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Chapter 1: Assault 
 
      
 
    THE BATTLEFIELD SHUDDERED at the roaring of a mighty Dragonwing assaulting the fortress wards. Fireballs boomed incessantly against the shimmering dome formed by the magical wards a quarter-mile above the House, before expiring with angry hisses. Dense plumes of acrid grey smoke rolled into the blue-in-blue skies, cut by the searing orange of incoming fireballs and the occasional brilliant flare of a draconic lightning bolt. As the swooping Dragons accelerated to attack speed, the wind sang sibilantly over their gleaming scales and wuthered across their swept-back wings. Each attack was preceded by a high-pitched whine of fire surging from the Dragon’s taut throat under intense pressure, jetting outward and expanding its initially narrow focus, followed a second or two later by a formidable blast. 
 
    SKISS-BOOM! 
 
    Squinting against the fierce noon suns-glare reflecting in through his periscopic viewer, which protruded four inches above the surface fifteen feet above his armoured cranium, Asturbar pointedly ignored the dull, bone-jarring thudding of the heavier detonations. The usual diversion. Waste of time and energy. His veteran unit did none of the shifting or restless weapons-checking of green recruits. They waited silently in close phalanx behind his shoulders, nineteen giant infantry soldiers almost as heavily armoured as he was – the Heavies – and twenty more lightly armoured, mobile troops, the Lights. Imaginative nicknames. 
 
    Good thing infantry were not paid for their imagination. Dared the leader of these clangourous helmet-heads claim otherwise? 
 
    A slight grin touched his broad mouth as Asturbar lifted his shade visor. He tilted his massive shoulders, fully a foot wider than any other man or woman amongst his Heavies, to allow him to address his unit from the corner of his mouth. “Eight multi-jointed assault trains. Three singles. Impossible to tell which are feints until we’re closer. You lumbering sacks of rock lizards want to start in the middle, or in the middle?” 
 
    “The middle, sah!” Thirty-nine voices answered him in perfect chorus, echoing in the gloomy rock tunnel lit by a single, smokeless mazugi-oil torch. 
 
    Beside his left ear, Sub-Commander Bantukor growled, “Roll, split and tickle ’em open?” 
 
    “Yes. Watch the back and flanks.” 
 
    “Yes sah!” 
 
    “Got a feeling we’ll face acid, infantry stoppers and Heripedes at the very least. Maybe a cocktail of more exotic surprises.” 
 
    Lifting his huge left hand, Asturbar briefly scratched the thick armour at the base of his neck. Two inches of plate metal girt about his torso and casing his limbs in keenly crafted segments weighed in at just shy of half a tonne, but as a full-blood Azingloriax warrior adopted into his mercenary family – adoption being parlance for building the strength of infantry units so vital to modern warfare – he was a man born and bred for the task. He had an odd feeling about this battle. The soldier’s itch, they called it, fully intending the pun referring to a burning rash or three careless soldiers were likely to contract in brothels. None of that for these men and women. Each was contracted, bonded, a sworn wife or husband. One must bear pure heirs for the future glory of the House. 
 
    All except Asturbar. 
 
    There had been a girl. His fingers tightened on the handgrip of his massive, double bladed battle-axe. The weapon weighed a mighty four and a half stone, or sixty-three pounds in the old measure. His indelicate answer to those assault trains. 
 
    His beloved Rezhine had been assassinated two seasons ago, whilst he was away divesting a merchant House of their ill-gotten spice gains. 
 
    His lips parted in an unconscious snarl. “No boon, no quarter, no calamity.” 
 
    “No boon, no quarter, no calamity,” hissed his unit. 
 
    “Follow me!” 
 
    Flipping a lever, Asturbar triggered the doorway hidden deep in one of the fosses that crisscrossed the field outside their fortress. Heat struck him in a palpable wave. A sweaty day’s work ahead. The coppery walls of the metal-dense substrate swam before his eyes. The dust sticking to his teeth had a tang like blood. It penetrated everything and everywhere, this copper dust, so fine that it was even said to cause clogging in the lymphatic systems of those who did not wash regularly. Such a day was typical of a blistering hot season on the Western periphery of Wyldaroon, fierier than a furnace; parched as if all moisture had been sucked away to feed ravenous Dragons’ maws. Already, the charnel-house stench of scorched Dragon hide and charred umber drifted to his nostrils. Why were they throwing expendables at the fortress’ shield? Grounded in the power of a large floating Island, to breach it was no trivial matter, and they knew mercenaries would simply ignore the gesture. The ploy made no sense. 
 
    Out here there was one law: the rule of the strongest, be they hand or be they paw. Wyldaroon was one huge wilderness, but the remote Fringe was a largely unmapped Island-quagmire perfectly suited to the proliferation of petty warlords, vengeful Dragonkind, shady merchants and banditry of all kinds. The Fringe was the primary base of operations for House Chanbar, mercenaries without morals at your service, load my hand with your platinum marks, thank you kindly. Sabotage, slave trafficking, assassination, treasure hunting, crushing the odd head like a nut and grinding enemies through the hentioragions beneath their flying Islands before tossing them into the Cloudlands – all in a day’s work for the notorious clan called the Mistral Fires. 
 
    Still, it was not every day the House came under this intense an attack. 
 
    Commander Asturbar surveyed the deep, dry fosse with a jaundiced grey eye. He knew every inch of the half-mile fronting their deeply entrenched fortress, but today, he disliked all he saw. 
 
    Battle was a brutally simple equation. Keep the wards intact, and Dragons could not attack your fortress or House. Let the Dragons in, and everyone was as good as cinders in a firepit. Glowing cinders. 
 
    Since a thousand years of ward development coupled with the living strength of Islands had rendered most direct attacks by Dragonship, floating Island or Dragon obsolete, myriad modes of orthodox and unorthodox attack had spawned in their place. The conventional plan was to land non-draconic attackers on an Island’s rim or Dragonship landing pad and walk them through the ward-shield, then breach the fortress and spike the ward constructs once inside. A particularly powerful Spiker could even breach wardstones from fifty feet away. No need even to step foot inside the fortress. Every other potential route of ingress had its strategies and counter-strategies, or was limited by a code of honour enforced by the remarkable pack mentality of Herimor. Ambushing, double-crossing or outright crushing an enemy was perfectly acceptable. Honourable, even. Engage in a dishonourable practice such as divesting the underside of an Island of the gas-producing hentioragions, which kept it afloat in the air – a tricky task in its own right – and every power that existed in all of Wyldaroon or beyond would drop what they were doing and rush to the proverbial scavengers’ feast, rending the offender limb from limb. 
 
    Assault trains were conventional. What payload they contained was a question worth a Dragon’s hoard in pure gold. 
 
    Which one sheltered their Spiker? 
 
    The unit jingled mutedly behind Asturbar as he negotiated the fosse at a swift jog-trot. The boots of these massively heavy men and women pounded the ground like a drumbeat. Their path would intersect the middle of the staggered advance of the armoured assault trains. After that? Everything depended on how the enemy reacted. 
 
    GRAAAABOOM! The ground shook. 
 
    Those Dragons were proper heavyweights. Shapeshifters, most likely. Asturbar considered the information he had fed to Marshal Chanbar just last week. Could this attack be recompense for a job the mercenaries had undertaken recently? Their line of business tended to attract enemies like chopper flies to rancid meat. There were rumours of a formidable Sorcerer Dragon building his hegemony amidst the mineral-rich Jamukdkar Archipelago Islands two hundred leagues to the North, a beast called Azhukazi the Iolite Blue; however, a smart Shapeshifter Marshal was unlikely to rile a mercenary House by direct attack. Like a pack of subdraconic scallogazids, the mercenaries tended to band together under duress. Bad for business, mercenary Houses being wiped out. Unnerved the customers. 
 
    Thirty feet wide and twenty deep, hewn of solid stone, each fosse was designed to make assault by rolling vehicle much trickier. Those articulated trains would be equipped with rock spikes to allow easy descent or ascent of the walls, or carry temporary bridges to lay across the gaps. 
 
    Asturbar focussed his mind deliberately as they closed with the advance. Split-second calculations. Strategies for attack or retreat. Assessments of his troop’s capabilities. In a moment, they reached another hidden checkpoint. Forty hands deployed the protective visors of their helmets, locking them into place. 
 
    Ready. 
 
    Bantukor hit a hidden switch, before cursing testily. “Pox-blasted sakkix-sucking maintenance!” 
 
    Lifting his boot, Asturbar stove in the panel with a vicious kick. Rusty metal rungs sprung into being as if by magic in the side of the fosse. Up they swarmed, four at a time, close-packed, gleaming rivers of soldiers. Overhead, a shadow crawled over Asturbar’s faceplate as the lead assault train nosed over the fosse’s edge. A climbing design, then. The chains shrieked and rattled as the gears bit, taking the strain as they dug in the round, spiked wheels and the lead cabin of each train of five units began to tip forward. Ten feet tall, twelve wide and seventy feet long, the armoured train was an all-purpose, all-terrain assault vehicle that rolled along on relatively narrow, independently driven bands of wheels, twelve to a carriage. The armour would be heavy metal plate, with reinforced crysglass for the narrow windows and weapons hatches. 
 
    Asturbar’s team hit them with the wordless co-ordination of a unit which had served together more times than he could count. Not the first segment, which was often a decoy. The second. Axes scythed through the air to cleave the armoured joints asunder, seeking any vulnerability. The Heavies attacked as if nothing else mattered in the world, which it did not, because the Lights had deployed around their backs and flanks, their shields and ranged weapons held at the ready. 
 
    “Ten Heripedes seven point four,” noted a male infantryman to the starboard flank. “Correction, twelve.” 
 
    “Second train southwest. Infantry stoppers deployed. In five, four, three …” The female Heavy’s countdown was dispassionate. 
 
    Asturbar linked hands with Bantukor to propel a Heavy up to the ten-foot roof of the third vehicle, searching for an entry hatch or a place to attach grapnels. He fell back slightly, checking. Gauging. On his left flank, a flurry of half a dozen seven-foot metal bolts fired by crossbows mounted inside the assault vehicle skittered off the oblique shields of his Lights. They must be angled just right, or the bolts would pierce even the heaviest armour. The enemy vehicle struck back with heavy bars driven from inside to knock down the infantry. One man toppled over the fosse’s edge. He was unlikely to survive the fall. Asturbar swivelled aside from a speculative crossbow bolt intended to be driven right through his nose, and then used that instrument to test the air. 
 
    “Acid!” he roared. 
 
    Dragon acid could be enormously effective if used properly, eating most substances with rather more enthusiasm than Asturbar could bring himself to admire, but the soldiers inside released the acidic splash all at once. His troops knew where the outlets would be. The powerful corrosive splashed aside like gravy thrown uselessly to the ground. Then his nearest soldiers placed levers beneath the train, and the man atop called out sharply as his grapnels finally bit into the purposefully curved surface. Lever from one side. Pull from the other. Six seconds later, the assault train tipped over and the soldiers found the hatches recessed into the undersides of the carriages. 
 
    Asturbar leaped forward. “Mine!” 
 
    Three men peeled aside as he attacked the hatch mechanism like a demented beast. Armour or none, the sheer weight of his favourite battle-axe wielded by forty-two stone of furious muscle stove in the metal as though it were soft copper piping, twisting it up into the underbelly of the vehicle. Five blows later, he jerked back the axe and a Light inserted the tip of his blowpipe into the rent. 
 
    An eager buzzing inside the tube announced the mode of attack. Unnecessarily, the Light called, “Wasps.” 
 
    He shivered. The rare killer wasps, nicknamed ‘maimers’ for their necrotic stings, were not a fate most soldiers preferred to face. The poison acted in seconds, turning the skin black before the site swelled to bursting. Meantime, the toxins ate all the soft tissue around the sting in a two-inch radius. Delightful. 
 
    He left the disabled train in his wake as he charged toward the second vehicle, a single, making the sign to Bantukor to split, taking the second articulated assault vehicle to the North. Asturbar’s boots pounded up copper dust across the treeless terrain. Everything was designed. Calculated. The potential angles of attack upon a Dragon-sized doorway that led into the inner fortress, protected by blast-doors of solid steel two feet thick and further stone doors behind those. The four rows of major fosses and the complex layout of secret tunnels that allowed infantry to connect between them and strike at the point when assault vehicles were at their most vulnerable. The water, spike and Dragon traps. Exploding boulders. On and on went the list, but he knew that the Mistrals skimped on defence costs. Much more fun beefing up offensive operations. 
 
    Asturbar lowered his left shoulder. “With me!” 
 
    With finely rehearsed timing, eight Heavies struck the enemy conveyance in rapid succession. First was Asturbar, the heaviest and strongest by a margin. His strike lifted it two inches. The second pair, a husband and wife team of Azingloriaxii, rocked it further, and then successive strikes increased the momentum. Armoured black gauntlets gripped the metal flanges protecting the wheels. 
 
    “Heave!” Asturbar roared. 
 
    With an eye-popping feat of strength, they topped the vehicle upon her side, and the eight struck a second time in concert, and a third, flipping it end over end. Ten seconds later, a mangled heap of metal lay at the bottom of the fosse. 
 
    The Commander dusted his gauntlets grimly. “Next!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three assault trains later, that uncomfortable feeling returned in full force. Asturbar waded through a knot of Heripedes with his axe flying, carving up the massive armoured insects as if he were sectioning vegetables for the stewpot. Twenty feet of spitting, carnivorous nastiness shaped like a millipede and as venomous as they were ugly, Heripedes were ruthless predators, but those that encountered his men were unable to penetrate their thick armour. One, however, drove a Light beneath an assault train; when he rolled out the other end as though spat from a rapacious maw, he was a bloody, unconscious mess. 
 
    At the periphery of his vision, he noted two additional squads of infantry had been deployed to counter the spread of the attack. Five more single vehicles had appeared on the field, and the bombardment of the House wards had only intensified. Sharp flashes of lightning played across the shielded sky; Grey-Green Dragons wheeled overhead, at least four dozen thickset bruisers, raining down roiling fireballs almost at will. Asturbar searched for their leader, and did not find him. 
 
    Not right. 
 
    Sub-Commander Bantukor appeared at his elbow as though summoned from the aether. “Commander?” 
 
    “What are we missing, Bantukor?” 
 
    For a moment, the two soldiers just swivelled on their heels, neither rushing into battle nor chasing the enemy. 
 
    “Sah? I’ll be frazzled for a dragonet’s breakfast. I dunno, but something stinks! It stinks like a soldier’s mouldy boots, sah! Where are the Jagok lizards? Where’s the … the intelligence, sah?” 
 
    “Intelligence? Aye!” Asturbar roared. 
 
    “Sah?” 
 
    “It’s textbook, Bantukor.” 
 
    “That’s a good attack, isn’t it, sah?” 
 
    “If it looks like a slakkid-slug, moves like a slakkid, stinks like a slakkid …” 
 
    “Then we gonna crisp ’em fer dinner, sah!” 
 
    Laughing, Asturbar clapped the taller man on the shoulder. “Exactly! What, by a billion ragions’ reeking backsides are we missing, Bantukor?” 
 
    After a long pause of searching the shimmering copper barrens with their eyes, and observing the developing pattern of the enemy’s troop deployment, now approaching from the landing area out there in a dip framed by endless white-blue skies, and the progress of their leading assault vehicles, Bantukor and Asturbar swore simultaneously. 
 
    The Commander said, “There’s no cursed Spiker! It doesn’t make sense. No Spiker, a pointless assault … what the – what are those green and white things their infantry are carrying in?” 
 
    “Dunno.” 
 
    “Bones!” Astarbar blurted out, a second later. “Suns save me those are … bones!” 
 
    Dragon bones? 
 
    “Talons take it, you got good eyesight, sah! What shall we –” 
 
    “MISTRAL FIRES! TO ME!” 
 
    He knew. The whole point of the assault was to keep his troops occupied close to the fortress, which was a standard technique when one wished to build up troop strength inside the wards before attacking with overwhelming force. But there was nothing else in those trains. Nothing special, not even mildly unusual. But the size and colour of those bones – the very fact soldiers would bother to lug such artefacts onto a battlefield – the troops now returning to the landing area for more of the same … and, compounding the issue, Marshal Chanbar had elected to leave substandard fortifications of the landing area unmanned. It was not very defensible at the best of times, and it was foolishness to try to extend wards that far. 
 
    The Marshal was about to receive the shock of his life. 
 
    The silver-armoured infantry gathered within earshot in seconds. Each trooper wore complete plate metal armour emblazoned with the blue lightning bolt of the House; heavy hinged breastplates, a gorget for the neck, a heavy smooth helm with its characteristic crysglass visor, and heavy plate pieces all the way down to the personally shaped greaves. Every inch of skin was protected by hardened metal or the fabulously costly, almost impenetrable argentonium-thread gambesons beneath. Every piece of armour served its function and had a particular name. Like their Commander, every last man and woman of his infantry troop had trained in full armour since childhood. They were built like Dragons, bulky in the shoulder, thickset through the torso and waist, and massively powerful in the hips and legs. 
 
    Asturbar said, “The assault trains are empty. Our new target is those troops and whatever they’re carrying.” 
 
    One of the women growled, “Blight of the gloaming! Is that a Dragon’s jawbone?” 
 
    “Exactly.” 
 
    There was much shaking of heads and superstitious muttering, but when Asturbar called the advance, they obeyed without reservation. The troop poured over the coverless yards to the second fosse, which they scaled in the same manner as the first, and when they popped out atop again, there were flags waving frantically on the fortress behind, and an answering drawing together of the troops ahead. 
 
    Bantukor crowed, “Right you were, sah!” 
 
    Aye, the enemy was hiding something, but time, terrain and troop numbers stood against. Down into the third fosse, and they would face a fight on the way up. Bones! Why bones? Asturbar racked his brain as he ran, and could think of nothing. The mass of his armour moved about him like his own skin, the plates moving with oiled precision over the pumping of his powerful limbs. With every pounding step the scene came closer into focus. Thousands of Human bones. Heaps of Dragon bones, as green as moss. The enemy soldiers scattered them seemingly without purpose upon the ground before rushing back for more. A ragged defensive line formed between his troop and the piles of bones. Huge curved ribs. Vertebrae. Skull spikes seven feet long, and now a skull segment that took twenty men to shift. 
 
    Asturbar understood the need to carry equipment through the House wards on foot. He just did not understand the need for skeletons. Curse it to a Cloudlands hell and back, their troops weren’t even prepared to mount a disciplined defence! What was this? 
 
    His itch was becoming desperate. 
 
    The Commander almost fell into the final fosse as he skidded to a halt. He roared an execration as he realised it was half-full of water. Some fool must have hit the release, or forgotten to repair pipe and valve … that distance may as well have been a mile. He could not cross water in full armour. He’d sink. 
 
    Precisely. 
 
    As Asturbar stared across at that bizarre scene, the long, sleek Dragon’s skull approaching with its empty, staring eye sockets, a chill passed through his soul. That was the only way he could describe the sensation. He was a practical soldier who gave short shrift to matters religious – although he respected the tenets of faith – and far less shrift to the credulous or gullible nonsense that oftentimes seemed to accompany otherwise sensible belief systems. What he needed was the armour upon his back and a comforting weight in his right hand. 
 
    For the first time in his life, Asturbar knew a visceral fear. He reacted sharply. 
 
    “Follow me!” 
 
    “What’s the command, sah?” 
 
    “Take a running leap, Bantukor!” 
 
    “Swim?” To his credit, the experienced soldier hardly blinked. “Loosen yer upper taces clips, you sons of skanky murgalizards! Move, you putrescent furuncles on a Baxutik slug’s underparts!” 
 
    Smart. Asturbar appreciated the idea that should his armour fill with water, it should be allowed to drain out quickly. His Sub-Commander roared and the unit leaped into their teams. Men and women to look after each other’s backs, usually, but now they must ensure each member forged across and climbed out safely. He hoped they could find the trigger on the far side. How deep was that water? At least halfway to the top. 
 
    “Teams, grapnels ready!” roared Bantukor. 
 
    Unimaginative? That grizzled old codger would receive a commendation today! 
 
    They backed up a dozen paces. 
 
    “No quarter!” Asturbar thundered, and broke into a run. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Thirty-eight plummeted into the water, as far as they could leap. His boots struck the bottom harder than he had expected. Immediately, Asturbar steadied the two Lights on his team and forged ahead, his powerful frame cleaving the murky waters. He heard a muffled scream. Two. Then a long, sinuous body whipped past him in the semidarkness. What? 
 
    Some kind of eel? 
 
    So much for a dearth of exotic surprises. 
 
    Cursing in his head, Asturbar fumbled at his belt. Dagger ready. Yah! There went another, coiling about one of his team of four, pulsing brightly – he stabbed hard, instinctively, and felt a potent shock charge up his arm, numbing it right to the shoulder. Beneath his visor the Light’s eyes were huge with fright. That electrical charge would have stopped a smaller man’s heart, the Commander realised. The wall! Up! He searched rapidly, on his knees, sensing another flurry in the water nearby. Switch! He punched it. Nothing. Asturbar broke his dagger in the frame holding the casing, wrenched the mechanism open, and jabbed the broken reserve lever with the blunt, inch-long remaining stub of his weapon. The saboteur had been lazy. Rungs squealed sharply. 
 
    “Up! Up!” Bubbles gurgled in his helm; his hands swirled languidly underwater. 
 
    Hard rungs beneath his gauntleted grip. Asturbar linked arms with his team, the two Lights and one Heavy, and hauled them upward rung by rung. He heard at least two further outcries before his helm broke the surface; he checked left and right, seeing the comforting sight of his infantry unit heaving themselves free of that nasty little death trap. 
 
    Rage fuelled his climb. A second scan suggested his squad, good soldiers all, had been reduced by half a dozen. No, there came Trazz, his armoured shoulders convulsing as he breached the murky waters with one of those luminous purple eel things clinging to his arm. He tore it free with a shout. 
 
    “THE MISTRALS!” he bellowed. 
 
    The teams climbed rapidly, the thick metal rungs taking their weight with only one tearing free under Asturbar’s weight. Understandable. He was no stripling. 
 
    As his head neared the top, he turned and snarled across at Bantukor, “Well, soldier, your weapons are clean of Heripede ichor. What say you we find fresh blood to douse your blades?” 
 
    “Yes sah!” laughed his friend. They had soldiered together for over a decade, through swamp and Dragon-fire hells and back again. 
 
    Raising their helms above the fosse’s rim, they surveyed the scene ahead. Asturbar pursed his lips. Pfft. Pathetic defence. Only rookie soldiers formed such ragged lines during battle, too far apart, glancing nervously … over their shoulders. At the hoto’utax-freaking bone piles! 
 
    The men acted terrified. 
 
    Bantukor wondered, “What idjut-flatbrain sends troops against us armoured like that?” 
 
    Plain brown leather jerkins and black trousers was all they wore. Short double-bladed Garagu swords. Light tan samituhide boots. Nothing suitable for infantry work. He measured the distances with his eyes; the rabble stood equidistant between the first of the bone piles and the fosse hiding his infantry unit, about forty yards away. 
 
    “Fodder,” spat the Commander. 
 
    His unit was ready, hanging from the rungs as water poured out of their armour. Below, Fankay broached with a low roar of effort, the limp form of her husband slung over her brawny left shoulder. Bantukor shouted for her to bring him up; a comrade hung on one-handed and slapped the unconscious man, Cha’atu, firmly between the shoulders. A click of the helm, and green bile mixed with water shot out. He heaved a ragged breath, and vomited a second time. 
 
    “Dangurit eels!” growled Fankay. “Those boys aren’t local. Who the hells –” 
 
    “The Iolite Blue,” said Hachiki, their intelligence liaison, leaning away from the wall so that he could address Asturbar around a Heavy’s back. “Those eels come from his Archipelago, anyways.” 
 
    “What’s his power?” snapped Asturbar. 
 
    “Usual rumours. Mind powers, dominant Marshal status, sycophant Lesser Dragons bound to his cause. But it’s said he’s been consuming slaves – Dragon and Human – by the Dragonship-load.” 
 
    “Consuming?” 
 
    “Sucking them dry of blood and magic,” Hachiki clarified. 
 
    “Ugh. Cannibal?” 
 
    “Worse if he likes arranging bones like that, sah.” 
 
    Asturbar’s eyes flicked to the heaped-up Dragon bones, before he stared pointedly at the man. “Speak your mind and be quick about it!” 
 
    “Necromancy.” 
 
    The instant the man spoke the forbidden word, Asturbar heard a very strange sound pass across the battlefield, like wind rustling through leaf-fall – only, there were no leaves out there. 
 
    Just bones. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: Destruction 
 
      
 
    THE BONE PILES rustled again, as if a chill wind riffled through the desiccated leaves of an ancient tome. Asturbar knew his eyes must be bigger than his palms as he gaped – stupidly – at the enemy lines. A soldier must do something. Act. Attack or defend. Indecision froze him in his boots. 
 
    A second later, a breeze brought the searing bite of frost to his nostrils, and the unmistakable cinnamon-vanilla tang of Dragon magic, although this magic also smelled as if it had spent the last dozen centuries lurking about the ghastly underbelly of a gravesite. That was when the very few hairs remaining upon his body decided to congeal in an upright stance, and his left hand clamped so hard on its rung, he actually felt the metal bend. A sickly avocado green glow emanated from within the hollow sockets of that huge skull. The bones quivered, visibly this time. 
 
    What abominable power was this? 
 
    Nothing he had faced in his twenty-eight years of warrior training could have prepared him for what he witnessed. Asturbar had but one word left in his head, and it was a resounding expletive. 
 
    “Sah?” Bantukor reached over to slap his shoulder in a comradely fashion. “Orders?” 
 
    “The bones,” he croaked. The Commander tried to wet his lips. “Crush the bones to powder. Our primary target is that Dragon skull.” 
 
    “Sah! You crusty pawful of warts, you heard the Commander! We smash that skull. Axes ready!” 
 
    Asturbar wrenched himself into motion. “Follow me.” 
 
    Boots pounded a distant drumbeat. The closeness of his unit; their exacting charge which started slowly so that the last climbers could catch up, then increased in pace as they fanned out, the Lights flanking their team-lead Heavies, slighter shadows flitting in the lee of armoured behemoths. In full plate, Asturbar weighed a whisker under one hundred and twenty stone, or three-quarters of a tonne. This was an important detail for an infantry soldier – bragging rights, he supposed. He stood six feet two in his boots and the thick shoulder pauldrons broadened his densely muscled upper body to an even four feet in width. The men he struck were barely a tenth of his combined weight. Asturbar waved his axe only because it made the swathe he cut wider still; the rabble went down like stalks of mohili wheat feeling a scythe biting through their knees. He barely felt the bumps as he bludgeoned his way toward the gruesome skull. 
 
    This carnage was not soldiering. Hateful! 
 
    Thrusting his feelings aside – knowing he would face nightmares later – Asturbar angled his charge for the skull. How the wind moaned! The bones rattled so violently they shifted across the ground, rasping like an approaching storm slinging linked Islands about as they bobbed three to four miles above the deathly Cloudlands. The Commander swiped a gobbet of pink brain matter off his visor. 
 
    Suddenly the breeze picked up its skirts and bustled about like a busy matron marshalling her kitchen staff. Glowing green bones skittered toward him, clattering off his armour. Asturbar swung his axe instinctively in a wide arc, slicing through a rising whirlwind of green. Bits stuck to him. Finger bones gripping. A shinbone dangling a foot. With a demented shriek like a squall striking an Isle, the charnel field came alive. It was as if every bone of thousands sought to rejoin its original companions – at the same time. They fought. Clashed. Clacked together and dropped and smacked each other spinning. He saw Hachiki and Fankay felled by a flurry of heavy grey Dragon bones concealed amidst the thousands of whiter, smaller Human bones, but the disembodied, glowing paws that snaffled up his soldiers seconds later were real enough, assuming recognisable skeletal structure before his horrified eyes. 
 
    Asturbar roared, “Mistrals! To me!” 
 
    He rallied his unit despite the blinding flurry; he hacked a paw back into its component pieces, discovering in a flash that if he damaged the bones enough, they seemed to lose the power to meld together by whatever perverse magic ruled this battlefield. 
 
    “SPLIT THE BONES!” he thundered. “BREAK THEM!” 
 
    His infantry clumped together intuitively, but three Heavies had already been whisked away by the ethereal paws. They disappeared into the fosse – to be drowned, Asturbar assumed. Whatever intelligence or power was guiding this attack, it was sharp and focussed; utterly inimical. Draconic without a doubt. His axe whirled in a silvery blur before his narrowed eyes. Precision blows freed Bantukor from a Dragon’s paw clamped over his helm. Asturbar hacked at the bones until they stopped moving. His Sub-Commander stood back-to-back with Cha’atu, who had lost his helm but not one whit of his courage. White-faced, he determinedly bludgeoned half a ribcage and an arm flailing at him out of the green-tinged mayhem. 
 
    A horrific stench assaulted Asturbar’s nostrils as he swivelled, checking his unit. The rabble! Those crushed soldiers were jerking back to life, but only momentarily, for the dusky green radiance that tugged them into bizarre marionette-like positions suddenly flared and recoiled toward that Dragon skull lying apparently becalmed in the midst of the mayhem. Its eyes came alight with swirling khaki fires, while the briefly resurrected bodies collapsed in a wide swathe, once again lifeless – if life that had been. 
 
    For his part, the Commander saw crimson. 
 
    “WITH ME!” 
 
    Their charge was crazed, courageous, unstoppable. They crushed skeletons beneath their heavy boots as they plowed through the flying debris toward that mighty skull. Asturbar saw the form of a Dragon coalescing behind it, splinter by splinter. Bone by bone. A ribcage reordering itself into a fourteen-foot tall jailhouse. Spine vertebrae linking together with sharp, orderly clacks of sound. Protective phalanges supplementing joints. The long wing bones and lighter struts linking together like a leaf-rot that left only the tracery of veins showing. 
 
    Despite his weight, Asturbar had a power advantage in a flat-out sprint through increasingly heavy debris. He outstripped the others by several paces. Perhaps it was his imagination, but he thought he saw a flicker of surprise in those baleful eyes as he bulled through the thick of the flying fragments. Sparks flew from his soles as the giant infantryman skidded into his attack, channelling the momentum. Hefting his axe, Asturbar struck with a wild yell, splintering the cheekbone of that mighty skull. A second strike wounded the eye-socket, spilling green light upon his axe head. It was strangely fluid. Animate. 
 
    He swung again, but the skull shifted. The impetus of his glancing blow threw him to his knees. Just in time. A partially formed paw whooshed through the air above his helmet. Its five-foot talons would have beheaded him without a second thought. 
 
    “For the Mistrals!” His uppercut smashed the limb into the beast’s chin. Whirling a full four hundred degrees of the compass, Asturbar instinctively struck the rebound with every ounce of his strength, severing two of what he had taken for spectral talons, but they were very real and their weight staggered him as the digits slammed into his chest. No blood. Just a spray of flesh that eerily changed course before the tracking swivel of his gaze, and returned to their parent’s … flesh. Was it flesh? 
 
    The Dragon swelled before his eyes, brimming with monstrous power. Bones clamped into position. Sinews wound along its frame like demented onyx vines, binding the beast together. He could not imagine power of this ilk. Insanity! With a cry that rose into a despairing wail, Asturbar buried his axe in the Dragon’s foreleg as it settled four-square into its stance. The unearthly beast seemed to feel no pain. Flesh and hide materialised by magic as the deep green mist continued to rush into its body, and the man realised that it was stripping the life force – or death force, more aptly – from this bone pile and using it to rebirth its own form. Inside the House wards. Scales of his characteristic colour, that purple-blue termed iolite, shimmered into being first beside the jutting array of skull spikes, before running backward along his flanks and up to clothe his brutish skull in full draconic magnificence. 
 
    Bantukor howled, “The Mistrals!” 
 
    Reactions took over. Hacking. Yelling orders. Taking the mighty Dragon down. His unit attacked the beast with everything they had, trying to carve flesh away faster than the Dragon could embody itself, and the stench they raised from its putrefying, semisolid remains was enough to make seasoned soldiers retch. He realised at some point that the Dragon was reversing a decaying process. Rotten globules of flesh returned to wholeness. Flayed wings drew together in new, smooth membranes. 
 
    They damaged it repeatedly, but the rents grew back together faster than they could hew flesh from bone. Even the severed talons tried to re-knit themselves, wriggling through the dust like ghastly, animate caterpillars. 
 
    Then, the beast raised its paw. 
 
    The Dragon’s gesture seemed to gather momentum with the inevitability of an inescapable nightmare. “Back! Back!” Asturbar bellowed, but his unit had only begun to turn, to duck, to react, when the paw swept down with infeasible speed and force, and swatted the battling soldiers aside like so many pesky gnats. Ten gone before he could blink. Bantukor and three more felled. 
 
    The Dragon paused, seeming to concentrate its attention upon the tasty morsels scrabbling around his paws. His left forepaw, five feet wide and thirteen long, occluded the clearing sky once more. 
 
    Asturbar realised that the bone-storm had ceased. A broad field of scattered skeletal fragments lay quiescent. 
 
    The Necromancer was whole. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In battle, hyper-awareness could be friend or enemy. Asturbar had been trained to recognise the state, to respect it and to turn it to his advantage. So it was now. He paused most incongruously in that heated flash of a moment to take stock, to scent the foetid char of the brutish Iolite Blue upon the light breeze, recognising peripherally a weakness in his right knee where he had fallen hard, and he quivered at an inward-rushing, crushing awareness of the soul. Mortality. Destiny. An infinite expansion of the spirit, sighing at the exquisite yet deathly beauty of the creature that peered down at him. Azhukazi’s fire orbs gleamed with the fearfully alien, mesmerising intelligence given to the most powerful Shapeshifter Dragons. His iolite scales were like glossy mirrors winking back the barrens and the dispersed bones in ten thousand fragmentary images. 
 
    Then the paw slapped downward, and Asturbar leaped beneath it. Deliberately. His upraised axe pierced the flat, granite-hard pad with a sound like ripping leather, while he braced the haft against solid rock. Impaled, the Dragon roared mightily, yet he pressed further, driving the weapon deep into his paw. The infantryman stood his ground. He bore the descending weight on his shoulders, hissing and cursing at his endangered men to rise, but only Bantukor stirred. A Shapeshifter Dragon of this size could weigh over fifty tonnes, despite that he had apparently rebuilt himself from bare bones. Asturbar stiffened every muscle in his body. Immense pressure! Overwhelming … 
 
    The Dragon cried out – perhaps pierced in a nerve centre – and lurched heavily to one knee. 
 
    Asturbar slipped free of the tilting paw, snatched up a stray battle-axe, and threw himself at the massive predator. He knew the thrill of madness. The joy of battle. The song of his spirit as he leaped from bony ankle to scaly knee, riding the Dragon’s startled attempted flick, exactly like a man who had discovered a plump, hairy spider on his hand, and soared up toward its – unholy champing fangs! 
 
    Not the best plan. 
 
    With a wild, mid-air chop, he managed to partially dislodge a fang just before he lodged between the upper and lower pincers of its massive maw. Cork in a skein. The Dragon champed down automatically, but its upper fangs shrieked uselessly against Asturbar’s back plates while grinding him into that newly carved gap. Asturbar chortled fiercely. Past time this lizard visited the dracodontist! Taking a short grip on the axe, he swatted at the Dragon’s tongue. A few token cuts. Then, his eyeballs popped as he saw flame, live greenish-blue flame, roiling somewhere down inside the beast’s gullet. 
 
    Vexatious madman! the beast snorted in Dragonish. 
 
    Asturbar fully expected to be turned into a slab of meat inside a roasting tin. He was a big man, so his shoulders would not slip back out again. What he did not expect was the Dragon to employ his fore-talon like a toothpick. 
 
    He popped free of that overheated death trap. Plummeted. Landed heavily upon a patch of sand, which at that moment felt like rock. “Gaah!” 
 
    For several long seconds, all he saw was pretty lights like the play of luminous dragonets across a fragrant night sky in their mating season. 
 
    Eyesight clearing. Muttering to himself, the Dragon was conjuring men and further Dragons from the bone piles. Cost me good troops, he did, the beast chuntered. His paws waved languidly, like a master weaver spinning the shuttle to create a striking tapestry. Arise, my beauties. Take up the flame of your reborn lives. I am Azhukazi the Iolite Blue, your lord and master. Follow me with the breath of undead magic empowering your souls! 
 
    Asturbar spat flecks of blood from his mouth. 
 
    His head swivelled. Shock piled upon shock. Here came the recently deceased troops of his unit, clambering out of the fosse to join the Dragon’s unholy army. Their eyes glowed green with the power infusing their flesh. He saw Bantukor on his knees, pleading, gibbering some kind of surrender. 
 
    None of that for him. 
 
    Asturbar scrabbled unsteadily to his knees as the Dragon sneered, Surrender? No such dishonourable deed will I consider, for you are nought to me but a craven worm! 
 
    “NO!” His voice sounded strange to his ears. Faraway. Desperate. 
 
    He sprinted toward his friend. The Dragon’s clenched fist descended. He dived. 
 
    A monstrous force pounded him into the naked rock. As darkness roared around his mind, Asturbar heard the Dragon roar: 
 
    Insignificant worms! Fetch me the Jewels of Instashi hid within this fortress. Nothing else matters! 
 
    The Jewels? The … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Jewels!” 
 
    He regained consciousness. Asturbar’s right hand explored the area around the small crater the impact of his body had created, before he groaned and tried to sit upright. His armour was clamped about his torso like a vice, squashed and misshapen, forcing him to take shallow, panicked breaths. Several ribs were broken for certain. 
 
    Lifting himself agonisingly into a half-sitting position, he checked his surrounds. Behind enemy lines. Soldiers marched past nearby, crossing the fosse over makeshift bridges. The House wards must already have been Spiked, because the Shapeshifter Marshal’s Dragonwing was making merry with the bulwarks around the heavily fortified entryway. The bombardment was white-hot, a constant stream of fireballs and explosions and lightning blasts. That would not hold for more than a couple of minutes longer, he ajudged. 
 
    He felt the dents in his armour gingerly. Suffering murgalizards, he felt like he had been run over by – well, by a Dragon. Asturbar began to laugh mirthlessly, but that hurt too much. 
 
    The Necromancer was here for the Jewels. At the realisation a neat latch seemed to click inside his head, spawning a rash of thoughts. That old family heirloom was stashed away down in the vaults, was it not? If a Dragon Marshal had flown his army two hundred leagues to attack a mercenary House over such a little-known bauble, then he had excellent reason to conclude that the Jewels of Instashi were a thousand times more valuable than anyone had ever imagined – anyone, save Azhukazi. 
 
    He knew one way to spite that Dragon. 
 
    Asturbar considered his new plan with untrammelled astonishment. Madness? Most likely. Maybe he was just a sore loser. Maybe Bantukor’s cowardice had jangled a nerve. 
 
    Worse, that pus-licking prowler had just absconded with his favourite battle-axe stuck in his paw. 
 
    Unforgivable. 
 
    Before Asturbar could ponder the matter with the benefit of actual logic or good sense, he found his fingers working hinges and ties and buckles. The armourers had been annoyed by his specification that they should build every clasp and lock to a size and in a position where he could operate them by himself. No servant armourers for him. He popped the greaves and vambraces loose with ease, and then the massive thigh and knee plates followed, but he became stuck at the damaged breastplate. Grip the edges. Slowly, with enormous force and pain, the Commander twisted the metal until one hinge popped free. He sank to one knee, sweating and trembling helplessly. Breathing as deep as he dared. 
 
    No time for leisure, soldier! 
 
    Ripping free of the last pieces of heavy armour, he snatched up his unconscious Infantryman’s axe – checking quickly that he was still alive – and stumbled away. In seconds, his heavy boots pounded against the ground once more. Retreat! Tactical retreat. He did not bother to make any attempt at concealment. When two soldiers tried to stop him, Asturbar stopped them first and harder. Axe for the left, hooked fist to the chest of the right. Every jolt stabbed pain into his right flank. Trap it. Tamp it down. He traversed the battlefield steadily, squinting suspiciously ahead and around him every few seconds. The Iolite Blue’s entire effort was focussed on the entryway. A second glance gave him a glimpse of eight Grey-Green Dragons – not Shapeshifters, but true Lesser Dragons – striking in concert. Rock fountained away from the impacts. Molten slag would be flowing already, the heavy bulwarks liquefying beneath the sustained assault of white-hot Dragon fire. 
 
    One way to end a House. 
 
    Faster! Picking up his knees, the hulking infantry Commander put his freakish musculature to work. Three hundred yard sprint. Slither down the ladder rails into a fosse. Thirty yards further. Trigger a hidden doorway and slam it shut behind him. Thundering down the inner tunnels that eventually led inside the fortress, if one avoided the traps. There was no tell-tale tingling of the magical wards that should have kept intruders out, wards that within a House could control movement even down to the Human level. Perhaps Azingloriaxii were easier to detect, since he was four times bulkier than an average man of Herimor? He felt nothing. That meant the House was unprotected and against that force without, his every military sense told him the House must fall. 
 
    Inside the lower tunnels, the soldier discovered controlled chaos as Marshal Chanbar organised a defence he had never expected to make. Asturbar slipped away, moving more stealthily now. It would not do for his theft to be observed. 
 
    Still, it took him a good twenty minutes to find Storemaster Inshi’itak’ti – Inches, they called him – and to relieve the insipid fellow of one particular key, leaving him with a very sore head and no idea what had hit him. Asturbar had belted him with calculated force. He didn’t dislike the man enough to crush his skull like an egg. 
 
    He raced for the treasuries, wondering meantime if he should shuck his gleaming argentonium undershirt – the heavy, chainmail-like garment that protected his tough skin from being pinched and bruised by the plate armour – in favour of a less visible alternative. The tunnels were dry and sparsely lit, smelling strongly of the desiccated herbs they stored at this level of the underground fortress. He rushed down four levels, his shoulders barely fitting inside the little-used spiral staircases he chose. He heard the movement of troops overhead – felt them, moreover, for the tread of so many Dragonkind within a fortress was not easily missed. Panting. Running. Checking corners. The treasury rooms were deliberately isolated and ordinarily heavily guarded, but a quick glance down into the antechamber showed it was deserted. The Marshal had called every trooper to the defence. 
 
    Good for him. 
 
    Asturbar whisked his aching body across the hundred-foot antechamber, paved in pink-speckled granite stone and lit by more of the smokeless torches, checking its arched, shadowed ceiling for any surprises. Aye! The slightest rustling alerted him as the Marshal’s pet reticulated sammokar, a Dragonish relative of the python said to have been developed by experiments conducted by Dramagon the Red, dropped from a hidden recess with its slavering fangs bared and arcing toward his neck. Asturbar dodged and kicked out with his heavy, iron-tipped left boot. 
 
    Thirty feet of violet-stippled sammokar shuddered. For good measure, he slammed a guard table down atop the beast before dashing on. Insert key. Now for the correct sequence of turns, which he was not officially authorised to know. Asturbar’s head could have been permanently separated from his shoulders for possessing such information – he had once found the plastered Storemaster semiconscious in a back room, and discovered that alcohol loosened the man’s tongue far too easily. He had volunteered the code. Four turns left, one three-quarters turn to the right, an upward wiggle, two left quarter-turns … click. Good. Still alive. With the deadly cobra poison traps disarmed, Asturbar levered the massive Dragon-proof treble doors open and slipped inside the deeply shadowed treasury rooms. Where had those jewels been? He had seen them twice, as a boy, during lessons meant to impress upon a callow youngster the indescribable glories of the House. 
 
    The only light was from the doorway. He scouted rapidly, checking display cases and ignoring the serried ranks of weapons and the mounded sacks of platinum marks. Those were protected with invisible magical markers meant – well, to encourage recovery of the punitive and permanently unhealthy sort for any prospective thief. 
 
    Sidling past rows of squat roof support columns that effectively separated square sections with their strong arches, Asturbar passed by the chests and sacks and spoils of decades of warfare, wrangling and squabbling – in common parlance, ‘business’ – until he came at last to the display case he dimly remembered. Perfect. Six eggs set in sapphire velvet cloth. Even in the near-complete darkness, he perceived their artistry. Someone had gone to enormous lengths to craft these ovoid jewels of uncertain pedigree with stipples and markings and knobs that together, formed breathtaking and most likely priceless gemstone sculptures. 
 
    Why should he feel mawkish now? 
 
    Oddly, as he stared through the thin, transparent glass at the quintet of eggs, Asturbar felt protective. Mine, he told himself. My treasures. 
 
    Then his huge right paw formed into a fist. He smashed the glass, made himself a thief worthy of the title, and turned. 
 
    Curse it! 
 
    How – had he lost track of time? Forgotten his defensive listening and perceiving? There were men in the treasury room already. Soldiers of his command, he reckoned, recognising the particular sound made by their heavy plate armour. Resurrected men, if he could say that, but Asturbar knew he had seen an accomplishment far removed from resurrection. The men moved with a slight hitch of the limbs, and the eyes beneath their helms did not gleam with that fey greenish light – they seemed hollow. Devoid of life, or feeling, or any form of compassion whatsoever. He shuddered. 
 
    “Thief!” someone shouted. 
 
    Had he been spotted? No, they must have heard the tinkling of breaking glass. He hugged the shadows, clutching his booty to his body one-handed, axe in the other. How to escape? How to survive? 
 
    “Cut off the exits!” 
 
    Freaking lizard slaves! No ward in Herimor could stop that Shapeshifter. 
 
    Cupping his hands to his mouth, Asturbar called with a trick of inflection he had learned from a ventriloquist, “Over here!” 
 
    The soldiers charged. To provide added impetus, he threw a random artefact, a gold plate, away into the darkness. 
 
    Clang! “This way! They went down here!” 
 
    Then, he slipped past. They were not smart enough to have left a guard by the door, so Asturbar just kept running. Three soldiers – previously living ones, he presumed – had fallen foul of the sammokar out there, and their grotesquely contorted bodies and fixedly staring eyes proclaimed their fate all too clearly. The sammokar in turn had been hacked to pieces. Good riddance. 
 
    Now, to plot his staggeringly astute escape. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three hours later, Asturbar was cornered together with three other soldiers of another unit he had joined up with, and his Intelligence Officer Hachiki. Escape over. Astuteness decidedly lacking. He touched the large pouch hidden beneath his gleaming gambeson. So, would-be thief, what next? Azhukazi had already reactivated the wards enough to help his forces systematically round up each and every one of the Marshal’s staff, down to the lowliest cleaning girl. They had been herded en masse into the Master Hall, the great dining and meeting hall at the heart of the fortress. Shrewd Dragon. The magical wards had highlighted exactly where the five fugitives were hiding and a Dragon stood outside the doorway, demanding their surrender. 
 
    But … surrender rather than annihilation? What did this portend? 
 
    One last gambit. 
 
    “Let’s go find out what they want,” he said jovially, clapping Hachiki upon the shoulder. The smaller man winced. “Alive beats being dead, eh, soldier?” 
 
    “Yes, sah.” 
 
    “We’re coming out!” 
 
    “Good,” growled the Dragon, mangling the words between his fangs. “You try Marshal Azhukazi’s patience, little Humans!” 
 
    With a few more hearty slaps, Asturbar encouraged the others to file out of the narrow storeroom ahead of him. Maybe they just wanted to avoid the heavy swat of his hand. At the back, he ducked his head and swiftly slipped the pouch open. Down the hatch, all eggs! Thank the fates for his size. The egg-like Jewels of Instashi were as large as two ordinary men’s fists put together. No problem for a maw conceived in Azingloriax, by ballad and lore made infamous for their greed – wrongly so, Asturbar would argue – and enshrined in the Isles saying, ‘When a Man out-eats a Dragon, amazing glory acts!’ 
 
    Sadly, his oesophagus was not quite as happy with this arrangement as his brain had been. He almost choked on the fourth egg, scraped the fifth between his teeth and swallowed too hastily, and felt its sharp, bejewelled points score multiple cuts across his soft palette and down past his voice box. The sixth and final jewel was slightly larger than the rest. The other soldiers were outside already, being browbeaten by the belligerent Dragon. One second’s grace. He had to do it. Using his fingers to force his mouth open like a military dentist preparing to extract a tooth, Asturbar tried to devour the last family heirloom. His throat rebelled. Twice. And … on the third attempt, the ovoid moved down inside his neck with a sensation as though he had quaffed a goblet of fire. Gagging, heaving, choking, he stumbled out to face the Dragon. 
 
    The burly Grey-Green glared at him. “What’s the matter with you, soldier?” 
 
    Asturbar could not physically speak. The egg was lodged immovably in his throat; he felt as if his eyeballs would pop out from the pressure of the circulatory constriction in his neck. Dissemble! Dribbling weakly onto his palm, he showed the Dragon a gobbet of blood. 
 
    “Wounded?” snarled the beast. “Good. With me, you worthless miscreants.” 
 
    He was in far too much discomfort to laugh at the thuggish Dragon mispronouncing the word, ‘miscreant.’ Still, irony was fun of a sort before the Iolite Blue obliterated them all. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: Exile 
 
      
 
    THE MASTER HALL was a resplendent ode to the success of the Mistral Fires. It openly flaunted Marshal Chanbar’s not inconsiderable wealth, from the marble columns trimmed in leaf of gold to the pure platinum floor. To the unwavering disbelief of most visiting clients, the entire eighteen thousand square foot floor area was paved in platinum ingots. Asturbar should know. He had spent the better part of five years stealing – ah, expropriating by vigorous and varied methods – every ounce of that floor. Then there was the Marshal’s gemstone encrusted throne, the glittering dinner settings for the lavish banquets the Marshal so adored, and the cascades of Thokorian crystal lights pouring from the ceiling like living waves of water. Towering silk tapestries fifty feet tall and twenty wide celebrated notable events in the House’s history. Great golden braziers depending from the walls in a dozen locations provided additional illumination, and further heated the stultifying atmosphere. The entire roof of the hall was one huge artwork which had taken teams of artists seven years to complete. 
 
    To his surprise the victor, Marshal Azhukazi, did not appear moved by all this wealth. Nay, he was slightly moved. The command was to transfer ten times the cost of his campaign from Chanbar’s treasury to his, forthwith. Chanbar seemed underwhelmed by this transaction, but since he was alive, if sprawled in jaw-dropping indignity beneath the Iolite Blue’s dominant forepaw as the Human Marshal gabbled out his surrender, his influence over the matter seemed rather diminished. 
 
    When the Blue Dragon had finished listening to the muffled voice issuing from between his talons, he turned to the dumbstruck crowd. Majestic of mien, the haughty tilt of his head was every ounce a plenipotentiary Shapeshifter of Herimor, a throwback to the days of the Star Dragoness Hualiama, progenitor of the fire gift which, legend told, had uplifted and purified certain worthy Lesser Dragons, turning them into awesome Shapeshifters. Watching Azhukazi, Asturbar could believe it. He was magnificent, lithe, a creature of palpable might. A thought struck him. Would the Star Dragoness have been proud of what these Dragons had become? She had been purity itself, the white-fires of unadulterated starlight. To see her gift put to the raising of bones, to the building of tyrannical Shapeshifter Houses and Lineages – did that not grieve her? 
 
    He had never considered the sweep of history in this manner. It felt like dusty soldiers’ boots trampling all over the sacred honour of Herimor. 
 
    The Dragon said, “Surrender received. Noble House of the Mistral Fires, hear me now. I came for two purposes. Firstly, I need the skills and firepower of a mercenary House to further my ambitions, which are admittedly, immodest in the extreme. Congratulations upon taking up your honourable service to my cause. Secondly, I require the Jewels of Instashi. It is unfortunate that you appear to have mislaid the jewels at this crucial juncture. I find your security lax, Marshal Chanbar, and I am most disappointed in you.” 
 
    Astonishing how a Dragon’s vocal finesse could turn the word ‘disappointed’ into a palpable evisceration shortly followed by an induction into his undead hordes. 
 
    Covert glances from his position, central-left of the crowd gathered before the Dragon as he prowled in front of Chanbar’s throne, showed Asturbar that not one person present felt any differently. He had never seen the entire staff present in one place, nor seen stark terror painted upon so many visages. The hall was jam-packed, perhaps four thousand souls in all, he estimated, most wearing some element of the House grey with its lightning sigil. From armourers and weapons masters to cleaners and cooks, from strategists to toxicologists, from soldiers to Dragonship pilots, all were present, even the closely-guarded denizens of the Marshal’s immediate family, his three pretty wives and fourteen flawless children. The youngest was but two days old. 
 
    In a sibilant hiss, the Necromancer continued, “Some Dragons, when so grievously thwarted, would order every creature upon this benighted Isle be executed without delay. Personally, I’d find that wasteful. However, if any man present wishes to add to the bone piles of my special troops, let him step forward and take his place in a fireless, soulless, everlasting undeath – now.” 
 
    His challenge went unanswered by so much as a misplaced breath. 
 
    “And if any person wishes to elucidate for me how this theft took place, or when, now is your moment. Speak!” 
 
    Again, the voice that caressed the rich tapestries adorning the walls and shivered the crystal lights in their casements, caused every knee to tremble. The immensity of the Shapeshifter Dragon’s presences struck them dumb. This beast stood thirty-two feet tall at the shoulder and must measure upward of one hundred and forty feet in length, but it was the mesmeric quality of the eyes that unnerved, that dissected, that seemed to rot flesh from bone by the merest glance. His audience was more than spellbound. With talons of ice, the Necromancer’s glare stroked every bone within its casement of living flesh, reminding them that he possessed the power to divest those very bones of their connection to mortal life. 
 
    Asturbar stifled an urge to try to massage the last egg down into his stomach with his fingers. It was stuck just beneath the level of his collarbones, probably just as well, because he could now vomit as he so desperately needed to. Blood pooled above the obstruction, but his airway at least was mostly clear. He coughed – a wretched, blood-bubbling sound. 
 
    The Dragon resumed his pacing, his wings held proudly half-aloft as he bellowed unexpectedly, “I AM AZHUKAZI THE IOLITE BLUE!” 
 
    In that close space, his voice was a thunderclap. 
 
    The Dragon roared, “I AM THE MARSHAL OF DEATH!” 
 
    He was corruption, the miasma of death. Never had Asturbar been so aware of the proximity of evil. He did not even believe any creature to be intrinsically malevolent, but neither had he believed any Dragon could walk his bones through inviolable House wards and then resurrect them. Was the Iolite Blue even alive as he understood mortal existence? 
 
    “The honour of this House has been sullied!” snarled the Dragon. “Rise now, Marshal Chanbar, and resume reign over your dominion!” 
 
    As the short, portly Marshal rose, clearly resisting the urge to dust down the forbidding onyx uniform he wore, the medals and honours clustered upon the thick chain-link honour bands around his neck and shoulders jingled softly. 
 
    Predatory, furious, malicious, the Dragon prowled down through the hall, splitting the crowd like the bow wave of an invisible storm. One elderly cook did not move fast enough. The Dragon callously trod upon her, cutting off her cry abruptly. Now he left a bloodied footprint with each pounding stride. “This is not due to your inevitable capitulation against my superior strategy!” he shouted suddenly. A woman several ranks ahead of Asturbar fainted in shock. “Nay, that is no disgrace. It is this theft that ruffles my scales, this sneaking pustule of a Human who dares to flout the authority of his mother House! That is unacceptable! What say you, Marshal? If I discover the thief amidst these ranks …” 
 
    Asturbar knew there could be but one answer to that implicit threat. Honour was inviolable, even for a mercenary House. 
 
    Chanbar wet his lips. “Allow me to roust out this filth for you, Marshal. Such a menial task is beneath a Dragon Lord of your stature.” 
 
    Excellent answer! Chanbar struck just the right balance between deference, disgust and outrage. A thousand throats begged to cheer, but the only sound to echo within that great space was an infant’s whimper, quickly shushed. Asturbar knew the Marshal’s mind would be working faster than a swooping Dragon. Great wealth and leverage could be gained by an association with a powerful Shapeshifter Dragon and his minions. Indeed, Azhukazi would be relying upon avarice as much as honour to keep the relationship on a footing that was to his liking. Not under a Dragon’s footing, the Commander’s mind joked inappropriately. His lips did not so much as twitch. Having received the Marshal’s word, the Mistral Fires were his possession, body and soul. 
 
    “Shall you now?” A sibilant hiss. The Necromancer paused at the far end of the Master Hall, and addressed the display of antique swords and battle armour. “Tremble, little thief. Know that I will sniff out the truth – I have the power to dissect, to analyse, to snuff out your puny little minds. Look into my eyes. Everyone! Look up!” 
 
    The command was like a mental whiplash; every person present, right down to the babe clutched in a blacksmith’s arms in front of Asturbar, looked up, and continued to stare fixedly at the Dragon as he paced lithely back down the hall, sweeping his muzzle left and right as he came. Asturbar broke out into a terror sweat so intense, his sweat ran like rivulets of hot blood beneath his metallic gambeson. The eggs sat leadenly in his stomach; the lump in his throat felt as large as an Island, screaming, ‘Me! Here! I am the thief!’ 
 
    Had his self-serving actions doomed them all? 
 
    The Dragon’s gaze was fire. Hypnotic. Irresistible. A wave of fainting followed in his wake as Iolite Blue surveyed his new minions with the phenomenal dominance of his magic; step by multi-tonne step, he approached Asturbar’s position, and the giant infantry Commander had to lock his knees and pray to the Dragon Gods of old he would not soil himself for the primeval, crawling sense of horror that unmanned him now. 
 
    Then, the Dragon glared right at him. Fire for fire. Questions slammed against his mind like projectiles. Was it you? Are you the thief? 
 
    Asturbar froze. 
 
    The jewelled egg seemed to cool his ravaged throat like the ice he had once tasted in the Majjikor Mountains, above the region known only as ‘The Chaos.’ He swallowed, and the egg slipped slickly down into his stomach, as though it had always belonged there. A peculiar sense of wellbeing radiated from his gut, coupled with a quirky, perky sense of laughter and light. He could not fathom it. Madness! 
 
    His fear evaporated. In spoken Dragonish, he heard himself reply, Not I, Marshal Azhukazi. 
 
    Liar! Fool! 
 
    Asturbar knew he should have been slain where he stood. Instead, the Dragon’s neck arched slightly farther, until the Iolite Blue dipped his muzzle in the fractional acknowledgement of a fellow warrior spirit. One talon rose, and singled him out. 
 
    “You fought well today. I am not disappointed in you, Commander Asturbar.” 
 
    Death by compliment. Marshal Chanbar would never forgive this slight. Asturbar’s huge hands clenched at his sides as he glowered at the Dragon, who despite his claims had not identified the thief after all. He ground out, “If I have the honour to meet you again in battle, Marshal, know that I shall not be merciful.” 
 
    The Iolite Blue touched his unsheathed left fore-talon to the healing wound beneath his eye, where Asturbar had struck him hard and true. “Should we meet again in battle, o worthy scion of the Azingloriax nation, know that even the mightiest must fall. Death holds no mystery for me. On that day, my talons shall write your destiny in your heart’s blood, and your bones shall reanimate in my service. Anon.” 
 
    And with that astonishing, perplexing statement which referenced the strict warrior code of the Azingloriaxii, in which ‘worthy scion’ was the highest honour an elite warrior could earn in his or her lifetime, the Shapeshifter Marshal pressed on, reaming every mind present with his potent interrogation. The fainting continued, rank upon rank. Asturbar caught the man before him reflexively, saving his baby girl a nasty fall onto the platinum ingots. 
 
    This was impossible. Had he escaped one death, only to anticipate the Marshal’s revenge? 
 
    When he straightened his back, Asturbar found that he alone stood upright. Unbowed. Relieved. A filthy, dishonourable, beaten soldier. 
 
    A thief who lived. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In his House, the Marshal’s word was law. Thus it was that when the summons arrived, Asturbar rose at once from the reinforced metal bunk in his small, austere chamber, picked up and donned his uniform jacket, and followed the messenger boy up through the fortress. No complaint. No delay. Chanbar must be finished meeting with the Necromancer. Fresh, comprehensive regulations would follow. New jobs. A change of focus and armaments, and perhaps a new field of operations. 
 
    He would see none of this. 
 
    Yet, nothing weighed more heavily upon his spirit than the moment he observed that Bantukor was already present in the Marshal’s official Command Chamber, high up in the House. The sizeable room overlooked a tidy ornamental garden of miniature trees and flowering bushes, home to a dozen frolicsome butterfly-dragonets, and boasted scenery that belied the chemically-blasted battlefield he had fought upon at noon. Where he had saved this man’s life. 
 
    He noted that the Sub-Commander’s pins upon his friend’s uniform epaulettes had been removed. 
 
    Telling. 
 
    Chanbar usually liked to keep a man waiting, but this evening, he seemed agitated. Before Asturbar even finished his formal genuflection, he barked, “Commander Asturbar, you are to be relieved of your duties with immediate effect.” 
 
    One gloved hand appeared from behind the Marshal’s impeccably uniformed back. He wore a fresh suit of his customary black, a double-breasted, silver-trimmed blazer in the rakish Frasku style, with characteristic deep sleeves and trailing silver ‘tails’ at the back. Immaculate black trousers, highly polished black boots and the black gantlets he always affected in public, completed the Marshal’s attire. The stiff, formal collar of his blazer rose in a spray exactly like a Dragon’s flaring skull spikes to a height of ten inches above his bald pate, tattooed with the House symbol and other mystic runes. Against that splendid backdrop, his eyes were hooded. A snake’s gaze. 
 
    Asturbar snapped to attention. “Yes sah!” Removing his Commander’s pins clumsily from either shoulder, he stepped forward and placed the symbols of his rank upon the smooth black palm of Chanbar’s glove. 
 
    “You are no longer Commander Asturbar. You are no longer a son of this House.” Turning with military exactitude, the Marshal addressed the only other man in the room. “Don your pins, Commander Bantukor. Congratulations upon your promotion.” 
 
    A smirk briefly creased Bantukor’s lips as he accepted the platinum pins. Each was a stylised row of five sapphire lightning bolts. Four for a Sub-Commander. Five a Commander – there was one Commander of Infantry, one of Air, and one for the House defence, called the Domicile Commander. Asturbar came within an inch of spitting straight into that smile as the half-Azingloriax soldier continued his unseemly display of gratification. What? Had this changeover been planned? Bantukor must have conspired against him! 
 
    Infuriated beyond reason, trembling with the force of the emotions tearing ragged holes in his breast, Asturbar forced his gaze to roam the room. The austere furnishings were all black or very dark shades, mahogany and ultramarine and deep jade. A large chair for the Marshal was the sole seat, located behind a dark brown lacquered desk made of costly, fragrant jalkwood – originally imported from North of the Rift, Asturbar understood, and over nine hundred years old. Its five accompanying pedestals were hand-carved masterpieces crafted by Yuxi’iathana, a famous woodcarver. The Marshal stood on the spotless black carpet in front of his desk. No sitting down for important work. To Asturbar’s right hand, a floor-to-ceiling crysglass window provided a perfect view of that garden, where five of the Marshal’s younger children played amidst the botanical rarities and treasures in their perfectly coiffed guises of bushes trimmed to represent major dragonet species, in the roseate glow of a perfect suns-set. The scene was so bucolic. Beautiful. 
 
    It broke his heart. 
 
    “Stay with us a moment, Commander Bantukor.” 
 
    “Yes, Marshal sah!” 
 
    Ceremonially, the Marshal marched around his desk and then paused with his splayed fingers touching the pristine surface. “Kneel, Asturbar.” 
 
    Something within him seemed to sigh. 
 
    “Commander, manacle the prisoner.” He was to be dismissed in the deepest disgrace. Dishonourable! “Asturbar, I trust you understand why I am taking this course of action?” 
 
    His tone could almost be interpreted as kindly, if Asturbar did not know better. This was a show of strength; somewhere unseen, behind the gorgeous dark wood panelling the sides of the Marshal’s office, his Inner Circle would be watching and listening. If so, then he should give them an excellent show. 
 
    Asturbar said, “Because you disappointed the Iolite Blue, sah?” 
 
    Curse it! What the … his stupid, flapping tongue! That was anything but the diplomatic answer, and the tic in Marshal Chanbar’s cheek betrayed his seething fury. 
 
    “No, soldier,” he growled. “It is because you disobeyed direct orders by leaving the assault trains to attack our fortress unopposed.” 
 
    No point in disputing the charge. Asturbar inclined his head. “It was as you say, Marshal.” 
 
    The Marshal paused as if waiting for complaint; for remonstrance, perhaps. Behind his back, Bantukor affixed the manacles – very heavy ones, the strongest the House possessed – with faultless proficiency. “Before you receive my judgement, do you have anything to say for yourself, Asturbar?” 
 
    He considered his response. Anger, denial, bitterness. All was worthless. Oddly, what he hearkened to most was the fragrance of freedom tingling in his nostrils. As the tranquil garden seduced his regard with its vibrant colours and the joyous chortling of children drifted through the thick, armoured glass panels, his eyesight seemed blurred. He blinked. His soul seemed so far away, already flying upon the evening breezes to the stars only knew where. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Asturbar said, “Thank you, Commander Bantukor. The years we served together have been an honour.” 
 
    He felt the man flinch. 
 
    “Marshal Chanbar, I wish only to express my gratitude for the opportunity to serve with the Mistral Fires. You purchased me as a son. For twenty-seven years this great House has been my hearth and home, and a finer one I could not have imagined.” What he could imagine, was crying. Asturbar gritted his teeth. What idiocy was this? Smoothing out the unexpected barrow-load of gravel in his voice, he said, “I wish you, your family, and indeed this House, a fine and prosperous future in Marshal Azhukazi’s service.” 
 
    A service he would never have to endure. Genuflect to a Necromancer? Such a fate must corrode a man’s very soul. 
 
    When it was clear that he had finished speaking, the Marshal said, “Do you now receive my judgement, o Asturbar of the Azingloriax?” 
 
    “I receive judgement.” 
 
    What other choice was there? 
 
    “Therefore upon your given word, it is with regret that I, Marshal Chanbar of the House Chanbar, do decree that from this day forth, the man known as Asturbar is no longer welcome in this House or within its walls. He is banished by ward and word, by blood and bane. He is nameless, homeless and bereft of all inheritance. Furthermore, he is to be chained as a criminal and taken five days’ journey into the Doldrums, where he will be abandoned to a living death, denied the opportunity to perish in honourable battle or to take his own life. This is my sworn judgement.” 
 
    Bantukor’s breath hissed slightly behind him. Ah, now the regrets, former friend? 
 
    The garden was but a fleeting dream, his soul’s paradise. Unseeing, Asturbar bowed his head. “The Marshal has spoken.” 
 
    “Aye. Commander Bantukor, take this wanderer away.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A squad of ten Heavies marched Asturbar back across that wide field to the Dragonship landing pad, located on the southernmost peninsula of the large Island that the Mistral Fires called home. Large meant a mile wide by a just over three miles long, but like many Islands of this archipelago, it was not thick through its vertical dimension. Beneath and around the fringes of the Island, a dense, seething layer of helium-producing hentioragions, a type of subintelligent Dragonkind, made their living and kept the Island afloat, three to three and a half miles above the Cloudlands depending upon the season, the winds and an effect called tidal gravitation, referring to the mysterious courses of linked Islands and archipelagos. Some flotillas of Islands coursed thousands of leagues in stately circuit, returning to their original location in a matter of decades, whilst others followed shorter, more regular migratory patterns. Asturbar had heard of Islands which were whimsical, apparently baseless wanderers. 
 
    These soldiers were not survivors of his unit, save Bantukor. Was his first call of duty to ship Asturbar to the beyond? 
 
    No. Merely to see him aboard, and chained to a stanchion beside the navigation cabin. 
 
    Departing, the soldier’s right hand moved in a gesture they had used as boys, a hooked forefinger. The link of friendship. Asturbar stewed in bitter silence. He was jealous. Infuriated. Humiliated, too, for the abrupt end to his service rankled deeply. What else would he do out there? All he knew was soldiering. 
 
    He would survive. 
 
    The long, lean double balloon Dragonship rocked beneath him as the crew cast off. Heavy hawsers slapped down upon bare rock, to be coiled immediately by the ground crews and stowed for the next ship’s landing. The landing field was crammed with bulky transport Dragonships, Dragons and even transporter Dragons, called Bulks. Beasts unique to Wyldaroon, of reduced intelligence and great physical strength, boasting six long, leafy wings of rigid structure and six squat legs that made them resemble vastly overblown dragonflies, they could fly a day and a half on their wing carrying their own bodyweight in cargo strapped about their long torsos. Their diet was vegetarian in the main, but they would scavenge anything if left to their own devices. Bulks were low in maintenance, sturdy and long-lived. They would fight in a pinch but could be easily discarded. 
 
    Like grizzled infantry Commanders? 
 
    Well, he was young, but sometimes Asturbar felt terribly jaded. Too much death. Too much death-dealing! If his hand held no battle-axe, what could it learn? 
 
    The meriatite furnace engines of the long-range Dragonship roared, pouring hot air and volatile hydrogen into the sacks. The highly explosive hydrogen had enormous lifting power, but helium was close – he knew that experiments were underway to tap hentioragions for their helium, but so far, the animals had the exasperating tendency to perish when removed from their native substrate. That argued a magical link between those flatulent Dragonkind and their native Islands, which was a subject hotly debated between groups of scholars who tended to engage in sporadic bouts of fisticuffs or assassination when reason failed to impress parties of diverging views of the rightness of one position or another. This airship was designed as two long, compartmentalised balloons affixed side-by-side, like long tan caterpillars bulging at their segments. Ancillary lifting balloons were also affixed to the sides of the cabins on the underside and even around the turbine clusters, but being an exploratory vessel with extended flying range, the cargo areas were minimal, as was the crew capacity. Even the metal stanchion to which he was affixed would yield to his strength, he suspected. 
 
    The vessel purred aloft into the last rays of a magnificent suns-set. A thousand Isles speckled the vast panorama of a golden horizon, flaming crimson where it touched the Cloudlands, gathering a luminous treasury of rich yellows and golds before fading into the depthless purples of the gathering night. Thick fingers of golden light irradiated the flying Islands from behind, making them twinkle like glowing beads threaded upon the silken netting of yethiragions, the vinelike Island-binders that gripped and leashed Islands with extraordinary tenacity, holding them firm through even the mightiest tempests. Slowly, they turned southward, angling adjacent to the distant, snow-capped tips of the Majjikor Mountain range. This little-used route led directly into the geographical anomaly known as the Doldrums, a barren region devoid of tide or time, a vast Cloudlands desert of roughly seventeen thousand square leagues, broken by just a few widely scattered Island oases. The Mistral Fires’ home archipelago was located a mere hundred leagues beyond this becalmed region. One hundred and eighty leagues West lay the monumental Majjikor barrier with its sharply-tilted peaks, heavily serrated as though a blast from behind had sprayed the mountains into their current orientation, for all the world like the skull spikes of a majestic Ancient Dragon rooted somewhere far below the noxious, lapping Cloudlands. 
 
    Asturbar made a superstitious sign behind his back, then grimaced. Just a theory about the mountains’ formation. 
 
    Sweeping his eyes to the East, he gazed out over the hazy immensity of Wyldaroon, to some a fabled realm but familiar to him, and thought upon his long-lost homeland of Azingloriax somewhere out there beyond the Straits of Hordazar, the narrow entryway that separated Wyldaroon from Herimor proper. Herimor was settled by many great Houses of Humans and Shapeshifters and generally regarded as civilised – his upper lip curled – whereas Wyldaroon was a barbaric backwater, gathering Herimor’s detritus like swill slowly pooling in the lowest possible location. News travelled slowly. They would occasionally hear of wars or the fall of this House or that Line, and listen to strange tales of Dragon Riders or the mighty Inscrutables, said to be Island-Dragons that walked upon the very floor of the world. 
 
    So much magic. A whole Island-World awaited the explorer out there. 
 
    How could he endure the bitter solitude of exile? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Oasis 
 
      
 
    FOR five DAYS and six nights, the Dragonship coursed into the unending barrenness, making a steady five leagues per hour mostly under manual propulsion, except when the crew needed to rest. Then the engines fired and the characteristic cheery bubbling of the hydrogen stills began, coupled with the phut-phut-phut of the gas and slag exhausts. At this speed, he knew from long experience they would traverse one hundred and thirty leagues per day, but such distances only scratched the surface of Herimor’s magnitude. 
 
    Denied the opportunity to release his hands – ‘my apologies, but orders be orders, sah’ – Asturbar had to endure the indignity of being fed the one meal he took per day, of having help to use the ‘heads’ or the open seat at the rear of the vessel where soldiers watered or decorated the Cloudlands, and of walking endless circuits of the gantry that surrounded the cabins. Eventually, the crew allowed him to take a turn upon the mechanism wryly called ‘the beast’ or various other euphemisms, some crude and some hilarious, that drove the turbines in manual mode. Marshal Chanbar had always begrudged ‘unnecessary’ expenses, the better to stuff his personal treasury with the profits. 
 
    Now a Dragon had his paw upon the purse strings. Asturbar grinned – grimly. Trivial consolations. 
 
    “You want to fly faster into exile, soldier?” 
 
    “Yes, sah,” he agreed. 
 
    The Steersman nodded. “Then get to work.” 
 
    Usually it took a team of four men to pedal the beast, for despite a complex gearing system, the turbines had to chop through air so still, it evinced the consistency of insubstantial glue, and the smooth leather drive belts generated their share of               friction. The crew scoffed when Asturbar replaced an entire shift by himself, but they scoffed less when he only stopped pedalling seven hours later. 
 
    The sprawling range of serrulated peaks edged taller on the western and south-western horizon. 
 
    Late that third day, beneath a cauldron of white-hot skies reflecting off the dazzling cloudscapes of endless, unbroken Cloudlands, Asturbar spotted an oasis away to the south, but they passed by during the night and forged on into the emptiness. How did one even map an area with no reference points? The crew squabbled over squandol, a popular strategy game played on a wooden board, gambled, quaffed eye-popping quantities of illegal shammabok rum, and smoked their long samko pipes in the lee of the cabin, pretending the Steersman was not watching. By the fourth day, he lashed the helm to course and joined his men. They offered Asturbar a pipe. 
 
    He grunted, “No narcotics, thanks.” 
 
    The crew laughed and ragged him boisterously, making crude jokes that ranged from his physical size to blushingly pointed instruction regarding his purported haplessness in the bedchamber. Smarting, Asturbar made the mistake of pointing out that ordinary women feared he might crush them. Ouch. The teasing that followed singed his ears. 
 
    “I’d take onkazu herb,” he offered, once he could slip in a cunning dagger-thrust of a word. 
 
    “Women’s weed?” snorted one of the men. 
 
    “Good for his metals,” said the Steersman, causing the crew members to exchange surprised glances. “The Azingloriax require specific metal oxides and trace minerals in their diet to support those heavy bones and ligaments. We should have a packet or two in the medical satchel.” 
 
    Impressive knowledge. 
 
    The sweet metallo-organic herb was tangy with its load of goodness, sending up a curl of ochre and turquoise smoke as it crisped in the deep, three-inch bowl of the long pipe the Steersman held for him. The herb had many medicinal uses, but Asturbar had never considered it one of his key dietary needs. How would he find food out here? Would there be water, greenery, winds to pollinate … for the heat was a suffocating monster in its own right, and the atmosphere so utterly still he imagined he spoke underwater. No echoes. It was as if they forged through the unending, incandescent heart of a silent forge. White Cloudlands below. White-suns skies above, an everlasting blue of achingly pale, delicate ferocity. How could life even cross this void? How could it take root, or hunt and breed and flourish? 
 
    The crew talked idly of family and home, and the Dragon’s impossible feat of magic. How he had breached the wards without breaching them. The gruesome sight of bones coming alive. Asturbar wondered privately if the Necromancer had first spread his power into his private boneyard, perhaps employing some innate property of Human bones to mask his draconic magic and thus evade the ostensibly inviolable wards. One of the men related the legend of the Yellow-White Marshal called Thoralian, who was rumoured to take new bodies and forms when it suited him, devouring the host’s spirit with his powerful draconic spirit. 
 
    The crew laughed sceptically, but one added, “I heard one of his guises was a Marshal called Re’akka, who flew an entire Island over the Rift together with a mighty Dragon army!” 
 
    “Huh. Suicide mission,” said another. 
 
    “He replicated his essence into other Dragons,” suggested a soldier, making a vulgar gesture with his fingers. “I’m in the mood for some replicating myself. Far too long, this journey. And –” 
 
    “You got a woman! None of that talk around the House, Garlu!” 
 
    “Out here, anything goes,” Garlu growled defensively. 
 
    “Those Dragons are crazy ambitious,” a younger soldier put in. “It’s said Re’akka wrote his legend by pursuing the greatest power of the age, the First Egg of the Ancient Dragons.” 
 
    “Shortest bout of immortality I’ve ever heard of,” quipped Garlu, returning to the fray. His comrades roared with laughter. 
 
    The Steersman hawked and spat blue spittle over the railing. “It’s magic itself that’s crazy. We could do without all these powers floating our very Islands! Only the Star Dragoness herself was pure – and is it not prophesied, that she shall rise again like the dawn, cleansing every iota of corruption from our unworthy beings? Be ready for that day, my friends. Prepare your souls! It shall be glorious, the advent of the indescribable, purifying fires of righteousness!” 
 
    Asturbar puffed at the pipe. The sacred religions of Herimor drew most of their inspiration from the Star Dragoness, whose fire gift had ignited all of Herimor some six or seven centuries before. Hualiama had been the most titanic of Marshals, the shining example for every Shapeshifter Dragon since, for she had selected from the uniform, colour-identical ranks of the Dragonkind those Dragons destined for the greatness of the Shapeshifter life, who could co-exist in both Dragon and Human forms, but more importantly, commanded the higher Dragon powers that allowed them to dominate their fellow creatures. Hence the Iolite Blue. His Blue colouration set him apart from the Grey-Green masses. Those Dragons were his minions, his expendables. From those early Shapeshifters rose the great Lines that amassed power to themselves, and from the leftover magic or ‘echoes’ – in the draconic view – those Humans who now wielded mighty magical powers of their own. 
 
    In one breathtaking raid upon the course of history, Hualiama the Star Dragoness had transformed the face of Herimor. 
 
    Some felt Her Worshipful Incandescence had much to answer for. 
 
    At the hour before dawn, on the sixth day out of port, the Dragonship hove to beside an oasis, brilliantly lit by a four-Moon conjunction of immensely full Yellow dominating the Western horizon, pinpoint White to the fore, crescent Jade above and a waxing Blue Moon to the North-eastern aspect. No night was ever fully dark. Despite the Moons’ lustre, the stars made thick, ropey bands across the darker portions of the skies, fading into a misty, milky background toward the edges of the Moons. Just a few tens of feet ahead, the first of an archipelago of Islands seemed to hover improbably in the void, lacking wings or any other obvious means of elevation or propulsion. Silently the floating landmasses waited, as if dreading the tread of a soldier’s boot. Peering ahead in the semidarkness, Asturbar clearly made out thickets of vegetation deeper within the Island lattice, and the trickle of running water teased his hearing. It was a veritable jungle thicket further in. Barren? Not at all. So many Islands! Perhaps two hundred or more in this flying formation, he could not rightly tell, for in places the hentioragions trussed them together compactly, whilst at the fringes the outliers were more widely spaced. 
 
    This was the place of his exile, then. The soldier in him made calculations. Terrain mapping. Possibilities. Priorities. 
 
    The man in him felt a tear trickle down his cheek. 
 
    Asturbar dashed the treacherous droplet angrily against the muscular hillock of his left shoulder. What? Again? He never cried – well, not since his boyhood, and then the instructors had beaten it out of him with military haste and meticulousness. How clearly he recalled the Drillmaster roaring in his ear, ‘Behaviour unbecoming to your uniform, boy! Never again!’ 
 
    He still bore scars from the ensuing punishment. 
 
    The Steersman expertly brought the Dragonship in to a rare touchdown landing upon one of the upper Islands of the three-dimensional maze. Stepping across to the roughly circular Island of some one hundred feet in diameter, Asturbar reasoned that this was possible only because the Doldrums were so extraordinarily still. Did it ever rain here? Did the wind blow? Might clouds pass overhead, or would the heat be unrelieved? 
 
    Turning, he said, “Manacles?” 
 
    For the first time on their journey, the Steersman looked desperately uncomfortable. Clearing his throat, he croaked, “We are commanded to beat you with staves, sah. Until you are bruised and bloody.” 
 
    He could only stare. Then, with a slight shake of his head, Asturbar knelt heavily, his knees sinking slightly into an inch-thick layer of bluish dust. “Carry out your orders, soldier.” 
 
    “My apologies, sah.” 
 
    “Accepted.” But when the men crept forward hesitantly, each looking to another for the lead, Asturbar suddenly found himself shouting, “Islands’ sakes, you cowards, be quick about it! I’ll make no defence.” 
 
    The first wuthering blow seemed to take forever to arrive. It struck his left triceps with a dull thud. Azingloriax skin was tougher than most and as resistant to punishment as a light suit of armour, but as best Asturbar knew, his nerves were as sensitive as any man’s. Another stave thumped into the meat of his right flank. The pain bit like a feral Dragon. Then there were blows raining down on his back, his shoulders, a cracking strike across his right eye. That would swell. 
 
    He knelt, and endured the beating for as long as they had heart to persist. Soon enough, soldier boots scraped away on the surprisingly large, crystalline flakes of dust and the silence and heat returned with redoubled force. Blood trickled into his right eye. Asturbar felt hands touching his wrists. A key scraped within the lock, and then with a sharp click, the double-banded steel manacles released. He eased his cramped shoulders with the first groan which had passed his lips. 
 
    The Steersman paused at his side. In a low whisper, he said, “A friend said that in a moment’s carelessness, a bag might be lost overboard of a departing Dragonship.” 
 
    Bantukor. Breath hissed between his already chapped lips. 
 
    Gruffly, he returned, “That man is a fine friend.” 
 
    It cost him, aye. Forgiveness was no part of a warrior’s training, but in that moment, Asturbar knew that his words would ease the man’s conscience. Perhaps he too might come to believe them. 
 
    Rising, the other man added, “May the luck of Dragons be your portion, soldier.” 
 
    “And yours.” 
 
    Luck? How many times in a thousand years did anyone travel to this oasis? Less than a handful, for certain. This was exactly the living death that the Marshal had envisaged, a revenge as sweet as it was pure and honourable. Proper, even. The Iolite Blue had acted in full knowledge that his words would seal Asturbar’s fate. Perhaps marooned soldiers went mad out here. Started talking to floral protodragons. Threw themselves into the Cloudlands when they could stand the loneliness no longer. 
 
    Asturbar was not that man. 
 
    The soldiers trooped back onboard. In a moment, he heard the Steersman shouting that he required a double shift on the beast for take-off, and who was tending the meriatite furnace engine? 
 
    To a man left behind, the moment the base of the navigation cabin shifted from the dust and clear space appeared beneath, was intensely poignant. He wanted to scream. To holler until they returned. To protest his innocence; but they were bound by duty as was he. Should he not charge, leap aboard, kill everyone and commandeer the vessel? None of this was right. Only once they left would he be freed from all strictures. Finally. He could live out his days no better than a dragonet flitting between these Isles. No more cares. No more battling and killing and striving and throwing men into battle against unstoppable Dragons. 
 
    All of that was ended. 
 
    A small sack plopped into the dust. Compact, made of soft leather, it clinked upon landing with a sound that suggested useful tools. 
 
    Then, the turbines began to whirr with a steady, throbbing beat as the men worked them up to cruising speed. The ungainly behemoth of a Dragonship accelerated away gradually, its sacks creaking and hissing, the Steersman directing all thrust to the port side to turn her about before he aimed the bow directly to the North. 
 
    As the twin suns rose, his last hope departed. 
 
    Asturbar watched until the Dragonship was a tiny dot in the distance. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A good soldier took inventory of his possessions. Therefore, he dispassionately itemised his strong infantry boots, two pairs of socks, trousers, a long-sleeved cream linen shirt – military issue casual – and his heavy utility belt and Azingloriax embossed platinum-argentonium wristlets. Inside the drawstring bag he found exactly what he would have hoped for: a short paring knife, two razors, a dagger, a small hand axe, flint for striking a fire, fire cord suited to building snares for small animals, pliers, needles and a spool of catgut thread, a fifty-foot length of ultra-strong spider silk rope, a quaint rectangular craft hammer, and a selection of chisels and rasps for wood and stone. Oh, and two fish hooks? His eyebrows peaked. Right. He laid everything neatly in the dust beside his knees. His odds of survival had just taken a Dragonesque leap forward. 
 
    “Lucky castaway, eh?” 
 
    Toss it down a Dragon’s gullet, he was already talking to himself! 
 
    Next, his questing hands unearthed sixteen small scrolleaf packets comprising a variety of common vegetable, fruit tree and berry bush seeds, and two items that truly surprised him. One was a small vial of what he mistook at first for poison – perhaps Bantukor intended to give him an easy way out after all – but then remembrance struck most sorely. Perfume! This vial contained extract of Nyahi, a rare anemone flower, which he had once purchased but never had the opportunity to gift to Rezhine. The second item was a scroll which he extracted gingerly from its waterproof metal casing. Thick fingers did not lend themselves easily to fiddly tasks. He found all of his military medals and honours tucked within the curl of parchment. They made a tidy pile in his palm. 
 
    Asturbar touched the scroll wonderingly. Unfurled with care, it was about fourteen inches tall by six wide. The text was exquisitely laid out in a pretty, curlicue runic script which he had not the first clue how to read, but it had the appearance of a certificate of origin. The fancy platinum seal, giving the Record Keeper’s credentials and date, certainly looked authentic. His certificate! Bantukor must have stolen this from Records, more the fool he. If this theft was ever discovered … 
 
    He had read about these certificates. Here, if only he could read it, he might at last discover the identity of his Azingloriax clan, his parents’ names and their fate. 
 
    What monstrous irony. 
 
    He held that priceless scrap of information to his breast for a long time. Trembling. Unseeing. Not for the first occasion in his life, he wondered why they had sold him, not to the service of a noble Line, but to a mercenary band. Had they been criminals? Disgraced, as was he? Uncaring? The Azingloriax served in many theatres of war, he understood, being prized for their remarkable constitutions as much as their proven fitness to military life and command, but his history of outright sale and adoption into a House seemed most unusual. Asturbar had never been moved to spend the time, effort and platinum marks to investigate the matter thoroughly. Now he would never know. 
 
    Eventually, feeling the suns starting to properly warm the nape of his neck, Asturbar returned the scroll and medals to the container, and sealed it tightly. 
 
    Priority one. Water. 
 
    He stowed the tools in the bag and the daggers upon his person, tucking the naked blades beneath his belt at his back, by his left kidney, until he could fashion better sheaths for them. As soon as he could, he should figure out some kind of covering for his head. Plenty of clean-shaven landscape up there for the suns to bake. He stood, walked but one step, and stumbled over something large and heavy. 
 
    His battle-axe! How had the Steersman managed that sleight of hand? 
 
    Asturbar guffawed loudly, a sound that shocked him as much by its eruption as by its immediate absorption into the quietness. There truly was a strange quality about this oasis. It had an ageless, intensely secretive ambiance, as if he stood upon the portal of a sacred realm somehow separated from all that he knew, undisturbed and inviolate. He should tiptoe rather than clumping about in his tough infantry boots. He should laugh in the tinkling cascades of the dragonet-kind, rather than the gruff, self-conscious bellow of a soldier. He shook his head in bemusement. The thoughts that entered his head nowadays! The sappy, sentimental manner in which he had observed the Marshal’s garden. Leaky freaking eyeballs – there they went again! 
 
    With a low snarl of discontent, Asturbar snatched up his battle-axe and trooped off in search of non-existent battle. Thumping his boots in the blue dust. Swaggering as if he owned the entire oasis and every creature within it. Which he did. Outright owner of nothing and nothingness itself. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the end of his first week in the oasis, Asturbar knew a great deal more about his environment, but he had not yet worked out how to move easily and safely between many of the Islands. The issue was not of being able to scale or descend the Island-binders, but of reaching them in the first instance, for they did not bother to anchor themselves in convenient places. Mostly, the anchor points were located well beneath the curved rim of each Island, and once he defied death and physics itself reaching one with a slipknot-tied rope and a dint of swinging and mad upside down cliff scrambling, they would easily bear his weight. After all, yethiragions supported entire Islands. They were more like long, flexible metal stanchions than vines. Reversing his course presented a different challenge, that of scaling at best a vertical cliff at the top, if not an impossible overhang. A grapnel would have been handy. 
 
    “Bantukor, you failed me,” he accused drolly. Liar. 
 
    The sense of inhabiting a self-contained environment grew upon him as the soldier penetrated the archipelago more deeply. His original estimate of Island numbers doubled, and then more than doubled again. Asturbar reckoned the entirety of the archipelago must occupy roughly three to four cubic miles of airspace, comprising over a thousand individual bodies ranging in size from boulders some twenty feet in diameter, to one he dubbed ‘the daddy,’ for it measured an irregular half-mile along its two major axes, which converged to make a most unusual flying delta shape. Reaching this ‘daddy’ Island became his goal. Its overflowing lushness proclaimed soil suitable for farming, and it even boasted three waterfalls of eleven, seven and nine tiers respectively, starting right at the top of the flying flotilla, and pouring from Islet to Islet in a breathtaking display of spray and rainbows until it eventually frothed into a central pond sunk into that largest habitable surface. 
 
    En route, he discovered dozens upon dozens of species of dragonets, and both botanical and crystalline forms of draconic life, which were entirely unfamiliar to him. The vegetation was lush and ferny, with some flowering species twining their leafy lengths, embellished with extravagant bouquets and coronets, sprays and clusters of exotic flowers, along the binders or cascading down from Island to Island like the mythical hanging gardens of Iaxubor. The vegetation supported a cornucopia of insect life and a number of small to medium-sized rodents. He trapped and ate several; one intended meal bit him back and Asturbar spent three days in a poison-induced delirium having lurid nightmares about all the people he had killed during his years of military service. Revenge of the rodent! Next time he trapped one, he was a great deal more respectful of his meal. 
 
    One curiosity was the blue dust, which Asturbar after several hours’ observation ascribed to the activity of a nocturnal rock-chewing variety of ten-legged, crawling protodragon. More specifically, it was the colour of their droppings once they finished digesting whatever nutrients they derived from the rock. Wouldn’t the Islands be chewed to dust, then? No, for he discovered other species of Dragonkind which collected the dust with remarkably industrious endeavour and turned it into mud or bodily secretions to fashion their burrows and fortresses and roosts, and he already knew that the buoyant hentioragions exuded a type of cement that must further bind these Islands together. 
 
    Maybe archipelagos were built? 
 
    So dense was this unique ecosystem that the biggest Island disappeared from sight for days at a time as Asturbar determinedly picked his way toward the centre. Here and there he discovered pools of delightfully sweet, fresh water, and he found he could turn several varieties of gourds over to use as water storage containers. The dragonets frequented the pools for bathing, but after he saw a ten foot water snake dart toward his hand in one, he learned once again – paradise had its dangers. He sampled and ate judiciously from the local offerings of berries, nuts and fruits, but found little that was truly suitable for Human consumption. He developed an abominable stomach ache. 
 
    At last, after nine days spent swinging from vines like the mythical monkeys, primates rumoured to live North of the Rift, he finally reached a perch from which he could survey the ‘daddy’ unhindered. He noted a couple of enticing grassy meadows of long blue-green grasses tipped with fluffy cream plumes toward the eastern periphery, a decent little forest of hardwood trees perfect for fashioning a more permanent shelter on the northern promontory, or the apex of the flying ‘V’, and generally a wealth of tropical foliage broken in places by thick spars of stone and towering, fifty foot tall columns of – he squinted carefully – crystals? Or were these some kind of organo-crystalline protodraconic lifeform? The terrain struck him as very promising. Lush, even, unless he was missing a further slew of lifeforms that would enjoy having a Human centrepiece grace one of their dinner parties. 
 
    Hmm. So, where to build his hut? 
 
    The Island was an odd shape in the vertical dimension, he noted soberly. Asturbar likened it to a flattish, inverted cauldron with a substantial lip. The gently domed top led on all sides to beyond-vertical cliffs of one hundred and eighty feet, beneath which lay a wide ledge that appeared to circumscribe the entire landmass. No Islands rested beneath its shadow, for the mass of supporting ragions must be dense indeed to bear such a burden aloft and thus preclude easy anchorage for the binders, but its fringes and indeed the area above were surrounded by a great cathedral of ancillary bodies, all linked by binders and characterised by eye-catching hues of indigo, turquoise and violet flowering vegetation. The primary inhabitants were great swarms of butterfly-dragonets and other smaller denizens of the protodraconic families, the pollinators and diggers and scavengers and fire-beetles, flying eels and wide ‘drifters’ which he seemed to recall were scientifically called dracomantas. Their gently rippling cerise wings could be ten feet wide, allowing them to swoosh past a ground-bound man with enviable grace. Here in this natural amphitheatre Asturbar at last attained one of the multi-step waterfalls, and spent an enjoyable afternoon lazing, relaxing and relieving what had admittedly developed into a ripe case of man-stink. He washed his clothing and boots with a soldier’s assiduous attention to detail, laid everything out to dry, and lazed in the suns’ glare like a Dragon taking his repose in a lava bath. 
 
    Life was not so awful, was it? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Explorations 
 
      
 
    SIX WEEKS LATER, Asturbar had constructed a decent hut backing onto a small natural cave beneath one of those boulder clusters with a clutch of four massive tourmaline – or some variety thereof – spars protruding from it, one of which directed prismatic beams of light into the rear of his dwelling during the afternoon hours. He was proud of that touch. Since Bantukor had neglected to include a saw in his thoughtful provisions, Asturbar had taken to carefully splitting some sizeable deadfall trunks with his axe, hammer and chisels, a slow but satisfying labour that eventually yielded timbers suitable for building. Having no need to season wood already toppled who knew how many years ago – perhaps felled by a storm – he proceeded to fashion neat four-square joints that allowed him to build up a single room hut, layer by painstaking layer. He chinked the walls with mosses gathered from around that large pool in the Island’s centre, fed by no less than five streamlets flowing from various points of the compass, and then belatedly remembered to build himself a window or two. He laughed openly at his lack of foresight. Oh well, he could turn the cut-out pieces to use as furniture. 
 
    He should spin out these projects. After all, the one commodity he would not lack for the rest of his days under the suns, was time. 
 
    Early on, Asturbar planted a selection of seed and scouted out likely locations for his fruit trees. The soil was blueish but apparently rich, and surprisingly deep in places – he quarried four feet beneath his eventual vegetable patch and still found no basal rock. Apart from the peculiar colour, it appeared to be rich in organic nutrients. Vegetables should grow well. 
 
    A soldier ordered his life. Accordingly he established a route to that central pool, for it was a favoured fishery for the dragonets, and discovered their taste in a type of yellow-finned freshwater trout unfamiliar to his palate, but which proved delicious when slow-cooked upon a makeshift spit over his firepit. Excellent! There were a few water snakes about, but a dint of vigorous splashing never failed to drive them off. He took to bathing in the early evening after his working day, and following the custom of the Mistral Fires, took the ninth day of the week for rest. Contemplation. Surveying the far horizons through the thick cascades of vegetation, or between the pretty waterfalls; but he soon realised he was hoping to see a dot speeding toward the oasis. Help. Rescue. A change of the Marshal’s heart. 
 
    He must put hope aside. 
 
    Imperceptibly, the shackles of loneliness began to bind his soul. At first it was whistling as he broke his fast with a piece of fruit in the mornings, but it soon progressed to trying to tame the dragonets enough that they would eat from his hand. Then he found himself talking to them. Giving them names. A particularly bold golden butterfly-dragonet, who visited him each evening and particularly enjoyed nibbling on any sweet fruit he might offer, he called Ingot. He was ten inches long and over a foot in wingspan, and his four semi-transparent wings boasted fantastical designs picked out in black and gold, with teardrop-like edges that occasionally folded into cases in the back of his rigid but clearly draconic thorax. His muzzle was tiny and packed with needle-sharp teeth. The trio of two-winged scavengers who raided any scraps he tossed out of his door, he called the Three Scamps, or Prime Scamp, Secondary Scamp and Backup Scamp for the chariest of the colourful threesome. They loved to sing their trilling songs every dawn. Right outside his window. Aye, at the top of their lungs, in clever but piercing three-part harmony. 
 
    He might have tossed a boot at the pests a couple of times, but he was not so mean, was he? 
 
    Actually, he might have been accused of a growing fondness for the three rascals. In all respects they were perfect little Dragons – for the word ‘dragonet’ described a very broad class of smaller Dragonkind which was subdivided into myriad varieties. These had four deft paws complete with feline-style retractable talons, sleek bodies a foot to a foot and a half in length, including the tail, and fiery draconic eyes set in delicate muzzles. Their sinuous necks boasted a thicket of needle-sharp skull spikes starting just behind the cranium. Prime was predominantly a sky-blue colour with ochre trim, while Secondary reversed this colour scheme, and Backup’s shining scales were a brilliant, luminous green that made him unmissable. They were fun, chatty, liked to chase each other in the air, and could sing decently if it were just not so deafening - or if they could only choose a better time of the day, the rude rascals! 
 
    After his light breakfast, Asturbar exercised each day. Healthy body, healthy mind – alright, the latter was likely to prove troublesome soon, he recognised, but the former was a matter of discipline. He carved a few bars and set up a short training course in the forest, to which he had returned often enough now that his boots had trampled down a noticeable trail. Bars, balance, vines for swinging. An old, cracked-off stump he thrashed daily with his battle-axe, both left-handed and right. 
 
    He rubbed his hands in satisfaction. Right. Next on the list, table and chairs – ah, chair. Who would he have for a visitor, some imaginary friend? Two chairs. Maybe a rocking chair for the corner; later, a proper bed rather than his makeshift rush arrangement on the floor, which he must refresh tomorrow, and a kitchen table. Running water inside would be fun, wouldn’t it? Maybe he could divert a stream right to his hut for running water and to keep his vegetables from wilting in the unrelenting heat. 
 
    The following morning, his sixty-fifth on the Island according to his log, which was a literal log Asturbar chisel-marked to keep track of the days, he woke to a faceful of water, spluttering and roaring, “What the …” 
 
    A wet, annoyed and voluble ex-soldier burst out of his hut. His jaw dropped. Wish granted. He now had a waterfall falling some four hundred feet from above directly onto his roof. It had already washed away enough of the grassy sods with which he had covered his dwelling to penetrate the roof and clearly, introduced a catastrophic leak to his previously neat handiwork. 
 
    “Thank you!” He yelled, did a silly dance, and shook his fist at the Island up there. “Thank you very much!” 
 
    As if the Island had heard him, wish granted. 
 
    Hilarious. 
 
    He moved out, and spent five days figuring out what to do with that not very large, but steady flow. A huge, roughly indented piece of timber did the trick, installed above a layer of ragion-cement stone which he painstakingly scraped from beneath the denizens of the surrounding Islands. One must not think too hard about what one might be scraping beneath those animals. Freshly collected, the exudate was a virulent mauve colour, but it soon hardened to a dull lilac, even when damp. Then he mopped out his dwelling, re-sanded the floor and moved back in. 
 
    Asturbar rewarded himself with a celebratory swim in the big pool. 
 
    Then came the second strange event in a week. He was swimming underwater when he both heard and felt a dull thump against his ears. A few seconds later he heard it again. Distinctly. Having exited the water with some considerable alacrity, he shamefacedly reconnoitred his surroundings and found no immediate danger. Alright. Asturbar put his ear to the ground. A couple more times he heard what had to be a very large body thrashing about somewhere inside the Island, smashing absent rocks, perhaps, and he was quite convinced he heard a distant, muffled roar that was not the usual background rushing of the waterfalls, but he could not be certain he was not imagining something. 
 
    The mind manufactured sounds to fill available silences. After all, that was what made solitary punishments so cruel. 
 
    When he returned to his hut, Asturbar touched his battle-axe. “Hey, old thing. Might need to warm you up.” It would not surprise him if he was sharing this Island with something large and toothy. Just his luck. Tomorrow, he must go exploring. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following morning, Asturbar discovered that his waterworks above the hut, leading the flow down the left side into a catchment basin, from which it meandered away fifty feet or so and disappeared down a small crack between two rocks, was the Three Scamps’ new favourite Island feature – evidently, they took this for their personal playground, thank you Asturbar, and had taken the liberty of inviting two new friends. This raised the volume of the dawn carolling – in his considered opinion – to the level of a full-blown battle waged right above his delicate cranium. 
 
    “GOOD MORNING!” he bellowed at them in his best Drillmaster-voice. 
 
    The dragonets exchanged glances of mild surprise, and promptly continued singing. 
 
    Asturbar scratched his left ear. “I find your lack of respect deeply insulting. Carry on, soldiers.” They did. In five-part harmony. 
 
    Hefting his axe, he set off scouting. 
 
    This Island was not large, but it certainly packaged a great deal of entertainment into its compact size. He passed over hills and through pretty dales and meadows, skirted more boulders than he cared to count, and beat his way steadily through bushes, tree vines and sections of dense tropical forest. The terrain was crisscrossed by jagged, deeply shadowed ravines which played host to many further species of protodragons. His observation suggested they belonged to altogether nastier, toothier and more aggressive warrens than anything he had encountered so far. Proceed with caution. However, these were not the source of the sound he had heard. 
 
    If he was to make this journey regularly, he would have to bridge these ravines properly. 
 
    Asturbar hiked up to a hilltop on the eastern periphery. Breathtaking view. Islands drifting serenely amidst a fresh morning mist, lit by the fierce rays of the rising twin suns. Seen through the drifting veils of moisture, each disc was the size and deep bronze colour of a tamarisk fruit, but they would soon turn dazzling white with the day’s warmth. Then he walked or scrambled steadily down the eastern leg of the V to its southernmost tip, cataloguing four more binder footings from which he might reach likely nearby Islands. There were no spoor or marks of fearsome monsters to be found anywhere. 
 
    Thence he walked the inside of that leg to the notch of the V, trying very hard and failing not to consider any comparisons to a woman’s splayed legs – clearly, it had been far too long – and from there he traversed the western leg, struggling with three deeply cleft ravines and generally broken terrain until he again stood upon the southern tip but this time to the western aspect, and gazed about with a mixture of satisfaction and irritation. Much learned. Zero monsters slain. His battle-axe dangled in its makeshift sling on his back, unblooded, and his boiling masculine warrior blood would have to remain unsatiated. 
 
    Erm … right. He should go cool his ego in that pool before it exploded and sank this entire archipelago into the Cloudlands with its titanic encumbrance. 
 
    Asturbar turned, and saw a curl of smoke. 
 
    Smoke! Or was that mist? Either way, his heart was turning butterfly-dragonet somersaults in his chest, and something stirred in his stomach. Oh. The Jewels? He had forgotten about those. Somewhat to his bemusement, Asturbar realised that they had not passed through his digestive system. He would have … known. 
 
    And now he blushed? Stupid girl. 
 
    An opinion formed in the brain of a sexist slug. Asturbar chuckled at himself. How many years of soldiering and he blushed over the thought of bodily functions? So he was having girlish thoughts. Ha, probably beneficial for his personal growth. Yet it stuck in his mind that he was surveying the Island’s crotch, like one of those nasty crotch-sniffing basker-dragonets he had discovered during that campaign around Marshal Fazurku’s former archipelago of Gomx’i – a word with a click in it. Solitude definitely had its drawbacks. Yet did he not imagine that this Island was not the daddy so much as the mother of all of its smaller spawn, connected to them in some mysterious way that he did not understand. This was why his eyes rebelled at surveying, well, her underparts … 
 
    He decided he was going feral-Dragon crazy. 
 
    Still, an inexpressible inkling of hope lodged in his breast and caused him to retrace his steps for an hour and a half, until he stood above the notch of the V. Asturbar scrutinised what he could and tested the air carefully, almost certain he caught a tang of wood smoke, before retracing his steps several hundred feet along the overhang. The crevice was deep, perhaps the entrance to a cave. It could conceivably hide something large, although once more he saw no sign – no massive paw prints, say, nor broken foliage, droppings nor talon strokes scored deeply in stone, as he might have expected of a beast sizeable enough to create such a commotion. The overhang also carved deeply back beneath his boots here, hiding a great deal from scrutiny from above. Again, spied a wisp more of what could have been smoke or mist, but he detected no other signs of habitation save a small animal trail down below. 
 
    Oh well, he should complete his circuit before finding a way down to the ledge and perhaps attempting that circuit too. He should also comb the interior of the Island for any cave systems, which were entirely likely given the broken nature of the terrain. 
 
    The mystery deepened. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Over the course of the following week, Asturbar alternated carving chair parts with exploring the Island’s interior. He planned his assault in the sand outside his hut, cursed the dragonets when they trooped through his drawings in the throes of a friendly wrestling match, and quartered the terrain like a good infantry soldier. Not an exiled thief. He found nothing bar a substantial pile of deadfall apparently torn from its roots by a force that seemed to have no place in the changeless, wind-still weather of the doldrums. He eyed the splintered trunks and torn-up roots pensively. No clear direction of attack. No talon-marks or any identifier of what that force might have been, save that it had been devastating, and confined to this patch of Island. 
 
    Perturbing. 
 
    Stoically, Asturbar identified a good trunk, slung it up with his rope, and failed to move it an inch. 
 
    Great. Much chopping ahead. Still, he had stock enough for ten huts now. He could make dwellings for the dragonets too, if he wanted to. Definitely a bed for his aching back. 
 
    Decrepit at twenty-eight. What a man. 
 
    After completing his reconnoitring activities to his satisfaction save the depths of the dangerous-looking ravines, Asturbar prepared diligently for expedition number two. He cut lengths of vine and braided himself a rope measuring seventy of his paces. He tested it by tying it off to a tree stump and throwing his full strength against it, until he was convinced it would not break under the weight of a metal-boned, steel-sinewed Azingloriax warrior. He of mighty bodily heft and miniscule ego. 
 
    The downward-notched mouth of one of those ravines on the western inner leg seemed a good enough spot to start. Asturbar tied his anchor vine with a military issue bowline knot, checked his weapons – battle-axe and daggers – and abseiled confidently down toward the ledge below. Easily done. There was a good surplus of vine rope below, the ledge was wide enough to receive him without any real danger, and … the vines trembled in his hand. He glanced up. An expletive sprang to his lips. Under attack – curse it! A flight of tiny, obsidian-skinned dragonets gnawed at his vine as though their lives depended upon it. He hesitated. Too high. Down. Quickly. 
 
    Abandoning control in favour of preserving life and limb, Asturbar shimmied down his vine rope with the agility of a much smaller man. Fifty feet from the bottom, he felt the strands jerk. Twenty feet, and they parted. With a wild yell, he instinctively flung out a hand. It jammed between the gnarled stem of a bush and the very last foot of overhang. Crack! 
 
    He landed hard. Absorbing the impact with flexed knees, he soldier-rolled as years of training had taught him, and probably saved himself a few broken bones. He ended up a foot from the edge of the void, thanking anything he cared to name that he was still alive. Fervently alive! He hissed up at the dragonets, who were still munching the dangling vine rope with clear relish. Pox-raddled skurramudgets! One paused half a second to hiss back a snarky peep of sound, before returning to its meal. 
 
    Great. As a result, his left forefinger was bent back at an eighty-degree angle. He had a few things to say to the air about that, none of them pretty or fit for respectable company. 
 
    Asturbar startled as a berry bush not three feet from his right hip rustled sharply. Spinning, dagger palmed and held at the ready, his eyes tracked movement through the dense undergrowth. Here, a shaking branch. There, an enticing quiver of leaves. Berries plopped to the ground. A dragonet. He would not have pursued it anyway, because these fat purple beauties were protected by crimson, three-inch thorns with three hooked ruffs of further spikes each. Horrible to pick out of clothing; worse embedded in his flesh, because they inflamed the skin as he knew from recent, painful experience. 
 
    His eyes fell upon a proper path. Lifted convulsively. That was when his heart pounded thud-da-da-DOOM! in his chest, and the huge man crashed down to his knees, panting in sharp spurts. A hut. Details swam before his dizzied senses. It was built of clean-cut, sanded board that clearly had not originated on this Island. Flowering vines festooned one side, proclaiming a respectable age, but they had been trimmed recently around a rectangular window frame of unfamiliar design to him, with triangular crysglass panels embedded in seemingly random yet artistic collage patterns. Three neat windows also fronted the place, flanked by flower trellises and perfect window boxes that again, looked frequently tended. The flowers were pink climbing anemones. 
 
    Their floral girly-cutesiness introduced a now familiar burning sensation to his eyes. Asturbar simply could not process what he was seeing. A person! A fellow exile! Chuntering foolishly at the joy suffusing his heart, he pushed to his feet and sprinted up the path before it struck him that all this might be false. Skidding to a halt ten feet shy of the hut, Asturbar whipped out his battle-axe. Right. Try using the brains. If a woman had been marooned here, she was most probably a hundred years old. More to the point, why was she here? What had she done or whom had she offended? As he well knew, it took an extraordinary act of foolishness or malice to earn the punishment of exile to paradise in the middle of absolutely nowhere. She might be a criminal. A magic user. More dangerous than he? 
 
    Gruff laughter burbled in his chest. He felt threated by some female … what was that? 
 
    Asturbar flashed to his right, but whatever had been lurking behind a screen of cream mahiti blossoms tumbling down the cliff face that swayed gently – mockingly – at him now, it was faster than him by far. Long gone. He peered suspiciously into the undergrowth but spied nothing untoward. 
 
    “Ruddy dragonets.” 
 
    Whoever the person was, they had fled when they heard his approach, he concluded. Very well. A little nosing about never hurt. Sheathing the axe but palming his dagger in its place, Asturbar announced himself with, “Whoever’s there, I come peacefully.” Wow. Imaginative. “I … uh, just wanted to find out who’s on this Island with me.” 
 
    No reply. 
 
    “I’m coming in.” 
 
    He knocked politely. All that happened was the back of his neck prickled as though unseen eyes feasted upon his suns-burned nape. After checking about him several more times, Asturbar sidled inside, having to rotate his shoulders before scraping through the doorway. 
 
    Wow. Nice. The place was neat, homely and light. It had little touches that bespoke long occupation –tasteful rose-coloured shadecloth drawn aside by satin ribbon ties adorned the windows, a vase of pretty flowers sat upon a cream lacework doily of exquisite detailing in the middle of a table which had not a speck of dust upon it, a glazed mug sat beside the washbasin, again decorated with flowers … if this place was occupied by a man, Asturbar would eat his battle-axe. Sideways. 
 
    Still, he should make certain. Creeping circumspectly into the rear chamber, her bedroom, Asturbar checked the drawers of a neat armoire. She owned far finer furniture than he. A real craftsman had made these pieces. There were floorboards, well-worn. A lute-like instrument hung from two wood carved hooks on the wall. And she had real cutlery on the table in her kitchen area! 
 
    Now he had a severe case of hut envy. 
 
    Ridiculous. Furthermore, the simple azure dress he extracted from the drawer and held up to the light was rather shorter in the skirt than his solitude-sharpened constitution could withstand at this point. As he imagined a young woman wearing the garment, he blushed … well, like a maiden, from the tips of his ears right down his neck. The high waistline was pinched with a treble tie of a design unfamiliar to him, but the bosom was cut generously, bringing to mind the kindly but ancient matrons who worked in the Marshal’s kitchens. They had always shown a soft spot for a hungry teenage trainee soldier; they had been his mothers, his confidantes, the ladies who would cuff him fondly about the earhole when he erred and pinch his cheek when he was good. 
 
    Asturbar tucked the intriguing garment away exactly as he had found it. “My apologies for the snooping.” 
 
    Ah, a slight scraping at the window. This time, he did not startle. With studied casualness Asturbar tried to peek from the corner of his eye, but what he thought he saw was a purple plant with eyes on stalks, which vanished so rapidly it was as if the touch of his thoughts had scared it away. 
 
    Enough. Treading lightly, for he truly felt like a giant in the confines of her petite hut and could not have sat in her chair had he dared, Asturbar exited the expertly carved front door – yes, he was desperately envious of her perfect little home – and then without warning, dashed around the hut toward the bedroom window. Flutter! Whoosh! He saw nothing but a purple blur that dived into a patch of bright yellow, eight-petalled mazigidaises and vanished without a trace. 
 
    If that had been a woman, he would regurgitate the axe for good measure. 
 
    He paused to scratch his hot-and-bothered neck. Skanky scallogazids, she was not the easiest prey, was she? Well, prey was probably exactly how she felt seeing a man like him turning up unannounced and probably deeply unwelcome, on her doorstep. He was not the least intimidating fellow, stomping about the Isles in his outsized boots waving a battle-axe that probably weighed a goodly fraction of her entire body mass. Stow the dagger. On second thoughts, he ceremoniously laid his weapons – most of them, excepting the stabbing blade concealed in his right boot – beside the path, and settled upon a smidge more scouting. His finger hurt abominably, so he held the skewed digit up to shoulder height to reduce the throbbing. 
 
    Her hut was tucked beneath the overhang with a connoisseur’s eye for camouflage. Neither the structure nor her well-ordered garden beside it could be seen from above, nor from most of the Island’s upper rim, he judged. The paths about it had been left overgrown – deliberately, to further keep up her disguise. He approved. The available tracks were a mishmash of many beasts, mostly dragonets’ paws, but a little further into the cleft he found the clear imprint of a woman’s foot in a muddy patch below where a trickle of water seeped out of a crack. He dwarfed her petite footprint with the proximity of his outsized boot, and grimaced. She was no Azingloriax. She was also missing a toe on that right foot, the smallest. 
 
    Definitely Human, however. 
 
    So, was she a crone, demented by years or decades living alone? The orderliness of her dwelling seemed to argue against this conclusion. The pristine vegetable patch. Her clean, folded clothes were in a good state of repair, despite showing signs of wear. But she must be shy. Or, terrified to the core. Did that argue a younger age? No question which scenario he preferred! 
 
    Asturbar turned slowly, scanning the idyllic spot. She had the most glorious view to the south, a perfect tunnel through the vegetation and teeming Islands all the way to the mountain-tipped horizon, which today seemed clearer than ever before, lacking the hazy, crystalline dust-like properties of the other directions that painted the most luminous suns-sets he had ever had the pleasure to observe, evening after Doldrums evening. How was it that barrenness created beauty? Perhaps it was just that the variegated blues of the foliage framed the view, that the white and purple and mauve mountain-scape seemed especially vivid. But … the crack. Of course. His fellow castaway would have a second bolt-hole which could perhaps be barred against mean mercenaries with – well, best be honest – less than praiseworthy agendas swilling about their minds. 
 
    The crack wound eighty feet back into the rock face; Asturbar was able to pass along its sandy floor only shifting through some parts in a sidelong shuffle, before he arrived at the cave entrance proper. Here was a space in which he could turn around, and a clear prickle of magic, like needles teasing the nerves of his questing hand. 
 
    Hmm. Advanced criminality? 
 
    The mystery, as the proverb claimed, grew teeth and fangs. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: What is Hidden 
 
      
 
    TWO MINUTES OF examination exhausted the bounds of Asturbar’s limited knowledge of ward lore. It left him convinced, however, that any attempt at forced entry would likely trigger lethal consequences. To his untutored perception, the wards were seamless and potent, feeling very much like House wards in their completeness and efficacy. Stalemate. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “Hello? Anyone at home?” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Well, I was just dropping by to give greeting, since we happen to be neighbours – indeed, the only neighbours within seven hundred leagues in any direction, give or take, ma’am. I thought we might … uh, get to know each other … a little?” 
 
    Stony silence. 
 
    Asturbar winced. Perfect use of the dull-as-slug-slime cliché there. What a winner. 
 
    “You don’t need to hide from me. I mean you no harm.” Ha. Was that a sceptical huff of breath? “I mean that sincerely. No ill intent here. I was just searching the Island because I thought I heard something large moving inside it, the other day, and so I thought, ma’am, when I stumbled across your dwelling – very pretty place you have, very pretty indeed – that I might offer my protection, or at least warning of the creature’s presence.” 
 
    The silence persisted like an unsociable granite boulder. 
 
    Now here was a sticky piece. By all Herimor custom, Asturbar could not introduce himself to an unmarried woman. It was unthinkable; social suicide. If she were married, she must make the first move to introduce herself. An unmarried status meant stricter rules still. Let the dance begin. 
 
    “Ma’am, will you –” 
 
    A volley of giggles split the slightly dank odour emanating from the cave. Her mirth quite stole his ability to speak. The timbre of her voice was husky, like the sound of file gently rasping over soft wood whilst smothered in the sweetest of honey, and undeniably youthful. 
 
    She said, “Don’t ma’am me, soldier.” 
 
    “I –” 
 
    “I am neither enfeebled, nor doddering about on my last legs. Not this week, anyways.” 
 
    Part of his brain was trying to place her accent, which was at once oddly familiar yet unlike any he had ever heard. The rest of him summarily turned into a pile of overheated, vigorously steaming mush. If ever it were possible to fall rainbows over the Isles at the first syllable of conversation … her voice was exotic, wondrous, and his difficulty in understanding her only multiplied the fascination. Her consonants seemed elongated and blurred in ways that played havoc with his senses, and the cadence of her speech like the burbling of an unfamiliar brook, plashing here and rushing there. He felt dizzy, all whirled about … 
 
    Get a grip, soldier! 
 
    Asturbar temporised by propping himself up against the gulley’s rock wall. He had to, or succumb to the embarrassing misbehaviour of his knees. Eventually, he responded, “Please, will you not receive a stranger at your door –” 
 
    “I will not.” 
 
    “Will you –” 
 
    “Go away.” 
 
    “Do you feel unsafe behind your wards?” he wheedled. 
 
    “You feel wards?” Asturbar cleared his throat uncomfortably. Was that uncommon? She probed, “You sense my magic?” 
 
    He countered, “You have magic? Is that why you’re here?” 
 
    “Aye. In a way. You?” 
 
    “I annoyed a Marshal. And – ahem – a powerful Dragon. Our House was recently taken over by Azhukazi the –” 
 
    “The Iolite Blue. I know him.” Self-consciously, the woman corrected, “I know of the Iolite Dragon. He destroyed your House?” 
 
    “He accepted our surrender. You may have heard of the Mistral Fires?” 
 
    “Yes.” One cold syllable, and Asturbar’s heart lurched. Curse it! “I see. You’re a mercenary?” 
 
    Clearly, she loathed mercenaries with a poorly disguised passion. Nonetheless, Asturbar pressed on. “I was the Infantry Commander of the Mistral Fires, ma’am.” 
 
    Not an ordinary, rapacious soldier. Just the leader of a crew her tone clearly dismissed as amoral. 
 
    “Is that why you’re roughly the size of a boulder?” 
 
    He gritted his teeth. So she had been spying on him! When? How? Or heard him coming, and hid to watch … “Aye. I’m Azingloriax by birth. Full blood.” 
 
    “ ‘Born in my boots, die in my boots,’ ” she quoted in a teasing lilt. 
 
    “The Ballad of the Forgotten Soldier. Yes, ma … uh …” 
 
    “Warrior from birth?” 
 
    “Aye, so I am, ma’am – urgh! I can’t call you – what can I call you? Look, I’m an honourable man with honourable intentions. Won’t you please come out?” 
 
    “An honourable deportee? Must have been a very honourable act that landed you here.” 
 
    Her half- mocking, half-judgmental tone had him reeling. Asturbar snapped, “Oh, I suppose you did something terribly honourable too! I’ve been here seven weeks and –” 
 
    “Seven years, for me.” 
 
    “What?” This time, he really did need the rock wall. A piece tore away in his fingers, Asturbar swore beneath his breath as he considered her fate. “You’ve been alone for seven years?” 
 
    “Just … talking to dragonets.” 
 
    The silence pooled between them like a deep, mysterious pond. He whispered, “I stole something from the Marshal.” 
 
    The person hidden in the darkness sighed. Where was her accent from? Why did he feel this itching of familiarity with it? “I was barely fifteen summers old when I earned my exile. Look, I’m sure you’re a very nice soldier. You’ve an honest, gravelly sort of voice and I’m sure you’ve been kind enough not to steal anything from my hut. But you need to go away now. You can’t be here.” 
 
    Plaintively, he said, “Why? I was hoping you might help me splint this broken finger.” 
 
    “I heard your shouts. Cleft-dragonets like vine sap, for future reference,” returned the girl, but her voice thickened as she spoke. “I’m sorry, soldier. This just won’t work. As big and tough and nasty a mercenary as you are, the wards are more for your protection than for mine. You can’t stay because I’m … because I …” 
 
    She began to weep piteously, little burbling sobs that tore his heart. Then, something shifted within that cavern. Something huge. 
 
    The girl shrieked, “Go away! It’s too dangerous for you here! Pleeeeeeaassssee …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Inglorious retreat. Next he knew, Asturbar found himself three hundred yards back down that trail with no clear memory of how he had turned up there. Some quality in her voice had just pulled the rush flooring right out from beneath his outsized boots. Magic? Quell the panting. Swallow back the churning of his gorge. Focus. He could not remember when last he had panicked like that. His entire body felt flushed and sweaty, his hands conversely clammy. Icy cold. 
 
    What had he felt? Or heard? She was stuck inside that cave with some beast – maybe it had trapped her – or bound her by some vile enchantment! His mind served up a series of increasingly foul, lurid images in the guise of being helpful. Asturbar batted them away. No. There had been none of that in her voice. In her fleeting teasing. He clenched his fists, groaning at the pain in his broken finger. She might not like it, but he could not climb back up there right now. Two working hands were needed. And a new rope. 
 
    He had no clue what to make of their encounter. Snap calculation. She was six years younger than he and sounded adorable, but was apparently as accessible as the Mystic Moon. 
 
    “Nice?” he spluttered at last. “I’m nice?” 
 
    Freaking four-letter words! Nice was his new least-favourite word in the Island-World. Bar none. 
 
    She had been exiled because of her magic. What kind of Human magic was powerful enough to earn her this exile? And, he strongly suspected she had lied about the Iolite Blue. Azhukazi was part of her story, of that he was convinced. 
 
    No mind. He would complete his exploration. 
 
    Asturbar cast about for a long while before he found a flat stone that he popped between his teeth. One last check of the hut – utterly still. The girl had not emerged from her bolt-hole. 
 
    Alright, then. Hear this. 
 
    Clamping his teeth upon the stone and the broken finger in his right hand, Asturbar slowly pulled the bones apart and then bent the digit back to its correct orientation – bellowing all the while like a mortally wounded Dragon. How the hells was it possible that one digit could cause so much pain? Spitting out the rock, he checked his handiwork. Good. Now, if he could find a few long, lean astkurti leaves down here, he could bind the finger to its neighbour and call his doctoring good. 
 
    Asturbar wrinkled his nose. Was that his odour; the stench of terror or pain? Poor girl. He hoped she had not been downwind. Niffy soldier bungles first approach to girl. That story must be older than the Isles. 
 
    He did not appreciate being a living cliché. 
 
    Turning his back firmly on that pretty little hut, Asturbar walked the Island. 
 
    It was only that evening, struggling along beneath the northern peninsula or the point of the ‘V’, that Asturbar remembered he had forgotten his weapons beside her front door. Foolish … or excellent planning on his part? He grinned. What a convenient excuse to return! 
 
    Pure genius. As transparent as the skies above. 
 
    The rim path had been anything but straightforward. In two places he had been forced to leap across gaps that yawned perilously above the unbroken puffy carpet of ochre Cloudlands, perhaps three miles below, and in one location the trail stopped at a blank rock wall, but turned and led into a cave complex that took him four hours to negotiate. A whole new ecosystem inhabited the gloomy halls and galleries he felt his way along, lit in some places by luminescent dracoflora. A few grottos he skirted charily, seeing silhouettes like toothy platters that strongly suggested man traps. Perhaps there were secrets buried beneath this Island. He tangled with a small but ferocious Dragonish thing that left many cuts on his arms and chest, but emerged the victor. 
 
    Born in his boots. His thick infantry boots saved him from the bite of a viper near a stream he discovered near that northern point; he spitted the snake with an expert dagger strike and debated its merits. Small, but snake meat was tasty. Dinner seemed promising. 
 
    The stream issued from a crack too narrow for him to enter, and poured in a shallow pool that covered the path to a low rim, where it spilled over and trickled down into the Cloudlands. Asturbar checked it carefully before undressing and taking a much longed-for swim. Lovely. And a breathtaking view to the West. Seen from a swimmer’s height, the tranquil, pale blue surface seemed to flow directly into the horizon, where the Yellow Moon rose behind the mountains, its scarred ochre bulk providing a backdrop like an artist’s canvas for the sharply delineated peaks. Great craters pockmarked the broad face of the moon, linked in some cases by distinct umber streaks that made him consider if Yellow had somehow in aeons past been burned or attacked by scarring Dragon fire, or been cut by lashing talons of almighty dimensions. 
 
    Ha. Next, he’d be imagining Dragonkind tossing stars at each other in place of fireballs, out there. 
 
    After cutting rushes and ferns for a bed, he hunted for the leaves that he needed and found a good spray of astkurti with its characteristic lime-streaked leaves and delicate, bell-shaped pink flowers. Fumble-fingers. He could have done with her deft digits to tie the knots. His one-handed efforts took over an hour of clucking and chuntering to complete, by which time the suns had sunk behind Yellow and an early eclipse turned the atmosphere thick and lush and golden. 
 
    Asturbar slept, and dreamed of a Dragon roaring beneath the Island. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two days later, he completed his circumnavigation of the Island’s lower rim. Asturbar clumped up to the girl’s hut with a swagger and a booming greeting intended to give her time to dash into hiding, should she wish. 
 
    He was rewarded by an explosive flurry of movement that rocked the hut upon its foundations, followed by the sound of running footsteps. Silence. 
 
    Asturbar bit his lip. Unholy bearded dracomaggots! Maybe the girl was dangerous after all. Still, she had dragged his battle-axe over to the doorway and set it to one side where it could easily be found – and mother of all stomach earthquakes, what was that amazing smell? His eyebrows twitched as his nose lifted automatically to scent the air. Wow. Anise bread baking in an oven? Sensation … oh, great. He wiped drool off his lower lip. Most charming man alive. Every element of romance, honed to perfection – especially the blatant drooling. Just what every girl desired. 
 
    Drying his hand with a few disgusted slaps about his right thigh, Asturbar called out again. Gone. She was faster than smoke, and about as substantial. He had never heard or read of any magic that could allow a person to do that. Shapeshifter Dragons could shift between Dragon and Human forms, but the hut would have been ripped apart by her transformation were she a Dragoness. Alright. Judging by the smell, he had better sally forth to rescue her baking. And, sample it? 
 
    Enough thievery for one lifetime. 
 
    Entering the hut, Asturbar immediately observed signs of chaos – chaos triggered by a mercenary’s advent. Her sweet chair had been tossed across the room; the upright back and one of the legs were badly cracked. A fine fired clay bowl, decorated with inlays of semiprecious umber and turquoise stones, lay overturned on the floor. Her flowers had spilled out of the vase, which thankfully appeared to be unharmed, but it teetered on the table’s edge. He set it upright. The shutters in the bedroom – no crysglass left in the window here – had been ripped open by some considerable force. He fingered the broken latch pensively and eyed the shattered glass. The signs were not reassuring. Not in the slightest. 
 
    Moving on. He tidied conscientiously, before finding her oven – right in the back left corner of the hut was a hatch that opened upon the important parts of a clay oven built hard up against the back wall. Using a handy cloth pad, he retrieved her braided bread rolls from beside a heap of glowing coals. Hmm. Artistic. Where had she found flour? He had not spotted a shred of any type of grain growing about the Island, apart from what had pushed up encouraging sprouts in his little garden. Nor any of the yamuska wood from which these aromatic coals undoubtedly originated. Curious. Perhaps she had a secret store? He had passed numerous caverns on his way around the Island. Half an army could have been hiding inside, and he would not have known it. 
 
    The chair needed proper repair. He should bring tools and wood. Maybe some manly, practical assistance about the place would unthaw her inexplicable attitude. Protecting him? Ha! Ah, bravado. Very much the Isle of soldiers who preferred an exciting, swiftly truncated life. Propping the damaged chair outside her front door, Asturbar prowled off in search of danger. 
 
    “A warm afternoon’s greeting to you, o cave dweller,” he shouted from the entrance. 
 
    The usual silence. 
 
    “I apologise for returning unbidden, for I left my weapons behind – but now I have scared you, for which I apologise. Are you present? Girl?” 
 
    Thick, brooding silence. He was not sure how he knew, but something was listening in there, and it was not an encouraging sort of presence. 
 
    Now was not the hour. Pitching his voice into the opening, eight feet tall by two wide, he said soothingly, “I took your bread out of the oven and left it, regrettably unsampled, upon your table – and only by a miracle succeeded in keeping a puddle of drool from collecting upon your floorboards. I saw that your chair will require repair, so I shall take it with me when I depart, and return it to you in a few days. The shutters, similarly, appear to have been damaged and so I shall fashion boards for those and make them good again.” 
 
    How was it that a silence could wax so pregnant with meaning? He did not understand; she seemed neither willing nor able to speak. 
 
    Trying to sound candid without brusqueness, Asturbar added more onfidently, “Whilst I apologise for frightening you, I make no apology for my return. Any good soldier is inured to risk-taking. Every battle, every engagement, even our training routines are fraught with degrees of risk. Therefore, I will gently but firmly insist that you allow me to calculate the risks I choose to take with my own life – and yes, I know you would likely respond, ‘But you have no idea of the dangers!’ I sense the power of these wards. I have scouted your tracks. As a soldier I am trained to face the unknown, and therefore, I am wary but undeterred. If something happened it would not be your fault. This is my choice.” 
 
    He was almost certain he heard a sound like a monstrous, muted purr. Asturbar wet his bone-dry lips. What by all that was holy was he actually talking to? Not who, but definitely a what? He strongly considered walking away and never coming back. That would be the way of Isles wisdom, as his every survival sense screamed within his mind. Mortal danger dwelled in that cave – and he would flirt with it? 
 
    In a word, yes. 
 
    “I’m sure that if I left and never returned, sheer loneliness would kill me. So I ask you, nay I beg you, to consider my words. I shall return at noon in three days’ time. Prepare yourself.” 
 
    She essayed no word. 
 
    Asturbar was just about to depart, when he turned on his heel. “Would it be an awful sin if I pinched just one bread roll? Just a teensy bite?” 
 
    Light flickered within the entrance; he caught a sharp whiff of ozone, and then he heard the sound of a body falling. 
 
    “Girl? Girl?” 
 
    No answer. After a short while, Asturbar left. He was not so crass as to help himself to any of her food, but he did replace the broken flowers in the vase with fresh ones. He had a hunch she was the type of girl who would notice. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having laboriously hauled the chair together with his less-than-svelte person up one of the ravines which seemed less populated and more navigable than most of the others, Asturbar returned to his hut that afternoon. How quiet it seemed now. How basic and lacking in homely touches. His Three Scamps had become seven, and they had raided both his fruit bowl and his vegetable patch for treats. 
 
    “Rascals! Go hunt for yourselves!” 
 
    He pottered haphazardly about the place, his thoughts consumed by the presence of a girl who hid in caves, whose magic struck him as powerful and fey. Could he imagine that there had been some kind of connection between them? He thought about Rezhine, wondering if he betrayed her memory by the gush of his feelings for a girl whom he had barely met; indeed, whom he knew not at all. Watering his vegetables and succouring what could be saved of the dragonets’ destruction, he remembered her voice. Collecting fruit and checking his snares, he pictured her petite footprint. Carving a new leg for her chair, he replayed her playful tones as she took him to task for calling her ‘ma’am.’ What could he call her? One banished so young could not have been married. Without a trusted third party they could not be introduced; without introduction, he could not ask personal details of her – although he already knew her age, he realised. Twenty-two. That was an intimate detail. 
 
    Asturbar finished his repairs by that evening, and before suns-down scoured his woodpile for pieces suitable for being split for shutter slats. Shutters were a sweet touch, but he just did not understand why they might be necessary in this never-changing, wind-still climate. 
 
    To his inner soldier’s disgust he spent the following two days moping over the girl and the impressive catalogue of hapless blunders he had already committed with regard to her, but come the following morning, he bounded off his pallet with a zesty crow of delight. Yes! Maybe he would even see her this time. He actually skipped out of the door. Skipped! Cracking his bounding head on the lintel, however, had the salutary effect of curing him of his Moons-madness. Asturbar growled a soldierly curse, felt the worse for his crass and newly bitten tongue, and gathered his effects. No. Calm down. Plenty of time. 
 
    Exercise first, then breakfast. Asturbar peered suspiciously past the Islands fringing the natural amphitheatre, wondering at the strangely dusky quality of the light. He could not see anything untoward, but the day seemed unusually quiet. Where were his dragonet friends? Most peculiar. He had not been subjected to the usual early morning song-making. By the time he had bathed in the central pool, Asturbar was convinced there was something distinctly odd afoot. The hairs crawled on the nape of his neck. The air felt sticky and oppressive. The birds were not singing. Even the insects had failed to stir with the dawn. As he watched, a pair of hand-sized – his hands, that was – bombardier beetles disappeared beneath the front porch he had built last week. 
 
    Something was wrong, perhaps a storm front incoming, although not a single cloud marred the sky – standard for this place, in his experience. Did the Doldrums even have weather? Maybe he should find shelter. The issue was, all of the decent caves were down below. That would bring him closer to the girl, happily – and might she offer him shelter if there was a blow in the offing? Warming to a pleasing mental image of taking shelter from a fierce storm, of holding the girl in his arms and comforting her, Asturbar trotted off on his mission with understandable zeal. His new rope was braided from a fibrous succulent plant, prepared the hard way with hours of painstaking labour – pulping the leaves, extracting the fibres, cleaning them and finally braiding them finely, strand by strand, until they reached a thickness that could be called rope. Strong stuff, too. How the boys had scoffed at being taught rope-making during their basic infantry training! 
 
    He rappelled down the cliff with the ease of long practice. Everything was so quiet. His danger sense was birthing baby dragonets. Asturbar moved faster, but not half as fast as the weird half-light occluding the suns. He began to hear a low, sibilant hissing sound that was unlike any storm he had ever heard before. The whole Island around him was buttoned down. Bated breath. Bloodsucking bantalizards, where was … everything? No butterfly dragonets. No insects. Every leaf upon every bush stood utterly motionless, as if paralysed – like the alarm searing the portals of his heart, now. Go! 
 
    Gripping her chair in his left elbow, he put both hands to the rope and slid the remaining fifty feet in a controlled fall. Thump. Boots to ground. An eerie, wind-like wailing sound rose over the bulk of the Isle above. The darkness deepened ominously. Tossing the chair into a handy clump of bushes, he sprinted for the hut. Front door thumped closed. He banged on the panels. No answer. Of course, she was not home. Smart. She knew what this storm was and had taken shelter in her cave. 
 
    Boots skidding on the soft sward, Asturbar rounded the hut faster than he would have believed possible. That was no storm. The sound made the hackles stand erect on the back of his neck. It was like a thousand Dragons on the move, a mighty rushing of wings, but this sound hearkened to hard, chitinous appendages rather than the predatory thunder of attacking Dragons. They were coming fast. 
 
    A smaller man would have made far easier going of the narrow cleft that led to her cave. Approaching, Asturbar shouted, “Open the wards! Let me in!” His sideways steps scraped his stomach, his muscular chest, his elbows and knees. He had no need to simulate alarm. “Open the sakkix-sucking wards!” 
 
    “I can’t! Oh, please …” 
 
    Something landed beside him. It was almost transparent, an insectoid beast out of a nightmare. Six razor-tipped legs. Wings that looked sharper than daggers, and a mean, undershot jaw stuffed with tiny fangs, above which he saw the only hint of colour about the beast – orange eyes, blazing with infernal hatred. Asturbar stove its head in with his axe, but in the blink of an eye, ten of its friends wedged their bodies into the gap and oriented upon the alarmed soldier with rapacious interest. Above the narrow chasm, hundreds of bodies whizzed past with that terrible, sibilant sound he had heard earlier, the rapid rubbing of wings against insectoid thoraxes. Each was a foot to two feet in length. Thousands. A swarm! 
 
    “Open it!” 
 
    “Can’t – the magic’s keyed –” 
 
    “Curse it, girl, I’m naked out here! Gaah, close enough …” 
 
    “I’m sorry. So sorry.” 
 
    Asturbar struck, and struck out again. His huge weapon was a liability in this tiny space. Thrust. Parry. Kick! They did not die easily; those multi-thorax bodies were as tough as old leather. Ants with wings was the closest his experience could place them. He shook one off his boot, ripped another off his shoulder with his free hand, and ran it through with the spiked tip of his axe. 
 
    He roared, “Tell me what to do!” 
 
    Stay outside, he’d get eaten alive. At least two creatures slapped against his bent upper back; Asturbar surged backward to crush them against stone, but there were five more right behind, biting rabidly at any and every body part they could reach. He ditched the axe in another body and struck out with his huge fists. Wham-a-blam! He had been gifted for this. Fists like literal hammers given his metal-reinforced bones. Their skulls were strong but breakable. Jab! Jab-and-smash! Crouching to present less of a target, Asturbar struck out blindly amidst the thickening flurry. They were crawling down the sides of the ravine in huge numbers now, probably attracted to the scent of his blood. 
 
    “Sunlocusts! Hut – trapdoor!” Her cry barely reached his hearing. “Under the bed!” 
 
    The hut? Of course. It had shutters. A door. Any protection was better than nothing out here, but the swarm was so dense now that it clogged the narrow entryway and turned daylight to darkness, despite the colourless bodies of these creatures. Sunlocusts. The fabled billion-fold swarms said to strip Islands bare within minutes. This was why the Doldrums were so barren. He had no need to ask what they ate. Meat was on the menu. Tough, unwilling Human meat. 
 
    His hand fell again upon the haft of his axe. That foolish girl had forgotten to add ward elements for any kind of emergency. Perhaps she had never imagined sheltering a soldier in her cave. Perhaps she could not, or did not know how. He had bigger problems to deal with. Twenty of the creatures mobbed his person now. Teeth gnawed at his fingers, gnashed at his ears, scrabbled around his lips, tore at his shirt; crimson streaked his arms. 
 
    He’d chop his way free. With a mighty roar, Asturbar heaved to his feet, using the close rock walls to scrape off and crush his foes. He still could barely move, but what space he had created would be a winnowing ground for his battle-axe. He’d make it count in bodies. 
 
    Just then, an irresistible force slammed into the small of his back. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Sunlocust Plague 
 
      
 
    SHOUTING. ROARING. HOWLING. Shocked to the core of his being, the infantryman found himself tossed like a windswept leaf through some intersection between a torrent of bodies and a jarring cessation of actual reality. His limbs morphed and shrank and bobbled about him along a dozen impossible vectors all at once, while it seemed a fell, desiccating wind shrieked in his ears. He saw unshod feet pass through his arm and his pulsating heart sat on his nose. If he were allowed to anthropomorphise an organ, his heart looked far more terrified than he felt was manly – but it was justified. 
 
    The sunlocusts whispered by; those he struck imploded sharply in blinding bursts of ashen-lavender light. At some point he was convinced his legs had wrapped about his head and one thigh protruded from his grossly enlarged nostril, incongruously placed squarely upon the cheek of his backside – the right – and then he performed another ten limb-bending contortionists’ tricks on his way through an impassable press of bodies. The doorway bulged as he whizzed by, before the power which had just kidnapped his sanity folded him into a Samakoonian pretzel, stuffed him through an eight-inch space beneath a bed – this before bothering to heft the entire bedframe out of the way – and then dropped a heavy wooden trapdoor upon his stupefied cranium for good measure. His head rebounded through a part of him he did not care to mention before hurtling back to assume its proper place atop his shoulders. He hoped. 
 
    “Stay here,” hissed a voice. 
 
    In another flare of light, his glowing rescuer lifted the trapdoor an inch and shot out so fast that his eyeballs spun independently in their sockets. Darkness slammed upon him. 
 
    When his brains had stopped their gyrating dance inside his skull, Asturbar checked his person with rather more care than he had ever imagined he would need to, save if he had been splattered by a draconic fireball, for instance. Mostly, he was intact. He shivered. He had more cuts than he could count and he was not convinced a few organs weren’t still catching up after that incredible ride. His heart pounded in his throat. Terrifying sounds reached his ears, the whistling, unending roar of millions of bodies scraping against each other as they besieged the Island, but in his bolt-hole, he was safe. He felt around him. Empty shelving. He could hear talons scratching the floorboards above his head, but the sunlocusts seemed unable to reach him. 
 
    Asturbar mopped his forehead. If that had been the girl … 
 
    Was he trapped in the Doldrums with a monster? Surely not. It had been a rush of magic, the power of the beast that dwelled in her cave. She must be enslaved to it somehow. 
 
    He hated not knowing. 
 
    He loathed the terror now receding, leaving a nauseous aftertaste in the back of his throat. This incident had been outside of his experience. Way outside. Frustrated and furious with himself, he gritted his teeth and gave his surroundings a fierce growl of his own. Save the girl? Safeguard her? Excellent work, Asturbar! 
 
    Still, mysteries had a way of staying mysteries. Some might suffer themselves to be revealed in good time, others clung jealously to their enigmatic status for all the days Man or Dragon might claim beneath the suns. 
 
    It was sweet to be alive. Asturbar listened for a long while, but the mayhem out there gave no sign of abating. He imagined a carnivorous feeding frenzy, and hoped his sassy septet of dragonets – and the girl-creature – had the good sense to have buried themselves far, far out of sight or reach. What to do? Well, as any professional soldier would opine, ‘always’ was the best time for a nap. Curling up at the bottom of the storeroom, Asturbar nodded off within seconds. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The stillness alerted him. Having slept with half an ear open, Asturbar was on his feet before his brain caught up. Environmental check. Did he hear the faintest of sounds, perhaps dragonet song? Yes, and nearer at hand, he detected the scraping of a smaller insect’s carapace against the floorboards. The silence was oppressive. 
 
    Was the swarm over? Departed? 
 
    Carefully, he ascended two rungs of the ladder and pressed against the trapdoor. Lifted it. His weight snapped the rung and Asturbar fell to the ground. Gaah! Again, more charily. The Island-World lay so still. A deathly chill prickled his neck. He peeked out from beneath the bed. Several twisted and burned sunlocust bodies lay in her bedchamber; a larger pile had apparently been cremated in her living room and kitchen. Asturbar reached through the gap to lever the bed up onto its side, opened the trapdoor fully, and found he had to make a much longer and more painful series of contortions to wriggle out. How had he entered in the first place? That magical distortion was a real, physical phenomenon? Eventually, in lieu of lopping off an arm or skinning his own hide, he resorted to tearing up two floorboards to create enough space to fit through. Suffering tunnel rats! Ripping her house to pieces, he was. 
 
    Her light yellow dress lay discarded next to the table. Hmm. Different colour to the one in her drawer, and even shorter. Holy smoking … phew! 
 
    Stumbling to the doorway, Asturbar found an Island stripped of greenery. It looked so unclothed that he reddened in a visceral response, before he growled furiously. Mind gushing like a bursting sewer! Every green and living thing had been consumed, from the least leaf of the Island-binders to the flowers in the girl’s window boxes. He surveyed the carnage with a queasy sense of outrage and violation. Here and there amongst the fallen sunlocusts he saw the bones of dragonets, probably eaten alive, but he suspected the majority had hidden themselves in time – unlike a certain fatuous Human and his misplaced amorous follies. 
 
    His eyes flicked back to the garment. Clearly, she had fled sans coverings. Fate had just ushered in an ingot-shiny opportunity for a brave soul to perform a noble service … he chuckled to himself. Ah yes. Every motive a pure one, eh, soldier? 
 
    Checking on the girl was his first priority, however, for it did seem that she had saved his life by unleashing the beast. Plucking up the garment, he made himself useful. 
 
    “Girl? Girl, are you alright in there?” He ground one last sunlocust skull beneath his heel. “Do me a favour and stay dead, filth.” 
 
    “Fine, Samiska be praised. And you? Survived?” 
 
    “Cut and bruised, but none the worse for wear,” he said cheerfully. “That was some ride. I owe you a debt of gratitude for saving my life, although quite what you did to my limbs on the way is a Dragon-sized question. No mind. I brought you your dress, thinking you might have forgotten it.” 
 
    “I did. Thank you.” 
 
    “Shall I –” 
 
    “Drop it where you stand, please, and leave.” 
 
    She was not half the prickly thorn bush, Asturbar thought, amused. He called, “No need, I’ll just toss it inside. Here, catch!” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    Skiss! A blinding flash of light and a small explosion later, Asturbar found himself wearing the carbonised remains of what had once been a dress. 
 
    “Gaah, sorry about that,” he groaned, coughing a sooty and very unhappy cough. “I think I just ate half of your garment. Guess the wards work properly after all.” 
 
    A tiny giggle lightened his despair. “Oh, the infamous appetite of the Azingloriax strikes again …” 
 
    “Yes! No dress is safe around me!” Asturbar boomed, playing along. 
 
    “Is that so, soldier?” 
 
    Her coy tone gave him pause. Oh no. Much pause. Asturbar clapped his hand to his mouth, but his irrepressible snort of laughter beat that gesture into futility. The girl chuckled uncertainly, perhaps regretting the ribald overtones of her comment. There was a long, long pause, before his belly clenched and a perfect roar of mirth erupted. He could not help it. The situation was beyond hilarious. As his laughter gathered force he clearly felt the six Jewels jiggling about inside his belly, and that only made it worse. Asturbar guffawed so hard he began to hiccough; tears sprang to his eyes. He had to hold the ravine wall to support himself, and when her answering laughter gushed from the darkness, wild and breathless and unchained, that was the end of rationality as far as he was concerned. 
 
    He had forgotten how freeing it was to truly laugh with another soul. 
 
    After a while, though, her laughter ended and he halted to the tune of a strangled splutter. Asturbar wished with all his heart they could laugh together again, but any second she would order him to leave, and that would be that. 
 
    He said lightly, “I can’t just keep calling you ‘girl,’ can I? That sounds so silly. Nor can I ask …” 
 
    “Are your traditions the same as mine?” she whispered. 
 
    “I assume so. Even if we are seven hundred leagues from anyone who would know, we would know.” Asturbar swallowed awkwardly. “Someone who saved my life ought to have a name. I just could not ask it of her.” 
 
    “A conundrum indeed.” 
 
    “May I make a suggestion?” 
 
    Only he could make it sound like an option tabled at a strategy meeting. Cue another of her lengthy silences. 
 
    At length she whispered, “Alright.” 
 
    “I propose to call you Nyahi … if it’s all the same to you.” He could have chewed off his tongue. The name of a perfume? “Temporarily.” 
 
    “Temporarily forever?” the voice replied. “What does Nyahi mean?” 
 
    Growing more miserable and frustrated with every syllable he spoke, Asturbar replied, “The Nyahi is a rare and beautiful type of anemone. It likes to flourish in hidden places, like tiny clefts between rocks.” 
 
    Their conversations so far could be measured more in silences than in words, he thought dejectedly, wishing he were not such a helmet-headed infantryman when it came to ladies. This time, her stillness felt like a deep, yawning, unending plunge into the Cloudlands. Long minutes passed, in which he berated himself with just about every word he knew, and a few he didn’t but seemed to make sense anyways. Here she was, literally the last woman in the Island-World as far as their mutual situation was concerned, and he making a perfect buffoon of himself. 
 
    Asturbar took to beating his forehead against the rock repeatedly, mouthing, ‘Idiot. Slug brain. Numbwit. Blunderer. Pox-blasted, skanky son of a –’ 
 
    “I like it.” 
 
    By the choked quality of her voice, he wondered if she had been crying silently. “Sure.” Shrug of the shoulders. Completely missed the mark, on his part. “Hoped you would.” 
 
    “You strike me as an uncommon man, for a mercenary. Not that I know … many, uh, men.” Her hasty clarification made him smile. A girl of morals, with an educated upbringing? “Considering the reputation of the Mistral Fires … oh, forget my judgemental nonsense. Since when did any stereotype capture the complexity of life itself?” 
 
    He pursed his lips. Toss the mad castaway theory off the Isle, too. “Might I fetch you another dress, Nyahi? Is the name acceptable?” 
 
    “More than,” she breathed. “I … I … would have called you Boots, but that seems crass now in light of your … ah, your thoughtful offering. I must offer something back. That’s my culture, see?” She was babbling, and Asturbar’s heart was off like a shot, soaring amidst clouds. “Here’s my offer. I want you to take a walk. Say, an hour. Then come back. I will try – no, I couldn’t. I can’t. Not happening, it’s … even just thinking about it …” 
 
    “What about using familiar ground?” he suggested, alarmed by the panicked edge in her voice. Either she was incredibly shy, or she truly was afraid she would hurt him as she had suggested before. “Would that help?” 
 
    “Familiar ground?” 
 
    “Your hut, I meant. I take this walk. I return. I sit outside. You are inside. Behind the door. You see … if it might work … to show yourself.” His thoughts seemed reduced to staccato simplicity, one monad per heartbeat. “We give you some space. After all, this cavern seems a little perilous.” 
 
    Filled with a magic that had braided his limbs through his nostrils. Aye. 
 
    “The hut?” 
 
    “Yes. It is your domain. I … well, I sort of owe you a repair of your floorboards as well.” He longed for her laughter, but his reward this time was only a brief warble, like an emerald nightlark’s cry. “You stuffed me down that trapdoor so effectively that I couldn’t get out again. I didn’t fit. So I made a few general alterations in order to effect my escape. Can you make it to the hut?” 
 
    “I think so. If you go.” 
 
    “And this time, may I return?” 
 
    She hesitated. “Only if you keep a safe distance.” 
 
    “Upon my honour.” 
 
    “Upon the part of your honour which committed a parlous act of thievery –” he almost howled in mortification “– or the rest of it, the greater part?” 
 
    Asturbar screwed up his face. Time for a dose of blunt honesty? With a gulp, he ventured, “Nyahi, you are incredibly vexatious, shockingly forthright, and completely correct – in this instance. Upon the honour I only wish I possessed in full measure, I swear. Right. Off for a walk. You have one hour to find another dress, or so help me …” 
 
    He left the threat unspecified, both because she was chuckling throatily again and he could not think of a single phrase that did not sound lewd, or desperate. He could not think at all. 
 
    March, soldier! 
 
    What would he find when he returned? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In exactly one hour according to the changing angle of the suns, bathed, dried and tidied up as best he could manage – both of his shirtsleeves were shredded almost to the point of nonexistence – Asturbar presented himself at the girl’s barren home. The bushes had been stripped to the roots. So many dead, the path reminded him of a bloodied field of combat. It seemed that the sunlocusts must have explored every nook and cranny they could fit into, dragged out their victims, and butchered them. 
 
    He came smartly to attention. “Presenting Commander … uh, curse it … Commander Boots! In his boots! As he was born.” 
 
    The hut looked deserted. 
 
    “I am here!” 
 
    Only his voice rang in the silence, but then he thought he saw a section of shadecloth twitch. Aha! This girl was bashful to the point of paranoia. No surprise, having lived on her own for seven years. She must be mentally deranged. There it was. 
 
    Then she sang out, “Commander Boots, please take a seat upon yonder boulder. I shall attend you shortly. I hope.” 
 
    Her mellifluous tones, with that closing aside of droll self-deprecation, continued their exquisite play upon his senses. He could put up with ten plagues of sunlocusts merely for the opportunity to listen to her speak. He wondered if she told bedtime stories. Then, he wondered if he was just a sad, lonely soldier entertaining debauched fantasies that hearkened back to the boyhood he had never experienced. Other boys enjoyed bedtime stories. The education of the Marshal’s children necessitated a large coterie of full-time tutors – many stories, and much laughter. Asturbar had been assigned a Drillmaster, and military tutors. Not the same. 
 
    He found the flat stone she had indicated. Freshly placed, judging by a few drag marks. Nyahi could shift that much weight? No frail reed was she. 
 
    After placing his rump upon this granite throne, he called, “I am seated! I will not move!” 
 
    This had to be the most peculiar meeting he had ever attended. Asturbar perched approximately twenty feet from her door, elbows upon his knees, and waited for Nyahi to emerge. She did not. He rubbed his bald pate and made a vague attempt at moistening his lips. Failed. Twice, he heard movement; the second time there was a yelp and a crash. The shadecloth on the leftmost window, as he faced the hut, twitched as if it were being attacked by a feral dragonet. 
 
    Wretchedly, the girl called, “Sorry. Not working so far.” 
 
    “Are you dancing with dragonets in there?” 
 
    “No. Give me a moment.” 
 
    With another oddly whooshing sound, the door banged shut. She muttered something acerbic which he did not catch. Then, predictably, came yet another yawn-worthy hush. 
 
    Eventually, Asturbar said, “Do you play that instrument on your wall?” 
 
    “I do,” said a voice that sounded suspiciously like it had just emanated from the ceiling above the window to the right of the doorway? He startled, but the bright suns-shine rendered the inner darkness impenetrable. “Do you sing too?” 
 
    “Roughly, after a fashion,” said he. “The military were never strong on vocal training, except as it related to Drillmasters bawling out hapless recruits until they cried. Would we even know the same songs?” 
 
    “I shall sing you something, if you can put up with my voice’s imperfections.” 
 
    “I’d enjoy that.” 
 
    Her fingers were deft upon the strings, having not quite the expertise of a professional musician, but a pleasingly skilful touch accompanied her burry, expressive alto. Her music was full of exotic chords and fourth and sixth vocal jumps as she sang him a tale of the realm of Yazê-a-Kûz. Asturbar reminisced quietly, letting her voice flow over him in honeyed rivers of sound. The illustrious, sprawling Archipelago was located far to the Northeast in a region renowned for its wines, golden ales and fierce winter storms. Having grown up in more southerly climes he had never known the hite of winter, but that area experienced wild, protodragon-infested storms whirling in off the mighty Mesas. In his early years of soldiering, the Mistral Fires had undertaken a summer campaign in the western borderlands of Yazê-a-Kûz, knocking out a Gladiator Pit which had become so ambitious, it threatened the ancient Uxâtaayn Kahilate, the ruling Line. He did not know many details, but he understood the campaign had been a messy, costly affair which almost sank Marshal Chanbar. 
 
    When Nyahi finished, he leaped to his feet and performed a stomping dance of approval, clapping his hands boisterously against the tall shin guards of his infantry boots. “Excellent. Most excellent!” 
 
    Boom! Ka-da-boom! 
 
    Asturbar’s eyes rolled wildly as something large ricocheted around inside the hut, left-right first, thumping the beams and panels with a series of powerful blows, before the roof leaped several inches off its infirm moorings and the floorboards rattled concussively, as if ten beasts or limbs had smashed down all at once. BLAM-DADOOM!! He felt that impact right through his boots. 
 
    The beast was in there with her! Must be! 
 
    Warily, fully expecting a purple talon or three to blur toward his neck, Asturbar resumed his seat. “Still here.” Embarrassingly, his voice shook. Calm! “I apologise for standing up. Must have alarmed you there, ma’am – uh, Nyahi.” 
 
    He felt rather than heard a magical pop! in the aether. It was deep in his gut, this sensation, which led him to surmise that the Jewels were somehow abetting … well, something. Very precise definition. But the turmoil inside the hut subsided. He cracked his knuckles one by one. 
 
    “My turn?” 
 
    Her sigh betrayed deep frustration. “What’s the use?” 
 
    “Only that entertainment is in short supply around this Isle, I’m led to believe.” 
 
    “Whilst soldierly wisecracks abound.” 
 
    “Haven’t left yet.” 
 
    Her chuckle sounded weak and somewhat dispirited. “That’s quite the appetite for risk you have, soldier.” 
 
    Asturbar slapped his knees heartily. “I declare it was well sung! ’Twas well sung indeed, certainly a better performance than this sandpaper-throated soldier will ever produce. Since I feel perfectly safe over here, I shall now attempt to return the favour.” 
 
    The notion of safety being somewhat relative around this Isle. 
 
    It took a few minutes, but they soon found a tune she knew and he could sing; Asturbar drummed on his boots as he sang her a few martial verses about the doings and dreams of infantry soldiers marching off to war, laughing in the face of danger, dodging feral Dragons and suchlike. Sung to a girl, it was downright embarrassing fare. How would she respond? 
 
    She said, “It was robustly sung and most enjoyable, Commander Boots. Do you know The Lay of Sahiushi?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    His unit would have laughed it off as soppy drivel – as he might have, in another time and place – but somehow here, at the end of the Island-World, this choice seemed appropriate. Asturbar picked up the deeper bass harmony, but his gruff efforts felt misplaced against Nyahi’s haunting melodic line, a captivating interpretation of the popular piece he had never heard before. 
 
    Strumming a few bridge chords, she suggested, “More gently, soldier. You have it within you. This style of lay should be sung like a hand’s caress upon silk.” 
 
    Asturbar clamped down upon his idea of what he’d like to caress at that point, knowing he would lose a hand and likely most of the arm attached to it. “I’ll try.” He shut his eyes, and truly tried. Maybe there was a place of tenderness within him, and a mellower use for a voice used to barking orders above the clamour of battle. It seemed an unfamiliar capacity unfurled within, for his throat worked and reformed its configuration; he cleared his throat with a thunderous cough, apologised briefly, and set to singing with a new tone. Deeper. So profound, his notes reverberated through the soles of his feet and back up through the stone he sat upon. Yes, he could sing! He lacked a great deal of dramatic training, he supposed – she supported her lyric phrases far better than he, and produced dramatic vocal embellishments of which he could only dream … 
 
    Something snapped inside the hut; the girl gave a squeak of outrage, and the instrument clattered upon her floorboards. 
 
    “Er, Nyahi?” 
 
    “I … oh fiddlesticks, I broke it!” A sob broke through her complaints. “I was … I was so enjoying that … ah, harmonising with you, I mean. You’re a natural singer, soldier. Unlike my garbled wreckage of a voice –” 
 
    “What?” he snorted. “Who told you that pox-raddled lie? You believed them?” 
 
    “Well, I … in my culture, it’s the purity of the voice that counts. Not – what did you call it – a sandpaper-throated travesty of –” 
 
    “Claptrap and ragion-outgassing!” Oof. That was bolder than he had intended! Since he was on the attack, he had better continue. Asturbar added forcefully, “What passes for culture around the Isles is sometimes indescribably stupid. Or atrocious, blind or downright nasty. There are many types of music and many different qualities and styles of singing. For the record, the only official record that exists, I will have you know, in these seventeen thousand square leagues of Wyldaroon – I think you have an amazing voice. It’s … it’s, ah …” 
 
    “So awful it defies description?” 
 
    “Opulent.” 
 
    Bite the tongue! He winced. The nerve of his sally earned Asturbar another clatter and a wild yell from inside the hut, “Honestly! Can I not purchase a moment’s peace? Stupid magic!” 
 
    “Do I need to fix your table, too? Any furniture left whole in there?” 
 
    “Funny, but yes,” she grumbled. “I’m afraid the table has suffered, as did my vase and my eight-stringed sithastroon. It’s all your fault.” 
 
    “Mine?” 
 
    “Yes! You suggested the hut.” 
 
    “Well, you’re the one who can’t control your … oh. Oh!” Crash! Bang! “You can’t control your –” KABOOM! Asturbar ducked as a piece of doorpost whirred past his head “– magic, can you?” 
 
    That was it! The key insight. An increasingly alarming and damaging series of crashes and bangs and growls emanated from inside the hut, then the door blasted off its hinges and a lavender-green blur rocketed out, like a scorching bolt aimed at his throat. Asturbar, however, was battle-primed. He dived aside with a neat forward roll, tucking in his legs. He came up fast and on the defensive, because the blur swirled toward him in a flurry of proto-limbs and talons and impossible divergences from actuality, but he focussed simply on avoidance and self-protection. A bluish grey thicket of talons shot past his neck, reversed course, and somehow deflected off his bare arms. 
 
    “Nyahi! Nyahi, it’s alright!” 
 
    With a sound like a sob, the creature lashed out again, but Asturbar sprang aloft with all the power of his Azingloriax frame, and the steel-taloned uppercut that tracked his movement clanged off the soles of his boots. Still, the force of the blow sent him spinning a dozen yards over her repaired chair and into a sandy patch on the edge of the drop, dotted with fist-sized pebbles. He landed, skidded and whirled in one motion. 
 
    He flung out a hand. “Shh, girl. Softly now.” 
 
    A panting, writhing bundle of something bluish and organic which was pulsating and changing form so rapidly he could barely make out a single tangible feature, faced him. Then it shot off so fast, the concussion blew Asturbar off his feet. He tumbled over the edge. To his surprise, his outflung hand caught a firm one-handed grip on a tree stump perhaps fifteen feet over the Island’s rim. His back and arm muscles wrenched painfully; his feet dangled over a three-mile drop into the Cloudlands. 
 
    Then, he had a shock of a different kind. The Seven Scamps whizzed down toward him out of the brilliant morning sky, chirruping piteously – they were clearly distressed, and then unmistakably overjoyed to find him alive. Lithe little muzzles rubbed his arms and squirmed around his neck. A flurry of squeals and chirps volleyed around his head. How touching. Perhaps their stomachs did not want to see the demise of their main provider? 
 
    “Hey!” Asturbar chuckled. “Er … careful there. Perilous spot.” 
 
    Now tiny, strong paws gripped his clothing and began to tug. Up, up, he imagined the dragonets urging. One guided his left foot to a good foothold, another chirruped crossly at him until Asturbar raised his arm and found grip on a shallow ridge. Wings fluttered behind his back. What a team! He began to climb with more confidence. The rock was solid and not crumbly, so he could trust the chinks he found. In short order, the infantryman clambered up top and collapsed in the dirt there, breathing heavily. Relief. Shock. Wonderment. 
 
    Nyahi was not mad – only her magic was mad. When it triggered, probably at times of high emotion, it became an uncontainable, elemental force. He did not know if it came from without or within, but it seemed from what he had observed, that the magic took possession of her yet she was still somehow present, but not in any shape or form in command of her responses. 
 
    Any sane person would be terrified. 
 
    He could not imagine what storm he might set off if they ever so much as held hands. A kiss might blow up the Island. Asturbar touched his own neck gingerly. Risk-taker, eh? Well, now he had some idea of the fires with which he played. He glanced up the path to the cavern, where she had taken refuge. Wisdom dictated he should give her a little time and space to recover. Meantime, he’d clean up inside her hut, and repair what needed to be repaired. 
 
    Corpses aplenty to shovel off the Island, too. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Charily, Charily Does It 
 
      
 
    For four days, Asturbar did not find a scrap of food. There was nothing left. No mind, his belt could do with a dint of tightening. He duly counted notches, and winced. Despite his exile, he had only dropped three. Still roughly the dimensions of a barrel – he must improve his training regimen. Yes. Each morning and evening he checked on Nyahi’s cavern, but the wards remained inviolable and his calls received no answer. He thought once that he heard something snoring in there, but the gentle rasp could have been the wind’s play. 
 
    To his surprise, the Seven Scamps practically moved in with him after the sunlocust plague. They slept on his porch, on his chair, even at the foot of his rough pallet. They shadowed him when he walked the Isle, searching for food or grain or nuts – anything at all – and flitted down the cliffs when he returned to replace Nyahi’s floorboards, to repair a cracked wall and to reseat her roof, for her explosive power had knocked it off its pegs. Good thing he was strong enough to raise the entire roof by himself then, wasn’t it? Asturbar replaced three cracked pegs and then resettled the roof’s underlying log frame. Good as new. He dusted his hands cheerfully, and tried not to recall her pounding the place to pieces too vividly. Grief, four cracked wall boards – they were solid timber two inches thick apiece! 
 
    He could have done that with a hefty kick, or in full armour. Asturbar flexed his muscles. Hope she liked mountains for biceps. ’Cause his were small Dragonships! 
 
    Oh, here came Prime Scamp, a pretty blue female with the cheekiest grin, a lithe body and tripartite wings which were butterfly-like in their edging, but reinforced with classic flexible draconic struts that allowed her expert control in the air. She could hover, dive, somersault or stop on a platinum mark, and her reflexes were so fast she could snatch an insect out of the air at high speed. She gave an imperious squawk. Digger Scamp, whom he had nicknamed for his ability to burrow out his own bodyweight in soil within about five seconds, marched in and dropped a fine beetle on the floor. 
 
    Asturbar eyed it with amusement. 
 
    Prime Scamp made that bossy sound again. Clearly, he was meant to consume the offering. 
 
    He said, “Thank you, but that’s poisonous.” 
 
    Cheep-cheep! 
 
    He tried in his limited Dragonish. Poisonous. Not good for Humans. Fruit? Seeds? Vegetables? Uh … roots would work, too. Roots? He mimed digging. Perhaps some edible roots might have escaped the rapacious maws of those sunlocusts. 
 
    The dragonets appeared to discuss his needs – or the range and severity of his deficiencies, he imagined by the amusement burbling through their conversation – animatedly between themselves before flitting off with chortles of laughter. Perhaps they thought Humans feeble or helpless. No mind. He took measurements and tried to work out how to replace the boards without tearing down half of her hut – which was apparently a clear and present danger, between the two of them. Since the corner posts had been fashioned with a simple slot-in system for the boards, there was only one answer. Lift the roof, replace the boards. Great. He’d just fixed that! 
 
    He wondered if the magic drained her; if she needed to hibernate after a particularly violent session of soldier-bashing. Ha. That girl would discover how stubborn he could be. And he would find out her name. Yes. The sithastroon would be problematic, though. He really needed glue to fix the crack in the neck, and he had no idea what could be turned to glue in this place. 
 
    For the remainder of that afternoon Asturbar worked at splitting his logs carefully. It was an exacting business to achieve an end result akin to boards with the tools he had to hand, but the windfall trees were straight and true of grain – perfect lumber if only he had a saw! He wedged them apart patiently. Hammers. Chisels. Shaping new, bigger wedges. Sweaty work. In the late afternoon the Seven Scamps returned in a state of high excitement and presented him with a tuber. One very large, very edible-looking tuber. 
 
    He was bowled over. 
 
    Seven sets of whirring fire eyes watched expectantly for his response. They were quite the group of misfits, all shapes and sizes and colours, clearly not of any one particular subspecies of dragonets. The largest he had dubbed Fatty Scamp before realising belatedly she was female, and pregnant with a clutch of eggs. Chauvinism and soldiers? The less said, the better. The dragonet was a pretty, unusual pink colour – not albino, but a richer colour like fine rose quartz – with a short but stout body and long, wedge-shaped wings that lent themselves multiple forward somersaults in the air. That was her favourite trick, and she could throw in corkscrew somersaults too. 
 
    Thank you! Asturbar enthused. 
 
    Hmm. This appeared to communicate poorly. 
 
    Alright. Whooping, hollering and cheering, he capered about the hut waving the root like a trophy. Apparently this achieved the goal of cross-species communication perfectly. Asturbar felt ridiculous, but it was pure delight to see the dragonets bursting into a spontaneous aerial dance of self-congratulation. They tapped wingtips, spiralled around each other, puffed out their little chests, and – oh! Well, then. Apparently a spot of public mating was in order. That was rather more of an eyeful than he had bargained for. 
 
    He squinted in another direction, very pleased to note a haze of resplendent green starting to develop around the Islands once more. The ragions had apparently been unaffected by the swarm, but the rest of the plant, animal and insect life had been devastated by a million unquenchable appetites. Thanks to Nyahi’s intervention, his injuries had not been severe, but the conundrum of being stuffed through the gap beneath her bed preoccupied his waking thoughts and more than a few of his nightmares, too. Nightmares were nothing new. Many soldiers dreamed about what they had seen and done; he wondered if there was a kind of battle trauma that manifested in sweat-soaked awakenings and paranoid or hair-trigger behaviour. Soldiers that struck their spouses in the night but had no memory of it come morning. Flashes of fury out of all proportion to the offence. 
 
    Soldiering was no easy life, but it surprised him how quickly he had turned his back on all he had known since childhood, and how little he missed it. 
 
    Asturbar buried the root beneath a small fire and kept it tended for the balance of the afternoon. Several hours of steady heat ought to slow-cook it to perfection. Then he would go and entice Nyahi with delicious smells. Oh! What about adding fish? 
 
    Few denizens of the pools had survived the sunlocusts, but he succeeded in hooking two ten-inch specimens after half an hour or so. In that time, he noticed that the layout of the Island-to-Island waterfalls had changed. Odd. How was all this fresh water produced anyways? That there was a good and apparently unending supply was out of kilter for the dry, harsh climate of the Doldrums. He would have to investigate just as soon as he finished – he could not resist the allusion, despite that it made him shiver – rousting the Dragoness from her lair. For which she might thank him by snapping his head off his shoulders. 
 
    Pure romance. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    On another achingly perfect Doldrums evening, as the last crimsons of a fiery half-eclipsed suns-set faded into the gathering night, Asturbar presented himself at the cavern entrance with a plate of delicately deboned and filleted freshwater trout, roasted tubers with the unfortunate inch of char cut off of them, and a breadroll which despite being neglected in her oven, had somehow escaped being crisped to death. He was proud of his arrangement on the plate. Evidently he did possess at least one artistic bone in his body, if not two. 
 
    “Nyahi, are you awake?” Something stirred heavily inside the cavern with a leathery rustling sound. Asturbar took a step backward. “I brought you some food. Would you – yie!” 
 
    GNARRR! Before the plate he abandoned had time to drop two inches in the air, the phenomenon he was beginning to recognise as associated with Nyahi, a lavender blur, shot like a crossbow bolt out of the cavern, snapped up the entire plate in a mouth three feet wide – which vanished instantly into the aether – slammed against his braced, crossed arms, and bolted back into that hole like a mink darting into its burrow. Something slurped, guzzled, and gnashed against the metal plate. 
 
    He wrung his smarting wrists. “Ouch. And not even a word of thanks.” 
 
    The plate whirred out of the cave and whanged him in the left eye. Asturbar may have uttered an indelicate word at that juncture. 
 
    No mind. Stubborn risk-taker that he was, he fetched another, much more substantial helping of victuals, again thoughtfully arranged, but he did have the foresight to deliver this one by prodding it toward the cavern with a long stick. 
 
    “Eat up!” 
 
    Hiss! Something quite different smudged across his vision. 
 
    The plate was gone. He held half a stick. Asturbar grinned and mopped some not-so-imaginary moisture off his brow. “Don’t grow too fat in there!” 
 
    The flying plate bruised his elbow this time. “Festering murgalizards!” 
 
    Round three started promisingly. Asturbar poked the rather battered and sorry-looking plate forward with a fresh stick. He imagined the plate wishing to grow legs and bolt in the opposite direction. “Dinnertime for hungry ladies!” 
 
    She replied, “I’m so sorry, I – oh no!” 
 
    Growl, blur, munch … this time, he caught the returning plate neatly in both hands and twirled it upon his forefinger. “Ha! Stuff that up your pipe and smoke it, crazy-magical girl!” 
 
    He could have acquired serious riches by predicting her silences. This one was more ominous than most. Asturbar backed up another four feet just in case. He would have given a Dragonship load of platinum ingots for his armour just then, for he sensed his mortality approaching with the speed and fury of a feral Dragon. 
 
    “Boots?” 
 
    Phew! Her Human voice at last, but he had been fooled before. The speed of her changes could give lightning a decent race. “Nyahi? Are you alright?” 
 
    Lilting of voice, she ribbed him, “Are you being deliberately vulgar?” 
 
    “I … well, I … it was just an expression.” Which could be misinterpreted, evidently! 
 
    “Thanks for the food – but … ah, perhaps it’s a cultural fillip?” He blinked. As if she heard the shuttering of his eyelids, she added, “Let me explain. That turn of phrase might mean something different to you, but where I come from –” 
 
    “Oh. Sorry. I guess I’m just about as persistent as a bad rash.” 
 
    Nyahi made a tsk-tsk-tsk sound with her tongue. “And he continues to drag the tone of the conversation through stinky gutters. What sort of rash was that, exactly? Forgive me?” 
 
    Asturbar was quite certain there was steam literally seeping out from beneath his shirt. How under the five Moons was it possible that he must blush his way through every conversation with this girl? He was not the blushing sort! “Yes! As to the former, I’ll have you know that not every word which passes my lips is a lewd ode to –” 
 
    Her bubbling laughter brought him screeching to a conversational full stop. “Oh, Boots, you are so very charming, falling for every scrap of my teasing and putting up with all my shenanigans with such unbelievably good humour. I’m glad you still have possession of all of your fingers.” Steamed up tenfold by her mischievous tone, he could only splutter inarticulately. Nyahi added, “No thanks to me, of course. In all seriousness, I … I don’t deserve this … I need to sleep again. Will you come by tomorrow? Please?” 
 
    She sounded so young. So mournful. Asturbar reminded himself that she might be over twenty, but she had missed out on any company whatsoever for seven long years. Much could and perhaps should have been learned in that time, but exile had taken its terrible toll instead. Nyahi must have lived in desperate fear of her magic; in the sure knowledge she would be alone for the rest of her life. Then, a disgraced mercenary had pitched up on her doorstep. 
 
    He nodded to the darkness. “It shall be my pleasure.” 
 
    If he could only contrive to stay alive long enough to enjoy it. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following morning, Nyahi was not present at her home, nor was he able to rouse the sleeper in the cavern. By listening very carefully, he could just about make out the rhythm of her breathing. She must be lying just inside the entryway, but she was as untouchable there as if she had been on the far side of the Island-World. 
 
    He wrote in the sand with his finger, and departed. 
 
    Asturbar spent the remainder of the day completing her boards and shaping them according to his measurements. The colour would be darker and the texture a finer grain than before, but he hoped this would prove no impediment to a woman’s sensibilities. Surely function was more important than colour? 
 
    He scratched his chin thoughtfully. “Hope so.” 
 
    Somehow he doubted the mystery that was Nyahi could be reduced to any form of simplicity. 
 
    In the early evening, he revelled in his now customary swim in the central pool. Each day he noticed new growth, especially around the water, but also up the long, slightly curved binders and on every Island in the great amphitheatre around his location. Armies of insects and protodraconic scavengers had already reduced every carcass to pieces and consumed or carried off the bounty – was this some feature of the ecosystem, he wondered, a renewal of life? Many life forms he had identified before, such as the delightful butterfly-dragonets which were undoubtedly the fashionable courtiers of their kind, seemed to have vanished or gone into hibernation. He had discovered thousands of pods ranging from several inches to as long as three feet, hanging from the trees in the forested section. Some had taken up residence beneath his narrow eaves. 
 
    One way to avoid being eaten. 
 
    One thing was for certain, he watched the skies with considerably more attention now than before the sunlocust plague. The Doldrums had returned to their overheated, brooding guardianship of normalcy, but he did not trust that any longer. He could do with leaning on Nyahi’s experience. She had survived this place for seven years. Resourceful, powerful and … painfully bashful? Right! 
 
    Stealthy plop-plop sounds alerted him a second before Asturbar realised he had company. The Seven Scamps! Colours whirled beneath the water, blue and yellow and pink, and then suddenly they all broke the surface in a synchronised wave and doused him thoroughly! Wings fluttered. Paws splashed. Asturbar spluttered and coughed, and then decided – to heck with this! Swinging his arms like the windmill farms of Chankuti which milled their golden grain, he paid the dragonets back double and treble measure, yelling and chortling and gurgling in surprise as they spat sharp little spouts of water into his face. He and the Scamps romped happily around the edges of the deep pond; the dragonets tracked him underwater as he explored the depths until he could hold his breath no longer, and he had not even come close to finding the bottom. The water was a clear, deep blue and seemed fathomless. 
 
    The suns were lowering and the day cooled at last. Time to retry his appointment with Nyahi. 
 
    Asturbar had four heavy boards to transport, so it took him almost an hour to traverse the vertical climb of some one hundred and sixty feet, located about three hundred yards shy of her dwelling on the eastern inner edge. Hopefully his ropes would not be eaten here; he glanced repeatedly at the neat hut as he rappelled down to the third solid tree that grew sideways out of the cliff face, and rested his load there. Ah, a slight rippling of heat above the chimney drew his attention. Promising. Perhaps a few yummy smells in the offing. His stomach gurgled enthusiastically. Did he spy a partially shadowed face in the doorway, taking a brief peek at her surroundings? 
 
    Be that as it may, by the time he swung up the path singing a marching song to the vocal bemusement of the Seven Scamps, the hut again seemed abandoned. Now, his approach must be circumspect. As cunning as a hunter stalking his … ah, perhaps a better metaphor was called for. She might intend to dice him up for her stewpot, but he had no such desire. If he might allow himself a smidgen of honesty from time to time, his was most assuredly a pursuit, just a different sort. 
 
    He finished his song on a crescendo that set a flock of lesser yellow-crested chaffinches off in a flurry of panic, and popped his rump down on the stone. “A hulloo over the Islands to thee, o maiden most fair!” 
 
    Startled silence. 
 
    Perhaps his off-key singing had hurt her ears? No mind. He opened his mouth. 
 
    Nyahi called out, “Well hulloo there, bootsy bandit most … vociferous? I don’t know that allusion.” She paused to wheeze alarmingly – anxiety attack? “Ah, can you see well enough from over there?” 
 
    “I believe so. Can’t you?” 
 
    With an embarrassed hitch, the voice explained, “When I came into my powers, my eyesight changed and I now don’t see much beyond the reach of my hand. You look like a large, fuzzy white blob with tan bits on the bottom.” 
 
    Flattering. 
 
    Asturbar narrowed his eyes. She was watching him? From where? How? 
 
    Nyahi added, “But don’t think you can sneak up on me, soldier. My other senses more than compensate.” 
 
    Frankly, he would rather have been tickling the underside of Azhukazi the Iolite Blue’s forepaw at that point than face the prospect of attempting to sneak anywhere within a league of this deadly, changeable creature. He deadpanned, “Oh, is that so?” 
 
    “Oh indeed. For example, I can tell by your scent that you usually bathe before coming to see me. The Island’s water has a moist, minty tang that’s quite distinct.” He vented a hiss of dismay, but her tone sprouted an unseen smile as she added, “It does not go unappreciated. Now, I’ve spent all day practicing and I’d like to show you something. Sound good?” 
 
    If she could scent him from that far, then was the gambolling of his heartbeat an open scroll to her? “Excellent. Go ahead.” 
 
    “Look. See?” 
 
    It took a moment, but there it was. A finger … two Human fingers … just sneaking out from behind the left doorpost. “What do you think?” 
 
    Asturbar made an approving noise and said drily, “Impressive.” 
 
    “I know!” she squealed like a girl half her age. “Better still, I didn’t even blow anything up! Isn’t that amazing?” 
 
    “Truly staggering.” 
 
    “Now, watch this.” 
 
    This sally earned a hearty slap upon his knee. “Ooh, the whole hand! Glad I’m sitting down at this juncture … oh!” 
 
    She snatched it back. He decided that it was actually a rather good-looking hand, sporting five very correct fingers of feminine slenderness – at least, compared to his thumping paws – only it happened to be a delicate shade of silver. Well, perhaps a silvery teal was more accurate. So much for the idea she might be a normal Human – whatever ‘normal’ meant! There was only a hint of that unearthly colour, mind, but he was paying exceedingly close attention and the early evening suns-shine illuminated her doorway … how, exactly? He twizzled his neck to peer around behind him, wondering exactly how the twin suns setting in the West managed to refract around the Island’s westerly peninsula to irradiate her doorway, so deeply concealed within this cleft, as if she had directorship over her own private patch of suns-light. That brilliance conversely made the shadows within deeper, hiding her person perfectly. Disembodied silvery hand. In the light of his previous, bizarre experience with Nyahi or her beastly magic, not entirely surprising, he supposed, and most discomfiting. 
 
    To risk, or not to risk – was he a man or a Mantrian mouse? Squeak up, soldier! 
 
    Asturbar said, “Can you do more?” 
 
    Gaah! His voice warbled like a nervous teenager. Numbwit! 
 
    “I was hoping you’d ask. This might go badly … but I hope not. I’ve really been working on this.” Working on not attacking him tooth and fang? Bargain! “Ready?” 
 
    “Ready.” 
 
    Five toes advanced into the light, followed by the balance of a bare foot, which trembled and wriggled through some transdimensional visual deception before an ankle solidified above it. The foot rotated fully four hundred degrees of the compass half a dozen times before settling where and how a foot generally ought to behave itself. He breathed a sigh of relief. Harmless? The beast had not tried to bite his head off, yet. However, that unearthly colour was quite distinct. Pretty, or freaky? The jury was undertaking a charge like an excitable infantry unit in the direction of the former, of course. No question there! 
 
    “And?” she inquired archly. 
 
    Even more drily than the entire Doldrums, he observed, “I take due cognizance of one fine examplar of a Human foot, female, attached to a very shapely ankle.” 
 
    “Why are you breathing like that?” 
 
    Her senses were how acute? Discomforted, Asturbar tried to respond quickly and managed to blather, “I’m having an … uh, sort of … it’s a physiological reaction. Ouch.” 
 
    Ouch? What? Bantukor would have deafened him with, ‘You are a scum-peddling, narrak-brained idiot, sah! Excuse my candour, sah!’ 
 
    Nyahi evidently did a double-take. “A what?” 
 
    He spread his hands. “This is just plain embarrassing. I didn’t mean to say that.” What, didn’t mean to confess the truth? He slapped that thought away as if it were a bloodsucking pest come to sample his neck at an unsavoury hour of the night. “Can we change the subject … because your ankle is definitely … it’s distracting, that’s what it is … alright?” 
 
    Darn that little tease, she was wriggling her toes enticingly now, and Asturbar’s jaw just dangled like a toddler handed a dessert the size of his own head. A bone-juggling Necromancer Dragon could not have forced him to look away. 
 
    The girl cooed, “So, what does this do for you, soldier? Shapely, did you say?” 
 
    “Frigging feral Dragons – can you stop that? It’s blue!” Asturbar groaned and clapped his palm to his forehead. Firmly enough to hurt. “Armour for brains!” 
 
    Nyahi did her whizz-bang interior redecoration trick, before subsiding with a groan of her own. They were both panting as if this act of peculiar voyeurism had been more, so much more. 
 
    After a humiliating hiatus, he growled, “What is this idiocy? I’m such a moron! Look, all I know is that my tongue fails to talk any form of sense around you, Nyahi. I’ve commanded units into battle hundreds of times. I’ve beaten defences and infantry and armoured vehicles, Jagok lizards, Heripedes, even Dragons, and never lost my cool! But you … everything becomes muddled when I’m near you. I wanted to make it clear that your wretched ankle is probably the most wretchedly shapely ankle I have ever seen in my benighted life and why can’t I just wrestle my wretched tongue into saying something decent and complimentary about it? Blue, silver – who cares what colour it is? It’s actually a very pretty colour, I’ll have you know! And I understand that this is a hard Island for you, but it’s impossible for me too, woman! I cannot express how gruelling, awkward and deeply infuriating it is to feel this way about you but to have to sit over here on a wretched boulder wondering when the hells I’m going to have to run for my life!” 
 
    Ugh. Apparently his tongue was stuck on how very wretched he was. What about a few other adjectives, o highly creative soldier? Pitiful effort. Asturbar bit the offending appendage harder than he should have; blood spurted into his mouth. 
 
    A flicker of movement. He glanced up. 
 
    Rather more thickly than before, Asturbar blurted out, “I’m … oh, wow!” 
 
    She was outside. Just half a step had taken her without her doorway. Nyahi peered myopically at him. She stood a shade taller than he in his infantry boots – tall for a girl. Very tall. Arresting eyes of frosted blue were set in a heart-shaped face of singular delicacy. Her simple teal dress reached barely to mid-thigh, making him wonder inanely how much she might have sprouted during her years of exile, and all below the hemline was exquisitely slender feminine limbs, gleaming like a lode of precious gemstone or an element he could not identify just then. She stood exposed and vulnerable, shuddering violently at her daring, on the verge of … 
 
    The flare of her transformation caught him unawares. One moment she was present, before the gleam of her eyes dissolved into the swirl of her tumbling jet-black hair, which in turn vanished into a streak of light that burned an afterimage eight times as tall as the doorway etched upon his retinae. She darted back inside at that same insane speed and slammed the door behind herself. 
 
    GRAAAABOOM! Smoke roared out of her chimney, momentarily throwing him, so it was only belatedly that he caught sight of light fading into the cleft behind her hut. 
 
    With a choked gasp, he sprang to his feet. 
 
    He should have known, but he had simply not connected the logical clues. The afterimage burned on his retinae had fangs and steely talons looming out of a body of horrific proportions; its power was immense and as changeable as the reviled magic which had spawned it, and as erratically lethal as the fabled tumultuous storms of her true homeland. 
 
    Asturbar knew that he was hopelessly enamoured with a Chaos Beast of Wyldaroon. 
 
    His boots drummed on the trail. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: Fireworks 
 
      
 
    WAS HE A coward for running like a beaten cur? Or wise beyond comprehension? 
 
    Comprehension was one quality his brain clearly lacked when it came to all matters Nyahi. 
 
    Asturbar drove himself sick with worrying and wondering and hurling recriminations at himself over the course of the week that followed his wrenching discovery of the girl’s true nature. He had doubts. Fears, manifold and debilitating. Nyahi’s condition did not appear to match with any of the Dragon lore he knew regarding Chaos Beasts, he argued with himself. He had never fought one himself, but he had served with soldiers who had, and he had dismissed their hair-raising stories as mere fiction at the time. Now this? Her magic was clearly chaotic. She must have lied. Those hints about her origins had to be complete fabrications. She had not confirmed anything; he had simply assumed. 
 
    The beast was not in the cave. The beast was her; she hid in the cave because that was where she felt safe from her too-real, abhorrent magic. 
 
    Yet how could he square her very Human emotional responses with the inveterately savage nature of a Chaos Beast? He just could not believe she had feigned her ‘I’m so retiring because I might kill you’ façade. He was either a gullible fool, or she was the finest fabulist the Island-World had ever seen, or … what? They had really connected – hadn’t they? Her laughter. Her playful nature. The engaging timbre of her voice. Was Nyahi manipulating his mind? As a soldier, he had trained for all the years of his life against such an eventuality, for many Blue Shapeshifters were masters of glamour and mental manipulation. Otherwise they’d just turn an army about or order them to destroy themselves. 
 
    “She’s so lovely.” He thumped his fist against his own jaw. “Oldest tale beneath the stars. Can’t see the beast for the gilding upon its fangs!” 
 
    He climbed and explored for days on end, discovering further resources hidden higher up amongst the Islands, where the suns were stronger – he found fresh azurtan grain sprouting on two or three Islands some six hundred feet directly above the central pool, and wobbled as he considered making that vertiginous jump. Madness! The dragonets showed him several locations where innocuous-looking bare stems stood. When he dug into the rich soil beneath them, those bland and unpromising beginnings yielded different types of edible tubers. Asturbar memorised the foliage. Food was essential. He discovered living water pipes leading up the yethiragions, that when he put his ear to them, he heard the sound of running water. When he traced them to their source, he found dracoflora, protodraconic plants that opened long, delicate fronds during the night to apparently absorb moisture from the atmosphere. They then piped the excess, or so he assumed, up to other Islands to provide one of the most basic resources to their environment – water. Add plentiful suns-shine and excellent soil nutrients, and an oasis was formed. 
 
    Night was a whole different wonderland around these Isles. The luminous beauty of the night flowers entranced him – those again turned out to be further subspecies of floral ragions which dwelled in cracks beneath the Islands, and somehow managed to traverse the clinging masses of their fellows to bloom each night, well after the relative coolness of the dark hours began. Ten thousand hues shimmered softly in the starlight – and he had spent weeks snoozing in utter obliviousness to the phenomenon. The richness of their pollens made him feel drunk. 
 
    Asturbar spent one entire night lazing beneath the stars, just watching the glimmering play of luminescent petals back and forth, back and forth – thinking and dreaming and reminiscing – until it struck him that the lights seemed to move in organic, communicative ways. Were these Islands alive? Or merely the creatures upon them? Here, in the immense stillness, he seemed at one with his environment, connected to and joined with a whole that was larger, more complex and beautiful than he could ever imagine. He became aware at some unsuspected spiritual level of the great sweep of history and destiny, and the lustrous starlight seemed to infuse his waking visions with unexpected clarity and boldness, as though the doubts and fears and inadequacies of the past must be sloughed away; a true warrior must run the course of his life with freedom, unencumbered, revelling in the power granted to him. 
 
    He must waste no opportunity. 
 
    At last, the certain knowledge of what he must do stilled his qualms. 
 
    Early that following morning, Asturbar swam laps across the central pool, surprised to find himself feeling limber and energised rather than exhausted after his sleepless night. Once he had shaken off the water and dried a touch, he tugged on his trousers and bounded up the faint trail he had created by now, mildly surprised to see that his feet were bare. Unusual for an infantryman. True to Nyahi’s joke, soldiers practically lived in their boots. If they did not take care, especially during the pressure of a campaign, all sorts of delightful fungal infections and foot rot could set in. Some soldiers’ feet he had seen … he shivered. 
 
    Deeply embroiled in his contemplations regarding the esoteric topography of toe fungi, Asturbar looked ahead and saw Nyahi curled up on his porch, fast asleep. His left big toe snagged a boulder ten feet shy of his hut. “Slakkid-slugs!” 
 
    Crash. Skid. Splutter. Knees skinned, elbows suffering as he juddered to a halt, a wheezing heap slumped across the rough boarding of his porch. 
 
    Nyahi’s left eye cracked open. Their faces were barely a foot apart. Her blooming smile filled his world. Demurely, she said, “Best of the morn to you, Boots. Need I –” 
 
    “Don’t ask,” he growled. 
 
    “I’m intruding. Should I just –” 
 
    “Don’t go. Please.” 
 
    Her form flickered. One second he was gazing at a tall, curvaceous girl with ebon hair slightly tousled by sleep, and then poof! she was over there in the usual blur, and she was … a plant. Minus dress. 
 
    The plant developed a mouth. “Well, this is embarrassing.” 
 
    “Nice –” his hand waved aimlessly “– foliage, girl. I mean – dang it! Tongue. Plank.” He pointed at the affronting body part as if that explained everything. Which it did not, obviously. “Please don’t change back. Or … um, I guess you could? If you can?” 
 
    The plant waved her pretty indigo tendrils and said testily, “Does it appear to you that I’m the one in control here, Boots?” Whoosh! A tree thumped its crown against the cornice of his hut. “Ouch! Freaking crazy magic!” 
 
    Flash-flash-flash! He could not follow the rapidity of her lightning-bolt transformations. Nyahi blurred through something avian with two pairs of wings, a striped rug-cross-lizard thing, a coruscating ball of fire and then a climbing vine that dangled over his windowsill with a clearly exasperated air. 
 
    He chuckled. The plant glared at him. 
 
    Oh for a clever word; the silver-tongued eloquence of a balladeer! Asturbar opened his mouth, and said, “Ah, can all your forms talk?” 
 
    Not the worst question. 
 
    A flowering frond waved at him. Whoops. Now he had a patch of pretty pink anemones growing down his wall. One flower expanded and spat, “Can’t you just stop … looking at me?” 
 
    He produced what he sincerely hoped was a rakish grin. “When I’m enjoying the show this much? Do carry on.” 
 
    “Aaarrggh!” 
 
    KABOOM! Asturbar paid for his joke with a singed backside and a charred hole blown clear through his door. He stared at his smoking behind, then at the door. “Did that fireball just … bounce? Off my cheek …” 
 
    Whiz-flash-boom! Flash-glimmer-bang! Excellent, now she had become a gazebo just offshore of his porch – again, a comely form – festooned in climbing roses of an improbable hyacinthine colour. This form at least settled in place long enough for her to say, “I know you must think I’m a monster, Boots, but I want you to hear me out.” He nodded to indicate that he was listening, but Nyahi rushed on regardless, “I can’t control the magic and I know it’s part of me, deeply part of me, and what I am most of all is afraid. I’m afraid of who I am and what I become … when I’m angry. It’s worse with high emotions. Or any emotions at all, really. That’s why they exiled me. My loving family didn’t want to destroy me, or maybe they couldn’t; I agreed to have them send me to a place where I could never –” the flowers trembled violently, but she apparently managed to exert enough command over herself to gasp “– never kill anyone again.” 
 
    His mouth formed an astounded ‘O’. What to believe now? 
 
    She wilted visibly at his reaction. “There. I’ve said it. I was exiled because I killed my uncle. Because when I’m angry or scared I go –” 
 
    BOOM! Flames enveloped his house. Asturbar scrambled backward, but the roaring conflagration did not last long enough to cause him any real damage. She shifted again in a mind-bending blur. GROAAARRRR! Twenty-foot fangs blasted his face with charnel-smoke breath. NARRGGHH!! Her roots tore up the ground for fifty yards about, her botanical-draconic form creating a miniature earthquake that knocked his house askew. Again and again, her forms flashed around him, powerful and pyretic and progressively more chaotic. It took all of his courage to stand his ground and observe, but he knew he must do more. 
 
    Asturbar understood how to help this creature, whatever she might be. He believed. 
 
    Quietly, he said, “Nyahi.” 
 
    GRRAAARRRGGHH! 
 
    As she passed by, his hand shot out and caught hold of something. A limb. A writhing serpent. A Dragon’s talon! No, fire – there was fire rushing around him and through him, screaming, Let me go! I hate myself! I hate this curse! 
 
    It took his utmost strength not to release her as she hurtled through a dozen chaotic, panicked changes that jerked a man of his remarkable bulk about like a toy on a string. Then she was just a sobbing girl, eyes huge with fright and tears smudging the soot on her cheeks. Catching her gaze with his own, with as much authentic gentleness as he could manage, Asturbar drew her toward him. Nothing else in the world did he see but those frosted aquamarine wells of anguish. 
 
    “I’m sorry. So sorry … your hut,” she sobbed. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.” 
 
    She quivered as if a storm passed through her being, but he persisted until he could enfold her in his strong arms, and himself be enfolded in a sense of wonder that sang a storm’s cry through his veins, yet remained unaccountably tranquil. This was right. It mattered. Nyahi was a living soul, as she claimed, and the frightened fluttering of her heart eased as she yielded to that uncomplicated yet fundamental power of Human touch. She moulded herself to him. As a Dragon to its scales. As fire caressed tinder. Explosively beautiful. When last had anyone dared to hold this girl? Such a seething immensity of chaos magic bottled up in a vessel most alluring; he was as acutely aware of her femininity as he was of the razor’s edge of peril he chose to negotiate. 
 
    The scent of her hair was charred lilies, and it tickled his wrist as he encircled her waist with his arm. Strikingly long hair of the darkest sable, creating a frame that emphasized the white-azure of her eyes. After the longest time he whispered, “I’m here. I’m not running away.” 
 
    She placed her palms flat against his chest, and tried to shove herself away from him. “No!” 
 
    Gruffly, Asturbar said, “Was that your worst? Because I’ve seen worse. Battles. Carnage. Horrors you would cringe at. I’ve seen a Necromancer Dragon clothe his own bones in reeking strips of flesh!” 
 
    GRRAAARRRGGHH! A Dragon’s humungous paws pulverised the ground all around him. Maybe he was just too terrified to move. Or brave. Ten flaming heads writhed against the sky, then with an incredible roar she transformed into a pyre of entwined lavender-orange flames two hundred feet tall. That was unequivocally the end of his hut, make no mistake, but Asturbar stood his ground, only shielding his eyes with his forearm. He retained enough presence of mind to dart through the lapping edges of the orange flames to snatch up his tool bag containing the precious record of his past. He slung it well out of harm’s way. 
 
    How she burned! “I’m here, Nyahi.” 
 
    She subsided, panting, a shapeless blob upon the ground. The lavender flames vanished, but his hut blazed uncontrollably. There would be no putting out that fire. “I can’t. I just can’t, and I’m so sorry –” 
 
    “Is that all you’ve got?” he reproved gently. “Still standing. Unharmed.” 
 
    WRRRAGGHHARRRR!!! 
 
    He shot halfway around the Island upon a reality-defying train of pure lavender savagery, bending twenty-five ways he knew in real life would have minced his bones and squeezed them out of his ears, and to his shock, at some point en route he was quite convinced he heard the Jewels of Instashi giggling in his belly. Fine. He was the mad one. After a wind-whipping, whirlwind tour of some other plane of existence, Nyahi dumped him in the blue dirt beside the blazing structure of his former home. 
 
    “Still standing now, soldier?” she snarled horribly. 
 
    Asturbar gazed into the snarling visage of a Dragoness. Sulphurous smoke coiled about him as she panted heavily. Courage! Face the … no, this was no foe. Somewhere locked inside that beast was a girl patently scared out of her mind, ablaze with uncontrollable magic. A conduit. When she was afraid, she exploded like a volcano splitting its seams. Anything might happen. 
 
    Now, with a throbbing roar a fearsome, many-headed distortion of a Dragon confronted him, snorting fire from at least fifty nostrils, blazing fire eyes, seething thickets of talons scuttling at high speed around its body. It stood a hundred feet tall and at least twice as wide, and its breath singed his eyebrows. Chaos reigned. The creature drew a huge breath and feinted threateningly; it swelled with the prodigious intake of its breath, and growled until his teeth rattled in his jaw. It was one Dragon. Ten. A coruscating storm of magic. The Dragon-form returned, thundering such a pyre of flame toward the heavens, some of the foliage four hundred feet away caught fire. 
 
    He sucked in a breath of his own. Pointing deliberately at the probable region of her heart, he roared, “Nyahi, enough! Come here.” 
 
    What? The result was not entirely as he had expected. 
 
    Whoosh! She was back to womanly form, and how! Asturbar – well, he stared. He was unapologetically guilty of a hapless and protracted dint of ogling, because she was … fabulous, and a million leagues beyond that, certainly beyond his every power of description to capture in this instant. Her eyebrows peaked as she gazed back without understanding, asking the question, ‘What?’ 
 
    At horribly indecent length, he managed to choke out, “Smoking volcanoes, Nyahi … you’re stark naked. And magnificent!” 
 
    The girl covered herself with a cry of outrage. “How dare you?” 
 
    “I’ve no sane idea, actually.” 
 
    “Have the decency to look away, you … you … where’s my dress?” 
 
    “Burned.” 
 
    “Then shut your eyes, you horrid male!” 
 
    His heart was trying its best to burst out of his chest with crowbars and hammer-blows of alarm, but Asturbar heard himself drawl, “As I said, I’ve seen worse. Much worse. But I’ve never, ever, not upon a thousand Isles, seen lovelier. You outshine them all, girl.” 
 
    Her lower lip trembled; then, her face crumpled. “No? No … oh … but, you can’t. No …” 
 
    He staggered forward upon legs that had lost all feeling, and surrounded her again with his arms. Alright, he might have been slightly miffed that she was two inches taller than he, and silvery blue to boot, but what did that matter? She was warm and stunning and – inhuman? Alien? 
 
    “Nyahi, do you even know what you are?” 
 
    “I need to speak first,” she murmured into his shoulder. “How … I don’t understand how you accomplished this, Boots. How you’ve handled me so fearlessly. You’re so strong, so much more than merely Azingloriax. I’ve never met a man like you before.” 
 
    Every beat of her heart. Every scent. Her intoxicating nearness. Asturbar wanted nothing more than to spend an eternity drinking in all that was Nyahi, but he knew he must hear her, too. 
 
    He said, “What’s on your heart? Speak.” 
 
    She tilted her head to gaze at him, but did not leave the circle of his arms. He wanted to shelter her; to protect her from herself. He wanted to start kissing her, and never stop. He ached to be with her, to laugh and cry and cuddle together. His heart felt far too full to keep throbbing under the weight of the emotions pooling there. 
 
    The febrile hazard of her nature threw his feelings into incredibly sharp relief. Dying seemed both an immediate possibility and the last issue in the Island-World he cared about. 
 
    “Those eyes,” she whispered. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “Grey as a winter’s storm, yet they smile at me. How’s that possible?” 
 
    “Ah …” he shrugged helplessly. “Struggling for an intelligent rejoinder here, ma’am – Nyahi. Sorry. Back to the topic?” 
 
    She whispered, “I came here today because I heard you climb down three times during this last week but you didn’t approach, you were just walking in circles, I think, talking to yourself, and I longed to tell you that what you see, that this girl … is the real me – not the monster, and not this insane magic that consumes me. But I couldn’t. I didn’t have the courage. I was afraid.” Huge breath. Eyes glistening as she searched his face, his gaze, for the response Asturbar knew must be written there like an open scroll. She said, “I wanted to plead with you, and beg you upon my knees, and make you see that … well, what you said was so beautiful, and I can only hope that you meant every word … because I feel the same way about you, too, but I just couldn’t do that to you. It’s impossible. And too quick. Crazy-quick – don’t you think? I hardly know you. This is crazy!” 
 
    “I do see. Would another of your wild rides help or hinder matters?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed angrily. Nyahi snorted, “Hush. You talk a lot for a soldier, do you know that?” 
 
    He talked? Asturbar’s chuckling shook them both, belly to belly. How enormous his arms and torso seemed compared to hers; she seemed so delicate, he incongruously feared crushing her. He should be the one wary of being flattened by that monster within! Did she not think an Azingloriax was strange, a misshapen freak of a man? Apparently not, for as her eyes flicked speedily about the muscular compass of his arms and the massively mounded shoulder muscles above, a bloom of rose appeared in her cheeks. She approved! 
 
    He croaked, “Well, uh, then …” 
 
    “I’m here. I came to you,” she repeated, dropping her gaze, as if uncertainty crept within even as her feelings became plain. “I didn’t know until right now that I could ask this of anyone in this whole Island-World, but I want to say this: You’re a risk-taker. Take a risk on me. Yes, I’m desperately lonely. I’m also a girl who’s perilous and frightened and uncontainable, but in my heart there’s no monster, just a soul yearning to love and be loved, and by some miracle beyond belief you seem to be the manner of man who is capable … please, oh please, would you still consider … taking that risk? I never want to burn you again.” 
 
    Did she not understand he had made that decision already? Could she neither see it in his eyes, nor feel it in his embrace? He placed a finger upon her lips. “You talk a lot, for a woman.” 
 
    “Well, I … I am a woman!” 
 
    “I noticed.” 
 
    “You scurrilous, skirt-sniffing skarramugeon-lizard! Oh.” This was as his lips brushed the plane of her cheek. “Oh, that’s … wait, I might …” 
 
    His kiss nibbled boldly down toward the corner of her mouth, at which point Nyahi seemed to forget how to speak. Now he was kissing a tentacle. No, a flaming green flower. Asturbar adjusted his arms to allow her new form space, but did not let her go. Never again. 
 
    The flower said, “I was about to say, I might just combust.” 
 
    “I rather hope so.” 
 
    In a few seconds Nyahi managed to return to her Human form, and this time, she was the one doing the blushing, for he clasped her tenderly with one hand engulfing the indentation of her lower back and the other twined into her sable hair. His fingers caressed the nape of her neck. Then, he kissed her full on the mouth, and after a breathless few seconds murmured, “I have to confess, you do taste as divine as you look, and … uh-oh.” 
 
    The heat radiating from her body escalated rapidly. Flames smouldered between them! 
 
    WHOOOSSHH – KABOOM!! 
 
    Asturbar landed flat on his back, congratulating himself despite his aching head. He had never imagined literally setting off fireworks in a woman, but there she went, in rushing torrents and flares and suns-spits of iridescent lavender sparks ricocheting off an Island here and twirling jubilantly around the dark vine of an Island-binder there, before she rocketed back and landed squarely upon his stomach, back in all her pyretic glory. Shweeee-bang! Human again. 
 
    “Oof,” he teased. 
 
    The girl quirked an eyebrow at him. 
 
    “Actually, you’re as light as feather down,” he half-apologised, before throwing in a suggestive wink. “I’m done with talking, if you are.” 
 
    Stooping, she kissed him without reservation. 
 
    A long time after the suns rose, Nyahi whispered into his ear, “Are you having another physiological reaction?” 
 
    “Oh. I do believe I am.” 
 
    That day, it was the very suns that blushed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the cool of the evening, as they lay drying by the side of the pool, Asturbar heard a few querulous chirrups. Turning his head, he saw seven dragonets in a neat little row. Seven identical smirks appraised him of their collective opinion. 
 
    He smirked back. I won the girl. See? She’s gorgeous. 
 
    Fatty and Backup Scamp chortled happily, while the green Scamps, whom he had nicknamed Huffy and Puffy for their habit of burping tiny fireballs, slapped wingtips in a clearly congratulatory gesture. 
 
    He had not wished to wake her, but Nyahi stirred and asked sleepily, “Who’s talking? I mean, who are you talking to?” 
 
    Her blue eyes were huge in the semidarkness, more sapphire than her usual lighter, frosted blue; she brushed back her hair with a self-conscious gesture as his eyes crinkled at her. She promptly fizzed through five or six transformations before ending up in a sort of defensive spiny puffball with lips a foot wide. 
 
    Asturbar snatched back his hand. “Ouch.” 
 
    “Sorry. I’m just not used to … being with a man.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    The puffball pursed her amazing, four-inch thick purple lips, and said, “Oh, you do prefer women? Now you tell me!” 
 
    “No – no! Yes!” he spluttered. “You know what I mean. Besides, aren’t you convinced yet? Wow. For future reference, what does it take to convince you?” To his delight, the heart-shaped bush she had now become, shimmered and blushed in violent violet stripes. “I just meant, it’s been a very long time for me too.” 
 
    She giggled, “And here I thought all soldiers were inveterate skirt-chasers. Shows that received Isles wisdom isn’t always accurate.” 
 
    “Indeed not.” 
 
    A tentacle reached out to tweak his left big toe. “So, tell a deprived castaway on a faraway Island, is it true what salacious balladeers claim about the size of a man’s feet?” 
 
    “Nyahi!” 
 
    “Just wondering,” she suggested innocently. “I mean, yours must be twice the size of any –” 
 
    “Go … butterfly yourself – oh!” 
 
    “Oh,” shrilled the miniature butterfly-dragonet, lolloping about in the air before landing on Asturbar’s nose. He crossed his eyes comically. Magenta and silver-speckled dragonet-creature with teardrop-shaped wings, anyone? She carolled, “Look! Look at me!” 
 
    Despite a sense of unreality at their ever-changing situation, he smiled and gently encouraged his new girlfriend – he hoped – to hop onto his forefinger. She blinked her multifaceted, insectoid eyes significantly at him. “I agree, Nyahi. This definitely means you are able to exert some level of control over your transformations. Anger, huge fiery monster. Battle-rage, you do the rushing transdimensional reality-bending river of insanity effect. And earlier today, might I add, there were the fireworks of overwhelming passion. I liked that one especially –” 
 
    With a fast-diminishing squeal of surprise, Nyahi lit up the Islands in her second fireworks display of the day. Asturbar smirked again. He really was being insufferable, but that had just been far too much fun to resist. She soared up there, a river of fluorescent fire as wild and free as the magic that drove her, and for the first time, Asturbar let hope find hearth and home in his soul. It was possible. Control was possible – they had just proven so, twice over. He would not have liked to rely upon her in battle, but it certainly seemed that the power of a Chaos Beast was unquestionable. Her exuberant flight curved over Isle and under waterfall, a spontaneous outpouring that pasted a decidedly absurd smile upon his lips as he watched. 
 
    Yet, she always returned to a stable-ish Human form. 
 
    Curious. Crucial. 
 
    After a few minutes of lighting the skies of his heart, Nyahi plummeted Island-ward rather more precipitately than his nerves could bear. Sensing trouble, Asturbar sprinted toward her landing place and was barely on hand to catch a limp bundle of cords in his arms as she collapsed. The girl flickered into and out of her Human form several times, before settling in his arms with a soft sigh. 
 
    “Too much?” he asked, tucking her hair behind her ear. 
 
    Nyahi nodded. “I’m sorry, Boots – well, I think I burned your boots, didn’t I?” 
 
    “Nope, they escaped immolation.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose it’s cultural or acceptable to invite an unattached man to move into my place?” she giggled faintly. “But if you could … unhhh …” 
 
    She fainted. 
 
    He whispered to her, “Attached, I’m afraid. Lost all sight or clue of the Isle of Sanity, but very much attached, Nyahi.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Asturbar tucked Nyahi into her own bed, and watched over her as she slept for three days. She woke, ate and drank as if half-starved, stumbled outside to relieve herself, and collapsed on her way back. All he heard was the dull thud of her head against lumber. He would rather it had been his own hardened skull – Azingloriax skeletal structures being comparable in toughness to draconic ones, after all. That metallic hardening and tensile strength did not stop the skin from splitting, but his bones and ligaments could withstand eye-popping extremes of punishment. They were not unbreakable, however, as his now-healed finger proved. 
 
    He made himself at home in her place. Practical soldier. Maudlin admirer. He spring-cleaned to military standards, repaired her oven – cracked by one of her beastly magical explosions – raised the roof again in order to repair the walls, and may have been guilty of the odd sigh over the wondrous curl of her long eyelashes, say, or gently curling the thick spray of her ebon hair about his fingertips as she slept unheeding upon the plush bolsters. Not local, those! She sure prettified a place, even when she seemed so wan, drained by the towering overuse of her magic. 
 
    Curl the lip. Smash an imaginary armoured train! He felt as keyed-up as if he were just about to stride out upon a battlefield. 
 
    Nyahi had a few stores left in her cupboards alongside the kitchen area. Asturbar tried to imagine what it must have been like for a teenage girl to be abandoned out here, provided for in all practical ways except the slightest understanding of her troubles, or a modicum of love. Abandoned. Shovelled off into exile, probably reviled and mistreated to boot. His breath susurrated upon his lips. At fifteen! Sold at around one year of age, he remembered nothing of his earliest childhood. Nyahi must know exactly how much she had been feared. 
 
    The craftsmanship of the carpentry was lightweight for transport but nonetheless excellent in every respect, the spice racks and oil pots of the finest quality, like the drawers in her bedroom, and the bed itself. She must have come from a well-to-do family. 
 
    ‘Stay here, cherished chizakyne. We’ll check up on you in a few years when your magic has settled.’ 
 
    He tossed his head angrily. Curse their lies! 
 
    In the evenings by the light of her oil lamp, Asturbar worked on a chair for himself. It needed to be twice the width of Nyahi’s, and probably five times as strong. Which reminded him, he thought, eyeing the bed and its alluring occupant, if they were to share sleeping quarters, that bedframe would need reinforcing. So far he had slept on the floor beside her, because Nyahi had a way of sprawling all over the rush mattress, arms and legs splayed as if she were dreaming of flying. It would be a cosy fit for two given his spatial requirements. Even just trying to fall asleep in the same space while hearing another person’s breathing, soft as it was, had proved challenging – this to a man who could sleep through ten soldiers having a raucous arm-wrestling match three feet from his pillow roll! 
 
    She was … different. His battle-bred hyper-awareness seemed to awaken around her. 
 
    The day after she thumped her head, the girl seemed to dream a great deal, because she moaned often, thrashed the covers into a fine tangle, and seemed to be running a fever. He helped her drink a little water, and fretted endlessly. Even if it were possible that they could tame her magic into a form capable of flying six hundred unbroken leagues across the Cloudlands to civilisation, how could they ever return? She was too dangerous. Too volatile by far. They would hunt her down like a feral beast and end her life. 
 
    Asturbar charged around the rim path that morning, toting a boulder of some eighty stone on his back. Training. Soldiers always trained. They trained and prepared and honed their skills and then trained some more. Could they focus her skills? Train her wild magic? 
 
    It might help if they learned what she was. 
 
    Or they could grow old together here upon the oasis, like a pair of doddering hermits, and have lumbering children each roughly the size of an armoured vehicle, with perfect blue skin and curling eyelashes, and a predilection for blowing up dwellings at random intervals. 
 
    Ah yes, the future was bright. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Chaos Magic 
 
      
 
    CoME MIDAFTERNOON of that fourth day since her fall, Asturbar decided he was hungry and in the mood for something a little different. A man must keep up his strength. After peeking into the bedroom to find Nyahi had completely burrowed beneath the blankets and could not be seen, he consulted the Seven Scamps. 
 
    What shall we have for dinner, eh boys? 
 
    Prime Scamp made her displeasure heard. 
 
    And girls. Indeed, your mighty Marshal-ness! His mocking bow made her throw out her tiny chest and expectorate a fireball of pleasure. I humbly submit to your magnificent will. 
 
    Cheep, cheep! Prime Scamp announced facetiously. 
 
    Bread and fish, with spiced root tubers? he interpreted – a free interpretation, of course. Nothing new about his basic ingredients. The trickery would lie in the spices and the cooking. 
 
    Fatty promptly prodded Prime in the haunches, his three forward-facing talons unsheathed. Digger clobbered Fatty for that misdemeanour, and in a trice Nyahi’s living room floor was an all-claws-in tussle. Mostly good-natured, he supposed, eying the flashing fangs and mock-chewing on wingtips going on with mild concern. 
 
    Until they thumped into her midriff. 
 
    Out! Out, you scurvy clutch of Cloudlands pirates! Asturbar shooed them out of the door. He had to bend to grab Fatty’s tail; she protested with a talon-swipe that opened three parallel cuts on his forearm. Hey! Stow the claws. 
 
    She blinked her eyes glumly, and he clearly saw their colour change to a smoky orange. Chirr-chirr? she apologised. 
 
    That’s far too cute. Asturbar hunkered down, holding out his arms, and heard, rrrrrriiip! 
 
    Sigh. His military trousers had been well worn before he started this adventure, and Nyahi’s fireball had damaged the material further. For a man acutely aware of his extreme size, this was mortifying. Thankfully she only stirred at the disturbance, kicking the patchwork quilt covers and moaning for a few moments before settling right in again, her right calf muscle and ankle dangling toward the floor. Still a ridiculously shapely ankle, which captured his attention for such a goggling hiatus, it was a flaming embarrassment to admit to himself how besotted he was over this girl. 
 
    Nyahi was worth it. 
 
    Asturbar scooped Fatty up with better care; to his surprise, she crooned and nuzzled against his cupped hands. Huh, he said. A girl who’s brewing up eggs needs her rest from those irrepressible scamps you call your friends. 
 
    He popped her up on a warm wooden ledge beside the oven and stoked the fire. The dragonet seemed to appreciate this gesture, because her inner eye membranes flickered very rapidly several times before she curled up nose to tail. Her outer eyelids drooped. These dragonets could snooze at the drop of a platinum mark. Asturbar removed his trousers and examined the rent ruefully. Fixable. Oh well, he’d prepare the elements now, put the bread in to bake before he set to fixing his trousers, and hope Nyahi woke up to enjoy a meal with him. All the hallmarks of a Commander’s masterful strategizing there, Asturbar! 
 
    Soon he was whistling and humming a few snatches of old soldiering songs as he kneaded the bread with his powerful hands, and rolled the sinewy ropes of muscle in his shoulders to loosen them. Good workout this morning. He popped a couple of fish in a pan with a dash of oil and a judicious few pinches of her spices. Precious remains must be hoarded. He identified them by smell, choosing a few unfamiliar ones that tickled his olfactory senses. Then he contemplated the prospect of the two dishes cohabiting in the oven. Fishy bread, anyone? Nope. She owned a very tasteful set of bakeware, however. These specimens would not have been out of place in the Marshal’s personal kitchen. 
 
    A Chaos Beast with decent taste in kitchen implements? Surely not. 
 
    Oho, were those sizumi seeds on the rack? Asturbar fashioned a few seeded rolls alongside the plain ones, ruefully considered her braided works of art, and decided he should stay within his limitations as a cook. Early on he had decided that military rations were not to his taste, so he had hung about the kitchens until he learned how to cook decent, nourishing fare, which his unit had always appreciated. Popularity via gut appeal. Shameless. After popping the bread in the oval oven on the side away from the flames, he banked the fire and threw in fifty press-ups of impeccable form on his way back to the table. Right. Time for the trousers. 
 
    He picked them up and poked his fingers through the rent. “A boot in the backside for letting your uniform standards slide, soldier!” Compare Nyahi to him. Dragonet to his Dragon … ah, in this form, anyways. Moving swiftly on before he stewed upon just how immense her Dragoness manifestations had been. He sewed and sewed, pursing his lips as he concentrated on making his thick fingers perform such a delicate task. Soon, a few choice words escaped his lips. Paws like his just weren’t up it. Tossing aside the garment with a hiss of annoyance, he stalked over to the oven. Ooh, yes. Smelling so good. He swivelled upon his heel with a satisfied swagger and a dance step, then flexed his physique – giving it the full treatment, meaning arms curved low and held rigid to make every muscle up and around his shoulders pop with the effort, while he clenched his pectorals and abdominals into a rigid washboard of pure muscle. Grr. Feeling restive. Now, what should he do with those tubers … 
 
    “Mmm,” purred Nyahi. He tweaked a muscle in his neck, so fast did his head snap about. “I could get used to having that much man in my kitchen!” 
 
    She lay atop the covers on her stomach, chin propped on her wrists and her ankles coyly crossed behind her back. Her expression reminded Asturbar all too plainly that he was clad only in his undershorts, and that when she was nude, there was simply no more enthralling sight in all the Island-World. 
 
    “I’ll put on my trousers,” he growled. 
 
    In a passable imitation of his accent, the wretch goaded him, “When I’m enjoying the show this much? Do carry on. How much chunky muscle does it take to bake a bread roll, Boots?” 
 
    “I thought you couldn’t see –” 
 
    “I see enough.” 
 
    He marched toward her, moving his hands deliberately to his shorts waistband. “Might this clarify matters?” 
 
    She giggled, “Oh please, no! That’ll just make a girl – oh –” 
 
    Asturbar looked down at his feet. The large blue puddle of – well, some living substance anyways – rippled as if she were laughing, or humiliated, he did not know which. He said, “Melt? Does this mean you worship the ground I tread upon?” 
 
    Wiii-gra-BANG! 
 
    There she went. A frothing, disturbingly animalistic riverine creature whistled out of the shutters which he had strategically left open, not wanting to essay another repair this week; the sound of her outcry faded precipitously. Probably gone to ground in her cave. Best tidy up the bedroom. No – he heard running steps! Before he could do so much as half turn about, Nyahi sprinted in through the doorway and threw herself at his neck. 
 
    “I missed you already! Whee!” 
 
    Asturbar knew about force. He knew how hard he could strike an object or enemy, armoured or unarmoured, and he knew given his forty-two stone in weight, the laws of physics decreed that a nude girl of her size could almost never generate enough momentum to topple him. But he had ulterior motives. He wanted to be toppled, and so they tumbled in a happy heap atop the covers. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    “Sodding murgalizards!” There went the bedframe. 
 
    “Don’t worry about it.” 
 
    He managed to evade her eager kisses for half a second. “I’m sorry, Nyahi. I’ll fix –” 
 
    “Mind on the target, soldier!” she laughed. 
 
    “Is that so?” Lifting her bodily with his hands splayed across her breastbone and upper thighs, he held her aloft for examination. “A good soldier makes a detailed survey of the terrain. He lays his plans and his strategies. Yes. I see a number of very tempting targets … holy Fra’anior! You have the pointiest ears I’ve ever seen, Nyahi.” 
 
    She gave her pout extra sappiness. “Excuse me, but I thought any Azingloriax warrior worth his weight in platinum marks would not be examining my ears right now!” 
 
    They burned the bread, of course, but some of it could be rescued. It tasted smoky but wholesome. The fish was excellent, and the company better still. Asturbar told Nyahi tales about his soldiering days, when he and Bantukor were just rookie infantrymen – true tales for a change, not the embellished nonsense and boasting common to the majority soldiers. He was deeply embroiled in a tale about his first campaign to liberate a Merchant House from a despotic Shapeshifter Marshal, when the girl put down her needlework – redoing a certain someone’s botched attempt upon his trousers – and placed her hand upon his scarred forearm. 
 
    When he met her eyes, he found them brimming with tears. He blurted out, “What? What did I say?” 
 
    “Do you realise you just gave your name away?” 
 
    “I … did?” 
 
    “You just said that, deep in the battle, Bantukor shouted, ‘A name starting with the rune ‘A’, sah!’ ” 
 
    “Cruzzaberries! I’m sorry.” 
 
    “I’m not. I’m awful at guessing games, and I was dreading this one.” Raising his hand to her lips, she kissed his heavily scarred knuckles one by one. Warm lips. Warmer heart. “Commander Asturbar. Your name suits you.” 
 
    “Ex-Commander.” 
 
    “Asturbar is a strong name.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “The kind of name for a man who doesn’t just crack a bed …” 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    “He commands it.” 
 
    As her teasing twisted in an unexpected direction, Asturbar found his cheeks flaming yet again. So he had made a mistake. Been provoked. And thoroughly flattened the bed. After a touch more foolery, he fetched his certificate of origin and showed it to her, but she too could not read the script. 
 
    “We’ll find a way,” she assured him softly. “Tell me about these medals. Each and every one.” 
 
    He could not imagine she might find their history interesting, but those gleaming eyes … like crysglass panes of mystic power and adoration. Yet another shade of blue! Aquamarine today. Did they change with her mood, or with her magic? He spoke until the night drew in, telling her the life of a mercenary soldier. How attacks worked. Defence. The heights and grizzly lows of honour, regret and glory. What soldiers did with their spare time, or to unwind during a campaign. The truth behind some of those so-called honours, and the true honours which often escaped unnoticed. An infant saved from the ruin. Innocent Dragon roosts spared and wars averted through successful negotiation. The immense power of the Marshals and their hegemony over the Isles of Wyldaroon and beyond. 
 
    “Not all are evil,” he told her. “In the earlier days of my Command, before our reputation as the Mistral Fires grew more nuanced, we conducted over a dozen campaigns for a Shapeshifter Dragoness called Marshal Huaricithe when she split from a mighty two-headed beast called Tahootax the Terrible – now there was a beast! Two heads, you see, and as wide in the beam as a Dragonship is long. He rose from being a formidable fighter in the Gladiator Pits to becoming one of the most powerful and feared Marshals of all Wyldaroon. But he fell hard, wing, paw and three hearts, for this tiny Blue Shapeshifter called Huaricithe, or Huari for short. Small but feisty, I should say. Reminds me of someone I could poke with a short stick at this point.” 
 
    “Truly?” said Nyahi, taking unarguable possession of his lap. Slipping her arms about his neck, she batted her eyelashes at him. “Who could you be talking about?” 
 
    “What’s your name, girl?” 
 
    “Couldn’t say.” 
 
    “Come on, I gave mine away. Time for a slip of the tongue on your part.” 
 
    She pecked him chastely upon the lips. “You licentious, immoral old geezer, moving in with a woman six summers your junior. Later.” 
 
    “Huh, where’s the crime in that, I ask you?” 
 
    “Finish your story.” 
 
    “I’LL HAVE YOUR NAME!” 
 
    “Bellowing gets you nowhere, Commander Boots. Courteous orders … you can give me those ten days a week. And, you woke the dragonet. Mean man.” 
 
    He had frightened her into turning into a pretty, tubular spray of white Azorine lilies with wings. Asturbar waggled an eyebrow. “Apologies? What shall I do – kiss your petals? Very fetching. Anyhow, Tahootax was not called The Terrible for nought, and Marshal Huari was the noblest of noble Dragonesses, if you know what I mean. Unimpeachable honour, gallant deeds, help the poor and downtrodden, all that malarkey.” The white flowers formed their stems into an icy illustration of her opinion. “Joke, Nyahi,” he clarified hastily. “I’m working on reforming the immoral mercenary in me … but it’s hard around you, well proven.” 
 
    One perfect lily made an interrogative, ‘that’s different’ gesture. 
 
    “Oh, you enjoy that bit, do you?” he suggested. Fifteen flowers climbed his chest and started dropping petal-ish smackers upon their target with abandon – neck, cheeks, collarbone … “Wilful misinterpretation is my middle name. Now, stop distracting me or I’ll never finish this story. When Huari split with Tahootax, he decided that the appropriate response was to start wiping out Island nations and Houses one by one. And he was not shy about the scope of his campaign. Huari brought in the Mistral Fires to stop him. We eventually fought him to a standstill, but it wasn’t a pretty affair. Four months of bloody battles before the negotiators finally settled a deal. He has been recovering his strength and hating Huaricithe ever since. But it is said that she owns something of the power of the Star Dragoness of yore. If anyone could help you, it might be her.” 
 
    The flowers twined their stems about his neck, and squeezed. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She squeezed tighter. 
 
    “There was none of that – down, you jealous little Dragoness! She’s far too old for me, anyways, and I was already betrothed to someone else, which I told you – aaargh! Would you … thank you. I’m arguing with a flower. Honestly.” 
 
    The petals returned to osculation with devious intent, while the stems formed the word, ‘mine’ in perfect runic script in front of his startled eyes. He tried to untwine her but gave up with a sigh. He might very well tear her to pieces. Rather unromantic. “So, tell me about yourself, my silver-skinned sylph. Were you always this clingy? Where were you born? When did you first become aware of this Chaos Beast magic?” 
 
    Ghastly silence. 
 
    KAABOOM!! 
 
    Asturbar picked himself ruefully up off the floor. Perhaps she was not ready for questions yet. Then, he punched his left fist into his right palm with an explosive expletive aimed squarely at himself. He had just called her a beast. 
 
    End of cuddle. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nyahi did not return that evening, despite that he called numerous times from just beyond the wards, nor the following day – five times he called, with mounting concern. There was a strange smell about the cave, and her tracks clearly led into it but not back out again. He worried a great deal, but on the third morning he had barely begun to yawn sleepily when a silvery-blue hand – attached to a ten-foot arm, he reckoned – flew from the darkness and unexpectedly tickled him beneath the chin. 
 
    He growled, “No. You can’t just disappear for two whole days without word and expect me not to be worried sick, Nyahi! I’m furious with you!” 
 
    His anger was fading by the second, and she knew it. 
 
    Nyahi stepped into the light, smiling uncertainly at him. “Sorry, Boots – Asturbar. I couldn’t change back for the longest time, but I should have returned yesterday, or at least told you what I was doing. Forgive me?” 
 
    “Maybe …” 
 
    “I was afraid of your questions.” 
 
    “You didn’t stop to listen,” he began harshly, but then pulled up with a rueful grin. “Ugh. Listen, I was the one who called you a beast. I feel horrible. Low blow. Worse than a low blow, it was unthinking and awful of me.” 
 
    It seemed apologies were in order. 
 
    It did not hinder matters that they were both very, very apologetic indeed. Nor that she had conveniently mislaid her clothing, yet again. 
 
    Asturbar thought that a splendid quality in a woman. Hopefully it was habit-forming. 
 
    After a few minutes, the tall girl murmured against his lips, “Save the kissing and making up for just a minute, Big Boots. I’ve something special I’d like to show you.” Her white-blue eyes sparkled like lightly-tinted diamonds as she indicated the cave entrance. “I spent all of yesterday undoing the wards. That’s why I was so busy. I remember my tutor telling me that wards grow crusty with age – that’s one of the prime reasons why House wards are so powerful and entrenched. Did you know?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted. 
 
    “Well, it took some time and considerable force, but if you’d like to follow me …” she pulled away from him until just their fingertips touched, then a smile of rare brilliance touched Nyahi’s lips as she barked so gruffly it startled him, “Permission to gawk at your derriere on the way in, ma’am? Permission granted, soldier!” She switched voices at will. “What if this task addles my poor, frazzled little brain, ma’am? Just mind your head, soldier!” 
 
    Guffawing raucously, Asturbar reached out for an exploratory tweak of said derriere. One flawless behind, female, blue. A deadly weapon, in his estimation. “Oh, these are fine assets, ma’am. Fine assets indeed!” 
 
    “Forward, march!” 
 
    “We don’t actually say that. Usually it’s the commanding officer who leads from the front, so the cry is, ‘For the Mistrals!’ or ‘Follow me, you idjut-flatbrained sons of dracotortoises!’ ” 
 
    Hooting with laughter, Nyahi roared back, “Soldier, atteeeeen-shun!” 
 
    He snapped out a rigid salute. “Yes sah, ma’am sah!” 
 
    “Keep a covetous eye on the assets, you idjut-brained … whatever it was!” 
 
    “My pleasure, ma’am!” 
 
    ’Twas pleasure indeed and distraction most fair, but as Asturbar entered the cavern hand in hand with the mysterious proprietor of his heart, he became diverted in a new way. As he had suspected but never discovered for certain, the Island’s interior appeared to be liberally honeycombed with caves. Glorious caves. It was like walking into a Marshal’s cathedral of vaulted ceilings and massive supporting columns, but no Marshal had ever dreamed of decorating his hall with such wealth. The columns were so thick it gave the appearance of being a maze of many caverns, but they all interconnected through arches of rubies and garnets, diamonds and silvery meriatite, here a lode of apparently pure gold as thick as his outspread arms – unimaginable wealth! In many places whitish gemstones glowed with an innate radiance, shedding enough light that he could observe every detail without care for shadow or blemish. 
 
    The eggs inside his stomach felt as if they had just come alive. Asturbar pressed a hand against his gut. Ouch. That was not an entirely comfortable, nor a comforting sensation. “Shh.” 
 
    Why did he say that? Nyahi looked sharply at him. “Asturbar?” 
 
    Alright, out with it. 
 
    “My theft,” he admitted. 
 
    She peered at him, the corners of her eyes crinkling with amusement. “Let me guess. Big mouth, maybe I should put it to use?” 
 
    “Azhukazi was chasing a treasure,” he growled and glowered at her, irked by her mischievous expression, “and there was no way in – well, minus various execrations I could throw in right now, there was no way I was letting that foul, bone-licking spawn of a murgalizard get his paws on something that might just make the Island-World worse for everyone.” 
 
    That declaration earned him an impassioned reward. Wow! 
 
    “Nearly got us all killed, though. The odd thing was …” Asturbar described that strange incident in the hall afterward, when the Iolite Blue had tried to read his mind, failed, and then in a single breath both complimented him as an honoured enemy and signed his death warrant. Classic draconic double play, as subtle as it was masterful. 
 
    Nyahi prodded his gut, making him suck it in self-consciously. She laughed and slipped her hand inside his shirt. “You are not fat, silly. Mmm, are these muscles or are they boulders?” He yelped something unintelligible. “Sooooo … what’s stashed inside, may I ask?” 
 
    “The Jewels of Instashi.” 
 
    “The … what?” 
 
    Another day, another ride. This time Asturbar discovered he had five legs and a dozen arms, and could look around every possible degree of the compass at the same time as they blasted around the cavern together, riding the torrent of her fury. Glimmers of rainbow light swirled about him in a kaleidoscopic galaxy as they traversed the chambers of the cavern, and it came to him with dizzying clarity that this must somehow be the heart of these Islands, its soul and its pulse, or at least the power source upon which so much life depended. 
 
    At length the unchained beast dumped him and stood upon his throat, roaring, Explain yourself! Explain what you have done! 
 
    She spoke Dragonish! Even a neophyte in Dragon lore like him knew what that meant. 
 
    But she was choking him, and this time, a power-hungry madness suffused her eyes. Feral? Perhaps. In this form Nyahi had the appearance of a huge Dragoness of liquid lavender fires, her signature colour, but for the first time he dully recognised that this was another expression of her skin colour. She was shades off a silvery teal-blue, more toward the purple spectrum. Why he was even thinking this right now? Asturbar flexed his arms, and pitted his strength against the beast. 
 
    To his shock, she actually lifted. Unless he was greatly mistaken, she had to be a twenty tonne Dragoness in this form, but he actually lifted a paw upon which she had rested a considerable fraction of her weight. For long seconds they wrestled, fire for fire and anger for anger, before he abruptly rolled aside and her paw slammed down beside him. GRRRAAARRGGHH! White-hot fires poured over him, molten and beautiful, and … not burning? 
 
    She choked off her attack with a sob. “Oh … oh can I not stop … this is a curse! I am cursed!” 
 
    Panting, he said, “Why, Nyahi? What did I do this time?” 
 
    The Dragoness collapsed, shaking the caverns with the spent, frustrated, distraught expression of her mental state. “Boots, for all that I care about you … I can’t prevent this cursed form from taking over and destroying that which I hold most dear! Look, the stupid jewels – the Jewels of Instashi –” she pronounced the word very differently to how he had, een-stuh-shee “– they were a family heirloom stolen from us years ago by none other than your precious Marshal Chanbar. I’ve met the man on numberless occasions. He’s my uncle!” 
 
    He eyed her. She eyed him. Chanbar was her uncle? Grieving gizzards, the plot thickened! He had known Chanbar hailed from the Northeast, but from Yazê-a-Kûz, that most mysterious and impenetrable of realms? Fate didn’t just serve up coincidences like this, did it? Not for no reason. Asturbar shivered. 
 
    The Dragoness whispered, “I’m sorry. So sorry. Did I hurt you?” 
 
    “Actually, no. Which is something we need to discuss. Tell me about these Jewels.” 
 
    Her paw reached out toward him, quivering as if she longed to touch him, but dared not. “They’re dangerous. Well, reputed to be dangerous. Or alive.” 
 
    “Alive? How, exactly?” 
 
    “We learned all the legends when I was a little girl. Some say that the Jewels are really dragonets’ eggs –” 
 
    “Too large,” he said. “What, so they’re waiting a hundred years for some mystical event to change the Island-World and then they’ll hatch? Not a likely story.” 
 
    Watching her emotions flicker through those extraordinary eyes introduced a whole new world of wobbly to his knees. The fires whirling beneath the translucent, crystalline surfaces of her fire-eyes were a-whirl with incredibly complex patterns, colours and movement, expressing emotions both familiar and alien to him. Dragonkind were so different to Humans, creatures of fire and magic based on a fundamentally different physiology and psyche to Humans. Her initial smoky-orange flares of annoyance mellowed into brighter turquoise and citrine colours, apparently amusement of the sizzling and decidedly overwhelming sort. 
 
    She clarified, “You stuffed them down your gullet, Boots?” 
 
    “With some difficulty,” he said, trying to sound dignified. He failed. “There was duress. I was under attack. Nowhere else to hide them since the Iolite Blue was busy asking lots of interesting questions. Point of the talon and all that. Tell me, and please don’t take this the wrong way this time, because I’ve already apologised in advance, but you are not, as far as you are aware, a Chaos Beast?” 
 
    The purring of her belly fires reached a marrow-vibrating pitch. 
 
    “You grew up as a girl?” 
 
    “A Human girl,” she snarled through her fangs, “to my best knowledge.” 
 
    “In Yazê-a-Kûz?” 
 
    “Yes. Where’s this leading, Asturbar? I’m really, really sorry I tried to flame you, but since you already have no hair …” 
 
    He chuckled dutifully. Despite that she made a striking Dragoness, there was that teensy matter of her being terrifyingly unstable. “Just a couple more questions. When did you discover this power? Was it always present, or –” 
 
    “My fourteenth birthday. I turned into a pretty lavender plant at a grand ball held in my honour. My father is the ruler of Yazê-a-Kûz … I guess I haven’t told you the whole story, have I? When my other uncle, the one I eventually killed, tried to drag me off discreetly, I thought he was trying to assault my person. He was that kind of man, you see. Liked young girls sitting on his lap just a little too much. Nobody, and I mean nobody, trusted him. So I sort of … changed again, and … uh. You know. Bloody and messy … end. Which gave the game away to a thousand guests.” 
 
    “Ruddy good riddance, in that case,” Asturbar interrupted. 
 
    “Well, I’m not as accustomed to murder as –” Nyahi hung her head. “Sorry.” 
 
    He touched her paw. “It’s alright. My turn to guess. They tried locking you in a dungeon, training you out of this affliction, consulting the best medical advice, looking up every quack and failed Enchanter or Healer Dragon around the Isles …” 
 
    “Yes. All of that. More. Nothing worked.” 
 
    “No,” he said softly, “because the magic’s innate. Mother or father, Nyahi?” 
 
    “Who? What?” 
 
    “Who’s the Shapeshifter?” 
 
    “Neither. What are you saying?” She stared at him as if a large cockroach had perched upon his head. Asturbar resisted the urge to slap that non-existent creature. “They asked around – a lot. Our House has many resources. This power isn’t any kind of Shapeshifting known beneath the suns. It’s a curse. It’s evil.” 
 
    “I disagree, partly – and you are not evil. Expunge that ridiculous thought at once.” 
 
    Her story was only just beginning to percolate into his mind and make connections; some to be marvelled at, some to make an Azingloriax warrior blench. She was the daughter of a ruler – the ruler, if he had heard correctly – of only the largest, richest, most powerful and most aloof Island-realm in Wyldaroon, and probably a goodly slice of Herimor to boot. Even if they achieved the impossible by returning to civilisation, he would rather not have both the Mistral Fires and the Uxâtate himself breathing down his heiress-stealing neck. Not to speak of what had transpired since. One broken bed, case in point. He rather suspected the Uxâtate might take exception to how Asturbar had gleefully besmirched his daughter’s royal honour. 
 
    Not that she had minded, exactly … 
 
    The fiery flare tenor of the Dragoness’ gaze suggested he had better make his point, forthwith. 
 
    He said, “I suspect your mother may have been naughty, or there might be latent capability somewhere in your bloodline – no?” They were watching each other very closely now, the Azingloriax and the … well, now she was a silvery, oversized dragonet of some four feet in wingspan, a form he recognised from before. “So, to Asturbar’s theory. Your magic is innately chaotic. That initially led me to believe that you were a Chaos Beast. However, we have strong evidence to the contrary. Two main points. You display a single stable form to which you regularly return – the Human manifestation. That, together with your instinctive command of the Dragonish language, is a classic hallmark of a Shapeshifter Dragoness.” 
 
    “I do not –” 
 
    I beg to differ, bright-scales. 
 
    The dragonet shut her fangs, and kept them that way. Whomp! She returned once more to the fire-breathing leviathan. Massively beautiful armoured scales. Scything talons. Mesmerising eyes, and a forge’s wealth of flames licking between her fangs that he would rather not be mesmerised by, thank you kindly. Asturbar beat off an urge to pull down half of the Island behind him as he fled at the speed of a hurrying comet. 
 
    He said, “I had to learn Dragonish. Were you ever taught?” 
 
    Shake of the head. 
 
    Actually, he remembered now, Yazê-a-Kûz was famously unwelcoming to the Dragonkind. Better and better. 
 
    Asturbar boomed, “Excellent! Born Human, grew up Human, came into your powers around adolescence. Sound anything but Shapeshifter to you?” Another headshake. There was something so woebegone about a twenty-tonne girlfriend wagging her head like that, he almost laughed. Almost, but that it might have been his last laugh. “Therefore, I propose that you are a Shapeshifter gifted with Chaos magic.” 
 
    “Gifted?” she roared, making the mercenary half-duck. “Grief, you don’t half choose your words, soldier! Nonetheless, this theory sounds vaguely plausible. Do carry on.” 
 
    “Well, that was it. Ergo, you are a Chaos Shifter.” 
 
    “No. There’s no such thing.” 
 
    He threw up his hands. “You just agreed with me!” 
 
    “I’m a woman. I can agree and disagree at the same time and still be right both ways.” 
 
    Asturbar shook his fist beneath her monstrous chin. “Are you saying women are created of chaos magic?” 
 
    Those enthralling fire eyes whirled animatedly, as if inviting him into the stormy fires of her enigmatic existence. “Do you honestly believe I’m … I’m this thing which has never existed before in the Island-World?” 
 
    “A Chaos Shifter? I believe it, because I’m looking at one.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: Dreams 
 
      
 
    IN the sacred lore of the Dragonkind, Shapeshifters were enshrined as creatures exhibiting two manifestations of one core soul. They could switch between their two forms at will, and Asturbar understood that they could be born and grow up in either Dragon or Human form, but that the powers began to emerge around adolescence – being four to six years of age for Dragons, and thirteen onward for Humans. Unlike Nyahi, however, Shapeshifters had a single stable Human form that aged and behaved in Human ways, and similarly their Dragon form. Injure one form and the other displayed a similar injury within certain bounds, such as injuries to wings or forelimbs showing up on Human arms, while tail injuries generally displayed on the buttocks, but this was not a perfect rule. Kill one form and the Shapeshifter died. 
 
    Many Shapeshifters believed in the ultimate purity of the Shapeshifter form – that their superior magical powers and fire-life fitted and destined them to rule, and that indeed, all Lesser Dragons excluding the protodraconic forms were ordained to become Shapeshifters in the glorious future ushered in by the Star Dragoness’ peerless gift. This worldview decreed that the primary purpose of Shapeshifters was therefore to usher in that future as rapidly as possible. Rule. Dominate. Procreate. Some might argue that the great Shapeshifter Lines thought about nothing else. 
 
    Surely the Star Dragoness, Empress of Herimor and worshipped by all, must have conceived a different vision? Something less … disturbingly adjacent to genocide? Asturbar just didn’t consider himself the kind of person to take up that argument with a deity. 
 
    So to Nyahi, whose Human form appeared to be pleasingly stable – and pleasingly pleasing in all sorts of extremely pleasing ways, Asturbar decided, growing hopelessly befuddled at one point during their conversation and deciding he should have to examine the crystalline formations in order to recover his poise – while her draconic form was emphatically the opposite. Well, it was aesthetically attractive with lethal overtones, if that made any Isles sense at all. 
 
    She was not entirely content with Asturbar’s hypothesis, but declared she was content to fly with it for the time being. He agreed. For want of a pun, there were holes in his argument one could drive a Dragon through, with plenty of headroom and wingtip-room to spare. Take her ability to shift into protodraconic forms – the so-called dracoflora and dracofauna rife throughout Herimor and apparently absent North of the Rift. What happened to her brain during her time spent in those forms? Scholars posited an intricate, innate transition ‘map’ that allowed Shapeshifters to accurately assume their target form. What if said target form had no brain? Or, intellectual capacity so vanishingly primitive that it was inconceivable it could hold such an imprint? Why could she speak in some forms and not in others? Why could she semi-control certain transformations, more by luck than by design, while she was trapped in others until such a time as some kind of instinct took over and completed the changeover? 
 
    Asturbar had to laugh at Nyahi’s reaction to his suggestion that her actually possessing a brain was a debatable point. She flickered through a dozen or more crystalline Dragon forms apparently related to the magic alive in the cavern, before reappearing as her Human and trying to slap him. He instinctively threw up a block; she whipped into a bracelet-like form some ten inches wide that in the blink of an eye enclosed his right-hand platinum-argentonium wristlet in a layer of pure yet flexible diamonds. 
 
    Magical. 
 
    Just when he thought she was voiceless once more, her new form sprouted a tiny face and muzzle and said, “Interesting. A new fashion line for men in wearable girlfriends?” 
 
    Asturbar wasn’t entirely sure whether to chuckle or blench. He did both. Holding her up, he tickled her … something … with his forefinger. “You are diamond.” 
 
    Exquisitely tiny jewel-fangs smiled at him. “Glad you finally noticed, helmet-head.” 
 
    “When I get home, I’m going to sell you for a fortune.” 
 
    “Outrageous!” 
 
    Her mouth tried to bite his thumb, but Asturbar was too quick. He said, “You know, if you can learn to control the chaos in that little brain of yours, you’d be a master of disguise. The unstoppable thief. The perfect spy –” 
 
    “Ignoring the inconvenient fact that, unlike someone I know, I am neither a thief nor a spy?” 
 
    “How can any creature so beautiful stab me with such vile accusations? I can definitely see myself putting you to work when we get back. You know, ornamental pot-plant, maybe a pretty footstool or a superb jacket of living silvery-blue – ouch!” 
 
    “Back off, boyfriend,” purred the creature. “This form has claws, as I’ve just discovered.” 
 
    “Awfully clever of you,” he sulked. “So, where in the Island-World of ‘I’ve never been there before’ do you think this form comes from?” 
 
    The bracelet gaped at him. 
 
    “I know. I’m starting to think that your chaos magic may somehow describe or be driven by a repository of possibility. I mean, every single one of your configurations is a viable form of life, isn’t it? Or you’d be pretty much dead right now.” 
 
    The diamonds continued to look flabbergasted. 
 
    “So, pray elucidate for this poor, flummoxed soldier, from where exactly you are able to draw the intimate knowledge of potential life-forms which you have never seen, thought about or even imagined in any sort of detail? Or do you just make up life itself as you go along?” 
 
    When she made no reply, Asturbar whispered, “Are you Fra’anior’s own daughter perchance, Nyahi?” 
 
    Apparently, diamonds could gasp, turn pallid and faint. 
 
    Asturbar sat down very slowly upon an octagonal meriatite deposit, and stroked the bracelet comfortingly. He had just managed to frighten himself quite thoroughly, never mind Nyahi. Discussing the fabric of life itself was deeply disturbing territory for an infantryman, but he was not so naïve as to ignore the implications. If anyone else came to similar conclusions about her powers … 
 
    Quietly, he said, “I’m more the beast than you ever could be, sweet Nyahi, my hidden treasure. I beat you black and blue with the words of my flapping tongue. What a fool I can be. Yet I would do well by you. I am good at … well, some of this. We’ll work out ways for you to control the transformations. We’ll train together. Grow strong together. I’m no scholar, loremaster or magic user, but neither am I a complete helmet-head. We –” 
 
    “Yes, you are,” murmured the bracelet. 
 
    He chortled happily. “Had me fooled, you rascally scrap of talking treasure. Next time, I’m not blabbing all my secrets to you. What’s your name?” 
 
    “Nyahi,” she giggled. 
 
    “That’s the one I gave to you.” 
 
    “I’m a very submissive, docile, tractable girl … you can train me all you like, Big Boots.” 
 
    Heat exploded in his cheeks. “Nyahi! Honestly! Are you always this plainspoken? And before you cheek me again, the answer to that is –” 
 
    “Hopefully, yes?” She put on her Asturbar voice, “I will train you thoroughly, ma’am! I am a good soldier, ma’am!” 
 
    “In battle craft,” he protested, albeit weakly. 
 
    “If you say so, Commander Asturbar,” she said, so demurely he knew she meant exactly the subject to which his thoughts immediately strayed. “Don’t you start protesting. I’m sitting on your pulse. I know exactly what you’re thinking, you wicked, wicked man. And before you cheek me again, no, I can’t change out of this one. Not yet. I agree with you testing my different forms and all that, but first may I ask, what trouble exactly are you planning to get into out here? Battles with sunlocust plagues, I understand. You seem to be thinking more broadly.” 
 
    Frowning fiercely at his reflection in an impossibly enormous vein of gold, he replied seriously, “It’s just that I don’t feel we are fated to spend all of our lives in the Doldrums, Nyahi.” 
 
    “No? You also have a feeling?” 
 
    “YES, I HAVE FEELINGS!” he shouted. Shocked silence. “Uh … where did that … sewage come from? Sorry. ‘Better to shut your fangs, soldier! Yes sah!’ ” 
 
    Laughing, she said, “You can’t imagine how many times I’ve shouted at these walls when the changes come upon me, Boots. I know something of how you feel. We must grapple with those aspects of fate we can grapple with. If we can stabilise a Dragoness form long enough for us to fly out of here, that will be my goal as well. I understand the need to protect ourselves out there in the big, nasty old Island-World.” 
 
    “Azhukazi will work it out eventually.” 
 
    “Yes. Or Chanbar. He’s a smart one. Always calculating the odds. I worked out he must have been quietly angling to take over a mercenary House since before I was born. An interesting pastime for a scion and noble of Yazê-a-Kûz.” Nyahi sometimes sounded so much older than her twenty-two summers, Asturbar thought, nodding. Smart thinking. “He wanted power, just a different form of power to what anyone imagined. I wonder after that campaign you mentioned against the rogue Gladiator Pit, what he extorted from my father. Or whether that was when he stole the Jewels.” 
 
    Asturbar said, “You need to understand that your powers would be prized. What value upon a person who could change into any draconic form at will? You’d need to ally yourself with a powerful –” 
 
    “We.” 
 
    He cursed softly. 
 
    Nyahi rippled against his wrist. “Alright, soldier, you can stop looking so glum. I’m getting used to your talent for saying the wrong thing at the wrong time. Just you try getting rid of me. I’ll secure this bracelet around your thick neck! Unless you’d rather be liberated from a Chaos –” 
 
    “THE HELLS NO!” he bellowed, and this time felt very good about it. 
 
    In a moment, the cavern rocked to the sound of their laughter, one silvery and tinkling, the other a great basso belly-laugh. 
 
    At length, Nyahi said, “I will need you to do something for me, however, Marshal Boots.” 
 
    “Marshal?” he snorted. 
 
    “If the shoe fits …” 
 
    “Oh, I see. The foot-size jokes are going to continue for how many years, my sparkly muse?” 
 
    She said, “Tonight, I need you to look to the horizons for me. You see, I’ve been dreaming and I don’t understand what it all means. I’ve never dreamed as vividly in all my life before, but somehow, as I’ve been … uh, sort of hiding from you in this cavern, since meeting you that is, I’ve been having some pretty crazy visions and … all that.” 
 
    “Sure, hit me with crazy. I’m getting used to it.” The claws dug in, but he said, “I like it, is what I meant. Mister boring and predictable meets the ultimate face of unpredictability, decides he could gladly grow old with said unpredictability.” 
 
    The bracelet grew noticeably warmer where it touched his skin. “Me too. But listen. Please don’t get huffy on me if this sounds like blasphemy, but I think I’ve been dreaming about a Star Dragoness up there in the skies, and I think she’s going to fall to Isle tonight. In Wyldaroon.” 
 
    Asturbar puffed out his cheeks. “Phew! Alright. I subscribed to the view that there was only one Star Dragoness until you said that.” 
 
    “There have been two, at the very least,” Nyahi argued, advancing the opposing view to the one he had been taught. “Hualiama, of course, and Istariela, the Fra’anior’s fabled beloved.” 
 
    “One and the same person. Deity.” 
 
    The bracelet chuckled. “Alright. Let me really trample your sensibilities, in that case.” 
 
    He sniffed, “I can very well do that for myself. It was clearly impossible for Fra’anior and Istariela to have progeny as we understand procreation or reproduction, despite their legendary love for each other. I also shiver to think of Hualiama being a real, spiritual, fire-life descendent of Fra’anior himself, and I acknowledge that her incredible powers argue that may well be true – but I just think the one-Star theory is more logical. It hurts my brain less, anyhow.” 
 
    Dreamily, Nyahi replied, “I dreamed that there were two beautiful stars talking to each other way out there, over the Rift beyond the Mesas. The name of one, at least, was revealed to me. Well, her identity. She’s an Amethyst Shapeshifter Dragoness.” 
 
    “Hold on. You expect me to look how far, exactly? That’s what you want, isn’t it?” 
 
    The bracelet pouted. 
 
    “Alright, you win. No arguments here.” Asturbar stroked her gently beneath her diamond chin, drawing an involuntary purr. The diamonds also appeared to turn slightly pink with embarrassment. Interesting. “I’m not quite such a thick-skulled soldier boy to understand that one can see stars from inconceivably immense distances. I shall gladly search out this mythical Star Dragoness of yours; I shall be your eyes and you shall come with me. We shall attempt to ascertain the mystery of an Amethyst Dragoness – a colour which also happens to be impossible amongst the Dragonkind, just by passing mention. I have studied Shapeshifter colours in detail. You say she shall fall to Island this very evening?” 
 
    The bracelet shimmered upon his arm. “Right now!” 
 
    And then, it was all Asturbar could do to hold on for dear life as his girlfriend turned into a neat little comet of her own. Complete with existentially misbehaving diamonds. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Perhaps all of one minute later, in Asturbar’s estimation, he stood atop the topmost Island in the entire archipelago which they had made their home, with his companion, a metallic dragonet boasting some eighteen inches of draconic perfection, perched upon his left shoulder. 
 
    As he peered to the North, he reached up to soothe her with a gentle hand. Actually, he was the one who needed soothing! How much of this could a man’s nerves stand? He said, “If Amethyst is impossible, what Dragon colour are you? Exquisite silver-blue? You’re more like … not quite platinum. I can’t place your colour. Another element. Not meriatite, nor tungsten which is whiter. You are more silvery, and there’s that additional blue element which definitely hints at you possessing higher Dragon powers.” 
 
    “I’m not a Dragoness. I’m Chaos, remember?” 
 
    “Fangs, talons and fiery attitude. Forgive me for mistaking you for a doormat.” 
 
    Forgive his head for whirling as though it wanted to spin off his shoulders. Her rides were not half a window into insanity. Although … “Say, Nyahi, when you accosted me at my place – how was it that your fireball bounced off my rump? Do you think the Jewels of Instashi are protecting me from the inside?” 
 
    “Boots. Focus. Sing me a song of silvery starlight …” 
 
    “Understood.” 
 
    He peered Northward intently. 
 
    “And, do please move your mouth when you think. Men.” 
 
    Alright, she had not been that sheltered. 
 
    “Oh. Well, as you know it is impossible to see four thousand leagues with Human eyesight, so basically, what I’m looking at is golden suns-fires rippling over an endless plain of white Cloudlands, which rather oddly, seems to have developed a wide vortex about two leagues East of here. The golden light playing off those flecks of cloud down there makes that clear. It might be as broad as five leagues in diameter.” Asturbar pointed. “Ten points above pure Northwest I think I can see a black dot which may or may not be another oasis like this one. Behind us is a glorious sweep of roseate mountain peaks –” dancing dragonets, now he was throwing linguistic daisies like ‘roseate’ into his speech “– whilst to the North and East the horizon fades seamlessly into the gathering night. Old gold, orange and crimson flame gives way to the darkness wherein ancient stars do roam, ablaze with the genesis of their fire-life. It is said, my dear flower, that the stars are the souls of Ancient Dragons gazing down upon the world, and if that were truth, then there are billions of Dragonkind watching us right this moment. Could you imagine such a draconic congregation?” 
 
    “Oh, Asturbar,” she sighed, nuzzling his cheek. 
 
    “Sorry. Got a bit carried away there.” More than that! Whatever was the matter with him? 
 
    “Please do get carried away more. It’s a glimpse into your soul.” 
 
    He rubbed his neck in embarrassment. “Ah … good. Anyways. The early stars are already twinkling in the East, but if I know my maps well enough, it is above your old homeland of Yazê-a-Kûz that you wish me to look. There.” He indicated twenty-five points East of due North. “I see many familiar constellations – the Wrangler, the Dragon’s Heel, the Seven Robes of Kings – and oh! Well now. I see what you meant.” 
 
    When he fell silent, the dragonet trapped his left earlobe between her fangs, albeit gently. 
 
    “Words, with haste!” he chuckled. “I see a star which is lower and brighter than many others, I would imagine right above where your father must be pining for his – yeow! Too much poetic license?” 
 
    “Way over the line, soldier.” 
 
    “I apologise. But, swiftly now. It’s lengthening. Moving. I mean, from this distance that star has to be moving incredibly fast – in fact, I think what you predicted is actually a shooting star. There’s a corona of white about the leading, blazing orb of light and a trailing streak of her glory which must be a thousand miles long. It’s easily over the Mesas already, I’d imagine, but … this is most unusual. I think I see her path curving. Yes.” 
 
    “Her colour?” Nyahi gasped. 
 
    Asturbar squinted. “It’s hard to tell,” he admitted eventually. “It’s like when you look at the stars and you imagine they are twinkling this colour or that, do you know what I mean? Sorry.” 
 
    “I remember from my childhood,” she replied. 
 
    “It must be awful to lose so much.” 
 
    “It’s close to being blind, but not the same,” Nyahi whispered. “All that is beauty around me I cannot see, save by putting my nose against it. You cannot imagine the fascination of a flower or an insect or even the facets and jewels of that cavern, for I can no longer enjoy the horizons. What else, Boots?” 
 
    He sighed heavily. 
 
    She chuckled, “When I look down your naked body, your toes are out of focus. But I can surely see a great deal in between.” 
 
    “Nyahi! That’s … possibly a deity up there, and you’re discussing my –” 
 
    “Abdominal muscles,” she said primly. 
 
    “Oh, ha ha! Very clever. The comet is curving over the mountains now, and entering Wyldaroon if I can be so bold as to make that estimate. It is low. I don’t know how it missed the peaks, but that smear of white is streaking toward Cloudlands level at an incredible speed. It is … I think you may be right. Every so often, I do believe I can detect a hint of amethyst in that colour, Nyahi. There’s a clearly denser, bigger part at the head, then this brilliant white tail … and, she’s gone.” 
 
    “Gone? What do you mean, gone?” 
 
    “From this distance the world curves, so the scientists would have us believe,” Asturbar said. “Given the Cloudlands’ curvature and the prevailing atmospheric conditions, Human eyesight is limited. Our comet or Star Dragoness just dipped beneath the – what the freaking freaks was that?” 
 
    Faster than the eye could follow, a disturbance of light ran away beneath them, passing across the Cloudlands like a great waveform ripple of tiny lights, until it washed up against those very distant peaks, he imagined. The night seemed to fall with a peculiar reverence. Pregnant with portent. Cognizant of the wonder it had spawned and released to grace the Island-World. Could he believe? Could he? 
 
    “I felt that,” Nyahi whispered beside his ear. “I saw it.” 
 
    “Saw what?” he croaked. 
 
    “A great disturbance of magic emanating from the direction you specified, Asturbar. It was like an enormous, ever-expanding shell of light that washed from the heavens above into the Cloudlands below. She has been born. The Amethyst is coming, this Star Dragoness. We must prepare ourselves.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    From that day onward, Asturbar and Nyahi worked harder than they ever had in their lives. They knew it would take time, months or even years, perhaps, but the future seemed a different prospect now that her strange dream had been confirmed – at least in some detail. He would not have picked Nyahi for the mystical comet-strike-predication type of person. That information must have come from somewhere. He just did not want to think too hard upon what, exactly, its origin might be. Was this a taste of destiny? Or the will of mighty Fra’anior, the Onyx of yore whom some numbskull infantryman had the audacity to insult by comparing his limitless creative power to Nyahi’s Chaos magic? 
 
    “Forgive me,” he whispered to the stars. “I am not worthy.” 
 
    He had thought she was asleep, but a slim silvery-blue hand moved from his chest up to his cheek, and stroked his stubble. “Who among us is worthy, Boots?” 
 
    Turning onto his side, he drew the girl close. “Indeed, who?” 
 
    Sleepily, she murmured, “That’s how I feel about you. Did you know that?” 
 
    Headshake. How could she feel this way, when he was the one who knew that the proverbial Dragon of Providence had bit him in the rump when he considered all that Nyahi was, and might become? He said, “Likewise, o iridium-skinned beauty of my dreams.” 
 
    She tensed. There in the darkness of their bedchamber, he knew he had touched something. A nerve? A truth? Nyahi breathed evenly as if she were trying to get back to sleep, or to cover up her surprise, but her skin began to gleam with a faint, silvery radiance. He thought back to their brief conversation. Was this reaction about worthiness, or dreams, or … iridium? Where had that popped up from? He knew it only as a trace metal similar to platinum which was valued by many Dragons both for its gold-like density and weight, and for its commercial value as a Dragon armour alloy and an essential element of the draconic diet, especially mothers brooding over their clutches of eggs. Iridium was far rarer than platinum, and commanded by the pebble, or one-twelfth of a stone’s weight, ten thousand times the price. 
 
    Thankfully, Marshal Chanbar had not specified he seek iridium for his flooring needs! 
 
    He stirred. 
 
    “Go to sleep, Boots,” she murmured. “So much training …” 
 
    The training had been progressing – not much or in directions that they necessarily enjoyed, but there were definitely signs of improvement. Nyahi had a handful of transformations she could control eighty percent of the time, now, but unfortunately none of those was her return to Human form, nor could she reliably sustain them for periods of longer than half an hour. His mental catalogue of her potential target forms seemed to be approximately as large as the scope of draconic life itself, which was to say, the exercise of mapping them appeared futile. 
 
    “Do you know much about iridium?” he asked. 
 
    “Boots. I’m so tired.” 
 
    “You’re glowing.” 
 
    “You’re as transparent as crysglass,” Nyahi whispered. Drawing his hand up from her bare hip to her lips, she kissed his fingers tenderly. “If you’re desperate, I’m amenable.” 
 
    Asturbar said, “Didn’t want to disturb. I’m also a bit wrung out by all we’ve been doing.” 
 
    “Rest day tomorrow, isn’t it?” Plaintively, she added, “It’s been five weeks, Asturbar. When will she come? Will our fate ever change? I’m not unhappy … oh my cherished man, I am a million billion trillion leagues from unhappy!” She wriggled about until she faced him, and Asturbar curved his arm about the small of her back now, connecting them. He was so big, his biceps were thicker than her trim waist. She gurgled with laughter. “I am glowing, too! I can see my reflection in your eyes. Happiness thus illuminated for all to see. Where are your thoughts, my lovely soldier? Spin me a tale.” 
 
    “My thoughts dwell upon the providence that gifted my exile with the companion of my dreams,” he said. And, on her ears. She habitually kept her unfeasibly pointy ears hidden in her sable tresses, but around him it seemed she grew bold enough to sweep her hair back the better to converse with him. He was no expert on auditory appendages, but such upswept adornment must surely have become the fodder of many balladeers’ tales, if they were common to her people. Just one more usual feature of his silver-blue girl. 
 
    “Oh-oh. Poetical doth he wax.” 
 
    Mawkish was probably a more accurate descriptor. He said, “You’re a delight. No more dreams?” 
 
    “A … few. Just last night I dreamed – a nightmare, really – that the Star Dragoness was chained up in this cage, unable to escape. The Dragons there had no idea who she was. They were making her fight many terrible enemies. Asturbar, you aren’t listening to me. Are you thinking about your betrothed? Must she always interfere –” 
 
    “I’m thinking about names,” he said. 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    “Many beautiful names. I’m thinking about the flare you produced yesterday, when your scales became like white gold, and I had suns-spots all the rest of the day.” 
 
    “Which is why you tripped over a bush and skinned your poor sensitive elbow?” 
 
    “Grr. And I can be thankful I didn’t drop my training boulder upon my granite skull at the same time, yes.” 
 
    “I’m such a stupid, jealous … girl!” 
 
    “No, you’re not. If you must know, I was thinking of the colour of iridium fired in a furnace. That whiteness and purity of your flare attack seemed so … I don’t know. Intense. Wildfires. I wasn’t even sure where it came from, or if we could learn to focus it – but it could be your most potent weapon.” 
 
    Her eyes were laughing at him now, sparkling with that selfsame power seething within her. Asturbar had realised it was growing every day. The more they trained, the more power seemed to become available to her, but conversely, the more indications there appeared to be that she might be able to learn to control that chaos magic. Subtle signs. Successful transformations. Occasional mastery of fire or light attacks. Less of the panicked flickering and more deliberation. 
 
    Yet even in the gleam of her eyes, questions lurked. 
 
    Asturbar blurted out, “If I were to guess your name, I’d say it might be related to who you are. You’ve told me your skin also changed when the magic came upon you, but I wonder if there wasn’t a hint of foresight in whatever name your parents gave you.” 
 
    “Nothing to do with blue or silver,” she said. 
 
    “And it’s not a traditional name from Yazê-a-Kûz?” 
 
    “You’ll never guess.” 
 
    Would he never guess why she suddenly sounded uncertain? A touch breathless? 
 
    He stroked her flank, realising that she must already apprehend the wild irregularity of his pulse, and the movement of his throat as he swallowed hard. “Iridium is the colour of your skin. But that’s no name for a girl. Therefore, I think you must be … Iridiana.” 
 
    She could not speak, but the illumination streaming from her being was more eloquent than ten thousand lines of a balladeer’s finest poetry. Fires ignited. Tears welled from her eyes, bubbling as they spilled upon her febrile cheeks. Then, the exuberant outpouring of her joy translated into a stream of effervescent light that blew the front door clean off its hinges and soared into the profound depths of a starry night, transforming the floating Islands into glorious reflections of her celebrations. She fizzed. Dived. Spiralled. Laughed in silvery glissades of unearthly sound. 
 
    For his part, Asturbar sprinted outside to watch. After a long while, he raised his hands to the heavens, and roared, “IRIDIANA!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: Storm’s Chaos 
 
      
 
    ODDLY, it took Asturbar a considerable time to grow used to calling her Iridiana, and so frequently, he slipped back to Nyahi. Perhaps that was right. Their pet names for each other had special meaning; an integral link in the story two souls sought to forge together. She often called him Boots, affectionately, or Commander when she was feeling naughty, and he called her Nyahi in moments of tenderness or passion. 
 
    They trained relentlessly. Iridiana ran the Island’s trails with him and developed her physical fitness, agility and flexibility using exercises and drills he prescribed for them both. He taught her weapons-play with sword, hammer, axe and dagger, and a solid range of lethal and non-lethal unarmed combat techniques – a far cry from the tenor of her gentle-born upbringing upon Yazê-a-Kûz! In the evenings he taught her battle strategy and she taught him how to sing and to play the sithastroon, repaired now courtesy of ragion cement Asturbar sourced from beneath a small, nearby Island. He glued two of his fingers to the instrument in the doing, but that was a different issue. In between, they experimented with the extraordinary diversity of her forms, trying to discover their capabilities and how they might be controlled. 
 
    As a Dragoness, one of her ‘standard’ manifestations, Iridiana was a lithe, sleek beast measuring some nine and a half of Asturbar’s regular paces or thirty-seven feet in length, he calculated, muzzle to tail-tip, but to their disappointment at that size, he was unable to fit between the relatively closely-spaced spine spikes above her shoulders to sit there as they both believed Dragon Riders were wont to do. Not that there were many Dragon Riders about these parts. Most were said to live in the Vassal States on the far side of the Mesas, not even in Wyldaroon itself – Asturbar himself had never met one, although Nyahi remembered one who had visited Yazê-a-Kûz in her youth. 
 
    The question then became, how could the pair fly into battle together, should that day ever come? 
 
    Iridiana showed him a set of her very fine talons. “Maybe I should just slice a few rump steaks off here; a few inches there?” 
 
    “With those girly talons?” he sneered. Yes, a good foot and a half to two feet in length, and apparently made of razor steel. Weapons indeed! “My behind is far trimmer than your mighty haunches, noble Dragoness.” 
 
    The girl-Dragon chortled happily. “Mmm. All the better to sit on you with, Commander Asturbar! Consider that when next you decide to ‘accidentally’ explore the assets.” 
 
    “ ‘Only doing my duty, ma’am-sah!’ ” he roared. 
 
    “Alright then, I will sit on … oh.” 
 
    “Hmm. Where did I leave that flowerpot?” He chuckled at the very annoyed-looking posy of purple daisies rooted beside his boot. Seven flowers hissed at him. “I can’t for the life of me think what use this form will be in battle, but I’ll come up with something. Dazzle the enemy with your perfume, perhaps? Tickle them until they howl with laughter?” 
 
    The daisies sulked. 
 
    “What I really need is iridium battle armour for … bloodsucking bantalizards!” 
 
    “Mrrrr … what’s this form?” his left bicep inquired. 
 
    Asturbar looked down at his body. “Apparently this manifestation constitutes rather effeminate but useful-looking battle armour – maybe based on an insectoid draconic life-form? Certainly weighs a ruddy tonne.” 
 
    “What are you saying about my weight, mister? Or my protective capabilities?” complained his shiny new carapace. 
 
    “Well, I can’t actually move my elbows or knees right now, which could potentially be a liability in battle. Otherwise, it is amazing.” 
 
    “You don’t like it.” 
 
    “Right. Does ‘amazing’ mean something different where you grew up? Silly Shapeshifter! This is an incredible disguise as well as being practical for all sorts of reasons related to battle – if impacts don’t hurt you, for example –” 
 
    “Your multifunctional metalloid girlfriend?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Who weighs a tonne? Or more?” 
 
    “Umm …” 
 
    “I could add this part.” 
 
    “Nyahi! Now I couldn’t see a speckled champer-lizard even if it was shovelling me down its gullet.” 
 
    “The helmet clearly needs refinement,” his new armour goaded him blithely, “diverting as this game could be. If we don’t have your eyes, we’re rather stuck, aren’t we? Or, what did you have in mind for armour? Bulkier? More manly?” 
 
    At the speed of thought, the armour reformed into Nyahi’s Human form and Asturbar felt a great deal less enclosed, and a great deal more diverted. This was hopeless. He growled, “What did I have in mind? The Commander shall now demonstrate.” 
 
    Iridiana giggled as he reached for her. “Ooh, I do love show and tell!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three weeks later, Asturbar could run around the Island for an hour wearing some ninety stone of girlfriend. He could charge a boulder head-on and not hurt her, only rattling his own person. She was heavier yet more functional and flexible, and offered better overall protection and shock absorption, than any armour he had ever worn. It was the first of her forms that they perfected, and he and Nyahi celebrated together with a romantic moonlit meal beside the big pool. Asturbar might have given significant numbers of ingots for a good skein of Blakkurdan Red wine, but he decided he should make plans for berry wine. Berries were in no short supply, not anymore. 
 
    Nyahi said, “I see we are to be graced with the presence of your harem, Boots.” 
 
    “Ah, the Seven Scamps. And – ping my skull with a Dragon’s tail, we have a thin Fatty. Congratulations, Fatty! She must have laid her eggs.” 
 
    “Fatty? You don’t think that’s a touch demeaning?” 
 
    “Naming accident.” Asturbar patted his belly. “Takes one barrel to – well, she was significantly fatter when she was with egg. Now she’s positively lissom.” 
 
    She glared at him as though ‘louse’ were scribbled upon his forehead. “I hope you aren’t going to call me names if I become pregnant.” 
 
    Asturbar felt the blood drain from his face as though a plug had been pulled in his heart. 
 
    “Nor should you turn that pasty if I mention children! Honestly, what’s the matter with you –” her eyes heated to glowing embers as he discovered his hands would not move “– you feeble excuse for a warrior? I guess now’s as good a time as any to find out that’s how you feel about having children! Well, for your information, you Bazu’kazik dracoswine, I would very much like children – many children – and what’s more …” 
 
    Her words faded around him. Something was wrong with his tongue; it felt as thick as a python in his mouth, and his body would not move. He wanted to speak, but what emerged was a choked, helpless groan that frightened him to the core. 
 
    He saw her face change. “Boots? Boots!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He came around feeling nauseous and muzzy. He thought he heard himself speaking, but Nyahi clearly could not understand a word. The world faded and returned through the whiteness of a blinding headache. Eventually, he was able to sit up and take a few sips of water. 
 
    “You had a seizure,” she said softly. 
 
    “Thorry,” he slurred. 
 
    “Frightened me half to death. I had a little brother who lived just two years.” Her throat bobbed. Iridiana squeezed his hand tighter. “Zaku used to have … these. So I have … some experience. Then, one day, Zaku seized and just never woke up. I’m so sorry I got angry with you …” 
 
    “Ish arroit.” 
 
    Asturbar could only rock her in his arms, and found himself crying too – great tears that splashed upon her neck and wet her dress. When had he ever cried like this before? He tried to explain that it was unprecedented; that he was as healthy as a battle-ready Dragon, but he just did not understand. A seizure? Was this something to do with the Jewels in his stomach? They never had come out. Maybe they were poisoning him slowly, his extra-concentrated Azingloriax stomach acids doing their insidious work. He apologised over and over again for scaring her so badly. Who knew what wounds a person carried? 
 
    When he expressed this thought, the girl said, “You couldn’t have known.” She paused. “I should have told you.” 
 
    She spoke until late in the evening, until the dragonets burrowed a little into the warm sand all around them and fell asleep, as the stars rose over the oasis’ floating Isles and the play of lights began. Asturbar wondered if their communication seemed more urgent than usual, if somehow they were trying to speak to him, but he did not understand and Iridiana’s story was too compelling for him to concentrate on anything else. 
 
    A girl born to a noble Line, she had grown up amongst every luxury, which her father and mother, the Uxâtate and Uxâtati of Yazê-a-Kûz respectively, one of the greatest if not the greatest single nation in all of Wyldaroon, had lavished upon their children. Yet they were always distant, always busy with matters of state, always to be addressed as Father or Mother. Every interaction was undertaken in a formal setting. Authoritarian, Asturbar thought. Distant yet demanding. Bound in the unbreakable chains of honour and tradition that characterised Kahilates or nation-states the world over. Children were expected to succeed the Line, to be trained for rulership from birth, to be serious and scholarly and a credit to their parents. Imperfection was intolerable. Punishments were harsh and to his way of thinking, exceeded the misdemeanour by some considerable margin – perhaps, in some ways, similar to his harsh military upbringing. If he ever had children, he thought … surely there must be room for the tenderness both of them had so seldom known? 
 
    Her ‘coming into her powers’ broke them. Her mother went mad with grief – or perhaps, with reflected shame, Nyahi related, mordant in her sadness. Her father Shan-Jarad raged, whipped her and locked her up in his dungeons, but later his true heart emerged. He broke down and wept with her, revealing for the very first time a man stifled; a heart bleeding and a life breaking beneath the burden of rule. He asked for forgiveness many times over. Yet he had still been the one to exile her, secretly. Few in Yazê-a-Kûz knew anything but that she had disappeared. The terrible monster in the dungeons was gone. Shan-Jarad ruled alone, and his four faultless sons were dutiful in every way, taking on the tasks of state as they came of age. Iridiana was forgotten. 
 
    “That’s their way,” she finished. “Face and honour are everything. I … I don’t know if I could go back, Asturbar. Yet Yazê-a-Kûz lies deep in my soul. Deeper than I imagine, I guess. I do dream about going back home, but I would most likely hold neither rank nor inheritance, nor any place in the Uxâtaayn Kahilate at all. It doesn’t matter anymore.” 
 
    Yet it most surely did. 
 
    What a turn of events for a mercenary and a princess, which was what her previous title of Uxâtati-a-Tân meant, to fall over the Islands for each other. A liaison forbidden by class, status, heritage and every written and unwritten law of the Isles of Herimor. According to the histories, Hualiama had been the Princess of the celebrated Island Cluster of Fra’anior, before her elevation to Empress and eventual deification. Her mate Grandion was also a Shapeshifter, shell-son of the legendary Sapphurion, leader of all Dragons North of the Rift. Yet had Hualiama not once been like Iridiana, young and ingenuous, yet bursting with such mighty power she had not known what to do with it? He grimaced. These considerations must make for outright sacrilege in most corners of Herimor and Wyldaroon. 
 
    She must have come from somewhere. Star Dragonesses did not just bud on every bush. Nyahi might be one to quickly bend the knee, but not this soldier. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Over the weeks that followed his strange seizure, Asturbar came to realise that this oasis in the Doldrums could describe a metaphor for his own life. In a sense, his Island-World had been the barrenness of the toxic Cloudlands, a dry, lifeless place where he had done his best to ensure nothing ever changed. He had his routines, his soldierly disciplines and his obsession for the work. Nothing else had mattered. Here, everything had changed. This green paradise, so isolated and inaccessible, was nonetheless fertile soil for the flowering of his soul. He discovered new purpose. Nothing articulate or immensely noble as such, but simply a desire to be a better man, and moreover, to do better for others. Some of his soldiering had been undertaken for laudable reasons, but much had been for greed, aggrandizement, petty revenge or territorial expansion. In Iridiana he found more than a companion and more than a diversion. He found a soulmate, someone he connected to at levels he had never imagined. 
 
    The oasis was their private domain outside of the main ebb and flow of the world. He felt intensely jealous of their time together, for as she dreamed a second time and third of this Amethyst, and of events sweeping by their tiny patch of intimacy, he knew their time would end – nay, it would continue, he vowed, but in different ways. Courage, soldier! Have faith in the incalculable, Island-swaying might of love. 
 
    Love had been stolen from him once before, most cruelly. 
 
    A sympathetic word from the Marshal rang in his memory. “We were attacked by a Scorpiolute Assassin. I regret to inform you that Rezhine was among those who lost their lives. I’m sorry, Commander Asturbar.” 
 
    Regret to inform. His huge fists clenched. He had not even been given the chance to be present, to battle the enemy, to make his voice and his strength count. What did strength matter when the assassin destroyed in secret? Now he found it nigh impossible to leave Nyahi’s side for a second. 
 
    That morning, waking before dawn beside his beloved, he had deliberately torn himself away to climb the ravine behind the hut. As he braced himself across the crack and pressed his way up, Asturbar wondered at the motivating power of fear. Was fear not intimately linked to survival? Was it the voice of inner cowardice, or was the Isles proverb true, that fear was the hidden face of wisdom? To protect. To love. To prepare. Any soldier took these matters to heart, only he would have preferred a sense of healthy cognizance of consequences rather than the raw, choking, visceral dread that had settled in his craw like a lump of molten lead this morning. Perhaps it followed his dreams. He had seized thrice more over these weeks. How could he be strong and reliable for this young woman, this Chaos Shifter who needed him to guide and understand her transformations, if he just fell over in a heap, frothing at the mouth, at random intervals? 
 
    That was the core. He felt his masculinity was at stake. He must not fail, yet unseen, unknown dangers loomed larger than Islands over his life and he … he was afraid. Afraid! 
 
    He climbed. 
 
    An hour later he sat cross-legged upon an East-facing outcropping, thinking. Reflecting. Absorbing the dawn’s beauty through his pores, through the colours playing against his eyes, imagining the very palette of creation seeping into his soul. Nyahi was a wellspring of endless creativity. Just yesterday she had presented four new forms, ranging from a wasp-like predator to an elemental form that had shifted around their hut like a constant play of prismatic lights; he could pass his hand through her insubstantial being and feel nothing but a slight tingling of magic. 
 
    Soon, he frowned and peered more narrowly at the horizon. His eyes swept far and wide, from the lawless Gladiator Pits of the North to the serrated peaks of the South, before returning to that oily-dark smudge. Just a finger above the horizon, but it was different. 
 
    When the Doldrums changed, a soldier hearkened to danger. 
 
    A light footfall behind him brought a hair-trigger response from Asturbar. A battle-ready response. He was at the enemy so fast, it took his breath away, and hers … he had Nyahi by the throat, his great paw encircling her neck, and her eyes popped with shock. With a grunted curse directed at himself, he released the pressure, but before she could go anywhere, he slipped a hand behind her thighs and swung her into his embrace. He kissed the red fingerprints upon her neck. “Sorry.” He kissed her pulse. “Sorry.” He checked beneath her right ear. Definitely kissable. He made sure his apologies were so comprehensive that she began to laugh. 
 
    “Get off, you silly man, your stubble’s scratchy.” 
 
    “It’s a soldier’s curse that sometimes the mind slips into the battle-state. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    She said, “You’re frightfully strong, Boots. I don’t think you realise sometimes.” She snuggled against his shoulder. “It’s also one of many things I love about you. You’re like a rock.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “A great, big, fuzzy boulder.” 
 
    “Thanks again. Minus the fuzz. I do not have fuzz.” 
 
    “And these calluses on your fingers are so cute. Every scar and mark a story of your life.” 
 
    He growled something wordless. The marks of lifelong training were cute? Ha! 
 
    Nyahi said, “I don’t mind you watching the dawn, but I worry when you disappear like that. We need to make a sign or leave a message somehow. You must think I’m terribly clingy and glued to your shadow the whole time, and I don’t mean to be that needy sort of woman, Asturbar … why are you laughing? I’m baring my heart here!” 
 
    “Because I feel the same way,” he explained simply.  
 
    “Urrrrrgggh!” she growled. “You were being sweet and I was thinking, ‘as sensitive as a chunk of granite.’ You … feel the same?” 
 
    “Insanely jealous of our little love-Isle,” he said. 
 
    “Our thousand-Isle, enchanted love oasis!” Iridiana agreed. “I’ll make no secret of the fact that I love, love, double-love with Dragon gold heaped on top, your size and your strength and your manly, craggy good looks as you sagely survey the far horizons. I feel safe with you, and cared for. Boots, it’s only natural we should feel covetous of this love we share. Love is in many senses the proverbial green-eyed Dragon, but it is also – and what’s that look for? What have I done now?” 
 
    She blushed beneath his gaze, and then flickered tremulously through at least fifteen transformations before settling in her Human form with a yell of annoyance. 
 
    He said, “Do you realise what we are saying, Nyahi?” 
 
    Her colour deepened beneath his scrutiny. “No.” 
 
    “Think about it.” 
 
    Ducking away, the girl recovered her dress and slipped back into her garment. Nibble of the lip. A toss of the long, wavy black hair to clear her face of a few stray strands. “Alright, enlighten this poor Chaos Shifter who is having a brainless moment … oh.” She searched his eyes. “Oh! Oh, Asturbar …” 
 
    “I love you, Iridiana.” 
 
    Fireworks! “I loooo … loooovvveee … whee! Love you, too!” 
 
    Strange how something could be without being said, yet when it was spoken that somehow changed the fates, the course of lives and stars and Islands! Asturbar watched his girlfriend with envious delight. Oh to fly like that! Oh that she could have seen fizzing fireworks as those simple words ignited his own heart. He probably had the most inane smile in the universe plastered across his face just then, but he did not care one whit. 
 
    “Incoming! Watch this – dragonet!” yelled Nyahi. 
 
    That would be twenty tonnes of Dragoness, and he was flat on his back. Wham! “Oof.” 
 
    “Oops.” 
 
    “The weighty paw of love, o my fiery femme fatale?” 
 
    The massive Dragoness giggled with an incongruously soprano sound. “Oh, come to Isle with me, my man-cake pancake.” 
 
    “Uhh … what’s a pancake? It doesn’t sound at all comfortable.” 
 
    She whisked him to his feet with a deft flexion of her motile talons. Sheathed, for which he was thankful. “If we had eggs and honey, I’d make you pancakes. Maybe later.” Suddenly, it seemed that the whirling colours of her eyes changed, deepening and darkening as the Iridium Dragoness lifted her muzzle. “What’s … why do I sense … Boots?” 
 
    He flipped her a slapdash salute that would have thrown any self-respecting Drillmaster into an apoplectic fit. “Dark clouds on the horizon, o mighty Dragoness.” 
 
    “Hmm, mighty Dragoness?” she preened shamelessly. “I could get used to that. I like a spot of grovelling, too.” 
 
    “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “All forms of drivelling Dragoness worship are very acceptable to her most majestic draconic –” 
 
    “Not happening.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m the one with the title,” she mock-complained. 
 
    “I’m the one with the battle axe. What say you we try me riding in your paw, or upon your paw?” 
 
    Nyahi chortled massively. “What say you, I just throw you at the enemy?” 
 
    “I’m not sure –” 
 
    She lifted her fore talon and pointed at the horizon. “That’s magical, I think …” Her body flickered several times. “It’s a storm, right? The odd thing is, I sense the Amethyst Dragoness out there. It’s the same presence I felt in my dreams.” 
 
    “Fra’anior was the Lord of Storms.” 
 
    Poof. Back into one of her flower guises. Quivering. 
 
    Asturbar knew how she felt. 
 
    With studied gentleness, he clasped her person with his hands and said, “I think we should get you to your cave, don’t you? I mean, there’s nothing much to see out there bar a dark smudge that’s growing inch by inch, but we can’t be too careful. Storms and Chaos magic seem all too closely aligned for my liking. No telling what it might do to your magic.” 
 
    Her stems dipped in agreement. 
 
    That day, the storm’s footprint increased at first in tiny increments, but later in the afternoon began to swell visibly. Having installed Nyahi safely in the cave – safely, he hoped – Asturbar climbed up top to check the storm’s progress. First, a black line. Later a sooty, thunderously dark ridge, like the mounded backs of ten thousand onyx Storm Dragons on the rampage. Now, come mid-afternoon, a piceous rampart half-obscured the Yellow Moon, but its depthless darkness was unlike any storm in his experience. Lightning flashed constantly out there, right along the storm front which spanned the horizon to fully two hundred and fifty degrees of the compass, but that lightning was not white. It was purple. Amethyst purple, to be precise. As a soldier possessed of a reasonable streak of common sense and a pragmatic view of life, that ominous prospect made him itch. All over. 
 
    It was beginning. 
 
    If a single Dragoness commanded power upon such a scale … what could have provoked such a response on her part? Nyahi, huddled away in a corner of her cave in the form of a scaly boulder – a tortoise-like khaki creature covered in an unmistakably draconic scale-carapace – told him that the evil she sensed did not emanate from the Amethyst. It might be Azhukazi the Iolite Blue stirring up some horror from his graveyards, or another power entirely. She seemed incapable of imagining a Star Dragoness turned to evil, he reflected, but surely such an awesome storm was also terribly destructive and therefore, malevolent? Was he reading too much into the phenomenon? Maybe Dragon powers so immense could never be controlled. Was the Star Dragoness like Nyahi, wrestling with the elemental forces of nature itself? There had always been whispers of Chaos magic around Wyldaroon, but he had no idea from where Chaos Beasts originated – there was a fabled homeland of Chaos away to the South, beyond the mountains, but that legend was thin indeed and most likely a balladeer’s fabrication. His girl came from no such realm. How, then, had Chaos magic entered her bloodline? Could she be one of the so-called spontaneous Shapeshifters, the emergence of which was ‘discouraged’ by the great Shapeshifter Lines? 
 
    Asturbar rounded up his Scamps and tried to explain to them that they should take shelter along with the rest of the fauna around the Isle; they listened closely, appeared to understand, and promptly flitted off to sound the alarm. Clever little pests. Actually, the other creatures were already on the move, he noticed now. Clouds of colourful butterfly-dragonets streamed over the sides of the biggest mother-Island, plummeting toward the caves he knew dotted its sides in many locations. Here came the stately green dracomantas in flotillas of a dozen and more, rippling their broad, wedge-shaped wings as they glided past the admiring Azingloriax soldier. Now darting wings and schools of the tiny pollinators, singing their playful pollinating songs full of bustle and golden dust, buzzed past him in torrents of iridescent colour. He saw flightless dragonets scampering down the Island-binders, scuttling along in neat order as if unwilling to tread on each other’s tails. They were generally less colourful than their flying brethren, apart from the violently crimson fire lizards, which were poisonous and aggressively territorial – well he knew! 
 
    Word could apparently travel even to the lowest denizens of the draconic hierarchy. 
 
    By the time he returned to the chasm wherein Nyahi’s cave lay, a chill wind had begun to stir the foliage. He watched the vines and the bushes tossing restively, and measured the storm’s progress with his eyes before deciding it would strike before evening. He should batten down the hut. Roof. Windows and shutters. This was going to be a bad blow – would it even shift the oasis to an entirely different location? Or sink it? 
 
    He rappelled swiftly down the cliff face and sidled up to the cavern’s entrance, where he found a very worried girl, returned to her Human form. She clutched his arm. “I think I should ward the entrance. I’m afraid … it feels like the storm’s calling me. She is. I’m sorry, Boots, but in a moment’s madness …” 
 
    Asturbar nodded. “Alright, Iridiana. I understand.” 
 
    Breaking of voice, she replied, “The storm’s voice – so insistent – it’s calling to the wildness of tempest and trouble, to the fierceness and fire and fury within me! It’s as if we are in harmony. I can’t stop the magic’s rising.” 
 
    “Irid –” 
 
    “My blood’s boiling, literally, as if it’s a river of frothing bubbles! I don’t know what to do. Maybe if I warded myself inside and let you set an opening sequence I didn’t know … Asturbar, I cannot fly out there. I’d be lost. Helpless. I’d plunge into the Cloudlands, alone and without you, and I couldn’t bear that. I’d rather suffer here.” 
 
    He held her tightly. “I couldn’t bear it either.” 
 
    “Then lock me inside, my lovely soldier, and no matter what you see or hear, don’t let me out. My life depends upon it.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter 13: The Raging of Thunder 
 
      
 
    IF THAT AMETHYST Dragoness was on the move; if her voice summoned his Iridiana to battle and conquest and glory, and her fury shivered every Isle for a thousand leagues … if Her Rambunctious Highness of the Starry Demesnes wanted his girl that badly, she could jolly well flap over here and ask nicely! Asturbar cracked his knuckles deliberately, and his toes for good measure. Then he set to work, boarding up the windows, securing the roof with additional ropes and boulders, and checking up on the dreadful seven. Apparently his bed was no longer his own. It had become a dragonet warren. 
 
    Scamps! he snorted. 
 
    Fatty lifted her paw to show him three tiny, perfect little eggs. The only poison in the pipe was that they looked a great deal like the Jewels of Instashi, with similarly intricate gemstone patterns and slight irregularities to the surfaces. Asturbar almost popped an eyeball at the sight. That was a great deal more than he needed to suspect about the contents of his belly! 
 
    Congratulations again. No, you stay put. Could he imagine Iridiana being broody over eggs? Phew! 
 
    His eggs? 
 
    The wall needed holding up at that point. Not him, clearly. His knees were just fine. 
 
    The storm arrived in the evening with an eerie howling that reminded him of feral Jagok lizards, only this soon escalated into ten million of them rampaging through the skies at once. The Island shook and the hut with it. Asturbar chopped a few vegetables for a light dinner and on second thoughts, roasted a couple of those blue-banded rock hyraxes he had trapped that morning for the suddenly agog dragonets. When he had carved generous portions and offered the dragonets three bowls, all-out warfare was about three seconds in arriving in his kitchen. 
 
    He thundered into their midst. NOT IN MY HOUSE, YOUNG … ah, dragonets! He shuffled his boots awkwardly. Maybe he’d be an alright parent after all. Human children could not possibly be naughtier than a clutch of seven scaly scamps – could they? 
 
    To his surprise, the dragonets shared the meal decorously after his outburst. 
 
    By the time dinner was over, the rain and hail arrived with thunderous intensity, lashing the Island and clattering against his walls in short, intense flurries. He peeked out the front door. Despite the hut’s sheltered location, the tempest was driving in sideways. 
 
    KAAABOOM! 
 
    Thunder voiced its immense displeasure right inside his head, it seemed. Nyahi! Asturbar pulled the door shut behind him, and ducked into the driving rain. His quick check had the cavern as silent as a tomb. So far, so good. 
 
    “Goodnight, Nyahi!” he bellowed. 
 
    No reply, just one of those silences that was entirely harmful to his constitution. Asturbar departed, and decided he might as well get some shut-eye. 
 
    Toward morning the rain eased but the tempo of the thunder increased until he rousted himself from his bed – he had shovelled the dragonets aside at some point during a chaotic night’s dreams, only to be repaid by seven warm little bodies snuggling against him – to view the storm. Immense sheets and jagged trees of lightning played constantly about the Island. Concussive, booming peals smote his ears every other second, it seemed, whilst through the tempest he saw three or four of the smaller Islets lighting up at once as lightning crashed into them. He was certain the tumbling black spots he saw beneath the Isles were ragions falling off into the Cloudlands. Several Islands already sagged from their binders, and although the Cloudlands below were impossible to see through the racing clouds which had enveloped his home, Asturbar sensed movement. The wind must be forcing the oasis away from its original location. 
 
    Cavern check-up. 
 
    It was mayhem in there. Uncontrolled, spasmodic bursts of magic shattered against the wards, causing Asturbar to take a backward step before he remembered that the strength of her conjuration meant they should hold against anything short of a volcanic eruption. Lights flashed. He heard and felt the booming of a mighty body smashing against the walls, and then her screams raised his hackles. 
 
    Let me out. Let me OUT! Asturbar, please! I must … I must go … 
 
    He cried, That’s the storm calling, Iridiana, not her. Not the Amethyst. He swiped at the rain pouring into his eyes. Be strong, my beloved! 
 
    Set me free, oh, it hurts! It hurts so much! I can’t stand it … nooooo … 
 
    GRRAABOOM! He staggered at the impact somewhere just beyond the warded entrance. 
 
    Her wild wailing chased him down the path. Despite that he had his hands clapped to his ears, Asturbar heard every cry, every plea, every sob until he slammed the hut’s door behind him. As if to underscore his cowardice, the hail then began to lash down with a vengeance, drowning out all sounds indoors bar flat-out shouting. 
 
    He waited. Endured. Agonised. He could not have stayed to listen, but neither could he bear to imagine what she must be suffering. Asturbar exercised steadily in the main room. Paced in circles. Sang a few bawdy ballads he had not dared to voice around Iridiana. He listened to the voice of the storm, marvelling at the Star Dragoness’ power. If she was indeed Fra’anior’s progeny, then command and control of storms would definitely fit her like armour to infantry. The seven-headed Ancient Dragon was said to appear mantled in unending storm, lightning playing between fangs capable of biting off Islands – yes, balladeers had to earn their keep. Might as well scribe a few fables here and there! 
 
    The following morning, Asturbar awoke to thunder beating the Island black and blue. He could not believe the decibel levels being hammered against his ears. The blasts hurt! He could feel the pressure sucking and pounding, sucking and pounding, and the dragonets huddled beneath the blankets, clearly terrified judging by the whimpering sounds they were making. He fumbled through the darkness to comfort them. Grief! He knew at last what it was for the voice of the Great Onyx to be heard. This thunder did not bother to thunderclap. Each peal was more a thunder-detonation. The timbers rattled. Dishes leaped and crashed in Nyahi’s cupboards. By the light cast by multiple strobe flashes of lightning firing through the slatted shutters, Asturbar saw his boots hopping across the floor. Insanity! He felt a shrinking fool for ducking beneath the covers together with the dragonets, but for the sake of his ears as much as his sanity, it seemed necessary. Even the six Jewels seemed clumped together right beneath his left lung, or perhaps they were sitting upon his liver. Whatever the case, that area felt tight and sore. 
 
    Nyahi! How was she dealing with this? 
 
    Asturbar flung himself into action. Plug the earholes with bits of cloth torn from the oldest of her blankets. Snatch up his axe – why? Run! Bootless as he was, he sped along to her bolt-hole, spying through the drenching, shockingly frigid rain several boulders which had fallen into the crack. That was the crashing he had dimly heard in the night! He hurdled one and then crawled awkwardly beneath another tall thin boulder which had become wedged into the narrow gap. The entrance to the cavern was almost buried. A gap the size of his hand remained, but even as he scrambled up to it he retained the presence of mind to remain on the safe side of her wards. 
 
    The pile shook. Concussion! That was his first warning, but the second was hard on its heels. With a living earthquake of a roar, a body flung itself against the entrance area. BOOM! He tumbled backward in a minor rockslide, but recovered immediately, protecting his head with raised forearm. Several of the pieces that tumbled down from above could have knocked him unconscious. 
 
    “Nyahi!” 
 
    WURRRR-AAARRGGHHH!! Another enormous collision. 
 
    “Iridiana, please, listen to me!” 
 
    Thunder pealed and the mad Dragoness responded in kind; for five or ten breaths, Asturbar was unable to hear himself think. Then as both sides seemed to pause for breath, he heard the wards humming at a teeth-jarring volume. That only happened when the magic was under extreme duress. Usually with House wards, the strain would be bled away into the Island itself, and from the answering vibration beneath his feet Asturbar realised that Nyahi must have used the same constructs. Could the Island withstand opposing forces of such magnitude? 
 
    He called again, more urgently, but the commotion within the cavern only redoubled, the impacts arriving with increasing frequency and the sounds of roaring, whistling, tearing and groaning gathering force by the second, until it was difficult to tell which was more violent, her or the storm. It was clear the storm was driving her insane, and that in the crucible of this magical interaction, her power had swelled to an unimaginable degree. His impassioned cries made no impression. Asturbar considered keying the wards and leaping within, but a succession of blows and roars decided him against. As planned, she was best kept restrained behind her wards. They would keep her safe from the Amethyst’s seductive call. 
 
    Poor girl. 
 
    Yet even as he thought this, the soldier sensed an immense charge suffusing the air, like the times he had fought alongside Blue Dragons commanding their powers of lightning strikes or chain lightning attacks. His skin prickled. Asturbar ducked down to take cover as best he could, and just as well, for the full fury of her Chaos Beast manifestation was unleashed inside that cavern; as the storm shrieked and the thunder pealed, she shook the cliffs in a feral frenzy, the great booming drumbeats that marked her attacks accelerating to an astonishing, rattletrap velocity. The wards shrieked and moaned, bending audibly and even tangibly against the rock pile, squeezing Asturbar painfully into the narrow gap. He scrambled to a safer location. 
 
    “Nyahi! Nyahi! Please, you have to listen to me!” 
 
    She was beyond listening. The beast inside, perhaps now more an elemental power than any physical form of Dragonkind, thrashed from side to side, faster than he could credit. Bbrrraaarrr! Bbrrraaarrr! Rock cracked and groaned right across the cliff face. Asturbar swore. “Nyahi, stop! You have to calm down!” 
 
    Thunder pealed sonorously all around the Island. The cavern shuddered. 
 
    It was as if their voices challenged each other, driving storm and Chaos Shifter to unprecedented extremes – or perhaps, their powers fed off each other, off fright and mayhem, tempest and tumult. Her rattling at the bars of her cavern cage rocked the whole Island, now, and Asturbar suddenly knew an inkling of insight, of what must come. Turning, he ran. Diving beneath the boulder. Over the next, a sideways scramble. He groaned as the overstrained cliff face crushed him briefly, before drawing back as if the living rock had exhaled. 
 
    Hiatus. 
 
    Asturbar burst out of that narrow gap as if a Dragon had expectorated a hunk of rancid meat. At the same instant, the Island gave one final, shuddering groan, echoed by a rising shriek from within the cave, and then the rock blasted apart. Not as much as he had feared; perhaps there was a natural fault line in the substrate which yielded at last to the immense pressure. A vast, churning vortex of power exploded out of the Island’s side, perhaps a hundred feet from the hut, and the force of its impact clobbered the soldier to his knees. Two or more dozen bolts of lightning immediately struck the blurred bundle of chaotic magic that hovered in that new gap, as if the storm had chosen its moment to strike. The discharge only seemed to galvanise her. With a rock-pulverising roar, Nyahi’s searing form launched into the air in a chaotic, dense melange of blue-black wings, fangs and trailing blue-black flames, and assaulted the skies. 
 
    “Nyahi!” 
 
    Gone. Swallowed by the storm. 
 
    With a deep groan, Asturbar struck the ground with his fists. “No!” Then, he knew insatiable fury. No, he would not her give up. Never! 
 
    Rising, he sprinted through the lashing rain to find the now-familiar cord. He slung his battle-axe at his belt. Climbing. Hand over slippery hand, as the windswept rains pounded the Islands with a vengeance, understanding from the wild ululating he heard that the Chaos Shifter was still somewhere nearby, battling the storm or being battered by it. 
 
    Her pain must be unimaginable. This fell tempest would kill his girl. 
 
    A grim, muddy, sodden struggle later, Asturbar found his feet up on the Island’s main surface and searched the racing dark underbelly of the storm urgently. Where was she now? Had she already flown with the winds? “Nyahi!” 
 
    Thunder mocked him with booming scorn. 
 
    A second later, a glimmering of mauve lightning streaked across his vision. It was her! Lost, besieged, just a fleeting glow flung from thunderhead to thunderhead by the uncaring monstrosity of this unnatural storm, her light all too quickly swallowed up in the swarming blackness, as if she were being mobbed by thousands of insubstantial, dark enemies. The sound she made was like a cup of water tossed into a raging fire. Vanquished? Vanished. 
 
    “Nyahi, come back!” 
 
    His greatest effort was lost in the howling wind and the rain’s roaring. The continuous pealing of thunder was like the clash of Ancient Dragons as enshrined in the ballads; like hearing the voices of those titans of yore, to whom he must be like a mite upon their backs, or less than a mite. What use his despair? His voice could never be heard. Never count. It was all that meddling Star Dragoness’ fault. She did not need his girl. She did not understand Iridiana’s frailty. 
 
    He could not change fate, but he dared. Yes! 
 
    Before he knew it, Asturbar did something indescribably stupid. Lifting his battle-axe – his great metal lightning-rod of an axe – he brandished it at the howling darkness and roared, GIVE HER BACK! YOU’LL DESTROY HER! 
 
    Thunderheads smashed together, creating a peal of thunder that smote him half senseless, but he was beyond caring for sensibilities now. There in the streaming downpour, amidst an oasis torn and pummelled by the might of a legendary Storm, he raised his arms to the heavens and shouted with all that burned in his heart and soul: You hear me now! Take me instead! I, Asturbar of the Azingloriaxii – I defy you, o Storm of Storms! Take me! Here I am! He beat his breast with his right fist. TAKE ME IN HER PLACE! 
 
    It was as if the tempest’s magic hearkened and responded. A series of almighty thunderclaps broke over his head, but he endured as if this were another battle to bull through. Lightning coruscated around him, blowing multiple craters in the rock and soil around his feet, but despite coursing through the haft of his axe, it did him no significant harm. Asturbar eyed his glowing hands with sense-dulled shock. What? Now he resisted lightning? The jewels in his belly felt hot and distinct, they seemed to burn without consuming his flesh. His axe blade glowed with an unearthly, pure white light. 
 
    He lived. 
 
    Asturbar raised the shining battle-axe, and waited. He said nothing more. Simply, he willed her home with every fibre of his heart and soul. 
 
    A gruff bark of thunder seemed to remark, ‘Ha! You would defy me?’ 
 
    Then, the menacing black clouds parted and Iridiana hurtled back to Isle, a smear of shifting, blending shapes and impressions that struck him squarely in the chest, driving them both thirty or forty paces backward, until he toppled with the form of a girl shaking and steaming and burning atop of him, yet clutched desperately close in his mighty arms. Even this was but the briefest expression of her chaos magic. She flickered constantly, irregularly, as if her magic malfunctioned. Gone haywire. Fragments of forms he knew would start to appear, then they twisted or changed or vanished in spasmodic flares of light, and she could not stop convulsing. 
 
    “Iridiana, dearest – stay with me,” he cried brokenly. 
 
    “Ah … Ast …” Her body wavered through a dozen half-complete transformations. “Not … r …” 
 
    “Not what? What can I do for you?” He clutched her against him, willing the storm not to strike again, but it already seemed to be moving on. The winds eased; the rain seemed more soothing than aggressive. “Iridiana?” 
 
    Why was he even personifying a storm like this? Only, it had seemed to respond to them both; first in fury at her intentional incarceration, and then to his defiance. 
 
    Her teeth clacked together. “Not ready to fly …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the days of the storm’s aftermath, after the last clouds scurried guiltily into the distance and the gorgeous display of quadruple overlapping rainbows which graced three mornings running faded, Iridiana lay in their cabin sick unto death. The rainbows angered him. Why such beauty? Why now? Did the Star Dragoness celebrate a pyrrhic victory? The trauma of unbridled Chaos having run rampant though her being, lay heavy upon Iridiana. She spent scarcely a few seconds in any given form, so to attempt to feed her or slip a few drops of water between her lips became a challenging game – if only life were a game. She wasted away before his eyes, as if the very fires of her being consumed all that she was, leaving not even the ashes upon the hearthstone of her being, but nothing at all. An invisible thief. Her cheeks became sepulchral and the skin stretched thinly over the xylophonic array of her ribs. She became fearfully weak, unable even to raise her head off the pillow roll. 
 
    Asturbar could do nothing to prevent her decline. He was no nurse. He knew nothing of magical sicknesses, and this one must be unique indeed. If his dedication could have saved his beloved, then she would have long since been succoured from portal of death, for he was at her side twenty-seven hours a day, watching over every breath, every change, every sign. 
 
    The Scamps banded together to help him. First it was little gifts of their hunting, hyraxes in the main and a few small birds, and then a few vegetables and new fruit clearly filched from his garden on the main level of the Island. 
 
    He thanked them with tears in his eyes. 
 
    Maybe tears were not such a terrible affliction. Mingled as they were with the glowing coals of his hatred for the Star Dragoness – how could she do this to his Nyahi – they formed a caustic brew that seemed to bubble from his eyes in great, burning droplets. Rationally, he knew that there was no way even a Star Dragoness could have been in control of that storm. He surmised that terrible events must be afoot in Herimor; most likely a war, for in those days following the storm he had seen great animal-like disturbances in the Cloudlands, as if the world and its Dragons moved to war. Those arrow-straight trails, pointing toward the Straits of Hordazar, he realised belatedly, must be created by the legendary denizens of the deeps, the Land Dragons. Thousands upon thousands strong. But logic paled into insignificance when he viewed Nyahi. When he stroked her fevered brow, only for that to fade into the aether, and half a plant or disturbed imagination’s appearance of magical anarchy to take its place … then his helpless rage grew fangs in its own right, and gnawed at the roots of his soul. 
 
    He sat upon the edge of the bed, holding her limp, transparent hand as long as he could. When it disappeared again, he sighed deeply. 
 
    Fatty pushed beneath his hand. Chirr? 
 
    Aye, he replied quietly. I’m lost, Fatty Scamp. Thank you for all your help, though. What more can we do for her? Are there herbs you know of? Ways a dragonet might treat such illnesses? 
 
    The dragonet’s eyes swirled with soft apricot colours. Then, very carefully and proudly, she said, Yeeeeessss. Yes. 
 
    Asturbar almost fell off the bed. You talk? 
 
    She volleyed a tirade of nonsense at him, but there were a few intelligible words mixed in, too. Booties. Girl. Flawwa. 
 
    Flower, he corrected, grinning inanely. 
 
    Clutching his hand in her tiny, deft paws, Fatty Scamp brought it to rest upon her own head. Flower. 
 
    You’re called Flower? Oh, how sweet! 
 
    This provoked a celebratory somersault. 
 
    Then, with an imperious series of chirrups, Flower summoned the others. There was much consultation and checking of Nyahi’s person – although, every time she faded into some other form, they appeared to be discomfited or tickled by her magic, for all seven dragonets would go into a minor flap or tizzy before it all started again. Prime Scamp seemed to be suggesting something about herbs or flowers, while Flower was miming digging motions. 
 
    Breaking up without warning, posse flitted off in different directions. 
 
    Two hours later, they proudly presented Asturbar with several paws full of herbs and dirt. Flower waved a talon beneath his nose. Good. 
 
    Umm … to eat? Asturbar asked. He mimed eating. 
 
    Backup Scamp fell over laughing, vibrated his wingtips in Nyahi’s general direction, and started laughing so hard he developed a case of fiery hiccoughs. Apparently Asturbar’s ignorance was hilarious. 
 
    Feed her? he snorted. 
 
    Burn, Prime Scamp chirruped firmly. 
 
    Oh, I should burn it? He leaped up in excitement. An inhalation medication? What an excellent idea! But he had no stove. 
 
    A soldier was resourceful. Less than an ten frantic minutes later, a large flat rock stood in the open area beside the bed, propped up on five ‘legs’ or, smaller stones. Atop the two-foot diameter surface he had arranged a ring of further stones, all displaying the characteristic brilliant blue of this Island, and inside that again, a small fire burned cheerfully. He pushed the shutters closed and latched them. Keep the good stuff in. A slight quirk of the lips. He had never been much of a smoker. Nyahi, never. She would just have to learn. Carefully, he sprinkled the mixture he had placed in a bowl onto his makeshift firepit. Immediately, greens and purples leaped among the flames, and now a hint of white and a sparkle of turquoise, and he realised that the Scamps must have mined out a few metallic ores as well. How did they know? 
 
    He glanced up. Seven pairs of fire-eyes watched him attentively. 
 
    You guys are rainbows of awesomeness, he complimented them. 
 
    Flower purred firmly. Work, solda. 
 
    Asturbar laughed for the first time in eleven days. Soldier, my little friends. I used to be a soldier. Now I’m a nursemaid, a hermit, a filthy thief and a lover … he chuckled again. Ah, how times change beneath the suns. 
 
    As the smoke curled into the air, he coughed at the acrid overtones, before a sweeter element teased his nostrils. Nice. Even a dragonets’ neophyte could tell that was a beneficial smell. 
 
    He looked to his audience. What’s next? 
 
    Flower waved a paw in an unmistakable ‘calm down’ gesture. Patient wings, soldier. 
 
    Prime pointed at the kitchen. You. Eat. 
 
    Great, now I’m supposed to take orders from you lot? Asturbar grumbled, but there was no venom in his words. Instead, he said, I could have done with you seven in my unit. You might not understand what I mean, but I’m learning you’re a whole lot smarter than you look … oh, never mind the insult. Thanks, guys and girls. Just … thanks. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the following day, Iridiana’s changes did seem to have stabilised noticeably, but in her Human form she was still shockingly pale and unresponsive. Asturbar massaged her limbs vigorously to try to keep the blood flowing and the muscles from atrophying. He placed the Scamps’ latest offerings upon his ever-burning fire – crimson flames and tangy, lime-like fragrances this time, and then shouldered Nyahi’s shovel. 
 
    Alright, show me where to dig. 
 
    Flower glanced up from her station beside the girl – uh, the girl with a spray of flowers bursting out of where her nose ought to be, and legs that had turned into twisted roots – and nodded as if to suggest, firstly, she was in charge, and secondly, that he was off to do something useful for a change. Great. At least he was growing daily more clear about his place in the world. 
 
    The luminous green Scamps, Huffy and Puffy, proudly winged ahead to show the way. They took him to the area that Nyahi had blasted out; Asturbar was forced to rig ropes before he could climb in through the entrance, for to fall from that place would have been to visit the bottom of the cream-coloured Cloudlands, which had now returned to their previous state of pristine impenetrability. He peered at the mountains suspiciously. Yes. He had been correct. The storm must have pushed the oasis many, many miles from its previous location, for the snowy peaks seemed closer and more sharply defined than ever before, but they were now steadily drifting in the opposite direction. Back to home base. 
 
    Shortly, Asturbar shimmied around the blasted-out blue rocks to find himself inside the cavern where Nyahi had taken shelter. It seemed newly alive with growth and activity, despite the evident destruction. Creatures in appearance like crystalline dragonet-spiders were hustling about, cleaning up shards and fragments and dumping them into pits – well, at least he took them for pits at first, but they turned out to be the maws of great black-fanged dracoworms dwelling beneath the floor of the cavern. A low, crunching roaring arose from the living incinerators in those dracoworms’ bellies. He wondered where all the minerals went. They must be recycled in some fashion, back into what he was coming to understand as a highly intricate, self-sustaining ecosystem. 
 
    He edged his way carefully deeper into the caverns. 
 
    So much destruction! The signs of Nyahi’s madness were everywhere, from crushed garnet crystal flowers to cracked and toppled columns, and many places had clearly felt the intense heat of her flame. Gold had run across the cavern floor and pooled in new locations. Temperatures over a thousand degrees, then. No. He caught his breath. That gold had boiled! He tried to cast his mind back to his theoretical training. 2,500 degrees? More? 
 
    His girlfriend was super hot. Jokes aside … 
 
    Shortly, the Scamps indicated a place where a huge column of gold-laced rose quartzite had toppled, and mimed digging beneath it. No, moving it. 
 
    “Sure.” He set to work with a will. 
 
    The physical labour involved in shifting that fallen column was a panacea to a weary soul. By using his battle-axe and the shovel, and using fallen spars of silvery pyrite as wedges and fulcrums, Asturbar eventually managed to pull it aside a few inches, then a few muscle-straining inches more. He peered into the gap. Interesting. There was a shallow grotto down there, but he could not see much more in the gloom. The dragonets certainly seemed excited. 
 
    Right. Time to shift that beast just a little further. 
 
    With a few macho growls and yells, and at risk of bending the haft of his battle-axe, Asturbar finally succeeded in levering the column upward and sideways until it rotated a third of its diameter. Impressive! He hunkered down to check the hole. Absolutely nothing, just more blue rock. What now, Huffy and Puffy? 
 
    Chirr! Squee! A-whee! 
 
    Clearly, time to get digging – if he could. 
 
    To his surprise, after he cracked through a crusty, inch-thick layer at the base of the hole, the shovel found space beneath – and a very good thing he did not poke his hand in to investigate, because Huffy wriggled into the hole Asturbar had created and returned with a snake. A white-yellow, metallic, clearly draconic snake some four feet in length, fronted by a strangely puckered-up mouth that looked exactly as if it had swallowed something nasty. Judging by the way Huffy was handling the unfortunate evacuee, however, Asturbar assumed it was toxic. And very heavy. 
 
    Slipping off his shirt, he said, Here. Let me bundle it up for you. 
 
    Puffy pointed to an area beneath the tail. Chrr-urk-wah! 
 
    Stinger? No problem. Shirt and belt, then. He didn’t want to touch this find with his hands, if he could help it. 
 
    Maybe coming in half undressed would encourage Nyahi’s recovery? 
 
    Upon his return, the process that followed was as confusing as it was troubling. Eventually he and Flower managed to understand each other. Asturbar used a bit of cloth stretched over a cup to milk the squirming creature of a few drops of smoking, virulent venom that he had to immediately toss onto the fire. Then it was abandon Dragonship. Slam the door behind him. Wait for what had to be the longest hour of his life, leap to his feet as the girl began coughing as if she intended to hack out her lungs, only to have his way barred again by the dragonets. 
 
    No, said Flower. 
 
    She’s dying in there! Can’t you … can’t you understand? 
 
    Backup Scamp landed on his shoulder and rubbed her muzzle against his cheek. Nice soldier. Soorrriii? 
 
    Now they were all speaking! Rascals. 
 
    Look, I can’t just stand here while she suffers. Can’t I do anything? 
 
    Flower indicated the snake thing. Put back. Iridi – now see? Like Iri guurrrlll. 
 
    Irid … it’s an iridium snake? His jaw almost unhinged itself. That was what the dragonets had discovered, or known all along? What will the venom do? Heal her? Perhaps iridium was key to her healing, or more accurately, to the foundations of her magic? 
 
    Backup Scamp drew himself up with a regal air. Terwuffily! 
 
    Truly, scolded Prime. 
 
    Asturbar returned the creature to its hideout as quickly as he could – it looked even less impressed than before at this treatment, spitting spitefully at him and writhing in an attempt to find a nice chunky Azingloriax thigh to penetrate with its stinger – before rushing back to the hut. He paced in tight, agitated circles whilst inside, his patient coughed and hacked and choked. He remonstrated with Flower at least a dozen times. No go, insisted the dragonet. Bootie liffen. 
 
    “Pox-sucking bantalizards!” he roared at last. “What does it take?” 
 
    “Boots? Is … that …” 
 
    He was inside before Flower had finished miming for him to hold his breath. He could do that. The fumes inside were thick and acrid, irritating his eyes, nose and throat, so he stumbled through to the bedroom to throw open the shutters and clear the foul air. 
 
    All he knew was the slits of oh-so-blue eyes watching him from the bed, and her soft exhalation, “Oh, Boots … I missed you. I’m starving. What’s cooking?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: Trouble in Paradise 
 
      
 
    ONCE IRIDIANA WAS able to sit up, sip water and nibble at a few Isles delicacies that Asturbar pored over in her kitchen area, Iridiana began to recover her appetite and it seemed to Asturbar that the girl swelled before his very eyes. Within a day or two she was packing away her meals with the zest of a starving Dragoness. Seven dragonets? The scamps were kept constantly on the wing by Iridiana’s ‘snack’ requests and the soldier began to feel as if he had been tied to the kitchen table, so many hours did he spend preparing edibles for them all. Yet, what a joy! Her skin recovered its silvery-blue lustre, her smile even more lustre, and he might even have admitted to a spot of lust-over-her himself. 
 
    He was very well behaved, however. Very restrained – which meant, his training boulders received a great deal of use and abuse. He might have exercised a little obsessively, say. Purely in celebration. 
 
    Eventually, Nyahi rose from her bed and seized him by the collar of his shirt. “Whilst I appreciate your treating me like a fragile vase, Big Boots, I am not as frail as you seem to think. Now get into bed with me, or else!” 
 
    “Or else … what?” he grinned. 
 
    “I’ll show you what else!” 
 
    Apparently ‘what else’ was a far-reaching and surprisingly detailed topic. 
 
    The oasis had been ravaged by the storm, but again, with that singular resilience shown after the sunlocust plague, signs of recovery were evident from very early on. Asturbar noticed a few new nodes growing along the Island-binders, fresh, lime-green and turquoise growth bursting out everywhere, and the waterfalls had once more reconfigured themselves into new and enticing patterns. Now there was a three-joins-one waterfall to the Northern aspect of the Island, and a spectacular nineteen-drop waterfall to its Eastern quarter. 
 
    Asturbar clomped his boots on the ground. “Hear this? You’re doing well – keep it up, Island!” 
 
    Nyahi laughed brightly at him. “Oh, Boots, you are a hoot!” 
 
    Linking his left elbow into hers, he whirled her into a capering dance. “We are sailing forth into the unknown, my dear little anemone-Dragoness, and every day our destiny grows – curse it! Get under cover!” 
 
    “What? What is it, Boots?” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder for confirmation. “Run. Take shelter in the hut, Nyahi.” 
 
    “Asturbar! I can’t see …” 
 
    He growled, “Sorry. I’m being Mister Stupid – there’s a Dragonship out there. Just the other side of those Islands, behind that screen of foliage … who the hells knows how long they’ve been scouting us? We might already have been spotted. And, it’s Chanbar. They’re flying Mistral colours.” 
 
    A dry Doldrums afternoon had never seemed so chill. 
 
    She ran with him, half-crouched; he rued the bright colours of her pretty sky-blue dress. Nyahi gasped, “What would bring them back? Why have they come, Boots?” 
 
    He pressed her toward the rope. “Climb down. One thing’s for sure, Marshal Chanbar doesn’t change his mind easily. Either they’ve discovered my theft and their mistake in dumping me out here, or something else has changed – either way, I doubt your health or mine is the issue at stake.” With the ease of long practice, he rappelled down after her. “I strongly suspect it’ll be shoot first and ask questions of the corpses afterward.” 
 
    “Azhukazi?” 
 
    “Maybe. He could be hiding behind a glamour shield.” 
 
    The girl was nimbler than he, and pleasingly quick to complete the descent. Once she had cleared the way, Asturbar slid the last twenty feet, landing with flexed knees. “As a first priority, let’s get you safe.” 
 
    Phew. That earned him a glare bathed in living fire. A, ‘who’s the Dragoness in this relationship?’ sort of glare. Perfectly valid point. 
 
    “Why don’t we, uh …” he spluttered. “Let’s –” 
 
    “Let’s plan to steal that Dragonship,” she stated calmly. 
 
    Asturbar stared at his young, gorgeous, unworldly girlfriend. She stared at a crusty, bewildered, beaming mercenary. They both burst out laughing at the same time. 
 
    Grabbing his girl with what might, in genteel circles, have been regarded as a despicably piratical air, Asturbar set about kissing her breathless. Eventually, he gasped, “You know, Nyahi, you’re seventeen million shades of amazing. What would we do with a Dragonship?” 
 
    “Silly question. We fly away from here, of course,” she chuckled breathily. “Together. Boots, this doesn’t exactly pass for hiding – whoops! You rotten, decrepit excuse for a soldier’s boot … put me down.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Oh, I see.” 
 
    “Not yet, you don’t. Allow me to explain. My dear Nyahi, you are about to become soldier bait.” She vented a screech of discontent at the vulgar term. “I meant, only insofar as you and your taste in spectacularly short skirts –” 
 
    “Now you tell me!” 
 
    “– which do happen to showcase the most incredible legs South of the Rift, might I hasten to add –” 
 
    “Keep digging yourself into that hole, soldier.” 
 
    “Very well. Are you suggesting I would constitute suitable bait?” 
 
    “Not even in your underwear.” 
 
    “Ah … and not with female soldiers? Please. A smidgen of credit, I beg of you.” 
 
    He snickered as a vicious growl erupted from her throat. With a low, throaty laugh, she opined, “Oh, I do believe my Dragoness wishes to advance a contrary opinion regarding your physical attractiveness, my lovely man mountain, clad in your scanty best! Very well, consider me bait this day, for which service you will most certainly pay dearly – later. My seduction services do not come cheap.” She batted her eyelashes at him. “I assume you’re wanting to set them up for a nasty little accident?” 
 
    “Exactly. An ambush.” Sweeping her up into his arms, he strode along the path toward their hut, already surveying the terrain and making his calculations. “There are standard operations plans for situations like this. If I know Commander Bantukor in any measure – that’s my ex-friend, the one I told you about – he will not deviate from protocol. That means a minimum of eight Heavies on the ground backed up by four Lights carrying ranged weapons. So, let me tell you how this will go … honestly, you’re a terrible distraction!” 
 
    “Just practicing my technique, Commander Asturbar,” she murmured into his ear. 
 
    “Poor dupes don’t stand a chance.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two hours later, Asturbar was puzzled, annoyed and very, very steamed indeed. The idea that soldiers of Bantukor’s ilk might shortly be ogling his girl made his blood boil, despite his having suggested the ploy. He was annoyed that they seemed to know exactly where the hut was located. How, was a pertinent question. A perceptive question. Either they had spied out the Island for days, or someone from Iridiana’s old home – someone very close indeed to her father, the Uxâtate or absolute ruler of Yazê-a-Kûz – had been blabbing. Chanbar must have an informant. The soldiers’ approach was too precise to be mistaken. 
 
    A long-range Dragonship such as was required to penetrate the Doldrums would not be carrying a full complement of soldiers. A dozen for a ground assault; two to four to remain behind on the Dragonship in case of exactly the surprise they were planning. A Steersman. Nothing more than that, because the weight of armour and soldiery was otherwise prohibitive – and Chanbar’s frugal ways would see it no differently. Eight Heavies should be more than enough to take Asturbar down, but not if he hit them first, and harder than they imagined. He hoped. There had not been a great deal of time to ready their defences, and the bigger issue would be those Lights. They could pin an unarmoured soldier with a paralytic poison dart before he came closer than fifty feet. Nyahi would have to deal with them. Could she keep her head in the heat of battle? They would find out. 
 
    He was puzzled the assault had taken so long to develop. What were they doing up there, smoking their pipes? The wind-still afternoon was wearing toward evening. Surely not a dawn assault, when all they thought they faced was one marooned soldier? 
 
    A slight hissing of cord against foliage alerted him. Finally! 
 
    He crouched lower behind the bushes sixty feet from the hut. His weapon of choice, a section of tree trunk, lay some thirty feet closer, where the cover was thinner. They were in for a few more surprises, if the Scamps could play their part. 
 
    In three groups of four, the team landed in synchronised waves, spreading out exactly as they had been trained. The soldiers would see a quiet hut, its chimney smoking gently. A pristine location. Smell the damp foliage and the tart notes of purple magisberries growing close by. Two Lights kept guard to the rear, while their two fellows took flanking positions that offered a clear line of fire. The Heavies moved in as two quartets. Textbook. Checking the approaches, the path to the rear of the hut, the ground for trail-sign. Sign there was, in the form of two half-imprints of Asturbar’s boots in the dust outside the hut – assuming it was him they were after, of course. That was a risk. 
 
    Eventually, they closed in. One team took the fore, while the other hung back, scanning the surrounds carefully. He did not recognise any of the soldiers. Good. Less regrets. 
 
    The leader took a legs akimbo stance opposite the front door, drew breath, and bellowed, “Commander Asturbar!” 
 
    A startled gasp inside. Simulated. That she did not otherwise blow the roof off the place in some pyretic transformation showed how far Iridiana had advanced in her control of the Chaos Magic – an oxymoron if ever he had heard one. 
 
    “Commander, you will come out slowly, with your hands where we can see them.” 
 
    They wore half-armour, or armour that was half the thickness and weight of full silver plate battle armour. Chanbar’s savings, again. The second team held a net at the ready, while the closer first team held their battle-axes limber, in hand. No chances for these men – yes, all men. His breath whispered over his lips. Excellent. This had all the hallmarks of a dead-or-alive operation. Either option was acceptable. No question which he preferred! 
 
    “Asturbar!” 
 
    The door creaked open and Nyahi sidled out. She did a beautiful job of making her entrance, from the shyly inward-turned foot to the nibbling of a strand of hair; now perfect startlement as she took in the sight of this armoured posse, but Asturbar tweaked a muscle in his neck as he glanced down the cleft to wonder. Once more, how was it possible that the very instant she emerged from that door, the rich golden suns-shine bent itself literally around a corner to gild her person to perfection? It was unnatural and definitely a misbehaviour of physics – perhaps, an effect that only a Chaos Shifter could perpetrate? Chaos magic. Maybe storms were more chaotic around her magic, too? He had not noticed nature otherwise behaving in unruly ways around her. Maybe he should pay more attention. 
 
    Mantled in the stunning glow of a fiery evening’s suns-shine, the girl smiled at the soldiers. “Ooh,” she murmured. “So many visitors. To what do I owe the honour?” 
 
    Asturbar could have sold their reaction for a shipload of platinum marks. The involuntary gawking. A couple of scattered gasps. Then, a ripple of nervous laughter. Hands relaxed upon weapons as the soldiers took in a sight which had Asturbar in the grips of the most virulent case of jealousy he had ever experienced. Ironically, it was not their ogling of her person or her long, gleaming legs that caused him to foment murder – many, many splendid and devious forms of murder – in his heart, but the fact that she had brushed her hair out to its full sable glory for the occasion. 
 
    By all that was holy, he would kill them! 
 
    Asturbar saw a world washed bloody with the colour of his fury. 
 
    He blinked. The infantry leader was speaking to her, asking her where he might be. Nyahi responded coyly, not quite playing up to him, but the man had already removed his helmet. Sub-Commander Samkutor. He knew the man only by the briefest acquaintance. He was often assigned to long-range missions because he did not have a family; injuries previously received precluded him from having children. 
 
    He tuned in his ears, utterly focussed now. Any moment, he must start moving. Closing in. 
 
    “Commander Asturbar?” she cooed, drawing out his name as an evidently gratifying memory played through her mind. “He’s such a man. Are you looking for him?” 
 
    Asturbar was far from the only man present who had a slew of immoral fancies about what she had just implied. He shifted forward stealthily. Several of the soldiers made angry noises; the Sub-Commander developed a healthy glow in his cheeks as he growled, “Yes, ma’am, that Asturbar!” 
 
    Iridiana was not done with them yet. Her smile broadened, out-dazzling the suns. “Ooh, are you the ones who sent Commander Asturbar here, to me? The famous Mistral Fires?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” 
 
    “Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you!” Jumping up and down on her toes. Their poor eyes nearly burst all their blood vessels at once for all that bodacious jiggling on display. “You’re such nice soldiers, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am!” coughed the Sub-Commander, who had turned a perfectly fantastic shade of pink. 
 
    “Oh, silly me, being so unwelcoming, leaving you standing here on my front porch.” Asturbar scuttled closer, absolutely silent as he stalked his weapon. His blood was more than broiling now. What had he ever thought, making her the bait? “Would you like to come inside for a drink? Maybe a nibble of something or other? I’ve been soooooo lonely out here.” 
 
    The men clustered together unconsciously, completely taken under her spell. Asturbar palmed his weapon. Just one more second … he settled his grip on the handholds that he had so hastily chiselled out beforehand, with white-knuckled strength. 
 
    “Where is Commander Asturbar?” Samkutor spluttered at last. 
 
    Nyahi gestured to her left, in the opposite direction from his intended approach. “Oh, I think he just went to tinkle on a bush.” 
 
    As one man they glanced in the direction she indicated. In that fraction of a second, Asturbar exploded into motion. Pumping the thighs. Angling the body. Utterly fixed on the goal. Not considering the possibility of a poisoned dart finding his neck. Smoothly, beautifully into the acceleration phase, every pebble of his already massive weight aligned behind the thick log, two feet in diameter and ten feet long. Not even feeling his boots touching the path. Almost … flying. 
 
    The men began to turn, reacting with the instinct of professional soldiers. A bellow tore from his throat, freezing even these veterans for a vital half-second as he descended upon them with the might of a juggernaut in motion. He would not have believed he could cover that distance so rapidly. Mere fractions of seconds separated success in battle from failure, and thus it was that as he slammed into the first trio of soldiers amidships, he knew he had never struck a truer blow. Heavy as those soldiers were, the sheer tonnage and momentum of his attack took them down like stacked pins, one crashing into the next until he razed all eight Heavies in one victorious rush. But his ambuscade was not complete yet. The first soldiers were already squirming into standing positions when five blue boulders quarried out by the dragonets on the cliffs above the hut hammered down upon and around them. Three soldiers went down with cries truncated by the horrid, bone-crunching impacts, and stayed down. 
 
    Asturbar skidded and turned, his hand finding the haft of his battle-axe which he had secreted on the far side of the path, where he had calculated his charge might end. Still nine to one. Poor odds. 
 
    He hefted his axe. “You boys want to dance?” 
 
    Blur! He cried out as Iridiana, instead of making for the Lights as they had agreed, shot into her armoured form around him instead. Two darts clattered off his left bicep and thigh. Saved! 
 
    Smart girl. 
 
    The soldiers were still gaping at this suddenly armoured Azingloriax warrior when Asturbar hit them again, his body flying almost horizontally as he put the full heft of his shoulders into two of them who thought finding their feet was a good idea. The soldiers dropped as if poleaxed. 
 
    “Nice hit,” Nyahi chortled. “Fists, Boots?” 
 
    He lashed out with his left fist, which instantly swelled into a blue giant’s fist the size of a Dragon’s paw. BLAM! The soldier flew twelve feet backward and slammed into the side of the hut, where he slumped. 
 
    “Nice? You’re some weapon, girl!” 
 
    Rotating on his heel, Asturbar nearly tore Sub-Commander Samkutor’s head off his shoulders, albeit rotating his wrist at the last second to strike with the flat of his axe blade. 
 
    “Watch out!” she screeched. 
 
    He leaped to his left, dodging an exploding bolt. “They’re playing dirty.” 
 
    Well, so were the dragonets. One of the Lights, who had been creeping along the edge of the cliff, screamed as the Seven Scamps, in a concerted rush, shovelled him to his death. And he had warned them not to get involved in the battle. Oh well. 
 
    One Light was frantically signalling to the Dragonship to take off. One reloading. The other … where was he hiding? 
 
    “Head down!” snapped Nyahi, her contraction causing his knees to buckle. 
 
    BOOM! Hells, that had been too close. Had he worn any kind of hairstyle at all, the passing bolt might have snagged and led to a very different result. Asturbar charged the two remaining Heavies. Between his armour and his axe, he finished them both. It was gratifyingly unfair when one’s armour reached out to disarm a man before one walloped them senseless. 
 
    He patted his thigh. “You go, girl.” 
 
    “Insults!” 
 
    A blue river shot along the path to knock out the remaining Light soldiers; Asturbar found himself just a passenger on a bumpy ride. He did have the satisfaction, however, of reaching through his own torso to smack one of them headfirst into a handy boulder. Then, an Iridium Dragoness stalked about a battlefield littered with groaning and unconscious soldiers, gathering her booty. In short order, eleven soldiers were staring at their deaths. Well, a few might be dead already. He was not sure. 
 
    Iridiana gave them a hundred-fang smile, complete with sulphurous smoke and a few licks of fire out of the corners of her mouth. “So, boys, who wants to ogle my breasts now?” 
 
    Out there, beyond the end of the V of the main Island, the Dragonship was frantically reversing course, smoke billowing and a warning bell clanking with tinny futility. 
 
    Asturbar, of course, held up his hand and cried, “Me! Pick me!” 
 
    He bit his tongue furiously. What? 
 
    Nyahi bent her sinuous neck to nuzzle him so hard, he almost fell over. “Mmm, I like my man-snacks brawny like you!” 
 
    The Commander was still preoccupied with trying to figure out how and why that nonsense had popped out of his mouth, when the Chaos Shifter casually stepped upon five of the mercenaries and purred, “So, boys, who’s going to volunteer to tell me what’s going on?” 
 
    She really was stunning in her Dragoness form, Asturbar decided, folding his arms forbiddingly across his chest as he paused to enjoy the show. She was lean and lithe of figure, with that distinctive blue-chased silver quality to her scales that separated her from any ordinary Grey-Green at a glance. It screamed, ‘Shapeshifter!’ Illuminated by her personal patch of suns-shine, the colour evinced a mesmerising, ever-changing gleam as her muscles shifted beneath her supple yet powerfully-armoured Dragon hide. She had not acted surprised to be called a Dragoness – she had known for years, after all. The true surprise was her claim that she believed the Star Dragoness would heal her of this affliction. He did not think any Shapeshifter could be ‘healed’ of their magic, not even of Chaos Beast magic. The implication, plainly, was death. A Dragoness without fire? No Dragon at all. 
 
    Her thick talons pressed down harder on her captives. “Speak!” 
 
    One of the Lights, a younger and less inexperienced soldier judging by the stench arising from his nether regions, rattled, “It was Marshal Chanbar’s plan, ma’am, to distract the Iolite whilst we –” 
 
    “Shut it!” roared one of the other men. Iridiana promptly clobbered him. 
 
    That shut everyone up, however. Asturbar said, “I think it’s time we took our leave. Last Dragonship is sailing. Keep them quiet, would you, o deadly sweetness of my heart’s desire?” 
 
    Nyahi had the cheek to pinch his backside with her talons as he strode toward the hut. He yelped, “Hey! No flirting!” 
 
    She smiled. “Be quick, Big Boots.” 
 
    He was quick. They had hastily packed everything they needed, and while he would be very sad to leave the hut to these soldiers … well, he was not very sad. They’d survive. Maybe he’d find a way to rescue them at some point in the future. No rush. 
 
    Into his large, temporary backpack he had neatly folded all the spare clothing, and packed a raft of sentimental items of Nyahi’s over which he had made some argument before giving in, and his tools and certificate of origin. Everything else, they left. Shouldering the pack and hefting his axe, he departed the cabin, and almost ran straight into Flower. 
 
    He smiled at her. You sure you aren’t coming? 
 
    She shook her head. Here home. 
 
    Asturbar raised his arm; she landed upon it with four-pawed delicacy. Don’t be too hard on those soldiers, alright? They aren’t bad men, mostly. Just misguided. 
 
    She chuckled and nipped his forefinger. 
 
    We’ll come visit, alright? Have to see the kids … uh, baby dragonets, and all that. 
 
    Without warning, all seven Scamps mobbed him. He tried to hug them all. It was that kind of moment, one of zero such leave-takings he had ever experienced in his lifetime. 
 
    When he approached Nyahi again, she smiled as affectionately at him as a gleaming twenty-tonne predator could be said to smile. Her captives still looked extremely displeased with their lot in life. She was watching him in a way that introduced an instantaneous strut to his step. 
 
    He grunted, “Dratted grit in my eye. Carry on, Dragoness!” 
 
    Nyahi’s smile broadened. 
 
    “Good luck out here, soldiers,” Asturbar snarled, embarrassed by his behaviour. “Don’t wreck the place, alright? She might not like it.” 
 
    “Who’s she?” snorted the Dragoness. 
 
    “Righto, we’ve a Dragonship to catch. Away, o fiery chariot!” 
 
    She transformed into a flowering bush. “Oops.” 
 
    This particular silence could have been scribed upon a scroll and sold for a small fortune. 
 
    Asturbar waved his axe under the soldiers’ noses as they shifted hopefully. “Don’t even think about it.” 
 
    “Not me, sah. Thinking nothing at all, sah,” gabbled the young soldier. 
 
    One of the others punched him on the shoulder. “Idiot!” 
 
    It took fourteen tries as Asturbar tried to restrain his impatience and the soldiers’ eyes grew wider and wider, but Nyahi eventually found her river-of-fire effect and they were off! She shot along the path like a comet, blasting through screens of foliage and curving around one dangling Islet before simply flying through another tangle – he had no idea how, but it was neither a comfortable nor a comforting experience – before her flight arced toward the departing Dragonship, already an eighth of a mile from the outermost fringe of the oasis and accelerating as hard as an unwieldy tan balloon could possibly achieve. 
 
    Asturbar stared ahead with one eyeball, which apparently sat upon his knee at that point. Who was that standing on the rear gantry? A familiar man, clad all in black? He was flanked by two of the soldiers Asturbar had expected to be left behind to protect the Dragonship. 
 
    As they soared closer, he recognised him, but he had the sense of mind to keep his jaw clamped shut. Marshal Chanbar! 
 
    At the very last instant, he realised something was wrong. They were a rushing stream of fire aimed like a flaming arrow toward a highly flammable, gas-filled Dragonship balloon. This could not possibly end well. 
 
    “Nyahi! Throw me and transform!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You’re on fire!” 
 
    The Island-World flickered beneath and around him. Asturbar spun slowly through the air. He had wings. He had a tortoise growing out of his shoulder. A silver butterfly-dragonet. Then, his boots slammed into Marshal Chanbar’s black-shirted ribs, smashing the man backward through the flimsy partition wall behind him and into the stores area. Unfortunately for the Marshal, he cushioned the full weight of a flying Azingloriax soldier. 
 
    Crack! 
 
    Grimacing, Chanbar grabbed at his left shoulder. “Ah!” 
 
    Then, Asturbar felt Iridiana unbundle herself from his back. Peering past his shoulder at the pallid Marshal, she hissed, “Why, it’s you, dear Uncle. Remember me?” 
 
    Another new experience. Beneath his gaze, the Marshal completely lost the will to live. Asturbar knew how he felt. He would not have wanted to be the Marshal for all the platinum marks in the Island-World, in this moment, such was the tenor of her greeting. 
 
    This trip promised to be fun. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: Of Women and Dragonesses 
 
      
 
    THE GLORIOUS Golds of a spectacular Doldrums suns-set suffused the forward crysglass panels as Asturbar finished checking the navigation settings to the best of his ability, using the compass set in the binnacle beside the helm at the Steersman’s station – his prior station – and the extensive almanac and travel log which had taken some decoding, since the log was written in the Steersman’s personal shorthand. He had spread the charts out on a table in the navigation cabin, and laid the almanac open atop the Mesas to the West. They were not going in that direction. Not so far. 
 
    Now, he set the stops upon the helm and wondered if he should go check up on Nyahi. She was being awfully quiet back there. He was not worried for her sake, but for Chanbar with his broken collarbone and severely bruised or broken ribs. Why had she seemed so grim, even despondent as she left to interview her infamous Uncle, that sneaking smirch upon the family honour who had sloped off to build his own mercenary House? 
 
    Like the Steersman and the single remaining soldier aboard, Chanbar was manacled hand and foot. No danger. The Marshal was not a fighter, anyways, except in the political sense. In that sphere he had a well-deserved reputation for being a wily, worthy opponent. The expression, ‘honour of a gilded snake’ suited him exceedingly well. 
 
    What was the history between him and Iridiana? 
 
    Asturbar cracked his knuckles forcefully as he stared at the battered Steersman. He had been loath to reveal his secrets and the Azingloriax, regrettably impatient. Abruptly, he said, “Come, Rekhoil. A little water?” 
 
    The man spat aside. 
 
    Very well. He scragged the fellow, dragged him off and dumped him in the cabin alongside the Marshal’s. Still the low voices. He resisted the urge to eavesdrop. Dishonourable. 
 
    Thieves had honour? 
 
    That was worth a stop-start chuckle. Locking the door behind him, not that it mattered given the lightweight internal structures of the average Dragonship, he walked up to the prow and settled in to survey the prospects of the world before him. There was much to consider. Possibility. Life. Love. Could he protect a Chaos Shifter out there in a realm where magic, glamour, politics and power were so closely intertwined? 
 
    To the rear, the oasis receded steadily into the gathering darkness, the bronzed rays of a slightly eclipsed suns-set giving way at last to the deepening purples of night. Asturbar marvelled at the capricious winds of fate. Fate seemed unthinking. Destiny, that was closer to the mark in terms of his heart’s deepest cry. There was an inchoate sense of something … well, he felt somewhere out there was a task and a purpose for them both, and a path to restitution. Perhaps even honour. He did not just want a happy life. He wanted a purposeful one. Would it lie with the Mistral Fires – for what did one do with a stray Marshal, anyways – or farther afield in Nyahi’s homeland? Perhaps their destiny lay in another direction entirely, in service to a mighty Star Dragoness, scion of Fra’anior? 
 
    Rather too grand for a simple soldier. 
 
    Sweeping his gaze from the dying embers of the suns-set dipping behind the gilded summits in the West, lying on the very fringe of the horizon beneath a crescent Blue Moon, Asturbar turned again to face toward what had once been his home. The only home he had ever truly known. The Dragonship hummed over an endless terrain of amaranthine Cloudlands, from this height seemingly formless and uniform, that rippled from those western mountains into the boundless horizons, a slightly lighter purple line above which the true darkness of night began. As the Yellow Moon had not yet risen, the first half of the fourteen hours of night would be particularly dark and therefore the display of stars, accordingly the more magnificent. Almost directly overhead, the Jade Moon waxed in baleful half-light, while the pinprick brilliance of White would rise in an hour or two from behind the Mesas. What of the disturbances they had detected beneath the Cloudlands? What great and terrible events were afoot in the Island-World? One of their first tasks must surely be to stop on some civilised Isle and ask after the news of the day. 
 
    Not much happened in the Doldrums. 
 
    He did not want to dwell much upon the Marshal’s reasons for this personal visit. That seemed extreme, even if he knew about the contents of his former Commander’s gut – still unmoved, if he could phrase it that way. Unpassed and ostensibly unpassable. Nyahi had told him not to worry. 
 
    Oh no. His hands clenched upon the railing as a familiar feeling crept over him. 
 
    Sei – 
 
    With his utmost effort, he forced himself to topple backward. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Boots! You can’t … I’m never letting you out of my sight, ever again! Especially not … out here!” 
 
    “Urgh-hee,” he muttered, trying to sound remorseful. 
 
    His distraught girlfriend patted his face and forehead somewhat aimlessly with a cool cloth. “You silly, overgrown excuse for a lumpen soldier’s ration pack, can you not pound it into your dense-as-Dragon-armour cranium how much I love you?” 
 
    “Afflub …” 
 
    “If you had tumbled overboard, how would I ever find you? You’d just be gone! Vanished, and I would never have any idea where or when. You are not –” she smacked his chest with the flat of her hand “– not, not ever doing that again. Ever! Even if I have to make you eat stanchions for your metals. You are about to go on a diet.” She smiled wanly. “A ‘try everything and see if it helps’ diet, in lieu of … I don’t know what! Help me here, Boots.” 
 
    He kissed her knuckles. “Lurg-hoo.” 
 
    Excellent. This seizure was his worst yet in terms of actually having a working tongue afterward. 
 
    Iridiana seemed to understand, however, for she stroked his cheek with a hand that suddenly sprouted seven-inch talons, and to his rising alarm, growled, “I could just wring your lovely neck some – oh. That’s interesting, a partial transformation. Hmm. Let’s see if this helps.” 
 
    The night was fully dark, but not darker than the sable waterfall of her fine-stranded hair, which courtesy of the slight breeze their headway created, brushed lightly against his cheek and upper body as she kissed him tenderly. Asturbar had the odd impression that light and dark were bending about him as the gantry rippled like the suns-play upon rippling water, but that was either his imagination or the reality-bending excellence of her kisses. He was not sure why he was even asking such a question. Not when his lips and throat and tongue were tingling with the repercussions of her magic, and a growing luminescence beneath her skin betrayed her rising ardour. 
 
    Nyahi’s eyes popped open, lambent. “Oh no …” 
 
    Whoosh! Bang, whizz! “Wheeeeee … you’re awesome, Boots!” Her cry faded into the near distance as the light phenomenon curved in multiple overlapping streams out to a point five hundred feet from the bow, where she appeared to gather her poise. He could not have put it better himself. “Watch me!” Not quite her usual fireworks, but now she was some type of white-fire dragonet with sparkles skittering off its scales, shooting past him like a miniature, fizzing comet. Skiss! 
 
    Asturbar eased himself up onto one knee and rose with due care. Now was not the moment to pitch himself overboard, not even for the sheer excess of joy that toasted his innards when he saw her flying like that. 
 
    Tempestuous splendour seared the night. 
 
    Now she shot toward him and between heartbeats, changed into the form of a girl. He saw the moment shock set in. No wings. Flailing, arcing, starting to fall – leaning against the outer railing with one hand reflexively clutching at a safety strap, Asturbar snapped out a hand and caught her left ankle. The railing creaked horribly, but held. 
 
    With a soft laugh of relief, he said, “Did you forget you’re a Dragoness for a moment there?” 
 
    “It’s the lack of control that concerns me,” she said, her upside down eyes widening again as Asturbar raised her into the air effortlessly. “What’s this? Showing off our muscles, Big Boots?” 
 
    Affecting a thick accent, he growled in a thick Yandoonian brogue, “Lookee what I caught me, lads! A tasty bittee wench-likee!” 
 
    “Wench? Excuse me!” 
 
    He tossed her over his shoulder with a hearty laugh. 
 
    “You let me go, you oversized lout,” Iridiana protested, not managing to sound even remotely annoyed. “Here I am picturing reaching the bottom of the Cloudlands as some flowering form of protodraconic life, and you –” 
 
    “To the bedchamber with thee, wench!” he roared, swatting her backside playfully. 
 
    “Asturbar!” 
 
    “Commander Asturbar.” 
 
    “Well, Commander. Are you going to put me down?” 
 
    “Indeed!” Banging open the door, he deposited her most tenderly upon the Marshal’s yellow silken sheets. “Since the good Chanbar’s currently occupying a storage room,” he explained, “I feel that we have full rights to what comforts this voyage may offer.” 
 
    “Good?” she sniffed. 
 
    “Erm … how did it go with the Marshal, may I ask?” 
 
    Nyahi chortled at his blatantly torn tone. “I promise to brief you tomorrow, Commander. I believe you’ll find it most informative. I’ve given him something to decide.” 
 
    “Excellent,” said Asturbar, tossing his boots into a corner. The trousers headed in a different direction. “Now, may I brief you first?” 
 
    “Mmm.” She affected a coquettish glance beneath her eyelashes. “Sounds promising. Looks even better.” 
 
    Landing his bulk clumsily upon the bed, he cried, “And, the pirate –” 
 
    “Ouch,” yelped the bed. 
 
    Asturbar stared rather wildly at the shadows in the corners. “What? Who’s there …” Rapidly, he rolled over a few unusual lumps and reached beneath the simple, low frame – still, it was better than anything the Marshal’s soldiers would have enjoyed on the voyage – and found a foot! “You! Who – get out of there, you sneaking little assassin …” 
 
    Nyahi was also scrambling about, calling, “Boots, that’s not –” 
 
    “A girl!” he snorted. “Oh!” 
 
    Belatedly realising he was wearing not a stitch upon his body, he made a dive for the wrong corner. Freaking … a boot. That would have to do. After covering his nakedness somewhat ineffectually with an inverted boot, he stared at the teenager scrambling out from beneath the bed. Nyahi cast about for her dress, but that had been abandoned on the gantry. She plucked up a sheet instead. 
 
    “You won’t kill us, will you?” spluttered the girl. 
 
    “Last thing on my mind,” said Asturbar. Once Nyahi had lit an oil lamp and everyone had stopped blushing, he realised who she was. “Yazina? What are you doing – it’s one of Chanbar’s daughters,” he said. “Uh … Yazina, this is Iridiana, your …” 
 
    “Cousin,” she supplied, smiling. “Our fathers are brothers.” 
 
    Despite that Yazina was five inches shorter than Nyahi, had very dark brown eyes and curly black hair rather than the usual straight hair of her cousin, there was in her fine-boned features and build, a clear family resemblance. The girls smiled uncertainly at each other. 
 
    “You’re mad Iridiana?” Yazina blurted out at last. “The, uh … sorry. Really, really sorry.” 
 
    “Are you meant to be here?” Asturbar asked crossly. Poor Iridiana! The girl shook her curls vigorously. “Yazina’s thirteen, and –” 
 
    “Fourteen next week. I sort of … stowed away.” 
 
    The girl was trying very hard not to look at the boot, well, dangling in front of Asturbar. He did want to fetch his trousers, but that would entail sashaying past the girl with his unclothed behind waving in the breeze. Rather more of a man’s bare backside than he suspected any girl of her age would ever want to see! Nyahi was making irritated hand signals at him. 
 
    “I’ll … uh … close your eyes, Yazina. Please.” 
 
    Once everything that ought to be packed away was packed away, they sat down to a light repast with the teenager, who had discovered rather more adventure than she wanted. “I thought our ship had been taken by pirates!” she exclaimed, waving her hands excitedly. “All that commotion, and the shouting, then what I took for an interrogation of my father … he’s going to murder me! But it’s just so … you don’t understand what it’s like, growing up as the Marshal’s child – it’s like living in a golden cage. Nothing ever happens at home. Nothing! Before this, I’d never even flown to the next Island!” 
 
    Iridiana made a sympathetic noise. 
 
    What? Encourage a runaway teenager? Asturbar suggested acidly, “Nothing, apart from a Necromancer taking over the House, say?” 
 
    “Father tricked him,” she said confidently. “He said those rare jewels the Iolite Dragon wanted, must still be back in Yazê-a-Kûz. I think he convinced that freaky Iolite Dragon to fly off and attack that realm. Uh, your realm, cousin. Oh, that wasn’t so good, was it?” 
 
    “No,” said Iridiana. 
 
    Asturbar frowned at her doleful expression. “I don’t think so. Neither the Mistral Fires nor Azhukazi would have the power to attack such an illustrious realm, not without forming many, many more alliances. Subterfuge or infiltration is another matter. A more likely vector for any conceivable assault. But Azhukazi’s smart. He’ll either have figured out the ruse, or he’ll go there and sniff out the truth and return on the rampage … it’s a five day flight to Yazê-a-Kûz, give or take a day or two for diplomacy … or maybe, and worse, he was waiting for Chanbar to make the first move. Yes!” 
 
    Yazina said in a small voice, “What are you saying, Commander Asturbar? Why are you looking so thunder-faced?” 
 
    He said, “I think we’d better see how fast this old bucket of bolts can fly home, hadn’t we?” 
 
    The girl inhaled sharply. 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. You’ve nothing to fear from us, Yazina. I know your father exiled me to a living death, but you may be surprised to learn I don’t actually hold a grudge against him. He had good reason, which the Dragon supplied him.” 
 
    Was that true? Did honour steal choice, or did it function as a convenient palliative to a conscience which knew better? 
 
    “Father said he was bitterly enraged,” Yazina agreed soberly. She looked pallid. The seriousness of their situation seemed to have knocked the Isle from beneath her feet. 
 
    “It was an immense slight to his honour. He could do little differently.” 
 
    Hooded of gaze, Asturbar found his thoughts returning to his girl and to Chanbar. What was she up to? Something didn’t add up here, his every soldierly sense told him, but he could not for the life of him figure it out. Chanbar was an incredibly subtle player. Why the living death? Had he known or suspected Asturbar of that theft? What detail was he missing? 
 
    Nyahi had the gift of a guileless face. Perfect for a gambler or a Dragon-baiter of the Gladiator Pits, he thought. Now, for the first time in their relationship, Asturbar was beginning to appreciate just how much mischief simmered beneath those guileless silver-skinned planes and contours. He would not do to underestimate this Chaos Shifter, not for all the adoration in the Island-World. 
 
    Nyahi’s smile flickered slightly beneath his regard. “Tomorrow,” she purred. 
 
    Dragoness! 
 
    He raised his crystal goblet in wordless salute. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following morning, Asturbar put the Marshal, the soldier and the Steersman to work to supplement the meriatite furnace engine with manual labour as they fought to extract every ounce of speed out of the Dragonship. He tallied the supplies, checked the fuel levels and made his calculations. Not a pretty conclusion. By his best reckoning, they would miss the Iolite Blue’s return by fifty to seventy hours. 
 
    He went to share his intelligence with Nyahi. 
 
    She touched his arm gently. “I’m sorry. If I could reliably sustain a form for more than two hours, I’d fly you home myself, Boots.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    Another day where the beauty of a magenta dawn playing over endless cloudscapes above and below their altitude seemed designed to test the fortitude of his heart. Ahead lay nothing but barrenness – perhaps barrenness to some, but he was starting to see differently. The spread of colours was utterly flawless from horizon to horizon. They could have been alone in the Island-World, for even if he looked back the way they had come – well, he saw the mountains like fingertips above the horizon’s parapet. Almost perfect. The illusion was amazing, though. It was as if they hung in a void painted every conceivable, subtly mutable shade of magenta and rose and pink and orange, and while it was hard to imagine they must be making any progress at all through this endless space, the greater part of him never wanted to leave at all. A breath of beauty whispered into a man’s soul. Who could stand unmoved? 
 
    She said, “I know it’s still your home.” He covered her hand with his. “I’ll go talk to my Uncle.” 
 
    “Sure. I’ll spell him on the beast.” 
 
    Even Yazina had come to pedal; her father just stared at his own feet as he departed at Iridiana’s prompting, his hands still manacled behind his back. Somehow, Chanbar looked smaller than ever before. 
 
    Asturbar worked single-mindedly for an hour before he heard a strangled yell – a man’s voice – farther forward in the vessel. He popped his head out to check, but Iridiana responded that all was well. Really? She was not moved to a spot of torture, was she? Mad Iridiana. He shook his head slowly. Maybe the girl had a few bones to pick with the Marshal after all, if that was what he had been telling his own family. 
 
    She had spent just shy of a year in a dungeon cell. A year! 
 
    Did she fear she was indeed that mad, magic-accursed creature their treatment had insisted she was? She must believe it on some level. 
 
    A further hour passed, during which time Asturbar topped off the engine fuel and fed more crushed meriatite ore to the engine stills, before he returned to the pedalling. There was no telling exactly how much speed they were making except by the note of the whipping turbines, and those were achieving an excellent rate of rotation. Good. Little more could be done. Back to work. Pray Azhukazi was somehow delayed en route. Pray Uxâtate Shan-Jarad, Iridiana’s father, had kept him waiting for an unsubtle period of three to four days rather than the customary one. 
 
    Hearing a noise at the door, he glanced up. Iridiana, looking as grim as death. She dragged Chanbar in and threw him to the floor. “Say your piece, Uncle!” 
 
    He looked worse than death, ashen and sweaty and altogether spent. 
 
    Like the others in that small common room, Asturbar stared at the scene. The bent head. The slumped shoulders. The grim white cut of Nyahi’s lips. 
 
    In a choked voice, Chanbar said, “This day I, Marshal Chanbar of the House Chanbar, do call upon these witnesses present as I triple lihan-swear the word of my unbreakable oath. Upon my word of honour I hereby, irrevocably and forever, do give up all title and claim to House Chanbar, also known as the Mistral Fires, and do place the lives and service of myself, my wife, my harem and my children under the protection and goodwill of the new Marshal of the Mistral Fires –” he sighed quietly “– Marshal Asturbar.” 
 
    The soldier’s jaw dropped. 
 
    After a breathless few seconds, Asturbar said feelingly, “Maggot-ridden murgalizards!” 
 
    Iridiana said, “Boots, you might want to rethink your first words as the new Marshal of the Mistral Fires. You know, for the history scrolls and suchlike.” 
 
    Cracking open his mouth, he managed to say nothing intelligent whatsoever. Perhaps it was for the better. Asturbar shut his jaw again and tried to formulate a coherent thought, any thought at all. 
 
    Chanbar said, “Do you receive my word?” 
 
    “Father, you can’t!” yelled Yazina. 
 
    “I must,” he said. Whatever it was she saw in his eyes, his daughter fell silent. 
 
    Asturbar wet his lips. “Is this oath given under duress, Chanbar?” 
 
    “No longer,” said he. “No duress other than the twin imperatives of heart and honour.” 
 
    He feared to ask what she had done or said. He feared to move, that his knees would simply collapse beneath him in a wholly unseemly display of weakness. Chanbar’s unthinkable abdication opened whole new vistas to him, vistas of honour restored and Necromancers to serve – and, heavens spit upon it – he did not want to be a mercenary anymore, far less, the Marshal of a mercenary House! Yet, what could he do with a broken House? For the Iolite Blue would leave no stone upon another when he returned. The honour might well be hollow, but what if it was not? He felt as if he were trapped in a strange dream. From Commander to exiled thief to Marshal. Who could grasp the course of such a fate? 
 
    The fierceness writ in Iridiana’s posture gave him pause. Why was this so important to her? Why was this moment so grave and critical and … grievous, if he did not mistake her expression? He searched her eyes for an inordinately long time, until she flushed and dropped her gaze, unable or unwilling to face him any longer. 
 
    For her sake. 
 
    For her sake, and then he would drag her outside, and they would have words. Many words. 
 
    He gritted out, “I accept your oath. Hereafter, I shall be known as Marshal Asturbar of the Mistral Fires. Put this man to work.” 
 
    Sweeping past the kneeling Chanbar and Nyahi, who began to raise her hand toward him as if she meant to speak, Asturbar stormed out of the cabin. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    He did not understand himself. He punched the air flowing past the Dragonship’s brow furiously, glanced at his reflection in the forward crysglass panels, and bared his teeth at himself. Marshal? Marshal of what? Why had he ever entrusted his love to that devious, irresistible, enchanting Shapeshifter? He wept. He bellowed his rage into the emptiness. Oddly, this made him feel better, and eased the queasy feeling the overheated eggs seemed to have created inside his stomach. Then, he just stared out over the Cloudlands for the longest time. 
 
    When a soft interrogative intruded upon his thoughts, he rounded upon her. “You!” 
 
    She popped into a tiny iridescent orange draco-pollinator’s form, overcome by the shock. 
 
    For a second, all was frozen silence. Then, Asturbar forced a grin to his lips, although it was a somewhat bloodless affair. “Truly is it said, women move in mysterious ways.” Stooping, he scooped the five-inch long creature into his clumsy paws. “Sorry. Man of undeniably thickset cranial structures just getting used to his fabulous girlfriend flying rings around him as usual.” 
 
    In a second, the miniature talons and paws relaxed visibly, and Nyahi curled her threadlike tail about his forefinger. She dropped an apologetic Dragon-kiss upon the ball of his thumb. “Sorry,” she peeped, then giggled at the ultra-high soprano note of her voice. “Would you listen to that? I sound so silly to be talking about serious matters.” 
 
    Asturbar grated, “Nyahi … why?” 
 
    “As I told you, I’ve always liked the ring of ‘Marshal Asturbar.’ ” 
 
    “Marshal of nothing?” 
 
    “Huh. Even together, our titles still mean nothing,” she returned. “Uxâtati-a-Tân? Hollower than any drum. You, at least, might still have something to be Marshal over when we arrive.” 
 
    “How did you do it? Why … did you?” 
 
    She said, “Are we alright, Asturbar? You’re not too mad at me?” 
 
    “Not at all.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Alright, I am lying,” he chuckled, secretly furious at how easily she read him. He pinched his fingers together to illustrate, “Small lie. I’m a little angry, but mostly, I just don’t understand. Chanbar would not have given over for anything – not anything that I know of anyway. Did you threaten him? Actually, I’m not sure I want to know the answer to that question –” 
 
    “Asturbar, no!” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Alright, I am lying,” she cheeped back. “No physical threats, though. I merely spelled out a few things I thought and a few conclusions I had drawn. I gave him options but let him know that there would be consequences. When he eventually saw things my way, he decided that the path of honour was to abdicate.” 
 
    Asturbar considered her reply. “What were his reasons, Iridiana?” 
 
    She said, “There was just one overriding reason, in the end. You see, it was as I began to suspect weeks ago, Chanbar knew the coordinates of the oasis to which I had been relocated for everyone’s safety. He deliberately sent you to the same place.” 
 
    “And …” 
 
    “You haven’t guessed? It’s simple.” The tiny creature glared ferociously at him. “He meant it for murder. And I do not take kindly to anyone trying to murder the man whom I love!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: Out of the Dragon’s Paw 
 
      
 
    “MURDER?” Asturbar wheezed at last. 
 
    “Murder. Execution. Slaying. Homicide. Manslaughter in the nastiest, most terminal sense of the word. It’s detestable, that’s what it is, and I’ll tell you –” 
 
    “Iridiana, stop.” 
 
    “Stop what? Protecting you? Boots, you’re the most un-cynical soldier – not that I know many – but you have far too much faith in the goodness of Humankind.” Nuzzling his thumb, she said, “Shall I tell you a little tale about jealousy?” 
 
    “Ah … very well?” 
 
    “Very well. Once upon an Isle, there were two brothers, heirs to a very fine and noble realm. The younger brother was favoured by the father, for he was tall and strong, handsome and brave, and although the older brother tried his hardest in all endeavours of his education and training to the rulership, he could never seem to win his father’s esteem. The older brother was eclipsed by the all-round magnificence of his younger sibling.” 
 
    Asturbar interjected, “Let me guess –” 
 
    “Hush. I’m telling the story.” Wriggling about in the palm of his hand as he raised her to eye level, before settling upon her paws with a miniscule sigh, Nyahi continued, “Yes. This tale is about Chanbar and Shan-Jarad, heirs to the Uxâtate Throne of Yazê-a-Kûz. Now, you need to understand that many of these events took place before and just after I was born, so I am reporting in many instances what I heard or what was told to me. It seems the jealousy that Chanbar, the older son, felt toward the younger, Shan-Jarad, ate away at his heart for many a year as the two brothers grew up. They were rivals in everything that mattered – in learning, training, war, passing judgement in matters of state or subjects’ personal lives, and they even became rivals for my mother’s hand. My grandfather never, to my knowledge, changed his stance toward his sons. Shan-Jarad was very heavily favoured indeed.” 
 
    “A day came when my grandfather grew seriously ill with the deadly withrusal fever, which attacks the heart, and the brothers clashed more fiercely than ever before. Chanbar went to my father and demanded the throne. He demanded evidence of his future accession to the rulership. Shan-Jarad – well, he may have rubbed in the fact that the Uxâtate had absolutely no intention of passing the succession on to the older son. They fought viciously, right there over my grandfather’s sickbed, and it was rumoured ever after that their fighting caused his weakened heart to seize up and he died of grief over of the brothers’ quarrelling. Shan-Jarad tried to have Chanbar thrown out, appealing to the rights of succession signed by my grandfather upon his deathbed. Chanbar of course argued that those rights were stolen by Shan-Jarad, and the kingdom was on the verge of civil war when my mother, Talrishana, intervened. She told Chanbar she did not love him and never could, and that she was already secretly betrothed to Shan-Jarad – although, the declaration of engagement would later show otherwise. Maddened with rage, Chanbar departed screaming that he would have his revenge upon them all, that the dishonour of her betrayal was unbearable. Shan-Jarad moved swiftly and was crowned after the customary month’s mourning.” 
 
    “I see,” Asturbar mused. “But, Chanbar had already –” 
 
    “Yes, Mister Impatient. Chanbar’s plans regarding the Mistral Fires were already far advanced by that time, for as you know, he likes to lay plans within plans. He had embezzled money from the treasury to buy his way into the command of a mercenary unit. Once he was thrown out of the Uxâtate, and having failed to return before his brother was crowned, he assumed public leadership of the House. Your House, which he had already tacitly been leading, through a trusted proxy, since years before.” 
 
    “At least a decade!” 
 
    “Yes. After some years passed, the Uxâtate Shan-Jarad tried to reach out magnanimously to his disgraced older brother. He invited him to attend family events and suchlike.” 
 
    “Which grated even worse?” 
 
    Nyahi nodded her gleaming muzzle. “Uncle Chanbar attended certain notable events and celebrations – such as my birth, I understand – but always looked as if he rather wished to be gnawing out his own liver. He could not let go of the fact that his younger brother had stolen the Uxâtate and Talrishana from him, leaving him estranged, the Marshal of a mercenary House. As I remember him growing up, he was always the black dragonet, this slimy creature that seemed to emerge from nowhere, casting his long shadow and poking his greedy fingers into affairs of state. I believe there was even a plot to kidnap my mother that was never quite traced back to Chanbar, although it had his fingerprints all over the design. Of course, that ruined whatever small reputation he might have clung to in Yazê-a-Kûz; some suggested contrariwise that this plot had originated with my father instead, and was a thinly-disguised scheme to discredit Chanbar. It was only when I was in the dungeons that I heard his side of the story from my mother – who, thinking back upon it now, never seemed to have stopped loving Chanbar. But she, too, had made her choice.” 
 
    Asturbar shook his head slowly. “I never understood the man.” 
 
    “Few, if any, did.” 
 
    “And … the campaign we fought for Yazê-a-Kûz?” 
 
    Nyahi nodded. “Politics. Chanbar was trying to wangle any form of favour he could with the people, by his own admission, in the hope that he might be able to gain enough leverage to overthrow Shan-Jarad.” 
 
    “Makes sense.” 
 
    So many pieces fitting together, like ragions arranging themselves in hexagonal patterns beneath an Island. Asturbar marvelled at his lack of understanding, and equally, at Iridiana’s insight into the whole affair. She had received training in rulership, he realised, feeling a slight pang of jealousy himself. She saw the connections and the implications of Human behaviour, of the ways of the heart, unlike a bluff soldier. 
 
    “When it came to you, all those old feelings of jealousy, inadequacy and vulnerability resurfaced,” she continued quietly. “He said that he sees you as powerful and capable – a man’s man, if you prefer, or one who effortlessly earned the respect and even the love of all of your soldiers, which is an accolade I loved to hear – and the fact that you received the Dragon’s approbation while his honour was on the line for a theft he could not have anticipated nor ever had any control over … to him it was a replay of Shan-Jarad’s treachery. His words, not mine. So he determined to despatch you to the most devious fate he could concoct, telling himself that this was the justice you deserved. For what it’s worth, he regrets what he did.” 
 
    Asturbar exhaled through his teeth. 
 
    Nyahi whispered, “Death at the paw of insane Iridiana …” 
 
    “Hmm. Who’s that? Don’t know any actually insane girls, nor any mad Shapeshifters either,” he joked, before falling silent again as he contemplated Chanbar’s tale. A small sin of favouritism. Consequences that toppled Islands. 
 
    “Boots, I’m being serious.” 
 
    “As am I.” 
 
    Raising her dragonet-form to his lips, he puckered up only to have her squeak, “Don’t you know how huge your lips appear from this perspective? It’s terrifying!” 
 
    “Ha! Here’s a smacker for you, then.” Mweh! 
 
    “Ew. Practically swallowed me alive – don’t you get any ideas, mister!” 
 
    He opened his mouth wide and feinted toward her. “Well, I was thinking that while you were inside, you could just fetch out the Jewels of In-My-Gutty – what say you?” 
 
    “Surgery from the inside?” Nyahi flexed her pin-sized talons beneath his nose, appearing most pleased when Asturbar coughed in alarm. “Cut out a few of the crusty, socially unacceptable bits while I’m at it? Remodel your –” 
 
    “Enough!” Carefully, he tickled her beneath the chin, realising that his forefinger was thicker than her entire torso in this manifestation. Still a perfect little dragonet, however, complete with blazing orange little eyes and pinprick fangs. She really did have a range of impeccable transition maps at her disposal. Shame so many misfired! “I can’t believe Chanbar actually wanted to murder me – and thought you were seen as his perfect instrument. That’s …” 
 
    “Twisted,” she supplied. 
 
    Twisted indeed. Devious, and utterly beyond the pale of honour or simple decency. “What do we do with Chanbar now?” he asked. 
 
    Nyahi said, “He’s your subject. Why don’t you order him to brief us on what has been happening in the years since my exile, and the months since yours?” 
 
    “I just don’t think I could be half as terrifying as you.” 
 
    Nyahi giggled and pulled a couple of poses. “More fearsome like this, or like this?” 
 
    “That’s so cute!” 
 
    Her reflexive swipe opened a thin cut on his upper lip. “Oh – stupid Dragoness temper! Sorry, Boots.” 
 
    “Cute, but a wicked little tyrant.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the evening, Asturbar and Iridiana took a dinner of dried fruit, nutty breads and water that was beginning to show signs of long storage in hot conditions, together with his new subjects, who to his astonishment and creeping sense of alarm, seemed quite willing to cooperate. Not surly. Positively forthcoming. Eager to give answers. If he continued to enjoy power like this, it would likely develop into a nasty rash. 
 
    After two hours of them talking, he or Iridiana throwing in the odd prompt, and Yazina trying not to fall asleep from sheer teenage boredom, Asturbar decided to bring matters to a close, Commander-of-the-Infantry style. 
 
    “So, to summarise. The Star Dragoness fell from the sky, disappeared for a while – apparently into the Gladiator Pits where she summarily set about trouncing the greatest champions of the age – then she escaped by blowing up Tahootax the Terrible and tearing down an entire warded Pit in an implausible feat of impossibility, then swiftly recruited Marshal Huaricithe to her cause, started a storm that spanned ten thousand Isles, raised a massive Dragon army with a flick of her incomparable talons and raced through the Straits of Hordazar to attack the legendary Yellow-White Shapeshifter Thoralian and his armies, who by the bye also have ravaged untold Islands in the realm of Herimor … and, her Shining Majesty has not been heard from since? And, give or take, the entirety of Herimor is at war, either for or against the Star Dragoness and her allies, over the minor but suns-striking matter of a legendary First Egg of the Ancient Dragons which has been missing since the days of the Dragonfriend herself?” 
 
    He stared around the table, expecting denials. 
 
    “Excellent summary,” said Chanbar, wincing as he eased his arm in the sling. Asturbar spitefully hoped it hurt like a Dragon chewing his entrails. 
 
    The Steersman made an assenting noise. “That’s the gist of it, Marshal.” 
 
    Even Nyahi essayed a firm nod. “Good work, Boots.” 
 
    Well, that was rather deflating. He folded his arms across his chest. “Good. Plenty to think about.” Such as, how to survive Azhukazi’s inevitable revenge, and then how the House might profit from a world at war. Such times were made for mercenaries. Only, was that what he wanted? 
 
    Suddenly, he felt as if a Bulk Dragon sat upon his shoulders. 
 
    Asturbar said, “Rest well tonight. Plenty of hours of pedalling left on the morrow.” 
 
    Once he had cleared his head of this Star Dragoness nonsense, Asturbar decided, he would make a long, detailed and comforting list of all the things he needed to ask Chanbar about being a Marshal, and the running of a House, and suchlike. Preparation. Always preparation. He scratched his neck thoughtfully. Something told him that when they arrived at House Chanbar – now House Asturbar, he supposed – there would not be a great deal of time to think. 
 
    Not much time at all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the fourth day’s travel away from the oasis, Asturbar and Chanbar had talked themselves hoarse. Nyahi was restive. The beginnings of a plan simmered inside his brain, but his greater concern was his itchy girlfriend’s predilection for turning into large, fiery columns or sparky Dragoness forms. That could be lethal. They needed fuel for the final leg of the journey. Reluctantly, he decided to set course for Mount Morgu-Zayê, one of the few actually rooted Islands in the realm of Wyldaroon, and home to many diverse dracoflora species that created a cannibalistic ecosystem as legendary as it was deadly. 
 
    Not a place to go for a jaunt in the jungle. 
 
    The hierarchy-dominant species, the Asjujian Emoflits, did however keep a very active trading post atop their mountain. Primarily their interest was in trading for diamonds, which they consumed as a delicacy and then exuded in delicate filaments for personal beautification, but Chanbar had a trusted agent in place who could procure supplies on House credit. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    As the day wore on, the first scattered Fringe Islands hove out of the heat haze shimmering over the brilliant white Cloudlands like primal beasts sporting in a vast, dazzling lake. At first there were flotillas of mostly barren boulders floating mid-air – an incongruous sight even to one who had lived all of his life in Wyldaroon, Asturbar thought, for he was accustomed to the far greener, more fertile Islands farther North. These climes seemed blasted by the Doldrums weather, and perhaps even by sunlocusts. The Steersman took manual control of the Dragonship to guide them over or around these unmapped boulders, which could easily snag or tear a Dragonship’s air sack. 
 
    Their course now lay a mere point above pure Northwest. This stop should take them no more than two hours off their schedule, but the additional fuel would allow them to make up treble that the time over the following day. 
 
    Steersman Rekhoil guided the dirigible airship to greater heights over the following two hours, allowing them to avoid the trailing scythoragions so prevalent in these parts. Their filament-like underparts trailed up to two thousand feet beneath the Islands they infested, like great hanging veils of mauve vines or creepers, and were sharp enough to slice material like a keen knife. Since the fragments and Islets in this region ranged between a mile and three and a half miles above the Cloudlands, this created great hanging barriers that might have been fun for a Dragon or dragonet to fly, but not a far more unwieldy Dragonship. Soon, greenness and life were literally bursting from the Islands, a strangely lush corner of Wyldaroon compared to some of the tan and brown regions that flanked this realm of tropical jungle.  
 
    Toward the humpbacked massif of Mount Morgu-Zayê, an irregular oval measuring some fifteen leagues wide and thirty-three long, it was as if they passed over a strange, interlaced garden of flowering sprays of jungle foliage, a garden tended by the breathtaking variety of dracoflora and dracofauna that inhabited these parts. Great swarms of green and grey miniature dracomantas worked around the gardens, fertilising, pruning and tending, while the colourful, frilly-winged pollinators drifted like swarms of fish from one flower farm to the next, pollinating the flowers and collecting nectar for their hungry brethren. Great white Harvesters drifted beneath the Islands, milking the unique varieties of ragions and snaffling up any leaves or branches that might fall in their direction. Less flattering descriptions of Morgu-Zayê styled it ‘Wyldaroon’s greatest dung heap,’ and as they neared that immense mound of vegetative abundance, the powerful, acidic-humid pong certainly suggested as much. 
 
    “Yuck!” Yazina screeched, her eyes watering. 
 
    “No references to the smell when we’re down there, daughter,” Chanbar warned her. “It’s highly offensive in dracoflorian cultures. Not even a wave toward the nostrils.” 
 
    “What, am I just supposed to drip?” 
 
    “You can dab at your eyes and nostrils with a scented cloth. That’s acceptable.” 
 
    Nyahi winked at Asturbar. “And I thought soldiers’ boots were foul!” 
 
    “Drippier is better,” he deadpanned. 
 
    Both girls stared at him in disbelief. 
 
    He waved a hand at the organic treehouse city slowly emerging from the jungles ahead. “Welcome to the realm of runny mucus.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Set amongst protodraconic floral giants that grew up to four thousand feet tall in places, the ‘trading post’ was a city by Human size or standards, until one considered the immensity of its denizens, the Asjujian Emoflits. The first time Yazina saw one, she screamed and covered her mouth in shock. Like a walking wall of timber spikes, the bulky arboreal creature waddled away beneath them, at least ten times the length and breadth of their Dragonship. Its every footstep shook the jungle. A pair of crimson eyes set deep in its deep brown, woody exoskeleton behind its head – they had twelve eyes apiece – glared balefully back at the visitors. A throbbing roar like two draconic trees engaging in full-scale warfare announced their arrival, summarily deafening every Human on board, while a twin waves of steaming khaki mucus erupted from spiracles upon its back, inundating the foliage either side of the creature. 
 
    Iridiana promptly collapsed into one of her floral forms. 
 
    Chanbar popped a plug out of his left ear. “Sorry, forgot to warn everyone.” 
 
    Asturbar said to Yazina, “I’ve always wondered at the ‘flits’ part of their name. Seems an Asjujian Emoflit ought to flit between flowers. Since they weigh in at around three thousand tonnes for a fully-grown male, that’s not the impression I get.” 
 
    A smell like burning sulphur mingled with rancid sherbar onions drifted back on the breeze. Yazina covered her mouth and turned purple. Every nose aboard immediately started tingling madly, while their eyes streamed uncontrollably. Asturbar was convinced that having his nostrils cauterised with a red-hot poker would have been a more comfortable and less painful experience. He had forgotten the delights of Morgu-Zayê. 
 
    “Lower the hands, darling,” said Chanbar. “That was the Asjujian equivalent of a scented invitation.” 
 
    She wheezed something unintelligible. 
 
    “Yes, my dear. Learning about other cultures is an enormous privilege, isn’t it?” 
 
    They made port on a bustling wooden platform set high amongst the jungle giants. Asturbar counted at least five hundred other Dragonships in as wide a variety of designs as their ports and realms of origin, from great conical balloons to the classic multi-compartmented Sabukar warships, bristling with weaponry. Sakubarians were one of the most aggressive peoples, and conversation with one of them was widely likened to slamming one’s own forehead repeatedly with a hammer – less painful and more likely to yield a good result, ran the joke. Great inverted cones and trumpet-like flowers hung from the ‘branches’ all around, although those branches were actually living Dragonkind and the azure and delicate pink flowers were their reproductive organs, Chanbar gleefully informed his teenage daughter, to her vocal revulsion. 
 
    Descending through a hole in the platform, they found themselves looking out over a very active marketplace specialising in the trading of dracoslugs, the primary food source of Asjujian Emoflits, which were kept in broad open pits. The price of a dracoslug being dependent upon its olfactory properties and secondly upon the perceived strength of the hallucinogenic mucus gleaming in splendid, shimmering bands upon its ovoid, fifty-foot body, this was the point at which Human noses gave up rebelling and just tried to quietly drop off their faces. Only Nyahi was immune, but Asturbar did feel her petals might be wilting at the stench. He popped her carefully in a pocket. 
 
    He said, “Alright, Chanbar. Let’s go find Grandutakkator.” 
 
    They trooped along a boarded gantry suspended high above the marketplace, everyone secretly praying they would not slip and fall into the slimy slug pits. Steersman Rekhoil and Infantryman Jazgugis had elected to stay with the Dragonship, so the party numbered four. Half a mile below them at ground level, Asjujian merchants bellowed their wares whilst crowds of Dragonkind lumbered along broad, slippery walkways, rubbing against each other with a sound like branches cracking amidst a localised storm. Great torches set upon bronze sconces six hundred feet tall kept the cavernous marketplace reasonably well illuminated. Every so often, a luminous orange or teal slug would be hauled out of a pit by woody appendages to be prodded and licked by a potential customer – success meant the provender slipping down a maw one hundred and ninety feet wide furnished by ‘crushers,’ or laminated wooden teeth the size of the average Human house. Farther afield as they walked along, however, the vaulted marketplace amphitheatre, its great overarching limbs being dracoflora plants that appeared to be flattened to join together into a single living building, developed into a somewhat more conventional affair offering spices – these managing to discover new and creative ways of assaulting the nasal membranes – decorative goods, building materials, and further along, minerals, gemstones, plant products and foods for export. 
 
    Yazina said, “Are those Asjujians secreting slime the whole time?” 
 
    Asturbar pointed below to a lighter tan behemoth apparently herding some kind of eight-footed meat animals along to a pen. “Yes. See how the legs slide into the cylindrical limb bracers beneath the body? Those act like pneumatic shock absorbers which are greased with that delightful slime. Mitigates against wear and tear, and allows those behemoths to move with a surprising turn of speed over the roughest terrain, whilst also proving extended reach for climbing. You couldn’t outrun or out-climb an Asjujian. Don’t even try.” 
 
    She flapped her hands helplessly. “What do I do with the –” 
 
    “Snot? Pinch it off with your fingers and flick it away, like this.” He demonstrated. 
 
    “Ew … that’s foul.” 
 
    “Snot rain,” Asturbar grinned. “Just greases it up more down there.” 
 
    “You’re disgusting as well as foul-mouthed.” 
 
    He glanced at Iridiana, who arranged her petals into a very fine smirk. He said, “Be quiet. You’re far prettier seen and not heard.” 
 
    The flower tried to bite him. 
 
    The gantry soon wound into a great wall-like structure of merchants’ premises apparently haphazardly grown atop, around and even through each other, all in the same light brown wood. Narrow Human-sized walkways, which served their kind and a number of other smaller draconic creatures, dragonets and dragofauna ranging from slim lizards to rolling green fang-bundles six feet in diameter and insectoid, dragonfly-like members of the Inzikas class, intersected the broad masterways, built for the Asjujians. The din was incredible. A babble of at least fifteen different languages underpinned the shrieks, hoots, cries and bellows of all the different creatures inhabiting or caged in this three-dimensional maze, and everywhere one cared to look, commerce hissed, cooed, cackled and buzzed at a frantic rate. 
 
    Chanbar gripped his daughter’s hand to hold her back at an intersection. “In case you’re wondering, Asjujians do have right of way.” 
 
    Her nauseous glance clearly communicated, ‘you have to be joking.’ 
 
    Her father steered her around a steaming puddle of mucus that measured up to her waist level. “Mind where you step.” 
 
    Asturbar suspected that the ex-Marshal was starting to enjoy himself. He had never known the man to be jolly – well, ever. Now he had his hand upon Yazina’s shoulder, and the girl looked as if she had just seen the Star Dragoness in the flesh. Sweet. 
 
    He, meantime, examined their surrounds with an experienced eye. The communications network of Syporian dragonets, fast-flying ochre creatures a mere foot and a half in length, was in full operation. They were also the primary spies for their Asjujian masters, making sure that every transaction and interaction was reported to the Master Mind reportedly located deep beneath the mountain – or perhaps, the mountain was the Master Mind. No-one rightly knew. He noted the additional security of Monitor Lizards scuttling here and there amongst the crevices and crannies that were so much part of this living structure; their striated brown scales providing such perfect camouflage that one had to look for the slightly mauve rims of their nostrils to be certain of what was actually Dragon and what was plain wood. 
 
    Off down a gloomy alleyway two Lesser Dragons burst into a noisy brawl. That would attract the security detail quickly. 
 
    “Let’s move,” he said quietly. “Seems a little tense around here.” 
 
    Actually, the whole place seemed a little tense. He slipped a hand into his pocket, smiling as Nyahi formed herself into that diamond wristlet form – well, she was a forearm bracer now. Very fetching. He had no doubt that clobbering someone with a diamond-encrusted fist would be as instructional for him as it would be deadly for them. 
 
    Chanbar’s eyes popped as he took in this interaction. Asturbar said, “She does it for show.” 
 
    Still, he touched his battle-axe slung at his side, and flexed his shoulders as they walked along. A tiny pinprick of talons assured him that Iridiana had picked up on his unease. Beauty, brains and serious case of bedazzle. Quite the girlfriend! 
 
    After walking five rough ‘blocks’ they cut eastward into the maze, took a spiral staircase seventeen levels downward, and cut back a few hundred feet, wending their way between the bulging, spiky wares of the ponksu fruit vendors, down a shady alleyway frequented by arms-dealing Frash’kukid Dragons, and eventually fetched up at the circular front doorway of Grandutakkator’s not unassuming establishment. As a metals trader specialising in rare forms and ores, he had a reputation to uphold with his clientele. Such a wealth of gold and platinum was on display, the usual wood had been completely overlaid and hidden by years of haphazard additions, it appeared, of ingots and nuggets, bars and bezels, and specialised armour of all kinds affixed to the walls and ceilings, and piled thickly in every conceivable corner. At least the tunnel-like interior of his shop, towering as it was to accommodate even a fully-grown Lesser Dragon, was a haven from the ghastly stench outside. Asturbar noticed a few discreet scent braziers intended to keep matters exactly that way. Hmm. 
 
    Grandutakkator, despite his fine-sounding name, was a small Bronze Reticulated Rock Dragon from Emzorki; a lissom, six-legged beast of some fifteen feet in length whose specialised exoskeletal armour put Asturbar’s infantry armour to shame. It was beautiful of form and function, like living golden-bronze Dragon scales in its own right, shimmering with his every precise movement. Emzorkian Dragons were renowned throughout Wyldaroon for their shrewd business sense – and judging by the gleaming eyes peering at them through the wire-rimmed spectacles perched upon the very tip of his extraordinarily elongated muzzle, Grandutakkator was no exception. 
 
    Having made his grand entrance via a rotating doorway made of mirrored metal ores, however, Grandutakkator took one look at his guests and turned a decidedly unhealthy shade of puce. Chameleon scales, Asturbar recalled belatedly. This Dragon wore his emotions upon his hide. 
 
    “Marshal Chanbar!” he gasped, in a voice like fingernails scratching upon slate. His semi-transparent wings flickered in agitation before resettling neatly upon his back. He made a welcoming sweep of his paw, sheathing his highly polished talons simultaneously. “What a pleasure! A very great pleasure indeed, yes indeed. Come inside, shut the door.” 
 
    “I am not Marshal anymore,” said Chanbar. “I have acceded to Asturbar, previously Commander Asturbar.” 
 
    “Strange times,” said the Dragon, slipping past them to pull the door shut. Asturbar did not miss how his eyes quickly darted up and down the alleyway outside, nor how he quickly checked his environs with a touch of magic. “Yes, strange times surround us upon all sides. Wasn’t there … another?” 
 
    “Just us,” said Asturbar. 
 
    “Did you come in flying the Mistral Fires colours?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you are in great danger! Very great danger, yes indeed.” With his strangely jerky, rapid movements, he began to usher them toward the back of his shop. “We must hide you. Get help. I’ll need to fetch one who can help you escape undetected.” 
 
    “Who wants us?” the Marshal asked. 
 
    “Azhukazi the Iolite Blue, and every bounty hunter between here and the Pits,” he said. “How can you not know this? You have powerful enemies indeed, yes, you have. And the Asjujian Emoflits will have taken note, and they are not ones averse to turning a quick profit, oh no, they are not. Your descriptions will be circulating already. You are in grave danger, you and – this is your daughter, yes? Mount Morgu-Zayê is no place for a young woman, not today, oh no.” 
 
    “We came for Dragonship fuel, in order to quickly reach the House of the Mistral Fires,” Chanbar put in. “Any word of what the Iolite Blue is seeking?” 
 
    “The reward for your head, Chanbar, is ten thousand platinum ingots – forgive me.” 
 
    The exact price of his floor. Asturbar crossed gazes briefly with his previous leader. Aye, they both knew what that implied. 
 
    Now, Grandutakkator rapidly shifted a section of his goods to reveal a previously hidden trapdoor. He released various locks, some physical and some based upon ward-glamour magic, before drawing open a hatch upon a dark hole. “Climb inside. It’s my little bolt-hole and it’s warded for all nine days of a week. You’ll be safe while I find help. Quickly. I hear paws without!” 
 
    Chanbar was asking no questions as he urged Yazina to hurry. Had that been his daughter, Asturbar would have done the same, he realised. Family mattered. But his certificate of origin was back on that Dragonship. They had to go back for it. Had to. Would the Steersman and the soldier be alright? Shaking his head slowly, he made the descent. Grandutakkator was a trusted party. In a place as closely guarded as this, did they have any other choice? It had been a mistake to come looking for extra fuel – they should have made the push for the House under manual propulsion, even if they had to work shifts night and day. He had not anticipated that Azhukazi would move so quickly, nor had Chanbar stressed as much during his all-encompassing briefing – yet, why had he? 
 
    As the hatch closed overhead, Asturbar had one last sight of a peculiar glint in the Dragon’s eye. Then the metal clicked shut, and bolts squealed in their sockets. A second, soundproof barrier hissed shut just above his head, and he sensed the wards come alive. 
 
    Not so much for their protection, as to prevent escape. 
 
    His eyes adjusted to the darkness as Asturbar took a moment to reprocess what he had seen and sensed. Every scent. Nuance. Movement. Most especially, the question, ‘Wasn’t there another?’ He knew. How? Why was the Iolite Blue moving so aggressively, putting up such a ridiculous reward that it practically screamed for attention? What did he fear? Did another power move against him – the Star Dragoness, or the shadowy Marshal Thoralian? 
 
    In this form, Iridiana exuded a significant amount of light, enough for him to make out Yazina’s worried expression and Chanbar’s dark, troubled eyes. 
 
    He said, “You thinking what I am, Chanbar?” 
 
    “Aye, soldier – Marshal, I mean.” 
 
    “What’s that?” Yazina blurted out. “I mean, I don’t understand, father. I’m scared.” 
 
    Chanbar took her hands in his good right hand and squeezed hard. “I believe Marshal Asturbar would be referring to a particular itch, or a sixth sense, that soldiers and leaders sometimes get when something is not right. This would be the itch of imminent betrayal.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: Run for your Dragons! 
 
      
 
    Asturbar set about examining the wards in the small chamber with great interest and limited hope. These magical protections would be designed to mitigate against almost any level of physical or magical punishment they could imagine unleashing in this small space. He could blunt his battle-axe on these mahogany coloured, strangely organo-metalloid walls for a year and make barely a scratch, or the floor for that matter. He stomped his foot angrily. Hmm, that sounded slightly hollow beneath, although the material had to be at least a foot if not two in thickness. Furthermore, while Grandutakkator and his true masters might not understand the capabilities of a Chaos Shifter, it was clear to him that any of Iridiana’s more obvious attacks would only rebound upon them with dangerous or even lethal consequences. 
 
    He scratched his chin slowly. However, a slow attack … by pressure … 
 
    “Say, Iridiana, how would you feel about shifting into one of your tree forms?” 
 
    “Hesitant,” said his bracelet. “Why?” 
 
    “Trees are enormously strong.” 
 
    “What if I turn into a Dragoness and crush us all in this tiny space?” 
 
    “A somewhat gruesome prospect,” he admitted ruefully. “Alright. Bad idea.” 
 
    “No, it’s a superb idea.” 
 
    Iridiana shifted into her Human form. While Asturbar began to fumble in his other pocket for her dress, Yazina cried, “Father!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You … looked. She’s your niece!” 
 
    When Chanbar appeared lost for words and his girl seemed to be sparking on the verge of an explosion, Asturbar said calmly, “Yazina, secret of life. Men tend to look. It’s kind of a reflex … but just before Iridiana buffets my ears right though my head, I want you to know that it’s much more about the how and the why of a look. You’ll know the right one by the way he looks at you, not in a possessive or a demeaning way, but in a manner that truly values who you are.” 
 
    Nyahi laid an impressively violet-hued branch upon his shoulder. Luminous amethyst leaves. A smooth, velvety trunk in a fetching pale indigo hue. Her plants had always been … well, normal, for want of a better word. She said sardonically, “Wow, Boots, I was worried by the way that was developing for a minute there. No mind. You can sire my future children.” 
 
    For his part, Asturbar turned a very unsubtle shade of pink. 
 
    “I’m worried that you can turn into a tree,” Yazina giggled. “Thanks for the advice, Commander. Is that really you in there, cousin?” The unlikely Dragon tree formed a respectable pout, complete with leafy eyebrows that waggled at the teenager. “Holy janzi-dragonets! That must be so much fun.” 
 
    “Ah … yes, hours of fun,” said the tree. 
 
    Spreading her branches up to the hatch and flexing her roots against the floor, the Shapeshifter braced herself with a low creaking and rustling sound. “Hold onto your Dragons, boys and girls. This could get exciting.” 
 
    “What will you do?” Asturbar asked curiously. 
 
    “Grow up.” 
 
    Perhaps her pun might have been aimed at him, because Asturbar happened to be thinking about unclothed feminine trees at that point. No idea why. But as he had suggested, the power of a living tree was an awesome force to behold. Roots could split boulders, change watercourses and penetrate the tiniest cracks within an Island and tear them asunder. Hers was not the force of an armoured strike, but a languorous, seeming endless acceleration of those natural processes. The hatch creaked. The wards flared and began to vibrate with an almost subliminal humming sound. The bolts groaned as Nyahi, gritting her – well, something within her tree mouth – ratcheted up the pressure second by second. 
 
    So, thinking about transformation maps, where was the actual brain in this form? 
 
    Asturbar felt the floor begin to buckle. It lurched. 
 
    “Ah, Nyahi …” 
 
    “I’m doing it, Boots! I am!” 
 
    “Well, just hold on a –” 
 
    GGNNNAAARRRGGGHHH!  
 
    That was pure Dragoness, and more than the small chamber could stand. Bolted in place, the hatch only buckled a few inches, but he could not say the same for the floor. It must have been built hinged, for when the solid metal locking mechanisms gave way with a sharp squealing sound and tore bodily out of their roots in the living wood, the persons standing upon that large flap of metal tipped in a strange slow-motion effect, as though gravity belatedly scrambled in pursuit of reality. The floor swung away. Asturbar slid into Nyahi’s roots. He saw his right hand reaching for Chanbar, who in turn had a white-knuckled grip upon his daughter’s hair. 
 
    The backlash of ward magic blew them softly into space. He did not understand what had happened until he saw the shock physically pulsing through Nyahi’s tree trunk. She had taken the punishment for them. 
 
    Her branches flopped about without strength as the mismatched group slid down a short, dark tunnel before tumbling out into warm, ruddy airspace. Yazina screamed. He remembered glancing at her in surprise, inanely considering how thoughtful she had been to wear a utilitarian one-piece overall and sturdy boots for stowing away. Then, he looked down. 
 
    His reflexive yelp mingled Yazina’s second, much louder scream. 
 
    They plummeted from a height of over a quarter-mile into a canyon between tall cliffs of russet buildings, directly toward a six-way intersection of Asjujian Emoflit paw traffic. Dozens of the massive Asjujians congregated and milled about down there, squeezing laboriously past each other or pausing in the wide, oval space at the centre to greet each other with psychedelic sprays of undoubtedly pungent offerings. He saw a stand selling multi-coloured slug delicacies, and a spray station where the Dragons paused for a bracing blast of something – well, woody and juicy was his best guess. And nostril searing. Even up here the smell borne upon the breeze was a separate force to be reckoned with. Over the milling behemoths, a dozen or so smaller, light pedestrian walkways soared, allowing the smaller denizens and visitors to this realm safe passage over the heavy ground traffic. 
 
    Then it suddenly seemed to him as if the air remembered he was falling and began to tear at his eyes and rush past his ears. Not good. They needed wings, and fast. Reaching out, he shook one of Iridiana’s branches. “Wake up, we need you!” 
 
    “What, can she fly too?” shouted Chanbar. 
 
    He could not tell if Nyahi was coming around or if it was just the speed of their falling buffeting her branches about, but Asturbar took a grip of one of those slender tree limbs near her crown. He reeled Chanbar in, and then Yazina, until they all perched like nesting birds amidst her leaves. The girl’s eyes were squeezed shut with terror, but she began kicking wildly at anything she could reach, yelling at Iridiana to rouse herself and fly. 
 
    Closer. Closer blurred the busy intersection. One or two of the spiky, peat-brown Asjujians were beginning to react. He sincerely hoped that they had something clever like nets or magic to catch flying Humans, or this would end very badly in about five or six seconds’ time. Time to roar. Asturbar shouted at his girlfriend with all of his might, “IRIDIANA! WAKE UP!” He shouted so powerfully that a sharp pain seemed to attack his belly in the region of the Jewels, and then he distinctly felt a jolt pass through his body into hers. What? That felt eerie. 
 
    Nyahi moaned, “Uhh … what …” 
 
    “Change! Dragoness!” 
 
    “Whyeee …” 
 
    “We’re falling! Catch us, Nyahi! You have to change!” 
 
    Then, their time was up. Great, elongated cries rose from the Dragonkind as they reacted to what they most probably interpreted as an attack. Asturbar felt her roots coil and her branches tense, and then they smashed down atop one of the Asjujians’ heads, becoming deeply lodged between his spikes. Iridiana groaned. Her springy branches whooshed down and then up again, cushioning the worst of the almighty impact for her travellers, but Asturbar grunted as a five-foot splinter shot past his flank, excavating a nice trench there before its point lodged in his lower left forearm. The springiness tore him loose again. Chanbar was yelling like a frightened dragonet; he had a foot-long splinter protruding from the muscle of his backside. Yazina just bobbed up and down with a decidedly green smile pasted upon her lips. She had an arms-and-legs grip upon her branch and he suspected that a feral Dragon could not have torn her loose just then. 
 
    The hulking Emoflit they had crash-landed upon stiffened like the wood of which its armoured hide was primarily composed. 
 
    Such a hush fell, Asturbar knew it could only explode. 
 
    The beast bellowed hoarsely, BROTHERS! I’M UNDER ATTACK! 
 
    What, attacked by a few fleas? Still, his gruff blast was enough to make a man feel as if a Dragon had just cuffed him across the earhole. 
 
    Asturbar had a split second to appreciate the incongruity of their situation. Iridiana seemed firmly wedged between the jagged splinters of the creature’s head, which stretched around them to the width and length of a field – immovably stuck, unless she found the wherewithal to switch into a smaller form. Just now she was lolling again, clearly dazed by the impact. The Asjujian Emoflits must see something apparently growing out of their brother’s skull, a fuzzy-haired amethyst and mauve intruder, or perhaps a monstrous feathered arrow, for all they knew. Her colouration was certainly unique! 
 
    Pandemonium erupted. 
 
    Thundering, bellowing and smashing their paws upon the ground in a rage, the Asjujian Dragons sprang into action against the perceived assault – which was to say, they spun about in search of this imminent danger, clashed mightily, became stuck in each other’s spikes and raised such a hullaballoo of trumpet-like bellowing it was impossible to hear oneself think. Terrified and furious scent sprays blistered the air, while the greatest ones of their number launched fire attacks from their throats that hurtled upward, arced and slowed, and then began to fall back amongst their own kind with explosive detonations. These arboreal creatures actually burned, to his surprise, although Asturbar was sure given the reputed twenty-foot thickness of their hides that flames would not penetrate enough to injure any creature. Dense smoke billowed from the conflagrations. 
 
    The panic spread like wildfire. Dragons charged hither and thither, bellowing all sorts of nonsense and smashing into traffic jams of epic proportions measured in the tens of thousands of tonnes, but Asturbar did hear repeated variations upon two particular phrases booming upon his much-abused eardrums – the Shapeshifter Marshal! Upon the landing platform! 
 
    What? Could it be that Azhukazi was here? Surely too improbable a coincidence! 
 
    This was their chance! Only, he had no actual idea how to take it. Excellent foresight and planning, soldier! Turning to Chanbar, he rapped, “Get her awake. I don’t care how you do it.” 
 
    His grim face bobbled about as their Dragon joined the general charge toward an exit. “How do you wake a tree, may I ask?” 
 
    Asturbar exploded, “Suffering murgalizards, figure it out!” 
 
    If there was a controlling mind, they probably had seconds left before life became rather more exciting still. Thundering his discontent, their unwilling host Asjujian smashed headlong into one of his brother’s flanks, rolling the unfortunate smaller beast right off his paws. Only Asturbar’s grip prevented Yazina from flying out of Nyahi’s branches, but his teeth rattled in his head at the splintering collision. Then the beast charged off with lolloping disregard for life or limb, rallying his brothers with a series of explosive barks. Just his luck to pick some sort of leader, he thought, and tap him on the noggin. ‘Here we are – surprise!’ Without warning, the world turned sideways as the creature charged up an immense tree trunk, his talons ripping out great chunks of amber bark as he made the dash for the heights, uncaring of his tiny passengers. They must be no bigger than parasites to a creature of his size. 
 
    Twisting about, Asturbar scanned their surrounds as best he could. Chanbar was slapping Iridiana’s leaves in an attempt to rouse her. Honestly? He suppressed a violent idea to slap the previous Marshal’s head off his shoulders and see how far he could kick it off the Island. They ascended a vertical mile of tree trunk that vaulted skyward from the dense, impenetrable depths. Layer upon layer of foliage leading to darkness was all he could see below, while to the sides, the jungle giants continued for the few hundred feet the eye could see before the dense olive and emerald leaves cut off further sight, but he had no doubt they continued for many a league. They surged steadily out of the gloomier canopy layers to the lighter realm of chrysoprase and lime-green leaves above, and he saw many dozens of Asjujian Emoflits ahead of and around them, all racing for the heights. In their native element they were remarkably mobile and adaptable, climbing with the ease of a man sprinting upon level ground. Their deep-set crimson eyes burned balefully upon their goal. 
 
    White-blue patches of sky appeared between the boughs. Springing up onto the platform with a frighteningly supple bound, their impromptu conveyance shook his mighty head as he surveyed the chaos. Everyone and everything in that huge landing area was on the move. Dragonships slewed about crazily as they took off without, in several cases, first untying their hawsers. Traders battened down the hatches and deployed their crews in defensive positions around their vessels and their wares. Dragons – shells and shards! Lesser Dragons swarmed everywhere, evidently having been poking their muzzles into everyone’s business but now responding with battle-primed aggression to the gathering mayhem. Eyes glowed like the open maws of furnaces. Wings flared in readiness. Talons tore at the hefty planking under paw as they gathered in their battle-troops. 
 
    Which Shapeshifter Marshal had started this nonsense? 
 
    DRIVE THEM OFF! roared their transportation. 
 
    INVADERS! boomed another, then five or more echoed the call in thunderous chorus. This was the group-think for which Asjujians were famous. Their talons hewed and shattered great chunks of wood as they pawed at the footing, raising a staggering chemical stink as they prepared themselves. 
 
    After that slight but always airless and ultra-charged moment in a battle when two sides size each other up, the Asjujians lowered their heads and stampeded across the landing area. Anyone and anything that had the misfortune to stand in the way of these creatures was razed, demolished or simply bulldozed into oblivion. Sharp karak-kara-karakaa! sounds accompanied their hits as they fired huge wooden shards off of their bodies, turning each Dragon into a living shrapnel-firing device. He saw several Grey-Greens pierced through by the flying slivers of wood, pinned like insects to an entomologist’s board. Asturbar had never seen anything like it, but he knew they also needed to depart their thus-far-advantageous platform in a tearing hurry before they became the squidgy bits between a living battering ram and its next target. 
 
    It was useful surveying a battlefield from a perch approximately one hundred and fifty feet above ground level. He could not see any sign of Azhukazi’s forces, but there were very many Shapeshifter colours scattered between the more brutish, standard Grey-Greens. He recognised none of them. Was this the Star Dragoness’ doing? She must possess the nous to sniff out Iridiana from a thousand leagues off, judging by her storm’s behaviour. As the charge scattered and the Dragonkind took to the air, he returned his attention to his girl. 
 
    “Darling! Now’s not the time to check out. Please.” 
 
    Clambering through her branches, he checked the lay of her trunk. Ouch. He had no doubt she would be hurting once she changed back. Plenty of spots of bark looked torn and battered. How to wake her? She needed a small form, maybe a dragonet. 
 
    “Be dragonet!” he yelled at her trunk. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Be a dragonet! A flower! A pollinator.” Their Asjujian was lining up a Dragonship which had just disgorged twenty or thirty infantry wearing plate armour similar to what Asturbar used to wear. He kicked her squarely in the trunk. Arise, o Dragoness! 
 
    That just hurt his foot. 
 
    A roar of engines! Asturbar shot a glance over his shoulder. Dragonship incoming! The stricken vessel had been taken down by a spray of fifteen-foot wooden splinters. Nyahi, we NEED you! 
 
    BLAM! The air protested as she Shifted before apparently regaining full consciousness. An Iridium Dragoness whirled balefully upon him as Asturbar in a momentarily hilarious mishap booted his girlfriend powerfully right beneath the base of the tail, in an area he belatedly realised might provoke most Dragonesses to wrath. What! Her paws snapped out reflexively, left and right, deftly catching Chanbar and Yazina as they tumbled down her flanks. Boots? 
 
    To the Dragonship, quick! he yelled. They’re attacking! 
 
    Distraction. Perfect. 
 
    Iridiana took in their immediate situation with the speed of a Dragoness, but he had forgotten her visual incapacity – replicated with perfect faithfulness across her Shapeshifter forms, of course. Gripping him in her forepaw along with Chanbar, she cried, Where? Point me – 
 
    There! Go that way! UP! 
 
    Asturbar held his breath as the Dragoness swooshed low over a rising Dragonship, half-running across the sack as she left a trail of sharp puncture marks in her wake; half a second later, the Asjujian Emoflit wore the broken vessel upon his nose. The impact buffeted them sharply, but Iridiana managed to correct her mad flight several times to the tune of Asturbar’s increasingly impassioned cries as she air-wobbled toward the Dragonship. 
 
    “Now she’s a Dragoness?” Chanbar yelled. 
 
    “Do try to keep up!” Asturbar shouted back at him. “Where’s that cursed ship …” 
 
    There! Rekhoil and Jazgugis were being hustled off the Mistral Fires Dragonship by a group of soldiers supervised by three Lesser Dragons and a huge Yellow-Green Shapeshifter. What was going on here? This did not strike him as an Azhukazi-style operation. Way, way up there in the blue, he was certain he saw further Dragonwings, boasting substantial numbers, scouting the scene. Ergo, a well-laid trap. Suddenly his plan of escaping amidst the cover of the general mayhem did not seem so wise anymore – or was that a clash way overhead? A few yellow and orange spots of fireballs? 
 
    “To the Dragonship,” he ordered. 
 
    First plans first. Rescue their comrades. Maybe see to retrieving his precious record after that. Meantime, the Lesser Dragons gathered before them like a living wall, great hulking brutes each four times the size of Nyahi and her cargo, and he heard one roar, It’s the Marshal! Take him alive! 
 
    The Chaos Shifter’s charge stuttered as she clearly reacted to the sense of Dragonkind ahead; the fabled sixth or seventh sense, he had to assume, and … poof! She transformed into a bunch of quivering white daises. Yelling in shock and frustration, Asturbar, Chanbar, Yazina and the dracofloral bouquet bounced and skidded across the tough, dusty planks, thankfully very well worn by years of hard use, until they came to a halt about fifty feet short of the waiting Dragons, who looked on with devious smiles. 
 
    One crooked his paw. Come here, little Marshal. 
 
    Me first! 
 
    I’ll capture him! 
 
    Quicker than a Dragon’s blink, half a dozen fiery tempers erupted and the waiting bruisers sprang for the Humans in rambunctious concert. Asturbar whirled toward his girlfriend, thinking his need at her before he spoke a word. Nyahi, we need – 
 
    SSWWOOOOSSHHH! 
 
    Away they went! Asturbar sat upon Chanbar’s head; he appeared elongated to at least twenty feet tall, while his daughter’s yelling face bobbled about in their wash as the Dragons thumped together in a disbelieving pile of tangled wings and limbs, evidently wondering where or how their prey had vanished. They expressed their displeasure with flashing fangs and vicious snaps. Barely a second later, Iridiana hissed through the Steersman and the soldier, picking them up effortlessly upon a churning river of fantastical body-scapes before she nipped in through the navigation cabin doorway with another of her impossible existential flourishes, chuckled impertinently and deposited everyone in a heap together on the floor. 
 
    “Wow, that was awsocool!” Yazina enthused, her dark eyes sparking with excitement. 
 
    “Ha, what an escape!” said Rekhoil. 
 
    “Thanks, my gorgeous flower monster!” Asturbar enthused, not to be outdone. 
 
    Chanbar gagged and spewed his lunch upon his own boot. 
 
    Infantryman Jazgugis seemed keen to count and recount his limbs, most likely to reassure himself that he had only two arms and no more than five fingers on each hand. After checking that Nyahi was not about to blow the Dragonship to pieces above their heads, Asturbar glanced out of the front window. The Grey-Greens had split into two groups, five examining the Dragonship with a malicious interest in its cargo, while seven or eight spread out to surround them, clearly intent upon ensuring that their prize remained cornered – oh! An ankle! 
 
    Asturbar’s eyes inadvertently lingered upon a slim, achingly perfect silver-blue ankle before the fascinating prospect of the nearby calf muscle captured his attention. 
 
    “I’m back,” Nyahi purred. “Don’t you dare look away, Big Boots.” 
 
    “Close your ears, Yazina!” Chanbar blurted out. 
 
    “You close your eyes first, father.” 
 
    Tearing his eyes away from the region of Iridiana’s kneecap, Asturbar forced himself to glance out of the forward windows. Life and death, after all. Still, that leg … utterly mesmerising! 
 
    Far more mesmerising than the mountain of debris sweeping toward them, barrels and dragonships and crates of merchandise all tumbling along like an avalanche, the densely spiked brown backs that humped behind that huge heap proclaiming its origin; the Lesser Dragons bursting into the air or uselessly blasting the rubbish with fireballs; a wild spray of splinters peppering their bodies with ghastly blades of wood and stitching holes in their wings, and with a soft pfft-pfft slicing through the hydrogen and hot air sack somewhere above the watching Humans, and then he was – moving! Reacting! Sweeping his companions together into his massive arms, Asturbar shovelled them toward the back of the room, behind the table and into some vague form of cover. 
 
    “Duck!” 
 
    He knew the gesture for a futile one. Just one spark in the wrong place … 
 
    In that instant, as he looked up again to see the windows shattering at the impact of a hundred and twenty-foot Grey-Green Dragon caught up in the mess, Asturbar thrilled to the lingering sensation of a tender kiss upon his cheek. “Boots …” 
 
    He really needed her to stop distracting him at crucial moments. 
 
    Then, darkness enwrapped them. Armoured darkness. Belatedly he realised, judging by the echoing nature of the nearby gasps, that Nyahi had reformed her body armour configuration into a simple eggshell shape and drawn it closed around her four companions – oh no, where was Jazgugis? Had he seen the man torn away as though slapped by an invisible hand? The air pressure in his ears fluctuated wildly. The noise outside was deafening, a screeching, scraping, everlasting tidal wave that swept the Dragonship irresistibly before it. Then came the toppling over the edge of nothingness. 
 
    Now seemed an opportune moment for a few curt, soldierly execrations. 
 
    SSSAAAA-BANG! A section of dirigible balloon which had remained whole, popped at an impact that rattled them about like dry beans in a gourd. They fell further. The following series of bumps and bangs seemed to come from all directions at once, making Chanbar moan at every jolt. Stanchions squealed and crysglass shattered. The jungle. They had fallen somewhere below the trading post, bouncing from branch to trunk to branch again, and Asturbar did not want to imagine the battering that Nyahi must be taking as she literally shielded them with her own life. Bracing himself across the width of their shell, he tried to ensure that the passengers did not knock themselves about too severely as they continued to fall for what seemed like forever. Once, they landed so hard that Chanbar cracked a tooth, rolled along a tilted surface, and then dropped again, but the final impact was much gentler than Asturbar had feared. 
 
    Where was the dirigible? Had they been flung free? Must have been, because this motion reminded him of floating. Yes, they were definitely bobbing about upon some liquid – he hesitated to assume water in this realm of liquescent stench. Ha, there was a result! He touched the shell. “Keep this form as best you can, Nyahi. I’ve a feeling that –” 
 
    KAAWHANG!! Teeth – unmistakably teeth, the sort that came attached to a temper of titanically foul proportions – tried to hack a sizeable chunk out of his girlfriend’s metallic hide. Asturbar could gladly have throttled that leviathan with his bare hands. A second attack from another direction presaged a thrashing struggle between two or perhaps more thunderously grunting monsters, which apparently caused them to lose interest in their quarry. The bubble craft slipped away on a weak current, occasionally pinging off what Asturbar took to be tree trunks rooted somewhere beneath a jungle lake or river. 
 
    How long could Nyahi sustain this form? 
 
    “Chanbar, did you see the Infantryman? What happened to him?” 
 
    He felt rather than saw the man shake his head. “Didn’t make it. A broken stanchion … ah, details later?” 
 
    For Yazina’s sake. “Aye,” he growled. Just a few days as Marshal, and he had lost his first man. That boded ill. 
 
    Asturbar estimated that they had been floating for nigh upon two hours when they finally stopped moving. Soft, occasional scraping noises at first suggested foliage outside, but then he thought they might hopefully have run aground upon fallen organic matter or even upon a shoreline, rather than resting upon the back or even inside the stomach cavity of something larger and even nastier than what they had run into so far. Their living vessel had come under powerful attack four times, but Nyahi’s metallic form had so far proven impervious. 
 
    SPLOT! 
 
    Ah, that wasn’t the sort of sound he had been hoping for. 
 
    With a long, water-through-reed sucking sound, they slurped up into an unseen creature’s maw. Then, after a bit of sideways manoeuvring, an intense grinding sound vibrated the shell. With a languid chewing motion, the creature set about chewing and pounding Iridiana flat. The pressure was too much. 
 
    She fizzed through four transformations before finding her Dragoness form and trying to launch them through the side of the creature’s mouth. In the near-complete gloom, it was almost impossible to tell which direction they should try to escape, but Nyahi’s cry of pain struck a strident note as the molars clamped down upon the last couple of feet of her tail, stopping her rudely in her tracks. Asturbar twisted in her paw. They were trapped between the glutinous black wall of what he took for cheek flesh or muscle, and what appeared to be mottled yellow gums – not actual teeth, but bony ridges that appeared to run the length of the creature’s jaw. Nyahi expectorated a stream of fire as they had practised, but that only sizzled against the slimy flesh and did not appear to burn much, or at least did not cause the bottom-dwelling beast any obvious pain. On the contrary, a foul, choking grey smoke boiled around them, making everyone start coughing. 
 
    “Boots. Boots, help me!” 
 
    Finally, he could heft his battle-axe. He had been carrying this deadweight about for hours, but now he leaped from her forepaw to her hind knee, and from there he gripped the top of her tail and clambered up, placing his feet awkwardly either side of the single row of spikes that started at her neck and ran the length of her spine to her tail. Any slip could be … yowch! 
 
    “Nice tail you got, girl,” he grunted ridiculously. 
 
    “Boots, what are you – don’t chop off my – Boots!” 
 
    “As if!” Kraack! “Hmm, tough stuff,” he said, spitting on each of his palms and taking a two-handed grip of his favourite weapon. “Take that!” Kraack! Kraack! “And that, you vile salamander! And that –” Kraack! “– you pustulent spawn of a swamp’s stinking backside! You are not having my girl’s –” Kraack! Kraack! “– tail! Or anything else of hers!” Kraack! 
 
    Finally, with a series of well-placed blows, he managed to carve out enough of the gum to allow Nyahi to pull herself free. 
 
    “Time to escape,” he said. 
 
    Nyahi smiled wanly at him. “Lead the way, Boots.” 
 
    She looked so battered, he hardly knew what to say. Scales sat at odd angles. Her wings seemed bedraggled. Her movements were stiff and clearly sore. Fortunately, the creature decided this was the moment to reject its obstreperous meal. The jaw creaked open upon a gloomy world of roots, stagnant water and oozing organic muck. As usual, the stench of the place was like being slapped across the face with the remains of a week-dead animal. Meantime, the slick black tongue rose like a low hill behind them. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Asturbar roared, slapping her rump. 
 
    The Iridium Dragoness shot off, leaving him way, way in her wake. Asturbar sprawled awkwardly back over the smooth molar and dropped upon the edge of a vast, stippled tongue. Next he knew, a tidal surge of steaming water ejected him from the creature’s pursed lips as though he had inadvertently sat upon a geyser. He went streaming over Nyahi’s head, yelling with a certain lack of dignity, managing only to confuse the Dragoness enough that she flew headlong into a root. The surface was so thickly covered in mosses and fungi that her entire length disappeared with a sound like ‘floop!’ He joined her just a few tens of feet further along. Flurp! 
 
    Ugh, that sounded like indigestion. 
 
    A slow landslide took them down to a dank, mucky landing between a set of roots that beggared belief, rising over three hundred feet into foetid gloom, he estimated – odd. How had they managed to float to the surface of that spongy landslide? Picking himself up, Asturbar sank almost to his waist in the spongy dirt. He helped Yazina find her feet, and then fished their Steersman out by the scruff of his neck. He doubled over, coughing and retching as he cleared his lungs. 
 
    “Where’s Chanbar, sah?” asked Rekhoil, wiping his face clear of grey slime. 
 
    “Here,” Nyahi said tiredly, shovelling him up to the surface with her left forepaw. Her eyes – dulled by pain and tiredness – rolled with uncharacteristic torpor toward Asturbar. “Did I do well, Boots? Did I? My first proper battle, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Second. Saved our lives,” he said, smiling. 
 
    Yazina was checking her father’s broken collarbone, which would need to be adjusted again judging by the angle at which his shoulder sat. Asturbar pursed his lips. That break looked much worse than before; Chanbar would be in serious distress if they did not find him help soon. 
 
    A talon prodded his ribs. “Your effusive compliments begin with, ‘O awesome Dragoness.’ Take it away, Boots.” 
 
    “Oh, do they now?” 
 
    “Most certainly,” she said archly, and her chin slapped the muck as she promptly collapsed. 
 
    “Iridiana!” 
 
    A second later, he held a familiar womanly form in his arms, but she was shaking and retching weakly with the aftereffects of her transformation. She whispered, “Darn. Do I remember reading something about Shapeshifters and –” 
 
    “Overdoing it? All magic use is prone to that problem, but since you are as stubborn as all of those ruddy Asjujians up there rolled together …” he growled, but then began to check her body. “Injuries? Anything broken?” When she giggled at his meandering ministrations, he added, “Remind me to check the ankles with especial care. Fancy flashing your ankles at me mid-battle? Shameless, that’s what I call it. Downright –” 
 
    “You started the flirting, Big Boots.” 
 
    “Me? The lies she tells – Yazina, did you hear that?” 
 
    The teenager poked her grimy fingers into her ears. “I heard nothing but two adults being gross, as usual. I’m going to have nightmares about you kissing her branches. Disgusting.” 
 
    “Mmm, but have you seen her trunk?” Asturbar grinned. “Very … strokable.” 
 
    “Ew! Father, make him be quiet!” 
 
    Chanbar murmured, “He’s the Marshal now, dear one.” 
 
    Nyahi’s fond slap rebounded off the muscle of his left shoulder. She glanced at her hand in startlement, making him warm to her astonishment. She said, “Alright, stow the chatter, Marshal. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Plan? Survival, of course.” 
 
    She tilted her head to blink coyly up at him. “Elaborate?” 
 
    “Oh no. I’m into one-word plans. ‘Survival’ sounds marvellous to me right now.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: Bait 
 
      
 
    Survival meant finding shelter. Survival meant not being trampled while searching for shelter. Survival meant not falling down an apparently bottomless pit to a fate Asturbar did not want to imagine, being scooped up by a ravening wooden jaw a hundred feet tall swooping out of the darkness, and most definitely paying close attention to the carnivorous, aggressive dracoflora hidden in cunning locations along the route, all primed to snaffle up the unwary traveller and digest them with excruciating leisureliness. Since two of their number were injured and effectively out of action, Asturbar took charge of wading steadily through the knee- to waist-deep black ooze between, around and beneath the spreading roots of the trees, forging a path for the other three. Yazina helped her father, while Rekhoil took up the rear. Asturbar carried Nyahi, who despite her promise several hours before, had fallen into her usual stupor following the uncontrolled release of her Chaos magic. 
 
    This deep beneath the jungle canopy – he had to wonder how much of Mount Morgu-Zayê was actual mountain and how much was the organic by-product of many generations of plants – precious little light filtered down to ground level. By mid-afternoon even that anaemic light began to fade rapidly. They ploughed through thick, loamy avenues of muck, occasionally finding firmer footing where they could emerge from the sticky slough and chortle faintly at how filthy they all were. Rekhoil looked as if he had changed race. Chanbar was grim and pale beneath a plastering of mud, and he cradled his shoulder in clear pain, although he made not a single word of complaint. 
 
    Ha. He might actually start liking the man. 
 
    Eventually, Asturbar left them in a narrow defile between three roots and went exploring on his own. The terrain was tough, but instinct guided him to a promising opening beneath a knot of smaller black roots, each a mere twenty to thirty feet in diameter, he estimated, that led to a relatively dry cavern. Having ejected its prior owner with an encouraging tap or two of his battle-axe, he waded back to his companions. 
 
    An expletive burst from his lips. “Run! You idiots, run!” He started slop-bounding toward them as best he could, waving his arms. “RUN!” 
 
    Civilians had a way of freezing at the most inopportune times, and now was just such a moment. Yazina lifted her chin to stare blankly at him. Chanbar seemed to be sleeping. Rekhoil just stood his ground as if he had been stung by a paralytic sapper wasp, whilst a humongous paw swept along the defile toward them with clear intent. The rest of the creature was somewhere up there in the darkness. When the paw became stuck, the beast growled in frustration and jammed three of its muzzles into the narrow gap, quarrying at the roots, changing its angle of attack several times but failing to reach its intended meal by twenty feet or so. That ruckus certainly woke his companions! Asturbar had never had reason in his past to be thankful for his small size, but he was more than grateful now. 
 
    Ha! Small? He truly was expanding his horizons these days. 
 
    That grossly bloated, toad-like creature had to be twice the size of any Asjujian Emoflit, and the poison that hissed off its barbed purple tongue stank of acid. Draco-toad, anyone? Complete with blazing orange eyes and a mouth furnished with rank upon rank of inward-sloping black fangs each ten feet tall. Asturbar particularly appreciated its hungry grin. 
 
    “Run!” he roared. “Get up!” 
 
    Chanbar went over one shoulder, Nyahi over the other. Herding the other two before him, Asturbar directed them with curses and cuffs. “You skanky sons of ragions, run! Not there, you blind, spavined excuse for a soldier! Faster, curse you! Pick up those legs, girl, or you’ll be poisoning that bloated maggot’s belly from the inside! Under here! Go!” 
 
    “Yes, sah!” panted Rekhiol. 
 
    “Shut yah gobbah, soldier, and run!” 
 
    Run they did, in great, splattering leaps and bounds as Asturbar tried to remember the landmarks he had fixed in his mind. That coil of roots. Those purple, velvet-leafed dracoflorian pitcher-plants. Taking a sharp bend beneath a confluence of four roots, they slurped and sloshed around the edges of a particularly toxic lime-green pond that he would not have been persuaded to swim through for all the treasures in Herimor. 
 
    He pressed them beneath the cover of a gnarled, knotted root. “Sneaking along now.” 
 
    Yazina cried, “Wait, we need to –” 
 
    “Quiet.” 
 
    “But Asturbar –” 
 
    “Shut it! Soft and quiet as you can, ma’am. No sucking noises.” The teenager drew breath. “No complaining either. If it helps, remember how much you like being alive.” A bemused smile touched her lips as he grinned fiercely at her. “I’m told teenagers think they’re as indestructible as old Dragon hide. Lightning bolt to the brain, you’re not. We’re nothing but walking snacks to that thing out there. You alright, girl?” 
 
    After a second, her eyes filled and her lower lip trembled. “I’m scared, Asturbar.” 
 
    “We’re all scared. I’m as scared as … uh, very scared. Sorry about the bad language. Helps me pretend to be strong, see?” 
 
    She whimpered, “Pretend?” 
 
    Rekhoil said, “Aye, and he’s also just pretending to be built like a platinum ingot, too. Yazina, that there’s a man whose unit would follow him down a Dragon’s gullet just to see him dance back out again. You be brave, girl, and he’ll lead us back to hearth and home.” 
 
    Asturbar discovered a speck of grit in the corner of his eye. Lead them home? He only wished! 
 
    Gruffly, he said, “Follow me silently, now, and we’ll give that saggy-bellied lump of snot the slip. No boon, no quarter, no calamity.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” Yazina asked. 
 
    “We give the enemy no favours, we fight to the bitter end, and if the paw of fate should shield us, no calamity shall befall our House.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After escaping from the titan-toad, as Asturbar snidely dubbed the creature, they rested for the remainder of that evening in the glittering comforts of a root-bound cave that stank worse than any soldier’s socks, but appeared to be dry and safe, and even moderately cosy. He checked his companions over. Iridiana seemed to be sleeping peaceably. She would be fine; mostly superficial damage, it seemed, that he hoped would not scar her beautiful skin. Selfish? At least in part. Perhaps she even healed at the speed of a Dragoness, or so he imagined, for she seemed already to have recovered a pinch of colour in her cheeks. Chanbar’s condition was more concerning. That shoulder was badly broken and the bruising had crept down his flank and across his chest. Internal bleeding. There was little they could do bar strap the shoulder and make him comfortable. 
 
    Asturbar told Yazina as much. 
 
    Her dark eyes watched pensively as he drew his dagger from his boot and set about tailoring his shirt. After cutting off the sleeves, he sliced them lengthwise along the same and then bade her hold the material while he cut strips for bandages. He bound the shoulder as gently yet firmly as he could, but Chanbar fainted at the pain. 
 
    He remembered that guilty thrill he had felt booting the man in the chest, and blenched. Perhaps he held more against the ex-Marshal than he had cared to admit. 
 
    Toward what his soldier senses informed him was morning, Iridiana woke looking and sounding considerably fresher than Asturbar, who had been keeping watch. “Why don’t you get some sleep?” she said softly. “Come first light, we’ll need to escape. What’s the plan?” 
 
    “Uh … you could transform into an Asjujian and walk us all up a handy tree?” 
 
    “Excellent. Until that impossibility happens, I’ll just go water a bush.” 
 
    “No bushes in these parts. Wake me if something exciting happens, alright? And be careful. Don’t wander far.” 
 
    Her silvery eyes considered him at discomfiting length. “How close do you want to keep a Chaos Shifter, Boots?” 
 
    She did not half have a way of rocking him in those very boots. After a long pause, Asturbar clenched his fist and placed it above his heart. “Right here. Permanent fixture.” 
 
    “Sappy soldier.” 
 
    “Drivelling Dragoness.” 
 
    “Drooling Dragoness, when I look at you,” she corrected, her eyes dancing with winks of magical light that beguiled his soul. “We’ll figure it out, Boots. As long as we have each other.” 
 
    When she had slipped out of their tree root cave, Asturbar turned with a sixth sense. “Chanbar, you awake? How’s the pain?” 
 
    “Where will you go?” the other man whispered.  
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “What did you call her – a Chaos Shifter? What’s that, Asturbar?” 
 
    “What she is,” he said defensively. “She always returns to a single stable form. She has the innate ability to speak fluent Dragonish. She –” 
 
    “She is a freak, and they’ll kill her for it.” 
 
    “Don’t you dare!” 
 
    Chanbar whispered, “Sorry. I meant to say, a freak of magic. From what I’ve observed, she can take on just about any form she imagines – am I right?” Asturbar just made a threatening noise in his throat. “So, I postulate that Iridiana can shift into any form. She’s better than one of those legendary Chameleon Shifters. Any size, any shape, any form. Anything at all. They’ll hate her for that, Asturbar. All those pure-blooded Shapeshifter Dragons with their wretchedly high-and-mighty honour that they hold so sacrosanct … they will label her a freak, an aberration, a weak link that must be excised for the honour of Fra’anior himself –” 
 
    “With respect, man, shut your freaking face!” 
 
    “Where will you go?” 
 
    “I don’t know!” 
 
    “You love her, don’t you? What’s your survival plan, soldier?” 
 
    Asturbar could only stare at him, appalled. “I … I just don’t … look, she’s no freak! How dare you call Iridiana – she’s your own niece!” 
 
    “Aye, and everything I’ve seen of her and the two of you together, convinces me that what you have is good. Beautiful, even.” He paused to cough painfully. “Ah! But you have to face the truth. Where, in all of Wyldaroon or Herimor, could the two of you possibly carve out a life together? You underestimate their mistrust and hatred for Chaos –” 
 
    “I don’t! I had just hoped …” He tried to unclench his fists, and could not. “Look, we need to deal with this business of Azhukazi and possibly Thoralian, first. Are they allies or enemies? What of the Star Dragoness who has been churning all of Herimor into turmoil? They are all coming here, because –” 
 
    He broke off with a low curse. 
 
    “– because you stole the Jewels.” Chanbar clicked his fingers. “Thanks for confirming that. Azhukazi wants you, but what does this Marshal Thoralian want? The power of Necromancy? You do know his reputation, do you not?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “There are as many rumours as there are dragonets under the suns. He is said to have been killed many times over, only to rise again. He is said to have the power to exist in many places at once. Thoralian is known to be a mind twister and a cannibal of his own kind. And, similarly to Azhukazi, they say he has the power to replicate his spirit into other Dragons, or at the very least, to take over minds and fire-souls.” Chanbar made a flat gesture with his good hand. “Even if you set all that aside, he is an incredibly powerful, persuasive and long-lived foe who has command of the greatest Dragon army ever seen in the history of Herimor. All of that bespeaks inconceivable power. You know how Shapeshifters are. They will not dip the wing easily. If they do, take note. Beware. Something strange is afoot.” 
 
    Asturbar said, “Then, have we led Thoralian here?” 
 
    Chanbar shifted enough to dip his head slightly. “Seems so, doesn’t it?” 
 
    “Azhukazi is chasing us; Thoralian seeks Azhukazi’s power or alliance, perhaps, and the Star Dragoness can be bent on nothing else but stopping those two,” Asturbar thought aloud. “If the First Egg is truly at stake and has risen again from the annals of history, where does that leave us?” 
 
    “Embroiled in a three-way race for the ultimate power,” Iridiana said from the entryway. “Eggs make babies. Babies can be corrupted if your name is Azhukazi or Thoralian. We cannot know their every motive, but we do know that where enormous power is at stake, Shapeshifters will gather like scavengers to the feast. A word outside, Boots?” 
 
    He took umbrage at her tone, but tried to hide his response. 
 
    Outside, she took his hands, looked directly into his eyes, and said, “Boots, I know that you love me, but I don’t want you speaking about my powers to anyone, but most especially not to my Uncle! I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “I’d trust him about as far as I could throw you … uh, in my Human form,” she finished ruefully. “Look, I appreciate you standing up for me. You’re sweet.” 
 
    “Sweet? I have your back, sold – uh! Right. You know what I mean.” 
 
    “No Chaos Beasts around here?” 
 
    She said it so lightly, but Asturbar knew what it meant to her. What it cost her. “Nope. Only mad magic. Uncontrolled magic – but we’ve made strides, haven’t we?” 
 
    “If you say so.” 
 
    “I do say so. I also say that I trust none of them, not even that Star Dragoness. She was hunting you, Nyahi. Hunting. She wants to use you, too. And I am not having that. What else could that storm have meant? She wanted to use you or kill you.” 
 
    “Asturbar –” 
 
    “She wants control of the First Egg. Do you trust that? She’s just as power hungry as the rest –” 
 
    “Hush. I hear something coming. Hide!” 
 
    He was left holding a dress. The girl was gone; a tiny mauve dragonet with gleaming treble pairs of butterfly wings flitted off into the darkness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Asjujians advanced as if they knew exactly where Asturbar and his companions had gone to ground. Indeed, that was the only explanation. The giant creatures moved in from every direction, including the vertical dimension, in a perfectly synchronised encirclement manoeuvre. They must have shielded themselves with physical magic as well as glamour, because they were utterly undetectable from what he could tell – so how had Nyahi known? A Dragon sense? Or was she more attuned to the ideas of aura or magical signature which had once or twice during his training been mentioned, whereby the very presence of draconic fire-life created an imprint upon their environment at some detectable level, no matter how powerful the glamour of concealment placed upon it? 
 
    Chanbar might hiss, but he knew from the instant the first immense woody talon beckoned outside their hideout that there was no point in dissembling. 
 
    Asturbar stepped outside into a world circumscribed by thickets of Dragon armour. Many sets of crimson eyes glared down at him, bathing the area in a baleful fire glow. The Emoflits stood upon the roots all around and above the cavern, seemingly as content with a head-down position as any gecko upon a wall, and he was not at all convinced that their intent was friendly until she sashayed down the cleft between the roots, her relatively svelte form moving with a power of femininity that caused every eye to blink, including Asturbar’s. Iridiana? She appeared flawlessly Asjujian in every respect, save for a failure of colouration. She likely did not realise what a delightful and completely improbable shade of gleaming magenta wood she had turned herself, but she minced into their midst with tangible trepidation mingled with enormous courage. 
 
    This was the girl who, a few weeks back, could barely bring herself to display an ankle from behind a doorpost? 
 
    He checked the ankles. Indeed. Even in this form she somehow managed to make fifteen foot thick ankles appear attractive. Now there was a Dragon power! 
 
    Alright, a little perspective, soldier! That was two thousand or so tonnes of girlfriend facing off against several dozen Asjujians, each of whom was half her size and weight again – and every ounce of their combined Island-sinking tonnage was as bemused as he was. 
 
    What manner of glamour-perfection might this be? hooted one. 
 
    Glamour, no; perfection, yes, purred another. 
 
    Asturbar’s hand sprang to the halt of his battle-axe. What? 
 
    No wonder they could hide from us so completely, even amongst the living roots of the Dragonkind! 
 
    His fingers whitened. What this explained, was how easily they had been tracked down. The very trees were dracoflora! Each and every root probably reported back to some great mother unit. This realm was even more treacherous than he had imagined. 
 
    Now, the greatest of their number took several steps down his chosen root before unexpectedly dousing Nyahi with an indelicate bombardment of scented delights, as he roared, COME TO ROOST WITH ME, MY DELICATE DRACOFLOWER! THOU ART PERFECTION INDEED! 
 
    Iridiana froze – hopefully not overcome by being drenched in an overpowering stench of mouldy kitchen swill, but by sheer mortification. Mentally, Asturbar started chopping that Dragon up for kindling. 
 
    The creature rubbed a paw over her spikes as a father might ruffle a child’s hair, only, this gesture was fraught with rather different overtones. Hugely resonant of voice, he intoned, Come, my shy, frolicsome bud. Be not afraid of mine majesty! 
 
    Tiny, tiny pieces of kindling. Hurled into a roaring bonfire! 
 
    She seemed incapable of response. Before he could think the better of his own reaction, Asturbar stormed toward them, shouting, “Excuse me, that’s my girlfriend you’re fondling, you great lunk-headed – yes, you! Get your beastly paws off of her!” 
 
    Perhaps not his finest moment. Certainly not the smartest. 
 
    The Asjujian Emoflit rounded upon him with a thunderous bark of fury! 
 
    So powerful was the creature’s auditory attack, it turned forty-three stone of Azingloriax warrior into windblown leaf and dumped him flat on his back in a grim grey puddle. Next Asturbar knew, a massive, spatulate paw hovered overhead. Say the word, o Fragrant Overlord, and I shall splatter this disrespectful mite’s brains from here to the Straits of Hordazar! 
 
    He clamped down on a powerful urge to howl with laughter. O Fragrant Overlord? He wanted to shout, ‘Not today, thank you!’ 
 
    The Fragrant Overlord’s various eyes, set around the edges of his great, flattened skull, narrowed as he gaped first at the Human and then at his muse, who was unexpectedly not suitably overcome by his magnificently malodorous salutation. And again, the great head swung to and fro. Eventually, he appeared to opt for bravado. One of his forepaws – Asturbar still had no idea how many paws were beneath the spiky skirts of his Dragon armour, which brushed the ground as he walked or the tree bark as he climbed – smashed into the wood right above Iridiana’s head, gouging out a hole at least twenty feet wide. 
 
    “EXPLAIN!” 
 
    “I am a Shapeshifter,” Iridiana began, sounding shaken. 
 
    “IMPOSSIBLE!” her interrogator roared at once. “You are as Asjujian as I am! Come. You are a light grey, yes, and smaller than some, but there is no scent of glamour about your presentation. You are unmistakably dracoflorian of scent, magic and fires – we have no Shapeshifters!” 
 
    Ha. They were colour-blind! 
 
    When she made no reply, he added, with a few reeking sprays of ‘perfume’ for emphasis, “Even the forest thrills to you as its own, sweet dracoflower; as to any Asjujian Emoflit worthy of inclusion in our congregation. There can be no mistaking basic biology. Why else would I respond to your beauteous botanical aroma as is my right as your Fragrant Overlord – now, submit yourself forthwith! This is contemptible behaviour, shielding these feckless bipeds within your own realm. And you –” a talon capable of turning a Dragonship into a kebab suddenly threatened Asturbar’s throat as the Overlord fell back upon Dragonish to express the fullness of his spitting rage – you, little Human, will be silent! I will deal with you and your blasphemous insults to the Blessed Incarnate of Starlight just as soon as I have finished saturating this disobedient female with my almighty aroma pods of harmonious psychic pathway re-synchronisation! 
 
    Asturbar was not about to pause to find out what that meant, for the image in his mind was nothing to do with scent and everything to do with the consequences of her near-perfect adaptation to the Asjujian form. Five monumental males threatened his girl! He yelled, “Change, Iridiana! Transform!” 
 
    “I … can’t!” 
 
    BRRAA-HAA-HAA! boomed the Fragrant Overlord. 
 
    The mighty Asjujians hemmed Iridiana in as the Overload swaggered toward her; she tried to back up, but found her way blocked. Iridiana then attempted a leap for safety, but four of the beasts pinned her in place while the Overlord continued to bellow something about communal conformity and reckless thought scents, and all Asturbar could see was a vile scene playing out in his imagination. He panicked. 
 
    NYAHIIII!! 
 
    Tearing from himself anything that could possibly help, Asturbar leaped out of his puddle, brandishing his battle-axe in a glorious charge – at least, in his mind – only to slip and fall flat on his face. Hsssssiii-BOOM! A whitish comet shot out of the head of his axe and blasted the Fragrant Overlord squarely in the nether regions. The roiling fireball seemed to flip the chief Asjujian in slow motion up and onto Nyahi’s back, but he was upside-down and facing back toward Asturbar when he spat a ball of a light green, smoking substance toward the Human. He took a full load right between the eyes. 
 
    Asturbar coughed and shook his head. Wow. Poufy scented heavens! He could not even begin to describe what that olfactory fireball did to his senses, for it was as overwhelming as if he stood beneath a pounding waterfall of adenoidal magic. He saw through the world in strange, greenish-grey shades, sensing life teeming around him in new and fascinating ways, the great tree trunks like pulsating highways of luminous green power, while the Emoflits were denser, more beautiful floral flames nearby, their fire-lives described in patterns of flame-petals that constantly blossomed and renewed from the centres of their beings. 
 
    Magnificent, he slurred. 
 
    Every creature stared at him. 
 
    Oh, holy Fra’anior, that can’t be good, gasped the Fragrant One. 
 
    He felt an inane smile spread across his face as he wobbled to his feet. Asturbar performed a twirling bow toward the stupefied Emoflit and heard himself coo, Ooh, Fragrant Overlord, how very, very handsome you are. 
 
    Then, he promptly toppled like a felled tree. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “How long will the antidote take to work?” Iridiana’s voice asked worriedly. 
 
    “Well, we’ve never actually … attempted this process … upon a Human,” admitted the Overload, all rumbling awkwardness. “There is precedent. A few Lesser Dragons inadvertently conformed to Asjujian ways and suchlike, do you understand?” 
 
    Asturbar just could not stop smiling. They were so silly. Couldn’t they feel that the entire mountain was one immense organism which deliberated with a single pulse of psychic life, in which any form of disharmony was damaging to the whole and must by all means be avoided? Could they not scent the glorious colours of Asjujian communal being, indeed, that the odours they produced were colour and beauty to these inordinately olfactory-sensitive creatures? 
 
    Iridiana said, “I just want my Marshal back.” 
 
    “Your beloved.” 
 
    “Yes, he’s my beloved. I’m sorry if my transformation confused everyone, o Fragrant Overlord. I shall not make that mistake again.” 
 
    “Nor I.” After another lengthy pause, the Dragon added, “We found most of your Dragonship and its component parts, but most regrettably, it took us three days to recover the small cylinder you specified. It was excreted by a Greater Lyadasik Spiny Fire Eel some three leagues from here, but it did survive mostly intact. The contents were somewhat singed but should, I am assured by our Scholar Paws, remain legible.” 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    “Is our service acceptable?” 
 
    The girl’s voice said, “Acceptable indeed. I must reiterate that we are sorry to have brought this trouble upon you.” 
 
    “Thoralian’s army of Drakes and Dragons is mighty indeed,” said the Emoflit, “but I assure you that our defences are impenetrable. That is why they wait offshore. It would be injudicious indeed to attempt any direct assault upon our ecology. We have, however, already been subjected to immensely powerful psychic attacks. Were those to be augmented by the power of the First Egg which our Most Redolent Eminence, the Dominasku of Dragons, does with her superior sagacity sense nearing our shores, we would fear … the worst.” 
 
    “A takeover?” 
 
    Hilarious. He could just imagine Thoralian trying to reverse-conform these most pugnaciously hidebound minds. They’d frustrate the Yellow-White Shapeshifter to the Jade Moon and back. Still, the nearing glory of the First Egg was to the Dominasku’s mind like a third sun, a sun of inconceivable magical potential, and should the legendary Marshal learn to harness that power, what could stand against? A Star Dragoness? Surely, the power of the Ancient Dragons was exponentially more immense than anything any living Dragon or Dragoness had ever dreamed of wielding? 
 
    The Asjujian growled, “Aye. That is why –” 
 
    “I understand,” she said. “He does not appear to have recovered.” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “He still thinks you are the suns reborn.” 
 
    The Asjujian said heavily, “I am not much accustomed to be subjected to ribald banter upon such a sensitive topic as this Human’s pernicious regard for my person!” 
 
    “Who stink-bombed whom?” Asturbar chortled happily. Why was he chained in darkness? Why could he hear that Dragon’s voice but not breathe deep of the sensational aromas of his being? He yanked at the manacles once more, but these bindings had been designed for small Dragons. “Come, let me go. I need to see you, o beauteous Overlord!” 
 
    “See you, did you note?” the girl sniffed, provoking an immensely disapproving snort complete with complex scent indicators like a range of sweet but spoiled fruit. That Dragon was more than unimpressed. His scent glands were torrid hotbeds of aggravation. “So, the plan remains the same? We will dangle ourselves as bait, and then you will deliver us through the root system to Michubax, where we’ll pick up a Trader Dragonship and make ourselves scarce?” 
 
    “Excellent,” rumbled the Dragon, and pounded away. 
 
    “Bait?” Asturbar muttered. “I don’t want to be bait.” 
 
    “You’ll make very tasty bait,” chortled the girl. “I warned you that there would be payback. Now, that day has arrived. What say you, soldier?” 
 
    “With respect, ma’am, that’s a terrible plan!” 
 
    “Why? I like it! I dangle you in front of Thoralian’s nose, calling, ‘I have a Marshal and I’m not afraid to use him!’ ” 
 
    “Tyrant.” 
 
    She whispered, “I hope so. Because I’m going to do my tyrannical best to win your affections back from that stinking ambulatory woodpile.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: O Darling Dictator 
 
      
 
    “LET ME GO!” Asturbar yelled. “This is demeaning! I’m the Marshal of a mercenary House! I am not any Dragon’s enticement, you rancid, suppurating coven of ulcerated murthaslugs! I’ll have your scabby hides. Murdering pack of Cloudlands bandits …” 
 
    Nyahi pecked him upon the cheek. “Keep chuntering away there, dearest. Sounding good.” 
 
    “May ten thousand sucking worms infest your pustulent, suppurating corpses!” He threw himself against the chains, to no avail. “Freaking feral-heads! Curse your malingering ancestors, Chanbar, you sneaking pederastic toad spawn sycophant! Get over here and do your sworn duty!” 
 
    “Good one, Marshal,” she giggled. 
 
    “CHANBAR!” 
 
    “Wave nicely, my pretty Dragon bait.” 
 
    “When I get out loose, you silver-tongued dictator, I swear … I was in charge … at some point, soldier? Why’s nobody listening to my orders?” 
 
    The Island-World faded around him again. His words rose like dense wedges of crimson Drakes patrolling the horizons, seeming to pass over the suns as dark clouds of destruction and imminent death. He was chained to a stanchion somewhere on the open deck of a flatbed transporter Dragonship, burning under the suns, and he wrenched and fought and wept and screamed for the doom that convulsed the Island-World. Myriad Dragons cut wing across the blazing orbs peering down upon him, searing across Islands like infernal suns-beams pouring from the eyes of the mighty Onyx Fra’anior, dissecting his tiny life until he could stand the reaming no longer, until he … 
 
    He woke to darkness. Movement. They raced down a ribbed tan tunnel that made him hazily imagine the inside of a Dragon’s spinal column. Perhaps it was. All of these plant Dragons were connected, but the majestic sense of complex interaction and harmony was fading from his memory now, and he remembered that he was a man … wasn’t he? Where were the scents he so longed for? 
 
    He saw in snatches. The ridged backs of woodlice-type Dragons bobbling along behind him, with Yazina and Chanbar bending low to avoid the thick roof beams. The teen gave him a bright smile. He growled angrily, yanking at the chains. Still? 
 
    “Shh.” A slim blue hand smoothed his fevered forehead. “You’re sweating it out now. You pong like a town sewer, soldier.” 
 
    “Azzur … juju … blinking Drago-schurrmungles!” 
 
    “Ah … yes. If you say so.” 
 
    “Ish nonshins?” 
 
    “It’s complete verbal rot, Marshal sweet cheeks.” 
 
    “Shweet-shwat? Report, soli … ugh … solijja! Ya skarra-lishard muglehead! Charge! For da Mishralsh!” 
 
    “The Dragons did warn us about the hallucinations,” Nyahi said aside to someone else. “How much longer in these tunnels?” 
 
    Rekhoil said, “Couple more hours at least. It’s incredible. I never would have suspected that the Asjujuian root network extends so far beneath all of these different realms and Houses. A whole under-Cloudlands trading network up to forty leagues in radius, they told me. And, they really, really don’t like Drakes.” With a verbal shudder, he added, “Did you see those whip-net branches lashing up from beneath the Clouds? Remind me never to annoy any lurking dracoflora. Not pretty.” 
 
    “Probably took a few tens of thousands down,” the girl agreed. “Like swatting insects with whippy branches five miles long. Still, having dangled our handsome Marshal to the South, do you think we’ll make it far enough through the root system to avoid the sweep of Thoralian’s Dragonwings?” 
 
    “It’ll be a close-run thing, lady.” 
 
    “We should find cover with all the other refugees,” came Chanbar’s voice. “When the great Dragon Marshals move in power, the wise hide beneath the Islands.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Asturbar experienced snatches of lucidity between bouts of fever dreams. The tunnel narrowed toward its end. Soon the ridged, highly polished backs of the scuttling woodlice reflected bright suns-shine, and he felt a sense of lifting as a mist-swathed sylvan tendril bore them aloft, just a few hundreds of feet it seemed, to a shabby Trader Dragonship which had descended to a dangerous altitude skimming the toxic Cloudlands. How had they survived? Did the Asjujians have a system for purifying air in their tunnels, he wondered? 
 
    He wanted to ask Nyahi, but more gibberish spewed from his mouth. 
 
    They had to winch him aboard, given as he was struggling and shouting and then went into a spasm that almost caused the men above to drop him. His head cracked against a stanchion with a strange, resonant clang, as if a great gong had been struck inside his head, and the waves rippled in crimson and white streams throughout his body. He distinctly felt the Jewels vibrating inside his stomach – excitedly, he thought, before he blacked out. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “WATER?” he roared, trying to sit up. Clank! “YOU THRICE-BLASTED … uh … oh. I do feel much better.” 
 
    “Oh, Boots!” cried Iridiana. 
 
    Wow. He was drenched, smelled of women’s soap, and was – well, if he could see past his lovely silver muse’s impassioned kisses – lying on the floor of a tiny cabin, sans clothing, still manacled with those Dragon-purposed shackles at the wrists, elbows, knees and ankles. He had a headache the size of an Island. A sizeable, throbbing Island. It was night, and the engines’ purring transferred gently through the planking to his body. They must still be underway. 
 
    She touched a lump behind his left ear. “Does this –” 
 
    “Ouch! Like the blazes! Where are we? What’s going on? Release me this instant.” 
 
    Cue a coy smile and one of those silences that this time, contrived to remind Asturbar precisely how naked he was. She said, “We’re aloft, safe, headed for the House, and I have you exactly where I want you.” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    “Exactly where I want you.” 
 
    Asturbar considered this. For some peculiar reason, his heart was walloping the inside of his chest as though he had been stung by fifty blacktail wasps all at once. “Chained like a criminal?” 
 
    “You’re a strong and dangerous man. I’m a helpless female, armed with nothing but a sponge and my scintillating wits.” 
 
    “Right …” 
 
    She made a mock-terrified face. “Oh, what am I to do?” 
 
    “Did you miss me, perchance?” He grinned at the buoyant note in his voice. “I take it we are fleeing for our lives from at least two if not three mortal enemies and their respective armies and the Island-World as we know it is about to end, but you have other ideas?” 
 
    “Other priorities,” Nyahi corrected definitively. “Didn’t you tell me that waiting for a battle is the worst part?” 
 
    “I did.” 
 
    “Well, I intend to make it the very best.” 
 
    About two hours later, Asturbar decided that he was starting to learn that Dragonesses, even the ostensibly shy ones, quite liked to have their own way. No complaints, soldier! Fragrant of cleanliness, returned to fully clothed state and finally unchained, he exited the cabin with Iridiana perched adeptly upon his shoulder in one of her silver-mauve dragonet forms, this one a cheekily beaming mite some fourteen inches in length, with wedge-shaped folding wings and a glossy, slim body that made her look as if she could dart across the suns at a hundred leagues per hour. He strolled around to the nose of the Dragonship, and gaped at the not-darkness upon their western aspect. 
 
    He rubbed the last muzziness out of his eyes. “What the …” 
 
    “Thoralian,” chirped the dragonet. “It started the day before yesterday.” 
 
    Eerie lights shimmered along the horizon, the colour of verdigris upon copper. It was not lightning, although the flickering did bring to mind the advent of a powerful storm front, but as he watched, majestic columns of greenish-turquoise fire gushed up toward the heavens in hundreds of locales, casting a garish light upon the Dragonship and the surrounding Islands. They appeared to dissipate, only to emerge again in different locations. Above and behind the phenomenon, bands of dark-winged clouds striated the sky like the highly defined muscle bands of a powerful Dragon, clouds that would have been the darkest copper save for the strobe lightning highlighting different aspects of their looming formations second by second. 
 
    Asturbar touched his stomach. “That’s Thoralian?” 
 
    “The First Egg, we think,” she said, pressing her body against his neck. “Its power charges the environment in strange ways. Changes it. That’s my best guess. I’m not any kind of expert in describing the ways of magic –” 
 
    “Neither of us is. What’s the impact on you?” 
 
    “Distant as yet, but I can definitely feel – the closer that disturbance approaches, the more my Chaos magic reacts. It’s stirring me at levels I don’t really understand. There’s a deep sensation I can only liken to the prickling of a heat rash, which I used to get when I first changed.” She chuckled uncomfortably. “Clever me, I thought it was teenage acne at first – couldn’t have been more wrong. I suppose Shapeshifters would say that’s the fire within. The Rising. I am apprehensive about all this, Boots, but much less so now that I have you with me. Although, I don’t think I’ll ever quite erase the picture of your infatuation with the Fragrant Overlord from my mind.” 
 
    “I was trying to forget that.” 
 
    What he would never forget, Asturbar knew, was this first true sighting of the legendary Marshal’s might. He must possess the First Egg. What did he purpose with it? Pit his power against the Star Dragoness’ storm of storms, and what would ensue? Were he and Iridiana nothing more than leaves destined to be tossed in the tempest between two unstoppable powers; in the destruction that was certain to come? 
 
    Just a handful of months ago, he had been worried about bones rising to life. 
 
    Now he was desperate not to lose the chance for a long life with the girl – the Dragoness, he corrected himself faintly – that he adored. Strange how life could dump one’s motivations upon their tailbones. 
 
    “What’s that, my Boots?” she whispered beside his ear. 
 
    “Just reflecting upon the breathtaking impetuosity of fate,” he returned. “Not long ago, all I knew or cared for was soldiering. Now, I spend my days chasing your pretty tail.” 
 
    “Asturbar!” She jumped as he tweaked said tail with his fingers. In a moment, she flitted into a spiralling somersault, lost her orientation, and recovered with a wild squeak of annoyance. He caught her deftly between his palms, surprising himself with the gentle competence of his catch. Iridiana complained, “Drat this – every form is different. Different aerodynamics, weight distribution, capabilities … takes a dint of keeping straight in the mind, I’ll tell you. Anyways, I promised to let you know where we are. The answer is, almost back at the House. We should arrive by dawn, even at the speed of this rabid land snail of a Dragonship.” 
 
    Asturbar nodded pensively. And then they would see who or what had survived. 
 
    Catching her slender neck in his fingers, he said, “So, do I remember correctly someone calling me, ‘Marshal sweet cheeks?’ ” 
 
    “Wasn’t me.” 
 
    “Then why are you trembling like that?” 
 
    Lilies! Dragonet! Spiny-backed lizard-thing! Thorn bush! 
 
    “Ouch!” Asturbar said. 
 
    “Hmm,” mused the bush, waving its inch-long pink thorn-sprays in his general direction. “I guess this passes for ‘feeling prickly’ in Shapeshifter parlance?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    From afar, they spied on the Mistral Fires. The House was located in an ordinarily quiet corner of the Fringe, so to speak, but not so quiet this week, Asturbar noted. As powerful Dragonwings scoured the skies to the South and Southwest, many, many persons and creatures were on the move. Dragonships scuttled from cover to cover before the advance of what he took for Thoralian’s forces, for they appeared to be giving no quarter as they scoured the dense, rocky thickets of this less fertile region. The Islands were ragion-supported black granite in the main, floating in dense northerly-pointing wedges two to four miles above the greyish-tan Cloudlands below, but this day, the backdrop was clear, azure dawn skies to every point of the compass save behind Thoralian’s advance. There, the sickly green haze topped by forbidding cupric clouds slowly swept behind dense clusters of grey and crimson dots – Dragons and Drakes, more numerous than he had ever seen gathered at one time. Drakes, smaller Dragonkind of lesser intelligence but famously vicious tempers, were normally voracious feeders. Especially when they swarmed in numbers, their behaviour changed to a feral-like pack mentality. But he saw no feeding behaviours. Instead, they laboured with uncharacteristically methodical patience, surrounding clusters of Islands in their hundreds if not thousands before rooting through every nook and cranny. He several times observed Lesser Dragons bursting from hiding, beset by the snapping, underslung jaws of these thirty-foot predators. In their swarms the smaller Dragonkind were deadly, overwhelming their larger cousins by sheer weight of numbers. 
 
    Yet what were they searching for? Azhukazi? Or the Jewels of Instashi, which daily seemed to weigh heavier in his stomach? 
 
    Either way, as his gaze returned to the flotillas of Islands further North, these laced with jade and antimony deposits to break up the relentless granite, he saw a different problem. Dozens of refugee Dragonships coursed northward in the main, for the principle of refuge in Houses was well established in law and custom and there were other primarily mercenary Houses in this region who would be keen to turn a quick profit from calamity, but they flew toward smoke. Best guess? Azhukazi had fired the House, broken the wards, and left it open to depredation. Classic draconic overlord behaviour. Don’t sully the paws with too much casual destruction. Leave the dirty work for others. The Iolite Blue Marshal would see this as his birthright. Likely raised in a Dragon nursery, he would have fought for survival from his hatchling days, and having triumphed and risen to power, now saw it as his right to boss and bully other Dragons about whilst he focused on higher matters, such as developing his grave-raiding magical skills. 
 
    The question was, where was Azhukazi in all this? Waiting for Asturbar and Iridiana to make their appearance? Ambush? Was the Dragonwing back at Mount Morgu-Zayê part of his forces? Furthermore, they must plan upon betrayal from inside the House from the minute Marshal Chanbar stepped foot over the portal. The Dragon would have laid his plans and his schemes. 
 
    Yet go they must. If there was any chance they could save some of the Mistral Fires, or many, then the duty to which Iridiana had bound him and he had willingly accepted, was crystal clear. Defend the innocent – indeed, and the guilty alike! 
 
    Pursing his lips grimly, he patted his stomach. “Guilty as charged.” 
 
    “Talking to ourselves, Marshal?” 
 
    Ooh, and the beautiful. Yes, he must protect the beautiful. 
 
    Turning to Nyahi, he said, “Yes, the first harbinger of madness, isn’t it? So, shall we discuss plans?” 
 
    Threading her arm through his, she kissed him upon the corner of his jaw. “I trust you. Moreover, I trust your experience.” 
 
    “Very good. So when I say I think we should place our necks beneath the Dragon’s paw, you’ll follow me, no questions asked?” Threading her relatively slender fingers into his as her melancholy giggle underscored his statement, Asturbar noted, “What we see around us is unprecedented in the history of Wyldaroon. The greater part of Herimor, beyond the Straits of Hordazar, has seen many a war sweeping across its Isles, but to date Wyldaroon has largely been spared. Not because we are better, but only because our forms of warfare are localised and formalised – the Gladiator Pits, the formality of mercenary Houses battling it out, the staged warfare between nation states and kingdoms and suchlike – and also due to sheer isolation. Frankly, Marshals have never been bothered when there are richer and easier pickings to be had elsewhere. Unlike your cosseted upbringing –” 
 
    “Ooh, Big Boots dares to provoke the Dragoness?” 
 
    “– in a comfy dungeon, I was about to add …” 
 
    “You are in so much trouble! Get off me! Don’t think you can kiss your way out of this one. I know my histories, you great big lug.” 
 
    “Mmm,” he said. “Now that I’m the Marshal, I really shall have to pop you in a nice dank cell –” 
 
    “Boots!” 
 
    “Oh, but I thought you’d feel right at home there.” Her eyes flashed with a storm’s worth of warnings. “Or, you could just work as a kitchen sweeper, say … and if you’re pleasingly amenable to my advances over an extended period of time, I might even consider a promotion to – ouch!” 
 
    Perhaps the bitten lip was worth it for her reaction. 
 
    Slipping in to the Mistral Fires Island cluster together with three other bedraggled Dragonships and a limping Lesser Dragon, they approached the large, fortified floating massif that housed the Mistral Fires. Its steep sides, three quarters of a mile tall, displayed signs of recent heavy damage by Dragon fire, with patches of ragions hanging limply, turning white with death. Already, fresh squadrons of the lavender and black creatures crept into the gaps. The renewal of life was always swift in such cases, as if the tens of thousands of animals acted with one mind to produce the ragion equivalent of a blood clot. The Island did hang noticeably lower in the sky than before, he observed, and furthermore, the landing field had been blackened by the assault to the point of the rock being fused into sheets of milky tan glass in places. Azhukazi’s rage? 
 
    Now, the field and dry fosses were a junkyard of abandoned, battered and burnt-out Dragonships. Seventy or eighty, minimum, and at least half a dozen dead Dragons scattered amidst the wreckage. Asturbar chewed unhappily on his lower lip. How many refugees? 
 
    The Steersman brought them in for an overly casual landing close up to the main protective bulwarks, a landing that would have caused the Commander Asturbar of old to deliver a swift kicking. He was pleased to see droves of people working to shore up temporary ramparts above and around the severely damaged main entrance. The V-shaped damaged section was a hundred feet tall and four hundred feet wide up top, leaving numerous floors of the inner House dangerously exposed. A slight shimmer in the air above proclaimed that the Ward Workers had begun the work of re-establishing the protective shield, although it was clearly weak as yet and would not withstand any attack worthy of the name. Smoke still billowed out of the storage section further toward the middle of the Island, where from above they had seen a huge sinkhole driven through the upper levels. The fighting must have been intense, and part of the caverns below had evidently collapsed. 
 
    Beside him, Chanbar hissed, “Whatever was I thinking, leaving …” 
 
    To his own surprise, Asturbar found himself clasping Chanbar’s good shoulder with almost brotherly affection. “Not too many regrets. We’ve a mighty task ahead.” 
 
    The first of which would be to abandon work on the outermost layer of fortifications, and to start creating safe refuges deeper within the subterranean House. Asturbar bit his lip thoughtfully. When the Drakes arrived, these initial preparations would be overrun within minutes. 
 
    Then again … 
 
    He said, “Chanbar, it’s pointless trying to hide our presence here. You’ll announce the change in leadership. Then, I want all of this junk on the landing field to be shoved into that sinkhole to stop it up, and also to block this hole above the main gates. Get any Dragons who have taken refuge here to help shift the rubbish. They can tear up the Island for boulders to help block everything up.” 
 
    “But that’s –” 
 
    “Indefensible? I know.” 
 
    Asturbar surveyed the problem once more. A full frontal attack would blow through the temporary fortifications, and any rubbish they shoved into that gaping ruin above where the main blast doors used to be – perhaps half an hour. Maximum. Even the Dragon-sized sentry posts behind had been exposed. He said, “The point will be to slow down any assault. Back in there, we place our defensive catapults to knock off the Drakes as they crawl through the wreckage.” 
 
    “The underground tunnels?” 
 
    “Collapse and seal any that are not man-sized.” As Chanbar nodded, Asturbar added, “We’ll need to collapse some of the upper levels too. Get enough rubble together and then we ragion-cement it all in place to create a decent shell above and around our inner defence. Get all the people as low and far back as we can.” 
 
    “No evacuation?” Nyahi asked. 
 
    He shook his head. “Judging by what’s left on this landing field, I’d say we might be able to evacuate a quarter of our numbers, if we’re lucky. No. If we sink, we all sink together.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    His first few hours on the job were filled with shocked looks, grousing, complaints, two instances of outright mutiny, and many longsuffering sighs from Chanbar as he explained for the fiftieth time that no, Asturbar was indeed the Marshal and he himself would be giving no more orders. There was also the matter of Chanbar having lost one of his children, crushed in a rockfall. Grief upon grief. 
 
    By noon, Thoralian’s forces were just ten leagues distant, obliterating any who dared to defend their territory and razing Islands. Until mid-afternoon they received an almost constant flow of refugees, bolstering the number of Lesser Dragons to a pitiful seventeen, but this influx did provide welcome extra hands and paws for shoring up the defences. Most shook their heads in disbelief when they saw the state of the Mistral Fires’ fortress; a few elected to risk their lives by flying on rather than hiding below ground. Judging by the sweep of the Dragonwings and Drake packs toward more northerly latitudes, Asturbar calculated, they had better fly faster than any wind or they would be engulfed. 
 
    May Fra’anior’s paw favour them. 
 
    Oddly, although that apparent storm front now loomed greater than half of the sky, slowly turning to a sickly cupric patina as a preternatural darkness descended, there was no accompanying tempest. Just silence. A strange, sticky, foreboding silence. Not so much as half a growl of thunder. Asturbar eyed the eerie quality of the light, and returned to check on Nyahi, who in her Dragoness form was supervising turning the sinkhole into a Dragon trap. Chains. Spikes. Spears. Stanchions and metal barrels, and … 
 
    “Sacks of pepper?” 
 
    “I’m told they work on Drakes.” 
 
    “Carry on, Dragoness!” 
 
    “Yes, sah! Excellent work, sah!” 
 
    Asturbar pinned her with a withering ‘you’re overdoing it’ look. Iridiana pouted, but then returned immediately to her labours. 
 
    Behind the main entryway, they had lined up armoured ground catapult emplacements to saturate the area with as much enfilading crossfire as possible whilst retaining a sensible distance from the Drakes’ inevitable fireball attacks. “Expect a siege once the entryway blocks up with bodies, soldiers!” he barked. “Where are the Heavies?” 
 
    “Armouring up, sah!” 
 
    The familiar response made Asturbar spin on his heel with a cry of joy. “Bantukor!” 
 
    Joy? Whatever was he thinking? 
 
    “Can I say –” His friend choked on his words as he found himself gripped in a huge hug. “Arrgh, can I say you’re stronger than ever, sah?” 
 
    “How’ve you been, you old slakkid-slug?” 
 
    “Highly ashamed, sah – Marshal, sah!” 
 
    Asturbar locked eyes with him. “Bantukor, I’ve a story –” 
 
    “Take away my Command, sah. Hit me. Beat me. Do whatever you like to me, I’m so – I was just a fool, sah, and I’ve regretted it every day since. I can’t bear to wear … I don’t deserve this uniform –” 
 
    “Nah, you don’t.” After a breathless pause, Asturbar roared, “Because you need to get your pox-blasted armour on, soldier!” 
 
    “Ah –” 
 
    “Take charge of the entryway, Commander Bantukor!” 
 
    “Yes, sah!” He snapped out a salute so rigid, it looked carved in stone. Then, his eyes flew wide. 
 
    “Commander Bantukor,” purred the Iridium Dragoness, trying to shovel Asturbar out of the way with her muzzle. He stood his ground, forcing her to speak over him, which was symbolic rather than a physical issue for a Dragoness of her stature, for she stood thirteen feet tall at the shoulder. “I’m the Shapeshifter Dragoness whom the Marshal found in the Doldrums. My name’s Iridiana. I think you and I should have a long overdue chat after this little squabble with Marshal Thoralian is finished, shouldn’t we?” 
 
    Whatever her fiery glare communicated, Asturbar saw beads of sweat physically pop into being on his friend’s forehead, and his throat bobbed. Twice. 
 
    Flicking out a talon, Nyahi chucked Bantukor beneath the chin. “The only thing I like about you right now, soldier, is that your treachery inadvertently sent Asturbar my way. The rest is … debatable.” 
 
    Only a Dragoness could make ‘debatable’ sound exactly like, ‘turn you into a Human kebab and roast you slowly in the bonfires of my breath.’ Asturbar discovered a different form of sweat, the cold sweat somehow extra-chilled by the presence of a living furnace right beside him. He feared for Bantukor’s health. Nyahi, evidently, thought introducing mortal fear to a man’s life was her bounden duty, and her forgiveness would clearly be much harder than his to win – a gesture that he regretted in part, now. Perhaps he might savour the moment later. Right now, he had orders to bark. 
 
    An hour later, Asturbar met with his three Commanders and the Dragons, outlining the situation for them. “The Drakes are massing about a mile offshore. Our scouts tell us that they are being bossed by three Blue Shapeshifters. Expect a massive assault before suns-down. We have nineteen Lesser Dragons unless a few more stragglers still arrive, exactly one Shapeshifter Dragoness, 1,341 professional soldiers including the elite infantry units, 900 irregular troops and support, and a further 1,879 civilians and children to protect, plus unnumbered refugees. Many of those will run supplies and suchlike for us. The armouries are open for whatever you need – make your requests to the Armour Master. This is mostly going to be an underground battle. The general plan is to kill enough Drakes that they impede access to the fortress, and keep killing any fresh ones that appear. Maybe Marshal Thoralian will get bored and pass us by.” 
 
    Nobody laughed. 
 
    “There are only two assault vectors passable for Dragons or Drakes, being the little rat hole on level one and the wrecked main entryway here, on level sixteen. So we fight on two fronts with runners serving the command post on level five. Now, observe this diagram.” 
 
    Drawing their attention to an architectural sketch of the fortress, Asturbar identified the fall-back and assembly points, and the order in which major supports would be sabotaged behind a retreat to try to further blockade lower levels. By the time the enemy reached level twenty-nine, to which the civilians would fall back if the battle started to turn against the Mistrals, the battle would long since have been lost and an outright slaughter would ensue. 
 
    Unless they had something Thoralian wanted, such as the contents of his gut? 
 
    Hmm. He wished they knew more about the bigger picture, but their time had run out in spectacular fashion. 
 
    Bantukor said, “Sah, what about the infantry stoppers? They’d work on Drakes, right?” 
 
    “Don’t see too many Drakes in these parts,” grunted one of the Dragons. “They’re small enough, if you hit them right.” 
 
    “What are you thinking, Commander?” asked Asturbar. 
 
    Everyone blinked as Nyahi spontaneously transformed into one of her dragonet forms – this one a larger gliding dragonet, with elongated ochre wings that ran the length of her flanks, connecting from the ‘elbows’ of her forelegs to the knees at the back, and bolstered by semi-rigid struts that made the configuration, just for a second, look curiously piscine. She hissed in annoyance. 
 
    He said, “Iridiana’s transformations can be flexible.” No mention of Chaos magic. Not unless he could help it! “Bantukor?” 
 
    The man coughed, clearly uncomfortable with anything that was new or unfamiliar. “If the bodies pile up, sah, the interior catapults along the entryway will lose their effectiveness. Why don’t we deploy the infantry stoppers up on level eleven, where the standard archer slots are located? They’d have a free field of fire. We’d have to hollow out the archery slots a touch to fit the explosive bolts, mind …” 
 
    “Excellent thinking, Commander. Gashukan, will you see to it?” 
 
    The Head Engineer nodded. “Consider it done, Marshal.” No quibbling from him! “Where shall I place any spare stoppers? There will be … at least fourteen spare, considering the useful range from eleven.” 
 
    They considered the map. “Back of the main entrance?” Asturbar suggested. “We’ve the three hundred yard fortified tunnel, with its additional potential slots above it here and here … yes. Make this area our killing field.” 
 
    “Yes, sah,” the Engineer said drily. 
 
    “Dragons incoming, sah!” The messenger boy skidded to a halt, clearly overawed by the presence of Dragons. “Uh …” 
 
    Asturbar racked his brains. “Sant’t’ban?” 
 
    The boy grinned, all white teeth in his tan face. “Yes, sah!” 
 
    “Were they friendly, boy?” 
 
    “I think so, Marshal sah! Did the … uh, the wiggly thing …” 
 
    “The wingtip-twirl genuflection?” 
 
    “Yes, sah.” 
 
    “Good lad. After they arrive, we need to make a decision –” He paused at a further clattering of boots in the stone hallway. “Soldier?” 
 
    “Drake packs on the move, sah!” 
 
    Asturbar gazed about him, collecting their attention with the ease of long command – not that he had ever commanded Dragons. Or a Shapeshifter! Or four thousand plus people … he sucked in a huge breath. “I don’t need to tell you we’re fighting for our lives, do I?” What could he say? “No boon, no quarter, no calamity. This day, the Mistral Fires will earn their name. Let’s burn bright! Go!” 
 
    As the others departed at the run for their stations, Bantukor stopped him. “Sah, you’re forgetting your armour. A gambeson’s fine, but –” 
 
    “Not forgotten,” said Asturbar. He had debated this with Nyahi, and for the moment, opted for the flexibility of not wearing his full battle armour, which was still stored in the arming station below. “I’ve a more flexible arrangement. Iridiana – armour configuration.” 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Bantukor did a classic double take, before swearing expressively. “With respect, sah, that’s –” 
 
    The gorgeous but girly-lavender-coloured armour of his left bicep smirked at the soldier. “As the Marshal told you, I’m a very flexible girl.” 
 
    Hard-bitten a soldier as he was, the Commander blushed furiously. 
 
    Asturbar rolled his eyes. “Honestly? Stop befuddling my soldiers, you gorgeous fiend. To battle!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Drakes Descending 
 
      
 
    AGAINST THE BALEFUL half-light cast by the partially eclipsed setting suns, which leached an ichorous, olivine viscosity from Thoralian’s advancing storm front, the packs of Drakes glinted like crimson migratory birds as they swept in from the Southeast. Observing from level eleven, Asturbar quietly described the scene to Nyahi. The Shapeshifters stirring the Drakes to war. Directing them. A tardy Dragonship mobbed, overwhelmed, and torn apart by dozens of the relatively small but powerful Dragonkind. A flight of fourteen Lesser Dragons scooting in before the advance, muzzles agape as they pumped their wings to achieve their maximum speed, a speed necessarily restricted by the presence of five younglings they shepherded in their midst. Hatchlings, less than a year old, he judged. At thirteen to fifteen feet in length, they were half the size and a fifth of the tonnage of those Drakes. 
 
    One of their own Grey-Greens, Amuzkayne, squeezed through the deliberately narrowed tunnel at the main entrance, below, to direct their landing. 
 
    Even from his post two hundred feet above, Asturbar heard his gruff inquiry, Be you friend or be you foe? 
 
    Friend. We will serve the House, fluted the largest female. Her voice was surprisingly soprano for such an impressive heavyweight, for she stood four feet taller than Amuzkayne and had to measure twice his girth. Still, she genuflected politely to underscore their subordinate status. 
 
    Shifter or Lesser? 
 
    I am a glamoured Brown, the Dragoness clarified quietly. In a moment, he noted the area of her muzzle shimmering slightly, and the perfect illusion she had maintained flickered just for a second. A Brown Dragoness! Amuzkayne was a sharp one. 
 
    The Grey-Green ruffled his wingtips in salute, before folding them neatly along his flanks. House Asturbar and the Mistral Fires welcome your service. Enter. 
 
    Ever direct, the Dragonkind. After observing the incoming hordes for ten seconds longer, Asturbar hurried downstairs to meet and deploy his new troops, and to ensure that the entrance was fully barricaded. The Brown would be an incredible boon. Given the natural affinity of her Dragon powers to manipulate earth and stone, she could rebuild in a matter of minutes what would take his workers weeks to achieve, creating fresh stone blocks from rubble and perfect joins, or even forming seamless basal stone. That would stop a few Drakes in their tracks! 
 
    The House was always warm and well-lit inside, but Asturbar had ordered every second torch in the wall sconces to be extinguished to save oil in case they needed to fire the barricades or firebomb the attackers. The interior had been hollowed out by hired Brown Dragons decades before as a series of linked caverns within the Island’s primary granite massif, so the major walls and floors were grey stone thirty feet thick, while the lesser interior partitions were purpose-built rockwork or wooden walls and flooring. The major staircases had six-foot steps for Dragons – small by their standards – alongside standard steps for Humans. Ten-to-one ratio. Asturbar trotted down the zigzag steps with their defensible landings at a battle hurry, which was how he always moved when the adrenaline kicked in. 
 
    He said, “I see you managed to reseat my battle-axe as well, Nyahi?” 
 
    “Not very useful underneath your armour, is it?” 
 
    “Just part of the general weaponry,” he quipped, and had the satisfaction of feeling his armour warm up appreciably. 
 
    They descended into the Greeting Hall, or the first major space inside the House, where the entryway terminated and numerous major corridors and ten levels intersected – not all, and not without an eye to what was defensible, once more. These Houses had been designed as fortresses and to be difficult to penetrate. As they descended the staircase that linked the exit tunnels around the oval chamber, approximately a quarter-mile in diameter, he peered over the balustrade to the grey granite flagstone floor below to observe that two of the hatchlings had also been unmasked, or unglamoured to use the technical term, to display Orange and Lime-Green colourations. Interesting. But which one was her mate? 
 
    Amuzkayne drew the Dragons’ attention. Marshal Asturbar approaches. 
 
    Azingloriax? asked one of their number. 
 
    Indeed, a powerful and shrewd warrior. 
 
    Approaching the Dragons directly, Asturbar smashed his fist against his breastplate. The honour of Onyx be thine, noble Dragons! 
 
    Ouch, Iridiana teased. 
 
    After the Dragons answered in chorus and in kind, he learned that the female’s name was Yua’tak’tix, or Yuaki for short. When he inquired, she spat, My mate? He was destroyed by the Thoralian triplicate, may his souls shrivel and fall into the Cloudlands! 
 
    Triplicate? Asturbar echoed. 
 
    I MOURN! I GRIEVE … oh, my precious shell-daughter Inzi’ak’utix! Taken too, and eaten … AH! MY SORROW RAGES UNBOUNDED! 
 
    A feccaci curse upon the Yellow-White! Asturbar roared in visceral response, as the other Dragons bellowed their sorrow and anger. His armour shivered upon his body, but Iridiana managed to control her incipient transformation. 
 
    Yuaki turned to him, growling, We will fight! We must fight! Grant us this boon, o Marshal Asturbar. 
 
    Of course! You will slay many and despatch their soulless carcasses to the eternal ice, he said, noting the warning signs of ferality in her fire-eyes. But it seemed that the Brown Dragoness was able to gather herself, for in a moment, her great muzzle dipped toward him, inviting instruction. He said, As a first critical task, will you help us shore up the defences? 
 
    She said, You have no idea what is coming; the power of the Marshals Thoralian is beyond measure. Your eyes inquire and I reply: he is three shell-brothers linked by dark-fires so perverse, they mimic Dramagon’s own soul-spawn. Indeed this is his very nature; specifically, three identical Dragons that think and act as one. The legends of his evil speak no untruth. This great disturbance you observe to the East is not the vanguard of his army, but its rearguard, for he fights the Star Dragoness out near the Straits. Thus you observe merely the backlash of his powers, the harbinger of what would steal the very fire-souls out of the bodies of those he parasitizes! 
 
    Asturbar nodded. I commend you for sharing this intelligence, noble Yuaki. We will speak – 
 
    She raised a fore-talon suddenly. What is this … this aura of glamour about you, Marshal? Are you … a Shapeshifter? I scent-trace female Shapeshifter, yet you are a man. What are you concealing from us? 
 
    After an embarrassed pause, his left shoulder armour formed a small metallic extrusion of muzzle and fire-eyes, and said, I am Iridiana. Fiery and furious greetings, noble Yuaki. 
 
    The Dragoness dropped back on her haunches in shock, and her muzzle hung agape as she stared at the apparition for a long, breathless moment. She gasped, Such a mastery of glamour and form … I have never … this is unprecedented. Are you a Phase Shifter? No, surely not – you truly create armour of such artistry? 
 
    A Phase Shifter? asked Iridiana. 
 
    An exceedingly rare type of Shapeshifter whose transformations are usually linked to the cycles of the Mystic Moon, Asturbar explained. 
 
    No, I’m no Phase Shifter, the shoulder replied. I am an unusual colouration with powers of malleability – 
 
    Colouration? snorted the Dragoness, her fire orbs still a-whirl with wonder. You are young, by the sound of your voice? This Marshal is your roost-mate? 
 
    He … is. Asturbar sensed her laughing inwardly at his discomfited reaction. Dragons certainly phrased the matter differently to delicate Humans! She explained, In my primary Dragoness form I am an Iridium Blue Shapeshifter, noble Dragoness. My powers are problematical to control, and complex. I am only just beginning to plumb their capabilities. I would very much value the opportunity to draw upon your wisdom and experience, if you could spare the time. 
 
    Extraordinary! May it be so, Dragoness. The Brown turned to Asturbar. Deploy us, Marshal. Only in the fires of revenge shall my fire-soul know its first peace. 
 
    As he opened his mouth to reply, Asturbar heard a high-pitched, sibilant hissing followed by the first dull thuds of impacts. The catapults began to reply, with a breezy tzoig! as the cords snapped taut, and hopefully a sound like a hand slapping a rug, the report of a six-foot quarrel feathering in a Drake’s flank. Immediately, screeches of pain and fury arose, muffled by the debris but still spine-chilling in their intensity. Acrid smoke drifted down the corridor. Now a steadier patter of offensive fireballs began to rain into the gap blasted above the entryway, setting the debris afire, and the cries of the defenders took on a more organised pattern, pleasing to an ex-Infantry Commander’s ear. Good. Professionals, when they weren’t eating and drinking their way through his larder. Should he consider rationing the food supplies? 
 
    He raised his hand. Toward the front’s our biggest problem. Do you feel like accidentally entombing a few Drakes in the name of scientific experimentation, noble Yua’tak’tix? 
 
    Her grin flashed suddenly, all dagger-sharp fangs and bellicosity. I like your thinking, Marshal. Nothing would please me more. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Drakes swarmed the entrance like maniacs, tearing into their own fallen to reach the debris, which the Brown Dragoness laboured to fuse together from behind and within. She worked by swirling bands of rock about her talons, fusing it like metal smelted in a furnace before tamping it into place by the paw-load or hurling it where she desired, but she was three times ambushed by cunning Drakes that worked their way through the wreckage and waited for an opportune moment to sink their fangs into the enemy. Asturbar himself led a charge to free her from an attacker which she could not reach. The Drake quarried a hole two feet deep in her neck before he put his axe blade through its left eye, and then severed its neck with a mighty follow-up blow. 
 
    Scum, Asturbar spat. 
 
    The Brown Dragoness’ eye gleamed at him. You’re more draconic than you give yourself credit for, Marshal. 
 
    Only his best parts, Iridiana quipped, and they chuckled as one. 
 
    With both weak points soon piled high with the dead and the dying, the siege slowed to a crawl. After four hours of battle and turmoil, Asturbar returned to the hole at the top to oversee matters there, before seeking out the Brown. He paced restively, watching her work. She was tired. Soon, she disappeared deeper into the wreckage and he turned, gritting his teeth. 
 
    “What’s bugging you, Asturbar?” asked Nyahi. 
 
    “It’s too quiet. I don’t like quiet.” 
 
    “Sing you a lullaby?” 
 
    “Hilarious. I’ll give the order to start standing down the defenders in shifts. This could be a long siege.” 
 
    Without warning, his armour popped off so fast that he was left with a weightless feeling, before Nyahi fizzed though seven or eight transformations in panicked sequence. No – this one – danger! Warning! Her luminous blue light seared through the semidarkness into the mouth of the tunnel where the Brown Dragoness laboured. Watch out! Attack! The gleam faded rapidly as she raced away. 
 
    KKAA-RAA-KABOOOM!! 
 
    Lightning smashed into the entryway in the form of an immense shaped charge, Asturbar realised belatedly from the afterimage burned on his retinae. He shook his head dazedly. The Shapeshifters! They must have regrouped and attacked once the Drakes had withdrawn; his battle-axe leaped into his hand as if by magic, but he was forced to dive for cover as two further blue-white explosive bolts lit up the entryway. Why had the Watch not alerted them? A suns-bright electrical discharge ran along the walls and twisted stanchions, highlighting each individually as an enormous concussion battered his unprotected ears, and he heard a girlish scream intermingled with the Brown Dragoness’ roar of pain, and then all went silent again, and dark. 
 
    ATTACK!! thundered a Dragon without. 
 
    All he could imagine was Nyahi’s body lying broken in there, a curl of smoke expiring from her lips … and for the first time since he remembered, his cool under fire evaporated. 
 
    “DEFEND THE ENTRANCE!” he roared brokenly. “Amuzkayne, with me! For the Mistrals!” 
 
    They charged over the rubble strewn by the blasts, so hot that it was still smoking, searching for the Dragonesses. This area was newly opened to the skies; the Brown must have thought to take advantage of the quiet to try to sneak closer to the enemy and stop up the gaps. Asturbar cried out, “A foot! Here!” Suddenly there were Dragons at his shoulder, levering aside the rubble with care, while Amuzkayne threw himself bodily at a struggling Drake, crushing the lesser beast beneath his paw. One bite. They were landing in numbers now, above, and wriggling in through the burning wreckage, seeking fresh blood. 
 
    The enemy Shapeshifter, cussing and spitting, drove the Drakes to the attack. Destroy them! Pull out that rubble there – lazy null-fire idiots, I’ve done all the hard work for you! He cried out in fury, however, as a speculative catapult shot pinned him between the talons of his left hind paw. 
 
    GNARRR! The Blue sprayed the arrow slots indiscriminately with fire. The Marshal saw in his mind’s eye men diving for cover up there; he hoped they had been quick enough, and maybe smart enough to start shifting the positions of the catapults. 
 
    One of Asturbar’s Dragon contingent called, It’s the Brown in her Human form! Where’s the other … 
 
    Here? What’s this? called another. 
 
    A dragonet? 
 
    How did they survive that gigantic lightning bolt? 
 
    The Brown Shapeshifter in her Human manifestation was a striking brunette of middling height and perhaps forty-five years of age; blood seeped from the corner of her mouth as the Dragons extracted her from beneath the wreckage. She must have been struck squarely by at least one blast, or simply been concussed by the powerful lightning strike. Nyahi was a scrap borne upon another talon, seven or eight inches of her characteristic silver-mauve colour, her wings unmoving. 
 
    “Nyahi …” he whispered. 
 
    Echoes faded upon his hearing. Impressions blurred. Nothing seemed to matter, only the life hanging as it were by a thread upon that Dragon’s talon. He could not think. His fingers were numb upon his battle-axe. Amuzkayne boomed his battle challenge. There was thrashing about in the dangling mess of stanchions and shattered boulders as he wrestled briefly with a Drake, and then the attackers multiplied as they found ingress. The Lesser Dragon scrapped mightily, but he was hampered by the close quarters, while the Drakes had by far the better going. In moments he disappeared beneath a press of bodies, so thick and heavy that Asturbar dully wondered if the piled-up Drakes had not just ended up protecting him from further damage! 
 
    The other Shapeshifter shifted slightly, then groaned, She … protected … 
 
    “Back. Back!” Asturbar roared. “Take them to the infirmary!” 
 
    “The Mistral Fires!” Bantukor shouted, leading a charge in exactly the opposite direction, toward the Marshal, who in his moment’s distraction, found himself the unwelcome recipient of a Drake’s hug – a snaffling paw, and a jaw trying to champ his head off his shoulders to crown the creature’s friendly intent. Reversing his axe automatically, he jabbed the pointed haft at the beast’s eye. Again! Hot ichor splattered over his gambeson. The Drake shuddered as the fires of its eyes faded. That was unexpected. A nerve centre, or even the brain? 
 
    “Gaah, you stink,” he snorted, tearing himself free of the paw as it relaxed. He gave it a parting chop in the neck. “And stay dead!” 
 
    Joining up with Bantukor, he tried to fight through to Amuzkayne, but the press of dead, dying and living Drakes was too great. The Lesser Dragon was well and truly buried, and the catapult engineers were shouting that they could no longer gain clean shots because of the infantry in their line of fire. Asturbar did not want to leave him. He could not. 
 
    Suddenly, a much gruffer, more powerful roar resounded and a massively heavy body landed atop the pile, juddering them all. Out of my way, fools! 
 
    Kicking and biting the Drakes in his fury, the massive Blue Shapeshifter quarried downward. Amuzkayne was still fighting beneath the pile, but he vented a roar of pure pain as the talons suddenly stabbed forcefully, and he was impaled. The dominant Shapeshifter laughed hugely as he clenched his fist like an angry man seizing another by the shirt, multiplying the damage. The smaller Dragon’s answering roar bubbled with blood, but he abruptly twisted about like a carp fighting the cunningly hooked talons of a hunting Dragon, and by trapping the paw beneath his body, managed to force the Shapeshifter into collapsing to one knee, mashing his huge, scarred muzzle against the wreckage. 
 
    This time, Asturbar knew clarity. “ALL CATAPULTS, FIRE!” 
 
    Bantukor’s Command responded to his simultaneous hand signal with absolute precision, peeling apart as every man and woman dived for their lives. Swish! WHAP! Swish-swish! A dozen bolts peppered the Shapeshifter’s head, some sticking against the bone, but one or two penetrated deeply. After all, those were armour-piercing bolts. Asturbar felt his limbs contract once, agonisingly, as an electrical shock ran away beneath his prone body, and then the infantry unit began to raise a weak cheer. 
 
    From his angle, the soldier could see through the crook of a Drake’s elbow to Amuzkayne’s fire-eye, clouding now as his life guttered. 
 
    Thou noble son of Fra’anior, he whispered to the Dragon. 
 
    At the last, Amuzkayne seemed to nod. 
 
    “Victory!” Bantukor cheered. His men and the catapult crews began to shout the same. 
 
    He could not believe his ears. That Dragon had just given his eternal fires … “Victory?” Asturbar heard himself scream. “Victory, you spavined sons of ragion faeces? This is just the beginning!” 
 
    “Sah!” 
 
    “Get your filthy hands off me. Get off!” 
 
    “You should go put on your armour, sah,” Bantukor said. 
 
    Asturbar just stared at his Commander. At the silent, shocked faces surrounding him. Then, he staggered stiff-legged down the corridor, throwing over his shoulder, “Get that entrance sealed! And keep a better watch on those Shifters from now on!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After donning his full battle armour, save his helmet which he clipped to his belt, Asturbar walked the halls of the House for a long time, giving his mind time and space to process recent events. His House. What an incongruous notion! At this hour people should have been sleeping, but almost none were, save the children. Runners supplied the lines with food and water, and recovered bolts or shrapnel where they could. Messenger girls and boys dashed between the levels, carrying vital intelligence. Down in the kitchen stores the staff were taking an inventory of supplies as he had requested, and Asturbar stopped to encourage an apprentice cook he heard crying behind a stack of mohili flour sacks. The boy leaped to his feet as soon as he recognised the Marshal. 
 
    “Sorry, sah! I was just –” 
 
    “It’s alright, son.” Son? The boy was past his first growth of beard, and Asturbar was no old-timer himself! Gruffly, he said, “It’s my first day on the job. People are dying and I could dearly do with a hug right now, but I’ve got to look strong, you see. Rally the troops and all that. Be the indestructible Marshal.” 
 
    “Ha, you need a hug, sah?” 
 
    Asturbar just bobbed his head. “Yes. Been rough out there. My girlfriend’s in the infirmary, struck down by a Shapeshifter… you got a girl here, Byzamkin? I have your name right, don’t I?” 
 
    “Right, sah. Yes. I confess I got one fiery eye on Silomé, a nurse – you won’t tell, sah? Will you?” 
 
    “Nope. One hug’s all it takes, and I’ll keep your secret to the grave.” They embraced. “You’ll be alright, Byzamkin?” 
 
    “You should go to your girl, sah. No shame in that.” 
 
    He bit his lip. Now the teenagers were giving him advice – and sage advice at that! Asturbar realised that although he had been receiving messages about Nyahi’s condition every half-hour, he had been wanting to avoid the appearance of weakness. Stupid soldier. Was love ever weakness? Or was it strength? 
 
    Clapping the boy upon the shoulder, he said, “I’ll take your counsel right away. But you don’t let your Silomé get away either, alright? Gird up your courage and ask her to walk out with you.” 
 
    “Yes …” 
 
    “Do I need to make that an order?” He tilted an eyebrow at the lad. 
 
    “No sah! I mean, I’ll do it, sah.” 
 
    He walked up via the underground cisterns to tell the staff to keep an eye on the incoming supply. He would not put it past Thoralian to try to poison them all. Honour could mean nothing to that vile cannibal. Then he walked on past the forges, engineering rooms and ward-working departments, finding them all busily humming along, and up one level past the armouries, fletching, weapons maintenance, and military clothing areas, toward the infirmary. No shame. So much to learn about battling for those he loved. Perhaps devotion to the House and his comrades had always underpinned his duty, but this relationship with Nyahi threw his past into sharp relief. How did soldiers continue to fight when their heart was on the line? 
 
    A man his size could not easily slip into any room, especially not when he was clanking about in half a tonne of plate armour. Therefore, he decided, he would thumpity-thump his way in and make directly for the bed where Iridiana was supposed to be recuperating. He understood she had set two beds alight with inadvertent transformations before settling into her Human form, and that the infirmary staff were terrified of her as a result. Marvellous. 
 
    Squeezing in through the doorway, His Mighty Marshal-ness prowled into the infirmary with intentions that were summarily expunged from his mind by the brilliance of a silver-blue smile down toward the end of the long ward. Gaah, how did she do that to him every time? The suns could not possibly shine underground, yet there she sat in a section of the room that was noticeably brighter than the rest. 
 
    Another day, another Chaotic impossibility. 
 
    No mind. He thudded with due majesty down the narrow aisle between the parallel rows of beds, bumping into frames here, “Sorry,” and medical supplies there, “Oops,” at least six times as he approached her station. A young nurse was busy working around her back, carefully sponging an area behind her right shoulder blade with a herbal wash. Oh. Silomé, perhaps? Byzamkin had described her as having a vivid birthmark on the right side of her face, which she kept hidden by brushing her long black curls over in that direction, and he saw by the angle of her glance that she was indeed trying to present only the left side to his view. She seemed sweet but painfully self-conscious. 
 
    Nyahi lay on her left side beneath dark blue sallowool blankets. She must have been speaking to Yuaki, who perched on the next bed, clearly favouring her left leg or hip. 
 
    The older Shapeshifter said, “I was just conversing with this fledgling. Quite the conundrum with her magical abilities, it seems.” Her accent was unfamiliar to Asturbar, gruff and clipped. “But you’re right. She’s Shapeshifter through and through, just a right peculiar one. Smell. Magic. Aura. Everything about her fire-life cries Shifter, only one possessing a unique manifestation of the sacred magic – so unique, that it appears even in her Human form her skin colour mimics her iridium powers, and who knows what those are? I wonder if she might not have been poisoned in her youth or even in the womb by one of the mythomaxorydial family of compounds, which contain high dosages of iridium. They are used in some cultures to … to terminate unwanted egglings, Marshal.” 
 
    Asturbar took a moment to process this flood of information. “For Dragon abortions?” he blurted out. “Sorry, Nyahi, but … are you alright?” 
 
    “Fine on all counts. Well, a bit sore. Got burned under the rubble, but nothing serious.” 
 
    He quirked an eyebrow. “Nurse?” 
 
    “Fine, apart from the sight of bone under here,” the nurse whispered. 
 
    Iridiana smiled sheepishly. “Erm …” 
 
    He crinkled his eyes at her. “Silomé, anything else I should know before I start swatting her behind for telling lies?” 
 
    “She recovers from injuries with Dragon speed, Marshal,” said the girl, still in the breathiest of whispers. “The wound is already showing signs of closing up. Would you wish to … ah, see it?” 
 
    Asturbar reminded himself that to lean upon the bed might just collapse the frame. He edged around, mindful of his oversized footwear for once, and checked the shallow burn wound on the lower shoulder blade. He said, “Huh, isn’t that droll? The part number is burned on the skin beside the wound.” 
 
    The girl tilted her head. “Yes. Apparently she lay upon a D-Shift Type 7.” 
 
    “Dragon Shifter type seven?” said Asturbar, wilfully mistranslating what he knew for a part from the gearshift of a Dragonship turbine. “Interesting. Does that come with a price?” 
 
    “Cheap,” Yuaki teased. “A mark a dozen.” 
 
    He paddled Iridiana upon her blanket-draped behind, drawing a cross squeal from his girlfriend. “Cheapest deal I ever swindled out of a battle.” 
 
    “Don’t touch what you can’t afford, Marshal,” his girl mock-growled. 
 
    “So, nurse, when can I take this one off your hands?” 
 
    “Five minutes,” stammered the youngster. 
 
    “How’s it going up there, Marshal?” asked the Brown Shapeshifter. 
 
    “Attritional,” he said quietly, cursing himself inwardly for unnecessarily alarming the nurse. “They are really focussing on trying to open the top hole at the moment. We’ve already had to collapse several vulnerable levels in preparation, but by dawn I think we are going to have to take more drastic measures – unless you are feeling well enough to shift more rock, noble Dragoness? Before you ask, the main entrance is faring better due to the coverage of the fields of fire. We’ve knocked out so many Drakes they’re having trouble removing the carcasses.” 
 
    “Sweet purring in my ear canals,” growled the Shifter. “I’ve had my fill of rest, Marshal. Show me to the stones.” 
 
    Asturbar grinned at Nyahi. “Shall I wait for you?” 
 
    “I’ll come up,” she smiled back. 
 
    Marching off, the older Shifter called, “Don’t forget what we discussed, young Iridiana.” 
 
    His girl made a pained expression. “Ugh. I had no idea glamour magic was so complex, but I’ve already learned a great deal from just a few brief conversations. She’s a smart one, alright. Problem is, it’s extremely tricky to glamour shield as many different forms as I have, because they vary so much in volume, body shape and function. The closer a glamour is to the underlying form, the easier the illusion is to create and sustain successfully.” 
 
    “So, let me understand this Isle. Disguising a flower as a Dragoness, say …” 
 
    “Would more than tax a master of the art.” 
 
    “Basically impossible?” 
 
    “Like I’m basically impossibly in love with you, Boots. Now, be a good boy and go play with your oversized axe. I can see you’re itching to carve your initials on a few Drakish bones.” 
 
    He left shaking his head. One day, he would best that girl in conversational repartee. Probably, the day a sixth Moon leaped into the sky. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Saboteur 
 
      
 
    Toward dawn, the disturbance spawned by Thoralian’s command of the First Egg reached the Island of the Mistral Fires. The phenomenon was peculiar indeed. Green fires played up walls and swirled in the corners of rooms, but their energies did not appear to do anything particularly sinister. They neither triggered Iridiana’s Chaos magic nor threw her into uncontrolled spasms of transformation, but on the contrary, she experienced greater control over her powers than ever before, and certainly greater visible power. When she began to spark visibly at the talon tips, however, Yua’tak’tix advised Asturbar to place her at the battlefront and see what she could do. Excess power should be bled off, or it could lead to unforeseen side-effects. 
 
    Maybe that was the Star Dragoness’ problem. The outrageous excesses of her power had warped her brain. 
 
    Working with Yuaki up near the hole, the Brown Shapeshifter began to create holes of about five feet in diameter in the bulwarks for Iridiana to fire out of – and fire she did. Her fireballs were unique, like whisper-quiet white comets that floated into the enemy’s midst before flaring into blinding, devastating whiteness. Iridium flares, Yuaki christened them promptly. Certainly, in a lively hour of that morning before she grew weary, she taught the Drakes the meaning of fear. 
 
    She isn’t strong yet, Yuaki cautioned them both. She’s only a well-grown fledgling, in truth. Magical capacity develops exponentially with age and mastery. 
 
    Iridiana groaned as she massaged her temples with her paws. Tell me this gets easier. I’ll do more. I’ll – 
 
    You’ll go rest, Asturbar snapped. 
 
    Oh? The Dragoness whirled her eye-fires coquettishly at him. 
 
    “MA’AM!” he roared. 
 
    “Whaa!” Iridiana gulped visibly, before she tried to hulk over him. “What did you –” 
 
    “Ma’am, kindly remove your scaly hide from my front line before I have it removed for you and turned into my personal throw rug! Which I shall beat out daily! UNDERSTOOD?” 
 
    The Dragoness’ jaw smacked into the flagstones at her feet. Ha. A better man would have taken far less pleasure in eliciting that response. 
 
    “Yes, sah,” she sulked. 
 
    “You have two hours and not a minute more!” he shouted after her departing tail. 
 
    Iridiana scuttled away faster. 
 
    Turning, he caught the Brown Dragoness grinning hugely at him. The disparity between her physical stature and Iridiana’s was staggering. She stood almost twice the Iridium Dragoness’ height, but her sleek hide graced the enormous, mounded musculature of an adult Shapeshifter, so in terms of tonnage she had to weigh in at least three times greater than the younger Dragoness; perhaps as much as sixty or seventy tonnes of magic-stuffed, fierily volatile, highly intelligent Dragon. 
 
    The Brown purred, “Dealing with Dragonesses, eh?” 
 
    Asturbar’s brow drew down. “I’ll fight my own battles, thank you kindly, noble –” 
 
    “Would you like a few pointers?” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be shovelling a few pebbles somewhere, Dragoness? I distinctly recall giving that order.” 
 
    She stared! First, the belly-fires roared to life, then her talons gouged the flooring, before she relaxed suddenly and vented a great basso blast of laughter. “Oh, Marshal! You two are well matched. Well matched indeed!” 
 
    Aye. Plus, he was feeling feisty and therefore in no mood for banter. 
 
    Her right forepaw rose, clenched into a fist in the region of her third heart. May Fra’anior’s fourteen eyes burn ever brightly upon thy lives, o Asturbar of the Azingloriax, and Iridiana of the Dragonkind. 
 
    Asturbar shivered! And from down the corridor and around the corner, he heard Iridiana yelp in startlement. “What was that?” he demanded. 
 
    The Brown Dragoness looked puzzled. “I don’t rightly know.” 
 
    Just then, they heard the screaming of incoming Drakes and the clangour of a warning gong higher up within the Mistral Fires fortress. Asturbar broke into a run. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the time he reached the hole at the top, it was too late. Hundreds of barrels of aromatic sallucid oil had already bombarded the top of the wreckage, and the oil ran in thick, golden trails down into the fortress. Asturbar berated himself furiously. He had failed to anticipate this vector of attack. None of them had even considered the danger an open hole at the top posed to an underground fortress. The oil was already pooling four levels below where he had hoped to shore up the defence. 
 
    The fortress had never smelled so fragrant. 
 
    His gut twisted. There were still civilians on some of these levels! 
 
    “EVACUATE!” he roared. 
 
    They had minutes at most. The bombardment continued up top, the barrels splitting open as they were hurled down from a height by orderly flights of Drakes. All around him, the soldiers and engineers filed away with orderly haste, while the Dragons worked rapidly under Bantukor’s direction, throwing furniture and rubble down to try to stop the oil spreading. Several Lesser Dragons had quickly snatched up catapults and were relocating them at a sprint. 
 
    “Sah!” said his Commander. 
 
    “Carry on with the evacuation, Bantukor,” Asturbar said. “But when this goes up … Gashukan. What can we do?” 
 
    The Head Engineer shook his head. “Fall back seven levels at least, to the second major stone bulwark. Break open the cisterns above and hope the water at least reduces the damage – but sallucid oil burns hot. It’ll crack the stones. They’ll be well inside before we can stop them, sah.” 
 
    “Can we still fashion bulwarks on the stairwell as planned?” 
 
    “Plenty rubble, sah. That Brown available?” 
 
    “Here,” growled Yuaki. 
 
    The Engineer startled. “Oh. Can’t get used to you Shapeshifters sneaking about in Human guise.” 
 
    The woman gave him a filthy look. 
 
    “Right – alright!” spluttered Gashukan. “Well, everything on one through six is yours for the asking, noble Dragoness. That floor below six is thirty-four feet thick. We could try to seal the whole thing if you’re able? Then, there are four minor stairwells in addition …” 
 
    Leaving them to the planning, Asturbar rushed downward two levels and then three, searching for stragglers. None must be left behind. Levels one through three had already been fully cleared, but four to seven were living quarters that they had planned to empty, but he had never issued the order, other matters claiming greater urgency. What a prize chump! He could easily imagine that a child might be hiding somewhere, or an elderly person might be forgotten – this was a nightmare! Bantukor had his units sloshing through the running oil, forcing everyone out. A pregnant mother. A father just about managing to juggle year-old twins in his arms; a soldier carrying a sick woman who must be his wife. Some fool was trying to drag his life’s possessions down the stairs. They had just not imagined a reversal would come this fast. He ran down an empty corridor, shouting at the top of his lungs. There – what was that? A whimper? No … 
 
    It took him precious minutes to locate the source of the sound. A child, shut in the lavatory, singing a nursery rhyme as she lingered over her business. When he smashed through the wooden door panels, she screamed. 
 
    “It’s alright,” Asturbar said. “Come with me. Uh … pull up your skirts.” 
 
    “You’re not my daddy.” 
 
    “No. I’ll take you to your daddy. Hurry, please.” 
 
    “You’re scary. No. I want my daddy!” 
 
    He peered down at the little mite. She could be no more than four years old, a pretty child with the characteristic short, tightly curled black hair of Wyldaroon, but the brightest blue eyes that just lit up what could have been a serious face. Right now, those eyes brimmed with tears and instantly turned his heart into a molten puddle. 
 
    Suddenly, it went quiet out there. 
 
    Asturbar swore. There could be only one reason … 
 
    WHOOOOSH!! 
 
    He moved fast, sheltering the girl with his own body as flame thundered down the corridor outside, following a trail of aromatic oil that he had sloshed through. Asturbar clutched her to his chest. A towelling robe. Wet it. Finding the cistern beside the sink, he dunked the garment rapidly. “Listen. Girl, the enemy are trying to set our fortress alight. We need to run downstairs quicker than a speeding Dragon. It’s too dangerous to stay here.” 
 
    Those luminous eyes just grew wider. 
 
    On an impulse, he knelt, hopefully making himself less humongous. The heat radiating against his back was already intense. “I’m going to wrap you in this wet cloth so that you don’t get hurt, alright? We’ll find your daddy. I promise.” 
 
    She sucked her thumb thoughtfully. “Alright.” The trust in her gaze almost broke him. 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    “T’gansi,” the little girl whispered. 
 
    Also the name of a flower. As he bundled her up, Asturbar knew he had no chance of keeping the inside of his helmet dry, this time. He thrust his helm firmly over his head. Right. Drat, his eyesight was blurred. Nothing to do with the intense heat, smoke and fire out there. Good thing he wore full plate. Well, good for soldiers who wanted to be broiled like meat in a roasting pan. As usual in combat situations, his thoughts came faster and faster, just snippets and rapid-fire decisions. They were close to the main stairs, right? Go to the left hand. Go fast. 
 
    Bursting out of the chamber, he swung sharply to his left. Orange flames burst against the roof and rippled toward him like terrace-lake waters ruffled by a pleasant breeze, only this corridor was hotter than a charnel house and roaring like the inside of an angry Dragon’s throat. The mind had to overpower the body in order to start running into that death-trap. Sprint! Pumping his free arm, Asturbar poured all of his power into a short sprint, but he was over the staircase and beyond his landmarks before he knew it – he cast about in confusion. Where the staircase had been! They had already covered it over to protect the people below. How long had he been searching these levels? Just a couple of minutes, surely? He tried to suck in a breath, but the dry heat seared his lungs and throat. Fractional delays could lead to death. The secondary staircase at the end. Go! 
 
    Again, he shot from the starting blocks, creating a dry, rushing wind of his own as he blasted through the blistering columns of upward-rushing flame, trying to keep close to the walls, where there was slightly less smoke and flame, it seemed. A crackling roar beat against his ears. The fire was so hungry. The doorposts licked by flame. The hangings and tapestries bursting into a bizarre, crimson-chased form of life that was all too brief, all too intense. He was running flat-out when he saw the ceiling ahead begin to sag. No time. All he could do, was lower his head and adjust his body position in anticipation of a violent impact, while he shielded his precious burden with an upraised, braced right arm and clutched the girl beneath his torso with the left. 
 
    BOOM-BLAM-CLANG! With a series of huge shouts, Asturbar bulled through the falling rocks, was smashed to his knees, and surged to his feet once more. Hurdling a fallen roof beam, he took a heavy, glancing blow upon the right shoulder that almost spun him off his feet. He scrambled along upon three flailing limbs, using the right arm now as an additional prop. Got it! Through! He cried out in horror when he saw the conflagration roaring up that smaller, circular stairwell that led downward, but it was already reducing. Worse … they had to be blocking it from below! 
 
    Seizing the handrail, Asturbar tore the metal bodily from its roots as he used it to change direction and propel himself feet first down the stairwell. No time for elegance. The average Azingloriax backside had plenty of padding, and this one was armoured to boot. He rattled downstairs like a runaway ingot, clanking off every step and using his feet and free arm to guide himself around the tight bends. Thank the stars for his helmet. Fire rushed over his crysglass faceplate, but only a small amount found the cracks. It was protection enough. And although the garment steamed merrily, for he could smell the out-of-place humidity, the girl had not yet screamed again. Instead, he thought he heard laughter! Oh, that this were indeed just a game; oh, the joy of innocence! Children saw things differently. 
 
    Skittering around one final bend, Asturbar’s boots slammed into a wall of rock. That should not be there! Worse, he sat in a pool of flaming oil. 
 
    A Dragoness roared, Boots? Boots, is that you? 
 
    Nyahi! In here! 
 
    Fool. How could he forget the advantages of telepathic communication with his Dragoness? In a second, a silvery paw punched through the makeshift wall to Asturbar’s left. Rubble rattled off his helmet. Oh, Boots… are you alright? 
 
    Good. Help me get this child … whoa! 
 
    There was no stopping Iridiana. She snaffled them out in a trice, then held him in her paw while blowing over him to cool him down. Phew. Hot guy friend. Yummy. That’s a child? Boots, you old sap. I love you. Off saving the Island-World one life at a time, as usual. Actually, here we go. 
 
    Water cascaded over his head. 
 
    Ha – HA HA HA! he laughed, as she put down the bucket she had borrowed. “I guess that’s one way to cool us down.” 
 
    Now T’gansi was squirming and complaining that it was not her bath time. 
 
    “Stop up that stairwell,” Iridiana called to a group of soldiers looking on. “Plenty of oil still pouring down.” Using her paw, she wiped his back carefully, for the oil there must still be burning, he realised. “You’re looking charred to a fine crisp, Marshal.” 
 
    “Just a touch warmer than usual,” he averred, unwrapping his bundle with trembling hands. In a moment, he uncovered a damp, curly head. “There we go. Iridiana, meet T’gansi – oh.” 
 
    Asturbar whirled as, with a strangled cry, one of the soldiers who had been looking on, crumpled in a dead faint. 
 
    “Daddy?” puzzled the girl. “Why’s my daddy so silly?” 
 
    He grinned down at her. “Because soldiers can fight the most ferocious battles, but when it comes to their own daughters, it seems all daddies are pretty silly, T’gansi. It’s about … love.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The fires burned so wildly that the Drakes gave up their assault of the upper portion of the fortress, and switched their focus to the front entrance. The crimson hordes briefly tried the same trick, but the overhang above the main doors coupled with the natural slope and the Brown Dragoness’ work quickly persuaded them that this was an ineffective stratagem, save to deep-fry the Drake corpses already on the ground. The defenders gained themselves a small amount of breathing space, which was unfortunately plenty to gag at the stench of mountains of burning flesh, and time enough to assess the damage and to resettle people much deeper down in the fortress. Asturbar had Yuaki create new arrow slots above the blazing hole in the hope that they would come in useful once the conflagration burned down, and she sealed the flooring as if it were solid rock, patrolling every few hours to check the developing cracks and to make repairs where needed. 
 
    He had never felt so imprisoned within the walls of his own home. 
 
    Sleep? A butterfly’s chance in a volcanic eruption. 
 
    In the darkest hours preceding the following dawn, the Shapeshifters made another concerted attack on the entrance, detonating volley after volley of immense fireballs against the wreckage for an hour before they sent in the Drake packs, and this time there was an additional edge to their screaming attacks. Asturbar theorised that it was the green fire driving them crazy. It was certainly making the denizens of his fortress skittish! The enemy attacked with unthinking ferocity, slowly and by force of numbers starting to muscle their way through the wreckage. At the same time the heavens opened and dumped a load of hailstones upon everyone. 
 
    His Commanders cussed unhappily. 
 
    Whatever protection the fire had afforded them had vanished within an hour of the hail turning to rain, and the Drakes began arriving in numbers. Asturbar watched them with Iridiana at his side. “No ingress now,” he assured her. “Not unless they change their strategy.” 
 
    What he did not know, was whether or not to tell his catapult engineers to hold fire. He needed to make sure every shot counted, and it was like pinning fowl in a cage down there. They could barely miss, but what dent would those deaths make in the numbers that still roamed the nearby Islands and farther afield? He could not foresee how this would end well. 
 
    “Are we just waiting on Thoralian, now?” Human-Iridiana asked pensively, echoing his deep-seated fear. 
 
    “I rather hope not.” 
 
    Barely had he spoken, when lightning split the skies and a huge Dragonwing appeared out of the dark clouds, a mile above the fortress. They descended at speed, slicing through the Drakes with talon and fang as much as with a concentrated, perfectly spaced volley of fireballs, each blazing mass expanding to fifteen to twenty feet wide. Crushing blows of their paws pummelled any Drake foolish enough to tarry in their flight path. Asturbar felt the fortress beneath his feet trembling at the concussive blast. Both he and Iridiana startled at the same instant, turning toward each other as they gasped, “Azhukazi!” 
 
    The Chaos Shifter flipped forms frenziedly, until Asturbar held out his hands and said soothingly, “Nyahi, it’s alright.” 
 
    Why was she so afraid of the Iolite Blue? 
 
    “It’s not alright,” cried the dragonet in his hands, before switching to her diamond bracelet form. She trembled against the pulse of his wrist. “It’s far, far from alright!” 
 
    “It’s me he wants,” Asturbar said grimly. 
 
    “Truly? How can you be sure?” 
 
    “Argh!” he gritted between his teeth. “You’ve a way of opening up whole realms of unpalatable possibility to this simple soldier, Nyahi. What are we going to do?” 
 
    “I don’t know. I’ll think of something.” 
 
    Yet something was in rather scarcer supply than nothing, Asturbar reported sourly to his Commanders and Dragons as they met at dawn. Nothing was the sum total of the damage they had managed to inflict upon Azhukazi’s forces, who having set up camp overhead, proceeded to do very little at all. Azhukazi crouched motionless beside the blackened circle. Five hours was his vigil. Sitting, doing nothing, whilst his troops risked life and limb to destroy any Drake that dared to approach. 
 
    The Marshal said, “And there he squats like a ghoulish carrion eater, gathering bones. I don’t like it and neither should you. I want additional sweeps of every corridor beneath level seven and checks on the activities of every soldier.” 
 
    “And the Dragons,” said Yuaki. 
 
    “Yes. He’ll have at least one creature on the inside, if not a team. We need to sniff out his plan before he executes. Thoralian’s forces appear impotent against their shields and protections, as are our conventional weapons – save for the Iridium Dragoness, and I believe that despite the success of her attack, which has left Azhukazi visibly wounded in the left wing and downed one of his other Shifters –” 
 
    “Hopefully permanently,” Bantukor growled. 
 
    “Indeed. He’s gravely injured at the very least … my assessment? We may well have revealed our strength too early. Iridiana?” 
 
    She said diffidently, “Yuaki and I believe he may be doing something with the bones of the Drakes downed in the pit. There must be well over a thousand corpses down there now, burned and fresh, and while we all might wonder what even a reanimated creature could do against solid rock, there’s no knowing what other powers the Necromancer might have up his scaly sleeves. Ah –” 
 
    “Hidden in the sinister paw, Dragons would say,” said the Brown Shapeshifter. 
 
    “So, summary?” asked another Dragon. 
 
    Bantukor hawked and spat next to his huge boot. “We know we’re in trouble, noble Dragon-sah. We just don’t know what sort yet, nor how deep.” 
 
    “Oh, we’re in it way past our necks,” said Asturbar. “Ideas, people. I want every idea on the table, be it clever, witty or plain insane. We’re surrounded. Flying out was never an option. The First Egg will turn up within a day or two, and with that, we’ll have the three Thoralians to contend with as well.” 
 
    “Surrender, sah?” another Commander suggested. 
 
    The new Marshal glared at the man. “Every idea except that one.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There was an idea out there, he just could not pin it beneath his finger. Asturbar knew he had stuck his head into this noose for a good reason. Only, he feared he was losing sight of that reason amidst fury and fear and frustration. Pictures assailed him, such as he and a few key staff flying away on the backs of these Lesser Dragons while the rest of the House crumpled beneath the assault and they vanished like an Island’s early mists burning away beneath the twin suns. 
 
    He found himself a nice quiet room on his own, banged the door shut, and thundered, “FESTERING MURGALIZARDS!” 
 
    “Sah?” came from outside the door. 
 
    “GET LOST!” Asturbar was still yelling at the man as his footsteps faded at a run, making up a rash of increasingly creative and ridiculous names until he started coughing and laughing. Tears squeezed from his eyes at the pain in his gut; just as he bent over, compressing his lips to stifle a moan, a bluish cometary streak conveniently ignored the fact that there was a door, or actual privacy for that matter, and having circled him a dozen times at eye-watering speed, resolved into a pretty, silver-blue young woman with simply the most remarkable ankles … which rather improved matters. He jerked his gaze upward. 
 
    “They told me you were going mad in here,” said Nyahi. 
 
    He tried to maintain eye contact. Honestly, manfully, with every fibre of his being, he really did his utmost to focus upon her dazzling eyes, and failed miserably. 
 
    With a heavy sigh, Asturbar muttered, “Alright. I admit I possess zero willpower around you. I humbly apologise for my behaviour.” She made a befuddled clucking noise with her tongue. “I am a bad, bad man, Iridiana” 
 
    His eyes dipped. 
 
    A smile curved her generous mouth immediately. “Ooh, the male of the species ogleth muchly. I see.” 
 
    “You are indescribably ogleworthy,” Asturbar agreed. 
 
    “Would this be the military standard territoriogle or the Azingloriax omniogle magnificus?” she retorted, blithely abusing the Island Standard language as much as he. 
 
    “It is the most comprehensive form of oglanalysis known to Humankind; oglipotent in every sense of the word. Now, I wish to oglinspect your every inch undisturbed. Kindly turn around, gorgeous creature. Slowly, please. Slower. Verrrrrrryyyy good. Oh, yes – uh, oglificient!” 
 
    When she returned to facing him, he found a quirked eyebrow asking the question. 
 
    “Well, if I died tonight …” 
 
    Nyahi promptly shut his mouth with a kiss. “Every comment except that one.” 
 
    Bang! Bang-bang-bang! The door shook violently as a fist pummelled it without. “Marshal, come quickly! You have to –” 
 
    Asturbar roared, “Does the whole stinking world know where I am? One kiss! That’s all I wanted. One kiss, and a decent ogling session! Can’t a man command any peace around here?” 
 
    BOOM!! This time, the fortress shook. That blow was way above their heads, and bigger than anything he cared to imagine just then. 
 
    Iridiana quipped, “Peace is apparently not an option.” 
 
    Asturbar began to grumble under his breath, but found himself folded through the keyhole, turned inside out, and whisked on a whistle-stop tour of the fortress ending at an arrow slot overlooking Azhukazi’s operations. Really? Marshal no-power had just arrived on the field of battle. 
 
    Sans dignity. 
 
    What he saw blew every other thought clean out of his head. 
 
    Previously, Azhukazi had raised creatures from bones that looked and behaved like real Dragonkind. This squat, broad-bellied monster was vaguely shaped like a Dragon without wings, but it had bone hammers the size of hundred-foot Dragonships for its forepaws, and evinced a lumpen, unfinished quality of form, as if the Necromancer had run out of power midway or simply not bothered to complete his creation. The vast, heavily muscled back and flanks wore grey-black flesh in strips as tattered as a beggar’s robes, streaked white with preposterously thick thews. Dull, malicious green eyes gazed out at the world over a broad, misshapen muzzle as though personally affronted by everything it saw. He wanted to say the creature was a hundred and fifty feet tall. Two hundred was likely shy of the mark; it dwarfed any self-respecting Asjujian Emoflit by a considerable margin, and though it moved ponderously, the power of each slow-motion blow shook the Island to its roots. Asturbar could almost hear the ragions crying out as the slow, steady pounding reverberated throughout the Island, and his boots leaped off the stone at every impact. 
 
    Azhukazi’s creation steadily worked at enlarging the hole. It shuffled about on spatulate paws, the armoured protuberances of its belly scraping the ground with a leathery metallic sound, snuffling and grunting in some guttural form of Dragonish. The paw hammers rose and fell, thumping out its dreadful drumbeat. Several dozen Lesser Dragons laboured around its flanks, clearing the rubble, but by far the greater number engaged with Thoralian’s Drakes in the skies above in bloody battle. 
 
    Freaking ragion stink, that thing was an obscenity! 
 
    He grinned briefly as the left forepaw-hammer brained an inattentive Lesser Dragon. Intelligence had clearly been elided from the design. Nonetheless, he had no doubt in his mind that given sufficient time, it would pound its way through any Island, given as it was the size of a small Island! 
 
    “Where’s the Iolite Blue?” Nyahi whispered. 
 
    He scanned the area. “Oh, what do you know? He’s doing an Iridiana.” 
 
    “A what?” Following his finger, she snorted, “Oh, very funny. His post-magical snooze, did you mean? What an unpleasant little man you are. Metal in the cranium, clearly. Shall we therefore attack?” 
 
    They shared fierce grins. “Feeling feisty, my dearest … ah, kaleidoscopic phantasm?” 
 
    “Indeed.” He had balked at trying to prod her – well, somewhere, but she managed to form an appendage that tinged his armour like a bell. “You’ve been meaning to charge a few things, haven’t you, Big Boots?” 
 
    How well did she know him? “Eh …” 
 
    “Walls feeling claustrophobic. No real, honourable battle to the fore, equals one frustrated soldier?” 
 
    “You’re imagining things,” he protested. 
 
    “When we’re down there, just start waving your axe, Boots. I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Asturbar might have suggested something impolite about females at that point, especially Dragonesses. 
 
    Nyahi just chuckled, Hold on to your trousers, my Marshal! 
 
    Whoosh! 
 
    Preparation, soldiers claimed, was nine-tenths of the victory. They had trained for this scenario multiple times there in the Doldrums. Nothing could have primed Asturbar for the very particular experience of assaulting over two dozen Lesser Dragons ostensibly on a singlehanded suicide mission. At least, that was how the Dragons would see the matter. One large, metal-encased snack on legs was fast incoming, they clearly thought. That was, before Asturbar took a mighty sweep with his axe, which morphed into a shimmering spectral blade fully seventy feet tall, and summarily cleft three of them in twain. 
 
    Asturbar dearly hoped the purple sparks skittering off the hides of the surprised-looking Dragons – as they fell apart literally in pieces – were not anything important belonging to Nyahi. That was a foul thought, but exhilarating all the same. 
 
    “Wow … a bit dizzy,” said his girl, returning to clasp her scintillant fires about his axe. “The big one, Boots. Go for that one. See if we can’t chop off those hammers.” 
 
    “Keep this form, alright?” 
 
    “Doing my best.” 
 
    No point in clarifying, ‘We’re dead if you don’t.’ She knew that. Instead, he said, “Know when to retreat. You call it, alright?” 
 
    “No heroics?” 
 
    “I’ll settle for a few. THE MISTRALS!” 
 
    The Azingloriax warrior’s heart leaped as he sprang into battle. The joy was fierce within him, a snarling beast contained in his chest and belly, and there was wild laughter upon his tongue. The Dragons saw him coming. Some paused in shock, others raced to meet his charge. 
 
    “Club!” roared Asturbar, and swung with all his might, left to right. The Dragons blinked as her Chaos power turned normal space inside out, appearing to leap between fractions of a second to wallop their leader squarely in the jowls. Dragons were not used to being assaulted out of apparently thin air. Their reactions were incredibly fast, but remained attuned to real, physical events and forces, even in the heat and speed of battle. Thus, the Dragon was just beginning to bellow his challenge when the force of their combined strike splintered his fangs and swung the fifty-tonne beast right off his paws, shovelling him into a snarl of his fellows. One Dragoness, evading the fracas with enviable agility, sprang for Asturbar. He thrust out the axe. “Punch!” 
 
    WHOMP! The force of their strike lifted the Dragoness clean off her paws. 
 
    Snapped neck? Move! 
 
    Then they were sprinting past the smaller Dragons, around the rim of the smoking sinkhole, angling for the huge brute. On his own, the soldier knew he would barely have been able to scratch the beast. His boots pounded the tan rock dust as he pumped his arms, aiming for maximum velocity. Up a small slope. Dodge a fireball. Hit that boulder – jump! With the power of his Azingloriax frame, Asturbar hurtled twelve feet into the air as he swung his axe in an almighty overhand blow. 
 
    CLAAANNGGG!! 
 
    The shock was all wrong. A terrible pain ran through his arms and wrists as the spectral form visibly shuddered and recoiled; Nyahi cried out wildly, but then it seemed that the innards of his belly stirred and jolted back against the pain, somehow partially absorbing or shielding the impact. Asturbar collapsed to his knees, clutching his stomach. He was certain he should be vomiting blood. 
 
    “Retreat …” 
 
    “No.” Nyahi was up, facing him as her Dragoness. “Iridium flare.” 
 
    “Ah. Metal-reinforced bones.” 
 
    Her eyes whirled gently at him. “Yes. Clever of Azhukazi.” 
 
    Then, before she could possibly have seen or sensed the attack originating behind her, she whirled with a slight flaring of magic unfamiliar to Asturbar. A fireball somehow coiled about them and rebounded full into the face of an attacking Yellow Shapeshifter, who was forced to choke down his own fire as the Iridium Dragoness leaned aside like a curl of smoke. The Shifter missed his attack by tens of feet. 
 
    “Fly!” roared Asturbar. 
 
    Iridiana took off right across the nose of the brutish non-Dragon, before being forced to about-face as a trio of powerful Orange Shapeshifters tried to swipe her head off her shoulders. She left them clutching mauve smoke once more as her power wriggled them past fangs and talons, with only a momentary scrape upon her left flank to show for it. Asturbar found himself clasped in her paw, and it seemed to him in the heat of that instant that they drew closer than ever before, for he could sense the drive of her thoughts and anticipate her responses; his apprehension of the creature’s dim-witted surprise as the mosquito-like Dragoness flitted across his nose once more caused fiery laughter to seethe in her Dragoness-hearts, and her readying of her powers brought a corresponding sense of drawing upon both of their reserves. He saw an arrow-like whiteness flaring inside of her throat – how, he had no idea – but the pull of it upon his person was as if a fey note had been plucked upon his heartstrings. Her fire flared incandescent, and sliced through the behemoth’s upraised right paw, passing cleanly through both the hammer part and the wrist behind it. 
 
    Then she was crying out, falling, recovering with an ungainly, desperate flurry of wingbeats, and she took several heavy blows before a gasping chill surrounded them. Azhukazi’s unseen attack! Iridiana landed with bruising force on the rough stone edge of the sinkhole, skidded along upon her belly, and with a low wail toppled into the hole. “No!” 
 
    “Yes!” Asturbar yelled. “Down! Find cover!” 
 
    Perhaps what Azhukazi could not see, he would fail to touch with his power. Why did he have no Browns in his service? That was an oddity. 
 
    To her credit, his Dragoness was deft of wing and paw, if not well-versed in the art of manoeuvring in tight quarters. She took numerous blows on her wing bones, paws and tail as she threaded through the blackened devastation to what had been the central staircase. From there she forced her way downward into the relative safety of the below-ground levels. Much had collapsed, but there was enough cover to make targeting the compact Dragoness, a quarter to a third of the size of any of Azhukazi’s troops, extremely difficult. 
 
    Yuaki. Yuaki, she gasped. 
 
    They bumpily negotiated five floors in record time. 
 
    He called, Here. To the side where it’s thinner … was she reading the terrain from his mind? Or how could she possibly be navigating this fast and accurately, with barely a few gasped instructions from him? 
 
    A hole! Asturbar cried, pointing. Smart Brown. As Nyahi arrowed for the hole in what had been the side wall of the main living quarters abutting the defensive front battlements of the fortress building, which included space within to facilitate the movement of soldiers, she became incongruously smaller, as if seeking to fit the narrowing space … the dangerously narrowing hole … squinting into the gloom, he made out the deviously grinning form of the Brown Shapeshifter – in her Human form. What? Why? Magic for Shifters was so much easier in the Dragon manifestation. 
 
    Dragoness and Azingloriax jolted as one with realisation. Danger! 
 
    Contrary to common Isles sense, Iridiana accelerated. She seemed to penetrate the rushing air at an impossible speed, as though she alone passed like flour through the sieve of reality. The Shifter’s face whitened. A dagger upraised, tipped with some creepy crimson fire – me first! Asturbar shouted. Squeezing through the ten-foot thickness of wall, Iridiana’s form elongated bizarrely into one of her plants as she shuffled him along her length in a desperate contortion of protodraconic limbs, and then he popped back to full size! Asturbar crashed into Yuaki, grappling for the dagger which struck his plate armour full-on and skidded aside, but the Shapeshifter rebounded with uncanny speed, and then darted away into the darkness. 
 
    He wanted to pursue. He had to. 
 
    Instead, Asturbar found himself fading. Too much magic … 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: A Killing Mood 
 
      
 
    “THAT WAS NOT me!” roared the Brown Shapeshifter. “Anyone will tell you – everyone – I was down on level thirty shoring up our final defensive positions!” 
 
    Asturbar massaged his pounding temples. “Please. Whisper.” 
 
    “It was not!” 
 
    “I’m just trying to understand.” He groaned, gagged and then vomited bile into a bucket Bantukor had helpfully placed next to his Marshal’s boot. “Gaah, I feel as if I swallowed one of those luminous Asjujian slugs butt first!” 
 
    “Marshal Asturbar,” Iridiana clucked primly, apparently not warming to his Sub-Commanders’ appreciative chuckles. 
 
    “Seems we might have a Chameleon infestation in the House, sah,” Bantukor offered. 
 
    The Marshal made to answer, and instead had to dive for the bucket again. He had nothing left to throw up, but his stomach insisted on making a variety of noisily creative attempts. 
 
    “Hmm, you sound like my wife when she’s pregnant, sah,” another Sub-Commander added. 
 
    If he hadn’t been feeling so wretched, Asturbar would gladly have torn someone’s head off for that comment. “Checks!” he rattled finally. “So you said … urk … the thing brought out a drill an hour ago? Azhukazi’s – urp, excuse me …” 
 
    “Maybe you should go to bed, sah?” 
 
    “Bantukor.” 
 
    “Sah?” 
 
    “Go run at that wall until I tell you to stop, soldier.” He gagged again. “Dan – weeeurrgh!” 
 
    “You really do sound like my wife –” 
 
    “Do you understand death by gradual intestinal extraction, Commander?” snarled Asturbar. “Answer the question before I leave my boot prints all over your festering gums!” 
 
    “Yes, sah,” said Bantukor, failing to smother another guffaw. “The beast is drilling through the top as we speak. It appears that our friendly saboteur undermined a section of the floor on level seven. We have made running repairs, but it’s only a matter of time before we are all staring down a slug’s gullet.” 
 
    “Estimate?” 
 
    “Perhaps as little as half an hour, sah.” 
 
    Speaking into the bucket, the Marshal said, “The people?” 
 
    “I ordered them down to the last levels, but everyone wants to fight, sah. Many refused.” 
 
    Asturbar felt his throat swell. Good thing he was glowering at the contents of his stomach in the base of that brown Dragonhide bucket, or his soldiers would have seen the tears start in his eyes. 
 
    Iridiana’s forepaw rubbed his back. “Alright, Boots?” 
 
    Far more narked than he likely had a right to be, he growled, “Good. Deploy them all; the more able to the front, the less able further back. We will not go down without a fight.” 
 
    “Sah! Sah, it be Dragons! Again, sah!” 
 
    The messenger boy’s shrill excitement cut across their meeting. Sant’t’ban always seemed to time his entries during their stand-up meetings in the Greeting Hall, and today was no exception. Skinny legs with scabby kneecaps came bounding down from the entrance to eleven, where the observation post was located, with that artless, energetic enthusiasm common to nine year-old boys everywhere. 
 
    Chanbar said drily, “Sant’t’ban?” 
 
    “Yes, sah!” 
 
    “Friend or foe, boy?” 
 
    “Friends to be sure, Marshal – uh, previous Marshal, sah. Did the … uh, the wiggly thing …” Clearly losing track of his thought as he tried to reproduce the gesture with his hands, he then blurted out in a flapping panic, “Shapeshifters! They done coming inside, sah!” 
 
    “Shifters!” Asturbar hurled the bucket aside, clanging Bantukor in his armoured leg. The soldier ignored it pointedly. “It has to be Thoralian. Alert! Don’t worry, my dear –” 
 
    “I’m not afraid of Thoralian!” 
 
    Scabby murgalizards, her fangs had come within an inch of snapping shut upon his helmet! Then … how could she be more afraid of Azhukazi than the Marshals Thoralian? Why? Something like a thought-scent or trace communicated to him as she glared at him, paw upraised in half-apology, but then her mind dissolved into a swirling maelstrom of colours and contours. 
 
    So much he would have to process later. 
 
    Asturbar wobbled off toward the long entryway tunnel, trying to unhitch his battle-axe and not collapse in a sweating heap simultaneously. The Dragons on guard were roaring, the catapult engineers were having apoplectic fits, and apparently the Shifters had already brushed or rushed past Bantukor’s infantry units, because they seemed to be charging in the wrong direction, back inside the fortress. In a second he had Yuaki and Iridiana bristling either side of him in their Dragoness               forms, and a dozen Lesser Dragons backing him up like a squad of the ultimate Heavies, when a voice from the past boomed down the tunnel: 
 
    “Don’t you fire bolts at my behind, boy. I’ll make you eat them!” 
 
    Asturbar reeled as he tried to place that irascible growl. Snap decision. “Hold! HOLD FIRE!” 
 
    “Sah, do you mean that?” 
 
    To his enormous annoyance, Asturbar found himself tucked away behind a protective wedge of soldiers and pair of aggressive Dragonesses, having his orders questioned to boot. Someone’s head was going to fly so fast, it would not even bother to roll. It would clang off the Island into the Cloudlands. 
 
    He barked, “I said, hold fire!” 
 
    A moment later, a whole entourage poured out of the tunnel, and he had a first look at his visitors – against a backdrop of some very red-faced soldiers who should have stopped them. His gaze leaped first to a smooth-skinned giant of a man, who had gladiator written all over him. Scars. Rippling muscles. Menacing scowl. His protective posture toward a tiny, blue-haired woman, who – 
 
    “Marshal Huaricithe!” he spluttered. 
 
    “Commander Asturbar,” purred the renowned Shapeshifter Dragoness, who despite being perfectly nude, also seemed perfectly in command of the situation. “At last, a sensible head in these parts. With respect.” 
 
    Asturbar did not trust himself to speak, for his regard had now alighted upon the tall, scarred girl standing in their midst. What a glorious mane of rainbow-hued hair! He had never imagined the like. This young woman must once have been a great beauty, but her scarring was hideous, by leagues the worst case of Shifter pox he had ever seen. Yet when her lambent amethyst eyes lit upon him and he beheld the innermost enigmas of the universe gleaming within, he knew her at once for the most powerful of their number, and a thrill shivered his very soul. The Jewels of Instashi quivered too, as though her presence stirred them anew. 
 
    Star Dragoness! Did he stand in the presence of legend? Oddly, she looked familiar. Wasn’t she far too youthful to hold such an exalted station? 
 
    Nonsensical thoughts aside, he felt as if his own grave was trying to suck him in with untimely haste. Asturbar wanted to deny the pain in his gut, but it radiated so heatedly throughout his body, he was sweating as if he suffered a soaring fever. Strange yellow lights played in the corners of his vision. Ignoring the soldiers and Dragons forming an irritable half-circle around the intruders, he flicked his attention to the fourth companion, a severe-looking fellow who stalked in lithe battle readiness behind the scarred girl, with a long, unfamiliar dagger clutched in either hand and the pommel of a mighty sword rising behind his right shoulder. Clothed, so therefore most likely not a Shapeshifter, unlike his companions. He was all whipcord muscle and taut self-control, and his eyes betrayed a disturbing intensity he had seldom encountered in a man before. Magic? Asturbar would not have wanted to take him on in a sword fight. Straight bone crunching? No problem. 
 
    “Asturbar, eh?” snorted the huge and also very naked man. Shapeshifters, Asturbar was learning, had issues with clothing – which had not been a problem for him around Iridiana, he had to admit, until his jealousy came swarming to the fore. “Huh! They make man-Dragons in my size now, I see! I’m Gangurtharr! Shapeshifter!” 
 
    Striding forward, he clasped forearms with the Marshal, and they took each other’s measure in the way of powerful men who offered no quarter and expected none in return. Gangurtharr seemed pleased to be taller, but a subtle visual measuring of the Azingloriax warrior’s heroic shoulders and biceps made his forehead crease between his brows. Asturbar should not be so shallow as to feel pleased! 
 
    He said, “Gangurtharr of the Pits, eh? You’ve quite the reputation, noble Dragon.” 
 
    Actually, in his youth, he had been a rabid fan of the Gladiator and his signature body-slam moves, but he was not about to admit drooling admiration now, was he? 
 
    Had this Dragon always been a Shapeshifter? They hid their kind well! 
 
    “Well-earned, too!” boomed Gangurtharr, stretching hugely – apparently for the benefit of all the ladies and Dragonesses in the room. He hoped Iridiana was not looking, but it sounded as if all her fires were blushing at once. Asturbar loathed him instantly. 
 
    “He’s such a show-off. Learned that in the Pits too,” the tiny Huaricithe said pointedly, elbowing past the giant in a way that made Asturbar’s grin spring back to his lips. Oh, really? These two were bonded! He had never liked Tahootax the Terrible, who had notoriously pursued the powerful Shapeshifter Dragoness some years before. She added crisply, “Marshal, the Thoralians are on our collective tails. Very quickly, may I introduce –” 
 
    “The Star Dragoness?” he said. “Yes, we know. She tried to kill my Iridiana.” 
 
    “I –” The scarred woman reached out to touch the arms of her male companions, restraining their anger. “Don’t. We are allies, even if you don’t realise it yet, Asturbar.” 
 
    “Marshal Asturbar,” said he, “and we are no allies until you apol –” 
 
    The severe man cried, “How dare you? Look upon this woman, and see what she has given for our Island-World, you craven cur! What have you dared? What have you done?” 
 
    Balling his fists, the Azingloriax warrior stumped forward blindly. 
 
    “Asturbar,” Iridiana interrupted, in a voice like cool rain. “I dreamed of the Star Dragoness, and it is I who invited her here.” 
 
    “WHAT?” 
 
    For several seconds, the room spun about him. He saw many stars and not a single one had lanced out of the Star Dragoness. Faintly, he heard a voice note, “He is not well,” and another, “May I touch and heal him?” Iridiana put in, “A moment, please. He’s a proud man.” 
 
    Asturbar chuckled weakly, grabbing his gut. Stupid skin felt as if it were burning from the inside. As his vision cleared, he gritted out, “Not so proud as to … take back hot words. Your Storm magic was uncontrolled, was it not?” He saw the girl’s nod from the corner of his eye. That mutilation upon her cheek exposed the bone! A necrotic pox? Holy Fra’anior! He straightened. For the sake of all, he must swallow his anger. Judgement could wait upon her deeds. “I am Asturbar, and this is Iridiana, the Iridium Shapeshifter Dragoness.” 
 
    “Iridium? That colour is unheard-of,” Huaricithe breathed. 
 
    The Dragoness Iridiana made a graceful genuflection, like a dragonet swooping over a lake. Yet she too seemed to be watching this Aranya with wary attention, as if she yearned to ask a bewildering or even inexpressible question, but dared not. Or did her expression convey pity? 
 
    “Huh. You’re from Yazê-a-Kûz?” Gangurtharr sniffed. 
 
    “Yes, it seems they’ve been concealing their Shapeshifters,” Huari noted evenly. 
 
    Asturbar absorbed their reaction curiously. They were right. To his knowledge, Yazê-a-Kûz had never produced a single Shapeshifter in any lineage – where, then, did Iridiana come from? Her very life must be seen as a slight to one of her parents or ancestors, for how else could Shapeshifter powers arise in a Line such as hers, if not by infidelity? Perilous Isles indeed. No wonder her parents had responded so negatively to her coming into her powers. Yet had Chanbar been the one to influence them into letting her live in exile? Curious. Could Chanbar know or suspect who the Shifter might have been? If there had been poisoning, that was understandable, but it still did not explain her magical heritage. He had not broached the subject with Nyahi, mindful of her privacy and honour. 
 
    The tall girl in turn bowed most curiously and stiffly, apparently unselfconscious of her nudity, but Asturbar was left wondering if the Star had once known incredible grace, only to be blighted inwardly as well as out by her battle with the pox. What a travesty! 
 
    Aranya said, “This is Ri’arion of Fra’anior, a mighty warrior-monk, who is married to an Azure Shapeshifter named Zuziana, who in turn – it’s a long tale. I carry her here, within my soul. She’s my best friend.” Her hand rose to touch her eyes, momentarily obscuring the cratered disfigurement of her cheek. She spoke with a most exotic accent, seeming to arrange her countless vowel tones and shades to profound melody. “Gang and Huari, you appear to know. For my part, I am the Princess Aranya of Immadia, daughter of Izariela, daughter of Istariela the White Dragoness, the fabled beloved of Fra’anior. I am an Amethyst Shapeshifter, and the Star Dragoness.” 
 
    Asturbar and Iridiana each bowed according to their customs, and introduced the Commanders and the Dragons. A Princess, he thought. A quaint notion plucked straight out of the oldest ballads and breathed into life. Then, his heart lurched like a drunken soldier inside his chest. She just identified herself as the granddaughter of holy Fra’anior. Blasphemy! Yet he kept his face serene. Almost like a Herimor glamour. Wait for her. Wait for the Star Dragoness to reveal the tilt of her paw. 
 
    In mellifluous tones roughened by the rasp of her breathing, Aranya said, “I am scarred, as you can see, by a long and bitter conflict with the Thoralians which began North of the Rift, when they invaded my home Isle. The war raged from –” 
 
    “Again, a very long story,” Ri’arion cut in, his tone unambiguously urging haste. 
 
    That one lacked social graces. 
 
    The Princess said evenly, “Stories anon. Most recently, we were fighting him – them – through the Straits of Hordazar when I heard and responded to the urgent call from Iridiana. I am sorry about the effects of my storm. Terribly sorry, for aye, it was uncontrolled, Marshal Asturbar. I have … too much magic.” 
 
    She smiled, and Iridiana smiled beside him, and Asturbar suddenly realised how very much alike they must appear, in their Human forms. He shivered. What … 
 
    “But now I must tell you that the Thoralians have captured and enslaved my beloved Shadow Dragon, and when he arrives, all of your protections shall be as nought. No mere walls can withstand the might of the Shadow.” 
 
    Star married to Shadow. Fitting, this juxtaposition of opposites. Asturbar said, “How soon?” 
 
    “Five minutes, no more,” Aranya said briskly. “We bypassed the Thoralians with a touch of – well, call it magical cheating – in order to heed this call. Iridiana, you said that an Iolite Blue Dragon holds the – what was that?” 
 
    “That was the ceiling coming down,” said Asturbar. 
 
    With a graceful, full genuflection formed by the lowering arch of her long neck, Yuaki clarified, “O peerless Star Dragoness, that would be Azhukazi the Iolite Blue, also called the Necromancer.” 
 
    He could have sworn he caught a glint in the girl’s eye, which suggested droll amusement at the degree of reverence communicated by the Brown Shapeshifter’s tone, and then Asturbar became annoyed with himself. Of course, she was royalty. She must lap up the attention like a hungry Dragoness supping on delicacies. He wasn’t about to start actually liking this young woman. Yet he sensed a vulnerable quality within her, a soft heart underpinning a being like a steely blade forged by circumstance and woe, and the strange, intense man’s words replayed in his mind. See what she has given for our Island-World! Her apology had seemed genuine, too. Could the fabled powers of Fra’anior himself truly indwell that woefully spare, maltreated frame? 
 
    Then, Aranya stepped forward as though she owned the very air for majestic robes, whispering, O noble Iridiana, might I perchance touch thine eyes? 
 
    The Iridium Dragoness lowered her head at once. Not meekly, but with the honour of an Uxâtati-a-Tân of a mighty realm, and for the first time, watching the two Shapeshifters interact, he truly felt as baseborn as any balladeer might style his station. He was an outsider upon the stage of fate as a Dragoness lowered her muzzle to touch the hand of another woman who, in truth, was also a Dragoness. Matched natures. He could never be such. Yet now, the Princess’ gleaming eyes shuttered as she sucked in a never-ending breath. Her slim limbs trembled; her lips moved slightly as if she were praying, and then he saw the power leave her. It was the whitest of fires that sparked from her palm laid flat upon Iridiana’s nose, that entered his girlfriend’s flesh and thence struck deep and true through the magical pathways of her being, igniting the insides of her fire orbs like a lightning strike. 
 
    Nyahi gasped. She staggered and dropped to one knee. Unnnhhh … 
 
    The pain seemed fleeting. 
 
    Then, her gaze swivelled to Asturbar. For the very first time, even he saw the miracle of focus take place, like a tightening or amplifying of the patterns of fire swirling within her eyes – he could not rightly describe what the difference was, but the impact was undeniable. She saw him in every detail. 
 
    This was a Star’s power? Unspeakable! 
 
    He said, “Nyahi?” 
 
    “Oh! Oh Boots, I –” In a sparkling explosion of psychedelic beauty, the Chaos Shifter seared away around the great Hall, carolling her joy as she skimmed across the landings and played amidst the huge, downward-hanging mage-light chandeliers, drawing exclamations of delight from the onlookers. Spiralling, somersaulting, soaring, her flight was a miracle of wonder. 
 
    After thirty seconds of watching her free-flying artistry, Asturbar shrugged and said to no-one in particular, “That’s what she does when she’s happiest.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Just a moment later, the vaulted ceiling’s shadows bulged outward in an unseemly fashion above the Iridium Shapeshifter’s flight. Nyahi jinked away at high speed, evading the reflexive clutches of a darkly majestic Dragon that apparently detached himself from nothingness and dropped toward the group as though he expected his landing space to be cleared forthwith. Above and behind him, three draconic heads materialised from thin air like sallow moths emerging from ethereal chrysalises, only these were the muzzles and skulls of the most enormous Shapeshifters Asturbar had ever seen – well, perhaps they did not possess the broad immensity of a two-headed Tahootax the Terrible, but these shell-brothers evinced a strangely serpentine muscularity in their body shape, like the dangerous Heritage Pythons he had once seen up in Nyahi’s realm. Which was Thoralian? Or were they so closely linked, they all used the same name? The triune Thoralian; was he augmented in power as a result? 
 
    Never had he experienced the presence of evil with such power and immediacy. 
 
    The soldier in him would want to decry such a conclusion as superstitious. But when one’s very soul shivered in awareness of its mortality, logic became superfluous. He knew. 
 
    Azhukazi was a neophyte. These Dragons were the masters. 
 
    In a flash, Nyahi rejoined him in her diamond bracelet form, and he placed a soothing hand upon her moulding to his forearm, a wordless expression of solidarity. The Shapeshifters passed into their Dragon forms with dull implosions of displaced air. Gangurtharr became the hulking brute Asturbar remembered, thickset and massively powerful, his deceptively obese figure disguising mounds of smooth muscle that had gulled many an opponent to an untimely death. He moved like a Dragon half his bulk, but his colouration was very peculiar indeed, the Grey-Green of a Lesser Dragon mixed with a much deeper burgundy Red. Huaricithe was a compact Dragoness of some seventy feet in length, small in stature by Herimor standards, but her Navy-Blue colouration underscored her claim to the higher Dragon powers. Aranya was a shade larger than Iridiana, and exhibited an extraordinary, almost luminous gemstone colouration that definitely earned her the right to be called an Amethyst Dragoness – yet was the Star Dragoness not meant to be white? Or blue, as legend told of Hualiama? Her Dragoness form clearly displayed the ravages of her pox scars. 
 
    He shoved his existential confusion aside. Battle loomed. Right here inside his walls. 
 
    “Bantukor. Defensive positions at the entrance. Turn half of the catapults toward the Hall. And get those idiots off the landings!” 
 
    Onlookers? Really? 
 
    “Sah!” 
 
    “Where’s Azhukazi?” 
 
    He could see no sign of the Iolite Blue as yet, but he would doubtless be joining the party that fate had just casually tossed together. Bundle half a dozen of the most powerful Dragons in the Island-World into a single underground chamber, and watch the fangs and fireballs fly. Battles in enclosed quarters tended to be brutal, toe-to-toe affairs as combatants slugged it out. This could get ugly. Very ugly indeed. 
 
    Directly in his mind, Iridiana said, Aranya says her under-Cloudlands force is ten minutes out. Maybe, just maybe they can rescue some people … 
 
    Again, an-ultra rapid decision. Yuaki, listen. I’ve a small job for you and your team … 
 
    If Azhukazi was coming in through the top, they needed a bolthole beneath. That, and the luck of the very stars upon their side, if the hazy picture formed in his Dragoness’ mind was accurate. Lizard-like Dragons beneath the Cloudlands? A rescue-posse somehow passing through those toxic realms to spear into the underbelly of the Thoralians’ advance – and if he was present in all three forms, then who was guarding the First Egg … no. One of these three must be an illusion. Clever! 
 
    But, which one? Did Aranya know? 
 
    I’ll tell her. Shielded telepathy needed, Iridiana said tautly. 
 
    The Thoralians and the Shadow Dragon descended with flared wings and leisurely insouciance, bent on proclaiming who was boss of this confrontation. Asturbar several times checked the rapid deployment of his forces, but knew from the Thoralians’ reputation that any conventional defence was likely to be futile. The magical power practically sparked off those three beasts. His eyes narrowed. Yet were two of the shell-brothers flying a touch gingerly, as if recently injured? Perhaps the Amethyst had been busy slapping the face of evil about Herimor, as they claimed – hopefully hard, with talons bared. He scanned the descending triplet carefully. Slight physical differences suggested that they were likely not three Dragons raised from one egg, as some legends claimed. Cold steamed off their Yellow-White scales and rimed their talons, displaying at least one vector of power. Ice attacks. The coal-black Shadow Dragon descended utterly soundlessly, like the Shadow for which he was named, and Asturbar had to admit he found that beast somewhere between awesome and terrifying. Dragons were the supreme predators of the Island-World, and this creature strutted his claim to that throne effortlessly. 
 
    Quietly, Aranya said, Ardan, thou my soul’s Shadow, wilt thou not turn from this course? 
 
    The three Thoralians rasped as one, Ardan is mine to command. 
 
    Asturbar bit his lip. Freakish! The hulking black Dragon, all blocky mass through the torso and a raging case of Dragon ego, ignored her plea. His fire-eyes seemed curiously devoid of life, like dull mirrors obscuring what should have been bonfires of vibrant draconic magic within. Oh, what a tale of woe! How Nyahi trembled upon his arm; he realised how deeply this interaction affected her. 
 
    Then, the Thoralians and the Shadow landed. 
 
    Belligerently, Gangurtharr said, “Back for another whipping, you yellow smear of slug slime? You fled with your poor little tail tucked between your legs last time, as I recall.” 
 
    The Thoralians snarled as one, “You are insignificant, flabby belly. BE SILENT!” 
 
    Freaky. Far worse, the psychic uppercut that accompanied those words. Asturbar realised that the Star Dragoness had somehow shielded their minds from being snuffed out, for she groaned and swayed upon her paws. An instant migraine blossomed behind his eyes. 
 
    The foremost of the trio of Yellow-Whites pointed upward with his right forepaw. “Indeed, you are all insignificant blemishes on my path to the ultimate destiny – a destiny you of pathetic minds and stunted ambition cannot possibly imagine! But my prize is about to drop into my paws. Don’t you dare interfere, Aranya – you or your coterie of tiny paw lickers – or I will channel the First Egg’s power to pinch out the wick of every life upon this pathetic Island.” 
 
    So why not just do that and save himself the bother? 
 
    Stealing a glance at Aranya, for he knew Nyahi was firmly on track with his thoughts, Asturbar observed an eerie light enter her extraordinary eyes. Yes. She was more than aware. 
 
    How much had their recent affray cost both sides? This Aranya moved like a Dragoness ten times her apparent age. The Thoralians, restlessly drifting apart as they positioned themselves in a shallow arc facing Aranya, also did not move with anything approaching ease. Dragons were supposed to recover from battles with infeasible ease. Not so much these. They had that slightly creased look at the edges of the eyes which always crept up on soldiers during an attritional campaign. 
 
    GRAABBOOM! 
 
    With an immense report, the ceiling cracked apart and Azhukazi made his grand entrance, belling at the top of his lungs, AZHUKAZI!! 
 
    Cue mayhem. 
 
    As one beast, the Shapeshifter Dragons surged into a single, incredible tangle right beneath the tumbling slabs of stone. No ducking away for such as these! Fangs champing. Powers booming. Granite shattering and splintering in every direction. Hefting his battle-axe, Asturbar jammed his visor down over his face and balanced upon the balls of his feet, waiting for the right moment to strike. A shadow of Dragonish proportions slipped into and out of reality, trying and failing to outwit a shaped shield that Aranya kept phasing around her companions, keeping her cool with incredible levels of focus as her massive mate clashed, and clashed again, with the white-fires that kept sparking in his face. Had she planned this? How did she even know where Ardan was going to be? Future prediction? A deeper link to the Shadow none of them suspected? 
 
    The Iridium Dragoness seared around one Thoralian’s head before making her strike, but her fangs rebounded off his ultra-cold skin as though it were made of iron. She dodged three rapid bites, and a sidelong swipe of his talons, but then the battle rolled over her and he lost sight. In a blur of mauve, Thoralian lost a foot off his wingtip and Ardan took a crashing blow to the side of the jaw as he re-materialised from his eerie nothingness, but she was too small to make much impact. A Thoralian tail smashed her across the chamber, but Gangurtharr was there, partly catching the blow’s force with his shoulder as he raked his talons across Thoralian’s underparts. He winced – any man would! The Yellow-White shrugged him off however and lunged for Iridiana, who smashed a blurred uppercut into his jaw which, despite dislodging chips of white fangs, appeared only to annoy Thoralian. A crushing wall of ice swept her and the Gladiator backward, pummelling them heavily until a shimmering barrier from the Star allowed them to sideslip and escape the barrage. 
 
    Under cover of Aranya’s shielding, Iridiana broke off and returned for Asturbar, panting heavily. She looked shaken. “Wow. Tough crew.” 
 
    “You alright?” 
 
    The Dragoness began to form a haughty glare, before snaffling him into her paw with a burbling laugh. “I’m tougher.” 
 
    At that instant a second and much more violent broadside from the Thoralians, a finely synchronised, coruscating wall of blue ice, swept across the entire chamber, instantly blast-freezing everything in its path. Iridiana Shifted through it, but the residual cold was more than enough to make Asturbar’s eyes feel frozen in their sockets. Never had he considered the purity of cold as a weapon. An almighty chill radiated off the Thoralians in great white streamers as they rose into the air, circling each other, operating as a perfect unit – if one was the fake, Asturbar could not distinguish him from the others. Again and again, shards of ice the size and weight of Dragonships swept the battlefield. Azhukazi dodged expertly or broke through with timed punches of his forepaws. Asturbar saw golden Dragon blood already frozen to his knuckles. Aranya was all wily subtlety, angling her shields so neatly that the ice slid over them or deflected off with minimal effort. She did not endure a single head-on blow – she was an accomplished fighter for her size and age, he noted, giving out far more damage than she received. Then, the bruiser Gangurtharr seized Ardan just as he floated into being, and the two males tore into each other with ferocious snarls. 
 
    The monk seemed to have performed a vanishing act – or was that the flash of an inhumanly large sword in the air behind Azhukazi? That wretched sulky-face could fly? 
 
    No time. He gauged the close combatants with a professional eye. The battle was already bloody. Close quarters, both sides suffering heavy hits. They must hit the Thoralians first, and hardest, whilst they were distracted by the allied Dragons – after two or three initial rounds of powers and strikes … 
 
    His Dragoness nodded. Yes. 
 
    Already, the Dragons broke apart as though impelled by invisible blows, panting and blowing hard, sizing each other up with untrammelled hatred. No love lost here. The atmosphere simmered between them, fire and ice and fury intermingled, and he smelled the unmistakable ozone tang of a Dragon’s lightning power. Aranya’s scales smoked, her colour tending slightly toward ashen amethyst now, he saw, like old coals turning white as a bonfire guttered. 
 
    White … like Istariela? Was that why a warrior monk from Fra’anior’s own Isle followed her? 
 
    Battle-axe, hissed Iridiana. 
 
    They saw their chance. Seized it. With a tremendous overhand blow, Asturbar-Iridiana scythed across the chamber and belted the living fires out of one of the Thoralians. The Yellow-White triplicate threw up a hasty ice shield, but the power of the combined strike rattled them all. The backlash was appalling. Asturbar found himself falling through the air, black spots dancing before his eyes. Hell fires! Twisting. Seeing Iridiana shrinking toward the apex of the blow – realising their inexperience had almost destroyed her – screaming as Azhukazi swept down – a slow blink of the eyes as the Thoralian he had struck expired in a puff of daisy-yellow smoke. The decoy! 
 
    Stupid misfortune – curse it! One in three chance. He shouted furiously, twisting, trying to judge his fall so that he would not break any bones, but they had been much higher in the air than he had imagined. How had Iridiana managed that? 
 
    Azhukazi swept up the Iridium Dragoness in his paws. Got you. Marshal! I’ll have the Jewels – what the – 
 
    Iridiana rebelled. She transformed half a dozen times at high speed, trying to break the Iolite Blue’s grasp or blow his paws off. The Necromancer Dragon looked as if he was trying to juggle an oily dragonet, so swift was their interaction, but he somehow managed to keep his quarry corralled. Hisses and spits of fire shot between his talons and stitched flaming holes in his outspread wings. Azhukazi’s bellows struck a note of strident outrage. Iridiana’s technique seemed to be, ‘if in doubt, annoy the bigger Dragon into a mistake.’ 
 
    It seemed to work, because Azhukazi had no clue what he was dealing with as she sliced halfway through his tongue, vanished down a nostril and ripped backward in a shower of golden Dragon blood, and then flare-burned a two-foot deep trench in his neck. 
 
    Asturbar landed with a jarring thump on Gangurtharr’s back – a planned catch, he realised, for the Gladiator Dragon roared with glee as he slammed deliberately against a wall, his massive thighs coiling under enormous pressure, and the new Marshal turned Dragon Rider had only a millisecond to appreciate how his lower armour had just deflected a two-foot spine spike from skewering his manhood like a steel spike thrust through a round ammozkori fruit, before Gangurtharr launched himself into a tight, spinning backward somersault. Aranya’s right hand blurred as if she reached out to accelerate that movement. Outstanding battle awareness! 
 
    Eschewing any modicum of actual refinement, Gang employed his immense belly and chest to body-slam one Thoralian and most of the second in a single hit of breathtaking technique. 
 
    GRABOOM!! The entire fortress felt the Thoralians’ stone-cracking impact against the floor. 
 
    The breath burst out of the Yellow-White Shapeshifter’s lungs in a prolonged, agonized wheeze, like the deflation of a Dragonship’s air sack. He had not seen that coming! By the loud splintering of ice, he realised the Yellow-White must have tried to spear the Gladiator in the belly with a few swiftly conjured ice spears, but Gangurtharr had somehow hardened his belly armour to negate that technique. Anticipation. Experience. Crushing result! 
 
    “Guess what the fat belly’s for?” the Gladiator Dragon roared. 
 
    For a second, the other Shapeshifter clearly did not know where his opponent was. The Gladiator Dragon took advantage of the pause to kick a ten-foot trench in the other beast’s flank, but the Thoralian dodged a bite that aimed to carve a wagon-sized load of meat from his neck. Giggling so hard she could hardly fire straight, Huaricithe swept by, pounding the other Thoralian away from her mate, and for the first time Asturbar saw his steaming ice armour fail. Flesh sizzled in multiple locations along that elongated body, drawing a thunderous roar of pain. 
 
    Gang chortled, Needlework, o sweet fires of my soul? 
 
    I’ll stitch up this toad yet, she thundered. Wow. Quite the voice for a petite … uh, Dragoness. Right. 
 
    Incoming attack! Flipping his battle-axe with a rapid rotation of his wrists, Asturbar hurled himself off Gangurtharr’s back and pounded the second joint of a flailing black wing – Ardan’s! The Dragon bellowed in agony. Like armoured trains, Dragons had a few spots where just the right strike could catch a nerve centre, and by driving the hide powerfully into the joint, he achieved his exact aim. Ardan’s attack on Gangurtharr went awry as his numbed wing refused to respond; his body slewed away beneath them. Huaricithe and Aranya immediately joined in as a duo, tearing, battering, pounding the Shadow Dragon with a series of psychic strikes that rattled Asturbar’s brain like a nut bouncing about in a jar. 
 
    The Black Dragon Shadowed away. 
 
    Then, a scream sliced across the clamour of battle. It was the eerie, rending quality of the sound that stopped the Shapeshifters in their tracks – and a soft, popping sensation in Asturbar’s gut that stopped him dead too. 
 
    Something distinctly animalistic scratched the inside of his stomach wall. 
 
    “Ugh,” he said, feeling warmth flooding his throat. The sharp tang of blood almost caused him to choke. Yet he was transfixed by the sight of Azhukazi holding Iridiana aloft, in her Human form, seemingly by invisible hawsers that tensioned her limbs into a star shape. Taut. Trembling. Skin overstretched. The wealth of her dark hair rising behind her like outspread wings, swirling violently at the arcane forces of the Necromancer’s entrapment. 
 
    His paws curled slightly, and her bones writhed visibly beneath her skin. The girl seemed unable to transform, nor even to scream again. What insane Dragon trickery could hold even the might of Chaos magic at bay? 
 
    “IRIDIANA!” Asturbar cried. 
 
    “You have something of mine, Marshal,” grated the Iolite Blue. 
 
    He extended a trembling hand. “Wait. Don’t hurt her.” He sounded as if he were about to cry. Nyahi’s mouth formed a soundless rictus of excruciation, her skin bleached almost colourless by the extremity of her pain – and he was not even physically holding her! “I’ll get you the Jewels. Just stop the torture. Please.” 
 
    Azhukazi growled, “Be quick, or I will force every bone out through her skin, and turn this abominable little Chaos Beast into a puddle of liquid on your floor.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: Births and Deaths 
 
      
 
    THE NEAREST thoralian, slinking slowly around behind Ardan as the heavy, dark Dragon seemed to find the air beneath his wings once more, took a protuberant-eyed interest in goings-on as Asturbar tore his gaze away from Nyahi for a fraction of second to appraise his options. Help? Could he birth whatever had just stilled again inside his stomach, or vomit them up? The eggs were real, living eggs after all. Had he just hatched six dragonets inside his stomach? How could he even pass them or regurgitate them? They’d shred his oesophagus or – well, the alternative route was too visceral to contemplate. That left a selection of large Dragonkind and their surgically capable talons to perform a swift dint of butchery. Not a prospect that excited him in the slightest. 
 
    Absurdly, his mind informed him that it had just discovered illimitable respect for every woman in the Island-World who had ever given birth. That was a lot of women. And a lot of respect. 
 
    “I’m waiting,” Azhukazi murmured, in a voice like velveteen fire. 
 
    Aranya. Asturbar said, “Uh … Star Dragoness?” 
 
    Her brow ridges shot up. “Don’t tell me – this treasure isn’t inside your stomach, perchance?” For the dour, scarred girl to pick this moment to make a joke was beyond his capacity to process. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Ching! Her left fore-talon extended with a metallic, sword-from-scabbard sound. Asturbar blenched. 
 
    Catching Iridiana’s eye briefly, he turned to Azhukazi. “Yes, the Jewels are inside my stomach. That’s how I stole them. I would have the Star Dragoness perform a quick … ah, surgical extraction. Just don’t hurt Iridiana.” 
 
    Asturbar was no squeamish green recruit, but the tone of his response made every Dragon in the room snigger. Even the Thoralian who was aloft – the one Gangurtharr was not sitting upon, while Huari surreptitiously tried to line up a killing strike – essayed a gruff bark of laughter. 
 
    “Go ahead,” Azhukazi sneered. “Start at the neck and peel him slowly. It’s that, or this abomination’s death.” 
 
    As Aranya unfroze from her battle-ready stance and began to cross the hundred feet or so between them, the Iolite Blue Dragon’s fire-eyes remained fixed upon Asturbar with predatory intent. He knew what that Dragon was thinking. Every inch of his musculature proclaimed the outrage burning in the Shapeshifter’s craw, for he must see how thoroughly he had been duped that day he sought the thief and failed to find him. He was trying to work out exactly how Asturbar had evaded his mental probe, was he not? And how he could escape alive, with his prize … 
 
    Thoralian’s sallow glare raked the scene, clearly calculating the balance of advantage. Asturbar could read the course of his thoughts. If Azhukazi wanted something that badly, then there must be leverage in it for the Thoralians, if he timed his intervention right. How would he and Azhukazi interact? Surely, a talon-swift alliance? Yet their mutual distrust seemed deeper than the Cloudlands. 
 
    Where was the Shadow? 
 
    Lightly, Aranya said, “Remove the breastplate, soldier, or I will be forced to peel your hide.” 
 
    Azhukazi’s gaze flickered at her flirtatious overtones. 
 
    The Shadow flickered faster. 
 
    Iridiana was gone; Asturbar knew that somehow, that Star had colluded with her Shadow to liberate the Iridium Dragoness from Azhukazi’s terrible power. She was snaffled away by a black left paw that appeared out of nothingness, apparently disconnected from the right that walloped the Iolite Blue from the other side at exactly the same instant, leaving Azhukazi to voice an aggrieved bellow as he cast about for the source of the attack. The chamber exploded once more into action. Huge bodies hurled themselves at each other. Snarls and roars and fireballs rocked the great Hall and everything within it. The concussion of opposing powers blew Asturbar right off Gangurtharr’s back, but he was caught again by Huaricithe, this time, who swirled around an Aranya-Thoralian tangle with impossibly deft skill of wingtip manoeuvring that left the soldier breathless. 
 
    That much tonnage defying the forces of gravity and momentum? Dragonflight had to be magical. 
 
    BOOM!! Curse it, that monster of Azhukazi’s was still hamming through the Island from the top! This battle was unravelling fast. 
 
    Dangle me! he roared suddenly. 
 
    Reversal. Blood rushing heatedly to his brain. Stomach heaving and squirming in ways that had no parallel in his experience. Again, the battle-axe came up, and the Azingloriax warrior dived into space because he saw Ardan’s progress through the aether from another perspective – Aranya’s perception, it must be – and then he slammed boots first into the brute’s nose the very millisecond he materialised. Asturbar was in no mood to exchange courtesies. With a savage roar of his own, he buried his axe like a meat cleaver in a foot-deep cut above the Shadow Dragon’s right eye. The axe rammed jarringly against bone. 
 
    Give me back Iridiana! 
 
    Make me, you fool, snarled the Shadow Dragon. 
 
    Asturbar swore as his wrenching attempt to retrieve his axe found the blade immovably lodged. He swung up his boot, intending to kick the blade free, when the Dragon reached up and flicked him off his nose like a bug. His armour gave a resounding clang that drowned out the soldier’s pained grunt. Had he not been wearing inches of metal, he knew his spine would have been snapped like a twig. 
 
    Flying. Falling. Hurting. As the Shadow Dragon receded, he saw in strangely exaggerated slow motion a trail of blood droplets leaving his lips, incongruously seeming to connect him to the tiny mauve dragonet suddenly sneaking between Ardan’s talons. The Shadow’s fist tightened, and a blinding pain smote him behind the eyes. His pain was hers. Hers, his. They were one, and he knew he must give of his strength that she might survive. 
 
    As he crash-landed beneath Aranya’s whirling paws, the Thoralian confronting her suddenly broke away, deflecting the Amethyst’s incredibly rapid burst of blue-hot miniature fireballs with contemptuous ease. Both Dragons wore fresh wounds. The other Thoralian was groggily trying to find his paws whilst Gangurtharr raced aerially past the Shadow, clearly intent upon finishing the job he had started on the Yellow-White Shapeshifter. 
 
    Without warning, the world froze. 
 
    Asturbar felt as if his entire body had just been clamped in a vice. Judging by the straining postures of his allies, they experienced exactly the same incapacity. A belated volley of crossbow bolts skittered off the Yellow-White’s scales. He favoured them with a scornful curl of his upper lip, and then gestured slightly with one talon. The soldiers out there in the corridor collapsed as if an invisible scythe had just cut beneath them like a blade reaping the harvest. 
 
    Better, sneered Thoralian. Feel the power of my First Egg. 
 
    Even the Star Dragoness could not move a muscle. The pressure upon them was gargantuan; the Dragon’s control of the power flooding through him now, absolute. The two remaining Thoralians moved closer together, one limping painfully. 
 
    Couldn’t shield against that power, Aranya’s voice sounded faintly in his mind. She had been protecting them all along, even out there! How – her allies? The third Thoralian must have broken through at last. 
 
    Azhukazi the Iolite Blue. Come to us, the Thoralians demanded in synchronised speech. 
 
    The Necromancer stiffened, clearly fighting an assault upon his mind, but it was over far quicker than Asturbar could credit. The First Egg’s might snuffed out his resistance just as the Thoralian had threatened, like the pinch of damp fingers upon a candlewick. 
 
    Azhukazi sagged, making a sound like a sigh of ennui. His fire-eyes darkened. After a slight pause as Asturbar imagined the Thoralians plumbed the Iolite Blue’s mind, the pair of huge Shapeshifters lunged toward their quarry, the Iolite Blue. Blurred speed. Gleaming talons swung low, brutally, slicing into Azhukazi’s chest with ghastly ease. No Dragon’s hide could be sliced open like the softest of cheese! Yet the Thoralians were far from finished with their victim. With a paw each groping within his chest, they laid their free forepaws either side of the mighty Necromancer’s head, and bent to their task. 
 
    Yes. YEEESSSS … hissed the beasts. 
 
    The pair shuddered as though gorging themselves upon an unseen feast. 
 
    Asturbar. Boots, see to the Star … 
 
    He lay perhaps a foot from her outthrust forepaw. Aranya had been trying to protect him, he realised. Yet how could he abandon Nyahi for Aranya? Why was her concern for another when she was now trapped in that Ardan’s paw? He was selfish. She was so much better a person than he. How could he even tear his eyes from the spectacle that was the Thoralians slowly, almost delicately extracting a Dragon’s living, still-pulsing heart from his chest, and sharing the meat with vile, decadent slurps, cackling together as they smacked their lips over the feast? 
 
    The impact of the truth shredded his last hope. The beast was a parasite! The ultimate lowlife. He was stealing the Iolite Blue’s powers right out of his body! 
 
    He’ll turn to me next, came the very quiet, faraway thread of Iridiana’s mental voice. Strength, Boots. Protect … 
 
    Protect her. Protect them all. Asturbar knew what he must do, but to move beneath the psychic-physical control of that monstrosity of the Thoralian triplicate was a task perhaps beyond any mortal strength. Yet he struggled. Wriggling his fingers, even though that effort cost him dear, he made little caterpillar movements that inched across the space until they touched. 
 
    Aranya’s left fire-eye seemed to smile at him. Well done, soldier. 
 
    The incredible pain eased as if palliated by the very sound of her voice, but in the same millisecond, Iridiana cut loose. Smokescreen? Uncontrollable transformations flustered the Shadow Dragon, who appeared to be every bit as much trapped as the other Dragons in the Hall. He could disappear, only to reappear in another location and be instantly paralysed by the Thoralians’ power. The blue-purple contents of his paw transformed at an increasingly crazed pace, rocking him, burning him, rattling the Shadow Dragon palpably – he had probably never imagined the power of Chaos Magic, and the brute had no idea how to respond. 
 
    Yet Iridiana could not escape the ambit of his reach either … 
 
    At length, Azhukazi slumped at the Thoralians’ feet, convulsing in his death throes. Spittle mixed with golden blood dribbled from his slack lips, and he appeared to have lost any conscious control of his body. 
 
    The Yellow-White’s muzzles intoned, Very well. Shadow, stop playing with the fledgling. Bring me this treasure the Iolite Blue valued so dearly. 
 
    Ardan said, I can’t – 
 
    You are weak, Shadow. There. She is held. 
 
    Bawling out a horrible laugh, Ardan smashed his paws together with a mighty report, for his power had the shattering impact of nearby thunder. Horrifying! Even with Thoralian’s assistance he missed the first strike, but the second took its toll as the young Dragoness’ efforts to escape resulted in her rebounding unfortunately off the stalwart wall of Ardan’s chest. Iridiana crashed to the stone floor, unconscious – driven into one of her floral forms, Asturbar realised dazedly. The hulking beast swivelled slowly, flexing his talons in great, stone-gouging strokes as he contemplated the Amethyst Dragoness. There was no trace of compassion in the blazing sockets of his fire-eyes. 
 
    Hurry up! Thoralian hissed. Fetch the Jewels out of his stomach, you fool! 
 
    Not while I live, Aranya snarled. 
 
    Now Asturbar realised what she had been doing; what she intended now. Her heart was to protect every ally present, even though she barely knew them. What a woman! Noble as her gesture was, it was also doomed, for no Dragon alive could withstand the fabled might of the First Egg. Yet the Jewels inside his stomach writhed in protest. Did they know? Hear? Respond to a moment pregnant with fate, as the Dragons prepared to unleash the doom of death? 
 
    The Shadow Dragon roared, AS YOU WISH, STAR DRAGONESS! 
 
    Asturbar could not move an inch farther, but he could will forth the same magic which had protected him from Iridiana’s most potent fires. Faster than a Shadow blinking across the Greeting Hall, he imagined succouring the precious domain of Aranya’s soul from that unworthy brute, and it seemed to him that the whitest of Aranya’s own fires responded to his call, rousing themselves in new ways. 
 
    The Shadow Dragon smashed into the touching pair, the Azingloriax warrior and Amethyst Dragoness, with a crash that resounded through every iota of his being. Bone deep. Soul deep. Glorious, pearlescent fires flared in response, yet so intense and focussed was his attack, Asturbar distinctly felt a new, living flame spark from Aranya’s talon into his hand. It seared into his stomach and quivered there as though surprised, or content at finding a new home – and though he curled up, expecting to be burned, the sensation faded immediately. 
 
    Ardan tumbled over his Dragoness’ back in a flaccid heap of wings and limbs. The Thoralians blurted out an involuntary double bugle of disbelief. 
 
    Aranya groaned, Sapphire? Sapphire, where are you, my darling? 
 
    Here, squeaked Asturbar’s stomach. 
 
    What? He was not accustomed to his stomach talking back. That would be a new nadir in the tales of legendary Azingloriax greed! “Eh?” he just about managed. 
 
    “Armour off. Now!” snapped Aranya. 
 
    Never mind that he could not move. Nyahi moved for him, even in her semiconscious state. Shrieking, NO, NOT ASTURBAR! WATCH OUT! she flashed into chaotic, uncoordinated motion, heading off a sneak attack. 
 
    Thoralian’s shields, or whatever pneumatic-psychic trickery he was using, backed up by the full power of the First Egg of the Ancient Dragons, were simply dragged along with her jerky leaps, or turned inside out – he could not fathom what she had just done. Somehow, his stolen power became hinged to her Chaotic transformations and the result was a swirling dust devil of magic that snatched up half a dozen grown Dragons, arguably the mightiest creatures South or North of the Rift, and swished them about like a junior cook stirring a stewpot with far too much enthusiasm. Gangurtharr whizzed past Asturbar’s head, his jaw full of a Thoralian paw. Huaricithe flew backward. Aranya had a grip of his boot, but her wings slapped her own face repeatedly. Ardan swished across the floor, scraping his nose for three hundred feet before he demolished a stairway and lay there, stunned. 
 
    Actually, Asturbar decided, Chaos was rather fun when it worked. 
 
    With a grating crack that dwarfed even Iridiana’s maelstrom, the ceiling shattered and Azhukazi’s creation came crashing through, serenely swinging his remaining paw hammer with dull disregard for the goings-on below. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Asturbar did not know what happened next. There was a blinding flash of light that blew their small congregation apart, apparently emanating from a point midway between Aranya and the Thoralian pair. He and Aranya fetched up hard against a wall, but immediately the Star Dragoness was scrabbling at his armour, crying, “Let her out! You have to let her out!” 
 
    “Her? Who?” Asturbar groaned. 
 
    “Sapphire.” 
 
    Azhukazi’s beast crashed to the floor of the hall with an impact that rocked the Island. No mind. It simply carried on pulverising the rock with slow, up-and-down blows of its paw. The Thoralians had disappeared somewhere behind it, but they would return quickly. 
 
    “Sapphire? Suffering murgalizards, who is Sapphire now?” 
 
    “My dragonet.” 
 
    He blinked. “Your … oh! In my – how?” 
 
    “Aye. Quickly, please, or she’ll suffocate in there.” The Star Dragoness seemed on the verge of crying, which Asturbar was convinced would cause him to be summarily lynched by well over ninety percent of Herimor’s Star Dragoness-worshipping denizens. 
 
    Something that felt uncomfortably like a small foot kicked Asturbar squarely in the bladder. Stupid man. Let me out! 
 
    Could he not appreciate how a pregnant woman might feel? The weirdness and wonder of hosting a living body inside of his own. The beauty of burgeoning life. Although, he was not convinced babies generally demanded to be let out quite so snarkily. 
 
    I’m the one in charge here! thundered the Thoralians, swooping in to the attack – destination, Asturbar’s throat. From his left came a coruscating ball of Iridium fury. From the right, Gangurtharr and Huaricithe arrived in concert. And the weird monk, of whom Asturbar had seen neither hide nor hair of during the battle so far, touched the back of his armour and unclipped it deftly! 
 
    “Ooh, nice touch there, monkish love,” Aranya flirted in a voice so far from her own, Asturbar’s jaw unhinged itself and stayed that way. 
 
    The Star Dragoness was quite mad. 
 
    Aranya said, “Zip, stow it. Focussing on the surgery.” 
 
    “Pucker up, big boy,” the other voice riposted. “It’ll only hurt for a second. Aranya’s very, very good at –” 
 
    KAABOOM!! 
 
    A bone-jarring detonation right behind Aranya’s shoulder caused them all to rebound against the wall. Bits of masonry rained down upon their heads. Black flame and purple smoke fountained into the air, and all the Dragons were lying about on the floor, groaning and shaking their heads as they struggled to recover. Who would be the first to give quarter? No true Dragon! 
 
    Feeling a strange plucking sensation in his lower parts, Asturbar glanced down to discover that Aranya’s steely fore-talon had pierced his lower belly to tickle his pelvis, cutting uncomfortably close to a place most men regarded as dear to their hearts. No mind. With a devious grin and evident relish – so Asturbar decided – the Star Dragoness picked the instant of his greatest shock to slice him fully open. He felt nothing but an odd sense of pressure, and something tugging inside that was never meant to be tugged. 
 
    Obviously, she had slain him and he was fast on his way to joining Azhukazi in whatever afterlife awaited … 
 
    Or not. 
 
    No ways under the suns he was off visiting ghosts and whatnot while that gorgeous girl of his was pugnaciously skirmishing with the Marshals Thoralian, for now she had assumed the immense woody bulk of an Asjujian Emoflit, to the Yellow-White Shapeshifters’ bemusement and strident frustration; Nyahi immediately drenched both of him with some kind of sadistically lilac-coloured olfactory bomb. The two Yellow-Whites backed away, juddering, whining and pawing at their noses in gratifying distress, whilst Gangurtharr just shuffled his paws, looking bilious and uncertain as to whether or not he dared to venture into that cloud. For the Gladiator to have turned that exact shade of green, the stench had to be potent indeed. 
 
    They seemed to be giving an excellent account of themselves. 
 
    Movement closer at hand arrested his attention. A tiny, very pale pink muzzle peeked out of the rent in Asturbar’s stomach. 
 
    He stared! 
 
    “Why, I do believe he’s given birth to a boy dragonet,” trilled the cheeky voice out of Aranya’s mouth. 
 
    The monk reached over to help. “Here we go, little one. Out with you.” 
 
    Cheep. 
 
    Aranya was about to say something, when her other voice chipped in, “What a man. Monk and midwife rolled into one!” 
 
    Ri’arion snorted, “Hmm. Next one’s a bit shy. Quick wings, girlie.” 
 
    Out, squeaked Sapphire. 
 
    Why thank you, little one, said the monk, evidently accepting a delivery made from inside his stomach. 
 
    “Battle shy,” quipped the other voice, drawing a roll of the eyes from her hostess. “Ever given birth during a battle, dearest?” 
 
    “Hardly!” the monk and Asturbar snapped simultaneously. 
 
    Time to see the world, Sapphire burbled happily. Come, my lovely brood. Let’s clear this cesspit of nastiness – 
 
    Insolent pest! snorted Asturbar. 
 
    That’s me, Sapphire chirped back sassily. Your bowels are no warren, soldier. They’re foetid and uncomfortable. 
 
    My pleasure to return life to you, Sapphire. 
 
    Oh … the voice gulped. 
 
    In short order, the Jewels were scrambling to depart Asturbar’s stomach. His nerves stubbornly refused to acknowledge any pain, not even when the fifth evacuee was a much larger, blood-streaked sapphire dragonet of a body pattern unfamiliar to his experience, who immediately gathered the little white ones around herself with the air of a proud mother. 
 
    Asturbar wanted to yell, ‘But I did all the hard work!’ Instead, what popped out of his mouth was, “Oh, she’s so cute.” 
 
    He was even talking like a girl now. This had to be the end. 
 
    Sapphire preened happily. I’m starting to like you, man-mommy … oh, Aranyi! I missed you! 
 
    You’re alive, my darling! sobbed the Star. I thought you were gone forever … and now such hope ignites my Dragoness’ hearts … 
 
    Never mind the waves of fire roaring around the hammering beast as the Thoralians swept his friends before them in rampant, triumphal fury. Who cared that they were doing circuits of the chamber having the stuffing smashed out of them? Asturbar found himself peering at the final pair of pinkish-white muzzles peering out of the rent in his stomach, entranced. So beautiful. So much more mesmerising than the misdeeds of a world-dominating tyrant. 
 
    WILL YOU KINDLY HELP US? Gangurtharr thundered from beneath a hazy barrage of ice-fireballs, if that made any sense whatsoever, as the Thoralians swept by in the full panoply of their Egg-augmented fury. 
 
    Aranya whispered, Sapphire, you embodied! And Zuzi – 
 
    Still inside, girlfriend. Time to go finish that job we started back in Sylakia. 
 
    Aye. 
 
    With that, the Amethyst Dragoness’ demeanour changed. Her jaw tightened. Talons clenched. A new fire blazed in her eyes. The tiny, pinkish-white dragonets all squealed and clung to Sapphire’s flanks, their near-translucent wings a-quiver with fear. Asturbar extended his hands automatically, and instantly found himself wearing seven dragonets. Oh well. 
 
    He was a moth – father, so proud he could not speak! 
 
    Out there the battle reached a new pitch of fury. The Thoralians seemed unstoppable, swollen with the power they siphoned from the First Egg. Even though Iridiana, Gangurtharr and Huaricithe were putting up a strong resistance, it could never be enough against that surfeit of strength. The Iridium Shapeshifter transformed again and again, somehow finding ways to confound the Thoralians with her ability to bend reality, to trip them up with vines, to scorch them with a pillar of mauve fire fifty feet tall that phased around the pair in the same manner in which Aranya had kept her mate, Ardan, at bay. Was the Star Dragoness instructing her on the side? That woman’s ability to multitask must be nonpareil! Meantime Huaricithe or Gangurtharr sneaked in the odd blow, clearly looking for a lethal strike, but the Thoralians seemed immune to anything that either Shapeshifter could throw at them. 
 
    Even as he watched, the Thoralians finally caught Iridiana out. A crunching paw-strike beneath the throat felled her; a brutal Yellow-White paw clenched around her neck. 
 
    His throat twisted as though it was him who felt that crushing grasp. 
 
    STOP! Aranya paused mid-magic, Asturbar realised, having been on the cusp of springing into the fray. Thoralian waved the drooping, silver-blue Dragoness warningly, growling, I have what I want – a new, greater power even than those wretched Jewels could ever have granted me. Shadow! We’re leaving, Aranya of Immadia, and you will not stop us. 
 
    I won’t? hissed the Shapeshifter Princess. 
 
    His shell-brother, panting upon his left flank, paused to lick a huge belly wound before he leered at Asturbar, his fangs dripping with his own golden blood. Want to watch a little Dragoness die? 
 
    The other Thoralian sneered, No, because you will be too busy saving all of these poor people I will hurl into the Cloudlands! Your choice, Aranya. Chase me, and they all die. 
 
    No, you’ll die! 
 
    At first, Asturbar did not know who had cried out. Then, he knew by the light gleaming between the knuckles of Thoralian’s paw. The unadulterated brilliance of a light he knew and loved; a power Iridiana had practiced under Yuaki’s instruction, only this time the young Dragoness was moved by desperation and buoyed by the love Asturbar poured into her. Their nearness was exquisite. It allowed her to reach into him, and for him to offer all he possessed. 
 
    Thou, my Asturbar, she crooned. 
 
    Thou, the myriad facets of mine love, he returned. Strength! 
 
    A pure flare of radiance imploded with a soft, whomp! inside the Yellow’s grasp. Deceptively soft. Dangerously so. Quicker than the eye could follow, an ethereal mauve Chaos Beast coiled about her captor, towering over four times his height, and three or four dozen ravening muzzles set upon long, twisting necks struck at once, simultaneously unleashing their iridium flares within his body and against his scales. The last Asturbar saw of that Thoralian, he looked mildly surprised. Then, his bones flared incandescent through his flesh, and a mound of fine grey dust puffed outward as if blown by an incorporeal wind. 
 
    All was silence. Unbearable silence. 
 
    Nyahi slumped. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Iridiana!” 
 
    Asturbar was on his feet, somehow, clutching his guts to keep them from spilling out as he stampeded toward his beloved. He roared with frustration as the Amethyst crashed into him from behind, but it was only so as to impel him faster, to shovel him into the fallen Iridium Dragoness’ paws. Just herself. No longer that untameable Chaos Beast manifestation. 
 
    Aranya snarled, “Whatever you do, don’t let her go!” 
 
    “I …” 
 
    “I’ve too little left! Call to her. Please, don’t let her soul fly!” 
 
    All he understood was that the light was fading in his Dragoness’ eyes, and his every dream with it. Bending over her muzzle, he cried brokenly, “Iridiana! Iridiana, listen. Don’t you dare leave me now! It’s not your time, don’t you see?” 
 
    He tore off his helmet. Over the curve of her cheek, puffing in and out slightly with her too-shallow breaths, he saw Aranya stalking a punch-drunk Thoralian with a torrid glare that he wholly approved of. The far larger Dragon backed up step by step; for the first time, looking lost and alone. A third of his presence had just been excised, Asturbar realised with a spurt of malicious pleasure. May the pain slay him – all of him! 
 
    “Boots …” 
 
    “Nyahi! Oh Nyahi, my precious silvery muse –” 
 
    He babbled. Her mouth curved slightly as she caught his eye with the pearlescent beauty of her distress. She breathed, “Did I do … well …” 
 
    “Well? You incinerated that pox-licking son of a flatworm!” Asturbar laid his head against the so-warm scales of her cheek, wishing his strength into her. “Stay with me, Iridiana. I love you. I love your crazy magic and your silver-blue hide and every chaotic, crazy, confounding scrap of your magic – it’s exquisite, don’t you see?” 
 
    “Boots, please … help the Star.” 
 
    “Her? Curse it, girl, you’re the one who needs help. Here. Have my strength. Have it! Please … oh please, Nyahi, you can’t close your eyes now!” 
 
    The fluttering of her nictitating membranes turned into a slow blink. Did he imagine that her fires burned the brighter for alighting upon him? Beyond, in the hazy periphery of his grief-stricken sight, the Star was exchanging words with the Marshal, who had rallied the Shadow Dragon to his side and was threatening her with ripping the Island apart. 
 
    His Dragoness rasped urgently, “Stop the Shadow. Stop him, Boots.” 
 
    “How? I don’t know –” 
 
    “Dragonets …” 
 
    Why? That was the question which was uppermost in his mind. Asturbar could not follow the exchange between the other Dragons because of the pounding of blood in his ears. He was barely in better shape than his girl. He had left a bloodied trail a hundred feet long across the hall. When had that even happened? How had he moved so far? 
 
    Neither could he deny the pleading of her guttering eye. Turning to the dragonets still clinging to the gambeson upon his chest and shoulders, he said simply, Aranya needs her Shadow. See to it, will you? 
 
    Stop bad Ardi? Sapphire cheeped self-importantly, drawing herself up. So done, Marshal Bootsie. 
 
    Summoning the six mites – they were ultra-rare albino dragonets, he realised – Sapphire fluttered into the air with the Jewels of Instashi in close array. Her scales were the gleaming sapphire of her name, while her charges were a delicate rose quartz pink, but the suns-shine streaming in through the rent above the Greeting Hall drew elusive silvery-green glints of radiance from within their bodies. He had never seen a dragonet colour to compare. 
 
    Now the monk stepped up beside him, and began talking earnestly to Iridiana. “In the name of Fra’anior the Onyx, I forbid you to leave for the eternal fires, Iridiana,” he declared in his strange, singsong accent. A bubble of blood popped audibly upon her tongue. “With me now, Asturbar. Your Dragoness needs you – good! You must hold her very soul. Iridiana, I bid you rouse all that is Dragon within you! Gird up your courage, mighty one, for I declare with the authority once given me as the Nameless Man that you are a daughter of Fra’anior! You shall stand against evil, and prevail, and no paw or power even unto death shalt overmaster thine purposes!” 
 
    The gaunt monk was bellowing, now, and as his throat writhed with the force of his declaration, Asturbar saw bloodlike beads of sweat spring into being upon the man’s brow, and strange, manifold echoes seemed to gather within his magical voice. 
 
    Gathering the Dragoness and the Azingloriax warrior into his outstretched arms, Ri’arion bellowed, THOU WERT SHAPED FOR GREATER THINGS AS YET UNSEEN! 
 
    Amidst the manifold echoes, Aranya roared, “Give me the Egg, Thoralian!” 
 
    “No! You cannot have it!” shrieked the Yellow-White, launching himself into the air. “I will destroy you all before I let you have it. Shadow! Take me hence – what? What’s the matter …” 
 
    He twisted about in panic. 
 
    The Shadow bellowed, “I cannot!” 
 
    The dragonets fluttered around Ardan in a seven-pointed star formation, and although he clearly tried to trigger his signature Shadow power multiple times, he was denied. His form flickered like a shadow cast by a fast-flying Dragon, but he did not disappear as before. The Dragon thundered in fury, but the ostensibly frail, shimmering net the dragonets had drawn about him, failed to rip. 
 
    Gangurtharr was all rasping scorn. “Having trouble there, Shadow?” 
 
    “Feral fools!” roared Thoralian. “Have the beast, then. I have absorbed all I needed of his knowledge into my mind anyway. I’ve no further use for filth like him, nor for your whimsical nonsense, o child of Chaos! Follow me to the Rift if you dare. I promise I shall wipe out your entire pathetic bloodline one creature at a time, if needs be. Our battle is far from done, Aranya – for I shall rise again, yea! All that you have accomplished is to create space in my triplicate for the newest member of my clan, the Ancient Dragon who tarries inside the First Egg for that glorious day I shall absorb him into mental harmony with my souls! Fear that day, little Star Dragoness. Fear it, and tremble!” 
 
    The Amethyst Dragoness made no reply, only to follow his progress with her eyes as Thoralian winged aloft through the great hole rent in the home of the Mistral Fires. 
 
    “Be ready,” she whispered. 
 
    “Ready? Ready for what, Scrap?” growled Gangurtharr. “Are you just going to let him –” A gladiatorial expletive exploded from his lips as the skies opened, and a titanic grey thunderbolt speared down from the heavens straight into the back of Azhukazi’s beast. Smoke and charred flesh fountained out of the hole. An infernal crimson light blazed in its eyes, and then the beast began to swell. Its shoulders were already pressing against the walls, and the Island began to groan as the pressure built rapidly. 
 
    “Freaking feral windrocs!” shouted the monk, apparently losing his cool for the first time. 
 
    “Aranya, what shall we do?” roared Gang. 
 
    “Ardan!” she cried. 
 
    The Shadow Dragon glared hatefully at her. “Do your worst, o feckless minion of the Onyx.” 
 
    Huaricithe skittered toward them, rounding the burgeoning grey paws with the aid of her flared wings as her talons scraped the rock flooring. She belted Gangurtharr in the chops with her tail in passing – deliberately, crying, “What do we do? Run, you worthless lump of Dragonflesh! Run!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: Roll over and Die 
 
      
 
    ASTURBAR HAD EXPECTED the Star Dragoness to have a million tricks up her scaly sleeves and to deal with the Thoralians in the high-pawed manner of the Ancient Dragons of legend. Having seen her in action, his soldierly sense clearly pinned her as a prodigy – no, not invincible, but she had all the makings of legend. She was youthful and the Thoralians, ancient. He possessed inconceivable power and the guile to put it to perfidious use. She had the most valiant of hearts, and a laudable astuteness in her own right, besides the powers that evidently came parcelled with being Fra’anior’s putative descendant. Always thinking. Doing. Pushing herself beyond … anything imaginable. 
 
    Even now, as they all scattered before the beast’s advancing belly, which mushroomed behind them at the speed of a Dragon’s charge, Aranya turned to inquire, “What happens to these Islands if they split?” 
 
    He rechecked Gangurtharr’s progress, for he was entrusted with ferrying Nyahi out of harm’s way. That Gladiator Dragon had better not scratch a single one of her lustrous scales, his scowl declared! “I … don’t know. Never seen one split.” 
 
    They dashed down a lamp-lit stone corridor toward the western chambers, past further sections of bulwarks, fortifications and guard posts. “Evacuate!” he shouted in passing. 
 
    “What happens?” she snarled. 
 
    “Enough damage …” he panted wildly. “They’ll flip. Maybe stabilise. Maybe, if we’re lucky. More likely the momentum will start them rolling slowly end-over-end. Dump us in the Cloudlands. Get Yuaki –” 
 
    “On it.” 
 
    “How many already ferried away?” 
 
    “Four hundred fifty-two,” she said tersely. Asturbar vented a discontented growl. “Seventy-one in transit.” 
 
    “With us!” he bawled at a looming group of soldiers. “Evacuate!” No time for dithering! He had never formulated plans in his head faster than this. He switched to Dragonish. Incoming Dragons can play catch? When – timing? People need to brace against rolling, or walk the walls in chambers that don’t have large furniture. Can you alert everyone?  
 
    Aranya did not stare at him as if he had spouted wings and turned into Thoralian. She simply said, You’ll have them jump? 
 
    Those who can. 
 
    Let me check. Aye, time of arrival … seven minutes. How long does it take to fall – her luminous eyes blinked extra slowly as the Island groaned and vibrated beneath their pounding feet – well under thirty seconds per mile, I make it, after they reach terminal velocity – 
 
    We’re dead. 
 
    No, said the Star Dragoness. We’ll turn every one of our Dragons into gliding freight vessels. He gaped at the Amethyst. Buy enough seconds, we save these people. 
 
    Alright, now he was picturing kissing her paws. Asturbar shook his head reflexively. Issue the orders, then, Dragoness! 
 
    Beneath their feet, a great cracking, groaning sound began as the beast continued to swell under the diabolical pressure exerted by its uncontrolled magic. He, Gangurtharr, Huari and Aranya burst out into a second, smaller junction area, swiftly followed by Sapphire with Ardan in tow. He suspected the little dragonet was thoroughly enjoying bossing the husky Shadow Dragon about, and there appeared to be nothing the mutinous Shapeshifter could do about his captivity. Fangs, talons, fireballs, shadowy reality-defying power – nothing phased the newborn dragonets herding him in their midst. They seemed immune, and Ardan seemed wont to let the very Moons know the tenor of his frustration. 
 
    “Down. Collect every soldier and Dragon,” Asturbar ordered. Already, he heard the rising hubbub of voices in the stairwells, and the clatter of many feet and boots. Thousands of people! How could they ensure most, if not all, survived this day? 
 
    Aranya was mentally firing orders at Yuaki and the other Dragonkind with pace and great lucidity, marshalling the flights of Dragons. As many Humans as could cling to a Dragon. Fifty, sixty at a time. Already, below the Island, three of the Lesser Dragons had launched with their precious loads, under strict orders to glide as conservatively as possible away from the falling Islands and to look out for help from below. 
 
    They burst out into a broad, low-ceilinged storage chamber right in the base of the Island, just as a mighty perturbation knocked many people to their knees. Children and adults screamed. The report of the Island’s demise staggered them a second time, a deafening concussion of sound as the overstressed granite finally gave way and the Island of the Mistral Fires split asunder. 
 
    “Drake packs incoming,” said Huari tersely. “Thoralian has just unleashed his hordes.” 
 
    “Any ruddy good news around these parts?” barked Asturbar. 
 
    “I’ll have Leandrial and her kin warm them up,” said Aranya. Bloodsucking nakristas, what did that even mean? 
 
    He was staring at a yawning hole the Brown Shapeshifter had quarried in the underside of the Island. Nothing but tan Cloudlands down there. Three and a half miles of void. Beneath that? An even longer fall if legends were to be believed, down into the toxic realm of draconic monsters such as those Aranya claimed would rise to her beck and call. The Lesser Dragons just taking off slipped away toward the fluttering vanguard of crimson Drakes. 
 
    The day looked grim. 
 
    “SILENCE!” Asturbar roared at the crowd. A few began to turn in shock. 
 
    I’ll help you. Just speak normally, said the Star Dragoness. 
 
    “Ah … attention?” said Asturbar. Hundreds of heads turned in his direction. Thousands. Soldiers and engineers were pouring downstairs from above. What about those trapped inside the other half of the Island? “Under attack from the Marshals Thoralian, the Island has been split in half.” 
 
    How to make them wail! 
 
    He waved his hands urgently. “Listen. LISTEN! We beat him off – well, the Dragons did. Our lives depend on what you do in these next few seconds. Help is at hand! I need as many of the women and children as possible to climb aboard these Dragons and fly away. The Island is about to start tipping due to the unbalanced forces exerted by the ragions. We have to get you to safety. Act quickly and calmly. If the Island starts to roll in the air, walk with the movement. It is imperative that you do not panic.” 
 
    The whole chamber seemed to be a sea of shocked dark eyes, save for the shining eyes of the Dragons that lit up the gloom. Asturbar knew he must look terrible, yet he forced himself to stand erect, confidently, even though the cut in his abdomen stretched unbearably. A babble of voices rose: 
 
    “My wife’s missing!” shouted a man. 
 
    “What about the Drakes, Marshal?” cried someone else. 
 
    “Will we need to abandon our homes forever?” 
 
    “What should we do? We’ll die out there!” 
 
    “Marshal, Marshal …” 
 
    Asturbar raised his hands for quiet. “Please. I have the Star Dragoness with me. Listen to the Dragons! We will do our utmost to help you – to help this entire House – escape this calamity. May Fra’anior’s favour smile upon us this day.” 
 
    It seemed a fey wind moaned through a gap which was never meant to be hewn in the base of an Island fortress as the Island, gradually, began to tilt upon its axis. Most of these people, although born and raised upon a floating Island, would never have experienced this. Islands were solid. Unshakeable. Though many migrated with the seasons and tides covering hundreds or even thousands of leagues during the course of years or even decades, the motion was subtle, like floating in water. It was easy to imagine that no Island would ever be toppled, not even by Nature’s mightiest tempest. Ragions seemed immune to sickness or storm or any other form of death by natural causes, and their sole function appeared to be to float Islands above the Cloudlands whereupon they could live their subdraconic lives in swarming colonies that entirely covered the undersides of Islands. 
 
    Now they shuffled restlessly as the Island shifted toward the hole, further and further, and people began to grab onto each other to try to keep their balance. Out there the sky remained that sickly grey-green colour, overcast with a foreboding gloom, yet there was no rain, nor lightning nor wind, just the sense once more of fearful waiting. 
 
    The Mistral Fires stared at him. 
 
    Asturbar pulled out his best dressing-down-a-recruit voice, and roared, “To the Dragons! Move, people! Men, help your families or walk that way!” He pointed downslope. “Help the elderly. You. Get on your feet, man! Show some spirit.” 
 
    Loose packs and household effects were already beginning to slide down the slope as the roll accelerated. Yuaki had another Dragon underway, while a second had perhaps one hundred people clinging to it in various stages of panic and precariousness. “Proper seats!” snarled the Dragon. “Up there. On my paws. Not on my wings, you dolts, I need those for flying.” 
 
    They were starting to make sense of the situation and shift now, but Asturbar feared it would all be far too late. Here and there, pockets of order formed as soldiers and Sub-Commanders took charge. One female soldier was having people catch dangerous luggage. Here was a line of families waiting to board, marshalled by a woman carrying one child upon her back and an infant in a sling across her lower torso. Bantukor supervised the loading of two Dragons simultaneously, having them place youngsters and adults in turn between each other’s spine spikes. Everyone would need to be walking soon or people would start sliding and being crushed. 
 
    Then, the Marshal’s eyes slid to the hole as he saw a swarm of huge creatures breach the Cloudlands. Leviathans. A single, blazing white eye crowned each head; they were slick and dark as if they had passed through rain, and their muzzles were flat and sleek, as if they dwelled in watery spaces. Yet there was nothing watery about the cannonade of light beams that shot forth from what had to be eyes each a third the size of the average Dragonship, he realised with a shock that turned his abused guts to jelly – he expected them to be silent, but a good second after they began to decimate the flocking Drakes, the reverberation of faraway thunder shook the Isles. What power! 
 
    Aranya’s talon jabbed downward. “Allies.” 
 
    “Good!” His bark had barely left his lips, when Asturbar’s knees collapsed without warning. “Scad-mongering … aah!” 
 
    “With me, Marshal.” 
 
    An Amethyst paw snaffled him up. Through clenched teeth, he hissed, “Thanks. Iridiana –” 
 
    “Alive,” snarled Gangurtharr. 
 
    “Her first.” 
 
    “He’s way too curmudgeonly to let a pretty young Dragoness die in his paws, anyways,” Aranya piped up. Oh! Disconcerting – oh, her inner friend! The Star giggled in a completely unfamiliar tone of voice. “Aye, soldier. Princess Zuziana of Remoy, best friend of the Star Dragoness, at your service. And, for the record, Gang is awesomeness on –” 
 
    Pain twisted his lips. “Well, best friend who is apparently having a free ride in there, can you not just give Her Starriness strength to heal a few folks out here?” 
 
    Aranya’s jaw dropped! “What?” at least two voices echoed at once. 
 
    Then her other voice, the mellifluous one, chuckled, “He’s sniffed us out, Zuziana. Why didn’t we think of this before? I’ve been drawing ourselves down to nothingness, but there’s you –” 
 
    And Zuzi-me, growled yet another voice! 
 
    Stinking murgalizards, how many personalities lived inside of her? 
 
    “That’s her Shapeshifter form,” Aranya explained, flexing her knees to keep upright. “Quick-wings, everyone! Let’s get these people to safety. Marshal. Hold your stomach together. Ri’arion –” 
 
    “Here.” 
 
    “Do exactly as I direct.” 
 
    Asturbar pleaded, “Aranya, please, Iridiana needs you more –” 
 
    “Shut it!” the Zuziana voice cut in. 
 
    “I suggest you don’t bite your tongue,” said Ri’arion. “Bite your gauntlet instead.” 
 
    “Gang! Bring the Iridium!” snapped Huari, every inch the Marshal. “Line her up for Aranya’s ministrations. Yuaki! Faster on the loading!” 
 
    “Dragonwings rising out of the Cloud – holy Fra’anior!” gasped the Brown Shapeshifter. “What under the suns are those? Hope they’re friendly. And, plenty more Drakes! Alert!” 
 
    Three Drakes grinned into the hole, their fangs gleaming as though they anticipated a fine luncheon. Gangurtharr, Yuaki and Huari promptly decorated their grins with a barrage of fireballs. 
 
    Faster and faster, the Island tilted in the sky as the lifting power of the ragions toward the western fringe overpowered the straight-up lifting force of those beneath. The Dragons were forced to flap their wings to hold position. People cried out as they squashed helplessly against each other, threatening to crush the smaller and more vulnerable, and Ri’arion was up to his elbows inside Asturbar’s stomach, holding bits together as Aranya’s healing power played over his guts like the flame of a welding torch. Apparently she still had the presence of mind while she was magically stitching up his stomach cavity to be issuing a slew of orders to her incoming forces – either an improbable feat of mental gymnastics, or he’d be wearing his guts for armour in the future. 
 
    Then, she laid a paw upon Iridiana’s nose and began doing something there, too! 
 
    Frazzle, spark, hiss and spit went the flesh of his abdomen. He smelled the sickly sweet stench of burning flesh, but even that sensation faded. Nyahi’s treatment seemed far more subtle. Strengthening, he imagined. Guiding her home. In a moment, the eyelid he could see upon the near side of her head fluttered, and he saw a reinvigorated gleam illuming the secondary nictitating membrane. 
 
    Awake! 
 
    “Ouch. Morning already?” she groaned. 
 
    Never a more beautiful dawn, even if it was mid-afternoon and the bottom had fallen out of their Island, literally. Asturbar yelped, “Nyahi!” 
 
    Her belly-fires purred into life. “Silly Boots.” 
 
    At that, before matters grew all too mushy, Aranya declared that she was done healing the pair of love parakeets for now – whatever parakeets were – turned about, and ordered the Dragons to start tossing people out of the lowering hole! 
 
    Struggling to find his feet, Asturbar spluttered, “Wait just a –” 
 
    “They’re already in danger,” she argued. “The halves will smash together any moment and there are too many inside this cavern. People will be crushed.” 
 
    With a crash followed by a violent, juddering avalanche of sound, her prediction came true. Hundreds of people were shaken off their feet as the two tipping Islands collided, and through the din Asturbar heard and felt the additional thumps and crunches higher up in the home of the Mistral Fires as stores and equipment, furnishings and Fra’anior knew what else slid and crunched together. Several faraway yells cut off horribly. The hole now faced directly downward, slowly panning over a scene of peculiarly shaped Lesser Dragons bursting free of the Cloudlands from places Asturbar was at a loss to name, backed by the searing white beams of light apparently fired from the eyes of those Cloudlands-broaching monster lizards. Given the distances their attacks seemed to drift upward slowly, white beams marked by puffy grey clouds of expiring Drakes, trailed by the great Dragonwings of hundreds and now thousands of Dragons beating upward. Brighter orange flares marked their progress as they tangled with Thoralian’s forces. 
 
    Embroiled in the underground battle, Asturbar had not been party to the arrival of the battlefront. Dragons darkened the skies. The carnage was immense – mostly on the side of the disorganised Drakes, which swarmed in dense packs tens of thousands strong against the tightly-arrayed aerial forces of the Star Dragoness. Where had the Thoralians even kept such an army? How had they fed them? 
 
    There went Azhukazi’s creature, still making that hammering motion as it vanished without a trace into the seething billows three miles below. 
 
    Yet his concern mounted for the hurting and injured, especially for those already left behind, unconscious, as the crowd rushed the remaining Dragons with an ugly collective roar. Tempers rose along with fear. Fists flew. Elbows. Furious, fearful shouts. Yuaki was trying to corral them, when Asturbar bellowed: 
 
    “Just start throwing them out!” 
 
    Paws swept handfuls of people into the hole. They fell wailing and cursing and praying; Asturbar fervently hoped that Aranya had primed her forces for the deadly game of catch that would ensue, and that the Dragonkind would reach these people well before the Drakes picked them off. Already the deadly aerial hunters surged toward the falling, twisting few and the overloaded Dragon gliders, their shoals glittering with deadly brilliance despite the gathering gloom. 
 
    Asturbar glanced about him. “Bantukor, have your men collect the injured. Yuaki, take three Dragons and try to get to the other half of the Island. See what you can do for anyone trapped there.” 
 
    When upward of six or seven hundred people had been helped or launched out over the Cloudlands, the rest did not dare a murmur. Crowd control, Dragon style. 
 
    He tried to stride down to the hole, but enervation made him wobble as if he were drunk. Suddenly Nyahi was beside him, walking as badly as he, but her tilted wing steadied him. Asturbar began speaking to people quietly. “Load that Dragon. Is this your family, Tanastukor? Tie your children to your bodies and jump. Hey, T’gansi, can you help your Dad be brave? Yazina! Good. Go supervise loading that Dragon. Quickly, girl. Gangurtharr, gather a hundred to you and fly.” He moved deeper among the Mistral Fires, seeking by his manner to quell their fears. “Byzamkin! Comfort this girl and find her a Dragonride, would you? That’s an order!” 
 
    He firmly pushed Silomé and the boy together. Ha. Who said there was never time for love? 
 
    Masterful Marshal-ship, if he did not say so himself. Catching Nyahi eyeballing him, however, he smoothed the smirk off his lips. 
 
    In short order, four more Dragons dropped away through the hole – and now the chamber was noticeably emptier, but he still shivered at many panicked cries deeper within the Island, echoing through the slowly twisting corridors. The hole was already midway up toward the vertical again, and if he was not mistaken, their altitude had decreased significantly too. The increasing pressure in his ears told that tale. What was that sound, that steady pop-popping against the Island; the slight shivering of the ground beneath his boots as he and Iridiana walked carefully with the people, showing them how to cope with the changing slopes without falling. 
 
    “Aranya?” 
 
    Her eyes glazed over slightly as she mentally checked with her forces without. Oh no. The Drakes are firing the ragions beneath the Islands … 
 
    That tore it. Thoralian’s last orders must have been to annihilate them all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rapidly, he and Aranya organised a Dragon relay team. No time to fly people out now – the imperative was to release them from the slowly sinking Island. To scour the halls and chambers for any stragglers. To see to the other half of the Island, from which reports were already returning from Yuaki. Drakes had penetrated the halls there, and the death toll was measured in the high hundreds. 
 
    When the storage room was cleared at last, Iridiana tapped Asturbar on the shoulder. “Our turn.” 
 
    “No, we still need to search –” 
 
    “You’re more use out there,” she said softly. 
 
    “But … you’re right. Feel like swatting a few Drakes?” 
 
    Her eyes gleamed ominously. “Exactly. I’m in a bit of a mood. If Thoralian expects us all just to roll over and die …” 
 
    He shared the fiercest of grins with his girlfriend. “We’ll invite him to go first. Even if we have to take him one by one – you were awesome today. Simply awesome. But aren’t you – don’t you need to sleep?” 
 
    “Aranya said Dragons could fight on borrowed reserves, but I’ll pay for it later.” 
 
    “Yes?” He raised his battle-axe. “Then let’s fly, noble Dragoness!” 
 
    Iridiana fled the Island right behind Aranya’s tail, her inexperience almost tangling them up. At once, Asturbar saw a running, swirling battle developing between the Drakes and the Dragons carrying his people. A few of those falling had been picked off, but even as he watched, tiny silvery Dragons shot out of the sides of a hulking Dragoness who was as big as an Asjujian Emoflit, only she was armoured with an insanely thick layer of metal – a Metallic Fortress Dragon, Aranya supplied quickly to his mind and Iridiana’s. Her name was Genholme, and she was using her Bullet Dragons to fetch people out of the air and return them to her personal fortress. The Bullets were quick fliers but not strong, so they worked in teams of two or three at a time to snatch people away from champing draconic jaws. 
 
    Aranya added, We’ve lost none to the Cloudlands so far. These are the Dragons of the Lost Isles. Their homes are two hundred leagues behind us, unfortunately. Air Breathers don’t walk very fast. 
 
    What under the suns were Air Breathers? 
 
    Farther afield, a Dragonwing of Dragon Riders coursed swiftly into the skies, seeking to cut off the main body of Drakes from reaching the stricken Mistral Fires. He saw no sign of the Thoralians or the First Egg, but far to the Northeast he observed a patch of Cloudlands that appeared to be boiling upward in great, luminous grey streamers of moisture. Aranya confirmed that was the location of the First Egg. She did not know how the Thoralians were moving it, except perhaps by manipulating the water in the environment. His eyes scanned the deployment of the Dragons; the huge Land Dragons below appeared to be taking turns to breach the Cloudlands and lend the support of their almighty eye cannons to the battle. What those brilliant beams touched, vaporised – but they were incredibly accurate as well, somehow succeeding in separating friend from foe even at close quarters. 
 
    Aranya said, Is that how you two fly – in paw, so to speak? 
 
    He’s too big for my spine spikes, Iridiana said. 
 
    I did wonder at first if he was some unknown form of Dragon, the Star Dragoness admitted, looking Asturbar over in a way that made the Iridium Dragoness stiffen perceptibly in the air. 
 
    The other voice cooed, Iridiana must like her men ultra-chunky. Me, I prefer the lean and scrummy look. 
 
    Iridiana’s fires blushed robustly! 
 
    With Ri’arion having already flown with Gangurtharr to help the Gladiator Dragon, Aranya and Iridiana swept up the scarred side of the tumbling half-Island, searching for Drakes or survivors. Both were lean Dragonesses built along very much the same lines and contours, agile fliers that while well-muscled, were noticeably less thickset than the bigger males. Asturbar chuckled to himself. Pity the beefy male Dragon who thought to bully or overpower either of this pair – they would be in for a rude awakening! 
 
    “There’s one! I can see! The world … everything’s amazing!” spluttered the Iridium Dragoness. He had quickly forgotten she had not seen well for eight years of her life. 
 
    “Gashukan!” cried Asturbar, pointing. 
 
    The Amethyst Dragoness immediately screamed over to the other half-Island, pounding a marauding Drake with three ultra-swift fireballs that were so hot, they burned through its armoured hide. With an agonised screech, the creature plummeted. She swept beneath the Head Engineer, who was dangling one-handed from a metal stanchion, and braked neatly in the air to pluck him from his precarious position. 
 
    “Ten seconds until the Islands hit the Cloudlands,” said Asturbar. 
 
    “I’ll sound the alert,” Aranya called. “The Land Dragons can shield these Island fragments for a few more minutes down there, but we need to extract everyone as quickly as possible. It’s not deep here – only a league and a half or so. Leaping Islands!” 
 
    The Amethyst jinked aside as Iridiana darted past her head in stop-start defiance of reality, closing with a Drake which had popped out of a torn-off corridor. Asturbar and the Dragoness struck simultaneously. A wild shriek greeted their effort as the creature pounded into a section of rock, before discovering it was missing a foot and now sported a sizeable hole in its left shoulder. 
 
    “You put me off,” Asturbar complained, feeling his stomach. Bad idea. 
 
    Back-winging sharply to avoid the Drake’s weak riposte, Iridiana snorted, “I didn’t bring you along to shave their beards, soldier! Aim a little higher next time, would you?” 
 
    Aranya fired past them. Pfft! 
 
    Perfect strike, right down the gaping throat. 
 
    Asturbar and Iridiana glanced at each other, discovered identical expressions, and burst out laughing – a momentary release from the day’s grim events. 
 
    “I guess that was lesson number one from the Star Dragoness,” Iridiana said. 
 
    “Less arguing, more killing,” agreed Asturbar. 
 
    “Arguing is fun at the right moment,” said Aranya’s other voice, rather snippily. “Huh. Pretty-scales, did you notice how similar your Dragoness manifestation is to Aranya’s?” 
 
    “Ah … no,” Iridiana protested. “Please don’t compare me to … to a Star –” 
 
    “Aww, aren’t we a shy little predator?” Zuziana teased. 
 
    With a fond smile at Iridiana, who was Dragon-blushing up a small firestorm, Aranya snorted, “Zip’s just jealous she isn’t flaming things with us, Iridiana. Help me seat this man, would you?” 
 
    “Gashukan,” said Asturbar. 
 
    There was a startled pause. “Well, he’s a bloodthirsty soldier – I approve!” exclaimed the Zuziana voice. 
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    Iridiana chuckled throatily. “Gash-you-can? No mind, Boots. We can go gash a few things open if you like. You’re a bit sore about your House, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Our House,” he corrected firmly. “And, yes. Very sore.” 
 
    Aranya swung a paw upward to point at a huge flock of Drakes descending suddenly out of the clouds. “Let’s give that axe arm a little overdue exercise, shall we, Marshal? Follow me!” 
 
    “It’s a trap!” squealed Iridiana. 
 
    “No …” 
 
    Asturbar’s groan faded on the winds as Iridiana popped and fizzed through a rash of transformations as her old panic took over. Then, a different sound replaced the confusion. Waterfall? Where? At once he landed astraddle a seething comet of draconic Chaos magic, that in some manner hearkened to the body that had been, for he sat upon solid scales – so his senses suggested – but another part of his brain insisted that these were semi-transparent substances formed of insanely roiling fires that ran the gamut of the blue spectrum, from ultraviolet to ultramarine. The fires surged up his body to cover him like armour, spitting off the blade of his axe. Primed for action. 
 
    A voice like a rushing wind roared, FOR THE MISTRALS! 
 
    They left a bemused Star Dragoness wafting through a trail of silvery dust as they seared into the heights. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: The Mistrals! 
 
      
 
    Asturbar was quite certain the speed of Iridiana’s take-off left his teeth four miles behind. She lanced past Aranya’s Dragonwings as though they were flying backward – no disrespect, of course. A thunderclap of sound accompanied their rising; he saw Dragon Riders throw their hands up to their ears as the pair rocketed by, and the same thunderclap out of clear air repeated as she evidently realised that they had stormed far past any hope of backup and were screaming toward a thousand Drakes in a solo assault. 
 
    Perhaps not the smartest idea. 
 
    He had never imagined wind such as which smote him as they slowed; Iridiana belatedly found some shielding to help him, for he would not have been able to hold on. No chance. Being plastered against her insubstantial, fiery spine spikes helped him survive the experience, however. This form was large enough to seat him comfortably … 
 
    With bestial screams of hunger, a thousand pairs of talons dived for their throats – KERRR-WHOMP!! 
 
    Asturbar shook his head a second time. He was seeing suns-spots. Those creatures Aranya called Land Dragons had just cleared a nice quarter-mile of sky for them. 
 
    He coughed, “Uh …” 
 
    “Well, that’s annoying,” snorted Iridiana. “Talk about an anti-climax.” 
 
    He reached down to slap her neck. “Well then, girlie, what are you waiting for? Permission?” 
 
    GIRLIE? roared the Dragoness. Well, that was one way to warm up his sweet little silver-skinned marauder. Her Shapeshifter form tore across the occluded afternoon skies with such fury, even the magic-maddened Drakes seemed to pause in recognition, and for a goodly few dozen that they downed in those precious opening seconds of combat, that was the last thought they experienced in their mortal lives. Rising upon Nyahi’s back, Asturbar struck out left and right with his battle-axe, ignoring the renewed tearing sensation in his stomach as his thirty-foot sweep hammered surprised Drakes into oblivion. Within a minute, they had earned themselves a respectful area of wing space in the air, and Asturbar had to resort to taunting the beasts to draw them into killing range. 
 
    “Honestly?” Nyahi complained. “What did you call that one?” 
 
    “Popped out. Sorry. Bad case of soldier mouth.” 
 
    “I have to kiss that mouth later.” 
 
    “Do I have to?” he pretended to groan. “Go! Go get them. Drakes – over there!” 
 
    A mauve patch of fire winked at him. “Do I have to?” 
 
    Hooking a thumb over his shoulder, Asturbar said, “Those lugs are catching up. Why don’t we show the famous Dragon Riders of the Vassal States a few of our signature moves?” 
 
    KERRR-WHOMP!! 
 
    He shaded his eyes. “That is, if you can find any more Drakes in these parts. Sodding nuisance having to put up with allies, isn’t it?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Apart from an embarrassing incident involving a dracofloral form wrapping itself accidentally around a Drake’s muzzle, which deposited Asturbar upon the attacker’s back just in time to put the actual metal of his battle-axe to good use for the first time since he could remember, the battle alongside the famed Dragon Riders of the Vassal States proceeded according to plan. They joined the Dragonwing and were bluntly informed, ‘Fledglings should not show off,’ at which point Iridiana lost her cool and ‘flared’ a clutch of Drakes ahead of them. That made the bigger Dragons sit up and take notice! 
 
    The afternoon quickly wore on into frustration for Asturbar. Learning the patterns of mass Dragon battle was one matter, which he quickly adapted to since he was used to considering issues of crossfire and cover, backup and saturation of a field of fire, but deep in his heart he knew that the longer they battled, the farther the Thoralians flew from any form of justice. A dull, poisonous lust for revenge burned in his heart as he watched the Cloudlands close over the broken Island, and the only home he had ever truly known, vanished forever. The Mistral Fires were broken. 
 
    This conflict was dull and attritional. The forces were evenly matched, with numbers and savagery on one side stacked against teamwork and determination on the other. Iridiana acquitted herself, in his unbiased opinion, exceedingly well. They learned how to fly in wing position behind and slightly above or below a lead Dragon; they observed much about the interaction of Dragons and Riders, and the ways that they supported each other in battle. Some of the bigger Dragons carried powerful weapons emplacements and crews of up to six upon sturdy harnesses fastened beneath their torsos and at the base of the neck, and the occasional intervention of the Land Dragons below cleared thicker knots of Drakes as if by magic. There was a steady stream of up-and-down communication, he learned. Picking targets. Setting the pace for their Land Dragon allies. Timing assaults. The Riders co-ordinated and fired ranged weapons at the Drakes, many of the arrows, crossbow bolts, flechettes and shrapnel being poisoned with a neurotoxin that was especially efficacious against Drakes, while the Dragons provided the close-up firepower and claws and fangs where needed. Gangurtharr and Huaricithe kept close, they noticed, and Huari in particular provided apropos instruction and encouragement when the intense combat allowed. 
 
    After several hours aloft Iridiana was drooping visibly at the wingtips. The command came to stand down and new Dragonwings rose to take up the challenge – an entirely different combination of Dragonkind including types Asturbar had never seen before – Swarm Dragons which were similar to Drakes but considerably smaller, heavy metal-armoured Grunts that Blue Overminds physically fired at the enemy, and phalanxes of blue-robed Enchanters that joined the battle Dragonback, using their formidable mental powers to confuse the Drakes and turn them against each other. Bloody snarls developed within seconds wherever those blue robes flew. 
 
    “You’re shaking your head,” Iridiana said as they turned in gliding formation and dropped away from the battlefront. 
 
    “You sustained your form beautifully,” he observed. 
 
    “A few mishaps.” The Dragoness shrugged with an aerial stutter that she quickly smoothed out before the pair of Dragon Riders to their starboard flank had opportunity to complain. “I feel like I’ve been stuck back in the classroom – lessons complete with fireballs and hard knocks.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “How’s the tummy?” 
 
    “Feels like I’ve given birth recently,” he said, making a face that drew a tired wheeze of laughter. 
 
    To their surprise, Marshal Huaricithe cupped air slightly to sideslip into position alongside Iridiana port flank. She touched wingtips with the young Dragoness. “Not too awful for your first Dragon battle. You made it.” 
 
    “Only because we babysat them,” Gangurtharr taunted from his position ninety feet below. 
 
    “I advise you ignore that decrepit old rock muncher.” The Blue Dragoness winked, seeming in a cheery mood despite leaking blood from at least fourteen locations Asturbar could count. “Actually, I came to inquire – Iridiana, we have a nine-hour flight ahead of us and my insight-glamour-detection sense tells me you’re running dangerously low on magical energies. In fact, given the levels of depletion, I’m surprised you’re still aloft at all.” 
 
    “I …” The smaller, younger Dragoness chuckled self-consciously. “Sorry, Marshal Huaricithe.” 
 
    “Sorry?” Huaricithe gave her younger charge the full benefit of the proverbial fiery eyeball. “You are a fledgling. You are permitted to ask for help. This is unacceptable!” 
 
    Predictably, her verbal broadside shattered Nyahi’s final strands of control. Whee-paf! Hiss! Zeee … she raced through four floral forms, a dragonet, a spiky bush that whipped across Asturbar’s nose, and finally, her diamond bracelet form that latched to his neck – then belatedly slithered down to his left forearm, shivering and decidedly sulky. How exactly a dense diamond lattice managed to sulk, Asturbar could not entirely explain, but her mood was clear. 
 
    He glowered at Gangurtharr as the Dragon performed a typically lackadaisical aerial catch – all studied nonchalance and unsubtle egotism, yet he caught the pair with barely a bump against Asturbar’s back and thighs. 
 
    “Thanks,” Asturbar growled. 
 
    “Odd little creature,” said the Gladiator, peering at the contents of his paw. “You’re ugly. She’s pretty in a ‘don’t you want to add her to your hoard’ kind of way.” 
 
    “Felicitations,” pouted the diamonds. “Thank you for the ride, noble –” 
 
    “Gang. Just Gang. To think I used to call Aranya ‘Scrap’ or ‘dead meat’ … ah, before I knew who she was – the holy Star Dragoness and all that. On the other paw, I think I’ll call you –” 
 
    “Iridiana,” she growled, flashing dangerous little amaranthine fangs at him. 
 
    The scarred Dragon clacked his fangs together in surprise. “Ha! A feisty one. I like the snap and snarl! You want to ask her to change into Human form, Asturbar. I’ve recently learned that the female Human form is –” 
 
    “Oh, do please elucidate,” purred Huaricithe, falling into formation with her mate. 
 
    GRRRARR! Gangurtharr blurted out. 
 
    Asturbar chortled aloud at the Dragon’s expression, and it only grew worse as Nyahi asked quietly, “Why are you such a strange colour, Gang? You call me odd –” 
 
    “Mightier Dragons than you have been pulped for that sort of comment,” he sniffed majestically. “Still, you could develop into a respectable fighter, given the quality of instruction I am able to offer – I trained the Star Dragoness myself, I’ll have you know!” 
 
    Iridiana’s growling tingled against Asturbar’s arm, and he was sure her miniature claws would have drawn blood had he not been wearing his gambeson. 
 
    Gang seemed to find her reaction amusing. Switching to shielded Dragonish, he confided, I’ve not been a Shapeshifter long. I believe the Star Dragoness brought out the true colour in me. Ha. Shapeshifter religion, Asturbar thought. Interesting beliefs for a veteran of the Pits! He added, Now, young Iridiana, but one important task lies ahead of you this day. Just one. 
 
    What’s that? she asked. 
 
    GO TO SLEEP! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    To Asturbar’s surprise, Nyahi did as she was told. 
 
    A Chaos Shifter was not often inclined to be meek or obedient, for it was not in her nature. Or perhaps, he reflected, it was not in her Dragoness’ nature – here was a dichotomy he ached to explore. Until this very day, he had assumed that Shapeshifters were one person with one personality. Yet the Zuziana persona hid within Aranya’s person had several times spoken up in her allegedly different manifestations; her Dragoness had snippily interjected or thrown a markedly different perspective on matters. Aranya seemed highbrow and aloof – no, perhaps reserved was a better word – whereas her Dragoness was a fierce and fiery creature, much quicker to anger, for example. Similarly Iridiana’s innate shyness only surfaced occasionally, whereas in her Human form it was always discernible in the way she allowed her hair to slide forward to veil her eyes, or the nervous mannerism of turning her foot back and forth like an embarrassed child. Disagreeing with oneself was either a sign of madness, or a clear indicator that indeed different personalities manifested from the sacrosanct notion of the single Human-Dragon soul. 
 
    He did like to trample all over taboos, didn’t he? 
 
    And what of the Star Dragoness? How could he deny the apparent fact that a dragonet had popped out of her … soul, if that was what had happened, under the duress of her Shadow Dragon’s strike? He knew what he had felt. The implications made his marrow curl inside his bones, coldly mordacious. 
 
    What a fearful power! 
 
    What a terrible burden of responsibility lay upon those young shoulders – a girl not yet twenty summers of age, if the whispers were true, one who claimed kinship with the mighty Onyx! No wonder her character appeared carved in granite. 
 
    Sucking in his lips at the unfairness of his thoughts, Asturbar traced their course with his eyes. Yes, they were about to enter the Cloudlands. Yes, this was also impossible. Why didn’t they just turn his head inside out, rearrange the contents, and stuff everything back inside again? He’d be less discombobulated. 
 
    Scratching his shaven pate, Asturbar flew down into a realm he had been taught to believe was utterly deadly to all living creatures, seated in Dragon Rider position above Gang’s shoulders. The Gladiator Dragon chuntered away with a certain irascible harmlessness that belied the performance the soldier had seen in battle. He had celebrated his release from the Pits by blasting, smashing, tail-crushing and bludgeoning his way through every Drake in his path as though they had caused him personal affront. Now, he occasionally cast covetous fire-eyes upon the beautiful Huaricithe with her navy-blue scales and sleek lines, and took the opportunity as the opaque Cloudlands closed over their complex shields, to sideslip behind the Blue Shapeshifter and tweak her tail. 
 
    A not entirely playful buffet to the hindquarters was her riposte. 
 
    Fires on your mind, beloved? he asked. 
 
    Many, she admitted. Not least, how to rehouse thousands. 
 
    Aranya does seem to have a knack for picking up strays – no disrespect, Marshal, Gang noted soberly. We have a Lost Islands nation mobile upon Dragonback, sundry displaced Dragon Riders, Land Dragons scraped up across the better part of five thousand square leagues, headed up by a few rascals from North of the Rift seeking nothing less than to change the world – 
 
    Not to mention the odd crusty reject from the Gladiator Pits, noted the Blue. 
 
    That’s spelled, ‘lusty,’ he said, daring to reach out a second time. Huari’s tail-slap was so rapid, Asturbar did not even see the movement. He only felt Gangurtharr judder. Suffering murgalizards, Dragon romance was … well, different! 
 
    As he was learning. 
 
    They drifted steadily down through the cloud layers which stubbornly refused to give up any secrets as to what might lie below, but Asturbar’s patience was eventually rewarded. The clouds suddenly thinned as if they had descended beneath an overcast sky, but the realm below appeared strangely well-lit by ambient light, for which he could discern no source. The air was noticeably thicker and very murky toward the horizons, especially to the North. He listened peripherally to Huari explaining how the Dragons used a complex set of pressure and anti-toxin shields to almost perfectly negate the deleterious toxins present in the atmosphere – but that was hardly the beginning of the problems down below, she added a touch snidely as Asturbar gasped at his first proper sighting of a Land Dragon. 
 
    “Large?” she quipped. 
 
    Somehow, his standard curses about lizards just didn’t seem to fit, size-wise. Or anything-wise.  
 
    Eventually, he just about managed, “Words fail me.” 
 
    This is Leandrial, our noble transportation and mother to us all, Huaricithe said proudly. Hail, Leandrial. 
 
    Asturbar wondered if she was over a mile long. Maybe a mile and a half – well beyond the size of any self-respecting Island, anyways. She was a sleek grey salamander-like creature in shape, with powerful, squat legs tipped with spatulate paws and talons that could skewer Dragonships for fun. He had thought Asjujian Emoflits were enormous. Leandrial’s mouth could swallow a half-dozen Asjujians any which way, with acres of room to spare. A single white eye blazed in the middle of her forehead, its wash like a glorious beacon of welcome that arrived well before her languid greeting: 
 
    In a voice like many basso flutes, the behemoth said, Fra’anior’s fieriest greetings to thee, noble friends. Come. I have many hundreds onboard, but there is always room for more. 
 
    Noble Dragoness, he said politely, genuflecting as best he could given his position stuck between Gangurtharr’s spine spikes – like a chunk of meat trapped between a Dragon’s fangs, he supposed, trying to take command of his dangling jaw and bulging eyes simultaneously. 
 
    Leandrial added, Aranya asked me to personally conduct the noble Marshal Asturbar and his bright flame, Iridiana, to noble Yiisuriel. Her mouth cracked open. Inside, quickly. There’s a tidal backwash coming. 
 
    This sounded suspiciously like a soldiers’ game involving alcohol being swilled around in various mouths before being offered to an unsuspecting recruit. 
 
    He could not see what she meant, but Asturbar heard a dull roaring in the distance beyond the low hills – no, those were plants! Were they? Suddenly, what he saw seemed to swim into a new kind of focus before his stupefied eyes. When he compared himself to others, he had always been aware he was a giant amongst men. Soldiers trod warily about him; always, they noticed his physical size and strength and treated him accordingly. Here, he was the one dwarfed by giants. What he had taken for hills were the smoothly mounded tops of tree-like plants, massively thickset nodes of khaki and brown foliage that bearded a series of four low ridges that must lie beneath the old realm of the Mistral Fires. The great grey Runner Dragons, amongst whom Leandrial appeared to be the largest of her kind, raced across these plants in a strangely languorous swimming-slash-running motion that belied the power and reach of their immense bodies. He saw a group of five racing up the nearest ridge and then leaping for the skies – well, the Cloudlands that led to what he knew for skies – with a graceful motion like dappled pond trout leaping to snaffle an insect off a low-hanging leaf. They surged up into the overcast heavens in improbable defiance of gravity. Shortly, the characteristic low booming of their eye cannons resounded upon his eardrums, muffled yet intense. 
 
    The far higher air pressure coupled with muscle power and magic allows us to leap, Marshal, Leandrial explained as Gang rapidly swooped toward her mouth. We cannot easily breach like the Shell-Clan, unless the region is shallow like this one. Not many rooted Islands about Herimor or Wyldaroon. But the mountains … aye, even I have run over the mountains. Now there’s a tale … 
 
    Leandrial is a great teacher, said Huari. 
 
    We’ll ride inside her mouth, Gangurtharr added, checking Asturbar’s reaction without the slightest subtlety. He feigned unconcern. When his mate firmly reminded him to keep his talons sheathed this time, the Dragon grinned, Private cheek pocket for the two of us? 
 
    Don’t you start, the Navy-Blue Shapeshifter returned pertly. There’s a war on, you know. 
 
    And? 
 
    Asturbar chuckled at the Gladiator’s unrepentant tone. He said, “One odd loose end in all this chaos. What happened to that Chameleon who impersonated Yuaki?” 
 
    Gang shook his head. “Chameleons are masters of disguise, which goes without saying, but also of glamour magic. So far there has been no sign of the creature. Aranya has Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron – that’s the leader of the Air Breathers – screening each and every creature she takes on board, but so far so nothing. We’ll catch him.” 
 
    “And the salvage –” 
 
    Huari said, “Proceeding well. We have your Chief Engineer and Quartermasters working with a group of smaller Runners to salvage absolutely everything of value or use from your fallen Islands. We’re rather short on supplies ourselves, you see, given the recent influx of refugees.” 
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “It’s hardly just yourselves. There are thousands of Dragon Riders, refugees retrieved from Islands that were shot at us … it’s a long and bloody story.” Marshal Huaricithe touched her left eye, a draconic indicator of grief. “The Thoralians have much to answer for. There go the Runners. Every last item, crate and travel pack will be labelled so that we have some hope of returning valuables to owners, for example.” 
 
    Asturbar had to dab his own eyes. “Words cannot convey my gratitude, Marshal Huaricithe.” 
 
    As they swept down to a landing upon Leandrial’s tongue, Asturbar watched a posse of these smaller Ca’agik Mist-Runners, which were dark green with azure speckling upon their upper bodies and limbs, charging off like overeager geckos. They had the wriggling motion and splayed paws with rounded, sucker-like pads upon their ends, but these ‘smaller’ Runners measured an eighth to a quarter-mile in length, and ran faster than the fastest Dragonship to boot. Toting an impressive tonnage of chattels strapped beneath their concave bellies, they vanished over the near horizon with an almost laughable excess of enthusiasm, calling encouragement and banter to each other in a dialect of Dragonish unfamiliar to him. Clearly, work should not be taken too seriously. 
 
    Gang swirled into a neat landing upon the mighty purple swathe of Leandrial’s tongue, saying cheerfully, “Welcome to the nursery. Cheek pockets all along there. Kids’ magizball over there.” 
 
    A living cavern to rehouse the Mistral Fires. Fitting. 
 
    Smiling to mask the grief within, to appear strong for the people, he took in the scene. A rambunctious game of magizball rolled across the width of Leandrial’s tongue, with adults acting as goal catchers either side for the four coloured ‘magizi’ that were being actively pursued by at least two hundred screaming children. Many cheerful and serious shouts greeted their arrival. He checked that Gang was being gentle with Iridiana, and then double-checked where he was planning to put her. A clutch of five cheek pockets inside the towering folds of her cheek, protected by bands of muscle and cartilaginous tissue, had been set aside for injured persons and Dragons. She went inside the one designated for the least urgent cases. Then, he had the most curious experience of walking around inside a Land Dragoness’ enormous oral cavity, speaking to people as Leandrial began the long run East to where they would join the Air Breathers, who formed the base of Aranya’s entire operation. He could not wait. Walking Dragon-Islands! 
 
    Even the legends did not cover this one. 
 
    As she walked along, Leandrial began to tell him much about what had been and these strange and unique Shapeshifters and people he had fallen in with; about the realms far beyond the Rift, and the mighty conflict with Thoralian which had shaken their Island-World to its roots. 
 
    At one point, Asturbar muttered, So, what I took for a major battle was really just a minor skirmish amidst these great events, o Leandrial? 
 
    Rot! she snorted testily. 
 
    Ahh … 
 
    Leandrial repeated, Piffle, fluff-brained nonsense and ragion-outgassing, to be precise. Marshal Asturbar, you have suffered great losses this day. The grievous facts do not escape my cognizance. How I lament, I mourn – oh, that Fra’anior’s paw should compass thy precious lives! 
 
    Her outcry made every Human within her mouth startle, while the Lesser Dragons leaped momentarily into battle-readiness before relaxing their postures. Leandrial made no apology. Slipping out of the cheek pocket that housed Nyahi’s insensate Dragoness and a dozen other injured Dragons besides, Asturbar lifted his hands in a ‘everything’s fine’ gesture. He had taken the aged Leandrial for a cool, rational one. Not so – her fires burned undaunted! 
 
    Earnestly, she said, Do you little ones not understand the first inkling of Balance? Permit me to frame the matter in terms that must indubitably penetrate even your metal-armoured Azingloriax cranium. You Humans have the strangest beliefs regarding fate and individual volition. Attend as I hypothesize. Accidentally, you and Iridiana were exiled to the same Island oasis, a speck in the eighteen thousand square leagues of the Doldrums where you accidentally fell over the rainbows for her and you, Asturbar, accidentally learned to understand her powers by dint of employing the accidental fruits of your lifelong warrior training. Accidentally, Chanbar returned and you were accidentally able to commandeer a Dragonship back to the very battlefield the Thoralians and this Azhukazi chose to make their own, where you accidentally met the Star Dragoness and accidentally slew one of the Thoralians! 
 
    Asturbar threw up his hands with a gruff bark of laughter. Alright, great one! I accidentally happen to understand the drift of your thoughts. 
 
    Insolent mite! My thoughts never drift, snorted the great Land Dragoness, tipping downward as she began a run down into one of the great under-Cloudlands canyons that riddled this area of badlands. Aranya had raced ahead with Ardan in tow to plan the next movements of the Air Breathers, who could not easily cross the depths that lay ahead – called impossible deeps – which Leandrial and her kind could swim-walk across. Asturbar did not understand why the Air Breathers could not deploy compression and osmotic shields like the other Dragonkind, until the answer came to him in a chagrined flash. Of course. They were walkers and could get stuck. Who, save the current owner of the First Egg or Fra’anior himself, could lift a mountain out of a canyon? Or would their buoyancy compensate? 
 
    Such contemplations made his head hurt. So did Leandrial’s lecturing, which was informative, but endlessly detailed and tedious to a man more concerned about mundane matters such as where his thousands of Mistral Fires would sleep this night, how would they work to rejoin families who had been split apart in the chaos, some far more literally than he wished to consider just now, and what by the Ancient Dragon’s own paws would he and Iridiana do hereafter? Join the Star Dragoness’ merry crew on their quest to end the Thoralians’ tyranny? 
 
    Right now, he was stuck in a place he had never imagined, three leagues beneath the Cloudlands, powering downward from the middle layers which were populated by many ferocious species and subspecies of Dragonkind into the vegetation-dense, floating middle-lower and lower layers, headed for an impossible deep that plummeted to a staggering eight leagues depth. Not even Leandrial could withstand such pressures; she would dive only as deep as four leagues, or – he bit his knuckles – some nineteen miles below his comfortable living altitude. Thankfully the Dragoness was taking a few minutes to speak with home base via longwave communication, so he was left alone with his thoughts. Chanbar’s warnings plagued his mind briefly. No. Those were in the past. Aranya’s group was made up of as diverse a collection of Dragonkind and Humans as he had ever imagined. Monk and Azure Shapeshifter? Shadow and Star? Lowly Gladiator and powerful Marshal? Toss a couple more misfits into the picture and who would care? 
 
    Gazing across the slightly mounded hump of Leandrial’s tongue at the families settling down for the night, Asturbar noticed an odd gleam from the cheek pocket where Chanbar had housed his family. Strange. Almost draconic. He stared for a few minutes, but in the semidarkness saw nothing further that struck him as untoward. 
 
    Enough. Sleep, and he would have a much clearer mind in the morning. That was when they were scheduled to arrive at Yiisuriel’s doorstep. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Out, vile Chaos! 
 
      
 
    Waking before dawn inside a Dragoness’ mouth was an unforgettable moment for a professional soldier. Waking with his girlfriend’s paw curled about his back, while the other rested lightly upon his hip, was a thrill that he could not decide whether it warmed the very sinews of his heartstrings, or might just cost him a year of his life. 
 
    Iridiana smiled at him. 
 
    He beamed at her. 
 
    Her fire-eyes crinkled at the corners, and their innards sparkled festively. 
 
    Asturbar opened his mouth, and said, “What’s that smell? Uh …” 
 
    Somebody chew off his tongue! 
 
    The Dragoness, unpredictable as always, just let her smile grow until her lips curled away from her fangs. “That’s my line, Mister Battle-Sweaty.” 
 
    Leandrial’s head tilted, but she stabilised it quickly – bending her neck, Asturbar understood, to keep her mouth as level as possible as she ascended without breaking her speed in the slightest. Up to the summit, little ones. Brightly breaks the dawn of this fine day. 
 
    The climb was eleven vertical miles from where Leandrial had first touched Yiisuriel’s granite skirts to the fresh air above, where she cracked open her jaw at last and let in a wave of dry, spicy freshness. They ascended a slope indistinguishable from most Island bulwarks save for its apparent age, but in many places Asturbar noted recent scorch and scratch marks, where the ancient lichens and curling ferns had been blasted to reveal great swathes of blackened bedrock. At length they ascended to a rectangular hangar door that appeared high in the mighty creature’s flank, shrouded in a slight dawn mist – the door itself was a seamless block of dressed stone forty feet thick, nine hundred feet wide and three hundred tall, but clearly fashioned by hand or paw. Brilliant mage-lights shone within, showing the arrivals a hangar most likely used for the deployment of Dragonwings, Asturbar decided. 
 
    Here, Leandrial dug in her rock-penetrating talons and rested her chin upon the outer portals of Yiisuriel’s fortress – for the living mountain was home to over forty thousand souls dwelling in a single, vast cavern complex. This notion demanded a stupefied headshake – or dozen more, perhaps! The legendary Dragon-dwellers certainly seemed very well organised, helping the new arrivals to stand in loose lines that were examined by some mechanism or mental ward construct he could not detect, before being allowed to pass on to processing stations, where scholars or Human magic users in blue robes recorded each arrival by simply speaking to them and then filing the information in a shared mental network. 
 
    Slightly different to the thick leather ledgers and stuffy clerks of his experience! 
 
    Iridiana was helping families negotiate the huge cliff edge that was the ledge made by Leandrial’s jaw – even from her lower lip, it was a drop of over forty feet to the hangar floor. Perfect height for a Dragoness to use her reach and whisk them down. The scholars were already setting some persons and families aside for matches, but in many cases, they had no information or the worst possible news. “I’m sorry, ma’am. Your husband’s body was recovered from the fallen Isle. Please wait here. Aye. Emburzak will take you to your children. Yes ma’am, they are all three still alive.” 
 
    Asturbar shook his head. 
 
    Efficiently, they separated out and dealt with the sick and the injured, delivering them to the medical crews who were on hand to whisk them away to the bustling infirmaries. 
 
    At length, Leandrial said, That’s every last one, Marshal. 
 
    Yes? He mopped his forehead with the chainmail sleeve of his gambeson. 
 
    Just you left, she prompted. Look, the Star has come to welcome you to her home. I sense she rather likes you two. 
 
    Grinning, he slid down her tongue onto Iridiana’s paw, and they entered the hangar together. The Dragoness waved a forepaw shyly at Aranya. Her tall frame, as slender as a whippet-dragonet, was garbed today  in an elegant amethyst gown which accentuated the unusual slightness of her waist, and though her unbound hair tumbled to an astonishing inch or two above knee level, her face and head were swathed in a pretty lace-fringed headscarf, leaving only her luminous eyes exposed. 
 
    The instant Nyahi touched the invisible, undetectable wards, the very volcanoes of the underworld hells seemed to break loose. BONG! BONG! An alarm gong resounded hugely, bringing all work to a frozen standstill. The air solidified visibly in front of them, barring entry; then the hangar door, released from its emergency stops, slid rapidly downward to entrap Leandrial’s muzzle! 
 
    He and Iridiana slewed together in a crazed bundle of magic and nerves as she Shifted at least ten times in shock before settling on what he had begun to recognise as a fall-back form, one in which she felt most protected – the diamond bracelet. Manly jewellery. Asturbar shook his head, trying to clear the shock of her last transformation out of his mind. Blue robes swarmed out of unseen doorways. Dragons, too – these strange, hulking rock monstrosities called Grunts and the scholarly Overminds, gabbling and hissing at each other in an unfamiliar dialect of Dragonish. Their running motions seemed peculiarly synchronised, like infantry on parade. The metallic beast called Genholme was trying to worm her way past Leandrial’s thrashing paws that battered the hangar door, while dozens of voices shouted and roared and in Leandrial’s case, boomed, demanding to know what the terrible danger was. 
 
    Danger? Here? 
 
    “It must be the Chameleon!” Asturbar gasped, sinking into a battle-ready crouch. 
 
    NO, YOU!! THE LITTLE … ABOMINATION! 
 
    Iridiana screamed! 
 
    Her Chaotic form rattled about inside their air prison for a second, before shooting free. She had broken out! Such was the power that had sucked down around them, Asturbar would not have believed it was possible. Who – what was going on? 
 
    Yiisuriel, what is this? Aranya demanded imperiously. 
 
    THAT CREATURE SHALL NOT ENTER! 
 
    The Amethyst shot back, Which creature? Where’s the danger? 
 
    In a flash, Iridiana returned to him, agitated and panting hard. Now, all was turmoil. Dozens of voices shouted and raged at once; the mental space seemed the most chaotic of all, as many unseen voices argued with each other – suddenly opened to his mind, Asturbar realised, releasing a flood of information that he struggled to navigate and control. This must be Aranya’s doing, but her attempts at appeasing that mightiest voice of all were drowned out by the colossal presence of what had to be this draconic mountain, the Air Breather called Yiisuriel. Her strength was now being augmented by her kin, also present and vocal within the mind. Yiisuriel reinforced her ward-protections with layer upon stultifying layer of magic – and he saw the Shadow again in Aranya’s tow, held securely by Sapphire and her six tiny Jewels – and now a shriek rose from Aranya: 
 
    Order! Order in the mental space! What are these accusations, Yiisuriel? 
 
    At a crazed thunderclap of volume, the mountain responded, CHAOS! ABOMINATION! DESECRATION OF YORE! KILL IT NOW! 
 
    His stomach clawed at his throat. Iridiana! 
 
    The Amethyst shouted, She’s an ally! Let me explain – Yiisuriel, no! I forbid – 
 
    DIE, THOU FIEND!! 
 
    The thunderclap that struck him was a psychic comet-strike, but Asturbar knew from the closest presences he sensed in and around his mind that Aranya, Leandrial, Zuziana’s souls and the powerful monk had combined to defend Iridiana and him, or their lives would have been snuffed out as a man stamps unheeding upon a tiny bug. As it was, the physical consequences were greater than he could have imagined. Leandrial jerked backward, cracking both the bone of her muzzle and the hangar door simultaneously, and her bellow of pain mingled with, strangely, the pure, ringing scream of Aranya’s anguish as she collapsed upon that time-worn stone floor, blood seeping from the corner of her mouth. 
 
    The Shadow Dragon gaped. In that instant, Asturbar felt a tingling in his mental link with Iridiana, and a faction of a second later, Ardan’s eyes changed. The darkness drained away. Light shone anew. ARAANYAA! was the cry of his soul. 
 
    The stricken young woman just convulsed upon the cold stone. 
 
    Leandrial roared, What have you done? The Star – 
 
    I will evict the abomination! came the thunderous retort. Much have I suffered within the corridors of my upper reaches, and much more below, but this desecration I will never tolerate. Never! I swear this upon my eternal fires. In all my centuries of life, never did I imagine that a whelp of Iosaxxioa should dare to step paw in my halls! Take it away! Away, thou loathsome Chaos Beast! Flee and never return, and let thy miserable life be wracked by the wrath of holy Fra’anior for all eternity! 
 
    Iridiana is a fledgling Shapeshifter, Leandrial cried, levering the broken hangar door open with her forepaw. 
 
    More the fool you are for sheltering such – 
 
    Who is a fool, Yiisuriel? 
 
    YOU ARE, LEANDRIAL! 
 
    The other Dragoness hissed, It is you who lacks understanding, great one. Iridiana is a Chaos Shifter, the first of her kind. She is good. 
 
    YOU BENIGHTED FOOL, AS YOU ALWAYS HAVE BEEN REGARDING THESE LITTLE ONES! YOUR BARRENNESS BLINDS YOU TO THE TRUE PERIL! 
 
    Mighty as she was, Leandrial’s form juddered violently at the impact of these words, and Asturbar saw much emotion flaring within the white expanse of her eye. She was hurt. Shamefully wounded, insulted and outraged, by how cravenly this Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron had attacked her. One great paw clenched, then unclenched. She seemed stricken, and his heart bled for the mighty Dragoness. 
 
    Iridiana quivered upon his arm. 
 
    The great voice ground out, Flee, thou ill-starred child of Chaos. Flee, and never return. I and the brethren of the Air Breathers have spoken our final word on this matter. And you, Aranya – you must shun this abomination, too, before the dread evil of Chaos destroys us all. 
 
    Suddenly, Iridiana unwound from his arm and transformed into a dragonet. Tail coiled about Asturbar’s neck, she hissed at the ceiling, He whom I destroyed is called Thoralian, your archenemy. 
 
    SILENCE, THOU MITE! 
 
    Asturbar growled, How dare you injure Leandrial, Iridiana and Aranya herself? I – 
 
    GET OUT! YOU AND YOUR ACCURSED PIECE OF CHAOS FILTH! NEVER SHALL YOU ENTER MY PORTALS AGAIN! 
 
    This silence was grievous, wounding like whetted knives carving holes out of hearts. 
 
    At length, Iridiana said softly, For all your great wisdom, Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron, your speech only heaps dishonour upon your own conscience. Asturbar, will you take us away from here? 
 
    She held her head high, but her lower lip trembled. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    They departed in bewilderment and hurting, borne upon Leandrial’s left fore-talon, which lifted them away from Yiisuriel’s portal and slipped them gently into that immense but now empty mouth. The huge Dragoness turned away. We must depart this place. 
 
    Asturbar said, Let us go, Leandrial. This is our battle. 
 
    No. I will not hear of it. 
 
    By the note of finality in her voice, Asturbar knew she would not be argued out of whatever course of action she had decided upon – for now, that seemed to be first and foremost to leap clear of Yiisuriel, and to keep running over the horizon, but as she descended she began to produce an eerie keening sound deep in her throat that drew responses from near and far. She was mourning – rage-mourning, as Dragons put it, that draconic emotion akin to dark-fires rage when a Dragon was at their most dangerous, yet also faced the peril of going feral. 
 
    He touched Nyahi upon his shoulder. “Alright?” 
 
    “No.” After a long pause she added, “Yes, but no. Do you understand, Asturbar?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Will you now leave me?” 
 
    An expletive half-exploded from his mouth before Asturbar muffled it with his hand. When he had regained some command of his surging feelings, he said tightly, “You may receive that for the negative, ma’am.” 
 
    Her laughter was a wild wail, closer to anguish than to mirth. 
 
    “Nyahi, what I don’t understand is –” 
 
    “Boots, I need a moment, please.” 
 
    He bit his lip. Leandrial – 
 
    Likewise, snarled the Land Dragoness. 
 
    “Excuse me.” Setting down the bemused dragonet, Asturbar stomped off across Leandrial’s tongue, glared down her cavernous gullet, and vented his feelings at not inconsiderable length and volume. Then, he about-faced. “Forget I said all of that, Leandrial.” 
 
    He tromped back, scooped Nyahi up, and just held her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When she transformed into her Human form, Iridiana had that glazed look about her eyes that betrayed the depths of her shock. Chanbar had been right. Yet, Asturbar had never expected the draconic response to her nature to be so public and vitriolic, nor to originate with a venerable elder of the race. What was this visceral hatred of Chaos, anyways? 
 
    “Iosaxxioa?” he muttered. Whatever. 
 
    Iridiana murmured against his shoulder, “Let it go, Boots. Just hold me.” 
 
    His utterance, however, seemed to begin an unexpected process of restoration, or at least re-balancing, in their mighty hostess. The wild churning of her paws slowed. Soon, her gait changed to stronger thumping impacts that proclaimed she had ‘landed’, but the rushing surge of her passage continued unabated. She seemed to be battered from without by powerful currents and from within by storms of emotions. Fancy linking Leandrial’s barrenness to her beautiful, mothering nature? Asturbar could hardly imagine any greater insult for a female of any species. 
 
    At length, Leandrial said, “I’ll continue to move North, parallel to the Air Breather’s path. There’s heavy turbulence generated by the First Egg’s passage through this realm. I believe the Thoralians have been using the First Egg’s power to manipulate the environment in order to transport it, for such is its power, they have as yet been unable to touch it. We’ll wait for a communication from Aranya.” Her voice softened. Warmly, she inquired, “How fare your fires, little ones?” 
 
    “Dampened,” said Asturbar. 
 
    “Dreary,” whispered Nyahi. “Leandrial …” 
 
    “I have no answers either,” the leviathan rumbled at length. “I don’t know what ‘whelp of Iosaxxioa’ means, and I don’t understand what provoked such fear in Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron. I am too old for such games. One might have thought an ambulatory mountain of some 1,476 years of age, or circuits of the Island-World about its suns as we low-dwellers prefer to refer to years, might have learned a modicum of restraint and respect for her fellow-creatures. But no, that was clearly a fear-fight response, and I cannot tell you why. I do not know this lore.” 
 
    “Are you alright?” Iridiana asked. 
 
    After a lengthy pause, Leandrial whispered, “Your concern honours this Dragoness. In the briefest possible answer: I was trapped North of the Rift, separated from kith and kin, for one hundred and fifty circuits – for many a long season of my life have I pursued the First Egg, little ones. Very long indeed. So aye, I was first barren in the sense of loneliness and loss, and later, due to physical injuries sustained in my battles with the traitor Shurgal for the First Egg, and in three times trying to re-cross the Rift Storm. So nay, I have never enjoyed egglings to call my own.” 
 
    Asturbar said, “It was a cruel word.” 
 
    Leandrial heaved a sigh that started upon her lips and ended a mile and a half away, at her tail. “Aye, Asturbar. For my part I would rather be blinded by love, than bereft of it. I … you do not mind …” 
 
    Iridiana chuckled bleakly. “If I could, I’d find a form in which I’d proceed to hug you breathless, Leandrial.” 
 
    The cavern shook with answering laughter. “Aye?” 
 
    Iridiana whispered, “We know what this means, don’t we, Asturbar? You’re mothering us.” 
 
    “Yes,” he agreed. 
 
    “Are my truest fires so plain to your kind?” 
 
    Glancing at Iridiana, Asturbar said, “Yes. They are white and true, and your mothering is of a fierce and beautiful kind. It reminds me of the legends of Fra’anior, who having no progeny to call his own, did choose to love the Human and Pygmy peoples with an abiding, fiery affection.” 
 
    Or did Aranya’s very existence disprove that notion? 
 
    The girl squeezed him rather fiercely herself. “Oh, Boots … I couldn’t agree more!” 
 
    Leandrial shivered. The keening noise resounded again, produced somewhere deeper within her body near her first set of lungs, and then faded. “From tiny mouths, the most honouring of declarations. I am indebted.” 
 
    “Uh … how?” asked Asturbar. 
 
    “We hardly know each other, little ones,” rumbled the aged Land Dragoness. 
 
    “We know enough!” Iridiana said stoutly. “You stood up for us against one whom Aranya said was the oldest living Dragon beneath the suns. Thank you, noble Leandrial. I – we – we’re just so grateful.” 
 
    Aye, beneath the suns. Odd how the Star Dragoness had qualified her statement in just that way. Did that imply that Fra’anior the Onyx yet lived? 
 
    Leandrial replied, “And I hardly know you, but I know enough. You are no ravening, mindless Chaos Beast. Do the deeds of your mighty right paw not speak louder than origins, fates or magic itself? If Yiisuriel cannot see that – well, I will not stoop to name-calling. Dragons do not easily forgive. Yet somewhere in her accusations lies the key, for what is abominable is assumed to be evil, and she clearly linked chaos to evil. Now, this line of argument might strike you as a philosophical quibble, but hear me out. In my view, Chaos is not inherently evil. The Ancient Dragon Dramagon the Red was in no way linked to this notion of chaotic magic – his deepest fires were those of Sky-Fires, those fires innate to most Dragonkind in our Island-World. To qualify this statement, I must inform you that in the Rift dwell Dragonkind of quintessentially different fires, the Earthen-Fires, and beneath the floor of our world, we discovered seething hordes of the dreadful S’gulzzi, against which we battled in a great and terrible conflict, are also rooted in this type of fire. Aranya alone is of Star-Fires.” 
 
    Star-Fires? Interesting. Then, had Istariela come from the stars? Where might her home be; how far across the cosmos? 
 
    “Now should we speak of order and chaos, people and Dragons would generally believe that order is good and chaos, its diametric opposite. Therefore chaos must be evil. Yet Dragons believe in war, and war is inherently chaotic. A creative process can be orderly or chaotic, sometimes much of both, and yet turn out something good and worthwhile. Perfect orderliness can be stagnant. Life itself in the richness of its manifestations, that which we observe in the Island-World, is in many senses chaotic – it strives and struggles and wars and grows and breaks down constantly. Again, chaos seems to be a necessary reaction to the law of entropy. Yet when I look at the greater picture, what I see is Balance. Indeed, a Dragoness might argue that the Balance of juxtaposed forces is essential to their very existence. They feed off each other. Some posit they exist because of each other. To simplify, it would be hard to fully understand good if there were no evil. Injustice opposes mercy. Pain, healing. Order, chaos. Do you see what I am driving at?” 
 
    Iridiana murmured, “I think I understand, but to believe …” 
 
    “Belief is hard,” Asturbar agreed, squeezing her behind absently with his hand. 
 
    “Not now, Boots.” 
 
    “Ah, sorry. That was a no-further-intentions kind of … ah, caress. Bad time, clearly.” He coughed awkwardly. “Moving on. Leandrial, then, what about Chaos Beasts?” 
 
    “Perhaps they are feral – the chaotic equivalent of feral,” she suggested. “No one knows, since we’ve never come close enough to a Chaos Beast to ask the right questions. Or perhaps they are a natural phenomenon, like a storm or locus of chaos magic. That seems a workable hypothesis.” 
 
    Iridiana mused, “Oh! Then, why am I not mad? I mean –” 
 
    With an encouraging and hopefully less perilous rub of her back, this time, Asturbar said, “You are not mad. Besides, I don’t see magic itself as inherently – well, anything. Hold on. This soldier’s having actual thoughts!” Over her chuckling, he clarified with just a hint of irritation, “Magic is magic, nothing more and nothing less. It’s a power, or a capacity, and it carries no metaphysical implications in its own right. I mean, it is not inherently good or evil, chaotic or orderly, but it manifests or is channelled in particular ways by life forms that have learned to use or abuse it, or indeed is present in creatures which possess physiologies that rely upon intrinsic magic. We war against what we do not know or understand; perhaps this is Yiisuriel’s fundamental mistake. Chaos is just a different – uh, channel. Curse it, I don’t have the right words …” 
 
    “Most insightful, noble Asturbar,” Leandrial complimented him. “I concur.” 
 
    “Huh. I like your soldierly thoughts,” said Iridiana, doing her very best to erase any remaining capacity for rational cogitation by kissing him passionately upon the lips. 
 
    “I’ll try to have a few more, then!” he managed to splutter after a goodly hiatus. Nyahi was very insistent, after all, and he was easily distracted. 
 
    Leandrial chortled indulgently. “Finished with your loquacious osculations, then?” 
 
    “Were we loud?” Iridiana replied innocently. 
 
    “I never fail to wonder at the apparent fickleness of Human consciousness,” said Leandrial. “One might think they have lost interest in a particular topic, but it seems to me that the usage of these peculiar customs such as flirtation, lip smacking and banter do both aid and abet the deeper thought processes. This is a conundrum which I would delight to discuss with you at a more opportune juncture. Now, how may I help you?” 
 
    Iridiana glanced at Asturbar, her eyes returning to their full brightness in the luminescence cast by Leandrial’s flesh. He nodded. “Yes. Ask her.” 
 
    “Well, I can’t imagine discussions over at Air Breather Central will take less than several hours,” his girl said wryly. “Although, I believe that Ardan might have been restored to his right mind?” 
 
    “Yes!” Asturbar and Leandrial chorused. 
 
    “Was that your doing, Iridiana?” the soldier added cautiously. 
 
    “I believe I might have reached out – there was Aranya’s pain … and, uh, the Shadow …” She trailed off with an embarrassed chuckle. “I haven’t a clue, actually. I did something.” 
 
    “Clearly, chaotic meddling in action” he said, opting for outright supportiveness. 
 
    Nyahi mimed punching him in the jaw. “You big goof. Thanks. Still, if for that reason alone, this debacle has produced a good outcome.” 
 
    Asturbar mimed a sagging jaw. 
 
    Bending near to kiss the point of his chin, Nyahi said, “Yes, I’m serious. Leandrial, if you’re able to communicate with Aranya from this distance –” 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    “Good. Please tell her that I – we, thank you Asturbar – will not return to Yiisuriel or act in any way so as to endanger her alliance with the Air Breathers, or any other Dragonkind who cannot abide the presence of a Chaos Shapeshifter. I guess we’ll wait here, with you?” 
 
    “Very well, little one.” 
 
    “And then, would you honour us with your story?” 
 
    Leandrial purred massively. Then, the great Dragoness said, “I should be happy to, on one condition. I wish also to hear the tale of your love. If you could condense the telling into just a few hours, that would be perfect.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Nine hours later, Asturbar and Iridiana had spoken their piece, and Leandrial was just moving from recounting her fledgling days to her first encounter with the ambitious Dragon warrior Shurgal, whom she kept calling, ‘the traitor’, when she paused abruptly in her storytelling. “By my fires, I declare, Aranya’s coming.” 
 
    Asturbar nudged Nyahi slyly. “How far are we into your tale, noble Leandrial?” 
 
    “Oh, perhaps one-sixth has been told,” she said quietly, then stiffened palpably as they both burst out laughing. “What? What did I say?” 
 
    He coughed, “We, ah, well …” 
 
    Iridiana said, “I thought we were telling condensed stories, noble Leandrial?” 
 
    “This is the condensed – oh! Oh, you lippy little troublemaker, you’re as bad as that Zuziana! Very well. Not a word more shall I speak.” 
 
    “No, no, carry on,” they protested. 
 
    “I’m far too insulted,” snorted the mighty Dragoness, sounding anything but. 
 
    “Please, please, please tell us more,” Asturbar begged, trying to keep his lips straight and failing outright. His tone conveyed his smile perfectly. 
 
    “Can’t we twist your paw?” Iridiana put in. 
 
    “YOU? YOU’LL TWIST MY PAW?” Leandrial roared with laughter. If they had not been sitting inside her cheek pocket, they would have been blasted a league out of her mouth, Asturbar suspected, by the deafening force of her mirth. Still, it was good to hear her laugh again, for her recitation had been a dour affair so far, even though he found it fascinating to learn about life from the perspective of a deep-dweller. There was so much more to his Island-World than he had ever imagined! 
 
    Nyahi worried, “What will we do once we’ve spoken with Aranya? Leandrial, what if she –” 
 
    “Impatient fledgling! We wait and we listen, and then we decide.” 
 
    Sometimes they forgot the huge disparity in their ages. Now, the weight of authority, a non-verbal demand for respect in the most draconic style, crashed down upon them. Nyahi sucked in her lips. Asturbar gnawed at a fingernail he had walloped at some point during the battles of the last few days. It had turned a very fine shade of purple. 
 
    He said, “Leandrial, what about your injuries? Are you –” 
 
    “I’M FINE!” 
 
    Evidently not. But neither of them were about to argue with the suddenly temperamental behemoth. Asturbar had an inkling that whatever had passed in the intervening hours, the Isles proverb, ‘as stubborn as an inch never bridged’ would apply perfectly to a living mountain. 
 
    He could not wait. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Mirror Images 
 
      
 
    ARANYA ARRIVED DRAGONBACK, riding her Shadow Dragon. Though she still evinced that imperious posture that suggested a spine straighter than any spear, her face glowed right through her habitual full face veil – glowing with happiness, he realised, when Nyahi remarked upon it. Even her incredible rainbow tresses glowed in their myriad colours. Truly, she was the Star Dragoness. 
 
    Seen through the crack in Leandrial’s slightly open jaw, the pair made a majestic sight as they swept in to their landing. The Shadow was a balladeer’s incarnation of the rugged warrior Dragon, muscled up to the eyeballs – noticeably more robust than any Dragon Asturbar thought he had ever seen. Gangurtharr had size. Ardan was as sinewy as a desiccated slab of meat. He bet the fellow wrestled Islands for fun. Aranya was every inch the tall, slender Princess, seated one spine spike ahead of a set of well-stuffed saddlebags that immediately made him conclude: he and Nyahi would not be returning. Not today. They had brought supplies, food and clothing, even the large mirror his girl had requested during Leandrial’s second communication with Yiisuriel – strangely. She was not the vain sort. His eyes appraised Nyahi covetously. Oh, those supple, wonderful ankles! The shapeliness of her calves … 
 
    “No drooling,” she whispered. 
 
    Asturbar’s eyes jerked upward guiltily. 
 
    “Higher, if you’re searching for my eyes,” she needled. 
 
    “I … wasn’t, uh … well, maybe I was! Moving to a policy of honesty in our relationship …” 
 
    “Making yourself a public nuisance, more to the point,” she retorted, slipping her body a little into his lee. “At least you’re actually wearing clothing. I could do without that beast seeing me nude.” 
 
    Asturbar immediately pictured charging that Shadow Dragon and rearranging his gleaming fangs with prejudicial intent. Ha. He didn’t like that he seemed prone to the odd attack of Green-Dragon jealousy around Nyahi, but he supposed it might be explicable. 
 
    Shortly, the Shadow Dragon negotiated the turbulent, dull-voiced blast without, and Leandrial’s jaw closed upon a world of gloomy, flora-littered air currents seething past her body; she faced down-current, and he imagined her clutching the basal rock, as low-bellied as any tiny lizard enjoying a spot of suns-shine. The Shadow furled his wings and lunged deftly beneath her huge, hangar-door teeth, bobbling as he entered her pressure shield, but he recovered with enviable grace. Not just a lump of muscle, then. A beautiful flyer. 
 
    The shining Star alighted upon Ardan’s upraised paw, laughing off Asturbar’s gruff offer of ‘help with the bags, Your Majesty?’ “That’s how one addresses kings in my culture,” she said, stacking Ardan’s paw with surprising strength. Did Dragoness strength reflect somewhat in the Human form? 
 
    The Zuziana voice clarified irascibly, “Listen, you lump-tastic man mountain, I’ll have you know that this Princess carries her own bags, and she prefers friends to call her Aranya – and don’t think I haven’t noticed you rolling your eyes at the Star Dragoness worship business. Well, so do I, mind.” 
 
    Nyahi snickered behind him. 
 
    Asturbar’s lips twitched. “Greetings to you, other Aranya.” 
 
    “Other Aranya? Of all the nerve! You – yes, you, fidgety silver girl with the incredible legs – slap him for me, would you? I don’t have hands these days, but if I had …” 
 
    “She does have incredible legs,” Asturbar agreed. Slap. “Ouch!” 
 
    Ardan rumbled, “As far as I’m concerned, there’s only one pair of legs in the Island-World for me. Trust me, I’ve looked – both sides of the Rift.” MMM-GRRR! 
 
    To his surprise, Aranya’s facial glow developed a quite the hues of suns-set at this silly – even her wraparound face veil failed to conceal that reaction! Then, she descended and wrapped Ardan in some clever trickery of opaque shielding as the Dragon transformed, and rooted about in a bag as his disembodied laughter emerged from behind her screen. 
 
    Ardan said, “Why don’t you come in here, beloved?” 
 
    “Put some clothes on,” snorted Aranya. 
 
    “They can’t see.” 
 
    “Male Dragons,” the Princess explained succinctly. “Here, Iridiana, this is one of yours, I believe.” 
 
    “Ooh, my trousers are stuck,” Ardan complained – with blatant falsity. “Aranya, will you help me, please?” 
 
    “Asturbar’s right on his way,” Zuziana cut in. “Woof, is that half a dress you have there, Sparkles? Takes me right back to summer in Remoy. My poor ex-monk was so embarrassed by the attire – all Helyon silks, and not much material on display, either. Nice pick on the colour, girl. Truly suits your eyes. Is your skin natural?” 
 
    “All mine,” Nyahi said drolly, helping herself to Asturbar’s arm for balance as she slipped on her underclothes – pretty, chic azure shorts just an inch shorter than her hemline. He liked to keep an eye on the details. Oh, yes indeed. 
 
    “Azure is my Dragoness’ colour,” Zuziana added enviously. 
 
    “It’s an effect of the iridium, may I conclude?” said Aranya, drawing a diffident nod from Iridiana. “Here. We brought supplies – food, pillows –” 
 
    “For their love nest? Sweet of you, Immadia.” 
 
    “Remoy!” 
 
    “Yes, your Celestial Highness?” 
 
    “May I have my mouth back, please?” 
 
    “Not if it’s going to kiss that tasty dark warrior like you did for an hour this morning. Ew. Some things, even best friends shouldn’t share. Here he comes. I’m off. I’ll just talk to my other self in here.” 
 
    Asturbar was having stitches as Ardan, shirtless – no surprises there – appeared through the opacity shield clad only in dark leather trousers. He aimed a blazing smoulder aimed at his Princess; Aranya’s eyes flashed as she threw a garment at his head, laughing, “Honestly?” 
 
    “Blush away, Immadia,” Ardan returned blithely. 
 
    Definitely a warrior, from some culture that scarified the cheeks and the hard planes of his pectorals with stippled scars. He had never seen skin as dark as polished ebony, and despite his thickset musculature, the man moved with that intrinsic grace of a Dragon as he strode forward to clasp hands rather than forearms with the Azingloriax warrior. He greeted Iridiana politely. And glanced at her legs, up and down. 
 
    Their hands clamped together involuntarily, but Ardan just chuckled and clapped Asturbar upon the shoulder. “I dug my Dragoness up in a cave. Where’d you scare yours up?” 
 
    “Seven hundred leagues from civilization, out in the Doldrums. She was lonely.” 
 
    Ardan tilted a scarified eyebrow at Nyahi. “Oh, the poor little man was lonely, was he? How’s the stomach doing there, my friend?” 
 
    “Sore,” said Asturbar. 
 
    “And how was your birthing experience?” 
 
    Now they were all laughing at him. Asturbar favoured this inquiry with a tetchy snarl, “Good! Aranya, can you check Leandrial with your healing power, please?” 
 
    Leandrial snorted, “Did I ask for help? More importantly, how fared your summit meeting with Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron, noble Aranya?” 
 
    “Frustrating.” Her face veil twitched as she made a face beneath it. “We learned much and achieved nothing. She is adamant, unapologetic and as stubborn as you’d expect from several million tonnes of rock. You are not welcome to return, Iridiana, and allegedly, I am a naïve dupe in your vile schemes to – I don’t know what! Desecrate the Island-World with your Chaos powers?” Aranya threw up her hands. “Apparently, in my boundless ignorance I thought the Thoralians were the malevolent power of the age, but no, apparently you represent some ancient lineage of illimitable evil banished beyond the mountains by Fra’anior himself. What did you want this mirror for, anyways? If you’re planning to shred Thoralian’s gullet with its shards, I’m in. Oh, Leandrial, you should have spoken up earlier! You’ve a nasty fracture right across your upper jawbone.” 
 
    Asturbar had the impression that this intense young woman was not often given to outbursts, but she suddenly shouted, “She questions my authority! Mine! Not – not that I have much, really. Just my lineage and the whole Star … thing. I’m sorry, Iridiana. This is meant to be about you, not me.” 
 
    Her glances at Nyahi were so chary, as if she could not bear to gaze upon Chaos. Even now she dipped her eyes, apparently overcome with embarrassment or self-directed anger. No. Asturbar rubbed his bald pate with his right hand as he tried to puzzle it out, eyeing first one girl and then the other. Why so skittish? Almost wary, but not in a way that suggested danger. Both Shapeshifters were acting markedly out of character – the Star shuddering at the force of emotions he could only guess at – but he appeared to be the only one among their number who was sensitive to the tensions rife in the air. 
 
    Ardan massaged Aranya’s shoulders with his powerful, blunt-fingered hands as she leaned against his stalwart chest, sighing heavily. He said, “Suggestion, my beloved. Heal Leandrial first, and then let’s work on the easy parts.” 
 
    Aranya said, “Did somebody spy an ‘easy’ somewhere around Herimor?” 
 
    “Not me,” said Asturbar. Holy Fra’anior, he was starting to like this Princess of Immadia! Weren’t royalty supposed to be aloof, entitled and unapproachable? He opted for jollity. “So, a mirror. Nyahi, was this your idea? Some unsuspected vanity wriggling about in there that I’ve never detected?” She squealed as he prodded her ribs. “You are beautiful, ma’am! Yes you are!” 
 
    “If you say so, sah!” she snapped back, with a very poor salute. 
 
    “I do say so! Shall I hold the mirror like this?” 
 
    “Yes, sah!” Turning, Nyahi took Aranya’s left hand from behind. “I have a very impertinent request to make of you, Princess. Possibly a hurtful one.” 
 
    Oh! As they drew closer together, bereft it seemed of breath or even volition to command any other course of action, Asturbar was reawakened to that sense of connexion between the two young women; to the peculiar resemblance he had noticed peripherally before. 
 
    Shadows darkened those amethyst eyes. “I … see.” 
 
    “I hope you will,” Iridiana said tenderly, but not without a throat-bobbing warble of guilt. “After all, I haven’t much looked in mirrors for seven years. I sincerely hope my intuition is right. Otherwise …” 
 
    Raising the tall, oval mirror in his hands, Asturbar peered curiously over its upper edge as Aranya raised her quivering hands to her headscarf, tugging the filmy material loose, before reaching behind her head to unfasten the tie of her face veil. Poor girl. The ravages of the pox lay heavy upon her, but … was that flesh-eaten pit upon her cheek healing up? She had numerous purpling knobs and lesions dotted about her forehead and upon her cheeks, jaw and neck, but he was right. She had once been a great beauty. Yet, they were of a height and so similar in form, compared side by side at last … his breath snagged in his throat as Nyahi gently urged Aranya to turn and, setting aside the injuries that made people stare with horror or pity; to see what she saw. 
 
    Ardan gaped at their images as the girls’ heads touched. How thunderstruck was he? 
 
    Someone gasped. 
 
    Bending his head about the mirror, Asturbar peered at their images and then back at Aranya and Iridiana. He could not breathe. Twins! Must be. The identical planes of the cheekbones, the slight slant of the striking eyes, the generous curve of the lips as they smiled at each other’s reflections – simply uncanny. More than uncanny. A tear trickled down Nyahi’s cheek. 
 
    The moment breathed wonder. 
 
    After an exquisite stillness, Nyahi’s breath hitched and she said, “I was sort of … wondering … how this might have come to be?” 
 
    Aranya’s hand rose to cover her mouth, the incredulous curl of her lips bookended by her fingers. “Oh! By the mountains of Immadia … it’s impossible …” 
 
    Reaching up, Iridiana gently tugged back Aranya’s multi-coloured tresses. Then her own. They tilted their heads identically, checking the ears. Their distinctive, sharp-tipped likeness simply shouted, ‘We are the same!’ 
 
    Zuziana’s voice murmured, “Fra’aniorian ears! And if you superimposed the two of you – well, that’s freaky. Umm … good-freaky. Freakishly amazing! Aranya, you don’t have a sister, do you? A half-sister? Has King Beran been naughty, do you think?” 
 
    “Zip-Zap, you take that back!” the Immadian huffed. 
 
    “I mean, he could be a King in the Remoyan sense of –” 
 
    “What’s about my ears?” Iridiana inquired meantime, her cheeks turning a fine shade of silvery pink as everyone stared at everyone else in the mirror. “Fra’anior’s ears, did you say?” 
 
    “He’s not! My father’s a good man … I think,” the other Princess stammered. “Not that Remoyans are bad. Iridiana, I’ve no words. Uh, Remoyans practise polygamy, just to clarify – one man, many wives. Big families. Immadians are usually monogamous … holy Fra’anior! This is a shock. Quite incredible.” 
 
    Aranya’s eyes could not stop leaping between their visages. She looked almost frightened, the first time Asturbar had seen such a reaction in this powerful young woman. 
 
    He said, “If you do indeed trace your lineage from Fra’anior, then has he been naughty?” 
 
    Everyone, including Leandrial, shouted at him at once. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Insulting the Onyx of Ages, the seven-headed Storm Dragon of legend, was one way to introduce a kafuffle. After that foray into irreverence, Aranya, Ardan, Asturbar and Iridiana sat down to partake of a simple meal of nutty breads, orrican butter and jam, washed down with water from a spring upon Yiisuriel’s peak, and tried to make some sense of Nyahi, to borrow Zuziana’s memorable phrasing. 
 
    Aranya was clear about her lineage. She was the daughter of King Beran of Immadia and Izariela of Ha’athior. Beran was descended from the Immadian Kings of old, and while from time to time there might have been significant naughtiness afoot in the palace of frozen royal backsides, Zuziana teased her best friend, none of the Immadians had previously been known to be Shapeshifters. Izariela, a famous beauty and the toast of Fra’anior Cluster, had been daringly kidnapped by Beran – plenty of mischief there, Zuziana put in, continuing to steam Aranya up – for they had fallen rainbows over Islands for each other. Ten nations vying over Fra’anior Cluster? More eager suitors for the Ha’athiorian Izariela than a warren of over-perfumed, strutting dragonets? No mind. The Northern rogue had moved decisively to secure his more-than-willing bride in a breathtaking raid combined with Dragon and Dragonship battles, a few handy manacles for the girl, and no clue that his intended was in reality a Shapeshifter Dragoness. How she must have laughed at those pitiful chains! 
 
    A tumultuous beginning to arguably the greatest love-story in Immadian history. 
 
    “Izariela has these pointy ears,” Zuziana clarified for Asturbar and Iridiana. “They are a distinctive of Fra’anior Island, and most pronounced upon Ha’athior, the Island of Aranya’s mother’s birth. You can’t mistake that. Unless those cheeky ears appear somewhere else in Herimor, Iridiana almost certainly has a streak of Fra’aniorian Islander in her. I’d estimate around about exactly half.” 
 
    The Remoyan gurgled at her own joke. 
 
    Iridiana made a face. “Only, for what it’s worth, it’s impossible.” 
 
    Aranya had later learned that Izariela had two shell-siblings, the illustrious Hualiama and the less well-known Ja’arrion, whom she had recovered from the Thoralians’ underground storage beneath the Yorbik Island shipyards. 
 
    Asturbar had started to question Aranya’s understanding of timelines in history, only to be informed that Star Dragoness gestation periods were … variable. For example, for Aranya to claim a six hundred year-old Aunt was a trivial matter. For Izariela to hatch many, many years after her shell-siblings was perfectly normal. 
 
    One weird family. He started scratching his head at this point. 
 
    Ardan said, “If Shapeshifters are ordinarily born as triplets, should you not technically have two other siblings anyway, Aranya?” 
 
    “Well … I’m not sure it works exactly that way,” she said. “I’ve been making inquiries. The data indicates that Shifter-Shifter relationships have a ninety-eight percent chance of triplets, close to two percent twins, and an insignificant percentage of single births. For Shifter-Human relationships, the recorded data is scarce due to cultural practices and beliefs in Herimor, but it suggests those categories are ninety-four, five and one percent respectively.” 
 
    Asturbar scratched his head more vigorously. 
 
    Zuziana chirped, “So, there’s an ninety-four percent chance you have two missing siblings, Aranya? And, what percent chance of ancestral mischief?” 
 
    “One hundred of course,” Ardan put in, grinning at the two girls holding hands. “King Beran is a notorious pirate who evaded the Sylakian tyranny for over a decade. Her mother’s a Dragoness. And just look at her character, if you want to ask that sort of question.” 
 
    Aranya smacked his shoulder for that comment. 
 
    “Excuse my ignorance, but how does one pinch a foetus out of a womb?” asked Iridiana. 
 
    Leandrial said, “I can answer that. There is a class of very rare magical parasites in Herimor which are believed to be concentrated in the far North, which are known to parasitize Dragon eggs, and a few types specialise in exactly the type of theft that you have just outlined – most often, from weak or sick Dragonesses. The eggs are said to be used in occult rituals. We Land Dragons have our struggles with the terrible Theadurial, which magically parasitize our kind. It’s a Dragon-eat-Dragon world out there, to use a clichéd but accurate phrase.” 
 
    “Or, we have the scenario where Iridiana’s mother might have been poisoned during her pregnancy,” Asturbar said. 
 
    “Still requires a Shapeshifter in the lineage,” Aranya pointed out. 
 
    “And the ears?” said Zip. 
 
    Leandrial said, “I can help with that question, too. There are recorded instances of Shifters skipping a single generation, so we could be looking to your grandparents, Iridiana. It’s highly unlikely, however. And there’s the minor detail of you possessing Chaos powers.” 
 
    “My unique damnation, do you mean?” Iridiana said bitterly. “To think I had hoped you could heal me of this … I guess not.” 
 
    “No,” said Aranya. “But, entering into the Shapeshifter life is –” 
 
    “If I am a Shifter!” 
 
    That was the moment everyone shouted at Iridiana. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Folding his arms, Asturbar smirked at his girlfriend. Silver-blue burnished beautifully when she was blushing. Stretching out her foot, she kicked his right kneecap. “Stop it. The rest of Herimor doesn’t believe you.” 
 
    He gave them a most surly rendition of the soldierly lip-curl. “Bunch of sakkix-sucking morons.” 
 
    “A straighter word was never heard!” Ardan roared, slapping his thigh in merriment. 
 
    Encouraged, Asturbar clarified, “They’re all ragion-worshipping ignoramuses, with all the understanding Fra’anior granted the common sand flea.” 
 
    “Plainspoken soldier, eh?” chirped Zip. 
 
    “Do my best.” 
 
    “I just can’t get over … a potential sister!” Aranya exclaimed. Her face was transformed. Shining from within. Asturbar could hardly imagine what burden had just lifted from her shoulders, but it seemed mighty indeed. 
 
    “Me neither,” said Iridiana, with a shy little wriggle. She pressed a hand to her chest as if to restrain the feelings that would burst forth any moment. Asturbar scrutinised her feelings too. It was his manly duty. Unshirkable. She whispered, “It’s magical. And weird! I couldn’t be happier, but I feel as if the gentlest puff of breath would waft me away on moonbeams of delirious astonishment.” 
 
    Iridiana boldly threw her arms about the Princess, at which Aranya seemed taken aback. It seemed Immadia was not a culture much enamoured of touch, Asturbar concluded. Girly hugs? She seemed to break out in a cold sweat at the thought! 
 
    “So, amidst all the chaos, we did learn something about Chaos magic,” Zip punned badly. “Tell them, Aranya. No, before you speak, I have something to say.” 
 
    “Princess?” said Iridiana. 
 
    “Apart from, hold onto that man of yours because he’s such a dish –” she sniggered at the other girl’s expression “– but don’t tell him I said so, alright? I’ve listened to a bunch of nonsense around Herimor about lineages and religion and all that malarkey. I want you to know that Shapeshifters aren’t so very sacred and special. They can arise spontaneously, and no Dragon who ever lived has any idea why. The closest they come is this mystical notion of Hualiama’s breath still floating about the Isles. I can tell you from personal experience that Aranya’s tears can make Shapeshifters, and that isn’t exactly a secret we want bandied about the Isles, is it? That information is about as explosive as your powers.” 
 
    Iridiana said, “It doesn’t mean I can ever live safely in Herimor, does it?” 
 
    With a tender mental caress that touched them all, Leandrial said, “It appears not, little one. But never fear, we shall be here to protect you.” 
 
    “What about Iosaxxioa?” Asturbar asked. “Did I say that right?” 
 
    “Ee-yo-sak-si-oh-yah,” Aranya said, exaggerating her diction. “Apparently Iosaxxioa was a little-known shell-sibling of Fra’anior’s, one of the original Ancient Dragons who arrived in the First Eggs at the beginning of the Island-World as we know it. As Yiisuriel tells the tale, the egg housing Iosaxxioa must have been infected by some unknown magical parasite or great interstellar Chaos power during that timeless journey between the stars.” 
 
    Ardan and Asturbar snorted simultaneously. 
 
    “When Iosaxxioa the Iolite Blue – yes, hold onto that thought – emerged from the shell, it was remarked upon that she seemed different to the other Ancient Dragons. They eventually ascribed her strange behaviour to a mental illness or disability. It’s clear from Yiisuriel’s tale that during the conflict between Fra’anior and Dramagon, Iosaxxioa took the side of the Onyx, but her unique range of powers aroused the suspicions and jealousies of Fra’anior’s allies. Although she was a smaller Dragoness, by the standards of the Ancient Dragons anyways, she famously decapitated Simiox the Yellow in single combat, and beat Xantuskator the Lime Green so badly that the mighty Hunter Dragon later perished of his injuries.” 
 
    “Eerily parallel to the deeds of this Iridium Dragoness I happen to know, isn’t it?” Zuziana put in proudly. “You were awesome, Iridiana. Just in case anyone was wondering.” 
 
    Nyahi’s smile was tremulous. “Thanks, Princess.” 
 
    She thought upon Azhukazi. 
 
    “So, anytime you feel like usurping reality to slip me and my babies out of Aranya’s soul, Miss Purveyor of Chaotic Marvels, just say the word.” 
 
    “You’re pregnant? Inside there?” Asturbar gasped. 
 
    “Hey, Ri’arion’s a reformed monk,” Zuziana audibly smirked. “I’m irresistible. Clearly. Not that I disrespect anyone’s religion, of course. He was just far too scrummy to resist corrupting.” 
 
    “Before Zip-Zap gives us far too much information,” the Aranya voice cut in quickly, “it seems that Iosaxxioa’s madness led her to become involved in many aspects of dark and forbidden lore, which Yiisuriel was kind enough to list out for us in excruciating detail, but the key one amongst all of that, which you will not appreciate in the slightest, Iridiana, is –” 
 
    “Necromancy,” she whispered. 
 
    “Aye. Necromancy. With the additional detail that she was accused of experimenting upon Lesser Dragons, developing techniques to transfer fire-souls between living bodies, too.” 
 
    “Uh, as in … you and Zuziana?” Asturbar blurted out. “Freaking murgalizards, that’s a low blow! I can’t believe she’d say that.” 
 
    “She was very, very angry,” Ardan said. 
 
    Aranya sighed and leaned her head against Ardan’s shoulder. “Aye. Let’s just say I think we should keep the matter of our potential familial relationship quiet at this stage, shall we? My misdeeds would only make your situation worse in their minds.” 
 
    “Who’s them?” Asturbar asked. 
 
    “The entire mental congregation of the Lost Islands Dragons and Humans,” Aranya said. “The Dragon Riders sit on the fence, but very few voices actually spoke up for you, or me, for that matter. To complete the history lesson, proofs were brought against Iosaxxioa. Yiisuriel said that with much grief, Fra’anior banished her beyond the mountains of Wyldaroon. He set in place a third sun to guard against her return. She believes it is from that place that Chaos magic yet arises, and that Chaos Beasts are Iosaxxioa’s way of trying to explore the Island-World in order to find a way back past the third sun. The Ancient Dragoness is said to have been driven insane with her solitary confinement, so let’s just say her return to our realms would be, ah …” 
 
    “Undesirable,” Ardan deadpanned. 
 
    Even Leandrial chuckled uncomfortably.  
 
    “Generally, any notions in the region of ‘unthinkable,’ ‘catastrophe’ and ‘unleashing boundless evil upon the unsuspecting innocents of the world’ would cover her insinuations,” Zuziana noted, somewhat superfluously. “I’m afraid neither of you come out well in Yiisuriel’s estimation. Still, she will continue as an ally. The Thoralians are heading a few points shy of North, toward the Passage of Dark Fires, we believe.” 
 
    Ardan said, “It’s unclear as yet whether he intends to attack Infurion in the Rift, or whether he will continue farther using the knowledge garnered from my mind, to return the First Egg to the last place where it might have been breached – to Jeradia Island beyond the Rift. In my culture, it is called the Island of Giants. There, he would attempt to reverse history by un-speaking the Words of Command that we believe allowed the Pygmy Dragon to hide an entire volcano and its Dragon Rider Academy inside the Egg, and – aye, Asturbar?” 
 
    “Pygmy Dragon? Academy?” He waved a hand. “Explain?” 
 
    “Last time the Thoralians invaded the North,” the dark warrior said, “our histories tell that he invaded with an army of Night-Red Dragons –” 
 
    “The Night-Reds!” Asturbar growled. “Even I know that tale. It’s taught to soldiers as one of the finest examples of Dragon Marshal craft, highlighting the way he set Houses and Lines against each other and then cunningly trumped them all and vanished together with his Island into the aether, but it wasn’t Thoralian, it was – ah, your face betrays you, Shadow. Very well. Continue your tale.” 
 
    Ardan added, “We aren’t certain, but it seems plausible that Marshal Re’akka was indeed one of the Thoralian triplicate, possibly a breakaway who wished to exert his hegemony over his shell-brothers. He vanished because he used the power of the First Egg to transport his entire Island and his Dragon army across the Rift, where he started his merry campaign of pillaging and destruction until he encountered this Pygmy Dragoness. She is meant to have been an Onyx colour, just like Fra’anior, and she stopped Re’akka in his tracks – again, we believe, by magical sleight of paw. But in so doing, because of the laws of magic, we believe she trapped herself inside the magic she wove even as she wrought Re’akka’s – or Thoralian’s – demise. By that time this Marshal from Herimor had succeeded, with the help of a dread creature from the beyond called the Nurguz, in decimating the population of Lesser Dragons North of the Rift. That in turn created Imbalance and space for the rise of the Sylakian Empire.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” said Asturbar. 
 
    “Thoralian again?” Iridiana said at the same time, reading his mind. 
 
    “Aye, the triplicate seems indestructible,” Aranya said, with a verbal wince. “He wants what is within the First Egg and he will go to any lengths to secure it. Destroying all of Herimor and Wyldaroon is probably just another small Isle crossed in his quest.” 
 
    “So we caused him a small case of the hiccoughs at the Mistral Fires?” Asturbar suggested. 
 
    “Terminal indigestion?” Nyahi chuckled. 
 
    Aranya gazed at them both, and it seemed to Asturbar that eternity inhabited her otherworldly eyes. “You performed a mighty deed yesterday. Both of you. Despite this trouble with Yiisuriel, I want to ask you formally – you and your Mistral Fires – to join us in the fight against Thoralian. You both are mighty and true, and I should rest easier knowing I can call upon allies of your calibre.” 
 
    “Besides, you make an awfully sweet couple,” Zuziana put in. “That’s reason enough.” 
 
    “Remoy, you are out of order,” said Aranya. 
 
    “As usual,” chirped her other voice. “You meant to say ‘friends’ rather than ‘allies.’ Besides, you are very, very curious about the potential familial relationship, aren’t you, dear petal?” 
 
    “Petal?” Asturbar hooted. 
 
    Iridiana kicked him again. “It’s a term of endearment, Boots.” 
 
    “For a Dragoness?” 
 
    “I’m sure these Northerners think we’re just as peculiar as we think they are,” she said reasonably. “I speak for both of us when I say, unequivocally, yes. You don’t need to ask for our service, Aranya … uh, Princess of Immadia. Unfamiliar title. Sorry. You have it of our freewill. Asturbar?” 
 
    “Yes indeed.” 
 
    They laughed together then, and shook hands in the Northern style. Asturbar showed Ardan how to clasp forearms like a proper man of Wyldaroon, and then Aranya bemused them both by demonstrating the proper greeting in noble circles North of the Rift – first raising the proffered palm aloft, blowing once upon the fingers to demonstrate no ill intent, making a circle of peace with the right forefinger twice before the face, and then kissing the centre of the palm, between the life-lines, thrice. 
 
    “How odd customs are,” Aranya laughed. “Now, Marshal, before we return, I am to receive your commands regarding your people. There’s a modest list of minor and major decisions to make. Leandrial, could you help us relay communications back to Yiisuriel?” 
 
    “I shall. I have many questions for you, however, Star Dragoness.” 
 
    Aranya nodded. “Forthwith. Now, Asturbar, with me. I see you already have command of telepathic Dragonish, so we shall work mentally through the list of action items. That will save a great deal of time.” 
 
    “What passes for a modest list in your estimation?” he asked curiously. 
 
    “A mere 3,574 decisions, with several hundred more being prepared by the mental network as we speak,” Aranya said promptly. 
 
    Asturbar groaned, “I feel a headache coming on.” 
 
    “Well, I already pre-vetted a few of the sillier ones, but I’ve kept those aside for your review just in case you’d like to groan a little more,” she said, re-tying her face veil. “To work, soldier! I usually find it best to start at the beginning.” 
 
    “Aye, they taught her all these advanced, ‘how to start at the beginning’ management techniques in Star Dragoness school,” Zuziana laughed. “Isn’t that so, petal?” 
 
    Aranya pointed at her head. “Can you believe I have to live with this the whole time?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: Sneaky Little Leviathans 
 
      
 
    Once Aranya and Ardan had departed with numerous encouraging words and an admonition to stay put, and Asturbar was left rubbing his temples and ruing a throbbing migraine induced by all his mental calisthenics, Leandrial immediately called them to attention. 
 
    Little ones, I have a modest suggestion. 
 
    Mile-and-a-half Dragoness modest? Asturbar said, Go ahead. Hurt my head more. 
 
    Well, I for one am not enamoured of the idea of cooling my paws here whilst the scouts report and Yiisuriel deliberates upon a path. Should we not debark from this laborious alliance and set course for the Uxâtaayn Kahilate, as you alluded to earlier, with the intention of asking your father about your heritage, Iridiana? There, we could find absolute confirmation of this most fire-stirring notion of linked bloodlines. 
 
    Excellent idea! he enthused at once. Isn’t it, uh – Nyahi? 
 
    I’m sort of banished in lieu of the death penalty, she explained, twisting her hands in her lap self-consciously. Convicted murderess, in case you’ve forgotten. 
 
    Awkward, said Asturbar. 
 
    A hint of tremulous radiance ignited her smile. Isn’t it just? I love your droll humour, Boots. 
 
    He groused, Whose ragion-stinking idea of non-justice was that anyways? Judge Political Expedience at your service, ma’am, yours for a platinum mark and continued use of the throne? 
 
    After a startled pause, Nyahi kissed him wonderingly. Where’d my simple soldier go? Perfect read of the situation, Boots. Inch-perfect. 
 
    Taboos and political shenanigans! Null-fires nonsense, and certainly nothing a Land Dragoness looming over their little city wouldn’t resolve! Leandrial suggested at a deafening level of enthusiasm. No, I’ve been mulling over the options. Your Kahilate is one of the few places we stand a chance of finding out about your heritage, Iridiana. The other option seems to be to travel South to this realm of Chaos beyond the third sun, but that seems an inferior strategy, and far riskier. 
 
    Besides that the Marshals Thoralian happen to be heading in the opposite direction, Iridiana agreed. 
 
    Asturbar clapped his hands, growling, Aye, we owe the rest of his maggot-butts a spanking! Hmm, one issue. Aranya did order us not to stray far. 
 
    Leandrial said, She said and I quote, ‘It would be good to remain in the vicinity.’ I believe we could safely interpret that as, ‘in the vicinity of Wyldaroon.’ 
 
    She laughed massively, shaking them until Nyahi clutched Asturbar’s arm. He drew her close with a rakish grin. Yes! Her tiny passengers stared at each other, standing almost nose to nose. Well, they had supplies … and willing transportation … 
 
    I can even – how did Aranya put it – fudge the communication to make it seem that we’re still close? I’m that good. 
 
    You are positively wicked, Leandrial, Asturbar said feelingly. And immodest, but Dragons were not often given to modesty. What’s fudge? 
 
    Sounds subversive, Iridiana decided. 
 
    He teased, This is one very, very sneaky little leviathan we’re standing inside, wouldn’t you agree, Nyahi? 
 
    I thought the Remoyan was the rascally one, she said. How wrong was I? 
 
    Huh. Who’re you calling little? You’re smaller than my scale-mites! Leandrial boomed. If you want to talk about mite-sized rascals, I’ll tell you all that I remember about that little Pygmy Dragoness. So, as you Humans say, are you onboard with this idea? 
 
    Literally and figuratively, said Asturbar, stealing a swift kiss from Iridiana. Well, how could it be called stealing when she smiled back so radiantly? Who cares about some ridiculous death penalty? You are an Iridium Dragoness and we have a one-Dragon army up our sleeve. What say you, beloved? 
 
    I’m in a feisty mood, Boots, she said, with a saucy wink that immediately introduced a bloom of colour to her own cheek. Leandrial? 
 
    I say: Northward ho, little ones! 
 
    Iridiana laughed happily for the first time in days. Yes! I just wanted to say, you’re the best mother a Dragoness and her man-snack could ever ask for. 
 
    Thunderous chuckles accompanied Leandrial’s shifting about to reorient herself. Her talons scraped and churned, gripping a mountainside; her eye-magic whistled forth, cutting a beam through the gloom they saw via her mental representation of the way ahead. Mountains. Gullies. Plant structures and layers many miles wide and deep, playgrounds fit for a creature of a Land Dragoness’ size. 
 
    She surged northward. 
 
    Iridiana snuggled against Asturbar’s chest. After a moment, she whispered, “Oh, Boots, a … a sister? How can this be true? Did you see how radiant she looked?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Asturbar would never have taken Leandrial for the type of character to pull a sneaky stunt over Aranya and her allies, but she had certainly been provoked – and perhaps, like him, she could do with finding space away from such negativity. He wanted to protect Iridiana. Even though it might be a dangerous move, finding out about her heritage was one way in which they could potentially avert an even greater danger. Herimor Dragons had a habit of embarking upon honour quests to win glory and reputation. The opportunity to expunge a scurrilous blot upon every creature’s religious beliefs would be irresistible to far too many. 
 
    Also, he wanted to have a few choice words with Uxâtate Shan-Jarad. 
 
    Terrain that to Air Breathers was tricky and fraught with the danger of toppling, was fresh meat to Leandrial’s Dragoness, to borrow a saying popular amongst mercenaries. She swam hard and fast, working as best she could with the treacherous air currents that formed riptides over and around the mountainous obstacles and channelled thunderously through canyons eight miles deep. The First Egg’s passage had churned up millions of tonnes of plant matter, including lianas that could measure over five miles long and were thirty feet in diameter, armoured with great twisting coils of thorns that snarled Leandrial’s legs and tail if she did not pay attention. She employed a combination of brief, highly directed blasts of her eye cannon to clear passage up to two miles ahead, and shaped aerodynamic shielding to nudge the closer debris aside. Shielding against the tempest was costly in terms of her magical resources, but it also served to smooth her passage – smooth being relative to the sixteen-mile diameter whirlwinds that developed amidst the conflicting forces, buffeting and bullying even a Dragoness of her size and stamina. At times she seemed to swim as much sideways as forwards. 
 
    Never had he imagined such forces as shaped the world beneath the clouds. 
 
    The pneumatic shielding allowed Asturbar and Iridiana to peer out of the crack of Leandrial’s jaw as she regularly snaffled up wayside snacks in the way of Dragonship-sized berries or luminous orange seed pods that dwarfed her tiny passengers. They learned to dodge smartly or, in Asturbar’s inattentive case, face the embarrassing consequences as Nyahi in the form of a peculiarly serpentine Dragoness wriggle-flapped down Leandrial’s gullet to fetch him. 
 
    They trained assiduously all the day long, working on combat techniques, armed and unarmed combat, and the perennial issue of trying to control Nyahi’s unpredictable transformations. This was a bad day. She scored zero out of eighteen. 
 
    After eight hours in transit, they rested that evening in a sheltered hollow beside a quartz mountain and Leandrial worked on her magical ‘fooling Aranya and Yiisuriel’ constructs before contacting home base. He dealt with a mere six hundred and one requests this time. They learned that the Air Breathers would reverse course for one hundred and forty-two leagues before making a long northerly journey along the mountains and cutting back to the northwest fifty leagues inside of Yazê-a-Kûz territory. Iridiana felt her father might take a dim view of a massive Dragon army walking through his realm. Asturbar suggested Leandrial might knock a little sense into his royal head – or the Thoralians might just do that for him. The latest intelligence, however, suggested that the First Egg would pass well to the West of Yazê-a-Kûz, missing that territory by as much as five hundred leagues. 
 
    “Yazê-a-Kûz is tucked right up against the mountains,” Iridiana reminded Asturbar. “You’ve never been to the capital, Sanzukê, have you?” 
 
    “The Ruby City? No. I wouldn’t trust any mercenary army around that much wealth, either.” She waggled an eyebrow. “Uh, is it truly as affluent as they say? Has the most fabulous girls, I have it on good authority. Legs to raze realms for.” Her eyebrow peaked higher. “I mean, when I look at you, I imagine that Fra’anior mysteriously breathed fire-life into the most enchanted jewels of the Uxâtate’s treasury, and set them walking about the Isles.” 
 
    Nyahi said, “You’re a terrible sap, Boots.” Her eyes sparkled with moisture. 
 
    Hugely tender, Leandrial purred, “I find Human-Shapeshifter relationships so beautiful. So, little one, tell me more about this region of Wyldaroon. How will I be able to reach the capital?” 
 
    “Physically?” She scratched her head. “I suppose you’d walk. The northerly reaches of Yazê-a-Kûz are among the few regions in all of Wyldaroon that boast rooted Islands. The Ruby City lies in a bowl surrounded on three sides by sheer cliffs and mountain peaks twelve miles tall, which are snow-capped all year round. The Islands that lead into the bay and indeed the floating Islands tethered above and ahead of the capital city, are heavily fortified – although honestly, Leandrial, considering the thickness of your scale armour I think you’d just brush past anything they could possibly hurl at you. You’d have to be careful not to destroy too much infrastructure on the way past. I’d imagine also, given the fact that the Islands are rooted, that the Cloudlands cannot be deep enough to hide a Dragoness of your dimensions, so my father may well have ample warning of our arrival.” 
 
    How curious their Northern friends had found the idea of ‘rooted’ Islands. To them, every Island was a mountain rising from the bottom of the Cloudlands, but in the vast expanses of Herimor and Wyldaroon the prevailing situation was quite the opposite. The odd-Island-out was one that never moved. Asturbar found the very idea absurd. Stationary Islands? A bay framed by actual mountains that rose from the bottom of the Cloudlands? Exotic! 
 
    And so they swam and travelled for three further days, constantly on the move. Aranya picked up on their trickery late that fourth evening and delivered a blasting directive amplified via Yiisuriel’s immense mind: ‘return forthwith!’ Before they could discuss the matter, Leandrial replied with an ill-mannered psychic riposte and said, “I’ll cut off communications, then! We shall be as spies entering the realm.” 
 
    On the evening of the eighth day since departing Yiisuriel’s slopes, having picked up a helpful under-Cloudlands current that accelerated Leandrial’s travelling pace to a staggering twenty-eight leagues an hour, they entered the outskirts of Yazê-a-Kûz, having traversed over 1,470 leagues from the prior home of the Mistral Fires. The great Dragoness sniffed out a mound from which she could make a breaching leap, and so they sneaked a rapid look at Nyahi’s famously rich, forested homeland and the incredible mountains which seemed to have leaped into the sky overnight. So tall! Her people called this range which separated Wyldaroon from Herimor, ‘The Roofbeams of the World,’ and so it seemed, for the peaks jutted like mauve roofing struts into a flaming early evening sky, ranging from three to five leagues in height, and the mountain range sprawled a mindboggling, unbroken five thousand leagues from the Straits of Hordazar all the way to the Rift Storm in the North. 
 
    Snow. Wow. Asturbar breathed deep of air that had never seemed cooler or clearer, and gazed in wonder at the beauty around him. Rather nicer than the western periphery of Yazê-a-Kûz where he had been embroiled in a bitter campaign before. 
 
    A thousand serrated peaks cut searing lines against the everlasting expanse of roiling orange skies overhead. Tall coniferous forests transformed Islands into spike-haired soldier’s helmets poking out of the clouds, he imagined. Turquoise Cloudlands – magnificent! Above a flotilla of Islands a mile to their starboard flank, a vast flock of golden shimmerbirds swirled up into the evening suns-rays, feasting upon the airborne insects. That was what he had time to imbibe before the grey rose to veil an incomparable realm. 
 
    Lucky girl, to grow up here. 
 
    “I need to hunt,” Iridiana said quietly. “My Dragoness is hungry just as Yuaki predicted, but the Snow Dragons in these parts are a wild and fierce clan. Will you accompany me, Boots?” 
 
    He winked suggestively at her. “For a share of the spoils? Of course.” 
 
    She tried to act nonchalant, but her fires were blushing and she immediately tripped over her own paws. Grrr! 
 
    They hunted together for the first time as Man and Dragoness, scaring up a very fine Lakutar Treble-Horned Buck which Iridiana fastidiously cooked with her heated Dragon breath, before a sharp noise startled her and she released an iridium flare in panicked response. 
 
    One vaporised meal later … she grinned ruefully at him. “Another buck?” 
 
    “Charcoal’s a bit crunchy,” said he. 
 
    Having hunted a second time, they shared a most enjoyable repast before a bristling Dragonflight of Snow Dragons tried to ambush them. They were cousins to Drakes, Asturbar gasped as they fled – retreat being the better part of valour when faced with a warband some fifty enemies strong – not being true Lesser Dragons with separate front limbs and wings, but having forward limbs that doubled as forepaws and wings. The forepaws were located on the second wing joint, giving them noticeably different flying characteristics and a low, stooped stance when they landed. 
 
    “Old ladies with hands on hips,” he sniffed disparagingly. 
 
    “Wyverns,” said Nyahi, making herself scarce as the attackers gave chase with angry, futile screeches. She did not stint from giving them a cheeky waggle of her departing hindquarters. “Lower intelligence and slow fliers, but still nasty customers – and badly misidentified as Snow Dragons by the scientists, except that they do nest amidst the snow drifts. They hunt all along the mountains, up to about ten leagues or so from the heights. Wyverns generally dislike the colder climate farther North, and we tend to give them a steely reception if they venture into Human-inhabited lands. Only took them a few centuries to learn, anyways, and they forget regularly. They’re especially fond of Human meat.” 
 
    She curved her neck down to eye him speculatively. 
 
    “No you don’t! No Wyvern forms, thank you.” 
 
    The Dragoness cracked open a hundred-fang grin. “What do you think I’m fattening you up for – fun?” 
 
    “That’s not what I pay you for, you infernal Iridium … ah …” 
 
    “Can’t afford a girl of my expensive tastes anyways, Marshal Asturbar,” she said. “So, back to skulking?” 
 
    “Massively impressive skulking?” 
 
    “Good one!” She laughed so hard, she shook herself into the form of a twelve-inch dragonet with cerise and indigo stippled wings. “Boots!” 
 
    Pretending unconcern, he laced his fingers behind his head and yawned. “What? We’re only plummeting headlong in the Cloudlands. What’s to worry about?” 
 
    Poof! Flowers. 
 
    “Not that one, darling,” he said. 
 
    Kerblam! A tree festooned in gorgeous blue blossoms with deep cream hearts. 
 
    “Pretty, but could be more functional,” he noted. 
 
    Hiss! Skizz! Fweee-whap! 
 
    “No, no, and I don’t believe I’ve seen that one before.” 
 
    Wispy, said Nyahi, evidently trying to make sense of this new form. Rather ethereal, actually. 
 
    It’s beautiful, like a lavender draconic cloud, he said. Try to spread yourself – glub! 
 
    Ha ha ha, sorry. Unwinding her insubstantial self from about his neck, Nyahi dropped feathery kisses upon a dozen locations around his head at once. Wonder of wonders, you do taste rather yummy in this form, if this sense is actually called taste. I wonder what wisp cloud things eat? 
 
    In a moment, she flattened out abruptly beneath him. Perfect. Now she wafted like a leaf upon the breeze. 
 
    Ha, featherbed, said Asturbar. 
 
    Insults! 
 
    Quiet, you’ll disturb this glorious mid-air snooze I’m about to indulge in. 
 
    Who does all the work around here, I ask you? sniffed the cloud Dragoness. 
 
    Me. Just not right now, clearly. After a long and increasingly torpid pause, the hardworking Marshal bestirred himself to inquire, Who are you talking to, my flame-heart? 
 
    There are Dragons somewhere up there in the skies that call themselves Wisps, she said dreamily. Apparently, they know Aranya. 
 
    What? 
 
    Yes, I thought the same – whoops! 
 
    His featherbed jilted him at the speed of a Chaotic transformation. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having returned safely to Leandrial’s mouth courtesy of a fine magical catch by the Land Dragoness, they forged steadily northward beneath the hinterlands of Yazê-a-Kûz, entering the cool microclimate fostered by the protective mountain barrier to the East – the same barrier that protected the realm for most of the year, also kept the temperatures temperate through the warm season but gave rise to the violent winter storms that would arrive within three months. For the first time, Asturbar saw the leaves of certain tree species shucking their greens for the merest gleaming hint of what Iridiana promised him would be the most glorious golden raiment, come autumn. She animatedly described the different sights she could see with her newly healed vision, revelling so deeply in every small detail that a crusty soldier could not help but be entranced. 
 
    It was as if here, back in her homeland, he could see her blossoming before his eyes, but he wondered how much she feared meeting her father again. 
 
    The bottom grew steadily shallower, as if Leandrial walked upon a great shelf extending out from the mountains, until they walked solely through blue-tinged cloud. The terrain kept changing as she negotiated the serrulated roots of the mountains; often, the Dragoness was forced to leap or bridge canyons of unknown depth, or scrape her way around or over sharp-edged black basaltic formations. 
 
    “Maybe a route farther East would have been easier,” Leandrial said. 
 
    “Would it help if Asturbar and I scouted aloft?” Iridiana offered. “I’ll try not to assume a Snow Dragoness form, unlike yesterday.” 
 
    “Little one, we can but try.” 
 
    Over the course of the following two days, the Dragoness and her Rider scouted many times, working out ways to help Leandrial reach their eventual goal, which was also the farthest, most protected and most populous corner of Iridiana’s old homeland. The leviathan walked, and then slithered farther, and eventually said, “I can’t hide any longer.” 
 
    “Then we walk in proudly, as we decided,” Asturbar said firmly. 
 
    Iridiana had grown very quiet. 
 
    Therefore, late one flawless summer’s afternoon, a Land Dragoness heaved her staggering bulk out of a ‘mere’ six hundred feet depth and forged forward past a sparkling sea of rooted Islands. Asturbar and Iridiana stood upon her head, above and out of range of her eye cannon, to observe. The houses they passed upon the low, gently mounded Islands had steep grey shale roofs to shed the winter snows, and the walls were constructed from pale green vandanite, a mineral common to these parts. The windows and doors were all oval rather than square, and tightly sealed against the cold, Iridiana told him, while the broad panes of glass were a special type of double-layer crysglass that again retained heat well. In this warmer season the men wore flared white trousers and colourful off-the-shoulder shirts that plunged open at the front to the waist – Asturbar cringed at the sight – and the hairstyles were bouffant and colourful, great curly globes and domes or fanciful bushy artworks … well, he was lost for words at some of the creations, but they reached heights of one and a half to two feet above the scalp. The women wore their hair long and garlanded with flowers, usually picked to match the patterned regional variations on the type of dress Iridiana favoured, pinched at the upper waist, ruched in the bosom and breathtakingly brief in the skirts. 
 
    Asturbar had never seen so much of so many female legs in his life. 
 
    When he realised he was goggling, he guiltily told Nyahi she had the finest legs in two hundred square leagues. She clouted him for the compliment. “Done drooling yet?” 
 
    “You’re my favourite Dragoness,” he protested. 
 
    She whacked his shoulder again. “I’d better be your only Dragoness! You’re a bad, bad man.” 
 
    “I’m having culture confusion.” 
 
    “Well, stop looking like you enjoy culture confusion quite so much!” Nyahi flounced off over Leandrial’s head. “MEN!” 
 
    Her legs were truly wonderful viewed from behind, too. 
 
    He was certain he heard Leandrial chortling away somewhere deep in her belly. How did she know? Dragon senses were far too sophisticated for his liking. Iridiana could probably feel him looking at her! 
 
    Asturbar settled down on his perch to enjoy the ride. 
 
    There was an unambiguously majestic quality to the way that Leandrial walked past Islands and towered over these neat, increasingly fancy homes as she wended her way toward a gap he noticed ahead in the mountains. Cliffs? Clearly, he had no idea what a cliff was until he took in the spectacular plunge of those world-stopping, white-capped walls. The Islands below were rooted as well as there being many of the floating type, but the floaters had been tethered with yethiragions according to clearly artificial patterns, providing additional space for habitation and farming. The Islands were spaced widely enough in places that Leandrial could walk by if she placed her paws with care, and since her every step was at least half of one of these Islands, which were on the small side at a quarter to a half-mile in diameter, she forged by with huge strides that ate up the miles. 
 
    He waved to some children on a floating Island as Leandrial’s head passed by. “Greetings!” 
 
    They scattered with wild screams. 
 
    Hmm. So, where were the army and the famous linked flotillas of airships? He squinted into the deepening evening. There. Up in the gap. Approximately sixty chain-linked, heavily armoured Dragonships were quickly deploying between several Islands which had been tethered between the looming cliffs at heights of one, two and four miles. There were many additional fortifications there and upon the mountainsides to provide coverage for the gap, which had to be a league wide, but his eye was drawn from a professional examination to a surprised appraisal of the interior of that bay as they drew steadily closer and the hidden Ruby City reluctantly yielded its secrets to view. 
 
    “Nyahi, what’s making that glow?” he asked. 
 
    “The vandanite absorbs the suns-shine during the days and radiates light at night,” she explained. “You’re wondering why it’s called the Ruby City when it glows white, right?” 
 
    “No, really?” 
 
    She stood behind him, resting her hands fondly upon his heavily muscled shoulders, and murmured in his ear, “You sarcastic, crusty old helmet-head, ruby is used as a primary decorative material throughout the city, but you’ll see that my father’s citadel is a little different.” 
 
    He said, “Are you being mysterious, Miss Silver-Blue?” 
 
    “Always.” 
 
    “Should we fly ahead to speak to those soldiers and arrange passage?” 
 
    “They will not yield passage to Leandrial,” Iridiana said. 
 
    “They think those little fibres and bands of metal will hold me?” Leandrial snorted, surging forward indignantly. “I’ll show them!” 
 
    “Steady, Leandrial!” Asturbar gasped. 
 
    Well, her presence had already probably set off a major diplomatic incident. He imagined those Commanders up there screaming, ‘National disaster!’ and running about like dragonets playing one of their silly games. 
 
    The Dragoness said, “I’ll bring you close, then. I have detected that the entrance to the bay is deep enough for me to pass beneath, and the bay is deeper still, so I could easily pass by without disturbing their little spider’s web of foolish and ineffectual protections. Or, I’ll just rip those Islands apart.” 
 
    “Leandrial, we are trying not to assault a nation.” 
 
    “I predict this will proceed poorly.” 
 
    Iridiana said, “Me too.” 
 
    Asturbar groaned, but then grinned. “Yes, I know diplomacy is likely to be useless given what you’ve related about their power structures, and especially the influence of High Commander Taruton. But I’m a polite sort of soldier. I –” 
 
    Squeezing his trapezius muscles, his girl cooed, “You like to greet your enemies before politely tapping them on the head with your battle-axe?” 
 
    “Yes!” 
 
    Predictably, the Commander of the Outer Defences, Hanyobon, who happened to be Taruton’s identical twin, was less than amenable to any suggestions bar that Asturbar and company turning tail and departing Yazê-a-Kûz forthwith, or there would be dire consequences. Leandrial begged to intimidate them at this point; Asturbar pointed out that addressing the ashen-faced soldiers from atop a Land Dragoness who could swallow half a decent-sized city in one bite was intimidation aplenty. Then, Asturbar politely inquired as to an audience with Uxâtate Shan-Jarad. The High Commander lost his rag and his soldiers roared with laughter. The Marshal delicately noted he would enjoy that audience whether the High Commander liked it or not, and their very pretty white city set upon seven Islands with its central citadel of unblemished ruby magnificence would most certainly upon his word remain unmolested whilst he did so. Hanyobon brandished both of his scimitars and told Asturbar to go toss himself in the Cloudlands. Asturbar put it to Hanyoban that the most excellent Uxâtate ought to be informed of the return of his precious daughter, Iridiana, from seven years of exile. The purple-faced Commander called her a few words Asturbar had never even heard in a lifetime of soldiering, and added a few tactful compliments regarding the Marshal of the Mistral Fires to boot. 
 
    Marvellous attitude. How dearly he wished to rearrange the man’s moustachioed smirk with the business end of his axe. No mind. 
 
    “That would mean no, I take it?” he murmured aside to Nyahi. 
 
    Her fingernails dug into his skin. “You think?” 
 
    A glance over his shoulder at her white-lipped fury decided him. “Leandrial. Forward.” 
 
    “Underneath, please,” Iridiana whispered. He began to speak, and Leandrial to protest, but she said, “I will not … I will never … be like them. I will not stoop to casual destruction. Dragoness I may be, but I wish to fight a noble fight – if it is at all within my power, I suppose. Do you understand, Boots?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    As the Land Dragoness submerged, the huff of her breath shook those linked Dragonships like leaves in a gale. Every alarm in Sanzukê blared, clanged and crashed at once. A hail of weaponry descended upon Leandrial’s head, but she disdainfully strengthened her shield and knocked it all aside. Asturbar and Iridiana slipped back down into her mouth under cover of the Cloudlands, and they passed beneath the defences. 
 
    Asturbar could imagine that had they not travelled beneath the Cloudlands, the Uxâtate of Sanzukê would have been warned much earlier. They were unprepared for this vector of assault, for even Lesser Dragons would not venture beneath the toxic cloud layer in order to make an attack. Leandrial drove forward powerfully, surging into the most beautiful bay he had seen. It was eight miles wide and eleven deep, a perfect pool of turquoise Cloudlands backed by soaring, ferny cliffs of black granite and light green quartz that were streaked by the glorious plumes of many waterfalls originating in the permanent glaciers far, far above. Several torrents had unbroken drops of over six miles, meaning that the water turned to spray long before it struck the rocks or vanished into the Cloudlands far below. The white city glowed like a jewel within this panorama, like a maiden all dressed in white except for its towering ruby citadel with its delicate, whimsical oval towers flanked by seven further floating Islands, whereon stood further ruby and white fortresses – clearly the primary defences. 
 
    “Your city is breathtaking,” he told Iridiana, expecting to be thanked for a heartfelt compliment. 
 
    “Boots, how can I ever be strong enough?” 
 
    “I’ll help you,” he said. “Stronger together. Always.” 
 
    “I’m scared.” 
 
    So much for the city; for her homecoming. Holding her trembling body tightly to himself, he murmured into her hair, “You have every right to be afraid. Yet, you also have every right to learn the truth. They cannot keep that hidden from you. Are you frightened of what you might learn?” 
 
    “Yes. And the confrontation – I’m not so good at confrontation. I learned to hide, you see.” When he made an encouraging noise, she added, “I told myself that I could not hurt anyone else, or be hurt, if I just hid myself away forever. I was terrified of what I was, as you know. I’m sorry, Boots, but seven years of … of curling inward, is hard to just put away. And I know what you’ll say. If I just let out my Dragoness – but I’m afraid of her too, don’t you see? She’s so powerful. So different, and capricious. What if I kill my own father? What if I’m forced to make that choice?” 
 
    Asturbar said, “I’m far from any kind of expert on Shapeshifters, but I’ll say this, Nyahi. No matter how different she might seem, your Dragoness is you. Yes, she is wild and fierce, chaotic and beautiful, but she is also good, because you are good.” 
 
    “You think so?” 
 
    “I know so. Tell her, Leandrial.” 
 
    “Your mate speaks white-fires truth. You are intertwined aspects of but one soul. Speak to her. You will understand.” 
 
    Iridiana breathed, “You can … I can do that?” 
 
    “Aranya does,” said Leandrial. “I’ll tell you something else, little one – and you must impress this upon your soul. Asturbar is right. Your Dragoness is a creature birthed of the magic of living flame. It burns in her arteries and ignites her hearts. Even her thoughts are shaped by fire! That Dragoness is powerful, and she will fight for you. She cannot do otherwise!” 
 
    She still shook, but the girl bit her lip and squared her shoulders, gazing intently at Asturbar all the while. “Thank you, Leandrial. Thank you, Asturbar. I think I’m ready now.” 
 
    “I will place you two upon the portals of that tall, thin citadel. Say the word, and the paw of my wrath shall ravage this nation for you, Iridiana and Asturbar. That is the power that you command. Use it wisely.” 
 
    “Oh, Leandrial,” Iridiana breathed. 
 
    Asturbar knelt and placed his hands upon her tongue. “We fire-love you, Leandrial.” 
 
    The bellow of her joy shook the very foundations of Yazê-a-Kûz, striking fear into the heart of the nation. 
 
    Iridiana took Asturbar’s hand. “Now I know I’m ready.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Shifting Islands 
 
      
 
    Using her tail to aid her balance, Leandrial ‘walked’ her forepaws up the side of Uxâtate Shan-Jarad’s citadel Island until she stood upright, her hind paws braced against the floor of the world and her forepaw rising above the rippling Cloudlands. Arm in arm, the Marshal of the Mistral Fires and the Iridium Dragoness, in her Human manifestation, strolled off the underside of Leandrial’s upturned fore-talon and hopped down onto the ruby portico, usually used by Dragonships for landing. Neat. Peculiar, too. Since when did this soldier start enjoying a grand entrance? 
 
    Ahead of them lay the oval battlements of the outer citadel wall, which stood some thirty-five feet tall, with a reinforced metal gate eighteen feet high by twenty feet wide fronted by a wide area paved in ruby-encrusted bricks. The bulky walls were so thickly coated in rubies, no sign of the original rock work remained. Clearly, a faultless state of upkeep was required. Everything was worryingly perfect, he decided. The soaring citadel, located behind a second curtain wall, was the same – all delicate, fluted lines picked out in different shades of rubies, from pink to blood-red. Soldiers lined the pristine battlements at exacting intervals. 
 
    Somebody fancied gemstones. 
 
    Asturbar’s attention, however, was drawn to the phalanx of armoured warriors standing between them and the gate. They wore ring mail and held tall, oval shields at ease before them. Razukine scimitars hung from their broad weapons girdles, which provided additional protection for the lower torso. Flanking them were two groups of Syambant Beetles each carrying five mounted soldiers apiece. The beetles were intelligent enough to respond to simple commands, could run faster than any man, and carried a decent weight of keratin armour over which plate metal had been hammered and riveted, turning them into nasty battle machines – most especially the quartet of six foot-long, serrated mandibles at the front end. Those appeared more than capable of a dint of rapid carvery. The plumes of the soldiers’ helmets were crimson Asktaku feathers, and every inch of that armour looked to have been polished with unreasonable zeal. These were the Elite Guard of Yazê-a-Kûz, the best warriors of their nation. 
 
    Front and centre of the battle group, standing legs akimbo in all his arrogant pomp, was none other than High Commander Taruton, whom Asturbar knew from past experience – he was as much instantly identifiable by his flamboyant moustaches as by his ceremonial golden armour. The man was a vastly ambitious, uncompromising veteran. Others might call him less salubrious words, such as The Exterminator, for his reputation gained early in his career of murdering civilians to underscore an obscure point of honour. 
 
    Clearing his throat, Asturbar called, “Marshal Asturbar and Uxâtati-a-Tân Iridiana will see Uxâtate Shan-Jarad, now. Kindly stand down your squadron, High Commander Taruton.” 
 
    Taruton paused long enough for the insult to be unambiguous, before calling, “That will not be possible.” You fools, his tone added. 
 
    Asturbar said mildly, “I was not making a request.” 
 
    “Asturbar. I barely remember you – do I recall the undistinguished service of a hot-headed youngster? Tell me, how did you come to steal the House of the Mistral Fires from Chanbar?” He waited the man out, until he continued, “Regrettably, Uxâtate Shan-Jarad does not have a daughter. I don’t know what manner of despicable beast you’ve summoned up the gall to bring here, but I suggest you take it away, slay it and scatter its entrails around the Islands for the dragonets to sup upon.” 
 
    Nyahi stiffened beside him as Asturbar called, “Are those Shan-Jarad’s words, or yours?” 
 
    “Why would I even tell him you’re here?” 
 
    Asturbar feigned boot-tapping impatience. “Sounds like you’re overreaching your duties again, Taruton. I suggest you scurry off like a good little soldier and inform your Uxâtate that his daughter is present. Otherwise, I plan to be speaking to him within two minutes, give or take how long you plan to try to resist our entry.” 
 
    Ooh, nice speech, Iridiana breathed in his mind. 
 
    “Guards!” snapped the man. 
 
    With impressive timing, two hundred swords whipped upright and the shields clattered lightly as they interlocked across the front of that force. The battlements bristled with crossbows and other assorted ranged weaponry Asturbar did not recognise. 
 
    Still planning to fly in? Iridiana asked. 
 
    No. I’d like to teach that bloated ragion a lesson. It’s a touch selfish, I’ll admit … 
 
    Ooh, the classic infantry charge? You’re still a bad man, Boots, but I like this kind of bad. Her eyes were smiling daggers at Taruton, however. It’d be sweet of you to remember to bring my clothing along. I’d prefer not to add embarrassment to injury when you meet my father for the first time. 
 
    Oh, I think he’ll hear us coming. 
 
    She squeezed his arm. Big Boots make loud noises, eh? Ready when you are, beloved. 
 
    The High Commander shouted, “Last chance. Take the filth away!” 
 
    “Well, he said it. Last chance,” Asturbar murmured, feeling virtuously agreeable. “I was polite, wasn’t I? Armour configuration please, Nyahi.” 
 
    A mauve dragonet bounced off his arm. 
 
    “Drat,” she squeaked. 
 
    Reaching out, he caught her dress and underclothes before they fell to the ground. Even Aranya did not understand how Nyahi managed to transform without wrecking her clothing. 
 
    Whoosh! Suddenly, the Azingloriax warrior was eighty stone heavier. His gambeson compressed about his body in oh-so-familiar ways as, with a final shiver, his outer iridium-special plate armour conformed seamlessly to his limbs. He palmed his battle-axe and rolled his shoulders. “Ready?” 
 
    “Never more ready. Let’s show them a pretty pair of ankles, shall we?” 
 
    “Mine?” He coiled. “FOR THE DRAGONESS!” 
 
    Asturbar remembered wondering where that battle cry had come from. He remembered his heavy boots pounding the immaculate rubies underfoot as he gathered momentum like a runaway armoured train. Then all his awareness narrowed in on the rasp of his breathing and the sensation of stretching his arms wide, a pretty dress clutched in his left gauntlet and a battle-axe in his right, as he lowered his shoulders toward that inch-perfect, braced line of infantry. The Beetles jolted into motion, closing the gap far too slowly. They would not be a factor. From forty feet, he saw Taruton’s eyes widening beneath his golden helm. Perhaps he could not believe one man would charge two hundred. Perhaps he apprehended the unholy light in Asturbar’s eyes. He had to be wondering where the girl had vanished to. Twenty feet. The armour seethed along his arms, becoming iridium wings a dozen yards wide. Her metal was heavy! Ten feet. Thighs pumping. Body braced. Veins popping. Swollen muscles locked in the arms, shoulders and torso, dipping into impeccable alignment with the momentum of his charge. 
 
    With a monstrous bellow, Asturbar struck the battle line with everything he had. 
 
    KEERRUMP!! 
 
    It was easily the biggest impact he had ever taken. Black spots danced before his eyes. Sweeping the recoiling Taruton off his feet, he smashed the High Commander backward through the line of his men. Shields crumpled like so many wet rags. Soldiers sheared away from the point of impact like the bow wave of a Dragon crash-landing in water. He and Nyahi blew through three successive lines, both yelling, and then he sloughed them off. Charging between the gates, he thundered over a narrow defensive bridge that crossed the spike pits. They dropped the grating at the second set of gates more out of hope than anything else, because Nyahi just screamed for him to keep going, and she caused them to shimmer through with only the slightest hiatus for her transformation. 
 
    Asturbar roared up the hundred ruby steps and through the citadel’s front door proper upon a comet-like trail of mauve sparks before ending up behind a very tall ceremonial cloth painting with his nose squashed against a ruby wall. 
 
    “Oops,” Human-Nyahi apologised. “Almost perfect.” 
 
    He ogled her naked ankles unashamedly. “Oh, I beg to disagree.” 
 
    “My clothes, you crude man.” 
 
    Dressed, Nyahi took him by the hand. They ran through the arched passageways of her old home, passing oval pictures of ancestors with gorgeous gemstone-heavy frames – of course – and priceless antique displays of jewelled eggs, artisanal timers for keeping track of seasonally floating Islands, jewelled sceptres, a whole hallway crammed with jewelled sculptures of different types of Dragons … call him a cynical soldier, but Asturbar felt he might just be detecting a pattern here. Every interior surface, every cornice and pillar and roof buttress had been artfully decorated in contrasting shades of ruby. 
 
    Insane. They had to own the biggest ruby mine in the Island-World! 
 
    Oh, and an obsessive ruler or two who definitely wanted visitors to know that for a fact. Still, the sheer glut of wealth on display could have ransomed many an Island nation. 
 
    Probably following the direction of his stupefied gaze, Iridiana muttered, “Yes, it’s embarrassing. Let’s just go find Father, shall we?” 
 
    “Where to?” 
 
    “The Grand Hall.” Rounding a corner, Asturbar rammed his left shoulder into the gut of an unsuspecting guardsman. “It’s … grand.” 
 
    Asturbar thought he had been stupefied by the wealth. What he saw in the Grand Hall beat all of that into the dust. Besides the inevitable ruby overkill, the sweeping veils of chandelier lights that lit the hall, for a change, were like magical lacework fashioned from red diamonds, set off by a backdrop of gemstone artworks that encrusted the entire ceiling, each segment depicting different aspects of the glory of the Kahilate, he supposed. The rubies inlaid in the walls, floors and pillars all pointed toward the throne area. There, upon a throne seemingly carved of a single, unblemished ruby that had to weigh multiple tonnes – most probably fashioned by Dragon magic, Asturbar thought dazedly – sat a spare yet handsome man swathed in more layers of vermilion robes than he felt could reasonably have fit inside the average wardrobe. 
 
    He was deep in conversation with Chanbar. 
 
    His stride hitched. Chanbar! Asturbar narrowed his eyes, taking in the familiar, black-clad form. The simultaneous jerks of surprise as the two men glanced up. An instant of recognition. Shan-Jarad’s colour drained away around his sculpted jaw and fashionably trimmed beard, while Chanbar’s devious little smile morphed through shock into an impassive, haughty mask. 
 
    Nyahi faltered, too. 
 
    For a breathless second, the only sounds in the hall were the ringing tap-tap-tap of his boots accompanied by the soft patter of Nyahi’s barefoot steps. 
 
    He had to speak. “Why, Chanbar, what a pleasant surprise. How did you get here so fast?” 
 
    Something’s not right. Iridiana’s thought tickled his mind. Leandrial … 
 
    Observing, little ones. I will sniff this out. Open your senses to me. 
 
    How could this be? Asturbar racked his brains. He knew this man well. He was not capable of flying here so fast; they had left him behind just a few days ago. Unless … 
 
    He’s the Chameleon, he gasped. 
 
    What? No data. No evidence, Leandrial complained. Two Marshals Chanbar? I … oh, interesting. Lost all communication back to Yiisuriel. Why? Searching. 
 
    Seize Iridiana’s hand. Walk. Just keep walking up that long gemstone pathway toward the throne, approaching a man who had clearly never thought to see his daughter in the flesh again. His heart wriggled unhappily in his throat. He almost had to pull Iridiana along, so reticent was she, but then she changed. Not so much outwardly, but he felt the moment her courage began to flow. Her hand tightened upon his. When he glanced aside, it was to see her jaw set and her head held high. She walked in the way of royalty, with a lengthening stride that proclaimed her absolute right to be present in that hall. 
 
    One hundred feet to a throne had never seemed longer as they traversed that opulent space. Soldiers peeled out of hiding in niches in the walls, barked orders to each other, but he did not hear a word. Shan-Jarad seemed to have been carved in stone, but all Asturbar knew was the reality that it was not Chanbar up there. It could not be. He had known the man all his life. His disguise was perfect, but he knew the truth. It was a sense deeper than any Human perception could possibly search. If he had not known better, Asturbar would have said he smelled wrong. 
 
    Raising his own chin, he stared challengingly at Chanbar. 
 
    “Why brother, I do believe it’s your exiled daughter,” the former Marshal said coolly. “Come to face the death penalty, Iridiana?” 
 
    “I don’t think so, Uncle,” she replied. 
 
    “Iridiana! How could you?” Shan-Jarad gasped at last. 
 
    “Quite easily, father.” Her voice was smooth and cool, like the rubies that surrounded her father’s throne. “I want to know –” 
 
    “Stop right there!” shouted one of the soldiers. “Back, Uxâtate! Get under cover!” 
 
    They stopped fifteen feet from the throne. Nyahi had such a grip upon his fingers, Asturbar thought he might just lose a few. Her inner Dragoness? 
 
    Shan-Jarad rose, gripping the ruby armrests of his throne for support. The only time in his life he had ever seen a man appear so grey and sweaty, he had died of a heart attack the following week. He whispered, “No …” 
 
    “Take them down, Uxâtate?” Arrows bristled around the hall and bowstrings creaked as archers half-hidden in slots higher up amidst the finery took aim. 
 
    “Brother, you should let me deal with this unfortunate situation,” Chanbar offered graciously. 
 
    “No. Stand down,” Shan-Jarad hissed. Suddenly, he seemed to gather strength. “I will speak with my daughter.” 
 
    Quicker than a blink, Chanbar appeared to glance about the chamber as if he suspected some fey presence in the aether, before he stepped forward, saying, “Brother, it is against the law for you to even converse with this criminal, this –” 
 
    “Silence, brother!” rasped the ruler. Why so reckless? Tottering down the three steps onto the ruby floor, he extended his arms. “Iridiana, my daughter, it has been far too long –” 
 
    “Don’t touch me!” 
 
    Shan-Jarad pulled up as if he had been struck. 
 
    “Father, I am here to demand from you the secret of who I am.” 
 
    Chanbar murmured, “Secret?” 
 
    “Yes. You know – one of you two know – a whopping secret about my fundamental nature, and you have denied me that knowledge all of my life.” Her plea was so raw, Asturbar’s scalp prickled. Deep inner pain. Longing – who am I? What am I? “I will not speak it aloud for fear of the consequences, but you both know what I mean.” 
 
    Ah, a noble path. Asturbar loved her for choosing that way. Had she spoken of her true nature, her father would already be doomed – innocent or guilty as he might be. 
 
    Chanbar said coldly, “You mean, the secret that your soul is blighted by the touch of infernal magic, you ghastly Chaos Beast in Human guise? The terrible secret for which you were exiled – wrongly, as it would appear? Guards, you know the law. Destroy this beast now!” 
 
    Nyahi’s eyes pleaded with her father. Shan-Jarad seemed frozen. Only his jaw worked, but not a sound emerged. 
 
    Asturbar growled, “Tell us the secret of Iridiana’s heritage, Shan-Jarad.” 
 
    From the corner of his eye, he saw Chanbar’s left hand twitch. It drew back slightly. Flick. 
 
    “Nyahi!” 
 
    He whirled with her slim waist clasped in his arms. A slight, metallic ting sounded from the metal of his right platinum-argentonium wristlet, right over the pulse. A dart fell to the floor. 
 
    Attempted assassination! That Chanbar would stoop so low … 
 
    Nooo … she cried. He held vines. A tower of flame. A panting dragonet. 
 
    “See?” shrieked Chanbar. “Kill the beast. Now!” 
 
    Then, a wall of indigo flame thundered over the former Marshal, smashing him to the ground. Jaws snarled around his throat, snapping and finding no purchase, yet Asturbar saw his face waver. There was magic there; an unfamiliar man beneath, a man with bestial, flaming eyes – or was he simply imagining an evil he thought must be present? Iridiana attacked and attacked, snarling furiously, but she could not seem to breach his skin. 
 
    “Father! No!” 
 
    “Yazina!” Asturbar’s jaw dropped. 
 
    “Get off him. Get off!” screamed the teenager. 
 
    He had no idea where she had appeared from. Yazina’s passion carried her through the lines of soldiers who had begun to draw together around the throne, ostensibly protecting Shan-Jarad, but the spectacle had unnerved and paralysed them. 
 
    Iridiana! Asturbar called urgently. Iridiana, STOP! 
 
    Panting, she broke away, and then she darted for his wrist. Diamonds. Shivering. I’m a beast, a beast, uncontrollable … 
 
    He spat, That’s not Chanbar. To the shaken man, he said, You’re not Chanbar, are you? 
 
    Halting at Asturbar’s side, Yazina stared at the man on the floor. He picked himself up slowly. In a moment, their eyes met. She said, “Are you my father?” 
 
    “Of course. Don’t be silly, child.” 
 
    He seemed utterly confident. Yazina said, “What was your pet name for me when I was three?” 
 
    Chanbar’s eyes glittered. Amusement? Triumph? “Tollisweetness, after my favourite sweet berry wine, Tolliskutar,” he declared. 
 
    Asturbar thought the teenager would be crushed. Her eyes brimmed with tears. Turning blindly toward him, she pressed her face against his gambeson and wailed, “That’s not him! That’s not my father – oh nooooo …” 
 
    Chanbar’s jaw sagged. “What?” Her wild sobs seemed to pound him like Gang’s body-slam manoeuvers. “What nonsense is this, child? What’s going on? Somebody …” 
 
    WHOMP!! 
 
    “That’s the same nonsense that we fed you before you left,” said the Shadow Dragon. Asturbar wanted to cheer. How quickly and smartly had Aranya moved? Not that he had wanted to see Nyahi’s reunion with Shan-Jarad usurped, but to find Chanbar was more than a shock. He was involved. He had to be, and the peril had never been greater. 
 
    Trapped, the man’s eyes widened with fear. 
 
    Ardan asked, “What became of the real Chanbar, Chameleon? When did you dispose of him?” 
 
    “How did you –” 
 
    “Shadows hunt for men’s souls. Yours displayed characteristics I had never encountered before,” said the huge Dragon, pacing up behind Asturbar. His bulk made even the Grand Hall seem cosy. “It was Aranya’s idea for me to try to pass through every person present aboard Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron after I was restored to my right mind, and I’ll admit to learning a trick or two from Thoralian as well. But despite every magical examination we could devise, your protections were inviolable for, given enough time, Chameleons become their target in every respect.” 
 
    “Is that so?” Not-Chanbar smiled with a viperous curl of his lip. 
 
    Outside, alarms were clanging every which way as the Uxâtate security apparatus swung into motion. He had no idea what recourse they had against Dragons, but he doubted they would be unprepared. That was not this ruler’s way. 
 
    “You forgot only one detail. Memories do not transfer,” said Ardan. “With Yazina’s help – she’s a very bright girl, you see – we fed you a false memory. And we were just about to entrap you when you disappeared, ostensibly to speak to allies. So we had to follow in a tearing hurry. My apologies, Nyahi, that we arrived so late. We were concerned, as you saw, that he might attempt an assassination, as he did. Well then, Chameleon. Time to show yourself.” 
 
    Leandrial whispered to Asturbar and Iridiana, Something’s still not right. I can’t place him. Be ready for anything. 
 
    “That’s an interesting theory, but sadly, it’s all completely false,” said Chanbar. As he spoke, his face shimmered and then transformed before their eyes into a man of the same height as the ex-Marshal, but his hair was sandy and his eyes, a piercing blue Asturbar knew he had seen before. He raised his hand. Bones. 
 
    Everyone froze, save Iridiana. She Shifted, and – 
 
    Magic, the man added. She became immobilised mid-transformation. “Now, even your precious Land Dragoness out there cannot reach me. You see, I know everything there is to know about you. All of you. No, Shadow, you cannot transform either. Not without tearing your own bones out of your body, and that would be very awkward indeed. Rather terminal, in fact.” 
 
    Chuckling to himself, he prowled past the frozen trio of Asturbar, Iridiana and Yazina, before turning sharply on his polished heel. Only a tear moved, trickling down Yazina’s cheek to plink upon Asturbar’s boot. “No, I am not your real father, child. Sorry. The real Chanbar was just an obstacle in the Chameleon’s path to the Uxâtaayn Kahilate, and later in mine, but I will have you know, Chanbar was not a pleasant man. He poisoned Shan-Jarad on his sixteenth birthday. He poisoned him to ensure that Shan-Jarad would become infertile – isn’t that so, brother-once-mine? And after the four sons you thought your own were born, that was when he chose to reveal that he loved Talrishana, and she loved him. Their affair continued for years after your marriage and ascension to the throne.” 
 
    Shan-Jarad seemed to be struggling to clench his fists, but even that was denied him. Angry tears welled in his eyes. 
 
    “You are probably wondering when the Chameleon took Chanbar. It was on the third anniversary of your coronation. Your brother came to you to confess his love for Talrishana; in a blind rage you beat him unconscious, Shan-Jarad. The nurse – that was the Chameleon. The thing about Chameleon is, as the Shadow Dragon noted, that they take on all characteristics of the host they have imbibed, given time. Duly the Chameleon, in his new guise of Chanbar, fell in love with Talrishana. She bore four sons by him. That is normal for Chameleons, because they are only capable of siring male heirs – which brings us to you, you filthy Chaos Beast!” 
 
    Unexpectedly, the prowling man spat full in Iridiana’s face! The girl would have wished to flinch, but she could not. 
 
    He chuckled horribly. “Do you want to know more about your precious heritage? I’ll tell you more! When Talrishana became pregnant with a girl, the Chameleon knew he had been betrayed. It was either a miracle of conception by an infertile man, or she had another secret lover – but the truth was vastly more heinous still. He poisoned the foetus with a mythomaxorydial-family compound. Why would he do that, unless the child was destined to be … a Shapeshifter? Shan-Jarad, I’m sure you’d love to enlighten us at this point, but I’ll save you the trouble. Has anyone guessed yet who I am? No?” 
 
    Only his laughter broke the stillness. 
 
    With a vast, ripping sound, a Dragon burst into being, smashing every person present to the ground. Only Ardan remained standing. “I AM AZHUKAZI!” 
 
    The Necromancer! 
 
    His muzzle dipped until his fire-eyes burned upon Iridiana’s prone form. “I am your father.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Asturbar heard Iridiana screaming in his mind. She could not move a muscle, but her scream rang unending. He could not think. All he knew was her visceral terror and hatred for this beast. 
 
    Standing stock-still now, the Dragon loomed over them. Only his lips moved as he hissed, “The Chameleon and I had a little agreement. We exchanged oaths. I wanted an heir to receive my power; he wanted the throne. But he would not give Talrishana up. We quarrelled. So I took my chance. I was a younger Shapeshifter then, and I knew much less of the lore, but I knew no mere Human was a match for my mental powers. I availed myself of Talrishana’s person and in due course, she became pregnant with my longed-for child. But the Chameleon was cunning! He was as shifty and shady as all of his kind! He discovered her pregnancy early on, but he also possessed the power to detect the gender of the child – and so, he conceived a vile plan to murder you, Iridiana. He would have succeeded, but for my intervention.” 
 
    “Having saved your life in the womb, I watched over you all the years of your growing up. I watched, and I waited.” His right forepaw clenched above her person, and then the fore-talon flicked out to touch her throat. “You see, if the iridium compound did not slay you, there was a good chance the poison had not reached the foetus at all. Shan-Jarad was a good father, however, and he worked very hard to ensure that his precious family, none of whom are his own children, would be safeguarded well beyond the reach of any potential enemies, including Iolite Blue Dragons. When my presence was discovered, he forbade me from ever entering the borders of Yazê-a-Kûz again. Imagine my shock and my distress, when I discovered my progeny had become a Shapeshifter exactly as I predicted – but not in the form of a Dragon!” 
 
    Spitting with fury, the Necromancer Dragon paced away almost out of Asturbar’s sight, before turning to walk back. He was thinking furiously, and trying to think positive, comforting thoughts into Nyahi’s mind. How could all of this be true? How could she so resemble Aranya, and yet be Azhukazi’s daughter? Still the truth had not emerged, he suspected; it was simply that he had no better ideas than these horrific insinuations that threatened to break Nyahi’s mind. She was gibbering in there, on the verge of going feral, and that would end her … 
 
    Reaching out with every ounce of his being, he enwrapped her in his love. Something rings untrue here, Nyahi, and I promise you, we will find out what it is. 
 
    Boots, o Boots I could not bear it; I would die! 
 
    Don’t! Just … breathe. 
 
    She seemed to subside, but the touch of her mind was like thrusting his hand into roiling fires. Iridiana teetered on the cusp of madness. 
 
    Azhukazi murmured across the floor, “I knew I had been double-crossed. Somehow, the Chameleon had bested me, and tainted my shell-daughter with the ultimate foulness of Chaos Magic! Null-fires, travesty, abomination – that’s what you are! The child was no longer mine. From that day on, I plotted against the Chameleon, who had disguised himself as Chanbar. I vowed I would become great. I would become the greatest Dragon in the Island-World – and aye, what of the Marshals Thoralian? I bested even them! I took knowledge from them – and you, Marshal Asturbar – you were the only person in that chamber astute enough to perceive that I had been defeated too easily! For I had already used my powers to oust the Chameleon from his host and to take over in his stead, so it was a Chameleon Dragon that Thoralian murdered that day, and not me.” 
 
    Stalking forward now, he aimed his talon at Iridiana. “And now, all that remains is to destroy a Chaos Beast, to bury the evidence of my righteous white-fires doings, and to assume mastery over this realm. Then, I shall wait for the Star Dragoness, and with the new powers I now command courtesy of that unthinking triplicate of Thoralians, wrest from her what is rightfully mine. Where is she, Shadow? Where is Aranya hiding? Tell me, or I end this abomination’s life – right now!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At once, Asturbar felt his body release. His desire having been to reach Nyahi and protect her, he rolled sharply between her and the Iolite Blue’s stabbing talon, taking a heavy blow to his argentonium gambeson. The metal did not break, but it felt as if his liver had been torn out of his body as the great talon plowed its way across his flesh. She was alive, but still apparently restrained by Azhukazi’s fey powers. 
 
    Then Aranya, in her Amethyst Dragoness form, materialised just a stone’s throw from the Iolite Blue – again from thin air, but this was a very special version of thin air, he realised. The Jewels of Instashi hovered around her in a protective circle, once again led by Sapphire, clearly shielding the Star Dragoness from whatever Azhukazi had purposed; he roared, cursed and tried to flame her, but that delicate, shimmering shield the Jewels cast about her Dragoness seemed more than sufficient for the task. 
 
    Azhukazi backed away, his fire-eyes rolling wildly as he sized up his options. He would strike any second. Revenge. 
 
    Aranya gestured with her paw. BE FREE! 
 
    The chamber exploded into action. Aranya and Ardan clashed furiously with Azhukazi; an unseen force washed through Asturbar’s body and caused Iridiana’s body to flop over like a limp rag, first onto her face, and then onto her back. She had just begun to draw breath when Shan-Jarad fell atop her, crying, “No! It’s not true! O my daughter, I’m so sorry …” 
 
    His knees knocked the breath out of her. 
 
    “I love you!” 
 
    Phweee … Nyahi wheezed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: Eggshell Tales 
 
      
 
    Rolling to his feet, Asturbar scragged Uxâtate Shan-Jarad by the scruff of his ridiculous overload of robes and hauled him off Iridiana. “This is a battle, you stupid slakkid – uh …” Here he paused, struck by the notion that he should not be making a habit of insulting leaders of formidable nations – especially not those who also happened to be potential future relatives. 
 
    Dragons incoming! “With me!” 
 
    Dangling the hapless ruler in his left hand, Asturbar spun with the battle-axe extended in his right, clattering Azhukazi on the edge of the paw whilst whisking Shan-Jarad out of the way of a decapitating talon sweep. The Iolite Blue stomped powerfully in passing in an attempt to flatten Iridiana, but the Shadow Dragon struck him amidships with a lowered shoulder and body posture any Azingloriax warrior would have boasted about for five years afterward. Azhukazi toppled sideways, failing to land his strike, but he took Iridiana with him in the form of a five-foot ball of spikes stuck beneath his right hind paw. 
 
    Cactus-Dragon? Asturbar’s belly shook with amusement. 
 
    Writhing to his feet as he took a pummelling from the Shadow Dragon, Azhukazi’s heavy backward step punched those long, needle-sharp and predictably purple spikes right through his paw. GRAAARRGGH!! howled the Iolite Blue, hopping about like a demented locust. GRROOUURRGHH! 
 
    Ouch. That had to hurt. 
 
    Azhukazi tried to twist his neck backward to bite the offending spike ball, which Nyahi improbably still managed to make look girly and cute, but a Dragon of his physical proportions could not easily reach the base of his hind paw, not without a few spine-wrenching contortions. Snap! Clack! His jaws trapped thin air as the Shadow Dragon piled into him once more. Ah, now he understood. They were trying to manoeuvre the Iolite toward Aranya’s posse of helpers! 
 
    Suddenly, Miss Mischievous Spikes sprouted a tiny muzzle. She giggled, “Having trouble there, Azhukazi?” 
 
    “GET OFF!” He shook his paw. 
 
    “Can’t make me.” 
 
    He was so proud of that girl, he could have popped. Snark! Attitude! This from someone who had to be coaxed into merely showing off her ankles a couple of months back? 
 
    Azhukazi’s eyes bulged. He reared up and stomped! GRROOUURRGHH! His bellow struck an ear-stabbing note of pain, while the Iridium Dragoness again seemed unharmed. Ardan hammered his chest and neck with a series of fisticuffs so powerful that the impacts shook jewels loose of the walls. Actually, Nyahi’s giggling was becoming annoying – which was exactly the point. Indeed. 
 
    As the rolling battle shifted away, with the Iolite Blue desperately favouring that paw, Shan-Jarad said plaintively, “Would you mind putting me down?” 
 
    Asturbar set him down and wagged a very large finger beneath the man’s nose. “You. Me. We’re going to talk, Uxâtate.” 
 
    “Right now?” shrilled the ruler. “Somebody, a scimitar! Archers! Hit that Dragon.” 
 
    “Which one?” someone shouted. 
 
    “The blue!” 
 
    Roaring, “YOU SHALL DIE!” Azhukazi hurled himself at Ardan. The two huge Dragons clashed with angry roars, trading blow after brutal blow, each landing with a dull, booming thud against scale armour or a sharper report when bone came into play. Azhukazi punched Ardan in the lower jaw and again tried his bone-wrangling trick; Asturbar saw the Shadow begin to be dragged forward helplessly before Aranya, in the background, made a nugatory gesture that nonetheless freed her mate. Ardan slammed the point of his left elbow into Azhukazi’s ribs, provoking a pained wheeze, but his follow-up clawed strike of the forepaw only gouged the other Dragon’s throat a foot deep as Azhukazi flung his head backward. Sharp! Ardan poured forward, radiating menace. 
 
    BLAM! BOOM! No holding back for these two males as the levels of violence escalated. Ardan would have the beating of the Iolite Blue physically, Asturbar judged, but victory depended upon keeping his bones within his hide. 
 
    Ardan, Iridiana – watch out! Aranya warned abruptly. 
 
    Lightning mingled with ice flared around the Iolite Blue, driving the Shadow Dragon aside in a ferocious flurry of razor-sharp shards and prising Nyahi loose with a squeal of spines against bone. Whirling with blinding speed, Azhukazi snapped toward the ball. His jaws clamped down; an obtuse expression creased the corners of his mouth as he tried to work out what had just happened. A neat bouquet of mauve petals dangled from his lower lip, chuckling fearlessly. He clearly tried to deploy the same power he had used to defeat Iridiana before, but a thin, shimmering stream of magic shot from Aranya’s battle group, negating his vocally frustrated efforts. 
 
    The hind paw refused to take his weight as the Iolite Blue slewed beneath another blurred Shadow attack, while Nyahi taunted him with increasing boldness from her position upon his tongue! 
 
    Azhukazi’s fire-eyes drew in entirely to black – a colour Asturbar had never seen in a Dragon’s eyes before. Then, hysterical draconic laughter boomed around the room. “You can never defeat me. I am Azhukazi!” 
 
    With the help of a green flare of his signature, marrow-tapping magic, he tipped up his muzzle and bundled her dracofloral form straight down his throat! 
 
    For the longest half-second of his life, Asturbar thought that was the end of all things Nyahi. Then, the Dragon made a gargling noise. His long neck convulsed. Choking! Tongue drooping, his jaw gaped as he tried to expectorate the Iridium Shapeshifter, but as Asturbar caught a glimpse of her lodged deep in the back of his throat, he realised she had switched back to that cactus-like form, her spikes sinking three feet deep into the powerful muscles of the Dragon’s throat. Azhukazi’s breath whistled agonisingly as he tried to cough or vomit up his attacker. He released his inner fires over and over, but the firestorm stuck behind the obstruction and only a little vermilion flame dribbled around the edges, together with billows of smoke. Lightning! Ice! This form seemed impervious to his attacks, or at least highly resistant. Was Aranya protecting her? The Amethyst Shapeshifter flinched frequently as she focused every ounce of her concentration upon the Iolite Blue, working her defensive techniques. Yes! This could work … even as he entertained the thought of victory, Azhukazi lashed out with a desperate psychic blast that poleaxed every soldier in the hall, and likely the better part of the citadel too. 
 
    Even Aranya crashed to her knees, her head lolling, and her flotilla of seven dragonets fluttered to the floor like stray leaves. Killed? No. The Amethyst shimmered, replaced by a Human form that looked only marginally less dazed than her Dragoness. She tried to rise and promptly collapsed. Aranya’s forehead smacked dully against the rubies; crimson splattered upon gemstone red. That would not help her looks – he loathed himself instantly for this thought. O Fra’anior, heal thy granddaughter! 
 
    White pain blotched Asturbar’s vision, replaced by a curtain of crimson that sheeted over his left eye. The pressure surge must have blown the blood vessels. He must be the one to fight. He was built for this, and he would never give up against the Dragon who had destroyed his home and tortured his girl.  
 
    Despite that he was half-blinded, the Azingloriax warrior staggered to his feet, struggling to lift his battle-axe. He glared at Azhukazi, snarling, What does it take to kill you, you pox-sucking slug?  
 
    One fire-eye rolled in his direction with uncharacteristic torpor. Kill? Ah, the Star … yes … 
 
    The words seemed to take fifty diversions on their path to understanding in his brain. Yes. Aranya was the key. Go, soldier! Asturbar lurched forward one step. Now a second. The Dragon did the same. 
 
    The strangest race of his life developed as they both angled for the fallen Star. Asturbar could not feel his feet. His legs seemed bolted to ten-tonne weights, so languid were his movements. Azhukazi, beaten and bloodied, could manage little better. For every five of Asturbar’s steps, the stricken Dragon took one. The Dragon’s knees wobbled severely, while the last of his breath whistled through his swollen throat. He had injured himself in trying to dislodge her. Talon marks scored his neck where he had tried to claw his tormentor out bodily. Yet, even at the crux of his distress, a Dragon of Azhukazi’s age and vast power meant he still possessed resources he could call upon, and a physiology that could withstand vast extremes of punishment. He gathered pace, each paw step thudding against the ground like the booming knell of the death-drum. Asturbar matched him, pushing his body beyond its limits as he eked out a tiny lead. 
 
    Sapphire was up! Gathering the tiny ones to herself, the dragonet peered at Aranya, her eyes widening in shock. Asturbar hurled himself headlong across the final ten feet. Snaffling Aranya’s prone Human form into his huge left arm, he scooped up two of those white mites with a flailing lunge of his axe blade, and dropped them into his right palm. Pray he had been gentle enough. Here came Azhukazi’s fist, swinging down brutally to finish them both … he roared as he braced himself for the impact, curled all around a body that felt so acutely like Iridiana’s, in his mind his protective posture was for her alone … 
 
    A paw clamped upon his left boot, and yanked them both backward! 
 
    KERRUMP!! 
 
    Azhukazi missed his blow, but the bone of his wrist caught Asturbar’s helmetless head with a terrible, glancing crack! Good thing he had personal metallic reinforcement up top. Shaking his poor, much-abused cranium, the soldier was just in time to see the Shadow Dragon fold him and Aranya neatly through space as Azhukazi charged by – jaw, talons, tail, the Iolite Blue missed with everything he had and smashed headfirst into the throne, shattering the priceless ruby seat. 
 
    GNAA-URK! coughed the Necromancer. GURK-GURK! 
 
    Asturbar cried, Nyahi! Flare – now! 
 
    Was she even conscious? Injured? Dying? Desperate, he willed her to respond. Please, please o Fra’anior, please let her be – 
 
    O my Boots, for thee … a psychic kiss. 
 
    There was no other sound, just a flowering of dazzling iridium whiteness that began beneath the scales of Azhukazi’s neck and spread upward toward his brain and downward along his chest and flanks. A second later, a neat butterfly-dragonet fluttered free of his disintegrating throat. 
 
    The Iolite blue crashed to one knee, stricken. No … cannot die … 
 
    No-one spoke. There was no need, for his final mortal breath rasped across his cremated lips, an accusation or a curse against Nyahi, it seemed. His fires fled into eternity. 
 
    Sapphire squeaked, My heroine’s a dragonet? 
 
    WHOOOMMP! Everyone ducked as Azhukazi expired in a pyre of black fire that licked up to the ceiling of the Grand Hall a hundred feet above their heads. His sooty sapphire bones stood like a perfect Dragon for an endless second, and then clattered in a heap upon the ground. 
 
    The hush seemed to arrive like a thunderclap. 
 
    An interminable second later, Iridiana performed a jubilant and decidedly wonky aerial somersault. We did it, Boots! Boots … why are you cuddling Aranya? 
 
    Asturbar leaped to his feet as though burned. Wasn’t! What? Protecting … um … sorry! So sorry! 
 
    Iridiana burst into peals of joyous laughter, and then exploded into pyretic celebratory fireworks, zooming up toward the vaulted ceiling. From way above she trilled, I love you, you silly soldier! I love, love, love … everything … 
 
    Bones rasped across the floor. 
 
    Asturbar wrenched his neck in turning. Yes. Not done yet. He met a pair of amethyst eyes, questioning him without speaking. We have to crush the bones, Princess. It’s the only way. 
 
    Half a breath later, she wheezed, Ardan, would you go dance on those bones, please? 
 
    With pleasure, thou my treasure beyond measure. 
 
    Horribly clichéd rhyming. Aranya seemed to like it, however. 
 
    The Shadow stepped carefully around them, minding his paws and tail with almost comedic concern for their wellbeing, and then he pounced! A grin tugged at the corners of the Marshal’s mouth. The Western Isles warrior Dragon was a dreadful dancer, but he did not lack for enthusiasm. He pounded that pile of bones as best he could. He whirled and leaped and stomped, but the Iolite’s skeletal structure seemed to have been made of unbreakable stone, for the bones did not shatter or suffer to be ground into dust. Instead, they kept shifting and trying to link themselves back together. 
 
    Azhukazi’s greenish mist began to leach from the bones. His power seemed to coalesce from a place beyond death, proclaiming that he was not yet done fighting. 
 
    More. Harder, o Shadow, Aranya taunted, but her twisted lips flattened into a grim, white line. 
 
    This is ridiculous, snorted Ardan, doing a whirl-stomp-blast routine that whilst inelegant, shook the entire Grand Hall and dislodged a fair few tonnes of its finery in the bargain. 
 
    Scan his allies. He was certain a number of Shan-Jarad’s soldiers had perished, but Yazina was just now coming around, moaning softly, and Aranya – crawling on hands and knees – was already at her side, no doubt touching her with healing power. 
 
    Leandrial rumbled, “Honestly, can’t I trust you little ones to finish a job properly?” 
 
    Asturbar glanced up, startled. The great Land Dragoness had to be lying flat on her belly, and had somehow contrived to tilt her head to peer inside a collapsed section down near the entrance of the Grand Hall. Her white fire orb entirely filled that view. Even he could tell she was amused. He would save his glee for the moment that Iolite Blue Dragon was properly dead! 
 
    Shan-Jarad looked too, and turned even greyer than he had been before. Aranya should definitely check his heart. 
 
    GRRR … Ardan snarled as pieces of Azhukazi’s paws gripped his left wing, piercing its membranes with talons that as yet lacked sheaths. “Doesn’t die easily, does he?” 
 
    Asturbar said, “Yes, noble Uxâtate. If you hadn’t let us in, we would have requested our friend to tap gently upon your front door. Now, Leandrial – I take it you wish us to shovel this little pile of rubbish outside for you?” 
 
    “Forthwith, little ones!” she boomed. 
 
    Very soon, Asturbar had the impression that they might more easily have herded fifty feral Dragons through a combat training course than try to force these obstreperous bones to behave. They bucked, dodged resisted, clattered together, thwacked Ardan across the nose three times, and tried to strangle Nyahi before the Dragons eventually laid enough paws and shields and draconic whatnot upon enough bits of Azhukazi, keeping them separate for long enough to exit the Grand Hall through a wide doorway, which opened upon a ceremonial walled garden set in a courtyard area. Here, Leandrial gently rested her knuckles upon the emerald sward to receive their grisly offerings. Immediately, the bones tried to leap together and form a whole Dragon; Leandrial clamped her forepaws together, and slithered away with as much care as she could manage. The citadel survived, but her elbow snagged a hundred-foot section of the defensive wall. Oops. Remodelling needed. 
 
    “The portico! Follow me!” shouted Shan-Jarad, apparently invigorated by the incipient demise of his enemy and lifelong tormentor. Asturbar was not sure he had followed the entire story of brother, Chameleon and Iolite Shapeshifter – too many details skimmed over for his liking – but he was more than eager to observe Azhukazi’s final downfall, too. 
 
    They charged back the way they had come, gathering a posse of confused soldiers en route, exited the citadel’s front door at a run, and were just in time to see Leandrial’s paw descending past the top of the battlements. 
 
    “Up!” shouted Ardan. 
 
    To the further vocal alarm of the Palace Guard, their Uxâtate was whisked into the air by an enormous, sooty black Dragon, while the Amethyst Dragoness placed a weeping Yazina upon her back in Dragon Rider position and Asturbar rode upon Iridiana’s paw. Sapphire had meantime hitched a ride upon Aranya’s shoulder, together with her mites. Oh! He opened his hand carefully. Yes, his two were alive. He sighed in relief. 
 
    BOOM!! The citadel leaped on its foundations. 
 
    “Unbelievable!” snorted Leandrial. 
 
    This was as she raised her paw, and the bones instantly sprung up from being pounded six feet deep into the edge of the Uxâtate’s portico, upon which his soldiers were still groaning and lolling about in various stages of distress, and began to arrange themselves like soldiers on a parade ground. Some of the joints were starting to re-form their sinews and ligaments already! That a Dragon could wield his might from beyond the grave … 
 
    Asturbar’s tongue could not resist. With a noticeably hysterical edge to his voice, he heard himself yell, “Honestly, can’t we trust you great ones to finish a job properly?” 
 
    Holy Fra’anior! The immensity of Leandrial’s displeasure shook a great deal of extremely expensive crysglass out of Shan-Jarad’s window frames. Then, she smiled. Asturbar was not convinced he trusted that exact grin contorting a leviathan’s lips. 
 
    Scooping up the misbehaving bones, Leandrial hurled them into the air with an irritable flick of her wrist. Way, way up into the gathering purple of the evening they flew; a shinbone launched itself from below in a belated attempt to rejoin the skeleton which was patently taking on the fully embodied form of an undead Dragon. 
 
    After a dreadful pause, her light cannon fired a series of ultra-concentrated pulses. KA-KA-KAABOOM!! 
 
    Vaporised. 
 
    That, and if there were any windows left whole in the entire Ruby City, he would be exceedingly surprised. 
 
    Leandrial sniffed, Help me gather that dust, noble Star Dragoness. I plan to sink it into a volcano thirty leagues from here. How I despise practitioners of Dramagon’s lore! 
 
    Iridiana whispered, Is he truly gone, Leandrial? 
 
    Truly, little one, you own the boasting rights. There is no detectable trace of magic, living or dead, in his remains now. I am so very, very proud of you all, my tiny tyrant slayers! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Less than an hour later, Shan-Jarad pressed shut the doors of his private apartments, having dismissed his servants with firmness that warned of terminal prejudice against ears pressed to keyholes, and turned his attention to his visitors. 
 
    “Thank you for waiting so graciously,” he said. “This is the only place I believe we can talk undisturbed. Drinks?” 
 
    Berry cordials, iced water and warm spiced arrabis tea were the orders of the day, while the Uxâtate openly stole glances most often at his daughter, but also at his guests – especially Aranya, who had returned to her customary, fully veiled appearance. Asturbar could almost smell the man’s mind sifting through the events of the evening and their implications. He had better not be concocting any fresh lies. At least his begging for Nyahi’s forgiveness a moment back had seemed genuine. That might save him a little future pain. Just a little. 
 
    To his surprise, Yazina touched his arm. “May I?” 
 
    Asturbar managed something along the lines of, “Er-um-yes?” The young teen perched on his knee. She had lost so much, he realised. Not that he knew much about mothers or fathers, having never known his. Her face appeared so pale and drawn. Surreptitiously, behind Yazina’s back, Nyahi took his hand and drew his arm about the girl. Oh. Maybe having children of his own one day would necessitate a bit more practice. More observation. The girl leaned her head against his shoulder, and heaved a shuddering sigh. 
 
    “Yes. My thoughts exactly.” That was all he could think to say, but it seemed to suffice. 
 
    At length, pouring Aranya’s tea with fastidious attention to the art of the task, Shan-Jarad shook his head and said, “Shapeshifters, a Princess, the Star Dragoness herself, an underworld leviathan, my grown-up daughter returned from the dead, the Marshal of the Mistral Fires, and the very foundations of my life shaken. Some day it has been. Some day. Aye, nor has my ruin ever been more complete. Let me start with this: I loved your mother, Iridiana. I loved her with every beat of my heart. And I now know, since the noble Star Dragoness touched me, that all three of my nemeses manipulated my mind and my purposes with masterful ease. I’ve been a deluded fool. Yet at the last, I too have a secret. You know it already, Aranya.” 
 
    His face was drawn into deeply scored, bitter lines about his mouth, Asturbar noticed, but when he gazed upon Iridiana, those harsh lines softened but also spoke of regrets fit to crush a man’s soul. 
 
    Aranya said, “Chanbar was duplicitous. The Chameleon and Azhukazi both possessed subtle mind powers that they employed to their best advantage.” 
 
    “Yes.” Uxâtate Shan-Jarad passed Aranya a beaker of tea. Bejewelled to nonexistence, naturally. Yazina sipped her cordial, listening with downcast mien. “I have carried my secret for far too long. My revelation is that, I am a repressed Shapeshifter.” 
 
    The Star inclined her head as if she had expected this. “Aye?” 
 
    He continued. “Yes. It seems clear to me now that Azhukazi spoke the truth when he revealed that I am infertile. I hail from a long line of repressed Shapeshifters. We have magic in my family. It manifests in small ways – skills, or knacks for particular tasks, say. Gifts of leadership, battle craft, strategy, and even the skills of survival in a realm as perilous as that of Wyldaroon.” 
 
    “Let me tell you what I believe you will wish to hear first, Iridiana,” said Shan-Jarad. “When the Chanbar-Chameleon confronted me with the humiliating truth of how I had been poisoned, rendered infertile and betrayed at every turn, I spent much time crying, yes, but then a much greater period of time plotting my revenge. Early on, I struck upon the idea that I no longer wanted my bloodline to be one that displayed repressed characteristics. I wanted power. Huge, undeniable fonts of power. Therefore, I depleted the treasuries in searching for an answer. It took five years, but eventually I felt I had divined the perfect solution – my agents found an uistarikolalion Shifter who had a peerless egg to offer, and the skills to implant it inside of my wife.” 
 
    Aranya’s eyes shuttered. Such a tremor wracked the girl, Asturbar almost expected the Isles to leap in the bay, howling the song of her heart. She must already have deduced the truth. The truth of Iridiana’s heritage. 
 
    Asturbar needed to hear it. He waited. 
 
    Shan-Jarad pressed his fingers against his temples and sipped his tea meditatively. At length, he added, “I paid a price for that service which made my royal Treasurer die of a heart attack. You have to understand how desperate I was. I would have done anything. Paid anything. Risked anything. Setting aside any morals or thoughts of where that egg might have come from, I had the uistarikolalion, the egg-stealer, perform the operation. I provided of my seed to fertilise that unique egg – or so I thought – and the creature magically inserted it into my wife’s womb.” 
 
    “What was the egg like?” Iridiana asked softly.  
 
    “Shh, my beloved,” said Asturbar, seeing how her tears were on the verge of spilling over. 
 
    Shan-Jarad said, “No, it’s a good question, albeit one calling for a strange answer. We tried to verify the authenticity of the egg before final payment was made – with such sums at stake, I wanted to be absolutely certain, but I was also terrified to lose the opportunity. It was at once an egg, and a spark. I have never seen a clear Dragon’s egg before. This one seemed closer in form to a Dragon’s fire-eye than to an egg with impermeable shell about it, but inside there was a silvery mist inhabited sometimes by a spark of pure light, and sometimes the very tiniest impression of a foetus – these pinprick fingers and toes might show for a moment, then they disappeared into the light. The uistarikolalion let slip that the egg was sourced from a White Dragoness.” 
 
    Aranya’s hand flew involuntary to her mouth, stifling a keening moan. 
 
    Seemingly oblivious to her reaction, Shan-Jarad said, “The creature called it a droplet of fire-life. A unique form of draconic life that could be fertilised by a Shapeshifter such as me, and draw from my wife’s being to become inextricably part of us both. Imagine my horror as the Chameleon tried to poison her; imagine my joy when she was born a perfect little girl, and then once more to the pyres of despair … when the chaos came upon her …” 
 
    The Immadian Princess was weeping soundlessly. Ardan clasped her hands with his blunt fingers, while with his left hand, he tried to catch her pearlescent teardrops. “Petal, oh my petal … it’ll be alright.” 
 
    The Uxâtate lifted his eyes at last, appearing confused by their interaction. “Ah … forgive me, o Star Dragoness. I do not understand, yet your tears slay me far more severely than any castigation you could possibly deliver to a ruler who used his might to steal a life from some other poor, unsuspecting woman –” 
 
    “From my mother!” Aranya burst out. Thunder pounded the citadel at her outcry. 
 
    Shan-Jarad recoiled so violently that his chair toppled, but the Star snapped out a quivering hand, arresting his fall midway. He hovered diagonally, his robes floating about his body as the force of her Kinetic power held him helpless. 
 
    Aranya’s face twisted. “I’ll … I’ll kill you –” The fresh wound upon her forehead had reopened, soaking her veil above the eyes in blood. Her appearance, in that moment, was terrible. 
 
    A Star hated. All of her was light, yet within her dwelled a paradoxical darkness that ravaged the Uxâtate’s private chamber. Every tendon in her neck and shoulders thrummed visibly even beneath her clothing, and her emotions swelled until all knew that their release must surely unleash the fullest might of her Storm, and smite the realm of Yazê-a-Kûz from the face of the Island-World, with such a tempest of lightning and wind and hail as only the granddaughter of Fra’anior himself could command. Her hunger for revenge must surely corrupt a star forever. 
 
    The man’s throat worked. 
 
    Aranya, I beg thee, no, Ardan whispered into her storm. 
 
    From her other side, Iridiana said, Please, Aranya. This is not the way. 
 
    What war raged within her, who could know? Seconds ticked by, marked by immense discharges of lightning that lit every face within that chamber with stark fragments of an insatiable fury. A minute. Then, Asturbar became aware of the return of the Immadian Princess’ composure. Extraordinary. The madness cleared from her eyes. Her fingers, which had twisted her metal chair’s armrest about her clenched fist, withdrew. The tension departed her body like a soundless sigh. 
 
    How simply, how profoundly, she chose the nobler path. 
 
    Uxâtate Shan-Jarad’s chair righted itself as Aranya muttered, “From my … from Izariela … no. It cannot be. How old are you, Iridiana?” 
 
    “Twenty-two.” 
 
    “The timelines don’t work,” puzzled the Immadian. As she subsided, the almighty thunderstorm she had summoned out of the aether appeared to diminish, too. 
 
    Shan-Jarad whispered, “How’s your mother involved?” 
 
    “This is how – simply this!” Her fingers did not release the face veil this time. She ripped it away. “Explain this, Uxâtate!” 
 
    For a second, shadows flickered across the man’s face as he clearly took in the disfiguration; he must think she meant the ravages of the pox. Then, his eyes popped wide. Wondering. Frightened, so frightened that beads of thick sweat squeezed forth from his wide, handsome brow. Spilling his beaker as he crashed to his knees, the ruler wailed, “O Star Dragoness, o Iridiana, will you ever forgive this vile deed I have done? Ah, ah, aaaaaaaaahhhh … I am a wicked man, ah, ah … I’m a worm, the lowest of men … aaah! AAAHH!!” 
 
    Yazina made a horrified noise. “How could he?” 
 
    The Immadian Princess was staring at the man tearing at his face with his fingernails and spilling his tears upon her feet, when Iridiana crashed into her arms. “Sister! Oh, my precious … it’s impossible, isn’t it? Sisters? Can we be, now? Asturbar, tell me – yes? It’s true!” 
 
    He grinned helplessly. “You must be, yes – I’m overjoyed!” 
 
    Aranya’s throat bobbed, but she had no words. Her thin arms clutched Iridiana to her, desperately close, and she buried her face in those sable tresses. At length, a muffled whisper arose, “To think I wandered all of Herimor to discover such a treasure amidst its ruin.” 
 
    The Amethyst Dragoness said at the same time, Thou art our restoration, o Iridiana. Our beacon. 
 
    Iridiana was crying and laughing, and shaking head to foot. “But, it can’t be true. We must be … oh, four and a half summers apart?” 
 
    “Of course, I’ve known since the beginning,” said the Zuziana voice. 
 
    “Oh, Zip-Zap,” chortled Aranya, as Ardan clucked his tongue in exasperation. “She’s incorrigible.” 
 
    The voice added, “Didn’t your Aunty Hualiama teach you that there are truly peculiar matters a-paw when it comes to Star Dragoness gestation periods? Four and a half years is nothing compared to the couple of thousand she quoted for Granny Istariela, wasn’t it? Shame we can’t talk – well, we will! When we wake up your mother, we’ll ask her how long she might have hosted a pretty spark of starlight in her womb, and –” 
 
    “I am not pretty,” Aranya said tightly. 
 
    “Princesses should not lie. Nasty habit,” Zuziana corrected fondly, drawing a Dragoness growl from her friend before she even finished speaking. Abruptly, she snapped, “You. Aye you, Shadow! Do something with those musclebound arms of yours, you worthless, recalcitrant excuse for a ralti sheep.”  
 
    Ardan piled in willingly. 
 
    Zip added, “And you, muscly lump-a-Dragon-man. You get in here too.” 
 
    “Willingly, ma’am!” said Asturbar. Tears again? Oh well, he had better become used to the idea. 
 
    “I see who gives the orders around here,” Iridiana said, still squeezing Aranya as if her life depended upon it. One last, muted rumble of thunder played about the citadel, before it fled. 
 
    The Immadian’s free arm slipped loose to snag Yazina, but it was the Remoyan who said, Don’t think you can escape either, dragonet. Get over here. 
 
    Hey, squeaked Sapphire. I know! I know … 
 
    What do you know, petal? asked Aranya, ever so fondly. Are we missing out on our huggies? 
 
    The dragonet sniffed as if offended. Then, she said archly, Doesn’t this make the silvery-blue pest a Princess of Immadia? And since you’re younger, Aranya, Iridiana would become the next Queen, wouldn’t she? 
 
    Aranya made a choked sound. 
 
    Nooo … Iridiana squirmed, blushing furiously. 
 
    Asturbar was just starting to guffaw too, when Sapphire added, Are you ready to be a King? King Big Boots the First? 
 
    It was Asturbar’s turn to splutter until he turned purple and Iridiana had to pound him on the back. Then, his laughter boomed around the room. “Oh, this is ridiculous. Shan-Jarad, hurry up. You’re missing out on a family celebration.” 
 
    Such joy! Such relief. Still, he could not resist squeezing the man’s ribs until they creaked. 
 
    One egg-stealer to another. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31: Iridiana’s Afterword 
 
      
 
    You wouldn’t believe how many months it took me to convince Asturbar to help me scribe this scroll. I mean, Chaos Shapeshifters can be awfully persuasive, as you well know – but Asturbar protested he was not a natural writer. I do believe that once I made clear what rewards he might earn, my big Azingloriax soldier buckled down with quill pen in paw and burned the midnight oil with me on more than a few occasions. Men are so easily motivated. To be fair, this ‘argument’ became something of a game for both of us. The result is our tale. Our love story. The redemption of the curse of chaos. The flowering of a most unexpected love in the loneliest desert of Wyldaroon – and I think we did a creditable job, don’t you? 
 
    Well, I did have to edit out a few naughty bits he tried to slip in. A girl-Dragon has a right to her secrets, hasn’t she? 
 
    So this afterword completes the account of the fate of two criminals whom, as the storytellers might style it, met once upon an Island. Wait, you say. Is there more? 
 
    Of course. As I was scribing these final runes, Sapphire popped in with her brood of six to insist I clarify one matter that she asserts – having heard directly from Fra’anior himself, the blasphemous rascal informs me – our account fails to explain. Very well. Hear Sapphire’s contribution. The Jewels are dragonets of the rarest kind. They originate in the vast ice fields north of Immadia, and they are called Chrysolitic Dragonets. This means they possess a unique power to command magic pertaining to what Aranya claims is another plane of existence, her source being none other than Hualiama Dragonfriend, and this capacity alone allowed them to defeat both the Shadow and the Necromancer. 
 
    Mystical gobbledegook, my Asturbar snorted. 
 
    Sapphire was openly offended that he wanted to elide this detail, and departed our chamber chirruping non-stop about its importance to the future. Egotism, or a prophetic word? All I know is that Leandrial herself respects the twice-born dragonet’s acumen, and that is enough for me. 
 
    When I meet my grandfather – how I tremble at the prospect – I shall ask him about my heritage, if I don’t expire of awe first. He’s the Great Onyx, the legendary Storm of Storms, after all! Apparently, Aranya teases and provokes him no end. It is a strangely beautiful privilege to know such a sister, whose bravery, mystery and unwillingness to accept evil’s dominion have set our Island-World alight, from North to South and East to West. 
 
    On the morrow, we shall fly on with Aranya and her armies. Was there ever any question? After all, our labours are far from complete. Did the Thoralians truly imagine they had shown us a clean pair of paws? Could we let their overweening hubris flay the Island-World unchecked? By no means! To battle! 
 
    In private, Boots and I dream of the realms we might see and the places we might fly together, North of the Rift, where no stigma against the power of Chaos Magic exists. A realm that to me, sounds truly magical. We dream of finding my mother, the White Dragoness, and of seeing both her and Aranya restored, even if that means flying literally to the end of the world. Aranya and I dream of finding our lost sister or brother, wherever they might be. I want to see the fabled Isle of Immadia and discover Asturbar’s Azingloriax heritage and maybe, one day, I shall fly as far again to the South, beyond the mountains hiding the third sun, to my homeland. The most secretive homeland of all. 
 
    For like the Amethyst, I am a Shapeshifter Dragoness of unique heritage. She is starlight. I am chaos. I wish I knew all that meant, but I know that with my shell-sister and my beloved Boots at my side, I have nothing to fear. 
 
    I am Iridiana the Iridium Dragoness, Chaos Shifter, and I’m the most fortunate girl alive. 
 
    For I am home, and loved. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    Aranya’s tale begins with Aranya, and continues with Shadow Dragon and Song of the Storm Dragon. Chaos Shifter intersects this series early in Book 4 of Aranya’s series, Beautiful Fury, coming soon. 
 
   
  
 



Appendix 
 
      
 
    Weight measures 
 
    1 stone = 12 pebbles = 6.35kg = 14 pounds = 1.44 sackweight = 20.2 pounds 
 
    In Herimor parlance, 1 stone is divided into 12 pebbles. A stone is equivalent to 6.35kg (14 pounds). Asturbar weighs 42.7 stone or 271.1kg (597.8 pounds) and his armour adds a further 77 stone (488.9kg). 1 tonne is 160 stone or 1,016kg. 
 
    North of the Rift, weight is measured in sackweight, grains and Sylakian short tonnes. 
 
    1 sackweight = 14 grains (for reference 1 sackweight = 4.4kg or 9.7 pounds) Therefore Pip the Pygmy Dragon who is 7 sackweight and 3 grains in her Human form, weighs just 31.7kg (a shade under 70 pounds). 
 
    A Sylakian short tonne is an anachronistic measure of 200 sackweight (880kg) developed by merchants for ease of accounting. This contrasts with the Immadian or Fra’aniorian standard tonne, which is the same as the metric 1,000kg but measures a mathematically unwieldy 227.27 sackweight. 
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