   “Good thing there’s nothing down there,” said Ri’arion, buckling her waist strap in place.
 
   Zuziana leaned back against him, closing her eyes. “I feel sick.”
 
   Aranya saw his hand rise to tug aside Zip’s hair, fluttering in his face. The monk brushed her cheek with his lips. The Princess murmured something as she pillowed her head on his lap, the corners of her mouth lifting in a brief smile. Aranya’s head jerked to the fore. Great. Just when she had banished that Green Dragon of jealousy.
 
   An hour later, poor Zip was hanging over her side again. Her jealousy mellowed into concern for her friend.
 
   They surged through a day of blazing, unblinking suns-shine, into a wilderness of profound stillness and boundless horizons, where the only sound and movement was the leathery creak of a Dragon’s wing joints, the rasp of her breathing and the occasional conversation of her Riders. Aranya realised that she had never been so far from land. Always, there had been the next Island or the promise of an Island just over the horizon. Now it rested upon her shoulders to bring them to a safe landing. She was no indefatigable Dragonship. She was flesh and blood, responsible for two lives upon her back. But she was also a Dragon, with reserves of power she had not yet learned to measure.
 
   Aranya began to feel the strain of keeping up a strong wing beat. Forty or more hours, she told herself. She would see them off one at a time. Just keep her gaze ahead and search for that volcano. She scanned the Cloudlands again. From this enormous height she could see swirls of colour flowing through the clouds like rivers, swirling and moving with unknown purpose, stirred by forces she could hardly begin to imagine.
 
   Suddenly, she saw something that made her breath stop in her throat.
 
   The creature needed no magnification. An Island, was her first thought. But it was moving. The creature had a tortoise’s shell, but segmented. It reminded Aranya of a serpent as it slithered through the Cloudlands. A vast body rose and sank amidst the poisonous gases, a body the size of an Island. The closer she flew, the larger it loomed. Aranya rested on the wing, observing in mute awe. She bent her head backward to tell Zuziana and Ri’arion where to look. Their stunned expressions told a tale all of their own. There was a humbling realisation of mortality, of the tininess of even a Dragon in comparison to a slow-moving creature that had to be half a league from head to tail, although they could tell that much was hidden beneath the Cloudlands.
 
   “Do you think we woke it up?” Zip asked quietly. “Don’t go any closer, Aranya. We don’t want to find its mouth.”
 
   “My people have legends about such creatures,” said Ri’arion, frowning. “I can’t remember … aye … no. It’ll come back to me.”
 
   Zuziana chuckled, “Brain fallen asleep, Ri’arion?”
 
   “No, only my backside. Come, Dragon Rider, stretch those legs.”
 
   With various creative groans and complaints, her two Riders helped each other unbuckle, stand up Dragonback and stretch out their legs. Aranya wished she could have done the same. She concentrated on her wing beat. How could she make it more efficient? Trim the third joint? Flex the flight struts differently? Nothing seemed to help.
 
   When they sat down, Ri’arion said, “I don’t think I’ve told you two how we Ha’athior Islanders tell the tale of the beginnings of our Island-World. Would you like to hear it?”
 
   “I would,” said Aranya.
 
   Zip clapped her hands and acted silly.
 
   Ri’arion made a strange half-bow in his saddle. “Before the dawn of time, the world circled the twin suns in perpetuity. But one day a gigantic comet crashed into our world. The resulting explosion, greater than any in history before it or since, created this great depression we call the Island-World, encircling it with an impassable barrier of mountains twenty-five leagues high. The explosion was so great that it released the mighty fires of the underworld, the fires that we call volcanoes.”
 
   “But that comet contained a load stranger still, hid deep within its bowels, a load which was not immune to that fiery crash-landing–a clutch of Dragon eggs, the eggs of the Ancient Dragons. Where they came from no-one knows, not even the Dragons themselves. In time, bathed in the fires of the first creation, the Dragon eggs hatched. Mighty were the Dragons that lived in those times before memory, Dragons who dwelled in volcanoes and shaped the earth and the air by the power of their magic. They raised up prodigious towers of rock to become the Islands, and consigned the poisonous Cloudlands to their resting place at the bottom of the world. Those were the Dragons of old. Mighty were their deeds.”
 
   “But as they rested and nested upon their towers of rock, those Dragon ancestors became restless and lazy. So they decided to make for themselves a race of slaves–”
 
   “Humans?” interrupted Zip. “We were slaves?”
 
   “Silence, slave,” said Aranya. “I quite like the idea–and I’m collecting, as you can see.”
 
   “I don’t like this story anymore,” sulked the Princess of Remoy.
 
   “Anyway,” said Ri’arion, “the Dragons created the Human race and breathed life into their nostrils. They made many wonders besides, wonders now lost to the Island-World. They populated the Islands with creatures and plants, which the Dragons alone boasted skills to design. Their slaves laboured and sweated and built for the Dragons great palaces of stone and lakes in which to bathe, and caves to hold their clutches of Dragon eggs. They hunted for the Dragons and served them in every way. Thus was the world, for many thousands of summers.”
 
   “But the Dragon-kind grew lazy and feckless, pandering more and more to their baser desires, while their Human slaves became numerous and cunning. They chafed under the claw of the ruler.”
 
   “Story’s getting better,” said Zip.
 
   “What happened then?” asked Aranya.
 
   “The legends differ,” said Ri’arion, shrugging apologetically. “Some say that Humans rose up against the Ancient Dragons and cast them down in the First Great Dragonwar. The Dragons destroyed many Islands in retaliation, casting them beneath the Cloudlands and creating the Rift. Other legends hold that the Dragons fought each other first and slaughtered a great number of the Dragonish race. Weakened, they could no longer stand against the power of their former slaves. I have heard tales of Dragon gravesites on some Islands, which hold the bones of thousands of Dragons.”
 
   “Like near Ha’athior? Prince Ta’armion showed me.”
 
   “That is one such place,” said the monk.
 
   “I forgot to take a look on the way back.”
 
   “Creepy,” said Zip, with an exaggerated shiver. “Besides, you’re still not forgiven for moseying on over to Fra’anior without me and picking up a random monk.”
 
   “Fine,” said Aranya. “If I want to poke around any gravesites, I’ll take you, Zip.”
 
   “Yuck.”
 
   The Dragon chuckled deep in her belly. “But Ri’arion, what about the Shapeshifters? Where did they come from?”
 
   “Some say from evil experiments by the father of all Red Dragons, Dramagon, who mixed Humans and Dragons into new eggs,” said the monk. “Others say that the world-spanning fires of that first explosion released a great magic into the world, a magic which has been shaping and changing us ever since. They say it changed even the Dragons, making them Lesser Dragons, and changed some Humans into Shapeshifters. Undeniably, the Shapeshifters are a mystery–the third great race of our Island-World. Perhaps they have always been among us, since the beginning.”
 
   “Perhaps Humans were trying to become Dragons, to subvert the Dragonish race?” Zip suggested.
 
   Aranya put on her most sepulchral voice. “Perhaps one’s listening, even now.”
 
   They all laughed. But inside, Aranya cringed. She did not want to be the result of evil experiments. Later, in the Second Great Dragonwar, Humans had tried to drive the Dragons out completely. If the Sylakians had murdered her mother, who or what else had they destroyed in their quest to rid the world of all Dragons? But perhaps Dragons had been dying. Surely she wasn’t the last?
 
   Zuziana and Ri’arion chatted the day away, swapping stories. Aranya flew on and on, long after her Riders fell asleep, until the night grew bearded with stars and only the Blue moon hung aloft, bending its baneful eye upon the Cloudlands, painting the Island-World the cold colour of an Immadian winter sky. Her shoulders and joints ached; her muscles burned with unquenchable fire. She worked harder and harder to keep up her speed. In the early hours before dawn, her muscles began to cramp.
 
   “Rock salt is what we have,” said Ri’arion, gazing gravely at her. “There’s a bag of herbs Oyda gave us, some of which Zip has already used, and a little dried meat.”
 
   “What about your healing power?” asked Zip.
 
   “I’ll just stop flying, then.”
 
   “Don’t discount it.”
 
   Aranya nodded. “Sorry, Zip. I’m struggling. I’ll have whatever there is, Ri’arion. Could you help me keep up my wing beat, somehow? Sing me a song? Tell stories?”
 
   “Bring your mouth over here,” Zip ordered.
 
   Aranya nodded gratefully as Zuziana tipped the dried meat onto her tongue, dusted it with herbs and popped a handful of rock salt on top of the meal. Ri’arion searched their packs and handed Zip two half-full waterskins.
 
   “We’ll do without,” he said.
 
   Zip poured the water down Aranya’s gullet. Even that tiny offering seemed to go straight to her muscles, perking them up. The cramps subsided.
 
   “That’s better, thank you. How are you, Zip?”
 
   “Empty, but feeling the better for it,” said the Princess. “I think I’m over the embarrassment. I’ll teach you a song that all Remoyan children sing, Aranya. It teaches you the names of our eighteen terrace lakes and has a nice beat you can flap along to.”
 
   “Oh yes, I’m the kind of girl to get in a flap.”
 
   Zuziana favoured her weak joke with a decent belly-laugh.
 
   The singing and joking buoyed her along until mid-morning. By then, Aranya was in great pain. She rested on the wing, but even that taxed her muscles. Her great flight muscles banded like metal pincers around her ribcage, making every breath a rasping struggle. Her vision began to blur. Aranya focussed inwardly, tearing from her body the will to continue. One more hour, she kept saying to herself. One more. Her Riders felt as heavy as boulders strapped to her back. Her speed dropped. She could not bear the effort of even keeping to level flight, so the Cloudlands drew closer and closer. The muscles along her wings and flight struts felt as though they were burning with a fire of her own making.
 
   Aranya imagined Garthion laughing at her, and pressed on. She pictured her family, which helped her grit her fangs for a few more wing beats. She imagined the snow-capped mountains of Immadia rising on the horizon. Hope fortified her. But her mouth gaped open, her throat long since parched by the lack of moisture in her body. Nak had warned her that a juvenile Dragon’s body could not command the same resources as an adult Dragon. She had to find a way.
 
   “There, that’s a volcano, isn’t it?” said Zip.
 
   “Aranya?” asked Ri’arion.
 
   “I … don’t see it.”
 
   “Two points east of Iridith,” said the monk. “Definitely cone-shaped.”
 
   Hope raced into her overtired muscles. For a few moments, adrenalin raced through her arteries; she climbed a few hundred feet, fixing her gaze on the horizon. Zuziana was right. A pimple on the horizon resolved into a massively squat volcanic cone. Smoke billowed from its open throat. Crimson lava poured from open wounds on its flanks.
 
   She had never seen a more wonderful sight.
 
   Aranya groaned as the pain reasserted itself. She allowed the tiniest trickle of magic to soothe her muscles. She had to balance her reserves; to be certain she would have the strength to cover what she realised was still many leagues of flying. Distances over such a flat, featureless landscape were deceptive. It would be hours before she reached the volcano.
 
   But their goal was in sight.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Magma Dragon
 
    
 
   Aranya collapsed in a wasteland of black, glassy volcanic rocks. Solid ground! Relief from flying. Her wings drooped; she pillowed her head on a hard place and just let the air whistle in and out of her lungs. Her whole body quivered. She had been aloft for forty-three hours.
 
   Dimly, she sensed Ri’arion and Zuziana unpacking their effects. Ri’arion’s footsteps faded, while Zip moved around to her head.
 
   “You’re wonderful,” she said, putting her arms around Aranya’s neck. “Still speaking to me? You need a drink. Head up, old girl–there’s a little spring just over here. Not too much at once or you’ll make yourself sick.”
 
   Aranya let the tiny Princess of Remoy guide her mouth to the spring. Water bubbled onto her tongue; warm, tangy liquid, full of bitter minerals, but she still thought it the sweetest water she had ever tasted. Sapphire jumped into the flow with a chirrup of delight and shook droplets off her wings, making them shimmer in the sunlight.
 
   “We made it,” Aranya breathed. She shuddered. “Ooh–cramp.”
 
   “Ease through the cramps,” said Zip, who had shouted herself hoarse encouraging Aranya over the final stretch into their landing on the volcano. “Remember how Nak taught us about Dragon physiology dealing differently with cramp and muscle fatigue? The body will take what it needs. Like a migrating bird, Dragons use up resources at the expense of body weight.”
 
   “No jokes about my undeniably well-proportioned Dragon-behind?”
 
   Zip grinned. “Can’t promise that. Hmm, taste this water. These minerals should help against the cramp. Hopefully Ri’arion can find us a bite to eat. Keep the saddle on?”
 
   “I’m too tired to let you get to the girth strap. Leave it.”
 
   “Petal, do you ever stop to think that what we’re doing is just crazy?” Zip waved her arms with so much energy Aranya wanted to bite her. “I mean, we used to be two mostly decorative, exiled Princesses in the Tower of Sylakia. Now I’m a Dragon Rider wandering about in ancient armour waving a Pygmy bow at random Dragonships, and you’re an Amethyst Dragon, for the Islands’ sake! Wings, fangs, shiny scales, the whole ralti sheep. Doesn’t it strike you as surreal? Like you’re stuck in a never-ending dream?”
 
   “It does,” said Aranya. “And I don’t ever want it to end.”
 
   Zip gave her a sidelong look laced with feelings the Dragon could partly guess at. “Aranya, I–I’ll be your Rider as long as you want. I made a promise. I’m not going to break it.”
 
   “I hope I don’t change into a Green Dragon.” She chuckled at the bemused expression on her friend’s face, slaking her thirst a little more before adding, “The Dragon with the gift of jealousy. Slimy green, poisonous fangs and a hindquarters the size of a small Island.”
 
   “Oh, Aranya, you’re not like that!”
 
   Aranya prodded her friend with her knuckle. “Honestly, Zip? He’s not going to whisk you away to a romantic little Island somewhere?”
 
   Zip coughed, turning a delicate shade of pink. “You’re flying off to the wrong Island already. He barely sneaked in a windroc’s peck on my cheek and–well, he held me over your side with a cold breeze whistling up my skirts while I voided my stomach over half the Cloudlands. Don’t you snort at me like that. He’s a monk. He said he doesn’t know how to relate to women.”
 
   “Knows how to give a cuddle, though.”
 
   Zuziana slapped her sharply on the neck. “Stop it. You’re embarrassing. Besides, if it came to that, I have to ask my father first–yes. Despite our sizeable families, there are morals in Remoy. I like him, alright? But I don’t know a whole lot about him except that he looks leopard in a loincloth.”
 
   “What about all the hours you’ve spent chatting Dragonback?”
 
   “You’re not supposed to be eavesdropping.”
 
   Aranya showed all of her fangs in a grin. “Just remember, if he gives you any trouble …”
 
   “I’ve a Dragon in my pocket? That certainly beats any, ‘my brother’s bigger than your brother’–did you also say that when you were a child?”
 
   “Not so much. My brothers are twins, all of two summers old by now. They won’t even remember me.”
 
   “They’ll be taking rides on their big sister’s back before you know it,” Zip said stoutly. “I hope your father’s half as nice as mine.”
 
   This time, Aranya’s push made Zip trip over a rock and sit down in the spring. “Nicer.”
 
   “Bathing with our clothes on?” asked Ri’arion, appearing with an armful of speckled green eggs which he deposited next to Aranya. “Another Remoyan custom I’m not familiar with? Hunchbacked vulture eggs, I’m afraid. Vile-tasting, but apparently they won’t kill you, according to Nak. Nourishing fare which I will skip, judging by the stench.”
 
   Zuziana threw a handful of water at the monk. “The mean Dragon’s bullying me, Ri’arion.”
 
   “Aye? Carry on, says I.”
 
   Aranya scooped up one of the foot-long eggs and popped it into her mouth. “Yuck. Thanks.”
 
   “Just wait for the sulphurous Dragon farts those are going to brew up,” said Zip.
 
   They all looked up as the ground beneath their feet shook. Up there, above the rim of the volcano, they saw billows of ash surging into the air. Aranya had taken care to land on the windward slope for exactly that reason. But the stench was still plentiful; volcanic gases escaping through vents and cracks in the slopes, which were dotted with low, hardy bushes at their level, and denser grasses and what appeared to be berry-bushes lower down toward the Cloudlands. The black rock was uncomfortably warm underfoot–at least, Aranya imagined it was so for Human feet–and there was no shade except in the lee of a few larger boulders.
 
   “We should pack a few pumice stones,” said Zip. “Your little brothers could float them in their bathtub.”
 
   “You’re in charge of the saddle bags,” said Ri’arion.
 
   “Always the quiet ones,” said Zip, casting him an amused look. “I thought you were a taciturn, no-social-skills type of monk–you know, I am a man, I am a rock, I do not speak except in grunts of grave authority.”
 
   Ri’arion made a face as though he was sucking on rotten eggs.
 
   Aranya sucked out part of an egg with a violent slurping sound and cracked the rest open for Sapphire. “Come on, stop admiring your scales and get some food, little one.”
 
   Sapphire twirled into the air. She shot over Zuziana’s head and landed deftly next to the egg. Her pupils narrowed as she regarded Aranya with a coy tilt of her head.
 
   Yes, you are beautiful.
 
   “How do you talk like that, Aranya?” asked Zip. “Oh, Ri’arion, do we have to eat this?”
 
   “That or dry rations, your highness.”
 
   “Then let’s at least cook the egg. Make a fire, servant.”
 
   Ri’arion picked up a twig and waved it at Aranya. “Make a fire, servant.”
 
   “How’s about I toast you both and have you with my breakfast?” Aranya swallowed an egg whole. It was more palatable that way. “I could eat another ten of these.”
 
   “I’ll cook and Ri’arion will hunt,” said Zuziana. “You rest, o scaly majesty of the windy places. You’ve done your work for the day, while the monk has only been sitting on his proverbial thinking lofty monkish thoughts.”
 
   Picking up his cloak, the monk said, “Fine, next time you can fertilise the Cloudlands all on your own.”
 
   “What’s the cloak for, Ri’arion?” asked Aranya.
 
   “To carry a cargo large enough to satisfy a hungry Dragon’s appetite.”
 
   “Fine. Carry on, servants, while I take my nap.”
 
   To her surprise, Aranya fell asleep the moment her eyes closed. She stirred at the sound of Zuziana’s high-pitched giggling. At first she thought her Riders were–well, she was wrong. They were wrestling in hand-to-hand combat. The arteries around her eyes and muzzle definitely heated up at the thought. Yes, Dragons could blush.
 
   As she watched, Ri’arion pinned the Princess with some kind of nasty headlock-combination-arm-lock and growled, “Fine, if you can’t take your training seriously, try to escape from this one.”
 
   “Oh, mercy, thou fiend,” Zip begged, and kissed him on the nose.
 
   Ri’arion pretended to recoil. “Foul! Foul!”
 
   Aranya blinked her optical membranes shut. Then she stirred, groaned extra-loudly, and cracked open an eye. “What time is it?”
 
   “Just after noon,” said Zip, dusting off her armour.
 
   “Get off me, Princess,” said Ri’arion.
 
   “You say, ‘Please arise, thou zephyr of the dawn,’” Zuziana corrected him. “I was just beating Ri’arion up, Aranya. He calls it unarmed combat training. See? He can’t move.”
 
   “I only slept an hour?”
 
   Zip said, “Probably the empty stomach. Would you like a couple more of the stinky carrion-eater eggs, Dragon?” She squealed as Ri’arion lifted her off of him with a simple flexion of his arms. “Bully. You’re strong.”
 
   Aranya smiled at Zip’s blatant flirting.
 
   She ate all eleven eggs Ri’arion had scavenged. Then they rested through the heat of the afternoon. Her stomach did not appear at all bothered by eating that amount of rotten-smelling egg. Aranya stretched out her wings and let the suns’ warmth soothe her aches and pains, while providing Zuziana and Ri’arion shade which they dozed beneath until the twin suns began to lower toward the western horizon.
 
   They rose, and made preparations to leave.
 
   “What a beautiful spot,” said Aranya. “We could almost be the only people in the whole Island-World, here on the obsidian slopes of a volcano which could erupt any moment, watching the suns-set made gloriously fiery by the volcanic ash in the wind.”
 
   “Soppy poetry,” Zip teased, whacking Aranya’s ribs with her elbow. “Eyeing up your next work of art?”
 
   “Several. Zip, I do miss painting.”
 
   Zip said, “What did you make of that creature we saw on the way here?”
 
   “It was a Dragon,” said Ri’arion.
 
   Aranya said, “You think that thing was a Dragon?”
 
   “What else would it be? An Island grew legs and walked?” Ri’arion grinned as Zip pasted an idiotic expression on her lips. “It was a flightless Dragon. A Land Dragon–see, I remembered. On Ha’athior we tell stories about Dragons which dwell in the magma pits of active volcanoes, and other, even more massive Land Dragons which gnaw at the roots of the Islands. I had always thought them creatures of fable, until we passed over one.”
 
   “That thing would’ve had you for breakfast, Aranya!”
 
   “Thanks, Zip.”
 
   Zuziana was right. That creature–that maybe-Dragon–looked big enough to snack on whole Islands. A cold shiver travelled along Aranya’s spine. Now there was a strangeness of her Dragon form. Shivers took a noticeable amount of time to travel from her brain to the end of her tail.
 
   “Come,” she said. “If you’re done trying to scare me, we’ve a journey to continue and I for one would like to find Nak’s Dragon’s Foot in the daylight. Iridith’s out early tonight. Later on there’ll be only the Mystic and Jade moons.”
 
   “Just a few hundred leagues to go,” sang Zip, buckling their saddle bags in place. Aranya noticed a few chunks of pumice peeking out of the top of one.
 
   “Say, Zip,” said the Dragon, “been to the toilet before we go?”
 
   “Very funny, you overgrown lizard.”
 
   Aranya climbed into the early evening sky. Truly spectacular, the artist in her thought, trying somehow to capture the precise quality of the light in her mind’s eye, the way the reds and pinks and furnace oranges blended together and reflected across the endless Cloudlands, the dust motes glowing like fireflies all around her. The edges of her wings were burnished by the sunlight, making her imagine she was a great ship sailing the air currents the way the Dragonships of old used to travel, much at the mercy of the winds, before the invention of the meriatite furnace engine.
 
   Zip asked, “Aranya, would you take us over the volcano’s rim? Ri’arion’s been prattling on like a parakeet about his homeland. I’d like to see how this compares.”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   “Stay windward of the plume, however,” Ri’arion advised.
 
   Fifteen hours to the Dragon’s Foot, Nak had estimated, followed by one final haul of twenty hours to Immadia. If they had been aiming for three days travel then they were behind schedule–except that he had promised they would find a Dragons’ Highway over the stretch to Immadia, if not before. A helping breeze would be very welcome. The evening air was as still as the inside of a dead-end cave.
 
   Due to her earlier exhaustion, Aranya had not given much thought to how colossal the Cloudlands volcano was. But as she rose over the rim, it was to gaze down into a seething caldera which could have swallowed an Island whole. She estimated the lava lake within to be over a league in diameter, heaving and seething and spitting gouts of molten rock into the evening sky. The lava was only a hundred feet or so below the rim. Even at their height, the radiant heat sucked the air out of their lungs.
 
   “Phew, that’s roasting,” said Zip, gaping unashamedly at the caldera.
 
   Ri’arion said, “This puts some of Fra’anior’s volcanoes to shame.”
 
   “But not the central caldera, surely?” said Aranya.
 
   “It isn’t this active.”
 
   As Zuziana complained about never having been to Fra’anior and Ri’arion offered her an official visit just as soon as she was no longer considered a wanted criminal, Aranya circled the volcano along the eastern rim. She kept windward of the column of smoke and gases, but the occasional acrid whiff assaulted their nostrils anyway. Something struck her as strange or out of place down there. She was leery of flying closer to investigate. Magic? A … presence? A being which had sensed their approach? Her Dragon sight scanned the bubbling lava lake. Dimly through the drifting veils of clouds, she saw a strange hill in the orange lava, perhaps an upwelling or an enormous bubble. Aranya tilted her wings to catch a thermal and spiralled upward.
 
   “What’s the matter?” asked Zip.
 
   “A Dragon sense,” Aranya replied, watching alertly. The hill was obscured by smoke now.
 
   “Danger?”
 
   “I don’t honestly–that!”
 
   As Aranya banked sharply into a near-vertical climb, her tail pointed at the caldera and her nose to the sky, Zuziana shrieked, “Go, Aranya. Faster!”
 
   Aranya’s hearts thumped in her throat. From below, a monstrous, misshapen head surged up from the caldera, great sheets and globs of red-hot molten rock sloughing from it, until she saw eyes and jaws emerge from the mass. Dragon! It seemed improbable, but the head just kept coming. Zuziana kept shouting in her ear. Aranya did not care. That mouth had to be a hundred feet wide and deep enough to make a snack of five of her. For a terribly long time, they raced toward the heavens, Dragon-Aranya gasping and straining every fibre of her body and the head extending on an impossibly long neck as the mouth gaped open.
 
   “Magma Dragon! Watch your tail!” Ri’arion bellowed.
 
   She flicked her tail aside as the jaws snapped shut. Molten rock splattered her hindquarters. But the monster sank back, coiling beneath the lava. Aranya vented a lung-bursting bugle of triumph and relief.
 
   “We did it,” Zip clapped Aranya’s neck. “Well done, you gorgeous Dragon.”
 
   “So, Ri’arion … you were saying about flightless Dragons?” said Aranya, twisting her head to keep an eye on the Magma Dragon while she continued to power upward, trying to work out the knots in her much-abused flight muscles. Those last few leagues up to the volcano had been pure torture. Although she had recovered at the speed of a Dragon’s superior cardiovascular system, Aranya still felt the muscular abuse keenly and would do for several days, she suspected. But she could not help smiling as Sapphire played in the wash of her wings, clawing playfully at the sunbeams and the swirling dust motes; chirping away without pause.
 
   The dragonet seemed unabashed.
 
   Her antics seemed to put the monk at ease, too. “For a man sworn to follow the Path of the Dragon Warrior,” he quipped, “this is all very educational. That Magma Dragon was coiled beneath the lava like a cobra, ready to strike. How does it even live under molten rock, I ask you? If you hadn’t had that Dragon sense, Aranya …”
 
   “Exactly.” Aranya willed her hearts to climb back down from the inside of her throat. That was a rather faster start for Immadia Island than she had intended. “Which way? Give me a bearing, o masters of the map.”
 
   “Just a couple more nose-hairs to the east, petal,” said Zip.
 
   Ri’arion’s smirk suggested he found this very funny indeed. Aranya loftily ignored them both and pointed her nose in the correct direction.
 
   The first hint of a breeze tickled her wing membranes.
 
   Sapphire. Buckle up, she said.
 
   The dragonet made a ridiculous fuss about settling herself in Zip’s lap, and only just in time. As Aranya ascended, the wind tugged at the edges of her wings and soon settled in for a steady blast from a few compass points south of southeast, an almost perfect aid to their intended direction of travel. But the Princess of Remoy sniffled and declared that her nose was turning blue. Aranya wondered if she should introduce her friend to the snows of Immadia’s mountains. By the Islands, she was looking forward to feasting her Dragon eyes on those peaks.
 
   Trying to distract herself from brooding over their narrow escape from the Magma Dragon, Aranya considered how best to approach her father. He would not be impressed by a showy landing in his castle courtyard. His well-trained troops might just put a crossbow quarrel or three into them before asking any questions. Aranya had watched them at training often enough to know how deadly they were. She imagined throwing her arms around her father. If she knew him at all, the King’s first question would be, ‘How did you get here?’ Would the rumour of her survival have travelled to Immadia as yet, or had the Sylakians cut off all communication with Immadia ahead of the invasion? That would surely alert the wily old fox, King Beran.
 
   Dragon-Aranya flew still higher, seeking stronger winds. She fixed her attention on the stars coming out as the suns sank away into the death of the day, surveying the familiar constellations of her youth–the Dragon Rampant, the Three Mountains, the Sky-Strider and the Northern Scales of Justice, the constellation which pinpointed true north. Her eyes kept tracking westward, searching for any sign of the Dragonship fleet, even though she knew it was impossible across such a distance. She sensed them out there, somewhere; a scent of danger on the wind, a prickling of her spines that she had come to recognise as a foreboding.
 
   At last, she reached a height where the wind whistled across the Cloudlands, a Dragons’ Highway beyond anything she had experienced so far.
 
   “Feel that, Zip,” she cried, spreading her wings. “Immadia, I come!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Immadia
 
    
 
   An amethyst dragon hurtled through the Island-World’s night, lit by a three-moon conjunction bright enough to hide many of the stars. Aranya flew above two silvery cloudscapes–firstly the thick blanket of the Cloudlands, deceptively solid-seeming from her height, and a second layer much higher up, a gossamer spiderweb spun over the sleeping Islands nestled in that blanket. Her two Riders huddled beneath their cloaks, Sapphire curled in with them.
 
   Around midnight, Aranya thought she spotted another of the serpent-like Land Dragons, as Ri’arion called them, a name as ancient as the legends that his people told. But it disappeared so quickly she could not be certain. Her eagerness made the night seem endless. She could not wait to sight Immadia. She yearned to know if they were early or late. But she had to pace herself, all the more so because of how much that first leg had hurt her and drained her resources. Aranya’s flight muscles and joints were already complaining. The third major joint of either wing was particularly tender, the joint preceding the final quarter of wing surface which provided her so with so much control, but also received the worst of the wind’s buffeting. She tried to control her healing magic, but it was very difficult. Aranya felt strength drain out of her at once, even as the pain eased.
 
   So, by morning, she was surprised to spot what she was looking for: the Dragon’s Foot. The Island looked different to how Nak had described it, however. She woke Zuziana and Ri’arion to describe to them what she could see.
 
   “I’d vote for taking us down for a short rest,” said Zip, doubtfully. She dabbed at a nosebleed she had developed during the night from the altitude. “You said you’re feeling sore. We’ve a full day’s flying ahead of us. The wind seemed to ease during the night as well.”
 
   “It did drop appreciably,” said Aranya. “The timing is about right. But I must say, although it looks like an Island … well, it isn’t moving.”
 
   Zip chuckled, “No more Land Dragon surprises?”
 
   “Enough of those,” Aranya agreed.
 
   “A short rest,” said Ri’arion. “I’ll keep watch.”
 
   “Ri’arion saved three of those eggs,” said Zip. “Is it just me, Aranya, or has your digestion been a little gassy? I keep thinking I smell that volcano.”
 
   The monk chipped in, “Can’t you do something useful with all that gas, Aranya–apart from stinking out your Riders?”
 
   “I haven’t tried.” Aranya tucked in her wings, losing altitude rapidly on a long swoop down to the small Island she had spotted below.
 
   “Embarrassed, petal?” said Zip, as perceptive as always.
 
   “The previously elegant Princess of Immadia finds this a somewhat troublesome topic.”
 
   “You’re Dragon-elegant now,” said Zip.
 
   “Dressed in a hide that outshines a kingdom’s jewels,” added Ri’arion.
 
   “Your eyes rival the stars for beauty,” Zip grinned.
 
   “The gleam of your fangs drives a thousand ralti sheep in a bleating panic over the hills,” Ri’arion shot back, not to be outdone.
 
   “While the thunder of your cry makes the mountains shiver down to their roots.”
 
   “And your Dragon magic gave my beloved new life,” said the monk. Over Zip’s startled exclamation, he added, “Now she glows so beautifully at night she is like a star herself.”
 
   Zuziana folded her arms. “Well, pop goes that romantic bubble.”
 
   But they were all laughing.
 
   Aranya landed neatly, folding her wings and absorbing the shock with her thighs. The travellers found themselves on a barren, rocky plain, utterly devoid of plant or animal life. Ri’arion unpacked the remaining eggs for Aranya and bade her eat and rest. Then he set himself to ‘test’ their Island, declaring that he did not feel comfortable in his bones.
 
   The Dragon’s muzzle had hardly touched the ground before she slept.
 
   Two hours later, Ri’arion startled them both with a shout, “Mount up! Go, Aranya!”
 
   She felt the ground lurch. Instantly awake, she hardly waited for Zuziana and Ri’arion to find their seats before launching herself skyward. Their Island was moving westward. It was sinking away into the Cloudlands.
 
   “I think I woke it up,” said Ri’arion.
 
   Zip turned around to glare at him. “You did what?”
 
   “Mercy,” said the monk. “I did what I thought was a harmless bit of magic.”
 
   Aranya left them to squabble as she climbed into the morning sky. Actually, she reminded herself, the Island had been far too early. The Northern nights were short in this season, only eight hours to the day’s nineteen. She should have remembered to take that into account. It left perhaps sixteen hours of daylight. Could they reach Immadia before dark? Would they be in time?
 
   Two hours later, as they entered the Dragons’ Highway again, Aranya had one answer at least. She saw another Island ahead, one shaped unmistakably like a Dragon’s clawed foot, three toes to the fore and two to the rear. She groaned as she reported this to her Riders.
 
   “Great,” said Zip, rustling the map about. “That knocks off another stretch of this lovely blank Sea of Nothingness–Sea of whatever the monk said. Twenty hours to go, Aranya.”
 
   “When we pass the Island,” the Dragon retorted.
 
   As they passed over the Dragon’s Foot, two and a half hours later, Aranya calculated carefully in her mind. They should reach Immadia Island at dawn on the morrow, if Nak’s directions were accurate.
 
   She scanned the skies one more time for Dragonships. Immadia’s tale would be told in smoke and fire, or blessed silence.
 
   * * * *
 
   The winds picked up again during the afternoon, so much so that Aranya struggled to use her tail for steerage, as Nak had taught her. She rested periodically on the wing, and chuckled at the sight of Zuziana with a small wad of cloth stuck up her nostril to stop another nosebleed. Zip refused to fly any lower. Instead, she offered to kick Aranya if the Dragon flew so much as a foot lower. Aranya laughed dutifully, knowing her friend was only trying to cheer her up.
 
   Despair gnawed at her heart.
 
   That night was a bleak time for her, a place of dark thoughts and fears, of a loneliness born in being the one who had to keep flying when her Riders were able to sleep. She could not remember the last time she had enjoyed a decent stretch of sleep. The night’s starlit majesty seemed cold; the wind a capricious master; the bone-deep pain a constant reminder that even the efforts of a Dragon would surely not be enough. Seeing the patchy cloud-cover developing several thousand feet below her, Aranya hatched a plan for landing. But dark thoughts kept intruding.
 
   Zuziana awoke in the early hours and stayed awake thereafter. Perhaps she was as excited and apprehensive as her Dragon–Aranya did not know, but she was grateful even just for quiet companionship.
 
   False dawn brightened the sky. With it, the jagged peaks of Immadia assaulted the horizon’s featureless expanse. Home! She wanted to weep, or sing for joy. Aranya waited for Princess Zuziana to notice, content for a few moments just to drink in the sight. Secretly, she searched with her Dragon sight for what she feared most: the smoke of burning buildings, or the oblong balloons of many Dragonships, detectable by a Dragon even at this distance.
 
   Immadia lay serene.
 
   Aranya’s eyes scanned the far horizons, but she saw nothing of the expected invasion fleet. She drove on faster and faster, her wing beat rate increasing unconsciously as hope swelled in her breast. That was what alerted Zip.
 
   “Oh, Aranya! It’s … are those Immadia’s mountains?” She kicked Aranya’s shoulders for emphasis as she added, “You’re a rotten friend. You never told me Immadia was so beautiful.”
 
   “Sorry.” But Aranya was delighted at Zip’s response.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well, what–oh. No Dragonships, no smoke, no–”
 
   “Could they be hiding, Aranya? Behind the mountains?”
 
   “Maybe.” Aranya frowned. “But they don’t know we’re coming, so why hide? Garthion and his Hammers must expect to arrive in force, overwhelm my father’s defences in a matter of hours and put the Island to the sword.”
 
   Zip said stoutly, “Well, we’ll show him.” But Aranya heard a note of horror enter her voice. A large spark leaped from Zuziana’s left hand into Ri’arion’s great sword, strapped to the saddle just behind her. “Roaring rajals,” said Zip. “Did I do that? So, what’s the plan, o most noble of Amethyst Dragons?”
 
   “There’s only one of me, so that I guess makes me the most noble,” Aranya agreed. “Well, I’m going to fly right overhead, using those clouds over the city for cover, before diving down from the mountain side. I’ll aim to land on my mother’s tower as fast as I can. We duck behind the battlements to avoid the war catapults and crossbows and hopefully a soldier will appear to accept our surrender. I’ll show you how to surrender Immadian style–given as I’ve had practice.”
 
   “Smart,” said Ri’arion, who had evidently not been as asleep as he looked. “At this speed, we should be over the city just around dawn. Zip, you need to get Aranya’s clothes ready.”
 
   “And be ready to catch our saddlebags when I transform,” said Aranya.
 
   The rising suns flung slowly-changing oranges and pinks across the snows of Immadia’s jagged peaks, as though a painter were working on a masterpiece but remained undecided as to the precise shade to use for the mountains. Soon, direct sunlight blazed off the highest peaks, so dazzlingly bright that Aranya had to shade her eyes with her secondary membranes in order to look directly at them. She realised her plan was even better than she had thought. Coming out of that dazzle, they would be well hidden.
 
   Aranya ducked behind the clouds, accelerating on the descent until the wind whistled across her flanks and her Riders put up their arms to protect their eyes. Aranya folded her wings, laughing as her stomach lurched toward her throat. Ri’arion made a gurgle of dismay.
 
   “We have to beat the crossbows,” she shouted, blinking as cloud engulfed them.
 
   For a few moments, grey masked the world. It took all of Aranya’s courage not to pull out of her vertical dive, to trust her instincts in the knowledge that they would appear a few thousand feet above Immadia’s castle, exactly on the trajectory she desired, to wait for the battlements to appear and the inevitable alarm cries of the warriors which should follow.
 
   The world blinked into focus again, hurtling toward her, the castle’s towers looming sharply as Aranya adjusted with her tail, refusing to brake until the very last moment, waiting and waiting for the soldiers who would be looking outward for Dragonships, not heavenward for a Dragon, and finally the thin cry of a soldier sighting them, a rash of panicked shouts coming to her hearing, but still there was no sound from the war crossbows. Aranya knew that every second was vital. She zoned her vision in on the tower. She saw the face of a young soldier there, turning, blanching with terror as he caught sight of a Dragon on a collision course with him. All she had time to think was, ‘When did Father post a guard on Izariela’s Tower?’ A violet Immadian flag waved bravely on the flagpole above the young soldier’s head. Aranya flared her wings, braking with care, judging the moment as she bled the speed ahead of her final braking manoeuvre. Crossbow winches squealed. Officers bellowed their orders. It was going to be very tight.
 
   Warning gongs crashed out over the city.
 
   Aranya’s stomach plunged toward her paws as she extended her wings fully. Her muscles shrieked with the strain. She swept in toward Izariela’s Tower, snarling at the young soldier, “Get clear, idiot.” Her shoulder thumped him aside. Aranya crashed down four-pawed on the tower’s stone, her tail crushing the battlement behind her. A breath later, she transformed. Ri’arion managed to land on his feet; catlike. Zuziana thumped down on her saddle with a startled yelp, which was echoed by the poor Immadian soldier, who fumbled his sword, dropped it, kicked it toward them and stood there like a flummoxed ralti sheep as three Humans gazed at him. Saddle bags and Dragon tack landed all around them.
 
   “Heads down,” Aranya shouted. A quarrel swished through the air above them.
 
   “Nice landing,” Zip congratulated Aranya. “Clothes?”
 
   “That would be wonderful,” said Aranya, appreciating how her friend held up a cloak to shield her as she quickly pulled on her undergarments.
 
   “Who are you?” quavered the soldier.
 
   Metal scraped on stone as Ri’arion picked up the sword. Reversing the blade, he held it out hilt-first to the startled young man and said, “Take your sword, soldier. Accept our surrender.”
 
   As Aranya had instructed, Ri’arion knelt. He put his head to the stone with his hands outstretched in the posture of surrender. Not without a mumble of complaint, Zuziana joined him, speaking softly to Sapphire to calm her. Aranya pulled the cloak over her head and shoulders and joined her friends.
 
   Now the fun would begin, Aranya thought.
 
   “Accept our surrender,” ordered Ri’arion.
 
   “I, Felial Feryan of Immadia, do hereby,” he coughed and shuffled his boots on the flagstones, “I don’t know what to say. I’ve only been a soldier for six weeks. I accept, if you are indeed surrendering. What happened to the beast?”
 
   Ri’arion sounded as though he were swallowing his laughter as he said to the earnest soldier, “How old are you, Felial?”
 
   “Just turned fifteen this summer, my lord.”
 
   “Well, Felial, when your commanding officer arrives, you will tell him how you bravely apprehended these three intruders and forced them to surrender. You may say we are Ri’arion of Ha’athior, and the Princesses Zuziana and Aranya, recently arrived in Immadia. You’ll be famous.”
 
   Ri’arion helped the young man repeat their names.
 
   Boots on the steps announced the arrival of a dozen more soldiers, who surrounded them with angry, confused cries and no small fuss. A sword-point jabbed Aranya in the back. Now a new voice joined in, the harsh rasp of a soldier Aranya recognised as Darron, Commander of the Castle–effectively, the commander of all Immadian forces. She had known him since she could remember. He was a tough veteran, a campaigner as wily as her father and renowned for his unbending fairness.
 
   As he learned their names from Felial, the Commander’s voice rose in surprise. “Aranya, you say? She’s dead, boy. Passed away in the Tower of Sylakia, may her soul fly between the Islands.”
 
   “S-Sir,” stammered the poor soldier.
 
   “Well, Princess or no Princess, we must follow the King’s orders,” said Darron, in his broad accent that turned every vowel sound into a separate adventure. “Manacle them hand and foot, men, but treat them with respect. Then we shall see the faces of these miscreants who dare to appear uninvited on the King’s battlements.”
 
   “There was a Dragon, Commander,” said one of the other men.
 
   “A Dragon?”
 
   A clamour rose at once. “Aye.” “We all seen it, sir.” “Great beast.” “Purple, it was.” “Landed right here on this tower, it did.”
 
   “Silence!”
 
   Cold metal closed around Aranya’s ankles and wrists. But metal shackles could not hold a Dragon. She had the impression Darron was about to chew his men over and spit them out. But instead, the Commander quietly asked who had seen a Dragon? Where had it vanished? What happened? He commanded Felial to tell his story again, sparing no detail. A pair of boots thudded across the stone toward the prone threesome.
 
   Then a voice, which made Aranya’s heart wobble into her throat, said, “What is this, Commander? I receive incoherent reports of a Dragon landing on my castle, stones crashing down into my courtyard, and here I find intruders–three intruders–atop my tower? How did they penetrate our defences, Darron?”
 
   “I was just inquiring, Sire.”
 
   “You, man,” snapped King Beran. “Stand up.”
 
   Ri’arion stood. There was a long silence, before Beran breathed, “Do I know you?”
 
   “I am Ri’arion of Ha’athior Island, o King,” said the monk, so mildly that Aranya knew he was trying to keep a volatile situation calm. “When we met, I was a boy. You were just about to depart the Island of Fra’anior with Izariela, who you had placed in chains not dissimilar to these. Back then, I was the Nameless Man. Now I am named. I ask–”
 
   “How did you get here?”
 
   Beran’s fury and wonder were palpable. The monk said, “We flew Dragonback, King Beran.”
 
   “I see no Dragon.”
 
   “I am not lying, o King. Will you allow us to explain?”
 
   Darron said, “If there was a Dragon, one of you is a Shapeshifter. Which–”
 
   “The Shapeshifters are all dead or departed,” said King Beran. “Or, one of these three made a hundred men see a Dragon.”
 
   “There is a Dragon,” said Ri’arion, at exactly the same moment as Aranya said, “I’m the Dragon.”
 
   “Don’t move,” snarled Darron. “Swords to the ready, men. The one with no shoes spoke.”
 
   Cold steel touched her neck.
 
   Aranya, unable to contain her rising ire, snapped, “For the Islands’ sake! We’ve surrendered. What’s has become of Immadian honour? Spoiled into Sylakian chains and threats?”
 
   “Strange times,” said King Beran, by his tone, barely holding back his own fury. Father and daughter, Aranya thought, stifling a sudden, horrifying urge to start laughing. “Arise, woman, that I might know you.”
 
   Her heart faltered at the thought of what she was about to do to him. Lowering her head deliberately, Aranya tucked her feet beneath her and rose. Two soldiers shadowed her neck with their swords, reminding her in low voices not to make any false move. With a gasp, amethyst eyes lifted to meet her father’s piercing grey gaze.
 
   A shock of recognition blazed between them.
 
   “Dad. I’ve come home.”
 
   The King made an inarticulate gargling sound. His eyes bulged. Her first thought was that she had killed him. Could she have broken the news more gently? For the King’s face had blanched to the colour of new parchment. He had aged, too. King Beran’s beard was shot through with grey. He seemed smaller than the man she remembered. Tears welled up and tracked down Aranya’s cheeks. She wished he would say something. But how could he? He thought she was dead. For him, his dead daughter had just clambered out of a grave.
 
   “Father, I’m not dead. I’m Aranya, your daughter. The Sylakians didn’t kill me.”
 
   Slowly, King Beran’s sword rose to point at her heart. He rasped, “Speak, shade. Who are you and what have you done with my daughter?”
 
   “I’m Aranya,” she repeated. “I’ve come home. Dad, we need to warn you–”
 
   “How did you–you’re dead. Dead, my daughter’s dead …”
 
   Aranya desperately wanted to run into his arms, but the sword stood between them like an unanswerable accusation. She looked to Commander Darron, but he could only gape at her, his expression caught between a narrow-eyed suspicion and utter astonishment.
 
   She said, awkwardly, “Dad, this is Zuziana, Princess of Remoy. She’s a Dragon Rider. You may have heard that we caused the Sylakians some trouble down south around Remoy. I’m Aranya. You call me Sparky. Commander Darron has known me since I was a girl. I know most of the soldiers here, too. Shall I name them? Arad, I know. Rebor, too, and Gabor over there, who has ten children. Behind me stands your namesake Beran, called Beran Big-Foot as he has the largest boot size in all Immadia.”
 
   Darron gave a gruff bark of laughter at this.
 
   “Dad, last we spoke was on this very battlement before I left for the Tower of Sylakia. You counselled me to find a nobler path.”
 
   The King of Immadia still made no response. Aranya’s heart broke for him. Until that moment, she had never understood how death could rob the living, but she saw it in him now.
 
   She urged, “Even if you can’t believe I’m alive, Dad, you need to know that there is a Sylakian fleet bearing down on Immadia Island as we speak, furnished with secret orders for the annihilation of the Kingdom. We’ve come to help, if we can.”
 
   Suddenly, her father tottered forward, his sword falling from nerveless fingers to clatter on the stone. He stopped right in front of Aranya, peering up at her. “You’re taller than that girl I remember,” he whispered. “Broader in the shoulder, leaner in the cheek and even more beautiful, were it possible.” Aranya’s lips tried to work into a tremulous smile. “But there’s something about you–a quality I remember in Izariela the day I kidnapped her and put her aboard my Dragonship, a look that says, ‘mere chains cannot hold me. I am here because of love.’ Is that true? Is it true, my Izariela? Have you returned? No, you aren’t her; but you look so alike. You’re my Aranya? I’m … confused.” He wrung his hands helplessly. “Help me.”
 
   Commander Darron came to stand alongside his King. His eyes welcomed Aranya; she saw recognition and joy in them as clearly as the early suns-shine warming her back. Beran’s expression was priceless; a dawning of hope where only pain and grief had existed before.
 
   The silence was as long and deep as the warmth radiating into Aranya’s heart.
 
   “How may I help, o King?” asked the Commander.
 
   Beran choked out, “Would you take these damnable chains off my daughter?”
 
   “At once, o King. Keys! Fetch me the keys!”
 
   King Beran did not wait. He threw himself against Aranya, making her stagger with the force of his hug. He clutched her desperately, a drowning man finding his salvation. And he cried and cried, together with her, tears of uncontainable happiness.
 
   * * * *
 
   An attempt at breakfast was interrupted by Beri arriving at the speed of a breaking thunderstorm, closely followed by Aranya’s brothers running ahead of a harried-looking nursemaid, shouting, ‘Rani! Rani!’ and holding up their arms to be scooped up and cuddled. They covered her cheeks with slobbery toddler kisses. Beri tossed dignity to the winds and kissed Aranya at least twenty times, before her eyes lit on Zuziana and she burst into a fresh round of weeping, holding the slight Princess so tightly that Zip coughed.
 
   Commander Darron set up his command post in the next room. Officers and messengers dashed in and out, adding to the mayhem. A teary-eyed Queen Silha appeared to show Aranya her week-old baby sister, Leanya.
 
   “Was she late?” asked Aranya.
 
   “Almost three weeks,” said Silha. “The physician was very worried. But she’s here now, safe and healthy. Heavens, that can’t be the Dragon everyone’s making such a fuss about?”
 
   Sapphire flew several fast circles around the table.
 
   Come to me, little one, said Aranya. Here. Nice sweetmeat. 
 
   To Silha, she said, “No, she’s a dragonet–you might think of her as a mini-Dragon. We call her Sapphire. Beri, come sit with us. I missed you.”
 
   “Huh,” snorted Beri. “Sitting at table with Princesses?”
 
   “I’ll make it a royal order if you don’t obey, this instant,” said Aranya.
 
   “And I’ll put you over my knee and paddle your behind, petal, as big as you are,” warned Beri. But she smiled warmly, taking the seat between Aranya and Zuziana.
 
   “Your family is every bit as crazy as mine,” said Zip, gesturing at the chaos. “Would you look at Ri’arion? He doesn’t know which way is up any more. Hold your sister, Aranya. Go on. I’m desperate for a turn after you.”
 
   Aranya shooed her brothers off her lap. “I can’t tell them apart any more, Silha. May I?”
 
   “Blue trousers is Feran, green trousers is Tiran,” Silha said automatically, helping Aranya take her tiny sister in her arms.
 
   Now, could she imagine being a Dragon and holding this little scrap of life in her paw? She stroked Leanya’s tiny, curled-up fist, admiring her sleeping face. “So, we haven’t met,” she said. “I’m Aranya, your big sister. You’re not allowed to be scared of me, alright? You’re lovely. Actually, you’ll probably sleep through everything while these big people here get the fright of their lives.”
 
   Across from her, Darron whispered in the King’s ear. He had not forgotten the Dragon, she knew. Her father nodded. He had kept looking at her as if he expected her to vanish with the morning mists, but now his expression became grave.
 
   Aranya reminded herself that she, too, had struggled to believe at first. She must be gracious, whatever the cost.
 
   “So, Sparky,” said King Beran, raising his voice above the hubbub. “Explain this Dragon business. Are you telling me that creature gobbling up her fourth sweetmeat is the Dragon that had half my castle ducking for cover? Does it grow bigger, by magic?”
 
   She swallowed hard, hating to have to shock her father again. “Dad, do you remember the Dragonship that exploded, the day First War-Hammer Ignathion accepted Immadia’s surrender?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “That was my doing.”
 
   “Oh?” Her father’s left eyebrow wagged sceptically.
 
   Aranya pressed on, “Zip told you how we caused the Sylakians endless trouble down in Remoy.”
 
   “Quite the stir,” said Beran, jovially. “The rumours reached even to Immadia’s shores. I sense a bit of the old cliff fox in you, Aranya. No disrespect to Remoy, of course. I just hadn’t pictured my daughter running around the Islands as a wanted criminal, blasting Dragonships into the Cloudlands.”
 
   “Dad–we’re probably the reason Garthion’s on his way here now.”
 
   “Look,” said King Beran, his voice gaining a steely edge, “the Supreme Commander has been searching for an excuse to destroy Immadia since forever. That’s why surrender was a smart tactical move, last time. I spent twelve summers irritating him like a wasp up his left nostril. We became suspicious when all communications were cut off a week back, Sparky. That was the reason for the alert; for the chains. But you haven’t clarified how exactly you arrived on my battlements. Do I sense a certain avoidance of the truth?”
 
   “The truth is hard, Dad,” said Aranya. She rocked Leanya as the infant stirred and made a tiny mewling noise.
 
   “I’ve never known you to shy from a hard truth.”
 
   “Dad, I’m the Dragon.”
 
   Her father laughed, but then a puzzled frown creased his brow. “I know you, my daughter. I know you dreamed of being a Dragon, aye. But you’re not … you are joking, aren’t you?”
 
   Aranya met his gaze with all the openness she could muster. “Dad, do you know what Mom was doing all those mornings up on the tower? Do you remember how she burned your beard? She said I was born with the fire inside of me.”
 
   “Aye, aye.”
 
   “What about how I burned your tapestry? And how we discussed me being an enchantress?”
 
   “Aye. But that’s a far cry from being a … Shapeshifter? Darron knew?”
 
   “I don’t know. Somebody in the castle must have seen, or helped her.” Aranya felt as though they were the only two people in the room, confiding deep and terrible secrets to each other against a backdrop of happy chatter. “You were married to a Dragon Shapeshifter, Dad. Her skin showed it when she died. That’s why she had crazy hair. But she had to hide because the Sylakians were killing off all the Shapeshifters, just as they poisoned her. For all I know, I could be the last one.”
 
   “You turn into a Dragon?”
 
   Aranya hid her impatience with a smile. That note of disbelief was still unrelieved. “Dad, when I said I flew here–that’s the truth. I carried Zuziana and Ri’arion here, on my back. Zuziana is my Rider and I am her Dragon, when I’m in my Dragon form.”
 
   King Beran cleared his throat. “You and Zuziana aren’t … I mean, you aren’t trying to say in a round-the-Islands way …”
 
   “Dad!” Aranya turned crimson. “Zuziana’s with Ri’arion, not me. The man I used to like is the one coming to destroy Immadia–and that’s a sorry tale.”
 
   Her father blanched. “Not Garthion?”
 
   “Dad, for the Islands’ sake, will you let me speak before jumping to any more wild conclusions? No, it’s Third War-Hammer Yolathion, who is a commander in Garthion’s forces. He’s actually Jeradian, but–oh, there’s too much to explain. I met him in the Tower of Sylakia, where I tried to kill Garthion, but failed. Yolathion chased Zip and I to Remoy and back with a fleet of Dragonships. We disgraced him; this is his chance to redeem himself and exact his revenge.”
 
   “Ignathion’s son?” Beran scratched his beard thoughtfully.
 
   “Honour and duty above all else,” Aranya said bitterly. “He serves the Butcher of Jeradia willingly and well.”
 
   “The first part definitely sounds like Ignathion’s son.” Beran shifted on his chair. “How many Dragonships are heading for Immadia, Sparky?”
 
   “Two hundred, maybe more.”
 
   “I can’t believe we’re actually having this conversation.” His finger stabbed at her. “My daughter is a Dragon? You mean the claws and wings, long fangs, fire-breathing, legendary sort of Dragon we see on picture-scrolls and tapestries? Not something like that little creature?”
 
   Aranya sighed, knowing she had to show him. “Dad, that’s a dragonet. I’m a little bigger.”
 
   “Much bigger,” Zip put in. “Aranya, your Dad’s as bad as mine. Why don’t we find a nice courtyard and tickle his neck with the sharp end of your claws?”
 
   King Beran looked around the room. “This isn’t big enough?”
 
   “Trust me,” the Princess of Remoy smirked. “She’s legendary.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: Reunion
 
    
 
   “Hi, Dad. It’s me, Aranya.”
 
   King Beran was doing his level best to maintain his dignity. Several of his veteran soldiers did not manage quite as well, whipping out their swords or swearing colourfully before Commander Darron quelled them with a parade-ground glare.
 
   She heard Zip whisper to her father, “Yes, you slept with one of these in your bed for years.”
 
   Her father did not appear to appreciate the joke.
 
   But Aranya watched Zip’s magic glowing in her eyes, a blue so vibrant it rivalled the skies above, which had cleared since the early morning. King Beran had already despatched several Dragonships to spy out the impending arrival of the Sylakian Dragonship fleet. Ri’arion had informed him in no uncertain terms that a Dragon could do the job far better.
 
   Her own magic had been triggered by fear, anger, or other high tides of her emotions. What would Garthion’s arrival trigger in Zip? Her fires surged in her belly as she imagined confronting Yolathion. How would she manage that?
 
   Immadia had fifteen Dragonships outfitted for war, many hidden from Ignathion’s fleet at the time of Immadia’s surrender. Aranya wondered if Ignathion had searched as thoroughly as he might have for the remains of an old friend’s war fleet. Ten further traders’ Dragonships had been converted for war, although they were not as speedy or powerful as the warships. He had one newly built vessel, a Dragonship fitted with five long-range war crossbows, a recent innovation which had not made it into the Immadian fleet before they had been betrayed at Rolodia. In all Immadia had twenty-six Dragonships, one Dragon and her Rider, and a crazy monk who had been talking to Commander Darron about being launched via catapult at Garthion’s flagship.
 
   Zuziana had tried to argue him out of his plan, and failed.
 
   Immadia had six thousand soldiers, from the greenest recruits to old men who could barely swing a sword. The Sylakians would arrive with two hundred Dragonships and field ten thousand trained men of war.
 
   When King Beran seemed at a loss for words, Commander Darron put in, “Haven’t seen one of your kind since I was a boy. My father was a Dragon Rider. The stories he told …”
 
   Beran said, “I never imagined, Sparky. You’re colossal … my daughter’s a Dragon?”
 
   “Dad!” growled the Dragon. Zip had her fist stuffed in her mouth, evidently on the cusp of exploding with laughter. Aranya itched to slap her with a Dragon-sized paw, the little wretch.
 
   “You flew here–sorry, I know I sound stupid,” said the King, clearly trying to set his shock aside. “Where are you hiding my Aranya?”
 
   “I am Aranya, Dad. There’s Human-Aranya and Dragon-Aranya, and we’re … oh, for the Islands’ sake! I know you don’t believe me, but I’m still your daughter.”
 
   “My, what big fangs you have, darling,” chortled Zip.
 
   Aranya and Beran shouted at her simultaneously, “Zip!”
 
   “What powers does a purple Dragon have?” asked the Commander.
 
   “She’s an Amethyst Dragon,” Zuziana replied promptly. “She can blow fire, spit fireballs, chew meriatite and use the gas to produce fire, heal herself and others, and do a few other things we haven’t worked out yet. We think she has Storm powers–wind, lightning and thunder–but those are very new. I use a Pygmy bow, which is powerful enough to punch burning arrows through most Dragonship armour.”
 
   “May I?” Darron examined her bow with a professional eye and tested the draw. “By the mountains, imagine if we built war crossbows like this, my Lord!” The grizzled old warrior clapped Zip on the back. “A mite like you can draw this bow?”
 
   “I’m improving.”
 
   “This is unbelievable,” Beran muttered, rubbing the back of his neck, “but it makes a weird kind of sense. I just never imagined. My daughter’s a Shapeshifter, risen from the dead, bane of the Sylakians.” Now his normal grin reasserted itself. “Aranya, when exactly did you decide to take over the family tradition of bearding Sylakians?”
 
   “Learned from the best,” she chuckled.
 
   The Commander bowed formally over Zuziana’s hand. After blowing on her knuckles, he made a sign Aranya had never seen before. “Well, punch my guts out with a catapult shot, a real, fire-breathing Dragon and her Rider. We’ve got some strategizing to do, my Lord. I don’t like the odds, but the scales weigh more evenly now.”
 
   “We haven’t seen this invasion fleet yet,” put in one of his sub-Commanders.
 
   The King and Commander both fixed him with poisonous glares. But it was Darron who rasped, “You doubt the word of a Dragon Rider?”
 
   “No sir.”
 
   The Commander growled, “Besides, that Dragon’s the King’s daughter.”
 
   Aranya leered at the unfortunate man, who looked to be counting the remaining seconds of his mortality.
 
   “Right,” said Darron. “You two need to brief us dagger-sharp with everything you’ve got on the Sylakian forces, weapons and aerial tactics, this new Dragonship armour and technique with nets you mentioned, Yolathion’s experience and disposition, what you did to the Supreme Commander’s son, how you escaped the Tower of Sylakia–”
 
   King Beran interrupted the Commander’s growing list with, “I’d like you to scout, Aranya. If Dragon eyes are anything like the stories, you’ll see the fleet long before our scouts do. I’ve a gift for you, a little something the Sylakians dropped off with a thousand questions after you–” he shook his head at this point “–you really are like me in all the worst ways as well, Aranya. After your raid on the Tower of Sylakia. Your Immadian forked daggers came to us courtesy of First War-Hammer Ignathion. It landed us in a barrel of Cloudlands poison, let me tell you–imagine me trying to explain how Immadian daggers turned up …”
 
   Darron rapped at his sub-Commander, “All-points order–the Dragon is ours, alright? She’s an Immadian Dragon on our side. No-one shoots her or I will personally load them into a catapult and see if I can’t land them on Sylakia Island from here.” He glanced at the sky. “In one hour she will take a flight over the city.”
 
   A squire came running up with King Beran’s armour. “Sire, we, uh–” His eyes bulged and the rest of his sentence turned into a wordless squeak.
 
   Beran began to pull in his armour with an air of purpose which had been missing in him since that morning, Aranya realised, and possibly for months before. “Help me strap these on, boy, when you’re done gawking at the Dragon. She won’t eat you.”
 
   “I don’t eat people,” said Aranya. “But if you had a handy haunch of sheep …”
 
   Commander Darron clapped his hands for a messenger. “Meat for the Dragon, at the double.”
 
   The messenger’s eyes clearly measured her up and down, trying to decide on a suitable portion.
 
   “A whole haunch, boy, from the kitchens. Go!” Darron grinned at Aranya, and added a comradely slap on the shoulder. “In case I forget to say this later, my lady, you look magnificent. All those stories my father told, don’t do you a pebble’s justice compared to a whole Island. You haven’t got any Dragon armour, have you? No? Hmm. Do me a favour. When you do your sweep of the city, give them a proper Dragon roar. That’ll shake them in their furry underwear.”
 
   * * * *
 
   It was freeing, being up in the air again. Aranya had not realised how much all the fuss would affect her; all the feelings rushing through her heart, the pain and joy mixed into a bittersweet brew. Oyda had been so right. Becoming a Dragon was like being reborn. Nothing was the same.
 
   She swooped down over the city of Immadia. The city bustled with preparations for war. Teams of women and children wet down the rush roofs of houses lower down in the city and prepared barrels of water for putting out fires. Soldiers rushed back and forth. Carts groaned as they carried loads of crossbow quarrels and catapult ammunition to the emplacements scattered around the city. King Beran had broken open the armouries of the secret caverns. Sacks of meriatite made their way to the Dragonship field. Outside the city, shepherds hurried their flocks away into the forests. A last straggle of conscripts marched in from one of the remote villages.
 
   “Well?” said Zip.
 
   “Well, I’m afraid of what’s to come.”
 
   “No, you silly sheep–you promised the Commander a roar.”
 
   “I guess I did.”
 
   Zip laughed her belly-laugh. “Aw, who’s a shy little Dragon, then? Mommy gave her so much milk it drowned out her fire?” She made baby-noises. “Aw, so cute.”
 
   An irascible rumble of fire announced itself in Aranya’s belly. She opened her mouth and released a roar so resounding it shook her from muzzle to tail. Half of the city came to a halt; the other half looked to the skies in amazement, wondering where the thunder had come from. The tall, flightless terhal birds carrying the wealthy notables of Immadia scattered in a squawking, flapping panic in every conceivable direction. Echoes reverberated from the mountains behind the city. She supposed there had to be something awe-inspiring about hearing a Dragon roar overhead. Her Dragon senses prickled; Human-Aranya, however, warned against a surfeit of Dragonish pride.
 
   “Oh, yes,” shouted Zip. “Back over the castle now with a roar for the Commander. Then up over the mountains as ordered.”
 
   “You’re unusually obedient today, Zip,” she teased.
 
   Aranya swooped smoothly through the clear noon skies, heading back up to the castle. She saw a few hands waving at her from below. Most people seemed stunned. Aranya thundered over the castle, giving Commander Darron an ebullient rendition of his boyhood wish, before angling for the mountains.
 
   “That roar of yours,” said Zip, after some time. “It has magic in it, Aranya–a touch of thunder. Real thunder.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya directed a wide-eyed gaze over her shoulder at her Rider. “Storm powers?”
 
   “I think.”
 
   “You’re sensing magic, Zip-Zap?”
 
   “Can we please not fly into the mountainside?” Zip whooped as Aranya rolled into a vertical climb, skirting the flanks of the spectacular peaks that framed the city. “Show off. And stop making up nicknames for me.”
 
   “You just have to try flying, Zip.”
 
   “Oh, you’re so sly,” said Zip, pressed back in the saddle as they climbed, still accelerating. “I am flying, Dragonback. Yes, I definitely sensed something. You don’t realise how loud you are, do you? I’m going to need ear plugs if that power develops any further. I sense magic in the mountains–”
 
   Aranya cut her friend off with a growl, saying, “I sense Dragonships, Zip. The breeze is against them. But I can’t see any, yet.”
 
   Zip shuddered. Aranya glanced back with concern, but her Rider merely raised her chin–as Aranya might have–and essayed a determined frown. Dragon-Aranya, however, knew how fast her friend’s heart was pulsing, like a Dragonship at full speed. To her annoyance, Zip kept glancing back at the mountains as though they were more important than the Sylakian fleet. How could she have all these doubts about her friend, right before an important and possibly fatal battle?
 
   As Aranya continued her upward surge, Immadia Island receded to the size of a small painting, a forlorn outpost of memories and love and longing and pain in the midst of the Cloudlands. She loved that sight. Islands looked so different from above. A large textured dot was the city, a white field beside it the soaring, ragged-toothed mountains, a fringe of variegated greens the forests and fields, a smattering of tiny outlying Islands, several inhabited, before the emptiness of those endless horizons of gold-shot Cloudlands.
 
   Zuziana leaned forward, saying, “Aranya, I don’t understand what’s bitten me. I want to fight. I’m trying to be strong. But there’s this thing in me that’s acid inside, eating away. I’m just so frightened. I want to hide under those mountains. I’m sorry. I am fighting it, Aranya.”
 
   “Zip, I understand.” But the Princess did not believe. Aranya wanted to scream or shake some sense into her. “We can do this, Zip. I’m not letting Garthion near you. Understood? Say the word–”
 
   “Aranya, no. You are not abandoning your Island for me.”
 
   “What, then?”
 
   “I couldn’t live with myself. Don’t you see?”
 
   What Aranya saw was that Zip’s body, hands and face were glowing like the beautiful sheets of light that danced in the northern skies during winter. The power was growing wildly within her.
 
   Aranya took a deep, ragged breath of frigid air into her lungs, scanning the eastern horizon. “Zip, I have never and will never regret breaking you out of the Tower. A Rider chooses as much as she is chosen. I don’t want anyone else. If this is your fight, then it is mine, too. If it’s my Island, it is your Island, too.”
 
   She gasped; the labour of her lungs stalled and Aranya’s wings hung limply in the air.
 
   “Dragonships?”
 
   “Oh, Zip. So many …”
 
   Deliberately, she chose to train her eyes on those miniscule dots rising above the horizon. She magnified the picture with all of her strength. For the first time, she felt Zip nearby–her mind, nearby, somehow attuned with hers.
 
   “Hundreds,” Zip said, dreamily. “A group peeling away to the north, Aranya. They mean to outflank us from behind the mountains, as King Beran suggested. Wait, we should count them.” Aranya shivered. Now Zip could read her mind? Bizarre. “Around fifty to the north, Aranya. Too many to count in the east.”
 
   “They’re still cresting the horizon,” said Aranya.
 
   “Ooh, I feel ill.” Zuziana swayed in the saddle, putting her hand to her forehead. “That wasn’t a good idea. Let’s take our intelligence to the Commander, Aranya. Oh, I need to take those measurements first. Hang on.”
 
   “Oh, I’ll just hang on the breeze.” When this received no response, Aranya added, “I’ll hook my wings to a passing cloud and dangle.”
 
   “You’re making a noise, beast. Shh.”
 
   When Zip was finished, Aranya asked, “What is that thing?”
 
   “A league-logger,” said the Princess, rather too smugly for Aranya’s liking. “Something your Immadian scholars apparently found described in an ancient scroll. It measures angles and works out horizontal distance–in this case, fifty-three leagues to the Dragonships. Making four leagues per hour against the wind; they’ll reach Immadia by this evening.”
 
   After returning with their intelligence, Aranya and Zuziana were ordered to rest until late afternoon, when they flew on another reconnaissance, very similar to the first. The Dragonships were much closer, but not in a particular hurry.
 
   “Closing the northern jaw of his trap,” said King Beran, pacing up and down like a caged rajal. “Sink him into a Cloudlands volcano, I’d do the same. He’ll make a frontal assault around dawn with the bulk of his fleet, on land and in the air, while waiting with his second flank until the battle has been joined and our forces are committed to one front.”
 
   “Aye, Sire,” said Darron. “Where’s Garthion’s flagship, Aranya?”
 
   “With the northern group, Commander,” she replied. “And … please don’t take this the wrong way, but we didn’t make any assumptions he would be with his flagship. Princess Zuziana and I agreed that we sensed his presence inside the flagship. Call it a Dragon sense. He once tortured the Princess of Remoy. Now it seems there’s a strange connection between them.”
 
   “Does it go both ways?” asked the King.
 
   Aranya’s fires flared at the question. Perceptive! She had not thought about that. Poor Zip had nearly fainted at the touch of Garthion’s mind, at the awareness of his proximity and evil. She had been raving for a while, babbling about chains and Dragons and the skin being flayed off her body.
 
   “I don’t know. It could. Dad–also, I need to be honest. My Rider’s not well. Can I talk to you and Commander Darron privately?”
 
   She explained how Princess Zuziana had reacted; that this was unlike her, especially given as they had been through battles before. She told them about her fears about the Dragon tears.
 
   “Aye, Aranya,” said Darron, when her tale was told. “Dragon magic’s spawned a thousand tales of strange powers. Could be the torture broke her mind; could be your magic still working within her. You chose well to tell us, girl. Thank you for your honesty–and your trust.”
 
   King Beran nodded. “Aye, I’m proud of you, Sparky.”
 
   “Thanks, Dad. Thanks, Commander Darron.”
 
   “Now, you should rest,” said the King. “You’re swaying even as you speak. We’ve spied the Dragonships and will keep a Dragon’s eye on their advance. Any trouble, we’ll wake you at once and meet on Izariela’s Tower. You’ve my word on that.”
 
   “Dad, we can’t hit them tonight, can we? One flash of an exploding Dragonship and they’ll see me.”
 
   “Aye. But an attack from above in the morning–that should send those ralti sheep fleeing for the hills. Darron and I will discuss how best we might use you. I’ve never tried to plan strategy around a Dragon.”
 
   “But Dad, there’s just one of me.”
 
   “So we need to make you count for ten. Your tame monk has given me a few ideas.”
 
   Aranya kissed him on the cheek. “You get some sleep, too.”
 
   “It’ll work out,” said Beran, touching his cheek where she had kissed him. “I just know. Call it a father-of-the-Dragon sense.”
 
   She stared at him. Shaking her head, Aranya went to try to find some elusive sleep.
 
   * * * *
 
   Bang! Bang-bang-bang!
 
   Aranya jerked awake. She had kicked the sheets into a ferocious tangle. Beside her on the bed, Zuziana sat up at once.
 
   “Quickly,” came the call. “To the tower.”
 
   “An attack?” mumbled Aranya.
 
   Zip had slept fully dressed. She ran to the door. “Sleeping in the clouds? Hurry!”
 
   Aranya had been dreaming about the Black Dragon. What had he been saying? She could not remember, but it was important. She ran after Zuziana.
 
   The two Princesses burst up onto the tower. As they did, a flash of fire lit the eastern sky. Aranya rubbed her eyes as she scanned the horizon. “An attack? Where?”
 
   “They’re attacking each other,” said King Beran. “At least, we think so. Can you transform and tell us?”
 
   At least her father was awake. Aranya waved her arms. “If you clear enough space.”
 
   Aranya’s sleeping-shift fluttered to the ground, torn. In her place stood an Amethyst Dragon. She peered into the night. Her hearts leaped fitfully at the excitement. “Yes, they’re attacking each other. It’s hard to tell … the fleet is drifting apart and there’s a cloudbank in the way.”
 
   “What about the northern group?” asked Darron. “Our lookouts say they saw what they took for lightning out there, o King. Could we just send–”
 
   “A Dragon scout?” said Aranya. “Ri’arion? Zip?”
 
   Ri’arion said, “Take Zip. I’ll stay here in case a ground assault starts.”
 
   “Don’t engage them, yet,” warned the King. “We need information down here to keep people alive.”
 
   “Agreed,” said Zip, mounting up.
 
   “No armour, Dragon Rider?” asked Commander Darron.
 
   “No time.”
 
   When Princess Zuziana was seated, Aranya launched herself over the side of the battlement and raced away into the moonlit night. Zip muttered to herself as she secured the thigh and waist straps. Three moons were high: White, Jade and Blue, giving the night a gentle sparkle that Aranya feared would reveal their presence to anyone who might not be battle-watching, but watching the skies with a telescope. She wished she could be a Black Dragon, like Fra’anior.
 
   A ripple passed through her body.
 
   “What was that?” asked Zip. “Aranya, you’ve changed colour.”
 
   Aranya looked at herself in surprise. She had shifted to a smoky purple-black colour, a much better companion to the night.
 
   “Neat trick,” said Aranya, casually.
 
   Zip chuckled. “You don’t fool me. You’re more surprised than I am.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya thought about this as she flapped steadily to gain height. The battle out there over the eastern Cloudlands was fierce. Another Dragonship flared into ashes; two were limping toward Immadia, losing altitude rapidly. It might have been a good opportunity to strike–but what was going on? A strange diversion to hide a sneak attack from the north? The battle seemed too realistic. Even Garthion must surely balk at blowing up his own Dragonships.
 
   She could change colour like the chameleons they had found along the Crescent Islands? Badly, she told herself. She had been thinking about the Black Dragon. She had arrived at a strange midway point, a colour that was neither of them. Would Ri’arion know about colour-changing Dragons? Everything Nak and Oyda had taught her suggested that Dragon colours were fixed from birth.
 
   A great orange flash lit the clouds hanging over the mountain peaks.
 
   A dozen more wing beats brought Aranya to a height where she could see between the peaks. The northern part of the Sylakian fleet had anchored just the other side of a sharp line of peaks. The battle here was fierce, too, a group of Dragonships coming under heavy fire from a second group which sported the symbol of the windroc. A mutiny in Garthion’s forces, she wondered? Her flames churned steadily in her stomach. Had she not promised her father, she could have gone out there and downed a few Dragonships before they knew what had hit them.
 
   Her eyes focussed. There was Garthion’s heavily armoured flagship; the man himself standing behind his forward crysglass window, watching the battle. He could see? The Supreme Commander had said the son of Sylakia was blind. She wondered how much he saw, now. Magnified by her sight, his face looked bizarre–scars, she realised, a horrific melting of flesh right up into the hairline …
 
   “Garthion!” screamed Zip, seeing through Aranya’s eyes. “Oh, uuunh!”
 
   Lightning flashed behind her. Suddenly a weight drove Aranya downward; daggers of pain plunged into her back. She howled and thrashed instinctively, throwing off her attacker. She saw wings spinning past her, the snapping jaws of a Dragon, blue-in-blue eyes blazing with magic, a tail that smashed her in the jaw as the Dragon roared past her and charged away into the night, westward.
 
   Aranya reeled. Another Dragon!
 
   Then she had a second shock. Zip was gone … Zip was the Dragon. Aranya gave chase at once, hurtling away from the battle at her utmost speed. It was Zip. No-one else could have that colour, the azure of her eyes. Her Dragon senses reached out to her friend. Zip! Zip!
 
   An incoherent scream tore into her mind.
 
   She was feral. Frightened out of her wits, the Dragon sped westward over the mountains, flying erratically. Aranya was surprised she could fly at all. Perhaps it was all Dragon instinct, the shock of the change having driven her mad. Her mind raced. Aranya could transform and land on her friend and try to calm her down, but then they’d lose their only Dragon saddle–which was probably damaged, anyway. And if she missed? A maddened Dragon might just rip her apart. She should know how fast Dragon reactions were.
 
   Aranya made a snap decision. Abandoning the chase, she stretched out her neck and powered down the mountainside to the castle, gaining tremendous velocity as she swooped, her wings tucked and trimmed to provide the least possible air friction. She checked the sky. If she was quick, Zuziana would not get too far. She back-winged into the tower, making everyone duck as she landed on the edge of the battlement.
 
   “Ri’arion,” she snarled. “I need you aboard, now.”
 
   “Where’s–we saw another–”
 
   “It’s Zip. She transformed when we saw Garthion.” Aranya sought out her father as the monk scrambled into her saddle.
 
   “You’re wounded,” said Ri’arion.
 
   Ignoring him, Aranya reported rapidly, “It looks like a mutiny. Maybe a smallish number of Dragonships in both fleets, Dad. I don’t know what it means. Who would dare mutiny against Sylakia? I’d watch out for tricks. Garthion is mad enough to try anything. He is definitely out there in the northern group, chasing seven rogue Dragonships. In the bigger group, I counted one hundred and eighty Dragonships–”
 
   Beran nodded. “Got all that. And you’re going to–”
 
   “Chase my Rider–the other Dragon, Dad.”
 
   “Now there’s another Dragon?”
 
   Her father’s eyes narrowed in calculation. Aranya wanted to snarl at him, ‘That’s my friend, not a pawn in our battle!’ But as Ri’arion scrambled into the saddle, she said, biting back her anger, “It’s Zip, as I feared. The transformation has made her mad. How will you signal me? Could you?”
 
   The King said, “Keep a Dragon’s eye back here. We’ll raise an orange flag on Izariela’s Tower if there’s trouble, alright? White for safety, orange for danger. Hurry back, Aranya.”
 
   Ri’arion said, “Let’s go burn the heavens, Dragon.”
 
   Aranya hurled herself off the round battlements with a low cry–a Dragon’s sob, she realised. She accelerated powerfully, pressing Ri’arion back against her spine-spike. The night was growing old. Three or four hours until dawn, she made it. What would the coming day bring? King Beran would have to scrap all of his plans and start over.
 
   “Easy there, rajal,” said Ri’arion. “No straps left on this saddle. I need to rig something with my belt.”
 
   “I’ll fly level. Ri’arion, where’s Sapphire?”
 
   “Don’t rightly know. Zuziana sent her off somewhere late yesterday evening. She said she had an idea about the mountains; that there was magic up there. Aranya …”
 
   She recognised the plea in Ri’arion’s voice. Aranya said, “She transformed, Ri’arion. She transformed into a Dragon as blue as the noonday sky.”
 
   “An Azure Dragon?” said the monk. “Almost definitely the gift of lightning. Also rare, Aranya, but not as rare as you. You said she went feral? You want me to help coax her back?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This sounds like aerial acrobatics to me. Aranya, you know what a bad flyer I am.”
 
   “Time to improve, Ri’arion.”
 
   Aranya scanned the western skies for any sign of Zuziana. Where had she gone? It could not have been far. There, her friend slipped out momentarily from behind a cloud before ducking into another. She was still fleeing westward. Her flight had smoothed out. Was that a good sign? Or was she escaping even faster? Aranya flexed and contracted her muscles in a flowing beat of her own, pressing upward to gain a height advantage over her friend. Poor, poor Zip. Aranya’s Dragon tears had done their terrible work after all. Zip had never wanted to be a Dragon, but her friend had chosen for her. The memory of Zip’s cold, still face hovered in her mind’s eye. What choice could she have made, other than to let her die?
 
   Zip raced on and on, her sleek blue scales glinting in the moonlight, but the difference in their experience soon became apparent. Aranya was faster and more efficient in the air. It took time, because she had started so far behind, but she was catching her friend now. For the first time, Aranya could appreciate another Dragon in flight. Zuziana was slender, smaller than her by about ten feet in length and more delicately built overall, but she was still sleek and sliced across the stars with the deadly intent of an Immadian forked dagger. Her outspread wings reflected the starlight. The large flight surfaces flexed and adjusted minutely to the changes in air pressure and conditions, while her tail acted as a rudder. Her paws were tucked beneath her body for streamlining in flight.
 
   Zip? Zuziana of Remoy? Aranya called.
 
   The Dragon looked over her shoulder, the catlike pupils of her eyes dilated with terror. She stalled in the air.
 
   Aranya lunged, but her friend recovered somehow and darted beneath her in the opposite direction. Aranya wheeled so hard that Ri’arion grunted, but then he also raised his voice.
 
   “Zip,” cried the monk. “Zuziana of Remoy! Remember who you are. We are friends, your friends, Zuziana; we’ve come to take care of you. You’re Human, Zip. You’ve no need to fear.”
 
   With a low whimper, the Azure Dragon jinked to the south.
 
   Ri’arion unbuckled his belt. “Let’s see if we can get me onto her back.”
 
   “Mind the spine-spikes.”
 
   Aranya closed with the Azure Dragon. She kept speaking gently to her as Ri’arion climbed down to her forepaw and then swung beneath it. Two more abrupt changes of direction, and suddenly the monk’s weight lifted. Aranya bounced in the air.
 
   Ri’arion landed, not very comfortably and within an inch of losing his manhood, on the base of Zuziana’s neck. The Azure Dragon howled and tumbled through the air, but Ri’arion locked his legs around her neck and clung white-knuckled to her spines, soothing her as one would soothe a frightened pony or kitten, even as they fell through the air. Suddenly, Aranya saw Zip’s eyes contract.
 
   “Ri’arion?” she said. “What’re you doing … what am I … I’m flying!”
 
   With that, she dropped like a stone.
 
   Aranya remembered the interplay of her Human and Dragon minds all too well. She still did it from time to time, letting her Human brain try to direct her flight or landing with unpredictable and inelegant results. Dragon-Aranya furled her wings and plummeted after her friend, bringing herself beneath the fall. A mighty weight crashed against her back and shoulders.
 
   “Transform, Zip,” she heard Ri’arion order.
 
   Abruptly, the weight vanished. Ri’arion stood on the inner edge of her left wing, his weight making her innermost strut bend like a green stick, as he helped Zip into the saddle. She was naked–oh, Aranya remembered that–and shivering with shock. Ri’arion tore off his shirt and helped Zuziana draw it over her head. He swung up into the next space behind her and put his arms around her waist.
 
   “Beloved,” he whispered. “You’re safe. Everything will be fine.”
 
   “I’m a Dragon.”
 
   “A very attractive Azure Dragon,” said Ri’arion. “I think I could fall in love with your Dragon-form all over again, Zuziana.”
 
   In a tiny voice, Zip said, “You could?”
 
   “Aye. True as Fra’anior smokes every day; true as the suns rise at dawn.”
 
   Aranya wanted to close her ears, but her sensitive hearing caught their soft conversation perfectly. She wanted to scream. Why could it not have been like this between her and Yolathion?
 
   She turned to the east, startled to see that the suns were just about to make their appearance over the horizon. The chase had taken longer than she thought. The Sylakians were coming. Her eyes homed in on the city. Dragonships? More Dragonships than she expected … an orange flag. Orange! Adrenalin surged into her veins; Aranya cried out in dismay and hurled herself through the air as she raced back toward the beleaguered Island of Immadia.
 
   At Ri’arion’s worried query, she replied, “Orange flag–danger. We arranged the signal.”
 
   Ri’arion and Zuziana stared ahead. “Dragonships? Those are ours, surely?”
 
   “No, they fly the rajal. Whose symbol is that?”
 
   “Jeradia,” said the Princess of Remoy. “It must be Jeradia–Yolathion. What’s he doing? Why’s he over the city? How did King Beran allow him to approach so easily? Aranya, Yolathion commands the Jeradian troops in Garthion’s army. I learned that just after he captured us. I don’t remember much, but I do remember him talking about ‘the Jeradian Dragonships’.”
 
   Aranya cried, “It’s a trick. A trap. I knew it!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Hunting the Hunters
 
    
 
   She could not fly back to Immadia Island fast enough. Aranya wanted to wail and rail at Zip for luring her away at the crucial moment, but that was unfair. Aranya knew she had done right. King Beran must have his reasons for letting those Jeradian Dragonships approach his city. Ri’arion and Zip both tried to reason with her, but Aranya could not exorcise the leaden dread from her soul. All she could envision was fiery bolts raining down upon her people, and red-cloaked soldiers marching through the streets.
 
   The orange flag waved jauntily above Izariela’s Tower. Stuck to a twenty-foot flagpole, it screamed ‘warning!’
 
   Aranya arrowed across the flanks of the western mountains. Her wings beat furiously, driving her onward at a speed that whipped the words out of her Riders’ mouths. The world became a tunnel, the castle rimmed in darkness closing in around her vision. Pressure built in her breast. There was a tautness within her that was not muscular. It wasn’t her fire; this was different. Aranya struggled to breathe. Her magic gathered in ways she had never experienced before. Her eyes fixed on the huge courtyard that lay before the gates of the inner keep. Three Jeradian Dragonships were moored there. Her eyes followed the hawsers downward. The men had to be hidden behind the buildings. She could not see; her father was in grave peril and she could not see to help him, she was too far …
 
   Atop her back, Zuziana shouted at her. The words reverberated off of Aranya’s ears without understanding. Green flags? What was green to a Dragon? A piercing whistling came to her attention, a sound that climbed the registers to a painful shrill, presaging a great wind that lashed in from her tail, scudding the Dragon along on an irresistible torrent of air. She blurred in over the city, moving fast, much too fast. Roof tiles and straw blasted off roofs in the storm-wash of her passing. Aranya could not help herself. Power choked her throat and blinded her eyes. All she saw was crimson fury. As the courtyard came into her line of sight, Aranya spied Yolathion, Third War-Hammer of the Sylakian fleet, facing her father over a short space, his hammer upraised in the act of striking him.
 
   Dad! Terror stopped her hearts.
 
   Aranya’s throat worked. Her stomach clenched so hard she thought she had broken something. At once, a roar like a peal of thunder blasted out of her, a sound so loud it arrested her flight mid-air as though she had slammed into a wall. The detonation picked men up like windswept leaves and scattered them across the square. Several warriors smashed into the sides of buildings. Dust screamed across the paving stones. Windows blasted off their hinges. One of the moored Dragonships crumpled inward, while all three were swept away above the city.
 
   Dragon-Aranya landed in the square. Her Dragon sight surveyed the wreckage. A low rumble of satisfaction throbbed deep in her chest.
 
   “Aranya, Aranya!” she heard, vaguely, a faraway cry.
 
   Her eyes fixed on a tall man lying across the square from her. Yolathion! He struggled to his feet, holding his head.
 
   Aranya leaped a hundred feet in a single bound. Yolathion half-turned to flee, but the Dragon’s paw caught his shoulder and smashed him to the ground. In a trice Aranya stood over him, snarling, “Traitor. I’m going to rip you in half!”
 
   Yolathion writhed beneath her paw. He coughed weakly, trying to draw breath, but the weight of a Dragon held him down. His eyes registered horror.
 
   “Aranya!” screamed Zip, leaping to the ground.
 
   “Back. I’ll deal with this filth, Rider.”
 
   “Aranya, stop it,” cried Zuziana, trying to dodge her paw as Aranya batted her away. “Green flags, Aranya. They’re flying green flags.” Zip ducked, rolling beneath Aranya’s belly. “No!”
 
   Aranya caught the Princess with her free forepaw, panting hard as her rage began to abate, as sense reasserted itself in her mind. “Zip, it’s a trick,” she argued. “I saw the War-Hammer about to slay the King. Look to the tower, at the orange flag flying. That’s the danger flag–well, I’ve scattered these weak Humans like terrified, bleating sheep with the power of my roar, and saved all Immadia from this double-crossing Jeradian’s plot.”
 
   Zip pushed ineffectually at Aranya’s claws, trying to loosen the iron grip on her ribcage. “Aranya, listen to yourself. You’re talking like a crazy Dragon. Let up, Aranya. You’re hurting me.”
 
   But as Zip spoke, Aranya’s eyes moved to her father, who gazed up at the battlement in genuine perplexity. “What fool mixed up the flags?” he cried. He rushed across the square, his gaze softening as he approached her. When he stood right alongside Zuziana, King Beran said, “Dragon, you’ve proven your power upon us all. But now, can I speak to my daughter? Sparky? Are you in there?”
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “I’m sorry about the mix-up with the flags. It’s meant to be white.” Her father peered up at her, clearly trying to find a spark of compassion in the Dragon eyes above him. “I need you to know, Sparky, that Jeradia has offered Immadia an alliance, having recently mutinied against Sylakia. What say you? Shall we accept their offer? Or would you prefer to crush their commanding officer beneath your paw?”
 
   Her rage vanished. Oh, Islands above and volcanoes below. She had made a mistake. A terrible, damaging mistake. Aranya uncurled her paw sheepishly and patted Zip on the back. “Sorry, Zip, I’m an idiot. I should’ve listened. But when I saw Yolathion–”
 
   The Princess of Remoy smiled. “I’m an idiot, too. Say, how’s about letting the big Jeradian actually breathe?”
 
   The Dragon lifted her paw a little reluctantly. “Sorry. Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No,” Yolathion said, although he was clearly lying.
 
   The sight of tiny Zip trying to help the giant Jeradian rise brought a snort of laughter from Aranya and smiles from many about them. Aranya curled her paw beneath him. “Arise, Third War-Hammer, and accept my humble apologies for pouncing upon you.”
 
   “Ouch,” said Yolathion, but managed to gather his legs beneath him. “Aranya, are you always this deadly when riled?” He grinned wryly, running his hand through his hair.
 
   Zuziana interrupted the Dragon’s tongue-tied embarrassment by demanding, “Someone, please explain before the Dragon explodes.”
 
   Grimacing as he tested his side, Yolathion said, “We Jeradians would rather die than serve Sylakia any longer. But we were divided among the Sylakian forces until Garthion made the mistake of placing the Jeradian Dragonships under my direct command. I’m sorry it’s a twenty-eighth hour surprise, Aranya–and King Beran–but there was no opportunity to warn you beforehand. Garthion is as paranoid as he is mad.”
 
   Aranya hung her head. “I also apologise to everyone who has a headache.”
 
   “Or a burst eardrum,” said a voice from the soldiers who were slowly gathering around.
 
   “Is this the same Dragon we chased down near Germodia Island, sir?” asked another soldier.
 
   Yolathion nodded.
 
   “Some power,” said the man. “She could sweep the Dragonships aside on her own.”
 
   But she felt drained, Aranya realised. She would have to hold the storm power in reserve or face falling out of the sky.
 
   “Storm powers, Aranya,” Ri’arion said softly, sliding down from his seat. “You’ve grown more powerful. You have to learn to control it.”
 
   “It’s hard to control feelings,” said Aranya. What could she say to Yolathion? Even now, she sensed his trepidation. Who would love a woman who had just threatened to eat him for a snack–and was capable of doing exactly that?
 
   Dong! Dong! Dong! The warning gong sounded.
 
   “The Sylakian fleet is closing in,” cried the watch on the castle walls.
 
   “I need my armour and weapons,” shouted Zuziana. “Meet you on Izariela’s Tower, Aranya.”
 
   King Beran bellowed, “Ready the defences. Full alert. Dragonships aloft.” He whirled to face Yolathion. “What of our alliance, War-Hammer?”
 
   “I’m a War-Hammer no longer,” said Yolathion, inclining his head as if to acknowledge a sorrow. “I am Yolathion of Jeradia. I lead these free men who chose to follow me. With your permission, King Beran, we will take the battle to the Sylakian horde at your shoulder.”
 
   They clasped hands.
 
   A flustered servant came running up to King Beran. “King, o King,” he cried. A hundred pairs of eyes fixed upon him. “We’ve run out of purple cloth for the Jeradian Dragonships.”
 
   Evidently expecting a matter of consequence, Beran’s face broke into a wide grin. “Go to my cupboard and take my royal robes, and Queen Silha’s dresses if you can convince her to part with them. I’m sure you’ll find plenty of purple. Use it all, for the Islands’ sake. ”
 
   The courtyard cleared in a matter of moments, leaving Aranya alone with Yolathion. The forty-foot Dragon shuffled her feet.
 
   “You should go,” he said.
 
   “I never meant to hurt you,” she replied.
 
   Yolathion spread his hands. He would tower over anyone else, but Aranya had to duck to meet his eyes. “I barely know you, Aranya of Immadia. I feel like you’re considering making breakfast of me right now, which I find just a little intimidating.”
 
   “If it helps,” said Aranya, wishing she could take back those words, “I deeply regret that I doubted you, Yolathion. And attacked you–”
 
   “You were right to doubt me.” Yolathion looked to his boots now, swallowing hard. “There were two paths of honour, Aranya. The easier path would have been to hide behind Garthion and take my victory over Immadia Island, earning the honours of Sylakia. I would have regretted it evermore. I think I’m a bit moons-touched, but I chose what I would like to believe is the higher path. Even if I am to die in this overwhelmingly uneven battle, it will be with an honour that does not sicken the soul, but uplifts it. All fine words, Aranya. But I found that the choice tore me apart. I hate myself for finding this so difficult. I’m not a good man. How can you ever trust me again?”
 
   “Yet, here we are,” she said softly, drawing closer to him.
 
   “I’ve done hateful things to you,” he said.
 
   “And I to you, in thought and in deed.”
 
   Yolathion struck her as a man changed, one who had fought battles to come to terms with what he wanted out of life. It seemed to Aranya that this lull just before a battle they could not hope to win, was designed especially for the two of them. Was it just an awareness of mortality that made the moment so bittersweet?
 
   The past loomed as a mountain between them. Aranya saw no way past it.
 
   “Promise me one thing, Immadia,” said he.
 
   “Anything,” said Aranya, before she could think the better of her reply. Her hearts pulsed powerfully, reminding her that she was also a woman; that she must dare to hope, for hope might turn to love.
 
   “When we’ve defeated an enemy which outnumbers us six to one in the air, may I ask your father for permission to court the daughter of the realm?” Aranya searched his eyes, finding only sincerity. Yolathion’s grin suddenly tweaked the corners of his mouth upward. He said, “That is, in a situation where we are not trying to kill each other, invade each other’s Islands, or rush into an imminent battle, all of which tend to put a damper on any romance?”
 
   “Like vomiting all over your boots?”
 
   “I was avoiding that one,” he quipped. “Politeness–it’s the bane of our family.”
 
   “Or tossing me off the nearest cliff?”
 
   He had the grace to bow his head repentantly. “You’ve rather won that argument, wouldn’t you say, Dragon-lady?”
 
   Aranya cocked her head to one side. “So, let me find this Island with you. You’re asking my permission to ask my father’s permission–”
 
   “To get to know you, Aranya of Immadia, if you would still consider a disgraced War-Hammer worth knowing,” he said, with his most engaging smile.
 
   Even a Dragon’s knees could grow weak, Aranya discovered.
 
   “Yolathion!” One of the Dragonships which Aranya had blown away over the city, approached the square. A Jeradian warrior shouted from above, “It’s urgent!”
 
   Before she could reply, Yolathion shrugged his shoulders, and fled.
 
   * * * *
 
   “He and I are just one unfinished conversation.” Aranya mooched on Izariela’s Tower, supposedly helping Zuziana prepare for battle, but in reality, just mooching.
 
   Ri’arion helped Zuziana with her temporary saddle-straps–warriors’ belts filched from the stores–and helped her settle three quivers of arrows around her seat and two sacks of meriatite chunks.
 
   Aranya snaked her head back to take a look. “Are you planning to win the war on your own, Zip?”
 
   “I might need to if my Dragon’s thoughts don’t return from the clouds,” Zip said, adding to the acid in her tone with a grim smile. “Thanks, Ri’arion.” Zuziana intended to drop a kiss on his cheek, but her helm thwacked him near the eye instead. She giggled, “Oops.”
 
   Ri’arion threw her a mock salute. “Go burn some Sylakian beards, Dragon and Rider.”
 
   “I’m to smack him over the head and take him to my lair?”
 
   Zip whacked Aranya on the flank. “Go.”
 
   “Just learning my lessons,” Aranya teased, brightening. It was just fear, wasn’t it? Fear of the hundred and eighty-plus Dragonships beating over the Island toward the city, and a further forty still lurking up there in the mountains. Where was Sapphire? What was the dragonet doing? She clambered up onto the battlement, balancing on the edge. “They’re encircling the city, south and east, as my Dad said. Drawing our forces out there.”
 
   “Ooh, Aranya, I wish you wouldn’t teeter on the edge of nothing. It gives me the oooooaaah!”
 
   They whizzed down from the castle before levelling out and powering southward, angling for Yolathion’s command Dragonship.
 
   “You’re a Dragon. Learn to live with it.”
 
   Zip tested the Pygmy bow and checked her oil pot and spark-stone. “Oh, let me give you as much sympathy,” she growled. “Aranya, that line you gave me, ‘I’m all done with Sylakians, but a tall, dark and handsome Jeradian could still light my belly-fires’–that’s just plain silly.”
 
   “I said nothing of the sort!”
 
   “Then stop dancing away from him and just say yes. What do you have to lose? Or shall I thrash you till you’re dizzy either in Dragon or Human form, your choice?”
 
   Aranya winged on, hurrying over Immadia city. Whoops and cheers followed them. She had never been very popular as a Princess, she thought, too wrapped up in her own troubles and bitterness over her father’s remarriage. But a Dragon was popular. Maybe they thought she’d save them all.
 
   She whispered, “It’s only my heart.” Quickly, to cover her vulnerability, she added, “Zip, I can’t get over that I made you a Dragon.”
 
   “Aranya, if you apologise one more time I am going to thrash your scaly Dragon butt all over these mountains.”
 
   Well, that sounded more like the Princess of Remoy she knew. Still, Aranya pressed, “Zip, are you … alright?”
 
   “Petal, that’s the difference between us. You like to wrestle with fate until it screams and bends to your will. I accept it.” She shrugged. “I guess we just have different natures, Aranya. You believe. I don’t believe until … well, I turn into a Dragon.”
 
   Aranya did not know how to respond to this.
 
   Her friend smiled gently. “I’m not running away again. Absconding once for the skies is enough, wouldn’t you say? There, that’s Yolathion on the starboard gantry. Do I make it two of the Dragonships with the above-sack catapults?”
 
   “I see him. Hmm–three of the big ones, Zip.”
 
   “I know I imitated a dancing, moon-mad ralti sheep this morning, my friend,” said Zip, drawing a chuckle from her mount, “but I’m better now. You went a little crazy before your transformation too, acting as unpredictably as a volcano about to erupt. I will be a Rider today. Learning to be a Dragon can wait.”
 
   Aranya drew in close to the Dragonship–as close as her wingspan allowed. Several of the burly Jeradian soldiers paled at the sight of a Dragon so near.
 
   She called over to Yolathion, “We’ll start to the southwest, Yolathion. We count three Dragonships with catapults and nets.”
 
   Yolathion put his fist over his heart. “A Jeradian salute for thee, fair comrades,” he called. “Watch for the signals back at the castle. Garthion will not wait long after the battle is joined. Go burn the heavens, Dragon and Rider.”
 
   “You take care,” Aranya called back. “And, my answer is yes.”
 
   Dragon and Rider shot skyward, taking advantage of the puffy cumulous clouds drifting over Immadia Island to mask their ascent, but Aranya did not miss the delighted smile that curved Yolathion’s lips before he focussed more grimly on the business of war.
 
   “That’ll motivate him,” Zip said, drolly. “So, let’s take a quick hop over that cloud. How’s about actually landing on one of those catapult Dragonships? You disable the catapults while I shoot a couple of nearby targets?”
 
   “Zip, you’re still mad, aren’t you?”
 
   “Shut your trap and do the flying, you brainless lump of Dragon-flesh.”
 
   “Just don’t shoot the Dragonship underneath us, Rider.”
 
   “Don’t sneeze fire on it either, Dragon.”
 
   Aranya rose into the clouds. She ghosted southward, keeping her ears tuned to the beat of meriatite furnace engines. Through a gap in the clouds they spied on the western end of the Sylakian Dragonship fleet, gathered like a cheerful flock of sheep around the comforting bulk of a large, catapult-toting Dragonship. Clearly, a Dragon’s arrival was not expected.
 
   At her signal, Zuziana lit their oil canister. “Ready, Aranya.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya folded her wings. Her stomach lurched toward her throat. Fire churned in her belly, locked up behind the special muscular valves she had read about. Small fireballs, she thought. Or … “Meriatite,” she said. “They’re bunched up.”
 
   Zuziana flicked a couple of lumps into her mouth. Chomping away, Aranya broke free of the enveloping cloud. Her tail flicked to adjust her steep descent. She aimed directly for the largest Dragonship, braking at the last instant.
 
   Dragon-Aranya growled, “Welcome to Immadia, boys.”
 
   Warriors yelled as the Dragon smashed into the wooden gantry, sending chunks of wood flying in all directions. A burning arrow whizzed off to her left.
 
   “Unarmoured,” said Zip. “What’re they–” WHOOOMP! “–thinking?”
 
   Aranya thumped one of the catapults with her tail, splintering the tensioning mechanism. “Don’t know.” She snapped at a would-be archer lining up a shot at Zip. “Quick. Another.”
 
   Zuziana’s following shot set off a chain reaction amidst the closely bunched Dragonships. Three, four explosions; a wave of heat rolled over them. Fearing that the large Dragonship would also ignite, Aranya ran over the side and dived downward, spiralling between the closely-packed Dragonships. She knew this would take them briefly into the line of fire for the catapults and war crossbows, which were usually located beneath the hydrogen sacks alongside the cabin. But it would also protect them as the Dragonships would not fire at each other.
 
   Zip missed her next target, but a sudden fireball mushrooming above them announced her follow-up success. Aranya raced through the plume of smoke, darting around a Dragonship as she climbed toward the safety of the higher altitudes. She spat a stream of fire between her teeth, bathing the large Dragonship as she passed by.
 
   “Too close,” yelled Zip.
 
   Aranya peeled away at the same instant. Fire thundered behind them as the large Dragonship exploded. Multiple smaller detonations gave them a very bumpy ride. Aranya crashed into a cabin before recovering. Multiple quarrels hissed through the air toward her, but Aranya surged upward, throwing the Sylakians off their aim. Black smoke boiled behind them.
 
   The once-confident group of Sylakian Dragonships drifted apart in the wind, gutted.
 
   They punched up into the clouds. Aranya knew a thousand pairs of eyes would be looking for a Dragon behind every puff of cloud, now.
 
   “Check the castle,” ordered Zip.
 
   “Where’s Sapphire?”
 
   “Investigating that magic in the mountains. She isn’t back yet?”
 
   “No–and nothing at the castle, Zip.” She called in her mind, Sapphire? Where are you?
 
   “Then it’s the next of those large Dragonships, Aranya. No chances. They’ve been alerted, now.”
 
   Aranya flapped hard, crossing a half-league in a matter of moments. “The ground assault has started,” she informed Zip. “Several thousand warriors. They’re torching the villages.”
 
   Zuziana told her to focus on the job at hand, probably well aware of the fires underlying Aranya’s words. After chewing more meriatite, she tilted her wings and sped out of cover several thousand feet shy of the Sylakian advance. A withering hail of quarrels and catapult-shot rose to greet them, winking deceptively in the sunlight, all deadly beauty. Aranya leaped skyward, then immediately flicked her wings to correct their course again as the shots passed fifty feet beneath them.
 
   Zuziana raised the Pygmy bow. “Steady, girl. That thing’s armoured like a castle.”
 
   “Let’s teach them where the chinks are.”
 
   The Princess of Remoy grunted something unladylike as her first shot stuck in the Dragonship’s armour but did not penetrate. Aranya blew flame over the upper gantry, setting two of the four catapults alight, and burning a few Sylakian beards in the doing. She snaked through the air as more crossbow quarrels converged on their position. Zip shot twice more before they passed over the huge Dragonship. She scowled as Aranya glanced over her shoulder.
 
   “Dratted armour. Warm up your fireballs, Aranya.”
 
   Aranya ducked between two Dragonships and rolled through the narrow gap, furling her wings almost completely to make the cut-through. Seeing the side of a Dragonship right ahead, she curled on a sudden whim and made a side-on landing. Her lips puffed. Pfft! Pfft! Pfft! Three white-hot fireballs bombarded the Dragonship fleet.
 
   Zip’s bowstring twanged. Sss! The smoking arrow hissed downward and sideways. Another Dragonship imploded, raining burning debris on the troops not far below. Her Rider already had another burning arrow nocked and ready. As the arrow sprang from the bowstring, so the Dragon sprang from the side of the Dragonship, rending it with her claws.
 
   Through an opening between the Dragonships, Aranya saw that the Sylakian fleet was beginning to spread out. Engines coughed and roared. They were going to swarm the city, she realised. She and her Rider had probably succeeded only in accelerating the invasion.
 
   They screamed upward, taking three shots at the largest Dragonship before leaping free of the throng like a fish flipping out of water ahead of a predator. Aranya briefly checked for movement over the mountains before pivoting on her wingtip. This time Zuziana took the shot perfectly. The largest Dragonship erupted in a sheet of flame, igniting the two ships nearest it. The air suddenly filled with quarrels and shot and she was jinking and dropping and firing fireballs with that characteristic Pfft! They worked along the frontline, taking down Dragonship after Dragonship in deadly concert before Aranya, in the thick of explosions all around them, suddenly had to knock half a spinning cabin aside with her neck to protect her Rider. She took a quarrel in her upper back at the same time. Zip screamed at her to climb.
 
   “Damage check?” said Aranya. She scanned her wings. “A few superfluous holes.”
 
   “What about that tree-trunk sticking out of your back?”
 
   “Oddly, I don’t think it hit anything serious. Hurts. No sign of Garthion–oh, there’s Sapphire. Isn’t that … yes.”
 
   “The city gate’s under heavy attack,” said Zip. “A couple of dozen Dragonships, a battering ram, I think … at least fifty ships nearing the city … Yolathion’s group wading into the mess …”
 
   Beran’s long-range war-crossbows spat a spread of four quarrels, unanswered; three Dragonships exploded, but Yolathion was about to come under serious pressure, Aranya saw. The Sylakians were too many. She and Zip had only dented the line. Dragonships from both camps were already in a serious tangle east of the city, exchanging volleys of thick catapult shot and spinning slowly to the ground or vanishing with a flash of light followed by palls of smoke. Beran’s forces had to yield ground steadily, outnumbered four or five to one.
 
   Sapphire, what are you doing?
 
   A blue streak whizzed joyfully toward them. Sapphire was so full of herself that it took Aranya and Zip a long while to get any sense out of her.
 
   “I think she’s talking about friends,” said Zip.
 
   Windroc bad. Rajal good, Aranya said firmly. “Something about the windroc symbol, Zip.”
 
   Zip waved meriatite at Aranya. “Eat.” She turned to Sapphire. Go. Help us.
 
   Zuziana had talked Dragonish. But Aranya only had time to blink before Sapphire hurtled back toward the mountains. “I don’t get it,” she said, judging the battle. “This way, Zip.”
 
   “Something about scaring the bad man, that’s all I understood,” said the Princess of Remoy. “I’ve a feeling we’re about to see Garthion emerge.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: Dragonship Battle
 
    
 
   Dragon and Rider dived into the thick of the battle. Sweeping eastward, they relieved King Beran’s Dragonships, gaining them space to retreat and regroup, before dashing over to lend Yolathion a helping paw, or arrow, or anything else he needed. The battle began to blur for the Dragon. All the high-speed manoeuvring required a huge output of energy; every time she looked up it was to see another Dragonship looming before them, or crossbow quarrels spitting toward them, friend and foe alike.
 
   “Another. Another,” Zip kept panting. She tossed her first empty quiver overboard and dug into her second with a vengeance.
 
   The monk Ri’arion was down in the city, tearing into the squads of Sylakian soldiers who had managed to disembark from a few Dragonships to try to attack the gates from within. His long sword flashed as he spearheaded a troop of Immadian soldiers into the heaviest fighting. Fire seared from his hands. He wielded his massive sword like an axe, chopping through armour where subtlety failed. Aranya dropped a fireball into a knot of several dozen Sylakians waiting for him and received a raised-fist salute in response. From without the city gates, the low, guttural chanting of the battering-ram team rose even above the roar of battle. A deep, hollow booming sounded as the gates quivered at every blow. Above, three dozen Sylakian Dragonships pounded the defenders on the wall. More motored up on the breeze, fighting tooth and nail with Yolathion’s reduced force and pressing them back moment by moment. Aranya saw the catapults and war crossbows within the city were in action now.
 
   “The gate,” panted the Rider. “If that goes …”
 
   Aranya snarled, “Got it.”
 
   At once the Dragon hurled herself toward the melee above the city gates. Yolathion’s forces were under attack from fore and rear. Aranya corkscrewed, dodging a spray of quarrels, before hosing a knot of vessels in front of her with all the fire she had in her belly. She shielded Zip with her body, but still, the furnace-blast sucked the air out of her lungs and made her Rider gasp and cough. Zuziana wiped her eyes.
 
   “And I just started to grow eyebrows again.”
 
   “Sorry …”
 
   “Beware left.”
 
   Aranya dropped like a shot, but still snagged ropes on her tail. “Nets.”
 
   “Burn them off, Dragon.”
 
   Her head snaked past her Rider. Burn her own tail? Whatever next? She described a narrow arc in the air as the moored ropes forced her flight-path toward a gaggle of three Sylakian Dragonships. Arrows pattered off her belly and port flank. A quarrel slammed into her right front knee. Aranya groaned at the pain, but still released a burst of fire that freed her from the netting.
 
   “Up and under,” ordered Zip.
 
   Yolathion and his crew were snarled together with four Sylakian Dragonships, drawn together with boarding hooks and ropes. Aranya saw the massive Jeradian smashing Sylakian soldiers off a gantry with his war hammer.
 
   “Don’t hit that bunch,” she ordered Zip.
 
   Zuziana drew two arrows and held them ready in her fist. “Get me an under-armour shot at the big Dragonship. It’s thinner below, Aranya.”
 
   “Two shots?”
 
   “Shut the fangs and fly.”
 
   Aranya dodged into a storm of arrows and catapult fire. She returned fireballs of her own, destroying two Dragonships below them as they passed by and homed in on the biggest. She angled her flight path carefully, adjusting her wings, dodging a spinning, flailing Sylakian warrior as he tumbled from above. Her Rider gasped as something struck her. Zuziana’s teeth ground together audibly, but she still took the shot; two arrows, darting like vengeful wasps beneath the overhanging armour of the large Dragonship.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Aranya hissed, “Excellent.” She coiled herself mid-air and sprang away from the wreckage as it spun lazily toward them, a rapidly-swelling cloud of superheated smoke and flaming debris, raining down on the soldiers on the ground, bringing momentary confusion to the attackers at the city gates.
 
   Aranya swivelled her neck. “Oh dear … here comes Garthion.”
 
   “Yolathion! He’s in trouble.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya flipped herself around in the air and swung her head to avoid a crossbow quarrel that scored her cheekbone. “Where?”
 
   “There.” Zip flung out her arm.
 
   “Zip, you’re hit.”
 
   “Only a flesh wound,” said the Princess.
 
   There was an arrow stuck deep into the muscle halfway up her thigh. That was no flesh wound. Blood seeped down to her ankle. But the Remoyan only gritted her teeth and gestured at Aranya to continue. Aranya dodged debris as she oriented on Yolathion’s decimated command. They had destroyed many Dragonships, but were less than half in number than when they had begun that morning. One of the Dragonships attached to Yolathion’s tangle was burning freely. Already, Sylakians and Jeradians alike had thrown out hawsers and were swarming down to the ground, fighting each other even as they shimmied down the ropes, fleeing the impending explosion. Yolathion was seeing to his men before himself–the brave fool.
 
   “No,” cried Aranya, seeing Yolathion in her mind’s eye engulfed in exploding hydrogen.
 
   She swooped toward the interlocked Dragonships.
 
   Claws extended, Aranya slammed four-pawed into the Dragonship’s cabin and hung on with her claws. “Ride?” she growled.
 
   Yolathion gaped at her.
 
   “Ride! Now!”
 
   He slapped those of his men he could reach. “Go, go. On the Dragon. Grab the tail, anything.”
 
   Rapidly, a dozen Jeradians mounted up in an orderly scramble. The cabin began to buckle under their combined weight.
 
   “Take them,” shouted Yolathion.
 
   “Not without you,” Zuziana screamed back.
 
   “There’s no room.”
 
   With a shriek of overstressed metal, Aranya tore loose and fell. She gasped as she flapped hard under the weight of her load. Yolathion and two warriors were left … what could she do? The Dragonships lurched down toward her. It would blow any moment.
 
   “Jump onto my wing!”
 
   Yolathion and his men jumped. One of their boots snapped a wing strut. Aranya wobbled horribly in the air, throwing off one of the men, but Yolathion managed to hang onto her wing bone with one hand and help his comrade with the other. Dragon-Aranya spiralled downward, grabbing for the stricken Jeradian with her forepaws, but she missed.
 
   Zuziana was shouting at Yolathion to climb closer to her body so that Aranya could balance her load better. It was all she could do not to fall out of the sky like a rock. Aranya battled with all her strength, plucking the man out of the sky by the scruff of his neck. Her Rider screamed at her entire load to lean to the left. Suddenly, she was level in the air. Flapping mightily, Aranya brought them to a jarring landing right outside the city. Her injured knee buckled and she ate dirt as she landed.
 
   Detonations battered their eardrums and shook the earth beneath their feet. A tangle of cabins and struts crashed down ten feet from her left wingtip, but Yolathion and his men were safe–only to face up to two thousand Sylakian warriors, she saw. They were right alongside the city gates. The Jeradians were not exactly smiling and waving at their Sylakian counterparts.
 
   “Go!” roared Yolathion, leaping off her wing. “Jeradians to me! Protect the Dragon!”
 
   On the ground, she was a sitting target, Aranya realised. Quarrels tore the earth around them. Already the Sylakians, smelling opportunity, peeled off a number of Hammers–hundreds of armoured warriors–to attack her and her brave screen of Jeradians. Among them were Crimson Hammers, her hated enemies. Garthion’s best.
 
   She glanced up to the mountains. Only two dozen Dragonships, she estimated rapidly, including Garthion’s enormous four-hundred-foot flagship flying the windroc of Sylakia from a dozen flags. Where were the rest? What were they missing? But she had no time to think. Magic built rapidly in her chest, an unaccustomed pressure that she remembered as her Storm power, but this time suffused with energies she had no name for. Power spilled into her throat. She felt weak and drained.
 
   “Aranya?” asked Zip. “Meriatite?”
 
   “No. Close ears …”
 
   Rising on her hind legs, the Dragon craned her neck over the Jeradians and opened her mouth. Her belly muscles rippled powerfully. But it was not sound that erupted from her throat. It was a blue fireball, burning fiercely and brilliantly, so brightly that not even a Dragon could look upon it. The fireball arced languidly over the Sylakian troops as they ran forward to engage the Jeradians and the Dragon.
 
   Yolathion’s eyes rose, too. “Down,” he bellowed, and dropped on his face. Most of his warriors did the same.
 
   Aranya raised her left wing instinctively, shielding her Rider’s face from the quiet flare of light. That was the strange thing. It was as though a sun had landed on the field of battle, expanding soundlessly at first. An intense flare, suns-bright, lit up every vein and artery in her upraised wing. She smelled ozone, the smell that accompanies a close lightning strike, before a thunderclap followed the agonising dazzle. Aranya staggered. The men on the ground cried out. When she looked again, there was a hole in the Sylakian forces. The city wall sagged in a section two hundred feet long, its molten stones slowly slipping toward the ground. The battering ram was gone. A dozen Dragonships above it had also vanished.
 
   All that remained was ashes drifting to the ground.
 
   Yolathion scrambled to his feet. The armour over his shoulder was slashed open. He grinned at Aranya. “We’ll have to find some other Sylakians to fight, I guess! Thanks for the rescue.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya grinned wanly at him. She felt sick.
 
   “Jeradians, to me!”
 
   More Jeradians trotted over a small rise behind them. In moments, Yolathion had several dozen warriors under his command, a tall, grim lot all told, save for a youth who threw a quick grin at Aranya and Zuziana.
 
   “Back to the city. Let’s dent some Sylakian helmets.”
 
   “He’s such a man,” said Zip. “But he’s no monk. Aranya, are you alright?”
 
   “That wasn’t a good idea.” She tested her wings, before springing into the air with a laboured thrashing. “Too much power, Zip. I feel sick. I don’t think I could cough up a single fireball after that.”
 
   “Come on, petal.” Her Rider patted her neck. “Do I need to insult you to get those fires burning again?”
 
   “I’d rather just gnaw on Garthion’s head.”
 
   “What’s happening to the north? Mind, another Dragonship.”
 
   Aranya gazed over Immadia city, beleaguered at a dozen points now, and up to the mountains. “I see ten Dragonships, twenty–where’s the rest of Garthion’s command? Where’s my Dad?”
 
   “Focus, Aranya.”
 
   “I’m trying, Zip.”
 
   She pushed her weary body up into the air, searching. The city’s defence was giving a good account of itself. The catapult and crossbow emplacement teams worked with well-oiled efficiency, making the Sylakian Dragonships fight for every inch of ground–but the enemy were still many, harrying the city in three major groups, one of which was forging toward the castle. Aranya saw her father leading a charge against Sylakian ground troops up there, men landed by Dragonship within the city itself. He would soon come under attack from the air.
 
   “Look, Ri’arion,” said Zip.
 
   The monk was up on the battlements, organising ropes to haul the Jeradian troops up and into the relative safety–or mayhem–of the city itself. Bodies lay strewn across the battlements, the red of Sylakia mixed with the purple of Immadia. Aranya saw a group of Immadian women attacking a Sylakian soldier with pans, cutlery and even a chair.
 
   “He needs to go up to his catapult,” said Aranya. “Shall we give him a ride?”
 
   “After I down that Dragonship,” said Zip, dipping an arrow into their fire-pot. “Two of them. Darn. Need to refuel.”
 
   Oil glugged behind her. Aranya gazed up again at the mountains. Garthion’s force motored down at their top speed toward the undefended rear of the city. King Beran would be surrounded. But what–what were those white dots up there? Birds? Her eyes narrowed, following the flight of two Dragonships straggling Garthion’s main group. They had just appeared from behind a peak. The white dots mobbed the Dragonships. Attacking? Harrying?
 
   “What in the Island-World?” she breathed.
 
   “Aranya! Forward!”
 
   Heeding her Rider’s call, Aranya surged through the air, driving her exhausted body on to a collision course with the two Dragonships Zip had pointed out. Sss! The first arrow was away. She banked, jerked into a vertical climb and furled her wing as a half-dozen crossbow quarrels rent the air. Only one struck her a glancing blow on the belly. No damage. Aranya righted her flight.
 
   “Now, Zip.” The second arrow sped true. Aranya’s secondary optical membranes blinked through darkness to light, shielding her eyes from the intense flash. “Good shot, Rider.”
 
   “Right.” Zip wiped her eyes. Aranya realised that Zuziana must be as worn-out as her Dragon. “Get us over Ri’arion so that I can shout at him. Aranya–why were you puzzling like that at Garthion’s Dragonships? That wasn’t Aranya-standard frown number ten.”
 
   Winging down to the battlement, Aranya explained what she had seen. Zuziana quietly but firmly rebuffed her unspoken question about whether or not she was ready to face Garthion. She stuffed several chunks of meriatite into Aranya’s gaping jaw.
 
   Finally, Zip said, “Let’s work back to the north, Aranya. The castle’s about to become the main battleground. Yolathion’s here at the gate.”
 
   Raising her voice, she shouted at Ri’arion and waved at the north.
 
   The monk looked pleased, much to Aranya’s surprise. Was he looking forward to meeting the man he had cursed? Why? Cupping his hands, he called, “Pick me up. Go to the castle.”
 
   Aranya tried to grab him with her right forepaw, but the knee-joint would no longer flex. She wheeled around and picked him up with the left. The monk scaled her leg and plopped himself down in the position behind Zuziana.
 
   “We meet again, Remoy,” he said, and kissed her lightly.
 
   “Scandalous monk.”
 
   “What scandal shall we start today, o treasure of the southern Isles?” Ri’arion pointed at the arrow. “In or out?”
 
   “In,” said Zip. “As long as I don’t move my leg … you’re hurt, too.”
 
   He shrugged. “A flap of skin on my scalp. I shan’t miss it as much as I’ll miss my finger.” He held up his left hand. The tip of his longest finger had been neatly amputated. “This one I shall make Garthion pay for, personally. If you set me down near your father, Aranya, I’ll take care of him for you.”
 
   “My Dad’s doing fine down there,” she growled.
 
   “Easy, rajal,” laughed Zip.
 
   “I’m not a rajal!”
 
   “You’re just an ugly, mangy Dragon, you are,” said her Rider. “Ooh, would you listen to those fires, Ri’arion? She gets a belly full every time I insult her.”
 
   “Hmm. Must remember that technique,” said the monk, pretending to search around his person for scrolls and ink. “Put self at risk of death by enraged dragonet of Remoy …”
 
   “I’m not a dragonet!”
 
   Ri’arion laughed. “Aye, it works.”
 
   “Incoming Dragonships,” warned Aranya, side-slipping to avoid two speculative shots. “I’ll take the starboard side. Ready, Rider?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   Aranya ‘bounced’, as she called it–a sudden climb to throw off the warriors’ aim, before she levelled out and pointed her nose at the flotilla of Sylakian Dragonships menacing the castle. Beran had eight Dragonships up there–all he could afford–while nearly sixty enemy vessels converged on his position from all directions. Another Sylakian battle group worked their way over the city, taking on the ground emplacements. Smoke rose from many houses and buildings. Bodies littered the streets. This was what the Sylakians had done; Garthion’s wish, fulfilled. A Dragon’s sight could take in every detail. Aranya wanted to close her eyes but found herself unable to.
 
   Fire seethed in her belly.
 
   Her ears seemed to close. The sounds of battle retreated. Aranya flowed into a dreamlike state, as if the battle had slowed down around her. She saw with extraordinary, conscious detail, every arrow buzzing through the air, every quarrel and every last scrap of catapult ammunition that glittered in the sky. Zuziana’s cry of rage became a drawn-out groan. For the first time Aranya became aware of the all-consuming power of Dragon consciousness, the overwhelming flood of information gushing into her mind, the taste and smell of battle filling her nostrils, the exact nature of the flame super-compressed inside her fire stomach and other powers beside it, powers as yet unplumbed, the sensation of the wind rushing over her wings and scales, and the precise position of every Dragonship across the entire city. She perceived it all.
 
   Her head whipped forward. A volley of minute fireballs blazed out of her throat, far too fast for the Human eye to follow, but a Dragon’s senses tracked them each one to their target. The Sylakian advance disintegrated as sheets of flame blasted five hundred feet into the sky. Aranya thundered her triumph to the skies, momentarily drowning out the roar of battle.
 
   “Leave a couple for me,” Zip grumbled, shielding her eyes with her arm.
 
   “Volcanic,” shouted Ri’arion.
 
   Cheers rose from the ground. Aranya banked past the smoke, bringing Zuziana into a shooting position. The bowstring sang its song of destruction twice, three times.
 
   “Down while we have a chance,” said Ri’arion. “Next to that catapult. Then, can you two kindly arrange to have Garthion fly by?”
 
   “For you, I’ll move this Island,” said Zip.
 
   Aranya furled her wings, dropping onto the battlements. Ri’arion slid down her flank and ran off lightly. She winged away at once, sensing the battle closing in around them once more. Signals flashed from the Sylakian flagship. Her eyes followed them but she did not understand. Code, of course. Where were those other Dragonships of Garthion’s? She did not understand. The white specks were gaining on the hindmost vessel of Garthion’s command–dragonets! Her mouth dropped open. White dragonets! A thrill coursed her spine. Sapphire had found dragonets in the Immadian mountains?
 
   But she did not have time to think, or celebrate, or even to tell her Rider. Swirling around the hydrogen sack of a converted trader Dragonship, Aranya ran into heavy catapult fire from both sides. She hissed in pain as a handful of holes ripped in her right wing from catapult shrapnel. Zuziana downed two further Dragonships as they climbed rapidly out of range.
 
   “Dragonets,” Aranya panted. “White … dragonets.”
 
   “Sapphire? I knew it.”
 
   Aranya’s snort of protest was cut short by her Rider tossing a chunk of meriatite at her. “Catch. What say you we go help your fellow-beasts?”
 
   “You’re one, too.”
 
   “I forget so easily,” said Zip, putting on her most annoying smirk.
 
   To her exasperation, Aranya felt her Dragon-fires rise in response to her friend’s baiting. She growled, “We’ll just tidy up a few Dragonships here, first. See if you can keep up, Rider.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Blackened with soot and battle-weary, Aranya wheeled away from the still-crowded skies over the castle. The ground defences were just about holding their own. Yolathion, once more in command of a group of nine Dragonships, was using the long-range war crossbows to devastating effect, but the Sylakians crawled all over the city now, raining fire down with impunity. Aranya saw barrels of oil being tossed overboard to ignite the buildings below. Bless King Beran’s foresight in hiding the population in the no-longer-secret caverns, she thought, rather than within the city. Some people had remained to defend their homes, however. She spat a fireball at a Dragonship just about to dump oil on a group of five torn, bloodied Immadian woman.
 
   Aranya grinned as the oil barrel exploded, followed by the entire Dragonship.
 
   Sylakian ground troops had finally breached the gates, she saw. The city was on its knees. So was the Dragon. Every fireball cost her, now. She hardly had the strength to lift her wings. Judging from the suns’ position, they had been fighting for most of the morning. Still King Beran stalked his castle with a rajal’s purpose, rallying his troops and orchestrating the signals to the Dragonships. Sylakian Hammers lay thick in his courtyard, hundreds of them. Her Dad was some warrior, she thought, proudly.
 
   Zuziana loaded up the oil canister one more time. “Half a quiver left,” she said. “Let’s make them count.”
 
   When Garthion’s twenty-plus Dragonships arrived, that would change the balance. The flagship alone had to have thirty war crossbows on it, covering all angles. She narrowed her eyes to slits. Multiple-loading crossbows as well? Three quarrels per crossbow. That was a deeply unwelcome innovation. She pointed them out to Zip.
 
   “Burn him beneath the Cloudlands,” she snarled, sounding so Dragon-like and crackling energies off her fingertips that the Rider raised her eyebrows and the Dragon her brow-ridges in simultaneous surprise. “Take it easy around the flagship until we see what she can do,” added Zip.
 
   Aranya nodded sharply. “Then let’s concentrate on removing his friends, while we spy out Garthion’s weaknesses.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   The tiny Princess of Remoy could be rajal-fierce when she set her mind to it, Aranya thought, remembering how they had fought in the Tower of Sylakia. She was a rare one.
 
   Dragon-Aranya felt the strain in her flight muscles as she powered upward. Now they had the most dangerous Sylakian of all to deal with.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31: Shapeshifter
 
    
 
   The noon sky had cleared of all but a smattering of clouds, allowing little concealment of their approach to Garthion’s Dragonship group. Catapults rose and crossbows creaked to shadow the Dragon’s flight overhead.
 
   “All armoured,” Zip said.
 
   “Mostly Crimson Hammers,” Aranya added glumly. “The best and most disciplined. Oh–here comes Sapphire.”
 
   Sapphire! Zuziana cried in delight. You beautiful creature, you found your friends?
 
   The dragonet twirled happily in the air as she approached them. In seconds, a whole flock of dragonets rose from the armoured Dragonship they had been attacking–not very effectively, but tenaciously. Evidently, greetings were more important than war. Mentally rolling her eyes, Aranya made a huge fuss of the dragonets.
 
   They were all white, the pure white of Immadia’s snows, with pale pink eyes and tiny, pink forked tongues. No wonder they had never been found. They would be perfectly hidden in the snows. Albino dragonets? Or just their natural colouring? Aranya gazed at them as curiously as they did at her. She projected feelings of welcome, happiness and gratitude. They seemed a little shy and overawed, but as ever, not lost for an opportunity to impress  potential admirers.
 
   Suddenly, from the throng gathering around her and skittering off her scales, prodding her spine-spikes and peering at her fangs, a larger dragonet approached. She was three times larger than Sapphire. Aranya had an impression of great age; the dragonet’s movements were slow and stiff.
 
   The dragonet asked, Do you speak? 
 
   I speak, and thank you for your valuable aid, Aranya replied, surprised by the dragonet’s erudite manner.
 
   It is little. These sky-creatures are too tough for our claws. The pale eyes examined Aranya. Your kind have lived long in these lands, Dragon. We are few and dying in the snows. Will you help us?
 
   I … don’t understand, said Aranya. What help could I offer?
 
   We are too few and our eggs do not hatch well. We need fresh blood, like this youngling here. Where did you find her?
 
   On Fra’anior. At the dragonet’s blank-faced response, she explained, Another Island, like this one, many days flying from here.
 
   We ice-dragonets could not make such a journey.
 
   “Aranya, they’re approaching your father’s position,” Zip warned.
 
   I, Dragon-Aranya, Shapeshifter and Princess of Immadia, offer to take you on such a journey in exchange for what you have already done.
 
   The pale eyes whirled with interest. We thank the great Amethyst Dragon. But first, we will fight as long as you fight.
 
   I sense many have already fallen. Aranya bowed her head in respect. Only pick the soft Dragonships flying the symbol of the windroc, friend dragonet. Leave these hard-shelled ones for us.
 
   I am Ishior, said the dragonet, executing a fancy manoeuver that Aranya took for the dragonet equivalent of a bow. We are agreed. Beware the largest Dragonship. It is evil.
 
   We thank you for your wise words, Ishior, she replied.
 
   Chirping to her friends, the old dragonet sped away over the castle. At once, the whole white flock followed, several hundred strong.
 
   “So that’s what became of Garthion’s force,” Aranya said to Zip, her voice steeped in wonder. “Dragonets pulling them down like wasps downing a giant ralti sheep. Ready?”
 
   Zuziana raised her bow.
 
   With a twirl of her wings worthy of any dragonet, Aranya spun into a vertical dive. In several heartbeats wind keened over her wings; the acceleration jammed Zuziana back in her seat, but the Princess of Remoy made no complaint. Instead, she warmed up an arrow in their oil pot. Ominously. She did not stir as Aranya dodged a rising spray of crossbow quarrels. The Dragon eyeballed the Dragonships very carefully. Those triple catapults had not fired yet. The Sylakian Crimson Hammers were too disciplined to take the bait. Her hearts walloped the inside of her chest. This was the real battle. And she was already worn out.
 
   At the last moment she jinked to her port side and swooped on a Dragonship which had drifted apart from the others. She did not need to prime Zip. As she rolled into position, her Rider drew and fired. A Dragon fireball and a burning arrow slammed together into the chosen Dragonship. It flew on.
 
   “Spied any weaknesses, Dragon?”
 
   Aranya almost stood on her tail mid-air as she changed direction. “Isn’t this where I–what was it–grab my fate and wrestle it down screaming?”
 
   “Close,” said Zip. “That arrow didn’t penetrate, Aranya.”
 
   “Try again.”
 
   They shot over for a second pass, coming under a withering hail of fire from the well-equipped Dragonships. Aranya was on the point of breaking off when one of her fireballs finally sparked an explosion. She blew through the smoke and changed direction to put the archers off their aim. Behind her, Zip was muttering in Ancient Southern–whatever it was, Aranya knew it had to do with six shots she had taken, none of which had downed a Dragonship.
 
   “Zip, you’re–”
 
   “Useless!” shouted her Rider. Aranya jumped at her unforeseen cry of frustration. “I can’t draw this bow. A Pygmy can draw it fully, Aranya. I’m not strong enough. I can’t puncture that armour. I can’t.”
 
   There was more beneath her words than just arrows, Aranya recognised. Garthion had injured her spirit.
 
   “You can.”
 
   “How, Aranya? How? Answer me, if you can.”
 
   “I’ll blow the arrows along like I did before.” Aranya winced as the words came out. Dragon-Aranya would do it all again, on her own?
 
   Zip hissed, “And the storm power will suck you dry. Then we fall.”
 
   Aranya writhed in the air for a moment before a thought suddenly crystallised in her mind. She blurted out, “You’re a Dragon. You have the strength, Zip. It’s inside you. It always has been. Even if you weren’t … there’s only one reason we’re here today, because someone I know had the nerve, the sheer madness, to taunt the Sylakian windroc. You almost died. Yet here you are, bringing the might of Sylakia to its ruin.”
 
   “I think you’re seeing a different battle to everyone else, petal.” But Zip straightened up in her seat. “You really think–”
 
   “I know. I’ll believe for you. But you have to fire the arrows. My fireballs aren’t getting through. I’ll burn a few catapults and crossbows, though.”
 
   For a few breaths they drifted along in silence, as though they flew in their own bubble, separated from the Sylakians by three hundred feet of clear air. From the corner of her eye, Aranya saw the Crimson Hammers begin to be distracted by events on the ground, where King Beran led his forces against a swarm of red-plumed Sylakians who had gathered to storm the castle. Yolathion’s Dragonships pounded their counterparts, but the noose had closed, driving them back toward the castle with the inexorable power of a force that still outnumbered them four to one. Whatever the Rider and her Dragon had done, it was not enough. Not yet. But the dragonets were down there in force, mobbing the Sylakian forces, tearing at the heads of archers and puncturing hydrogen sacks with their claws. The Immadian Islanders defended their home like madmen.
 
   Slowly, Zuziana’s chin rose. Her fingers flexed on the grip of her bow. Her right hand plucked an arrow from the quiver strapped to her wounded thigh. Her eyes blazed with blue fire. “Let’s go burn the heavens, friend.”
 
   The first twitch of her wings did not wake the Sylakians on the Dragonships from their slumber, but her challenge certainly did. Thunder rolled over the city.
 
   “Phew, burst a lung there? Some roar–”
 
   The wind snatched the words out of her mouth as Aranya plunged forty feet to duck a hail of catapult shot. Instead of rising again, she darted beneath the looming Dragonships, so close to the castle that her belly trimmed the moss of the battlement stones. Moving too quickly for the soldiers to re-orient their weapons, she blazed beneath Garthion’s flagship, hiding in the centre of his fleet–resisting the urge to check for him in the forward navigation cabin–and suddenly, twisted up between two Dragonships. She did peek over her shoulder. Zuziana had the bowstring at her ear. Incredible!
 
   Sss! Zip’s arrows were deceptively quiet, even to a Dragon’s hearing, but she easily picked out their unique sound amongst all of the other noises of battle. The resulting sound was a thunderous concussion against her ears.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   A gust of overheated air smashed her against the side of the Dragonship opposite. Aranya tucked her wings instinctively, but still received a fierce blow to her midsection from a supporting brace to the armour. Ignoring the pain lancing into her side and the Sylakian warriors above shouting about a Dragon climbing their ship, Aranya dug in every one of her hind claws and, with a great groan of supreme effort, peeled the armour apart.
 
   Then she did run up the side of the Dragonship. She blasted a lungful of meriatite-fuelled fire around her before springing into the air, setting a number of crossbow emplacements alight.
 
   Zuziana sighted back over her wing. “Roll.”
 
   An arrow slipped sweetly into the hole the Dragon had created. A Dragonship was no more.
 
   Rising above the fireball, Aranya scanned the battlefield. There was a strange sight–a man sitting in a catapult. Ri’arion! She had forgotten … and an Immadian warrior put his hands to the release lever while his fellows made final adjustments to their aim. He would be spitted like a sheep above a fire, she thought. The crossbow-men would shoot him at point-blank range.
 
   The lever moved. Aranya flung herself toward the monk’s arc of flight.
 
   “Hit the windows,” shouted Zip.
 
   Looping over the top of a Dragonship, Aranya’s neck snaked from side to side as she blasted fireballs in quick succession at the foremost three vessels in the fleet, those almost directly above her father’s position. Crysglass imploded. Cabins caught on fire. There, that would distract them.
 
   The monk shot into the air. Aranya’s ears caught the sounds of war crossbows firing, spraying the space forward of the fleet with multiple six-foot quarrels. Diving so hard it strained every sinew of her body, Aranya passed between the crossbows and the flying monk, knocking down two quarrels with her forepaws and taking a third low in her belly. Ri’arion whistled through the gap the Dragon had created. He smacked feet-first into a catapult emplacement on Garthion’s flagship, cracking it off of its base. Briefly, Aranya glimpsed Garthion’s face in the forward crysglass window. The Sylakian vanished into the interior of his vessel.
 
   Another Dragonship exploded.
 
   Suddenly the battle was all heat and smoke and crazy flying. Zuziana shot and shot, penetrating Dragonship armour with almost every shot now, her face set in a manic grin as she drew that powerful Pygmy bow to its limit. Aranya remembered flinging a fireball into the knot of Sylakians pouring in through the castle gates; seeing Yolathion wading hip-deep through Sylakian warriors in a battle-rage all of his own, wielding a hammer in either hand, his helm long since lost and his breastplate flapping wildly off one strap. She shot three spaced-out fireballs into the heart of a Dragonship, setting the furnace room alight. An explosion was not long in following.
 
   But always Garthion’s flagship mocked them, coasting forward, its catapults and war crossbows working at full capacity, dealing out death on every side. She was dimly aware of Ri’arion’s presence inside its four-hundred foot length, fighting his way toward Garthion himself. The flagship crested the castle now, shadowing the courtyard with its forbidding bulk. The group slowed; the turbines whined in reverse. Garthion clearly intended to destroy the heavy catapult emplacements located around the battlements before taking on King Beran himself. In a moment, Aranya realised, burning oil would rain down. The courtyard would become a charnel-house.
 
   Magic shocked her.
 
   It struck her senses an almighty blow; an alertness to great magic somewhere within Garthion’s flagship. Aranya reeled in her flight. What, by the Islands … Ri’arion? What had he done, this time?
 
   A roar trembled the Dragonship from bow to stern, shaking many of the Sylakian warriors off their perches. She saw the monk shouldering his way through a starboard-side door, kicking a warrior out of his way, diving desperately to one side as a massive, five-clawed foot smashed through the armoured side of the cabin right next to him. Ri’arion hacked away frantically, but one huge toe curled around his waist and held the monk fast.
 
   Aranya froze. Dragon!
 
   “Dragon,” Zuziana whimpered. “Him …”
 
   I am Garthion!
 
   Three more limbs, as thick as tree-trunks, tore through the Dragonship’s sides and base. The entire cabin seemed to swell with an inner pressure. Portholes cracked with sharp reports and splintered outward. The side gantries groaned and bent like wet reeds.
 
   Aranya’s hearts galloped in her chest. She could not believe it. Garthion was a Shapeshifter!
 
   “Ri’arion!” screamed her Rider.
 
   The monk wiped the blood streaming into his eyes from a cut in his forehead. He seemed to be shouting at them to attack. Instinctively, Aranya lined them up with the flagship. “Don’t let Garthion escape! No … don’t shoot!”
 
   Catapult-shot pounded her side, but Aranya held firm. Ri’arion fought the Dragon with his magic, somehow preventing its opposing thumbs from grasping him–otherwise he would have been crushed instantly. Dropping his great sword, he sawed at the toe with his dagger. But the bone was thicker than his thigh. Aranya willed him to escape. But the monk was wounded, too. His right leg was a mass of blood, and he was moving as though to favour his ribs. The Dragon held him immovably against the cabin’s metal wall. How, by the mountains of Immadia, would Zip ever pierce the heavy armour of that Dragonship? Even as she watched, two crossbow quarrels shot from below simply stuck in the armour, not penetrating more than a couple of inches.
 
   “Shoot!” Ri’arion shouted.
 
   He meant to sacrifice himself. Sobbing, Zuziana fired her last arrow. It plugged in a chink in the ship’s armour, a perfect shot, but merely stood in place, blazing cheerfully.
 
   I am alive!
 
   With a deafening roar, the head of a Red Dragon broke through the mess of the forward cabin, directly opposite her position. A wall of Dragon fire raced toward Aranya. She ducked promptly. Roaring rajals, that thing was huge! His head had to be least twice the size of hers. The Red Dragon loosed another flood of fire. The Dragonship groaned and sank in the air.
 
   Zuziana wailed a long, thin shriek of terror.
 
   “Zip!” Aranya slapped healing power at her. “We have to get Ri’arion off that Dragonship.”
 
   Her friend shook her head to clear it. Her jaw firmed; Aranya had never seen Zip fiercer or grimmer, nor had her courage ever blazed so clearly. Dragon-Aranya’s hearts thrilled within her. A new joy sang through the fear which had consumed her until this day.
 
   “Come on, Aranya,” said the Remoyan. “Let’s finish this.”
 
   The cabin peeled open like an overripe prekki fruit. Red wings unfurled, glistening like burning rubies in the bright suns-light. Now the Dragonship looked truly bizarre, with wings, legs, a head and a tail all protruding out of the armoured cabin walls. The Red Dragon struggled and writhed. His mighty strength was more than enough to tear the cabin apart, but the metal armour bent and buckled rather than snapping as wood might have. He was trapped–momentarily.
 
   Her best chance was now.
 
   Aranya flicked her wings. As she reached out for a massive red wing with her claws extended, Dragon fire exploded around her. Aranya wheeled, shielding Zip–and realised Ri’arion had somehow shielded them with his magic, too. Garthion’s wing-edge smashed into her head. She lost a hundred feet in seconds. Instinct alone took her beyond the quarrels buzzing on her tail. Nearly every Dragonship above her had a clear shot. Aranya doubled back twice, dodging the hail of quarrels and deadly catapult shot as best she could, before turning herself vertical as she climbed for the flagship. Landing beneath the monk’s position, she snaked her neck about and bit down on the Red Dragon’s claws with the fullest strength of her jaw. A bellow shook her. Suddenly, the paw retracted into the Dragonship, releasing Ri’arion.
 
   “Grab on!” yelled Zuziana.
 
   The monk had just steadied himself to leap when the Dragon’s paw punched out of the armour once more. Five clawed talons gasped Aranya’s right wing beside her second wing joint, curling right around her wing bone and piercing the sensitive membrane. Dragon-Aranya screamed as he shook her loose from the Dragonship. She hung by her wing! The Red Dragon pounded her against the Dragonship’s side, over and over again, using the awesome strength of his paw to swing her about like a child’s toy. She felt several wing struts snap. Her tail thrashed about helplessly. Aranya shrieked and clawed and flapped, but his talons only shredded more of her wing and his grip did not relent. She sank her fangs into his leg, tasting Dragon blood for the first time, but he did not let go. Instead, Garthion pulled her toward his head.
 
   Trapped as he was inside the Dragonship, he could not reach her easily, but the Red Dragon squeezed his thick neck against the armour, which slowly gave way and peeled along its seams. Aranya saw his left eye, close up. It was milky and scarred, but still retained enough sight for Garthion to recognise her.
 
   We meet again, Shapeshifter Princess, he rumbled. It’s time I finished killing you.
 
   No, you’ll die! Aranya lashed out with her claws, striking him around the eye.
 
   Garthion shook her violently. Aranya spat a fireball right in his face, but he laughed it off. His jaw yawned open. Not one of his fangs was shorter than two feet long. The Red Dragon tried to swing her toward that fatal trap, but Aranya, maddened by the pain, sank her teeth into his nose and hung on with all of her strength. She ground her jaw deliberately. Flame exploded out of the Red Dragon’s mouth as he roared with pain, burning two of his own Dragonships to cinders. One missed the castle, but the other vessel struck a catapult emplacement on the castle’s battlements.
 
   Spying the incoming swipe of his other forepaw from the corner of her eye, Aranya was forced to jerk back and let go of his nose to prevent Garthion from decapitating Zuziana. She clawed at his face. The Red Dragon only laughed at her.
 
   You’re so little, Amethyst Dragon. His free paw snagged her flailing left wing. Now, feel my strength. The great muscles bunched, stretching out her wings until the muscles in her shoulders were as taut as hawsers. Aranya fought him, but short of tearing off her own wings, there was little she could do. He growled, I’m going to rip you in half.
 
   But he hadn’t reckoned on the Remoyan Princess. Zuziana flung one of Aranya’s Immadian forked daggers directly into Garthion’s left eye.
 
   The Red Dragon went into a spasm. His entire body shuddered and his claws released involuntarily, flinging Aranya and her Rider loose. Bellow after bellow rolled over the battlefield. All four of his legs retracted into the Dragonship, and his wings too, careless of any damage against the sharp metal armour or gantries.
 
   “Aranya!” cried Zip. “You’re bleeding–”
 
   “Never mind that! Where’s your monk, Zip?”
 
   Ri’arion was halfway up the side of the Dragonship, climbing toward the top gantry. Aranya saw that he was trying to calculate a jump to the nearest Dragonship. Crazy monk! He meant to carry on the battle. His right leg still dangled behind him. He couldn’t make that leap, surely? She could hardly believe the mammoth Dragonship was still in the air. Did it have multiple meriatite furnaces? Why had it not already exploded?
 
   Aranya called, over her shoulder, “Go catch Ri’arion, Zip!”
 
   Her Rider stared at her.
 
   “Just do it. Go!”
 
   Zuziana’s eyes widened. “You’re thinking …”
 
   “I know. It’s our only chance.”
 
   Drawing her second dagger, Zuziana hacked frantically at the belts holding her in place. Ri’arion saw her stand up on Aranya’s back. He smiled, dropping in a crouch.
 
   Garthion smashed his way free of the cabin, tearing the armoured metal apart with his immense strength. He was gigantic–a blood-red, adult Dragon in the prime of his life. He forced his body out of where the navigation cabin would have been. The monstrous Red Dragon climbed the side of his flagship with impunity and terrible speed, closing in on the monk, who had his back to the Dragon.
 
   The monk and the Princess of Remoy leaped toward each other. Zip transformed mid-leap. A single flap of her wings was all she managed before she caught Ri’arion four-pawed to her chest and folded her wings over him. Thundering his rage, Garthion lunged forward and slapped the Azure Dragon with his right forepaw, opening three gashes along her flank. Zip tumbled through the air.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon howled in horror. Aranya was too far away to help. Zuziana collided with a Dragonship beneath them. She bounced into the open. Her wings flared, weakly, but Garthion’s terrible blow had broken one of her major wing bones. She smacked against the edge of the castle battlement with a fleshy slap that sent shivers up and down Aranya’s spine-spikes. From there Dragon-Zuziana plummeted into the courtyard, her body curled around Ri’arion’s. Her wings tried to flap, one more time, but their unevenness defeated Zip. She spun about as she crashed into a wooden side-building, where she lay unmoving amidst the wreckage.
 
   Garthion’s head turned to track her. So, Princess. It’s you and me.
 
   She hated the sound of his voice. She hated everything he stood for. And she hated what he had done to her friend. He must have a weakness. His sight was one. Perhaps his pride was another.
 
   I didn’t finish burning you last time, snarled Aranya.
 
   You’ll pay for ruining my sight, replied the Red Dragon. There was an assurance in his manner that chilled her to the bone. Yet, I rule the Island-World. You’re nothing. I’ll destroy Immadia and you with it.
 
   Aranya expected Garthion to leap into the air and attack her. Instead, he seemed content to take his four-pawed stance atop his flagship, which had drifted over the middle of the castle toward the flagpole of Izariela’s Tower. He drew breath and began to pound the castle with fireball after fireball. Aranya could not believe what she was seeing. The Red Dragon was an endless fountain of fire. His fireballs were the size of boulders. There was no need for accuracy–if he could even see the catapults, it did not matter, for he simply hosed the battlements down with fireballs. If he missed, he was striking the town beyond or the soldiers down in the courtyard, Immadian and Sylakian alike. His fire did not evaporate on impact. Rather, it stuck and burned, running down the sides of buildings as though he shot burning oil.
 
   Left alone, Garthion would devastate the castle and Immadia Town. Aranya surged through the air.
 
   She had no plan but to distract or stop him. Dodging the sweep of his tail, Aranya pounded into Garthion’s back and dug in with all twenty claws. For the first time, she smelled him; the pungent reek of a male Dragon, a smell as arrogant and uncompromising as he was. He was armoured more thickly than the Dragonship itself. Aranya had expected to dig her claws in, but instead, they slid off his granite-hard scales. Stepping over his spine-spikes which were four feet long atop the densely muscled bulk of his shoulders, Aranya snapped at his neck with her teeth.
 
   What’s this I feel, a gnat? Garthion laughed horribly.
 
   Even at the widest gape of her jaws, Aranya could not close her fangs upon his thick neck. Garthion shook her as she gnawed at his brow-ridge instead. Concentrating on clawing at his right eye, Aranya did not sense his paw rising behind her. The Red Dragon punched her tail with his hind foot. She slewed loose. Garthion briefly caught her already damaged right knee between his teeth, but the force of her fall wrenched her limb free. Hot pain bloomed in her knee joint. Aranya thrust it away. She had to deal with him. She had to find a way before he destroyed them all.
 
   Two direct fireball strikes did nothing but amuse him. They did not even make enough of an impact to damage his wing membranes. Aranya knew she had few magical reserves left–not enough to heal herself, and certainly not enough to summon her storm power. What could she do? She surveyed the Dragonship and its master from eighty feet away. If only she could destroy the Dragonship. Garthion was standing on a hydrogen bomb. Should she dive inside, sacrificing herself to blow up the meriatite furnace? She ducked a series of fireballs as Garthion tried to chase her away. He only succeeded in blowing up one of his Crimson Hammers Dragonships. Suddenly, Aranya’s gaze homed in on the overlarge exhaust pipe leading to the meriatite engines of Garthion’s flagship.
 
   Every scale on her body prickled. Oh, yes! Her Dragon sight homed in on her target. The exhaust hole filled her vision. Aranya pursed her lips as if for a kiss; only, this would be the kiss of death.
 
   Garthion’s neck turned. Do I sense King Beran down below? He took a huge breath, flaring his wings.
 
   At the instant he spoke, three miniature fireballs hissed out of Aranya’s throat. The first two missed narrowly, passing between the Dragonship’s cabin and the armoured upper sack of hydrogen. The third, bluer than the two preceding it, vanished into the furnace exhaust pipe as though running home with glee.
 
   Aranya shouted, That’s for Zuziana!
 
   Garthion’s scales gleamed briefly in the inferno that blossomed around him, almost slowly, to Aranya’s perception. Her membranes flicked to protect her eyes from the white-hot blast, piped faithfully though the engine system into the hydrogen sacks. Superheated air stormed over her wings, but she rode the blast intuitively.
 
   Fire could not burn a Dragon. Perhaps it could have roasted Garthion, given time. But his wings looked like sticks. The Red Dragon Shapeshifter had several seconds in which to flap his wing bones and dangling flight struts, which were all that remained of his hundred-foot wingspan after the detonation of an entire Dragonship’s worth of hydrogen right beneath his paws. Twisting in the air, he plummeted like an oversized boulder from the sky onto Izariela’s Tower. The tip of the flagpole speared cleanly though his throat and out through the top of his head.
 
   The Red Dragon shuddered once, and slumped against the stone.
 
   The beating of his three hearts stilled. Garthion’s lifeless weight uprooted the flagpole and avalanched down into the courtyard, over where Zip lay.
 
   Aranya bugled her victory until the skies of Immadia Island rang.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32: Aftermath
 
    
 
   With Garthion’s fall and the destruction of his flagship, the Dragonships of his fleet began to scatter. Flags and signals flew. Engines slammed into reverse. Turbines whined at their top speed. The half-dozen remaining Immadian Dragonships shadowed them to the edge of the city, until it was clear that the retreat was in full spate. The Sylakian Hammers left on the ground laid down their war hammers and surrendered. Immadian and Jeradian warriors lowered their weapons and gazed about, dazed, hardly able to believe that the battle was over. Acrid smoke drifted over the city.
 
   A Dragon landed in the castle courtyard.
 
   Dragon-Aranya groaned as her landing jarred the quarrels stuck in her flank and belly. One of her ribs felt broken. She limped over to where Garthion lay, awed at his bulk.
 
   He was dead. The flagpole had skewered his brain.
 
   But three hearts beat beneath him–no, four. Aranya let out a heartfelt sigh of relief.
 
   “Zip, oh Zip!” she pawed at the Dragon. She tried to shove her shoulder beneath that limp mass, but she might as well have tried to move a mountain. “Help! Dad, someone, help me.”
 
   Commander Darron was the first person to her side. “Immadians! Lend a shoulder here. You Jeradians, help us.”
 
   With a flurry of barked orders, he rounded up a hundred men or more. Yolathion brought his Jeradian soldiers at a run. Even King Beran fell to the task. Together with Aranya, they shouted and heaved and strained until they managed to roll the Red Dragon onto his side, revealing a rather flattened but still breathing Azure Dragon. Zuziana blinked. Her paws twitched.
 
   “Zip?” Zip-Zap? Wake up.
 
   “Ouch. Only being alive could hurt this much.”
 
   Sweet relief made Aranya chuckle. “You’re fine, you just want sympathy. Where’s Ri’arion?” She nosed at Zuziana’s paws. “Let him out.”
 
   “I have him safe next to my heart,” smiled the Azure Dragon, unclenching her grip. There was Ri’arion, looking battered, but his chest rose and fell steadily. “Oh, Aranya, my left wing kills–can you check it? I did it, Aranya. My very first landing.”
 
   “Brilliant,” snorted Aranya. “Thank that building you destroyed. You’re lucky you didn’t break your neck.”
 
   But she rubbed necks with her friend. Zuziana made a sound like a low purr.
 
   King Beran marched up to his Dragon daughter and slapped her on the flank. “A decent morning’s work, Sparky.”
 
   “Decent?” Yolathion scowled. “That’s all you have to say?”
 
   “Down, rajal,” said Aranya, grinning at him. His warriors flinched, but the tall Jeradian did not move or change his scowl. “This would be an introduction to the art of Immadian understatement. Tell him what you meant, Dad.”
 
   King Beran looked from Aranya to Yolathion with a grin that spoke volumes. Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Yolathion,” he said, pretending to hurt his neck as he looked up at the giant warrior, “for a puny wisp of a Jeradian, you sure managed to put your hammer in the right place a couple of times this morning. Now, my boy, let an old cliff fox teach you about Immadian culture.”
 
   A slow grin replaced the scowl. “Aye, King Beran,” he rumbled, “I see now why my father wrapped you in ralti wool and fought you blindfolded with his hands tied behind his back.”
 
   Beran clapped him on the shoulder. “He gets it, Aranya.”
 
   Dragon-Aranya nosed between her father and Yolathion. “If you don’t mind, Dad, I’ll take it from here.”
 
   “Gone are the days I put you over my knee, eh, daughter?”
 
   “You can practice on Yolathion.”
 
   Darron scratched his grizzled head. “Sire, what about these Sylakians? And the city?”
 
   “Many will not be Sylakian,” Yolathion put in.
 
   Beran nodded. “I know the Sylakian ways. Commander Darron, would you take charge of the city clean-up? Appoint as many marshals as you can find. Round up any stray soldiers who wish to surrender and bring them to this courtyard. I’ll address them as soon as I can. Give them water. Get our engineers working; get the fires put out and the rubble cleared. Release the women and children as soon as the city is safe. Organise shelters for the homeless and food distribution from the royal kitchens. Yolathion, round up our Dragonships. We need to scout the Island to make sure there are no bands of Sylakian Hammers still causing mischief out there.”
 
   “With respect, Sire,” said Yolathion, “a Dragon could cover the entire Island in the time it would take you or I to walk to the gates.”
 
   “Aye, pup, but that beast has more holes in her hide than I care to count.”
 
   To her intense annoyance, Yolathion put his big hand on Aranya’s muzzle to quiet her hot response. She seethed as Yolathion said, “But this is a Princess of Immadia you’re talking about, you old fox, not some vain, useless creature who serves only to prettify a realm. Take it from me. I fought against this Dragon and her Rider and lost, even with the reserves of the entire southern Dragonship fleet at my command.”
 
   “He tried very hard to kill Aranya and I, is what he’s saying,” Zip put in. “Sylakian Hammers, crossbow quarrels, the whole ralti sheep.”
 
   “Oh?” King Beran’s brow lowered. “Oh, is it?”
 
   “Dad! Stop it. Please …”
 
   “Why don’t you whisk the overgrown Jeradian mountain up there, daughter,” suggested her father, pointing at one rather lonely cloud in the sky, “and dangle him by his toes from ten thousand feet, and see if he repents of how he treated you?”
 
   “Dad!” Aranya’s breath smoked out of her nostrils. “You’re so embarrassing. Yolathion, don’t listen to him.”
 
   Yolathion’s throat bobbed as he looked up at the sky. “I think I’d rather prefer my boots on the ground.” But before the disappointment could seep into Aranya’s bones, he added, “For today, at least.”
 
   Zuziana, with a sympathetic glance at Aranya, interrupted them. “Let’s get a physician to see to these crossbow quarrels in her side and belly, first. Yolathion–why don’t you use those Dragonships to quarter the city for stray Sylakians? Ri’arion and I will try to get Aranya back on the wing.”
 
   “Good,” said Beran. “Darron, summon those Sylakian troops milling in the gateway. I’ll speak to them first.”
 
   Ri’arion said, “So, Garthion was a Dragon Shapeshifter. Who would have thought? No wonder you feared him, Zuziana, for so great an evil is not easily hidden.”
 
   “All along while the Sylakians were killing off the Shapeshifters, they were only concealing their own secrets,” said Aranya, shivering. “Why didn’t he transform before? With his size and power, he could have destroyed us all. Why cower in hiding? What happened, Ri’arion, to make him transform at the end? And–this means his father’s a Shapeshifter, too.”
 
   “Or whoever his mother was,” said Ri’arion, examining the quarrel jutting out of her flank. “We need to cut this one loose, Aranya. But it isn’t difficult. The one in the belly, however–that one’s in deep. And your wing’s a mess.”
 
   The physician had never operated on a Dragon. The poor man trembled and shook in the presence of two Dragons, but Aranya and Zip greeted him cordially. Aranya thought she should remember his name, but it would not come to her immediately. When he learned that Zip could transform back into Human form, he quickly suggested she do just that so that he could align and splint an arm rather than a wing. Ri’arion disappeared to find Zip’s clothing while the physician poked at the quarrel stuck in Aranya’s side.
 
   “Caught between the ribs,” he said. “I’ll need to cut a bit to extract the flanges.”
 
   “I’ve healing power. Do it.”
 
   Although he seemed taken aback, the physician pulled out his knives, before clearly having second thoughts about the size of his patient and switching instead to his Immadian forked dagger.
 
   Aranya watched her father gathering the Sylakian soldiers to address them. He balanced on a chunk of rubble, which put him at the same level as a band of dour-faced Jeradians behind him. Whatever did they feed those Jeradian men? Bamboo shoots? Rajal meat? Yolathion was the tallest of the lot. Trust her to pick a man who was clearly ambivalent about any future involving the Princess of Immadia. Ri’arion and Zuziana had it so easy in comparison. Love–simple for Remoy, discouraging for Immadia.
 
   King Beran’s voice carried clearly over the courtyard. “Soldiers of Sylakia, I am King Beran of Immadia. I know that you served the Supreme Commander and carried out his orders to attack and destroy my kingdom. I also know that most of you are not Sylakian. You have surrendered. If you return to Sylakia you will be tried for treason and executed. That is the Sylakian way. But Immadia’s way is different. Listen closely. I offer seven years of service to the crown of Immadia for no pay. You will be fed and clothed and have a roof over your head. You will labour in public works, as do all who serve in my army. But if you commit any crime under Immadian law, however small, the punishment will be death.”
 
   The men watched him, stony-faced. “I know most of you will not have families. But those in positions of command often do, because the way of Sylakia is to ensure loyalty by threatening your families. I offer to bring your loved ones here, under the Immadian flag, at my expense.”
 
   This caused an incredulous murmuring.
 
   “At the end of those seven years, if you have served well, I offer you freedom to go to the Island of your choice. I hope that you may choose life here on Immadia Island. Many are the families who have lost fathers and brothers and sons this day. To tell you the truth, we need each and every one of you. I would be grateful for every man’s help in rebuilding this city and this Island. But if you choose otherwise, it will not be held against you. You who hear me, hear the sworn word of the King of Immadia.”
 
   His gaze travelled over them all. There was power in him, Aranya realised. He held these men in the palm of his hand, with simple words spoken from his heart. “This is my offer. You may of course refuse–in which case, I offer you free transport to the nearest remaining Sylakian outpost.” Grim laughter accompanied these words. “If you take an oath of service and spurn it, I will send a Dragon after you.”
 
   More laughter, and nervous looks at the Dragons.
 
   “Those who know me and have fought against me–you veterans, I see you here today–know how Immadia evaded and taunted the Sylakian windroc for twelve summers. Now, Immadia is grown more powerful than ever. Choose wisely.”
 
   Aranya hissed as the physician drew the quarrel out of her side. “Clean wound,” he muttered. “How do you close a hole like this, Dragon?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “But I can try to stop the bleeding. Clean it with whatever you use to stop infections, Shirmar–”
 
   “You remember my name?”
 
   “I do. You’ve treated the royal family for as long as I can remember.”
 
   “Well.” He dusted something into her wound. “Blood’s clotting already. Magic?”
 
   Aranya nodded.
 
   “Lady, this one in the belly’s going to hurt. Can you lie down on your side? Hmm. I’ll check the knee after that. And about fifty other cuts on your belly.”
 
   As the physician fussed over her, the soldiers of Sylakia began to come forward one by one to take the King’s oath. A scribe noted down their names, ranks and Islands of origin, in a thick ledger. They signed or made their mark beside their name. A small number refused the oath. Commander Darron had them taken to the dungeons under guard. One man tried to strike her father. Aranya blinked at the speed of his reaction–clearly, King Beran had been expecting as much. He sidestepped and punched the man crisply on the point of his jaw.
 
   Ri’arion, having returned with clothes for Zip, glanced briefly at the man lying in the dirt. “King didn’t like his oath? Here. Hide behind Garthion and for the Islands’ sake, try not to jar your arm.”
 
   “Don’t look,” said Zip.
 
   The monk pretended to take offence. “Well, I’m not about to leer at those Sylakian troops, am I? I’ll have to help you dress, Remoy.” Ignoring Zuziana pointedly as she transformed, he added, “I know my curse didn’t change him into a Dragon, Aranya. But I don’t understand how he hid it. You and Nak taught me that a Dragon form must be fed. Could he hibernate? Could his Dragon somehow have been so suppressed within him that this was the very first time he transformed? Yet I did not sense it was so.”
 
   Aranya nodded. Her intuition said the same. She would dearly have loved to discuss the mystery of Garthion’s existence with Nak and Oyda. But she knew they had to secure Immadia first, put out the fires and ensure the Sylakian forces were not regrouping somewhere off shore.
 
   “Under-shift, please,” said Zip.
 
   “What’s an under-shift, o peerless Remoy?”
 
   “Shall I slap you both now and later?” Zuziana grinned behind his back. “The very thin one.”
 
   “See-through?” asked Ri’arion, reddening.
 
   “You’re lacking the most basic education, you poor, deprived monk.”
 
   Aranya tried not to laugh at Ri’arion’s expression. It hurt her belly.
 
   “I fought my way into the Dragonship,” said Ri’arion, in a somewhat unsteady voice. “I sensed all was not right. He had many guards about him, all experienced Crimson Hammers. It took time to kill them. Throughout, Garthion was simply watching me with this queer expression on his face–I don’t even know how to describe it. There I was, slaughtering his best warriors one by one, and he seemed utterly unconcerned. When I killed the last man defending him, Garthion laughed at me. Then he transformed. Were it not for my Nameless Man powers, he would have eaten me there and then. As it was, I escaped his fangs by a rajal’s whisker … and you know the rest.”
 
   Aranya considered all of this, trying to ignore Shirmar’s grunts as he sawed manfully into her belly-hide. “This is a deep mystery, Ri’arion. How could he have concealed his Dragon-form? Why did he not transform when I burned him back in the Tower of Sylakia? He must have sensed the magic. Earlier, when he appeared, he said, ‘I am alive’. He can’t have been dead before, can he? Why alive?”
 
   “We’ll work it out,” said Zip, standing on her tiptoes to give Ri’arion a kiss on his cheek. “Worrying about Dragon Shapeshifters is a problem for tomorrow. Ri’arion, will you fly with me when we scout the Island?”
 
   “You should stay right here, Zip,” he replied. “You’re injured.”
 
   “She’s my Dragon,” Zuziana exploded in a fury. She clapped her hand over her mouth, mumbling around it, “I … what’s happening to me? That’s not me speaking. Aranya?”
 
   “It’s Dragon-Zip, my friend. There’s two of you in there.”
 
   “Ooh. This Dragon thing is creepy.”
 
   Aranya looked meaningfully at Garthion’s body. “Really? You think so?”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33: Mysteries
 
    
 
   At the back of the royal gardens was a low cliff-face riddled with caves. All of the royals of Immadia were interred within the caves. Slowly, over centuries, their remains calcified in those pure, undisturbed halls, as mineral-bearing water dripped through the rocks above.
 
   Aranya remembered when they had buried her mother here.
 
   It was the day after the battle. One sleep had made the Island-World seem a new place.
 
   Her slow, dragging footsteps halted in front of the large, round stone that blocked the cave’s entrance. She looked gratefully at Yolathion, who had helped her limp along despite the restriction of a bulky cast on her right knee. “Thank you.”
 
   Zuziana had a cast covering her left arm, too, broken just above the elbow when Garthion struck her and broken her wing. Aranya had woken from a nightmare about Zip falling onto the flagpole. She shuddered at the memory. Rather than think about that, she scratched her bandages instead. Too many wounds; too many itches. She had exhausted her healing power on herself and Zip, never mind Ri’arion, who was acting the stoic monk. She sensed his pain, too.
 
   “Are you quite certain about this, Sparky?” King Beran asked.
 
   She nodded. “Just a look, Dad. I can’t shake the feeling. I dreamed about it last night–this, and the Black Dragon roaring at me, again. All night long.”
 
   She stroked Sapphire, seated on her shoulder.
 
   Zuziana and Ri’arion stood to one side, looking pensive. She knew they thought her idea was strange. Alright, completely off-the-Island bizarre. They probably assumed it was unresolved grief stemming from her mother’s death. That was part of the puzzle, for certain. But it was not all. A four summers-old child could not be expected to remember much of the detail. Mostly, she remembered the trauma of that day, of seeing her mother lying so cold and still. Partially changed. Dead.
 
   But what if there was something … more?
 
   Now that she had arrived at her mother’s tomb, Aranya lacked the courage to go through with her plan. She hesitated.
 
   Leaving Queen Silha’s side, King Beran came to stand alongside his daughter. He raised the lantern he was holding. “Why don’t we do this together?”
 
   “Alright.”
 
   A Dragon could fling herself headlong at a fleet of enemy Dragonships. This was harder.
 
   Yolathion helped a quartet of Immadian warriors roll aside the gravestone. Her father’s hand found hers. Aranya had never been more grateful for that Human touch. Beran ducked into the low entrance. A few steps inside, he was able to straighten up. Aranya did the same but much less elegantly. She bumped her head on the roof.
 
   “Down here, Sparky.”
 
   Each of the graves, horizontal slots hollowed into the sides of the tunnels, had a small plaque set above it. Those nearest the entrance were almost a thousand summers old. But the bones within had not crumbled. They were preserved in stark, crystalline casements. As they walked carefully along the slippery, sloped floor, Aranya silently rued her knee, struck by a crossbow quarrel and then chewed by Garthion. Here, she was surrounded by all those who had gone before. She ran her eyes over newer dates, bones less thickly cased in ageless calcites. How many of these had been Dragon Riders, or Dragon Shapeshifters, she wondered? Or was it an unknown woman from Ha’athior who had changed everything?
 
   King Beran held out his hand. “Just around this corner.”
 
   The lantern light crept around the corner first. Aranya followed, her father right behind her. She saw bones. Her eyes jumped off a semi-mummified corpse; a squeak escaped her throat. The light played off fresh drops of crystal, surrounding them with sparkles, dazzling their eyes until King Beran shifted the lantern.
 
   His voice was strangely choked. “This one, Aranya.”
 
   Perfect fingers. Aranya gasped. Perfect fingers covered in silvery Dragon scales, so like a dragonet’s hide that she glanced involuntarily at her little friend perched on her shoulder. Sapphire’s eyes whirled faster than she had ever seen them move before. Her eyes leaped back to the body. Hope choked her throat, quickly stilled. Izariela of Ha’athior seemed only to sleep. Beran’s reaction confirmed that impression. Nowhere on her flesh was there the slightest sign of decay. Her eyes were closed, serene. She was beautiful. She was more beautiful than the frozen crystal encasing her flesh.
 
   Then she saw that her mother’s body had been arranged so as to conceal her partial transformation. She lay with her left side outward. The right foot sported a Dragon’s claws. The right side of her face had an unseemly bulge running from below the cheekbone up to where it was hidden by her hair. Multi-coloured hair, just like Aranya’s own locks. Izariela’s right arm and hand were hidden back in the shadows, but Aranya could make out enough to see the beginnings of wing struts jutting out of the length of her arm. Her right eye was twice as large as the left, half-hidden behind the perfect bridge of her nose.
 
   Aranya wanted to reach out and touch her. She breathed, “Partial transformation. Impossible …”
 
   “Sparky?”
 
   She did not realise she had spoken aloud until her father replied.
 
   “Dad, she’s been dead twelve years. Thirteen, come the autumn.” Aranya’s hand shook so hard she pulled it back to her side. “Mom’s dead … isn’t she? Don’t people–don’t they … I feel such an idiot even thinking it …”
 
   “Decompose?” Uncharacteristically, his voice cracked. “We’ve grown older and she’s still young, Aranya. How does that work? No heartbeat. No breath filling her chest. Oh, I miss her as though it were yesterday. Why didn’t you tell me, Izariela? Why?”
 
   Tears streaked down both of their cheeks.
 
   Aranya mulled this over for so long that a worried query came from without the cave.
 
   “We’re fine!” Beran called.
 
   “She was protecting us. Protecting me,” Aranya said, thinking aloud. “I don’t know why, but that’s what Mom was doing. Maybe from the Sylakians. Maybe from an even greater threat.”
 
   A simultaneous shudder communicated through their linked hands.
 
   “Our mission is to find out from what, and why, Sparky,” King Beran said, slowly. “That’s the least we owe Izariela.”
 
   Aranya laughed hollowly. “Minor issues first, Dad–such as rebuilding a kingdom and defeating an evil empire which probably has a Dragon Shapeshifter for its leader, never mind the rest of the Supreme Commander’s family. Would you be offended if the others–especially Ri’arion–took a look at this? At Mom, I mean.”
 
   Her father squeezed her hand. Then he put his arms around her. “I love you, Aranya. Always have. It’s not just a Dad thing. Izariela would have been proud, too.”
 
   “Love you right back, Dad.” She wiped her cheeks.
 
   “Aye, your friends should come in. You’ve made wise choices, there. Exceptional people. You should treasure them.”
 
   “Even Yolathion?”
 
   Beran’s expression told her he saw right through her question. With a gentle touch, just fingertips upon her arm, he said, “All that talk of honour hides the heart within. He reminds me of a young Immadian King before he grew a beard and a little more wisdom with it. I think he has learned that Dragons are hard to kill. Since that day, he has been chasing you across the Islands, Sparky. But I’m not so convinced my daughter wants to be caught.”
 
   Aranya masked the deep impact of his words by joking, “Did I tell you I raided his Dragonship, Dad, and left a scroll on his pillow-roll?”
 
   “He rebelled against Sylakia for you, Aranya. Only for you.”
 
   “Dragons are hard to kidnap, too.” She regarded Izariela tenderly. How she longed to speak to her as daughter to mother, not as the four summers-old child she remembered. “She loved you so much, she walked into your snare and willingly remained in it.”
 
   “Aye? I was unworthy of her.”
 
   “Don’t say that.” Aranya held him as he had once held her, by the shoulders, as though the force of her gaze alone could change his thoughts. “I don’t believe that. This–lying here–is neither her choice, nor yours. Dad, while I remember it, you need to add returning to Fra’anior to your list of tasks. I’ve a cousin there called Lyriela. She and Prince Ta’armion of Fra’anior are mutually smitten with each other. I may need to abet in a proper royal kidnapping, quite soon. I promised the ice-dragonets I would take them to meet their kin on Fra’anior.”
 
   He shook his head, chuckling. “Come on in, friends!” he called. “Aranya, you’re never one to do things by halves, are you?”
 
   She laughed along with him. “Dad, I think it’s time Zuziana and I sat you down and told you a very long story about our travels. There’s Nak and Oyda, the two Dragon Riders who taught me to fly and patched up my wounds, and the King of Remoy–Ri’arion should meet him–and the fact that Ta’armion had me drugged and kidnapped by a slaver. Don’t you go starting any wars over that! Did you know there are monkey-men living halfway down the cliffs of Sylakia? And Pygmies–”
 
   “Mercy,” said the King, squeezing her hand. “One thing at a time. This old man needs time to catch up with his daughter.”
 
   Her friends filed in reverently. Raising their lanterns, they gathered around Izariela’s body. Zuziana gasped and began to cry softly. Queen Silha put her arms around the Remoyan. Yolathion bit his lip. Ri’arion leaned forward with an awed expression on his face.
 
   “She’s a Silver Dragon? A Star Dragon?” whispered the monk. “Look at the colour of these scales! There’s only one Star Dragon that I know of in fable–Istariela, the soul-mate of Fra’anior.”
 
   “Istariela and Izariela,” said Zip. “How similar is that?”
 
   A tingle crept up Aranya’s spine. Suddenly, she seemed to hear an echo of the Black Dragon’s voice in her mind. Istariela, he whispered. The name expanded in her mind, accompanied by memories not her own. Magic stole her away. She saw a Silver Dragon watching her from the corridors of her memory. She was glorious, glowing from within with a light all of her own, a star come to reside in the Island-World. Istariela? Or Izariela? Whichever it was, the Dragon smiled at her, causing an awareness of peace and love to blossom in her heart. The vision vanished.
 
   Aranya looked uncertainly at her friends.
 
   “That’d make her thousands of years old,” Ri’arion pointed out. “I’m not sure that could be. I obviously haven’t the faintest idea of what can be, given what I see here. This woman is dead, but does not appear dead. What sustains her flesh–magic? Poison? The crystal casement? Could her body be resting simply in anticipation of her spirit re-filling it and the breath of life wafting into her nostrils?”
 
   “A tragedy lies frozen in time,” said Aranya. Six sets of eyes, including Sapphire’s, jumped to fix on her. “Er, what did I say?”
 
   “Not so much what, as who and how,” King Beran replied, his eyes shadowed with wariness and grief. “I need to leave this place. The dead should slumber in peace.”
 
   “Fra’anior spoke?” asked Aranya.
 
   The monk nodded. “Perhaps an echo from the past, Aranya. It wasn’t you.”
 
   Aranya’s mind reeled. What did all this mean? Yet, one thing was clear. She needed to find out what had happened to her mother. And if there was a chance … oh, just a breath of a chance she might yet live … silently, Aranya’s heart expressed a new vow. She would do her utmost to track down Izariela’s killer. She would find out how and why her mother had been poisoned. And she would not rest until she knew whether or not her Mom could be rescued from this death-like sleep.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya observed the Kingdom of Immadia by the light of a perfect five-moon conjunction, a short hour or two of a night three times a year when all five moons were visible in the sky at once. She stood beneath a milky archway of light clad in a little but her sleeping-shift, such as Izariela might have worn, even though her breath fogged before her face.
 
   The cold was nothing to her.
 
   Her eyes ranged over the mountains to the north, their snowy peaks delineated as sharply as the points of Immadian forked daggers, to the roofs of the town spread out beneath her position on Izariela’s Tower, noting that the fires had finally all been extinguished. She gazed over the Cloudlands, a deceptively still and quiescent blanket that stretched unbroken to the horizon. Aranya asked the night the questions of her heart. She spoke for a very long time. But she heard no reply.
 
   Not a sound broke the perfect silence. Her heart ached at the night’s splendour, but felt bereft. Dragon-Aranya longed to fly out there, seeking answers to the questions of her past.
 
   Her ears caught a soft tread on the flagstones behind her. “Dad?” she asked.
 
   “Not he,” rumbled a low voice, so close behind her, it sent shivers up and down her spine.
 
   “Yolathion. Couldn’t sleep?”
 
   “I thought I might find you up here,” he said, drawing close. “The night is cold, Aranya.”
 
   “I don’t feel cold.” His dark eyes considered this. “I–uh, never realised your skin was so tan, Yolathion.”
 
   Aranya bit her tongue at her graceless words.
 
   “Jeradia Island is fairly westerly, as the map is drawn,” he replied, but his eyes and body were communicating so much more to her that Aranya felt faint. “You should fly there, one day. It is an Island of stark majesty, a place which breeds men such as I. We are not as pale as you Northerners, nor as dark as the men of the Western Isles.”
 
   Now that he stood so close, her shift did feel thin. Aranya turned slightly away from him, seeking to regain her composure. “I was admiring the night, Yolathion. Isn’t it beautiful?”
 
   “It pales in comparison, Immadia.”
 
   His words stirred her inner fires–the molten fires he had stirred in her from the first.
 
   At length, he placed his hands on her waist. When she did not protest, Yolathion drew her gently to him and bent to press his cheek to her temple. Aranya leaned against the stalwart length of him, her head tucked beneath his chin. She marked his body’s warmth with surprise. Was it as her father said? Why did she tremble, wanting to flee? His arms crossed at her belly. He held a Dragon, who wanted to know what it was to be held. She sighed.
 
   “Aranya, were you always a Dragon?” he asked softly. “I don’t understand … when you burned Garthion …”
 
   “I did not know at that time, Yolathion,” she replied. “I only took wing–transformed, I mean–after you threw me off the Last Walk. That’s what I meant–”
 
   “At Nak and Oyda’s hut,” he finished for her, in perfect accord with her thoughts. “I threw you into your future. Oh, Aranya, I’m sorry. I’ve so much to learn about you.”
 
   She whispered, “This night is ours.”
 
   Indeed, she remembered a dawn which had been full of portent as Ignathion’s Dragonships beat toward Immadia Island. So was this night. Even a Dragon could not know whether the future held good or ill, or both. But she was prepared to face it now.
 
   “Thy hair is as unbound as the Cloudlands,” he whispered back. “Thy heart is as unfettered as the winds, o jewel of Immadia, but mine has never been more bound. For it is bound to thee, o mysterious beauty, o love and treasure of my heart.” He drew a deep breath, as ragged with passion as her heart was to hear these words. “If thou art willing, Aranya, then I am ready to fly with thee.”
 
   No night in the Island-World’s history had been this beautiful, Aranya thought.
 
   She breathed, “You want … this?”
 
   “If you mean all that you are, Aranya, then that is what I mean, even to what is yet unknown. Everything, without reservation.”
 
   “Flying over the Cloudlands, or even beneath them?”
 
   Yolathion’s big hands spun her about irresistibly, so that they faced each other. Aranya felt the stars must surely burst into song at the passion that raged between them. She slipped her hands up his back. Yolathion’s fingers curled in her hair; she tilted her head back to gaze unreservedly into his eyes.
 
   He said, with a quirky grin, “There’s an old Jeradian saying, Aranya of Immadia. ‘Those who would know the night, must be silent to appreciate it.’”
 
   A smile curved her lips. “And what does that mean, Yolathion?”
 
   “This.”
 
   Aranya discovered that to kiss Yolathion was a kind of flying she had never known existed.
 
   
  
 



Appendix
 
    
 
   Distances and Navigation
 
   For converting between leagues, miles and kilometres:
 
   1 league = 5.556 kilometres = 3.45 miles
 
   1 mile = 5280 feet
 
   Given the five moons in the skies, dominated by Iridith (the huge yellow moon), navigation by the stars is unreliable. Therefore the Islanders north of the Rift have developed the method of navigating by the suns and moons, which have reliable if complex orbits and periods in the sky. Distance is generally expressed in terms of days of travel between Islands. Leagues in the air are measured by a process of general agreement (called a Dragonship Captain’s measure) rather than an accurate scientific measurement, due to the difficulty of calculating distances across the ever-shifting Cloudlands. This changed with the rediscovery of the league-logger at Immadia Island.
 
    
 
   Flying and falling speeds
 
   Human terminal velocity is around 124 mph or 200 km/h. When Aranya was thrown off the Last Walk she would have reached even greater speeds, given as she was chained to a block of stone and so was falling in the vertical position with minimal body resistance to the air. Experienced skydivers can reach velocities of over 180 mph or 290 km/h in the ‘bullet’ position.
 
   A Dragon’s long distance flying speed is 6–8 leagues per hour (21–28 mph / 33–44 km/h) but over short distances they are capable of sprints of over 40 leagues per hour (138 mph / 222 km/h), especially if this is combined with a swoop from a height. They are highly streamlined, especially with their wings in the furled position. When travelling longer distances Dragons are similar to migrating birds in that they are able to convert body mass into energy to fuel their flight. Larger Dragons are able to spend up to two days or more in the air if they rest at appropriate intervals, covering hundreds of leagues in this time.
 
   A Dragonship usually travels at 4 leagues per hour (14 mph / 22.2 km/h) as the large dirigible balloon, despite its oblong shape, generates significant wind resistance. The meriatite-powered engines provide sufficient thrust for higher speeds, but generally Dragonships excel at distance rather than speed. Before the development of the meriatite furnace engine Dragonships were powered by wind and Human effort, employing a system of heating an air balloon similar to hot-air ballooning.
 
    
 
   How high can a person or a Dragon fly?
 
   The higher Islands of the Island-World lie approximately one league (3.45 miles / 18200 feet) above the Cloudlands, which is a gaseous cloud layer much denser than the Earth’s atmosphere. Air pressure around 1 mile above the Cloudlands is equivalent to Earth’s sea level, but oxygen levels are higher (23% of atmospheric gases). Humans have adapted to living at altitude. Comparatively, they have higher red blood corpuscle counts and better lung capacity and cardiac output levels than average Humans living on Earth. Aranya of Immadia grew up at the equivalent of 13000 feet above sea level in Earth terms.
 
   Dragon Riders have to be especially wary of hypoxia and hypothermia at altitudes over 1.75 leagues (6.04 miles / 32000 feet) above the Cloudlands. Many Dragon Riders in the past undertook high-altitude training, and the dangers of hypoxia were well documented. Accepted wisdom is not to fly over heights of 1.5 leagues above Cloudlands level due to impairment of the senses, especially night vision, reasoning and judgement, and general nausea and vertigo which develop.
 
   Dragon lungs and their triple-heart cardiovascular systems are highly adapted to flying at altitude. The ability of golden Dragon blood to become saturated with oxygen is orders of magnitude better than that of Humans, allowing the lungs to absorb sufficient oxygen even at low atmospheric pressures up to 4 leagues (13.8 miles / 72865 feet) above Cloudlands level. Dragon musculature is remarkably efficient in terms of resource consumption measured against physical output, allowing Dragons to fly at great heights and for very long distances, while replenishment of resources is also rapid. Energy and oxygen are stored in the body in special, additional organs and tissues. However Dragons do suffer from hypoxia symptoms similar to those experienced by Humans–euphoria, dimming of vision and impaired judgement. They need to be careful of decompression when swooping from a great height, similar to Humans experiencing the ‘bends’ or the formation of gas bubbles in joints and capillaries.
 
   A Dragon can hold its breath for around 15 minutes, depending on the level of physical activity. A record of one hour underwater was achieved by a small Red Dragon. Further, Dragons with the ability to shield (semi-permeably) are able to learn how to provide additional oxygen to their Riders, protecting them from the effects of hypoxia, and even, legend has it, to heat a ‘bubble’ of air around a Rider to protect them from the deadly low temperatures of high altitude flying.
 
    
 
   Why is a Dragonship so big?
 
   Dragonships are large because of the huge volume of hydrogen gas required to produce lift. Airship engineers calculated on 68 pounds (30.9kg) of lift per 1,000 cubic feet of hydrogen gas. Garthion’s flagship, at 400 feet in length, is less than half the size of the ill-fated Hindenberg. This size yields an approximate gas volume of 4.5 million cubic feet with a lifting power of 139 tons–assuming the airship is a regular cylinder with a large radius of 60 feet. Dragonships are torpedo-shaped for streamlining, but still generate considerable drag in the air.
 
   Hydrogen for Dragonships is produced by melting mineral meriatite before dumping it in an acid bath. The resulting reaction produces hydrogen. However, hydrogen is highly flammable and dangerous, as Zuziana and Aranya teach the Sylakians. Hydrogen is relatively easy to produce, but helium would be inert at the expense of some lifting power–making helium the safer choice.
 
    
 
   Dragon types
 
   There are four major Dragon families–the Ancient Dragons, the Lesser Dragons, Shapeshifters and dragonets. Many varieties exist within each major family; varieties of colour, shape, size and magical ability. Certain colours and abilities are more common than others. All Dragons speak Dragonish to a greater or lesser degree.
 
   Lesser Dragons–descendants of the Ancients, they are commonly Reds, Greens, Oranges and Yellows. Their primary attack is Dragon fire but this is usually combined with one or more special attacks or abilities. Greens are renowned for their healing abilities and poison or acid attacks. Their favourite habitat is woodlands, forests and especially jungles. They are often long and lean in body shape, and reclusive by nature. Reds, Oranges and Yellows excel in various categories of fire breathing, fire shaping, fireballs and special attacks such as molten lava. Reds are usually the most massive of the Lesser Dragons, achieving wingspans of over 120 feet. They are gregarious and love to live in large colonies. The Blue and Grey-Blue spectrums tend to dominate in the lightning and water-based abilities, and higher-level magical abilities such as shielding. They are fond of roosting in high places or near water. Zuziana, as an Azure Dragon, is a rare colour and is among the smallest of Dragons in physical size. Grey-Black to Black Dragons, such as Fra’anior (an Ancient Dragon), usually have lightning and earth powers such as earthquake, or the much rarer powers of storm and shivers. They often prefer living in caves.
 
   Dragonets–first found on the Islands of Fra’anior, the dragonets are generally thought to have lesser intelligence, but the largest dragonets (up to four feet in length) do communicate well in Dragonish. They love to live in large colonies and are highly sociable. They become easily attached. Sapphire, a blue dragonet, becomes attached to Aranya and travels with her. Dragonets have as wide a variety of colours as Dragons. It is agreed that dragonets only breathe fire and have none of the other abilities of the Lesser or Ancient Dragons.
 
   Ancient Dragons–those who first colonised the Island-World and are said to have created the Islands and Humans. Little is known about the Ancient Dragons. One in particular, Fra’anior, a huge, multi-headed Black Dragon with Storm powers, plays a part in our story. There are also Magma Dragons which live in volcanoes and Land Dragons who roam the Cloudlands, although it is unsure as to whether they are flying, walking or swimming. The Land Dragons are said to chew on the roots of the Islands.
 
   Shapeshifters–most scholars agree that Shapeshifters are a race of their own, being neither Dragon nor Human. Shapeshifters may have been the result of scientific experimentation by the Ancient Red Dragon, Dramagon, but this is uncertain. Shapeshifters are able to transform between their Human and Dragon forms. Most Shapeshifters are bound to a single Dragon colour.
 
   Dragons which defy classification–magic being what it is, there are those Dragons and Shapeshifters who defy classification, as is the case with Aranya and her mother Izariela, and Fra’anior’s soul-mate Istariela. Izariela and Istariela are Star or Silver Dragons, Dragons tending from silver to the purest white. No-one knows if they are Ancient or Lesser Dragons, nor exactly what their powers might be. Aranya, an Amethyst Dragon, is also of indeterminate classification, although she evidences a number of abilities across the spectrum such as Dragon fire, healing power, lightning and storm.
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   Marc is a South African-born author who lives and works in Ethiopia with his wife and 4 children, 2 dogs, a rabbit, and a variable number of marabou storks that roost on the acacia trees out back. On a good night you can also hear hyenas prowling along the back fence.
 
   When he’s not writing about Africa Marc can be found travelling to remote locations. He thinks there’s nothing better than standing on a mountaintop wondering what lies over the next horizon.
 
   Look out for Western Isles: Shapeshifter Dragons #2, coming soon, and The Pygmy Dragon, which tells the story of Pip–and features a much younger Nak and Oyda.
 
   If you enjoyed this story, please consider leaving a review on Amazon.com, or reading one of my other works. The IsleSong series is set in the same world as Shapeshifter Dragons, just in a very different part. Salty adventure with the great Whales of the deep awaits … 
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   Other Books by Marc Secchia
 
   The IsleSong series: (Young Adult and older readers) A story for anyone who loves the ocean and its whales, salt water in their hair, and the gentle rasp of beach sand between their bare toes. This story will transport you to a beautiful, unspoiled ocean world where people have to rely on Whales to travel between the islands. A world where danger can, and does, lurk beneath any wave.
 
   The Girl who Sang with Whales (IsleSong Book 1)
 
    
 
   The Shioni of Sheba series: (Middle Grades and older readers) Unique African historical fantasy adventures set among the myths and legends of ancient Ethiopia.
 
   Shioni of Sheba #1: The Enchanted Castle
 
   Shioni of Sheba #2: The King's Horse
 
   Shioni of Sheba #3: The Mad Giant
 
   Shioni of Sheba #4: The Sacred Lake
 
    
 
   Feynard: Epic fantasy with a tongue-in-cheek twist (Young Adult and older readers)
 
   For Kevin Jenkins, nothing good can come from being kidnapped out of his comfortable old slippers to save Feynard’s mythical Forest from the Blight. He’s bedridden, afraid of beetles, and he doesn’t believe in magic. But his abductors, a Unicorn and a Dryad, think differently.
 
   The Unicorn Zephyr believes he’s the champion the Forest has been waiting for. The Dryad Alliathiune thinks he needs a jolly good slap. Everyone else thinks he’s a wet blanket, an impostor, or by complete coincidence, some sort of mighty High Wizard.
 
   Throw in a Dark Apprentice with a fondness for shiny black boots and slaying everything in sight, a ten-foot swamp monster, a lethal romance, and a prodigal Faun. What could possibly go wrong?
 
   A quest to save the Forest.
 
   A mismatched set of companions.
 
   Feynard needs a hero, and his name is Kevin.
 
   Feynard
 
    
 
   The Legend of El Shashi (Young Adults and older readers) An extraordinary life. A terrible fate.
 
   El Shashi, man of many names. Some say he is a miracle-worker. Others, a god. Many call him an abomination, spitting at his name.
 
   And these are his names: Soulstealer, Kin-Reaper, the Burning One, the Whisperer, the Running Man, Stormtide over Gethamadi, Benok Holyhand, Scourge of the Westland, the Plague-Rider, and, worst of all, Bringer of the Wurm.
 
   Be it known: legend is his mantle,
 
   Eldest of his race, the awesome progenitor of all burrowing creatures,
 
   Name him God-mountain, sleeping at the root of the world,
 
   Exalted and cunning in ancient ways,
 
   The Great Wurm, the wellspring of power.
 
   A mighty sorceress, bent on revenge. The man who dared to cross her. A curse of limitless power. The rest is history. This is the legend of El Shashi.
 
   The Legend of El Shashi
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
MARE&ESCHIA





spicy_logo.jpg





aranya.jpg
Immadia
Yo

g 1.;.m adia Cily Heriss
=

Ce nn\“m

Kerdani
Town

Xinidia », Erigar

“R2T Archion
Fs

e
£ Yaya ‘

aé@ ﬂi’ ff \“&

e]uanfn 4 u@"\‘c

JZIE DUIDD\Y, OWER como
SEA mellalio B2

= P mehﬁ{? yios Cily

e

Mckior

(RCRCT 4






