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Dedication 
 
      
 
    Life is but a fragment of starlight, 
 
    Given to shine for a time, 
 
    So fleeting. 
 
    Yet its glory shall touch and illume, 
 
    Eternity itself. 
 
      
 
    From Elegy by Hualiama of Fra’anior 
 
   
  
 


  
  






Chapter 1: Under an Immadian Sky 
 
      
 
    AURORAE GLISTENED ABOVE the towering, white-capped mountains of fabled Immadia, the Island-World’s crowning beauty. Delicate, shimmering veils of prismatic colour reflected in long streamers that seemed to reach down across precipitous white slopes of ice and snow to play amongst the dark, silent streets. In the deep alleyways, slipper-clad feet whispered across frozen stone while a city slumbered beneath the stars. 
 
    Sneaky Shapeshifter Dragonesses did not. 
 
    Pausing to glance at the brilliant display sweeping across a four-moon night sky, the petite girl adjusted the hood of her heavy black robe. She could not see the Tourmaline Dragon who tracked her progress from a height of over a league overhead, but she sensed his keen regard with a sixth-sense prickle against her nape. With all the fiery disdain of a ninety-foot flying blast incinerator, Grandion had disparaged her quest this night – and then, when she took affront, claimed only to be tugging her wingtips. Exasperating lump of a soot-sneezing lizard! Furthermore, his Scaly Highness had loftily decreed that he would be watching over her, for whom his eye-fires burned brightest and best, with a roguish smile that summarily turned all three of her Dragoness-hearts into a wobble-kneed pile of steaming mush. 
 
    At that point, Hualiama could gladly have slapped her Dragoness right over those aurora-spangled peaks behind the city. Physically impossible. Existentially? More than possible, apparently, in ways that made her brain hurt. 
 
    Instead, she focussed on the sounds of an Immadian night. Fra’anior’s ever-song imbued even the warmest volcanic dusk – for the active caldera lit even the darkest night with its ruddy lava glow – with sleepy dragonet-chirping, the sharp, haunting cries of night birds and the volcano’s constant background rumbling. In contrast, Immadia’s vast nocturnal tranquillity seemed to embrace little but starlight, and the exotic exhibition of aurora borealis – a draconic-scientific phrase of exotic, undeniably obscure origin. A few small, domesticated silvery-grey felines prowled the clean streets, and smoke still curled from the odd chimney, but at this hour, most decent people slept. Above the sloped grey slate rooftops set atop thick whitewashed walls, heavily insulated against the cold, the air felt so thin and pure, there seemed little barrier to the song of stars, her heritage. 
 
    She did not understand the peculiar pull she felt to Immadia; only that it spoke a lodestone’s imperative to her heart’s course. Let Grandion fulminate. Lia must dance with fate. 
 
    As she ghosted along the deserted streets, the below-freezing temperatures burned her nostrils and settled with frigid purpose in the base of her lungs. Hualiama avoided the Watch, shrinking into the shadows with magical ease learned from Jinichi. She wound deeper into the alleyways dividing the poor quarter at the city’s edge like capillaries snaking through frozen flesh, seeking her goal with all seven senses alert. That tingling. That tracery of magic which tantalised her perception. When she paused at the junction of six narrow entrances, yet another byzantine variation on the general lack of formal town planning in this area, Flicker murmured, Second opening to your left paw, straw-head. 
 
    Oh, don’t come out and look, she snipped back, prodding his flank gently. 
 
    No point in frittering away my reborn fire-life in this icy wasteland, he complained. Especially not when you’re warm enough to toast bread. 
 
    Hualiama chuckled quietly, padding deeper into the increasingly polluted, ill-used lanes. As a Human girl, not so much as a whisker above five feet in height, she might have feared trouble in these narrow quarters. As a Dragoness in her own right? Pity any rogue foolish enough to accost her. 
 
    Her inner Dragoness appeared to preen in her mind’s eye. Exercise my beautifully honed talons? Most certainly. 
 
    You stay put, my fierce beauty. We need these Immadians for allies, not talon fodder. 
 
    Predatory laughter shivered her soul. 
 
    Flicker, in his second incarnation a perfect ice-dragonet of just one foot in length, with a delicate white-pink muzzle and button-sized fire-eyes, added blithely, Besides, any creature that operates at my habitual levels of awesomeness, season in and season out, does require his restorative sleep. Wake me when something interesting happens, my darling conveyance. And, by the First Egg, will you refrain from jostling the royal hide? I’m a sensitive soul, quite aside from being so exceedingly handsome, it insults mere mortals … 
 
    As the dragonet prattled, she prowled. 
 
    That elusive thread of fate-magic led her eventually to a locked cellar door, just one of tens upon this street. Her heart twitched within her chest as if she held Flicker beneath her ribcage and not beneath her cloak. Alright, Jin, saboteur extraordinaire. Time to see if his teachings were worth a brass dral. 
 
    Placing her hands on the solid jalkwood door, Lia concentrated. Five minutes later, she smiled and stepped back, then twizzled her neck. Good. She threw the deadbolt from the outside, picked two unusual padlocks, oiled the hinges with a touch of grease borrowed from a nearby refuse pile and with a touch of magic, painstakingly drew aside and laid down a dagger placed so as to drop if the door was opened, without the slightest scraping of metal. After this, she sweated over the lock for a further ten minutes – ruing the loss of her lock-picks – before her magical senses finally worked out the combination of levers and tumblers, and a soft, satisfying snick advertised the success of her work. For a poor family, they had excellent taste in locks. Stolen from a rich house? 
 
    Lia grinned, easing the door open soundlessly. 
 
    She slipped inside. Darkness. Breathing. She heard two persons sleeping beside the fireplace; one set of lungs wheezing weakly and the other, young and strong. The third breather stood to her right hand, and judging by the creak of the bowstring and the feverish gallop of the heart that had tweaked those fingers and muscles, she knew her ingress had been discovered. How? 
 
    She rapped, “Wait. I’m a friend –” 
 
    Twang! 
 
    Her left hand snapped out. 
 
    Nice catch, Humansoul, her Dragoness approved. 
 
    You know that was your work, gorgeous Dragoness, she returned. Conversation at the speed of thought. 
 
    Hualiama opened her other palm, willing a small flame into being. “I am a friend,” she repeated, deliberately calm. “I’d like to talk.” 
 
    “How did you – how?” squeaked the would-be archer. “Zanya, wake up! The Guard’s found us.” 
 
    The girl beside the fire had already sat up, her hair like flowing sable in the dim light. She cradled a small crossbow in her lap. Over that pointed welcome, her ice-blue eyes reamed Hualiama with a gaze fit to grace a Blue Dragon’s most irascible mood. “The hood, girl, or I’ll lance a poisoned bolt in your neck before you can blink.” 
 
    Catch another? Flicker was the show-off, not her. With a soft word of assent, Lia raised her hands to her hood and tipped back the material. 
 
    Brother and sister gasped identically. 
 
    After a breathless second the girl, who was about Hualiama’s age, said, “Brazo, lower your weapon. It’s worthless against the likes of her.” Without so much as blinking, she added bitterly, “So, they stoop to sending vile Enchantresses against the likes of us? Does the Queen herself pay your wage? Where do you hail from?” 
 
    Lia’s sigh communicated a thousand words. “I am no assassin. Aye, I’ve magic, but my errand has nothing at all to do with the Queen of Immadia and everything to do with you. May I explain?” 
 
    “Sure, pull up a floorboard, not that there are any,” Brazo jested grimly, lowering his Immadian short bow with a sigh of his own. “First, show us what’s wriggling under your cloak.” 
 
    At Lia’s touch, Flicker shrilled in annoyance, “Unhand me, peasant. My awesomeness is entirely wasted on these songbird-tongued Immadian yokels.” 
 
    “Out!” she ordered. 
 
    Zanya’s crossbow wavered before settling with renewed resolve on the Shapeshifter’s stomach. “Slowly!” commanded the girl. Even her demands sounded musical. These Immadians all had remarkable, lilting accents that turned their vowels into a vocalist’s delight. 
 
    “You’re such a pest,” argued the dragonet. “Can we not apprehend the deleterious effect of lack of sleep on the lustre of my scales?” 
 
    The proverbial brass dral plinked down in her mind. When did you learn to talk like – 
 
    A Dragonsoul? averred the dragonet, smirking audibly. Lia shook her head in confusion. Her snarky-tongued, resurrected companion had just grown up with indecent haste. 
 
    Scamp! she accused him. Flicker just snickered. 
 
    As Brazo and Zanya exclaimed over the dragonet, drawing a chorus of approving purrs from her shameless companion, Hualiama said, “I am Hualiama of Fra’anior, called the Dragonfriend. I’ve come bearing the fire-gift of an Ancient Dragon, which I believe is meant for you – both of you. It’s not quite assassination, mind –” she laughed uneasily “– but some might argue I’m being disingenuous for saying so.” 
 
    Brother and sister stared at her, then at the dragonet and the four walls of their small underground home. Everything in this place proclaimed lives lived at the edge of desperation, an existence eked out on society’s edges where a crust of bread was worth killing for. Hualiama waited, listening with her sense of Balance. Aye, this was right. She had never felt the call more strongly. Yet what gave her the right to demand this fate of others? That was what she had done to Jin; only, the fire had already been present inside of him. These were untouched souls, yet laden with potential. 
 
    Thus, she hesitated. 
 
    Zanya said, “We can’t go anywhere without our mother. She’s sick.” 
 
    “I will do everything in my power to heal what ails her.” 
 
    “And then?” Brazo demanded, still coldly furious in tone and demeanour. “What would you want of us, Enchantress?” 
 
    “Bluntly put, I plan to breathe Dragon fire into your souls, turning you into Shapeshifter Dragons – persons who can assume the form and nature of a Dragon at will. Then, I will invite you to join me in fighting the paramount evil of this age.” 
 
    She could have sold their expressions to replace Fra’anior’s crown jewels. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Around noon of the following day, Prince Elki of Fra’anior booted his cherished sister sharply in the anklebone beneath the royal lunch table. His kick clearly communicated, ‘Simmer down, Dragoness.’ 
 
    He must feel her heat chargrilling his elbow. Smiling a hundred-fang Dragoness’ smile across the priceless expanse of polished ooliti wood at the belligerent Commander Surzaya, head of the Immadian Garrison, Hualiama said blandly, “Is that so, Commander?” 
 
    “Aye, it is so,” said the heavyset woman, clearly wishing for a sword and the opportunity to cleave a few Fra’aniorian heads. “No Dragons have ever penetrated this castle or this room. Our protections are perfect.” 
 
    “You could be speaking to a Dragon right now, Commander. Insulting them, moreover.” 
 
    Elki repeated the kick. Harder. 
 
    Brothers! 
 
    The irate Commander lashed out, “Who’s going to stop me, some pointy-eared terhal chick who storms our Island with all the arrogance of her Fra’aniorian heritage? Or, her foppish brother and his pet lizard?” 
 
    Now, her developing Dragon senses detected the increase in Elki’s pulse rate as his indignation peaked. For a rascally stowaway who had saved her life multiple times and travelled over the Islands and through Land Dragons’ digestive systems with her, he was a decent sort. 
 
    For some Immadians, this fragile alliance was clearly a non-starter, despite Queen Imaytha’s assurances to the contrary. The Queen spoke to placate her three Commanders of Garrison, Air and Army, but she received no support from her sister, Princess Shayitha, who sat stiffly to the Queen’s right hand in the formal banqueting chamber of the Immadian castle, glowering at everyone. The castle was very much under construction, but parts were serviceable. Despite Shayitha’s throne being set markedly lower than the Queen’s, the younger sister towered over the diminutive Immadian Queen. The white-lipped rigidity of the Immadian warrior-princess’ expression could have been welded for Dragonship stanchions, Hualiama thought uncharitably. 
 
    Dragonsoul? 
 
    I’ve said my piece! Her inner Dragoness curled smoke into an ode of frustration. 
 
    So she had. Human-Lia settled her hands on the table, but had to twitch them away when the cloth began to crisp beneath her wrists. Dancing dragonets! 
 
    Elki? she inquired in telepathic Dragonish. 
 
    Queen Imaytha paused to dart a glance at the pair of Fra’aniorian royal runaways. Around them, the servants were clearing the dishes from the second course, a fine selection of roasted vegetables and hand-sized purple peppers that introduced volcanic fires to the stomachs of any who dared sample their piquant flesh. 
 
    Staring straight at the Queen, his grey eyes flashing with an anger that rarely surfaced above his habitually cheery exterior, Prince Elka’anor said, “It would do well to know one’s allies. Here’s a suggestion, noble Immadians. We’ll make a deal with you. You will show us the lore scrolls of the Chrysolitic Dragons, which you keep hidden in your mountain fastness behind this building, and we’ll show you that there’s a Dragon hidden right here in this room – despite the Commander’s so-called protections.” 
 
    Hualiama froze. 
 
    “Insults!” snarled Commander Surzaya. 
 
    “There’s no Dragon present here, nor do any Dragonkind lurk within the walls of our fair city,” Queen Imaytha said mildly, querying Elki with a slow blink of her amethyst eyes – the mesmeric gaze of an Immadian Enchantress, which had Prince Qilong spouting in unending poetic raptures, to everyone’s annoyance. Lia noticed he had not been invited to lunch. Interesting. 
 
    The Queen added, “I give this assurance freely. Now, why are we trying to turn the oncoming winter into a balmy summer’s day in this room? Let’s calm ourselves and start with the broad quill-strokes of our agreement –” 
 
    What are you doing, Elki? 
 
    He replied privately, Truth rise-must, or dance shall this we fail. Evermore. 
 
    Truth? Ignoring the details of his broken Dragonish, Hualiama considered the Balance inherent in his words. Her scoundrel of a brother so often voiced insights before others saw the true lay of the Isles. This course was a risk, but she saw white-fires momentarily sheeting over the congregation. The Queen suspected something was afoot or, at the very least, mistrusted the visitors she had invited to her table. A sense of kinship counted for only so much. Elki was right. Trust must be built. 
 
    Had Grandion been here … she shivered. All of the Dragons were relegated to a camp outside of Immadia Town, but that was almost deserted as the Dragons, Riders and Humans worked diligently on repairing the damage they had invited to Immadia’s shores as Numistar Winterborn vented the fury of an Ancient Dragoness on those who dared to oppose her. These Immadians were frightened. 
 
    Elki proposed she frighten them more. 
 
    If I may have a gentle word … purred her Dragoness. 
 
    Hualiama distrusted the spectral grin she discovered within herself. Far too bellicose, her second-soul. Furthermore, the Prince was much, much angrier than he let on. She said, You will behave, Dragonsoul, or I shall – 
 
    Beautiful Humansoul, interrupted that warm voice, with a crackle of inner bonfires, I am hardly the feral-head you take me for. And I do listen to us – mostly. Ahem. Stop laughing this instant, you scabby-kneed miscreant. So I lied; what of it? Here’s what I’m thinking … 
 
    Hualiama rose from her seat, which a purple-clad valet instantly adjusted for her. “Queen Imaytha, I would like to reveal a secret of my nature. We have fought and died for your people of Immadia – but apparently, this is not enough. I know we brought a scourge to your shores, but if you had seen the suffering and dying of the war in the East, you would know that not even the farthest Islands would have survived Numistar’s rule. Worse is to come, is my assurance to you. Now …” Reaching up, she began to unpin her braids. “Did you notice anything unusual about my hair?” 
 
    The three Immadian Commanders and the Princess made strangled noises of astonishment and affront, but the Queen was diplomacy personified. Quelling them with a glance, she rose in her turn. “We Immadians also have this blonde colouration, which is common in the North, but not the striking sapphire blue. I cannot imagine how you produced that colour.” 
 
    “It’s natural.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” Imaytha offered smoothly. Her sister’s scowl threatened to ignite kindling soaked in a rainstorm. 
 
    With a brittle smile, Lia added, “O Queen, will you smell my hair?” 
 
    Not even those dainty, ethereally beautiful features could disguise her surprise now. The Immadian Queen glided forward, faltered, and then took a double-handful of multi-coloured hair in her hands and bent to inhale deeply. She said nothing, but her alert Dragon senses clued Lia in to the slight quivering of the pulse in her neck. Aye, this Enchantress was more than intrigued. She was bursting like the proverbial curious dragonet. 
 
    “Now, feel my brow.” 
 
    The cool fingers touched, then leaped back. The Queen bit her lip. “Oh. What is – Princess?” Close to her ear, the Immadian Enchantress whispered, “You should be in your sickbed. Are you feeling quite well?” 
 
    “Perfectly.” 
 
    Hualiama could sense the calculations fizzing through the woman’s mind. All she had seen in the battle’s aftermath. The way Lia had been forced to handle Grandion’s battle-charged madness. She knew Lia possessed magic, but could the Queen imagine the truth? The cinnamon-vanilla scent of a Dragoness that had come to inhabit her hair? The inner fires? 
 
    Lia beckoned to one of the servants. “Could you kindly fetch us a spare tablecloth?” 
 
    Now, the silence pooled as if one of Grandion’s auditory shields had extended around the gathering. Hands froze on goblets. Expressions turned wooden. 
 
    Imaytha touched Hualiama’s forehead a second time, and then closed her eyes as if hearkening to a song only she could hear, a waking daydream that consumed her utterly. The Commanders waited. Slippers scuffed slightly as the servant returned as bid, but the Queen remained motionless. Breathing. Sensing. Imbibing and willing forth what was to be known. 
 
    O IMAYTHA, BEAUTEOUS AURORA OF THE NORTH, WILT THOU BE MINE CHILD’S SHIELD-MAIDEN? 
 
    Both women almost fell over as a mighty draconic voice spoke in an exquisite blink of brevity, yet with the power to shake souls. The amethyst eyes flicked open, lambent with wonder. She gazed upon and into Hualiama with all the gifts of her perception, daring the inmost portals of her being, and knew the unfolding of truth – belief was slower, chasing upon the heels of shock and doubt. A treacherous whiff of laughter tingled upon the tip of her tongue. Oh, Fra’anior! Even he would protect his shell-daughter, for the overtones of his outrage mimicked the tramping of his Island-sized paws. 
 
    She had seen the shroud-like play of the Northern aurora for the first time just last night – but what did the reference to a shield-maiden mean? 
 
    Imaytha whispered, “You are –” 
 
    “You should answer Fra’anior,” she breathed back. 
 
    The Queen made a scandalised hiss. 
 
    She arranged her stage. A tablecloth for her curtain. All male servants to the far side of the room. Any women who wished to observe, to this side. The Commanders elected to stay put, but the Princess was a woman of action and also protective of her sister. Her fists clenched by her sides as she loomed over the Queen’s left shoulder, and her fine blonde eyebrows danced an appalled jig as Hualiama efficiently divested her person of the warm woollen clothes so necessary for every person in this northern climate – every person save a Shapeshifter Dragoness. Clearly, Shayitha thought Lia quite mad. 
 
    Aye, that particular madness of girls who had grown up on the edge of the largest active volcano in the Island-World. Dancing on lava flows. Singing with dragonets. Dreaming with Ancient Dragons … 
 
    “A little space, please.” Lia checked behind herself, swaying as a roaring swelled in her ears. “Ready?” 
 
    Jumping on taboos. It was her favourite pastime, wasn’t it? 
 
    Whomp. 
 
    In an unsubtle explosion of air, she turned into a Dragoness and shouldered the cloth aside. Lia produced her toothiest Dragon smile, purring, “Islands’ greetings, Immadians.” 
 
    The servants scattered with panicked howls; Commander Surzaya fell off her chair. 
 
    I should think so! her Human cheered. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion stared at Jin, ruffling his wings for the fifth time in their brief conversation. He growled, “This time, the Dragonfriend has gone too far. She breathes fire with another Human, reincarnates a dragonet, wanders into town at night on her own hunting down recruits, flagrantly torments our allies and now … this Dragoness …” His fangs clenched a fireball into nothingness. It did not behove a Dragon of his stature to roast his apprentices, but the temptation was sorely felt. He could not withhold. 
 
    Turning his muzzle to the eggshell-blue afternoon skies, he thundered: HUALIAMA, I BURN! 
 
    Dragons and Humans alike, gathered at the site where they repaired the terrace lake, turned in startlement. Wings flared. A frisky breeze ripped the smoke away from his searing nostrils. 
 
    Jin said, “She’s making Dragons.” 
 
    “Shapeshifters?” asked the Tourmaline, surprised by the wariness in the boy’s manner. 
 
    “We can’t know,” said the Nikuko warrior. “It hasn’t … worked, yet, apart from making the flame inside of me a great deal more insistent. I’m not sprouting wings or scales. And, Dragon –” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “I’m sorry the Dragonfriend hurt you by breathing fire with me. I know you Dragons view this act –” the pitch of Grandion’s belly-fires almost drowned out his words “– very seriously.” Doggedly, he added, “For what it’s worth, I don’t think those were the same fires as your sacred fires.” 
 
    Almost to himself, Grandion puzzled, “Different fires? Soul-fires are sacred, boy, and the creation of new souls – that’s beyond anything that the great and sulphurous Onyx Dragon ever attempted. Do you not understand the ramifications? Hualiama held a fire-soul in stasis within her person and reincarnated it. She breathes the fires of Amaryllion’s inmost draconic life into other lives, and herself manifests an impossible mystery of souls twinned so closely, the very Empress of Dragon Haters could not separate them. These are deep, delicate draconic mysteries. I cannot see how this will end well. At best, it will change the course of our Island-World forever. At worst –” 
 
    “History will wobble like a Dragon hatchling learning to fly?” 
 
    “Aye. What – huh?” snorted Grandion. 
 
    Jinichi pointed with his chin to where night-blue scales flashed against the clouds, approaching from the direction of the mountains. “Can a Dragoness fly flirtatiously, noble Dragon?” 
 
    His gaze seemed pinned to the sky by invisible hooks. Behold, the song of his fires! Grandion was quite aware his every muscle quivered and his jaw hung agape like the most feral-brained of Dragons, but fresh wonder gripped him every time he considered her transformation. Miracle! He must rise to greet this Hualiama clothed in scale and claw. 
 
    “Before you go,” Jin interrupted. “Can you talk to her about … um, Isiki?” 
 
    Grandion paused with his wings held aloft, his thighs painfully bunched in preparation for take-off, thinking dazedly that where the Star Dragoness was concerned, even his body no longer seemed his own. He growled, “What about your beloved? Does she not fly to your compass alone?” 
 
    The boy looked terribly discomfited. “Well, she’s technically still a slave and … uh, Dragon Rider … but, Makani the Grey … do you see?” 
 
    He did see, and it was all that meddlesome Dragoness’ fault. Exactly the sort of love-snarl that was never meant to be, if Makani’s fires burned as he suspected. Grandion growled, “Do you mean that if you change into a Dragon, you must choose between Makani and Isiki? What does your culture say, boy? Are you monogamous?” 
 
    “What? Oh.” Jin scratched his scraggly beard. “We … well, I’m the only Nikuko left, noble Dragon. But we used to have – I am not having this conversation! Makani is a Dragoness and Isiki is, well, Isiki. Slave of Fra’anior apparently, for the price of a rusty dral. What does that signify, Grandion? Am I to be insulted or should I admire the Dragonfriend’s boundless cunning? How do I purchase my Isiki from the Princess? Could you speak to her on a dishonoured warrior’s behalf?” 
 
    No amount of fire-eyes-slit, rumbling, menacing regard appeared to cow this boy’s spirit. He would make a fine Dragon, if and when he changed. Shapeshifter? That was hatchling-nonsense. That privilege was for his Hualiama alone – no, he must not wilfully misunderstand the prophecy, Grandion corrected his errant thoughts sternly. She would mother a whole new race! 
 
    Only the talon-curling question of … how? 
 
    A fiery thought ambushed his mind: If Hualiama shall become the shell-mother of many Shapeshifter Dragons, o Grandion, who will their shell-father be? 
 
    His furnaces roared! 
 
    Angrily, he considered Jin. Did this boy not realise what becoming a Dragon meant? The glory of living fires clothed in magical flesh, and the powers that coalesced in his Blue Dragon consciousness should he even think upon magic? The strength to rise upon the breeze and, as Hualiama had articulated so poignantly, the freedom to fly to every Island of his life? 
 
    That he even entertained such blasphemous thoughts … “I will speak to the Princess,” he declared. 
 
    “Thanks, o noble –” 
 
    Jin ducked; Grandion rocketed into a vertical take-off that left the boy gasping in his dust. Right. Time to take that sassy hatchling in paw before she Dragonship-wrecked everything they had worked and suffered for. 
 
    Silhouetted against a flotilla of puffy white cumulous clouds three miles above, Hualiama waited, flicking her near-transparent wings in a hatchling-swift cadence. Their colour would deepen with age. Grandion’s talons curled with pleasure. The matchless Blue-Star, magnified in his Dragon sight! He stretched his own wings ardently, powering upward with the natural strength of his birthright. He beat the air as if it were water frothed white by a raging waterfall and wrapped his body in aerodynamic magic, resplendent. Just a mite growing strongly into her thirteenth foot of length now, whose talons and spine spikes still exhibited an endearing hatchling-softness … aye, this tiny package of nascent fire-life regarded him coyly askance, her relatively tiny eyes shining a lustrous yellow-white articulated in gently twirling and pirouetting eye-fires. Her wings flutter-beat multiple times, betraying hesitancy as she perhaps considered that Grandion might not slow down – what draconic game might be afoot now? 
 
    Always, that incongruity of a grown woman’s mind and soul inhabiting such a youthful frame. Ever with Hualiama, he reflected to the accompaniment of a disquieting sense of vertigo, appearances masked the most improbable inner truths … and even as he blinked to clear his vision, she was gone. The neat spike of her tail vanished behind a conical cloud-tower, lit from above by a rare fire rainbow touching a small cirrus cloudbank. Rainbows danced where she had fled, intersecting as if embroiled in spirited misbehaviour instigated by a tiny quartet of paws. 
 
    Typical. 
 
    Grandion’s throat constricted. She would keep her soul-shaping fire-gift from him for his protection? How could she claim to love a Dragon, yet reject and rebuke him in this manner? 
 
    Dark-fires mingled with white-fires in his hearts; an intoxicating brew the Tourmaline had tasted all too often since this girl had sung him out of his feral state and into an oath-relationship that flouted every draconic law under the twin suns. 
 
    Rebel to the very nucleus of her fires. 
 
    Turbulent billows of white and apricot sheeted across his sight as he appreciated how it took one rebellious set of wings to know another. With a half-bellicose, half-crooning outpouring of thunderous laughter, Grandion chased the very best of his fires up into the clouds. 
 
    Hualiama! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: In Pursuit of Dragons 
 
      
 
    EVEN SILENCE MIGHT speak grievous words. Thus it was with the silence that embroiled Hualiama and Grandion after their clouds-high conversation that evening, as the twin suns’ splendour burnished the mountains of Immadia to an unbearable pitch of glory. Beauty to defy their mutually felt desolation. The astringent, immedicable despair of three hearts’ burden of grief each. 
 
    Grandion desired those fires for himself. He refused to articulate his desperation, but she knew the fire-pulse of a young, proud Dragon. Her denials, although acceptable by every measure of magic, Balance and logic either of them knew, still burned him like dark-fires. Filthy, unconscionable wounds. How could she breathe more fire, or different fire – or any kind of soul-fire whatsoever – into one who was already a fire-soul? It made no sense. Not for want of trying, which was what wearied her now. Pushed, goaded and argued into action by a Dragon who excelled at that most draconic of character-traits, stubbornness, Hualiama had searched with every scale and fibre of her magical Dragoness-being for that particular curl of Amaryllion’s flame for Grandion, and found nothing. 
 
    Now, she coiled up in her Dragon’s paw and wept soundlessly. She had even quarrelled with her Humansoul. Blonde-haired Lia had stormed off in a metaphorical huff of invisible tears but more than palpable misery. 
 
    How could this be her fate? How? 
 
    A garrotte of depression strangulated her throat. Alone. A failure. The war raged on and she lurked in a forgotten corner of the Island-World while her mother played Empress at Fra’anior, oppressing her people and fitting the noose of absolute domination about every Isle, Human and Dragon alike. How could she find the strength to continue? How could she drag yet more nations to their doom? 
 
    Memories played through her mind. Oaths. Chary looks. That first time Grandion had seen her nude, oh-so Human body and a strange gleam had entered his eye – a gleam not so much avaricious, as desirous of a fruit rightly forbidden to either race. Prophetic weirdness? How squeamish Human-Lia felt remembering that moment, but then she had danced and played with this Dragon, and a completely different side of his character had surfaced. Aye. 
 
    Aye, echoed from within, a place of her heart’s greatest intimacies. Come to me. 
 
    In a flash, not even asleep this time, blue-haired Lia found herself approaching her soul space, where her blonde twin waited. Tapping her bare foot. Scowling. Uh-oh. All was not forgiven. 
 
    The Dragoness hung her head. “Alright. I know I’m being a damp squib. Flirt, then fight. Such a perfectly stylish exemplar of wretchedly Dragonish null-fires behaviour – but I don’t know what to do. I even shouted at you, my precious second-soul, never mind our poor Tourmaline Dragon. I’m sorry. Forgive me?” 
 
    She peered at her second-soul beneath her eyelashes. Phew. Humansoul was steaming like an active fumarole! 
 
    Frustration edged her words as Dragoness-Lia added, “I do apologise in a most undraconic manner, but you know I’m neither the give-up-easily sort of Dragoness, nor do I intend to yield my wing-space to his demands. I’ll only regret it later. Besides, he was yours first. Maybe I should just go back into hibernation –” 
 
    A soft exclamation of laughter startled her into silence. Human-Lia teased, “Are we feeling sorry for ourselves? Poor baby-waby Dragoness. Come here for kissies and cuddlies?” 
 
    She held out her arms, beckoning with her fingers. 
 
    Too scandalised to allow her anger free reign, Dragoness-Lia huffed instead, “Alright. What are we up to, you rotten royal prankster? And, how is it possible for one aspect of a Shapeshifter’s soul to keep secrets from the other? Or to be so downright … infuriating?” 
 
    “Prepare for my most inscrutably draconic non-response,” Humansoul chirped back. 
 
    Wonder mingled with exasperation and delight framed the harmonious awareness of surprising herself. This was akin to having a friend closer than a twin, who despite their closeness still had her own mind and agendas, sometimes contrary to her own. Peculiar. Appropriate in ways she could not begin to understand. Could one remonstrate with an aspect of one’s own soul? They had certainly managed to dance together, and heal each other. 
 
    Right. If that girl wanted to play with Dragon – all over again … 
 
    Blue-haired Lia chortled, “Fine, go knock yourself out on that lump of gemstone granite-headedness. But I get him back later, alright? No way under any of the five moons, am I letting that chunky Dragon-beauty escape my fire-eye!” She stamped her foot impishly. “He’s mine, mine, mine!” 
 
    “Deal,” said Humansoul, and swirled to the fore. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Grandion?” said the beauty ensconced in his paw. 
 
    Gnnrrr-grrr-gnarrr, he grumbled. 
 
    “Oh, Grandion?” she cooed, never more honeyed of tone. 
 
    Gnrrr-rrr, let me mope in peace. 
 
    “O most puissant Tourmaline, I wish to proposition thee,” she tormented him, with a tiny flash of her fangs. 
 
    With a fine snort that celebrated what a beauteous ode to exasperation he found her to be, the Tourmaline growled, GNAARRRR-GNRRR!! 
 
    Dragon-direct, the tiny Star Dragoness sat bolt upright and stated, “Do you recall how our oath-magic appears to follow its own vector and flight, denying even the rules of ordinary draconic magic to link us across time and space, say, between Fra’anior Cluster and the very ends of the East? Thousands of leagues in a heart’s thought?” 
 
    The Tourmaline swallowed his grumbling in an instant. Flexing his wings with an air of studied laziness guaranteed to stoke a Dragoness’ fires favourably, he peered at the pawful peeking back at him. Her fire-eyes held that gleam which spoke to her strength-from-weakness gift – or more likely, that volcano’s-worth of vexation Hualiama was capable of, whereby she seemed adept even at out-vexing destiny itself so incorrigibly, it could but flee to another Island bleating like a wounded sheep. 
 
    His third heart ignited as if she gazed right into his fires and infused them with pure starlight. “What?” he blurted out, quite forgetting his posture of magnificent masculine gravitas. 
 
    With a pert flip of her wingtips, the midnight-blue Dragoness hopped up onto his muzzle and made herself comfortable! How many ways could a Dragon spell ‘rascal?’ This girl … this Dragoness! Grandion’s belly-fires betrayed his churned-up feelings with a low, eager reverberation. By the Ancients, how she made his Dragon-magic sing! 
 
    Fire licked out of his nostrils, bathing her in his warmth. 
 
    After preening in those flicking flames for a moment, she added, “Grandion, there’s one thing that’s always impressed me about you. You are a deeply perceptive Dragon. Evidence to the fore – your amazingly detailed Projection of a Human’s physiology, so accurate that you were able to shoot arrows and … uh, kindle a girl’s fires …” 
 
    A very Human-like squirm accompanied these words. Realisation dawned. “Hualiama, who am I speaking to? Right this –” 
 
    “Human-me.” 
 
    And this is Dragon-me, said an identical voice, in Dragonish. 
 
    He blinked. “You Shapeshift minds, but both minds are simultaneously conscious? Heavens raining fireballs, girl – and Dragoness – you continue to confound – Fra’anior’s beard!” he finished feelingly. “This Dragon’s spine spikes quiver!” 
 
    “I don’t mean to vex you, Grandion.” She blinked back, flirting with her nictitating membranes before that expression turned into confusion. He had the distinct impression her inner Dragoness must be laughing at her chaotic Human manifestation. “I mean – uh, sometimes I do. More often than I should, probably. It’s a girl-thing. But right now, I don’t intend … look. We girls have discussed matters and since my Humansoul had an idea, we agreed she’d come to the fore and I’d like you to listen to her, even if she comes up with another wing-shivering conundrum –” 
 
    “You’re schizophrenic?” he inquired. 
 
    Five tiny talons cuffed his nose. “Grandion!” 
 
    “I’m trying to understand.” One soul, two brains? Their squabble was instantly forgotten. White-fires seethed across his eyesight! Tilting his wings, Grandion caught a late thermal over the mountains, riding the air currents with an instinctive flexion of the broad flight surfaces. “Don’t Humans say there’s no such thing as a ralti-stupid question? You’ll have to expect a few from me.” 
 
    “From my reformed, modern Dragon?” she returned tartly. 
 
    “Grrrr … I’m imagining tasty Human steaks filling my feeding bowl,” he snorted. 
 
    “My flavour of vinegary mischief would make your tongue curl.” 
 
    “And how!” 
 
    Hualiama said, “Besides, do you see a Human somewhere? Listen, I need to explain my soul space to you. In fact –” Now, her voice began to rush onward like an excitable Cloudlands-bound torrent “– I want to explain everything to you, Grandion. I want you to see every tiny detail of … me. All the nuances of Shapeshifting. Observe me, smell me, know me, and taste all the magic with every facility of that amazing draconic mind of yours.” 
 
    “I already do,” he protested. 
 
    If he burned truly for both of her forms, would that make him a polygamous Dragon like those Humans of the South he had read about, the Jeradians and Sylakians? True as suns-shine upon scales, he did not care. 
 
    “Right. And here comes the gaily-leaping onto the Isle of Embarrassment bit.” 
 
    How his greedy gaze, returned at last to its full capacity, drank in the beauties of Immadia. Roseate suns-light upon snowy slopes. The flurries of white where the dragonets dug their burrows, deep in the mountains behind the city. The remarkable turquoise quality of the Cloudlands lapping about this fabled Island – more a cluster, in truth, for he observed a scattered archipelago of ancillary, smaller Islets and boulders to the North and East of the main Island. Returning his slightly cross-eyed regard to the kittenish proprietor of the bridge of his nose, he scrutinised her intently, with all seven Dragon senses on their highest alert. Oath-magic was the oldest and perhaps least understood topic in the canon of draconic lore. Many Dragons spoke the ascending fire-promises, but did they truly grasp what they wrought in the most elemental, spiritual realms? No. They had but the merest inkling. Why should Hualiama stress this oath-magic now? 
 
    “Speak,” he demanded. 
 
    At once, Lia said, “Not so very long ago, a most noble Dragon recognised the path that we have forgotten. Something Flicker said reminded me of this today. Listen.” 
 
    Lifting her slender muzzle until her soft throat gleamed with rufescent tints where the white trim of her scales caught the suns-light, the Star Dragoness vocalised lightly: 
 
    For if I love thee greatly enough, o song of my third heart; 
 
    If I love thee more greatly and widely and deeply and intimately, 
 
    Than a Dragon has ever loved his beloved, 
 
    Then I swear I shall change my fires and magic for thy sake, o Hualiama of Fra’anior. 
 
    A third time I swear, that if truly I do love thee, I shall become as thou art. 
 
    I shall become Human. 
 
    His own utterance! Grandion shivered from wingtip to wingtip, and from muzzle to tail; the Island-World seemed to leap in concert with his response. The white-fires of his understanding clarified afresh – o, portentous day! The very insight he had yearned for! How was it that this Dragoness always made his days brighter, and his fires burn whiter? His hearts’ song swelled with notes vibrant of inspiration, so much lighter and freer it was as if he bore no weight upon his wings anymore, but could soar eternally above the Islands and across the world. He was just more … more of a Dragon, around Hualiama, and this newfound vision shivered his every scale. 
 
    Perhaps this was the preeminent quality of a Star Dragoness – a realisation only seven years in dawning upon this Dragon’s mind. 
 
    Grandion ruffled his wings uncomfortably. 
 
    Meantime, the Dragoness said, “It may be that the core magic of this third race cannot be learned, o Tourmaline, but if you and I can share so much through the oath-bond that we even borrow each other’s thoughts and powers …” 
 
    He dipped his muzzle in acknowledgement. “Aye.” 
 
    Perhaps there was hope after all. Perhaps, if he learned enough about the process and paths of being a Shapeshifter, and grew as close as the oldest and dearest of roost-mates with her, there might come a moment when a Dragon rose upon frail Human legs – and if that were possible, nothing could keep them apart, ever again. There would be no subterfuge. No unknown day of reckoning, when Dragons who regarded themselves as the sons of true-fires would be forced to end what they saw as a perversion. 
 
    Hualiama was the harbinger of this race. 
 
    Even as he watched attentively, witness to her fires flaring and the inward-folding of her Dragon form, Grandion knew a settling of his soul-fires into newness. Aye, she was embarrassed. The girl that appeared, balancing upon his nose, covered herself modestly before the Dragon’s gaze. There was an intimacy implicit in seeing and being seen that he had never understood so lucidly before. Could he begin to understand why e’er a Tourmaline Dragon had burned for this girl’s voice and presence? 
 
    Squeezing his opaque outer eyelids shut, Grandion rumbled, “I believed that to slaver over your haunches was the ultimate fodder of chastisement?” 
 
    Musical laughter trilled over his head and shoulders, lightening the load upon his wings. 
 
    She could be seen. Her eyes gleamed with emotions he did not understand, but they certainly seemed pleasingly fiery. 
 
    Bidding his hearts to cease racing at battle-ready speed, the Tourmaline added, “I’m learning that it’s about how a female wants to be seen. Not just the cut of wings, or … well, outward features. The art lies in seeing the true tenor and quality of her inner fires – as you memorably said, a Dragoness must be true to her wings. I must meditate upon this insight, for it is hard, if not impossible, to separate the carnal, emotional and spiritual realms of perception. At this I fail … often.” 
 
    His mortified cough blew sulphurous grey smoke about her legs, making it seem for a moment that the Human girl improbably stood upon a cloud. 
 
    “It’s hard for both of us,” she admitted. 
 
    Pleasure seized his wing stroke, causing him to dip in the air. “For your Dragoness, or your Human?” he probed, his belly-fires soughing with pleasure. 
 
    “Both. It’s different for my Dragonsoul, but definitely both.” 
 
    Grandion cocked his head, pretending to listen. Grr. “Aye? Is that a gushing river I hear inside, or is that your Dragonsoul’s drooling?” 
 
    Merriment. 
 
    Her hands touched his scales, tracing them slowly across the brow-ridges, as far as she could reach. Her long hair tickled his sensitive nerve endings as she bent close to whisper, “I’m sorry that it’s taken so long for me to understand that loving me is about loving all of me, Grandion. I know that sounds somehow perverse and unworkable. By all means, look … uh, ruddy spitting windrocs, I can’t believe what my mouth’s spouting …” In a verbal blush that complimented her deepening colour, she stumbled, “Just don’t be too – Islands’ sakes! Too blatant about your regard, alright, mister delicate-Dragon?” 
 
    His rumbling was an inarticulate statement of knotted-up emotions, but the girl only laughed a soft, melancholy echo of her earlier jollity, and said, “Perhaps we’ll learn ways for our Dragons to be soul-bonded lovers and for our Humans also to be rainbows over Islands for each other, as an authentic expression of both aspects of our soul. After all, since our love undeniably endures in all its complexity and adversity, we must be able to forge a way into the future – for, as Siiyumiel taught me, love is the white-fires essence of the Balance of the Harmonies.” 
 
    When he raised his right forepaw, Hualiama leaped gladly into the curve of his talons. The breeze generated by his passage made her long sapphire-and-blonde hair fly behind her, but she tucked it down as she settled. Hualiama was right. That illicit regard for a Human’s form and flight which he had always rejected, settled into new patterns in his thinking. Principled. Draconic. Yearning. Aye, much of which she had spoken made a Dragon’s scales itch, but now he must turn his verimost labours to understanding, with all integrity, what it meant to love his crazy, mixed up, inexpressibly alluring oath-companion. 
 
    How many times he had regretted those hasty oaths – wrongly, blind fool that he was! 
 
    This day, he must embrace a new future. 
 
    Lifting his forepaw once more, this time to his nostrils – so that he drew from Hualiama a wriggle and a squeal, ‘That tickles!’ – he inhaled her girlish-Dragonish scent deep into his lungs, into his bloodstream and brain, allowing it to delight his magical potentials and … the Tourmaline thundered: 
 
    All of thee, beloved Blue-Star. All of thee. 
 
    Her response was a soughing of wind across his scales, and the song of his three Dragon hearts. Oh speak the thunderous notes of thy love, my Alastior … 
 
    This Tourmaline Dragon would not be content to be. He would become. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Running through the full gamut of her Nuyallith forms was no trivial affair. Teaching them was quite another discipline. But in Jin and Isiki, Lia had two diligent students with that typically Eastern deference for the master. She only wished she was a true master! Ten thousand more repetitions and she might begin to approach the skills of he whose memories formed this body of martial arts lore in her mind. This evening, Elki had sauntered over, declaring a need to warm up his muscles, quickly trailed by Saori. As the Humans worked on their forms, Grandion, Mizuki and Makani mock-wrestled a good quarter-mile from the camp, which had sprouted a dozen Immadian military-issue four-square tents with a double layer of insulation for the comfort of those who did not carry about their own thermal shielding. 
 
    Practical. 
 
    Still, Lia gritted her teeth. She was not jealous of Grandion wrestling with two striking Dragonesses. She was … grr – not! She must concentrate on anything but tourmaline flashes and earthquake-like rumblings of draconic amusement … 
 
    The Dragons shortly finished their mock-combat and walked back toward her small training group, discussing the method Lia and Grandion had worked out for the Tourmaline to navigate and see even when he was blind. That technique would be essential when they flew into the mysterious mists north of Immadia. Here came Flicker, flitting low across the packed white snow like a wayward snowflake. She must stop thinking of him as smoky green and grow accustomed to his white dragonet guise. Being a creature of no small conceit, the fact of his splendid reincarnation had to be acknowledged more times daily than a dragonet had scales on his body. Cue muscly little poses in every possible reflective surface, including Lia’s Nuyallith blades. 
 
    Shrugging to resettle her unfamiliar Immadian garb after her exertions, Lia caught Flicker in her hands and placed him on her shoulder. With her forefinger, she scratched him beneath the chin. You’re so awesome, it must hurt! 
 
    Flicker clearly had no idea what she was referring to, but his chest swelled immediately. Well, I … well! By my wings! 
 
    I’ll explain later. 
 
    I’ll hold your right ear hostage right now, he squeaked, unable to bear not knowing exactly why this compliment had been received. 
 
    Sumio approached, limping due to nine dragonet bites he had suffered on his lower legs, which Lia had treated with her healing magic. He brought three most welcome visitors to the camp. They glanced about warily, especially at the approaching Dragons. 
 
    Stowing her blades in their shoulder sheaths, Hualiama called gladly, “Zanya, Brazo – welcome! Is your mother better?” 
 
    Zanya walked tall, despite her barefoot and threadbare appearance. “Aye, she is much improved thanks to your healing touch,” she replied. “This is Varinya, our mother. She’s a jeweller and a fletcher by trade. Mother, may I introduce you to Hualiama, Princess of Fra’anior?” 
 
    “I thank you for relieving my fire-fever infection, Princess.” Varinya’s Immadian accent brought the image of a songbird to Hualiama’s mind. Like her children, she was tall and raven-haired, with striking, lake-blue eyes. From her height of six feet, she peered short-sightedly down at the Fra’aniorian, for the illness had damaged her sight. “We are here to serve, if you will have us.” 
 
    Hualiama bowed in return, a truncated Fra’aniorian genuflection interspersed with a mere four hand-twirls. “We’re so grateful to have you join us. Friends, last night, with their permission, I breathed Amaryllion’s gift of fire into Brazo and Zanya.” 
 
    Jin almost choked; Isiki slapped his back gleefully. 
 
    “Alright there, old boy?” Elki put in, giving him a few further whacks for good measure. Jin glowered at everyone. 
 
    “Zanya and Brazo are twins of twenty-three years of age and strong in the traditions of Immadian magic, although they are not yet trained and versed in its ways.” Lia took a deep breath. “This warrior of the East, Jin, also possesses this fire-gift. I will need you to document with Jin and Isiki, its effects on your lives. And also, I believe Grandion the Tourmaline Dragon will enjoy this gift through the oath-magic we share.” 
 
    The jovial Prince of Fra’anior gave this statement the benefit of a dagger-sharp glare. 
 
    Flicker purred happily, Awesome-pants! 
 
    Your idea, my third heart, Lia returned, mind-to-mind. You prompted me. 
 
    I am – 
 
    Running out of adjectives to express your humbleness? suggested her Dragonsoul. 
 
    The dragonet thrust his little muzzle into the air. Pack the snooty scale-scrubber away, Lia. I like your Human far, far better. 
 
    Now, she moved among the group, feeling the weight of leadership of Humans and Dragons dragging at her soul. So many dead. So many battles fought. Her Dragon Hater mother had absconded toward Fra’anior Cluster, doubtless to subject the Dragons of Gi’ishior to her tyranny there, and Numistar Winterborn had vanished somewhere into the Cloudlands around Immadia. Tiiyusiel had sounded to investigate the troubles between the Land Dragons, and to try to determine what had become of the Ancient Dragoness. That was her first concern. The shell-mother she had never met, Istariela – another grief she bore, Lia knew – had charged her to beat Numistar to the Chrysolitic Dragons. They must prepare and provision this night, and fly at dawn. 
 
    Night came so early in the North. As the group drew closer, conversing in low voices about the journey ahead, Grandion stirred restively. Visitors. Royal visitors. 
 
    Lia said, Makani, Mizuki and Grandion, are you even willing to carry extra persons? We won’t have Dragonships and by the sounds of the route ahead, the mist is too dangerous anyways. I’m sorry I didn’t ask before. I’m so weary, I’m forgetting details … 
 
    Grandion said, We’ll speak, my third heart. Focus on the Immadians. 
 
    With a proprietary curl of his tail, Flicker took possession of her neck. Strength to you, Lia. Remember, it was I who stitched you up first. 
 
    Aye, I’ve been truly stitched up by this friendship, she chuckled. Thanks, Flicker. What do you imagine the Queen wants? 
 
    The dragonet purred, Immadia’s jewels against a blob of terhal-droppings, she wants what you have. Dragons, and magic. This is dangerous frontier country, my dear aerially challenged biped. And that Queen has not just an aesthetically pleasing countenance. Her ears are shamefully rounded, unlike your pretty ears, and she doesn’t … uh, she can’t dance, unlike you. 
 
    Lia suspected another dragonet crudity had just been elided. She said, Tell me how you learned to talk again so quickly? 
 
    Flicker stretched lazily, his tiny talons pricking her shoulder. My remarkable intellect notwithstanding – 
 
    Shall I sit on you and thus squeeze out a proper answer? 
 
    You graceless wasp-snapper! he retorted airily. You show a reprehensible lack of respect for a creature of my vast learning and stature amongst the dragonet warrens. Why, I was friends with an Ancient Dragon! I may lack a disturbing prophecy about my future, but I can safely reveal at least two aspects to you, Miss monk-kisser … he paused for dramatic effect. 
 
    Flicker! 
 
    That is my name, and a most fearsome and formidable duo of syllables it is! Saved your wretched hide, I did. Now, pay heed. I demand a permanent space on your pillow-roll and no fat, galumphing Tourmaline is about to oust me from my rightful abode at your right paw! 
 
    Lia sang across their private telepathic link: 
 
    What greater love upon the Islands, 
 
    Than a friend who perishéd, 
 
    That another might live. 
 
    With an improbably huge sniff from such a mischievous mite, Flicker nuzzled her neck, trembling. She stroked his flank affectionately. Sorry. Anguish-joy can be crushing. That moment’s blazed on my memory forever. How I wept over you … 
 
    After mastering his emotions, the dragonet whispered, I really can’t recommend the dying part, my precious straw-head. But for you, I’d make that leap ten thousand times and more. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: The Treasures of Immadia 
 
      
 
    To The Dragonfriend’s embarrassment, the Queen of Immadia threw her arms about Hualiama and gave her a long, warm hug. Grandion observed her discomfort through their oath-link. Despite her permission, a sense of intrusion attended his surveillance. She had been speaking to the dragonet, and then passion and fire and grief just spilled out of her like a Dragon’s fires run amok. Was this another of her strengths? He puzzled the nuances through. 
 
    Humans were odd. If the Queen perceived her grief and comforted her as a Dragon might nuzzle another’s flank in shared-grief-brotherhood, why should this noble fire-connection engender feelings of shame? 
 
    The petite, fire-haired Queen said, “I see you’ve been out recruiting?” 
 
    Shayitha growled, “Aye. Wanted criminals, sister, or I miss my mark. He’s a thief from the lower side … what is it?” 
 
    Hualiama seethed, but the fabulous amethyst eyes seemed to perceive a different reality. 
 
    Not even appearing to notice her sister’s hand gripping her wrist, Imaytha said dreamily, “I see … I see magic streaming and flowing like the aurora above, and a gift flowering, and … I see Immadia as from a great height, a jewel beset by numberless enemies. What a beauteous Isle, the ancestral seat, the place where the stars shall be at rest!” She blinked at Hualiama, clearly still lost in her vision. “Your lost kin shall always be welcome among us. Fra’anior, speed the day – o Fra’anior, is this thy child? That we should be honoured in her service!” 
 
    She knelt. 
 
    Hualiama looked stricken. “Uh, Imaytha, don’t – what are you doing?” 
 
    Imaytha whispered, “What I should have done before. I pledge my service and allegiance to thee, o Star Dragoness.” 
 
    In the silence that gripped their gathering now, the soldiers and Commanders and royalty of Immadia, those most beloved lips appeared to move, but no sound emerged. Could the Fireborn’s gift be about to emerge? No. Grandion narrowed his eyes, observing from the side and above. What magic was this, rising in triumphal chorus from the inmost treasuries of her being? What majestic creature was this who laid her hands, fingers interlaced, upon the bowed head of a Queen, and gathered the very stars in the train of an invisible cloak as she drew a deep breath, and pronounced in a powerful and steady voice: 
 
    “O Imaytha, it is my heart’s desire that the most sulphurous benediction of the Great Onyx shall rest upon you and your kin and your people from this day onward, for this I declare: you shall be the very shield and bulwark of the Island-World. Immadia and Fra’anior shall be allies forever! When all seems lost and evil runs rampant like crimson Cloudlands pouring across the Isles, hope shall rise from the mountains of Immadia and sweep forth like an auroral breath of the Ancient Dragons, and the world shall shiver at the advent of the Amethyst Dragoness of the North!” 
 
    A prophetic word! Shaken by the heroic power of her utterance, Grandion could only exchange wondering bugles with the two Dragonesses, who were clearly as shocked as he. What did this portend? 
 
    The Queen staggered as Hualiama slumped against her, and the dragonet sprang aloft with a shrill cry of dismay. 
 
    Grandion dived forward upon his right elbow, snaffling Queen and Princess together into his grasp, but the Dragonfriend was already stirring, mumbling about the paw of the Great Dragon having cuffed her unawares. 
 
    He well knew the feeling of wanting to clip this Dragoness about the earhole from time to time! 
 
    The Tourmaline growled over her, making the small Immadian tremble at his draconic majesty, but Hualiama slipped an arm about the other woman’s waist and said, “Grandion, behave! Imaytha, Dragons like nothing more than to be seen as overwhelming and splendid, so you have to make sure you notice and compliment them – ‘o living gemstone, mighty thou art!’ Suitably poetic nonsense.” 
 
    Already, her flight soared to new, most singular heights. Grandion peeled aside his lips in a broad, many-fanged grin. Deliberately. 
 
    The Queen’s knees appeared to have forgotten how to hinge. Hualiama chirped away, showing her new fire-friend the smoother, tougher hide of the palm and the retractable sheaths of Grandion’s talons. She bade him spring a talon free, making the Queen draw back in alarm, and the expression on that stone-faced sister of hers was priceless indeed. 
 
    Lia said, “Much of dealing with Dragons is down to knowing their ways and preferences, o Queen. Their mores and social structures are just as complex as Human ones, if not more so, and they may be good or evil or indifferent, just as we are. The colours of the fire-orbs and the nuances of posture, especially the wings, clue us in to a Dragon’s feelings.” Grandion, lift us please. “Now, Grandion’s a very rare Tourmaline colour. Mizuki’s Copper and Makani, a Grey. The Dragons of Pla’arna, Gemalka and Herliss were more common colours, which usually points to the standard range of Dragon powers – fireballs and lava specialties for the Red, Orange and Yellow spectra, acid attacks for the Greens, wind and lightning for the Blues. Older Dragons however, often develop unique higher powers and specialties. I’ve heard of acid whips and kinetic powers that can slingshot lava attacks in unexpected ways, or explosive molten rock attacks – there are literally hundreds of nuances and possibilities.” 
 
    “Including mental powers,” Prince Elki put in. 
 
    Now, the fangs flashed. Grandion growled, “Dragons observe strict mores of behaviour regarding non-interference in other cultures, and by that I include draconic cultures, at all levels!” 
 
    Hualiama sent him a picture of quirked eyebrow. 
 
    Except for spying, meddling and information-gathering. Aye. And forcibly stealing powers from one’s oath-companion. Grandion stilled the irritable gouging of his talons, and returned an image of a very large talon flicking a certain Star Dragoness away over the nearest mountaintop. 
 
    With a bright giggle clearly designed to fuel his every fire, Hualiama said, “Now, reading the nuances of a Dragon’s fiery gaze is an art form in its own right – colour, speed, core temperature, glow and lucence … in fact, draconic healers check the tenor of the eye-fires before the body. Note these crimson tones of wrath against a white background – and here are white-fires, signifying Grandion’s innate purity of soul. An enraged, feral or evil Dragon’s eyes would likely show hot yellow or burgundy undertones. Also –” she pinched the Queen’s arm “– don’t let him mesmerise you. Grandion. You’re dreadful.” 
 
    “You’re jealous,” he purred, enjoying the rosy tones of her cheeks, and the rich magical scent upon her skin as Hualiama’s pique rose. Aye, Dragoness. Quiver at the power of a male Dragon! 
 
    Lia’s finger almost touched his eye as she said, “This lovely jade green colour, Imaytha, is draconic avarice or jealousy. It’s seen as a positive, quintessentially draconic emotion. If I mentioned the name Ja’al, for example …” 
 
    “By the mountains of Immadia!” exclaimed the Queen. 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon snarled, “I am not some chalkboard you Humans use to give lessons to children!” 
 
    With a flash of those lake-deep blue eyes, Lia whispered, “But your eyes are the very aurorae of your soul, Grandion.” 
 
    To his annoyance, Grandion’s belly-fires immediately set to seething like a small lake struck by a storm, and his eye-fires mellowed with ferocious pleasure. Her expression, coupled with the scent and wonder of her regard, set ninety feet of Dragon into tingling raptures. Grrr! The Dragonfriend shivered, as well she should! 
 
    As for Imaytha? She appeared to be on the verge of swooning. 
 
    Hualiama said, “Well, there’s certainly much to learn. O Queen, am I to conclude that you wish to fly to the North with us?” 
 
    “Aye.” The Immadian beauty turned away from his eye, rubbing her temples. Ha. Take that, little Humans! 
 
    Still, his simultaneous assessment of the Dragonfriend’s depressed magical potentials led him to pour strength into her through their oath-bond. Hualiama would drop rather than admit weakness. Dragoness. Why had he failed to apprehend her true nature from the first? Because it was unimaginable. As for her admission that even Fra’anior himself had not anticipated this possibility – did that not suggest a draconic plot between Istariela and Amaryllion? Could she be the shell-daughter of a different Ancient Dragon? Surely not. He must hide these dark-fires speculations deep … 
 
    Meantime, Imaytha was telling Hualiama that they should delay by a day to provision and inform an expedition properly. “We’ll take you to the secret caves,” she said. “You can consult the lore scrolls there. Dragons cannot enter, however. They’re deep in the mountains, so by terhal the journey will take a goodly number of hours –” 
 
    “Walk?” Grandion purred. “Why should the peerless Queen of Immadia trudge through the snows?” 
 
    Grandion – Hualiama bit off her thought, but he read her well enough. He flirted; she was jealous. A Dragoness would just have bit his shoulder – unholy talons! 
 
    He coughed in amazement. Her punch had been thrown so fast, he had barely begun to move when her fist smashed against his lip with magically-enhanced strength. That actually hurt, you wretch! 
 
    Bruise for bruise. I know she’s far prettier than I am, Grandion, but you – 
 
    He snapped reflexively, By whose measure? With respect to Human females, my fires have always and only burned for you, for your beauty and your fires alone. 
 
    She could not miss the truth-indicators laden in his speech, and the slight aura of surprise as this admission slipped out. Truly? So it was, and Grandion found his own delighted laughter burbling across his lips. 
 
    Hualiama reached out to stroke his scales near the eye. You are not sweet. You are the scorching gift of the suns to my soul. 
 
    The Tourmaline swayed as his knees threatened to cave in. Oh, Blue-Star! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Mounted upon three Dragons – all that remained of their force, although the Northern Dragons had promised to join them if they began a southward strike for Fra’anior Cluster – the mixed expedition flew into the mountains, a surprisingly large territory that bordered the city of Immadia and the relatively small plain that fronted it. Imaytha noted that there were villages situated all around the Island’s edge, above the terrace lakes, and a few on the outlying Isles, reachable only by Dragonship in good weather, which meant just over half of the year. There had not been contact with the Islands beyond the mists in over forty years. 
 
    “Ice-Raptors,” the Queen said, the succinct, terse tenor of her voice speaking volumes. “They’re a plague. They breathe a kind of breath of ice we call cold-fires, unlike the warming flame of your kind, noble Dragons.” As she spoke, the Dragonesses flanking Grandion conveyed her speech to their Riders. “They fly in with the winter storms, these furry white Dragonkind – I guess – which grow almost as large as noble Mizuki, and destroy our villages, raid our cattle and terhals, and in the bad years, even attack the city itself. That’s the primary reason for the heavy defences you observed, Princess Hualiama.” 
 
    “Please, Your Majesty. Just call me Lia.” 
 
    Imaytha hugged her from behind, around the tourmaline spine spike that stood between the two petite women. “Only if you drop the honorifics yourself, lady Dragoness. Is flying Dragonback always so … so …” 
 
    “Overwhelming?” Lia asked, squeezing the Queen’s right arm. “Aye. I cried, the first time – when I wasn’t screaming. Grandion decided he might show off with a few twirls around the clouds, and two-mile dives and suchlike. I was terrified.” 
 
    Grandion inquired archly, “Do you remember what you sang?” 
 
    “Aye. I feel I’m still that girl, Grandion … a girl whose soul has taken flight. The wonder never stops squeezing my heart into prekki-fruit mush.” 
 
    “Because I’m so awesome,” the Tourmaline sniped. 
 
    “I heard that, you overgrown firelighter,” Flicker sniffed, “and I’ll have you know, I own exclusive rights to all of the awesomeness north of the Rift.” 
 
    “Your indubitable Majesty,” Elki teased the dragonet, distracted for a second from cuddling with Saori on Mizuki’s back. 
 
    “Ignorant princeling,” Flicker growled, stiffening beneath Lia’s soothing hand. 
 
    Dragon angers. How well she was beginning to learn their true impact on draconic behaviour; nothing compared to the experience her Dragoness’ conflagration rising and falling like a distant magical waterfall whenever her second-soul essence moved closer to her active consciousness. The awareness of this additional facet of her personality seemed to move from perihelion to aphelion over an irregular period of time, or according to requisites she had not yet understood. Now, Dragonsoul was alert and close. At other times, she seemed to rest and renew her energies, yet how could a spirit or disembodied existence be understood to sleep? The same pertained to her Humansoul. Moreover, she shared and communicated with herself in ways that might be described as having a best friend who was closer than her own shadow. 
 
    Right now, she knew that her Dragonsoul smiled warmly, for affirmation and understanding of an ardent draconic character embraced her thoughts. 
 
    Rather like a mental hug, she imagined, reflecting the sensation to Grandion. Discern, o Dragon, how my soul’s manifestations interact. 
 
    Enchanting, he returned, engrossed in his reflections. 
 
    As the Dragons flew up into the mountains, a silence of snowy slopes and dense pine forests in the lower reaches drew imperceptibly about them, stilling conversation and saturating souls with the awareness of stark, natural grandeur. Lia did not want to admit it, but she was grateful that the Immadians had agreed to accompany them. She and Grandion knew so little about the world of frost and snow. Aye, she had been Reaved, and one lesson she had learned was that she never, ever again wished to be frozen solid. How had she even survived? Through the Shapeshifter bond alone, she imagined, thinking it through now. 
 
    Her soul had flown, and returned to her flesh. Flicker also lived, even though his egg had been frozen for years, perhaps centuries. 
 
    Hualiama said, “An alliance with Dragons could protect Immadian shores.” 
 
    “We have not Fra’anior Cluster’s ancient kinship with the Dragonkind,” Shayitha replied from Makani’s back, where she sat in the third position behind Jin and Isiki. Prince Qilong was the fourth member of their quartet, his face appearing pale and pinched, but composed. “Relations soured approximately seventy years ago when the Dragons of Herliss, under Jazugi the Red, began to raid our villages in search of slaves.” 
 
    “Jazugi hailed from Fraxx,” Grandion noted, with a, ‘that explains everything’ heaviness to his comment. “The Dragons dealt with him.” 
 
    “After eleven years!” Shayitha hissed. 
 
    “That was not our fault!” hissed the Tourmaline. 
 
    “Oh, the hundreds of messages we sent flew off with the windrocs? Sorry, I forgot!” snapped the Immadian Princess. 
 
    “Most did go astray,” Grandion replied, with less heat than Lia would have expected of him. “Vargurr the Green saw to that.” 
 
    “Vargurr? That’s not what we heard!” Shayitha growled. 
 
    Stiffly, Imaytha said, “Shayitha’s right. The blame was laid on agents of the Yorbik Free Federation. The King of Immadia, our grandfather, responded by cutting off all Immadian airspace from draconic incursion. We are now labelled traitors by some of our people. Grandion?” 
 
    The Tourmaline rumbled, “It is not hard to understand. Vargurr the Dragon Elder was formidable, influential and richly paid in red gold of Erigar, the colour of his base treasure-lust. I believe that when he was assassinated, itself an event reeking of unsavoury draconic politics, there were celebrations in numerous roosts of Gi’ishior. Believe me, o Immadians, nothing could ever repay the blood of those he stole, over two thousand slaves in all. Just before he was defeated in battle, Jazugi the Red decreed that all of his Human slaves should be executed rather than returned to their home Island – that shameful null-fires son of a spavined windroc, may his name ring with disgrace forever! He is no Dragon, who lacks honour!” 
 
    He spat aside, a brief stream of fire that bathed the gorge beneath and around them in orange. 
 
    So much of his character was honour-driven, Lia realised afresh. It was often disguised beneath his growls and snarls, or a flick of his wings; his basal integrity breathed through their connection. Was she dishonourable in comparison? Or was it simply that she danced so much more lightly through life, skating over by instinct what Grandion wrestled with beneath his stoic, ‘I’m such a big strong Dragon’ exterior, through his regrets and the oftentimes profoundly complex tenor of the kaleidoscopic thought-fires she sensed in him? 
 
    Imaytha’s marvelling was infectious. How quickly she had forgotten the glory of Dragon flight. 
 
    In a moment, Hualiama unbuckled her basic waist strap and walked out onto Grandion’s right shoulder, keeping close to the spine spikes to avoid the rolling and rippling motion of his major flight muscles. “What’s she doing?” the Queen whispered behind her. 
 
    Flicker made an irked noise. “Deserter.” 
 
    She did not care. Fate constrained; this songbird of Fra’anior wanted to fly unhindered. She needed that freedom. Even a brief or illusory taste would do, she realised. Whom was she fooling? 
 
    “I will sing for you what I sang that day,” Hualiama said. 
 
    Throwing her arms wide as if riding the breeze, Lia sang that paean of long ago, the words coming to her recollection as if scribed there by memories she realised were not her own. Had she found this detail within Grandion, or herself? It did not matter. Her soprano soared like a Dragon’s wings above their near-silent aerial passage, just a slight creaking of sinews and the flexion of wing-surfaces through air pockets as they snaked deeper amidst the vaulting peaks. 
 
    Arise my soul, the morn breathes newness, 
 
    Wings are soaring, gilded afire, 
 
    Islands join in gladsome chorus, singing: 
 
    Awake! Exult! Ignite, my fires! 
 
    Arise my soul, the wake of Isles receding, 
 
    Coursing o’er the rainbow moons, 
 
    All within shall shout in wonder, singing: 
 
    Awake! Exalt! Eternal, my fires! 
 
    After a long, reverent silence concluded her singing, Elki said quietly, “She’s like that, my sister – prophetic.” 
 
    Lia almost fell off her Dragon’s shoulder. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Taken at Dragon speed, the route into the mountains was not lengthy, but it twisted torturously, almost as if the Immadians had deliberately chosen this location for its inaccessibility. Lia knew the Dragons would remember the landmarks perfectly, but Queen Imaytha had respectfully requested oaths that none of this party would ever reveal this location – the secret treasuries of Immadia. She had expected a concealed crevasse or a difficult-to-reach cave, but when they alighted, it was upon a fifty-degree snow slope on a nameless, featureless mountainside. At Imaytha’s magical command, doors thirty feet tall and one hundred feet wide rumbled open, revealing a warm Dragonship hangar. 
 
    “Come inside, out of the cold,” the Queen lilted sweetly. “A blizzard will strike within the hour. My people will conceal our ingress.” 
 
    By which, she meant her Enchanters, Lia realised. Did she possess a weather sense? The hints of magic she sensed from the woman were unfamiliar, not at all like the warm spiciness of Dragon magic, but closer to a tinkling of unseen, icy chimes playing deep in the back of her mind. Curious. 
 
    The engineer in her took note of the vertical doors, which had three successive layers designed on the outside to mimic snow and rock, while the inner layer was metal and stone, three feet thick. A pair of Enchanters disappeared outside, raising flurries of snow to conceal the entrance once more. They were so effective, not even the Dragons had detected this place upon arrival, although Brown powers would have revealed the underground fortress in a heartbeat – no. She was wrong. Grandion’s assessment revealed further layers of magical subterfuge leaching from the rocks around them. They exchanged notes in a gleeful mental flurry. 
 
    Amethyst eyes considered her. “And, how are our protections, Dragonfriend?” 
 
    Lia jumped guiltily. “Very good, o Q – Imaytha.” 
 
    “Hualiama and I have already identified seven improvements you could make,” Grandion noted, with a smoky hint of asperity. “Allow my Rider to demonstrate the art of the dismount, o Queen.” 
 
    To Lia, he said privately, Don’t you fume. Gallantry is in my nature. 
 
    Sorry, just being a woman, she gritted out, visualising Fra’anior’s monstrous paw belting him all the way to her home Cluster. That’s a reprisal for your talon earlier. 
 
    Grandion chuckled massively, causing Imaytha to slip on her way down to his haunches, but Lia caught the Queen with unthinking speed. She linked elbows with the Immadian. “My Dragon likes you. And that makes my Human jealous and my Dragoness’ scales turn green. So much to learn about this life …” 
 
    “You’ve only been a Dragoness for a few weeks. Even the Dragonfriend cannot expect to know everything already,” said the Queen, executing a nimble leap down onto Grandion’s hind knee. “Come. Let’s raid the treasuries of Immadia.” 
 
    Both Grandion and Flicker sniggered in concert. Shayitha spat as if she had swallowed poison. 
 
    Two minutes later, it had become more than evident to the Dragons and Humans alike that the Immadians had prepared thoroughly for their visit. The Queen introduced them to the Royal Archivist and his five Senior Librarians, a Cave Guide, a husband-and-wife Armourer and Weapons Master team with a further four apprentices in tow, and the noted Immadian historian, Voriya, a specialist in ancient cultures. 
 
    “A night’s work awaits us,” Qilong announced, rubbing his hands eagerly. 
 
    “The tunnels between our major caverns will be too small for Dragons,” said the Cave Guide, a tall and very dour woman with an eye patch covering her left eye. “I have briefed four runners should the Dragons wish to consult our lore scrolls.” 
 
    After conferring rapidly with Grandion, Hualiama said, “Grandion can see and participate through our magical linkage. However, dividing the work would help, so the runners are appreciated.” 
 
    I’m always with you, the Dragon said warmly. 
 
    Delicious shivers! 
 
    The picture that flashed through his mind was his dalliance with Cerissae, however. He cut it off with an inward cry of shame. Hualiama … 
 
    It’s alright, Grandion. It was not, but she did not know any better response. How’s about we keep working through my memories of Shapeshifting? Shouldn’t take long. 
 
    He chuckled dryly. Indeed? A lifetime of yearning for and chasing the fires – aye, that should pass quickly. Let’s start by covering what Siiyumiel taught us about Balance and finding the true self’s inner harmonies. Then, you must replay your Shapeshifting experiences. I want details, Engineer Hualiama. Every nuance, no matter how insignificant it may seem. May I … 
 
    The white form of his presence hovered without her mind, pensive. She did not have to guess his thoughts, for they seeped out of him like a chill touch of ruzal. Lia baulked at the inference. 
 
    Even so, she hissed, You may enter. 
 
    He said, Know that I don’t take this privilege for granted, Star Dragoness. 
 
    She bowed mentally. Likewise. If such a promise might be essayed, Grandion – never again. 
 
    If ever the need arises, I am yours for the plucking. 
 
    She laughed aloud at the scaleless-Dragon image he supplied, despite his solemn mien. Looks like Razzior when I finished with him, she joked, yet she wondered if the ruzal lay dormant since that mighty battle against Numistar Winterborn, or if it only bided its time to make an assault on her person and powers? What did it mean for a Star Dragoness, the essence of light, to harbour such a taint within her person? Dramagon’s legacy would not be easily defeated. 
 
    Simultaneously, Grandion’s appreciative chuckles made every Immadian in their company jump nervously. 
 
    How could he not know her troubles? 
 
    Preoccupied by a thread of realisation that faded into a grey cloud of improbabilities, Hualiama trailed the group into the tunnels. Could it be that their two-way oath connection was not as reciprocal as she imagined? Could there be an inner reserve, a secret, even unconscious blockage that hemmed in part of her heritage or abilities, which she had not yet tapped? She could have done with those powers when she faced the Empress of Dragon Haters … her own mother. Her mother, who stole magical power from the blood of Dragons and ruled a nation with an unbreakable mental grip; who possessed a Command that utterly dominated the victim, body, mind and soul. She exerted a dominance over Dragons or Shapeshifters that required nothing greater or more deadly than line-of-sight to drop a Dragon in their tracks – freaking tyrant, she had literally exploded every blood vessel in Sapphurion’s brain. How was any power under the suns meant to stop her? 
 
    Talk about family issues. Depressing. 
 
    Lia tickled Flicker’s chin fondly. You’re my family. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ooh, straw-head. She could make him purr with just a look. No wonder that galumphing ralti sheep could not keep his fat Tourmaline paws off his best girl. After all, he had taught her everything she knew about Dragons. Well, most of it – he should concede a smidgen of the truth occasionally, just to see what it felt like. 
 
    The truth itched his scales. 
 
    Flicker scratched his crotch vigorously, drawing an annoyed hiss from the Dragonfriend. He just did not understand this monogamy business Hualiama seemed stuck upon. The dragonet supposed an ultra-rare, marginally handsome Tourmaline Dragon might just qualify for the best the Island-World had to offer a Star Dragoness, but that was hardly the point. She could have any Human or Dragon she wanted. Why that Blue? Why not a magnificent specimen of Dragonhood like … Flicker, say? 
 
    He might be small, but he could make those female dragonets’ eye-fires dance. 
 
    Indubitably. 
 
    Humming contentedly to himself, Flicker daydreamed about the clutches he would sire, the whirl of sultry fire-eyes in his roost, and the feats of magic, derring-do and mayhem his descendants would undoubtedly perpetrate throughout all time. He was Flicker. It was only proper he took advantage of his reincarnation to thank the Ancient Dragon – sufficiently. Aye. 
 
    Purring against Hualiama’s neck, he said, So, lackey. Our first task is to find a sword for Jin and invest that boy with the spine his honour currently seems to lack. Are you with me? 
 
    Hualiama chortled merrily. I wouldn’t have put it quite like that, but by my wings, Flicker, that’s an excellent idea. Now, about my outstanding question regarding your talon-swift elevation to linguistic prowess – 
 
    Very well. Allow me to enlighten you once more. You know how egg-head invested your pitiful brain with knowledge of Nuyallith? 
 
    Um … aye. That egg-head would be Master Ja’al – 
 
    Mister kissable. I know. Could you tear your attention away from monks and Dragons for one second at least, student Hualiama? Flicker nibbled around her ear, making her shiver and exclaim crossly. The Dragonish and Human languages have a linguistic composition represented by a vastly intricate neural network of knowledge and application – so, I simply tapped into that network in Grandion’s brain, and in a process similar to your acquisition and synthesis of the Nuyallith knowledge, I retro-activated the appropriate structures and modules in my brain. A day or two later, the synapses reformed the appropriate connections and, like an eggling breaking the shell – skisshh! He made a shell-cracking sound – I have adult speech. 
 
    Very resourceful of you, Flicker. 
 
    I’ll have less sarcasm and more appreciation of my all-round magnificence from you, straw-head. 
 
    Hualiama described a mental bow complete with sparkling stars and a fizzing cometary appearance. How you shine amidst the starry firmament, your most excellent draconic majesty! 
 
    Their shared merriment made Grandion very, very grumpy indeed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Incursion 
 
      
 
    In the Armoury, surrounded by the familiar smells of oiled metal and musty leather, Hualiama helped herself to a plainly tooled set of Immadian forked daggers, a sword belt and a bag in which to store body armour and extra clothing – for, say, when she wrecked an outfit during an urgent transformation. If only Grandion would agree to wear a proper saddle. They could add saddlebags to the basic design she had already sketched out with Jin and Isiki’s help, and a Dragon Rider would never have to fear falling off during flight or combat – she embellished blissfully in her mind – they could add crazy modifications such as Dragon-mounted crossbows … Dragon lances thirty feet long … a Dragon could become a whole flying fortress! This was another facet to answering the question Grandion had been working on with Jin! Dragon armour combined with additional ranged firepower … even explosive bolts or weaponry, aye … 
 
    Really? the Tourmaline snorted in her mind. You want me to cart your Princess wardrobe around the Isles, Dragonfriend? 
 
    Just my Dragoness’ haunches, since you can’t keep your covetous eyes off mine, she ribbed him. 
 
    I’ll consider your ideas. 
 
    Brain – like a Dragonship balloon punctured by a Dragon’s talon – pop! 
 
    She left him poring over the first armloads of lore scrolls the runners brought to the Dragons, and gazed about the brightly lit armoury. These Immadians did not stint when it came to outfitting their troops, she saw, although there was a certain paucity of armour or weapons sized for a five-foot girl. Oh – not so good. Her new Immadian recruits were eyeing the treasures like children handed sweets bigger than their heads. 
 
    Hualiama tripped over, and took them each by the arm. “So, you two. I would like to point out a few matters of importance –” 
 
    Brazo started laughing uproariously. “Simmer down, Dragon-lady. Mother already gave us the lecture last night. Honour, integrity, service, no more thieving for a living –” 
 
    “Then stop slavering and start acting like you mean it,” she retorted, the verbal equivalent of a blunt object applied to the ego, and marched off. 
 
    “Tyrant!” he said feelingly. 
 
    “Only just realised?” Flicker chortled over her shoulder. 
 
    “Brazo, go see the Armourer and get outfitted for heavy action!” Lia snapped, without turning. She clicked her fingers to her right. “Jin. Snip snap, boy. What kind of blades do you Nikuko prefer?” 
 
    “Sharp ones,” he said drily. 
 
    Laughing, Hualiama reached over to ruffle his hair in a way he clearly detested. “Do you prefer a scrubbing brush – or, something resembling one of these?” 
 
    Jin’s eyes lit up as he examined the weapons racks, stacked with a range of blades of peerless workmanship. He browsed slowly, his head bowed in absorption and evident gratitude – a mien which perhaps mollified Princess Shayitha, who was plainly not best pleased by her sister’s directive that the expedition should be outfitted from the treasuries of Immadia. Soon, however, Shayitha picked a slim blade off a rack and brought it to Jin. 
 
    “Show me your style,” she said. 
 
    The young warrior blinked. “Are you suggesting …” 
 
    “This is not the blade for you,” she said. “But if we see how you move, we will know.” 
 
    As Hualiama, Shayitha and the Weapons Master looked on with interest, Jin accepted the blade with a formal Eastern bow. He held it lightly in his fingertips, then the blade blurred in the light as he whirled it around his head and body in a style Hualiama had never witnessed before. She pursed her lips in admiration. This boy flowed with his weapon! Beautiful! 
 
    Before she knew it, Hualiama whipped her Nuyallith blades out of their shoulder sheaths and crouched. “Warrior –” 
 
    Jin halted mid-form. “I am not worthy to cross blades with you, Princess.” 
 
    Who was the taboo breaker? Who was born of ruzal-corrupted starlight? She would rather die than see Dramagon’s life embodied in her flesh. 
 
    Her Dragoness rolled her eyes, but Lia chose to smile dourly. “I beg to differ. Princess? Weapons Master?” 
 
    They conferred in low voices. “No!” Shayitha disagreed. The Weapons Master said, “Aye, the way he attacks on the angles … and, he needs the honour.” The Princess growled something unintelligible, before adding begrudgingly, “Alright. What use blades of yore decorating these walls? For the sake of our alliance, blah blah, terhal spit! I’d love to belt that Fra’aniorian Dragoness right back to her volcano.” 
 
    That was going well. 
 
    At once, the Princess dispatched a runner deeper into the caves. 
 
    I’m reading some fascinating inferences about Immadior’s last resting place being to the North of Immadia Island, or even curving around the Island itself, Grandion broke in unexpectedly. I just wonder … I’ve a wing-sense that Numistar might be after something in this region. The magic. The unique colour of the Cloudlands. Could it be that the First Egg lies nearby? Why would she fly all of this way – to catch and punish you, perhaps – but even my well-developed draconic hubris would not flow that thickly. Numistar had a deeper purpose. She told us so as she departed. 
 
    Recruiting the Ice-Raptors? Hualiama returned, troubled. What if she finds the Egg, Grandion? What if she, who is no less than one of the Ancient Dragons, knows exactly where it is? You’re right. Why fly thousands of leagues away from her arch-enemy Azziala … keep looking, my Dragonlove. Keep searching. 
 
    The image in her mind was of two Islands crushing the Dragonfriend and her Tourmaline between their uncompromising flanks. 
 
    What was this ‘curse of Numistar’ that she had threatened? Rubbing her upper arms with her hands, Lia watched the runner return with two blades embedded in plain purple sheaths. The pommels were blazoned with the Immadian royal purple crest. The blades were slightly curved, the longer being two and a half feet excluding the tang, and the shorter blade, one and a half feet. Jin’s breathing quickened; Imaytha approached between the weapons racks, clad now in scale armour, wearing a pair of Immadian forked daggers at her belt and a longsword at her left hip. She carried a medium-sized bow in her left hand, and had three quivers of arrows slung over her right shoulder. 
 
    Accepting the blades from the apprentice, Princess Shayitha turned to Jin and said, “About one hundred and eighty years ago, my ancestor Prince Kayutha, later King Kayutha of Immadia, travelled to the East with four units of crack Immadian troops to fight in the Second Giant Uprising. For his excellent service, the King of Kaolili gifted him this pair of swords; forged, it is said, by a Kaolili sword master of fire and magic from a mysterious metal ore originally sourced somewhere around Immadia Island. Anyway, these blades served King Kayutha for over fifty years. They have never been sharpened. Upon his death, the King decreed that the blades should be placed here in the royal treasuries against such a day that a warrior would come and know their magic. That’s the legend.” 
 
    Reverently, the Princess passed the blades to her sister. 
 
    After a breathless pause in which Jin quaked like a hare about to bolt from a windroc’s snapping beak, Imaytha added, “Our family’s lore tells that Kayutha befriended an Eastern warrior called Januchi the Wasp – do you know the name?” 
 
    Jin just about managed to sketch a bow, to a below-the-waist position of utmost formality, which he held like a wind-bent tree. In a strangled voice, he replied, “He was a legendary Nikuko warrior, in the days before we became … outcasts.” 
 
    “Ah.” Imaytha hesitated until Lia almost stepped in to tell her to stop torturing the boy. Then, the Queen said, “The circularity of fate hearkens to mighty words and mightier deeds. Accordingly, I, Imaytha of Immadia, Queen of the Amethyst Isle, charge you, Jinichi, last of the Nikuko people, to bear these ancient blades in full cognizance of the richness and excellence of the traditions, friendships and battle-craft with which they were forged and wielded, and may all the valour of King Kayutha’s legacy indwell your heart, o mighty warrior … and every voice cried: for Immadia!” 
 
    “FOR IMMADIA!” roared every Immadian in the room. 
 
    “Kneel, Jinichi of the Nikuko, and receive the trust of Immadia.” Jin collapsed to his knees before the Queen. Shuttering her eyes, Imaytha touched his forehead briefly. Lia sensed a tiny flare of magic. She pressed the blades into his hands. “Arise, and fight mightily for the Kingdom. Stand against evil, protect the weak and the innocent, and bear these blades with honour.” 
 
    Was that a fading hint of amethyst upon his brow? 
 
    At once the Queen, who was apparently quite enjoying herself, turned toward Isiki with a purposeful air. “So, you and I are about of a size, girl – what was your name again?” 
 
    Isiki’s hands fluttered to her mouth as she paled. “Uh … I … n-n-no honours, p-please! I’m not u-ungrateful, o Q-Queen …” 
 
    Poor girl. Hualiama remembered what she had learned about the position of slaves in Eastern society, and winced. “Queen Imaytha. Fra’anior respectfully requests the provision of clothing, light armour, a bow, throwing knives and Immadian forked daggers for a girl of no account.” 
 
    Imaytha and Shayitha both voiced strangled gasps. 
 
    Lia explained, “Some societies don’t share the notorious egalitarianism of Immadia. Please consider my request on a girl’s behalf.” 
 
    Shayitha grinned like a rajal scenting meat, but she replied equably, “I believe that when a girl realises she has become a Dragon Rider, and grasps all that this foreshadows of her future, there might be a change of status on the horizon – hypothetically speaking.” Lia hid a smile, having imagined that the forceful Princess would be the last person in the Island-World to grasp cross-cultural nuances. “Apprentice. Accompany the noble warrior Jin and help him pick the necessary effects for his co-Rider.” 
 
    Dragoness-Lia applauded in her mind. Awesome. 
 
    My ego can’t take all these compliments, Flicker put in as swiftly as a dragonet’s wing-flip. 
 
    I believe your dragonet subspecies is technically called, ‘wriggling snark-monsters’, Lia snorted. 
 
    Her Dragoness added, Since Prince Qilong is tasked with overseeing the victuals and expedition bags, I vote we bury our pretty nose in a few lore scrolls. These Chrysolitic Dragons sound so elusive and fascinating. But … we should go sniff around the archives ourselves. 
 
    Us, or cloaked-in-Dragoness us? 
 
    Grandion and I have been talking, said her Dragoness, with a knowing wink. Here, let me share our conclusions. 
 
    They had been working on sharing Dragon senses through her Human manifestation, Hualiama learned, stunned by the unfolding of the depth and extent of her Dragonsoul’s interactions with the Tourmaline … her throat closed up in realisation. Oh … oh, Dragonsoul! 
 
    Precious Humansoul. Aye. 
 
    You’ve been working night and day on … us? For us? 
 
    I am a Dragoness and a Shapeshifter, two manifestations of one soul, her inner voice said, with the aching tenderness of starlight caressing a snowy mountain peak. I am never leaving you behind, Humansoul. You are never second-best. 
 
    Dragonsoul had been labouring on helping Grandion understand, at draconic levels of microscopic and macroscopic detail, the magical transformation of a Shapeshifter. They had explored and exhausted every branch and nuance of magic either of them knew or could imagine. They had replayed her transformations – which were few, as yet – over a thousand times, and run over every aspect of Siiyumiel’s teachings in an attempt to help the Tourmaline Dragon not only understand Shapeshifting, but to grasp it intuitively; to live and breathe the process and its extraordinary, unique magic. Yet Hualiama knew one truth. As with most of the deeper-level interactions of their oath-magic, it would likely develop fastest and most completely under extreme duress. 
 
    Blonde-Lia genuflected inwardly. I cannot thank either of you enough. But, Dragoness, don’t you understand that if he becomes a Shapeshifted Human, he and I will be able to, um … to share … immediately, and you and Dragon-Grandion would still need to wait … for years, to … you know? Grow up? 
 
    Dragoness-Lia chuckled derisively. Humansoul, you’re so sweet, but you just haven’t thought this through. 
 
    I … what? How dare you! Now a pang, a jibe? Betrayer! 
 
    No, dearest fire-dancer, the Dragoness soothed. Have you considered all that might be shared through the oath-bond? Absolutely … all? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker jumped as Hualiama’s blush blossomed across her cheeks and sped down her neck in a Fra’aniorian suns-set beauty of a reddening. Her pulse rate practically launched into orbit, matching his own complex triple-heart rhythm for a few seconds. Heat! Embarrassment. It must be that prowler, that – 
 
    Dragonsoul! she piped. 
 
    Not Grandion? What is it, Hualiama? Flicker inquired. 
 
    None of your wing-shivering business, mister nosy dragonet. 
 
    Alright, keep your wings on. 
 
    Aloud, she said, “Could I have an apprentice show me to the archives, please?” 
 
    “I’m Senior Librarian Anzak,” said a tall, dour man, who seemed unaware of her discomfort. “I’d be honoured, Princess. Where do you wish to start?” 
 
    Falling into step with him, Hualiama said, “I’m not quite certain, but I’ll know it when I smell it.” 
 
    “Smell? Lady …” His eyebrows danced. 
 
    “Sorry. I mean – it’s hard to explain. I think there might be magic about, a particular scent that might lead me to knowledge that your Librarians and Apprentices might not have already considered – with due respect, sir,” she said. “I am an instinctual creature. This is how I operate.” 
 
    Now, the man’s expression suggested he had sat in ralti droppings. Flicker bared his fangs at the fellow, loathing him instantly. 
 
    At last, in the archives of Immadia, Flicker discovered a proper Human warren. Civilised behaviour! His heart-fires warmed at once. It seemed these people entitled ‘Librarians’ definitely had the right idea about creating cosy lodgings deep beneath their ridiculously cold mountains. They had lined the walls with rectangular or diamond-patterned scroll racks, each and every nook neatly labelled with references contained in an index section, to which the dim-witted flat-face led the Dragonfriend first. It took Hualiama less than five seconds to slip away as the upright-walking monkey prattled on about the wonders of their index – well, he appeared scholarly, but that was where appearances diverged from reality. Blue-Star danced away down a packed tunnel. Flicker gurgled with laughter at the man’s double-take of disbelief, before he hurried after with a panicked air. 
 
    Huh. This girl had climbed Ha’athior Island with a broken arm. She had tracked down Amaryllion Fireborn in a magical labyrinth a hundred times the size of this cosy Human warren. The scholar was simply no match. 
 
    Naturally, the obnoxious unbeliever began to make a few noises of discontent. Flicker shushed him imperiously. Meantime, Hualiama sniffed about like a Dragoness upon the hunt, prowling here, capering lightly there, tarrying from time to time amidst the virtually indistinguishable scroll racks. When the light grew dim, for she had found her way into a little-used side tunnel stuffed rather more haphazardly than usual with copies of important texts – according to the Librarian’s scandalised muttering – she lit a tiny Dragon light on her palm, and kept walking onward in a pool of azure radiance. Flicker assumed this was for monkey-brain’s benefit, for Hualiama had more than once demonstrated an inhuman ability to see in the dark. 
 
    Transference of Dragon abilities. He made a mental note to check if the same process would occur with other oath-bound Dragon Riders, and not just those she intended to transform into Shapeshifters like her. 
 
    Here and there, they passed narrow ventilation shafts drilled into the sides of the tunnels by a process that looked suspiciously magical in origin. This section eventually ended in a cluster of storage chambers stuffed to the wingtips with scrolls and neatly bound piles of scrolleaf, some which had been glued together to create the unwieldy, impractically massive tomes these Humans had adopted from the Dragonkind. Books. What a useless technology. Why not simply remember everything in the communal warren-mind? 
 
    Suddenly, his scales prickled. Feel that? 
 
    Lia’s footsteps stuttered. You feel it too? Come, Flicker. Help me dig about in here. 
 
    She pushed into a cramped, frigid storeroom where additional scroll shelving, stacked to overflowing, formed two islands in the middle of a chaotic sea of scrolleaf. She sniffed the air: Flicker scented it too, like no Dragon-scent he had ever known, yet … it was patently of draconic origin. Rich, coolly spicy – not the sulphurous cinnamon and vanilla of the Lesser Dragonkind, but a scent like charred lilies laced with bitter haribol fruit. He conferred rapidly with the Dragonfriend. The Senior Librarian huffed about the mess in the background as Lia stepped carefully toward the rear of the chamber, just eleven feet across but twenty of her paces deep. At the rear wall, three shelves had been pushed over. Cracked, by something heavy. A small whirlwind of shredded scrolleaf pointed like an accusing finger toward one of the ventilation ducts. 
 
    He watched the sparkling blue eyes flick back and forth, drawing inferences. The diameter of the duct. The talon marks scored upon the shelves, and a clear paw print left indented in a stack of age-softened scrolleaf. Her fingers touched the spoor delicately, measuring. Her magic probed the unusually low temperatures, and further traces left upon the floor and mound of tumbled-down, shredded scrolls. How by Fra’anior’s smokiest volcanic hells could a creature that large have fit through the duct, Flicker puzzled? He rubbed his muzzle. By the shards of his own egg, this place was cold! 
 
    “Rats,” sniffed the Librarian. “What a mess.” 
 
    “No, that’s what we’re meant to think. This incursion was recent, sir,” said Hualiama. 
 
    “Well, what was it?” 
 
    Perishing numbskull. They would have smelled the highly corrosive rat urine from outside the door. Flicker sniffed, “Some form of Dragonkind, of course.” 
 
    “Impossible!” growled the man. 
 
    Suddenly, Hualiama knelt amidst the shredded scrolls, moving aside ribbons and a couple of broken wax seals, murmuring, “There was a treasure here. Grandion, smell this.” She lifted a scrap to her nose and inhaled deeply. “Aye, I know it’s impossible! Aren’t you seeing what I’m seeing? Librarian, get me a sack, please. Flicker, help me to collect these fragments. Gently. They’ve been … deep-frozen.” 
 
    Flicker narrowed his primary eyelids. “Why would a Dragon not simply have burned these fragments?” 
 
    She pressed a shred of vellum into his paw. “Feel how cold this is? Much colder than the ambient temperature of these caves, which are optimised for long-term storage. Flicker, this … Dragon … must have been here when we arrived. It came here to destroy this knowledge. Perhaps we even disturbed it before the work was completed?” 
 
    Flicker squeaked involuntarily, “Some Dragon’s been spying on us?” 
 
    “Aye, my friend.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    They retrieved three sacks of fragments, which the Dragonfriend, working with Flicker and an increasingly curious Grandion hovering in the background, warmed to room temperature. Deeper beneath the mess, some of the scraps had been so cold, they crumbled like powder at the edges, but in a painstaking four hours of work, Hualiama teased these out and sealed them, whilst conferring with her Dragon trio. What kind of Dragon power created such an intense cold, it could freeze materials like this? Most Blues could generate some form of ice attack, but their breath or ice would not achieve the abyssal temperatures engineer-Hualiama inferred. 
 
    Grandion cautioned Mizuki and Makani, Do not stir the air with wing or breath. Help Lia sort and lay out the fragments. 
 
    The Copper Dragoness said, This is a Land Dragon specialty. Can we not consult Tiiyusiel? Where is she? 
 
    The Tourmaline shook his head. Vanished. 
 
    What do you make of Hualiama’s trace-analysis? Makani asked. Draconic, by my wings! 
 
    Raptors or Chrysolitic Dragons, Mizuki returned, with a snort of fire she hastily snuffed out. Come on, Rider Elki. Can you take your mind off the Eastern girl for ten seconds to help us here? 
 
    To his credit, the Tourmaline Dragon noted, the Prince of Fra’anior had been concentrating deeply on their activities – mostly, arranging the delicate fragments on the hangar floor and magically sealing the most fragile. 
 
    He said, “Look, you Dragons should consider separating the fragments by age. If you examine the quality of the patina on the vellum – well, it might not be actual vellum, but a vellum-like substitute …” Kneeling at the edge of the small lake of fragments, he pointed carefully, “Older. Younger. Let’s start putting the lighter ones here.” 
 
    Peering over his shoulder, Saori added, “We used to play at puzzles like this before my homeland was destroyed.” 
 
    “Don’t pant in my ear, I know how handsome I am,” said Elki. 
 
    She prodded him in the ribs. “You still have to kidnap me, may I remind you. How’s that plan coming on?” 
 
    The Prince flipped back his mop of black hair. “Actually, we boys need to stick together, so I’ve recruited Grandion to the cause. This fine Dragon has an extensive résumé in dealing with rogue runaway warrior Princess-Dragonesses with a predilection for dancing into the suns-set singing Island-shaking, Ancient Dragon-harassing oaths.” 
 
    Lia’s eyebrows shot upward. “Wow, Elki. How long did it take you to practice that sentence?” 
 
    The Prince essayed that grin he always used when he was trying to be charming, Grandion thought sourly. Worse, it actually seemed to work on most Human females. Bizarre. Perhaps the youthful Prince would bear observation. If he was to become Human, he must know how to attract Hualiama to his roost-equivalent. No copying that Flicker. He was just outrageous. 
 
    Elki said, “Prince Qilong was a mere pretender to the throne of maiden-pinching exploits, o most desirable Saori. Having bound you hand and foot with unbreakable chains, I plan to drag you off to my lair in a welter of wailing and weeping –” 
 
    “As if!” Saori’s eyes sparkled. 
 
    “– and enrapture your lips into blessed silence with the devastating power of my kisses,” Elki elaborated, with mounting enthusiasm. 
 
    Flicker made a disgusted noise in the back of his throat. 
 
    “Unbeliever,” the Prince snorted as Flicker dodged an attempted swat adroitly. “Alright, to work, boys and girls, Dragons and Dragonesses. And dragonets. I need a catalogue of colour, patina and scent. That’s how we’ll sort this mess, because it’s clear a great deal of subterfuge has been perpetrated here. Most of this is rubbish – with respect to the Archivist and his Librarians. Only a few bits are truly valuable, and that is what we seek.” 
 
    Grandion tickled the back of Hualiama’s neck with his left fore-talon, making her jump. “So, according to Fra’aniorian tradition …” 
 
    Those magical eyes glimmered with amusement over her shoulder. “I dare you, Grandion. I triple-dare you, if you indeed claim to possess wings and Dragon fires –” 
 
    “Do you, now?” he purred, massively ardent. 
 
    She pushed at his paw with her tiny hands. “After seven years of trying, what makes you think you’ll succeed?” 
 
    Grandion’s every muscle seized up in molten fury. Grrr … 
 
    “To work, thou gorgeous, ravening fiend!” She beamed at him. “Remember thou hast, many long moons since, abducted the very pulse of mine heart! Shalt mine person not follow as the suns unto their dawning?” 
 
    Freaking volcanic fires, her smiles and poetic-draconic language worked magic beneath his every scale! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: The Frozen Mists 
 
      
 
    Nine hours, And many tired hands and paws later, Hualiama held in her hands the mostly restored remains of a precious scroll of Dragon lore. She said, “So, I’ll summarise. The Chrysolitic Dragons appear to represent a separate branch or subclass of Lesser Dragonkind that Fra’anior developed from a type of flame he called ‘cold-fires’. They are relatively small, averaging about fifty feet in wingspan for the males and forty for the females. As you may know, chrysolite is a white metal silicate displaying a delicate tinge of green. I believe we can safely conclude that Chrysolitic Dragons have a similar colouration. They have a primary attack mode called ‘cold fireballs’ which this note says can cut through any known type of shielding, and is so deathly cold that a direct strike can knock out a healthy, grown Dragon’s belly-fires and cause substantial muscular and skeletal damage.” 
 
    She scanned down the scroll. Flicker, balancing on her forearm, pointed delicately. “Ah, yes. They are extremely reclusive and shy –” loud snarls drowned her out, but Lia cried, “– Dragons, I am merely quoting the text!” 
 
    “Whoever wrote that is a null-fires idiot,” Makani growled. 
 
    “Dragons are not shy,” Mizuki agreed, flicking her tail in annoyance. “Grandion?” 
 
    “He can’t even spell shy,” Flicker put in. 
 
    Grandion preened barefacedly. “Not in my vocabulary. Never going to be.” 
 
    Rolling her eyes, Hualiama snapped, “Dragons. You’re all brave, magnificent and so stuffed with fire, it leaks out of inconvenient –” 
 
    “Orifices!” announced the dragonet. 
 
    Hualiama clipped him over the ear canals. “Silence, whippersnapper. Attend. Apparently, our Chrysolitic friends love the frozen wastelands of the far North –” 
 
    “Obviously,” snorted Elki. 
 
    “– and the most fascinating skill listed here is a magical power or property called ‘Flow’. This scroll, which was written by the notable Dragon scholar Sulgafuri of Xinidia, by the way, says that a number of legends developed around the exact use or effect of Flow. Apparently, it enables these Dragonkind to survive the most intense cold, to squeeze through impossible gaps and even to pass bodily through semiliquid or semipermeable substances – not solid rock, apparently, but through crysglass, ice and pumice –” 
 
    “They can leach through pumice?” Grandion inquired. 
 
    “In theory,” Lia grinned. “I guess that’s how they burgled the Immadian treasury. Here, at the bottom of the page, we also have a territorial range quoted as ‘throughout the frozen wastes of the Northland, from twenty leagues North of Immadia to the Rim-Wall Mountains. I assume that encompasses the Human-inhabited Islands, Queen Imaytha?” 
 
    “Aye. According to our records, those Islands are some fifteen to eighteen in number, and lie between forty and seventy leagues north of Immadia,” she confirmed. “They’re fairly widely spaced, but definitely follow a curved path, with two spits out to the North.” 
 
    Taking up a quill pen, the Queen called for a scrap of paper and drew a neat schematic that depicted the inhabited Isles in a wide, shallow arc north of Immadia, with a pair scattered away from the main curve to the northeast and another trio lying at a similar latitude to the northwest, some seventy leagues north of Immadia. “Like this. Further –” she added shading between them and the Islands “– these are the frozen mists. I know we’ll have Dragons, and that they represent perhaps our best chance of penetrating this area, but we do need to fly with due caution.” 
 
    Peering past Hualiama’s shoulder, Grandion said privately to her, Immadior’s spine and Her paws lying to the North? 
 
    Intriguing … and mind-blowing in scale, if that’s a true word, Lia agreed. 
 
    “The main danger is Ice-Raptors,” Shayitha put in. “There’s terrible weather, of course, and throw in a few storms, atmospheric whirlpools and – some say – flying Islands.” 
 
    “Flying Islands?” scoffed Qilong, reading over Hualiama’s shoulder. 
 
    “Like Herimor?” Makani and Mizuki chorused. 
 
    Shayitha shrugged her powerful shoulders. “Legends. Suffice it to say, seven expeditions have travelled North in these last forty years, four authorised and three unauthorised. Not a single Dragonship returned.” 
 
    “We have Dragons,” Elki noted innocently. “What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    That was the cue for everyone to yell at him. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Since you offered, Grandion – trumpet fanfare! Dragon Rider saddle mark one.” 
 
    Grandion stared at the Dragonfriend, nonplussed. “When did you – how? And the measurements? How did you take those?” 
 
    “Girls multitask.” 
 
    “When did you take my measure?” He did not bother to temper his tone. She was a Dragoness. Smoke and fire were nothing to her. “When did you start this project? This leatherwork is very fine – how long have these craftsmen been employed by you?” 
 
    “I paid them handsomely to let me talk,” said Hualiama, eyeing the five craftsmen and women who clearly wished they were fifty miles away on another Island, rather than facing a tetchy Tourmaline Dragon. He found their Dragon fear mollifying, unlike the behaviour of his snarky beloved, who was clearly out to itch his scales worse than an infestation of mites. “Shall we fit you, Grandion? Now, we didn’t make a girth-strap because the colours of your fire-eyes suggested that was a poor idea, but we’ve worked hard on ratchets and fixings to hold the saddles and storage between your spine spikes. What do you say?” 
 
    “When?” he roared. 
 
    Blue-Star pretended to block her ears with her fingers. “Why don’t you just compliment me on how very hardworking, dedicated and incredibly talented I am?” 
 
    “Before I agreed?” he pressed, re-sheathing his talons before he tore up the flooring of their Dragonship hangar. Ripping up allies’ buildings was generally regarded as impolite in Dragon society. 
 
    “Before.” 
 
    GNARRRGGGHH!! 
 
    The outer doors rattled in their casements. 
 
    “Very good.” Hualiama beckoned to the Immadians. “Right, if you can still hear me, prop the ladder against his flank. Dragon, hold still. You can rage at me later. Grandion, how many are we?” 
 
    “Three Dragons, one dragonet, six Humans plus one foetus, and four Shapeshifters, potential and actual,” he said promptly, waving a paw to clear the billows of sulphurous smoke his ire had produced. “Being the biggest Dragon, I’ll bear four Riders and you can use me for a launchpad as well. Makani and Mizuki will take three each.” 
 
    “You’re the strongest Dragon by leagues, of course,” she said. Grandion appreciated the complete lack of irony in her tone. That would have curled his talons! “I’d also request some hatchling flying-training, Grandion – you’ve been a Dragon from birth, and I could do with drinking the milk of … ah, that saying doesn’t work, does it?” Over his rumbling agreement, she added, “Right. Saddles. Qilong! Let’s get moving. Shayitha and Imaytha, are you both coming with us?” 
 
    Ever the dancer. Grandion observed her pensively, remembering something his shell-mother had said before her passing on to the eternal fires. She started life dancing, Grandion, Qualiana had advised. It is said that when an eggling is abhorred by her shell-mother, and detested by the shell-father, these influences might adversely affect the nascent eggling in situ. She’s always dancing away from something or toward something. Your natural draconic instinct is to hold, even to bind. To you, this fey behaviour smacks of an undraconic inability to settle, to roost, to commit. I think that may come – I hope with all of my third heart, shell-son, that it will come – but it will take far longer than you imagine, because such soul-tremors underlie the very fires of a Dragon’s eternal soul. Do you understand? 
 
    Aye, he had responded, ever so glibly. 
 
    Now, he knew how wisely his shell-mother had spoken. Bless thy fires, Qualiana! May they ever burn in me. The Tourmaline knew he was just as hidebound as his shell-father, a rebel who secretly adored the traditional ways of Dragonhood. Now, the slow, seeping-acid feeling swept over him once more. Hualiama was dancing away from him. Most recently she had done so in recruiting Zanya and Brazo. Not all of her soul’s depths availed themselves to his perception when he considered her nature, and while he valued her attempts to unfold the art of Shapeshifting, for example, he knew there was more. Hidden depths to her Island. Despair settled heatedly in his third heart as he summoned the dark-fires memories of Ra’aba and Azziala, each as grasping and ruthless as the other; the brokenness between Istariela and Fra’anior, and Hualiama’s brutish adoptive father and helpless-victim mother. What must it mean to grow up in the shadow of such parentage? 
 
    Fra’anior, help me to understand, he groaned in the depths of his fire-soul. 
 
    Must he always pursue? Why could she not simply trust in the tenor of his fires and the clasp of an ardent paw? 
 
    Still, Dragons were natural predators. 
 
    A different vector of thought struck him. Did she not want to be caught? Could it be love-spawned fear that spun her about his orbit, always close but never quite touching, a comet that approached ablaze in a luminous glory of white-fires, only to accelerate in passing about its object and streak away into the outer darkness once more? 
 
    Grandion chewed over this problem as Hualiama saw to the fitting of saddles and the settling of supplies, effortlessly whirling everyone and everything into her febrile ambit. Perhaps this was the cut of a Star Dragoness’ wings across the moons. Such a dazzler. Beauty untouchable … before he knew it, Grandion’s throat thickened deep inside his chest, and he sang in dracotonic harmony: 
 
    O beauty of starlight recondite, 
 
    Blue-Star, true-star, be mine tonight. 
 
    She spun. Blue-blonde twirled about her slender person. He noted a wink of blossoming pleasure, and the warbling laughter he had come to associate with her untrammelled delight. Grandion! You … knockout! 
 
    Both Mizuki and Makani gurgle-purred, flicking their wingtips with approval. 
 
    He dipped his muzzle to greet her brilliant smile. She said nothing, but lifted her left hand to snag a teardrop upon the crook of her knuckle. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    They were not entirely ready, but they must be. 
 
    Three Dragons swirled through the mountains of Immadia, their scales gleaming in the first blush of false dawn as they slipped away from the great treasuries. A fourth Dragon rode upon Grandion’s hulking right-shoulder flight muscles with orders to absorb the complex movement; she was not permitted to take off, but must spread her wings and work on assimilating the feedback of all the nerve structures of the wing surfaces, bracing struts, and even the joints, bones and arteries. A Dragoness could even monitor blood flow along the primary wing bone and through the secondary and tertiary joints, to the wingtips and trailing wing edges, and back again – an essential competence for surviving the bone-chilling Northern climes, even for the Dragonkind. 
 
    Meantime, the three larger Dragons worked on shield constructs against cold and the mysterious cold-fire attack. Their Riders huddled beneath woollen cloaks, lined with fur, and tried not to turn blue. Elki, shivering, whined about having grown up around a volcano until Mizuki took pity upon him and threw up a thermal shield. 
 
    Aah, lovely Dragoness parakeet-toes, Elki complimented her, making a hash of his Dragonish nuance-indicators. 
 
    Mizuki suggested he might need to keep certain body parts intact in order to secure the future of Fra’anior’s royal bloodline. Elki fake-sneezed, Aaaa … Affurion! Oops. Overgrown dragonfly. 
 
    The Dragoness’ laughter belled out over their group. 
 
    As dawn’s rising tinted the turquoise Cloudlands with peaks and waves of fiery pink, the Dragons winged away from Immadia’s spectacular northern shoreline. The vibrant blue below lapped against onyx cliffs, surmounted in turn by the mountains with their green-fringed coniferous lower reaches, and then the jutting white peaks, so sheer and stark, they stole the breath clean out of her lungs. This scenery was the fodder of poets and balladeers. In her future realm, she imagined with a droll Dragoness-smile, she would despatch all would-be court balladeers to Immadia to learn their craft. 
 
    Once they had been humbled and inspired, they might return. 
 
    Hualiama pointed out a village perched on the lower slopes with her wingtip; it stood just above the third and uppermost terrace lake layer, a fishing village whose livelihood had been stolen by their desperate Dragonship crash landing. 
 
    Imaytha said, “Look, the lake’s already a few feet deep. A few months of good snowfall and then snowmelt, and they should be back in business. Sister, do we have the schedules –” 
 
    “Aye,” Shayitha confirmed. “Two Dragonships a week will visit all of the outlying villages. They must not starve this winter.” 
 
    “I’m so sorry,” Prince Qilong said. He was the fourth Rider on Makani’s back, together with Jin, Isiki and Brazo. Mizuki carried Elki, Saori and Zanya, while Grandion bore the huge Eastern warrior, Sumio, in addition to his three royal Riders. 
 
    “Not half as sorry as these people will be if they starve,” Shayitha returned bluntly. “However, you and your Dragons have completed the hard work of repairing the terrace lake, for which we thank you. This lake can be seeded from the lower lakes later on. We are also well advanced in negotiations for a Dragon cluster-roost of Gemalka to relocate to Immadia under a new alliance.” 
 
    “Good,” growled Grandion. 
 
    The Princess added, “I don’t know what the Dragonfriend said to them to change their minds, but their enthusiasm apparently had nothing at all to do with abject slavery.” 
 
    The Easterners all blinked at her dry sarcasm, a peculiarly Immadian trait that Hualiama was coming to appreciate. She shot back, “Abject slavery comes highly recommended. Just look at Grandion and me.” 
 
    The Tourmaline began to guffaw, and then clearly realised her barbed statement could be taken both ways. GNARRR! Hot, sulphurous yellow smoke rolled back over the company; the Dragonesses chortled appreciatively at Lia’s wit. 
 
    Flying at a steady seven to eight leagues per hour, they would reach the frozen mists by midmorning. Lia practised different methods and orientations of launching off Grandion’s shoulder as a band of whiteness spread across the scattered rocks and Islets north of Immadia. A few places near the main Island’s shoreline were inhabited; those within relatively easy reach of the mainland and well away from the mists. Launching with an upside down swoop, the Midnight-Blue Dragoness wondered what the Immadian people would make of this developing alliance with Dragons. Fra’anior Cluster had a very long history of coexistence, and not all was good. Misgivings were more than understandable. She flipped around for a double-somersault landing as directed by Grandion, misread her rotational speed and bounced off his shoulder. 
 
    “Oof!” 
 
    “Pay attention!” he snarled. “Again. Always aware of the conditions, Dragonfriend.” 
 
    The Dragoness aimed a reflexive nip at his muzzle as she darted past, then curved about for another landing. Try the manoeuvre again. Flicker made it look like child’s play – well, dragonet’s play, natural acrobat that he was. She missed him already, as the dragonet had requested to stay behind so that he could show his kin a number of new ideas, gleaned from the lore scrolls and Amaryllion Fireborn’s teachings, that would better serve to keep the internal temperature of warrens stable during the deep-frozen Immadian winters. After she mastered the somersault landing Grandion had her working on spiralling landings and take-offs, purposed for closer quarters such as forests or cave-mouth landings. Some Dragon roosts of Gi’ishior were infamous for the manoeuvring required to make a safe landing in their inaccessible entrances. 
 
    After her fourth failure in succession to land with anything resembling actual style, Elki called over, “Aren’t you getting bruised shoulders, Grandion?” 
 
    Hualiama spat an involuntary hiccough of fire as her Tourmaline chortled contentedly. Good. Along with the steady growth of her physique, her hatchling fires were starting to develop. Nothing resembling Grandion’s firestorm efforts as yet, but at least she wasn’t just smoking at the nostrils anymore. The true thrill was Dragonsoul’s uninhibited joy in flight, and the dancing of a spectral girl within as they swirled through the aerial vapours toward the spreading band of murk covering the horizon. 
 
    What had appeared as just a smudge upon departing Immadia, waited in ominous stillness for the Dragons, an apparent storm front that did not show the slightest sign of outward movement. Yet any of the Dragons, searching ahead with their penetrating senses, could detect the powerful natural and unnatural forces lurking behind that relatively benign façade. Even the colour did not suggest massive thunderstorms, just a light grey with streaks of pure white toward the spreading zenith of the phenomenon, four leagues and more above the height the Dragons flew. There would be no overflying these mists, not even by the Dragonkind. 
 
    The Queen said, “That’s magical weather, isn’t it?” 
 
    Grandion returned, “Aye, o Queen. We’ve seen our share during the battles against the Dragon Haters and Numistar Winterborn, but this appears different again in every sense of the word. Dragons, ready shields. Archers. Blue-Star –” 
 
    “I’ll land.” She sighed, “With my flying skills, I’m probably more use out of your way in a battle against Ice-Raptors.” 
 
    Her Dragoness snarled, Says who! Shall we fight, Human girl? 
 
    Dance contest? her second-soul suggested cheekily. 
 
    “Imaytha, my dress!” Hualiama tried to roar. Pathetic. Hatchling-squeakiness. With a sigh that shivered her every scale, she somersaulted over the Queen’s head, snapped through a transformation and plopped down into her saddle as naked as the day she was born. 
 
    Shayitha, seated in second position, promptly shoved the garment over her head. “Shameless volcano-girl!” 
 
    “Lia!” Elki shouted. 
 
    “Ooh, that was a sight fresher than the morning dew,” said Prince Qilong, looking rather dewy about the eyes himself. Saori turned in her saddle and playfully slapped him upon the shoulder. Qilong added, “It’s a shame she scares the living pith out of me, isn’t it? What a woman!” 
 
    Lia folded her arms petulantly. “Bite me.” 
 
    “Gladly,” Makani quipped. 
 
    Shayitha pressed the recurve bow into her hand. “Be irritable with this, alright? Starlight-infused explosive arrows would do very nicely if we meet any Raptors. Trust me.” 
 
    “Belt up,” said Grandion. 
 
    Lia disguised a stab of remembered pain. That was what King Chalcion used to say when he wanted a royal ward to keep quiet; later, it had become his phrase of choice for a whipping with his belt. Freaking windrocs, why did she have to recollect this now? 
 
    Grandion did not appear to notice her reaction. 
 
    The Dragons swept onward, keeping a steady course and height above the Cloudlands. The temperature plummeted. Zero, Mizuki reported. Minus ten … minus twenty … five minutes later, as the mists closed about them, hemming in a world of grey, she said, Steady at minus sixty-seven. 
 
    When Hualiama repeated this data aloud for the Humans in their company, Princess Shayitha swore feelingly and added, “How?” 
 
    “This is why the northerlies are so damaging,” said Imaytha. “They pick up the cold from this region and dump freezing moisture on our Island.” 
 
    The Dragons flew on in silence, until Grandion said, “That’s odd. I feel as if my directional sense is compromised.” 
 
    “Mine too,” Makani confirmed. 
 
    Hualiama listened through her Dragoness’ senses, feeling her awareness rippling outward as she strained to understand the unfamiliar workings of the ambient magic. Her Balance sense prickled. That could not be. Something was present, yet was not? “Shields … highest alert!” 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    After a minute, Hualiama let out a breath she had been holding. “Sorry, I was certain–” 
 
    SKREE!! 
 
    Ice exploded against Grandion’s flank. Roaring, even though nothing penetrated his shield, he swept that area with fire. Hualiama caught a glimpse of soft, furry white wings retreating. No windroc was that big. Also, those were not feathers … 
 
    With harsh cries, a flight of Ice-Raptors bombed the group with a flurry of ice shards mingled with powerful, chilling gouts of breath – almost like a Grey or Blue Dragon steam attack, Lia noted peripherally, drawing her inner Dragoness into the fray. Dragonsoul, I need … great! Her arrow feathered in a blazing pink eye. Again! 
 
    Gone. The long, silky white fur that covered their bodies was an extraordinary sound-dampening device, she fed back to the Dragons. Mizuki showed them a picture of a two-legged Dragon shaped more along avian lines than purely draconic, with a narrow, beak-like mouth some fifteen feet in length that was lined with four-inch, inward-pointing fangs, and additional talons on the secondary and tertiary wing joints, which apparently functioned as the forelimbs, Hualiama concluded. Further, their fur appeared to be fireproof, or at least to be highly resistant to a straightforward Dragon fire attack. 
 
    “Our Eastern legends would name those Wyverns, a subclass of the Dragonkind,” Mizuki noted quietly. “Four limbs as opposed to six.” 
 
    Grandion flexed his talons. “Who cares? They die just the same. We’ve other tricks up our scaly sleeves. Watch their breath. They like to mist up a shield, making defence more difficult. They’ll close in –” 
 
    SKREE! SKREE! 
 
    White swirled out of the grey, seeming to pull the mists about the hurtling Dragonkind as the Ice-Raptors attacked as a pack, targeting the Copper Dragoness with a series of body-slams against her shield. She was strong, but their blows rocked her violently as they scrabbled at her pneumatic and magical-reflective shields with tooth and talon. Lia pitched in simultaneously with arrows and psychic strengthening, while Grandion screamed into the attack, savaging the elusive Ice-Raptors with talon strikes that sprayed greenish-gold Dragon blood into the air around them. The Raptors countered with a shrieking, discordant psychic attack unlike anything Lia had experienced before, but she responded quicker than thought, bubbling soothing Harmony into the Lesser Dragons. Grandion and Mizuki steadied at once, while Makani busied herself testing the efficacy of her glue-fireball attacks on the Ice-Raptors – judging by the shrieking antics of those she hit, an effective sport. 
 
    Elki reached down to pat his mount, reloading his bow. “What of your Shivers attack, my flame-heart?” 
 
    “I … was shaken,” Mizuki snarled wrathfully. “It won’t happen again.” 
 
    The Dragons regrouped, casting suspicious glances at the surrounding murk, which restricted visibility to approximately one hundred and fifty feet, and worse in some areas. Hualiama had the impression, confirmed by Mizuki’s grumbling, that the attack had simply been a test. Yet, what had she felt in that split second before the Ice-Raptors pounced? A different presence? Could it have been a lurking Chrysolitic Dragon? At the same time, her Dragonsoul was thinking through the directional problem at thought-speed with the Tourmaline Dragon. Echo-location? Then the wind began to pick up, a changeable, capricious breeze that seemed even cooler than what they already knew. 
 
    Chill factor equivalent to minus seventy-four, Mizuki accounted promptly, showing Hualiama the magical constructions and graduations she used to measure temperature. 
 
    Cool! Lia enthused. 
 
    Terrible joke, Elki groaned. Worse than myself. 
 
    Mine, corrected the Copper Dragoness. 
 
    Yours, of course, he sneered at once, drawing a displeased snarl from the Dragoness. 
 
    This is worse than a Franxxian soup, Mizuki growled, after a minute. I’ve a feeling we’re heading in entirely the wrong direction … 
 
    The three Dragons, and Hualiama with them, broke out into a chorus of snarls as the mists parted and showed them heading south again, directly toward Immadia! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: Ever so Magnetic 
 
      
 
    Grandion Banked, venting his spleen in a long, pained snarl. Impossible! A Dragon’s directional sense was meant to be infallible – unless the magic of these mists was wholly more intelligent than he had supposed. 
 
    At once, Hualiama sat bolt upright in her saddle and exclaimed, “Intelligence! Brilliant, Grandion. Either it’s the Ice-Raptors or the Chrysolitic Dragons, or both, but something’s manipulating those mists to behave as they do. They might even be allies acting to complement each other’s abilities, in a mutualistic relationship. I sensed something different just before the attack. I suspect that the Ice-Raptors might just be lackeys to the Chrysolitic Dragons.” 
 
    The Tourmaline snorted a pleased fireball. Many times, the cunning of Lia’s thoughts betrayed her true draconic nature. Now was such a moment. 
 
    He responded, “Alright, hatchling ancient-paws. How do we smoke them out? More importantly, how do we stop flying in circles until we drop into the Cloudlands?” 
 
    Lia scratched her chin. “Sight is out. Echo location, either physical or magical, is also unlikely to work. So, I think –” 
 
    “Ley lines,” said Elki, with his patented smirk. 
 
    Hualiama stared at him. “You! Have I told you what a stinking genius you are?” 
 
    “Frequently, minus the stink,” he said. 
 
    “What are ley lines?” Saori inquired. 
 
    “Sheer animal magnetism,” boasted the Fra’aniorian Prince. “They’re like what happens when I smile at you.” 
 
    “Actually, the Prince is a somewhat mistaken genius,” said Hualiama, giving Elki a broad wink. “My brother’s sauntering around the wrong Island. Ley lines are an idea that places of significance are linked in a mystical grid of power that covers our Island-World. What Elki was thinking of is navigation by the magnetic field lines, which are regular and predictable–” 
 
    “Except in the North, where there’s a great deal of interference which gives rise to the auroral phenomena you enjoyed so much,” Grandion pointed out. “They are also potentially open to manipulation.” 
 
    “Not if we manipulate them first,” said his Rider. 
 
    Grandion opened and shut his mouth three times before he managed to produce a coherent response. “How do you propose to do that, Hualiama?” He had aimed for sarcasm, but what emerged was pure, draconic disbelief-admiration. 
 
    She hedged, “Well, how certain are we that our directional senses were being manipulated?” 
 
    “One hundred percent!” Makani, Mizuki and Grandion all snarled in concert. 
 
    “As I thought,” returned the Star Dragoness. “Therefore, I propose we give it back to them with interest.” 
 
    “How?” Grandion repeated. 
 
    “Well, the magnetic field is a function of our Island-World’s Balance. Some Dragon scientists believe it protects us from harmful cosmic radiation. So, I propose to manipulate those harmonies in a flagrant abuse of the magic and principles Siiyumiel taught us –” 
 
    “For the greater good?” Elki snorted. 
 
    “Exactly. Essentially, I’m going to sing us through.” 
 
    Prince Qilong looked as pained as if he had seen his own spirit flying off over the Isles. “Is she often like this?” 
 
    “Constantly,” said Grandion. 
 
    “One man’s insanity is another man’s genius,” said the Prince of Fra’anior. 
 
    “Glad we know another word for your kind of genius,” said Saori, prodding him in the ribs. 
 
    “Actually, it won me you,” he retorted. 
 
    Grandion eyed the kissing couple balefully. The idea that he might one day behave like that? May a Blue colour spit Green Acid! 
 
    It took her three hours, but another of Hualiama’s draconic traits was an inability to acknowledge that the word ‘yield’ belonged in the Island Standard dictionary. Everyone chipped in as she experimented upon influencing the magnetic field with her Balance magic, but oddly, it was Sumio, who had an exceptional musical ear and perfect pitch, who identified the necessary corrections to her efforts. Then, Hualiama worked with the Dragonesses to develop a subterfuge they thought might just work on the enemy while keeping their own course true. 
 
    Finally, she stood in front of Shayitha and bade the Princess strap her legs to Grandion’s spine spikes, suggesting that when the enemy found out they had been duped, they might just take exception to the ruse. That could be painful. Shayitha murmured that she might better employ the straps on Hualiama’s mouth, since setting Immadia’s magnetic fields to Imbalance was the very definition of provocation on too many levels to enumerate. 
 
    “Save that for the kidnapping,” Imaytha joked. 
 
    The Immadian enchantress seemed rather grim about the mouth, however. Grandion wondered what was eating her – as Dragons would say, better meat in the bowl than meat running off whole. 
 
    Then, the girl began to weave her song-magic in the magnetic sphere, and the Island-World shifted around him. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker looked up from his meal of ermine entrails as trills of alarm spread throughout the developing warren. The world’s ending! The mountains are falling, cried the frightened dragonets. 
 
    At once, he roared on the mental level, Be strong, dragonets! This is a mighty working of magic. Warn the other warrens. Bring all dragonets inside. 
 
    Immediately, the mental community-network raced in operation. This was an innovation he had been working on to try to help the dragonets to develop early warning systems and co-operation between the usually competitive warrens. If the Ice-Raptors ever found a warren, they would need this network to be operating perfectly. 
 
    He scented the air, extending his sixth and seventh senses. That hint of laughter, that chime of starlight seeming to vibrate upon the very air … Hualiama! 
 
    Then, he frowned, sensing what she manipulated went far beyond what he had assumed, and clearly, far beyond the bounds of her understanding. His jaw dropped. Did she not understand the implications? How the magnetic fields protected the Island-World? 
 
    Hualiama! How he wished his mental reach could be like the Great Onyx, so that he could swat her like a lava-fly. 
 
    Quietly, desperately, Flicker tried to explain to her how dangerously she had twisted reality. Then, he left the warren and flew quick-winged for Immadia City, having to navigate by memory rather than instinct, for his directional sense was entirely backward. More importantly, he must warn the Humans before disaster struck. 
 
    His wings buzzed as rapidly as any speeding dragonfly. That Blue-Star. When would she learn one could not dance unthinking through life? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama’s eyes flickered open. She was certain Flicker had been trying to speak to her, but she could not make out his indistinct, faraway mental speech. Instead, she hummed softly yet with a resonance that seemed to fill the otherworldly chamber of surrounding mists, as the Dragons winged onward in the direction that every instinct told them was the wrong one, except that it was right. There had been no attack this time. Did that mean the Ice-Raptors had found them by accident, or were the problems they faced more sinister yet? 
 
    Such as the storm screaming in from the West … and a strong, distasteful sense of Imbalance in the far South, reverberating through the magnetic flux like an ill wind vibrating a Dragon’s wings. 
 
    A problem for another day. 
 
    Renew your shields if you get plastered with ice, said Makani, referring to a construct she and Mizuki had developed that should slough off extra ice before it built up. Don’t try to fight back with warmth. 
 
    Miserable mist, Mizuki added. My Riders think they can kiss all day long and never be seen. 
 
    Suddenly, the Immadian Queen’s head snapped about. “Landmass! Dodge!” 
 
    Grandion and Mizuki flung themselves to port, and Makani to starboard. Whoosh! Lia blinked as she peered back over her shoulder. Scaly rock? As in … whoosh! She might have detected the pressure differential, but far too late. Suddenly the Immadian Queen was the one in the driving seat, yelling instructions at the Dragons with great urgency but a rather inadequate understanding of Dragon flight mechanics or even, several times, where her left and right were as Grandion jinked and dodged sharply. Rock – if it was rock – peppered the mists in this region, shooting from beneath with infeasible speed. Again, Lia thought of draconic bones and scales. Knucklebones popped up and down, rocketing upward or plummeting from above without any warning. As the Tourmaline, dogged closely by the Copper Dragoness, accelerated to catch Makani before she disappeared entirely behind the drifting, everlasting mists, the Grey voiced a sharp cry and slewed in the air, bouncing off a boulder. She seemed to recover immediately. 
 
    Ice-Raptors! Mizuki bugled. Makani – down and out! 
 
    The Grey snapped her wings shut and plummeted, twisting her body to avoid the converging attackers. Grandion chortled as the Ice-Raptors slammed into each other rather than finding the Dragoness; he made the snarling mêlée pay with a violent spray of ice shards long enough to pin several groups together like meat on skewers. Next, he pummelled the survivors with a powerful psychic attack, cutting off that characteristic screaming which had so shaken Mizuki before. Ice blew across their shield like a clattering of hailstones, only these shards were designed for lacerating Dragons’ wings. Grandion switched shields to the secondary layer he had formed within the first, broke free with a surge of his mighty shoulders, and seized an Ice-Raptor in his jaws. Crack! 
 
    Meantime, the Riders made their arrows count, aiming for the head or better still, the eyes and throats of the Ice-Raptors. They were not as thickly armoured as the Lesser Dragons, so that a solid hit would plug up to the fletching. 
 
    Keep singing, Grandion snarled at her mid-whirl, lashing out with his tail. The resulting collision with four Raptors rattled his Riders sharply. Somewhere amidst the chaos, Hualiama heard Prince Qilong raising his battleccry; then, there was a strange, echoing silence around her as her voice seemed to pitch into nothingness. Again, she sensed presence, and a hint of that burned-lily scent she had identified in the library. 
 
    We’re friends, she called, hoping she might be sensing Chrysolitic Dragons. 
 
    The mist seemed to explode with Ice-Raptors. SKREE! SKREE! Amidst the chaos of flying boulders, the Raptors wheeled into the attack with uncanny precision, crying their vicious mental blasts that threatened to pulverise her brain, but Mizuki’s Shivers power shrieked through a register unattainable even to the Raptors and shattered an entire battle segment; still, Hualiama was shocked to spy some of the furry white fiends escaping the carnage with apparently minimal damage. How had they avoided that acoustic-magical bombshell? Behind her, the Queen’s hands crackled hideously as she fired amethyst-coloured bolts into the fray; the arrow-shaped magical constructs appeared to behave like sticky directed lightning, tracking their target up to impact and then sticking to deliver an explosive electrical discharge. The sickly scent of burned fur whipped into her nostrils, making her inner Dragoness snarl in delight. 
 
    “Imaytha! Strike for Immadia!” she whooped. 
 
    The wind gusted violently now, slewing the Dragons about as their wings took strain and their flying prowess was tested to the limit. Rocks flew up or fell, some clashing into each other and creating spinning knots of shards. Grandion bellowed as a boulder struck him in the hindquarters, but he rotated with the heavy blow, spraying ice to clear Makani’s immediate environs of attackers. Some of the Raptors linked wings as they dived into the attack, seeking to corral and bring down the Lesser Dragons by weight of numbers, creating living nets to snarl them up. 
 
    Lia sang and shored up the Dragons’ shields simultaneously, holding her trio together by main force as the Dragons dived and darted, seeking an end to the flying boulders. Freezing rain sleeted across Grandion’s shield, but his control was immaculate, keeping his wings clear as he shepherded the two Dragonesses through the danger zone. She glimpsed Brazo standing up in his saddle to spear a smaller Raptor repeatedly in the jaw with his daggers; somehow, it had broken Makani’s shield and the Dragoness was bleeding, but none too heavily. Isiki lay sideways out of her saddle in order to fire an arrow rearward along Makani’s back, point-blank into the Ice-Raptor’s right eye. 
 
    She twizzled her neck, searching with every sense alive as the Raptors suddenly seemed to fade into the freezing rain. The winds shrieked one more time before they abruptly broke out into glorious suns-shine. 
 
    Five or more Islands stood before them in the middle distance, perfect white peaks above turquoise Cloudlands, but Hualiama’s first thought was for the skies. The Dragons. There! Like crysglass held underwater, she saw the light behaving strangely just a couple of hundred feet off Grandion’s port wingtip. Got you this time, she crowed. See where we ended up. 
 
    Silvery laughter teased her senses. Then, the translucent phenomenon clearly executed a double-take, shivering like wind chimes struck by a breeze as it realised that the small Dragonwing had broken through to where they were least wanted. 
 
    Lia drew a deep breath. Gambit number one. DRAGON, OBEY! 
 
    The glassy disturbance flickered, and winked slightly as it shot off into the distance, leaving Hualiama stunned. Azziala’s Command-hold had fizzled. It had failed to conquer a Dragon! 
 
    How did the mass of a Dragon move like near-invisible mercury flowing through thin air? 
 
    This was … she shook her head in unqualified disbelief. The Shapeshifter Dragoness ran over her construct half a dozen times in her mind. Flawless. She had been forced to use the Command-hold on Grandion, after all, and had been a victim herself. She should have control of a Chrysolitic Dragon. Instead, she had most likely turned them into mortal foes. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion gazed out over the perfect Islands, panting heavily as he deliberately dispelled the aftershocks of battle-madness in his muscles, limbs and Dragon powers. He saw what Hualiama had done, how she had disguised her Star Dragoness-presence until the crucial split second, performed a perfect ambush … and failed. She ran a hand slowly though her hair, gritting her teeth audibly. Then, the girl yelled in fury and struck her knees with her fists. 
 
    The Tourmaline glanced about rapidly. “Reports?” 
 
    “All fingers and toes intact,” said Elki. “Makani is wounded. Mizuki took some damage back there.” 
 
    “Bruised, mostly my ego,” said Mizuki, chortling up a cloud of smoke. 
 
    “Minor wounds,” said Makani, but the Tourmaline was already winging to her, assessing the stiffness in her left wing. Wrenched primary joint, most likely. 
 
    Sumio rumbled, “My right foot hurts. Took a glancing ice strike on the ankle. Feels frozen.” 
 
    “Get it warm. Now,” ordered Imaytha. She smoothed down her fiery hair, still crackling with the electrical charge which had built up in her body. “Let’s make for that third Island. I think I see the smoke of a settlement there.” 
 
    Noting how the Queen cradled her hands, Grandion called, Hualiama – 
 
    Aye, my Dragon. 
 
    Hualiama peered over Shayitha’s head to Imaytha, seated in the third position ahead of Sumio. “Injuries?” 
 
    Imaytha began, “I don’t –” 
 
    “Never a more beautiful liar,” Prince Qilong put in, drawing a flash of anger from the Queen. 
 
    Unstrapping her legs efficiently, Hualiama stepped down the single row of spine spikes above Grandion’s shoulders and upper torso, summoning up Dragonsoul’s budding knowledge of healing, even though she knew she shared abilities with her Shapeshifter Dragoness. Or, did she? Pushing speculation aside, she knelt beside the Queen, clasping her forearm with one hand while resting the other upon Sumio’s knee. 
 
    “Grandion, please form a localised thermal shield for me, encasing his leg,” she said. “Sumio, that’s going to hurt, but I think you’ll be fine. I’ll soothe your pain once the blood flow picks up. Queen Imaytha, we need to work on –” Crack! She laughed over the woman’s mumbled apology as electricity sparked between them. The Queen’s wealth of red hair settled upon her shoulders like a river of fire. “Alright. We need to work on focal points for the safe emission of magic. Speak to any of the Dragons. It’s a technique that’ll save your poor hands next time.” 
 
    Imaytha whispered, “There’s a cure –” 
 
    “Aye. No. Learn to use your powers properly,” Lia ordered. Then, she saw the amusing side of her peremptory tone. “And I’ll have none of your backchat, o Queen!” 
 
    The Immadian’s eyes sparkled. “Practising being a despotic Dragoness, are we?” 
 
    “Best form of government,” Lia averred, over her companions’ snorts of laughter and general ribbing. 
 
    Meantime, the Tourmaline scanned his environs, dividing his attention between the pleasant tingling of his scales caused by the outpouring of Hualiama’s healing power, which she still struggled to control, and the lay of the Isles and the location of any potential enemies. How could a hatchling possess such power? That was the conundrum she represented. Imaytha was wrong about the settlement; she had only seen the thin grey plume of an active fumarole. There was, however, a village on the second Island over, admirably disguised amongst the snows. His Dragon sight picked out the steep pitch of roofs covered in snow, and walls of ice surrounding a roughly oval enclosure of perhaps thirty buildings. 
 
    For the benefit of the Humans, Grandion pointed with his right fore-talon. “There’s the village. Try not to scare them, Dragons.” 
 
    “Is he serious?” Shayitha yelled. 
 
    “I thought you enjoyed Immadian understatement?” Lia threw back over her shoulder, concentrating on Sumio’s leg. “I really don’t understand your concerns. After all, Grandion’s only twice the height of any of their houses.” 
 
    The Princess chortled gruffly. “He’s a fluffy terhal chick.” 
 
    Grrrrrr. 
 
    Then, with a mental alert to the Tourmaline, Hualiama ran down to his tail and took a planned slingshot over to Makani’s back – complete with a triple somersault that reminded him poignantly of Flicker; the grown-up Flicker who had given his life for the Dragonfriend. Grandion’s left forepaw clenched in a draconic bravery-salute. May he never forget. 
 
    Meantime, Brazo and Isiki leaned out unnecessarily to steady her landing. Brazo’s throat worked as he evidently considered the wisdom of turning somersaults in the sky five miles above the Cloudlands. Grandion chuckled to himself as he led the small Dragonwing down toward a landing in the field of snow beside the village. They had so much to learn. The Dragonfriend knew Dragons. And here, Jin watched her with a different type of hunger to before, the Tourmaline noted. The hunger of a boy for the fires that raged daily within him, mounting higher and higher … 
 
    The stockade was well built, sheltered in the lee of a long ridge that led down from the Island’s trio of peaks. Despite the Isle’s small size, perhaps two square miles, he noted some good ground cover, hardwood forests on the white slopes and a lake some five hundred feet in circumference where the fishermen had cut holes in the thick ice. A broken-down Dragonship lay on the ground beside a stand of dark-leafed coniferous evergreens, half-buried in snow. His sharp eyes detected animal tracks which had been brushed away near a crevasse in that ridge, which might give away the fact that these people were herders, and concerned about Dragonish appetites. 
 
    Well. Amplifying his voice with a touch of his Storm power, Grandion shook the village with a cry, “WE COME IN PEACE!” 
 
    Excellent. That started a small avalanche down the nearest peak. He swaggered into a landing in the snowfield, concealing a wince as his hindquarters twinged. That had been a heavy blow, but male Dragons wore their bruises and scars proudly. 
 
    Within, Lia said quietly, Especially when a Star Dragoness is watching? 
 
    Grandion raised his paw. “Queen Imaytha? Princess Shayitha?” 
 
    They scrambled out of their saddles, groaning a little as they first stretched, and then stepped down into his proffered paw. Hualiama, naturally, ran lightly down Makani’s hindquarters and performed a gymnastic piked somersault into the snow. Why the showing off? Did he sense a slow pulse of fear through their oath-connection? Dark-fires regret? It must be because she had used a Dragon Hater power. 
 
    Privately, he said to her, You did right in trying the Command-hold. We will keep searching for these elusive Dragon-kin. 
 
    I fear I’ve warned them against us. 
 
    He nodded. When you treat with the Human chief, offer the help of Dragons if that’ll be a boon. Perhaps they seek to see long-lost kin on other Islands, or to trade. 
 
    Or perhaps they’ll be furious at the absence of Immadians from these territories for forty years, Hualiama rebutted lightly. Or they’ll fear invasion and a new royal hegemony over their lives. We’ll see. 
 
    I shall be the shadow of your wings, Grandion averred. 
 
    To his senses, she quivered slightly, experiencing an emotion he did not understand. I … thank you, Dragon. 
 
    So chary; notes of melancholy. Why? 
 
    After depositing the Immadian royals in their familiar snows, and helping the wounded warrior Sumio to dismount, Grandion lifted his narrowed eyes to the snowfields, the peaks and the skies, remembering the silvery laughter and the slight, molten-glass sheen Hualiama had shown him in her memories. Chrysolitic Dragons. Why were they being so cautious? 
 
    What was that line of white on the northern horizon? He had not noticed before, but a slight break in the cold-haze out there, just beneath the lowering crescent of the Jade Moon and a talon’s-width wide of the rising bulk of Yellow, which allowed his eyes contrast enough to make the distinction, was a line of silvery-white. Not an Island, surely? 
 
    To Hualiama, he said, I’ll fly high to scout. 
 
    She thought, ‘Be careful, Dragonlove,’ but what she said was, Good. Keep us informed, Grandion. May you soar as the mightiest of Dragons to all the Islands of your life. 
 
    What a benediction! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Inside the village, the houses were two-thirds sunk into the ground, warmed and served by a system of subterranean pipes leading from a hot spring a quarter-mile east of the village. Positively civilised, Hualiama decided, glancing about the company gathered in the ‘long room’, or the villagers’ meeting place. Body heat helped, too. She had attracted many a curious stare for her barefoot, lightly-clad appearance – that explanation had yet to come. Queen Imaytha had already described the purpose, and more importantly, certain purposes that were not intended by their visit, to the visible relief of many of the fur-clad villagers either sitting cross-legged on cushions placed on the floor, which was covered with thick animal hide over rushes, or on the low internal seats built against the walls. Now, the village Elder, Tanru, held court, seated cross-legged on a ceremonial couch at the head of their gathering. He methodically tamped astiki herb into his pipe. The smoke was healthy, apparently. Having made a song and a dance of lighting the pipe, he drew the smoke deeply and with visible pleasure into his lungs, before passing the pipe to Imaytha. The Queen puffed gravely, and passed it on to her sister. 
 
    Tanru’s face seemed to burst with wrinkles as he smiled broadly, but far from appearing wizened, he had the cheerful, rosy-cheeked weathering of a man much used to the bitter outdoors, and his wrinkles proclaimed a mouth and eyes much accustomed to smiling. His ninety-three years of age made him one of the oldest persons she had ever met. 
 
    “Royal occasion,” he chirped, in an accent even more chock-full of exotic vowels and mysteriously swallowed consonants than even the Queen managed. “Quite bowled us over, Queen Imaytha. I had the privilege of meeting your grandsire on a few occasions, back in my army days. Then, I met my love Tonarya and followed her here. Made our homes in this good village, we did. Married seventy-two years, we were, the summer she passed on. That was – now, I don’t rightly remember …” 
 
    “Four years ago this summer,” one of the younger men put in, clearly Tanru’s relative. “My grandmother,” he added, although he was clearly in his late forties. 
 
    “Aye, she were a woman of the axe!” Tanru said, patting his weapon fondly. 
 
    “The axe!” said every Islander in the room, as if this were a ritual. 
 
    “Now, by Immadior’s own scales, you bring us good news?” the old man inquired, querulously. “We’d given up all hope of the trade routes ever opening. Look, you explained it all nicely, girlie –” 
 
    “Great-grandfather, that’s the Queen!” piped a child’s voice. 
 
    “She’s a sprite. Hardly older than you, Aluki. Aluki’s going to be a mighty woman among the people,” he beamed. The girl could barely have been seven years of age, but she stood straight as eyes turned to her, and her eyes were the clear azure of the skies above the village. “She’s already a Scale-Summoner and a fine Story-Weaver.” 
 
    Hualiama said, “What is a Scale-Summoner?” 
 
    “Aluki?” Tanru prompted. 
 
    The clear eyes turned to Hualiama. She was as blonde as Human-Lia, and even though she appeared to be a favourite, there seemed to be no conceit in her. She said, “Lady … ah, Princess – are your ears really pointy?” 
 
    “Aluki!” Tanru reproved. “Mind on the conversation. She’s such a dreamer. Excuse her rudeness, Princess.” 
 
    Hualiama said, “Your questions are welcome, Aluki. My father hailed from Fra’anior, which is a mighty volcano very far to the south from here. My mother came from the East. That’s a long story, but I suppose you could say I have my … my father’s ears.” Those ears burned as her voice hitched. If the ears, then what else of Ra’aba’s might she have inherited? “All of my people have pointy ears. Most are tall, like my brother Elki here, but I seem to have inherited my mother’s height.” 
 
    “And, Princess Hua … Hualily?” 
 
    “Call me Lia.” 
 
    “How can you stand to walk barefoot in the snow, Princess Lia?” 
 
    “I’m a warm-blooded person from a volcano,” she said. “I don’t feel the cold, because – it’s a bit complicated.” 
 
    Aluki stamped her foot. “You adults always say that when you’re hiding something. Tell the truth!” 
 
    Over the gasps that followed this pronouncement, Lia smiled tightly and said, “True. I was wondering how to tell you, but I see you’re a clever girl, so I’ll just tell you straight out. Just like Queen Imaytha told you that there’s a new kind of bond between Dragons and Humans, I am a new kind of Dragon. Imagine if you could grow wings and –” 
 
    “Liar!” 
 
    Hualiama gaped at the little girl, distressed. Would people always react like this? The prurient curiosity writ on the faces around the room, turning to shock and horror as what she had claimed began to sink in. Disbelief. Anger. Hands stealing to axes … what she saw as beautiful, they saw as a perversion. The sensation crystallised in her gut as a creeping malaise that twisted her like a Fra’aniorian python crushing its prey. Ghastly. Her salvation was her downfall; the exquisitely unthinkable beauty of her soul’s reincarnation was indeed unthinkable, a harbinger of the curses and superstitious hand signs against evil that surrounded her overheated person now. Grief-rage torched her being. All was a raging white-fires inferno, the awareness of a world scribed in newness … unbearable pressure clamping her temples … 
 
    Elki said, “Let me explain –” 
 
    Hatred! Expletives, bared like axe-blades against her person! Pain seared soul-deep. 
 
    “There’s nothing to explain,” Hualiama said, clamping down on the hot, nauseating surge of emotions that threatened her sanity. “I’m not even ruddy Human anymore – how is that right, Elki? I’m a Shapeshifter Dragoness! How can you even claim to be my brother? We’re different – different freaking species!” 
 
    He said, “You are my sister!” 
 
    Faces twisted behind him. 
 
    “I’m leaving! I’m obviously not welcome in this village.” Pausing in the doorway, she turned to the little blonde girl, standing where Hualiama had left her, ambushed by the febrile emotions swilling about in the room. “I’m sorry, Aluki, but I spoke the truth and I applaud your courage in demanding it. You’ve done nothing wrong … only me. What’s wrong is … all … me.” 
 
    She ran into the coolness of the afternoon, emerging beneath the low eaves. She tried to trigger a transformation, but her Dragonsoul refused. No! 
 
    Take me. Curse it, Dragonsoul, why don’t you take what you’ve always wanted? 
 
    Hualiama, what is this all about? Her Dragoness asked gently, but she resisted. 
 
    Take me! Consume me! 
 
    No, not like this. I don’t want … I never wanted … Humansoul, what are you doing? Her manifestation gripped the red Nuyallith blade in her fingers, pointing it inward with hands trembling so hard, she feared to miss her chest entirely. Dragonsoul panicked! No! No, no … 
 
    I’m the freak no-one ever wanted! cried the girl, crazed with the forces ripping into her soul. So much suppressed, for so many years. Too much suffered. Too much death. The eruption, unleashed, could now only spill its load of searing lava. How can I be like her? Tell me that! Tell me! I’m like Azziala, aren’t I? How long before this ruzal captures my soul, and destroys all – I want to die! 
 
    No, Lia. We don’t want this. We don’t want to die, the inner voice cried urgently. Don’t hurt us, please. This isn’t the right way. We’re more, together – 
 
    Please? Look at what you’ve made me; you soul-assassin, you fire-bullying, ravaging spirit … I’ve linked Azziala with a Star Dragoness! I’ve corrupted starlight itself! This is so wrong. Perverse … 
 
    As she raged, she suddenly turned the magic about, trying to prevent her second-soul’s emergence. Her fingers turned white-knuckled on the blade’s tang, and her muscles locked in readiness in her arms and back. 
 
    The Dragoness screamed, BLUE-STAR, NO! 
 
    The Shapeshifter Dragoness burst into being with a terrible shock, so hard and fast that her souls reverberated like gongs resounding within gongs. The blade pierced as a spear-point heated so that a blacksmith could hammer and shape it, but the cut it described was shallow, en route to falling into the hard-packed snow. Humansoul, you are loved! 
 
    Her second-soul sobbed wildly, flinging herself upon that white bed in their soul space as she screamed into a pillow, over and over, Let me die! Let me die! 
 
    I love you! You are loved; you are my beloved! Don’t cry, dear heart. We’ll get through this together. 
 
    I can’t bear to live with this burden – I can’t breathe! 
 
    Shh, dear one. 
 
    I just – I need … air … 
 
    She pawed at her throat, heaving and choking even though the sensation was purely in the emotional-spiritual realm, but it manifested as a physical debility. Did she really become such a mess, such a broken thing, when the terrace lakes of her soul finally burst? 
 
    Suddenly, Dragoness-Hualiama was aware of flying, but of being pulled into her soul space at the same time. She approached her abject Humansoul until she stood at the threshold of their colonnaded bedstead. How could she comfort her? How deeply, and how bravely she had bottled up these fears, yet they cut to the very pith of her living soul. The child her living mother had wished dead out of grief and sheer spite; a babe born in violation, one who by any natural and magical laws in the Island-World, ought to have died, but had not. Where had her soul spent those days between death and life? 
 
    She became aware of a hovering white presence, but that was also the instant that blonde-Lia leaped off the bed and screamed, “And you? You abandoned your eggs! You’ve nothing, nothing at all to say to me, as far as I’m concerned!” 
 
    Unholy windrocs! Fist-shaking, veins pulsing, Humansoul as enraged as she had ever seen herself. 
 
    With a sound like an ethereal sob, Istariela vanished. 
 
    After a pause of terrible duration, the girl, clad as always in deep blue, turned to her Dragonsoul, and hung her head. “I’m … I didn’t mean to chase our shell-mother off. Sorry.” 
 
    Now, her control was a frightening prospect. Dragoness-Lia almost preferred the authenticity of that overwhelming grief-song, than to be faced with a soul sister who trembled as if the slightest breath of wind might knock her over, yet wrapped her core in adamantine strength. Delicately, she advanced, “What say you, we take turns at slapping our mothers?” 
 
    Her twin choked out a laugh. “Aye. Dragoness, I … I’m so very sorry … it’s all so –” 
 
    “It’s overwhelming. I know.” 
 
    Terror slowly leached away into a grieving, shaking aftermath, in which only emptiness held reign, as if a suppurating ulceration of the soul had been lanced and spilled all of its poison. Now, she needed healing. Quietly, the Dragoness-manifestation stepped forward and embraced her, blue to blond, fire-soul to dancing-soul. Could she say she was not afraid of the force of these emotions; worse, that she understood how blonde-Lia felt, for these were her very own, stifling fears? What emerged was inane, “It’s alright.” 
 
    “No, it is not alright! Not by any Island, alright! I tried to murder you – us!” 
 
    “I’m here for us.” 
 
    Humansoul’s arms tightened about her neck. “Promises are not enough. Nor are deeds, nor oaths, nor words, nor anything in all the heights and depths of our Island-World. Only love. Love must be enough, and that’s why I’m so remorseful. I’m a wretched Human being, Dragonsoul. An ungrateful wretch – curse this fate!” 
 
    They held each other desperately close. 
 
    After a very long time, Dragonsoul said, “Don’t look, but an Ancient Dragon just tiptoed up behind us.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Beyond the Mists 
 
      
 
    Grandion spiralled down from the heights above the Islands, troubled. In an Island-World where the natural order daily seemed to be supplanted by comets bearing Ancient Dragons, walking Islands, two-headed Dragons, giants and maniacal Empresses with a taste for golden Dragon blood, this latest phenomenon just made him feel dark-fires depressed. As best he could tell, a gigantic lattice of ice at least fifty leagues wide had been grown – there was no other word for it – above an area of deep Cloudlands out there, and if that was not Numistar’s work, then he was a lame ralti sheep and no Dragon. 
 
    She was fabricating trouble. 
 
    Then, there were the powerful, roiling disturbances beneath the Cloudlands. He had seen nothing, but he suspected the presence of Land Dragons, if not outright war beneath the smoky grey cloud layer. There was no sign of their ally, Tiiyusiel, who had brought Grandion and his Dragonwing thousands of leagues across one of the widest, most barren seas in the Island-World. Notably, the beautiful turquoise colour ended an estimated eighteen leagues beyond these Islands. Its boundaries traced the pattern of the two possible ‘paws’ which he and Hualiama suspected. 
 
    From a mile and a half above, the Dragon’s eyesight zoomed in on the group of Humans emerging from their meeting house. Where was the Blue-Star? He did not feel her. Anywhere. 
 
    Grandion’s wings stiffened into planks. Hualiama? 
 
    He was on the cusp of challenging the barrier of terminal velocity, when the awareness of another presence arrested him. Fra’anior? The Onyx was here? Hualiama! Panic seared his breast. Something had happened … 
 
    Grandion, my shell-son. I commune with the Blue-Star. She is well. Go and speak with Elka’anor. 
 
    The sevenfold voice had not finished speaking when Grandion plummeted like a stone, swinging his Storm winds into his wake as he dove. Speed! Acceleration! Were there Ice-Raptors, was the Island in danger, where were Mizuki and Makani … the weather! What if the weather rolled in … yet he refrained from calling for Blue-Star. This Dragon would hunt his beloved with greater cunning than she had ever imagined. Did they think him a fool, not to recognise her beguiling, coquettish ways for an invitation to the dance of courtship? 
 
    He would be the sky to her starlight. His was the palette upon which her brilliance would shine best. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama-Hualiama, standing hand in hand, gazed at their shell-father as he filled the unknowable abyss beyond her soul space. He said, “Know I not what it means to chase love so relentlessly, it fled from mine paw? I have never erred more sorely in mine life, o precious shell-daughter. Please, if I must beg, I shall not stint in laying my pride low.” His thunderous belly-fires belied his words, but the warm yellow-apricot tenor of his eye-fires did not. His voice swelling in volume, he slipped toward ancient Draconic metre as he added, “Dost thou not grasp, o Blue-Star, o mine third-heart-treasure, how profoundly I do love thee? Dost thou? Must I speak it again? Must I write in aurorae upon the skies of this coming night?” 
 
    Blue-hair said, “I think you’ve mentioned it at least twenty times–” 
 
    “Multiplied by seven for the separate brains,” said blonde-Lia. 
 
    “– and again by three for each of your hearts,” added her twin. “Or do you have twenty-one hearts?” 
 
    The four heads watching them frowned identically. “Meaning?” 
 
    “We’re sure!” the Hualiamas chorused. 
 
    “AH!” he boomed. 
 
    “O father of all thunder and lightning,” said Human-Lia, her voice thick and unsteady, “you mentioned you’d been thinking through the whole … ah, Balance of fate … related to Shapeshifters. What are your thoughts now? Did Amaryllion make a mistake in gifting me –” 
 
    “A MISTAKE? NO, NO, NO …” 
 
    Each no shook her like the concussive breaking of nearby thunder, but suddenly the world muted about her. Gentling his voice, Fra’anior said, “Far from a mistake. The diametric opposite of a mistake. Thus mine fires, vast and all-encompassing as they must seem, grieve over what thou hast attempted this day; even as I seek with mine utmost to understand something of thy struggle. I can say little to alleviate thy heart’s angst, o my shell-daughter – I refer to both of thee, to all that thou art, and to the twofold oneness of thine souls. I want thee to know that thou art not only desired, but that thou art needed. Crucial, indispensable, is the vitality that thy bloodline shall add to the world of the Lesser Dragons. They shall understand but a little of the destiny shaped by thy wings’ flight, but I know they must thrive in this changing environment. Our Island-World faces a danger beyond all that thou canst imagine, Hualiama. Thou must the talon of mine paw be, and the voice of mine heart for this world. That is how needful thou art!” 
 
    “Father, we –” the Human girl clutched at inanities, while her Dragonsoul soothed the surging billows their shell-father’s passionate declaration stirred “– why did we sense Imbalance in the South? This feeling?” 
 
    Two of Fra’anior’s heads snapped about so fast, they thumped into another. Blonde-Lia’s chuckle strangled in her throat as she took in her soul sister’s expression; aye, she knew gut-wrenching dismay too, but her response was nervous laughter. Did Dragonsoul not – 
 
    I understand. Sorry. She squeezed Humansoul’s fingers. Why is our shell-father – 
 
    Her twin replied, It’s something terrible. Something even his seven minds did not anticipate. Just look at the clouds boiling around his body! The tempest, the lightning … 
 
    Fra’anior faced them in the panoply of a terrible storm, forming and intensifying before their startled eyes, but the Hualiamas sensed he was not angry. This was shock. A perturbation of the Onyx’s soul. A deep, fearsome danger even he did not fully understand. 
 
    “I must go,” four of Fra’anior’s heads growled suddenly. 
 
    “Shell-father –” 
 
    “I must! I cannot –” 
 
    “Are you Hualily?” The childish voice intruded from without, echoing as if speaking down a tunnel from an incomprehensible distance, yet close by. “Don’t be scared.” 
 
    “Go to her now.” Fra’anior’s words seemed wrenched from his very marrow now, almost frantic. “I will speak of this sense when I may, mine shell-daughter. This flight may not be easy, but I bid thee discover, live, breathe, celebrate … and above all, to dance!” 
 
    Dragoness-Hualiama’s eyes cracked open. “Aluki?” 
 
    The girl faced her, as fearless a mite as ever had stood within Sapphurion and Qualiana’s roost. She said, “Hualily, are you looking for Dragons? You won’t find any in the lake.” 
 
    She had come to the frozen lake’s shore to be alone with her thoughts. Part of her wanted to yell at the girl, but she knew she must not. Carefully bottling up her pyretic emotions, she said, “I am Hualiama, the girl you saw earlier. I can be a girl – or a Dragoness – when I want to be. I’m sorry I made such a mess of the first meeting between you Immadians in forty-one years.” 
 
    “That’s alright. You’ve the same eyes as the stripy-haired girl,” Aluki prattled blithely. “I don’t know about crystal Dragons, but I do know a place where the chimes come to sing. Shall I show you? Would that make you less sad?” 
 
    She held out her hand. 
 
    Thinking that walking paw-in-hand would be awkward, Hualiama offered her left wingtip in return. 
 
    “It’s very high up the mountain,” said Aluki, making a pretend-bashful circle with her moccasin-clad toe in the snow. “Could I be your Dragon Rider? Just this once?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having never carried a Rider upon her back, Hualiama discovered that even the weight of an eight year-old child, as Aluki’s incessant chatter shortly revealed, was significant. Her Dragoness was powerful, but she was still just a hatchling working on her thirteenth foot of growth, with a hatchling’s softer, more flexible bones and wing-struts, and muscles that would take years to develop to full adult strength. Also, she would hate to drop anyone, but especially a child. That was one adventure she could do without! 
 
    Accordingly, she skimmed low over the dark green treeline crowning the ridge above the village, and slipped over the other side with a smoothing flexion of her wings, riding out an air pocket with instinctual ease. Aluki let out her breath in an unending giggle. “Faster!” 
 
    “Hold on tight!” 
 
    “I’m too frightened to let go!” the little girl trilled. 
 
    The Dragoness knew that feeling. How bittersweet it was to see her joy in life, and to know a Human girl’s soul-shadowing fear. If this were the tenor of her dark-fires, then she feared also that she and her Humansoul would have a proper fight one of these days. She wanted to roar, ‘Leave the living to me!’ Yet, that also could not be. If one died, both died. They were conjoined twins of the soul. 
 
    Meekly, Humansoul said, Can I leave the living to you for a bit? 
 
    Ironic. The heart knew no logic. She had wanted to kill herself to protect herself from Azziala, not realising that such an irrevocable action would have granted Azziala the victory – both over her daughter’s existence, and over the fate of the Island-World. 
 
    Only if you take over romancing our Grandion, she returned warmly. 
 
    Me? Romance a Dragon? Are we quite mad? 
 
    Always have been. Humansoul – 
 
    I know. That’s what I meant by ingratitude. You saved my life; this is how I repay you? Please forget those things I said. Forgive me. 
 
    Forgive? Already done. 
 
    And who could know the truth better than her own soul? Chuckling at these sweet lies, and the sweeter truths they wished to whisper to each other, the only Shapeshifter Dragoness in the entire Island-World flew up to the top of a lonely mountain with a passenger who was so breathless from laughing by the time they arrived, she slipped off Hualiama’s back and had to be rescued by Dragon-swift reactions. 
 
    Hualiama said, “Do your parents know where you are?” 
 
    “My great-grandfather does,” she said. “When I was small, Raptors killed my parents. I have little, but I do have some magic, I think. That’s why I brought you here.” 
 
    “Foresight?” 
 
    She shrugged. “Maybe.” 
 
    Part of her wanted to call the girl ‘special’, but she was wary of condescension. Hualiama glanced about swiftly. The mountaintop was flat across a roughly oval area four Dragoness-strides in diameter. Hatchling strides. The snow did not appear to stick much, only half an inch or so – due to the prevailing wind, she concluded. At the edge of the flat area, six-foot white-speckled granite columns of eight inches in diameter marked each compass point, with the smaller graduations in between marked with lower, slimmer columns, perhaps four inches in diameter and three feet tall. Runes and astronomical symbols covered the columns, and where she could see the ground, that too had been smoothed and inscribed with runes, arcs indicating planetary orbits and other esoteric knowledge. She could not read the runic script, and assumed it must be some very old form of Dragonish. 
 
    From beneath her fur-lined hood, tied neatly up to her throat, Aluki’s piercing blue eyes watched her. The girl was warmly wrapped, with fur-lined moccasins, heavy trousers and warm mittens in addition to her hooded jacket; she appeared perfectly comfortable despite the deep cold. A tiny chuckle escaped the Dragoness’ lips. Would Aluki melt near a volcano like Fra’anior? Noting an old, ice-rimed footprint on the west side of the circle of markers, she realised there must be a trail to the top that the girl had taken before. 
 
    Without preamble, the girl said, “We knew the flight to our Islands had become terribly dangerous, because the Ice-Raptors make it so. Our people believe they control the storms. They fly in on terrible storm winds, and that is why we must have protection. A Scale-Summoner’s job is to wrestle the scales from the far, far deeps and lift them onto our Island. We turn them into shelter and armour and weapons. Only Dragon scales can stop the cold fireballs from exploding our houses – you don’t ever want to be caught outside in a storm. It’s a very important job.” 
 
    “Aye,” Hualiama replied gravely. 
 
    “The cold fireballs destroy the scales. So there are never enough scales.” 
 
    “I see. But, is it the Raptors or the Chrysolitic Dragons who make those cold fireballs?” she asked. “We fought Raptors on the way here. They – well, maybe they did have cold fireballs.” Hualiama puzzled through her memories of Makani’s sudden injury, and the damage to Sumio’s frozen leg. She would have to ask the Grey Dragoness. “Aluki –” 
 
    “All Dragons are evil,” the girl stated flatly, “except you. You’re the first Dragon we’ve known who cares for Humans. Your Blue Dragon seems nice too. But my great-grandfather says some Dragons go bad. I suppose he’s talking about inside their heads. All of the Raptors are bad, but only some Dragons – that’s what I know. They go parrot – ah, parable – probababillibite …” She screwed up her face. “Help?” 
 
    “Uh …” Hualiama racked her brain. “Parasite? Did he mean a parasite?” 
 
    “Aye! Porasite!” Aluki enthused, without managing to sound at all certain of the word. Then, she put her fingers to Hualiama’s muzzle. “Shh, Dragoness. The chimes won’t sing unless you’re very, very quiet.” 
 
    Hualiama chose a spot next to the North-marker, and curled up as she had seen the larger Dragons do, muzzle to tail. Aluki hovered uncertainly for a second, but a soft invitation brought the girl to her in a trice, and she nestled against Hualiama’s right flank and shoulder, also facing outward toward the glorious sweep of Cloudlands and Islands. For a time, all that bloomed between them was the warmth of Human and Dragoness, and the child fell silent, giving Hualiama the time she sorely needed to be with her own thoughts. 
 
    She drank deep of the evening’s tranquil colours. 
 
    Dragonsoul communed with Humansoul as the twin suns set upon the Island-World. 
 
    The glimmering of the first stars entranced her. She sensed an affinity with their mysterious aura, their colour eluding the eye as the atmosphere applied its prismatic trickery to the passage of starlight through its lens. Balance was a lens. So was life itself. There was a richness in the Shapeshifter’s ability to see from two different perspectives, such as she imagined must be achieved by belonging to two different cultures and languages – but the differences were deeper still. Fire-life. Her very being was the manifestation of elemental fires. Humanlove was … what? Dance? Laughter? The light of her soul? 
 
    Vitality, her Human whispered, very sleepily. 
 
    We’ve had a tough day, she told herself. I’ll wake us if … ah, I don’t actually know how? 
 
    Humansoul slumbered. 
 
    What a curious life. How was she supposed to guide a warrior-Jin, or the bold siblings Brazo and Zanya, into this Shapeshifter heritage? Or … Grandion, were that possible? How should she deal with a suicidal aspect of her soul? Tenderly. Try not to be frightened or affronted. Sing her lullabies. Blue-hair tucked the covers about her alter ego’s body and deposited a kiss upon her forehead. 
 
    Sleep, now. 
 
    If Grandion believed she possessed a strength-from-weakness power – how much weaker or lower could she imagine dipping than this day? 
 
    To face having to kill one’s own mother? Any white-fires, right-fires creature must find such a prospect … deathly. How could she ever learn to dance again? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker stationed himself in the mouth of his favourite warren, overlooking the city of Immadia from a height of two miles and three peaks back. The city was just a patch of twinkling lights in the semidarkness, all of its Humans hatches and doorways, window shutters and skylights battened down for the night – at least, he hoped so. Darkness gathered. Would it be a no-moon night, which occurred but three times a year, and then only for a few hours at a time? Aye. Jade waned quickly over the north-eastern horizon, and Yellow had not yet risen. 
 
    The stars would be magnificent. 
 
    Well, he had time. Flicker slipped inside in search of Gracewing, a pretty white female who had caught his eye earlier. 
 
    An hour later, having told the first batch of expectant mothers a lore-tale before finding a private roosting chamber with Gracewing, he returned to the entrance, located beneath a large boulder in the lee of a mighty cliff. He slipped out into the snows, aware that his wings and torso blended almost perfectly with his surrounds. Still, he instinctively checked for danger, a habit ingrained in any dragonet who had ever departed from a warren’s entrance. No hint of trouble prickled any of his seven senses. 
 
    Thin streaks of white coursed across the magnificent late evening sky. The expected meteor shower was dense and prolonged, as sharp as talon strikes of starlight clawed across the sky. His sharp dragonet-eyes, enhanced with his innate magic, tracked the closer flares as they shot toward Immadia Island. All missed. Each and every meteorite plunged into the Cloudlands around Immadia as though directed by an invisible blue paw. At last, Flicker smiled. His fears were unfounded. He had no doubt that the phenomenon would be repeated at Pla’arna, Herliss and Gemalka. 
 
    He should have known. 
 
    Chuckling to himself, Flicker whispered, Sleep safely in your cosy warrens, little Humans, for a Star Dragoness watches over you. 
 
    Clearly, straw-head had caught a powerful whiff of his awesomeness. 
 
    His attention turned from the city to the stars. Along with the meteorite shower, he had predicted that Blue-Star’s meddling with the magnetic field lines would produce an aurora-show more brilliant than usual. Right on cue, eerie amaranthine flickered across the sky, shimmering like sheets of Dragonship sailcloth catching a night breeze. Even as he scanned the horizon, the colour rippled to a vivid azure rising in thick hanks and pouring forth from nothingness, it seemed to light the world with … Flicker’s muzzle dropped so fast, it thumped against his upraised forepaw. 
 
    Dragon runes? 
 
    No, just one rune, repeated innumerable times across a thousand leagues as the aurorae seared the starry darkness and played off the pristine white mountainsides of Immadia. The rune was as clear as a noontide sky, picked out in effervescent auroral colours. Blue-Star. Blue-Star. That was her rune. Let the skies proclaim the advent of Blue-Star! 
 
    Flicker licked his paws fastidiously. Glory-stealer. 
 
    Star Dragonesses just could not keep clear of the limelight, could they? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Rising to her paws, Hualiama genuflected deeply and long. Thou art since time immemorial, the mighty Onyx. Shell-father, I salute thee. How many fathers would autograph their love upon the very stars? Humansoul must receive this message … 
 
    Her nostrils tingled. Bittersweet lilies upon a bonfire. A presence sensed by Balance alone, evading all other draconic senses – for she was unsure if the smell was even physical. Might it be magical? 
 
    Slowly, Hualiama closed her eyes and shifted her paws, searching with all of her senses alert. Left flank? No, right behind her. So close, the Dragon could have slain Hualiama with the smallest flexion of her talons, but that would involve – her intuition burned as madly as her desire to leap away, to defend – the other Dragon releasing the power of Flow, and re-joining the ordinary, physical realm. That would make a Chrysolitic Dragoness vulnerable. 
 
    She abased her fires and spread her wings in the draconic way. I welcome thee, stranger. 
 
    The silence stretched. Beside her, one hand touching Hualiama’s flank for comfort, Aluki also remained still and alert. 
 
    Flow senses she? The voice lapped around the small open space like concentric ripples cast by crystals dropped into a still pool. Her magic infeasible be; does the little she imagine me? 
 
    Switching to Island Standard for Aluki’s benefit, Hualiama said, “This girl has always known of your presence here, o Dragoness. She hears chimes.” 
 
    “Chimes? A fey one, a far-seer, this Human girl be,” said the voice, pooling about them like treacherous waters. Hualiama could not even see the glassy disturbance on the atmosphere. It seemed the wind itself spoke. “Yet how hear you the impossible, hatchling so free; without thought or magic or ear shall she be heard? For your kind fails to perceive – secrets I speak, I must speak not.” 
 
    “Don’t go, please,” Aluki piped up. 
 
    Hualiama had always perceived the draconic regard for smaller creatures, and this Chrysolitic Dragoness seemed to be no exception. There was a long, pregnant pause as the wind seemed to change direction, and the ripples against her senses came first from above, then from a hundred feet off her right flank, then close by, looming over her hindquarters. For her part, Aluki showed no fear. 
 
    “Forbidden it be,” said the voice. 
 
    “I am an infamous taboo breaker,” Hualiama responded. 
 
    “Is she, little she? How? Strangeness I scent of thy magic-traces, little Blue Dragoness, the strangeness of a stranger night, when the tides of the world rise and fall to thy beckoning paw.” 
 
    Lia said, “The very aurorae speak my name.” 
 
    “A secret for a secret,” burbled the voice, suddenly edgy and capricious, right in their ears. Aluki shrank against Lia’s flank, her heart tripping along like a frightened bird. 
 
    Dragons dealt directly. Hualiama replied at once, “It was you who I sensed in the caverns of Immadia, wasn’t it? You tried to destroy a lore scroll. It is no secret that I am a Star Dragoness, and I believe I sense your presence by my power of Balance. But I am more. For my part, I shall reveal to you my true nature, if you will reveal yours to us. For I sense we will need your aid when we fly against Numistar Winterborn.” 
 
    “Double-boon for single-boon?” hissed the other Dragoness. 
 
    “Of course not,” Hualiama retorted scornfully. “Ask another boon, and it shall be yours.” 
 
    A chill wind stirred along her spine spikes, making Hualiama shiver from her muzzle to her talons. The voice tinkled, “Can it given be? We shall see. I accept your boon graciously. I am the Chrysolitic Dragoness called Shilliaceniaea – shill-i-uh-sê-nee-ay-ee-yuh – but to ‘Shill’ shall I answer. Behold.” 
 
    From nothingness, form. From the insubstantial, draconic bones and tissues, blood and eggs and hard talons emerged, as though all her innards had been diagrammatically represented upon a scroll of draconic biology, before delicate white-green scales clothed the whole, and Shill stood embodied before them, a forty-five foot Dragoness with eye-orbs that displayed distinctly insect-like facets, a sleek neck and skull devoid of any spikes save a soft-looking ruff of skin, and the lean, whipcord body of a hunter or an athlete. Her wings were stubby in length but twice as broad as Hualiama’s wings, relatively speaking, and were a translucent green that reminded her far more of a dragonfly than a Dragon. As she flared and then tucked her wings at her sides, the aurora behind her shimmered through those gossamer veils, and her small, rounded scales seemed to ripple once before settling into ordinary corporeality. 
 
    There were many differences, Hualiama continued to note rapidly. Five forward-facing talons and one opposing talon on the forefeet, two rearward-facing talons on the hind feet. Shill’s limbs, and all along her back from the upper shoulder region to the tip of her tail, sported frills of flesh-like wing-membrane broken by quills or struts every half-foot to one foot. 
 
    Had Fra’anior created these distant cousins according to a different template, more insectoid than reptilian? 
 
    Sluggish, pale-green fires flared within Shill’s orbs as she regarded the girl and the hatchling Dragoness. “So, what is your secret, o Blue-Star whom the very skies celebrate?” 
 
    Hualiama prepared her magic. “I think, and I become.” 
 
    She transformed. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Shapeshifter Flows 
 
      
 
    the Chrysolitic Dragon almost flickered back out of existence, ambushed by shock. In that instant, Hualiama perceived a new truth. Her Shapeshifting was akin to the Chrysolitic power of Flow; more than akin, it was like another facet of the same jewel. Had Amaryllion Fireborn, in conceiving or at the very least foreseeing this Shapeshifter magic, drawn upon his older brother’s signature work? Or was it a consequence of the endlessly mutable nature of magic? 
 
    The same realisation dawned in Shill’s eyes. 
 
    The Dragoness inhaled sharply, a terrible cold gathering in the depths of her throat. Hualiama immediately drew Aluki into her arms, shielding her with her body. “Don’t! She’s a child.” 
 
    Shill shuddered. Who is this she … who imitates … my core magic? 
 
    The Dragoness’ body language proclaimed readiness to rend and tear. With her every draconic power on flashpoint alert, Hualiama said, “I am the firstborn of a new race, Shilliaceniaea. The prophesied third race. This is my secret.” 
 
    Shill recoiled as if Grandion had thumped her with a roundhouse punch to the jaw. 
 
    Aluki cried, “Hualily! Aren’t you cold?” 
 
    “Actually, no.” Hualiama smiled at the girl and kissed her brow – comfort, and another deliberately protective gesture that aimed to speak to the Dragoness’ maternal instinct. “I’m a Shapeshifter Dragoness, full of natural fire. I am naked, I suppose, but who’s looking?” 
 
    Another note for their torched scroll of Shapeshifter lore. Isiki and Jinichi would have to redo all of their work. Well. Perhaps, by using her non-existent authority to purchase a slave in flagrant breach of her Cluster’s laws – 
 
    The girl whispered, “Only, the whole universe.” 
 
    The Princess of Fra’anior could but gape in mute amazement. 
 
    The Chrysolitic Dragoness growled, “Flowed, you did! I saw … the impossible, enfleshed. Only Chrysolitic Dragons may Flow!” 
 
    “I wish for you to teach me Flow,” Hualiama grated back, keeping Aluki in the circle of her arms. 
 
    Shill swallowed back her cold-fires, but only so that she could hiss, “Who is this she? How dare she?” 
 
    The Dragoness within stirred restively, but Human-Lia straightened her back. She had the authority of her lineage and powers. Gazing into those pearly green eye-fires behind the magnifying facets, whirling with their million questions, she declared, “I am Hualiama, shell-daughter of Istariela, and I am the Star Dragoness who demands your fealty, o Siyincior!” 
 
    It was softly spoken, yet the Dragoness’ secret name rang between them like the very chimes of which Aluki had spoken. They locked gazes, neither flinching. 
 
    A long, breathless silence later, Aluki’s hand slipped into Lia’s. “Now I am scared. You’re glowing.” 
 
    She was? 
 
    Lia squeezed the girl’s fingers. “You’re braver than you think. Starlight is good.” 
 
    If used rightly. If not tainted with ruzal’s deathly kiss … no. All was not hopeless. She must find a better, higher way … yet despair bound her soul with unbreakable chains. Dramagon. Numistar. Azziala’s legacy. Ianthine’s foul bargain with her mother. Did she have the strength to keep such powers from possessing her starlight? 
 
    With a deep groan, the Chrysolitic Dragoness bent her right foreleg, and lowered her muzzle to the ground. Reaching out with a slight quiver in her hand, Hualiama broke a taboo. She touched the Dragoness upon her muzzle, causing Shill to shudder as if caught in the throes of mortal agony. 
 
    Hualiama said, “O beauteous raiment of the northern skies, o Siyincior! Having been made aware through the lore scroll of the strict isolationist philosophy you Chrysolitic Dragonkind follow at the behest of Fra’anior, in order to maintain the Balance of our Island-World here in the North, I do not wish to burden you with service that will cost your very fire-life. You alone of your kind have shown the courage to obey the imperative of your seventh sense, and to approach us. I ask only for the boons we agreed, and for what service I – or Aluki – might render you Chrysolitic Dragons in return.” 
 
    Shill whispered, “My wings are yours to command, o Star Dragoness.” 
 
    “Tell me of these parasites.” 
 
    “Even that much, we do not fully understand,” the Dragoness replied bitterly. “It seems that dark-fires overcome some of our kind and they must be excised from among the community. No known power can lift the darkness from the minds of these, our kin-treasures. Remorseless, they do attack us, and each other, and the Humans of these Islands. All we know is that the storms rouse them – look into my mind, o Star Dragoness, and know this truth.” 
 
    Slowly, Hualiama puzzled over Shill’s memories, explaining aloud to Aluki as she tried to fathom the nuances she gleaned. A mental illness? A parasite? Perhaps, a magical illness that attacked the mind, or a side-effect of radiation, or an ill consequence of the use of their Flow … could these Dragons somehow be susceptible to a bacterium or other disease peculiar to the North? There could be no knowing, not without a far longer examination of the evidence than this short time would allow. She growled in wordless frustration. 
 
    “Solve thirty centuries of mystery in five minutes, would she?” Shill said to Aluki, daring to tickle the girl beneath the chin with a sheathed fore-talon. 
 
    Hualiama growled again. She was not so frustrated, however, to be unaware of a new magic swirling on the wind. Deep magic. Sweet, inexpressible enchantment hinted at in the wind’s wuthering about the compass points, and the play of breezes upon snow. With a twirl of her fingers, she invited the magic to coalesce about the brightness of her yearning, to reach out, to find its target. 
 
    Aluki choked out, “Dragoness, if you or I became friends …” 
 
    Her hand rose to clasp Shill’s talon. A promise. 
 
    The Chrysolitic Dragoness whispered, “You saw me when no other did. So shall it be, little she who dares to touch my hearts’ fires.” 
 
    White fires swirled around Hualiama’s vision. Here was a gift similar to the Dragon Rider oath, only this was grounded in friendship and companionship – how could she have sought to deny this magic life? Was it only a miasma of fear which had catapulted her into that temporary madness? Or, closer to the mark, anxiety exacerbated by the staggering novelty of draconic life, the Shapeshifter life … she must watch her new charges closely. Prepare them. 
 
    Turning impetuously to Aluki and Shill, she laid her hands upon talon and hand, sealing the bond, and said simply, “As it was with Akemi and Yukari, so shall it be with thee. I, too, dedicate my fires to this cause.” 
 
    Enchantment shivered the chill night. 
 
    And now, to dance, said her Dragonsoul. Dance is Flow. Flow is dance. Don’t you groan, Humansoul. I’d only trip over our paws. Ask Shill to teach us now; learn through our dance. 
 
    Weeping, a star danced upon a frozen mountaintop beneath the roof of the world. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the early evening of that day, Tiiyusiel appeared at last, battered and exhausted. Grandion flew out to meet her rising from the Cloudlands beyond the Human Island, called Eskirla by its people, wishing he had healing power to expend upon their brave ally. Mizuki and Makani flew with him, together with their respective Rider couples, while Brazo and Zanya remained behind, working with Tanru and the elders of the Eskirla people to plumb the depths of their knowledge of Ice-Raptors, Chrysolitic Dragons and the uniquely lethal magic of this region. Qilong flew with Makani, while the Tourmaline carried the Immadian Royals and the huge, stolid presence of Sumio. 
 
    Briefly, Tiiyusiel told them of her arduous journey through the region they called the frozen mists. Even beneath the Cloudlands, the great magic leaching from Immadior’s body created turmoil. She had been sunk to a depth of six leagues in an atmospheric maelstrom before eventually fighting free and working her way up over the mountainous ridge that was the Ancient Dragoness’ spine. There, she had been battered by the leaping scale-rocks shot by fumaroles that appeared to originate in Immadior’s body itself – the same rocks which had almost knocked Grandion out of the sky. Boasting explosive thrust enough to launch their payload thirty miles into the atmosphere, he could only imagine the impact on a Land Dragon’s body passing nearby. 
 
    Then, she shared how her Clan had previously detected a group of rogue Land Dragons who had disappeared into the Maa-Ak-Uura Trench. Tiiyusiel had again identified these Land Dragons deep in Immadior’s Sea and had sailed off to investigate. 
 
    It’s all-out war beneath the Cloudlands, she told the Lesser Dragons, as Grandion translated her Shell-Clan dialect for the Humans. There are at least four different factions of Land Dragons battling each other and Numistar Winterborn for possession of the First Egg, which lies within Immadior’s frozen egg pouch. Again, I detected the specific signature of that group of Stellates, Deep-Dwellers and Mountain-Runners which previously attacked our Hura Shell-Clan cousins and carried off eight in number, and now my Dragon-kin swim openly with them! I … I weep dark-fires of grief! You must help us. You must convince the Star Dragoness to intervene in this insane bloodshed and to heal these Land Dragons of twisted mind. Where is she? Where … 
 
    Strength to your paw, noble kin sister, Grandion bugled powerfully. 
 
    I assume Hualiama’s the one creating the phenomenon in the skies above, Mizuki said archly, with teasing-fires indicators that made the Tourmaline whirl at once. His every fire soughed in wonder. 
 
    Blue-Star, Makani read. “Look, Isiki. Hualiama’s writing her signature in aurorae.” 
 
    “By the Great Onyx’s own paws!” Grandion exhaled. 
 
    The Copper Dragoness bunted his shoulder playfully. “Romance a Star Dragoness, wing brother? I think your next task must be to rearrange the constellations above.” 
 
    “I’m not planning to compete with her,” said Grandion. 
 
    “Oh?” the Dragoness purred. 
 
    “I’m planning to win her!” 
 
    The Dragonesses, including Tiiyusiel, thundered their admiration at his bold statement. 
 
    Turning to Jin, Brazo and Zanya, Mizuki said with a roguish twirl of her wingtips, “I trust you three will soon experience these nuances of true-fires draconic romance for yourselves – won’t you, my friends?” 
 
    That put the fear of Dragons into them! 
 
    Zanya breathed, “Are you saying we’d change into hatchlings, like Hualiama?” 
 
    No-one knew that answer. After a few minutes’ discussion, they returned to Tiiyusiel’s tale. 
 
    Numistar’s spirit lives, reincarnated in the Chrysolitic Dragons and Ice-Raptors, Tiiyusiel said. Her strength is not yet almighty, but she sets the Land Dragon factions against each other in an exhibition of masterful cunning. She plays them, hypnotises them, and twists their thoughts about the talons of her desires. I confirmed that Immadior’s body was indeed the last resting place, or hiding place, of this fabled First Egg. The legend is real! Further, today I managed to send and receive longwave speech with our Guardian of Wisdom, Siiyumiel. 
 
    Excellent! Grandion enthused. 
 
    The Air Breathers have walked past Lyrx, Merx and on to Syros, the Land Dragoness continued. Siiyumiel reports a disturbance at Fra’anior Cluster, by which we infer that the Empress of the Dragon Haters has already reached her goal. She will not find the First Egg there – but Siiyumiel postulates, with an eighty-seven point four percent likelihood, that Numistar Winterborn plans to carry the Egg against the Empress. In the interim, the Empress will consolidate her hold at Fra’anior Cluster. 
 
    So, the Tourmaline mused, Numistar and the Empress parted under the briefest of truces, but will soon return to enmity. 
 
    What of Affurion? Elki slipped in. 
 
    Tiiyusiel’s fires sighed. No word of the Lost Islands Dragonkind, Prince of Fra’anior. 
 
    Mizuki noted, The Winterborn lied to the Empress, or elided the truth. Simple. ‘Let’s not kill each other until we both have what we want.’ 
 
    The Dragons fell to vigorous debate, especially after Tiiyusiel reported details of the impenetrable lattice overlying Immadior’s resting place. Was the Egg out in the open or not? Was Numistar’s presence in the Raptors, the Chrysolitic Dragons, or in the lattice itself? What surprises did the Winterborn have in store for the warring Land Dragons, and would she be able to raise and use the Egg’s magic of her own accord, or would she require other draconic help? It seemed the Ancient Dragoness had no qualms about annihilating other creatures or twisting them to her service as she pursued her goals. 
 
    At this juncture, Jin put in, “Perhaps, given all the damage she suffered first at the Lost Islands, then at Kaolili and finally at Immadia during our battle there, what the Winterborn requires first is healing?” 
 
    “Aye, my Rider?” Makani encouraged him. 
 
    “Consider the plan,” the Nikuko said. “She’s hurt. Numistar grants Azziala the prize of Gi’ishior, while turning avaricious eye-orbs upon the greater prize which lies in the North. She promises Azziala, say, the head of her rebellious daughter, or perhaps the hide of a troublesome Tourmaline Dragon. If she was clever and powerful enough, she might even have planted the idea of the Natal Cave in such a manner for Azziala to take it for the truth. Isiki? You wish to speak?” 
 
    Diffidently, the former slave said, “Or Azziala, understanding her limitations, despatched Numistar to chase the Star Dragoness and the Egg, knowing that either or both enemies must return to deal with her at Fra’anior Cluster. Respectfully, o Tourmaline, the only love she holds for her daughter is that which seeks to aggrandize her own position and powers.” 
 
    Jin frowned at her. “Are you saying –” 
 
    Isiki examined her toes rather ferociously. “I am saying that to judge and weigh such mighty enemies is an enormous challenge.” 
 
    “You think we should ally ourselves with Numistar?” he shouted. 
 
    “She didn’t say that,” Brazo interrupted. 
 
    “She implied it! Slave thinking, that’s what it is!” 
 
    Makani separated them with the barrier of her forepaw. “Isiki is not the enemy here, Nikuko warrior. Do not darken our fires with words that lack the most basic understanding!” 
 
    Isiki dropped her gaze demurely, but Grandion saw iron within her. Good. If this Jinichi became a Dragon, she would need every drop of that strength. 
 
    With that, his noble companions fell into a bitter argument that left Grandion wishing for a smidgen of his shell-father Sapphurion’s wisdom. Not that Sapphurion had always shown patience with the interminable quarrelling of draconic politicians; he had sometimes quelled arguments by the virtue of trumpeting the loudest Dragon-challenge of all! Meantime, as the Tourmaline wobbled upon his paws, Jin tromped off across Tiiyusiel’s shell in a fine strop and Isiki looked as if she wanted to cry, only her Eastern sensibilities would not allow her demeanour to crack. 
 
    What to do now? Act the paw-stomping tyrant? 
 
    Instead, a glimmer of light caught his attention. Starlight, closer than he might have imagined. As his powerful Dragon sight homed in on the peak overlooking the Land Dragon’s shell upon which they stood and quarrelled, with Tiiyusiel advancing yet another theory as to Numistar Winterborn’s motivations, Grandion’s smile broadened into an unabashed, hundred-fang beam. 
 
    Incredible. 
 
    That was why he would pursue this girl to the verimost ends of the Island-World. 
 
    He would shadow her merely to spectate at whatever enigma she snaffled into her paw next. 
 
    He would bask in her shining glory because he could, because she radiated pure starlight when she danced, and that starlight was like joyous laughter and rich Dragonwine and a buzz akin to battle rage playing through every magical pathway in his being. 
 
    Raising his left fore-talon, Grandion pointed to the mountaintop. “STOP!” he boomed. “Stop your bickering, and watch a star dance!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Late that night, having returned Aluki to her tribe and with most of their companions sleeping, Grandion jerked awake from a wing-shivering dream of humanity – a dream in which he kept running off the edge of an Island, and trying to flap his wings and falling endlessly – to find Elki and Hualiama in her Dragoness-form arguing quietly beside his flank, but with vicious intensity. 
 
    “Freaking windrocs, I can’t believe how ludicrous you sound,” Elki hissed. 
 
    “I share my deepest distress, and you –” 
 
    “Who the hells – I thought I knew you.” Hualiama sucked in her lips, clearly rattled, but the Prince was only warming up. His voice cut like a caustic knife. “Are you my sister? This crushed, self-centred wimp? Even a dishrag has more spine than you.” 
 
    Grandion’s fires dipped to embers. What? 
 
    “The girl I knew would have fought.” The Prince shook his head, his eyes hard and angry, like cold pebbles in the semidarkness. “She would have lived in fire or dance.” 
 
    “I –” 
 
    Elki cut her off furiously. “That girl would have sailed solo around the moons. She would have baited monks, roused a dragonet from the dead, and dared to romance a Tourmaline Dragon beneath a holy mountain. She would have crushed a giant and defied an Ancient Dragon. This featherweight? I don’t know who the hells she is. Unbelievable! You’re so … so downright selfish.” 
 
    Lia collapsed against Grandion’s flank, her wings fluttering sharply. “Elki, please.” 
 
    “Please?” Clenching his fists, Elki advanced on the trembling Dragoness. He spat, “You think you’re the girl no-one wanted? What Isle of insanity do you live on? Wake up! Look around you! You’re the one everyone wants! You’re a freaking star, Islands’ sakes! Your name’s written ten thousand times across the sky and you’re the child of only the greatest ruddy pair of Dragons in existence, with powers that shake the very skies and transcend death itself, and let me tell you something else!” His finger shook beneath her nose. Tears sparkled in the moons-light, streaking his cheeks. “You are not your mother! You are not Azziala. By your very nature, you can never be. You started fighting her dominion before you ever left the womb! That’s when your rebellion began – not exactly a recent development, is it? You found a way to inveigle light into your soul. You received a second chance at life and you fought through the darkest hells of existence to grasp that chance, and now you’d tear it all away in some selfish, pitiful whimpering over how unlucky you think you were? How useless?” 
 
    “Elki, please. You’re killing me.” 
 
    The young man gritted his teeth. “Someone has to kick some sense into you. Someone who thinks he’s still your brother, who’s followed you halfway around the world just to kick your Princess-ly behind when needed. Which is right now. Tonight.” 
 
    She bared her shoulder to him in draconic negation. Words wrenched out like bloody gobbets of torn flesh. “I’m sorry if I disappointed you with my pathetic existence.” 
 
    “Me? I’m going to have a child, Lia, and what am I supposed to tell that babe? What?” 
 
    “Uh …” 
 
    Her eye-fires widened, swirling in their depths with black and silver wrapped about sapphire foci of anguish. 
 
    Relentlessly, the Prince ground out, “Shall I tell that infant that my precious sister, the hope of the entire ruddy Island-World, chose to kill herself rather than to rise and shine? That she was stuck so far down a fumarole’s backside, she forgot who she was and what she was born to be? Because you are hope, Lia – our only hope – when you’re not being the most selfish, blithering idiot that ever walked these Islands!” 
 
    Such a silence had never struck the world as it did now. Grandion knew he could never have railed at Hualiama like this. He had felt the same, trapped in that unbreakable cage in Shinzen’s fortress, and a star had come and plucked him loose. She had tried to commit suicide, screaming that she wanted to die. He saw those memories within her; grieved over them, and her brother attacked her? Unfair! He had to be as sensitive as that null-fires fool, Razzior, in his prime! 
 
    Elki laughed a small, gruff laugh. 
 
    So shocked was he, Grandion found himself unable to move a muscle. 
 
    Reaching out, even though the Star Dragoness recoiled, he slipped his arms about her neck, and touched the white scale set upon its short thong behind her neat ruff of dark blue, white-tipped skull spikes. “Who do you dance for exactly, Hualiama? Of course, sometimes dance is for yourself; the private catharsis you spoke of. I understand that, you despicable, beloved big-sister Dragoness.” His hands caressed the scales along her cheeks, kneaded the bunched muscles of her shoulders and soothed her agitated wings. “Easy there, girl. Easy. If I spoke harshly to you … well, I don’t like my hope being snatched away, alright? I’m sorry, but I’ve learned my pestiferousness from a master of the art. Permission to boot me back. Anytime. I know the pressures on your life are immeasurable; a burden beyond anything I could imagine. That’s why you held the sword, see? You wanted a simple ending. Respite. Liberation, perhaps. But don’t you see, how … you were dancing only for yourself?” 
 
    Hualiama voiced a low, tremulous crooning sound, quite unlike anything Grandion had ever heard from her before. She laid her muzzle upon her brother’s shoulder, and nuzzled him fondly. 
 
    He whispered, “Dance for someone else. Shine, for us all. That’s what stars are born to do, Hualiama. A solitary inward shining? That is not the way. It is … a star’s antithesis.” 
 
    “Stars are not selfish?” 
 
    Her breathy reply – more a statement of realisation than a question – caused lights to explode behind Grandion’s eyes. One day, he must pull that brother of hers aside and impress upon him what a treasure he was. Such a power of insight, it was almost magical. They were related only under law, but a fresh intuition stirred within the Tourmaline now. The people of the volcano were famously called ‘Fra’anior’s Own’. What could that phrase mean, save that the Great Onyx’s very breath sighed within the lungs of those Humans living on the edge of his caldera? Which meant, magic. Magic of a distinctive nature, that would be passed down family lines … Shapeshifter magic, and more. 
 
    He had the impression that one of seven mighty heads bowed, somewhere beyond the world. Indeed, wing brother. Indeed. Treasure that insight. 
 
    Now, Elka’anor held his sister at arms’ length, gazing intently into her fire-eyes. He said, “The question is, dearest heart, what will be the greatest dance of your life? That’s the dance I can’t wait to see.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: Northerly Star 
 
      
 
    Early the following morning, Dragoness-Hualiama had an extended cuddle for Elki that left her brother blushing and spluttering, Mizuki unamused, Saori fuming and Grandion … interesting. Lia wondered how much he had overheard, last night. Mercy. How Elki had taken her to task. Worse, how richly she had deserved every word, both scornful and inspirational. 
 
    It did take saying. You are not Azziala. You can never be. 
 
    Lia smiled smugly at Saori. “Awesome brothers need daily hugs.” He puffed out his cheeks. Aye, forgiven. She added, “And, little brother, I plan to return the favour of kicking your backside over the nearest Isle, just as soon as I determine the need. So, tune in an ear or an ear canal, everyone. Today’s task is to keep Numistar from the First Egg. Simple, right?” 
 
    Nobody laughed. 
 
    “Here’s what we know. Numistar has Land Dragons quarrying for the Egg in Immadior’s stomach. There are four factions of Land Dragons, perhaps more, and all are fighting each other. If we get stuck in the middle of that mess, good luck to us. Add to this the fact that the Ice-Raptors and most of the Chrysolitic Dragons are unfriendly or at the very least not on our side, nor is Numistar, and we number just four Dragons and a handful of very fine Humans against hundreds, if not thousands … still, we’ve burgled a few victories out of the paws of impossibility in the past.” 
 
    Hualiama looked around at the intent faces watching her. “I think the only answer is for us to remain shielded. We pick an opportune moment, a moment of tactical advantage, and strike. We keep the Egg out of Numistar’s paws, and deliver it to Tiiyusiel.” 
 
    “How big can a Dragon’s egg be?” asked Qilong. 
 
    Elki rolled his eyes. “Fra’anior liked to fill the caldera of our cluster, which is a mere eighteen leagues in diameter. Aye, Prince Qilong. We can safely bet his egg was larger than Grandion, here.” 
 
    “Just by a scale’s width or so,” said the Tourmaline, illustrating with his talons. 
 
    This time, grim chuckles eased the tension, until Saori said, “Which instantly makes Tiiyusiel the most-wanted Land Dragon in history. What then? The planning seems a touch thin at this point.” 
 
    Lia said, “If we get that far, we put up every shield we have, get down there and usher Tiiyusiel to safety. We ride with her if at all possible. Grandion and I have been working on ways to speed up even a Shell-Clan Land Dragon, so we feel confident of outdistancing any pursuit.” 
 
    “You don’t think that’ll happen,” Saori accused. 
 
    “I don’t.” Hualiama lifted her chin. “I wish I could read the Balance properly. I wish I knew why I feel …” As if she should be bidding her companions farewell? No. Not quite, but she could not quantify her hunch. “If something unexpected happens to me – to us – remember, Grandion and I are deeply connected. He can always sense me through our oath-magic. And, I wanted to say that I have my right head back on my shoulders, thanks to Elki. I’m sorry if I scared anyone. It was a moment of acute self-centredness that will not be repeated. I am here – here to win. We’ll need to work together and watch each other’s backs. To that end, I conversed with a Chrysolitic Dragon last night. Aluki led me to her. Shill will try to help us discreetly. Shill?” 
 
    Laughter tinkled in the air nearby. All three of the larger Dragons stiffened, fire stomachs contracting as they instinctively readied powerful fireballs, but Hualiama steadied them with a word. 
 
    “Shill must remain hidden for her safety as well as for ours. She has briefed me on cold-fire, however, and the only conclusion that I have reached is that we must avoid those cold fireballs at all costs. I’m not convinced we can shield against them, unless an inspirational lightning bolt strikes me from the blue. I’d welcome any ideas at this point, no matter how crazy. Meantime, prepare for agile flying. We can, however, try to turn the Chrysolitic Dragons against the Raptors. They’ve no love of each other. Finally, Shill confirmed that the frozen mists are produced by Ice-Raptors swarming in numbers. If we could somehow contrive to knock off several thousand of them, we should clear the path from Immadia to these Islands.” 
 
    “Ambitious,” said Shayitha. “I like your thinking.” 
 
    Queen Imaytha glanced to the villagers, gathered in front of the gateway to their defensive wall. This was one of eleven villages out here, and Lia knew the Queen’s heart grieved for this lost remnant of her people. 
 
    “What about the ice lattice?” Grandion asked. 
 
    “Since we don’t know what it is or why Numistar, I presume, formed it, we can only assume that it has something to do with protecting the First Egg – or, keeping everyone else away,” Lia theorised. “I’m going to assume we’ll find it mysteriously impervious to Dragon fire, attack or penetration. We go in with all senses on the alert, gather information and, as I said, pick our moment with care. Remember that our hottest fireballs are next to useless –” 
 
    “But this Raptor poison will be a superb addition,” cried Prince Qilong, saluting Tanru and his people with his bow. 
 
    Hualiama grinned at him. That Prince surprised her by the day. She could practically see the backbone developing and the phobias … she chuckled as he backed charily away from a fist-sized bombardier beetle – those might take a little longer to diminish! Interesting. What if superheated steam met a Chrysolitic Dragon’s cold fireball? That could create a decent explosion. 
 
    She said, “This time, a Star Dragoness will not be holding back. Dragons, be alert to my joining your shields with a few … special additions.” 
 
    Mizuki’s answering smile was a Dragoness’ battle-ready display of gleaming fangs. “We fly!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Dragons powered into a frigid dawn sky, a delicate eggshell blue above the white mists and the deep grey Cloudlands. Tiiyusiel had reported a massive barrier of scattered, cracked Islands to the North connected by deep fields of ice and snow that meant Land Dragons had to take a seven hundred-league detour West, or a longer detour to the East, to access the rich feeding grounds in the farthest northern reaches of the Island-World. Before that barrier, or apparently anchored in that barrier, Numistar’s mysterious lattice awaited them – and, infesting the eighty-eight leagues in between, an unknown number of Ice-Raptors, Chrysolitic Dragons and Land Dragons. 
 
    Minor distractions. 
 
    Grandion led the shielding, calling in minor adjustments suggested by Makani, Hualiama and Shill. She was in charge of watching out for her Chrysolitic brethren, a notion which prickled the Tourmaline’s scales. How could he not sense that Dragoness? How could she sense her kin, so perfectly concealed by the power of Flow, they did not leave so much as a magical signature? Hualiama was theorising, together with her Humansoul, that the Chrysolitic Dragons left their signature on a different aether or plane of existence, their Flow power operating in a similar manner to a Shapeshifter’s secondary or hidden manifestation, which was undetectable by any Dragon or technique they had attempted so far. As far as esoteric speculation went, thought-provoking – but what practical use could her conjectures serve? They needed actionable battle intelligence. That was his task. 
 
    Mystical mayhem was his beloved’s forte. 
 
    Mystical what and how much, you Tourmaline tyrant? Her pert mental broadside toasted his brain cells agreeably. 
 
    Just celebrating your uniqueness, he returned. 
 
    I sense wing-tugging, she returned, chortling at the image of rainbows-over-Islands innocence he projected. Right, grandiose Grandion, what pranks shall we play on Numistar? You know she’ll have learned from our previous encounters. 
 
    I liked your pretty sparkly-dragonet reactive shield, he suggested. Lia’s reflexive wingflip betrayed surprise and pleasure. It was girlish, but it saved my life. 
 
    Shall I keep the sneaky secret of turning you into a girl in my back pocket? 
 
    Have you taken to keeping pockets in those gorgeous scales now? he needled right back. Alright. Let’s start an examination of that lattice and see what your engineer makes of it. 
 
    Immediately, he began to feed her data, every scrap of data in every sense, spectrum and draconic function he had to offer. Grandion warmed to her surprise. Aye, she was not the only one with a gift for detail! Then came the knowledge of potentials, magical pathways and sensory techniques sucking away into that brain of hers, a thirst for learning that was so vivid that he almost shut off the spigots, afeared of – what? Loss? To her? This was super-intense Lia, the queries flooding back now like a flight of pesky dragonets picking at, somersaulting over and tittering around his experience and expertise in twenty disparate directions all at once. The Tourmaline snorted testily. 
 
    No disrespect, Grandion. This is how I learn. 
 
    This is … unmitigated chaos! 
 
    Multi-harmonic merriment bubbled over him, causing Makani and Mizuki to burst out laughing in response. Cute-fires! Hatchlings could do that. Hualiama was laughing so hard, Mizuki had to stretch out a wingtip to steady her – touching wingtips by accident during flight was either an unforgivable insult or a courtship ritual, depending on the circumstance, but hatchlings were usually exempt from such strictures. 
 
    How to reconcile the strangeness of an adult’s intellect and experience wrapped up in a hatchling’s body? Or now, as her mood spun on a wingtip, endlessly unpredictable, for she began to dance first with some of the aerial movements Grandion himself had taught her, then very quickly modifying and expanding upon those as the desire to express herself became irrepressible and she spiralled about the much larger Dragons, calculating at an ever more furious pace. He could no longer follow her thoughts, for they sparked off in effervescent spirals far quicker even than her dance; one second she was battling Numistar, the next he saw spin-offs of an eggling-dream and a memory of her mother’s reaction to the Reaving and here was a Dragon Rider Academy with Elki at its head, a place where Dragons and Humans learned freely together, and another flash-memory of Imbalance detected and pondered through at least fourteen separate vectors … and she danced with him in courtship and saw him slough free of the volcanic lake beside the monastery building, sleek and gleaming of gemstone scales, snatching her breath from her chest … and she charged into battle with him against ten thousand two-headed Dragons – what had become of that scourge of the East? Now, she recounted the nth detail of the shield constructs which, laced in soul-shadowing grief, had composed the paean of his honour-offering for his slain father, Sapphurion. A flicker of insight saw those constructs modified and enriched, while she simultaneously visited with the filthy Maroon Dragoness, Ianthine, and recalled her bedazzling, hypnotic power which had so nearly opened the path to slaying Azziala. The Empress would not be surprised like that again. 
 
    Then, Grandion’s mind hurtled out of her orbit, overwhelmed. He clutched hopefully at the fireflies of her thoughts. 
 
    Tap. He blinked, astonished. Sassy chit! Had she just wingtip-tapped him on the nose? 
 
    Snap out of it, Grandion, she called, using private telepathy to take the sting out of her words. We need your leadership. 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon flicked his nictitating eye membranes. How had she – had Hualiama just managed to hypnotise him in the swirling windstorm of her reflections? He shook himself vigorously, ignoring the accusing stares of the two larger Dragonesses and the startled cries of the Humans on his back. 
 
    His predatory gaze raked the scene. There was the lattice, thick and white and strangely beautiful, like a carved ice sculpture that curved protectively over an area of Cloudlands below, as if to keep Dragons out … or something in? It stretched over an area of tens or even hundreds of square leagues, but it was not as thick as he had imagined, perhaps half to three-quarters of a mile of dense, enchantment-imbued material. He saw the grey Cloudlands through the irregular oval gaps. Those gaps were small, barely eight to ten feet across, certainly too narrow for an adult Lesser Dragon to slip through, and even Ice-Raptors could not fit, he imagined. 
 
    Intriguing. A Dragon-sieve? Why? 
 
    Numistar and her thralls work within, Tiiyusiel bellowed from below their position, supplying images and complex, concentrated thought-monads in her desperation to communicate succinctly yet in sufficient detail. Enemies without. I detect an unexpected stirring amidst the S’gulzzi in the cracks ten leagues below and just North of Immadior’s resting place. 
 
    Immediately, Hualiama’s mind whirled into motion again, separating out the images, concepts and data for their companions. Grandion saw what he took for a frozen under-Cloudlands mountain ridge upon which the lattice was anchored by great, upside-down U-shaped brackets – Hualiama’s interpretation – clamped over the curved lie of Immadior’s body. Below the Cloudlands, in the murky upper and middle layers, marauding groups of Land Dragons pounded the white lattice as they swam or ran in from the southern flank, unexpectedly having banded together in order to force a path to the prize – the Egg that was now slightly exposed on the northern side of the lattice. Numistar was somewhere inside. Separated, for the time being, from the attacking armies of Land Dragons. The ferocity of the physical pounding of paws, bodies and carapaces, together with the light cannon and Harmonic magic and psychic blasts, created a roar like an unending earthquake, but the lattice held. 
 
    The legendary S’gulzzi! Tiiyusiel pictured them as flickering fire spirits, but even she was uncertain. The data she provided was produced by magical perception so far removed from sight that Hualiama struggled to interpret what she saw, and more so to couch it in Human or even Dragonish terms that made sense. She saw the great, jagged abysses as a space with which blackness moved, fire that flowed like piceous bands of ultra-hot pitch was the best she could infer, and the magic of those creatures was unlike anything she had ever experienced before. 
 
    Mythical dark-fires? Dark-fires lived – they were a viable type of draconic magic? Darkness that stirred with hunger and alien intelligence, sparking fear in her breast; flickering near-translucent black flames that somehow mimicked or turned inside-out the darker heart of a candle’s flame, she imagined. Anti-fire? Acidic fire? How could darkness burn? 
 
    Tiiyusiel could not see the First Egg from her angle, but she inferred its uncovering because of a dazzling beacon of magic that blazed out toward the North. Numistar bathed therein, visualised as an eerie, creeping grey mist that hung over and around her feverishly labouring Land Dragons, a clan of Welkin-Runners quarrying away at Immadior’s millennia-old, frozen scales with ferocious single-mindedness. 
 
    “The Egg’s uncovered!” Imaytha gasped. 
 
    “We’re late to the battle,” Mizuki snarled in agreement. “We have to fly, and fast –” 
 
    Makani pointed with her left forepaw. “Enemies incoming!” 
 
    “They’re trying to keep every Dragon from the Egg,” Hualiama stated. “Grandion, I’m the only one small enough to get in there.” 
 
    “What?” he roared. 
 
    “I have to sneak through the lattice and confront Numistar,” she said steadily. 
 
    “You’re not going anywhere without me!” 
 
    Her most draconic smile filled his hearts and mind. “I can’t. Wouldn’t want to. We made an oath, my Tourmaline joy-upon-wings. Nowhere in this Island-World can I be without you, and I can always draw upon your strength.” 
 
    Grandion steadied his battle-sharpened nerves by looking ahead to the storm clouds gathering over the white lattice, which shook under the terrible assault, but still held. Silvery white bodies swirled amidst the grey cloudbanks; he had no doubt there would be many Chrysolitic Dragons present as well. They could Flow through with ease. Why had they not yet attacked Numistar? What were they waiting for? 
 
    He said, “What if it’s a trap?” 
 
    Hualiama countered, “What if Numistar gains the Egg? All will be lost. Of course it’s –” 
 
    “– a trap, which we’ll spring willingly.” The Tourmaline dipped his head. “Dragons. People. New plan. Our time just ran out. We’ll slice through that mess ahead. Our goal is to shoot the Star Dragoness through the lattice and into Numistar’s path. Meantime, we focus on staying alive. We pound those Ice-Raptors into furry white mush, and Shill – Shill?” 
 
    “My kind embattled they are, quarrelling between attacking the Winterborn and raiding the Ancient Dragoness’ womb fortress,” came the disembodied voice. “Many strange-minds present are. Mistrust this situation I do.” 
 
    “How do we proceed?” asked the Immadian Queen. 
 
    Shill said, “You-me join powers, little Human, and broadcast our attack against the Ice-Raptors. This my bloodthirsty kin will draw in and gain us expected allies, but enemies, too. Cold fireballs you must dodge. I will … misdirect them, if possible.” 
 
    “Do it,” Grandion ordered. “Dragons, attack speed. Hualiama –” 
 
    “Already with you,” she smiled, swirling in for a hasty, inept landing on his left shoulder as the male Dragon bounced through an air pocket. “Shall we show those Ice-Raptors how prettily we can make them die?” 
 
    The three larger Dragons roared with murderous laughter as they flexed their wings, quickening with ardent battle joy as they raced into the fiery dawn spreading over the frozen North. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With Grandion holding their speed just short of an all-out sprint, Hualiama had time to appreciate the rising suns’ artistry played out across a world unlike any she had seen before. Every scrap of white was blazoned in delicate hues of pink as the suns’ anaemic rays filtered through what appeared to be a low band of mist seeping across the Cloudlands, a band which Imaytha had identified as being created by a temperature inversion, where the very slightly warmer air of the Cloudlands rose into the frigid air above. The skies were perfectly clear, a watery, luminous blue that somehow hinted at the magnificent auroral display of the previous night. The alien, artificial lattice structure vaulted out of the dusky clouds like a delicate, fluted hall of many translucent windows that should play host to a grand Land Dragon ball, not to the bloody battle raging below, and about to erupt above. 
 
    Hualiama could not conceive the lay of Immadior’s body. If she created the flying scale-rocks far to the south, but also an under-Cloudlands mountain ridge so many leagues further north, how could both phenomena belong to one Dragoness? Had she been split in half? Was she curled up, a Dragoness of one hundred or more leagues in length? 
 
    Great dancing Islands! 
 
    Literally. 
 
    No wonder she needed an entire sea to be called her own, the Sea of Immadia. Those three thousand or more leagues of barrenness were probably just her backyard playground. 
 
    At a rushing velocity of thirty leagues per hour, the miles flashed by. One point seven miles per minute. The speed was sensational, yet its effects were kept at bay by the shaped aerodynamic shields extended over their Human companions by the powerful Dragons. They had mixed in optical and magical-dampening elements, trying to ensure the utmost surprise. 
 
    Surprise was no problem. The Ice-Raptors appeared to be distracted by a roiling battle against invisible foes that churned an area of murky Cloudlands perhaps ten leagues in diameter. Her quick Dragon sight picked out white-blue fireballs appearing from nothingness to blast Ice-Raptors, seemingly turning them instantly into ice statues at absolute zero temperature before dropping them into the Cloudlands; in return, the Raptors’ grating psychic cries disturbed the Chrysolitic Dragons’ Flow, buffeting them somehow back into partial or total corporeality. The Ice-Raptors immediately mobbed the less numerous Chrysolitic Dragons, rending them with their powerful hind talons. 
 
    Two miles and closing. Ribbons of grey clouds rushed toward them, eddied by the swarming white bodies of the Raptors. 
 
    What use was Flow, if the mind remained pervious to a simple psychic attack? It seemed too obvious a flaw. Her inner engineer rejected that notion. Perhaps the Ice-Raptors had a specialised form of mental attack – which might knock out a Shapeshifter? Mercy! No, they had not damaged her before. 
 
    Grandion – 
 
    I understand, my fire-heart. Focus on the task. Guard your mind – uh, minds? 
 
    Aye, we shall. Humansoul? 
 
    Alert, my Dragoness. Calculating our shields … 
 
    One mile. Frosty airs. Temperature plummeting. Thermal shield elements activated at the touch of a thought. That characteristic smell she had come to associate with Chrysolitic Dragons, bittersweet lily, tickled her sensitive Dragon nostrils. 
 
    Drawing a deep, steadying breath, Hualiama set about infusing her companions’ shields with the starlight dragonet effect. She hoped she had worked out a more efficient, controlled construct which would allow them to penetrate the battlefield sufficiently without draining all her strength – and the Tourmaline was laughing at her, calling her a scholarly scroll-worm! 
 
    I’ll toast your pretty tourmaline toes! she snarled. “Imaytha! Work with me.” 
 
    Half a mile! 
 
    Suddenly, her Humansoul cried out within her at the release of the Immadian Queen’s power! It had rocked her, that clarion call that rang unending from Imaytha’s throat, amplified by Shill’s nearby presence. 
 
    The southern Dragons charged in without compromise, in a loose V formation designed to allow rapid manoeuvring. Grandion jinked at once, allowing a coruscating mass of blue-white fire to pass harmlessly overhead, but Hualiama saw it tear through his shield like an arrow fired at a paper target. The cold! Shayitha roared her battle-cry, spitting Ice-Raptors as fast as she could reload the bow. Blur. Load-draw-shoot. Imaytha’s hands burned with her characteristic amethyst fire, but her delivery was far more sharply focussed than before, having taken Mizuki’s training to heart. She fired with grim efficiency, supplementing the flaring shields as the first Raptors touched them and triggered the starlight-dragonet reflex; Hualiama felt each touch as a small drain on her resources. Holy smoking Ha’athior, she would not be able to keep this up for long – oh. Grandion! 
 
    Her font of all potentials magical! 
 
    Strength to thy paw, Blue-Star, he said, with contentment juxtaposed against the hair-trigger readiness of his battle reflexes. 
 
    Lia shaped the shield once more, and a chorus of ragged cheers rose from her archers as their arrowheads, passing through the shields, each picked up a neat corona of starlight. Shayitha crowed in delight as one of her shots corrected itself courtesy of a small directional routine Hualiama had devised at the last instant, and buried itself with a gleeful sizzle in an Ice-Raptor’s skull. 
 
    “Warning!” Shill shrilled. 
 
    The Dragons parted, jinking and weaving sharply as a flurry of cold fireballs appeared out of literal nothingness to part Makani’s proverbial hairstyle. Mizuki cursed as her left hind paw took a glancing hit. Lia felt a pang of pain through the Dragoness before her innate healing magic clamped down on the problem. Grandion rolled, flinging his small passenger free, but her faster-than-thought draconic reactions took over, rolling her beneath his belly, darting upward again to avoid an incoming fireball, and then swivelling in concert with the Tourmaline as he levelled out for the sake of his Riders, positioning her beneath his belly, where his paws were tucked up to his torso. 
 
    Makani! Without warning, Grandion stood almost on his tail as he swerved to help the Grey, who had collided head-on with an Ice-Raptor. Makani’s size won her the Dragon’s share of the impact, killing the Raptor instantly, but she slewed drunkenly in the air, shaking her head. 
 
    Hualiama glanced over her shoulder as the encounter whizzed away from her, when she sensed rather than saw a cold fireball homing in upon the centre of her forehead. Skidding sideways in a flurry of quarter-wingbeats, she gave an Ice-Raptor chasing her from behind a millisecond to anticipate a cold, nasty death. Then, talons stabbed into her flailing tail! 
 
    With a wild screech of pain, the Star Dragoness unleashed her dragonets. Brilliant light burst out of Grandion, Makani and Mizuki’s shields, spraying the area around them with beautiful, silvery dragonets that chased down the Ice-Raptors and folded around their heads. They burned inward with the incredible temperature of starlight, destroying their foes with sickening simplicity. 
 
    Unfortunately, she had neglected the detail of directing the power inward. Her own shield failed to erupt in time. 
 
    Fangs snapped across her outstretched wing. With a visceral wrench, Hualiama transformed! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Ensnared 
 
      
 
    Grandion Steadied MAKANI with a powerful paw, before turning at Mizuki’s half-voiced shout of horror. Hualiama! She fell! Raptors closed in! Five cold fireballs seared a path toward her tumbling Human form … the Copper was already four hundred feet distant and accelerating through clouds of greenish-golden Raptor blood, but Grandion leaped ahead of her, mentally at least. He folded his shield back at the girl. Shaped aerodynamics – like this! 
 
    A Human girl flew. 
 
    She barrel-rolled through a sharp diagonal descent, cutting so narrowly between the converging streaks of ultra-cold fire that the Tourmaline’s breath stopped in his throat, but the next instant, he spied a trailing streak of blue-and-blonde, and knew that she soared free. Somehow, with a Dragoness’ nimbleness wrapped about a Human’s inadequate limbs and frame, she had evaded every wing, talon and fireball, and emerged unscathed while a terrible scrap imploded in her wake. Frozen Raptors. Dragons tearing into each other rather than a fleeing Shapeshifter. Chaos. 
 
    His jaw gaped. Fra’anior’s beard! 
 
    She flowed. Was that Balance, or the power Shill had been trying to impress into a dancing girl? 
 
    Whatever the case, she needed help. Mizuki swooped in a vengeful blur of coppery scales. WHHEEE-BOOOM! Her characteristic Shivers power exploded ahead of the girl. The action slowed in his hyper-aware vision. Her arms, extended like wings. Her shielding glinted so close to her slender, entirely nude form, it was like a skin sheath or the fabled stone skin her father, Ra’aba, had been capable of producing. Hualiama spiralled around a tumbling foreleg, hesitated in that fraction of a second required to make a Raptor’s mauling bite snap shut on thin air, before she dived again, accelerating as she borrowed a tiny curl of Grandion’s levitation power. Of course, Humans could fly. She had seen the monks do it. Now, she was plagiarising one of his core Dragon powers – with instinct-driven modifications – to do the same, and selflessly, feeding back to him new knowledge about how he could strengthen his own understanding of Kinetic power! 
 
    Multi-tasking mid-battle? 
 
    Crazy girl. 
 
    She was best when she danced. The Tourmaline spun through a tightening knot of Ice-Raptors, shearing off a white head with a millisecond-perfect talon stroke, while letting his shields take care of the others. What was the plan while she confronted Numistar Winterborn? Were they supposed to just hold out while the feral Chrysolitic Dragons took pot-shots at – wing-snap-dive! Nine searingly cold fireballs screamed past his departing back, slicing through the flight of Ice-Raptors as though they were knives created of the coldest, purest fires the Tourmaline had ever experienced, yet there were more of these Dragonkind, hundreds more, swarming between him and the Blue-Star. 
 
    Imagination. That was his Lia’s gift. Grandion’s ice stomach contracted painfully against his spinal column. Aye! But he could aid her with his strength. 
 
    I AM … ALASTIOR! 
 
    A tremendous, terrible Storm-amplified challenge cleared the airspace ahead of him. By the power of his voice alone, he smote them. Ice-Raptors tumbled as Grandion’s dreadful battle laughter stampeded over their flaccid, stunned bodies. 
 
    I AM THE TOURMALINE! 
 
    He powered through the bloodied morning skies, shovelling Ice-Raptors aside and into each other with the impunity of directed Storm blasts, where their impromptu mêlées made them worse than stupefied ducks sitting on a lake waiting to be gobbled up by hungry Dragons. The apparently friendly Chrysolitic Dragonkind took up the invitation with commendable fervour. His Riders took their pick of the leavings, feathering poisoned arrows into furry white hides almost at will. 
 
    Still ahead of him in the fray, Hualiama duelled her way through the press with arm-blades fifty feet long, sparking starlight every time she touched an attacking Ice-Raptor, but these belligerent fools did not seem to understand the need to leave her alone. They could not. They attacked in droves, battering the Shapeshifter Dragoness about the skies, and she slew them with the brutal exactitude of the Dragoness she was, and always had been, he realised. Meticulous strikes. Blinding speed. Power flaring lambent, even as his senses tingled to her presence checking upon her three companions’ state of health. 
 
    His throat thickened. I AM DEATH! 
 
    Grandion revelled in the reflected battle-glory of his beloved! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At the last instant, Hualiama noticed the dense white struts of the lattice rocketing toward her, and realised that she would crash-land unless she changed her trajectory. She pulled up sharply and tucked in her shields, shooting into a gap at a thirty degree decline. The speed and change in aerodynamic posture caught her by surprise. Lia skinned her kneecaps at high speed before managing to correct, but that was enough. 
 
    Numistar cried, Ah, she hath touched my web. 
 
    The white walls shifted. Narrowing. She had made a misjudgement of epic proportions. This lattice was partially organic, infused with the Winterborn’s presence. The trap was not beyond the lattice. It was right here. Right now. 
 
    A wall of white slammed across her path. 
 
    The hurtling girl threw up every shield she knew. Blam! Next she knew, she was trying to untangle her arms and legs and count to ascertain if all her limbs were intact. Thankfully, the pneumatic elements of her shielding saved her from any broken bones, but a trickle of blood ran from her nose and her neck ached. Lia glanced backward. Windroc spit! She was trapped in a bubble of white – clearly, the Ancient Dragoness’ plan all along. 
 
    Try your star fire, I dare you, sneered the ageless, awesome voice of Numistar Winterborn. Here is a cage that will hold even a Star Dragoness. 
 
    You’ll never hold me, Numistar. 
 
    I play a game longer and deeper than anything you can imagine, hatchling. You play for a time. I play for eternity. 
 
    Hualiama shivered at the nuances conveyed by her brief statement. Like Fra’anior, her voice held that especial resonance that lifted her meaning beyond even the shifting, kaleidoscopic intricacies of ordinary Dragonish, and left the listener feeling overwhelmed and belittled – literally, figuratively, it hardly mattered. Starlight flared as she tested the wall nearest her right hand, but she let the fire gutter even more quickly than she had summoned it. The strange white substance sucked away both her magic and the blistering heat of star fire so eagerly! Not even a scorch mark remained. It must conduct and dissipate better than any material known to science. That was how it resisted draconic attack … and was this how Numistar planned to augment her strength? 
 
    Hualiama gritted out, Give me the First Egg, Numistar, and we can depart this battlefield as friends. 
 
    A thunderclap of cloying, contemptuous laughter smote her to her knees. 
 
    If Numistar exerted such mastery over physical substance that she could imbue a comet with her essence, or this lattice or a cloud of dragonets, how could one ever be assured of destroying her? Hualiama stretched out her hands as the walls of her white cocoon shifted, closing the trap still further. 
 
    Unexpectedly, Numistar sang: 
 
    Fight, mite of white, 
 
    Child of light, 
 
    Feckless whelp of Onyx! 
 
    “Mercy!” Lia jumped as tiny green sparks flared around her bare feet. She shielded, but the environment pressed in, leaching away her strength every time the slightest connection developed between her magic or body and the walls. Magical sinkhole? Anti-magic? A reversal technique applied through vectors she did not grasp? She twirled on a fractional bed of air, then lashed out with all of her strength. Lightning blasted the walls. The lattice reverberated around her; she was far overmatched for physical strength. Draw on the Balance. She needed … 
 
    Her voice rose in a wild, skirling wail, seeking a vulnerable range or frequency that would hurt Numistar, but again, even the sound seemed to vanish with a deadening effect. 
 
    The Dragoness had prepared her trap well. 
 
    She groaned. The pressure ratcheted up in her ears as the hole drew closed. Another idea! This was the beauty of magic; that once visualised, it seemed to bend to her will. She should never undervalue such a gift. Thrusting out her hands, Lia envisioned a drill. She created an air-drill formed of storm winds whistling about her body and corkscrewing into a tiny, tinier, achingly minute drill point formed just ahead of her rigid fingers, and when the power was spinning with a howl that drowned out all thought, she plunged it into the wall ahead of her. Don’t touch it with magic, she thought dreamily. Just a touch as ethereal as air itself. 
 
    Her inner engineer chuckled, “Crazy.” So stringent was her control, clamped down on that revolving endpoint, that the scream of overstressed materials suggested an ultrasonic vibration – pure guesswork, but her flair had often served her well. She shut her eyes, and drilled savagely into Numistar’s semi-organic structure. 
 
    The scream of fury she provoked from Numistar made the Star Dragoness imagine the world had just come crashing down. Magi-mental processes stretched over many leagues fled from her advance, creating instabilities that cracked and rippled far, far beyond the widening hole she drilled. Dust and grit fountained into her face despite her shielding, but Hualiama shut her eyes and mouth and forged forward, step by unwavering step. The ultrasonic pulsation was a form of Harmony, she suddenly realised, thanking Siiyumiel for his teachings. The key was not always a fiendishly complex arcanum. 
 
    Just air. 
 
    Would this aid the Land Dragons charging against Numistar in the depths? 
 
    Yes! She felt sympathetic vibrations rising from faraway, miles below. The Winterborn bellowed for the Egg, whipping her Land Dragon cohorts into action. Suddenly, that chill, powerful presence flowed away, growling, The Egg … aye, at last. Bring it to me! 
 
    Hualiama’s drill charged forward into space. The material sloughed aside. Run! Sprint! 
 
    Fly? suggested Dragonsoul. 
 
    As if I wasn’t – 
 
    Awesome? her Dragoness cut in. Sparkly Princess awesome? 
 
    You’re so going to pay for that comment, pretty-scales. I’m going to make you so very, very cutesy with your sweet little wings and petite muzzle … 
 
    Grr! 
 
    If you say so, petal. 
 
    I AM NOT A PET – Dragonsoul stumbled as she careened into being, her claws skittering in the narrow gap, just eight feet wide in this space. Grandion could never have fit through. 
 
    Flap the wings! She had never flown through such a tiny space, so Hualiama thumped her head and bruised her wingtips half a dozen times as she wriggle-ran-flapped through the lattice and dropped into the space below. Right. Next problem – Numistar. This time, she would not be absorbing her Star power. That blunder already receded into the past, but would an Ancient Dragoness not have anticipated another Isle, and another beyond that? Hualiama vacillated for a second, her wingbeat stuttering. The commonest sense around the Isles must expect another trap. Where was it? 
 
    Beside her ear – making her jump twenty feet sideways – Shill chimed, Brave little she. Used her powers cleverly. Flow could not see? 
 
    She could have Flowed through that trap? Thanks, Shill. Next time? 
 
    Next – look. The Egg rises. 
 
    Already? How long had she been trapped within the lattice? Hualiama stared downward from her height of two miles above the Cloudlands, which had begun to boil like an unwatched cauldron about three miles to her left wingtip. The disturbance eddied torpidly, but with increasing force as a light blue colour rippled free, spreading like a virulent infection comprised of pure magic. The power staggered Lia. This was a font of magic unlike anything she had ever imagined, like a star’s blazing heart, raw and savage and uncontainable, yet at the same time, wholly beautiful. White-fires raged across her vision. Ecstasy! Agony! The glorious, raging colossus of magic that was the First Egg of the Ancient Dragons blazed like a comet as it rose, borne forth in the paws of fifteen Welkin-Runners from a depth of three leagues or more beneath the surface. 
 
    She saw as if there were no Cloudlands, by the power of white-fires. Detritus sprayed in a narrow fan from an impossibly broad and thick ridge of white Dragon scales, delicately edged in the lightest of eggshell blue, toward and over the edge of a gloomy abyss. Ten miles to the West, she saw a frozen Dragoness’ limb dangling over the edge of that half-mile wide abyss, almost filling it with the breadth and thickness of the elbow joint. But she also saw Numistar Winterborn leaching out of her lattice like a frigid, oddly oily mist, amalgamating into the as-yet shadowy likeness of a draconic head of a size to rival Immadior herself – that magnitude of maw that gnawed on Islands for fun. As the magic poured into Numistar, the Dragoness gained form and substance at an alarming rate, writhing and pulsating as though the process pained her in unimaginable ways. So, she intended to embody herself? Lia nodded grimly. If she was allowed to complete this process, it was entirely likely no power in the Island-World could oppose her. She sensed the fusing and swelling of mighty powers in that as-yet insubstantial belly; saw a ghostly paw standing upon the mountain of Immadior’s flank, and visions of doom washed her mind. Numistar walking over Islands. Her paws tearing Fra’anior Cluster asunder, and the Dragoness bathing in the lava flows exploding out of the cracked caldera, her thunder resounding maliciously even across the aeons to shake Hualiama’s bones. 
 
    She must be opposed. Stopped. 
 
    With allies … and a distraction. Whirling mid-air, the Star Dragoness yielded at last to the knowledge that she must unleash the warring Land Dragons. Her lungs expanded. Potentials crackled in her belly, swelling like storm clouds pregnant with rain. 
 
    BEZALDIOR!! 
 
    The ruzal slipped free with glee! 
 
    Tainted, her broadside thundered deep beneath the Cloudlands, seeming to gather force and velocity in the denser air layers farther down. A murderous, grey-black cloud cannoned into the lattice’s base over a broad reach of six or seven miles, shattering the supports and in places, annihilating swathes of the material. The Land Dragons beyond reeled as many were killed instantly, but even as grief-realisation froze her wings, Hualiama saw them surging forward with ferocious roars, hoots and bugles, their massive magic primed for battle. No regrets there! Light-cannons thundered in concert, burning and crushing the Welkin-Runners bearing up the First Egg with devastating precision. 
 
    NO! roared Numistar. 
 
    Immediately, her great mental power sucked at the Egg and swept outward, turning Dragon after Dragon to her cause – much as Azziala dominated her minions. Hualiama ducked behind her mental barricades, well-prepared by her experiences among the Dragon Haters, as the Ancient Dragoness tried to turn even her will. The pain was excruciating, but the touch of an embodied paw steadied her in the sky and swept her irresistibly toward Numistar. 
 
    Shill growled, Allies we are. Let us finish this ancient evil together. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion blinked. One moment, they had been embroiled in the thick of a life-or-death battle with hundreds of Ice-Raptors, and the next, the furry white Dragonkind wheeled away and dived, racing to engage the seething mass of Land Dragons – visible through the Cloudlands which under an unimaginable magical assault had suddenly, for the first time in his life or to his knowledge, begun to break up. The Winterborn owned them, mind and soul. Bloodied, panting, he faced the unstable lattice. Hualiama had squeezed through. Now, she faced the Winterborn alone, just a girl against an Ancient Power of unspeakable malevolence, who had just turned thousands of Dragonkind against each other and who supped at the volcanic well of power that was the First Egg, unshielded. 
 
    She was not even wearing any clothing. 
 
    Why this should matter, he did not completely understand until he beheld the conflagration of desire within his breast, raging hotter even than the battle fires that squeezed his three hearts. 
 
    Hualiama! A red haze descended upon his vision. 
 
    He must fly to her. 
 
    She speared toward the Ancient Dragoness, battling her dark power, but Numistar’s presence was as overwhelming as the first fires of creation itself, so utterly dominant that not even a star could hope to stand against. She snaffled Hualiama’s starlight for herself, drawing it deep within to fuel the growth of her insatiable powers. Now, the Dragoness loomed like a mountain … he scrabbled at the lattice in a blind rage, insensible to the cries of the mosquitoes upon his back … he must go to her, fly to her, but he could not and the fires filled him up to his throat … he saw Hualiama dying, racked upon the claws of ice that Numistar thrust into her precious belly … he ran over the shaking white struts to be above her, tracked by further cries behind him, but Grandion could see nothing through the sheeting crimson flames of his grief-desire. 
 
    She was so beautiful. He had always admired the smoothness of her Human hide and the softness of her hair curling upon his talons. He had never understood why, until now. 
 
    The Dragon saw so clearly, his hearts could barely remember how to beat. He could be like her. With her. Forever. 
 
    He thundered, Blue-Star, my hearts are for thee! 
 
    The most extreme magnification of his Dragon sight brought him the soul-rending sight of Hualiama’s face sheeting blood, of Numistar gurgling over her as she prepared to snuff out the girl’s eyes, and the Tourmaline Dragon could not bear it any longer. He was too big! His Dragon could never fit through these gaps … his strength was not enough, but through the oath-magic … Grandion reached into her, sensing her shock and whirling in the air, yet yielding her skills and her magic to his ultimate need. She feared for him, even in her extremity! 
 
    Again, his desperate cry belled forth, For the love of thee, I shall become Human indeed! 
 
    The world Shifted. 
 
    He fell. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama’s shock at her Dragon’s cry, despairing of life itself, it seemed, multiplied as she sensed him reach within her. She offered her skills instinctively. How could she refuse? 
 
    Then, his words registered upon her mind. For the love of thee, I shall become Human indeed! 
 
    What? 
 
    Weakness. She knew inanition, the guttering of powers as an inordinate drain on her resources flashed across the space between them, faster than any possible thought. 
 
    Numistar’s laughter shook her violently. Ah, that Tourmaline fool! Look at what he has done for thee, Blue-Star – oh, the sweetness of unrequited love! She twisted the word ‘love’ with curse-indicators. I was not yet strong enough, but now, thanks to the Egg’s power, I shall be, and you cannot stop me … 
 
    The Dragoness’ eyes lifted, sensing him. Her beloved. 
 
    From above, fell a man most beautiful. Her eyes widened. His shoulder-length black hair flapped as he tumbled through the air. His extraordinary, gemstone-blue eyes winked with impossible fervour as they gazed pleadingly at her, almost as if he had seen her death? His magnificent physique … his unclothed … dancing dragonets, how she blushed! She had never seen a man to compare, draconic of musculature and bearing, yet against all logic, odds, or any hope she might ever have entertained in her most secret heart, Human. He was Human. Grandion had just transformed for her – for love! 
 
    The bells of her heart broke into wild peals. 
 
    Truly Human, or that devious power of Projection again? What the sulphurous hells was he doing? 
 
    Bewilderment. 
 
    In that instant of her distraction, the untrammelled power of the Ancient Dragoness’ psychic blast smashed Hualiama away like a Dragon’s paw swatting an unwanted insect. 
 
    Tumbling. Down, down, down. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Amethyst fire ignited his brain. “Dragon, awake! Idiot Dragon, what are you doing?” 
 
    Imaytha? He stared at the Immadian Enchantress. Then, as if scales dropped from his eyes, Grandion perceived Numistar Winterborn’s lie for what it had been. Hualiama had confronted her. The Ancient Dragoness had injured Hualiama and almost Dragonship-wrecked her process of transformation, but Lia had once again defied the odds, only to be diverted by his plummeting arrival, with his three remaining Riders and their saddlebags! Shame flushed heatedly throughout his body. Her minute but unmistakable reaction to his masculine presence – as the Great Dragon himself lived and breathed! He had arms and legs! 
 
    For a fraction of a second, Grandion checked for his Dragon body, abandoned somewhere by his power of Projection – no. He was truly Human. A Shapeshifter. By the power and knowledge she had freely offered, persuaded by his wailing need and which he had seized, in that frantic millisecond of recklessness … 
 
    “Pull yourself together, man!” roared Shayitha, reaching out to try to shake his arm loose of its socket. “Change back before you kill us all!” 
 
    Sumio was still strapped to his saddle. So were the two Immadian royals. 
 
    Grandion could not believe what his eyes were telling him. His brain. Everything was different. The field of his vision had changed. Hualiama was suddenly a blue speck tumbling away toward the still-rising Egg, for Numistar seemed to have been able to enflesh enough of her being that she cupped it upon the bones of her left forepaw. That curved surface was … a quarter-mile wide? So beautiful, like shimmering pearl. Indescribable. The greatest prize in history. 
 
    Slap! Shayitha’s open palm impacted his jaw with a crack like a Dragon breaking bones to expose the marrow. “Come on, pretty boy! My sister can’t hold us here forever!” 
 
    “Uhhhh …” Grandion felt … his face … “Whaaaaa – what happened to me?” 
 
    Where the blazing hells was his magic? 
 
    He cried out, Hualiama! Hualiama, please, help! Even his Dragonish seemed changed, feeble and useless, but the faraway speck stirred, her wings fluttering uselessly to arrest the tearing force of her falling. 
 
    Away from him. 
 
    BLUE-STAR! 
 
    The gaze of his inner stranger had just twisted to the renewed spectacle – not imagined, this time – of an impossibly gigantic Numistar Winterborn smirking over Hualiama’s apparent demise, when dozens of beams of a Land Dragon light cannonade seared the clouds, spearing through the murk in great, thick fingers of brilliant magic, and the rising scream of Harmonic magic tore the skies asunder. 
 
    The Chrysolitic Dragons clustered about his beloved responded with an instantaneous barrage of cold fireballs. As their powers collided, the resulting explosion was as if the suns themselves had dropped upon the Egg. 
 
    Numistar screamed! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: The Theft of an Egg 
 
      
 
    Sunspots streaked his weak Human eyes as Grandion gazed about frantically, trying to work out what had happened. He could barely process the haphazard inputs of his unfamiliar senses. There was a teeth-rattling explosion of light. Numistar pitched forward as though trying to snap her disembodied muzzle about a prize that could never be hers. Just out of her reach, the Egg’s shining glory lay encased in a new, ultra-dense layer of ice. 
 
    Where was Numistar’s forepaw? 
 
    Land Dragons bombarded the Ancient Dragoness, each other and the Egg at will, in a feral maul that roiled about the slowly falling egg-mass. Grandion could not see Hualiama, but he felt her stirring, and then unaccountably, a windsong’s breath of laughter touched his soul. Thou … 
 
    Thou! Wetness streaked his stubbly cheeks … another impossibility. Dragons never cried. Yet here he was, blubbering like the Human child he remembered from his parents’ roost. Mostly, that white-haloed mite had laughed and danced, but occasionally there had been hurts, some of them caused by a jealous Tourmaline hatchling. Thou … didst see? 
 
    Thou – art become – for me … 
 
    Her voice faded. No! 
 
    Shayitha seized him by the throat with the grip of an angry Dragoness. “So help me, Dragon, I will wring your pretty neck if you do not change! Change back! Now!” 
 
    Awareness blossomed in his mind. Responsibility. Fury. Desire must wait. Numistar had played his emotions like a harpist plucking the strings of his null-fires foolishness; Hualiama had paid the price. 
 
    A Dragon always repaid his debts. 
 
    Grandion dug deep of his powers and summoned up the precise moment of his transformation. His scalp prickled. Every hair on his arms and body stood bolt upright in chilling, glorious realisation. He had done it! He was a Shapeshifter? Truly? Only if this lunacy persisted. Please, if there was any justice on any Island beneath the skies so vast, let it be! 
 
    Change back. The triumph was fleeting, as hollow as death itself. His answering cry rang into an immensity of despair, I must be Tourmaline! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Dimly, the Star Dragoness became aware of magic zinging through her oath-connection with Grandion. Transformative magic. Shapeshifter magic! Her body chose to jerk, but only insofar as to discover that she lay encased in a block of ice so hard, it was as if she were sealed inside the lime-laced volcanic cement preferred by Fra’aniorian builders for its structural excellence. At once, a spurt of panic primed her draconic reactions, trying to rouse magic that had guttered as low as the last feeble embers of a fire. She sensed a presence nearby. A Chrysolitic Dragoness. 
 
    Shill called, Peace be to the she; rest easily. I am with thee. 
 
    Peace? She felt like a moth pinned to a board! Aye, thoroughly pummelled beforehand, slapped by a paw the size of a small Island and then shoved unceremoniously under a mountain of ice. 
 
    Images formed hazily in her mind as Shill explained how the Land Dragons were still attacking en masse, slugging it out blow for massive blow with Numistar Winterborn, whose paw had been material enough to be blown into smithereens by the unexpected detonation caused by fourteen cold fireballs intersecting the Land Dragons’ light cannon and Harmonic magic attacks simultaneously. The explosion had also coated the first Egg, in another process the Chrysolitic Dragon did not understand, in all the moisture for miles about, mixed with the by-product of Numistar’s shattered lattice. 
 
    The information beat against her stultified senses. The Egg’s song felt muted against her mind, but still outshone anything else she could detect of the Island-World. 
 
    What now? Fate had punched her in the gut. Wrenched her loose from those she loved … where were they? Had they survived? 
 
    Wait must we, the outcome to see, said Shill. Do you rest comfortably? 
 
    Well, my skull’s being crushed by tonnes of ice, Numistar belted the stuffing out of me, and Grandion’s – mercy, he’s fine. Fine-ish. Hualiama batted away images of a Dragon catching people and saddlebags, hands frantically ratcheting saddles to spine spikes, and earlier, the striking striations of his muscular arm as he reached for her. A man-Dragon! Oh, mercy, she could never resist … right. To work, my friend. Teach me again about this Flow. I’ve a bad feeling we’re about to need it. 
 
    Meantime, she checked rapidly, Grandion? 
 
    Lia! He sounded desperately far away, but the threadlike mental reply was definitely him – complete with shame indicators, triumph, and a snarky touch of male draconic arrogance. Aye, her Dragon. 
 
    Wing check? 
 
    He laughed gleefully, Wings, arms, I can do it all! Only, I ruined your attack on Numistar. She blinded me with images of your dying – I’m so sexy! 
 
    Uh … what the – 
 
    Distinctly, she felt a Dragon’s fires blush through their oath-connection. Fra’anior’s beard! I meant to say – SORRY! 
 
    Right, sure you did, Mister Muscles, she said, helping his befuddlement by sending an image of what she thought of what she had seen. 
 
    HUA – his howl trailed off into spluttering incoherence. The Dragon compartmentalised rather than dealing with his humiliation. I’m going to help our companions. It’s chaos down there. Hold tight and stick close to the Egg. 
 
    Totally stuck, my Dragonheart. 
 
    They swapped images – hers of a frozen prison, his of dense wedges of Land Dragons driving against Numistar, carving hunks of bone and flesh out of her nascent body, while at least two thousand Ice-Raptors rained their fury from above and dozens of Chrysolitic Dragons added to the confusion. The First Egg swayed under the attacks as it drifted downward with a surprising lack of speed, toward the apparently bottomless trench beside Immadior’s belly. Was the First Egg not nearly as heavy as she had supposed? How odd – Hualiama quietened her inner engineer. Priorities. 
 
    Agreed, said Humansoul, with a cheeky pirouette inside of herself. How can I help? 
 
    The Dragoness’ wings twitched in surprise. Well, understandable surprise. She had never seen her Human self more excited than an energetic dragonet, but she supposed the girl had reason. Dreamy, manly, stoke-those-fires reason. 
 
    What a scrumptious motivation to stay alive! 
 
    Hey, that’s my boy. Claws off, complained Humansoul. 
 
    Can’t I look? After all, you’ve been peeking at my Tourmaline Dragon all these years. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. Besides, he’s hardly manifested as a boy. Unless you’ve suddenly become far less observant than I know you to be … 
 
    Shut the mousetrap, Dragonsoul, her Human retorted, mock-snootily – but with a flash of the eyes and a firming of the elfin chin Hualiama knew far too well in herself. A fight, eh? Fine. Eyeballs allowed, but no claws, or I’ll tell that Dragon on you. Oooooooh … isn’t he rainbows-garlanding-Islands-gorgeous? Swoon-worthy? And a billion other hyperbolic, scintillant adjectives? 
 
    Told you so, laughed the Dragoness. Such wing-shivering delight! 
 
    Fate, fulfilled! 
 
    The First Egg continued to rock beneath the Land Dragons’ assault, but if she was not mistaken, the ice-like layer was growing thicker rather than thinner. The additional weight continued to sink the Egg toward the abyss. Seven miles deep, now. Moving toward eight. Wouldn’t such a relatively light mass soon stabilise due to displacement, weight and atmospheric pressure? 
 
    Oh, now we want to be enlightened? Allow me to dust off our physics skills, Dragoness. 
 
    Why don’t you go teach a Dragon how to kiss? 
 
    I plan to, agreed the Human girl, bouncing on her toes before doing a pirouette, dropping into the sideways splits and then wriggling about like a speared fish – well, it was all rather more graceful than that, but the Dragoness still winced. She could not do the same! 
 
    Her inner self could not stop dancing. Nor should she, when her hope had tourmaline eyes and … 
 
    Mind – Islands’ sakes! Stick to the battle! 
 
    Grandion called urgently, Blue-Star, there’s a problem. A big problem. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker gazed to the North from four miles above his mountaintop, a height to which his relatively newborn stature had struggled to carry him. Something massive was happening out there. For a long, long hour, he searched the world beyond the scope of ordinary senses. Flicker listened with the perception of a fire-soul who had lived and died, and lived again. He summoned those memories of his many hours learning with his great mentor, Amaryllion Fireborn – may his fire-soul ever brighten the eternal fires of the Dragonkind! 
 
    Magical echoes played upon the sensitive scales of his muzzle, especially near his fire-eyes, and in a tingling sensation in his wingtips. War. War, and battling, and the outcry of Dragon magic expiring in the deeps. The world changed. 
 
    Why was he building warrens when the Island-World flew to war? 
 
    Now, he regretted staying behind while the Dragonfriend rode North. He had failed her. Only, had there not been a sense of rightness in his fire-spirit as he founded the seven warrens of the new Immadian ice-dragonets, and established their mores and traditions? There was a time to build, a time to love, and a time to war. 
 
    He must rouse the dragonets. 
 
    Setting his wings, Flicker began to spiral downwards, keeping his muzzle turned toward the line of the horizon. Aye. He was not just imagining that change, the darkness turning to light. 
 
    The frozen mists were beginning to dissipate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Fuelled by the pugnacious pack of Land Dragons trying to punish the ethereal Chrysolitic Dragons, the ice pack around the First Egg grew massively thick. Three-quarters of a mile of frozen tomb surrounded the Egg now, but Grandion’s thought pictures broadcast a different challenge. A group of Mist-Runners, aided by a massive Shell-Clan Elder, absconded with the Egg, dragging a helpless Star Dragoness along for the ride. Numistar’s body flickered and faded beneath the united pummelling of hundreds of vengeful Land Dragons, while others had begun to peel away in their clan groups of fives and tens to trail the First Egg – clearly, intent on contending for its possession. Great. And, she was more than stuck to the Egg. Entombed, perhaps. Welded. 
 
    That said, the growing air pressure would quickly become her most pressing problem – she chortled at a terrible pun – because there was no way she could construct a pressure-shield about her pinioned body. Secondly, the tiny amount of air trapped with her was rapidly becoming stale – what a null-brain she was. This mental babbling was the result of someone silencing her calculating, precision-oriented tinkerer. Humansoul. 
 
    Her second mind ordered, Flow. It’s the only way. 
 
    Now was the moment to master a skill so abstruse no Dragon had ever heard of it? This Island-World of hers. Boundlessly malleable; a fresh discovery upon every Island of her life. For the first time, she had an inkling of why Fra’anior loved his creation so fiercely. That same love burned in his shell-daughter’s breast. 
 
    She sang: 
 
    Let the great Sun Dragon’s eyes burn my wings, 
 
    Oh for his fires to blaze in me, 
 
    Of suns and starlight were born these fires, 
 
    Incarnate, matchless, free. 
 
    Shill inquired, What is this poetry, little she? 
 
    I – I’m not completely sure, Hualiama puzzled. Human-Lia seemed equally confused. Come. Speak to me of Flow. Let me sense it, taste it, imbibe it … 
 
    The Chrysolitic Dragoness replied, Dance in your mind. Dance and be free. 
 
    The battle’s thundering slowly receded as, leveraging Grandion’s perception to supplement the deficiencies born of her own awkward situation, a curious race developed. The air below the Cloudlands was so thick and viscous that no creature could move particularly quickly – well, she hoped – but instead, they were forced to swim against the friction. The deeper one travelled, the harder it was to make headway. Furthermore, the Egg was very large and unwieldy indeed. This meant that the race proceeded in languid haste, if such a concept did not frazzle the brain. 
 
    The Shell-Clan Dragon, fully a mile and a half in length, led out, clutching the Egg to his belly with four paws, while his rearward-facing sphincter jets worked overtime, providing thrust. Ten Mist-Runners assisted with their paws, swimming alongside or behind, just out of the path of his ejecta, pulling and helping to supply additional drive. That level of co-operation between Land Dragons of different clans was more than unusual. It was unthinkable, except if commanded by a great Elder such as Siiyumiel. Neither Grandion nor Hualiama saw such a creature here. 
 
    Where was Tiiyusiel? 
 
    Aha, the Tourmaline spied her skulking behind a clan group of violet Mountain-Runners. The great, squat lizards charged along the undulating surface of Immadior’s flank, kicking up centuries of detritus with their powerful, spatulate talons, trying to overtake an absconding Egg. 
 
    Being isolated, Tiiyusiel was vulnerable to attack, Hualiama realised. The clans naturally worked together and loners, even a loner the size of a Shell-Clan youngster, could easily find herself the victim of a gang of draconic thugs. Grandion shadowed her from a mere mile above the toxic layer, while Mizuki and Makani shadowed him in turn, still stuck above the lattice. The crumbling lattice … 
 
    Oh no! Grandion! 
 
    His reply came from further away, unintelligible – stifled by magic she had not previously detected. Suddenly, Hualiama realised that she might soon be entirely cut off from his presence. Go! Now! Her first attempt snapped a Human into being, and almost crushed her hand in the narrow space which had been occupied by her left wing-membrane. What a time to learn that Shapeshifting was space-constrained – and, that she was exhausted, magically speaking. 
 
    Good attempt, little she. Now, listen to me, Shill rhymed as she loved to do. Hear my chimes, my thoughts so free; let your thoughts flow like snow until you know the Flow. 
 
    Good one, Human-Lia laughed. 
 
    She closed her eyes and attuned her senses to the slow, easy susurrus of Shill’s thoughts. A touch of self-hypnosis, and her eyes lidded. Not-quite sleep. Feel the magic stir. To Flow, she must let go. 
 
    Now she even sounded like a Chrysolitic Dragon! 
 
    Her giggle seemed far too high-pitched. Something was changing. Don’t resist, said Shill. Fear not. Fear itself is undraconic and contrary to Flow. Internalise the sound of my voice. Follow its leading to the place of believing … where the mortal lightens and the visible becomes invisible, and the indivisible, divisible … 
 
    How Dragons loved the cleverness of their own speech. Yet Hualiama focussed deeper, pursuing a sense she had once known as an eggling, and as a Human infant who had somehow left the womb – for where, she had no idea – and returned as an embryonic Shapeshifter, soul-infused with a Dragon’s fire. That sensation could transport her to a place beyond time. Beyond knowing. Beyond mortal flesh. A place free of cold and fear and physical inanition … as she dreamed, she sensed movement. Shifting. She was being constricted subtly, throughout her being, in novel ways. 
 
    <The lattice material compresses the little she strangely,> Shill whispered to her, in a voice that resonated like a chiming bell. <It presses me.> 
 
    <It … huh? How am I hearing … you?> 
 
    <Flowing are you.> 
 
    Rest. Think of absolutely nothing. Just be. Let this Shapeshifter kin-magic enwrap her soul. 
 
    Shill added, <Think of the Flow as a place just beside your old reality. Imagine two spheres overlapping, very slightly displaced one from the other. You have merely moved from one surface to the next. So close you are, you can touch the old, yet only tangentially. The surfaces are separate, unless you are desperate.> 
 
    Hualiama heard her, yet the perception most certainly did not arise from her ears, nor did it arrive directly in her mind, like ordinary telepathic Dragonish. Yet it must be telepathy … or must it? Perhaps this was the plane-removed equivalent of telepathy – and an invitation to an existential headache of Immadior-like proportions. Better not to turn her mind into an epic gnarl as yet. She needed it in perfect working order. 
 
    She felt ready to parrot back, <Overlapping?> 
 
    <Overlapping the physical world.> 
 
    <What happens if I … un-overlap, in the wrong place?> 
 
    <Chrysolitic Dragons learn not to,> Shill chimed. <An unfortunate ending it would be, especially for a pretty she. Open the eyes of your mind and hearken to me.> 
 
    <Your every chime is a rhyme … uh, roaring rajals!> 
 
    What the … to the tuneful melody of Shill’s laughter, Hualiama flicked her not-eyes open, and looked upon her Island-World with her not-quite perception, and marvelled. 
 
    As if she had unexpectedly been transported into a starry sky, she saw constellations of multi-coloured lights slowly drifting about her in the near distance and even afar, some swirling or racing about, some bobbing upon stately currents; glittering strings of stars like beads on a string and gentler, fuzzier groups that orbited unseen central points with an organic variety in their structures. Had she expected white-fires? This was different. Sweeping veils of existence. Colours she had never imagined, arranged in tessellations of playfully winking, elusive simplicity, fluctuating more rapidly than she could imagine. Tiny details raced to her senses and then confounded them. Traceries and filigrees of matter expressed in microscopic draco-magical runes that somehow flowered beneath her examination, then closed up and darted away with diffident, tinkling giggles. Vibrant orange dust poured over everything from above in living streamers akin to the colonies of fire ants of her native Fra’anior, moving along the magnetic field lines she had manipulated, Hualiama realised. 
 
    This was the Island-World? 
 
    <Oh, Shill …> 
 
    Her sigh occasioned a contented croon from the Chrysolitic Dragoness. Hualiama felt as if she turned, and saw … a creature like a flowing fountain of insubstantial, wispy motes bending over her, and her essence was pale white-green gemstones threaded onto a filigree of draconic character, so that the Star Dragoness half-imagined, half-saw spreading wings and the proud arch of a neck … and realised with a curiously reflective self-perception that she manifested like a many-pointed, petite star in this realm of Flow. 
 
    She could scarcely breathe, but she had no need to. 
 
    Enchantment wreathed her all. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion bent his eye to glare at Queen Imaytha. “While I am breaking my wings trying to save her, that girl – that Dragoness – is … communing with the Island-World’s essential magic! Dancing. Dreaming of … me!” 
 
    The amethyst-eyed beauty chuckled quietly. “Is that so truly awful, Dragon?” 
 
    Shayitha kicked his back with the heel of her boot. “You dropped us through the lattice and five miles of space –” 
 
    “We’re alive, sister. Stop salivating.” 
 
    “Salivating?” Shayitha screeched. Grandion could not believe the petite Queen had such a wicked sense of humour. Human females! “Imaytha! He’s a … a –” 
 
    “Shapeshifter Dragon, it seems,” said the Queen. “Wasn’t this the dream, o Tourmaline? The dream that Hualiama the Dragon-Princess might be yours in both senses of her soul-manifestations? You picked a rather interesting moment for your first transformation, mind …” 
 
    Gnnarrrggghh, said Grandion. 
 
    Brusquely, the Queen said, “Right, Dragon. How do we stop that Egg from simply … walking away? And the lattice? If that crumbles – we need a plan. Fast!” 
 
    The Tourmaline shook himself. “Numistar’s denaturing herself. She’ll probably use those Ice-Raptors for her next incarnation, but that puts her out of the picture for the moment. The depth’s too great. We can’t descend to that level.” The Cloudlands were now completely open. Visible. Grandion had never imagined how odd that might look to a Dragon – he had always taken that opaque, lethal cloud layer for granted. Strangely solid, even if that was a complete nonsense. “Maybe, if we join Tiiyusiel, we can stop the Egg sinking and rescue Hualiama. I can’t feel her, but I … I know she’s alive. I’ll speak to our ally. And to Mizuki and Makani.” 
 
    Shayitha gazed upward. “They’re still dropping Ice-Raptors. Tracking us.” 
 
    Sumio said, “Where would they be taking the Egg? Oh look, is the canyon wider down there?” 
 
    “You’re right. Eight miles ahead,” said Grandion, peering diagonally downward. Uneasiness spread like cold fire in his lower chest. He consulted Tiiyusiel and reported, “The Land Dragon’s also confused. She says there might be lower-dwelling Land Dragons waiting below, but she doesn’t sense anything untoward. She’s going to try to break through the lattice to join us, and then – aye, Tiiyusiel. Good. She and Mizuki plan to try a combined Shivers-Harmonic attack … no time to explain. Let’s move!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Immadian Commander of the Army, Darrul, stared at Flicker with a sceptical frown. “You say the mists are lifting?” 
 
    “Aye, sir,” said the dragonet, in a military tone he hoped would impress fungus-face – a nice fungus-face, this one, with twinkling brown eyes that saw the absurdity of being interrupted literally mid-clinch with a pretty young soldier in a back storeroom. Flicker guessed this compromising situation probably flouted at least twenty Immadian military laws. “And, my lips are sealed, sir. I shall not breathe a word of your secretive courtship rituals.” 
 
    Darrul’s fire-scarred left eyebrow peaked toward his hairline. 
 
    “I suggest a Dragonship and a careful investigation, sir,” Flicker added tactfully. “I’d ready the garrison and Dragonship fleet in case the battle spills toward Immadia.” 
 
    “Anything else?” growled the Commander, keeping his arm crooked about the girl’s waist. Clearly, he had frolicsome intentions. Flicker approved heartily. 
 
    “With respect, sir, I have also alerted seven hundred dragonets in case there is need.” 
 
    “Stop wriggling, Nyzura,” Darrul barked. 
 
    “Aye, Commander,” said the girl, not appearing abashed in the slightest. She had striking green eyes, Flicker thought. Lia’s eyes used to be a smouldering green before the magic changed her. Was it such features that Humans enjoyed? Nyzura batted her eyelashes at the Commander; his pulse quickened. She added, “Do we have time, dragonet?” 
 
    “A good few hours, I’m sure,” Flicker conceded, with all the pomp of a Fra’aniorian courtier. “You Humans do know that it works better if you remove your clothing?” 
 
    The girl smiled, but the green pools flashed indignantly. “Then, with respect at least equal to what you’ve just shown us, dragonet – get out! Now!” 
 
    “Ungrateful wench,” Flicker smirked, departing post-haste via the window. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: A Sinking Feeling 
 
      
 
    Hualiama gazed about herself in wonder, trying to ignore the inconvenient fact that Shill had just re-stressed. As a complete novice in the ways of Flow, she would be tempting fate too far if she tried to squeeze away through this rare ice-like material. Essentially, the denser the substance or substrate, the harder it was to Flow through – Shill called the required skill ‘precision’, and, like most competencies she had required or learned in her life, Hualiama knew it was highly unlikely it would come as easily as breathing. Sadly, instant mastery was not the Hualiama way. Painful repetition and learning from mistakes? Much more her style. 
 
    Worse, this ice was somehow imbued with Dragon magic, making the process ten times trickier. Even the Chrysolitic Dragon appeared to be taking care, patiently instructing her in the techniques she would need if she had to move from the tiny air pocket – why should that be a problem, Hualiama wondered? Still, she concentrated with her utmost, life-and-death attention. 
 
    Then, Shill changed tack. <We sink fast, little she. Shall high pressure a challenge be?> 
 
    <Only if pressure affects this form – it doesn’t, does it?> 
 
    <In minor ways only,> she reassured Lia. <With air soon depleted, no mistake must be repeated.> 
 
    Ah. Shill meant that they would be trapped in the Flow state, unable to return to bodily form. Grandion? No, in this form, wherever she was, Lia either could not detect the Tourmaline. She did not know how to. 
 
    Her voice betrayed deep worry-indicators as Lia said, <How will we escape, Shill? Ideas?> 
 
    <Escape? To the uttermost limit must we ride this gamut.> 
 
    They argued back and forth urgently without hitting upon a viable solution. If she somehow destroyed the Egg-stealing Land Dragons and took command of the First Egg, that would give Numistar a second chance. Embody, and Lia would have less than ten minutes before hypoxemia set in. Short on magical resources as she was, could she hope to crack the ice herself and gain the Egg in time? Lia doubted it. This compound was now subtly changed from what she had drilled through – a far denser and smoother material than before. Shill’s solution? Wait to see where the Egg ended up. Gather their strength. Most importantly, survive. 
 
    As her fine brother would have put it, here was a pickle-extravaganza of truly Fra’aniorian proportions. 
 
    There were more immediate problems, though, if they were still sinking. <Shill, do you travel deep, ever?> 
 
    <No need has there been, for our great task in the airs above must be seen.> 
 
    <What is this task, may I ask?> 
 
    Rhyming again – bite the tongue! Honestly, had she experienced a mind transplant as well as some kind of phasic shift? Or was this linguistic shift akin to a draconic bonding ritual? Shill seemed to find her confusion amusing in that unfailingly irritating manner of adult Dragons condescending to hatchling cute-fires. 
 
    Hualiama badly needed to hit something. Anything. 
 
    However, in the land of the invisible fist, that was patently impossible. 
 
    Shill meantime explained to her the fluidity of protective magic, a detailed history lesson that enthralled the Star Dragoness. When the comet bearing the First Eggs had smashed into the planet, a gigantic volume of debris had been blasted into the atmosphere and scattered across the skin of the world, as the Chrysolitic Dragon put it. One of Fra’anior’s earliest tasks had involved setting to rights the damage, a planet-wide necessity. However, that damage had long-term implications, placing into low orbit many millions, if not billions, of tonnes of rock. This turned the Island-World in astronomical terms into a gigantic target, as what went up – Shill supplied a droll mental sound effect to accentuate her message – had a way of coming back down. Fast. Molten. More explosive than Dragon fire. 
 
    Perceiving this problem, Fra’anior had created the Flow. This was a layer of protective magic he placed around the Island-World and the world beyond the Rim-Wall mountains, intended to capture the incoming asteroids and hurl them toward the vast, frozen wasteland beyond Immadia. The Chrysolitic Dragons’ main function was to maintain and uphold that great magic. Furthermore, their use of Flow capabilities had the salubrious side-effect of trapping background cosmic radiation and reducing it by an arcane, little-understood process, into the dust Hualiama had noticed. The dust in turn provided a mineral and nutrient base essential to Land Dragon physiology. 
 
    However, Immadior’s chosen place of rest had created Imbalance due to a magical cross-contamination perpetrated by the First Egg’s presence in her stomach. As a draconic subclass, the Ice-Raptors waxed formidable and developed a psychic capability that, as Hualiama understood her description, ‘rattled’ this secondary plane of existence, causing Chrysolitic Dragons to embody involuntarily and become vulnerable to ambush. Therefore, Shill concluded, Numistar’s actions in unearthing the Egg would turn out to the benefit of the Island-World, as opposed to Hualiama’s viewpoint that she had just set off potentially the most catastrophic war in history – well, only since the days of Fra’anior and Dramagon going at it claw and fang, give or take. She was delighted that Hualiama and her Dragon Rider force had destroyed so many Ice-Raptors. This alone might set the Balance far closer to rights, she claimed. 
 
    Fascinating. 
 
    Still, Hualiama was far more concerned about the here and now. She questioned Shill with growing impatience and frustration over the course of the following two hours, trying to work out an escape plan, to warn Grandion, to subvert the Egg’s passage to their cause, or do anything bar sit on her proverbial ant-squasher and fold her disembodied arms! 
 
    Eventually Shill said, as censoriously as a septuagenarian aunt, <Wont to give hummingbirds a lesson in impatience, are you, little she! Calm yourself. You will embody out of sheer cussedness.> 
 
    <This waiting is driving me up the proverbial Island cliff!> 
 
    <So intolerant. Is this a Human taint?> 
 
    <Taint?> shouted Hualiama, ablaze. 
 
    <Misspoke, did I – listen to me,> Shill growled. <Trait, I meant to say, and you know its white-fires for a truth spoken! Know you not the power of draconic life in your bones? Even such should still your carping, for your enhanced lifespan should set you laughing.> 
 
    All the Chrysolitic Dragon’s hot smoke turned to bubbling laughter as the light-presence of Hualiama flashed and wriggled in realisation. Lesser Dragons were capable of many years of life – she had heard numbers ranging from one hundred and seventy to two hundred years. Incredible! Shill meant a Star Dragoness would share such a long life. Yet, that meant Dragon Riders would grow old and die decades before their mounts. By a century, possibly. What then? Jin and Makani would grow old together, leaving Isiki behind … a farsighted pang gripped her. As a Shapeshifter, Hualiama would likely outlive her Human family. Her mother Shyana; her brother, Elki … 
 
    <Now grief, sweet she?> 
 
    Not all was dragonet-song and dancing, for the future seemed so shadowed. 
 
    The First Egg lurched. 
 
    Hualiama saw the movement as a change in the orientation of the tiny stars, in the phasing of the colourful changes playing about her. She was learning to read the nuances, but she was grappling with a whole new language. A magical language of shimmering, mellifluent veils of meaning, constantly in flux. 
 
    <Shill? What’s happening? I can’t … see. Teach me how to see afresh!> 
 
    Shill’s brightness shifted, appearing to indicate a deeper, sharper darkness to her left wingtip. <Struck the abyss’ edge, did we; now we’re sinking more rapidly.> 
 
    <Shill, you’re a Dragon. Why aren’t you fighting this?> 
 
    <What would you have us fight?> Suddenly, Shill seemed ineffably wise, and alien to Lia’s understanding. <Think you that to survive is the easy choice? That life is no struggle, no pain-of-loss? Hatchling you are, Star Dragoness, and never more so when you speak this way, yet deep wisdom I perceive in your soul, so let prudent talons hold sway.> 
 
    How she smarted! Shill even rebuked in rhyming metre. Lia dipped her starry head. <I understand, Shill.> 
 
    <To fly against this Numistar one imperative our course must drive: a Star Dragoness must remain alive.> 
 
    Aye, when she was already four leagues deep, sinking into realms where it was difficult even for Land Dragons to endure? What light of hope might she glean from Shill’s words? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion’s hearts clenched like fisted paws within his chest. That girl! She was sinking away from him once more, pulling away, not fighting the tidal forces of fate that he recognised, and loathed with inimical and abiding dark-fires. A Dragon must act! Battle! Confront the enemy! He did not even know how she could have endured inside that ice, unless Shill, who had vanished with the mists, was with her? For good or for ill – could this have been a Chrysolitic Dragon trap? 
 
    No! 
 
    Yet, Tiiyusiel claimed she could not escape. Her Harmonic magic had tested the Egg’s casement and come away baffled. The cost of that investigation had been paid in an ambush by feral sapphire-coloured Welkin-Runners, which Tiiyusiel had fought off with Mizuki’s magical assistance. Now, she and the Copper Dragoness drove against the lattice a mere mile beneath the uppermost layer of the Cloudlands, while Makani patrolled above. 
 
    Numistar! She rises! The Grey Dragoness’ warning bugled from above even as he thought her name. She approaches in the form of Ice-Raptors above, and Land Dragons below. The greater form crumbled. 
 
    So, the plan had been to use the First Egg’s power to restore her old Ancient Dragon guise? 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon glanced over his shoulder. Raptors shaded in grey clouds boiled a mere two miles in his wake. Four or five dozen varied Runners charged alongside the great crack in the Island-World’s floor. Numistar Winterborn must already have been on the move for some minutes, shielding her advent with malicious intent. 
 
    “Riders, prepare for battle!” Grandion snapped. 
 
    Sumio groaned. “Again? I’m running out of arrows.” 
 
    “Take Imaytha’s,” said the Princess, burgling her sister’s possessions. 
 
    THE COPPER! A booming, screaming attack resounded from his left flank as Tiiyusiel’s eye cannon and Mizuki’s simultaneous Shivers-power pounded the lattice. Aye! Deprived of Numistar’s presence, the whole structure had quickly grown unstable. Great cracks snaked across the struts. Again! His ear canals responded constricted instantly, damping the sound, but his Human Riders cried out in pain. The Tourmaline swiftly added auditory elements to his shields. Long ago, he had thought a Blue Dragon’s Storm power was the only sound that could knock a Dragon out of the sky. Since he had met Land Dragons, he had learned differently. 
 
    Seventh sense warning! 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon hurled himself to his right flank, braking and banking simultaneously. KABOOM! Searing light washed over him. Grandion tumbled away in a flurry, dodging the seeking light beam as he applied his own masking techniques, but that Dragon sense saved him and his Riders. Such power! 
 
    Already, the Ice-Raptors closed in, but he sensed Numistar’s focus was not on a lone Lesser Dragon and his less-than-numerous allies. The Raptors shot past toward the Cloudlands. The clouds swirled. Through the disconcerting gaps in the Cloudlands, Grandion glimpsed the Shell-Clan Dragon clambering into a vertical orientation as he tried to wrestle the enormous Egg’s mass over the edge and down into that canyon, now a shade under two miles wide in this location. The Tourmaline’s scales prickled horribly. Why here? What waited down there in the blackness? 
 
    Sumio crowed, “Head shot!” 
 
    “We’re going down!” Grandion shouted as the thick white stream of Ice-Raptors turned to the vertical. “Keep taking them. Each one counts against Numistar!” 
 
    That was like saying fleabites would take down a ralti sheep, he appreciated, but a swift half-glance along his spine spikes assured the Dragon that his Riders had no intention of swerving from their course. Sumio’s huge hands handled his bow as if it were a toy, nocking another arrow to the string. Shayitha curved her back, aiming down and across his left flank, biting her lip in concentration. Imaytha’s hands blazed in the act of touching her sister’s arrow with that intense amethyst fire she produced. Grandion wished he had enjoyed the time to teach her a few more tricks. She certainly had power. 
 
    Constructs rippled through his mind. Pressure shields. Light. Sound. Perhaps, a gas-blanking shield for the time they would be down there, to save his Riders from the worst of the poisons? The broken cloudscape rushed up toward him. Great canyons of space riven through those toxic layers. With a gruff half-warning he swirled again, avoiding a speculative light cannon shot. The Land Dragons were firing at Numistar, he realised. They were not the target. Wind rushed across his scales. Furling his wings further, Grandion speared down into a realm that for a thousand years had been regarded as inviolable by Lesser Dragons. Coolness switched places with warmth as he burst through a thermal inversion. Amethyst-tipped arrows speared left and right, seeking furry bodies. The Queen was providing directional magic, he realised. That was one way of ensuring the success of archery in swirling, chaotic aerial combat – dodge! 
 
    Grandion howled as a cold fireball ripped through the outer edge of his left mid-wing, missing the secondary joint by a rajal’s whisker. The only saving grace was that the attack had been made from so close, the hole was a mere three feet in diameter and had missed anything vital. Evasive manoeuvers! More cold fireballs hissed past, but some were friendly fire, he realised. 
 
    THE COPPER! 
 
    A concussive blast slammed him sideways yet again. Grandion corrected his flight path with an angry, throbbing growl, and reflexively bit a Raptor’s head off its shoulders to make his point entirely clear. For that, he earned a raking talon strike down his left flank as the dying body jerked spasmodically. 
 
    “Drunken terhals, they’ve just fumbled the world’s future!” Shayitha shrilled in panic. 
 
    The Egg slipped away into the darkness, forced downward by the powerful Shell-Clan Dragon, while Tiiyusiel jetted in hot pursuit. Mizuki flitted above the leading edge of her carapace, just a speck of colour against a moving mountain. 
 
    Tiiyusiel, the lattice is falling! Grandion called. Take cover! 
 
    The Land Dragon roared, We must secure the Egg! The Egg is all! 
 
    The canyon – protect yourself! How deep – 
 
    Six and a half leagues, maximum. Then, even that brainless traitor must turn – but I sense a fey presence, inflicting our sweet Harmony with pangs of vile mordancy, Tiiyusiel added in a sharp swerve of perception. Tourmaline, absorb my sensory deductions. 
 
    Darkness slicked across his inner fires, dampening them as if he had flown headlong into a tar pit. Grandion snarled, What is that? 
 
    No time. Mizuki, Grandion, get to safety – GRRAAARRGGH! 
 
    At full speed, the young Shell-Clan Dragon smashed into a clan group of seven light pink Gem Runners, with their florid pink trim and wild patterning of their stellate body-armour. She bowled the much smaller, lizard-like Runners over before Tiiyusiel climbed in with her flaming talons. A wild scrap rebounded off Immadior’s frozen flank and dropped them over the barren edge of the canyon, scrapping fang and talon. 
 
    Spitting fire between her fangs, Mizuki pulled up. Too deep. It’s – I can’t – thanks, wing brother. 
 
    Think nothing of it, said Grandion, pouring strength into her shields as Hualiama had so often served him. Makani – behind you! 
 
    The Tourmaline grunted as though it was he who had been hit, not the Grey. She screamed, Pain … flight muscle … 
 
    The Dragoness had dodged but still taken a cold fireball strike directly against her lower right chest, Grandion saw with gathering clarity. Her right wing was incapacitated. Mizuki! Find a gap – hurry! From the corner of his eye, he saw Numistar’s Ice-Raptors pouring into the darkness like a thin white tide, many hundreds or even thousands strong. Could they breathe down there? Shield against the enormous pressures? Perhaps Numistar had ways they did not understand. 
 
    He had to break off and help Makani, or she and her Riders would die. Fiery notes of execrative despair reverberated in his mind. He roared, Hualiama! 
 
    Could he trust in her uncanny skill to survive the most adverse circumstances? 
 
    She was beyond his reach now. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Firing thoughts rapidly at the two Dragonesses, Grandion shepherded them to safety – Mizuki to a wider gap developing in the tumbling lattice, and Makani into a slow, spiralling glide that took her away from the milling groups of Ice-Raptors, which were still plentiful in the now-overcast skies. Overcast? Peculiar how these Raptors contrived to change the weather – a relation to Storm power? 
 
    He made careful observations. 
 
    Grandion turned sideways and tucked in his wings, lightly scraping through a large gap in the crumbling lattice. Then he was up into the skies, bidding Makani land and rest upon his back, at least briefly, to ensure she did not overstrain her immobilised wing. The wound was severe. The Tourmaline indulged himself in a flurry of furious lightning bolts as a few Ice-Raptors peeled off to ‘investigate’ the intruders. Most, like Grandion, appeared transfixed by the Egg’s disappearance. 
 
    Imaytha said, “Makani, I think you need to heat yourself to a swelter, to restore your damaged flesh as quickly as possible. How’s about giving Grandion your Riders whilst you –” 
 
    “I am not leaving my Dragoness!” growled Jin. 
 
    “Fine, be roasted,” Qilong called over from Mizuki’s back. 
 
    Mizuki put in, “Quicker and better, I’ll blow fire over the muscle and wing joint. You retain the heat inside a thermal shield, wing sister.” 
 
    “Aye,” Makani said tightly. 
 
    Grandion eyed the frosted patch on the Grey’s sleek hide, heavy of hearts. He did not say what they were all thinking. The Dragon hide, flesh and muscle beneath was deep-frozen to a glistening grey-white sheen over an area exceeding sixteen feet in diameter, reaching from her mid-lower flank up the bulk of her flight muscle to the primary wing joint, and across the wing surface almost to the secondary wing joint. He examined the wound with his magic. “Any Dragon here possess a touch of healing?” 
 
    All three of them shook their heads. It was a rare power. Far too rare. 
 
    Makani added, “The icing effect reached the second heart. It’s half functional, perhaps, but I sense unthawing.” 
 
    Elki said, “What about Hualiama? Can you draw from her again?” 
 
    “I can’t … feel her,” Grandion admitted, drawing gasps from his small friends. Elki turned as pallid as a tan Fra’aniorian Islander possibly could. Quickly, he added, “But I am convinced I would know of her death. She’s alive, and she has a miraculous gift of staying that way. Do not despair, o mighty Prince of the Volcano!” 
 
    Qilong grumbled, “Huh. Wish I’d thought of that title first.” 
 
    Where was an impudent dragonet when one needed a moment’s hilarity to break through the despair cloying his third heart? He missed that bothersome insect-trapper with an unexpected pang. 
 
    Grandion ordered, “Jin, Isiki, join minds with your Dragoness and think warming thoughts.” His rich laughter burbled over them as the teenagers blushed identically. “Give her your strength. I’ve no doubt this is going to hurt worse than a Dragon bite. Seats, quickly. Leave the saddle up there but get all Human arms and legs well out of the way.” 
 
    With the chariness of new Dragon Riders who must discover that dismounting mid-flight above many miles of lovely, open sky was a decidedly different prospect to doing so on solid ground, Jin and Isiki vacated their seats and carefully slid down onto Grandion’s back. Saori had slipped down to the outer bulge of Mizuki’s left flight-primary, and knelt there with one hand on the wing bone as she grimly tossed her breakfast into the Cloudlands. Pregnant Dragonesses often complained of eggshell nausea, Grandion remembered. What a peculiar parallel between their kinds. 
 
    Dragons, keep watching for – warning! 
 
    The trio of Lesser Dragons slammed up their shields as four Chrysolitic Dragons wavered into being not a hundred feet off their port bow. 
 
    Friends we are, one called over. 
 
    Blooded-in-battle allies, we realise, called the second. Handsomely and with the utmost draconic pride, have you given your hide, that our ancient enemy might be denied. Even as he spoke, the sleek, insectoid Dragon arched his neck and plundered a terrible, full-frontal shot into an approaching Ice-Raptor’s face. Delicious! 
 
    A noble strike, said Grandion, scoring an intrepid ice shard attack on a foe five hundred feet distant – well, only one of a spread of three shards struck, but it pierced the brain. 
 
    Good shooting! the Chrysolitic Dragons chimed in chorus. 
 
    The first called again, I am Ginshyll’oriala, o Dragon called Grandion. Do you await the Egg’s rising? Your companion, the hatchling-she, did fall in battle most bravely. 
 
    The Tourmaline nodded gravely, watching with one eye as Mizuki slowly cooked Makani’s flank with her Dragon fire, while the other eye observed the Chrysolitic Dragons. Fascinating distinctions in the basic draconic bodily structures, he noted, admiring their fin-like spine spikes, totally different wing plan and multifaceted eyes – but their magic! He could only admire the alien complexity of what he sensed in them; just as rapidly, he evaluated their pulses, the tenor of their oddly frigid fires, and the nuances of body language. Allies indeed. They spoke with true-fires. 
 
    He returned, Friends and allies, we are. The Star Dragoness Hualiama has not fallen, I believe, but my seventh sense detects a most peculiar disturbance in that canyon – 
 
    S’gulzzi, tinkled one of the Chrysolitic Dragons. 
 
    Grandion grunted as if he had been punched in his third heart. S’gulzzi – are they not legend? 
 
    The other Dragon disagreed with a wing-dip. Nay, o southern wing brother. Legend they are not. The deepest canyon in our Northland is indeed immense, fully fifteen leagues is its demesne. A deeper pit of hellish Earthen-Fires has never been known – 
 
    To elucidate, o draconic magnate, the fourth Chrysolitic Dragon put in, with perfect timing, these Earthen-Fires are those fires most hostile to the Sky-Fires of your kind. Many kinds of Dragon life there be. Thou art the verimost exemplar of Sky-Fires, mighty wing brother – she flicked her nictitating membranes pertly at him – and we are Cold-Fires. Those S’gulzzi, legend holds, are Earthen-Fires, a deep fire native to the bowels of our Island-World, far below the realms of ordinary draconic dwellers. There are elemental forms of Dark-Fires and Star-Fires and Suns-Fires, none of which are embodied in this world, as you know. 
 
    You graciously correct the paucity of my knowledge, mighty scholar, Grandion replied, filing this information away zealously. By his wings! They spoke eruditely of the deepest, most fundamental aspects of draconic fire-life! Suddenly, intuition fired his brain. Why that spot, exactly? Do these S’gulzzi seek the First Egg? Of course! But … how? I thought they were spirits, unable to live … well, outside of the deepest fires? 
 
    The Chrysolitic Dragons greeted this sally with delighted bugles. A draconic word most potent! Something peculiar was indeed blowing upon the world’s breezes, if Land Dragons raced into the unknowable depths in a quest to deliver a First Egg to – what? Those fire spirits, those fiends of legendary and limitless evil? No Dragon could know what such fey spirits might be planning, but the truth was obvious. They had engineered this moment, somehow, influencing and striking far beyond their realm and defeating Numistar Winterborn in the bargain! What new horrors might these events portend? 
 
    Hualiama? Please, answer … he searched with all of his hearts. 
 
    No reply issued from the pit. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    <Hold firm, Shill!> Hualiama cried, trying to shield the Dragoness with her maladroit skill in Flow, and managing only to amplify the Ice-Raptors’ psychic bullying into herself. She felt her Flow losing its coherence, purpose and character, but resisted. She set her mind like a granite outcropping defying a Cloudlands-bound waterfall, summoned Humansoul’s determination to her aid, and endured – and by her defiance, helped the Chrysolitic Dragon to achieve the same. 
 
    The Egg shook together with its passengers as a tremendous battle developed without. Rather than feeling each wallop of a Land Dragon’s fist, however, Hualiama saw the sound and shockwaves conducted through the constellations like puffs of wind ruffling a still pond. 
 
    Shill’s lights whirled about her, pulsating an apparently agitated orange. <The she resists, persists, insists? Ready was I to succour she, but she succoured me. Extraordinary.> 
 
    <I’ve a monk’s training and a certain innate inability to give up,> Hualiama responded ruefully. 
 
    <You’re religious?> 
 
    <A religious troublemaker,> she temporised, wondering what she did believe. Good must triumph. Love must shine through. Her life, and her deeds, must leave her Island-World a better place. The monks worshipped the Great Onyx. She called him Dad. Awesome Dad. Daddy-fire. Sevenfold creator of life as she knew it. Did that mean a Star Dragoness might similarly attract … worship? Lia wished she could scratch her neck at this point – awkward! She’d fly away … hide behind the Yellow Moon or on the farthest Isle, or better still, develop a severe allergy to any signs of Star Dragoness-adoration! 
 
    Much more comfortable to change the subject. 
 
    <Shill, will you help me to understand what’s brewing out there?> 
 
    The practices of ‘seeing’ through Flow were complex and arcane, the semantics of vastly altered perception. However, under Shill’s able tutelage, Lia soon learned to detect ambient light levels, pressure and density of substances, at least within rough parameters, and how to perceive beyond her immediate surrounds. Quickly, she concluded that they were being conveyed into an atramental realm lit only by the stabbing eye beams of the quarrelling Land Dragons, which had swelled in number to over a hundred, as best she could tell – filling the canyon from wall to wall. The feral Shell-Clan Dragon still clutched the First Egg to his belly, but mostly to protect it from the outright Runner war that surrounded him. Tens of Mist-Runners and Welkin-Runners poured down into the depths, scuffling and scuttling over the icebound Egg from all directions, while Numistar’s group attacked ferociously, trying to halt the ongoing theft. The Ice-Raptors meantime attacked the eyes, ear canals and spiracles of the Land Dragons, or directed their outraged psychic screams at the Egg itself for no reason Shill or Hualiama could establish. 
 
    By degrees, as Shill taught the hatchling Dragoness how to extend her senses deeper into the magical realm, Hualiama began to detect or at least imagine the presence of a different, highly elusive magic; more a scent than a real sense, like slightly rancid oil spread upon water, she thought. The S’gulzzi? No. The sinister trace appeared to be emanating from the Land Dragons opposing Numistar, most notably from the great Shell-Clan male. 
 
    Five leagues and dropping. The ice surrounding the Egg finally began to shift and fracture under the huge pressure, but only to become denser, if that were possible. The Ice-Raptors began to show signs of struggling physically, but the Land Dragons’ vicious battle continued unabated. 
 
    Hualiama focussed on the hulking male Land Dragon. Why so single-minded? Why did his brain not dazzle like Siiyumiel’s – well, the Great Wisdom was much older, but still … she clearly remembered seeing Shell-Clan through a broadcast of Harmonic sight. The beauty of their draconic fire-life had appeared to her not as staid, tortoise-like creatures, but as Dragons of light. At his death, Amaryllion’s soul form had been indescribably more radiant and breathtaking than he had appeared in life. Now, the Shell-Clan’s fires, visible as a faraway oval fountain of lights, appeared – well, she could not say subdued, exactly, but definitely changed. Something struck her as very odd about that sight. Very peculiar indeed. 
 
    Just then, a siren-call of magic unlike anything she had ever experienced before issued from the pit, and the Land Dragons responded. They obeyed. 
 
    Undraconic! 
 
    Every shred of her Dragonsoul bellowed in outrage, but Humansoul offered a soothing word and her unruffled presence, her mind suddenly coming into focus as though Lia had only just remembered part of herself. Her Human said, Work it out, Dragoness-petal. Gnaw at the problem until we find a solution. 
 
    Islands’ greetings, other petal. Glad you could join us in abject captivity. 
 
    Her bright laughter sounded impossibly contralto, but blonde-Lia replied, It was as if I couldn’t find you for a time. Awfulness … 
 
    In a flash, she gave the girl a hug, and then paused in shock. How did this Dragoness come to the fore, when it was you who Flowed first, my best heart? When did that happen? Are we … merging, into each other? 
 
    A quirky flit of lights preceded a teasing word, Oh, the horror! 
 
    Yet her response was a sinking feeling in her being, a dipping and wavering of her lights, as the eggling-spirit who had once roamed the Island-World to rescue a kindred spirit, only to rescued herself, considered the implications of draconic tyranny ruling her own hearts and manifestations. That was classic Dragon behaviour. Rule. Possess. Decree. Azziala had her parasitic twin, she recalled, in a chilling parallel of what their Shapeshifter relationship could have looked like. Could the twin somehow be the key to Azziala’s nature and her eventual downfall? She must meditate upon this. 
 
    This Star Dragoness wanted a symbiont, not a vassal – however that idea worked in a biological sense. A girl-form content and fulfilled in both her manifestations, not so deeply saddened by the workings of grief … 
 
    Hsst, scaly paws. Aren’t we forgetting something? 
 
    She glared inside herself in mock anger. Dragons never forget. 
 
    Darling fire petal, we live to dance. 
 
    That was when a most curious sensation snuck into her soul. Joy pirouetted and frolicked in the chambers of her being, a clarion call to the healing she knew had already begun. There must be forgiveness from both sides. Freedom from scars. Wholeness. 
 
    A graceful assemblage of luminosity reached out. May I have this dance, Humansoul? 
 
    She whirled upon wings of starlit laughter. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: Rivers of Fire 
 
      
 
    TIIYUSIEL DRAGGED HERSELF out of the canyon, quaking and panting, physically and mentally shattered. Clearly sensing the Tourmaline Dragon’s regard from above, her great, blunt head shook slowly. Too deep. They dive to their deaths. Even of Numistar, few living vessels will survive. 
 
    All courage to thee, noble kin sister! Grandion bugled in dismay, yet he gave of his power. All he had. He had Islands’-worth of strength, and it was never enough. Fra’anior, grant me courage to stay the course! 
 
    From Mizuki’s back, Elki stared hollow-eyed at the Tourmaline, and he had no answers for the Dragonfriend’s brother. 
 
    Tiiyusiel said, Seven and a half leagues deep, they are. I sensed in the depths a fey magic unknown to me, that must betoken these Earthen-Fires. O wing brother, that I could succour … how I rue my weakness. I have failed the Shell-Clan! Failed thee! Great is my mourning! 
 
    The day meandered past noon. The lattice lay broken, slumped over Immadior’s resting place as if the mighty Dragoness wore a veil of the finest Fra’aniorian lace. Already, the Cloudlands were resettling, returning to their usual opacity as the terrible magic and mayhem which had been unleashed returned to its natural state. The Ice-Raptors dissipated as if borne away on the winds, and their new allies, the Chrysolitic Dragons, hounded the stragglers. Hunting. Slaying. 
 
    Grandion pulled himself up. She is not dead. 
 
    Far below, Tiiyusiel bowed her fires. There is no sign in Balance or Harmony – 
 
    SHE IS NOT DEAD! 
 
    The Tourmaline shocked himself with the raw rage of his outcry. Dimly, he felt the man Sumio patting his back, and the movement of the Human as he stepped forward to bind a wound on the Immadian Queen’s arm. 
 
    Hope was his bulwark. In Dragon mythology, stars could never be snuffed out. They were the fire-souls of the most ancient of Dragonkind, the elemental Dragon spirits. 
 
    In a voice thickened by misery, Grandion said, “We had sight of the First Egg of the Ancient Dragons. Our brave companions shall track the Egg.” He summoned his inner white-fires – let these words wax prophetic! “This is what we will do. We’ll fly to Eskirla Island. Lick our wounds. Then, we return to Immadia and make new plans. Mark the fires of my words, friends – Numistar Winterborn is not finished yet. She will rise anew.” 
 
    Elki growled, “And we will defeat her.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Shell-Clan Dragon reached a depth of close to nine leagues beneath the Cloudlands before he perished beneath the brutal fist of pressure. By then, the motion of the Egg had changed. It tumbled very slowly end over end, borne on a current of air so viscous and broiling, it acted exactly like a glutinous fluid. Hualiama had expected the icy material to begin to evaporate rapidly, but Shill’s testing proved that process proceeded at the pace of a slumberous land snail. Meantime, the skyrocketing compression crushed their bolt hole to a jagged node the size of her Human’s torso. 
 
    So far, the substrate had also defeated her utmost attempts to move so much as a fraction of an inch through it. Although Shill demonstrated the possibilities by Flowing at a speed of perhaps an inch per hour, she soon stopped, warning about the dangers of stretching their magical resources too thin. Endurance was key as the Flow state did consume resources, she claimed. Eating of a sort was possible in this state – the consumption of energies – but usually Chrysolitic Dragons re-embodied for this purpose. Shill had never spent an extended period in Flow before. What of her Shapeshifted forms, Hualiama wondered? The Star Dragoness had once unwittingly starved her Human form. Repeat that experience? Never! 
 
    Thus, she turned her metaphysically existent brain to another Isle, to learning everything possible about this environment, and the intricacies of Flow. She would undoubtedly drive Shill to distraction with her detailed questions. Further, she must use this time of enforced stillness to work out what upon the Isles she could do about her mother, the unstoppable Empress of Hate. 
 
    Three days and five vertical leagues later, measured in the microscopic variations in natural cosmic radiation still detectable at this depth, they passed from the realm of darkness into a river of fire. These were the fires of the world’s mantle – the core fires of the world, Shill informed Lia, unfolding the science for her eager student. Perhaps this was a vertical crack in the crust which had allowed magma to extrude into its space, one of the deeper cracks which the S’gulzzi fire spirits were said to inhabit. Indeed, they sensed alien draconic presences all around them as leaping fires spouting unintelligible ‘sounds’ that lilted like a dialect, but of which they could understand not a single word or concept. A great multitude of these flitting, flickering specks of fire-life swarmed around the hidden Egg bearing an eerie, grating form of magic that Shill identified as Earthen-Fires; as different to her natural magic as oil and water, Lia concluded upon examination. Indeed, it seemed openly antithetical and even destructive to what she sensed of the Egg’s Dragon fires. 
 
    <Like the explosive annihilation of matter and anti-matter,> Shill clarified, giving her misgivings focus. <Inimical fires, little she. Terribly dangerous. For this reason, our earliest legends recount that Fra’anior did contain the S’gulzzi and the higher-dwelling Theadurial by barriers of material substance and innate nature to these lower echelons of the hierarchy of life.> 
 
    <We travel … south,> Lia noted. 
 
    <Ah, very good,> Shill approved. <By what precision measure did your conclusion reach fruition?> 
 
    <I measured the variation in the magnetic flux-ranges,> Hualiama explained. <What are these Theadurial, Shill?> 
 
    The lights beside her shook slightly as Shill appeared to negate her question. <Little is known save mention in lore and legend.> 
 
    <Do you think they could be …> her voice trailed off. A picture resurfaced in her mind, something she had been puzzling over for days now. When the Shell-Clan Dragon had died, part of him had appeared to peel away like a stalk of crystal, distinct from the rest of his being as Hualiama understood it. She had not paid attention then, but she was paying attention now. <Parasites?> 
 
    <What do you mean?> chimed the Chrysolitic Dragon. 
 
    <All this time, we’d been suspecting a mental illness. All those Land Dragons acting so out of character. The peculiar tenor of their fires. Let’s hypothesize. The S’gulzzi want the First Egg. Why else would we be down here, under the Island-World’s crust? Imagine if they found a way of infecting the Land Dragons? Their inimical Earthen-Fires cannot exist higher up, and therefore, they had to discover a vector – a means of executing their plans. A substitute. Enter a parasitic life form, the Theadurial. They attach themselves to a healthy draconic life form, and –> 
 
    <Silence, little she!> Shill’s mental voice shook. <Speak not such dark-fires and horrors.> 
 
    <But, I –> 
 
    <BE STILL!> 
 
    Lia knew her constellation dipped toward darkness, a visible scowl, but – well, someone must think the unthinkable. Chrysolitic Dragons did not have her experience with the command-and-control of the Dragon Haters. Aye, for certain her conjecture about the Theadurial was inadequate, comprised of the thinnest of logical platforms. Intuition. That was her strength, but she must not be blind if the facts proved otherwise. 
 
    They poured along in a world of dull red spectra, pressed on all sides by molten rock. The mixture churned very slowly, giving off subliminal groans as it squeezed southward, on the map in Hualiama’s head at least, toward the great volcano where she had met and saved the Magma Dragon, Crackle. Perhaps that was the place of opportunity, where they might – without any influence on the physical world whatsoever – contrive to lift the First Egg back to the surface? 
 
    Enigma! 
 
    Suddenly, another intuition revivified her tiny motes. <Shill, how exactly does a disembodied Chrysolitic Dragon produce a cold fireball separate from Flow space?> 
 
    <Aha! Excellent question, little she,> Shill approved at once. <Now you’re thinking like a Dragoness!> 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Grandion, Grandion, Grandion!” Flicker screeched, bursting out of the bushes beside their campsite near the city of Immadia. 
 
    Massive as he was, the Tourmaline Dragon could not stem the reactions that instantly transformed him into a battle-ready bundle of nerves, fury and fire. “Flicker! Mind your wingtips!” 
 
    Commander Surzaya, the dour leader of the Garrison, turned her famously irascible glare upon the dragonet. That glare was said to stop Ice-Raptors in full flight. Naturally, it was far from sufficient to deter a dragonet as brave, magnificent and unswervingly modest as Flicker. He paused mid-air, pleased to note Commander Darrul had also made an appearance. He had spotted the Commander’s green-eyed partner in crime earlier, helping Jin and Isiki with the herbal poultices and medicines Flicker had prescribed for Makani, who was well on her way to an excellent recovery. 
 
    Flicker drew himself up. “I bear news of the highest importance.” 
 
    Grandion’s eyes darted sideways as the bushes behind the dragonet rustled very slightly. The Dragon said, very blandly, “Aye?” 
 
    The dragonet allowed himself a lazy grin. “I was not so busy with my three mates –” he emphasized the number delicately, giving Dragons and Humans alike the opportunity to appreciate his dedication to the cause “– as to ignore the summons of my best girl, Hualiama. She is well, and –” 
 
    Three Dragons and a dozen Humans all started yelling at him. 
 
    Bah. Ingrates! Holding up a paw for silence, Flicker said pompously, “If you put an ear canal to the ground, Grandion, you would hear her too.” 
 
    “The ground?” Grandion flicked a wingtip interrogatively. 
 
    “She is talking through Immadia’s very roots,” he averred, truthfully. 
 
    Princess Shayitha started laughing, but she was the only one. “What?” she snorted. “Everyone’s thinking it, right? This vulgar fool’s having a joke at our expense.” 
 
    “If you’d bother to unstick the prejudice clogging your flapping cartilaginous skull appendages, noble Princess,” Flicker suggested politely, “you’d understand this is the last matter in the Island-World I’d ever joke about. Have you not apprehended our Tourmaline wing brother’s grief –” 
 
    Thump! In his haste, Grandion went down hard over his bent left foreleg, but only insofar as he could therefore press the foremost two ear canals on the left side of his skull to the naked rock. He wriggled slightly back and forth, keeping his tail well clear of the conference table and tents. Then, a slow Dragon grin cracked open his lips, revealing an eager curl of orange fire between glinting fangs. 
 
    “Hualiama is well. She is travelling south with the First Egg …” he paused to listen at length. “Fra’anior’s breath! She’s underneath the floor of Immadior’s Sea. Is that even possible? How do I speak back? Mizuki, how’s she doing that?” 
 
    The Tourmaline was doing that obtuse-ralti-sheep impression Flicker found so demeaning. Could he not just admit he was a fool for the most sensational girl-Dragon in the Island-World, oh, since the day that comet blew the planetary crust into dust? At least Grandion had perfected the art of drivelling worship. For that, a few faults might be forgiven. 
 
    Flicker showed everyone a needle-fanged grin. 
 
    Mizuki and Makani had their ear canals to the ground too, now. Mizuki said, “There’s a technique, but she’s warning us not to set off localised earthquakes. That girl!” 
 
    Elki drawled, “I swear, if you cut her open, she’d bleed pure mischief.” 
 
    Saori punched his arm. “Elki! That’s your sister –” 
 
    “Taught her everything she knows.” 
 
    “That’s a lie – I provided her education, you feckless glory-stealer!” screeched Flicker. 
 
    “I think your bushes are absconding,” the Prince noted drily. “Do try to keep up, dragonet. I can teach you the art of osculatory gyrations with your mates if you like – as a service between wing brothers, so to speak.” 
 
    He smacked his lips lewdly. 
 
    Flicker snorted, “You revolting naked ape, do not offend the mighty Dragonkind with your barbaric Human eccentricities! Right, you lot – Dragons, Queens, whoever you are – prepare to fly south forthwith. I, meantime, shall risk life and limb investigating these perilous bushes.” 
 
    The bushes giggled enticingly. 
 
    Flicker dived for cover before he could be assigned anything resembling real work. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Before the day was done, Numistar Winterborn charged down from the North and vented her spleen upon the Islands of Humankind. In the face of rising winds and a monstrous rampart of darkness, Grandion swept the scattered northerly Islands with Jin; Makani and Mizuki alerted the Human villages around Immadia’s skirts, and old and young alike scarpered for the old underground haunts, the bolt holes and caverns which had served the Immadians against pirates, feral Dragons and Ice-Raptors in years past. 
 
    Then, the storm of the century smashed into the Islands. 
 
    Numistar’s voice was the rabid, keening howl of storm winds stressed beyond endurance. She flattened trees and blew shingles off rooftops. Her tears were the fifty inches of snow that buried the low, weather-resistant houses in the course of a single afternoon. Her rage was the breath of ten thousand Ice-Raptors and the thundering hailstorm that followed upon the heels of the snow, with lightning blasting trees and houses, and jagged hailstones the size of a man’s fist stripping every green, living thing of its foliage. 
 
    The Dragons and Riders shrank back in the ancient caverns behind the new castle building, and watched in shock and awe as the scaffolding and battlements succumbed to hundreds of consecutive bolts of blue lightning. Blast demolition. Numistar seemed bent upon reducing the Human dwellings into frozen dust. 
 
    Shayitha clenched her fists. “We will rebuild our fortresses. Stronger. Taller.” 
 
    Qilong added quietly, “This is why we stand against the Winterborn, my friends. This would be the fate of the Island-World at her paw.” He placed a hand upon Queen Imaytha’s shoulder. “My heart bleeds for Immadia, o Queen. Be strong.” 
 
    Her eyes were shadowed, moist with helpless rage. “I can’t – isn’t this what happened to Kaolili, Prince Qilong?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    He folded her into his powerful arms. After a moment, his tears spilled upon that titian hair, and Qilong’s long-held composure, product of his Eastern heritage, cracked at last. Fists clenched behind her back. Raw, angry sobs. Wrenching sorrows. Grandion knew how much the Prince had seen. There was no easy face of war. Dragons might sing of mighty deeds of paw, but the great sagas in many ways concealed or even glamourised the truth. War was ruinous, a murderer of the innocent and a ruthless despoiler of the Islands. 
 
    Meantime, the Dragon covertly judged Shayitha’s reaction. Not all was good. In measured tones, he said, “The only positive outcome might be the refilling of the terrace lakes, o Princess. You said you needed a good snowfall.” 
 
    “You Dragons brought this disaster upon us!” 
 
    “Shall I recount for you the sorrows of the East?” asked the Dragon. 
 
    Shayitha stiffened. “I care about Immadia! I care about these people, here!” 
 
    “And the rest of the Island-World?” 
 
    “I’m sure you Dragons can contrive to destroy that, too. Do us a favour, Tourmaline. Don’t bring your girlfriend back to Immadia. We could do without the favour.” 
 
    “Shayitha,” her sister reproved. 
 
    The tall Princess turned away, shaking. “You can fly to war without me. Someone has to stay here and rebuild. That’s what I want to do. Grant me that boon, o Queen of Amethyst. Please.” 
 
    Grandion grieved at the rancorous note her voice struck. Aye, Hualiama’s flight had inadvertently brought Numistar Winterborn to the North – but this had always been the Ancient Dragoness’ goal. Somehow, in the course of just a few days since the Egg had vanished, she had contrived to draw together another incarnation of breathtaking power. Just as the Dragonfriend had described to him regarding their flight that ended in a crash-landing at Immadia, the Winterborn did not appear to be entirely rational. Certainly, her draconic fires burned atypically. Insane? Or could the root of this crazed behaviour be ascribed to the splitting and re-forming of her mind and being into lesser creatures, while the Numistar sought the power of the First Egg to restore her true being? For the raging of this storm struck him as a kind of cerebral agony, the venting of a soul in great pain. 
 
    What if Azziala gained control of the mightiest Dragoness in the Island-World? 
 
    Or did that title belong to a miracle of rather daintier proportions? 
 
    “So granted,” Imaytha whispered against Qilong’s chest. “You shall rule Immadia until such time as I return.” 
 
    Yet they had to tarry for three days until the storm blew over. 
 
    At this time, the Lesser Dragons repeated their frantic pre-storm flight – the Tourmaline to the far North with Queen Imaytha, Qilong and Commander Darrul, while Mizuki and Makani helped to dig out three buried caverns on the eastern shore of Immadia, freeing the grateful – and somewhat disconcerted – villagers. The Immadians tallied the damages at work tables roughly set up in the caverns behind the castle, since the building was now uninhabitable, while the Lesser Dragons added their observations. 
 
    Imaytha pursed her lips grimly. Even her worst expressions contrived to look beautiful. “Our treasury will be drained.” 
 
    Makani said, “Do you think now’s the time to tell her?” 
 
    The Copper Dragoness nodded, crooking her talons to provide a gap as Saori’s stomach rebelled once again. The Eastern warrior deposited her scant dinner in a bucket positioned below Mizuki’s knuckles for just such an eventuality. “I suppose we could.” 
 
    “It’ll be costly,” the Grey noted. 
 
    “An honour offering of Gi’ishior might ease the pain,” Mizuki noted. 
 
    “You might prevail upon a Prince of Fra’anior to raid the treasuries of the richest court North of the Rift,” said Makani. By now, every eye rested upon the two Dragonesses. 
 
    “Erm,” said Elki, scratching his neck as the svelte Copper Dragoness looked him over with swelteringly draconic intent. 
 
    Turning to the Queen, Makani said, “It strikes a certain Dragoness that while helping to rebuild the terrace lakes, Yuhurak the Brown might well have mapped certain natural resources of Immadia, purposing to use this information for leverage during negotiations. It may be reasonably conjectured that the application of gold or treasures, or a well-negotiated share of mining operations, might release this entirely hypothetical knowledge into the paws of Immadia’s rulers. I mean –” 
 
    “We understand,” the Queen said, with a brittle smile, before adding delicately, “but what assurances could I request that this theoretical knowledge was all that existed?” 
 
    “Word of a Dragon,” said Grandion. 
 
    “I see.” Now, the Queen’s smile turned brilliant. In the background, Grandion heard Prince Qilong sigh softly. “I don’t suppose it might be possible on our southward route to drop a hint of our dire need in certain ear canals?” 
 
    Mizuki purred, “I can be very persuasive.” 
 
    Elki coughed loudly, “A-A – Affurion! Excuse me. Bad chest, you know.” 
 
    The Copper fixed her most baleful glare upon the Prince of Fra’anior. “I’ve always wanted to try roast haunch of Prince. Quite tasty, I’m reliably informed.” 
 
    Far from dismayed, the Fra’aniorian Prince turned to wink up at Grandion. “You’ve tried roasted Princess before, o Tourmaline. How did that endeavour work out for you?” 
 
    Grandion was on the cusp of field-testing the idea of stuffed roast Prince served upon a bed of spicy Immadian tubers when a white mite executed a treble somersault landing directly upon the bridge of his nose, and with a couple of swaggering steps to the fore, deepened his voice and declared, “Being a Tourmaline Dragon of Island-shatteringly striking handsomeness – as you all have undoubtedly noticed, and if you dare hint otherwise I shall twist your unworthy heads off the scrawny twigs of your necks forthwith – ten thousand Human girls swoon at every swirl of my fiery-bright eye. Why, I am a Dragon of such rare beauty –” 
 
    Gnanrr-grarr! was all the interruption the Tourmaline could fabricate. 
 
    Flicker continued blithely “– aye, I’m so fabulously rare that the very stars worship the air cupped by the gleaming expanse of my wings, and the beauteous Star Dragoness, my verimost muse and –” 
 
    “Pest!” With great dignity, Grandion tried to swat him. 
 
    “Missed,” the dragonet snickered. “Don’t bruise your pretty nose.” 
 
    The Tourmaline aimed a baleful fore-talon at Flicker. “I’ve been meaning to try dragonet kebabs. Come here, you strutting mosquito. I’m hungry.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The evening skies gleamed golden and crimson as a partial eclipse burnished the mountains of Immadia a vivid copper, and transformed the fields of white into spreading robes of kingly majesty for the fabled Isle. It seemed a storm could never have struck, for even the swatches of coniferous trees flattened by Numistar’s storm had been buried in thick folds of snow, leaving the scenery pristine. The extraordinary turquoise Cloudlands waved like a field of rose-tufted grasses, if that were possible, an optical illusion caused by the suns-light reflecting off the toxic billows three miles below the Island. 
 
    Fifty-two Dragonships carrying two thousand two hundred crack Immadian troops flew silhouetted against the soaring peaks, bound on a south-easterly tack first for Gemalka Island, and then several compass points west of south to Helyon, skipping Herliss and Pla’arna Clusters. Makani and Mizuki would make the run to Pla’arna, leaving Grandion to shepherd the slower Dragonships to Helyon. Not that he intended to allow them opportunity to rest. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, the Tourmaline Dragon summoned his power of Storm winds, but reminded himself to be gentle with these poor Humans. 
 
    How he lamented the lack of a petite girl upon his back. 
 
    Her hand, however, was evident in the appearance of the Immadian Dragonships. Being the Blue-Star, she had found time to tinker with nothing less than their entire war fleet. Naturally. White Helyon silk sails billowed ahead of and alongside each Dragonship, swelling with the breeze; sails set in a new, flexible configuration that was the Star Dragoness’ brainchild. Not only flexible, the agog Steersmen and Navigators had observed, comparing notes at inordinate and excruciatingly wearisome length, but twenty-three percent more efficient. Twenty-three! That promised to cut a massive eight days off their estimated journeying time to Fra’anior Cluster, formerly twenty-five days – given a little helping paw here and there, such as mysteriously steady winds from astern. Grandion smirked, taking an imaginary bow toward an approving Star Dragoness. She was still working on the greater issue of long-distance propulsion, for Human Dragonships still remained largely at the mercy of wind and tide, as the saying went. 
 
    Unstoppable. 
 
    His hearts swelled as Grandion turned from checking the fleet’s progress away from Immadia’s shores to the glories of the mountains and the sky. This was a place Dragons could loom large. Sweeping territories beneath a pearl-blue dome, most of the day, and sky-fires that played at night. He must remember to blazon this sight upon his memories for Hualiama, and remind her of her promise to return and work with the Chrysolitic Dragons to heal their ills. One day. 
 
    To think that an army consisting of four Lesser Dragons, one Land Dragon below the Cloudlands, and fifty-two Dragonships represented a significant portion of the hope of the Island-World! 
 
    He had heard briefly, and very faintly, from Hualiama the previous evening. She had said something about battling the S’gulzzi in the river of fire, he recalled, seventeen leagues beneath the Cloudlands, and made a mental note to speak to Tiiyusiel about the theory she had advanced, ever so sketchily, regarding mental parasites of the Land Dragons. Thread? Or, a word close to it. At its interference-broken mention, her communication had suddenly become choppy before cutting off completely. 
 
    Rivers of fire. Why did that notion fill a Dragon with dread? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: S’gulzzi 
 
      
 
    RUZAL RAGED WITHIN her. Hualiama could not believe how abruptly the change had come upon her. Not temptation. Not hidden power. No, these S’gulzzi fire spirits called to her ruzal with eerie, evocative voices, almost as if they recognised the taste of its magic, and sought to roust it deliberately from the most secret recesses of her mind. How did they know? 
 
    It had begun two days before, as they entered a new region of choppier fires that knocked the First Egg about, slowly but surely breaking off pieces of its protective casing. Hualiama did not doubt that the Egg itself could not be breached by any ordinary force under the twin suns – save Numistar, perhaps – but at the same time, as the swirling, sluggish torrent of fire had lifted them to a mere twelve leagues deep, the strange, crystal-like threads had begun to congregate in great numbers. 
 
    With her uncanny Flow senses, Hualiama tried to observe and eavesdrop upon goings-on, to the vocal annoyance of Shill, who had grown weary of all her ‘disrespectful’ questions. Was the Dragoness afraid? The unaskable question when it came to Dragonkind, of course. Firstly, the insubstantial patches of winged darkness which Hualiama had come to recognise as the S’gulzzi fire spirits assembled around the brighter threads. Soon, the threads began to pulsate more brightly, displaying more detailed filaments either end of a long, tubular body – strengthened in some magical sense, she concluded. Secondly, as the fire spirits worked, some of the threads winked out completely, their fires surrendering to the corrupting Earthen-Fires magic. Others, however, appeared to swim off with renewed purpose, heading … upward. Out of her surveillance range, eventually. 
 
    S’gulzzi minions? 
 
    At length, when several thousands of the long, filament-like Dragonkind had departed again, the shadowy, dancing dark-fires reformed in their regiments and embarked upon lengthy hours of further labour on some of the threads – and this was when she began to feel the strange pulling at her ruzal magic. She could not tell at first whether it originated with the threads or the darker fire spirits, but Hualiama gradually came to understand that a debased form of magic was at work, corrupting and changing the Theadurial. Or, did the S’gulzzi seek a means of embodying themselves? Either way, the reason she knew was because the ruzal secreted long before within her breast by Ianthine, stirred in response, and wailed – a yearning, tearing, hateful paean of recognition. 
 
    At once, the dark, flitting creatures swarmed closer, eager to imbibe of her power, and that was when her battle truly began. They identified. They breathed this foul brand of magic as if it were nectar to their souls. Hualiama sensed their hungering. That was the first emotion which had communicated clearly; their intent felt visceral and overwhelming, as though the coursing magma had unexpectedly come alive in the foulest possible way. 
 
    How could she explain this to Shill? 
 
    She must. 
 
    Yet this living magic of Dramagon’s soul was perhaps one of the deepest secrets with which she had been entrusted; it had been forced upon her, as true as Dragons breathed fire, but was this not the very reason she had been born? To find a way to ensure that the Red Dragon’s infamous evil never again ravaged the Island-World? 
 
    Worse than the calling and pressing from the outside, was the ruzal’s restless malingering. Hualiama thought she had somehow attained mastery over the inner taint, but this magic was not about stealing keys. It changed the locks. Subtly. Relentlessly. It seeped around her doors and corroded the dungeon bars, constantly shifting its avenues not only with chilling intelligence, but with the knowledge advantage that stemmed from living within and understanding its host intimately – perhaps better than she understood herself. 
 
    Dramagon’s soul-fragments hungered for her powers just as Numistar hungered for incarnation and supremacy, and as day slipped into day, it became nigh impossible for Hualiama to deny the ruzal access to her light. She feared that if that happened, the stigma would last forever. She’d become a dark-star. Immoral. Malevolent. A creature that corrupted all it touched like acid. 
 
    Learning about her environment could only distract her so far. Speaking in the hope Grandion would somehow detect her subsonic groaning, produced by a fiendishly magnificent magical construct that embodied her sound waves after they left her Flowing body as thought monads, could only furnish so much hope. Aye, she did detect the slow cycling of her Dragon and Human minds and hoped she would not suffer the starvation of before … but as they dipped deeper beneath the Island-World’s crust once more and the ruzal set about engineering the destruction of her will to resist, Hualiama knew she needed help. 
 
    This was beyond her ability to counteract. 
 
    She set her mind to dreaming. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The place of beauty and foetal warmth had turned to dread. Unwanted. Rejected. Magic crept around her being, fey and predatory, supping upon the tiny spark of her life. Why her? What had changed? 
 
    Her infantile understanding knew only the terror. 
 
    The waiting. 
 
    Dying. 
 
    This was the space where a soul learned the mortality of the flesh it departed, but was not yet willing; she shivered in the grip of a fear so profound, it transcended all belief or thought or willpower. Clinging to life. Clinging, even though the space had become her prison. Clinging in the vain hope her poor, broken heartbeat would flutter, and somehow, her body might become animate … 
 
    In the beginning, there was laughter. 
 
    Light danced nearby, joyous. The quest had yielded its goal. Loneliness ebbed. The mote was so beautiful, like a radiant firefly, and its delight a contagious panacea to her soul. 
 
    She sensed movement toward the mote. A dance step, where dance had been unthinkable. Now, she remembered that something existed beside sorrow, and the covetous spirit could be denied if she embraced the white fire that sang so beguilingly to the fires of her own existence. The mote giggled again, speaking tenderly to the timorous foetus, touching the gossamer silver thread that linked her back to that dying flesh in the womb where she had never known safety. 
 
    We rise. We dance. We love. 
 
    Courage infused her awareness, swelling like a long-suppressed tide. The glowing mote shrank back in surprise, but voiced a gurgle of glee when a tiny mental prod reached her, just nascent inklings, not fully developed notions. Like … love. Dance? 
 
    The silvery thread stretched as the pair, entwined, capered away upon the winds, veiling themselves from the ravening mouth within the womb of the monster. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Her awakening was not gentle. With a sweating, monstrous jerk as if every iota of her consciousness had been hooked and launched out of a terrace lake to land squirming beside a fisherman’s boot, Hualiama bucked against the arms that held her, shrieking, “Leave me alone!” 
 
    Blue hair! She had just bitten … 
 
    “Oh, mercy … sorry, sorry … my Dragonlove –” 
 
    “Shh. You’re safe.” The other girl held her as fiercely as – well, as the Dragoness she was – while the Human girl cried tears of humiliation and bereavement. “You’re alright now. Bad dream?” 
 
    Blonde-Lia stiffened in surprise as a mighty huff of air washed over them, flicking the white sheets and tousling her hair, but the sensation it brought was even more astonishing. The breeze’s scent was a glorious medley of ancient wonders mingled with fresh, poignant tenderness, and with it, the poisonous darkness yammering about a foetus seemed to recede. 
 
    Fra’anior. Every time they met in her soul space he seemed to bend closer, to yearn for his shell-daughter with a joy as fierce as it was undeniable, and the colours of his love that she spied over Dragonlove’s shoulder, defied her powers of description. A million emotions jammed into the lake surface of his fire-eye, which filled the background of her view more completely than the Yellow Moon ever dominated the skies of her Island-World. 
 
    Fra’anior whispered, “Why so afraid, little one?” 
 
    “Aye, what was that dream?” asked Dragoness-Lia. “We were just speaking about you – Hualiama?” 
 
    She bit her fist. “I – I can’t … Azziala. It was … Azziala, and – I can’t speak …” Fangs! The gaping emptiness of a mouth within her womb … oh mercy, have mercy upon her soul! “Dragonsoul, do you remember, when we were just an eggling …” 
 
    Her anguish clearly distressed her twin, for blue-haired Lia’s eyes filled with tears as she gazed back, soul mirrors, realisation dawning in her eyes as the memories flickered between them in a single, horrific gasp. Dragonsoul clutched her stomach with a groan that seemed to stop the moons in their orbits, and the stars from shining. 
 
    Fra’anior rumbled, “What is it, Hualiama? Can I protect you …” 
 
    He did not understand. 
 
    Nor could she fathom such evil. Unsteadily, she shared her memories with her shell-father, who became so silent, it seemed even his fires had forgotten how to burn. At length, he groaned, “The inner twin parasitized your magic in the womb? The memories do not lie.” 
 
    Azziala’s twin. 
 
    “Worse,” Human-Lia moaned. “Much worse.” 
 
    Blue-hair gritted out, “When we communed, we discovered her soul-force could not leave her body. To snap that thread would have been to kill … myself. We were forced to return. Then I – we, healed ourselves. Bodily.” 
 
    The word hung between them, an obscenity. 
 
    At length, Fra’anior stammered in realisation, “She … the twin … cannibalised a foetus? Oh, my precious shell-daughter!” The Great Onyx roared, ACCURSED DAIMONIC SPIRIT! Mighty thunder boomed around his body, over and over again, and lightning crackled off his scales as the Ancient Dragon’s fury and anguish burned as she had never seen it burn before – an awesome, terrible fury, like the heart of a storm exposed to the watcher. 
 
    Human-Lia whispered, “I remember …” 
 
    The force of her horror caused her heart to skip; to restart with another wrenching jolt. She pleaded with her eyes. No. Let these soul-searing memories be false. Please. How could she face such wanton cruelty? 
 
    “This is why you tried to end your life,” gasped her twin. “This … is why! What was – how do you remember?” 
 
    “Because she started … eating, before I died.” Tears flooded from her eyes, but her mouth gaped open, trying to swallow air but not finding any. Agony speared her breast like a Dragon’s talon slowly twisting her organs. “That mouth. How can I ever forget? I want to. I must.” 
 
    “Petal …” The Dragoness stroked her hair tenderly. “Breathe. Deep breaths. Slowly. You’re safe with us. We’d never let anything bad happen to you, ever again.” 
 
    Now, for the first time, Hualiama saw Fra’anior’s fisted paw rise, clenched so hard that the mightiest of Dragons trembled. “That warped whelp of Dramagon’s most diseased schemes! We must find a way to stop her. Come. I shall … should I give you time and space to grieve?” 
 
    Tenderness, unbearable. She turned away, grieving inconsolably. 
 
    “That would be wise,” said the blue-haired twin. 
 
    The Great Onyx snarled, “Then, we shall work out how and when you shall raise this Egg from amongst the treacherous S’gulzzi, o star of mine third heart!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You are a recruitment machine,” Flicker advised Mizuki. 
 
    The Copper Dragoness eyed him cagily. “What do you want, dragonet?” 
 
    “Merely to advise this present company of your most admirable skills,” he returned, playing bait-the-Dragoness with glee. “Grandion. Ear canal to the ground. It is time.” 
 
    The Tourmaline snorted, “So glad we have small minds to remember small details.” Nonetheless, the great Dragon bent his ear to the sparse ochre grasses of Gemalka. 
 
    Flicker snickered, “Down, boy … good Dragon.” 
 
    Then, he had to leap over a fireball; Makani moved like grey lightning, protecting the tents and Dragonships in Grandion’s line of fire. She snarled, One more chirp out of you, trickster, and I’ll Glue you to the nearest Dragonship – permanently. Do we understand each other? 
 
    The dragonet nodded. Perhaps that had been a talon tip too far. Flying directly to the Tourmaline, he genuflected aerially. How may I serve you, noble Dragon? 
 
    Help me work out what she’s saying. 
 
    At once, Flicker flattened himself beside Grandion. They exchanged data, trying to decipher the choppy, oftentimes fragmentary communication. She was located somewhere near Immadior’s roost, they worked out, hundreds of leagues ahead of the Dragonship fleet. Hualiama had been speaking to Fra’anior – Grandion’s sigh communicated much as the dragonet relayed this information to their companions – and she reminded him to feed his house? His hardships? Eat Haribol fruit? Flicker and Grandion pulled disgusted faces at each other. 
 
    “Your Human,” Jinichi called over, from where he sat with Elki, working on an infected talon on Mizuki’s left hind paw. “Feed your Human.” 
 
    “Feed him?” asked Flicker. “Why?” 
 
    Sounding as if she were quoting from a scroll of non-existent lore, Isiki said, “The great Star Dragoness’ Human manifestation inadvertently starved during her period of suffering at the Empress’ Command-hold. She only narrowly survived, and that thanks to Siiyumiel’s – ah, what is it, noble Tourmaline?” 
 
    “Close a paw upon that thought for a moment,” he ordered. “I want you to teach the Shapeshifters-to-be. Brazo! Zanya! Jin –” 
 
    “Listening,” Zanya returned crisply, raising a hand. She, Brazo and their mother Varinya were working steadily through a pile of arrow shafts ready for fletching. No doubt, they would shortly be greeting Ice-Raptors once more. 
 
    “I am not worthy –” 
 
    Grandion stared the diminutive Eastern Islander down with a brooding frown. At length, he snarled, “Did I make a request?” 
 
    Isiki shook her head, gulping audibly. 
 
    “I didn’t hear you, former Thirteenth Slave, now bondservant to a Star Dragoness!” 
 
    “Aye, noble Dragon!” she squeaked. 
 
    “Better,” he purred. “Next time I’ll have less blithering nonsense and a deal more instant obedience, girl, or you’ll be sharpening every single Dragon’s talon in our Dragonwing! Daily!” 
 
    Isiki’s eyes darted about, taking in a few dozen of the two hundred and ninety-three Lesser Dragons which had now swelled their forces, keen to earn battle honours and the favour of Gi’ishior. Politics, as ever, ruled many a Dragon roost. A more cynical thought elbowed its way into Flicker’s mind. That, and the fact that Numistar had attacked many of their roosts on her way south. The prospect of revenge, served fiery, had enticed many a paw to their service. 
 
    Yet Flicker also noticed Dragon ears bending to the talk of Shapeshifters. Grandion had not decided upon a policy of openness, but that seemed the best way to stem any loose talk. All Dragons knew of the passing of Amaryllion Fireborn, but not many knew about the gift of his fires. He would ensure the spread of the right rumours. His regard returned briefly to the overgrown blue dragonfly and his overweening ego. Dragonet chatter might be put to good use. He could do worse than to tell sundry tales about his best girl, ensuring that the divine seal of the Ancient Dragons attended her actions. 
 
    Meantime, Isiki gathered her courage and blurted out, “Well, the wisdom of Siiyumiel was that both manifestations of the fire-soul ought to be fed at least every third day, and potentially more often than that. While a Shapeshifter’s physical needs do not seem to appear to match those of normal activity – we can think of the second-soul as being in a place of rest – they are definitely present, and measurably higher for both manifestations after battle, for example. Can I speak to each of you and document the exact symptoms you are experiencing?” 
 
    Jin said, “Watch this.” 
 
    With his tongue, he expelled a thin stream of fire out of his mouth. 
 
    “That doesn’t burn you?” the girl asked quickly. 
 
    “Just the sensation of heat,” he averred. 
 
    “Mind where you water the grass,” Flicker suggested, with studied indelicacy. “You might pee Dragon acid.” 
 
    Jin said, “More to the point, is there a chance I could burn my girl – uh, fellow Dragon Rider, in a fit of anger? My emotions … I mean, I’m an Easterner and a warrior, but I’ve never felt this way before. I’d liken it to –” 
 
    “Being a volcano on the verge of exploding?” Zanya suggested, with a delicate shiver. 
 
    “Exactly. Out of … control.” 
 
    Flicker’s hearts melted toward the boy’s concern. Easterners had such a knack for self-discipline, but he knew that draconic emotions would test him to the limit. Hualiama still experienced that. Even better, he had provoked her more than a few times – a pleasant picture of his girl punching holes in Dragonship walls came to mind; and now, more expressively, the memory of her literal flame dance, which he had picked up from Grandion. Just … amazing. He pictured the Human notion of rolling up his sleeves. What trouble might an ingenious dragonet foment amidst a group of emergent Shapeshifters? 
 
    The possibilities were endless. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Battered by legion S’gulzzi eager to sup upon the power of ruzal, Hualiama swept away on her rapidly melting Egg-ship, passing beneath Immadior’s roost and into fountains of fire that poured with ceaseless, thundering majesty through the vast tunnels and chambers of this area. She did not entirely understand the geophysics, for in some places the massive upwellings lifted them miles, but just when she expected to go shooting up a volcanic pipe, they tumbled away down a series of billows like a waterfall spilling over many ledges, spinning dizzily until they splashed down in a lava lake of unknowable proportions. Her best efforts at echo location – a haphazard technique given the limitations of Flow – suggested the biggest cavern was a monumental two hundred and thirty leagues in diameter, and pressurised by toxic volcanic gases to well over one hundred and forty atmospheres. She shook her head slowly. Even the hardiest of Dragons must surely be crushed beneath such phenomenal pressures! 
 
    The Egg’s protection sloughed away steadily beneath these titanic forces, and with it, the relative protection that Hualiama and Shill enjoyed. She realised that the tough additional shell somehow insulated her from the psychic attacks upon her ruzal, which alone of her magic did not react in the same way to Flow. This provided a direct route to her mind. While the S’gulzzi were more devious than strong, they were countless and she laboured until she felt stretched as thinly as spiderweb in a gale. 
 
    Hualiama recalled her latest consultation with Fra’anior. Warnings. All warnings, and a smidgen of help promised. The First Egg must not be allowed to rest long in the Earthen Fires, for the combination of their conflicting types of magic would be as devastating as Shill had described. He could not attend her often, for Numistar Winterborn had already become alert to his presence and care for his shell-daughter. Indeed, he adjured her to treat with Numistar rather than Azziala, for the Ancient Dragonkind were bound to a code of honour that even the Winterborn would be forced to obey. He provided extensive advice on the subject. Lastly, the ruzal. She must never give it up willingly, neither in life nor in death. That was a prize both her mother and Numistar would give the Dragon’s share of their future kingdoms to possess, and with its surrender, the spirit of Dramagon would roam free at last. What of the S’gulzzi? He counselled her to endure until he could divine a solution. 
 
    If the towering intellect of the seven-headed progenitor of her Island-World could not conceive of how this so-called bequest of Dramagon’s could be extinguished, then how could she? 
 
    Hualiama despaired. 
 
    She fought and agonised and writhed as the First Egg rolled on seemingly with a will of its own, and measured the cracking of the ice field about them, and knew the crux must come soon. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That night, Istariela came to her. 
 
    The White Dragoness’ approach was guarded, hidden within a dream filled with warm eggling-feelings, but at the moment it turned to terror and chasing, Hualiama awoke, feeling as if emotional shards lacerated her soul. Two eggs still lay abandoned. Safe, she hoped, trying desperately to cling to those slivers of a memory, of a roost secreted behind a mighty waterfall … she must find it! She must succour those eggs! Ensure they were safe … 
 
    As the dream-state faded, she sensed Istariela’s presence. 
 
    Human-Lia stirred first, disconcerted. How did this Shifting work? One brain awakened fully, while the other still drifted in those languid yet ungentle mists. Moaning softly. Eyes flicking rapidly beneath her shuttered eyelids. 
 
    She whispered, “Are you here to hurt us again?” 
 
    The perfect white wings stiffened. Anguish flashed briefly in her eye-orbs before the White Dragoness circled to a brusque landing. “You wound me, child-not-mine.” 
 
    Fra’aniorian! That mellifluous accent could hardly be mistaken. A slight variation in the vowels, to be certain, but perhaps a precursor of her own accent. Hualiama raised her chin. “Really? Then you fail to understand who I am – who we are, Dragoness. Shell-mother.” 
 
    “So bitter?” The beautiful, sleek Dragoness inclined her head. “Yet, you wear my scale.” 
 
    “Did Fra’anior create you to be his mate?” Lia bit her lip, wishing she would not engage in verbal combat with her twin’s mother. 
 
    “I was a foundling.” 
 
    Jaw. Clang. “Like … me?” 
 
    For the first time since she remembered from her earliest eggling dreams, Istariela chuckled, but the sound struck her as gruff and self-conscious. Lia snuffed out the mental picture which had prompted that laughter. How could she pretend connection with a mother she had never truly known? She wanted to lash out or run to Istariela, she did not know which. But she did know she must not distress her second-soul in the doing. 
 
    Instead she, of her own volition, must bridge the gap. Someone must take the lead. 
 
    Rising from the white bed with a simple flexion of her legs, Lia danced with melancholy, processional mien toward the White Dragoness, who quivered as if she too was on the cusp of bolting. Lia said, Stay. Tarry, o Istariela the White, and dance with me as we once danced in your womb. 
 
    Now, it was the White Dragoness’ turn to stand frozen, her left forepaw daintily poised upon the third step leading up to the bed as the girl’s dance gathered form and momentum. Onward. Upward. Fire gathered in her path, adorning her limbs and crackling sharply from her hair. It was dark, at first, the notes of desertion and angst overriding her decision to forge a new relationship, the sense of being a traitor to herself too poignant, swamping her soul. The anguish communicated in shudders, abrupt pirouettes and fearful leaps.For the longest time, her palette remained murky, but then almost imperceptibly, Hualiama began to find a hint of yellow here and vibrant orange there, as if her deepest heart’s cry leaked through into her dance, granted expression she could not otherwise find in speech or thought. The irruptions gathered pace. They persisted. 
 
    Istariela wept. 
 
    Whirling. Soaring. Higher and higher she flowed, broader of gesture and lissom of bended neck as she bowed now before her shell-mother, curled into a foetal position, trembling as the incandescence of life’s inner joy began to diffuse from her skin. She depicted that fragile first meeting in a series of rising hand twirls, accompanied by lithe flutter steps evoking the laughter of conjoined foetus and fire-soul absconding upon the winds of the Island-World. She twisted and soared, fleeing from the ghastly cavern of her Human mother’s womb. 
 
    Hualiama knew Istariela’s womb had not been so. Frightened, aye, yet profoundly mother-loving. She played her exquisite twin’s sweet yet fleeting rapport with her shell-mother before she flew from the empty nest, tracking that scintilla of need across a thousand leagues and more; then the thrill of discovering her second-soul, the moment of … assimilation? Integration? The desire never to possess, but to unite in soul-deep companionship. 
 
    The rapturous intensity of her expression demanded movements as fluid and exotic as the Flame Cycle, inviting the flame of her sister, already alert and responsive as she watched – how long had she been dancing? Did time have meaning in her soul space? Softly, as if their souls were connected by a fragile strand of Helyon silk, she reeled her in. Blue-hair. Second-soul. Mirror-soul. Rising into the flame. Pouring out her inmost need and joy, her eternal gratitude to a nascent fire-soul who had braved the long leagues and who had saved her life in more ways than one. 
 
    Their together-dance retraced the helical expressions of deepest life. 
 
    At last, with a terrible, racking sob, Istariela stretched out her wings. Come to me, oh, please … please, my darling, precious sparks … 
 
    Her brokenness told it all. The girls abandoned their dance to gather the White Dragoness into their embrace, huge as she was, stretching their linked arms about her neck as far as they could reach, and in perfect concert, laid their heads against her breast, so that they could hear and soothe her frantic hearts’-beat. 
 
    Istariela nestled her shell-daughters close, one beneath each wing. 
 
    Miraculous child – children! the Star Dragoness wailed at last. I bore one beautiful egg and gained two, profound mystery that thou art. Oh, that I could brood once more over thee … I would do everything differently. So differently. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: Unfathomable Fires 
 
      
 
    Hualiama GOGGLED at her shell-mother. Her voice struck an incredulous note as she repeated, “Are you saying you’ve no idea of your origins? You claim that you’re a cosmic mote, fallen –” 
 
    Istariela sang: 
 
    What is a droplet of starlight? 
 
    Fire unfathomable, 
 
    Liquescent esotericism of life. 
 
    Her Dragoness touched the Human girl’s arm, stilling a furious outburst. Aye, this was as draconic a non-answer as she had ever heard, and it made no sense. It was maudlin, a tale for infants; nothing a Star Dragoness should even pretend to believe. How could she not know? How could she not want to know? Surely Fra’anior must have refuted her belief, or set her straight aeons before … 
 
    The White Dragoness said, “I wish I had better answers – any answers at all. Long have I sought the truth, but Hualiama, you must accept that of draconic magic, some enigmas simply exist. They pre-exist time itself, and perhaps even our universe. No reasoning of mortal creatures can penetrate the impenetrable. Amongst the first rains of that fiery re-creation, as Fra’anior navigated the seething infernos of destruction, he came upon what I just sang to you, a liquid droplet of starlight, which contained the flame of draconic fire-life. That was my egg. As I said, I was a foundling – his foundling, and despite all that has passed between us since, I still love Fra’anior for his tender and faithful care for my un-embodied eggling form.” 
 
    “How old are you?” Human-Lia blurted out. “Uh, Mom – Dragoness?” 
 
    Istariela chuckled throatily. “It took my egg three thousand, three hundred and seventeen years to hatch.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Star Dragon eggs are special.” 
 
    Human-Lia dearly wanted to slap the ever-so-draconic shrug that accompanied these words. Dragons! Even her second-soul acted as steamed as a volcano evaporating a lake, fulminating at length in the recesses of her mind. 
 
    Istariela regarded them with eye-fires dominated by apricot and pure white tones that curiously, seemed to eddy about each other in a fiery embrace. Love, as the Dragon poets would have it, burned in the eyes. Mellifluously, she said, “My treasured egglings, I would love to teach you what I have learned since of Star Dragons. Your own life story should tell you better than any words of mine how unique you are. Star Dragons hatch when the Balance is right. I believe our greatest work is to uphold the Balance, and to stand against the forces that would destroy the magical life of our Island-World. We possess unique powers and privileges, but also bear unique responsibilities – and that is why I have come to you this day. Because I see your struggles, my shell-daughters. Because I know that you possess the greatest fortitude, but I also know you will need all of your untainted strength to stand against the scourge of Numistar Winterborn.” 
 
    The girls chorused, “What are you saying?” 
 
    “Two things.” The Dragoness held them close. “When the time is right, I would whisper to you the location of my last two eggs. Would you brood over them for me? I beg you. Please.” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Human-Lia glared at her twin. “What? This Dragoness isn’t coming back for them!” 
 
    “You’ve every right to feel this pang,” Istariela soothed. “I cannot return, or the Balance would be upset, and though he does not admit it, Fra’anior’s eternal fire-soul would be forfeit. Worse, I must ask you to keep their location secret from Fra’anior. The Ancient Dragons have ways of … of knowing each other’s thoughts and intentions, as best I can tell. Numistar’s wrath would be unimaginable; worse, she might even seize and corrupt one of those eggling spirits. Promise me!” 
 
    Suddenly, her manner bespoke fire and terrible majesty. 
 
    She must protect her own – they were her siblings, Lia reminded herself. She could do no less. How lonely they must be, hidden in cavern or roost and shielded even from Fra’anior’s regard, longing for over two decades for maternal touch. Any touch at all would be better than the fate of abandonment. She herself had spoken to Istariela from within the shell, so these egglings would know their fate. In a mental flash, she agreed with other-Lia. It was not even a choice. 
 
    Both girls nodded. “We promise.” 
 
    Istariela said, “We will speak of this again, when these battles have run their course. But now, I would do for you what I have never done in my life, and beg of you the chance to grant you a gift, even if that must be hard to accept from a shell-mother such as I have been.” 
 
    Again, a sense of raw, awful majesty enfolded the Shapeshifter Dragoness as her twinned soul forms regarded their mother. What was this secret that burned upon her tongue? A gift that must be given? The one gift, aside from life itself, that Istariela had ever given her shell-daughter? 
 
    The very air seemed to tremble, pregnant with doom. 
 
    Human-Lia said, unsteadily, “Only if you will promise my Dragonsoul that you will always be with us, and visit us here even if you cannot be with us in body. Upon that condition …” 
 
    Her Dragoness squeezed her fingers. Love you too, Humansoul. 
 
    Istariela nodded regally. “Insofar as my fire-life permits, I promise – gladly. Now, listen closely, for it may be that your fate and that of our Island-World depends upon how you answer. I would offer to lift a burden from your soul, that you might fight Numistar Winterborn and the Empress without taint in your light.” 
 
    “Nooo …” Dragonsoul groaned. 
 
    “Aye. You allow me to carry the burden of ruzal. Only I am strong enough to bear it. Only I have the knowledge to deal with this foul anti-magic, and only I, as your shell-mother, have the right to expunge this burden from your life.” 
 
    “NOOOOO!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion grumbled, “What is it about Dragons that they have to play, ‘who’s the biggest Dragon?’ I ask you! Galumphing ralti sheep.” 
 
    “You broke his neck,” Queen Imaytha said mildly, stuffing a foot-wide puncture wound at the nape of Grandion’s neck with an old, wadded-up piece of sacking. She tamped it in place with her foot. 
 
    “Accident!” 
 
    “That Red Dragon was a grossly distended pustule on a toad’s greasy backside,” said Flicker. “I’m surprised you deigned to wipe your paws on his spavined carcass. Mind you keep all of Grandion’s pieces, o Queen, however unsightly or useless they might seem. Hualiama will never forgive us if we leave stray body parts lying about the Cloudlands.” 
 
    To the Tourmaline’s surprise, the Queen bowed deeply. “As you command, o stupendously highborn stalwart of the dragonet-kind.” 
 
    “By my wings!” Flicker squealed, so overcome he flopped inelegantly over Grandion’s dorsal-rear left ear canal. Imaytha’s laughter quickly set him to rights, however. He turned instantly into a bristling ball of ire. “Incompetent yokel! I imagine you hardly put those delicate hands to real work,” he sniffed. “Spineless peasant scum. Your ancestors dripped from an Immadian icicle late one summer, and as for that collection of filthy, slapped-up mud hovels you presume to call a town –” 
 
    “Don’t tease Flicker,” Grandion advised, whirling his eyes at Imaytha over his shoulder. “He’ll prattle you all the way back to Immadia.” 
 
    Eyes flashing, Imaytha rounded on the dragonet. “Mind I don’t stuff your moth-eaten pelt into this wound.” 
 
    Flicker waved a white paw disdainfully. “I see that your tolerably attractive features disguise a mind like a sulphurous fumarole, belching malodorous gases day and night.” 
 
    With her sweetest smile, Imaytha returned, “Whereas you, of infinitely less use than a quibbling quadrupedal footstool, remind me of a rat of such stupendously pustulent excrescence, you’d give an Immadian sewer a terminal case of constipation.” 
 
    Flicker gaped in open amazement. “I – I thought you were royalty?” 
 
    “Long, dark winters and a love of word games,” said the petite woman. She gave the wadding one more stamp of her foot. “Done, Grandion. Anything else of yours you’d like me to kick?” 
 
    INCOMING! bellowed Mizuki. 
 
    The temporary encampment exploded in a scramble of paws and boots. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Being a foot-long white dragonet did not lend itself to great deeds of paw, unlike that Tourmaline hooligan, who had body-slammed his Red challenger all over the Fingers of Ferial – with only the mildest exaggeration. Flicker had never known a Dragon with strength to compare, and judging by the deferential wingtip acknowledgements of every other Dragon in their steadily amassing Dragonwing, they knew it too. There would be no more challenges. 
 
    He did have seven hundred and eleven white-pawed cohorts in crime, however. 
 
    Thus, as a ragged flight of several hundred Ice-Raptors screamed down toward the Dragonships moored above the southernmost finger of rock, the dark spires that resembled nothing more than a clawed Dragon’s paw reaching for the sky with its talons outstretched, he summoned his brethren. One of mind, they were the quickest to rise and respond. 
 
    As they winged aloft in a single white flock, lightly linked into the community-mind-bond, Flicker rapped, Eyes, ears, wing surfaces. Mind the ice breath and protect each other, as we drilled. 
 
    They were his wings, his fangs and his thoughts. They were pinpricks of sensation against his mind, like a beast with a single hide that communicated sensory feedback to a super-brain that shared, processed and replied to each subordinate consciousness. The flock angled upward into the heavily overcast evening sky. A chill wind blew steadily from the Northeast, but had not broken up the scudding cloud layer. Below, due to the lack of moons-light and starlight, Ferial’s many fingers seemed to reach upward out of the gloom, a disembodied appendage linked by thin traceries of Human wood and rope bridges, which spanned the deep-cleft gaps between the ‘fingers’ like a patch of ethereal, silvery cobwebs approximately a mile below the flat, barren upper surfaces. 
 
    Flicker’s lip curled. They had moored up top due to politics. Far be it from the clannish denizens of Ferial to offer any substantial help. Supplies, aye. Contracts of payment, even more so. Still, negotiation at talon tip had its advantages. Grandion had been keen to start with a few fireballs, but the desire to include the local Dragonkind of Ferial and Helyon – more truthfully, not to start a minor side war – had led to more measured dialogue, and the single combat challenge which the Tourmaline had won with spectacular proficiency. 
 
    Pretty-winged ruffian. 
 
    Paws off my girl! Flicker snarled, leading his flock into battle. 
 
    The dragonets responded with wrath tinged with surprise; still, their intersecting path brought them across the noses of the dense wedge of Ice-Raptors at high speed, a mile above the encampment and a quarter-mile ahead of the nearest Lesser Dragon. Here came the patrols, responsible for not letting exactly this situation develop. 
 
    Flicker rubbed his paws. The late evening promised entertainment – doubtless, Grandion would discipline a few more Dragons after they tidied up this minor muddle. 
 
    No cold fireballs? They think we’re birds! he snapped. Make them pay! 
 
    The Ice-Raptors rode the winds like a dense, undulating white beast, their fur flowing in the blast-speed of their passage, perhaps touching thirty leagues per hour. Lacking the heavy forelimbs of the Lesser Dragons, they resembled overgrown, honking water birds, Flicker decided, sharing the derisive image with his flock, but what they lacked in strength and stature, they made up for with manoeuvrability and snappish tempers. 
 
    Effortlessly, he divided his flock by dozens. Take them! 
 
    The dragonets shot into the formation at high speed, twisting and jiving amidst the much larger Wyvern-kind. They mobbed the broad white heads in teams, slicing into unprotected eyeballs and quarrying at the highly sensitive, nerve-rich ears with their talons. The dragonets were quick and tenacious, like ants swarming their prey to deliver a death of ten thousand bites. In a split second the formation imploded as the blinded, smarting Ice-Raptors turned upon each other. The killing began. 
 
    Flicker clipped his wings, knocking a larger dragonet aside from a fatal bite, before standing almost on his tail to hack at an Ice-Raptor’s left eye in passing. His talons came away wet and steaming with ichor. Now, his mind-link sensed dragonets falling away, speared or bitten or deep frozen by the inadvertent expulsion of cold fireballs. Twenty. Thirty gone in the flutter of an eye membrane. His group had flung the Raptors’ advance into chaos. Many of the Lesser Dragons, led by Grandion and his Dragon Riders, spread across the speckled black granite campsite, protecting the moored Dragonships and camping Humans from a relatively low elevation. 
 
    Grating shrieks battered the shared consciousness. Together! He gritted his fangs. A touch of Hualiama’s mental discipline slewed his groups toward the fringes, where dozens of Ice-Raptors had escaped the central snarl. Tougher. Forewarned. White upon white, the dragonets laced the evening with their fury, shredding the wing membranes and combining aerial acrobatics with tail-whip manoeuvres to slice through eyelids shuttered in an attempt to deny tiny talons. 
 
    Flicker darted aside as Grandion’s massive ice shard skewered an Ice-Raptor two feet in front of his nose. The creature spun away, dead before its talons finished clenching about the dragonet’s body. Wings! He somersaulted over the leading edge of a wing strike that slammed Gracewing away from his flank before he could blink. The battle blurred into Dragon reactions. Jinking. Tearing. Feral snarls. Chasing Gracewing’s falling form. 
 
    Crying out … Makani! 
 
    The Grey Dragoness punched the air beneath him, upside down as she seized a Raptor in her forepaws and kicked a disembowelling trench across its belly with a single, convulsive thrust of her hind talons. Amethyst fire sizzled past his wingtips. Arrows. Makani snatched up Gracewing and flipped her into Isiki’s lap. Softly – amidst a battle! He summoned the dragonets, seeing Raptors ice-bombing the encampment and a huge snarl developing around Grandion. Aye, they knew the Tourmaline. They hated him with a fierce and undying passion. 
 
    Well – a dying passion. Hiss! Sizzle! Lightning backlit the hapless Raptors as the Tourmaline cut loose. Corkscrewing his body past an Immadian arrow, Flicker grinned briefly as Grandion heaved his way out of the snarl like a gleaming leviathan breaching lake waters, sheeting amethyst fires and dazzling, blue-white streaks of pure Blue Dragon lightning. In that instant, the Dragon’s battle rage sheeted over Flicker. The dragonet immediately felt an unfamiliar knotting sensation in his belly. Something unleashed, or changed … his mouth gaped as he floundered briefly in the air, feeling powers coalescing inside of him, and … Amaryllion Fireborn’s dry tones crackled unexpectedly in his memory: 
 
    Dragon powers may arise spontaneously out of great need, Flicker. Our lore posits that these potentials always exist, but not all potentials may be realised. The precise timing and processes of awakening of magical potentials is a subject of much fiery debate, as you may imagine. 
 
    To his great startlement, lightning buzzed off his wingtips to jolt a marauding Raptor. The furry white beast missed his bite by a whisker. 
 
    Flicker found himself haloed in pure white electricity. I am gorgeous! he blurted out, ineptly frazzling a clutch of the Raptor’s passing tail-hairs. Naturally, he had been irresistible before. This was rainbows over Islands, outshining Hualiama’s auroral shenanigans by ten thousand leagues. Just wait until he showed the dancing girl this new trick! 
 
    Twizzling the play of pure lightning around his talons with a delighted chuckle, Flicker promptly zapped himself in the nose. Hey! Behave yourself! 
 
    Then, a tenfold, linked psychic discharge jolted him to the marrow. 
 
    To his enormous shock, he saw Grandion’s Dragon form waver under the Raptors’ amplified assault, before it snapped into nothingness and a roaring, cursing man appeared in his place. 
 
    Ralti … excrescence! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama awoke within the lattice with the distinct sensation that invisible talons had plucked her heart out of her chest, rearranged it with prejudicial intent and jammed it back inside again. Ruzal. It knew her weakness. The magic knew she plotted against it. Could she inveigle the inveigler? Tempt it toward – no. Fate had chosen her to bear this misnamed Scroll of Binding in her flesh. No matter how deeply she despised Istariela for abandoning her clutch, could she ever wish that this vile magic should infest another? No. This burden was hers alone to bear. 
 
    Except, what if Istariela was right? What if her attitude was simply hubris? Fettered by the ruzal, could she ever hope to defeat Numistar? It would just be another factor in a conflict that was already ridiculously stacked against them. 
 
    Aye, thirteen-foot Star Dragoness hatchling fights monstrous exemplar of legendary, ancient evil. 
 
    With yet more evil trapped inside of her. 
 
    Could she set Dramagon against Numistar? No, that way lay madness. They’d either destroy the Island-World in a lethal Dragon brawl, or carve it up first, before destroying their respective pieces. Not the most enticing prospect. 
 
    But if her shell-mother could somehow bottle up the ruzal, destroy it or remove it from the equation … she was stronger. She knew more. The ruzal must know Istariela was the superior target. 
 
    Now she was protecting her shell-mother in the most ironic twist of fate she could ever have imagined. 
 
    Abruptly, Shill’s warning cry lanced through her reverie. <The lattice is cracking. Hold on!> 
 
    Tens of the dark shadows poured toward the First Egg, not flitting like bats, but moving with a pulsating, oozing motion that struck Hualiama as otherworldly. She saw the lighter, sandier-coloured lattice components stretching under the enormous stress as the Egg slowly tumbled along in a river of magma laced with the darker, malignant fires she had identified. The S’gulzzi must assault her for the ruzal now. Hualiama hovered in Flow space in the tiny scrap of openness which was all that was left of her glued-in-place tomb, but Shill was still trapped in the lattice material. She’d be torn apart! She’d be – Lia screamed as the lattice material shattered, peeling away from the vast, curved surface of the First Egg. Torrents of magic spilled over her as great filaments of light, spearing into the molten rock. Bubbling. Churning like a violent, exothermic chemical reaction run amok. 
 
    <Shill! Survive …> In a blink, the constellation of the Chrysolitic Dragon tore apart into two distinct halves and peeled away, trapped in the super-dense lattice material; Lia found herself riding in an unfamiliar space, thrust along somehow in the First Egg’s bow wave. <Shill, no!> 
 
    <I am … find …> 
 
    Alive? Shill would find her? How? 
 
    Density. She could Flow through this material, but it would be difficult indeed. The pressures built massively as the antithetical branches of magic continued to react, the effects reaching miles deep and wide in the eerie underground world. Dark shadows mobbed the Egg but recoiled, or were repulsed. The only factor that prevented a world-shaking explosion, or an earthquake beneath the crust, she realised, was the presence of all this rock. That dampened the reaction somehow. Slowed it down. It allowed the S’gulzzi to swim the underground river like lava fish, joining the chase with those hungry cries she had learned to recognise. 
 
    Through it all, the First Egg sang to her, a tremolo paean of magic that was as much a plea as it was a celebration of life and vitality, and she knew at once that a Dragon lived inside – perhaps existing in a form she could not as yet comprehend, but clearly alive, vital and incandescent. 
 
    She saw another presence approaching. A draconic presence, hale and huge. She … recognised it? Something about that mental imprint was familiar, like an oft-remembered itch. She searched, and searched … <Crackle?> 
 
    Of course, a Magma Dragon could not hear Flow speech. He was far mightier than she remembered, a being restored to his full health and glory, she assumed, trying to make sense of the leaping light flames of his existence, and failing. The way his innate magic curled about and grasped the molten pathways of his being, the streams of living, magic-imbued stone cascading through proto-limbs and wing-like appendages was at once not undraconic, yet alien in the extreme. Not as far removed of form and function as the S’gulzzi fire spirits, she supposed. The Magma Dragon appeared to be hunting for – no. Surely not. Could this be Fra’anior’s promised help? A Dragon of lava? Perhaps he could help her find a way to lift the First Egg from beneath the Island-World. 
 
    Many more surprises, and she was convinced her brain would sizzle in its own juices from sheer wonder. 
 
    Hualiama summoned her constructs. <Uh, Crackle, can you –> No, not that. Drat. Even thinking in flow was a weirdness of exotic mental processes, of thoughts unexpectedly rhyming and chiming and generally causing existential mayhem and headaches in places that could not physically experience headaches, but nonetheless managed to ache. Right. Slapping her muddled mind around the metaphysical earhole, Hualiama switched tack. 
 
    Crackle, is that truly you? 
 
    She estimated that the Magma Dragon had to measure six hundred feet from the denser head parts to his long, serpentine tail, and from what she recalled, he possessed a temper proportionate to that great size. Still, they had parted as friends, but the surprise of a disembodied draconic voice caused his entire being to stiffen and wax incalescent. 
 
    At once, the S’gulzzi took notice. The darkness shifted. Cleaving together. Intensifying with murderous intent. Lia’s every fire fluctuated as she came within a millisecond of embodying herself, likely fatally. Null-fires idiot! She had just awakened the fire spirits to – 
 
    Hualiama! Placed my fire-life in mortal danger, have I; coming to aid you at Fra’anior’s behest. But first, you must shield me from these dark-fires fiends – right now! 
 
    She gasped, Oh no … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion felt his face and neck pop strangely with indignation as his unfamiliar Human form burst forth, finally unable to resist the bone-shaking cries of the Ice-Raptors. 
 
    Queen Imaytha caught him about the waist. “Again?” 
 
    “Again,” he growled, swinging his fists at the nearest Ice-Raptor only to realise that his Human reach was somewhat different to his Dragon’s. “If Hualiama can do it …” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Fly, and fight, as a Human,” snapped the man-Dragon. “She’s just – I’m good at copying, alright? Climb on my back.” 
 
    “Sumio!” cried Mizuki, snatching the huge man away from an Ice-Raptor’s jaw. “Grandion –” 
 
    “One moment!” 
 
    Nothing like a combat to sharpen a Dragon’s wits. They were battle-built from the ground up, with the senses and reflexes of a born predator. Grandion listened closely to his inner presence, according to Hualiama’s instructions, and implemented what she had communicated. 
 
    He failed his first flying test. Miserably. 
 
    More accurately, he succeeded in Human-style flying – flailing arms and legs, and not a hint of aerodynamic beauty. Neither result was pleasing to a Dragon. 
 
    Exacerbating his already immense displeasure, as Imaytha’s magic fused with his, Grandion sprouted tourmaline-and-amethyst fists from his hands rather than anything resembling kinetically adapted wings. He swung again in a cesspit of spitting fury, and saw a semi-transparent limb spurt forth to belt an Ice-Raptor half a mile across the sky. 
 
    Unholy, undraconic magic … he stared at his outspread hands. Even a Tourmaline Dragon had never learned a trick like that! Actually, this could work … his chest ballooned with the realisation of power gushing through his Human veins. 
 
    “GRRAA-HA-HA-HAAAR!” 
 
    So wickedly did he roar, every Ice-Raptor in the vicinity jerked in shock and burgeoning Dragon fear. Grandion threw an experimental left jab. BOOM! Two Raptors collected the brunt of a fey tourmaline-hued fist approximately the dimensions of the Dragon he had been. Focus. Concentrate on the magic. Shape it. Right hook – BOOM! Jab-jab-jab straight left! KABOOM! Gratefully, he saw Flicker clearing the dragonets smartly out of his path as he rotated while falling in the air, throwing punches like Hualiama embroiled in one of her wilder martial arts forms. What he lacked in elegance, he made up for in sheer granite-mindedness and an acerbic draconic compulsion to clear the sky of enemies. By himself. 
 
    Perhaps he wasn’t as adept at mimicry as he thought. This Human form was too different, too unfamiliar to understand straightaway. Right now, he wrenched his left shoulder as he overextended, but an urgent word from Imaytha, hissing eerily into his sensitive ear, brought him back on track with faster, more compact movements. BOOM! He picked another target. BOOM-DA-BOOM! 
 
    Mizuki swirled beneath him, inviting the Tourmaline to land on her back. Grandion thumped down just behind her sleek, minimal ruff of skull spikes, unused to the springiness of his Human musculature, but Imaytha still clung on, steadying him as he stumbled. 
 
    Grandion gritted his teeth – nonsensically tiny teeth! “What’s next?” 
 
    Imaytha pointed beneath his arm, because she barely measured up to his left bicep. “Tidy up, Dragon.” 
 
    Gnarrr-BOOM! Grandion grabbed his aching left shoulder, inadvertently shovelling seven Raptors across the sky with the swipe of his right hand. “Oh. Interesting.” 
 
    “See what this action does,” said Imaytha, clapping her hands. 
 
    Thunderclaps! Brilliant! 
 
    When Grandion had finished cuffing Ice-Raptors about the ear canals to the tune of his uproarious guffawing, he struck a magnificent male-Dragon pose upon Mizuki’s back, muscles popping, chest thrown out. Grraaarrrggh! 
 
    The Shapeshifter bellowed, “How was I? Did you see those Ice-Raptors – I swatted them like flies!” 
 
    Elki snorted, “Saori, cover your eyes, darling.” 
 
    “I’m not looking,” said the Eastern warrior, peeking through her fingers with a mischievous air. 
 
    “What’s the matter? Oh – your nudity taboo?” Grandion inquired. 
 
    “No, that’s the matter,” said the Prince, pointing horizontally. “That’s … spectacularly … indecent. Of course, I’m not jealous in the slightest.” 
 
    “Elki!” Saori slapped his arm. 
 
    “Well, call a dragonet a dragonet, says I. More so a Dragon.” 
 
    The man-Dragon looked down at himself, startled. “Oh. Does it … um, operate in the same way as male Dragons? Does this mean –” 
 
    “You must enjoy winning,” said Imaytha, ever so dryly. 
 
    The Tourmaline beamed about their small company upon the Copper Dragoness’ back. “And, may I conclude by these coy responses that this sight is desirable to the female of the Human species? Am I suitably colossal? Generously proportioned, at the very least? How do my dimensions compare to –” 
 
    “Oh, shut the fangs yesterday already!” Elki growled. “I need to teach you about being a man, and lesson one is, even if you have it, you mustn’t flaunt it!” 
 
    Grandion quirked an eyebrow at the Prince. “Peculiar. Is this customary behaviour?” 
 
    Sumio threw a pair of trousers over his head. “Put those on. My spares should fit. And then, I challenge you to a wrestling match. At last, I’ve met a man worthy of a real fight!” 
 
    “Except, he’s a Dragon, so good luck not getting your head twisted off your shoulders,” said Saori. “I’ll leave you boys to argue it out, but Grandion – please ascertain your strength before you hurt someone. Come on. Let’s go help set everything to rights down below. After that, Elki, you really do need to talk to the man-Dragon, if only for the sake of my raging nausea.” She winked broadly at Grandion “Joking.” 
 
    To the tune of the Shapeshifter Dragon’s incensed bellowing, Mizuki winged down to the battered campsite. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: Juggling Eggs 
 
      
 
    TARRYING in close proximity to the First Egg had one benefit – a surfeit of magic. A preposterous, nerve-jangling, never-ending glut. Trapped in the Flow state as she churned steadily along with the Egg’s passage, Hualiama eventually worked out a way to channel the awesome outpouring of magic with a construct similar to the audible-earthquake spectrum she had been using to attempt to speak with Grandion – although she had heard nothing back so far – and set about blotting out every dark shadow in sight. 
 
    The S’gulzzi flitted along behind the Egg in their tens of thousands, riding the bubbling, gaseous result of the intersection of their Dark-Fires magic with the Egg’s Sky-Fires magic. Hualiama swatted them grimly. She wrangled the Egg’s torrential magic with her finest constructs, and flailed like a person attacked by a swarm of gnats. Their numbers never appeared to diminish. The best she could achieve was to keep their grubby shadow-appendages off Crackle. Barely. 
 
    Oh – one more surprise, as she took her measurements seven days after leaving Crackle’s volcano behind. The volatile by-product of her flailing defence had thinned out their volcanic stew with gasses under insanely high pressure and created an artificial thrust which accelerated the First Egg to over double its previous velocity. They were fairly flying now, twisting first between Yorbik Island and the tiny outpost of Rorbis, and then coursing onward beneath a widespread Cluster of Islands called the Twenty-Six sisters, a misnomer every cartographer she had ever met, hooted at. They meant the twenty-six major islands, those more than five miles in diameter. Counting every boulder and volcanic outcropping scattered across the square leagues was a fruitless undertaking. 
 
    As she travelled, she returned to her tutoring, this time with a Magma Dragon whose primary mode of delivery appeared to be the angry-volcano cannonade of information. Once Hualiama managed to tame her instinct to duck every time he let loose, she learned a great deal about the ways of the world beneath the Island-World. 
 
    She had never imagined the realms of Humans and Dragons to rest upon such instability. How had she thought of her planet – Crackle had stressed the ancient draconic scientific term in place of ‘Island-World’, by which Dragons referred only to the great crater blasted by the comet carrying the First Eggs – as solid? Its core was molten fires of searing temperatures and constant, albeit slow, tectonic flows. It fascinated her how Magma Dragons, S’gulzzi and the deepest-dwelling Land Dragons could not pass beneath the Rim Wall either. Why had Fra’anior created or left an impassable barrier to the world beyond the mountains? Was that to keep Dragons and Humans in, or something else out? 
 
    What about the Rift? Hualiama asked. 
 
    What about it? Crackle responded, a classic draconic deflection. 
 
    What is it? Why do you say it is dangerous? Why had the Great Onyx responded so strangely, that day Aluki had interrupted her dreaming, and rushed off in a panic? Her Human and Dragon parts quivered identically. There’s Imbalance, I know … 
 
    Slowly, the Magma Dragon said, I dishonour your knowledge of Dragon lore, little one. Truly, you are the Dragonfriend. I’m an expert in Rift lore. Well do you use the word ‘Imbalance’, but why did you stress it so, with terror-nuances and memory-reflexive-quest indicators? 
 
    Umm … Hualiama rapidly sorted through what she knew of Dragon linguistics. Crackle had just articulated what she had not identified for herself. Fra’anior hinted at a great hazard – the Imbalance – related to the Rift. I hadn’t realised, but resolving that Imbalance will be a task for a Star Dragoness, if I am not – 
 
    NO! The Magma Dragon modulated his tone, but only barely above a growl like an impending eruption. It is fearfully dangerous. Incline your attention. The Rift stretches right across our Island-World, from one wall to the other. It is a place of foul Earthen-Fires, which arise and are distilled from the deeps of the world by a mighty presence, a terrible being we call Infurion. 
 
    An Ancient Dragon? Hualiama interjected before thinking the better of interrupting the Dragon. 
 
    Crackle’s ire showed in the rapidly increasing temperature of his being, over two thousand degrees in his core fires. Perhaps. None have beheld this creature’s visage and lived. The Rift fires are like what you have sensed of the S’gulzzi, only unimaginably multiplied. No creature of Sky-Fires can survive there – to your questions, little one. The Rift is like a great, magical collection apparatus and eternal containment of all the foul energies rife within our world. Conflictual magic. Deathly toxins. Creatures unimaginable to our kind. There are few paths across the Rift, and those which exist are perilous indeed. If the Land Dragons indeed migrate as you suggest, they must have great reason. Reason you and I cannot understand; reason which perhaps they do not even hold in conscious perception, but sense deeply within their fires. 
 
    Crackle – 
 
    Hold! he roared, battering the burning lava substrate until her Flow being recoiled in pain. Still, Hualiama lashed out at the eager S’gulzzi, driving them back. He said, Great disturbances already reach thousands of leagues from the Rift. Perhaps you cannot feel them here, but those sensitive to molten pathways know that the base of our world fractures, and those chasms and fractures extend from the Rift. This must be what the Great Onyx fears. 
 
    Hualiama pondered his words. Truly? Something was amiss in the Rift? 
 
    The Magma Dragon said, Your starlight presence brightens all you influence, little Star Dragoness. But I adjure thee not to travel to the Rift. Light cannot survive that darkness. Such a quest would far exceed the ambit of your power, even augmented by the First Egg. These are the fundamental fires of creation itself. Therefore, by my verimost fires, I counsel you to leave this matter of the Rift’s Imbalance to the Onyx whom you name your shell-father. It shall be your death. 
 
    Portentous words! Soul to soul, her manifestations nodded in agreement. This was not the hour to be treading upon Fra’anior’s paws. The Onyx would know what to do and his mote of a shell-daughter would only dance into trouble. 
 
    Besides, here was trouble enough for one day. 
 
    She said, I’d be happy just to escape from the S’gulzzi, Crackle. What’s our plan? 
 
    I’ve determined that there’s a major crack beyond your Sisters! The Magma Dragon smashed the lava with his fiery fists. That’s the place. We will rise! With great pressure! And explode above! 
 
    In a glorious fountain of volcanic debris, Hualiama agreed, once she could make herself heard. 
 
    You will instil power in my rock! By which, he meant his flesh, she had learned. The magma will surge! The Egg will storm free! 
 
    Then, she would simply catch it with all the Kinetic power she did not possess, before it sank back into the Cloudlands and they restarted the Land Dragon war. Her starry presence glanced about yet again. She could not scan upward far enough, through an estimated forty-seven miles of crust according to Crackle’s penetrative sonar measurements, to know the movement of Land Dragons above. But she sensed them. Balance? Intuition? No, simple logic. The great Dragons of the deeps understood the Egg’s progress better than she did. Hualiama’s guesswork involved her best knowledge of geography coupled with Crackle’s mental map of the lava flows above and below the crust. His kind did not ordinarily travel below due to the danger posed by the S’gulzzi, which continued to infest and injure him despite her best protective efforts. 
 
    Furthermore, she sensed the S’gulzzi gathering for … something. An assault? A change of tactics? She could not say, but the probing at her ruzal had decreased in frequency while increasing in variety. The S’gulzzi learned. They exhausted her with unrelenting purpose. They tested her willpower and knowledge according to criteria she could not begin to understand. So many attacks failed. They were pinpricks, easily batted away – but that very ease made her uncomfortable. Intensely uncomfortable. 
 
    The sense of wrongness only swelled in her mind. Thrust it away. She must focus on the now, on the giants already terrorising the lives she felt responsible for, not on esoteric speculation best addressed by Fra’anior. 
 
    Only, he was not physically present anymore … 
 
    In her dreamtimes, Hualiama worked assiduously with Istariela. The famous Star Dragoness did not ask again about the ruzal, but they discussed Azziala’s situation in detail. “The parasitic twin holds the key,” Istariela concluded. “Forgive me for putting it this way, shell-daughter, but you need to understand that she operates in a similar way to your Shapeshifter soul link.” Cringe! “It is vanishingly rare for a person to grow to adulthood with a functional parasitic twin inside of her. We cannot know which mind holds primacy or how they work, whether in cooperation, antagonistically, or even parasitically. We cannot even know how the twin clings to life. Magic is an obvious culprit – whether a magic of inheritance, an accident of birth, or a deliberate irruption or experiment upon the gestation process. It grants her a duality of power similar to that which you enjoy in a different, superior form.” 
 
    “Superior?” Dragoness-Lia said drolly. 
 
    “Do not disparage my words, child,” Istariela admonished her. “You are more excellent than your Human birth mother in every way, and your Dragoness is –” 
 
    “No, don’t say that. I love you, shell-mother.” 
 
    Istariela smiled her best cryptic Dragoness smile, and replied with a gently, sympathetic curl of her paw about the girls, “You shan’t change my opinion by denials. Very well, the twin. Horrific as it is to contemplate, I believe that it is the twin who must be defeated in order to secure the final victory over Azziala. That’s my best intuition.” 
 
    She mirrored the Shapeshifter Dragoness’ instinct, only, she wondered what it meant. Kill the twin, kill the host? A foul echo of her own Shapeshifter nature. Tear the twin out of her mother’s abdomen? Awful, awful, awfulness … 
 
    When she did indeed sleep, it was to voyage through endless nightmares of darkness infesting her flesh like a necrotic infection. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    For a day and a half, the growing fleet sailed and winged southward to the Yorbik Free Federation, braving blustering winds and a severe hailstorm that disabled nine Dragonships. Dragons evacuated the Humans before they could perish in the Cloudlands. 
 
    Bolstered now by Dragonwings hailing from Pla’arna, Ferial and as far afield as Herliss in the North and even a powerful Dragonwing from the eastern fringes of the Western Isles, which had flown in via Horness and Jendor, and mercenaries from Helyon and Ferial, Grandion led a group numbering over one thousand Dragons and three hundred Dragonships of war. 
 
    They crested the long, gentle slopes of Yorbik Island, at thirty-one leagues in height and an immense one hundred and nine leagues in breadth the largest Island in the known world, and found devastation. The lower slopes had been stripped of all but lichens by the powerfully acidic wash of the Cloudlands in this region, but above that, the rolling hills that should have been carpeted in the immense hardwood forests for which Yorbik was famed, and which provided one of its principal exports, had been stripped bare. Not just knocked over. Numistar had storm-wrecked Yorbik with winds so powerful, the levelled trees had been picked up bodily and dumped into the southern terrace lakes, where they lay in mournful mounds a mile tall. She had ice bombed the villages and laid waste to anything resembling a Dragon roost. 
 
    Ten Dragons had survived the carnage. Ten, of an estimated four thousand which had inhabited the sprawling forests and huge cave systems of Yorbik. 
 
    Flicker looked on as the largest of the remaining Dragons, a middle-aged Blue called Yuzikion, related how he had bidden his Dragon-kin take shelter and wait for the Dragonfriend’s army rather than fight, and had been branded a traitor to all Dragonkind. He and his five shell-brothers, and four other Dragons, were the sum total of the survivors. 
 
    “They came against us with weapons of ice and light,” he concluded. “None could stand against, not even the Land Dragons – the ones you called Runners – that tried to oppose them. The Winterborn struck us with a paw more immense than anything the Dragonkind have known since the age of the Great Onyx himself. How does the Dragonfriend plan to defeat this Ancient Power? Where is she now?” 
 
    “She is travelling in secret with the First Egg,” Grandion stated boldly. “The Star Dragoness will meet us soon.” 
 
    Flicker knew Grandion had repeated this half-truth numerous times to many different Dragons; those ranged about this small council said nothing, but the tenor of their fire-eyes betrayed rage. The Dragonfriend must arise soon. She must! The Tourmaline added that their second foe, Azziala, was even more dangerous than Numistar Winterborn, and to everyone’s surprise, the ten Dragons of Yorbik agreed at once. 
 
    “Her blue-robed minions were here – recruiting,” spat another of the shell-brothers, a stalwart Red. “Dazzling Dragons. Many hundreds fell to their wiles and flew South through the spits, where they reportedly battle the warrior monks of Fra’anior.” 
 
    “What?” growled Grandion. 
 
    “Aye,” said Flicker. “What intelligence is this, noble Dragon?” 
 
    Yuzikion said, “You are Flicker the Resurrected, dragonet of Fra’anior, are you not? Your legend precedes you to our shores.” 
 
    The dragonet genuflected deeply with his wings, hoping to disguise the pleasure that rocketed up through his belly into his throat. Legendary! He could sup upon this accolade for, oh, say a thousand lifetimes or so. 
 
    Flicker said, “May reflected-honour be your portion, mighty Dragon. Tell us what was, and when it occurred.” 
 
    The Dragon replied, “Three weeks ago already, many Dragonships of unfamiliar design did invade our domain and turned the Dragonkind to their ways. Before that, even, the Human armies of the Federation flew for the Spits, bound for Fra’anior, we believe. They planned to strike at the hour of greatest trouble for Chalcion, King of Fra’anior, and wrest his Isle and his crown from him.” 
 
    Sucking in his lip as he knew Hualiama would have, Flicker inquired, “How would you rate their chances?” 
 
    “If these Dragon Haters’ dominance extends to the Human realm?” The Blue Dragon inclined his head, displaying negation-finality. 
 
    “Aye,” said Grandion. 
 
    “Then, we will join you in seeking vengeance for our lost wing brothers,” said Yuzikion. In true draconic style, there was not even a hint of a question about his statement. 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon led a chorus of agreeable thundering that shook the skies for miles about. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That day, Hualiama reached through Crackle and bade the Egg rise. 
 
    Simple, in theory. She played with fire. She danced an invisible Flame Cycle, with longing and passion she had rarely known, and through the expression of her Flow self melding with the influences of magic’s microscopic tessellations upon the fabric of reality, projected her need into the outward world of surging billows of molten rock, the song of fire and the sweet whisper of lethal gases. 
 
    What are you doing? Crackle asked. 
 
    What I told you. Dance is my way – nay, it is nothing frivolous, noble Crackle. It is a labour of love. 
 
    I don’t understand your ways, but I will join you. The labour of igneous torrents is my first love, my Dragonsong and my life’s fiery fervour. 
 
    Indeed. Hualiama knew she could never have attempted this act of Egg-resurrection without Crackle’s innate affinity for lava and his magical gifts, coupled with the power of the First Egg itself. As she exerted and amplified his strength in ways that made the very crust of the Island-World groan and creak, the Egg began to surge upward on a thick column of lava. Drawing on her dual strength in the hope perhaps that one plus one equalled several thousand, she gritted her fangs and teeth, feeling her small constellation grow friable as the strain took its toll. She must not fail. She must bring this Egg to the realm where … it could be fought over by the greatest powers of the age? 
 
    Brilliant plan. 
 
    Theadurial! At once, she became aware of the thin, stick-like Dragonkind – if Dragonkind they were – filtering down from above like a rain of curiously elongated filaments of light. They gathered around the Egg like Dragon hatchlings inexplicably suckling at the teat – not a capability of their reptilian species, she knew, but in their great numbers, they began to siphon away her strength. 
 
    Don’t materialise. Don’t give in, Dragonsoul, said Humansoul, throwing her strength into the mental bond. 
 
    For a mite who will one day measure a mere one hundredth of my adult Dragoness’ size, you certainly pack a punch, the Dragoness complimented her, with a grim chuckle. 
 
    Since we’re talking about the brains department, size definitely counts, teased her girl. Your brain-matter is provably denser than mine. 
 
    Grr! 
 
    Well, that woke the strength in her Dragoness. She was tightening the constructs around their vertical column of lava, which streamed upward at a speed of approximately three miles per hour, when she abruptly heard a glad cry, and her Flow space oscillated madly in response. 
 
    <Star Dragoness – it’s me!> 
 
    <Shill, and … Shill?> Her glad cry tailed off in a morass of confusion indicators. Two of her? Twins? Shapeshifters? 
 
    <Aye, we doubled! It’s never been done before, under all Chrysolitic Dragon lore!> Shill was chiming in bells pitched in a perfect harmonic fifth, now. <As you taught me, so shall it be. I humbly thank thee.> 
 
    <Uh, but … I didn’t …> 
 
    <But, you did. Here, help amid – a bad rhyme.> Shill was so excited she was making bad, un-rhyming jokes, but Hualiama resonated happily and glowed more brightly as she felt Shill-squared take some of the burden upon herself. <If the possible is shown, a Dragon the future can own. I am no Shapeshifter, for I was torn; but thanks to your teachings, two are reborn!> 
 
    Torn into two functional entities? Despite her confusion, Hualiama trumpeted, <You’re rainbows over Islands, Shill!> 
 
    <Of course, I am a Chrysolitic Dragoness, and now I own a legend. Lift, Star Dragoness! Boost the Egg! Draw deep of the cosmic glory surrounding thee!> 
 
    Modest. Naturally. It seemed every Dragon had a hint of Flicker in them. 
 
    More than a hint of Flicker. Here she was, sweating her little body dry, and that cheeky dragonet would have been dancing around fate. Dancing a different way. His own way. 
 
    Theadurial – DRAGONS, OBEY! 
 
    Hualiama almost spat a curse as the ruzal sneaked into her construct and took control of the alien presences. Hundreds shuddered. Rippled. Changed. 
 
    No. Holy Fra’anior, no – she had just unleashed something ghastly. Hualiama felt the Balance lurch. Now, fear ruled her Dragon hearts and she had no idea how to undo what she had just done. This was the way of ruzal. It knew no master. Still, she would fight it with every bone in her body. She would make this right, even as she sensed it might not be her role to do so, she was not about to give up as yet. She was a Star Dragoness. The glories of her shell-father’s creative work would never be forgotten. 
 
    ATTACK THE S’GULZZI! 
 
    Her monstrous Command, shaped and purposed for the parasitic threads by knowledge she knew originated outside of her person, unleashed mayhem. She would wreak such a revenge upon these fire spirits that they would never forget – may they be weakened for a thousand years! 
 
    Too arrogant by half. She would take her selves to task later. 
 
    Or, was the spirit of Dramagon coming alive in her, forging a profane future despite her best attempts to constrain it? 
 
    Lia spat furiously between her fangs. Never! 
 
    Fra’anior, grant me courage. I don’t have your strength, and I’m flailing in the dark here, a neophyte in the ways of Harmony and Balance. Help me … help me not to fail you too badly. 
 
    Lame and weak as she sounded to herself, Hualiama looked inward to seek the strength of others. Souls she knew intimately. Flicker’s laughter. The power of Tourmaline. And beneath that, a stratum of Onyx as unfathomable as the farthest night sky, the tapestry against which all stars must shine with their utmost brilliance. 
 
    At last, she began to grasp an inkling of her purpose. 
 
    This was why she had been warned that the unrestrained release of her power would alert powers and principalities far beyond her ambit, even as the S’gulzzi were taking fright now. The new, stronger Theadurial descended and fought with flashes of light and bursts of an eerie, possessive magic of which Hualiama barely understood a note, save that it was seductive and spine-chilling and, in its own way, as inveigling as her own mother’s Command-hold. 
 
    The two races charged at each other in the glorious wash of the First Egg, and the killing began with the zeal of mortal enemies. 
 
    Meantime, the Star Dragoness juggled the First Egg upon tongues of lava. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Over the following hours, the sensation of balancing an egg atop a dozen chameleons’ tongues all shooting upward at disjointed intervals did not abate. The lava flows required constant attention. They rose glutinously, striking the Egg and each other with great force but yielding almost zero responsiveness to correction or control. It was a form of dance, only Hualiama’s impatience skewed everything at least a dozen times before she worked out that she was working too assiduously on the problem. 
 
    The Egg would rise. It would just take its sweet time. 
 
    Fine. She could sweat marginally less. 
 
    Dragonsoul teased, Not even swimming in lava can make my girl sweat. She’s cool – awesomely cool under pressure. 
 
    Ha ha. Thanks, Dragoness. You’re hot … and Grandion knows it. 
 
    They chuckled together, and spelled each other at toil which certainly raised a non-physical kind of sweat in the magical realm. Embroiled in developing a more systematic approach to measuring draconic magical potentials than the instinctive monitoring preferred by Dragons, the girl nonetheless reached out to bolster her Dragonsoul’s efforts, leaving the other to scratch her head in bemusement. What type of a division of labour was this? 
 
    Perhaps the unearthing of ancient relics followed a design of Harmony she had not yet detected, for as the Egg finally breached the world’s crust thirty-five hours later, Shill’s lattice extended upward and she said, <A new problem for a Star Dragoness. Numistar awaits us.> 
 
    Lia sighed heavily. <Wonderful. Can’t I rather sleep for the next hundred years?> 
 
    To war, Dragoness! 
 
    Rapidly, she surveyed their surroundings while conferring and confirming her sightings with Shill and Crackle. Land Dragons galore roamed the leagues of a relatively flat plain a short toss of a haribol fruit beyond the Twenty-Six Sisters, at a depth of approximately four leagues below the Cloudlands. She vaguely detected multiple Island massifs to the North. Above, the mass of Numistar’s presence was a flotilla of canary yellow lights as viewed in her Flow vision, awaiting the Egg almost directly above her current position. They were still seven or eight miles down a seething, slightly sinuous volcanic pipe, pressing upward toward a volcanic plain created by a decades-long outflow of lava. 
 
    Not a single ally could she see. 
 
    <Good lands for Land Dragons,> Shill quipped lightly. <See that violet shading? Much life enjoys the volcano’s nurturing flowing, and in the lava flows are many Magma Dragons sporting. A sight most bracing.> 
 
    When Hualiama translated this for Crackle, his bellow of laughter shivered the lava all around the Egg. They are come for power, little Star Dragoness. All Dragonkind desire the prize. Do not dare think – already they attack! 
 
    Crackle meant the Magma Dragons. 
 
    Hualiama saw a different problem. Darkness, sweeping over the world’s lights below. S’gulzzi! How had they gathered in such numbers? In such power? 
 
    Crackle, go! 
 
    The S’gulzzi of before seemed as babes compared to these creatures – these patterns of manifold minds, arrangements, gathered together as she suspected S’gulzzi seldom did, for a greater purpose. They had reformed themselves. Regrouped. Their strength was far greater than before, and as they swept across the firmament like a black storm wave, their Earthen-Fires consumed everything in their path. Life. Goodness. Magic itself. Their chittering cries swelled upon ears attuned to the dangers of ruzal. They were about to blast her and Shill out of Flow space, just as they had learned from the Ice-Raptors. They were succubae, the ancient daimonic spirits of which Fra’anior had warned her. Imitators. Parasites upon the efforts and insights of others. 
 
    Reaching deep, Hualiama summoned her strength. I’m sorry, Fra’anior … 
 
    A shattering commotion broke her concentration. Conducted through the dense flows of lava, the screeching of ten thousand furious voices burst over her and Shill with an insane fury, heard at the physical, subliminal and spiritual levels. It was all she could manage to shield as the beautiful lights shook and flashed all about them. She and the two Shills rocketed helplessly out of Flow space, smashing into the lava in a wave of heat and unbearable pressure … constructs ripped free from her mind, enfolding them first in protective white-fires, then in a pressure shield, then dealing with the heat and the slow, relentless grinding of the white-hot, liquescent lava. 
 
    At once, the attack swung to her ruzal. Alien and overwhelming, the S’gulzzi cried out with bestial hungers, and Hualiama resonated between her two forms, somehow in the blurring transfer of powers finding a way to keep the assault at bay just for a millisecond until, to her eternal shock, the ruzal rose and counterattacked. 
 
    BEZALDIOR, ARISE! 
 
    Stunned, Hualiama watched her desire to see the S’gulzzi annihilated enacted before her wincing fire-eyes. The ruzal seemed to shimmer as it flowered within the power of her command, in her invocation of Amaryllion Fireborn’s ultimate power, and thundered past the Egg, and past Crackle, to detonate amongst the Earthen-Fires with unimaginable force. It seemed to her that the very Island-World cried out in the throes of pain, and with a voice mightier than any thunder she had heard save the explosion of Numistar Winterborn’s comet, the volcano erupted. 
 
    Magic against anti-magic. Opposites colliding. The dark shadows congregating in the volcanic pipe were snuffed out like a candle pinched by invisible fingers. 
 
    As Hualiama sensed the upward discharge about to strike, she knew one truth for certain. The ruzal had examined the S’gulzzi, and found them wanting. Those dark spirits were not Dramagon’s choice tools. 
 
    She was. 
 
    Dramagon’s ruzal had just plumbed her greatest powers, and charged off to create its own destiny. Lia shook her head. Scared? Petrified! 
 
    With a gesture born in the throes of convulsive necessity she enwrapped Shill, Crackle, herself and the First Egg in white-fires born of the Egg’s illimitable powers, and ducked her head. 
 
    The eruption snatched them away. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion’s muzzle snapped to the South as his Dragon senses detected a titanic disturbance washing up over the Islands. To his perception, the Cloudlands rippled and the Sisters leaped upon their foundations. Down below, the earthquake must have been immense and damaging. But he was flying high with Flicker, scouting a league and a half above the Islands. The dragonet’s gaze whipped downward, checking the lay of the fleet, which had thankfully not yet set down, for they had planned to provision in the southerly Sisters before braving the dangerous Spits. Flying around the northwest was eminently possible, but Affurion and their allies would course along the south shore of the Spits, and they desired to join them as quickly as possible. 
 
    He began to check the fleet reflexively, when a new sensation gripped his breast. Oath knowledge. Presence – the pure, melodious song of fire to his soul that was Hualiama! 
 
    Restoration threw his loss into stark relief. Never had Grandion imagined liberation so profound, his wings seemed to stir the essence of eternity, and his every fire burst into wild paroxysms of celebration. He felt numb to the needs of the world, yet never more alive. Pyretic. Overwhelmed; aching with sweet agonies that forced a bugle from his throat: 
 
    Thou … oh thou, my verimost soul! 
 
    Flicker’s casual flight hitched as if he had been stung by an Ice-Raptor’s talons, then abruptly, he screamed into a series of aerial acrobatic manoeuvres fit even to dizzy a Dragon. Lia, Lia – she’s back! burbled the mite. She’s here, I can sense her in you, you gorgeous gunge-headed fire-guzzler! 
 
    Uh … 
 
    My wings couldn’t be more fizz-tacularly fricasseed! warbled Flicker, carolling away at the top of his lungs. 
 
    Ambushed first by a grin and then by helpless laughter, Grandion regarded his tiny companion with consternation and no small delight. Do you have any idea what you’re saying? 
 
    No! But it’s – it’s talon-twirlingly – luminiferous! 
 
    The Tourmaline was convinced luminiferous wasn’t even a word, but it summed up his emotions perfectly. He gazed toward the horizon with the utmost magnification of his Dragon sight, exuberant yet cautious. Aye, Hualiama would shake his every Island. That was the flight of her wings. But there was a greater danger out there, he sensed now, seeing white dust as it were drifting away above the farthest Islands. 
 
    Numistar stalked his beloved! 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: An Unholy Bargain 
 
      
 
    Even Land Dragons had to be dissuaded by a volcanic eruption. 
 
    Holding on with everything she had, the Dragonfriend worked with Crackle to shape the lava flows and to raise the First Egg into a world she had once not even imagined existed, the realm of mighty Dragon powers beneath the Cloudlands. The Land Dragons hung back, but Crackle’s kin entertained no such compunctions. From every quarter, they broke free of lava flows and fumaroles and deep cracks in the already fractured underbelly of the Twenty-Six Sisters. Many created their own flows, flinging lava ahead of themselves to facilitate a quicker path toward the main conflagration. Within minutes, hundreds of huge, reddish Dragonkind streamed up into the flow that spilled up beneath the Egg, steadily raising it above a barren, deeply riven plain of black basalt. 
 
    The lava spilled away from the main pipe like a slow flowering of ruddy petals, layer slopping upon layer. The whole mass slowly cooled and settled as the material poured into an under-Cloudlands lake to the West, where great clouds of steam burst up, or travelled further from the white-hot heat upon which Hualiama sat with her Egg. 
 
    Imagine a Human hatching an egg atop a boiling-hot geyser? That was her. 
 
    The Dragoness chuckled at her second-soul’s mental impression. Nice. I’ll do the heavy lifting while you provide entertainment. 
 
    Humansoul said, Don’t forget, Numistar’s – 
 
    GRRRAAABOOOM! 
 
    The First Egg lurched as lava blew away beneath them. Land Dragon attack! Not content to let the Magma Dragons reach the prize first, the huge Runners and Shell-Clan responded in the most emphatically Dragonish way – an all-light cannons-blazing assault. Their brilliant beams blazed from every point of the compass, pulverising the solidifying lava and bathing the Magma Dragons in radiance augmented with the innate Harmonic magic that amplified every second of damage, but to Lia’s surprise, the glowing Magma Dragons displayed a strong level of resistance. Perhaps their affinity for molten fire gave them an advantage in light-powered combat situations? No mind, for the lesser Runner subspecies mounted a crazed offensive in the wake of that first almighty pasting, ready to achieve with fang and talon what their larger, slower-moving brethren had not excelled at. 
 
    Pity the matched pair of Chrysolitic Dragons, a renegade Magma Dragon and a tiny Star Dragoness caught in the crossfire! 
 
    For long minutes, all Hualiama could do was deflect and dodge. The tumult battered their small group without respite. Again and again, she reformed the damaged shells of her shields, slapping them up in a desperate flurry. Pressure. Protection. Refraction. Throwing off slurries of superheated flying lava and debris pulverised by the incredible light cannons. Again! Another shield, and another … 
 
    Back to the Flow! one of the Shills shouted. 
 
    We can’t lose the Egg, Lia argued back. You go. I’m stronger here. 
 
    Stronger, where the Egg’s magic flowed. Was this the ruzal’s next gambit? She could make adjustments out of Flow space and escape there if needed, but Numistar waited above and the Land Dragons were doing a fine job of splattering their handy eruption halfway around the Island-World. Hualiama groaned between her fangs. Being stuck between the proverbial Island cliff and a large boulder had nothing on this mess. She’d do no worse if she were being gargled somewhere deep inside Numistar’s throat. 
 
    Was a Star Dragoness not supposed to just shine beautifully and all this trouble would just evaporate in her glorious radiance? 
 
    I’m not so sure these Dragons are the appreciative sort, a small voice said inside of her. 
 
    Then, we’ll educate these thunder-heads. The Dragoness ducked a light beam that seared through the lava for a distance of over a league, but when it played over the Egg, nothing happened. This, I know. Help me dance, snippy soul fragment. 
 
    Very well, since we’re into the disrespectful name calling – start dancing, o twirly-tailed master of snark. 
 
    I value the supportive attitude, Humansoul. 
 
    I’ll trim off a few inches of sassiness any time you need it. 
 
    I … I won’t return that favour. When her soul chuckled warmly inside of her, the Dragoness knew. This was right. Sorry about the short joke. You aren’t growing anymore, and me – I’ve got a lot of growing up to do. 
 
    Together, Dragonlove. Only together, can we dance across the tightrope of fate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She danced in beauty, a star alone. She had not fallen from the soot-darkened skies, but in her lonesome splendour, the starlight she generated stood in the starkest possible juxtaposition to the flaming orange inferno below that dazzling white speck, and the pearlescent curve of the Egg, just a paw-sized dot viewed from this distance. Above and around her gathered the Ice-Raptors of Numistar’s personage and command. An immense column of black smoke boiled skyward from the eruption she had unleashed, spreading pumice and ash to the northeast upon the winds. Below, myriad Magma Dragons carved through the lava, their bodies ablaze as they carved toward the Egg like bloody talon strokes scored through the Island-World’s flesh. 
 
    The Star Dragoness pirouetted aloft, the fingers of her light caressing the sky. 
 
    Flicker touched Grandion’s head. I can’t … see. 
 
    Maudlin mite, he approved softly, watching the darkness and the powers gathering against his beloved. Yet, they will never countenance her blazing fidelity. Such as these would rather crush the light. 
 
    The wind keened across Flicker’s scales as he assumed a dominant stance upon the Tourmaline Dragon’s head. The powerful young Dragon rushed ahead of the slower forces, bringing a full Dragonwing of aid to Hualiama on the wings of his whistling Storm. He might be a one-foot white speck in comparison to those immense powers, but he remembered what it meant to dance inside that girl-Dragoness’ soul. 
 
    He had perished for her. 
 
    Flicker said, Then, we must bring her to roost with us. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    She was too enfeebled. Dodging, dancing, keeping up the light and feeding off the Egg’s power while trying to protect her friends and keep the First Egg from tumbling away into the paws of the roving Land Dragons – she could not do it all. Hualiama knew she had delved too deep for too long. Even to sup of a font of magic like the Egg took its toll, for the magic must be shaped and informed, and flow through her being. That demanded resilience founded in her magical capacity. She could draw from Grandion, aye. She could draw from him, and doom her beloved to Numistar’s paw. 
 
    No. Strength was not needed. Cunning was. 
 
    GRRRAAABOOM!! 
 
    The Magma Dragons, united, blasted her with rivers of lava. Hualiama’s spinning form bounced off the First Egg. Unnnhh, she gasped, yet she shielded and danced on. Land Dragon light cannons bossed her about the sky, their blades of light intersecting her shields more and more often. Cutting. Blasting. Flattening the cone of lava which had begun to rise from the wasteland. Knocking away the underpinnings of her First Egg like a group of men destroying a building with heavy hammers. Even in her dazed and beaten state, she recognised the eerie energies within them, the wrongful notes struck by their Harmonic attacks and the single-minded purpose with which they worked together. Were these Theadurial-infested Land Dragons? 
 
    BRAA-BOOM! She rocked to her port flank, crying out in pain. BLA-DA-BLAM! Light thundered against her shield, together with an acoustic blast that punched her half a mile across the Egg’s bow. Grateful for a moment’s shadow, she gathered her strength. 
 
    Think! Think, Hualiama! 
 
    Her dance wreathed her flying, spinning body in rainbow colours. Gritting the fangs, struggling mightily, Lia faced their Harmonic blasts with a rising song of her own. Not negation. Redirection. Refraction. Splitting their beams with a knife of pure desire, she generated great, arcing sprays of rainbows many leagues wide, or blasted rainbow spheres away from her body. The Land Dragons raged against the citadel of starlight, but could not reach her. Attack after attack continued to pummel the fortress of her defiance. Tremendous shockwaves rattled her shields, the magical backlash rampaging through her as the Dragons treated her like their personal stomping ground. Lia tasted blood in her mouth. She held on. She could barely keep her wings outspread, yet she resisted. All gleamed at her presence, as she evaporated the toxic clouds for miles about, creating a place of living glory within the devastation – yet, it was not enough. She needed time. 
 
    She had no time left. 
 
    Gloomy billows of ash and rock particles sifted down from above, creating an impression of driving rain, but rain it was not. Molten rock bled from the bowels of her world as though she had struck a grievous wound into its abdomen, and perhaps she had. Despite all she endeavoured, the fountains of lava were lowering and the Egg, sinking. Soon, it would fall into the talons of the waiting Magma Dragons. Beyond them waited the great circle of Land Dragons, the hulking Shell-kind and myriad subspecies of Runners staging raids across the blasted ruin of cooling lava, and other kinds ranged beyond them still – Living Springs and the mountains of Air Breathers and the eel-like Twisted subspecies from the deeper cracks and caverns beneath the Cloudlands. So many. Hundreds of types she could not even begin to recognise; and there, she observed a fresh wedge of Land Dragons driving in from the East, spearheaded by the mighty stellate form of Siiyumiel himself. Even he did not spare her the almighty blast of his light cannon. 
 
    Did he not know who she was? Some ally! 
 
    Should she not command the ruzal and turn many to her dominion, as her mother undoubtedly would? 
 
    Now, the white clouds of Ice-Raptors gathered amongst the sooty grey billows of ash clouds furled their feathery wings and dived, bringing to mind a striking flock of white birds peeling away from a thunderstorm breaking over Fra’anior Cluster. All three of her Dragon hearts clenched in her chest and abdomen. Numistar swooped for her prize! 
 
    Hualiama braced herself. Fight harder. Draw deeper … 
 
    Dragonlove, please … 
 
    No, Humansoul! We cannot give up! 
 
    Flicker says – 
 
    Flicker? Here? For a second the Star Dragoness became disconcerted, the rhythm of her dance broken as the image of Flicker dancing with her upon Amaryllion Fireborn’s tongue struck deep. His laughter. His soul, freed at last to fly to the Eternal Fires. 
 
    He had not flickered and died. He had come for her, from within her, and lived again. 
 
    Even as a dragonet had been reborn, so Numistar sought rebirth … and suddenly, both of her souls recognised what must come to pass. The Winterborn needed the Egg. Hualiama needed the Egg. Only the Ancient Dragoness had the power to bear the Egg on the next stage of its journey. 
 
    She stopped fighting. 
 
    The girl nodded inside of her, forbidding of mien, her will as indomitable as a granite mountain. One intense thought stood out, as lucid as a honed blade. Now, we shall change the Balance. 
 
    Peace flowered in the Dragoness’ soul, along with an appalling knowledge of calamitous enervation. She was done – but she could trust this girl. Rely on her. Love her. Humansoul had walked hellish, unimaginable paths in birth and life, and had even sought death, but she won through it all and had become stronger than her Dragonsoul had ever imagined. 
 
    Thus, the Star Dragoness waited beside the Egg, drawing the Shills closer to her side and looking for Crackle, but a girl’s hands lay lightly upon the reins within. Dragonsoul rested. The Magma Dragon had vanished, rustling up a little more lava, she hoped. 
 
    Lia said, Thanks, Crackle. We could not have raised the Egg without your mighty paw. 
 
    Fiery laughter played against her mind. Anon, o joy of Fra’anior. 
 
    The Ice-Raptors sheared down toward her on the winds, their formation assuming the form of a mighty Dragoness’ head, complete with skull spikes and eye sockets, and a quasi-mouth cracked open. 
 
    Ten thousand throats cried, HOLD! A BARGAIN, STAR DRAGONESS! 
 
    Grandion’s techniques of draconic negotiation slipped into her mind. Don’t give in easily. Never, Numistar. We shall battle to the death! 
 
    Closer, closer, she felt the oath link growing in her mind. She must not speak to the Tourmaline, not even privately, or the Winterborn might detect their telepathic communication. She had no idea of the abilities of Ancient Dragons, but she must not underestimate Numistar. She had returned from exile. This Dragoness was wily enough to outsmart the Great Onyx himself. 
 
    You seek death too easily, little one, sneered the wedge of Ice-Raptors. Why should we fight, when greater dangers lie ahead? Deal with me first. 
 
    Hualiama gritted her fangs as much as she closed her mind. That voice! It threatened to overcome her, the richness of the Dragonish as intoxicating as the fabled Dragonwine to her senses, charming, enticing – and she could not – she must become Human. Aye. She changed in a millisecond, buoying herself upon a tiny airstream. Why had she not thought to whisk the First Egg away on a bed of air? Too late – and likely impossible. The outflow of magic was too unsettling, too stormy. What creature of flesh could harness that flow? 
 
    The hypnotic voice continued, Deal with me. Ally with me until we destroy your shell-mother, the Empress of Haters. Together, we shall defeat her. 
 
    You seek embodiment, but you failed before. 
 
    YOU ARE CUNNING! Numistar’s fury thundered against the Egg. Very well. The embodied creature cannot sustain the conjuration – but a Star Dragoness can bring it about. You embodied a living soul in that dragonet. You shall do the same for me, and in return I shall destroy your mother, taking upon my brow the very act you, in your risible weakness, cannot contemplate. 
 
    Hualiama froze. Contemplation was not the issue. Could she carry out the wicked, crucial deed? That was the crevice of doubt’s ingress into her heart and mind. So much lost. Ra’aba, Ianthine, Sapphurion, Qualiana, even Istariela … and now Numistar offered to destroy Azziala! Her heart leaped into her throat and throbbed there so painfully, she could not breathe. Grieving dark-fires, it was a good offer – an unbelievable offer. Too good. Time for a shrewd bargain, girl. Draw on Grandion’s draconic wisdom, earned at Sapphurion’s paw, his shock reverberating through the link … please understand! She was no traitor. She was a survivor. 
 
    The survival of all Dragonkind and Humankind was at stake. 
 
    What of the Egg, Numistar? 
 
    The diving Ice-Raptors could not disguise the glee that caused their wings to stutter as one. It shall be yours. Embodiment and vengeance shalt satiate my Dragoness hearts. I shall possess power greater than any Egg, and the Empress who defied me shall die. 
 
    Conditions, Hualiama snapped at once. 
 
    Within, her Dragoness hissed, Every piece. Every last soul fragment of the Winterborn … because if she’s all in one place, she loses a key tactical advantage. 
 
    She seized that key insight and buried beneath layers of subterfuge. Heartsong? You’re awesome. 
 
    Huh. Took you long enough to ascertain the facts. 
 
    The girl kept her utmost draconic inscrutability fixed upon her features as she faced the incoming white storm. Attack? Or feint? She must not show the slightest hint of weakness. Arrogance was best, as much as she could haul out of her rather sparse cupboard of the stuff – she laughed. Oh, Flicker. Aye, Grandion. Her boys could teach her a trick or five about arrogance! 
 
    Drawing herself up with the pomp of a gleaming Tourmaline Dragon and the fearlessness of a dragonet, Hualiama growled, Numistar Winterborn, you shall act to preserve the integrity of Fra’anior Cluster and the lives of all its peoples and Dragons, including all my allies. She hardly recognised her own voice. Audacious. Formidable. A frisson of Fra’anior-esque, thunderous fulminations underlying the syllables … You will honour our truce until Azziala is dealt with, and then you shall withdraw without quibble or qualm – you, and all of your allied forces and minions. I will keep the First Egg. You will not battle me for it – 
 
    Do not try to deceive an Ancient Dragoness, the Numistar-cluster shot back. We will both keep the truce until, as you say, the threat of Azziala is dealt with. You will battle your shell-mother at my side, and at my behest. In victory, our bargain ends. 
 
    Lia shot back, You shall not attack or seek the First Egg for a period of six months after our victory. 
 
    Six? At the very most, I shall consider a truce of three. 
 
    Three months. Agreed. Every hair stood erect on Hualiama’s neck. She was doing this! Committed. The immutable bonds of draconic oath-making bound her now. 
 
    Numistar boomed, You will act to protect me against the Hater’s Command-hold. 
 
    Aye, because the Winterborn could not. 
 
    The Raptors were seconds away now. Huge. She saw their every detail, the pinkish eyes and soft, furry wings riding the volcanic winds like the supplest of sails – how many? Mercy! Deliberately, she pasted on a sneer borrowed from Razzior’s top drawer. Since you’re so weak, Dragoness, I shall agree to protect you this time. But you must ensure every fragment of your soul enters your embodied self, or you shall always be weakened and vulnerable, and I cannot defend stray bits – 
 
    AGREED! roared the massed Ice-Raptors. NOW, GIVE ME THE EGG! 
 
    Give? Do not try to deceive the shell-daughter of Fra’anior himself, Numistar. This is nothing more than a loan. 
 
    A hateful, insane, possibly brilliant loan. 
 
    Now, all she had to do was to grant one of Fra’anior’s greatest enemies, life reincarnate. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    If the Dragonkind had thought to be robbed by Hualiama’s act of brazen treachery – or genius, Grandion privately admitted to himself – they were rather more satisfied to be launched into the middle of a fine battle to rid Numistar’s coagulating enormity of a sea of clinging Land Dragon enemies. She was vast; a slithering, seething leviathan of white scales tinged with the cerulean blue of a perfect Immadian sky, and her breath a mist of abyssal cold. Her sheer bulk disoriented the mind. As the Egg’s magic streamed over Numistar in unending torrents, it became clear to him that this Dragoness could stand on the floor of the Cloudlands and overshadow the Islands five leagues above, and the aura of her magic was, similarly, staggering. Supersize Dragon. Gargantuan. She dwarfed any superlative that he had ever imagined about a Dragon. 
 
    If Fra’anior was built on a scale of this magnitude, how had he fathered a palm-sized Star Dragoness? 
 
    That Istariela must be a miracle worker. He and Hualiama had size issues that would take years to work out; imagine a Star Dragoness romancing his seven-headed draconic Lordship, the Great Onyx! Grandion grinned toothily over his shoulder, peering at the transformed, unclothed and woefully battered girl balanced between his spine spikes. It virtually rearranged a Dragon’s head backward on his neck to consider that such a glance, nowadays, was not forbidden by anything more than the defiant slant of her chin, and the glimmer in her eyes that promised trouble of a most fire-stoking sort if he did not desist from giving her the roving eye-orb, forthwith! 
 
    Grandion grinned lazily. I do believe my fires evince an immoral bent. 
 
    Quicker than a flash of his Lightning power, a reply zinged back, This amidst a battle, you antiquated reprobate? 
 
    Hualiama giggled and grew decidedly rosier of cheek as the Tourmaline mentally held up one particular nuance indicator in his mind. He said nothing, just waving her own warming-desire contextual note about for closer inspection. 
 
    I can’t wait to meet Human-Grandion, she incited him impudently, before switching tack. So, what’s next? Defend Numistar from the easterly quarter – let me join with you, o Grandion, and – 
 
    You’ve done quite enough for one day, he interrupted. 
 
    Have I? 
 
    Apprehending her stiff reaction to his perceived censure, Grandion bit his tongue. Even more quickly, however, he clarified, Changing the fates is no easy task, nor is travelling beneath the Island-World, where no Dragon in legend or lore has ever cut wing. You raised the Egg and our muzzles upon a new course. Let your hearts not be troubled, Hualiama. These are notes of high courage. Rest. Gather your strength for the next dance. 
 
    But, my dance – 
 
    The Tourmaline’s hearts lurched in his chest. Failed? he said lightly. I think not. History shall play judge; histories which you have only begun to scribe. Now, whilst the five hundred of us bombard these scurvy carrion-eaters assailing our ally, you must catalogue the injuries your Human self reflects from your Dragoness self. That is vital information. 
 
    You think I did well? 
 
    For her sake, he must conceal the true extent of his horror at this unholiest of bargains she had struck. Grandion understood the imperative. He just did not understand the need to compromise, when the Star Dragoness had struggled so mightily; even if she had returned barely alive. Her life was enough. It must be. But to bargain with Numistar? His mind sieved through the details, the possibilities. Where was the crack in her logic? What was the Ancient Dragoness’ intent? 
 
    Thinking only upon the Egg, he said, You did well. In a few months, the Sisters shall be Twenty-Seven and the cartographers can enjoy their arguments. 
 
    I must help Numistar. 
 
    Her thoughts were not so easily turned, but the demands of battle soon swept them away. Grandion led his Dragonwings in swingeing runs against the mobbing Land Dragons, while Numistar held the First Egg in her right paw and focussed, with the Star Dragoness’ critical, meticulous aid, upon completing the assumption of her corporeal form. One by one, her spirit fragments relinquished their Ice-Raptor hosts and they fell lifeless to the floor of the world. The Tourmaline realised that Numistar had not cohabited with or suppressed the life force of these creatures. She had invaded and destroyed them. 
 
    Few Humans understood how rapacious the Dragonkind could be. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: Censure 
 
      
 
    TREMBLING, the Eggling slipped between a clutch of Dragon eggs. One thought dominated her mind. Hide. She must hide from him, the stalking nightmare; the father she feared and reverenced more than King Chalcion or Ra’aba. Dissolve. Nothingness would be perfect. If only she could osmose inside an egg, but the warm, nacreous rondure of each ovum concealed a magical secret – a Dragon’s fire-soul. No known force could penetrate a Dragon’s eggshell from without, save for sinister legends which Amaryllion had once hinted at, the ultra-rare egg stealers of Herimor. 
 
    Her claws tapped the slightly yielding, gleaming jade eggshell. Let me in. Please. 
 
    No, darling egg-sister. It cannot be. Oh. A male voice, tiny yet somehow, authoritative and reassuring. 
 
    Why – please – he will destroy me! The seven-headed – the Onyx … 
 
    She clutched another, a cymophanous sapphire orb. Please, I beg you. 
 
    Mama? Mamafire? Is that – 
 
    She was a mother? No, she was an eggling, never smaller nor weaker, thrust back into infantile terrors by the Onyx One’s majestic wrath. I love you all, she cried wildly, looking over the clutch of five eggs. Five? No, one stood aside, the shell she had once abandoned. It was a darker, more mysterious blue than the others, not the pure white of her shell-sister’s, resting nearby. 
 
    Izariela … she realised in wonder. Izariela, whose name means ‘poetry of the stars’. Shell-sister! 
 
    The eggling quivered within the shell, overcome with childish wonder. I … am? I am! Oh, Mamafire, I am incarnate! 
 
    Dearest kin fire, our Mamafire will come. You are my shell-sister. I shall brood over your egg as her surrogate, yet I love you the same. See, my sibling shell lies here. Empty. 
 
    Softly, she gathered the hyacinthine ellipsoid into her grateful paws. Her shield. An extension of the unique imprint of her fire-life, lonely and fireless now, but still distinctively Hualiama. This was the secret of Dragon eggs. 
 
    The white egg giggled, So, un-birth yourself, star traveller. 
 
    Un-birth? The horror of her situation faded to a dull, basal roar as she considered this strangest of notions. Amidst his soul-excoriating censure – ‘traitor’ was among the better names he had pounded against her abjectly bowed head – one key detail stood out. Immadior had gathered the First Egg back into her egg pouch, there to protect it for the aeons preceding its rebirth. Now, Hualiama had given the Egg over to Numistar Winterborn. To death. 
 
    If anything should have undone her will to live, it was Fra’anior’s seething, limitless fury at her apparent betrayal. 
 
    Deliberately, she picked up the dusky egg – so much of her shell-father in its inheritance, she realised, as though onyx in greeting starlight had birthed a chatoyant darkness shot with lucence – and placed it amidst the five eggs of her shell-siblings and children. She heaped them together. Then, the eggling burrowed down. Open. 
 
    The opalescent surface cracked like crysglass. 
 
    Nooo … screamed the Human girl. 
 
    This is no womb. There are no terrors here, the eggling gentled her, sensing the siblings gathering around with the curiosity of unborn Dragonkind. Infantile, unformed telepathic questions teased her consciousness. First, she must offer comfort. 
 
    The womb is darkness, whimpered the girl. It hungers … 
 
    No, it is light, Izariela said, her spirit reaching out tentatively, abounding in warmth and love. All is eternal light, and the burning … always the burning … 
 
    In a moment, Hualiama nestled within her shell, and a tiny glow swelled to fill that space. All around her were stars sprinkled across an enfolding surface that nevertheless seemed infinitely deep, and a Human girl peeked, then uncurled from her foetal position with a lithe flexion of her limbs, her mobile features alive with wonder. 
 
    Blue-Star, it is … extraordinary! 
 
    Six egglings chuckled, together at last. 
 
    A dance step. White-fires swirled eloquently about a Human girl’s twirling fingertips. Don’t you see, Dragonsoul? In the myriad stars lie our strength, for our heritage is of Star-Fire, and every star is the incandescent, eternal soul of a Dragon – yet here, closer to home, this mystery pervades our verimost existence. 
 
    The eggling’s claws fitted the eggshell back together like a petite soldier donning her helmet. Safe in her abode. Untouchable. 
 
    After a moment that might have been quicker than a flickering optical membrane or as long as eternity itself, Dragonsoul turned to her fire-twin, and said, You’re being awfully mystical, dearest – 
 
    SEVEN THEY SHALL BE! 
 
    The Human girl’s mouth formed a perfect ‘o’ of shock. Um … sorry. I didn’t mean to – well, I did – but I didn’t. Where did that spring from? 
 
    From the deepest melody of a beautiful heart, said a new voice, pouring over the unique clutch like a wave of warm honey. The younger egglings cooed in wonder. Truly, you are a Star Dragoness, and have been since before the beginning, Hualiama – blonde-hair, as your soul names you – how do you see so much? 
 
    Mamafire. Hualiama bowed her fire spirit. 
 
    The White Dragoness wound her body around the clutch, tighter and tighter, with a certain desperation that sought to draw them back into her womb, the egg pouch where a Dragoness created her clutch. This is an arduous fate, o bright fires of my hope. Few shall understand. Many hands and paws shall rise against us. Yet, as you have already prophesied – 
 
    The Amethyst Dragoness of the North? Hualiama realised aloud. 
 
    Aye. And other soul-echoes your prophetic cry evoked just now, said Istariela. Even I have only just apprehended the truth, and that is why I must protect my own with every fibre of my being. Seven they shall be, in draconic numerology, the number which symbolises perfection. 
 
    I’m hardly perfect, Hualiama said tersely. 
 
    I am, one of the other egglings boasted. How can I be less, Mamafire? 
 
    The White Dragoness laughed with the merest hint of melancholy. Aye, and how fierily I love you – as the stars love their fires, so my fires cross the infinite reaches of time and space to be with thee. Tell them, Hualiama, my third heart. It is time they understood. 
 
    Blue-hair stamped her paw crossly. Are you keeping secrets from me, Humansoul? 
 
    Soul space, egg space, they were synonymous. Twirling past her Dragonsoul, the girl reached out and tweaked her twin’s nose. Listen up, jealousy. 
 
    I am not jealous! You’re me. I get to take all the credit. 
 
    The Human girl sang warmly: 
 
    Seven stars they shall be, spread across time, 
 
    White and blue, amethyst and gold, 
 
    Indigo, onyx and … uh, white … again? 
 
    Oops, that was a mess. 
 
    Dragonsoul said, Beautifully sung, but I’m still about to steal the glory. You mean to express, o songbird of Fra’anior, the sevenfold strength of our future family of Star Dragons. Each of us contributes to the whole, and is indispensable. One of us to match each of our shell-father’s seven souls. 
 
    Then, she laughed merrily as the dancing girl’s flying feet tangled up mid-leap, and she fell over in a heap of wobbly-kneed, chuckling amazement. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Lightning storms raged behind her eyes. Flicker gathered her close, soothing, while Grandion prowled nearby. Thrice, she jolted the dragonet with lightning strikes and once by throwing him off, yelling incoherently, but Flicker pressed his body against the pulse at her neck, purring affectionately, while the Tourmaline tyrant wrangled himself into a fine rage, and failed to conceal his approval at Fra’anior’s evident censure. Her limbs convulsed, then suddenly she was twitching, whimpering … a running or flying dream, he imagined. The kind of dream Flicker had suffered many times after that day he saved her from Razzior’s cowardly attack. 
 
    Soon, she giggled. 
 
    Grandion’s bug-eyes made him resemble a very large, squashed beetle, Flicker decided with a certain sense of self-righteous satisfaction. Serve that great waddling sheep right. Fancy taking Fra’anior’s side against Hualiama? After all, Fra’anior had only created their entire Island-World. What did he know? Flapping bully. He could just tie his seven necks in a nice knot and leave the awesomeness up to his girl. After all, he had taught her all her best moves. 
 
    With a smidgen of assistance from Amaryllion. 
 
    “Seven stars,” she said distinctly. 
 
    In a flash, the Tourmaline loomed over her. “Stars? She speaks of the prophecy, Flicker.” 
 
    After glancing about the small company gathered around the girl dreaming as she slept on atop one of the outlying columns of the northerly Spits – Elki, Saori, Isiki and the three potential Shapeshifters – the Dragon breathed: 
 
    A life birthed in fire, 
 
    Star Dragons sing starsong over her cradle, 
 
    The Cloudlands rise up to bow, 
 
    And the Islands roar at her name. 
 
    … third Great Race will emerge from the shadows, 
 
    And take their place at destiny’s helm. 
 
    A time of rebirth, struggle and … 
 
    … a multitude of stars plummet … 
 
    The flickering movement of her eyes mesmerised the dragonet. Why was that? Why did he recognise – Flicker said, “She’s dancing in her soul, Grandion. Can you imagine?” 
 
    The Dragon inhaled so hard, he snuffled up a length of her glorious hair filaments, white-blonde and sapphire intertwined. With a backward jerk of his head at the unbearable tickle, he snorted, “Aah, aaaaaaah –” 
 
    “Duck!” yelled Elki. 
 
    “Chhh – huh?” 
 
    Human-Grandion landed on his bare backside with a thoroughly disgruntled grunt. Ha! Disgruntled grunt! Flicker congratulated himself on his clever wordplay. Not only the handsomest wings north of the Rift, eh? High intelligence, audacious of paw … he preened happily. Phenomenal. These inferior Lesser Dragons could only gnash their fangs in futile jealousy. 
 
    “Here we go again,” grumbled Elki, snapping his fingers. “Trousers!” 
 
    For her part, Saori shifted Hualiama’s Nuyallith blades, which she had kept for her since that abortive battle in faraway Immadia, away from her sides. “Don’t need her mistaking us for enemies,” she murmured. 
 
    Heavy cloud cover occluded the night sky. The Dragonship fleet had paused right on the fringes of the Spits as the Dragon scouts forged ahead, checking the route for a suspected ambush. They had made camp in the only viable place, a tangle of fallen-over columns braced against a number of shorter, upright columns about three miles shy of the tall thicket of stone columns that reached into the never-ending storm above. Lightning flashed occasionally up there, but thunder growled constantly. The energies in this corner of the Island-World had always been regarded as strange and fey, and never more so than now, as Numistar walked around the northerly tip with the First Egg, while the Dragonships and Dragons of Grandion’s command planned to utilise the shorter-cut-through toward Seg Island, hoping to find Affurion and his nation of Lost Islands Dragons somewhere on the far side. 
 
    Without warning, Hualiama began to glow. In seconds, she was white-hot and her clothes began to smoke. 
 
    Flicker leaped away from her – the ungrateful wretch – with a yelp of dismay. “Take cover!” 
 
    Grandion, frozen in an instant of pure lechery which Flicker loathed more than anything else in the Island-World, stared at the outline of her body as it sizzled right through her clothing. By his wings, she was already too dazzling to look at, but the Dragon would never be forgiven that gormless expression. 
 
    Well, once Flicker was done gawking, too. 
 
    “Away!” roared Grandion, sweeping Elki and Saori into his powerful arms. 
 
    There came a distinct giggle. Starlight burst over them. Radiant. Shining with glorious, rippling purity upon the undersides of the clouds and lighting the dark columns for miles about, light burst over the combined army, tingling wings, making grizzled soldiers shiver and chuckle, and causing the white dragonets of Flicker’s command to burst upward in celebratory dance. 
 
    Jin gasped, “My scars –” 
 
    He collapsed, as did Brazo and his sister, but they did not change. Even Flicker felt that shift in his fires. Every Dragon in the encampment stared as the light moved. Sat up. Rose, burning so brilliantly that the rock smoked beneath her bare feet. In a mighty voice, Lia yelled, “Flying monks!” 
 
    Flicker’s jaw dropped open. What? 
 
    Then, he looked toward where an arm formed of starlight appeared to be pointing. He gurgled with delight. “Hey, it’s egg-head!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Arise to battle!” roared Grandion, flapping his arms – curse it! 
 
    “With me, Grandion,” Mizuki ordered, adding a playful whirl of her fire-eyes. “I want the destroyer of Ice-Raptors on my back. Elki! Stop sleeping –” 
 
    Prince Elka’anor bounded to his feet, gripping Saori’s wrist in his hand. “Toss us.” 
 
    The Copper Dragoness flicked her Riders onto her back as they had practised. 
 
    “Makani!” roared Lia. 
 
    “I can’t touch – oh.” The Grey Dragoness blinked as darkness rediscovered its place in the Island-World. “Up.” Snatching up her blades, Hualiama leaped into the Dragoness’ paw. The Grey snapped, “Sumio, protect the fallen Dragons.” 
 
    Grandion bellowed at Elki as the Prince thrust a pair of trousers into his face. “This is not the time!” 
 
    “Well, she’s –” 
 
    The Prince indicated his sister. 
 
    “Wearing an optical shield,” growled the Shapeshifter Dragon, even more annoyed than the surprise appearance of dozens of blue-robed monks bounding gracefully over and between the columns like winged cliff goats – they could actually fly, unlike him in his Human form – had already made him. How dare his female seek to conceal her person from his magnificent presence? “I have to say –” 
 
    “Windroc droppings to that,” Elki overrode the Shapeshifter furiously, strapping himself in. “Move, Dragon!” 
 
    Judging by Hualiama’s grip upon those blades, Grandion knew he was about to be chasing his girl uselessly from a distance – again. Fine. He had thirty seconds. How hard could it be to don trousers, Dragonback, flying toward a battle at a speed of well in excess of thirty leagues per hour? 
 
    “Hold on!” cried Saori. 
 
    The Tourmaline inadvertently sat on a spine spike as Mizuki jerked to avoid a crossbow bolt from one of the pursuing Dragonships. His agonised yell nearly split the clouds above. Human hind parts were more sensitive than he had ever imagined! Grr! Certainly, if the army of the Yorbik Free Federation had not been forewarned by Hualiama’s light show, they knew the reality now. There had indeed been a trap. 
 
    The throbbing pain in his punctured gluteus muscle made him screech irritably, Dragons! The monks are allies. Destroy the rest! 
 
    Nearly seven hundred irascible Dragons fell upon the Dragonships of Yorbik with the fury of the battle-hungry predators they were. The battle was sharp, furious and horribly one-sided. The Dragons savaged each other to get at the spoils. The monks bounded into the myriad hiding places amidst the cracked and fallen columns, while Hualiama shot through the air in her silvery-slingshot guise, waving her gleaming blades with a series of precision blows that freed the monk Ja’al and four of his cohorts from an enveloping net before they had time to fall to their deaths in the depths below. 
 
    She screamed around Ja’al with a celebratory quadruple barrel roll the envy of any dragonet old enough to have cracked the eggshell, and summarily whisked the bemused monks over to a Red Dragon’s paw. Catch. 
 
    Grandion’s heart turned a bilious shade of envy. 
 
    Then she and Flicker were off, darting between the marauding Dragons and the bulky Dragonships, creating mayhem. Aggrieved Dragons stormed after the pair, discovering a further twenty-five or more Dragonships lurking amidst the pillars. Grrraaa-boom! BOOM! Orange flares of Dragon fireballs proclaimed the demise of those Dragonships. To his sorrow, the Tourmaline saw three Dragons fall to the powerful Dragonship-borne crossbows, and one to an enemy Dragon, and he still had one leg stuck inside his trousers! The Eastern warrior linked arms with him, keeping a clumsy Shapeshifter from tumbling off Mizuki’s back while he struggled with the unfamiliar clothing. 
 
    Clothing for battle? Ridiculous! 
 
    Yet amidst all this, his draconic seventh sense pricked his consciousness. Nostrils flaring to scent the breeze, his gaze snapped upward. 
 
    The Tourmaline roared, BEWARE ABOVE! 
 
    Second trap, sprung! With a reverberating concussion of roars, a massive Dragonwing of the two-headed Orange Dragons of Shinzen’s forces broke through the clouds above. Grandion knew these green-headed fiends. He had fought them; Azziala must have turned hundreds or even thousands to her command. 
 
    He and Hualiama were one. Somehow, he had the stupid trousers up and he gripped them with one hand, waving the other and willing the power to stampede toward her. 
 
    I AM GRANDION! 
 
    Let the Blue-Star know his power! 
 
    “Idiot,” said Saori, deftly buttoning up his modesty. 
 
    Pirouetting mid-air, the Hualiama-Flicker pair caught Grandion’s incoming Storm mid-blast and tossed it skyward with an impish Blue-Star touch. Auroral flowers. An upward whirlwind of shattering, spinning, bladed petals that sliced the Dragons’ wings into ribbons. 
 
    Hundreds of Orange bodies rained from the sky, the green dots of their heads bellowing uselessly. Grandion grinned as if his mouth were stuffed with fangs. Show off. 
 
    I’m a Dragoness, Hualiama returned. 
 
    Never more so, my wingéd treasure, he approved. 
 
    Still, the two-headed Dragons outnumbered Grandion’s Dragonwing two to one. Within seconds, dozens of individual snarls developed as the Dragons tore into each other. Hualiama darted between the combatants, sweeping up random monks here and there. Their blades spat and sparked as she and the monks attacked the Orange Dragons like a swarm of mosquitoes, while Flicker gathered his own command and speared into a flight of Oranges threatening the Immadian Dragonships. 
 
    Grandion knew he could not just flail about like last time. Friend and foe mixed too closely. Still, with Saori holding him aboard by the seat of his trousers – literally – he had to do something. Being outshone by a Star Dragoness might be an occupational hazard, but he was not the type of Dragon to take second wing-position lightly. 
 
    Nor could Mizuki use her Shivers with impunity. 
 
    Get us close, Copper, he ordered. Join with me. We’ll brawl from the inside. 
 
    Using the fleeting seconds available to him as Mizuki wheeled into a knot of Oranges, wingtip to wingtip with Makani, Grandion organised his Dragons with a series of incisive commands. No feral-heads on his watch. Groups condensed before his eyes as Jin’s ideas, translated into Dragonish practice, paid fruit. Each smaller Dragonwing was led by a powerful, esteemed male or female. Family groups, alliances and Islands had been respected – but the Tourmaline had also extracted oath-promises that his orders would be obeyed. All this, at no small cost, because an allied group of Dragons fought far more efficiently than isolated individuals, especially considering the massive numerical advantage these two-headed pests enjoyed. 
 
    Supported by a thick knot of Greens and Reds of Herliss, Hualiama and her monks steadily rolled up the southern flank. She was the weapon. The talon sinister, striking lethal blows faster even than a draconic eye could follow. 
 
    Rushing toward a dozen-strong force of Oranges, the Tourmaline visualised fists. No, hands. Reaching out with a snap like a cobra’s strike, Grandion seized an orange tail in each hand, whirled them once about his head and set about clubbing the enemy to death. The Oranges howled in dismay until the power of his blows crushed their skulls. He reached out. Bigger. More magic. Tourmaline bands clamped like steel around an Orange Dragon’s torso, and crushed the life out of him. Aye! The power swelled inside his breast like an untamed beast in its own right. 
 
    Mine, sniffed Mizuki as she Shivered a pawful of Oranges out of existence. 
 
    No, mine! snarled Makani, firing seven successive Glue-blobs into another snarl of Oranges. The Dragons howled as heads, necks and wings stuck together – a Dragonwing of Reds from the Fingers of Ferial screamed in, and tore the disabled Dragons apart. Elki potted one straggler in passing, scoring a perfect eye-shot. 
 
    The Dragonesses grinned at each other. The Copper said, Come on, Tourmaline. Flex those muscles! 
 
    HA-HA-HAAA!! The battle-mirth of a Tourmaline Dragon shook the skies about him with a shattering drumroll. 
 
    Saori grumbled, “Do I just keep holding onto his trousers, or what?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama swooped and fought raggedly as her meagre resources threatened to run dry, but Grandion’s feral-edged laughter buoyed her strength. He remained aware, somehow on the edge of a crimson, boiling mind-madness, but still close. She settled him with a mental touch as her impromptu battle group rolled over the Immadian Dragonships, scrapping away madly. Whirl! Strike! Nuyallith forms flowed from the halls of her memory. What if she could teach Shapeshifters to fight like this? Well, not all would possess Grandion’s powers. Or hers. Red blade and blue crossed quicker than thought, gutting an Orange Dragon and slicing a green head at the exact junction of its neck. Poison streamed off her shield. She renewed it in a blink. Miss a drop, and that necrotising venom would eat her alive … 
 
    I … AM – a familiar cry! Lia wrenched a neck muscle, she spun so fast – JINICHI!! 
 
    Great leaping Islands! Four wings. Brown muzzle. Feral madness in the eyes! 
 
    Freakish feral fires! yelled one of the Dragons. What happened there? 
 
    He was sleek. Beautiful. A beautiful, muddy brown with lighter scale detail, or she missed her mark. Hualiama shook herself. Help me! He’s feral … Makani! Where’s – 
 
    The Grey replied urgently, Isiki? Here! Grab that Dragon before he flies. 
 
    Her? Grab a Dragon three times the size of her hatchling? As her Dragonwing dived, Jinichi’s wings flared. She flattened him with a malformed aerodynamic shield. Oops. 
 
    Perfect attack! crowed another of her companions. In seconds, a quartet of Dragons landed around the enraged youngster and, well, sat on him. Piled on. Jin bellowed his maddened lungs out, but since each of his captors was two and a half times his size and probably twenty tonnes heavier, his protests did not avail much. 
 
    Landing near the trapped Shapeshifter Dragon, Lia called quickly, “Jin! Jin, listen to me. Hualiama. You’re a Dragon. It’s alright. Calm down.” 
 
    Gnarrrr! he groaned. 
 
    Hualiama felt the rock shift beneath her feet. She rapped, He has Brown powers. Watch out. 
 
    Not just brown, but also a very light teal, she noticed, similarly to how her own scales had a white tinge in addition to their midnight blue. Jin’s colouration was more freckling than her distinctive scale-edge patterning, however. A wild scramble developed as the ground heaved; the Dragons subdued their captive by dint of a few rounds of pounding his head against the rock, and standing on his wings. Lia winced. Dragons could soak up ridiculous amounts of punishment, but this … 
 
    Ooh, purred Makani, flaring her wings for landing. He’s compact, but handsome. 
 
    Had she called Grandion compact, Lia suspected he might have tried to tear an Island apart just to prove otherwise. No time for speculation. Jin needed help. 
 
    “Isiki, quickly,” she called. 
 
    “I briefed her,” Makani noted. “Right in the ear canals – hold him!” 
 
    Jinichi’s thunder did far more than shake the air. He was flexing naked rock with the power of his Brown magic already. 
 
    “Right. Makani, get us to his head. Isiki, you need to touch and speak. That’s the theory.” 
 
    Gnarr! growled Jin, savaging a stray hind paw. The injured Dragon kicked him in the jaw by way of repayment. Down, feral-head! 
 
    Grief. She knew how big Dragon fangs were, but when she was Human-sized and a sparkly new set of living daggers was champing nearby, life became that much more exciting. Check the battle. Perhaps a few seconds of respite. Just now, Grandion was playing bash-a-Dragon with two limp scraps of green-headed Dragon hide. Hualiama gasped as Makani snatched her up and immediately swung her over to Jin’s head. 
 
    “Isiki – Isiki!” The girl’s almond eyes were huge with terror. “You are a Dragon Rider. Snap to it! Here, this hole is an ear.” 
 
    “Jin. Jin, sweetheart,” she warbled. 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    GRRRAAARRRGGHH! The girls rocked as the ground heaved and the pile of Dragonflesh with it, but Lia grabbed his sleek skull ridges and held them both in place. Jin was growing stronger, not weaker. Wretched Dragon. How dare he emerge three times bigger than her already, and apparently in full possession of his Dragon powers? 
 
    Hualiama said, “Jin, listen. Isiki is here. Remember Isiki. Remember the touch of her hand. Remember her sweet nearness.” 
 
    Isiki gulped, “Uh – Dragonfriend! Alright, alright. Jin, please. Hear me. Hear my voice, Jin. I love you. We’ve kissed, my darling. Remember the taste of my lips.” Blushing up a storm, the Eastern Islander continued in this vein for a few sentences, and slowly, the earthquake-like heaving eased. In a moment, all was still. The crimson cleared from Jin’s eye-fires. 
 
    The Reds shifted off him, casting the juvenile Dragon wary looks. One, the largest, a battle-scarred female, said, “What is your name, Dragon?” 
 
    “Jin,” he growled. “My name is – what happened to me? What am I?” 
 
    HE IS BORN!! The Dragoness’ thunderous challenge rocked Isiki and Hualiama, but Makani steadied them with her paw. Jin is born! she roared, and raised a wingtip. Welcome to the fires of the Dragonkind, Jin the Teal-Brown Dragon. Touch wingtips with me – that’s it. Good. Now, this is Subuho, and Estarzi … 
 
    But when it came to touching wingtips with Makani, Jin cast a stricken look at Isiki, who trembled violently. Sensing that the girl was on the verge of bolting, Lia took her hand in hers. Softly, she said, “I remember this feeling only too well. I think Grandion’s confused, too. I’ve not been a Dragoness long, Isiki, but I can tell you this – that’s definitely Jin in there. Still him. He’s a Nikuko warrior discovering how to be a Dragon. You’ll need to be patient with him, but if he gives you any trouble, I give you full permission to kick his scaly rump all the way back to Immadia.” 
 
    Further afield, victorious roars resounded from Grandion’s Dragonwing. 
 
    Jin twisted about, seeking her with a head that swung wildly and eyes leaping from unfocussed to focussed, before obviously losing their target. “Must I now choose, Dragonfriend? Must I?” 
 
    “Jin, Isiki and Makani …” Lia sighed. How could she choose, or judge? It was not her place. Just look at how Jin’s fires yearned toward Makani, yet his concern was for Isiki. Changing what she had been about to blurt out, she said in a more considered tone, “Honestly? I haven’t the first idea. This is all brand new to me. I know that’s not the most helpful thing to say, but I haven’t even held Grandion’s hand as yet. Paws, aye. Hand to paw, done that. Human to Human love? I’m not any kind of expert.” 
 
    Jin laughed uneasily. Isiki just ducked her head, seeming to fight away tears. 
 
    “Look. There’s no precedent when it comes to what you have,” she urged. “Prejudice? You’ll find that everywhere in our Island-World. True-fires love? That’s rarer, a most precious commodity. So I ask you to trust and honour each other. Examine your hearts. Give this change all the time it deserves – you’re a Shapeshifter Dragon, Islands’ sakes – and speak to each other about your feelings and your fears. Perhaps your way can be a model for others to follow.” 
 
    Lia the love-broker. Glancing between them, she felt a hint of mischief coming on. 
 
    Suddenly, affecting an old woman’s voice, she cackled, “Mmm, part before my discernment, o mists of foreseeing, and reveal to me – ah, yeeeesss – I see a tasty one in your future, Isiki. Aye, a mystical warrior of the East shall fly across your skies. Watch the dawn skies, young Dragon Rider. All shall be well with you.” 
 
    Jin was openly catching flies, while Makani chuckled and Isiki’s shoulders shook. 
 
    “Look at that fine, strong back. Look at the meat on those looooovvveeelllyyy thighs!” she elaborated, smacking her lips like a trout. “He’s a catch, he is; you youngsters mark my words.” 
 
    The Grey Dragoness guffawed openly. “Alright, you ancient crone. Shall I tell your fortune, too?” 
 
    Hualiama let her breath whistle between her teeth. “There’s no law against love. No Island chains love. It will never be censured. It flies free and far, and its song is what you hear this night.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: No Roost for the Wicked 
 
      
 
    Hualiama was Head and shoulders inside a Green Dragon’s belly wound when Grandion returned, owner of a decisive victory, after the rather lengthier affair of chasing down and slaying any stray Orange Dragons still lurking in the maze of columns and retrieving sundry monks from where they had hidden or concealed themselves. By then, the inclement night was far advanced. She had organised the Immadians, who now arranged transport for the monks, and a posse of seventy healer monks and Immadian volunteers worked alongside her, fixing and stitching Dragons’ wounds with Dragon-sized needles improvised from Immadian Dragonship parts. 
 
    The first she knew of his arrival was a ribald whistle from one of the Immadian soldiers. 
 
    Queen Shayitha tapped her thigh. “You done in there?” 
 
    “Almost. Just stitching up the superior left ventricle. Healing’s much easier when you aren’t trying to fight boiling-hot, spurting blood – drat it – this is like wrestling oiled serpents.” 
 
    “You’ll want to see this,” said the Queen. “And, do try to keep your opacity on.” 
 
    “Aye? Well, I’ve more Dragon blood on me than a halfway decent palace would demand for a golden paint job,” Lia returned testily. Lie still, Xandior. Focus on healing. That necrotic poison’s awful, isn’t it? 
 
    Xandior rumbled, I tossed that spavined slug into the Cloudlands. Your mate is here, Star Dragoness. 
 
    The mate can wait. 
 
    Grr. Too much rhyming with Shill. Where was the Shill-duo, anyways? She had not seen the Chrysolitic Dragoness in a few days. Nor Crackle, but that was less of a surprise. The Magma Dragon would turn up at Fra’anior Cluster, or she was a two-headed feral goat. 
 
    Her minds, Shapeshifter and Human alike, raced off in differing directions. 
 
    What was new about seeing a Tourmaline Dragon in the flesh? Odd, that whistle. Was the forbidden practice of Human women admiring male Dragons becoming passé? Crackle had mentioned meriatite as one of his boons to her. How, by all the stars above, could the explosive qualities of meriatite be harnessed? It was too volatile. Ja’al said there were more monks scattered along the route they had planned to take through the Spits, after he had taken the astounding precaution of evacuating every single one of Fra’anior’s secret and less-secret monasteries ahead of Azziala’s arrival – as foreseen by the Nameless Man. To her delight, he had revealed that she should see Chago and Inniora at their fortress deeper in the Spits. 
 
    Too serious by half, that man. He could take a leaf out of Flicker’s scroll. Which reminded her – she chuckled with satisfaction as the last stitch drew tight cleanly, finally sealing the vital ventricle. 
 
    Job done! Xandior, we’ll get a bigger patch on this. Once more … 
 
    By my wings! he exclaimed as she unleashed her healing power within his abdomen. That feels … amazing. I am grateful, noble Star Dragoness. 
 
    Hualiama wriggled out of the hole with Queen Imaytha’s help. She glanced about. “So, Gran-dee-yooon?” 
 
    Her voice cracked. Twice – oh. Oh, fiery rainbows over Islands, was this Grandion? Aye! Knees buckling. Pulse racing – hurtling like an attacking Dragon! The balladeers knew nothing. Mercy! He was … overwhelming. Huge. Vital. Enfleshed. Biceps like a Dragon’s shoulders. Mouth-watering, the way his royal blue Immadian soldier’s trousers framed his muscular thighs – oh mercy, the minutiae of his appearance, his presence, sang in her every sense. So near. The staunch bent of his legs. The creases of the material behind his knees unaccountably set her belly churning. Bare toes curling against the rock like a Dragon’s talons; now she caught the heady scent of his draconic power and ran her eager eyes up the statuesque length of his physique and she must not look but she could not desist and what if he sensed her man-famished gawping and was her hair tangled? Shield intact? Garbled thoughts swirled through the overheated caldera of her brain. She had never been more aware of her lack of clothing and he was a Dragon with ebon hair, and she just wanted to stroke his tousled fringe back from his noble brow, but could she even reach up there to kiss him? Maybe if she stood on tiptoe. Maybe, she’d need a boulder. A kissing boulder. 
 
    Great Islands, this was … Grandion? 
 
    “Steady, woozy girl,” Imaytha whispered in her ear. 
 
    Anything but steady. Her feet felt numb, her head, ready to spin off her shoulders with the song of stars pouring so richly through her mind. 
 
    He sensed the tenor of her fires. Breaking off his briefing of the Immadian Commanders, the Tourmaline Shapeshifter swivelled toward her. The slow, entrancing smile writ upon his face engulfed her world, igniting every magical pathway of her being. The wonder, so piquant, she wondered that she had not died and joined the stars above, for the radiance of white-fires love roared so sweetly between her ears. She saw her luminosity illuminate his face. The gemstone eyes winked back at her, the only spots of colour in a world suddenly washed by starlight. People were putting up their arms to shield their eyes, while Dragons blinked and darkened their nictitating membranes, but she barely noticed them. 
 
    “Hualiama,” he said. 
 
    Ooh, lashings of gravelly manliness! His voice was a husky earthquake laced with the richness of draconic resonance, shivering up through her bare soles until her scalp tingled deliciously. 
 
    “Dear breath of my third heart, you’re … dazzling.” 
 
    “Stars shine … joyful,” she stammered. 
 
    His smile broadened, bringing a soaring sensation like Dragonflight to her stomach. “For joyfulness?” 
 
    “I’m over the moons. Shinier than … uh, all the moons, I guess?” 
 
    “Shiny,” he agreed, appearing to lose his grasp upon rational thought. 
 
    Suddenly, he was all Dragon, stalking his beloved with scorching ardour. His eyes fixated upon her, unblinking. Luring her into his domain. Seeking. Possessing – and curiously, it was that discrepancy between his Human form and his Dragonish behaviour that broke his spell. Hualiama giggled. When he growled, clearly narked by her incongruous response, she burst into laughter. The light streaming from her frame rippled in time with her chuckles, before it winked and appeared to fade back into her skin, although the glow upon her limbs took many seconds to fade. 
 
    She breathed, “I’m sorry. I meant no insult.” Grandion glared majestically at her perceived scorn, his tourmaline eyes visibly sparking. “Just – you’re Human, so very amazingly Human, and you’re so beautiful it aches right in here, but to see you behaving exactly like a Dragon – it threw me.” 
 
    “I am a Dragon!” 
 
    “And I remain your Dragoness. But I am also Human.” 
 
    He did not understand, yet. A fraction of a second passed in the impassioned space between ardour and misunderstanding, before Hualiama extended her right leg into a lithe dance position, saying, “Then know, o Grandion the Tourmaline Shapeshifter, that this is how I feel about you.” 
 
    She elevated herself into a finely balanced pointe upon her curved left foot, extending the right way above and behind her, while her arms swept gracefully outward, evoking a Dragon’s wings. Faultlessly balanced upon the delicate fulcrum of her toes. Fingers fluttering. Limbs supple upon the breeze. Grandion gasped as if he had taken a blow to the gut. In a second, the fires already seething within her exploded into motion, wreathing her limbs in unburning white flame. She swirled her hands downward and around the axis of her body, entwining her torso in ribbons of flame. Lia danced toward her man-Dragon, a zephyr yearning for and responding to the breath of his love; he gulped audibly, frozen by the immutable forces her artistic expression exerted upon his soul. Now, she played the Dragoness, pouring into her dance all she had imbibed since that traumatic, triumphant first transformation. 
 
    No room for deliberation. Just the unheard music, the dancing; her febrile response intensified in the crucible of his gleaming gaze. 
 
    She danced for her one true beloved, and there were wings in her feet. 
 
    It seemed time itself genuflected in appreciation. 
 
    A moment later, it seemed she found herself in his arms, yet she was panting from the effort. She remembered not a jot of her dance. How long had it been? Humans cheered. Hundreds of Dragons bugled a storm over the Spits. Grandion held her with fierce tenderness, his lips twitching as though he did not know whether to chuckle, scold her, or just start kissing and never stop. From within the protective circle of his strapping arms she gazed up into his eyes, feeling longed-for heartbeat pounding between them, the profound, masculine rightness of his transformed being; knowing that at last, this fate had turned full circle, and sprung the ultimate surprise upon a girl who had once dared to dance with Dragons. 
 
    Thou, he murmured. 
 
    Our souls did touch … kiss me, she pouted. 
 
    Grandion twitched palpably, but a slight flexion of his arms lifted her right off her feet, and brought her lips into perilous proximity with his. He growled, Thou intoxicating beauty of the stars – I … I don’t know … how? 
 
    Just kiss with your heart, Dragon. Your body will do the rest. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Admit it. She owns you, body and soul, Flicker ribbed Grandion. 
 
    Gnarr-gnn-zap-dragonet, he grumbled. 
 
    She enflames your every fire. 
 
    Something wrong with that, you prattling parakeet? 
 
    Dragon and dragonet watched Hualiama as she tried to squeeze the living pith out of her friends Chago and Inniora. Two days, several further, smaller Dragonwings of the Orange-Green flying caterpillars downed, and hundreds of monks rescued. Marauding windrocs toasted in innumerable numbers. Not a bad campaign. Flicker eyed the commotion with a jaundiced eye. Monks were supposed to be staid, religious types. Not the sort to go cavorting with his girl behind boulders and above crater lakes. Poor Master Ja’al. He had lost out badly. Fancy choosing celibate service to the Great Onyx over swooping about the Islands with Fra’anior’s own shell-daughter? Nonsense. And they called dragonets empty eggshells? 
 
    Humans were so illogical. 
 
    Her kisses made you fire lightning bolts all over the Spits. 
 
    Do you blame me? The Tourmaline Dragon chuckled softly. One even downed a stray windroc. 
 
    Blame? Aye, I blame you for everything, the dragonet needled him blithely. Grandion was not rising to his bait. Most inconveniencing. You actually enjoyed mashing lips with a Human girl? 
 
    It’s like breathing the fire-promises, he returned. 
 
    Ugh. Romantic drivel. I saw you palpating her haunches. How did that feel? 
 
    I had to hold a tiny girl up for a kiss, Grandion clarified with unrepentant cheer, chuckling as he blew a smoke ring that Flicker somersaulted through. Twice. Dragons value size. She’s diminutive, but no less fiery for it. Like you. 
 
    Me? 
 
    You’re pure, distilled mischief. 
 
    I’m concentrated awesomeness, Flicker chirruped back. She’s sassy. 
 
    And how! When she walks, her – ahem! The Dragon coughed a sulphurous gout of smoke, and more so as Hualiama turned a scorcher of a glare upon the idly chatting pair. 
 
    My what and how much, Grandion? 
 
    You’re curvy, like a Dragoness! he yelped. What’s a man supposed to do – not look? 
 
    Flicker wondered how much communicated through their oath connection. Mental pictures, clearly. Compliments that ought to be couched with dragonet-worthy delicacy, not belched out in a huff of choking white smoke, laced with sulphur and draconic aroma-indicators. 
 
    She growled, Lecherous lizard! 
 
    Well, you seemed to enjoy sewing up my backside afterward. 
 
    Her laughter brightened both of their minds. Two whole Islands of yumminess. Remind me to check your stitches later. 
 
    They fell out when I transformed back into my Dragon form, Grandion admitted, clearly nonplussed as his Human form advertised his discomfiture with a ruddy suns-set of a blush. 
 
    Of course, that set the Dragonfriend’s mind charging off to another horizon. Suddenly, Flicker caught hints of something called a Dragonship engine stoked by her regard for Grandion’s flaming backside and a dragonet’s bubbling misbehaviour … what? Perhaps he mistook that bit. 
 
    Doubtful, when a creature was as overwhelmingly brilliant as he. 
 
    Just now, Hualiama beckoned them over to introduce Flicker and Grandion to her friends. Flicker thought a Dragon would rather fancy a woman like Inniora, who was tall and powerful, but he supposed a lack of inner fires made her sadly second rate. Chago had his hand curved about his wife’s waist with a patently possessive attitude. Good. He could be taught. Spiralling behind the married pair, he took the man’s hand in his deft little paws, moved it downward, and made him pinch Inniora’s haunches – purely in the way of cross-cultural experimentation. No ulterior motives whatsoever. 
 
    She jumped. “Chago – oh, that’s definitely … Flicker! You old reprobate; haven’t changed a jot, have you? Say, Hualiama, I found one of your old outfits in the bottom of my bag. What do you think Grandion would make of seeing you in some proper womanly attire?” 
 
    “He would definitely not stop at her backside,” Flicker asserted. 
 
    Lia’s hand snapped out Dragon-speed and snaffled him into her embrace. “Remind me to glue your lips together. Rude insect.” 
 
    Inniora said, “He really changes into a Human? And you’re a Dragoness? I mean, it sounds amazing, but you don’t seem any different to me.” She peered at Lia as if mere sight could determine the girl’s mysteries. “Well, you always were a fire-snorter. Drove my brother up the proverbial Island cliff – and, far too adventurous for your own good. Fancy chasing a Dragon halfway around the Island-World? Who would have thought you and Elki would come back hitched to the marital cart? Nearly hitched, anyways. What’s that Saori like? Is she good for him? Very pretty, I’ll grant. Shame about the shorn hair.” 
 
    “If you disagree with her, she breaks your fingers,” said Flicker. 
 
    “Sounds like my kind of girl,” Inniora laughed. “Looks like we can swap baby stories, too.” 
 
    “How did you know?” asked Lia. 
 
    “She just threw up all over the Prince’s trousers.” 
 
    “Your insightful genius out-dazzles the very suns,” sniped the dragonet, surveying the mess with patent intent. “I should check if she had eaten anything tasty. Pre-digested pickings are best, you know. Say, stealing food from infants is allowed, isn’t it?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Two further days of travel through the Spits, beneath leaden skies, aided by Grandion’s Storm winds, brought the Dragonship fleet safely over the markers that blazoned the aerial route through the forest of stone columns to the far shore. Seg Island loomed like a dark black Dragonship in the distance, standing hip-deep in a sea of dull grey Cloudlands. The remarkable stone columns of the Spits stood behind, fringed with dull grey clouds and the wheeling form of brown-and-tan windrocs, which were aggressive enough to attack even fully-grown Dragons. The sporting Dragonkind had made a respectable dent in their numbers, she imagined, but windroc meat was rancid. Give her a nice rock hyrax any day. Placid, tasty, and not half her Dragoness’ size again. 
 
    We are Dragonkind! Her second-soul produced a petite drumroll of inner thunder. 
 
    Dragoness-Lia grimaced. Aye, those feral cliff goats are not worthy of the touch of our talons, Humansoul. I’m just feeling – 
 
    Sparky? Me too. 
 
    The Shapeshifter Dragoness glared at the clouds above. She snickered at the Cloudlands below. The bitter easterly wind earned itself a royal sniff of disdain, and the large snowflake that sizzled upon her muzzle, evaporated in an irritable curl of smoke. Why was it that the weather around Sylakia and its outlying Islands was always so flaming miserable, entire epic sagas had been scribed about the subject? Give her Fra’anior’s volcanic balminess and blusterous storms any day. 
 
    The Dragons had been talking. Suspicion was rife. Turning Dragons into monk launching pads and soldier-toting fortresses was one matter. Turning into a Human or Dragon on the whim of a springtide breeze was a bird of another feather, and she was reminded how hidebound Dragons were, figuratively as well as literally. There would be no basing her Dragon Riders at Gi’ishior, she suspected – nor would King Chalcion ever countenance the idea of Riders living and training on his Human-controlled Islands. She must stoke a few idea-fires with Grandion. 
 
    The Island-World is our playpen, he broke in. You’re stormy today, my third heart. 
 
    Worries. 
 
    Leave the conundrum of your proposed Dragon Rider Academy with me. 
 
    One less worry? She smiled wanly. Thanks, Mister Dragon. 
 
    My shoulders are big enough for two, he boasted, with the tiniest self-negation indicator in his tone to communicate drollness. 
 
    Aye? 
 
    Aye. Also, as a Dragoness, you’re in absolutely no danger from ‘Mister Dragon,’ he said – implying that as a girl she was most unambiguously imperilled by his Human manifestation. His expression switched to a blatant leer. Not this week, anyhow. 
 
    This Dragon grew bold. She muttered, First, you must make obeisance before a Star Dragoness. 
 
    First, you must sing the fire-promises with me. 
 
    Dawn bloomed in her heart. How did he do that? A word, a glance toward her position flying just aft of his starboard wing, and a thousand butterflies tickled the innards of her chest, making even the miserable weather and her fears about facing Azziala seem insignificant. Her Dragoness-being was just so responsive to his fires! She felt deliciously delirious. One tiny spark to her tinder … 
 
    He said, “Aye, the Dragons have been talking, but not all as you imagine. Mostly, they are concerned about the bargain you struck with Numistar. Legend speaks no good word of the Winterborn.” 
 
    “Was there another way, Grandion?” 
 
    “Few think so.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because, as you allowed, I replayed your memories of the encounter for them. You were on the verge of collapse. The Winterborn was ascendant. The bargain was masterfully made. You thought it through with due, even draconic, care.” 
 
    “Oh, mercy. Am I secretly a Dragoness?” 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon chuckled on cue, setting off his other Riders. 
 
    From farther afield, Mizuki said, “My Riders and I concur. There was no fault in your intentions or logic. What the Dragons fault is the whole enterprise.” Hualiama began to spit back a response, but the Copper Dragoness cut her off with an acerbic broadside, “Aye, they’d rather be dead with perceived honour rather than alive with potentially greater honour in the future. The terrace lake of this argument holds little water for the short-sighted, fulminous ones amongst the Dragonkind. Naturally, the argument turns to more riches and spoils to compensate for the alleged dishonour.” 
 
    “Fra’anior was less than impressed,” Hualiama said softly. 
 
    “So we observed,” Grandion said. 
 
    “You … how?” 
 
    “While you slept, storms played behind your eyes,” Flicker said. “We assumed –” 
 
    “Correctly.” 
 
    Hualiama bit off her words. Why could her shell-father not trust her? Well, she could think of a million reasons, starting and ending with, she had no idea what she was doing. Sniffing out Balance. Dancing. Failing, falling, flailing into a bargain she might very well live to regret – she just could not penetrate Numistar’s reasoning. Do away with the Empress, certainly. But why this way? Why the need to assume her full corporeal form, to amalgamate her myriad souls into one body? Why not, say, remove the daughter first and destroy the mother immediately thereafter? All the signs pointed to her single form being a tactical disadvantage, a major victory for the forces allied to the Star Dragoness. What if she had made a terrible miscalculation? If seven hundred Dragons could not mangle Numistar’s angle on the bargain, or whatever the saying was, then why did she fear this odious necessity? 
 
    Privately, Grandion said to her, Because they are Ancient Dragons, and we are Lesser. Their thoughts and ways are above ours. 
 
    I am the shell-daughter of Fra’anior! Wow. Boom and bluster. Moderating her heat, she added, And, it counts for so little. No Star Dragoness could ever tread in his paw prints. He would not even reason with me. He only voiced contempt. Sheer, unmitigated contempt. 
 
    Chastisement is a way of showing love. 
 
    What, like Chalcion? 
 
    Nothing like your adoptive father, he said regretfully. 
 
    Do you think I was wrong to bargain with Numistar, Grandion? 
 
    He was silent for a very long time before he replied heavily, Aye, Lia, but fear must never rule the flight of our wings. We are one. You are no traitor to me for choosing this path. 
 
    No, only a traitor to all Dragonkind, and most of all to her shell-father. Even Grandion’s shrewdest delivery failed to conceal the profound misgivings he held. He thought her deceitful. Yet, who could know a Dragoness’ heart but herself? She must assault a Cluster where her birth mother had established her new throne, and her adoptive family would undoubtedly be held hostage against her compliance. She would never follow in Azziala’s footsteps. Earn the title ‘Empress of the Lost Islands?’ Never! It was up to her to find another way. 
 
    Hualiama had never felt lonelier. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Seg to Fra’anior was not far as the Dragon flew, but the distance seemed as great as the distance between two hearts, or four or six, depending on their manifestations. Human-Lia would be the first to confess that patience ran thinly through her veins. Action was her strength. Waiting? Far less comfortable. Interminable strategy sessions designed to while away the delay caused by their waiting upon Numistar’s deigning to turn up at the proposed field of battle, triggered copious itching. 
 
    She stalked off in search of trouble – namely, Flicker. 
 
    “Wake up.” He snored happily, having wormed his way into Elki’s pack to raid his small store of snacks, evidently. Only his nose showed. She prodded the pack with her toe. “You. Undernourished floor-polisher. Get up.” 
 
    Flicker grinned. “I’ll answer to my rightful title, thank you, Princess.” 
 
    Lia scratched his chin where he liked it best. “Was that, ‘ungainly son of a snowflake,’ or, ‘Majestic Lord of all Vexation?’ ” 
 
    “What about, ‘O Most Virile Paragon of Wingéd Glory?’ ” 
 
    “If you can help me do to Brazo and Zanya what we discussed, you can have … uh, most of that title,” she replied, with an obligatory chuckle. “I think Brazo’s started enough accidental fires for one lifetime, hasn’t he? I’ve been trying to teach them but for me, harnessing the magic is so instinctual … just you stop making that face. Rude dragonet.” 
 
    “So instinctual,” he parroted. 
 
    “How I ever stuffed all that resplendent brazenness into one tiny white egg is beyond me,” she mused. “Go fetch Grandion. Quick-wings.” 
 
    Flicker, who loved a prank more than most creatures, flitted with a gurgle of laughter in anticipation of the actual event. Lia found the twins and set about instructing them, as planned. “Right. As before, focus on my thoughts. This time I’m going to work through the mechanics of Dragon flight. Concentrate on being a Dragon. Feel the wings spread. Now, feel the trickling of wind across your delicate scale nerves as we accelerate …” 
 
    For long minutes, she led them through the visualisation exercise. The twins were fine students but had not yet achieved the breakthrough. Would it arise spontaneously? Her transformation had been triggered by Ra’aba trying to burn her alive. Jin’s arrived amidst a battle. These – 
 
    GGRRAAARRGHH!! 
 
    Grandion’s thunderclap of a challenge detonated right behind the twins, scaring them right into their hides. Both of them. One second Hualiama was standing in front of a pair of tall Immadians, the next, she wore Brazo’s undershorts over her head and left eye, and lay flattened beneath the crook of Zanya’s right elbow. She glanced about quickly, hardening a body shield in case the Dragoness chose this moment to shift and make pancaked Dragonfriend. They were Blue Dragons, perhaps Ice-Blue, if she could use the phrase, for they had a glassy, gleaming quality about the very pale blue of their scales. 
 
    Her nose wrinkled. Brazo’s … bloodied … underwear. 
 
    Unholy, smoking fumaroles! What had she missed? What had she – oh no! A thin trickle of gold leaked between his Dragon’s fangs as the new Dragon slowly turned his head, blinking myopically. She heard new-Dragon thoughts, wonder and confusion and exultation. 
 
    “Get off me!” 
 
    Zanya gaped, and then chortled in amazement. “Oh, you really are tiny, Human – huh? Is this my voice?” 
 
    The rhythm of Brazo’s Dragon hearts was all wrong. Flicker and Grandion were starting some inane male-Dragon celebratory routine, and Zanya reached out to prick her brother in the flank, when a stupefied expression crossed the other Ice-Blue Dragon’s features. Hualiama’s own heart lurched painfully in response. No. He would not die! Not on her watch! She had given of Amaryllion’s fire-gift to make him what he was … 
 
    Grandion! Hualiama took. Forgive her, she took so much of his strength that the Dragon collapsed to his knees with a pained wheeze, and then she wrenched herself upright, hurling Zanya three hundred feet into the air with a massive flexion of her arms and legs. “Get off me, I said!” 
 
    Hualiama stumbled over to Brazo. Gold. So much blood that she slipped and fell, but she caught his slackening jaw with her outflung right hand. One way to the second heart. The quickest way. Throwing herself over his fangs and flattening herself upon his tongue, Lia hastily reformed her shield, infusing it with elements that would hopefully withstand the madness she planned. 
 
    She yelled, DRAGON, OBEY! SWALLOW! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You are wholly and irrevocably ralti-stupid!” Grandion stormed, about ten minutes later. 
 
    Hualiama smiled up at him. 
 
    “You insist upon putting your life on the line for other Dragons!” 
 
    She twirled a hank of her bloodied, tangled hair about her fingers, and tried a coy flutter of her eyelashes. It was somewhat spoiled by a blob of encrusted Dragon stomach mucus and clotted blood that slid down her right cheek. 
 
    “I was ready to cut you out of that Dragon’s stomach!” 
 
    “But you didn’t, and Hualiama saved my brother’s life,” purred Zanya, much happier now that she had all four paws back on the ground and Brazo had been pronounced well. 
 
    “You could’ve warned me he had a heart condition,” Lia growled. When the Dragoness essayed a passable impression of a ralti sheep, the proverbial brass dral dropped. Sucking in her lips, she whispered, “You were hoping that the transformation would heal him? But, the replication between Shapeshifter forms doomed – oh, windroc spit. A power which had healed Jin’s scars could not touch Brazo? How’s that possible?” 
 
    “Congenital condition?” whispered Brazo. 
 
    “Shh. You rest as ordered,” Lia snapped. “Today’s lesson: magic is unpredictable.” 
 
    “Hualiama is unpredictable,” Elki murmured. 
 
    She folded her arms across her chest, letting her annoyance show. How could they be so unfair? Stop … looking at me like that, Grandion! To the others, she said, “Now, everyone, let’s get back to work. I’ve a few ideas –” 
 
    “I’ve not yet finished telling you off!” snarled the Tourmaline. 
 
    Enough. Reaching out, Hualiama tapped the panting, sulphur-fulminating Dragon pertly upon the nose. “Yes you have, or I will never kiss you again. So you can just shove that into your fire stomach and roast me a nice dinner.” 
 
    Grandion’s jaw cracked open as a swelling snarl reverberated inside his throat. 
 
    Hualiama trapped his upper and lower lips one in each hand, arresting the movement but not the angry sound. “No. More. Kisses. Consider yourself warned.” Ignoring the dangerous bulge of Grandion’s eyes, she added affably, “Well, I might change my mind … if you’re a very, very good Dragon from now until, say … eternity?” 
 
    Planting a loud smacker on her boy-Dragon’s lower lip, she marched off, giving the hips a jaunty workout. 
 
    GGIIIIRRRLLLSS!! Grandion vented his spleen toward the heavens. 
 
    “Good. You’re finally learning,” she threw over her shoulder. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Faster than Magic 
 
      
 
    an hour before dawn, Tiiyusiel and Siiyumiel breached the Cloudlands abaft the southeast corner of Seg Island, and woke Hualiama by means of the imperious application of a light cannon shot to the rump. Thankfully, the blast was modulated so that she only suffered smouldering blankets and a scorched rear end. Rather less to her amusement, the Land Dragons first chortled at her telepathic howl of outrage, and then proceeded to upbraid her for bargaining with Numistar at considerable, detailed and vitriolic length. 
 
    Mutinously, she listened with half an ear while she tried to work out exactly how they had bent light to singe her behind alone, amidst an encampment of thousands. 
 
    Dragons! 
 
    There was useful intelligence. Life under the Cloudlands was busy indeed. It seemed that every Land Dragon within four thousand leagues was on his, hers or its way to Fra’anior Cluster, with at least five separate wars being fought en route. Numistar, after tarrying near Noxia for two days for no purpose even the great Wisdom could discern, had made good progress around the Spits and now stood poised south of Rolodia Island, ready to make a full-frontal assault on Fra’anior Cluster. All she awaited was word that the Star Dragoness and her forces had taken off from Seg, and Affurion and the Lost Islands Dragonkind from Xinidia, which they had invaded and overrun, although at a cost. The great Air Breathers bearing the nation of Lost Islands Humans on their backs had settled around the southerly curve of Fra’anior Cluster, protecting the Island which Azziala had symbolically declared her own – Fra’anior Island, alias, King Chalcion’s former stomping ground. 
 
    Significant. By this move, she distanced herself from the Dragonkind, Hualiama realised, and the Air Breathers could form a second layer of fortification, one outside the Cluster and one within, reached, she assumed, through the deepest channel between the rim Islands at the easterly tip of Ha’athior Island. That turned Fra’anior Cluster into a virtually impregnable fortress – unless one was a Dragoness the size of Numistar. Then, all bets were rendered null and void. 
 
    We suspect she will confront you and Numistar near the Natal Cave, Siiyumiel continued to expound. Again, a politically and historically astute move. If she is able to mine the power of horiatite, that choice will position her in a place of great power indeed. The Air Breathers manoeuvre to make ingress to the caldera difficult. Furthermore, the Empress has succeeded in dominating our mighty brethren at last and making them hers. We must expect no help from that quarter. We have, of course, treated with Affurion of the Lesser Dragonkind – on your behalf, before Numistar informed us of your perfidy in granting that Ancient Power access to the First Egg. 
 
    From the spit of rock she had chosen to overlook the Cloudlands and the shells of the two mighty Land Dragons, Hualiama bowed gingerly. Am I to be allowed to explain, noble – 
 
    NO! Siiyumiel somehow managed to form a frown that measured a mile from edge to edge. I trust Fra’anior will shatter his shell-daughter’s farcical hubris. 
 
    Good. In case she had harboured any self-doubt whatsoever. 
 
    She said, Noble Dragons, please inform Affurion’s forces that we fly for Xinidia forthwith and should be there within thirty hours. If Grandion had huff and puff enough to keep them sailing rapidly and on course. 
 
    Our Tourmaline can bluster with the best of them, Dragonsoul chirped within. 
 
    I heard that. Grandion was awake, and amused. 
 
    Oh, said her Dragoness. I must have neglected to notice I was speaking to you also, furnace-breath. 
 
    With a lazy hop-flap, Grandion glided over the encampment and out to where Hualiama stood watching Siiyumiel fold himself back into his shell. In the predawn semidarkness, the stellate protrusions of his shell gleamed like mountains lashed by a recent rainstorm. The horizon pinked beneath the heavy overcast above. Hualiama glanced backward with a moment of misgiving, but the Tourmaline handled his ninety-foot bulk deftly, landing beside the Human girl with only a rearrangement of her hairstyle to show for it. His left forepaw settled at her left flank, and after a second, corralled her delicately. His huge nostrils snuffled down her back. 
 
    She jumped. “Grandion, enough with the backside!” 
 
    “I’m concerned about your burns.” 
 
    “Aye. Those would be due to Siiyumiel’s reprimand.” 
 
    Kissy kissy better? suggested Dragonsoul. 
 
    Grandion laughed, Silence while I’m talking to my girlfriend, you rascally usurper. Even amongst Dragons, that gesture communicates deleterious, even humiliating inferences – save, I’ll admit, inside the roost. That’s different. He supplied a comical expression in place of words. 
 
    For all his brawn and bristle, Grandion could be surprisingly straitlaced at times. Or, did Dragons only speak of these matters after the fire-promises were made? She must inquire discreetly, perhaps of Mizuki or one of the older females in their Dragonwing. Perhaps this could be a way for her and Istariela to kindle a relationship afresh? Why had Istariela left her eggling alone for so long? Could it be that after their soul-merging in the womb, she had been unable to communicate as she wished because Lia’s Dragon form had been suppressed by Ianthine’s so-called ‘gift’ of the ruzal? 
 
    Therefore, it was not the White Dragoness’ fault. 
 
    The Dragon pinched her left thigh delicately between his equivalent of the Human thumb and forefinger. “To quote someone I’m learning to know well, ‘Look at the meat on these looooovvveeelllyyy thighs!’ ” To the trilling of her merriment, he added, “Don’t think you can escape the frightful maw of a slavering, ravenous Dragon.” 
 
    “Slobbering,” she retorted, wriggling in his grasp. “Let me go, you chthonian fiend.” 
 
    Flicker bobbed over, rubbing his eyes with his paws. “If you’ve quite finished toasting your breakfast, o Tourmaline terror, the other Dragons are wondering when you plan to take off.” 
 
    Grandion and Hualiama both startled. 
 
    “We caught the bit about Affurion,” said the dragonet. “That was public telepathy. And, the bit about her haunches. Public indecency. If you’ve quite finished this execrable exhibition of egregious … ah …” 
 
    “Run out of alliterative antics?” Hualiama suggested acidly. 
 
    Flicker pinned her with his fiercest stare. “Exhibitionism!” 
 
    “Used that one already.” 
 
    Taking command of her left ear with his sharp talons, the dragonet growled, “How’s about I round off the edges of this very pointy flap of cartilage?” 
 
    “Ooh, how I quiver.” Hualiama’s eye ran over the encampment – given as Grandion helpfully opened his talons to give her a viewing porthole – already stirring as the Dragons communicated the news telepathically. “Grandion, let’s get them moving. Flicker, what happened to Shill and the other Chrysolitic Dragons?” 
 
    The dragonet said, “They followed Numistar.” 
 
    “And the Egg,” said Grandion. 
 
    Hualiama stared at her companions, her heart burning in her throat like acid. “Why?” 
 
    “We didn’t trust her word,” said the Tourmaline. 
 
    Flicker said, “That’s not what she meant. Of course every Dragon suspects foul play. But what this says is, we didn’t trust Hualiama.” 
 
    Grandion nodded. When he spoke, he refused to look Hualiama directly in the eye. “Aye, we didn’t trust that Lia wasn’t thinking with Human logic. That’s what she’s been for the longest in her life, after all.” 
 
    The dragonet gasped. 
 
    Lia immediately put her hand to his flank. “Let him go, Flicker.” 
 
    She watched the Tourmaline move off, bugling the wake-up call. His draggling tail betrayed his unease with his own words. At her neck, the dragonet’s muzzle bobbed in agreement as Lia showed him her thoughts; he nuzzled her neck to show support. Indeed, who is he speaking for? Do I hear Fra’anior’s dulcet little thunder bombs? Or the interference of other null-fires fools amongst these dull-as-dishwater Dragons? 
 
    Grandion always had been susceptible to peer pressure, she remembered. Why was he bringing these pressures to bear now? She very badly wanted to dance her cares away. 
 
    Romance? Vanished in a puff of sulphurous smoke. 
 
    If Flicker trimmed her ear, she would shove that bleeding scrap of flesh down her mother’s throat and hope she choked on it! 
 
    Her tiny, white-scaled friend purred into her ear, Precious girl, there are many dances to life. You danced across the Island-World. You danced your love for that undeserving beast when he was feral, and he burned you for it. You dance in battle and you dance in your dreams. What you call action, even action of the most flagrantly straw-headed sort, is still dance – so, borrowing an Elka’anor thought, what will your dance be today? 
 
    Are you Flicker, or are you the personification of Amaryllion’s two thousand-plus years of wisdom? She scratched his skull spikes fondly. You’re so … you’re just so … 
 
    He nuzzled her cheek with his muzzle, putting both paws and both wings around her neck in a peculiarly dragonet-hug, as if he were a child hugging his parent with both legs and arms. He said, I know. Your tears say it all. 
 
    Three seconds later, Hualiama snapped her fingers. I know what to do next. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker was his girl’s shadow as the fleet rose into the dawn skies, enjoying just a few minutes of the twin suns’ rays reaching between what struck him as Cloudlands below mirrored by Cloudlands above, turning both layers of cloud into roseate, resplendent mirrors of reality. Magic was another such mirror. White-fires linked all, and pervaded all. What was perceived by the eye was almost a draconic subterfuge on the microscopic and even atomic level, a kind of mirroring back to the sensory organs of what was expected, an acceptable interpretation of reality. 
 
    The dragonet knew Hualiama was listening, but that was not the reason for his philosophical musings. 
 
    What astonishing reimagination of reality made it possible for his soul to fly toward the fires, only to return and live in an impossibly different form inside of Hualiama’s – what? Her own soul? Her Dragonsoul’s soul? And then to be separated again, reincarnate … he was privileged above all creatures. Enormously fortunate. 
 
    The rigging of many Dragonships creaked as the hot-air vessels rose upon the gentle dawn breeze evoked by Grandion, their sails billowing and filling with the wind, and their hawsers groaning as the stoves roared, feeding the swelling balloons. Hundreds of monks and soldiers would ride with the Dragons, practising their flying partnership. Lia had declared no opportunity should pass them by; Grandion implemented her orders with roars and the odd kick. 
 
    What little news had filtered out of Lia’s home Cluster was grim. Azziala ruled with an iron fist, and every Dragon had fallen under her sway. The Islands were now buttressed by a strange shield. No Dragon flew in or out. 
 
    Hualiama winged pensively between Mizuki and Makani. In a moment, she said, Flicker, Elki, I’m leaving briefly, but I’ll be close by. Don’t let them panic. 
 
    Elki snorted, Don’t think I would – Short Shrift? Lia, where the hells are you? 
 
    Flicker could only ruffle his wings in astonishment as his girl vanished. No magic, no shield, no aura-trace of Dragonflight. Nothing. 
 
    She did not reimagine reality. She just manufactured her own. 
 
    Tremble, Azziala! Be afraid, o Winterborn … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Enveloped in the now familiar constellations of Flow space, the Star Dragoness listened briefly to the beat of draconic telepathic communication around her. Grandion’s shock. Elki’s fuming. Mizuki soothing the Tourmaline. It felt rather too good to be tweaking Grandion’s wings in this way. Not for the first time, Lia wondered what risks she took by entering the Flow. Cosmic radiation, perhaps. The same magical parasites or sicknesses that preyed upon the Chrysolitic Dragons and drove them mad? Every star in her compact formation shivered. 
 
    <Shill.> She listened carefully. No response. 
 
    Shape the communication. Aim it toward the region where she calculated Shill might currently be. <SHILL!> 
 
    <No need to shout … me, little she.> 
 
    Her voice was tiny, a whisper’s echo from this distance, but a swift sleight-of-magical-amplification made her understandable. Hualiama breathed a sigh of relief. <Report. Why did Numistar pause near Noxia?> She had to repeat the question twice before Shill understood. Was there interference in the Flow? Why? 
 
    <Cooling self … colder … outer space,> she heard. <Rogue – help, no!> 
 
    Shill was gone. Extinguished, judging by the terrifying tail of her final telepathic cry. Had she just given her life to feed information back to her, Lia wondered? Please, let that not be her fate! 
 
    Puzzle it out. Numistar had been cooling herself to a temperature colder than outer space? Outer space was cold? She was not familiar with the theory, apart from Amaryllion’s statement that the First Eggs had travelled in a comet in order to be shielded from the ‘abyssal chill’ of outer space. Whatever that meant, it was likely to be as horridly freezing as Numistar’s original cometary landing, if not more so. Rogue draconic elements, probably Chrysolitic Dragons under Numistar’s command, had been helping her get the chills? 
 
    Hmm. In a manner of speaking. This meant cold fireballs, or something far nastier if the Ancient Dragoness stayed true to character. Chrysolitic Dragons could already kill a Dragon with their cold fireball attack, by snuffing out their basal fires. Could they expect some kind of Numistar-sized freezing attack on all of Fra’anior Cluster? Or upon the Dragon Hater strongholds? She had not included Azziala’s people – sigh, very well, her own people by blood and nothing else – in her bargain with the Ancient Dragoness. Nor, the dragonets. Manky windroc entrails! They had entirely missed the dragonets in their discussions of strategy. She needed to speak to Flicker. Yesterday. 
 
    Nor had she explicitly included Affurion and his Lost Island Dragons, except under the general term of ‘allies’. She had definitely not considered the Air Breathers … that was it. The Air Breathers and their Land Dragon kin. Perhaps other Dragons. Numistar must intend to use cold fireballs to breach the new shield they had heard of, and to reach Azziala in that way. 
 
    On the verge of returning to her normal plane of existence, Hualiama paused, struck by a new thought. How did a cold fireball travel through the physical world, that it could evade all known types of draconic magi-physical and psychic shields? 
 
    How did Azziala’s power of Command arise, communicate to and impact its victim? 
 
    Even the Flow form of telepathy was not instantaneous. There had been a clear delay in her conversation just now with Shill. If Dragons stood beside one another that delay must be infinitesimal indeed, but even telepathy travelled only – only – at the unimaginable speed of thought. 
 
    Sound had speed. The number of two hundred and twenty leagues per hour sprang to mind, but she could measure to be certain. What about magic? How swiftly did a Command-hold become effective and when, in what infinitesimal order or by what exact mechanism, did it seize its victim? What if the intended victim was not actually, physically present? Teleportation was impossible – impossible, according to all Dragon science. But, what about Flow? What if a Dragon could travel through Flow? That must resemble teleportation. No. If material issues such as density affected the Flow plane of existence, then spoken magic must surely do the same. 
 
    This line of enquiry seemed fruitful, however. She was just not convinced she could actually use it. 
 
    Snapping back into being, Hualiama interrupted the Tourmaline Dragon mid-bellow. “Grandion. Can Dragons detect sound as it travels?” 
 
    His eye membranes twitched ominously. 
 
    She added impudently, “Thank you for your concern. I mean, more precisely, can Dragons detect sound waves?” 
 
    “Thank you for your … concern?” he choked out. 
 
    Makani reached out to tip the Star Dragoness’ wingtip with hers. “Better still, we can see sound waves.” 
 
    Grandion’s expression … Lia said, “Ah, we see sound?” 
 
    “Aye, so see this – YOU SELFISH, THOUGHTLESS NUISANCE!” As an ultra-rare Blue, Grandion could produce a Storm-powered battle challenge, as he proved on Hualiama now. The force of his blast knocked her tumbling through the air. 
 
    Flow. Return. 
 
    Facing him across two hundred feet of space, Hualiama chirped, “Oh, yes! That was exactly what I needed. Could you do that again?” 
 
    Not her proudest moment. Two older Dragons nearby were commenting favourably upon Grandion’s methods of dealing with a high-spirited hatchling, when his second broadside arrived complete with a simultaneous fireball and lightning bolt. She failed to react in time and suffered the ignominy of being struck so hard, she momentarily blacked out and had to be rescued by a quick-thinking Green female. 
 
    Then, under the watching eyes of seven hundred plus annoyed Dragons, she limped over to Grandion and made her formal apology. 
 
    Welcome to the age-dominance hierarchy of the Dragonkind. 
 
    And the honour of being the lowest and least in the great pageantry of draconic life. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Fra’anior’s beard, that girl-Dragoness had spirit! Grandion had always admired this quality in Hualiama. Vivacious personality, audacious as the day was long and the skies were wide, more than occasionally lippy – but a heart of pure, solid Dragon gold. He had struck out in a flash of dark-fires anger. Yet even so, she had the courage to stand up again. Every time. 
 
    He clenched his right paw with inward-directed fury. That was old-Grandion. He must do better. 
 
    The woebegone look she essayed melted all three of his hearts, but the Tourmaline knew other truths about draconic behaviour. The elder Dragon’s role was now to instruct the hatchling in where she had gone wrong. To refuse was not pride, it was condescension. The way of draconic pride was to demonstrate knowledge, mastery and understanding in accordance with his position. Therefore, he sucked in a deep breath, rolled his voice through the gravelly pits of a high-ranking Dragon’s authority, and said: 
 
    Blue-Star. Attend me. 
 
    Did she understand? Hualiama’s semi-transparent sapphire wings clipped three times, speeding her to his side, whereupon she made a muddled but acceptable wing-and-fires obeisance denoting respect. 
 
    He arched his neck proudly. Good. 
 
    Mine fires quicken to the dominion of thine eminent teachings, noble Dragon. 
 
    No Dragon had spoken that way in five hundred years. Ruthlessly, he clamped down on an errant urge to chuckle, and take her to roost with him … twirling his right wingtip in acknowledgement, Grandion mined his love of the old lore for an apposite response. May our fires burn whiter together, o joy of the Onyx Dragon’s crown. 
 
    Her secondary membranes blinked rapidly, at least five times! 
 
    Having made every fire in her body shiver agreeably, Grandion said, Now, ask your questions, and I shall instruct you. With the utmost protection of mental privacy, he added for her alone, A craven strike earns no Dragon roost-favours. I shall find better ways of wing and paw. 
 
    I understand, came the appreciative reply. Thank you, my third heart. 
 
    Now, her eye-fires shone with a lustre which must be unique to a Star Dragoness. Grandion disguised the favourable bent of his fires from all but her. Glorious! 
 
    They worked hard and steadily as the Dragon quickly grasped the import of her questions. He did not have answers, but he could instruct her in how to see sound waves, and how to look for the signs of speech in a Human’s neck and throat muscles. Using her newfound Flow power, they measured the speed of sound as two hundred and twenty-two point six-one leagues per hour. In any encounter with Azziala, that speed would grant a vanishingly small window of time in which to react. But when it came to measuring the rapidity of magical transfer, the Dragons soon found themselves stumped. They turned to their closest companions for help. Imaytha had a few ideas which they spent an agreeable three hours experimenting with, but the speed appeared either to be immeasurable, or to be as instantaneous as the thought that triggered the magic. Even Elki, usually the possessor of surprising insight into the inmost nature of the Island-World, declared himself befuddled. 
 
    Eventually, Flicker piped up, “Unless, for the sake of learning, Hualiama placed a Command-hold on a willing Dragon?” 
 
    Grandion, Mizuki and Makani snarled identically, while Hualiama cried out, “No!” 
 
    Elki said, “It’s a good idea. I’ll volunteer to go first.” 
 
    Mizuki gave him a withering glare. “You’re pretty, insofar as Humans go, but you’re missing a few essentials.” 
 
    “Like brains,” the dragonet put in. 
 
    “You mean wings, scales and tails, you soot-brained snowflake,” said Saori. “Elki –” 
 
    “Well, I’m no Dragon, but she’s my magical sister and I would like to help,” argued the Prince. “I can’t imagine any Dragon willingly subjecting himself to –” 
 
    At least twenty Dragons nearby immediately snapped, “I will!” 
 
    Elki rolled his eyes. “Drat. I forgot what you Dragons are like. Grandion, I beg of you, no fireball tutorials. I’m not half as tough as my sister. O mighty Dragon, please show restraint in your teachings.” 
 
    His facetious begging caused the Dragons to burst into laughter. Soon, they played a game of mathematical chance and Makani drew the draconic equivalent of the short straw – the smallest number which could not be factored into any other number the other Dragons had chosen. 
 
    The Grey Dragoness faced Hualiama. “What are you waiting for?” 
 
    The far tinier Dragoness pursed in her lips as if she had sucked on a mouthful of haribol fruit and washed the meal down with a famously putrid bamboo rat. “Makani, you’re my friend. Doesn’t that count for anything?” 
 
    “Good. Make sure you keep it that way,” snarled the Grey. 
 
    Dragons! Grandion bugled. Hearken as the Star Dragoness teaches us the Command-hold of these Haters, of which we have spoken. This is what we will face in battle. Their greatest weapon. Hold, Dragoness! You will retreat over there. Three miles using your exact measures, and my sonic and magical measures which we developed while I was blind. That’ll give us a chance to compare the velocity of your sound wave production to the progress of the magical construct. 
 
    He knew what she was thinking. He read it in the darkening swirls of fire within her eye-orbs and the visible wilt of her wings. If the Dragons did not trust her before, after seeing this power, they never would. Yet better they understood this now than in the heat of battle. In a moment, the gleaming night-blue mite flitted off into the distance, paralleling the course they flew to Xinidia Island, four compass points north of southwest. Out there, the clouds were at last beginning to show signs of breaking up, but from the north, the direction of the Spits, a storm swept down upon them that did not strike his Dragon senses as entirely natural. 
 
    Steady flight, he adjured the Dragoness. 
 
    She nodded, grim of mien, her fires bubbling restively. Any sane Dragon would feel the same. The horror of being infested or controlled … not for the first time, he wondered at the help Numistar had required to reform her body. One forepaw was missing, but since the flightless Dragoness had eight paws in total, that was no great loss. Hualiama had not spoken of it, but he knew her little genius-engineer had been taking copious notes on the makeup of that body and its functions. Always seeking advantage. Seeking … more. 
 
    More than a Tourmaline Dragon could give? 
 
    Through their private telepathic link, Hualiama said, No. More than I deserve. When this is done, Grandion, gather the Blues. I must teach you how to undo the Command. 
 
    But … we don’t … 
 
    Copy like parakeets? Of course you can, she scoffed. Seize any and all advantage, blue-eyes. Furthermore, please minutely observe the physiological, outward, inner-fires-tenor and magical pathway changes the Command might trigger in her being. Everything. I will be testing you later. 
 
    He teased, Does this win me kisses? 
 
    Huh. O salacious Flicker, how rapidly you’ve grown into a husky Tourmaline skirt-chaser. Ready? 
 
    The Dragons tensed as her final word communicated to them all. Grandion and Lia took split-second measurements. 
 
    DRAGON, OBEY! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Later that morning, when a hatchling Dragoness could no longer sustain her flight with the bigger, stronger Dragons, Lia landed upon Grandion’s broad back. There, she transformed. Imaytha helped her to dress, having bid Prince Qilong, on pain of improbable punishments beginning with deep-freezing his toes in snow, to turn his back. 
 
    “Meant to be conserving my magic,” Lia snorted, pulling on her under-trousers. She was pleased to see she had put on not an ounce since Inniora had last taken her measurements. “Aye, o Queen, this is a rather barbed and hazardous storage area,” she added, pointing to her torso. “Poison darts, vials, lock picks and three garrottes.” 
 
    “Hazardous indeed,” Imaytha agreed sardonically, apparently reading more into her words than Lia had intended. 
 
    Hualiama raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “A most enviable arsenal,” the Queen elaborated, with a perfectly straight face that would have served any gambler well. 
 
    “A decent blow in the offing, though,” coughed the Princess, blushing up to the points of her ears. 
 
    Imaytha reached over to pat her knee. “Don’t try to change the subject. You’d better advise Grandion to stick to the safe areas – if there are any. Man traps? Stray misplaced Shapeshifter teeth? Hellish, fire-spitting fumaroles into which no man may venture save at the gravest peril …” 
 
    Another droll waggle of the eyebrow, this time aimed at a strategic location below the belt, caused Lia to fold up in fits of mirth. Immadian humour was just too much. In a world dominated by war, she laughed far too little. Grandion’s inquiring what was so funny only compounded the hilarity, especially when Imaytha mimed a reaction so inappropriate, Lia could not have repeated it in polite company. 
 
    Eventually, dressed and armed for war, she settled into her Dragon Rider saddle, and fingered her old Haozi war bow pensively. Perhaps, after this, she should gift it to a friend. Not the Nuyallith blades, though. They were like a pair of old friends. 
 
    As Dragon wings darkened the noon sky like a harbinger of the storm to come, Hualiama’s thoughts were filled with images of the coming battle. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Fra’anior, Ho! 
 
      
 
    The late afternoon and night turned into a struggle of paw and hand against a powerful thunderstorm that fell upon the fleet in three distinct acts, like a Fra’aniorian opera scribed in a bravura score of howling winds, violent hail and the shouts and bellows of frightened men. 
 
    At some point, Hualiama remembered Grandion snarling, “Numistar!” 
 
    Seventeen Dragonships were lost amidst the chaos, struck by lightning or damaged by hail, but thanks to the unstinting efforts of the Dragonkind, only five soldiers died due to burns suffered in an exploding Dragonship, and a further trio who flung themselves into the Cloudlands and died before they could be chased down and caught. Come dawn, the battered fleet sighted Xinidia Island in the distance, lying pristine in the Cloudlands and surmounted by a quartet of picture-perfect, overlapping rainbows. 
 
    “Well, that’s hideously unfair,” snorted Elki. 
 
    “The most beautiful boot in the Island-World,” Hualiama responded flippantly. 
 
    Xinidia was famously shaped like a Sylakian soldier’s boot with its clumpy, separate soles at heel and toe, and a fat collar to protect the ankle from an ancient practice of using canines in battle to disable enemy troops. The Prince added his distinguished opinion that its shape resembled a half-drunk, discarded wineskin slumped over a month-dead windroc’s corpse. 
 
    Saori sniped, “I see that Fra’aniorian royalty is not at all biased against the beauties of other Islands.” 
 
    This comment sparked an argument that, predictably, ended with a certain amount of unsociable kissing, Dragonback. 
 
    Imaytha said, “So, noble Grandion, are you taking detailed notes?” 
 
    Gnarrr! 
 
    Lia clapped her hands. “Jinichi! Zanya! Flying practice with Makani.” Brazo glared at her, looking so much like a Dragon that she almost expected a few talons to pop out of his eyes and skewer her where she sat. “Alright, Brazo. You can transform, too, but, Islands’ sakes …” 
 
    “Take it easy?” growled the Immadian Shapeshifter Dragon. 
 
    “You’ve thirty stitches in your artery!” Lia grinned at the volume she produced. Decent roar! “Grandion, your powerful paw please, o plenipotentiary potentate of my heatedly hammering Human heart.” 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon’s belly fires roared into life as his wingbeat stuttered with overwhelming pleasure. He spluttered through several completely unintelligible sentences before pulling up with a snarl as a pair of mischief-makers started chortling upon his back. 
 
    Lia slapped Flicker’s paw with her hand. “Winner!” 
 
    “What?” growled the Tourmaline. 
 
    “Huh. I am the king of alliteration, and the lord of all lyrical verse,” announced the dragonet, with his customary humility. 
 
    “And the master of overblown oratory,” snorted Grandion, flinging Hualiama across the divide with perhaps a touch more force than was strictly necessary. “Shoo. Aye, I mean you, dragonet. You need to earn the right to touch my magnificent scales.” 
 
    Leaving the bickering pair in her wake, Lia swooped over to Mizuki’s back. “So, my fire-burnished coppery beauty …” 
 
    The Dragoness raised a brow ridge with studied nonchalance, speaking over Lia’s compliment, “Your compliments will never – grraaarrgggh!” she broke off angrily as her voice struck a crooning note of relish. “Pest! You’re like grit irritating my talon sheaths!” 
 
    “Brazo, the jaw. Catching flies,” the Shapeshifter Princess said tartly, dropping from a hovering position onto the smooth swell of Mizuki’s major flight muscles, upon her upper left shoulder. 
 
    “It’s just the prospect of seeing my sister leap naked off a Dragon’s back eight miles above a bottomless chasm …” he grinned back. 
 
    “Just wait until a pretty Dragoness decides you’re a tasty catch,” she advised. 
 
    Brazo’s laugh emerged high-pitched and a touch frantic. 
 
    After seeing to the state of Brazo’s wound, the healing of which progressed with magic-assisted haste, Hualiama supplied further incentive for the flesh to knit, as she had been painstakingly taught by Sunfyora. Then, she tucked Zanya’s clothes beneath her arm. “Well?” 
 
    “Uh … it’s – it’ll work, right?” Zanya peered nervously at the cloudscape below. 
 
    “If you don’t transform within thirty seconds, Mizuki will catch you.” 
 
    “The body is willing, but the mind baulks – ouch!” 
 
    Hualiama swatted the girl’s behind so hard, she stumbled onto one knee. A swift follow-up thrust-kick plunged her over the edge of Mizuki’s flank. “Be a Dragon!” 
 
    “I’m going to kill …” Whap! 
 
    An Ice-Blue Immadian Dragoness roared in a primal fury! 
 
    Elki said, “I think, therefore I am – a Dragon.” 
 
    While Mizuki bugled joyously at his reinterpretation of an ancient philosophy, Brazo paused at Lia’s appraising stare, one hand on his belt. “N-N-No you don’t. I’ll fling myself over the edge of my own volition, thank you very much!” 
 
    “Make it quick.” 
 
    With that, Hualiama turned her back and knelt quickly next to Saori. “How’s everything?” 
 
    “Your brother’s a worse pest than you.” 
 
    “Feisty. May I?” Lia quirked an eyebrow at the Eastern warrior. 
 
    “Touch my stomach? I think – ah, yes,” said Saori, failing to stop a chuckle from emerging as Lia mimed tossing her over the side, too. 
 
    “This is madness …” Brazo’s howl faded into the distance. 
 
    “There goes another one,” said Saori, loosening the buttons of her shirt. “I hope you know what a sacrifice this is, letting you paw my intimate parts.” 
 
    “The belly? Really? Elki – go pant somewhere else,” said Lia. 
 
    Her brother gave tongue like a rajal exhausted after the hunt. “Can’t I have a feel? Pleeeeassse? One teensy-weensy little tweak?” 
 
    Lia elbowed him in the ribs. “No.” 
 
    “Huh. I think Grandion and I need to have a man-talk.” 
 
    “You do that.” 
 
    All seemed well with the babe. She eased Saori’s queasiness as best she could, which was little, and checked her other vital signs. Good. No evil mouths hanging about the womb … she shuddered and wiped her clammy brow. Nauseating image. Be well, little one. Your mother and father love you dearly. They are so much better than mine ever were. 
 
    “Lia, are you –” Saori gulped. Her hands covered her small bump protectively. “I could’ve sworn I just heard you talking to my baby. I didn’t understand – but I heard – didn’t I?” 
 
    “You did.” Listen, Saori. This is Dragonish. Can you hear me? 
 
    Saori shook her head. “Alright, that’s weird. Get out of my mind, or whatever you’re messing about with in there.” 
 
    Dragon Riders developed telepathic powers? She shook her head slowly. The Dragons would be less than impressed, for they regarded the ability to speak telepathically as far more than a cultural heritage. It was a key element of draconic tactical thinking. “Saori, keep this secret to yourself for now, alright? It’s important.” 
 
    The Eastern warrior pasted on her very best unimpressed look. “Sure, Princess.” 
 
    “Saori, have you thought about what happens when you marry into a royal family?” She winked at her friend. “Princess-to-be … Saori? My royal sister?” 
 
    Her speechless expression was worth a thousand leagues travel through violent storms. 
 
    With that, Hualiama glanced up as the scouts, flying ahead of the main army, voiced a chorus of bugles to alert them of Dragons – friendly Dragons. 
 
    Xinidia was a low Island, rising just a quarter-league above the Cloudlands, but its rolling green hills were an attractive prospect, especially for hungry Dragons from Fra’anior Cluster, Grandion noted, with a humorous slurp of his tongue about his fangs. The quantity and variety of buck and other prey was the stuff of draconic fable. Looking ahead, Hualiama decided that the legend might have just become the fodder of recent history, because Affurion’s forces occluded the very skies above the Island. That number of hungry maws? Neither mouse nor vole would be safe, never mind greater bushbuck, summer deer and the giant ochre hamsters that inhabited seventeen cave complexes in the interior in their tens of thousands. 
 
    She peered ahead, and then chuckled as Grandion supplied a hugely magnified image of a buck standing petrified before a stalking Green Dragon, before retreating to show the larger picture. Now she saw the expected legions of Grunts, Overminds and Swarm-Dragonkind, the subspecies peculiar to the Lost Islands. Thanks, you hulking monster. 
 
    He said, Any time, enchanting imp. 
 
    Dragonsoul decided this was time for an arms-folded virtual pout. Are you still flirting with my Dragon? 
 
    When do we tell Grandion he was kissing two souls at once? 
 
    The Dragoness within chuckled throatily. Indeed. So, are we enjoying the taste of epic, miserable failure – what we know is that magic travels and targets its victim, and we’ve no clue how to avoid it. We haven’t worked out how to summon Istariela when we need her, and the best defence we can think of is to have another Dragon undo a Command-hold, but if mother dearest explodes our grey matter all over the nearest Island, it would be better we were not actually there. Beforehand. Having travelled through time, or having prophetically read her intentions in advance … 
 
    What about stealing into her psyche via the Haters’ mind-meld? 
 
    You know how closely that’s controlled and monitored. She could equally just steal everything from us, Humansoul. Then we’d be – 
 
    Toasted? 
 
    The Dragoness spat, All hail mama’s heir, the mindless Empress of the Lost Islands? 
 
    Lia gave her second-soul a warm hug. Keep working on the problem, alright? I need to pay attention up here because Affurion’s approaching at speed with a delegation of his Dragons. Mizuki’s tail needs some tweaking. 
 
    Don’t embarrass her, Humansoul. 
 
    Lia bowed to herself. As you command, Your Celestial Highness. 
 
    Oh, go agitate some serious mischief – wherever, snorted the Dragoness. The kind that wins us this war without having to blunt a talon would do nicely. Duly ordered. 
 
    Oh, how I worship your tiny, glowing talons. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Affurion was battle-scarred, but not much the worse for wear. Grandion greeted his wing brother with open enthusiasm. He introduced the elders of his Dragonwing, then Hualiama the Star Dragoness, Mizuki and Makani and all of their respective Riders, and finally the new Shapeshifter Dragons Jinichi, Brazo and Zanya. Affurion’s delegation snorted in amazement at this development, but welcomed the youngsters with a warm cannonade of fireballs that certainly made Brazo flinch, while his sister found herself hiding behind Makani and declared her annoyance with a loud growl. 
 
    “New fledglings are always welcome in the communion of the Dragonkind,” Affurion announced, which was as effective a way of squashing any loose talk as Grandion had ever imagined. 
 
    But his greatest pleasure was reserved for the moment the obligatory greetings were completed, for Affurion turned at once to Mizuki, and said, “Thou true-fires-stirring empress of the Eastern skies, would you brief us as to all you have learned during your long journey to and from the North?” 
 
    This honour should have been his, but Grandion smoothly covered the Copper Dragoness’ inarticulate spluttering by trumpeting, “Aye, we travelled as far as the fabled Isle of Immadia, wing brother. Much has transpired. Like yourselves, we have fought and battled and some travelled to the eternal fires, may their souls burn brightly forever! We have battled great enemies and made new allies, but our fires are most agreeably intensified by our renewed meeting with the Dragons of the Lost Islands. For this day, our every fire has yearned.” 
 
    Glancing about, Hualiama said softly, “And our Dragon Riders.” 
 
    The Tourmaline said, “Great deeds lie before us, Affurion. Great honour shall be won. But now, I shall leave the telling of new lore to one more able than I – Mizuki the Copper Dragoness.” 
 
    The flight to Xinidia Island now proceeded at the stately pace of Dragonships, while the Dragons spoke earnestly, and interpreters flew close to the Human Dragonships, briefing the men, women and monks aboard when the discussion turned to Dragonish, and amplifying the faraway speech for those who could not hear at a distance. While Mizuki updated Affurion and his Dragons with studied dignity that failed to disguise how skittishly her fires misbehaved every time the Brown leader so much as glanced in her direction, Grandion dropped back to quietly instruct the Shapeshifter Dragons in the nuances of draconic communication – eye-fires, posture, gestures of talons, wings and the secondary nictitating eye membranes, the tone of the inner fires, and so forth. 
 
    Eventually, Zanya said, Are you saying Affurion loves – 
 
    Silence, fledgling! Grandion cautioned, Aye, I am. But it is not spoken aloud. You correctly observe his warm and fiery regard for the Copper. We call this phase of courtship ‘the first stoking of the embers’. Humans might share glances across a room, or hold hands – 
 
    Or kiss their beloved, Brazo put in boldly. 
 
    The Tourmaline puffed smoke from his nostrils. Aye. And just as the Human dance has many nuances, so does the dance of the Dragonkind, but ours is a more stately, circumscribed affair, whereas the beauteous Star Dragoness dances as she wishes, and she … ahem! She’s a terrible distraction. Obviously. 
 
    She’s listening, said Jin. 
 
    Is she? the Dragon chortled. Another day I might have advanced such statements deliberately, but today that was a genuine revelation of a Dragon’s inner true-fires. Usually, our way is subterfuge. Shamefully direct, I am. 
 
    He belly-laughed as footsteps tripped lightly between his skull spikes, crossed the armoured crown of his cranium, and tapped between his eyes onto the bridge of his nose. Seating herself in his line of sight, Lia said, Grandion, is it true that these Dragons understand Dragonish as though born to it? Isn’t this the finest marker we have discovered yet, that true-fires draconic life pervades each Shapeshifter? 
 
    Aye, he said, and do you know what else? A very, very noteworthy discovery I have made. 
 
    What? inquired his beloved. 
 
    Pfft. 
 
    Ooh, that’s gorgeous, she cried, her deep blue eyes lighting up. 
 
    Blowing smoke hearts? sniffed Flicker. Rank amateur. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With the Air Breathers of the easternmost Lost Islands, those which hosted Dragon Roosts upon their peaks and flanks, already having been dispatched for Fra’anior Cluster the day before, Grandion’s command tarried at Xinidia only as long as it took to snatch a couple of hours’ sleep, share fresh kill and make essential repairs. 
 
    The Empress waited. 
 
    This time, Grandion’s fellow puffers of the storm winds included seventy Overminds, who collectively possessed psychic power aplenty to scud the fleet along at the utmost safe speed as they turned their muzzles to the northwest, toward Fra’anior Cluster and the great glow of the Yellow Moon, steadily cresting the horizon behind the ancient citadel of the Onyx Dragon. The Tourmaline Dragon flew high with Affurion and numerous other Dragons, seeking that first glimpse of the titanic volcano. As Imaytha travelled for a space with the Immadian troops in order to brief and prepare them, her place was taken by Ja’al the Just, leader of the warrior monks of Fra’anior Cluster, the followers of the Path of the Dragon. 
 
    Just now, he scowled at Hualiama. “Are you expecting worship?” 
 
    “No! Ja’al …” Aye, she wanted to thump his overly serious, ascetic cranium with her Dragoness’ heel. “Ja’al, please listen to the heart of what I’m saying. I am not my shell-father. Frankly, he roars at me a lot, cuffs me about the earholes, and provides rather less instruction than I would like because it’s too ruddy dangerous – as in, we’d change the future, invite unspecified dark-fires danger to the shores of our Island-World, and the like.” 
 
    “You invited Numistar Winterborn.” 
 
    “That’s not true!” 
 
    “You treated with her. As good as, in my opinion.” His deep eyes, fathomless in the semidarkness of a three-moon night, flashed with his innate magic. “Don’t you be breathing Shapeshifter fires into any of my monks, I’m warning you. You trifle with lives all too easily.” 
 
    Her voice shook. “Ja’al … what happened to you?” 
 
    “Your mercurial mother happened to us, as I’ve learned,” he growled. “We lost many. So many good men. You remember Hallon and Rallon? Dead. You remember –” 
 
    “I am not my mother!” 
 
    So shaken was she, lightning flashed between them. Ja’al batted her electrical discharges away with a wave of his hand. All of his expression was set in condemnation. 
 
    “The hells with your insinuations! I am not Azziala!” 
 
    “Lia. Allying us with Numistar is no way to draw that distinction.” 
 
    She tasted blood from her bitten tongue. Had she invited this by seeking to speak with Ja’al? No. Like one of Grandion’s broadsides, this had more to do with his issues than hers. She would not spoil a friendship – if they even had one, these days – by wilting at his baseless accusations. Ja’al could speak harshly, aye. Words unhampered by wisdom. 
 
    She said, “Ja’al, long ago you chose your path and I chose differently. I am not butting heads with you over this. You serve Fra’anior in your way and I will serve him in mine. When this war is done, I want to train your monks in the ways of Nuyallith. It is a gift that should remain where it belongs. And meantime, you will learn that sometimes to serve well means to hold your tongue, and to speak with respect even if you cannot bring yourself to actually approve. I gave you respect. I accepted your vows. But I cannot unmake who I am.” 
 
    What she saw in his eyes, she left unspoken. Hurt. Doubt. He still carried that old flame, deep in his heart of hearts, and she could never disparage him for it. 
 
    Some choices must be made over and over again. 
 
    “If you’ve a problem with my being a Star Dragoness,” Lia added, “it’s all storms over the next Isle, by now. I am a Shapeshifter Dragon, the prophesied child of the Dragon. I carry the fires of Amaryllion Fireborn in my soul. I can no less deny those than you can deny your beliefs.” 
 
    With that, she rose and strode down Grandion’s back, past his Riders. How she wanted her Dragon just to herself. Just the two of them, with no fates hanging over their heads. A time for romance and for loving, not for war and dying. Shielding herself, she stripped off rapidly, bundled her clothing and weapons up using her belt, and passed them to Sumio. 
 
    No words would suffice. 
 
    No-one trusted her. No-one, save her own shadow – shadows. Her second-soul, and precious Flicker. 
 
    There, at her heart’s home of Fra’anior Cluster, in the shadow of her shell-father’s mammoth heritage and her Human mother’s unbreakable hegemony, how could she possibly find a way to shine? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As the stark shadow of the volcano rose against the sallow, cratered backdrop of the Yellow Moon, Dragoness-Hualiama fell with shocking speed into a dream. First came Istariela, begging her one last time to release the ruzal to her. But before she could begin to express regret or negation – for she did not trust her own shell-mother, did she – Fra’anior appeared upon the horizon, thundering and fulminating with such fury that comets smashed down from the skies and the Rim-Wall Mountains shook and cracked, letting in a dark tide of S’gulzzi that poured over her world in endless, unstoppable waves of ravening mouths and sucking, hollow fangs. Dead, accusing faces floated past her in the wash, many people she loved and many more she did not know. Although she fought with all the strength of her inheritance, it was not enough. The S’gulzzi swelled as they swallowed up her starlight. Their bodies became grossly distended and befouled with power. She fought and railed and screamed at Fra’anior to help her, but his dark storm whitened as if filled with billowing ash, until she realised it was no longer him but Numistar Winterborn’s snow sifting down over the Islands, thick and stultifying, clinging to and suffocating everything that moved … 
 
    Blue-Star. We will raise the standard of Star Dragons. We will paint the sky with stars. 
 
    Humansoul spoke to her, but the Dragoness did not seem to understand. Istariela attacked Fra’anior! They clashed, the strength of Onyx assailing white-fires and starlight, raging with the bitterness of lovers and the fury of the Ancient Powers; she was just a speck compared to Fra’anior, her light shining so bravely, but his paw descended with cruel power to crush the fire-life out of her … Hualiama screamed! No – a white paw. White? 
 
    So shall I crush your pitiful bones, o daughter of the Onyx, Numistar cackled. 
 
    Her power was conceived in the unfathomable darkness between the stars. She was cold incarnate, and she destroyed Land Dragons with a touch. She drained the magic if every Dragon she targeted, feeding the blinding white storm that preceded her stately southward passage. 
 
    Time fragmented. 
 
    Her wings beat, but Hualiama did not feel them. What she felt was the weight of myriad stars, the most ancient of Dragons, splashed in thick bands across the brilliant night sky. They predated even the Ancient Dragons. When the world first formed, they had existed. They watched and waited. They shone unstintingly, unadulterated and inviolable. They did not condemn, for the deeds of her paw must seem as a blink within a blink before their billion-year lifespans. 
 
    Did she long to impress such as these? 
 
    Hualiama examined her hearts in wonder. Perhaps she could. Perhaps, if she shone bravely enough, she could forge a new way and a new future for the Dragonkind of this world. 
 
    Now, that was a dream to move a girl-Dragoness to dance. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When he had finished briefing his dragonets and flirting with a few unattached females, Flicker flitted over to Affurion. The great Brown Dragon winged ahead steadily, watching the steaming spiracles of his Air Breathers not ten leagues to the fore, forging slowly through the brilliant white Cloudlands. Ahead, the mighty black ramparts of Fra’anior Cluster loomed greater and greater against the horizon, but the shape was unfamiliar to both him and Hualiama. 
 
    The great Land Dragons carved the face of the Island-World anew. 
 
    She danced above, and the beauty of the white-fires trailing like cometary trails from her wings, talons and tail held ten thousand Dragons spellbound. 
 
    It took more than pure, shimmering starlight to silence a dragonet. Naturally. Not that he was unappreciative of the perfection of her presentation. Even while enwrapped in the searing, thrilling forms of her dance, Hualiama carolled a song in a language he was not even certain she understood; a desolate, tempestuous anthem that evoked the stars above, he sensed, that roused and shaped a Dragon’s fires in ways even a garrulous dragonet could not articulate. 
 
    Affurion glanced aside at him. Fly a space with me, little wing brother of mighty-pawed deeds. 
 
    All he knew was that when she danced, the Island-World was a better place. The long leagues had no meaning, no power to separate hearts and lives. There was opportunity for beauty to replace ruin. Life supplanted death. Even amidst the indescribable bloodshed reported by Siiyumiel beneath the Cloudlands, hope lingered. 
 
    Flicker said, ’Tis a night the stars came out to dance. 
 
    Affurion replied, In philosophy, too, the manifold splendour of stars is amply eulogised. 
 
    She magnifies our white-fires. 
 
    Now, the Brown just shook his great head in wonder. How easily a Dragon forgets the wisdom of the tiniest paws. May I share this insight with my brethren? 
 
    Of course. Flicker bowed his wings – for once, without a trace of smugness. 
 
    He surprised himself. 
 
    They winged on, dipping gradually toward Sarzun Dragonhold, which walked at a steady two leagues per hour toward Fra’anior Cluster, angling toward the southerly rim where they would take a position several leagues away from the volcano. Already, the Dragonkind who knew the area had commented on the unfamiliar shape of the volcanic rim. Azziala had indeed blocked ingress to the caldera. Usually at night, the crimson glow of lava leaked from multiple points along the rim wall, pouring from the gaps between the Islands, and Flicker wondered if the caldera would eventually fill up. Warning, invitation, trap. The Empress clearly did not want Land Dragons interfering with proceedings inside the caldera when she confronted Hualiama and Numistar. 
 
    Speculation abounded as to her motives. 
 
    Flicker said, Lia feels that none amongst our number trust her. 
 
    Affurion flew silently on for a minute before he said, with similar economy of delivery, What are you asking of me, dragonet? 
 
    She shines to keep doubt at bay, the dragonet said obliquely. 
 
    I understand. Even the mightiest of Dragons – or dragonets – needs wind beneath his wings. What has she asked of you, noble Flicker? 
 
    That I penetrate the Islands and recruit as many dragonets as possible to the cause. She feels our kind shall make a decisive difference when we face the Dragon Haters. Also, she feared the death of many dragonets at Numistar’s reckless paw. Seven hundred white dragonets? Not enough. 
 
    For that strategy to succeed, we shall require the services of these legendary Chrysolitic Dragons, said Affurion. I shall speak your common-fires with Hualiama in this matter, noble-hearted Flicker. 
 
    Flicker bowed again. A boon for a boon, noble Affurion. 
 
    Tell her we must find a home, the Brown blurted out, stopping Flicker in his tracks. When this is over – we would not be lost any longer. We must have a purpose, a home, and lives to live. 
 
    Every Dragon needs a warm roost, agreed the dragonet. 
 
    He left Affurion staring after him with a strangely pleading gleam in his eye. Flicker wondered what he feared – that Mizuki might fly to another Isle with the Star Dragoness? Unlikely as it seemed, that must be the case. 
 
    Ah. He rubbed his paws briskly. So much mischief-making. So little time. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: Paean of Hatred 
 
      
 
    Dawn gilded his home Cluster in tongues of vermilion fire that sheeted from the eastern horizon to lap against the Isles described as Fra’anior’s crown. Grandion had not laid eyes upon these majestic onyx ramparts in over six years – the Island massif rose well over a league tall and eighteen leagues wide from the turbulent, volcano-disturbed Cloudland. His fire-eyes gladdened to the smoke and turmoil of the inner caldera, and his nostrils thrilled at the complex tang of volcanic grit, sulphur and rich pollens in the air. Home! Aye, but this day, melancholy darkened his every fire. His shell-parents, Sapphurion and Qualiana, would never again grace their roost with their incomparable fires. A despot ruled these beloved shores. Even the sight of lush green Islands crowning the desolate, Dragon-designed slopes, which always before had filled his Dragon hearts with fierce, uncompromising joy, only branded his soul with wounds beyond forbearance. O Fra’anior! Oh, the loss! 
 
    He wept his ecstasy-grief in great, throbbing notes produced in the lower region of his chest, burbling and wailing, singing and sorrowing. Hualiama cried out, but Mizuki quietened her with a gentle wingtip touch. It’s the emancipation of his soul, little one, she said. A Dragon’s deepest mourning. Such a grief is sacred. Do not disturb him. 
 
    This was wrong. Everything was wrong. A murderer of Dragons sat upon the Onyx Throne of Fra’anior, and filled the Halls of the Dragons at Gi’ishior with the stench of her odious presence. His paws clenched. Five leagues and closing. Where were the Haters? Where did they lie in wait? 
 
    In a moment Grandion stilled, but then, his poignant voice boomed across the massed ranks of Dragonships and Dragons, “Men of the North. Monks of Fra’anior. Dragons hailing from this Island-World’s farthest shores. This day, we wage war against a tyrant with the power to turn Dragons against their true fires. She is named the Empress of the Dragon Haters. Her way is the domination and subjugation of all peoples and races under a single, totalitarian regime. She drinks the blood of Dragons to augment her power!” 
 
    A terrible chorus of snarling throbbed in the still morning air. 
 
    Sucking in a breath that made his ribcage creak, Grandion howled, “I say woe to the enemies of Fra’anior! I cry, let there be vengeance! I thunder, let the blood of those slain by her malevolence rise up in outrage, and the very wings of dawn’s holy fires obliterate this false Empress’ presence from the Islands! We are the paw of the Onyx! WE WILL PREVAIL!” 
 
    If thunder should ever smite the dawn, that was his wish. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Even as the echoes of his outcry faded, and the Dragons’ fires raged in response, Hualiama thrilled to a presence she had not expected. Shill! 
 
    The chills of dawn’s icy fires to thee, little she! bugled the Chrysolitic Dragoness. 
 
    And the flame of Fra’anior’s Roost to thee! Hualiama called in return. 
 
    Four leagues. The amassed Dragonwing loomed three miles tall and ten wide, sweeping toward the first of the Air Breathers in a crescent so immense, they created their own wind. Dragonships sailed alongside the Dragons, clumped into five main battle groups. Just four leagues to go. They flew at ten leagues per hour, well short of a combat sprint. That would come. Grandion had organised the Dragons into covering teams, each populated with Blues or Overminds capable of turning a Command-hold back – should they enjoy the opportunity. Debatable. Hualiama suspected the Haters had learned from their last battles. They might swing straight in for the kill, rather than risk a capture as before. 
 
    Shill interrupted her thoughts with a sharp reprimand, Have you not seen what is portended? Have you not apprehended? The trap is loaded, the crossbows tensioned – 
 
    Shill. Stow the poetry; explain without oratory! 
 
    Flow with me! 
 
    Lia hit her Dragon with a thought package, ultra-rapid. Grandion. I’m not gone. Listen for my instructions. Sorry. 
 
    A fraction of a second later, she existed in Flow space. She saw them. Fra’anior’s beard, how had the Dragon Haters perfected their shields to this degree? Insane. Even to Flow space perception they appeared insubstantial, as though reality bent itself like a performing contortionist to defeat any attempt to detect these forces … had Azziala discovered a new use for her Command magic? 
 
    Mercy! 
 
    Grandion. Hearken. See these images. 
 
    His voice shivered as her receptor-constructs struck him with the force of her desperation. Hualiama, what are you doing? 
 
    <Focus your sight, precious mite,> said Shill. She’d rhyme her way around the Island-World, but Lia immediately found a steadiness of perception which she had not enjoyed before. One mile! Her hearts sank. So many! Thousands upon thousands ranged against … ranks of Dragons and cloaked Dragonships mounting to the skies … 
 
    The enemy’s shielded! Can you project this for the Dragons to see? 
 
    What the – Grandion’s rumble turned into a contralto squeak as Hualiama finally thumbed her nose at the ordinary laws of physics and presented to him her view of the Cluster. He gasped, How can we fight an enemy we can’t even see? 
 
    BOOM-KABOOM! 
 
    With shrill, tinkling cries of fury, a flight of Chrysolitic Dragons ice bombed their way into the flank of Azziala’s forces. The cry of the Enchanters immediately rose, but they were as unsighted as all the attacking Dragons. They caught just one of the Chrysolitic Dragons as the cold fireballs pounded them to smithereens. Now, amidst the belching fire and smoke, Grandion’s Dragons perceived a target, and the vague projection he managed to throw out began to make sense. 
 
    Smoke! Hualiama yelled. Smoke them out. 
 
    The command rippled through the draconic ranks at the speed of telepathic communication. Given the firm following breeze they had generated, billows of sulphurous smoke could help if the Dragons did not outstrip the vapours. 
 
    Long-range Grunts, prepare to attack on my mark! cried Affurion. Hualiama – 
 
    Targets. Aye, sir – sorry. Dragon. Hualiama scrambled to order her thoughts. In the Dragon Haters’ mind-meld, brief as her experience had been, she had learned a great deal about organisation. Now, she fired targets and coordinates at the Brown Overmind, finding him incredibly quick and adaptable. The instructions had to be expressed in terms of orientation and elevation, marrying the approaching Dragon’s vector with the volcanic features behind. She struggled against a weight of memory. There was the flank of Ha’athior Island, which she had climbed hand over hand, hampered by a broken arm. That was where her Human father Ra’aba had tried to murder her; where the windrocs had swooped in to pick over what they took for a walking carcass. 
 
    Thrust it away, that past which mirrored her present so closely, they seemed to overlap in her mind. 
 
    Here was a draconic shield behind Azziala’s Dragonships, of a character she had never encountered before. Immensely powerful. A shining bubble of magic, like a droplet of water from an alkaline volcanic hot spring, buried at the base of the Cloudlands and scraping the sky itself. Sealed off. 
 
    Narrow the focus. Work the angles and the targets as Affurion wound up his Tynukam, the massively heavy Grunts. Once fired, a Command-hold would make little difference to the end result. 
 
    A smashing ploy, Affurion broke in on her thoughts, privately. And if it matters, Star Dragoness – I believe in you, wholeheartedly. Stoke your mighty fires! Lead us to victory! 
 
    Why speak thus, now? Sorrow and shame clouded her vision. She gritted out, Thanks, Affurion. Your support means whole Islands to me. 
 
    Cue a grim, attritional battle. 
 
    Mere seconds passed before the first wave of Grunts hurtled forward, outstripping the Dragonwing and the thick billows of white smoke generated by Grandion’s forces. KAABOOM! KAABOOM! Some of the long, lean Lost Islands Dragonships exploded on impact, while others simply folded up around the huge tonnage of Grunt metallic armour as their momentum plowed furrows two or three ranks deep in the Hater Dragonship formations. The Enchanters sprang into action, unleashing their own draconic minions and casting Command-holds at the incoming Dragonkind. The Blues and Overminds responded by ‘taking back’ the Dragons as best they could, but they were outnumbered and overmatched by the efficiency of the Haters’ well-oiled mental co-operation. 
 
    Dragons and debris dropped into the Cloudlands below. 
 
    Then, the forces clashed in wild, roiling mêlée. The Dragons found they did not need sight to rend what could be felt in paw and maw. Crossbow bolts plugged deep into flanks and nets snarled up the swingeing flurries of Swarm Dragons, while Flicker’s force slipped through the fray like a cool white tide, targeting the Enchanters as planned. Chaos! Hualiama gave up on the Flow, joining up with Mizuki as she cartwheeled through the carnage. Follow orders. Tiny, growing hatchlings were a liability in a sprawling battle. A bigger Dragon could swallow her in a single bite. Talons or crossbow bolts could pierce right through her body. The Enchanters all wore golden face shields in addition to their blue robes – so that she could not recognise Azziala? Hualiama searched and searched, but found no trace of her mother. 
 
    Instead, she sang a Dragonsong of ruin. 
 
    So many Dragons falling. The Command-held Dragons turned immediately against their erstwhile fellows, amplifying the damage. 
 
    Grandion screamed past, clearing Mizuki’s path of debris as he bellowed, Where’s the Empress? 
 
    Not out here, Hualiama called back. 
 
    Corkscrewing over a crossbow bolt she had barely seen, the Star Dragoness looked ahead to the flanks of the mountainous Air Breathers and that eerie shield. How was it constructed? It shimmered and veiled what lay behind. Clearly, another layer of illusion. She ducked and wheeled reflexively as a brace of cold fireballs whistled overhead, striking an unseen Dragonship on her starboard flank. 
 
    Shill said, Shall I investigate, little one? 
 
    No, Shill, I’m not – 
 
    They pass through. 
 
    Aye. The Hater Dragonships passed through with impunity. So did Azziala’s Dragons. But she smelled an uncanny, unfamiliar magic of surpassing potency – she dredged a word out of the recesses of her most rabid scroll-worming – a portal magic. Perhaps something keyed to – Shill, no! 
 
    SKISSS! 
 
    The shield shimmered. A Chrysolitic Dragon tumbled away, lifeless. 
 
    Shill! Oh no, oh mercy … hot, bilious fire choked her throat. NO! 
 
    One of me, Shill wailed. One of me shall pass fierily! 
 
    A reflective shield similar to what she had developed in battle in the East. A shield so immense and stable, it had to be rooted in these Air Breathers clustered around the Islands of Fra’anior. This was why Azziala feared no power beneath the suns. The Star Dragoness banked instinctively. First problems first. Crying out a shrill warning to Grandion, Hualiama returned to the Flow. One of the Shill-pair had tried to Flow through, and died. She could not process the implications. It was too close to her own existence, too raw, unthinkable. Seen from close up now in the Flow space, the shield was uncannily beautiful, a drifting veil of spiderweb threads of immense complexity. This shield operated in a way similar to that which the Great Onyx had raised to protect the Island-World, initiating a secondary plane of existence. It was that comprehensive? What hope did they ever have of breaching such a construct? 
 
    She picked targets. Watched Dragons die. Watched black smoke drift across the Dragonship shields, shimmer, and fall to the ground as dust. 
 
    Then, at last she heard a deep, monotonous hammering sound. But this was no hammer. This was the fists and talons of an Ancient Dragoness pounding at the shield with a force like an earthquake. The Islands quaked. The Air Breathers seemed to shiver and draw together, if she did not imagine the slight movement, and they held – as a group. Sharing the load. Again and again, Numistar Winterborn raged against them, even climbing the shield as it sparked and responded in a firestorm of fury visible right across the caldera, and she could not breach it. Her booming attacks had already plastered the Air Breathers on that side with ice and snow, the cold fireballs which she had stolen from the Chrysolitic Dragons, but perhaps the thickness of their rocky shells protected them even from her wrath. They had survived a cometary strike directly into their midst. They had survived a centuries-long freeze beforehand. These Dragonkind would not be moved. 
 
    Azziala did not stir from her lair. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By that afternoon, when the Hater Dragonships finally retreated behind their barrier and the cost was counted in the lives of Human and Dragon alike, Grandion met with his Dragon Elders. Much was discussed but little decided. They honed strategies, especially the use of the Chrysolitic Dragons to detect and target the Dragon Haters, decreed that Hualiama should investigate the Air Breather shield, and determined they must wait for Numistar Winterborn to create the vital breach. 
 
    Hualiama, Mizuki and Makani spent an agreeable hour throwing things at the shield – rocks, plants, live windrocs, dead windrocs, spare Dragonship parts and the like – before it became clear that the Winterborn had grown mad enough to generate her own thunderstorm of boiling black battlements of cloud that seethed four leagues tall above and around the fringes of Fra’anior Cluster. The path of wisdom was to take cover. Forthwith. 
 
    “All Dragonships, full reverse to Sarzun Dragonhold!” Grandion ordered. 
 
    Even the Haters appeared to be running for shelter. 
 
    The tide of Numistar’s monstrous wrath was as if the very Cloudlands had risen like a ravenous mouth to engulf Fra’anior Cluster. The Dragons watched, awed, as her white head popped up here and there above Gi’ishior and its neighbouring Islands. She was an Island in her own right. Bigger than any of the twenty-eight major rim Islands of the Cluster. Her fists thrashed the shield as if it were a drum whereby she sought to shake the volcano loose of its foundations and cast it down into the void, and lightning flashed continuously around her form. The white beams of Land Dragon attacks occasionally speared through the preternatural twilight out there. Twenty and more leagues away, the Dragons heard a rabid howling of which Zanya innocently inquired, could it be the wind? 
 
    No. It was the cataclysmic trump of Numistar’s indignation. 
 
    Then, the hailstorm swept in, but even that could not surmount the barrier. Hualiama measured the storm’s height and breadth with her eyes, and marvelled. It was as if they watched a storm trapped against a crysglass bottle. No doubt daddy dearest could out-storm this effort by ten thousand leagues, but there was no denying that Numistar was a primal force of nature, unleashed. The enemy Air Breathers throbbed all the way around the Island as they again drew deep as a group, and withstood her assault. The clouds boiled around the fringes of Fra’anior’s roost, dumping untold tonnes of hail as they came. 
 
    Retreat, Grandion said firmly. 
 
    Much as the Dragons hated it, they knew he was right. 
 
    “AZZIALA, COME OUT AND FIGHT!” roared Numistar, and rocks tumbled down the volcano’s sides. The air reverberated as though they stood beside a gong. 
 
    Grandion led his forces to the cover of Sarzun Dragonhold, where they stepped beneath cover and watched the late afternoon sky turn from golden suns-shine to darkness. Then, the storm went berserk. The Tourmaline knew his jaw hung slightly agape as, from his perspective, it appeared as if Numistar had seized all the glaciers of the North, hurled them into the sky, and smashed them down upon the Islands. This was not hail. It was carnage. Boulder-sized chunks of ice shattered all over the Islands of Affurion’s command – clogging the breathing spiracles of the Air Breathers, he realised! Was that Numistar’s plan? He discussed the matter with Affurion and they quickly issued orders to the Lesser Dragons to start melting the ice lodged in those crucial breathing apertures. 
 
    “FIGHT, YOU COWARD!” 
 
    The storm howled around the Cluster for nine hours, but Azziala’s citadel endured, inviolable. 
 
    Grandion marvelled. 
 
    The following day, and the day after that, the Dragon Haters attacked anew with their invisible Dragonship armies, and the Dragonkind defended robustly. They gave as good as they received, but that was only to say, both sides suffered unspeakable losses. 
 
    Affurion walked around hollowed-eyed, that night. Four thousand seven hundred Dragons, Grandion. What are we doing? 
 
    Grandion hung his head. Pride? That was long since tossed into the void. We’ve found no way inside. Anything inanimate passes through that shield. Nothing else. We cannot detect their portal key, the means of entry. Hualiama’s … well, tearing her scales off. 
 
    Tearing her hair out, said Human-Lia, glancing up from the scroll she was poring over with Jinichi, Isiki and Elki. Saori worked with Brazo and Zanya in another corner of the cavern, teaching them the martial arts of her people. We’ve lost more Dragon Riders than I can bear – 
 
    Yet I caught you making more today, groused the Tourmaline. 
 
    Better some progress than none at all, she replied, apologising with her tone. Grandion … uh, Shill? What’s – a message? 
 
    The girl listened to nothingness for several seconds, before saying, I expected this. 
 
    What? Affurion demanded. 
 
    “Numistar politely requests our presence at a summit meeting,” the Human girl said wryly. 
 
    Grandion bared his fangs. “Politely?” 
 
    “She’s being about as polite as this Tourmaline Dragon I happen to know is rending his enemies limb from limb and decorating the Cloudlands with the leftover bits,” Hualiama responded. “We need to fly. Now.” 
 
    “Can’t do worse; can definitely do better,” Elki said brusquely. “Who’s going?” 
 
    Affurion said, “Not all of our strength at once. Grandion, will you consider –” 
 
    “Aye!” Grandion knew he sounded as if he had just cracked a chunk of granite in his jaw. “I will … consider. Affurion, Mizuki, Elka’anor, Jin, Qilong … Hualiama and Flicker, you all must go. We’ll split our strength. Blue-Star, take a detail of Chrysolitic Dragons with you and ensure some stay here with us. Two hundred Dragons for your escort. I’ve a tingling in my wingtips that says the second you head over that way, we’re going to encounter a little paean-of-hatred style entertainment over here.” He cracked his knuckles loudly. “I’m feeling a touch … belligerent, this evening. Ha-ha-harrrrrgggh!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At a hasty flying speed of twenty-five leagues per hour, the Dragons covered the half-circuit of Fra’anior Cluster in a mere two hours. Shill scouted the Flow plane and found no Hater Dragonships waiting in ambush. At least Numistar had not betrayed them – yet. 
 
    The night was a clear, star-strewn expanse, as if Numistar had never flung her storm against Fra’anior Cluster. Great columns of steam boiled up out of the Cloudlands as the ice melted under the consistent volcanic heat, but dissipated on a gentle easterly breeze. Flicker wondered how much of a symbolic gesture that was, how much of the old hatred of the Onyx still burned in her icy veins. Quietly, he spoke with Hualiama while he relieved his stress by carefully combing out her unique sapphire-and-blue tresses with his dexterous talons. He had noticed Human girls did this to calm themselves, or as an act of friendship, although pulling hair out by the roots and fighting with the inevitable tangles in their pretty but impractical head adornment was a peculiar form of friendship indeed. Would dragonets pluck each other’s’ scales? Never. 
 
    Aye. They knew the Winterborn was brewing up more than icicles. They just did not know what. 
 
    The new peaks surrounding Fra’anior Cluster made Flicker’s wings itch with wrongness. How dare she? Azziala’s hubris was beyond reckoning. 
 
    To think such a beast could have birthed the Island-World’s paramount treasure! He coiled tighter around Blue-Star’s neck at the thought, and purred as her strong, hot pulse thumped steadily against his sensitive neck. The vanilla scent of her hair teased his nostrils, reminding him that he must sniff out Numistar’s wiles. He must protect the Star Dragoness at all costs. 
 
    At last they came to the place where Numistar rested amongst the bodies of thousands – literally, thousands – of Land Dragons. She had built a ramp upon the frozen carcasses, allowing her to throw herself bodily against the Cluster of Islands – but she had not been able to penetrate that inconceivable shield. Not so far. Again, his scales prickled with fear-anticipation. Surely annihilation of the Dragonkind on this scale must tip the Balance? Was Numistar’s goal a genocidal masterstroke? 
 
    As the Ancient Dragoness greeted the delegation with the superiority everyone and every beast expected, the dragonet searched with his senses. Something would give, this night. Something would give, and it was not here. 
 
    It was back where they had come from. 
 
    Flicker relinquished her neck. Hurry back, Dragonfriend. I must to Grandion. I don’t know why, yet, but I must. 
 
    Uh … alright? she said. Numistar was boasting and fulminating, taking the Star Dragoness to task for not making the breakthrough. Burliki. Vinzuki. Can I rely on you to wing Flicker back to Sarzun Dragonhold with all possible speed? 
 
    Aye, both Dragons growled simultaneously. Tadao, aboard Vinzuki’s back, raised his bow in a salute as his mount communicated the order. 
 
    No questions. Just obedience. 
 
    Numistar’s hooded gaze tracked the departure briefly. 
 
    For the following three hours, the Winterborn put Hualiama through her paces as they attempted to find a way through the shield, developing and implementing magical constructs in tandem. Both Dragons, tiny and gigantic, drew upon the power of the First Egg to augment their efforts. They hurled everything possible bar the moons and suns at the Air Breathers, and could not touch them. 
 
    At last, the Ancient Dragoness boomed, This vector is unsustainable. Therefore, I have put in process a different experiment. After you have looked to the Queen of Immadia’s good health, I suggest you follow our bargain to the letter. 
 
    Imaytha? Lia blurted out. 
 
    The Winterborn ground out, Listen closely. The only way that shield can be disrupted is from the inside. You know that. I know that. Therefore, when you gain entry, you will use a Command I will teach you to disrupt the draconic psyche-linkage between the Air Breathers, taking down the shield. 
 
    Entry? How – 
 
    Silence, you babbling fool. I need to gain ingress to the caldera in order to confront the Hater Empress. My body is too large to fit between those Islands, however. So, which one shall I pluck off the rim wall? Which of the twenty-eight? 
 
    Hualiama gaped at her, never having felt more flat-footed in her life. What? 
 
    You heard me, foolish spawn of the Onyx. Which Island? Choose! 
 
    No, no, she could not. Yet, was there any other way? If Numistar poured her immensity over one of the inhabited Islands – or, Fra’anior forbid, Gi’ishior itself … 
 
    We agreed to preserve the integrity of the Cluster as best we could, Blue-Star. I am honouring my part by seeking the wisdom of one who grew up camped around this miserable bonfire, where the pathetic denizens of this realm gather to salute the greatest fraud that ever walked the paths of our Island-World. 
 
    Third Island East of Gi’ishior, she gasped, through a throat that suddenly felt as if Fra’anior himself were pinching it from within. Would he ever forgive her? Oh, shell-father, if ever she had needed his wisdom … What are you doing to Imaytha? You promised – 
 
    Of course, sneered the Ancient Dragoness. The quicker you return, the better the outcome will be for the pretty Immadian Queen. Fair warning, isn’t it? Otherwise … the one life for the many. That is Balance, and does not violate our terms. 
 
    NO! Hualiama howled. 
 
    Numistar’s immense laughter belled out over her. Don’t you want to tarry to learn the Word? Otherwise, it will all go to waste. 
 
    Grandion, Grandion, Grandion … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon whirled in the skies above Sarzun Dragonhold, frantic. “Where is Imaytha? Find Imaytha, now!” 
 
    Makani said, “We’ve searched everywhere.” 
 
    “SEARCH AGAIN!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: Volcanic Cracks 
 
      
 
    DRAGONESS-Hualiama stared ahead. Not good. One Tourmaline Dragon flapping about in a fine panic, men and Dragons swarming all over Sarzun Dragonhold, and if she was not mistaken, there would be no sign of Queen Imaytha. Anywhere. 
 
    Windroc spit! Affurion had furiously toasted a trio of inquisitive windrocs en route, blasting the eighteen-foot birds into bits with a measure of the same frustration she felt. Big as she was, Numistar was running rings around their Islands. This could not bode well. Lia had changed into her Dragoness form for the battle-readiness this accorded her, but right now, the skies were clear of Dragonships, terrors, or any sign whatsoever of what the Winterborn intended. 
 
    Perfect. They ran around in a bleating panic, like ralti sheep surprised by a voracious Dragon. 
 
    Her powerful Dragon eyes narrowed, searching the cliffs, the Air Breathers, the lay of the Islands. Just a tingling against her senses … closer to the shield … a cloud? Ice-Raptors! And Chrysolitic Dragons? Together? 
 
    That way! she ordered at once. 
 
    Affurion banked; she gripped his shoulder with her talons. He alerted his Overminds out of habit, but Lia knew she had to focus on that group. Something about what they – Flicker! He was fighting them; with a low laugh, one of the hostile Chrysolitic Dragons froze him in a block of ice … and did the same to Imaytha! There she was. The tiniest flash of starlight off amethyst eyes sufficed to identify her. 
 
    Raising his paw, one of the Chrysolitic Dragons called out, Ho, Dragonfriend! I wonder if Humans and dragonets pass through the shield, or if it is keyed only to the greater Dragonkind? 
 
    Her wings seemed to beat through mud as she launched from Affurion’s back with a scream of fury. 
 
    Granularity. She knew that the less granular the shield, in a magical sense, the smaller the energy output that was required to sustain it. Windrocs had bounced. A Human measured less than a third of a windroc’s wingspan. She had considered bellowing Amaryllion’s secret Dragon name to try to breach the shield, but perhaps she had not considered such an obvious vector – or, after seeing several windrocs, an unfortunate ralti sheep and numerous Dragons frazzled by the shield’s violent magic, she had not been willing to sacrifice a Human life. She could not reach … Flicker! Imaytha! 
 
    One hundred feet. Eighty. Seventy! 
 
    The Dragons hurled them at the shield. Hualiama’s wings were a blur, her body a spear. 
 
    Humansoul screamed, On my mark! 
 
    The Dragoness snarled, Aye! Affurion, turn back! Grandion! 
 
    Dimly, she perceived the Brown Overmind hurling himself into a vertebrae-creaking turn, furling his double wings to avoid touching the pernicious shield. 
 
    How had Numistar known? Had she understood this flaw all along? For as Imaytha and Flicker tumbled through the sky, they passed into that shimmering veil of draco-magical runes … and did not die. 
 
    Humans were small enough. Flicker’s eyes blinked at her behind the ice, the secondary nictitating membranes having protected the orbs – or, his natural body heat had already begun to melt the ice. 
 
    He lived! 
 
    She transformed. 
 
    Lia speared through the magic like a kingfisher darting into a terrace lake while hunting minnows. For a second, a frisson like passing through magical spiderweb brushed her body with icy filaments. Then she was hurtling toward the mountainous flank of an Air Breather, a lichen-encrusted, near-vertical slope of boulders. She reached out for the tumbling bodies. She gripped Flicker under the left arm. Imaytha’s frozen block, she clamped awkwardly against her torso. 
 
    Dragonsoul, I need – transform! 
 
    This time, the magic was wrenched out of her. Fire shrivelled her lungs. Too many times. This was a barrier of limited magical resources they had discussed and hypothesized about; Hualiama knew she had absolutely nothing left. She could barely flare her wings. Like the Flicker of old, who had caught her while she tumbled down a cliff, Hualiama felt a wrenching pain in her shoulders as she braked too sharply, and her powerful thigh muscles twinged as she struck the mountainside hard. Recover. Balance. Breathe fire! 
 
    She instinctively tried to free Flicker first, but he was Dragonkind. He could hold his breath for many minutes longer than a Human. Imaytha was out of time. Swinging back her fist, Hualiama punched the ice encrusted over the Queen’s face with all the force of a Nuyallith form. Hai! 
 
    Crack! The ice shattered. Imaytha gasped, clutching her nose. 
 
    Poor Flicker. Behind the ice, he looked as if he was about to faint. Hualiama gently breathed heated air over him. 
 
    The Queen touched her nose gingerly, trying to pinch off the bleeding. “Doze broke,” she said nasally, then chuckled with an agonised sound. “Dank oo fo dat. Good.” 
 
    “Sorry,” said Lia, back-winging as she tried to bring her burdens to some kind of safe landing. 
 
    “Sorry?” sniffed Flicker. The only part of him that protruded from the ice block and could move was his muzzle. Naturally, he began to employ it at once. “What were you thinking, Lia, flying after us? Gaily leaping off the Isle of Sanity? I tell you, when Grandion sees what you’ve done, he’s going to bawl you out from here to – incoming!” 
 
    She ducked, expecting a thirty-tonne draconic hooligan to flatten her against the mountainside. Instead, a startled man did much the same. 
 
    “Oof!” said Grandion. “Transformation didn’t – hey! Claws in, you little windroc.” 
 
    Mmm, I’ve been meaning to get my claws into you for a few seasons, purred Dragonsoul, but she sheathed her talons. “Sorry, Grandee-yummy.” Oops. 
 
    The Tourmaline’s eyebrows crawled in startlement. 
 
    Let me out! Let me out, you flea-bitten rat, her Human complained. 
 
    Thankfully, Grandion was thinking a bit faster than the part of Lia’s brain that was busy slavering over having a virile man sitting on her head, at that point. He reached out and grabbed for handholds. “Don’t drop the Queen.” 
 
    “What about me?” squeaked Flicker’s muzzle. 
 
    The gemstone eyes dropped to consider Lia’s unexpected captive. “Actually, I quite like him like this. Anyone have a piece of string handy to tie his yapper shut?” 
 
    Jin the Dragon! Another Shapeshifter popped into being. Having evidently learned from Grandion’s misadventures, he managed to time his transformation to perfection. The Brown Dragon looked them over. “Huh. Quite the loving tangle here, eh?” 
 
    “Deave me oud oddit,” mumbled Imaytha. 
 
    “Wait!” Hualiama’s wing gesture, more than her cry, stopped Brazo and Zanya in their tracks. “Let’s think about this. We can get Humans and dragonets through. How many Humans do we need?” 
 
    “How many brawny Immadian soldiers does Imaytha want to daub her broken nose?” Flicker still managed a verbal smirk, despite his icy captivity. 
 
    “Prince Qilong and Commander Darrul,” Jin said at once. “They’re both excellent archers and saboteurs, and that girlfriend of the Commander’s –” 
 
    “Girlfred?” exclaimed Imaytha. 
 
    Flicker snorted in annoyance. “Shut your stupid fly catcher, Jin.” 
 
    “Whad girlfred?” 
 
    Grandion growled, “Now’s hardly the time, o Queen. We’re rather preoccupied with hanging off a Dragon-sized cliff discussing burgling the Empress of Dragon Haters’ stronghold. Meantime, we hope no-one’s actually noticed this little incursion, or we’ll have five hundred Dragonships to deal with on our own.” 
 
    “Wan doo congradulade her,” Imaytha protested, wriggling as Lia tried to summon whatever spark of healing magic she might have left. “He’d a cadge – dan eddyone dunderstand me?” 
 
    “We dunderstand perfeggedly,” Flicker grinned. 
 
    Hualiama said, “I’ll gladly promote him to royal doormat if you’d like, Imaytha.” 
 
    The amethyst eyes glittered. “Da rodal doordob?” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    In short order, they had lined up two more Shapeshifter Dragons, Prince Qilong, Isiki, Sumio, seven handpicked Immadian soldiers with skills Hualiama didn’t want to ask too diligently about, including Darrul and Nyzura, left a vocally underwhelmed Makani the Grey behind, as well as Mizuki, gained themselves a Chago and a certain old partner in crime, Inniora, and added over six hundred white-pawed pickpockets to the mix. 
 
    Time to go beard the fox, Commander Darrul suggested. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker, freed at last from his prison but far from rid of the stigma of being put forward for the job of royal doorknob, set about his real business with alacrity. He briefed the dragonets: 
 
    Every warren must be roused. I will divide you by teams to scour the greater and the lesser Islands. Fly fast but by secretive ways. These Dragons and Humans have no idea, but we will be the force that wins this war. Even that thundering ice-Dragon will bow to the superiority of the dragonet-kind. 
 
    He placed a picture into their minds. These blue robes. This kind of hat. This new, golden face mask. These are Humans of great evil. The Great Onyx demands to be avenged, and we are the paw of his justice. If there is no further signal, we will attack every one of these at dawn. Divide the spoils, but ensure you attack each of these Humans from at least four different vectors, simultaneously, to ensure the assault succeeds. That’s – eleven hours from now. 
 
    Aye, warren-father Flicker, chorused the dragonets. 
 
    Go. 
 
    Ha. Warren-father! The accolades kept mounting up. 
 
    Today, to his surprise, this mattered little. Flicker clenched his tiny fists. Greater deeds were at paw; deeds that would make or break any dragonet, not to speak of his Island-World. 
 
    For thee, Fra’anior, he vowed. Even the tiniest of paws are for thee. 
 
    His every scale shivered. The Great Onyx smiled upon them with terrible majesty! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Dragons startled as the flock of dragonets split up, roughly one-third flying East and two-thirds to the West. In seconds, even their pristine white forms were lost amidst the shadows of rock, overhang and foliage. 
 
    Grandion said, “Flicker?” 
 
    The dragonet bowed. “As we discussed, o Tourmaline.” 
 
    “Good. Hualiama, where shall we find your mother?” 
 
    “My best guess would be at the Royal Palace,” she replied quietly. “Or, down in the Air Breather that used to hold Chenek Stronghold. I can’t imagine Azziala would be hiding deep. Do you think she could be plotting to gain the First Egg?” 
 
    “Or, command of Numistar herself?” Isiki put in. 
 
    Grandion eyed the Star Dragoness balefully. “Good. Freeing the royal family is a stratagem we have, of course, agreed upon. Let’s keep every eye peeled –” including the Dragoness’ left eye, which was busy slavering over his shoulder muscles, thrown into sharp relief by his posture of hanging from the cliff “– and every Dragon sense alert. Lia will brief us on the layout of the Royal Palace as we fly. First, I will try to transform.” 
 
    Liking what you see, Dragoness? 
 
    Hualiama’s fires blushed. Aye, she advanced daringly. The sight of a well-defined trapezius or a bulging deltoid muscle never fails to turn me into a gabbling fool. 
 
    He knew his smile warmed her Dragoness-hearts, because that feedback looped through their oath link. Don’t look further … the sight of my abdominals has been known to overthrow entire Islands full of maidens, turning them into screeching, gabbling flocks of windrocs. 
 
    Shameless braggart. You’re so worth it. Before Grandion could celebrate, however, she said, Jinichi, will you kindly toss Grandion away from the cliff? 
 
    “Whaaa …” Whap! “Hualiama!” 
 
    “What’s the problem? Ready to go burgle a Palace, o Tourmaline troublemaker?” 
 
    “Takes one to know one,” said Flicker. He flicked wingtips with Grandion. “Just follow our lead, Star Dragoness. Keep your nose glued to Grandion’s haunches, and you won’t go too far wrong.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Here, he had once winged with a girl upon his back. She had blasted him out of the mountain, befuddled his every draconic inch with her enchanting, smoky green eyes, and summarily recruited him to help rescue her family. Dragonback. The very first Human to dare such a feat. 
 
    She had only discombobulated half of the Island-World in the doing. So far. 
 
    What of Herimor? 
 
    Legend told that Lia had single-handedly flattened Sapphurion and his Council of Dragon Elders, and that when she was barely sixteen. Now, she was twenty-two years of age. A Dragon fledgling. An adult Human. 
 
    The slow, methodical pounding of Numistar’s renewed assault – this time, a decoy – formed a counterpoint rhythm to the Tourmaline Dragon’s wingbeat as the Star Dragoness perched in her now-customary position upon his right shoulder, with the dragonet in turn riding upon her shoulder! All they needed, Grandion reflected, was for him to stand upon Fra’anior’s shoulder. Greatest to smallest. 
 
    In service of thee, noble progenitor of my fire-spirit, he vowed. 
 
    Grandion drew of his strength and watched the Star Dragoness’ eye-fires clear even as their whirling accelerated. She whispered, Thanks, Grandion. 
 
    She briefed the team steadily as the Dragons flew low, keeping below the rim on the caldera side. The lava level had risen noticeably, perhaps one-fifth fuller than before, and the heat was commensurately more intense. The timing would be crucial. Chago hoped that they might find allies at the Palace, that Azziala would rule by fear rather than the total mental dominance she exerted upon the Haters – a people who were used to the cerebral approach. Grandion kept scanning the caldera. Something smelled like a week-old rat. Where would Azziala be hiding? Why was she still waiting? Surely, she sensed the approach of her blood-kin with that fabled shell-mothering power of intuition? 
 
    There were many Dragons aloft, but he and Hualiama had not spent untold hours perfecting shields and subterfuge to fall for any of their tricks. Within the hour, they approached Fra’anior City. No Dragonships. No Shill to check the Flow space which had proved so crucial, but Hualiama had informed him that she could perform that Chrysolitic Dragon function just as efficiently. Shocking. Hopeful? No, for according to their best knowledge, the Command-hold magic pervaded the Flow plane, too, like a ripple-effect at every possible level of existence – physical, spiritual, magical and plane-distinct. Nothing could escape the ambit of its power. 
 
    Still, she had woven miracles out of pollen and stardust before. 
 
    Soft-winged, the Dragons and Shapeshifters landed on the Palace roof, muffling the guards with magic before the Immadian saboteurs performed their task with commendable efficiency. They were good. Grandion’s eyes whirled in admiration. Barely a clink of armour as they subdued six Royal Guards – knocked out but not killed – and left them under Jin’s paw. 
 
    That should keep most sane men silent. 
 
    The Nikuko warrior-Dragon nodded slightly as the black-clad Immadians, led by Darrul and his quicksilver girlfriend, Nyzura, tossed ropes down the side of the Palace building, anchored by Sumio and Prince Qilong, and vanished over the edge like eager dragonets on a hunt. Hualiama padded silently after. Grandion checked on his fledgling charges, bidding Brazo adjust his shielding. Zanya was doing perfectly, but her heart rate was double what it should have been. No stamina, these youngsters. 
 
    Isiki, meantime, treated the Queen’s broken nose. She would live, just as pretty as before. Right now, her eyes were underscored by two startlingly black bruises, making her appear to be wearing one of these face veils which were becoming popular with the Humans of the Isles, they had learned. 
 
    In his mind, Grandion followed Hualiama down several corridors as the dark-clad shadows, easily picked out by her superior Dragon sight, flitted ahead of her. Fourteen Royal Guards, three misplaced maids helping themselves to the royal berry-wine vintage, and a random snoozing courtier later, and they stood outside King Chalcion and Queen Shyana’s bedchamber, unnoticed and unmolested. 
 
    A Dragoness’ paw rose to grip the huge, ornate brass handle. 
 
    She levered the door open. 
 
    Stiffened. 
 
    Grandion swore beneath his breath; his view bobbed as Hualiama turned her head aside, and vomited uncontrollably. Chalcion was dead. He hung from the crossbeam of his bed, his face already mottled and set in an eternal scowl. At this gruesome sight, even a Dragon’s hearts careered around a few Islands. 
 
    As agreed, they did not speak even via private telepathy, but he projected warm strength and compassion. Another parental death. How would she handle this? 
 
    The Dragon gasped as the shadows shifted. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Little Lia.” Uncle Zalcion moved into the light. “It is you, isn’t it? Small blue lizard, they said. You were banned from this Palace.” 
 
    Hualiama shuddered. “Where’s my family, Zalcion?” 
 
    “No lizard is family of mine.” 
 
    His face twitched strangely. He had always acted peculiarly when stressed, but she did not remember his tic moving quite so. For a frozen heartbeat of time as they faced off, Hualiama wondered if she saw a glimpse of Azziala’s parasite reflected in his features. This was a man who had once thought to force himself upon her. Perhaps this was just an echo of his innate malevolence. 
 
    Her Human said, Dragonsoul, we’re not after revenge. Please. 
 
    Shouldn’t we be? Her talons clenched, scraping unnervingly across the marble floor. 
 
    Zalcion said, “Be that as it may, Chalcion killed himself with no help from me. Azziala said he would. She said, after this, they would crown me King – as I undoubtedly deserve. How many years have I not served Fra’anior from my brother’s shadow? I am the true strength of this kingdom. Now is the hour for my star to rise.” 
 
    The Dragoness said, “You are Azziala’s underling.” 
 
    “No. I was her lover.” 
 
    “You?” Hualiama forced a laugh, but the sound emerged false and choked. “Even Azziala has better taste, Uncle.” 
 
    “She loved me! She loved me truly. It was only Ra’aba’s interference that kept us apart.” His face twisted again, the strangeness closer, like an infection lurking just beneath the skin. She felt paralysed and witless, a young girl frightened by her creepy uncle. “I saw it in her eyes. I knew, the way she always looked at me … she had to feel the same way. I know how she feels about me, even now. Even after all these years. I shall be King, and Azziala will ascend the throne as my queen. All that stands in my way is you.” 
 
    Twisted. All about him was twisted and hateful. 
 
    His right hand jerked downward. 
 
    A blur. String? Hualiama flinched backward, but it was Nyzura who intervened, her swords but a smudge against the semidarkness. She heard: Ting! Ting! Then a dull sound, as if a dart had struck wood, and a curtain’s hem jerked near the bed as if a child’s playful hand had tweaked the material. Zalcion gurgled in surprise. He clutched his throat. 
 
    “Nyzura?” Her voice grated in the semidarkness as if it belonged to another Dragoness. 
 
    “Fine. Untouched,” said the woman, slinking forward like a cat. 
 
    From Lia’s other flank, Darrul essayed a grin. “Girl’s faster than me. I only used my shield.” He tilted it to show her a dart embedded near the edge, in the wood. Poisoned, doubtless. Even Dragons might fall prey to the right toxins – draconic toxicology was a whole science in itself. 
 
    Nyzura watched Zalcion as she might have watched a feral Dragon. 
 
    At length, he produced a long, ghastly gurgle. He tried to fall against the bed, but slid heavily to the floor instead, his face set in a rictus of mortal pain. Hualiama forced herself to watch him die. Her Dragoness had been so close to exacting a long-overdue revenge, but now that the deed was achieved by a chance ricochet, relief made her stagger against the door frame. Clearly a trap, using her dead adoptive father as the bait. Uncle Zalcion was cunning. Perhaps he had used a poison borrowed from the Dragon Haters’ arsenal of Dragon-unfriendly surprises; his schemes had backfired upon him at last. 
 
    Nyzura laughed hollowly. “Three crossbows set to fire at the door. I guess … I guess I killed the King?” 
 
    Hualiama watched the man give one final shudder. His eyes glazed over. 
 
    All the silence within her echoed with lamentation. Chalcion had trusted this man. In the end, there was nothing left of their brotherhood but a loop of rope, and a failed trap. 
 
    She said, “He was never the King upon the Onyx Throne.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Questioning the guards revealed that Queen Shyana had been relocated to Gi’ishior under heavy Dragon guard and incarcerated there. They liberated Hualiama’s siblings Fyria, Ka’allion and Fa’arrion from their barred and guarded rooms. Chago, who had served on the King’s Guard, selected a group of trusted men to hide the royals in a location not even known to the King himself. 
 
    Her siblings did not know who she was, nor did Hualiama wish them to know. Not yet. 
 
    As false dawn began to pink the sky, the Star Dragoness conferred rapidly with her small Dragonwing. Gi’ishior was too dangerous to try to penetrate, infested by Dragons loyal to Azziala. Again, Lia wondered at the openness of the Palace. What was Azziala playing at? 
 
    It was almost too easy. 
 
    Almost, inviting the gambit that must ensue. 
 
    At length, as the first hints of gold began to glimmer upon the eastern horizon, announcing the coming day, there was no longer opportunity for delay. 
 
    Princess Hualiama, Shapeshifter Dragoness, stood upon the roof of the building in which she had spent her formative years, and raised her slender muzzle to the sky. She closed her eyes. She gathered her powers and concentration in a single, unending breath, until her wings quivered and her vision blackened slightly at the edges. Here came the fell stroke. 
 
    In Ancient Dragonish, she cried: 
 
    LET THE CHAINS OF BROTHERHOOD BE STRUCK ASUNDER! 
 
    The Islands shook, not with her outcry, but with the backlash of Air Breathers sundered from their close bond of co-operation. The great Dragons rocked and wailed their agony to the waning stars, the notes of their keening an insufferable lament. 
 
    The Dragoness crashed to her knees, sobbing. Oh, Grandion. Oh, I cannot bear it … 
 
    Riven for grief. 
 
    Her soul, thus torn for her Island-World. For freedom, were such an ideal not too risible; an unattainable dream. 
 
    In the North, a terrible bellow split the dawn. Numistar Winterborn shouldered a Land Dragon aside, kicking it away, toppling the mountain. At last, the strokes of her paws fell with the savagery of the winter she represented, unhindered at last by the almighty shield of the Air Breathers, and Hualiama heard the stricken Dragon cry out once, and die. 
 
    Setting her forepaws and secondary forepaws about the third Island East of Gi’ishior, the Dragoness exerted her mighty strength. 
 
    BEGONE, WHELP OF FRA’ANIOR! 
 
    For a second, Hualiama thought she was the target of the Dragoness’ battle challenge, but it was not so. With a monstrous flexion of her long, sinuous white body, Numistar Winterborn wrenched the mile-wide Island off its foundations and tossed it aside like so much chaff. Smoke billowed up from the rent as, Lia imagined, the lava pent up in the caldera finally spilled over – but only so far as to hiss and steam against the advent of the Dragoness, who filled that gap with ease, slithering snakelike into the simmering lava lake. 
 
    White scales upon a field orange. A Dragoness of incalculable cold was forced to swim through fields of smoking lava. Numistar paddled with seeming ease, yet even her immensity did not fill the caldera as Fra’anior’s legendary presence was said to. How she longed for that day! Hualiama watched as the Dragoness searched with all her senses alert. Her entire length threw up gouts of steam as the terrible cold of her body reacted against the equally colossal heat of Fra’anior’s favourite realm. Closer. Closer still. Holding up the First Egg in order to drink deep of its powers … angling more westerly now … toward Ha’athior Island, and the Natal Cave. Aye. Of course. 
 
    The distance was mighty, perhaps sixteen leagues across the heaving caldera, but no Dragon could have missed the moment Azziala revealed her forces, ranged above and flanking the holy Island of Ha’athior. Holy no longer, Lia reminded herself, thanks to Amaryllion’s departure – but a perfect choice of location for this showdown. Once again, Azziala demonstrated a draconic flair for the grand, historically impeccable gesture. Out with the old order. In with the new. Without a word being spoken, she had just declared herself ruler of the Island-World. 
 
    Numistar had a mile-long nose, and the entire length of it was summarily put out of joint, Flicker noted with irreverent accuracy. 
 
    Chuckling, Grandion said, “Well, shall we fly to the aid of our ally?” 
 
    Hualiama had never appreciated his sarcastic streak more. 
 
    “Mith dare,” slurred the Immadian Queen, who was sounding worse rather than better. Against orders, Lia sidled toward her. Just one little touch. Just one. 
 
    Brazo and Zanya cut her off with firm headshakes. 
 
    “Pair of brats,” she sneered. 
 
    “Mind I don’t polish my teeth with your scales, hatchling,” growled Brazo, looking rather taken aback as his draconic nature clearly took the fore. “Uh … with all respect, Star Dragoness.” 
 
    Chortling, Zanya clapped him on the shoulder. “Why don’t we respectfully kick her impudent behind, shell-brother dearest?” 
 
    “Because it’s so unfeasibly cute,” Brazo protested. 
 
    Hualiama snapped toward the other Dragon, who was only three times her size. 
 
    He sat backward with a thump that shook the Palace. “Mmmaaarrggh … sorry, noble Grandion, that just – sort of – uh, really sorry. Grovelling.” 
 
    With a wild whirl of his fire-eyes, the Tourmaline hissed, “Dragons don’t apologise. I agree. Hualiama is in every conceivable respect the cutest Dragoness in the entire Island-World, including all of Herimor. But if you aren’t in the air in ten seconds together with all of your Riders, Brazo the Ice-Blue, I shall feed you your own sorry tail!” 
 
    Eep, eep, eep, snickered Flicker. “Dragons!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: Never Trust a Dragon 
 
      
 
    Birdsong Swelled as the twin suns’ dawning cast adumbration far across the Cloudlands, the golden-orange hues of a volcanic daybreak shimmering over the heated cone and the luxuriant jade Islands fringing its rim. Ever after, the Islands would be one less. Grandion thrust sentimentality aside. Necessity must make the toughest decisions. From the North, white specks of Ice-Raptors poured over the rim like a motile wisp of cirrus cloud. Dragons surged out of Gi’ishior and its neighbouring Islands to attack them. A posse of fast Welkin-Runners and hazy green Mist-Runners breached the gap, running to join their ally as she swam with stately mien toward Azziala. Thick, multi-coloured clumps of allied Dragons crested the southern rim Islands as well, but Affurion’s forces faced a heavy Dragon Hater presence. Hundreds of Dragonships. A coalition of nations acting to protect its Empress. 
 
    Azziala was embedded somewhere in that mass near Ha’athior. He estimated over two thousand Dragonships and a greater number of Lesser Dragons. She must have been recruiting. Her Haters held these Dragonkind fast, and their numbers had swelled dramatically. 
 
    There. Front and centre of her formation, Azziala had taken for her throne the back of a hovering Green Dragon, one of the Elders of Gi’ishior – former Elder, the Tourmaline thought spitefully – ringed by myriad of her blue-robed Enchanters. The stance and disposition of that many-layered, ovoid array of magic-users curiously reflected the convex petals of a flower. 
 
    The bloodletting must have filled terrace lakes to supply the power that shimmered over that assemblage. 
 
    Grandion’s group skimmed rapidly across the thermals. The Dragons’ wings tilted to catch the hot breezes, swishing back and forth with a deceptively slow wingbeat. He checked behind and to either side. Jin to port, intent. Zanya upon his starboard wing, slipstreaming efficiently. Her eyes seemed clear, almost serene. Brazo behind, as overexcited as a hatchling trying his wings for the first time. 
 
    THE COPPER! 
 
    He grinned as Mizuki gaily Shivered the dust out of a group of Dragonships, seven miles off his starboard flank. She would make the finest of mates for Affurion. Well. He should not imitate his shell-father’s patriarchal views too closely. The Brown Overmind would have to work hard to catch her gorgeous wings – long may their romance burn! 
 
    Eschewing ceremony, Numistar heaved herself upright out of the lava and hurled a devastating spray of ice shards at the waiting Hater fleet. 
 
    The response was as if the entire caldera had drawn breath. Plumbing the mental power of a nation, supplemented by the conclave of Air Breathers, Azziala flicked her attack away like a woman swatting flies. 
 
    One might as well have dangled bloody fodder before a starving, feral Dragon. Numistar Winterborn’s response was as predictable as it was immense. Hail. Lightning. A blast of breath so frosty, it darkened the lava in a swathe eight miles wide. She waded in with her many paws swinging, the talons crackling with cold, and the Island of Ha’athior shook and shed boulders and trees behind the Haters, but the blue robes drew together in that flawless fusion of minds that made them such deadly enemies. They held Numistar at bay with a pale, glistening shield grounded in the perfection of their psychic network. 
 
    Dragons, obey! Azziala called. Not quite the Word of before; directed toward the caldera’s lower parts. 
 
    Dozens of smoking red muzzles rose out of the lava. The Magma Dragons attacked Numistar in a rush, hurling lava about in flurries thousands of feet tall. The lava changed colour before Grandion’s disbelieving eyes, growing yellower as the heat of the battling Dragons caused the lake surface to start boiling and spitting fountains of lava. 
 
    Grandion’s seventh sense prickled. Hualiama. Ready to help Numistar. Something on the wind, in the breeze … 
 
    That was not birdsong. The Tourmaline Dragon’s neck twisted as he scanned first the slopes of Ha’athior, then the dark clouds gathering over the spiracles of the Air Breathers and down South, where the silvery streaks of speeding Grunts plummeted into the lurking mass of Dragonships. 
 
    Dragonets. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker threw out a bubbling, jubilant scream as his kindred arrived to the fray. At last, the dragonets of Fra’anior were roused. They poured down into the Dragon Hater strongholds and over their Dragonships, seeking the blue robes. In ones and twos they were a menace. But in their clusters and warren-wings of hundreds, they mobbed entire Dragonships, quarrying through the Dragonhide-armoured balloons, severing ropes and shredding the blue robes of every trio of Enchanters they encountered. 
 
    Numistar’s attacks crashed down upon the Empress, who stood with her staff raised aloft, defying the wrath of an Ancient Dragoness. Ice sheeted miles high from the explosive impact of each bone-shattering blow. 
 
    Yet, none of that stung Azziala as did the blooding of her nation. 
 
    The Lost Islanders bled Dragons for their power. Now, the paws of Fra’anior were his holy revenge, and the nation-mind screamed as it reeled under the myriad cuts the dragonets had opened. The network formed and reformed, writhing as it tried to adjust to the rents. The dragonet assault was relentless, but if they had hoped for a breakdown of the Hater mind-meld, it was not to be. 
 
    Azziala laughed. She laughed as mountains must laugh, with the absolute assurance of the power at her fingertips. 
 
    DRAGON, OBEY! 
 
    The Command belled over Numistar Winterborn like the tolling of an impossibly monstrous bell. Four miles away, Flicker staggered at its wash, but the power was not aimed at him. He felt Hualiama’s steadying touch, like a cool ray of hope shining into his soul. 
 
    She was helping Numistar, too! 
 
    DRAGON, OBEY! 
 
    Numistar’s laughter boomed in response as she surged into the attack, employing her shining talons like Island-sized scythes to cut down the enemy with ruthless efficiency. “HAVE YOU BEHELD MY ALLY, AZZIALA?” 
 
    DRAGON, OBEY! 
 
    There was a hint of desperation in that Command, the greatest outpouring of the Empress’ power yet. Even Hualiama shuddered as the mental darkness threatened to overcome her. Then, Flicker heard their conversation as though he were standing right beside Numistar, not winging into the danger zone with the finest of Dragons and Humans. Makani and Mizuki speared in from the flank, flying at a fantastic speed. 
 
    Numistar said, “Think you the Word of Command works upon an Ancient Dragon? Fools! You can throw the power of these mountains at me, or Fra’anior himself! It is useless.” 
 
    She shrugged through the lava, sweeping her claws out and downward in a gesture that snuffed out the fire-lives of dozens of the Magma Dragons in an instant. 
 
    DRAGON, OBEY! 
 
    The shining white claws scraped off the air not fifty feet from the foremost of Azziala’s group of supporting Councillors and Enchanters. He saw them clearly now, the golden faces stretched in pain, the slight, familiar form of the Empress standing in their midst. They held hands to aid the transfer of powers. Sweet. 
 
    The Winterborn sneered, “Your own whelp shall be your downfall.” 
 
    “She is my heir, the future Empress of the Lost Islands!” Azziala shuddered visibly, greedily sucking in every last drop of power she could command. 
 
    “You have only one trick. One recourse, and it has failed you,” the mile-wide maw mocked the Empress. Lia imagined beads of sweat trickling down that golden face, the desperation, the knowledge that her most potent attack had come to nought. Could she not imagine any other way? “Try again. Try, and fail. I am immune to your magic.” 
 
    Immune? Liar! Flicker knew differently. The Ancient Dragoness would have been fragmented and flayed by that incredible power, save for the shining presence of Hualiama protecting her mind. Numistar had focussed upon the Star, and endured. 
 
    “You may be immune, but – DR –” 
 
    Hualiama! Flicker shouted. 
 
    The Command never arrived. Her starlight, touched with a hint of oily inner darkness, lanced out at the precise millisecond that Numistar attacked in a new way Flicker did not understand. 
 
    The Star Dragoness’ and the Winterborn’s powers combined, bathing Azziala’s chest in cool, radiant light. 
 
    The Empress fell silent. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Azziala’s immobility was like the stillness before a heart attack. Hualiama’s eyes took in details, but her brain refused to process a single thought. Her wings beat, but she could not feel them. She approached her frozen mother through a hail of pure white ice shards, expecting the devastating assault at any second, but the severed command was never completed. 
 
    “Star Dragoness,” Numistar rumbled. 
 
    Where was Azziala’s face? She searched her features, but the woman was gone. Those eerie, beautiful golden features had never been more a mask. Yet she sensed a stirring within – the repressed twin? The parasite? Her robes shifted, though there was no wind to stir the heavy cloth. The caldera’s heat transformed much of Numistar’s ice attack into a cool rain that bathed her overheated scales, as she watched her mother narrowly. No, Azziala was alive. She just did not know what had happened to her. 
 
    “HEARKEN!” 
 
    The Empress’ head snapped about at Numistar’s command. Hualiama’s did not. In that heartbeat, her intuition leaped to an incredible conclusion. She understood. The Winterborn’s power was a mental dominance, like the soul-devouring daimonic spirits of Dragon lore. In one fell stroke, opened by a blade of starlight, Azziala had been defeated. 
 
    She had abetted this. 
 
    With deadly, purring menace, the Winterborn said, “It is with great pleasure that I announce the completion of my end of the bargain, o blighted whelp of Fra’anior. Azziala is dealt with, according to the terms of our agreement.” 
 
    Cutting smoothly through Grandion’s rising roar of rage, the Winterborn continued, “The three months’ hiatus start now. I think you’ll be a little busy as mother and daughter … discuss … the terms of your future Empire. I can only imagine the discussion will be somewhat inimical, as I am about to instruct the Empress on behalf of every person here. Empress!” 
 
    “Numistar?” 
 
    The voice was all wrong. The parasite! Hualiama stared at the creature now standing on that Dragon’s back. Numistar’s stooge. Her thrall! 
 
    “Considering your former host’s daughter, I find her continued presence in this Island-World to be an extreme irritant. It will be much easier for me to regain the First Egg, this very day, if the bargain I made with her were wiped clean by the simple fact of her death. I don’t suppose you’d mind arranging that for me?” 
 
    “You promised not to attack!” Hualiama snapped. No, Numistar was not attacking. Azziala – no, her parasite, would. Confusion! 
 
    “To carry out your munificent will is my pleasure,” her mother said smoothly. 
 
    Lia almost choked. What? What was this? 
 
    Numistar’s grin was a study in draconic malice, multiplied to a horrifying degree. “Let me educate you in the ways of draconic bargaining, o ignorant little Blue-Star. You never specified on whose behalf you were negotiating. Therefore, one must assume, this deal was made on behalf of yourself – not for your friends, say, nor you precious Tourmaline, nor does it pass to your descendants. Nor did you specify ought apart from Azziala, and this creature, this abhorrent entity possessing your physical mother’s flesh, is most certainly not Azziala. You are as great a fool as your arrogant, feckless shall-father ever was – for the love of the Islands and their peoples? Pathetic! Undraconic, null-fires fool!” 
 
    Her derision rocked Hualiama in the air, but she had already drawn these conclusions for herself. Numistar’s shrewdness owned this battle. Yet, she dared to insult Fra’anior himself? A hot, white kernel of fury burned within her breast. 
 
    The Dragoness added, “All of those options might have been possible. If you die, under Dragon law, our bargain is declared null and void. Being an honourable Dragoness, I will not kill you myself until the three months’ truce is up, but we shan’t need that little codicil, shall we? The parasite has been awakened. Now, the disgusting truth of your mother’s nature displayed for all to see and while I will not lift so much as a talon against you, that creature inhabiting her most certainly will – in the spirit of shell-motherly love, and all that filth. Enjoy your reunion.” 
 
    Her head spun. She could not think. Grandion, I … 
 
    Outplayed? he returned, but absurdly, his mental presence essayed a grin filled with draconic pride. Even so, we shall redeem this, and more. 
 
    Deliberately, Numistar dumped the First Egg into the lava just outside the entrance to the Natal Cave, which the lapping orange wavelets had almost reached. “The Egg, Star Dragoness, and my formal withdrawal.” 
 
    With a final smirk, the enormous white Dragoness began to turn aside. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the Star Dragoness’ mind, she heard her Humansoul conversing urgently with Grandion. Tactics. Vectors. Informing their allies. Meantime, Flicker urged her to land and deal with the remnants of her mother. 
 
    This was what Numistar had promised. By her twisted logic, Azziala was indeed ‘dealt with’. She saw clearly now. Perhaps the mother-brain was dead. Perhaps the twins were linked in ways she could not imagine, and always had been. But even as she watched, the face changed to that thin, pinched creature she had seen before. Flesh became animate. The parasite steadied in its command and control of her person, and the not-Empress turned to her stunned Councillors. 
 
    The parasite intoned, “Let us rejoin the meld.” 
 
    The Star Dragoness darted forward. 
 
    “Back, lizard!” 
 
    The Councillors retained enough strength to knock her away. Snarling mindlessly, champing her jaw, Hualiama swung back into the attack, only to be repulsed as efficiently as before. She had to sneak in there! Change the Balance before the spider assumed her place at the heart of her web! 
 
    AAAAHH-HA-HHAA! 
 
    A mighty roar staggered them all. A blue fist slugged Numistar in the lower ribs, a terrible blow like the sound of a Dragon smashing headlong into an Island. Hualiama gaped. Grandion? He flew upright in the air, his stance or orientation somehow reminding her of a Human brawler playing at fisticuffs, and his hugely enlarged forepaws worked in rapid combinations of strikes. WHAM! BLAM! WHADDA-BLAM! 
 
    Each blow landed with the concussive beat of thunder, stronger than the last. The Ancient Dragoness grunted in pain. BEGONE, FOOL! 
 
    Grandion slammed up a shield; Jin, Brazo and Zanya all pitched in to help him, but they were staggered by her gargantuan blow nonetheless. 
 
    Through bloodied lips, the Tourmaline snarled, “Traitor!” His right fist snaked out a cunning hook that landed like an exploding Dragonship against Numistar’s flank. “You didn’t bargain with me! You dared to insult my third-heart treasure, Winterborn. You’ll regret that!” 
 
    So saying, Grandion deflected her counterattack with a burning forearm and cunningly punched her beneath the extended armpit. With an Island-shaking groan, Numistar expectorated an icy breath of agony laced with rivulets of golden Dragon blood. 
 
    Strike, o Alastior! whooped her Dragonsoul. 
 
    Lia blinked. What magic was this? 
 
    Again! A sharp crack as a pinpoint blow connected the verimost point of the wrist of Numistar’s left forepaw! The Winterborn flinched. There was a kind of ghastly entertainment in beholding Grandion slugging an Ancient Dragoness with booming magical fists; better still, he visibly shook the marrow of her bones. Explosive Tourmaline awesomeness! 
 
    She saw a vision. 
 
    She whispered, Let the power of Onyx come alive in thee. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As Numistar Winterborn rounded upon him, Grandion knew that he had nibbled at her proverbial wingtips just enough to aggravate. Aye, they had not bargained. That meant she was free to attack him, too. Dark-fires of dread pulsed through his Dragon hearts. Even great strength, his most potent weapon, could never be worthy of a Star Dragoness. The trio of Shapeshifters backed him up, but he sensed their Riders leaping free. Hualiama winged them over toward the Haters – no, it was that monk, Ja’al! 
 
    In seconds, as the Winterborn rounded upon his small battle group with a growl that blasted lava hundreds of feet through the air, a spate of affrays broke out over the Dragonships nearest the Empress. The creature Hualiama no longer knew as mother. Monks and warriors flew or leaped from Dragonship to Dragonship, clashing violently with the blue robes and their neat squads of protectors. White dragonets swirled through the fray, mobbing an Enchanter and toppling him over the edge. He fell, screaming, into the lava below. 
 
    And as the melody of his beloved’s whisper sang to his spirit, he saw … Fra’anior. 
 
    He felt him in his soul. He knew when the seven-headed strength of onyx mountains stirred within him, and a light yet searing touch seemed to flick against his brow, not upon the cranium but against his mind, like the lightest pressure of an incomparably mighty talon. 
 
    Wherein is thy Tourmaline strength rooted, o Grandion, pride of my spirit? 
 
    His vision filled with fire. White, pure, incandescent fire. 
 
    This Dragoness had spited the Onyx. Grandion’s strength swelled. His hearts seemed too large for his chest, pumping fit to burst, and there was a roaring in his ears like seven waterfalls thundering together upon his head at once. Jin spoke, but he heard nothing. 
 
    With me, Dragons. 
 
    Drawing his Shapeshifter team to his flanks, Grandion shared his revelation with them. He would teach these fledglings what it meant to be shell-sons and daughters in the tradition established by Hualiama, their lineage traced through Fra’anior himself. They need never bow to another Dragon again. They were the third race! 
 
    His throat thickened with that monstrous, visionary power. Battle challenge! Grandion’s monumental Storm blasted Numistar backward, stripping scales off her head. He dimly felt the three Shapeshifters bracing him, or the backlash would have crushed his bones, even the bones of a Dragon, against Ha’athior’s sheer mountainside. Then, he waded into the fray, battering Numistar mercilessly; taking her counter-punches upon his ethereal forearms and fists. She tried to bite back, but he crushed her lip with a blow that split the skies like a proximate thunderclap. His fists were Dragons, belling and roaring in an awesome fury, great roiling masses of onyx-shot tourmaline power each five hundred feet tall. He felt invincible, yet he knew the truth of where his power originated. 
 
    FOR THE ONYX! 
 
    His fist flew true, a perfect right cross to the point of the Ancient Dragoness’ jaw. 
 
    Thunderclap! 
 
    Numistar skidded half a mile backward, raising a great wave of lava that inundated the Magma Dragons behind her. She shook her head, dazed. With a low, throbbing laugh, the Tourmaline stalked the Winterborn, calling, Now must end the era of Winter, for this I declare: Fra’anior’s fiery springtide is at paw! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Mother, I –” 
 
    “Accursed quisling,” the creature spat. 
 
    “Who are you? What is your name?” 
 
    “My name?” it hissed, a sibilant sound like Dragonship gas escaping a balloon under pressure. “I have no name but death. I should have consumed you in the womb, you bastard whelp of Ra’aba’s diseased loins! I supped of your sweet infant flesh then, and it sustained me. You tried to escape. So long have I waited and at last, I have tasted the truest and deepest sweetness of your life – the spirit and life of Dramagon, stirring in thee!” 
 
    Hualiama gaped at the perversity distorting her mother’s features as she spoke. Despite that she had prepared for this encounter, she was still shocked. The lay of the robe across the distended abdomen was disturbing. She did not want to imagine what lurked beneath, how it writhed and heaved and seemed occasionally to kick in inhuman ways. Had the parasite grown in accordance with the waning of her mother’s command over the creature – or had the truth always been more twisted than she imagined? 
 
    Her Humansoul was a beloved companion. This relationship must be … she had no words for the ghastliness that confronted her now. Different. Soul devouring. Soul conspiring against soul. 
 
    Suddenly, the face twisted bizarrely. “No! Down, you beast! You cannot take it – I must rise – I will eat you alive – then you will die!” 
 
    Lia almost choked, chilled to her marrow. Her mother was still in there! Numistar had lied, of course, only supplanting Azziala’s person with the power of her parasite. The Ancient Dragoness played for long-term goals, and she was treacherous to her core. Only for a short time had the parasite been in command; in that time, Numistar had seized the opportunity to dissolve their bargain – to which every Dragon and Human had agreed, not least herself. Sly beast! Almost, she admired her duplicity. 
 
    She could barely follow as the entities battled like screeching Dragonesses squabbling over a choice roost. Each seeming to command her face and vocal cords by overlapping turns, they screamed, “Hualiama, help me – don’t you dare – I’m the Empress – you loathsome succubus – I hate you – hate you – DRAGON OBEY!” 
 
    The Star Dragoness ducked and twirled, only to see the Command-hold slap Makani and Mizuki simultaneously. Before the Haters could transfer control, she yelled, DRAGONS, BE FREE! 
 
    Her friends shook themselves violently, but recovered before they tossed their Riders off their backs. 
 
    “Attack them – Hualiama – get me that Dragon!” the pair screeched in tandem, as Azziala struggled for freedom. “Desist, you miserable freak! This is my body – invader!” 
 
    Torn from gaping at the spectacle, Imaytha and Isiki raced past her along the Green Dragon’s neck, raising their swords, closely shadowed by the Immadian soldiers and Sumio, racing over the long grey curve of a neighbouring Dragonship. The Eastern giant twirled a weapon in his hands Hualiama had never seen before. Whipping what looked like four silvery balls attached to chains rapidly in circles above his head, he let fly. Three heads popped off the shoulders of Azziala’s Councillors as if they had been plucked away by invisible talons. Wheee-BOOM! Mizuki shot wide, probably to avoid striking Hualiama from her angle of attack, but a red mist splattered against Azziala’s face and torso from the side. 
 
    Her tongue dabbed at the crimson. “Blood. Power.” 
 
    Hualiama scythed toward the Empress as though unleashed from a slingshot. 
 
    Azziala punched herself in the face repeatedly as she bellowed in a grating voice supplemented by a muffled, barking sound deep in her diaphragm, “I have to get her. Get the Star. Get me the Star!” 
 
    The parasitic twin took command. The golden mouth boomed, DRAGON, Oooooo … 
 
    The Command faltered in her hearing as Dragoness-Lia reacted at the very point the sound waves formed in her not-mother’s throat. Flowing. Watching in despair as the magical disturbance shimmered toward her like a direction-enchanted arrow. Her voice hit a shrill pitch of panic, Humansoul! 
 
    She became Human. 
 
    The girl within skipped and twirled across the billows of the disturbance as though she were dancing upon the ripples of a terrace lake by dappling starlight. She was slight and agile, as insubstantial as starlight yet pervading everything she touched. The Word of Command never found its target, because Human-Lia was not the target. In her ultra-languid perception, she seemed to be a flame flickering against the veil of the Island-World, and she discerned a draconic presence looking on from afar, a constellation greater and brighter than anything she had ever beheld before, and she knew a simple truth. 
 
    He was pleased. 
 
    Dreamlike, she sped toward her fate. The whispering, ripping darkness embedded within the shell of her mother’s existence. The parasite appeared akin to an S’gulzzi in its manifestation in this plane, an undulating, many-limbed void in the fabric of light, somehow buried headfirst in Azziala’s torso just below or around the diaphragm area. 
 
    Hualiama un-Flowed, and landed lithely upon her bare feet. “Mother.” 
 
    The woman collapsed in her grasp, clutching her heart as her robes heaved convulsively. Grey-faced. Juddering against the Green Dragon’s scales, screaming an unending note of agony. Gripping her mother’s throat in her left hand, Hualiama saw that the fingers of her right hand were wreathed in tendrils of white-fires. 
 
    She struck! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker had always loved intestines. In fact, he had a love affair with a decent abdominal cavity filled with a good ten feet of grey, greasy guts, especially the gristly kind that crunched slightly between the fangs, and it was a double bonus of course if they happened to be stuffed with the flavoursome, half-digested remains of a recent meal. What a treat! Thus, when he saw Hualiama’s white, flaming hand plunge into her mother’s abdomen almost up to the elbow and start rooting about in there – well, an unforeseen gurgle of approbation sneaked up on him. 
 
    Here he was, flapping like the fleetest idiot under the twin suns to catch up with his girl – he spared a momentary flare of inner amazement for how she had defeated all science and logic by avoiding her mother’s Command-hold – and she was being a perfect little Dragoness, disembowelling her victim. 
 
    Laughter gurgled in his throat. Maybe she was almost as awesome as him. 
 
    Just now, the sinewy muscles of her back and shoulders bunched, and she tore something right out of her mother’s body. It kicked, squealed and barked hoarsely as she dangled it in the air. He gagged. 
 
    Grotesque! By Fra’anior’s stormy beard hairs, what was that … mutant? 
 
    It was Human. Vaguely Human. It had deformed, stick-like appendages, as many as a spider – or was that a spinal column or intestines hanging out of the body’s left flank? What put the freakish shudders into his wings was the mouth. A shrieking, mucus-encrusted pink ring, like the mouth of a tapeworm, it was surrounded by at least two or three rows of needle-sharp teeth, and it immediately stretched out on an impossibly long neck to latch onto Hualiama’s upper right bicep as though it intended to start there and chew its way right through her body and out the other side. 
 
    She did not scream. She glanced at the thing, and then said, in a very clear voice, “Mother, I have excised the parasite. Let me heal you before I destroy this creature.” 
 
    Alright. She had just blown past awesome in a cloud of sparkly blue stardust on her way to … he shook his muzzle. Legend? Super-star status? He would come up with a suitable descriptor. Right now, she needed his assistance. 
 
    Flicker clipped his wings in one final burst of speed. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama watched Azziala clutching at the bloody crater carved in her stomach as if by a futile grasping of her hands, she could fit everything back inside. A caldera of grief burned inside her own craw; a sour heaviness that in no way reflected the triumph she saw or sensed in her allies. Knowing that Azziala had been fixated on her one, overwhelming power was no comfort. Knowing she had been out-thought and outmanoeuvred only made the melancholy bittersweet. Her heart was a volcano of molten sorrows. 
 
    “Mom, let me touch you. Heal you.” 
 
    “No. I have … I have done enough,” the Empress gasped. Blood seeped from the corner of her mouth. “Child – how – the Command? How?” 
 
    Hualiama said, “If nothing exists to hear a Word of Command, can it be said to have been uttered?” 
 
    Azziala sighed softly in wordless defeat. 
 
    They both looked at the parasitic twin, gasping now, her fluids and blood pumping from multiple rents in her body. She could not even suckle at Hualiama’s lifeblood. She lacked the strength. Yet, something sharp and insect-like unfolded from beneath her dangling body as the creature slumped. She saw it in the periphery of her vision, but she focussed on Azziala – 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Lia yelped as Flicker attacked, his wings and paws a blur! The parasite skittered a few feet off on the Green Dragon’s shoulder; the dragonet went another way. 
 
    “Flicker –” 
 
    He opened his paw. “Had … stinger …” 
 
    “No, Flicker, are you – no!” 
 
    Dragon blood. A dot of green venom upon his left fore-talon! She scrambled toward him, but the dragonet flipped onto his paws, screaming in a feral rage. He attacked the creature, ripping off its limbs and stabbing it over and over again with his unsheathed talons, before he abruptly kicked the bits over the stoic Dragon’s side. They tumbled toward the lava lake far below. 
 
    Lia gathered Flicker into her arms as he slumped. The dragonet moaned, “Everything’s going … why … so dark?” 
 
    “Not again! Please … oh, my darling, you’re also my Dragonlove. You are.” She wiped his eyes, murmuring at how he had covered himself in blood, and coddled her best friend to her bosom. Her magic flooded into him, healing, restoring, checking every detail of his being. “Oh, Flicker, stay with me. Are you alright? What hurts, my precious, precious friend?” 
 
    After a few seconds, he stirred. “Uh … that was awfully sweet, but … you don’t actually think I’m dying, do you?” 
 
    Her jaw dropped. “I’m so going to flay your hide for a trophy, you pest!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: Crowning Glory 
 
      
 
    After that, Hualiama moved again to the fallen Empress, sickened to her stomach by what had transpired. The other Councillors hung back as she approached, sparing the briefest of glances toward Grandion, who was preoccupied, to the tune of a thunderous, mocking drumbeat of his almighty fists, with thrashing the living pith out of the largest Dragoness anyone had ever seen. Four leagues long. Leagues! And he was pummelling her like a sack of meal used for target practice. 
 
    She looked again. Judging by the thick trail of golden Dragon blood left on the surface of the lake, Numistar was definitely netting the worst of the bargain. Served her right. Never trust a Dragon. 
 
    You’re a freak with wings, she told Grandion wanly. 
 
    Onyx is the new Tourmaline, he grunted, landing another cracking straight left, and she did not understand until she realised that in his mind, the image of Fra’anior was superimposed over Numistar’s battered form. Roaring him on. Cheering! 
 
    She bent to her mother. Azziala was trying to mouth words. “Mom, please. Don’t –” 
 
    “Child, come closer. Listen. I’ve … something, beloved …” 
 
    The Human girl hesitated, but then gathered her mother into her arms. She sensed Dragonsoul’s quivering outrage, but she would just have to understand. Catharsis, perhaps. A necessity. For all her evil, and her service to Dramagon, Azziala remained her birth mother. That had to mean something. Beloved? Perhaps, at the last, a fragment of this ruin might be redeemed … 
 
    Quicker than an eye blink, darkness shuttered out the world, and she heard Azziala say, “But if we are physically touching, child, then there is no impediment, is there?” 
 
    A wordless Command. 
 
    Hualiama tried to scream. She tried to let go. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    “Now, I’ve been longing for this moment for so long. DAUGHTER, OBEY! GIVE ME THE RUZAL!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Abruptly, she stood in her soul space, as stiff and still as one of those marble columns. Blue-hair touched her cheek, weeping, but although she saw the gesture, she felt nothing. Her eyes stared fixedly ahead. 
 
    “I’m so sorry about the loss of your mother, my second soul,” said the Dragoness. Loss? That was premature, she wanted to say. But her twin added, “You have protected me for so long. Now, I must protect you. I am sorry, but I am resolved in this. I see no other way. I hope … I hope you will still love me afterward.” 
 
    A flutter of ethereal wings. Istariela. 
 
    No. How could she give this terrible burden to another? Yet, she knew how the ruzal had touched Azziala before. It had allowed her and Numistar to break through, but it had strengthened the parasitic twin and given the Empress hope. Now, her Dragonsoul’s shell-mother would take this on? Tears poured from her unfeeling eyes. Fate was never fair. Never! 
 
    “Oh, Humansoul!” Fingers wiped her cheeks tenderly. “I understand, yet I also know this is for the best. Istariela’s place is to retreat from the Island-World. Ours is to shine. The light must shine untainted, or all will be lost.” 
 
    No … 
 
    Istariela said, “I love you as my own precious eggling, Hualiama. Will you grant me this honour? If the ruzal is given to me first –” 
 
    The girl said, The Command will persist. I will have doomed us both. 
 
    “This love is no doom,” said her blue-haired twin. “Istariela has shown me a way. A Star Dragoness secret which is only possible in this sliver of time, because we are Shapeshifter twins in our inmost nature. May I whisper in your ear?” 
 
    No tickling whilst I’m immobilised, she thought sadly. 
 
    The ruzal would leave. Already, it stirred maliciously, casting its regard upon the elder Star Dragoness with malevolent purpose. This was Istariela’s sacrifice for her. In the roiling white-fires of the Dragoness’ eyes Lia saw regret, an apology for the paucity of her mothering presence, and aye – nobility. Love that transcended Istariela’s trepidation at taking the ruzal. A willingness to die for the eggling she had abandoned, or been forced to abandon. 
 
    It tore her to do this to Istariela, but what other choice was there? She hesitated for the longest time. At length, her soul sighed profoundly, even though no sound escaped her lips. Mentally, she said, I accede. Thank you with all my hearts, shell-mother. 
 
    Why did this feel like defeat? 
 
    The shining form of Istariela bowed. My fires for thee, Hualiama. 
 
    And mine for thee. We shall speak anon. 
 
    Dragonsoul added, I am here for you, Humansoul. Always here. But now we must comfort your Human mother in death, or we’ll regret it for the rest of our lives. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion knew the instant she shifted. He felt it like a talon pricking between his ribs, and he whirled, forgetting all about the Winterborn as she slunk out of Fra’anior’s caldera as fast as her five remaining limbs could carry her. His eyes narrowed. Lia bent over her mother, ever the compassionate soul. She killed, but agonised over the deed afterward. 
 
    His hearts were filled with triumphal Dragonsong. Hualiama had prevailed! 
 
    Yet why that shift? Why that hiccough of existence, as though she had executed one of her Shapeshifter transformations; only, she had not? 
 
    Anxious to rejoin his beleaguered beloved, he wheeled on a wingtip and accelerated, calling his three fledglings with him. He had taught them how to fight. Now, they must learn to be magnanimous in victory. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Gindurtha, to thee and thy ancestors I gift the immense power and responsibility of ruzal, for all time,” Azziala intoned, with strength Hualiama could not believe she still possessed – even death must perforce wait upon her will. “You shall serve as Judge of this Council. You shall ensure no Empress deviates from the precious Protocols that guide our nation.” 
 
    The Empress passed over the fake bequest from Istariela. 
 
    Through her bowed lashes, Lia looked up at the tall Enchantress who had just received a package of useless misinformation from a supremely wily Dragoness who had tricked Fra’anior into having shell-children – or, thinking more positively, Istariela had fashioned a miracle in service of … what? A legacy of Star Dragons who would serve and protect the Island-World? Lia held utterly still and schooled her thoughts into blankness, as banal as her hidden Dragonsoul could make them. Flicker joined her, his paw immobile upon her arm and his eyes gazing upward earnestly, as though he planned to beg a favour. He must know. Would he keep silent? 
 
    Azziala’s hands were covered in blood. Her body already cooled, but the Empress of the Dragon Haters was not finished yet. She said, “In accordance with the Protocols, with my dying breath it … it falls … to me –” she gasped, her teeth grinding against the pain “– to appoint one worthy. I know one worthy … above all others. She is malleable. Powerful. A great servant of Dramagon … you shall make – imprint – her. By the power vested in me by my sworn adherence to … to the First Protocol, I make my choice. All hail … Hualiama, Empress of the Lost Islands!” 
 
    Flicker slumped over Hualiama’s forearm in a dead faint. 
 
    The Councillors roared their approbation, echoed a mere heartbeat later by the Humans and Dragons of the nation of the Lost Islands. 
 
    From afar, Grandion bellowed, TRAITORESS! 
 
    Not so much. 
 
    She shovelled the mountain of her shock, revulsion and dismay over to Dragonsoul. Take care of this for a second, would you? 
 
    A spectral grimace was her reply. This rubbish? Let’s do our duty, Humansoul – our dirty duty. 
 
    Aye. I promise. 
 
    As the breath rattled over her mother’s lips, Hualiama smiled sweetly down at Azziala. “Thank you, mother. I’ve learned so much from you. I assure you, I shall do everything in my power to guarantee that I am absolutely nothing like the Empress you would want me to be.” 
 
    Azziala coughed feebly as she slipped toward the cusp of death, blood splattering from her golden lips. 
 
    Lia rose to her feet, a five-foot slip of a girl overshadowed by every remaining member of the Council, suddenly more grey-faced than golden. She was majestic, aye, but it was the terrible splendour of grief and loss, and her train was soaked in the blood of Dragons and Humans alike. Her revealed presence paralysed them even before she spoke the fatal words. 
 
    “I am Hualiama the Star Dragoness, shell-daughter of Fra’anior. Moreover, I am the Dragonfriend.” 
 
    “Traitor!” Gindurtha shrieked, prodding at Istariela’s magic with her mind. Poof! The woman spluttered and dropped as if poleaxed. 
 
    “That’s mostly starlight and a dragonet’s laughter,” Lia advised. “I hope you don’t mind, mother, but I plan on changing a few things around these Islands. Really, I’m not much of a Hater.” 
 
    At the very last, Azziala tried to scream, “Close the mind … to –” 
 
    She perished with a hateful expression twisting her lips forever. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Elki, Saori, Imaytha and her friends closed in from all quarters, stalking the remaining Enchanters as they shrank in horror from their new Empress. A tourmaline streak shot across the caldera. Falling to her knees to gather Flicker into her arms, Lia privately noted his steady hearts-beat and told herself she would tan his scaly behind later for scaring her ralti-stupid like that. Rascal! Yet he had saved her from Azziala’s final ploy. She must have known her parasitic twin’s capabilities, but had given no sign as the fatal stinger darted toward her own daughter’s flesh. 
 
    Perhaps, a final test. Another Reaving. 
 
    As she knelt upon the Green Dragon’s back, Hualiama reached out for the one power left to a shattered Star Dragoness. Grandion had always claimed she drew her strength from grief. Here, in the crucible of battle loss, personal bereavement and her loathing of what had transpired, her grief had never resonated with a more poignant song – not a debilitating grief. No. She knew action-stirring, blood boiling, maddening volcanic lakes of heartache. Lia raised her free arm slowly, as if beseeching the heavens to witness her need. She gazed over the ranks of humpbacked Dragonships and hovering Dragons, over the seething caldera lake to the serried ranks of mountains beyond, the hurting Air Breathers and the Dragon battle raging above them, and she saw the ravaged Islands of her shell-father’s roost, and her heart bled. She examined her mother’s warped face, frozen in death, and the desolation of her heart swelled to crushing proportions. 
 
    From the cracks of her soul, starlight poured forth. 
 
    Starlight commingled with laughter. 
 
    Shocked to her core, Hualiama almost cut off the light, before her Dragonsoul stopped her with a quiet word. No. This is our healing Dragonsong. And she directed the Human girl to reach out for the First Egg, for the font of magic that could make possible what she envisioned in her soul. 
 
    Her inexplicable laughter swelled, silvery and ethereal, dancing upon swelling lava bubbles and over the muzzles of Magma Dragons sneaking toward the First Egg. It tinkled over the flights of dragonets, bringing pause to the slashing of talons and the champing of tiny jaws. Bursting over her friends, that grievous mirth exploded up into the new day like the spectacular pyrotechnics of a Dragon battle, and then in a phenomenal detonation that staggered every person and creature present, it raced out over the caldera at light-speed, passing through the Islands and Air Breathers and spearing deep into the Cloudlands beyond. 
 
    Numistar bellowed in indignation, and fled faster. 
 
    In the sudden, tremendous silence, pure starlight burned in every mind and soul. White-fires sheeted from person to person, and Island to Island. All was renewed. 
 
    Lia said, “I am Hualiama, Empress of the Lost Islands, and these are my commands. The battle is over. Lay down your weapons; sheathe your talons. Cease fighting.” 
 
    Her voice was no louder than a conversation over the dinner table, but it seemed now that the Island-World was so attuned to her voice, her words penetrated every ear and cave and ear canal, and every house from huts to palaces, and reached down into the depths of the Cloudlands to embrace the mighty souls of Air Breathers and the few remaining Land Dragons who had survived the gruesome destruction served by Numistar Winterborn. 
 
    Silence reigned supreme. 
 
    “Hereby, I bind the mental congregation of the Lost Islands to myself.” 
 
    Let it be! 
 
    The great congregation shimmered beneath her beneficent gaze, and then in a series of ripples like blossoms budding and unfurling repeatedly, rearranged itself into new constellations of minds. 
 
    The nation awaited the will of its Empress. 
 
    Hualiama said, “Our ways shall be forged in newness, drawing on the traditions of the Lost Islands, but we shall seek a new master and a new destiny. Right now, our task is to repair all that has been wrecked by our single-minded devotion to Dramagon’s nihilistic philosophy, and led us to this detestable pass.” Her eyes seared over the gathered Haters, near and far. “We shall no longer be called Dragon Haters. If you cannot abide this fate, I invite you to cast yourself into the lava or into the Cloudlands forthwith. I will tolerate no disobedience – but if you follow me, I promise there will be starlight, a loving restoration, and hopefully in time, a new and greater task commensurate with our unique skills and heritage.” 
 
    Many departed in a rain of blue robes, but a greater number chose to remain. 
 
    Could a soul bear yet more grief? 
 
    To the dragonets, she called, “Dragonets of the volcano. You are Fra’anior’s right paw, and the co-authors of our victory this day. May your mighty deeds be scribed upon the warren memories, and may you sing to your egglings’ eggs of the legends forged by the smallest of paws.” 
 
    Casting her voice farther, she said, “Mighty living furnaces of the Land Dragons, I bid you: Be free! Be healed! I request that the noble Air Breathers move aside from Fra’anior Cluster and gather five leagues to the south in your family and clan groups. I shall come to you and try to offer further healing. We shall seek and sing the Balance together.” 
 
    I AM YIISURIEL-AP-YURON, HUMBLE SERVANT OF THE STAR DRAGONESS! 
 
    Hualiama lowered her head. “Mighty one.” 
 
    We shall speak much and deeply, o true servant of the white-fires of the Dragonkind, said the ancient Land Dragoness. Let us help heal what was riven. Thou art the Dragonfriend, the Blue-Star of dawn’s matchless breaking, and the risen star which shines hope upon and through the fires of all the Dragonkind. Let none forget. 
 
    Drawing another massive breath, Hualiama said, “Dragons of Gi’ishior, Dragons near and far! Hearken to my command: BURN FREE!” 
 
    Her Command rocked them. Burn free? Lia smiled grimly. No better descriptor. They would be free, and they would be back to squabbling just as soon as the starlight faded. “Dragons, a time is coming that will be difficult for our kind. Now is the time to work together and to accept what is new. I will not be assuming rulership at the Halls of the Dragons. That is for Dragons of hoary-taloned wisdom and long years beneath their wings; a task demanding strength and true-fires and cunning. But I will consult with you. I will sit at your paws and learn. I hope that I will grow to even half of the stature of these noble Dragons it is my privilege to serve as the Dragonfriend, for I am one of you. Long may our fires burn together!” 
 
    Dragon thunder rolled over the caldera as the draconic congregation voiced their approval, but Lia knew it would change as surely as the suns rose in the East, warming the world shaped by Fra’anior. She shivered. Now was a time to build bastions and to preserve, lest all be lost. Others would not see this future. They would not understand the darkness that was to come. 
 
    Yet, there was dancing still to be done. Much dancing. 
 
    Finally, sensing her beloved close at hand, she whispered, “This is Grandion the Tourmaline Dragon, shell-son of the mighty Dragon Elders Sapphurion and Qualiana. He is my right paw. He is my strength and the Dragonsong of my delight. I crossed the Island-World for this Dragon. I have lived with him in caves and palaces, in fire and in snow; I have battled with him and laughed and cried more tears than it seems any lifetime should hold, and shared with him the ascending fire-promises. I am the Dragonfriend, and I would fly beyond the stars for this magnificent son of the verimost fires of the Great Onyx himself. He is my Dragonlove, and I am his Dragoness.” 
 
    She transformed. 
 
    “I am Hualiama, Shapeshifter Dragoness. I am a member of the prophesied third race, bearer of the fire-gift of Amaryllion Fireborn. My best friend is the dragonet who has saved my life more times than I can count. I am a Star Dragoness, and all that is best of my starlight, shines for you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker cracked open one fire-eye. “Am I supposed to call you Empress now?” 
 
    Hualiama’s smile was fragile, yet brilliant. “Better or worse than the wayward Princess of the Volcano?” 
 
    “It has a certain ring to it, o mighty Empress of the Lost Islands.” 
 
    “Aye. It makes me the leader of a nation. A whole … nation. Flying ralti sheep!” Her knees were definitely misbehaving. 
 
    Flicker nuzzled her neck. “Now’s when you choose to get all shaky on me? Skanky windrocs, you ridiculous straw-head! Here’s the deal.” Pressing his muzzle against hers, he said, “Establish an alliance with Affurion’s bunch of thugs. Then, slap them together with the Lost Islands Humans and forge them into one new nation – Dragons and Humans together. Isn’t that the whole point of being the Star Dragoness? You just order everyone to get along for the next few thousand years. Right?” 
 
    “Holy … whatever. Flicker!” 
 
    He chortled derisively at her stunned expression. “Empress or none, you’re still that impertinent chit I hauled up a cliff just the other side of this very Island. Now that we’ve solved that little issue, what’s next, o enormously eminent Enchantress? For I am your exceedingly humble –” he had the grace to snigger at his own choice of words “– advisor and friend. At your service.” 
 
    She could only shake her head. Ha. And the dragonet scored another legendary victory. 
 
    Grandion extended a peremptory wingtip. “I hope Empresses still have time for Tourmaline Dragons?” 
 
    Flicker watched her launch off the Green Dragon’s back, spiralling dizzily past his wingtip before the dainty Star Dragoness surprised Grandion by thumping into his stalwart chest for a Human-style hug. He scratched his own chin cheerfully. Aye, with the Tourmaline wearing that ralti-stupid expression as a decidedly underdressed but never more magnificent girl gaily flew rings around his worshipful nose, the Island-World was indeed returned to a sound footing. 
 
    Oh. He blinked. No, she was in her Dragoness form – wasn’t she? Had he just seen her Human form superimposed upon a Dragon’s own fire-soul? 
 
    Evidently, the mystic heart of Amaryllion Fireborn lived on in him. But that was enough for today. He should go celebrate. He had noticed many enticing females in a dazzling variety of colours, who had been giving the Star Dragoness’ best friend the fiery eyeball. Green? Or Yellow? Maybe that cute little Orange dragonet who had dared to tweak his tail earlier? 
 
    Ah, yes. Sampling local delicacies was definitely one of his many shining talents. Now – he rubbed his paws together eagerly – for an appetiser … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Four days later, half an hour before her brother Ka’allion’s coronation ceremony, Hualiama faced her adoptive mother in the sumptuous royal fitting room where she, Shyana, Fyria, Queen Imaytha, Isiki, Zanya and Saori had kept a bevy of seventy-three servants buzzing in a frenzy of preparations since dawn, and stamped her foot in a rage that they both knew to be risibly fake. 
 
    “Mom, you cannot give your crown to Ka’allion,” she complained. 
 
    Shyana chuckled throatily. “Aye?” 
 
    “Aye!” Waving her hands, Hualiama pressed, “You’re still young and have plenty of years of rule left in you. Besides, it doesn’t have to pass down the male line. That’s stuffy and traditionalist. Look, Queen Imaytha’s visibly breaking out in a rash at the thought, never mind Zanya. Poor Immadians. Put them out of their misery. Please.” 
 
    Queen Shyana performed a florid Fra’aniorian bow that she modified with a graceful dance step and a beautiful, swooping gesture that ended in her placing a feather-light kiss upon her fellow-Queen’s cheek. Imaytha chuckled in mild bemusement at this most Fra’aniorian of gestures. 
 
    What Hualiama’s magic had not yet healed, makeup concealed. Only a slight puffiness beneath the eyes betrayed that her nose had been broken several days before. 
 
    Shyana said, “My beautiful ally would say the same, daughter. I am not cut out for rule. Ka’allion is. He’s a good man and has been trained since birth for the position. In the absence of both brothers –” 
 
    “Mom.” 
 
    “I have made my choice, and I choose … you.” 
 
    “What? This is ridiculous!” 
 
    Shyana’s grace could make her royal violet Fra’aniorian lace gown shimmer and shift like a river, as it did now. How one danced in one of these hand-crafted masterpieces was beyond her, but Shyana managed to spin and twirl around four maids in her path, arriving unhindered at Lia’s side. “Dear one. You might be a Princess, a Dragoness and lately an Empress, but I am still your mother.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s, ‘I make the rules in my house,’ is it?” the Princess snorted. 
 
    “What you can quote, you can obey –” 
 
    “Unfair. Saori and Isiki, stop your cackling this instant. You are not parakeets, you are future royalty and a Dragon Rider, respectively.” 
 
    Saori thumbed her nose at Hualiama in a rude Eastern gesture. Isiki looked scandalised. 
 
    “Hualiama, you grew up under this roof.” Shyana seized her hands. “I taught you how to dance, but it seems I was only destined to be part of your dance. That’s enough for me. I do have administrative gifts and twenty-seven years of experience in supporting those who run kingdoms, so when you depart this Cluster, as you undoubtedly will, I plan to accompany you.” 
 
    “Mom!” she yelped. 
 
    “Someone needs to paddle your cheeky backside,” Queen Imaytha said, with a wicked grin. 
 
    “Oh, shut your despicably beautiful Northern Enchantress-face.” 
 
    “Petal,” said Shyana, absently arranging the diamonds and sapphires scattered throughout Hualiama’s hair into a pattern, that in the mirror, suddenly came to resemble the constellations of the northern skies, “I see I shall have to teach you how to speak respectfully to our allies.” 
 
    Hualiama stared at herself, startled into silence. She actually looked like an Empress. Her dress was a gown of midnight blue decorated with shimmering silver lilies, and her hair hung unbound down her back, festooned with the royal jewels her mother had insisted upon. A silver coronet adorned her brow. Exquisitely soft, azure slippers adorned her feet. In accordance with Fra’aniorian tradition, as an unmarried woman, she would don a sheer face veil for the occasion that covered her face from below the eyes to her neck, but Shyana had decried the headscarves worn by more conservative girls and women these days, according to Sylakian custom. 
 
    Hualiama shook her head slowly. Free-spirited, her mother. They were so well matched. 
 
    Imaytha’s dress was a fanciful depiction of a Fra’aniorian firebird, a seething mass of crimsons and oranges arranged to display her slender frame and beauty to its greatest advantage, and her hair too was unbound, a fiery, ruby-studded cascade that blended into the short train – short, by Fra’aniorian standards, being ten feet of sheer silks of Helyon. She and Lia would process together, then Fyria and Zanya, wearing matched violet gowns in traditional Fra’aniorian styles which suited their height, and then for the occasion, Saori and Isiki had been given simple yet stunning, high-collared Eastern gowns gifted two hundred years before by the Kingdom of Kaolili to the court of Fra’anior. Their gowns were emerald green with deep and flowing lines picked out in gold thread, and they too would wear golden coronets, the idea of which had caused Isiki visible distress and Saori to berate the heavens in silent entreaty. 
 
    With the tyrannical grin of a mother Dragoness, Shyana bid them comply with her wishes. Or else. 
 
    Ka’allion’s apparently politically-motivated request to hold the coronation feast at the Halls of the Dragons had created great consternation that had required three days of delicate negotiations to resolve, absorbing most of Hualiama’s spare time. She should have been doing more important work – chasing Numistar, perhaps, or organising the minor issues of a battle-scarred nation stranded Dragonback a handful of leagues from Fra’anior Cluster. Never mind. There was always tomorrow. 
 
    Shortly, the long trumps, the tubular trumpabells and the skirling jandor pipes resounded over the City of Fra’anior, which was garlanded in splendid flowers and bedecked with purple for the occasion – flags and banners, silk-stitched scenes from Fra’aniorian life, and great pots of steaming royal incense, thickening the atmosphere to an almost unbearable pitch of fragrant intensity. The royals of Fra’anior, Immadia and Kaolili took their stations upon the Palace roof, overlooking a dense crowd. They cheered lustily as Prince Ka’allion took his formal bows to salute the population, who were regarded as royal guests for the occasion. This was a veritable stage production involving a cast of one hundred dancers, all of his siblings, and half an hour’s duration. 
 
    Hualiama’s gaze lifted restlessly to the cloudless noon skies. 
 
    The Dragonkind must already be underway, for at an ordinary flying speed of ten leagues per hour, crossing the great caldera from Gi’ishior took a shade under two hours. The weather in this season was often tempestuous, and today proved no exception. A pugnacious thunderstorm raged five Islands to the North, but the weather over Fra’anior Island and its Palace remained serene, its volcanic heat tempered by a breeze that Hualiama happened to know was no coincidence. Nor was the storm’s location, carefully shepherded away by twenty Blue Dragons that morning. No detail had been left to chance. 
 
    There. A kaleidoscopic array of dots winged around the black, swollen thunderheads. Some of the Dragons even played with the lightning in passing, which was a trick Hualiama had never tried. 
 
    Closer at hand, her sharp ears detected a rising, animated chirruping. This was a surprise she had arranged for Ka’allion. The dragonets would dance for his coronation, led by Flicker, and they were practically bursting out of their freshly polished little Dragon hides with anticipation. Naturally. 
 
    Ooh, Flicker cooed. Twinkly Star Dragoness! Should I warn Grandion, or shall I merely giggle at the inevitable crash landing when he sees you? 
 
    You can just stuff your handsome muzzle with a rotten haribol fruit, she returned breezily. 
 
    You look … like an Empress, the dragonet spluttered. 
 
    Flicker? Choked up? Somebody mark this occasion with an epic ballad! Hualiama said, You’re still my best friend. Just remember, I have ears in the warrens. 
 
    What? Me? 
 
    Her throaty chuckle surprised the people standing around her. Be discreet, Flicker. You know what I mean. 
 
    When did you become my mother? His aerial bow flowed into an exuberant quadruple somersault with a full twist accompanying every rotation, before he zipped off – not without a blatantly self-satisfied wriggle of his posterior – to rejoin his flock. 
 
    What a day! She hoped the Lost Islands crew were not taking notes from Fra’anior’s traditionally overblown formalities. Their coronation event probably involved being swathed in stinky, used blue robes and a dunked in a bucket of Dragon blood, before being force-fed strips of rank orrican meat. 
 
    After that – Lia grinned – world domination before a light dinner. 
 
    Leaning forward unobtrusively, she said sidelong to her brother, “Ka’allion, if things get a little loud in a minute, it’s not the war starting up again, alright?” 
 
    Her brother maintained a ramrod-formal posture, but his eyes rolled rather wildly to his left. “Sister, what are you up to?” 
 
    Hmm. Terrified, o King-to-be? Just how she liked her royalty. 
 
    Hualiama flicked her right hand. The signal passed to Flicker, who alerted Affurion with a pre-planned double-dip swoop. The Overmind fired a colossal fireball down into the Cloudlands beyond the Island. She smiled, “Oh, just a little –” 
 
    DA-DA-DA-BOOM! 
 
    Ooh, whole Islands better than Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron had promised! Siiyumiel had unfortunately passed on to the eternal fires during the battle against Numistar, but Tiiyusiel and fifteen of her Shell-Clan brothers and sisters had volunteered a salutary cannonade, Land Dragon style. The augmentation of their powers by the Air Breathers led to a flash of light that outshone the noontide suns, followed by a series of explosions that punched her in the gut, they were so loud. Immensely powerful light beams intersected overhead, first spelling out Ka’allion’s name and title in runic script, before breaking into a breathtaking light play masterminded and executed by the Shell-Clan, while Hualiama’s touch – star-shaped pink lilies accompanied by gleefully indiscreet puffs of sparkling sapphire dust – floated down over a populace who had first been stunned into silence, but were now screaming deliriously. Mostly joy. She hoped. 
 
    A huge Dragonwing of Affurion’s command approached now from the southern Islands, visible from the Palace roof, together with the Dragon Riders under the command of Yukari the Aquamarine Dragoness, a titan in her own right. Hualiama’s spirit gladdened to see her aloft. The battle had treated her cruelly, almost killing her Rider Akemi, but they had survived. Akemi had lost her right leg below the hip, and her left at the knee – devastating injuries, rendering her unable to join in the celebrations. 
 
    The dragonets danced and sang, playing amidst the drifting pink flowers, while the Land Dragons completed a final seven cannonade salute to Fra’anior’s new King. 
 
    Hualiama glanced to the skies again. All that would make her day complete, was Grandion. He was the bravest and most beautiful among the Dragons, the – 
 
    A male Dragon, beautiful? You tread dangerous Isles, o Empress, his voice broke in. 
 
    Dragonsoul interjected, She’s drooling all over the coronation ceremony. Hopeless. Told her not to. 
 
    I’ll thank you not to ambush me, cheeky Dragoness! Lia snorted, only to nearly jump out of her skin as Queen Shyana prodded her ribs sharply. “Mom?” 
 
    “You’re glowing again.” 
 
    “Sorry. It’s just –” 
 
    “Difficult not to shine when he comes? I know, my precious petal. That’s how I felt about Chalcion, once. Long before all this. But that Dragon, he’s diamond through and through.” 
 
    Her precious mother! All the reply she could fashion was, “Tourmaline.” 
 
    Queen Shyana smiled with her eyes. “Better than diamond, then. Hualiama, who could have imagined such a day when you first entered our courts? I’m so proud, I could – well, I meant to ask you, but I’m supposed to dance the Flame Cycle for Kalli later. Will you join me? Aye? Who would have thought when you graced our halls with your laughter, that one day, the laughter of starlight would twice over restore our nation from the hands of despots? I count this one of the greatest privileges of my life. But, daughter –” 
 
    Fyria hissed slightly at their whispering. 
 
    Hualiama said, “My Dragoness says she loves you, too. As do I.” 
 
    Shyana’s eyes widened, moistening with tears. She whispered, “I love you too, daughter, but if you dare to burn that priceless dress to a crisp, I’m taking it straight out of your inheritance. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Both Hualiamas folded up with merriment. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Firebird 
 
      
 
    From A distance of seven miles, Grandion’s Dragon sight could easily pinpoint Hualiama amongst the magnificent assemblage upon the Palace roof. From five, he separated out the variegated strands of her hair and knew she wore it long and unbound, its tumbling glory reaching a foot below her waist, now. Four, and he knew the glinting of gemstones in her hair, and the breath-stealing intensity of the eyes that turned to regard his approach. She stood among her peers, but she was the most powerful Dragoness in the Island-World. 
 
    Still, he had whipped an Ancient Dragoness’ rump black and blue for her! Grandion’s chest swelled as he swaggered in the air. Her eyes were for him alone. He was not so egotistical as to fail to grasp how very, very fortunate a Dragon he was. 
 
    Two miles, and his hearts lurched into a double-tempo rhythm. She shone! Her glow ignited his every fire. She spoke earnestly to her mother, but the starlight streaming from her limbs and face did not abate. A mile, and he could not have torn his gaze off that slim, shining beauty had Numistar Winterborn cuffed him across the ear canals with all of her prodigious might. Her smile sparked crazy, forbidden torrents of desire in his Dragon hearts. For a second he champed his jaw in fury. How could this be? Then, the truth washed over him like a fresh dousing in an icy Immadian terrace lake. Liberation. He could be a man. He could hold his Blue-Star, and love her, and never have to let her go. 
 
    Wing brother, you’re shining, Affurion said privately. 
 
    Well, I did take a long lava bath, followed by the full hot oil treatment, and then I spent two hours in the buffing room, Grandion returned absentmindedly. You should see Mizuki’s gloss if you think I’m – 
 
    Not that, you narcissistic, chirruping parakeet, the Brown Overmind broke in. I mean, you’re shining. Literally. 
 
    I’m … oh, flaming talons! What’s this? 
 
    He stared at himself. Gleaming! His tourmaline scales were clearly, unbelievably, lit from within by their own light source. Speaking of borrowing each other’s powers through the oath connection, this took the proverbial purple parakeet! Well, a fine gemstone blue, he decided, wobbling in the air. He corrected, hearing annoyed growls about him but the response of his Dragonwing washed off his scales like so much rainwater. That girl, she was … just … 
 
    As the Dragons swept in for their formal landing, Grandion’s trailing hind knee clipped the edge of the Receiving Balcony. Stones exploded around him as he stumbled to a landing, but Hualiama – she stood with her right hand gracefully outstretched, as if frozen mid-dance. The debris dropped safely at the future King of Fra’anior’s feet, not even disturbing the perfect sheen of his highly polished, formal purple boots. Lia swept the rubble aside with another gesture, burying what had been a tasteful flowerbed filled with crimson fireflowers. 
 
    Blue-Star smiled at him. Thou, my matchless Dragonheart – I do apologise. That was my doing. 
 
    Whatever Grandion had been prepared to say, it evaporated straight out of his overheated brain. She was exquisite! He had never imagined the effect of shimmering makeup around her eyes, a hint more colour in the cheeks; the slight undulation of her hair went straight to his knees, making his belly pitch as if he floated upon a terrace lake. 
 
    “A firebird!” someone cried. The stupefied Dragon’s muzzle twitched. 
 
    “That’s good luck, that is,” said one of the soldiers who had charged in with braced shield, only to find there was no danger to Prince Ka’allion. 
 
    Hualiama whistled delicately. Ho, firebird. Want to come out and play? 
 
    Most sane birds would have refused the invitation, but in a second, the famously rare and reclusive firebird, owner of the most insanely gorgeous plumage in a Cluster famed for its unique variety of bird life, peeked out of the pitiful scraps of foliage left of the flowerbed Hualiama had just redesigned. 
 
    Sorry about the … uh … she spluttered. 
 
    Still unspeaking, Grandion’s head twizzled again. The bird must be dazzled by her shining face, most certainly, because it cocked its head first to one side and then to the other, possibly wondering why one of the twin suns stood on the Palace roof. He knew that feeling! The bird gave a sweet, fluting trill, appeared to bob its head toward Hualiama’s brother, and flashed off into the gardens so fast, it was hard to believe it was a feathered bird and not a dragonet in disguise. 
 
    What was Hualiama thinking? Her glow vanished. She seemed … pensive. 
 
    She participated in the festivities, but he could not help but think that her heart dwelled elsewhere, mislaid or ambushed by a fate neither of them understood. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A week later, Hualiama had found neither hide nor hair of the enigmatic firebird. With Grandion having departed on a mysterious quest of which he refused to reveal the slightest detail, the Lost Islands being heavily involved in effecting repairs all across the Cluster and modifications to their own Islands in anticipation of joining together with the Dragonkind, the Empress of the Lost Islands felt … well, lost. At a loose end. 
 
    She was not the sort of Dragoness who enjoyed idleness. 
 
    Instead, she gathered together her girls – Mizuki, Saori, Imaytha, Makani, Isiki, Zanya, Nyzura and Inniora, and added Fumiko, Raiden’s Rider after further consideration – and plotted mischief. Major mischief. They huddled together with the Dragon Riders, especially Naoko, Saori’s mother. She had to be brought on board. 
 
    At length, they clasped hands amidst a pool of happy giggling. Lia said, “Alright, who’s going to drop the hint to my brother?” 
 
    “Me,” said Saori. 
 
    “I can, if you’d prefer –” 
 
    “Break another of your fingers?” offered the Eastern warrior, reminding Lia of their first meeting. 
 
    Lia reached up to ruffle her inch-long hair. Her sharp-as-razors friend had just decided to start breaking tradition. “Style this new growth with a few fireballs?” 
 
    Saori grinned fiercely around their tight-knit group. “I fight my own battles.” 
 
    “Just don’t kill Elki, or incapacitate him,” Lia worried. “He’s not like you, born to the warrior life.” 
 
    “Especially if you have to patch him up rather than do with him what you’re supposed to be doing,” Inniora clarified, making Saori blush to the roots of her hair. “The chains are traditional, not a declaration of slavery, alright? Still, I’ll bet a brave warrior can … accomplish much. Even while locked in chains.” 
 
    “Oh?” Imaytha deadpanned. “I’ve heard Qilong is also overly fond of sacks and chains. Do I need to be worried?” 
 
    Poor Saori. She turned all colours of the rainbow as the advice and teasing progressed from that nadir to humour that threatened to discover new life forms beneath the bottom of the barrel. 
 
    Later that evening, the girls found Prince Elka’anor taking his ease upon his private royal balcony with Grandion, in Human form, and Prince Qilong, Darrul, Brazo, together with the new King upon the Onyx Throne, namely Lia’s big brother Kalli. The men were merry, a little deeper into their cups than Lia thought advisable for Shapeshifter Dragons, royalty and Commanders. Imagine a drunken Dragon wandering about the Palace torching a few paintings of the ancestors? She glared at Grandion. No hint that he had returned? No, ‘Islands’ greetings, sweet Dragoness?’ What was he brewing in that devious cauldron of bubbling fires atop his shoulders? 
 
    Her Dragonsoul took in his innocent mien with a waspish purr-growl that promised diced Dragon for dinner. Grandion just beamed, playing the insouciant male Dragon to the hilt. 
 
    Saori, however, marched smartly up to Prince Elki and announced, “Elki, I stopped by to tell you that I’m relocating to Ya’arriol Island. The Palace life really isn’t for a simple girl like me.” 
 
    “Uh …” His eyes swivelled blearily, before settling on Hualiama. “You’re all going?” 
 
    “We’ll help settle her into her new life far away from here,” Lia goaded. 
 
    Elki growled, “Now, wait just a stinking minute here –” 
 
    “I’ve heard bridenapping is a real plague around these Islands,” Naoko broke in. “I must see my daughter to safety before the very worst of fates befalls her.” 
 
    The Prince looked thoroughly flummoxed, evidently not catching a hint as weighty as the drop of a Sylakian war-hammer. 
 
    “Terrible tradition, bridenapping,” Hualiama continued, “wouldn’t you say, Inniora?” 
 
    Inniora shuddered theatrically. “My experience was awful. Just awful. This big beast broke down my door early one morning and carried me off … oh, I can’t even talk about it …” 
 
    Aye. That man would be her husband, and they adored each other around all five moons and back. Love definitely smoothed the process. 
 
    Around the moons! That would be a Dragonflight, her inner Dragoness murmured. 
 
    A flight indeed, thou my shining soul, Lia agreed. Aren’t we just like a soppy romantic couple? 
 
    I egg-napped you. 
 
    Oh, did we now? She mentally tapped a foot at a dangerous tempo. 
 
    Dragonsoul’s ethereal grin warmed the chambers of her heart. Hurry up. They’re waiting for your speech. 
 
    Snarky Dragoness. 
 
    Shamelessly plagiarising lines from a few sleazy Fra’aniorian operas, and turning her timbre toward the utterly tragic, Lia lamented, “Aye, this so-called cultural heritage of ours is the bane of Fra’anior Cluster. Can you imagine a girl being dragged off in chains by some piratical, pointy-eared popinjay? Oh no, Naoko, we shall not let such a crime be perpetrated against your precious daughter. Not in this Cluster. I promise, we shall surround her with Dragons and their Riders. Her new home shall be patrolled night and day. No ant would walk by unnoticed. Why, I’d wager not even a Prince of Fra’anior, backed up by an army, could fight his way in there!” 
 
    Elki’s bearded jaw just about plunked into his goblet of very expensive berry-wine. “Well, I wasn’t … yet … but, I thought –” 
 
    “Farewell, o noble Prince Elka’anor,” Saori cried, managing to squeeze out a wholly fake tear. “Would that our fates could have been different, my beloved!” 
 
    As Lia glanced backward, it was to see Grandion regarding her with a shrewd, proprietorial glint in his eye. Ha, she thought. Traditional Dragon; modern girl. Just let him try his worst … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As they flew southwest over the caldera, angling first for Ha’athior Island and Ya’arriol beyond that, Mizuki and Queen Imaytha questioned Hualiama and Inniora about this peculiarly Fra’aniorian tradition. Of course, there were a few unwanted and undesirable bridenappings, but most were prearranged affairs – or, negotiations began in earnest once the prospective groom had snatched the girl, chained her up in a suitable location, and assigned a bevy of zealous relatives to guard her with their lives. Should negotiations fail, an agreeable, desperate rescue usually ensued. This custom bemused the Dragonkind. The egalitarian Immadians thought it downright humiliating. 
 
    About halfway across the caldera, Inniora pointed just ahead of her right knee and said, “Isiki, what’s in your saddlebag?” 
 
    The girl startled. “I don’t – nothing, Lady Inniora …” 
 
    “Dreaming about being bridenapped by a stalwart Brown Shapeshifter?” Zanya suggested slyly, turning the girl’s tan complexion a much deeper shade. 
 
    Isiki spluttered, “I’d be too easy. He’s a warrior-Dragon.” 
 
    “Easy? Just look at what Hualiama did to Grandion,” Inniora grinned. “Nary a word spoken, and she knocked him out of the sky.” 
 
    “Imagine Jin trying to kidnap Makani?” Imaytha mused innocently. She was obsessed with matchmaking, Lia decided, and on another positive note, it had been amusing to observe her sister Fyria’s reaction to being outshone in the beauty department by the matchless Queen. 
 
    Visibly riled, Makani spat a gobbet of boiling grey glue over the caldera. “I think not!” 
 
    “Don’t you want him to?” Zanya pressed, drawing a throbbing growl from the Grey Dragoness. 
 
    “I saw Burliki, that huge Red from Franxx, giving our fledgling Zanya the fiery eyeball yesterday evening,” Mizuki observed, joining in the fun. “He definitely fancied the cut of her wings.” 
 
    Zanya protested, but her reflexive shiver and the high colour that leaped into her pale cheeks was a dead giveaway. Burliki and an Immadian fledgling, eh? Hualiama would give that crusty old skirt-sniffer a piece of her mind! 
 
    Just to be able to entertain such thoughts – it practically Shapeshifted her mind, didn’t it? 
 
    She gazed out over her beloved Fra’anior. How many times had she not soared upon these warm, fragrant winds in her solo Dragonship? Now, she flew solo-Dragoness. Easy. They could cut straight across the fickle thermals without a care in the world, for a Dragon’s flight was a supple flexion of a body designed from the ground up for flight. Constant thrust was key. Well, any thrust, variable or constant, was better than being at the mercy of the winds. 
 
    Once again, her thoughts flipped about like excitable dragonets as she considered the fundamental problem of Human passage between the Isles. Dragonships were dangerous. There was insufficient lift and thrust. Both could be provided by stoves burning hot air, or partially by Human effort, but that was limited. Some efforts had been made to use hydrogen gas, with its superior lift, so she was familiar with the designs that encased explosive gas in secondary inner balloons to mitigate against the inevitable accidents. She patted the small pouch of crushed meriatite she had politely commandeered from the royal laboratory two evenings before, following Crackle’s deliberate allusion to the substance. 
 
    She said, “Makani, do me a favour?” 
 
    The Grey Dragoness purred, “Aye? Peel you a moon, Star Dragoness? Track down Numistar and terminate her miserable life? Kick and burn your nation into shape and surgically remove their love of Dragon blood with a flick of my talons?” 
 
    Hualiama chuckled, “One better, I hope. I’ll throw a stone for you. Will you do me a favour and flame it?” 
 
    “A game? Certainly.” Makani’s eye-fires whirled with lively curiosity. 
 
    Selecting a palm-sized chunk from her pouch, Hualiama unstrapped herself from the rough Dragon Rider saddle – another piece of equipment that required her attention – and walked across the Dragoness’ nape to her sleek ruff of diminutive skull spikes. “Ready?” 
 
    I’m a Dragoness! snarled the Grey. 
 
    Indeed. She hurled the rock overarm into the void ahead of the Grey Dragoness. 
 
    Ssss-KABOOOM!! 
 
    A violent explosion shook them all. Makani shielded partially, but a firestorm engulfed her head and forequarters, forcing Hualiama to leap for her life – at least, until she managed to get her terrified magic under control. Everyone shouted or roared at her. Fine. Singed eyebrows, most likely, and a soot-blackened face – thankfully, after the coronation and not before. She skimmed back toward Makani with her arms outstretched like wings, only to be snaffled into the annoyed Dragoness’ forepaw. 
 
    That was no game! The Tourmaline would skin me alive if any harm came to you under my watch! 
 
    No-one is skinning any more Dragons around these Isles! Hualiama snapped, far more annoyed with herself than with Makani. She checked her face. Slightly scalded; nothing serious. Freaking windrocs, I just don’t understand this problem I’m working on and it’s driving me over the terrace lake wall … can you help? 
 
    We’ll all help, Mizuki offered. 
 
    That was how they crossed the lush tropical tangle of Ha’athior Island, discussing Hualiama’s engineering problem and tossing a few more chunks of meriatite for the Dragons, with full shielding this time. It was explosive, great. Dragons generally enjoyed playing with fireballs and explosions. Thus, thanks to the hydrogen-bearing rock, they had the problem of thrust resolved – except that they’d blow up a Dragonship every time. Perfect. 
 
    Lia gave up with a heavy sigh, and directed the Dragonesses to land at the cave where she had first found the White Dragoness’ scale. Here, Razzior the Orange had tried to attack and burn her. The view was as spectacular as ever. Makani and Mizuki stood right upon the edge, and Zanya transformed too, so that the Dragonesses could luxuriate in the full, late afternoon suns-shine streaming through the particle-rich volcanic air in great, golden beams of light, and gaze over the almost unbroken view of Cloudlands lapping to the horizon. Hualiama showed them inside the cave and told them a few amusing anecdotes from her time there with Flicker, including creating the outfit that had so scandalised the monks of Ja’al’s monastery. To her intense annoyance, Ka’allion had refused to budge on the matter of the monks. He did not want to know where their secret monasteries were. Instead, he concentrated on helping the Dragons rebuild at Gi’ishior, which had taken severe damage during Azziala’s initial assault. 
 
    There was no sign of any hoard, or eggs … Lia sighed. No visions from Istariela. She had vanished since taking on the burden of the ruzal. 
 
    After bathing in the pool to wash off the worst of the grime, Inniora threw her arm companionably over Lia’s shoulders and said, “Ra’aba sure scarred you, eh? Anyways, when are you planning to take Grandion to your kissing boulder?” 
 
    “Particles,” said Lia, absently. 
 
    “Hey, my bag just jumped,” Isiki squeaked in surprise. 
 
    “Isn’t that holy ground?” said Zanya. 
 
    Imaytha put in, “These Fra’aniorians are trying so hard to show off, but Immadia is still the most beautiful Island of all.” 
 
    “Aye, and your bias runs thicker than your winter snows,” Inniora snorted balefully. 
 
    “Control of gas under pressure!” Lia enthused, leaping to her feet. She paced about muttering urgently to herself, partially aware that she was literally spitting sparks as the ideas fizzed in her brain. 
 
    Saori grinned quirkily at her. “I believe the Star Dragoness has found a different Island to the rest of us.” 
 
    Nyzura, the Immadian specialist-come-assassin, prodded Isiki’s bag thoughtfully. “I think we’ll find us a rabid dragonet stowaway in here. Flicker, you can come out now.” 
 
    Cheep. 
 
    Hualiama sieved the air thoughtfully with her outspread fingers. “Look at how the golden motes are suspended in the air … look, Saori! Isn’t that the most beautiful sight you’ve ever seen?” 
 
    Saori snorted, “Back in the real world …” 
 
    Fumiko and Nyzura stalked the saddlebag curiously. Fumiko, a slender, tall Eastern warrior built in Saori’s mould, said, “Someone buckled this bag shut. But that’s no dragonet in there. Maybe a feral cat?” She unbuckled the bag carefully, and flipped the top open. 
 
    Feathers burst out. Vermilion, flame-coloured wings flapped against the startled Dragon Rider’s face, whipped past Nyzura’s drawn dagger – she withheld her blow – and dashed frantically around Mizuki’s legs. The Dragoness slapped her paw down. 
 
    “Mizuki!” Hualiama yelled. 
 
    “What?” growled the Copper Dragoness. 
 
    “That was the … firebird? What?” 
 
    The Copper grinned, pointing to her cupped palm. “No problem, Empress. I have captured this ferocious beast for the glory of the Lost Islands. How shall I serve it – lightly roasted?” 
 
    “Mizuki!” everyone shouted at the Dragoness, who preened brazenly and snorted a very self-satisfied little fireball out into the void. 
 
    Fumiko said, “I’ve experience with animals. Mizuki, behave yourself – no, I am not implying you’re an animal!” She pushed the Dragoness’ smoking muzzle away from her shoulders. “You and a bird? There’s a slight difference in intellect, not dissimilar to how there’s a slight difference between Lia’s pebbles and this entire Island. Alright? Faugh, your breath stinks. Are you hungry? Why don’t you go hunt?” 
 
    The Copper Dragoness blinked, nonplussed. “How did you know?” 
 
    Saori said, “I think when your food stomach’s empty, the gases react and contribute to Dragon halitosis. And, your stomach always rumbles in a particular way. Now, Mizuki, Affurion told me to look after you –” 
 
    “He what?” fumed the Dragoness. 
 
    While Mizuki worked out to the tune of further fulminations that Saori was tugging her wingtips, Fumiko crawled beneath the Dragoness’ paw and soon emerged cradling a contented firebird cradled in her arms. Hualiama stared! Sightings were rare enough. She had never heard of anyone actually touching a firebird, and since they were regarded as a sacred manifestation of Fra’anior’s fiery spirit by many Islanders, hunting them for their extraordinary feathers was strictly forbidden. 
 
    The plumage was glorious. For a smallish bird that grew to two feet in height, the tail was a spectacular spray of vibrant reds and oranges of up to four feet long, and it sported a pretty crest of slender, candle-yellow feathers atop its scarlet head, topped with round sapphire-blue dots that Lia had first taken for feathers, but now she realised, were something else. A sensory or magical organ, perhaps? There was a clear aura of magic about the bird. White-fires crackled lightly at the edges of her vision, and she realised that those blue blobs were some kind of additional sensory organs. 
 
    The firebird peered sagely at her, then gazed out to Ya’arriol Island in the distance, and sang its spine-tingling song. 
 
    Fumiko said, “It’s telling us to go to Ya’arriol. Why?” 
 
    Hualiama’s scalp crawled. “I – I can’t – oh, can it be?” 
 
    Saori and Imaytha put their arms about her, and Mizuki cupped all three women in her paws. The Copper whispered, “Your lost egg-siblings?” 
 
    “I know!” she wailed, ambushed by a welter of tears. “And, I’ve solved the meriatite problem. Oh, I’m just so happy!” 
 
    “You look over the moons,” Zanya noted. 
 
    Their laughter, happy and sad and hopeful, spilled out over the pristine Cloudlands. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At suns-down, a most unusual group of visitors knocked at the door of Inniora’s parents’ home. Hualiama was convinced they had been forewarned of the approach of Dragons, but the Isles custom was to pretend joyful surprise at the unexpected visit while frantic preparations doubtless proceeded in the kitchen. The ruddy light reflected off the great, burgundy-coloured sondori trees behind the house, and warmed the great, exposed log beams of the frame and the whitewashed walls. Cosy. She had always loved this place. 
 
    The door banged open. “Inniora! Hualiama!” boomed Master Ga’athar, gathering them one into each arm and doing his best to squeeze them breathless. 
 
    “Mistress Yualiana!” cried Lia, clasping the tall Fra’aniorian matron into a spontaneous hug. 
 
    The woman stiffened, but suddenly unbent and ruffled Lia’s hair fondly. “So, petal, what’s all this cheek and nonsense? Rumour is that you’ve been promoted to a leader of nations. Couldn’t just send a teensy message scroll around the Isles, could you? Do I need to belt that Dragon of yours with my rolling pin?” 
 
    Hualiama laughed happily. “Maybe the day after tomorrow. Mistress –” 
 
    “Yualiana, please.” 
 
    “Dad, Mom, we need a huge favour,” said Inniora. 
 
    “Who are all these beauties?” Ga’athar inquired, earning himself a fond clip about the earhole from his wife. With a cheerful babble and kafuffle, the women filed into the kitchen and took seats around the table, generously laden with snacks, fruit and breads, while the Dragonesses settled just outside, one flaming eye peering between the open shutters of each kitchen window. 
 
    “Tuck in,” Yualiana urged. “We were just sitting down for a meal.” 
 
    Liar. Lia could not keep from grinning as the inevitable rush of compliments made Yualiana blush. 
 
    Dozens of barefoot children always seemed to be bursting out of the rafters of this house. Ja’al had five sisters and six brothers, several of whom were married and lived nearby with their families, and with Inniora’s two sets of twins thrown into the bargain, Ga’athar and Yualiana’s home quickly became overrun. Explanations flew here and there while his younger sisters cooed and exclaimed over the assorted Queens and Empresses, and four teenage boys just sat on the edge of their loft bedroom and gaped unashamedly at Imaytha. ‘Is she real?’ one of them muttered. Hualiama bounced Bithinia, Inniora’s one year-old girl, on her knee. The girl gurgled as she cocooned herself in long, crinkly hanks of blonde-and-blue hair. 
 
    Eventually, Master Ga’athar clapped his hands. “Silence! Silence in the court! So, everyone’s excited. Children, go outside and play with the nice Dragons. Don’t get eaten. Lia, petal, we need to talk. Did I hear you proposing to half-destroy my house so that your brother, Prince Elki, can bridenap Saori?” 
 
    “Ooh,” sighed every teenage girl in the room. The boys shuffled excitedly. 
 
    Hualiama smiled at him. “Aye, Master Ga’athar. The Lost Islands treasuries promise to cover any damage.” 
 
    “You could probably buy this Island, petal,” Yualiana put in primly. 
 
    “And, you’re asking for permission to house fifty-odd Dragons and Riders around Ya’arriol in the old Dragon roosts?” the Master pressed. 
 
    “Aye, Master.” 
 
    Now, his heavy brows beetled as if a pair of furry dragonets were preparing to wage war across his brow. “And did I catch a hint about you marrying that Grandion? Twice? The old ears must be deceiving me. Petal, you’ve always been a bit of a different breeze around the Islands –” he quelled the yells of laughter around the room with a stern glare “– I say! Does the word ‘forbidden’ mean nothing to you? Taboo? What spawns such a brand of ralti-stupid, Island-shaking nonsense in that pretty head of yours?” His growling gathered force. “Lia, why do you insist upon shaking out the fabric of our Island-World and turning its most essential, sacred traditions upon their heads?” 
 
    “I did hear a rumour about Human-Dragons,” Yualiana put in. “Dragons assuming Human form and spying upon Human affairs? King Chalcion was livid – understandably.” 
 
    “This is a little different,” Imaytha noted. Her musical voice stilled the kitchen as if an enchanted songbird had unexpectedly come home to roost. “Master Ga’athar, upon the honour of Immadia, I declare that there are two Dragonesses sitting at this table as we speak. Zanya is an Ice-Blue Dragoness and Hualiama is a Star Dragoness. This is no trick of magic. Hualiama tells me you know of the prophecy.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    So forbidding was his voice and so deeply furrowed his brow, Hualiama wanted to sink away beneath her seat. As Imaytha explained about the third race, all she could think was that these people had been family to her, and she was about to rip that apart and cast their love into the Cloudlands. Ga’athar and Yualiana would never understand. They were too hidebound, too wrapped up for too long in Fra’anior’s complex interplay between Humans and Dragons. They disliked the idea of Dragon Riders. Shapeshifters? An Isle too far. 
 
    Worse, she sensed the rising of Amaryllion’s fires within her as she glanced briefly about the room. There was potential here. 
 
    In a second, though, Yualiana moved behind her, glaring at Master Ga’athar as she slipped her arms about Hualiama’s neck. “There now, you great, gabbling ralti sheep, the poor petal’s trembling like a reed caught in a thunderstorm.” The Master made to speak, but his wife snapped, “Ga’athar! Just you wipe that – that beastly look – aye, that one! Off your face. Now! Don’t you understand what a risk our Hualiama is taking? Saving our Cluster from a madwoman is like plucking a few fireflowers compared to the prospect of losing our love, and she has lost so much already. Promise me!” 
 
    He growled, “Yualiana –” 
 
    “You promised!” 
 
    “Aye.” He shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and pinned Lia with a look that swung from glare to amusement in the space between heartbeats. “Yualiana’s right. Just takes an old man a bit of time to get used to having his brain turned into prekki-fruit mush by the likes of you, girl. Again.” He waved his hand resignedly. “Go ahead. Mush and mash away. I’m ready.” 
 
    Two minutes and a few arrangements later, the Master’s eyes snapped up to the loft room. “Boys! Get down here and no peeping down her shield!” 
 
    “Aw, Dad …” 
 
    “I raised you better than that!” 
 
    Four openly sulky teenage boys descended the ladder to join the chaos in the kitchen below. Hualiama completed undressing behind her optical shield, which left only her head and feet visible. Useful skill for changing in a pinch. 
 
    She said, Zanya, don’t you dare. You’d rip the roof off. 
 
    Zanya swallowed hard. I … how do you control these fires, Princess? 
 
    Not easily. Slow breaths, in and out. 
 
    Her Dragoness chuckled, Were those boys peeking down your top, Humansoul? 
 
    Aye, Dragonsoul. Do me a favour. Once we’ve transformed, catch them and give them each a kiss, with my warmest compliments. She focussed inwardly. I think, and become … 
 
    Two seconds later, Ga’athar yelped, “Fra’anior’s holy beard! I wasn’t ready for that!” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Beds Dangling over Islands 
 
      
 
    Before dawn The following morning, Dragoness-Lia stirred to the sound of a scratching at her shutters. Saori slept abed, sharing head-to-toe with Naoko and Fumiko, while the Dragoness had curled up on a circular rug on the floor. Indeed, the whole house slept. 
 
    The firebird. 
 
    Silently, the Dragoness reached up to slip the catch. A beak poked in. Trri-wirrll? 
 
    Coming. 
 
    With all the draconic stealth she was learning, Hualiama stole out of the bedroom and pressed the shutter shut behind her. The bird darted away at once. Grief, it was fast. 
 
    The Dragoness propelled her body along a cool forest path, brushing past many flowering bushes and crossing a small dell before diving into the deeper undergrowth beyond. Flashes of orange and her long, sensitive nostrils kept her on the hunt – although her Dragon brain was gladly evaluating the edible properties of the bird, which was not the point, she warned herself sternly. Here and there, amidst the dense, dewy tropical plants, she caught hints that this was an old, now unused trail. 
 
    Ya’arriol’s Human village stood on the eastern flank of the Island, overlooking Ha’athior in the distance. Behind was a low ridge; ahead of her, a four-mile drop into the Cloudlands. But the indefatigable bird led her on a merry chase two or three miles beyond the village, whereupon it dropped down onto a cliff path and began to leap from ledge to ledge, flying poorly. A tan cliff goat burst away before Hualiama’s nose, squealing in terror – yum! Ignore her stomach’s wild yammering. She smelled all the familiar vines and plants of her first trip up, and down, an Island cliff. Memories crashed over her. Ra’aba’s sneer. Falling into the ruddy suns-set. Flailing. Knowing she would die, until a tiny set of paws reached out and snaffled her to safety. 
 
    She did not know how long she had clambered along the cliff, unseeing, when the bird turned into a narrow crevice, and vanished. 
 
    Lia plunged after without pause. 
 
    Magic tingled over her scales. Another barrier. A third! She yelped as a sharp series of prickles accosted her, but before any danger threatened, the barrier shimmered and she heard a clicking noise ahead. A door? A draconic portal, alive with magic! 
 
    Should have taken due care … but here, the firebird stopped, and sang her another pretty tune as Hualiama gazed about curiously. A roost? She had never seen one quite as well-guarded with enchantments as this, and she was certain she did not understand one hundredth of the portal magic she detected. Did she hear running water? 
 
    As the bird finished singing, the clicking sound repeated. The firebird looked significantly at her, chirruped once as if to suggest its job was done, and departed. Lia said, Uh … thanks. 
 
    Walking up to shimmering, perfectly circular barrier at the end of this short tunnel, the Dragoness paused before touching it with her talon. Repulsed. Istariela, she said aloud. Nothing. Hualiama. Blue-Star. Less than nothing. 
 
    Grrr! 
 
    Island Standard? “I am Hualiama, shell-daughter of Fra’anior and Istariela.” 
 
    Not that either. 
 
    Then, Humansoul laughed quietly. Shine, o Star Dragoness. 
 
    Enrobed in light, she walked unmolested through the portal and entered Istariela’s lair – tiptoed, or tip-taloned, rather. The sandy cavern was simple and homely. Her eyes leaped to an arched doorway in the rear wall. Light flickered kaleidoscopically upon her eager Dragoness-eyes. Passing through, she paused in wonder. A gemstone cavern sang to her. Perhaps a diamond geode, certainly the largest she had ever seen. A kingdom’s wealth studded the walls. To her left paw, a small waterfall dropped over seven steps into a gemstone-fringed pool, but none of that was what catapulted her across the room with a low, anguished cry. 
 
    Two eggs. Two perfect, lustrous Dragon’s eggs nestled in a sandy hollow beside the clear waters, gleaming with the ever-changing light rippling through the waterfall by no mechanism she could discern. Her scalp crawled; fire rocketed down her spine to ignite mayhem in her stomach. She could not touch them. No. Oh, Istariela … oh, Fra’anior! Her eyes could never have their fill of looking. Each egg was small for a Dragon’s egg, as she understood it – why did she still hesitate? 
 
    Because the Island-World held its breath in wonder. 
 
    Hualiama curled her body about the eggs, gasping, Oh, oh my darlings, my poor, lost darlings! 
 
    Mamafire? 
 
    One of the egglings sounded … sleepy. Dreaming, perhaps? 
 
    I’m here. I’ll never leave you again. Oh, how I’ve longed to hold you. From within the egg, a pearlescent white ovoid of approximately two and a half feet in length, came a purring sound of contentment. Hualiama’s crooning vibrated the eggs as she clutched them desperately against her belly. Sweet fires, dear fires, let me sing to thee. 
 
    The other egg, a light jade-green with swirling patterns in its surface, jiggled slightly against her scales. A wave of peace warmed her mind. A gentle, powerful draconic soul lived within, she sensed. A Dragoness would warm her eggs with her fire, but Hualiama did not have proper command of that facility as yet. Instead she held them and sang, and sang, until the day was long and she realised she must return to make wedding preparations. 
 
    Before leaving, she explored the remainder of the roost. Behind the waterfall room was a small but rich hoard of gemstones and gold, and beyond that again, access to a gleaming vein of gold. Her shell-mother had prepared well. How could she leave them after this? Shell-sister. Shell-brother. Yet Fra’anior must not know about this place until she was certain she could move them. 
 
    As she departed, she wept for that draconic emotion called grief-of-joy, which she had never understood so poignantly as at this moment. 
 
    Then, she whirled on a brass dral and dashed inside again. Of course he’d understand. The Great Onyx knew about her and loved her. He’d love his other shell-children, too. Only – would she have to wait three thousand years to have a brother and sister? 
 
    Cradling the perfect shells one with each forearm, she thumped her nose against the barrier. What? 
 
    Suddenly, the eggs seemed to weigh a tonne each; Hualiama almost fumbled her prizes. Tried again. Aye, they could not be taken back through the barrier, and the magic she sensed operating here was like nothing she had ever known. Istariela’s fingerprint? This would require investigation. 
 
    What bitter, bitter melancholy! 
 
    “Great leaping Islands, and the eggs beneath them!” she snorted, departing with a bounce she realised was the expression of her hearts’ hope. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Well before dawn, a fleet of fifty Fra’aniorian Dragonships bearing soldiers and spectators, accompanied by twenty-five burly male Dragons including Affurion and Grandion, and four hundred royal soldiers in full parade livery, descended upon a suspiciously sleepy village on Ya’arriol’s eastern periphery. In the pre-dawn, not even a striped mouse stirred. No peripols called. Several sneaky white-winged dragonets did not make a peep. One could almost – almost – believe the village lay under a sleeping spell. 
 
    All in all, very suspicious. 
 
    Grandion, in Human guise, flashed a grin at the nervy Prince. “Let the theatre commence, eh, Prince Elki?” 
 
    He gulped. “Fine for you to say. This is the bit where I get the stuffing beaten out of me by a gorgeous but totally ruthless woman-warrior –” 
 
    The Tourmaline showed him one hundred highly polished fangs. “Oh? We’ve laid plans, my Prince.” 
 
    Elki mopped his sweating forehead. “I trust you, Dragon.” 
 
    “This is not half as dangerous as, say, stowing away on your sister’s Dragonship.” 
 
    “Fine!” 
 
    The elite forces of Fra’anior crept between the bushes, along stone walls and through vegetable and ornamental gardens. Checking doorways. Hushing hounds. Slowly, inevitably, they surrounded a large, traditional house situated toward the centre of the village where, Grandion suspected, absolutely no-one was asleep, except for Saori, who might have had help courtesy of Hualiama implementing a little magical routine the expert medical Dragoness, Sunfyora, had worked out. 
 
    Burliki winked at him. Alright, Tourmaline. Show us what your Human’s made of. 
 
    Garbed in all the traditional weaponry and finery this tradition demanded, Elki could hardly help jingling like a walking treasury as he marched through the village. Grandion moved a step behind, hulking behind the slender Prince like a Dragon shadowing his prey. He chuckled privately at the allusion. No Fra’aniorian warrior had ever filled out a uniform like he did, the Master-at-Arms had complimented him. Those female soldiers he had met on the flight over to Ya’arriol agreed unequivocally. 
 
    How Hualiama would gnash her fangs in a suitably jealous rage! 
 
    Striding up to Master Ga’athar’s door with Elki just a step behind, Grandion slammed his fist against the doorpost. Blam-blam-blam! He Storm-roared, “Open up in the name of Prince Elka’anor, potentate of Fra’anior!” 
 
    “Never!” Master Ga’athar shouted from within. “We are but simple Islanders. We beg you, o most noble of Princes –” 
 
    Elki kicked the door violently. “Open up, old man! For I have come to take your daughter, the beauteous maiden Saori, to wife, and I shall not depart this Isle until I have her enchained in my Dragonship!” 
 
    “My precious child is abed, asleep, as are all girls of chaste and noble disposition at such an unworthy hour!” roared Ga’athar. “Be off with you, brigands! Leave us be!” 
 
    The Prince declared, “I shall never desist. Kick the door down, man!” 
 
    Grandion pounded the door with carefully calculated force. “It is locked and barred from the inside, my Lord!” 
 
    “Then I, Prince Elka’anor, shall smash it down. Give me your hammer, soldier!” 
 
    On the Dragonships nearby, hundreds of greybeards of Fra’anior would be watching and evaluating proceedings. So far, all was good. The door-thumping gained favourable comments, as did Elki’s ‘taking charge’ of the situation and thrusting aside the most mountainous soldier one particularly vocal – and inebriated – member of the audience had ever seen. 
 
    From within, Grandion heard a muffled female voice exclaim, “Who the – I’m – mmm!” 
 
    Chained by one hand to the bed, aye – Hualiama’s meticulous planning. A nod in the direction of keeping Elki’s head upon his shoulders lest his intended grow overly feisty. The very next second, a realistic scream echoed from within the bedchamber. “Oh, mercy! Save us! ’Tis the dread Prince Elka’anor!” 
 
    Lia again. Grandion stood aside as Elki snatched up the largest war-hammer they had been able to find at the Armoury, a castoff of Chago’s, and set about demolishing the door with a great deal more zeal than efficiency. On cue, more screams erupted from inside the house. Yualiana led the children out of the back at a run where they ‘escaped’ with a neighbour’s help, while Master Ga’athar attempted to barricade the doorway with various bits of old wood, broken furniture and a few cast-off saucepans for good measure. 
 
    The ready availability of such instruments might lead a Dragon to believe these Islanders were more than prepared for such events. 
 
    Cue mayhem. Grandion’s part called for him to encourage the Prince, so he proceeded to bellow fulsome praises of Elki’s efforts, which had progressed to accidentally destroying the lintel and part of the kitchen wall, using various colourful and vulgar imprecations lifted from ballads that were fit to make a Dragon blush, never mind a Human. All the while, Master Ga’athar responded to the hullabaloo with curses and entreaties of his own. 
 
    Eventually, Elki won through the doorway and past the irate ‘father’ to the bedroom, where Saori promptly bruised his jaw with her heel and Hualiama set about the Prince with the traditional broomstick, beating him back out through the kitchen and over an impressive mound of rubble. He sidestepped smartly by dint of using Grandion for cover, and charged back into the fray, leaving Lia to break the broom over her man-Dragon’s shoulders, which she accomplished with aplomb and no lack of zeal. 
 
    Grr, Grandion teased Lia, good-humouredly, prodding her in the ribs with a cunning forefinger. She squealed as if she had been attacked by a swarm of wasps. 
 
    Mmm, by his wings, this was starting to give a Dragon ideas … 
 
    Is that so, Mister Dragon? Lia chuckled, belting him with the remaining piece of her broom. 
 
    Grandion shattered her weapon with his fist. “Enough of that.” 
 
    “Oh, a masterful blow!” screamed one of the greybeards. 
 
    Thrusting Lia aside, the Tourmaline now pushed his way through the kitchen, breaking a few more staged planks and casting down scraps of iron with enormous clangour. He charged into the bedroom, where the Prince had managed to manacle Saori’s left foot to the bedpost, but his wife-to-be appeared to be more than capable of strangling the purple-faced Prince with her remaining free leg. 
 
    Lia kicked him in the shin. “Alright, don’t get overexcited now. The window.” 
 
    “Aarrgh, save me,” spluttered the Prince. 
 
    “At once, Milord!” the Dragon bellowed happily. Plucking Elki up by the seat of his trousers and the scruff of his neck to free him from Saori’s stranglehold, Grandion swung about and hurled him through the shutters. 
 
    Ah, tradition. 
 
    While Elki ran bellowing through the vegetable garden outside, he captured Hualiama into his arms – she moved just a little too slowly for her own good – and stole a passionate kiss from his squirming beloved. A Dragon could grow used to kissing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “She manacled me to the bed beforehand,” Saori hissed meantime. “Where was that in the script?” 
 
    Grandion produced a roof-lifting version of a Fra’aniorian piratical laugh over Lia’s head, then whispered back, “We changed the script a little. Don’t worry, you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “Changed the script?” Lia inquired icily. 
 
    Blast him, Grandion was huge and apparently carved of bundles of granite. She might as well try to stop a Dragon in full flow. She chuckled wickedly. Then again … a waft of air, and her man-mountain tumbled awkwardly out of the window just as the Prince charged back in through the doorway. He was not the only one with devious plans. The soldiers gaping through the shutters were treated to an epic struggle as Elki dealt with chaining his bride-to-be hand and foot to the bedposts while Lia leaped onto her brother’s back, beating his head uselessly but with great enthusiasm with a rolled-up scroll. 
 
    Grandion chose this moment to dive back in through the window, cracking one of the shutters. He was properly unamused this time, judging by the tone of his roaring and the purple welt developing above his left eye. He thrust a manacle into the Prince’s hand, booming, “My Lord, another chain?” 
 
    “I have my peerless darling secured!” Elki screamed happily, apparently enjoying himself despite the bedraggled state of his finery. Saori kneed him sharply in the ribs. “Oof!” 
 
    “Good! Now, I shall subdue the beauteous Saori’s handmaiden!” thundered the Dragon. 
 
    Subdue her? Nor was that anywhere in the plan! 
 
    Backing away warily, Lia eyed Grandion as he stalked her around the foot of the bed, while Saori rattled her chains and screamed the place down. He lunged! 
 
    She was fast, but the Dragon was a skilled hunter and inescapable in such a small space. Sweeping her off the ground with one stalwart arm, Grandion aimed a kiss that missed and struck her ear. She began to relax, chuckling, “Naughty Dragon want a kiss?” 
 
    “Naughty?” 
 
    Before Lia knew it, Grandion whipped her about in his arms and she felt the cool touch of metal upon her wrists. Manacled! “Grandion, don’t you dare!” Raiding his pockets, he produced a few more pieces of the royal dungeon’s finest metalwork and set about her person with a roguish volley of laughs. “Blast you. Grandion!” She split his lip with her heel and bucked madly where he had tossed her on the foot of the bed, but the Shapeshifter Dragon in an excitable mood was a frighteningly strong beast. She refused to spoil Elki’s show by changing into a Dragoness. “Let me go, you despicable Dragon! Rotten, pesky – Grandion!” 
 
    “Let you go? Why would I ever do that?” 
 
    She gritted her teeth. Manacled at wrist, elbow, ankle and knees, there was not a great deal else she could do. “I am going to hurt you so badly for this!” 
 
    Would turning into a Dragoness shatter the manacles, or constrict her draconic limbs so severely, she’d do herself permanent damage? 
 
    Squeaky-voiced protests aside, Grandion now slung the Empress – whose title and dignity apparently counted for nothing where he was concerned – over his left shoulder, and clambered out between the much-abused shutters, knocking one to the ground by fortunate coincidence. “Away to our transport, my Lord Prince! I have the handmaiden to hand!” 
 
    Lia fumed. Then, as Grandion turned and waggled his fingers, she realised what was afoot. Levitation magic. Elki hefted the entire bed onto his shoulders – a traditionally built, solid jalkwood bedframe that had to weigh at least a tonne – and took his turn clambering through the window while the Dragon at deafening volume proclaimed his everlasting wonder at the Prince’s strength and virility and general fitness to rule, conquer and lay waste to his enemies – which had nothing at all to do with proceedings except in the most lecherous of minds, of which there appeared to be very many up in the Dragonships. A mighty roar of approbation greeted the Prince’s feat of weightlifting prowess as he carried Saori, bed and all, to what should have been his Dragonship, but instead was Burliki the Red. 
 
    Grandion trotted after, getting himself kicked and kneed in the back without pause or mercy, but to no avail. 
 
    Eventually, Lia complained, “Let me go. How dare you chain me?” 
 
    “Be glad I don’t gag you as well,” he sneered. 
 
    “I still have my magic. Troglodyte.” 
 
    “Vapid maiden.” 
 
    “I am not fainting for you. You can forget that, Mister Dragon.” 
 
    Although, there was something disturbingly appealing about being handled quite so effortlessly by this powerful man – in a certain rare context, she decided. Which would never be repeated. Or, she would summarily destroy him and his ultra-burly, epically scrumptious shoulders and jettison the remainder in the nearest volcano. Shameful waste of the shoulders, though. Maybe she’d just occupy herself with a little unsociable drooling instead. Tasty! 
 
    Following the obligatory scene of Master Ga’athar weeping and ranting at the unflinching Prince as he stowed his beloved solicitously between the forepaws of a stolid Dragon, after which the Prince declared his undying love and devotion for Saori and Ga’athar tore his beard and eventually bowed to the inevitable, they took off for the Prince’s high tower and … aye, more captivity. 
 
    Hualiama sighed. 
 
    Once they were well aloft, Prince Elki turned to Grandion. With a wicked grin, he said, “If we just happened to slip away into those clouds up there, you don’t think you and Burliki would be prepared to turn a deaf ear whilst I sally below and … apologise … to Saori?” 
 
    Hualiama gaped. “E-E-Elki!” 
 
    “What?” he shrugged. “It’s just a couple of kisses, sister. Whatever were you thinking?” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You’re blushing,” said her Dragon, leaning over her as he solicitously brushed a strand of hair out of the corner of his mouth, then replaced his fingers with lips that were far too fiery to ever belong to a Human. 
 
    She rattled the manacles. “You men. Dragons, moreover. I can’t believe you. What is this?” 
 
    He said, “Oaths can be like chains, Hualiama. I wanted you to remember what real chains feel like, because this is not how I feel about you.” 
 
    “All … right? One confused girl.” 
 
    “Confused is good.” Cradling her body in his mighty arms as they rode Dragonback through the clouds above Fra’anior Cluster, Grandion kissed her again, lingeringly. “Does this confuse you more, or less?” 
 
    He was melting her with every touch. “More.” 
 
    “I like confused. Too often, it’s you befuddling me. I know that’s an awful confession, but I often feel so very inadequate around you, precious Blue-Star. I’m a rare, powerful Dragon –” 
 
    “Who happened to thrash an Ancient Dragoness to within an inch of her life.” 
 
    “Alright, but you’re Princess of this, Star of that, Empress of another bit and child of the Dragon – The Onyx Dragon himself, Hualiama. I’m just Grandion.” As a man, he had the smiling with his eyes down to absolute perfection. Crinkles. Laughter lines. Composure-wrecking scrumptiousness in quite the manly package. She really should stop drooling. “So, these chains are not about making me feel more masculine, or to proclaim my draconic tyranny, or whatever. I want you to know –” he brushed the point of her nose with a butterfly kiss “– that you need not ever feel enchained by what we share –” now each of her eyes received his attention and her heart threatened to swoon with ecstasy “– do you understand?” 
 
    What she understood was that when he looked deeply into her soul with his gemstone eyes, the chains no longer mattered. They never had. All other sensation faded. They seemed to be rising through the clouds upon an invisible breath of air, not the creaking of Burliki’s might wing strokes, and the mists hid her Island-World – and Elki and Saori’s canoodling – from sight. Rising, like her soul. He had always been the wind buoying her wings, and the suns of her soul. 
 
    He said, “When we were young, we made promises. Oaths of protection, care and aye, love. I realise that now. Oaths are not chains. They convey heart-force, and it takes conscious and unconscious decision-making every day to maintain that force. Unlike physical chains, they cannot easily be cast off. They bind because we want them to.” 
 
    He spoke truths that made her shiver, deep within. How could a Dragon know her like this? How could he speak as lucidly as starlight? 
 
    Stroking her cheek with his fingertips, he added, “You’re afraid.” 
 
    “I’m not –” 
 
    “You are afraid. You fear I’ve a double wedding planned this day.” 
 
    He read her soul like an open scroll. 
 
    “Aye.” Tears threatened; at once, his hands curved to cup her cheeks as a Dragon’s paw had once engulfed her scarred back, long before they understood the fates. Long before they knew – she whispered, “My Dragonlove … I would, so gladly. And I love you as the dawn loves the Islands, but … I also tremble … don’t you see?” 
 
    If his lips burned hers once more, she would do anything for him. He had that power. It was not surrender. It was strength. 
 
    In the graven planes of his face, a playful smile played hide-and-seek with her. Grandion teased her with his nearness, but seemed to understand her febrile state of mind. He said, “What I want of you is far more perilous. It will take time. Years, perhaps. Hualiama is not always about taking time.” They both chuckled harmoniously. “She’s an impetuous, free-spirited soul. Yet she burns like an everlasting wildfire in this Dragon’s third heart, a flame which will always dance and never be extinguished. That is why I chained you this day. So we could have time, just you and me. Even if I must steal an Empress and rob the very heavens to have my wish.” 
 
    Her brilliant smile imperilled his most draconic fires, judging by the heat radiating off his skin. She giggled, “Beast.” 
 
    “Liar.” 
 
    “Tyrant.” 
 
    “I’m a Dragon. Relentless in life, wholehearted in love.” 
 
    What could she say to such a passionate declaration? Hualiama subsided. “I see. So, what would you do with this time, o abductor most pernicious? Because I’m all about peril.” She wriggled enticingly just to see what it might accomplish, and saw his pulse leap in his neck. 
 
    Grandion gulped audibly. “Much more of that, woman, and I’ll combust.” 
 
    “It’s deathly dangerous to romance a Dragoness.” 
 
    Valued in her vulnerability. This moment, this tiny glimpse into the future of their love was not a place of terrors, but the flowering of a soul’s joy so unspeakable it was almost sacred, moving Hualiama as if her soul rode upon the billows of volcanic winds, with a sensation where rising and falling existed synonymously, and the most conflicting of emotions made perfect sense. 
 
    Love was the profoundest magic of all. 
 
    At length, he rumbled, “I would embark upon the ascending fire-promises with thee, o Blue-Star of promise, o pride and joy of Fra’anior himself. Wilt thou be mine, the song of my wings and the fires of my third heart, from this day forth until eternity meets the final flight of our souls?” 
 
    The draconic equivalent of marriage! What a roaring filled her ears, as if all seven of Fra’anior’s throats thundered in triumphant celebration! 
 
    Her voice hardly seemed her own as she breathed, “You’re … inviting me?” 
 
    “Aye. We’ve already started, as you know. Backward as it may be, I still wanted to ask you formally, even if it must be after the fact. It seemed proper, and honouring to you.” 
 
    “A Dragon must do things properly,” she chuckled, in mock-pompous tones. 
 
    “And?” 
 
    Melted by the igneous gaze of her cherished Dragon, there could be but one reply. Hualiama stammered, “Grandion of Gi’ishior – you are my forever-Prince. I gladly will, with all of my heart – hearts, and … both souls, Human and Dragon.” 
 
    His tears splashed heatedly upon her cheek. Thou, the guiding star of my heart. 
 
    She breathed back, Thou, the verimost song of my soul. 
 
    All became the fires of promise. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Red Dragon soared half a mile above the Dragonship fleet, his flight traced in circular rainbows that kept bursting from his back to shower the wedding convoy in prismatic light. The suns rose over the volcano, ruddy and glorious, the breath of life to his world. 
 
    Flicker sighed. Everything was right – well, bar Numistar. She would return, as she must. The First Egg might reside once more in the Natal cave, but it could not safely remain there. 
 
    Then, he heard the Dragonsong of promise. 
 
    Velvety and exhilarating, it washed over the fleet, causing every Dragon present to look up and every Human to bend ear. Many of the old-timers were merrily ensconced in their flagons of a most excellent vintage berry-wine, but they gazed upward as a song akin to the very voice of creation shivered their souls. 
 
    In the blink of a dragonet’s secondary membranes, the clouds ripped apart, burning upon everyone’s memory the indelible image of a badly behaved Prince abed with his beloved five miles above a blazing caldera, and above them, like a crown of intertwined diamonds and tourmaline gemstones, a coruscating blaze of light that rapidly expanded, obscuring even the dawning suns in their brilliance. 
 
    Flicker trilled ecstatically. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That night, in a private ceremony attended by the Dragon Riders, Dragons, the warriors of Naoko’s people of the East, and a few select royals, the Prince of Fra’anior exchanged the time-honoured handfasting vows with Saori. This Eastern ceremony was a ritual over one thousand years old. They danced the sword dances as man and wife; Saori performed an exquisite tea ceremony for the Prince, and Elki sang two poignant love arias picked from the Fra’aniorian repertoire, one solo and one with the help of his brothers and sisters. Lia and Shyana danced the Flame Cycle for the couple – exactly as she had feared, Lia ignited at the emotional climax of the piece. She managed to damage only her own costume and contained her blushes inside a glittering opacity shield extended about her body. Then, she twirled into a spontaneous mid-air solo piece. 
 
    Sometimes she danced; other times, the dance swept her away. 
 
    The following morning, the Fra’aniorian dramaturgy swung into its most histrionic mode, with the bride’s family, fictional and actual, arriving en masse to demand redress from the King of Fra’anior. In reams of the most epic verse. With floods of tears, maledictions expressed in poetic couplets, the waving of weapons and many threats of reprisals. Dragons roaring. Spontaneous bouts of fisticuffs. The traditional reeking, geriatric uncle almost absconding with the bride to the fervent applause of his septuagenarian peers. The bride-tossing. The tearful vows emerging from within a pile of chains under which Saori could barely stagger, let alone actually walk. 
 
    Eventually, to absolutely no-one’s surprise except Flicker and his dumbfounded squeaks of astonishment, everyone made friends with everyone else and three days of riotous feasting kicked off in sumptuous style. During this time the dragonet discovered the joys of the Palace’s special celebration berry wine, embarrassed everyone by starting a burping contest with a cohort of tipsy Royal Guards in a corner of the magnificent banqueting hall, and almost drowned whilst carousing in a laver of fifty year-old royal brandy with Gracewing and three other dragonets. 
 
    Hualiama dragged the protesting ruffian off by his tail and cured his inebriation by the diligent application of a lightning bolt to his scaly rump. 
 
    Aye, the greybeards agreed, it was a wedding that would go down in legend. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: Tourmaline Trickery 
 
      
 
    “ALRIGHT, YOU TOURMALINE trickster. I believe you’ve covered all of the issues, major and minor.” 
 
    “And miniscule. Good. Can we finally fly?” 
 
    Grandion fixed his most menacing fiery eyeball upon the Dragonfriend, convinced that further protests were at hand. Sure enough, she whirled upon her heel to add, “Affurion, can you please ask Jin and Isiki to be ready with the revisions to the Protocols upon my return? And could you paw through the Lost Islands’ finances one more time, to see if we’ve missed so much as a brass dral? Could you look in at Ya’arriol and see that the Dragon Riders are settled, and contributing to Isles life?” 
 
    “All shall be as you wish, Empress,” Affurion said firmly. “Now –” 
 
    “And, Grand – urk.” From within his paw, her muffled voice emerged, “Excuse me, I wasn’t finished. I demand respect.” 
 
    “Demand all you like. I’ll respectfully drag you off in chains,” growled the Dragon. “Again.” 
 
    She tittered, “I’ll just dazzle your disbelieving eyes and slip away. Again.” 
 
    “I will tenderly encase your allegedly dazzling starlight in a tourmaline fist the size of Fra’anior Cluster, and whisk you away to anywhere I so please in the Island-World. Again.” 
 
    “I will dance rings around your valiant, incredibly sexy and ultimately futile flailings. Again.” 
 
    “And I will –” 
 
    “SILENCE!” roared Affurion, rolling his eye-fires drolly. “If I don’t see two very small specks heading over the southern horizon within a pawful of minutes, I will insist that the white menace accompanies you. Romance? Poof. Companionable silences? Poof. Vexation levels? Gnnnarrr!” 
 
    “Hmm,” mused Grandion’s paw. “He’s eloquent when he’s angry.” 
 
    “Indeed,” agreed the owner of said paw, spreading his wings. With a snap of his thigh muscles, he dove away from the peak of Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron’s mountain. He had no need to see her expression to know his girl was sulking very unconvincingly in her entrapment. 
 
    Suns-set fired the skies beyond the lowering Yellow Moon, casting the Island-realms south of Fra’anior Cluster into a gloomy partial eclipse, while the volcano itself stood lit in austere grandeur. His wings pounded the air in a joyous sprint to the South, shooting them away so fast that the Lost Islands seemed to depart rapidly in the opposite direction. Hualiama emerged between his knuckles through a gap perhaps left on purpose, gladly laughing as she hung head down four miles above the Cloudlands, gulping in the cool evening air. 
 
    “If we see a trader Dragonship, can I give them a small list of details I’ve –” 
 
    “NO!” 
 
    “Just tugging your wings, Grandion. Hmm. Imagine being Empress of a walking realm? I can just set up my dominion wherever I feel like it. I suppose there’s a few thousand Dragons to consider, mind, and – do you think the Haters will stage a revolt while I’m gone?” 
 
    “Yiisuriel promised to keep a fiery eyeball on matters.” 
 
    “Good. One teensy correction, however. She doesn’t have eyes. Doesn’t need them. Nor did you, mind.” 
 
    “You prattle worse than a dragonet,” he teased. 
 
    Softly, she replied, “Do you realise how long it’s been since you and I were off adventuring on our own, Grandion? Just the two of us?” 
 
    “Aye, I do.” Grandion gulped as a note of thick emotion entered his voice. “That’s why I planned this surprise. And no, I didn’t pack any chains, blindfolds or even a random geriatric uncle.” 
 
    Hualiama laughed brightly, scrambling up to his elbow. “Drat. Fancy forgetting to pack a lecherous uncle? Silly you.” 
 
    Plucking up the girl in his free paw, Grandion flicked her upward and ahead of him. The ferocious speed of their passage brought her neatly down toward his spine spikes, but being Hualiama, she did not land where he expected. Wrapping herself in an aerodynamic shield, she landed nimbly upon his left shoulder, before turning to face the horizon with him, letting her long hair whip about in the breeze as her bare feet balanced upon the rippling, armoured mound of his major flight muscles. 
 
    Just when he thought she was about to start dancing, she said, Oh, mercy, there’s an idea. What if we modified your aerodynamic constructs like this? 
 
    Grandion’s wings stiffened into planks. What? 
 
    No, more like … this? 
 
    Magic tingled around his wingtips. The Dragon crooked his neck to stare at his beloved in bemusement. I’m cruising! How did you – you little mischief! His bugle of disbelief triggered the tumbling-waterfall merriment of her laughter. I’m cruising at over thirty leagues per hour! How did you do that? 
 
    Well, the magical output is prohibitive, but it’s sustainable for a few hours, I’d say. 
 
    Quit making me one of your engineering projects. 
 
    But Grandion … she pouted charmingly. 
 
    How did she flip his hearts about every time like that juggler he’d seen performing at her brother’s wedding? Every wing-shivering time! He growled, Aaargh, you’re such a – such a – 
 
    Girl? Oops. Forgot to pack the demure, submissive me. Please, please forgive my impertinence, o dreadful, noble and might I add, devastatingly handsome Tourmaline Dragon. Polish your scales with my hair? Drop tasty titbits onto your grateful tongue? Sing you interminable ballads to make the leagues pass more agreeably? 
 
    His smoky laughter carried them for many a mile. Hualiama did not enquire again about their destination, even though he knew the question must soon scald her tongue. Instead, they spoke about the battles that had been, and about her losses. Such a terrace lake of pain suppressed behind her unrelenting work ethic. So many burdens. Was a Dragon not born to carry his wingéd beloved’s burdens as if they were his own? Then, he told her much about his own shell-parents, including many things she had not, in her youngest years, necessarily understood or appreciated. 
 
    The Cloudlands slipped away endlessly beneath his wings. 
 
    She fell silent, and curled up beside the saddlebags. Soon, the Dragon heard her breathing change. Did she dream once more? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama awoke, stretching luxuriously and yawning to pop her ears as Grandion descended toward the tail end of a crescent of Islands she belatedly recognised, from her cartographical knowledge, as Yaya Loop. 
 
    “Good evening, Princess,” rumbled the Dragon. 
 
    “I slept – what? How long?” 
 
    “Almost a full twenty-seven hours,” he said. “Didn’t want to disturb.” 
 
    “You hypnotised me!” 
 
    The Dragon said, “I shall say this: what do you get if you combine a Dragon’s Highway, special aerodynamic, temperature-optimised and sound-dampening shielding, design courtesy of a fetchingly cheeky Princess I once met inside a mountain, and a stubborn lump of granite who has overworked herself with such exceeding unreason that she falls into a stupor, mid-sentence?” 
 
    “Ah …” 
 
    “Exactly. Say, ‘Thank you for helping me rest, Grandion.’ ” 
 
    “Mnnrrr-umm thanks,” she mumbled, colouring. When last had she slept an entire day away? Lia felt no better; on the contrary, she felt muzzy and disoriented. 
 
    The Tourmaline, to her annoyance, was chirpy and talkative. Once she summoned her Dragoness, however, she discovered an advantage of Shapeshifting. Dragonsoul was well rested, even perkier than the Dragon and ready to join him for a little hunting practice at Yaya Loop. 
 
    Fra’anior to Yaya in a day was a decent run, even for a Dragon. He must have averaged well over twenty leagues per hour, a cracking flying pace – but her gemstone-scaled suitor had not often been one to shirk a challenge, especially not if there might be a cute Dragoness to impress. Accordingly, Hualiama drew herself up and decided to impress him with her hunting prowess. 
 
    Low. Soft paws. You sound like a crackling bonfire, said Grandion, still ribbing her after an hour spent stalking fruitlessly through the tangled jungles of Yaya Loop. Men here were savages and cannibals, but even they were not foolish enough to disturb hunting Dragons, despite that Hualiama had already set off two of their cunningly concealed traps. 
 
    Fine for a fat old slug-guts, she snarled. 
 
    What? 
 
    That wild pig you just turned up your snooty muzzle at. 
 
    Pork. Far too fatty, sniffed the Dragon, as Lia congratulated herself on escaping a thrashing. That was close. He said, There. How’s about that reticulated python? Tasty meat, nice and lean, and already packed in a shape the slides down the gullet. Snake meat is delicious. Fetch, hatchling. 
 
    Fetch? Was she a trained hound? 
 
    Lia wagged her tail at Grandion. Woof. 
 
    He pretended to leer very stupidly at her. Woof yourself, scaly beauty! Hualiama purred happily. Would you like to hear a joke? How do you make a Dragon say, ‘woof?’ 
 
    Umm … 
 
    Pour oil over him and light him with a fireball. WOOF! 
 
    Islands’ sakes, you just scared off dinner. And, that’s a terrible joke. 
 
    Grandion aimed a talon peremptorily at the thick thorn bushes. Fetch … please. 
 
    Great. Turning it into a request really changed the perception that she was an animal. Hualiama stalked stiff-legged into the prickly burgundy shrubbery, following a retreating tail. Now, how did a Dragoness deal with one of these? That snake was no stripling. It was a twenty-five foot, fully grown reticulated python that could have supped on three of her Human for dinner. 
 
    As if, snorted Humansoul. Remember, there’s a Nuyallith form called ‘dicing python steaks’. 
 
    Liar. Ouch! 
 
    Stumbling over another of their infernal traps, Lia found her left wingtip clamped between a nasty set of hinged teeth. Coils exploded out of the leaves at her feet. The python! 
 
    For a few seconds, all was chaos. She tried to leap free, wrenched her wing very effectively, and found the python had already clamped one coil around her middle. She bit down. Oh no. Her muzzle was too small to gain purchase. Grandion, Grandion – shake a wing! I’m trapped! 
 
    Oh come on, he said lazily. Dragoness versus snake? No contest. Dragoness wins every time. 
 
    The Star Dragoness could not see her big, brave protector through the trees. Biting, spinning and clawing as best she could at the band of iron-like muscle busy trying to squeeze her innards out of her ears, she succeeded heroically in winding herself further up in the snake’s coils. Head! Bite! No, that was the tail. Now, the python shifted and the muscles rippled with a powerful peristaltic movement around her torso. Heavens, it hurt! 
 
    Change, I’m smaller, Humansoul ordered. 
 
    I’m winning this battle! 
 
    Grandion’s snout pushed through the foliage. Having a touch of trouble dealing with our prey? 
 
    Freaking thing’s – twice – my size! gasped Lia. Thanks for not helping. 
 
    Bite the head. Quickly. 
 
    I’ll bite your – she was seeing black spots before her eyes as the python bore down relentlessly. Hualiama felt as if she were trapped in a nightmare of greased hawsers trying to strangle her to death. She just could not get a grip on the beast. Her tiny hatchling talons scrabbled uselessly against its scaly back, while the python seemed to be everywhere at once. 
 
    Grandion assisted by chortling at her increasingly desperate efforts and offering sage advice. You’re eating it alive, Blue-Star. Keep on going. Almost there. 
 
    Gnarrr-ARRRGGGH!! 
 
    With a fierce roar, Hualiama shut her eyes and instinctively called to her starlight. Whomp! The snake fell limp. 
 
    Grandion promptly stopped laughing. 
 
    Glare! Challengingly, she said, Chargrilled python steaks served with extra sizzle, o Dragon most gallant and noble? 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon stared at her fiercely lifted brow, and her undoubtedly blazing eyes. He nodded slightly. Bottom of the class for technique, Star Dragoness. But, top marks for presentation. This is just how I love python meat – crispy on the outside and succulent on the inside. 
 
    Then I hope it slithers down your throat and ties knots in your sophistic intestines! she snarled, aiming a lightning-swift nip at his muzzle. Being mister fire-stuffed male Dragon, the Tourmaline did not even begin to flinch. 
 
    Share fresh kill with me, Dragoness. Grandion flicked out his fore-talon. As your King said at the banquet, shall I do the carving? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Snarky Dragon. Sweet, though. He fed her from his talon tips, a Dragonish courtship ritual, checked every inch of her body – not without ulterior motive, she suspected, earning a quirky snigger from her inner Human as Grandion’s snuffling about tickled her stomach unbearably – and then found them a comfortable, dry cave to rest within. 
 
    The following morning, she made a better showing of hunting and slaying a small bush gazelle, and after she had declared herself sated on the dainty portion of tenderloin Grandion prepared for her, watched with mild amazement as he tossed the rest down his capacious maw and declared that three or four more gazelle would do nicely, thank you! 
 
    “Fetch, please?” she growled. 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon stretched his spine lazily. “Thank you for offering, my precious fire-heart.” 
 
    Gnarr! 
 
    Then, they arrowed onward on a heading for Jeradia. 
 
    Jeradia? The Island of giants was famously fissured rajal country. Their primary export was said to be mercenary muscle. The tribes had recently been subdued and organised by a King Yanxion, a name which sounded patterned upon Dragon names. Intriguing. Jeradia was also called the gateway to the South, as its forbidding massif stood at the junction of major trade routes with Sylakia, the Western Isles and the sprawling Southern Archipelago, a wilderness of mostly unknown Islands covering an immense sweep all the way over to the East and Shinzen’s former domain. 
 
    Working her wings to keep up with Grandion, Hualiama said, “So, is Jeradia our final destination?” 
 
    “What happened to that firebird you almost buried at the Palace?” Grandion batted her question back, not without a sly wink. 
 
    Pensively, she described her discovery of Istariela’s eggs, bidding him swear to keep their existence and location secret. That led to a morning-long discussion about what do with the First Egg, and fruitless speculation about what Numistar was plotting and when she might return. No Dragon patrol had seen her since her ignominious defeat. 
 
    Toward noon, the pair of Dragons skirted a feisty squall that forced them to ascend to a height of three leagues above the Cloudlands. Beneath the crescent Jade Moon, Hualiama saw the jutting outline of Jeradia Island for the first time, and noted a resemblance so strong it seemed almost split away from Fra’anior Cluster, divided by a master talon stroke of the Great Onyx. The cliffs were sheer and tall, black granite speckled with sparkling fluorite extrusions and from this great distance, the white threads of Cloudlands-bound torrents. Beyond the cliffs? Mountains. Mountains to the horizon, surmounting the spine of Jeradia like a sleeping Land Dragon bearing a wildly stellate carapace. White clouds lapping at Jeradia’s skirts made it appear even more like a monster slumbering upon the roof of a mysterious realm. She recalled Yiisuriel describing a mighty under-Cloudlands trench bordering Jeradia to the North, which the Air Breathers could not cross and even Land Dragons skirted, in the main, due to its powerful riptides. 
 
    Perhaps Jeradia was a suitable hiding place for the First Egg? 
 
    The cliff barrier rose before them as the afternoon drew on; from first sighting, it was three hours of steady, Hualiama hatchling-speed flying to the Island itself. Grandion angled their flight a few compass points west of due south, bringing them in toward what Hualiama saw as the westernmost tip of the southward-pointing, roughly wedge-shaped Island. The new capital city, Jos, lay in the far southeast of the Island, perhaps thirty or forty leagues distant. 
 
    The black, grey and tan mountainscape, broken by tumbling patches of dense jungle, unfurled steadily as the Dragons glided toward the Island. Uninhabited. Brooding. A sense of destiny zinged into her veins, catching Hualiama wing-napping. She hurriedly smoothed out her wingbeat. Dragon emotions were like being battered by unexpected squalls made of molten lava. 
 
    What was it about this jag-toothed wilderness that drew her? 
 
    Grandion must know her rising excitement by her wingbeat and hearts-rate and many physiological factors besides, but he maintained an inscrutable mien as he led them to a landing on what Lia shortly realised was the rim of an active volcano – not a wild, blasting beast like Fra’anior’s caldera, but about a mile and a half below her paws, through the sifting mists, she suddenly saw a most unexpected sight. Green. The cliffs within were not vertical, certainly not as harsh as the volcano’s outward appearance, but they plunged down to a spreading, flowery meadow fed by springs and waterfalls. The meadow abutted a circular mini-crater lake a quarter-mile in diameter, an effulgent jade in colour. Closer to where they alighted upon the northern periphery stood several secondary volcanic cones, perhaps dormant, pockmarked with caves suited to making Dragon roosts, she supposed, and bearded with khaki vines and burgundy bushes. The area around the cones was cracked and steaming with multiple fumaroles and open, lava-weeping crevasses. 
 
    He nuzzled her neck, and she knew. 
 
    Still, she squeaked, “Grandion …” 
 
    “Aye?” 
 
    “What is this?” 
 
    “This is me teaching you how Dragons need to brush up on their standing upon the high places of the Island-World, glaring over their dominions with an air of ineffable majesty –” 
 
    “Grandion, in all seriousness … I love you.” 
 
    “And I, you.” 
 
    Thou, my – um, something especially poetic I can’t think of right now, she laughed, in a daze of bliss. 
 
    Thou art mine, and I, thine. Simplicity itself. He rubbed her neck with his huge muzzle until she made the tiniest growl of impatience. 
 
    “This is the remotest minimally active volcano situated upon or abutting the Jeradian massif,” the Tourmaline Dragon said promptly, his eye-fires seething with barely-contained excitement. His huge paw lifted, sweeping across the view. “It is a natural fortress. There’s fine hunting in the jungles beyond the volcano itself. There are many natural springs – we counted at least ten. The height of the rim wall shelters the caldera from the worst excesses of the weather. It’s irregularly shaped, but generally a Dragon’s length under two miles in diameter. There are deep caves in the base of the southern rim wall and many potential locations for Dragon roosts in those secondary cones, including both hot and cold springs. This, my precious Star Dragoness, is the kind of place where Humans and Dragons could live together. A home for thousands. My choice of location for your Dragon Rider Academy.” 
 
    She said, “Grandion, are you tugging my wings? This is Jeradia. We can’t just take a piece of Jeradia!” 
 
    “While it’s entirely likely the Star Dragoness could annex half of the known Island-World at the crook of her tiny but incomparably formed fore-talon,” he joshed, ruffling her wingtip with his own until she bared her fangs in response, “we’d purchase this from the Jeradians. That’s the plan. Only, I don’t have a great deal of – you know. Resources. Sapphurion and Qualiana weren’t hoarders. They refused gold and Dragon honours and the like.” 
 
    “You’re giving me a present which I have to purchase for myself?” 
 
    “Aye.” Mighty as he was, the Dragon shuffled his paws. “Furthermore, I’ve just come to understand that the Lost Islands finances aren’t the best. Drops that idea down a Land Dragon’s breathing hole.” 
 
    “I’m the Empress of an impoverished nation.” 
 
    “Azziala –” 
 
    “Expended everything on her failed attempt to rule the Island-World,” she returned, bitter at feeling the crushing of her hopes. “Every resource, every last gem. Famously thorough, our lovely Dragon Haters. I have the Air Breathers extracting gold and precious minerals as fast as they can, and Tiiyusiel has organised a Clan of Ore-Foragers to refill our smelting vats – oh, Grandion. She bled the nation dry and I’ve mouths to feed, don’t you understand … you’re the sweetest Dragon who ever graced the airy spaces, but I simply can’t afford this beautiful gift … did you negotiate?” 
 
    He nodded. “Incompletely.” 
 
    “You had them pack my royal effects –” 
 
    “Aye. The plan was, we drop into Jos, you flash that famous smile and charm the King into selling you a particular scrap of wilderness for a pittance, and we start building – but I hadn’t really considered how you’d finance a project this monstrous.” 
 
    Hualiama gazed out over the caldera, feeling unshed Dragon tears pricking her eyes. “That secondary cone would be called Dragon Roost Mountain. We’d excavate into the rim back there, building upward and back into the mountain to destroy as little of that pretty meadow as possible. I’ve access to plenty of labour. A nation’s worth of labour, just no way to feed them beyond four weeks out, Grandion. I do happen to own a small goldmine, but it’s tiny. And it has diamonds – strangely, as if the two resources were deliberately enchanted to co-exist –” 
 
    The Tourmaline coughed in a smoky gush. “You own a goldmine?” 
 
    “What, you don’t think the Jeradians would take payment in the form of a few extra-starry nights and me flinging dancing rainbows above an adoring populace?” 
 
    “They might,” he suggested. “I certainly would.” 
 
    “Thanks.” She leaned against his left foreleg. “I could make so many plans, here. So many dreams just waiting to be dreamed.” 
 
    His talons carved furrows in the rock. “Hualiama … this is the place. I chose right, didn’t I?” 
 
    In his Dragon form, Grandion was so ridiculously large in comparison to her that she could not even pretend to lean against his shoulder, and his hug was a matter of his paws engulfing her entire body. That was how he held her now, and she tucked her muzzle into the muscular furrow of his major wing joint above the corded muscles controlling his forepaw as though she could bury herself there and forget everything. Princess. Empress. Penniless wanderer. Yet in her mind’s eye, she saw the volcano’s skies filled with Dragons and eager students tumbling through hallways and shoving each other to be first in line to meet a Dragon. 
 
    She would find a way. 
 
    “You chose perfectly,” she murmured. “How is it you know me so well?” 
 
    “Never received a bigger gift?” White fangs flashed over the ironic curl of his lip. 
 
    “Nor a more thoughtful one. Come on. Last one down into our volcano’s a bleating ralti sheep.” He held her trapped in his fisted paw, chortling smokily, happy-sad, as she struggled against his mighty strength. Her heart was so full, she could only mock-snarl, “Grandion, play fair!” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because I’ll melt your scales for ingots and flog them around the Island-World to finance my Academy, that’s why!” 
 
    Then, he thrust out his paw, and opened his palm to the winds. Fly, my Blue-Star. Fly far and free. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    One day shy of two weeks after her flight to Jeradia Island, Hualiama entered the chamber where she had first met her mother, and paused in shock. “Uh … what’s this?” 
 
    “Just in time for our meeting,” said Prince Elki. “Order! Settle down there, you Dragons!” 
 
    “Grandion, I thought this was –” 
 
    “Do take a seat, o Empress,” said he, with a twinkle of his tourmaline eyes. Of course, he did not pull out the solid stone seat for her. He lifted it with an eye-straining popping of muscles, and set it delicately in place. “Sit down and listen. Flicker?” 
 
    The dragonet cleared his throat ostentatiously, taking centre stage upon what had been Azziala’s hand-carved, polished conference table, an oval of veined green marble some twelve feet long and eight wide. “Ahem! As everyone knows, I am a dragonet of unparalleled genius – aye, Empress, this is the resourcing meeting. Please prick up your very pointy ears and listen.” 
 
    Oddly, Grandion’s Human form had the distinctive pointy ears denoting a Fra’aniorian heritage. She smiled tentatively at him, asking what this was all about with a tiny tilt of her chin. His only reply was to open the mental network to the attending Dragons – Mizuki, Affurion, Makani, Yiisuriel, Tiiyusiel and others of Affurion’s Elders – and to Hualiama’s Human Councillors. She sensed the joining together of many minds, especially Yiisuriel’s. Being near her vast intelligence was to feel like a compass that wanted to point North – that was the power of the Air Breather’s clan mindset. Around the table were the usual suspects, including King Kalli and Queen Shyana, obviously flown from Fra’anior Cluster, a mere five miles North of her nation’s current location. 
 
    Hmm. Something was afoot. Unfortunately, smelling mischief was not the same as knowing what it was. She clenched her teeth in annoyance. 
 
    Flicker sniffed, “Could I have everyone’s attention? Now. We understand the Lost Islands is in a dire state of financial duress –” 
 
    “As if you understand what that means,” Prince Elki sniped. 
 
    “Your lips are flapping as if you’re travelling on Mizuki’s back through a windstorm, blubbering at one of your terrible Fra’aniorian tragic ballads,” Flicker opined. “Look, I’ll keep it simple for you nominally civilised apes. While Hualiama and Grandion make for pretty mates, they’re also completely broke. We –” he gestured around the table “– are not about to let certain Humans and Dragons win a war for us and promptly send them off to starve. Never mind being a morally reprehensible act, it would be socially … awkward.” 
 
    He beamed at Lia, who tried to frown at the dragonet, found herself smiling instead, and in the end folded her arms and made a small ‘humph’. 
 
    Evidently, this was grist to Flicker’s mill. He crooned, “So, because I’m marvellous beyond belief, I asked the dragonet warrens if they might be willing to contribute to the cause. A fire-love offering, if you like.” 
 
    He flicked his wings immodestly, inviting the inevitable compliments. 
 
    On cue, Hualiama gasped as Yiisuriel showed her a picture of Enchanters and dragonets sorting through substantial heaps of gemstones. “Oh! Oh, Flicker, you didn’t …” 
 
    “They contributed a modest cavern-full or so,” the Land Dragoness rumbled, as a little white chest swelled in her line of vision. “Our gratitude to the noble dragonet-kind is unbounded.” 
 
    “Oh … it is! Flicker, darling, you’re the best! How can I ever thank you?” 
 
    “For a few baubles?” he blurted out, patently overcome by her reaction. “We like to collect shiny bits and pieces – like girls falling down cliffs, for example. Ahem. Prince Elki?” 
 
    Leaning forward to glance down the table at his sister, Elki said, “Flicker approached us. Saori and I agreed to pledge our matrimonial inheritance to the cause. And my future inheritance as a member of the royal family of Fra’anior.” 
 
    Hualiama stammered, “I, oh – Islands’ sakes … you … didn’t?” 
 
    “I most certainly did,” Elki grinned. “We did.” 
 
    Shyana added, “Kalli and I are willing to advance your inheritance as well, if you’d like it now, Hualiama. We’d also want to add a little something of our own.” 
 
    Ka’allion said, “That would be unlimited, zero interest loans backed by the crown of Fra’anior. As much as our treasury can handle, plus a freewill gift in addition. I don’t know about you, but I’ve already discovered that gold stuck in vaults for a hundred years doesn’t feed or clothe the people. Our former King was good at taxation and money counting, but not very open-handed, and Azziala did not have time to spend our treasury too. I’ll admit an interest in the matter. The Council of Gi’ishior doesn’t want your future Dragon Rider Academy with its Shapeshifters and new-fangled ways to be located too close to Fra’anior Cluster. I aim to keep the peace around my little volcano as best I can.” 
 
    She wanted to thank them, but the only sound her throat could make was a soft groan. Otherwise, she would have broken down completely. 
 
    Comforting her Human within, Dragonsoul pleaded, Grandion, help us. 
 
    Grandion said, “That is an exceedingly generous offer, King Ka’allion and Queen Shyana. Hualiama and I thank you with all of our hearts.” 
 
    “There’s more,” said Flicker. “I believe that their Highnesses Princess Saori of Fra’anior and Prince Elki propose to relocate to Jeradia to oversee the founding of the Dragon Rider Academy. It’s that, or I believe the position of Court Jester is still open for applications, o Prince. You should apply.” 
 
    Laughter exploded around the chamber, but Hualiama knew they were all watching her. How could she accept this? She had been given so much in her life. Rescued in the womb by her precious Dragonsoul. Raised by Dragons. Adopted into a royal court. Born of the infeasible union between a Star Dragoness and the greatest Dragon of all, Fra’anior the Onyx, and the malfeasance of Ra’aba with an Empress of a nation sworn to serve Dramagon the Red, Fra’anior’s greatest enemy. Beauty. Dread. Power. Greed. Glory. All of this was her heritage, but for the first time, she realised that she did not need to let that past define who she was. Hualiama had always sought to dance out her freedom, but it had been an illusion; always, both she and her Dragoness had been yearning for the tacit approval of these giants from the past. 
 
    They were in her, but they were not her. She was Hualiama. 
 
    Destined to shine. 
 
    Flicker’s eyes were radiant pools of swirling colours as he gazed unblinkingly at her. Have I done well, straw-head? 
 
    Rising, Hualiama spread her hands. Flicker dived into her arms as if he wished to burrow beneath her skin, and make his warren there. Beloved faces whirled around her, gleaming as if they gazed into the fullness of the twin suns’ rays. She treasured them so dearly, it hurt. It tore the very pith of her being to know the love of such friends as these, who had given so much and continued to give beyond anything she could have asked or imagined. 
 
    Words formed in her mind, so inadequate, she felt barely able to speak. Concentrating on stroking Flicker’s flank, she found her centre, and said at length, “When I was lost, you found me. When I was falling, you were my wings. When I forgot how to shine, you were my starlight.” 
 
    Dragonsoul said, What is a star without a firmament to shine within? Our dear friends, to us, you’re everything. Thank you. 
 
    Very softly but clearly, Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron’s voice resonated in every mind, “The Star Dragoness’ hearts shine her thankfulness to us all. May we be blessed and honoured in our endeavours, and may the work of our hands and paws be pleasing to the Great Dragon.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Southerly Fates 
 
      
 
    Grandion tasted a fey strangeness upon the breezes, all those long days it took the Air Breathers to relocate to Jeradia Island. A restlessness. One only had to ask the Lost Islands Dragons. There was a growing sense that the works of paws and minds, the expansion of the City of Jos for the King of Jeradia and the first major works on the volcano, were not enough. Penance had to be made. Dragons dreamed of the Great Onyx. The Humans became fractious and argumentative, not against Hualiama’s leadership, but against their own misdeeds and those of their ancestors. 
 
    As envisioned, Hualiama charmed all seven feet and five inches of the Jeradian King to her will. He signed a title granting the volcano and fifteen-mile radius of wilderness around it to the Star Dragoness, in perpetuity. Through the mighty diggings of Brown Dragons and the combined chanting of Enchanters and Blue Dragons, raising buildings and battlements and carving out Dragon Roosts, she strode like a talisman of beauty and hope for a good future for the Dragonkind. 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon knew only that he was falling over the Isles for her more and more every day – and, that she was tormented. A battle was coming, but she did not know how to fight it. 
 
    One day, two months after Prince Elki’s wedding, he found the Star Dragoness dancing alone amongst the thunderheads five miles above the volcano. She played with lightning, twisting it around her talons as she pirouetted, and during his ascent, he realised that she was dreaming. 
 
    Grandion waited. He had been a patient Dragon. Some said that the Dragonfriend was no easy woman or Dragoness to love; that she was too powerful, and her Shapeshifters too well hidden to be trusted. They waited for her to start dominating the Island-World as her mother before her, and when she refused to display any tyrannical tendencies, they became confused and plotted against her. 
 
    The Tourmaline hovered a half-mile or so off her flank, and waited stoically for her to stop sparking rainbows and tossing lightning to the winds. 
 
    Shell-son of my spirit? 
 
    Waiting patiently? Grandion very nearly leaped out of his hide as Fra’anior spoke. He glanced about fearfully at the storm cell moving over Jeradia, at the fearsome array of dark clouds reaching several miles over his head, and thought to see the Onyx Dragon amidst that mantling of clouds. Not so. 
 
    The voice of the Great Dragon boomed, filling him unexpectedly with a soul-struck shudder of premonition, The Balance changes. In the South, in the Rift, Numistar has spread her foul poisons. I do not understand all that I sense. When the Blue-Star decides to move, will you support her in all that must be done? 
 
    Grandion replied, I will. 
 
    Only, the penance will not be upon her. You cannot allow her starlight to be extinguished, Grandion. 
 
    I will not. 
 
    Sometimes, healing of the present-future does not come as easily as we would wish, the Onyx added, with an unexpectedly wistful or even regretful note to his voice. Grandion thought he saw those mighty heads moving amongst the storm, stirring the thunderheads with the panoply of his power. Such was Fra’anior’s might. Go now. Yours is the paw that must guide my star. Be strong, o Tourmaline Dragon. Be as strong as Onyx. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Grandion, Hualiama repeated, for the third time. At last, the Tourmaline shook himself and the light of reason returned to his eyes. I thought I was the one whose thoughts were supposed to drift amidst the clouds. 
 
    You were. 
 
    Hualiama considered her Dragon. “I was … meditating in dance. I’m sorry, Grandion. I’ve had whole Islands on my mind of late.” She winged over to land upon his shoulder. “I’ve been far away when I should have been near. I’ve been neglecting you.” 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Thou, beloved harbinger of my hope. 
 
    Always, he returned to Dragonish to express his deepest feelings. Hualiama loved that about him. “I feel my work here is unfinished. Yet, I also sense … I must travel south. Grandion, there’s been – and there continues to be – an enormous change in the Balance, a migration of Land Dragons coupled with Numistar’s near-genocide, and I fear that in order to keep my charges safe, I must follow them. Worse, I feel something drawing me toward Herimor. A darkness which must be fought. Contained, at the very least – but that feeling’s remote. Inchoate. I worry that we haven’t seen Numistar’s sorry hide as yet. The three months are up. But I haven’t heard clearly on … well, anything.” 
 
    “What does Yiisuriel say?” 
 
    “She’s for the South. For crossing the Rift.” 
 
    “With the Egg?” 
 
    Hualiama bowed her head to his shoulder, pressing her muzzle against the muscle and hide there. “Grandion, won’t I just be inviting doom to visit some other population? I mean, taking the Egg would make crossing the Rift easier, and might well draw Numistar away from Fra’anior and our Academy … but how do I know what’s right? How do I know, know? I want to dance, but it’s like I have all these coils of fate and circumstance … and everything … tangled around my ankles, and I just – I just can’t …” 
 
    She hated feeling broken. She hated the sense that she must draw strength from another, yet had it not always been this way? Without Grandion, Flicker, Elki, Siiyumiel and all the others, where would she be this day? Pushing up fireflowers on a nameless Island. 
 
    Slowly circling the storm, Grandion said, “Then, south it is. And, you must find ways to help others assume responsibility for your empire.” 
 
    Hualiama groaned, “I can’t ask Affurion. What of Mizuki?” 
 
    “He will make his choice.” 
 
    “But, I’m pre-empting … Grandion, don’t you understand?” 
 
    “I think I do.” Beneath her paws, the Dragon nodded slowly, and his body rippled with the motion. “If I nod my head, my tail wags way back there. I’ve noticed you’ve the same problem, only yours causes you to crash-land sometimes.” 
 
    “I … what?” 
 
    “You fear that any waggle, even the slightest movement, will trigger unknowable consequences.” How perfectly he articulated her heart! Hualiama blinked, fighting an unaccustomed sense of vertigo, of falling into the beautiful, burning gaze of his fire-eyes. “You fear the dance. You baulk at the unknown – and what this Dragon knows, is the great depth of your care and love this betrays. What can I do for thee, beloved? Help? Advice? An offer of distraction?” 
 
    Always, the draconic nuance. A subtle inflexion in that offer, enough to make her wonder if he was, even unconsciously, hinting at … suddenly, her Dragoness hearts pelted along pell-mell in her chest and throat. She had been contemplating this forbidden act for months. Forbidden? No longer! They were a pair of Shapeshifters. She was ready. Certain. Lia searched his eyes, knowing he must sense her passion, her trepidation, her trembling at the body’s betrayal of incipient glory. 
 
    Like a zephyr’s passing melody, she breathed, Indeed, we are avowed. 
 
    We are, he purred ardently, as if her understanding had forced pure oxygen into the furnaces of his draconic hearts. 
 
    Lia added, We’re soul-bonded lovers, and have been from the first, though we did not know it then. For no other. We are … married, Grandion … in every Human … sense, she faltered, undone by the hypnotic colours of his eyes. 
 
    We are. Again, just two syllables resonated through her entire world. 
 
    Even as Dragon and Dragoness? she pressed. 
 
    He added, The way of Dragons regards our state as betrothed of the ascending fire-promises until consummation of the bond. 
 
    Despite his delicate phrasing, his draconic fires betrayed a rising rumble of passion. Hualiama regarded him with an arch tilt of her wings. Aye, noble Dragon? 
 
    He said, I desire you more truly and deeply than anyone in this Island-World, Blue-Star, and to me you shine brighter than any star in the boundless realms above. Wilt thou be mine, in wingtip-love and fire-love, breath-of-life love and soul-love, Shapeshifter-love, roost-love and forever-love? 
 
    So gorgeously formal! The Star Dragoness breathed, We are of one accord. I too would give myself to thee; all that I am, body and soul. Transform with me, o Grandion. 
 
    I … can’t fly, as a Human, he chuckled. You want to … up here? 
 
    Where else? I can fly. Triggering her transformative magic, Hualiama gathered the air about her body and leaped off his shoulder. This airy domain is the expansiveness of our love. The breezes are our bed. The clouds shall make for pillows. Come on, slow-slug. Surely, it cannot be that I must teach my husbandly Dragon how to fly? 
 
    Never! He grinned quirkily at her. Husband Dragon and Star Wife? Now there’s a cosmos-shaking thought! 
 
    And then, he was no longer a Dragon. Just a man chasing his wife five miles above the Islands. 
 
    Hualiama had been ruminating over that storm above the volcano. Between her command of the air and Grandion’s natural affinity with Storm, they created a cocoon of lightning-shot storm clouds about their love. Aye, she led him on a merry pursuit through the thunderheads. They sported side by side upon the mighty thermals, spinning above the Islands until they were dizzy and breathless from laughter, and the sharp tang of ozone from the lightning bolts they attracted made Lia start sneezing uncontrollably. They laughed – how they laughed! Their joy seemed as boundless as the skies. He caused the thunder to guffaw for her and she created sizzling, giggling displays of kaleidoscopic light out of any suns-beams that dared to peek into the cloud warren of their aerial playground. 
 
    Soon, in tender union, they learned to fly together. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You’re glowing again,” Flicker accused Human-Lia. 
 
    “Stars have been known to display this tendency,” she said demurely. 
 
    The dragonet let his eye ridges crawl about like hairless caterpillars. “I always get suspicious when you try to look innocent. Are you with egg?” 
 
    “Flicker!” 
 
    “Is all this wingtip-snuggling the reason for your … shameful radiance?” 
 
    “I think you should have been called the dread pirate-Lord of fifty Isles, unlike Prince Qilong.” She scratched his supple neck fondly. “I’ll miss Imaytha. Still, it’s good to start spreading the word about the Islands regarding our Academy –” 
 
    “And Shapeshifters,” Flicker added. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you breathing Amaryllion’s fires from Immadia to Jeradia.” 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon must have noticed too, Hualiama thought. There was much work to be done yet, and new Shapeshifters and potential Dragon Riders to discover. She had only breathed Amaryllion’s soul-fires a dozen times into persons young and old, so far. She tried her best to make no judgements about age or station, Isle or race. In the last two weeks alone, as they made preparations to leave beloved friends behind, she had also initiated seventeen new Dragon Rider partnerships. 
 
    May you burn the heavens together as Dragon and Rider. Beautiful. 
 
    Now they turned to a new, immense undertaking – shepherding the remaining Land Dragons across the increasingly dangerous Rift. 
 
    Standing upon the crown of Yiisuriel’s mighty mountain, Lia gazed to the southern horizon. A stiff, warm breeze pressed back her hair, a breeze bringing the fragrance of spring and the growing season from the Jeradian massif upon their starboard flank, just visible behind a bank of low-lying cumulous clouds. The lights of Jos City twinkled cheerfully in the twilight. Even in Jos, she had found a man who promised to be a new Jeradian Shapeshifter Dragon. Jenx. Six feet and nine inches of hulking Jeradian blacksmith. He would join her old friend, Jarrik the Armourer of Rolodia, and Tadao also, in starting the work of smithing and Dragon armour-forging at the Academy. 
 
    She scented the winds and the fates. Would all this be enough? Please, let their endeavour be bulwark enough … 
 
    Rather embarrassingly, Flicker was right. She glowed constantly. Night and day. Dragoness and Human alike. The radiance of happiness inside of her was unreasonable and irrepressible – Grandion had merely to glance at her to cause her to bedazzle a room, and a kiss? Every Dragon within a hundred miles knew the bubbling discharge of her magic, Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron had implied. Predictably, Flicker’s assessment of her conjugal bliss had a rather more barbed flavour. 
 
    No sneaking up on Numistar Winterborn, then, if she was responsible for the disturbances in the South. 
 
    The Air Breathers ambled southward from Jeradia, following the lay of an under-Cloudlands ridge that led down to Elidia and Mejia Islands, and from there toward the mighty breadth of the Southern Archipelago. Fifty to sixty leagues per day. Not fast travel by draconic standards, but certainly quick enough when one considered these were ambulatory mountains supported by several thousand legs each, in addition to lighter-than-air magic which Lia had first assumed was a Kinetic power, but appeared different to anything known to the Dragonkind. Another enigma of draconic lore. All around the Air Breathers, keeping well clear of the great rippling foot pods, came a mass of Shell-Clan and Runners, some eight hundred and nineteen individuals strong – the sole remnant of the Land Dragons North of the Rift, after Numistar had turned Fra’anior Cluster’s surrounds into a graveyard for their kin. 
 
    Would they ever return? 
 
    Even though she had no reason, not even a sense of Balance to fall back upon, Lia clenched her fist above her heart. Let it be, oh, one day let it be so. An Island-World without Dragons would be no world at all. 
 
    To think we once thought to end our life, Dragonsoul interjected affectionately, breaking into her melancholy thoughts. Snooping is the very best part of this deal. Honestly. You’ve no idea – 
 
    Dragonlove! You’re terrible. 
 
    I just like making us blush. Now, one day when I’m a grown Dragoness, I’ll know what to look forward to, won’t I? Joking aside, Humanlove, there’s something – 
 
    Oh no. Please … 
 
    That was one problem with communication at the spiritual, emotional and cognitive levels. She knew what her Dragoness was about to say before she said it. Thus, Hualiama wept tears into the wind as her second-soul related the news she had confirmed with Sunfyora before they left Jeradia. So much for Flicker’s and Elki’s snide teasing, and Imaytha’s parting hint at the ‘fluttering of tiny wings’. She was infertile. Perhaps it was that her Dragoness self was developmentally younger than her Human self, and so the reflection of injuries and features from one Shapeshifter form to the other, that they were only beginning to understand, meant that the capacity would develop at the pace of her second-soul’s physical maturation? But that was uncertain. Sunfyora had discovered magi-physical scarring around the immature egg sac and the related reproductive organs in her Dragoness form. 
 
    Perhaps ruzal had spoken the last word, after all. 
 
    We will have many children of our fires, the Dragoness tried to encourage herself, but her mental voice trembled. Is this … the curse Numistar alluded to? 
 
    They shall be the more precious for it, the Human girl wept. Infinitely … oh, my soul … 
 
    We must not give up now. 
 
    No. Never. 
 
    Crushed. One did not always perceive hope’s depth and staying power until it was wrenched away. She spoke quietly to Flicker, and then to Grandion as he approached, having detected her distress through their bond. He held her. Flicker held them both, curling his paws about their necks, and made little snuffling noises that she knew were a dragonet’s tears. These threads of despair and loss wove so inextricably through the weft of her life. How could she have hoped for a moment’s untrammelled happiness? This was part of her makeup. Must she overcome because of her past, or in spite of it? Robbed of a precious joy, she felt like a Dragoness struggling to slough her wings free of a lava bath. Dragging. Unable to win free. 
 
    Her fists clenched. She would not suffer this fate! She would not let it rule her heart! 
 
    After a long while, the dragonet said, “You dreamed of a clutch, Lia. Your dreams are true, and powerful.” 
 
    “The five eggs! Of course,” said Grandion, and then added, “You are not selfish for wishing some might be your own. Already, you mother so many … which is why this injury is so deep-rooted. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I …” How could she convey the complexity of the despair that wrenched asunder the foundations of her being, the rawness of the wound; the guilt at having simply assumed she could have what so many women did not? In a flash, she saw the secret heart of motherhood for a place of unforeseen perils, of fragile yearnings and dreams dashed, yet matchless in beauty. She must grow to encompass even this. She would rise, and if she fell, simply endure to rise again, higher than before. As Fra’anior had so wisely bidden her, she must dance. 
 
    Never fear to dance. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The place atop Yiisuriel’s mountain became Lia’s sanctuary, Grandion observed, in the days of her soul’s darkness that followed their departure from the shores of Jeradia. Islands rose before them and receded behind. The weather grew steadily more sultry in keeping with the little he knew of the southerly reaches, and each evening as the suns receded beyond the lapping Cloudlands or hid behind the Yellow Moon’s immensity, she returned to the mountaintop to meditate, to commune with her second-soul or her great parents, or to draw aside with a friend or confidante to pour into them the offerings of a most extraordinary heart. 
 
    No other Shapeshifter simply chatted to their second-soul. 
 
    After a week spent travelling south with them, Elki, Saori, Mizuki and Affurion departed to return to the Academy, where Affurion the Brown Overmind was already appointed by the congregation of Dragons to serve as an Elder alongside Yukari, who preferred a teaching and mentoring role to that of leadership and governance. They left with Hualiama’s completed designs for a working meriatite furnace engine. 
 
    Elki believed her engine would revolutionise travel between the Islands. Grandion agreed. She gave but one stipulation – the engine must be offered freely to all. 
 
    Through the mental network, Hualiama addressed her people; with his and Flicker’s assistance, she told them tale after tale of Dragon lore and the histories of the Islands, dance and ballad, tradition and folklore. She built Islands of belief in their hearts and minds, he realised, allowing them to envision a world and a way of life different to what they had known. By adamantine will and force of character, she forged a nation anew, and called all to rally to her banner. There came a time when in the halls and roosts of the Air Breathers, the Tourmaline began to hear different sounds. Neighbourly laughter. A subtle change in the tenor and rhythm of the working day. Children playing with Dragons. Even … joy. 
 
    Joy from the ashes of grief. 
 
    Her simple gift, staggering in its rawness and power. Strength-from-grief. Aye, she spoke of loss and rebirth and rebuilding, but as Dragons would say, this hatchling was growing into her wings, and how beautiful upon the volcanic winds were the wings of one who brought healing to the nations. 
 
    Forging into the granite-grey Cloudlands beyond Mejia Island, they began to see changes. The first hint of ashes drifting on the winds, changing the colours of suns-rise and suns-sets into displays as ethereally beautiful as the fabled volcanic suns-play of Fra’anior Cluster. The suns became hazy in the distance, and the footing beneath the Cloudlands, ever more fractured. The Land Dragons expressed an impatience and concern to proceed, and strangely, Yiisuriel began to speak of visions. 
 
    This is the dark-unseen of the future, she told Grandion early one morning, two hundred leagues south of Mejia. Not in nearness. It is a place of supreme darkness, a place that calls strangely through the Balance of the Harmonies. A place of tarrying and protecting. A place from which enormous evil might issue if we, the Lost Islands nation, do not discover it and … I don’t know. Shield others from it, I sense. 
 
    The Dragon said, You’ve shared this vision with Hualiama? 
 
    Aye, my friend of hasty fires. Ours will be to tarry; yours, to travel. To share. Amaryllion’s legacy shall move you for many a long year beyond what we shall travel. 
 
    What of the substrate? 
 
    The beautiful psychic fortress of Yiisuriel’s mind inclined toward him with what Grandion recognised as the fondness of a mighty draconic Elder for a fledgling’s questions. He did not protest. These were right-fires to which every Dragon must incline the paw of respect. We shall tell your Hualiama of a sense of inner pressure, of wrenching of rock from rock, of tearing forces slowly twisting and raising the bedrock upon which we walk. A foul taint arises from the depths. Hualiama has even been working on shields and filters for our kin – this is the taint, a physical-magical toxin lethal to all known forms of draconic life. 
 
    Winging slowly ahead of the Island formation, the Tourmaline sampled the trace indicators Yiisuriel showed him. Akin to the S’gulzzi taint, but subtly modified, he agreed with her unspoken assessment. 
 
    Numistar’s signature, said the Land Dragoness. 
 
    How do you conclude – 
 
    Thus I posit. It has an … Ancient-Dragon-like flavour. It seems too subtle for these mindless S’gulzzi life-guzzlers. A shift of magical potentials. 
 
    What is Numistar plotting, great Dragoness? 
 
    The Tourmaline sensed a mental shaking of a head the Dragoness did not possess. What I know is apprehension as I carry the First Egg into that place. There will be battle. I’ve voiced my concerns to the Blue-Star, but she is adamant – in this she is right – that we will require the Egg’s might to cross this unstable Rift. Our longwave measurements detect tall mountains ahead. 
 
    Mountains? he gasped. 
 
    Aye. Not terribly Rift-like, my wingéd brother, is it? 
 
    Grandion snorted at her dry humour. We will find a viable path. 
 
    We must. 
 
    Mountains would stop the Air Breathers in their tracks. They themselves were mountains, but they required the buoyancy of the Cloudlands in order to move. They could not themselves climb mountains, for Yiisuriel estimated the shallowest limit of their capability to be approximately two leagues’ depth – unless, with the Star Dragoness’ help, they could work out a way of wafting mountains standing a mere twelve to eighteen miles tall, across the Rift. 
 
    Grandion had no doubt she was working on a plan involving swinging Land Dragons about using immense hawsers hooked to the stars above. 
 
    Close enough. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Another week and five hundred leagues slipped by, broken by many visits to the wild, mounded Islands they sailed past at the westernmost edge of the Southern Archipelago, characterised by khaki and tan jungles sparsely populated by Humans and Dragons alike – Green Dragons in the main, and small, lithe Humans who were often jungle hunters and trappers, or enterprising merchants operating between the small towns in this frontier country. Lia hunted Shapeshifters, those with the potential of fire within them. She initiated a giant community project to modify and agree the Protocols developed by Jin, Isiki and Makani, who had still not entirely worked out the knotty problem of their tripartite relationship. 
 
    Slowly, the scattered, roughly-cast Islands of the South rolled by, and in a further sixteen days, became just a dappling of colours on the horizon. Then, it seemed they sank into the Cloudlands, and the Rift fires began to rise before them. 
 
    First came a smudge of darkness spreading beneath a rising Jade Moon, stretching from East to West as far as the eye could see. Then, the Cloudlands changed from a light bronze in this region to a muddy brown-grey colour, evidence of the mighty disturbances beneath. The Runners scouted ahead, working out a safe route for the Air Breathers, while the farsighted Lesser Dragons flew high, seeking a first sighting of the impossibility of a Rift somehow risen from the deeps, of new mountains buckled upward under unimaginable pressures to create what they eventually spotted, four days later – range after range of jag-toothed mountains of jade and onyx, steaming and smoking with the molten heat simmering upward from their roots. 
 
    An upside-down Rift? 
 
    “Well, that’s a problem,” said Grandion, hulking over his tiny Human wife as they flew two leagues above Yiisuriel’s steaming topmost peak that morning. 
 
    “Kiss me,” she demanded. 
 
    The kernel of her inner grieving was palpable, not masked by her outwardly playful response. Dragons valued true-fires; he would have been tempted to withdraw and brood, nursing his sorrows and his grudges. This Human quality of laughing in the face of fate was a mode of defiance the Tourmaline did not entirely understand, but he was coming to appreciate in his treasured companion. The oath magic revealed some, but not all, of these byzantine layers of her personality and emotions. Her intricacies drew him deeper, always deeper – just as starlight was never white, for even white itself contained all the colours of the visible spectrum, but to draconic senses, it was always nuanced by the natural variability of the wavelengths passing through the atmosphere and Fra’anior’s great bulwark of enclosing magic. 
 
    Only a fool thought of Hualiama as froth, a heedless dancer of but one colour and one dance. 
 
    Thus, the Tourmaline Dragon puckered up his lips and played along. “Mind the fangs, my darling o’er the Isles.” 
 
    Swooping past his muzzle, she aimed a kiss and hit her target a slightly more glancing blow than she had intended. “Ugh, that’s some serious sulphur breath, mister halitosis.” 
 
    “I do not have –” Grandion chopped off a growl as her teasing inevitably stoked what she had just accused him of. Instead, he leered at her. “Mind I don’t capture you for my hoard, little girl.” 
 
    “Ew, you debauched draconian –” 
 
    “Aaaarrggh, I’m a fearsome Dragon pirate!” 
 
    Dodging his teasing snap adroitly, Hualiama delivered a sociable punt of her heel against the jawbone. “Away, thou fiend!” Even in her Human form, she generated surprising power, but Grandion was not exactly about to appraise her of that truth! 
 
    “I shall start with the toes –” snap! “– before I rearrange your nose!” Grrrarr! 
 
    Lia twirled away gracefully, pursued by her Dragon to the tune of the smoky chortling of Makani and Jin, in his Dragon form, nearby. 
 
    He rasped, “I am the strongest Dragon in the Island-World!” 
 
    “Prove thy claim, thou covetous behemoth,” she teased, giggling as the archaisms of Dragonish clearly interfered with her Human mental processes. 
 
    “Watch as I part these mountains for thee with strength born of Onyx!” 
 
    The young woman jerked back toward him, wreathed in the multi-coloured beauty of her hair, her sapphire eyes ablaze with realisation. “That’s it, Grandion. That’s the solution. We must part these mountains to pass through – but how?” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: A Nation in Action 
 
      
 
    Prodigious Columns of soot and smoke assaulted the scarred, churning late afternoon sky. Beneath the roiling, ashen-grey Cloudlands, Lia knew that cracks a league wide jagged away from the rising mountains – literally rising, for since the Dragons had scouted them five days before, they had already rammed a further half-mile upward. 
 
    Someone was indulging in a spell of radical geological engineering, in the vein of Fra’anior’s mighty world building exploits of old. Someone – some paw – wished to rearrange the Island-World to her liking. The culprit was not hard to guess. Only, as Lia surveyed the data gathered by the dogged Land Dragons, something did not add up. Her suspicions only deepened by the hour. What was the cause and objective of this disturbance? Just an insane Numistar Winterborn creating mayhem, or was a murkier, more malign purpose at work? 
 
    She did not understand her inkling of deep Imbalance. 
 
    Below, the cornucopia of fauna and flora comprising the middle and middle-upper layers were more than disturbed. They were churned up like a pot of stew which had been vigorously stirred. Plant and fungal matter slowly roiled about in vortexes as broad as Fra’anior’s caldera. Visibility was zero. Toxins leached at a phenomenal rate from those crazy-paving cracks on the world’s floor, where the Earthen-Fires intermingled with the native magic of the higher realms. The Air Breathers stood upon what was essentially a toxic, unstable volcanic plain that shook every few minutes with tremors and earthquakes; the earth groaned and cried out as if caught in the throes of birthing something … immense. 
 
    The Star Dragoness shivered. Dramagon? 
 
    She rotated by degrees in the air, sampling the drifting veils of smoke which in a small mercy were pressed back by a northerly breeze. Devastation. Strangeness. To her left paw, a ten mile-wide mesa of salt-and-sulphur formations in ivory and lime green colours had been pushed above the clouds. To her right paw, the line of disturbance meandered to the horizon, marked by great billows of ash-laden grey clouds and open volcanic activity in many places, sharply demarcated against the pristine azure skies further North. What if this overwhelming pressure, this cracking and buckling of the world’s crust, simply exploded? Or would she see Numistar’s progeny arise from the Rift, shrugging aside the mountains … no, but whom would she have mated with? Did the Ancient Dragoness even need to mate? There were no other Ancient Dragons left in the Island-World – were there? 
 
    What had changed? 
 
    One thing was certain. She would not confront this challenge by drifting about in circles thinking about – Infurion. The name popped into her mind. Crackle had mentioned a being that ‘distilled’ these dark fires of magic. No Dragon lore she had read and learned made mention of his name. A rapid mental query of the Air Breathers, relayed to all of their Land Dragon kin, also returned a null result. 
 
    Perfect. Smiling grimly, the Dragoness said, With me, Grandion. 
 
    Where to? Volcano sitting? 
 
    He pictured her Dragoness perched atop a petite volcano with a perfectly constipated look on her face – Grandion! 
 
    He said, Indeed. That’s your ‘contemplating the mysteries of the Universe’ expression. 
 
    Grandion! Perilous airs – 
 
    Aye, my beloved wing-song, he said, altering the Dragonish nuances to turn her gentle threat into an endearment. This Dragon faces peril without flinching. Asking Yiisuriel to initiate a draconic presence-trace to find Numistar, or this other presence you suspect. Four Runner and Shell-Clan exploratory teams dispatched. Dragonwings above? Overfly the Rift and explore East and West? 
 
    She replied with smoking nostrils and a mental caress for his insistence on trying to cheer her up. Would you like to care to leave a smidgen for me to do? Lead my nation whilst you’re at it? 
 
    Bah. Demanding. 
 
    Who is leading the Lost Islands Dragonwings? 
 
    You know perfectly well. Janithyor of the Tynukam – she calls herself an unprecedented crossbreed, both Grunt and Overmind. One of a kind. Ridiculously clever beneath that three-foot-thick metal cranium. 
 
    Beneath the banter, the Star exchanged flurries of data with her Tourmaline, and resonated within her mental network. Where was the enemy? What was its nature? The Councillors reviewed their battle readiness, homing in on the slightest flaw or problem and dealing with each one. Yiisuriel and Tiiyusiel of the Shell-Clan led their Land Dragons in a review of all that was known about the nature of these fey draconic powers of the deepest dwellers of the Dragonkind; sifting relentlessly though the information Hualiama had gathered during her journey beneath the crust. 
 
    Interesting. I thought her body shape was unusual for one of the Tynukam. So, the inbreeding effect can be broken? 
 
    As you theorised, o supreme Empress, the injection of carefully planned diversity into the Lost Islands genetic pool is a pressing necessity to ensure the survival of our nation. 
 
    Hualiama laughed aloud as Grandion mimicked the exact, dour tones and wording of her Council. You do keep me sane, Dragon. Just about. What the – 
 
    GGGRAAABOOOM!! 
 
    Both Dragons whirled in shock as a magical shockwave almost pummelled the fires right out of their bodies. Hualiama staggered aerially into Grandion’s left forepaw, unable to keep flying as she leaped to defend the mental network of Lost Islands Dragons and Enchanters. Yiisuriel was bellowing, drawing her kin together into that extraordinary bond of the Air Breathers that allowed them to build shields of matchless magical density and resilience; Lia erupted almost without thinking, infusing many souls with a glint of pure starlight, healing and strengthening her charges through a manifold amplification of her capabilities grounded in the First Egg’s power. 
 
    So many perished in a single detonation of magic … 
 
    She cried, Yiisuriel! 
 
    The First Egg’s responding. The magic … it burns! Mighty a mountain as she was, the Dragoness groaned in agony. 
 
    Shield it. 
 
    Cannot contain … for long … 
 
    Grandion, help me draw off the First Egg’s power! 
 
    To what – that? 
 
    Janithyor rapped, Is it friend or foe? 
 
    Don’t know. Hualiama stared to the southwest, in the direction of the disturbance. Twenty-five leagues yonder, a series of massive, concentric waves of perfectly black clouds rolled down the flanks of the new mountains and across the serrated peaks, burying them in an avalanche of awesome magnitude. Foe, until proven otherwise. 
 
    Honestly, Dragonsoul – you think that might be a foe? her Human interjected caustically. 
 
    From the centre of that … whirlpool? The Star Dragoness blinked as the centre of the phenomenon appeared to suck away, as though the mountain range beneath had been vaporised in the blink of a Dragon’s secondary nictitating eye membrane. She had expected an eruption. Grandion roared what she already knew, that the torrent of invisible but to a Dragon’s sixth sense, clearly palpable magic arising from that black hole, dwarfed anything she had ever experienced. Their apparently illimitable First Egg was a mote in this cosmos. A firefly about to be swatted by a Dragon-sized paw. 
 
    The Air Breathers and Land Dragons roared as the physical shockwave raced beneath their paws and the mountains rocked but remained upright; Lia locked together with Grandion into the mental network, shoring up their shield with every ounce of white-fires she possessed. Batten down the – 
 
    INVADERS!! 
 
    The magi-physical attack smashed into them in a titanic wave of disruptive force, rocking every Dragon and disintegrating the vaunted mental constructs faster than the mind could imagine withstanding. Lia blacked out momentarily. Dragons flailed in the air. Grandion dropped a mile but spread his wings, absorbing the force of his fall. Then, she recovered rapidly due to the resilience of her Shapeshifter duality, healing, responding, fighting – rallying her Dragons, calling to the Air Breathers, checking Grandion with a mental touch. Seven of the younger Air Breathers had been knocked over. Their brethren could lever them up again, given time. Fires erupted out of that hellhole to the southwest, a column of flickering black laced with crimson, as if all the infernos of the underworld spat through a nozzle far too narrow to contain them. Segments of jade rock hurtled away, pieces as big as Islands, as the dark fires roared impossibly high into the azure heights of the atmosphere, miles and miles upward in a single unbroken jet. Higher than any Dragon could hope to fly. Thunder rattled the portals of the skies as oily black swirls peeled away from that column, mushrooming outward in swells and undulations that from a distance of many miles appeared languid and tiny, but Hualiama knew was a conflagration of indescribable proportions. Ten miles in circumference. Fifteen. The hole continued to blow open, expanding at an alarming rate. 
 
    The engineer within marvelled at the explosive thrust required to shoot molten lava six or seven leagues into the air, while the smoke continued to billow many miles higher still, way into the stratosphere. Better in some sense to discharge than to remain bottled up, but launch enough ejecta into the air and the climate south of the Rift would be impacted, the lore of Fra’anior Cluster informed her reliably. Her Balance sense, however, knew that this was only the proverbial tip of the Island. Ripples and convulsions drove far, far deeper than she had imagined. Hundreds of leagues. Thousands, perhaps. She perceived, dimly, the fire-life of Magma Dragons or S’gulzzi – she was not sure which – fleeing beneath the crust, the terror of their cries striking as mere pinpricks against her senses … which folded inward now, her magic unable to sustain that reach for longer than an eye blink. 
 
    Hastily, she flicked through Flow space to survey the Rift as best she could using Shill’s teachings. If only the Chrysolitic Dragoness could have travelled with them, but she had claimed that the Earthen-Fires were no place for her kind; now, uneasiness stirred in Hualiama’s gut. Instead, Shill had promised to escort Queen Imaytha back to Immadia. 
 
    As far as she could detect, further eruptions were imminent all along the Rift, but it was the immediate phenomenon that seized her attention. Her scales crawled from muzzle to tail. Fearsome Dragon magic. Eerie, singing, corrosive …. awesomeness! 
 
    Immediately, as if sensing her bourgeoning trepidation, the mighty column developed malignant eyes, darker slit lakes within the already freakish conflagration – the blackness of those flames unimaginable, as if firelight had been turned inside out, until its presence was just a greater darkness upon lesser dark-fires, the antithesis of anything she had ever known. The bottomless slits glowered at the doings of the draconic dots swirling about in a panic, leagues away at the Rift’s edge, as Hualiama desperately gathered the Dragonkind to herself. Safe haven. Navigational star, lodestone to their white-fires. Grandion growled deep in his chest, feeling as she did, the unimaginable force of that gaze searing across the expanse of smouldering mountains. Now, the phenomenon bent toward them. Growing a muzzle. Taking on form and definition by the second. Lumpen shoulders. Muscles and thews forged of pure, many-stranded ropes of dusky fires fringed with fluttering ribbons of crimson. The motion again seemed unhurried, the avalanching forward of a beast of monumental majesty, its proto-limbs or wings spreading out behind and to the sides in a posture similar to a Human diver braced for the plunge into a terrace lake. 
 
    Just before the elongating fiery muzzle impacted the peaks of his domain, the creature thundered, I … AM … INFURION! 
 
    This time, she was better prepared. Storm winds washed over the Star Dragoness and her nation, and she drew deep of the First Egg and Grandion’s stalwart presence to enfold them in white-fires love, not opposing so much as allowing the Ancient Dragon’s mind-blowing challenge to wash over them and through them. Still, hundreds of weaker or confused minds winked out, Dragon and Human alike. Slain. 
 
    Now, the serried peaks and slopes undulated as if their legs had suddenly turned to water, for the Ancient Dragon swam toward them with an air of mesmerising, fatal ease, rending his domain over a path eight leagues wide. No way to escape. She shepherded a family of Dragon mountains! They could not leap to safety, nor could she simply whip aside the tens of thousands of lives they sheltered. Babies. Hatchlings. The entire Lost Islands nation seemed to inhale along with her, the feedback at thought speed arriving through the filters of her Council of persons and Dragons, as the mountains bent before his advent. The vast, primordial groaning and crunching of his progress escalated to indescribable levels as Infurion flexed his flaming sable shoulders to create an unending, rapidly travelling earthquake. Dark flame detonated behind him and off the bow wave of his shoulders, peeling rock asunder as the Dragon Haters had once peeled Dragons for their hide … now just five miles off! Three miles, and a wave of unutterable destruction surged toward the murky skies – without warning, fury flooded Hualiama’s craw. She would not cower! Once, Ra’aba had flayed her back open and chipped her spine, but she had stood against him. She had dangled from Shinzen’s paw, and burned him! 
 
    Now, that same strength coalesced within her being. Mustering the might of the nation, the Star Dragoness’ magic quivered in anticipation. An immensity of power drained into her body. Her throat cramped. Magic fluttered through her arteries like molten fireflies. Magical constructs played about her gleaming talon tips and the scene bleached before her eyes, revealing the immensity of Infurion’s presence as a winged Dragon of darkness spearing through the white-fires of creation. Beneath her, the mountainous presence of Yiisuriel solidified, drawing together with her in oneness. 
 
    YES! roared the Air Breather. 
 
    Aye, she was tiny. Aye, she had been broken and spited, but she was also a miracle, treasured shell-daughter of a Star Dragoness and her Ancient Dragon mate, and loved by a Tourmaline Shapeshifter who had transformed his fundamental fires for her alone. 
 
    Hualiama cried, BEZALDIOR, DESIST!! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker recovered consciousness feeling as if he had been beaten in draconic fisticuffs by the Tourmaline terror himself, he who had bloodied Numistar’s nose and torn two limbs off her body, memorably. He grinned weakly. Alright, Grandion was no one-dimensional bully about the warren. He was a freak in the best possible sense of the word. 
 
    Whatever was making that infernal racket? 
 
    He looked out of – oh, Hualiama’s paws – and saw an avalanche five miles tall bearing down upon him. Broken crags. Ores ripped untimely from their subterranean dwelling places, from millennia-old substrates. And behind that mess, shovelling it all along like a crashing comet, came a force of draconic magic more devastating than anything a dragonet had ever imagined. What was that thing? That power? Its fires stripped him bare, turning every Lesser Dragon and dragonet into a weakling – its mere presence was anathema to his inner fires. 
 
    Then, the Blue-Star’s thunderous Command smote the Ancient Dragon right in the jaw, like a perfect right cross a la Grandion – only, it did not stop the beast. It maddened him. 
 
    Admittedly, his jaw dangled for a millisecond as Flicker processed the conundrum of being about to be buried alive beneath a tidal wave taller than the mountains of Immadia, before being crisped to a cinder by the magic-annihilating Earthen-Fires of a legendary Dragon. A pinpoint of brilliant insight speared into his frantic mind. Oh, straw-head! In her passionate defence, she had forgotten one minor detail – the Word of Command worked imperfectly at best on Ancient Dragons. 
 
    Fixing his most baleful glare upon the approaching annihilator, Flicker yelled, O mighty Infurion, you assault Fra’anior’s own shell-daughter! 
 
    How did his outcry carry? The dragonet had no idea under the twin suns. He knew only that Infurion’s terrible darkness appeared to quiver, and then the Ancient Dragon pulled his charge – as much as a creature of his majesty and the tens of millions of tonnes of rock he had shovelled into motion could be said to be arrested. 
 
    Which was to say, not a great deal. 
 
    The ground rippled like intestines being messily slurped down Flicker’s throat. The Air Breathers, having formed their unique multi-harmonic shield, resisted the avalanche, but were toppled and tumbled and shovelled backward for miles within the protective bubble of their magic. Yiisuriel and her kin bellowed in pain and outrage, but that was nothing compared to the chaos of the Lost Islands nation within roost and cavern – they were shaken like a ralti sheep within a ravenous Dragon’s paw. Mountains rolled upon mountains, and many Land Dragons were crushed beneath their bulk. But the white flame of Lia flickered about them, succouring lives and lifting Dragons out of harm’s way, or encasing them in shielded caverns; Grandion’s roaring reverberated within the darkness of their burial place as he exerted his Kinetic power, somehow linking up with Yiisuriel to wrap huge bands of his magical Tourmaline arms about the smaller Air Breathers and pull them upright, manoeuvring them into better locations. 
 
    Freak, defined. Yet, Flicker thrust the distraction of draconic admiration-jealousy from him, for the cries of the wounded beat upon his ears, and the grief corroding his hearts was like a Green Dragon’s thick, glutinous Acid. This was all so unnecessary. Clearly, Numistar’s paw had engineered this attack. 
 
    What foul lies had she fed Infurion? 
 
    Still, as the cacophony of the earthquake settled about him and the Air Breathers slowly shifted inside their leagues-wide protections, groaning at the weight of stone they shored up, Flicker knew one incontrovertible fact. With a single sentence, he had stopped an Ancient Dragon right in his Island-shattering tracks. 
 
    He flexed his paws eagerly. One for the legends, eh, Flicker? 
 
    A vast voice entered his mind. Thou infinitesimal spark of burning Dragon life, doth dare to load thy wings with such undeserved accolades? Rightly, I should snuff thee out! 
 
    Rightly? the dragonet retorted heatedly. Tell me, o mighty Ancient Dragon, what is the worth of a single draconic life, even one as tiny as mine? Less than thine? Bereft or deprived of the right to exist, to live – 
 
    Thou wouldst debate philosophy with the antithesis, the inevitable and overwhelming destruction of thine Sky-Fires? 
 
    We have no quarrel with thee, mighty one. 
 
    Yet mine shell-sister warns of thine attack – UPON MY PROGENY! 
 
    Flicker licked his suddenly dry lips. Unholy spavined windrocs! He had been acting half-amused, half-irritated, but now outright malevolence eclipsed the dragonet’s mind-fires. Were it not for Hualiama’s presence, he would have expired then and there of Dragon fear. Sensing the Star Dragoness’ attention zeroing in on him, he stated boldly: 
 
    Numistar lies. We bring no such design against thy realm – this I swear upon my own eternal fire-soul, and upon my friendship with Amaryllion Fireborn, also thine shell-brother. 
 
    PROVE THIS SPURIOUS CLAIM! 
 
    Examine my mind, great – 
 
    THOU COULDST NOT SURVIVE SUCH AN EXAMINATION! 
 
    Infurion’s fury swelled prodigiously, but the nuances of his Dragonish betrayed subtle, closely-masked doubt. Perhaps no other would have detected it, save that Flicker recognised certain parallels with the mode and manner of Amaryllion’s mind speech. He had no need to make additional claims about Numistar Winterborn, unless Infurion asked first. The directness of draconic negotiation demanded a different approach. 
 
    Indeed not, the dragonet agreed, maintaining his most uncompromising stance despite the terror gnawing at the roots of his courage. Test us, noble Infurion. Test our fires. 
 
    BY WHOSE OATH? 
 
    Mine, Hualiama’s mental voice broke in. I shall speak for the many, and may my fires be forfeit if any lie should cross my lips. 
 
    Vast laughter washed over them, rocking the Air Breathers and darkening every Dragon fire almost into nonexistence. Mine very breath could blow thee all into the dust from which thou wert formed – all, save the secret daughter of one known to mine cognizance. Welcome to the Rift fires, Star Dragoness. This is the realm of atramental darkness where – he grinned forebodingly, prolonging the moment, before crashing out with palpable relish – STARS MUST PERISH!! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As Infurion’s battle challenge ripped through his being, beating his inner Dragon fires with notes of shrieking disharmony, Grandion rebelled. Foolish, noble dragonet! Warm brotherly love stirred in his breast as he considered their companion who goaded him, impressed him and fired his jealousy; he gathered that mite against his side, strengthening him with a vision of pure white-fires. 
 
    Be strong, noble Flicker. 
 
    They touched wingtips solemnly, and endured. 
 
    The raging Rift magic might be muted by the miles of rock piled above their heads, but Grandion perceived its power as if it were a Cloudlands-bound waterfall smashing upon the white, glowing boulders of draconic life gathered about him in the gloom, eroding and unravelling the sacred runic blazes of the constituents of his fire-life; Infurion’s rage and spite ripped through what he knew Hualiama saw as concentrated, helical filigrees of shimmering magic. His draconic quintessence felt acid-bitten. Degraded. Unable to withstand even Infurion’s presence, let alone the insuperable enormity of his wrath. 
 
    Yet again in the oath bond and in an echo of what he shared with Flicker, the Tourmaline discovered an unforeseen resilience. Why? 
 
    Instinct drove the Tourmaline deep – far into that enigmatic, unplumbed realm they shared through the sacred joining of their fires. Once, he had been the raider; her tormentor, ripping from her what he required – what he had thought he required. Grandion grinned grimly. Never again would he treat any creature, least of all the Blue-Star, so evilly. Never, upon his oath! 
 
    Her mental voice broke in. I know, bright flame of my heart. 
 
    Foreboding laced his Dragon hearts with uncharacteristic fear. Hualiama, I sense – 
 
    This? 
 
    More … this. He showed her the hint, like an aroma mixed in amidst a billion scents. 
 
    It is a melody of magic I’ve known before … Hualiama’s breathing filled his mind, while her hearts’-beat modulated from hatchling swiftness to match his slower, steadier triple drumbeat. Marvellous, Grandion. Again … help us … this will allow us to withstand Infurion’s power. 
 
    She was his guide. Grandion sieved frantically through the threads of music, seeking with every spark of his draconic intuition. Thousands of possibilities, he examined and discarded. Tens of thousands. The answer, so elusive he began to fear it did not exist, but the Tourmaline was a predator on the hunt, now. Relentless. Primed, and primal. He would not fail his beloved. 
 
    Here! A silken thread … 
 
    ALASTIOR! Grandion’s triumph resounded like a bell, even to his ears. 
 
    He had no need to form a thought, for even as the mountains above shook – Infurion quarried toward the entombed Air Breathers and the nation they sheltered with enviable ease – the song of starlight magic rising from Hualiama transformed not from one key to another, but from one plane of draconic existence to another, almost as she had described her experience of the Flow. 
 
    Suddenly, the insane screaming of magic eased. Dragons exclaimed in confusion and wonder as they found themselves able to think, to breathe, to function again. 
 
    Just then, black fire speared through the Air Breather shield as Infurion shovelled mountains of debris aside, and a spectral grin formed in the flaming monstrosity of his face. Drawing a breath that was like the inhalation of a furnace the size of any respectable Island, he roared, SURRENDER, O STAR DRAGONESS! 
 
    Her chin jutted into a phenomenal gale of magic and mayhem. Blackness turned Grandion’s mind inside out as his fires guttered, but a desperate focus on the dazzling presence of his oath companion kept his mind intact – not so much the Dragonkind cowering below. The Air Breathers clumped together to resist, but many minds behind their bulwarks flickered into unconsciousness. 
 
    Serenely, Lia replied, Hold your fires, noble shell-uncle. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31: Infernal Fires 
 
      
 
    It was the calm expressed in her response that staggered the Ancient Dragon, Hualiama intuited, observing the alien yet somehow palpably draconic emotions coursing through the eyes that overshadowed her nation. His temperament could not have been more different to Amaryllion Fireborn’s understated air of dignity, and she sensed deeper still, that the inmost character of his draconic being – the contradictory nature of his fire-soul – gave rise to whole new realms of emotions, processes and thoughts of which she had not the first inkling. Furthermore, even the fact of his existence was anathema to the Sky-Fires of her companions. His fires overwhelmed. Corrupted. Twisted and annihilated the fundamental fires of their existence. 
 
    Only the immense resilience of the Lost Islands’ mental network kept their allied Lesser Dragons from being snuffed out entirely. 
 
    Perils within perils. 
 
    Beside her, Grandion deliberately reached out to touch wings. His eyes gleamed with markers of a noble, approving fury that transcended words – strengthening her resolve. 
 
    At once, Hualiama addressed the Ancient Dragon, The shell-daughter of Fra’anior the Onyx will consider your reasonable demands, o mighty Infurion. As the dragonet noted, we’ve no quarrel with you. 
 
    Her provocation was weighted according to every ounce of Dragon lore she had learned, most especially from Fra’anior’s own teaching. By ties of blood and shell, Infurion was required to deal with her as family, with all that implied for both of them. She would learn what his relationship with Fra’anior might be, whether adverse, indifferent or friendly. 
 
    Sweeping aside a pawful of rock – given as his palms each measured a number of square miles, he was capable of juggling small mountains for fun – Infurion glared down at her, there in a canyon of rubble created by Yiisuriel’s shield, like a thunderstorm which had taken form and flame and threatened to crush them all. SUBMIT! 
 
    I haven’t heard your terms. 
 
    As Infurion explained the flaws in her reasoning to the tune of earthquakes, general geological rearrangements of their surroundings for many leagues about and fires raging from horizon to horizon, noting with all the lashing sarcasm of an ancient behemoth how very, very inaccessible Fra’anior was at this point in time and how he could squash her with the slightest sneeze of his left nostril, she firmed her sense of purpose. Bluster! This was brawny intimidation designed to assess her purity of purpose. Peripherally, she recognised Grandion’s concern and Flicker’s anticipation of something quite … Hualiama special? 
 
    Perfect. She should do just that. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Raising a petite forepaw, Hualiama interjected delicately, Noble shell-uncle, you are so very kind to chastise us. We bow before your indubitable magnificence. 
 
    I – WHAT? Incendior spluttered, sounding as incensed as his name suggested. Momentarily, his thrashing of mountain peaks ceased. The depthless eye slits pinched inward, while smoke began to boil off his lumpen shoulders as the import of her words sank in. 
 
    Grandion groaned. Privately, he hissed at Blue-Star, What on the Islands are you doing? 
 
    Clearly eavesdropping even on their private telepathic communication, the Ancient Dragon growled, Precisely. Why, when threatened with annihilation, dost thou … 
 
    His glowering eclipsed the very skies overhead. 
 
    Hualiama pirouetted neatly off Grandion’s port wingtip, and with a coquettish flutter of her wings, cooed, Mighty shell-uncle, haven’t you sensed the dangers rife in the Balance of the Harmonies? See my magic. Let the clarity of my insight rise to your perception. 
 
    Lia projected the traces she and Grandion had detected. 
 
    What, thou challengest … Infurion’s incredulity caused the swathe his body cut through entire mountain ranges to convulse. Thou – USURPER!! Architect thou art of these strange tangs beneath the Island-World’s shell and all these changes in the aether – nay, only the originator of this song of magic that sings so poignantly of mine lost shell-brother … no … NO! IT CANNOT BE! 
 
    Now, his manner entirely changed. The raging of his mighty person, its dense, flaming representation of Dragon armour and scales written in the darkest of fires, seemed to draw collective breath to coalesce like oily, ebon metals smelting in a furnace’s heart. How the pyres of his grasp of her truthfulness assaulted the skies in stultifying, rolling heatwaves of anguish-realisation! All pretence vanished. All hope, extinguished. The lakes of Infurion’s eyes rippled into a different, more profound darkness – almost pleading, Grandion realised. 
 
    The Ancient Dragon’s wailing seemed to shake the very foundations of the Island-World as he cried, What is this to thee, Dragoness – A GAME? 
 
    No. It is life and death. 
 
    Hualiama’s reply would have been lost in Infurion’s swelling indignation, save that Grandion augmented her concentration, staunchly remaining beside her right wingtip. She was ice to the Ancient Dragon’s fire. Never more certain, even when Infurion’s talons wrenched the entire right flank of the Air Breather group free of debris, her words as cutting as crystal blades. Infurion saw her truth, and the grief indicators born of the sufferings of a matchless heart, and he was aghast. 
 
    The Ancient Dragon ground out, What tidings dost thou bring, Star Dragoness? Speak! 
 
    I fear that the spirit of Dramagon roams your domain unchecked. 
 
    The Tourmaline’s stomach fires turned to acid. Never had he imagined threading the finest of wingtip angles with an Ancient Dragon. What a gamble! Hualiama cut straight past the matter of Numistar Winterborn to the nub of what was only a breath of a suspicion, but it was enough, for Infurion’s reply told the tale: 
 
    He raged, Numistar – she promised – AAAARRGGHH! She promised egglings! Mine very … own … 
 
    Oh, Infurion, Hualiama interjected, her voice a whisper of sympathy that somehow, incredibly, eased the mighty being’s pain. 
 
    Truly? Aye! Suddenly, scales seemed to fall from Grandion’s eyes. He saw a pattern. The main thrust of Dramagon’s doings. All he and Hualiama knew about the two-headed Ancient Dragon’s endeavours began to fall into place and interlock like the finest of gemstone sculptures his shell-father had so loved to craft. Each and every irruption, from Shinzen’s giants to the enclave of the Lost Islands dedicated to pursuing Dramagon’s ends in the Island-World, from the subterfuge of the so-called ‘Scroll of Binding’ that was contrariwise, an arcane and ingenious binding for a Dragon’s soul to persist his ruzal magic across the boundaries of time and magical law; now this incredible intuition that correctly talon-tapped Dramagon’s paw as the one guiding Numistar’s actions! It was all part of one monstrously orchestrated plan that spanned across the aeons to engulf this very day in doom. The great two-headed Ancient Dragon scientist was the mastermind. He had even set the Winterborn against Hualiama and Azziala … and manipulated all three vastly dissimilar powers into carrying out his wishes as if his will were inked upon the scrolleaf of their lives. 
 
    All these events, he had orchestrated from the vantage point of thousands of years in the past? Oh, the unrivalled cunning of these Ancient Powers! O, fateful perception! 
 
    He stared at Hualiama, aghast. She saw. All he knew, she did – and she responded to his dark-fires despair with an opposing perspective, not so much to vex a Tourmaline Dragon – his lips peeled back momentarily from his fangs – but that he might bear her higher. When she could not fly for herself, her thoughts revealed, his wings had cut the moons to transport her to her destiny. Now, they stood ranged against Dramagon. The stakes had never been higher. Even Numistar was but a pawn playing in the wicked Red Dragon’s master scheme. 
 
    As Infurion’s darkness pulled away toward the sky, retreating across the mountains, insight shivered his wingtips and gripped his seventh sense so sorely, Grandion distinctly felt his third heart freeze, then stumble reluctantly into motion at the Blue-Star’s tiny mental nudge. 
 
    All his world was white-fires, yet in his enhanced metaphysical perception, Hualiama burned brighter still, the very distillation of light’s purity. 
 
    For this day, a star was born, he bugled. 
 
    I third-heart love thee, o Alastior, the Dragoness trilled, a sound of ecstatic, piercing clarity. She knew. She grasped his insights. 
 
    Again, delicious shivers wreathed his being. All the doubts he had known, burned away in the crucible of fresh and striking knowledge. This Tourmaline Dragon fought not only for his own survival and for the cause that had concerned them since e’er a girl dared to tread a Dragon’s back, but he had become a key actor in a greater conflict raging between ancient draconic powers, as Fra’anior the Onyx and Dramagon his aeons-old nemesis wrestled for hegemony over the Island-World. 
 
    How did the First Egg play into this? 
 
    Hualiama whispered, Immortality. The Ancient Dragons lost their past. No prize could be greater. 
 
    We must help Infurion, Grandion said. Dramagon cannot be permitted a talon tip’s hold upon this Egg, o beloved star! 
 
    The Dragons shared a glance, and the briefest caress of wingtips. 
 
    Ahem, Flicker cleared his throat with a rasping little fireball. The world’s about to end. Would you two stargazing lovers either find a private roost, or just mosey along and save us all? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There was a quality of conviction that transcended logic. Every statement, every beat of her consciousness, seemed laden with this special significance which had infected her mate and drawn the Balance into unprecedented focus. 
 
    Mate? Humansoul objected mildly. Dragon lover … yet behind her absentminded teasing, her twin brains worked ferociously. Strategy. Mining the Dragon lore inscribed in both of their memories. Imbibing this new knowledge and the implications it must surely spawn, to try to divine a way forward for the Dragonkind. Their very survival depended on the path she must choose. 
 
    I’m a Human lover, purred the Dragoness, licking her fangs lasciviously. 
 
    Down, girly-Dragon. Look to the mountains. Nothing’s being born up here. Whatever’s underneath – far, far beneath – the mountains are rising only as a reaction to the force exerted in the opposite direction. We must go deep. 
 
    Could Flicker be right, Humansoul? 
 
    Her two soul aspects paused as if mirror images gazed at each other, wondering which was real and which, the reflection. Thoughts raced together like ripples passing over a pond, linking and modifying each other simultaneously. After a moment, the hidden girl advanced, Can’t say this bodes well. Infurion’s a victim – 
 
    Don’t say that to him! 
 
    Where’s the Winterborn? What does she intend? What’s Dramagon’s ultimate purpose in this? 
 
    We must command these fates. The Dragoness scented the air, rising with Grandion even as she exchanged volleys of commands with the Air Breathers and her Council. South? Beyond this disturbance? 
 
    Beyond Infurion’s realm, I do wonder, responded the girl, her Dragonish loaded with agreement indicators. How can we fight her out there? 
 
    Ask Infurion to flatten several hundred leagues of mountains? Forge a way … 
 
    The Dragoness joked grimly, but her Humansoul immediately fired back, Yes! Do that, dear fire-heart. He alone possesses the power of paw. 
 
    And in a dimly-glimpsed sliver of future, Land Dragons or Humans might still need to cross the Rift if this disturbance collapsed or exploded. Aye. Balance lived in this notion. 
 
    Infurion? 
 
    The Ancient Dragon surged smoothly onto a heading three compass points shy of directly West, his bulk cleaving the mountains with the ease of a Dragon fishing in a terrace lake. His vast, predatory consciousness seemed divided, assessing the combat situation, replaying his dealings with the treacherous Numistar and devising his strategies simultaneously, leaving only a small fragment to heed her communication – but he concurred in a flash of thought, darkness to her light. 
 
    Infurion dived. The vast length of him rippled as his magic penetrated bedrock torn untimely from its resting place and hurled it into the air or in a bow wave either side, like a Dragon splitting water with a clean plunge. 
 
    Let’s fly, Grandion, Lia commanded. 
 
    Curling his talons about Hualiama’s trim waist, Grandion launched into the smoke-occluded heavens, trailed belatedly by a number of other Lesser Dragons and Riders of their command. Strange mineral tangs touched his nostrils. Had ever such minerals and gemstone-bearing ores been exposed to the suns-light? These Earthen-Fires of Infurion’s type gave rise to entirely novel elements, and forms of life, he posited, that should by rights never exist in their Island-World. Adverse magic should obliterate each other, yet the Great Onyx had somehow found a way to enable them to coexist. Now, Dramagon’s plan must be to destabilise all his shell-brother had wrought. 
 
    Find me Numistar! he roared. 
 
    Meantime, Hualiama conferred with Infurion. He knew rocks and ores. He knew magic unimaginable to them; magic which had already penetrated the crust and found his intended egglings excavating deeper and deeper beneath the crust with an unprecedented outpouring of Earthen-Fires magic, in turn priming the Island-World’s inner fires with devastating volatility. Engineer-Lia calculated, and calculated again through the Flow, unable to process or believe her observations. Oceans of power! The trembling in the Balance, as if the cosmos itself recoiled in fear, communicated to her limbs and wings as she shuddered violently in her Tourmaline’s grasp. 
 
    Through her newly embodied magic, Infurion informed her in great blasts of knowledge transfer, Numistar had planted eggs all along the Rift. Thousands of eggs. Each had hatched and grown at a staggering rate, doubling in size every day as they feasted upon the Earthen-Fires magic of Infurion’s domain and generated more magic of their own, amplifying the feeding source for each other. Augmented far beyond any natural draconic form or function, their unholy fire-life now pushed outward into realms far below the Rift itself, realms which had contained the Earthen-Fires since Fra’anior first shaped his creation. His new perception explored the nature of these corrupted Dragonkind, product of Dramagon’s infamously illicit experiments upon the souls of his subjects – this was a vicious, grasping form of draconic life, apparently sub intelligent, forged to reach a goal of which they were as yet unawares. 
 
    She had abetted this by allowing Numistar to escape and to develop her next stratagem. Moreover, she had played directly into Dramagon’s paw. Great Onyx have mercy, what had she done? 
 
    For his part, Infurion had been blinded by his desire for young. He had ignored the signs, the bourgeoning power of these undraconic beasts. Hualiama saw a sliver of a vision of long, revolving ophidian bodies fronted by downward-pointing drill mouthparts each boring a tunnel eight miles wide deep into the semisolid lower mantle – yet, why? What lay down there, hidden far beyond the realms even of Magma Dragons and S’gulzzi? 
 
    Could a remnant of Dramagon be hidden in the bowels of the Island-World, far deeper than even Dragons dared to tread? Were these beasts quarrying for him? Hualiama gritted her fangs. She would put nothing beyond that notoriously crafty mind. 
 
    Aye, Dramagon, Humansoul said. But, could the plan be to separate me from the First Egg whilst we undertake this investigation? 
 
    Her Dragoness nodded, Aye, it’s a fearful risk … 
 
    I concur, said Grandion. Brace! 
 
    With a roar that transcended imagination, Infurion breached through the devastation of his domain and swept his paws outward as he had agreed with Hualiama. Magic rippled through the liquefied ridge surmounting the Rift at thrice the speed of sound, collapsing, condensing and solidifying a new substrate, and the displaced debris exploded so many hundreds of leagues to the South, Hualiama feared for the peoples of Herimor. Bombardment! Nothing else could be done. Slowly, from the infernos and chaos of Infurion’s world-shaping magic, a canyon emerged, floored with a strange, oily black substance called meriatonium, which resisted all forms of magic. A path. 
 
    Her burning draconic eyes measured the devastation. What kind of Isles would those be, fused with the Ancient Dragon’s unique magic, and what impact would his imprint make upon the life of Herimor? These were split second decisions made with little knowledge of their ultimate consequences. 
 
    No time for second thoughts. She must act. 
 
    MOVE! Hualiama roared at Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron and her kin, who surged forward at once, their myriad legs rippling urgently. Grandion helped lever a final couple of youngsters upright. She added, Carry the battle to Numistar Winterborn. 
 
    Infurion’s fury pummelled the Air Breathers to their knees! Her head snapped about. Ambush! 
 
    From beneath the sea of heaving, shifting peaks, spectral draconic limbs whipped over and around the length of the Ancient Dragon’s body at a speed that beggared belief, flickering with shadowy flame and crackling ferociously where they touched his … skin? The boundary of his magical armour? For he was a beast of flame and magic, she recognised, and did not possess a solid body as she understood it. Leagues of billowing sable clouds boiled off the points of contact as Infurion shrugged off the attackers, only to be mobbed fourfold, eightfold, swamped in a sea of thrashing tentacles! 
 
    Didn’t see that coming, muttered Humansoul. 
 
    Let’s pay better attention! the Dragoness responded, angry at herself. What can we do? 
 
    Grandion flexed his shoulders ominously. Care to dance, Blue-Star? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In their instantaneous fusion of light, a Tourmaline Dragon found … laughter. Curiously, the wild ululations of his chanteuse were accompanied by unmistakably Flicker-esque trills, like whirlpools and tempests spinning off a howling Cloudlands tempest. He had never heard a sound to compare. He would not even have thought a Dragon’s throat capable of producing acoustic magic of such extraordinary, magically transformative qualities that its melodic disruption was felt in every bone and scale of his body, rather than through the ordinary channels of his ear canals. 
 
    Three friends united in tempestuous battle mirth, the thunderous emotion that arguably drove a Dragon to the utmost pinnacle of his combat prowess. Hualiama, wing-shivering in her endlessly adaptable expressions of magic’s very soul. Flicker, impish of fires. Grandion, inflamed beyond rational thought, reaching out with his Tourmaline power to seize those coiling, strangely crystalline appendages –apparently formed of a translucent, dark anti-flesh that conducted heat and darkness much as a gemstone might refract light – and to rend them like wet scrolleaf that nonetheless seared back through his magical talons like an aged Green Dragon’s most lethal Acid attack. Radiant warmth soothed his pain, allowing him to reach across the miles with blazing blue paws and slough Infurion’s back free of enemies. 
 
    Again. Watch the port flank! Lia encouraged. 
 
    Grandion swatted away a quintet of reaching tentacles. The creatures oriented upon his small battle group, wailing in pain as the starlight-infused Tourmaline fists wreaked havoc, but the outpouring of magic was also prohibitive. 
 
    Either side of Infurion’s new path, new clusters of writhing tentacles broke free and seared toward the united Air Breathers and the miniscule Lesser Dragons swirling above. Where they struck the rock, it pulverised in flashes of dark fires, giving off a ghastly miasmic smoke that beat upon every Dragon’s seventh sense with a knowledge of wrongfulness, of dark-fires created by the deepest draconic nightmares. Behind the tentacles were sac-like bodies many times larger than any Lesser Dragon, pulsating with stomach-churning, alien undulations as if the grim magic pent up within each creature fought to escape. Grandion sensed through Hualiama the readiness of the battalions to ride against Numistar and her offspring, and Yiisuriel bolstering him as he lashed out again and again. 
 
    ARISE! roared Infurion, stoking the fires of his realm. Throwing off the final few attackers, he surged toward the hole he had first created. WITH ME, DRAGONESS! OUR BATTLE LIES DEEP! 
 
    Lia hesitated. Grandion … 
 
    Go. I’ll lead from up here. 
 
    Don’t worry, I’ll be at paw to tell him what to do, Flicker advised quickly. 
 
    The Tourmaline bared his fangs at the dragonet. Aye, because I need a toothpick to clean my fangs of Numistar’s flesh. What’s the worst that could happen, anyways? 
 
    The dragonet said blithely, Well, Dramagon could destroy the entire Island-World – 
 
    Flicker! Lia yelped. 
 
    Their friend flitted past her muzzle, delivering a parting pat with one tiny paw – garnished with a double twisting somersault, of course, or his name would not be Flicker. But he said, Fly into the infernal fires for us, Star Dragoness. You alone can fight this foe. 
 
    Beautiful Flicker. Grandion gasped softly. For an outright pest, he had his moments. 
 
    In a choked voice, Blue-Star replied, Keep the First Egg safe in paw for me, alright, boys? 
 
    They nodded, and turned at once to the battle. 
 
    Strange, how she had always assumed that her affinity for starlight would mean that she must learn to fly higher than ever before. Now, as she soared upon desiccated winds toward the pit at the centre of Infurion’s realm, Hualiama had opportunity to regret her choice. Should trepidation rule her hearts? What might she find in the birthplace of the hostile Earthen-Fires, save a fate which Infurion had clearly threatened – a place where stars must die? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Pensively, the Tourmaline Dragon watched his beloved winging after Infurion as the Ancient Dragon traversed the trembling mountaintops with infeasible speed. She moved with flowing grace, the sometimes awkward, Human-like gestures of her draconic body never more absent, even as her Humansoul continued to converse telepathically with her Council. He could never multi-task like that. Point him in the right direction and remove distractions – he grinned toothily – and Numistar was a lesser Dragon for it. Less a few limbs, to be precise. 
 
    Grandion flexed his muscles with studied laziness that masked the seething battle fury lodged like a tiny core of sunlight beneath his keel bone. He cracked his knuckles one by one. Hualiama was right. This was the fateful hour, a conflict raging in a realm the balladeers had never imagined. 
 
    This was the hour for a Tourmaline Dragon to soar and dream lofty dreams. 
 
    Expelled from the depths of his throat, a zephyr of hatred drifted over the battlefield. Numistar, oh Numistar – you craven, creeping maggot. Where are you cowering? 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32: The Darkest Fires 
 
      
 
    FOR A HULKING, sometimes bloody-minded brute, her Tourmaline evinced quite the melodramatic streak from time to time. The decidedly unflattering image in his mind of a sulky, slime-laden Numistar shambling through an imaginary blighted swamp weeping for succour from her torment introduced extra bounce to the Star Dragoness’ wings as she trailed Infurion’s path. Absurd Tourmaline. Uplifting in the most oblique draconic ways. Not without his faults, but the conviction that he could be her partner for life, and very best friend, stoked her draconic furnaces to an alarming core temperature. She folded that warmth within her, for it was knowledge that filled a Dragoness’ hearts with optimism even in the most fearful of circumstances. 
 
    Despite his mind-bending size, the Ancient Dragon moved far faster than she could fly, even at her top speed. Thus, Hualiama discovered the startling need to travel across the smoking, sulphurous peaks for nearly fifteen minutes before she reached the edge of Infurion’s new hole, into which he poured like a torrent of liquescent midnight skies. Creature of the deepest fires, he returned to the territory under his jurisdiction to face the invaders. 
 
    In that brief hiatus, the Star Dragoness arranged the forces of the Lost Islands, gave them marching orders, developed and honed seventeen new, dynamic magical constructs that she and Yiisuriel hoped would allow the Air Breathers to walk the perilous route to Herimor while withstanding the likely attacks of Dramagon’s offspring, and jested and conversed with her Lesser Dragon forces and Dragon Riders, rearranging the layers of defence and briefing the scouts. Was Grandion shaking his head at her? She pretended to swat him away. Pesky shimmering dragonfly! 
 
    The faraway tourmaline dot jerked in startlement. What did I do to deserve that? 
 
    Um … well, I – what? Lia spluttered. 
 
    Got you, chortled Flicker. 
 
    Rascal! Lia and Grandion snarled simultaneously. 
 
    Be alert, said the dragonet, his tone turning uncharacteristically grave. Not all is as it seems. Herimor is not for nothing called the realm of shadows. 
 
    An anomalous warning – but appreciated. As she tipped forward, mirroring Infurion’s path, her magic-assisted ocular magnification made out what appeared to be a white moth flitting about a misplaced gemstone. Her boys. She giggled mischievously as both Dragons, predictably, stiffened at the perceived slur. One way to toast a Dragon’s innards. 
 
    Then, her nose turned to the deeps. Scent. Sight. Listen. Taste. Absorb impressions through her wing membranes and the flow of air over her scales, and examine the wuthering that filled her nostrils with so much more than purely olfactory information. 
 
    Aye, I am awe – 
 
    Maximal draconic egotism, my darling petal? said Humansoul, very drily. Don’t you start copying the dragonet, we’ve enough lippy-zippy in our lives. Listen. Infurion’s gliding down into a trap. 
 
    The draconic presence replied, He must know that. 
 
    The girl-Dragoness glanced about, drawing closer to her soul-sister in deep communion. The Balance spoke of deep portents, of imminent events teetering on a talon’s edge of fate. Her stomach clung to her backbone like an eggling freshly cracked from the shell, nuzzling against his shell-mother. Aye, Dramagon’s evil lurked – but why did her innermost fires weep, like a soft rain thrumming upon the fields of her soul? Soft, yet excoriating. Inchoately terrifying … she apprehended the sensation with surprise and dread, coupled with a swelling sevenfold roaring in her consciousness that she had always recognised in Fra’anior’s communications with her. 
 
    Shell-father, is that you? What must I do. 
 
    The stillness spoke momentous truths to her soul. 
 
    She knew he watched from innumerable leagues distant. She knew? Should not all the trumps of the Universe resound at once, for the realisation that broke upon her soul now like the fieriest of Fra’aniorian dawns? A thunderclap of stillness; her every fire guttered, before flaring into unbearable whiteness. 
 
    Mercy, my soul … Humansoul whispered, aghast. 
 
    Such a burden of fate must strike to the core of her courage, of all that she was. For this, she had crossed the Island-World’s length and breadth, and flown to its darkest deeps; into the lair of the enemy she had trod, and not returned unscathed. She had died and been reborn of fire and starlight, and all the fires of her ancestors and mentors burned in her breast. 
 
    Her shell-father’s spectral presence spoke no word, but nonetheless she sensed his deep and abiding love. Unseen eyes infused her being with courage. Aye, this was her task. This was the duty and privilege and reason for a Star Dragoness’ very existence. 
 
    The Dragoness firmed her jaw. She would fly higher, and fight until her last breath if that was demanded of her. 
 
    This was her destiny. 
 
    Her dance. 
 
    As the white-fires cleared from her vision, Hualiama saw the pyres blazing in soot-edged crimson and obsidian billows along the length of the Rift receding obliquely toward the skies as she descended into what appeared to be a black-edged tunnel or sinkhole – how did one simply vaporise uncountable tonnes of rock? Yet the substrate seemed of little account to these creatures, as if they undulated through physical substance in ways similar to her experience of Flow. Handy if one simply sailed through mountains. It made travel so much easier. The grit on her tongue tasted of ashes and fires hostile to her kind, akin to the magma rivers she had travelled before but subtly more perilous. 
 
    She and her shell-uncle must thrust their necks into a trap devised aeons before by the wickedly gifted two-headed Red Dragon scientist, Dramagon – yet, could he have known in some prophetic sense the irruption that would be caused by Izariela’s progeny? Dramagon had played every game piece masterfully, so far. Flawless strategy. 
 
    Could a tiny Star Dragoness tickle the fates with her talon tips, and change the Balance forever? 
 
    Unexpectedly, Infurion’s immense presence filled her mind. Aye, I know. I am rousting out the enemy and blooding him on our behalf, kin niece, wing sister. The grin that accompanied these was perfectly monstrous, making Lia wonder what under the heavens she had dipped her paws into, on this occasion. At once, he said, My realm, my rules, o most dainty of allies. Yet you intuited so clearly – entirely in keeping with the lucid starlight of your heritage, so dissimilar and alien to the murky perils of my existence – the designs of Dramagon in these parts. Now tell me, what is this threat? Speak the Dragonish of thy heritage! Do these spawnlings, swarming throughout my realm, seek to destroy an Ancient Dragon? 
 
    She had barely begun to formulate a reply when, with an almighty roar, the fires that were Infurion’s being wheeled to his right paw, and the battle began in a wholly unexpected way. Darkness closed overhead, and the Ancient Dragon appeared to be dragged forward – vertically downward, her engineer corrected the misconception instantly – by a force neither of them understood or could apparently counteract. 
 
    Spitting and bellowing in indignation, Infurion fell away from Lia at an increasing speed. She chased after, having to pump her wings to augment her speed. The friction of air pressure increased with her descent, but the Ancient Dragon seemed to experience no such issue. Quite the opposite. His response to the forces, the deepening tenor of his already near-subliminal sounds suggested, was that he was indeed under the influence of far greater gravity than what was natural. 
 
    “Skanky windrocs!” the Star Dragoness screeched as her wings bent helplessly downward. She wrestled them back to her flanks with a supreme effort, but felt as if a shackle of tonnes had just been affixed to her nose. All the blood in her body drained toward her head. What little she could see was shades of Infurion’s crimson-dark flame and then the brighter but more eerie effect of the tendrils whipping out of the walls of the sinkhole to impact an armour-like layer of metal shielding Infurion had extruded over his body – not unlike sparks shooting off a welding torch. 
 
    Closing her ears to the cacophony, Hualiama extended her own shields, but recoiled as the tentacles seemed to pinpoint her presence at once. They were not necessarily seeing creatures. Drop the pneumatic and sensory shielding! Her hearts lodged in her throat – all three hearts crammed up toward her tongue at once, creating a sense of awful congestion – as she lowered her protections, relying on her complex Dragon senses to guide her. 
 
    Left flank! The Star Dragoness yelped as her attempted dive-roll rotated about the centre of gravity apparently bolted inside her left nostril, and ended up with her right hindquarters and tail slamming off one of the tentacles. Krack! Grandion might as well have booted her with his enormous foot, for the concussion belted her so hard her teeth clacked together and the side of her skull struck her right wing primary a bruising blow. She tumbled free. 
 
    Kra-ka-crack! 
 
    She screamed as the black appendages lashed her body and wings, hunting by touch – of course! Sensory ripples ran away from her position as she corkscrewed wildly, hampered by the constant grip upon her head, as if invisible pincers held her fast. Not the nose. Just behind her eyes. 
 
    The battle became endless and bizarre. Judging by the racket he was making, out-thundering any thunder the skies of her Island-World had ever imagined making since the days of the Onyx, Infurion was doing worse than her. Repeatedly, armoured tentacles lashed out of the darkness. Unpredictable. So fast, even her Dragoness struggled to react in time. Their shadowed nature confused her sight, as if she did not properly perceive their substance or flame. She bit her tongue inadvertently as three or four rapid-fire blows bounced her about like a nut in a gourd shaker; sparks crashed off her writhing body. Lia tried to leap into the Flow to escape, but that was when she received her nastiest surprise yet. Impossible! The magical grip prevented her from shifting planes? 
 
    How was that possible … Humansoul? 
 
    Here! Change – it’s using your Dragon magic to track – 
 
    No, dear petal … you’d never survive. 
 
    The girl inside screamed in frustration as the tentacles blurred through the semidarkness once more. “Unh!” The Dragoness reeled. Sparks! Bruising! Breath exploded from her lungs as simultaneous strikes crushed her ribs. Fighting free, she wheeled away into the flickering dark once more. Falling. Always falling, faster and faster … 
 
    Why could she not see properly? Distortions played havoc with her vision. The tentacles, easily thicker than her entire wingspan and apparently comprised of solid draconic muscle sheathed in dark-fires conducting, flexible metallic armour, smudged and smeared through each other as though she saw through a crysglass panel frosted with ice. They rose from nothingness. Disappeared and reformed. Infurion seemed similarly beleaguered. Dense smoke billowed off his body as the acrid stench of a furnace roaring full blast as it smelted metals came to her nostrils. Bits of scale armour fountained off him as the tentacles lashed out; Lia wondered where their owners were. Could this phenomenon be a distortion of Infurion’s own Earthen-Fires magic? A corruption, akin to ruzal? 
 
    “Be light!” 
 
    No! 
 
    Despite her Humansoul’s warning, the Dragoness flared brilliantly, illuminating their surrounds like lightning flashing between immense thunderheads. The tentacles vanished. Only the tunnel remained, boring directly into a realm of crystalline, semi-transparent shrouds and obscure simulacra of natural rock, as best she could tell. Judging by the increase in pressure, they were already two leagues deep and accelerating. Ahead of her, the mountainous back of Infurion, all matte-black armour gathered into slightly stellate, plate-like scales comprised of seething infernal fires, stiffened as he appeared to apprehend what she did. 
 
    This was all mental? A figment of their imagination? 
 
    The tunnel’s walls rippled as if the basal rock were merely so much water. Then, the most hellish fires of the Rift’s heart erupted all around them. Booming. Blasting. Concussion after concussion struck the Dragons as the inflexible grip renewed its ownership of course and destiny. The air sucked out of her lungs as all became dark-fires, and as fast as the Dragoness could throw up shields, the antagonistic magic disintegrated them. The backlash through her mind was almost worse than the mayhem around her as her carefully thought-out constructs imploded as fast as she could raise them. Tentacles shot out of nowhere as the afterglow of her attack faded – attracted to her power, Hualiama realised dazedly, having supped upon the offering of starlight fires with glee – and compounded her misery by whipping her worse than King Chalcion had ever imagined in one of his drunken rages. 
 
    The connection stunned her. These powers might be a billion leagues apart, but they shared the same sadistic bent. 
 
    She must draw deeper. Become stone. A skin of stone like Ra’aba had managed might just help her survive, for now she began to see the mighty sacs of the Dramagon-spawn gathering in the shadows about her and Infurion, and the note of the Ancient Dragon’s bellowing turned to pain as he lashed out, crushing tens of the enemy with each swingeing blow of his ethereal Dragon fists through the not-rock of the Rift, and Hualiama began to discern a deeper twist upon reality – what they had seen as mountains above was true only insofar as they were a manifestation of the changes wreaked in the physical structures of rock, mineral and metal boiling up from the realms of the Rift. What was the Rift in actuality, then? She had always thought of it as a void, an uncrossable abyss of Earthen-Fires, as legend would suggest. It was a place of fiery whirlpools a hundred leagues in diameter, and an endlessly changeable realm where nothing remained safe or steady for longer than mere seconds. 
 
    Now, with the benefit of Infurion’s agonised yet attentive insights to guide her, she saw afresh. It was a canyon varying from two to three hundred and seventy leagues wide and measuring a hundred or more leagues deep – a mighty home for a mighty draconic presence, the mightiest remaining in the Island-World. Infurion could not leave with his shell-brothers, Hualiama learned, because there was no place in the fires of that faraway domain for a creature of his fires. Instead, Fra’anior had shaped, as part of the world’s most fundamental equilibrium and flow of fires and magic, a realm where the Earthen-Fires would coalesce, exist and burn without destroying the prevalent white-fires-based elements upon which so many forms of life depended. 
 
    The Rift was protection. Essentially, an outlet valve for opposing forces exceeding imagination. 
 
    Infurion’s grin played in her mind. A garbage dump for the unwanted magic of thine Island-World, little one. The Earthen-Fires arise spontaneously within the magical bounds of mine realm, endlessly renewed – but now these quislings of Dramagon have created chaos. Imbalance reigns and the danger has never been more terrible. 
 
    She considered this in the tiny space afforded by the mauling her body was taking. Aye. What shall we do, shell-uncle? 
 
    Infurion roared, THOU SHALT FIGHT AT MINE RIGHT PAW, O DRAGONSTAR!! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When a night-blue speck disappeared into the darkness in pursuit of her infernal shell-uncle – and how did Dragons of such disparate natures claim kinship anyhow – Grandion rotated his wing joints, and then the lower forelimb joints, stretched his spine and then realised that ten thousand pairs of eyes were watching. Waiting upon his lead. 
 
    He knew every nuance of his surprise communicated to the mind-meld. Did these Lost Islanders have no concept of privacy, of personal mental space? 
 
    Immediately, ninety-two different methods of filtering presented themselves to his mind. 
 
    Windroc spit, said Grandion, enunciating each syllable distinctly. Right. To the path. Yiisuriel, lead on. Scouts, I’ll have your reports. Get the scientists working on every detail of our environment. I don’t want any nasty surprises as we walk the Rift. 
 
    Aye, noble Tourmaline, Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron returned drolly. Except that Hualiama has dropped off the face of reality. 
 
    The Earthen-Fires – 
 
    The Dragoness’ great mind soothed his response instinctively, a mothering touch. Aye, they mask her presence. A suggestion, Tourmaline. Engineering is not your gifting. Leadership is. Ask us any questions you wish and we will attend to the details of finding you the best possible answers, but don’t let yourself be swamped in our love of minutiae. You fly high as you are wont to do, and prepare to swat Numistar like a bug. 
 
    Grandion considered this. Very well. But you should be prepared for very many questions, as if you forge into flurries of insects. My first is, can you walk the meriatonium safely? 
 
    He had the impression that Yiisuriel blinked very slowly. Surprised by his concern for his larger brethren? She replied, It may be problematic. Current observations of atmospheric conditions indicate that our weight might be inadequately supported – she displayed to him a vast array of calculations, neatly summarised by main points – as you see, we need to learn to fly. 
 
    Or, to skate, said the Tourmaline. 
 
    For the very first time, he had the satisfaction of seeing a leagues-tall Land Dragon mountain – by Fra’anior’s own beard, not quite floored, but certainly flummoxed – for Yiisuriel blurted out, WHAT? 
 
    Grandion showed one hundred fangs, every one of them as smug as the next. 
 
    Oh, there goes the dignity, Flicker sniped. 
 
    I’ll leave the details to greater minds than mine, the Dragon responded evenly. We’ll move out when you’re ready, Yiisuriel. Now, Flicker, help me with my next question. 
 
    Which is what, exactly? asked the dragonet. 
 
    How may a star shine when all around her is darkness? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Like Grandion, Flicker gazed wistfully toward the place where Hualiama had vanished. He blinked as the dark, fire-blasted peaks appeared to shiver, then they burped contentedly. Had he misheard? Surely not. Flicker was a master of the belch, both inebriated or sober. Those mountains had just broken wind, or he was a wool-brained sheep in a dragon’s scales. 
 
    Should he be afraid? 
 
    At once, his nostrils quested even as he conversed with the Tourmaline. What new magic might the Dragonfriend require this time? New, or old? Where had she disappeared, for even though they expected the sounds or signs of battle to erupt from deep inside the Rift, there was nothing unusual, just a growing sense of pressure and the groaning of overstressed rock. Hours of nothing. He, Grandion and Yiisuriel, with the support of legion Hater scientists and all of Affurion’s legions, put into process every investigative technique they could imagine. They must find a way to communicate with Hualiama, there, deep within the Rift. Meantime, their powerful Shell-Clan kin laid down a trail of oils for the Air Breathers, and the long slide to Herimor began. 
 
    Meriatonium was itself an outlandish substance, like a void of magic. It was incredibly dense yet light, and structurally far surpassed the strongest materials known to Dragonkind – in many senses, it was stronger than Dragon scale armour. A perfect building material for Hualiama’s creative shell-father, the dragonet supposed. The Land Dragons slid along the path forged by Infurion, two leagues wide and three deep, pressing deeper along what was effectively a canyon formed between mighty grey-black walls of tortured, broken stone riddled with the dark-fires of this realm. Flicker sensed the corruption emanating from within those walls. Every second was a struggle; even Yiisuriel had resorted to plumbing the First Egg held within her body for resources to continue the battle as she and her kin gingerly glided upon their immense carapaces up a very slight, freshly oiled slope and into the heart of the Rift. 
 
    Of the enemy, there was no sign for the remainder of that day, nor for the next three. 
 
    The Lost Islands nation travelled in marching order – first the Runner Clans cleared the path ahead of rockfall, which was plentiful; then came the Shell-Clan, laying down a trail of oils across the width of the strangely slick black meriatonium. Then came the mighty Land Dragons, slithering along gingerly just one at a time. Flicker imagined caterpillar-like peristaltic movements of their thousands of legs, slicked by the viscous oil, by combined effort managing to find just enough leverage to slide their shells along on a bed of oils and levitation magic. It was a fine art. They had tremendous momentum. Yiisuriel kept adjusting her course to prevent the inevitable snags on the sides of the canyon, for she filled its width in its entirety, and several of the youngsters lost control of their weight and skidded slowly sideways until they crunched into the canyon walls. If their Land Dragon kin did not escape in time, they would be crushed. 
 
    Infurion had done a fine job, but the path was not perfectly level. The ups and downs had the Air Breathers thumping into each other; parents pushed their younglings along and guided them patiently to avoid accident or injury. Still, several cracked carapaces and many mangled leg pods ensued. 
 
    Flicker scouted ahead and above with Grandion, but they observed no change in the endless, steaming ranks of peaks. They conversed for many hours, plumbing what they knew of the Blue-Star to try to divine a strategy she could use against Earthen-Fires based magic, and guarded zealously against ambush. 
 
    That fourth evening, the dragonet felt especially restless. He flew aloft with Gracewing, carving out a path of their own through the everlasting, smouldering leagues. 
 
    At last, he turned to his companion and said simply, I fear for her. 
 
    I know, Flicker, she said, indicating encouragement with a rapid blinking of her secondary eye membranes. The issue is not that we’ve heard nothing from Hualiama. It’s … time. 
 
    Time to what? Flicker twirled a wingtip flirtatiously. 
 
    Time. 
 
    Time for me to demonstrate how insatiable – 
 
    No … time. Time, my fire-heart. It is … I can’t … it’s time, don’t you see? He took pause at the note in Gracewing’s voice and the truths conveyed by the urgent whirling of her apricot and blue eye-fires. Time, time, there is – 
 
    Time! yelled Flicker. She’s been pulled out of time – why? The Balance she spoke of must be reaching fruition and the timing is the crucial element! She’s frozen? Paralysed? No, think, Flicker. She’s an incredibly smart – well, almost as smart as me – girl. It takes a great deal to take her out of action. Gracewing, you’re the best! Aye, and he was babbling now, but Flicker knew she had touched upon a truth no other had apprehended. This is the reason for the delay. The magic is being prepared by Dramagon’s wicked brood down there and we must interrupt their plans, strike a blow – bring out the First Egg! Aye! 
 
    Gracewing yelped in surprise as he danced around her, vibrating wingtips with ultra-rapid taps before tweaking her tail. Flicker! 
 
    I know. I’m a mad genius. Let’s go convince the Tourmaline. 
 
    The pretty dragonet paused dramatically. Convince them? They all agree you’re mad already. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33: Fallen Star 
 
      
 
    Grandion LURKED with the Dragonwings as Tiiyusiel very carefully extracted the First Egg from what, in polite circles, was called an ejector spiracle. Flicker called it the nasty end of a Land Dragon’s digestion. He thrust aside the worrying issue of what the First Egg’s passage inside her body had wrought – the changes to the functioning of her digestive system, and the abutting organs which had apparently been transformed into a variant of horiatite. Those still functioned, but not entirely as before. 
 
    And, it’s out, he breathed at last. 
 
    The day, having dawned overcast, had moved to driving rain which had eased a touch over the last half-hour. First warm and black with soot, the rain had become clearer and cooler as the day wore on, until even the Air Breathers declared some relief – with their internal reservoirs refilled, they were able to flush out systems clogged by the poor air quality. Still, the meriatonium base of their gently curving pathway across the Rift was hotter than boiling temperature, so that the rivers of water collecting down there steamed and boiled merrily, adding to the general miasma drifting over the Rift. 
 
    His eyes turned to Flicker. Clever mite. Never to be underestimated. 
 
    Now came the part where they baited the enemy. Egg waving. That had to be one for the ballads. Or, Yiisuriel nudging the First Egg along like a boy insouciantly kicking a pebble down a path. 
 
    Their guess was that Dramagon’s spawn would not be able to withstand the lure of the First Egg. That would in turn communicate to Hualiama and alert her … aye, a long Dragonflight into nothingness, but the best option they had. The only option. 
 
    Barely three minutes later, he had his answer. 
 
    Numistar! screeched Flicker. 
 
    On the southern edge of the black-paved canyon, perhaps three leagues ahead of the foremost Land Dragon, rock detonated in slow motion as Numistar blew her way out of a cavern in the rocky cliff side. A familiar blue-white muzzle pressed into the rain, gathering a sheet of ice as her inner cold froze huge quantities of water instantly. He was just about to speak when a region immediately to the west suddenly appeared to destabilise under the impetus of dozens of stubby grey tentacles breaking through the surface. Wasting no time, the creatures oriented on the thinly spread line of Air Breathers. With a mighty report that arrived seconds after the action began, Numistar pursed her lips and breathed over the mountains. Cold billowed before her in waves, freezing the rain in solid blocks as large as Runner Land Dragons, that she subsequently hurled at the tentacles. Where ice and dark-fires creatures intersected, dull detonations began to resound. The Ancient Dragoness swept into the battle, driving the cold of interstellar comets before her, a cold so intense that Grandion saw rock shatter beneath its impact. The tentacles only seemed to multiply. 
 
    Numistar and a whole heap of trouble, Grandion said. Legions, hold your positions. The battle will come to us. We must allow the Winterborn the honour of taking damage first . 
 
    The mind-meld rippled with grim laughter. 
 
    In anticipation of trouble appearing from afore, one of the oldest Air Breathers had been given the lead. With the way ahead blocked, however, she slowed down; as the Land Dragons jostled together, they held lightly ready the shield constructs the Star Dragoness had modified and created for them. Grandion had a passing sniff of their complexity. Dizzying. Beautiful. How did she do that? Was everything about her a dance, that she could persuade the very laws of physics to bend before the gesture of her peerless paw? 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon shook himself deliberately. Besotted in the best possible way. Flicker. Initiate attempts to communicate. Dragonwings, on my mark … his intuition, far more than sight, tracked a disturbance through the mountains toward them. Farther afield, Numistar bellowed in pain as the tentacles clearly found their target. GO! 
 
    Right at the back of the miles-long column, three of the young Air Breathers jostled excitedly as the moment of their contribution to the plan arrived. They settled. Leg pods retracted. Magic activated. Around them, five older Dragons readied the amplification constructs and shield elements necessary when one played with earthquakes beside eight mile-tall, unstable cliffs. 
 
    Thousands of pods hammered downward in concert. BOOM-DA-DA-BOOM! BOOM-DA-BOOM! This was an old messaging language he had discussed with Hualiama, a shorthand used to communicate with mirrors and lights between the Islands of Fra’anior Cluster. She would know it. 
 
    In seconds the Rift rocked to a thunderous message. 
 
    Then, his gaze snapped to the line of Air Breathers. Here came the first Dramagon-spawn, their sac-like bodies pulsing strangely as they jetted through the rock. 
 
    The Tourmaline snapped his wings outward. DRAGONS, ATTACK! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama tumbled limply through space, held always by the fulcrum of that grip, which had shifted to behind her eyes. She had been relentlessly battered like a carpet hung out for beating by a corps of overzealous Palace cleaners until thought fled together with sanity, and all that held her together was the knowledge of a purpose greater than her, a purpose that she must at all costs cling to. The damage was not psychological. Far from it. Infurion had suffered worse. She did not know how he still lived; only that the darkness of his fires guttered low, and whatever his type of Dragonkind understood as anguish, it wracked him in great, shuddering bursts. The servants of Dramagon were endless in number and monomaniacal in purpose. Kindness was not in their nature. 
 
    She recalled imagining that if only she folded the eerie fires about her being, she would be shielded from outward harm, yet forfeit her soul. These fires were acid. Ruzal by any other name … 
 
    Her thoughts spiralled inward, wounded beyond comprehension. She puzzled over her fragmentary memories. In a flash, she saw discovery of her true fires as the massed Dragonwings turned the rock upon which she stood into molten slag. Why could she not simply summon a burst of starlight akin to that which had slain her foes, that day? The penumbra lying over her brain seemed to stir sluggishly at the idea. Must she remember? What must she remember? To … dance? 
 
    An interminable time later, change made her stir. A change in the tempo of the tentacles lashing her unresponsive body. Why had her bones not been ground into dust? The thrashing seemed long enough. Powerful enough, aye, and more. She stirred agonisingly, still haplessly rotating around that anchor point. Why the variance? Why the hazy view over shadows retreating, vacillating, the unbreakable command of many suddenly wavering and … colours exploding behind her fire-eyes … music briefly coursing through her veins before the shadows ate it … Istariela hovered nearby … was she hallucinating? 
 
    Faintly, she heard a booming. The dark-fires creatures smothered it with animate purpose, but she sensed the pulsation beating against breastbone. Although it cost her dear, she focussed on the sound, for she imagined it might have meaning. A word? 
 
    You … star … 
 
    Tucking her limbs and wings closer to her body – when had a girl earned wings – as if the motion could help her focus more narrowly, she turned her attention to the faraway booming. 
 
    Time passing … days. 
 
    Days? How many days? Alarm coursed from her glands and organs up into her brain, which did not know how to interpret the sensation. No single thought connected with another. Instead, faces whirled about her head, shouting, screaming and accusing until she found herself flailing at them, shrieking, ‘Go away! Go away! Go … please …’ 
 
    Why could she not summon laughter? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Legion Dragons clashed with Dramagon’s creatures as they swam steadily toward the First Egg, trying to build bridges into thin air or wrap their tentacles about it, but the farther they were forced to reach from their native fires, the weaker they seemed to grow. Not that weakness was an issue. Landslide after landslide had half-buried Yiisuriel’s left flank, but she continued to shield the nearby Runners and Shell-Clan as they fought long and tenaciously, keeping the grasping tentacles at bay. 
 
    Flicker surveyed the battle with grimly clenched paws. He did not enjoy flitting above like a useless appendage. Far better he had been at Hualiama’s side. 
 
    Using Grunts armoured with Hualiama’s clever protective constructs, the Lost Islands Dragons kept smashing the long black appendages, and several times had turned the eerie Dragons against each other, although not very successfully. Farther afield, Numistar Winterborn still fought to close the gap with their position. She had wreaked great damage yet made little headway. 
 
    Stalemate. 
 
    Or was it? Gracewing’s insight haunted him. What if something was happening, deep in the Rift’s bowels, and Hualiama was insensitive to it? All the signs pointed to an exponential increase in the level of instability. Dark flames flickered between rocks and even through them. The ambient temperature was reaching dangerous levels for Dragon Riders. Every horizon was darkened by the conflagration brewing all around him; the ground trembled and the cosmos screamed at the magical overload and all he could do was hover? Dramagon must be laughing his two heads off. 
 
    What was needed was a tiny white paw. A touch of pure class. 
 
    Which might, more truthfully, be called outright cheek. Flicker made his decision. Warming up with a superfluous but deeply satisfying aerial twirl, he chirped to Grandion, Listen up, you galumphing excuse for a dyspeptic, mouldering windroc. Stop cogitating with your oversized rear end. Something’s wrong with Hualiama. It’s bad. 
 
    That captured the Tourmaline’s attention. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Straw … head. 
 
    A Dragoness forced her eyes open. She groaned as the temptation to shut them again, to shut out everything and simply fade into the darkness, swept over her. 
 
    Straw … head … straw … head … 
 
    What? How dare that – who had said that? The beat teased and tormented her. 
 
    Straw head. Straw head. Straw – 
 
    “Flicker!” Her shout made no echo. The gloom consumed without returning so much as a hint of an echo. Hualiama gritted her teeth. “I’ll swat you from here to – to …” But he was nowhere near. The sound was so deep, it resonated in her bones. How had a one-foot ode to mischief made the Rift fires roar at his command? 
 
    Reality, and pain, crashed through her person, momentarily lifting a terrible fug. Hualiama began to voice a curse but bit through it before she could complete the thought. No. She did not even deserve the luxury of imprecations. How gaily and unthinkingly had she sallied forth to beard Dramagon in his den? She should reserve those words for her arrogance. Had she imagined his magic could not reach across the aeons to touch a Star Dragoness? 
 
    Red-hot pain clamped in a rod that seemed to spear right between her temples, but this time, Lia was prepared. Humansoul! 
 
    It was as if her soul in passing, reached out to caress her Dragoness’ cheek. Rest, my armoured petal. Prepare to avenge with the sevenfold wrath of our shell-father, Fra’anior. 
 
    Nothing gentle about that thought! 
 
    And then she was a girl flying into darkness, profoundly deep, fearing even to draw a shield about herself and calculating furiously as she theorised about the nature of Dramagon’s attack. Some kind of psychic power. A consciousness attack? No, deeper still. An attack based on the basal tessellations of a Dragon’s magical mind? Unbelievable. Lia caught her breath, and winced as a sharp edge of bone stabbed into her right flank. It was akin to a Command-hold but operated so differently, so deviously – his creatures must know everything about her, surely? How deep was she? The pressure was insane; she recalculated three times before arriving at a figure approaching fifty-two leagues! Yet here she experienced such a paucity of Sky-Fires magic, indeed of physical substance, that she could not at first believe she was not in Flow space. She lived? Nothing was as it seemed. The laws of physics were not so much immutable as mutable; yet it seemed to her that if Fra’anior could learn to shield a world and protect it using a secondary plane of existence, that Dramagon might be able to plagiarise his shell-brother’s signature work. 
 
    No time for conjecture. For she knew that if Flicker was summoning her by her much-hated nickname, that he must be in peril. 
 
    It seemed they descended endlessly into an upside down night sky, for at the edges of her perception, Hualiama began to make out pinpricks of light against the unrelentingly dark surroundings, like a cloth of pure sable drawn across the cosmos to conceal its true nature. Pushing the pain of her injuries aside – definitely a couple of broken ribs – Lia looked deeper, utilising skills taught to her by Shill and Fra’anior. 
 
    She and Infurion descended into a vast cathedral lined by Dramagon’s spawn, which had linked tentacles to create a three-dimensional lattice eerily reminiscent of that which Numistar Winterborn had drawn over Immadior’s body as she searched for the First Egg. They surrounded an area some thirty leagues in diameter in layers five or more creatures deep. Each black sac sported a thicket of ten or a dozen powerful tentacles which stretched out to embrace their neighbours, creating an organic netting effect of beautiful regularity, and in the quarter-mile gaps between their individual bodies, an oily sheen of magic soiled the air. In places, their massed bodies entirely plugged the tunnels they had drilled to enter and leave the area of greatest instability, here deep inside the Rift, building a trap for Infurion. She had to rouse him! Yet, how could she presume or dare to try to heal a creature so different to her? 
 
    Simply, because she must. 
 
    Hualiama reached out with her mind and heart, and felt the dark-fires lance deep, burning as she had never been burned before. Arise, Infurion. Rise … live! You must live – BEZALDIOR!! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Her cry struck a clarion note that rang so sweetly through the conflict, even battle-maddened Dragons raised their heads to give heed. Numistar roared an answering battle-challenge, but that was directed toward the retreat of tentacles and creatures around her rather than at Hualiama, Grandion realised, sweeping his forces at once with an experienced eye. He readied them with a single touch of his mind. Be alert. 
 
    Across the peaks Numistar loomed, her hoary muzzle raised skyward as if she too had sensed a change in the air, and her remaining paws rested upon mountaintops as she slowly inclined her head to regard the Lost Islands forces trapped in the canyon. Very slowly, a grin of pure draconic malice cracked open her lips, until every Dragon and dragonet and Rider saw the white columns of her fangs, and the intense cold steaming off them, as Numistar considered her foes. Not a creature present could have missed the ice riming their veins as her hooded gaze rested upon them. 
 
    “SO, LITTLE ONES. THE TIME OF RECKONING IS AT PAW.” 
 
    With that, the mighty breath of Numistar whitened the Island-World, spreading hoarfrost across peaks which had been blisteringly hot an instant before, and she charged. 
 
    “Dragons, to me!” Grandion thundered. 
 
    Now, he would see Fra’anior avenged. Not even an Ancient Dragoness should dare to spite the citadel of his forefather, Fra’anior the Onyx. Summoning his power, the Tourmaline winged upward. A song of battle raged in his veins. 
 
    Wind whipped the peaks as Grandion’s Storm shrieked against the Winterborn’s ice-blast, and he realised that she must have used the intervening months to grow in strength and cunning. Fists of tourmaline were met with directed blasts of ice that sapped or misdirected the power of his blows. Even with the support of multiple light cannon blasts, Grandion could not knock her back as before. Still, he was more than game for this battle. As the Ancient Dragoness hurled paws full of ice at him, Grandion battered them into shards and punched harder and faster, throwing in the complex combinations of a natural-born brawler. He dodged, weaved and worked different angles. 
 
    A sneak attack on the Egg! Distracted by the sight of tentacles once again attempting to snaffle the Egg away from Tiiyusiel’s grasp, he felt the force of Numistar’s ice attack smash him across the sky. A Dragonwing of Grunts hurtled into the fray like burning missiles, striking Numistar amidships in a flurry of impacts that appeared to rock the Dragoness momentarily. She entombed them in ice and flung them away. 
 
    “I SHALL DESTROY YOU LIKE SO MUCH CHAFF – HEAVENS, HEARKEN TO MY CALL!” 
 
    With that, the Winterborn raised her paws and summoned a lightning storm out of nothingness. It seemed that one titanic lightning bolt struck all about him at once, although Grandion knew there must have been hundreds of simultaneous strikes. His Dragonwings were decimated. Nine of the Air Breathers smoked at the breathing spiracles, mortally wounded by discharges which must have travelled down into their bodies. Even the reflex shield which Yiisuriel and the Dragon Enchanters had tried to throw up, shattered beneath the impact and now the mind-meld was shifting as it attempted to recover. 
 
    Numistar Winterborn’s eyes glittered as she stalked him. “REVENGE SHALL BE MINE.” 
 
    The Land Dragons drew together around and beneath him. Retreat for a moment, Yiisuriel advised. We have withstood aeons. This Dragoness is no match for us. 
 
    Grandion hung his head. 
 
    Nay, not for shame, Yiisuriel chided him. For honour. Speak now with the Dragonfriend. We have established contact. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    In the confusion of awakening, Infurion blindly attacked his tormentor, roaring, YOU CANNOT – SHELL-NIECE! NO! 
 
    She was utterly unprepared, and defenceless. The concussion knocked her away, deeper, while down the long, dimming tunnel of her perception, it seemed to her that Infurion stared after her before turning toward the linked progeny of Dramagon. He launched his attack. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Humansoul. Sweet petal, wake up. 
 
    Bl … ooo, I feel terrible. Uh, where are we? 
 
    A well-loved face smiled down at her. You know. You’re napping when we should be off saving the Island-World from certain doom. 
 
    Soul space. Of course, she should have known. Folding her arms crossly, blonde-Lia sat up in her bed which could not possibly in any right-thinking interpretation of the universe actually exist, and gave her blue-haired twin the twin barrels of her best glare. Now’s the time to wax mystical and tease me with new insights about our heritage? Now? Amidst a battle? 
 
    No, now’s when this Dragoness kicks your allegedly cute behind – Grandion thinks so, anyhow – and returns you to reality. Go fix it, engineer girl! 
 
    Blonde-Lia stared at her twin for several long seconds, before allowing a slight smile to quirk the left corner of her mouth. 
 
    What? said the girl-Dragoness, folding her arms in her turn. Was I not intimidating enough? 
 
    Go fix it? That’s your advice? 
 
    Well, as far as I can work out, we’re embedded up to our neck in solid meriatonium or something worse, you’re fairly well beaten up courtesy of our shell-uncle who just knocked you unconscious, and the entire Rift is about to blow sky-high. So, aye. You’ve been unconscious for over an hour. Go fix it. 
 
    She waved her clenched fist beneath Dragonsoul’s nose. How’s about we fix your head first, pretty-scales? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama awoke, blenched and screaming, from a violent nightmare of the mouth within Azziala’s womb; the kind of nightmare that clung and refused to end even as she wrenched herself awake. Mercy! She sprawled on her back, entombed in a place of the uttermost darkness, save for the slight sparking of her skin as something prickled against it. No other hint of light teased her retinae. Had she drawn arcane protections about herself at the very last, as she launched Infurion skyward in a dark eruption of his power, and she tumbled away in the opposite direction, down to what must be the Rift’s floor? 
 
    Similarly to her fate while chasing the First Egg, she felt welded to the warm surface she lay upon. She had landed, burning yet shielded, and melted down into this metallic substance. Her fingers tried to wriggle. Not even the slightest crook of her knuckles for movement. The pressure of mountains rested upon her chest, but she realised she must be maintaining a static barometric shield within the environs of her flesh, or something equally impossible. She would not otherwise be alive. 
 
    Could she just once in her lifetime, dispense with the impossible? 
 
    Right. No movement meant no dance. No singing, for she could shift her diaphragm but not produce physical sound. She had her mind and could think her way out of this. 
 
    The darkness shifted. 
 
    A teasing tap triggered a small cascade of sparks from her left big toe. 
 
    The pain was sharp and immediate, but brief, as if she had stepped upon a shard of crysglass. Whatever the thing was, it made no sound – not even breathing – for the immense atmospheric pressure ensured also that sounds conducted perfectly to her hearing. She heard every skis and plink of the sparks falling upon her ankle and around it, and the touchdowns created a music of the tiniest metallic notes. In the very slight radiance cast by those slowly-fading embers, her downward-rolling eyes saw the thing move again. Deliberately. With intelligence. 
 
    Hualiama drew breath. Oh no. 
 
    Tentacle tips tapped their way up her body. Each touch was a nerve centre of pain. In seconds, more tentacles joined in the torture, tapping away and then brushing against the ensuing sparks. Lapping them up with bestial hunger. Torture! Cutting, piercing pain like white-hot lava searing along her nerves! A huge squabble and kafuffle began above and around her. Now Lia heard the scraping of metal against metal and the wrestling of mighty bodies as the scale-armoured tentacles writhed against each other, knocking each other aside in their haste to sup from the font – her. 
 
    She groaned behind her gritted teeth. No. Too much. She had already been trampled by Dramagon’s hordes, her willpower and courage tested to their limit, and now this helpless torment? She had nothing left. No magic to transform or cry Amaryllion Fireborn’s secret name once again. If she could just husband her resources, rest and recover for a few minutes … but they wanted her magic. Her starlight. The creatures gorged and fought and slammed their appendages around her body, the dark-fires seething off them now as they became angered, and her only relief came in the hiatus as the creatures lost track of where she was amidst their brawling. She was tiny; each of their bodies was ten times Grandion’s size, and their tentacles several thousand feet long. 
 
    Wham! Her stone-hard skin flared. Pain stabbed deep. Blam-da-blam! 
 
    Waves of pain assaulted her fatigued person. Hualiama heard someone squealing like an injured windroc, and realised belatedly that it was her making that raw, ugly sound. 
 
    She forced the magic, drawing deep from her bonded soulmate, and Dragonsoul willingly offered all she had. For a second the light flared, burning and disintegrating the tentacles, but as her light faded a thousand more took their place. Lia slumped mentally, unable to do so with bone or flesh. Curse it! Was this her fate? To perish in the place Infurion had identified, correctly it seemed, as the tomb of Star Dragons? 
 
    Blam! Blam! Agony sparked off her skin. 
 
    Why would he not help her? Could he not? For she realised, by the sounds travelling languorously to her hearing, that her shell-uncle was embroiled in a battle somewhere further away, but pictures from his mind flared sporadically in her fragmented awareness. She lay pinioned many leagues beneath him against what to the Rift was analogous to the keel of a Dragonship, her dim radiance occasionally sparking like suns-light reflected off water, but she glinted through a seething pool of monsters swirling about her, assailing the light. She saw Infurion’s greater awareness of knots and strings of these loose, undulating creatures gathered throughout the gloomy, translucent Rift, from one edge of the Rim-Wall to the other. Thousands of leagues, racked by the ethereal, flickering dark-fires that made such a mockery of physical substance! Mighty swarms of Dramagon-spawn, innumerable! How could she ever hope to fight so many? In another splinter of alertness between racking bursts of pain, she saw them drawing together. Preparing their magic. Pulsating with forbidding, opaque torrents of power that somehow both contained and exacerbated the unimaginable storms of magical potentials pent up within the Rift. 
 
    Awareness froze Hualiama’s marrow. This was why Fra’anior had reacted so strongly when she spoke about Imbalance in the South! This was the true threat; Dramagon’s plan to gain the First Egg! 
 
    Infurion had called his home a magical garbage dump. 
 
    She saw it as a bomb. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 34: Tessellations of Reality 
 
      
 
    NUMISTAR’S ATTACKS were laced with desperation. Grandion hurled his Dragonwings against her. He rose up, again and again, to pound her with magical fists and tourmaline whirlwinds and blasts of lightning worthy of a son of Fra’anior. Ever, the refrain sang in his mind. Strength would not win this battle. Cunning would. The Star Dragoness must rise! 
 
    Raising a screaming corkscrew of wind, supplemented by a thousand Dragon Enchanters and all the power of the First Egg and Yiisuriel’s kin, Grandion waded into battle against the Ancient Dragoness. With a feint he cuffed her muzzle sideways, slamming it against the cliffs of their narrow defile – narrow only when compared to the sheer physical size of Numistar – and then he struck with all his speed, twisting her upraised forepaw with amplified, constricting winds so powerful that the air moved like dense, oily blue water across her scales. KRAAACK! The wrist joint popped under the unbearable strain. 
 
    GRRAAARRGGH!! Numistar howled, peering at her broken paw in disbelief. 
 
    If it be one paw at a time, Numistar! Grandion roared. 
 
    She hurled all the power of ice mingled with fiery magic against them, but the yellow-white shield shimmered and held. Grandion flew amongst crackling lightning bolts of discharge and backlash from the terrible impact, but the Land Dragons were already siphoning off and sharing the load, turning the magic to clearing their flanks of the dangerous encroachment of debris and helping their Runner brethren deal with Dramagon’s creatures, which continued to attack in greater and greater numbers. 
 
    Why did his hearts not sing with battle? Why did he sense this was all, somehow, fake? 
 
    He must breathe. Gather more magic. But was that magic being turned to the right purposes? Grandion swivelled his aching neck momentarily to consult the heavens, as if he might find the answer written there by Fra’anior’s own paw. Numistar was no sham, but her purposes might be. What if she gained the First Egg? Would that grant Hualiama the relief she needed, if the fearsome, subdraconic spawn of Dramagon gave her relief to chase the Egg? Were they servants of the fabled two-headed Red, or his eternal fire-soul seeking reincarnation much as Numistar Winterborn hankered for a second bite at immortality? For despite the clangouring silence of their oath connection, Grandion knew she was in trouble. In pain. He just knew. And no amount of battling here on the Rift’s surface would release his star to shine. 
 
    Time for a massive decision. 
 
    If the Blue-Star was mad, then he was ten times crazier. 
 
    Aye, said Flicker. Listen, Yiisuriel agrees. She says – 
 
    Grandion gasped, I’ve been thinking aloud? 
 
    No, but any right-thinking Dragon can see your thoughts scribed upon the very air about your wings. Flicker lifted his paws, and signed, Egg. Chase. She gain? 
 
    He signed back, Aye. Risk? 
 
    Awful gamble. 
 
    Aloud, Grandion said, “Change our communication. I mean, have them drum out, ‘Discover your past’. That’s the key, wing brother Flicker. The key is who she is. None of us know whence she came. And up here, we will play a most dangerous game.” 
 
    The dragonet nodded once, and flickered away. 
 
    Grandion turned to the mental network, and triggered a code phrase he had hoped they would never have to use. He said, You’ll have to trust me to the stars and back, my kin. Hear now my every command, and obey … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Who would hear the cries of a star trapped beneath the Island-World? Who would heed her tears? Despite her anger and bravery, wetness born in excruciation streaked her cheeks. The tentacles sampled even the glistening droplets as they raged back and forth, sparking fresh agony with every touch; but now, they raged off into the distance, and for a second she enjoyed calm. 
 
    Breathing. 
 
    Communing with her Dragonsoul; drawing strength from oneness. 
 
    How did she even draw oxygen from this environment? Could it be leaking through her shields? She had not even thought to check the cocoon that sheltered her life. Such tranquillity. Never had she imagined a realm this far removed from the creative masterwork of her shell-father. His bulwarks surmounted the skies. She lay at the roots of the world, and in this ancient place, the weight of ages pressed in upon her mind as inexorably as air pressure and magic entombed her body. 
 
    Here, a soul could hear the song of her Island-World, a gentle soughing of fires languidly churning in its belly, a tinkling of magic, the dull, dreamlike roaring of Infurion as he took the battle to his foes. 
 
    Remember … your … past. 
 
    The drumbeat startled her. Grandion? 
 
    No, still no sense of her beloved. The oath magic may as well have been severed. But the mighty drumbeat returned, conducted through the meriatonium into her spine, and from her spine to her brain. … past. Remember … she tried to frown, but the pressure smoothed even the wrinkles off her skin. That word was not ‘remember’. What was it? Her past? Most of what she had to show for it was parental treachery, sorrow and death. And dancing. For just a few moments in her life there had been irruptions of glory, when the truth of her heritage shone unadulterated from her soul. Istariela had taken the burden of ruzal, freeing her shell-daughter. 
 
    Discover … your … 
 
    Discover! Her heart beat against its prison of flesh and blood. Discover what? She knew who she was. The terror and wonder of those mysteries had been laid bare, the womb and the eggshell lay vacant, and but three of her parents – adoptive and blood parents – still lived. 
 
    Discover your past, the drumbeat insisted. 
 
    Anger flared in her breast. If that Tourmaline Dragon knew her situation, if he truly understood the shadowed halls of grief that her past indwelled and the pain she was currently experiencing, he would not dare – without warning, her shell-mother’s song slipped to the fore, shimmering like the aurorae of Immadia: 
 
    What is a droplet of starlight? 
 
    Fire unfathomable, 
 
    Liquescent esotericism of life. 
 
    All that was Hualiama, stilled. 
 
    This was the same anger she had nursed against Istariela when she was being her most inscrutable. Discover your past. Not her direct past. Her heritage. 
 
    So much Dragon lore had been lost in what scholars assumed had been a traumatic, talon tip-of-death getaway from whatever danger had threatened the Ancient Dragons, somewhere in the infinite reaches of space beyond her world. Somewhere beyond the stars. Fra’anior had discovered Istariela in what she had called a ‘liquid droplet of starlight’. Not an egg. A droplet. Why that language unless it framed the truth, that the birth of a Star Dragoness might be akin to stars … weeping for joy? 
 
    Different tears warmed her cheeks, now, for the wonder of the wild, unreasonable hope that flooded her breast. 
 
    How to touch the stars? 
 
    Instinctively, in the seconds of tranquillity afforded her, Hualiama attuned her purpose to the great yonder. She reached beyond the Rift and its paws-cupped framework of meriatonium; diving not farther but deeper, far deeper than ever before, out into the constellations of stars that lived in outer space, and though she stretched and shivered and strained as it seemed that she passed beyond Fra’anior’s great shield, she gathered her mental resources and all her courage to drive deeper, far beyond what the travelling spark of her consciousness could even name as the beyond. As she travelled, she cried out, an inchoate, wordless cry for help. 
 
    So much of the territories of outer space was void. Travelled only by starlight. The constellations had never been brighter nor more glorious, yet they were also impossibly far. 
 
    Suddenly afraid of losing herself, Hualiama paused. Her Island-World was an invisible pinprick somewhere beyond a hook-like swirl of garnet and tourmaline and jade stars, so far away that they appeared as dust. No. She shrank back, sensing a consciousness as old and evil as the cosmos itself, which brushed her soul with such a chill as she had never imagined. 
 
    Even as she fled, screaming in the grips of a nightmare beyond her imagination, it seemed to her that a star winked in the corner of her vision. She glanced back. The vast creature did not pursue. Perhaps it was unaware of her presence. Star eater, she imagined. That was the sense she gathered from it … oh mercy, there were many of this beast’s kin inhabiting this region of space in ways she did not understand – did some stars live whilst others died? 
 
    Starsong. She shifted again, slowing her headlong rush. Did she dream, or was one of those stars gazing at her? Searching for her? 
 
    She had to put wishful nonsense behind her and focus on her escape. 
 
    At the speed of thought, she snapped back into her person, and a tentacle dropped across her chest. Pain burst into her throat, together with a clump of sputum laced with blood. Lia screamed! 
 
    A second time, Istariela’s poetic declaration sang in her mind: 
 
    What is a droplet of starlight? 
 
    Fire unfathomable, 
 
    Liquescent esotericism of life. 
 
    Discover your past. 
 
    Now the drumbeat interfered with her perception, but Hualiama became aware of a single locus of luminosity in the very periphery of the vision of her left eye. Starlight. Yearning, unwavering, welcoming starlight. She focussed on it, reaching with all of her heart and will, mind and soul. She could not move for fear she might invite those beasts waiting in the abysmal chill of space to visit her Island-World. That would be the end, she knew – were they the reason for Fra’anior’s barrier? A bulwark against the all-too- tangible horrors of the Dragons of deepest space? Then she must not risk flight again, but rather invite that speck to visit with her. 
 
    Help, o please, help me. Her heart’s cry. 
 
    The light vibrated slightly. 
 
    Oh please, the pain, I’m bereft and terrified for this world, for its creatures … 
 
    Suddenly, the flow of brightness seemed to slow, to reduce to motes crawling across the unthinkable distances separating her from that inconceivably remote pinpoint, and she heard a low, sweet chuckle that conveyed an unmistakably male tenor: 
 
    /There you are./ 
 
    Help. 
 
    /You’re a shy one. Focussing farsight … come, don’t play the glimmering tease with me,/ sang the voice. It was right at the limit of whatever sense of hers could perceive it, yet it carried to her understanding with a tinny clarity, like talons plinking thin sheets of metal. /Shine just a touch more. Glitter, o beauteous mote. Where are you hiding? I’ll find you yet …/ 
 
    He sounded like a parent playing hide-the-Dragon with a child. 
 
    /That miniscule blip, Astralior?/ This second voice, even fainter than the first, was authoritative yet kindly, a female contralto that conveyed the heart’s-warmth of a star’s most beneficent gaze. She teased, /Your farsight must be malfunctioning. Where are we searching today – not the Danigarus Quadrant again, my love-light? That’s been dead for –/ 
 
    /The locus is two point three seven million parsecs and fourteen point one arcs beyond the nearside boundary,/ Astralior put in. /The very heart of the dead region. Look closer. Observe my readings … here! See? Did I lie? That’s a twinkle, clear as the shimmer of starlight in your incomparable eyes./ 
 
    Hualiama wanted to rub her own eyes. What was this? 
 
    Voices of starlight. Incongruously musical and beautiful, like a sliding, tinkling magic played upon harp strings of pure radiance, their communication entered her being through senses she had not known she possessed. Lia knew she had never heard this language before. So evocative. Faraway. Were they speaking a variant of Dragonish? What form of communication could be deeper than telepathy? For the words seemed to be captured in a auroral light-play upon her ocular nerves, which then transferred into her brain – but there was no disturbance to her ordinary sight. Most peculiar. 
 
    She warmed in response to their amiable, even affectionate interaction. 
 
    /Oh …/A catch hitched the female’s response. /Oh, Astralior, I do see – that’s no anomaly, is it?/ 
 
    /N-N-No,/ stuttered the other. Each word was a flare of colours and light in her mind, somehow conveying linguistic import. A light-language? /Focussing to the uttermost limit. I – can you augment – a few delicate touches needed …/ His voice trailed off into incomprehensible scientific speech, outlining parameters of which she had not the first clue. /There, we have her. Perfect. And what a timorous little beauty she is./ 
 
    The light quivered. She was convinced two stars had just kissed. 
 
    Either her sanity had just popped its cork and was gaily frothing out of the gourd, or she was experiencing a waking dream. Hualiama reached out with a sense that she was straining unfamiliar muscles. /Mmm-rrk./ 
 
    Wow. Less than erudite. But the effect was as if she had pressed the detonator on the hydrogen bomb she had used to blow Grandion out of his mountain. There was a sound like starlight shrieking for joy. At once, the light wobbled violently and winked out. 
 
    Windroc spit! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I HAVE THE EGG! AT LAST! 
 
    Holding up her prize in one of her three remaining paws, Numistar Winterborn’s bellow of triumph split the late evening sky. Flicker shook his head slowly. All for a gamble. One supreme toss of the dice those Jeradians loved so dearly. She did not back down from her dominant pose as yet another, even stronger earthquake shook the Rift from end to end. The mountains beneath her body rippled and bucked. The tremors were almost constant now, but their group had cleared enough of the way ahead that they were able to keep walking or sliding, and the great exodus of Land Dragons continued toward the lands of Herimor. Crimson and black fires rose from the broken peaks all around them, but the area upon which the Winterborn stood was a cracked heap of ice three leagues in diameter. 
 
    The Ancient Dragoness sneered, I should rend you limb from limb. But the one I want lies deeper. Tremble, little Dragons, for I shall be your enemy from now until eternity. Once I have muzzled your precious little Star Dragoness, I shall trample over your worthless carcasses, which are not fit even for fodder. 
 
    You’ll never defeat us, Grandion asserted boldly. 
 
    Numistar spared them the briefest of sarcastic laughs. Enjoy the remaining moments of your pathetic existence, Dragon. My immortal paw shall rest upon the high places of this world, and I shall rule forever! 
 
    The Dragons said she was mad. Flicker shook his head slowly. Not so. Ruthless. 
 
    With that, she turned away and began to burrow with paws and magic, tossing her debris down upon Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron’s deeply fractured mountain peak. The leader of the Air Breathers was grievously wounded, but she refused to give up. Leaning upon her strength, the Land Dragons and the battered nation they bore upon their backs limped on, ever southward toward Herimor. They left their dead scattered behind them. 
 
    His gaze turned to the skies. Oh Blue-Star, we have given our all that you might shine. Do not forsake us in our hour of need. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Abandoned, she still knew hope. Alone, she dreamed of victory. Cast down, a star dreamed of destroying Dramagon’s schemes from the very nadir of her powers. 
 
    Imagining the faculties of a Land Dragon, Lia turned her toes into beacons of light. She would expend her last strength in fighting these creatures of Dramagon and the magical detonation they had primed. The bomb must be defused, and she would destroy them one at a time if she had to. 
 
    BE LIGHT! Starlight blazed upward, searing through tentacles and piercing one of the jet black sacs right through. The creature imploded, rending their lattice. The Earthen-Fires magic wavered ever so slightly. 
 
    Lia tensed up. BE LIGHT! Her blaze was better directed this time. Four creatures snuffed out as their dark-fires surged in response to her starlight attack, and the resulting discharge annihilated the bodies they contained. Four more shots exhausted her strength. Her lungs burned as she watched the Dramagon-spawn reform their lattice many miles overhead. A supple vice grip contained the Rift’s own storms of magic. Even now, she sensed Earthen-Fires erupting up there – removed from the meriatonium! That was why she could survive, and think, because the bottom of this area was devoid of all magic. No. That wasn’t logical. What she did conclude was that the massed presence of Dramagon’s creatures had succeeded in corrupting the Rift’s basic fires just as she had once been corrupted, but now she shone untainted, and perhaps that very purity had allowed her to communicate with … no. Ralti-brained nonsense! That was impossible. 
 
    Snarled up in an engineer-Lia conundrum, she heard the male voice intone, /Detection trebly confirmed. It’s a newborn stardrop. Initiating secondary analysis vectors./ 
 
    /By what miracle has she survived amongst galaxies of death?/ 
 
    Astralior replied, /Miracle indeed, Quinesstaralia./ Was she hearing right? Hualiama was convinced that this musical language of theirs did not translate exactly into whatever processes she used for ordinary decoding of language, so the name seemed to be an amalgamation of ‘quintessence’ and ‘starry regalia’, but the male was speaking again, with mounting excitement, /Oh, may the First Star be praised – look, my light-love. Behold! It’s one of ours!/ 
 
    He broke into a disconcerting ululation, which she found more eerie than joyful. 
 
    /A d-descendent –/ Quinesstaralia could not speak. Instead, she made a soft crooning sound, perhaps the very star’s weeping Lia had imagined before. 
 
    /The signature is unmistakable,/ Astralior just about managed to quaver. She had the impression of unsung age and wisdom in his manner. How old were these creatures? /Keep steady, o paws, stay true to my purpose! The adjustments are so miniscule at this amplification … such distance … there, see these legacy-quartile, upper septuplet markers represented on the spectral genetic footprint? Unmistakable. Meet our descendant-stardrop, my dearest soul-song. She is unquestionably ours./ 
 
    Did they embrace? Could she believe this hallucination, these voices speaking over her life from the farthest beyond and claiming – mercy, how her pulse reverberated with concussive hammer blows against her eardrums and deep in her throat – kinship? With her? 
 
    I’m your grandchild? Hualiama thought. What emerged in star-speak was another wondering, shrill, /Mmm-rrk?/ 
 
    /She speaks!/ the female rejoiced. /Oh, she’s more enchanting than any spectral flux, oh, dearest Astralior … you are without a doubt the very pinnacle of Seeker-Star excellence!/ 
 
    Right. Apparently, she was a cooing infant. Flicker would fall out of the sky laughing. 
 
    Speechless with wonder, Hualiama tried another, /Mmm-rrk./ A burst of ecstatic laughter greeted her mind-blowing linguistic success. She was speaking with stars? Nothing in her experience could have prepared her for this moment. Nothing in her imagination. For a girl birthed of a hateful womb, it was too overwhelming, so she bottled up the volatile brew of feelings inside and instead, tried to communicate her need. 
 
    After the briefest pause, Quinesstaralia said in querulous tones, /Do I understand she’s under attack by the Sankûraguz? No, something akin – her world’s so strange. What’s a droplet even doing out there, Astralior?/ 
 
    /She needs us,/ he replied gravely. 
 
    Help. Help me. If she could not speak, she would emote. Drawing together with her second-soul, Lia tried somehow, anyhow, to communicate the danger of the Rift’s impending explosion and the fate of the First Egg. /Mmm-wa,/ she said. /Rrr-mk./ Marvellous progress. 
 
    /How our love-radiance explodes to know you!/ Quinesstaralia burst out. /Oh illume my soul, dear stardrop, my treasure –/ 
 
    /You’re in greater danger than you imagine, little stardrop./ The sweet quality in Astralior’s speech vanished, replaced by great urgency. /Your world lies in what we term a ‘dead zone’, ravaged in aeons past by the Sankûraguz and their cousins the Nurguz and stripped of all life as we know it. Those fiends are the eternal and immortal enemies of stars. Our worst enemies. You correctly identify us as your grand … parents./ He stumbled over an evidently foreign concept or terminology. /We, that is Quinesstaralia and I, Astralior, have dedicated our lives to searching the heavens for stardrops lost to –/ 
 
    /Her aid, dear light-love. Urgently./ 
 
    /But, what can we do?/ 
 
    Quinesstaralia’s voice warmed at her mate’s helpless tone as she said rapidly, /Take courage. No other could have found this stardrop from within our luminous citadel, o beloved radiance of the heavenly places./ Lia sensed a fiery caress underlying her words. /Now, we cannot explain much. Know that we are with you, little stardrop. We long to travel to your aid, but uncountable parsecs separate us, and those territories between are inhabited by very many formidable adversaries. Youngling you may be, but you must ensure your world remains veiled from their cognizance. To this end we shall send to your aid a legion of those called Yhishaalylia, or the Shining Ones. They are –/ 
 
    Hualiama almost shouted with frustration, not understanding her terminology. Stars that did not live? Partially alive stars that infiltrated enemy strongholds and committed suicide? 
 
    The faraway voice continued, /When they penetrate your atmospheric shield – a wonder in itself, hiding your planet so seamlessly from rapacious eyes – you must activate the Shining Ones and direct them to the battle./ 
 
    What? She could not throw stars at the Island-World! /Mmm-rrk!/ 
 
    /It will not be easy,/ Astralior soothed, evidently misunderstanding her alarm. /You must direct the assault with precision. I am so sorry, but this is the best aid we can offer from this mighty a distance, our infinitely precious, pristine stardrop. We will come for you. You and your star-kin, should more exist in your demesne, must hold strong as a family unit until we can divine a way. We will not fail you. Never again./ 
 
    Again? What did he mean, again? 
 
    Then, she froze. Had a shadow just crossed their communication? 
 
    /In one year and a day, will you seek us?/ Quinesstaralia rapped, patently apprehensive. 
 
    Here was that most draconic of emotions, joy-grief. Yet the implications were clear. Something sought her luminous kin, or hunted a stardrop. One of the baleful creatures she had detected up there must be homing in on their link. 
 
    Ambushed by an uncharacteristic attack of that very shyness they had accused her of, Hualiama whispered, Until that day, farewell and shine brightly, my … uh, grandstars? 
 
    Warmth and laughter ignited in her chest. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 35: Above and Beyond 
 
      
 
    Grandstars. Belonging. A family beyond the stars, representing a wealth of heritage that she simply could not wrap her bruised brain about. Not today. Not when so much hung in the balance. They had been combing the farthest reaches of their night skies for … her. Aching. Longing. They loved her with the passionate, fiery hearts of stars. 
 
    Always, when faced with the unknowable, Hualiama had turned to action. Therefore, she sat up. Oh. That motion alone took over a minute as she battled the forces that threatened to crush her pitiful Human bones. She had to mould her shielding finely about her person just to find the strength to crook her knees, and to stand was a painful anatomical lesson. She tested her ribs gingerly. That odd burst of warmth had been a touch of healing, she suspected, for although her flesh still felt tender and would no doubt turn all colours of the rainbow in a few days’ time, she was able to stand without doubling over in pain. She had not been welded in place. It was only the insane pressure which had led to that impression. 
 
    Could she use her levitation trick? Only with the greatest effort, paid in a cost of magic she did not possess. But she knew one who did; Infurion was still fighting up there. How best to gain his attention? 
 
    Flicker would counsel the brash, all-paws flailing approach. 
 
    Amplifying her telepathic powers, Lia shouted, Shell-uncle! A ride to the surface! 
 
    She could not see him amidst what she belatedly realised was a swirling storm of dark-fires forming a roiling firmament where the magic seethed into being overhead, but she knew when the Ancient Dragon reacted to her imperious demand, for his wrath shook the Rift right down to its foundational meriatonium. Then, he exerted his magic and built for her a growing column of translucent Rift quasi-stone, conjured out of apparent nothingness. Hualiama found herself rising into a region of immense tidal forces and battle. She readied her protections. Disruptive Earthen-Fires awaited, their corrosive tang already eroding her magic. She had navigated them before only due to being insensible. Yet again, why had she not been destroyed? 
 
    Dramagon’s creatures angled for her at once, jetting along with enviable ease while she was forced to stand immobile within her shields, like a metallic statue. She took measurements rapidly, relying on Dragonsoul’s abilities. Inside, she conversed excitedly with her second-soul. 
 
    Did you see – the girl began. 
 
    I did! And can you believe – the Dragoness squealed. 
 
    I can! I do! Was it real? We didn’t just imagine a link to our past; perhaps to the origins of all Dragons? 
 
    It was as real as I am, rocks-for-brains. We have grandstars! And I see – 
 
    – the prophetic rising before us – 
 
    Her Dragoness snarled, The only rising we need to do is above this Rift to direct the attack, which might yet sunder our Island-World as Flicker feared. 
 
    Stiffening her skin still further, Humansoul fired back in agreement, All that would survive such a blast is these soul-fragments undoubtedly hid inside Dramagon’s creatures, and the First Egg. In one fell stroke, he will annihilate his every foe. We must neutralise this pressure, or the Rift will explode before our Shining Ones arrive. 
 
    The Yhishaalylia. Aye, agreed her Dragoness. They’ll obliterate Dramagon’s leavings – one way or the other, we’re doomed, aren’t we? 
 
    Her Human part made a strangled noise. 
 
    Courage, smarty-girl. We were born to flout the fates. We can’t Flow here, but there is another solution, you know. Why don’t you – 
 
    BLADES OF LIGHT! howled the girl, stiffly sinking into a classic Nuyallith pose. The Dragoness sighed something about Humans loving their swords; ignoring that, Hualiama ignited her hands and sliced them awkwardly toward a pair of marauding tentacles behind and below her. Fight! Freed of the mental tyranny of Dramagon’s attack, she began a grim work of exploding tentacles behind her as she rode an increasingly powerful shockwave upward. Not fast enough. Pain wracked her body with every vibration, let alone larger movements. Powerful counter-strikes rocked her pedestal. 
 
    Nitwit, Dragonsoul informed her succinctly. We’re in terrible shape, but I can still engineer better than you. Follow my directions. 
 
    Ten seconds later, Hualiama had formed her very first magical thrust-engine. First, she positioned a circular, slightly convex shield beneath her feet. Then she formed a hole in that shield and shot a tight beam of starlight through it, igniting the dark-fires gravitating toward her magic like moths to a flickering candle. Ha. The constant conflagration provided more than adequate thrust, and she had achieved Human flight. Personal propulsion. She would have to modify her Dragonship design accordingly! 
 
    Could she engineer a way to stay alive first? 
 
    With a fierce, exultant battle-cry, a Human girl shot upward toward the boiling darkness upon a comet trail of crimson fires, yelling orders at an Ancient Dragon. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Hualiama had hoped Infurion would punch holes in the roof of this almighty cavern Dramagon’s creatures held by their interlocked might; the longer they retained the endlessly renewing Earthen-Fires, the greater the resulting discharge would be. Their formations seethed as the black bodies extended their hold in all directions, joining up in rippling waves as far as the eye could perceive. Sight was tenuous. She saw as through darkened crysglass, a place of black upon black, so that it was hard to make out what was Infurion and what was the Dramagon-spawn attacking him, or to separate the tentacles out from the similarly dark, crystalline substrate that supported them. The interference increased exponentially, degrading her shields at a terrifying rate. 
 
    She flew upward faster than a crossbow quarrel now, but the pressure did not abate as it should. The whole Rift was reaching a critical state. Hualiama agonisingly raised her hands above shoulder height, aiming for points near Infurion’s forepaws. She could not have moved save for the rigidity her armour-like outer casing provided, she realised. Not a good sign when battle loomed. Even her lungs and diaphragm refused to function without magical support – and her heart? 
 
    Working on it, Dragonsoul assured her quietly. 
 
    Therefore, she must not quail. 
 
    BE LIGHT! 
 
    Her starlight power shot forth again and again, as if renewed by that brief encounter. Had she discovered something fresh within herself, or was it merely a mad adrenaline rush and thus doomed to fizzle? She did not care. 
 
    BE LIGHT! 
 
    Hualiama focussed solely on her goal: to release the pressure and thus buy precious time. Her hands moved slowly, as if she dreamed of her old royal music tutor conducting an opera at one-tenth speed. Pinpoint strikes. Precision was critical. She husbanded her strikes, breaking tentacles in locations calculated to create the greatest destabilisation, as best she understood her immediate environment. Black creatures swarmed into the breaches, plugging them efficiently. Her voice rose, summoning still more strength. She pushed back the Rift’s darkest fires as the Star Dragoness made her meagre strength count. Relief? No, it was infinitesimal, no more than a drop of rain plunking into the everlasting Cloudlands. Infurion still had not ripped through, but he threw his might at the rents and tore them wider with sweeping talon strokes, his fires crackling and smoking as he created mayhem. Swarms of his luckless progeny clung to his back and shoulders, burning the Ancient Dragon with their mordacious magic, but her shell-uncle seemed beyond caring about his wounds. 
 
    BE MORE LIGHT! 
 
    More? Who was she trying to fool? She could never be enough light. A star could illuminate the trackless reaches of outer space, but her heat must be forfeit, surely? 
 
    How poignantly she yearned to understand her heritage. 
 
    Then, a rippling movement in the massed bodies alerted her. It was night above, so there was no flood of suns-light to alert her, but the malevolent gleam of Numistar’s orbs was enough. The Ancient Dragoness expended the First Egg’s magic at a dizzying rate as she blasted the dark-fires-riddled rock out of her path, angling for Infurion and no other. 
 
    Infurion roared, Remove thyself from mine path, shell-niece! 
 
    She shot reams of data, readings and conclusions at him. Numistar must not bring the First Egg into the Rift! The consequences … I need to reach the surface, mighty Infurion! 
 
    WHY? 
 
    I … I cannot say, or … she will know. The fiery depths of the Ancient Dragon’s gaze seemed to burn through her soul. Would he assume the worst? Pray that he might read the truth ablaze in her heart. She breathed, We are kin. We fight as kin. 
 
    After the longest breath she had ever imagined, the mighty head dipped slightly. Hide thine powers within mine, shell-niece, and prepare to ride the conflagration high into the thin airs of thine preferred realm. I shall protect the tiny spark of thine fire-life against the storms of mine heart-fires. 
 
    He would give his heart-fires for her? Hualiama bowed stiffly from her waist. You will not die, shell-uncle? 
 
    A ghastly, pyretic grin greeted her assertion. I will not. Prepare thyself. 
 
    Prepare, when her every muscle responded like soggy scrolleaf, or if they managed to clench, it was with a spasmodic, agonising movement? The attacks of Dramagon’s creatures had been crueller than she imagined, debasing her flesh and the magical pathways of her being. She did wonder if the fire-life of her Dragon form might not have been snuffed out. 
 
    Now, a familiar pressure caressed her temples. Exploring the lay of her mind. Teasing the back of her neck and slithering up her basilar arteries into the lower brain. 
 
    Claws seized her mind and tried to jerk her sideways, but a searing conflagration of dark-fires knocked her backward. Infurion! He was defending her? He must have adapted following that first devastating assault. Each time the attack came, the contaminating dark-fires exploded in her face. Lia had a sense of the aether screaming, of magic run amok as her ascent continued and of Infurion’s pained bellowing. Through the sheeting black flames she saw several larger creatures measuring her progress not so much with eyes as with vitriolic touches of mental power, but it was no kind of mental process or power she recognised. They were larger in the body and dark grey in colour with a glittering onyx trim upon their stubby tentacles – more adept or more highly evolved psyches, Hualiama theorised immediately. Like a hive of insects, the myriad others were subordinate to these master-minds. 
 
    Dramagon, she thought. 
 
    Dramagon. The sound ripped back like storm winds picking up explosive lava and hurling it full in her face. Sardonic. Taunting. Tentacles rippled, and she stood in a shrieking pyre of mental agony. 
 
    Hualiama did not know for how long she had been screaming when a tranquil light bathed her person. 
 
    Dragonsoul. She had Shapeshifted her Human out of trouble. 
 
    Once more she rose and the Egg descended in Numistar’s paw, but now she was a Dragoness. All was a somnolent dream. Hostility and madness mingled upon Numistar’s visage as her snowy muzzle, body and paws oriented upon Infurion with hatred born of aeons of solitary confinement in that comet; in every inch of that mighty being, Hualiama read the insane compulsion to annihilate her enemy. She cared nothing for a Star Dragoness. She cared only for powers that might stand between her and immortality. 
 
    Around the Egg a corona of destruction developed as it swept down into Infurion’s realm, the opposing branches of magic sparking and reacting, creating a comet trail much like that with which Numistar Winterborn had returned to the Island-World. Opalescent fires raged against sooty destruction. Fields of icy destruction warred with the ever-renewing Rift fires. Dully, beneath her paws, the Star Dragoness sensed the impact of an explosion, and then Numistar’s glaring, frozen gaze seemed to slide past her for several breathless seconds, mildly surprised; her paws twitched slowly to curl about the First Egg as if seeking to protect it from an attack which never materialised. 
 
    KAAABOOOM!! 
 
    Roaring! Fizzing! Wreathed in her white-fires, the Star Dragoness rocketed toward the open air, not decelerating as she might have expected, but quickening at an infeasible rate, so fast that even a Dragon’s physiology could not compensate. Juddering. Groaning. Pressure piled upon pressure, plastering her body and wings against a disc of white, beneath which Infurion’s infernal flames raged. The firestorm blasted her out of the lower Rift so fast that the scarred and scorched mountainscape appeared to leap away from her paws. Yiisuriel! Grandion! They shrank into the distance with shocking speed, and her hearts’ yearning seized upon that faraway tourmaline speck. She needed him. 
 
    Her response was instinctive. 
 
    She chose not to face this fate without her beloved Dragons by her side. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Flicker shook his muzzle at the Council’s deliberations as the Land Dragons forged along the meriatonium pathway toward the far end of the Rift, still several days’ travel distant. Nothing was proceeding as planned. Hualiama had vanished, their ploy with the Egg appeared to have failed, and the pressures all around reached a critical point. Landslides repeatedly buried the path, forcing the Runners to undertake mighty labours of rock-moving as they blasted the rubble with their light cannons and shovelled it aside. The glowing mountain peaks rose or descended by miles within minutes, casting their baleful glow over the night-time scenery. Gigantic cracks yawned open like hungry draconic mouths, only to slam shut in a splintering of rock. The commotion threatened to drown out even a shielded Council, at the peak of Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron’s mountain. Dragons, Shapeshifters and Dragon Riders gathered around, while the Land Dragons and Humans participated via the mental network. 
 
    Grandion urged more speed. “Hualiama will change the Balance,” he argued. “She will rise even from the darkest place.” 
 
    We have already given up the First Egg, which I counselled against, Yiisuriel-ap-Yuron rumbled deeply. Numistar Winterborn bears it against Infurion, and once she has defeated him with that limitless font of power and destroyed his realm, she will come for us. Your faith is commendable, o Tourmaline, but these are world-shaping forces no Dragon could possibly withstand. She is but a hatchling, untried in her powers. 
 
    “I will ride with the Dragonwings against Numistar!” Grandion roared. 
 
    “The Dragonwings are ready,” Janithyor of the Tynukam declared. “We’ll make her pay!” 
 
    Flicker said, Er, Grandion, you’re – 
 
    “Not now, Flicker!” 
 
    You’re glowing. Remember what that means? 
 
    The Tourmaline Dragon froze in his muscular, four-pawed stance. His jaw clunked gently against the stone he stood upon, the only sound any creature was capable of making. 
 
    Even a dragonet’s words might arrest a nation. He was right, of course. The Tourmaline had turned a positively blinding shade of blue-white as his scales assumed a lustre far beyond what was natural for any Dragon – save his best girl – Hualiama! 
 
    There she ascended! A star jetted above the Rift’s dancing dark peaks, trailing a column of sooty smoke in her wake, and the hope of his third heart soared with her. 
 
    Pointing with his paw, the dragonet snickered, Told you so. She’s the dawn star. 
 
    Sounding far more like a hatchling than Hualiama would ever be, Grandion mewled, What – what is she – what’s happening? I’m feeling – Flicker, you’re also a star? When did that – 
 
    Flicker felt an inescapable sense of tugging, too, but he retained enough presence of mind to reach toward the Tourmaline Dragon, curling his paw. He flicked one talon emphatically. Be off with you, rascal. 
 
    Whaaaa … Grandion vanished in a smear of light. 
 
    The dragonet turned to the stupefied Council of Lost Islands Dragons. Aye, I truly am the most awes – ralti droppings! 
 
    His parting words vaporised in a blinding flash of light. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Upward she raced into a night sky ablaze with stars, but perhaps only she of all creatures in her Island-World knew how thin was the veil of magic separating the realms of Dragons and Humans from the interstellar powers which lurked beyond. Vile, malevolent beings. Purveyors of death. 
 
    The vista below receded steadily, granting the Star Dragoness a wider and wider view of the Rift. There was Numistar, just a speck of searing white excavating a path toward Infurion, whom she must protect if she was at all able … her gaze returned to the silent skies. Where were the Shining Ones? When would they come, and could she protect her planet from them, too? Had she passed beyond the atmosphere? Automatically, she raised a semipermeable gas shield. A touch of internal oxygen generation such as that enjoyed by the deepest-dwelling Land Dragons would be perfect. 
 
    “… aaaa … what?” The Tourmaline Dragon’s form wavered before popping into being with a sharp crackling of silvery fires that sheeted off his wings and body. 
 
    “Grandion!” she yelled. 
 
    “Awesome!” screeched Flicker, slamming into Grandion’s flank. He bounced, but the Tourmaline caught him with a reflexive snap of his paw. The dragonet burbled, “I am so awesome. Did you see? I flicked Grandion all the way up here.” 
 
    “Hardly likely!” snorted the Tourmaline. 
 
    “Would you look at my beautiful glow?” Flicker added. “All sparkly.” 
 
    Too fraught to ask why or how they had joined her in her ascent, Hualiama just groaned and slapped their noses with a mixed-up brew of shields. Too busy arguing to bother with breathing, boys? 
 
    A song of stars whispered upon the breeze generated by their passage, stilling the three Dragonkind as they found their collective paws and wings; Hualiama could not rise, but Grandion scooped her into his paw as he turned to examine the northern skies with a wondering mien. 
 
    The Tourmaline whispered, “Would you believe …” 
 
    Her every scale tingled. Lia’s head lolled helplessly, as if the muscles of her neck had been severed, but her Shapeshifter Dragon and friend shifted his talons to support her, so that she could gaze up into the vaulting treasury of a moonless night, a night teeming with stars, and more. Much more. 
 
    Lia said, Yhishaalylia. 
 
    Flicker glanced quizzically at her, and nestled closer to her neck. 
 
    Unspeaking, they watched wings shifting across the starry panorama. The night appeared to ripple as the creatures penetrated Fra’anior’s great bulwark, and then they approached at an impossible speed, just shadows upon darkness, best detected when they blotted out their background. Vast wings, like translucent crystal, cut the stillness of the darkness not long before dawn, Hualiama realised, trying to gulp but discovering she had apparently mislaid the power to inhale. Creatures so immense should create noise, a shockwave, or some kind of magical signature, but the Yhishaalylia did none of these, making their flight appear eerily beautiful. 
 
    The almighty Dragonwing oriented upon her faint, shrinking radiance. Hualiama noted her debility with faint annoyance. Courage! 
 
    Yet even the word ‘courage’ seemed to quaver in the presence of such as these. Primordial Dragons. Ancient star travellers which had no need to breathe. They survived and even thrived in the chill vacuum of the far-flung dominions beyond her ken. The Dragonwing drifted overhead until no stars could be seen between their teeming bodies, so dense was their congregation. All was silent. From amidst that stillness, a celestial presence oriented upon the three companions, and snuffed out the fire beneath them with a fleeting thought. 
 
    /Stardrop. Present thyself,/ chimed the creature. 
 
    She had faced much in her short lifetime, but this was a moment more profoundly spiritual than her wildest imaginings. To face such elemental Dragons was to become aware of the scintilla of her life compared to the vastness of the Universe, and to grasp the paucity of her knowledge; to be engulfed in stupefaction. These were allies? These venerable expressions of creation’s first song … they spoke a variant of Dragonish again more ancient than even her unexpected discoverers had spoken, full of quaint, archaic notes that incongruously introduced the fragrant, slightly citrine scent of stars to her senses. 
 
    Aye, and Hualiama dithered. 
 
    She bowed her head as best she was able. I am. Now for her best, /Mmm-rrk?/ Vexation darkened her thoughts. Why could she still not speak? 
 
    This was no occasion for awkward Lia to make an appearance, but apparently both of her forms shared this unwelcome trait. 
 
    One of the creatures moved with eye-blurring speed. Between the ultra-rapid double-blink of her eyes, a multifaceted crystal hove to before her sight, bearing what she assumed was eyes or other sensory apparatuses, but it was not like any Dragon’s head she had ever seen. Sleek, beautiful lines of apparently liquid onyx crystal shifted into and beyond her perception in a mesmerising play of magic. Warmth bathed her soul, bringing solace and hope. 
 
    /Thou hast only to show us thy need, beloved stardrop. Speech develops within … perhaps a thousand of your years?/ it finished on a dubious note. 
 
    She wanted to weep. To dance. To sing of her love for the world, for these were the emotions this inscrutable Dragon stirred within her breast as it gazed into the deepest places of her soul. 
 
    The creature produced a tender explosion of laughter, and said, /Fear not for our fate, fear not for our souls, for of stardust we were and to stardust shalt we return ere this existence hath shone its last, to participate in the greater melody that rings through the eternal halls of time – if you permit it./ 
 
    She must … permit something? 
 
    Her puzzlement barely registered before the Yhishaalylia bowed slightly toward her position upon Grandion’s elevated paw. It sang, /Spare our souls but a drop of thy starlight, and we shall ignite. Fill us with starlight, and most gladly shall we plunge into the darkness for thee, and all shall become radiant. Sing, o my soul, of the incandescent joy of death! All our kind require to be reborn is the tiniest glimmer of thy radiance, but it shall neither be asked nor demanded of thee. Only an offering –/ 
 
    A freewill offering? she asked, finally understanding. At once Lia said, Of my freewill, I shall give to thee. Grandion, please help me. Thank you. 
 
    The creature did not budge, so Hualiama had Grandion lift her until her muzzle lolled just inches from that utterly alien visage. Tranquillity dwelled in the space in which she communed with the Yhishaalylia, and at last, the Star Dragoness understood that perhaps her greatest dance must be just a soul-wrenching bridging of the inches that separated her being from this alien star traveller’s substance. Summoning her starlight power, she willed her muscles to behave. Strained her back and neck. Stiffened her body to stretch out and touch her lips to infinity. 
 
    She kissed a Shining One. Starlight sparked between their souls. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter 36: Myriad Stars shall Fall 
 
      
 
    The YHISHAALYLIA TREMBLED. A tempestuous sough shuddered through its being, and then a rising melody of magic chimed from wingtip to wingtip – it had five separate pairs of wings, she realised inanely, their shape similar to a butterfly’s wings – and a glissade of inexpressibly charming notes played upon her hearing. White radiance imploded within and exploded outward from the Yhishaalylia’s body simultaneously, searing her retinae with violet light-flares before her membranes could respond, as the Shining One became suffused with the glory implicit in its name. 
 
    Flicker exclaimed quietly, O worshipful magnificence! 
 
    The Yhishaalylia said, /Our worship is to burn and die, for the gift has been given and the song must be sung; all praise and gratitude to the giver, the sustainer of our star-lives!/ 
 
    It genuflected toward her. 
 
    N-Noooo … please, Hualiama stammered. 
 
    /Direct us,/ ordered the creature. /Do not stint, for the dread name of this Dramagon befouls the farthest reaches of the stars. Shine brightly, brave stardrop, until thou assumest thine eternal abode amongst the innumerable congregation of our kind./ 
 
    Farewell. 
 
    At once, the Yhishaalylia turned away and touched its neighbours, wingtip to wingtip. The shimmering sparks of starlight leaped eagerly between them, and the searing song of the Shining Ones swelled until all the heavens revelled in their extraordinary luminosity and all the Islands of the world must perforce bow in awe. Hualiama wanted to shade her eyes, but she also wanted this moment to be emblazoned upon her memory forever. Legion they were, the stars that turned darkness into full daylight, and their song warmed her soul until it seemed she must burst for the ineffable joy that thrilled her hearts. Hualiama rejoiced. She wept. She shone from the core of her being, and by degrees, began to feel some semblance of control returning to her muscles. The starlight rippled outward through their formation, beyond the ambit of the mortal eye. Radiant wings and bodies filled the heavens. They stretched down like a mighty tent of light to the eastern horizon, where Hualiama saw the twin suns about to touch the Islands with their life-affirming beneficence, but this day, they would be outshone. 
 
    Unsteady of paw, she rose to gaze down upon the Rift. Too late! 
 
    Whiteness spread many leagues beyond Numistar Winterborn’s location as the Dragoness battled Infurion; by keeping him from battling Dramagon’s forces, she doomed them both. Perhaps that was her intent, in the welter of her madness and greed. Perhaps she intended to invade the First Egg and corrupt its eggling fires, thus accomplishing her escape into immortality? 
 
    Not today. 
 
    Not while this Star Dragoness gazed down upon her Island-World, which slumbered in deceptive tranquillity, and melancholy filled her soul. 
 
    Myriad stars shall fall. The prophecy must be fulfilled. 
 
    She raised her forepaw. Go. 
 
    Directed by her thoughts, the Shining Ones began to peel away from their formation from the farthest points east and west of her position, swiftly coming to resemble a formation of shining birds migrating downward into the dark slash the Rift made right across the breadth of that original impact crater. Faster and faster they fell. Streaks of light speared into the shaking mountains. Their singing swelled. The joy of stars in the fiery labour of their kind caused Hualiama’s voice to respond in an ascent into exultation. At last, she saw the light, and it was as though a fog of fate and fear had lifted from her mind. She sang her love. She sang healing across the Islands. Healing the Rift. Bringing blessed cessation from the terrible amalgamation of conflicting powers. 
 
    A throbbing wound must be lanced. Thus she viewed the Rift. First in ones and twos, and then in clumps of dozens, pale violet conflagrations flared like the unfurling of faraway blossoms as the shooting stars plunged deep. Fires erupted, soon combining to span hundreds of leagues, but the assault continued unabated. Greasy black smoke mushroomed from every strike, soon joining together as the billows mounted many leagues into the morning air. The white streaks of plummeting stars pierced the boiling black clouds repeatedly. Concussive detonations reverberated against her eardrums, even at such a distance that she could see even beyond the Rift now, into the realms of Herimor. Flashes and flares of violet light spilled from the length of the Rift as the stars shone within, cleansing even as they died. Hualiama imagined the expiring shrieks of Dramagon’s progeny, but the sounds of their agony were drowned out in the glorious march of the legion. 
 
    Her paws gestured. Many more stars plummeted from the heavens. She directed them to the points of greatest resistance, where the Dramagon-swarm massed together in dense thickets of bodies; where their foul magic besmirched and consumed the starlight for long seconds before they, in turn, succumbed. The Rift would be scoured from the inside, and she found the destruction to be a grievous necessity rather than a joy. Must Balance be restored at such a terrible cost? 
 
    Slowly, Hualiama became aware of Flicker and Grandion watching her with expressions she did not entirely enjoy. 
 
    She shrugged gracefully, having to speak telepathically to be heard above the symphonic song. There’s still Numistar to track down. You boys ready for a little game of ‘hunt the Ancient Dragoness?’ 
 
    Flicker flexed his tiny muscles. Definitely! I might need a little assistance, however. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With the First Egg’s help, Numistar had driven Infurion deep into the Rift, below the bridge he had built and which Grandion belatedly realised, Hualiama’s command of the assault was attempting to preserve. But even she had to hearken to the carnage proceeding around her. Tentacles blasted into the new dawn as the Shining Ones created devastating waves of white-fires magic that rolled through the Rift. Much of the strange substrate apparently created by Dramagon’s creatures was gone, blasted into nonexistence. Deep down, the Earthen-Fires magic had begun to exert its dominance anew as Dramagon’s creatures perished in their tens of thousands, and he saw the stardust Hualiama had briefed him about – all that remained of the burned-up Yhishaalylia – drifting upward on the dark-fires in shimmering clouds that eventually disappeared up into the skies. 
 
    Perhaps the winds of the cosmos would bring them home. 
 
    Turning from Infurion, the Winterborn assaulted his tiny battle group of three. 
 
    Feral and swollen with power, the Dragoness was insuperable. He, Hualiama and Flicker joined together, and despite her starlight power entwining deeply with his, amidst the chaos of deathly ice-breath, Chrysolitic-like attacks and the swipes of Numistar’s paws and the ongoing, deafening attacks of these kin-creatures of hers, the Winterborn continually forced them back. Hours passed in grim defence. Infurion, terribly wounded but as yet living, could not help. Numistar drove them to retreat to the canyon, and from there pinned them against the backs of the departing Air Breathers, and they could find no way to best her. She had the Egg. She was untouchable. 
 
    Grandion knew despair. He had strength enough to preserve their lives, but little more. 
 
    Then, he heard Hualiama conversing rapidly with Yiisuriel. Shields up. One last, augmented blow that would lure Numistar off the precious meriatonium path and out onto the unstable Rift surface. 
 
    Quickly, Grandion! 
 
    No need to think. The exhausted Tourmaline Dragon set his wings once more for the skies, incongruously darkening with the Rift’s reinverted and dare he say it, pure Earthen-Fires, free of the influence of Dramagon’s perfidious minions. The forces were still immense and had to be released. The fires already mounted a mind-boggling six leagues above what he considered to be Island-level, and they were still rising. Hualiama’s solution was creating a new phenomenon, a new incarnation of the Rift. 
 
    To his further surprise, not a shadow of dark-fires doubt did the Tourmaline Dragon find in his mind. He trusted her, and judging by the tenor of her pearlescent eye-fires, she warmed to his faith. 
 
    Bait Numistar, Grandion. 
 
    He was too wrung out to formulate any clever insults. Numistar! he bellowed. Come for me, and I’ll rip off another of your limbs! Soon, you’ll just be a worm crawling on your belly … 
 
    It was enough. He had to stretch his wings to their limit as he carried Flicker and Blue-Star upward, for the mountains beneath the enraged Ancient Dragoness were also rising. Infurion! Yet Numistar seemed unawares, for she pursued them with exaggerated snarls of rage. Her paws thrust aside the unstable mountains as she floundered and struggled through, but she was so huge that she could simply step from one insecure foothold to the next. 
 
    He gasped incredulously; Flicker laughed, Family will rise, o Grandion. Family always does. 
 
    Those two troublemakers had recruited Infurion to their side and ensured he survived the fantastic core temperatures of burning stars? Or did Infurion act out of a selfish desire to protect himself and his domain? 
 
    Fly, o Tourmaline! Lia cried. 
 
    For thee … beyond the stars, he grunted, pouring the last of his strength into an evasive sprint. This, he could do. Riding a powerful thermal, he wrenched himself sideways to avoid a shower of ice shards each longer than his body. Flex the wings! Retract, angle, dodge! Grandion flew as never before, hurtling unscathed through the Winterborn’s lethal discharge as he clutched his precious cargo close to his chest. Never let them go. Never give up! 
 
    Numistar vented a series of terrible, wrenching cries. The mountains shook at each augmented blow of her paws, and the air reverberated to the tune of her vengeful insanity. Ice exploded repeatedly all around them. Dimly, he realised Hualiama and Flicker had joined him, their combined power racing through his wings to grant them edges of starlight and lightning as the terrible assault became inescapable. Devastating cold curled about them, seeming to suck them backward – but that was only the power and speed of Numistar’s charge. Grandion feared his eye-fires might freeze in their sockets as he battled on and on. 
 
    Fra’anior, your strength! he ground out. For here came her mouth, engulfing their surroundings as it snapped shut over them … the Tourmaline spun on a brass dral and rocketed back over Numistar’s frozen blue tongue. Desperate velocity! He angled for one of the gaps between her almighty fangs, bellowing with the effort. 
 
    Idiot! shrieked Flicker. You call this a strategy? 
 
    Faster! urged the Star Dragoness. 
 
    It drew shut too fast. Already, he could not have squeezed through the gap as the upper fang sliced downward, perfectly filling the gap between the two lower-jaw fangs. Still, he triggered the Storm power pent up in his stomach. At the same instant, Hualiama thrust out one of her shields. KAAABOOM!! They exploded together through Numistar’s jagged fangs on the starboard side of her head. Grandion thrust away from her lips with his hind legs. 
 
    They tumbled away past her monumental flank as the Ancient Dragoness charged onward. 
 
    Grandion, flee now! 
 
    Hualiama’s urgent cry galvanised his wings. Grandion clattered awkwardly into a full battle-sprint, glancing backward from the corner of his eye to check why she had shouted her warning – even though, through their mental link, he already knew. 
 
    The greatest of the Yhishaalylia came screaming in from the northern horizon, and dozens more seared down from the blazing skies and from all points of the compass. The beams of their violet brilliance seared even through the protection of his secondary optical membranes as the unearthly creatures converged at a phenomenal speed upon the Dragoness still clutching that most precious treasure to her chest, the First Egg of the Ancient Dragons. 
 
    At the last second, Numistar’s head jerked upward as she hurled all the power of the First Egg at the Shining Ones. 
 
    As the Yhishaalylia smashed together, the detonation was as if all the cymbals of the heavens had crashed together at once. Did his ear canals thrill to the Great Onyx’s roar of triumph? 
 
    A brilliant wave of light slapped Grandion into oblivion. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Five days later, the last of the Land Dragons hobbled off the path through the raging Rift storm, and with a joyous cry of relief settled into his more natural realm. The Cloudlands had been rent and disfigured, but the Island-World slowly crept toward the norm – a norm that might take decades to settle, Hualiama realised. No mind. She snuggled deeper into Grandion’s strong arms and tucked the warm, purple orrican wool blanket up to their chins. They were alive. 
 
    Burliki said, “Is this location satisfactory, noble Empress?” 
 
    “I despise lying abed,” she returned frostily. 
 
    “Orders, Your Highness,” said the stolid Red, but his fire-eye wandered as if possessed of a will of its own toward the Ice-Blue Dragoness Zanya, standing guard nearby. “Recovery first. Rulership in good time.” 
 
    Hualiama grumbled, “You put me in the same bed as –” 
 
    “– your husband?” murmured Grandion, rubbing a place where her back was not bandaged. “Faugh, how iniquitous. Besides, you know Flicker is somewhere under these covers, don’t you? My favourite chaperone.” He rolled his eyes drolly. 
 
    Aye, courtesy of a favour from Burliki, their double bed had just been carefully placed on flat area of Yiisuriel’s mountaintop, from which they could survey the wondrous realm of Herimor. It had only taken them four hours of begging for this excursion to be arranged, and the laughable but necessary stricture –sworn ten times over – was that neither Hualiama nor Grandion would budge from their bed. No mind. That meant she had her entire nation’s permission to be cuddling her husband, in public, atop a living mountain. How her life had taken wings. 
 
    A sleepy voice emerged from a petite mound near Grandion’s feet, “Burliki, you’re getting rather enamoured with this romance business, aren’t you? Shall I offer a few pointers?” 
 
    The Red’s fires blushed. “Erm …” 
 
    “First, tell her how you feel,” Flicker goaded. 
 
    “I feel like I’ve been run over by Numistar,” Grandion offered, ignoring the dragonet, “but I’ve never been more in love with you – not that I can find much of my wife beneath these bandages, nor can I move with four separate casts covering half my body …” 
 
    “So much pent-up desire,” teased the dragonet. 
 
    “Flicker,” Hualiama warned. 
 
    “Right, right. Make moon-eyes at the suns-set – ooh, by my wings, wasn’t that an excellent joke?” When silence greeted his words, Flicker added facetiously, “Tell me something new about Herimor, most exceedingly noble Empress?” 
 
    “It has floating Islands,” Lia said, with a broad wink at Grandion. 
 
    “Nonsense. You’re spouting mystical Star Dragoness-ese again,” sniffed the dragonet. “Wake me when something interesting happens.” 
 
    Judging by a touch more cuddling nearby, Jin, Isiki and Makani might have resolved their Shapeshifter love issues, and the solution was agreeable to all. Hualiama smiled privately. Teenagers. Did they think kissing behind Makani’s angled forepaw would fool anybody? All she saw of them was Jin’s boots, and Isiki’s toes curling right beside them. The bent of the Grey Dragoness’ fires toward her beloved Riders told all. 
 
    A warm, smoke-filled evening breeze blew from the direction of the Rift, which obscured the entire northern horizon with a wall no longer of mountains, but of almighty fires. Lia had not expected that result. She had wanted to heal what she saw as a wound reaching right across her world, but instead, had created a greater barrier than before. At least shell-uncle Infurion had declared himself a satisfied Ancient Dragon. He had his beloved, pure Earthen-Fires, decades to recover his health, and he had even identified a few new forms of life flourishing in his Rift. The invaders had been annihilated to the last creature, but a remnant of their magic did appear to have made some changes. Infurion promised to take those in paw; for her part, Hualiama could detect no trace of Dramagon’s taint remaining. Perhaps this was a new Balance? She hoped so. 
 
    Grandion said, “Floating Islands? I’d yawn but my face is too sore. They look barren, anyways. Maybe we’ll find something more exciting deeper in Herimor, my third heart.” 
 
    His voice bubbled with amusement. The wonder was, these Islands were not even anchored beneath the Cloudlands. They floated several miles above the clouds with the help of a subdraconic life-form which produced lighter-than-air gases which they trapped in bulging glands. The ‘critters’, as Flicker disparaged them, infested the undersides of Islands in their millions; the phenomenon had the scientists in raptures. Maybe they should just glue thousands of these creatures to the bottom of Dragonships, and solve the problem of propulsion in that way? 
 
    “I’d settle for something less exciting than the need to belt Numistar over the ear canal with a falling star,” Hualiama replied lightly, gazing out over the Islands floating impossibly above the Cloudlands, highlighted in rose, bronze and gold by the setting suns. “Our first Herimor suns-set, my fiery love, and what a beauty it is. That final blast certainly took its toll, didn’t it?” 
 
    Her Shapeshifter husband winked gingerly at her. Grandion’s eyes were almost as blue as his bruised face. Lia was careful not to jostle him. He had fourteen broken bones and severe burns covering his right flank; similarly, most of Hualiama’s back and legs was bandaged, but both of their burns and injuries, sustained by landing unconscious atop a moving landslide, were healed at the rapid pace afforded by draconic magic. She estimated they might be back on their feet after another week. That, or Grandion would drive her off the Isle of Sanity with his carping about having to lie still and heal. 
 
    Dragons. Worse, male Dragons. They did not make good patients. 
 
    She said, “We should investigate what became of the fragments of Numistar which exploded southward toward those mountain ranges Yiisuriel identified. No surprises.” 
 
    “No adventure?” Grandion asked. 
 
    “Adventure? Don’t wake me before next week, please,” Flicker murmured, pretending to snore as he wriggled into a new position. 
 
    “Life with you is all the adventure I need,” Lia said, kissing Grandion upon the cheek. 
 
    “Life, and a kissing boulder,” he teased. 
 
    “With children,” she whispered. 
 
    Even in the greatest happiness, grief shadowed her soul. Hualiama, Princess of Fra’anior and Empress of the Lost Isles, gazed out over the congregation of her nation, the remaining Air Breathers and the roosts and caves they supported, as the mighty Land Dragons gathered into their family groups. Herimor was beautiful, what little she had seen of it so far. She wondered at the compulsion that had spurred the Land Dragons on to reach this sprawling realm, which they had attained at great cost. 
 
    She wanted so desperately to pour out her emotions in dance, but a broken ankle had put paid to that idea. 
 
    Her final, stumbling dance had netted her the First Egg, however, hauled out of the Rift after Numistar’s defeat by a group of courageous Runners, supported by Infurion. The Egg now floated between Yiisuriel and two of her Air Breather kin in a sling of Kinetic magic, and though it was four miles beneath the Cloudlands, she could clearly see its violet-white radiance shining through. The ethereal song of its magic teased her senses with the knowledge of a mighty, alien draconic presence slumbering within. What a prize she must yet protect! Might it stir and be born in her lifetime? 
 
    Istariela had waited over three thousand years. Hualiama’s heart simmered with love and concern for her shell-mother. Despite this victory, Dramagon could not be regarded as dealt with, for she alone knew the fate of his soul’s remnant, the pernicious, corrupting, animate ruzal. May her vessel endure unblemished. May Izariela’s sacrifice not cause her to pay the ultimate price. 
 
    How many years might a Star Dragoness live? She shivered delicately, trembling on the tipping point where past and future seemed to mingle like dissimilar yet incongruously harmonious fires. 
 
    Life was a manifold tapestry of dances. Once, an impudent girl had dared to dance with a Dragon. To love him. How little she had foreseen; what terrors and glories awaited! She had rescued her family and pursued her love across the Island-World, and in so doing, had uncovered a legacy and a destiny that stole her breath to this very day. Dragonfriend. Star Dragoness. Firstborn of the Shapeshifters. Mother to a race not sprung of her womb, for that privilege might never be hers to enjoy, but of the fires that lived within her soul. She was the Dragonstar, the secret protector of the masterwork wrought by her mighty shell-father’s talons. Hualiama pondered, with a heaviness that weighed like Dramagon’s own paw upon her chest, what enemy could be so terrible that even the Ancient Dragons had been forced to flee unknowable distances between the galaxies to secure their freedom? 
 
    Aye, whatever adventures Herimor might hold, Flicker was right. For today, this was enough. 
 
    She was a girl in love with her Dragon, and she was content. 
 
   
  
 



Epilogue: The History of the First Egg 
 
      
 
    HUaliama chuckled at Flicker’s scandalised expression. “Aye, Flicker. I do mean that Immadior performed a reverse birth on the First Egg of the Dragons in order to hide it for thousands of our years.” 
 
    Now, he managed to imitate a constipated ralti sheep. “Wouldn’t that … hurt? Ooh!” 
 
    “Trust you, dragonet,” she said with great asperity, “to turn a beautiful story of redemption into a crude examination of bodily functions.” 
 
    He curled up upon the mound of her belly, purring happily as he examined its rotundity with what he probably imagined was a sage expression. “What have you been doing with that Grandion, then, I ask you?” 
 
    “Brooding,” she said primly. 
 
    “The word you’re looking for is ‘waddling’,” Flicker retorted. 
 
    Lia tweaked his left paw with her hand. “Growing triplets keeps a girl busy. I hear you’ve been busy, too –” 
 
    “Siring clutches of dragonets from here to Herimor,” he bragged. “I am –” 
 
    “Incorrigible?” 
 
    “A virile force of nature.” 
 
    Lia’s jaw dropped as she realised that he was serious. “Flicker! I thought this was supposed to be a history of the First Egg?” 
 
    The white dragonet preened shamelessly, purring so loudly now that Lia thought her babies might just start rattling together like dry peas. He said, “A suitably detailed history of my extensive exploits would take far longer, and be far more –” 
 
    “Socially unacceptable,” growled Grandion, pouring into their roost in one hundred and ten feet of sleek, predatory menace. “What are you doing with my wife, scoundrel – my fetchingly unclad wife!” The Dragon whirled his eye-fires humorously at them through the small arched doorway that led to their ‘Human nook’, situated beside the great crysglass windows that looked out over the new Academy buildings. “I feel a transformation coming on.” 
 
    “Between the two of you, I will never tell this story!” Hualiama huffed. “Can’t a girl relax and watch a fiery suns-set without all the drama and hassle? My roost, my –” 
 
    “I’ve a perfect dragonet-roost right here,” said Flicker, patting her bare and very rotund stomach. 
 
    “I’ll just go change. But I’m listening,” said the Tourmaline. 
 
    Hualiama stretched lazily on the inclined lounger, wishing her belly would stop swelling quite so dramatically. Soon she would be rounder than she was tall, in her Human form – well, that was the standing joke around the Dragon Rider Academy. Warningly, she said, “I’m kicking you out after story time. Flicker, it’s time you settled down with a sweet dragonet …” 
 
    He blinked his nictitating membranes innocently. “Not when I’m single-pawedly introducing the higher magical functions to the bloodlines of the dragonets of our Island-World –” she gasped “– both sides of the Rift, might I add. Exuberantly.” 
 
    “Flicker!” she gasped again. 
 
    “Don’t think you’re the only one to whom Amaryllion gave a fire-gift,” the dragonet said smugly. “I am irrefutably prodigious, like a new wind blowing across the Isles –” 
 
    “A white-pawed pandemic!” Lia suggested, with a wicked chuckle. 
 
    “Takes one to know one, mommy to untold Shapeshifters,” Flicker grinned toothily. “Now, how’s my bedtime story shaping up?” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted a white Dragonhide rug just beside the entrance to this nook,” she suggested. “Alright. So, back in the days when the comet struck the world, throwing up the Rim-Wall Mountains and carving out this great crater in which we live, it was assumed that all of the First Eggs would hatch. Fra’anior was first, of course, and then others such as Immadior, Dramagon, Hordazar, Numistar, Westurdion, Amaryllion –” 
 
    “Westurdion?” Flicker cut in. 
 
    “The legendary Ancient Dragon of the Western Isles, whose head is said to rest within Herimor, and whose tail curls about the frozen wastes of the far North – and you can wipe that expression off your cheeky jaw, my friend. I received this information directly from the flaming mouth of the Great seven-headed Onyx himself. Daddy darling.” 
 
    PROUD SHELL-FATHER TO A STAR DRAGONESS! 
 
    Fra’anior had always been able to outdo thunder itself, and this occasion was no exception. 
 
    “Aye, your Island-shaking daddy,” Flicker noted. “Almost as prolific as me.” 
 
    “Blasphemer.” 
 
    Hualiama’s eyes widened, however, as Human-Grandion strode into her nook, performed a very draconic flexion in front of the mirror located on the wall to her left hand, and lowered himself onto the soft, ralti-wool-covered recliner that covered the floor in a great, twelve-foot diameter mass of comfortable cushioning, with an easy grace that invited lascivious examination by his wife. Dragons! 
 
    Rather more flushed of cheek than a moment before, she clucked, “And when will you learn to wear clothing, you shameless Dragon?” 
 
    “Not this week, dearest.” 
 
    “You’ve been saying that for all twenty-six years of our marriage.” 
 
    “You love it. Besides, who’s counting?” Yet his eyes communicated that he understood the wonder and the angst of having waited two and a half decades to be stunned by an unexpected pregnancy. He knew she had given up hope. Lovingly, the man-Dragon levitated her back and shoulders so that he could slip an arm beneath her neck. He kissed her forehead lingeringly. “Cosy? How fare our sons?” 
 
    “Sons? So you’d like to think.” 
 
    “I advise sons. Girl-eggs are far too much trouble,” Flicker goaded, winking extravagantly at Human-Grandion. 
 
    Hualiama snorted, “Fricasseed dragonet for dinner?” 
 
    “Aye, I know you love keeping secrets,” the Tourmaline Shapeshifter noted. “I will graciously and draconically permit just a few. One secret that I will not keep, however, is how very, very profoundly I adore you, o Blue-Star of Fra’anior, with a love far deeper than any Island’s foundations –” 
 
    Flicker made a rude gagging noise. “Story now. Kisses later.” 
 
    Lia said, “Anyhow, as I was relating, the First Eggs all eventually hatched over the course of hundreds of years, save for one. And as the Ancient Dragons and their Lesser Dragon-kin came to inhabit the Island-World, it came to pass that they quarried over tokens of power and treasures and roosts and territories, and the object of very much dissent was the last of the First Eggs – Grandion, will you stop panting in my ear?” 
 
    Her faux wrath brought another of his lazy grins to wobble her heart most agreeably. Still, she said, “I’m uncomfortable, and have you any idea how much heat three egglings create in my belly? Thanks.” Accepting a sip of cool prekki-fruit juice from a tall crystal glass Grandion lifted to her lips, she continued, “So, a legend grew up that this First Egg must contain an Ancient Dragon of very particular powers, for the Egg tarried and would not hasten to crack the shell. As an aside, the First Egg was not actually the first. So let’s get that bit of history straight. Technically, it was the fifth to impact and we could just as well call it the Last Egg of the Ancient Dragons, or the Laziest Egg.” 
 
    “And a thousand historians summarily faint with apoplectic seizures,” Grandion chortled. 
 
    “Anyways, this misnamed First Egg was still a font of unimaginable power. The Ancient Dragons had a series of squabbles over it as the true powers of this Egg came to light. Fra’anior was not giving away any details, and I’m barely allowed to hazard guesses, apparently, without him referring to muzzling my sassy mouth – I like to imagine he’s mistaking me for you, Flicker – but suffice to say that our old adversaries Numistar and Dramagon were more than interested in tapping it for its transformative and transmutative power. As you’ve already seen, a First Egg changes the environment around it and is capable of carrying Dragon fires for enormous distances between the stars without loss of life or function, while apparently negating or minimising the passage of time. Both Dramagon and Numistar sought the Egg in the hope that its powers would grant them an immortal existence in bodily form.” 
 
    “After many battles between the Ancient Dragon-kin, it was Immadior who took it upon herself to protect the First Egg in the haven of her body, far beneath the great expanse of Cloudlands ocean called Immadior’s Sea. She curled around Immadia Island. She’s the reason those Cloudlands are such a unique colour, for the magic that leached out of her slumbering body changed the nature of those Islands to the North, and continues to do so to this day.” 
 
    “Is Immadior alive?” Grandion inquired. 
 
    “Not as we understand life, but Fra’anior and I disagree on this point. I believe she might well be cold-fires alive, but he says that no spark remained within her, and that the damage caused by her reverse-birthing the First Egg and holding its transformative essence within her being for centuries was irreversible. But I … I just don’t believe that’s the Balance of the Harmonies as I interpret them.” 
 
    “By my wings!” Flicker snorted, staring at her stomach in astonishment. He checked his jaw gingerly. “One of your egglings just kicked me.” 
 
    “I’m tempted too,” Grandion chuckled, slipping his hand down to the spot. “Ooh, did you feel that?” 
 
    Thump-thump, went the little foot inside her, urgently. 
 
    “Takes after her shell-father,” Lia grumbled. “She likes to kick me under the ribs, too.” 
 
    Gurgling with dragonet-laughter, Flicker pushed Grandion’s hand aside to prod back at the playful seven month-old. “Huh! Go on, kick for Uncle Flicker. There! Did you see that? He likes me. I’m going to teach you all the naughty things … ahem. We’ll have so much to talk about. So, rolling on, Numistar then sliced open her shell-sister’s egg pouch in order to –” 
 
    “Flicker!” Lia growled. 
 
    “– bad words. Sorry. I’ll just settle here for another kick in the jaw.” Flicker rolled his eye-fires drolly. 
 
    Lia winked back. “Be my guest.” 
 
    Flicker said, “Well. Distracted by your initial attack, followed swiftly by a treacherous and overwhelming Land Dragon assault, Numistar lost the First Egg and it eventually fell down a crack beneath Immadia Island – right?” 
 
    “It was deep-frozen and pushed down by Theadurial-infested Land Dragons, strengthened for the task by the S’gulzzi fire spirits,” Grandion corrected. “Lia travelled several thousand leagues under Immadior’s Sea with the Egg in a river of Earthen Fires, fighting the treacherous S’gulzzi all the way with the help of a Magma Dragon, as I understand it – although I’ve no idea how the Magma Dragon survived those insane pressures – while some Dragons panicked and flapped about in the real world above the Cloudlands, trying to keep up. Lia made that horrendous bargain with Numistar, defeated the Empress, restored Dragon rule North of the Rift, and then –” 
 
    “In one of my rather less bright moments,” Hualiama took up the tale, “as far as Star Dragonesses misinterpreting the Balance go, I misused the Egg’s powers to help the Dragon Haters, who were not half as hateful anymore, to cross the Rift. At that point, Numistar failed to surprise us with a renewed thirst for treachery – well, I will grant that we agreed that all bargains were null and void after we dealt with family matters at Fra’anior Cluster.” 
 
    “So, what exactly happened at the Rift?” Grandion asked. 
 
    “That explosion?” Flicker chirped. 
 
    “The Rift was like a colossal volcanic eruption corked up for a thousand years, building up pressure until it would inevitably detonate,” Hualiama explained. “Fra’anior the Onyx had tasked one of his shell-brothers with dealing with the Earthen Fires. Despite Infurion’s affinity for that branch of draconic magic, let’s just say it wasn’t going very well from an engineering perspective and Dramagon’s minions took advantage of his mistake to create the ultimate weapon. During all that, our old foe Numistar had a jolly good run at blowing up our entire Island-World, and I –” 
 
    “Like a volcano?” squeaked Flicker. 
 
    “No, like a blade slicing a prekki-fruit in half,” said Lia, illustrating with the edge of her hand. The dragonet gasped. “It would’ve sheared right through our planet. I had to … I had no choice. I fear that in the future, Herimor will be cut off from the North.” 
 
    Grandion wheezed, “You …” 
 
    Hualiama knew her eyes must seem haunted as she crooked her neck to regard her Tourmaline Dragonlove. Her heart squeezed afresh every time she looked at him. Handsome was such a pitiful word. This Shapeshifter was diamond! “Better alive for now, than dying on a lifeless fragment of a shattered planet, Grandion. I know the solution is far from perfect, but the Rift provides an outlet for those terrible forces of opposing magic. I believe it will be the paramount task of our descendants to set its Imbalance right, once and for all.” 
 
    His gemstone eyes crinkled at the edges as the Shapeshifter Dragon regarded his wife fondly, but with a not-unfamiliar hint of exasperation. “You were just Balancing the weight of millions of souls in a cosmic battle for the fate of our Island-World? That trivial task?” 
 
    Lia smiled at him with her eyes. “Whilst romancing only the most gorgeous hunk of Dragonflesh that e’er graced the airs of –” 
 
    “Ralti poo!” shouted Flicker. 
 
    “Having babies is far harder work than lassoing stars and defeating Ancient Dragons, anyways. My feet ache as never before.” 
 
    Acting upon the unsubtle hint with a fake-dutiful air, Grandion gently rearranged Lia on the soft couch and took her feet in his massively powerful hands, saying, “Well, this Dragon certainly values continuing to be able to appreciate the manifold splendour of his Humanlove by the light of a volcanic Jeradian suns-set. I had no idea, my precious flame-heart, of the cost of Balance.” 
 
    Ooh, she’d start purring in a moment. Lia closed her eyes. 
 
    Back in character, the dragonet insinuated, “After that, you trotted around Herimor making Shapeshifters whilst I simultaneously sired untold clutches of magnificent dragonets, but, o straw-head most mysterious – wake up! Where exactly is the First Egg, now?” 
 
    “Is there a sixth moon in the sky?” Grandion asked. 
 
    “An Island in the Rift?” Lia retorted. 
 
    “A new asteroid in near orbit?” 
 
    Lia produced an enigmatic chuckle. “Try another one, Dragon.” 
 
    “Is it hidden in the lands beyond the Rim-Wall Mountains?” asked the Tourmaline. 
 
    “Those exist,” said Lia, “but it is not time for the Dragonkind to know them. The Island-World is marvellous, my beloved friend and husband, but right here there are wonders and travails enough to last us a lifetime. Our task is to create the bulwark of the Isles, Grandion. To raise up Dragon Riders and Shapeshifters brave and resourceful enough to weather the troubles to come. That shall be our legacy, and it shall suffice, LET IT BE!” 
 
    Once her prophetic cannonade had died down, and Grandion and Flicker had finished teasing her about the supposedly impervious crysglass panel she had just shattered, the dragonet asked: 
 
    “But where is the Egg, Lia? In the Natal Cave of Fra’anior Cluster?” 
 
    Lia pasted her very best smirk, borrowed from a certain dragonet who had long since mastered the expression, upon her lips. “Confession? That one happens to be a clever fake.” 
 
    Flicker’s eyes popped open, and then he began to laugh so hard, he ended up draped in a heaving, helplessly wheezing heap across her stomach. This time at least two of her babies took turns kicking him, thump thump-thump. 
 
    Grandion was laughing, too. “Ever the Dragoness, Lia. Ever the devious, scheming Dragoness. I love you!” 
 
    Flushing at his praise, she murmured, “I needed someplace with lots of Dragons and Shapeshifters, where their innate magic would shield the First Egg from casual inspection.” 
 
    “Herimor?” asked Flicker. 
 
    “No. Closer to home.” 
 
    Grandion quirked an eyebrow at her. “How close … exactly?” 
 
    “You men are being very exacting today.” 
 
    “Men?” sniffed Flicker. “Reprehensible, outrageous insults!” 
 
    The Tourmaline probed through their oath-connection, keeping that surprised expression firmly in place. “You, a Star Dragoness, are brooding over an Ancient Dragon’s egg?” 
 
    “Even Ancient Dragons need love,” Lia said diffidently. “After all, what emotion is fierier than the true-fires white of draconic love?” 
 
    Grandion’s eyes flew wide. “Are you telling me … if I moved this recliner, say …” 
 
    Lia’s smile communicated every mystery a Dragoness had ever owned, and more. “I couldn’t possibly confirm your hypothesis.” 
 
    “Oh, come on!” Flicker piped furiously. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet with a wildly rolling eye, Grandion cried, “Women! I tell you – women are just – just so – aaaarrrrgghh!” 
 
    “Couldn’t have put it better myself,” agreed the dragonet. “Still, the straw-head’s got the story completely wrong, as usual.” 
 
    Dragoness-Hualiama growled, Oh? You’d like to tell a different version? 
 
    Of course. I am the flaming genius called Flicker, after all. 
 
    Shall I flame your backside, genius? 
 
    “No need for gross anatomical culinary exploits,” said Flicker. “The truth is hardly as complex as you’d like to think. The true First Egg is you, Hualiama. As in, you’re the First Egg of all Shapeshifters.” As her jaw dangled, bereft of any volition whatsoever, he added smugly, “And you can just stick that up your fumarole and smoke it, volcano-girl.” 
 
    Speechless. 
 
    Leaping off the recliner, Grandion bent, gripped its cloth handles in his hands, and flexed his mighty Tourmaline strength to raise it off the floor. Soft, mesmerising light illuminated his face from beneath, highlighting every prismatic gemstone facet of his eyes. 
 
    Grandion exhaled softly. “Oh, Blue-Star …” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    Thank you for sharing this Dragonride with a girl and her Dragon. You’re awesome. Flicker told me so. 
 
    Enjoyed this tale? My books Aranya and The Pygmy Dragon kick off two more bestselling series set in the same world as Dragonfriend, full of epic Dragon adventure, peril and magic! 
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    As Zaranna Inglewood adjusts to life minus legs, plus gorgeous Alex, the paramedic who cut her body from the wreckage, she learns the terror of being hunted. Relentless and inimical, the enemy lures her to a world where dreams shape reality. Equinox. A world of equinoctial storms; lashed by titanic forces of magic, dominated by the Pegasi and their centuries-old enmity with Human Wizards and the Dragons. This is a world where a girl can Dream her destiny. Where her soul can fly, or be chained forever. 
 
    She is Zaranna, the Horse Dreamer. Survivor. Fighter. A girl who doesn’t need legs to kick an evil fate in the teeth. All she needs is courage – the courage to Dream. 
 
    The Horse Dreamer (Equinox Cycle Book 1) 
 
      
 
    The Shioni of Sheba series: (Middle Grades and older readers) Unique African historical fantasy adventures set among the myths and legends of ancient Ethiopia. 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #1: The Enchanted Castle 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #2: The King's Horse 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #3: The Mad Giant 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #4: The Sacred Lake 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #5: The Fiuri Realms 
 
    Shioni of Sheba #6 – The Night of the Hyenas 
 
    Shioni of Sheba Box Set – Books 1-5 
 
      
 
    Epic fantasy (New Adult and Adult readers) Epic length tales of unique worlds and powers. 
 
    Feynard 
 
    The Legend of El Shashi 
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