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Chapter 1: Stranded
 
    
 
   The man AWoke when a sword-point tickled his throat.
 
   He leaped to his feet with an inarticulate cry. Bowstrings creaked. Shouts assaulted his ears. He whirled, glimpsing dozens of arrows trained unerringly on his heart. He began to back up, but a sharp prick near the spine cut short his instinctive attempt to escape.
 
   The man found himself standing beneath a lone, lightning-split prekki-fruit tree, on the edge of a titanic cliff. Three feet from his toes, the land carved away into an immense space, devoid of Islands; a horizon-spanning void filled a league below by poisonous khaki clouds. The smell of rotting prekki fruit, cloyingly sweet, filled his nostrils. With it came faintness, a collapsing of the world toward him, black-edged and vengeful. He saw a haze. Voices swirled out of the mist.
 
   “Naked?”
 
   “He’s a warrior,” said another voice. “Look at the muscle on him, the scars.”
 
   “Where’d he spring from? Not this Island, on my mark.”
 
   “Only half a brain in that basket.”
 
   “Who cares for brains on the pillow-roll? Not I.”
 
   Rough laughter beat against his ears with the force of windrocs squabbling over a fresh kill. The man squeezed his eyes shut–as if that could shut out the banter and give him space to think. He could not remember his name.
 
   “You, boy.” A woman, her voice a hammer-blow of command. Her forefinger stabbed his chest as though she wished to splinter the bone into his lungs. “What’s your name? What’re you doing on Ur-Yagga?”
 
   Panic flashed dagger-sharp behind his temples. Where was he? Who was he? His head stopped moving, but the world did not. Hot bile surged into his throat.
 
   The owner of the blade at his back twisted the point into his flesh. “Answer!”
 
   His eyes popped open, but he refused to gratify them with a groan. A warrior’s honour depended on how he suffered. Instead, he tried to focus on his interrogator.
 
   He saw a tall, deeply bronzed female warrior–by her proud bearing, clearly the leader of this war-band. She carried four curved daggers slung from the belt of her fitted leather trousers. The leather-bound hilt of a scimitar jutted above her left shoulder, a weapon so massive that the tip of the blade protruded a foot beyond her right hip. Worn boots and brief upper body armour which left her muscular arms exposed, completed her outfit. She called him boy, yet she had to be younger by a number of summers.
 
   Great Islands, and what a windroc’s scowl greeted his unthinking appraisal!
 
   His eyes flicked to her troop. They were all warriors as dark as she–perhaps a hundred heavily-armed, exclusively female warriors of the Western Isles. A seasoned crew, he judged. No eye gladdened in greeting, nor did a single hand stray from a weapon. They struck him as strangely ill at ease; despite their rough jests, clearly itching for an excuse to spill out his intestines beneath the prekki-fruit tree. No trifling with such as these.
 
   Especially not their leader.
 
   The pressure between his temples ballooned. She was a blade poised to strike, craving the sweet bite of a scimitar into flesh–his flesh.
 
   “May I ask whom I have the honour of addressing?” he asked, treading that scimitar-edge with care. “And who are your men–your warriors?”
 
   Her hard-planed face became harder, if that were possible. The dark brown eyes flashed. “I grow impatient for answers, boy.”
 
   Answers were the problem.
 
   “I don’t remember,” he said, simply.
 
   “You don’t remember what?”
 
   “Anything.” He clasped his hands beneath his throat and bowed from the waist. “My lady, I apologise if I–”
 
   The scimitar whistled over her shoulder. Before he could blink, the blade stopped a whisker short of trimming his left ear. Dangerous? Make that lethal. He would need to tread like a leopard stalking his prey just to stay alive, while he tried to work out what in the Island-World he was doing in a place with female warriors of this calibre, and not a single memory of his past.
 
   “I’m not your lady,” she hissed. “I am Kylara, Chief Warlord of Yanga Island of the Ur-Yagga Cluster, and I will not stand for your insults. Speak!”
 
   “You have me at a disadvantage, Kylara.”
 
   “Address her as ‘Chief’ before ya lose your head,” growled the woman behind him, punctuating her words with digs of her scimitar-blade. Warm blood trickled down his back.
 
   Kylara said, “Somebody find a cloth for his loins. His nakedness offends my eyes.”
 
   Did it? Abruptly, he revised the words readied upon his tongue. Staying alive required a bold strategy.
 
   As he spread his hands to plead his case, he noticed a number of deep cuts and scrapes on his arms. His chest, chin and knees were abraded, the lesions thick with dirt. A broken-off arrow sprouted from the slab of muscle above his right knee. But nothing hurt as much as it should. He felt well. Weary, but strangely abuzz.
 
   Well. Time to leap off a cliff and see if he could soar.
 
   Drawing a deep breath, he said, “Chief Kylara, you do not offend my eyes. Far from it. Your neck is a tower of strength. The muscle tone of your biceps–”
 
   Kylara’s eyes spat fire. “How dare you comment on my person?”
 
   Ignoring the alarm gong crashing in his ears, he drawled, “Compliments, not comments. Not a word of a lie.” He took the strip of cloth pressed into his hand and wound it about his vitals until he was decently covered. “Besides, you handle your blade with surpassing skill–”
 
   The scimitar nicked his throat. Kylara snapped, “Shut your vulgar mouth.”
 
   “Would you prefer that I lie?”
 
   “Aye!”
 
   “As you wish. Lies.” He looked heavenward for inspiration. The yellow moon, Iridith, cut hugely through the twin suns, creating a partial eclipse which gilded the late afternoon with deep coppery hues and crimson tongues of fire. He gestured broadly at the vibrant scene. “O Chief, your hair does not ripple like a dark waterfall glistening beneath the suns. No, it straggles like the pelt of an unwashed goat.” The warriors gasped, the Chief loudest of all. “Your body odour is redolent of a bloated, week-old carcass. I would rather leap off this cliff than gaze one more second upon your visage, which is so unspeakably hideous–”
 
   He wheezed as the warrior behind him punched him above the left kidney. “Shut your trap!”
 
   “Flying monkey droppings, woman, I did only what she asked.”
 
   Kylara snapped her mouth shut. What was that expression in her eyes–disbelief? Wrath? A spark of admiration? Whatever it was, it vanished behind a gimlet-eyed glare. “Your tongue is far too clever for a madman,” she said, dangerously soft. “Perhaps you are a Sylakian spy.”
 
   He glanced at his ebony skin; at the thrice-scarred pectorals of his chest and the swirling, scarified tribal tattoos on his arms and shoulders, and grunted, “I’d rather cut out my own heart.”
 
   The scimitar menaced his nose once more. By the Islands, he frowned, this Kylara was all too fond of her blade. He had always liked that quality in a woman. Had he? How did he remember nothing, but this he knew as clearly as the suns burnished her features into a statuesque rendering of the goddess of warrior-women? The braids she wore … there, a memory popped into his mind. Finally. Only the Leopards, the warrior-tribes of the farthest Western Isles, wore their hair in this way–closely and intricately braided to the skull, each pattern unique to an Island in the Cluster. She had mentioned Yanga Island. He had never been to Yanga.
 
   Kylara reached out. “You wear the ur-makka on your wrist.”
 
   “Don’t.”
 
   “Give it to me, or I swear I’ll rip it off your carcass when you’re wearing twenty arrows between your teeth.”
 
   Anger burned away his bile. There wasn’t a shadow of doubt in his mind that she would carry out her threat. The arrows trained on him did not waver so much as a quarter-inch.
 
   The man unstrapped the narrow wrist-pouch and handed it over, keeping his face impassive. A warrior should die rather than give up his ur-makka, the symbol of the protective spirits of his family. The flat leather pouch housed a chip of bark with his names charred on it–his real name, his family name and his spirit name.
 
   He wanted to live. Did that brand him a coward? Or wise? He looked to the skies, but found no answers scribed upon the infinite blue.
 
   He could not have picked a lonelier spot to lose his mind. The prekki tree stood on a rugged peninsula, the western tip of what must be a sizeable Island for the Western Isles, which were mostly small and rugged. They were sparsely inhabited by warmongering Human tribes and multitudes of deadly animals–rajals, leopards, carnivorous baboons, windrocs, scorpions and cobras being among the most common offenders. From the peninsula he gazed either over endless Cloudlands to the western horizon, or back to an abrupt ascent into forested hills which appeared green and verdant at first glance, but doubtless disguised a hundred ways to die.
 
   He could fling himself off the cliff. That would solve the problem of living by the time he struck rock, or poisonous cloud, or whatever lay below. The height did not bother him. But some of Kylara’s troops cast mistrustful glances at the abyss. They stayed a good fifteen feet from the edge, probably fed from birth with some superstitious drivel about Land Dragons eating whole Islands.
 
   Kylara extracted the name-chip from the ur-makka and turned it over in her fingers. Without so much as glancing at what she held, the Warlord passed it to him. “Read it.”
 
   Oh, she was shrewd. A game of trust. He turned the smooth wooden chip over in his fingers, saying, “Can’t read, Chief?”
 
   She stiffened. “I can read.”
 
   “Ardan,” he said. “Family name, Yoaggaral.” He caught his breath as he stared at the reverse side. His spirit name was written there, as it should be, but in runes. Runes? He had no hope of reading those. Who in the Island-World wrote in runes? Dragons? He shook off a chill. He must have hit his head harder than he thought.
 
   “And has this knowledge miraculously sharpened your memory?”
 
   “No. I’m not even certain it’s my name. Check it.” He extended his hand, palm up, openly displaying the name-chip.
 
   Kylara’s eyes bored into his for a moment before they flicked downward. No trust. She read the chip. He had not lied. That would have spelled his ruin as surely as jumping off the cliff. She said, “Naphtha Cluster? They were overrun by the Sylakians a month ago–burned out by Dragons, they say. We saw the smoke from here. You’re probably the last Islander from Naphtha left alive.”
 
   “Begs the question, Chief,” said the warrior behind him. “How’d he get here?”
 
   “I don’t care.” Suddenly, her gaze seemed hooded, a cobra’s stare before the fatal bite. “He insulted me. Kill him.”
 
   A blade hissed though the air. Ardan sensed the direction of the warrior’s swing, left-handed, from behind. He whispered into motion, ducking forward so that the point only clipped his shoulder blade. The warrior stumbled, thrown off balance as the expected impact never occurred. He jabbed with his elbow, catching his assailant in the throat. As he twisted in search of the blade, an arrow sliced a strip of skin off his right buttock. He grunted, but still wrenched the scimitar out of the stunned warrior’s fingers.
 
   “Hold!” Kylara stilled her archers with a sharp command.
 
   He rose, dangling the heavy blade from his fingertips.
 
   “So, you want me to kill you?” A wry smile touched the corners of Kylara’s lips. “What are you hiding, Ardan of Naphtha Cluster? Shall I torture it out of you?”
 
   “I’d tell you if I could.”
 
   Kylara’s manner lost not a hint of its furnace-forged steel. “Maybe you would, Ardan, at that,” she said. “But you’re nothing but a pathetic man. I’ll give you a chance–a duel.”
 
   “A duel?” he echoed.
 
   Someone called anxiously, “I’d watch out. He’s a big rajal, Chief.”
 
   Kylara did not even glance in the direction of that voice. “You offering to take his place?”
 
   “No, Chief.”
 
   “I feel in need of a little exercise,” she sneered at Ardan. “First to fall, loses. If you win, you’re a free man for one day. After that, we’ll hunt you down for sport and kill you. If I beat you, you will become my slave, body and soul. After all, you dared to insult the Warlord of Yanga.”
 
   Her women roared their approval, beating the flat of their scimitars against their thighs.
 
   Islands’ sakes, he was supposed to fight this warrior-chief in his condition? Ardan did not fancy his chances. Nevertheless, he offered his biggest, most confident smile yet, and said, “Ah, if my greatest folly was to remark upon a Warlord’s beauty, I shall die a contented man.”
 
   “Let’s see if you can manage to fall to the ground … alive.”
 
   That added an unwelcome perspective on her game. Kylara intended to kill him. No hint of mercy lightened her foreboding gaze. Ardan flipped his blade upright, ears throbbing, feeling strangely light-headed and reckless. If today was the day to spill out his life, so be it.
 
   He crossed scimitars with the Warlord.
 
   Kylara attacked first, as he expected, but not how he expected. Pain stabbed into Ardan’s knee as he hopped over the low swing of her booted foot. The scimitar swished past his head. Had he not been clean-shaven all over his scalp already, he would have been after that first stroke. By the Islands, she was fast! He touched his pate. It was stubbly, but not to the point of many days of hair-growth. He must have been somewhere civilised of late. Their blades scraped together. He eased into the duel, trying to read her style. Kylara appeared to be the all-offence type of duellist–and he did not trust that assessment as far as he could throw a ralti sheep.
 
   He allowed the Warlord to beat him backward around the prekki-fruit tree. Her warriors gave them leeway, but not so much as to provide an escape route. No fools, these women. They shouted and betted with gusto, especially when Kylara opened a cut on his left forearm. She pressed in, swinging hard. Their blades juddered and sparked off each other as he countered even harder, trying to jar her wrist. She responded by kicking the side of his knee. Not only was she quick, but she was strong, as that kick evidenced. Ardan stepped inside a powerful overhead strike and jabbed his knuckles at her sternum. He struck nothing but rock-hard abdominal muscle. His knee was not good. Ardan limped where he needed the foundation of two sound legs for the power that scimitar-play demanded. He defended furiously, calculating in his mind how he might yet contrive to live through this duel.
 
   Surrender? He should rather kill himself. Perhaps she could be baited …
 
   The clash of blades rang in the still afternoon air as the combatants circled, sweating freely as they matched each other stroke for stroke. Ardan opened a cut on her right flank. Kylara’s riposte punctured the muscle of his left shoulder.
 
   “You could stand a few lessons in fighting,” he drawled. Kylara’s scimitar hissed past his right ear. Ardan dodged behind the prekki tree. “Need a good teacher?”
 
   She opted not to reply, letting her blade do the talking. Ardan defended robustly and managed to tap her jaw rather ungently with his forearm. Kylara gasped, touching her fingers to her bloody lip, but fell to the attack immediately with a flurry of blows that he was hard-pressed to defend. Another cut materialised on his shoulder as if by magic. Their clash developed an ebb and flow, a pattern of strikes and counter-strikes. Kylara seemed able to read his every trick. Ardan’s lungs wheezed already. So quickly? Something was wrong.
 
   “You really think your troops can hunt me down in twenty-seven hours?” He dodged her spinning blade. Kylara’s cunningly-hooked foot would have toppled him, were it not for the prekki tree.
 
   “I’d save my breath for living,” she retorted.
 
   Ardan leaned casually against the rough trunk, swiping at her a touch lazily. “Then I’ll take a breather right now. You don’t mind, lady?”
 
   “I am not your lady!”
 
   His posture was spoiled as Kylara bruised his fingers on the scimitar’s hilt with a blow of her fist. Transferring the blade to his left hand, he kept fighting. “Not my best hand,” he grinned, “but I can still beat you left-handed.”
 
   Kylara responded by thrashing him backward around the ring of her warriors, who hissed and snarled insults at him as he gave up step after begrudging step.
 
   Deflecting another mighty overhead strike, Ardan allowed himself to fall forward, creating exactly the opportunity he had hoped for–to close with her. He snaked beneath the arm holding her scimitar as her blow looped over his back. Now, his greater strength should tell.
 
   Ardan locked his right arm around her waist and jerked Kylara bodily off the ground, aiming to raid a kiss from her lips. A kiss would certainly madden her, which was the only way he was likely to win this fight. That earlier feeling of wellness had vanished like a brief dawn mist.
 
   Two-handed, Kylara slammed the hilt of her scimitar down atop the crown of his head. Ardan staggered, tasting blood. Her knee jabbed into his crotch, but a last-second twist saved his worst blushes as he deflected the blow with his thigh. Quicker than he could follow, she punched him in the jaw with a near-perfect right cross. Pain exploded through his jawbone into his skull.
 
   Again, the tree came to his aid. Ardan dabbed his mouth. She had bitten his lip!
 
   “Feisty, my hot-blooded Island maiden,” he quipped. But he wobbled as he tried to push himself upright.
 
   Kylara switched hands. “Unlike you, slave-to-be, I am left-handed,” she smiled. “And I was just getting warmed up.”
 
   His eyes flew wide. The surrounding warriors laughed cruelly.
 
   Ardan wiped sweat from his forehead. At that precise instant, Kylara struck, kicking the arrow stump embedded above his knee.
 
   Pain blasted into Ardan’s leg, beside which the punch was nothing. For a moment all he could see was white agony. He heard a grinding sound; his teeth grating together like mohili wheat kernels beneath a grindstone. When his vision cleared, it was to see Kylara standing just a few feet off, twirling her scimitar indolently between her fingertips.
 
   With a sardonic smile, she said, “Payment for the kiss, boy. Give up?”
 
   Mockery!
 
   Fire raged in his body, blazing through the pain and clearing his mind of any remaining rational thought. He was not Ardan. He was fire. He was the flame of the dawn. Ardan felt his muscles swell, ingesting a flood of adrenalin and strength. A low growl throbbed in his chest. He was a rajal unleashed. The massive black felines, which stood shoulder-high to a man, had always fascinated him. Now, he pounced with catlike swiftness.
 
   The primal fury of his attack staggered the young Warlord. A dozen blows of his scimitar brought the flash of fear into her eyes. For the first time, he forced Kylara into frantic defence, dodging and parrying with only one thought in her mind–preserving her life. Her warriors skipped backward with surprised cries. Someone shouted that she needed help. Kylara scrambled away, but Ardan bore down on her relentlessly. He beat her and beat her, blow after massive blow, but she would not fall even when crushed to her knees–her spirit and her courage denied him.
 
   An arrow hissed past his left cheek. Kylara shouted at her warriors not to interfere. Ardan used the distraction to jab through the armour protecting her left breast, but suddenly, she slipped out from beneath his assault and launched a pugnacious counterattack of her own, hissing between her teeth with every clash of their blades. They struck so hard that they both shuddered at every blow. Kylara was beyond mockery now. No beating him to the ground for her. His insults had seen to that.
 
   For a brief instant, he smiled at the irony.
 
   Words gave way to grunts and hisses of effort. Darkness lurked at the corners of his vision; not shadows, but a flickering of black flames. He knew he had to remember, for there was something very important about the inferno within him … Ardan’s arm worked mindlessly as he deflected another assault from Kylara. He sensed a power buried within his being, familiar yet forbidding, an eerie, depthless pool that stirred as if aware of his regard. He feared it. He dreaded the monster within, yet if only he could exploit that power, he would surely crush this gleaming dark woman, who, with a snarl pasted on her otherwise attractive lips, was slowly but surely beating the living pith out of him.
 
   Ardan wondered if he had ever encountered a more formidable warrior, male or female.
 
   His sword-arm jabbed repeatedly overhead, blocking her dominant overarm swings as she sought to split him in two. Kylara howled, a building of rage that had a terrible force of its own, surging toward her final onslaught. He had to stop this before she killed him. Ardan stepped hard on his right foot, intending to smash both arms upward to break her wrist as she struck again. In that instant, his wounded knee buckled and collapsed, flinging him forward onto his knees. He broke his fall with his elbow.
 
   As the muscles of Kylara’s arms, shoulders and abdomen contracted, bringing her stroke from a full overhead stretch down to intersect with the precise centre of his skull, Ardan had time to grasp that his defence had gone hopelessly awry. Kylara’s expression registered surprise. But she could not temper her stroke in time.
 
   The scimitar blade smashed into Ardan’s skull.
 
   The lurking darkness snatched him away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2: Campaign
 
    
 
   Aranya, DRAGON-Princess of Immadia, shuffled her massive paws restively. Yolathion was making an awful fuss of his first flight on Dragonback, she thought. Patience was apparently not a Dragonish virtue. His fussing made every scale on her amethyst hide prickle as though she had a severe case of the scale-mites Zuziana had just been teasing her about.
 
   Her friend, the equally scaly first lizard of Remoy, was already zipping about in the air above the castle, home since olden times to Immadia Island’s royal family. The Azure Dragoness’ scales glinted like suns-light sparkling off a perfectly clear mountain lake. Ri’arion, Zip’s Rider, waved at Aranya as they swooped by at high speed. Zip performed a barrel-roll to starboard followed by another to port, which ended in a snarl and a stall. Her hiss of annoyance carried all the way to where the Amethyst Dragon perched on the top of Izariela’s Tower.
 
   Her perch gave her a panoramic view of the Island of Immadia, her home. Aranya’s hearts soared with a draconic delight in high places. In contrast, her new Dragon Rider was a taut bundle nerves, pacing around behind her.
 
   Dragon-Aranya tilted her head coyly. “I say, Jeradian warrior?”
 
   He essayed a wry smile. “Aye, Dragon lady?”
 
   “Those are my haunches. On a Dragon, the part of me which speaks is at this end.”
 
   “Ah, I wasn’t … right.”
 
   Aranya loomed over her boyfriend as she nosed him toward her shoulder. “Mount up. It’s a perfect Immadian afternoon and you’re dragging your oversized boots.”
 
   “Look, I’m over seven feet tall. I am not used to being overshadowed by anyone, least of all my girlfriend. My forty-three foot, two and one-quarter inches long girlfriend, as measured yesterday.”
 
   Aranya’s rising irritation made smoke curl out of her nostrils. “Whatever happened to, ‘I am ready to fly with thee’ and all those other lovely things you said–when was it?”
 
   “Beneath a quintet of full moons, these four evenings hence, I did declare my love for thee, Immadia,” declaimed Yolathion, but he rather spoiled the effect by slipping off the scales of her right leg and falling on his rump. A treacherous snort of Dragon laughter blew his dark fringe over his eyes. He said, “The problem is that in your Human form you are beautiful-beautiful, Aranya, while in your Dragon form, you are scary-beautiful.”
 
   Rising, he dusted off the seat of his trousers. With that frown of concentration she had come to find so endearing, Yolathion gingerly negotiated the hop from her leg to her shoulder. He took one gigantic stride up to her spine-spikes and stepped carefully into her Dragon Rider’s saddle.
 
   “Nak didn’t make such a fuss on his ride,” she said.
 
   Yolathion buckled the straps over his thighs and fumbled with the waist belt. “Aye. And he had a hundred and how many years’ experience flying Dragonback? Look, it’s my first time. I want to remember–” and he sighed so deeply that all three of Aranya’s Dragon hearts leaped as one, “–everything. Ready. I hope.”
 
   He really was too funny, Aranya thought, stepping over to the edge of the battlement. Her injured knee twinged unhappily as she put weight on it–Garthion’s parting gift. But her healing was proceeding at Dragon speed. Two or three more days, and the joint should regain its full function.
 
   If his life could be neatly jotted down on a scroll and ticked off item by item, Yolathion would have it that way. King Beran’s eyebrows had crawled toward his hairline more than once. Aranya knew that her father was considering the differences between his artistic, grapple-with-life’s-surprises daughter and the surprises-are-evil man on her back. She could reform him, given time. Especially when he smelled so scrumptious–but she must remember not to call his Jeradian perfume … well, perfume. He had been so insulted. What had he called it, shaving balm?
 
   Aranya grinned toothily over her shoulder.
 
   “Is that a smile, Aranya?” asked Yolathion. “Or rather, ‘you look like a snack’?”
 
   “Mmm,” she rumbled, licking her lips with her forked tongue. “Seven feet of Jeradia’s finest man-steak served on a platter? I could sink my fangs into that!”
 
   Yolathion’s heart-rate doubled, coming to her fantastic Dragon hearing as a mad drumbeat.
 
   Great, now she had scared him. Aranya would have preferred a little more trust on his part. Maybe that would come, too, given time. She eased up onto the battlements, wincing again as pain radiated from her knee. The rents in her scales also needed to heal, gouged by six-foot crossbow quarrels.
 
   “Ready to burn the heavens, Rider?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   They gazed over the Island-kingdom of Immadia. Much of the capital city had been burned in the great battle against Sylakia’s Dragonship fleet, in which they had defeated Garthion, the son of Sylakia’s Supreme Commander, with the help of a defection by Yolathion and his Jeradian forces. Beyond the city walls, a wide field filled up steadily with Dragonships cobbled together from salvaged parts. An Amethyst Dragon’s fire or her Rider’s burning arrows did not leave much behind when they exploded one of the hydrogen sacks. But the Immadian fleet and the ground emplacements of war crossbows and catapults had downed many Dragonships, too.
 
   Zip was now a Shapeshifter, changed irrevocably by Aranya’s life-saving Dragon tears. Zuziana, Princess of Remoy, was now able to transform between her Human and Dragon forms at will. Guilt and happiness roiled in Aranya’s breast whenever she remembered what she had done to her friend. Zip said she was happy. She had to cling to that, or the remorse would grow wild-animal claws and fangs within her.
 
   With a heavy sigh, Aranya spread her wings. The huge, flexible flight membranes flexed at will, the thousands of auxiliary muscles along her wing bones and flight struts turning them into the highly responsive instruments of Dragon flight. Garthion had fallen onto the flagpole set upon this very tower. Speared through the brain, he had died instantly. His crimson Dragon body still filled the castle courtyard below–the body of a Shapeshifter Dragon, the Sylakians’ great secret.
 
   If the son had been a gigantic Red Shapeshifter Dragon, what about his father? Or any other siblings and relatives?
 
   “Now you’re the one dawdling,” said Yolathion. “Why so pensive, beloved?”
 
   “I was thinking about Garthion.”
 
   “Forget that coward,” Yolathion said. “Fly, Aranya. Let the splendour of Immadia Island fill your Dragon hearts and erase that man’s evil forever.”
 
   Thank the heavens he understood.
 
   The merest tilt of her wings caught the breeze. Aranya glided over the rooftops of Immadia city. The streets had been cleared of bodies, while the graveyard beyond the city walls had swelled immensely, filled with Immadian Islanders and Sylakian troops alike. So many killed. So many immolated upon the pyre of Sylakia’s ambition to rule the Island-World.
 
   She eased into a few wingbeats and peeked over her shoulder. Precious! Yolathion’s face was a picture of wonder.
 
   Aranya climbed, circling slowly to give her Dragon Rider a fine view of Immadia’s jagged, snowy peaks north and west of the city. The Island was only five leagues long; seven if one counted the outlying Islands to the north. Around the edges, above where the Island massif rose from the poisonous gases of the Cloudlands, the ancients had built great terraced lakes to trap Immadia’s unreliable rainfall. Iridith covered fully two thirds of the south-eastern horizon, while the crescent Jade moon dominated the northern sky as if to form an archway leading to the end of the world.
 
   Her Rider shouted, “This is incredible, Aranya!”
 
   “No need to shout, you daft rajal,” she returned. “Ready for a bit more?”
 
   “Er, steady as she goes, gorgeous Dragoness, or my lunch will make a bid for freedom.”
 
   “Look, here comes Sapphire,” said Aranya.
 
   The tiny dragonet abandoned Ri’arion’s lap and shot over to Aranya and Yolathion, calling shrilly. Aranya laughed. Hello, you ridiculously beautiful creature, she greeted her in Dragonish. Sapphire flitted around Aranya’s muzzle, her jewel-like eyes swirling with excitement and appreciation. At only one foot long and perhaps one and a half in wingspan, the dragonet was as manoeuvrable as a bat. Right now, she demonstrated her skills in a spiralling double-backflip, before suddenly noticing Yolathion in the saddle and coming to a mid-air stall of surprise. She volleyed a series of querulous chirps at Aranya.
 
   He’s my Rider, she said. My … er, mate. He’s called Yolathion.
 
   “What did you say to her?” asked Yolathion, crossing his eyes as the dragonet flipped around his head, examining him suspiciously.
 
   “That you’re my Rider,” said Aranya, editing her response hastily. Despite that, her belly-fires soughed, stoked by her embarrassment. “I think she expected Zip–who is far daintier than you, you great lump. You weigh a ton.”
 
   He laughed, flexing his powerful frame. “I’m sure you’ll grow into the task, o mighty Amethyst Dragon. No, I am a man and a warrior, riding a great winged beast over the Islands, not a diminutive wisp of a Princess from Remoy. And you are dainty in your Human form, compared to me.”
 
   Her height did seriously reduce the potential pool of boyfriends who were taller than her, Aranya thought. She loved it when he tucked her head beneath his chin, making her feel safe and cherished. But he seemed so wrapped up in her looks, as though a Princess should be perfectly coiffed at every hour of every day, and her smile should never fail to dazzle. Perhaps a hundred-fang smile was a little over-dazzling? And should come attached to rather less of a Dragon?
 
   “Who’s diminutive and wispy around here?” growled Zuziana, slipping into formation with Aranya. Ri’arion greeted them across the divide.
 
   “Easy on the fires there, Dragon-love,” said the Fra’aniorian monk, giving his own mount such a hearty slap it had Yolathion’s eyebrows hopping. “We’ve been practising fire-breathing. Zip hasn’t learned to burn the heavens yet, but if you keep insulting her, it shan’t be long.”
 
   “Darn right,” said Zip, still snarling. “Nice of you to saunter up here this afternoon, slow-slugs. King Beran has a job for us.”
 
   Aranya interjected, “Don’t you find it cute to hear that soft-as-dorlis-flower Remoyan accent growling between a Dragon’s fangs?”
 
   “Bah, says the Immadian parakeet who pronounces every vowel six distinct ways?” retorted Zuziana.
 
   The Dragonesses took playful nips at each other, startling their Riders.
 
   “Zuziana is dainty compared to my Dragon,” the Jeradian put in. “Aranya says that when she grows up to be a big Dragon …”
 
   They all laughed as the Amethyst Dragon’s belly-fires rumbled and a hiccup of flame flared ten feet out of her nostrils. Sapphire gave a squeak of delight and dived into the flame, bathing in it.
 
   “Well,” said Zuziana, as surprised as everyone else at the dragonet’s response. “How’s about a trip into the mountains to see if any of Garthion’s Dragonships are still salvageable? Beran interrogated the Sylakians who survived the hike down. They said the Dragonships the ice-dragonets downed weren’t destroyed–but they couldn’t repair them because of the cold. Do you think you could manage that, or do Jeradians turn as blue in the snows as my monk from the overheated volcano-Island, here?”
 
   “It will be freezing,” said Aranya.
 
   “Oh, don’t you worry,” Zip smirked. “Yolathion can cuddle you all you want later, Aranya.”
 
   With a clip of her wings, she darted away toward the nearby peaks.
 
   Aranya gasped, “Zuziana of Remoy! Just you wait until I catch you …”
 
   * * * *
 
   Family dinners had now expanded to include Ri’arion, Zip, Yolathion, Beri and Commander Darron. The table was a riot of laughter as Zuziana had them in stitches with her colourful retelling of how they had dealt with her diarrhoea while flying from Ferial Island to the great volcano in the middle of Immadior’s Sea, the huge Cloudlands space south of Immadia Island. After that, Aranya retired to bed feeling just as warm as Zip had promised. She touched her lips, still tingling from one last kiss. Yolathion was gallant in just the right measure. Perfect manners accompanied by an ever-so-wicked kiss.
 
   Leopard, to borrow Zip’s favourite phrase.
 
   She eased onto her pillow-roll, wondering when Zip might leave off whatever naughtiness she was perpetrating with her monk–now ex-monk–and come to bed, too.
 
   They had managed to drag a Dragonship’s hydrogen sack intact out of the mountains, and had located nearly a dozen salvageable vessels. Beran would despatch several troops of soldiers and engineers in the morning.
 
   Mercy, she was tired. Her wounds ached. A storm rolled in behind her closed eyelids.
 
   Aranya fled on the wings of her inner fires.
 
   For an interminable time, she soared across the Island-World, embroiled in a bizarre mixture of battles and falling into the Cloudlands. Garthion’s paw reached out from the smoky, billowing storm clouds to tear her wings. Battered, tattered, she escaped once more. But the storm swelled, growing blacker and more menacing by the moment.
 
   Zip’s cool fingers soothed her brow. “You’re burning the blankets, Aranya.”
 
   She moaned, flopped over onto her right side, and dreamed again. Thunder pummelled her world. As fast as she flew, the storm moved faster. Evil green-black thunderheads boiled all around her, trapping her Dragon-self in a cloud-canyon. Lightning jagged nearby.
 
   Suddenly, three of the Black Dragon’s seven heads lunged out at her, roaring, How dare you flee? Listen to me!
 
   Aranya screamed.
 
   His voice was a crack of thunder. Find me the Dragon of the Western Isles! Aranya tumbled into the maelstrom.
 
   She jerked upright, tasting a metallic tang of blood in her mouth, panting, “Fra’anior? Great Dragon?”
 
   The dream was gone. Suddenly wide awake, Aranya hugged her knees to her chest. Why was the Ancient Dragon so furious with her? Perhaps foolishly, she had once promised him her help–puny as she might be in comparison to his Island-shaking might.
 
   Aranya slipped out from beneath the covers. Great. Another couple of scorch-marks. Zuziana’s soft breathing assured her that her friend was sound asleep in the bed opposite. She padded over to the drapes and peeked out of the tall crysglass windows of her royal bedchamber. Dawn in two hours, she judged from Jade’s position in the sky. The Mystic moon rose within Jade’s crescent, a perfect disc clasped by a lover’s two arms. The artist in her sighed. Beauty to snatch one’s breath away.
 
   A twinkle of light in the tower opposite caught her eye. Beran’s map room? Her father must be awake. At once, Aranya tiptoed over to the doorway, picking up a brace of Immadian forked daggers and a cloak for decency’s sake, before stealing out into the hall.
 
   “Islands’ greetings, Princess,” the guard greeted her. “Up early?”
 
   “Oh, Felial? It’s Felial, right?”
 
   “My lady,” said the young soldier, straightening until he resembled a fire-poker.
 
   “Felial, are your brothers still teasing you about being the one who discovered the Dragon on the battlements?”
 
   “Aye, my lady.”
 
   “Why don’t you tell them that the Dragon will come to visit if they don’t behave? How’s your father, Felial?”
 
   “He wanted to thank you for healing …” Felial’s cheeks developed high spots of colour as Aranya smiled at him. Suddenly, he spluttered, “The stump of his knee is better and Commander Darron also came to see our family and talked to him about working as a Dragonship navigator in the future and he sent engineers out to repair our house and we’re so thankful, Princess.”
 
   Aranya nodded. “Well, I’m just going to see the King, Felial. At ease.”
 
   “Aye, my–watch out!”
 
   Felial’s shoulder punched her aside. Cloth brushed her head as a tapestry fell nearby. The young soldier tangled with a man, grunting, spoiling a flailing sword-blow aimed at her neck.
 
   The man shouted, “Die, Dragon scum!”
 
   A face, half-seen, snarled at her over Felial’s armoured shoulder as the guard thumped her assailant awkwardly against the passage wall. The would-be assassin groaned, but his left hand rose behind Felial’s back. Metal winked in the half-light. Whipping one of the forked daggers from her belt, Aranya hurled it instinctively in a low arc. A short blade spun from the man’s severed fingers.
 
   “Dragon sc–”
 
   His cry choked off as Felial’s sword slipped into his chest.
 
   Aranya blinked as she observed a wisp of navy-blue smoke curl from the fallen dagger. Taking the form of a dragonet no larger than the ball of her thumb, it flew toward her faster than her eye could follow, and … vanished? She rubbed a tiny, icy patch on her upper arm. Nothing. Or, magic? Her inner fires flickered briefly. Not quite awake, shaken by her dream, she might have imagined it.
 
   “Quick, Princess.” Hands grasped her arms.
 
   “Take me to the King’s tower,” she said. The soldier who had seized her was a hulking Jeradian, fully a head taller than her.
 
   “Just a crazy man,” she heard someone say. “How’d he get in?”
 
   “A servant,” said another soldier. “Worked here longer than I remember. Good work, Felial.”
 
   Aranya glanced over her shoulder as the Jeradian hustled her along. Judging by the red-black blood seeping across the corridor, there would be no questioning that man. Crazy? Armed with sword and dagger, hidden behind a tapestry? She was not so certain. She limped up the winding staircase one step at a time, trying to still the racing of her heart, and then followed a chilly stone corridor to the eastern tower. Another staircase greeted her there.
 
   The Jeradian handed her over to two Immadian guards. “All quiet here?” he rumbled.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Leaving the guards discussing the incident in low tones, the Princess slipped within. She found King Beran, babe on arm, staring at his map table in deep concentration. “Hey, Dad.”
 
   “Hey, Sparky. Couldn’t sleep?”
 
   “No. You? Leanya’s keeping you awake?”
 
   He chuckled. “Just a little. It’s Silha’s turn to sleep. Two busy twin boys to run after in a couple of hours and this baby girl … what was that shout I heard?”
 
   “An assassin,” said Aranya. King Beran blanched paler than the ice of an Immadian winter. “Dad–I’m fine.”
 
   “A–what?” Boots thumped down the corridor outside. “Aranya … I’ll kill–”
 
   “Dad, I’m not hurt. Can we talk?”
 
   With an evident effort, the King uncurled his white-knuckled fingers from his dagger hilt. He sighed, “Aye. An assassin, you say?”
 
   “Or a crazy man.”
 
   “Forgive me, one moment.” Beran stalked over to the door and yanked it open. Aranya winced at the low-voiced but acerbic tenor of his interrogation of the duty guard. But when he returned, all he said was, “A trusted insider. It’s almost impossible to defend against such an attack. Are you truly unharmed?”
 
   “Not a scratch.”
 
   Aranya decided not to bother him with the question of the magic she may or may not have glimpsed. Seeing his daughter apparently rise from the dead was more than enough for a father to deal with for one week, wasn’t it? She touched her upper arm pensively. Not an inkling of magic.
 
   On cue, King Beran said, “Apart from assassins, what’s on your mind, Aranyi?”
 
   Aranyi–the intimate form of her name. She always considered it a special sign of his affection for her. She wondered what he had called her mother, Izariela. Izari? Izi?
 
   She stared at the map table, which depicted the northern part of the Island-World from the northernmost Islands, the frozen spits of rock north even of Immadia, to a thousand leagues south of Remoy. The surface was a square thirty-six feet across, but separated into nine parts so that a person could walk between the segments rather than trying to reach across that width. It modelled every known Island and significant spire of rock. Each was meticulously labelled in Beran’s own hand. Aranya noticed that the volcano and the Dragon’s Foot had been added, near a label for Immadior’s Sea. Zuziana, with her obsession for maps, had probably added that detail.
 
   But the disposition of Beran’s forces was what trapped her attention. Model Dragonships, Sylakian outposts … King Beran had been strategizing. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled as she grasped his intent.
 
   Find me the Dragon of the Western Isles.
 
   Trying to disguise her discomfort, Aranya held out her hands. “Let me cuddle Leanya for a bit, Dad, while you explain this two-front strategy. Do I not recall–”
 
   “That I swore never to fight on two fronts? Indeed.”
 
   Beran passed over Aranya’s baby sister–her half-sister, although she did not think of Leanya that way. She cradled the babe in the crook of her left arm. Her Dad was not fooled by her calm demeanour, she knew.
 
   He turned to the table, saying, “I’ve been toying with this two-prong strategy ever since we defeated the Sylakians, Sparky. Let’s be clear. Despite the severe reverse we handed them, we still need to deal with the Sylakian Southern Dragonship fleet, currently under First War-Hammer Ignathion.”
 
   “Given as we stole Ignathion’s son,” Aranya put in.
 
   “Exactly. Even disregarding the remnants of the Northern fleet, we still face a force greater than any we can assemble.”
 
   “There’s at least one more Shapeshifter Dragon.”
 
   “Aye, that too.” He swept his hand across the map. “You see, the problem has always been that there are two viable routes to attack Immadia Island. One from the south, the other from the far Western Isles. There are sizeable enemy strongholds placed along both routes. The time to strike is now, while they are disorganised and dismayed. But we need to balance readiness against capability. Our forces are severely depleted. The Sylakians have vastly greater resources. So, coming to our strategic needs. Resources. Securing our borders. We know that Ignathion is the real strategic thinker, while Supreme Commander Thoralian is one-dimensional in his approach. So, if we’re dealing with Thoralian we must fight on two fronts. However thin that spreads us, it will cloud his judgement.”
 
   “But my mind keeps returning to two Islands. And they lie reasonably close together, here to the west and southwest of Sylakia–Fra’anior and Jeradia.”
 
   Aranya nodded, enjoying the spark in her father’s eyes as he expounded his views. She said, “Fra’anior I understand, because they’re our ally and there’s Dragon-lore to be found there–we discussed that. But, Jeradia? Dad, you’re not doing me a favour because of Yolathion?”
 
   “A teensy favour,” he said, illustrating with his fingers. “I’m hoping Yolathion can persuade his people to rebel. That would give us a pool of excellent warriors and a powerful bargaining-chip with Ignathion. In twelve summers’ fighting against him, I never enjoyed that luxury. Jeradia and Fra’anior are the keys to the Isles west of Sylakia. Hold those and you hold the West–if you don’t have a group of angry tribes or Sylakians backstabbing you. Hence the surprise tactic, the attack that sweeps north-south along the Western Isles before turning–suddenly–toward Sylakia.”
 
   Moving between the tables to his side, Aranya quizzed him, “Dad, you aren’t planning to conquer the tribes?”
 
   “No, Sparky.” His well-loved grey eyes rose slightly to measure her stature. “When did you rise from the Cloudlands to overtake your Dad, eh?”
 
   With a grin, Aranya rose onto her tiptoes. “My, how you’ve shrunk, old man.”
 
   “Huh. A father should not have to look up to his headscarf-less daughter. It’s not right.” But his complaint came with a wry grin and little force.
 
   “Sorry.” Self-consciously, she began to brush her long, multi-coloured tresses back from her face.
 
   “Stop that.”
 
   “Wearing a headscarf is so awkward when I keep changing–”
 
   His snort brought her up short. “I love it,” he said. “You’re so much the image of your mother, half of my heart feels as though it has flown back in time. Don’t you ever be ashamed of that glorious mane.”
 
   Izariela! Aranya groaned at the weight of unbearable grief. Her pale, half-transformed face. Her unmoving chest. No, she had to hold firm to the hope that her mother had only been poisoned, that she could somehow be revived and brought forth from her strange crystal tomb. Seeking justice for Izariela paled in comparison to this hope which burned so hotly in her breast, it flickered as a living flame within her.
 
   “Now,” said Beran, “you and I both know that the tribes would never be content to be yoked to Immadia, nor do I have ambitions to replace the Sylakian Empire with one of my own. But I will do what is necessary for the Island-World.”
 
   Aranya gave him a one-armed hug. “You know, as a Dad you’re just about tolerable, besides being an adequate King.”
 
   “Ah, you flatter me,” Beran chuckled in his beard. “I’m just trying to resolve all the trouble my prodigal Dragon-daughter has stirred up. If we accidentally fix the Island-World in the doing, that would be a smashing result. So, Sparky. Cough it up. Why the shadows lurking in those amethyst eyes?”
 
   He knew her far too well.
 
   Aranya considered the map for a space. His strategy was as clear as fine crystal. It made sense–but there were many unknowns, not least, what they might have roused now that the secret of Sylakian Shapeshifter Dragons was revealed to the Island-World. As her father regarded her expectantly, Aranya took up his unspoken challenge.
 
   “Darron moves south to Yorbik Island,” she said. “He lays siege to the Sylakian fortresses and the Dragonship shipyards there. I adjudge from this blue counter that you have Zip and Ri’arion accompanying him?” Aranya rocked Leanya as she stirred. “The Commander tromps through Gemalka, Helyon and Ferial with all trumpets blaring, while your second line of attack stealthily makes the long westward haul to Yar’ola Island, then sweeps south, down toward Ur-Yagga Cluster. This chip of amethyst stone represents me, right?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Having tied the Sylakians up at Yorbik Island, if the timing is right, we then broadside them from Fra’anior or Jeradia. We have a Dragon in each line of attack to give us a massive tactical advantage. The strategy, initially, is to capture as many Dragonships as possible. We send all the vessels we can with Darron, a big show of force, while the real target is these Sylakian outposts here in the Western Isles.”
 
   King Beran clapped his hands softly. “Bravo. I didn’t waste my time whacking you into shape, did I? But you still haven’t told me–”
 
   “Dad. Even a cliff-fox needs to learn patience.” Aranya placed her hand over the model of Ur-Yagga, a busy cluster of over two hundred Islands, small and large. “I dreamed of the Black Dragon last night, Dad. Fra’anior spoke to me. That’s why I find your strategy for the Western Isles so freaky.”
 
   “It’s the only strategy that makes sense.”
 
   “Dad, there’s a Dragon in the Western Isles. I’m charged to hunt it.”
 
   Open-mouthed in amazement, Beran scratched his beard. “By the mountains of Immadia, are there Dragons dropping from the skies these days?”
 
   “Yes, you can catch them like raindrops.”
 
   King Beran smiled at his tall daughter with such a fierce pride it fairly took her breath away. That was what her mother, Izariela, must have loved in him. She saw it so clearly. “So, Sparky, let’s work the counter-strategy. How will Thoralian respond? When, and where?”
 
   * * * *
 
   Seventeen Dragonships plus one Azure Dragon and her Rider set out for the mineral-rich Island of Gemalka that same evening. A further eight vessels were well advanced in repair. Beran ordered a second wave to depart as soon as possible in support of Commander Darron. The King would command just six of the hundred and fifty-foot Dragonships, carrying full crews of fifty warriors apiece.
 
   Zuziana shed a few tears before her departure. “See you in a month, Aranya. Be safe.”
 
   “Take care of that maniac monk, Remoy.” Aranya hugged her best friend as though she could somehow transfer her strength to Zip. “Work on your lightning powers. Fly strong and true.”
 
   Zip did not say what Aranya knew–that she knew nothing about fighting other Dragons, should it come to that. Aranya’s Dragon hearts pounded in her chest. They were only juvenile Dragons. What if she or Zip ran into a Garthion-sized Red Dragon, two and a half times her size? The Sylakian forces still outnumbered them greatly. Who knew how many of Garthion’s siblings or relatives might be Shapeshifters, too? Would an Amethyst Dragon make the difference, scaring the Sylakian outposts into surrender? Beran had called her ‘the hand of justice in the Islands’, making Aranya squirm. Who was she to judge and avenge? According to the scrolls they had read back in Remoy, that was what the Dragon Riders used to do–judge disputes between the Islands. Keep the peace. Fight evil … but not all Dragons or their Dragon Riders had been good. Many had done exactly the opposite, or had simply not cared for that kind of work and sacrifice.
 
   Therein lay another mystery. Why had all the Dragons vanished? Where to? One hundred and fifty years before, approximately, the Dragons had simply evaporated like a winter’s mist from the Island-World. The few survivors had dwindled, hunted and killed by men, or died of old age. Perhaps the Fra’anior Cluster hid the knowledge she sought. Or she could ask Nak and Oyda. Oyda was one hundred and seventy-six years old. Their long lives had overlapped with those events; surely they would remember some momentous war between Dragons, or a mass migration, or … what? She had no idea.
 
   The following morning, having packed and made preparations all night, King Beran and his forces departed Immadia Island for the far Western Isles, starting with the Sylakian outpost of Yar’ola Island, six days flying by Dragonship. Beran ordered his Dragonship Steersmen to push hard. Hourly shifts of warriors worked the turbines manually, using the contraption in the common area fondly called the ‘back-breaker’, while they saved on meriatite.
 
   “Otherwise we’ll hitch Aranya to a rope and she can tow us,” Yolathion teased.
 
   Aranya took off so fast that the Jeradian’s eyes watered. Ha. She was not a pony or a water buffalo, she was a Dragon!
 
   But she had to giggle at the sight of a hundred and sixty white ice-dragonets hanging off the gantries of one of the Dragonships, chuckling and chirping with their mouths hanging open in the breeze, bound as she had promised for Ha’athior Island in the Fra’anior cluster, and a reunion with their kin there. The dragonets had agreed to fight if called upon.
 
   How strange it would be to travel and fight alongside her father. As she rose into the still morning air, Aranya struggled to make sense of the mass of conflicting feelings swirling in her Dragon hearts. She loved being with Yolathion. She missed Zip and Ri’arion already. She worried about her friends. Human-Aranya felt anxious about the battles to come, but Dragon-Aranya’s chest swelled and adrenalin pumped into her veins as she blazed across the sky in glorious Dragon flight. The difference between her two minds made her feel dislocated. She wished Zuziana were on her back, chattering away and distracting her, rather than the serious-minded man gazing about in awe as they left Immadia Island far behind.
 
   Why should she be so ungrateful?
 
   Once again, she was winging away across the Cloudlands. Only this time, it was not in chains, but by the power of Dragon wings. Aranya stretched her flight muscles, accelerating to catch up with her father’s Dragonship. Yolathion needed to practise his airborne landings. And why, by the five moons, was she feeling so chary about Yolathion seeing her nude, as he inevitably would when she transformed?
 
   Aranya snapped her fangs at a passing insect. There. That described exactly how she felt.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3: Village Battle
 
    
 
   Ants feasting on the hole in his skull resolved into a vague itch Ardan needed to scratch. His hands jerked, but only occasioned a jingle of chains. His eyes snapped open.
 
   He was alive, for the second time since … whenever. His head pounded as though a blacksmith had set up a blast-furnace between his temples, working the bellows until the heart roared white-hot. He should be grateful, but instead, all Ardan could do was voice a long, dull groan as his body began to catalogue its aches and pains. His skull won a fierce competition by virtue of feeling as though he still had a scimitar stuck midway between his ears.
 
   Ardan instinctively checked his surroundings. A ceiling hung with herbs and plants and all manner of healing paraphernalia met his roving gaze. A large tallow candle burned on a rude table nearby, lighting his small alcove and not much else inside the hut.
 
   Windrocs were not squabbling over his rotting entrails? Ridiculous. Utterly beyond the Island.
 
   He pictured his encounter with the deadly-as-poison Warlord, smiling at the memory of their kiss. That thought would have to warm him through a great deal of slave labour to come–the chains made that much clear. For a warrior, chains represented the ultimate humiliation. Only slaves were chained in the Western Isles. Whatever fey spirit had possessed him that day, it had preserved his life. He only hoped it would not be to meet a fate worse than death.
 
   Kylara’s blade had shattered on his head.
 
   Ardan recalled the strange sound he had heard just before collapsing; a shattering blow to the crown of his skull, a shard of metal spinning past his eyes. Right. That settled it. This was a dream. Nobody lived through such a blow to the skull, especially not one from the victorious Warlord.
 
   So … what was he doing chained to a bed?
 
   Ardan’s head jerked as the door banged open. Ouch. Rotten idea.
 
   “Time ya rise with the birds,” rapped a voice. He scowled. If he wasn’t mistaken, it belonged to the warrior who had almost decapitated him from behind, on Kylara’s order. “We’re moving out.”
 
   He waggled an eyebrow at her. “And you are?”
 
   “Try ya fancy words on me, boy, and I won’t hang about to cross swords with ya,” she growled. “I’m Rocia, named after the windroc. Ya remember that. Nobody bests Rocia, least of all a wretched slave from Naphtha. Lucky the Chief wants ya alive. Says death’s too good for ya.”
 
   Rocia spared him no kindness as she manacled Ardan’s hands behind his back and hauled him out of the bed. He stumbled against the low table. “Islands’ sakes!”
 
   Lumbering like a dazed ralti sheep, Ardan followed Rocia out of the hut. He surveyed his new surroundings, but the pre-dawn gloom did not help him draw any conclusions. Kylara’s command was mounted on the small, tough ponies beloved by the Islanders. Rocia tossed a noose around his neck and ordered him to march.
 
   Perhaps they had forgotten he was wounded?
 
   No, they wanted to break his spirit. Knowing this and experiencing it were two vastly different Islands. Ardan had three days of dawn-to-dusk forced marching to appreciate this, trudging along on torn and bloodied feet. Every step jolted his wounded leg. His head pounded so severely that he fainted five times during that first afternoon. They dumped him on a pony’s back for the balance of the day and gave him six lashes for his trouble. Kylara did not speak to him once. He decided that being alive had its drawbacks. There were burning skies and pain. Nothing else.
 
   But he healed quickly. During the fourth day’s march, as they entered a region of torn-up ravines choked with dense vegetation, Ardan’s alertness returned, as did his thirst for vengeance. Nothing else could satisfy a warrior’s honour.
 
   He gazed about, hard-eyed. This was leopard country, or he missed his mark–the cats for which Kylara’s forces were named, night hunters of legendary skill. There. Sallow, slit eyes peering at him from a branch, quickly vanishing into the undergrowth.
 
   Kylara’s force had just crested a small rise, preparatory to diving into another thicket which these warriors all navigated effortlessly, when his keen eyes spotted a small fleet of Sylakian Dragonships skulking past a peninsula to the south. He liked the Sylakians less than these Yangan warriors, even if they intended to have him digging latrines for the rest of his days.
 
   Raising his voice, he called, “Dragonships!”
 
   That was a way of dropping the proverbial windroc among the ralti sheep, as the Islands saying went. Ralti sheep stood six to eight feet tall at the shoulder. But windrocs could boast wingspans of up to twenty feet. With their hooked beaks and vicious talons, and tempers even shorter than Kylara’s, they were awe-inspiring predators. Ardan remembered once seeing three windrocs taking on a wounded rajal. He remembered? Perhaps his memory was returning.
 
   Kylara galloped back along the line to where he stood, eating the column’s dust toward the rear. “Slave,” she glowered. “Had to be you trying a stupid joke. No-one in my command calls ‘Dragonship’ without cause. A dozen lashes, Rocia.”
 
   “They’re coming along the cliff from the south,” he replied evenly. “I count five Dragonships. I’d point them out for you, my lady, if I had the use of–”
 
   He gasped as Rocia punched him abruptly in the gut. “Not ‘my lady’, slave. Not ‘less ya made the ten promises of troth.” Silently, he added her to his ‘revenge later’ list. Ardan champed his jaw, saying nothing.
 
   “Lost your tongue, boy?” Kylara ridiculed him.
 
   He narrowed his eyes against the suns’ glare to follow those tiny dots–tiny only because of the great distance. The dirigible balloons were one hundred and fifty feet in length, sleek and ominous, their multiple turbines bulging like clusters of poisonous tarak-gourds sprouting from a branch. Each vessel carried a cargo of up to fifty Sylakian Hammers, the dreaded crimson-robed warriors of Sylakia–suddenly, an image froze in his mind. He saw a boy-child pierced through the torso by a burning six-foot crossbow quarrel, a Sylakian warrior laughing as he kicked the child aside. Dragonships flying overhead … cold sweat beaded his brow. He could not breathe. He had to …
 
   “Ardan!” With a shudder, he flipped back from that cold place to the noon heat. A flicker in the Warlord’s eyes told him she had missed not a beat of his response. She said, “Speak, or be whipped.”
 
   “Run your eyes along the cliff-top across the inlet, Chief,” he said, bleakly. “A league beyond that there’s a stand of flara-fruit trees, you can tell by the silvery leaves. Now, move to the cliff edge where you see a clump of boulders shaped like an upraised fist. Below that … I make it five hundred feet below, just off the cliff, you will see five Dragonships.”
 
   Everyone squinted, shading their eyes. “Burn him in a Cloudlands volcano,” grunted Rocia, “I do see something. Dots, aye. Ya see Dragonships, slave?”
 
   “Headed for that village,” he added, pointing with his chin.
 
   Rocia swore coarsely; Kylara gave him a searching look. “You’ve a windroc’s eyes.”
 
   Ardan said, “I see what I see.”
 
   Every eye turned to the village. They knew the Sylakian Dragonships had set a course along the cliff calculated to conceal their approach until the last moment. There was no way, unless Kylara’s Leopards could fly like windrocs over the inlet, which sliced deeply across their path ahead if they continued southward, that they could reach the village in time.
 
   But the far side of the inlet was a towering cliff, sheer and unrelieved, daubed with white guano from the numerous windrocs roosting there. And the chasm before it, impassable to any beast lacking wings.
 
   Rocia spat, “Cowards’ tactics!”
 
   “We have to try,” said Kylara.
 
   * * * *
 
   Smoke belched into the evening air.
 
   Kylara and her command rode hollow-eyed into the village. Every hut was gutted. Bodies lay strewn where they had fallen–young and old, warriors and invalids alike. Black flies already buzzed about in their thousands, so sated they barely bothered to rise at the warriors’ approach. The Sylakians had even torched the great basket-weave granary, ensuring that anyone who did survive would find no food. Every pony and ralti sheep had been put to the sword. Ardan wondered if a single Sylakian had died in this uneven battle, their forces striking from the air with arrows, crossbow quarrels and burning oil. Five Dragonships against one village. These people had been trapped and slaughtered like animals.
 
   Once more, a cold, soul-lost feeling assaulted him. Dark tongues of fire lapped across Ardan’s eyes, a second scene imposed upon his vision. He saw Islanders screaming and a hut ablaze and arrows plopping into flesh like frogs leaping into a pond, him shouting as he sprinted through an endless place, slamming his blade into red-robed Sylakian Hammers, the dull roar of battle battering his ears, the piteous cries of the wounded and the scorched, the burning and killing … he vomited.
 
   Rocia threw him a disgusted look. “Oh, roaring rajals, would ya look at this weakling?”
 
   Whatever was the matter with him? Ardan was a warrior. If he had not known from the fight against Kylara, he knew it now. He could not even wipe his mouth.
 
   Ardan spat, “This head wound, Rocia. I need rest.”
 
   “Well, you’re not getting it,” said Kylara. “Move out. We march through the night. They’re headed for the next village. We’ll set a trap; give those Sylakians a taste of their own fire.”
 
   “How do you plan to fight Dragonships?” he blurted out.
 
   “Shut your trap and march, slave,” said Kylara.
 
   “Watch and learn,” said Rocia.
 
   Kylara’s Leopards, who numbered ninety-three fighting-fit women, marched until the early hours to reach the next village. Either the Sylakian Dragonships had vanished, or they were hiding in a ravine somewhere. Ardan sensed the latter. They had tracked down just one survivor from the previous village–a girl of thirteen summers. She had agreed to join the Leopards and would be sent to their secret base for training. Kylara looked after her with an expression on her proud face that he could not place. Had this been her story, once, he wondered?
 
   The Sylakians were softening up the far Western Isles. Ardan wondered if they would bother to invade. Perhaps this was just population subjugation, or entertainment for the troops. The Isles had gold mines, which might interest the Sylakians. But they had little meriatite, the expensive rock which was burned inside the meriatite furnace engines to produce the hydrogen which both floated and propelled their Dragonships.
 
   Compounding his humiliation, Kylara had him chained to a tree outside the village while her troops evacuated the villagers. He watched Kylara gently boosting an elderly woman onto a pony, before taking three mischievous children in hand and leading the small procession out of the village. So, the Warlord was not half as heartless as she pretended.
 
   Ardan sat with his back against the prekki tree and considered how exactly Kylara had not succeeded in halving his stupid skull. Right now, windrocs and vultures should have finished picking his bones clean, beneath the cliff-edge tree. Something was wrong. Only a fool would think otherwise, for hers had been a killing stroke.
 
   To his surprise, his eyelids drooped shut. Ardan dreamed.
 
   * * * *
 
   Slit eyes glowered at him from a pit of darkness. They spit titian flames at him, bathing his body in flame. He ran. And though he lifted his knees and sprinted until the wind whipped past his ears, there was no escaping the flames, which pursued him with the resolve of an animate, rational being. But he did not burn up. The everlasting combustion played across his ebony skin, cracking it in crazy patterns like clay baked beneath the dry season suns. Ardan opened his mouth and breathed in the flames. The sizzling of fire filled his ears.
 
   At some dim, subconscious level, Ardan realised that the sound was real.
 
   He leaped to his feet, ready to fight. The chain binding him to the gnarled prekki-fruit tree jerked him up short.
 
   Panting, he stared down at the village from his vantage-point on a small, mossy hillock crowned by the tree. Five Dragonships surrounded the cluster of two or three dozen wood-frame huts which comprised the village. The sound he had heard was burning oil being dumped on the first few rooftops down at the lower end, furthest from his position, multiple bonfires roaring into life as the bundled rushes ignited like torches. He saw the red-plumed helmets of Sylakian ground troops storming between the huts, flinging burning brands this way and that. The heads of their war hammers gleamed in the early suns-shine. They kicked down doors and bellowed their war-cries. But this time, there were no villagers left for them to slay.
 
   Kylara whirled out of a doorway, swinging her scimitar in a flat, vicious arc. Blood sprayed into the air as a man’s body and head parted ways. Bizarrely, his legs and torso kept running for several steps before the inevitable collapse.
 
   Ardan’s eyes jumped. Three Leopards, one with a short metal tube on her back, crouched between the huts. As he watched, the warrior with the tube–Rocia–held up a piece of thick elastic cord. She locked her arms at full stretch, about two feet apart. The warriors behind her loaded a crossbow quarrel into the tube, and then stretched the cord until they formed a Human catapult. They aimed carefully, adjusting Rocia’s position. A spark-stone clipped sparks onto the quarrel, which must have been primed beforehand, because it caught fire instantly. The quarrel shot upward.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   The explosion echoed off the nearby hills as the Dragonship vaporised in a massive ball of flame.
 
   For the first time in days, Ardan smiled.
 
   A second quarrel from the far side of the village narrowly missed its target, pinging into the cabin slung on thick hawsers beneath the dirigible’s multi-segmented hydrogen sack. Men rushed along the gantries to put out the blaze, while a Sylakian trumpet sounded the alarm, carrying with clarion sweetness up to his position.
 
   He never wanted to fly in a Dragonship. That much highly volatile hydrogen right above his head? It required a special type of madness. One spark in the wrong place, even a touch of static … better to jump into a Cloudlands volcano.
 
   The Dragonships rose at once, turbines whining as they spread out. Additional Sylakian troops boiled out of concealed positions east and west of the village. Now Kylara’s troops would face a true test, he saw–the Sylakian War-Hammer in charge knew what he was doing. The ambushers had just been ambushed.
 
   The Dragonship nearest his position imploded, the sound ripping through an otherwise tranquil dawn. Ardan winced at the concussion. But the remaining three vessels rose out of range. A violent, running fight developed between the huts. The Sylakian dirigibles patrolled either end of the village, ensuring that any enemy warrior who stood still for more than a few seconds received the gift of a swift quarrel between the shoulders from the Dragonships’ massive war catapults, set on gantries fore and aft of their cabins. The Sylakian troops were first-rate. Crimson Hammers–the name leaped into his mind as though it were a bloody flag waving a warning. Sylakia’s crack troops. Killers.
 
   The Sylakians favoured stout, two-handed war hammers over the scimitars wielded by Kylara’s warriors. They worked in groups of four, protecting each other’s backs. Kylara and her women faced them with round shields and their deadly scimitars, supported by archers hidden among the village huts. Corpses piled up faster than he could count. Ardan jerked his chains one more time, hating being left out, hating to watch the Sylakians pick off Kylara’s troops, penning them in steadily from all sides. With a high-pitched whine of its meriatite turbines, a Dragonship pressed forward, angling for a position overhead of a knot of Kylara’s warriors, including the matchless Warlord herself.
 
   Burning oil would follow.
 
   Kylara was even deadlier seen from afar than when she was beating his head in, Ardan decided. But fear seared his throat. She led a charge to try to break free of the Sylakian troops, but they held firm and pressed the women back–outnumbering them two to one on the ground, working with the taut discipline of veteran troops. Kylara struck out ferociously, slicing off a Sylakian’s arm and catching her blade in the ironwood haft of another warrior’s war-hammer. No mind. She grasped the hammer in both hands and swung a high-kick up beneath it, breaking the man’s neck with the heel of her boot.
 
   “Roaring rajals,” he breathed.
 
   The terrible hammers beat back Kylara and her troops. The women gathered amidst the huts, darting quick glances at the Dragonship menacing them from above.
 
   Another memory seized him. Ardan remembered watching Dragonships from beneath the eaves of his hut, the world burning, sobbing over a fallen woman, screaming and shaking his fist at the sky as the cowardly Sylakians continued their assault from out of range of the warriors trapped on the ground while huge, winged shadows soared over his Island. Vengeful fires filled him up to his throat. He tore at the chains.
 
   Ardan screamed, “Burn these manacles in a Cloudlands volcano!”
 
   The metal slipped off his wrists. He barely noticed. All he knew was the sweet savour of freedom. Ardan sprinted down toward the village on the wings of his inner blaze, listening only to the song of wailing madness in his mind, not even hearing the cries of the warriors as he slammed, weaponless, into the back of a squad of Sylakian Hammers. He smashed two helmeted heads together. Ardan kneed a warrior in the gut and stole his hammer. Spinning from a blow to his shoulder, he struck out, crushing a hapless Sylakian’s skull.
 
   Ardan snatched up a second war hammer. One for each hand. Fiery laughter roared out of his madness. Spinning the hammers about his head, Ardan waded into the fray. Twenty, thirty Sylakians? Who cared? They would fall. He smashed a warrior through the wall of the nearest house. He took a direct hammer-blow to his chest and guffawed at the surprised warrior as he head-butted him sharply, breaking his nose. Ardan lashed out with both hammers at once, staving in the warrior’s helmet so that it crushed his skull. A hammer ricocheted off his head. Ardan spun smoothly on his heel, using the force generated by his turn to unleash a mighty blow that launched the unfortunate Sylakian over the nearest hut.
 
   By the Islands, he could do that? Ardan ignored the warning gongs sounding in his head. No time to think. He jabbed backward with the haft of his right-hand hammer. A breastplate crunched four inches inward. Ignoring the strangled cry behind him, he waded through a knot of Crimson Hammers, crushing them as though he were a dark boulder hurtling down a cliff.
 
   Suddenly, there were no more Sylakians left standing in his path.
 
   Kylara caught his arm. “What’re you doing here?”
 
   “Saving you, my beauty.” Ardan panted, before thumping her on the shoulder. “Don’t leave me in the cold when there are Sylakians to be killed.”
 
   “You’re mad.” She shook her head as though she had a wasp in her ear. When his gaze lingered on her eyes to puzzle over their unreadable expression, her palm impacted his cheek. Whack! “Mind on the battle, man. What’s wrong with you?”
 
   Ardan champed his jaw, hating the man emerging from the trackless mists of his past, feeling as shallow as a puddle left after rain. Maybe he needed a fresh start beneath another prekki tree. But having started at a gallop down this particular animal-trail, how could he find another? He felt driven by passions beyond his understanding and thoughts not his own. If he truly wanted to be the honourable Western Isles warrior the praise-songs of his people extolled to the heavens, then he had better start behaving like one.
 
   She said, “Follow me. Rocia–another shot at that Dragonship.”
 
   “Too high, Chief.” But the warrior bent to her task.
 
   With Ardan at her side, Kylara almost broke the Sylakian line before a barrage of blazing oil splashing from the heavens forced them to turn back. The Dragonship crews fired each hut as it passed by, reducing the available cover. They ignited their own troops without a qualm. Smoke and fire billowed up, forcing Kylara to order the retreat.
 
   “This is bad,” she muttered.
 
   Ardan followed the upward-bound quarrel with his eyes. Rocia’s method didn’t have enough power. That dirigible would be overhead in seconds.
 
   “Down!” Ardan’s shoulder knocked Kylara sprawling. A quarrel bit the earth right between her legs. Another sliced a chunk of skin out of his thigh. “Nice,” he grinned, yanking the burning quarrel out of the ground. “You boys want to play?”
 
   Ardan hefted the six-foot quarrel over his shoulder, testing its balance. He slid his grip a handspan backward on the shaft. Taking a short run-up, he slammed down on his injured leg, using the jarring pain to fuel his scream of effort as he hurled the quarrel like a javelin, an impossible distance, over four hundred vertical feet into the sky.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Ardan danced and screamed his defiance as bits of Dragonship spiralled down–cabin struts and crysglass portholes and burning bits of warriors caught in the conflagration. Kylara yanked him beneath her shield, deflecting a large piece of metal away from his head.
 
   “You’re moons-mad. Are you a berserker?”
 
   Ardan showed his teeth in a smile that was more a grimace. “I don’t like Sylakians, my lady. You can thank me later. We need to move.” His finger jabbed upward. “Catapults.”
 
   The Dragonship hovering at the northern end of the village was readying her catapults with a load of what looked to be naphtha, Ardan realised. A Sylakian trumpet sounded the retreat. The Hammers withdrew steadily, covering their backs with archers.
 
   “Two left,” said Kylara, thrusting a quarrel into his hand. “Think you can repeat that throw, slave? We’ll cut you a path.”
 
   A dense wedge of Kylara’s Leopards trotted out of cover, coming under a withering hail of crossbow quarrels and arrows. Most were caught on shields, but three warriors fell as they closed with the Sylakian Hammers. Ardan calculated the distance with his eyes. Two more paces … he bounced lightly on his toes and broke into a sprint, raising the quarrel behind his head. Ardan poured all of his fury and pain into the throw. The burning quarrel reached for the noon skies before whistling down and plugging diagonally atop the cabin of the Dragonship, right beneath the hydrogen sack. Flames licked up the shaft.
 
   Ardan cursed. But the Sylakians up there were scrambling up the netting encasing their hydrogen sack, desperate to reach the quarrel before the fire leaped the small gap between the blazing feathers and the bottom of the hydrogen sack. It licked. It lapped. It caught …
 
   KAABOOM!
 
   The blast pounded Ardan to his knees. Heat rolled over his back. Kylara and her troops slammed into the Sylakians at a full run, with their Warlord right at the spearhead of that tight, well-organised wedge of warriors. Scimitars flicked hungrily, like the many claws of a ravening metal monster. They sliced through the Sylakian line. Ardan sprinted to catch up. Almost as an afterthought, he snatched up a war hammer to brain a couple of Sylakian troops on the way past.
 
   Now, this was the type of work he enjoyed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4: Dragon Fear
 
    
 
   Aranya’s thunderous roar reverberated over the tan hills of Yar’ola Island. Below her, all activity in the Sylakian outpost ceased. She could almost smell the Dragon fear drifting up on the breeze. King Beran’s Dragonships, which had approached the Island low over the sickly yellow Cloudlands, now raced their engines to a full-throated growl as they rose rapidly above the fortress walls. One Dragonship peeled off to the south, aiming to intercept any message hawks that might be despatched in a twenty-eighth hour attempt to warn the Islands further south.
 
   “Stop where you are!” shouted Yolathion, waving his large bow aloft. “Ground the Dragonships!”
 
   When there was no immediate response, Aranya boomed, “Surrender or die!”
 
   Her Rider rubbed his ears. “Islands’ sakes, girl, it sounded as though I was sitting on top of a thunderclap, there.”
 
   “It’s storm power, so the thunder’s real enough,” she said over her shoulder. Down on the ground, the Sylakian troops fell to their faces in abject surrender. “I’d thought of getting Zip ear-plugs. What do you think?”
 
   “Can’t hear you.”
 
   Yolathion smiled at his joke, but Aranya wondered if she could genuinely hurt her Rider with power of that magnitude. Dragon ears adjusted automatically, unlike Human ears.
 
   Dragon and Rider had prepared for battle by shooting arrows and fireballs at passing clouds as they crossed between the Islands, making two or three flights each day, so that Yolathion could familiarise himself with buckling the Dragon Rider saddle in place, mounting or dismounting rapidly, and the mechanics of fighting Dragonback. The Jeradian warrior was a fair archer, but not as skilful as Zip. Aranya had not realised how close she and the Remoyan Princess had come in understanding one another until she tried to line Yolathion up following a roll or a dive. He took many seconds longer than Zuziana to orient himself, which in battle, would likely as not spell a crossbow quarrel between the teeth.
 
   Well, he was new. She had to grant him a little grace.
 
   “Set me down, Aranya,” said Yolathion. “I’ll help your father round them up. You keep a Dragon’s eye out for trouble.”
 
   “Four’s a good haul,” said Aranya.
 
   But the Dragoness was left drifting on the winds as the men negotiated the peace and freed the King of Yar’ola Island, locking up the Sylakian contingent and their Third-War Hammer instead. Aranya turned lazy and she hoped menacing circles over the fortress at the edge of a small town of perhaps two or three thousand citizens. She compared Yar’ola unfavourably to Immadia in her mind. Tan hills and wide pasturelands compared to soaring mountains and forests? Grr. She knew which Island she preferred. Aranya spotted a fleet of small, swift trader Dragonships moored at the far end of town. They could be useful.
 
   She should hunt. She wondered what Yolathion would think of his girlfriend tearing into a ralti sheep or better still, a deer. Raw venison was so much tastier than mutton. On cue, a blob of drool escaped the corner of her lip. Aranya grimaced. Perhaps Dragon manners were not for princesses.
 
   Later, having transformed, King Beran introduced her to King Urdagal, a dark, dapper man who took possession of her proffered hand and kissed her palm sixteen times, once for each summer of her life, he declared with an oily smile. Aranya found herself grateful for Yolathion’s dark glower which she caught from the corner of her eye. She even forgave Yolathion a jest about women taking part in strategy discussions, but smouldered as he patted her hand patronisingly when King Beran asked her opinion about which Island they should invade next.
 
   Urdagal suggested she might go sit with his wife and five children.
 
   Aranya countered by politely asking him where she could hunt and kill a wild sheep or spiral-horned buck for her dinner. Ha. These men had better wish they did not end up on the wrong end of an irascible Dragoness’ claws.
 
   After her private dinner, however, the giant Jeradian appeared to escort Human-Aranya on a walk around the royal lodge’s gardens. They tarried in an arbour covered in the last climbing roses of the season, the fragrant bouquet drifting around them on the barest hint of a breeze, and together watched the Mystic moon as it sailed above the Cloudlands like a stately Dragonship. Yolathion caressed her cheek with his thumb until she tilted her head upward to meet his deep, consuming gaze. Aranya’s inner fires simmered and morphed into a different form. But just as they were on the cusp of kissing, a messenger appeared to request that they board the Immadian Dragonships, for Beran planned to fly overnight and surprise the Island-Cluster of Haffal at dawn.
 
   King Beran looked up as Yolathion and Aranya entered the forward navigation cabin of his Dragonship. His sharp gaze noted their entwined fingers. Aranya stopped herself from releasing Yolathion’s hand, despite the flicker in her father’s eyes.
 
   “Urdagal offered us four hundred warriors, Sparky,” he said.
 
   “Good,” said Aranya. “I’ve been thinking. You told me this sector is complicated because the next three Island Clusters lie relatively close together, each having a Sylakian fortress–the Luda, Rabbal and Haffal Clusters. It’ll be difficult to take all three without alerting the Sylakians somehow.”
 
   “Aye, this is where the proverbial message hawk flies loose,” Beran agreed.
 
   “What’re the distances on the map, Dad?”
 
   “Ten leagues and about eighteen, I believe–oh?” His eyebrows danced. “My next question is, ‘How fast can a Dragon fly’, right?”
 
   “You’re slow, but you’re catching on, old man.”
 
   Beside her, Yolathion stiffened at her disrespectful quip, before he squeezed her arm with a low chuckle. “More Immadian understatement? This gives a Jeradian a headache.”
 
   “Then by all means, go cool your head in a water barrel,” said Aranya, more cheekily than she had intended. Perhaps Zuziana had rubbed off on her more than she thought? “Dad–flying fast, I can cover ten leagues in less than a quarter-hour. My vote would be to try to capture all three Islands before the twin suns break the horizon.”
 
   Beran exclaimed, “Ah, sparks flying from my Sparky. Right, you two, let’s figure this out. Which cluster first? How quickly do you think you can get them to soil their trousers–I mean, surrender?”
 
   “I underestimated you, Aranya,” said Yolathion, his hand warming her back. She loved it when he touched her like that, but frowned inwardly at the disapproval hinted at by the set of her father’s mouth.
 
   “You underestimated me from the beginning,” she said.
 
   “It won’t happen again.”
 
   He always sounded so definite when he made his pronouncements. Aranya hid her smile beneath a courteous little cough. He had a great deal to learn about the powers of an Amethyst Dragon. That said, so did she. How exactly did she expect him to know what she did not even know herself?
 
   Aranya said, “Help us, Yolathion. Which Island Cluster of the three should we attack first?”
 
   As Yolathion bent to the map, pursing his lips, she caught a queer glint in her father’s eyes. Why did she sense his disapproval? After all, she had cleverly deflected Yolathion’s evident discomfort at a woman being involved in strategizing, by appealing to his wisdom. But his grey eyes seemed more hooded than usual.
 
   Beran was not called the Immadian cliff-fox for nothing. Nor was he a rajal, all bluster and roar and posturing. No, her father was more of a leopard, cunning in the hunt and stalking his prey with great skill. But it also meant that he never said the first thing that came to his mind. His Island’s roots ran deep. Whatever was bothering him, she would either have to wait for him to make up his mind on the matter, or be even wilier than he to tease it forth.
 
   Meantime? This Princess of Immadia was going to enjoy getting to know everything about her leopard-man. It was time he answered a few questions about his past.
 
   * * * *
 
   The Immadian Dragoness scared the living pith out of two Sylakian garrisons the following morning before dawn, handing them both a swift defeat. Aranya screamed over to Haffal Cluster at once, passing over a small sea of beryl and ochre Cloudlands before sighting the low Cluster half-hidden by its own layer of mists. The Islands were so different, again, to what she had thought to find. Whereas Immadia or Sylakia loomed massively out of the Cloudlands, a half a league or more of sheer cliffs above the deadly turmoil of clouds, these Western Isles were tiny and low-lying, covered in a thick beard of scrubby bushes rather than tall trees. She saw few villages, but rather what looked like tiny tent-families–animal-hide tents cleverly concealed near streams or caves, usually half a dozen in group, and always, her Dragon sight would pick out two tireless sentries standing guard. They were dark, muscular warriors, in the vein of the Warlord of Ur-Yagga she had once had acquaintance with in the Tower of Sylakia.
 
   The hand of Sylakia did not lie heavy on these Islands, she thought. Or did it?
 
   Southward of their flight path to Haffal Cluster, Aranya saw many more clusters of Islands, appearing conversely to rise toward the horizon. Was there an unseen land mass pushing these Islands toward the sky? Or a creature akin to what she had seen travelling beneath the Cloudlands en route to Immadia Island? One thing was for certain, King Beran’s invasion had barely brushed the edge of these Western Isles.
 
   Where would she find the Dragon? How? She shivered.
 
   Deeply mired in her thoughts, she did not recognise the enemy’s readiness until they were less than a league distant.
 
   Five Immadian Dragonships puttered over the Cloudlands, making directly for Haffal. A squat stone garrison stood atop a lonely peninsula, isolated from the rest of a larger Island–perhaps half a league in diameter–by a narrow spit of dark rock. Eight Sylakian Dragonships hung in the void, facing them. Warriors stood ready at the catapults and war crossbows. Their engines’ exhausts smoked slightly as the turbines held them against a light westerly breeze.
 
   “Light up, quickly,” Aranya said to Yolathion.
 
   He raised an eyebrow at her. “You sleeping, Dragon? I thought you had fantastic eyesight?”
 
   The Amethyst Dragon’s belly fires surged at his tone. “Sorry.”
 
   “No time for apologies now.” His spark-stone clicked as he lit the oil-pot beside his right knee. “Take us in, Dragon. Do your bellow; see if they’ll surrender. If they don’t, let me take out a Dragonship. Once we’ve burned a few beards, we’ll have them singing like parakeets.”
 
   She smarted. He was so attentive to her Human form, but now she felt like a fancy Dragonship taking orders from its navigator. Maybe being in a romantic relationship with her Rider was not as easy as she had assumed.
 
   Aranya cleared her mind with an inward snarl. She had a battle to win.
 
   Her bellow achieved precisely nothing. The Sylakians neither responded nor ran up the green pennant of surrender. But they did try to slap her in the teeth with a round of catapult-shot when she swooped closer.
 
   Yolathion grunted as his ride swirled in the air, changing the angles. Aranya had her fireballs ready, but held back. “Take the one on the end,” the Jeradian ordered.
 
   “I obey,” she said, before biting her tongue. She obeyed? Did she mean that?
 
   Aranya lined him up for a shot with smooth ease. Yolathion’s first burning arrow plugged in a hawser, but his second exploded the Sylakian vessel. Heat and smoke boiled around them. Just let her Rider taste what she knew, Aranya exulted. Her hearts sang wildly as she surged through the air with oily menace, coiling into a sharp turn as they passed over the fortress, constructed of black stone. Power surged through her veins. Instinctively, she shot a fireball at a departing message hawk. Pfft! The deadly, bright spot whizzed off to their port side. Direct hit. Aranya’s neck twisted. Catapult. She missed it narrowly with a second shot, but sent the catapult engineers leaping for cover anyway.
 
   “Nice work,” said Yolathion. “Let’s see if they’ve changed their minds.”
 
   Six more hawks shot away over the Cloudlands. Probably every hawk they had, Aranya thought. Her father’s Dragonship was almost in fighting range. White dragonets and the single, shimmering blue form of Sapphire crowded around the vessel like a buzzing cloud of wasps disturbed from their nest, only a hundred times deadlier. They were as eager as she was for battle.
 
   She had no need to roar. Crossbow quarrels hissed hungrily through the air as they approached–a hint as subtle as her Dragon roar.
 
   “Destroy another?” she suggested.
 
   “Stick to the plan.”
 
   “It’ll be dangerous. Keep sharp, Jeradian warrior.”
 
   Aranya swirled in her flight with deft corrections of her wings, throwing the Sylakian warriors off their aim, before folding up her body, almost touching her nose to her tail, as she flipped over into a nosedive. Her wings drove her downward. Yolathion gasped as air punched him in the mouth. He could not even yell. Aranya crashed full speed into the soft top of a Dragonship’s hydrogen sack, striking so powerfully that it split open like a melon dropped from a height. The Dragonship sagged. Heaving herself free of the sack as it began to fold toward her from both ends, Aranya clawed at two more of the multi-compartmented sacks before realising that there was no need. The power of her attack must have blasted the hydrogen back into the engines and damaged them or snuffed them out, because the turbines fell silent.
 
   She jumped across to the next Dragonship. Yells from below alerted her. Now that the Sylakians knew what she was up to, their response was swift. Catapults creaked and crossbow winches squealed as the warriors on the nearby dirigibles marked her body for destruction. Flapping her wings to increase her speed, Aranya ran along the top of the Dragonship, puncturing it many times with her claws. Quarrels! Her ears caught the sound of incoming shots. Instead of taking off, she ran vertically down the front of the hydrogen sack. Tuck in the tail. Shredded scraps of metal and six-foot quarrels sliced the air above her.
 
   “Nice moves, girl!” Yolathion gave her neck a mighty wallop.
 
   He hurt his hand, but she definitely felt that one. “Here come the dragonets.”
 
   A spray of arrows greeted the dragonets as they swarmed two of the Dragonships, clawing at the tough hydrogen sacks. Aranya could only imagine the amount of repair that would take. She slewed, dodging a speculative crossbow shot.
 
   “Come on, Yolathion. Dagger!”
 
   “Stick with the plan!” he yelled.
 
   Aranya rolled her eyes and snapped, “The idea’s to keep our people out of danger. Work with me.”
 
   Two of the dragonets dropped, pierced by arrows. Her response was as if she had been branded with red-hot irons. Snaking through the air, Aranya arrowed for another Sylakian Dragonship. No way was she letting her friends die–not if she could help it.
 
   She closed her ears to the man on her back shouting at her. Crimson closed in around her vision. She damped it down. Battle rage? Had she warned Yolathion? This was no time to go feral. Aranya ran along the top of a Dragonship, rending it with her claws, before corkscrewing tightly over its neighbour and dropping by surprise on the rear gantry of the rearmost Dragonship in their dwindling fleet. A quarrel skittered off her scales. Aranya ripped the gantry free, sending men and weapons tumbling five hundred feet to the ground. A catapult on the fortress fired but only struck a Sylakian Dragonship.
 
   A Dragon’s laughter bubbled out over the battle.
 
   The giant Jeradian shouted something at her about not destroying the Dragonships. Aranya let her flame lick out around them, taking care where she pointed that incredible hose of fire so that she did not explode any vessels by accident. Suddenly, Sylakian horns sounded below. Green flags and cloth popped up on the battlement walls. The men manning the catapults and crossbows stepped back from their weapons.
 
   Friends! The evil ones have surrendered. Reluctantly, the dragonets broke off their attack. You were amazing, Aranya gushed. We couldn’t have done it without you.
 
   That was definitely the right thing to say. The ice-dragonets broke into a chorus of yipping self-congratulation and silly dancing and posturing, so excited that little spurts of flame kept popping out of their mouths and nostrils.
 
   Sapphire landed on Aranya’s nose, her eyes swirling with excitement. She said, Ar-ar?
 
   Aranya stared. Sapphire, you spoke! Say ‘Aranya’.
 
   “That was completely unacceptable, Aranya,” Yolathion ground out. Sapphire took off at once, squealing in fright. “How are we supposed to work together if I can’t trust you to follow my commands?”
 
   “Your commands? Yolathion–”
 
   “We agreed to leave downing the Dragonships to your little friends.”
 
   “Who were being slaughtered!”
 
   “Islands’ sakes, they’re just animals.”
 
   Her vision blurred. She was so enraged, it was all Aranya could do to keep flying. “Just animals?” she hissed. Her Dragon fire screamed for release, but somehow, she barricaded it behind the wall of her iron will. “I’m just an animal?”
 
   Yolathion smacked her neck again, this time in anger. “I wasn’t suggesting that, Aranya.”
 
   “Well, mighty Jeradian warrior, what exactly did you mean? I’m the man, so you follow my commands? Is that how this relationship is supposed to work?”
 
   “I don’t appreciate your tone,” he said, coldly. “Working together requires trust. The giving and receiving of commands in battle must be clear, or people die. The chain of command is absolute. Yes, I have been a warrior all my life. You haven’t got the experience in battle, despite your father’s ‘special training’ that you told me about. So yes, I will be giving the commands.”
 
   So she was a spoiled Princess and he was the man of war? Silent now–mutinously silent–Aranya swooped down to land near the Sylakian fortress. She did not dare look at him for fear that she’d snap at her Rider.
 
   “Being Dragon and Rider is different to being Human-Aranya and Yolathion,” he added. “Don’t get the two confused.”
 
   Aranya landed. There was so much fire in her, the air shimmered in front of her nose upon each exhalation. “You can dismount,” she said.
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m hungry. I need to hunt.”
 
   Yolathion’s expression clearly communicated that he thought she needed to cool off. But he said, “Will you wait until we secure the surrender?”
 
   “I’ll wait overhead,” said Aranya, dismissing him with her tone.
 
   The Jeradian made a show of marching off in a fit of pique. He ignored the gust generated by Aranya’s wings as she launched into the air.
 
   Sapphire came to keep her company while the Amethyst Dragon whiled away the hours it took to track down the Warlord of Haffal Cluster. After that, she hunted for herself and the dragonets. She felt a little foolish at the satisfaction she took in tearing a giant ralti sheep limb from limb, but one hundred and fifty-five tiny appetites–the dragonets had lost five of their number in the battle–and one much larger one took care of the entire beast within a quarter-hour.
 
   Later that afternoon, as the Immadian force worked on repairing the least damaged of the Dragonships, the Warlord reappeared in a fake, chest-thumping rage to demand payment for the sheep from King Beran.
 
   “I guess keeping a Dragon isn’t a cheap option,” her father teased her afterward.
 
   “I’m sure I could convince him otherwise,” said Aranya. “Ungrateful troglodyte.”
 
   “Been saving that word for a special occasion?” King Beran’s eyes, however, twinkled at her. “Easy there, Sparky. Let me explain. It’s a matter of Western Isles pride. We shamed him in the eyes of his warriors by defeating his enemies. This is a way of saving face–hence the ridiculous overpayment.”
 
   “And the delivery of the Sylakian soldiers to the Warlord …”
 
   Beran nodded. “A tough reality, but the type of decision a King needs to be prepared to take. These Sylakians have been killing Isles warriors by the dozen. They had six of their women locked up in the fortress.” His voice thickened with anger. “To tell you how they were mistreated and abused … it would make the most hard-bitten warrior retch, Aranya. I imagine their torture will last a very long time. But we would otherwise disrespect them. We cannot afford to leave disgruntled Warlords behind us. Our forces are spread too thin as it is.”
 
   “But we’ve tripled our Dragonship fleet, Dad.”
 
   “Aye, Sparky.” His eyes softened as he regarded her across the table. “Now, tell me about this flaming row you had with Yolathion.”
 
   * * * *
 
   The weather grew hotter and stickier the further south the combined Immadian, Jeradian and Western Isles forces progressed. Thunder rumbled in the distance, the clouds gathering and darkening on the horizon, but that distant army never marched across the sky. The Islands rose out of the Cloudlands as though their southward progress was a hike up a long, gradual incline, until every rugged massif stood a half-league or more above the brown-tinged clouds. The round, thatched-roof huts grew ever more elaborate, a far cry from the animal-skin shelters she had assumed were standard Western Isles dwellings, and the vegetation impenetrable.
 
   Aranya hunted for the Dragon Fra’anior had demanded she find, but there was neither hide nor hair of such a beast to be found. Not that Dragons had any hair–not even nostril hair, which would be crisped by the first sneeze of Dragon fire. They did not unearth so much as a rumour.
 
   Her overzealous imagination had her picturing a Dragon beneath every boulder. It did not help that the more southerly of the Western Isles took on craggier, toothier outlines, as though monstrous Land Dragons had gnawed upon their rocky bones in ancient times and spat out the remains. Nor did the Black Dragon’s stalking of her dreams cease. He lurked constantly, his presence a spectral migraine which refused to relinquish its hold on her brain.
 
   The Sylakians gave up ground. Beran pushed harder, saying that a significant battle was looming in the near future. The only question was where and when.
 
   One evening, as they sat around the conference table in the Immadian flagship’s forward navigation cabin, which doubled as Beran’s quarters, with Yolathion and two other Immadian leaders, the King thumped his finger on the map between them. “Naphtha Cluster,” he said. “We arrive tomorrow. Our intelligence says the Sylakians attacked the place about two months ago and razed it. Not far beyond is the start of Ur-Yagga Cluster, the biggest in the West–over four hundred Islands and two very well equipped Sylakian bases, which underpin their entire operation here in the Western Isles. This, my bones tell me, is the real battle.”
 
   “We should start our eastward attack,” said Yolathion.
 
   “South,” said Aranya. “We should go south. The Black Dragon said–”
 
   The Jeradian placed his hand over hers. Dragon-Aranya would gladly have bitten that quelling touch. He said, “Proceeding south from here, King Beran, leaves our eastern flank vulnerable. By now, the message has travelled to Sylakia. Thoralian will not stand idle.”
 
   “Aye,” said King Beran, tapping a scroll lying on the map. “He’s declared himself Emperor of the Island-World and decreed a schedule of worship. This report from our agents in Sylakia Town suggests that his family is on the move. That, we can safely assume, means Shapeshifters. At least one Dragon has been spotted–a Red, of a monstrous size.”
 
   “All the more reason to find this ally,” said Aranya. She and Zip used to joke about the evil empire of Sylakia. Now, it had become a reality. She pictured a dark, ravaging shadow rising over the Islands, and irritably suppressed an accompanying surge of nausea.
 
   Beran stroked his beard. “Did Fra’anior say that this beast was friendly, Sparky? Or just that you were to find it?”
 
   Aranya frowned. The Black Dragon’s inarticulate roaring had filled her dreams once again, the night before. Why would Fra’anior not trust her to complete what he had demanded? “No. Only that I was to locate it–I assume he meant, ‘recruit the Dragon to our cause’.”
 
   “Proceeding further south exposes our flank,” the giant Jeradian repeated. He frowned when Aranya extracted her hand from his grasp. “I’m with King Beran on this. We need to consolidate our position.”
 
   “Aye,” said Beran. “I’ll sleep on it. My best ideas come in the middle of the night.”
 
   She glowered at the map as the meeting broke up. Aranya hated it when her father sided with Yolathion. She was so on edge. Was it just her Dragon senses? Was her target near? Why had the great Black Dragon not been more specific? And why, for that matter, if he was one of the Ancient Dragon Powers, did he only have the power to visit her in her dreams? What did that portend?
 
   In a moment, she and Yolathion were left alone as King Beran left to speak to his Steersman.
 
   Yolathion’s strong hands massaged her shoulders. “Islands of stress in here,” he said.
 
   “Yoli,” she changed his name to the intimate form, “why do I feel that I’ve offended you? Every time we talk strategy, you and I end up butting heads like male ralti sheep in the mating season.” She wanted to add, ‘I wish you’d back me up just once,’ but she did not add this thought for fear of angering him. Could she not just tell him how much that trait demeaned and exasperated her, she wondered? Why tread on eggshells with this man?
 
   His deep chuckle made her bones tingle. “Yoli? What’s that, a nickname?”
 
   “It’s the intimate–”
 
   “Another Immadian thing? Great Islands, this cross-cultural relationship really is about rearranging matters inside my skull.”
 
   Aranya tilted her head to kiss his fingers. “That’s nice. Don’t stop.”
 
   “So, what do I call you? Ari?”
 
   “Aranyi, if you’d like.”
 
   His fingers rested on the pulse in her neck. “Well, Aranyi, when will we move beyond just kissing?”
 
   “When–I mean, if–we marry. You did carry me over a threshold once, if you recall.”
 
   Moons and stars, was Yolathion about to discuss the future with her? Her heart turned cartwheels at the thought. She had so longed for this conversation!
 
   “Thou art beautiful.” He tugged the seam of her headscarf. Aranya shivered, her inner fires stirring like the ever-restless tides agitating the Cloudlands. Her heart galloped up into her throat, and the heat between them grew sweetly intense. Oh, Dragon fires and volcanoes! Was this the moment? What would he say?
 
   He said, “Incomparable Immadia, doth thy heart not move with mine, through the stars and into eternity?”
 
   Although, the Jeradian way of breaking into ancient speech patterns in order to express deep emotion, while it made her want to giggle, was also rather endearing. “It–ah, doth. So to speak.” She sighed, “I mean, our hearts do sing together, thou fierce rajal of a man.”
 
   He said, “I yearn for more than just thy kisses.”
 
   “Don’t.” She caught his hands before they moved too far. “Yolathion! I … it’s not proper.”
 
   Now who was the prize prude? Panicked, Aranya reached out with her magic to snuff out a fire-whirlwind which had sprung to life next to the crysglass window.
 
   “Not proper?” he laughed, but there was an uneasy edge beneath his manner. “We are a couple, aye? You are beautiful, and I desire you. Why does this affront you? Unless I am sorely mistaken–and I’m not without experience–you desire me equally.”
 
   “You’re experienced?”
 
   “You’re not?” His echo stabbed her heart sorely. Mocking, it opened a rift between them she had never imagined existed. Tears pricked her eyes, unshed. “You swept my heart away over the Cloudlands, Aranya. Don’t tell me you didn’t know exactly what you were doing when you first smiled at me, that day in the Tower of Sylakia. It was seduction.”
 
   She choked out, “You’ve b-been with other g-girls?”
 
   The tall Jeradian laughed curtly, walking to the forward crysglass window as though he wished to walk into the stars outside. He whirled on his heel, his dark eyes flashing. “Why does your judgement sting my ears, Immadia?”
 
   “It isn’t judge–” Foolish, Aranya! The knowing curve of his lips destroyed her confidence. It made her recall, incongruously, the warning implicit in the Black Dragon’s belling in her dreams. She thrust Fra’anior out of her head, fighting to find the calm, reasonable words she needed.
 
   She said, “In Immadia, we wait until we’re married.”
 
   “What does marriage matter?” he cut in. “You take your Northern customs so seriously. It’s not the Jeradian way. We have consorts. A relationship for a season. If the relationship does not work, either the woman or the man is free to move on. If there is desire, then there is no impediment.”
 
   “What about commitment? Love? Faithfulness?”
 
   “Of course.” He spread his hands, gazing earnestly at her. “I love you, Aranya. I’d be faithful.”
 
   For how long? The emptiness in her heart made her inward scream echo in a space which had never seemed colder or darker. How long before Yolathion decided to move on, because Immadians took marriage promises ‘seriously’ and Jeradians did not? He did not even define faithfulness as she did. Come that day, her heart would be devastated.
 
   He said, “Do you seek only the Immadian way for yourself? What would you want, Aranya?”
 
   She thought about Ignathion and his two pretty but calculating consorts. She thought about her experience in Remoy with Zuziana’s family, consisting of one father, four mothers and seventeen siblings, none of whom knew who their real birth mother was. What did Aranya really want? Kisses were sweet, but she wanted so much more than for him just to desire her body. Respect for her opinions and her skills would be a good start. Loving the Dragon in her was also essential. How could she say these things without offending him?
 
   In a small voice, Aranya ventured, “All I want is you, Yolathion. Is that so selfish?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said, heaving a gusty sigh. “We can work this out, Aranya. We’ve grown up differently. It’s just a cultural distinction, that’s all.”
 
   “We’ll work it out,” said Aranya, allowing him to draw her to her feet and into his strong embrace.
 
   But there were so many differences, her heart wailed. He wanted to be in command. He wanted his woman to smile prettily and not venture a contrary opinion. That was not Aranya. In her Dragon form, even less so. Beran and Izariela had raised their daughter to be strong and independent. Yolathion was cautious. He considered each move carefully, a trait he had picked up from his father. But somehow, Ignathion did not strike her as so rigid in his thinking. It was almost as though, having set his mind on one thing, Yolathion found any change an impossible wrench.
 
   In all this, they were complete opposites.
 
   What creature could be more free-spirited than a Dragon?
 
   But Nak and Oyda were hardly alike. Her father liked and respected Yolathion, didn’t he? Zip had practically shoved her into the Jeradian’s arms. Was she worrying about nothing? At least Yolathion prized her enough to wait for her to make up her mind.
 
   Aranya returned his kisses with growing passion. She had enough of creating fear as a Dragon. She did not want to fear her future as well.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5: The Nameless Man
 
    
 
   Zuziana bared her needle-sharp fangs at her Rider, Ri’arion. She took a playful snap at his knee. “You moons-mad monk! You still want to dance upon my back, mid-flight?”
 
   “The saddle straps restrict me.”
 
   “Oh, cramping your style, am I?” sniped Zip. “An inexperienced, Dragon-fire-less, powerless Azure Dragon is–”
 
   “Just what the Nameless Man wishes to ride into battle,” Ri’arion interrupted. “Who, I mean. Look, we’ll work it out. You’re nervous about taking on the Sylakians at Gemalka. I promised to take care of you, dear one, and I shall. I am not without powers.”
 
   The Princess of Remoy, thirty feet of azure wings, gleaming fangs and sleek, scaly reptilian hide, stared unseeing at the horizon as she heaved a Dragon-sized sigh. She rested on the wing, riding the slight breeze that pressed against her body and slowed Commander Darron’s Dragonship fleet as they buzzed along to the rear, as though she were a child towing an incongruously enormous string of hydrogen balloons. Zuziana angled her flight upward, surprised as ever by the power of her flight muscles and the ease with which her body rode the air currents. So much for being a diminutive Remoyan, barely five feet tall. Now she was a petite Dragoness. Aye. And less than a third of the size Garthion had been, Islands’ sakes!
 
   Well, it had only been a week since her first transformation. Should she be surprised that everything felt new and strange? She had been comfortable as a Dragon Rider. But actually being a Dragon–that was different. Now she understood how Aranya must have felt, the force of the emotions driving her, the whole, incredible Dragon experience …
 
   She sighed, “I don’t have any powers, Ri’arion. Everyone else can burn the heavens or bring down almighty curses on their enemies and I can’t do anything.”
 
   “You told me Aranya couldn’t even light a cooking-fire when you first declared war on the Sylakian Empire. And you call me moons-mad?”
 
   “Fine, I’m a tiny Azure Dragon with an outsized self-esteem problem.”
 
   Ri’arion chuckled at this. Then he fell silent. Zip could practically smell the smoke rising from his thoughts back there–so very Ri’arion. Always thinking, always analysing, relentless in his pursuit of knowledge and understanding.
 
   The twin suns setting behind them set the Cloudlands afire. They should reach Gemalka Island soon, having departed Immadia three days before. But the winds had been contrary–unusually, for this season. Zuziana scanned the horizon, focussing her Dragon sight as Aranya had taught her. Details came alive to her senses. A flight of six windrocs, flying so low their bellies threatened to scrape the Cloudlands. A sliver of Blue moon, peeking over the stroke of the horizon as though it felt too shy to rise into the evening sky, wearing its insubstantial rings like a halo. What was that odd colour against the Blue moon? She concentrated harder, willing her eyes to provide more detail. Four rings, a crater on the surface, a strange smudge of darker colour below the moon’s rim?
 
   Ri’arion said, “But, my Dragon-love, you are more beautiful than the most achingly perfect suns-set.”
 
   Zuziana’s Dragon hearts squeezed in her chest. Suddenly, she wanted to cry. He loved her! It was the craziest thing, and it made her bounce along as her spirits lifted.
 
   “Since you’re so stuck on my back, I think you should give your Dragon a kiss,” she suggested, curving her head back over her shoulder and puckering up her very large Dragon lips.
 
   The monk chuckled, but squirmed in the saddle. “Do we have to fly all the way to Remoy Island to speak to your father, Zip?”
 
   “I insist, Ri’arion. In Remoyan culture, any less would be an insult to my father and mothers.”
 
   “Meantime, you will tease me most improperly?”
 
   “I’ll tease you until you steam like that volcano you used to live on top of.”
 
   “Steam?” said Ri’arion, scratching his neat beard. “I’ve an idea. Azure Dragons should have powers of Dragon fire, lightning and shielding, and they’re supposed to excel at special water attacks. We need to find you some water, Zip.”
 
   Zuziana twisted her neck around to peer at her Rider. Ri’arion sat straight-backed in his Dragon Rider saddle. A quiver of prepared fire-arrows was strapped to his left thigh. A holster on her right flank held his enormous sword, the monk’s favourite weapon–but he was equally deadly with his arsenal of throwing daggers, or just his bare hands. The Pygmy bow Zip had used to such great effect against Sylakia’s Dragonship fleet, poked out of a leather saddle-bag in front of him. Oddly, she had begun to sense the even greater powers that lurked within him–the warrior-monk’s Nameless Man powers. There was fire, similar to Dragon fire, and arcane knowledge, and the steely touch of his formidable mind. Perhaps his mind was a weapon in its own right, she thought, shivering delicately.
 
   “What’s the matter?” he asked, frowning.
 
   “Uh …” Zip stumbled, ashamed of fearing her Rider. “Look, I see Gemalka ahead.”
 
   Ri’arion was not fooled. In a tone of stern rebuke, he said, “You think you’re small and weak for a Dragon, but I perceive your hidden potential. Perhaps we should test your powers at Fra’anior Island, as we once tested Aranya.”
 
   Uneasily, she murmured, “Perhaps.”
 
   He reached forward to pat her neck. Despite the armour-plating effect of Dragon scales, a thrill coursed along her sensitive nerves. How was it that she felt his touch–and every shift and nuance of the airstream across her body, wings and tail–so clearly? No wonder Aranya had complained about the overwhelming responsiveness of her Dragon senses.
 
   Ri’arion added, “Now, if that is Gemalka, we need to brief Commander Darron at once.”
 
   “On my way, dear Rider,” she replied.
 
   Zuziana trimmed her wings, starting a spiralling descent back down to the Dragonships. They had been training together each day. For all his abilities, Ri’arion was leery of leaping onto her back from a Dragonship, and Zip knew it would take her some time to become used to diving off a gantry and transforming into her Dragon form mid-air, as Aranya did so fearlessly. Ri’arion said he wanted to stand on her back to fight. All she could picture was the monk falling helplessly into the Cloudlands. Just a few days’ training, however, had seen a marked improvement in her flying abilities. She did not have Aranya’s stamina–the Amethyst Dragon had once flown for forty-three hours straight, and almost killed herself in the doing–but she could now stay aloft for four or five hours at a time without her arms and shoulders feeling as though they were ready to drop off.
 
   She alighted carefully on the extra landing pad which had been fixed atop the Commander’s Dragonship. Furl the claws, she told herself, those seven-inch daggers that adorned her toes in retractable, cat-like sheaths. Ri’arion unclipped the saddle and tossed down his weapons and the saddle bags.
 
   “Cloak, your royal lizard-ness?” he smiled, averting his eyes with a very monkish correctness that made her heart wriggle happily. He was so gallant. Not just any man would be content to wait for them to reach Remoy and formally ask permission.
 
   Transforming, Zip donned the garment and belted it shut. “You reprobate, insulting the royal personage so brazenly. I demand an apology at … mmm.”
 
   His kiss made her tingle down to her toes.
 
   “See?” she said. “I taught you well. Even ex-monks can learn a few tricks.”
 
   Zip gasped, suddenly finding herself floating a foot above the Dragonship. Seizing her by the waist, Ri’arion twirled her in the air. “I’ve a few tricks of my own,” he said. “Flying kiss?”
 
   “Despicable enchanter. Kiss me again.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Commander Darron opted for an attack at false dawn. During the night, the Dragonships traversed the remaining leagues to Gemalka Island. They hid beneath the level of the Island’s cliffs.
 
   The walls of the huge terrace lakes for which Gemalka was famed, rose steeply above the Immadian convoy. The ancients had been able to construct seamless retaining walls hundreds of feet tall, anchored immovably in the bedrock, which held the rainfall or river flow of an entire Island. Gemalka had four levels of terraced lakes with dozens of six hundred-foot waterfalls running at planned intervals from one level to the next.
 
   Rainbow trout, thought the Azure Dragoness. Yum! She sucked up a mouthful of water and tried to place it in the right stomach.
 
   Zuziana coughed and snorted water out of her nostrils. “Not that one.”
 
   “But it’s warm,” said Ri’arion. “Try to make some steam this time. Then we need to join the attack.”
 
   This time, she almost vomited.
 
   They took off from the edge of the lake, a vertical take-off that Zip was still working on. She flapped strongly, surging through the air toward the groups of Dragonships closing in on the Sylakian fortress from three sides.
 
   “They’ve seen us,” said Zip. A moment later, a gong began to sound in the fortress. “Only five Dragonships, Ri’arion.”
 
   “Ready to disable them?”
 
   “Flying ralti sheep,” gasped the Dragon, seeing one of the Dragonships already rising into the pale light of false dawn. “Were they expecting us?”
 
   “Probably,” grunted the monk. “Our counterattack is the logical response. What I don’t understand is why they left only five Dragonships here. That’ll barely slow our advance on Yorbik Island.”
 
   Zip tried to point with her wing. “There! Another … ten, at least. Behind that hill.”
 
   “Aha! Nice work.”
 
   Ri’arion quickly pulled several flags out of their saddlebags and waved them in a prearranged signal, signalling both the direction of the danger and the number of enemy Dragonships.
 
   The monk leaned over her neck. “I’m lighting the oil. Let’s go burn the heavens, Dragon.”
 
   “Aye, Rider.”
 
   Adrenalin pulsed through her arteries. Dragon-Zuziana’s body responded as though she had been stung. Fire roared to life in her belly; magic whispered its uncanny song in her mind. She had only known magic since meeting Aranya. She had known and feared the powers growing within her since Aranya had saved her life with her Dragon tears. But what did one do with a storm churning within? The Dragon fire that burned; a choking sensation in her throat, an awareness of stomachs and power points and valves controlling the outlet of those powers? Dragon-song swelled in her hearts at the expectation of battle. She was the weapon. It scared and thrilled her.
 
   She concentrated as Ri’arion had suggested she do, trying to separate out the different sensations. She should deal with them one at a time. Know the powers, accept them, welcome them as part of who she was. It was tough. Human-Zuziana feared that she might just explode with all that potential. She could not identify much of what she felt.
 
   Then, it was too late.
 
   Dragon and Rider closed swiftly with the rising Dragonships. Crossbow quarrels shot out to greet them, but their engineers had loosed them too early. Over the rushing of wind in her ears, she distinctly heard the Pygmy bow creak. Flames hissed through the air. She watched Ri’arion’s shot as it slowed in her perception, smelled the tiny trail of smoke it left in the air, and sensed her body responding as another quarrel homed in on her flying form.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   A mushroom-cloud of fire filled her vision. Smoke tickled her nostrils. A Dragon’s savage laughter boomed out of her throat. She was appalled at her appetite for destruction, yet she knew she should give the Dragoness rein. Her instincts would carry Zuziana through this battle.
 
   The Azure Dragon twisted, picking her next target.
 
   “Surrender, Sylakians!” roared Ri’arion, amplifying his voice somehow. “Surrender, or be destroyed! A pass over the fortress, Zip.”
 
   She flowed with his request, dodging catapult-shot and arrows, homing in on the south-eastern battlement. She heard the monk muttering in what sounded like Dragonish to her ear. The catapult emplacement lining up a shot at them burst into flame. Men leaped for their lives, screaming and cursing. Ri’arion gestured to his left. Catapults creaked on their moorings, snapping, spinning to the ground. Sucking in a huge breath, the monk let rip with an invisible attack at the fortress gates. They rattled as though kicked by a giant, but held firm. He shouted in frustration.
 
   “The Dragonships,” said Zip, braking sharply to avoid taking a load of fragmented metal in the nose. “Ready, Rider?”
 
   Ri’arion slapped the release levers on the buckles holding his thigh straps closed. “Ready.”
 
   Zuziana targeted four Dragonships rising as a group to engage Commander Darron’s oncoming fleet. None of them had war crossbows or catapults on top of their hydrogen sacks, but they could cover each other with the weapons on their gantries. She hissed as two arrows ripped through the membrane of her right wing.
 
   “Steady … now!”
 
   Releasing his waist-buckle, Ri’arion rose to his feet and leaped down onto the Dragonship beneath them. He ran lightly along the top of the sack, opening a long gash with the point of his sword. Instinctively, she slapped a six-foot crossbow quarrel out of the air with her forepaw. Wow. That was quick. Zip picked up her monk at the nose end of the Dragonship and leaped over to the next one, only fifty feet away. The first Dragonship sighed like a hoarse old man as it deflated and sank toward the ground.
 
   Her unsheathed claws ripped Ri’arion’s shoulder open as she dropped him off atop the next Dragonship.
 
   “Sorry,” wailed Zip.
 
   “Forget it,” snarled Ri’arion, striking the hydrogen sack with his sword. “Quick. That catapult.”
 
   Zip flipped over, diving upside-down at the catapult opposite. The men aiming it at her saw the better side of wisdom and leaped for their lives. The Azure Dragoness crashed into the gantry, splintering the wooden safety railings. She smacked the catapult with her tail. The catapult fired, blasting a hole in the cabin wall of a nearby Dragonship. She saw right through into the furnace room. Fire spilled out of the broken meriatite furnace.
 
   “Ri’arion!” she howled, kicking away desperately. No, he was on a different Dragonship–flying! Briefly, the monk steadied himself with his magic to complete an impossible hundred-foot bound to another Dragonship. He caught the netting expertly. Tail pointed at the explosion, Zuziana felt a wave of heat roll over her body. She scudded forward, sweeping toward the monk–but he was agile enough to dodge her flailing paws and grab hold of her tail one-handed.
 
   “Don’t panic, rajal,” he grinned. “Next?”
 
   She dropped the monk onto the last Dragonship in the group near the fortress. His great sword slashed the sack repeatedly. In the distance, Darron’s Dragonships had reoriented on the intended ambush and the battle was already joined. She saw quarrels buzzing angrily back and forth. A Dragonship flying the Immadian royal purple drifted toward the ground, its cabin dangling by a single hawser.
 
   Two warriors had clambered up the netting to engage Ri’arion. Zuziana threw herself back toward the Dragonship, menacing them as they closed with her Rider. A swipe of her paw sent them spinning to the ground, far below.
 
   Ri’arion wiped his forehead. “I could’ve dealt with them.”
 
   “Just tidying up. How’s the shoulder?”
 
   “A scratch,” he said, climbing back into the saddle as the Dragonship tilted alarmingly. That so-called scratch was leaking bright, fresh blood. Zuziana felt terrible. But her proud monk, judging by his expression, would not welcome any sympathy.
 
   The Dragoness pointed with her chin. “Shall we go even the odds?”
 
   “Aye. I’m in.”
 
   She launched off the flaccid hydrogen sack. Bright flares lit the southern hills as three Dragonships exploded within seconds of each other. Zip’s secondary optical membranes adjusted automatically, cycling through a near-opaque state to clear again. The conflict was thick and brutal. Dragonships tangled together in the sky. Troops hacked at each other from twisted gantries and leaped from netting to netting, trying to down or gain entry to enemy vessels. Catapults and war crossbows fired point-blank at each other. She saw knots of Immadian troops falling from a stricken Dragonship. Rage rose in her throat. This was wrong. As a Dragon, she was supposed to be protecting these people.
 
   The Azure Dragon accelerated sharply, catching Ri’arion by surprise.
 
   He called, “Zuziana …”
 
   But she no longer heard him. Held hostage by her rage, Zuziana shot across Gemalka Island’s rugged terrain, aiming for the centre of that conflict. Three Sylakian Dragonships, flying crimson flags and the screaming windroc, the symbol of Sylakia, clustered together there, pounding an Immadian vessel. Her neck prickled. Her vision narrowed, darkness closing in as power coalesced in her belly. The Azure Dragon revelled in its seductive song. She fed it without stinting. She lost herself in a blue ocean, electrified by the charge building inside her body.
 
   Rise! she sang to herself. Rise and strike the enemy.
 
   Her throat opened. The lightning within her leaped for freedom, branching to strike the three Sylakian Dragonships with a crack! that echoed off the hills. The detonations were instantaneous. Bits of gantries and turbines and war catapults rained from the sky.
 
   Only a black, empty hollow was left inside her. Too much … she had nothing left. Nothing.
 
   Her azure wings crumpled softly.
 
   She heard a voice in the distance calling, “Zip! Zip!” But the gathering darkness was irresistible.
 
   * * * *
 
   When her eyes opened, Zuziana saw Commander Darron’s boots just a foot from her nose. He was arguing vociferously with two of his officers about what to do with the captured Dragonships. She shifted her throbbing head. Ri’arion … three men knelt around the prone body of her Rider!
 
   The Dragoness surged to her paws.
 
   “Zip!” said the Commander. “He’s alright. They’re just dressing his wounds.”
 
   “I’m fine,” Ri’arion called.
 
   He sounded so enfeebled! Zuziana pressed her muzzle between two of the medics. “Ri’arion?”
 
   “Are you ralti-stupid? Lie down.”
 
   “Nice to see you alive, too.” Zip bared her fangs. But she sank to her belly, deflated. “Ouch. I hurt everywhere. You rescued us–how?”
 
   “Well, it was tough, but I can levitate, as you know.” The monk grinned at the ferocious growl her fire-stomach voiced at this comment. “So I tried to levitate both of us–only, you’re slightly bigger than a Human.”
 
   “But we’re alive.”
 
   “Aye. It’s my favourite way to be. What of the battle, Commander?”
 
   He grunted, “Glad to see you two made it. Dragon lady, you hit them with a triple lightning strike. Their courage jumped off the Island at that. We lost five Dragonships. Two more are too damaged to repair, but we gained thirteen, making a net gain of six. Forty-three warriors died or are too injured to continue. The Gemalkans want to be our allies.”
 
   Ri’arion laughed, but clutched his shoulder. All three medics hissed at him at once. “That’s enough for me,” he said. “See to the Princess.” Blank looks passed between the medics. “The Dragoness. Perhaps you should transform, Zuziana.”
 
   “But I’m wounded. Aranya said that transforming with large wounds–”
 
   “Only bruised, according to the medics,” he corrected her. “And, you’ll use up far less supplies in your Human form.”
 
   Deciding that his comment was worth neither a growl nor a smart reply, Zip transformed and accepted a thin ralti-wool blanket one of the medics passed to her. Her chest and sternum ached as though she had been butted by a male ralti sheep. Her landing must have been rough. Various flesh-wounds adorned her body, but none appeared serious. Nevertheless, the medics cleaned and dusted the wounds with healing herbs and bandaged her until adding clothing seemed superfluous.
 
   Darron rattled off orders with the ease and thoroughness of a veteran officer. At length, he turned to Zip. “Anything else you need, Princess?”
 
   Zuziana licked her lips. “I’ll eat about fifty of those rainbow trout, Commander.”
 
   The tall monk, the grizzled Immadian Commander and the three medics all gaped at the diminutive Remoyan. Then Ri’arion burst out laughing. Tucking her slight form beneath his chin, he said, “The Princess will eat a dainty portion. Her Dragon will guzzle the rest.”
 
   The trout were fabulous. Dragon-Zip packed away fifty-seven sleek, gleaming trout, after which Ri’arion accused her of waddling about like an overloaded Dragonship. Zip just smacked her lips extravagantly and burped a decidedly fishy gust of air into the monk’s face.
 
   They learned that bandages did not survive a transformation. The medics had to patch her up a second time. Ri’arion’s glowering over their shoulders put paid to any complaints they might have dared to voice.
 
   At noon, Commander Darron rounded up his Dragonship fleet for the next leg to Helyon Island, having secured their supply route and despatched a flurry of message hawks back to Immadia.
 
   The monk nodded approvingly. “Knows what he’s doing,” he said, unnecessarily. Then he took Zip, returned to her Human form once more, by the elbow. “To bed with you. No arguments.”
 
   She yawned, “Ooh, are you tucking me in?”
 
   “I kept you alive for a reason,” said the monk, with a piratical leer. “Off to the Dragonship, sweet maiden, where I shall demand from thee a chaste bedtime kiss.”
 
   “Not unless thou shavest mightily, o my thorn-bearded abductor,” giggled Zip. But she could not climb aboard the Dragonship without help.
 
   Ri’arion boosted Zip into her bunk before slumping into the bed opposite. “I wonder how often you should transform,” he said. “It demands a great deal of magic.”
 
   Zip stared at him, eyebrows arched.
 
   He pressed, “You confess?”
 
   “It’s been harder the last couple of times.” She pouted, which did not have the desired effect on him–the set of his lips hardened, while magical power surged behind his eyes. “Markedly harder. I need to think about how often Aranya used to transform.”
 
   “We’ll monitor this issue,” said Ri’arion, cool and analytical. Zuziana was just forming a critical opinion when their eyes met across the cabin, a wordless meeting of souls, minds and hearts. That lovely squeezing sensation returned to her chest as his eyes crinkled at the edges. But even he was unable to keep his eyes open for long. Slowly, the powerful Nameless Man’s gaze lidded.
 
   “Thank you for rescuing us,” Zip whispered.
 
   A smile touched his lips.
 
   When she awoke, the muffled thrum of the meriatite-fuelled turbines informed her that their Dragonship was underway to Helyon, a three-day flight. Zip readied herself for a delicious stretch and a yawn before deciding her chest was too sore. Never mind being butted by a sheep, this morning she felt as though a Dragon had punched her squarely in the chest.
 
   Ri’arion sat in the middle of the cabin, his legs folded into an improbable position, meditating. She sensed his presence filling the room. No wonder she had dreamed of him.
 
   “Islands’ greetings, o jewel of Remoy,” he murmured. “I’ve been thinking.”
 
   “Do you ever stop thinking, monk-love?”
 
   His eyes unshuttered. A gaze of the deepest blue, like the bottom of a still terrace lake, fixed upon her. Zuziana shivered. Such intensity! Even Dragon-Zip tingled at the power radiating from his eyes.
 
   He said, “I was considering how we might work better together by enhancing the mental bond between Dragon and Rider. However, I have a confession to make. As the Nameless Man, I dominated the minds of my candidates, forcing them to reveal their powers and secrets to me. But on the day Aranya resisted–” he laughed hollowly “–even now, I struggle for an honest word. Aranya vanquished me. Humiliated, I tried to kill her. But the Word of the Great Dragon lives in her. On that day, I saw my existence for the travesty it had been. I abused my gifts, debasing others, revelling in the conquest, in the sweet taste of secrets wrested from innocent souls. Power is a subtle, seductive mistress, Zuziana. I’ve been in her thrall.”
 
   He bowed his head, displaying the blue swirls tattooed upon his bald pate. After a long silence, he added, “I respect Aranya for her courage and will to use her powers well. Make no mistake, even I don’t know what she’s capable of.”
 
   “I respect your integrity, Ri’arion,” said Zip.
 
   “Aye? I’ll work on finding that Island.” Now, his gaze became searching. “Princess, if we could find a way of linking ourselves in battle–not so that one controls the other, but to share thoughts, impressions, ideas and actions–we could become a formidable team. Imagine battle at the speed of thought? You’d know if I wanted to jump on a Dragonship or when to pick me up; I’d know how you were about to turn, and take advantage of those incredible Dragon reactions.”
 
   Zuziana could imagine that. But she wondered if she could ever stand up to him the way Aranya had. She replied, “It would require trust.”
 
   “Trust is not manufactured,” he said. “Mostly, trust requires time.”
 
   “Ah, the sweet luxury of time.”
 
   Ri’arion laughed, unfolded his legs and perched himself on her bedside. Clasping her hands in both of his, he said, “This Rider seeks to serve his Dragon. I sense the battles ahead will be hard. Trust will be the least of our worries. Islands’ sakes, when I first heard my name and the command to follow, I thought it was to spill out my life in the Great Dragon’s cause. Now, I discover I am sinfully fond of the life I envisage with a magical Remoyan. We Ha’athiorian monks say there are many paths to serve the Great Dragon, but only one right path. I have walked a wrong path.”
 
   Zip reached up to tweak the point of his left ear. “I’ve made the decision to trust you, Ri’arion.”
 
   “I will strive to hold that trust in the highest honour.”
 
   His words rippled through her and into her. Thinking back to the day she had first seen him in the monastery just off Ha’athior Island, Zuziana wondered at the depth of vulnerability he had shown. Had he truly changed so much in such a short space of time? Was he being honest? When she said that she trusted him, was she being honest? Now there was a question. What might happen if she subjected the powers of an Azure Dragon to this man?
 
   Zip said, “Ri’arion, does your monastery have records of magicians like yourself trying to control Dragons? What happened?”
 
   “Ill,” he said, growing pale. “All was ill. I will tell you what I remember, if you wish.”
 
   Her stomach gurgled loudly. “Over dinner,” she chuckled. “Was there any of the trout left? I’m famished.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6: Slave
 
    
 
   The type of work Ardan did not enjoy was digging out latrines. But that was his next assignment as Kylara’s battered, depleted force rested at another small village late that afternoon. Probably, he snarled inwardly, they wanted him well out of the way while they discussed the conundrum a slave had created for them by rescuing a number of pert and decidedly attractive warrior behinds from a kicking by the Sylakian boot. That, or they debated the mystery of how he had slipped free of his chains and manacles.
 
   Ardan scratched his stubbly chin. Ha! Not only was he splattered in Sylakian brains and gore, but now he could add faeces to the collection of filth he wore on his skin. Was he a prophet? How else could he have known he’d be digging through a pile of congealed sewage?
 
   This was not the life for a warrior. Except that it kept him near Kylara. Why he could not keep his eyes off the Warlord, she who had tried to halve his skull like a prekki fruit on the chopping block? There was the physical tension between them, which he would like to imagine flowed both ways. If only she would stop calling him ‘boy’ and ‘slave’ with that sneer curling her lip, he might even believe it. But Ardan could not escape the feeling that he was somehow meant to have run into the Warlord of Yanga Island–fated, destined, or whatever prekki-fruit mush his brain was serving up in the guise of intelligent thought, lately.
 
   Ardan heaped his wheelbarrow load of ready-made fertiliser onto the village’s vegetable field and began to mulch it in with a wooden spade. The physical labour helped, or he would only brood over his growing mountain of unanswered questions.
 
   The vegetable field stood on the edge of the inlet they had marched around–was it only yesterday? A stone’s throw from where he worked, the ground sheared away over a thousand feet into a ravine which rapidly descended in a westerly direction toward the Cloudlands. It cut over a league inland into the heart of this large Island, and was the outflow of a river he would dearly have loved to bathe in. He wondered why the river had never been terraced, unlike his Island. It was such an obvious location.
 
   There, another detail of his past. He held the beads of sense, he just could not string them together into a coherent piece of jewellery.
 
   Judging by the gesticulating marking that conference down in the village, he was about to start fielding some hard questions about his unquestionably hard skull. Ardan tapped his forehead experimentally. It didn’t feel like a skull that acted more like a stone, repelling scimitar blades and Sylakian hammers.
 
   At least he no longer wore manacles. What was the point, if he could slip out of them at will?
 
   Troubled in spirit, Ardan trudged back to the blocked-up latrine. He was still alive. The stench that threatened to cauterise his nostrils as he dug further beneath the latrine, confirmed he was alive. Soon, he would open the little sluice gate and let the diverted river water wash it clear. Except that there was no water in the trench. Oh, toss it into a Cloudlands volcano! There must be a blockage elsewhere. His muscles bunched as Ardan heaved the slop-laden wheelbarrow along a narrow, hard-packed footpath to the field. Here came Kylara. She marched up to him, taking care to stand upwind, he noticed. Her brow drew down into her habitual scowl.
 
   “You’re a pain in the backside, slave,” she ground out. “Had you not saved us back in the village, you’d already be swimming in the Cloudlands. My troops don’t like you.”
 
   Ardan decided to continue with his adopted persona. “That’s not what their eyes say,” he claimed, hitching his thumbs into his loincloth. “Maybe you ought to find me some trousers, Chief.”
 
   Putting her hand to her scimitar, Kylara snarled, “Maybe I should finish the job I started on your head, you arrogant, insufferable piece of goat turd! How do you take a hammer to the skull and live? Or a scimitar blade? Oh, keep shovelling the dung, boy. That’s what you’re good at.”
 
   “I’m not a boy, I’m a man–”
 
   Ardan was not enjoying being obnoxious, but it definitely lit the fires beneath the already fiery Warlord. Kylara, with a pointed glare, said, “Trust me, keep mouthing off and you won’t be for long.”
 
   Although, he preferred to keep all of his body parts intact. “Chief,” he said, in a more conciliatory tone, “I wish I could answer your questions. Maybe my memory will heal, given time.”
 
   “I had my physician drill into your skull. It’s ordinary bone.”
 
   Ardan’s hands leaped up to check the dressing on his head. “You did what?”
 
   A hungry leopard’s grin flashed at him. “My blade split your skin like a rotten prekki fruit, slave, but didn’t so much as chip the bone beneath. It’s not metal or stone on your shoulders. You arrive beneath a tree on my Island, a man without a past. You’re a warrior. Had you not been wounded, you might even have made me work for my victory.”
 
   “I could’ve spanked you with one hand tied behind my–”
 
   “Then you slip out of locked manacles,” she continued, giving his boasting short shrift. “You singlehandedly carve up half a Hammer of Sylakia’s elite warriors, throw crossbow quarrels to an impossible height, destroy a couple of Dragonships, defend those who enslaved you, and then put yourself to work afterward without a word of complaint.”
 
   Ardan grinned. “You want complaints? I don’t like shovelling faeces.”
 
   “You hate Sylakians like I’ve never seen anyone hate before. I saw it writ on your face.”
 
   “Aye,” he breathed, reliving that fragment of memory. “I remembered something–a woman, maybe my wife. Kylara, was there anything left of Naphtha Cluster?”
 
   He swore at her headshake.
 
   “You know how Sylakia operates, slave,” she said. “Burn it all. Naphtha was strong enough to hold out for two months. The Sylakians left nothing but charred stone on those Islands.”
 
   To his dismay, Ardan felt tears splash on his cheeks. He turned away, shaking with anger, humiliated at showing any weakness in front of the warrior Chief. He was no warrior. He was already a slave in his heart, behaving like this.
 
   “Burn them in a Cloudlands volcano!” he screamed at the heavens.
 
   “Aye,” said Kylara, apparently unmoved by his vein-popping, fist-shaking explosion. “Finish your work, boy. Tonight you’ll march to our hideout. Behave yourself and my women might not toss you to the windrocs.”
 
   He pointed with the spade. “Tell your warrior hiding beneath the white-currant bush to stop fidgeting. She has terrible woodcraft.”
 
   Kylara muttered a curt, rude word and marched off.
 
   Great Islands, he thought, he had better think twice about any attraction he imagined between himself and the Warlord. As warriors of Naphtha Cluster liked to say, she had the character of a leopard–as graceful as the dawn, and an expert at unexpected ambushes.
 
   There, something remembered at last. Let the man called Ardan be warned.
 
   * * * *
 
   In the glow of twilight’s dying embers, Ardan finished digging out the collapsed culvert which had robbed the village of its water. He stretched his back and regarded the flow of water with a firm nod. Life. Life flowing into the village, bringing wholeness and sweeping away the filth. The chuckling of water had never sounded so agreeable. Setting the shovel to one side, he bent his head beneath the water and let the coolness bathe his aching head. That was good.
 
   As Kylara and her comrades rode uphill to their position near the spring above the village, Ardan pointed with his chin and said to Mardia, his guard, “What’s bitten them? Hornets?”
 
   “Shut up and wash, slave. You reek.” But Mardia was as curious as he was.
 
   Rocia smacked her breastplate to emphasize a point as they moved into hearing range. “One conqueror’s the same as another, Kylara.”
 
   “If those Immadians come here, we’ll show them our scimitars just the same as we showed the Sylakians,” growled the Warlord.
 
   “What’s that, slave?” asked Mardia. “What’re they saying?”
 
   “An Immadian invasion,” Ardan puzzled. “We called him the Immadian Fox–now, what was his name–aye, Beran of Immadia. His was the last Island conquered north of the Rift. What’s he doing in the Western Isles?”
 
   That was exactly the question making Kylara scratch her head. “Sounds nothing like Immadia to me, Rocia,” she said. “Twelve summers they defied Sylakia. I heard his little Princess got locked in the Tower of Sylakia. Now he’s attacking our Western Isles? For what? Besides, the Warlords would never have it. Who wants another Supreme Commander?”
 
   “We’ll ask him together,” grunted Rocia. “Ya girls hold ‘im, I’ll tickle his tummy until he begs to tell us everything.”
 
   Ardan’s grin faded. That was nasty euphemism for torture by pulling out the intestines and burning them on a fire while the victim watched.
 
   Rocia added, “An’ his little Princess, bet the Sylakians made her grow up fast. Freakin’ Tower. Just a playpen for them War-Hammers. She come here, she’d be scrubbing pots. Smutty white-skinned Northern scum.”
 
   A clamour of coarse laughter rose from the warriors.
 
   “Take water,” said Kylara. “Quick. We’ve a long march ahead. Slave–quit dirtying the stream and hold our ponies while we drink.”
 
   Ardan turned to Kylara, who regarded him with her usual acid-bitten sneer. He said, “We heard the Princess of Immadia was executed for treason, Kylara. What’s this rumour blowing on the wind?”
 
   The dark eyes narrowed. “You remember something, boy? Who’s ‘we’?”
 
   “I don’t remember.”
 
   Kylara’s knuckles turned white on the hilt of her dagger. But she replied evenly, “Last we heard, Sylakia’s Northern Dragonship fleet was bound for Immadia Island to burn it to cinders, like they did Naphtha Cluster. Now King Beran’s in the Western Isles. Either he’s running like a cur kicked in the teeth, or he defeated Sylakia. Which do you believe?”
 
   She was asking him a military opinion? Ardan was so surprised that his mouth fished for flies. Kylara’s handsome face hardened as she waited on a reply.
 
   “Dragons.” The word popped out of his mouth.
 
   “Dragons? What a load of fresh pony-manure,” said Rocia.
 
   Ardan cudgelled his memory. “Some rumour I heard. A Dragon down in Remoy–a new Dragon, not the old rumour.”
 
   Kylara knelt beside the flow of water and drank deeply, before splashing water liberally over her upper body. She rose with a graceful flexion of her thighs, her cheeks gleaming like warm coals in the suns-set’s radiant beams. He wished she would drop the iron-hard exterior to give him a glimpse of the woman within. Was all this tough-talk posturing truly her? She certainly cared for the villagers her troops protected. And she had not killed him or hunted him down like an animal, threats to the contrary.
 
   He should be plotting out her weaknesses so that he could escape, but apparently, his motives were as clear as a mud-pool, even to him.
 
   “Dragons?” she sneered, interrupting his thoughts. Ardan clenched his fists. “You shrivelling little fool. Every one of my warriors is braver than you. You spread any more lies with that snake’s tongue of yours, I’ll have it cut out just to save our ears the trouble of listening to your pitiful whining. Move out!”
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan peered over the edge of the sinkhole. “We’re going down there?”
 
   Kylara’s forbidding stare scorned the tremor in his voice. “Aye, slave. Scared?”
 
   “That’s Cloudlands–”
 
   “Seen through the bottom of the Island, aye,” said Rocia. “Half of this peninsula hangs over the Cloudlands, boy. Hold on tight.”
 
   Kylara and her troops broke out compact gliders from their travel packs. Ardan measured the cavity yawning before them with his eyes, desperately unhappy. Two thousand feet across and many thousands deep, the bottomless pit made him imagine that a monstrous Dragon had chewed right through the underside of the Island. The hole was so immense that the couple of windrocs circling down below were specks against the turquoise Cloudlands. Ferns and whole trees grew from the sides, compounding his sense of insignificance.
 
   “You’re planning to fly …”
 
   Rocia and a number of the warriors chuckled cruelly. Rocia made a show of pinching her nose. “Dirtied our loincloth at the thought, boy?”
 
   “Only a fool wouldn’t fear this,” said Ardan.
 
   A dozen warriors led the ponies away. They must hide the animals nearby, he realised. Perhaps they also had a secret back entrance to their hideout.
 
   Hanging a rope over the edge would do no good–it would simply dangle in space, because the hole grew conversely wider as it burrowed through the Island’s substrata. What rope could be that long, anyway? Ardan watched silently as Rocia and several of her warriors assembled a larger glider with a wingspan of around twelve feet. The simple wing had a frame attached to it for a person’s body. It was far too flimsy for his liking.
 
   A cloudy dawn crept over the eastern hills as the warriors completed their preparations. The suns tried to pierce the heavy cloudbanks, but failed. The air smelled moist; rain before the morning was out, he predicted. A decent storm.
 
   “We use these to travel between the smaller Island clusters,” said Kylara, breaking his train of thought.
 
   Ardan asked, “Isn’t it dangerous?”
 
   “Not that dangerous if you can find a high enough launching place. Less dangerous than keeping Dragonships.”
 
   Ardan thought back to the first village, which Kylara’s force had been unable to reach in time. Crossing that inlet in flight would have been impossible, unless they had found a thermal or a higher launching place. The cliffs on the far side were too sheer. Flying between Islands by glider was a novel idea. He had never seen it done before.
 
   “Buckle up,” said Rocia. “Ya let me do the flying, or you’re a dead man.”
 
   He let Rocia strap him to her body. At her low command, he walked forward in concert with her until they stood right on the edge of the drop. Odd. Now he wasn’t scared any more–either that, or he was so terrified his brain had just shut off.
 
   “Fly the winds!” cried a warrior, running past them. She launched off the edge.
 
   Rocia leaned forward. “Jump, on three.”
 
   His stomach surged violently into his throat, but then an unexpected whoop of joy escaped his lips as the glider sliced through the air. Ardan opened his eyes and whooped again, laughing.
 
   Just above him, Rocia chuckled, “Thought ya were wettin’ yourself, big boy.”
 
   They spiralled downward under Rocia’s expert control. Ardan’s neck swivelled as a flight of warriors, including Kylara, shot past them, hooting and shouting catcalls at each other as they raced neck-and-neck down toward the Cloudlands. The hole continued to open up, undercutting the basal rock until he found it hard to imagine how half the Island did not crack and tumble into the void. He spied a deep horizontal crack tucked beneath the overhang, hundreds of feet wide and deep. The warriors arrowed for the crack, where an excited crowd had gathered. He also noticed several Dragonships hidden beneath camouflage netting.
 
   Rocia aimed their glider and made the landing look easy.
 
   “Caves back there. Don’t ya go wandering,” said Rocia, unsnapping the harness that held them together. She rested her hand on his shoulder. “Caveworms digging all around here, boy. Ya seen a caveworm?”
 
   Ardan nodded. “Aye.”
 
   But he caught the tail end of a possessive frown Kylara directed at Rocia. So–competition between the women? He added this morsel to his ‘required to survive’ list.
 
   He remembered stories about caveworms a hundred feet long. Caveworms were blind but highly aggressive. They ate through anything, even solid rock. How did the Leopards keep them away from this busy community? Again, he observed his own responses, learning about himself. Ardan scanned the wide ledge, noting a perimeter guard to the south which might indicate a cliff-edge trail to the top. A number of men patrolled the edge, not allowing any children to come to harm. His eye picked out defensive war crossbows placed cunningly amongst the rocks. He perceived the respect that Kylara commanded even among the older members of her community. Something about this scene felt familiar to him. Had he been a chief, too?
 
   The porch of Kylara’s underground lair bustled with the sounds of arrival–children laughing and playing, men and women embracing and some weeping as people realised a loved one was not coming home. Ardan received a fair number of suspicious looks. Most of the men resembled slender youths compared to a man of his muscular bulk. No male warriors? Strange. Their women must do all the fighting.
 
   After a period of being ignored, Ardan noticed a bent, elderly man beckoning to him from beside the farthest cave entrance. He jogged over lest the old man feel the need to approach him.
 
   “Garganthan,” said the old man. “You can call me Garg.”
 
   “Ardan,” he said, returning the proffered forearm-clasp. Garg had a grip like a vice.
 
   Garg’s eyes twinkled up at him, startlingly green beneath massively shaggy eyebrows. “Aye?” he said. “From Jeradia Island, I am. Before you ask.”
 
   Ardan masked his surprise. “Jeradia? I thought they grew giants there?”
 
   “More of a hunchbacked tortoise, I am,” said Garg, with a self-deprecating laugh. “You from, let’s see–tattoos and a shaven head? Naphtha Cluster?”
 
   “Aye,” said Ardan, liking the old man at once. His gaze lingered on the Warlord as Kylara issued orders to a troop of a dozen warriors. She had struck him again that morning after one too many smart comments from her slave. For a woman, she had a punch like the snap-release of a war crossbow.
 
   “Liking something you see?” asked Garg.
 
   Ardan flushed. “Just thinking how she punched me earlier. I’m her new slave, Garg.”
 
   “Aye. So I hear. Broke a scimitar on your skull; has you sleeping in a secure store-room off her quarters. Smell Cloudlands stink on the wind, do I, young man? ‘Cause I warn you, that girl’s like my own daughter. Wouldn’t want to see nothing bad happen to her.”
 
   “Tough story?”
 
   Garg nodded. “Not for me to tell. Through here. Main assembly cave, this is. Living quarters back and left in those four tunnels, training caverns to the right, stores directly ahead and further along the caves. Down the third tunnel is my work room.”
 
   “Blacksmith?” guessed Ardan, taking in the size of the place.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “I know how to work a forge.” Truly? Ardan bit his lip.
 
   But Garg welcomed his offer. Talking steadily, he filled Ardan in on the general layout of Kylara’s lair. Ardan knew there was much left unspoken, but he also knew better than to voice his questions. He offered the few morsels of knowledge he had gleaned in the five days since he woke beneath the prekki-fruit tree, telling the tale of the village battle without denying the truth of what had happened–whatever that truth was.
 
   The bright green eyes gauged every word.
 
   As Garg had noted, Ardan slept in a secure storeroom off of Kylara’s quarters. Each evening, after he had completed all of the distasteful, dirty and unmentionable jobs they could invent for a slave to do, he was locked in behind a triple-bolted metal door. The stone chamber beyond had not been completely cleared, so his rude pallet occupied a space between towering stacks of ready-to-be-fletched arrows and barrels of crossbow quarrels. Anything of real value had been moved. He saw the marks of several large chests left in the dust.
 
   Ardan worked his fingers raw, but without protest, measuring the state of his wounds and waiting for healing. Soon, he stopped limping, and the cut on his skull turned into a knobbed, scarred ridge that spoke mutely of Kylara’s mighty scimitar blow.
 
   He dreamed from the moment his head struck the pillow-roll, until dawn. Every night was the same. Twice, Kylara came to pound on the door with her fist, demanding his silence. Ardan found himself less terrified of her than of his dreams. Black flames burning. Consuming. Hunting ravenously, desperate to sight a buck or a wild ralti sheep to eat. Fighting. Chaotic battles. Had he ever dreamed like this? Dreams that woke him in a cold sweat, his heart thumping so violently in his throat he feared it might burst. Dreams of war and chasing so vivid that he ran into the metal door in his sleep and fell on his back, half stunned, bleeding freely from his forehead. Dreams of a consuming madness, of a shadow that dwelled in the depths of his mind, a slippery, clawed thing that chittered at him out of the darkness, that drove him into screaming ruin …
 
   “Dreams?” said Garg, at the beginning of his second week in Kylara’s lair.
 
   “Aye.” Ardan worked the bellows while Garg heated a metal rod, which he would shape into a scimitar’s pommel. “Kylara told you?”
 
   “Half the caverns heard that episode last night, boy.”
 
   Somehow, when Garg said ‘boy’, it was fine. When Kylara called him ‘boy’, his blood boiled. Ardan said, “Garg, look at me. I’m a grown man, maybe thirty summers. I’m a warrior. I don’t fear death. But these dreams–I’m going mad, Garg. I can’t sleep, I run like a coward, and curse it, I was standing at that door screaming and pounding with my fists and weeping to get away from something I imagined. I’m like a child with the night-terrors. What’s the matter with me?”
 
   “How many offers of the bedroll have you spurned, boy?”
 
   His grin flashed briefly. “A few, Garg.”
 
   “A lot. Rocia’s been whining amongst the women, she has. What’s keeping you?”
 
   Ardan watched his own biceps bulging as he worked the forge bellows, the firelight leaping upon his skin, the sweat running freely down his hard-muscled body as he laboured in the heat, and said, “Secretly, I’m a man of integrity, Garg. I hope Kylara sees that.”
 
   The old man snorted, pausing his pounding of the red-hot rod to plunge it back into the furnace with a long pair of pliers. “You don’t act it.”
 
   “Garg, she’s perfect. I can’t help myself.”
 
   “That’s as certain as the dawn,” said Kylara, right behind him. Ardan and Garg both jumped. “Talking about me? Garg, you should know better. What can’t you help, boy?”
 
   “Being the man who’s going to warm your bedroll,” he shot back.
 
   Ardan blenched. Maybe he should trim his tongue with a scimitar at the first available opportunity.
 
   The Warlord leaned close to him, the light of the open forge setting her dark pupils aflame. “Understand this, slave,” she spat. “No coward who’s afraid of his own shadow is getting anywhere near my bedroll. I should’ve finished you off beneath the tree.”
 
   “What’re you so afraid of, Kylara?” he rapped back, stung by the truth in her words. “Afraid of a man who can fight? Afraid of a real warrior?”
 
   “You know nothing. Nothing!” she roared back. “You’re a preening parrot, not a man–what do you care for except your precious ego? You cower in your pathetic world, all pretty words and no substance, while my people are dying out there. They burned another village today. Herded the people into their grain store, dumped burning oil on top, and you … where’s your mind?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   “Sorry? You arrogant, self-absorbed, uncaring worm!”
 
   She struck quicker than a cobra. Her knuckles connected him flush in the mouth.
 
   Ardan spat blood. She had loosened a tooth. But he was too maddened to do more than steel his jaw, filled with a black inferno of fury and desire. He said, “Well, you’re not going to get a soft aye-man out of me, Kylara. I’m not the man you think I am.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “You can beat your slave all you like, Chief. It seems to please you. Torture me; I don’t care. You’re not going to change one grain of my opinion of you.”
 
   He locked his gaze with hers, matching her heat for heat, glare for glare.
 
   Suddenly, Kylara’s face crumpled. She pushed away from him and fled, stifling her sobs with her fist. Ardan froze over the bellows. What? He had expected another comeback, a furthering of their quarrel–aye, he seemed afraid of his own shadow. She had struck true there. Aye, he had acted the arrogant male rajal, lord of all he surveyed. Surely, mere words could not have wounded the Warlord so sorely?
 
   Garg laid a hand on his arm. “Her mother killed her father, Ardan. Beat him to death.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7: Dragon Hunt
 
    
 
   Leaving eight Dragonships behind to guard the south-eastern passage to Jeradia Island, King Beran’s forces swept into the far West, hustling and harrying the Sylakians with surprise attacks at four different fortresses, netting seven Dragonships in good working order, twelve that with repairs could be made airworthy again, and the services of seventeen Warlords who smelled freedom–when they weren’t plotting to slit each other’s throats.
 
   Beran’s fury at another developing turf war between the hot-tempered Warlords was moderated only by the arrival of news from Commander Darron. His forces had overwhelmed the Sylakian garrisons at Gemalka and Helyon Islands, capturing eleven Dragonships and a fine haul of meriatite engine parts which they had sent back to Immadia Island. All was well with Zuziana and Ri’arion.
 
   Aranya released a breath she had been holding ever since her father handed her the message scroll. She felt such a burden of responsibility for Zip. Turning to the night-dark window, she gazed unseeing at a sky occluded by storm clouds. In Dragonish, she said, May you burn the heavens, Dragon and Rider.
 
   Aranya.
 
   She shivered. What? A word half-imagined, falling like cool rain upon her fevered imagination? A word spoken in a warm, enfolding space, a prickle of light against her closed eyelids, accompanied by a memory of a gentle, rocking motion she recognised as Dragon flight.
 
   Mother? Izariela?
 
   A dream of the womb? She rubbed her forehead hard, as though she could embed the memory there forever. She knew so little of her mother. Sometimes, when she looked in the mirror, she wondered if she saw her mother looking out at her–she had the same wealth of multi-coloured tresses, but what colour had her eyes been? She wished she remembered.
 
   But the waking dream surged forward. An awareness of magic suffused her. Aranya saw herself, quaking, bringing a vial of precious potion into her mother’s tomb. There Izariela lay, frozen in crystal, partially transformed into her Dragon form. Fearful expectation clasped her heart. Dragon sight brought her so near to her mother’s lips, she saw the tiny parting between them, a place not misted by breath since her apparent assassination. With a trembling hand she unstoppered the vial and poured several precious drops between her mother’s lips.
 
   She spoke her thought as a single, strange word–was it even Dragonish? Arise to life, she said.
 
   Waiting, interminably.
 
   Watching the magic build in her mother’s body, an infinitesimal trickle of life returning to the pale, frozen limbs, a pinch of rose entering her cheeks. Rose that bloomed into red. Red that spread in bloody streaks over her torso to her limbs. Red? Red talons? The transformation gathered pace, a storm of change racing through her body now, the limbs elongating and thickening, clothed in Dragon scales, but her colour was wrong.
 
   The Black Dragon raged, What have you done?
 
   Aranya stumbled backward with a choked cry. “Mother!”
 
   A blood-dipped muzzle thrust out of her mother’s face. Garthion’s fangs leered at her, snapping …
 
   Strong arms saved her from a fall. “Aranya?”
 
   “Yolathion.” She leaned against his tall, spare frame, struggling to regain her tattered composure. “I had an ill dream. My mother transformed into Garthion.”
 
   “That’s rough,” he murmured into her hair. “You dream with your eyes open, Aranya?”
 
   Islands’ sakes, and the Black Dragon had spoken once more. She resented his intrusion into those precious, intimate memories. More to the point, she feared him–and shame washed through her as she realised how deep and irrational that fear was.
 
   Allowing Yolathion to soothe her, laying her cheek against his chest so that she could hear and feel his strong heartbeat throbbing against her ear, she said, “How did we get the hawk system working so quickly, Dad?”
 
   “Paid the traders to sort out the birds we captured along the way,” said Beran. Aranya knew he had missed neither any detail of her reaction, nor Yolathion’s swift response. “Nothing like the lure of trade free from Sylakian taxes to make them greedy–I mean, to impart the necessary motivation. Isn’t your Dad clever?”
 
   Taking her cue from his jovial tone, she chirped back, “I worship the ground you walk on, Dad.”
 
   “Jolly right, o empress of the air.”
 
   Aranya said, “O faithful subject, her reptilian magnificence demands to know if there was any other news from Princess Zuziana?”
 
   “This curl of scroll-leaf, marked for your eyes only.”
 
   “Ha. I knew it.” She scanned the brief message. It was Zip through and through. “A kiss for the bearded pirate,” she said, wriggling free of Yolathion’s arms to deliver a smacker upon her father’s cheek, “and Yolathion, she dares you to kiss a Dragon.”
 
   “Did that yesterday,” he retorted, stifling a blatantly fake yawn. “King Beran, we’re here, right? Right on the border of Ur-Tagga Cluster? Your proposed night attack surprises me. According to the moon almanac, Iridith will be below the horizon until the early hours–ah, but Jade, White and Blue are all full. Now it makes sense.”
 
   “Your student is making progress, Dad,” said Aranya.
 
   “You need to stoke up your fires, daughter,” said Beran. “How’s best to get you in the mood for battle?”
 
   “Wait, I volunteer for this most perilous duty,” said Yolathion.
 
   Beran averted his face from the Jeradian to make a funny expression for Aranya alone. She almost choked with embarrassed laughter. Not only did her cheeks turn scarlet, but her inner fires roared to life, too. Aranya had to clamp down on her response before their map burst into flame. But when Yolathion wrestled her onto his lap to allegedly stoke her Dragon fires, a small whirlwind of fire did indeed burst into being beneath the table and scorched his trouser-leg before dancing next to the crysglass window for a few seconds.
 
   All too soon, battle called. Aranya left the navigation room to transform into her Dragon form–but she was not smarting. Yolathion’s droll comments had provided the perfect distraction.
 
   The Immadian Dragonship fleet doused all lights and stilled their meriatite furnace engines, drifting on the breeze toward the outermost Island of Ur-Tagga Cluster, which was only a quarter-league across and dominated by a Sylakian fortress set on a steep hill.
 
   “Eighteen Dragonships,” Aranya hissed down to her father from her perch atop the Dragonship. “Possibly more hidden behind the hill.”
 
   A red lantern winked from Beran’s flagship, sending an agreed signal to eight of the Immadian Dragonships. They drifted into the Island’s nearest bay and threw down anchors. Four hundred dark Western Isles warriors swarmed down the anchor ropes and melted into the night. The eight Dragonships, catapults and war crossbows manned and primed for action, slipped away to make a flanking attack from the east. The Amethyst Dragon drifted upward on a warm bed of air, almost a daytime thermal, carrying Yolathion aloft. She searched the night with all her senses alert. Her spine-spikes tingled with anticipation.
 
   There, a signal from near the base of the fortress walls. The ground forces were in place.
 
   Go, my friends. Disable the sleeping Dragonships.
 
   The ice-dragonets flitted across the face of the White moon, almost invisible to the naked eye.
 
   Aranya concentrated deeply, readying and shaping her stomach fires. She waited on King Beran’s signal. His Dragonships floated toward the fortress as if they were great fish swimming in the moonlight, one hundred and fifty feet of volatile hydrogen gas encased in a thin sack. How could the watch not see them? A purple light winked from the foremost Dragonship. Her colour. Aranya surged forward with a powerful wingbeat that brought her wingtips almost to touching beneath her body. She flapped twice more before she came within range of the fortress. Her Dragon vision focussed on the gates. She saw every bolt and nail, the splinters on the weathered surface, the mark of a blast of fire which must once have charred the wood. She saw the faces of three sentries in the guardhouse turning toward the movement they finally saw in the air.
 
   Pfft! Pfft! Two of her tiny fireballs seared the night. The massive wooden gates exploded in a sheet of flame a hundred feet tall. Her neck snaked sideways and her cheeks puffed slightly. Pfft! Fire rocketed into the huge central catapult emplacement, setting something off–perhaps a barrel of oil, because the secondary explosion was even bigger than the first. The Dragoness’ reactions took over, wheeling her away from the pyre instinctively, cutting her turn so close that flame licked across her paws and tail.
 
   Unruly, alluring flames! Aranya yanked her attention back to the battle.
 
   Screaming and bellowing, the Warlords and their warriors sprinted out of the darkness. The left gate, sagging on its hinges, yielded almost immediately to their eager blows. The bare-footed warriors ran straight over the burning wood, fighting each other to be first into the fortress and gain glory and names in the praise-songs they would compose afterward. Aranya caught her breath. There was something awesome and primal in that sight, a kind of collective madness she had never quite appreciated in the same way. The Sylakians had discipline. The Western Isles warriors were a river of passion run wild.
 
   Spinning mid-air, she oriented herself according to Yolathion’s shout. “Hold on, Rider.”
 
   Crossbow quarrels hissed through the night. Aranya dodged twice, grunting as an oblique shot glanced off her scales. Her throat worked. Pfft! A crossbow emplacement roared into flame. Soldiers leaped off the walls to save their skins from a roasting.
 
   A shrill discharge of magic registered on her senses. Where? Her neck twizzled urgently as she scanned the battlefield. Five Sylakian Dragonships sagged toward the ground. Three rose skyward, bravely flying Sylakia’s screaming windroc, but they were under heavy attack by the dragonets. Two men falling from the gantries briefly captured her notice. Then Aranya saw a shadow lift from the ground beneath the Sylakian Dragonships, a giant shadow with leathery wings and flight struts and a tail. Her claws clenched painfully. Dragon!
 
   Good, or evil?
 
   “Yolathion! A Dragon–there, by the Dragonships!”
 
   “Hit it, Aranya.”
 
   She shook her head. “What if it’s the one we’re looking for?”
 
   “You’d better be certain.”
 
   The Dragon rose into the moonlight, a heavy Green Dragon, glistening as though his hide were wet from rain. He lumbered through the air as though flying pained him, but she also realised that his scales were massively armoured, making him a flying fortress.
 
   Who are you? Aranya called.
 
   So, Shapeshifter, we meet at last, he replied. The timbre of his mental voice indicated an old Dragon. I am Harathion, great-uncle of Thoralian. Flee this place before you taste my wrath and fall into the Cloudlands.
 
   I am Aranya of Immadia. I flee no Dragon. Are you friend or foe?
 
   Know you nothing, little one? Dragon-laughter, cruel and cold, rumbled from his mighty chest. She knew the truth before he spoke, but even so, the rich scorn in his voice appalled her. I was old long before your grandfather was born. I have fought more Dragon battles than I have summers of life. Did you not slay Garthion? Did you not declare war upon my family and all that is ours? You naïve hatchling, you should never have left the egg. We destroyed Izariela. Now, the profound pleasure of destroying her daughter shall be mine.
 
   Their exchange took place at the speed of thought. Aranya tensed. He dared to mock her mother’s death?
 
   Behind her, Yolathion cursed quietly as he detected his Dragon’s response. He barked, “Attack him! What’re you waiting for?”
 
   Aranya spat a fireball. Pfft! Harathion did not even bother to dodge. He took her shot full on the chest and through the boiling cloud of fire and smoke, roared a mighty challenge mingled with laughter. His own fireball sizzled upward, but his aim was poor. Aranya began to duck, but aborted the movement.
 
   How did one attack another Dragon? Hit the wings? Those didn’t have scale-armour. Garthion’s wings had been shredded by an explosion right beneath him. No conventional attack would work against a Dragon of his experience. Aranya narrowed her eyes, keeping her distance from the Green as he gained altitude. Was he really that slow? Or was this a tactic to test her patience?
 
   Time for a decision. The Amethyst Dragon trimmed her wings and accelerated, firing her miniature fireballs rapidly, four in a single burst. Harathion furled his wings to remove them from harm’s way, but one fireball struck the edge of his right wing and blasted a hole there. Aranya growled. She needed to hit bone or flight struts, clearly–or strike him with a larger fireball, the kind that had burned her throat to cinders before. She did not want to close with the Green Dragon.
 
   Harathion turned and began to flap ponderously toward her father’s Dragonships.
 
   “Quick, throw him off course,” cried Yolathion.
 
   But the Green Dragon watched them covertly. What on the Islands could she do? Warm up her Storm powers? How did she do that? Well, if he was faking, so could she.
 
   Aranya darted forward, claws outstretched, reaching for his wingtip. The move was meant as a feint. But she had only an instant’s warning before his massive green tail whipped into her line of sight. Quick as she was, the Green Dragon was quicker. Aranya squealed inadvertently as a crushing weight struck her in the lower back region. But she curled beneath his claw-strike by instinct, tearing a decent chunk out of his left wing-membrane in passing. Harathion roared in pain. Aranya tumbled away from the snap of his jaws. Unholy Dragon fire, those fangs! He had to be twice her size and more.
 
   She heard the twang of a bowstring. An arrow lodged in the Dragon’s belly, but did not appear to do any damage. Deliberately, Harathion aimed a fireball at her father’s Dragonship.
 
   You overgrown ape! Aranya shouted. Harathion’s head jerked, making him miss the shot.
 
   With a tail-whiplash of her own, Aranya nipped around Harathion using a backflip manoeuvre Sapphire was fond of. As a forty-foot Dragon, she was not nearly as agile in the air, but it took her outside his field of sight for a vital instant. Aranya’s forepaws smashed into the Green Dragon’s left wing, breaking flight struts and tearing through the membrane in numerous places. Harathion howled fit to split the skies. She was so intent on her attack, so awed at the taste of Dragon blood, that she did not see his lashing tail in time.
 
   Pain burst into her chest. Coughing, choking and wheezing, Aranya saw black. A searing fire bit her shoulder; a sword-like claw embedded there. She ripped herself free by instinct, dropping fifty feet to avoid the disembowelling thrust of his massive hind claws.
 
   “Aranya? Aranya?” cried Yolathion.
 
   “I’m … fine.”
 
   “You’re bleeding masses,” he said, adding a few colourful epithets aimed at the Green Dragon.
 
   “Not as badly as him.”
 
   Aranya had made an impressive mess of the middle of Harathion’s wing. But he still had enough wing surface left to keep aloft. Golden Dragon blood poured out of the major wing arteries. His long neck snaked as he oriented on them now, abandoning any pretence of struggling or age. Harathion drove forward with abundant power.
 
   Chase this, you disgusting slob. The Amethyst Dragon executed a rapid turn, avoiding his rush. But her pursuer cocked his head sideways and sprayed a fine green mist across her flight path. There was so much, she could not avoid it all.
 
   “Poison!” shouted Yolathion.
 
   Aranya writhed in an attempt to protect her Rider. Her hindquarters swished through the fine mist. Smoke rose from her scales as a horrific fizzing sound came to her ears. Acid! She had forgotten this most potent Green Dragon attack. How could she stop it? The scales bubbled as the powerful acid burned through to the sensitive nerves beneath. Aranya’s shriek of anguish drowned out the sounds of the battle.
 
   Dimly, she heard Yolathion shouting, “Water. There, fly to the water!”
 
   Aranya folded her wings and dived for the small lake, just a couple of hundred yards from the fortress walls. She landed hard, dashing water in all directions. The relief was instantaneous. Cool water washed over her burns. For a moment, she enjoyed the respite. Then, she summoned her courage and launched herself upward, sheeting water from her Dragon hide. The Green Dragon’s acid had set every nerve in her back and legs on fire. Aranya remembered what Nak had taught her. Use the pain. Flow with it. Use her hurts to sharpen the Dragon powers.
 
   Strength flooded her muscles. Yolathion gasped as Aranya assaulted the skies. Perhaps he had thought her beaten. That too was fuel to her fires. Her three hearts pounded as a familiar potential gathered in her belly, a certain tightness that spoke of the power coalescing there, a thrumming in her ears that she suddenly realised was her body preparing for an attack–the sphincter muscles in her ear canals tightening to protect the highly sensitive Dragon eardrums.
 
   “Shield your ears,” she threw over her shoulder.
 
   Yolathion just stared at her foolishly.
 
   Now she opened her mouth, careful to conceal the power she hid. You flabby green slug, Aranya called up to Harathion. You fly like a colossal lump of snot!
 
   The massive Green’s eyes bulged. As the smaller Amethyst Dragoness flew straight at him, she saw a secretive smile curve his lips. His cheeks flexed ever so slightly to expel a thin, almost invisible stream of acid.
 
   Aranya’s storm-generated bellow struck him like a thunderclap, a wall of air that slapped the acid back in his face and shovelled it down his throat. Harathion’s wings quivered helplessly as the high winds thrust him backward. Aranya gathered her magic, drawing it together, concentrating the storm forces within her being. As his mouth gaped open to take his next breath, she fired a brilliant blue fireball straight down his gullet.
 
   Thump. A muffled explosion shuddered Harathion from muzzle to tail. For an unending, awful moment, as the Green Dragon kept flapping his wings, Aranya thought her plan had failed. Then a burst of sapphire fire lit his scales from beneath. An expression of faint amazement crooked his mouth.
 
   Harathion dropped from the sky, dead.
 
   * * * *
 
   King Beran placed a small stool next to Aranya’s bunk and seated himself stiffly. “Getting too old for this battle nonsense,” he grunted.
 
   “Dad, you’re only fifty-three summers–”
 
   “And I feel about eighty after a night spent thumping Sylakians.” Beran eyed his daughter, lying on her stomach beneath a thin sheet. “Alright, Sparky?”
 
   “Sore,” she admitted. “My healing power has eased the worst of the acid burns, but I still needed half a pot of numb-wort for the pain. The medic was decidedly grumpy.”
 
   “By the mountains of Immadia, when that Green Dragon rose–”
 
   “You thought, ‘My daughter’s going to have that flying ralti sheep for breakfast’, right?”
 
   Beran’s eyes twinkled at her enthusiastic interjection. He said, “I discovered that fathers can fear for their Dragon-daughters. How did you defeat him? When you landed in the lake, I swear I had to fish my heart out of the Cloudlands. And then you rose glorious and compelling and I knew–I just knew–that you’d kill him. Foolish, aren’t I?”
 
   Never foolish, she thought, letting her eyes communicate her pride and gratitude. She said, “How did you know, Dad?”
 
   “Your spirit was greater than his.” Aranya shivered. After a long silence, he touched her chin. “You’re catching flies, Sparky. Come, teach me about fighting Dragons.”
 
   “Well, I spoke to him in Dragonish. Harathion was evil, Dad. He said he was Thoralian’s great-uncle. When he laughed … well, he can’t possibly have been the one Fra’anior mentioned. I hope not. Harathion was so thickly armoured I couldn’t get a fireball through his hide, so I tried for the wings, but then he burned me with his acid. Yolathion did well, Dad. He ordered me to jump in the lake.”
 
   “You burst his eardrums,” King Beran put in.
 
   “Oh. I did warn him.” Remembering the look on Yolathion’s face afterward, Aranya bit her lip. “I scared the living pith out of him, Dad. Well–I remembered how the scrolls I read in Remoy said that Green Dragons were immune to their own acid. Did you notice how wet his skin appeared? Green Dragons secrete a highly alkaline mucus to protect themselves. First, I blew his acid back in his face. Of course he closed his eyes to protect his eyeballs. Then I waited for him to take his next breath.”
 
   “And stuffed a fireball down his throat?”
 
   “A storm or lightning fireball–a blue one, Dad. They’re more powerful than the yellow fireballs, which are pure Dragon fire.”
 
   King Beran regarded her so gravely for so long that Aranya began to worry about what he was thinking. He said, “Sparky, you were awesome. Yolathion has to respect that.”
 
   Was he also concerned that Yolathion did not respect her enough? This added weight to her worries. Her father might sometimes be as distant as an Island wrapped in clouds, but his insight was dagger-sharp–a little too sharp, she thought wryly. Pressing her lips into a thin line, Aranya ventured the question which had been burning in her heart for days.
 
   “Dad, if Mom ever recovered–I mean, it’s impossible, but if she did, and there were two women living who you loved, what would you do?”
 
   “Asking the easy questions, my daughter?” he chuckled.
 
   “Always.”
 
   “The hard truth is, I don’t love Silha the way I loved Izariela.” Beran heaved a sigh worthy of five men. “With your mother it was a soaring-over-the-Islands love. She was like you, all fire and passion, an artist, as beautiful as the dawn. After she died, I never thought I’d love again. You helped me.”
 
   “I did?”
 
   “You drew me out of the dark places with your tears and smiles, Aranyi, with your zest for life and endless questions and … love. Silha is a still pool. With her I find a place of rest and peace. It’s still a deep connection, but different–I’m older now. Maybe that’s it.”
 
   He shifted on the stool, suddenly restless. “Can I venture an opinion on Yolathion?”
 
   She nodded, robbed of words.
 
   “Firstly, and I say this not just because I’m your Dad and irretrievably biased–” he paused to enjoy her quiet laughter “–but I want you to know, Aranya, and not only to know, but to grasp soul-deep, that Yolathion would be a fool to lose you. Islands’ sakes, it’s complicated. You’re a Princess, a criminal, a Shapeshifter Dragon and a woman on a mission to change the world. You have prodigious power. Your very existence is a web of mysteries we haven’t plumbed the half of.”
 
   The Black Dragon might roar in her dreams, but her father’s words struck her with the force of a falling Island.
 
   “If you were to ask me what I fear, then I would say I fear that Yolathion sees a rare beauty and a talented woman who would grace his arm, bear his children, and little more.” Beran essayed a brittle smile. “Would that he’d prove me wrong. The traditional Jeradian or Sylakian way, you see, is a matter of convenience. But there are Jeradians and Sylakians who have long and meaningful relationships indistinguishable from Immadian marriages. If your old father were allowed to offer any advice, he would say, be certain that Yolathion respects you for who you are and all that you are–Human and Dragon–before you commit to him.”
 
   Aranya stared into space, mulling over his words. She pushed the words into Dragon-Aranya’s brain, too, wondering what that part of her thought. Her stillness deepened. Her Dragon senses stirred, identifying the tiniest hairs stuck to her pillow-roll, the multi-coloured strands of her strange tresses, turquoise and orange, black and blonde, white and pink, and she wondered how anyone could ever learn to love all the strands that went to make up Aranya.
 
   Her sensitised ears caught a soft boot-step moving away from the door. Had someone been eavesdropping? Yolathion? Could he even hear through a closed door?
 
   Beran squeezed her fingers. “You need to rest and recover. One more thing, Sparky.”
 
   “Dad?”
 
   “You’re young. Have fun. The fate of the Island-World does not rest upon your shoulders alone. When you and I are long dead, these Islands will still be standing, and Humans and Dragons will still be arguing and fighting wars. Guard your soul with every power at your command, but if you want to kiss Yolathion, then kiss him with all of your heart.”
 
   A brilliant smile soared from her heart to her lips. “Dad, you’re amazing.”
 
   “Stars are amazing. I’m just a Dragon’s father.”
 
   * * * *
 
   A league above the Dragonships, drifting through an immense stillness to the accompaniment of what she had come to think of as wind-song sighing across her scales, Aranya surveyed the Island-World. Ostensibly, she was looking for Dragons. Many Islands lay scattered beneath her. The further south and west they travelled, the richer and denser the vegetation, and the greener the Islands as a result. She imagined an enormous, world-spanning Dragon’s paw scattering these Islands hither and thither, perhaps a Dragoness, whispering, ‘I scatter these jewels across the crown of the world.’ Jewels? Or elongated crystalline teardrops, piercing the Cloudlands like the icicles that gathered on the eaves of Immadian houses in the winter?
 
   Yolathion could not fly with her. His ears hurt too much.
 
   The solitude sang to her soul. No wonder Izariela had loved to go to the top of her tower to watch dawn breaking over the Cloudlands. Aranya sighed with the heaviness of three laden Dragon-hearts. Those memories were so fragmentary, formed when she was so young, that it was hard to know for certain what was real and what she wanted to imagine was real. Izariela the Star Dragon. Izariela, King Beran’s wife. Izariela, the woman who must have flown in her Dragon form with Aranya in her womb.
 
   How was that even possible? Where did the other form reside meantime, with another life beating within it? Did the baby transform at the same time as the mother? And, for that matter, could a Shapeshifter start life as a Human foetus or as a Dragon egg, or either of the two?
 
   Her eye kept returning to Naphtha Cluster. Black, brooding rock, a blot amongst the otherwise emerald lilies adorning the Cloudlands, were those fatal clouds only a lake and the Islands leaves floating upon opaque waters. Where were the grasses and the fields, the tangled forests and the meadows? Why was that Island-Cluster different?
 
   She could as well watch from a league forward of the Dragonships, or two, or ten. Aranya’s wingbeat quickened. She should spy on the Sylakian fortress beyond Naphtha Cluster. And beyond that? At last, the most westerly of the Western Isles. Yanga Island, west of which lay Cloudlands to the end of the world.
 
   The name drew her eye every time she read the map. King Beran’s forces would not need to travel that far, she knew. After this fortress, they would start the eastward push to secure Jeradia and Fra’anior. Beran planned to skirt the Spits to their north-easterly side, making a strike for Yorbik Island and a reunion with Commander Darron, Zip and Ri’arion.
 
   Oh, Zip. Please be safe, Zip, she breathed to the wind and the Islands.
 
   Yorbik dwarfed all other Islands. That was where the huge shipyards were located, the engineering bays within which they built the great Sylakian Dragonship fleets which dominated the world. If the shipyards fell, then the days of Sylakia’s power were numbered, unless Thoralian had more Dragons.
 
   Then, the eventual prize–Sylakia itself. Bait the rajal in his den.
 
   Fra’anior? Is Yagga Island where I should search for the Dragon?
 
   The whispering of the wind swallowed her plaintive call.
 
   As Aranya approached Naphtha Cluster, realisation struck as if she had swallowed a six-foot crossbow quarrel. The rock was bare because it had been burned. The black was the soot and scorch marks of Island-wide fires. A tiny amount of greenery was growing back, like the first fuzz of hair after a head had been shaved, but the colour struck her as sickly. On her father’s map this Cluster had been marked as a populous one, one of the most populous in the Western Isles. Now there was nothing.
 
   Only wind keening across barren rock.
 
   Sick to her stomach, Aranya understood the reality of what she had heard but not appreciated with such visceral clarity, until now. Rolodia Island had rebelled against the Sylakians. They had razed the Island, slaughtered the people, poisoned the lakes, and burned the fields and forests. That was what had happened here. The destruction was too complete to be anything but man-made. Island after Island, large and small, tens of Islands across the space of several square leagues, had succumbed to the scourge of the Sylakian Empire. She saw the shells of iron cart-wheels, the bleached white of bone piles and the beams of houses or buildings lodged way down the cliffs. The Sylakians had thrown anything that remained after their destruction, off the cliffs.
 
   The sorrow in her Dragon-hearts sobbed across the land, mingling with the moaning of the desolate wind.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8: Battle Joined
 
    
 
   Ardan thrashed against his pillow-roll.
 
   Fire! Ash billowing into the sky, fires everywhere he looked, running over burning rock, his heart pounding in his throat as he ran to escape the fires … but his legs slowed. The powerful running stopped. Suddenly, he could not move. His eyes would not even close.
 
   He lay like that for an eternity before he heard the bolts scraping at his door.
 
   “Awake, pretty boy?”
 
   Rocia? Ardan wanted to turn toward her, but his body remained immobile.
 
   “Find the snake,” said Rocia. “Get him on a litter.”
 
   Torchlight flickered across his eyes. By the sounds, he knew there were several women in the room with him. His vision lurched as someone pushed his body with their boot. He saw Rocia, Mardia and a number of other warriors–six in all. What were they doing? Why couldn’t he move? Where was Kylara? Now he remembered–she had departed the previous day for the villages.
 
   “Snake did the job?” said a voice.
 
   Rocia said, “Can’t move a muscle.”
 
   Snake? Was that the reason for his paralysis? The roof moved above him. He felt strangely dislocated, as though he were floating through Kylara’s bedchamber. The warriors carried Ardan through an interminable number of tunnels, and then out in the open for what felt to him to be several hours. At some point in the starlit journey, he felt a quiver return to his eyelids. The paralysis was wearing off.
 
   Now they carried him into a cool, dank tunnel. A narrow entryway led to what he sensed was a large open space. The torchlight receded. He heard wooden mallets pounding, great blows coming dully to his desensitised hearing. The warriors dumped him on the sandy floor. His arms and legs moved. A hint of feeling stole back into his muscles, enough to let him know that he was being lashed to stakes in a spread-eagle position.
 
   “What you gonna tell Kylara?” asked Mardia.
 
   Rocia spat on Ardan’s leg. “This boy’s playing our Warlord for a fool. Anyone can see she’s naïve. We make him talk, nice-like, and then we throw him off a cliff. Tell Kylara he ran away. Ran away, got that?”
 
   “Aye,” said Mardia. “Why not leave him for the caveworms?”
 
   “Gotta make sure the job’s done.” Rocia’s face hove into view above Ardan. “Ya got powers, boy? Ya take a stroke as could fell a windroc, and don’t die? Something’s not right. And I don’t buy this ‘I don’t remember’ pony-manure. Ya talk, ya die. That’s today’s work for ya.”
 
   Ardan’s fingers quivered.
 
   “Got to wait for the poison to wear off,” said another warrior. “He won’t feel it otherwise.”
 
   “Aye. Drink, anyone?” Rocia asked. “Besides, I’m getting tired of playing second rajal to Kylara. Maybe she needs to fly, too.”
 
   So, Rocia plotted against Kylara. He should have guessed she had ambitions. The warriors passed around a gourd of potent prekki spirit. Gradually, Ardan began to notice light filtering down from somewhere above. The cavern was huge, disappearing into shadows in every direction. He saw how the warriors had staked him out. No chances. The ropes securing his wrists and ankles were double-lashed to thick stakes driven deep into the cavern floor. Some feeling had crept back into his limbs, but not enough.
 
   This was looking even worse than the day Kylara had tried to spill his brains out beneath the prekki-fruit tree.
 
   Ardan cleared his throat. He felt as though he had been gargling rocks all night. “I don’t suppose you’d skip this if I entertained you with a song and a dance?” he croaked.
 
   Rocia smiled a windroc’s smile at him. “Too late for that, boy. Sudden urge to talk?”
 
   “Can’t we reach an understanding?”
 
   “Had ya opportunity. Lost it,” she said. Rocia pulled a large, tightly-lidded metal container out of her backpack. The lid had holes punched in it. “Don’t know if ya heard of these, slave? Cannibal slugs. A special surprise of these caves.” Twisting open the container, Rocia peered inside. “They’ll eat just about any flesh. We use them to clean animal skins. Don’t like the hide, ya see. But they’ll pick anything else perfectly clean.”
 
   She leaned over him and with her dagger-point, traced several lines on his stomach. Blood welled up instantly. “We’ll give them a taster over here.”
 
   Carefully, Rocia tipped the jar and dropped several slugs on his stomach. Ardan’s eyes widened. Five inches long and a revolting luminous green in colour, the slugs reminded him of the swamp leeches of his native Naphtha Cluster. Cool slime trailed across his skin.
 
   “They have little teeth on the underside. Kind of like a file or a rasp. Whatever they do or secrete, it burns like nothing you ever felt before. So, what’s ya real name?”
 
   “Ardan, best I remember.”
 
   He gazed down his body. The slugs moved slowly but inexorably, aiming for the thin trails of blood on his skin. His skin burned like an acid bath. He tested the lashings with strength born of a growing, burning discomfort. He bit his lip, hard. Rocia tipped several more slugs onto his stomach and chest.
 
   “Tell us about ya powers, Ardan.”
 
   “Put them in his armpits, Rocia,” said Marcia. “He’ll sing like a parakeet.”
 
   Sweat broke out on Ardan’s forehead. He groaned, “I don’t have powers. You have to believe me.”
 
   “Better start talking.”
 
   Now he felt the tiny rasps working on his flesh, abrading his skin, scraping the raw nerve endings to produce an exquisite kind of pain he had never experienced before. He would rather have had a dagger plunged into his gut, or walked across red-hot coals. The pain was excruciating. It excised his courage and unmanned him. Moaning, Ardan threw all of his strength against the ropes. He tasted blood in his mouth as his back arched up off the ground, clenched in an impossible, never-ending muscle spasm. And still the pain piled on, layer upon layer, suffocating in its intensity, driving through his body and mind like a storm ripping across an Island, taking everything with it. His world was anguish. He could think of nothing else.
 
   “I’ve seen a man twist up so good he broke his own back,” Rocia said to Mardia. “Oh look, one fell off. Put it back.”
 
   “Gaaarargh!” screamed Ardan.
 
   “Ya powers, Ardan. How’d ya stop Kylara’s blade? Tell me, and I’ll take the slugs off ya.”
 
   Someone was sobbing, sobbing for relief as the slugs peeled away his skin. Rocia kept nagging with her questions. The torment continued without a second’s respite. They added slugs to his inner thighs and the crook of his left elbow. The women passed around the flask of spirits, clearly settling in to enjoy the spectacle of his suffering. Shrill laughter surrounded him. The warriors unearthed another container and added slug after slug, until his body was covered in caustic slime and the slugs crawled over each other to try to find untouched skin to flay.
 
   The slugs ate very slowly. Each rasped the skin separately, a point of pain somewhere in a universe of agony, while he screamed worse than a woman in the throes of childbirth. Ardan would have done anything, said anything, promised anything, to make it stop.
 
   But the burning continued, tongues of agony lapping at his insides, until through the wall of white pain Ardan began to see impossibilities, to hallucinate, to know that he was lying atop a bonfire and the fires were burning in him and through him, cleansing and reaming, stripping away his humanity until nothing remained but the animal within, the animal squealing in mortal pain beneath the beaks of the predators, the six windrocs around him tearing at his entrails while he lay helpless to stop them, the claws tearing apart his rib-cage to expose his throbbing pink heart to the open air, until he no longer knew his name or his past and he was back beneath the prekki-fruit tree, and still further back, finding his way across the Cloudlands and he was …
 
   Drowning. Shooting comet-like across the Island-World. A volcano of power surged up from his gut, unstoppable.
 
   No-longer-Ardan stood beneath the mountain, feeling the weight of ancient rock pressing down upon his presence, and he became the beast. A roaring shook the cavern as though an earthquake had struck in that small space.
 
   Little creatures screamed and flapped about him. He swatted two of them. Pesky insects. Hunger raged inside his belly, consuming all even as the pain had consumed him in the time before. Meat! He needed meat. He was faint with hunger, starving, weak and trembling with his need. The beast flung itself around the cavern, meeting rock everywhere. No tunnel was large enough to allow him passage. He bellowed and clawed at the rock. Food! Quell the pangs!
 
   There. The sensitive nostrils presented a delicious scent to his brain. He pounced, bit deep, and fed. All was blood. Blood was good.
 
   The insects were gone. Three lay crumpled before him, never to move again. The creature ate of the long meat-worm until it stopped twitching and his belly groaned with fullness.
 
   Then, he slept.
 
   * * * *
 
   In the clouded skies above Naphtha Cluster, the Amethyst Dragon panted to Yolathion, “They’re on high alert.”
 
   “No jokes, eh?”
 
   “Ten Dragonships hiding behind the northern cliff. We need to tell my Dad.”
 
   “And only twenty-two above the fortress.” Because of his ear protection, the giant Jeradian was almost shouting at her. “Even numbers, but you know what that means in a Dragonship battle.”
 
   “Aye.” The Dragoness’ lip curled. “We need to break the line and convince them we’re not here to play Staves with them.”
 
   After briefing King Beran, Aranya and Yolathion headed toward the blocky black fortress. The Sylakian forces were distributed above and around it, protecting each other with overlapping fields of fire for their war crossbows and catapults. Each of the four corner towers boasted a towering war catapult, a structure some thirty feet tall. They would most likely be loaded with metal or rock shrapnel, which worked as effectively for downing Dragonships as it did against Dragons.
 
   Directly above the fortress, one of the hulking four-hundred-foot armoured Dragonships motored against the blustering breeze. Four footings on the gantries above the hydrogen sack housed catapults which could shoot nets designed to snarl a Dragon’s wings–as she well knew.
 
   The brisk wind made it a difficult day for a Dragonship battle. Aranya examined an unfamiliar tension in her belly, as though one of her stomachs had stretched to contain an overload of Dragon fire. She glanced beyond the dark battlements. The south-western horizon struck her as ominous, a deep copper colour with distinctly green overtones, as though the sky were a once-bright metal, corroded and discoloured. Fractious growls of thunder carried to her Dragon hearing. Displeased Land Dragons arguing, she thought, with a sharp, painful clenching of her flight muscles. Now, where had that odd thought popped up from?
 
   Aranya felt curiously unsettled as she returned her gaze to the largest Dragonship. It was only a storm. The Western Isles were said to suffer from huge windstorms. Perhaps that gave them an eroded, maltreated air, with prekki trees that hunched over like old men before the prevailing winds, and rock formations carved by the constant struggle against the elements. Anyways, this battle would be over long before the lightning and hail arrived.
 
   Yolathion eyed the largest Dragonship with equal unhappiness, although for different reasons. “I remember capturing you with one of those.”
 
   “That was quite a battle.”
 
   “But I beat you,” he replied, with a tight smile. “I beat a Dragon, whereupon a Princess of Immadia appeared before my eyes and jumped off my Dragonship.”
 
   “You can just erase that image from your memory.”
 
   His grin widened. “Why?”
 
   “Zip was dying. That’s the only reason you caught us. If my Rider had been well, we would’ve taken you out with the Pygmy bow and kept on flying all the way to Immadia.”
 
   “Besides,” Yolathion retorted, patently irked by her response, “you were covered in so much blood I barely recognised you. Neither the most flattering nor romantic image I have of you, Princess. Why can’t you just admit when you’re beaten? Why does everything need to be a battle with you?”
 
   Stung, Aranya surged forward, closing with the Sylakian Dragonship fleet. Flame filled her body and mind, crackling in her ears and sparking from her nostrils.
 
   “What happened to that sweet girl I danced with in the Tower?”
 
   Aranya roared, “She became a Dragoness! You just don’t get it, do you? I’m still that girl, but I’m also a Dragon. It’s all me, all Aranya.”
 
   “Now’s hardly the best time–”
 
   “No, because everything’s a battle with you!”
 
   The Amethyst Dragon cleaved the air with the force of her passage. Yolathion could not get the spark-stone working to light his oil pot, especially as she side-slipped three crossbow quarrels and then lifted dramatically to dodge a glittering spray of metal shards shot from the Dragonships’ catapults. Human-Aranya always had a temper. Her Dragon form made controlling her anger almost impossible–the overwhelming effect of adrenalin, the responsiveness of her fires and her emotions flaring and falling like sparks soaring from a bonfire, the power of a body and mind primed for hunting, battling and killing–she had to learn control. Otherwise, she’d hurt someone she loved.
 
   “Rolling,” she warned Yolathion.
 
   Aranya spiralled to her port flank, doing her utmost to confuse the catapult engineers as she feinted for one of the smaller Dragonships, before abruptly homing in on the largest. Intense blue fire seared out of her throat, the biggest fireball she had ever produced. It struck the windroc symbol on the side of the Dragonship squarely on the beak.
 
   “Now burn, you beauty,” she whispered, looking on with an ominous smile.
 
   The Dragonship was heavily armoured, a quarter-inch of metal sheeting over solid timbers, she had learned. How it even stayed up in the air was a mystery, given its monstrous bulk. Aranya tilted her wings into a graceful swoop as her Dragon sight detected molten metal dripping down the Dragonship’s flank, like bright blood pouring from an open wound. Yolathion needed no further warning. He raised his arm, highlighted by a brilliant light as if the suns reflected off a mirror. She felt the concussion wallop her entire body at once, while registering the sound as a dull thump against her eardrums. Suddenly, the sounds of battle roared into her ears again. How did her Dragon senses do that? Now she could hear crossbow quarrels; Aranya furled her left wing to take her into a dive.
 
   “The fortress,” Yolathion ordered, unnecessarily.
 
   Aranya ducked through the pall of oily, thick smoke, an amethyst-coloured shadow stalking the fortress. She let her instincts carry her through the field of fire, the massed ground and airborne weaponry desperately trying to track her swift flight.
 
   Pfft! Pfft! Aranya punctuated her attack with a barrage of miniature fireballs. From her saddle, Yolathion took several speculative shots at barrels of oil standing in the courtyard, which were used by Dragonships when fighting ground troops. She remembered Harathion. As she thought about his Green Dragon attack, a strange magical perturbation shook her body. Aranya glanced at her paws in surprise. Her colour had taken a definite slew toward a sickly green. Moreover, she had an unaccustomed feeling in her belly. Perhaps she had learned to use another of her five stomachs?
 
   As she arrowed toward the fortress gates, she expectorated three horrid gobs of rich green phlegm in quick succession. Her throat again acted like a long thin barrel, and the power of her shots made her gasp in surprise. Acid? She could produce an acid attack? Rich, fluorescent green splattered across the gate beams and the tall hinges. Acrid smoke boiled up as it ate both wood and metal. Screams rose from the Sylakian soldiers manning the gate.
 
   “Up and right, there’s a Dragonship,” said Yolathion, drawing the bowstring back to his ear.
 
   Her wings slashed the air, hurling them upward. Aranya hissed as catapult-shot pattered against her tail and tore holes in her inner left wing. Pfft! Her fireball streaked toward the offending emplacement.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Yolathion was learning to work with her, she thought, with a grateful smile.
 
   The Sylakian Dragonship fleet drifted apart as they came under heavy attack. Once more, King Beran’s orders were to try to capture as many Dragonships as possible, but the Sylakians had no such scruples. Crossbow quarrels criss-crossed the sky like flights of angry windrocs sparring for territory. Two Sylakian vessels sagged, taken down by the dragonets. She saw three tiny white shapes falling to the ground.
 
   Her Rider wiped his brow. “Gate emplacements. Our ground troops are nearly in position.”
 
   “At once, Rider.”
 
   She whirled into the heat of battle, letting a thunderclap of rage roll over the fortress. The madness was there within her, lurking, feasting on the smoke and fire and screams and the clash of metal upon metal. She fed the madness to her fires.
 
   Aranya pursed her lips. Pfft! Her fireball exploded against a war catapult’s frame. Flames engulfed the wood. She saw a man running briefly, wreathed in fire, before falling off the battlement. Sadness reverberated within her Dragon hearts. If only there was another way. Now, melancholy eclipsed her exultation. These were peoples’ lives being spilled, and no amount of talk about the freedom of the Islands could bring them back to the Island-World. But they had chosen to serve Sylakia. Pfft! Another fireball lanced forth.
 
   Turning her head to the sky, Aranya put the fortress’ destruction behind her. The gates, fallen. The raging fires. The soldiers still manning the walls. The screams of men locked in mortal combat, the howling of the Western Isles troops as they stormed the gates.
 
   Why did she sense a Dragon? Wasn’t it just unease related to that storm darkening the horizon?
 
   Aranya rose into the wind, smelling this way and that, extending her senses, her flight path taking her well above the battle.
 
   “What’s the matter?” asked Yolathion.
 
   “I thought I sensed a Dragon. Far away.”
 
   Her Rider made a wordless snarl of frustration before grinding out, “You’re obsessed with this other Dragon. The battle is here! Concentrate!”
 
   He was right. “Yes, Yolathion.” She sounded so meek, she hated herself. “Diving.”
 
   Suddenly the wind buffeted them powerfully. Her acceleration made her Rider howl in surprise. From an almost standing start Aranya threw herself into a dive of over forty leagues per hour, faster than a man’s falling body. Amethyst streaked the sky.
 
   Whomp! Aranya landed atop a Dragonship, using the soft hydrogen sack to break her fall. It ripped apart. The Amethyst Dragon rode the falling vessel for a moment, smiling at her father’s Dragonship directly opposite, before hurling herself at another group of three, where the dragonets were doing their deadly work. Her eyes lit on a soldier who crushed a dragonet with his war hammer. Aranya’s scream of raw fury cut across the battlefield.
 
   Cutting across the path of a passing Dragonship and smacking it with her tail for good measure, ripping huge holes in two of the hydrogen compartments, Aranya aimed for the hapless Sylakian Hammer. He leaped to his death rather than face a Dragoness’ wrath. Aranya’s claws crunched into the dangling cabin. She punched her forepaw through the armour, finding the furnace room and smashing the furnace engine with a single blow.
 
   Amethyst Mama-Dragon! called the dragonets, abandoning their attack to greet her.
 
   My friends, Aranya welcomed them. Work with me.
 
   Leading the dragonets, Aranya worked systematically to down the remaining enemy dirigibles. The Sylakian Hammers gave no quarter and refused to surrender. But they could not stand against the might of King Beran’s forces combined with the awesome power of an Amethyst Dragon.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya limped around the map table to place her finger on the map. “Ur-Yagga Cluster, Yanga Island, Dad. Somewhere here, or around here, one of these eleven Islands–”
 
   “My daughter can hardly walk straight and has used up half my store of bandages, but she insists on going to hunt Dragons?”
 
   Beran, patched in a few places himself after helping the ground troops mop up the pockets of Sylakian resistance inside the fortress, regarded her sternly. His tone made Sapphire bare her fangs; Aranya soothed the dragonet with a touch of her mind. As was her habit, Sapphire sat crouched on her left shoulder with her thin, whip-like tail coiled around Aranya’s neck.
 
   But then King Beran shook his head and began to chuckle.
 
   “What? What’s so funny, Dad?”
 
   King Beran said, “When you get that determined look in your eye and jut your chin out just a bit, you look exactly like your mother. And I mean exactly.” Aranya favoured this idea with a disdainful sniff, but secretly, she was pleased. “To make your life easier, I shall therefore order Yolathion and four Dragonships to accompany you on this scouting mission.”
 
   Her eyebrows shot upward. “Dad … Islands’ sakes, you’re just too observant sometimes.”
 
   “Give your Dad a kiss, then.”
 
   “A Dragon kiss?” she said, pertly.
 
   “Right here.” He indicated his bearded cheek.
 
   “With pleasure.” Aranya said, “An order would help. Skip the Dragonships, Dad. Yolathion and I can catch up with you far faster if we don’t have Dragonships slowing us down.”
 
   “I want you to recruit some troops, Sparky.” There, the wily cliff-fox was back, his expression sharp in the cabin’s lamplight. “Our allies tell us that Yanga Island has a warrior force comprised solely of women.”
 
   “Women warriors? In the Western Isles? Did they disparage them?”
 
   “Severely,” said Beran. “What does that tell you?”
 
   “They’re good.” Aranya grinned. “Any corroborating stories from the Sylakian captives?”
 
   “Excellent, you’ve been listening with at least half an ear,” her father complimented her. “Apparently this all-female warrior force downed five Sylakian Dragonships about two weeks ago. Ground troops taking out Crimson Hammer troops and their supporting Dragonships, Sparky–you and I both know what a feat that is. Their leader is a woman called Kylara. She’s said to be tougher than a piece of dried goat sinew, and deadlier than a rajal.”
 
   “You want me to recruit her?”
 
   “That’s my girl.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9: The Fingers of Ferial
 
    
 
   ENJOYING a turbulent following breeze, Commander Darron’s Dragonship fleet swept southwest from Gemalka to Helyon Island in just three days, pausing briefly to take on supplies before proceeding to Ferial, which lay only hours north of Yorbik, the largest known Island, which housed the well-fortified Dragonship factory site.
 
   In the lamplight of the forward navigation cabin that evening, Darron’s face was as graven and leathered a map as the worn scroll which his forefinger rested upon. “Ferial Island is a Sylakian stronghold,” he said. “They’d like as welcome us with a crossbow quarrel between the teeth.”
 
   Around the table, his captains nodded. One, with typically Immadian understatement, said, “Then we’ll tickle them with the feathers sticking out of our mouths, Commander.”
 
   At her right side, Princess Zuziana sensed rather than saw Ri’arion smile.
 
   Darron added, “It’s also the northern gateway to Yorbik Island–and I don’t need to tell you what a prize those shipyards are. We must not leave our backs vulnerable when we close the pincers on the Supreme Commander’s Dragonship fleet. Our spies still place them at Sylakia, as best we know, but the intelligence is almost a week old. Thoralian must respond, either to defend against Beran’s advance from the west or to protect Yorbik.”
 
   “Or both, Commander.”
 
   The grizzled Immadian Commander clinked slightly as he turned his gaze to Ri’arion. He always wore his armour. The armour had been polished, but still displayed the dents and dings of many years’ service. A plain sword and a pair of Immadian forked daggers hung at his belt. There was nothing flashy about him, yet the respect his captains accorded him was plain.
 
   “Your sense of danger, Ri’arion?”
 
   “It remains,” said the monk, firmly.
 
   “But not Ferial? Definitely Yorbik Island?”
 
   “Aye. I sense magic. Dimly, as if deeply hidden–yet the sense grows stronger the closer we draw to Yorbik.”
 
   Darron’s lips compressed into a thin line. “You travelled this way once before.”
 
   Ri’arion’s smile was an unapologetic grimace. “Aye, Commander. I cast my mind back, but I do not recall any such inkling then.”
 
   “And what does your inkling indicate?”
 
   Another military man might have poured scorn into that question, but not Darron, Zip thought. His father had been a Dragon Rider–the last Rider of Immadia Island, she had learned.
 
   Ri’arion’s hand tightened on her waist as he replied, “Dragon magic.”
 
   “Aye? Very well, ” said the Commander. His finger stabbed the map once more. “First, we must deal with the unique challenges Ferial Island will pose for us. Princess, when your father and I scouted Ferial–”
 
   “Wrong Princess,” said Zip, with a small chuckle. “You keep doing that, Commander. I’m the undersized Remoyan one, remember?”
 
   The Commander guffawed, “Aye, I’ve written your name in bold, bad red ink on the scroll of people who dare to burgle my castle. And, you’ve a decidedly oversized lightning attack. That was impressive.” Zip decided not to alert him that her and Ri’arion’s mind-meld experiment was not progressing quite as impressively. He said, “Now, even a Dragoness needs to be wary around Ferial. The secret to their defence is the coal storks.”
 
   “Coal storks?” Ri’arion frowned. “Aren’t they extinct?”
 
   “Everywhere except Ferial, where they breed and train them in secret,” said the Commander. “Coal storks are carrion eaters. Wingspan around ten feet. Black as the night and the ugliest birds you’ll ever see–hence the name. But they have a two-foot beak that can stab through armour. Twenty or thirty can take down a Dragonship.”
 
   Or a Dragon, Zip told herself, shivering, never more grateful to lean against Ri’arion’s solid frame. But a contrary, aggressive growl forced its way past the constriction in her throat. She snarled, “Just let me loose. I’ll shred those flying slugs!”
 
   Zip clapped a hand over her mouth. What?
 
   “Who unleashed the Dragoness?” chortled Ri’arion, patting her head. He dodged adeptly as she snapped at him. “Down, girl.”
 
   Zuziana swallowed, shuddering, fighting her Dragon as it threatened to overwhelm her. “I’m … sorry, I …”
 
   Ri’arion’s smile wavered. “Zuzi?” His cool fingers touched her forehead. “Here, how’s–”
 
   “Get off me!”
 
   She crashed against the crysglass window behind her. Choking. Weeping. Sweating. Yet with clenched jaw and an inner wrench, she denied her Dragon egress. No! These were her friends, her allies, and her beloved, who hurriedly re-established his inscrutable monk-face. For Ri’arion, the temptation to intervene with his Nameless Man powers must have been almost unbearable. She read his pain and anger with the sensitivity of her Dragon senses, the minute play of muscles along his jaw and the narrowing of his deep blue eyes, those windows to a universe of magic and power.
 
   Zuziana stared at the tall Fra’aniorian. “Sorry, Ri’arion.” She smoothed her simple, turquoise Immadian gown with compulsive strokes of her hands, assuring herself, yes, she was Human-Zip. No, she was not an untameable beast. Dragon-Zip wanted out. She wanted to seize control, and the power she promised was both dangerous and frighteningly addictive. ‘When the time is right,’ she placated her Dragon-self. ‘Battle will come.’
 
   They must think she was off-the-Island crazy.
 
   Was she quite convinced of her own sanity?
 
   Deliberately, Zip pushed herself off the cool crysglass and moved over to tuck her head beneath Ri’arion’s chin. “Hold me,” she whispered. Demanded, in truth, as her invisible but palpable Dragon form stirred her hidden pools of magic. Bathed in them. Drew on their strength. She had assumed the Dragon part of her would simply be her. Why this sudden lurch toward independence? Surely it was impossible for a Shapeshifter to cleave apart what was one, inextricably interwoven being? Yet she sensed an inner warring …
 
   “Almost transformed,” she said into Ri’arion’s loose-weave shirt, holding him as though she could absorb his strength, his humanity, through her skin. After a brief pause, she turned her head. “Carry on, Commander. I’m fine.”
 
   She was not. Zuziana had the distinct impression that her Dragoness was unimpressed at being subordinated to her Human form, and planned an insurrection at the earliest opportunity. Great Islands! Her Shifted form could not be a parasite, surely? What if Aranya had created a monster which planned to gobble her up … she gave herself a mental slap. What was she doing, dreaming up the night terrors of a five year-old? No. She would bring her two forms together, even if it killed her–no! She sighed.
 
   Darron’s voice remained very dry as he said, “The birds are the first problem. We’ll load up with shrapnel and archers to counter them. The second problem is the fingers themselves. Ferial is like an upraised hand, as you know. Eleven fingers. Each rock spire is connected by the famous bridges. But it’s less well known that the bridges can be collapsed at strategic locations. Our goal is simple. Destroy the birds and disable their Dragonships. Thus isolated, they cannot harm us. And we will achieve this by sabotage.”
 
   “Sabotage, Commander?” asked one of the warriors.
 
   “Aye. I’ve a Dragoness up my sleeve.”
 
   On cue, Zip’s Dragoness uttered a vicious growl.
 
   * * * *
 
   Dragon-Zuziana spent the remaining hours of darkness ferrying forty black-clad Immadian ‘specialists’, as Darron politely called them, three at a time, to the spires of Ferial. Eleven spires. Thirteen heavily-loaded trips–four men on the last, which was poor planning on her part–after which Zuziana thought her wings might just fall off. She clung to the Commander’s Dragonship, panting and groaning alternately, while her Rider fulminated beneath his breath at an Azure Dragoness who allowed others to ride on her back.
 
   Zuziana was too puffed out to even crook a claw in protest.
 
   The larger spires required four or five men to carry out Beran and Darron’s devious plans. Stealthily, using long ropes and climbing equipment especially developed for the frozen peaks of Immadia Island, the specialists rappelled down the allegedly unclimbable, sheer cliffs of Ferial, a mile or more before they reached the inhabited levels. In years past, spies had attempted to map out the caverns berthing Ferial’s Dragonship fleet and the coal stork holding pens. Now, that intelligence would be put to the test.
 
   By the time Commander Darron joined her atop his Dragonship, Zip had regained her strength enough to playfully kiss the top of Ri’arion’s head. “My scales itch at the prospect of battle,” she said.
 
   “My pate itches at the proximity of a Dragon’s fangs,” he returned. “What do you see, my keen-eyed reptilian beauty?”
 
   “All is still …” Zuziana scanned the spires again. A light dawn mist wreathed the dark, vine-festooned spires and the bridges between the mystical spires. Then, movement caught her eye. “Wait. Dragonships on the move–three of them. No, five.”
 
   “It was inevitable,” said Darron, raising his fist to signal the fleet.
 
   The Azure Dragoness distinctly heard the furnace doors squeak open inside the Dragonship beneath her feet. The tempo of the engines quickened, pouring power into the six great turbines. However, unlike a Dragon, the Dragonships made headway reluctantly, their great weight and volume rendering them sluggish in the air.
 
   Commander Darron elbowed Zip sharply in the flank. “How do you best like your Dragonships served, Lady Dragon?”
 
   “Lightly toasted,” she grinned, thinking that if she’d been in her Human form, the swing of his armoured elbow would have knocked her right off the Dragonship.
 
   “Good,” said the Commander. “Go warm up your toasting irons.”
 
   Ri’arion sliced his hard-edged hand through the air as though he wished he could crush the fingers of Ferial by force of will alone. “Let’s ride.”
 
   The Nameless Man gathered his power about him as if it were a swirling robe, mounting up with a series of sure leaps. Her Rider’s weight settled in the saddle. Zuziana, twizzling her neck, took in his frown of fierce concentration. Roaring rajals. There would be fire snorting from his nostrils next.
 
   “We’ll test the mind-meld, Zip,” he announced briskly.
 
   Zip nodded. “I’m ready.”
 
   “Remember, we need to disable those Dragonships if possible. No triple lightning-strikes. I could not levitate you out of the Cloudlands.”
 
   Zip swallowed a lump in her throat. An unexpected chink in his mental armour had revealed his true fear. A Dragon-sized chink. And now the serene monk-face was firmly back in place, his hands checking saddle straps and weapons, his mouth shaping words of magic in a language that sounded so similar to Dragonish, but was apparently unique to the warrior-monks of Fra’anior. She disguised a many-fanged grin by launching off the Dragonship’s platform, making the entire vessel lurch.
 
   A Dragon’s wings cleft the gilded beams of a twin-suns dawn.
 
   Impatience and fear quickened her Dragon hearts. But the Azure Dragoness retained the presence of mind to arrow her flight up into a wispy cloudbank. Any element of surprise was a good one. As she rose into the cool, moist clouds, Ri’arion’s mental presence solidified in her mind.
 
   Ready, he said.
 
   I open myself, she responded, following the exercises through which Ri’arion had patiently led his inadequate student. Zip sighed so hard that the air shimmered in front of her muzzle. He was just so–cerebral. Suddenly, his thoughts unfolded before her like a flower. The feedback of his weak Human senses supplemented her far richer, nuanced Dragon senses, while her Dragoness mentally scoffed at Human-Zip’s abilities in that area. See. Who was the superior beast?
 
   Zuziana offered him her sight.
 
   Watch this, Ri’arion.
 
   The monk gasped. His sword was half-withdrawn from its sheath before he gave a low laugh. You see like this, Zip? I’ve a Dragonship right in front of my nose. Incredible! Oh … the colours and sensations flooding his brain were simply too powerful; Zip felt the instant he slammed up a pre-prepared filter. Oh! He fought for control, subsided, opened his own conduits once more.
 
   Alright, Rider?
 
   Ri’arion could not speak, at first. He wheezed, This is the best we’ve ever melded. Well done, dear one.
 
   And they became two parts of one whole. The connection settled under the monk’s guidance. Jealousy mingled with temptation and admiration within him, but he held back his Nameless Man powers, which she perceived as a constellation of variegated jewels within his mind. So much magic! So fundamentally different from a Dragon’s nature. But his integrity remained intact. Human-Zip decided that alone was worth a dozen kisses. Dragon-Zip pictured turning cartwheels with him in the sky.
 
   His mind lit up with a smile. Kisses and cartwheels?
 
   Love and battle, it’s all the same to me.
 
   Experimentally, he thought, Bank left.
 
   Zip responded as smoothly as lava racing down a steep mountainside.
 
   Awesome, her Rider exulted, pumping his fists toward the sky. You’re awesome. Now, we’ve a job to do.
 
   His thoughts filled with a torrent of calculations and vectors and scenarios for destroying and disabling Dragonships, a plethora of spells to repel and destroy … Zip had to shunt his deliberations to one side simply to hear herself think. Mercy, this was harder than she had imagined.
 
   The suns burnished her flank as she angled her flight path, trimming her wings for the deadly, attacking swoop. Ri’arion’s sword rasped free of its scabbard.
 
   Let’s burn the heavens, Dragon.
 
   Would that I had the fire to do so, Rider, she replied.
 
   Then thy very scales shall blind them with thy glory, he said, but with a certain underlying grimness that Zuziana neither enjoyed nor understood. She felt chastened, very much the diminutive Remoyan, indistinguishable amongst her many siblings–and when had she started to think of her family in this way? Disgust soured upon her tongue.
 
   Abruptly, Ferial’s Dragonships loomed in her sight. Alarm gongs crashed and catapults creaked, taking their aim. Ri’arion rose upon her back to prepare for his leap onto the first Dragonship.
 
   Wait. Through the mental link, she helped him choose the instant she had side-slipped between their first shots, when her flight path would help him most.
 
   The Azure Dragoness rocked under the force of his thrust. Zuziana’s long throat choked out the roar she had thought should stun them, but it sounded like a kitten’s meow compared to Aranya’s storm-powered thundering. However, her speedy pass ripped a jagged, fifty-foot rent in the side of her chosen target.
 
   Simultaneously, she was with Ri’arion, darting along the top of the next Dragonship, slanting his huge blade first downward into the hydrogen sack, then veering as a crossbow crew aimed at him, fleet of foot, spinning his weapon to sever the crossbow’s tensioning arm in conjunction with the hand that operated it, now lifting his eyes to check her position, thinking:
 
   We’ll catch at the edge; swing over to the next vessel–
 
   She pulsed back, Three more Dragonships east half a league, incoming–
 
   –leaping–
 
   –I’m here, beloved–
 
   Landing lightly, perfectly synchronised on her back, Ri’arion said, Where are all the archers?
 
   The Azure Dragon banked rapidly, but the mental forewarning of her action allowed him to adjust as though he were standing on level ground. He did not even attempt to grab a handhold. She slipped beneath the overhanging cabin of a Dragonship, bringing her Rider to his next target. Ri’arion sprang free, flying sixty horizontal feet to a safe, two-footed landing on the side of the Dragonship. Although he flew well, she sensed the output of magic required to levitate was a significant drain on his resources.
 
   A slight change in air pressure was enough to warn her. Suddenly, the air above their heads was thick with dark wings and feathers. Coal storks! Ambush! Zip raced to claw and bite her way free, driven by Commander Darron’s assessment that the storks would immediately attack any Dragon–but that was a mistake. She broke into clear air.
 
   Zuziana! Ri’arion’s shout rang in her mind. Too many …
 
   Hacking, spinning, whirling that great sword about him as though he sought to surround himself with a wall of flashing death, the monk kept the mobbing birds at bay. Ten feet in wingspan, with leathery skins and beaks so tough they were able to deflect his blade, the entire flock of coal storks besieged the Nameless Man. Understanding flashed between them. It was the monk they wanted; he was the font of magical power, and they hated it with a passion that communicated itself in the set of every beak and claw.
 
   Where had they come from? Zip’s frantic glance, as she flipped over in the air with a desperate change of direction, took in the open cargo bays beneath two of the Dragonships. The Ferial Islanders had modified their tactics. Each Dragonship concealed a deadly cargo. Even as she watched, doors swung open beneath the Dragonship just below her. Black feathers boiled free, cawing hungrily.
 
   WHOMP! His magic flared, searing the air around him, burning the Dragonship’s sack. She responded instantly.
 
   Zuziana flung herself at Ri’arion at the utmost speed her wings could produce. No time for a magical attack. He dived over the edge of the Dragonship, surrounded by birds jabbing at him with their beaks, and before she could cross the hundred-foot gap between them, an agonising pain stabbed into her shoulder. The Dragoness jerked as the birds gored her Rider. His mind-meld transmitted the pain of each and every puncture wound with perfect clarity, as if they struck her very soul with fear and pain. She floundered, thrashing as desperately as a hooked fish.
 
   Even mid-air, the monk defended himself grimly.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Zuziana’s eyes cycled through black. A shockwave punched her body, but that was nothing compared to how it struck Ri’arion. He shot sideways, away from the knot of birds, thankfully colliding with the soft sack of a flanking Dragonship. Smoke billowed around them. Charred birds and Dragonship parts rained from the sky.
 
   She wailed inwardly, No wonder they hid the archers. No need.
 
   Help me, Zip!
 
   Hundreds of coal storks and one frantic Dragon dove for the Nameless Man, who had shielded himself from the hydrogen explosion with his magic. His daggers flashed as he slid downward; Zip forced herself to ignore the flashes of pain in her arms and neck as the birds gouged and clawed the monk, seizing and shaking his boots, goring his thigh to the bone. She tried to sever the connection, but that made white agony flare within her skull.
 
   Tooth and claw! That was what a Dragon did best. Zuziana snapped and clawed and burrowed into the falling mass of bodies, a haze of rage consuming her mind, spitting feathers and bones and crackling now with an electrical energy all of her own. He would die. One beak sliding into the wrong place, between bone and muscle, and her beautiful monk’s eyes would shutter forever. Hearing on the edge of her awareness yet another cargo bay creaking open, she bellowed in despair. Where was he? Why could she not win through to him?
 
   Aaaaah! She arched in agony as a beak speared Ri’arion near the kidneys. He had to stop the meld. She could not fly properly.
 
   The Azure Dragoness vented a primal shriek. Careless of life or limb, she smashed her way into the incoming flock of coal storks. Wing edges, claws, the whiplash of her tail, she did not care. But Ri’arion had fallen free of the Dragonship now, tumbling into the open air above the Cloudlands. The coal storks chasing his magic were so thick that she could barely see the man.
 
   She needed Dragon fire. Ri’arion held that secret.
 
   Give it to me! The Azure Dragon delved into his pain-crazed mind. Despite his resistance, she tore from the soft inner parts the knowledge she needed, from his memories of the time he had forced Aranya to produce Dragon fire. Don’t hide it–finally! Now I have it.
 
   A song of fire exploded in her mind, in her belly. Zuziana gulped as the fires finally ignited within her stomach. Heat rushed through her body, a sensation so exquisite and consuming that it threatened to set her scales ablaze. She bathed in the fires, crooning as if to a long-absent lover.
 
   Zuziana … please! he moaned. I need you. Give me your powers.
 
   No! This was what she had feared. Appalled, the Zip’s wingbeat stalled. She had violated the man she loved.
 
   Then, her neck extended. Her tongue rolled into a new shape.
 
   He was shielded by his magic, now. It sucked up all the strength he had left. The coal storks attacked zealously, but could not penetrate his defences–not for the vital second it took her to summon her Dragon fire for the very first time.
 
   Her hearts thudded: boom-boom-boom.
 
   A cone of fire scorched the beautiful dawn. It passed perfectly around the falling body of her monk, igniting everything it touched.
 
   Keening tenderly, the Azure Dragon reached through the drifting ashes to catch him in her paws.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10: Thundering Caverns
 
    
 
   Dragon and Rider winged toward the setting suns, making over twenty-five leagues per hour. Murky cloud battlements dominated the south and south-western horizons. Aranya’s nostrils identified a metallic yet noticeably humid tang on the air. A big storm, her Dragon senses warned. That strange tension returned, taking up residence behind her breastbone, a dull ache as heavy as a misplaced boulder.
 
   A storm such as those Fra’anior loved to frequent.
 
   Pushing thoughts of the storm aside, Aranya scanned the scenery from half a league above the Islands–all the height that Yolathion’s still-healing ears could tolerate. Her eye gladdened at the wild, unspoiled majesty of Ur-Yagga Cluster’s eleven Islands, the tangled forests, deep ravines and monumental cliffs. Never mind hiding just one Dragon in here! Fra’anior could have hidden an army of Dragons and she’d have little chance of winkling them out.
 
   To think this was the westernmost Cluster in the world, the edge of nothing. Breathtaking!
 
   But Aranya had no time for sightseeing. How did one track down a Dragon? She tried to focus on that tiny tendril of magic she had detected from Naphtha Cluster, but it was either absent or so far away she could not detect it. Ask around the villages? What welcome might a Jeradian and a Northerner find? Could she ask after Kylara and find out if she knew of a Dragon?
 
   Aranya spotted a charred village from the air. There, that was Dragon work, surely?
 
   But when she touched down at the edge of a massive inlet, she recognised her error. Scarred carcasses of Dragonships lay at either end of the deserted village. Much had been burned, but she had seen these patterns before. Sylakian destruction. There were no bodies left. Perhaps the Sylakians had visited a second time to remove their dead. She wondered what had become of the villagers.
 
   Yolathion agreed quietly with her assessment. He said, “This must be the village the Sylakians mentioned. They said a madman attacked them here, a madman who fought alongside Kylara’s troops. I can’t see the Warlord allowing that, can you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Let’s keep scouting. Kylara’s hideout can’t be far.”
 
   Aranya asked, “Any tracks?”
 
   The tall Jeradian walked back through the village, examining the signs with the eyes of a trained warrior. “Strange. If Kylara’s force is as strong as they say, I’d expect to see boot prints or pony prints, like these ones here between the huts. I’d say someone’s swept them away. We’ll do better airborne, Aranya.”
 
   Rider and Dragon swept southward along the spectacularly jagged cliff tops, sighting a family of black rajals from the air and tangling briefly with a lone, feral windroc.
 
   “There must be a thousand caves along here,” Yolathion groaned. “This Island is as riddled as yeast-bread.”
 
   “I wonder what’s out there to the west,” Aranya said, gazing to the horizon. “Surely the Islands don’t just end?”
 
   “Mind on the job, Dragon.”
 
   She bared her fangs at the emptiness. Yolathion!
 
   With darkness closing in, Dragon and Rider camped on the cliff-top in the lee of a massive clump of boulders. Curled up, Aranya thought she must look like just another boulder, albeit a decidedly purple one. Yolathion slept where Zip had always preferred to sleep, in the crook of her neck. Surreptitiously, she tried slipping a paw around his body, but that made Yolathion moan and stir. She touched him with her healing power anyway. She poured healing into her Dragon-body, before sleep sucked her irresistibly into its embrace.
 
   She dreamed of fleeing from storms that behaved like female rajals on the hunt, stalking her from all directions.
 
   Come morning, the approaching storm covered half of the sky in a portentous green-black barrier. It engulfed the rays of a clear, burning suns-rise in the east as though a vast Land Dragon’s mouth had risen from the Cloudlands, intent on swallowing the suns. After taking to the air, Aranya spotted King Beran’s Dragonships moored at the eastern periphery of the Cluster, as planned. They must have arrived during the night.
 
   Even at this distance, Aranya’s Dragon sight identified how the freshening breeze caused the Dragonships to strain at their anchor hawsers. She resisted an urge to scowl at the storm, or to think ralti-stupid thoughts about omens and premonitions. She had a job to do. The Black Dragon demanded no less.
 
   Aranya and Yolathion followed the imposing cliffs southward. They were a league above the Cloudlands here, a jaw-dropping vertical plunge worthy of the Last Walk, where Yolathion had once thrown Aranya off a cliff, expecting her to die.
 
   Instead, she had learned to spread her wings.
 
   Aranya squirmed at a strange prickling sensation along her spine-spikes. She probed the terrain with every sense alert, from the rolling, densely tangled hills of the interior to the dagger-slash of a cliff at her right wingtip. They passed over an enormous sinkhole–at least, what she took for a sinkhole, until Yolathion said:
 
   “Slap me over the head with a windroc, Aranya, that’s Cloudlands down there. That hole goes right through the Island.”
 
   Her hearts gambolled fitfully in her chest as she passed over the great hole. Now, there was a place Dragons would love to roost, she thought. But a tiny trickle of awareness drew her onward, just a teasing on the breeze, a thought more unconscious than conscious … and growing stronger? Aranya trimmed her wings, bringing them lower.
 
   “Found something?” asked Yolathion.
 
   “Not sure what, though,” said Aranya. “It’s more of a Dragon-sense.”
 
   “Follow it,” he ordered.
 
   Yolathion was supporting the idea of Dragon senses and magic? That was novel–and encouraging.
 
   Instinctively, the Amethyst Dragon slowed. She drifted away from the cliff, flying over the Cloudlands now. They passed cave after cave. After a while, the trail faded again. They agreed to double back. Aranya drew close to the cliff. She was almost certain something was holed up nearby, perhaps a Dragon in a cave.
 
   “A trail,” said Yolathion, pointing. “Look.”
 
   “Right.” How had she missed that?
 
   Aranya scanned the trail from a hundred feet offshore. “Fresh pony tracks, Yolathion. I sense this is the cave we should check.”
 
   “If there’s a Dragon in there, those ponies would’ve been eaten.”
 
   Aranya flared her wings, bringing them in for a landing on the narrow ledge. “Let’s go sniff around the entrance.”
 
   * * * *
 
   He heard the creatures before he saw them. The beast retreated deeper into the cavern, suddenly still, his senses suddenly prickling with readiness. Invaders, in his domain! Careful. One out there had hunting skills akin to his own. A slight scratching of claws on rock, the way the creature sniffed the air–it put him on edge. The air currents were flowing the wrong way for him to detect any scent, but that creature must surely sense his presence.
 
   He could not escape this cavern. But his belly was full. He had no need to hunt, unless those stupid creatures came to disturb him.
 
   To his amazement, he heard the two creatures slowly approaching along the narrow tunnel which led to the bright place, the place which hurt his eyes. They must be incredibly rash. And blind, because they carried their own light. There was a big one and a smaller one. The big one had a metal stick with him, while the smaller one with the strange multi-coloured pelt on its back, carried nothing. The big one moved as though he intended to protect the little one. That tiny metal stick against his great clawed feet? Silent, murderous laughter flooded his hearts.
 
   The beast held his breath. He willed his hearts to slow, to beat softly, so as not to alarm them even by the smallest sound. The two hairless worms entered the cavern where he hid, holding up the light and peering about them as though they saw only darkness. They exchanged sounds. Perhaps they had some rudimentary intelligence?
 
   The creature paused as he considered this. Odd how this thought resonated within his being. Until now he had thought only of food and sleep, and his frustration at being unable to find any exit from the cavern. But these pathetic creatures with their skin coverings entered with ease.
 
   His muscles trembled in readiness. Which one of them was the hunter? He sniffed the air.
 
   The little one froze.
 
   Without thinking, the beast reached out his paw and swatted the bigger of the two creatures aside. He slammed into the tunnel wall, his limb crooked beneath him at an odd angle. He lay unmoving. The little creature made a sound like the cries of the great birds he had heard outside, but it ran on spindly legs toward his upraised wing. Attacking him? Surprise froze him for a moment.
 
   Right, he’d crush the life out of this one, too.
 
   Colours and light smote his gaze. The beast howled, blinking furiously. The little thing was gone. In its place stood the most glorious beast in all creation, one who smelled familiar yet as different to him as the moons were from the stars. The aroma of it–her, he realised–was a heady perfume, a singing in all his senses. At once, frenzied emotions pooled thickly in his throat. His muzzle lowered instinctively, his prodigious chest puffed out and his wings flared, displaying his full hundred-and-ten foot wingspan. He overshadowed her with his muscular bulk, making her tremble violently as she retreated, amethyst eyes wide-agleam, drinking in the sight of this creature who confronted her.
 
   A low crooning burbled from his throat. She was lithe and slender, a dancing wisp eluding and enticing his understanding. He became acutely aware of the rapid throbbing of her hearts, of the dilation of her nostrils and the sinuous curve of her neck.
 
   With a roar, he mock-pounced at her. The Dragoness slipped aside with ghostly grace.
 
   Then she said, in a voice like a glissade of delight, What’s your name, o delicious Dragon? Ah, I mean …
 
   * * * *
 
   The greyish-black Dragon paused in his ritual to regard Aranya with eyes as depthless as the shadows that he slipped into and out of with such hypnotic ease. The idea of having a name seemed to have seized him by the throat.
 
   He coughed, I … Ardan. My name’s Ardan, I think.
 
   Aranya knew there was something important she was supposed to be telling him, but instead, all she could do was echo, Ardan?
 
   The male Dragon was monstrous. As an Amethyst Dragon she was smooth and sleek, whereas the spines growing from the base of his skull, and his neck-ruff, were up to four feet long. He was built like a Sylakian fortress, four-square and brawny. His lumpen shoulders clustered together behind his neck as though he had invited a brother Dragon to perch upon his back. Even his wing struts bulged with extra muscle, and the striations in his major flight muscles had to be five inches deep. Aranya was certain he would fly like a rock, or be able to bore his way through mountains just by chewing a tunnel with that rugged jaw of his.
 
   The beast called Ardan stalked her with unwavering curiosity. The Amethyst Dragoness found herself wondering what it might be like to be caught by this feral monster. She was faster than him, faster by far. But his sheer presence mesmerised her. All she desired was to shelter against his bulk and have his vast wing curve protectively over her body. His scent was the deep, enigmatic essence of a creature of shadow and dominion, the kind of scent the artist in Aranya imagined might be shared with starlight, incongruously conveying a hint of cinnamon and sulphur.
 
   Her hearts pulsated in her throat, chest and belly. This was not at all the encounter she had imagined with a feral Dragon. It was more perilous by far. He was breathtaking. Neither Garthion nor Harathion had affected her like this.
 
   Fright stoked her belly-fires to an almost unbearable pitch.
 
   Slinking forward upon his thick legs, the great predator asked, And thou, o delight of mine eyes? How shall I sing to thee?
 
   I’m c-called A-Aranya, she stammered, retreating again. P-Princess of Immadia.
 
   What is this Immadia?
 
   An Island far to the north of here, Ardan, she replied, finally remembering her mission. I came to get you out of this cave–
 
   Aranya yelped as he lunged at her. She leaped the wrong way, confused and sluggish, smashing into a solid stone column. In a flash and a flurry of wings, the dark Dragon was upon her. A cunning paw trapped her legs, flipping her onto her back. She growled, writhed, scrabbled at his hide in a frantic attempt to escape, but he slapped her muzzle and seized her with his paws. Then, Aranya gasped at the enormous upper-body strength of a fully-grown male Dragon as he pinned her to the cavern floor. Had an Island perched upon her chest, she could have been no less trapped.
 
   Stillness settled upon the cave, broken only by the thudding of many hearts as the Dragons’ gazes fused together–astonished, heated, turbulent. Was this a tightness in her chest, or had she forgotten how to breathe? Aranya suppressed the blue-hot fireball which had risen into the back of her throat, trying to tame her dread.
 
   If he had been feral, he was no longer.
 
   Did he not want to hurt her? Tear her limb from limb? The Dragon’s claws were unaccountably gentle upon her scales, and his great jaws did not gape open to rip holes in her hide. Could she still speak to him, she wondered? Reason with him? For what she perceived in his eyes was no longer hunger, but a volcano of emotions far more complex and wide-ranging than that.
 
   His gaze searched her soul.
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan held the young Dragoness defenceless beneath his claws. He expected her to whimper in fear, but her frantic hearts-beat suddenly settled down. Her pupils were dilated and her throat worked against his paw, which could entirely encircle her slender neck, yet she was unafraid. What? She should tremble! Flame licked from his nostrils as he demanded, Why do you not cower before me?
 
   Aranya’s jewelled eyes contracted with amusement. Because I could destroy you before you blink.
 
   His muscles tensed. How dare his captive goad him? Then, the Dragon’s laughter thundered around the cavern, shaking loose sand and rocks from the ceiling, until he realised his convulsive grip was crushing her windpipe. He eased the pressure on her neck but did not uncurl his talons, nor did he relax his grip on her neck, the major wing bone of her left wing and her right hind leg above the knee. As though drawn by hypnosis, his gaze returned to her face.
 
   Oh, her Dragon eyes …
 
   Her magical gaze drew him in and disarmed him, as though her eyes hid a vertiginous drop to places unknown. Her fire whispered Dragonsong to his feverish senses, eliciting a surge of unforeseen tenderness. From a killing rage, to desire, to … this?
 
   Now, Ardan found that an inexplicable pressure in his mind held him captive. Her magic weaved melodies to enthral his soul. He held a star, her purity so dazzling and intense that he wanted to gaze at her forever, to weep in cleansing rivers at her beauty, only his Dragon form had forgotten how. The beast was erased, replaced by a creature who wondered who he truly was.
 
   She said, Do you have any idea what powers an Amethyst Dragon has?
 
   The Dragon released her wing to scratch his chin in a surprisingly Human-like gesture. Let me see … o pulchritudinous Princess of a place which doesn’t exist, you have beguiling eyes–
 
   I don’t exist?
 
   Instead of answering her, Dragon-Ardan cracked open his jaw. He wafted his inmost Dragon fire gently into her face.
 
   * * * *
 
   The world spun on its axis.
 
   As Aranya breathed in the male Dragon’s flame-vapour, she knew at once it was more than just Dragon fire, for it conveyed the quintessence of all that was Ardan–Shapeshifter, Dragon and man–a constellation of impressions, as if the dark Dragon’s personality and past had exploded inside her mind in a single instant, but communicated nuances and complexities a million-fold to her awareness. Aranya saw all things anew. The universe held new colours, dizzying, rapidly-expanding ripples of sensations never before imagined, world-shaking in their intensity, uncontainable.
 
   In that instant, all was lost.
 
   There was only one possible response. Aranya breathed her own fire over Ardan’s questing muzzle, putting all of her soul into it.
 
   The Dragon blinked in surprise. He drew a deep, shuddering breath, and she recognised that for him, the shock was as intense and omnipotent as it had been for her. His dark eyes became liquid, fiery pools of understanding. A low, throbbing song rose unbidden from the depths of his formidable chest, a song of flying together through moonlit nights and rubbing necks and resting side by side in warm, sandy caverns, a song of awe and adoration, almost worship.
 
   Fire swirled from her mouth, fire intermingled with Dragonsong. It rushed together into the form of a blazing jewel, filled with colours and magical essences, a jewel which pulsed with her inner life. He had never imagined a thing more precious.
 
   She said, Thou, Ardan, my soul’s eternal fire.
 
   As if she dwelled within that fiery jewel, Aranya found her spirit rushing into him, igniting all that it touched. She was the shivers running up and down his spine. Visions crowded into his mind, images of birth and battles and loving and running and laughing and weeping in the ashes of his beloved home Island. Was this her power? The power to unbind his past, yet to soothe and heal with an extraordinary, consuming love?
 
   She knew that he desired nothing more than to offer her his greatest treasure.
 
   He said, Thou, Aranya, my soul’s eternal fire.
 
   She breathed again of his secret fire, and crossed the unimaginable divide between two souls, yet suddenly, there was no divide. Ardan’s fire dwelled with her, as though she had grown a fourth heart … no, as though their souls were united, and all she had to do to know his presence, was to search within.
 
   His tongue flicked her neck-scales.
 
   The Dragon-fire spell broke. Human-Aranya remembered someone who had licked her palm, a perverted, loathsome beast of a man, who had been a Red Shapeshifter Dragon. That memory spun her out of Ardan’s ambit of passion into a cold, bleak place.
 
   She had freedom. She transformed.
 
   * * * *
 
   Lost in the depths of his reverent song, eyes heavy-lidded and mind adrift upon the winds of draconic romance, Ardan did not realise at first that the Amethyst Dragon had slipped from his grasp like prekki tree pollen blown away on the breeze. Her scent lingered in his nostrils. His sensitive scales and wing membranes thrilled to the pulse of her incomparable magic coursing through his body as a bone-deep vibration. Her eyes, her wonderful, bewitching eyes …
 
   She was gone? Vanished!
 
   A growl of discontent surged from his throat. He lifted first one forepaw, then the other, searching for what eluded him.
 
   The little creature was back! The strange thing with the glorious mane knelt next to the bigger two-legged creature, touching his neck even as he had just touched her … in his dream? He noticed that the creature had fresh wounds on her back and buttocks, which were beginning to heal.
 
   How dare she misbehave!
 
   With a fiery snarl, the male Dragon pounded across the chamber and snatched the little thing up.
 
   “Ardan,” she gasped. Ardan, please … don’t hurt me.
 
   His forepaw was so huge, it enveloped her body in its entirety. The little creature struggled feebly in his powerful grasp. But–his eyes bulged–her voice! He thundered, What is this?
 
   Please, listen to me. I am Aranya. I am both Dragon and Human. You are like me, Ardan.
 
   Fire roared out of his nostrils. You lie!
 
   Smell me and know me–but please, don’t burn me. I’m already hurt.
 
   The huge nostrils flared, ruffling her hair with a cavernous inhalation. He felt and heard her little heart fluttering like prey panicked at the first inkling of a Dragon’s awesome presence. But before he even breathed in her scent, Dragon-Ardan stared into the small amethyst eyes which had so entranced his soul, and knew the truth.
 
   How was it possible? His fist loosened slightly, but still curled possessively around her frail form.
 
   What have you done with her? He snorted a gust of Dragon fire, slightly aside from the little creature, singeing her hair. How did you become this tiny … thing? Where did you hide my incomparable soul-mate?
 
   Like you, Ardan, I have two forms, she said. I’m a Shapeshifter. You can become like this if you think about it–it is magic, which is easy for you as a Dragon. Remember Human-Ardan? Remember having two arms and legs like me? Remember?
 
   He did. The world rippled. He fell forward into darkness.
 
   Next Ardan knew, he lay sprawled on his back staring up into a pair of amethyst eyes framed by sculpted cheekbones and the most incredible abundance of hair he had ever seen. It fell about him in a many-stranded waterfall, an impossible curtain of colours, enfolding him in a mysterious cocoon of allurement. Great Islands! Nothing else existed. Only … her.
 
   He groaned, “What a dream I had.”
 
   “It was no dream,” said the girl, in mellifluous tones.
 
   Her accent was exotic; a singing in the vowels that suggested fifteen sounds rather than five. It fired his soul with melodies of pure magic. Incongruously, Ardan pictured himself speaking to a songbird.
 
   Reaching up to twine his fingers in her hair, he whispered, “You outshine the stars. Only a dream could be so flawless.”
 
   “Don’t …”
 
   He raised himself to one elbow. Desire seethed within him, unstoppable. “Don’t what?”
 
   Her eyes flickered over the length of his body. The girl whispered, “Please, Ardan. Don’t look at me like that. I can’t …” She swallowed hard, to his perception, held captive by the power of emotions stoked to a volcanic pitch. “Introductions. Yes. I am Aranya, Princess of Immadia, a Shapeshifter, as you saw. A Dragon.”
 
   She thought she was a Dragon? Was she moons-touched? Odd, though, how he had just been dreaming about Dragons. And, how by the Islands, did a tall, slender foreign woman come to be here in the Western Isles? These thoughts were but distant echoes, a faraway, meaningless drum-roll of sanity amidst a scorching madness. What had she done to him?
 
   “And I am Ardan of Naphtha Cluster,” he replied. A heaviness like gravity connected them, belly to belly, soul to soul. He needed only a fingertip touch to draw her closer. “You’ve nothing to fear from me.”
 
   “You’re hurt.”
 
   Ardan cared nothing for the half-healed scabs and scars covering his body, nor could he remember how he had come to be wounded. He said, “Destiny alone has summoned us to this time and place. Come, my soul’s eternal fire, sweet Aranya–”
 
   “Please, no,” she gulped. “I’ve never … no, please. No!”
 
   “Yes. You want this.”
 
   “I … no, Ardan. Oh, stop me … no …”
 
   Her arms twined about his neck with a will of their own, her hair rippling about them as though stirred by an unseen wind. Her body trembled. Aranya nestled her face in the crook of his neck, and he was astounded at the febrile heat radiating from her skin. It set him afire. If she felt half of what he did, he thought, then they were already lost in the Cloudlands, winging away far and free. There was a roaring in his ears and a wild abandon in his heart.
 
   He kissed the girl’s neck and bare shoulder with great tenderness. “My treasure of the Isles, your cheeks burn bright. Your very soul quivers with a longing which cannot be denied.”
 
   A memory of Dragonsong consumed his mind. The flames within her reached up and enticed him in.
 
   * * * *
 
   The storm broke outside the cavern, seeming to charge her body with every lightning strike, her entire being pulsating to the percussive drumbeat of thunder, as violent and uncontrolled as the storm itself. She became the storm’s rising. Winds raged through her mind, sweeping all before their blast, burning with a sweet, enigmatic fire.
 
   All was incandescent, a desire that transcended any mortal reason or barrier, within her and without a tempest beyond imagination.
 
   Thou, my soul’s eternal fire.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya came to her senses slowly. Her strength was spent. From the angle of the suns light filtering into the cave, she knew that the day was drawing toward dusk. She was never cold, yet she shivered now. How dark the surrounding shadows. Why had the beautiful flame vanished? She ached for its warmth.
 
   As she stretched, her arm fell across the bare torso of the warrior lying on his side next to her, regarding her with soulful eyes as black as a moonless night sky. Mystery and melancholy inhabited his smile.
 
   Oh, no. Her heart jolted against her ribcage.
 
   He whispered, “I am sorry, Aranya. Your name is … Aranya?”
 
   “It is. What–what have I done?”
 
   Blunt, strong fingers stroked her hair. “Our desire burned out of control,” he said. “Words cannot convey my regret.”
 
   Regret? A sweet lie. But her regret was greater than any terrace lake filled to bursting after a storm, a pain which could know no stanching.
 
   Ardan’s arm was thick with muscle and scars, tattooed from his wrist up to his shoulder, and his fingers calloused from the use of weapons. He lay right alongside her, his legs entwined with hers, her head pillowed on his bicep and her cheek brushing the scarred expanse of his chest. She was skin to skin with a man. Not just any man, him. It felt so warm, so intimate and right–and yet so wrong. She could not bear to flee his embrace.
 
   Was this the Dragon-beast within, expressing its primal needs? A surprising gentleness on his part in the face of her devastating need … a choked-off moan escaped her lips. She wasn’t that kind of woman, was she? She wasn’t the kind of woman who played all day at the pillow-rolls with a complete stranger while her boyfriend lay unconscious nearby, with a broken leg if not a cracked skull?
 
   “Forgive me, Aranya, please.”
 
   “You … you want … curse you! Go toss yourself in a Cloudlands volcano, you freaking black-eyed monster!”
 
   Her scream echoed in the emptiness, swallowed up by cool rocks and dead-end tunnels.
 
   Why? Why had she not withheld? Disgust made her skin creep. She hated herself, while her tongue shrivelled at the taste of her curses. She hated it even more that she could never find it within herself to loathe him or what they had shared–their amazing, Island-shivering, magical day …
 
   “You’re blaming Dragons?” he chuckled, a low rumble that uncannily mirrored the voice of his Dragon form. “Girl, you’re fixated. Dragons don’t exist.”
 
   She hit him, punching blindly, a flurry of blows too weak to truly hurt. “A plague on you and your powers!” she panted, spitting and snarling as he trapped her hands in his powerful grasp. He held her so tenderly, it made her even madder. “You seduced me. I hate you! I hate me …”
 
   “You said you were untouched. You said no–several times.” His jaw muscles clenched. “I feel horrible, Aranya.”
 
   She didn’t remember telling him that. Bitter tears tracked down her cheeks.
 
   The dark-skinned warrior held her kindly as a volley of sobs raged out of her, born in a sure knowledge of what she had done. She had revelled in tossing her innocence into a Cloudlands volcano. Never could she go back from this moment. All the waiting for marriage she had prided herself upon and judged Yolathion for, all her precious, prideful morals, had been thrown away–forever.
 
   Why? How could she ever tell her father?
 
   Suddenly, her fury roared back in full flood. “Let me go. Let me go, I said!”
 
   Ardan drew back at her vehemence, yet he refused to release Aranya from his strong arms. She writhed in his grasp, shouting wordlessly, awash in such a welter of Dragon fire that he had to avert his face from the heat rising dangerously between them. She wanted to burn him! No, she’d burn him with love … oh, what did she want?
 
   Aranya hissed in pain, realising that she was scraping her acid burns against the rough rock beneath her back.
 
   “Did I hurt you?”
 
   “No. It’s from a battle.”
 
   Her scabs had been rubbed raw. Aranya pushed the pain to the back of her mind as she concentrated on his face. Words. Words could serve to keep the madness at bay. Briefly, she told him how she had defeated Harathion, while touching her back gingerly with one hand. Plenty of sand and grit lodged in those wounds now. Whose fault was that?
 
   He replied, “You offer a convincing tale, Aranya of–”
 
   “You still don’t believe … what about all this? The hair, the fire … Ardan, listen to me. You’re a Dragon. I’ve come to rescue you. This is no dream!”
 
   His eyes told her that he thought her simple, a bit touched in the head. “Of course I believe you,” he said. “I wake up naked in a cave next to an enchantress who spins a web of seduction so profound, it must be that I dream. Back in my real life, I belong to a woman called Kylara.”
 
   Aranya gasped, “The Warlord Kylara? Oh, heavens above and Islands below, can this day get any worse? I’ve stolen you from Kylara?”
 
   “Not quite,” he soothed. “I was her slave.” And he told her how he had woken beneath the prekki tree, and what had transpired there. By the end Aranya was chuckling, but her laughter had a hysterical undertone.
 
   “I think she’ll sharpen her scimitar on my head after this,” she said.
 
   “If we tell her.”
 
   Aranya ignored the invitation to lie. “And you don’t find it strange she didn’t split your skull open like a rotten prekki fruit?” She reached up to trace the scar with her forefinger.
 
   A quirk of his lips into a smile distracted her. She deposited a kiss on that smile, making it curve wider. The black eyes crinkled at her. ‘Perfect,’ they told her, wordlessly. ‘You’re beautiful.’
 
   “It is odd,” he said aloud, making her blink.
 
   Aranya asked, “How can a dream be this vivid?”
 
   “By a thousand Islands and more, this is the best dream I’ve ever enjoyed!” he enthused, confirming his lack of regret. Aranya’s mouth popped open. “You are the most amazing, talented, responsive and utterly glorious figment of my imagination I have ever had the delight–”
 
   Smack!
 
   Ardan’s entire body shook with laughter at her impotent fury. “Beauty, leave me be. I ache! I could not manage another uncovering of the pillow-roll if you promised me all the meriatite in the Island-World. The answer is simple. I dream. You do not exist.”
 
   “Let me tell you your dream,” she retorted, sinking her teeth into the hand that now cupped her cheek with aching tenderness, two parts affection and one part apology.
 
   “Ouch, you little cobra!”
 
   Aranya snarled, “You wake in a cave. Suddenly, two strange, ape-like creatures appear. You crush one with your paw. The other turns into an Amethyst Dragon, a Dragon with scales the colour of my eyes. You stalk her. Then, you pounce. She crashes into a column. You trap her beneath your claws, grasping her neck here, and her wing–”
 
   The warrior managed to turn commendably pale, given his dark skin. “You inhabit my dreams, enchantress?”
 
   “Maybe I should just hand you over to this Kylara,” Aranya blazed back, “because I am a Dragon and you clearly have the thickest skull in the Island-World!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11: Kylara
 
    
 
   Between them, DESPITE Aranya’s wobbly legs and aching back, they managed to shift Yolathion out of the cavern and onto the ledge without jolting his broken leg too badly.
 
   As he beheld her in the suns-light for the first time, the dark Western Isles warrior seemed to grow hopelessly diverted in his task. The black eyes burned her up so hungrily, Aranya knew that the Dragon in him was alive and well. She shivered delicately. Mercy, how he stoked her fires! Poor Yolathion, big as he was, was a slender boy in comparison to this thickset warrior–so unlike the type of man she was usually drawn to, at once masculine and powerful, yet capable of a draconic grace of movement.
 
   Ardan smiled at her as if he discerned her inmost desires. Perhaps he could, if the fire burned true. When she pointedly suggested he find Yolathion’s spare trousers in their saddlebags and a dress for her, Ardan chuckled and attempted a mischievous pinch at her backside.
 
   On second thoughts, she did not need to dress if she was clothed in her Dragon hide.
 
   He turned, and recoiled. Dragon-Aranya glowered at him. Just let him think about seducing the Princess of Immadia now!
 
   “Ah,” he grinned faintly. “Reality bites, I see.”
 
   To his credit, despite his heart thumping so frantically that she could have heard it fifty feet away, Ardan looked the Amethyst Dragoness over from top to toe. Her scales tingled at his awed expression. Magic? Or longing?
 
   As he stepped toward the saddlebags, Ardan tripped over his own feet and landed awkwardly on his shoulder. “Islands’ sakes, you wretch!”
 
   Laughter bubbled within her, but with the heat of boiling lava. “Oh, how the mighty Western Isles warrior has fallen.”
 
   “Fallen for you, you gorgeous … creature.”
 
   “Creature?”
 
   But as he pressed upward with a simple flexion of those stalwart arms, a shadow crossed his eyes. “Sorry.” He turned to pull on the trousers.
 
   Aranya snapped her fangs together right behind his neck.
 
   “Yee–stop that!” he yelped.
 
   Great burning Dragon fires, she had nearly bitten his head off! Oh no. Aranya retreated, shaking her head. Islands’ sakes, she had to control herself, to distract him … how?
 
   She said, “Teach you to turn your back on a Dragoness.”
 
   “I’m not afraid–”Ardan’s voice cracked, making them share an uneasy laugh.
 
   Having Dragon paws on the job helped them straighten out Yolathion’s leg. Having Ardan tell her five times not to rip his leg right off earned him a testy growl and a snap toward his shaven pate. The warrior flinched, but after that, he did an excellent job of splinting the tall Jeradian’s leg to the haft of his war hammer. He looked on curiously as Aranya drew deep of her healing magic for Yolathion. The Jeradian warrior sank into an easier sleep thereafter. Ardan allowed her to rest her paw upon him, too; he shivered as the healing power flowed deep and strong.
 
   The cool, fragrant evening winds, touched with the freshness of the storm’s aftermath, played about them as Aranya talked Ardan through how to buckle on her Dragon Rider saddle and fix her saddlebags in place between her spine spikes. The twin suns gleamed like two enormous copper coins near the horizon, sandwiched between the glossy Cloudlands and a bank of deep-bellied clouds that promised further storm winds and rain.
 
   Aranya stared at the looming cloud-ramparts, chilled by a different sense of connection–between an Amethyst Dragon and the storm. Undetected by any sense save instinct, the storm asserted its lambent power and her magic responded, soughing softly within her. Chilling. She was one with the storm. It teased her power–or drew from it? Feeding on the chaos within her? She clenched her fangs in trepidation. The Black Dragon always appeared from among billowing thunderheads …
 
   “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “There’s a storm coming.”
 
   Such an inanity, a burial shroud for the truth.
 
   Ardan said, “We should find Kylara. They’ve a good bone-setter at their hideout, a man called Garg. I don’t need to tell you it’ll be dangerous.”
 
   “She’s the jealous type?”
 
   “Typically her enemies don’t stay alive long enough to find out,” he replied. “She and I aren’t on the best of speaking terms. But if the Immadian Fox empowered you to negotiate–”
 
   “What did you just call my father?”
 
   “His Western Isles name. The Immadian Fox. He is your father, right?” Ten feet of flames shooting from her nostrils made him duck. “I guess so. Aranya, sorry. My head’s not right yet.”
 
   “Too much Dragon fire?”
 
   “Aye,” he smiled, yet a quaver in his voice betrayed the torrent of his feelings, “Although I feel this incredible depth of connection with you, I want to say this–please don’t misunderstand, Aranya. It’s very important that I have your honest answer.”
 
   She lowered her eyes to meet his. That sense of soul-deep union jolted her once more. Was it the Dragon fire they had breathed together? How was it possible that she could fall for someone so fast and so completely? Or was she mixing lust with love? She needed space to know. Space from his beautiful dark eyes. Even the guilt, which should be gnawing at her soul, felt remote and trivial. This had to be a temporary madness. But she remained unconvinced, for his gruff Western Isles voice, with its blunted consonants, felt at once like the voice of a complete stranger and the song that trembled her Island.
 
   Ardan sighed. Again, the black eyes veiled a world of emotion she could only guess at.
 
   He said, “Today was otherworldly. I think your magic … well, magic, ruled us and we had no choice. It was beyond Human capacity or experience.” His hands balled into fists, before he extended his fingers to touch her cheekbone below her left eye. He replaced his hand with his forehead, groaning against her scales, “But I think I love Kylara. Maybe. It’s complicated. Do you hate me for saying this? I couldn’t bear it if … you hate me already, don’t you?”
 
   After all they had shared, he dared to speak about loving another? Aranya’s claws clenched so hard, she splintered the slab of flint stone she was standing on.
 
   He drew back, clearly trying to master his fear. She eyed her talons. They could so easily end his life, just a Dragon-swift slash–and she would be robbed of the gift he had entrusted to her. Thou, my soul’s eternal … what moved him to jilt her in such a mercenary way, now? Guilt? A desire to punish an Immadian enchantress? How could she even think about her honour, about how she deserved to be treated, after today?
 
   Sadness and empathy pooled darkly within her. Aranya felt dislocated and abandoned, yet her training in courtly ways forced her to say, “I understand.”
 
   “Do you? I don’t want to tell Kylara or Yolathion, Aranya. You’re a special, magical woman.”
 
   “I hear a Dragon-sized ‘but’ about to appear.”
 
   “Would it be weird to admit that I find your Dragon butt improbably attractive?”
 
   “See, you are a Dragon.” Aranya looked down at her paws, pleased and enraged in equal measure. What a stupid, insensitive joke! “Ardan, I do understand. And I thank you for being … gentle, my first time.”
 
   Let that guilt stick in his craw forever!
 
   Well, insofar as two magic-crazed people could be gentle. Aranya gazed at the dark warrior’s wounds. So much dried blood. The entire front of his body was crusted in scabs, as though he had been whipped.
 
   Softly, he jibed, “The first time, or the seventh?”
 
   “You were counting?” Aranya’s belly fires fulminated within her; the embarrassment, volcanic. “Ridiculous man. Then may I ask you a question, with the same requirement for honesty?”
 
   Ardan squeaked as she caught him up in the cage of her claws, hoisting him off the ground. Fixing him with her gaze, she said, “If I asked you right now–if I begged and pleaded with you–to forget Kylara, and be mine and mine alone in all the Island-World, would you say ‘aye’?”
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan did not struggle in Aranya’s grasp, although his every Human instinct screamed at him to flee. The mesmeric gaze of a Dragoness held him fast, and he was not entirely convinced of the sanity ruling that gaze, from the way she had lunged at him just before to the detectable quivering in her muscles now. One twitch, and he was a dead man.
 
   But her question pounded on his eardrums and resounded in his heart.
 
   “Aye,” he whispered. “I could never resist you.”
 
   “Because I’m a Dragoness?”
 
   He spoke the truth before he could think the better of it. “Because of what fills my heart, Aranya, and how I feel about you.”
 
   She chuckled melodiously. “That’s all I needed to know.”
 
   “You’re such a woman, asking that question,” he said, ducking a scorching snort in response. “Can the glance of my eye captivate thee, o warrior of the Western Isles? Aye, a thousand times and more–but Aranya, I hardly know you. I fear I’ve shamefully mistreated you.”
 
   “And I you, Ardan.”
 
   “I’m a better man than … this.” How could he make her understand that for him, she was not just a pretty face, but a soul behind that face? A person, not a nameless object of Dragonish desire? Aye, there had been the fire they breathed together, but still …
 
   “I am satisfied,” said she, making to set him down. “I will not ask. Are all Western Isles warriors as honourable as you, Ardan?”
 
   “Honourable?”
 
   A twist of the verbal knife!
 
   Her response clamped his chest as though he was trapped in a blacksmith’s vice. A deadly, ten-inch talon slid right up to the soft skin of his throat. Ardan gasped and held very, very still as Aranya evidently struggled to subdue her anger. The pressure suddenly eased; her claws retracted catlike into their sheaths.
 
   Vulnerability shadowing her eyes as she said, “Oh, I fought you off tooth and claw, didn’t I?”
 
   The Amethyst Dragon set him down with a wistful, distant air. Ardan searched for a way past the lump of unknowable emotions snarled in his throat, past the dislocation of realising that this fiery beast gleaming before him was indeed the girl he had pillowed upon his arm, who had transported his soul to places beyond imagination. What could he say? That for him, she had painted his world in a blaze of new colours? That he yearned to unsay his words about Kylara?
 
   “Ardan, I’ve never done anything like–”
 
   He said, “Hush now, sweet Dragoness. I cannot speak for others, only for myself. Here is my offer. None may know what the future holds, so I beg you, save your question.” Clenching his right fist upon his heart, he added, “I promise to answer you as honestly on that day as I have this evening, here on this cliff, at the very edge of the Island-World. May the twin suns bear witness to my words.”
 
   The great jewel-eyes widened. “Did you hear that?”
 
   “I … did.”
 
   The trumpets of heaven? The song of the moons? Whatever it was, that mysterious burst of threnody, half-heard and half-sensed, vanished as quickly as it had risen to their awareness. Something out there had heard that vow. And the fabric of the world had changed.
 
   All glistened with newness.
 
   Together, standing shoulder to shoulder, Ardan and Aranya scanned the never-ending expanse of the Cloudlands. He wondered if the Dragoness longed to fly. Now he grasped that what he had known before was as dust; that real magic lived and breathed in the Island-World, and that he was not mad after all. Could it be, could he believe was a Dragon, like this resplendent creature beside him?
 
   Ardan’s knees buckled. But the Amethyst Dragon’s fore-talon steadied him. Of all people in the Island-World, Aranya must understand how he felt.
 
   She said, “Let’s get my Rider in the saddle.”
 
   And then she spoiled it by referring to her Rider. Ardan bit down on an unexpected, bilious surge of jealousy.
 
   Together, they worked out a way of lifting Yolathion into the saddle, laying him face-down over the worn leather seat and buckling a strap about his waist. For good measure, Ardan tied his ankles with an extra hank of rope to spare him the inevitable buffeting. Then he mounted up as directed, one spine-spike behind the Jeradian warrior.
 
   “I’ll show you to Kylara’s hideout,” he said.
 
   Aranya’s head turned completely about to check his seat. “Hold onto the saddle straps ahead of you, Ardan. Don’t let go. I’ll fly carefully. And whatever you do, don’t transform when you feel me take off, because I couldn’t hold your weight in the air.”
 
   “I’m that big an … um?”
 
   “Dragon? Yes. More than twice my size.” His eyes betrayed wonder. She sniped, “And six times my haunches. You’re built like a flying boulder.”
 
   “Do I detect a hint of jealousy, Aranya?”
 
   “Jealousy? Ha!”
 
   The Dragoness leaped through the plume of her fire, off the edge of the cliff.
 
   Great Islands! He was flying! Ardan howled for four thousand feet before he managed to clamp his jaw shut. A warrior should display courage. A warrior should not be zipping along, Dragonback, a league above the Cloudlands. With a shudder, he flung his fear into the abyss. The great flight muscles rippled in the body beneath him; supple Dragon wings buoyed her upon the breeze. Aranya was so large he was amazed she could stay aloft–but fly she did, more gracefully than he could ever dream of, he knew, sliding through the air with the ease of a sleek trout slipping upstream. This girl was more than beautiful. She was magical. Lethal, a predator from the ground up. And he had tamed her?
 
   No, she could never be tamed. That thinking was pure ego. Aranya had let herself be captured, as surely as she had captured him. And an elemental magic had responded to his promise. What did that portend? What had she said–he had no idea what powers an Amethyst Dragon possessed? True. Nor did he know his own powers, apart from the ability to stop a blade with his skull. Dragon powers? The idea earned his healthy respect. Truth be told, it scared him ralti-stupid.
 
   “Uh–head north, Aranya. There’s a huge hole up there, a hole through the Island–”
 
   “Oh, we passed it on the way down. I remember.”
 
   Ardan twisted around in his seat, taking in the length of the Dragoness from her muzzle to the tip of her rudder-like tail trailing far behind him, measuring her wingspan with his eyes, watching the flow of her muscles as her wings beat the air. His throat was so chock-full of emotions, it hurt to breathe. He wanted to cry. He wanted to scream with jubilation!
 
   Quietly, over her shoulder, Aranya said, “It’s something, isn’t it? Just wait until you fly, Ardan. Dragon senses are so much more sensitive. You’re going to swoon.”
 
   “Aye. Your confidence flatters me.” He smoothed the gooseflesh on his arms. “Aranya, you shouldn’t even be flying. You’ve holes in your wings; are those burns on your back from the battle you mentioned? They look serious.”
 
   “I fought another Dragon, Ardan. He had the power of acid attack.”
 
   Ardan swore beneath his breath. “Tell me more about Dragons. Tell me everything.”
 
   “How many days do we have?” the Dragon riposted. “I need to know everything you know about Kylara, first. We need a plan before we reach her hideout.”
 
   “Well then, we’ve less than a quarter-hour at this speed. Slow down, my exquisite–ah, sorry. Twilight is the best time to sneak inside.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Landing in a secluded location a good ways back along the secret trail that led to Kylara’s hideout, Aranya helped Ardan transport Yolathion to the ground. He unbuckled and hid her saddle and straps behind a clump of boulders.
 
   “My dress and cloak, please. Don’t peek.”
 
   Ardan quirked one scarred eyebrow in her direction.
 
   “Islands’ sakes,” she huffed, transforming, “you need to at least pretend interest in this Kylara.”
 
   Appearing pensive, he helped her dress and settled a cloak upon her shoulders. He bent to kiss her cheek. He stood a good three inches taller than her, Aranya noticed, while the heroic brawn of his shoulders matched his Dragon form. He would make an awesome subject for a painting.
 
   Great. Forgetting him was going to be so easy.
 
   He said, “Fair Aranya, we return to real life after flying to the heavens.”
 
   “Unfair Ardan, if you continue to tease me …”
 
   Ardan said, gruffly, “Princess, you are not allowed to feel guilty about what happened. No blame. Understood?”
 
   Aranya lowered her eyes, appalled at how easily he had read her emotions.
 
   Yolathion had never read her like an open scroll. How would she ever summon the courage to see this through? Or would it be wiser to end her relationship with Yolathion right now? Would a Jeradian care about her physical state–well, he would surely care if she loved another! But this magical madness could not be equated with love, surely?
 
   “Keep a cobra’s eye out for trouble,” he warned. “Kylara’s fast. I don’t want you eating her scimitar–not as a Human, anyway. Put your hood up. Hide your face and hair.”
 
   Heat rose in her cheeks. “Oh, and now you believe in Dragons?”
 
   Ardan puffed out a breath. “Because of you, Aranya, I’ve no idea what to believe any more, and–will you stop snarling at me? Islands’ sakes, girl, I apologised!”
 
   “One little apology sweeps it all off your Island into the Cloudlands?”
 
   Aranya knew she was being irrational, and his expression clearly said the same–irrational, or as crazy as a rabid rajal. But his reply was soft. Thou, Aranya. “I could never forget. I just feel Kylara deserves a chance. Any less would dishonour her.”
 
   Oh, fine words! Chew on that, Aranya. She stilled her fires, hearing the inner laughter cackling as it prowled around the edges of her sanity.
 
   Ardan picked Yolathion up with a grunt, whispering something about her boyfriend weighing more than the average ralti sheep. As they proceeded along the narrow trail, hardly more than two feet at any point from the edge of the drop, Aranya stooped her shoulders, bent one foot inward and began to hobble. The warrior’s startled whistle told her she was doing a fine job.
 
   Beneath the hood, her eyes shifted restlessly over the throng beneath the huge rock overhang–the children playing, the men guarding the cliff’s edge; the coming and going of couples, families and female warriors. Her Dad was right. They looked a savage bunch. Not a single guard’s hand strayed far from her scimitar. Aranya had never quite appreciated how large those swords were until she saw one close up. And the faces owning those swords were the snarl-like-a-leopard type.
 
   But they were not alert enough to stop her or Ardan.
 
   As Ardan led her confidently though a series of caves and tunnels, Aranya studied the Western Isles warrior from behind. This was the man she had tossed Yolathion to the proverbial windrocs for? A shaven-headed, tattooed, scarred Isles warrior with biceps thicker than her thighs? A man with enigmatic eyes that, though shadowed in their depths, turned her insides into prekki fruit mush? How would she ever mist the Island enough to fool Kylara?
 
   The Warlord he loved, rather than her. Oh, volcanic hells! She wished Nak or Zuziana could have been present to crack a few inappropriate jokes. She had to take her mind off the drumbeat in her mind thumping out, ‘What have I done? What have I done?’
 
   They came to a very large cavern, lit by lantern-stands around the edges and further lamps dangling from the ceiling. As Ardan pushed the heavy wooden door open with his foot, Aranya slipped inside with a chary gaze at her surroundings. The floor space was surrounded by workbenches laden with projects in process. A forge blazed cheerfully at the far end of the cavern, its orange heart calling brazenly to her inner fires. She saw a half-opened meriatite furnace engine, three turbines standing along a wall, many chains and strange tools hanging from the ceiling, and crysglass windows stacked neatly in a storage enclosure to her left.
 
   A hunchbacked man approached her. Garg.
 
   Ardan introduced them. Aranya swept back her hood and offered her hand. Garg bowed over her fingers and blew upon them in the courtly way, before describing two circles with his forefinger before his deeply wrinkled, fire-scarred face for the peace, and placing three kisses upon her palm that struck her as heartfelt. Bright green eyes twinkled up at her. Aranya resisted the urge to bend down so that he could see her better.
 
   “How is it that you have Fra’aniorian features, my lady of Immadia?” he said, in a gravelly voice.
 
   “My mother’s from Ha’athior,” she explained. “Pointy ears, see? King Beran is my father, who you call the Immadian Fox. He–”
 
   “Kidnapped your mother. Great story,” said Garg. “Please, I’d love to hear it first-hand from the Fox’s daughter while I set this leg. Then I’ll patch you up, I will. Tangled with a few slugs, boy?”
 
   Slugs? Her mouth fished for flies. What kind of slug could do that to a man?
 
   “Rocia and her cronies tried to kill me,” Ardan grumbled.
 
   Garg did not miss a beat. “Clear that workbench and set the little man on top. Fix this yourself? Not a bad job. Bit twisted.” Garg untied the hammer and examined Yolathion’s broken thigh. “Hold him still. Still, boy! You made of cotton fluff?”
 
   Aranya stifled a giggle as she caught Ardan staring at her ears. He had been too distracted, earlier, to take in all the details. Coyly, her eyes slid away from his scorching regard. She should focus on Yolathion. But a sable Dragon danced in her mind, and her magic seethed like the open lava pits of Fra’anior’s caldera. Deliberately, she made herself swallow it down, deep down. She should feel nothing. Do nothing. Admit nothing …
 
   Aranya watched Garg’s supple hands checking the lie of the bones beneath Yolathion’s lean, muscled leg. He dug his fingers in this way and that. “Hold him, boy,” he snarled at Ardan, and twisted sharply. She distinctly heard the bones grate together. “Good,” he grunted. “I’m waiting for a story, Princess.”
 
   “Aye, he’s always this cranky,” said Ardan.
 
   While Garg splinted Yolathion’s leg with three curved wooden shapes and a device that bolted them together, Aranya told him the story of how her father had abducted her mother and whisked her to Immadia Island. Garg raided his cupboards for what he dubbed ‘slug ointment’ and tossed it to Ardan. “Sort yourself out, boy. So, Princess, what’s ailing you?”
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Walking funny, you are. Back trouble?”
 
   Ardan’s eyes gleamed at her over Garg’s shoulder. Aranya blushed to the roots of her hair as she realised what kind of backache he was thinking about, the rascally Cloudlands pirate!
 
   “Burns,” she spluttered. “I got burned.”
 
   “Acid,” said Ardan, helpfully. Aranya wanted to slap him–or better still, kiss him. Repeatedly.
 
   “I’ll need to take a look. With your permission, Princess. And yours, Ardan.”
 
   As Ardan choked out that it was nothing to do with him, Aranya accepted Garg’s helping hand onto a workbench not far from Yolathion. She handed her cloak to Ardan before stretching out on her stomach. She sighed inwardly. It was not as though the Princess of Immadia had much left in the way of modesty, these days.
 
   Cool air touched her lower back. “Hmm,” said Garg. “That’s a mighty fine … mess, Princess. What do you think, boy?” Aranya found it fascinating that a dark man could blush, too. “Lost our tongue, eh? Go get me pads, tweezers and the disinfectant concentrate. We’ll need to clean this before it gets infected. What type of acid made these wounds, lady?”
 
   “Dragon acid,” she replied.
 
   Garg went so still she thought he’d had a fit. She looked over her shoulder to find him regarding her with wary, eloquent attention. “You are … the hair? The Dragon all these Isles have been talking about, who so infuriated the Sylakians, is a Shapeshifter?”
 
   She nodded. “I am.”
 
   “Well, now,” said Garg. “You defeated the Sylakians? You actually defeated the Supreme Commander?”
 
   “I killed Garthion, his son,” Aranya replied, uncertain if she quite enjoyed the tenor of the glance Ardan flashed at her. Respect? A little fear? Well, he might have given that a modicum of thought before he attacked Amethyst Dragon!
 
   “A service to the entire Island-World, that is,” Garg grunted.
 
   “There was a great battle at Immadia,” Aranya added. “Yolathion, there, is Jeradian, but he used to be a Third War-Hammer in the Sylakian army. He led a rebellion against Sylakia. Yes, we defeated the Northern Dragonship fleet, but the Sylakians still hold great power. Now my father plans to free the Western Isles. That’s why we’re here.”
 
   “A bold strategy,” said Ardan.
 
   The old man, Garg, made a mystical symbol with his right hand. I greet thee, Dragon.
 
   Aranya’s jaw nearly struck the table’s surface. You speak Dragonish?
 
   Garg shook his head. “That’s all the Dragonish my grandfather ever taught me. He was a fledgling trainer. There used to be a secret school for training Dragons and their Riders at Jeradia. My grandfather headed up the fledgling training programme, before the Sylakians defeated us. He was killed in that battle.”
 
   A secret Dragon Rider school? Her interest piqued. What if they could find that old school? What might they learn there? She stored those questions in her mind for later, saying simply, “I’m sorry, Garg.”
 
   “Thank you.” Garg bent over her back and began to pick bits of dirt and rock out with his tweezers. “Bathe her wounds a little, boy, if you dare to touch a live Dragon.”
 
   “Oh, I dare,” Ardan said, very dryly.
 
   Scratch the kisses, he had definitely just earned a slap.
 
   The old man said, “Tell me, have the Dragons returned to our Island-World? What colour are you?”
 
   “Amethyst,” said Aranya.
 
   “Oh, aye?” said Garg. “Never heard of an Amethyst Dragon. This doesn’t hurt too much, lady?”
 
   Aranya wondered why she trusted him so instinctively. Was she too free with her trust? It was like Nak and Oyda. She had trusted them from the first–not that she had much choice in the matter after crash-landing on their doorstep.
 
   “Aye, she’s a rare one,” said Ardan.
 
   Aranya bit her lip. One word from him and a storm roiled in her belly. She had to smother her responses. But her heart was deaf, and bent on another path–well, an entirely different Island. No! Swallow, deny, crush those feelings. Make a promise, keep it. Beran’s watchword was ‘integrity’, and his voice in her head spoke it now.
 
   Despite her healing efforts, her burns still stung as though the acid had been freshly applied. She felt someone’s breath on her skin. From the corner of her eye, she caught Garg’s sharp glance at Ardan. Oh, ralti sheep droppings. The old man knew. That glance said everything.
 
   Garg said, “These are serious wounds, Princess.”
 
   “I’ll live.”
 
   The two men bent over her back, picking at and cleaning her back and buttocks. Aranya pillowed her head on her arms. What a Cloudlands storm of a day. What would she tell her father? His girl had become a woman. Would his eyes spark with fury and disappointment? But how could she ever forget Ardan? How could she entrust him to another woman? Wouldn’t her Dragoness just want to bite Kylara in half?
 
   Exhaustion shuttered her gaze as though her eyelids were sacks of sand.
 
   Next she knew, a soft footfall sounded nearby.
 
   Aranya sensed tension in the air. Glancing up quickly, she saw a dark, striking young woman staring at them from several paces away, her face twisted with emotions Aranya could read as easily as a scroll–curiosity and amazement, which flipped immediately into a towering, jealous rage. Kylara. An old Immadian saying sprang into her mind, ‘Better to bait a windroc than scorn a woman’. The woman’s barely-decent body armour and tight leather trousers filled Aranya with disdain. No wonder Ardan liked her. The Warlord wore four daggers at her belt and a massive scimitar slung crosswise behind her shoulders. She was half a head shorter than Aranya, but much more muscular. Human-Aranya felt a pang of panic at the expression twisting her lips. Dragon-Aranya mocked that response.
 
   “So, slave, you dare to show your face again after running away?”
 
   Kylara had a windroc’s voice. Aranya plastered her best diplomatic expression onto her face. She needed to set everything aside and do the job with which her father had entrusted her–or, more accurately, rescue it from the wreck she had just made of it with Ardan.
 
   “Kylara, I have someone I’d like you to meet,” said Ardan, lifting his fingers from the small of her back as though he had touched acid.
 
   “Oh, no, you seem very … preoccupied,” she sneered. “Do carry on.”
 
   Ardan said, “Kylara, Warlord of Yanga Island, may I present Aranya, Princess of Immadia?”
 
   Kylara drew her scimitar and fingered the blade with her thumb, approaching them between the workbenches. Aranya’s gaze took in several other warriors looming behind her. By Ardan’s gasp, she deduced one of them at least must be from the group who had tried to kill him. Aranya smoothed her dress down and swung herself into a sitting position, ignoring the pain as she rubbed her raw flesh on the rough work surface.
 
   “The guards told me you sneaked in about an hour back with a woman who did not walk like a Western Isles woman,” said Kylara. “Where on your travels did you pick up this white slug? You revealed the location of our hideout to her?”
 
   “Rocia tried to kill him,” said Aranya. “I rescued him.”
 
   “Oh, I can see that!” spat Kylara, her voice rising along with her temper. “I’m no idiot! What kind of Princess wears neither shoes nor underwear? And the slave’s wearing foreign-made trousers. What exactly were you doing with my slave while you were ‘rescuing’ him?”
 
   If she ever found out, she would slay them both.
 
   Aranya, wavering within a hair of transforming, heard the Dragon in her snap, “Wave that blade somewhere else, you fool. You’ve no clue what you’re dealing with.”
 
   Ardan began, “Aranya–”
 
   Kylara said, “I find you in my caves with your dress tucked beneath your armpits, and you expect me to believe a word you say?”
 
   Aranya shook off Garg’s restraining hand. Leaping down from the table, she advanced on the Warlord, clenched of fist and acutely aware of fires springing to life around the cavern. “I am a Dragon. And you are buzzing like an irritating insect I will squash with my paw.”
 
   “Kylara, please–”
 
   The scimitar flashed in Ardan’s direction. “Shut up, slave. I’ll deal with you once I’ve rid the Island-World of this whoring Northerner.”
 
   “Kill her, Kylara,” said one of the women behind the Warlord.
 
   “Shut your face, Rocia,” snarled Ardan.
 
   Aranya’s laughter was rich with scorn, directed into the Warlord’s snarling face. “Just you try.”
 
   Kylara lashed out with her blade.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12: Old Fledglings
 
    
 
   Workbenches splintered as Aranya’s transformation blasted them out of the way. The scimitar skittered off her scales. She rounded upon Kylara, roaring–but in her rage a touch of storm power slipped free, discharging a thunderclap within the cavern’s confines. Everyone froze. As the echoes faded, the Warlord scrambled backward with a yelp. She slipped and fell.
 
   Rocia stalked up behind Kylara, dagger in hand, murder in her eyes.
 
   “Kylara! Watch out!” Ardan flung himself toward the Warlord.
 
   Dragon scales smashed Aranya in the face as Ardan transformed, too. The two Dragons snapped instinctively at each other, while the Humans around them panicked and fled. Ardan was so huge, he filled more than half of the cavern. He tangled himself up in the chains dangling from the ceiling and a clutch of workbenches as he lunged at Rocia.
 
   Aranya could not pass the roaring, thrashing Dragon, so she sprang instead for the cavern’s ceiling, ran lightly along it with the help of her wings and claws, before slithering sinuously down the wall to the door, blocking the exit as Rocia came to a skidding halt between them. The woman whirled, only to face Ardan’s fangs. Now, there were four or five female warriors trapped between two Dragons. Ardan sucked in a massive breath.
 
   “Ardan! No!” Aranya sidestepped the knot of warriors and flung her body between them and the huge Black Dragon. Dragon fire exploded over her back, narrowly missing her furled wings.
 
   Let me at them! Ardan raged. I’ll kill them all!
 
   No. You’ll hurt someone you love.
 
   Now she was rescuing Kylara from Ardan, so that they could be together? Blind fool. She had not expected to find this response in herself, she realised with despair. Should she not be fighting for Ardan’s love, if love it was?
 
   His restive thrashing ceased. Aranya held his gaze unflinchingly until the fire in his eyes simmered down. His muzzle lowered. Thank you, Aranya. I’ll–shall I transform back? I think I can.
 
   He was not a Black Dragon, Aranya realised. Fra’anior was black. Ardan was something different, somehow less substantial-appearing, as though a shadow had begun to solidify, to grow feet and teeth and wings, but had not quite succeeded. Ri’arion might know what type of Dragon he was. Powers to stop blades, even in his Human form? Nothing in the scrolls she had read, or in her discussions with the monk, had hinted at such an ability.
 
   Mysterious are the ways of Dragons and their magic, Nak would have said.
 
   Aranya said, You should transform.
 
   And you?
 
   I’ve some unfinished business with your friendly little Warlord. Pretend to intervene.
 
   But when Aranya unfurled her wings, she had a further shock. Rocia lay deathly still, one hand clutched to her chest. Heart attack? She sensed Ardan’s transformation. Aranya sucked in a breath. Kylara. She reached out with her paw. The Warlord thrust with her scimitar, piercing the webbing between her claws.
 
   Shocked by the pain, Aranya bellowed, “That does it!”
 
   In a trice, Kylara found herself captive of a highly peeved Dragoness. She struggled, but no amount of kicking or wriggling was about to loosen a Dragon’s grip–the three ‘fingers’ and two opposable ‘thumbs’ locked around her torso.
 
   Lifting Kylara six feet off the ground in her left forepaw, Aranya raised her right paw and deliberately extended a single talon. Ten inches long, sharp as a dagger, the tool seemed fit for the job–if only she could control her seething anger. “You’ve a beastly temper, girl,” Aranya snarled, smoking at the nostrils. “Learn to control it, or I swear, I’ll reach down your throat with this and see if I can’t carve it out of you, piece by piece. Do we understand each other?”
 
   Grey-faced, Kylara bobbed her head.
 
   “And if you dare to hurt one of my friends …” She blew fire past Kylara’s head, so close that the sickly smell of burning hair came to her nostrils.
 
   “Aranya, please.” Ardan tugged at her paw. “Islands’ sakes, be reasonable.”
 
   He sounded very convincing, she thought, pleased. Aranya elbowed him away. “She tried to kill me.”
 
   “I’m sorry!” Kylara shouted. “I’m sorry, so sorry for calling you a slug and–”
 
   “She looks a succulent morsel. Plenty of meat.” A Dragon’s openly cannibalistic laughter echoed around the cavern, shocking Aranya into gulping it away. The silence hurt her ears.
 
   “Don’t eat her!” Ardan grabbed her paw again.
 
   “Go jump off the Island. Can’t you see I’m talking to my supper?”
 
   “Princess, please. You’re supposed to negotiate with her, not eat her. Your father King Beran, said–”
 
   “Let me show you how Dragons negotiate.” She put the edge of her claw to the soft underside of Kylara’s throat. “You’ll do exactly as I say, Warlord, or I will use my bluntest claw to saw your head off–slowly. Those are my terms.”
 
   “Anything you want, anything,” whispered Kylara.
 
   She was telling the truth. The dilation of her pupils, the smell of her sweat and the timbre of her voice, all confirmed it. Aranya hesitated. Suddenly, she felt sickened by her game. How could she best end this? For end it she must, before she did something she truly regretted.
 
   Ardan said, gruffly, “Aranya, that’s enough. Let her go.”
 
   “And I was enjoying the grovelling.” But she set Kylara down on her feet. She almost released her, but muttered, “Ha. You’re an idiot, pleading for her life.” Her claws tightened once more. “Kylara, you owe this man a heartfelt apology. If I detect insincerity, even the slightest hint of it …”
 
   The young Warlord took a deep breath, clearly grateful to be alive. With a fearful glance up at Aranya, she said, “Ardan, I thought of you as nothing more than a slave. I was afraid of you and I let the fear speak through my scimitar. That’s why I left a scar on your head. But I was even more afraid of my feelings for you.”
 
   Aranya’s Dragon hearts sighed within her. She should have known when Ardan hurled himself at the Warlord earlier, to protect her from Rocia’s sneak attack. She had allowed this; now she had to swallow it all. Bitterness stuck like a splintered bone in her craw.
 
   “When I was a child, my mother told me over and over how much she cared for my father,” Kylara said. “And then she killed him in front of my eyes, before she killed herself, too.” The cave was silent, utterly still. “All that I have become since … I’m my mother’s daughter, see? The uncontrollable anger. It horrifies me.” Kylara waved her hands at Aranya, tears streaming down her cheeks. “And now the Dragon wants sincerity? Fine, beast. I love that man. You hear me? I defy fate! I will not be my mother. I love you, Ardan …”
 
   * * * *
 
   Dragon-Ardan squared up his shoulders, which was rather like an Island squaring up its foundations, Aranya thought. He muttered, “Right, breathing fire. I’ve done it before.”
 
   For safety’s sake, Aranya had requested that Kylara clear the entire ledge outside her hideout. But many eyes watched from just within the cave mouths, including Kylara herself. How could she not feel bitter toward the Warlord? But last night’s Rider-less flight to brief Beran’s troops about the success of her mission had given her the space she needed to clear her head–somewhat. Now the ache was only as if her heart had been quarried out by those flesh-eating slugs which had scourged Ardan.
 
   Every time her eyes touched him, they leaped away again. Echoes of ardour! Yet, self-loathing and despair weighed heavily upon her spirit.
 
   She expected the Dragonships to arrive any moment, now that the suns’ light touched the Cloudlands all the way to the horizon, and the Island’s long shadow had begun its retreat toward noon. Kylara’s people were supposed to be readying one hundred and forty warriors to depart the hideout and join King Beran’s forces. Instead, everyone watched the Dragon.
 
   He was beyond awesome. Aranya freely admitted it.
 
   He was also utterly fascinating. Ridiculous! She had no control whatsoever of her feelings any more. She, in her Human form, was ogling–unashamedly ogling–a Dragon’s musculature. The breadth of his chest, the tree-trunk legs, the gleam of his flanks, it all made her feel as giddy as a girl enjoying her first glass of berry wine.
 
   The only saving grace was that most likely, no-one else watching thought the same. They probably also thought a Princess should set the moral standard and not toss her beliefs gaily into the Cloudlands with the first Dragon who–oh, great Islands, what now?
 
   His throat worked. Ardan coughed. A ground-shaking rumble emanated from his stomach, followed by an ominous silence. The mouth clamped shut. Panic clouded his eyes. Her monstrous Dragon friend hiccoughed and belched so hard that he flew backward twenty feet. A bonfire of his own making enveloped his head. Suddenly, the Dragon was on his hind legs bolting for cover–the Human brain having taken over. But he had a long, thick neck and a tail to take care of, now, besides that he stood over sixty feet tall on his hind legs. Ardan smashed his skull on the overhang and flipped onto his back with a thud that shook boulders loose from the mountainside.
 
   Aranya fell over, too, laughing so hard it hurt her stomach.
 
   Ardan squirmed onto his feet with a bellow of rage. Aiming his muzzle at the laughter, he let rip with a fireball wider than a man’s outstretched arms.
 
   When the smoke and flames cleared, an Amethyst Dragon fixed him with a fiercely rolling eye. “Alright, you great big ralti sheep. Do that to the enemy and you’ll be fine. I am not the enemy.”
 
   “Hurt my throat,” said Ardan, managing to look contrite despite his epically massive stance. “Islands’ sakes, Aranya, how do you control yourself as a Dragon?”
 
   Not easily when you’re crouching opposite such a toothsome beast … oh. Aranya inserted her tongue between her fangs and bit it. Of course Ardan, being a Dragon, could understand her telepathic Dragon-speech. His eyes narrowed, unimpressed rather than amused.
 
   “You learn,” she gritted out. “Focus the fire, Ardan.”
 
   “And think with my Dragon brain. Aye. You said. Perhaps I’d look less foolish, then.”
 
   Aranya nodded. “I had a great teacher, Ardan. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me.” She turned to crook a claw at Kylara. “Warlord, come here. Ardan–keep working at it.”
 
   Kylara approached warily. “I’ll need another dress,” Aranya said. “Could you send someone?” Once this small task was put in process, she added, “Kylara, if you’re going to ride Ardan, you’ll need to–what?”
 
   “Ride him? Like a pony?”
 
   “Ride on his back. Be his Dragon Rider, I mean,” said Aranya. Right. Time to focus on practical matters. “I need to teach you about Dragons. Garg is already working with your leather-workers to make a saddle for him, based on the one I have. But there’s a great deal for the Dragon Rider to know. Most importantly, especially for your Dragon–for Ardan–you need to know that he can go mad or feral in battle, or if he’s simply angered enough.”
 
   “As you just demonstrated.”
 
   “Ably and foolishly,” agreed Aranya. “Have you asked him?”
 
   “I–no.”
 
   “It’s a little beyond your experience as a Warlord?”
 
   Kylara shuffled her feet. “I treated him like an animal, Aranya. Now I find he’s a Dragon. Is a Warlord allowed to admit fear?”
 
   “A wise man called Nak once taught me that only a fool feels no fear.”
 
   “Here comes something for you.”
 
   Once she had transformed and tugged the simple dress over her head, Aranya grasped Kylara by the hand and pulled her impetuously around to Ardan’s towering flank. He had to be eighteen feet tall at the shoulder, she estimated. He was beast, Human, Shapeshifter Dragon–and the mere glint of his scales … stop! She loved Yolathion. Loved? Did she truly mean ‘loved’?
 
   “Aye?” rumbled Ardan. Unlike her, he had mastered Human speech at once.
 
   Aranya shivered. She noticed that Kylara did, too, showing the Dragon-fear the scrolls spoke of. Even Human-Aranya felt it in her gut.
 
   “Go on.” Aranya pressed the shorter girl forward.
 
   Kylara said, “Dragon–er, Ardan, I’d consider it a great honour if you’d have me as your Dragon Rider.”
 
   His lips curved into an intimidating Dragon-smile. “Aranya wants you to fight with me?”
 
   “Aye, pick Sylakian bones from between your fangs, wipe the tears from your eyes, cosset you to sleep,” Kylara retorted.
 
   Aranya chuckled. Despite her raging case of Dragon-jealousy, she was starting to quite like the fiery Warlord. Then she yelled, “Duck!” as Ardan’s shout of laughter came accompanied by a twenty-foot plume of fire.
 
   “Sorry,” said the Dragon, trying a sketchy bow.
 
   He thumped down on his nose.
 
   Aranya remembered that feeling all too well. That great lump of Dragon-flesh had a few things to learn–and here came three Dragonships, flying the purple of Immadia. She remembered that one had already departed the previous evening to convey the news to her father.
 
   Kylara marched over to the Dragon’s muzzle and put her boot on the edge of his lip, which was a fair stretch upward for her. “I have conquered a Dragon!” she yelled, punching the sky. Aranya’s jaw dropped open.
 
   Then Kylara had to leap to save her skin one more time.
 
   * * * *
 
   The following morning, with Yolathion recovered enough to travel and all preparations completed, the Immadian Dragonships negotiated the amazing sinkhole and rose above Ur-Yagga. Most of Kylara’s women had never travelled by Dragonship. They lined the external gantries to watch as their home receded.
 
   Ardan wondered if they realised what King Beran wanted to gift them–freedom from tyranny. Freedom from the empire which had razed his homeland.
 
   They would fly over Naphtha Cluster on their route back east. His heart wept already.
 
   There was Aranya, taking to the forward gantry, wearing just a cloak, her unbound hair swirling in the wind to wreathe her tall, slender figure in kaleidoscopic colours. Ardan chewed his lip as his eyes followed her involuntarily to the corner. She slipped out of sight. She said she was alright. But that perfect-Princess exterior could not disguise the fiery inner turmoil that his developing Dragon senses had picked up. He should know. It matched his feelings in every detail.
 
   He jumped as a pair of arms encircled his waist. “Pretty, isn’t she?”
 
   “Not like this ugly beast, you mean?”
 
   “You … like her?”
 
   “She says I’m an old fledgling. I was just wishing I could jump off a gantry so easily. But my Human brain is having none of it.”
 
   Kylara rested her head against his shoulder. “You heard her story, Ardan. You know the intelligence we received. She and a Remoyan Princess smashed an entire Sylakian Dragonship command. Do you think she just woke up one morning and said, ‘Today I’m going to change the Island-World’?”
 
   “Aye, I like her,” said Ardan, drawing Kylara into his embrace. “She’s brave, loyal and attractive–as far as a white slug goes. But I love a Western Isles warrior.”
 
   Who had not breathed fire with him, nor exchanged words he recognised as vows. Thou, my soul’s eternal fire. Did his choice to pursue Kylara make him an oath-breaker? Or merely the Island-World’s greatest fool? Who was Ardan, Island-less warrior, Shapeshifter Dragon, and a man who dallied with innocent Princesses, if not a fool?
 
   Perhaps a Dragon who had destroyed the Northern Dragonship fleet and killed Garthion was less innocent than he supposed. One thing was for certain, he liked the man he seemed to be around Aranya. Her fire filled his dreams.
 
   “Mine were idiotic, jealous words,” said Kylara. Her eyes followed Aranya’s flight as she powered skyward ahead of the Dragonships, scouting. “I wish I were a Dragon. She’s … magnificent.”
 
   “Would you settle for kissing a Dragon?”
 
   “Sounds like a dangerous job for a Warlord.” After a short interlude, Kylara put her hands on his chest to press them apart. “Ardan, do you truly forgive me for how I mistreated you?”
 
   “I could be persuaded.”
 
   But even as he spoke, from above, Aranya’s Dragon-voice floated down to his awareness. I see Naphtha Cluster. I grieve with you, Ardan.
 
   The playfulness in his spirit evaporated.
 
   * * * *
 
   A one-moon darkness mercifully shrouded Naphtha Cluster as the three Dragonships hurried to catch up with King Beran’s forces, who by agreement, were already taking up position to make the long crossing to Mejia Island, south of Jeradia. Many years before, Mejia had been an ally of Immadia. Beran expected a fond reunion there.
 
   Unable to sleep because of nightmares about the Black Dragon, Aranya padded up to the forward navigation cabin in the early hours. She untied her headscarf and shook out her braids. Dragon-Aranya hated to feel restricted in any way, but Yolathion’s eyebrows crawled toward his hairline every time he saw her ‘naked’–by which he meant wearing her hair unbound. Fussy, toothless old rajal, Aranya thought uncharitably. He acted so morose and jealous over the time she spent training and briefing Ardan. She wished she had the courage discuss these things with him, rather than acting like the sharp end of a crossbow bolt without rhyme or reason.
 
   She soothed Sapphire with a touch. Don’t mind my moods, little one.
 
   Ar-ar, chirped Sapphire, in the cute baby-dragonet voice she was developing. She curled her tail around Aranya’s neck and nibbled her earlobe, pouring forth a stream of Dragonish nonsense. The dragonet was growing in understanding, Aranya thought. She had clearly been displeased to be left behind when Aranya and Yolathion left to scout Yanga Island. How much could dragonets truly know? Nak had told her a legend about Hualiama and the dragonet Flicker, who had established a famous friendship after the dragonet saved her life. The tale was over five hundred years old and had at least seven distinct and conflicting versions Nak could recite. But those legends often contained more than a grain of truth, the old Dragon Rider had assured her.
 
   The night was black and so still, it lured her toward the concave crysglass panels. Aranya shivered delicately, half-expecting to see Fra’anior’s gigantic, multi-headed form peering back at her from the depthless darkness. She stiffened, hugging herself. Fra’anior had commanded her to seek the Dragon of the Western Isles. Had he orchestrated the whole encounter?
 
   Magic trickled into her awareness. Aranya whirled. “Who’s there … Ardan!”
 
   “It’s me.”
 
   “What’re you–why–you’re far too good at lurking in shadows. Stop it.”
 
   He shifted toward her with draconic poise, saying nothing. The curve of his lips multiplied the tumult in her heart.
 
   Aranya blurted out, “I dreamed of the Black Dragon.”
 
   Inanities! A foil against the storm stirred by his appearance. Storms broke and crashed in her mind, mingled with a faraway roaring of the Black Dragon. In the faint moonlight, Ardan’s eyes were pools of night, with an evasive glint of magic in their depths.
 
   He said, “I wasn’t dreaming of a Black Dragon.”
 
   Aranya clutched at the frayed threads of her composure. Unsteadily, she said, “Maybe you’re a Dragon of Shadow. That’s right–not black, but shadow.”
 
   “A Dragon of the absence of colour?” he frowned, joining her at the forward-facing crysglass window. “What are you trying to say, amethyst eyes? That I have no Dragon powers?”
 
   Were words swords or scimitars, Aranya imagined, they would be sparring, circling, clashing over the truths that hung unspoken between them. She said, “Of course you have powers, Ardan. There’s your Dragon fire, at least, and much magic besides. And tell me, this strap you wear on your wrist–what is it? Because I’ve noticed it stays with you when you transform. That’s impossible.”
 
   “Shadows must be cast by light,” he said.
 
   A delicious warmth flared in her belly. Magic imbued his words with myriad shades of meaning. He was the shadow to her light? Shadow could be good? Aranya had been entirely unprepared for this response. Dreamily, she reached out to touch just the leather upon his wrist, not the skin. She dared not touch his skin. There was far too much magic coursing through her veins to take that risk.
 
   I wear the ur-makka of a Western Isles warrior, he said, switching to Dragonish to answer her previous question. It names me threefold, for family, person and spirit, but symbolises much more. In Western Isles culture, each family name has a guardian spirit–it’s just a chip of wood encased in leather, Aranya, but–
 
   He broke off at her low gasp. Her hair! What now? Aranya stumbled against the cool crysglass.
 
   As he stretched out his hand toward her, automatically, Aranya’s multi-coloured tresses stirred again, yearning toward him, animated by the magic gently gleaming in every strand. Her hair had grown long during her political exile in the Tower of Sylakia, reaching to her waist, and was becoming almost impossible to wrangle into braids fit for hiding beneath a proper headscarf. The tugging sensation was surprisingly forceful. Aranya balked, fighting back as Ardan’s hand froze mid-gesture. Her hair strained sideways as though electrified.
 
   “I’m not terribly intuitive, but I sense you might still desire me,” he smiled, pausing just inches from the waving tendrils.
 
   Aranya tried to slap her errant hair down, but her struggles only served to encourage the magic. The Black Dragon’s roaring battered her mind–he wanted this, not her! She would keep her promise. She was Aranya, Princess of Immadia, not some puppet to an Ancient Dragon bully who wanted to tear her morals asunder. Had she not just shared an agreeable dinner with Yolathion in his cabin? Was he not her chosen one?
 
   Sapphire launched off her shoulder, mewling in fright, her tiny claws pricking sharply through the thin fabric of her nightclothes. The dragonet perched on the back of King Beran’s desk chair.
 
   You breathed the soul-fire! Fra’anior bellowed in her mind.
 
   Aranya pressed her palms against her temples, as if that futile gesture would shut him out. No. You can’t make me.
 
   Obey your destiny!
 
   No!
 
   But her shout of denial came out as an elongated, terrible rasp, a sound much closer to a Dragon’s roar than any Human throat should have been able to produce.
 
   Ardan, clearly concerned for her state of mind, asked, “What’s the matter, Aranya? Who’re you talking to?”
 
   But he could utter no more, because at that moment, Aranya’s hair brushed against his fingertips. A discharge of magic struck like lightning in the navigation cabin. Before she could stop it, her thick tresses wrapped around his hand. Her hair slithered up his arm to the elbow. Aranya stumbled into his ambit, drawn headfirst by an irresistible, painful tugging on her scalp.
 
   “No, no,” she repeated, trying to ward him off with her hands, but her hair seethed and coiled around his shoulders and torso, crushing her against his chest. “No, I won’t … stop me, Ardan. Help me stop.”
 
   Ardan’s fingers clasped the back of her neck. He said, ragged of breath, “Woman, you bring out the Dragon in me.”
 
   There was a savage bent to his lips and a dangerous, fey light in his eyes. Aranya tried to bury her face against his shoulder, but the compulsion was visceral, and the magic flooding her being so sweetly intense, that resistance became a torment past bearing. Her chin tilted upward. Instead of meeting his ready lips, she inhaled the breath of his lungs in greedy gasps, perhaps seeking the soul-fire they had shared before.
 
   Thunder! Storm clouds roiling without or within her being, she no longer knew which. Dragon fire flared about them. Aranya panted, “No, I promised. I will not!”
 
   “To a Cloudlands volcano with those promises,” he hissed. “This is–”
 
   “Ardan?” A sleepy voice echoed up the corridor.
 
   Ardan and Aranya sprang apart as though a catapult mechanism had snapped when fully wound. Her fires around the room quenched instantly, but the pervading inner magic barely subsided, searing her body and spirit, throbbing with a tempo that echoed the vast, faraway storms of the endless Cloudlands.
 
   Quick as lightning, Ardan whipped the ur-makka off his wrist and laid it on the table between them. He began to peel apart the thin layers of leather.
 
   Kylara stood in the doorway, barefoot, yawning. “Couldn’t sleep?”
 
   “Aranya had a dream of the Black Dragon,” said Ardan, as if all was well. “She asked about the ur-makka–why it comes through transformations with me.”
 
   “Among my people, the elders would tell you that the ur-makka is an extension of the spirit-world,” said Kylara, drawing close to him. Aranya’s fingers clawed at her sides. “They would say that name-runes like yours are given by the Ancient Dragons, Ardan.”
 
   The Warlord’s dark gaze rested on Aranya, standing tongue-tied beside her father’s desk. Nothing was singed, not a paper curled into ash at its edges. Had she imagined it all? Her hair rippled once against her back, and then lay as tranquil as if to assert its innocence. She took a mental snap at Fra’anior. How dare he, Ancient or none, try to force her to submit to his bidding? What perverted power of magic was this, that it should drive her into another’s arms, against her will?
 
   Did he mean her harm?
 
   “It’s a shadow power,” Aranya heard herself say. “A type of Dragon magic unique to you, Ardan. That’s how you slipped through those manacles. Somehow, you manipulate the physical world.”
 
   Kylara slipped her arm into the crook of his. “Why don’t you manipulate me back to my cabin, o mighty Dragon?”
 
   And Ardan departed without a backward glance, leaving Aranya to swallow the bitter sting of the Warlord’s words–Kylara’s tone made their target abundantly clear. Worst of all, she was right, and well within her rights. Aranya wished she had something handy to sink her fangs into.
 
   Her thoughts were embittered. And you, Fra’anior? How can I trust you now?
 
   The night was mute.
 
   Aranya’s gaze fell on Ardan’s wrist-pouch, lying forgotten on the desk. As if reading her thoughts, Sapphire picked it up with her forepaws and leaped deftly over to her shoulder, this time sheathing her claws on landing.
 
   Ippich? chirped the dragonet, presenting it to her.
 
   Ur-makka, said Aranya. Had the Western Isles warrior left it for her? Should she take it? Might it appease Fra’anior? Not that she wanted to appease anybody or any Dragon. In her mood, she would rather have kicked the Black Dragon right in his ridiculously enormous fangs–however futile that act might prove. She pictured herself attacking one head, while another bit her tail off from behind. No. That was not the way.
 
   Pensively, Aranya extracted Ardan’s name-chip from the leather pouch. The chip was mottled with age, almost the size of her thumb. Ardan, she read. And Yoaggaral. She mouthed the unfamiliar word–his family name, perhaps? The last of his clan. Flipping the chip over with the dexterity of one who had spent far too much time playing Staves with Zuziana in the Tower of Sylakia, Aranya puzzled over the rune on the reverse side.
 
   Was that his spirit name?
 
   She could not read runic script, but a word slipped into her mind–Sha’aldior. Scarcely had Aranya registered the deep magic behind that word, when a fresh insight struck her with the force of a Dragon’s cold, steely talons slicing into her gut. This was why the Sylakians had razed Naphtha Cluster. He was why. They knew, somehow, just as Fra’anior had known, about the rise of a Dragon in the Western Isles. A creature of shadow power.
 
   Thoralian’s response had been swift–extermination.
 
   Born deep in the bones of one of her forms, Aranya knew her intuition was right.
 
   Grimly, she strapped the ur-makka about her wrist, and secured Ardan’s name-chip inside as best she was able. Kylara could have the man. Aranya would keep his spirit. On second thoughts, she fastened the strap about her ankle. It fit better there, given the thickness of his wrist, and Yolathion would never notice it beneath the long skirts he so patently preferred for women.
 
   Ha! A Dragoness in skirts? It beggared belief. Now, if she wore Western Isles armour like Kylara, Yolathion would fall over in a gasping, red-faced heap!
 
   Turning again to the forward crysglass window, Aranya gazed out over the rolling, billowing Cloudlands, faintly lit by the Jade and Mystic moons, struck afresh by the incongruity of her existence. She bounced slightly on her toes, wishing to feel faraway breezes ruffling her wings as they sailed ever eastward toward Mejia Island. How was it she could be born to this, the life of a Shapeshifter Dragon? How was it that her life had become the nexus of such overwhelming forces? And why, if he claimed to be her ally, was the Black Dragon driving her into madness?
 
   She would neither be a slave to him, nor lust helplessly for another Human or Dragon, no matter if he came disguised in all the beautiful, magical soul-fire in the world.
 
   Or did Fra’anior and his kin seek to break back into Island-World, through her?
 
   Sapphire’s distressed screech perfectly expressed the chill that this thought introduced to her body. Aranya stroked the dragonet’s neck ruff, crooning softly to her in Dragonish, Hush, little one. He cannot harm us.
 
   If only she could believe that were true.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13: Siege Mentality
 
    
 
   CoMMANDER DARRon Knocked courteously on the door of Ri’arion’s cabin. Zuziana of Remoy lifted her head from her monk’s shoulder. She had been dozing on the bed alongside him, on top of the covers. “Enter.”
 
   The Commander’s grizzled face cracked into a warm, slightly lopsided smile. Zuziana did not know why, but Commander Darron treated her as his own daughter. She suspected that if she divulged that she knew about his sweet-as-sugar-bamboo spot for her, he’d start growling and spitting feathers like a Dragon fighting a windroc.
 
   Zip pushed her tangled brown locks back from her face. “Do I look like a windroc which has been dragged through a bush backward, Commander?” she greeted him.
 
   “Remoy has never enjoyed a finer hour,” he said. “I’m sorry to have left you this long. Lie down, Princess. That’s an order. Medics patched you up? How fares our Nameless Man?”
 
   “Better,” said Zip.
 
   “I’d also fare better were I treated so well–lie still, I said! If your head dares to leave that pillow-roll, I swear …”
 
   Zip’s tan cheeks flushed. But she riposted, “I suppose you’d also fare better if you were cuddled up to a Princess-Dragon.”
 
   “Nay is what I say to that, lady. Don’t you get too big for your Dragonish paws.”
 
   The Remoyan winced. If he indeed treated her as a daughter, should she be displeased that he chose to discipline her for a thoughtless comment? Aye, it smarted.
 
   The Commander added, “I’ve been married these twenty-nine summers, and never been happier. Caught me a sweet Island girl from the northernmost sliver of Immadia’s Kingdom, I did.” Darron wagged his forefinger at her. “Tell me what went wrong today.”
 
   “What’s your wife’s name?”
 
   “Estalia. You know her. She’s the Steersman on this vessel.”
 
   “Oh. Oh! But she’s …”
 
   “Young? Too pretty for an old buzzard like me?” he grinned. Zuziana shook with laughter as their conversation took a dive in an unexpected direction. “I was a late starter. Much too focussed on the military career, you see. Married in my fortieth summer. Now, I’ll have your report before I have to tan that blue hide of yours even bluer. Tell me about the ambush.”
 
   After relating how the Ferial Islanders had filled their cargo holds with coal storks and dropped them on Ri’arion’s head, Zuziana explained how the mind-meld had broken down.
 
   “Pain communicated between you?” said the Commander. “That’s tough. Aye, and what did the medics say?”
 
   “That they’ve put more stitches in him than one of those tapestries you Immadians love,” Zip smiled, but a tear dropped on the pillow-roll beside her head. She placed her hand tenderly on Ri’arion’s still, pallid cheek. “He’ll live to fight again, but not for a few weeks, or … longer. Nothing fatal. As long as there’s no infection, all he’ll have is scars. There might be permanent damage to his left shoulder and bicep.”
 
   “You don’t have Aranya’s healing powers?”
 
   Zip shook her head.
 
   “Right. Need to think about that.” Commander Darron clasped his hands behind his back. “This is a setback for our plans regarding Yorbik.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m sorry, too. Our strategy with the specialists was imperfect. I should’ve expected a surprise. In battle, it’s the unknowns that kill.” Darron’s hand waved that away. “We took all eleven fingers without too much trouble. Ferial is secure; our troops are swarming over it like ants enjoying the castle kitchens. A few hours ago, I despatched twenty-four captured Dragonships to fetch more soldiers from our allies at Helyon, Gemalka, and more easterly, from Pla’arna and Herliss Clusters–although they are small. Every man will count–and woman, and Dragon–when it comes to laying siege to Yorbik.”
 
   “Consolidating the gains so far?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “What about scouting Yorbik Island?”
 
   “Since you offer so politely–get back on that pillow-roll!” he barked. “By the five moons, Dragon lady, can you not keep an order in your head for more than a single minute?”
 
   Ri’arion shifted and moaned in his sleep. Zuziana reached up to smooth his brow, but grimaced as the movement stretched her side. All that thrashing about as their link transmitted his pain to her, had strained the muscles along her right flank. Her scars from Garthion’s torture ached. Ri’arion had noticed that the scales of her Dragon chest and flank were knobbed and rough in places, reflecting the injuries to her Human form. She could hardly believe that had happened less than a year before. How her life–and the entire Island-World–had changed since.
 
   She remembered fainting when she first saw Aranya transform into a Dragoness. How inexplicable that her friend’s decision to steal her from the Tower of Sylakia had led to the Sylakians’ first defeat in over a decade, and now here she was, tucked beneath the covers with a magical monk, who stank of herbal medicines and astringent antiseptic paste.
 
   Life was an enigmatic Island.
 
   Darron’s frown mellowed. “Scouting can wait a day or two. You must rest.”
 
   Zuziana said, “But, who would scout with me? My Rider can’t.”
 
   “We’ll find someone.”
 
   Her Dragon senses detected an almost imperceptible catch in his voice as he spoke. Would he be offended if she missed that signal? “You’re sending in spies, of course?”
 
   The Commander had turned toward the door, but now he paused. “Of course. Don’t think we Immadians can’t match you Remoyans in espionage.”
 
   “Good,” she said. “As you know, we Dragons of Remoy are very fussy about who we allow to ride us.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Go ask your wife for permission, Commander.”
 
   Just the tiniest smile cracked the corner of his mouth. “Is that an order, Princess?”
 
   “For this Azure Dragon, it is a matter of honour.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Three pairs of eyes, two Human and one Dragon, stared down at the shipyards of Yorbik Island. They had flown in low and fast in the early hours before dawn. Now, a dense wood on the brow of a hill sheltered the threesome from enemy eyes. They needed every scrap of cover available.
 
   Darron thumped Zip’s neck with his fist. “Nice mess you made back there, Dragon.”
 
   “Would you prefer an arrow in the gullet, Commander?” she sniped back.
 
   “You tore his heart out with your talons.”
 
   “Can’t fault me for enthusiasm.”
 
   Estalia, telescope pressed to her left eye, hissed, “Islands’ sakes, husband, stop flirting with the Dragon and take a look at this.”
 
   Zuziana’s eyes ranged over the shipyards of Yorbik Island, which occupied a space between four steep, wooded hills in the precise geographical centre of the Island. Some parts of the sprawling works, subsidiary factories and construction gantries were hidden behind the far slopes, but from their vantage-point they could see enough. More than enough.
 
   Darron grunted, “Tubular catapults?”
 
   “Look behind them,” said his wife.
 
   “Pipes? Am I seeing pipes?”
 
   “By the mountains of Immadia, this is why I’m the engineer and you’re a military man. Those are gas lines leading to gas-powered catapults. I’d stake anything you care to name on it.”
 
   Zuziana ground her fangs together. “I assume you mean the cluster of thirty tubes atop that scaffolding?”
 
   “Aye,” said Estalia. She had a no-nonsense way about her, which jarred with her habitual sweet expression. Beneath a fashionable turquoise headscarf, her eyes were a cool blue that reminded Zip of Immadia’s snow-capped mountains, so different from the jungles of her home. “It’s a rapid-firing catapult machine. Shiny and new. The opposite tower has a similar construction, but by the lines coiled on the platform I surmise grappling hooks, which can be fired to take down Dragonships.”
 
   “To what height?” asked the Commander.
 
   Estalia shrugged. “Gas powered, by meriatite engines? A thousand feet plus. Depends on how good the technology is. Two thousand might be safe.”
 
   Zip squirmed as she imagined a grappling hook slamming into her belly. Fired by one those machines, they could doubtless pierce and reel in an unlucky Dragon, too.
 
   The Commander said, “We don’t have enough troops for a ground assault.”
 
   “Or Dragons who can avoid thirty crossbow bolts at once.” And that was just one of three or four dozen such emplacements scattered throughout the shipyard. Although her tone was light, Zip stiffened beside her companions. “Oh, roaring rajals. We’ve a bigger problem.”
 
   “What?” said Darron, scanning the shipyard with efficient sweeps of the telescope.
 
   At least two dozen Dragonships lay in their bays, in various stages of construction. Zuziana noted three of the huge, armoured Dragonships she and Aranya had tangled with before. They were being fitted with the new catapults and crossbows, smaller than the ground emplacements, but just as deadly. Her Dragon sight allowed her to pick out a dozen tubes per bundle, slightly angled to ensure a spread of quarrels or shot in the air. These Sylakians clearly had no love for Dragons. The aerial forces patrolling the shipyards were no less well-equipped. Zuziana counted three dozen Dragonships aloft, and they had passed silently beneath another dozen at least on their route southward across Yorbik’s enormous hardwood forests.
 
   Thoralian was assembling a mighty fleet once more.
 
   The Commander blurted out a few colourful words, drawing a chuckle from Zip, “Seen him now?”
 
   “Report, Darron,” said his wife, as though she were the commander.
 
   “It’s only the fattest ruddy Red Dragon I have ever seen,” said Darron. “That beast is so obese it can’t possibly fly.”
 
   Estalia, with a wink in Zip’s direction, relieved her husband of the telescope. “Your eyesight’s failing, old man.” But after a moment, her knuckles turned white on the instrument. “You’re right. A hundred feet if he’s an inch, nose to tail, and as fat as an overfull wineskin.”
 
   As one, the two Humans turned to regard their draconic companion.
 
   “I’m not afraid of that flabby red ape,” she protested. “Um, I suppose you don’t get apes on Immadia?”
 
   “We understand,” said Darron.
 
   “But you failed to mention his friends,” Estalia noted, peering again through the telescope.
 
   “What?” Darron and Zip gasped in concert.
 
   “I see three Reds, a Brown, a Green … over there, by the sinkhole. Not one of them is less podgy than that fine specimen of a Red.”
 
   Zuziana’s belly-fires announced their discontent at this statement.
 
   Her gleaming Dragon eyes focussed on the scene below. The girth of those beasts beggared belief. For the first time, she realised that she and Aranya could only be described as slender girl-Dragons–but surely, the size of those Dragons had to be unnatural? Just look, they were forced to lift a Red out of the pit by a towering hawser-and-pulley system. Surely adult Dragons did not reach such an overweight state under ordinary conditions? The Brown’s belly was so grossly distended, he had to drag himself across the ground on stumpy-seeming legs, which had to be thicker in the upper thighs than her entire torso.
 
   So, were the Sylakians secretly breeding Dragons?
 
   Her gaze leaped to the sinkhole, that thousand-foot-wide black pit slap in the middle of the shipyards. What was Thoralian hiding down there, she wondered? New inventions? New ways of killing Dragons? And, clearly, he was assembling a whole new Dragonwing of fully-grown adults to supplement his already mighty forces. How many years had the Supreme Commander been planning this? How many of these beasts might be Shapeshifters, like Garthion, who had tortured her so pitilessly?
 
   “Easy, girl,” said Darron, patting her neck.
 
   Zuziana realised she had whimpered, and hung her head.
 
   “Strength to you,” said Estalia, reaching out to touch the Azure Dragon, too. Her tone suggested she knew something of the Remoyan Princess’ history. “That’s in the past.”
 
   “Garthion burned for his deeds,” said Darron. “We’ll spend the day spying on these overgrown slugs, before taking our intelligence back under the cover of darkness, best we can. The Yellow moon’s waxing tonight, more’s the pity. Look. That one’s flapping his wings as hard as he can, but he can’t move an inch off the ground. They’re–”
 
   “Training,” Zip whispered.
 
   The Commander froze in the act of stroking his beard. “Aye. That they are. How has Thoralian hidden this mystery, I wonder? These are no juveniles.”
 
   “Why are they in such poor condition?” asked Estalia. “That Green has patches that look like fungal growth. You’d never let yourself go like that, would you, petal?”
 
   Now Zuziana understood why Aranya had always bristled at being called ‘petal’. It was such a ridiculously off-the-Island descriptor for a Dragon. On cue, a deep growl issued from her throat.
 
   “I thought not.”
 
   Darron said, “Right, wife, I’ll have my quill and–”
 
   “Wife–in that tone of voice? Who am I, the windroc’s mother?”
 
   “Shall I leave you two alone?” Zip griped, after a brief interlude. “Couples of a certain age should not, well–”
 
   “Should not what, petal?” Estalia interrupted, with a wicked grin. “You go marry your monk, then you can complain all you like.” But she wriggled away beneath the undergrowth, claiming that she was ‘off to bury the Dragon’s kill’.
 
   The Azure Dragon flexed her talons. Grr.
 
   “Right, to work, Dragon,” said Commander Darron. “You sing out the numbers; I’ll scribe. I want a detailed map of this place before sundown, right down to the number of fangs in those Dragons’ mouths. You don’t think we can peek inside that hole, do you?”
 
   “Not likely,” said Zip.
 
   “But it’s intriguing, isn’t it?”
 
   “As only a hole in the ground guarded by half of Sylakia could be.”
 
   Perhaps Ri’arion’s magic could have seen within. Perhaps it would only have alerted the Dragons lazing in the suns-shine down there. Darron’s quill pen scratched across the scroll, sounding startlingly loud in the silent forest. A forest in which every animal smelled a Dragon, and would not dare to stir until she departed.
 
   Zip peeked over the Commander’s shoulder. “Right. Time to correct all your mistakes, old man.”
 
   He jabbed at her muzzle with his quill. “Shut the trap, you insolent, overgrown reptile.”
 
   They worked steadily, filling in detail after detail.
 
   An hour later, he said, “My guess is that Thoralian’s a thousand leagues away.”
 
   “How do you know that?” asked Zip, losing count of the number of grappling hook emplacements. She hissed in annoyance.
 
   “The fortifications,” said the Commander. “Dragons, Dragonships, new technology … we can’t attack here. He knows it. Thoralian will be elsewhere. Plotting.”
 
   “Aranya could flatten this place and serve up those overgrown wild pigs for dessert afterward,” Zip declared, stout in defence of her best friend.
 
   Darron raised an eyebrow. “Bravely said, Princess. But you see what I see, don’t you? The air’s secure. The ground’s secure. The only way Immadia could raid this shipyard is if we burrowed beneath the Island, like the mythical Land Dragons of old.”
 
   “Which are not nearly as mythical as you think, Commander.”
 
   “I wish your Nameless Man could be here to see this,” said Darron, ignoring the smoke wafting from her nostrils. “What’s that wife of mine doing back there?”
 
   “Rajal prints,” said Zip.
 
   “Ah, disguising your lizard-mess?”
 
   Zuziana showed him her right foreclaw. “Shall I draw a map on your back with this?”
 
   But they both knew their jokes were only a disguise of a different kind. Immadia could no more attack this place than they could know what mysterious world hid beneath the Cloudlands, or what lay beyond the legendary mountain-wall that surrounded their Island-World, twenty-five leagues tall. Perhaps with the help of Aranya’s storm powers, Zip thought, an attack on the shipyards might be possible, or if they could attack before those Dragons exercised themselves into shape, which might take weeks. But Aranya was also weeks away, hopefully engaged in a conquest of Jeradia Island.
 
   Zip’s sigh flattened the grass in front of her muzzle. If only her friend would send word. What if Aranya encountered this new technology without being pre-warned?
 
   Evidently, Supreme Commander Thoralian intended to reintroduce Dragons to their Island-World–his Dragons. Given enough Dragons he’d have an unstoppable force, especially since the Dragons of old had conveniently disappeared. There was no balance. No counter-force to give him pause. Did that mean he had been keeping Dragons captive? Or were these all members of his family? Clearly, Thoralian had the Islands in the grip of his hand … or paw. When these Dragons were ready for war, he would smash the Immadian forces in a single stroke.
 
   Suddenly, she shifted her head. “Commander, to have a hope of taking this place, we need Aranya. Ri’arion needs Aranya. The place to join Beran’s forces is at Fra’anior Island.”
 
   “But we need to secure the northerly route to Immadia,” said Darron.
 
   Zip curled her lip into a smile.
 
   “Oh, very sneaky, Remoy. Aye, that could work. If our intelligence pinpoints Thoralian’s location, we’d know what he’s up to. You could rush over to Fra’anior and brief King Beran about what we’ve seen here, because he needs to know about these Dragons and the new weapons. Take Ri’arion. Get Aranya to heal him–but how would we do it? Can’t go in a Dragonship equipped for war.”
 
   “A small force sneaks westward around The Spits, just as we planned,” said Zip. “We take the long passage to Remia, skipping Jendor and Horness. Swiftly on to Noxia, then Rolodia, and then Fra’anior lies within striking distance.”
 
   Darron snapped his fingers. “Those long-distance trader Dragonships we captured at Helyon. I knew I’d find a use for them.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Disguise for an Azure Dragon, plus excellent range and speed,” he said, nodding with increasing enthusiasm. “Meantime, I’ll order my spies and specialists to sabotage these works. A few well-placed attacks will create havoc. We fortify the northern route at Ferial and Helyon, building up our forces, not wasting them in a major but futile attack here. We put Yorbik Island to siege.”
 
   Dragon-Zip’s chuckle was full of ominous rumblings.
 
   But Darron’s eyes rose to the horizon. “First War-Hammer Ignathion will attack at Jeradia Island, because every man is a crazed rajal in defence of his homeland. I hope Beran is prepared for the battle of his life.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14: Battle for Jeradia
 
    
 
   ARanya Placed A tray before Yolathion. “Brought you a treat. Surg-gogi.”
 
   “It isn’t every evening my dinner arrives so beautifully dressed,” he said, easing his splinted leg. “Islands’ sakes, I can’t wait to be rid of this thing.”
 
   She smiled, “One more week.”
 
   “Aye, thou art beautiful, Immadia,” he said, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “But why you are wearing neither Immadian purple, nor amethyst to match your eyes?”
 
   “Flying right off to a new Island,” she said, trying not to wilt at his tone. He hated the dress, evidently. “White for the Immadian snows.”
 
   With a twirl that wafted her expensive dorlis-flower perfume in his direction, Aranya, every inch the Princess, slipped into the chair opposite him.
 
   “Although, I’d love to see you in a traditional Jeradian dress,” he mused. “You have the height.”
 
   Aranya masked her irritation by adjusting the position of the dishes. Dragon-Aranya thought the meal smelled delicious. Her Human part was not nearly as certain. Meat, certainly. But not any type of meat she had ever eaten. It smelled … sharp. Gamey. Probably richly spiced, in the way of most Jeradian dishes Yolathion had introduced her to.
 
   Right. Tonight was about reviving their relationship. She would not let his obsession with all things Jeradian ruin their evening. She was finished with that meddling Ancient Dragon. She harboured no more desire for Ardan. This Dragoness would fly to her own stars above the Island-World; nobody else would choose them for her. But Aranya had to quash a mindfulness of inner storms, embodied by the thunder rumbling behind their Dragonship as it sped on a direct course for Jos, the capital city of Jeradia Island. Deny the magic, she ordered herself. Bite down on the weeping rains, the swelling thunderheads of guilt, and the pregnant hailstorms of betrayal.
 
   She said, “What’s this dish, Yolathion?”
 
   “First, you must taste it,” he said. “The meat goes with these peppered flatbreads. You slice the bread open with your knife–like so–and then spoon in a few curried string-beans. Take it easy on the miniature sweet chilli-pods, they’ll set your mouth afire. Now, a healthy helping of the main attraction–here. Take a bite.”
 
   Aranya almost gagged on her mouthful. The meat was foul. She had to think Dragon-thoughts just to force it past the knot in her throat.
 
   “Good?”
 
   “Distinctive,” she mumbled. Her tongue smarted as she discovered one of the chillies. She gasped, “Oh–water, please. You rotten fiend!”
 
   “A pinch of colour to those pale cheeks,” Yolathion teased.
 
   “While I’m dying over here!”
 
   “See, we Jeradians know about breathing fire,” he claimed, but Aranya’s coughing and teary eyes brought him gallantly out of his seat to help. Patting her back was pointless, but the kisses which followed improved the situation dramatically.
 
   Aranya swatted away an opinion that Ardan’s kisses had been far more enflaming. She had returned his ur-makka before she destroyed it in one of her transformations. How did he do it? The wristlet vanished when he assumed his Dragon form, only to reappear when he turned Human again. That would be a trick. She could keep her clothes on, for a start, which would reduce the opportunity for embarrassment. She felt Ardan’s eyes upon her even when he thought she was not aware. Did he not realise that Kylara must notice? Women were shrewd about these things, and the Warlord of Ur-Yagga was no fool.
 
   “So,” said Yolathion, returned to his seat and shovelling the surg-gogi meat dish into his mouth with great zest, “who will ride the Dragoness into battle tomorrow?”
 
   “Not Ardan, in case you’re wondering.”
 
   “No, not him.”
 
   Aranya could gladly have bitten her own tail for mentioning Ardan. “After all, you’re my Rider,” she added belatedly. Lame, Immadia. “Two of Kylara’s archers have volunteered. We’ll be fighting your father, Yoli. You saw the intelligence. How do you feel about that?”
 
   “My duty is to stand with King Beran.”
 
   Clearly, a taboo subject. Drawing on her years of courtly training, Aranya smiled at him over the rim of her water goblet. “So, what is that meat? Rajal brains?”
 
   “Excellent guess. You’re right.”
 
   “You’re joking.”
 
   Yolathion’s jaw tightened. “I said, you’re right. Brains and heart. There’s an old Jeradian tradition which says that to eat the heart and brain of a rajal is to become as wise and courageous as the great predator itself.”
 
   She slugged down her mouthful with the aid of a swig of water. “I hope people don’t think that of Dragons.”
 
   “Only those who can slay a man’s heart with their beauty,” he said, saluting her with his glass, and then he spoiled an interlude in which Aranya’s heart was sighing over his handsome smile, by adding, “of course, we Jeradians excelled at hunting Dragons–feral ones, or Dragons which chose the paths of evil, raiding our towns and villages. Jeradian warriors used to be hired by our neighbouring Islands in the great Dragon hunts of old.”
 
   Testily, she replied, “But Jeradia had a school for Dragon Riders, didn’t it?”
 
   “Oh, that old fable?”
 
   “Garg–a Jeradian man I met in the Western Isles, told me–”
 
   “Come on, Aranya. You shouldn’t believe every legend floating around the Islands.” He essayed an engaging grin, which she slapped. Hard.
 
   Yolathion touched his flaming cheek, shocked.
 
   Aranya glared at her hand as though it had found a mind of its own. “I’m so sorry, Yoli … I don’t know what came over me.”
 
   “Evidently not!”
 
   She deserved his cold anger. She deserved worse, after what she had done to transform their relationship into a storm-wrecked Island. Was her guilt corroding their relationship from within? Aranya bit her lip, despising the desperate note in her voice as she apologised several more times. Treacherous, wild laughter threatened to overcome her at the expression on his face. She had to fake a coughing fit. Aranya sipped her water, feeling overheated and rather less repentant than she surely should.
 
   “Carry on, Yolathion.”
 
   “The Dragon-Rider Academy was meant to have been built inside an enormous volcano in the north-west corner of Jeradia Island,” he said. “We have many volcanoes, but none which match that particular description. If you check the records, the alleged location is completely absent. Just a sheer drop into the Cloudlands. Trust me, our Jeradian scholars have looked into it–exhaustively. It’s just a rumour that surfaces every few summers around Jeradia, spread by a group of crazies who call themselves the Order of Onyx.”
 
   “Onyx?” echoed Aranya, wondering why that word shivered the Islands of her memory. Why was onyx important?
 
   “Aye, they think they’re keeping the old traditions of the Dragon Riders alive. It’s nonsense. Dragon Riders with no Dragons? A cartload of ralti sheep droppings, if you ask me.”
 
   Aranya nodded, her politeness reduced in her mind to a taut, overstretched string. Too many stressors, Beran had said. She should rest more. But it seemed that she closed her eyelids only to find Fra’anior inscribed on the backs of them, and when she woke, it was to the knowledge of the storm steadily circumscribing her world, a hammer poised to fall.
 
   When he did not offer any more information, she said, “Thank you for making that clear, Yoli. Now, another helping of surg-gogi?”
 
   But she puzzled over his words. Order of Onyx? Where had she heard that before? Had Nak or Oyda mentioned it? By the mountains of Immadia, she knew two real Dragon Riders who were both alive and well, although very old. Was it likely that such an order existed? Might they know some Shapeshifter lore which could lead to a cure for her mother?
 
   Unbidden, a seed of hope lodged in her breast.
 
   * * * *
 
   As a glorious twin-suns dawn blushed over the jagged profile of Jeradia Island, Aranya stood on her tiptoes to kiss Yolathion’s cheek. Mercy, she might have surpassed her tall father, who looked on, but Yolathion practically kept a private patch of clouds to himself.
 
   “Go burn the heavens, Dragon,” he murmured.
 
   Aranya made to leave the navigation cabin of her father’s flagship, but whirled in the doorway. “I’ll try to keep your father alive, Yolathion.”
 
   “Jeradia’s greater than any man,” he said, stiffly. “Win the battle, Aranya. That’s your task.”
 
   Cold, unfeeling … he couldn’t mean that, surely?
 
   But his chin lifted, and beneath the dark flip of his hair, his eyes smouldered at her searching gaze. “If you expect any quarter from Ignathion, Aranya, then you don’t know the man.”
 
   “He was kind to me, once.”
 
   “You saved his life from a windroc so that my father could continue to extend the hegemony of Sylakia across the Island-World, Aranya–that’s all you achieved. Ironic, isn’t it?”
 
   Furious tears sprang to her eyes. “What? Yolathion–”
 
   “He’s the Supreme Commander’s lackey, his foremost bootlicker!” Yolathion shouted, shocking her. “I did the honourable thing, but my father has tossed his honour into the Cloudlands. I’m ashamed to be called Ignathion’s son.”
 
   Standing beside her boyfriend, King Beran’s brow darkened. Aranya knew what he was thinking. Even as his sworn enemy, Beran held Ignathion in greater esteem than his son. The King noted, wisely, “If Ignathion falls, then that is the path of destiny, Aranya. But I, for one, would prefer to accept my old enemy’s surrender in person. It is only fitting.”
 
   A brittle silence enveloped the room.
 
   Aranya turned away. Oh, Yolathion! Poor, tortured Yolathion. The decision he had made to betray his service to Sylakia and join the Immadian rebellion still weighed heavily upon him. Duty and honour were the unbreakable chains binding his soul. Sometimes, she just wanted to grab his shoulders and shout, ‘Forget the past!’
 
   Wrathful, filled to bursting with fire after her clash with Yolathion, Aranya tore off her headscarf as she marched down the corridor to the Dragonship’s stern. She threw that, and her cloak, at a startled Immadian soldier, but felt ashamed at her response.
 
   Clad in just a thin shift, Aranya clambered the ladder to the platform above the hydrogen sack, where her two assigned Western Isles warriors awaited her–Cherya and Ezziya, sisters from Kylara’s command, who had trained with her several times. Aranya would not have wanted to wrestle the muscular sisters in her Human form. She imagined they would have been far happier to take on Sylakian Hammers in a fistfight, than fight Dragonback.
 
   “Ready?” she asked.
 
   “Aye,” they chorused.
 
   “Stand back.” Shucking her garment, Aranya transformed. “Saddle? Extra quivers of arrows, oil pots?” The warriors fell to with a will. No Dragon fear for them. A saddle strap tightened around her chest. “Tighter,” she said. “Double-check your buckles when you’re in.”
 
   Four hundred feet off her starboard flank, a Dragonship groaned beneath the sudden onset of Ardan’s bulk. Aranya felt a wave of magic prickle her scales. Her gaze turned from the neat ranks of Beran’s thirty-one-strong Dragonship fleet to the equally neat ranks of Ignathion’s fleet, easily triple that number, idling a quarter-league or so south of Jos city. This picture struck her as too pastoral. What were they missing? Not that her Dad ever missed the tactical equivalent of a gnat. But Ignathion was not known to be blunt or straightforward in his planning.
 
   Aranya called to the Steersman, standing alertly nearby, “Alert King Beran that it’s too quiet. I don’t like it.”
 
   “Aye, lady Dragon.”
 
   “We’re in,” said Cherya.
 
   “Let’s go take down that fleet,” said Aranya.
 
   Her leap rocked the Dragonship. Almost simultaneously, Ardan flapped ponderously off his perch–eschewing a leap, she realised, lest he send his Dragonship spiralling into the Cloudlands. Enviously, she took in the sweep of his wings. Ha. She could fly rings around anything that moved; he would probably not bother, and just bore straight through his enemies. She almost pitied the warriors of Ignathion’s force. They must be wetting their trousers at the prospect of battling two Dragons.
 
   Ardan angled his flight until his wingtip was just a few feet from touching Aranya’s.
 
   Looking feisty but fabulous, Aranya, he greeted her.
 
   Feisty? With good reason. And, before she could think better of it, she told him what had just passed between her and Yolathion.
 
   The shadowy Dragon’s dark orbs glittered with understanding. You want to take Ignathion alive? I’ll work with that.
 
   And, Ardan–be careful.
 
   His colossal jaw opened in a Dragon’s smile–all fangs and menace. Why? They’re Dragonships.
 
   I’ve a Dragon sense, Ardan. Ignathion’s up to something.
 
   You’re probably just anticipating the smell of burning Sylakian beards, he said. I’ll keep a Dragon’s watch on the horizon, Aranya. You do the same.
 
   I’ll watch your backside–your back, sorry. Your back.
 
   Ardan said, very drolly, My rump does rival an Island’s majesty. I appreciate the thought, Aranya.
 
   Go burn the heavens, you overgrown chunk of soot.
 
   “Light up, ladies,” she said, aloud.
 
   Kylara, occupying the lead position in Ardan’s jury-rigged quadruple saddle, was doing the same. Three more Western Isles warriors lined up behind her, armed with bows and fire-arrows.
 
   Ardan surged upward, climbing to gain the height advantage on Ignathion’s fleet. This provoked an immediate response. A dozen Dragonships immediately began to drift upward to guard against the assault from above. Aranya searched the land, the Cloudlands, the perfectly clear skies. Bar the gaggle of smaller Dragonships left behind to guard Jos, the First War-Hammer of Sylakia had committed his entire force to this battle. Or had he? But the mountains of central Jeradia lay serene, as if never trodden by the foot of man. That dramatic wilderness was the only possible hiding place.
 
   Yolathion was wrong about his father. She did know him somewhat, having spent much of her first journey to Sylakia on board a Dragonship in his company. And if she understood the War-Hammer even in the smallest degree, his charming exterior concealed a shrewd, ever-calculating mind.
 
   Fine. A blast of Dragon fire would soon reveal the devious plan conceived in that many-terraced brain of his.
 
   Altering the angle of her wings, Aranya accelerated to attack speed.
 
   Closer, closer came the upper echelon of Dragonships. Aranya filled her mind with thoughts of the storm spanning the south-western horizon, of grey, billowing cumulonimbus clouds and jagged streaks of lightning, and bared her fangs as a familiar pressure developed in her belly. Storm power.
 
   First target, the uppermost Dragonship. Ardan would take the second, as agreed. Aranya drove herself forward to outpace him by several Dragon-lengths. Ready her fires, and … huh?
 
   The unexpectedly high-pitched whine of the meriatite furnace engines triggered her alarm. Aranya folded her wings to bank so sharply, one of the warriors on her back cried out in pain. Crossbow bolts! Faster than she had ever seen, they sprayed across her previous path. So many! Such fantastic speed. Only a Dragon’s reflexes saved her from being pinned like a trout feeling the sting of a fishing spear. As it was, a clutch of bolts passed through the membrane of her left wing so rapidly that a perfect pentagram of holes popped into being as if by magic.
 
   Aranya swivelled instinctively, eluding the catapult engineers’ efforts as she searched for the source of the danger. From the corner of her eye, she saw Ardan pull off a herculean stalling manoeuvre. A deadly load passed through the space beneath his belly. With a bellow of wild, cruel laughter that shook Ignathion’s fleet, he released a bolt of concentrated flame. Three Dragonships detonated in rapid succession.
 
   KA-KA-KAAABOOOOM!
 
   Her secondary optic membranes cleared. Aranya realised that his firebolt had achieved what she had never imagined. White-hot, spear-shaped, it had passed straight through two Dragonships before expending itself on the third.
 
   That Dragonship. ‘Ware the third on your port flank, Ardan! Aranya called.
 
   How did those tubes fire so many crossbow bolts at once? The engines howled. Aranya’s Dragon sight examined the teams of engineers frantically swivelling the strange new catapults on their bearings. They had improved the mechanism, making the weapons spin more freely. But the real danger lay inside those tubes. She muttered a caustic Remoyan word she had learned during her first fight with Zuziana, before they had become friends.
 
   A blast of steam from the twin bow catapults warned her. Reflexively, Aranya coiled, protecting her Riders. Her forepaws blurred, swatting aside three bolts. A further two sparked off her scales as she sucked in her stomach.
 
   “We’re going in,” she snarled. “Pick a target; destroy it.”
 
   “Aye,” said her Riders.
 
   A coil of smoke from their oil-pots whipped past her nose as the Amethyst Dragon flung herself into an all-out sprint. The change of velocity confused the engineers manning the traditional winch-operated catapults. Nets, six-foot bolts and loads of shrapnel flashed through the morning air, but only to slice through the wake of a furious Dragoness. Aranya pumped her stomach muscles. Eat this, Ignathion!
 
   Pfft! Pfft! Her tiny blue fireballs streaked across the swiftly closing gap between her and the Dragonships. She wheeled smoothly away from the hydrogen blast. One of her warriors cursed unhappily, but the other crowed, “First blood!”
 
   A double thunderclap struck her eardrums as the Shadow Dragon’s attack also found its target. Aranya homed in on the source of her anger. New technology from Sylakia? They were proving all too creative when it came to fighting Dragons. Pfft! She placed a fireball perfectly into the stern catapult emplacement. But it did not explode as she expected. Not gas? Had they been clever enough to employ steam rather than hydrogen gas to power the new crossbows?
 
   The note of the engines warned her again. “Hold on,” said Aranya, and spun her body on its axis. The tip of her tail sliced open the rear compartment of the hydrogen sack.
 
   “One for our fallen!” screamed Cherya, making her shot count.
 
   KAABOOM!
 
   Through the pall of smoke, the Shadow Dragon resembled a vast wraith, blazing arrows speeding from the warriors on his back. Aranya threw herself into a somersault, coming up beneath the cabin of the new-technology Dragonship. She was not finished yet. Chuckling, she sank her claws into the metal and then ran up the side, ambushing the warriors on the side gantry, and their fellows atop the Dragonship seconds later. Ezziya cleaned up the man aiming his catapult tubes at them with a perfectly placed arrow to the throat.
 
   “Nice shot,” said Aranya. “Now to the rear, Cherya.”
 
   As they left the crippled Dragonship behind them, Cherya leaned out of her saddle to slot an arrow into the gaping hole Aranya had left.
 
   “One less to bother King Beran,” she said. Aranya saw a flash of flame reflected in her eyes.
 
   She chuckled. These were warriors after her three Dragon hearts.
 
   If you’ve finished tidying up, Aranya, may I remind you that we’re in a battle? growled Ardan. Follow me. There’s more of those new-fangled Dragonships down there.
 
   Then you’d better be careful, hadn’t you?
 
   Me? Ha!
 
   You’re so fat they can’t possibly miss, said Aranya, archly.
 
   Ardan’s thunder of fury stung every scale on her Dragon hide. What a predator! Ever so appetising. Flinging her treacherous thoughts to the winds, Aranya spiralled after Ardan. What’s the plan, genius?
 
   I’ll tease them. You go in through the smoke.
 
   Fine. Aranya batted her eyelids in his direction. But remember, Ignathion is mine.
 
   If he’s even up here.
 
   Even at the speed of Dragon communication, this rapid-fire conversation was all they had time for. Ahead of her, Ardan flexed his jaw. Chew on this, boys.
 
   Dragon fire hosed out of his mouth. Rotating his neck, Ardan swept down on the Dragonships before jinking aside with a cunning flick of his wings. Still, Aranya saw a couple of crossbow bolts sprout in his right thigh as she whipped past him, through the smoking ruin of imploded Dragonships, and speared on into the heart of Ignathion’s fleet. Ezziya and Cherya released flaming arrows in perfect concert. The Amethyst Dragon beat her wings hard, slinging them over the converging firestorms and into the soft underbelly of a dirigible.
 
   A dirigible without a cabin?
 
   The thought, ‘Ignathion’s second trick’ had not even formed in her mind before Aranya folded her wings to drop away. Four enormous, clawed feet punched through the sack and clutched the air where she had been just a heartbeat before.
 
   Dragon!
 
   A Red Dragon tore the false Dragonship apart as though it were made of aged scrolleaf. He was more massive than Garthion had ever been, a hoary, ancient beast, with a muscled chest that rivalled a Dragonship in its stalwart breadth. His muzzle turned, and a rapacious eye raked the skies in search of his enemies.
 
   There was so much of Garthion in his mien. Aranya skittered behind the nearest Dragonship, panting. She cast about, soul-lost, momentarily disoriented by the impact of memories stampeding through her mind. The battle was her canvas, a stitching together of lives against the iron-grey storm clouds, standing so still in the sky that they reminded her of nothing more than vast sentinels; of Ancient Dragons of tempest and bluster, gathered to pass judgement upon the deeds of an Amethyst Dragon.
 
   The nearby Dragonships did not want to fire at one of their own. A hundred feet away, no less, tens of warriors bared their teeth at her, or gaped in open-mouthed amazement. Aranya ghosted over a Dragonship, keeping it between her and the Red.
 
   “What now, Dragon?” asked Ezziya.
 
   Aranya remembered Garthion, burning. Garthion, speared through the brain. The rage and sorrow of his father, condemning her to execution at the Last Walk. She had to find a way to release the burdens she had carried since.
 
   Readiness quivered in her muscles. “Let’s take them,” she said, softly.
 
   During her approach, she had missed the signs–two, no three fake Dragonships suspended between the others by hawsers. They split open like melons dropped from a height, releasing two more Dragons. Both were Reds, more than twice her size. The trap was sprung.
 
   One sneered at her. I am Baralior. Come lie with me, little one. I’ll show you what a real Dragon can do.
 
   But a half-grown Amethyst Dragon had an advantage over these big, lumbering Reds, as long as Ignathion kept his fleet close together. She flitted between the looming vessels, playing a game of cat-seeks-mouse as she hunted for the War-Hammer. Where was he? His flagship, flying the rajal of Jeradia, hung to the rear of the fleet. A familiar, burly figure loomed on the forward gantry, in front of the crysglass windows. Ignathion.
 
   The twang of a bowstring from her back galvanised her.
 
   BOOM! She rode the shockwave, quicksilver amongst the trio of Red Dragons stalking her. On her back, Cherya screamed obscenities at the Dragons. Many of these Dragonships were armoured, but their armour was not proof against the fireball of an incensed Red Dragon. Two of them spat fire with casual abandon.
 
   Aranya spiralled upward, avoiding a fireball that scorched the scales of her tail. A Dragonship detonated behind her. She used the wild burst of superheated air to impel her between the Dragonships on an interception course with Ignathion’s vessel, but Baralior hove into view, heading her off.
 
   He cried, Come taste my fire, you little–oof!
 
   This is for Naphtha! Ardan roared, striking with all of his power. He sank his fangs into Baralior’s neck and shook the Red Dragon like a hapless rat.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15: First War-Hammer
 
    
 
   DRagon blood spurted into Ardan’s mouth. Despite Baralior’s thick armour, Ardan knew that his fangs had penetrated one of the treble jugular veins located deep beneath the neck muscles, close to the spinal column–a mortal wound. He tasted magic in that blood. With a low laugh that appalled Human-Ardan, he spat Baralior out of his mouth.
 
   Die, lizard.
 
   The Dragon faltered, staring stupidly about him as his lifeblood gushed out in golden streams.
 
   Deliberately, Ardan turned his back on the stricken Dragon. Thou most pleasing distraction, he called over to Aranya, who shone so bright in the twin-suns’ light. She disappeared behind a Sylakian Dragonship with a pert flip of her wings.
 
   Now, the battle exploded around him. Alarm gongs crashed. Engines howled. Soldiers barked orders, and Ignathion’s fleet began to break apart into pre-planned segments, fleeing the clash of Dragons. The flash-trail of Aranya’s fireballs streaked across his retinae. So beautiful. So deadly. Flame blossomed along his right flank as two Dragonships succumbed to her attack. He barrel-rolled, protecting his Riders from the blast. But a cry from his back almost stopped his hearts. Kylara!
 
   Ardan wrenched his neck to check his Riders. The third-positioned Western Isles warrior dangled from the saddle, impaled through her chest by a six-foot metal quarrel, dead.
 
   He felt ashamed at his relief upon realising that Kylara was unhurt.
 
   “Cut her loose,” he growled. Kylara stared at him. “I’m sorry.”
 
   The horror in her eyes cut him to the marrow.
 
   He said, “I’m a Dragon!”
 
   But Kylara’s hand began to lift in a gesture of warning. Sensing movement, Ardan had just begun to twist about when the bulk of a Red Dragon smashed into his hindquarters. Claws scrabbled against his hide, clutching his wing-bone near the shoulder. Ardan’s hind foot belted his jaw repeatedly, but the Red Dragon only snarled and clenched his talons the tighter, his weight slewing Ardan sideways into the path of his brother Red.
 
   Screaming, Hind talons! Hind talons! Aranya flashed up from beneath the melee. She snarled and ripped at Dragon flesh, tearing huge rents in the flailing wings of the Dragon beneath his belly.
 
   Ardan curled his hind paws, extended his talons, and made a running motion against the underbelly of his attacker. So vicious was his attack, that a shower of Dragon flesh and blood momentarily blinded Aranya and her Riders. But the second Red closed his mouth over the area of Ardan’s saddle. He had no interest in three screaming Riders. His jaw gaped wide, exposing every fang as he champed through scales and hide into the bone beneath, seeking the disabling bite that would damage or sever Ardan’s spinal column.
 
   Groaning in pain, Ardan dug to the roots of his being. There was magic swelling in him, leaching throughout his body in cool, quicksilver tendrils, magic that he welcomed with no small surprise.
 
   His body shimmered.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya shook herself. Two Red Dragons ruined within seconds–one bitten and falling like a limp red rag into the Cloudlands, the second disembowelled and trying, somehow, to glide back to Jeradia Island. His survival seemed unlikely.
 
   The Shadow Dragon had a ghastly sheen of near-madness in his eye. Naphtha Cluster, he had cried. Had Immadia been razed, would she have gone feral, too?
 
   But the Red on his back was chewing him up. Aranya hovered over them, trying to find an angle from which a forty-foot Amethyst Dragon could attack a ninety-foot Red. Magic! A strange, capricious magic she had never sensed before–where had that sprung from? On her back, Ezziya crowed as another shot from the sisters struck true, exploding one of the armoured Dragonships. Ardan’s entire body undulated like smoke in the breeze.
 
   The Red Dragon’s jaws champed down on thin air, so hard that he bit his own tongue and a couple of bits of fangs popped out of his mouth. He coughed, You … Shapeshifter?
 
   Lost something? Ardan laughed.
 
   She could see right through him! And he had lost his saddle, his Riders, falling onto a Dragonship two hundred feet below–they would strike the soft part near the bow. The rising wind would take care of that.
 
   The Red snapped at vapours. Who are you, Dragon? What are you?
 
   No time. Her calculations occupied but a fraction of a second. Aranya dove into the Red’s flaring wing and tried her utmost to rip it in half.
 
   Ardan’s power made him resemble a semi-transparent anatomical experiment, Aranya decided, spitting out a mouthful of wing membrane and spiny struts. She could make out his skeletal structure, the striations of his flight muscles, even the remnants of his last meal winding their way through his gut. It all drifted into and out of the physical realm, shifting, coalescing, vanishing again.
 
   Then his claws solidified, buried in the Red’s eyes.
 
   The Red Dragon’s scream soared above the sounds of battle, a wrenching, desolate cry. He tore free and fled across the open Cloudlands, blind.
 
   Ardan’s disembodied grin flashed at Aranya. That was weird.
 
   Don’t overstress the magic.
 
   No. And suddenly, a real, dark Dragon appeared before her goggling eyes.
 
   Go get your Riders … Ardan.
 
   Her voice betrayed too much. The Shadow Dragon’s eyes filled with dusky orange flame. Aye. Here comes your father. We’ve an Island to win.
 
   Aranya flitted between the dark oblongs of Ignathion’s Dragonships. The two fleets, reaching firing range, released clouds of crossbow bolts and grappling hooks and fire-arrows from the archers. Explosions rocked both sides. Smoke and grit lodged in her nostrils; the tang of burning oil and sweet meriatite upon her tongue made her want to gag and spit. Her hearts seemed as shadowed as her Dragon-companion. This was wrong. Beran and Ignathion should be allies, fighting Sylakia’s evil together. Instead, everywhere she looked, good men and women were burning, falling and dying. The new, powerful weapons were not installed on many Dragonships, but those that were, tore holes in Beran’s forces.
 
   Battle was a filthy obscenity, yet the Amethyst Dragon revelled in it.
 
   Pfft! Pfft! Aranya’s fireballs set a Dragonship’s cabin alight.
 
   She was curling, swooping, dodging, focussed entirely on the fray, when Ignathion’s third surprise ambushed her from the sky.
 
   A flare of magic. A thunderous challenge: PERISH, FIEND!
 
   Aranya rolled with an instinct swifter than thought as Dragon fire splashed toward her left flank and hindquarters. But this was not only fire. It was molten rock, which stuck and burned. A three-foot foreclaw streaked her flank as a Dragon hurtled past, missing her killing blow by a rajal’s whisker.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon whirled to track her assailant. She shook herself violently to shed the worst of the lava.
 
   The Yellow Dragoness was so massive, she could not stop herself from plunging into a knot of Immadian and Jeradian Dragonships. She must have attacked from a height; from way, way up high where Aranya had not thought to look for her. Ignathion’s cunning once more. The Yellow snarled up in nets and hawsers, two crossbow quarrels jutting several feet out of her lower right ribs, but her molten rock-fire sprayed forth a second time. Aranya dodged again.
 
   How many Shapeshifters did Thoralian have? All of them huge, adult Dragons …
 
   A flick of her eyes. Kylara running along the top of a Dragonship, slicing up a troop of Sylakian Hammers, while Ardan lumbered along behind, bleating, “Get in the saddle, you stupid woman.”
 
   No chance of that, if she knew Kylara. The other two women hung off his saddle straps, trying to get everything buckled up again.
 
   “Cherya? Ezziya–alright?”
 
   “Burned my elbow,” said Cherya. “I’m fine.”
 
   “The multiple loader,” said Ezziya. “Get me there and that Yellow Dragon is chargrill.”
 
   Aranya did not need to look to see where Ezziya was pointing. A new Dragonship was right in the middle of the snarl, its engineers struggling to orient the twin stern emplacements on Beran’s flagship while the Yellow Dragon’s struggles jerked them about. A man fell shrieking off the gantry, his thin cries trailing off long before he tumbled into the Cloudlands.
 
   “Right. We’re going to sneak.”
 
   “Sneak?”
 
   Ezziya’s astonishment brought a soft, dangerous chuckle to her lips. Aye, an Amethyst Dragon could sneak. “Hit that Dragonship to port.”
 
   Two shots, and, KAARAABOOM!
 
   Using the resulting fireball to mask her intent, Aranya whipped around the vessel shielding them from the Yellow Dragon, and then shrank into the cover it provided. Who was that Yellow–someone’s sweet old grandmother? Aranya gripped the starboard gantry, damping down the pain of her lava burns with a touch of healing magic. “Go, Ezziya. We’ll cover you. Cherya–”
 
   “Got him.” Cherya’s arrow struck a Sylakian cleanly in the chest.
 
   Ezziya leaped over to the gantry, drawing her scimitar. Archers whirled at the sound of her boots on the metal walkway, only to be confronted by a battle-hungry Western Isles warrior and a Dragon lurking behind. Slicing her way through, Ezziya took control of the catapult emplacement. The Yellow eyed her with lethal intent.
 
   Over here, you bilious glob of ralti-sheep fat!
 
   As Ezziya pawed at the controls, Aranya’s insult pricked the Dragoness as surely as if she had hooked a fish. Her neck curved to follow Aranya’s swaggering flight, exposing the underside of her neck. The engines howled. Ezziya’s hand slapped a lever.
 
   From sixty feet out, the shot was almost impossible to miss. But the catapult was designed to spray the bolts slightly. Seven of the six-foot, barbed metal bolts sprouted in the Yellow Dragon’s neck. She choked immediately. Her eyes glazed over. But Aranya’s bugle of triumph was cut short by the faraway tinkling of crysglass. She jerked toward the sound.
 
   “Father!”
 
   Opposite, perfectly lined up for the shot, Beran’s flagship drifted on the fickle breeze. The forward crysglass windows were shattered. Several of the remaining bolts–oh no! Oh, Dad …
 
   Wailing in abject misery, Aranya launched herself across that space. Every wingbeat demanded an impossible length of time. She reached out for a paw-hold, but here came the King, staggering, bleeding freely from his arm and head. Beran waved her off angrily. “Just glass cuts. Wretched Dragon-daughter.”
 
   Aranya laughed with relief. “Dad, I–”
 
   “Go do something useful, Sparky. Fetch Ignathion for me.”
 
   A hundred Dragon fangs gleamed at him. “Sure, Dad. On a platter?”
 
   “Shoo.”
 
   Ignathion saw her coming. Aranya knew she should have concealed her intent, but she was so maddened–or frightened–by her father’s near escape, that she could hold nothing back. Storm powers boiled in her belly, demanding release. Aranya opened fire. White-hot fireballs burst out of her throat in rapid succession, four, five strikes, clearing a path into the heart of his fleet.
 
   Cherya yelled as the series of explosions thumped them back and forth, but patted Aranya’s shoulder. “Something annoyed you, girl? Come on. Beran’s orders.”
 
   She’d make a great Dragon Rider. Those words were pitched just right to refocus the Amethyst Dragon’s mind.
 
   As the Amethyst Dragon swooped, Ignathion vanished inside his vessel. He thought to evade her? A maddened Dragoness? Dodging a hail of catapult-shot, Aranya twirled about to destroy the bow catapult emplacements with her tail. Then she swung down to the crysglass windows. Ignathion stood within, watching her alertly, war-hammer in hand. Aranya punched her forepaws through the crysglass. Reaching for the struts, she tore the windows asunder–just as a windroc had once attacked her and Ignathion, although she was the deadlier creature by far.
 
   Aranya roared, “You’re mine!”
 
   By way of answer, he hurled the war hammer at her. Dragon instincts sped her paw to swat the weapon aside.
 
   Ignathion’s eyes widened. But he was an experienced warrior. Flinging himself through the doorway, he retreated into the interior of his vessel.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon pushed her way within, mindful of Cherya on her back. But the Western Isles warrior had already unbuckled her saddle-straps. Leaping into the cabin, she drew her scimitar.
 
   Aranya said, “Let’s go catch ourselves a War-Hammer.”
 
   She punched the next interior wall. Unfortunately, this one was metal-reinforced and it drew an ugly growl of discontent from her as Aranya wrung her paw. A clutch of Sylakian Hammers raced into the room, but she swept them aside and shovelled them out of the open front of the cabin. They fell howling into space. She poked her head through the door. Ignathion’s hammer pounded her nose.
 
   She could not reach him. But his follow-up blow brought his hammer into her reach. Aranya trapped it with her paw and drew a huge breath.
 
   “No fireballs!” yelled Cherya.
 
   Right. Stupid idea, right beneath the hydrogen sack. Ignathion fled down the corridor. Quicker than thought, Aranya transformed and ran after him.
 
   He darted through a doorway into the common area of the Dragonship, where soldiers often had to manually work the turbines to save on expensive meriatite. Human-Aranya, hot on his tail, stormed into a room stuffed with massive Jeradian warriors. She skidded to a halt, pointed at him and demanded, “Surrender, Ignathion!”
 
   A shocked silence alerted her to the fact that something was wrong. Rather–nakedly–wrong. Despite the situation, or perhaps because of it, Ignathion’s eyes twinkled at her. “Lost our clothes, Princess? Grab her, men.”
 
   Eager hands seized the Princess of Immadia.
 
   For a moment, all Aranya knew was heated embarrassment, being trapped in a cabin with two dozen burly Jeradian warriors, most of whom reacted as if they had never seen a naked woman before. Blood trickled from her nose–the result of Ignathion’s hammer-blow to her Dragon’s muzzle. Someone had a blacksmith’s grip upon her left thigh, but Ignathion’s disturbingly possessive glare made the hand surrender its grasp.
 
   Islands’ sakes, she must have ralti sheep intestines for brains.
 
   “First War-Hammer Ignathion,” she said formally. “This is hardly a fair fight.” His soldiers roared with laughter and called out ribald and creative suggestions as to how the Princess might entertain them. But she pitched her words through the hubbub, “You brought only two dozen men to subdue a Dragon?”
 
   Several of the men swore. “She’s not …” “The Dragon?” “Get off the Island, you crazy wench!”
 
   One of the giant Jeradian warriors, standing nearly seven feet tall, swung his war hammer at her head. “Then eat this, woman!”
 
   Her transformation smashed warriors out of the way. Aranya suffered a heavy hammer-blow to her cheekbone. But she cuffed the Jeradian with her forepaw, hitting five of them in a single swipe. Her roar stunned them; storm power released in an indoor space.
 
   “Hold!” shouted Ignathion. “Hold, Aranya.”
 
   “I’ll rip their guts out!”
 
   “Hold. Please, Aranya–for the sake of your mother.”
 
   Unfair! The Amethyst Dragon roused her belly fires into a decent furnace-roar, glowering all the while at the Jeradians pressed up against the walls. Her burning Dragoness’ gaze dared any of them to make the first move. However, these men were wise–or just plain terrified. Not a boot stirred, no hand raised a weapon.
 
   “For Izariela’s sake,” Ignathion soothed.
 
   Aranya snarled, “Told you it wasn’t a fair fight. Any of you men want to play with me now?”
 
   “We surrender.”
 
   His quick interjection almost earned a sarcastic, ‘Oh, do you now?’ However, Aranya remembered how her father had always advised her to act with dignity, whether in victory or in defeat.
 
   “You can surrender to King Beran, First War-Hammer. Fly with me.”
 
   “Green flags,” Ignathion commanded one of his men.
 
   “Aye, sir.”
 
   It struck her halfway to Beran’s flagship, carrying his oldest enemy Dragonback. The battle had quietened as the forces on both sides recognised the green flags which fluttered above Ignathion’s flagship. Aranya narrowed her eyes at the man on her back.
 
   He said, “I haven’t jumped the Island, Aranya.”
 
   She responded with an ominous growl, formed deep in her chest. “First War-Hammer Ignathion. A question, if I may.”
 
   “I am your captive, Princess.”
 
   Again, that disturbing smile from the man who had loved and lost her mother. Aranya said, “I found your surrender a little … abrupt. Without implying any disrespect, Ignathion–did you fight as hard as you could, today?”
 
   Her Dragon-direct question provoked a chuckle. “A wise commander respects the lives of his men, Aranya, even those foolish enough to handle a Dragoness ungently. By fighting on, what would I have gained? We laid our traps, but you evaded them all. Your victory is well deserved.”
 
   And then he whispered, so softly that only a Dragon could have heard it, “And thus, we shall break the yoke of Sylakia without dishonour.”
 
   Jeradia Island would be freed.
 
   * * * *
 
   It took two further days and five interventions from Aranya or Ardan to break the last of the Sylakian resistance in Jos, Jeradia’s capital city. The evening after they shattered the final pocket of resistance, the two Shapeshifters dined with Ignathion, Yolathion, King Beran and Kylara aboard the Immadian flagship. Aranya squirmed as Ignathion regaled them with the tale of a stark-naked Princess chasing him down, insisting he surrender. Yolathion and his father spent the evening glowering at each other. Kylara would not leave Ardan alone for a second.
 
   When King Beran complimented her on the restraint she had shown during the battle, an insight suddenly crystallised in her mind. Yes, restraint. She had been suppressing every feeling, every thought, the guilt and betrayal, the secrets, the potency of her magic, Fra’anior’s harassment–all had been forced inward for weeks, a toxic brew simmering just beneath the level of conscious thought. Even now, no flame escaped her as it might have done before, when her feelings peaked within her. Aranya feared the storm raging beneath the barrier of her adamantine control. Did she seek to contain the uncontainable? She feared to look at Yolathion, Kylara or her father, because she knew what they would think of her behaviour. Ardan she had to avoid. His dark gaze scorched without stinting. She knew that the soul-fire magic had branded her forever.
 
   Only, she had breathed it for him, too.
 
   Now, she was exhausted from clutching all of the threads together while desperately trying to avoid breaking any. Excusing herself quietly, Aranya found her steps turning toward the outer gantries. She clambered aloft. Yolathion could not follow her here, yet, although he was starting to make good headway on his canes.
 
   A dark, wild night enveloped her. She stood atop the Dragonship, near to where an Immadian soldier stood watch, feeling the wintry wind tugging at her long dress. No need for a robe. Aranya scorned the cold. She burned with everlasting, ever-renewing inner fires, fires that marked her a sorceress and a Shapeshifter. South and west, storm clouds blotted out half of the night sky. The same storm. It had followed her from the Western Isles to here. Always threatening, never breaking–a perfect mirror of the chaos consuming her every hour, waking or sleeping.
 
   A perfect mirror.
 
   Aranya knew she was damaged beyond redemption, a girl cast upon the winds of a consuming, all-pervading destiny. As if cognizant of her thoughts, lightning forked across the clouds in multiple places, too many to count, momentarily gilding the brooding mass of storm clouds. Aranya imagined that storm breaking upon the Island-World, tossing Islands to their doom, speaking with a voice of thunder like Fra’anior, the great Black Dragon.
 
   Aranya!
 
   At first she thought it her imagination, because the faraway lightning flared in concert with the three syllables of her name.
 
   More softly, Aranya.
 
   Fra’anior? Black Dragon?
 
   What of your promise, little one? She shook her head, too afraid to voice her misgivings. He said, You’re reluctant to embrace the purpose for which I called you.
 
   I found your Dragon of the Western Isles, didn’t I?
 
   A weak protest, but true. How she detested his betrayal.
 
   That you did. The absence of his usual roaring made his voice seem like a dry, rushing wind brushing against her mind. You breathed the soul-fire, little one. Deny this, the most ancient of Dragon secrets, at your peril. Consider yourself forewarned.
 
   Forewarned? Aranya failed to suppress her rage.
 
   The storm approaches to embrace the daughter of the storm, said the Black Dragon. There is one, the child of my spirit. Seek her with all of your heart. Seek the onyx.
 
   Riddles! Aranya started, realising the voice of Fra’anior was gone. Had she screamed at him? Riddles, when her mother lay next to death. Hints, admonitions and threats, when the Island-World suffered beneath the Sylakian scourge. The Black Dragon clearly cared nothing for Human suffering.
 
   One of the guards approached her. “Lady? You cried out …”
 
   “I am well, thank you,” Aranya said, automatically. Was she? Holding conversations with Ancient Dragons?
 
   “We’re taking the vessel down for mooring, lady. The storm’s coming.”
 
   Aranya nodded, shivering. She was Fra’anior’s daughter of the storm, clearly. Why the lack of mind-shattering blustering this time, just a calm reprimand? Somehow, it chilled her even more than anything she had dreamed of him before. How could she trust that the voice was Fra’anior at all? Could it be Thoralian, seeking to undermine her sanity?
 
   Abruptly, Aranya reached up to tear her headscarf free, careless of the hairpins tearing at her scalp. She hurled it at the storm-front. But the capricious wind caught the light Helyon silk and tossed it in the opposite direction.
 
   The storm was nothing to do with her. Nothing!
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16: Dancing with Dragons
 
    
 
   Yolathion flung aN emerald-green headscarf at Aranya in a peculiar echo of the storm’s action the night before. “You will wear a covering! It’s indecent.”
 
   “My hair–the natural covering of my head–is indecent?”
 
   “Great Islands, woman, don’t ever let me become a Dragon!”
 
   Such venom. When had he become so bitter toward her? Aranya sighed, “Yoli, you don’t–”
 
   “Never. Not as long as this Island-World stands, Aranya. What you did to Zuziana? Don’t you dare think I should be a Dragon, too.”
 
   If she had ever wondered, his revulsion cast that idea off the Island to its doom.
 
   The tall Jeradian loomed over her. In the corner of the mirror, Aranya saw her serving-girl cringe as though she expected fire to explode from the Dragoness’ mouth. Roaring rajals, why was she in such a surly mood? Tonight was the great banquet, all the glittering ones of Jeradia gathered to celebrate the freedom of their Island. And Yolathion had promised her a lovely surprise. She knew exactly who to blame.
 
   “Yolathion, I’m sorry. It’s the Black Dragon making me cranky.”
 
   “Ardan? What’s he done now?”
 
   “Not Ardan, you silly–Fra’anior, the Dragon of my dreams.” Aranya slipped off her stool and inserted herself into Yolathion’s arms with a smile and a kiss to his neck, just above the dress-collar of his Jeradian officer’s uniform. “Don’t mind my moods, Yoli. Tonight, I am ready to celebrate with you.”
 
   “Aye,” he grinned, throwing her a raffish salute. “The dress is a family heirloom. It’s stunning on you. My grandmother must have been very tall, too.”
 
   The deep emerald dress was indeed beautiful, just more restrictive than Aranya was used to, a mass of long, multi-layered and gold-brocaded skirts. She hoped for a cool ballroom, because the heavy velveteen cloth was already making her feel overheated. High-collared and laced uncomfortably tight beneath the bosom, it forced her to breathe shallowly. To complete the ensemble, Aranya would wear five-inch Jeradian platform heels to bring her closer to Yolathion’s height.
 
   A tremor shook her body. No–he couldn’t be planning to propose, could he? A special dress, both of their fathers being present, and a ballroom full of Jeradians ready to celebrate? Elation mingled with anxiety in her belly. She pressed her hands against her stomach. Did he still love her? Their relationship had been a stormy ride of late, and she had kept her secret with Ardan close to her bosom. Should she tell him first? Could she accept in good conscience?
 
   It took every ounce of her will to smooth her voice into a murmur. “I’m looking forward to my surprise, Yolathion.”
 
   “Excellent. See you in one hour.”
 
   Aranya spent an hour being primped and perfumed, dreaming of a proposal from Yolathion, and so there was a lump in her throat and a spring in her step as she joined Yolathion, Ignathion and his two consorts in their formal pony-carriage. They jounced through the streets of Jos, a city constructed of ruddy volcanic stone with insets of shining black onyx, and wide boulevards lined with prekki-fruit trees.
 
   “I wish this storm would break,” said Ignathion, eyeing the leaves blowing past the carriage. “Strange weather.”
 
   “Aye,” said the consort to his left. “It’s just so humid. Better than Sylakia, though.”
 
   Aranya wondered what it would be like to fly into a storm. She fanned herself with a jewelled hand-fan, probably another family heirloom. “How did you escape from Sylakia, lady?” she asked.
 
   “Ignathion smuggled us out.”
 
   “Oh, and I thought piracy was beneath a First War-Hammer,” said Aranya.
 
   Ignathion grinned genially. “It’s not beneath King Beran, is it? It evidently runs in Immadia’s royal family–pirates, thieves and Dragons, you are.”
 
   “You flatter me.”
 
   Yolathion’s fingers tightened on her knee. Skirting an active volcano? Aye, but the Dragoness in her scorned her scruples.
 
   The ball was to be held in the magnificently appointed great hall of the Jos Governor’s palace. A thousand guests had been invited, and at least as many servants waited upon them. There were formal introductions for King Beran and Princess Aranya of Immadia, ‘heroes and saviours’ according to the official script, and honours for Ignathion and Yolathion, who had apparently served Jeradia with distinction. Nobody mentioned that they had served on opposite sides of the conflict.
 
   When the initial hubbub had settled and the formal Jeradian line-dancing had begun, Aranya found herself momentarily alone with King Beran.
 
   He touched her cheek with a fingertip. “They couldn’t disguise the bruises?”
 
   “One of Ignathion’s big brutes gave me that one,” she said. “Sometimes, it’s better to let the body heal naturally than rush in with magic.”
 
   “Aye. Ardan dances well for such a big man.”
 
   She schooled her face carefully. “He does seem full of surprises.” And ambushes …
 
   Kylara twirled lithely in his arms, a dusky vision in a wine-red dress. Her dark hair sparkled with rubies and diamonds, and her laughter tinkled clearly over the music from the twenty-piece Jeradian brass band. Aranya forced her fingers to relax on her crystal goblet. She must not admire how Ardan’s strapping shoulders filled his dress jacket, nor envision his hulking Dragon form, for how could he be that noble man–and Shapeshifter Dragon–that he desired to be, if she did not help him by first keeping her promises? How much more she now saw in him than that bluff, scarred Western Isles warrior he appeared to be on the outside.
 
   “Dad, why so pensive?” she asked. “This is a great victory.”
 
   Beran sipped his wine, a tangy Jeradian red apparently grown on the slopes of an active volcano. “Would it surprise you, Sparky, if I told you that I miss your mother at times like these? Silha is not enamoured of dancing. And it was at such a ball that I first fell over the Islands in love with Izariela.”
 
   “At Fra’anior, Dad?”
 
   “Aye, Fra’anior. Our next destination.”
 
   Aranya said, “In some Island cultures, I hear it is permitted for fathers to dance with their daughters.”
 
   “Including those daughters who tower over their fathers?” Beran inquired. Six inches separated them in height, given the boost of her heels and his formal, slightly elevated boots. Aranya was about to make a light-hearted riposte, when a change in her father’s expression stopped her cold. He said, “Promise me you won’t hate him, Sparky.”
 
   “Hate?”
 
   Aranya whirled on her heel to see Yolathion approaching with a girl gliding alongside him. A girl who became no less pretty, nor less leeched onto his arm as if she were some revolting form of fungus, the longer Aranya stared at the couple. Beran discreetly placed his hand on Aranya’s waist.
 
   “Yolathion,” he said. “Is this beauty your relative?”
 
   The giant Jeradian had high spots of colour in his tan cheeks. “Soon, I hope,” he rumbled. “May I present the gracious lady Jia-Llonya, my consort-to-be?”
 
   Traitor! Outside the hall, a titanic peal of thunder shook the Island-World.
 
   The King’s fingers pinched Aranya’s skin in warning, before he moved forward smoothly to introduce himself in the Jeradian fashion. “Jia-Llonya, I am King Beran of Immadia.”
 
   The Princess of Immadia shuddered at the roaring in her ears. She barely heard the King say, “May I congratulate you on your engagement? I’ve had the opportunity to fight alongside this fine young man, and I hold him in the highest esteem. Jia-Llonya, may I present my daughter, Aranya, the Princess of Immadia? She’s a Shapeshifter and an Amethyst Dragon.”
 
   Aranya approached the girl as though tugged by strings. Nausea churned her stomach into green soup. She bent to kiss the air beside each of Jia’s cheeks in turn, and then took her hands in her own, following the Jeradian pattern of greeting she had learned just hours before. A bitter, affronted part of her appreciated the introduction as a Dragon–purposeful, from Beran.
 
   “Jia-Llonya, so delighted to meet you,” she said, in a tone invested with more icicles than an Immadian midwinter’s evening. “I do hope we’ll be great friends.”
 
   Jia-Llonya smiled, but there was a quiver of trepidation behind that smile. Her heart-shaped face framed a pair of striking green eyes, and her expression suggested a sweet, shy girl–just Yolathion’s type, Aranya decided, feeling her jealousy flower into a bonfire of indignant wrath. That was not all. She was tall, too, and fuller of figure than Aranya. Her tan Jeradian skin practically glowed with good health. Did she have magic?
 
   She should be happy for Yolathion. Instead, Aranya imagined clawing the girl’s eyes out.
 
   “I’m delighted, too,” said Jia-Llonya. “Please, call me Jia. I’ve never had the honour of meeting a Dragoness.”
 
   “Most people haven’t, unless it’s at the sharp end of my fangs,” said Aranya. She might have betrayed Yolathion, but he had betrayed her long before. How dare he keep Jia secret from her?
 
   Jia-Llonya seemed oblivious to her threat, even though Beran caught his breath audibly. “That’s amazing,” she said, her eyes lighting up. “What’s it like–flying? Fighting against Dragonships? When did you find out you were a Dragon?”
 
   “When Yolathion threw me off a cliff in Sylakia.”
 
   Almost, she transformed. Her Dragoness thrashed against her iron-willed control, roaring, I’ll kill that girl! Rend her limb from limb!
 
   Dimly, she heard Ardan call to her, You must calm down, Aranya. You’re burning up.
 
   Thunder crashed again, closer this time. Aranya was aware of a buzzing in her ears, as though she had swooped rapidly and needed to pop her eardrums. The wind whistled outside the great hall, and the candles within flickered in the shifting airstreams–or was it her magic, breaking free? The air had that tang of incipient rain, a storm about to break. Aranya struggled desperately to stuff it all back inside, but she might as well have tried to cork a volcano. Last time she had felt like this, she had melted Yolathion’s boots, burned Garthion and earned herself an execution.
 
   Smoothing out the crackling of fire in her voice, Aranya said, “Shapeshifters are a great mystery, Jia. Who knows where the Dragon form exists while the person assumes their Human guise? Yet, I feel the Dragoness there. She’s part of me. I feel her feelings and think her thoughts. I am her.”
 
   “Two parts of a greater whole?” asked Jia.
 
   “More like two whole beings, interwoven.”
 
   “Soul-connected.”
 
   This little tramp presumed to know something about Shapeshifters? Draconic rage blinded her, despite the knowledge that Jia-Llonya had touched something deep, and true, about her nature. Yolathion drew Beran aside to talk strategy for their next jump to Fra’anior Island, leaving Aranya alone with the Jeradian girl.
 
   A coil of her magic slipped free, through their clasped hands, to expose Jia’s secrets.
 
   “You’re pregnant,” she whispered.
 
   “Please, don’t tell him,” said Jia, turning ashen. “He doesn’t know. Look, Yolathion’s a bit stern and a slave to his precious duty at times, but I do love him and I believe that you do, too. What he needs is careful management.”
 
   Through the madness howling in her mind, Aranya’s lips formed the words, “He’s well. The babe, I mean.”
 
   “It’s a boy?”
 
   She nodded, struck mute. Oh, Yolathion! This was his wonderful surprise for the ball? Quicker than the strobe-lightning flashing against the great windows of the hall, hatred gripped her soul. Dragon claws of jealousy coalesced in her imagination, curving around the lovely, so very pregnant Jia-Llonya. Aranya knew what it was for a Dragoness to feel spited and forlorn. Jia was talking to her, but she no longer heard through the reverberation of her own storm breaking free. Her scalp crawled.
 
   No, not the hair. Not now!
 
   “Aranya? Are you quite well?” asked Jia, her voice soft and sweet, and utterly detestable.
 
   Aranya gazed unseeing at her feet. So Human. So helpless. She could not even keep her boyfriend. He loved someone else. He had loved this other girl all along.
 
   Without warning, her chin snapped up. Heat flushed her pale skin. Aranya’s Dragon magic reached out physically, emotionally and magically, seizing Jia-Llonya with irresistible power. She wanted nothing more than to obliterate this creature who had stolen Yolathion from her. The Black Dragon was wrong. Yolathion was the one for her, and she was the only one for him.
 
   This girl–unfortunately for her–stood in her way.
 
   Dominant, the magic blazed out, ravaging in its demands. Every candle lighting that vast hall flared incandescent.
 
   Jia’s eyes widened. “Oh, my …”
 
   The headscarf ripped with a sharp report, releasing her hair, the surging, wavy length of it bursting free of its braids, swollen as she was with the unstoppable tide of Dragon magic. Strands of silver, blue and black bridged the space between them–covetous, coiling, chains to bind so much more than mere flesh. She loomed over Jia, beguiling the girl to her doom, wholly transformed into the Immadian enchantress she had always feared to become.
 
   Just beyond the Jeradian girl, Aranya saw King Beran turn. The disapproval writ on his face was a dragger-blow to her heart.
 
   Fighting the magic which insisted she wrap her fingers around the girl’s throat, Aranya faltered, but Jia-Llonya did not. Shuddering under the force of magical coercion, she stepped forward to be twined in Aranya’s deadly embrace, the thick veil of hair screening them from view. Time stopped. All was an inferno of Dragon emotions.
 
   Sobbing in great, wretched gasps, Aranya wrenched herself loose. Indignation mottled Beran’s visage. Sharp inhalations, all around her; a rising babble of voices.
 
   “No!”
 
   A peal of thunder rattled the building.
 
   “NO!”
 
   She tore at her hair, hating the magic, hating herself, hating everything she had become.
 
   “No, please … I can’t stand it anymore!”
 
   The tempest erupted, unleashed at last. Nothing remained whole. Aranya raised her voice in a wild, piteous howl, “Noooooo!”
 
   In her place stood an Amethyst Dragon. The priceless dress, ruined. Her thunder beat the walls from within, cracking candle chandeliers, overturning tables and sweeping servants and guests backward in a blast of wind. The howl of her disgrace made them clap their hands over their ears.
 
   Then, with a snap of her powerful thigh muscles, the daughter of the storm launched herself skyward. A blue fireball blasted though crysglass and stone.
 
   Aranya fled into the night, into the storm.
 
   * * * *
 
   The gale-force winds tossed her higher and higher, bearing her aloft upon tempestuous squalls, driving the Amethyst Dragon away from Jos City. Lightning played between the distended, dark cloud-canyons, a league tall and more. Driving rain splatted against her scales, drowning the Dragon tears spilling down her cheeks. She lost herself in flight.
 
   Dawn was a greyer shade of night. With it, crowding through the breach in her sanity, came visions of the Ancient Dragons. All around her, vast reptilian forms slithered and roared and built and loved and warred. The world was young. Its Islands were the canvas of her memory, painting pictures of lifetimes long vanished, of volcanoes shaping the world and blackening the skies with an endless rain of ash, of chasms at the roots of Islands belching their poisons across thousands of leagues to form the Cloudlands. Land Dragons twined about Islands, crushing them with their coils. Their battles were the earthquakes that cracked the basal rock. Humans clung to a pitiful existence amidst the chaos, ever-fearful of the marauding draconic hordes, until some Dragons took them to be slaves, and taught them language and geography, astronomy and the arts, and the Humans made themselves useful, and industrious, and eventually, indispensable.
 
   Aranya shivered as war enveloped the world, Human against Dragon, and the Dragon-kind between themselves.
 
   Many scenes flashed before her eyes, too fast to comprehend. There came a hunter, a being of otherworldly magic, devouring Dragons with an appetite that could never be quenched, but grew the more it fed. The Amethyst Dragon fled from it in a blind, screaming terror. She saw Dragons rise against the beast–Onyx and Silver, Amber and Sapphire, the colours of the legends Nak and Oyda had told. They were consumed in the blink of an eye as the disembodied head of a Land Dragon bellowed its rage across an empty Island, crying, Traitor! Foul traitor!
 
   And it swallowed the Island, and her, in its mouth.
 
   Darkness prevailed upon the Island-World.
 
   Next she knew, Aranya was scudding along just above the Cloudlands on the wings of an everlasting windstorm, surrounded by clouds so thick and black that her mind served them up as Fra’anior’s heads, snapping at her tail. Panicked wingbeats drove her into the teeth of the storm. Hurricane gusts tossed her about like a toy, battering, blustering, howling across her sensitive scales and drilling into her brain until Aranya clapped her paws over her ear canals, desperate to shut out the barrage. Percussive crashes of thunder became hundred-foot Sylakian war hammers endlessly pounding her body. She rode the cleansing lightning, drawing the tang of ozone deep into her lungs. Aranya spread her wings to embrace the blast, shooting through the Ancient Dragons’ storehouses of hail and winter’s ice, the realms of Blue Dragon powers.
 
   Higher and higher she soared, miles and leagues high, until it seemed improbable that the storm should still cover the Island-World. The air grew thin and deadly cold. The stars gleamed in a moonless void unimaginably far away, yet their silvery song washed over her scales with a magic all of its own. Had night fallen already? Where had the daytime fled? Her lungs laboured, while her hearts throbbed so rapidly that the rushing of blood became a waterfall in her ears. The Amethyst Dragon observed the storm’s beauty from above, the thousand-league bands of clouds spiralling shell-like around a central, clear space, and she tried to imagine what might live in its heart.
 
   But the storm drew her as an umbilical cord feeds a baby. The storm approaches to embrace the daughter of the storm. Aranya swooped, obeying a call she barely perceived. Now, she would truly ride the winds. Her velocity became immense, the utmost a Dragon could achieve or endure. The storm raced along with her. She became one with the tempest. When the clouds enveloped her body, they brought a coolness to her fevered state, and a sense of homecoming.
 
   Yet within her darkness was a thread, a tiny beacon of magic that drew her to a place where she had once sojourned. Come to me, darling Aranya, said her mother’s voice.
 
   Mother? A Star Dragon winged alongside her, a shining star misplaced in the world, riding the hurricane winds with impossible serenity.
 
   Follow me, precious daughter. I will lead you home.
 
   Mother, wait for me. Aranya sped up, but the Star Dragon began to pull away. Mother, please!
 
   Desperation caused her to accelerate now to such a velocity, she created her own shockwave before her. Aranya’s Dragon powers sang an enthralling, excruciating song. She seared the night, blasting thunderheads aside to her left and right, diving through the turmoil as though she had always belonged in its chaotic embrace. Yet Izariela led her on, through the blinding curtains of rain and shrieking winds. Splitting the storm with the ease of a thunderbolt flung to earth, Aranya flung herself down upon the Island she sought.
 
   Transform, Aranya. Go home.
 
   Izariela faded. Mother! Mother! She reached out, but touched nothing. Human-Aranya wept, stumbling barefoot through the night, letting the unfamiliar foliage slap her body, unheeding.
 
   “Home,” she moaned. The volcanic rock cut the soft undersides of her feet. “Home.”
 
   Sodden, she tramped along an animal-trail to a village perched upon the rim of a vast cliff of trailing, luxuriant vegetation. She knew this place. Her dull gaze took in the small, neat cottages lashed by the terrible winds, the fallen trees, the shingles blown off rooftops to litter the gardens. She knew … that house. Her footsteps led her home.
 
   A fist, rattling the door.
 
   A bolt squeaked; light fell upon her face. The woman standing within gaped at her. “Lyriela? What are you doing outside, child?”
 
   Lyriela peered past the woman’s shoulder. ‘Aranya’, she mouthed, her face lighting up.
 
   The soundless word released something in her. “Aranya,” she said, as though discovering her name for the first time. She stumbled inside. The young woman’s embrace was shockingly warm against her ice-cold skin.
 
   Aranya threw herself upon Lyriela’s shoulder, and wept.
 
   * * * *
 
   The smell of redbush tea brewing in a kettle roused her. It transported her instantly to a small hut in a dell on the edge of Sylakia Island, the place where she had first learned about her Dragon powers. By the sound of the unique dawn chorus, a combination of myriad bird-calls mingled with the intricate, trilling songs of dragonets, she knew she had come to a familiar place–Fra’anior.
 
   “Tea, petal? And a nibble for breakfast?”
 
   Aranya’s mouth popped open. “Oyda?”
 
   “Aye, I’ll have a nibble of thee, my fireflower petal,” said Nak, from the couch opposite. “Only, would you allow the blanket to slip to the floor? Just for the tiniest second? I imagine you are delightfully naked beneath it.”
 
   “Nak! What are you … what? I mean, what?”
 
   “Ah, my devilish handsomeness can still reduce Princesses to spluttering incoherence,” he declared. “Lyriela is also quite smitten with me, I assure you.”
 
   “Not half as smitten as you are with yourself,” said Oyda, tartly. “Make yourself useful, husband. Stir the fire. Beastly weather, Aranya. Quite the hundred-year storm you appeared in. Petal–that’s you, Lyriela–will you lend Aranya a few items of clothing?”
 
   “No need,” Nak put in.
 
   “Have a bread roll,” said Oyda, tossing one accurately across the room. It bounced off Nak’s head.
 
   Aranya wanted to laugh, but the ache in her soul was too severe. She was so happy to see Nak and Oyda, albeit far from Sylakia and in tumultuous circumstances, that she could not help the tears trickling down her cheeks. Everything would be alright. Oyda’s homespun magic would heal her hurts, and she could tap Nak’s wisdom, too–if she could just wrap her brain around the incongruity of finding them here, on Ha’athior Island.
 
   Nak turned to look past the couch Aranya lay on. “Lyriela says–” he frowned. “Well, she says she must play for you, o precious Immadia. She says … no, Lyriela, that’s impossible. Nonsense, petal.”
 
   “Another bread roll?” said Oyda. Nak ducked. “Aranya, Lyriela says that you and the storm are … connected. Magically.” Aranya rose on her elbow to stare at her relative, she who could be her twin save for the violet eyes and the lack of multi-coloured hair, with astonishment. “She says that if you calm down, the storm will dissipate.”
 
   “If I calm down?” A flare in the hearth fire betrayed her feelings. Aranya sighed. “Lyriela, if you had any idea of the size of that storm …” She thought of poor Jia-Llonya, ensnared by a Dragoness’ magic. “I’ll try. I’ll try anything.”
 
   It was surely impossible that one unusual girl should be the epicentre of a thousand-league storm, Aranya thought. So was being thrown off a cliff and learning to fly. And pulling off a twenty-eighth hour rescue of Immadia. Surely, the Black Dragon’s ‘daughter of the storm’ was not meant as a literal appellation?
 
   But the winds outside shrieked at a pitch she had never heard before. The shutters vibrated as though seized and rattled by an earthquake.
 
   Lyriela made an interrogative gesture.
 
   “I would be honoured,” Aranya smiled.
 
   Lyriela, with that wonderful grace Fra’aniorian women seemed to possess as their birthright, glided over to the corner which housed her tall, intricately carved harp. This was not the instrument she had carried to their meeting with the Nameless Man. It stood six feet tall.
 
   She bowed slightly and laid her fingers to the strings. Glissades of music and magic filled the small house, driving away the sounds of rain drumming on the roof and the wind attacking the shutters. Aranya sagged on the couch as though struck by an invisible fist. The music conjured visions in her mind. She saw a vast volcano inside which Dragons danced to the music of Dragonsong. Amongst the multitude, at the heart of the celebration, was a tiny, gleaming Onyx Dragoness, hardly more than a hatchling, who carolled her joy to the heavens. The other Dragons sang their harmonies from a near-subsonic throbbing deep within the male Dragons’ chests, to the trilling song of fledglings and the clarion purity of the Dragoness’ voices. And the visions moved to her mother, Izariela, and her star-crossed love for a rakish young Beran, and from there to the lives of other Dragons she did not recognise.
 
   The music drew her to a place of quiet contemplation, and instilled all with peace. Lyriela’s offering opened new vistas to her. It soothed her fears, enwrapped her in wonder, and pierced the bloated ulcer of hatred which had grown within her soul.
 
   It made the world anew.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17: Ancient Ways
 
    
 
   “WHAT’S thE MATTER with that stupid Prince Ta’armion?” Aranya griped. “I’ve a good mind to kidnap him myself.”
 
   “Petal, calm yourself. You’ll bring another storm down on us.” Oyda was right, as usual. Aranya forced herself to relax beneath the ministrations of Lyriela brushing out her hair. “Nak and I abandoned Sylakia just after you winged north to save Immadia, and that’s all we have to say on the subject. We came to Fra’anior. Much more congenial than Thoralian’s back yard, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Aye, and these Fra’aniorian women … goddesses, one and all,” said Nak, evidently not as asleep as his snoring a moment before suggested.
 
   Oyda said, “We came to dig into the records. Lyriela is your cousin, Aranya. Your mother had a twin brother called Ja’arrion, a Green Shapeshifter Dragon of reputedly exceptional power. He married Va’assia, a Red Shapeshifter from the neighbouring Island of Ya’arriol.”
 
   “And Izariela–”
 
   “Well, that’s a mystery, Aranya. We couldn’t unearth a single record or memory of the twins’ mother or father.”
 
   “Oh, what a shame.” Aranya regarded Lyriela in the mirror. “Islands’ greetings, beloved cousin.” The image made a fluid Fra’aniorian half-bow. “So, our heritage is unknown? The powers that pass through a family of Shapeshifters–”
 
   “Aye,” said Nak. “As you know, we can trace powers through the generations. That’s why record-keeping became such an obsession amongst Shapeshifters. Izariela’s Star Dragon powers point to an extraordinary heritage. But Thoralian put a stop to that, the poxy son of a windroc. He murdered Ja’arrion and Va’assia–”
 
   “We don’t know that for certain,” Oyda put in.
 
   “He murdered them.”
 
   “They disappeared.”
 
   Aranya quelled the squabble with a hiss. She said, “Do you remember our grandparents, Lyriela?”
 
   “I was very young,” Nak translated.
 
   And then a piece of the puzzle fell into place for Aranya. If Shapeshifter families worked as Nak and Oyda’s research suggested … Lyriela, do you understand Dragonish?
 
   A gulp as the violet eyes flew wide. Her cousin’s throat worked. A-A-A, she stammered, not even words, but the mind-communication possible between Dragons. She wrung her hands, trapped between terror and wonder. A … aaaooo …
 
   Oyda flung her arms around the girl. “Petal, softly now.” Petal, don’t cry. Think your words.
 
   With a clatter, Nak’s stool toppled in one direction and his canes went spinning in another. An impromptu Nak jig spun him around the room, as he giggled, snorted and crowed, “I found me a Dragon! Well, you did, Aranya. We found a Dragon.”
 
   Aranya sprang off her own chair. Lyri … oh, Lyriela! I can’t believe it. She hugged the girl so hard, Lyriela’s ribs creaked.
 
   Poor cousin. She really had no chance, not with two Shapeshifters for parents and a Star Dragon for an aunt. Poor Prince Ta’armion. Her wicked chuckle startled everyone. He was about to marry a Shapeshifter Dragon. That would certainly spice up his life in the future. And she’d have another Dragon ally, bringing the total to four. Four Dragons to stand against the seemingly inexhaustible hordes of Thoralian’s family.
 
   Oyda said, I wonder what colour you’ll be, petal?
 
   Violet for the eyes, said Nak, sounding assured of his ground. Violet is my favourite Dragon colour–next to amethyst, of course. And the sapphire of my darling Shimmerith. You’ve quite the knack for discovering Dragons, Aranya. Or making them, I hear. I think it’s time you told us a story.
 
   Every detail, said Oyda. I want to know why you arrived here in such a state. Who did this to you?
 
   Aranya groaned. In front of Nak? She’d never live this down.
 
   * * * *
 
   Zuziana mopped Ri’arion’s brow with a cool cloth. The monk moaned and strained against his bindings, while the Dragonship likewise groaned and creaked as it sought to make headway against the high winds which had beset their long south-westerly passage to Remia Island. The Steersman complained bitterly that they should turn aside for Horness Cluster and take shelter, but Zip could not abide even an hour’s delay. Fra’anior beckoned. It tugged her heart along as though she were chained to a Dragonship driving ahead at its fullest speed.
 
   Aranya. Something was amiss, and Zuziana was desperate.
 
   The sickly-sweet odour of infection filled the cabin. Despite their best efforts to treat Ri’arion’s wounds, the deep perforation in his shoulder had become inflamed. That, plus the raving delirium of a powerful magician, was not a combination anyone felt safe with. It baffled her how the Nameless Man could not simply just snap his fingers and heal himself. Some magic was like that. Several of her Dragon powers seemed inborn, but others needed to be learned, observed in others, or required some unfathomable signal or crisis before they surfaced.
 
   Or, a thief could steal them. She winced.
 
   “Princess Zuziana of Remoy, exile, escapee, thief and Dragoness,” Zip whispered. “Dragon Rider. Aranya’s friend. A sizeable blue wasp lodged up Sylakia’s left nostril.”
 
   As the word ‘wasp’ left her lips, Ri’arion gripped her arm with feverish strength.
 
   “You were inside me,” he moaned. “You saw; you took.”
 
   “And I love you. I’m so sorry, Ri’arion.”
 
   For the first time in days, the depthless sapphire eyes cracked open. “You did right,” he breathed, forcing the words out of an unwilling throat. “It is I who failed you.”
 
   “You didn’t fail–”
 
   “I was a fool. Forgetting that pain would be transmitted through the mind-meld.” His grip hurt her arm, but Zip did not pull away. “Seeking to control a Dragon.”
 
   “It was a brilliant idea.”
 
   A glistening teardrop squeezed out of the corner of his eye. Zip covered her mouth with her hand to stifle an appalled sob. Ri’arion had never displayed such weakness before. He was a monk, the Nameless Man, the very paragon of discipline and wisdom.
 
   His chest rose and fell. Infection scribed its insidious woes upon his flesh.
 
   He whispered, “You are passion, dawn’s breath upon the world. I am cogitation. As the orbits of the moons are circumscribed, so am I.”
 
   Zip bent over him, stroking his cheek, hurting for him. “Hush your poetry, silly man. If you think I’m leaving you, you’ve monkey intestines for brains. We’ll work this out. And you will get better.”
 
   “Aye?”
 
   “Aye. And when you’re better, you won’t spout so much beautiful nonsense.” His laughter turned into a pained wheeze. She said, “We’ll defeat Thoralian. You and I will get married. We’ll have ten children. All of them immoderately magical.”
 
   “Children by magic?” His eyes gleamed too brightly. Sweat beaded his brow. “Now who’s moons-mad? If you’ve been turned into a Shapeshifter by Dragon tears, do you think your children will inherit your powers? Oh, by the great Dragon, I ache …”
 
   The Princess of Remoy snapped her fingers at him. “Will you switch that brain of yours to healing? You never stop, even when you’re doing a passable imitation of dying.”
 
   “If you’ll explain to me the mystery of Shapeshifter heritage …”
 
   “I promise I’ll think about it.” Zip laid a finger upon his lips. “You need to heal.”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “Making good headway toward Remia.”
 
   He said, “Do you think our meld is doomed to failure, Princess?”
 
   “Be still. Or would you argue with a Dragoness?” She replaced her finger with a kiss, which he returned feebly. “Ha. You are not as ill as you pretend. Ri’arion, can I share my fears about Aranya with you? And you’ll tell me if I’m leaping off Islands?”
 
   His eyes shuttered. “I’m listening.”
 
   Two breaths later, a soft snore informed her of exactly how well he was listening.
 
   Zuziana wished she could fly ahead to Fra’anior, but her place was here, with her monk. “Oh, Aranya,” she whispered. “You will be careful, won’t you?”
 
   * * * *
 
   Nak prodded Aranya in the ribs with his cane. He seemed far from astonished by her story; tickled, surely, but also sympathetic. He said, “Was she a good kisser, at least?”
 
   “Nak!” cried Oyda.
 
   Aranya wished she could have melted through the floor rather than share that detail. “I had my fingers wrapped around her throat, but she thought I meant to kiss … it confused me. Jia didn’t deserve–I wouldn’t ever–Islands’ sakes, what do you expect me to say?”
 
   “Petal, you might not know, but in some segments of Jeradian society it is quite common to kiss on the lips in greeting. Even the men do it,” said Oyda.
 
   Nak complained, “Aranya made it sound so much more interesting than that.”
 
   A storm-powered roar shook Lyriela’s cottage. Aranya leaped at the old Dragon Rider, her hands clawed, but even as she sprang off her seat, rational thought intruded and she skidded to a halt, slamming her shins into the couch next to him. Aranya groaned, pressing her fingers against her temples.
 
   One more bit of Dragon fire and she was going to explode!
 
   “Sorry. Sorry, everyone. I’m alright.”
 
   She was not–Aranya knew it, and now they all knew, too. She dropped back into her seat, hugged her knees and rocked back and forth. Nothing made sense any more. Her emotions could not find a single Island to rest upon for more than a minute, and while struggling to maintain her integrity, all she had achieved was to heap another disgrace upon herself, this one hugely public. Beran would be mortified by her behaviour. She had gaily dragged Immadia’s reputation through a swamp. She could not even cry about it. Her tears had run dry.
 
   Nak said, gently, “Dragons are fiercely jealous creatures, Aranya, and that girl stole Yolathion from you. I don’t blame you in the slightest.” His eyes took on a misty glaze. “Though, I would have loved to have been there …”
 
   Oyda’s hand clipped his head. “You old degenerate. Her poor father, what he must have thought.”
 
   “Ha, Immadian prudery,” said Nak. “In Remoy, they have the right idea. Besides, I have always admired Aranya’s morals. Nothing has changed–apart from this wild urge I have to thrash that Shadow Dragon within an inch of his life. Blasted Dragon magic upsetting my best girl …”
 
   His wife gaped at the old Dragon Rider.
 
   “I can still surprise thee after fifteen decades of marriage?”
 
   “Aye, that you can,” said Oyda.
 
   “I could still say something wildly inappropriate,” Nak offered, flashing his lustful-old-man smile at Aranya. “Should I clasp thee in mine arms, incomparable Immadia, I would kiss thy blushes most tenderly, and teach thee such things–”
 
   Oyda scolded, “Nak, enough.”
 
   Aranya blushed on cue. “Nak–yes, you’re still the Island-World’s greatest charmer.”
 
   “I am, aren’t I?”
 
   Then she offered him a wicked smile of her own. Patting her knee, she said, “Come perch upon a Dragoness’ knee, my friend, and I shall nibble thy head off thy neck.”
 
   Nak waved his cane rather wildly in her direction. “Desist, thou wicked beast!” He said, “On a more serious note, how many times did you tremble the Islands with that man–Dragon, I mean?”
 
   Aranya thought she was done blushing, but now her cheeks heated up so ferociously she thought she smelled smoke. Ardan and his mysterious, beautiful eyes; that wicked, wicked rajal of a man! And dear, gallant old Nak neither blamed her nor criticised her actions. She wished she could articulate how grateful she was for his acceptance, even if she felt even more muddled as a result.
 
   Magical Dragon fire indeed. Thou, my soul’s fire, its madness, its uncontainable Dragonsong …
 
   She protested, “What does it matter?”
 
   “The Dragon lore surrounding numbers is quite astonishing,” said the old Dragon Rider.
 
   Oyda met her raised eyebrow with a nod. “It’s a serious question, Aranya.”
 
   “Um … seven, Ardan said.”
 
   “Louder. My aged ears fail me.” One more wisecrack and Nak would seal his doom, her scowl told him. Nak’s face wrinkled up in a smile that reached his hairline. “I’m a much better kisser than that Jeradian girl, aren’t I, petal? Admit it.”
 
   “She’s the one who … oh, stop! It was barely a peck.”
 
   Oyda said, “Seven, Aranya? That’s a magical number. At least, our Dragons were always nattering on like parakeets about numerology and the properties of the number seven, most especially.”
 
   Seven signifies the sevenfold power of a vow, said Lyriela.
 
   Aranya screamed, and then clapped her hands over her mouth, filled with chaotic laughter. Lyri, you spoke! Er, in thought. How is it you speak Dragonish so well?
 
   I feel born to it. Lyriela shrugged; tears glistened on the tips of her eyelashes. My mind awoke. She spoke with the care of one who had never been able to speak, and was assembling sentences in her mind before speaking them.
 
   Taking her cousin’s hands in hers, Aranya said, Lyriela, you’re a treasure. Are you aware this means you’ll transform into a Dragon, probably soon? Are you scared?
 
   She bobbed her head. What will Ta’armion think? I am scared, dearest cousin. Petrified.
 
   Marry him, quick, said Nak. Then, you can be all the Dragoness he desires.
 
   I don’t know why he’s still waiting. Lyriela’s evident distress put paid to Nak’s teasing. The old man turned to muttering dark imprecations about Princes who jilted innocent young maidens without so much as a word of explanation. His fulminations quickly developed into the Prince being barbecued in a handy volcano, slowly.
 
   Oyda directed a significant glance in Aranya’s direction. Aye. She could most certainly fly across the caldera to Fra’anior Island and breathe a little fire beneath a tardy, uncaring Prince. It would be her pleasure.
 
   Lyriela, said Aranya, I’ll help you learn how to be a Dragon. And Nak is a great teacher. Now, what did you mean by ‘the sevenfold power’?
 
   The vow you spoke with the Dragon Ardan. It multiplied in power because of the … because of the soul-fire, then the seven times … Lyriela faltered at Nak’s knowing snigger. She added, I knew there was something unnatural about the storm, Aranya. You generated it. But I misspoke. It’s not seven times seven, but seven to the power of seven.
 
   A hundred-year storm resulting from soul-fire breathed and simple vows spoken by two Shapeshifters at the edge of the world? The power of sevens? If that were true, the Island-World was a stranger place than she had ever imagined. Fleetingly, Aranya rode an echo of the storm. She revelled in its raw ferocity. Seen from above, the storm had spanned half the world. If anyone had a right to be scared, it was her.
 
   She had never wanted such power.
 
   Do I have to be as fierce as you, Aranya? Lyriela asked. And hunt for my meals?
 
   Nak beamed at Lyriela. Thou shalt outshine the very raiment of the heavens, Dragoness. Thy breath shall fire our Islands as with the suns of dawn. And the Island-World shall tremble before thy revealed majesty, thou queen of the uncharted aerial domains.
 
   He means to say ‘aye’, said Oyda, regarding him with great fondness. Thou, my soul’s fire.
 
   Thou, the Dragonsong of my hearts.
 
   Aranya’s own heart jumped in response. A sweeter echo than before, the very words she and Ardan had spoken. Did your Dragons teach you to say things like that?
 
   “Petal, Dragons are the most romantic creatures in this Island-World,” said Oyda. “They’re worse than my Nak when it comes to soppy poetry and sweet endearments. ‘Thou, my third heart.’ ‘Thou, the moons above my Island.’ ‘Thou, the breeze beneath my wings.’ Windroc droppings and piles of sizzling sheep fat.”
 
   “My sweet Oyda,” Nak tittered. “Poetry’s just honey dripping from her tongue.”
 
   To her embarrassment, Aranya’s stomach growled at the mention of sheep fat. Delicious, said her Dragoness. Disgusting, said her Human brain. Nak’s cackling from the couch opposite was no help at all. Oyda rebuked him sternly, rounding off a fine tirade with, “Say something worthwhile, thou fool of a husband.”
 
   “Very well,” said Nak. “A Dragon’s soul-fire is an ancient magic, as your Black Dragon pointed out, Aranya. It is also an exceedingly rare power, a secret jealously guarded by the Ancient Dragons. Legend claims that Istariela and Fra’anior exchanged the soul-fire. The Pygmy Dragon’s tale would be incomplete without the fiery love she breathed with Silver. Petal, once you breathed the soul-fire with your dark Dragon, your fate was sealed. You stood no chance–just as a Shifter has no choice about assuming their fundamental nature, their Dragon form. Such magic is not to be trifled with. It … changes things. Fates. The course of the Island-World. Minor details like that.”
 
   He dared to echo the Black Dragon’s warning? Aranya opened her mouth in protest, but Nak cut her off, adding, “I wish I understood why Fra’anior hounds you over this, my precious petal. Do you think it could be connected to your mother, somehow? Or to some Ancient Dragon power he wishes you did not possess?”
 
   “Such as the power to facilitate his brethren’s return to our world?” asked Aranya, voicing the concern uppermost in her thinking.
 
   Stillness gripped the little company gathered in the cosy sitting-room of Lyriela’s cottage. Aranya wished she had not opened her mouth to utter such ill-omened words. Was she not inviting calamity? Was Fra’anior listening, even now?
 
   Oyda stood abruptly. “Who’s for another cup of tea?”
 
   “Well, that would turn a few Islands on their heads,” said Nak, tapping his cane on the floor for emphasis. “Aranya, we can’t allow that to happen. Ever. They’d make the Sylakians seem like … like … Islands’ sakes, even I’m lost for words. We’d breathe new life into the Dragonwars and cast whole Islands of people into the abyss.”
 
   Aranya leaned forward. “Nak, tell me about the Pygmy Dragon. What powers did she have? Do I remember rightly, she was Onyx in colour?”
 
   He said, “As in, ‘Seek the Onyx, daughter of the storm. She’s my child’?”
 
   ‘The child of my spirit,’ said Aranya. “There’s a difference. Obviously, I’m not a child of anything he fancies. I’m the child of his wrathful right paw.”
 
   And if Fra’anior was listening, he could just stuff that down all seven of his throats at once.
 
   Seven? A muscular spasm made her jump. She had no desire to summon up a mental image of the Black Dragon to check if her intuition was correct. If he was so awesome and all-knowing and crammed to the craw with the unimaginable powers of the Ancient Dragons, what could possibly be preventing him from returning in all his wild majesty to claim the Island-World for his own? Why roar at an Amethyst Dragon through her dreams?
 
   She imagined Fra’anior thundering at her, Rebellion, is it? I’ll teach you to rebel!
 
   Ha. I defy you, Black Dragon.
 
   His mocking laughter echoed across the inconceivable leagues and aeons. Indeed, little one? We’ll see.
 
   Or had she imagined it? She had seen and heard so many wild and bizarre things while riding the tempest, Aranya sensed that reality was beginning to slip through her grasp like waters pouring off Islands into the Cloudlands. There was something about the Black Dragon’s behaviour which, oddly, reminded her of her own father–but being disciplined by an Ancient power was a far more daunting prospect.
 
   In a much smaller voice, Aranya said, “What should I do about Ardan and Yolathion?”
 
   “Petal, what does your heart tell you?” asked Oyda.
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
 
   Running from Fra’anior is no solution, Lyriela put in, but very gently. You might as well flee from the wind, or seek to cross the mountains at the end of the world.
 
   Thanks, cousin, she said, smiling wryly. I wasn’t frightened enough already.
 
   Nak said, “Toss both men into the nearest volcano, Aranya. Grab the Jeradian girl. She sounds positively mouth-watering. I know all about grabbing girls. Did a fine job wooing you, didn’t I, my jewel of Yelegoy Island?”
 
   Oyda’s eyes crinkled at him. “You’re sweet, Nak. Now, to answer your question, Aranya, I was friends with Pip. We both were. She came to us at Jeradia Island.”
 
   “Start your story at the beginning, daft wife.”
 
   “Pip was a Pygmy warrior from the Crescent Islands,” said Oyda. “The Dragon Zardon was convinced there was a new, world-changing power abroad in the Island-World. One day, he winged off to find it. Quite the finest of Dragons, he was. He tracked down our Pip to a Sylakian zoo. She’d lived in a cage for seven years.”
 
   Aranya pressed her fingers against her temples. “Seven years?”
 
   “Aye,” said Nak. “Three feet, eleven and one-half inches tall, she was. Just a mite of a thing. And you forgot that half-inch at your peril. She had my Shimmerith hopping, I tell you.”
 
   “And Nak,” Oyda put in.
 
   “Ha,” he snorted. “I had her cleaning my oldest, smelliest socks.”
 
   “You’d rather slit your own throat than endure that,” said the Dragon Rider’s wife. “Before Pip scrubbed up Nak and Shimmerith’s roost, you couldn’t walk inside for the stench.”
 
   Nak acted so unimpressed by this comment, Aranya had to laugh. He scolded her, “Pay attention, you wayward wretch. Once, Oyda and Emblazon were out on patrol when they were ambushed by Dragon pirates. Pip saved her life. Transformed on her way down, bounced off a mountain, still managed to clutch my Oyda safe in her paws. But the Marshal of Herimor had levitated an entire Island over the Rift, and brought with him literally thousands of Night-Red Dragons, which he had changed somehow and controlled by his power.”
 
   This statement made both her Dragon and Human forms quake simultaneously. Aranya pictured roasting Nak with a handy fireball, the insensitive, uncaring rogue. Aye. She functioned too much as a Dragoness, these days.
 
   “The Dragon Assassins,” Oyda added. “The Marshal controlled them by mind power.”
 
   “The real power was the Shadow Dragon,” said Nak.
 
   Oyda folded her arms ominously. “No, you senile windroc, it was the Marshal of Herimor, corrupting the power of a First Egg.”
 
   Nak’s voice took on a peeved edge. “Who’s telling the story, you demented old bat? Look, the Marshal came from the south with his floating Island, all the way up to Jeradia, where there was a great battle. The shadow creature roamed the Island-World, mesmerising Dragons and drawing them to this Marshal’s Island, where they just disappeared. They acted like stunned ralti sheep. The creature sucked their magic out like marrow from a bone. Slurp!”
 
   Before she knew it, Aranya was on her feet, shouting in horror. She tasted blood on her lips. “I-I … Nak! Oh … d-don’t do that to m-me.” Aranya fell back on the couch, grateful for Human arms to hold her. Thanks, Lyri.
 
   What did you see? asked her cousin.
 
   A nightmare. I can’t talk about it. I just can’t.
 
   Aranya hid her face in her hands. Dark wings overshadowing her soul, a chill more penetrating than the deepest snows of an Immadian winter, and the awareness of life being leached from her body by an insatiable predator …
 
   “Why do I see these things, Nak, Oyda?” she asked, her voice rising. “Why am I connected with an Ancient Dragon? Why strangle that witless girl? Why did I summon the storm? And how many people did that storm kill, on how many Islands–”
 
   “Stop. Petal, stop,” cried Oyda, rushing over as best she could to grip Aranya’s shoulders. Staring into her eyes, she said, “That’s the Island of madness, Aranya. You are good. Your powers are good. But good is sometimes powerful and dangerous, even terrifying.”
 
   Aranya wanted to grumble, but Oyda silenced her with a look. Perhaps a hundred and seventy-seven years of experience taught a person to do that.
 
   Her words settled deep in Aranya’s consciousness. A terrifying good? Braving its dangers? There were significant choices she could make–and had made–with her life. She was just so confused about Yolathion and Ardan, she could see neither Cloudlands nor Island when it came to them. But what did the state of her heart matter, when the Island-World groaned beneath Thoralian’s iron grip? She had to push those men aside. She’d have nothing to do with Fra’anior’s vision for her future until she understood it better.
 
   She said, “Right. Here are my stupid questions.”
 
   “Stupid can be good, too,” said Nak.
 
   “I think I prefer Oyda’s version of wisdom,” said Aranya, wishing her smile would return to working order. “On Jeradia Island, where did you live?”
 
   Nak said, “Dragon Rider Academy, in southern Jeradia. The school was inside a large caldera.”
 
   “Northern Jeradia,” said Oyda.
 
   Aranya said, “The place which according to all Jeradian scholarship and research, does not exist? No, don’t answer that. What was Pip’s great power, Oyda?”
 
   The two old people looked at each other. “Um.”
 
   Aranya could not withhold the snap of Dragon fire that crept into her voice. “Nak. Oyda. This is important. I need answers. You called her power ‘world-changing’. What could she do? Storms, like me? Move the moons in their orbits? Blot out the suns?”
 
   “No, not storms.” Nak scratched his chin like a dog chasing a flea. “It’s just, I can’t quite remember. Something–aye, she did something to Shimmerith, once. Pip brought her friend the Oraial Ape to the school, and you know how large an Oraial is. Pip had just arrived. Well, this Oraial wandered out onto the field looking for her. The alarm sounded and all the students were barricaded inside the dining hall. Shimmerith–oh, my beautiful darling, Shimmerith–swooped down from a height to attack the Ape. Well, Pip, she was as feisty as a fireball on legs. She smashed down the great doors of the hallway, rushed outside, and shouted something magical. And Shimmerith just stopped mid-air. Aye, I remember now. Caught her like a fly in amber.”
 
   “She stopped a Dragoness mid-air? Held her up with hawsers?”
 
   “No, Aranya,” said Oyda. “Magic. She was strong. Stronger than you or I.”
 
   Suddenly, Ri’arion’s dry voice echoed in her memory, a legend he had related about Ancient Dragon powers. Aranya said, “A Word of Command. She had the power of Command.”
 
   “That’s right, petal,” said Oyda.
 
   Unimpressed by this cloud of bewilderment, Aranya narrowed her eyes. Her friends had never acted senile before, despite their age. Was this a ploy? A shading of the truth for the good of an Immadian Princess? Perhaps she should seek a more sinister explanation …
 
   Nak said, “Another time, I remember–this incident happened here at Fra’anior. The Silver Dragon attacked Pip in the Natal Cave. Tied her up. She snapped the ropes, broke out of there, and attacked that Dragon. Hit him like a thunderbolt out of the blue.”
 
   “I thought she loved the Silver–”
 
   “Love came later. After she smashed the living pith out of him.” Nak grinned at Oyda. “Do you remember the Land Dragon she summoned?”
 
   Aranya sat up straighter, beginning to feel rather annoyed and jealous as her friends extolled the Pygmy Dragon’s powers to the heavens. “She summoned a Land Dragon?”
 
   “You really are full of stupid questions, aren’t you?” Nak laughed at his own joke. “Her name was Leandrial.”
 
   “Who, Pip?”
 
   “Great Islands, no, my ralti-sheep aunt who runs around bleating at the moons!” Nak glared at Lyriela, who was overcome with fit of the giggles in the face of his wrath. “Just wait until you’re married, o heavenly Ha’athior. We’ll make your Prince blush like the dawn, you and–”
 
   Oyda barked, “Nak! Don’t get distracted.”
 
   Nak said, “Pip was attacked by half a dozen Night-Red Dragons. They tried to drag her down into the Cloudlands, when along comes this Land Dragon just running up the side of the Island holding Pip on her paw, as cool as a fish in a terrace lake. And Pip turns around and talks to–shut your mouth, petal. You’re catching flies. The Land Dragon was called Leandrial. That creature had claws sixty feet long, and a throat as could swallow a fully-grown Dragon without its wings touching the sides.”
 
   Aranya tried to imagine this monster, and failed miserably. “But Nak, what became of this omnipotent Pygmy Dragon? Where did she go? And all the other Dragons, for that matter?”
 
   Nak shook his head. “I don’t remember.”
 
   “You don’t remember?”
 
   How had they not remembered something so fundamental? Granted it was over a hundred years before, but still! Aranya chewed her lip, unable to deny the suspicion that something was amiss. And she did not want to shout at Nak and Oyda again. They deserved better.
 
   “Pip vanished?”
 
   Nak nodded. “There was a great battle at Jeradia. I remember that. The Marshal’s Island was there, hanging in the sky–I just don’t remember how it ended. How did it end, Oyda?”
 
   “Well, she defeated the Marshal, of course,” said Oyda.
 
   Aranya insisted, “But you didn’t see it, did you?”
 
   “No, not exactly,” puzzled Nak. “I remember hiding from the Dragon of Shadow here, at Fra’anior, in the Natal Cave. We spent months in that cave, climbing the cliffs in search of food and forbidding our Dragons to fly anywhere.”
 
   His answer was the proverbial fracture in the terrace lake wall. The Immadian Princess made a very passable impression of a Dragon as she roared, “So you jump from a non-existent school, amidst the most important battle of your lives–and you can’t even be certain of that–to hiding in a cave in Fra’anior, and you don’t remember a blasted thing? The world changes under your noses, the Dragons all disappear, and you don’t even notice? Ridiculous! I can’t believe what I’m hearing from you two!”
 
   Nak rubbed his ears. “No need to shout, I’m not decrepit yet.”
 
   Aranya smacked her hand to her forehead. “She did something to you. That little Onyx vixen … she made you forget.”
 
   “Oh no, not my sweet little Pip,” said Nak. “She’d never have dared to do that.”
 
   “She chased you away. The Pygmy Dragon needed you to survive, to remember … why? Why, Oyda?”
 
   Oyda hung her head. “Petal, I am so ashamed, I want to cry. Knowing how important these questions are to you–ouch! Mind the old bones, you wretched girl.” Aranya hugged her a little less fiercely. Oyda patted her back. “You’re like my own daughter, Aranya and I’d never hide something like this from you. Look. Nak and I are hopelessly confused. We’ll put our forgetful old heads together and try to agree on the real story. Meantime, you need to relax.”
 
   “That’s the last thing I want to do, Oyda. Fra’anior has me hunting an Onyx Dragon who’s been dead a hundred and fifty years. How does that make even a grain of sense?”
 
   “Shut the trap, petal,” said Oyda, with a sweet but commanding smile. “I’ve just the job for an Amethyst Dragon.”
 
   “I don’t want–”
 
   “Shut it!”
 
   Aranya laughed, but made a silencing motion in front of her lips.
 
   Oyda nodded. “That’s better, petal. Now, while I talk to Nak and dress Lyriela in something suitably gorgeous, you will go fetch that worthless Prince Ta’armion. Don’t you take no for an answer. I’m sure you can be very persuasive.”
 
   “Grab him by the seat of his fancy trousers, if necessary,” Nak chimed in.
 
   Lyriela laughed soundlessly behind her hand, her eyes a-dance.
 
   “Direct him to bring Dragonships, chains and whatever effects his ridiculous tradition demands. It’s time for a right royal kidnapping.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18: A Right Royal Kidnapping
 
    
 
   ARanya lauNched Herself off the lip of Fra’anior’s volcanic rim wall, the place where legend told that the world began in the explosion of a vast meteor. Ha’athior Island, one of twenty-seven major Islands located around the caldera, lay above the Natal Cave itself, the magical resting-place of the fabled First Eggs of the Dragons.
 
   She had to remain concealed. How many Sylakian spies still lurked about Fra’anior? Ignathion had shared that the Sylakians had stripped Fra’anior’s garrison bare to supplement the effort at Jeradia–but still, a Dragon could cause Prince Ta’armion a great deal of trouble.
 
   Excellent. Aranya grinned rather grimly.
 
   Angling her wings, she plunged toward the vapours concealing the caldera floor. A league below the Islands, she should be invisible to Human sight–but what if there was another Dragon? She scanned the cloud-mottled skies, the Islands, the swirling mists. Nothing. Only dragonets. Curious to see the Natal Cave close up, Aranya hugged the cliff face, but was soon forced to take a more considered approach due to the sheer number of dragonets and birds flitting in and out of the lush, trailing vegetation.
 
   A mile and a half lower down, the vegetation gave way to the relentless assault of the volcanic heat from lava-filled cracks on the caldera floor. Aranya skirted a huge overhang. Wow! She levelled out, slowing down as she gaped at the cave mouth, an immense bite into the roots of Ha’athior Island. The magic emanating from the Natal Cave’s dark mouth made her scales creep. A long white tongue of Dragon bones descended from its mouth to the volcano floor. Aranya decided she’d explore it another time, perhaps after Lyriela’s wedding. But as she surveyed the bones, a bugle of wonderment sounded from her throat. Not all were white–some were turquoise with sparkling, jewelled veins, others, a deep, ruby-red colour. She winged over the spinal column of some beast whose unending, serpentine ribcage towered two hundred feet over her head. Feeling skittish, and thinking herself foolish to be so, she whipped through the open mouth of a skeletal head, dodging fangs the size of the marble columns in Jeradia’s great hall.
 
   Unbelievable!
 
   If Pip’s Land Dragon had been this size … Aranya was a gnat in comparison to these monsters.
 
   Gritting her fangs, Aranya accelerated away across the cracked volcanic landscape. She had a Prince to hunt.
 
   Not long after noon, as the twin suns broke through the clouds to intensify Fra’anior’s already sultry heat, the Amethyst Dragon ghosted in on muffled wings to land behind a small orchard inside the palace grounds. She transformed. Picking up a bag of clothing Oyda had tied to her forepaw, she dressed rapidly and wound a lavender-coloured headscarf around her unruly locks. She disliked lavender, but that was the colour of Lyriela’s spare dress.
 
   Aranya crept between the close-packed flara-fruit trees, having to pick her footing amongst a thick layer of fallen fruit–probably knocked down by her storm. Good. Prince Ta’armion was training at swordplay with a man who moved with a dragonet’s grace and a cobra’s speed. She had better not surprise him, or she’d be wearing his sword Dragon-swift.
 
   Stepping out of the thicket, Aranya called, “Prince Ta’armion, a word.”
 
   A crossbow bolt buzzed past her left ear.
 
   She hit the ground with a thump. Some kidnapping this was. She needed to work on her style–next time, a snatch and grab, or better still, chasing the Prince around his field, firing fireballs to keep him hopping? She grinned, but held very still as a sword-point scratched her ear.
 
   The man said, “What do you want with the Prince, girl?”
 
   “Lyriela?” said the Prince. “Let her up, man.” His smiling advance turned into a confused stumble. “Lyriela, this is unexpected–you aren’t–Aranya! By the Great Dragon himself, am I glad to see you.”
 
   “I’m grateful it is not drugged and clad as a slave-girl, this time,” she returned, letting more than a hint of acid enter her voice.
 
   Unfortunately, this comment produced a misty-eyed look as the Prince summoned up an evidently pleasing mental image of the outfit his agent had chosen to best showcase her attributes on that occasion. Her glower made the Prince adjust his grin hastily.
 
   “The royal hospitality has improved since that unfortunate incident,” said he, sketching a preposterously elaborate Fra’aniorian bow. “Put the sword down, Ga’artior. It’s no use anyway. She’s a Dragoness.”
 
   Ga’artior sniffed, “She’s safe, my Lord Prince?”
 
   “Not in the slightest,” said Ta’armion, cheerfully. “Aranya is the Princess of Immadia, a Shapeshifter Dragon and an ally of Fra’anior. I do hope that you’re planning to invade, Princess? I’ve so been looking forward to an Immadian invasion.”
 
   The Dragoness in her had decided she’d threaten to eat him. Instead, Aranya found a smile creeping about her lips. He was just so adorable and enthusiastic. He’d drive her up the proverbial Island cliff, but he was perfect for Lyriela, her gentle, soon-to-be-Dragoness cousin. Well, she had not flown across the caldera to make Prince Ta’armion’s life any less lively.
 
   “Prince Ta’armion, I have come on account of my cousin,” she said, giving him her sweetest smile. “You will kidnap her today, or I will personally hang you by your bootlaces from the nearest passing cloud. Do we understand each other?”
 
   Ga’artior’s sword swished toward her. Ta’armion parried it with a flick of his blade. Aranya did not flinch. She raised an eyebrow at the Prince.
 
   Abruptly, an enormous grin creased his cheeks. “Aye! By a thousand Islands, Aranya. I’ m so excited. It was the Sylakians, we couldn’t risk … Ga’artior. Operation violet dragonet. On my order, go.”
 
   The swordsman loped off without a backward glance.
 
   “Violet dragonet?” said Aranya.
 
   “I’ve been planning this for far too long.”
 
   Within the hour, a flotilla of three Dragonships was making headway southwest, across to Ha’athior Island. An Amethyst Dragon soared above, chafing at the slow speed of the Dragonships, although they were burning plenty of meriatite on the Prince’s orders. The Prince rode Dragonback, while his father, King Cha’arlla, occupied the royal Dragonship. At the Palace, preparations for a lavish wedding were well underway.
 
   Ta’armion leaned over Aranya’s neck “Have I told you how excited I am?”
 
   “Only fifty-three times,” she said.
 
   The Dragonships were stuffed to the exhaust pipes with Fra’aniorian dignitaries and elders keen to observe that their precious traditions were not flouted in the smallest detail. They sipped expensive wines from fluted crystal glasses and regaled each other with improbable tales of the kidnappings they had attended, or perpetrated. It was all highly dramatic, with much swooning and fanning of faces and strident exclamations of gladness. Aranya wanted to roll her eyes and fall about laughing. Instead, she bore the Prince with what she hoped was suitably regal wingbeats across to Ha’athior.
 
   “And did I say, we’ll be married on the seventh day after the kidnapping? That’s the tradition. It’ll give King Beran plenty of time to arrive.”
 
   “Forty-one times on that one,” said Aranya.
 
   Arriving at Lyriela’s small village, wreathed in the golden suns-beams of late afternoon, the Amethyst Dragon took up her position, idling on the thermals nearby. Soldiers tossed anchors from the Dragonships. Ta’armion’s men rushed down the rope ladders to surround the quiet little village perched on the edge of the cliff.
 
   “Right, Aranya,” said Ta’armion. “Let’s wake up the villagers.”
 
   The Amethyst Dragon said, “Cover your ears, my Prince.”
 
   Grinning, Aranya raised her muzzle to the sky and unleashed a booming challenge. Birds for half a mile about fled in a squawking panic. The dragonets retreated warily, but soon peeked their blue, red and yellow muzzles out of the foliage to goggle at the resplendent Amethyst Dragon. Aranya put down outside Lyriela’s house and discreetly helped the Prince alight from his unaccustomed perch.
 
   Ta’armion, garbed in so much royal finery he was red-faced and sweating rivers, immediately charged up to the front door and flattened it with a violent kick and a fine, ringing yell. Of course, Nak had loosened the hinges beforehand. Nobody would want to humiliate the Prince with a locked and barred door, would they? He barged inside.
 
   There came a scream from within, banging, the clattering of pots, and shouts of, “Desist, thou fiend!” “Take that, and that!” “Unhand the lady, thou scoundrel!”
 
   Aranya disguised her laughter with a fiery snort.
 
   Eventually, Ta’armion was apparently tossed out of a window, breaking one of the shutters on his way to a muddy landing in the vegetable patch. This was also tradition. Brandishing his sword, loudly declaring his love for the lady, he leaped back into the fray–through the same window. When the furore subsided, he emerged dragging a wailing, struggling Lyriela by her chained hands to her not very terrible fate. Nak tottered out of the doorway, dishevelled and shirt torn, begging the wicked Prince to relinquish his precious ‘granddaughter’.
 
   Ta’armion produced a very fine rendition of a piratical laugh–probably playing a part from one of the Fra’aniorian ballads. “Nay, old man,” he declaimed. “I shall despatch my Dragonships to fetch thee to the nuptials.”
 
   Nak begged his friends, his neighbours, even Ta’armion’s men, to come to his aid. But eventually Lyriela was bundled onto a Dragonship and the entire party decamped to Fra’anior, with much backslapping for the Prince and endless rounds of handshakes. There, at the royal palace, he summarily locked Lyriela in a tower room. Guards–a dozen men in formal dress uniform–were posted outside the door. Aranya landed on the flat roof, transformed, and entered Lyriela’s chambers through an unlocked trapdoor.
 
   You were magnificent, laughed Lyriela, taking Aranya’s hands and gaily spinning her around the room.
 
   Aren’t you meant to be weeping?
 
   Don’t be silly. That’s your job, day after tomorrow.
 
   Aranya asked, Is that part of the nuptials?
 
   The second day, Lyriela explained. Tomorrow is day one, for seclusion and spiritual enlightenment. I spend all day praying for deliverance from my dreadful fate–stop giggling, would you? The second day is your part. You interrupt the nuptial promises to beg the Prince upon his honour to release this innocent young maiden from the said dreadful fate.
 
   Oh, perfectly dreadful, said Aranya.
 
   You have lines to learn, said Lyriela, dancing like a dragonet from sheer happiness. And you can spend all day teaching me about Dragons. I just hope I don’t turn into one too soon.
 
   How am I supposed to cry on demand?
 
   Lyriela laughed her soundless laugh. Onions, Princess of Immadia. Onions.
 
   * * * *
 
   Two days later, at the appointed hour, Aranya scurried into the throne room, crying, “Stop! I demand that you desist, o wicked abuser of the royal position and powers!”
 
   Dressed in a traditional Fra’aniorian lace gown with its ten-foot train, hurrying was not an easy option. Aranya just prayed she would not trip or worse, step on the hem of the priceless dress, hand-sewn by twenty women over a period of three months, and rip it to pieces. Discreetly, she raised her left hand to her nose and took a whiff of red onion, the likes of which Immadia had never seen. Her eyes began to water at once.
 
   “Alas, my poor cousin Lyriela,” she wailed, sweeping down the aisle obligingly formed by the Prince’s guests at the nuptials. Oniony tears streaked her cheeks. “How this Cloudlands pirate hath mistreated thee–most sorely, I own. Oh most noble of Princes, I beg thee, spare my gentle, innocent cousin this dreadful fate.”
 
   “I shall not,” said Prince Ta’armion, pitching his trained singer’s voice to carry throughout the hall. “I claim this demure maiden–” he jerked Lyriela’s chains, “–for my future wife!”
 
   “Sir, I beg thee,” said Aranya, casting herself at his feet to clutch his boots. “Lyriela is but a poor village girl, lately turned seventeen summers. She knows not the ways of men.”
 
   “Cease thy weeping and wailing, woman, lest I chain thee, too, and give thee to my aged uncle.”
 
   Aranya had to resort to the onion to keep from howling with glee as a hunchbacked old man shuffled out of the crowd of Fra’aniorian nobility. “I shall claim this young beauty for my own, my Prince,” he croaked.
 
   The crowd roared its approval. “To the uncle with her, Prince!”
 
   These Fra’aniorians. To think that this was her heritage; that the young King of Immadia had snaffled Izariela–also a Dragoness–from these very Islands and whisked her away to Immadia. How remarkable the parallels between their lives.
 
   Thinking about her parents led Aranya to fluff her lines, albeit with great force. She threatened to claw the Prince’s eyes out. He took it perfectly in his stride.
 
   Two of his soldiers drew Aranya aside while Lyriela, chained under such a heap of metal she would surely not have been able to run more than a foot in any direction without falling over, was led though her vows by Prince Ta’armion. She wept and trembled and managed to look convincingly distressed by the whole process. Regular whiffs of the onion, concealed beneath a ridiculously flowery table-cloth of a handkerchief, kept Aranya’s tears flowing.
 
   Her mind wandered as Ta’armion and Lyriela stood for the three hours it took for every guest to file past them, kneel, kiss Lyriela’s right hand seven times, and proclaim Fra’anior’s manifold blessings upon the forthcoming union. Could she help the sickly jealousy clenching her stomach as she considered her cousin, marrying the man she loved? Not even the power of ancient soul-fire magic had turned Ardan to her. The winds of fate continued to sweep her from the volcanic mountain peaks of hope to the fiery calderas of despair–and, Islands’ sakes, what could Kylara possibly offer him that Aranya could not? She had offered her very soul! Not good enough, obviously. Was she too Northern? Too skinny for Ardan’s taste? Too haughty? Did Princess-Dragons not merit love in times of war?
 
   Now, she had no need of red onion to express the state of her heart.
 
   Aranya stared unseeing across the happy throng. Their laughter hurt. She must wrench her mind away from magic and fates, and focus on Sylakia’s destruction. That was the only goal, the worthy goal, which could make all of this meaningful.
 
   She could not picture Thoralian’s grand plan. Her father’s forces were now within striking distance of Sylakia. Thoralian had to be holding something back. What could it be–more Dragons? Better technology? Why was he cowering in his lair and sending First War-Hammer Ignathion, capable as he was, abroad to carry out his plans for war? Beran would have told her to put herself in Thoralian’s boots. If she did, it made no sense, unless his very purpose was to wait. For what? For King Beran to turn up on his doorstep with three Dragons and a hundred Dragonships, and frazzle his beard?
 
   That scenario was about as likely as Nak taking vows of celibacy.
 
   Her father should arrive at Fra’anior within two or three days. She needed to work out how exactly to apologise to him, and to Yolathion …
 
   Aranya, Lyriela called. Help me. I can’t move.
 
   Offering her arm to Lyriela, Aranya helped her cousin walk through to the dining hall for the nuptial feast. Her entire village was already gathered in the hall and having a merry time, from the oldest spinster to the youngest child. They had been airlifted by the Prince’s Dragonships that afternoon. Lyriela’s friends made a huge fuss over her. They made a symbolic petition to Prince Ta’armion to release his wife-to-be. With great ceremony, he removed most but not all of her chains, while Lyriela blushed and glanced coyly at him from beneath her lashes.
 
   Aranya sniggered privately. Just wait until Prince Ta’armion found a Dragoness glancing coyly at him from his pillow-roll.
 
   Ardan! Dark, delectable fire filled her memory. She swayed on her feet. Oh please, no, she must fight the frantic urge to transform and flee from the Island, following the alluring scent of him, the dark, predatory wings, the possessive clasp of his paw!
 
   Watch this, Aranya! Lyriela cried, shooting into the air. Her Ha’athiorian friends threw her on a blanket, holding it ten to a side, snapping the cloth to launch her toward a ceiling engraved with scenes of Island life, which apparently, in times past, had included many close interactions with Dragons. Aranya’s eyes crawled across the panoramic paintings. Dragons holding Human babies, Dragons partaking in councils, a Dragon teaching what could only be a class of students …
 
   Aranya? Aranya? Lyriela called.
 
   Aranya glanced over to her. What is it?
 
   There’s a man waving at you–down at the end of the hall. He’s very tall.
 
   She stared over the heads of the crowd. Yolathion? What–already? Had he flown to Fra’anior on a windroc’s wings?
 
   But Yolathion’s expression was grave. He beckoned her with uncharacteristic agitation, mouthing, ‘Hurry!’
 
   Aranya picked up her skirts and ran.
 
   As she approached, he called, “Aranya, hurry. It’s your father … we were ambushed.”
 
   “How did you arrive so quickly? What happened?”
 
   “Storm winds,” Yolathion said. “I escaped by Dragonship, but Thoralian, he had Dragons, and the Black Dragon fell …”
 
   Terror shredded her heart. “Ardan, no!” And her father! She should never have left him. She had been an idiot, so selfish. Now Thoralian had sprung his trap, the very thing she had feared. Had he been waiting for the moment Beran was unprotected?
 
   “We have to help him. Take me Dragonback, Aranya.” As he spoke, he was urging her out of the hall. “Quickly, please. There’s no time. It’s the only way.”
 
   “I have to unlace this stupid dress,” she gasped. “Yoli, please–”
 
   “I’ll fill you in on the way. And we’ll tell Ta’armion’s men outside. Hurry, Aranya.”
 
   Stepping out of the dress, Aranya took Yolathion’s hand and sprinted down the palace corridors, seeking fresh air, a space where she could spread her wings. They dashed outside into a walled garden just outside the palace. Half a dozen of Prince Ta’armion’s men stood guard there. “Give me space,” she gasped, and transformed, ripping through the material of her under-shift. “Mount up.”
 
   Yolathion strode to her shoulder. He placed his hand flat upon the base of her neck.
 
   “Do you need a paw-up?” asked Aranya. His broken leg might prevent him from climbing well. She scanned the sky above them. The day was clear, good for flying.
 
   A flash of light caught her eye. Movement, quick as a snake. A needle-sharp pain pierced her chest.
 
   Aranya had a moment to gasp, “Yolathion?” before her brain registered what he had done. He had stabbed her? A paralysing chill spread from the place where she had been struck, close to the arteries feeding the second heart. Winter made its abode in her soul. “Yoli?”
 
   He turned an exotic dagger over in his fingers. A glistening liquid dripped from its tip, while a beastly smile curled her boyfriend’s lips.
 
   “Yol–oh.” Her forelegs collapsed. She had no strength. The chill pervaded her muscles, numbing everything it touched, dulling her Dragon magic, stealing it away as it spread into her stomach, along her neck and out into her wings.
 
   As if in a dream, her muzzle struck the cobblestones. She felt nothing. Nothing at all.
 
   Yolathion’s laughter beat against her ears.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19: O Treacherous Jeradia
 
    
 
   Yolathion of Jeradia leaned over Aranya, smiling contentedly as the contagion seeped into her body. Aranya tried to bite his legs off, but her head refused to move.
 
   He strode up to her muzzle. Gazing into her eyes, he said, “Transform, Aranya, before you end up like your mother. You must transform. You’ve five seconds, no more.”
 
   His threat took forever to process in her mind. Like Izariela? Half-transformed; for all intents and purposes, dead. Preserved like a specimen in a jar. In the face of this thought, Aranya could do nothing else. She tore the magic from her deepest, most secret places. She transformed.
 
   “Take her, men,” ordered Yolathion.
 
   His voice came from a league away, dull words on duller senses. Manacles clamped upon her wrists, the metal warm in comparison to the ice slurry filling her veins. Poisoned, Aranya thought. It had to be poison. This was what must have happened to her mother. Izariela must have known this hoarfrost inside her lungs, her tongue frozen to the top of her mouth, the stark terror of betrayal. And these were not Ta’armion’s men. The beards gave them away. They were Sylakians.
 
   The last word she was able to choke out was, “Why?”
 
   Yolathion ignored her.
 
   Hands bundled her into a cloak. Clouds bobbed above her as the men moved rapidly through a narrow archway at the rear of the garden. The clouds turned into thick flotillas of amethyst-coloured butterflies flitting between trees. She heard a sharp clash of metal upon metal. Her captors paused before breaking into a sharp run. They tossed her bodily into the back of a cart. She sensed her skin tearing, but there was no pain. Rough sackcloth fell over her face. It stank of rotten prekki-fruit.
 
   Aranya realised what she was missing. Her magic.
 
   Hopelessness choked her. Ri’arion had warned her about poisons which acted specially on Shapeshifters and their magic. South of the Rift, in Herimor, they made an art-form out of concocting such poisons, such as the one which had brought even a Star Dragon to her unpleasant end. Clarity began to emerge from her foggy thoughts. This was a calculated attack. Thoralian’s work, undoubtedly, for his Island cast a long shadow. Could Yolathion have been serving the Sylakians all along? Was he traitor twice over? If so, King Beran was probably dead right now.
 
   She searched in quiet despair for her fire, for her healing power, for her inner Dragon. She found nothing. All her vaunted power was lost, as if it had never been. Dormant, she could hope, but the feeling was not one of hollowness. It was absence.
 
   The sackcloth shifted. Yolathion lay down beside her. “So, let’s check these chains,” he said. Aranya wished he did not sound quite so jovial. “Aye, very good. And the ankles? Perfect.”
 
   Islands’ sakes, she’d kill him!
 
   “Plenty of time to annoy you later, Princess,” said the Jeradian. Drawing a crystal vial from his pocket, he removed the cork stopper and dripped something bitter onto her tongue. No exercise of will could move her jaw to prevent him. Next, Yolathion inserted a spout into the corner of her mouth and washed whatever he had administered, down her throat with the help of water from his hip flask. “This is a special gift, courtesy of Thoralian himself. Sleep well.”
 
   What gift could Thoralian possibly desire more than her cold corpse in exchange for the death of his son?
 
   He paused. “Of course, we shouldn’t allow you to bleed to death.”
 
   Something pressed against her unfeeling flesh, just above her left breast. She felt it as pressure, nothing more–the wound caused by his dagger, faithfully replicated in her Human form. Yolathion must have plugged it with a wad of cloth.
 
   The cart lurched.
 
   Soon, a monstrous lassitude washed through her body. She must not sleep, Aranya ordered herself. But the tide of darkness turned against her.
 
   * * * *
 
   King Beran slammed his fist on the desk. “What do you mean, gone?”
 
   Ignathion shrugged massively. “I’m as baffled as you are, Beran. My son’s Dragonship was last seen with our fleet halfway to Yaya Loop. Now, it is missing. Nobody saw anything–not even our Dragon.”
 
   “The Dragon was sleeping,” said Ardan, with a low growl of frustration. Nothing had been going well since Aranya abandoned them in the middle of the celebration. Beran’s decision to depart Jeradia while the winds were still fierce had been a calculated risk. They all knew it.
 
   Kylara nodded. “One of my warriors reported that she saw a Dragonship leaving the group during the storm.”
 
   “Intentionally?” chorused Ignathion and Beran.
 
   “She could not say.”
 
   “I could scout,” Ardan offered.
 
   “It’s too late,” said Beran, scratching at his beard as though he’d rather be tearing it out by the roots. “A day and a half? That Dragonship could be resting at the bottom of the Cloudlands by now. Or we might hope it made landing in Yaya, or the Spine, or Jeradia. Let’s send Dragonships to search. Ardan can scout, but plan to return to us before we reach Fra’anior Island.”
 
   “Agreed,” rumbled Ignathion. “You’d do all that for my prodigal son?”
 
   “Prodigal son, prodigal daughter, what’s the difference?”
 
   Ardan’s shrewd glance took in both fathers. He had expected a rajal’s catfight for the position of Commander, but Ignathion appeared content to concede that role to King Beran. From enemies to friends? It turned the stomach of a Western Isles warrior.
 
   “Our overriding goals are to liberate Fra’anior and to find Aranya,” said Ardan. “I hope I’m right. I’ve never much been one to trust blind instincts, but my Dragon yearns for that Island. It’s her mother’s birthplace. In my culture, the birthplace signifies home, help and healing. Beran, I hope her madness is only temporary.”
 
   “She’s a strong girl,” he replied, but his face was drawn.
 
   “Aye,” said Ignathion. “You raised her to emulate all of your worst attributes, Beran. Good job.”
 
   Ardan chuckled, if only to cover his fear for Aranya. He had dreamed of her again–as he did each and every night–and had woken crying out her name. Kylara had made her displeasure as clear as a shard of crysglass.
 
   Every time he saw so much as a strand of Aranya’s hair, he was transported back to that cave. He stalked her Amethyst Dragon form in his dreams, but often, the dream turned about and it was her chasing him, firebombing him, making him flee for his life. Ardan did not know what it meant. Was he confusing Aranya with Thoralian’s Dragon-kin, who must have razed Naphtha Cluster? Why–because of how her passion had scorched him?
 
   And now, he faced the loss of the girl who had confounded and beguiled his soul.
 
   Shortly, the Shadow Dragon and Kylara were aloft, climbing the winds, describing a widening spiral above Beran’s fleet. The storm had fled northward, the direction they concluded Aranya had taken. Her storm. Ardan’s scales tingled at the thought. Such power! Physically, he was two and a half times her size. But he would not want to enter a straight-up magical fight with her.
 
   She was magnificent.
 
   The huge dirigible balloons soon shrank to resemble floating seed-pods. The Island-World unfolded before his Dragon sight. To the south, the Islands of Yaya Loop made barely a smudge on the horizon. The northern sky was a deep, smoky gold, darkened by volcanic ash and detritus, he imagined. The waning suns buffed the particle-dense gases into a glistening column several leagues wide, as though the Cloudlands had broken open to reveal a glorious sunbeam radiating from the world’s core. Fra’anior. As one, all three Dragon hearts pinched in his chest. Ardan knew he had always been a forthright man, never one to pause in appreciation of a rare flower, or to remark upon a woman’s beauty. His Dragon had a radically different viewpoint. Dragon-Ardan feasted upon what entered his eyes. He breathed it as he breathed magic.
 
   Had he slept all the previous years of his life?
 
   Or was it the intersection of two lives, infused with Dragon fire, which had awakened his senses?
 
   Dragon and Rider searched for the remaining hours of daylight in wide sweeps east and west, but found neither trace of the missing Dragonship, nor sign of an Amethyst Dragon.
 
   At length, beneath the baleful gaze of the Jade and Mystic moons, Ardan winged rapidly northward, raising on the horizon the jaw-dropping spectacle that was Fra’anior. He and Kylara had been chatting and flirting to pass the hours, but now they fell silent. The volcanic behemoth heaved itself from the Cloudlands as though shunning the diabolical realm that lapped against its black flanks. In places, rivers of lava poured from the cracks in the rim like raw, bloody wounds. The caldera dwarfed anything either of them had ever imagined.
 
   “Beran’s Dragonships are just rising from that Island,” said Ardan.
 
   “Ha’athior,” said Kylara. “Can we assume Aranya’s not there?”
 
   Ardan quickened his wingbeat. “Let’s go ask.”
 
   After a short, shouted conversation across to Beran’s flagship, Ardan landed briefly to pick up the King. Beran’s relief was obvious. “She’s been here,” the King repeated, strapping himself into the second position in Ardan’s saddle. “Helped the Prince of Fra’anior kidnap himself a girl, the villagers said. She’s alright. Lucid.”
 
   “Your relative?” asked Kylara.
 
   “Lyriela. Apparently, my niece. The story’s all over Ha’athior, of course.”
 
   Kylara mused, “Why initiate a royal wedding amidst a war, unless Fra’anior has thrown off the Sylakian yoke? This is good news.”
 
   “Aye,” said King Beran. “Now, let us pray that Yolathion has found his way here. That would be a perfect result. Set a course for Fra’anior, Ardan. Northeast, straight across the caldera. Did you know, this is my first flight Dragonback?”
 
   “Aranya never took you flying?” asked Kylara.
 
   “I used to threaten to sit on her if she was naughty,” Beran laughed wryly. “Now I hope she’ll never feel the urge to pay her father back. I can’t wait to see the expression on King Cha’arlla’s face when he sees me arrive on a huge Black Dragon.”
 
   “Shadow,” said Ardan, automatically.
 
   Kylara said, “Can you fly faster than a waddling duck, Ardan? We don’t want to hold up any weddings.”
 
   Gouts of flame burst from his nostrils. His surge of speed thrust his Riders against his spine-spikes.
 
   Unfortunately, King Cha’arlla’s chosen form of greeting was a withering blast of catapult-shot aimed at Ardan’s muzzle. Unable to avoid it all, he took several heavy blows to the chest rather than have his wings turned into large sieves. But once the misunderstanding was worked out and the Fra’aniorian King gave the order to allow them to land, Ardan realised that there were no smiles on the ground, only faces as long as their Island was tall.
 
   “Where’s Aranya? Do you see Aranya?” Beran asked anxiously.
 
   “There, the girl in blue,” said Kylara, pointing.
 
   No, not her.
 
   Ardan could not find words. Where was Aranya? That girl was not tall enough, and she wore chains. He rushed to a hard landing in the open field immediately behind the unmistakable palace building. He almost transformed before remembering he had Riders on his back. He had to help them dismount, especially King Beran, who slipped in his haste and would have taken a bad fall were it not for Ardan’s swift paw. Oh, great Islands, where was she? His hearts pounded in his chest, heart and belly. Dead? Mad? Flown away?
 
   Beran set off at a run, but he slowed when he caught sight of Cha’arlla’s expression, and Prince Ta’armion beside him. The girl in blue began to sob, strangely, without making any sound.
 
   “King Beran of Immadia,” said Cha’arlla, setting ceremony aside to throw his arms around his old friend. “It’s been far too long. You are well, old friend?”
 
   “Too long,” agreed Beran. He scanned the crowd. “Sorry, I’m looking for–”
 
   Cha’arlla gulped. “Aranya was here, but she is gone. Yolathion took her.”
 
   King Beran echoed, “Took her?”
 
   “Kidnapped her.”
 
   Ardan thought the Immadian would faint. There was a distinct wobble, a greying of his cheek. He discreetly extended a forepaw, but withdrew when King Beran recovered himself with an effort that clearly cost him dearly. “Yolathion? He kidnapped Aranya? Nonsense. They love each other.”
 
   “Would you sit down–”
 
   “I will not sit while my daughter is missing! What kind of man do you take me for?”
 
   Beran immediately apologised for roaring at King Cha’arlla.
 
   Prince Ta’armion moved to place his hand on his father’s arm. “King Beran,” he said. “Yolathion appeared suddenly at my first-day nuptials–three days ago, now. He summoned Aranya. One of my men saw them rush to the garden. She transformed into her Dragon form, whereupon he stabbed her, here, in the chest.”
 
   His quiet yet firm statement made Beran’s knees buckle. Ardan caught him as he staggered. The Immadian King gasped, “Where’s my daughter? Where?”
 
   King and Prince, father and son, winced identically. Fra’aniorians hated to deliver bad news, Ardan had learned. Certainly, in their culture, it should be done delicately and privately, not before a large audience. But Ardan had a Western Isles bluntness to his advantage.
 
   The hulking Shadow Dragon growled, “Spit it out, Prince. Where is Aranya, now?”
 
   “They rushed her to the cliffs. A Red Dragon met them there.”
 
   Beran moaned, “No, please …”
 
   Ta’armion said, “I regret to inform you, King Beran, that they flew east. Toward Sylakia.”
 
   The King covered his face.
 
   Ardan could not withhold. His anguish thundered into the night sky, which had never seemed colder, nor emptier. Thou, Aranya. His soul’s fire was gone, and Yolathion was a traitor. He could not begin to grasp the scale of his misjudgement. He should have chased her immediately, into the storm.
 
   Three days, Dragonback? Aranya was already in Sylakia, as good as dead. Although, he still sensed her fire, burning within him.
 
   His talons gouged trenches in the soil. He had to go after Aranya.
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya awoke from a dream of her mother to harsh reality. She was flying, but not safely in the womb as she had dreamed, surrounded by the pulse of her mother’s life. She was tied to a Dragon’s back, one whose scales were the crimson of fresh Human blood.
 
   “Islands greetings on this fine morn,” said Yolathion. “Feeling well rested?”
 
   Aranya stared fixedly upward. She had no control of her eyeballs. She realised that Yolathion had rolled her into a cloak and tied her on board as though she were another of his saddlebags. “W–” she moaned. “W …”
 
   “Where are we? Flying southeast from Talda Island. With this following breeze, we should reach your old haunt of Sylakia by nightfall. We’re going to the Tower.”
 
   A hint of sensitivity had returned to her limbs. Aranya knew she must fight for her life. But the potent poison had disabled her. Her limbs and lower back had that dull ache of incipient illness. She could not even swallow; drool leaked down her neck from her flaccid mouth.
 
   Yolathion reached out to slap his mount’s neck. When had he become so familiar with Dragons, Aranya wondered? “Serthion, we must hurry. Time is against us.”
 
   “She resists?”
 
   “This one is strong, despite her appearance.”
 
   The Red chuckled horribly. “Thoralian will eat her alive. Tell the little one, my brethren approach. Beran’s days are numbered.”
 
   Beran’s days had been numbered for ten years, and the Sylakians had only succeeded in defeating him through treachery–their favourite Island of all. Aranya snorted mentally at the Red, You’re an idiot if you think that.
 
   Serthion’s wings missed a beat. “She speaks!” His massive, age-rimed muzzle rounded upon her. Hold your tongue before I tear it from your mouth.
 
   “Peace, Serthion,” said Yolathion. “Thoralian will soon put a stop to that.”
 
   “I told you we should have collared her immediately.”
 
   “The poison is enough. Trust me, it was enough for her mother all those years ago, and she had Star Dragon powers. We marked her, we hunted her, and now we will destroy her. End of Island.”
 
   Aranya had never heard Yolathion speak like this–grim, callous and altogether hateful. How had her sweet and dutiful boyfriend turned into this monster? It had to be a double betrayal, his apparent defection to Immadia having been a calculated move on Thoralian’s part, a ploy to worm his agent into the heart of the resistance. She had kissed this man. Shared her deepest secrets and fears with him. Loved him, even. Now, all was ashes scattered upon the Cloudlands.
 
   O treacherous Jeradia!
 
   She held her tongue, but only to save her strength for the fight.
 
   Three hours later, as the Yellow moon rose to dominate the sky and eclipse the twin suns for a time, the rhythm of Serthion’s wingbeats changed.
 
   “Karathion,” he called. May the rising suns warm your wings, old one.
 
   The winds speed your flight, Serthion. Go on, brothers. I will catch up. “Is she the one?”
 
   “She’s the one,” said Yolathion.
 
   Aranya’s head lolled sideways. Karathion, a burgundy-coloured Dragon who rivalled Ardan for size, with a black underbelly and a dark mottling of age upon his wings, fell into formation with Serthion. Rheumy eyes regarded her across the gap between the flying Dragons. Aranya heard other Dragons’ voices now. Four, five Red Dragons swished past beneath them–she could just glimpse them from the corner of her eye, an awesome Dragonwing. Oh, Dad! Her ears conveyed the sounds of more Dragons passing, the leathery creak of wings and the swishing of air across Dragon scales. How many? A dozen? They’d tear her friends apart, and the Island after that.
 
   But–if Beran’s days were numbered, then her father was still alive! A nugget of hope in a dark mineshaft of despair.
 
   “She’s the Star Dragon’s daughter? You’re certain?” asked Karathion.
 
   Yolathion said, “She has the mark.”
 
   The mark? Aranya’s brow failed to move into a frown. She had no birthmark she knew of. Freaky hair, aye. Gemstone eyes courtesy of her Fra’aniorian heritage, certainly. But no distinguishing marks.
 
   “Aye,” Serthion agreed. “Thoralian will be pleased.”
 
   Yolathion said, “What does he want her for?”
 
   Karathion’s laughter was a low, indulgent gurgle deep in his massive chest. Fire blossomed around his muzzle. “Thoralian has his ambitions, and they will not be shared with the likes of you. Trust me, there are worse fates than being eaten by a Dragon.”
 
   Serthion said, Fly strong and true, Karathion.
 
   May your fires burn like a volcano’s heart, came the reply. In seconds, Karathion peeled away, and was gone.
 
   She wanted to wish that the Shadow Dragon would descend from the skies to end this nightmare, but she knew that to keep up with her storm-augmented speed would have been nigh impossible for any other Dragon. He had to be several days behind Serthion and her double-crossing boyfriend.
 
   Whatever she faced now, it would be alone.
 
   Aranya wanted to weep, but the poison denied her even that. Her tear ducts had dried up. No, she would not weep for Beran, or Lyriela and Ta’armion, or Zip, wherever she was. She must bide her time and grow stronger. Thoralian would make a mistake. Then, her mother would be avenged.
 
   That was her vow.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20: The Dragon’s Lair
 
    
 
   ALways treasure a faithful reflection, King Beran used to say. Aranya wished this reflection were perfectly unfaithful. The amethyst eyes staring back at her from the doctor’s mirror were bloodshot and distraught. She touched a lesion on her left cheek–one of ten on her face. It was tight, hot and purple, raised half an inch from the skin’s surface.
 
   “Shifter pox,” said the doctor. “But I’ve never seen this strain, nor one that acted so fast. This is bad, lady. Very bad.”
 
   The doctor was a strange little man of an olivine complexion and a nervous manner, clad in a doctor’s black smock and gloves. Long, jet-black hair swept down to his collar, and his almond-coloured eyes were slit like a rajal’s. Even the timbre of his voice suggested a cat’s purr, with breathy vowels and rolled r’s as he spoke. She wondered which Island he hailed from–perhaps the deep South?
 
   “Pox?” she whispered. Once, fifty years ago, a pox had swept through Immadia, killing almost half of the population.
 
   “It’s also on the rest of your body?” Aranya, lying abed, rolled up the sleeve of her simple dress. Her arm was a maze of lumps and bumps, far more pox than clear skin. “Aye, purpling already. Lady, I must warn you. You’d rather wade through a pool of lava than have the pox. I’ll speak to Thoralian’s people. Maybe there’s a treatment they use here. Fever? Chills?”
 
   She nodded. Her throat was swelling. Aranya had checked as far back as she dared. Several nodules were growing inside her mouth, one on her tongue, and more down her windpipe. Each nodule was the size of the top joint of her thumb. Would she be able to eat, soon? Would she suffocate?
 
   “Food?”
 
   “I can’t keep a bite down.”
 
   The doctor gasped.
 
   Aranya felt so unwell she feared she would never rise from the bed again, but she still noticed his reaction–far more clearly than during her arrival at Sylakia’s Tower. She had been semiconscious, then, and could not remember more than snatches of her journey down into the dungeons. This was her third visit to Sylakia’s infamous Tower, home of its political hostages from around the Island-World. Once, for her exile from Immadia. A second time, to rescue Zuziana–a madcap idea, but it had worked. And a third time? That was the number that stretched luck too far, the number Immadians believed signified evil, or death. She needed no such portents to magnify her misery.
 
   He checked her collar, riveted in place around her neck. “Secure,” he mumbled. Twenty feet of chain linked the collar to a ring embedded in the wall of her cell. The metal was curious. It never felt warm, not even from her body heat. And it was beginning to chafe her skin.
 
   She remembered that Yolathion had attended her at some point during that first day.
 
   “Welcome to the Shifter holding cells, Princess of Immadia,” he had said, clasping his hands behind his back in a gesture that later, struck her as very unlike Yolathion. “You will note that this fine accommodation is sized too small for a Shapeshifter to assume their Dragon form. I would not advise any attempt to transform. A partial materialisation into solid rock may prove … uncomfortable.”
 
   Fine accommodation? Four bare walls, a barred doorway, and a rough bed with one solitary blanket–oh, and a lidded waste-bucket in the corner, regularly emptied by a mute female servant. Her chamber was a rough rectangle carved out of solid bedrock, perhaps eight feet wide and fifteen long. A cell designed to contain a Shapeshifter Dragon.
 
   Leaning over her, the doctor whispered, “What colour Dragon are you, Lady?”
 
   “Amethyst,” she said.
 
   What did that flicker in the cat-eyes mean? “Drink this,” he ordered.
 
   Aranya struggled to rise onto her elbow. So weak! She sipped whatever bitter herbal brew the doctor had concocted this time. This one, a change from his usual sewage, was sweetened with honey.
 
   Footsteps in the narrow tunnel outside her cell presaged Yolathion’s arrival. “Thoralian will see the prisoner,” he announced, swinging a set of manacles in his hand as though he meant to enjoy putting them on her.
 
   The doctor said, “She’s too unwell. It’s the pox.”
 
   “Thoralian’s not one to be kept waiting,” smirked her former boyfriend. Aranya wished her Dragon could whisk him away to the swift and nasty end he deserved. “He’s just flown in from Yorbik Island, and he’s in a good mood, luckily for you.”
 
   A good mood? She’d have to see if she could spoil it.
 
   With deft movements, Yolathion affixed the chains to her wrists and ankles. The doctor helped her rise. She stood gingerly. Had the lesions spread even to her soles?
 
   “I’ll walk,” she said, raising her chin in an imperious gesture. She took one step, and collapsed.
 
   Yolathion’s escort, two beefy Sylakian soldiers, gripped her beneath the armpits and marched her out of the cell, ignoring the doctor’s protests. They ascended an endless spiral staircase, holding up torches and lamps to light the way. Through the pain in her arms caused by the soldiers’ manhandling, she wondered how deep into the vast spit of rock cleft off the main body of Sylakia Island, these caves descended. And who could have carved such a perfect, regular staircase out of solid rock? The labour involved must have been unimaginable–or magical.
 
   They passed galleries and tunnels that had a lived-in look about them, at least, in the past, for she saw solid ironbound doors and murals painted on the walls, and the rotting remains of carts and storage barrels. Aranya looked because she felt she should observe her surroundings. But little penetrated her awareness. Her world had reduced from the airy spaces, to the dungeon, to the prison of her own flesh.
 
   At length the dead air within the caverns stirred, and a hint of coolness brushed her feverish brow. They entered a cavern in which the breezes sighed with eerie, disharmonic notes. Aranya’s escort halted.
 
   “Lord Thoralian,” called Yolathion. “We’ve brought the prisoner.”
 
   The shadows shifted. A hollow clattering ensued as bleached bones cascaded across rock. She first saw a pair of sallow Dragon eyes flick open, and then the creature slithered forward, disturbing the sprawling pile of bones which constituted his nest. She caught her breath. Although his form reminded her of a cave-salamander, this creature was definitely all Dragon–just longer and more snakelike than she had ever seen. The thickness of his torso made his belly scrape the ground as he moved. Thoralian was a monster, easily half again the size of Ardan, with pallid yellow-white scales, and bulbous, unnervingly hypnotic eyes which fixed upon her with brutish hunger.
 
   The soldiers flung her toward the beast’s paws. Aranya landed hard, scraping open many of the pustules on her arms and torso. A scream of pain rose from her bloodied lips.
 
   “I am Thoralian,” growled the Shapeshifter Dragon, trapping her body with his forepaw. His breath was redolent of rancid meat and sulphur, yet as cold as ice. Saliva dripped from his hoary muzzle, thirty feet above her, and froze where it struck the stones. “You’re looking unwell, Princess of Immadia. Are you not enjoying the gift I prepared for your arrival?”
 
   The pox? He had planned to infect her with this pox? Her hatred was matched only by the animosity blazing in those saucer-sized yellow eyes.
 
   He said, “Revenge is sweet, o murderer of my son.”
 
   “He was the murderer,” she retorted, seeing her breath steam in front of her eyes. “Aah!”
 
   Thoralian rolled her body slowly beneath his icy paw, abrading more of her skin on the rocky cavern floor. “How the mighty Amethyst Dragon has fallen,” he mocked. “The pox has just begun. Soon the lesions will burst open, weeping thick pus and blood, and then they’ll crust over and crack repeatedly. I’m told the agony is exquisite, that the sufferer is able to find neither rest nor sleep. Sometimes, it drives them insane.”
 
   She tasted blood; but her pain was as nothing before the fear of a Dragon’s premeditated revenge. There was a quality in the way he observed and entered into her suffering, a bestial fascination, which reminded her of a cat playing with a half-dead mouse. He licked his lips at every detail. Unhurried. Deliberate. The strong taking vicious pleasure in crushing the weak. He wanted her to twitch, to struggle, to fight back, but in the end all that would be left was the chewed-over body of the mouse. Never had she been more aware of the lack of compassion in another creature. In his burning reptilian scrutiny, it was wholly absent.
 
   “You can torture my body,” she began to gasp, already chilled through by his touch, but Thoralian’s booming laughter brought her up short.
 
   “You call this torture, Princess? A few chains? The touch of my paw?” Almost tenderly–and hatefully–his razor-sharp talon tipped up her chin until she was forced to meet his gaze. The voice deepened, like boulders grinding within his massive chest. “You don’t grasp the first iota of my plans for you, Aranya of Immadia. First, I will break your body. I’ll tear your beauty from you, leaving you scarred and ghastly. People will gasp and cringe at the sight of your pockmarked face. Children will run screaming to their mothers. Then, I will break your spirit. I will steal all of your secrets, o daughter of the Star Dragon.”
 
   His words pierced her body and soul. She knew that the Princess of Immadia could be arrogant–when she first met Zuziana in the Tower, that had been the sum of their relationship. She was proud of her beauty. Aranya knew she had lorded it over others, used her looks to smooth her way, even seduced Jia-Llonya into her web. The prospect of being scarred forever was a bitterer wound than she could have imagined, a mirror in which she beheld a new, dismaying aspect of her personality. This ugliness was truly Aranya? Despicable!
 
   The Yellow-White Dragon’s hundred-fang smile told her he understood exactly what she was thinking. “Beran hid your power well,” he said. “When you came to my Tower, nobody guessed that you were a Shapeshifter.”
 
   “Why not just kill me, Thoralian?”
 
   “My Dragonwing shall reach Fra’anior by tomorrow,” he replied. “They’ll crush Beran’s little rebellion.”
 
   Between chattering teeth, Aranya managed, “They’ll try. But your Dragons are old and fat.”
 
   “Old and large, and ten in number. No Immadian fleet can stand against their combined power. And we know exactly where your precious father is. We’ve known all along.”
 
   Her thoughts were moths fluttering aimlessly around the candle of Thoralian’s words. She had never known cold to literally burn, but that was how she felt beneath the wintry blast of his laughter. The Yellow-White Dragon must have powers of ice, frost and hail–powers the scrolls spoke of with awe and dread.
 
   “You tracked me?”
 
   “He did.” The Dragon indicated Yolathion with his foreclaw.
 
   “Yolathion?”
 
   Thoralian’s lip curled. “You still don’t understand, do you? I’ll show you your precious boyfriend.” He growled at the man standing alongside Aranya. “Bring her.”
 
   Not-Yolathion grinned derisively at her confusion, causing doubt to mingle with the sickness in her stomach. He didn’t have a twin brother, did he? One whose smile was not quite true, whose mannerisms increasingly struck her as unlike the man she thought she had known–by the mountains of Immadia, had Yolathion shrunk?
 
   The soldiers picked her up once more, a limp rag of a body which had been the proud Princess of Immadia just days before, and followed the Yellow-White Dragon’s thumping, belly-scraping passage deeper into the cavern. She began to hear sounds above the wind’s keening–muffled shrieks, perhaps. At length they passed through a doorway wide and tall enough to accommodate Thoralian’s bulk, and the sounds suddenly took on a dreadful clarity. Torture. The awful, burbling screams of a man in mortal agony.
 
   They entered a gallery above a deep cave. At Thoralian’s gesture, the soldiers forced her to the edge and bade her look down.
 
   “I don’t like traitors,” said Thoralian. “I had no more use for him, but a quick death was hardly justified.”
 
   Not-Yolathion said, “The brutality lies in the design, lady. Each and every joint in the body can be separately crushed, twisted, dislocated or broken. The machine creates these unnatural angles under a very slow, irresistible pressure. I doubt many of his bones are left whole.”
 
   “A joint-breaker,” growled the Dragon, with a low, flame-filled chuckle.
 
   It took Aranya a number of seconds to understand what she was seeing. There was a machine down below, a great mess of levers and pulleys, gears and chains, and dangling in the middle of it like a fly in a spider’s web, was a man. Yolathion. She barely recognised the broken, bleeding thing he had become. Only his size gave him away.
 
   Aranya’s chained hands flew to her mouth, stifling her horror. His screams flayed her too, as though she were the one being tortured. Oh, Yolathion! Ruined, crushed …was this the result of her dalliance with Ardan? Was this the Black Dragon’s handiwork?
 
   I loathe you! Her mental scream was meant for Fra’anior.
 
   Thoralian’s bulbous eyes measured her. You speak Dragonish despite the Lavanias collar? How unexpected.
 
   She made no reply, unhearing, mourning for Yolathion. His injuries were too grave. His knees and ankles had been crushed. Naked skewers of bone stuck out of his flesh in multiple places. His left wrist and elbow hung at inhuman angles. Blood and body fluids striped his body and pooled on the floor. This meant Yolathion’s death–how could he even live, having suffered thus?
 
   And the other man? He who was not Yolathion? Her anguished eyes shifted to him.
 
   Inclining his head, he said, “Kerliss, Chameleon Shapeshifter, at your service.”
 
   A chameleon-person? She had once seen a chameleon in the Crescent Island jungles. Zip had pointed it out, playing with it for a short time, showing Aranya how it could take on the colour of her clothing. It made a repellent kind of sense. He could transform into other people. Mimic them. Steal their identity, their very life. Had she kissed this man? Held him in her arms? Loved an impostor?
 
   Since when had the Chameleon Shapeshifter stolen Yolathion’s life?
 
   They sneered at her in concert, Human and Dragon, enjoying her low sob of realisation. Blow after blow. Aranya reeled, unable to grasp it all at once.
 
   “So much to learn about being a Shapeshifter, isn’t there, Princess?” said Thoralian. “Kerliss hails from Herimor. His family has a very rare Shifter talent. I can’t tell you how useful it is.”
 
   “We imitate. We track magic,” said Kerliss, pointing at Aranya’s upper arm–the very place where the would-be assassin’s magical dragonet had marked her, back in Immadia. “All the way to Yar’ola Island, down to Ur-Yagga, north to Fra’anior. We mapped your every move. Poor Beran and his ridiculous two-front strategy. It was doomed from its inception.”
 
   Aranya wished she had some clever words, any words, to beat away the slowly-strangling despair. She knew that this was what Thoralian had planned for her. He meant to break her. His torture would not be quick. It would be mental, physical and emotional. Had he wished, he could have tossed her to his troops for entertainment, or killed her with a paw-stroke. His plans were more devious and far-reaching. Was he arrogant enough to wait for Beran to come to him? If he knew all, why had he not crushed the Immadian advance long before?
 
   The Yellow-White Dragon hissed between his fangs. “I toyed with the idea of having Kerliss return to Beran as you, Princess. His face as his own daughter murdered him would have been priceless.”
 
   The Chameleon Shapeshifter laughed. “Oh, my Lord! What a delightfully wicked notion.”
 
   Aranya’s voice trembled as she said, “I beg you, let Yolathion go.”
 
   “That traitor? Don’t be ridiculous,” said Thoralian.
 
   Her abrasions were a new voice in the litany of her pain as the soldiers dragged her along behind Thoralian. Her skin felt as though it had been stuffed with rough pebbles. She had to force herself to lift her feet, lest they stub one of the purple nodules against a stone. Aranya deliberately pictured Zip’s torture at Garthion’s hand, and forced herself to continue. Nurse the anger. Be stronger than this all-powerful beast of ice. Yet all she heard was the whimpering and incoherent pleading of the once-handsome young man who had courted her.
 
   They moved along the high gallery and through a short tunnel to another cave, lit by lanterns strung high overhead. Aranya saw two Red Dragons below. They crouched unmoving, as if asleep on their paws.
 
   Here, Thoralian paused. “We lived twenty years in these caves after the Shadow Dragon came,” he said. “We survived. Here we bred and grew strong. When the creature vanished, we emerged to claim the Island-World for our own. Of course, other Shapeshifters appeared on a regular basis. We captured them and stored them here, against a future day. There are hundreds of caves just like this one. Every so often, I get the hunger. Then I feast.”
 
   Aranya cried out as he moved. In a flash of wings, Thoralian dropped to the cavern floor, thudding down four-pawed with an impact that she felt through her feet. He extended his claws, and sliced the first Red Dragon’s chest open with deliberate, practised strokes of his talons, peeling back the Dragon hide with horrifying finesse. Clutching the still-beating heart in his fist, he looked up at Aranya.
 
   “I eat the heart for courage, and the brain for wisdom,” he said. “Isn’t that the Jeradian custom you shared with that fool at dinner?” Sinking his fangs into the throbbing flesh, he ate with relish.
 
   “You’re a cannibal,” Aranya breathed, aghast.
 
   Oh, heavens above and Islands below, had the Chameleon been with them since before Jeradia? Or a spy, at least?
 
   Thoralian paused to slurp at the golden Dragon blood running between his fangs. “I know. I’m a freak. There are those in my family who plot against me. But I am strong. I’m the strongest Dragon in the world. You see, I have power over the minds of Dragons around me. I control their thoughts. That’s why they don’t trust me.” Suddenly he coiled, predatory, a feral gleam springing into his eye. “I trust nothing and nobody. Not even Kerliss. And I was the first. It was I who shielded my family from that ravening Shadow Dragon. I, who led them to hide in these caverns.”
 
   Aranya could not tear her eyes away from the spectacle of Thoralian chewing a Dragon’s heart.
 
   “And now you would bring another Shadow Dragon down upon us?” His sudden thundering stunned her. Thoralian leaped from the floor of the cavern to the gallery in one colossal bound. His paw struck her spinning, while his outstretched talons sliced the head off the soldier who had been stationed just behind her. Thoralian’s fangs snapped inches from Aranya’s face. “You dare to rescue a creature of Shadow powers, a devourer of Dragons? You shrivelling little fool. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”
 
   She heard a whimper begin in her throat; bit her weakness to oblivion.
 
   Ardan was not like that, was he? He was good, even noble. But as she watched Thoralian with the air of a wounded animal, a bitter seed of doubt lodged in her craw. The legend of the Dragons’ disappearance majored on a creature called the Shadow Dragon. It boasted a strange and irresistible power to mesmerise Dragons, and a monstrous appetite for their magic–just as she herself had been entranced by Ardan’s depthless, devouring black eyes …
 
   She said, “Ardan isn’t that creature.”
 
   “Oh, his name’s Ardan? Is that his Dragon name, too?”
 
   Aranya disguised her shock with a fake sob. Had she unwittingly granted Thoralian some kind of hold over him? The runic name on his ur-makka had been Sha’aldior. Was that his Dragon name? Was it as Ri’arion believed, that Dragons had secret names by which their power could be evoked, or controlled by others? In which case, she should guard that information with her life. Instinctively, she buried the knowledge lest Thoralian wrest it from her mind.
 
   The Yellow-White Dragon shook his head, his breath so cold, her eyelids threatened to freeze together and her bones ached. “You misjudge me, Aranya of Immadia. You’re on the wrong side in this war.”
 
   “You’re evil,” she said, but her heart was not in it.
 
   “I need power,” he said. “The only power in this Island-World which can stand against the Shadow Dragon, is the power of the First Egg. And you’re going to help me secure it.” His talon stabbed her chest, slicing the skin. “You’re the whelp of a Star Dragon.”
 
   Aranya knew that a Marshal of Herimor had used the power of a First Egg to levitate an entire Island across the Rift. According to legend, that same power had corrupted thousands of Dragons, turning them into his invincible legions. Power, surely, which should never fall into the paws of a creature like Thoralian. There was a lie hid within his words. She just could not identify it, not in her state.
 
   Or was Thoralian already using his mind powers to bend her to his will?
 
   “Why should I join you?” she asked. “All you want is the clout to subjugate your own family. Then you’ll rule unchallenged.”
 
   “The Shadow Creature escaped at Naphtha Cluster,” Thoralian mused. “Will it feed on the Dragons I have sent, and only grow stronger? I must accelerate my plans. The Egg lies across the Rift in Herimor. You will help me retrieve it, Aranya.”
 
   She said, “I’ll never help you.”
 
   His evil laughter boomed over the body of the Dragon he had slain, and all around the cavern.
 
   He thought he could force her? “Never!”
 
   “Oh, you will, Princess,” he said. “You see, I’m party to a secret which’ll ensure you do exactly as I command.”
 
   “Oh, that’s rich,” Aranya scoffed. Islands’ sakes, she would not be sick, not in front of him. But her pride was the first thing he had destroyed. And her body was not far behind.
 
   Thoralian’s mighty talons clasped her body like a cage of the coldest steel, and his breath was colder still. “You see, I know the precise blend of poisons we used to bring down Izariela,” he said. “I also know the antidote. That’s why, if you ever want to see your mother alive again, you’ll do exactly as I wish, and all that I wish.”
 
   With that, the full horror of her situation crashed in on her. Aranya’s screams faded into darkness.
 
   * * * *
 
   After her gruesome interview with Thoralian, the pox struck with a vengeance. Languishing in her cell, Aranya did not know one day from another, or one hour from the next. She dreamed repeatedly of Ardan cupping her in his paw, only for a chill to start seeping into her body, then the claws turned white with frost, and Thoralian’s pale, baleful gaze froze her solid … but even the dreams gave way to the galloping spread of the pox. The pustules swelled like caustic blister-worms growing beneath her skin, running into each other. The pain multiplied. Every movement brought a fresh burning, a chafing of over-sensitised skin, or cloth tearing away from the crusted, open wounds. She lay abed, only to find that the sheets stuck to her wounds, red with fresh blood, brown with the old, and stained yellow with pus and fluids seeping from every inch of her skin.
 
   The doctor came and left many times, but his treatments afforded her little relief. A glimpse she caught of herself in his mirror made her shriek. She was a monster! A disfigured, unrecognisable monster.
 
   Aranya sobbed into her pillow, wailing in endless agony. Sha’aldior! she cried, casting her voice across hundreds of leagues. Sha’aldior! Come for me, please … no, don’t, you mustn’t see me like this …
 
   In the darkest nadir of her despair, Aranya considered killing herself. Death alone would bring a surcease from this nightmare. Thoralian’s proposed abuse of her powers would be stayed.
 
   Pip, oh Pip, she raved. It’s you he wants. You have the power. Why did you make Nak and Oyda forget?
 
   Her last rational thought was of how ironic it was that Thoralian wanted her, when what he needed was a Dragoness who had been dead for one hundred and fifty years.
 
   Nightmares crept into her dungeon, oozing along the walls, slithering beneath her bed. Aranya scraped her arms bloody against the bed-frame. She could scrape the pox right off her skin, this way. She had to. Her powers rose within her, scalding her skin with their everlasting flame. She lived and re-lived the moment when Garthion had first attacked her, when her flame burst forth to burn away his sight, to disfigure him as she was now disfigured. She was trying to knock herself unconscious against the wall when a pair of arms slipped around her shoulders and lowered her onto the bed.
 
   “Easy, Aranya. It is Aranya?”
 
   Her eyelids fluttered. “Jia-Llonya? Oh, Islands’ sakes, not you …”
 
   Next she knew, a cooling ointment soothed her skin. She heard the doctor say, “Cream of taraloya, lady? I would never have considered it effective against the pox.”
 
   Jia said, “How are we going to get this cloth off without skinning her alive?”
 
   “Thoralian wants her alive, so we’d better find a way. I’ve never seen the haemorrhagic form of the Shifter pox. Look at how black her skin is. She’s bleeding internally, too.”
 
   The doctor made her sound like a specimen he wanted to pin down and dissect.
 
   “Help me get this infusion down her throat.” The Jeradian girl seemed perfectly capable of issuing orders, even to a doctor.
 
   A blessed coolness slid down her gullet and radiated from her stomach, allowing sleep to ensnare her at last. With a return to awareness, Aranya realised that an interminable time had passed. Jia-Llonya lay beside her, sound asleep, her gorgeous chestnut locks framing her soft face. An echo of jealousy possessed her; she touched a clawed finger to the pulse at Jia’s neck, imagining a talon … Aranya withheld with difficulty. No. This girl had cared for her. She was chained to the same ring, evidently as much a prisoner as Aranya was. She had to reject the cycle of jealousy before it spiralled out of control again.
 
   Jia’s clear green eyes unshuttered. “Awake, o dreamer?”
 
   “Jia, I … I … thank you.” Squeezing her swollen eyes shut, Aranya added, “I must be the last person in the Island-World you want to be locked in with.”
 
   “Softly, girl,” said Jia-Llonya. “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Terrible. How do I look?”
 
   “Bordering on terrible.”
 
   “Will I scar? Will I be ugly forever after?”
 
   To her chagrin, Aranya began to sob. One kind word from this hateful girl and she fell to pieces? But she recognised her old arrogance in that thought, and chastised herself immediately.
 
   “Truth be told?” said Jia. “You’re likely to scar badly, Aranya. I hope your healing magic might help, but it doesn’t look good. Do you hate me? You certainly took off in a huff.”
 
   “When I blasted out of the hall? In a huff? Roaring rajals! Some perfect, very pregnant Jeradian man-stealer was glued to my boyfriend’s arm–”
 
   “Not pregnant anymore.”
 
   “What?” Aranya’s wrath plunged into the Cloudlands. “No … no! Don’t say that. What happened?”
 
   “The Sylakians is what happened.” Aranya tried to slip an arm around Jia-Llonya. The girl threw her off, hissing, “They beat us, Aranya. They kicked me in the stomach, and … are you happy, you self-important lump of ralti turd? Are you happy now I’m not going to have Yolathion’s baby?”
 
   The dungeons themselves should split open and bleed from such a wound.
 
   The groan that emerged from her mouth was inhuman, a cry of incoherent rage, sorrow and pain. Aranya curled in on herself, weeping so hard that she felt several blisters burst on her face. Her stomach knotted up. Now Jia was holding her, apologising, smoothing back her hair so that it did not catch on the broken skin of her cheeks. They wept together for their loss.
 
   Aranya learned that the Sylakians had captured Yolathion and Jia-Llonya just hours after she had fled the celebration. She and Yolathion had been brutally beaten with cudgels and boots. After that, two Dragons, hidden in Jos City, had borne them directly to Sylakia. Jia had bled and lost the baby. She began to tell Jia about Yolathion’s condition, but the Jeradian girl declared that she had already been given the ‘two-brass-dral’ tour before being shut in with Aranya, under orders to keep her alive.
 
   “You think I’m soft, don’t you?” Jia-Llonya said bitterly, at one point. “You think I’m just after Yolathion because he’s a handsome War-Hammer.”
 
   “I thought that, certainly.”
 
   “Well, thanks for the past tense. I’m more than you think I am, Aranya.”
 
   “I misjudged you.” Aranya suppressed a sad smile, because to move her mouth was to further crack open her ravaged cheeks. What had Yolathion found himself this time? First a Dragoness, now a Jeradian who suddenly struck her as resourceful and unafraid, even defiant; who knew how to treat the pox? Through the gap left between the pustules squeezing her eyes shut, she levelled her most draconic scrutiny at Jia-Llonya. The girl did not flinch.
 
   “Tell me about yourself, Jia,” she offered. Borrowing an impish leaf from Zuziana’s scroll, Aranya added, “You use kisses for weapons, and …”
 
   “Aranya!” The other girl turned a rich shade of rose. “Here I had you Immadians pegged as the conservative ones. Your magic forced me to–oh, Islands’ sakes! I love Yolathion and no Shapeshifter seductress is about to steal him from me. Or, me from him.”
 
   “I prefer my men–” Aranya sighed. “I was trying to strangle you and I’m grateful–however it happened–that I did not! Can you not accept my apology, for the tenth flaming time?”
 
   “Down, Dragon.”
 
   That was the wrong tone to take with her. “How come you presume to know so much about Dragons?” Aranya snarled. “Ah, that came out badly. Look, I’m on a weird, unfamiliar Island … my Dragoness is gone, possibly forever. This collar–”
 
   “It’s called a Lavanias collar,” Jia-Llonya explained. “It’s used to suppress a Shapeshifter’s magical powers, not to destroy them. Along with the Herimor drugs they’re probably slipping into your food or administering in the guise of drugs for this Shifter pox, you’re unable to transform. Your Dragoness sleeps–similarly to Thoralian’s other captives in this forsaken place. There are few left.”
 
   “Few? He’s probably eaten all the others.” Suddenly, the import of Jia’s words struck her forcibly. Aranya shrank back on the pillow-roll, her momentary strength already spent. “How do you know these things, all this Dragon lore? Jia, who are you?”
 
   The Jeradian girl drew herself up, no more the shy mouse Aranya had taken her for, her green eyes clear and steady. Cautiously, she said, “I’m a member of a secret group–mostly Jeradians and Fra’aniorians–who seek to preserve Dragon lore and knowledge.”
 
   “The Order of Onyx?” said Aranya, a flash of blind intuition.
 
   Jia-Llonya wheezed, “How did you know?”
 
   “Oh, I’m more than you think I am.”
 
   “Very funny. I guess I deserved that,” said the Jeradian, chuckling, but she sounded perfectly breathless as she added, “Aranya, listen. I’ve a head so stuffed full of Dragon lore and legends you wouldn’t believe it and I’ve dreamed of them since I was a child, but I never imagined I’d actually meet a Dragon … please, don’t turn me away. This is my life’s dream taken wings!”
 
   “To this dungeon? You couldn’t dream a little bigger?”
 
   Jia squeezed Aranya’s fingers so hard it hurt. “No, you silly ralti sheep. You’re a real Dragon. This is perfect.”
 
   Aranya did not have the heart to tell Jia-Llonya that the Amethyst Dragon was gone forever. Instead, she said, “Let me tell you about my friends, Jia. There’s an Azure Dragoness called Zip, and Ardan, he has Shadow powers …”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21: Red Dragons Rising
 
    
 
   KING BERAN PINNED Ardan with a glare fit to stop a Dragonship in its tracks. “Kylara’s right. Are you quite hale in the head, man?”
 
   Fitfully twisting the ur-makka around his wrist, Ardan glanced to the door which Kylara had just slammed in his face. Another dream of Aranya calling to him in great distress, the uncanny knowledge that he knew where Thoralian had imprisoned her, that she was alive … Kylara’s volcano had just erupted. Now Beran. His day had barely started, and he was walking on lava.
 
   Sha’aldior! His Dragon name had echoed across the leagues, heard at a level different to anything he had experienced before–save the soul-fire. Ardan grasped that he and Aranya were linked. Did she have a secret Dragon name, too? Or was it only Aranya who had the power to call him from afar, as she claimed the Black Dragon called to her? Sha’aldior. He shivered, rubbing his arms.
 
   Should he be concerned that Kylara would add a second dent to his thick skull, deeper than the first? Aye.
 
   The truth was, only a colossal fool gave up a girl like Aranya. He was that fool.
 
   Beran said, “I don’t want to patronise you, Ardan. But let me make this clear. I’ve lived a few summers upon this Island-World, and I’ve seen the way you look at my daughter, and aye, her eyes lingering upon you. What’s going on? As her father, I’ve a right to know.”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   After an awkward silence, the King of Immadia said, “Isn’t it beneath the honour of a Western Isles warrior to lie to a man’s face?”
 
   Stiffly, Ardan replied, “It’s for Aranya to–”
 
   “Man to man. I too have my honour, stupid and useless as it is at times, and I am going off-the-Islands crazy … please, Ardan. Don’t make me beg.”
 
   They took each other’s measure.
 
   “You are the Immadian Fox,” said Ardan, returning to his seat beside the Immadian King’s desk in the navigation room of his Dragonship. “The whole Island-World knows your mettle. But I fear my honour is as dust blown into the Cloudlands. I mean to go after Aranya and rescue her. I want you to know that, Beran.”
 
   “My daughter was dead and returned to life as a Dragon,” said the King. “What could be worse than that?”
 
   “A father’s righteous wrath?” suggested Ardan, before catching his breath. Idiot!
 
   Beran’s grey eyes turned wintery. His fingers twitched on the desk as though they itched for a sword-hilt and a free swing at Ardan’s neck. He ground out, “You had better not be suggesting what I think you’re suggesting.”
 
   “Unfortunately, I think I am. Aye.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Aranya sat rib-deep in a warm caustic soda barrel-bath, wincing, having her skin peeled. She griped, “Is that cloth or strips of skin you’re tearing off, there?”
 
   “Don’t whine, it’s unbecoming in a Dragon,” said Jia. “More over here, Doctor Chikkan.” He called himself by the nickname of Chikkan, as his Herimor name was utterly unpronounceable.
 
   The tweezers pinched. Aranya ground her teeth together. The sensation made her imagine Dragon claws delicately flaying her skin, inch by agonising inch. Fresh tears streaked her cheeks. Fine, her sores had to be cleaned. They had to get the cloth out and the caustic in, because apparently that was good for healing and for the itching. She wished she could split open her skin and step out of it like a butterfly sloughing off its chrysalis. Torture! How casually she had used words like ‘unbearable’ or ‘suffering’ in conversation, before. Now, she knew their true meaning.
 
   She had craters on her face. One exposed her left cheekbone.
 
   Aranya had flung the mirror across the room in horror; only, she was not strong enough to strike the wall with it. It lay forlorn on the bed. She thought she could still be a butterfly? O, woe to Immadia. She had turned into a mange-scarred rajal.
 
   Chikkan said, “Yesterday at dawn, Thoralian departed for Yorbik Island.”
 
   Aranya stiffened. Quietly, behind her, Jia asked, “What’s he so interested in at Yorbik, doctor? The shipyards, of course …”
 
   “No. I mean, aye.” Metal pinched her skin as Aranya tuned her ears with care. He breathed, “Thoralian’s cleared this place out, see? Rumour is that his brother Dragons grow impatient with his eating habits. Thoralian said, ‘I must impress my new recruits.’ That’s what I heard.”
 
   “Impress?” said Aranya, trying to square this with what little she knew of Thoralian. It made no sense.
 
   Jia put in, “Why leave us here? What if we escape?”
 
   The doctor laughed as though she had brightened his morning. “Lady, you’re buried inside half a mile of solid rock. A thousand soldiers and twenty Dragons guard this place. Only rats and cockroaches get in and out. Look, I’ve said too much already. It’s Dragon politics. Thoralian’s kin demanded just one thing of him–exterminate Beran. Then he can enjoy his delusions of grandeur.”
 
   Aranya glanced up at Chikkan, picking his way along her collarbone now. Slit eyes? Why would she never have heard a single legend about a creature like him? She had also known nothing about Chameleon Shapeshifters, though.
 
   “Do you miss Herimor?” she asked, abruptly.
 
   The doctor’s hand jerked, dropping his tweezers in the bath. “Curse your intuitive Star Dragon powers,” he hissed. “Have you been meddling in my mind?”
 
   “Ah–just a lucky guess,” said Aranya, feeling about for the tweezers. She had Star powers like her mother? Thoralian’s instincts had been right. “Could you tell me–”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Please, doctor, I need–”
 
   “No! Shut your trap, girl. You’ll have Thoralian down on us both.”
 
   After that, he and Jia-Llonya completed their work in silence. The doctor bade Aranya lie on a rubber sheet to dry off. Then he bolted as though a feral Dragon were breathing down his neck.
 
   “That was fascinating,” said Jia.
 
   For the first time in however long she had languished in Thoralian’s dungeon, Aranya sensed her brain bubbling like a meriatite furnace. “Aye. Jia-Llonya, riddle me this. Yolathion once told me there was no such thing as a secret Dragon Rider Academy in northern Jeradia.”
 
   “Shows how little he knows.”
 
   “So, where is it?”
 
   “What do you know about the Academy?” Jia countered, her green eyes cool and calculating.
 
   “Well, I happen to know two Dragon Riders who used to live there, Nak and Oyda–”
 
   “Nak and Oyda?” the Jeradian screeched, before clapping her hands over her mouth. “They’re legends! I can’t believe you know them. The Academy’s real, of course. Was real. My great-great-great grandfather–I think that’s correct–used to live there. He was called Balthion. That’s how I–I always thought he was Sylakian, with that name, and–his son Durithion escaped with Kaiatha when their Dragons were lost–”
 
   “Slow down, Jia,” Aranya laughed.
 
   Jia’s strong fingers squeezed her hand. “Now I know we have to escape, Aranya! I have to meet Nak and Oyda. They’re heroes, characters ripped right out of the scrolls. What’s Nak like? Tell me.”
 
   “One piece of advice,” said Aranya. “Keep your clothes on around him.”
 
   She began to laugh at the image of lecherous old Nak in her mind, but Jia-Llonya stormed, “If you weren’t so sick I’d smack you to the next Island, Dragoness or none! How dare you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re just too much of a precious Princess, aren’t you? Why don’t you just spit it out–that Jeradian slut, don’t you mean?”
 
   “No.” Aranya wanted laugh again, but her poor body would not take the shaking.
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “Firstly, I’m Sylakia’s number one enemy, a convicted criminal. Secondly, I meant Nak, not you. He’s incorrigible around women. Now will you wipe that stupidly affronted look off your face and listen to what I have to say? And then you will tell me what you know of the Academy.”
 
   Manic laughter filled Aranya’s mind. She always started off by fighting like a maddened windroc with her friends. Did this mean Jia-Llonya was destined to become a friend, too?
 
   Peculiar winds blew across the Island-World, these days.
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan, feeling strong–and guilty–had chosen the direct flight to Sylakia via Talda Island rather than brave the longer, more southerly route via Xinidia, Erigar and Archion Islands. Erigar had been a staunch Sylakian ally since anyone could remember. He and Kylara had agreed they did not want any distractions as they flew secretly into the heart of enemy territory in search of Aranya.
 
   He pulled up behind the nearest cloud, swearing unhappily. Kylara had been imitating an icicle on his back for the day’s flight it had taken them to reach Talda Island, given the icy but helpful breeze. Now, she shivered before kicking his scales. “What?”
 
   “Dragons,” said Ardan. “Take a look at those hot springs.”
 
   “I see dot–is that an Island?” Kylara said acidly. “I don’t see like a Dragon. Unless your excitement means you’ve spotted Aranya?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then do use a few words to communicate with me, Ardan.”
 
   “Fine. I see … ten Red Dragons sunning themselves around some hot springs. Fast asleep. No, one’s just got up to have a swim.”
 
   Kylara borrowed a couple of his more unsavoury words to let him know that she felt exactly as he did.
 
   Ardan agreed, “Aye. And I’ll wager four Islands to a snake’s fart that they’re headed for Fra’anior to warm us up.”
 
   “Well?” she said.
 
   “Well what?”
 
   In dangerously honeyed tones, the Warlord replied, “I assume you’re still planning to go after Aranya, leaving Fra’anior at the mercy of these Dragons? They’ll burn it as they did Naphtha Cluster.”
 
   Ardan inadvertently coughed out a fireball of surprise and fury. “No!” One of the Dragons below glanced up as the bright Dragon fire streaked the sky. “Oh. That’s torn it. They’ve spotted us. Back to warn the Island, then. It’ll be some haul against that wind. Could we stop on those rocks we saw, or would those be too low in the Cloudlands for you?”
 
   Kylara’s rough laughter halted the flow of his thoughts. “Ardan. You’re a Dragon, right?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “And that’s the enemy down there, right?”
 
   “Aye!”
 
   “Imagine ten bright red ralti sheep, ripe and juicy, just waiting for you to sink your claws into them.”
 
   Fierce, unruly Dragonsong bubbled in his hearts. Aye. A double paw-full of fat Dragons, warm and lazy from the suns-shine? An attack from a lone Dragon and his Rider was the last thing they’d expect.
 
   He growled over his shoulder, “Shall we go make friends?”
 
   “And then, at the last second–whap!” Kylara smacked her fist into her open palm.
 
   They shared savage grins.
 
   Ardan dipped his left wingtip and spiralled downward, checking the flexion of his talons. He had no doubt he could outfly any one of those ten mature Dragons. The only snag was that the other nine would swarm all over him like army ants on a fresh carcass. He had to be cunning, striking fast and cleanly without becoming entangled in a fangs-and-claws battle. If he used his Shadow powers, Kylara and the saddle would fall. No, he had an idea. Experimentally, Ardan tried to focus his power on his tail. It blurred at once, while the rest of him remained solid. Now, if he could only attain that level of control in the heat of battle …
 
   “Keep sharp, girl, but act innocent,” he said.
 
   “Great Islands, you clearly don’t know the first thing about women,” she shot back.
 
   “What, daggers concealed in fluffy lamb’s wool?”
 
   “All the time,” said Kylara.
 
   Four of the Red Dragons spiralled upward; the rest clearly felt too slothful to deal with the intruder. Good. Dragon-Ardan liked these odds better. He would have only one opportunity to surprise them.
 
   As they neared the Red Dragons, Ardan called, Fiery greetings, old ones. Where do you hail from?
 
   Sylakia, said the foremost. His three fellows drifted apart, aiming to surround him, Ardan saw. Are you the Dragon of the Western Isles?
 
   I am he.
 
   The other waited. Dragon-Ardan saw his chance slipping through his paws. At least one of them was wily enough not to trust his apparently friendly intentions.
 
   Quite the young beast, aren’t you?
 
   Ardan considered his words. I am Ardan. How are you named?
 
   Our leader is Karathion, said the shrewd Red. I am Furion, called ‘the furious’. My shell-brothers are Teldion, Jakkarion, and Cazuthion.
 
   Jakkarion drifted closer to Ardan’s tail. He sensed a bite incoming, but pretended not to notice; rather, he side-slipped slightly as if pushed by the breeze, bringing Jakkarion so close to Teldion that the latter was forced to stall to avoid a collision. He sensed Kylara stiffening in the saddle. A tiny tap of her boot on his left shoulder muscle alerted him. Go that way? Or an attack from that side? He extended his senses. Was that a fireball warming up in Cazuthion’s belly? Aye!
 
   With a triple flexion of his wings, quarter-beats, Ardan ‘bounced’ in the air as Aranya had taught him–just fifteen feet upward, but that was enough to avoid the main blast of Cazuthion’s opening salvo. The fireball passed between his hind legs and roared toward Furion, who bugled in alarm as he ducked, unsighted by Ardan’s swift manoeuvre. Furling his right wing while beating powerfully with the left, Ardan pivoted, whipping his tail around with the aid of the centrifugal force generated by his rotating body. The bulk of his tail smashed into the side of Teldion’s head, while Jakkarion missed his bite by inches.
 
   Continuing his pivot, Ardan swivelled into the path of the dazed Teldion. Mouth agape, Ardan engulfed the Dragon’s head, getting the neck just behind his skull-spikes deep into the V of his jaw. His neck muscles flexed hugely. Bone crunched and cartilage squeaked wetly between his fangs. To a geyser of Dragon blood spilling over Ardan’s tongue, Teldion’s head parted from his neck.
 
   The Shadow Dragon’s challenge split the evening sky.
 
   My brother! Jakkarion howled.
 
   Claws raked his right thigh. Ardan instinctively kicked himself into clear air.
 
   Dragon-rage thundered around Ardan as the Reds closed in. Those who had tarried on the ground leaped belatedly into the air. Cazuthion attacked! Ardan dropped at once, but that was a mistake. The Red Dragon changed angles instantly, scoring deep cuts on Ardan’s back with a thrust of his hind talons, knocking his hindquarters downward so that Kylara came within range of his claws. The Dragon Rider twisted in the saddle, somehow avoiding a raking blow while lopping off a talon with a hissing scimitar cut.
 
   “Down below,” panted Kylara. “Fireball.”
 
   Ardan saw what she meant. The second wave of a half-dozen Dragons rose ponderously into the sky, bunched thickly enough that he could not fail to miss. A gulp of air inflated his lungs. Ardan thought, and the Dragon fire surged up to sear the crop of his throat. The force of the discharge slowed him in the air. Fangs skittered off his scales, catching on his spine spikes. Again, Ardan fought his way free in a frenzied exchange of blows with Jakkarion.
 
   His fireball struck one of the rising Dragons squarely on the left wing, blasting a thirty-foot hole in the wing membrane. And then, his world became fire.
 
   For the first time, Ardan knew the blistering heat of Dragon fire. Four or five fireballs struck him simultaneously from different angles. His scales burned. The muscle and tissue inside the cuts he had already sustained, sizzled and crisped in the tremendous heat. These were mature Reds, capable of spitting a stream of molten rock hundreds of feet through the air. Ardan shook himself like a wet hound, but the rock stuck. An agonised whimpering arose from his throat; the Shadow Dragon realised it was the song of his own pain.
 
   “Use your Shadow power!” Kylara cried, over and over.
 
   He could not. They’d catch her; kill her with the ease of a cat slaying a bird. He needed a blink of power. Focussing through the burning of his nerve endings, Ardan released his magic. What he achieved was akin to a very rapid shiver, a ripple effect which passed from his muzzle to his tail. The Dragon-spit lava sloughed off his body. Another shiver, and it was gone.
 
   Just beneath him, a Red laughed open-mouthed as Ardan writhed. The Shadow Dragon’s fireball smacked him square in the throat. Dragon fire could not damage him much in that location, but the blast surprised the Red enough that he gulped and stalled. Driving forward, Ardan slapped him open-clawed across the muzzle, tearing his right eyeball out of the socket. With a parting snap at the Red Dragon’s neck, Ardan fled beyond him, finding clear skies for a vital second.
 
   Kylara shouted, “Go, Ardan! Keep going!”
 
   Coward, one of the Reds roared after him. Ardan almost stopped.
 
   “Go,” said his Rider. “You’ve done enough damage–one kill, two serious injuries.”
 
   Ardan could not resist bellowing a parting few insults at the Red Dragons, accompanied by a fireball which missed its target by over two hundred feet. After that, he flew on until he had far outdistanced any pursuit. But he also flew further from Aranya and any hope of saving her, for Kylara was right. Fra’anior needed him more.
 
   But his hearts dragged a hundred leagues behind him.
 
   * * * *
 
   Zuziana stood on the bow gantry of her small trader’s Dragonship, staring hungrily at the pulse-pounding sight of Fra’anior towering out of the vermilion Cloudlands, as if a bloody tide washed up against what had to be the greatest volcano in existence–greater even than the one she, Aranya and Ri’arion had once stopped at in the middle of Immadior’s Sea.
 
   It was dawn over Fra’anior, a sight to make poets swoon.
 
   “It is as I said, Captain,” she said to the man standing beside her. “The royal purple of Immadia flies over those Dragonships. Fra’anior is ours.”
 
   He grunted, “You can see that far, Princess? I thought I had sharp eyesight.”
 
   Zip danced a little jig of delight. “I can’t wait for you to meet Aranya. She’s awesome.”
 
   “Nothing can be as awesome as an Azure Dragoness who–unholy caroli!”
 
   She had learned that ‘caroli’ was a Helyon oath, the name of a disease-carrying rodent. It was singularly apt at that moment, because the Dragon which had just dropped from the sky ahead of them was at least the hundred-foot length of their Dragonship. He smiled toothily, casting a sinister gaze over their vessel. Awestruck, Zuziana took in the length of his fangs, his thicket of black skull-spikes and his monumental musculature. How could she fight such a freak? Half a world apart from that black beast was not far enough to feel safe.
 
   There was a woman on his back who looked just as beefy as her Dragon, a muscular warrior with biceps fit to put most men to shame. Zuziana felt very much the diminutive Remoyan in comparison. No, she was an Azure Dragoness! And deadly in her own way, just not deadly enough to tangle with that beast, not without her monk.
 
   “Where’s the Dragon?” the beast called. “Where are you hiding him?”
 
   “Dragon? What Dragon?” Zip shouted back, but her voice wavered and cracked on the second ‘Dragon’. “Are you a friend of Sylakia?”
 
   How, by the Islands, had that beast sensed she was a Shifter? That alone was enough to put the fear of rajals into her. Zip pinched her thigh to still an urge to transform. Please be on our side, she babbled inwardly. Please.
 
   Smoke and flame spurted from his nostrils in reply. “Never. Answer my question, little one.”
 
   She had no choice. Zuziana pushed back the hood of her cloak. He had better be the Dragon Aranya had set out to find, or she was about to be barbecued for breakfast, and her charred, gnawed-upon bones used for toothpicks.
 
   Stealthily, she readied her magic, while saying, “I am Zuziana of Remoy, Shapeshifter and Azure Dragon.”
 
   “We’re friends,” he rumbled, managing a graceful tilt of his head, “and this is Immadian territory.”
 
   Zuziana clutched the railing to rescue her sagging knees. Sweet, sweet words!
 
   The huge Dragon leaned slightly into the breeze, drawing close beneath their Dragonship, until his Rider sat just a few feet from Zuziana’s position on the gantry. The woman raised her scimitar in salute. “I am the Warlord Kylara, and this is Ardan, a Shadow Dragon. We are friends of Aranya’s and allies of King Beran.”
 
   What did Aranya think of that dark beast? He could probably hear her heart burbling about like a confused fowl, see her pulse racing in her neck, and smell her natural dread of an aerial predator despite a tingle of excitement playing along her spine. The Shadow Dragon’s lips peeled open, revealing a cavern rimmed by gleaming white swords–his grin.
 
   “Delighted to meet you,” the Princess of Remoy managed.
 
   “We’ll escort you in,” said Ardan. “We’ve urgent news; a Dragonwing of seven or eight Reds–”
 
   “However many we left after bloodying their noses,” Kylara put in. “Thoralian’s family is on the move.”
 
   The black-in-black eyes gleamed with something more than moisture. Magic … and suspicion. Ardan said, “Spotted you on the way in. You make my scales itch, Zuziana. You, and someone else still hiding inside your Dragonship.”
 
   “I’ll explain,” said the Remoyan. “We need Aranya, and fast. Where is she?”
 
   The smile faded. The massive, armoured head shook, just once.
 
   This time, Zip did sag. But the Captain caught her beneath her elbow. “Full power to the turbines!” he bellowed. “Men and meriatite! Fra’anior needs us.”
 
   “Yes,” whispered Zip. “But we need Aranya more.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Zuziana faced off against Ardan in a trembling, tearful fury. “I’ll go fetch Aranya; she’s my friend.”
 
   In Beran’s council of war, the heat was threatening to crack the crysglass panes of his Dragonship, and they had only been talking for a couple of minutes. Breakfast lay untouched on the table between them as the two Shapeshifters in the room quarrelled.
 
   The rajal-sized Western Islander fixed her with a stony-eyed gaze. “What’s your plan, Princess? Can you hear her, as I? Can you fight Dragons who are three times your size? Can you fly far and fast enough?”
 
   “I owe her my life.”
 
   “Every day she spends in Thoralian’s grasp is one less day we’re likely to find her alive.”
 
   “She’s my friend!”
 
   “Easy there, Zuziana,” said Kylara, restraining her with her powerful arms. “I agree–you must go to your friend. One Dragon is not enough to take Sylakia’s Tower, no matter how formidable an opinion he holds of his powers. Is there no other way, King Beran?”
 
   Ardan folded his tree-trunk arms across his chest, frowning at the Remoyan who simpered, then mouthed, ‘Ooh. You’re so big.’ Grr! His pulse throbbed at his temples.
 
   The Immadian King scratched his beard. “I don’t pretend to understand this mystical connection Ardan has with Aranya, but we really are stuck between two Islands here–or three or four. Does it matter?” He dismissed the matter with a click of his fingers. “We’ve an injured monk who needs healing, seven or eight enemy Dragons who’ll reach Fra’anior any hour now, and we have two Dragons and no plan. I can neither spare you to fly to Sylakia, nor afford to keep you here. And one indisputable fact remains–judging by the intelligence you gathered, Princess Zuziana, Thoralian has assembled an unknowable number of Shapeshifter Dragons at Yorbik Island. This Dragonwing may be the first of many.”
 
   “Sir! Message hawk, sir.”
 
   A Jeradian soldier rushed in without knocking. In a conflict where every second counted, niceties were an unaffordable luxury.
 
   “Here,” said Ignathion. He unrolled the scrap of scrolleaf with a practised hand. “Well. Your spies report Thoralian flew north yesterday morning, Beran.”
 
   “Leaving Sylakia unguarded?” snorted Ardan. “Even a blind man believes in the five moons. Why don’t we take the fleet and fly straight to Sylakia? Burn them like they burned us?”
 
   Only a Dragon could have expressed his desire for revenge in that tone–a crackling of fires barely withheld, an animalistic snarl rippling beneath his words.
 
   Dragon-Zuziana’s response was immediate, a full-throated roar of outrage. Everyone stared at the diminutive Remoyan. She said, “The issue is one of timing, Ardan. The longer Thoralian has to train those Dragons he has secreted in Yorbik, the worse we’ll fare. We cannot afford to take the fleet to Sylakia when the real danger lies at Yorbik.”
 
   “You are for leaving Fra’anior unguarded?” inquired Prince Ta’armion. He had been content to follow the discussion quietly; perhaps his thoughts were occupied with his new wife, perched on his knee. But no newly-wed euphoria could deny the sharpness of his question.
 
   Zip flushed. “No … I will go to Sylakia. Ardan–you must lead the fleet to Yorbik.”
 
   “I will not leave Aranya to moulder in a Sylakian dungeon!” Ardan shouted, achieving a volume that made the crysglass windows rattle.
 
   At once, the Dragoness retorted, “Nor will I! So you can just stuff that idea down your meriatite pipe and smoke it!”
 
   “No,” said Kylara, piercing the silence that followed, “because you both love her.” Her hand fell from her scimitar-hilt, clenched, unclenched. “You love her.”
 
   Ardan sighed.
 
   No-one in the room dared to look at anyone else.
 
   A slight cough in the corridor outside heralded the arrival of a visitor to their council. “Flying monks,” gasped Ri’arion, clutching the doorway for support.
 
   “Ri–” Zip shrieked, flying across the room as though she had taken to her Dragon form. “You foolish, foolish … man! Whatever are you thinking? Get back to your bed.”
 
   Her slender frame buckled beneath Ri’arion’s weight. But Ardan leaped to her aid from one side and Kylara from the other, saving them a nasty landing. Instead, Ri’arion and Zip ended up lying beside each other on the floor beside Beran’s desk.
 
   “See? I am lying down for you,” said the monk.
 
   Zip said, “He’s delirious.”
 
   Ri’arion said, “Warrior monks and Dragons.”
 
   Zuziana mopped his brow with her sleeve. “Help me get him back to the cabin. Look, you’ve torn open these stitches, you daft–”
 
   But the monk seized her arm with a passion that silenced her protests. “Listen. I’m not … crazy. And when two Dragons start shouting at each other, a Dragonship’s walls are only so thick.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Zip asked.
 
   “Fra’anior has hundreds of monks. We have magic.”
 
   “Magic?” said King Beran, up off his seat, leaning over the warrior monk. “What magic?”
 
   Rather than reply, Ri’arion levitated half a foot off the metal floor. Zip hissed and yanked him back down.
 
   “Flying warrior monks?” Ignathion rumbled. “Won’t the Sylakian Dragons just gobble you up?”
 
   Ri’arion’s smile was a cobra’s grin, beastly and sly. “The warriors of Fra’anior are ready, friends. They have waited all their lives to serve the Great One, the Black Dragon of the Islands. They call this the Way of the Dragon. We fly–some, better than I. Some of us shield. Others have magical arts in attack and defence. Our arrows are made of more than metal.”
 
   “The monks can heal?” asked Zip.
 
   “Some, but nothing close to what Aranya could achieve,” said Ri’arion, resting his head on the floor. “It will not be easy. Beran, Ignathion, talk strategy with Ta’armion. He knows many of our abilities–you must work out how to protect the Dragonships, and how you’ll penetrate the Dragons’ defences. We must fly quickly to rouse my brethren. I must go, for the Nameless Man’s word still holds weight around this volcano. A map, King Beran. I will show you where to send your Dragonships, even to the most secret monasteries.”
 
   Ardan said, “I will take you at once, Ri’arion.”
 
   “He’s my Rider!”
 
   Lightning shot out of Zip’s mouth, crisping a strip of Ri’arion’s beard on its way to burning a neat hole in the starboard crysglass panel.
 
   “Mercy,” said Zip.
 
   “Good thing that wasn’t directed upward,” Ignathion added.
 
   To Zip’s intense irritation, Ardan seemed to find her anger cute. He said, “Do all of the women around here either want to bite your head off or split your skull open?”
 
   Zuziana deliberately turned her back to Ardan and her attention to Ri’arion. “You are going nowhere in your condition, you moons-mad monk.”
 
   He also had a smile for her. Zuziana decided she was going to sink her fangs into one of those nice smiling faces in a moment. She bit back the urge to transform, telling her Dragoness to bide her time. Soon, she would be unleashed upon the hot volcanic winds.
 
   Ri’arion said, “Thus said Hualiama to the Dragon Grandion, ‘I love thee not as a Human loves a Dragon, in all thy draconian majesty; nor for thy first heart, pulsing with nobility, nor for the courage of your second heart, which is as wide and deep as the Cloudlands themselves, but for thy third heart, which is pure love. And it is that love which has captured me, and set me upon a course more certain than that which the twin suns sail across the heavens. Thou canst deny it no longer, Zuziana. I am for thee, and thee alone.’ Hearing that, he transformed for her. He was the very first Shapeshifter to reveal his true nature. And she was called Dragonfriend.”
 
   “Oh, how sweet,” said Ta’armion, wiping his eyes. “He said ‘Zuziana’ in place of Grandion. I’ve never heard anything so romantic in my entire life!”
 
   “The perfect mistake,” said Zip.
 
   “Then kiss me, my Azure Dragoness, and let us go stir up an army.”
 
   “Aye, my very own Dragonfriend,” said Zip, glad to do as she was bid. “Will you tell me the tale of Hualiama and Grandion, soon?”
 
   “Oh, forbidden love, it’s so poignant!” Prince Ta’armion burst into tears.
 
   Lyriela startled as her husband pillowed his head on her shoulder. Rolling her eyes, she muttered, By the Great Dragon, what do I do now?
 
   Ardan exchanged equally startled glances with Zuziana. Mentally, he growled, Lyriela, are you hiding a Dragon, too?
 
   Aranya thinks so, and Nak and Oyda, said the girl. But I’ve never transformed. I’m Aranya’s cousin.
 
   Oho, said Ardan. We need to talk.
 
   Beran’s sharp eyes had not missed their swift-as-thought exchange, even though he would not have heard anything. He crooked a finger at Zuziana. “A word outside, if you would, Remoy.”
 
   Half an hour later, Zip was flying south along the rim wall of the largest volcano in the Island-World, with a sick monk on her back and fresh hope singing in her heart.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22: Roar over Fra’anior
 
    
 
   Directly across the caldera from Ha’athior Island, as they departed Ri’arion’s old home near Lyriela’s village, Zuziana spotted seven burly Red Dragons beating toward the northern end of the volcano. Dragons, heading for Fra’anior. Her perceptive gaze swept the caldera. Several Dragonships full of warrior monks should arrive at the main Island within an hour. Nine others were in various stages of progress from the south-eastern and southern Isles, four hours by Dragonship from Fra’anior–perhaps three with a helping breeze.
 
   Their plan was about to come unstuck, unless the Reds intended to rest before throwing themselves into battle. She could imagine that. They had laboured the day long against a robust breeze sweeping in from several points north of west, the same breeze which buffeted her and Ri’arion, who was looking greyer the further they progressed. They had visited eleven monasteries in the seven hours since leaving Beran’s forces at Fra’anior city. Six to go before the race back to Fra’anior. Could Ardan hold off all seven Dragons until nightfall? Did nightfall matter for a Dragon attack?
 
   Putting her head down, the Azure Dragon pushed on despite her fatigue. Just think of the next stop, no further. Every minute saved, might mean the life of another Fra’anior Islander.
 
   “What’s the matter, Zuzi?” asked Ri’arion.
 
   “I see Thoralian’s Dragons–two, maybe two and a half hours away,” she said. “We’ve run out of time, Ri’arion.”
 
   He sighed, “I feel so useless. All my hope was fixed on finding Aranya here. I’m so angry with her–and what has she done wrong? The healers at Ya’arriol helped, but not enough. I can’t fight! I can’t, I just can’t, my sweet …”
 
   Zuziana gazed at him over her shoulder, hating the hopeless note in his voice, yet loving him. “You carried me at first. Now, it’s my turn.”
 
   “Literally,” he groaned.
 
   “You’re killing yourself raising up an army of crazy magical monks to save your Island-Cluster from destruction, Ri’arion. That strikes me as a vaguely worthwhile pursuit.”
 
   “Now you’re being positively Immadian,” he chuckled, but he held his left shoulder and arm very gingerly. “Zuziana, I can’t go to Sylakia with you.”
 
   Again, that hint of a protective nature underlying his austere monk-face. She wished he’d smile more, sometimes, even if it made every smile the more precious. “I’m an ugly fire-breathing lizard, monk-love. I understand. Besides, I have to babysit that Western Isles monster. You know the type. He’ll smell out the thickest trouble and fly straight into it.”
 
   “And through it, and keep right on going.”
 
   With a throaty chuckle, she said, “Ri’arion, you said something about monks shielding themselves. Do you mean to imply they’re able to deflect crossbow bolts and Dragon fire?”
 
   “Aye, possibly. Shields are a complex topic.”
 
   “As a Blue colour, that might be a power I could learn. Do you think you could teach me? Or,” she grimaced, “I can’t believe I’m going to say this. Would you be willing to open your mind to me again so that I can experience it for myself?”
 
   The man on her back gulped. He was silent for such a long time, the Azure Dragon began to wonder if her Rider had fallen unconscious–hopefully not–but she could not bring herself to meet his gaze. She had wounded him, last time, and had no desire to repeat the experience.
 
   “Well, I asked you to trust me, before,” he said.
 
   “I broke your trust.”
 
   Ri’arion laughed hollowly. “And here I feared the Nameless Man taking over a Dragon’s powers, not the reverse. Nevertheless, you are forgiven, dear one.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ri’arion. If we mind-meld again, is there a way I can transfer some of my strength to you? Because, to be perfectly honest, you’re not allowed to die before I’ve had the chance to have my way with you for a hundred years, minimum.”
 
   His tan Fra’aniorian complexion suddenly assumed a ruddier, more volcanic hue. “It’s like that, is it? I wouldn’t know how, Dragon-love, but I’ll think about it. First, let’s talk shields.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Three mornings after she had last seen Doctor Chikkan, a squad of four Sylakian Hammers appeared unannounced at Aranya’s cell door. They dragged her out over Jia-Llonya’s protests. One of them smashed the haft of his hammer into the Jeradian girl’s chest. “Shut it, wench.”
 
   Jia-Llonya staggered backward, white-cheeked.
 
   “I’ll be back,” Aranya called as they marched her though the narrow, Dragon-proof tunnels.
 
   Upward they climbed once more. Aranya was stronger. This time, she made it halfway up the long stairwell before collapsing, panting like an asthmatic Dragon. Chikkan had been right. Her lungs had been scarred by the pox. The soldiers dragged her on until they reached the main level of the dungeons, where a chill, dank breeze ruffled her hair and brought a metallic tang to her nostrils. At least she was never cold, Aranya thought. Poor Jia. The stone-chill and damp had been unkind to her. Never cold? She puzzled over this idea. Wasn’t her magic dead? Collared and drugged into oblivion. Could it be less absent than she knew?
 
   As the Hammers bundled her along a corridor lined with barred cells, Aranya suddenly caught sight of the doctor peering out of one. His head jerked back as soon as their eyes met. Aranya kept her gaze fixed ahead. What was Thoralian plotting now? Was he using Chikkan to manipulate her? Had the doctor come under suspicion, too?
 
   Ducking through a short, connecting tunnel she had not noticed before, the Sylakian squad brought her into a new cave, a vast cathedral of hundred-foot stalactites, interspersed with spears and curtains of crystal formations. Moist heat filled her lungs, and a strong whiff of that cinnamon scent she had come to associate with Dragons. The cavern floor was flat and sandy, leading down to what appeared to be a bubbling underground lake of unknowable dimensions, for the far shore was lost in shadows.
 
   A Brown Dragon awaited her there.
 
   Sallow eyes, similar to Thoralian’s, examined her as she approached–or rather, as the soldiers lugged her unresponsive body toward him.
 
   “I am Gurdurion the Brown,” he rumbled, “nephew of Thoralian.”
 
   He stared expectantly at her. Aranya deliberately chose Dragonish for her response. The language was capable of so many more nuances. Aranya of Immadia, Shapeshifter and Amethyst Dragon. I’m … pleased to meet you.
 
   A polite lie, of course.
 
   The sulphurous greetings of the Dragon-kind to you, daughter of Izariela, he said, in neutral tones. “Give her to me.”
 
   Grasping Aranya in his fisted paw, Gurdurion took off at once over the lake. She did not struggle. What would be the point? His forepaw enveloped her body from neck to knee. Had he wished, he could have ended her life with a twitch of his talons. Each was thicker than her torso.
 
   After flying low over the lake for less than a minute, the Brown Dragon swept in to a landing on an islet made that much smaller by virtue of the three Dragons already crowded onto it–two Oranges, from what she could see in the darkness, and a Green. Some shuffling for space ensued, leaving Aranya as the centrepiece of attention between four Dragons’ muzzles. Great. She could be barbecued from every angle simultaneously.
 
   So this was what Thoralian was hiding? said the Green Dragon, thumping Aranya’s arm with a knuckle, talon sheathed, thankfully. A Dragoness, Aranya realised, appreciating that a bruise was far preferable to a Dragon’s claw speared through her limb.
 
   Pay attention, said Gurdurion. This is Aranya, daughter of the Star Dragon Thoralian hates so manifestly. Aranya, these are my grown-up hatchlings–Bexuria the Green, and my twin-yolk sons, Vathior and Yathior.
 
   Aranya inclined her head politely. My most sulphurous greetings to you all.
 
   Suddenly, a talon ripped the skin at the nape of her neck as one of the Oranges snagged the collar, hoisting her off her feet. She speaks despite the Lavanias collar? What power is this?
 
   Gurdurion snarled, Have a care, Vathior. Our Human forms are frail.
 
   Aranya was too busy choking to hear much. The Orange Dragon dropped her again; on hands and knees, she coughed and rasped and eventually spat blood, massaging her bruised throat. The Dragons watched without lifting a digit to help.
 
   This Shifter scum is not freshly woken like us, father, said Bexuria. What an ugly visage she has.
 
   Why does Thoralian wake you now? Aranya asked.
 
   The green paw knocked her over. In a trice, a razor-sharp talon rested against her neck, pinning Aranya to the rocky ground. We’ll ask the questions, ugly one. What does the Dragon killer want with you? Why does he hide you from us?
 
   If she was careful, Aranya sensed, she might make allies of these Dragons. At least, they were not yet enemies. This was clearly a secret meeting, one to which Thoralian was not privy. Gurdurion and his kin wanted something from her. Could she reason with them? Drive a bargain?
 
   Time for a few creative lies, Aranya decided. She said, Thoralian asked for my help in impressing his recruits at Yorbik Island.
 
   She has mind powers, Vathior blurted out, sounding horrified.
 
   But Gurdurion snapped his fangs half a foot from her face. Do not lie to me, little one. I too have powers, and one of those is to smell untruth. Your words reek of lies.
 
   Aranya gulped. I apologise.
 
   If you hoped to make allies of us, you just failed that test, he added. Speak truthfully, and we will consider your words.
 
   So, fractured loyalties within Thoralian’s family? Aranya considered her next words carefully. Mercy–impressing his recruits? With his mind powers? Did that mean Thoralian was forcing Dragons to obey his commands by ‘impressing’ them, as some animals did their young? No wonder these Dragons hated him. Either he ate them, or he controlled them.
 
   Thoralian poisoned my mother, she said. I harbour no love for him. In battle, I killed his son Garthion.
 
   Gurdurion smoked at the nostrils as he thundered, Thoralian ate my mate! His clenched paw splintered the rock right next to her face. I await the truth, little one, and I grow impatient.
 
   He seeks the power of a First Egg.
 
   She might as well have exploded a volcano beneath them. Suddenly, the cave echoed with the thunder of enraged Dragons. She clapped her hands over her ears. Aranya rolled over, seeking a chance to escape, futile as the gesture was–trapped underground by four Dragons on an island in the middle of a boiling lake. She must have ralti wool for brains.
 
   Thoralian would destroy us all! Vathior howled.
 
   Bexuria cried, He chains Dragons to his bidding. By the First Egg–he’d rule unchallenged.
 
   Be still, my kin, Gurdurion snapped. His cunning eyes fixed on Aranya once more. And he believes you have the power to help him, doesn’t he? A Star Dragon power. The brown paw closed about her again, with deliberation designed to intimidate. This changes things indeed.
 
   Does that mean you’ll help me escape Thoralian’s clutches, o mighty Gurdurion?
 
   Human-Aranya would never have asked the question so directly, but speaking in Dragonish had brought out a different side of her personality, she realised.
 
   Gurdurion’s talon stroked her cheek with a pitiless, greedy touch. Perhaps we could come to an agreement, my sweet Dragoness, he said. Aranya shuddered as she grasped his meaning. Yes, little one. You will be a boon to us. However, we need to choose the hour wisely. Thoralian’s dominion grows no weaker. You will not escape–I and my kin can guarantee that. But I will offer you certain knowledge in return. Perhaps it will comfort you in darker times to come.
 
   Aranya gazed hopefully at the Brown Dragon.
 
   Thoralian takes with him a new weapon, some fifty fire-drakes of Herimor, said Gurdurion, his irises filling with fire before Aranya’s startled gaze. But his goal is not Yorbik Island. He flies more … westerly.
 
   She gasped, No …
 
   Ha ha, yes, little one! This day shall be King Beran’s last upon the Island-World. And we Shapeshifters shall rule at last!
 
   Aranya began to back up, but only as far as the Green Dragoness allowed her.
 
   Gurdurion’s gnarled old claw returned to her cheek. A girl as hideous as you should be grateful to be mine.
 
   * * * *
 
   Thoralian’s Red Dragonwing arrowed toward Fra’anior Island, boring steadily into the wind with the primal power of the ultimate predators of the Island-World. Nothing preyed upon Dragons. At least, Ardan had considered himself such a predator, until Nak had described the Shadow Dragon of old–his namesake, the true monster. That was his least favourite recent conversation, second only to Kylara’s sad realisation of his feelings for Aranya.
 
   Ardan flexed his flight muscles anxiously. Those Red Dragons were in no hurry. He checked Zip’s position one more time. The Azure Dragoness shifted in and out of Fra’anior’s vapours, rising from the massively cracked, overheated caldera floor. She disappeared over the far rim wall. Could she not return already? He’d welcome the help.
 
   “Jumpy, Ardan?” asked Kylara.
 
   He eyeballed his Rider, resplendent in her new Dragon Rider armour, which was on loan from Fra’anior’s less official stores–those which had never featured on a Sylakian manifest. Amazing how many hiding places a twenty-seven Island volcanic cone could boast, he chortled privately. King Cha’arlla had fifty blacksmiths working night and day to modify a suit of Dragon armour for him. It would not be ready for this battle. The mass of metal was so bulky, it would probably need a Dragonship all of its own to lug it to Yorbik Island.
 
   Kylara flexed her new bow. “Love this thing,” she smiled. “It’s a beast.”
 
   “Takes a woman like you to draw it,” said Ardan, admiring the flexion of her forearm muscles.
 
   “You love someone else.”
 
   The Warlord had a shadow in her eyes that made him feel a rotten traitor to the one with whom he had shared his soul-fire, who had inhabited his dreams ever since. Would he ever have the chance to right the wrongs he had done to Aranya, he wondered? What would become of Kylara if he admitted her accusation was accurate–but were his feelings for the Princess of Immadia truly love? Or just the magic? He shook his head slowly. How could he ever be certain? All that was clear to him now, was that part of his soul lived hundreds of leagues distant, and that he would stop at nothing to cross those leagues and assault the very heart of Sylakia, just for the chance to hold her again.
 
   He said, “So you’ve decided, lady. Right now, this is pure, Dragonish lust.”
 
   “Save your energy for those Dragons,” said Kylara. “Have you seen the craftsmanship of these arrows? Amazing.”
 
   “Nak said they were designed to penetrate Dragon hide,” he replied.
 
   “Can I test one on you?” She was not entirely joking. “There’s Beran’s signal. Let’s go burn the heavens, Dragon.”
 
   Ardan dropped off the edge of Fra’anior’s league-and-a-half tall cliffs, spreading his wings to catch a thermal. The ground receded rapidly. Beran’s Dragonships rose more sedately, their engines whining with the effort. King Cha’arlla had ordered an evacuation of the outlying villages, but did not want the city to descend into chaos. Ardan hoped the people would be sensible enough to hide in their cellars, usually used to store the Fra’aniorians’ much-loved berry wines. A dozen Dragonships hung back over the city. The rest broke into four groups and trailed behind him as he powered skyward.
 
   His hearts swelled with strength. A Shadow Dragon was made for this.
 
   As they passed over the southerly tip of Fra’anior Island, two of the incoming Dragons swooped low enough to casually drop a fireball each onto the tiny village there. Smoke and flame billowed into the sky. A second pair of Dragons peeled off to the east, making for another village, also close to the cliff-edge.
 
   “They’re dividing our defences,” Kylara said.
 
   Signals rippled across the Dragonship groups as they changed orientation to engage the Dragons.
 
   “Let’s make our presence felt,” Ardan growled, letting the image of Naphtha Cluster’s barren, Dragon-scorched earth fill his mind.
 
   With a terrible roar, the Shadow Dragon swung into the attack. At once, the incoming trio of Red Dragons sounded their own challenges, accelerating as they rushed toward him, tons of fire-filled Dragon flesh bent on mutual obliteration. Fireballs volleyed across the intervening space. Ardan presented his flank, holding his wings well out of harm’s way, while his target Red was forced to duck the Shadow Dragon’s twenty-foot wide fireball. Molten fire engulfed his lower body. Ardan’s magic rippled as he surged onward without pause. He knew the Reds would have learned from the last battle. Sliding beneath the foremost Red Dragon’s slashing claws and rolling simultaneously, Ardan reared his head for a bite, nipping a sizeable chunk out of the Dragon’s tail.
 
   Kylara buried her second arrow up to the feathers in the Dragon’s flank, right in the armpit beneath the primary wing joint. “Strike!” she yelled.
 
   “One out of two,” grunted Ardan, annoyed at having done so little damage. He back-winged abruptly, presenting all four paws to an incoming Red. They grappled, snarling and snapping at each other. Ardan howled as fangs punctured his right hind paw. He kicked a ten-foot, three-toed trench into the Dragon’s underbelly in response.
 
   From his back, Kylara could find no clear shot. Ardan heard an arrow zing off to his right. He swivelled by instinct, tossing his attacker into the path of his fellow-Red. Another arrow dived into a Red’s knee-joint. Ardan began to brake–too late. Two Red Dragons smashed into his chest. Hugging them together with his fullest strength, Ardan hinged open his jaw and savaged one of the Dragons’ muzzles. Kylara shouted as she loosed an arrow. It skittered off the scale-armour covering his flight muscles and deflected, by good fortune, into the second Red’s left nostril. His sneeze of Dragon fire came accompanied by a spurt of golden blood.
 
   That surprised sneeze was his last. Ardan’s foreclaws punched spear-like into his right eyeball and through to the brain.
 
   “One out of seven,” called Kylara.
 
   Dragon-Ardan howled as the other Dragon’s jaws clamped down on his right wing-bone, between the second and third joints of the wing. Fire splashed inadvertently across the sky.
 
   “Use the shadow,” yelled his Rider.
 
   Split-second Dragon reactions took over. Ardan’s wing rippled before the idea registered consciously in his brain, effectively saving him from a crippling bite. He fired a fireball full into the Dragon’s face, following up with series of punches from his forepaws, so fast that they blurred before his eyes, quarrying holes in the other Dragon’s neck.
 
   The third Dragon, who he had savaged first, tore into him from below. Ardan bellowed in pain, thrashing about to try to throw off his attacker. The Dragon gripped the Shadow Dragon’s right wing with both forepaws, clutching it close to his chest, and hung on with the grim certitude of death.
 
   Deprived of the use of one wing, Ardan discovered that he had all the flying prowess of a very large boulder. He bugled in panic as they plummeted toward the rocky shore of Fra’anior Island.
 
   Stupid flying monkey, you’ll kill us both, he roared, contorting himself into nigh-impossible positions to claw at his attacker, but the best he could do was gash his leg open. That was not about to stop a Dragon who had gone feral. Kylara pelted him with arrows, but without shooting right through Ardan’s wing, could not do enough damage–and most of the Dragon dangled around beneath his flank anyway. She tore at the buckles fastening her legs and waist to the saddle.
 
   “Kylara, what are you doing?”
 
   “Saving your scaly behind,” she retorted.
 
   Ardan knew she had a wire-reinforced safety rope, part of her new equipment, but she had never trained to fight Dragonback as she intended. There had not been enough time. Now, his Rider stood up gingerly on the ridge of his spine-spikes.
 
   “I’ll try to hold steady,” he offered.
 
   “Concentrate on missing the Island,” she said, drawing her scimitar. “He’s mine.”
 
   With a wild yell, the Warlord of Yanga ran down Ardan’s flank and slashed at the other Dragon’s elbow. He would not relent. Kylara fell to hacking at that limb like a demented woodsman, spraying bits of Dragon scales in all directions, putting the full force of her back and shoulders into every blow. The Red Dragon let out a hiss of pain. His muzzle appeared beneath Ardan’s wing.
 
   “Jump, Kylara!”
 
   Fire raced along Ardan’s flank. Kylara leaped outward, over the licking orange flames. Twenty feet on, her rope pulled her up with a sharp jerk. She crashed onto the Dragon’s head. Struggling to her knees, Kylara immediately laid about her with her scimitar, but his tough skull defied her efforts.
 
   Ardan shouted something about the eyes, flapping his free wing, desperately trying to manufacture some margin of safety from the rock and bushes rushing up to meet them. Stowing her blade, Kylara drew an arrow from the quiver strapped to her back, reversed it in her hands, and plunged it as hard as she could into the top of the Dragon’s head. He roared in a mad rage, but she was not finished yet. Kylara smashed her armoured fist down on the arrow, driving it into the Dragon’s skull. She struck again and again with her fullest force, filled with a madness of her own, ignoring or perhaps not even feeling the blood running between her fingers. Ardan could not tear his eyes off the spectacle.
 
   Suddenly, the arrow broke through into the brain. Convulsing once, the Red Dragon’s body went flaccid, his paws sliding limply off Ardan’s wing. The Shadow Dragon threw himself into such a sharp turn, he felt the blood drain from his head. Blackness crowded in around his vision.
 
   Foliage slapped his wingtip as he zipped along the cliff, dangling Kylara like a kite on a string.
 
   Ardan slowed deliberately, catching his Rider in his forepaws as he watched the Red smash into the near-vertical cliff face, bounce off, and careen toward the Cloudlands. For a moment, he and Kylara simply breathed. Alive.
 
   She kicked his wrist with her boot. “Get me in the saddle, Dragon. We’ve a job to do.”
 
   A minute later, a Shadow Dragon and his Rider rushed up from the depths, into a new battlefield.
 
   Monks soared across the darkling sky threes and fours, attacking the Red Dragons as they lumbered about in pursuit of the Dragonships. Mosquitoes attacking ralti sheep, Ardan thought, although they were having some effect. Quick spikes of flame spurted from the clusters of monks, some keeping their shape and whirling about as if they were thirty-foot swords, while others pursued the Red Dragons with the animate purpose of the minds guiding them. The return fire did not touch many, but those it did, were consumed instantly. More deadly were the Dragons’ claws and fangs. They shattered the groups of warrior monks or struck them spinning away from the battle, some to crash into Dragonships or fall unconscious to the Island below.
 
   Blinding flashes marked the demise of two Dragonships.
 
   I am Furion! Roaring his name, the jag-toothed Red hurtled toward Ardan. Fight me, you putrid whelp of a windroc. Or will you flee again?
 
   Anger ignited the fires of Ardan’s belly, but he fought to keep his cool–literally. He could not serve Fra’anior if he went mad. Rather, he should use Furion’s insults to fuel his powers. Aranya had explained the idea to him; now he felt its effect. A painful tightness akin to cramp developed in his belly. Dragon blood gushed from his three hearts to feed the needs of his body. Ardan turned to face Furion’s charge.
 
   “Ardan, what are you doing?” Kylara asked.
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   He knew without looking that she had an arrow to the bowstring. Closer and closer came the massive Red, filling his vision. His build was all jagged edges, right down to his scales which resembled splinters of crimson granite. Ardan’s Dragon sight focussed in on the flames fluttering inside his nostrils, the magic condensing within the other Dragon, judging the moment he would attack. Now! Flame rocketed across the space between them. The Dragons fired simultaneously, but Ardan’s shaped bolt sliced through Furion’s blob of molten rock, making it fall harmlessly beneath him and to either side. Magic and Dragon fire detonated together against the other Dragon’s chest.
 
   It was far from enough to stop him. The Red Dragon’s momentum drove him on to ram Ardan with terrible force, but the sound was unexpected, not fleshy, but rather as if two rocks had slammed together. Kylara shouted as the impact rattled her. Ardan wrestled the burning Red with his forepaws. A ten-foot hole had been blasted front and centre in his chest, exposing the ribcage and burning away half of his second heart, but he still possessed the strength to fight on. The scent of burning flesh made him slaver as he clashed fangs with his enemy.
 
   The Red shouted, Curse you, you monster! Die!
 
   The Shadow Dragon was in no mood to comply. Hooking the two opposable thumbs of either forepaw into the Dragon’s chest, Ardan summoned his utmost strength. He poured magic into his muscles. A monstrous bellow shook them both as he ripped the Dragon’s ribcage open, splintering the bones and exposing his innards.
 
   Ardan reached in, and plucked the Dragon’s triple jugular veins with his claws, severing the vital flow of blood from the second and third hearts to the brain.
 
   Ha ha ha! His unbridled joy resounded off the cliffs of Fra’anior. Another Dragon fell.
 
   “Three out of seven,” he said, grinning at Kylara.
 
   “Four,” she said. “The monks forced one to the ground. But the Dragonships are taking a beating, Ardan. That Red, Karathion. He’s a killer.”
 
   “Right. Let’s take him.”
 
   “Where’s the Azure Dragon?”
 
   Dragon-Ardan peered across to the north-western rim-wall of Fra’anior. More Dragonships, a dozen, speeding across the caldera on their way to Fra’anior. “Up at–ah, Gi’ishior, I think that Island was called. Last two stops there.”
 
   “She’ll miss all the fun.”
 
   Ardan managed to swagger a little in the air. “Aye, I love shredding Dragons with my paws.”
 
   Sha’aldior …
 
   The faraway cry arrested his posturing. Aranya? Are you alive? She sounded so faint.
 
   Beware, Thoralian is coming, and he brings …
 
   Silence. The weak connection vanished. Ardan’s three hearts galloped in wildly differing directions. He knew his return cry had fallen upon deaf ears. His great, dark head swivelled this way and that. Thoralian. Where was he? What was he bringing?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23: Drakes and Dragonets
 
    
 
   JiA-LLonya Slapped Aranya’s cheek with rather more enthusiasm than Aranya thought was justified. “Wake up. You’re daydreaming.”
 
   The Immadian shoved her away. “I’m awake. Stop hitting me.”
 
   “It was that or a Sylakian war hammer to stop your snoring.”
 
   “I do not snore!”
 
   “Oh aye, it’s your Dragoness snoring, I forgot.” Jia laughed merrily. “How gullible are you? No wonder Zip teased you mercilessly. It’s easy.”
 
   “Gullible? Islands’ sakes, here I’m dreaming about Ardan coming to rescue us and all you can do is yank my hawser–”
 
   “About Ardan? Remind me one more time how uncomplicated your love life is?”
 
   Aranya growled something unintelligible about Dragons sitting on cheeky Human beings until they turned purple in the face. It was that or sink into the doldrums thinking about how no man would ever love her again, unless it was in a darkened room on a dark night and he could ignore the knobbly scars covering her body. Ardan would turn to Kylara. Yolathion would retch. Jia-Llonya could have him, for all she cared.
 
   See, Fra’anior, what you have wrought?
 
   If Yolathion was not dead already, he was certainly dying. Aranya was ashamed at her thoughts, but they kept running through her mind like windrocs plundering a carcass.
 
   She should concentrate rather on discovering why everyone was so surprised she could speak Dragonish whilst wearing the Lavanias collar. How did that work? If it was some kind of mind-trick, she could not work out what it did to her mind, or to her magic.
 
   “I read that women of the Kingdom of Kaolili wear face veils,” said Aranya. “Do you think I could manage that?”
 
   Jia-Llonya sighed. “I hear some people are grateful just to be alive. Do you think you could manage that?”
 
   If she had expected Aranya to produce a fireball at that comment, Jia would have to be disappointed. The truth was, they were both sick of being caged up. Aranya eyed the pitiful scraps of scrolleaf and the virtually hairless paintbrushes the Sylakian guards had procured for her. So much for imagining she could reproduce some of the painting she had enjoyed last time she was in the Tower.
 
   Idly, she picked a black charcoal stick out of her meagre supplies box, and said, “Jia, if I sketched the Dragon Rider school I saw in my dream, do you think that would help us find it?”
 
   The Jeradian girl rolled over on her end of the bed they had been forced to share. “Maybe you could draw some of the Dragons you saw, too. What about Fra’anior?”
 
   “Not him.”
 
   “Maybe if you put him to scroll, you wouldn’t need to fear him so much. And–don’t bite me for this one, Aranya–but you know how ralti-stupid I am about Dragons. Would you be willing to sketch your mother, Izariela, in her Star Dragon form?”
 
   For the first time since the Chameleon Shapeshifter had stabbed her in the chest, a genuine smile curved her lips. “That, I’d love!”
 
   But her hand began to draw a second head on her scrolleaf, and the outline of a third … Fra’anior. Even now, having brought her to the bleakest point in her life, a hellish pit from which there could be no return, he refused to relinquish his hegemony over her fate. Aranya sketched on, adding detail after detail, retreating into a world of deep contemplation, biting her lip in concentration. There was an indefinable core to the Black Dragon, she felt, some connection she could not quantify, and it captivated her imagination in a way that was at once both fascinating and repellent.
 
   She tossed the page away. No. She had to do better.
 
   After an hour or two’s drawing and four scrolleaves covered in Fra’anior’s heads, she became aware of Jia-Llonya peering over her shoulder.
 
   “Seven heads?” she said. “Wow. Is this speck you?”
 
   Aranya nodded. “He’s roughly the size of an Island. Always appears within a storm. I find it so calming, dreaming about him.”
 
   Her leaden sarcasm made the Jeradian girl chuckle. Jia said, “He’s incredible. I love the way you’ve portrayed him; so lifelike. Gives me the soul-lost shivers, all over.”
 
   “Sorry. But that’s how I see him.”
 
   Jia tilted her head quizzically. “Only one thing that’s odd about this drawing.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Why’ve you made him look like you?”
 
   * * * *
 
   Plucking a pair of tumbling monks out of the sky with a cunning swoop, Ardan raced across to Beran’s flagship. “Get me Beran,” he ordered, in a voice resonating with Dragonish thunder. Two of the warriors manning the forward gantry dropped their hammers in fear.
 
   “Put the poor monks down,” said Kylara, amused. “And stop scaring the men.”
 
   Ardan placed them carefully atop the Dragonship before hooking his forepaws, talons sheathed, into the netting for a moment. The Dragonship groaned and tilted.
 
   “Ardan. Kylara,” said King Beran, apparently unfazed to find a Dragon hanging sideways off his vessel. “Report at once.”
 
   “The battle progresses well. Zuziana is an hour distant as yet,” said Ardan. “I just heard from Aranya. Thoralian–”
 
   “Aranya?”
 
   Ardan nodded. “She’s alive. She warned us–Thoralian is either here, or he’s close. Either way you need to expect an ambush. And she began to say he was bringing something, but I missed the rest of the message.”
 
   The King of Immadia, a seasoned campaigner, was already calculating in his mind, Ardan saw. Beran said, “Right. We’ll signal the highest alert. Can we spare you to scout? Maybe. The monks fare well and we’ve captured one Shapeshifter Dragon. But we’ve lost a dozen–”
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   “One more Dragonship,” said Kylara. “Karathion is devastating our forces.”
 
   “Another Dragon joining their side would not be pretty,” said Beran. “Right. Ardan, you go clip Karathion’s toenails. After that, I need you to scout. Find me Thoralian. I’ll be here trying to herd bunches of random flying monks who don’t understand our signals–never mind.”
 
   “I’m sure the Immadian Fox will prevail,” said Ardan.
 
   King Beran’s eyebrows crawled skyward. “Are you still here?”
 
   The Shadow Dragon fell away into the gathering night.
 
   Ardan recalled the too-brief conversation he’d snatched with Ri’arion before the Nameless Man had flown away with Zuziana. ‘Gather the darkness around you,’ the monk had advised. ‘Shadow loves concealment. Subterfuge. You must fly not only with power, but with great cunning.”
 
   Now, he stalked Karathion in the darkness. No booming challenge to give away his intent. No warning flare of fire, nor should the wind whisper over his scales when the shadow power could soothe that away. Even that soft susurration could alert another Dragon. Enwrapped in a silence so profound he felt it should surely still the very volcano upon which the Fra’aniorians made their homes, Ardan ghosted across Iridith’s pallid crescent. Just a sliver of a moon; no others were abroad as yet. He hunted his own kind.
 
   Karathion apparently possessed an endless supply of fireballs. He flew with a graceful economy of effort, which Ardan found admirable in a creature so vast. Unconsciously, he copied what he observed. What freedom was his!
 
   He ambushed the Red Dragon leader from beneath–from the most unexpected direction. Perhaps a flicker of movement, more sensed than seen, saved the great Red. Karathion half-dodged Ardan’s initial strike, taking a painful but not crippling blow on the lockable second joint of his left wing and losing a ten-foot strip of wing membrane to Ardan’s claws. His tail lashed out. Ardan wheezed as he was struck squarely between his hind legs. His natural Dragon armour protected his worst blushes, but the blow still knocked the breath out of him. Grunting and snarling, the two Dragons wrestled and tore at each other with the ferocity of male rajals in the mating season, falling through the air toward the Island massif.
 
   Kylara succeeded in firing three arrows into the Red Dragon’s torso before Ardan broke with the enemy Dragon. “Good shooting,” he panted, eyeballing his enemy as he too gathered his breath, no more than three hundred feet away in the gathering gloom.
 
   “You still planning to have children?” asked his Rider.
 
   “Grr!”
 
   Her question galvanised him. Ardan closed with Karathion, trying to bring his great strength to bear, but the old Red was powerful too, and far more experienced in battle. As they traded blows and bites over the course of minutes, Ardan began to sense that he was getting the worst of the bargain. He still had Thoralian to deal with, if Aranya’s warning was to be acted upon.
 
   He wheeled away, panting.
 
   “Let’s take him,” he growled to his Rider. “Aim at his muzzle. I’ve an idea.”
 
   His wings pumped, closing the gap.
 
   Kylara fired an arrow into Karathion’s face at point-blank range. The arrow drilled into his muzzle. As the Red Dragon reared in surprise and pain, the Shadow Dragon dived in. He punched the Dragon in the neck. No wasting niceties on claws or fangs. Ardan punched him right above the second heart, and then twice more, making Karathion shudder with the force of his blows. The wily old Dragon faltered. Ardan punched him one more time in exactly the same place; now, his blazing yellow eyes dulled, and rolled back in their sockets.
 
   Then, Ardan saw fire flare in the darkness over the caldera–just where Zip should be.
 
   * * * *
 
   Zip constructed a shield with studious care, copying one of the models Ri’arion had presented to her in his mind. It collapsed.
 
   “Good,” he said. “Excellent progress for a beginner.”
 
   “Let me try again.”
 
   “You’re tired,” said the monk. “Don’t forget, the battle for Fra’anior still awaits.”
 
   The Azure Dragon sighed. “I’m flying as fast as I can, and the breeze is helping. We’ll get there. One more shield.”
 
   “Fine.” The monk surfaced an image in his mind for the umpteenth time. “This is a fire shield. Rather than trying to hold the entire construct in your mind at once, try to let it grow out of your body as a natural extension of who and what you are. Concentrate, dear one.”
 
   “I’m exhausted.”
 
   However, the Azure Dragoness clenched her jaw. No giving up now. Imagine Aranya’s life would depend upon her mastery of this skill. She scoured the recesses of her Dragon-mind for the power she hoped to find. Show me. A silvery trickle of magic played along her spine-spikes; a sense of awakening, of expansiveness.
 
   “Oh, very good,” Ri’arion encouraged her. “Roaring rajals, Dragon–that’s excellent!”
 
   Zip wanted to bite her lip, but that was not so easy when one had a mouthful of wickedly pointed fangs to consider. She settled on pressing her tongue hard against the roof of her mouth.
 
   Islands’ greetings, little one, said an unfamiliar voice. Come fly with me, and I will show you wonders you have never imagined.
 
   Her shield wavered. Ri’arion?
 
   “Dragon below!” shouted the monk. His mind clamped down on the wheedling, hypnotic voice. Leave our minds now!
 
   That’s very unaccommodating of you.
 
   To Zip’s horror, a Yellow-White Dragon half again as large as Ardan materialised from the hot gloom, dimly backlit by the lava flows more than a league below. He was just a few hundred feet below, to her starboard side. Where had that monster been hiding? He flew poorly … but she had no time to consider this.
 
   I AM THORALIAN! His voice crashed against her mind.
 
   Ri’arion threw up a shield at the speed of thought, damping Thoralian’s attack. Zip dipped, having momentarily stalled, but the mind-meld helped to orient her. Flying ralti sheep, what a headache she had now!
 
   Keep the shield steady, girl, said the monk. Make for Fra’anior, quick as you can. Even a Dragon of his size can’t touch us.
 
   Touch you? I don’t need to when I have my drakes.
 
   Drakes? The Azure Dragoness hesitated, sensing the enveloping movement of other aerial predators.
 
   Thoralian commanded, Go, my fierce friends. This is your hunt.
 
   Suddenly, the air beneath them was bursting with red drakes–Zip thought at once of the many dragonets she had seen on her circuit of the volcanic Islands, but these were creatures apart. She saw mean, underslung jaws. Burning red eyes. Wing-struts trimmed with thorny spikes, and double-ended spiny tails to round them off. They were kindred to Dragons but without the high intelligence, she sensed. With harsh caws of excitement, the drakes fanned out across her path like the painted dogs of the north-western Isles Aranya had once described to her. As a pack, they closed in on the Azure Dragon and her Rider. Not one of their number was less than half her size.
 
   Shield up, Ri’arion pulsed to her through their mind-link. I’ve shut Thoralian out. I’ve–uh!
 
   His hands flew to his temples.
 
   Thoralian, Zip gasped. His new mental attack comprised powerful hammer-blows to their minds. The Nameless Man groaned, jolting about in the saddle at each successive psychic blast. The Azure Dragon experienced the impacts through their link, but Ri’arion–gallant to the point of idiocy–was protecting her, taking the brunt himself. He was in no shape to do that. Thoralian glided serenely below, tossing his barrage at regular intervals.
 
   Strength to you, my love, she said, flooding the channel with everything at her disposal.
 
   You … keep … flying. Control the shield!
 
   Even Thoralian could not keep up that output for long. His chosen method of attack having failed, he pulsed commands to his drakes. They flapped hard, catching up with the Azure Dragon and her Rider.
 
   He’s controlling those animals with his mind. Ri’arion wiped his nose; blood came away on his fingertips. Mercy, he’s powerful. You surviving there, Zuzi? You just saved my bald monk skull from a roasting.
 
   My pleasure.
 
   Can you maintain the shield? Those drakes have fire attacks.
 
   Zip kept accelerating, but the drakes kept pace with her adrenalin-fuelled efforts. She panted, Ri’arion, I’m losing … I don’t have the strength. Fire crackled against her shield. The drakes’ cawing grew more fervent. Should a hunter know what it was to be hunted? Suddenly, molten anger ran down her throat to ignite in her belly. Dragons faced their foes with fang and claw, not with the pathetically trembling tip of their tail waving before their noses.
 
   Zuziana, her Rider warned.
 
   I’m focussed, Ri’arion. Help me keep the shield–will it allow fireballs through? She gulped. Oh, I’m being stupid. That’s the one-way construct you explained, right?
 
   A drake swerved in front of her. Zuziana did not waste a millisecond. Shaping a fireball with her tongue, she fired it straight at the drake’s muzzle. What? Her fireball was a tight ball of flame with a distinct blue tinge, as though she had set copper afire. With a sharp skish! of lightning which jagged across its scales, the drake seized up and plummeted toward the Yellow-White Dragon, still stalking them from below. Zip’s neck snaked about, shooting half a dozen fireballs at the nearest drakes in rapid succession. Several fell away, but there were plenty more to replace them and their claws were sharp, scrabbling against the shield, pressuring it in dozens of places now, a moving mob. Her Rider shouted helplessly, sweating and straining to maintain the integrity of their shield despite his condition, when a dark shadow swooped.
 
   Ardan! Her hearts danced. If any Dragon could take on Thoralian and his drakes, it was him.
 
   Ah, Ardan, said Thoralian. I was hoping you’d join the banquet.
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan slewed into the strange red creatures, scattering them as a fox scatters fowl. He struck with claw and tail and fangs, but the drakes were tenacious, sticking together in the knowledge that the many could destroy the great, if only they worked as one. Kylara fired as fast as she could draw and reload. He caught a glimpse of the monk’s ashen face. Their shield was about to fall.
 
   Islands’ greetings, friend, said a voice in his mind.
 
   Ardan blinked. A bright light intensified between his temples, until it filled his entire world. It was so exquisite, so delicate. He could think of nothing else but allowing the light to charm his soul.
 
   You will do as I command. I am your master, now, ordered the voice. Turn around. Go destroy King Beran’s Dragonships.
 
   Aye, master, said the Shadow Dragon.
 
   Thoralian said, Attacking the Nameless Man here at Fra’anior was premature. I will not be unprepared again.
 
   No, master.
 
   Monks spilled out of a group of Dragonships arriving nearby, forming themselves into clusters as if they were wasps preparing to defend their nest. The sky around the Azure Dragon and her Rider filled with fire; drakes snarled in an aerial brawl with the warrior monks, spitting flame and snapping their jaws as they called to each other in their harsh, guttural tongue. Men and animals fell. Fire flared almost continuously as the battle spread out over the southern peninsula of Fra’anior Island, and up to the city itself.
 
   Ardan and Thoralian set a collision course for King Beran’s Dragonship group.
 
   The Shadow Dragon spared a backward glance at the Azure Dragoness. She seemed to be fighting clear of the drakes, with help from the warrior monks.
 
   She’s the enemy, said the voice in his head.
 
   Aye. He launched an enormous fire-bomb down into a village as they passed overhead. The houses exploded in sheets of flame forty feet tall. See? That will be Beran’s fate.
 
   Thoralian laughed. Good.
 
   The woman on his back howled at him, but her words were as unintelligible as the voice of the wind sighing mournfully over his scales. She pounded his back with her heels, even with the hilt of her scimitar, but could not hurt a Dragon of his size.
 
   Ardan snarled up at her, “Shut your trap or I’ll kill you.”
 
   “Ardan, what the blazes is the matter with you?” she shouted back. “Listen to me. Listen, you idiot! Thoralian’s done–”
 
   Shut her out, Shadow Dragon. I am all you need to hear, Thoralian instructed.
 
   He snuffed her out, living only for the light.
 
   They blasted through the crowded sky, the Shadow Dragon with his fireballs, and Thoralian with his breath of winter’s ice–a discharge of Dragon-breath so powerful it froze metal, and reduced soldiers to unmoving statues. Thoralian took three crossbow bolts in his torso, but fought on as though he were untouched. Monks barred their way. The Azure Dragoness bugled her challenge; a pathetic mewl, Ardan thought. Thoralian destroyed another Dragonship. One of his Reds fell under a concerted assault from dozens of shaven-headed warrior monks, but many of the men and women fell, too.
 
   As the tides of the Cloudlands moved, so too the tides of battle. The warrior in Ardan knew the numbers were against them. Beran’s forces were too well organised and disciplined; his monks had tipped the balance. Catapult shrapnel burst through his right wing. Simultaneously, a monk stabbed a hole in his left wingtip.
 
   And then, the Azure Dragon came racing past them as though shot by a catapult of her own. Magic? How had she done that? Lightning jagged across the sky; he saw black, while Thoralian howled in pain.
 
   Then, agony flared in his back. Kylara had killed him! No, but the nerves of his right wing were ablaze. His own Rider had shot an arrow into his shoulder muscle, and by chance, nicked the secondary nerve serving the right wing. Numb, he slewed off course.
 
   * * * *
 
   “Honestly, you’re carrying this idea of a soul-fire connection with another Dragon way too far,” Jia-Llonya insisted, waving her bread roll at Aranya. The bread was stale; the vegetable soup served for their dinner, thin and tasteless. “Speaking to someone who is five hundred leagues away is impossible–physically, spiritually, even magically. No matter how gorgeous you think he is.”
 
   “So is speaking to Fra’anior. Who does not look like me.”
 
   “I’ve seen you in your Dragon form,” Jia pointed out. “How many times have you seen your Dragon in a mirror–your head, for example?”
 
   Aranya had to think back. “Once. Nak showed me.”
 
   “See?”
 
   “It’s your silly imaginings,” said Aranya. “Anyways, I had a sense earlier he was in trouble, but now I feel nothing. Happy? Ardan is–yaaaaa-ouch!”
 
   The wooden bowl of soup clattered to the floor, along with her spoon. Aranya clutched her shoulder, grimacing.
 
   Jia said, “Nice mess.”
 
   “Roaring rajals, it hurts. Will you check? Please?”
 
   Rolling her eyes in a way which never failed to set Aranya’s teeth on edge, Jia rose to check her back. A second bowl crashed to the floor. “You’re bleeding! What the …”
 
   Ardan. Oh … a nerve-shock running down into the fingers of her right hand, the eerie capitulation of his mind. What was that presence inside him? Orienting toward her as though it knew she was there? She recoiled, gasping, “Thoralian!”
 
   Hatred was the consuming song of her soul. Aranya howled, You can’t have him! Ardan, my Sha’aldior–know me. Know who I am, for we breathed Dragon fire together, ‘Thou, my soul’s eternal fire’. Fight the evil! Reject it!
 
   Aranya? His mental voice expressed confusion and resignation.
 
   Focus on my fire, feel my powers …
 
   Then, she convulsed. Aranya fell against the bed, and from there to the floor. Darkness consumed her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24: Shadows in the Night
 
    
 
   It Was Ardan’s turn to pin King Beran with the glare of a Dragon who stood eighteen feet tall at the shoulder when he crouched down, and had a hundred fangs longer than the average man’s arm to make his point clear. Between those fangs, he spat, “With respect, I refuse to lie on this stupid lump of rock for one second longer, while Aranya languishes in Thoralian’s dungeons!”
 
   “Your injuries–”
 
   “Are my own fault.” Flame licked around his muzzle as he spoke, yet King Beran stood so stiffly before the Dragon, he resembled a petrified tree. “My wounds are superficial, apart from the arrow my Rider fired into my back.”
 
   Kylara’s low chuckle did not improve Ardan’s mood.
 
   “And you say Aranya saved–”
 
   “My worthless hide, aye.” Mortification stimulated his belly-fires, forcing the Shadow Dragon to close his throat lest he burn someone. “Zuziana made the vital blow when Ri’arion’s monk-group levitated her sideways–as I understand it. Then, Aranya supplanted Thoralian’s hold on my mind. I don’t know how, but I’m grateful. And sorry!”
 
   Zuziana said, “Ri’arion has transferred some knowledge of these warrior-monks’ mental disciplines to me. I’ll try to train you as we fly down to Sylakia, Ardan. I need to learn as well–we all do.”
 
   “Can’t I just snaffle his brain?” grumbled Ardan.
 
   The night had that preternatural echo of a battle’s aftermath. People moved slowly to their homes, to their neighbours’ houses, to see if their livelihood was wrecked or whole. Soldiers brooded or hurried about their assigned tasks, trying not to think about the fallen. Nervous glances checked the sky for more Dragons, but there were none. All was still, yet the repercussions would continue for days. Families mourned their dead. The monks gathered in tight, exhausted groups, squatting to tend the wounded or banding together to help clear the debris and restore order.
 
   The Shadow Dragon lay where he had fallen near Fra’anior’s Royal Palace; his allies gathered around for a midnight conference, their faces grave, streaked with soot and blood.
 
   His Rider put in, “You deserve worse, falling for that flying toad’s tricks.”
 
   “GRAAAAAAAAARRRGGGHH!” thundered the Shadow Dragon, waking half of Fra’anior Island to the depths of his frustration and shame.
 
   “Feeling better, my little mutton chop?” asked Kylara, very sweetly.
 
   “Actually, yes. I suppose you think I deserved the crash-landing as well?”
 
   “Actually, yes,” she echoed, apparently unconcerned by the ominous growl her teasing provoked. The Warlord deliberately settled her hands upon her daggers. “What are we waiting for? Thoralian and his two Reds are still fleeing for the Spits, and showing no signs of stopping. King Cha’arlla wants to know what he’s supposed to do with a captured Red Shapeshifter Dragon. Ri’arion’s spoiling for a fight, and Zuziana was ready to leave for Sylakia three hours ago.”
 
   “Excellent summary,” said King Beran. “Here’s the plan.”
 
   “Great Islands, do you never stop?” said Prince Ta’armion.
 
   Beran grunted, “Not when my Commander’s probably eating Dragons for breakfast up north, and my daughter’s an honoured guest of the Sylakian Empire. Last time, Ta’armion, I did nothing. This time I intend to send my best weapons after her. You, Kylara.” He surprised everyone by singling her out. “I have chosen you to babysit those two Dragons–”everyone ducked as the two Dragons expressed their indignation with involuntary snorts of fire “–as you raid Sylakia’s Tower. You will leave tonight. And if you have to destroy the whole filthy place to find Aranya, be my guest.”
 
   “And mine,” said King Cha’arlla.
 
   “Meantime, we will make repairs with all speed, before we set sail for Rolodia.”
 
   Ardan’s thoughts returned to the first time he had met Kylara, beneath the prekki-fruit tree. Little more of his past was clear, only that his destiny had truly begun to unfold on that day. Now he found himself in excellent company–Beran and Ignathion, the Warlord Kylara, and the Prince and King of Fra’anior. There was Lyriela, ever in the Prince’s shadow, and Zuziana, for once without the company of her not-very-tame monk, who had five healers fussing over him in a nearby palace room.
 
   His brooding gaze returned to Lyriela. That one would not remain in the shadows for long. He needed to convince Ta’armion not to leave her behind, for they needed every Dragon–if she could learn to fly, and fight, in time. Thoralian would find his way through the Spits, of that there could be no doubt. The Dragon was bound for his lair. Yorbik. The answers lay there, he felt. The place where Thoralian would be at his most powerful.
 
   “Don’t dawdle, o King,” said Zuziana. “We’ll catch up.”
 
   The Immadian King’s expression remained sober. “You said she’s injured, Ardan?”
 
   “Aye,” said Ardan, not using the word ‘tortured’, although everyone was thinking it. “King Beran, you can rely on us.”
 
   “You’ll be our dark spear in the underbelly of the Sylakian Empire.” Beran chuckled unexpectedly. “Bring that girl home to her Dad. I haven’t whacked her in far too long.”
 
   The Shadow Dragon scrambled onto his paws. “Kylara. Zuziana. Time to fly.”
 
   * * * *
 
   Two nights later, in the last hour of darkness before dawn, Aranya stirred from a sickening nightmare of the Shadow Dragon, in which she was powerless to prevent him from liquefying her brain and slowly sucking it out through her ear canals. Caught in a state halfway between dreaming and wakefulness, she opened her eyes to see the dungeon wall bulging above the bed. Dragon scales? The stones had turned into Dragon scales, she told herself. A black brow-ridge pressed in through the solid rock, followed by a Dragon’s eye, roving around the room before fixing upon her.
 
   Sha’aldior? Aranya moaned softly. Am I dreaming?
 
   The scale-wall shifted, bringing part of a Dragon’s muzzle into the room. The eye loomed above her pillow-roll, gazing at the Immadian Princess with evident pity. Magic washed against her senses, evoking memories of the mysterious soul-fire she had breathed with the Shadow Dragon.
 
   Aranya. I have come.
 
   A-Ardan? She sat up so fast, her head passed into the space occupied by his insubstantial muzzle. Aranya had forgotten how enormous he was. His head alone threatened to fill their entire dungeon. Ardan, it’s really … you? Flying through rock?
 
   Terribly clever, aren’t I?
 
   A sob wracked her body; Aranya pressed her fist against her mouth, but she was unable to control the tears splashing down her cheeks. Happy … so happy …
 
   Likewise, overjoyed, he said, with such tenderness that it redoubled her tears. Aranya, Kylara and Zip are on their way inside. Had to dodge a few Dragons out there, but we made it without being seen.
 
   She began, Everyone else–
 
   All alive, said Ardan. Hurry. Wake up your bed-mate while I rip this stupid chain out of the wall.
 
   Flushing hotly at what he implied, Aranya reached beneath his muzzle to shake Jia-Llonya’s shoulder. “Wake up, Jia. We’re escaping.”
 
   The Jeradian woke to the sight of a Dragon’s disembodied paw descending from the ceiling. Jia-Llonya scrambled across the bed. Ardan carefully inserted a talon through the ring to which their chains were locked, solidified his digit, and then ripped the bolts bodily out of the wall. Poor, awestruck Jia! Her eyes bulged, but she could not even force out a scream.
 
   “That’s Ardan,” said Aranya, softly. “He’s friendly.”
 
   “Friendly?” spluttered Jia, ducking as Ardan’s insubstantial head swung over toward their barred cell door.
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” said Aranya. “There’s a guard outside, Ardan.”
 
   “He’s dozing,” said the Shadow Dragon. After a short pause, he added, “Mind you don’t slip in the puddle of blood. Quick. I’ll try to shadow you, but you need to move fast. Our diversion won’t fool the Dragons for long.”
 
   “And the door?” Aranya asked, swinging her legs off the bed. She grabbed the pitiful cloak the Sylakians had supplied. “Jia, time enough to admire Ardan later. Hop to it.”
 
   ‘Great Islands,’ Jia-Llonya mouthed., shuddering. Her eyes followed the Shadow Dragon compulsively.
 
   “Stand back.” Ardan’s paw solidified. He punched the cell door off its hinges.
 
   “Controlling the power must be tricky,” said Aranya.
 
   She wished she could articulate just how over the moons she was to see him, but Jia’s presence made her hesitate. Aranya had to settle for pasting a smile upon her ruined, scar-twisted lips. Then she dropped her gaze. What must he think of her now?
 
   “Aye,” growled the Shadow Dragon. “Ri’arion said that if my concentration slipped even for a second, I’d entomb myself forever. Apparently brains don’t take to being embedded in solid rock. Aranya, I am so–” The words stopped in his throat. Ardan stared quizzically at them. “What was that?”
 
   Aranya’s voice rose. “By the mountains of Immadia … an earthquake?” The shock came again, making her stagger against Jia, who linked arms with her.
 
   “Quick, Aranya,” she urged.
 
   They slipped out of the Shapeshifter holding cell, gathering up the trailing lengths of chain. Just as Jia-Llonya stooped to raid the dead guard for his keys and war-hammer, the ground lurched. Jia fell to her knees. Aranya skinned her elbow against the wall.
 
   Ardan swore unhappily, a string of Western Isles expressions Aranya barely understood. He snapped, “That’s no earthquake, ladies. You need to run. NOW!”
 
   The disquiet in his voice galvanised them. Jia thrust Aranya forward. On the wings of panic she sprinted the first section to the stairwell, and even partway up it, before the tightness in her chest turned into desperate wheezing.
 
   Aranya stopped, doubled over, blowing hard. “Leave me here, Jia. You go.”
 
   “Are you ralti-stupid? We’re chained together.”
 
   “It’s not the Brown Dragon, is it?” puffed the Immadian Princess. “Powers of earth–”
 
   The stairwell shook. Rock and dust pattered down from above. Grimly, Aranya set her foot on the next step, then the next. No pain was too much. She had to escape. Jia yelled and leaped past her, swinging her hammer in a low, vicious arc. A soldier screamed as the hammer crushed his knee. He tumbled past them.
 
   “Go meet Zip and Kylara,” said Ardan, his muzzle appearing briefly above them. “I’ll clear the way.”
 
   The Shadow Dragon slipped back into the rock. Aranya shook her head. A neat trick if you could do it. No place was safe from him. Thump. The ground bucked against her soles. She slipped and skinned her knees on the rough steps. No time to pause. Using her hands to help her climb, Aranya pushed herself up the stairs. When she fell again, she crawled, seeing black spots dancing before her eyes. The Shifter pox had stolen more than just her looks. She knew it, and despaired.
 
   At last, with lungs afire and her breath whistling like leaky bellows, Aranya broke out into the dungeons above. Level ground! She wanted to laugh with relief, but she had no breath left to laugh. Instead, she allowed Jia-Llonya to draw her arm over her shoulder and support her as they stagger-ran along the corridor, past a knot of guards Ardan had already butchered.
 
   “Help me!”
 
   The voice issued from a cell to her left as they dashed by.
 
   “The doctor,” said Jia-Llonya. “We can use him.” Doubling back, she fumbled with the keys she had taken. She shouted through the bars, “Where’s Yolathion? Where is he?”
 
   “Beside the machine,” said the strange man from Herimor. He blinked eagerly at them as Jia found a key that fit and swung the door open.
 
   Aranya gasped, “You’re not taking Yolathion?”
 
   “If he’s alive,” Jia insisted. “You can heal him with your magic, can’t you? We have to try.”
 
   No, she was incapable.
 
   “There they are!”
 
   Shouting excitedly, a brace of Sylakian Hammers pounded toward them, brandishing their war hammers. Now, Aranya heard a clash of weapons up ahead, just around the corner of the secondary tunnel, which intersected the main dungeon corridor one hundred feet ahead. Again, the entire Tower of Sylakia jumped and trembled … under attack by some monstrous, unimaginable force. Aranya blinked as her mind served up a picture of a Land Dragon drawn from the hallucinations she had seen during the storm. No. Surely not. Why would a Land Dragon attack here, unless … it sought her.
 
   A beastly chill made every hair on her body stand on end. But she had no time to dwell upon it. The ground’s movement knocked the two soldiers together. Jia-Llonya sprang into the attack, denting one of their shields with a powerful, ringing blow. She dodged a hammer-strike in return, bending backward with a supple flexion of her spine. Aranya flung the chain she was holding at the second soldier, capturing his arm more by accident than design. She yanked hard and raised her knee simultaneously.
 
   Crack! The man tottered, holding his chin. Jia finished him with a roundhouse hammer-blow to his left temple. “Come, doctor.”
 
   Soldiers spilled around that corner, most not intent on them, but on fighting for their lives. Kylara spun gracefully through the melee, lashing out left and right with her scimitar to deadly effect. Somewhere nearby, deafening Dragon-challenges shook the caverns. Aranya heard the distinctive sizzle of fireballs and a slap of flesh against stone. Gurdurion and his cronies, she thought, fighting to keep a wretched, magic-less Star Dragon’s daughter from escaping.
 
   They had come for her! Gratitude warmed her soul.
 
   Kylara attacked the remaining Sylakian Hammers from the fore while Jia-Llonya ambushed them from behind. The resulting skirmish was short and messy. Aranya booted a man on the ground with her heel, stopping him from hamstringing Jia with his dagger. She tried to pick up his fallen war-hammer, but could not manage the weight, dropping it with a gasp. Then Kylara was there, clasping her forearm with a glad cry.
 
   “Princess? You are well?”
 
   “Alive,” said Aranya.
 
   “Aye.” The dark brown eyes measured her. Aranya hated the soft horror which registered in the Warlord’s gaze. She would have to become immune to it, for her heart would break otherwise. Nevertheless, she could not sustain eye-contact.
 
   Aranya gritted out, “Thanks for coming. Let’s go. Where’s Zip?”
 
   Kylara pressed a dagger into her fingers. “Use this. To the galleries. We found Yolathion, and there’s a way out from there, but Ardan and Zip need our help.”
 
   “Ardan needs help?”
 
   Dragon-thunder eclipsed Aranya’s words. A body thudded against a wall, somewhere. A clear sound she associated with lightning, shhh-crack! And a softer, more feminine cry.
 
   Zuziana! Hold on! Ardan’s voice …
 
   The Princess of Immadia broke into a run as best she was able. Kylara and Jia easily outstripped her. When she entered the gallery in which she had seen Yolathion tortured, Aranya ducked involuntarily at the incredible din of snarling, snapping Dragons fighting in a confined space. Four or five reptilian monsters grappled with each other, splattering the walls with Dragon blood and bits of scales and wings. The cavern stank of smoke and sulphur, and the reek of burned flesh. Distinctly, she heard the basso rumble of Ardan’s laughter as the Shadow Dragon ghosted through his opponents’ grasp, only to re-solidify and drop on them from above with a crushing attack.
 
   Azure flashed across her eyes. Zip! Tiny Zip, taking on a Red Dragon more than twice her size. A bolt of lightning seared Aranya’s retinae. Zip dodged a fireball, struck the far wall hard but four-pawed, and rebounded with a rapid backflip that landed her on top of the startled Red’s shoulders. Zip reached around his neck with both forepaws, and shredded his hide with all ten talons–not a killing attack, but one that made the pain-crazed Red launch himself blindly into the air. He struck a crystal outcropping and dropped with the grace of a stone, unconscious.
 
   The din was incredible. Human-Aranya had never appreciated the primal fury of a Dragon battle quite so keenly. She was tiny. Any one of those Dragons could have smeared her against the stone with the ease of a person stepping on a beetle. But the Tower of Sylakia shuddered beneath their feet, and then, to her horror, rocked appreciably to one side before shifting back with a fractured groan.
 
   Aranya shouldered Jia into a run. “Go!”
 
   The Jeradian girl seemed dazed, but she followed as the Immadian ran along the high gallery above the Dragon-fight to the next cavern, hoping to find Yolathion. There. He lay on a rude stretcher beside the machine, unmoving. A technician had clearly been working on the device, but had wisely abandoned his tools and fled.
 
   “This way,” said Kylara.
 
   Aranya stumbled down the short stairway leading to the room below, breathless, coughing fit to turn her lungs inside-out. Her glance through the wide archway leading to the cavern they had just left, took in Ardan’s jaw severing a Dragon’s hind leg. There was Zip, scrapping with a smaller Orange Dragon, who was having the upper hand–or paw–of the encounter until the Shadow Dragon’s paws pulled her off the Princess of Remoy. Ardan disembowelled the Orange with a mighty stroke of his hind talons.
 
   “Go to Aranya!” snarled Ardan, shoving Zuziana irresistibly through the archway.
 
   The Shadow Dragon dived into a wall.
 
   “Aran–oh, Aranya!” gasped Zip, putting her paws to her mouth in a very Human gesture. “Darling, petal, you’re–oh!” An expletive dropped from her mouth.
 
   Aranya hid her face as Zuziana gathered her into a brief, awkward Dragon hug. Her chest was so constricted with mingled grief and happiness, she feared her next breath would never come. Zip hiccoughed Dragon sobs, patting Aranya’s back as though she feared to crack her like an eggshell, murmuring something that had to do with sorrow and Thoralian’s death in a volcano.
 
   Her friend’s revulsion was unbearable. Aranya had tried to prepare herself, in the few moments she had hoped for a rescue, for people to react like this. But this was a subtle knife, cutting in unforeseen ways. Now a sidelong glance, the sorrow, the horrified inability to stop staring at Aranya’s wounds …
 
   Beyond Zuziana, she saw a lone female Red, panicked, scanning the cavern walls in expectation of what finally came from beneath her–Ardan’s attack. A paw speared out of the ground, running its talons directly into her second heart.
 
   “Ready?” asked Kylara.
 
   Zip snagged the chain and pulled it apart. “What’s this collar?” she asked. “It has magic–strange magic.”
 
   “Escape first,” said Aranya. “I’ll explain–”
 
   Zuziana snatched her up with her paw. “You’re coming with me. I’m never letting you out of my sight again.”
 
   Jia and the doctor handled Yolathion’s stretcher. Aranya could not believe he was still alive, but that was the point of Sylakian torture methods, which aimed for the most lingering, excruciating death possible. Thoralian’s orders, no doubt.
 
   “Easy on the strength there,” gasped Aranya.
 
   “You kidnapped me like this,” said Zip, who began to bounce along for sheer joy behind the Warlord, before suddenly settling into a more stately lope. Ardan had pretended that nothing was wrong, but Zip would feel every moment of her pain.
 
   “I can’t transform, Zip.”
 
   “We guessed as much. Sharp left, Kylara.”
 
   They saw light; ruddy, welcoming light at the end of this new tunnel. Cool, sweet air gusted into their faces.
 
   A Brown Dragon alighted just inside the tunnel’s entrance. A blast of sound reverberated down the tunnel, making every Human skid to a halt.
 
   “You’re not leaving my tower,” snarled the Brown. “Ever.”
 
   “Watch out,” shouted Zuziana. “Back up before he–”
 
   Gurdurion’s magic pulled the ceiling apart with sharp retort of overstressed rock, causing an avalanche. But the Shadow Dragon was suddenly there, his arched back taking the brunt of the falling boulders and dirt, allowing the Humans to retreat beneath his belly and flee the way they had come.
 
   Aranya began to cry, Ardan! But then she realised what he could do. The Shadow Dragon simply shimmered through the crushing weight of falling boulders and swam out of the rockfall with the ease of a trout exploring a still pool. He stalked after them with a discomfiting Dragon grin, one which reminded her just how vast the differences were between Dragons and Humans. Ardan gloried in his power. Aranya shivered, remembering Thoralian’s words. Would this beast turn upon them all, or was there another explanation for the coincidence between his Shadow powers and those of the creature who had once ravaged the Island-World?
 
   The Shadow Dragon’s enigmatic beauty filled her stomach with a fluttering like dragonets’ wings. Beauty, even for a male–no other word sprang to mind when she considered his sleek, hulking Dragon form.
 
   How could she deny the soul-fire’s ascendancy? If she did, another storm might engulf the Island-World. If she embraced Fra’anior’s vision for her future, choosing Ardan, then the Island-devouring fires of a hellish volcano might be preferable to unleashing that doom upon the world.
 
   Aranya squeezed her eyes shut, and let herself be carried by her friend.
 
   * * * *
 
   As the group rushed back into the caves to take another route, they ran into a full squad of Sylakian warriors, fifty elite Crimson Hammers. The Azure Dragon drew breath, summoning up her lightning powers. But, dropping Yolathion’s stretcher, Jia-Llonya and Kylara sprang forward with sharp cries,. She could not fire. Aranya raised her dagger, but the Dragoness did not release her friend.
 
   The Sylakians flinched as the impacts from whatever was attacking or perturbing the Tower from below, intensified. The Tower groaned and vibrated like a tree being felled by a woodcutter.
 
   Ardan surged into the wide tunnel from her left and bulldozed the Hammers with his tail, crushing them against the far wall, sixty feet away.
 
   Kylara put up her scimitar. “Leave a few for us, would you?”
 
   The huge Dragon crooked a claw. “There, that one’s still moving.”
 
   Jia brained the man with her hammer.
 
   “No, he isn’t,” scowled the Warlord, striking a muscular, arms-folded pose.
 
   Ardan swaggered into the wall with a bizarre magical rippling across his form, and vanished. Zuziana chuckled. Dragons. She understood exactly why he behaved as he did. Such a show-off.
 
   Aranya seemed to feel the same, goggling at the Shadow Dragon’s display, but there was also an unfamiliar reserve in her manner. Zuziana gazed at her friend, the pulsing of her hearts thickening with grief and anger. Roaring rajals, what had the Sylakians done to her? Her face was deeply scarred, her high-arched left cheekbone clearly visible through the mouth of one of the wounds, her lips twisted, the skin bruised and lumpy. Then, bile surged into her throat. The Princess of Remoy knew about torture. Garthion had tied her to a bed and methodically whipped her torso until not a square inch of skin remained whole, aiming solely to disfigure her and gratify his base lusts. Evidently, the father was a leopard who shared the same spots. Had he branded her with a heated metal rod? Sliced the holes open with scalpels?
 
   But there was more. Her friend moved poorly, every breath soughed roughly in her lungs, and she squinted even in the semidarkness of the larger cavern they moved into now.
 
   The Azure Dragoness glanced up, startled by a scuffle and a roar ahead of them. Fireball!
 
   Dragon instincts caused her to throw up her shield in a split-second. Fire splattered against an invisible barrier just six inches in front of Kylara’s nose. The Warlord dropped to her knee, and then rose with studious unconcern.
 
   Aranya said, “You can shield, Zip? Wow.”
 
   “Ri’arion’s a great teacher.”
 
   Up ahead, Ardan smashed a Red Dragon against the cave wall, flipped him over, and stood on his neck while his massive jaws champed in search of a disabling or fatal bite. The Shadow Dragon roared in pain as his opponent fought back with raking strokes of his hind paws, gashing his lower belly in a number of places.
 
   Zip’s captive squeaked as the Azure Dragon took a running leap into the air, looping over the stretcher party and Kylara, before extending her neck to shoot a fireball at the Red Dragon’s head. The electrical discharge sizzled, stunning the Red for long enough for Ardan to finish him off.
 
   I had it under control, snapped the Shadow Dragon.
 
   Zip cooed, I’m in a hurry. Lead on, o Master of dark and scary places.
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan blinked at the Azure Dragoness, stung by her cheek. He mastered his fires with an effort, rumbling, Follow me. The entrance lies just ahead.
 
   His nostrils flared, checking the breeze. No Dragons. Turning the final corner, Ardan found himself teetering on a cliff-edge. The pre-dawn light was just beginning to illuminate the Cloudlands, making Sylakia Island’s shadow stretch to the horizon. His claws scraped on the rock as he steadied himself–Islands’ sakes, what was making the Tower behave like this? No amount of craning his neck could identify anything amiss, except … magic? Was he sensing magic, as Aranya had once tried to describe it to him? A tiny frisson on the scales, an awareness of impending doom?
 
   Turning, he rapped, “Hurry. On my back. No time to lose.”
 
   “How are we taking Yolathion?” asked Jia-Llonya.
 
   “One of us can hold him, Jia,” said Kylara. “Sit between the spine-spikes above his shoulders. We’ll lay Yolathion across your lap. Doctor, would that work?”
 
   “He won’t feel anything,” shrugged the doctor.
 
   “How do I mount up?” asked Jia.
 
   “Islands’ sakes!” snapped the Azure Dragon, seizing the Jeradian girl by the waist. “Up here. Ardan–yee … what was that?”
 
   Jia and Zuziana both squealed as the greatest perturbation yet shook the Tower of Sylakia. Rocks tumbled down the cliffs. A faint shriek came from somewhere within the caves. Zuziana scrabbled for her footing, before simply leaping onto the Shadow Dragon’s back to set the Jeradian atop his left shoulder.
 
   “Sit,” Zip hissed. “Aranya?”
 
   “I’ll mount up, Dragon,” said Aranya.
 
   “Good. Two paws for Yolathion. Help me, Doctor Chikkan.” Zip scooped up the stricken young man. He did not even moan–he was too deeply unconscious for that.
 
   “Dragons incoming,” Ardan warned. “And–”
 
   KRRAAAAACK!
 
   With an ear-splitting report, as if the loudest peal of thunder since the dawn of time had struck from clear skies, the Tower finally split off its base.
 
   Bundling Aranya into her paws on top of Yolathion, Zuziana jumped onto Ardan’s back a second time. He swept Kylara and the doctor up in his right forepaw.
 
   The Shadow Dragon launched off the side of the toppling Tower.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25: A Flight of Dragons
 
    
 
   Zuziana OF REMOY clutched her ride as best she could as the Shadow Dragon spread his mighty wings, trying to manage all of their weight at once. He accelerated into a long, steady swoop, aiming a growl at the shouting chaos on his back.
 
   Can’t you sort out the mess up there, Zip? Ardan said. And put up a shield? And make room for Kylara? And stop clawing holes in my back with your teeny little talons?
 
   Zip knew that the Shadow Dragon was grinning by the timbre of his mental voice. Aye. Fly straight and I might manage.
 
   Shall I mount up now? Aranya asked.
 
   On me, said Ardan and Zip, simultaneously.
 
   The Immadian laughed. Sounds uncomfortable, you two. Zip, here. Let me help with Yolathion. Gently, now …
 
   Together, they slid Yolathion into position across Jia-Llonya’s legs, face down. Aranya helped Jia belt herself to the spine-spike behind her, while Zip saw to Kylara and the strange doctor, setting them into position in front of and behind Jia, respectively.
 
   Plopping herself down between Zip’s spine-spikes with a sigh of evident relief, Aranya said, “Will you do this Rider the honour, Zip?”
 
   A soft bugle escaped Zip’s throat as she tilted her wings to catch the breeze. “Let’s burn the heavens together, as Dragon and Rider,” she cried, launching off the Shadow Dragon’s back.
 
   Slowly, as if intending to sail into the sky, the Tower of Sylakia tilted in a westerly direction. The rumbling sound deepened as the slide gathered momentum, millions of tons of rock in inexorable motion. The Shadow Dragon angled northward, racing to take them beyond the probable path of its fall. The other Dragonwing, four Reds and a Green, scattered as they too saw the danger–all thoughts of pursuit tossed to the winds, necks outstretched and wings beating so hard they clapped together beneath the Dragons’ bodies. Craning her neck, Zip searched the Cloudlands near the Tower’s base, uncertain as to what she had seen, or felt … there!
 
   “Great Islands, Aranya, did you see that?”
 
   Her Rider said, bleakly, “No, Zip. What did you see?”
 
   “Well, I saw–I thought I saw–the body of a Land Dragon down there. It was huge, like a green island broaching the clouds. You don’t think it pulled the Tower off the side of Sylakia, do you? Why would it do that?”
 
   Zuziana was in such a state of high agitation, it took her a number of wingbeats to realise the oddity of Aranya’s question. Whatever mountain of a beast’s back she had just seen slipping beneath the Cloudlands, Zip knew it was unmissable from a height of two or three miles, even with a Human’s inferior sight. She had flown Dragonback often enough to know that for certain. But it was Aranya’s tone that truly troubled her.
 
   However, the spectacle of the Tower toppling into the Cloudlands rendered her speechless; the demise of what should surely be immutable. For many minutes Zuziana simply paced Ardan, until it was obvious they were well clear of danger and the Tower vanished into the Cloudlands in a bizarre, irreverent silence. Surely they should hear it crash somewhere, she thought. Surely it deserved the recognition of a shattering impact, flinging plumes of rock and dust into the air, gouging a trench several miles long.
 
   “Shame you neglected to tie Thoralian’s tail to the Tower,” said the Azure Dragoness, hearing herself force cheer into her voice. “Petal …”
 
   “I’m alright,” said Aranya, but she averted her face. “Zip, have I told you how incredible you are? Burgling the Tower and all. I heard someone else did it first, but then an Azure Dragon did it with more style. When they write your legend, they’ll be telling how you flung it into the abyss with a titanic firebolt loosed from the twin suns themselves.”
 
   Zip sighed. “Petal, what’s the matter with your eyes?”
 
   Her Rider raised her chin in a haughty gesture that was old-Aranya, but Zuziana knew her too well to be fooled. Her gaze was off-centre, the once-clear amethyst gaze turned milky, almost opaque. Her Dragon sight brought out the details far too clearly.
 
   “What did Thoralian do to you? I’m your friend, Aranya. You can tell me.”
 
   The proud expression crumpled. Aranya put her forehead to the spine-spike just in front of her, clutching it as if for safety, and her shoulders began to tremble. “I’m so scared,” she said. “I’ve lost my magic and my Dragon and … he stole my face, Zip! He stole my face! Can you imagine what that’s like? Oh … ralti sheep droppings, of course you can. Of course. You, of all people …”
 
   “Petal,” Zip soothed.
 
   “I can’t see well out of my right eye, Zip. The left is bad–just shadows and vague shapes. The pox can make a person go blind. He deliberately had me infected, Zip. Deliberately!”
 
   “I’m so sorry.”
 
   Aranya’s answering laughter was hollow, almost sepulchral, giving Zip the soul-lost shivers all over. “Is this the price you and I have to pay, Zip?” Aranya asked. “When they’re free from Thoralian’s tyranny, do you think the peoples of the Island-World will thank us for these scars we’ve earned?”
 
   “Battle scars,” said the Princess of Remoy.
 
   “Battle scars? How glorious you make it sound. My head says it’s worth the cost–oh, Zip! But my heart’s a terrace lake of bitter waters.”
 
   As surely as the moons moved around the Island-World, she was going to kill Thoralian for this, Zuziana vowed. The Azure Dragoness knew a killing rage, her fires and lightning powers literally sizzling inside her belly. As she struggled to contain her feelings, Zip’s gaze swept the skies ahead of them, then to the rear. There was no pursuit, nor any sign of the creature she had glimpsed ducking back into the Cloudlands. How could anything live down there? Surely, a living creature of that size was impossible?
 
   She said, “It seemed so uncomplicated when we set out to bait the Sylakians. Had we known? I’d like to think we’d still have had the courage to set out on that first flight, Aranya.”
 
   “I’ve lost now, Zip. I’m so … beaten.”
 
   “Wounded, not beaten,” the Dragoness replied, but her hearts were not in her words. She had never heard Aranya sounding like this, the undertone of defeat that weighed on every word. Her own scars, she could hide beneath her clothing. Aranya would have no such luxury. She asked, “What’s that collar you’re wearing? It feels–”
 
   “Evil,” said Aranya.
 
   * * * *
 
   When Zuziana suggested seeing through a mind-meld, this provoked a low, resentful cry, “What use is a half-blind Dragon, Zip? Tell me. You have to see crossbow bolts in battle!”
 
   “We’ll get there, petal.”
 
   Aranya knew she’d hurt her friend. Angry with herself, she too scanned the skies for signs of pursuit, until the Azure Dragon gently assured her that the only Dragons which had survived the Tower’s fall had retreated to Sylakia’s mainland.
 
   Her new, darkened world required courage of a different type, she was learning, and Aranya recalled her friend’s struggles only too well. Zuziana might never nurse a child, which for a Remoyan mother, was unimaginable. Quietly, she leaned over the Dragoness and poured out her heart for over an hour, during which Zip, unusually for her, said not a single word.
 
   Then, Aranya stood up. “Let’s get this collar off.”
 
   “Petal! Don’t do anything foolish.”
 
   Aranya forced levity into her voice. “Hold on. I get to call you petal, now. The Azure Flying Petal of Remoy. And you will address your Rider with due respect.”
 
   Zuziana’s chuckles were equally born in a murky, hopeless place. Curving her neck until her muzzle pressed up against Aranya’s leg, she sniffed hugely and offered Aranya a toothy Dragon smile. “Mmm. How do Riders taste, do you think?”
 
   “Stop it, you … you petal-ish fiend.”
 
   The Dragoness waggled her long, forked blue tongue at her friend.
 
   “Rude Dragon–fine!” Evidently, that Nak-like offering was far too feeble. Aranya cudgelled her brain. Thou, whose suns-shine illuminates my heart.
 
   Thou, the rainbows gracing my storm’s aftermath.
 
   Smiles, through welling tears.
 
   When a Dragon’s storm powers became uncontrollable, Aranya thought, to be told that she was the rainbow after the storm … she should cherish those words forever. And if Zip kept doing that, she’d weep all the way back to Fra’anior, when she had made up her mind to case her heart in stone. No more distractions. No inner turmoil. She had to focus on regaining her magic, if she could, and defeating Thoralian.
 
   Aranya stepped onto Zip’s upraised paw, and was being cradled with care while Zip tried to slide her talons beneath the collar to pop the rivet at the back, when Ardan winged over with a such a bellow of outrage, it shook them to the bone. “What are you two doing?”
 
   “Taking off this collar, o Shadow Dragon,” said Zip.
 
   Ardan’s eyes bulged. “And if you drop her? If you–”
 
   Aranya interrupted their glaring at each other by saying, “I have two of the finest Dragons in the Island-World to catch me. I couldn’t fall ten feet without one of you two scooping me up. And, this Lavanias collar must come off. Tell him, Jia.”
 
   “I-I couldn’t argue with a Dragon.”
 
   “Arguing with him is fun,” said Zip.
 
   “And I think of you as a blue wasp up my left nostril.”
 
   With a mental warning to the two Dragons to stop squabbling like hatchlings, Aranya said, “Jia, in my vast experience with a Dragon Rider, all of several months now, I’ve learned a few things about teamwork–”
 
   “First, we should set a course,” said the Shadow Dragon. “Zip? You carry a map in your head.”
 
   The Azure Dragon’s alert gaze took in the position of the moons in the lightening sky. Vast Iridith waned into the north-west horizon, while White was a tiny point of light almost directly south, and the full glory of Jade blazed jewel-like above where Aranya thought the Spits should be.
 
   “Three points more westerly, Ardan,” said Zuziana. “Aranya, our first stop is Seg Island. Nak said we might find a Dragons’ Highway to help us skirt the Spits. Apparently, they’re too high for a Dragon and Rider to fly over–and easy to become lost in if you choose to fly through. But the lower Spits around the edges should be easy to navigate.”
 
   “Are we skipping Fra’anior?” asked Aranya.
 
   “Straight to Noxia from Seg to catch up with your father,” said Zip. “The warrior monks of Fra’anior are travelling with him–aye, we’ve a few things to tell you. They have healers. And we’ll have your story, too. We heard a great deal from Nak and Oyda …”
 
   Unbidden, Aranya’s eyes flicked to Kylara, sitting very straight-backed between Ardan’s tall spine-spikes. She saw dimly, but enough to grasp the Warlord’s response. Not everything, she said to her Dragon companions. Not if you want me to live.
 
   Nak told me, said Zuziana.
 
   She already suspects, Ardan added. Aranya, you and I–
 
   Can never be together, Ardan. How Aranya wished for Dragon fire to cleanse the heartache those words cost her! I’m scarred inside and out. I cannot be any use to anyone like this. You must choose Kylara, and love her well. It is over between us.
 
   Zuziana sighed so heavily, it dipped them twenty feet in the air before she rose again.
 
   He whispered, I am so grieved for you, Aranya. Horrified, and spoiling for a fight with Thoralian. Thou, my soul’s eternal–
 
   Don’t, it’s too distressing. Please. Aranya stared into the distance, unseeing. Numb. Finished with all that the soul-fire had cost her, with anything to do with the fascinating Shadow Dragon. Ardan, it cannot be.
 
   Only if that’s what you truly want, o jewel of Immadia.
 
   Aranya sucked in a breath, mentally and physically. Time for the most terrible lie of her life. It is, Ardan.
 
   She wondered why Fra’anior did not roar so loudly, it should break her mind and drive her insane. But there was only silence from the Ancient Dragon. With a squeal of metal and a soft ‘plink’, the rivet behind her neck snapped. Aranya lifted the hateful collar from her neck, thinking she might keep it, to study it, or to remind her of Thoralian’s treachery.
 
   Very softly, pitched so that only Aranya could hear, Zip breathed, “You’re letting Thoralian win.”
 
   “Then he wins,” said the Immadian, swallowing her nausea, the self-loathing, the despair as deep as the Cloudlands.
 
   Flying into a perfect, cloudless twin-suns dawn over the Island-World, Aranya knew she could see little of it. She turned her gaze to the first sun’s dazzling face, letting the warmth fill her, be a balm to her desolation, hoping the breezes might blow her to a new destiny–one she chose, the destiny of a ruined woman robbed of her gifts and graces, and cast into a Cloudlands volcano. Let Zuziana disapprove. This was the result of an Immadian Princess’ arrogance. Yolathion, dying. Jia, losing her baby. War sweeping across the Island-World, sparked by two friends who tried to make a difference. Genocide at Naphtha Cluster. Even Ardan, deeply wounded during his battles inside the Tower, wincing a little with every wing-stroke. Storms, burning, dying. She was the epicentre of it all.
 
   They spoke the day long, commiserating, bickering, cursing Thoralian, weeping and dreaming of the future. Aranya learned about the new-technology weapons and the Shapeshifter Dragonwing awaiting them at Yorbik. She marvelled at the flying warrior monks of Fra’anior. She silenced her friends with her description of the storm she had generated, and the Chameleon Shapeshifter who had poisoned her. She stunned them with the knowledge that only Thoralian knew how her mother might be cured.
 
   It was Kylara who said, “You carry such an Island’s weight of burdens, Aranya. And I thought my leadership a heavy load.”
 
   With the aid of a cool, brisk breeze, the Dragons made excellent time, taking a midday rest at a tiny Island unknown to Zip, whose cliffs were inhabited by the strange, monkey-like people they had once seen climbing the lower cliffs of Sylakia. Aranya was grateful to her friend, who described what she saw from time to time, so she knew of the Dragon’s first sight of the Spits, and the strange, greyish clouds that cast a permanent gloom over the jumbled rock-spire wilderness. She remembered a four-day journey from the Twenty-Seven Sisters through the Spits to Sylakia by Dragonship. Flying as fast as they were, at more than triple the speed of a Dragonship’s four leagues per hour, Zuziana expected them to raise Seg by the early evening, which they achieved.
 
   Aranya joshed her friend about being so precise, and for her trouble received a sulky grumble about basic mathematics being lost on Immadian Princesses who were so tall that their heads were lost in the clouds.
 
   They alighted on a remote peninsula on the western cliff-edge of Seg, where Ardan had spotted a cluster of hot springs.
 
   Zuziana, unchanged from her Dragon form due to the possibility of running into Sylakian patrols or sympathisers, took Kylara and the doctor in search of herbs and roots to treat Yolathion and make up a purgative for her. “Nasty!” Aranya made a face at that idea.
 
   “Anything to encourage your magic to return,” said Doctor Chikkan, suddenly as keen as a hyperactive dragonet. Aranya wondered how greatly Thoralian’s retribution figured in his thinking.
 
   Seeking time alone with her thoughts, Aranya slipped away to the nearby hot springs, which were ringed with tall ferns and steaming slightly in the cooling evening air. She tested three pools before finding one of a bearable temperature. Great Islands, actual hot water to bathe in. She needed to get the dungeon stink, as Jia-Llonya had politely termed it, off her body and out of her hair. If only she could wash away the memory of Thoralian so easily. Aranya decided she should be planning her revenge, rather than cowering behind her friends.
 
   ‘Why, if it isn’t the poxy Princess of Immadia,’ she imagined Thoralian sneering. Maybe Zuziana would know how to arrange a headscarf so that it hid her face.
 
   The hot spring was only just large enough for a tall woman to stretch out. Aranya sighed at the luxurious warmth. Above her, the sky deepened from the vibrant oranges of suns-set to the unfathomable purple of night. If only the answers to life’s mysteries were written in the stars. Had she hoped the Lavanias collar’s removal would inspire an instant return of her magic, then she was disappointed. Chikkan had advised that it would take days for the drugs to wear out of her system, even with the help of his delightful-sounding medication.
 
   A prickle against her senses … magic? “Alright, you can come out now,” she said. A quiver in her voice betrayed the fragile hope that impression had conjured up.
 
   A patch of boulders rose and transformed into Ardan’s shoulders and neck. “Ha,” he snorted. “You heard me? I was practising my Shadow skills.”
 
   “By spying on me?”
 
   “Watching over you,” he claimed. “Look, I’m the largest chameleon in history. Ri’arion’s idea.”
 
   His camouflage was imperfect, but he still managed an impressive rendition of a dusty boulder, which could be overlooked by a casual glance. “Stalking a half-blind woman?” she said. “I guess you have to start somewhere.” His Dragon-fire stomach protested rather violently at this. “And you need to learn to control those belly-fires, or you’ll give yourself away every time.”
 
   “Ha!” But he aimed the fiery plume of his snort at the sky.
 
   “How much did you see?” she asked.
 
   “It hasn’t been a day yet, Aranya, yet I feel I’m the one who is being tortured.”
 
   What answer could she give him? Mutely, she watched the Shadow Dragon settle down in a much larger pool close by, making the scalding water overspill the sides and run into her pool. Truth? Could he handle enough truth to put the matter beyond doubt?
 
   “Ardan, I don’t know how to say this without being brutally plain. There are other factors to consider,” Aranya said, striving for calm in order to wrench loose the words she must say and dangle them before him. “I am not only repugnant to look at. I’m breathing poorly because this Shifter pox attacks the internal membranes. My lungs are scarred and the airways restricted. Furthermore, the disease is likely to have rendered me infertile.”
 
   Coldly, he said, “Do you think a Western Isles warrior so fickle and uncaring–”
 
   “Ardan! Must I write it on a scrolleaf? I am maimed, inside and out, and I could not … I can never … I hate this! I hate it …” She buried her face in her hands.
 
   “I’m sorry. I understand.”
 
   The Shadow Dragon tried to pat her shoulder. Aranya appreciated the gesture, awkward as it was, and the deep regret in his voice.
 
   She whispered, “That magical day we had could never happen again, Ardan. That’s why I need you to forget all about the Princess of Immadia. She’s gone forever.” The incongruity at speaking about such matters with a Dragon, and the loss of the only foundation her life’s Island ever had, lent her words a terrible weight. “Kylara is a strong, very fine–”
 
   “I don’t love her. Not in that most Island-shivering sense.”
 
   The raw cry of her heart was, ‘Then, do you love me?’ But he could not. Must not. She denied those words, telling herself that he was the ravening Shadow Dragon of old, a brutish Western Isles warrior with scarification marks covering his chest, nothing like any man she had ever imagined loving, but it was as futile as dust blowing upon the Cloudlands.
 
   As his great, gleaming muzzle bowed to the ground, her blurred vision made the Dragon seem even more shadowy than usual. His words tiptoed across the space between them. “I should have followed you into the storm. I failed you, Aranya.”
 
   “You can take no blame for this.”
 
   His fires surged, volcanic. His anger burned, vengeful. The Shadow Dragon growled, “Will you show me your body, Aranya, once more? I want to picture how he mutilated you when I tear his hearts out and toss them to the windrocs.”
 
   Shadow and fire. Aranya shivered beneath the all-consuming gaze of a Dragon.
 
   She rose from the pool.
 
   * * * *
 
   Chikkan’s purgative made her next day a misery, giving Aranya a blinding headache and intermittent, debilitating stomach cramps. Exactly the plan, he claimed. Aranya begged Ardan to toss the doctor overboard.
 
   The two Dragons spent the morning labouring against contrary winds, beneath iron-grey skies. Zuziana had to rest in her Human form while Ardan carried six passengers for an eight-hour stint from noon to nightfall. But even he was not indefatigable. The Princess of Remoy mined Ri’arion’s knowledge to begin their instruction in mental techniques and disciplines, and drilled them with an air that struck Aranya as far more monkish than the carefree Remoyan of old.
 
   Aranya had the distinct impression that Ardan was pleased to be the one carrying her. Being fought over the previous evening by two Dragons intent on having her sleep in the protective circle of their necks had served to cheer her, daunting as it was. Feisty little Zuziana taking on the monstrous Shadow Dragon? She smiled. Her friend had won that round, at the expense of promising to sleep pressed up against Ardan’s flank while he kept watch. Come dawn, the two Dragons were pressed together very cosily, their shared body-heat meaning that none of the Humans needed a blanket for sleeping.
 
   She was not jealous at all.
 
   By the following afternoon, Ardan was once again reduced to carrying six Riders. Zuziana did not have his stamina. She made up for that by increasing the pace of her teaching.
 
   Unexpectedly, in the middle of a lesson about focus, Zip said, “Why a Land Dragon? Riddle me that, Immadia. Why destroy the Tower?”
 
   Aranya shook her head, losing whatever focus she had managed to achieve. “I just don’t know, Zip. It couldn’t have come from Fra’anior, because he supposedly wants me alive.”
 
   “Alive and enslaved, you mean,” Kylara put in.
 
   Ardan flinched, losing the rhythm of his wingbeat. “Aye. You’re no use to him dead. Do Land Dragons go feral? It would be the oddest coincidence, otherwise.”
 
   Zip said, “There’s no such thing as coincidence when it comes to magic, Ri’arion likes to say–usually when he’s pontificating about something or other.”
 
   “That’s what I meant!”
 
   “We all understood your point, Shadow Dragon,” said Zip, tartly. “And you, Jia. Please spit out whatever you’ve been brewing all day. The duties of a Dragon Rider may or may not include arguing with your Dragon, but speaking your mind is mandatory.”
 
   “Zip-Zap being our resident expert in this skill,” Aranya put in.
 
   To her surprise, a roar of perfectly Dragonish fury flipped Aranya’s hair over her shoulder. She twisted in her seat on Ardan’s spine-ridge to glance at the diminutive Remoyan, seated directly behind her.
 
   Zip grimaced. “Sorry.”
 
   Jia checked the rolled-up cloak they had used to tie Yolathion in place once more, across her legs, before saying, “I call this the ‘everyone wants a bite of Aranya’ theory.”
 
   “Oh, you know all about having a bite of someone else’s boyfriend,” said Zuziana.
 
   “Zip!” gasped the Jeradian girl.
 
   “Speak, o boyfriend-snatcher of Jeradia.”
 
   Aranya reached back to smack Zip’s knee. “Honestly, Zip, leave me to fight my own battles. Jia doesn’t deserve this.”
 
   “For the official scrolleaf,” huffed Jia, appearing hotter and more bothered by the second, “Yolathion was the one chasing two rogue Shapeshifters all over the Island-World, not me. And, might I add, taking a second consort is perfectly acceptable in Jeradian culture, even if Immadians want to pinch other peoples’ boyfriends and keep them exclusively to themselves. Plus, she used her magic, which is unfair–or her magic used her, I guess.”
 
   Only the leathery creak of a Dragon’s wings broke the resulting silence.
 
   Aranya chuckled, “Zip, can you teach her to give a little less of her mind, please?”
 
   She could hear Zip’s smirk; no need to look. “Oh no, she’s an excellent student.”
 
   Jia-Llonya said, “Back to the bite-of-Aranya theory. It doesn’t make sense unless you think about it this way. Fra’anior requires the Amethyst Dragon to carry out his purposes in the Island-World, which, if we read our histories, are highly unlikely to include any benefit for the Human race. Although, he did snag us a handy Shadow Dragon. Nice work there, Aranya.”
 
   The Black Dragon had slammed two fast-moving Islands together, Aranya thought, as she and Ardan coughed simultaneously. Now, they had to deal with the resulting cataclysm.
 
   Nothing that her new heart of stone could not block out.
 
   “Secondly, Thoralian wants Aranya to help him track down the First Egg, which is somewhere across the Rift in Herimor.”
 
   “Did I say that?”
 
   “Thoralian himself told you so,” said Jia-Llonya, who had pressed for his exact words the day before.
 
   Aranya did not want to think about Thoralian and his vile plans, but now she recalled the incident all too vividly. “Oh, yes–definitely Herimor. Simple, right? Take a jaunt across the Rift, pick up the old Egg, conquer the world. Which puts him at cross-purposes with the Black Dragon. So we can conclude they both want me miserable, but alive.”
 
   Nobody laughed at her joke.
 
   Jia added, “Which brings us to these Land Dragons, who seem to be popping up everywhere you fly.” She cast an apologetic look back along the line of Ardan’s Riders. “Sorry, Aranya. I’m trying to cheer you up, can you tell?”
 
   Aranya waved her hand. “I’m smiling.”
 
   “Well, truth be told, your sightings over the Sea of Immadia are the first such report in over a hundred years–apart from what we saw, was it only yesterday?”
 
   “Yesterday morning,” said Kylara. “I saw something, too. Animal. Not a shadow of doubt–like one of the eels we get in our inland swamps, only a thousand times bigger.” She affected an exaggerated shiver. “We Western Islanders have a legend that Land Dragons chewed up our Islands and spat them out. And you both saw that hole through my Island, Ardan and Aranya. What could possibly have carved such a hole, save a million caveworms, or a Land Dragon?”
 
   Aranya scowled off to starboard. “So the Land Dragon pulled down the Tower of Sylakia because …”
 
   “The Land Dragons want to prevent the daughter of a Star Dragon from stealing back the First Egg,” suggested Ardan, “and they’re prepared to send their forces across the Rift to ensure they keep its power for themselves?”
 
   “See what your disobedience to the Ancient Dragon has set off?” said Zuziana, patting Aranya on the shoulder.
 
   This time, she was certain. Fiery butterflies inhabited her stomach, and it was not the doctor’s medicine at work. Aranya sensed that her magic was beginning to trickle back. She gulped. Surely she was not imagining this? Could she hope?
 
   “Insolent Remoyan,” Aranya grumbled. “So now Fra’anior, Thoralian and the Land Dragons are all conspiring against me? And the five moons are up there whispering about which of them will descend to clip my wings?”
 
   Jia said, “Wrecking the Tower and tossing it into the Cloudlands strikes me as a touch drastic. Perhaps if you’re the size of a Land Dragon, one doesn’t negotiate with Dragons a mere hundred feet in size, which compared to you resemble scale mites.”
 
   “The cheerfulness continues like a rain of windroc droppings,” laughed Zip.
 
   Chikkan cleared his throat self-importantly. He said, “Even for a Land Dragon, crossing the Rift is no trivial exercise. Do you have the first conception of what the Rift is like? No? You cannot simply fly a long-range Dragonship over it.”
 
   “Did you come over the Rift, Chikkan?” asked Aranya.
 
   “My grandfather did,” he said. “When I was young and he still lived, he told me that the Sylakians knew the secret method of passing across the Rift. I presume that is how he transported the drakes you spoke of, lady Zuziana. That route is called the Way of Fizurial–and I don’t know what that means, except that Fizurial is a mythical Island said to move in conjunction with the Mystic Moon. As for the Rift itself, my grandfather spoke of a place of storms which reach from the root of the world to the portals of the moons–storms of molten lava, wind and magic. The fires of the underworld blast upward, creating windstorms so powerful they will shape mountains, and strip flesh from bone. It is said that a hundred-league-wide maelstrom appears and vanishes at random intervals, sucking entire Islands into its maw. And the Rift-storm churns up the Cloudlands, spewing poisons and magic so many miles into the atmosphere, not even a Dragon could overfly it.”
 
   “Yet here you are,” said Ardan.
 
   “Service to Sylakia is all I have ever known.” The doctor turned to smile at Aranya, a discomfiting light gleaming in his eyes. “My grandfather taught me to worship Star Dragons. Fear not, lady, for I would not go so far–but I once heard him tell a legend of a people called the Foam Riders who live inside the Rift, who claim that only a Star Dragon is able to tame the Rift-storm. Were you searching for the way, I would ask them.”
 
   “See, even these Foam Rider creatures want a bite of Aranya,” said Zip. “My jealousy grows no less.”
 
   Aranya rolled her shoulders as if that could somehow release her burdens. Land Dragons tracking her across the Rift? That was about as likely as, say, a Chameleon Shapeshifter tracking her by magic. How many more Chameleons might be out there? Did that mean she needed to watch her friends more closely? Her father? Ignathion? Now there was a thought to scare the living pith out of a person! Who could she truly trust?
 
   Suddenly, that sinister light in Chikkan’s eyes … she’d scare herself ralti-stupid this way.
 
   Sighing, Aranya said, “My duty lies first to our Island-World, north of the Rift, and to Yolathion and Ri’arion, if by some means I can help them.”
 
   Ardan asked, “Are you suggesting that your magic has returned?”
 
   “It’s far too early for that,” Chikkan disagreed.
 
   Aranya groaned loudly and long. Two minutes of hope, wrecked.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26: Beran with Bite
 
    
 
   Skirting the south-Western tip of the Spits as narrowly as they dared, the small Dragonwing turned their noses to the north and gathered speed. Windrocs were a constant danger, but the Shadow and Azure Dragons flew high enough that the birds gave up following them. To their right hand or paw, a sprawling landscape of rocky columns loomed beneath a tablecloth of unbroken grey cloud, as though a table of a million legs stood above the Cloudlands. The spires were surprisingly uniform in height and shape, and up to a quarter-mile square. Some leaned against their neighbours, or appeared to have been severed by unimaginable forces in times past. Two days of hard flying, dawn to midnight, brought them past the cut-off dome of Rolodia Island, once an ally of Immadia, now spoiled, burned and its lake-terraces deliberately destroyed.
 
   Aranya could not see Rolodia, but Ardan’s low-voiced description more than satisfied her curiosity. “Perhaps it’s better not to see,” she said.
 
   “It’s better to see and remember what Thoralian did,” said Jia-Llonya, seated one position ahead of her on Ardan’s back. “That’ll give us the strength we need to beat him.”
 
   And this was the doe-eyed consort she had imagined?
 
   Aranya gazed at the young man stretched over Jia’s lap. Doctor Chikkan said it was only a matter of time before Yolathion died from his mistreatment. They had made him as comfortable as possible, and forced pain-killing herbs down his throat. What more could they do?
 
   “He has strength,” said Chikkan. “But I don’t know that he’d want to live. He’d be a cripple.”
 
   Later, when Zuziana took her turn flying with Aranya and Kylara, the Dragoness said, “Do you think your tears could heal him, Aranya, as they did me?”
 
   Sadly, she told Zip and Kylara how Yolathion had declared that he never wanted to become a Dragon. His healing would require a miracle. Zuziana had been deathly ill when Aranya cried her life-changing tears, but her body had at least been whole. Yolathion’s bones were broken in more places than they could count, his joints dislocated, his spine twisted. Nothing could save him now, this sweet young man who had once dropped his helmet at her smile.
 
   Having overnighted on the mountainous slopes of Nox Island, famous for its excellent, earthy red wines, Ardan and Zuziana set course for Remia, and within three hours, sighted King Beran’s Dragonship fleet on the horizon.
 
   “Ha. Slow-slugs,” said Ardan.
 
   “You forget how time-consuming Dragonship travel is,” added Zip, snorting dismissively. “Being a flying boulder, I bet you can’t catch me!”
 
   With a flip of her wings, she shot ahead.
 
   Aranya wondered if she had been so full of herself as a Dragon. Most probably. But when she thought about seeing her father again, her hand rose instinctively to touch her cheek. Perhaps she should borrow a headscarf from someone. Or hold her head high, and brave the inevitable gasps her appearance would cause.
 
   * * * *
 
   Beran’s eyes filled with tears when he saw her. He clasped Aranya in his arms. “Sparky.”
 
   “I missed you, Dad.”
 
   Love and horror. Her father’s body trembled as she had only ever felt once before, on Izariela’s Tower when she had returned to give the King, and her people, new hope. His hands moved on her shoulders, touching the scattered lumps, and his breath caught in his throat, a stifled moan. Shuddering in response, Aranya knew that Thoralian’s chosen method of torture was so devious, it even injured those she loved without him ever touching them.
 
   She maintained her composure enough to add, “Can we debrief first thing? And then I need time, and space, to myself. Please … you understand, don’t you?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Only a lifetime’s training in kingly duties kept King Beran moving from the top of his flagship, where he had chosen to meet the incoming Dragons, to his navigation cabin. Aranya felt his gaze every step of the way.
 
   Seen across the conference table, his grey eyes expressed such a depth of distress that she could not bear to look at him. Beran appeared to have aged twenty years in as many days.
 
   Let him stare. Let them all stare. She was a stone, unbreakable, as immovable as an Island.
 
   Gazing into space, Aranya repeated much of what she had told the others, before fielding an endless gauntlet of questions from Ignathion, Nak and Oyda–necessary and gentle questions, she understood, but harrowing nonetheless. After three hours, the Immadian King cut them off to excuse her.
 
   She entered her cabin and shut the door, overcome by an eerie echo of her journey into exile with First War-Hammer Ignathion. How little she had known, then. Could she have imagined becoming a Dragoness? A felon? Disfigured beyond salvation? Aranya perched on the bed. Here she sat, scrabbling through the ashes of her life.
 
   Glass crashed next door. Fists, pounding the wall; a familiar voice raised in a muffled, faltering cry. Aranya flinched. Her poor father. Beran was raving next door, calling down blood-curdling curses on Sylakia and Thoralian, such words as she had never before heard pass her usually dignified, articulate father’s lips. Aranya knew she should cry. She should weep whole terrace lakes, but all within was a wasteland. She buried her head beneath the pillow-roll, but could not shut out his voice.
 
   At length, the council returned to more measured debate and planning–discussing her, no doubt. Probably exchanging appalled, sympathetic comments about her condition.
 
   Perhaps an hour later, a rap at the door startled her.
 
   “Leave me alone.”
 
   “It’s me, petal.”
 
   “Oyda, please. I don’t want to speak to anyone.”
 
   “It’s important, Aranya. May I come in?”
 
   “If you have to.” Oyda entered soft-footed, and shut the door behind her. The Princess said, “Did my father send you in to pat my head and tell me everything’s going to be alright?”
 
   Oyda did not raise an eyebrow at Aranya’s tone. She said, “Are you ready to listen, petal? I’ve something to say which you need to hear.”
 
   “I need to hear what, exactly?”
 
   She sat up, but hid her face from the old woman, fearing that her sympathy would sear like acid. Oyda’s feet entered her peripheral vision. Aranya wanted to cry out, ‘Don’t touch me!’ Could they not understand it hurt too much?
 
   Oyda said, “I know how presumptuous this is going to sound, Aranya, so if you want to yell at me, that’s fine. I want you to imagine that I’m your mother, and I am going to speak Izariela’s words to you.”
 
   Aranya wondered that the whole world did not catch its breath at Oyda’s audacity. Her mind seemed to expand inward and outward at once. A full-throated roaring filled her ears. Her lungs ceased to function. Aranya saw her mother before her, leaning over as if to comfort a babe in her crib, the pure light of a Star Dragon’s power shining from her face and eyes.
 
   She stared at Oyda, and saw Izariela.
 
   The apparition said, “You’re still my beautiful girl.”
 
   She knew storm power. In her Amethyst Dragon form, Aranya had soared on storm blasts, played between boiling thunderheads and dared the lightning bolts to strike her down. But Oyda’s words conveyed an even greater power; so acute, it carved into her soul like the sharpest of Immadian forked daggers.
 
   “You are beautiful.” The shining figure reached out.
 
   Aranya screamed, throwing herself back against the cabin wall, away from the questing fingers. “No! You can’t do this to me! You’ve no right. No!”
 
   “You need to hear this, Aranyi,” Oyda insisted. “I love you, my beautiful petal.”
 
   “NO!” Her storm-powered shriek broke in the cabin, thrusting Oyda against the door with a furious gust of wind. “No, please … don’t, you’re killing me …”
 
   The old woman lowered her head and braved the blast, walking across the cabin. Reaching out, she cupped Aranya’s ruined cheeks in the palms of her hands. Her touch was not acid, but the warmth of Human affection.
 
   Oyda wept as she added, “Your mother would say this, Aranya. ‘You are the suns sparkling on my terrace lake, and the snows gracing the peaks of Immadia. I will always love you, no matter what.’”
 
   Had Nak spoken those words, she would have punched him.
 
   However, Oyda had poured sweetness into unspeakable wounds. Aranya broke down, and wept on her old friend’s shoulder until she had no tears left to shed.
 
   * * * *
 
   Wiping her puffy eyes, Aranya asked, “How did you keep my father out of here when I screamed?”
 
   “I ordered him,” said Oyda. “One hundred and seventy-seven summers gives one certain privileges over youngsters like Beran. And, on that note, I take issue with something I heard you say earlier.”
 
   If her father was a ‘youngster’, what did that make her? A hatchling? Still stuck inside the shell, as a Dragon might say? She wished she knew more about what Dragon society and culture might have been like. All they had was the old fireside tales and the inexhaustible fonts of Nak and Oyda’s memories–apart from what the Pygmy Dragon had stolen from them. If her visions had been true, Dragons used to live in thriving communities … and Thoralian would toss it all into a Cloudlands volcano.
 
   A brutal return to reality.
 
   Smiling faintly, Aranya said, “Watch out, here comes the inevitable lecture.”
 
   “Nak’s the one who lectures,” said Oyda, a touch astringently. “I warn you, I will do the fearsome mother-Dragon impression again if you take that tone with me, petal.”
 
   “I saw her–Izariela. I saw her in the storm, as I told you, and I saw her here today.”
 
   “You must have the Star Dragon power of visions,” said Oyda, with a secretive and pleased air about her. Aranya wondered if she had won a bet with Nak. “Are you quite certain you’re an Amethyst Dragon, Aranya?”
 
   “It’s my natural form, isn’t it?”
 
   And if Oyda would not rock her Island any further! Aranya spurned the implications, but knew the idea would bother her later. “Oyda, thank you,” she said. “You scared me ralti-stupid, but I survived the experience. You’re the sweetest, kindest … and I’m sorry I made you cry.”
 
   Oyda nodded, her thousand-wrinkle smile almost closing her eyes. “I’m just a surrogate mother for you, petal, until you rescue your real one. You’re catching flies again. Shut the rabbit-hole and open the earholes instead.” Aranya clicked her teeth together with a Dragonish snap. “Here is the product of a hundred and however many years of experience. Ready?”
 
   This is not your fault.
 
   The abrupt switch to Dragonish made Aranya gasp. When Oyda said no more, seeming content just to watch her reaction, she said, “What isn’t my fault? I don’t understand.”
 
   “Oh, let’s see. Sylakia annihilating all memory of their enemies. Magic-fuelled trysts with Shadow Dragons. War upon the Island-World. The impossible demands of Ancient Dragons, the torture of boyfriends by foul cannibal Dragon-Emperors, magic, uncontrollable storms, your tears manufacturing Shapeshifters, fate, the Shifter pox …”
 
   “Oyda,” she said, with an appalled chuckle. “Stop, stop. Point made.”
 
   “Ah, but I know how stubborn you can be. Has it penetrated that incredibly dense lump of material atop your shoulders, I ask?” Oyda wagged her finger beneath Aranya’s nose. “Thoralian started his mischief a hundred and fifty years before you were born. Sylakia invaded nations while your father was gallivanting around the Island-World with a Star Dragon in chains. Beran campaigned for years while you played with your dolls.”
 
   She reddened. “I never played with …”
 
   “Oh, it was Dragons and Princes with you, was it?” Oyda hastily removed her finger as Aranya pretended to bite it. “It’s not your fault! It cannot be.”
 
   Aranya nodded mutely. Perhaps there was a truth within her words that she could learn to believe in.
 
   Oyda’s expression became pensive, as if she were drawn to a long-ago, faraway place. At length, she appeared to come to a decision. “Aranya, I say this because I hope it might somehow help you. Many years ago, before I met Nak and became a Dragon Rider, a trusted family friend forced himself upon me. I’m not a big, strong woman, Aranya. I could not fight him off, besides that he had a dagger to my throat.”
 
   “No, Oyda. That’s terrible.”
 
   “I felt soiled afterward. So used. So helpless and filled with hate, both for him and within myself. When I trained to become a Dragon Rider, it was because I wanted a Dragon to call upon when I went to take my revenge. But there was a woman at the school in Jeradia who helped me–Mistress Mya’adara. I remember what she said to me, words which I have passed on to you. I see you walking the paths of that same dark Island, and I weep for you, petal, I truly do. Words can never erase it. But maybe, for you, this will be a beginning.”
 
   “Oh, Oyda …”
 
   Now she understood in some small measure why Oyda felt compelled to nurture those in her care, Aranya thought, hugging her friend warmly. She took in stray Shapeshifter Dragons and helped them piece their lives back together.
 
   A new insight struck Aranya. Fate did not so much consist of single, self-contained threads, as the weaving of a tapestry. Her amethyst thread looped, knotted and intertwined with many others–the white of Izariela, Zip’s sky-blue, the dark patterns of a Shadow Dragon. Each thread was precious and unique. Some were thicker than others or more predominant, others thinner and weaker, yet they still formed part of an intricate whole.
 
   When she expressed this thought to Oyda, the old woman said, “And what does this teach you, Aranya?”
 
   “That no person is an Island,” Aranya said at once, before looking deeper into her churning feelings. “I should be thankful my thread did not snap at the Last Walk; I should have the courage to accept what happened with Ardan, and–oh, roaring rajals, Oyda, I’m going to say it–I should not blindly rebel against the Black Dragon, but approach his overtures with … maturity, I suppose. Dignity, even.”
 
   “Bravo, petal.”
 
   The Immadian Princess held Oyda even tighter. “You are my master weaver, Oyda. A precious, gentle hand upon the loom.”
 
   “Now, something else,” said the old Dragon Rider, seeming embarrassed by Aranya’s emotional response. “I’ve been thinking about how you change colour–actually, the type of Dragon you are. Acid? That’s for Greens only. Horrible choice of colour, petal. I ask myself why you can’t be any colour you choose? Why, if you have that level of control over your Dragon form, as a Shapeshifter are you restricted to replicating wounds, and scars, and so on? Why should that stop you? Could you not make yourself anew?”
 
   “Because that’s my fundamental nature?” Aranya wondered aloud. Oyda’s small sigh demanded more. “Fine, because if I … if I meddled in a transformation, I might end up like my mother?”
 
   “Ouch. Sorry.”
 
   “You’re … you’re hoping … I can just transform my way out of this?”
 
   A nightmare, or a magical dream?
 
   Oyda sighed. “Oh, petal, it was a ralti-stupid idea. I should have thought about Izariela first.”
 
   Aranya squeezed her hand. “No, it was kind and thoughtful of you. Of course, there are enormous differences between Human and Dragon anatomies. Even Ri’arion cannot explain how it is possible for a Shapeshifter’s instinct to simply know how to change between forms. Which part of me knows I’m Amethyst, not Azure? That I am forty-two feet long and not fifty, or that I have five discrete stomachs to replace one ordinary Human one?”
 
   “I’ll leave you to ponder that, petal,” said Oyda, rising.
 
   “Don’t go.”
 
   “I believe your father would like to see you.”
 
   “Then one last request, Oyda.” Aranya tried to smooth out the pain in her voice. “Would you ask Nak not to make any of his usual comments, just for a while? I love him, and all …”
 
   “He’ll understand.”
 
   The old woman paused in the doorway, her eyes sadder and wiser than Aranya had ever seen them. “Petal, I’ve lived a great long time on this Island-World, perhaps longer than a person has a right to. I have seen Sylakia’s evil grow and spread like a cancer. Thoralian nullified your mother before she had her chance. But fate has a funny way of redressing the balance when we least expect it. I truly believe that. You flew when you should have fallen into the Cloudlands. You crash-landed on my doorstep. You saved Immadia and brought hope to the world.”
 
   “I believe with all my heart, and Emblazon would have agreed with me, that you are the one who has been chosen to stand against Thoralian and his schemes, and defeat him. Your suffering is not for nothing; it has worth and meaning and indeed, power. You see, the true battle is not fought with our bodies, but with our hearts. And you, Aranya, have a brand of courage which makes your heart ineffably beautiful, if I may borrow a Nak expression. Izariela would be so very proud of who you have become.”
 
   With that, the old Dragon Rider left.
 
   A perfect rainbow after the storm.
 
   * * * *
 
   Beran brought with him a tray of nibbles–spicy fish skewers, ralti kebabs, a deep bowl of Noxian sweet potato, and enough vegetables and fruit to sink a Dragonship. He also brought Sapphire. The dragonet flashed across the cabin to bury her head in Aranya’s lap, cooing and rubbing her muzzle against her stomach.
 
   “Poor mite, she’s been beside herself,” said Beran.
 
   “I thought she’d stay at Fra’anior with the others,” said Aranya, stroking the dragonet’s soft scales. Petal, I missed you, but I’m alright now. “How are the ice-dragonets?”
 
   Sapphire made a cat-like purr, rubbing her muzzle with her paws now in a gesture that Aranya had begun to suspect indicated deep emotion. There was more to these quaint, amazing little creatures than she had ever imagined. Sapphire’s eyes swirled gently, drawing her into their hypnotic depths. She pictured white dragonets mingling with all the other colours in Island-wide aerial celebrations, shy and curious meetings, already a number of pairings …
 
   “Over the Islands, literally,” said the King. “May I sit?”
 
   “Dad.” She made a droll face at him, before realising she had no idea if that expression worked, now. “What’s new on the winds?”
 
   “A skinny ex-felon turned up on my Dragonship today. I’ve orders to feed her up.” Beran placed the tray on the bed between them. “We’ve the beginnings of a workable plan for Yorbik. And Sparky, you need to take it easy on your old Dad. I’ve been dragged from the depths of the Cloudlands to the skies, yet again.”
 
   “Sorry, Dad. Yum, the fish is delicious.” She offered Sapphire a chunk. “The Chameleon Shapeshifter was a bit unforeseen.” The dragonet declined, but wound herself around Aranya’s neck, purring contentedly.
 
   “I take it from the blast, your magic has returned?”
 
   “I was provoked,” she replied, feeling exactly that way. Why did he have to jump straight to business? “Only a little magic, mind.”
 
   “Since others have had their bite of you, it’s my turn,” said her father, evidently reading her mood with discomfiting accuracy. “All I’m saying is, your Dragon is important. She’s your other half, so to speak, and she represents hope for Yolathion and Ri’arion, not to mention the entire Island-World. But I didn’t come by to lump more worries on your shoulders.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “No, Aranyi.” His grey eyes softened. “It’s a bitter, wicked thing Thoralian has done, chewing you up like this–and I hope he burns forever in a place reserved for villains like him. You probably heard.” He laughed curtly. “I have another purpose, for which I have Nak to thank, as he set my feet on a better path. A wise old man, our Nak, once you ignore the lechery.”
 
   Curious. Spooning more of the tasty sweet potato into her mouth, Aranya considered the man squirming before her. What was so difficult for her father to say? He had always valued directness.
 
   “We passed over Remia, Dad?”
 
   “Aye. We’re bound now for the eastern edge of the Horness Cluster, where we’ll gather our strength. Jendor is too wild to even put Dragonships down. From there, we can practically spit and hit Yorbik. We’ll link up with Commander Darron before making final adjustments to the plan–flying ralti sheep! Shut me up if I start talking strategy, Sparky. I’m not here for that.”
 
   “Fine by me,” Aranya mumbled through her mouthful.
 
   This had to be Oyda’s work. Food and love, her two failsafe ingredients for getting a Dragoness, or a person, back on their feet.
 
   “Close your mouth when you–oh, listen to me.” Beran helped himself to a fish skewer. “You’re seventeen summers now, not seven. No. My business is to tell you about your mother. Not the stories you already know. Details. Snippets. Impressions. Her poetry.”
 
   Aranya paused mid-bite. “Because … Nak thinks I might learn something about being a Star Dragon?”
 
   “That, too.”
 
   “You’ll speak of my Shifter heritage? Of Izariela’s powers?”
 
   “Nak believes that love conquers all, Sparky. I guess in a roundabout Nak way, he’s thinks that if you understand who you truly are, that will give you the best chance of defeating Thoralian. I don’t go for the soppy romantic delivery, but his point is well made.” He pushed four scrolls toward her. “Nak and Oyda interviewed everyone on Ha’athior who might possibly have known your mother or Lyriela’s parents. That information is detailed in these.”
 
   Aranya’s heart pulsed in her throat. Oh, what could she ever do to thank them enough?
 
   Beran took her hand in his. His fingers touched the scarred nodules upon her skin as though wishing to trace, beneath the ruined surface, the Dragon fire that rose within her even as the tides of her emotions waxed like the moons.
 
   He said, “As you know, the magical imperative of destiny is little understood. We say there is love at first sight. We call it star-song and moons-madness and many names besides, all trying and failing to capture the indefinable enchantment that arrests two souls when first they meet.”
 
   This poet was her father? Or was this the man who had courted Izariela, who had later become embittered by her fate?
 
   “The day I met Izariela, I was sailing a single-handed Dragonship to a secret meeting, and followed in idle curiosity what I thought to be a Dragon landing on a Ha’athiorian mountaintop.” His quiet laughter was three parts joy and one part melancholy. “There, I discovered a girl clothed in white, quickly concealing her amazing hair beneath a headscarf as she turned away in embarrassment. Did she summon me? Did fate turn my path aside that day? Did our souls sense each other, and draw us together?”
 
   “I can’t answer those questions, of course. I stopped to ask if she was lost, if she needed help descending the mountain. Izariela was most amused by my concern.”
 
   Aranya smiled at her father. A Dragoness would have been tickled, or annoyed, by such an offer.
 
   “Aye. There this beauty stood, right on a cliff’s edge, and a heavily-armed, bearded foreigner accosted her to offer a ride–in a culture in which kidnapping to wife, is common practice. I’m afraid Izariela must have thought I took her for a fool.”
 
   “Still, she hid her appearance from me, and I knew that nothing else in the Island-World mattered but to catch a glimpse of her face.”
 
   “Your grandfather died young, in a hunting accident, you’ll recall. I became King of Immadia a month shy of my eighteenth birthday. I was in the habit of introducing myself by my title in the hope it would impress the ladies. So I strutted up to her and announced, ‘I am Beran of Immadia, King of the most splendid Island in the world, but you outshine its beauty by far.’”
 
   Aranya burst out laughing. “You didn’t! You never told me this, Dad!”
 
   “Ludicrous, eh? I used exactly those words. Which was also when she looked up and smiled at me, stole my heart, and my ability to speak right along with it. I was so mortified I beat a hasty retreat–stop laughing, you wretch. I didn’t even ask her name. So imagine my surprise the very next week, when I spied your mother at King Cha’arlla’s nuptial ball. I’ll never forget. Izariela wore a stunning Fra’aniorian lace gown in a colour akin to the brightest of skies, white with just a hint of blue–the same colour as her eyes. Her smile dazzled. She was the darling of Fra’anior, the talk of the ball. The King introduced us. We clasped hands, as you know the Fra’aniorians do, and the rest was history.”
 
   “Dad …”
 
   “Oh, you want details?”
 
   “Stop yanking my hawser!” Aranya cried, and then chuckled in delight at her fiery response. Yes, her magic was returning. But was it enough? She could not sense her Dragon form yet. “What did Mom say? How did she respond?”
 
   To Aranya’s surprise, her father’s ears turned a flaming pink colour. “She said, ‘Islands’ greetings, beautiful Beran.’ Poor Cha’arlla did not know where to look. Nor did she, once she realised what she had said. We were so infatuated with each other, Aranyi, she didn’t leave my side that whole evening, to the dismay of every other suitor at the ball. And they were many.”
 
   “Which was when you kidnapped her?”
 
   She had never seen her father so discomfited. Fascinating! He fidgeted like a little boy caught stealing sweets. “I … was in a tearing hurry, so I … well, asked her permission after the event, so to speak. Given as I had the armies of at least ten Islands breathing down my neck at the time. Aye. Izariela was already in chains aboard my Dragonship when I proposed. Had her uncle and aunt, Ja’arrion and Va’assia, been alive, I believe I would have been roasted by Dragons to boot.”
 
   “You spirited her out of Thoralian’s grasp just in time,” said Aranya.
 
   “And a jolly good thing she loved me, eh?” quipped Beran, making a show of mopping his brow.
 
   Aranya chuckled, “I called Ardan ‘delicious Dragon’ when we first met. He’s anything but–” she broke off with a wheeze of dismay, realising what she had revealed.
 
   Her father said, “Don’t worry, Sparky. I worked that out.”
 
   “He told you!”
 
   “He’s an honourable man, Aranyi. If it matters, I like him even more than sweet but starchy Yolathion.” Her father reached out to clasp her shoulder. “Let’s speak of your mother. Maybe later, you’ll tell me all about this fascinating Shadow beast, and why you rejected him–nothing to do with our bullying Ancient Dragon, is it?”
 
   Her father approved of Ardan? He had guessed why she had rejected him? Great Islands, was her life an open scroll to him? Shaking her head, she said, “Dad, are you quite certain you haven’t any magical powers of intuition?”
 
   “I can read hurt in a man’s eyes, Sparky. After your mother was poisoned, that was all I saw in the mirror, for years.”
 
   “Following which, you’ll kick Fra’anior in the teeth for me?”
 
   “My job as your Dad definitely includes kicking Ancient Dragons in the teeth. Just say the word.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27: Storms Rising
 
    
 
   WHILE BERAN’s Dragonhip fleet rode the rising winds to Horness Cluster, Aranya rode the joy and fear of her magic’s resurgence. Joy, because her healing power could ease Yolathion’s suffering. Fear, because the horizon blackened with storm clouds once more and the breezes grew capricious and spiteful, making Ri’arion cast sinister glances in her direction. Aranya shrank from his disapproval. Aye, it was her storm. She could do nothing to control it.
 
   Somewhere, Fra’anior mocked her.
 
   Jia allowed her to minister to Yolathion. The guilt over his condition gnawed at her conscience. Should she give him the magical Dragon tears when they reappeared? Did her healing magic ease his suffering, only to prolong it?
 
   The winds did serve to send the dirigible fleet scudding northward. The fourth evening after they had rejoined King Beran’s forces, Aranya heard the Steersman sing out sight of Horness Cluster. Finally. She had a headache the size of Immadior’s Sea from Ri’arion’s incessant mental training, and now counted amongst her usual, exhausting nightly repertoire, dreams about a Land Dragon running amok.
 
   With Sapphire snoozing on her shoulder and Zip and Jia-Llonya helping her in the medical cabin, Aranya wiped Yolathion’s brow with a cool cloth, before placing her palm flat on his forehead.
 
   “I hate seeing Yolathion like this,” Aranya said, letting her power flood into him. “Our last conversation was a bit unpleasant.”
 
   “How?” asked Zip.
 
   “He told me–”
 
   “No. Not the Dragon,” he moaned. Aranya yelped as Yolathion flapped his right arm toward her. “Don’t make me a Dragon … don’t …”
 
   “Sapphire, no! Ouch.”
 
   Aranya blinked at the sight of three neat cuts in the back of her hand from the dragonet’s claws. Yolathion slumped on the pillow-roll, as pallid as the corpse he nearly was. His chest rose and fell shallowly. The force of his movement had reopened the wounds in his right arm.
 
   Ari hurt?
 
   Sapphire, it’s alright. Sapphire? The dragonet licked her hand. Don’t … oh dear. If my tears heal, I don’t know what my blood might do to you. You were just protecting me. Don’t fuss. Ari is fine.
 
   “The dragonet’s talking to her,” Zip informed Jia-Llonya.
 
   “Wow! So the legends are true.”
 
   “Yes,” said Aranya. “And you just learned what Yolathion and I spoke about. He’s dead set against becoming a Dragon. If I use my tears, he’ll probably turn into a Shapeshifter.”
 
   “But if you don’t, he’ll certainly die,” Jia pointed out.
 
   “If I do, there’s no guarantee the magic would heal him. How would the bones be re-set, for example? How could he fly? He’d live the rest of his days in a chair at best, a bed at worst.”
 
   “You want him to die!”
 
   Zuziana held the furious Jeradian back–to Aranya’s surprise, the tiny Remoyan succeeded against the much taller girl. Dragon strength? “No, I don’t. But how can I make that decision for him, when he has clearly stated he does not want the magic? Would you? Or Ignathion?”
 
   “If I, as the one who actually loves him, assumed that responsibility, would you then be willing?”
 
   Aranya flushed hotly. The little rajal had her claws out! How dare she? She said, “Would I be less of a coward, do you mean?”
 
   “Back off, you two, before you start the clawing and hair-pulling!” snapped Zip, thumping Aranya in the chest and Jia on the shoulder. “We all love Yolathion–” she grinned impishly “–alright, calm down, Jeradia. We all want to see him well.”
 
   Jia turned to Aranya. Only the twisting together of her hands betrayed her misery as she said, flatly, “One factor which may influence your decision, is that we discovered Yolathion betrayed you at some point during your campaign in the Western Isles. Aye, you gasp. He communicated your plan to travel via Mejia and the probable timing of your arrival at Jeradia, to Ignathion’s command. That’s why they were so well prepared.”
 
   “He was talking to Ignathion all along?” Aranya could hardly believe her ears. “Then what was the point of that bluster about being ashamed of his father?”
 
   Zuziana snorted, “Families. I’d bet half of Remoy’s terrace lakes the Chameleon Shifter used that intelligence to time his attack at Fra’anior, and he made you miss Lyriela’s wedding–which is the bit that truly makes my lightning bolts frazzle and spark.”
 
   You’re sweet, said Lyriela.
 
   Aranya jumped, but Zip did not. She must have heard Lyriela’s footsteps with the benefit of her Dragon senses. Aranya growled, Just another thing Thoralian stole from me.
 
   Her cousin added, Zuziana, King Beran asked if you would scout ahead. We need a good Island and a place where he can address all the troops.
 
   “Good,” said Zip. “Aranya, Lyriela, let’s go. Time for a talk amongst us girls. Jia?”
 
   “I should stay with Yolathion.”
 
   Aranya quelled Zip’s half-formed snarky comment with a hand on her arm and a firm headshake. Sometimes the Remoyan was irrepressible.
 
   Zip said, Lyriela, you cannot fly comfortably in a dress. Maybe you’d fit a pair of Aranya’s trousers. What do you think?
 
   Trousers? Lyriela bit her lip. What would Ta’armion say? And, I should ask his permission first …
 
   Zip goggled at her. Islands’ sakes, girl! Which century do you live in?
 
   A Fra’aniorian one, said Lyriela.
 
   Shortly, Zip was delving into Aranya’s bag of clothing with the enthusiasm of a ferret who had scented a meal. Lyriela dressed diffidently. They’re very tight. And revealing. What will my husband think?
 
   His pointy ears will prick up and he’ll start panting like a hound, offered Zip, with a wicked grin.
 
   Lyriela’s cheeks resembled a perfect dawn. That’s it. There’s no way … I feel unclothed. I can’t go in a dress?
 
   No, said Zip, firmly. Dresses are not for riding Dragonback. These trousers fit you perfectly, unlike that underfed waif over there. Thoralian’s dungeon food clearly didn’t agree with her.
 
   Oyda’s feeding me up, said Aranya.
 
   Zip smiled sweetly at her in the mirror. Good, because the next time you run naked into a room full of Sylakian Hammers, you need to give them something to grab.
 
   Z-Zuziana o-of Remoy, spluttered Aranya, slapping down her friend’s hands as she mimed exactly what the soldiers would be grabbing. You’re shameless!
 
   Ha. You don’t see me cavorting with any troops, do you? Anyways. Lyriela. Over here. This is what we’re going to do.
 
   With a firm rap on the door of Prince Ta’armion’s quarters, Zip entered. “Beran’s orders,” she said. “I’m to scout ahead with Aranya and Lyriela. I assume that’s fine with you?”
 
   The Prince glanced up from the map he had been studying. “Of course. You’ll be careful?”
 
   “I’m a Dragon.” Lyriela, now.
 
   “Aye … ay-ay-ay!” The chair crashed to the floor as Prince Ta’armion leaped to his feet, turning pink, purple and white in blotches all over his face. “Lyriela!”
 
   Aranya’s cousin twirled just inside the doorway, as instructed, and smiled coquettishly at her husband. She signed, ‘How do I look?’
 
   “Fabbrilwonderzing,” gasped the Prince.
 
   I make that fabulous, brilliant, wonderful and amazing all at once, said Zip. The trousers win first prize, Lyriela. Just look at his face–how that man adores you! Right, go fetch your kiss.
 
   Lyriela stepped across the cabin, almost lost her nerve, and then slipped her arms around the Prince’s neck. ‘A kiss before I leave?’ she mouthed. Ta’armion instantly obliged. He was so obliging, it took some time before he realised he had an audience who could see precisely how much he relished his wife’s foray into her very un-Fra’aniorian trousers.
 
   “Great Islands!” He released her as though he had burned his hands, gabbling, “You do look fabulous, Lyriela. I don’t think I should let you go dressed like that, though. Someone might see.”
 
   “Who, a few windrocs and a passing cloud?” asked Zip.
 
   “I shall escort you aloft,” said the Prince, gallantly. Lyriela’s smile was radiant as he tucked his arm possessively about her waist.
 
   Aranya taught Lyriela the easiest way to mount a Dragon, stepping first onto her hind paw, then up onto the bend of her knee, before scrambling up the slope of her hindquarters and walking up to the spine-spikes.
 
   Zuziana isn’t made of eggshells, laughed Aranya, seeing Lyriela creeping along. Sit here in the front saddle position. Buckle the waist belt and the thigh straps. Make sure everything’s tight. Your bow. Secure the quiver in this loop. I’ll be right behind you, and when we take off, don’t forget to breathe.
 
   Lyriela laughed her soundless laugh. I love this already. Oh! Oh dancing dragonets …
 
   That was when the Azure Dragon walked to the platform’s edge. Spreading her wings to catch the breeze, she took off. Ardan’s watching from way, way above, she said.
 
   Lyriela’s mental voice wobbled madly as she cried, This is glorious, Zip!
 
   No sneaky turning into a Dragon, Zip admonished.
 
   Aranya spread her arms, playing with the steady flow of air generated by Zuziana’s wingbeats as they rapidly left the fleet in their wake. How she longed to fly. Just last night, she had dreamed of flying low over the Cloudlands, the airstream tingling upon her scales, scenting the aroma of exotic, faraway Islands, when … Ancient Dragons roamed the Island-World, thundering in watery realms far larger even than the terrace lakes of Yorbik Island, and Land Dragons vaulting out of the waters like archer-trout leaping for iridescent insects, and … her head snapped around.
 
   What was that?
 
   She desperately needed her old eyesight back. Aranya tried to scan the Cloudlands to the south, but no amount of squinting would bring the world into focus. Darkness crowded about the edges of her vision, as though she saw through an age-stained pane of crysglass.
 
   “Aranya?”
 
   “I saw … I thought I saw … is there something behind us, Zip?”
 
   The Azure Dragoness scanned the Cloudlands from horizon to horizon. “Only our Dragonships ten leagues behind, and the twin suns peeking above a storm obscuring the southern and eastern skyline, Aranya.”
 
   Aranya said, “Will you help me, Zip? I need to find a way to convince Jia-Llonya and Ignathion that Ri’arion needs my power. I haven’t the strength to serve them both, and it’s your monk we need more in the coming battle with Thoralian. I must stop treating Yolathion, for Ri’arion’s sake.”
 
   “Oh, Aranya.”
 
   Lyriela said, Will you speak Dragonish, please? I can’t lip-read a Dragon.
 
   Sorry. Aranya repeated their brief conversation to her cousin.
 
   Aye, she said. Aranya, we must allow your father to break this news, difficult as it is. It cannot come from Zip. We can offer the monks’ healing power in exchange.
 
   To keep Yolathion alive and suffering, Aranya thought. Every time she saw him, it twisted her up even more inside. What had she done to him? Her stupid choices, her hounding him into turning traitor against the Sylakians–had he done so willingly? Or for her alone? Ironically, only to be betrayed by an Amethyst Dragon’s failure to control her passions.
 
   It’s a wise approach, Lyriela, said Zip, sounding relieved.
 
   Was it so evil for her to want Sha’aldior? A dancing, crooning Shadow Dragon stalked Aranya in her mind; without warning, he turned into a seven-headed monster sweeping down upon them from the storm. Aranya jerked so hard against her saddle-straps that she knew she’d have weals on her thighs afterward.
 
   Petal? Zip worried. What is it? I hear the drumbeat in your chest, I smell fear …
 
   I’m struggling to find the Island of sanity, Aranya admitted. The pox changed me … changed something, Zip, but even before, especially in the storm, I was starting to see waking visions and I can’t tell now if what I’m seeing is real or the past or the future, and I see Ancient Dragons disporting themselves amongst the Islands, and war breaking over our world with the power, sweeping whole Islands to their doom …
 
   Petal. Shh.
 
   Aranya gazed to the horizon. The storm’s thunder was the Black Dragon’s vexation, the boiling thunderheads his breath, the darkness moving beneath the murky storm-front his fury sweeping over the Island-World.
 
   You’re frightened, dear cousin. Lyriela twisted about in the saddle to put her arm around Aranya’s shoulders. You need to confront Fra’anior, or the strain will drive you mad, and wreck our Island-World.
 
   Aranya asked, The storm is normal? Real?
 
   Real enough, said Zip, scanning the horizon behind them. But normal? No. Even I can sense a strangeness about it, the presence of great magic.
 
   Yet I sense something else out there, only, I don’t know what, Aranya said. Zuziana could not sense what she knew, the eerie melody of magic run wild, drawing her soul like a string tied to a kite. I rebuffed the Black Dragon. Now I fear that the full scope of his retribution is still to be visited upon us, and I cry, ‘Haven’t we suffered? Haven’t enough people died?’ It’s too costly a price, Zip. Too painful to bear.
 
   That is why we will see this fate through to its end, together, said the Azure Dragon.
 
   Together, said Lyriela. Not least for my parents. For Aunt Izariela. For Rolodia and Naphtha and all who have burned on the pyre of Thoralian’s madness and ambition.
 
   You’d do that?
 
   Zip’s nodding bobbed them up and down. Aranya, a whole army back there says we’d do that. It is time for good to be seen under the suns. We’re the tools to forge the future.
 
   The Princess of Immadia turned once more to stare with half-blind eyes at the cloud-covered realms they had crossed. What was hidden there? What mysteries haunted her, above cloud and below? Did her storms reach into the Cloudlands to destroy the territories of Land Dragons?
 
   Zip said, Petal. Lyriela must play for you when we return. But if I could teach you the mind-meld Ri’arion taught me, you’d be able to see through my eyes. Would that help ease your mind?
 
   Aranya nodded. It would.
 
   Her heart beat–doom, doom, doom.
 
   * * * *
 
   That afternoon, Beran’s forces sprawled out over a wide, boulder-strewn meadow on an eastern Isle of the Horness Cluster. The soldiers were more than happy to disembark after days of being cooped up inside the Dragonships. The commanders quickly set the warriors to work pitching tents, organising camp, and playing war games to work off their excess energy.
 
   Nak arranged a fire-pit to roast enough ralti sheep for three thousand troops. He was in his element, tottering about on his canes, slapping shoulders, barking orders at the ‘youngsters’ and accidentally pinching a female Western Isles warrior’s backside. He nearly lost his head for that indiscretion.
 
   Later, as no less than thirty-two ralti sheep sizzled on the enormous spits–they had decimated someone’s flock, Aranya thought–trumpets sounded and the troops gathered around a large boulder to hear King Beran’s address. The King stood with Ignathion at his shoulder, while the Shadow Dragon looked over the throng from nearby. He had no need of a boulder to see over everyone.
 
   “Men and women of the Isles!” her father shouted. “There comes a time in our lives when we must choose to stand up for what we believe in. We must stand for truth and justice. We must choose the right. I see before me brave men and women from all over our Island-World, and my heart gladdens at this vision of the Islands united as never before.”
 
   Raising his fists to the sky, Beran hollered, “Do I hear Jeradia’s mighty ones?” Cheers and hoots rose from the right. “And the famous warriors of the Western Isles?” A thunder of scimitars against shield-bosses. “And the monks of Fra’anior Cluster, who follow the Path of the Great Dragon?” A dignified clapping of hands. “Do I hear the roar of Dragons?” Ardan and Zuziana drowned out the clapping with fine, reverberating challenges.
 
   Ignathion thumped King Beran on the shoulder. “Who is from Immadia, Island of the free?”
 
   “Immadia!” shouted the troops from the North. Aranya found herself shouting right along with them.
 
   “You all know me,” boomed Ignathion. “I once invaded this King’s Island. I counted him my worst enemy, the Immadian Fox. Now, we stand together as brothers, united against an evil that threatens to enslave and destroy us all!”
 
   As the two leaders spoke, exhorting the troops and outlining the basic strategy for their invasion of Yorbik Island, Aranya’s weak eyes wandered over the crowd. Tall, tanned Jeradians stood alongside dark, loincloth-clad Western Isles warriors and pale, bearded Immadians. A pool of purple robes denoted the elite troops of Fra’anior, commanded by the Prince, a number restricted by the carrying capacity of their Dragonship fleet. The shaven heads belonged to the monks. And here, standing beside her, were two brave and precious souls–Nak and Oyda.
 
   Oyda’s fingers laced with hers. She said, “The tragedy is, Princess, that in peacetime, dying is for the old. But in war, it is for the young. How many of these will see their next summer?”
 
   “We can hope,” said Aranya.
 
   “War is no place for useless old men,” said Nak.
 
   “You’re not useless!” Her fires surged up. Aranya hastily damped her response before the cloaks of the Immadian soldiers guarding her caught fire.
 
   “Can you feel your Dragoness yet, petal?” asked Oyda.
 
   “No. Nothing.”
 
   Nak said, “Don’t you worry. The disguise I have planned for you will work, and I’ll bet three Islands to a rajal’s dinner that your Dragon will not stand idle at the first clash of battle.”
 
   Aranya wished she had his confidence.
 
   Her father painted visions of a peaceful future. Her visions included Ancient Dragons … Fra’anior, are you there?
 
   From impenetrable darkness, he spoke. You have chosen your own path, little one. Now you must walk it to its end.
 
   She bowed her head in shame.
 
   No. If she had a choice, then she would choose to be unashamed of her failures. Besides, the guilt and loss would only act like an anchor thrown from a Dragonship. Thoralian would find a way to turn her unshed burdens against her.
 
   All she needed to do was learn to fly through life unencumbered. Simple.
 
   Unbidden, her thoughts returned to the Shadow Dragon. Thou, my soul’s desire … Aranya bit her lip as his muzzle turned, singling her out amongst that great throng. Oh, great Islands, how had Ardan heard her murmur, inaudible as it was? She had spent weeks in that dungeon, trying to forget him. Now the awareness of his dark, ardent regard made her tingle inside, as though that deep fire breathed within her, gently radiant. Aranya could see only the shape of his muzzle, not his eyes, but the sense of connection between them caused heat to race from her belly, up her spine and explode into her face. Her scalp prickled. Her hair stirred, straining against its confining braids.
 
   Thou, he whispered to her soul.
 
   N-Noooo … she fled the fire in her mind, but the shadow was faster, trapping her just as he had ambushed her in the cave.
 
   She did not want to escape. Aranya bowed her head, shaking as that memory of the Shadow Dragon thundered through her mind. Broken promises; renewed vows. How could she find a way to be true to both?
 
   Later on, the evening was full of chatter, ideas and strategizing, argument and counter-argument, and all around, the sounds of troops singing, bantering and sharpening weapons. Ignathion, Beran, Ri’arion and Nak tossed viewpoints about as enthusiastically and warmly as the sparks flitting from their fire, while Aranya tried not to brood, nor to think too hard about Ardan and Kylara, who had departed with a cargo of six message hawks to fly ahead to Yorbik Island. Zuziana kept watch somewhere in the star-drenched skies above.
 
   Idly, Aranya scratched the base of Sapphire’s skull where the dragonet liked it best.
 
   Are you hungry, Sapphire?
 
   The dragonet did not open her blissfully shut eyes. Ari sad?
 
   I’m missing my Dragon–my Amethyst Dragon form.
 
   Dragon sleeping. Ari wake up?
 
   Aranya bit her lip. Mercy! I wish I knew how, Sapphire.
 
   Oyda, mending someone’s leather greaves, looked up. “Where’s your cousin, Aranya?”
 
   “Shaking those bushes over there with her husband,” said Nak, pointing with his cane.
 
   An activity she would never enjoy again. Aranya sighed. Perhaps she should become a monk. They were supposed to be masters of their mortal flesh. Since Beran had ordered the young couple not to stray too far, Nak’s prurient interest had an obvious target.
 
   “Your fires, Aranya,” Oyda warned, as the fire roared upward unexpectedly.
 
   “Not mine,” she replied. “Oh dear–”
 
   With a roar, the bushes exploded. Aranya was on her feet, running, when she cannoned off Prince Ta’armion. He came pelting out of the little thicket, trouser-less and dishevelled, shrieking, “Who hid a Dragon in my pillow-roll? Who?”
 
   “GRAAAGH!” snarled the Dragon in the bushes, rolling over and standing up.
 
   Aranya was about to hurdle a low boulder when she tripped over a large paw and landed nose-first in a patch of soft, damp soil. The Dragon stepped on her legs. What have you done with my mate?
 
   Lyriela, please. Calm down. You know me. The pressure eased, to her relief. You’ve transformed into a Dragon. We knew this would happen, dear cousin. We spoke about this.
 
   A Dragon? Help me!
 
   Shh, easy on the hackles there, girl. Aranya leaped to her feet, reaching up to pat Lyriela’s neck. By the mountains of Immadia, she was huge! Let’s take a look at you. She swallowed her fear. Oh, you are a beautiful beast. What lovely scales you have, Lyriela. Such pretty colours. Aye, four paws, perfect Dragon wings and a slender tail, and the most gorgeously magical pair of violet eyes I’ve ever seen.
 
   Lyriela subsided, almost purring at the compliments. Aranya stifled a giggle with a stern inner admonition. Warming up the new Dragoness’ fires now would help no-one.
 
   “Aye, by the mountains of Immadia, as some people might say,” said Nak, leaping to his feet to describe a bow that threatened to pitch him into the fire, “thy draconic finery doth outshine the very brilliance of the dawn. What awe and delight is mine!”
 
   Prince Ta’armion stuttered, “W-W-What? Have you all g-gone stark, raving mad?”
 
   “Petal, go fetch the poor man his trousers.”
 
   “Yes, Oyda.”
 
   When she returned, seconds later, the Prince was scanning the campsite, in a frantic state, exclaiming, “Where’s Lyriela? Who stole my darling wife? We were just in the middle of–” Oyda stepped on Nak’s foot to stop his snigger in its tracks “–well, we were just over there, when that creature–Aranya! Where’s that wretched girl? You played this trick on me once before. Twice is too much, I own!”
 
   “Here, o Prince,” said Aranya, holding out his trousers.
 
   “Thanks. What? That’s not you? Who is … oooooh, I don’t feel good. This was a nasty joke to play on a man of my delicate sensibilities.”
 
   Nak said, “Bah. You’ll be fine. Pass the wine, someone.”
 
   It was King Beran, of all people, who began to laugh–and once he started, the hilarity rippled around the circle. Aranya moved over to stand with her cousin, her fifty-foot, oh-so-Dragonish cousin, who seemed quite taken aback by the spectacle of all the Humans around the fire crying with laughter. Her scales were violet, a much lighter shade than Aranya’s rich amethyst, fading to a delicate white-purple on her belly and beneath her neck, and her form had a muscular sinuosity about it that made her movements decidedly hypnotic. Would that be Lyriela’s power, Aranya wondered? What powers would have transferred through their family’s lineage to her?
 
   Ignathion raised his water flask in salute. “Come and sit with us, Lyriela.”
 
   But I’m not wearing anything.
 
   You’re wearing your Dragon hide, said Aranya. Easy does it on the first step. You don’t want to squash any of us little people.
 
   “Oh, by the Great Dragon’s own fires,” groaned Prince Ta’armion, finally doing his sums and arriving at the right answer. “Aranya, I swear … you put your cousin up to this, didn’t you?”
 
   “No, Prince Ta’armion. You married into a family of Shapeshifters. What did you expect? Songbirds?”
 
   Last time he had been shocked by a Dragon’s transformation, in hardly less comical circumstances, the Prince had collapsed insensate. Now, he clutched at the shreds of his courage.
 
   “I do declare, upon my honour as a Prince of Fra’anior, she is a most resplendent beast,” he said, looking the Dragoness up and down. “Quite magnificent. I think this cheeky rebellion can be forgiven. First the scandalous trousers, now a Dragoness–you’ve had quite the day, Lyriela. Give your husband a kiss, my petal.”
 
   Lyriela stumbled forward and butted him so hard the Prince sat down abruptly. “Oof!”
 
   Sorry. A sweet smile curved her lips as Lyriela scooped up her husband in her forepaw. How about a cuddle, dear husband?
 
   “Save me!” wailed the Prince.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28: The Tears of War
 
    
 
   KylARA BIT HER quill pen in concentration. “I’ll have you know, writing isn’t my strength.”
 
   “No, but writing on peoples’ heads with your scimitar is.”
 
   “Your Dragon hide conceals the scar.”
 
   “Aren’t you lucky I’m still so pretty?” the Shadow Dragon chortled horribly, pressing his muzzle closer to Kylara. “Can I help?”
 
   “Stop breathing, you monstrous lump,” grunted the Warlord. “You’re scaring the birds and blowing my scrolleaf away.”
 
   “All the quicker to swoosh the birds over to Beran,” growled Ardan. “I’m sick of waiting.”
 
   “Fine. Tell me why you still make moon-eyes at Aranya.”
 
   “It’s called sympathy, Kylara. Pity, more like.”
 
   The Warlord slipped the rolled-up scrap of scrolleaf into the message pouch on the hawk’s left ankle. She made the signs for her instructions, holding an image of Beran’s Dragonship steadily in her mind. The bird cocked its head sideways, accepting the directions with a firm squawk.
 
   Kylara launched the hawk with a smooth sweep of her arm. “Fly true, my beauty.”
 
   The message would summon the fleet to Yorbik, the first stage in Beran’s plan. It appeared that Thoralian had concentrated his forces at the shipyards–as best they could tell, skulking through the night and flying a league and a half high by day. Thoralian intended to confront them at his stronghold, and did not care if Beran and Ignathion wasted time invading the rest of the enormous Island, thirty-one leagues tall by one hundred and nine wide. Seventy percent of the world’s known meriatite deposits were located at Yorbik, making it the most important Island north of the rift, bar Sylakia itself.
 
   Ardan wondered if Kylara had cooled toward him, and he toward her. Was she hinting that he should pursue the Immadian Princess? He could not, for he suspected that Aranya’s physical condition would become a source of bitterness and misery for her. No mind that she was the only one he desired–that did not figure in her noble self-sacrifice. His paws clenched painfully. Worst of all, he understood. He saw the hollowness in her eyes.
 
   This could not go on. How could he bring Aranya out of the place she had hidden herself?
 
   “Ready, Dragon,” said Kylara.
 
   “Let’s burn the heavens!” Coiling, the Dragon flung himself skyward like a dark thunderbolt, choked up with fury at Aranya’s helpless situation. Thoralian would answer for this.
 
   They spent the late afternoon and evening flying eastward around the top of Yorbik Island, bound for the fingers of Ferial. Ardan pushed hard, making over twenty leagues per hour as his restless energy and a truculent breeze combined to generate impressive speed and stamina. Far below, the tremendous olive-green hardwood forests of north-western Yorbik rolled by, and then a glimmer of reflected suns-shine announced the largest terrace lakes in the world, up to ten miles wide in places.
 
   As for the shipyards? All was still. Thoralian conducted his preparations under a shroud of secrecy–or, as Ri’arion had suggested, a magical shield. Ardan did not have the skills to penetrate it, nor did he want to alert Thoralian by making the attempt.
 
   Ardan, squinting ahead to Ferial, suddenly cried, “I see a battle!”
 
   “Drat,” said Kylara. “I was so enjoying the hours of uninterrupted flying.” Packing away the flags with which she had planned to signal Commander Darron, the Warlord pulled out her Fra’aniorian warrior bow instead. “Roaring rajals, I do love a good weapon!” she enthused, testing the draw. “How many Dragons, Ardan?”
 
   “At least two Reds, and a fleet of ten Dragonships flying the Sylakian windroc.”
 
   “Huh. A dinnertime snack for you, isn’t it?”
 
   The Shadow Dragon surged through the air. “We’ve a ways to go yet. Let’s ambush them.”
 
   “Ooh, are you planning to imitate a nice fluffy cloud? I’ve always imagined you like that, Ardan.”
 
   Ardan wished she would save the insults for when they were closer to the enemy, when he could release the fire boiling inside him. Kylara was right. A cloud would be perfect. Honing his Shadow power, Ardan began to build his illusion, an idea which the Fra’aniorian monk had floated by him, briefly, before they left the fleet.
 
   “Let me light the fire-pot before you make your attack, alright?” said Kylara, checking her armour. She clipped two braces of arrows in place. The monks had come up with the innovation of arrow-clips, ensuring that no arrows would be lost during flying upside-down or other Dragonish hijinks.
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Two slow, fat Reds, supported by two of the new-technology Dragonships Zuziana had described, were giving Darron’s forces a pounding. Slow and fat hardly counted when those Reds were armoured with Dragon scales and possessed fire attacks that rivalled his own fireballs. Ardan described the dangerous dirigibles to Kylara, meantime, flexing and retracting his talons. Remember Aranya. Remember her face. He would have no trouble burning the heavens today, for the Dragonsong of retribution wailed within him, producing its own peculiar form of madness.
 
   The Shadow Dragon revelled in the power of muscles fed by a triple-heart cardiovascular system, taking great gulps of air to supply the needed oxygen and angling his wings to maximise the forward thrust as he aimed for a position high above the clash.
 
   If the Sylakian or Immadian forces saw a cloud diving vertically from the face of the Jade moon at over forty leagues per hour, they did not respond in time. Ardan aimed at one of the Red Dragons. The luckless Red had begun to turn, sensing danger, when Ardan crashed into his neck with an accompanying thrust of his hind feet, taking the full impact through his heels. Even a fully-grown Dragon’s neck could not survive that impact. Crack! The vertebrae splintered, killing the Red instantly.
 
   “I AM ARDAN!” bellowed the Shadow Dragon.
 
   He hurled himself at the Dragonships.
 
   “Fireball left,” rapped Kylara. Ardan barrel-rolled instantly, letting the fire pass between his outstretched wings. Then he passed out of the other Red’s range, closing in on the Sylakian Dragonships before the catapult engineers could do more than catch their breath in horror.
 
   “Taking the port shot,” said the Warlord.
 
   The bowstring twanged sharply; such an innocuous, musical sound presaging what came next. KAARRAABLAM! Bits of Dragonship rained out of the sky.
 
   No need for flags, Ardan thought, banking away from the resulting fireball. The Immadians could harbour no doubt as to whose side he was on. As if responding to his thoughts, signals flashed and bells clanged urgently on the Immadian Dragonships, signalling the attack.
 
   “Nice,” he grinned. “I’m going to like that Commander.”
 
   “Shut the trap and worry about that other Dragon.”
 
   “Coming around, Rider.” Ardan swore as four crossbow quarrels stitched holes in his left hindquarters. “Flying monkey droppings, they’re fast.”
 
   “Stop bleating! Your fireballs aren’t for toasting bread.”
 
   That had the needed effect. Ardan’s roar stupefied the Sylakians. He followed up with a raging fireball that expanded to well over thirty feet wide. With such power, he had no need of good aim. His roiling fireball skimmed the nose of the new-technology Dragonship, setting it afire, and splashed liberally against the Sylakian vessel directly beyond it.
 
   Ardan saluted the blasts with a withering round of laughter. Then he was menacing the Dragonships and the remaining Red, hounding them as if he were a huge black rajal scattering a herd of slow-moving ralti sheep, sweeping through the field of fire as the battle closed in, vessels from both sides grappling and pounding each other with catapult-shot and six-foot quarrels, until Kylara suddenly thumped him on the shoulder, crying that the green flag had been run aloft.
 
   The Shadow Dragon alighted on the platform of Commander Darron’s flagship, making the dirigible groan and sink. “I’ll transform.”
 
   “You’ll do nothing so stupid!” rapped his Rider.
 
   “Aye, the crossbow bolts.” She had saved him again.
 
   Kylara slapped his shoulder appreciatively. “Four feet of metal stuck in my Dragon’s rear end isn’t an issue, but as a man, that might be awkward.”
 
   Then she slid down his flank, braking with her boots, before taking the leap onto his knee and from there, another hop to the ground. Ardan glanced over at the welcoming committee climbing aloft to meet them. The first man had to be Commander Darron, from Zip’s description.
 
   “Ardan, listen,” said Kylara. “When I give the command, use your Shadow power. I’ll pull those quarrels out–that’ll save you the cutting.”
 
   “Aye, but not the bleeding,” said the grizzled Immadian. “I’m Commander Darron. We’re grateful for the help.”
 
   “Kylara, Warlord of Yanga Island,” said the Dragon Rider, making to clasp forearms in the Isles way, only to have her palm kissed and fingers blown upon. Ardan was surprised to see her blush. “Er … well, we shake like this, Commander. The Shadow Dragon is Ardan, also a Western Isles warrior.”
 
   “I see they grow puny Dragons in the Isles,” said Darron. “Are you double Aranya’s size, Ardan?”
 
   He rumbled, “More than that.”
 
   “We had intelligence. Aranya and Yolathion were captured–”
 
   “It’s a long tale, Commander,” said Kylara. “Thoralian had them both tortured. Aranya is alive but can’t summon her Dragon, and Yolathion is dying.”
 
   “Sorry to hear that. Come down, we’ll speak,” said Darron. “When will King Beran move against Thoralian?”
 
   “Yesterday,” said Kylara and Ardan, together.
 
   A Dragonish smile curved the Commander’s lips. Ardan could almost imagine the fangs as he snarled, “And not a day too soon. I’ve a hankering to beard that so-called Emperor in his den.” To the man who had climbed up behind him, he barked, “Sub-Commander Urgon–round up those Sylakian Dragonships, would you, and drop our captives off at Ferial Island.”
 
   “Aye, Commander!”
 
   The Shadow Dragon growled appreciatively, “Aye indeed. We’ll brief you, Commander, and then we need to sneak off to Yorbik. Thoralian’s about to discover he’s built his throne on top of a live volcano.”
 
   Darron looked to the southern horizon as though he could see all the way into Thoralian’s lair, deep beneath the shipyards of Yorbik. “At last, the endgame has begun. Tremble, Thoralian. Your doom is upon you.”
 
   * * * *
 
   At the hour of midnight, the fleet passed over the western shore of Yorbik Island, bound for the shipyards. Once more, King Beran’s group of advisors was gathered in his forward navigation cabin, but this time, for a purpose different from the endless councils of war which had preoccupied them on the journey over from Horness Cluster. Yolathion’s death-rattle down the corridor made that purpose as clear as crysglass. Chikkan said he would not last another hour.
 
   Aranya bowed to Ignathion and Jia-Llonya, masking the turmoil in her heart with a diplomatic Princess-expression. Belatedly, she realised they could not see what was hidden beneath her face-veil. “I will try to transform in the common area. Bring him to me there. Ri’arion, Zip?”
 
   “We’ll help,” said Zuziana.
 
   Nak nodded. “After that, I’ll have you in the bathtub, Princess.”
 
   There was no trace of ribaldry in his tone. Nak had been treating her with a kind of forlorn gallantry, like a priceless, cracked vase. Aranya preferred the old Nak to this one.
 
   Aranya pushed herself to her feet. The corridor struck her as a kind of Last Walk. Her Amethyst Dragon was close–faint, but detectable. Ri’arion had outlined the dangers with typically brusque honesty. Should the transformation fail, Yolathion would certainly die, and the Immadian Princess would likely follow in her mother’s footsteps.
 
   Ahead of her, Ri’arion and Zuziana walked with clasped hands. The Princess of Immadia clenched her fists. She must not dwell on it.
 
   She turned to Jia-Llonya. “I might need to say a few … things, to Yolathion.”
 
   The Jeradian girl raised her hand as if to capture Aranya’s unstated meaning in her palm. “Do whatever you think is necessary. I’ve no wish to sharpen a scimitar on your skull.”
 
   Aranya winced. “Thanks, Jia.”
 
   “This is going to sound weird, Aranya, but–” Jia sucked in a sharp breath “–I’m not a doctor, right? I know my limitations. Just these last few days, however, something about Chikkan has started to bother me. As in, I’m not convinced he knows what he’s talking about.”
 
   “Oh?” The Princess pushed this to the side of her mind, having more important things to focus on. “Let me think about that.”
 
   “All being well, Ardan and Kylara should be approaching the shipyards around now,” said King Beran. “Let’s hope Thoralian sleeps well this night. Or badly, if you prefer.” He coughed out a laugh. “And, from tomorrow, wrapped in eternal darkness.”
 
   Jokes that fell upon her mood like sparks upon tinder.
 
   Beran took her hand. “Walk with me, Sparky.”
 
   The common area, which housed the apparatus for manually driving the meriatite turbines which the soldiers fondly termed the ‘back-breaker’–Aranya hated the irony of that name–had been cleared. She inhaled as deeply as she was able. Right. No partial transformations. To her surprise, the Nameless Man and the Remoyan Princess joined hands with her.
 
   Ri’arion closed his eyes. “Open your mind, Princess.”
 
   Strength flooded into her almost instantaneously. Can he afford this? Aranya asked Zip.
 
   He says he must afford it. Now, transform.
 
   Many times, when driven to exhaustion or extremity, Aranya had found a transformation subtly more difficult than when she was well rested. Now, she wrestled with her fears. She searched within for the courage to summon her Dragon. The connection, so weak. The magic, showing only the faintest glimmer of life. Yet this would bring her one step closer to Ardan. One step closer to being able to confront Thoralian with real power at her command.
 
   Aranya began to strip off her clothing, before pulling up with a curt inward rebuke. Yolathion was dying! Who was she to wait? Aranya wrenched herself past the point of no return.
 
   A long, deep groan escaped her lips. Dredging up her magic from the most enigmatic recesses of her being, Aranya drew the Amethyst Dragon close, welcoming her to her old abode; yet should the wavering magic give way to nothingness … she quashed that idea. She could afford no self-doubt now.
 
   Usually, a transformation proceeded at the speed of thought. This time it took an eternity, lingering in a quasi-complete state that threatened to become her new reality. More! More! Aranya mined deeper, despairing. Remember Izariela! Remember the Star Dragon, leading her home. Fra’anior, roaring at her … Thoralian’s gimlet-eyed enjoyment of her pain … the storm, surrounding her with elemental power. And that was where she found the power to break what needed to be broken, to burn away the last effects of the drugs and the magic-suppressing Lavanias collar, and to trigger her beguiling, transformative power.
 
   Solidity!
 
   Dragon-Aranya’s first exhalation was a thunderclap.
 
   Zip pushed away from the wall, rubbing her ears. “Roaring rajals–well, we have a Dragon! My darling, petal, you’re back.”
 
   Aranya stared at her paws. Oh, the faithful replication. Her scales were raddled and uneven–but undeniably a Dragon’s scales. And her magic was present, thrumming faintly in her veins as her triple Dragon-hearts took up their work. There was an expanding sensation, a knowledge of multiple stomachs and flight and deep wells of magic, of secret Dragon lore collected in the recesses of her mind, a crashing in of feedback from the ultra-sensitive senses of a Dragon, as if all was new and glorious, a world painted in fresh, vibrant colours … and oh! The scent of her friends, so well-remembered! A soft bugle of joy escaped her lips, swiftly stifled.
 
   She had much to accomplish. Joy was premature.
 
   Ignathion and Jia-Llonya brought the stretcher into the room and laid the young man down before her.
 
   “Yolathion,” she whispered.
 
   The Dragoness loomed over the Jeradian, taking in his condition with a Dragon’s eye for detail. As if stormy thunderheads swelled within her being, dark and distended with wind and hail, so her sorrow took form and developed. Poor, broken Yolathion. Bloody spittle flecked his lips. His cheeks, grey and sunken, moulded to his cheekbones as though a death’s-head had already begun to emerge from his dying flesh. The monks’ power had been insufficient to sustain him.
 
   Aranya drew in a deep, shuddering breath, and said, “Yolathion, you did nothing to deserve this. It’s wrong. If you ever wondered, I did forgive you for throwing me off the Last Walk, for by doing your duty, you became an unwitting tool of destiny. I loved you dearly, with your silly Jeradian poetry and your handsome smile, and your character which knew no bending. We can all forgive you for seeking a solution that would keep your family alive. It was foolish, aye, but in a sweet, misguided way.”
 
   She dared not look at Jia-Llonya as she eulogised the still-living. There was a tingling in her cheeks, a feeling akin to grit lodged in the corners of her eyes. Aranya recalled weeping for Zuziana. She clasped that feeling to her breast.
 
   Give me strength, Izariela, to walk this road, even if it’s the wrong one for Yolathion. Grant him strength. Restore that which was lost.
 
   “Now, Yolathion, you must live,” she said. “There’s one here who loves you more than I ever will, who would move the Islands but for your smile. Live for her. Live joyously.”
 
   Aranya raised a talon to her eye, bringing away a tiny, glistening drop. One drop from each eye, no larger than a Human tear, but this was pure, distilled Amethyst Dragon power. So little? It would have to suffice.
 
   Stretched out her paw, Aranya said, “Open his mouth.”
 
   Jia-Llonya pressed against Yolathion’s clenched teeth. “He won’t.”
 
   “Here.” With great care, Aranya inserted the tip of her talon between his teeth and twisted slightly, opening a quarter-inch gap. She tilted her paw. The shining droplet hesitated, as if having second thoughts of its own, before trickling down to vanish into his mouth.
 
   She repeated the operation with her left foreclaw, and stepped back.
 
   “What now?” asked Ignathion, his eyes agleam.
 
   Yolathion’s throat worked. He took a shallow, labouring breath, and then lay still. No rattle from his chest. No pulse apparent in his neck. Utter, deathly silence enveloped the room. The Amethyst Dragon thought she saw a strange light rising from his body. A vision, or was this a man’s soul taking flight upon the winds of the Island-World?
 
   Jia-Llonya pressed her knuckles against her mouth, stifling her sobs. Ignathion moved to place his arm around her, his massive shoulders hunched over with sorrow. “Is my son … is he …”
 
   “No,” said Aranya, shivering. “Look. It has begun.”
 
   Magic, luminous beneath his skin. Yolathion gulped air, his chest creaking like a blacksmith’s leather bellows.
 
   He lived again.
 
   * * * *
 
   In the pale first light of the dawn following Aranya’s administration of the Dragon tears, the morning of their assault on Yorbik Island, Zuziana stared at her friend. “What the … Aranya? Is that you?”
 
   “Nothing like a dye bath, Western Isles armour and a new hairstyle for disguise, is there?”
 
   If Ardan were here …
 
   Stow it, Zip-Zap. Indecent but effective is Nak’s motto. And the dye hides the worst of my blemishes.
 
   “I’ll bet Nak declared himself well pleased with the result. Mount up, Rider.”
 
   Zuziana craned her neck curiously as the now dark-skinned Princess of Immadia, clad in brief body armour, hair dyed black and braided tightly to her scalp, mounted up. Uncanny! She was far too skinny for a Western Isles warrior, all bone and sinew and a neat double row of abdominal muscles, but still–unless Thoralian’s magic could penetrate the disguise, no-one would know who her Rider was. Nak was full of surprises.
 
   From the edge of the Dragonship’s upper platform, King Beran saluted them. “Fly strong and true, Dragon and Riders.”
 
   Aranya mounted up behind Ri’arion in Zip’s double Dragon Rider saddle. Part of her wished her father would worry less, but it might be helped if he had a daughter who caused a heap less trouble. The monk twitched at her soft chuckle behind him.
 
   “I asked Ri’arion to find the Pygmy bow for you,” said Zuziana, as the monk passed it to her. “I don’t understand, Aranya. It’s a less substantial weapon than the Fra’aniorian bows.”
 
   “But it’s just as powerful, I can reload quicker, and the lack of length helps if I have to switch sides,” said Aranya. “But mostly, I like the association with the Pygmy Dragon. I’ve seen her–in a vision, at least, and Fra’anior did tell me to seek the Onyx.”
 
   “Waving a Pygmy bow about isn’t going to satisfy the Great Dragon.”
 
   Aranya scowled at Ri’arion’s dour certainty. “Then I’ll just smack you over the head with it, shall I? Let’s burn the heavens, Dragon.”
 
   The Azure Dragon chose to launch off a smooth three step run-up, flexing her flight muscles so powerfully that her Riders were pressed back against her spine-spikes. She felt Aranya wriggling about, checking her weapons, double-checking her straps and buckles, plucking the bowstring restively. She felt the same way. Always, before battle, the back of her throat felt dry and a dull headache would develop, which vanished as soon as the action began.
 
   Her gaze zoomed in on the crowded sky above the shipyard.
 
   Do you want to see what I see, Aranya?
 
   I’d be grateful.
 
   Aranya’s mental touch was much less formidable than Ri’arion’s, but far more mysterious and nuanced, to Zuziana’s surprise. She knew Ri’arion had been working hard with her friend. The touch of Aranya’s mind was deft, silk to the monk’s steel, depthless and ever-shifting, reminding her of nothing more than the changeable vapours above Fra’anior’s caldera.
 
   Oh mercy … oh, Zip. How many Dragonships?
 
   I make it over two hundred, said Ri’arion. And if I read the situation correctly, I’d expect more surprises from inside Thoralian’s pit. That’s where he’s hiding, I’m convinced.
 
   Zip’s Dragon-sight brought the shipyards into sharp relief. A towering stack of Dragonships drifted above the hills to the height of a league. At least thirty of the vessels had Dragons resting atop of them–Dragons too fat to fly, or just resting until they were needed. She narrowed her eyes. Those catapult emplacements had not grown any smaller or less numerous, nor had the ground defences done anything less than multiply in every conceivable direction, sprawling over the surrounding hillsides, manned in uncountable numbers by Sylakian troops. Ten thousand crimson robes? Twelve? They covered the ground like a bloody tide.
 
   The ground forces, led by Kylara, had already been deployed the previous evening under cover of darkness, and had spent the night making a forced march to the shipyards.
 
   Do you think Ardan made it inside? Aranya asked, through the mind-meld.
 
   Ri’arion shook his head. Thoralian’s too tricky for that, I judge. But do I see Commander Darron’s fleet flying in from the north, Zip?
 
   Aye. Ardan and Kylara must have reached them. And our Western Isles friends and Jeradian troops should be down there somewhere.
 
   “Then it’s time to knock on the Sylakian door,” said the monk.
 
   “I’d prefer to kick it in,” said Zip. “Fire arrows at the ready, Riders. Let’s go pick a quarrel.”
 
   “And groan at the terrible pun,” said Aranya.
 
   The Azure Dragoness made no attempt at concealment, flying straight for the stack of Sylakian Dragonships, high enough to take the ground emplacements out of the equation. Behind her, two oil pots caught aflame. The tailwind arising from Aranya’s storm brought the smell of smoke curling into nostrils. Zip gathered her power. To think she had once been just another child in the vast Remoyan royal brood, a petite Princess chosen largely for her lack of distinction, to be Remoy’s hostage in the Tower of Sylakia.
 
   Now she soared as free as the winds.
 
   She said, “Thank you for making me a Dragon, Aranya.”
 
   Her friend chuckled in surprise. “You started the war on Sylakia. It was your idea.”
 
   “Who burgled the Tower first?”
 
   “Fine. Can we at least agree to share the blame?”
 
   Zuziana accelerated to attack speed, over thirty leagues per hour. The Dragonships waited. They rocked on the breeze, but did not otherwise move, trusting in their massed firepower to down a lone Dragon.
 
   “Shield,” said Ri’arion.
 
   The Azure Dragon screamed a wild, ululating challenge.
 
   * * * *
 
   Every hair on Aranya’s arms and neck stood to attention as the Dragoness voiced her challenge. Such bestial hostility! With the benefit of Dragon sight, she saw the engineers readying their weapons, heard the rising shriek of the meriatite engines as they poured steam into the explosive gas canisters feeding the new-technology catapults. Through the mind-meld, she and Ri’arion picked targets at the speed of thought–the new dirigibles, of course, and ones with Dragons resting on top of them.
 
   They were in for a flaming surprise.
 
   Aranya swallowed. Approaching a battle of this magnitude in her Human form gave her a wholly new appreciation of her Dragon’s power. She felt antlike. The firepower massed against them was immense, far greater even than the fleet which had assailed Immadia. New, more powerful technology. Ground emplacements manned by over ten thousand troops. Thirty Dragons were ranged against them, and Thoralian himself lurked somewhere.
 
   She remembered the soul-chilling blast of his breath, of his evil delight in her predicament. Could she find a way of bringing that lizard low and stealing his secrets? Otherwise, Izariela was as good as dead. Should it come down to a choice between Thoralian’s death and her mother’s doom … Aranya only prayed she would be steadfast of purpose. The Sylakian Emperor had to be destroyed, no matter the cost. But please, oh please, by all the powers that existed, let Izariela not die by her paw.
 
   Aranya steeled herself inwardly, drawing together and shaping the threads of her power. Forget what was past. Only this moment mattered, the hour that she must embrace the destiny for which she had been formed in the womb, and had chosen to make her own. She must stand against evil in all its forms, and defeat it.
 
   As they approached firing range, Aranya steadied her bow. It took courage to trust in Zip’s shield, but she could see and appreciate the construct in the two minds holding it steady. A double shell to protect against fire and flying objects. Unbelievably clever, the physics behind the shield having a simplicity that bespoke hundreds of years of refinement.
 
   The crossbows discharged their loads almost simultaneously. Perhaps two or three hundred metal quarrels hissed through the fresh dawn air, homing in on the Azure Dragon. They pinged off the shield with the sound of hail plinking against crysglass.
 
   The Princess of Immadia drew the flaming arrow back to her ear, and let fly. A true shot.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Jubilant, her cry imitated a Dragon’s bugle, but Aranya knew her voice was raspy and her lungs weakened by the pox. She could not even raise a decent shout. Who cared? That subtracted one Dragonship and one Dragon from Sylakia’s tally. Just a few hundred dirigibles to go. Ri’arion’s shot plugged in the armour of his target, perhaps striking a stanchion. He muttered something acerbic, slapping another arrow to the string. Aranya rode Zip’s slight course correction, lining up her second shot to destroy a new-technology Dragonship even as it discharged a load of shrapnel across their path. Again, a patter like hail tapping against their shield.
 
   Untamed, joyous Dragon-laughter rose above the alarms clanging on the Sylakian Dragonships as they belatedly realised they had a real battle on their hands; that the Azure Dragon was neither suicidal nor feral, but truly dangerous. Zip unleashed two fireballs. One missed, but the electrical discharge of the second sparked across two Dragonships, igniting them with a double explosion. Dragon fire turned their world orange. Although they were shielded, the blast rocked them violently. Aranya felt the strain through the shield. Ah. It was not inexhaustible.
 
   The Pygmy bow sang its note again, sending another flaming arrow speeding to its target.
 
   “Dragons from the sinkhole!” called Ri’arion, returning fire for fire.
 
   Aranya saw Dragons pouring from the darkness of the sinkhole, sleeker, more agile Dragons–so many! Two dozen? Three? Her heart lurched into a gallop. How could they possibly prevail against so many? Even with Lyriela’s help, if she transformed, they would be just four Dragons against this horde.
 
   Suddenly, the ground beneath one of the catapult emplacements just east of the sinkhole, erupted. The Shadow Dragon! Now, Thoralian would pay.
 
   “Let the battle commence,” Aranya whispered.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29: The Shipyards of Yorbik
 
    
 
   Roaring a mighty challenge, Ardan cracked the earth asunder as he oriented on the Dragons issuing from the sinkhole. As he had overheard, Thoralian had been hiding some of his Dragons underground. Their task was to hunt for Aranya. While a mysterious force or shield had denied him access to their caves, King Beran had assumed as much, and prepared a backup plan. Four alternative plans, in fact.
 
   Ardan’s fireball lanced into the fluttering horde, spinning two Dragons into a crash-landing on the far side of the gigantic sinkhole. He set the nearest catapult emplacement on fire, and then dived beneath the soil.
 
   Ha! Fight this, you herd of flying sheep!
 
   The sensation of moving through rock was like pressing through incredibly viscous water. Ardan passed through the basal rock for several hundred feet before surging to the surface.
 
   SURPRISE! He ambushed a slow-to-rise Red from beneath, blasting a hole in his belly. The Dragons scattered with wild howls.
 
   To me! Gurdurion the Brown rallied them with a cry. Find Aranya, Karathion. I and my brothers shall hunt this Shadow beast.
 
   At once, the Dragon force split in two. Massive, stolid Karathion led his group of over a dozen Dragons skyward, aiming for the Azure Dragoness and her Riders, who were pounding the Dragonships with shot after shot. Gurdurion, accompanied by five other Brown Dragons, four Greens and a gaggle of Reds, turned toward Ardan with ominous intent. He could not mistake the expression on Gurdurion’s face. The Brown Dragon had a plan, and it involved a Shadow Dragon’s demise.
 
   They would have to find him first. Ardan dived underground, rippling through soil and rock with equal ease. If he had thought as a warrior he was made for this, then as a Dragon, it was a truth magnified a hundred times over. Three hundred yards on, he broached the surface like a trout hooked by a fisherman, changing direction, ambushing soldiers and catapults from beneath, spraying the fire-hose of his fury about him with an indiscriminate appetite for destruction, creating the exact chaos Beran had envisaged. He sensed the Dragons spreading out above him, trying to track his progress. No mind. Ardan ambushed an unwary khaki-coloured Green, snapping his neck with a shake of his mighty jaws.
 
   This is for Naphtha Cluster! Ardan thundered, spraying scales out of his mouth. Bounding atop a crossbow emplacement, he broke the machine off its foundations and squashed the engineers manning it, before darting back to his rocky abode. Now he snuck to the west, to help forge a path for Kylara’s troops, who awaited King Beran’s signal to commence the ground assault.
 
   Ardan broke earth and rock with his back, throwing entire Hammers of troops into disarray. Stupid men. They thought they could wait in orderly squads? He hosed them down with fire, changing their colour from crimson to flaming orange.
 
   Artistic. Aranya would appreciate that.
 
   Sensing Gurdurion’s stalking presence, Ardan turned his tail up and nose-dived for safety. To his shock, something seized him by the tail and stopped him dead in his tracks.
 
   He was trapped! He could not move!
 
   * * * *
 
   The Shadow Dragon’s panicked bellow shattered Aranya’s concentration. She tried to scan the ground. No … Sha’aldior? Where are you?
 
   She saw as if through his eyes, his tail and left wing trapped somehow by solid spars of rock which would not yield to his Shadow power, Gurdurion and his kin above, preparing to rain fire and acid down upon him. Zip! Quick, Ardan’s trapped!
 
   Tossing their plans to the winds, Zuziana folded her wings and dived. That took trust, Aranya realised. The Dragoness reacted before she had assessed the situation. Ri’arion, cool as always despite their abrupt descent, fired burning arrows into two more Dragonships, piercing the armour and setting them ablaze. Then he clipped his bow into its saddle-holster, and drew his enormous blade–avowedly, his favourite weapon.
 
   Ri’arion said, Zip. I know what to do. I’ll help the Shadow Dragon. Shield him. You two distract Gurdurion.
 
   Please don’t leave me–
 
   You have Aranya, who’s better suited to the meld with you than I will ever be. Fly strong and true, my beloved. Be safe.
 
   With a scream of rage, Zuziana fired a double lightning-bolt down into the melee which had developed around the Shadow Dragon, with beast after beast lining up to take their shots at him. Two Brown Dragons dropped, dead. Aranya fired as fast as she could put arrows to the string, driving her sharpened, magic-enhanced Fra’aniorian arrows deep into Dragon hide and muscle. Should she transform now? Was this the time?
 
   No, said Zip. Trust Ri’arion. Follow the plan.
 
   Great Islands, Ardan’s gone feral, Aranya gasped. Oh no, this is something else …
 
   A monstrous, dark power gripped the Dragons swarming around Ardan and rattled them, smashed them together, flung them against the ground with irresistible force. Aranya could not see it properly. Shadow hands? A Dragon boasting the many heads of Fra’anior? Was this the Shadow beast they had feared, the devourer of Dragons? Whatever it was, it required an enormous output of magic, Aranya realised. His darkness had a real, visceral power. Faster than she could credit, a dozen of Gurdurion’s kin fell, stunned or killed, she could not tell which. But Gurdurion shielded himself somehow, and alighted near the Shadow Dragon.
 
   The rest of the Dragons streamed upward, angling for the Azure Dragoness, eyeing her with blistering fury.
 
   Where is Aranya? Where’s the Amethyst Dragon? one of the Red Dragons roared. Bring her out so that we can destroy her!
 
   The ground leaped toward them at a dizzying pace.
 
   Turn now, Ri’arion pulsed through the mental link. He launched off Zuziana’s back, the centrifugal force flinging him downward as though he had been shot by a catapult. The monk raised his huge sword above his head, arms locked in position, turning himself into a steely Human arrow.
 
   Aranya began to warn, Dragon–
 
   Zip fired a fireball at the intercepting Red Dragon’s head, a direct strike. He missed his swipe at Ri’arion by mere inches. Then Zip was dodging, jinking, fighting her way through the massed Dragons, desperate for free air. Numerous fireball strikes drained her shield’s energy. An enormous Green Dragon clouted her sideways, and his acid attack seared Zip’s wingtip as she whizzed by.
 
   Breaking free, they raced westward toward Beran’s Dragonship fleet, just a league away now and closing fast.
 
   Aranya felt as though she were sinking into Zip. She was the Dragon. The Dragon was her. Their thoughts and reactions melded perfectly, as though they were one whole being, and she saw and knew everything that Zuziana was doing. There was no conflict, but rather, an awareness of a fluid and mutable partnership, rich and nuanced, and of a new alignment of potentials and powers. Could they share knowledge, she wondered? Draw on each other’s magic? Discover Dragon powers in each other and bring them to life?
 
   These reflections occupied a fraction of a second.
 
   Zuziana-Aranya looked at Gurdurion as the flying monk collided with him. Ri’arion speared viciously between his ribs, just behind the main flight muscles, the force of his fall thrusting the entire length of the sword and his arms beyond the elbows into the Brown Dragon’s heart. The Brown’s head snapped up, jaws agape.
 
   Ahead, the Immadian fleet signalled the ground assault. Flick to the pursuing Dragons. Thirteen in all, led by a vast, regal Red Dragoness whose wingspan, had to measure one hundred and twenty feet if an inch, and beside her, a Green male who topped even that. A certain family likeness struck her …
 
   The Immadian gasped, Ja’arrion and Va’assia!
 
   * * * *
 
   Ardan knew only that the pain had stopped. He was so weak! Head drooping, he faced the Brown Dragon across the short space that separated them.
 
   Gurdurion readied his power. I don’t suppose you’d want to say a few words before I place a rock in each of your hearts?
 
   Whap! The Brown Dragon shuddered as though kicked by a giant boot. A man bounced off his back, dazed, rolling to his feet by instinct alone. Ri’arion! His shoulder hung at an awkward angle, dislocated.
 
   Gurdurion reared up, clawing at his side where Ardan saw he had been wounded. The Brown’s muzzle opened to scream, but no sound emerged. Suddenly, the force holding him vanished and his wing and tail became his own once more, although both places still felt strange. Ardan pounded forward to sink his claws into Gurdurion’s chest, slashing his second heart to pieces. The Brown slumped, mortally wounded.
 
   Ardan, my friend. Welcome back. Thoralian’s voice echoed in his mind. Where are you hiding Aranya? I’ve been looking forward to our reunion.
 
   The shaven-headed monk dashed over to Ardan. “Reject him.”
 
   The Shadow Dragon shuttered his mind.
 
   How very clever, said Thoralian. You’ve learned a few basics. Where are you hiding Aranya–Sha’aldior? Tell me!
 
   On the Azure Dragon’s back, Ardan replied, before clamping his jaw. His mental voice shut off simultaneously. How had Thoralian done that? Some sneaky magic …
 
   How could he alert Aranya? She must already see Karathion’s Dragonwing hunting her. Nevertheless, he spoke briefly to the soul-fire dancing within him. They know where you are, Aranya.
 
   It would have to be enough. He had no time to waste.
 
   “Get me aboard!” rapped the monk. “I can help.”
 
   “You don’t have any weapons.”
 
   Ri’arion’s glare seared like Dragon fire. “Aye, because I left my sword in a Dragon’s heart. I am the Nameless Man. My weapons are unseen.” And he threw up a shield, deflecting a putrid green blob of Dragon acid.
 
   The Shadow Dragon wasted not a second more. Scooping the monk into his paw, he tossed him up onto his shoulder. “Hold on, Nameless Man. We need to clear a path for Beran’s troops.”
 
   Ardan felt magic prickling his scales as he leaped into the air. Here was Ri’arion’s mental touch, telling him it was a shield, that he need no longer fear fire or arrow. He had no saddle, but he felt the monk tying himself to the spine-spike behind him with an elongated leather belt. Beran’s meticulous preparations, he realised, feeling a surge of gratitude toward Aranya’s father. Smart man. Always working the strategies down to the least detail.
 
   Three fireballs cleared them a path through the remaining Dragons. Ardan rose beneath the Sylakian Dragonship fleet, picking his next target, a cluster of crossbow emplacements on a nearby hill.
 
   “Shall we mind-meld?” asked Ri’arion. “I’ve worked on a subordinate, slightly separated model. We’d share thoughts but not pain, and you’ll make your own decisions without interference from me.”
 
   Ardan nodded. “Agreed.”
 
   “Tail?”
 
   “Gurdurion’s turned some part of it into stone.”
 
   “Don’t hit anything, or you could crack your tail off,” Ri’arion advised.
 
   The monk’s mind touched Ardan’s. Here I am. Let’s invite each other in, as we practised.
 
   I see Kylara, said the Shadow Dragon.
 
   As the first light of a twin-suns dawn warmed the hilltops surrounding Yorbik’s shipyards, a dark tide rose as if leaching up from the ground. Ardan saw a wave of Western Isles warriors and Jeradians pouring down the hills from the west, with many Fra’aniorian monks in close support. The trained warriors would never have fought in this way before, except in the manoeuvres they had briefly hammered out at Horness. As they stormed toward the brand new, fifteen-foot defensive wall fronted by a ditch of equal depth which Thoralian had constructed as his outer layer of defence, the monks swung into action, levitating the warriors over the barrier in enormous, hundred-foot bounds. Arrows rained down on the defenders as King Beran’s force soared overhead. Then they were down, running, the giant Jeradians swinging their heavy hammers and the Western Isles warriors slicing like shadowy daggers into the massed Hammers of Sylakian troops. The monks wielded their fiery, spectral magic-swords and blasted dust and stones into their enemies’ faces.
 
   The two armies smashed together with a crash that echoed off the hills. The units of Sylakian Hammers crumpled in dozens of places.
 
   “Kylara’s going to be annoyed if we help her troops,” said Ardan, swooping low.
 
   Ri’arion laughed hungrily. “Then let’s annoy her as best we’re able.”
 
   * * * *
 
   As they fled from the chasing Dragons, Aranya called over her shoulder, Ja’arrion and Va’assia, join us! Thoralian is the enemy.
 
   Thoralian is our master, returned the flight of Dragons, in perfect, chilling concert. Their power was telling–Zip was quick, but the bigger Dragons were catching up fast.
 
   “We can’t reach them verbally,” said Zip. “What’s the plan, Aranya? Reveal yourself?”
 
   “The plan is not to drop a dozen enemy Dragons on my Dad!”
 
   “Agreed. Then up we go.”
 
   Aranya understood. The Azure Dragoness stood on her tail, rocketing up into the open, cloudless expanse, while bringing them close enough to the Sylakian fleet so that they would attract the right sort of attention. Quarrels. Metal shards. Nets. The perfect medicine for a pursuing Dragonwing. Zip glanced back to check the pursuit. Through her friend’s eyes, Aranya saw that the Dragon leading the charge was a magnificent, grass-green Dragon with a delicate orange underbelly, and deeper orange details around his eye-ridges, muzzle, wings and underbelly–Ja’arrion.
 
   Great Islands, what a beast! Her uncle. Another of Thoralian’s captives.
 
   Zuziana swung her gaze forward again, depriving Aranya of a vision in which the Green Dragon turned against the Sylakians. How to break through to those Shapeshifter Dragons, the Immadian wondered? Could they succeed in stealing them from Thoralian, whose mental power seemed to hold them in a kind of hypnosis? Use Ri’arion’s power? Lyriela!
 
   “Yes,” said Zuziana, in tune with Aranya’s thoughts. “We need a diversion.”
 
   “I’ll be the diversion.”
 
   “Aren’t you too weak?”
 
   “No. I’ve a storm up my sleeve. Get me above the fleet, Zip.”
 
   This was the only way. Aranya felt unready, but she did not want Zip to know it. Much depended on King Beran’s airship forces not being trounced by the superior Dragonship-and-Dragon combination of the Sylakian dirigible fleet, or the ground assault would quickly come under attack from the air and be overwhelmed.
 
   Could she scare Thoralian out of hiding?
 
   Zuziana powered upward, rising so fast that her Rider’s stomach felt as though it had retreated into her shoes. “Make yourself useful meantime, petal. I’m not lugging you about for the joy of it.”
 
   Aranya raised the Pygmy bow. “Liar.”
 
   The Azure Dragon adjusted her flight path with a slight flexion of her wings, curving them around a withering hail of catapult-shot while giving Aranya a clear shot to the port side. Her eye narrowed. Now.
 
   WHOMP! An explosion rocked them.
 
   The Dragons closed in relentlessly, dodging the fire of their own vessels. Together, Aranya and Zuziana flowed into a change of direction, flashing between the massed dirigible balloons, corkscrewing as they climbed, a seamless harmony of thought and action. Shots taken at the speed of Dragon reactions. Adjusting their flight path to avoid a metal net flung at their noses. Mocking the fat Dragons they passed, provoking one Red into firing a fatal fireball–he succeeded only in blowing up the vessel beneath his belly.
 
   “Moron,” giggled Zip, using the blast for extra propulsion.
 
   Where the lithe Azure Dragoness passed, the Dragonwing could not follow. Far larger and bulkier, the pursing Dragons became snarled between the close-packed Sylakian dirigibles, running into each other, even brawling on the wing as frustration set in. Thoralian’s commands streaming upward, confused, irritated and contradictory. Aranya recalled suddenly what her father had said about him. Thoralian was a one-dimensional thinker. It made stealing his Dragons all the more essential.
 
   As Zuziana whizzed past the uppermost vessels of the Sylakian fleet, Aranya unsnapped her buckles and gathered her feet beneath her.
 
   “Fly true, my friend.”
 
   “Wait. Higher, while you gather your storm.”
 
   Aranya reached out with her mind, picturing Fra’anior’s habitual abode within a tempest, the way his voice broke over her with primeval force, the awe-inspiring connection he enjoyed with the powers of wind and hail and lightning. Pain blossomed within her breast. She trembled. Great Islands, it was too much, the hunger for storm power consuming her mind, her body, demanding all of her magic …
 
   Her friend cried, “Wait! Command it, petal.”
 
   Aranya tasted ozone on her tongue mingled with the moisture of incipient rain. The wind buffeting her hair as though it sought to tear her braids out by their roots. She stood Dragonback, bending her knees in concert with Zip’s passage, the act of balancing seemingly effortless when two minds acted in concert. Together, Dragon and Rider speared up into the sky above the buzzing hive of Sylakian Dragonships, stacked miles high above Yorbik Island. Zip brought them over the centre of the Sylakian formation.
 
   The Princess of Immadia raised her arms. Crying a commanding word in Dragonish, “We are one!” she hurled her body into space.
 
   The storm rushed to embrace her. Clouds raced from the horizons at inconceivable speeds, mustering, billowing, swelling with all the potential of their electrical charge and weight of hail. A titanic pressure squeezed her ears. Her rotating body drew the winds together into a screaming core. Clouds as black as night funnelled in her wake as Aranya’s fall gathered speed, intent on one purpose–to roust Thoralian out of his den, and destroy him.
 
   She transformed.
 
   Dark and vengeful, the no-more Amethyst Dragon plunged like a meteorite into the top of the Sylakian Dragonship fleet. Hatred made an open furnace of her mind. Now taste this, Thoralian! Aranya unleashed her revenge. A tornado of flame ripped free from the vortex of her magic, slewing into the Dragonships, puncturing them, hurling Dragons off their perches and exploding dozens of Sylakian airships in a series of blinding flashes. Multiple branches of lightning struck from her body. The storm winds flung ashes and debris in every direction, an awesome trail of destruction left in her wake.
 
   Aranya speared down, and down, driven on by the song of madness in her mind and the uncontrolled discharge of magic.
 
   Her magic stuttered. Failed. Perhaps no mortal flesh could have contained such a storm. Aranya’s assault slowed. She glanced off a Dragonship’s cabin, tangling her wing in the metal cable of a grappling hook, swerving aside as blackness crowded around her already clouded vision. Her wings refused to answer her commands.
 
   Dimly, somewhere, Aranya was aware of Dragons chasing her, of a speck of blue speeding over to King Beran’s flagship, of the Shadow Dragon’s bellow near the ground … and she crash-landed atop a Dragonship, smashing its platform with her tail. At least three metal-cable nets whipped about her, then two more, all furnished with hooks that bit into her wing membranes and nostrils and paws, just as Yolathion had once captured her.
 
   For a moment she simply lay quiescent, trying to understand what had happened.
 
   Karathion the Red alighted, delivering her left flank a crushing blow of his forepaw. He seized the netting and shook her fiercely. Daughter of the Star Dragon. Slayer of my kin. We meet at last.
 
   Bring her to me. Thoralian, gleeful, rose ponderously into the brilliant dawn.
 
   Instinctively, Aranya snarled, How bravely the snake slithers out of his hole.
 
   Her mind reeled. Where was Fra’anior when she needed him? Never present. But the visions came upon her, more vividly than ever before.
 
   Izariela! Radiant, white-hot with anger. Aranya! What have you become?
 
   Mother?
 
   Karathion ordered his kin to cut the hawsers free, but to leave her tangled in the nets. Dragons crowded around, staring, mocking, laughing fierily at her plight. Aranya smelled smoke, cinnamon and another scent, an evocative, compelling fragrance that she realised must be her mother–imagined or real, she did not know. The Star Dragon appeared to drift right through Karathion’s bulky torso. The sadness in her gaze, unbearable.
 
   I was never there for you, my treasure. This is my fault.
 
   I have storm powers, Mother. I must use them to win the day–surely?
 
   And should this vengeance cost your soul, Aranyi?
 
   Aranya gasped. What?
 
   They must think her mad, raving, mumbling incoherently as the net jerked this way and that.
 
   We Star Dragons refuse the paths of evil. We seek the light, for darkness can never quell the light. I should have passed on our secret knowledge and lore, my daughter, but the lineage is broken unless you can restore it. I can do no more, for each appearing steals more from what remains. Lest I fade … seek the truth …
 
   Mother? Mother!
 
   The vision faded.
 
   Had she done wrong, assuming the form of a dark, vengeful Dragon? What did she mean, to seek the truth? The truth was that Sylakia needed to be defeated, or more Islands and peoples would go the way of Rolodia and Naphtha Cluster. Izariela’s rebuke had to have a deeper meaning than the literal.
 
   Stop bleating for your mother. It’s pathetic, said Karathion. Gripping the net in his four paws, he launched off the Dragonship, shadowed on the port side by Va’assia and to starboard by Ja’arrion.
 
   Ja’arrion? Will you hear me?
 
   I hear you, said Thoralian. If she struggles, Ja’arrion, put out her eyes. She will not need them where we’re going.
 
   As you command, Thoralian, said the Green.
 
   Aranya could just about make out the Azure Dragoness perched atop Beran’s Dragonship. Zip had to hurry, before these Dragons delivered her into Thoralian’s vile paw. Doubtless he had more poison for her, a collar, a place where he could break into her mind and steal her secrets at his leisure.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon rocked in the air, cocooned in so many nets she could see only fragments of the Dragonwing surrounding her, as though she saw the world through a fractured mirror. A mirror–yes! She could be a mirror of Izariela, if nothing else.
 
   Fra’anior had told her to seek the onyx. But Izariela’s way was to seek the light. Her mother’s Dragon form was light. Suddenly, her insight crystallised.
 
   Tiny wavelets of magic rippled over her scales, into her neck, setting her hearts a-quiver. Aranya looked along the length of her muzzle. Her hide was still pockmarked, but it was as white as the driven snows of Immadia, with just a tracing of amethyst around the edges of each scale. Her fire was pure and new. And there was Dragonsong in her hearts, welling from a place she had never known existed, an echo of what her cousin Lyriela was capable of with her music.
 
   Karathion lurched. What the …
 
   The Star power waxed rapidly, colouring Aranya’s world white, blinding her with a purity so intense, it burned like a star’s innermost fire.
 
   Yeeeaaaah! The Red Dragon howled, releasing the net, but it was too late. The star-fire had incinerated all four of his paws, only the bone remaining, crumbling and charred. Molten metal boiled off Aranya’s scales. She shook herself free of the nets as though they were ropes of wet weed.
 
   * * * *
 
   “Catch her, you idiots!” bawled Thoralian.
 
   The Yellow-White Dragon was half a mile below, but his roar carried over the clash of Dragonships and ground troops. Aranya realised that the fleets had finally engaged, largely because the Sylakian dirigibles had been scattered far and wide by her storm attack. Powerful mental strikes rocked her, but her focus on an image of Izariela kept Thoralian at bay. The other Dragons did not dare to touch her after what she had done to Karathion.
 
   Her white flame guttered. Exhausted of magic, Aranya knew she still had her willpower to draw upon. Pumping her flight muscles as hard as she could, the Amethyst Dragon took off with the speed of a frightened bat.
 
   Thoralian had other problems demanding his attention. He directed some airships and Dragons to support his ground troops, while barking out orders for his far-flung forces to reassemble. The well-disciplined Sylakian troops drew together, holding their lines and supporting each other. His Dragon-toting Dragonships moved to the front line. And a new Dragonwing emerged from the depths of his pit, Dragons too fat to fly well. They fanned out to engage Kylara’s combined ground forces, which had seized control of more than a third of the shipyard.
 
   Aranya searched the skies for danger, fearful of the dark patches on her vision, light-headed because of the burning in her inadequate lungs. Quarrels buzzed past her head, startling her. Two bolts skittered off her scales, while another passed through her right wing membrane with a sharp tugging sensation. She could not see enough. How could she fight this battle?
 
   Petal, over here, called Zuziana. I’ve got Lyriela and Jia-Llonya. Now what?
 
   She skidded into a turn, almost slewing into the Azure Dragon. Sorry. Not seeing well. I … thanks, Zip.
 
   At Zuziana’s mental touch, the scene leaped into focus. Her relatives rushed toward them, hot on Aranya’s tail, claws outstretched, fire flickering inside their nostrils. How many could be family? She had no idea.
 
   Lyriela, any time now!
 
   Those a-are my p-parents?
 
   Lyriela! Aranya stifled her snarl. She had every right to feel intimidated. Aranya hoped Zip had her shield up, because Lyriela’s father was on the cusp of making an acid attack. His stomach gurgled horribly. Va’assia, claws hooked, angled in for an attack on the Azure Dragoness. Seconds separated the groups of Dragons from their clash.
 
   That was when Lyriela stood up in the saddle to wave to the Dragons. Mom. Dad. It’s me, Lyriela. With a horrified shriek, she slipped and fell. Jia-Llonya, one position behind her in the saddle, shouted too as she snagged the edge of Lyriela’s trousers, but the fabric tore out of her fingers.
 
   Mom! Lyriela bounced off Zuziana’s flank, wailing for help.
 
   Aranya back-winged frantically, searching for Lyriela in the slipstream generated by Zip’s speed, but the mother Dragoness was faster by far. Shouldering past Aranya, she clasped her paws around Lyriela’s torso before the girl had a chance to fall more than a hundred feet.
 
   Lyriela, baby, is it truly you? Ja’arrion, look, she’s perfect … the Red Dragoness howled at the sky, the note in her voice so poignant, it made every one of Aranya’s scales vibrate.
 
   Ja’arrion pulled up so rapidly, he blocked two other Dragons and tangled up with them. Va’assia, my third heart, where’ve I been? Dragon-kin–there’s a battle! To me!
 
   Suddenly, most of the Dragonwing were shaking themselves, gazing about in surprise, apologising or bugling the alarm or scrapping amongst themselves for wing-space. Aranya laughed at the sight, a healthy dose of relief mingled with admiration. Lyriela had tapped the power of a mother’s instinct to break Thoralian’s mental shackles. Bold, and brilliant!
 
   Kill the Amethyst Dragon! Thoralian’s forceful voice intruded.
 
   Only one Dragon started toward Aranya. Ja’arrion slapped him across the muzzle, open-clawed, and then spat a glob of acid accurately into the Red’s right eye. He fled, yowling.
 
   Ja’arrion rounded on Aranya. What were you doing with my daughter?
 
   Aranya faced down his thunder with a smile. Islands’ greetings … uncle.
 
   What?
 
   Surprise made him expectorate a fireball.
 
   Ducking the blaze, Aranya said, I am Aranya, daughter of King Beran and Izariela of Ha’athior.
 
   She may as well have slapped the Green Dragon across the muzzle with a gigantic trout. He shook his head like a hound drying its coat, his eyes filled with suspicion and wonder. You’re … who? My niece? You do have the look of Izariela about you … unexpectedly, he thrust his muzzle into her face, and breathed deeply. A deep sigh quivered his mighty frame. Aye. That’s my twin. How can this be?
 
   You’ve been asleep for years, uncle, captured and held by Thoralian.
 
   Fire surged into his eyes. Thoralian! However, Ja’arrion could not resist looking over at his mate. Aranya’s gaze followed his.
 
   Lyriela had never appeared happier, coddled against a Red Dragon’s bosom, Va’assia crooning softly to her. Aranya wanted to be her so badly, it knotted up her Dragon hearts. Why not Izariela bending her muzzle over her daughter? Why did she have to be the one to settle for visions of a hopeless, longed-for future, when the reality slumbered icy-cold in an Immadian tomb–if slumber it was?
 
   Her cousin had an understanding nod for Aranya. Dad, Mom, we’re in the middle of a battle here. Will you help us?
 
   Va’assia’s belly-fires announced her ire. You speak? You can’t be our girl.
 
   She’s a Shapeshifter, too, said Aranya.
 
   The Red mother-Dragon’s eyes whirled with curiosity as she examined her captive. My darling, my petal, where have the years fled? You’re all grown up. That Thoralian! I’m going to kill him!
 
   I can’t wing into battle without a Rider, Ja’arrion worried. I go feral.
 
   Aranya began to shake her head in frustration, but a perfect solution made all three of her hearts skip and dance. Hurry to Beran’s flagship, my kin. There you’ll find two old Dragon Riders, Nak and Oyda. Won’t you take them into battle? They’ll fill you in on all the details. Thoralian is below–
 
   That traitor! snarled Va’assia.
 
   Then you know the enemy, said Aranya, launching into a highly compressed summary of events. It struck her that just as a mother’s instinct had broken Thoralian’s hold, so a mother’s fury would scorch him.
 
   Half a battlefield away, part of her mind watched Sha’aldior as he and Ri’arion began their assault on Thoralian’s position. Perfect timing. Her gratitude rippled across the link between them. Strength to you, mighty Shadow Dragon. We’re coming.
 
   Sha’aldior bellowed, CANNIBAL! YOU ARE MINE!
 
   But, just a second later, her half-blind gaze whipped about. Roaring rajals, what was that?
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30: Thoralian’s Hour
 
    
 
   As the armies on the ground and the airships in the sky convulsed in the paroxysms of war, the Shadow Dragon’s head rose in wonder. “They turned the Dragons to our side. Look. That one’s cuddling Lyriela.” To his surprise, the monstrous Shadow Dragon felt his hearts squeezing in his chest. “Beautiful,” he sniffled.
 
   Ri’arion nodded. “Lyriela’s one smart girl, faking her fall. This changes the balance. What’s Beran signalling?”
 
   “It’s about the Dragons,” said Ardan. “We’ve work to do, monk.”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Mentally, the monk and the Shadow Dragon drew together. Thoralian. He was the target, the lynchpin of the Sylakian effort. He had to be stopped. Ri’arion fashioned a shield as Ardan took off, firing a couple of parting fireballs to blow holes in the Sylakian formations facing Kylara’s forces.
 
   “Great Islands, is that Prince Ta’armion down there?” said Ri’arion, sending Ardan a mental picture of a blood-splattered, grinning Prince fighting at the forefront of a knot of female Western Isles warriors.
 
   “He’s using a scimitar?” said Ardan.
 
   “Half a scimitar, and his effectiveness doesn’t seem to be lacking.”
 
   The Shadow Dragon puzzled over this. “Evidently, having a Dragoness for a wife does wonders for some men.”
 
   As the Dragon powered upward, they quickly became ensnarled in the thick of the battle. Darron’s smaller fleet had run into stiff resistance from eight of the Dragon-carrying dirigibles. Thoralian glided into the heart of his forces, using them for shelter as he concentrated on controlling and positioning his minions. Rapid-fire, they exchanged thoughts, while they observed a Dragonwing assembling around Aranya. The monstrous Green took Nak on board, the Dragon Rider gesticulating and spouting a hundred words when one would do. Both Human and Dragon chuckled at this. They spied the tiny dot of Sapphire buzzing around Aranya’s head. King Beran’s dirigibles steadily drove a wedge into the Sylakian Dragonships, fighting with taut discipline as four Dragons from the now-friendly group winged over to assist them.
 
   “Her Star Dragon power is remarkable,” said Ri’arion, enviously.
 
   “I saw. So, we’re agreed?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   Tilting on his wingtip, Ardan quickened his wingbeat. Summoning the fires. Shaping them. His neck stretched out, perfectly straight. The Nameless Man supplied him with a surprise infusion of power, his incredible brain calculating the precise confluence of Dragonships moving at different angles and velocities, feeding this data to the Shadow Dragon, who responded in perfect concord, trimming his wings ever so slightly, and a dip of two feet … he became a volcano, a glossy darkness merging into his Dragon fire as it erupted from his maw.
 
   “GRRAAARGGH!” The discharge jolted Ardan.
 
   A dark bolt of fire passed perfectly through a line of converging Dragonships, four explosions in succession enveloping three of Thoralian’s kin in the heat of hydrogen fires, and still there was enough to splash against the Yellow-White Dragon’s flank. Thoralian flinched.
 
   Ardan accelerated along the path he had forged, raging a wordless challenge. Aranya! Remember her pain! Two more bolts departed his maw, almost bringing him to a standstill. Fire blasted against their shield. Ri’arion held firm, but as the smoke cleared, Ardan found himself surrounded by at least ten Dragons, all pounding him with shot after shot. They knew exactly what to do against a shield.
 
   Ri’arion yelled, “Move!”
 
   The Shadow Dragon imitated a flying boulder. Ha. The Princess of Remoy’s taunt had now turned into a useful reality. “Surprise!” he growled, sinking ten talons into the spine of a Red below him. The female screeched like a windroc.
 
   Leaping away from his paralysed victim, Ardan surged through a cloud of smoke Ri’arion had somehow produced from his storehouse of tricks, and ambushed a Green. A mouthful of wing later, the crippled Green Dragon spiralled toward the ground.
 
   “Watch the ice!”
 
   A deluge of freezing rain collected against the shield, accompanied by a barrage of hailstones up to six inches in diameter. The Nameless Man groaned, forced under immense strain to extinguish their shield. The monk’s hands waved, bending the air about them, sending the flow of Thoralian’s hailstone attack into a flanking Dragonship, redirecting an incoming fireball into the maw of a Dragon opposite. Ardan smashed straight into the ensuing explosion, savaged his opponent, and broke away.
 
   Then, a brilliant new power infused his being, cutting through the Yellow-White Dragon’s ice attack as though his hail and ice shards were pollen blown on a breeze. How had Ri’arion–no, not the monk. Aranya, the unique character of her clear, refining fire seething within him … had he drawn on her power, somehow, through their link? He must not drain Aranya; yet he sensed it was not so. The brighter the light, the stronger the shadow it cast.
 
   Thoralian’s jaw dropped as the Shadow Dragon emerged from the chaos and smoke, a vengeful distillation of all that was dark and beautiful about the night.
 
   Ardan roared, CANNIBAL! YOU ARE MINE!
 
   The Sylakian froze, the panicked flutter of his flanks and wings clear to Ardan’s Dragon-sight.
 
   Then, with a cruel smile, he lowered a talon to point at the sinkhole, directly beneath him. Release the drakes, he commanded.
 
   * * * *
 
   Nak waved his cane as though he intended to poke Thoralian in the eye and kill him. “We’ll clear you a path, Aranya. Stay tight, Dragons.”
 
   Seated atop Ja’arrion, Oyda grinned with a ferocity that was all Dragon. She reached down to smack her mount on the shoulder. Thou, the fires of Fra’anior! “Fly strong and true, my beauty.”
 
   Thundering his challenge, Ja’arrion launched his Dragonwing, fifteen strong, into battle.
 
   Not to be outdone, Nak cracked his cane against Va’assia’s neck, crying, Let thy volcanic heart burn, o draconic song of the Islands! He stared stupidly at the splintered half left in his hand. Then, he yelled, “This sliver of wood has Thoralian’s name on it!”
 
   Flying in the centre of the formation, Aranya shook her head. That was so Nak. She had never seen Oyda look so alive. Islands’ sakes, the old woman was waving a Fra’aniorian bow! But as they traversed the sky, Aranya suddenly imagined them as the King and Queen of all Dragon Riders. She blinked. Dragon tears? Now?
 
   Her vision shimmered. With the sweep of her eyelids, an acidic tingling entered the orbs. Aranya blinked again, and the world swam into focus–imperfectly, but better than before. Mighty Dragon-challenges around her alerted Aranya to the world as it was, the lethal beauty of a Dragonwing slicing through Thoralian’s forces, laying them to waste, setting a course for the self-styled Emperor of the Island-World.
 
   Thoralian rested on the wing, undaunted.
 
   For a long moment, her universe consisted of her and Thoralian, seen through a narrowing tunnel of drakes. Aranya husbanded what little power she had left, praying it would be enough to sustain her. Fra’anior, if ever I needed your aid, now is the hour.
 
   The Black Dragon was silent, but he watched. Why?
 
   A cloud of red butterflies rose from the sinkhole. Hundreds. Thousands.
 
   Zuziana, flying to her port side, gasped, Drakes! Danger, my friends!
 
   Aranya gasped as her waking vision cleared, revealing the truth. Wicked, cruel animals spat out of the sinkhole as though a living eruption were in process, occluding the suns in their multitudes, and still they came. Their harsh, chittering chorus was a travesty of birdsong. Chilling. Alien. Greedy for the taste of Dragon blood.
 
   Thoralian’s smile seemed especially meant for her. Arise, my darlings. Kill everything.
 
   Clouds of drakes mobbed anything that moved–man or machine, Dragon or dirigible, they did not care. But their hatred burned most strongly against the Dragon-kind. Suddenly, Thoralian’s forces over the sinkhole had to fight for their lives. Snarls of Dragons and drakes developed as if by magic. They tore engineers off catapults and exploded themselves together with the Dragonships they attacked with their fire. A hundred drakes piled on a Sylakian Red Dragon, shredding his wings in seconds. Onward and upward they teemed, overwhelming the fleets and the ground troops as though the Cloudlands themselves, turned crimson, poured over everything in a tide of destruction and death.
 
   He’s mad! Aranya exclaimed, overcome by the spectacle.
 
   Follow me! Ja’arrion roared. Lyriela, be strong. Va’assia, my fire-breathing kin, clear our path. The Star Dragon must face Thoralian and destroy him.
 
   Champing jaws. Tearing claws. Spiked tails lashing into soldiers. Drakes dropped in their hundreds as the Dragonships responded, firing blindly into the mass. Still they streamed up from the caverns beneath Yorbik Island. The day turned dim. Dragons bellowing, thrashing and writhing on the ground as they tried to scrape off their attackers, Hammers cowering beneath their shields, Dragonships firing every weapon they could command, Sylakians and Immadians fighting side by side, all thoughts of their previous battle, ashes upon the Cloudlands.
 
   The Shadow Dragon glided through it all, untouchable.
 
   Upon Ja’arrion’s command, the Dragons opened their throats. Fire, acid and lightning streaked the sky, carving a tunnel through the swarming drakes which ended in the monstrous form of Thoralian. Aranya was surprised to see fire spurting from Lyriela’s mouth. How did she do that so easily? It had cost her many days and a burned throat before she produced so much as a puff of Dragon fire. Was everyone else a better Dragon than she was?
 
   Sha’aldior! From below, the Shadow Dragon’s fire roared upward, passing not ten feet in front of their muzzles. He had come to their aid. The drakes closed in with a vengeance, turning their flight into an ugly brawl. Dragons fell, snarled up, fighting tooth and claw. Ja’arrion and Va’assia fired at a measured tempo, with the calm of long experience. Aranya readied her fireballs. Thoralian was not a good flyer, fattened by his preferred diet of Dragon meat.
 
   She intended to roast him like a ralti sheep.
 
   Zuziana! The Azure Dragoness vanished in a swarm of drakes. Lightning flashed between them, charring the attackers. She saw Va’assia flying headlong into the thickest pack of drakes yet. Another two Reds peeled off to help her.
 
   Nak shouted, “Attack indirectly! Guard your mind!”
 
   And then he too was gone as Ja’arrion had to swerve to avoid a Dragonship. Acid burned across her flight path. Aranya was alone. Her wings trimmed for the utmost speed. Wind whispering across her sleek scales. Power and grief coalescing in her belly, thunderheads swelling against her breastbone and up into her throat.
 
   Thoralian opened his mouth and breathed out a stream of freezing air. Aranya jinked so hard she felt something tear in her right wing. The cold passed her by, numbing but not disabling. The Yellow-White Dragon gasped as a fireball engulfed him from below–Ardan! Now the Shadow Dragon stalked Thoralian, firing dark-flame fireballs at him, making his shield vibrate and glow white-hot as he and the Nameless Man flung all of their wiles into the fray.
 
   Thoralian endured.
 
   Pfft! Pfft! Pfft! Aranya joined the fray, striking his shield with such power that although it did not fail, she knocked Thoralian toward the ground. The direct attack would be her feint. Aranya knew she had to be wilier than ever. Could she close with him? Use the star-fire?
 
   Her form shimmered at the thought.
 
   Abruptly, Thoralian assaulted her mind. Image after image bombarded her. Pictures of herself, suffering, dying, being eaten by worms from the inside. Yolathion twisted up in the machine, so hoarse from screaming that he could hardly produce a whisper. Immadia being fired by a Dragonwing who slowly moved over the city, methodically setting each building alight. Pox. Wounds. Ulcers. Scars. Ugliness.
 
   As her loathing blazed, so her Dragon changed colour, deepening into the Red range.
 
   Yes, said Thoralian. Join me, Aranya. Swear loyalty to me and save your precious mother.
 
   A touch of his mind set all the drakes in the immediate area at the Shadow Dragon’s throat. Ardan’s dark fire burned, but the sheer weight of their numbers drove him back, away from Aranya. Ri’arion and Ardan’s magic flared over and over again, cutting the drakes to pieces and burning them by the hundred, but still the creatures swarmed the Shadow Dragon, innumerable, forcing Ardan to break away to save his own hide.
 
   Kill me if you dare, the Yellow-White Dragon mocked.
 
   They circled each other, momentarily, as if the clear air were an arena set aside for their battle. The other sounds faded away. In her world, only Thoralian existed, and the horror he represented. His sallow eyes glistened with magic, drawing her in. Mocking. Hypnotising. Offering the price of her mother’s cure.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon attacked with a throbbing howl, shame and rage mingled into a toxic brew. They grappled–no shields for Thoralian, now. He was bigger by far, and the cuff of his paw sent her spinning. Aranya darted toward his left wingtip. He countered with his ice-breath. Storm winds shielded her from that deadly blast. A blue fireball formed her riposte, but it was too powerful, torching a neat hole in his upraised wing membrane as it whizzed through and away.
 
   Aranya wheeled around to his port flank too rapidly for the larger Dragon to follow. She peppered Thoralian with shots, but even her blue-hot fireballs steamed off his hide without causing any apparent harm. What? Was that a power of ice? Of course, she realised–water or ice being the quencher of fire, she was expending her power in a fruitless exercise. Aranya hunted for a weakness as the Yellow-White Dragon stalked her, wearing her down with attack after attack. Thoralian had responded in fear to her Star power before, being quick to throw her off balance with images of physical hideousness. She knew that her once-adamantine confidence had been shattered; the new Aranya was a more fragile being by far. If only she could be as Oyda, refined by suffering, conversely the stronger for it. How did anyone draw strength from brokenness?
 
   Self-belief was not enough. It was an illusion, though a powerful one. This insight filled her with an unaccustomed stillness. What she needed was a simple, courageous decision. Make it so. All else could follow, if she simply decided. Reality could shape her belief, just as belief in her brokenness continued to shape her reality.
 
   Thoralian harassed her, just a hundred feet separating the two Dragons as they circled over the sinkhole.
 
   Unleashing her storm-powered Dragon challenge, Aranya charged.
 
   Staggered by the sound, or perhaps by a Dragoness less than a third of his size choosing to challenge him in head-to-head combat, Thoralian was slow to respond. Aranya skated over his rising bite and lashed out with her hind claws, slicing open the flight muscle atop his left shoulder and taking a long, trailing strip of his wing with her.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon reversed direction rapidly, waving the flap of wing-membrane as her trophy. If it has to be one strip at a time …
 
   You freak, you revolting whelp of a–
 
   Aranya hissed, I’ll butcher you as I did Garthion, that yellow-bellied swamp leech you called a son.
 
   “GRRAAARGGH!” Thoralian bellowed, making her pay for the insult with a blinding flurry of ice shards. Aranya tried to dodge, but his snaking neck tracked her flight path. The ice felt like knives, slicing into the deep pocks on her face, a distinct sensation of chipping away at her exposed cheekbone and tearing into her scarred flesh. She swivelled, suffering the ignominy of taking the attack on her hindquarters as she fled.
 
   Drake! Aranya tangled briefly with an already wounded drake. She punched her way free, only to sense Thoralian right on her tail, rearing up to strike with all four paws. The Dragoness twisted violently beneath his assault, trading another section of his wing for a bite on her shoulder. Aranya broke away again, trying to gain space to reduce the burning in her lungs. She was in no condition to survive an extended battle with a Dragon of his power.
 
   How could she change the odds?
 
   Acid. Ja’arrion’s acid. Her slight transformation shivered through her body, weakening her reserves even further. Not good … Aranya worked her throat, concentrating on regurgitating the contents of the correct stomach.
 
   He spluttered, You’re a Chameleon?
 
   Thoralian had only just realised what she was capable of. Had he thought her transformation into a Star Dragon perfectly natural?
 
   Aranya controlled the acid-spit just as she controlled her tiny fireballs, firing as rapidly as one of the new-technology crossbows. A neat line of green blobs stitched across his torso, splattered against his left secondary wing-strut. A ghastly sizzle resulted. Thoralian’s howl rose above the din of battle, but not for long. He collected himself. A violent quiver from muzzle to tail gave rise to a mist so cold, it clouded around his body and turned his breath to dust. The acid froze, and dropped off in a rain of green icicles.
 
   So much for that idea.
 
   Nak was right. The Yellow-White Dragon seemed impervious to direct attack–besides, even when she did succeed in a strike, she was too small to inflict serious damage. Aranya fell to trading feints with Thoralian, but as time ticked away, she was also becoming more and more concerned for her friends. They entered a period of standoff. The drakes left them plenty of leeway, perhaps at Thoralian’s command. He chased her. She ghosted away, racking her brains for something, anything, that she could use against him. Her friends trusted her to finish the job, but she was so weak now, so worn out …
 
   Aranya risked a glance around her. Zip, battling, bloodied, diving into a melee of drakes to rescue Lyriela; her cousin carrying Jia-Llonya into battle, who in that blink of time shattered a drake’s wing-bone with her war-hammer. Ja’arrion sprayed his acid-mist in expanding circles, clearing his immediate airspace of two or three dozen drakes. The Shadow Dragon, seizing drakes with his invisible-hands power, hurling them to their doom twenty at a time. But she could not expect help any time soon. They were all too far away.
 
   Suddenly, she remembered what she had done once, very long ago. Launching into another frontal attack, trying to dodge the blasts of cold he generated, Aranya somersaulted over Thoralian’s head, feeling his talons hook into and tear her wings as she passed overhead. So icy! Her breath misted in front of her nostrils. Her muscles had begun to cramp from the cold. Now, she breathed. Flaming swords extended from her talons–just an extension of her magic, shaped in a different way. White-hot. The Amethyst Dragon furled her wings and rolled, bringing her weapons down on Thoralian’s back. Strike!
 
   With a roar, Thoralian arched in pain. Bloody, sizzling trenches paralleled his spine-spikes, thirty feet long. Roaring in feral delight, Aranya did not see his tail whipping upward.
 
   A terrible force slammed into her muzzle.
 
   She could have blacked out for only a few seconds. Aranya found herself clasped in Thoralian’s paws, close to his chest, swooping toward a rough landing. The Yellow-White Dragon drove her into the ground with the full weight of his bloated body, cracking her ribs and knocking the breath from her lungs. She was surprised her wings were not torn off by the impact.
 
   With a despairing blast of Storm power, she knocked him off toward the sinkhole, a dark space just beyond her wingtip. That spent the last of her magic. Aranya, powerless and unable to rise, faced the monstrous Sylakian Dragon.
 
   Make your oath to me, and I’ll call off the drakes, he panted.
 
   Aranya willed her lungs to function, thinking herself unable to speak before she remembered that Dragonish telepathy did not require any breath. You’re mad. You’d kill everyone and everything.
 
   There need be no more dying.
 
   As if the war was her fault! But the accusation stung. He still wanted her. How could she turn this to her advantage?
 
   Come to me. Great pincers gripped her mind, squeezing as if she had an Island balanced on her skull. Aranya writhed under the force of his coercion. YIELD TO ME!
 
   I … will … not.
 
   I see bone through your muzzle. You’re raddled, but that’s not the least of what I’ll do to you. Ice speared into her shoulder, twisting so viciously that it flipped Aranya over onto her back. Thoralian moved closer, dragging himself across the ground. I will brutalise you, body and soul. I will destroy your friends, your parents and your Island. The name of Aranya of Immadia will be the ashes of memory, lost forever.
 
   Aranya groaned, You’ll never defeat me.
 
   His hypnotic gaze drilled into her eyes. YIELD!
 
   No!
 
   A word she had dared to scream at an Ancient Dragon. Now, from the unknowable storehouses of her magical being, she unleashed a power seen so many times in her dreams. A buzzing sensation ran from the bones of her skull, down her spine, and galvanised every muscle of her body.
 
   Crying, Fra’anior! Aranya sprang at her tormentor.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon bowled Thoralian over with the force of her attack, rending with her claws, slashing with her fangs, battering him from every conceivable direction as though she were the great seven-headed Dragon himself. Thoralian scrambled backward, bleating in confusion, turning this way and that only to have scales torn off his muzzle, his wings chewed and holes punched into his hide by more talons than seemed possible for any single Dragon to possess. The Black Dragon’s strength blazed within her. She smashed his muzzle against a rock, flipped the larger Dragon over with a kick and fell upon his bloated torso, her terrible, storm-heightened snarls making him quake.
 
   Terror heightened Thoralian’s powers, too. A wedge of ice shot from his mouth, knocking Aranya aside. His ice-breath hissed over her, so wintry that Aranya felt as though her skin had shrunk about her body. The paralysing cold robbed her lungs of breath. No matter how much fire she produced, the Amethyst Dragon could not break free of his icy ambit. Her strength dwindled.
 
   His paw crushed her windpipe; the bulk of his body rolled over her torso. She was cold, so cold, both from his touch and from the hatred consuming her.
 
   “Aha!” roared Thoralian. “Submit to my power!”
 
   Dimly amidst the freezing pain, Aranya recognised a new imperative. Ri’arion and Ardan had somehow contrived to dismiss some of the nearby drakes, breaking the cycle of bloodlust. The red predators began to flee in small but increasing numbers. Dragons emerged from beneath heaps of bodies, mutilated, bleeding, unable to fly. Dragonships slewed crazily through the sky. The ground troops eyed each other warily. But the bulk of the drakes remained aloft, intent on their terrible work. Even Ri’arion and Ardan’s powers could not reach that far.
 
   None of that matters, said Thoralian, wheedling, probing for her weaknesses. Yield to me, lest the lineage of Star Dragons be broken. See? I know the secret Dragon lore. I’ve studied the ways of your ancestors and I know what needs to be done. Cease this pointless resistance, Aranya. If you come with me, you’ll stand a chance of living.
 
   She could never serve him. Aranya did not understand why both Izariela and Thoralian were so concerned about her Star Dragon heritage, but she did know that to have that power fall into his paws, or the power of the First Egg, would spell the end of everything she held dear. She had to hold out. She had to deny him. However, Aranya wavered on the cusp of temptation. Anything to end the pain. Anything to stop the chill seeping through her body, the unbearable assault on her mind, the knowledge that she had nothing left with which to fight him. Surely, if she yielded now, she could find another time and place to bring Thoralian to his ruin?
 
   Too broken, too exhausted even to think …
 
   Thoralian’s foreclaw extended, resting delicately on the hide at the base of her neck, above her second heart. Do you know what it is to have the blood freeze in your veins and arteries, Aranya? Can you imagine that kind of pain?
 
   The pain you caused my mother!
 
   Despair turned to untainted, searing fury. The hatred drained away, subsumed into a storm of love for her mother. Aranya touched a fragile place of knowing, a potential hidden right inside the threshold of her soul.
 
   She crystallised inward.
 
   * * * *
 
   A speck of starlight drifted between Thoralian’s paws. Soundlessly, it scoured the winds of the Island-World. All before it was insubstantial, as if matter itself had ceased to exist. It searched for what it knew not, for a purpose left far behind in a forgotten place, for a knowledge which had long since lost its meaning.
 
   The beast’s stamping was nothing to that fragment of consciousness. The speck passed through his shadow. The ways of his soul-magic were laid bare before it, and the speck recoiled in horror. It fled toward the presence of one linked, forever, by chains of unbreakable magic.
 
   A precious thread of memory became her lifeline. Sha’aldior? I’m lost.
 
   A-Aranya? Where … I can’t see you. I’m so hurt, Aranya. Say the word and I’ll come to you.
 
   I’m Aranya?
 
   Princess of Immadia. You’re a Shapeshifter Dragon. A picture entered her mind. This is me. This was our promise, to which the twin suns bore witness.
 
   Show me the path.
 
   Here, my soul’s treasure. This is the way to life.
 
   A candle-like flame flickered in her mind, growing to encompass her world. Sweet breath whooshed into her lungs, a cleansing agony. Aranya’s eyes snapped open.
 
   Thoralian, directly across the sinkhole from her, whirled. How did you … he flung himself into the air, targeting her prone form.
 
   The ground shook as if with an earthquake.
 
   Aranya steeled herself to grapple with Thoralian as the low thunder increased. Her brain filled with images of smoke and chaos. From visions to misperceptions, now the impossibility of having moved over a thousand feet from Thoralian’s grasp without memory or apparent effort? The hard-packed soil beneath her body reverberated like a drum skin. Cawing, tearing at each other in their terror, the drakes began to scatter. They fled in every conceivable direction, including back down into the sinkhole from which they had emerged.
 
   The Yellow-White Dragon’s wingbeat slowed as he searched the battlefield, his puzzlement clear.
 
   Seeing that Thoralian was not attacking, Aranya tried to roll onto her paws. The sky shimmered at the advent of magic on a scale she had only imagined in the midst of her storm.
 
   South of the shipyards, a paw rose to engulf the crown of a hill as easily as a man grasping a prekki-fruit in his fist. A flat, spatulate head lifted two thousand feet into the air, knocking aside several of King Beran’s dirigibles with casual disdain. It could as easily have swallowed them whole. An iridescent green tongue, longer than the biggest of Dragonships, tasted the air with several brief flicks before the creature’s muzzle oriented on the sinkhole.
 
   A Land Dragon! Every scale on Aranya’s body threatened to lift off her back at the sight.
 
   The serpentine body slithered between two hills, setting off an avalanche of rocks and trees. A single white orb dominated the middle of its forehead. Its gaze was like bathing beneath a torrent of magic, a stunning palette of colours and musical harmonies that teased the senses. But that eerie, reaming gaze passed over Thoralian–destroying her hope that it was him that the creature wanted–and lit upon the Amethyst Dragon instead. Animosity hammered her senses.
 
   Aranya gasped, incapable of moving a muscle, as the creature sucked in a cavernous breath.
 
   “TRAITOR!” The Land Dragon boomed, lunging forward.
 
   Aranya scrambled aside, desperately, as a paw furnished with hundred-foot talons descended toward her, just as she might have swatted an insect. Her left wing hung at a useless angle. Whatever Thoralian had done to her shoulder, it would not bear her aloft. Soil and rock flew into the air as the Land Dragon’s talons gouged trenches where she had lain.
 
   From the corner of her eye, she saw Thoralian whirling, scanning the battlefield with a cunning mien, spiralling away from the Shadow Dragon’s slow, laboured pursuit. Was this beast Thoralian’s ally? She could hardly imagine it. Thoralian wanted her alive, not smeared across the rocks.
 
   Where could she hide from a Land Dragon, if she could not fly?
 
   “FOUL TRAITOR!” Thunder, shaking the earth beneath her belly. Another swat, another frantic, fluttering leap. The Land Dragon’s outstretched talon–one of three pointing forward, and two shorter talons pointing backward, exactly akin to a Dragon’s foot–crushed the tip of her tail. “I’LL KILL YOU!”
 
   Unnerved, the Amethyst Dragon hopped another sixty feet before flopping to the ground. The presence of a supreme, ancient creature stupefied her senses. The creature was so vast, the rear part of its body still lay somewhere behind the hills, while its shoulders abutted the sky. Aranya was far from measuring up to the monster’s ankle-bone. Despite the musty, damp overtones, its scent was unaccountably sweet and Dragon-like, yet redolent of a thousand mysteries. It drew breath, probably to destroy her with a deluge of fire.
 
   Panting in desperation, Aranya flipped herself over the sinkhole’s edge.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31: Ambush
 
    
 
   Not for the first time in her life, Aranya fell through space.
 
   As if it were the most natural thing in the world, the Land Dragon plunged into the hole after her, the thunder of its challenge chasing the Amethyst Dragon into the depths. “FLEE, YOU WORM!”
 
   Tumbling into the sinkhole, Aranya’s first concern was to not plunge to her death. She tried to extend her lamed wing, but the numbness in her shoulder made flying impossible. Impulsively, she grasped one of the hawsers of the lift system, and tried to employ that as a brake. Her Human hands would have been shredded, but her tough Dragon hide suffered no friction burns.
 
   She glanced upward. The gleaming white eye was just a few hundred feet above and closing the gap, the paws reaching out to pull the creature along, its claws penetrating the naked rock with ease. The Land Dragon moved with the elegance of a snake slipping into its burrow, only this creature filled the sinkhole in its entirety. An unexpected swipe knocked her off the hawser. Aranya tumbled through the air, falling through the roof of a cavern so vast that its farther reaches were lost in darkness. How deep underground was she? The cavern floor! With a trickle of her Storm power, Aranya somehow managed to cushion her landing. Despite that trick, her right hind leg collapsed beneath her. Flap! Scramble!
 
   Aranya screamed as the Land Dragon’s five talons speared down around her, a perfect cage stronger than any metal. She tried to whirl, only to discover that she was pinned in place by her own hide. One talon had passed through her left wing, another had sliced shallowly through the muscle of her right flank, opening a gash twelve feet wide. A third trapped her hindquarters, while the remaining two talons formed a ‘V’ either side of her neck.
 
   A soft sob of horror escaped her as she grasped her predicament. The talons were buried six feet deep in solid rock, turning her into an Amethyst Dragon skewer.
 
   Holding that paw firmly in place, the Land Dragon slithered down the sinkhole, gathering its serpentine length into a mound that threatened to fill the cavern. The white orb did not spare her its spiteful, withering output. The creature laboured for breath for a few moments, its lungs heaving with a sound that Aranya recognised only too well from her own condition, before picking up the assault.
 
   The Land Dragon snarled, “You lying little parasite! Any last regrets before I slice your puny head off your shoulders?”
 
   Regrets were an excellent idea, Aranya deduced. Clearing her throat, it took her two tries before she managed, “Regrets? Only that I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”
 
   “LIAR!”
 
   No gentler than a Dragonship exploding inside her skull! Aranya clapped both forepaws over her ear-canals. Boulders dropped from the cavern roof at the force of the Land Dragon’s accusation. Lowering its head, the Land Dragon extended a single talon of its left forepaw and slid it with cold deliberation between the bars of Aranya’s cage, pinning her head and neck to the ground. At that size, the talon wasn’t terribly sharp. Aranya realised she was about to have her head sawed off by the equivalent of a super-sized blunt knife.
 
   “Please, mighty Land Dragon. What have I done to offend you?”
 
   Where was her magic, oh please, just a touch of Star Dragon fire to burn her way free … and while she tried to convince this mad giant to believe her, Thoralian had the freedom to kill and take over minds. Or would he flee, seeing his army in tatters?
 
   “What have you done? You miserable cretin! Only, you gifted the First Egg to Shurgal and the Theadurial, commencing a hundred and fifty years of misery and imprisonment for my kind!”
 
   What? Aranya echoed, “The First Egg?”
 
   “You deny this knowledge?”
 
   Suddenly, her mind served up the only possible explanation, although she did not understand it in the slightest. “You’re Leandrial!”
 
   “Ah, so you do remember me.” The talon pressed down harder, apprising Aranya of her mistake. “Tell me, why should a Lesser Dragon lie? There was only purity in your hearts when you promised to return the Egg to me. YOU PROMISED!”
 
   “Leandrial, you’ve captured the wrong–unh!” She choked beneath the terrible pressure. I must … speak.
 
   Silence!
 
   A whisper of wings came from the direction of the sinkhole. Aranya heard, “You let my friend go, you bully!” Zuziana? Her friend fluttered up to the Land Dragon’s eye, flying poorly, her wings apparently more holes than membrane. “Let her go! Haven’t enough Dragons died today?”
 
   Perhaps the Land Dragon expected an attack, ludicrous as it was from an Azure Dragon whose wingspan was less than the breadth of her oval eye. Leandrial jerked backward, taking a vast breath which sucked Zip irresistibly into her left nostril. Then she sneezed, shooting the Azure Dragoness across the cavern in a spray of unmentionable proportions.
 
   The Azure Dragon braked, dripping slime, and darted back toward Leandrial.
 
   Leandrial snapped, “Be off with you, pest, or I will swat you as Pip over there deserves.”
 
   “That’s Aranya. She’s called Aranya.”
 
   “Are you a liar, too?”
 
   “No, but–” Leandrial pursed her lips, and blew Zip across the cavern. The Azure Dragoness fluttered gamely, but ended up being plastered against the far wall. The Land Dragon spat a blue glob of spit at her. Glue attack, Aranya realised. She had never seen one before. Stuck like a fly in a spider’s web, Zuziana still yelled, “She’s not the Pygmy Dragon!”
 
   “Be silent, before I glue your mouth shut.” Leandrial rounded on Aranya. “Now, you deceitful speck of filth, I shall crush you as you deserve.”
 
   Please, Aranya pleaded, you’re letting Thoralian escape. He’s the one who wants the Egg. I’m not–
 
   Ari hurt? Big Cloudland Dragon hurt my Ari?
 
   Sapphire? To Aranya’s increasing bewilderment, the dragonet sped along the immense mound of Leandrial’s back, chirping and squeaking in evident distress. Leandrial shivered. The Land Dragon raised her head, her brow-ridge beetling as Sapphire landed on the point of her muzzle. Sapphire seemed mesmerised, no bigger than a mosquito perched on the Dragon’s nose.
 
   They spoke too quietly for Aranya to overhear.
 
   The Land Dragon’s eyelid shuttered momentarily, the magic changing structure into a new, searing harmony. Leandrial said, Oh? Is that so, little one? Oh …
 
   Aranya did not wish to hold her breath any longer for an answer, but the pain and weariness enfolded her in equal measure. So much fighting. So much death, and for what? Thoralian lived, his drakes were free to roam the Island-World, and Leandrial had just proven Jia-Llonya’s ‘bite-of-Aranya’ theory. Bleak irony.
 
   She asked, Sapphire? What’s she saying to you?
 
   Ari good girl, squeaked Sapphire, making the word ‘geeurrl’ sound unfamiliar and exotic.
 
   Leandrial said ponderously, “The dragonet says you have lived but seventeen cycles of the suns upon this Island-World. She says you are no egg-stealer. And that your colour–I do not understand this word–is not what I seek. I cannot fathom it. How can I avenge my people, as the Ancient Dragon demanded, if you are not the one? My magic does not lie.”
 
   Suddenly, the Land Dragon subsided. Her talon lifted, freeing Aranya’s neck.
 
   If she could just pluck a burning coal of understanding from amongst the embers of the battle, Aranya would have been delighted. Zip attacking a Land Dragon? Sapphire saving her life? Next, the Islands would soar off their foundations to do a merry dance beneath the five moons.
 
   Inanely, Aranya said, “Fra’anior is bigger than you?”
 
   “Bigger, and infinitely more powerful, little one,” said Leandrial, in a voice devoid of comfort. “He’s an Ancient Dragon. Do you not know such things?”
 
   The talons retracted from the rock with a scale-prickling screech. The Amethyst Dragon groaned as her wing and side were freed.
 
   “Rise,” said Leandrial, scooping Aranya carefully onto her paw before any protest could be made. “I have wronged you. And this little one, who dares to dispute with a Land Dragon?” She used one mighty talon as a spatula, scraping Zuziana free from the wall. “Brave fledgling.”
 
   Aranya smiled at her friend as they huddled together on the Dragon’s paw, awed, broken, drenched in wonder. “You’re a mess. Been in a battle?”
 
   “You’re not so pretty yourself,” said Zip, and then groaned. “Oh, great Islands, could I but cut out this tongue and toss it into a Cloudlands volcano!”
 
   “It’s alright. Leandrial, Thoralian is still–”
 
   “We shall surface, but I no longer sense his presence with us.”
 
   Aranya groaned, but the Azure Dragon shouted, “Then it’s all your fault, you great, galumphing Island-biter!”
 
   “Zip!” Aranya cried.
 
   To be the object of Leandrial’s laughter was akin to drowning in a raging river. Aranya and Zuziana found themselves pressed up against her curled talons, their bodies pounded by each successive guffaw. Soon, however, the laughter ceased and Aranya knew that a darker truth had punctured the Land Dragon’s good humour. Thoralian would hunt for the First Egg. With that power, he could twist even Land Dragons to serve his will.
 
   Uttering a soft word in a draconic tongue, Leandrial bathed them in magic. Healing magic, Aranya realised, gritting her fangs as feeling returned to her shoulder, and the large slice in her side drew back together with an uncomfortable stitching sensation.
 
   Aranya said, “Thank you, Leandrial.”
 
   Zuziana flexed her wings gingerly. “Thanks, but how am I ever going to get this glue off?”
 
   Thoralian’s underground realm was more extensive than she had imagined. Glancing about, Aranya observed numerous secondary chambers and tunnels leading away from the main cavern. Some would have housed the drakes. Would there be other holding chambers for the Shapeshifters he had captured over the years? Other secrets to be plumbed?
 
   There was no time for speculation. The Land Dragon closed her talons around the two Lesser Dragons, and surged into the long tunnel that led to the surface–what to Aranya or Zuziana was a sinkhole ten Dragons could have flown down together without the need to touch wings, but to her was a snug burrow. Sapphire darted between Leandrial’s talons to throw herself at Aranya, whining, crooning and generally making a happy fuss.
 
   You brave creature! said Aranya. Did I see you with Zuziana, fighting the drakes?
 
   She saved my hide, the Remoyan put in. Drakes don’t like their eyes being clawed out, and Sapphire was too quick to catch.
 
   Sapphire celebrated Zip’s compliment with a spiralling triple somersault.
 
   * * * *
 
   The brilliant morning sky showcased a fading battle between the remnants of Thoralian’s fleet, who continued to give no quarter, and King Beran’s now-dominant forces. Ja’arrion and Va’assia, both battle-scarred and streaked with soot and golden blood, led a depleted Dragonwing against the Sylakian ground forces, which included half a dozen Red Dragons–the only other Dragons left alive.
 
   Aranya gazed about in full knowledge that Thoralian had either fled or hidden himself, as the Land Dragon had suggested. Should she be relieved, or furious? His probable escape soured any sense of victory she might enjoy. In truth Thoralian would most likely have killed her; that knowledge was no comfort, for she had been prepared to die. A cowardly retreat was the one scenario no-one had considered.
 
   With Thoralian went her hope for her mother’s recovery, another bitter blow.
 
   Zip, never one to be cowed for long, looked about with an alert air. “Leandrial, you couldn’t help us tidy up here, could you?”
 
   The Land Dragon hesitated. “What would you have me do, little one?”
 
   “General Zuziana of Remoy,” said Aranya.
 
   The Azure Dragoness favoured this sally with a scowl. “Attend closely while I outline the actions you can usefully take, Leandrial.”
 
   The great white orb blinked, twice. “Are you always this impudent?”
 
   She heard signals on King Beran’s flagship. Aranya’s belly cramped in shock. She sprang into the air, shouting, “No, Dad! Don’t shoot!”
 
   The Immadian Dragonships hovering over the sinkhole let fly at Leandrial with every weapon they commanded. Most of the crossbow quarrels pinged off her hide, or plugged into it without doing the slightest damage. But those aimed at her eye were intercepted by Aranya, who flung herself on an intersecting trajectory. She stopped a brace of bolts with her shoulder and three with her flank. Aranya slumped on the Land Dragon’s muzzle; faintly, hearing the commands not to fire again.
 
   She groaned, “Oh, that was ralti-stupid.”
 
   “Indeed,” rumbled Leandrial, catching the Amethyst Dragon in her paw. “Their tiny darts could not penetrate my eyelid. But you are plucky, little one. I shan’t forget.”
 
   “Lift me up to that Dragonship,” gasped Aranya. “I must speak to my Dad.”
 
   * * * *
 
   After the battle had subsided and Dragon-Aranya had spent three hours being patched and sewn up by Jia-Llonya, Va’assia and a team of medics, she limped over to the table where Chikkan had been working on Yolathion. The Amethyst Dragoness looked on curiously as he adjusted the devices–akin to large, complex splints–covering Yolathion’s limbs.
 
   “These help straighten the bones,” said Chikkan.
 
   “Really? It isn’t painful?”
 
   Aranya glanced about, imagining that Thoralian might leap out from behind a bush at any moment. Where had he disappeared to, and how? He might still be lurking about in his Shifted form, using an army of thousands as cover while he spied on Aranya’s doings, but she doubted it.
 
   Go lick your wounds, Thoralian. Because when I catch you again, and I have all my powers, you’re dead!
 
   Chikkan explained, “The magic of your Dragon tears is healing him at a phenomenal rate, Princess Aranya. We can break a bone and it’ll knit in ten minutes. We hope that by making the right adjustments to these apparatuses I borrowed from your clever Immadian doctors, the bones will heal straight and true.”
 
   She glanced idly at him, noting the gleam in his round eyes as he expounded on Yolathion’s treatment. Round eyes? Oh … great Islands!
 
   The Amethyst Dragoness could not help the backward stumble that jostled a table behind her. The medics there growled at her, although no-one wanted to shout at a Dragon. She tried to respond casually, not to let him know that she knew.
 
   “Oops,” she said. “Sorry, everyone, I’m obviously not recovered from the battle.”
 
   Doctor Chikkan gazed quizzically at her. “Are you alright, Princess?”
 
   Sha’aldior, help me, there’s a Chameleon Shifter …
 
   He nodded slowly, almost sadly. Indeed there is, Star Dragon. Indeed there is.
 
   I’m here … oh!
 
   Aranya’s head jerked. Ardan? Another Ardan?
 
   Two identical men came sprinting into the medical area. Two Ardans, both broad and muscular, dark and scarified, identical in every detail. They skidded to a halt, staring at each other. They snarled in concert. Which was the real Ardan? She wheezed unhappily, unable to tell them apart. Could she summon up his soul-fire magic to tell them apart?
 
   When her eyes returned to Doctor Chikkan, it was to find a drawn arrow trained on her torso.
 
   “Sorry, Princess,” he said. “We Chameleons always finish a job. Unlike your abduction at Fra’anior, this arrow will kill a Shapeshifter–the poison is specifically designed to attack the nervous system. There’s neither antidote nor chance of survival.”
 
   “Kerliss?”
 
   “He’s Kerliss,” said the Chameleon Shapeshifter, deliberately not addressing either man. “The one with the poisoned blade is, anyway. I’m Imbiss, whose brother you killed in Immadia.”
 
   “Thoralian wants me alive. One of you could be Thoralian himself.”
 
   The Chameleon laughed softly. “This is a family matter. We don’t care about Thoralian, only about you and the damage you will wreak if you ever reach Herimor.”
 
   Aranya masked her confusion. What kind of reason was that? Revenge, she understood, but what significance did Herimor have in their thinking?
 
   “Let Aranya go!” the Ardan to her left demanded. I’m the real Ardan.
 
   I’m the real Ardan, the other mocked.
 
   “Why wait until now?” Aranya stalled. “You’ve had dozens of opportunities to kill me since we left Sylakia.”
 
   “Thoralian didn’t leave me any spare poisons when he left me in the dungeon.” Imbiss thrust out his jaw. “Because we needed you to kill the Shadow Dragon before he kills us all.”
 
   “This is lunacy,” said the Ardan to her right. “Why imitate me?”
 
   From her left, the other countered, “They wanted to use a copy of me to lure you away, Aranya, but you discovered Chikkan’s disguise before they could put their plan into operation.”
 
   The Amethyst Dragon wanted to scream. They both sounded identical! Acted identical! Even smelled identical. But one of them had to be lying. Chikkan threatened her, because he knew that meant the real Ardan could not act to save her. They could not force her to slay the Shadow Dragon, however, until they revealed which of them was the true Ardan–and the soul-fire, flaring excitedly within her, was hardly a flaming arrow pointing at the true Ardan. She knew his nearness, knew through their link his fear for her …
 
   While she hesitated, one of the Ardans drew his scimitar and charged the other, shouting, “I’ll die for Aranya if I have to!”
 
   The two men fell to ferociously, setting off a minor panic in the medical area. Their blades smashed and sparked together. Aranya followed them closely, trying to discern some small detail that would assure her of which man was Ardan. The Chameleon’s imitation was flawless. The fighters seemed evenly matched in skill, at least, until she began to see one of them gaining the upper hand. Could she use her power of visions? Warily, Aranya reached within, all the while keeping a Dragon’s eye on Imbiss, who had not wavered an inch.
 
   Suddenly, one of the men staggered and fell toward Imbiss’ feet. “Brother, he’s killed me.”
 
   Blood poured from Ardan’s chest.
 
   The other Ardan gave a cry of rage, leaping in with his scimitar upraised.
 
   The instant Imbiss’ eyes flickered from Aranya to the unfolding drama, the Shadow Dragon transformed. His claw clipped the bow, causing the arrow to be shot in a high arc up and over Aranya’s back. “Fool,” laughed Ardan. “I wounded myself.”
 
   Kerliss tried to use his scimitar on the Shadow Dragon, but his blow passed through the Dragon’s shifting, insubstantial shoulder. Ardan’s paw waved at the man’s torso. A dark, wispy presence seemed to tear from the Chameleon Shapeshifter’s chest, a ghostly form that screamed soundlessly at Ardan before fading into nothingness. Aranya blinked.
 
   The Shadow Dragon gestured again, his solid talons punching through Imbiss’ chest.
 
   “Aranya, are you alright?” The Shadow Dragon’s magic rippled. The Chameleon Shapeshifter slumped sideways, dead.
 
   A soul-lost shiver ran the length of her body. The Chameleons’ faces and bodies transformed in death, changing rapidly into smaller, catlike men with curiously featureless features, as though their flesh were a type of pale clay waiting to be moulded. That was eerie, but not nearly as disconcerting as what she had just observed.
 
   Had Ardan just ripped a man’s soul out of his body?
 
   “Fine,” she said, feeling exactly the opposite.
 
   His black eyes glittered like the facets of a diamond, all fierce magic and draconic disdain. “Next time you want me to save your life …”
 
   “I mean it, Ardan. Thank you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 32: A Necessary Oath
 
    
 
   THat evening, King Beran’s habitual after-dinner council assumed a markedly different character. His navigation cabin had been abandoned for a ground-level conference, insofar as that was possible with a Land Dragon in attendance. Beran and Ignathion stood on the gantry of his moored flagship in order to address Leandrial at her eye-level.
 
   Aranya swivelled her neck gingerly to survey the battlefield one more time. The Sylakian troops, still several thousand strong, sat under guard beside the burned-out wreck of a meriatite engine factory. Seventy Dragonships were moored around the shipyards, while a further fifteen dirigibles, together with two Red Dragons, patrolled the skies. The dead lay in rows many tens long, or where they had fallen. Hundreds of windrocs soared as close as they dared, eyeballing the feast, but the patrolling Dragons kept them at bay.
 
   Nearby, Ja’arrion overshadowed Lyriela, his bulk making his Dragon-daughter appear svelte and petite, although in her Dragon form, she was larger than either Aranya or Zip. Prince Ta’armion perched on her forepaw. As she watched, Va’assia joined them, fondly rubbing muzzles with her mate and her daughter. To their left, beside the wall of Leandrial’s elbow, Human-Ardan stood next to Kylara, Oyda and Commander Darron, conversing with them in low tones. Having seen Kylara being treated earlier in the medical area, Aranya knew the Warlord had lost two fingers on her right hand, and she sported an array of other less serious wounds.
 
   Ardan had joked about one more scar on his chest. Aranya could not shake the image of the Chameleon Shapeshifter’s inner form screaming its defiance at him, before expiring.
 
   Zuziana, changed to her Human form, waved to Aranya. “Come, sit with us.”
 
   Classic Zip, leaning casually against Leandrial’s knuckle. Nobody else would dare to treat a Land Dragon like that.
 
   “Go easy as you settle down,” Jia fussed.
 
   Aranya said, “I can’t do anything else. I’m not moving for a week.”
 
   The Remoyan Princess settled herself in her customary position against Aranya’s neck, saying, “Commander Darron lost Estalia today, and every ship of his command. He only survived because one of those Reds up there–Haragoz–literally plucked him out of a drake’s mouth.”
 
   Of the fourteen Dragons who had aided her strike against Thoralian, seven still lived. One would never fly again. Aranya sighed heavily. “Jia, sit with us.”
 
   “How are you feeling, Aranya?” asked Zip.
 
   “Good. My shoulder’s sore, but what hurts the most is that we lost Thoralian.”
 
   King Beran waved his arms for attention. “Now that we’re all here,” he said, “it’s confirmed. Thoralian slew an Immadian soldier and stole his uniform, and has not been seen since. He and at least three of his kin, escaped.” Groans greeted this news. “Nak is recovering. He lost his left foot to a drake, but swears he’ll use the right to boot the creatures properly in the future.” Laughter all round. “Yedior the Brown collapsed and sealed all of the tunnels leading to the drake hatcheries, so at least we don’t need to worry about that–only the several thousand that escaped. And he confirms there are ninety-eight Shapeshifter Dragons yet to be revived, sleeping in those caverns.”
 
   “They’re all on our side,” Zip called out.
 
   Beran frowned at her, saying, “Reviving them will be some task.” Just then, a soldier appeared at the King’s side to ask a question.
 
   Aranya’s head jerked in horrified realisation. “Zip, where’s Ri’arion? I haven’t seen … he didn’t–”
 
   “He’s fine, petal. He’s aloft on Haragoz, conducting some kind of Nameless Man magical search for Thoralian. And when he gets back, I’m going to have words with him for riding another Dragon.”
 
   “He rode Ardan.”
 
   Zip folded her arms stiffly. “I refuse to dignify that.”
 
   “Is this about him leaving you in the middle of the battle?” Aranya earned a sniff for a reply. “Zip, you had me on your back.”
 
   “That’s different.”
 
   “Zip, why’re you so upset? It isn’t something I’ve done, is it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Aranya blew hot air between her fangs. “Have it your way. I’m too tired to argue.”
 
   King Beran called down, “Ja’arrion? Would you brief us?”
 
   “Very well, o King. Va’assia and I have spoken with the Dragons. We are eleven, including these fledglings–Aranya, Zuziana and Lyriela.”
 
   The Amethyst Dragon felt her belly-fires churn, even as Zip stiffened against her neck. A fledgling? How demeaning a description, after all she had suffered. As if feeling the force of her response, the Green Dragon’s gaze settled upon her.
 
   Ja’arrion added, “That number includes Rezzior the Red and his mate Fydurial, who served Sylakia but now vow to serve us. We plan to stay here, working to revive these Shapeshifters, and hopefully, restoring them to full health. We will establish a Council of Dragon Elders to regulate and advise our kind. In time, we plan to return to the ancient Halls of the Dragons at Gi’shior Island.”
 
   Ta’armion said, “Gi’shior is the ancient home of Dragons, and Ha’athior houses your Natal Cave. Fra’anior welcomes you.”
 
   “As long as we don’t cause trouble?” asked Ja’arrion.
 
   The Prince’s jaw twitched. “Fra’anior welcomes you gladly. We will negotiate the matter of Gi’ishior and learn from our histories, even as we forge our future together.”
 
   “Won’t you first consult the King of Fra’anior in this?”
 
   The Prince turned to look up at the Green Dragon. “I’m married to your daughter, aren’t I?”
 
   I’ll negotiate with my Prince, said Lyriela, curling her paw about him with a mischievous air.
 
   “It is time Fra’anior embraced all forms of its magic,” said the Prince, not without a shiver, “including addressing the status of the secret monasteries which follow the Path of the Dragon, and our magicians and Shapeshifters. I intend to outlaw the hunting of dragonets. You’re right. Not all Islanders long for the return of Dragons. But I have a few ideas, o Ja’arrion the Green, and my father is a reasonable man.”
 
   “May it be so.” Ja’arrion nodded regally.
 
   Listening to the Land Dragon’s respiration reminded Aranya of the sound of her own scarred lungs. Even now, she felt breathless. Are you unwell, great one?
 
   I’m far from my natural realm, little one. Far above it. Even with the aid of the strange Human you call Nameless, I suffer from this thin, unpleasant air.
 
   Then you must return to the Cloudlands.
 
   Not without you, said Leandrial, in a far from comforting tone.
 
   Me? I can’t go down there. It’s pure poison.
 
   The Land Dragon growled, It is agreed. I will not leave without you and your oath, sworn in the name and on the grave of your Star Dragon mother.
 
   Zuziana patted Aranya’s flank uneasily. Petal, hold the fires while I explain.
 
   You’ve agreed something behind my back? Zip?
 
   Aranya found her voice shaking with ire. Did everyone think she was an invalid, just because she had failed to defeat the Sylakian Emperor? Islands’ sakes, they had received the surrender of his forces, what little remained of them! Could it be because she looked beaten, as though she had been chewed up and spat out, several times over? Aye, she had failed. Now there were other, older Dragons who had their own plans, who saw her as a fledgling, and … she was no longer the centre of attention? Aranya chewed her lip unhappily. Please, let arrogance not be her motivation!
 
   What desire did she have to lead the Dragons, anyway? What did she know? That path was the one taken by those who sought absolute power, the Thoralians of the Island-World. If being a Star Dragon meant seeking the light, as Izariela had taught her, then her path led another way. Aranya only wished she knew where. She had been powerful; now she was weak, and limited in what she could do. Living with that reality would be an adjustment–to use a perfectly Immadian understatement.
 
   “Leandrial,” said King Beran. “Will you address us?”
 
   In a voice that shook the earth, the Land Dragon said, “The legends of my kind tell of many First Eggs which hatched the Ancient Dragons. However, one Egg never hatched. For aeons, it lay in the Natal Cave, jealously guarded by the Black Dragon himself, Fra’anior, whose mate was Istariela, the Star Dragon. The Black Dragon grew exceedingly powerful in magic and great in stature amongst the Ancient Dragons, and though we know not the truth of the matter, we know that jealousy flourished and others plotted against him. Soon, there was war between the Ancient Dragons. The history is murky, but it is known that during that cataclysmic war, this potent First Egg came to be stolen by those Land Dragons who dwelled north of the Rift. Dragon rose against Dragon. The Land Dragons were wiped out, but at great cost–and the Egg was lost.”
 
   “Millennia later, rumours arose among the Land Dragons south of the Rift that a First Egg had been found, resting deep in the fiery bowels of our world, where it had been guarded by ten thousand S’gulzzi–how would I describe them in your tongue? Creatures more spirit than flesh, similar to Dragons, who dwell in the unimaginable heat and pressure of our world’s core.”
 
   “Under threat of retribution by the Ancient Dragons, our Elders appointed our mightiest and most cunning warrior, Shurgal, to retrieve the Egg and return it to its rightful place, that the balance of the harmonies might be restored. But Shurgal made a bargain with our most terrible enemies, the Theadurial, for the power he needed to complete this task, may his cowardice shrivel his soul! Shurgal retrieved the Egg, but bequeathed it to the Theadurial in exchange for immortality.”
 
   Perhaps taking in the blank looks around her, or at least, detecting the reactions of her listeners, Leandrial explained, “Theadurial are intelligent creatures …”
 
   Suddenly, a picture appeared in Aranya’s mind, and by the gasps around her, she knew that the others saw the same. The quality of the image was strange, as though viewed through smudged crysglass, but she saw a type of animal she had never imagined–an enormously elongated creature which appeared to be comprised of braided filaments, in consistency somehow both crystalline and metallic. It had many centipede-like appendages and cruel, hooked mandibles at both ends, with no apparent organs of sight.
 
   “In its pupal form, the Theadurial enters the body through wound or orifice, typically of a sick or elderly Land Dragon,” said Leandrial. “It attaches to the spinal column. Once the mouthparts grow into the lower brain stem, the parasite is able to control the functions basic to life–heartbeat, breathing and nerve impulses. After it reaches maturity, the Theadurial takes over the higher brain functions. It replicates by laying eggs inside the Land Dragon’s brain, driving the host to insanity and death.”
 
   Aranya shuddered.
 
   “We used to be able to fight them, or eject them with our magic,” the Land Dragon added. “Now, by the First Egg’s power, they enter even healthy Dragons. They will wipe us out.”
 
   For a long time, no-one spoke. Stars began to prickle beyond the Jade moon’s crescent, the sounds of night slowly taking precedence, as if the day’s events still lingered. The Amethyst Dragon looked over her companions, the Dragons and the Humans, all overshadowed by Leandrial’s vast bulk, her breath stirring the trees two hundred feet from her nostrils. How fey the night seemed. How far beyond the imagination of a Princess of Immadia, who had willingly bound herself into exile.
 
   Her hearts ached for the Land Dragon, yet, what could she do?
 
   Pitching her voice into the deepening twilight, Aranya asked, “What is this ‘balance of the harmonies’ you spoke of, Leandrial?”
 
   Zip hissed at her.
 
   Leandrial, however, seemed to appreciate the question. The wash of her magic thrilled Aranya through and through. “Has your egg-mother taught you nothing, little one? Maintaining the balance of the harmonies is a Star Dragon’s paramount duty. Perhaps you might best understand it thus: it describes the way the Island-World ought to be in all of its magical complexity–physically and spiritually, in its relations between its different creatures and realms, and in the powers that inhabit our world. The balance may be damaged or destroyed by our actions, just as Shurgal condemned my people to slavery under the Theadurial.”
 
   An imbalance and a horror.
 
   An idea popped into her mind. Aranya asked, “Is the Rift in balance?”
 
   “An astute question!” Leandrial lowered her voice as its thunder echoed off the surrounding hills. “Sorry. We believe it is not, Aranya. Our sages believe that the Rift is the reason the Ancient Dragons chose to leave our world.”
 
   “Magic is being wasted by the Rift-storm?”
 
   “No, little one. Our sages say it is being sucked away by the maelstrom to somewhere beyond the rim wall, into a greater world beyond this Island-World.”
 
   Aranya considered the strangeness of Leandrial’s beliefs. She had so many questions. How she wished to know more of her Star Dragon heritage! Even a Land Dragon knew more than her.
 
   “That is of lesser importance,” said Leandrial, her voice growing deeper and quieter at the same time, reverberating through her listeners like a slow earth-tremor. “For two hundred of your years, I have sought to return the First Egg to its rightful place. The Theadurial grow ever stronger. Briefly, I even held the Egg in my paw.” She gazed down at the assembly, flexing her talons as though remembering what she had held. “Then, Shurgal came upon me in my weakness. While we battled, the Marshal of Herimor seized his chance and stole the Egg for himself. Only such a calamity could have united the tribes of the Land Dragons. At once, we attacked the Humans who lived above the Clouds. But the Marshal escaped with the aid of a dreadful power, taking with him thousands of Lesser Dragons as he levitated an entire Island out of our grasp and across the Rift.”
 
   Ja’arrion put in, “The Marshall corrupted the First Egg’s power to summon a Shadow Dragon.”
 
   “Who, me?” Every eye turned to Ardan, who squirmed.
 
   “It was not a beast as you are, little one,” Leandrial told him. “It was a creature of otherworldly magic and otherworldly appetites. It fed upon the magic of Dragons. Like the Theadurial, it was a succubus, a parasite.”
 
   The Western Isles warrior cast Aranya a dark, apprehensive glance. She knew he was thinking about the Chameleon Shapeshifter. She ducked her head rather than reveal her churning feelings to him. How could she trust Leandrial’s assessment, given what she had seen? Yet Dragon magic was many-faceted, often startling in its rules and manifestations. She, authoress of a thousand-league storm, ought to understand that better than most.
 
   Could she trust her treacherous heart when it came to Ardan, or the Ancient Dragon’s even more treacherous will?
 
   The Land Dragon continued, “Knowing all this, the Elders sent two dozen of our people, those who had never succumbed to the Theadurial, across the Rift, to pursue the Marshal and his beast. I alone survived that journey. Here, north of the Rift, I sensed a new power in the Island-World, a Lesser Dragon who had the power of the Ancients, the power to Command by magic. Her name was Pip. You call her the Pygmy Dragon. At Fra’anior, I saved Pip’s life. She promised friendship and help, and to summon me at the right time. But she was a traitor. She gave the First Egg to Shurgal instead. Using the Egg’s power, he escaped back over the Rift, leaving me stranded here in strange lands, which I have roamed for a hundred and fifty of your years, while my people suffered in unspeakable ways. I know this, because I have the power of visions, like you, Aranya. And they torment me.”
 
   “You never tried to go back?”
 
   Leandrial shivered at Aranya’s question. “Yes, I tried. Three times. But even a Land Dragon cannot cross the Rift on her own. This last time I was severely injured before I had to turn back. Then, the Black Dragon apprised me of your power and ordered me to hunt you, to set you on the right path–lest not we be mistaken, I thought you were the Pygmy Dragon traitor. I intended to destroy you.”
 
   “We may have sensed that,” Zuziana put in.
 
   “I did not understand,” said the Land Dragon, shaking her enormous muzzle. “You healed me with your magic near Jeradia, with the tears you shed into the Cloudlands. How did you know?”
 
   “I … didn’t,” said Aranya, puzzled and amazed. “I do remember weeping my Dragon tears as I fled into the storm. What an impossible coincidence! But if it helped you, I’m glad I did, Leandrial.”
 
   For the first time, Oyda spoke up. “Coincidence? In a Star Dragon’s life? This from the girl who, of all the places in the Island-World, chose to crash-land on my doorstep?”
 
   “I didn’t choose!”
 
   Oyda said, “Who guided you, then? Not me.”
 
   Allowing her annoyance to curl between her fangs as Dragon fire, Aranya pressed, “So, Leandrial, are we to understand that Shurgal tracked you across the Rift and pinched the Egg behind your back?”
 
   “YES!” The thunderclap of Leandrial’s fury rocked the moored Dragonships and triggered alarms on the Dragonships patrolling above. Beran quickly ordered his Signalman to signal the all-clear.
 
   “I just don’t think Pip could have been a traitor.”
 
   Now, a low, dangerous throbbing issued from the depths of Leandrial’s chest. “Do not test my patience, little one. You will travel with me to Herimor, where you will use your Star Dragon powers to restore the balance of the world. And I will have your oath, now.”
 
   “I-I c-can’t, Leandrial.”
 
   Suddenly, the Land Dragon’s paw darkened the sky above her. “YOU WHAT? THIS IS TREACHERY!”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 33: Family of Dragons
 
    
 
   Aranya TREMBLED BENEATH the Land Dragon’s fury. Leandrial’s magic staggered her, pinning her in place while her paw hovered overhead, ready to slam down upon the Amethyst Dragon and end her life.
 
   “I c-can’t p-promise the impossible,” she stammered. “Leandrial, please …”
 
   The Land Dragon thundered at King Beran, “You gave your word, o King! Speak to your daughter, lest I terminate her life this instant!”
 
   All was silent as Beran rushed down the rope ladder and ran over to Aranya. Leandrial’s paw did not budge an inch.
 
   “Aranyi–”
 
   It was just as she had feared. She said, “How could you make promises behind my back, Dad?”
 
   “I promised you would help Leandrial,” he stated, unrepentant. “Thoralian has undoubtedly set off to find the First Egg. You said that he alone knows the secret of Izariela’s healing, and that if the First Egg ever fell into his hands, it would spell the end of our Island-World. Therefore, you must pursue him. What other choice do we have?”
 
   “But … Dad, I’d help, but it isn’t physically possible.”
 
   King Beran’s grey eyes turned wintry. “And why does Izariela’s daughter balk now, after all she has fought for, and suffered, and won?”
 
   When he was angry with her, she became someone else’s daughter? Molten fury erupted into a scream, “Would you look at me? Look at what he did!”
 
   Aranya had to pause to suck a whistling breath into her blighted lungs. “Look beyond the ugliness and see that I can’t even breathe properly, Dad! I haven’t the strength to battle Thoralian, leave aside the impossibility of crossing the Rift in the storms above it, or in the poisons below. I don’t have the strength to survive such a journey. He ruined my health, Dad. I’m not capable any more.”
 
   Words of the wounded. She had not meant for them to emerge as raw and bleak as a winter storm over Immadia. Aranya hid her face between her paws, unable to bear their shock, their sympathetic glances.
 
   “He’s crushed your spirit,” said Beran.
 
   “Petal, don’t cry,” said Zip, stretching her arms around Aranya’s neck. “I’ll go with you. Ardan will. We’re ready to be your strong right paw.”
 
   Aranya groaned, lifting her forepaws to draw both Zip and her father into her embrace.
 
   “No.” A soft word, arising from Leandrial.
 
   She raised her head. “Leandrial, don’t you see it has to be this way? I want to help. I’d do anything to stop him, and to get my mother back …”
 
   “No,” repeated the Land Dragon, silencing Aranya with a touch of her power. “You cannot know what you are capable of, little one, because you have no heritage to teach you. A Star Dragon’s power lies in restoration. This is the meaning of the balance I spoke about. Your physical body is in imbalance. Your spirit is in disharmony. I can sense these things, just as I sense that your true form lies somewhere nearby, as if it were only lost or forgotten. Much as I’d love to be the one to supply your need, I cannot, because I’m not a Star Dragon.”
 
   Aranya’s mouth popped open. “You’re saying …”
 
   The white orb gleamed with power, a thrilling Dragonsong that whispered unimaginable winds into her soul. The multifaceted beauty of her music; the harmonies resonating in her bones, caressing her Dragon fires, in its communicative intricacy far outstripping any spoken language. Aranya listened with her entire being–humbled, exhilarated, soul-lost as a hope she had abandoned forever, began to effervesce within her hearts and veins.
 
   The Amethyst Dragon’s entire body trembled as she realised aloud, “You’re saying a Star Dragon can learn not only to heal, but to restore in totality, and in the most infinitesimal detail of its elements, what was destroyed? This is the balance of the harmonies?”
 
   Leandrial inclined her head. She placed her paw carefully on the ground beside Aranya.
 
   Her excuses only made her the victim Thoralian had wanted her to be. Slowly, Aranya drew together from her Human and Dragon selves a kernel of resolve, willpower which burned like Dragon fire, pure and adamantine.
 
   “You couldn’t teach me, Leandrial?”
 
   “No, little one. I can teach you those few things I grasp about this power. Lacking the secret Star Dragon lore which should have been passed on from your mother, I cannot teach you its application, only what I understand to be true.”
 
   Speechless now, stupefied as never before in her life, Aranya could only reason that she must not allow hope to take root. She’d only be disappointed when it turned out to be unattainable. But even a Star Dragon lacked the power to command her heart’s desires.
 
   Aranya wanted so badly to believe the Land Dragon, she felt sick with longing. If she could be healed, what else might be possible–restoring Izariela, returning the First Egg to its rightful place, and might she even envisage a relationship and a marriage to the right man? Thou … oh, great Islands! Oh, thou, my soul …
 
   Across from her, Ardan’s mental voice echoed her inner sobbing. I know, Aranya. It’s too marvellous to believe, isn’t it?
 
   Just as quickly as hope had speared into her, so did despair. All she wanted were eyes the colour of night, but they were promised to another. Thunder crashed in the distance. King Beran gazed up to the skies, but he stepped forward to place his hand on Aranya’s neck. From the corner of her eye she saw her friends, and the Dragons, draw closer, but her eyes were for her father alone.
 
   “Whatever happens, Sparky,” he said.
 
   Her hearts swelled with love as she gazed down at her father. To Zip, Aranya whispered, “If you come with me to Herimor, my friend, what of Ri’arion?”
 
   The Remoyan hung her head, looking as wretched as Aranya had ever seen her. “Even a Nameless Man cannot travel beneath the Cloudlands, Aranya. He plans to stay behind, to help build a new Dragon Rider school at Fra’anior.”
 
   “No one can travel beneath–”
 
   “You’re right. The toxins would kill us within minutes,” said Zip. “Ri’arion will teach us the arts of shielding and filtering the air that enters our lungs, and the arts of purging poisons from our bodies. We will experiment here, near Yorbik. It’ll take time, but we also need the time for healing before undertaking such an arduous journey.”
 
   “And what of Kylara?” Aranya asked. “If Ardan accompanies us, what of her?”
 
   Zuziana’s smile was utterly impenetrable. “You’re a silly petal sometimes, aren’t you? Kylara, Aranya says she can’t leave you behind.”
 
   Dazed, forlorn, Aranya watched the Warlord of Yanga approach her with an air of unaccustomed diffidence. Strange, how her dislike of this woman had mellowed–perhaps matured was a better descriptor–as Aranya learned to judge less quickly, and to prize a person for who they truly were. Kylara would be good for Ardan, she thought, sadly. Far better than an Immadian Princess.
 
   “Ardan and I have talked at length, Aranya,” she said, “and it’s a good thing I don’t have a scimitar in my hand when I say this.”
 
   Oh, flying ralti sheep, how had she wronged the Warlord now?
 
   Kylara dropped her voice to a whisper so low, even an Amethyst Dragon had to strain to hear her. “Aranya, I don’t love him–”
 
   “N-N-No.” The breath stopped in her throat with a rattle. “No! You can’t mean it.”
 
   Kylara’s peaceable smile said enough, but she repeated, “Aye. I don’t love Ardan, not in that most Island-shivering sense.”
 
   Had Kylara grown a Dragon’s tail and walloped her over the head with it, Aranya could have been no less stunned.
 
   “I … I don’t accept that,” she said, plaintively.
 
   Kylara said, “You have to. I could never love a Dragon. The truth is, I’ve come to realise that I loved the idea of Ardan more than the man himself. Nor does he love me. In fact, I suspect he might love a certain, very magical someone else, and always has.”
 
   Zip chucked Aranya beneath the chin. “Shut the trap, petal.”
 
   Aranya snapped her jaw shut. “Kylara … Ardan? I don’t understand. Why are you allowing this?”
 
   He drawled, “Because love is for fools. And though they are fools, Shadow Dragons don’t easily take ‘no’ for an answer, o jewel of Immadia.”
 
   “I sense a conspiracy of monstrous proportions!” Aranya complained, not trusting herself to look at Ardan. How could she answer him now, when a storm filled her heart? Ambushed–first by Leandrial, then the Chameleons, and now by Kylara and Ardan, even Zip. Yet, she could not read another’s heart.
 
   Nor could she make sense of this storm, not now, not when she was being battered from every side. Aranya fled in another direction. Turning to Jia-Llonya, she asked, “What of you, Jia?”
 
   “Once Yolathion is healed, I will–”
 
   As the Jeradian girl began to speak, a mighty roar sounded from the medical tents, followed by screams and the sound of crysglass smashing. Every eye, Shapeshifter, Human and Land Dragon, snapped toward the ruckus.
 
   A huge shape struggled there, winged, mighty in size for a Lesser Dragon. His bellow was an abhorrent scream, a wordless declaration of insanity. The Dragon lifted off, belching fire at everything and nothing, the suns gleaming off his Brown Dragon hide. Yolathion! Flying with jerky, uncoordinated movements, he winged over the hills toward the east, twice firing fireballs which did not even appear to be aimed at the windrocs straying into his path.
 
   What trepidation trembled her Dragon hearts as Aranya watched Yolathion disappear behind the hills. Feral, or insane? Had the torture snapped his mind? If so, the Yorbik Islanders were in terrible danger.
 
   At once, Ja’arrion called, Yedior? Will you do as we discussed?
 
   At once, Ja’arrion.
 
   Yedior, who was also a Brown Dragon, winged rapidly over the shipyards, coming to a neat landing beside their council. His beautiful, turbulent yellow eyes regarded them all, and Aranya sensed a nobility in him, a largeness of spirit. He was a much younger Dragon than her uncle, but still over eighty feet in length, his hide a lustrous, dark brown tending to tan in the underparts. He began to step toward Jia-Llonya, before his paw arrested in mid-air.
 
   Oh … what is this? Why do I–Ja’arrion? I feel so odd. Faint.
 
   The Green Dragon rose to his feet, scanning the throng. He said, What has caused this feeling, Yedior?
 
   Aranya had the sense that her uncle knew exactly what was happening, but chose to play along. A secretive smile curved Oyda’s lips. Aranya shivered delicately. How much magic thrilled the air? An inexplicable but familiar magic, one that tugged her back to the cave where she and Ardan had first met. One soul touching another. A power beyond magic, even.
 
   Her. That one. His claw rose, moving beyond Jia-Llonya to point at Kylara. The Brown, huge as he was, gulped like a shy teenager. What power is this, Ja’arrion?
 
   Ask her the question, Yedior.
 
   Kylara stumbled forward as though impelled by an unheard command. Her mouth worked, but no words emerged.
 
   Yedior sank to his knee in a deep bow, swinging his muzzle down toward the Western Isles warrior. “I’m supposed to take Jia-Llonya,” he protested, but his eyes were for Kylara alone. “Oh, by my mother’s egg! I, Yedior the Brown, beg, no, I entreat you … will you do me the honour, Kylara, of becoming my Dragon Rider?”
 
   The Warlord seemed frozen somewhere between horror and awe. She blurted out, “I’ll sharpen my scimitar on your head if you give me any trouble,” and then clapped her hand over her mouth, stifling a shriek.
 
   “That passes for ‘aye’ in the Western Isles,” said Ardan, dryly.
 
   Next to Aranya, Zuziana shouted with laughter.
 
   Kylara stumbled toward the Dragon in a daze, throwing her arms as far as she could reach around Yedior’s muzzle. “Of course, I’d want nothing more in the Island-World, you beautiful … you handsome oh, flying ralti sheep, you’re a Dragon!”
 
   “Then let’s burn the heavens together, as Dragon and Rider!” cried Yedior.
 
   Kylara and Yedior made moon-eyes at each other.
 
   Ja’arrion put in, “That would be right now, Yedior. Take Jia-Llonya and Kylara, and go catch that Brown Dragon before he causes too much trouble.”
 
   “Aye, Ja’arrion,” he and Kylara chorused.
 
   More gently, the Green Dragon said to Jia-Llonya, “We can hope he is only feral, little one, and that your love will restore him to his senses.”
 
   As the threesome rushed away to find weapons and supplies, Ardan winked at Aranya. “Never love a Dragon, eh? How long did that last? A whole minute?”
 
   She shook her head, thinking that magic and love were a wondrous and confounding combination. What if her health could be restored, inwardly and outwardly? What if it could not? Did any of that matter if she and the Shadow Dragon were linked by the soul-fire? Stubbornness was not unknown to the Princess of Immadia, so did that mean she was only kicking back at the goads because this was the Black Dragon’s apparent scheme for her life, for which Yolathion had paid so dearly? She intended to have words with Fra’anior. Many words, perhaps harsh ones.
 
   Leandrial rumbled, “You above-Clouders have the strangest cultural practices. Now, o Amethyst Dragon, what say you?”
 
   Aranya gazed around the circle of faces, and then up at the Land Dragon. So many people she loved. So many who had sacrificed in awful yet ennobling ways to bring about Sylakia’s demise–or Thoralian’s, at least, the Shapeshifter Dragon who had oppressed and dominated Sylakia for over a hundred years, and conquered the Island-World north of the Rift. His power had been shattered. From this day on, a new order would rule the Island-World north of the Rift, with an authority rooted in the integrity of Shapeshifter Dragons like Ja’arrion, Va’assia and Yedior, the magic of a Nameless Man, and the goodwill of rulers like King Beran, and Prince Ta’armion and his Dragon-wife Lyriela.
 
   “Seeing as you’ve all been plotting behind my back, Leandrial, I’ll make you that oath–if you still think you need it. Or you can just … ah, take my Dad as insurance.”
 
   King Beran snorted unhappily. “I’ll miss you too, Aranya.”
 
   * * * *
 
   As the conference broke up, Ja’arrion caught Aranya’s attention with a gentle talon-tap upon her shoulder. Stay and speak with us, o daughter of my egg-sister.
 
   We’ve so much to be thankful for, said his mate, Va’assia, overshadowing Aranya from the other flank. And many things to thank you for, not least a daughter to hold, and a niece to love.
 
   I … Aranya sighed. I feel as though I’ve only completed half the job.
 
   “You’re angry with me,” said the Green Dragon, switching to Island Standard for Prince Ta’armion’s benefit, as he and Lyriela paused to listen to the conversation. “I apologise for what I said about fledglings. After all, Star Dragons are renowned for powers and skills that belie their relatively small stature.”
 
   “Thank you, uncle,” she said, allowing a smile to unbend her stiff lips. “I’m truly happy to have found so many kin, all alive.” The jealousy which had begun to fester, fell away. It was right, and good, to be among family after having feared for so long that she was the only Dragon left alive.
 
   “No half-jobs around here,” said Va’assia, letting an enormous, spine-popping stretch run the length of her body, ending in her tail. “I’ve slept fifteen years; now I feel so alive, I could bounce off the moons!”
 
   “You knew my mother. How big was she?” asked Aranya.
 
   “My sister was seventy-seven feet long, nose-tip to tail,” said Ja’arrion. “Prettiest Dragon you ever saw. It’s uncanny, meeting you, Aranya. Only your colour helps remind me who I’m talking to.”
 
   What’s bothering you, cousin? Lyriela asked. Is it Thoralian?
 
   “It’s partly Thoralian,” said Aranya, helping the Prince follow her question. “Ja’arrion, am I right in understanding that all of the Dragons Thoralian captured are Shapeshifter Dragons, like us?”
 
   The fire in his eyes clearly communicated that he understood where her question was leading. “Aye, Aranya, that appears to be correct–although we don’t recognise twenty-eight of them. Most were Shifters that came from Shapeshifter lineages like ours, or those which arose naturally through magical processes or chance, a mystery which no Dragon scholar has ever deciphered. And before you ask the question burning in your hearts, Aranya–no, I never knew my parents. I’m sorry.”
 
   “But you are mighty,” said Va’assia, with a rumbling of her belly-fires that betrayed her feelings for her mate. “Among Green Dragons, his powers are legendary–”
 
   “Perhaps so, if my magic returns,” he said, regarding her fondly over Aranya’s head. “I don’t believe I’ve recovered from whatever Thoralian and his Chameleons did to me. One of them took the form of Va’assia when he captured me in our bedchamber.” Thou, the fiery breath of my hearts.
 
   She growled contentedly. Thou, my soul’s roosting-place.
 
   “Ah, resting-place, don’t you mean?” asked the Amethyst Dragon.
 
   The Red extended her wing over Aranya’s back in a motherly gesture. “Petal, most Dragons call their favourite cave, their roost–preferably a sandy, warm cave with room for two, and space to brood over a few eggs.”
 
   Discomfited, Ja’arrion coughed out a plume of fire. “That’s too much detail for these youngsters! Aranya, I can only concur with your suspicions. The non-Shifting Dragons are still missing. We remain only two of the three great races of this Island-World.”
 
   Imbalance, said Lyriela, at exactly the same moment as her husband said, “Imbalance.”
 
   Lyriela’s shout of Dragonish laughter nearly knocked Ta’armion over. “Great leaping Islands!” he huffed, patting his ruffled hair back into place. “What did I say?”
 
   The Dragoness nuzzled her husband fondly, making him stagger. Come fly away with me, my lovely little man.
 
   Shoving her muzzle as hard as he could in return, the Prince laughed, “Alright, you overgrown jewel, I know you’re talking behind my back. Out with it.”
 
   Watching their sweet interaction, Aranya recognised suddenly that harmonies came in many different guises, great and small, loud and soft. Who was she to judge? In playing her part in bringing Ta’armion and Lyriela together, she had fostered one kind of balance, a beautiful harmony of two lives. Perhaps she and Ardan could be another. One thread, Thoralian, had been lost, but the greater imbalance of his malevolent domination of the Island-World had shifted, she hoped, forever. Across the world the powers and balances shifted continuously, harmonies and disharmonies rising and falling, all contributing to a greater song which she was only beginning to appreciate.
 
   If only Izariela could have guided her into this knowledge.
 
   A great task remained if she wished to help the Land Dragons and restore all of the Dragon-kind to their rightful place in the world. Aranya knew she had to learn how to listen, not with her ears, but with her soul.
 
   May it be so, she whispered.
 
   * * * *
 
   Long after nightfall, when men snored and Dragons flew among the stars in their fiery dreams, the King of Immadia appeared at the end of Leandrial’s talons and picked his way down to where Aranya, Zuziana and the Shadow Dragon slept, all in their Dragon forms, nestled between the Land Dragon’s paws. Given that Iridith, Jade and Blue were all full, he had no need for a lantern. And with two Dragons keeping watch that night after the battle, he had little to fear.
 
   “Sparky? I see your eye agleam. Couldn’t sleep?”
 
   “No, Dad.”
 
   “Me neither. I came to check up on you, not that you need it.” He chuckled in his beard. “Call me sentimental.”
 
   Aranya said, “Dad, I’m sorry I haven’t been able to rescue Mom.”
 
   “Now who’s being sentimental? I can top that.” Taking a deep breath, Beran set his hand upon Aranya’s muzzle. “When you said you were an enchantress, that day on top of Izariela’s Tower, and I counselled you to find a better path, I did not mean for you to fly off to Herimor. Or to become a Dragon. Oftentimes, I still think of you as my girl, seven summers old.” His hand clenched. “Thoralian hurt my little girl, I told myself. I lacked the power to stop him. I consoled myself that Yolathion had swept you off your feet, only to find it was a Shadow Dragon you loved.”
 
   Lowering her voice, she breathed, “I’m not certain about him, Dad.”
 
   “Is that so?”
 
   Which, translated from Beran-speak, meant, ‘I’m your father and I know better.’ Aranya sighed. “Dad, being linked by soul-fire isn’t exactly the same as loving someone.”
 
   “No, because everyone enjoys that chance!” he snapped. Aranya gasped at his outburst; Beran gave her a wry half-smile and said, “Sorry, Aranyi. That wasn’t the gentlest way of expressing how jealous I am that you share such a deep connection with Ardan, when I never had that opportunity with your mother. Forgive me?”
 
   Aranya nuzzled his hand. “I was the insensitive one. Ah, can I ask you a different question?”
 
   “Only one? You’re slowing down on confusing this old man.”
 
   “Unfurl this scrolleaf. Who’s this?”
 
   Beran unfurled the proffered scroll, a sketch of a Dragon’s head which Aranya had drawn during her captivity and Jia had snatched up and stuffed in her pocket when they escaped from the Tower of Sylakia. He glanced over it. “Nice self-portrait, Aranya. I love the detail. Very skilfully done.”
 
   “You can have it,” said Aranya. “Hang it up in your navigation cabin.”
 
   “Oh, this is supposed to console me when you fly off beneath the Cloudlands?” Beran snapped his fingers rudely. “Ralti sheep droppings to that, as you youngsters say. Now, I came to say that you stirred up a respectable storm today, Sparky. We’d all have preferred Thoralian’s head served on a platter, but Sylakia’s surrender is a decent second-best–oh, enough with the Immadian understatement. It’s an outstanding achievement! Island-shattering, stars singing in the heavens … when I’m back in Immadia, I’m going to tell your brothers that their big sister saved the world, and–”
 
   “Ah, saving the world’s a little premature, Dad. Thoralian’s still out there and if he returns with the First Egg … anyways, you’re about to be knee-deep in Dragons. I don’t think you’ll be getting much rest.”
 
   That was worth a chuckle.
 
   King Beran lowered his voice. “You will come back, won’t you, Sparky?”
 
   “Oh, Dad. Of course I will.”
 
   She put a paw about his shoulders. Beran laid his head against her muzzle, just beneath the hole exposing her cheekbone. He said, “I can’t believe I never did this with Izariela. I never knew; never imagined.” He dashed a tear away rather fiercely. “Now, one last thing. Do you still need me to give the Black Dragon that kick in the fangs, as I promised?”
 
   Aranya changed her mind as to what she had been planning. “I’d appreciate it if you helped, Dad.”
 
   “Just tell me how.”
 
   Patiently, over the course of the next hour, Aranya taught her father the mind-meld techniques Zuziana and Ri’arion had taught her. When they were linked, Beran’s mind resting at the edge of her consciousness, Aranya took a deep breath.
 
   Fra’anior, I seek you.
 
   As always, the vision of the Black Dragon came rapidly and forcefully upon her. Dark thunderclouds, storm winds, the seven-headed monster bellowing at her from the chaos of cloud-citadel, You! You should be hiding beneath a rock, where you belong. Why haven’t you done my bidding? Who is that with you?
 
   My father, King Beran of Immadia. He will serve as my witness.
 
   So, a puny Lesser Dragon and an even punier Human King would counsel an Ancient Dragon?
 
   Aranya bridled at his scorn. You disrespect us, Black Dragon.
 
   Then earn my respect, hatchling! Do as I command.
 
   She was aware of her father mentally shaking his head; Aranya soothed him with a touch of her mind. The Black Dragon drew closer, weighing heavier on the link between them, as if he sought a means to enter her soul. She needed to state her business quickly.
 
   O mighty Black Dragon, do you know who I am?
 
   The voice lowered to the pitch of an earthquake, contemptuous and biting. You’re a disobedient, rebellious hatchling without a shred of the shell-sense given the least of the Dragon-kind; one who presumes to know better than the most powerful and ancient of all Dragons!
 
   Having expected this response, Aranya mastered her anger. No, Fra’anior.
 
   No? He thundered, Do you know any word other than ‘no’, you feckless little–
 
   She cut him off sharply. This is me. Look closely.
 
   A mental image of the Amethyst Dragon, filled in with all the detail her artistic mind could supply, winged its way over the unimaginable leagues of space, and perhaps time, to the mind of the Ancient Dragon. Silence rippled and deepened between them, pregnant and treacherous.
 
   Or perhaps, if I assume this colour …
 
   Within her, Beran gasped.
 
   She hunkered down behind her mental defences as Ri’arion had taught her, layer upon suffocating layer of protection, fearful that Fra’anior’s response might destroy her mind.
 
   The Black Dragon rasped, Impossible! Yet, you do not lie.
 
   Aranya said, So, with respect, may I start to call you ‘grandfather’?
 
    
 
   End of Book 2
 
   Aranya’s adventure continues! Please read The Pygmy Dragon before diving into the 3rd volume of the Shapeshifter Dragons series.
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