
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Dragon Librarian

Scrolls of Fire Book 1

By Marc Secchia


Copyright © 2018 Marc Secchia

All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher and author except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

www.marcsecchia.com

Cover art copyright © 2018 onward Joemel Requeza and Marc Secchia

Map by Joshua Smolders

Copyright © 2016 onward Marc Secchia & Joshua Smolders

smojos@gmail.com

Cover font design copyright © 2017 onward Victorine Lieske

www.bluevalleyauthorservices.com


Dedication

To Dragon Librarians the world over,

Keepers of the treasures of lore,

And to Mrs G,

Librarian extraordinaire.



  
  



Chapter 1: Useless Blind Girl

In the Year of the Four Kings, I entered the Island-World an accursed creature. It was the day of the summer solstice, the hottest since record-keeping began five centuries ago. Some said Fra’anior’s throat had opened. Others feared that the volcano would surely erupt and scatter the ashes of its denizens across the Island-World.

Of course, I remember nothing of that frenzied season of political upheaval, nor would I learn the circumstances by which King Chalcion came to seize the Onyx Throne until much, much later. The repercussions, like my own unfortunate birth, reverberated through the ambit of our lifespans like the thundering of a monstrous Dragon’s paw upon the drum-skein of unknowable fate.

This is the paean of my pain, spilled upon the scrolleaf.

From the womb I emerged sightless and deformed, my eyes obscured by thick membranes and insensitive even to the direct glare of suns-light. Amongst my earliest memories was my father’s gasp, ‘By the Great Dragon, what is that thing?’ Even the stillness grieved. Then came the burbling of soft sobs I have always imagined were my mother’s response to the wretched creature she had whelped; to the severe disfigurement of my mouth and lips and jaw, which a kindly soul once described as shaping a permanent smile, but my hands inform me is more a lopsided, perpetually open sneer.

‘My poor pykol-jewel girl,’ my mother wept. ‘How cruel fate’s talon …’

How might memory begin so young?

By what fate should a benighted creature play part in the destinies of Kings and Dragons alike?

Once, I was shadow. Doomed to be forgotten; unwanted and unwelcome. I was Auli owl-eyes, a girl who knew only darkness, and whose life was a shadow subsumed in darkness. Yet the place of desolation waxed verdant with joy, and the darkness – even the bleakest soul-affliction would yield at last, to glory.

Aye. Truly, I have dwelled in darkness and I, even I, have seen the light.

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Personal Diary, Leaf 1

Swish-Crack! Auli twisted sharply, biting her tongue to stifle a howl of pain. Twin whip-weals seared her right flank like the rajal’s bite she had suffered just three months before, during the height of storm season. To her horror, as the bucket bumped against her scar-knurled left knee, cool water slopped down her bare legs and pooled around her paralysed feet.

Fear set her body a-tremble. She prayed it would not. She willed stillness to infect her hands, but her muscles knew no restraint.

“Useless blind girl, you spilled the water,” Master Mi’elgan hissed.

His voice was the susurration of a snake’s scales through dry grass, parched by the strange herbs he loved to smoke. That smell, like a sour, yeasty kind of sweat, hung heavy over his small stone dwelling at the edge of Ya’arriol Village. The Master – who was never to be addressed as Uncle, despite their family relation – tapped his fingertips against the wooden doorjamb, a staccato patter of pure menace.

She blurted out, “Master, I’ll clean –”

“Every last drop,” he snarled. “Clumsy fool.”

His breathing rasped sluggishly, a capricious wind that toyed with the shreds of any poise she might have claimed. His unseen gaze, auger-like, bored twin holes into her bent neck. Auli-Ambar tried to steady the wooden bucket against her leg, but she might as well have tried to contain one of the mighty thunderstorms that regularly shook the caldera she had never seen. Most eight year-old girls might be forgiven fearing the booming wrath of the Great Dragon. The breeze brought a metallic tang to her nostrils. There was a pressure growing within her skull. She knew the hurt would come, for thunder always stabbed knives into her sensitive eardrums despite her stuffing her head beneath every ralti-wool blanket she possessed.

Auli’s small hands jerked. The water chuckled a merry counterpoint to her dread as it plashed and tinkled into the puddle creeping around her curled-up toes.

She wished nothing more than to leach away though the stone floor, but the water was trapped more surely than she. Travesty. It should surge up and engulf her being with liquescent, seamless menace, just like the syllables that poured down upon her now.

“Useless.” Swish-crack! “Unfortunate child! Wretched fool!”

The hand-crafted whip’s bite and his outcry were indistinguishable, their consequence a violation of her flesh. Pain tore through her shoulder and neck as Auli stumbled onto her hands and knees, fetching the bridge of her nose a bruising blow against the seat of one of the kitchen stools.

Through the roaring furnace of her pain, she heard his desiccated throat intone the words Master Mi’elgan always seemed to advance as a shield against his own inner turmoil. “You’re nothing but a useless blind girl whose mother abandoned her at birth. Your father? Too busy to bother. Sairana and I shouldered the burden of your care, and have you one grateful bone in your curst body? Have you?”

She uttered no word of assent nor denial, not even a whimper. That, Mi’elgan had long since taught her, would only exacerbate the punishment.

“Go fetch the water! Fill the cistern right to the top this time!” His eerily protracted, brutish commands galvanised her feet at last. She whirled. “Then see to this mess!”

Auli-Ambar fled.

* * * *

Her bare feet pattered through a thick layer of scattered leaves and squelched lightly in the cooler, mossier places as she took the shortcut past Master Ga’athar’s house, where his throaty tones rose into a wild bark of laughter that sent the peripols and finches fluttering in a fine panic. The unexpected whirring of wings past her head shook Auli’s thoughts like a volcanic tremor, yet unexpectedly, landed them in a better place. Why could she not have a happy Master? She had overheard murmurs that Ga’athar was about to kidnap his bride-to-be, the mysterious Yualiana from the hamlet on the far side of Ya’arriol Island. That side faced the open Cloudlands. Screwing up her pinched face, Auli tried to imagine a realm of death far below the Islands. Treacherous. Blasted. Plenty of monsters down there, and open fumaroles and cracks just waiting to swallow up an unwary blind girl.

Hssst! Sizzling death.

Qualms sped her footsteps. She knew the path well.

Father paid Master Mi’elgan plenty in gold drals for her care, she wanted to object. Xa’an Ta’afaya had muttered as much on his last visit, before the storm season. But what use were the thoughts of a young girl? Father was unable to cope with her special needs. His job demanded much travel, eating up months and even seasons at a time. He was an important man, a soldier in the Fra’aniorian Royal Guard. King Chalcion relied upon him. Not a day passed that the Master made certain she understood how much of an inconvenience she was to everyone, but most especially to her illustrious father; a mouth not worth feeding, a wretched life better cast off the cliffs.

What was a cliff? She knew only of a place at the end of the village where warm, fragrant thermals played pollen-games in her nostrils and tousled her long brown hair with invisible fingers – and that she must never stray farther. Nothingness awaited. Death’s downfall, Islanders called the cliffs, chuckling at a pun that frequently yawned its ghastly maw in her nightmares. As for the colour brown? Auli imagined brown was like the tongues of loamy earth, damp from last night’s pelting rainfall, slurping between her toes as she returned quickly to the village well. It was warm and peaty, a slightly weighty but reliable sort of colour.

Her shoulders slumped. Why would a King steal her only parent? Was he as bad a ruler as they whispered?

The nearby chirruping of a dragonet filched her sadness with the speed and skill of a pickpocket. A glissade of sweet, piping notes pierced the early afternoon’s stifling heat like cool water dripping upon her brow. Those dulcet, harp-like notes pierced the somnolent background buzzing of overheated insects with pinpoint purity. After a moment, Auli essayed a small skip. She had no right to be cheerful. No, her lot was a plenitude of tasks, as her guardians did not believe in idle hands – only their own. Master Mi’elgan was a perfumer and trader who said he worked long hours in his subterranean laboratory behind the house. During the daytime, his snores often shook the rafters. Mistress Sairana’s business took her daily between the villages and hamlets, if gossip could be called business.

A blind girl overheard much, even if she did not understand all.

“Islands’ greetings, Auli owl-eyes,” a child catcalled from beyond the bushes. That must be Yathoria, pinching tart sunberries from her neighbour’s garden as usual.

“Islands’ greetings,” she called back.

As she trudged by, an unripe berry pinged off the side of her head. Auli sighed. Did she have a target inked on her headscarf? She adjusted the filmy material self-consciously, ensuring it masked her lower face right up to her eyes. Maybe she should take to wearing a sack. What difference would it make? People gaped either at her mouth or her strange eyes – the exclamations, silences or poorly-disguised coughs were proof enough of that. May she never behold their disgust! Yet, how desperately she wished to comprehend what it meant to see, above and beyond the richness of hearing and touch, taste and smell! She could only dream of such a privilege.

The Island-World must be wondrous indeed. There were stars and birds and waterfalls and – she sighed – Dragons.

Preoccupied with imagining something like a hairy spider with wings but inflating it into a beast at least the size of a house, Auli-Ambar thumped headlong into a woman’s midriff.

“Oof!”

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean it! Please …”

“Child, I’m not going to hurt you.” The woman sounded puzzled, even alarmed. A hand steadied her shoulder. “Here. You must be Mi’elgan’s ward? What’s your name?”

“Auli-Ambar, Mistress.”

“Mistress? I am no Mistress. Not yet.” Suddenly, the stern tones mellowed into rich laughter. “Shh. Can you keep a secret? For I confess, I must bolt my shutters every nightfall lest a scurrilous pirate raid my bedchamber.”

Auli giggled dutifully. The woman’s perfume was exotic, perhaps fireflower with a base of tasku oil and notes of honeyed neroli, climbing rose and – was that a drop of peppery, expensive shimtuzi essence, which she had once accidentally knocked over in Master Mi’elgan’s workshop? The beating she had earned that day! She shuddered.

“I am Yualiana,” said the woman. “Do you often carry crimson-spotted monarch butterflies in your hair? Four stowaways, I believe. No, five.”

She wet her skewed lips uneasily. Another transgression?

“No mind. They must like you. Now pray tell, have you seen Ga’athar – Islands’ sakes, what stupidity drips off my lips this day! Forgive my overwrought state. Would you … you came that way, unless I misjudge the path?”

Auli confided shyly, “Aye. Master Ga’athar’s laughter just now shook his beard as he made merry in his kitchen, lady, and I hear his footsteps approaching upon the path. You should hide lest the good Master … well, he might lay desirous hands upon your … your person?”

Yualiana laughed again, a sound so carefree it tickled the skin of Auli’s neck. “Let me guess. The Ballad of the Isles, third stanza?”

“Um …” Auli’s thoughts reeled. Had she spoken ill? Made an improper suggestion? She was not sure what ‘desirous’ implied. Was it an adult secret?

Without warning, the woman’s arm slipped about Auli’s shoulders and she found herself being hugged against a thick, braided cloth belt, which scratched her nose, while the hem of her silky skirts crinkled against the girl’s shins. So motherly and overwhelming was her presence, Auli knew she would dream about this woman. She would dream she had a real mother who smelled as fragrant as a Yualiana, who was strong yet soft inside, like pliable steel.

The heavy tread on the path halted. A man breathed, “Yualiana.”

She replied, “Ga’athar.”

The very air trembled between them. Was this what love felt like? Expectation, wordless longing and a thumping drumbeat inside Yualiana’s chest?

After a long pause, the man said, “Girl, allow me to draw water for you. What was your name – remind me?”

He sounded as if he had swallowed a bullfrog. How peculiar. Did love have the power to steal people’s voices? It must be dangerous. Maybe people caught it like the fire-fever.

Yualiana said, “It was … she just …. roaring rajals, I can’t have forgotten already, can I?”

Cold talons stole her happiness. “Auli-Ambar,” she whispered.

A hand tugged at her bucket’s handle; work-roughened knuckles brushed the inside of her wrist briefly. The Master said, “Here, Auli. Forgive my pollen-brained mind. Stunning afternoon, isn’t it? Nary a cloud in the sky.”

“Nor a Dragon,” said the woman. The bucket clonked gently against the well’s rim of cool granite, where Auli had rested many times during her tasks. “Thank you for helping us draw water, good Master.”

“My pleasure, o lily of the pond,” he replied, sounding as if he might just pluck a few stars from the sky for the sheer joy of it.

Surely a well served the far side of the Island? Aye, Auli-Ambar remembered. Courtship was a strange game played by adults, where deception was somehow deemed acceptable. How come? Lies earned her beatings. That equation was long impressed in her mind. The truth earned the rod or the whip in equal measure – indeed, anything at all that passed her lips was worthy of a thrashing. Any note a blind girl plucked upon the thirty-stringed handharp, Mistress Sairana’s chosen instrument for her ward’s education in matters musical, was fit to earn a sharp rap or three over the knuckles with a wooden rod.

Suddenly, a lightning-strike of insight burned her mind. Be it fair or be it false, her guardians did not care! They beat her merely for the sake of it. Her sadness was like the unknowable, dank depths of this well, only it seemed to have no need of a bucket. Her well filled and overflowed of its own accord.

The long metal handle creaked upon its joints as Ga’athar began to work the pump rhythmically, up and down, and water gurgled in the pipe as it rose from the humid depths. A spicy whiff of his beard-oil did make Auli grin beneath her face veil, however, even if that spark of illicit exhilaration made for a grim and brief affair altogether. Their scents spoke far more eloquently than the words they exchanged. Perhaps love infiltrated hearts like pollen inhaled upon a balmy volcanic breeze? The girl considered this notion soberly. Love was infectious, dangerous and according to the balladeers, drove people right off the Isle of Sanity.

She most certainly resolved never to fall in love.

By a minute variation in the timbre of his voice, Auli realised Ga’athar must be gazing skyward as he said, “Hmm, do I spy a Dragonship flying the fire-orange pennant of Gi’ishior? You are to be honoured by a visit from the Chief Scrollkeeper.”

Her? Or Yualiana? Yet Auli had the distinct impression that he was not referring to his fragrant companion, who chuckled lightly and then – shock upon shock – dropped a kiss upon Auli-Ambar’s unbound hair, upon the parting she had fastidiously perfected at the hour of suns-rise, when the dawn chorus reached its raucous peak and she brushed her long hair out with the prescribed two hundred strokes. Mistress Sairana permitted not a single stroke less.

Hugs? Kisses? She felt faint!

Her fingers crept to her pocket. Inside was a miniature metalwork figurine, finely detailed right down to the pinprick talons and the secondary and tertiary wing-joints that shaped back-swept wings, as though the Dragon stretched himself ready for his next flight-stroke. The whorls of her thumb rubbed his bristly skull-spikes pensively. Father liked to buy her costly gifts. The jewellery had vanished somewhere in the house – into the Mistress’ locked dresser, she fancied – but Auli had been allowed to keep this little treasure, because Father always asked after it. Two inches long. Surprisingly hefty. A frown creased her brow as she tried to remember its name. A Red Cinizzara Miniature, aye. Very rare; a faithful replication of the mighty Dragons of the air, Father had said. Xa’an seemed to know a lot about precious things.

Auli tucked the Dragon away a little deeper, hoping this Mistress would not want to steal him too. She seemed nice.

She flinched when slim fingers touched the fresh weal upon her neck.

Yualiana said, “You have gorgeous hair, Auli-Ambar, as beautiful as this day is long. Take your water now, and return with two buckets on your next trip.”

“Two?” Auli whispered.

Ga’athar explained, “Two buckets balance better, so you won’t spill as much while walking, child. We’ll wait here for you.”

Suddenly, her heart pounded like a maddened rajal beneath her ribcage, shaking her limbs like an earth-tremor. What did she mean? Why were these adults breathing as if they had shared a confidence no eight year-old could not possibly grasp? Were they sharing snide glances over the blemished girl’s head? But no, despite the molten terror pumping through her veins, she knew instinctively that the couple meant well.

Who was on that Dragonship? What did this portend?

As Auli-Ambar trudged back and forth on her cistern-filling duty all that afternoon, she could not help but feel as if she were growing smaller and smaller, and that incoming Dragonship looming larger and larger in her imagination, until it seemed poised like a boulder in the darkness ready to crush the life of a useless blind girl.

No! She must not believe those falsehoods! But she did.

* * * *

Before the afternoon’s steamy heat began to diminish at last, Auli-Ambar had long since forgotten the Dragonship. Her focus was the blisters splitting on her fingers as she trudged along with the rough-handled buckets, hour after hour, long after Ga’athar and Yualiana had regretfully made their apologies and departed. Each trip to the well she cooled her fingers in the water, but that solace only seemed to make the skin softer. Back and forth. The miniature Dragon bumped along in her pocket. She fancied he was breathing fire along her thighs, because that was how her muscles felt. Fire-shot. Springy. Exhausted yet tireless, if that made the slightest speck of Isles sense whatsoever. Seventy-three trips through the variegated fragrances and tangy berry bushes, collecting nine fresh berry splatters which would stain her clothing and force her to clean them with boiling water, before her outstretched fingertips could even touch the water’s level in the underground cistern, accessed via a small wooden trapdoor in the kitchen floor. Her shoulders stung.

By the hundred and thirtieth trip, her arms desperately wanted to fall off, but she pressed on. ‘No slacking!’ Mi’elgan had roared an hour ago, clumsily cuffing her elbow in passing. When she returned, he was snoring again.

“Stertorously,” Auli whispered when she was well out of earshot, carefully pronouncing each syllable. She loved that word, gleaned from the Lay of Muziri the Grey, a ballad in the high dracotonic musical style. It described the Master perfectly.

“Chattering fool!”

Mistress Sairana’s heavy hand slapped down on Auli’s shoulder, drawing a stifled yelp. Had the woman been waiting to waylay her en route to the house?

“What are you saying? What, eh?” Her grip eased, then shifted to pinch Auli’s pointy left ear beneath the headscarf. “I’ll have none of your backchat, girl! Now shift your lazy hide or I’ll beat you over the next Isle with my ladle! You’ve a nasty disposition, do you know that? Always mouthing off when you think no-one is listening. Seditious, that’s what it is. Seditious and unacceptable. Why are you not strumming at your handharp lessons, even if your clumsiness hurts every ear?”

Auli clenched her swollen knuckles, unable to admit that her fingers would never flow over the strings like rippling water. They were just too sore.

She began, “Well, I–”

“Don’t answer me back, child! Even that tuneless babble is better than listening to your constant whining and snivelling. I’ll have none of that attitude in my household, you disgusting lump of toad spawn, and I’ll tell you something else. Listen when I’m talking to you! I’m so sick of your ungrateful bleating. …”

The Mistress chuntered along in this vein as she hauled Auli-Ambar along, careless of the way the girl was forced to mince along on her tiptoes, or the squeals of pain her rough handling provoked. The full buckets bumped and sloshed against her lower calves as she staggered along, exacerbating the tearing pain in her ear. The large woman manhandled her charge effortlessly between the fragrant flower gardens fronting the traditional Fra’aniorian slate roof cottage, causing her to skin her toes on the flagstones before she shoved her bodily through the main door, which opened upon the kitchen according to the traditional layout.

“Caught her whinging and calling you names, I did, Master Mi’elgan!” she announced at a volume which could likely be heard on the next Island. “Starfickerous, she said – oh!”

There was a strained silence.

Auli-Ambar, frozen in a ball on the flagstone floor where she had fallen, listened as hard as she could. She heard unfamiliar breathing above her own panting, short and sharp, almost explosive. A scent like … charred lilies and musty old scrolleaf … a visitor! Could it be the man from the Dragonship? Oh heavens, what horrors might befall her now?

“The worthless chit was insulting the Master, she was,” insisted the Mistress, but her voice seemed to grow smaller as the visitor’s silence deepened. “Stuffulious, she called him. Clear as suns-light over the caldera, I heard it.”

“Mistress Sairana, I believe?”

The man’s voice was rich, grave with an ageless dignity, like nuggets of gold rolling in a barrel.

“Aye, I am she,” simpered the Mistress. “May I kiss thy hand, noble –”

“Most certainly not.”

Auli gasped. His tone was equable, but the dismissal bit like the Master’s favourite whip. She could only imagine the Mistress’ face swelling like a puffer flower before her rage shredded those petals in the blink of a rajal’s eye – but instead of scalding the girl like the explosion of a boiling-hot geyser, Sairana produced a noise more like a hound’s whine.

“What you may do,” the man continued, “is pack the girl’s effects. I will be leaving with her. Tonight. Before suns-set.”

The Mistress began to splutter, “B-B-But – you can’t. You can’t!”

Master Mi’elgan growled, “Now see here, Chamzu …”

Perplexingly, his voice also strangled away to nothingness. Auli could not believe her pointy little ears. This man must have Dragon powers!

In cultured tones which failed to conceal his withering fury, Master Chamzu said, “I believe I have seen all I ever wish to see of the pair of you. I would not sully a child’s mind by advancing my opinion of your conduct in her hearing, nor, to be perfectly frank, would I waste my breath in the doing. Now, the bags, if you please!”

“There are papers, guardianship papers,” Mi’elgan blustered. “You have no right to snatch this girl from those who are, after all, her loving relatives.” His fingers clawed about Auli’s upper arm. “There should be adequate compensation.”

“I thought she was a ‘useless blind girl?’ ” inquired Chamzu. Auli imagined he could wither the foliage of entire Islands with such acidic sarcasm.

“But she is family. Xa’an Ta’afaya entrusted her to our care.”

“It is upon Xa’an’s word I have come.”

“You’ve no jurisdiction here,” snapped Sairana. “On Gi’ishior you might rule as Chief Scrollkeeper, but on Ya’arriol soil you are just another Fra’aniorian Islander.”

“I am a man who serves in the Halls of the Dragons,” the other returned, his volume lowering to a dire rumble. “Daily, I whisper into the ear canals of the Dragon Elders. The Dragonkind are dangerously unpredictable. I’ve heard it alleged, on occasion, that they might for sport drop boulders from a league above upon those who earn their disfavour. It would be regrettable if your fine home were to accidentally become … target practice.”

Master Mi’elgan wheezed as if he had been punched in the gut.

Now, this strange Master was Saggaz Thunderdoom riding rampant across the skies of her imagination. He was huge! A giant! Auli’s ears seemed to distinguish his words as the blast of a mighty trumpet, as a Dragon’s resonant battle-cry, and its voice was the clarion song of hope. Wild, inexpressible optimism bubbled in her breast. Mi’elgan’s grip had long since stopped the blood supply in her arm, but she was buzzing from head to toe as the men faced off above her, no longer speaking, just breathing.

The miniature Red seemed about to burn a hole through her tunic pocket. She caressed his talons, just the tiniest fingertip touch. Could she finally believe? Maybe Dragons had luck-magic, for nothing else could explain these billows of fire detonating so sweetly in her soul.

Very clearly, Chamzu added, “As for your Dragonships, trader …”

Auli-Ambar had never imagined a Human mouth could spit verbal fireballs, but the palpable flinch in the hand that held her fast, communicated much. Mi’elgan spat, “You wouldn’t.”

“I won’t need to, will I?”

The hand released her as if her Uncle had grabbed a red-hot coal from the fire. She did not understand what exactly had passed between the adults, but the Mistress bustled into the back room to throw Auli’s paltry effects into a bag, while the Master’s breath wheezed like leaky bellows, in and out. Defeated. Chamzu wore his dignity as if it were a thick robe – she had never known anyone to remain so unspeaking and so motionless, she could barely detect his presence. Yet she smelled him still, and wondered if that baffling, evocative odour might not be the scent of Dragons.

Thoughts tumbled about in her mind like playful dragonflies buzzing inside a crysglass lantern. Where would they go? What did he intend to do with her?

Dazed, Auli-Ambar responded to the pressure of a stranger’s hand as he walked her to the doorway. In truth, she staggered, for her knees had quite forgotten how to hinge properly and she still held one quarter-full bucket in her right hand. In mild tones Chamzu bade her set it by the threshold, and then he straightened abruptly to address her Uncle and Aunt over her head.

He said, “We will find use for this girl, trust me.”

They made no reply.

With that, Auli departed the place which had been her home since infancy.


Chapter 2: The Gift of Dragonets

Useless blind girl. That was my uncle’s refrain, one I have never in my life been able to forget. Occasionally he would broaden his range with a few choice adjectives, his favourites being accursed, ghastly, disfigured and abhorrent. I have never been able to hear or read those words since without being consumed by cold fury. Whence did such a man garner his unrelenting hatred? What cold, vile deficiency of character accorded him such manifest pleasure in inflicting pain upon others?

It is only as we hold the mirror to our own souls, and consider what we believe to be worthless or vile or unlovable, that we might truly see the nature of evil. Prejudice fruits from the vine of every life. We only need look for it, and oftentimes, find it thrives closest to our door.

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections

By the time they reached the Master’s Dragonship, anchored in a small meadow beyond Master Ga’athar’s house, Auli-Ambar had convinced herself that she would be severely thrashed for so much as daring to breathe wrongly upon the hallowed vessel. Any man who could beat down Master Mi’elgan without lifting so much as a finger, in her view, was beyond awesome. He was terrifying. He could rearrange the five Moons with a casual word, and doubtless commanded legion Dragons into battle against formidable foes. She hunched her shoulders, half-expecting her doom to descend any second in the guise of a shrieking whistle followed by a low detonation.

One less blind girl to trouble the Island-World.

The meadow grasses and wildflowers had recently been beaten flat by a late-season hailstorm, but now tufts had begun to spring upright so Auli had to heron-step to make sure she did not fall flat on her ugly face. That would have been unforgiveable. But the Master clasped her hand to guide her. The skin of his fingers felt strangely crinkly, like the edge of an ancient scroll. Shortly, she heard the musical creaking and squealing of ropes straining through pulleys and the muted rumbling of the fires that she understood heated air for the huge balloon that now cooled the place where she stood, trembling. She must be right beneath his Dragonship.

Auli shooed a perky dragonfly away from her headscarf. Not now. They always gravitated to the cool, shady places beside pools or brooks, or clearly, beneath handy Dragonships. Butterflies preferred to flit over the dense, flower-laden shrubbery. She loved to listen for the faint whisper of their wings, that according to the ballads, stirred golden trails amidst Fra’anior’s balmy zephyrs. But to her gold seemed heavy and cold, as impersonal as the touch of her Master’s hand. Why then did Dragons hoard gold? Was that because their fires would melt it to furnace temperatures before moulding the riches to their enormous, scaly bellies?

Abruptly, Chamzu said, “Shall I have them lower the vessel for you to board, Auli-Ambar?”

“No, Master,” she breathed.

“Why not?”

“I can climb – I don’t want to make any trouble – please, Master!” Panic brought words forth in a babbling brook. “I’m a girl of no account. Even – you travelled all this way, across the Islands … oh! We forgot my handharp. Forgive me, Master.”

“The Halls have many instruments of far superior quality.”

“I …”

How could she explain? She hated the simple instrument at which she worked two hours every afternoon, but it was what she knew. Every hiding, every wrong note, every scolding at her unmusical bumbling – somehow, it made the Mistress happy. Practice pleased her. Obedience pleased her more. How would she hope to please this new Master without a handharp?

Too ashamed to speak, she wrung her hands in despair.

“All the children take music lessons,” he added, confirming her fears. She could expect another Mistress or teacher to thrash her blundering fingers until they bled. “You can climb?”

She nodded.

He must have looked quizzically at her, perhaps sensing the doldrums of her heart. The Master said, “Very well then, we shall climb.”

“But, a storm app –”

She bit off the words earlier this time, humiliated by the fearful squeak in her voice.

“There’s no storm, child.” Auli could not help flinching, even though his tone was gruff, almost kindly. She could not believe in kindness. Any moment, he would snatch up a strap or a belt and paint stripes on her worthless hide. “I’ve an experienced Steersman aboard – explain yourself.”

Auli hung her head. “I am impertinent, Master.”

“Never was a word fuller of Isles truth!” Yet even as he spoke he tickled her fondly beneath the chin, making the girl wriggle and giggle – a most unexpected and discomfiting reaction. “Ha. Riddlesome rapscallion.”

Now, as he rolled his Rs extravagantly, he ruffled her hair!

Auli yelped, “M-M-Master …”

How Chamzu guffawed! Then, he said, “I am not angered, child. Far from it. I am curious and, to be frank, slightly bewildered. What eight year-old uses the word ‘impertinent’ in casual conversation? Or the archaic phrase, ‘of no account’? How came a blind girl to be so well versed in scroll lore, and her speech to follow adult patterns, even poetic metre?”

Twisting her hands together to try to arrest their quivering, Auli said, “I – I listen to the ballads.”

“And storms – do you make predictions?”

Twice, her throat made senseless warbling noises before she managed to force words out. “I smell changes in the weather, Master.”

“You … smell?” His fingernails rasped against his beard. Suddenly, the man was bending over her. So close. His breath, redolent of a crushed sprig of mint, wafted against her forehead. “You are more than what you seem, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya. Do not be alarmed – how you quiver and quaver, child! I came at your father’s behest. Well, it is more complicated than that. A trusted contact informed me, as your father’s closest friend of many years, of your plight. Your father has not yet been informed of my decision. He is travelling afar.”

“My plight?” she echoed. Who was the informant – Ga’athar? Or Yualiana? Who had caused this trouble for the Master, bringing him on a long journey around the rim-Islands? “It’s too much. Master, for a man of your station to – to fly the Isles for me – I’m happy where I am. Was. Truly. Please don’t –”

“Do not lie!” he snapped, but even as she cringed, his tone gentled again. Catching her hands in his, Master Chamzu said, “You may not understand yet, child, but there are those in this Island-World who believe that rights belong not only to those who can afford them, but should apply equally from the greatest to the least among us. I was once mistreated by a trusted mentor. I could not stand to see the same happen to you.”

As she stood mutely by, unable to process what was happening, his fingers gently traced the skin near her new wound, and then he said, “May I?” Auli dipped her head slightly, and felt him tug at the coarse linen of her tunic top at the nape of her neck, atop her left shoulder blade where a patch of skin was exposed. A word she had never heard before, most probably a curse, surged from his lips.

He said, “Mi’elgan did this?”

Auli-Ambar feared to twist away lest she earn more of a beating. She nodded miserably as the Master lifted her tunic top briefly, perhaps running his eyes over her back.

The hand gripping the material, jerked. He breathed, “I wish I’d known before. How many times?”

“Very many, Master.”

“These should be treated. And your hands. What’s that smell on you, girl?”

“Smell? Oh, the Master likes to smoke his bowl pipe, Master … ah, Chamzu,” she said. Since her guardians always demanded full answers even though they typically cut her off before she could finish speaking, she clarified, “It’s a kind of tobacco called sankuweed, Master. I believe it is imported from Merxx.”

“Bah, Merxxian peddlers of scum and scut! Repugnant spittle sliming Dramagon’s own tongue!” He snorted forcefully through his nose, before gentling his voice in explanation. “Sankuweed is a powerful narcotic. Psychotropic effects. Prolonged use drives the addict insane – do you understand?”

She nodded, even though she did not.

He said, “Sankuweed damages the mind, Auli.”

“Oh.”

“Your Uncle will go mad.”

“Oh!”

Did she wish such a fate upon him? Bad wishes had a way of twisting about to bite people, but Auli knew her heart. Her hand stole to her Red Dragon once more. Keep me. Protect me, mighty Dragon. Maybe she had deserved that rajal attack. The elderly, almost toothless beast had attacked her just beyond the well and mauled her knee before several villagers, hearing her screams and the snarls of the feral feline, had come running and beaten it away with swords and staves. Two days later, a hunter had tracked the huge rajal back to its lair and finished the beast.

She still had nightmares about the heat of its mouth savaging her knee. The throbbing, ravenous snarls. Rajals were powerful felines that stood the height of a man’s shoulder. They were supposed to be black, a colour that was not a colour, and Auli understood that was the only colour her brain had ever perceived. She dwelled in blackness. Maybe rajals sprang from nightmares?

Still, this Island had been her home.

The Master’s hand guided hers to a smooth wooden dowel hanging from ropes at her shoulder height. “Take it one rung at a time. I’ll hold the base steady.”

“Will I ever return to Ya’arriol, Master Chamzu?” she blurted out.

He inhaled, and then quipped dryly, “Since I cannot envisage any Dragon in the fabled Halls – or any Dragon at all – would want to crack a fang upon the woefully scrawny rack of bones widely identified as one Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, lately of Ya’arriol Island, let’s just consider Gi’ishior your new home, shall we? As for the future, which Man or Dragon may know the lay of life’s Isles?”

Auli wrinkled her nose. This Master was funny.

* * * *

After climbing steadily some seventy feet up the swaying rope ladder, a strong hand from above lifted her the final couple of feet. Auli’s bare soles investigated the thin-seeming planks of a light gantry that led to the main navigation cabin. From behind and below, Chamzu explained the layout of the Dragonship in succinct detail, seeming to understand that she needed orientation – although he quickly hustled her inside the main cabin.

The main hot air sack measured one hundred and fifty feet in length and was a portly forty feet in diameter, providing sufficient lifting power to tote twenty adults and a medium-sized cargo, plus stacks of ooliti wood for fuel. The cabin, suspended by strong but lightweight hawsers from maintenance netting which encapsulated the air sack, was also constructed of flimsy-seeming wood braced by a hollow-bar metal frame. Chamzu pointed out the Steersman’s station before sheepishly approximating its location in paces for her. He noted that the gantry circumscribed the trapezoid main cabin, adjuring her to hold onto the guardrail at all times, and began to describe the steerage wings, sails and manual turbines set alongside the balloon which gave the vessel its characteristic similarity to a Dragon’s shape, before he broke off, muttering, “But that isn’t interesting to a girl. No. Zimtyna!”

“Master, it surely is!” she enthused.

She wondered if his gaze narrowed upon her, for the Steersman laughed gruffly, and said, “I’ll instruct the child, Chamzu. Come take a turn at the wheel, petal. Ah, can you find the way? Careful.”

“Huh. Zimtyna’s fast asleep, the lazy chit,” muttered Chamzu. “That’s my daughter – my only daughter. Nineteen summers. All she talks about is boys.”

That was a verbal eye roll if ever she had heard one. Auli knew the phrase because the ballads were full of roving and rolling, covetous and coy, bright and beautiful eyes, but sadly, her own eyes seemed to do nothing of the sort. They stuck fast like ugly rocks mounted in the plinth of her skull.

He added, “Now, I shall need to work in this cabin behind you, Auli. I do not wish to be disturbed until we reach our destination. Chayku, the girl assures me there’s a storm in the offing. Set course for Ha’athior and keep a weather eye on the horizon.”

“Always do, Chief,” he grunted. Auli quailed. Oh no. She had offended the Steersman! The man bellowed unexpectedly, his voice suddenly sounding tinny, as if he yelled into a pipe, “Cast off! Stoke the fires! Girl, to me. What’s your name? You got some questions stored in that brain, or are you just going to stand there imitating a frightened mouse?”

A frightened mouse perfectly described her feelings. Auli felt compelled to respond, “But aren’t you – won’t you put me to hard labour, Master? Shall I clean your cabin? Fetch you something? Polish your boots? May I coil the ropes, or help the crew –”

“Islands’ sakes, you’ll do nothing of the sort!” Chamzu’s voice floated through the partition. “Your job is to learn, girl. Go pick that man’s brain until he weeps.”

The Steersman hawked and spat on the floor, not far from her foot judging by the warm flecks that instantly decorated her toes. “Huh.”

He was not a bad man. Steersman Chayku had three daughters and five sons, he told her, settling her hands in the proper position on the wide rim of the wheel, which operated the wings and ailerons set laterally on the ship’s flanks. Twin grooves at thirty degrees from the vertical, port and starboard, were her guides. He talked her through the take-off process, soon waxing as garrulous as a parakeet as he discovered in Auli an eager audience – anything to avoid the rod or the lash or whatever this new Master employed on his servants! The vessel creaked and whirred and groaned, sounding like an asthmatic old man as they lifted a half-mile into the air, setting their course two points north of westward according to the compass he now allowed her to feel, set on a plinth alongside the wheel.

“The binnacle,” he said. “Moreover, this is not a wheel; the proper term is ‘helm’. Now, do you think you can remember all of the pedals and manual hand settings I’ll show you?”

Auli promised, “I’ll do my very best, Master.”

“Hmm. You’re a serious-minded little dragonet, aren’t you?”

The acrid tang of long-burning, dense ooliti wood drifted to her nostrils as a door opened and closed behind Auli-Ambar’s left shoulder, and despite the gain in altitude which she could feel in her ears, the pollens, flower fragrances and sulphurous, gritty tangs of the volcanic air did not lessen in her perception. It was said that Fra’anior was a jewel among Islands, the crowning creative achievement of the Great Onyx, Fra’anior. His fabled breath heated the massive central caldera, an active pool of lava some eighteen leagues across – leagues! Auli could not imagine such breadth. A person might walk for days to reach the far side, not that walking was recommended. Toxic gases and a lake of molten lava made the caldera impassable. All travel between the rim wall Islands was necessarily undertaken by air; Dragons winged where they pleased, while Humans puttered about in their Dragonships.

After an hour aloft according to the half-hourly pinging of the sand clock located beneath the compass, facing his position, the Steersman grunted, “Stinking breath of a feral Dragon, there comes that very storm you forecast! Strength to your paw, girl. ’Twas hid behind Ha’athior’s massif.”

Oh! Perhaps she had avoided a beating after all. Auli bopped her figurine surreptitiously on the nose. You’re good luck, Mister Red. Nice work.

Aloud, she said, “Master, I thought Ha’athior Island was … forbidden? To Humans, I mean?”

“Indeed so, my young Steerswoman. We shall –” he hesitated just long enough for Auli to conclude he was considering telling an untruth “– we shall make landing at a monastery offshore of the main massif which, it is truly said, is death to set foot upon. One of the monasteries that adhere to the Way of the Dragon.”

She bounced on her toes. “Ooooooh!”

“Ooh indeed,” Chayku chuckled drily. “But you’d best bury knowledge deep, girl. King Chalcion has little patience with Islands and monasteries that spurn his yoke, it seems. Now, brace the helm like I taught you and set the stops. Dinner is served.”

And so, from a moment’s joy to the world of her pain. Auli had always been banished to a back room whenever Mi’elgan and Sairana ate or had guests over. They said that to watch her consume her meals was a nauseating and repulsive experience. She had to tilt her head backward to keep food inside her mouth, and cover her split, skewed lips with her hands to prevent the inevitable spillage. Auli excused herself and apologised and burned in humiliation as her new companions ostensibly took no notice of her difficulties, but she knew they were observing, pitying, judging. Everyone did.

Halfway through dinner, taken at the Navigator’s table in the forward cabin, Zimtyna made her appearance – sounding very muzzy indeed – and joined them by way of plopping herself down in the fourth place with an exaggerated groan. She tucked liberally into the berries, fruits and nut breads common to the Isles before even noticing Auli’s presence. Then came the inevitable awkward introductions, the silent staring, the forced cheer and cover-up of her reaction.

How she hated her deformities!

Sometimes, she wished she had been born without a face.

The Dragonship overnighted at a small Island offshore of Ha’athior, as promised, where Master Chamzu had consultations with a monk called Master Jo’el. Auli’s ears thrilled to the constant song of dragonets around a small crater lake beside which the monastery building was apparently very well-hidden, and Zimtyna took her down to a quiet nook along the lake shore to bathe. The sharp click-clack of monks training at weapons carried clearly upon the still night air, and echoed off the cliffs surrounding the lake. Auli giggled as the warm volcanic beach sand tickled her toes. Dancing dragonets, this was so different to anything she had experienced at home.

As they waded in to the depth of Auli’s waist, before sinking down to their necks , Zimtyna sighed, “I’ve never been more grateful for cool water! All those muscly monks clad in nothing but loincloths – you have no idea what that does to a girl.”

She had a few notions gleaned from ribald ballads that mentioned fainting attacks, heart palpitations and generally inane behaviour whenever boys met girls. Auli thought it all quite ridiculous. She knew plenty of boys. They liked to trip her up or lay snares for her unwary feet, and on four or five occasions had held her down and tickled her until she begged for mercy, but their favourite torture was to use her head for slingshot practice. Rotten fruit was the weapon of choice, plucked from the Island’s dense foliage. They did not even need to hide, for as long as they kept quiet … whirr – splat! She knew that feeling far too well. Boys were horrid beasts, one and all.

Auli commented, “The dragonets sound very musical.”

“Ooh, dragonets love to sing! Listen. All we need to do is to start – and we’ll give those gorgeous men something to remember us by. I couldn’t imagine a worse fate than being celibate.”

Another new word. Auli-Ambar tucked it away in her memory. Celebrate? No … celibate. Close, but almost certainly not the same.

Without further ado, Zimtyna launched into a capable rendition of When all was Fire, a creation epic that recounted the world-shaping exploits of Fra’anior, the mighty seven-headed Onyx Dragon of yore. He was said to be the father of all Dragons and the creator of the Human race. She had a versatile, slightly burry alto voice that had clearly received classical training, as was common upon the Isles. Auli loved to sing, but only when she was far away from her guardians. The Mistress had once compared her singing voice to a samuki chaffinch’s whistle, a slur she had been unable to forget.

Pausing before the second stanza, Zimtyna said, “Join me?”

“I … couldn’t.”

“Grow a backbone, would you? You’re far too diffident. Besides, there’s just the two of us.”

“Plus fifty monks and Fra’anior alone knows how many dragonets,” Auli-Ambar blurted out, her face heating up to a fine suns-set glow. After a further dint of arm twisting, she opened her mouth half-heartedly and joined in.

When she sang, something strange always happened in her throat. It was as if another chamber opened or a flap of cartilage moved aside above her larynx, and a resonance unlike any of the other children’s voices issued forth. A hitch in Zimtyna’s singing betrayed her puzzlement, but she held her melodic line with aplomb as Auli sang an octave above in unison, in what for her was her lowest register. Their voices blended as though they had sung together many times before. On the final line of that second stanza, Auli realised that the chattering and chirruping around the lake had stilled, and then a dragonet’s voice rang out in exuberant descant. As if this constituted a secret signal, a chorus from the girls’ left flank began a seven-part humming harmony to the main melody line, then from the right and across the lake, she heard a great flock of dragonets break into melodious song.

Auli knew little of dragonet song, for she had never been allowed to attend music classes with the other, more fortunate children – far too busy with her chores – so she had only heard tales of how dragonets sometimes joined in, and a few times, had enjoyed a dragonet carolling along together with her singing. This was a chorus of hundreds, perhaps thousands. Effortlessly, the tiny Dragonkind wove melody and counter-melody, keeping to Zimtyna’s choice of music but embellishing it beyond belief. Joyous trills! Tumbling cascades of notes! Piping quarter- and half-note additions to Zimtyna’s swelling song accompanied their bravura display of musicianship.

Superb!

Her voice cracked in wonder, but her continued blushes did nothing to prevent the massed chorus from launching into the fourth stanza with all the zest of the hyperactive little pests they were. Auli-Ambar wished she could have seen this, for the extraordinary quality of the dragonets’ song-making made every hair on her neck and arms quiver, and the thrill in her heart was as if she had swallowed the twin suns, for a radiant heat scorched her throat and crawled across her scalp, and her hands fluttered before her body in aimless astonishment.

“Sing,” Zimtyna laughed. “Sing, Auli!”

An echo of her laughter swirled, it seemed, from the skies above as the dragonets copied even that vocal embellishment. Auli laughed too. She could not help herself.

That laughter cracked open her soul.

Rising from the water, careless of her ugliness or inhibitions or the cool evening breeze now riffling the lake waters against her concave belly, Auli reached within and found her voice. Her song swelled in an unconscious emulation of Zimtyna’s tone and expertise, a fragile, nascent effort, yet wondrous to her. Her voice rose and rose, her notes piping with the clarion beauty of dragonet song, like crystals plinking into the waters in lieu of the tears she could never shed, for she grieved and laughed with one voice, her emotions torn asunder. She faced only the darkness, but it seemed that if she sang skilfully enough, and in gratitude for the matchless gift of the dragonets, that surely colour and light and beauty must break through into her own Isle, and set it aflame. So the blind girl sang with every fibre of her being, swirling through the tremulous, poignant middle passages of When all was Fire, and on into the triumphal finale.

Beside her, she heard Zimtyna whisper, “Extraordinary! I only wish you could watch. The dragonets are dancing for you, my sweet pollen puff. Don’t stop singing.”

She dared not. She could not. This was a taste of something beyond herself, a divine touch of Fra’anior’s paw, and Auli knew in her heart of hearts she might never experience it again. At last, she touched a D-sharp nearly five octaves above Zimtyna’s range, and allowed the note to whisper exquisitely into the air above the waters.

A reverential silence gripped the caldera.

Auli wished to weep, despairing. She was bereft. Robbed of the song, spent of all emotion.

The older girl said, “They’re … they’re doing some sort of wriggly wing-thanks toward us. Bow back, Auli.”

She dipped forward until her nose touched the water.

The unexpected cold caused her to sneeze delicately. As one, all the dragonets of the caldera exploded into paroxysms of untrammelled glee.

* * * *

An ebullient but short-lived lightning storm struck overnight, leaving Auli feeling battered on all levels, for she awoke to a strange world of hailstones quickly melting in the day’s volcanic heat and monks chanting in the distance, an eerie plainsong that hearkened to great wings brushing against the stony roots of Islands. How cautiously she descended the Dragonship’s rope ladder and felt for the frigid ground with her bare toes that morning!

Master Chamzu had met all night long with the monks, but now joined them at a simple repast, passing a snide comment about two nude girls carolling in a holy lake that had Zimtyna choking on her sweetbread dipped in janzaberry jam, and Auli breaking out in a cold sweat.

A moment later, however, he was all seriousness. “Master Jo’el approaches.”

Auli did not know how to greet a holy man. She feared even to touch him – did the Onyx Dragon’s notorious power of lightning dwell in him, too? How grateful she had been to curl up head to toe with Zimtyna on their shared pallet during last night’s storm. The lips which brushed her knuckles in formal greeting seemed disappointingly ordinary, however, even if they did seem to descend from a great height.

The monk’s vocal timbre was a cavernous bass that made her startle. He said, “So, this is the girl who sings with dragonets?”

Auli sensed a strange prickling against her mind, like a cat’s soft paw tapping at a windowpane. Her ears burned deep inside. Every sense tingled most peculiarly, yet as quickly as she thought upon it, the sense of discomfort eased. Slipping a hand into her front tunic pocket, which was so deep or the tunic so oversized it hung to an inch above her kneecaps, she rubbed the Dragon’s muzzle furtively, catching her fingernail on his tiny garnet-fragment fangs. What did Dragons fear in all the Island-World? Nothing. If only she could have half a Dragon’s courage. A hundredth, even.

She breathed, “Forgive me, Master.”

Auli heard a verbal shrug in Chamzu’s tone as he said, “The girl’s like that – voices her opinions like a mouse, and she’s a slight soul withal, easily overlooked.”

Jo’el said, “Clearly, there’s magic in her voice.”

Chamzu inquired in a tone that left no doubt as to his scepticism, “Are we proposing a branch of sung magic? Such has never been known beneath the suns.”

“The Great Dragon’s breath bloweth as it pleases,” rumbled the other, apparently unoffended by this rebuff. Then, his long fingers bridged her temples using the thumb and third finger, while with his forefinger, the monk traced a jagged sign upon her forehead. He stopped just before the fresh cut on the bridge of her nose. “Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, daughter of Xa’an, wilt thou receive the benediction of the Dragons of Yore?”

His words could have been plucked straight out of an ancient scrolleaf, arrayed as for battle, and they executed a flawless ambush upon her frazzled mind. It was all she could do to wheeze, “Aye, Master. I will.”

“Therefore, honouring the freewill offering of this precious soul, and in the presence of these witnesses, I seal thy life in the mighty name of Fra’anior, true guardian of all who shelter upon this Cluster. May his illimitable favour attend thy deeds, Auli-Ambar, now and forevermore.”

Auli had the impression that something profound passed between the two men, hinted at by the movement of Master Jo’el’s free hand, which she could feel but not see. For just a fraction of one of her panicked semi-breaths, as she stood rooted upon the sward with the finger pressing against her forehead, it seemed that an abnormally scorching outbreath might have ruffled her hair, flipping it mischievously over the monk’s forearm. Or was that merely her imagination?

Favour? Upon a precious soul? Never had she conceived of words such as these. What manner of favour blighted a person’s life as severely as hers had been?

All she wanted to do was to run and hide and never be found again.


Chapter 3: A Father’s Wish

King Chalcion’s way came too late to be recognised for what it was, ruthless force applied with diabolical cunning. He seemed to hold the rod of Kingship effortlessly, even amidst great turmoil. Many lauded his strength of character. In public he was a devoted husband to his second wife Queen Shyana, and a loving father. He took much private counsel from trusted advisors and dealt open-handedly with the Dragon Council over matters political, territorial and economic.

Belatedly, we Dragonkind discovered his brother Zalcion to be the dagger sinister, the key individual whose cloak of diplomacy concealed a mind of fiendish ambition. He was the instrument through which Chalcion executed his purposes as with an invisible paw. We saw in them worthy opponents, no more. This was draconic hubris, soon consumed in the white-fires of truth.

Sapphurion of Gi’ishior, Notes to the Council, Scrolleaf 25, Third Talon, Paragraph 4

As the Dragonship swished and creaked aloft, Auli pondered the strange words spoken over her that morn, when her feet had melted ice and even the birds and dragonets, for once, had been mute. She could not remember a dawn to compare. Pure, perfect, petrifying silence. A surrounding tranquillity as though, with the almighty disdain of an Ancient Dragon, the Island-World scrutinized the doings of the insignificant creatures that crawled over its massifs and fortresses like swarming insects, and found them wanting.

Chewing the incomprehensible was akin to chewing gristle, the balladeers famously opined; an activity as distasteful as it was dissatisfying. Shortly, the girl gave up her puzzling. She must not think. She needed to serve, to humble herself, to … return to normalcy.

Since Chamzu had taken to his pallet in the tiny cabin aft of the main navigation cabin, Auli located Zimtyna by the silky rustling the long, steady strokes of the brush took through her hair, and the slight swishing of her very fine garments, and said, “How may I serve you, Mistress?”

“Sit. Let’s talk awhile.”

“Can I scrub the decks? Clean the windows? Burn the trash? Bring you water?” The rising desperation in her voice made her curl up inside, tighter than any butterfly inside its chrysalis.

“Auli, you don’t need to work today.”

“I …”

The older girl clucked her tongue. “You overheard our conversation last night. ‘What does one do with a blind girl?’ Aye?” Before she could so much as nod, Zimtyna blurted out, “I’m so sorry. I just … I don’t have any experience with lack of sight. At all. I’m supposed to be studying to take over as Head of Services and I’m just overwhelmed by it all and to pitch you into that lumpy pot of soup – it’s unfair.”

A burden. What else would she ever be? Mistress Sairana said people as ugly as her had it ‘coming to them.’

She ventured, “I can clean.”

“How?” the other returned bluntly. “With respect – oh, how I chatter like a stupid parakeet! Now I’m respecting a girl less than half my age. No, don’t you give me that woebegone look! Please. I’m trying –show me. Teach me. I know windroc spit about blind people.”

Without a word, Auli knelt and demonstrated how she felt for dirt. How she learned her way around spaces. Indeed, she was always on the alert for sounds, echoes and clues that would shape her environment. She tidied up a fallen scroll near the Steersman’s feet, plucked hairs from cracks between the floorboards, and righted a gourd on the desk that doubled as their eating table. Auli straightened a stack of loose scrolleaves by aligning their corners with each other and then setting them parallel with the table’s edge, exactly as Master Mi’elgan liked his work documents to be left. She unearthed Zimtyna’s spare tunic top from beneath the desk, folded it and arranged it perfectly upon the girl’s lap.

On the way, she barked her toes twice on unexpected obstacles and stumbled over a three-inch step up to the Steersman’s station. Still, crawling about on her hands and knees did restore a sense of balance to her heart. This type of work, she knew. Flying aboard a Dragonship? Not so much. Her toes itched for solid ground. She preferred not to think about how very far away the next Island might be, or what myriad horrors slithered far below in the gulfs between the Islands.

“Where should this water gourd go?” she asked.

The Steersman chuckled in his beard. “She’s got you there, pollen puff. Got you proper. Polish my boots next, she will – nay, girl, that was no invitation!”

Sounding irked, Zimtyna said, “Come over here, Auli.”

In a moment, she perched upon a skirt-covered knee and felt the hairbrush tugging lightly at her hair. The Mistress had always insisted upon faultless coiffure and cleanliness, even if her clothes were rough in comparison to Zimtyna’s chic attire, as she realised now. Zimtyna smelled of lilies. Yet as her expert brushing teased out a small knot in the waist-length waterfall of her hair, she grasped that others perhaps needed space to think, to process, to decide what to do with a worthless scrap of flotsam.

Shyly, Auli said, “I can help. I’ll scrub every floor in your Halls, Mistress. Every day.”

There was no cruelty in the merry laughter that her words provoked. Zimtyna said, “I believe you might just, given the chance. Aye, Auli. Even the smallest of our number are assigned chores at the Halls of the Dragons. I believe you would perform your tasks diligently.”

“I’m a hard worker.”

“I noticed your work-roughened palms.”

Her voice became smaller, if that were possible. “Please.”

“You insist on being a cleaner?”

“I’d do anything – in your big house.”

Gently, Zimtyna said, “Auli, what if I told you that the Halls of the Dragons is actually a dormant volcano? Inside are four hundred and sixty permanent roosts, ninety-two visitor roosts, fourteen old dwellings being refurbished as we speak, and forty-one roosts under construction – that is besides Human accommodation for over two thousand souls. A team of one hundred and three Roost Keepers serves the Dragon roosts, cleaning, tidying, supplying water and meat to ever-ravenous maws, and suchlike. You have questions?”

“What does dormant mean?”

“It’s like sleeping. My innocent little chaffinch, the Dragons make their roosts inside the old volcanic pipe above the bluest lake you ever saw. The cliffs are dotted with roost windows of the finest crysglass, the better to let in the light – a magical, crystalline radiance, more sparkling and beautiful than a girl wearing the very crown jewels of Fra’anior. Behind and below the roosts, carved within the mountain itself, are many halls housing laboratories, stores, meeting chambers, training rooms, nurseries, great bathing chambers heated by real lava, which has always puzzled me since the volcano is meant to be dormant, facilities for buffing scales and all manner of Dragon care and recuperation, and beneath the lake, a library such as you have never imagined – library built for Dragons, many great caverns wide and deep and long. Legend holds that not even the Dragon Librarian himself knows all its secrets.”

Auli sighed. How magical.

“Dragons are highly intelligent creatures,” Zimtyna reproved, clearly misunderstanding the spine-tingling wonder that her words evoked. “You must never disrespect a Dragon, for they are noble and fiercely proud, far wiser than you or I.”

She nodded quickly.

“We’ll have to find a way to teach you Dragonish.”

“Dragonish? Dragons speak another language?”

Zimtyna chortled, “And I thought I was the pollen brain! Of course they do. Every Human at Gi’ishior learns to speak Dragonish. What are your other skills?”

“Skills?”

“Apart from astonishing unbelievers with your aptitude at cleaning Dragonships, and singing like a fire-crested warbler?”

Auli blushed furiously.

A finger prodded her left flank, drawing a squeal. “Confess. Now.”

“I … well, I don’t know if it’s a skill as such …”

How could she demand these things? Zimtyna seemed to think that skills grew like berries on every bush. A sightless girl did not command skills. She had no real learning, just a handful of worthless epic ballads and poems memorised, and a few snippets of lore picked up from the balladeers. People needed eyes to learn. Eyes gave a person all they needed in the Island-World.

“Shall I have Dragon Elder Sapphurion nudge you instead? He’s only … well, maybe fifty or sixty tonnes of Dragon. He’d roll you flat for his scrolleaf.”

“Ew!”

“Don’t make me turn that threat into a promise.”

Auli-Ambar thought upon her figurine. Maybe red was the colour of strength. Red Dragons were meant to be big bruisers who enjoyed nothing more than a good brawl. Blues were the brainy ones with the best magic, and the Yellow and Orange spectrum Dragonkind loved nothing more than spouting fireballs all over the skies. She had even heard of White Dragons. They must be so beautiful, because their colour was the very opposite to the darkness in which she lived. White-fires were sacred to the Dragonkind, symbolising truth and purity and the balance of all living things.

A truth Dragon! Dared she ask her father for a White Cinizzara Miniature?

Zimtyna’s finger-snap brought Auli back to the present. “Well, if someone tells me a story several times over, I can usually repeat it,” she admitted. “Or a song. But that’s not special –”

“Ha! Double ha with sugar bamboo syrup dripped on top! So that’s why you speak so quaintly. Father was trying to puzzle it out last night.” Zimtyna applied the brush vigorously. “Well, I’m not sure what we’d do with your singing either. Maybe I’ll put you on the cleaning roster first. You might finish sweeping the Halls in about three years’ time. Think you can manage that?”

Auli’s hands twisted in her lap. Why were they being so nice to her? She wanted to weep, but crying made a snivelling mess down the cleft of her disfigured nose, and that was difficult to clean without dunking her entire head in a bucket of water. Her calloused fingers itched to play harp scales, over and over and over, until they were perfect – until the Mistress sighed and remembered to thwack her a few times to aid her education. She focussed on the sounds of the flying Dragonship in the hope of calming her frayed nerves.

A prodigious belch from the Steersman’s station nigh made her leap out of her hide. “Excellent breakfast,” he opined.

“Barbarian,” sniffed Zimtyna. “We don’t all hail from Franxx.”

“Huh! I’ll teach you about Dragons, girl – clean gone forgotten your name, now. Never mind.” Pang. Auli flinched. “Dragons have at least five stomachs and one of them is stuffed full of fire at all times. Some Dragons manufacture their own lava, you know. Nasty form of combat, quite besides the artful rock sculptures they tend to make out of their enemies. Now, rule number one is this: if you rile a Dragon, get out of their firing line quicker than the flip of a dragonet’s wings, or you’ll be fried in your own juices. Secondly, never stand behind a Dragon. Do you know why?”

“A stray tail will thrash you into prekki pulp?” suggested Zimtyna.

“No, they fart fireballs.”

“Not true!” the girls chorused.

Chayku chortled, “If you don’t believe me, go ask one.” When Zimtyna remonstrated crossly with him for tugging their wings so crudely, an expression that fell strangely upon Auli’s ears, he added, “In truth, both ends are dangerous. Fire, ice, poison, glue, acid, gas – you never know what’s going to come out of a Dragon’s –” he paused dramatically.

“Throat,” Zimtyna finished pointedly.

“You’re no fun,” said the Steersman. “Now, girl, do you remember yesterday’s lesson? How shall we trim the sails for a steady wind coming in off the starboard quarter, abaft?”

Abaft? Auli-Ambar turned the delightfully anachronistic word over in her mind. These Dragonship Steersmen used the very best words, possessing a unique language of their own to describe navigation, flying, the tying of knots and the multitudinous parts and workings of their vessels. They sailed or made headway above the depthless Cloudlands, tacked against the wind, unpicked knots with marlinspikes, and their enemies were called pirates or corsairs. Who even knew what a marlin was? Or when or where the terms bowline, cleat hitch or double reef knot had originated? Perhaps the Dragons could shed light on these questions.

A blind girl should never use that expression.

When she failed to reply swiftly enough, Chayku added, “Fra’anior’s about to break wind, girl. Quick-wings!”

Auli leaped to her task, stumbled over Zimtyna’s foot and tumbled into the back of the Steersman’s legs. A heavy hand upon her shoulder stayed her remorseful tongue. He said, “There now, girl, better the leg than the binnacle, eh? On your feet. No dragonet eats a ralti sheep faster than one bite at a time. That said, it only takes them a few bites. Big mouths.”

“Capacious gullets,” Zimtyna added.

“And extraordinary gas producing capabilities,” the Steersman riposted. “Shall I demonstrate?”

The older girl snorted, “Franxxians! No concept of manners, Auli. Don’t you listen to that big lug. Now, whilst you attend to your lessons, I shall go fluff my pillow roll. Wake me if something exciting happens. Which … oh, never mind.”

* * * *

After another hour’s intensive tutelage in Dragonship operations, Zimtyna emerged from her dragonet-swift nap to take Auli-Ambar aside. She bathed and dressed the girl’s wounds with herbal poultices. Then, feeling stiff due to the bandages wrapping her upper body and nursing her sore, bruised hands, Auli joined the sailors on the gantry at the front of the vessel, and listened to their chatter as they coursed along the league-tall cliffs of Ha’athior Island towards its northerly peninsula.

People usually forgot she was present after a few minutes, and so it was with the sailors. Auli learned a few disquieting details, such as that their favourite brew was called Xinidian Lightning, the right words to ward off hairy warts between the toes – she would never think of a Dragonship sailor’s feet in the same way again – and the meaning of the term ‘wenching’ and which taverns near the Palace in Fra’anior City were best suited to this noble pursuit. Auli sniffed privately. All this silly talk, and rowdy behaviour, moreover!

When she piped up with a question, however, the all-male crew quickly switched topics and one of the sailors volunteered to be her eyes. Two miles beneath was a tan carpet of toxic Cloudlands, unusually white for this time of year, he told her. The vegetation layer ended three-quarters of a mile beneath their current altitude due to the volcano’s heat and gaseous output, but natural air barriers called inversion layers protected the inhabited Islands of the rim from danger. A girl would want to know that those layers also trapped many pollens and fragrances in the air, he added, making Fra’anior Cluster the best-smelling Human habitat in the Island-World.

Auli gravely thanked him for this important detail.

Ha’athior Island rose a further two miles overhead, meaning that their entire starboard beam was overshadowed by an enormous cliff covered in trailing vines and huge, tumbling rivers of lush tropical vegetation. Snatches of cheerful dragonet song drifted over the near-vertical cliffs of Holy Ha’athior, the Island sacred to the Dragonkind. Ahead lay a rim wall gap four miles in depth, one of many between the Isles, where smoking orange lava poured from the caldera down the dark side of the Cluster, building its foundations day by day. Sensing questions in the man’s tone, Auli diffidently informed him that orange was like warmth, the colour that she felt upon her skin and in her heart when the suns shone. It was cosy, like a blanket.

He acted surprised she could not see anything at all. Were people not able to imagine blindness for themselves? She found it equally difficult to imagine what sight must be like – but not for want of trying, and aching, and failing.

After a moment, the man’s hand touched her shoulder. “I’m sorry. Want to hear more?”

“Yes, Master.”

“I’m just a deck hand, girl. Let me describe our flight path to you.”

The pocket Dragon received a comforting pat. Had she expected the Dragonship to plummet out of the sky? Silly Auli-Ambar. Fingering the tiny wing struts through her linen tunic material, Auli listened to the thrumming of the ropes and the constant creaking of the air balloon as the wind pressure changed subtly. Then there was the wuthering of the sail edges and the stretchy-groaning of the ropes as the Dragonship rocked along with stately mien. It was comforting – if one ignored the fact that a few thin strips of wood separated her from a zillion leagues of nothingness!

Beyond this gap, the sailor told her, lay Janbiss Island with its colony of Red Dragons, some forty-four beasts strong, and still farther ahead, the Human-inhabited Isles of Churgra and Sa’athior. On another occasion, they might have tarried at one Island or another, but the Chief Scrollkeeper had ordered they should make the best of the following breeze and strike straight for Gi’ishior, a decent five to eight hours’ run. In the early afternoon, the sailor returned to the bow to tell her the tale of Frendior Island. It had once been Human-inhabited, but about twenty-four years before, a tragic plague had struck the village and wiped out every man, woman and child. In the year of the Four Kings, the Dragons had retaken the Island, claiming an ancient right of resettlement.

“Of course, none of those Humans believed the treaty. ’Twas nine hundred years old, found mouldering in an old Records room underneath the main library,” said the sailor, called Taltax. “But when you’re changing kings every other week, you may be forgiven for losing focus on territorial matters on the other side of the caldera. By the time King Chalcion took his grip on power, the deed was accomplished. Fifteen Dragon roosts built, no sign that a Human village ever stood upon that Isle. Some sneaky Dragon business, that was.”

“Master, why were there four kings?”

He hawked and spat overboard – at least, she hoped so! Auli curled up her toes and stood still, not wishing to discover a cold, wet glob of spit somewhere nearby. “Not a tale for sensitive ears,” he grunted. “Suffice it to say, good King Amorion passed away at a ripe old age – well, he must have still been alive around when you were born, just a teeny sprig. His brother Gurion took up the kingship, but many said he was sickly in the mind and too closely allied with the Dragons. He lasted three days upon the throne before he was found dangling off his balcony, hanged. Then came Tayfurion, a strong King and Chalcion’s older half-brother. The official story is that after one season in power, he abdicated the Onyx Throne in favour of Chalcion before taking his own life. I’d say if you believe that, you’d believe the Mystic Moon’s a goblet filled with purple Dragonwine.”

“No,” Auli said doubtfully.

“The truth is an evil beast, girl. Ask no more details of me!”

“I …” He left abruptly, his bare feet slapping on the wooden gantry. “I wasn’t going to pry, Taltax,” she said quietly. Adults could be so illogical. Why was he so angry about the fate of those Kings?

Auli faced the fore stoically, the better to breathe in exotic hints of jiista berry flowers, ripe landas gourds and the piquant scents of tinker banana plants on the breeze. Apparently tinker bananas were an age-old import from the south, but they had taken favourably to Fra’anior’s balmy climate. They were best served fried in spicy sugar-bamboo sap. Yum! Her mouth watered.

After a while spent daydreaming, Auli sighed and shuffled her feet.

So, a job cleaning the endless roosts in the fabled Halls of the Dragons. This girl felt as if an earthquake called Master Chamzu had just blasted her life apart – and she missed blistering her hands carrying water? She must have a skull stuffed with prekki mush! Still, how long could this newfound freedom last? If she knew Master Mi’elgan, he would have her back cleaning his cottage before the week was out. Her journey had already served to confirm one inconvenient fact – people forgot who she was. Everyone. Zimtyna had forgotten her name just after lunchtime.

What, by any sane measure common to the Isles, should she make of this peculiar curse? If she possessed any magic under the suns, it appeared to be the magic of slipping out of people’s minds and memories as if she were a bar of soap clutched in a wet hand.

And they were meant to be the sighted ones.

* * * *

The relative cool of the evening breeze plucked at Auli-Ambar’s hair as she faced forward resolutely, as if confronting her future with poise that in no way matched the melting of her very marrow. Gi’ishior’s great terrace lake, richly described in so many ballads that she could picture it in her mind, stretched ahead. She tasted the humidity rising off the surface with delight, and inhaled deeply though her nose, sorting out the pungent scents of berries and flowers – so many unfamiliar aromas, it was like drinking a heady brew. They had descended to a mere two hundred feet above the waters, and the crew had gathered at the fore once more to gawp at the view.

Softly, Zimtyna said, “There’s a Dragonwing of five Greens patrolling the skies directly above the volcano, and another Dragonwing of three hulking Reds and two Blues farther afield, northeast of our position, watching the caldera and the approaches via the rim wall. Ahead it’s all lake, hundreds of feet deep and as clear as the skies above, so that you can see a mated pair of giant carp sporting right below. They prefer to hide in the reed beds along the inner bank, where they think they’re less likely to fall prey to Dragons. Fish aren’t renowned for their brains. Now, the outer edge is terrace lake wall, a grey-speckled granite bulwark hundreds of feet thick yet engineered so perfectly by the Ancient Dragons, not a drop of that great lake leaks through. From right amidst the lake waters, it seems, the volcano vaults skyward, clad in a seamless green carpet, so close and dense is the vegetation, mostly berry bushes, I believe. Our flight path will bend a little ways to the North in accord with the lake’s natural curvature – the lake hugs the volcano all the way around, past what the eye can see. There, we’ll steer through the entrance, a grotto bored through to the central, flooded caldera lake by Majoox the Brown some seven hundred years ago.”

“I believe the encircling lake was first conceived as a defensive measure against overland invasion,” Master Chamzu clarified. “The ancient term is a moat.”

“A moat, Master?” asked Auli.

“Common in some Eastern societies,” he said. “They have large, flat Islands devoid of natural protections such as we enjoy, so a surrounding body of water restricting access to a fortress via a narrow bridge, for example, is an effective defensive measure.”

“Oh. Not against Dragons though, Master.”

He chuckled, “Indeed not, Auli. Here comes Yulgaz, also a Brown. Not a Dragon to cross. Touchy. He’s a draconihilist. Loosely speaking, that term refers to Dragons who deplore all other races and actively seek their downfall.”

“Aye, that’s a true word, Chief,” said one of the sailors.

“Is that the Dragon equivalent of adraconistic philosophy?” asked another man. “I heard that view is growing in popularity around the Isles. Y’know, Humans who want to eradicate all lizard –”

“Shut yer gop-stopper!”

Another cried, “Freakin’ ralti brain, don’t use the L-word!”

The Steersman bellowed over the commotion, “I’ll have hands a-trimmin’ me sails, ye scurvy, snaggletoothed laggards! Step lively, if bandy-legged pirates ye be!”

Auli giggled. Straight out of the oldest ballads! Language was so strange. Suddenly, she seemed to hear water lapping in her mind – what? Why?

As the crew trooped away, their combined weight making the gantry and the safety railing rock alarmingly, Auli felt the Master step forward. He said, “Having cast one glance in our direction, Yulgaz is majestically ignoring us.”

Was he covering his mouth with one hand as he spoke? Now she knew for certain that all was not smooth working relations and trust between the Humans and Dragons of Gi’ishior. For a time, they stood facing the breeze, and no-one spoke as the Dragonship tacked around the volcano. Auli sensed the change in direction via the wind, and the last rays of suns-shine from the West heating the left side of her body and especially her left ear, now.

Zimtyna said, “Auli, I once read that blind people see faces by touching them. Would you like to do that with us?”

Auli spluttered, “I … well, I never …”

“Don’t you fear Yulgaz,” said the Master. “We have Sapphurion and his Council of Dragon Elders to keep his ilk in check. Would you like to try touching my – fie, girl. You’re trembling like a reed!”

How could she admit that what she feared was … everything? Dragons. People. Another reversal in her capricious fortunes. Beatings. Pity. The very wind that blew from Gi’ishior now, redolent with tangs and fragrances she had never encountered before, certainly not in such rich, dizzying vortexes of peppers and cinnamon, sulphur and vanilla pods and charred metallic essences that her brain wanted to whimper, scream and turn joyous somersaults all at once … it was too much! Too terrifying! Her fingers clenched the railing white-knuckled, and she heard them talking to her as if the sounds echoed down a long, dark tunnel.

Chamzu said, “Auli? Auli, are you feeling alright? Zimtyna, she’s –”

A voice cried, “Inhale!”

Auli-Ambar gasped and choked, but the dreadful stench slapped her brain back from the brink of insensibility.

“Better,” said Zimtyna.

“Fra’anior’s beard, what is that vile concoction?” growled Master Chamzu.

“A sample of something we’re working on to combat tunnelworm and green-fanged rats,” said his daughter, sounding very smug indeed. A cork squeaked back into the neck of a gourd. “Crushed giant southern cockroach, a particularly noxious variety of slug from the Western Isles, black-banded skunk essence from the Crescent Isles jungles and a few secret ingredients of my own. I’m reliably informed that the mere hint of its smell suffices to stun or slay most creeping creatures.”

The Master snapped, “And most bipeds too – unholy smoking fumaroles, daughter! You keep that gunge out of our roost, do you hear me? One spillage and it’ll gnaw a hole through the floor!”

“Exactly. You’re learning, father Dragon.”

“And how,” he said feelingly. “Teenage daughters are a new education every minute, I tell you.”

At the speed of a hunting Dragon, mirth ambushed Auli-Ambar. Her father’s wish had been that she should be taken to Gi’ishior by these two crazy people? She had no idea what to do with such a feeling, no experience of laughter so overwhelming that every guffaw cramped her belly muscles to the point of agony, but she laughed until she wanted to cry, only her defective eyes would never shed any tear. She pulled her headscarf close to disguise the strange whooping noises her misshapen mouth made, but they did not seem to mind.

A short while later she found herself tracing Zimtyna’s angular cheekbones with her fingertips and feeling her flaxen hair, whatever colour flaxen meant, and acquiring an education of her own in the ways of generous lips and a mouth slightly upturned at the corners, which dimpled as she inadvertently tickled the older girl’s skin. She discovered a truly aquiline Fra’aniorian nose, a high brow and ears much pointier than her own. Then came the surprise of Master Chamzu’s beard – so full, it reached his chest!

Never had she imagined such an abundance of facial hair.

“Where does your mouth hide beneath this bush?” she gasped, trying to untangle her fingers from an unexpectedly wiry whisker trap with alacrity. “How do you eat, Master?”

“I am wont to employ my beard as an additional storage facility for victuals,” he replied drily, “thereby avoiding outright starvation.”

“What – you couldn’t – but, Master – oh!”

Heat rushed up Auli-Ambar’s neck so fast, she thought her ears might just start shooting miniature fireballs off their tips. All felt surreal, as though she were reaching out with her hands for a future that was so exquisite and unattainable, it would break her heart if she could not grasp it. Their delighted laughter resounded in her ears in a tiny echo of thunder. She wanted to dissolve through the floorboards. Always, people laughed at her. Never with her.

Then, as the Dragonship surged through coolness – the volcano’s shadow, she realised – there came to her ears a most glorious peal of music. Dragonsong.

With enormous gravitas, the Master announced, “Welcome to the home of Dragons, Auli-Ambar.”


Chapter 4: In the Halls of the Dragons

From the very first, I knew the beauty of magic in the voices of Dragons. It should come as no surprise that creatures of fire and enchantment should speak in mellifluous canto; only, of the millions of lines of scroll lore inked concerning fainting maidens and exceedingly glorious draconic poetry, no single quill stroke succeeds in encapsulating one pivotal truth: Dragons speak magic. They do not believe they do. Were the paw of truth to slap the average Dragoness sideways across ten Isles, still she would not believe it.

Dragons are also marvellously stubborn. That, they proudly admit.

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Of Magic’s Quirks and Illusions

Auli could not drink in enough of her surrounds. The sounds thrilling her ears were of persons and Dragons chatting, snatches of song and the fluttering of wings so mighty they set off small whirlwinds that buffeted the Dragonship hither and thither. Men shouted and the crew hollered greetings to all quarters as the Dragonship sailed onward, making for the landing stage – she knew this detail from the ballads. A huge body swished by overhead, calling out what sounded like an apology in a foreign language. Dragonish? Her heart stood still in her throat. That beast was huge, the swish-thump of its passage as if someone had pounded her eardrums with huge, soft-headed drumsticks.

Ting, ting, plink! Hammers and chisels tapped busily away to her left hand. Workmen preparing stone for building, Auli concluded. She heard sounds like leather scraping across rock accompanied by monstrously heavy footfalls – could that be Dragons walking? They must shake the ground! Somewhere, a younger-sounding draconic voice complained bitterly amidst fluttering and splashing sounds. A smile quirked her ruined lips. Perhaps hatchlings did not enjoy bath times?

GRRRARRRGH! The air reverberated and Auli ducked, but nobody else seemed to take notice of a massive roar that rolled over her like adjacent thunder.

She touched her left ear. Ouch.

Shortly, the hawsers sang out and the Dragonship sank slowly as squealing winches took up the strain. Zimtyna helped Auli to disembark; with one hand she drew her headscarf close to her face and the other clutched her Dragon so hard it dug painful indentations into her palm. Auli stuck like a shadow to the older girl’s side. How would she remember everything in this cavernous space? How would she ever find her way amidst such a bustle and kafuffle? Yet there was a hand to help and a voice to guide her up stairways and into the Human-inhabited levels, while Zimtyna explained how Human-sized tunnels served the Dragon roosts, intertwining with the larger living spaces demanded by the Dragonkind. Entrance to those tunnels was restricted, of course, and much more so to the higher roosts – apparently, the higher up the volcano a Dragon or Human lived, the more important they were deemed to be.

“Sapphurion and his mate Qualiana balked at that trend, admittedly,” Zimtyna said. “Sapphurion is the leader of all Dragons, a Sapphire Dragon of mighty stature. He and his mate live about three-quarters of the way up the volcano on the West side, or in our reckoning, on the fifth level. Levels are counted from the top. You’ll need to remember that when we introduce you to the cleaning schedule, or … now I’m muddled up. You know which Island I mean. Tomorrow.”

Auli nodded.

“I have to go already,” the Master sighed. The thumping of his heavy boots echoed in a narrowing space. A tunnel? “A million matters that absolutely cannot wait for the morning, ostensibly – what does that flock of brainless parakeets take me for, the Hatchling Mother? Do take Auli up to the roost and settle her in, there’s a sweet little daughter.”

“Very well,” the daughter gritted between her teeth.

“I’m to stay with you?” Auli inquired shyly.

“We weren’t very well prepared … you see –” the older girl fell silent as they navigated a curving flight of steps and Auli’s mouth watered at the delicious scent of sweetbread a-bake wafting through the tunnel “– Dad’s been lost since my mother died five years ago. She was pregnant, but perished aboard a Dragonship on the way back from Seg Island. If she had been here, the healers might have been able to save her.”

“I’m so sorry, Zimtyna.”

“I would’ve had a little sister. Mom haemorrhaged – I’m – just let me …” Cloth rustled as the older girl apparently wiped her eyes. When she spoke, her voice was tight and harsh. “Auli, please don’t take this the wrong way. We debated having you in with us, if we needed to take you from your Aunt and Uncle as we suspected. Your father and mine have been great friends for many years, but their friendship has become more strained since King Chalcion’s rise to power. All manner of affairs are tense around the Isles and especially here at Gi’ishior … but I’m doing my parakeet tricks again. It felt too painful to have you live with us, so instead we planned to have you stay literally outside our front door, which will always be open to you.”

“Uh …”

“Day or night, Auli. That’s an order.”

“I see.”

Auli grimaced. No, she did not, and never could.

“I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive us, my sweet pollen puff.” Zimtyna squeezed her hand. “Here we are. So, you’ll have three chambers. They’re petite but sweet, in my opinion, and decorated in colours that … well … never mind.”

“All for me?”

“A – Aye. They look nice.”

Again, that catch in her voice. Auli-Ambar’s knees trembled as Zimtyna guided her through a doorway. It was too much. There was a bedchamber that barely fit a basket bed large enough for four of her, a separate toilet and washing chamber, and then a living area which was essentially a sunken ‘cushion bowl’ with small raised plinths for holding drinks or food, and a portable lap desk, none of which struck her as very comfortable. Mistress Sairana was a firm believer in hard, upright chairs and straight backs at all times. Auli found her hands stroking the fine fabrics of the floor cushions, decorated with expensive Fra’aniorian lace edgings, with a fierceness that took her quite by surprise. Hers. A tiny echo of the draconic possessiveness enshrined in the ballads and lore she knew.

“This will be my space? All of it?”

Honestly. A squawk like a surprised dragonet!

“If you prefer, I could offer you space in the broom closet, complete with a bed constructed from spare buckets and sponges,” Zimtyna teased. “Now, pictures – shall I choose something for you? Or would you prefer sculptures you can touch? What else will you need? Just say the word.”

Auli just stood amidst the cushions, paralysed.

“Come over to the big roost when you’re ready, Auli. Out the door, left. I’ll show you my room and we can dig through my closet for clothes I wore when I was your age. We need to dress you like a girl, not some ragamuffin from the back streets of Fra’anior.” After a minute, Zimtyna added softly, “This isn’t a dream, despite all you might think or dread. Tonight, we’ll craft a message to your father and tomorrow, I’ll start introducing you to the secrets of this little mountain.”

When the other girl’s slippers had whispered away into the hallway, Auli slowly sank down amongst the soft cushions. She stroked a raised thread pattern absently, slowly working out that it was a stylised Dragon, yet one depicted with four wings, if her fingertips did not deceive her. This wasn’t a dream, was it? Nor a cruel joke. Nobody would dare to send the Chief Scrollkeeper of all Gi’ishior plus a Dragonship crew across the Isles on a mere whim, but neither could Auli grasp why they had purposed to salvage a child of such wretched genesis as her.

Save … the kindness of their hearts?

Even should she work her fingers to the bone, she could never thank Master Chamzu and his daughter enough.

After a minute, she fished the Red Dragon out of her pocket and felt around for a place to put him. She settled upon a small shelf above her basket-weave bed. Softly, she said, “I’ll need a brave watch-Dragon to guard my room. Stay alert, Red.”

Fra’anior grant her courage!

* * * *

Early the following morning, washed, breakfasted, dressed and so terrified she feared her very living pith might boil and abscond out of her ears in bubbling, steaming streams, Auli-Ambar tiptoed beside Zimtyna down to the Roost Keepers’ office on the sixth underground level. Level minus six. Most levels they passed felt and smelled the same to her, but several had distinctive scents or features on the entrances reached off the main spiral staircase – one of seven arranged at the points of an irregular heptagon around the volcano’s circumference – that served as a thoroughfare for the volcano’s denizens. Every seventh level there were horizontal tunnels that eventually connected the stairwells, but not all linked through. Additional sections had been added over the centuries and many modifications or repairs completed, making the layout a veritable dragonet’s warren. She focussed on memorising everything Zimtyna was telling her, but the flow of information was too fast and the details too scant at the same time. She would have to go over everything again.

Several times. This place was no village. It was a Dragon city.

Auli wore a sky-blue, knee-length tunic top of quite the finest weave she had ever donned. Beneath that, the ties of the plain, dark grey linen leggings had to be wrapped twice around her diminutive waist lest the garment slip off her hips. ‘Huh, nothing for Dragons to gnaw on here,’ Zimtyna had said, poking her left hip bone before tapping her ribs playfully. ‘Shameful. Like a Western Isles xylophone.’ Mental scroll mark: find out why Western Islanders played music on peoples’ ribs. Were they cannibals? A pair of second-hand blue slippers shod her feet. Zimtyna had seemed much preoccupied with making her look presentable and matching the colour of her headscarf to the tunic and shoes, and describing her outfit in ways that were of little practical use to a blind girl. Auli wrinkled her nose. She supposed it made sense that the co-ordination of colours mattered to sighted people.

Six days a week, she should report to the office by the second hour according to crystal timepieces kept magically synchronised in all the roosts. They played a different bar of plinking music for every half hour of the day in a progression Zimtyna had dismissed as something to learn later. ‘Three on, one off, four on, one off,’ Auli repeated to herself. What did one do with rest days in the nine? Oh, those were to be filled with catch-up work on learning the Dragonish language. Perfect. The very notion of indolence made her skin itch.

Still, children apparently merited the concession of working only seven hours a day. Auli-Ambar would attend additional schooling with the youngsters and hatchlings in the afternoons under the direction of Inxulia the Hatchling Mother, a Grey Dragoness of formidable reputation.

A rising hubbub of voices proclaimed their advent at the office, where duties and rosters would be handed out. Most of the men and women already knew their schedules, but there were always exceptions – visiting Dragons and Humans, special requests, the odd infestation of tunnelworm or vermin, flooded bathing chambers or blocked pipework, grumpy Dragons who needed to be appeased … Zimtyna had many lists and they were all apparently endless; the cause of much sighing and bottomless terrace lakes of anguish. Auli covered her throbbing ears as the commotion reached a frenzied peak, but then Mistress Frantia – called ‘frantic’ behind her back but never to her face, Zimtyna confided – started barking orders with the air of an angry hound. The workforce scattered to the winds.

“I am not happy!” snarled the Mistress, over and over. “Find the cause of that stench on level seventeen tertiary segment, would you? Aye, I mean you! I am not happy!”

This, too, was standard behaviour.

Auli was supposed to ignore the snap-and-snarl routine. Predictably, what happened instead was that she started to tremble so violently that Zimtyna had to physically restrain her shoulders before forcing her to advance to meet the Mistress.

“Auli? What an unusual name – heavens weeping fires, girl, what’s the matter with your eyes?”

Zimtyna said, “She’s the one I told you about last night, Mistress.”

“I’m a busy woman. So I’m to have a blind girl foisted upon me, eh? I am not happy!”

“You wisely suggested we might pair her with Tarshina in the lower roosts,” Zimtyna reminded her, so politely that Auli knew this for another deception.

“Tarshina? Aye, that could work. I am full of excellent ideas, as usual,” opined the Mistress. “She can clean?”

“I tested her myself, Mistress.”

“I am not happy, but I suppose she can have a trial just like everyone else. Tarshina! Where are you hiding, you wretched ankle gnawer?” The Mistress leaned down so far that her strident tones ruffled the wisps of Auli’s fringe back from her forehead. “My expectations are high, girl. Very high. What do you have to say for yourself?”

“I’ll do my best?” Auli just about managed.

“I despise squeaky little girls! Firm answers in the future, please. Now, be off with you and mind you do not make my mood any worse.”

A new voice, burry with a definite lisp, said, “I am here, Mistress.”

“Zimtyna! Brief them!”

The Mistress drew away, rounding upon her next victim with a low growl, leaving Auli-Ambar to the mercies of her new work companion.

Tarshina was a gentle soul, sweet and apparently possessed of Islands of patience. She smelled strongly of lavender oil, which she had lavished in her dark curls because the smell of caustic, ammonia-based soap apparently made her sneeze uncontrollably. Tarshina was also astonishingly clumsy. She spilled the entire contents of her bucket three times during the course of the morning and broke a vase in the first roost they cleaned, and then rushed off for a replacement leaving Auli lost as to what to do.

Thankfully, most Dragon roosts followed the same basic layout. A wide, Dragon-sized tunnel or entryway led to the ‘portal’, usually a double set of doors set seventy to one hundred feet apart, which guarded the inner roost. The main living space was a chamber of a size that beggared belief, boasting flat Dragon couches with a remarkably hard rush filling, usually upholstered in animal leather or pungent ralti furs. Floor-to-ceiling crysglass windows lined the caldera side, similarly to the modest window in the living room of her own chamber. These were cleaned every second month, and in the Dragon roosts could only be fully reached by tall ladders. Some roosts boasted a granite, sandstone or even gemstone perch for the male Dragon, which set him above his mate or his visitors, depending on nuances of protocol Tarshina began to explain before becoming muddled.

“Ask someone else,” she giggled. “Dragon culture confuses me. I’ve only lived here all my life, you know.”

“Less than a day for me,” Auli-Ambar returned.

The Humans, one of whom was beginning to feel more and more minuscule in these great spaces, entered the roosts from behind, usually through the servants’ entrance located in the kitchen area. Here were cupboards, gourd and basket containers for spices, and great chopping blocks for the eye-popping quantities of fresh meat or fish Dragons consumed. Most of the Dragonkind ate communally in the great dining hall with its upraised feeding bowls set upon stylised Dragons’ paws forged of solid brass, also laughably called ‘The Place of Meating’ – Tarshina found this so hilarious it took her ten minutes to explain the joke through hiccoughs of laughter and another spillage, this time of a tall, upright basket of purple fire peppers – but some Dragons preferred to dine alone, or with close friends. Then, they might have a team of four or five cooks prepare their repast in bowls twice as wide as Auli’s arms could reach.

Great leaping Islands! How big were these Dragons?

After scrubbing the kitchen, they whipped around the open living chamber, which looked out over the caldera that Auli would never see, and then brushed down and tidied the cosier bedchamber, where an entire Dragon family might curl upon furs or mounded cushions. Here, the aroma of Dragon was far stronger, like crushed charcoal mingled with exotic spices and tangy oils, and the bedding so heavy that Auli-Ambar worked up a sweat dragging around the huge pieces.

“Not that way. Cushions below and furs on top,” Tarshina corrected. And in the next roost, “No, Islaythior prefers these soft bolsters piled along the wall on top of the furs. You’ll learn. Every Dragon has their particularities. Go change the aromatic spices in her brazier, please. She prefers blend seven, the chamomile-dragonroot-santhis blend. Make a note of that.”

Great. More confusion!

Four roosts later, their morning’s work was deemed done and Auli’s back and arms ached, not to mention that two of the blisters on her palms had split open.

At lunch, taken on long benches in a hall set aside for the Roost Keepers’ use, she fell asleep next to her bowl of spicy ralti stew.

* * * *

“Inxulia, this is … uh …”

“Auli-Ambar.”

“The correct form of address is ‘noble Dragoness,’ ” Tarshina whispered into her ear, sounding scandalised.

Auli bit her lip and made to correct her mistake, but a convivial, smoky-fragrant breeze blew ruffled her clothing as a wondrous voice intoned, from well overhead, “Hatchlings come here to learn, Tarshina. Thank you. Welcome to my class, Auli-Ambar. Class, let’s greet our new stu – this student.”

Even the Dragoness failed to disguise her shock.

Massive nostrils snuffled nearby, sucking her hair about her body, and then Auli felt several sensations at once – a prickling, another touch about her thoughts similar to what she had experienced with Master Jo’el, and then immediately, a surprisingly warm digit curled about her waist. Two – three – five! The Dragoness’ talons were each as thick as substantial logs, and Auli found herself pressed briefly against a palm that felt both metallic and organic, the Dragon hide surprisingly pliable even though she knew it to be the hardest armour in the Island-World.

This was a cage like no other, wherein she quivered like a purple-crested lovebird she had once gently caught in the palm of her hand and ejected from her tiny bedchamber.

The Dragoness purred, “I am Inxulia the Hatchling Mother, a Grey Dragoness whose fires blaze most tenderly for the youngest among us.” Auli decided she smelled like charred tumbling roses. Strangely, at another touch of the Dragoness’ mind, her welter of terror seemed to ease. Could she comfort with magic? “Class, Auli is blind. Do we know what this means?”

“She’s defective?” sneered a voice from near the back.

“I’ll have an intelligent answer, Hazzalion,” reproved the beautiful voice. Such musical power! Every nerve in Auli’s body buzzed in response. “Perhaps you know a famous blind Dragon from history?”

While the hatchling cleared his throat and made little purr-growling noises of dissatisfaction, another voice called, “Hazzalion couldn’t find his own paws on a sunny day, noble Inxulia.”

Amusement, of both rich Dragonish voices and higher-pitched Human voices, battered Auli’s ears. Amidst the clamour she clearly heard someone snap, ‘I hate Humans!’

Meantime, pitching her voice to carry, Inxulia said, “One infraction, Zaxxion, for the slight to your shell-brother. Class, we’ll sing the welcome song for Auli-Ambar. Then, I’ll recount for you the annals of a Dragon called Azulior. Facts about Azulior?”

“Blue Dragon!” called a sonorous voice.

“Founder of the Halls.” This from a young boy, Auli fancied.

“Leader of the First Paw, originally a mercenary Dragonwing,” added another student directly in front of Auli, most probably a Dragoness. Her voice was like the notes of a deep and mysterious flute, with breathy overtones.

“Azulior codified our earliest Dragon lore and drew the Dragon Clans together under one rule of law,” added an even deeper, more refined tenor – only a Dragon’s voice possessed such a heart-melting timbre, Auli was learning. Was that an older Dragon, a fledgling? “The mighty Azulior also founded the Halls of the Dragons here at Gi’ishior. He was the first Dragon Elder.”

“Very good, Garatoxx the Blue,” the Hatchling Mother approved. “Famously, Azulior was blinded in the third battle of Franxx in the year 1,349. That was how long ago exactly – Emburion?”

After a little ragging from his peers, Emburion ventured, “2,257 years, noble Inxulia?”

“2,258. You failed to allow for the calendar correction following the comet of 498,” Inxulia replied, making a movement of her wings Auli heard and felt, a leathery creaking and a resulting quiver in the muscles still entrapping her in one mighty paw – it covered the Human girl from knees to neck! “Your calculation was otherwise perfect. You haven’t covered that material as yet, Emburion the Orange, so that’s fine work on your part, unlike your shell-brother Hazzalion. Now, we will all need to work together to help Auli catch up on Dragonish. Therefore for today’s lesson, we will translate everything into Island Standard.”

Many of the class groaned or made rasping sounds as if they had ralti sheep bones stuck in their throats. Auli assumed that was the Dragons. She tried to categorise the pitch and tonal qualities of their voices, and also the extraordinarily nuanced way they spoke. Additionally, the rumbling of the fabled belly fires in each Dragon rose and fell with their responses – did Dragons truly carry furnaces about with them at all times?

She was a stranger in a beguiling new world.

The warm cage around her body suddenly released. The paw guided her to the Dragoness’ flank as Inxulia said, “Sit with me awhile, Auli-Ambar. I’ll introduce you to the class. But first, a song and a tale.”

So Auli sat cross-legged at the mighty flank of a Dragoness as she led the class in a song of welcome. Despite the thuggish belligerence of several of the contributions around the chamber, the hatchlings sang sweetly indeed. Auli felt a tickling like musical feathers brushing her spine repeatedly, giving her the chills from the base of her skull to the tips of her twitching toes, but she swallowed the eerie melodic compulsion back. No. She was peculiar enough already without introducing the class to her unusual voice on the very first day. Perhaps a little humming. Deeply. That would satisfy the inquisitive, surely, and turn their eyes and thoughts to other paths?

Dragon check. Her heart turned upside down. Oh no. She had forgotten her Red in her chambers. How glad Auli was for her face veil to hide the trembling of her lower lip.

Yet after the singing, the equally musical voice of Inxulia spirited the hatchlings and fledglings away with a rousing tale of the Dragons of yore, recounting a time after the vacuum left by the departure of the Ancient Dragons had given rise to Dragon Clans that warred and strived against each other for rulership of territory, riches and slaves – on a smaller but hardly less destructive scale than the powers which had preceded them. Azulior was the leader of a mercenary Dragonwing based out of Fra’anior Cluster. He warred with kith and kindred for many years, slowly becoming disillusioned with the rule of paw and fang, and longing for a better way.

Inxulia spent some considerable time elaborating on Azulior the Blue’s many exploits in battle, evoking the explosive roar and clash of Dragon combat until Auli-Ambar began to feel decidedly queasy at all the blood being splattered through the annals of history. She startled when Inxulia produced a mighty battle challenge that left a ringing in her left ear for many long minutes afterward, and the Dragoness’ illustrative paw gestures made her bounce about against that increasingly febrile surface. It was like leaning against a wall of flexible metal knowing there was a fire raging right behind – both comforting and alarming at the same time! Yet she understood why Inxulia did this when the Hatchling Mother explained the nuances of praise-honour due to the Dragon’s legendary status in antiquity; so notable was he, even Gi’ishior’s calendar-keeping measured its first year from the Founding of the Halls, the Year of Azulior, in the major calendar year of 1,355.

Azulior’s tale turned on a talon stroke with his betrayal at the battle of 1,349, as the allied Franxxian Clans had paid off two of the Blue Dragon’s closest allies to ambush him mid-battle. They tore out his eye orbs and cast him down upon an outer Isle, where he was rescued by an exile named Fra’kubar.

“Fra’kubar?” called a Dragon from the back. “The Fra’kubar, as in Fra’kubar the Furious? Wasn’t he a Dragon?”

“No, Garothiar the Yellow,” Inxulia said. “He was called ‘the Furious’ because of his famous temper, which many likened to that of a feral Dragon. That’s another story. He was exiled because he killed a rajal on his native Island of Fra’anior – only, the rajal had been released in the Palace in an attempt to assassinate the then-King, whose name escapes me right now.”

“Jarkurion the left-handed,” Auli blurted out, before snapping her jaw shut. Oh, flying ralti sheep …

The Hatchling Mother crowed, “Excellent knowledge, Auli! Class, we have a young scholar in our midst.”

Judging by the snarls and a smattering of sarcastic finger clicking, being a scholar was not a status to be treasured. Auli concluded she had probably just earned herself more than a pawful of teasing. A sly talon in the neck, in all probability. She shrank back against Inxulia’s flank, wishing she could waft away like pollen on a breeze.

The Dragoness said, “Fearing Fra’kubar’s valour and growing popularity amongst the people, King Jarkurion immediately determined to send him on a long and perilous expedition to the East, from which he was never meant to return. That incident gives rise to the Isles saying, ‘Better a rajal’s claw than a King’s paw.’ ”

Oh! Proverbs had real origins? Suddenly, Auli felt as if a window stood open in her mind, letting in a fresh breeze of new ideas. She squirmed upright, listening with her very soul.

“His healing took two years due to the severity of the great Dragon’s battle wounds, but Fra’kubar patiently nursed Azulior and helped him by hunting small animals for meat. For this service, he received the honour of flying in a basket borne in Azulior’s left paw back to his native Fra’anior, for a blind Dragon needed a pair of eyes to guide him safely across the Island-World.”

“Forged in the baleful fires of tragedy, their friendship became adamantine. It is unclear from the records when exactly Azulior and Fra’kubar determined to found the Halls of the Dragons, but the result of their work has been an ages-long home for Dragons, and the rise of the greatest power of Dragon governance North of the Rift. It is impossible to quantify the contributions of this hub to the arenas of culture, medicine, research in the many sciences, the preservation and development of Dragon lore, and the pursuit of the excellence of all things Dragonish. That is the purpose of these Halls. Not to rule the Island-World, but to be outward-looking in our service to Dragonkind and Humankind alike. And you – each one of you – are part of this great tradition founded upon the bond between a mighty Dragon and a noble Human, just as the Seven-Headed Onyx Dragon famously loved the peoples of his paw.”

Inxulia added, “It is for Fra’anior’s sake that we Dragons of Gi’ishior keep our Human allies close to the whitest fires of our hearts. Thus, we bless the mighty fires of His eternal name.”

And she squeezed Auli-Ambar’s knee delicately between fore-talon and first-thumb.


Chapter 5: Green-Fanged Rat

The Gi’ishior rat is a beast of legend, the scuttling spawn of ten thousand myths. Growing up to one and a half feet in body length, with four distinctive inch-long green fangs in the upper jaw and two in the lower, the largest adults have been known to fearlessly face down hounds or even small rajals, and to attack Human infants in their cribs. The presence of this fierce rodent, it is said, is the basis of the Isles practice of carrying a dagger ‘long enough to skewer a rat.’

Needless to say, the green-fanged rat has achieved considerably less success against Dragons, being the main entertainment in the hatchling game known as, ‘Baste the Beast.’ This game has the salubrious side effect of culling the rat population, and therefore should be greatly encouraged by the Dragon Elders.

Narkurion the Brown, Beasts of the Isles, Fourth Compilation (Unabridged)

For Auli-AmBAR, her first month in the Halls passed in a whirl of exhaustion, hunger for learning and spasmodic episodes of embarrassment.

“You’re tired because your brain is working so hard, I can hear it sizzling from over here,” Zimtyna told her at least ten times. “Aye, those are the correct verb forms in Dragonish. Now, do you remember the emotional nuances?”

“I must have learned at least fifty,” Auli groaned.

“Technically, there are over eleven thousand possible combinations. The subject is hotly debated –”

“Whaa-aaat?”

“Indeed. Imagine an impassioned debate between Dragon linguists – fireballs and fangs hardly cover the basics. And that’s just the emotional nuances.” Over Auli’s heartfelt growl, Zimtyna cooed, “Did we get lost again today?”

“No, I only cleaned the wrong roost. Twice.”

“And you earned the immortal badge of honour: ‘I am not happy!’ ” Zimtyna hooted.

“Fourth time this week.”

That had not been a pretty interview with Mistress Frantia, who grew frantic under the burden of an unseasonal rash of visitors.

“You didn’t notice there was no dirt?”

Auli-Ambar wished her tongue did not end up imitating a petrified plank whenever someone teased her. Shyly, she admitted, “The Dragon made that fact clear as he booted me out. I –”

“May I point out that Dragons don’t wear –” She broke off as a young boy knocked on the doorpost. Zimtyna walked over to receive the message scroll. “Ralti poo, it’s another lava leak on level nineteen sector four. Have to dash, Auli. Take a break from studying, will you? Do you ever take a break?”

Another quiet evening in the roost. Auli-Ambar scowled at the walls. She had no idea what her scowl looked like, nor walls for that matter, but it felt satisfying; a necessary reaction to the invisibility that surrounded her every waking moment. Fact: Zimtyna and Master Chamzu had affixed a name plaque to Auli’s door to remind them of who she was. Dragons seemed to resist the forgetting more effectively than Humans, but she had been welcomed afresh to her class at least once a week, usually after a rest day. Zimtyna’s speaking to the Hatchling Mother had improved her memory, Auli deduced, for she had not been forgotten for ten days running now – a new record. Marvellous.

Auli stood purposefully. She was stubborn. She would learn her way around these Halls if it killed her.

For this mission, she should find the library. Zimtyna had shown her the way twice; she ought to be able to make it on her own.

Thirty minutes, three stubbed toes, two embarrassing collisions and umpteen wrong turns later, Auli thanked her helper – a girl from her class called Su’izyan – and sloped sheepishly into the Dragon Library. The girl’s parting words rang in her mind, ‘Why would you want to go to a library? You’re blind, no disrespect.’

Aye, but did that fact lessen her hunger? Or exacerbate it?

Auli turned these bitter, uncomfortable thoughts about in her mind as she slowly walked through the great entryway to the Dragon Library, breathing deep of its hushed, sacrosanct atmosphere as she moved to her left hand, along a walkway that brushed the first great racks of scrolls that towered to a height of some three hundred feet overhead, she had learned. Each level could be reached by additional ladders and gantries. Her fingers lightly brushed the worn wooden guardrail as she walked steadily along the heavy jalkwood timbers, listening carefully for anyone who might be approaching, Human or … Dragon! Auli-Ambar stood aside politely, but the Dragon moved past with the care of a huge beast whose tonnage creaked every timber, minding his wings and tail. If he found her presence unusual, he gave no sign.

She caught the Dragon’s pungent scent as the massive beast moved past, his right flank brushing against a couple of poorly stowed scrolls. Was this the surly Orange Dragon who had met with Master Chamzu several weeks before? She must give greeting, for Zimtyna had impressed upon her that to not acknowledge a passing Dragon was a sin of epic proportions.

Auli ventured, “Sulphurous greetings, noble … Razzior?”

He paused. “Child? Ah – you are … you’re the girl from Chamzu’s roost, aye?” Almost, he had misremembered – but even as she bowed formally, the Dragon said, “Dragons never forget a detail.”

Liar. She could prove otherwise.

Then, in a tone dissimilar to anything she had heard rumbling from the Master’s chambers that night, he hissed, “You’d do well not to stray beneath my paws, little blind girl.” Suddenly, an awareness of simmering, unseen peril smothered her soul. “An accident would be messy indeed. You should watch your step – not that you can, ha-ha-harrrggghh!”

With a bloodthirsty, horrific chortle he lumbered on, leaving a block of ice in his wake. Well, a thinking block of ice, but her only knowledge was that of an abiding terror like Razzior’s frozen talon speared into her gut, then slowly twisted until her entrails locked up in an agonising knot. It seemed to take forever before Auli remembered how to breathe again, and even then she could not quell her trembling. She clutched her stomach, praying she would not vomit. Not here.

Why pick a child to threaten? She was nothing to a mighty Dragon. Less than nothing.

Auli stumbled on, peripherally aware of passing through the second archway to the left, one of five arranged in an engineer’s neat hexagon around that first central chamber – the main entrance being one side of the hexagon – and on into the linked galleries of Dragon-sized books, as Zimtyna had described the layout to her. Blindly, ruing the import of that word as she fled, Auli walked along the great rows of shelving, touching them with her fingertips. Counting. Memorising. Even in her inner pain, remembering she must not become lost. Her mind catalogued scents by the dozen. The pungent leather binding of the books, mingled with a confusing tang of minerals. Gold? Silver? The drier, mustier odour of the scrolls and a tarter tincture which increased in intensity as she rapidly walked the length of five galleries, barking her knees four times against poorly-shelved volumes, before she recalled the warning about stairwells serving higher and lower library levels.

It was so peaceful here. Auli slowed. Her head turned slowly as she listened. Was someone watching her? Something? Razzior was gone, but she could not shake the feeling. Quickly, she ducked away down one of the scroll aisles, deftly touching the regular, box-shaped racks with her fingertips. There was no reason for anyone or anything to stalk her down here.

Aye, it was so. So tranquil was the space in which she found herself, Auli began to listen to her heartbeat. She fancied she could almost hear the scrolls talking to each other, overhead and all around, like winds of knowledge whispering through nearby trees. The stillness seemed inexplicably infectious. It whispered peace to her soul. Here is knowledge. Here is passion. Here is lore that will set you free. Free from what? Essaying another few steps, Auli-Ambar found herself nose-to-spine with an island of huge Dragon books. These were not traditional scrolls, but actual sheets of scrolleaf bound together as single tomes, although she could not possibly have lifted one. Even standing on her tiptoes she could not reach the top of the hard leather spine of a single one of these books, and this was just the bottom shelf, Zimtyna had said.

How many sheep must it take to leather-bind all of these volumes? Or, was the binding leather? She was not certain. Animal hide for certain, plus metallic and gemstone insets – but some covers were wholly metal, she discovered, as if their enticing inner realms must perforce be treated as treasure chests, kept under lock and key.

Here lie secrets. Keys to the beyond. Here is home.

She bit her lip, unable to understand how deep and visceral was her response to this place. Books did not talk – did they? Dragging her feet with trancelike lassitude, she appraised that central island of tomes for what seemed to her must have been hours, soaking in the wonder of her surrounds. She caressed the spines, some two or even three feet thick, and traced the runes graven or embossed into their lengths with her sensitive fingertips, imagining what must lie inside. Words. Knowledge. New worlds. Magical portals to places she had never been, ideas she had never known, bright shining dreams that might possess the power to drive back the darkness that shrouded her every waking moment.

Auli tiptoed, and dreamed.

After a very long time, she unexpectedly found a gap between two gigantic tomes. She did not hesitate. Auli crept inside and curled up into a foetal ball. Her left hand clasped her miniature Dragon. All she wanted was to enter into that which life had denied her most cruelly.

She hummed a sad little tune in her dragonet’s piping tones.

* * * *

In the infinitesimal grey lands between sleeping and wakefulness, Auli found a presence waiting for her. Vast, primeval, brooding, it watched her with the patience of a being old beyond knowing, and with the ardour of a flame-hearted creature brooding over its young.

They were wrong. There was a presence here in the Library. There was a soul hidden somewhere amidst these heaped-up massifs of knowledge, amidst the serried tales and lore which had been collected by the labours of countless scholars over the course of two and a half thousand years. Here was a terrace lake that if she could only dive into it, would prove boundless.

Here she would sleep, and dream of Dragons.

* * * *

Falling asleep in the library earned her a firm scolding from Zimtyna. For the first time, she sounded like Mistress Frantia as she barked, “I am not happy! You cannot wander off on your own and fall asleep down some hole in the Dragon Library without letting someone know!”

Auli wanted to object. She had not fallen down a hole. What had happened was that the Head Librarian himself, the venerable Green Dragon Sazutharr, had overheard gentle snores emanating from between his treasured books. He had instructed his Under-Librarian Ornath, who happened to be Human and most vocally put out to bend his already aching back to the task, to fetch her out in the morning. Auli-Ambar had woken when he shook her foot determinedly; this occasioned a scream and the loss of at least ten years of her unfortunate life.

“Hardly your finest moment!” snorted Zimtyna. “For a walking mouse you’ve been quite the troublemaker of late. Make sure you don’t find any more mischief to fall into today – alright? Straight to work, straight to classes, straight back to the roost again.”

“As you command, Mistress Zimtyna.”

“Command? Be grateful you haven’t heard my commanding tone as yet!”

Down below, it was, “I’m not happy! Fancy disturbing the Head Librarian, the cheek! You’re on the visitor roosts today, girl! Shake a leg and don’t get lost this time! I can’t afford any spare hands to show you around.”

Auli-Ambar bobbed her head meekly. “I’ll start on the twenty-sixth level, third-seventh sector, fourth roost of the Eastern aspect, Mistress Frantia.”

“Aye, start there. Then you’ve another four jobs on your list – Tarshina will read them off for you. Memorise them properly this time. And no tardiness! You’ll need to work like Fra’anior’s own stormtide this morning, or my visitors will not be happy, and you know what that means. Now, scram!”

Frantia’s unhappiness came as no surprise. She would find the visitor roosts without mishap. No problem. What startled her was the mild sting of a swat on her backside that accompanied the Mistress’ final admonition, ‘scram!’ Always, she had been hit in anger – but this did not feel like anger. She did not understand the difference. Not meant to hurt? Could people hit without harming, just as words could be cast to hurt or to heal, to surprise or to steal away happiness?

As promised, after sprawling headlong over an ill-behaved bucket which must most assuredly have jumped out to bark her shins, and finding her route to the correct level courtesy of a kindly old man taking her by the elbow, Auli worked diligently all that morning. She had plenty of opportunity to puzzle over the Mistress’ gesture, and huge, empty Dragon roosts in which to sing a few songs she had learned in High Dragonish, the poetic-formal expression of their language. Her one attempt at a dance step landed her splat on her backside in a puddle of soapsuds, so after that she eschewed dancing in favour of plying her mop with some decidedly non-standard, flowing movements that would have had the Mistress yelling in her ears. No mind. She fluffed Dragon pillows with all the strength in her skinny arms, rooted out a couple of stinky bones from beneath pile of ralti fur in another roost – no trouble finding them by the nostril-searing stench – and generally made herself as messy as usual. When one had to crawl around feeling for dirt, clothes were destined for a hard time.

Maybe she should start wearing cleaning pads on her knees and elbows? Auli giggled – and skate around on the thick, palm-sized chunks of soap? Not likely. She’d fetch herself a nasty blow on an unseen plinth or tumble down a set of Dragon-sized stairs into a seating area.

Exiting the fourth roost of her working morning, Auli-Ambar heard an unexpected noise in the tunnel just behind her. A stifled chortle.

“Tarshina?” she called, touching the doorframe to orient herself. “Is that you?”

No reply, just a fluttering sound, like cloth snapping in a breeze.

“Please don’t sneak up on me, whoever you are. It isn’t funny. Please … wait! Let me go!” Her small shriek echoed in the Human tunnel that ran behind the roosts on each level.

“Quick paws now,” purred a voice.

“Hazzalion? Is that you? Please, what are you – no!”

The assault was too rapid; too well thought-out. Paws seized her arms. Were these Dragons small enough to slip up into these tunnels? A rope looped around her neck and snugged tight. Auli screamed and struggled, but even hatchling Dragons were far stronger than she would ever be. Her head smacked something very hard.

Someone said in Dragonish, Are you sure –

Shut your fangs, Emburion, you null-fires idiot, snarled another voice. Hazzalion’s brutish tones.

Give me that rope, ordered Zaxxion, the third shell-brother of the trio. Auli yelled as rough hanks of cord drew tight around her torso, trapping her already bound arms. “Shut it, girl. This is just a little welcome to our Halls. A draconic hazing.”

Hazing? She had heard briefly about this tradition, but that was meant to be Dragon on Dragon. Not three hatchlings ganging up on a blind Human girl. She fought with all of her strength, sending her bucket and mop flying as she kicked out, but a trio of paws subdued her easily. They did not even bother to unsheathe their retractable talons. No need. Meantime, her heart hammered terror up into her throat, like blows already bloodying her body from the inside. What was this? What would they do to her? Why? Despite her fighting, they soon had her trussed like a fowl for the spit.

Hazzalion laughed nastily, “Weak as a bird, isn’t she? Girl, do you know the green-fanged rats of Gi’ishior? Well, guess what’s on your back?”

Auli-Ambar froze.

There was weight. She felt a scrabbling movement behind her shoulders as the foot-long rodent protested its captivity. Then, the tethered rat bit her in the meat of her left shoulder.

Squeee!

The hatchlings laughed nastily.

She bolted. Pain and terror lent her feet wings. Sprinting. Sliding. Skidding off stone. Slamming into an unseen wall; the rat’s panicked struggles caused its talons to sink with sharp pricks into her shoulders and back, and it kept biting her around the neck, shoulders and ears. Screaming a thin wail of the uttermost terror, Auli fled for longer than she would have believed possible, had she paused to think about it. The poorly-tied ropes at her torso slackened and drooped toward her ankles, tripping her up. She tumbled down a short flight of stairs, narrowly avoiding a nasty fall as she flopped against and then slid down a metal guardrail. Another bite, then gnawing at her left ear! Pain! There were shouts nearby, cries of alarm; Auli-Ambar barrelled past whoever might have tried to help her in a breakaway of absolute madness. Loathsome rats! She had oftentimes heard their scratching little claws in Master Mi’elgan’s house. She had dreamed they would enter her room at night and gnaw on her toes.

Now, the creature thrashed its paws and slashed with its characteristic long green fangs. Auli screamed again and again. She half-freed one wrist and tried to beat the creature off her, but the rope-tether held it fast and drew tighter around her neck as she struggled and ran, strangulating her. The rasping of her laboured breathing was the only sound she heard apart from the rat’s sharp, high-pitched squealing right behind her head. The ghastly weight kept jouncing about.

Blam! Auli-Ambar cannoned through a half-open doorway. Grease! Splinters in her shoulder! Clouds of hot steam! Stumbling over a thick hosepipe, the crazed girl shrieked as the ground disappeared beneath her feet. She landed hard just a couple of feet lower down, skinning her knees thoroughly. One more step forward and she plummeted down a long, thin chute, banging and bumping about like a dried bean in a gourd shaker. Auli’s left arm snagged on a ledge and snapped upward uncontrollably.

She fell endlessly. Then, darkness clouted her with the force of a Dragon’s fisticuff.

* * * *

The girl awoke to a world of throbbing pain. Gradually, she tried to take stock of where she was. What had happened? Her legs seemed twisted beneath her body. Her left arm yammered in agony. The rat! No, there was nothing on her shoulders anymore. No giveaway movement or smell, save for the acrid stench of urine on her clothing that was not her own; Auli’s questing right hand touched the rope, still coiled tightly about her neck. She was fortunate not to have been garrotted during the fall. Her skin burned in multiple places. Dully, she recalled learning that rat urine was one of the most corrosive substances in the Island-World.

Then, Auli became aware of two persons talking, seemingly from beneath the floor of the narrow space she had lodged within. Their voices were heavily muffled, but understandable.

“I’ll give you the lore when you deliver –” the roaring in her ears muddled their speech “– Razzior, and not …”

“You first.”

“Then … impasse, you loathsome lizard.”

A man’s voice, she recognised dully. Icy-cold. Greedy. Like an unseen snake, it sent chills slithering up and down her spine. Her ears tingled as she focussed more closely.

“Look, Ra’aba … choose to trust each other …” snarled the draconic voice. Her brain finally made the connection – that Razzior, the same callous Orange who had amused himself threatening a blind girl! He continued, “We enter this together because we each have what the other wants and we share the same great ambition, but we must proceed with due vigilance …. months, perhaps next storm season … source enough akkaré-hûbram – the serum isn’t exactly common around the Isles – what was that?”

Auli realised that the cloth of her tunic top had scraped against an exposed metal ledge as the pain overwhelmed her resolution to lie still.

“Rats –”

“Rats nothing, you shrivelling imbecile! Shut the fangs and let me listen.” Clearly, the conspirators held little love for one another.

Auli-Ambar held her breath. Nostrils huffed right beneath her, a huge snuffling of air that convinced her that Razzior was a monstrous beast, an adult male Dragon in the prime of his growth. Suddenly, rescue did not seem an attractive prospect.

The Dragon snarled, “Aye, I smell you, spy. I hear your craven little heartbeat! Don’t think you can fool Razzior the Orange!”

She had no strength left for terror, but the incalculable violence promised in the Dragon’s voice brought her within an inch of voiding her bowels. Scorching breath soughed around her body like an ill storm wind summoning its utmost destructive power, before the man snapped, “Stop, Razzior! We’ll question the luckless caraboki! If someone knows, or is watching, we’ll torture him slowly until every scrap of truth is wrung from his gelid bones!”

The Dragon chortled appreciatively.

Auli realised she had come within an inch of being fricasseed. Oh, the blasting agony … Dragon, Human, they were the same, so similar in tone and malevolence. She must have blacked out. Next she knew, a talon pierced the metal beside her legs with a protesting shriek. The Orange Dragon growled a low, throbbing roll of thunder as he ripped the air vent asunder and dropped her bodily into his paw. A raw scream tore from Auli’s throat.

There was a shocked silence in which all she knew was warmth seeping down her neck and arm.

“Why, it’s the blind child!” snorted the Dragon.

Ra’aba said, “She’s injured. Probably fell down the air vent, the withering fool. You’d best stamp out her life, Razzior.”

“No. Be not hasty. I scent opportunity. Consider the increase of trust if you were, say, to rescue this child from a terrible fate – look. Rope looped about her scrawny little fowl-neck. Animal bites. Someone’s done her an evil turn.”

Razzior twisted the word ‘evil’, Auli imagined, into a smile upon his huge lips. Despite her fading consciousness, she sensed an answering smile from the man Ra’aba as he first snickered, and then replied, “You’re a fiend, Razzior. That’s what I like about you – we think alike. Good. I’ll message you in the same way as before. I’ve heard this hapless whelpling is the Chief Scrollkeeper’s new favourite. With one simple performance, I’ll make my welcome at these Halls Dragon proof.”

Razzior laughed horribly. “Now you’re thinking like a Dragon.”

Powerful arms plucked her out of the Dragon’s paw, yet Ra’aba handled her person with a gentleness she could not fathom. Auli lolled helplessly in the terrible man’s arms, recognising that he was wicked to the core, yet he had determined to help her. Why? For some unclear advantage? If only she understood. Never had she felt more the foolish child, sunk in waters beyond her depth.

“Leave your sword; I’ll set up a decoy,” hissed the Dragon.

Tzing! His sword? What did that mean?

Then Auli knew only footsteps receding into a long, echoing tunnel, and Ra’aba’s voice calling, “Help! There’s been an accident! Somebody help me find the infirmary!”

* * * *

For a month, Auli’s lower left arm and the right leg from ankle to hip were immobilised in shaped wooden casts secured by strong ralti-leather straps, for her arm had been broken in one place and her leg in four. The most able of the draconic healers, Qualiana, mate to Sapphurion the mighty Dragon Elder, had travelled to the South on official business, and so the healers set Auli’s limbs as best they were able. They even summoned a surgeon from the Palace staff, she understood, during the six days she was kept sedated after the ‘accident’, but he could offer little additional advice. They treated her with Dragon magic, fed her broth by spoon, and a nurse carried her to a toilet when needed.

Then came the well-wishers, and the dreaded questions.

At first, she could not even speak. Perhaps her lingering terror was understandable, but Auli felt so deeply ashamed of falling down an air vent, words would not come. Very soon Master Chamzu arrived with Master Jo’el and a Healer from the monastery in tow, and her dear Master upon hearing her whispered greeting broke into tears. His tears shattered her reserve. She told him all.

The road to recovery was an ordeal. Magic and herbs eased her pain, but it was an endless month before the badly broken leg healed well enough for her to set any weight at all upon it. In that time, she learned that Andarraz the Dragon Elder had punished the shell-brothers Zaxxion, Emburion and Hazzalion by engaging them in a bout of Dragon fisticuffs that left the hatchlings in need of their own infirmary on the level above. When she was allowed, members of her class came each in turn to read to her from a book or a scroll, and after her initial embarrassment, she came to enjoy their contributions immensely – even the less willing ones.

Yet her strangeness earned her few friends.

Auli-Ambar soon took to walking with a stick. She bathed her emaciated limbs and exercised steadily, following a regimen prescribed by Qualiana who tarried yet in the far Southern Archipelago, but had taken time to write a scroll of detailed instructions for the healers. Auli should be grateful, Master Chamzu sniffed. And why had Auli not yet composed a message scroll of thanks? She was thankful – just in pain. Always in pain.

Dutifully, Auli dictated a response via Zimtyna.

When she returned to work, Mistress Frantia wept upon her shoulder. “I’m so happy!” she sobbed. Zimtyna simply could not believe this when Auli told her.

The laughter her response provoked felt torn from her soul by a Dragon’s talons.

As she slowly returned to her duties and a fuller schedule, Auli-Ambar wished for nothing more than to become invisible, and it seemed that her wish must be granted. Life became normal. Dull, even. She cleaned and cleaned and cleaned, crisscrossing more Dragon roosts than it seemed possible could exist in all the Island-World. Not a peep of song crossed her lips. She made no word of complaint when her limp refused to ease or she became lost in the endless tunnels for the hundredth time. Even the terrible trio of hatchlings seemed to have forgotten her existence, and if Inxulia needed daily reminding of her name, neither person nor Dragon seemed to notice. No-one cared.

Was this not exactly as she wished?

Her soul seemed shadowed, both by inner storms and by a developing awareness of a presence that seemed to pursue her, roaring inchoately in her dreams and whispering behind her feet in the caverns and byways of Gi’ishior. She came to think of her mind as a shining bulwark. Always, she was able to evade its seeking. Was it evil? She did not think so, but it was mighty. A dozen feral Dragons could not have dragged her forth to face its prowling majesty.

Two storm seasons chuntered by and left. Few aspects of her work or schooling changed, save that Auli became more proficient at her daily tasks, and developed a better-than-passable command of Dragonish. Her command of the handharp graduated from tolerable, according to Music Master Ga’affur, to ‘actually bordering upon respectable.’ Victory, of a sort! And not once had she been beaten for a misplaced fingering or a less-than-immaculate scale.

If only every memory of the instrument would not make her scarred back ache as if the Master’s whip burned her flesh once more. Could she find no joy in this learning?

How did one escape the past’s shadows?

* * * *

Another season of unusually heavy storms pounded the Isles called Fra’anior’s Crown late in the eleventh year of Auli’s life, damaging the observatory above Gi’ishior’s volcano and even driving the Dragonkind indoors at times. A slew of hailstones the size of Human fists could shred a Dragon’s wing membranes in seconds. After that? Well, few creatures in the Island-World could match cooped-up Dragons for sheer, bloody-minded cantankerousness. The Halls were full of snappish Dragonkind, and the Library overrun with the bored and the curious, who drove the serious scholars to distraction.

Every couple of months, it seemed, Zimtyna had to raid her closet for longer trousers and lengthier tunic tops. These were working clothes; very different to the fabled lace gowns of the Fra’aniorian elite! Her father came to visit Master Chamzu, and by the bye looked in upon his daughter, cleared his throat, and commented upon how tall and reed-slender she had grown.

He gave her another Cinizzara Miniature. “No white ones,” he said uncomfortably. “This is an Orange Dragoness. Wings flared.”

“Thank you, Father.”

“I’ll place an order for you, if you’d like. Any particular posture?”

“Umm …” said Auli.

“A White Dragoness emerging from the shell? Cinizzara does create the most beautiful eggs,” he suggested. “Next time I travel over to Rolodia – such breathtaking terrace lakes you have never seen – uh, sorry – I’ll order one for you. Aye.”

“Aye. Thank you, father.”

He seemed to lack words, as she did, to frame the gulf that yawned between them. Xa’an made polite and formal conversation such as might have satisfied the most foppish courtiers of Fra’anior, Auli thought uncharitably, delicately fencing with their verbal daggers. He departed with palpable relief.

He had done his duty. She, hers.

Only Auli-Ambar’s heart wept, and its rivers could never flow from her eyes. Never.

She placed the cool metallic Orange Dragon next to her Red on the shelf. Now she would have one for each pocket, left and right.

One thing remained unchanged. The Dragon Library continued to inveigle her soul with subtle, hypnotic persistence. It seemed nary an evening would pass when her steps did not bend to those hushed halls, to the great forests of books and scrolls that whispered to her of the deep secrets and tantalising riddles hid within their leaves. She murmured in her heart, That I could know thee, alas, alas. At these times a longing would swell in her breast that almost made her sick to think upon it, and she might stand and touch the spine of a single book for an hour or more, yearning for the treasures which lay within, teasing her with their nearness, yet she must forever remain bereft.

Though she explored the Library’s avenues and chambers for hours beyond enumeration, Auli never did come to the end of them. That seemed impossible, and the presence she thought she detected, remained frustratingly inscrutable to her senses or to her understanding.

Truly, she felt soul-blind.


Chapter 6: For the Love of Scrolls

OnE HOt season day two months after the season’s last storm pummelled Gi’ishior with thunder like unto the legendary voice of Fra’anior himself, a sweltering day indistinguishable from many before it, Auli entered the Dragon Library at the first hour after suns-set. The bread-baking temperatures of daytime, which had made even the Dragonkind indolent as they sunbathed or at length in the communal pools and the deeper caldera lake, eased slightly as she entered, noting the humming of the volcano-based heat exchange pumps working overtime, keeping the Library’s ambient temperature as constant as possible. She sighed at the stirring of cool air. Delectable – her new favourite word. She used it for everything.

Good eventide, Auli-Ambar, a voice greeted her as she entered.

The Librarian Sazutharr, who was becoming blind due to a draconic form of febrile glaucoma related to great age, was among the few Dragons who unfailingly remembered her name. She oriented toward the sound of his voice, so evoking fallen leaves rustling beneath a carefree footstep, she almost imagined he had tinder-dry shrubbery – or scrolleaves – stuck in his throat.

The most sulphurous greetings of Fra’anior spank thee and thy kin, noble Sazutharr, Auli returned brightly, in her best Dragonish.

Be upon thee, he corrected patiently.

“Oh, what did I say?”

“You suggested Fra’anior spank me and my kin,” he returned in Island Standard, chortling appreciatively. Returning to Dragonish, he explained, Spank – be upon. Do you hear the difference now, little flame?

Auli-Ambar felt her ears heat up until they resembled twin flags waving alongside her head. My humblest apologies, noble Dragon.

She pictured his deadly, many-fanged smile as he said drily, May every Dragon learn the forgiveness that nowadays comes so easily to this gnarly-fanged old-timer. Perhaps age hath tempered mine youthful hubris. Ahem. Taking a walk through my Library again, Auli?

As always.

May you find here all that you seek.

He must have uttered that phrase, oh, five hundred times or more, but Auli always thought the aged Dragon meant it with his every fire. Odd. If only yearning and wishes could change the immutable. That would be a trick, one in which Sazutharr seemed to believe.

She did not understand.

Bowing to the Dragon, Auli walked on briskly, knowing this part of the Library by heart, for she had walked its byways for nigh on three years. She had asked whether the books and scrolls ever needed cleaning, only to be curtly refused by Mistress Frantia. ‘Enough roosts for a lifetime, girl. Don’t you be putting ideas into Sazutharr’s head. I am not happy!’

Maybe so, but Auli would have been over the five Moons.

Very soon, familiar scents surrounded her. The muted, shuffling footfall of draconic and Human patrons faded into the distance, and she wandered alone amidst unarguably the greatest trove of knowledge North of the Rift. The girl filled her lungs appreciatively. Leather, leaf and ink, all this was music most mesmeric to a solitary soul. Like a star’s spark roaming the ever-dark of night was the radiance of her being within these caverns, and today the Library’s unknowable presence, dark yet comforting, seemed especially close as she climbed a narrow spiral staircase, strolled along two long galleries housing the lore of art and culture, and then descended a sharply twisting staircase that turned left-handed rather than right, strangely.

Did she remember this route? Perhaps not. Soon, Auli found herself deeper than she had ever delved in the Library before. So profound was the silence, so deep and expectant the mood of the books surrounding her, that she simply had to sing. She did not know why. Whim and impulse piloted her wanderings through the Dragon Library, and she was delighted nowadays if she might lose herself for a time, for then the moment of rediscovery would come, and the spatial awareness she was developing in her mind would fill in another blank part of the puzzle that was this expansive Library.

As she vocalised quietly, her unusual voice burbling like a chuckling brook, Auli’s hands searched the air ahead of her. Suddenly, she felt a sharp tingle ripple up to her elbows. “What?” she yelped. Momentum carried her through into a noticeably warmer space where the dust particles tickled her nose quite peculiarly.

Her sneeze vanished amidst the shelves as though ingested. No echo whatsoever.

Odd.

She found herself tiptoeing into this new area, and the song died upon her lips. Here the stillness felt deeper and completer, as if satiated by its own presence, no longer needing to be filled by a Human voice. Noise might sully the ambiance. Instead, she found herself drawn to touch the spines of the books once more, and as she reached out, that inexplicable craving smote her so hard she stumbled to her knees. Auli felt her forehead kiss the coolness of an embossed rune. Oh please, great Fra’anior, might she not just once enjoy –

“By my wings, charming one! What are you doing here?”

Auli screamed!

Perhaps disconcerted, or worse, encouraged by the effect his over-the-shoulder susurration exerted upon its victim, the Dragon purred in terrifyingly hypnotic tones, “Girl, how did you even come to enter this section? It’s reserved for –”

She yelped again, and then flung a hand up to silence her already covered mouth. She mumbled, “Dragon? Dragon, I’m sorry … I’m so sorry, I’ll just – I’ll go …”

“No need,” he began, but the terrors had seized her feet and she was already sprinting back the way she had come. By a miracle, her fingers found the Human-sized stairwell’s railing and she charged upward three steps at a time, somehow managing neither to stumble nor to slam herself into any unseen barrier, despite her unseemly haste.

The Dragon called after with evident puzzlement, “Girl? Human girl, wait. I won’t harm you. I just wanted to pose a question …”

She fled until the scrolls swallowed his voice.

“Silly dragonet,” she hissed between her teeth. “Enough.” Slowing her headlong rush before she did something memorably stupid, Auli stalked out of the Dragon Library. With every step, she berated herself. What under the suns was that? Or any of the Moons, for that matter? Why run? Why was she such a shrivelling little coward? There was no transgression in taking a stroll of an evening through the Library. She had done so on hundreds of occasions, and she had both the tacit and the spoken permission of Sazutharr himself to do so.

Soon, she fell to puzzling over the Dragon’s accent. Young, perhaps a few years beyond fledgling years, but not many. Foreign-sounding. He was neither of Gi’ishior nor even from Fra’anior Cluster, or she missed her mark. Some inexplicable quality or fascination in the remembrance of his cultured, overzealous tones, caused the hair to spring to attention upon her arms. She smoothed it down with irritated swipes of her hands. Islands’ sakes, Auli the fowl-hearted had an attack of the old wobbles over the recollection of a Dragon’s voice? Bah, with lashings of Zimtyna’s anti-rat sauce slathered on top! She had just been startled. He had sneaked up, a male Dragon practicing his stalking skills on a blind, oblivious girl – very impressive. Bah, bah and double-bah …

By my wings, charming one.

Auli shivered. Rather violently, she shook some Isles sense into herself. No Dragon had ever called her charming. She was most certainly not charming. Far, far from it. She was ugly, a misfit, an indistinguishable insect labouring in a very large hive.

The realisation saddened her.

* * * *

Three days later, Auli-Ambar was back on the cleaning rota, assigned to the visitors’ roosts, and firmly back in the leaves of Mistress Frantia’s bad scrolls. Right along with everyone else.

“I am not happy!” screeched the Mistress, apparently waving her hands so dramatically that she swiped a pile of important scrolls to the floor. A wooden scroll handle struck Auli’s foot a sharp blow. Suck in the lips. No sound. “Seventy-three visiting Dragons and me with half the workforce laid abed with the summer tummy wobbles, whatever they call this – this rotten excuse for a schedule wrecker!” She had seen to Zimtyna just that morning, and the illness had made her utterly wretched. Auli, on the other paw, seemed blessed with a stomach of cast iron. How fortunate.

“Girl – aye you, the one whose name I can never remember! Think you can beat all records and handle eight roosts this morning?”

“Auli-Ambar, Mistress. I’ll work through lunch.”

“I am not happy! Thank you. Scoot, and take your underfed, undernourished little rump with you!”

Auli scooted, and chuckled as the Mistress’ hand struck its departing target unerringly. Some things did not require memory. They were instinctive. She whipped through the supplies room, gathering soaps, mops, brooms and two buckets with the ease of long practice, running the schedule through her head. These were the in-use roosts, so the Dragons would have been requested – very politely, she assumed, although in truth she had no idea how the protocol worked – to vacate their chambers during the hours required by the cleaning staff. Most Dragonkind needed no second invitation, although on occasion one did find a late riser still snoozing up a minor thunderstorm in their inner bedchamber, or scorching their impenetrable hide under a nice flow of fresh, piping hot lava. She scowled. Not the first idea how that functioned, either.

Impervious hides and impenetrable brains, Master Chamzu claimed. Auli grinned.

She dashed off at top speed.

Auli mopped, swept, dusted and tidied the living pith out of four roosts by rote, aware of the passage of time and anxious that she must not earn the dreaded, ‘I am not happy!’ Her hands skimmed surfaces and her hand broom sped as never before. Auli had settled on her own methods of sweeping, for with a long-handled broom she had no idea where the dirt was, but with a short one, she could investigate one-handed while the other hand swept. Phew. Back-breaker. Pause for a quick swig of deliciously cool water from the Human-sized basin in the kitchen. Check off number five.

She slipped out of the service door and oriented herself upon the next mission.

Stubbed toe! Grimacing like a Dragonship sailor with a bellyache, Auli realised that Su’izyan had placed a spice and incense package in the doorway exactly where a blind girl could not miss it. Aye. Gifts of delightful smells for visiting Dragons, who after a long flight across the Isles, probably required a blend ten times more potent than this. She raced back inside, placing four small bowls of fresh spices around the roost – two in the main lounge, one in the bedchamber and one in the bathing area. Incense ready to be fired in the brazier. She assumed Dragons lit those using their natural fire-lighting capabilities.

Right. Down two levels, across one vertical staircase, circumvent the oddly large storage facility in that area, and find the sixth roost along. Go! Lugging her equipment, bucket bumping her knees, Auli tottered along whilst chortling to herself at how very glamorous her job was. A far cry from being beaten with Mistress Sairana’s soup ladle, however.

Might she one day even admit to enjoying music classes?

Assault these despicable Dragon roosts with thy brush and bucket, o intrepid adventurer!

Auli-Ambar did just so, chuckling wickedly as she entered the next roost. Hmm. She lifted her nose. A bookish Dragon, if she was not mistaken. The oily tang of ebony ink tickled her nostrils – the longest-lasting ink, she had learned from Sazutharr – as well as the sharper scent of blotting sand impregnated with orikolibisi herb, which had the handy property of breaking fresh ink down into a powder that could be carefully brushed off the scrolleaf. Useful trick. Dry ink was of course a rajal of a different stripe; not one with which she need ever concern herself. Nor did rajals have stripes, as best she knew. What an odd Isles saying.

Still, she should take care not to disturb this scholar’s work. There would be a Dragon desk – her ruined nose snuffled painfully as she checked the air, dratted cold apparently unrelated to this other bane of Mistress Frantia’s life – over near the crysglass window, probably positioned to take advantage of the renowned view while he worked. Lucky lizard.

“Ha, I shall spy out thy secrets, beast!” she sang out.

What? Her head snapped around. Auli listened attentively. Perhaps just a green-fanged rat in the ventilation shaft. Echoes of that experience caused her heart to slam up against her ribcage as though she housed a vicious beast in there. Calm thyself, o swashbuckling mistress of all savage moppery!

Umm … not actually a word. Fun wordplay, though!

Auli touched the twin notches on her left ear ruefully. Aye, she was even less seemly as a result of her last entanglement with a rodent. That fiend had escaped with a couple of pieces of Auli-Ambar lodged in its fat, hairy belly.

“Is someone there?”

Silence.

A blind girl, especially one who had been burned before, could listen with preternatural sensitivity. Almost Dragon-like, Master Chamzu had called her hearing. Her itching auricles detected vast amounts of nothingness.

Long habit made her touch the miniature Dragons weighing down her tunic pockets. Great, another of her feeble insecurity attacks. Kicking those thoughts way over the caldera, Auli marched over to the inner portal with confidence she felt in no iota of her being, worked the mechanism to the right side, and slipped into the entryway. Cleaning. Brushing diligently. Checking the windows as high as she could reach, her nimble hands swishing across surfaces and finding their way almost as if drawn to three leaves and an old dried jiista-berry lodged in the slight crack between the window and the decorative mosaic edging – artfully fashioned of semiprecious stones, if her fingers did not deceive her – of the flooring. She mopped the hallway efficiently, hopping over the handle on some of her wider sweeps, a circumscribed step that she had learned from Emoric, a boy in her class whom everyone said had a gift for dance.

She could never watch another person dance, but she had learned to move with him. Emoric was sweet and shy like her, so she felt safe in his arms. He had not even complained about the dozen times or more she had stepped on his toes, nor when she had crunched his nose with her forehead. Horrid feeling. Apparently, Emoric suffered from a rare disease that meant he bled for two days afterward – in Dragonish, sanguihaema. She was not sure Standard even had a word for his condition.

With the outer hallway completed, Auli fell upon the main roost like a storm rumbling over the caldera. Rapidly, she found the desk and set everything there in order. Ink brushes, calligraphy pens, holders and writing glasses of decidedly draconic proportions, and a few knickknacks of which she could not divine their purpose – perhaps a loupe for a Dragon’s fire eye, she concluded of one instrument, cleaning its lens of three stray specks of dirt, and setting it in position beside a scroll the Dragon had been writing. She touched the scrolleaf’s very slightly serrulated edge timidly. Forlornly. It represented the border of a realm she would never experience save through the eyes and voices of others.

To the caldera with sadness!

Released, Auli spun away from the desk, and stepped splat! in a puddle of ebony ink. “Oh, Dragon!” she chuckled, and declaimed in Dragonish, Thou art a beast most … uh, grubby?

On hands and knees, blotting up the spillage with a fresh sponge sourced from the supplies in the kitchen, Auli sang in lilting mock-verse:

Dragon o Dragon thou canst never be,

Half as grubby as blind little me!

There! Surely, a stifled snigger?

No, just a chaffinch chirruping outside the broad crysglass window, tapping at its own reflection in the glass. Vain little creature. Did eyes allow vanity to invade the soul?

Then, she knew. Paralysis gripped her chest so sorely, she could not breathe. She just knew. Auli backed up slowly, searching her surrounds with every sense screaming at the ultra-alert. Something about this space did not strike her as right. There was neither the sulphurous smoke-char scent of Dragon in the air, nor the sound of respiration, nor anything that should ostensibly alarm her … save the stillness of a kind she trusted about as far she could throw a … well, a very chunky adult Dragon.

Her backside touched the cool flank of a Dragon perch, a small one which stood waist high to her at its lowest point. Auli-Ambar checked it quickly with her hands. Empty. Feeling her way along the surprisingly warm gemstone surface, perhaps garnet judging by the delicately stellated rhombicosidodecahedron-based architecture of the magic-assisted faceting, she overheard a very faint rustle behind her shoulder. Her right hand froze in an outstretched position. Horror!

A talon clamped down upon her wrist.

Screeching at an utterly humiliating pitch of hysteria, Auli fought to free herself, but her arm might as well have been set in mortar for all her efforts availed her. The Dragon armour of the beast’s digit seemed unaccountably pliable, like a hot metal shackle conforming just enough to her wrist that her bones, frail and bird-like in comparison to his Dragon bones, were not pulverised.

“How did you know?” demanded the Dragon.

“I – Dragon! Please! Don’t – I beg you, please … I’m sorry! I’m really, really –”

He did not release an ounce of his terrifying grip. HOW?

“You’re – in the Library – oh Dragon, please …”

“Impudent dragonet!” purred the beast, making Auli cough in a cloud of acrid smoke. She waved her free hand uselessly in the air, still tugging away like mad. He said, “You recognise me? How? I heard your heartbeat change before you could possibly have perceived –”

“Let me go. You’re hurting me!”

He snarled, “You aren’t –”

The roaring in her ears drowned out everything. Revenge! This Dragon sought revenge, and a bilious memory of fleeing through darkness surged through her mind, and next Auli knew, she was lying prone on one of the floor cushions. She was alive, but her panicked wheezing made her airways sound like a musician wielding a heavy metal rasp on his favourite instrument.

Had she just fainted? Worse and worse!

Without an iota of warning, water cascaded over her face and upper torso. Shock – soapy water! Auli sat bolt upright, spluttering loudly and yelling a few choice phrases. The Dragon had just doused her with the contents of her cleaning bucket!

“Awake now?”

“That water was filthy floor gunge!” Auli gasped, not knowing whether to be enraged, mortified or just start laughing and never stop. She must look a sight.

“Huh. You appear much revived,” remarked His Flaming Obnoxiousness, clearly looming over her with an overbearing air. His paw rested upon her ankles, communicating that dinner was not about to escape from his menu. Not yet. “I am not much accustomed to having any creature faint before the advent of my indubitable magnificence. By my wings, I hadn’t marked you for a vapid Isles maiden. Did I misjudge?”

“Misjudge? Mis – you let me go, beast! I’ve work to do.”

“Oh, now you’ve work to do?”

“Aye, real work.” How his mimicry riled her! Mopping her face with her sopping headscarf, Auli rearranged her disguise. “Cleaning your roost, more to the point. It’s on my list.”

“Fancy that.”

He had manipulated the cleaning rota? Auli heard the sarcastic insinuation as clearly as a fine bell chiming in her mind, but she feared to further anger this already volatile walking incinerator. Instead, she muttered furiously, “Release me this instant, Dragon. This is quite … improper.” He sniggered. “Islands’ sakes, go practice your indubitable magnificence on someone who cares!”

Her tongue! Rainbows over Islands, what had slipped out of her mouth now? Burning, shaking, and feeling decidedly uncomfortable at the Stalking Freak’s attitude, Auli slipped off the floor cushion and felt about for her implements.

“See, I am not holding you, Human girl.”

Auli mentally slapped the smirk off his leering reptilian face.

“Now, that wasn’t very friendly,” he added, leaving her unsure as to whether or not her thought had communicated to him. Or, did he mean his nasty surprise? “I could keep holding you. But you are free to walk wherever in the Island-World you wish.”

Sarcastic magnanimity?

That decided her. Clutching the bucket to her chest and dropping the hand brush within it, Auli-Ambar marched determinedly toward the doorway to the kitchen area. A whirring rush of air buffeted her about. She stopped. In a moment she lurched off again, hoping against hope that this was the right direction. She was too discombobulated to tell. A localised windstorm gushed about her slender frame, turning her right about and propelling her back toward the cantankerous quadruped – who was guffawing openly at her now! Blast him! She tottered forward three or four steps before arresting the motion. Auli whirled and bent into a gale. Right. Flailing at a storm was just humiliating.

The instant she turned, the storm halted as though a Dragon’s jaws had snapped it up like a mosquito. Auli glared at something or other, hopefully the Dragon, and brushed back her windswept hairstyle in a gesture of high dudgeon. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?”

Very funny. In a much smaller voice, she said, “I don’t like this game.”

The silence bristled.

Ah-rrrrr. The bullying brute cleared his throat awkwardly. “Clearly, I have erred in my intended approach. Perhaps as I should have done before – but as you were too busy running off in the opposite direction –

“Ahem,” she interjected.

“Indeed.” The Dragon coughed, clearly desperate to exit awkward ground post-haste. He spluttered, “To which conduct I also regret pressing you! Grr! Please allow me to introduce myself. I am Arkurion, Mercury Blue Dragon hailing from Tanstoy Dragon Roost in the South, near Remoy. I’m a Researcher.”

“And I am Auli-Ambar of Ya’arriol Island, humble Roost Keeper, at your service, noble Dragon.” She managed sarcasm fit to stun said Dragon.

“I wished only to speak with you, Human girl.”

“There are better opportunities. When I am not working, for example.”

He sighed. “Aye. I concur.”

“And better ways.” Auli slapped fitfully at her sopping clothes. Rather pointless, since they needed to be wrung out, but the idea of stripping off anywhere near this blistering blockhead – further humiliation, anyone? However, did she smell half an apology from Mister Tyrannical Lizard-Halitosis? If so, quite undraconic. Aye, but she trusted him about as far as she could throw –

“May I watch you work?”

This request arrested her thoughts even more firmly than his airy trickery. “Ah …”

“I’m curious.”

She’d curious his neck onto his shoulders a different way! Freaking – well, she knew what she meant. Treacherous lizard. What was he bent upon now? In a voice so tremulous she pictured slapping herself immediately, Auli inquired, “Curious about what?”

“How you find dirt.”

Take his finding her in the Library and add to it this peculiar ambush, throw in a dash of watching her crawl about on the floor cleaning his roost, and … Auli came up with the sum total of zero. Dirt? Dragons despised dirt. She started toward the kitchen to fetch more water, and this time there was no more trickery. Flee? No, she had Mistress Frantia to please or displease. To complain would only draw unwanted attention. ‘Oh save me, Mistress, a Dragon bullied me in his roost.’ Cartloads of ralti droppings to that!

As Auli ran more water into the bucket, she tried to rearrange the straggling threads of her hair. She had to admit, she was intrigued. No, not by that infuriating, buzzing slap-paw trying to snoop on her doings without being detected. Nor by his resuscitating her with a bucket of nasty, well-used water.

“Dirt?”

She only realised she had spoken aloud when the Dragon’s rich, beautiful voice purred across the roost, “Aye, dirt. Common dirt, my fine peripatetic biped, found around and inside most Dragon roosts – or so, I am reliably informed.”

Indeed. She shook her head in bemusement.

He did possess a quirky sense of humour, which clearly communicated in the tenor of his speech. A salting of self-deprecation and a pinch of understated reticence; again, most unusual qualities in a Dragon. Arkurion. He hailed from the South, from many Islands farther than a humble cleaner would ever travel in her life. A Dragon of most unusual colour, whatever Mercury Blue might mean, which meant he might also claim higher magical powers, such as the ability to bend the very air to his will, and Human girls … no. No? Not this one. This discovery of a thread of inner boldness surprised her. She was not about to let another Dragon persecute her, not without a modicum of resistance!

So, Auli scrubbed. Arkurion watched. He respired like a semi-contained storm over in the corner while she tidied and dusted, brushed and mopped diligently. He trailed her to the bedchamber and observed her putting his bed to rights. Mostly, Arkurion was a neat Dragon – save for the ink spillage. Patently suspicious, she decided, wriggling her blackened foot in annoyance. Nothing for it but to seek Zimtyna’s help with the matter of removing ink from flesh and clothing, judging by the damp patch of cloth brushing her ankle bone. When a particularly large cushion defeated her strength and her bad leg caved in unexpectedly, his paw rustled beneath the furs and helped her raise the heavy bedding and move it aside.

Auli struggled to her feet. “Thanks.”

Fra’anior paw-slap that assiduous beast, observing her every weakness!

Having whizzed through the kitchen, since there were no separate bathing facilities in a visitor’s roost on this level, which accommodated guests of lesser prestige, and having placed handfuls of aromatic spices in the bowls and spice sconces around his roost, her work was complete. Auli announced as much – not without, admittedly, a challenging snap to her statement. Aye! Mistreated girl wishes to smack Dragon over the head with … hmm, what would be large enough?

As if reading her mood straight off the scrolleaf of her face, the Dragon murmured, “Did you know that when you search for dirt with your hands, Auli-Ambar, you do not even touch the surfaces?”

“I … don’t?”

“I’ve had sufficient opportunity to make this observation with absolute certainty. And when a Dragon says he’s absolutely certain, he means absolutely certain. Not a shell-sliver of doubt.”

And when he was being insufferable, he was being insufferable indeed. Auli hid her aggravation behind a granite-slab face. “And just where are you going with this –”

“Come to the Dragon Library!” He seized her wrist with his paw – well, most of her arm, it was that massive. And he was no full-grown adult … holy Fra’anior! The Dragon growled, “Right now.”

Auli dug in her heels, not that it made the slightest difference. She would just skid across the floor and hurt her feet, or he could twirl her in the air with a twitch of his smallest talon, which he did now. “No!” she cried. “Unhand me – I mean, un-paw me – this instant!”

“No?”

“When a girl says no, she … ah …” Auli faltered, pushing ineffectually at his grip. She might as well have been manacled to a ten-tonne block of quartz. A deep breath; a summons to her frail courage. “You promised.”

“You dare to refuse a Dragon?”

“You – I – look, I have my duties,” she stammered, contrarily maddened to be returned to her feet. “I’ve a Mistress to please. You would not flout an Elder’s orders, would you, Arkurion?”

For the first time, the rising growl of the Mercury Blue Dragon’s belly fires betrayed his fiery indignation. “I could drag you hence!”

“You are so strong and I am so very weak, aye, and blind.”

She had the impression that the Dragon looked at her very oddly indeed, then, for she heard and felt him shaking his muzzle and ruffling his wings before he responded with measured formality, “But to disgrace thee is a matter very far from my mind, Auli-Ambar. Rest assured, I do not intend thee or thy person any manner of harm. When will you meet me in the Library?”

Never had she been so sorely tempted to hit a Dragon. Still, she suspected his vexation levels would not stand for much more defiance.

“Ah … lunch? Afterward. I can be free after lunch.”

“By your word,” he agreed. “Now, you may effect your escape.”

How mournful he sounded.

* * * *

What a peculiar encounter. It bothered Auli on many levels. Firstly, a Dragon taking an avowed interest in her affairs. Secondly, his gauche ambush and the lingering impression that Arkurion of Tanstoy knew not the first iota regarding Human girls, especially not how to converse with one. His chosen manner of approach? Absurd. Thirdly, his manipulation of the cleaning rota in order to perform said ambush. Fourthly, his grotesquely ironic manner of greeting – charming girl. How long had he been pursuing her before that incident in the Dragon Library? Dragons did not think of girls as charming. Mostly, they surveyed them for frailties, for opportunities to verbally or otherwise wipe their paws upon their hapless victims. Fifthly, there was his acute and disturbingly accurate observation about her hands. She did not need to touch surfaces to find dirt. She skimmed the air a half-inch or so above, and felt dirt. With her mind?

Auli dearly wanted to shout something shockingly rude at this realisation.

All of which meant that she spent most of a late lunch pacing about in circles outside of the Dragon Library, trying to drag her courage out of her proverbial boots and put it to use.

Auli-Ambar. A trifling Dragon hoard for your thoughts?

The intrusion of a draconic voice almost made her leap out of her hide. Noble Sazutharr, I … I am disturbed. Without any preamble, a little of her encounter with Arkurion spilled out of her mouth. Just the detail about her hands, and the incident in the Library.

A scale-itching conundrum indeed, Sazutharr rumbled at length. So powerful was the aged Dragon, the vibration of his inner furnaces conducted through the talon-scored granite flagstones to her bare feet – she found it easier to clean barefoot than having to constantly worry about slopping water over her slippers. Have you magic in your lineage, Auli-Ambar?

She shook her head, before doubt intruded. Well, maybe my father?

Indeed, his uncommon skills suggest so, said the Dragon. All of the senior Dragons seemed to know far more about her father than she did! Where did you say you first met this young Arkurion? He’s not even an under-Librarian, just a fledgling Researcher who has not laboured long at his profession. I mislike his intent.

When she told him, however, the elderly Dragon went very quiet indeed.

Master … I mean, noble –

Meet him. Discern this juvenile Dragon’s intent. I will observe you covertly, he said, with sly-protective linguistic indicators shading his Dragonish.

Thank you, noble Sazutharr.

Thus strengthened by the old Dragon’s unexpected support, she sallied forth to the fray.

The slight draught swishing through the main doors of the huge Dragon Library entryway carried every scent before her, so Auli was forced to wander, and then to wait, for Arkurion to find her. It took him less than a minute.

The Dragon cleared his throat a decorous distance from her right shoulder, and said, “You know Head Librarian Sazutharr?”

“We have an understanding,” she replied, orienting toward his position even though she could not observe his behaviour. Before she could think the better of her words, Auli added, “He allows a blind girl to wander the Dragon Library unmolested.”

“I do not molest –” Arkurion bit off his snarl with an evident effort. “I inquired, and you bolted as if I had caught you thieving jewels from your precious Human Palace! You are … you’re unexpectedly vexatious and distrustful regarding the Dragonkind, Human girl.”

Considering his tone, a sin of prodigious proportions. A swift unveiling of his purposes might diminish her unintentional vexatiousness, Auli wanted to snipe back, but inner surprise twisted her tongue into a fine knot. She was pleased. Pleased to displease a Dragon, so to speak. Being called vexatious was somehow, mysteriously, an altogether invigorating notion that made her blood buzz in her ears and her feet feel ten times lighter upon the ground. She felt giddy.

Auli was not, as a rule, a giddy sort of girl. Giddy girls were the fodder of ballads, most especially the silly and inappropriate ones. She regarded this new Auli with distaste. Away!

When she made no reply, Arkurion vented an especially testy snort of pungent smoke from his nostrils, and said, “I wish to essay an experiment with a blind girl that can easily be conducted right here in a public setting, where any alleged molestation might earn even a Dragon a swift flight from a great height. With me, now. Come to this book stand.”

A firm paw upon her shoulder stifled any possible protest.

Shortly, Arkurion had her halt beneath one of the Dragon-sized reading stands, which were monstrous jalkwood or ooliti wood affairs towering eight to ten feet off the ground, and capable of holding books in excess of fifteen feet wide. The Mercury Blue Dragon dragged up a stepladder for her, and considerately placed his paw beneath her elbow to help her ascend – a gesture not out of place in at least ten courtly ballads Auli could trip off her tongue. Quite undraconic. Razzior would have politely kept his paws behind his back and allowed her to fall flat on her face. Preferably allowing her to crack her skull upon a handy boulder, she supposed.

Perhaps Arkurion was merely socially inept, not unlike a person she could have prodded with a very short stick at this juncture? Nonetheless, he guided her hands to the edge and bade her ‘scramble aboard’, which meant, climb up onto the shelf upon which the huge volume rested, much like a Human lectern, she supposed.

“Wait,” Arkurion said tersely. “I must close the book.”

A book-wind blew her hair back from her forehead. Thud. By now, Auli was as baffled as a Dragon flying backward around the suns, but since she had effectively invited the Head Librarian himself to chaperone this encounter, she found herself trapped. She could not back out now, could she?

In a moment, Arkurion grasped her left hand between first-thumb and fore-talon, as if it were as fragile as a reed, and guided it to the book’s thick spine. “Here. Feel this rune. Do you know what it means?”

No, you null-brained dunderdragon! Funnily enough, nobody’s ever taught a blind girl how to read.

Auli said, “Runes defeat me, noble Dragon.”

With the air of an undaunted buccaneer freshly returned from a raid upon the stanzas of a rollicking ballad, Arkurion declared, “Of course. I did not want to assume. Attend. These are embossed runes, as is a common stylistic practice pertaining to the covers of Dragon books. Here, feel this rune carefully with your paws. This is the ‘Wa’ symbol. The book’s title is, A Wandering of Stars.”

“Duly felt,” she jested tentatively, after a minute, drawing gruff laughter from the Dragon. Wow. Bold Auli. Novel indeed! “What’s next?”

“You have it memorised?”

Scorn so dearly wanted to trip off her tongue. Instead, she said soberly, “I do. Four lines, a jagged crossbar and what felt like spikes on the sides of the vertical bars at particular, graduated heights. I assumed at first those might be decorative elements, but now I’m wondering if they might not represent linguistic nuances?”

“Bravo.”

A mellifluous word, but it rocked Auli’s world. Arkurion wanted her to succeed! He was on her side; he was the wind buoying her wings, as the Dragons would say. Her throat suddenly became as dry as desiccated volcanic sand. Forthwith, the Mercury Blue bade her examine the main jacket, a huge spread of intricately tooled leather inlaid with what she took for gemstone insets, and to find the rune’s match. Having a weird Dragon breathing over her shoulder was no aid to concentration, but Auli of trembling hand succeeded after a breathy hint to search higher.

“Excellent!” Plucking her away with his paw, the excitable young Dragon flipped the pages open, and then set Auli down with exaggerated care on the edge of the inclined stand once more.

She bit her lower lip. Hard.

Arkurion said, “I will not handle your person again. Find me the ‘Wa!’ ”

“On a page? But, the text isn’t embossed, is it?”

His muzzle was close, so close that the rich, spicy scent of his breath was dizzyingly intense. The Dragon whispered, “Remember how you find dirt without touching it? Feel the ink, Auli. Here. Rub this part. Let the blackness and the pigments invade your fingertips and your senses and everything that you are. Then, find the rune upon the leaf. I know you can do it.”

Her heart crammed up into her throat and stuck there, throbbing with a sensation that threatened to asphyxiate her; that wanted to tear away and run out through the Library’s doors, screaming without ever ceasing: ‘Impossible!’

She could not move.

With surprising gentleness, one of his thick talons slipped beneath Auli’s right wrist and raised it to the height of her shoulder. He said, “Start here. The line of text is smaller than you might imagine. Touch it. Sense the ink with your deepest magic.”

Demanding Dragon.

She shifted hands to the left, her stronger hand. Auli touched the coolness of vellum, and tried to identify the very slight difference where the ink started. An unaccustomed feeling tingled up her arm, as if the page were begging to be read; the words to be unfurled like the tenderest of buds tasting the beauty and imperative of suns-shine for the very first time, and blossoming outward before her awareness. She moved gradually. Wonderingly. Lost in the miracle.

“Here,” she said at last.

Somebody was making a wailing sound; someone was crooning. The Dragon and the Human girl stopped abruptly, at exactly the same time.

“I-I-I …” Arkurion stuttered, for the first time, sounding young and unsure and therefore, far more likeable for his reaction. “Another. Try another rune. Lean back against my paw.” With a sharp waft of wind and a dull thump that shook her entire body, the book closed again. “Give me your hand. Higher. Here, this is the ‘Sta’, and its immediate neighbour is ‘bar-R’, distinguished from the rolled-R by – oh, forget that. Together, these two runes spell ‘Star’. Obviously. Memorised? Quick wings now!”

Auli’s left hand trembled so badly, she had to brace it with her right. “Ready.”

Arkurion whisked the tome open again, almost brushing her off the edge with a ferocious gust of air. Zimtyna would have been having baby dragonets over the damage to her hairstyle. Auli could not have cared less. “Now, let’s find ourselves a star. Not there, that’s an illustration. You’ll find a block of text further over to your left paw – hand, I mean.”

So long had she yearned for this, Auli felt as if a treasure chest had been flung open in her mind, and dazzling rainbows danced all about. Her fingers would not obey. She floundered amidst dull, indistinct seas of runic lettering. Desperately, she searched higher. Wider. Reaching with sweeps of her hands. Confusing pigment with un-inked spaces. She was painfully aware of Arkurion’s shallow, rapid breathing by her side, of his paw’s edge lightly touching her back lest she tumble off the book stand. Rising onto her tiptoes. Eager. Petrified. Awash with a thousand emotions. Her hands traversed the pages, needing, learning, hoping against hope.

“Here! Is this … no, this one seems different,” she said at last, frowning in annoyance. “I think it must be a longer word with star-something written inside it … is that possible?”

“Aye, of course! That spells ‘Istariela’, who was the fabled love of Fra’anior himself,” Arkurion responded, his delight surfacing in sonorous, crooning notes Auli had never heard in a Dragon’s voice before. Shivers! “Run your fingers further along the line –”

“Yes!”

“Yes!” the Dragon echoed breathlessly. “You found ‘Star’, as in, Star Dragoness.”

“Oh, Arkurion …”

“You just read your very first word, Auli-Ambar, and what a jewel it is.”


Chapter 7: Unfurling Scroll-Worlds

No Moons madness had ever burned brighter. Such a frenzied state seized me, I feared the onset of a dry season fever, and that should I succumb, all hope should desert my soul, and I should pine away unto death. Feral Dragons could not have barred me from the Library, nor Fra’anior’s fabled thundering over the Islands distract from the prospect of those first tentative yet glorious steps into the scroll-worlds Arkurion did unfurl to my mind. The Mercury Blue proved himself a patient teacher. Aye, he was demanding, as is the tenor of draconic instruction, but insistent in perfect measure. He pushed me beyond my boundaries.

Truly, Arkurion taught my intellect to soar.

We kept our liaison secret, a tiny dance essayed right there in the public space of the Dragon Library. Of all creatures who beheld such a mismatched pair at work, perhaps only the Head Librarian Sazutharr understood what a miracle consumed us. With bated breath and untrammelled joy did we toil all the hours Arkurion and I could spare from our many duties. Nightly, we colluded like crazed Dragon scientists poised upon the brink of some Island-shattering discovery. We planned when and where next to meet; like secret lovers consumed in a madness of purely cerebral passion, we excluded all others from our private world. Ah! It was a beautiful period altogether, yet destined to end far too soon.
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She should have guessed how little of draconic linguistics would be straightforward. Late one evening, three weeks after Arkurion had first twisted her arm into meeting him at the Dragon Library, Auli-Ambar raised her hands from the scrolleaf, and glared over her shoulder at the place from which the Mercury Blue Dragon’s breath rasped.

“You’ve been teaching me only one script? How many are there?”

Her voice struck a piping pitch of astonishment that cut through the late-night silence. Arkurion ruffled his wingtips in a way she had learned signified a temperate deprecation of humour experienced in adversity.

The Dragon rumbled, “I felt that if we could master an efficient technique using a simple runic script –”

“Simple! You call this – whoops!”

Auli wobbled on the edge of the reading stand, but a deft touch of Arkurion’s paw restored her balance. “Careful, one would not wish to be slain by a book,” he quipped. “Not when there are dozens of more creative ways to perish. Now, student Auli, I must inform you that there are many scripts and regional variations of spelling, nuance indicators and even key runic symbols. Three separate, conflicting alphabets exist that variously attempt to codify and systematise these scripts, which have been applied with varying degrees of success to the five basic Island Standard languages, including Ancient Southern with its unique features such as bird trills, clicks and whistles. Furthermore, one must not discount the three draconic scholarly scripts each possessing its particular merits or disadvantages, plus ancient draconic which is no longer spoken, and is itself predated by proto-draconic writing systems. Beyond this windroc’s breakfast lie the northern and eastern branches of …”

Auli’s steady tongue clicking halted his lecture. She said, “Arkurion, why are you telling me all this?”

The Dragon sighed, and Auli knew he saw through her query just as certainly as she – existentially speaking – had seen through him. He said, “You are perceptive. I must very soon return to my duties at Tanstoy Dragon Roost.”

“How soon?”

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

She sighed very softly before turning with a teetering step to lay her head against his muzzle. “Arkurion …”

They had explored worlds together. How could she desist now?

Strange how iron-hard scales could seem soft, made tender by the emotions she imagined in his heart. The longer she pressed against him, the deeper the throbbing of his fires seemed to resound through her body. The opulent scent of his breath muddled her every thought into a fine soup. She had to push herself away. Had to. Yet she was unable; when the Dragon gently broke the connection, a sound like a soft sob issued from the gap between her twisted teeth.

“Be not dismayed,” he whispered. “You can build on what you’ve learned. This magic is also a skill, Auli. There’s magic in your hands and true-fires in your mind; you can and must hone this aptitude every chance you can grasp. Ask Sazutharr to assign a Reader or Archivist to advise you. I know he’ll be more than willing.”

No, she wanted to cry. The Mercury Blue would forget she ever existed.

“I’ll return in six months with a larger delegation from Tanstoy – keep that information secret, Auli. Do you understand?” She nodded as if she feared her neck might snap at so simple a gesture. Everything within her cried, ‘beautiful Dragon!’ And she knew peril, but her heart’s drumming only swelled in her ears until it roared like a Cloudlands-bound torrent, like all the Dragons of Gi’ishior thundering their battle challenges at once. “You say you agree, but … girl, ill winds blow over the Isles and the times are fraught with peril. You are no longer a child, for you are growing into a young woman in Human reckoning, and you need to understand the scents of events and the lay of the Isles. You need to be as wise as a greybeard.”

Drawing back in sharp realisation of how close she trod to the edge of taboo, Auli folded her arms across her chest. Chastened, aye, yet defiantly, she said, I thank thee for the gift of reading, noble Dragon. If this be flywell, know that I wish thee all strength to fly to all the Isles of thy life.

The sigh that quivered his body could have written entire volumes to be lodged in the Dragon Library. Deadly, beautiful peril. Auli wanted to combust then and there. A sweeter, fierier connection she had never imagined. He felt this irrational fervency, too – and they must bury it, delve deep and cast this feeling away forever, from thought and word and deed, or face the ultimate consequences.

She would sooner die than doom a Dragon. Folding her arms tightly across her chest as though she could squeeze all of her teenage angst back inside, Auli presented her back to him.

Draconic negation. Message delivered.

At length, Arkurion said, Before I depart, I wish to accord my most excellent student one further gift. Meet me outside the Library at dawn tomorrow. We’ve an appointment to keep.

An appointment?

Promise me that you will present your ideas for improvement of the Roost Keepers’ daily work schedule to Master Chamzu, he added. This was no request. Command indicators peppered his statement throughout.

I …

Promise! His growl pulverised the very pith of her bones.

Auli yelped, I promise! Quibbling quadru-pawed … fire-dribbling … whatever!

Arkurion only chuckled in response, knowing his will had prevailed. You fear too much, girl. All you require is the occasional paw slap applied to the backside to spur you into motion.

Ha!

In a soft rasp of breath, as if he had not intended to speak aloud, the Dragon fluted, Until the morrow, o Dragoness fair …

When dawn’s own melody gilds every bough and leaf, Auli continued the poem. Arkurion’s wingtips rustled, betraying startle-agitation. After what seemed an eternity, he whispered:

Then must thou emerge from the chrysalis of thine lair …

For the suns own fires shall burn away all grief, she finished in a breathless rush.

O, her terror, soaring in wingéd glory!

* * * *

No amount of puzzling and fretting yielded further clues as to what the Mercury Blue intended by making her attend a break-of-dawn appointment. Even dawn was hardly cool in this season, but a slight dewy freshness to the morn lifted her spirits as Auli departed her chambers. Her sensitive ears delighted in the tuneful chirruping of finches and peripols that had no qualms about nesting upon and around the great gemstone spars that decorated the interior of the volcanic pipe, and perceived the rising hum of life around the caldera as Dragons and Humans slowly awoke to a suns-rise, no doubt the sort of daybreak enshrined in epic ballads. Magnificent. Breathtaking. Colours liberally splashed across creation’s limitless palette.

Bah!

On a whim she took the path leading past the great Hall of Meeting, down near the lake shore, where the Dragon Elders held their formal, public meetings and debates – which oftentimes descended into fists-and-talons brawls that shook the Halls – and then on up the winding footpath toward the Dragon Library. A footfall … aye, and Arkurion’s special scent, like an aromatic wood smoke, although she wished she could identify exactly which one. Tantaku? Mahogany? Jalkwood?

Auli inhaled deeply, making the cloth of her headscarf press briefly against her ruined nose. Sulphurous greetings, noble Dragon.

Nothing sulphurous around here, he returned with a brusqueness that did nothing to hide his tension. Even a Human girl could detect the accelerated drumbeat of his complex triple-heart physiology, and his tang carried a metallic odour mingled with the fresh zest of ozone, which supposedly denoted battle-readiness. Phew. One bundle of nerves on paws!

Whom are we meeting?

The Dragoness is late, but she’ll be here.

Auli-Ambar’s head snapped about as concussive Dragon thunder boomed inside the Hall of Meeting. She covered her ears, but too late to avoid hurt. Could that be Sapphurion’s signature battle blast? He was meant to be a gigantic male, a bruiser standing well over twenty feet tall at the shoulder. Merely five times her height. Take her slight sackweight and multiply it by a few dozen tonnes! In a moment, the Dragon council apparently broke up because several monstrous bodies launched into the air from several hundred feet away, the wind generated by their lift-offs causing Auli to stagger. Then, the ground trembled beneath her soles. Thud. Thud-thud. Dragons, walking right toward them. Big ones.

Remember your manners, Arkurion whispered, with an audible gulp-back of his fires.

Don’t you go fainting on me either, noble Dragon, she responded, chuckling timidly. The Mercury Blue did not appreciate her teasing! He stiffened up until Auli concluded that they might just find use for him in the Dragon Library as a decorative statue.

Ah, the young scholar from Tanstoy. Arkurion, I believe?

The approaching Dragoness’ voice was honeyed gravel, a torrent of aural resonances that played havoc with Auli’s composure. What? She locked her knees crossly and found her left hand clamped painfully around the Orange statuette in her pocket. Three years in the Halls, and a Dragon could unnerve her with a word?

Fiery greetings, youngling, rumbled a second voice, unutterably majestic.

For the first time in her life, she perfectly understood the balladeers’ use of the word ‘swoon-worthy.’ Sapphurion spoke in the powerful basso rumble of a male Dragon, like muted thunder, but his voice was also beautiful, a verbal savour of the headiest of berry wine. She wanted to giggle helplessly. Auli bit her lip, finding the urge to avoid indignity trumped all else.

Arkurion said, with deepest respect, Mighty Sapphurion, may the most sulphurous blessings of the Onyx ignite thee and thy mate, and dwell upon the eggs swelling thine august belly, o peerless Qualiana.

Qualiana must be pregnant. Auli fumbled her way through a bow, speechless.

And this youngster? inquired the Dragoness. I know thee by sight, little flame, but not by name. Thou art kin to Master Chamzu, am I correct?

May I introduce the honourable Miss Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, noble Dragoness? said Arkurion, bruising her ribs with his talon.

Ah … not quite, mighty Dragoness, the girl stammered, dismayed at being forced to speak. Fra’anior’s most sulphurous blast … uh, sorry. May I extend his most sulphurous greetings to thee, and noble Sapphurion? Um, I’m his fosterling. My father is Xa’an Ta’afaya, a soldier in the employ of the Palace; my mother, I knew not.

Why exactly she volunteered this additional information, Auli would never know, but Qualiana echoed her father’s name with an air that intimated he was once again a known quantity, even at the upper levels of the Dragon hierarchy. Was her father that much more important than she had imagined? Or more dangerous, or even untrustworthy?

Then, Sapphurion spoke in what for him must have been measured tones, but his voice fell upon her ear like a velvety thunderstorm, Fra’anior’s Talon hath markéd thee most sorely, little one! May the blessing and fiery boon of Amaryllion the Onyx enfold thy life’s fires accordingly!

Magic! That was the only explanation Auli had for the soundless, formless implosion of power his words conveyed into her being. A Dragon roared in her darkness! Her knees crumpled; Arkurion’s paw whipped her up with astonishing reaction speed, setting her upright before she was even half prepared to be deposited upon her feet. Her bad knee promptly crumpled a second time. Arkurion performed the honours with aplomb. Amidst this kafuffle, her mind arrived at the incredible conclusion that the Dragon Elder somehow referred to her deformed mouth; her hands flew up to shield her face. Through three layers of opaque cloth? How?

Oh, the humiliation, the incandescent shame that seared her being like waves of liquid fire!

Thy future-prophetic utterance hath nigh struck this little one senseless, o Sapphurion, exclaimed the Dragoness. What is this reference to ‘Fra’anior’s Talon,’ o glad conflagration of mine third heart?

Auli-Ambar was still trying to sort out the impossibly profound depth of nuances and implications in their exchange, which stretched her fledgling knowledge of Dragonish to its uttermost, when Sapphurion said:

This gallant Dragon of Tanstoy will attest to the truth – steady the mite, Arkurion. She is most unsteady of limb.

The strength of Dragons invest thine paw, little one, purred the Red Dragoness.

It must have been her that touched Auli’s shoulder, for she did at once feel revitalised and ready to run, to leap, to fly off cliffs! Well, perhaps she was unprepared for the mighty Dragon Elder and his mate discussing her greatest shame right out in the open, and not even breakfast inside her stomach. Now she fretted about her belly? Auli felt lightheaded and diminished in the presence of these mighty Dragon Elders, both of whom must have been double or triple Arkurion’s stature. Trust a Dragon to leave her utterly unprepared for this encounter!

Arkurion said, I bow to thy peerless knowledge, o Sapphurion.

Nay, not I, said he, but that the fabled Onyx of Ha’athior hath somehow spoken through me.

There was another black Dragon apart from Fra’anior himself? An Ancient Dragon? Auli could not understand why Sapphurion referred to ‘him’ in the present-evocative-embodied tense with the overtones of immense veneration usually reserved for poetic reference to the Great Onyx, and there seemed to be a distant roaring like the full-throated thunder of a waterfall in her ears as she listened to Arkurion’s swift explanation.

The young Dragon said, Thou hast seen through her face veil to what lies beneath? I first apprehended this malformation when I cast water upon her person – a misjudgement on my part, for the girl had fainted in mine roost and I thought only to restore her to consciousness. Aye, in the South we Dragons are prone to this very disfigurement of the facial features, which we call the touch of Fra’anior’s Talon, and it appears that such an affliction is as socially scarring in Human cultures as it is in the draconic world. Our physicians have, however, been pioneering methods of treatment of the cleft palette, which is oftentimes accompanied by structural issues and fang mis-development, as I observed in Auli-Ambar here, and so I purposed to seek counsel with thee, o Qualiana, and to entreat thee despite my most lowly station to consider treating this worthy girl, whom I have been teaching –

Teaching? How came this to pass? Sapphurion interjected in a basso rumble.

Arkurion had babbled what was meant to remain secret, Auli realised. She knew both Sapphurion and Qualiana to be highly intelligent creatures. They could not have missed his slip-up, nor overlook the implications of a foreign Dragon acting out of place and even out of the ordinary character of Dragons, to help her thus. Oh no! Poor Arkurion, for the younger Dragon began to speak but failed to force words past the evidently wretched lump in his throat.

She must speak for him.

In a welter of frail and ever-diminishing courage, Auli-Ambar said, Noble Dragon Elders, Arkurion has demonstrated kindness beyond description in helping me – in teaching me to read with my hands. It appears I have some small magic, you see … but I was born blind.

Go on, Auli-Ambar, Qualiana encouraged.

The younger Dragon’s fires howled his humiliation.

I am nothing, noble Dragoness, Auli stumbled. I’m an ugly blind girl of no merit or skill but that I clean roosts for you Dragons, and I could not stand it if such majestic personages were to waste precious time – upon such – upon – I don’t want Arkurion to get into trouble! Please, noble Elders. Just let me go now, and don’t punish Arkurion for what is … for the outpouring of his compassionate white-fires …

Bumbling and burbling her way through the tricky Dragonish, Auli lost the thread of what she had been trying to explain. Failure rankled. Her tongue would never wag with the confidence of a balladeer. Now, what punishment would befall the Mercury Blue?

Oh, bravely spoken! cried Sapphurion, his fires resonating with high emotion.

Something unspoken seemed to pass between the Dragons.

Then, Qualiana said, I accept this charge in the white-fires spirit of its foundation. Arkurion, teaching a blind girl to read is a momentous achievement. I shall personally send a scroll of commendation with you upon your return. And as for you, Auli-Ambar – the Dragoness touched her delicately upon the forehead with what the girl realised was the tip of a sheathed talon – I love nothing better than a challenge. Little experience do I claim of treating Human medical conditions, but I do possess notable healing power. I promise to do my utmost to restore all that can be restored. Accompany me now to the Dragon infirmary, little one. I wish to examine thee.

Arkurion! O, the designs of Dragons!

She could only gasp and stumble after Qualiana, numb with gratitude.

* * * *

Well was it said that Dragons did not easily suffer ‘no’ for an answer. Qualiana the Red Dragoness did not speak a word as she led Auli-Ambar up the stone-carved ramps to the Dragon infirmary on the thirty-fifth level, but it took neither sight nor the slightest sniff of genius to work out that she was very, very curious about this Human girl’s doings.

Auli wanted to weep. Arkurion had taken his leave already, stating that his Dragonwing had determined to leave early due to a storm sweeping in over the Cluster. All that she so wanted to say remained unspoken, replaced by a stiff, formal flywell straight out of draconic tradition.

Flywell, Arkurion. Fly out of my life and forget you ever knew a girl called Auli-Ambar, who shall be forever indebted to you. Inducing others to forget is my real magical power.

Whoever said Dragons knew no kindness, was a fool thrice over.

She attended to every echo and novel scent in this new place, but still tumbled hand-outstretched into a sunken Dragon bed, thankfully unoccupied. Oh. Of course they did not use ordinary beds for thirty-to-fifty tonne patients. To her intense surprise Auli automatically curled up into a ball and rolled back up onto her feet, having bruised both elbows and knees, but she suffered no further damage.

“Come, girl,” Qualiana said gently. “Take my talon.”

Shortly, she bade Auli lie upon her back on an examination table which could likely have accommodated Qualiana herself with ease; the Dragoness provided a stepladder for her to scramble up onto the cool metal surface. Ah yes, the familiar feeling of being no larger than a mouse crawling about these Dragons’ ankle bones. Perhaps she should be comforted?

“Good. Now, I’ll adjust some equipment above you,” said Qualiana. “You’ll hear clicking and whirring noises – my, what unusual cranial structures you have. Don’t be afraid. Please remove your veil and allow me to examine you fully.”

Auli lifted the low headscarf she had begun to wear over her eyes. She did not know which was better – a masked face, or unmasked eyes? Both seemed to discomfit very many people and Dragons.

She felt horribly unprotected.

“Ouch, that’s warm,” she blurted out a moment later.

“Away!” Something creaked; the heat abated to a bearable temperature. The Dragoness explained, “My usual patients enjoy the temperature of magical lights. Did you see anything at all, my little fire?”

A soft, burry note entered Qualiana’s voice as she spoke the quintessentially draconic endearment. Auli wondered if she was looking forward to – well, she was not entirely sure how the draconic birth process worked. Laying her eggs? Speaking to them? How long did a Dragoness nurture eggs in her own body before laying them and brooding over them?

“I am completely sightless, noble Dragoness,” Auli replied politely. “I see not even the faintest pinprick of light or colour.”

Grrr-gnnaarrr.

If the Dragoness was shocked or dismayed by her patient’s disfigurement, she gave no outward sign. Perhaps she was used to working on much larger wounds, such as rents and holes in hides occasioned by bloody Dragon battles.

Qualiana drew a huge lens out above Auli, muttering meantime that the ovoid lens was considerably larger than the girl was tall. The Dragoness began to hum with evident enjoyment as she set about the examination process. A goodly half-hour must have passed before Auli heard the scratching of Dragon ink-reed upon scrolleaf; Qualiana recorded a range of different measurements before bidding the girl open her mouth, close it, move the split lip flaps outward and back again, and waggle her jaw as far as it could move in any direction. She checked the tongue with the most delicate instruments she possessed, and probed deep in Auli’s mouth – checking the oral structures, she assumed.

“Hmm.” Skrr, skrr, her writing implement scratched busily. Qualiana said, “You live in a world of darkness, so you see with your hands?”

“Aye.”

“Arkurion taught you this magic?”

Diffidently, Auli-Ambar described how he had observed her feeling for dirt without touching surfaces. She said, “Arkurion was the key. Truly, he did open to me all … all the world, o Qualiana.” Her voice trailed off in embarrassment. What must the Red Dragoness think of this bashful, helpless gratitude shading her statements regarding the Mercury Blue? Did she think her a feckless teen; did she see how much this meant to her?

“A most worthy achievement,” Qualiana said blandly. “Can you read this?”

The Dragoness’ paw-written notes were in a very different runic script to that which she was accustomed, but Auli did manage to find a few common words. So mighty was the Dragoness’ purr of satisfaction at this juncture, she almost vibrated her patient right off the examination table.

Two bony knuckles pressed Auli back into the desired position.

Without further ado, Qualiana proceeded to question her in detail about her origins. Her Fra’aniorian ears came in for close examination – and a dint of acidic, fire-bubble ire when the tale behind their nipped-at edges was revealed – as well as her poorly healed leg and her curious eyes. Throughout, the Dragoness’ gentle and efficient manner set her at ease. The only sticky moment came when Auli briefly summarised her childhood with Mi’elgan and Sairana; at this point the Dragoness’ lashing tail knocked over some equipment behind her, and her belly fires bubbled like a cauldron neglected upon the fire.

Perhaps the Master’s house might be endangered by a stray flying boulder after all? Auli was convinced she ought not to feel quite so entertained by the prospect!

Qualiana inquired, “Why the Dragon Library, Auli-Ambar? What first drew you there?”

“The black … uh …” The Dragoness’ silence captured her tongue. Auli’s mind went completely blank and stubbornly remained that way. At length, she sputtered like a fractured lava pipe coughing up its contents, “At first I thought it was the books and scrolls that called to me, and I still feel that way, noble Dragoness, really I do, but there’s something … else … there’s a presence! I felt it again today when Sapphurion spoke. A roaring. I can only describe it as a kind of Dragon – a spectral Dragon present in the Library.”

The Dragoness inhaled sharply.

“I know!” Auli rasped, her throat thickening with frustration. “I knew you’d think I’m crazy but I’m almost certain I hear a Dragon, sometimes, but I’ve never found it and I’ve never even told anybody about him because it’s all so stupid and pathetic, don’t you agree, a blind girl just wandering around the Dragon Library for three years? Three benighted years pining over books and scrolls I could never read, before Arkurion found me –”

“Arkurion again?”

“Aye.” Auli wanted to shrink away, but there was nowhere for her to hide on that bare examination table. “He found me deep down where he was conducting research, he said –”

“His research?”

Why the repetition? Through the forge-like roaring in her ears, Auli-Ambar said, “I’m so very sorry if I did something wrong, noble Qualiana. I never intended the mighty Mercury Blue any harm. He sought only to help me. Please, please –”

“Girl, still your flapping tongue. Baseless pleading itches my scales. This has nothing to do with the Remoyan Dragon. Well, much but little, if you follow my meaning.”

Auli giggled despite her painful awareness of the situation. Why was the Dragoness breathing so heavily? What was she not understanding about the powerful fire currents churning in that belly now; the rich, scorching scents wafting to her nostrils, the way the Dragoness’ paw trembled palpably against the table? When Dragons grew agitated, the awareness of their presence became so overwhelming to Auli, it was as if their very existence crowded against her mind; she likened the sensation to the resistance experienced by a fortress under siege. Same with that presence in the Library. Could she explain it another way? Nay, save that at moments like these she felt so alive and engulfed and fearful, she was surprised sparks did not start skittering off her toes.

Eventually, Qualiana leaned so close that the smaller scales of her muzzle briefly pressed against Auli’s legs, and she whispered, Does the name Amaryllion mean anything to thee, little one?

It took seemingly forever for words to tickle the tip of her tongue, for the Red Dragoness’ presence mesmerised her until Auli ventured, Nay, save that – Sapphurion spoke that name earlier, did he not? I thought he meant Fra’anior the Onyx. Who is Amaryllion? What … is Amaryllion?

A massive digit prodded her ribs. And, by my talons, what does he want with thee?

Want? Me?

Qualiana laughed rather grimly at her squeaky amazement, it seemed. She said, When a Dragon roars, the wise do well to listen. Auli, do you remember exactly where you met Arkurion that very first time in the Library? Would you show me that place?

Auli rubbed her sweaty palms on her leggings, convinced she was mired in deep, deep trouble, and sinking fast. Aye, mighty Dragoness. I do.

* * * *

Krrr-krack!

“Stinking windrocs!” Auli-Ambar snatched back her hand.

“Precisely. Now, would you kindly elucidate how by Fra’anior’s own paws you managed to sashay through all these demonstrably unbreakable magical ward-constructs into the forbidden section of the Dragon Library?” Qualiana’s throaty growl conveyed more than a hint of threat, but a moment later mellowed into laughter. “Hearken to the broodiness of a pregnant Dragoness.”

Auli-Ambar mopped her brow. Phew. She had just been imagining dancing upon Qualiana’s tongue and down her gullet. “Well, noble Dragoness, I simply … Fra’anior’s truth, I just sort of walked … in.”

Grrrr. “I’m learning that nothing about you is simple, girl. How many summers have you?”

“I’m eleven, soon to be twelve.”

“Hmm. You seem remarkably advanced for a girl of your Human age, emotionally and intellectually speaking.” Auli made a noncommittal noise. “Perhaps this ward-breaking talent is related to incipient adolescence?”

Auli blushed richly. Zimtyna had started to prepare her with the odd comment before, but last week, had launched into a two-hour lecture that convinced her charge that she never wanted to grow up. Ever. She was quite happy being a gangly sack of bones, all elbows and awkward height. She was half a head shorter than Zimtyna already – no stripling herself – and sprouting like a weed, according to Mistress Frantia. Maybe there was merit to this odd observation, which married with Master Chamzu’s opinion of her ‘mental age’. Might this provide a clue to her maternal heritage?

Qualiana pressed, “Ah, the sweet fires of youthful chagrin. Now, cast your mind back. What exactly were you doing when you found Arkurion that first time?”

“I descended the other stairs –”

Gnarrrr! “The coverage of the portal wards is seamless, as I confirmed with Head Librarian Sazutharr ten minutes ago!”

Who was now alerted to her … trespassing? Snooping? Roaring rajals! Cast the mind back, quick-wings now. She had been wandering, thinking, imbibing books and railings and the rounded edges of scrolls with her yearning fingertips, counting steps and …

“Singing.” The truth settled in Auli’s bones the instant the word popped out of her mouth. Despite Qualiana’s snort of amazement, she repeated, “I was singing because this place makes me happy, and the magic did not bite me that time. It – for want of a better word – tingled.”

Her tiny shrug provoked a massive yet impressively restrained snarl from the beast beside her. Auli told her legs, very forcefully indeed, that charging away and hiding under a rack of scrolls would not be tolerated right now.

Switching to Dragonish, Qualiana’s response whisked her hair back from her face as the Dragoness hissed dangerously, Quadruple layers of portal magic which have seen seventeen hundred years of draconic scientific advancement by arguably the finest intellects in all of Dragondom, simply tingled in delight as you sashayed through their never-before-breached protections, full of the pollens of springtide?

Sulkily, Auli folded her arms. I do not lie.

But today, there’s biting?

Draconic sarcasm came infused with billows of smoke and real fire. Qualiana’s pun clearly conveyed that she meant both real and magical forms of biting.

Um, I suppose, she managed. Ooh, brave. The stirring stuff of ballads!

THEN SING!

Gulp. Wobble. Grow a spine, girl! Squaring up her shoulders, the Human girl opened her mouth and croaked like a bullfrog fleeing the snap of a heron’s beak. Qualiana did not laugh, but neither did the muted, throbbing thunderstorm of her presence meander one inch from practically perching upon Auli’s left shoulder.

She swallowed back an urge to titter hysterically. Talk about a demanding audience! Sing, or collect a salutary fireball between the teeth. Well, no great loss there. Judging by the length and quality of her examination, Qualiana must be planning bone-to-enamel dental remodelling on the contents of her mouth.

On the third attempt, her voice just about functioned as voices ought to. She warbled like a hungry baby bird trilling for treats, quavered like a Dragonship juddering beneath the press of storm wings, and then settled into a verse about Saggaz Thunderdoom unchaining the unbreakable Rock of Jamaaku, whatever on the Islands that was. In a moment, the girl wobbled forward and passed, without any drama whatsoever, through the tingling zone into a slightly cooler and muskier-smelling area beyond.

Auli had the impression that the very walls and scrolls were staring at her, never mind Qualiana. The Dragoness breathed, “Heavens raining fireballs, girl, you command the most extraordinary vocal gift! And, let me check … aye! Blow me down with a bunch of firebird feathers, the wards remain arrayed in their perfectly contiguous structures but there you stand on the other side, fresh as a dewy petal!”

Auli could not restrain a wicked chortle. Ha! Take that, Dragoness!

Qualiana snorted, “Oh, far be it from Auli-Ambar to obey the immutable laws of magic – the supposedly immutable laws, one must concede. I bow before thine mastery.” The Red Dragoness unleashed a mighty bellow of laughter. Switching abruptly to Dragonish, she added, And, why not? Why should the Great Onyx not articulate his creative zest in the most unexpected manner, in a vessel most faultlessly suited to such an expression of magic?

Help! How could she begin to respond to that?

With a stridulous creaking of scale armour, the Dragoness poured forward to nuzzle Auli with the tip of her almighty muzzle – her jawbone scraped the ground, while her nostrils touched the height of the girl’s shoulder! Her paw gently clasped a wisp-slender body. Shiver!

The Dragoness said, “Blasphemous as it may sound to every earhole and ear canal, I do believe the Ancient Dragons possessed a fine sense of humour.”

“Well …”

She supposed the draconic penchant for entirely swallowing people in their mighty forepaws did rather upset the balance of an argument, didn’t it? Not that they were arguing. Nor did Qualiana appear to be evaluating her edible properties. Comforting? Perhaps.

The Dragoness cried, By Fra’anior’s own spirit hath Arkurion’s fires gladdened to the bright-fires of thine soul, little one, and faithfully hath he opened the scroll-worlds to thy seeking mind. This fine deed is unpunishable. We have much work to do; much to consider.

First-talon, there is the matter of Amaryllion. Few even among the Dragonkind know that Amaryllion Fireborn yet lives, the last of the Ancient Dragons to tarry upon our Island-World. Even I know not where he resides or why he tarried when the others departed, but legend holds that Amaryllion waits for one Dragon into whom he will breathe his immortal fires. He is vastly aged, this younger shell-brother of Fra’anior.

An Ancient Dragon! Was that the predacious yet spellbinding presence which had been pursuing her for so long? Auli’s very practical mind had more immediate and mundane concerns swimming upon its surface, however.

“But, I cannot let Mistress Frantia down.”

“Nonsense, little flame. Misplaced sense of duty. Commendable, all the same. Second-talon, I believe your gifts are entirely wasted cleaning roosts. We need to change your schedule.”

“No … ah, respectfully, noble Dragoness, may we discuss –”

“You wish to keep cleaning?”

“I’ll study in the evenings. Every evening,” Auli promised.

“Most scholars work only in the daytime.”

Open jaw. Shut wonky jaw. Auli sensed this was one argument she was not about to win. Could she argue the Dragoness around to a compromise?

Qualiana pressed, “Third-talon, I need time to study your particular case and design a good solution for your mouth and jaw. The leg I believe is straightforward – a few minor adjustments to the lie of the bones shall suffice – but the work on your face and oral cavity will be a considerably more delicate operation. Pleasingly complex, I’ll warrant. I’ve already sent instructions with Arkurion to retrieve the latest research from Tanstoy. They are well advanced in the medical studies, I believe; definitely more so than us. We should receive a reply within a month. Then, the design work can commence.”

Disappointment. What a crushing anti-climax. Why, o why, had she allowed her hopes to swell as the moons created tidal forces in terrace lakes? What did a few ‘adjustments’ to her bones entail? Auli pictured draconic paws massaging her bones into powder, or tying her limbs into unbreakable knots before they served up freshly toasted Auli-Ambar in a brass dining bowl. With spicy peppers and a sprinkling of the tarragon spice Dragons so loved.

And how or when had Qualiana communicated with Arkurion, who must already have flown?

Here lay the nub of a new mystery.

She had wanted nothing more than to remain unnoticed for the rest of her life. Maybe. Perhaps she would always have lived in unknowing misery, save for Arkurion’s incisive intervention. Yet his warning echoed in her mind, indorsing the slow, simmering sense of discontent she had begun to experience around the Halls of the Dragons. Auli-Ambar realised that she stood upon a watershed between the world she had known, and a very different future.

But would a delicate bud be crushed, or allowed to flourish?

Decision time.

Shovelling aside the inner wailing of a girl whose devastating fears and phobias she was beginning to truly despise, Auli oriented upon the sound of Qualiana’s breathing. “It shall be as you command, noble Dragoness.”

She purred in response, “At last, in perceiving the matchless flame of your heart’s courage, Auli-Ambar, I do begin to grasp an iota of why Fra’anior called Humans the people of his right paw.”


Chapter 8: A Labour of Lore

As the Embers faded upon Auli’s eleventh year of life, a mysterious envoy arrived from the East. By message scroll she had requested opportunity to treat with the Dragon Elders and access to the Dragon Library. Auli first met Azziala in the Human infirmary, when a weak voice from the next bed over inquired where she was and what day it might be. Azziala had arrived desperately sick – poisoned by her enemies, she said – but if that was true Auli soon learned the doctors could find no evidence to support her claim.

An attempt at poisoning? She had to wonder.

“A good morn-tide to you.”

Auli shifted her head upon her pillow roll. Gracious Islands, what an old-fashioned greeting! “And to you,” she responded politely.

She had just been daydreaming in runic script. Typical Auli. But it seemed that cascades of images seethed through the darkness of her mind, troubling her with imaginings she knew might bear a form of reality, yet of which she could never be certain. Shapeless shapes. Formless form. Colour realised by metaphorical comparison and poetic axioms, yet never experienced.

“That’s quite the frame you have attached to your leg, girl.” The woman’s melodious accent was very hard to follow, but most pleasing to the ear. “How did you earn such treatment?”

“A bad fall.”

“Aye? What happened?”

She voiced the partial truth that always made her squirm just a touch. Auli had never revealed the entirety of the story to anyone. “Some Dragon hatchlings decided a hazing was in order. They tied a rat to my back and set me loose; I fell down a ventilation shaft. A soldier from Fra’anior found me.”

“Oh! I’m sorry. What was the soldier’s name?”

Distrust seeped into Auli’s awareness. The woman thought she was being inscrutable, but a blind person’s ears had to be finely attuned to every nuance of conversation – even more so, the endless nuances of the draconic language she had been studying so relentlessly of late. A feather-light touch seemed to tantalise her mind, but then disappeared before she could think upon it.

“Ra’aba,” she replied, trying to sound innocent.

“A good man, your rescuer. Isn’t that so?”

Auli almost choked. “He … uh, well, I hear he’s a sub-Captain, and soon to be promoted to Captain of the Royal Guard.” There, that information was public enough. “Where do you hail from, noble lady?”

“From a very remote location North of Kerdani Town,” she replied. “Is it always so stiflingly hot here?”

“Volcanoes are seldom cold.”

Not that she knew any volcano but this one, the greatest in the Island-World. Nor had she travelled farther than a handful of Islands in a few square leagues. One day …

“My home Islands lie so far North, even the volcanoes are frozen,” Azziala said in her strange, intense fashion. Then, after wishing Auli a full recovery and relief from the pain of clamps affixed through her flesh into the bones themselves, she proceeded to question her until the girl, entirely truthfully, claimed exhaustion. She did not appreciate being squeezed for information, but Auli also felt too unversed in the art of discourse to deflect questions effectively.

That evening, it was, “What are you doing?”

“Reading.”

“With your hand?”

Wincing at the pain slowly grinding away in her leg, Auli said, “It’s a skill I’ve developed. You’ll be surprised how perceptive blind people can be.”

“Ah, the legendary magic of Fra’anior that wafts around this caldera like pollen on a breeze,” said the woman, managing to sound at once envious and moderately amused. “Why do you wear the formal face veil? Are you religious?”

“No, just ugly.” She groaned. “Sorry.”

“I’m sorry for asking. It is a hard fate for a woman to be so different from others.”

Azziala understood? This much was clear from the tenor of her response. Perhaps that was why she was so formidable in conversation, as if speech were swordplay to her. Tentatively, Auli advanced, “I was born with a deformed face – the mouth and jaw. And –”

“Me? It’s my stomach. I’m afraid my stigma is much more easily hidden than yours, Auli.” After a long, reflective moment, Azziala added, “You do have beautiful hair, though – a deep, rich brown mingled with streaks of gold. Has anyone ever told you how striking it is?”

The better to hide my face, Auli thought.

“No,” she said aloud.

Pensively, the woman said, “As for me, I’m told I am beautiful of form and feature, but little do they know what lies beneath – and isn’t that just a truth to savage the soul? I’m going to sleep now. May you soar in your dreams, Auli-Ambar.”

“You too.”

Every alarm gong in her body was crashing, but Auli gave no sign of the reverberations that traumatised her being. Something about that woman! Something … fey, and foul, an inchoate sense of danger she did not understand in any measure whatsoever … she had to speak to Master Chamzu. Soon. She had to tell him about Azziala and Ra’aba and Razzior and the whispers she occasionally heard about the roosts as she continued to attend to her occupation three mornings a week – well, not since the operation to straighten her leg. But Sapphurion and Qualiana had requested her special assistance twice a week, to freshen their roost to the standards of an inordinately fussy pregnant Dragoness.

Subterfuge hung thick in the air.

* * * *

The following morning, the envoy was released from the infirmary and Master Chamzu arrived with a scroll – from her father! Had she not been bolted to the bedframe, Auli might just have toppled off the bed then and there. It blew her concerns about Azziala right out of her mind.

When the Master had departed with his usual best wishes for her recovery and a directive to request any books or scrolls she needed from the Library, Auli unfurled the scroll with a trembling hand. Chamzu had warned it might well have seen the censor’s scissors – that the wax seal appeared whole was absolutely no indication that what lay within had not been perused by greedy eyes.

Slowly, struggling with the unfamiliar forms of her father’s flowing script, Auli read:

My dearest daughter,

Well may you catch your breath at my presumption in addressing you in this fashion. I hope you have a sympathetic reader to deliver its contents. My note is necessarily short, but also necessarily laden with apology. I have been the poorest father in the Island-World to you. I would not be surprised if you wanted to burn this scroll immediately, for you must loathe me with every fibre of your being, but I beg you please to hear the burden upon my heart.

She had to breathe. Just breathe! Oh mighty Onyx, why this; why now?

It is of late that I have finally begun to truly consider the values in my life, what I have chased with what vain effort, and what is dearest to me. I came to the realisation of how deeply and terribly I have failed you. I must have loved your mother dearly, but I have forgotten all about her – her name, her face, our relationship. It seems perverse. Impossible, even, yet it is so, and no other person I have found remembers her in the slightest detail either. And now? I sense and fear the same happenstance and this truth sears my heart as with Dragon acid. The memory of you fades from my cognizance like a flower withering beneath volcanic heat; thoughts of my daughter are like scorching sand trickling between my fingers, and I am powerless to prevent it. I even fashioned a small name plaque –

Auli’s gasp sounded as if she had swallowed a black wasp and was trying to cough it out of the back of her throat. Exactly what Master Chamzu did! Some mornings, she heard his fingers brushing the plaque on her doorway as he left early for his office – as if he needed a fresh reminder, daily, of who lived in those modest chambers alongside his! Her hand trembled upon the scrolleaf. Lower down, someone had neatly excised an entire section with a knife.

– that I might daily keep the memory of you before me, she continued to read.

Truthfully, the act of giving you up to Mi’elgan and Sairana was the most cowardly of my life. What regret overshadowed my Island when Chamzu wrote of all you had suffered there. Oh my daughter! What a fool I was! No caldera’s overflowing of apologies could ever suffice. My honour is ruined. My avoidance of you since has been nought but the outworking of that same cowardice.

I can never beg enough forgiveness, Auli-Ambar. I am too wretched a man to deserve anything but your utmost contempt for the many ways in which I have mistreated you over the years. I am no father. I never have been. But I hope –

Here, another piece of the letter, jagged and poorly cut, was missing. She felt carefully around the gap.

– soon change my job, as I have explained.

Hiss! What change?

Auli-Ambar, my heartfelt plea is that you might someway come not to hate me one day. If you could find it within yourself, please write to me – however briefly – that I might have hope when I return to Fra’anior Cluster in –

Auli’s mismatched teeth gritted painfully together. This gap was far too predictable. So much for the hope of key details.

Your heart-broken father.

Xa’an Ta’afaya.

She wanted to scream. She wanted to tear up the scroll and crisp it in the nearest lava pit, of which there were many around Gi’ishior – oddly, for a supposedly dormant volcano, piping hot lava seemed in plentiful supply. The anger that churned in her breast was a malign force, a reaction that craved to hurt him as badly as he had hurt her. That was darkness beyond anything she had ever lived in, Auli recognised, fighting to fend it away. She tried, but her heart was weak, and the feelings her father had exposed, as raw as an open wound.

You hated me because I was ugly.

Qualiana had not even begun to work upon her face.

Very slowly, like a flower curling up at the onset of nightfall, she hunched over the scroll. Auli sobbed as she had never sobbed before.

* * * *

“You’re bored?”

A Dragon’s testy snort had a way of plucking at bedclothes as if a gale had momentarily whipped about her infirmary bed. Auli-Ambar awoke from a tangled, endless nightmare with a feeling as if a cunning paw had just plucked her heart clean out of chest, jolted it into wakefulness with a powerful electrical discharge, and thrust it back inside without a care for life or limb. Horrid!

“Why, my administrators have been sending Apprentices up here by the cartload with scroll upon scroll of lore to satisfy Her Bedridden Majesty’s every whim, and you have the gumption to be bored?”

“Head – oh, noble Sazutharr! How –”

“BORED?” he roared. “MY SCHOLARS ARE NEVER BORED!”

Thunderbolts and peeved Dragons!

“Uh …” Auli was far from certain as to whether or not this was a joke. Sazutharr, it was whispered, was ever a Dragon of wit and mischievous paw, despite his greatly advanced age. She inquired carefully, “But, how –”

His broad snigger wafted heated-vanilla smoke over her bed.

“Did they – who moved my bed? But –”

A mighty chortle rattled the bedframe. “But you are!”

Withering windrocs! Someone must have shifted her while she was sleeping. The Human-sized infirmary chambers were too small for Dragons. But why the possessive-imperative command structure he had incongruously inserted into Island Standard speech, emphasizing ‘my scholars?’ She was no scholar. Hardly a fledgling in these Halls!

Auli said, “Is there something you are not telling –”

“Indeed!”

Folding her arms across her chest, she inquired sarcastically, “Noble Dragon, could you kindly allow me to finish –”

“No chance!” he boomed. “You are mine now, Auli-Ambar. Mine!” Apparently his paw clamped across the bed, because the metal side rails squeaked emphatically in protest. “No time to waste! Despite that they bolted you into this frame – you see, you lost thirteen sixteenths of an inch in your leg, the way the bones first healed, and therefore a touch of stretching was called for – I have taken the liberty of making a few arrangements behind your teensy tail, if I may so describe the woefully scant diminutiveness of your rump.”

“Um,” Auli just about managed, convinced that this reference to her behind, never mind the implication of a Dragon actually looking at her hindquarters, was deeply inappropriate.

“We will not be upstaged by that audacious Southern youngling, no, we will not!” declared Sazutharr. “And aye, I am green-eyed with jealousy! Fancy him identifying your talent when I, the mighty Dragon Librarian, have known you for far longer than he, and conversed with you many more times. You are fortunate that you chose my Library for your historic discovery. Thus, I am mollified. Very slightly mollified.”

“Noble Sazutharr, I’m sorry –”

“You are not sorry! You are a gifted young Human! Despite your undeniable talents with mop and broom, you demonstrate the makings of more, so much more! And I, the mighty Dragon Librarian, shall tease forth these many talents with zestful delight.”

Boom and bluster. The old Dragon was secretly enjoying himself, Auli realised, warming to his fond jealousy. “Aye, Sazutharr?” she breathed diffidently.

“I have spoken to Master Chamzu. We agreed that you will be assigned to my service forthwith! What say you to that, eh?”

“I am profoundly honoured.”

“And?”

“I shall endeavour my utmost to ensure your total mollification, o mighty Head Librarian.”

After a slight pause, his laughter belled out. “HA HA HA! You are pert, little flame! So sassy of scale! There’s so much to relish about your attitude.” Despite that the merest flash of brashness left her feeling nauseous and shaking? “I love bold questions, unanswerable conundrums, sweeping philosophical considerations and most especially, apprentices and scholars who do not simply accept my every caprice or directive without applying the lambent brain pathways! Now, the negotiations with Master Chamzu and Mistress Frantia, and indeed the noble Qualiana herself, did not proceed as straightforwardly as I had foreseen. It seems you possess in inordinate measure this most troublesome Human characteristic called ‘work ethic,’ and they did not wish to release you completely from their service. How they favour you! As for me, I fail to see any merit whatsoever in that decision.”

Auli made a face he could not miss.

Apparently encouraged by her response, he said, “The way they behaved, I might liken to a cavern full of gold-fevered, squabbling Dragons.”

“Now you’re just tugging my wings.”

Sazutharr purred, “So, my fine young scholar, we shall have to solve this quandary of many competing demands upon your schedule. Meantime, whilst you remain bed-bound, I shall be despatching further Dragonship-loads of scholars in your direction to instruct you in the necessary arts of Library work – indexing, shelving, archiving, copying, calligraphy, repair and restoration techniques both physical and magical, the mysteries of inks, lacquers and scrolleaf production, the gilding and illumination of manuscripts, reading the many scripts of our Island-World, cataloguing the lore, and even identifying places where lack of lore might exist … my scholars are never bored!”

“Never, o Sazutharr.”

“Don’t you whisper into my old ear canals like a warm season zephyr. You may be a shy little flame, but flame you are! And I intend to mould you into a scholar who will outshine the brightest stars in the firmament above!”

Phew.

And thus, Auli realised, her life had taken another swerve in a most unexpected direction. Scholar of the Dragon Library. A few less bolts through her bones, and she would have leaped off her bed and danced for joy!

* * * *

From her initial immersion in the wisdom and traditions of the Dragon Library, Auli-Ambar very rapidly gathered ink on her fingers and scroll dust between her toes. Her first days were spent shadowing the Apprentices as they in turn shadowed the Masters – all entitled Archivists and Researchers, even though their tasks varied from preparing archival inks to trotting about the Island-World in search of new and arcane lore – as she stumped around with her cane, posing queries like a persistent parakeet.

“Why do we need a blacksmith’s workshop in the Library, Master Ornath?”

“Because Dragon books are so immense, they need to be bound with specially treated metal hinges, and the covers are often the confluence of the jeweller’s and the fine metalworker’s art,” the Under-Librarian replied patiently, in his dry whisper of a voice. Auli thought he must be very tall, for his voice seemed to descend with colossal gravitas from the very rafters. “We also employ five Scrollmasters to prepare all the vellum, particular leathers and scrolleaf we require. You’ll find them hard at work in the next chamber. By the end of this week, I expect you to be able to list in detail the responsibilities of each of these crafts.”

“Aye, Master.”

Hard at work seemed to be a motto around here, but there was more. Auli had been sniffing about for days – and years before – but it suddenly dawned upon her what she had missed from the first. This place was redolent with the love of lore. Reeking of it! How had she ever missed the most obvious characteristic of all?

The Under-Librarian continued, “Now, here we have the Chamber of Runes, and the Masters of Letters and their eleven Apprentices. These are our specialists in the written and spoken forms of the ancient languages and proto-languages. They are also responsible for the physical preservation of old lore. As you know, even scrolleaf which has been both chemically and magically treated does eventually deteriorate.”

Auli rubbed her arms as magic prickled her skin. She whispered, “Why the magic, Master?”

“Because there are systems of draconic script which attempt to codify the forms and nuances of the magical arts,” he replied. “It’s an academic field on the forefront of our research. Auli, don’t speak –”

At the same time, Auli said brightly, Oh, noble Dragon, what are you –

SILENCE, HATCHLING!

The Dragon’s irascible blast smacked Auli off her feet, thankfully depositing her in what felt like a vat of archival oil. She sloughed through the viscous, aromatic fluid, but her newly healed but still weak leg gave away. She slapped an arm out. “Glub!”

Ugh! Floundering about, she heard the Under-Librarian begin, rather icily, Noble Taskaturion –

How many times must I make it clear that my work is NEVER to be disturbed? The elderly male Dragon’s voice rasped so wrathfully, Auli was surprised he did not ignite the room. Foot- and paw-steps rushed toward her, while Taskaturion growled, I am surrounded by fools and rank amateurs! Mine is a delicate art, far too lofty for most Dragons, never mind some disrespectful, blind chit of Humanity who will never amount to anything in the labours of this Library!

Ornath said, Do you disagree with the Head Librarian’s assessment, o Taskaturion?

Auli appreciated both the inflexibility of his support and an arm which gripped her own. She wriggled to the vat’s side, where another Human Apprentice – Makugor, judging by his nervous cough – helped lug her out, sheeting glutinous weight from her dragging limbs. At least she smelled decent, an aroma doubtless exacerbated by the inferno of humiliation boiling in her belly.

Taskaturion muttered, Even the mighty Sazutharr knows better than to break my concentration. Enough idle chatter. The child may pose her empty-headed inquiries to these others here. Discreetly.

Very good, said Ornath. Auli-Ambar, your arm?

Squelchy girl exits Dragon Library, stage right. Guess who would be mopping up all the oil runnels later?

On the way out they bumped into the Mercury Blue, who took a surprised sniff toward Auli’s hair and declared, “How droll! Oh, are we preserving Library Apprentices as well now, Under-Librarian Ornath?”

“Ha!” he laughed. “It’s a new protocol.”

“Extends the work into eternity, I’m sure. Use plenty of soap, Auli, or you’ll be pickled for the next thousand years,” teased the Dragon. “A sweet-smelling pickle.”

As she stalked off in a minor huff, she heard the Under-Librarian chortle, “And she shouldn’t stand near any open flames for a few weeks, right?”

Ha. Funny, but probably true.

* * * *

Two months passed by quickly in Sazutharr’s scrolliverse, as he fondly named his Library. For him it was indeed the centre of the Universe, and it was Auli’s daily joy to absorb his enormous passion for the written word and lore. She made friends amongst the Apprentices, especially Emoric, the dancing Apprentice who checked in and checked out books, scrolls and scrolleaf bundles at the main desk, and undertook shelving in his spare moments, Asmatazz the Grey, a jovial fledgling with a flair for restoration of texts and ancient languages, and the painfully shy Essini, a Gemalkan girl who worked in the inks and writing implements specialty. Her hearing was very poor, so her speech was difficult to follow. Auli-Ambar learned that her family had been cast out soon after the community discovered her disability, for it was seen as a curse brought upon them by her parents’ wickedness.

Essini’s parents had fled South to Yorbik Island where they were set upon by bandits and murdered for their paltry possessions. The bandits abandoned Essini in the rajal-infested interior forests, but an old Brown Dragon had found her and brought her to a Human enclave. They promptly about-faced and peddled the child to slave traders, who passed her from hand to hand until eventually a married couple from Gi’ishior, rug merchants who had no child of their own, purchased her out of pity. Now, she was as loved as any person could wish.

Auli-Ambar sighed. At least Essini’s story had turned out well, but it could have been much worse. Bandits and slavers were not known for their kindness to children, and Sazutharr had told her darkly, the fate of some children was so terrible, it made a Dragon shudder to think upon it.

This, too, was part of the Dragon Library’s mission – to promote the spread of beneficial lore and education across the Islands, the Dragon Librarian told her. He said, “A simplistic goal, of course. But a noble ambition of many dimensions.”

Auli worked diligently in the shelving team with Emoric and old Farrazzar the Red, learning the lay of rack and shelf all around the Library. Soon, whispers began to circulate of an Apprentice competition being prepared by Sazutharr. Sure enough, the big day arrived and Sazutharr closed the doors for a morning, while he explained the game.

“There are thirty references, clues or passages each team will need to find. Some are harder and some easier, while some will require all of your cunning to decipher. They are obscure enough to torment the most dedicated scholar! My choosing, of course. The scoring of clues is rated as easy, medium, challenging or impossible. One point for easy, then two, five and ten respectively. There will be eleven teams picked at random from a Dragon’s goblet. The teams will each work through the clues in a different, randomised order so that we do not have forty Dragons jammed together in the entrance to Biology, for example.”

Everyone laughed, from the basso tones of the older Dragons to the piping laughter of three new fledglings, Apprentice Cartographers working with their shell-father Muzukor the Blue.

“Each member of the winning team shall receive an honour on the plaque outside the Library –” since Auli had never seen it, she did not know it existed “– and a single talon’s weight ingot of pure gold from my personal hoard.”

Now, that fired up the Dragons! Auli grinned at the immediate murmuring and swaggering.

Shortly, the teams were drawn from Sazutharr’s paw by the ever-dour Inzugith the Yellow, an Under-Librarian of mighty stature and famously abstemious ways. To her surprise, when Auli’s allotment fell to join Asmatazz, Essimi and Tranchubor the Orange, a Researcher Apprentice, the two Dragons roared, “Yes! We drew Auli!” and indulged in a round of celebratory wing slapping.

Really?

Sazutharr growled, “Teams at the ready? Remember that you have one opportunity to omit a clue, but that will be counted against you in the final reckoning! Each incorrectly attempted answer also deducts half of the points value of your clue. Speed, completeness and overall score shall determine our winner! Right, you may open your first scroll!”

With that, a kind of happy scholarly pandemonium descended upon the Library. Shouts and groans were quickly followed by the trampling of paws and cries, “Don’t you dare follow us!” “Hey, you can’t hang our Human off that shelf!” and “Don’t let them see, but I know where we’ll find …”

Asmatazz said, “We have a medium clue, which says:

Follow my tail to the trail of light,

Whence my insectoid rump burns bright.

My shell is green, my light is blue,

But my mode of incubation is your first clue.

“And here we are required to furnish tome, reference and shelf number. Obviously, some kind of firefly.”

“Urr-arr un,” slurred Essimi.

“A rare one? Good point,” said Tranchubor. “That puts it beyond the general Entomology reference materials. I think Azkurbassai is our key author-Dragon. Or Myanturion – by my wings, could it be a fruit fly?”

“The Western Isles armoured class of stinging fruit flies?” Auli suggested.

A paw thumped her back. “Told you we needed this girl,” Tranchubor boomed. “Quietly. Let’s cut through four and thirteen to throw them off the scent. Follow me.”

Auli’s team started brightly, but then they fell foul of three challenging clues in a row. Each time they returned, Sazutharr sung out the scores. “Ninth of eleven?” she groaned. “Should we omit one?”

“No, we have you,” said Asmatazz.

“Shkp buth um ack to eeth,” said Essimi, shyly.

“Aye, skipping once is allowed,” said Tranchubor. “That’ll allow us to run two clues at once, but a double penalty later if we don’t solve the one we skipped. Keep thinking, team. Which Island ‘doth gleam effulgent of poet’s praise, the beauty bright of Dragons and knaves?’ Poet, reference, year. Alright. Noble Sazutharr?”

“Oh, tough draw,” purred the Head Librarian, sounding very self-satisfied indeed. “This one’s a personal favourite of mine, however. The best of Dragonish good fortune speed your wings, younglings.”

“Now an impossible?” groaned Astamazz. “No! I refuse to come last!”

Tranchubor said, “Read the clue. We might as well all look like blithering ralti sheep right away.”

Sazutharr growled, “Never judge a clue by its cover. Best paws and feet forward, Apprentices.”

Dragons could be so monumentally smug. Auli grinned beneath her face veil. This was fun. Sure, other Dragons around the Halls might disparage this event as ‘worming for scrollworms,’ but Sazutharr knew how to bring his staff together. The older Scholars and Researchers sat about variously smoking long Gi’ishiorian Dragon pipes, sharing nibbles, discussing the finer points of their crafts and placing bets of decidedly underwhelming expectation upon their various Apprentices. Jokes flew thicker than the smoke rising toward the vents at the top of this massive entry chamber to the Dragon Library. Auli’s ears burned at a few of the implied insults. All in good humour!

Astamazz read:

I am tiny, a Dragon in miniature,

But I will never be part of the furniture.

Who is my maker?

Her teammates groaned, but Auli just chuckled, “Easy!”

“Easy?” snapped her two draconic teammates.

“EASY? MY CLUES ARE NEVER EASY!” thundered Sazutharr. “Oh. Softly now, Miss Architect of Anarchy, there’s another team approaching. Remember, a false answer deducts five points. That definitely would place you last. And last is a very special prize indeed.”

Auli hated to imagine – starting with being the butt of every joke around the Halls for months to come, she suspected. Much humiliation to come.

“You’d better be sure,” Astamazz hissed in her ear, while Essimi just squeezed her hand from the other side by way of encouragement.

Auli gulped. “Actually, I have one in my pocket. Here, noble Sazutharr, is your answer.”

The ensuing silence made her heart spring into her throat like a frightened dragonet. Then, Sazutharr breathed, “A Cinizzara Miniature. I had no idea you owned one.”

“I’ve two,” Auli whispered back.

“A magnificent example of Cinizzara’s craft, this Orange Dragoness,” he said. “Simply magnificent! Cinizzara always excels herself. That’s ten points in the feeding bowl! Now, to your next clue.”

Auli read it with her hands, and said at once, “Oh, easy again. This will be the epic ballad The Barbican of Merx, page fourteen, shelf reference nineteen-forty-C-dash-eleven.” Fangs gnashed somewhere nearby. Her team stood silently beside her. Very silently. “I … uh, well … I happened to shelve it just two weeks ago. I thought the scroll … um, fascinating.”

Rather more testily than a moment before, Sazutharr said, “Correct again! Here’s your third clue.”

A hand scan later, Auli handed it back.

Gnarrr! Sazutharr rasped in irritation. “Speak.”

Auli chirped, “I believe this would be The Ballad of Sankizzor Stonehide, fourteenth stanza, eighth couplet but hidden in the poetic metre; the concealed reference to his legendary Dragon power aptly named stone hide.”

The Dragon Librarian’s snort almost blew her off her feet. “Auli! That’s a challenging clue – I considered rating it impossible!”

“If you say so, noble Sazutharr,” she replied reticently.

I DO SAY … GGNNAAAARRRR!!

* * * *

Auli lugged her talon weight of gold up to Master Chamzu’s chambers, humming happily to herself. A win! Aye, their earlier setbacks and two wrong guesses had almost cost them the prize, but in the end the reference to Sankizzor Stonehide defeated every other team, and that was the clincher. Wow. This ingot was small but ferociously heavy. It had to weigh a good fifth of her bodyweight, which was not saying a great deal for a reed like her, admittedly.

Zimtyna nudged her shoulder. “I can help carry your prize, you know.”

“What does a Human do with Dragon gold anyways?” Auli said. “Say, did you know it’s technically illegal for Humans to learn to speak Dragonish? I found that out during our competition today.”

“Stupid laws abound. Did you know that you are not allowed to fly a Dragonship around Gi’ishior’s volcano? Into it, aye, but you cannot circumvent the cone?”

“Sheep will not be permitted to eat grass, next,” Auli laughed. “But seriously, this beast will probably tear my shelf off the wall. I don’t have a hoard. What do I do, give it to a friendly Dragon for safekeeping – Arkurion, for example?”

“Auli, you can’t do that!”

“Why not? Unlock my door, would you?”

After the lock clicked and turned over squeakily – she should oil it again – Auli said, “Why, don’t you trust him?”

“Auli, an ingot is a traditional nuptial present from a Dragoness to her mate.”

“Islands’ sakes, the lack of wings is a bit of a giveaway, wouldn’t you say? Arkurion wouldn’t think …” Still, her cheeks chose this moment to grow radiant. “Fine. I’ll find another Dragon.”

Zimtyna groaned, “You’re a funny old stick, aren’t you? All shy and blushy here, there and everywhere, but one whiff of an illegal notion and you’re all over it like a Dragoness gorging her dinner.”

“I am so … not! Zimtyna!”

Her friend chuckled loudly. “I know. Doesn’t an Isles truth just hurt? Now, should I find you a little plinth to recline upon in your chamber, o Dragoness?”

Auli said, Grrr, I bite – illegal or not!


Chapter 9: Assassin

There exists no creature beneath the suns for whom waiting is not the hardest discipline.

Ianthine the Draco-Mystic, Collected Wisdom Sayings

To Auli, the Halls of the Dragons resembled an ant nest disturbed by a stick all that hot season – the most blistering on record – as she waited, and waited, for something to happen. For news. For her father to respond to the message she had dictated for him; for Arkurion to return from his southerly sojourn with vital information about her possible course of treatment; for Azziala to reveal whatever terrible purpose had brought her to Gi’ishior.

Nothing happened.

Declaring that she grew as impatient as she was egg-heavy, Qualiana four times attempted healing Auli’s eyes, without success. “Your eyes are not like any Human eyes I have seen, nor do they respond to any techniques described in the medical texts,” complained the Dragoness, as they met one stifling morning during Auli’s usual ‘cleaning’ visit. These had become a pleasant break from her Library duties, which were akin to climbing a mountain of knowledge toward a summit of experience that might take her many Human lifetimes to attain.

“However, my leg is much better thanks to your efforts, Qualiana.”

“Healed with a couple of hairline scars to show for all that trouble, and even those are fading. I was most impressed by the way you handled the pain of that frame.”

Auli shuddered at the recollection. Never again, if life allowed. Never.

The Dragoness’ wings rustled as she shifted uncomfortably in the nest she had built for herself in the ‘inner roost’, or bedchamber. “Was ever a creature as gravid as I? My spine aches. Could you arrange for four or five more pillows? And oil of Sosturbaszi for my joints? Auli, does that bowl of offal smell quite right to you?”

Qualiana sounded terse, and there was an odd note in her voice. Sapphurion was the blusterous one; his mate was usually much sweeter, as a cheering blaze sweetened the ambiance of a room, the girl supposed.

“It reeks like an open sewer pipe,” Auli said primly.

Gnarr-grr-gnawyourlegbone-grrr, came the response.

“Very well.” She gave the huge feeding bowl a cursory sniff, recoiled, and then truly put her snout to the trough. “Um … now that you mention it, it does smell quite peculiar. It has a slight tincture of lavender about it, plenty of herbs in quantities ordered by Her Magnificence, but there’s something else …” Her voice trailed off as Qualiana’s stomach produced a perfectly monstrous, lingering series of gurgles. Auli chuckled, “Holy leaping Islands – you’ll shake the crysglass windows out of their frames in a minute! Are you in labour? Egg-laying?”

“No but I do feel very queer of a wingflip – Auli?” The Dragoness’ stomach-heaves sounded like a Dragonship’s cargo tumbling out of its hold. Auli, oh! Oh no …

Horror seared through her gut like the thrust of a red-hot dagger. “Qualiana!”

Without warning, the Dragoness vomited what must have been a huge spray across the room, for the splatter swatted the girl clean off her feet. Auli just lay still for a moment, shocked. Now she definitely smelled something foreign; a strange, yeasty tang, masked by something else present in the food. A spice she had not expected to be present. Poison? Could Dragons be poisoned?

Scrambling to her feet, Auli cried, “Qualiana, tell me what to do!”

Sapph – the Dragoness’ groan sounded as if someone were sawing her belly in half. Her breath rattled horribly in her throat and lungs, while Auli could actually hear the gut-wrenching sound of her muscles knotting up. Get my … please … oh, Sapphurion! I die!

Auli ran. She ran with the keening of her healer’s agony in her ears; she ran with the exposed portions of her skin burning unbearably and in the knowledge that had she not been blind already, the spray of the Dragoness’ powerful stomach acid might have permanently damaged her eyes. She had to jump to reach the emergency interior door release, and then she pelted through the outer hallway, screaming, “Help! Someone, please help!”

Where was the outer door? Surely, it should not be op –

Aaaaaiiiiieee!

Auli screamed as she plummeted for what seemed an eternity through space, but only insofar as to plop down on a soft, leathery surface. A Dragoness’ voice cried, Auli? What?

Auli clutched instinctively for the leading edge of the wingbone. Her fingers gripped a strut, slipped upward and latched upon the leather-like hardness of the tertiary joint, the equivalent of the Human wrist. Auli gripped her handhold as if it were a lifeline thrown to snag a man fallen from a Dragonship, a true event recorded in one of the ballads.

The door had been ajar? Open? She must have missed the groove for the runners and charged straight off the ledge outside of their roost, whereupon a Dragoness had caught her with what felt like the outer couple of feet of her wingtip.

Urgency smote her between the eyes. Inxulia! It’s Qualiana. She’s sick!

WHAT?

Call Sapphurion, oh please, hurry!

At once the Hatchling Mother bellowed, SAPPHURION, ALARM! TO YOUR ROOST!!

Auli winced as something clearly popped in her sensitive ears, the Dragoness’ battle roar was that powerful. What could have happened to Qualiana? Even as the thought crossed her mind, she wailed again as Inxulia powered upward; her grip tore loose and Auli tumbled sideways along the wing membrane. She fell through space for less than a breath before a huge paw snaffled her up.

Auli puffed out her cheeks in relief.

QUALIANA!

Auli’s hearing took another pummelling as Sapphurion’s gargantuan bellow shook the caldera. Events began to rush toward her, to collide; she realised something was askew with her perceptions, too. There was shouting, thundering, the crazed flapping of wings in her darkness and the howls of a Dragoness in mortal pain; her cries and Qualiana’s seemed to mingle, one indistinguishable from the other – she could not breathe, her chest hurt, her fire eyes burned as though someone had poured acid into them. At some point Sapphurion’s paw shook Auli violently, the Dragon almost feral in his grief-rage as he demanded to know what had she done to his mate?

Inxulia cut in, yanking Auli away to safety. Now the healers arrived and fussed over Qualiana, pouring their great magic into her in an attempt to provide relief, and she heard the Dragoness sobbing for her egglings, a wild lamentation that cut through every other noise in the packed roost.

OUT! OUT! Sapphurion thundered.

Her mind faded to blackness, and then immediately, as if by some external bidding, her thoughts strengthened and clarified once more. Auli listened, but the astringent medicinal smell hit her awareness first. She was in the infirmary? What time was it? How much of the day had been lost? She had to find help!

Auli sat up with a pained groan.

“Down! Lie down! Don’t you move out of that bed, child, or I swear I shall sit Inxulia on you myself!”

“Nurse … Imzulkia, I need to – I must –”

“Must what?” Hands pushed her downward.

Auli lashed out blindly. “Stop that! Tell me what’s happening. Does Qualiana live?”

“She’s in her roost, but they don’t know what the poison was,” the Nurse reported brusquely. “Sapphurion won’t let a single creature through the door until they have answers. The Healer Dragons are beside themselves.”

“Qualiana’s afraid she’ll lose her eggs,” Auli whispered. “Nurse Imzulkia, I smelled something in that food, in the last meal she ate, but I don’t know what it was. Please let me go help. Or, summon a Healer. I –”

“They wouldn’t fit, child. These are Human-sized rooms and beds.”

“Then let me go! I have to help!”

After a shouting match with the healers and a second shouting match with Sapphurion – one way to feel utterly overmatched was to try yelling through a closed door at a grief-stricken Blue Dragon – Auli-Ambar staggered back down through the Human tunnels, feeling defeated. Her ears throbbed. Her stomach was imitating a milk churn and threatening to erupt any second. She had nothing. No Dragon or Human knew that smell. All the medical personnel had assumed it was just vomit and dismissed her assessment, but Auli knew that meal had been poisoned. What could she do? What now?

The Library. There would be information in the medical sciences section!

Skipping a few steps before she thought better of that idea, Auli made her best speed down to the Library. Everyone was tearing about in crisis mode, so she was jostled badly on the way and took a bruising fall down four steps. In the Dragon Library she had no help but her own memory to find the correct section – a deep cavern right beneath the lake, apparently boasting an armoured crysglass ceiling that allowed an unparalleled underwater view. She had memorised its dimensions as one hundred and ninety-eight paces long and fifty-two wide, and the shelves stood seventy feet tall in places. Now Auli was just looking for the proverbial firebird in a flaming bush. No mind. She would start at one end and work her way through, searching for any and all information she could find on poisons.

Dragons came and went. Hours passed. Auli read every book and scroll she could actually lift, and three times, had help from Dragons to open huge volumes right there between the aisles. It took both hands and some fancy footwork, but she succeeded in lifting and turning the heavy pages without falling over in a heap. Mostly.

A paw tapped her left shoulder. Still working, child?

Head Librarian? I … oh? Her nostrils flared and her stomach turned over enthusiastically in response. Yummy smells! You brought food?

It’s dawn. You’ve been reading all night, he rumbled. Here’s a little nourishment to sustain you, and aid. Help in the form of many, many sets of hands and paws. Yours to command.

Suddenly, Auli-Ambar became aware of a hubbub nearby. Voices. Breathing. The shuffling of feet and paws. I don’t understand, noble Sazutharr. What do you mean, mine? How’s Qualiana? Why have they stopped helping her? What’s happening? Why –

Sazutharr rumbled, Because you were there. You smelled something. It would’ve been perfect if you could have seen a foreign substance in Qualiana’s food, but we have what we have – we have no better ideas, Apprentice Auli. Now, will you help us? Science wants samples from your hair, while Medical wants to examine your injuries and to work out why exactly you seem to be mildly burned but otherwise fine, whereas Qualiana is ailing dramatically. I have rounded up every Archivist and Researcher and in fact, every warm body I could lay paw on between here and Sylakia Island, be they Dragon or Human … we must find answers!

She’s dying?

She is. Now, will you instruct these, or nay?

She rose then, easing the cramped muscles in her back and shoulders, yet she felt relieved. Auli-Ambar said, I can’t raise my voice enough to address everyone. Please relay my words, mighty Sazutharr. Now, from my perspective, this is what happened …

* * * *

That evening, news filtered down to the dispirited denizens of the Dragon Library that Qualiana had delivered her eggs. Only one of the three still showed signs of inner fire-life, but the Dragoness guarded her clutch zealously. Great was the groaning and roaring that this news triggered! Sapphurion still raged endlessly, the bellows of his grief so mighty that he had cracked the armoured crysglass panels of his roost.

Five hours after midnight, Auli-Ambar’s hands stilled upon a passage. Osmium. It’s osmium poisoning.

At once, Sazutharr was by her side, reading over her shoulder. If that’s all true and osmium is also absorbed through the skin, why aren’t you dead?

I …

Indeed, said another Dragon.

I – I am hardly the issue here! Exhaustion made Auli’s response raw. Who cares about me? It’s Qualiana we have to save. Look at what the text notes, ‘The effect on Dragons is tenfold compared to Human physiology.’ Her symptoms and most especially the smell match. ‘The main treatment is decontamination and the administration of common oil of mahuri, which breaks the compound down into non-toxic forms.’ That’s what we need to do. Forget me.

It’s a vanishingly rare compound, argued another Dragon. Which of us would know it for poison? The laboratory did not even test for this substance. No wonder they missed it, but they did identify sakurobi spice, a noted masking agent. This is a clear attempt at the assassination of our treasured fire-sister, an Elder of our kind!

I concur. And we will hunt that craven slug to the ends of the Island-World! Sazutharr’s low growl silenced the babble all around. Will Sapphurion attend to shouts from without?

No, nothing, called a Human voice. They’re still trying to calm him, but he might be feral. He tries to attack any creature who dares approach, but has cast such a protective warding about his roost that even he cannot break through from within. We surmise he’s trapped both himself and Qualiana inside. The Blues concur that any attempt to breach the shield by force might bring down half of the mountain.

Then, we must find another way. Sazutharr talon tapped her shoulder lightly. Walk with me, Auli-Ambar. HEAR MY COMMANDS!

The bellowing of the Head Librarian’s directives quickly set everyone into motion. They had not even begun to search for the assassin, Auli realised in despair. They could be halfway to Sylakia by now, for all anyone knew. But she refused to shrink away from the challenge, this time. How desperately she wanted to become more; how deeply she feared for Qualiana’s fate!

When Sazutharr had dispatched the crowd to different points of the compass, he leaned down to whisper, But you and I both know you can burgle that roost, don’t we, Auli-Ambar?

She sighed, Aye, mighty Dragon.

And would you be –

More than willing, Master – uh, Dragon. I’ll do anything. Even bait the proverbial Dragon in his den.

Indeed so, but that’s a very real Dragon in there and you stand a very real chance of ending up a bloody smear on an interior wall, the Head Librarian returned bluntly.

Then, I will at least have tried. Auli’s knees, however, had conflicting ideas and summarily tried to collapse in two different directions at once.

Propping her up lightly with a talon-tip, the Dragon snorted drily, Aye? Even if you have to crawl inside?

She found no answering laughter within herself.

Twenty minutes later, Auli was armed to the teeth with a goat-skin of oil so massive that she could barely drag it across the ground, her native wits – which surely must have deserted her the instant she agreed to this crazy notion – and not an ounce of bravado, courage or anything helpful whatsoever. Mistress Frantia had just been dragged off by three of her staff, wailing that ‘her baby’ was going to die. Unsurprisingly, she was not happy.

Perfect. Dragging the skin behind her, Auli shuffled down the passageway behind the fifth level, touching the wall with her fingertips to keep oriented. The normal tunnel wards had long since been keyed to her signature, whatever in the magical world that meant, but she was acutely aware that Sapphurion’s distress-powered conjuring might just have turned powerful protections into deadly ones. Skiss! One Auli, served extra-crispy.

The other issue was that he would doubtless hear and react to her singing.

Auli slowed as she reached the familiar territory of the kitchen’s outer door. How did one even detect the presence of magic? She had just sung and walked through the portal wards in the Library – not exactly treading the dizzy heights of mastery and sophistication in the magical realms, was she?

Maybe she could lull a feral Dragon to sleep?

Pitching her voice as sensitively as she could, Auli-Ambar began to sing. At once a restless stirring began within the roost, but after a minute or two as she worked to push the song at the barrier she sensed just within the kitchen doorway, the sounds subsided. Ambush? Or sleep? Maybe a different approach. Drawing a deep breath, she sang again by instinct, a gentle, soothing lullaby Dragons crooned over their hatchlings. Rather than pushing and struggling, Auli sought to cajole the music. It responded by gliding reluctantly into new forms as her throat worked harder than ever before, pitching notes so high they were almost inaudible even to her own hearing – but not to that of a Dragon.

Then, she tried the door latch with the utmost care. The immediate sensation was of invisible thorns tearing at her skin, but Auli did nothing to alarm the fearfully powerful magic. She was no intruder. She was a white-fire-hearted friend, who desired only good for the Dragons within. Sing. Inveigle. Blend. Cloying stickiness trapped her all around, as though she pushed through thick, ancient cobwebs that burned her skin with their invisible tendrils before she passed within, tiptoeing into the kitchen area with her burden in tow. Listening to the tempo of draconic breathing. Trying to hear anything sensible at all above the desperate, fluttering rasp of her own too-shallow, panicky breaths. Sapphurion was asleep? Dragons could hear many times better than Humans; she must sound like a pots-and-pans catastrophe in a kitchen to him!

The roost smelled very strange – the rancid, acidic smell of a feral beast, she wondered?

Sidling forward, Auli bumped into a wall in an unexpected place. Oh, windroc spit! Sapphurion’s rear flank – he must have slumped across the doorway!

She had to breathe. Crouching down, Auli put her head between her legs and waited for the dizziness to abate. Anger swelled in her breast. Sapphurion and most especially Qualiana did not deserve this faint-hearted excuse for a friend. They deserved someone who would leap to their aid, not one who could barely drag herself to cross a kitchen floor to bring aid to a dying Dragoness. She might be forced to crawl … of course! Sapphurion was so massive, the natural curvature of his flank left an Auli-sized gap beneath him, to her left hand as she faced the doorway. She could squeeze along the kitchen wall toward the crysglass windows, but she’d still have to find a way beneath his head to reach the roost proper.

She crept beneath a Dragon.

Freaking feral windrocs, he was huge! It took her the better part of three or four minutes just to scuttle around to his head, where she had to lie flat on her stomach to wriggle beneath his mighty skull spikes – she had never before touched those on a Dragon – praying meantime that she did not puncture the oil skein on one of his dagger-sharp scales, or that he didn’t decide to scratch an itch or roll over. His chin rested against one remaining panel of crysglass, she surmised, sightseeing again with her hands. A raffish ruff of skull spikes created enough of a gap for a skinny bag of bones like her. Gripping the floor with fingers and toes, Auli levered herself forward like a cave explorer, dragging the skein of oil along beside her outstretched legs. Deeper. Squeezing her head sideways to fit, feeling his scales like a rasp working at her ear and cheek. Sapphurion’s body heat was as warm as an open fireplace. No return, now. She explored the openness with a forward-reaching left hand.

Mnarrr-rrr, groaned the Dragon, shifting position.

Auli bit her lip as one of his spikes speared several inches deep into the back of her right thigh. Sing. Soothe him. Oh please, let her courage not fail now! Whisper-soft, she beguiled the Dragon back to sleep. Then, she pulled herself free and hobbled over to the inner chamber. Doubtless she had just left Sapphurion a blood trail that would lead him straight to her perfidy when he woke up.

Sapphurion, why do I smell – you? Qualiana’s voice ebbed, then she rallied with a soft cry, Oh, Auli, you’ve placed yourself in mortal danger. To me, quickly!

O Qualiana, I’ve brought oil for –

Who? Who’s that – someone’s inside our roost! The male Dragon reacted like an uncoiled spring, rebounding off the ceiling with a bone-rattling thud as instinct launched his body into the air. He landed almost as hard, the impact of his paws shaking the roost. How dare you intrude! GRRRAARRRGGHH!

Heat rocketed across her back as Auli pitched forward instinctively, but Qualiana was quicker still. Her huge paw curved about the girl’s shoulders and then slammed down in a cupping motion, snuffing out the fire already smouldering upon her tunic top. She smelled the acrid-sweet scent of burned hair, but that was all.

Stomp. Inch-thin Auli. Aye, that might yet come.

I’ll kill the little Human! Sapphurion bellowed. BOOM! Auli’s body juddered as his massive shoulder apparently collided with the doorway.

Get away from my egglings! howled the Dragoness, and there was in her voice a note of such maternal ferocity, Auli sensed even an adult male Dragon take pause.

A touch querulously, he rumbled, But, my fire-hearted treasure –

Why did you risk entry, girl? snarled Qualiana, before coughing bitterly and long. She sounded as if she might choke on the fluid filling her lungs at any moment. Why would you, of all Humans the closest to draconic thought patterns, seek to besmirch our already darkest fires?

Auli whispered, I think I’ve found the answer, Qualiana.

THE ANSWER? both Dragons roared.

Ahh! Even beneath the Dragoness’ paw, there was little protection for her ears. Please … o Qualiana, you were poisoned with an osmium compound concealed in sakurobi spice, and I’m so, so sorry it’s too late for your egglings – but this oil will save you at least. It’s a remedy. That’s why I dared. Because I … uh … friendship-love you. And friends do what’s needful when it’s … well, you know.

There was a shocked silence.

How she rued her imperfect command of Dragonish! Her words sounded so inane, so inadequate to express what truly moved her heart. When the Dragoness’ paw did not descend to smudge her out of existence, she added ruefully, I’m not terribly good at avoiding taboos and forbidden places, am I? Now would you be a good little – uh, Dragons, forgive me!

Drink your medicine, Qualiana, Sapphurion rasped.

* * * *

Auli-Ambar slept in a sprawl of enervation most of the following day, but stirred restlessly as the afternoon’s stickiness began to reverberate with the sounds of faraway thunder. The familiar storm pressure began to build between her temples.

She dreamed in great, thick cascades of water, in torrents that strangely did not crash down upon her, but instead poured upward into the sky. She dreamed in intense bursts of narrative, as droplets condensed and then refracted the purity of prose into every one of the fabled millions of colours she had never seen. Her skin crawled and itched as though something writhed beneath, longing for escape.

At some point, Auli realised that the storm was beyond the merely natural. She grew afraid, most terribly afraid, and with her chest’s panic-driven wheezing it seemed to her that should she perish within her bedchamber, none would ever know. The fear mounted with the storm’s presence. It was coming for her. Crushing. Overwhelming. Roaring like an Ancient Dragon. It would tear through the waters of her soul, leaving only devastation in its wake!

Master Chamzu’s papery hand touched her forehead. She had learned he had a strange, perhaps magic-based skin condition that dried and cracked the skin of his hands and feet. “She’s burning up.”

“I’ll get water and cool cloths,” said Zimtyna. “It’s not the fire fever, is it?”

“I hope not.”

Fire fever could be lethal. Auli struggled to drink from a cool glass; it seemed the liquid entered her being only to exacerbate the itching. She scratched furiously, slept, dreamed of those upward-flowing cascades rending her skin, for they turned into Dragons’ talons, and she scratched again. And again. More, deeper, harder …

“Don’t, sweet petal. You’re making yourself bleed.” Zimtyna pushed her hands down.

“Ahhh, I must …”

“No!”

The dreams returned with the pounding of drenching rain. Immense. A deluge beyond imagination. The prickling beneath her skin was like acidic trails worming up and down her limbs and beneath her flanks; even up into her armpits. Unbearable! She scratched like a madwomen, gouging long trails along her skin as though she needed to tear out whatever was rising within her, coalescing and squirming and growing in its power, and the strength of the magic rising within her redoubled in the face of her terror and pain. There was a battle rising within her flesh, one in which her sanity would be the loser. Scrape! Rub! Scrabble, grate, bite … she used the basket-weave bedframe like a Dragon with a scale mite infestation, now, wanting nothing more than to flay her own skin.

“Can we summon Qualiana?” Chamzu worried.

“No chance,” said another voice. Nurse Imzulkia? “It’s some kind of fearsome rash, I think. We’ll have to lash her to the bedframe. Get me ropes. Quickly.”

Torrential rains swept her away. Thunder crashed above the caldera; fat tropical raindrops drummed against the crysglass, the beating suddenly changing into a clattering sound as hail lashed the Halls of the Dragons. Upward she strived. Outward. The immense craving to flower compressed back down within her soul as the ward-protections flared darkly, rebuffing her need and crushing her beneath the force of their immutable denial.

The magic writhed.

Hands gripped her wrists. “Tie her. Quickly, the poor mite – I wish I knew what ailed …”

“No!”

“Hold her, Master Chamzu!”

“Too … strong!”

Somebody sat upon her thin chest. Rope scalded her flesh, trapping her arms. Auli-Ambar reacted as if she had been burned. All the roaring. A cloudburst of pain and fear. The excruciation of her flesh as magic battled within her; she heard a voice bellowing with a sound that never should have emerged from a Human throat, “GET OFF ME!”

She threw the person off with the strength of insanity.

Rising, she tore a rope off her right wrist as if it were the thinnest of reeds, and stumbled through the hands. None could hold her now. Out into the corridor. Needing the water. The inundation of her soul’s inmost desire.

KAAABOOM!!

A crack of thunder twisted up her limbs. Auli fell. She heard voices crying out behind and before, but she thrust to her feet and scrambled away blindly, racing for the outer doors. It felt as if her pumping arms and legs were sheathed in fine filaments of heated metal. With the last shred of reason left to her, she skidded to a halt out there in the downpour.

Coolness.

She turned her face to the sky. Liquid gushed over her head and into her ears and down her upraised hands. Yet whatever she had expected, or whatever pinnacle of destiny the magic had aspired to, did not happen. There was a yawning space within her and a sense of grievous loss.

Auli wept.

If only that awareness of the watery dream, or her affinity with a destiny of which she had only the faintest inkling, could have been realised. Instead, fear had locked it all away. Why was she cursed like this? Could the enchantment of water not have cleansed her blindness, just washed it away with the simplicity of that most miraculous and life-giving of substances?

Hands clasped her shoulders. Chamzu said gently, “Away from the edge, Auli. Come, girl. You’re mad with the fever.”

“Look!” Zimtyna cried in wonderment. “Look, the scratches are already healing up … it’s the rain!”

“This is a magical affliction, isn’t it, Nurse?” said the Master.

“Something passing strange,” she said, sounding as if a feral Dragon’s breath had just tickled her spine.

Darkness pressed in against her mind. Auli breathed, “Passing? Aye, it passed on …”

And would this magic ever return? How could it exist when chains bound the waters of her soul; how could she even think in these terms? Water held no special terrors, did it? And the storm was just a storm, its downpour not performing any crazy, gravity-defying somersaults. Yet she could not help but imagine she had been snatched away from the cusp of something extraordinary.

Nothing to fear, save herself.


Chapter 10: An Unholy Liaison

Surrounded as I was by the colour-crammed world of sighted people, and with the blithe observations of those who enjoyed tint and shadow, texture and hue in every aspect of their lives, it took me forever to learn that grief was the emotion of no colour. Even my perpetual darkness seemed present, whereas grief denoted absence. It was blacker than blackness itself. Like a subtle disease, it leached all colour out of emotions and moments, out of the very marrow of life itself, until I came to recognise that grief was the greatest thief of all.

None can resist its cruel paw; none are spared. I wish I had never learned this lesson.

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Personal Diary, Leaf 78

Within a week Qualiana was back a-paw, but she guarded her single remaining egg with an air of near-madness that put even Sapphurion on edge. Auli-Ambar alone could enter their roost because she was female, Human and trusted. She cared for the Dragoness, cleaned up behind her and replaced furs and cushions where necessary, and laid out a temporary bed for Sapphurion in the main living chamber. He would not suffer workmen to touch the ruined crysglass windows, seeming to feel the urge to be on guard twenty-seven hours per day.

Their heartache was immeasurable. It could only be given space and allowed to run its course, Master Chamzu advised, and in this situation, a girl with the gift of invisibility was the perfect channel.

In silence, she carried out her routine tasks. Auli removed choice cuts of meat uneaten and changed the fresh spring water daily, finding many willing hands outside the roost to make light her work – but woe betide the unwary foot that might step beyond that threshold! The single time this happened, Sapphurion flew into such a mighty rage that he injured himself on the broken crysglass.

Auli-Ambar wept for them both, for the rift that yawned between lifelong mates and the sorrow that nigh extinguished their fires; aye, even the fires of Dragons.

* * * *

The third week after Qualiana’s recovery, Master Chamzu advised, “See if Sapphurion will hear a little news of the Dragon Council, Auli. Matters are reaching a critical state. I will not provide details unless he asks, but please urge him.”

Back in the roost, Auli said, “O Sapphurion, would you hear word –”

“NO!”

His thunder plucked Auli up and slammed her to the ground. Ooooh …

Dragon paws stood over her; the girl lay prone with a shattering headache and heard, for the first time, Qualiana shift away from her egg. Scales rasped against the inner doorframe. There was a silence laden with communication she could neither see nor hear, but Auli was convinced something important passed between the Dragoness poised at the edge of that uncrossable divide and the male Dragon standing over her. Spitting a curse in Dragonish laced with self-shame indicators, Sapphurion stumped over to the far side of the roost chamber and threw himself down with a thump that must have been heard across the caldera.

Auli limped off to have a deep cut on her skull seen to.

The following week, Chamzu said, “Please, Auli-Ambar, you must prevail upon Sapphurion to listen, to at least attend the Council!”

Unspeaking, she touched the bandage covering her head. Sixteen stitches behind the right ear, Master Chamzu. Sixteen.

“Tell him that Razzior, that smooth-tongued fiend, is inciting Andarraz to open rebellion. And Captain Ra’aba is gathering power and popularity across Fra’anior. Matters between him and Chalcion will come to a head, I’m warning you!”

How came she alone to hold the ear canals of a mighty Dragon Elder? Winds strange and fey blew across this caldera, these days.

Nonetheless, she bowed in his direction and said, “Master, I shall so endeavour.”

“Endeavour not to have him swat you like a bug,” Chamzu wisecracked.

Auli considered this. With great dignity, she said, “Master, what I’ll more likely die from is tedium resulting from your terrible jokes.”

Leaving him gasping in her wake – what a wicked feeling – Auli embarked on her doomed mission. She arrived at the Dragon Elders’ roost precisely on time, as usual, at the strike of the third hour after suns-rise. Receiving a fresh load of meat from Su’izyan’s hand, she entered via the protected rear entrance, having only to hum a brief ditty to evade the portal magic by now. Perhaps Sapphurion had eased his strictures?

She would dare. Today, she was a new girl. Brave, bold, brassy Auli.

Obtrusive Auli.

Humming as if to herself, she prepared two of the huge bowls these Dragons ate from and then dragged them out on mats, one by one – a technique she had learned from, rather sadly, studying a scroll on the proper cleaning of Dragon roosts in two hundred and sixty-seven easy steps. Literally. Auli smirked. And she thought she could scrollworm with the best of them? Gently, she sang about Sapphurion’s limp paws as she removed the nibbled-upon end of a ralti haunch from his unheeding grasp and pulled a fresh bowl beneath his nose.

She said, Arise, mighty Dragon, and fill thy belly, for thy foes grow no less in number, and thy days no younger.

Is this the hour for Sankizzor Stonehide? he grumbled. You try my patience, girl.

And you, mine.

No! Flustered tongue-idiocy! Auli-Ambar shuddered as his fire eyes lit upon her. She imagined them filling with baleful flame; certainly, his ire was an emotion that heated her skin from a disturbingly close range. She clutched the Red Dragon so violently, its talons drew blood from her palm. Beg forgiveness … for this was no way for any Human to speak to a Dragon Elder, least of all a blind cleaning girl. The difference in hierarchy and power was incalculable. She knew she had overstepped the mark long before his response arrived.

The huge Sapphire snarled, You are no Dragoness to bait me, little flame. Doubtless Master Chamzu has his fawning little lackey running his errands for him. Spit out his message before you run along. What does your Master wish I knew?

She swallowed hard. That was downright nasty, and the Dragon Elder knew it. Steadily, she recounted Chamzu’s exact words, including the bug-swatting comment.

There was a creaking sound nearby – the sound of his massive knuckles clenching dangerously, she realised. Then, the bellows-like panting of an incensed Dragon. His fires roared higher. Higher. The Sapphire Dragon paced away with ponderous, ground-shaking steps, but she knew his regard was upon her. The keen attention, the madness, of a supreme predator. Crunching, crushing sounds ground against her ears. He was tearing up the specially magic-hardened stone flooring, his ire swelling as prodigiously as the heat simmering over her now, as though someone had opened a forge door … the Dragon groaned, loudly and long, and suddenly, Qualiana’s cry rang out with a trumpet-like blast:

“Get out!” And again in Dragonish, Sapphurion, she’s not to blame! Auli – RUN!

GET OOOOOOUUTTT!! Sapphurion’s roar – his famously Storm-powered battle challenge – picked her up bodily and flung her through the kitchen door, but thankfully Auli smacked into a sackful of heavy slabs of ralti rump steak, left there for removal.

Ah, she moaned, picking herself up with due regard for any limbs that might have been left behind. Sapphurion, I’m so sorry …

Acrid smoke seared her nostrils. Auli heard the furnace of his belly fires strike a pitch of insane fury; the cushions and bedding she had left for him popping and crackling as, she deduced, the Dragon slowly spun about on his paws, incinerating everything in his roost as he cried in a great, throbbing voice, What do they want of me? What does it matter? They’re dead. Dead, MY EGGLINGS! DEAD!

RUN, CHILD!! Qualiana screamed.

GET OUT! he crashed. GET OUT AND NEVER COME BACK!!

Her scream was the wail of song she needed to pass through his barrier. Auli-Ambar found herself sprawling in the corridor outside, panting and trembling violently; gentle hands drew her away from the Elders’ roost, and the voice and arms of Zimtyna comforted her.

* * * *

Early the second morning following her disastrous attempt to stand up to Sapphurion, Auli-Ambar returned from the Dragon Library, slowly wringing out her aching hands. Reading was hard on the wrists, especially those very wide Dragon tomes. She had spent two nights and a day reading about draconic grief and the feral state. Now she was armed with knowledge which she had no idea how to use. Nor did she know if it would work.

Sapphurion had kicked her out. Rightly. His final bellow rang in her ears, And never come back!

No other could.

That was, in a nutshell, a rather inconvenient turn of events. She might sing another person or Dragon through. In the doing, she’d doom them. Auli counted levels carefully as she meandered back to her chambers, but the path was very familiar to her now. Ablutions. A little fruit. An hour spent sitting cross-legged on her bed, thinking about what it must be to see flowers be born, grow, swell into a bud, unfurl to the blazing suns and finally die. How a blind person could see much, yet see nothing at all. There were no answers.

Her steps turned to the corridors.

Down to the kitchens. “One freshly slaughtered cliff goat, preferably a kid, please.”

They must bring animals in by the Dragonship-load to feed the capacious maws of this community. Where did all the bones go? For that matter, what about all the waste?

Gamely sailing off the Isle of Sanity, she lugged the freshly garotted young beast up one thousand four hundred and fifteen steps to the fifth level. Partway, Auli had to rest. Even a smallish goat dragged at her arms and shoulders as though it had breakfasted on lead for all the days of its life under the suns.

Craning her neck slightly, Auli sniffed the air. This was not the twelfth level as she had assumed. She must have lost count. She was not lost, but neither was she found – not yet. Sighted people had no need of level counters, but she could sorely have done with a simple plaque or chisel mark at each level to touch with her fingertips. Instead, she had to rely upon memory and instinct. Tiny clues. Chips in steps and smells and typical sounds … ha!

Auli frowned. What had she just heard?

She was just about to shake her head and move on when her perceptive ears caught for a second time, a woman’s cry – pain, not passion. No. Not right! Toting the flaccid goat, she trotted down a passageway, trying to orient herself and track the cry at the same time. The sound was oddly muffled.

Oh no. She ran. Blam!

Wards! Thankfully the goat more than her outstretched elbow took the worst of the electrical discharge, but she buzzed as if she had been struck by lightning. Her teeth smarted. These must be visitor roosts or rooms, she was not sure which, but Auli-Ambar swiftly hummed several bars from her favourite chain-breaking ballad and raced on through. Her fingers trailed the unfamiliar walls urgently. Pray nothing lay on the ground to trip her up. A man must be beating a woman, she thought, and remembering all the blows she had suffered, she could not bear it. Never again! Sick bastard! Maybe if she shouted at him, he’d take fright and stop.

A sharp burst of song won her through a doorway. Auli slammed headlong into a storage shelf. Mohili flour and dried flambas herb gushed over her head. Her teeth gashed her lip. The Human visitor rooms had a different layout to what she was used to! Feeling about her for the door that would open onto the main chamber, Auli yelled, “Leave her alone!”

Stunned silence.

Encouraged by the stillness; maddened as the woman’s sobbing rose afresh, Auli stampeded through the kitchen area like a rampaging Dragon and promptly measured her length over a tubular bin, probably used for storage, and half-rolled half-scrambled through into what she took for a lounge area, for her hands and shoulders brushed closely-fitted fur rugs on her way to a bruising encounter with the leg of a heavy table.

“You!” hissed a man.

“Get out!” Auli shouted. “You get out of this place!”

Steel hissed silkily against leather. Then, chilling laughter congealed her very marrow. She knew that voice. Ra’aba. She knew his scent; the stench of his malice, but to her confusion it was mingled with a powerful hint of the Orange Dragon’s burned-umber presence. A fully-grown Dragon could not possibly fit within the confines of this chamber. It was far too compact. The smell was wrong, like damp, mildewed carpets smouldering beneath the attack of cupric flame.

Auli-Ambar cocked her head, trying desperately to pinpoint Ra’aba’s position, but his feet were utterly noiseless upon the soft fur carpeting.

He sneered, “Let’s see. Fra’anior Cluster’s premier swordsman pitted against a blind girl. Who will win?”

Now, it was Auli who heard herself whimper. Whispers of Ra’aba’s reputation had reached even her ears. He was a dueller. A killer. A man quicker with the blade, no-one had ever seen. Rumours could never have frightened her, though, as much as this man’s aura. It infused the entire room, making dark, fiery tongues of flame flicker through her mind. Effortlessly, the timbre of his voice flayed the courage from her bones, leaving just the core of Auli quivering in the open, as if all she was lay naked to his gaze, and she recognised a different kind of magic coiling about her now. His magic.

He was far more than a mere soldier.

Instinct kicking in long before thought, she pitched her voice at the Fra’aniorian man:

Pirate foul, thou darkest foe,

Blade rise up and strike with woe!

“Whaaa –” Ra’aba bellowed. Tzoig! Ting! Clang!

At the same time, the woman cried out sharply in a tongue unlike any Auli had ever heard before, full of gutturals heavily mangled in the throat.

The man roared, “What the – freaking volcanic hells!”

Auli-Ambar had no idea what had happened, but it sounded to her as if his own blade had turned around and attacked the Captain. He grunted as though he had fallen against furniture. A pottery vase smashed on the stone floor. Then a volley of animalistic snarls erupted nearby as a full-scale battle broke out, a clash of hissing power and heavy blows and the stench of pungent smoke mingled with ozone filled her nostrils, of man and woman laying into each other with unbelievable animosity. She tried to sing again, anything to break the man’s concentration.

Suddenly, Ra’aba began to laugh. Deep, powerful belly laughter shook the room, as though a Dragon’s voice thundered out of a Human throat. His power plucked Auli up as if she were a toy, snuffing out her voice and slamming her against cool crysglass. Her heels kicked haplessly against the cool, slick surface.

“Attack me, would you?” he thundered. “Feel my power, child. Choke on my power!”

Auli’s body juddered as a band of nothingness tightened about her throat. Her hands scrabbled and scratched at the throttling sensation, but it was as though invisible, slippery vines entangled her windpipe. She could not breathe! She dangled as if from a clamp affixed around her neck, which twisted her jaw and cut off the blood supply.

Blood pounded through her ears, creating stabbing pains. Through the mayhem, she heard the woman screech in Eastern tones, “Taste this, Ra’aba!”

“Aaarggh, you vixen!”

The battle exploded afresh, shaking her body like a green-fanged rat dangling from a rajal’s lethally playful jaws. The sounds were indescribable. Bestial roaring. Crackling energies striking between battle cries, both male and female. Concussive blasts, as if the pair smashed each other with Dragons’ paws rather than Human fists. Now came a demented shrieking that threatened to drive talons of magic through her head. Agony gripped her temples! Auli struck back! She must help the woman – Azziala. Of course, it was the mysterious visitor, Azziala! Where had she disappeared?

Yet, she was helpless. Her pathetic little voice lilted only about her own ears. Ra’aba’s magic had cut off her air and she felt herself fading even as she reached out in desperation, farther than ever before, crying, Help me!

The roaring in her ears intensified, becoming overwhelming. Billows of Island-shaking thundering consumed her, yet somehow did not destroy the vessel. Instead, they restored her sanity. For an unknowable space, the mighty, faraway roaring seemed to buoy her along as a body carried through storm waves lashing a terrace lake, yet her soul was inviolable.

A thunderous voice shook her soul. At last what was hidden hath been revealed. Who art thou?

Auli … Auli-Ambar …

She could not have resisted. With all of her being, Auli hearkened to the almighty presence looming like what she imagined thunderclouds must be, harbinger of the storm. His consuming fires were, conversely, comfort. Surcease. Protection from the conflicting magical powers ravaging the chamber.

Minutes passed. Auli sensed the time was short, even though her consciousness wanted to shriek that she had been battered for hours. She must surely long since have been strangulated by Ra’aba’s puissant attack. Without warning, the power released its grip. Auli dropped. Her knees collapsed and the girl found herself sprawled against the rough metal-tipped toe of a soldier’s boot.

“Ah-ha-haaarrrgh!” Ra’aba chortled, sounding so much like Razzior in that moment that Auli’s mind tricked her into believing that it was a Dragon’s paw that stomped across the back of her neck now, grinding her cheek against rank boot leather. “Grovel, child. You with your wretched spark of magic – you can never stand against the likes of me.” Leaning over her, he snarled brutishly, “I have torn all I needed from this Eastern Enchantress, despite your interference, and if you ever speak of this, girl …”

The sole of his boot ground harder and harder, rolling across the nerve point behind her ear. Auli almost blacked out, but again, the inner roaring seemed to sustain her. A hand twisted into the back of her tunic and swept her into the air with strength born of unbelievable malevolence, while a second gripped her hair to tilt her face upward. She realised he must be glaring at her, but that was pointless to a blind girl.

Hot spittle flecked her face as he hissed, “You saw nothing. Heard nothing. You are dirt, girl, less than the dirt beneath my boot. But if I ever hear one breath –” he shook her violently from side to side “– so much as one breath out of you, I will hurt you in ways you could not begin to imagine. I will tear you apart, slowly and to my great satisfaction. Understood?”

She believed him with all of her heart. Auli thought she had whined a reply, but what lived in her mind was dark, beautiful flame.

“Good!”

A casual flick of his hands flung her toward where Azziala lay, sobbing. Auli landed in a heap, too shocked even to cry. She just lay there like a discarded cleaning rag. Alive, and she did not know how.

Boots stomped out of the room.

* * * *

A long time later, Auli-Ambar suddenly realised that the woman was laughing. Laughing! Rolling on the floor by the sounds she made, cackling hysterically.

If she had been shocked and traumatised by what went before, this was a hundred times worse.

She groaned, “Azziala …”

“Fools, the both of you!” she shrieked, her voice cutting like a whetted blade. “You thought to help me? You’re a reed, girl, weaker than a storm-bruised reed, and your magic is nothing. It’s pitiable. I robbed that foolish, Dragon-touched Enchanter of all that I wanted. I took it! I won! Despite your interference, you shrivelling cretin, I ripped the magic from the very nadir of his wicked soul – and he will pay for this. He, and all of you, will pay for what I have suffered … how I suffered …”

Again, her triumphal voice fell away to sobbing. Despairing. Azziala whispered, “Look at what you’ve made me do. Will it never be enough?”

And as if replying to herself, a shrill, sickly tone snickered back, “I have done what is necessary to raise our flame to prominence. You are a vessel both feeble and unworthy. You must deal with the child, now.”

“She has an impervious mind,” said Azziala.

Auli-Ambar felt as if she had swallowed a vial of poison, such was the malefic fire that spread through her limbs now as she realised there were two voices speaking from within one woman. Which was Azziala? She must have a mental illness. Her research had only scratched the surface of Human and draconic mental illnesses, grounded in complex physical or magical imbalance, but she knew of conditions which might manifest different personalities and even be unaware of each other’s existence. Some magical disorders presented in a cyclical or seasonal expression of symptoms, but the rationale loosely referred to as ‘Moons madness’ was thus far poorly investigated.

Too much. She wanted to scream, to break down, to flee, but she was unable. All she could do was quiver as the powerful Enchantress bent over her, gripping Auli’s malformed jaw with her hand. Azziala stripped the cloth away, snarling, “If you had seen, child, I would have killed you – crushed you like the bug you are. You almost spoiled everything, all my months of painstaking plotting and scheming. But I am stronger than you can ever imagine, bending even the likes of Ra’aba’s awesome power to my thrall, and now I have the lore of sanguistarn-mortha’a in my grasp. Remember the name of Azziala, child! Remember it well, for I shall live on the stage of history forever!”

Cruel fingers dug into the girl’s cheeks. “I use my beauty to triumph. But you – you were born an accursed creature. How ghastly you are, child, how accursed by birth and form and existence. Yet this outer ugliness is only a marker of the twisted, deformed soul within.”

“No,” Auli-Ambar gasped. How could she be so pitiless?

Pain bored into her temples as an unseen force tried to burrow into her mind. The roaring swelled again, somehow negating the attack. “You will forget all that transpired, save the abiding awareness that you are accursed. Wretched girl. Run. Flee. My curse will sink its talons into your immortal soul, and nothing you can do will save you, for your name will be forgotten upon all Isles and live only as a profanity spawned of darkness, a scourge upon the fears and nightmares of children everywhere!”

Azziala shoved her away. “Run. Run away, and never bother me again.”

* * * *

Auli-Ambar fled, chased it seemed by the abhorrent mirth of Azziala’s intertwined persons, that burned ears now bereft of rational thought. Never had she felt blinder. Littler. Ravaged by all she had experienced, she fled headlong into familiar arms almost outside of the roost, it seemed, or in that very tunnel.

“Girl, what’s the matter?” Hands shook her shoulders.

“Su – uh, Su’izyan?”

“Unholy … what’s the matter? What happened to – what was your name again?”

“Nothing.” Auli shifted the goat, that stupid dead beast Azziala had thrust into her arms, to better cover her mucus-leaking nostrils. “I – fifth level. Have to … work.”

“Can I help you, Auli?”

Why was she even here? Su’izyan always covered the more illustrious Dragon Roosts, the lower numbers higher up … or did she even remember correctly? Her thoughts were fogged. All she heard was roaring and screaming and vile words shrivelling her soul. Everything felt unclean. Azziala’s touch. Ra’aba’s threats. His power clamping her neck to the window, the sickening stench of his sweat in her nostrils. She could never erase these impressions from her mind. Even her blindness had not protected her, for she had felt, heard and smelled so much, and then the woman – that hateful, perverse woman – had touched her mouth and cursed her afresh …

“Fifth level.”

“Oh, are you lost?”

Auli wanted to scream. The twisted concern in Su’izyan’s voice! Was she in league with Ra’aba or Azziala? Both? “Please … just fifth …”

Beasts, all of them!

“Islands’ sakes, wipe your nose and cover up. Here. We’re on ninth. I’ll help you, Auli.”

She could not escape this snake in Human clothing fast enough. Everything about Su’izyan’s manner rang false. Auli’s legs pumped up the stairs, but her feet were so numb she kept stumbling and apologising. She left the girl with unseemly haste, her unwelcome platitudes falling upon deaf ears as she rushed along the tunnel. Her fingertips burned against the hard, inclusion-stippled granite. Auli found herself welcoming the pain. Anything was better than having to think or process or feel. Anything at all.

She charged recklessly into the roost and slammed into Sapphurion’s paw. Auli swayed. The goat fell at her feet. Now … this? His knuckles barred the way, fury radiating from the Dragon like heat from a cooking bonfire. Perhaps it was her sheer effrontery that saved her hide.

In a voice burry with disbelief, Sapphurion snarled, “Girl, are you deaf as well as blind? What – whatever has possessed you …”

Auli wished she were an ant to scuttle away beneath his notice. She rasped, “Something terrible has happened.” He must understand. He must see.

“I expressly forbade you entry!”

The combination of his fisted paws slamming down either side of her shivering body and a thundering blast from ten feet overhead smashed her to her knees. Auli-Ambar burst into tears. Her crying was not a pretty thing. It was thin sobs bubbling from her ruined mouth and rivers of mucus that wet her face veil, but she could not hold back anymore. There was too much bottled up in her heart.

Sobbing brokenly, she folded up over the carcass of the goat, her forehead bunting against his lowest knuckle. “Share … fresh kill … noble Dragon?”

“Fresh kill?”

Her shared-grief offering. Her apology. This was how the scrolls said it must be done, and the high-pitched squeal of the huge Dragon’s surprise might have, on another day, been hilarious.

Sapphurion demanded, “You’re offering me fresh kill? You?”

The ugly, broken girl just bawled.

SPEAK!

Words finally tore free from her heart. Auli babbled, “Someone has to care for you, noble Sapphurion. Someone has to clean up your droppings and bind your wounds when you cannot – there’s no other, don’t you see? You’ve driven everyone else away! And I’m sorry for you, so sorry for you and your precious egglings, and I know you hate everyone and everything under the suns right now, and you can’t see past your own muzzle for the blindness of grief, but when I needed you – when I screamed for you in the darkest hour of my need – you were never there for me! You’ve never … been … there. Never!”

Bloody, raw silence.

The steely touch of his fore-talon to her bent neck made Auli flinch. It quivered with the vehemence of Sapphurion’s emotions as he said, evidently trying to gentle his grief-madness, “A Dragon should be true to his word, little fire, but … whoever are you talking about?”

How could she begin to articulate the pustulent spillage of her deepest anguish?

Auli-Ambar, crooned Qualiana’s voice.

She sensed the great Sapphire Dragon turning his muzzle to regard his mate, for his breath ceased broiling the back of her neck. Mine … thou canst not … aaaah!

A susurration of scales crossed the roost, a pure, liquid sound of scale rubbing against scale with a sound like soft windsong stirring mysterious waters. As that sound neared them, the furnace roar of Sapphurion’s fires mellowed and changed character to an astonishing degree, transforming into a melody of ardent desire-of-love – making a girl blush with their import. Phew! Was this what Dragons called fire love? So many notes contained in one, sensual, beautiful, prodigiously expansive expression of affection … the pressure of Sapphurion’s talon lifted off her neck.

Qualiana fluted, Go tend our egg, o fire of my fires.

From all she knew of Dragon lore, this offer was unprecedented. Unthinkable, even. Although tales of feral females abandoning their clutches were not uncommon, a brooding female of right-fires would never leave her clutch. Not for a second.

Sapphurion seemed to have forgotten how to work his legs. The silence between the two Dragons was a suns-dappled pool, a place of profundity and reflection and tranquillity, and Auli shivered at the echoes playing within her soul. Even amidst the most shattering grief and loss, a talon tap of beauty had just tiptoed into their lives, and its freshness was exquisite.

He breathed, Thou …

Our shell-son needs thee, thou dazzling flame of mine third heart. Qualiana’s voice held a smile like dawn’s own fires. His shell-spoken name is Grandion.

He is Grandion? Sapphurion burbled in wonder.

Scales creaked and rubbed against each other with a leathery-metallic rustling sound. Auli pictured a draconic caress. Then, the male Dragon’s paw beats receded and a mothering paw curled about the foetal ball of the shattered girl’s body, drawing her to a Dragoness’ bosom.

Qualiana said, Tell me everything.


Chapter 11: Awaken the Dawn

Awakening between two mighty Dragons was an experience Auli-Ambar knew she would never forget. To one side, the cadenced booming of Sapphurion’s hearts-beat set her entire body throbbing; to the other, the subtler, more intricate beat she recognised as Qualiana’s signature rhythm played its intricate, never-ceasing song. Dragon scholars had proposed that every Dragon had a unique hearts-signature, and this theory remained unchallenged even with respect to the closest of egg siblings. She realised that the Dragons must have been talking about her, for the song of their fires and the pulsating of their hearts modulated the very instant she shifted slightly, coming fully awake.

As if she were continuing a conversation to which Auli had not been party, Qualiana said, Perhaps it is truly said that the smallest fires are also the whitest. We Dragons value greatness of heart fires. I wonder if Fra’anior might not have included Humans in that ancient lore. It is said that Humans were created as delicate fire blossoms swirling amongst the world-shaping fires of his breath, that the artistry of his mighty talons painted souls in that greatest of conflagrations.

Oh, Sapphurion rumbled. I thought Humans were forged from the dust between his talons.

No, I definitely understood modified frogs’ legs, suggested the Dragoness.

Spit and pollen.

Clay baked together with terrace lake weed for the hair and a glaze of pure mischief.

A talon tip prodded Auli’s flank gently. Trouble evidently comes in the daintiest packages. Arise with the dawn, Auli Trouble-Paws.

Dragon – Sapphurion! the girl gasped, giggling sleepily. Uh, I’m awake now.

The Dragoness said, He’s just excited about becoming a shell-father soon, aren’t you, Sapphurion?

The way she crooned his name made Auli blush all over again. True-fires love. Did she detect a special nuance relating to roost love, that form of love expressed in the bond between two mated Dragons? The heat in their inner chamber had just jumped appreciably. Draconic spices swirled about her in thick waves of cinnamon, rose, tarragon, saccharine incense and seared jalkwood.

She supposed Human marriage must be similar.

Sapphurion said, I need to … to return to the living fires, and to the Council, but I’m not sure how. O radiance of mine whitest fires, open to me the wisdom of your hearts.

The Dragons tossed the problem back and forth for an appreciable length of time. Sapphurion was concerned about an immediate challenge to his authority, an act the influential Green Andarraz had evidently been contemplating for seasons, if not years. It was draconic to attack in a moment of weakness. This behaviour was acceptable, even expected. The huge Sapphire was in no condition to enter the required single combat, for he was severely weakened following his weeks of self-imposed isolation and poor eating. He did not know the tenor of the Council’s fires – who might stand for him, and who against. If many stood against, his return could prove deadly, and his eggling might be left without a shell-father.

“That’s barbaric,” Auli said, then clapped a hand to her mouth as she realised she had spoken aloud.

“We’re Dragons,” said Sapphurion, as if that constituted sufficient explanation. “Well, you’ve heard our opinions. What would you advise, Auli?”

“Me?”

“You offered a grief treaty of fresh kill. That means you intended to speak wisdom into my life.” She began to wriggle and protest, but Sapphurion snorted, “Oh, hush! I did not mean the type of wisdom that allows you to point out that you have swept up even my droppings of late. Your life seems steeped in Dragon lore, o flame-hearted Auli, so much so that my mate assures me you experience lucid visions of the Fireborn, and furthermore, you alone exhibit the audacity to quote Sankizzor Stonehide at me in an attempt to move my paws!”

She spluttered incoherently.

“We Dragons have a saying,” Sapphurion chuckled massively. The quieter the fires, the deeper a Dragon should listen. “So, tell me about these subtle, most mysterious fires. This is my inner Council. Speak.”

“But, mighty Dragon, what shall I do about –”

“One paw before the next!”

Auli slumped against Qualiana’s flank with a tiny, most unexpected chortle of laughter at his censure. Maybe Sapphurion was right. She did not want to see the great Sapphire killed. Frowning as if she contemplated an invisible assassin’s talon spearing toward Sapphurion’s hearts – which it already had, she realised, given the cowardly attack on his mate and his egglings – she tried to listen within herself for any wisdom she might offer to help he who ruled the Island-World’s Dragons.

The same Dragon who had just expressed trepidation about stepping outside of his own roost; who had lost so much.

Did she sense that uncanny surveillance again? Near or far? Protection or portent? No, all she heard was a distant thundering in her ears. It must be Auli’s own special brand of shrinking Isles-violet, she decided. Nothing gave her the right to speak into this Dragon’s life, save that he had demanded it. Maybe she should just impale her worthless self upon his talon now, and save everyone the bother.

Ashamed of her demoralised thoughts, she searched deeper.

The Dragons waited with that inscrutable patience that seemed to come so easily to their kind. She wondered if they were communicating in some strange Dragon way, for their patterns of breathing, fires, scent and hearts-beat modulated from moment to moment as if responding to an unheard tempo of conversation. At length an idea settled into her mind, and before her so-called nerve could execute its usual trick of fleeing to hide beneath a bush in a useless, quivering lump of mush, she let it pop out.

Auli said, “Were you aware that Saggaz Thunderdoom’s personal writings reveal that he struggled with dark-fires of depression and even psychosis, all the days of his life under the suns?”

“No,” said Qualiana.

“No …” Sapphurion purred.

Unsure if she was heading in the right direction, Auli expounded, “I found reference in Saggaz’s writings when we were searching for your cure, noble Qualiana. Then, I set the idea aside, but it intrigued me because in the ballads he’s always portrayed as so mighty in battle. Almost invincible. That reference noted he wrote much about dark-fires of grief and depression, and quoted from his writings several sayings comparing the two emotions in ways I, at least, found helpful – for I have struggled against my inner doubts and darkness … well, for as long as I can remember.”

Qualiana’s purring deepened appreciably.

“Last week, Head Librarian Sazutharr found a very ancient copy of those writings in one of the archives. I’ve been helping him preserve and recopy the text because I can read without needing to touch crumbling scrolleaf, and even ink which has faded away completely as his record has, leaves stains on the leaf which I am able to detect.”

“Anyways, forgive me for presenting details which must be of little interest to mighty Dragon Elders. Pressing on to the actual point I was trying to make –” Auli sensed the Dragons exchanging amused glances overhead “– after Saggaz lost his mate Thylariss to the attack of a feral Dragon, he mourned most acutely . He found himself unable to move from her deathbed for two weeks. He realised that his Dragonwing had scattered meantime, following other leaders and abandoning him to the rajals and the windrocs. Do you know what happened next?”

Sapphurion made a dissenting noise.

“Well, the ballads put it like this.” Auli-Ambar sang quietly:

Bestriding boiling thunderheads, the Thunderdoom arose,

His roar a trump of thunder,

Like wingéd lightning his mighty paw,

Struck the skies asunder!

“My little flame, that was a battle,” Qualiana objected.

“So it was, noble Qualiana,” Auli agreed. “But Saggaz’s personal record reveals upon what emotions his seminal conquest was founded, the triumph by which he united every Dragon who flew against him or cast them to their doom. He rose in the power of his grief, and none could stand against.”

Sapphurion’s breath soughed around her in a spicy windstorm, before he whispered, She’s saying … o, what white-fires insight dwells in such thoughts! Where shall I –

Upon the rim wall, suggested Qualiana.

On the far side from the celestial observatory, Auli put in hastily.

The huge Sapphire and his Red mate’s laughter detonated upon her ears in concert. Why?

She suggested, Because I’ve heard it said that a certain Dragon Elder of Gi’ishior commands the mightiest thunder beneath the five Moons, and that his voice, when roused, rivals that of Fra’anior himself. I should not want you to cause too much damage when you proclaim who is Lord of Gi’ishior. Auli inclined her head diffidently, burning pleasantly at the combined laughter of the Dragons. My Lord Dragon, let every Dragon quiver and bend the wing before the raging infernos of thy grief!

Auli … his talon knuckle stroked her cheek ever so tenderly, as if she were a fragile vase he were afraid of cracking with one false move. Verily, Ra’aba mistook thee. What he saw for dirt, art treasure beyond price or ken.

* * * *

When Sapphurion winged aloft, it was with belaboured strokes but majestic mien – Auli knew it for a fact. No eyes were needed to see the transformation in that Dragon’s heart. She need only hearken to the astonished refrain of those who beheld him; to the soft, musical exclamations of the many Dragonkind gathered upon the porches and ledges outside of their roosts to exchange the traditional chorus of morning greetings.

Behold! Alert, Dragons! came the cries. Behold, it’s Sapphurion! Such splendour!

She knew when he took his regal stance upon the rim wall, for the hush he provoked was immediate. His gesture was symbolic, evoking the draconic spirit of dominance of the Island-World’s high places. Now, there was only a muted rustling of wings and hides as myriad Dragonkind congregated as if drawn forth by an invisible, inaudible signal. They waited.

At the touch of Qualiana’s paw, she processed to the cliff’s edge together with the Red Dragoness. Auli-Ambar’s scalp crawled with trepidation and wonder and knowing and grief. This was his defining moment.

MMOOOUURRRRNNNIINNGG!!

Sapphurion’s majestic, mournful bellowing shook the morning air as though thunder pealed within the caldera. Again and again, his long throat reverberated with the notes of his lamentation as the mighty Dragon poured forth the agony of his hearts’ loss; and the gathered Dragons began to respond with a soft, harmonious keening on minor notes and diminishing runs, creating an tonal quality so profoundly elegiac that every hair jolted erect on the nape of Auli’s neck. She stood amongst the fragrant zephyrs of dawn, and trembled for the sorrowing that resounded around the Halls of the Dragons. A shuddering of fires waxed within her soul, and she knew that Amaryllion’s regard turned once more upon her tiny life. She was afraid.

On and on went their song, and Qualiana raised her voice in a heartrending descant above her mate’s dolorous booming and the accompaniment of the Dragon chorus, and when her song ended, still Sapphurion stood aloft, unable or unwilling to end it. His voice was so raw, she thought her own heart must surely cease beating for the weight of sadness it endured.

Help him … help us, Auli, Qualiana whispered.

She quailed, but the Black Dragon’s presence was strong within her now. Perhaps Qualiana sensed that too. Auli said, Shield me from their sight, noble Qualiana. I mean, hide my song.

The Dragoness would understand. A grief-singing was a sacred moment for the Dragonkind. Nothing should be allowed to disturb it, least of all the piping notes of a Human girl.

I’ll do better than that, she promised.

Her clear melody tinkled like rain upon the draconic refrain as Auli-Ambar began to vocalise the tumultuous opening passage from the Ballad of Saggaz Thunderdoom:

’Twas a morn unlike any other,

’Twas a morn a Dragon’s heart to sunder,

The suns stood black upon crowning mount,

The waters froze in every fount.

Aaaa … ooo, the wind did moan …

MY GRIEF DOTH RAGE! The Sapphire Dragon shook every heart present with a thunderclap that momentarily drowned out her exhortation, which the attending Dragons had begun to pick up. The sound of their chorus was changing, Auli realised. Expectation, swelling. Talons, curling. Dragon hearts, pounding.

Beside Auli, Qualiana’s response was a thrilling purr of laughter. My mate flares his wings – o assuredly shalt the dawn awaken! And she urged the girl to sing with all of her heart. Sing him aloft, Auli. Sing him high!

Lifting her suddenly amplified voice, the girl launched into the second verse with strength she did not know she possessed:

Ah, Dragon Lord, the clouds thy splendid panoply,

Caustic winds of scarring war bestirréd,

The aeons-old bulwark did quake to verimost root.

With Dragons’ thunder shalt dawn’s portals be parted,

To the darkest, grieving rage of a fire-soul thwarted,

And he shall arise! Aye, he shall arise!

With a shock that made her heart zing to the stars and back, the Dragons responded in perfect refrain:

Thunderdoom! THUNDERDOOM!

Be the warp and weft of every loom,

Ascend with the suns, aye, ascend in majesty of yore,

Resplendent of scale and wing,

O Thunderdoom, our Thunderdoom!

As the Dragons continued to sing, Auli-Ambar realised that the vocal thunder of Sapphurion approached, belling out the third stanza together with the Dragons he ruled. He roared past, the wash of his passage like a punch to her gut.

Sapphurion thundered, DRAGON ELDERS! TO ME!

Without warning, Qualiana’s paw clamped down on her back and shoulders, trapping the girl’s head immovably in the armoured folds of her palm. With shuddering voice, she cried, Now is the hour, Auli-Ambar. I see … I see healing – o Onyx, strengthen mine paw!

And the very tips of her talons seemed to scratch the hard-shelled skin above Auli-Ambar’s eyes, but the pain that lanced deep was as though she had poured tendrils of liquid suns-light into the girl’s being. The pain was exquisite. It was unbearable and consuming and eerily beautiful.

All Auli remembered was thinking, I see colour! For the pain was white. She fell endlessly into mountains as white as the celebrated snow-capped tips of Immadia Island.

Then, even the whiteness faded.

* * * *

“Auli. Auli?” Auli, Auli, Auli …

She tried to swat the pesky voice. Go away, you stupid dragonet. At least, she imagined she spoke, but nothing emerged from her throat. That was one big dragonet. A massive dragonet. It was laughing so hard her world turned upside down, before righting itself with a horrid lurch.

“Auli, easy. Drink this.”

“Whaaaa … thwibble?” She sounded awful! Her words emerged, “Whath, a thtwaw?”

“Aye, a drinking pipette,” said the familiar voice. “Gently, now. Gently! I’ll tip water in. You say when.”

“Thwen fwot?” she managed. Oh, liquid! That was gorgeous. It might be spring water from beneath the Gi’ishior volcano, but it was cool nectar to a parched throat. “Uh … Thashkwion?”

The Dragon coughed indelicately. “Nurse Arkurion at your service, my lady.”

“Nuurth? Ha-ha … aaah!”

“You should stop trying to laugh at me. Nor should you speak. Whilst I appreciate that may be like trying to stop a waterfall from beneath with one’s paws –” Auli made a rude bubbling noise at him, for she was anything but talkative “– it really would be for the better, you see, because we performed the first operation on your mouth last night while you were unconscious.”

Oh. What? Without her permission, or say-so, or – flying ralti sheep, when had Arkurion arrived? Auli made a querying gesture with her forefinger.

“You’ve been unconscious for four days,” Arkurion explained at once. “After Qualiana performed a hasty and ill-advised – those are her words, Auli – magic-assisted operation on your eyes, which appears to have done more harm than good … ah, let’s roll back the scrolleaf. You are trouble!” She had the impression a very large fore-talon wagged beneath her ugly nose. Or had that changed, too? “I return from Tanstoy to discover some disrespectful dragonet apparently has the entire staff of the Dragon Library hopping to the tune of every twitch of her exceedingly tiny little finger! Furthermore, Qualiana assures me that you saved her life from poisoning. As if that were not sufficient mischief-making for one lifetime, you broke the hold of grief’s dark-fires upon none other than the Dragon Elder himself, and restored his authority – indeed, greater and more absolute authority than he ever enjoyed before! What do you have to say for yourself, young lady?”

“Nrugruth?”

“Nothing? By my wings, I should think so!”

Abruptly, Arkurion began to chuckle with a freedom that assured her he was very likely the only person in … her room? What? She listened very carefully. She tried to sniff the air, but there were bandages or something medicinal and astringent stuffed up her nose and all around its base. No hope. Her mouth tasted like a horrid combination of dry fungal rot and last week’s ralti stew which had been left to putrefy and brew up a fly-ridden stench of epic nastiness.

Yummy. Even that thought made her hungry.

“Weth mih?”

She had to try four times before he understood. “You’re in your bed, Auli-Ambar, located in the north-eastern corner of the main chamber of Master Chamzu’s roost, exactly two inches from either wall.” Brisk. Scholarly precision. Arkurion cleared his throat self-importantly. “His quarters are just about large enough for you to receive both draconic and Human visitors. I assure you there’s been quite a line. Young researchers from Tanstoy do not rate very highly in the draconic pecking order, unlike rascally Human teenagers, so I am reliably informed.”

Murr-murr-murr, she chuckled, a draconic expression of droll amusement she had learned recently.

“Hilarious. I’m rolling my eyes, in case you’re wondering. Not that we Dragons can, technically, roll our eyes. It’s the fires within that roll.”

Oh. Details she would never have thought to ask, which must be so obvious – blindingly obvious, for want of a useless expression – to a sighted person. She shifted her left hand gingerly. Roaring rajals, her face was one big bandage. Her upper mouth was swathed in all sorts of bits of soft medical wool and padding, and her eyes had been bandaged over too. No point in worrying about her appearance in that case. She could move right to wearing a sack over her head and spend the rest of her days mouldering away in a hermitage. Well, as long as it had a nice big library!

“Now, I am permitted to inform you of the following. One, your mouth operation proceeded passably well. With Qualiana’s magical help, the surgeon rebuilt part of the bridge of the upper gum, repositioned your teeth and closed your upper lip. That will feel very strange for a while, I suspect. The nose reconstruction is not complete, nor is the lay of the palette and the attendant skeletal structures entirely resolved, most especially not the lower jaw. We have not touched that as yet. We shall see how this heals first, and then undertake further operations if you are willing.”

Auli pointed at her eyes.

“Two. Qualiana opened your eyelids to reveal your eyes beneath. Now, I understand that it is Human tradition to receive good news first. That acts as a palliative for what may follow, am I correct?”

For once, she wished he were not such a pain-in-the-proverbial Dragon. Auli nodded, feeling vertiginous. Here it came.

“Very good,” the Mercury Blue said, with forced jollity. “You have eyes. Excellent news. They are remarkably attractive orbs, being a smoky topaz colour with hints of gold within, almost as if a dark gem-bearing ore were flecked with –” the Dragon cleared his throat noisily, making Auli wonder why he seemed discomfited “– Dragon gold.”

And the bad news?

“Less encouraging is the fact that your ocular features and structures do not appear, as such, to match any known … ah, Human eyes – inasmuch as their fundamental substance and their principal workings strike us as wholly … unique. Aye, a fine descriptor. Unique.”

He coughed a fireball somewhere away from her bed. Hopefully Master Chamzu’s expensive Immadian paintings survived the experience.

It took Auli-Ambar a distressingly long age to work out what poor Arkurion meant, with his odd ‘inasmuch’ and ‘as such’ tossed in here and there amidst a stumbling speech. Bluntly, her eyes were inhuman. Or non-Human. Not recognisably Human, as such.

At least her sarcasm was in fine working order.

Sounding more and more miserable by the second, Arkurion added, “Your eyes are approximately twice the diameter of ordinary Human eyes in a girl of your age, and appear to consist of a magi-gemlike or organo-crystalline substance presently unidentified by draconic science. They lack pupil, iris, retinae, lenses and interior blood supply, but are served by a relatively enormous optic nerve bundle – suggesting a power of sight which may be orders of magnitude beyond ordinary Human capability. Only, the nerves do not presently evince any detectable function. So you don’t actually have any sight.”

“Ath thutch?” she joked feebly.

His warm paw rested soothingly upon her chest. “You jest? Auli-Ambar surely … you must grasp what this means? Your parentage –”

“Phwathah!”

“Aye, your father Xa’an appears to be well known,” Arkurion snorted, again making her wonder why it was that so many Dragons were apparently so very knowledgeable about Xa’an Ta’afaya. How dearly she wished to quiz – make that interrogate – her father! “Less so, your mother. Unless we are deeply mistaken, we believe she might represent some undiscovered Human subspecies located in the Crescent Isles Jungles, the Southern Archipelago, or … Herimor.”

Or, just about any unexplored corner of the Island-World! Still, she appreciated his explanation.

“Hewimuth? Nonthunth!”

“Quiet,” he ordered. “While I’m certain you have very many questions, you must focus all your apparently indomitable will upon healing first.”

Aye, and here was one more conundrum: how, when everyone else forgot her existence within two or three days, had Arkurion the Mercury Blue contrived to remember a useless blind girl of Gi’ishior?

* * * *

Life around the volcano returned to normal, if a life lived amongst Dragons could be called normal, Auli-Ambar was beginning to learn. In no other part of the Island-World did Humans and Dragons coexist in such close proximity, nor did they cooperate as intimately as at Gi’ishior. Advantages? Plenty of those. Then came Dragonship-loads of problems that drove Sapphurion or Master Chamzu, or both, up the proverbial cliff at regular intervals.

Problems that kept her strange ocular features firmly ensconced beneath bandages. Since her eyes lacked tear ducts and the magically-cut eyelids did not possess muscles to help them open and close, Auli learned to bathe her eyes twice a day, or five or six times a day in the dry season, to prevent them from developing an infection or having the eyelids stick to the eyeball, making them even itchier and more painful than usual. Qualiana apologised so many times that Sapphurion jokingly suggested she was planning to don Human guise, for apologies were seen as undraconic. Auli-Ambar assured the Dragoness that she knew her intentions had been for the best, but failure clearly rankled like scale mites prickling a Dragon to madness.

Qualiana brooded obsessively over her egg. How did she speak to him, to that miracle of draconic fire life who called himself Grandion? Auli puzzled over this mystery.

Many a long and pleasurable hour did she spend with Arkurion and Sazutharr in the Dragon Library, learning the ways of scroll lore, preservation of ancient texts, indexing, cataloguing, and reading the different scripts. She and the Mercury Blue pored over texts together, exchanged notes and tried to work out what do with a jaw so badly deformed, the bones did not even join up on the right side, besides which the muscles and tendons were all askew and even twisted into useless knots.

One very early morning a month after his arrival, with Auli-Ambar mostly recovered from a third operation intended to restore her palette and further affix her skewed teeth to the upper jawbone, Sazutharr stopped by their habitual study plinth two hours before dawn and said, Ah, if it isn’t the studious conspirators, Auli and Arkurion. The early Dragon snaffles the choice portion, they say.

Sulphurous greetings, noble Sazutharr, said Arkurion, infusing his Dragonish with notes of age-veneration.

Scrollish felicitations, boss-paws, Auli chuckled.

The Mercury Blue almost choked at the greeting Auli had worked out the previous day. It was laden with very correct linguistic indicators of deep deference, but decidedly inappropriate all the same.

The Head Librarian’s neck vertebrae protested as he evidently inclined his head. May all de-script-ive delights be thine, o nettlesome nestling. Evidently, his clever pun deserved a smoky laugh, but it descended into hoarse coughing. He added, My age troubles me more than thee, my fine protégés.

Arkurion’s fires purred as the esteemed elder Dragon included him in this statement.

Sazutharr said, Two matters of paw. One, your request for use of the Council Hall is granted. It’s unusual, but with Sapphurion and Andarraz treating with King Chalcion this week, you shall enjoy full use of the space. The Mercury Blue convinced me. Secondly, Arkurion, I’ve a number of scrolls and messages which I’d value your assistance in conveying back to Tanstoy Dragon Roost.

I am thy humble hind paw, said the younger Dragon.

When the elder Dragon had moved on, with his joints protesting audibly, Auli said, “The Hall? Why, Arkurion?”

“Because you failed to keep your promise,” he said.

“I – what? What have I done now?”

Her new lips still vibrated strangely at times. It was a wonder to put hand to mouth and discover no open cleft just beneath her nose. The ballads always extolled the virtues of kissable lips. Not that she wanted any of that … yuck! But she did wonder, exploring the newly conjoined flesh with her fingers, what they might look like – if they might one day at least earn a smallish peck or two from some boy who loved her for more than her looks. He’d have to be brave!

“What haven’t you done,” the Dragon sniffed, steadying the stepladder for her as Auli clambered down from the volume on Dragon anatomy they had been perusing. “Don’t sound so sombre. We are about to draw all over the Hall’s floor.”

“What? We … how? I can’t do that, Arkurion.”

“I’ll have silence from the chirruping dragonet. You can and you will,” he retorted, and would say no more upon the subject as they walked from the Library to the meeting cave, which had a sandy but smooth floor set upon basal gravel. Deeper inside, there was a tall quartz plinth designed to allow a Human envoy or potentate to ascend to the height of the Dragon Council when they spoke. It must counteract the problem of sore necks during their inordinately lengthy summits, Auli supposed, not that Sapphurion did not weekly complain about stiff-necked pride amongst both Dragonkind and Humankind around the Cluster and beyond!

“Attend,” said Arkurion, and proceeded to chew Auli out at length for not delivering upon her promise to improve the layout of the Halls.

When he was done, a decidedly sulky Human girl debated beating the Dragon over the tail with the rake he pressed into her hand.

A young Dragoness named Kayturia then helped him drag in sacks of specially treated sand. Arkurion’s skittish behaviour around her made Auli-Ambar’s desire for a horrible revenge graduate to the dizzying heights and richly imaginative undertaking of poking him in the eye with the rake handle. Did he have to purr and sigh and fulminate around that female? Whatever was the matter with him?

Two hours later, they had prepared a perfectly smoothed area of inked sand some forty of her paces wide and twenty high, and Auli finally understood what Arkurion intended.

“You expect me to draw – a blind girl, to draw? A map of the entire Halls, at that?” She waved a stylus dangerously in his direction. “Arkurion, I –”

“You are far more capable than you imagine.”

Kayturia snickered nearby.

Evidently encouraged by her coy flirtation, the Mercury Blue added in preposterously condescending tones, “Now, none of your kicking and screaming like last time I helped you prove you could do what you claimed was impossible, Auli-Ambar! Learn from the ways of Dragons!”

“What, so I can cuff you around the ear canals as you deserve?” she snorted.

“Do not talk back to a Dragon.”

The Dragoness purred approvingly. My sentiments exactly, noble Arkurion. I fail to understand why you allow this scrap of humanity to disrespect you so!

That was it. Yelling a nonsensical phrase, Auli hurled the drawing stylus at where she thought Arkurion must be. The movement dislodged her loosely tied eye bandages, which slid down over her nose.

Skiss!

She smelled the stench of smoke and ozone, undoubtedly the stylus having met more than its match in the lightning-strike of an annoyed Blue Dragon, but she was mesmerised by something completely unexpected. A new experience. Very slowly, Auli-Ambar raised her fingertips to her left eyeball, or gemstone-eye as Arkurion and Qualiana had dubbed her strange organs, wanting to rub it but fearing to hurt herself in the process.

Umm … Arkurion? she quavered.

Aye? Ready to apologise?

No. I mean, is there something on my eye? In it? Something’s wrong, I think.

What – why? he blurted out.

I think … well, it’s like there’s something smeared … on the inside. It’s bright. Yellow, I think. The problem is … well, I don’t know what yellow is. I’ve only ever imagined colours.

Arkurion’s wingtips began to flutter at once, very rapidly. What kind of yellow? Auli, what are you saying? And when she did not speak, for she could not, he cried, Did you see something? A streak upon your vision? Auli? Is it clear? Can you see this?

Skiss! Her hair stood away from her head, so close was that lightning strike.

Ouch – wow! I think … I don’t know. It can’t be, can it? It’s very … uh, what’s the word you use?

Blurry? Not sharp? Arkurion’s voice struck a note of utter, joyous abandon. Auli was not sure why she was so elated, but she knew exactly how he felt. Her stomach churned with the terrors of unspeakable hope. Oh, Auli …

Arkurion, I’m scared.

I know! Me too! He was bellowing now, all fire and exhilaration. Claws clamped painfully about her lower torso and legs, the Dragon losing perspective on his great strength in the heat of the moment. Kayturia, summon Qualiana! Auli, fly with me!

Leather snapped above her head. Arkurion’s muscles tensed, and then the young Dragon launched himself into the air right there within the cavern. She would never know how he did not brain himself on a stalactite nor tangle his wings within the ajar doorway, but the truth hit her literally in the eyes even as he cleared the cavern and powered upward, his massive wingbeats pounding up joyous sprays of water from the lake before he shot skyward, leaving her poor stomach languishing hundreds of feet behind.

The brightness behind her eyes, just touches here and there like firelight dancing afar in a dark cavern, glimmered and guttered slightly as the Dragon’s wings cut between her and the light above them. Auli turned her ruined face to the sky.

She knew where the sky was.

An endless, wind-rushing, gut churning, helpless minute later, Arkurion landed three-pawed upon a hard surface with a shock that rattled the girl’s body despite that he cradled her carefully against his chest. LOOK!! he thundered, uncurling his paw. Look to the dawn!

Auli-Ambar looked, and then crumpled over the crook of the Dragon’s digits, weeping for the brokenness of indescribable joy.


Chapter 12: Our Right Paw

That day, suns’ dawning burnished my perception for the first time in my life, and I knew how long a journey faced me, for it was like squinting at a firefly’s faint glow through darkened crysglass. My knowledge of scroll lore allowed me to rejoice in many previously unimaginable similes and metaphors. Yet also, I knew a miracle. There was light in my darkness.

This was my introduction to the joys and frustrations of that priceless gift called hope.
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Flying by Dragon’s paw rated a poor second to being held in her father’s arms.

Auli surreptitiously pinched the skin on her left hand with her right. Aye. Not dreaming. She pinched again just to be certain. Harder, enough to really hurt. Then, she buried her head against his broad chest, finding it unexpectedly muscular and his Guard’s uniform to be redolent with many unfamiliar scents. Auli wished to inhale him forever.

Eventually, her father laughed softly, and wiped his eyes. She had already known he was crying, because his tears had leaked down onto her head and splashed upon her arms. “Fra’anior’s beard, had I known your hugs were that good, Auli-Ambar, I would never have given them up all those years ago. I’m so stupid! The prize ralti sheep of this entire Cluster! You don’t hate me?”

“I’m getting used to the not-hating,” she admitted. “I … well, I sort of I debated having Sapphurion sit upon your head, fa – uh, father …”

“This same Dragon Elder who calls you ‘his right paw?’ We’ve some catching up to do, my – ouch!”

With a small scream, Auli-Ambar pushed herself away from the tall Fra’aniorian soldier, and then on second thoughts, pummelled his chest again, with both fists this time. Those dull thuds against his uniformed chest felt good. Too good, despite that she could never hurt him with her weak, spindly arms. Panting with fury and embarrassment, she faced where her father ought to be standing in her small cushion bowl.

She changed her mind. Auli hissed raggedly, “Catching up. Aye. You first, Xa’an Ta’afaya. Tell me what you do – exactly what you do. No half-truths meant for children’s ears, this time.”

Perhaps he glanced quickly about the room before he laughed curtly. “I suppose the Dragons told you all about me?”

“No, they didn’t.”

She read shock in the intake of his breath. “Truly?”

Auli said, “Draconic thought processes are complex and deeply nuanced. Perhaps they did not wish to prejudice a youngling against her father?”

“I’m not evil.” With another of his curt, discomfited half-chuckles, he added, “But I am no soldier either, that is the truth. I’m a spy. A glorified thief, if you prefer. I am a man who is gifted at sneaking, skulking, blending in and filching secrets from whichever hands may be clutching them –”

“Or paws?”

“Or paws,” he admitted.

“Dead or –”

“Auli! I am no assassin!”

Despite the truthful yelp she wrung out of him, Auli was not yet willing to offer quarter. She had been reading up on the mores of Dragonship pirates – but her father was hardly the enemy, was he? Still, her kindness hid behind an exterior of which any spiny vine-thicket could justly have been proud. Icily, she said, “The Dragons are watching you here in the Halls?”

“Every step, every breath,” he said.

“Who do you work for – the King? How is that, father?”

“About as complex and nuanced as your draconic minds,” he said wryly. “Are you quite certain you’re almost thirteen summers, daughter? These are serious questions with serious answers. You suggested in your letter that I consider working here at the Halls. I think I might better sketch a large target between my shoulders purposed for Dragonkind and Humankind alike. I’m not trusted, Auli, and that truth too is an arrow shot perfectly into its mark. But I promise you, I am working very hard on changing that situation. It just hasn’t happened yet. Apparently I’m too valuable to lose – painted another way, the loss of my job carries a high likelihood of entailing the loss of my head.”

Dancing dragonets! That was more than close to the bone. This was marrow spilled from the fissures of reality.

“Auli-Ambar!”

She startled as the door rattled to the tempo of Master Chamzu’s firm, distinctive knocking, five sharp raps followed by a treble tap of the fingertips.

She startled, “Master?”

His voice floated beneath the door, “Noble Sapphurion demands his hall back – and bids me make inquiries with you as to any forecast of its availability! What mischief have you and that Mercury Blue been fomenting this time?”

Auli could practically hear her father’s eyebrows crawling up toward his hairline.

“I guess the Dragon’s out of the shell now,” she whispered aside to him. Xa’an chuckled discreetly, yet with clear uneasiness. She had not had opportunity to explain her working relationship with Arkurion as yet.

Dear father, my best friend is a Dragon? Shaky ground!

She called, “Very well, Master Chamzu. Please bring scrolleaf and pens, and I shall elucidate for you how we intend to remodel your Halls.”

The door rattled again, this time at the force of the Master’s roar. “WHAT?”

* * * *

Apparently, Xa’an felt it was discourteous and unbecoming of Auli-Ambar to unnerve a man of Master Chamzu’s station so discourteously, but that was exactly what she had achieved – with much help from Arkurion, she pointed out. Still, it was she who had mapped most of the access tunnels around the Halls of the Dragons and then reproduced the entirety of its structure, from memory, in ink-infused sand on the floor of Sapphurion’s Hall in four straight days’ work.

“Heavens raining fireballs, girl!” the Master barked, before rounding on Xa’an. “You had better forget all of this information, my friend, or promise me you’ll take up ralti farming on a remote outer Island as your next profession! I need … a few people. Aye. Fetch me a few … people. And Dragons.”

“Daughter –”

“She’s meant to be blind. Blind! Fra’anior’s holy beard hairs!” floated back from outside the doorway.

After a long, long pause, her father said, “You’re reconfiguring tunnels and access points, swapping roosts all over the place, systematically relabeling every chamber in the Halls and proposing four hundred and seventy-three individual improvements besides …”

Auli-Ambar let out a huge gust of air, and sat down with a bump. She wanted to be sick, her stomach was so twisted up. Nerves. The weather was ridiculously hot and humid. Even the Dragon Library struggled to maintain its figurative cool in this unbearable period before storm season truly kicked off. Would she be able to see proper lightning for the very first time? Oh! She bit her knuckles, wondering if she might just expire from a fit of hysterical inner giggling. This could be so much fun, if it didn’t terrify the living pith out of her.

Unsteadily, she explained, “Once we started to document everything, the project sort of mushroomed. It’s a big volcano. Besides, Arkurion made me do it and as you know, Dragons are hard to dissuade once they have their minds set on something.”

“Arkurion started this? Or you?”

“Me, actually.”

“Auli …”

“That’s my name.”

“I know!” He seemed exasperated, but Xa’an puffed out his cheeks and inquired, “From memory?”

She had always felt small in his reckoning, the unwanted, repulsive offspring he had chosen to hide on remote Ya’arriol Island. Now, his incredulity wounded her in ways she could not have imagined.

“Aye, it seems nobody ever attempted to compile a complete picture,” Auli explained through the constriction in her throat. It seemed easier to stick to facts than to acknowledge her caustic emotions. “There are literally thousands of bits and pieces of architectural diagrams and sections in the relevant reference sections of the Dragon Library, but – well, it’s easier once you see the entirety of the structure in one place. Then it becomes logical.”

His reaction clearly suggested that her version of logical was somebody else’s insanity.

Hunkering down before her, Xa’an took her hands in his work-calloused palms and whispered, “My daughter, I suppose it goes without saying that I think you’re absolutely, unequivocally and stunningly rainbows-over-Islands, doesn’t it? It only took me the best part of thirteen years to figure that out.”

Auli wished he had never made her feel like this.

Were she rainbows, then clouds could never be far behind.

* * * *

Tapping her fingers dangerously on the rim of her crysglass water goblet, Auli said, “Arkurion, are you lying to me?”

“No.” The Dragon’s purr was at once molten and beautiful, yet rife with nuances a girl who was accustomed to living with the Dragonkind was learning to interpret. He added, “To bald-facedly accuse a Dragon of dishonesty is perilous territory, Auli-Ambar. You should know better.”

Aye? The Mercury Blue was hardly more than a fledgling himself, a thirty-one foot youngster who in draconic terms was not regarded as much older than her. The difference in natural rates of development was substantial, however, with Dragons moving much faster through the Human equivalent of childhood and teenage years. Being told off by a Dragon who was effectively her peer, rankled more than Auli cared to admit.

Carefully, she said, “I apologise for offending you, Arkurion. I am merely curious about certain features of the design that we drew. More accurately, the lack of certain features and the gaps that I just now pointed out to you.”

A hatchling must grow into her paws, he averred.

Auli drew a breath. On second thoughts, she drew another, much deeper than the first. Implying what, exactly, mister Dragon? Her immaturity? Her sightless gaze searched the walls of her chamber. A Dragon could not fit through her doorway, but Arkurion had slipped his head inside and twisted it slightly to confer with her as she sat cross-legged in her compact cushion bowl.

She considered stuffing a cushion down his stuffy gullet, but that would be a waste of good material.

The hall where she had drawn her design lay still now, abandoned while her elders made merry with the implications. Holding their councils. Consulting with architects and designers and debating the merits of this additional tunnel or that remodelled access or roost enlargement, and peevishly decrying the way she had restructured entire storage levels to ensure a far easier flow and accounting for goods and supplies. There would be copious grumpiness before the dust settled!

Sucking in her lower lip, Auli turned the plans about in her head one more time, especially those peculiar structural elements of the Dragon Library which she had cobbled together from various incomplete architectural sections. Almost as if information had been omitted. The additional thickness of walls beside the doorways nearest the underside of the caldera lake, which she had checked with her own hands. The sense of quiet, expectant magic, tingling beneath her untutored touch like tiny ant trails walking the whorls of her fingerprints. Aye, she was certain.

Certain of the draconic adoration of multi-layered subterfuge. Perfectly their Island of philosophy.

A foil within a foil.

Auli said, If these be paws, then I am a Dragoness; if I were a Dragoness, then a Mercury Blue of white-fires would hearken even to my smallest flame. I remind you of how very acute a blind person’s senses can be. I know thee, Arkurion of Remoy, far too well for thy dissembling to pass unnoticed.

Is this the tenor of thine burning?

Aye, I burn and I bite! Inspiration seized her mind, now, and words forced their way out despite the increasingly violent trembling of her person. Arkurion, I first met you behind the Dragon Library’s wards. Now deny, if you can, my charge. That place is not the true forbidden section. It is a mask, a deception, designed to disguise what lies beneath. Do Dragons not say, ‘What is more forbidden than forbidden?’ Well, I will answer thee that conundrum, and more. Deny this truth, Arkurion.

He laughed smokily, but essayed no denial. Auli could not detect any change to his complex pulse, nor any agitated vibration of the wingtips; yet certainty burned throughout her being. That, or she was about to plummet in a blaze of foolishness.

Auli insisted, I bid you, deny it to my face.

A paw ruffled her hair. Fangs and talons at the ready, Human girl?

Arkurion!

He said, A Dragon who is obedient to prevailing dogmas could not possibly venture any opinion on such a hypothesis.

Oh? And a Mercury Blue of pure white-fires?

Arkurion nudged her shoulder with his muzzle. He’d just have to snack on that overworked brain of yours, wouldn’t he? What’s for dinner? How’s the weather? He chuckled softly, and Auli knew she would have not a single straight word out of him on the subject. Any news of your father? Well, I need to be going.

Huh? You’re leaving me just like that?

I am. She heard his bulk shift as the Dragon withdrew his head carefully. Auli leaped to her feet and followed him so determinedly, the Mercury Blue paused to take stock. What? What is it now?

How she wished she could glance both ways down the corridor outside her chambers! Taking her courage into her hands, Auli-Ambar reached upward to feel for the scales near his jaw. She said, Is this your cheek?

Aye. Why –

Whack! She slapped his hide, open-handed, just as hard as she could, crying, Well then deny that, you drivelling dunderdragon!

Arkurion had not finished gasping when she slammed the door in his face and slumped against the thick jalkwood panels. Roaring rajals, her hand hurt! Yet somehow it had never felt better.

* * * *

That same evening, Auli opened a surprise package from her father. He must have smuggled it into her chambers before departing by fast Dragonship for Horness. Work called.

Inside all the wrapping and padding, she found something for which she had waited whole seasons. “The White Dragoness!” Her father’s brief note, with an apology for the long delay, confirmed her joy.

The sculpture was once more executed in the signature Cinizzara style, highly detailed and compact, the unique metal alloy retaining a silky warmth noticeably higher than the ambient temperature. She explored the composition at length, with growing delight. It was all she could have wished for, except that she could never appreciate its colours. An inch-long Dragoness broke free of the eggshell, her tiny paws gripping the shattered shards right near the emergent muzzle as if she were upon the brink of ripping the eggshell right apart; when Auli-Ambar delicately inserted an exploratory finger inside the shell, she found it perfect in every detail, right down to the miniscule hatchling wings and talons.

The base seemed to be gemstones set about the tilted eggshell, giving the whole piece stability when she placed it upon her shelf, beside its two companions.

Istariela, she said quietly. Star Dragoness.

Auli paused. No, that didn’t sound quite right. Ista – Itha – Iza … aye … what peculiar mood was this that had come upon her? She could only describe it as a settling of her soul. A kind of peace, of knowing what was true.

Izariela. Thy name shalt be Izariela, forevermore.

Roaring! She jumped and then shivered, for the Island-World seemed to have, just for a moment, sprouted wings and a mighty maw, and thundered its approbation to the stars and beyond …

* * * *

The day after Arkurion departed once more for Tanstoy, the heavens opened above Gi’ishior and dumped terrace lakes upon the terrace lakes – Arkurion’s parting joke as he and two Dragon Researcher colleagues from Gi’ishior flitted away before the storms struck. She wanted to gnaw out her liver with jealousy. He was so lucky! Ruddy Dragons, able to fly anywhere they wished in the Island-World at the flip of a wingtip. Life was so unfair. She could not even trot around the nearest worktable without causing mayhem. Just imagine flying to faraway Remoy … but she must stay behind, a petite packet of botheration according to the harried Master Chamzu, who was just coming to full realisation of the magnitude of the works she and Arkurion had proposed. Poor Master. She had just quintupled his stress, according to the latest blast which had chased her out of his office.

Auli scratched her arms pensively. What was it about the rain that made her imagine swimming into the sky? Did other people feel this peculiar, subliminal vibration in their bones when the floodgates of the heavens opened upon the jewel of Fra’anior’s crown, and dampened but never quenched his ever-simmering throne? It set her teeth upon edge. The humming played havoc with the mastoid bones and upset her inner ear, making her feel as if the ground bucked and frisked beneath her feet.

Yet that feeling of magical repression persisted. Muted. Faraway. Bound in treasure chests of iron and locked away deep within her soul, inviolable.

Auli sloped into the Library with care for her unreliable sense of balance, but her footsteps stuttered immediately as a growl reverberated from the area of the Head Librarian’s habitual desk station. Auli-Ambar! Attend at once!

Noble Saz –

Girl. Roost Keeper! another, familiar draconic voice drowned her out. Sapphurion! Even above the rising roar of the torrential rains, she heard moisture steaming off his hide. Listen closely.

At your service, noble –

He boomed, Qualiana has a list of requirements. You will deliver them to our roost at once! Three sackweight of liver spiced with carraweed and chiski root. He seemed edgy, his manner rough and demanding, but Auli realised she heard something more. Anticipation? Anger? A sack of firecracker pepper pods, the purple ones. Sufficient of her favourite incense – you know the type?

Of course, noble Dragon. Special blend, type sixteen. I’ve a stock set aside especially for –

Don’t forget fuel for the brazier! Quick-wings, girl. Are you still here?

Her jaw sagged. As if she’d forget! His brusque brush-off rankled her brain into action – if that expression was even proper Island Standard. Put a prickly pregnant Dragoness together with an unsettled mate and what did she conclude? Cracking eggshells! Maybe. Auli charged through the huge chamber, angling for a little-used rear exit, from which she could cut through a complex set of twists and turns up to the kitchens on eighteen, the nearest place she could source the exact foods Qualiana enjoyed. No time to enjoy the scent of fresh ink or the hushed babble of Dragon Archivists working in the second chamber, their most urgent current project being rebinding twenty-two volumes damaged in a tunnelworm break-in down on the third Library level.

Her ears itched. A stranger’s voice in the chamber? In a voice that sounded like flame consuming kindling, a Dragoness declaimed:

Of foulness fouler none have imagined,

Of power twisted, inmost meaning entangled,

Resurrected form of Dramagon’s breath,

Ruzal its name, presaging death!

A weird, prickling chill played like a spider’s tarsal claws skittering up and down her back, for the Dragoness’ words seemed to trigger dark flames in her mind – and in the Dragons all around, judging by their exclamations. Finding herself disoriented, Auli-Ambar began to swivel with her hands outstretched, searching for a reference point in the huge room with its scattered Dragon working tables. She promptly stepped upon a wriggling tail tip and pitched headlong into a pile of freshly prepared scrolleaf.

Ha, attacked by a walking scale mite , chuckled the Dragoness, evidently the owner of the unruly tail.

Before Auli could finish swimming through the messy, undulating sea of scrolleaf, a pair of huge claws plucked her up by the scruff of her neck. Rat. Dangling. She was unimpressed, but even less so when scorching nostrils pressed firmly against her torso. The Dragoness inhaled massively, shuddering from talon tip to wingtip.

At once, she rumbled, Intriguing. What scented-tingling mine nostrils doth bestir! I must consider its beguiling force, inhuman taint or triumphant inflammation, what mighty magic it dost claim – it stinks of magic most arcane, a scale-crawling scent, a ruzal-bane! O little flame, we shall speak anon!

What Moons madness was this?

Huh. Inzugith, attend. I have not finished my incantation.

With that, the Dragoness casually tossed Auli over her shoulder!

Inzugith the Yellow, the most senior of three Under-Librarians and second in command to Sazutharr himself, was a phlegmatic, no-nonsense sort of Dragon who had never given a blind girl one second of his valuable time. Nonetheless, he bellowed in outrage and splintered an alarming quantity of furniture as he clearly flung himself partway across the chamber to speedily snaffle a flying girl into his paw. His landing shattered another desk or two.

Another Dragon snapped, Ianthine! How dare you treat Auli-Ambar so maliciously?

Ianthine growled:

The foresight most heated, the subject must be treated,

Faecal felicitations to the female flotsam!

Suffering fumaroles, snorted Inzugith, setting Auli down with a bump. The Draco-Mystic’s in one of her mad phases, girl. Take no notice. The exit lies directly ahead.

That was Ianthine, the notorious Draco-Mystic? Evidently her reputation for irrational behaviour was richly deserved.

As she departed, the Maroon Dragoness began to declaim another stanza of baffling poetry. Unnerved, Auli ran her fingertips along a friendly shelf and picked up the pace. She should be thankful books did not treat her so high-handedly – uh, pawedly? In a high-pawed fashion? Although, why was Ianthine droning on about Dramagon the Dragon Scientist, the villain who stood head and shoulders above every other in history? And what had ruzal to do with death? That reminded her, she would require permission from the Head Librarian to research the magical terms she had heard from Razzior, Ra’aba and Azziala – terms unfamiliar to Sapphurion and Qualiana, but they had adjured her to research them secretly. Akkaré-hûbram, she mouthed without a sound. Sanguistarn-mortha’a, words clearly related to blood and death. She suspected she would find their meanings perfectly horrid.

Dramagon, she mused, quick-stepping up a spiral staircase that would take her out of the Library levels and up to level twenty-two. She knew little about him, save that he was meant to have been the shell-brother of Fra’anior himself, and evil to the core.

Mystery.

She brightened. Sapphurion’s hasty communiqué made for a much more appetising mystery. It was not every day the Dragon Elder chewed out his roost help in public!

Having raided the kitchens, Auli staggered upstairs under the burden of three sackweight of piquant, spiced and diced liver, and a spare pack of incense blend sixteen tucked under her left arm. This level had been the first to be labelled according to her specifications, so a swift touch of her fingers to the embossed metal rune plaque assured her she was on level five. The renewed portal wards allowed her passage with a sensation not unlike swimming through warm water – no need to sing anymore – and now Auli broke into a jog, knowing the corridor to be straight and always kept clear of obstacles.

Naturally, she then managed to lose her grip on the third spice meat sack, drop it on her foot and skin her right knee as she stumbled over it. Perfect. Stupid rain!

Auli-Ambar limped quickly into the kitchen. One meat dish coming up! she called.

Forget that dracodrivel and get your paws inside, snorted Sapphurion. The eggshell’s about to crack. You wouldn’t want to miss this.

Her ears placed his agitated voice inside the inner bedchamber. Auli skipped out of the kitchen, curving her path to meet the great sitting plinth favoured by Sapphurion, although he had been talking about carving his own. When she had touched it she knew that nineteen medium length steps should take her to the inner chamber’s arched entryway, framed nowadays in turquoise and green tourmaline crystal, she understood. Sapphurion’s personal touch of his own design and manufacture – apparently, his first love had been gemstone-working. It felt amazing. She had used a ladder to explore the carvings right up to the stylised keystone twenty-five feet above her head. The artwork told the story of how Fra’anior had raised the great volcano that bore his name, calling it the crowning glory of his creation, in a single unbroken sculpture-tale that flowed seamlessly around the complete archway, from east to west – again, symbolic of the twin suns’ rising in the East.

Auli crept over the threshold with impetuous trepidation. I came as quickly as I was able, noble Dragons.

Tap. Tap-tap-tappity … SKRRR!

She inclined her head to listen better. Oh!

I know. Grandion’s using the egg fang on the end of his nose to break out, Qualiana said proudly. Courage, my shell-son. Soon shall we meet, of wing and paw and neck to greet, and thou shall know the fires of thine shell-parents and we, thine fire life nascent.

Sapphurion said, Forgive the subterfuge. Some Dragons might take offence were thy presence at such an event to crackle upon their ear canals.

Thank you.

After all, the flutter of gossip around the Halls was of Andarraz’s gathering of power to himself, of suspicion of Human intent and Dragons poking their muzzles about the Kingdom of Fra’anior with mistrust and even malefic intent. Auli wondered again if Sapphurion read thoughts – despite Azziala’s mention of an ‘impervious mind’ – for the instant her concerns about the increasingly fraught political situation leaped to the forefront of her mind, he growled:

The Blue Elder added, Any self-respecting thundercloud would gladly purchase your expression for a sackweight of fine Dragon gold, Auli-Ambar. Away with dark-fires thoughts! Today is a momentous occasion. Later, I shall brief you privately, and Sazutharr shall assist your research, for despite his increasing frailty, he remains my right paw in matters of lore.

How old is the Librarian?

How Sapphurion guffawed at the note of wonder in her voice! Two hundred summers and nine, my little fire. The eggling stilled at the torrent of his shell-father’s mirth, but then the great Sapphire Dragon crooned, Come forth, shell-son, and laugh and celebrate and love and fly and pounce with me!

And then Auli had no more opportunity for thundercloud thoughts, for the tapping and scuffling set off again in earnest. She had read that due to their innate magic, Dragon eggshells were invulnerable from the outside to any known force or magic. But from the inside it was clearly a different story. The eggling smashed about with increasing fury, making cute little growling sounds of anger that his shell-parents actively encouraged.

He’s a strong one, Sapphurion purred.

Rouse those fires, my shell-son! crowed Qualiana.

There was a theory that abandoned eggs seldom hatched. Auli wondered what happened to those febrile souls; bereft of shell-mother-love, did they die? What happened to Dragons after they died? How big was a newborn Dragon? And were they as helpless as Human babes?

Suddenly, the tapping took on a different sound. A fragile, permeable sound. In seconds, the hatchling broke free of the fault line he had cracked, splitting the eggshell with a sharp report. The parents bugled their joy with a force that rattled the crysglass windows in the main chamber without, never mind deafening Auli within!

Oh, my heartling! cried the Dragoness. You’re perfect!

A perfect little Tourmaline! Sapphurion spluttered happily. What a noble colour! He’s a rare one, my hearts’ fire. Isn’t he singular? A touch of my own sapphire, I do declare, but he has your sleek beauty about him, Qualiana – and what a raffish ruff of skull spikes, too! Quite the deadly little beast!

Mamafire? peeped the hatchling. Dadafire? Who-fire?

That’s Auli-Ambar, my flame, and she’s a Human girl, said Qualiana.

Meat? Eat?

No, we don’t eat our Human friends, Sapphurion corrected hastily. You may scent her. This is a Human, and they are a different species to the Dragonkind.

After snuffling around her legs, the hatchling sneezed. Smells funny. Hungry.

Auli laughed as he pressed her hand impatiently with his muzzle, clearly deciding that hers was the hand that should feed him – well, very likely she smelled of the liver she had just prepared and lugged up to their roost. How she wished she could behold him!

Softly, Sapphurion and Qualiana sang in thrilling dracotonic harmony:

He breathes! He burns!

The Dragonsong of living fire,

Blessed eggling, born to fly.

The Human girl shivered for the treasure of new birth, but then had to laugh as Grandion bunted her left hand imperiously, mewling, Hungry! Hungry!

Aye, keep your scales on, my treasure, she chuckled, daring to run her hands over his baby soft, albumen covered muzzle. Let me see you.

The hatchling stood stock-still in quivering amazement, and then began to growl warningly in the back of his throat as she investigated his softly creased wings and muscular flanks. He already stood taller than her waist level, but he would grow at a fantastic rate, topping her height within two weeks and putting on his first tonne before storm season finished. Hatchlings had famously insatiable appetites.

She found Grandion to be sleek and proportionate in every sense of the word, a predator from the tips of his bendable hatchling talons to his questing nose, but being fresh from the egg, he still had a curled-up babyishness about him. He shrank against Qualiana’s flank, quivering.

Ah, what a beauty you are, Auli approved. Immediately, the growl changed to a purr.

Auli sees with her hands, Qualiana explained, nuzzling him with her great muzzle until the hatchling squealed with delight. I’ll teach you more about that soon, my shell-son. Auli, would you kindly fetch the meat? And, Sapphurion …

Aye. His massive paw tread moved away, and then Auli-Ambar heard the outer doors of the roost slide open on their runners. The great Dragon pressed on into the open, onto the landing and suns-resting ledge outside the roost, and she sensed him taking a moment to compose himself.

Then, the jubilant bugling of a proud shell-father set the Halls of the Dragons ringing. Congratulatory cries and bugles began to resound from all about.

Great were the celebrations!

Qualiana said, Now there will be feasting, Dragon games and aerial dancing, and days of contentment in our roost, Auli-Ambar. We thank you for playing a key part in bringing our Grandion safely into the Island-World. Grandion, we have much to tell you about this Human girl, and much praise-honour shall be sung about her name. You and I both owe her our fire lives.

Her? Grandion’s mystified squeak brought a trill of laughter to Auli’s lips.

Aye, he was born!

* * * *

The following day, Auli-Ambar spoke privately with the Head Librarian.

No, Sazutharr demurred with a fiery snort. With ever-increasing gravitas shading his tones, he expounded, This is a level of access not lightly granted. Curb your impatience. Whilst I understand the noble Elder’s wishes, we must proceed with due wisdom, for you are a fledgling in the ways of magic. To the initiated, these are perilous fires.

Wisdom apparently entailed being barricaded inside Sazutharr’s private study for a four-hour harangue on the dangers of Dragon lore, many of which Auli had not the faintest notion. There were branches of magic that ranged from immoral to hazardous to outright lethal, forbidden scientific endeavour in a dizzyingly wide variety of subjects, lore related to poisons, medicines and magic-assisted assassination, and even lore related to the warding and protection of books and scrolls themselves!

Books can literally kill? Auli gasped.

‘The word hath greater power than any Dragon’s fire,’ Sazutharr quoted sagely. With ever-deepening irony, he continued, Books or scrolls can kill in a variety of ways limited only by the creativity of the draconic imagination, which as you well know, is not at all encouraged by lore and culture, nor is it violently unsubtle nor monstrously cunning by any reckoning of paw. To run through a few common examples, there are poison-impregnated inks and leathers, incantations that when read will slay, incapacitate or injure the unwary reader; there is formal and informal warding of contents; there exist locking spells and magical locks which constitute an entire field of study in their own right, and insidious spells that very slowly seep up through nuances written into the text which might only be known to the author. Are you following me so far?

With deadly intent, she joked.

She heard his brows draw down; his belly fires struck a basso note of profound portent. AULI-AMBAR!

Noble Dragon. She hung her head.

This was the first time she had entered his study, a hallowed ground reserved for the Under-Librarians and the Head Librarian only. Auli wished she could have seen half of the wonders it purportedly held, but she had to be content with the dim glow of his desk lamp, the enticing smells of musty lore, book leather and mouldering scrolleaf, and then the distinctive scent of the old Dragon himself, just as fusty and ancient as his beloved books.

After a long, heated silence, Sazutharr ground out, Good. This is no joking matter for any creature under the suns, nor is this the habitual province of Human girls of but thirteen summers! Yet, I understand the need and you have demonstrated maturity and capability beyond your years, not least in conceptualising the remodelling programme of these Halls which is projected to last five years!

Five? Auli echoed, amazed.

Five years, and there are very many Dragons discomfited by your machinations, and a greater number impressed and gratified by the symmetry, efficacy and completeness of the vision.

He paused significantly. Whatever could the old Dragon mean? Five years, too, she had lived at the Halls of the Dragons. She was educated in many aspects of Dragon lore and library work, a proficient harpist, and even a designer of interior spaces. Auli had learned to see with her hands and minimally with her eyes – still, just a frustratingly slight glow that teased her darkness, but she imagined it was growing better. She’d be able to see by her seventh decade of life, no doubt. Just in time to be able to find her cane for her arthritic old knees.

Oh, as dense as Dragon hide, Auli! That hint of challenge, particularly in his stressors upon the words ‘completeness’ and ‘symmetry’. Naturally, with draconic indirectness, the Librarian was hinting at those corridor- and cavern-sized gaps in her memorised layouts.

Vindicated! Arkurion could just stuff that up his left nostril.

Mentally paw slapping smug-Auli over the Moons, she said, Noble Sazutharr, during my investigations underpinning that project, it did strike me that there appears to be a suspiciously unused central space between the Historical Reference section and the Additional Archives caverns numbered fifteen-two, fifteen-four and nineteen-one. Does the Library delve any deeper than four levels, perchance? Below that area, in particular?

Good, he purred monstrously. Master what I will teach you over this forthcoming season, and you shall have the opportunity to find out.

Auli opened her mouth.

Be silent, little flame. I knew you would have worked it out.

Gi’ishior’s giant carp were said to sieve the water for delectables with idiotically agape jaws. This girl snapped hers shut with an audible and painful click.

Hear me clearly. He talon tapped her shoulder by way of emphasis, which was rather like being struck by a hammer. I’ll not tolerate any ‘accidental’ wanderings in my Library. I shall be, if I might put it this way, ferociously unimpressed. And you do not ever want to encounter a Dragon Librarian who is unimpressed.

* * * *

The season Sazutharr had promised never did seem to come to fruition. A virulent sickness arrived in the Halls that laid many Dragons and Apprentices low, including the venerable Librarian, and there were many inexplicable attacks upon Dragons – by rogue Dragons or mixed Human-Dragon mercenary forces – that led to Sapphurion having to engage in battle at Archion, Sylakia, Yaya Loop, beyond Jeradia and up North toward Jendor, Ferial and Yorbik, with depleted and oftentimes overstretched forces. He returned battered but victorious, and Auli-Ambar found her duties revolving more around cleaning infirmaries and bandaging Dragons than dusting … well, anything at all.

When even Inxulia flew out to battle, Auli was drafted in as a part-time teacher of hatchlings and Human children. Dragons did not, as a rule, ask for volunteers. Inxulia simply congratulated her on her new role.

Her brief was to keep her fellow youngsters occupied for several hours a day, recounting stories, singing the lore ballads and covering topics as diverse as Library use, reading different scripts, herb and spice usages, medical care, and composing praise songs of the mighty deeds of Dragons. Her first lessons were an unmitigated disaster. Auli was a sweating heap of nerves; the hatchlings and fledglings played many pranks on a blind girl, including slipping a rancid fish down her tunic top and using different voices or switching positions in an attempt to confuse her. She stuck at it for a month before Captain Ra’aba, of all people, reported the simmering chaos to Razzior the Orange, who spoke to Haaja the Yellow Dragoness, who decided this was the moment to exercise her newfound authority as the latest addition to Sapphurion’s Council of Dragon Elders.

Haaja’s idea of a tongue lashing involved fireballs, fisticuffs, wing pulling and at least one broken limb of a fledgling who did not instantly offer her an acceptable measure of respect – all this delivered to the tune of thundering fulminations that cracked the nursery ceiling and necessitated hasty repair work. She deafened Auli for an entire week – just in time for her latest handharp exam. Thankfully, the Music Master Ga’affur was also sick, but it was later discovered he had eloped with an Apprentice Dragon Nurse and was never seen on Gi’ishior again.

“Ooh, how romantic,” sighed Zimtyna.

“You’ll think nothing of the sort, young lady!” snapped her father.

“But, Dad –”

Master Chamzu yelled, “Romantic? I will hunt you down like a feral rajal! Elope? I will have Dragons scouring the skies for a thousand leagues about for sight of your sorry hide! Run away? I will chain you in this roost and force you to eat nothing but dry mohili bread crusts and drink Dragons’ bath water for a month, so help me!”

“Why Dad, I’m glad you care,” snickered Zimtyna. Apparently she was not alarmed by her father’s bombastic bombardment. “Auli –”

“You will not give impressionable youngsters any ideas!”

“Hardly impressionable. Apparently, she’s incorruptible – all the Dragons say so.” Auli yelped as a boot connected with her shin beneath the dinner table. “Besides, never mind boys, our Auli-Ambar’s turning the heads even of Dragons nowadays! I say, when’s that Mercury Blue prowler due in –”

“Zimtyna!”

The Master’s fist slammed the table so hard, Auli’s plate of cheese-stuffed purple fire peppers dropped into her lap. Saffron bean pods splattered onto her toes, along with cool prekki-fruit juice. She froze in remembered terror. Mi’elgan used to do just that.

“Dad – it was a joke …”

Chamzu’s teeth made a nasty grinding sound. “The kind of joke that earns one a swift flight from a great height! Zimtyna, please – try to understand the situation. It’s delicate. We must not give the traditionalists and draconihilists a talon-hold anywhere, or they will seize it and make Sapphurion’s life more of a misery than it already is. Auli, you prick up those pointy Fra’aniorian ears as well. You’ve earned a privileged position with the Dragonkind, although how one tallies that with your tipping their entire precious volcano on its ear, the Great Onyx alone can fathom! You must not, under any circumstances, act in such a way as to jeopardise that privilege.”

He did not name Arkurion, but Auli-Ambar heard the implied rebuke clearly enough. Hanging her head, she ducked beneath the table to try to help clear up.

The following morning, she slipped into Master Chamzu’s roost to recover her hairbrush, which she had forgotten in the bathroom. Zimtyna was bathing, but that was no problem.

“Islands’ greetings, Zimba!” she called over the sound of splashing water.

Screech. Splash! Auli wobbled on the slick tiles, grabbed for something that crashed to the floor, and as she regained her balance, heard, “Do I know you? Oh, you’re blind. Are you lost, girl?”

“Zimtyna, it’s me.”

“Well, that helps,” came a wet-sounding sniff. She pictured her friend standing hands on hips, but then the older girl said, “It would help if I knew who on the Isles you might be, however. Do I … you do look familiar, come to think of it. Do I know you?”

Auli’s heart crashed into pieces on the floor, along with whatever she had smashed. Roaring rajals! Zimtyna’s bafflement seemed genuine. The forgetting magic had struck, and this time, it was severe.

She whispered, “I live behind the next door down the hall on the right, exactly where you put me five years ago. I’m Auli-Ambar. Blind girl. I’m a Roost Keeper … and I had dinner with you last night, don’t you remember … anything? I dropped my plate on the floor when your father pounded the table with his fists.”

“Oh, windroc spit,” said her friend. “That certainly rings the Dragon’s gong. You live … oh no. It’s impossible – I’m so sorry! Auli – can I call you Auli? Or do you prefer your full name, Auli-Ambar?”

She fled, sobbing.

Her morning showed no hint of improvement. Sazutharr, still laid abed in the infirmary and weak but lucid, clearly had even less of a clue who she was than Zimtyna had managed. The new Human guards on the level five entrances to the Dragon roosts needed to be convinced as to her identity. Sapphurion and Qualiana snarled when she entered their roost, but Grandion thought she was there to play, and seemed to accept her immediately. Auli could not fathom it. She had to cling to the truth that she was not just some passing notion in these Human and draconic minds. However, Inxulia the Grey did step into her teaching session to compliment the brand new apprentice on her vocalisation skills as she imitated a Dragonship’s rigging creaking, various Dragon voices and the sounds of battle.

It was as if they had never met.

Aye, an ill wind blew through the Halls of the Dragons this day. If Auli-Ambar was to be regarded as anyone’s right paw, she was the paw sinister, made powerful by her anonymity yet conversely, rendered powerless too.


Chapter 13: Leaping Lore!

There is a Human youngling called Auli-Ambar, note her name well. In all my nineteen decades in professional academia, I have never encountered one who possesses such an incendiary abundance of gifts in all manner of scholarly endeavour. The key to her character is her unparalleled love for lore. Below, I attempt to document a growing list of her abilities.

Yet you will find your mind sliding off of her, and becoming forgetful in the most undraconic ways regarding her very existence. Although it has never been proven, I believe that the young woman possesses a form of magic as unprecedented as that of her voice. Most importantly, I set a ward of reminding on my roost’s exit to daily recall Auli’s presence and strategic attributes to mind. Do the same, and her integrity and boundless endeavour will doubtless inflame your third heart, as it has mine.

Dragons never forget. Yet of her, all do. Auli is a mystery most beguiling, which I entrust to your capable paw. May your flame burn brighter than mine to divine the essence of her secrets. Highest recommendation.

Head Librarian Sazutharr, Instructions to my Successor: Key Personnel

Thief. Nasty, icky, horrid little thief. Auli-Ambar fingered the clutch of training scrolls she had filched from Sazutharr’s private study with no little guilt and paranoia. He had expressly forbidden her from continuing this line of study without his input. The mystery of her disappearance from minds and memories daily grew worse. She may as well take to wearing a name plaque strung around her scrawny, useless neck:

AULI-AMBAR. HERE TODAY,

FORGOTTEN TOMORROW.

Or better still:

IF MISLAID IN YOUR MEMORY,

RESET TO ZERO. RESTART FRIENDSHIP.

Insane. The more time she spent with people trying to help them remember her, the more absentminded they seemed to become! This week alone, Master Chamzu had three times discovered himself breaking his fast with someone he mistook for a perfect stranger. It might have been funny if it had not been so dratted inconvenient. Perhaps she should not be so mean-spirited as to laugh at the Master half-choking on his ripe tinker banana.

Earlier this morning she had dictated a brief scroll to Chamzu and left it on the breakfast table. He snorted in annoyance and pushed it back past the flaming pepper gruel to touch her outstretched fingertips. “I don’t need that, Auli-Ambar.”

“What’s my family name, Master?”

“Ah …”

In a rush of breath, she inquired, “Does this make me the most forgettable girl in history?”

“I bet two brass drals to Yulgaz’s personal hoard of Dragon gold, Arkurion will remember you at first sight.”

Auli crooked an eyebrow at him before she remembered she was wearing bandages this morning. Qualiana had been working on the musculature, trying to develop the ability to open and shut her eyelids at will. Arkurion was late in arriving from Tanstoy on his scheduled trip, and while she outwardly tried for calm, inwardly she felt as if she had swallowed a nest of crimson fire ants. She wished she knew what crimson was. But the description was apt. The Mercury Blue was one of those who claimed he would never forget her.

Suddenly, she inclined her head. “What was that?”

“What was what?” inquired Chamzu, apparently reading her gesture.

Sigh. “Nothing, apparently.”

He said, “In other news, I received a briefing scroll this week noting that Ianthine the Draco-Mystic was spotted causing trouble in the Kingdom of Kaolili several months back. Everyone was wondering where she had disappeared to, especially after roundly insulting every one of the Council of Dragon Elders together with their respective lineages. That Maroon Dragoness certainly has a way of riling –”

“That!”

“Pipe down, squeaky monster,” said Zimtyna, as usual, emerging from her bedchamber sounding as if a year-long hibernation had passed peaceably. “That’s the fledgling Garatoxx the Blue practising his lightning attacks on – Fra’anior’s scraggly beard! You saw – how – what? Auli?”

That was how she knew her eyes had changed. Previously, Auli had only been able to see direct suns-light. Now, she had seen the flicker of light which must have been created by his lightning strike. She leaped to her feet excitedly, sending her chair crashing to the floor. Then, Auli remembered how heavily her eyes were bandaged. It was impossible.

Yet, something was changing.

Back in the present, she rubbed her eyes thoughtfully. An itch? An awareness? That was why she held a handful of training scrolls. They were meant to be simple to solve. Non-lethal traps. Maybe sticky spider threads or a scroll that heckled the student with increasingly inappropriate insults until they solved the problem. The issue was that a blind person could not distinguish the level of challenge by colour-coding, which the Librarian had given away during his briefing.

No dabbling without competent supervision, Auli-Ambar, he had sniffed.

Draconic inhalations or expressive snorts and growls had a way of regularly changing her hairstyle. She wished they would not do that. Zimtyna said she brushed her hair obsessively, but who could stand knots in their hair? Ugh! Maybe she was a little neurotic.

Maybe a lot!

Ha. Having smuggled the scrolls into her own little chambers, Auli was not about to let some geriatric Dragon’s fussing stop her. She had been studying this for weeks before he had been laid low. Besides, what could possibly go … ah, best not to complete that thought. Picking a scroll at random, Auli set to work.

Three minutes later … pssssshhhtt!

Auli-Ambar screeched like an angry parakeet, rolled off her light ralti wool covers and landed in a heap on her neat, circular carpet which apparently sported a fetching design that was completely lost on a blind person. She scrabbled at her damp face. Ink. Only ink. Then, she smelled the fluid and spat, “Roaring rajals!”

Indelible ink.

* * * *

People already thought she was as peculiar as the proverbial purple-spotted rajal, so to see Auli wandering about the Halls wearing a full head covering was perhaps only slightly more eccentric than usual. The ink would not scrub off. Period. She had sandpapered off a reasonable amount of skin in the attempt, but her fingertips informed her that her nose was still splotched with whatever lovely colour that stupid scroll had squirted all over her stupid face.

Now she could be thankful for all her bandages!

Auli did have a stubborn streak as thick as an Island’s own foundations. It went right along with her compulsive cleanliness and phobic behaviours, she supposed. Like buffing every speck of dirt off every surface of every book and scroll she read. Washing her hands thirty times a day because dirt had a way of sneaking in beneath her fingernails. Arranging the purloined scrolls upon her compact desk to within a one thirty-second inch’s exactitude for oh, perhaps the fiftieth time. Maybe more. And then popping them back in the drawer for safety.

Three days later, she could not stand it anymore, and attempted another scroll. She singed her fingers. “Ouch! Rotten clod of Dragon droppings!” Auli hurled the offending scroll across her bedchamber where it singularly failed to make a satisfying crash, or any sort of respectable noise whatsoever. After a sulky spot of finger-cooling in the laver in her bathroom, she considered her options. Sensible? Bah. That was for wimpy scrollworms who would not have known a Dragon battle if one sneaked up and bit them in the backside; simpering maidens straight out of a bad ballad who turned into Noxian fruit jelly at the first sign of thunder, be it natural or draconic.

The problem was that Dragon portal magic – the general term for this field of study – was turning out to be as fiendishly complex as their fiery little reptilian brains. Auli wanted to imagine she was as intelligent as any Dragon. Intelligence and guile, however, were Dragons of different colours. Nor was she convinced on the brainpower front. She was having zero success singing her way into protected scrolls, as her inky face sadly proclaimed.

Sucking on her fingers, Auli turned the scroll over again to read the inscription:

I netted me a little rock dove,

Coo, my student, the colours of love.

Coo? She knew she was missing something, but the smooth lettering gave little away. If she was supposed to read in colours, then she was flying off the Isle without a Dragonship. No chance unless she developed her magic a great deal – what? the scroll vibrated in her grip. Great leaping Islands, was that a warning? Auli spluttered something incoherent. Another vibration! She sang desperately, but the scroll seemed to grow infuriated and buzzed violently, sticking to her shaking hands.

Keerrrr-WHAP!

“Ten thousand stinking windroc eggs!” she grunted.

As best she could tell, Auli-Ambar was nicely tangled up in a net and dangling from her ceiling. Her voice sounded … dead. Muffled. Oh dear. This was not proceeding well.

Over the course of the next three hours, Auli tried everything. She was not too proud to chew on the net’s fibres, but those shocked her tongue with increasingly unbearable zaps of electricity. Add one scalded tongue to her collection of injuries. Singing only seemed to resound around her ears and had no apparent effect on the trap. Due to a sad lack of talons, she could not simply slice her way out, nor did she even have use of the dagger-sharp talons of one of her miniatures. They were right there on the shelf. Those few feet might as well have been a thousand leagues.

Right … and the ridiculously tough netting resisted all attempts to untie anything, although she worked until her poor, abused fingertips bled. Maybe these threads were designed to stop young Dragons. She tried swinging and reaching, but her arms were not long enough. How was she even hanging off the ceiling? A magical grapnel? A magical, rock-biting Dragon’s paw? She had no idea under the suns.

Auli swallowed past what felt like a lump of iron ore in her throat. “Help? Help me!”

* * * *

The issue with being forgotten was that people did literally forget. Auli screamed herself hoarse. She had an embarrassing fit of panic that left rope burns all over her body. She wished desperately for food or water, and soon, rather more urgently, for use of a toilet. She slept twice, and by the third day, dreamed that she was hearing a workman hammering down her door. In the dream he turned into Ra’aba and reached for her throat with fiery orange claws. She tried to scream, but his power cut off any sound she could possibly make, and he would … she awoke choking on bile.

“She’s in there. Auli!” She knew that voice. Female. Sweet. Who could it –

AULI-AMBAR! Her solid jalkwood door protested a Dragon’s anxious growl. Arkurion said, “Utter silence. Are you definitely –”

“Break the door down, Dragon!” Master Ga’athar roared.

KABLAM!

The woman chuckled, “Alright. And destroy the doorframe too. Auli! There she – whaaaaat?”

“Stand back, my love! But a single stroke of my trusty sword shalt this peril-beset young maiden succour!”

Oh, it was Master Ga’athar and Mistress Yualiana! What were they doing here? The Master seemed to have been infected by one too many piratical ballads, for the net jerked violently under an unseen attack, and then she fell into a Dragon’s paw with people exclaiming all around her.

Groaning, Auli twisted her way free of the ropes. “Toilet …”

“What’s she saying?” Arkurion worried from the hallway. The young Dragon could not entirely fit inside her chambers, but he sounded as if he had been trying, or at least had squeezed a shoulder through the doorway in order to catch her with his outstretched paw. “Is she dying? Who trapped her here?”

“Toilet … please!”

Mistress Yualiana slipped a shoulder beneath Auli’s left arm and practically carried her around the end of her bed. Auli groaned at the cramping and uncramping of abused muscles. Yualiana said, “Shouldn’t wonder you can’t walk, petal. How long have you been dangling?”

“Two nights.”

Auli was supremely grateful for a woman’s fingers to untie the lacings of her leggings, and for a foot that evidently kicked the door shut behind them. She was also touched that Ga’athar and Yualiana seemed to remember her. They had exchanged a few scrolls over the years since she remembered leaving Ya’arriol Island, and she understood that the Master had become influential in Island politics – at least, conversations of Master Chamzu’s that she had overheard suggested so. Now, she wondered what brought them hence, and her heart tripped along like a playful kitten at the realisation that once more, Arkurion had apparently defeated her memory-stealing power.

Ga’athar called, “When you’ve pummelled the wretched girl into shape, Yualiana, will you join us next door for breakfast? Chamzu’s famous table is calling straight to my stomach.”

“Ah, my bearded pirate groweth stout about the mid-regions,” Yualiana called back playfully.

“As does mine fetching wife!”

“Pummelled?” asked Auli.

When Yualiana was done restoring the blood flow to her limbs and Auli had finished yelling at the pain or at the pregnant Mistress, who had surprisingly strong hands and the knowledge to put them to work, she walked to the breakfast table upon legs that wobbled like wet scrolleaf.

Master Ga’athar opened fire by inquiring, “You were left to work on training scrolls on your own, Auli-Ambar?”

Mumble-mumble, she replied around a mouthful of still-warm sweetbread. Oh, heavens raining Dragon gold! Food had never tasted so scrumptious.

“Don’t stuff your face like a starving hound,” Ga’athar snorted, but then he clearly did a double-take before blurting out, “Holy Ha’athior, they’ve fixed your mouth? Oh, Auli, that’s wonderful! Look, Yualiana! Perfect upper lip. But the jaw …”

Arkurion put in, “We rebuilt most of the upper jaw and oral cavity in a series of planned surgeries, Master Ga’athar, but the issue of the lower jaw has thus far defeated our efforts. Several issues persist. One, an acceptable and long-lasting bone substitute, and two, a means of attaching ligaments, muscles and teeth to the appropriate locations without doing major damage. Or having teeth that turn black and fall out. Failure would mean she’d be sipping liquids for the rest of her life.”

Suddenly, Auli was not so very hungry after all. Did she chew strangely? Did they stare at the jerky motion of her jaw?

“Yet, the progress is remarkable,” Yualiana interjected quietly. “There’s hardly a trace of scarring and her nose also looks perfectly natural. I understand that there’s been progress on your eyes as well, Auli? May I see?”

“At the breakfast table, my dearest heart?” Master Ga’athar inquired, and then apologised. He sounded so embarrassed Auli wondered what had passed between husband and wife.

After the obligatory stare-and-comment show, Auli was relieved when the conversation turned to other matters. Masters Chamzu and Ga’athar were old friends, and there was jollity and laughter around the well-stocked table, along with an infant’s wailing – their fifth child, which made four in the five years since their marriage and a further pair of ‘sweetbreads in the oven’, the Master exclaimed proudly – and then she heard the serious voice of young Master Ja’al, a three year-old toddler who arrived with their nurse apparently in his tow, judging by her longsuffering air. Auli shook his pudgy hand gravely. And Master Hua’gon, four years of age. And Miss Shayilia, also four years old.

Quite the busy family!

When she had eaten to the point of bursting, Master Chamzu requested a story for the children from his ‘budding young loremaster,’ and so Auli of burning cheeks told them the traditional tale of a rajal kitten called Graxur, who wanted to be a Dragon. Auli embellished the basic tale by adding humorous adventures along the way, until even the adults were chuckling at the rajal’s antics as he petitioned the King of Fra’anior for wings to call his own, and how he tried to crawl inside a Dragon’s eggshell so that he could be accidentally raised by a Dragoness. Soon she growled as viciously as a rajal – startling Ja’al so much that he promptly burst into tears and Yualiana had to intervene – and then she supplied the bubbling song of quadruple overlapping rainbows as the rajal pounced aloft, so full of joy and yearning that the Great Onyx at last granted his wish and drew him into the mighty heights above the Islands.

“And there he plays still,” Auli finished. “If ever you hear thunder prowling about the Isles but nary a cloud shades the skies, then you will know that Graxur is abroad, running over suns-beams and pawing at the pollen on the breezes. And may the courage of your hearts grow from a kitten’s yearnings to the true-fires power of a Dragon’s heart.”

“Bravo!” cried her audience, slapping their knees heartily.

Arkurion voiced a bugling note of approval. “That was storytelling with true heart, Auli!”

Yualiana elbowed her slyly. “Ooh, would you look at this blush! May I warm my hands? Mmm, pass me sweetbread for toasting, Ga’athar.”

“Mistress!” she protested, but it was no use of course.

After Auli had her wings tugged a few more times for her failure with the training scrolls, Ga’athar pressed a scroll of his own into her fingers. He said, “Master Jo’el sent this with his compliments. I trust you’ll have less trouble with his message than with noble Sazutharr’s capers. He does love playing pranks on his apprentices – did you know that, Auli?”

“Well, I never …”

Her disbelief triggered a hearty roar of laughter. “Believe it now?”

She turned the scroll over in her hands, wondering what the message portended. She had never forgotten the experience of singing with dragonets around that monastery lake.

When she took her leave, however, Arkurion walked with her to her door. He said, “I can’t imagine why the Head Librarian left you alone with those scrolls, Auli! Several are white-banded, signifying lethal consequences.” She coughed uncomfortably. “Oh! Your response and your heartbeat assure me of the negative – whatever were you thinking?”

The Dragon waited.

“Or were you not thinking? Desperate? Confused? Suicidal?”

Eventually, Auli-Ambar whispered, “I was hoping to learn why I am so easily forgotten. Why some friends forget me from one day to the next, whilst others do not. You – you don’t forget. I don’t understand, Arkurion, and I’m so afraid …”

The tenderness of his fires staggered her as he purred, “Afraid? Of what?”

“Afraid of fading into nothingness,” she admitted at length. “Of never having any real friends. Of never being able to draw close enough to love another, because … intimacy seems to exacerbate the … problem. I’m cursed, Arkurion. Azziala was right. So was Ianthine – she called it an inhuman taint! Is there any greater curse in this life than loneliness? Is there?”

Perhaps he checked the corridor for onlookers, but in a moment the Dragon’s paw clasped her shoulders gently and he said, “I am lonely, but not like this. Our cooperation and co-working accords me much pleasure. I can hardly imagine how you must feel. Master Chamzu tells me he forgets you daily. This is a terrible misfortune, Auli-Ambar, and a burden I wish with all my hearts I could lift from your soul. I shall meditate upon a solution.”

“Now, chin up,” he said, touching her throat with the tilted edge of a talon, to ensure there was no chance of cutting her skin. “Two things. One, I promise to speak to Sazutharr about allowing you access to the sections of perilous and forbidden lore, or at least, request that he allow me to train you myself. Secondly, I brought a scroll of my own for you.”

“Oh?”

“Aye.” He drew a deep breath, releasing her from his grasp. “The celebrated Dragonharpist Zanthrillior accompanied us on this journey, and he is indeed the primary reason we were delayed, because he wished to investigate ancient Pygmy musical forms in the Crescent Islands. Did you know he cracked the eggshell here at Gi’ishior? Anyhow, he plans to give a special concert next week on the ancient Dragonharp in the Concert Cavern, and so I wished to request that you consider … ah, this. Must go. I’m late for a meeting on Ancient Southern lore research.”

On that unexpectedly gruff note, the Dragon rushed off!

Auli fingered his scroll message pensively. What was this? First the warrior monk and now the Dragon? Most peculiar.

Truth be told, she was rather more wary of unfurling any scroll after her recent experiences. She would never have suspected Sazutharr of being a prankster, but being wrapped in a net suspended from a grapnel fired at the ceiling of her chamber was admittedly a fairly Dragonesque clue. One she had fallen for like the greenest and most gullible of maidens that had ever fainted her way through a sappy ballad.

Ugh!

Very well. First, Arkurion.

His scroll came clasped in a seal-circlet of the finest artistry, its clawed talons grasping the scroll with perfect aplomb and unbreakable zest, unless one spoke a code word or phrase. Her fingers crept from the curved metal seal to the outer address, which said, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya of Gi’ishior, Assistant Lore Specialist. She dropped the scroll as if burned, and then had to crawl beneath her basket weave bed in utter indignity to retrieve it. She had a title? How did he know? Why had she not been told?

Ha. Since she was blind, she would ruddy well read underneath the bed, in darkness. Why not?

Fiery yet furtive matched the mood of her heart.

At least the answer to opening this type of scroll was formally recognised. Aloud in Dragonish, she said, Open thee for Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya. The claws clicked and hinged apart, allowing the cool vellum to fall into her hand. She touched the text. Ink, scripted in a gorgeous, elegant draconic hand unlike any other she had ever read. Her hands roamed sinuous characters and curlicue nuance markers. Great leaping Islands, this was High Dragonish, the most formal scholarly language used by Dragon poets and literary artists!

Steadily, she puzzled out the text, which read:

It is with the fiery honour of everlasting Fra’anior Himself that I, Arkurion the Mercury Blue, Roving Researcher of Tanstoy Dragon Roost –

Hmm. Rather raffish, his title. Roving Researcher.

– do cordially and in accordance with the custom and tradition of the Dragonkind, enshrined in lore since the epoch in which the Onyx Paw didst tread our homely Isles, request the esteemed company of the honourable Miss Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, ward of Master Chamzu, Chief Scrollkeeper of Gi’ishior, to attend with me a most worthy concert to be presented by the distinguished instrumentalist, composer and artist, the matchless Zanthrillior; the hour being the ninth after noon upon this forthcoming seventh day of the Harvest Month; the place being the main Concert Cavern of Gi’ishior’s Halls of the Dragons; the purpose being the mutual, congenial enjoyment of unarguably the finest musicianship North of the Rift.

I await your gracious response.

There was a representation or signature of his name and title beneath the invitation in a type of ink she had never encountered before. She brushed it wonderingly with her hands. Fireflower and tanniss blossom scents rose to her nostrils as if freed by that touch, and the ink was slightly crenelated – she puzzled over its texture for a long while before concluding that it must be ink infused with chips or beads of a soft metal such as gold.

Auli exhaled a breath she had not known she was holding. Wow. Her very first invitation to walk out, as they said upon the Isles, and it came from a boy Dragon. Private, precious and probably as explosive as a Yellow Dragon’s lava-infused fireball. Quickly, she replaced the scroll in its claws and wriggled up toward the top of the bed, whereupon she tucked the whole piece toward the back of the lowest of the three drawers by her bedside. She would attend, of course. Zimtyna would know what she should wear. Something fancy, no doubt. She had never attended a concert before!

Now, she reached for the second scroll. Hopefully it was something quite mundane, although she could not imagine why Master Jo’el would wish to write to her. There were no clasps or seals, so Auli-Ambar unfurled the piece and … found nothing.

“Nothing?”

She puzzled at it for a moment, thinking that this was a very peculiar joke to play on a blind girl. The type of jest that did not suit the character of an austere monk. Her immediate resentment mellowed. Aye, the entire scroll was blank on both sides, but she did sense it might yet serve to communicate something. It smelled … well, for want of a better word, tricky. Infused with potential.

She wriggled out from beneath the bedframe, fanning her cheeks with the short segment of scrolleaf. Silly girl, growing all hot and bothered over a scroll from a Dragon! Frivolous nonsense, quite unsuitable for an Assistant Lore Specialist.

Laying the scroll on her bedcovers, and flattening the palms of her hands upon the blank vellum, she said, Reveal thyself to me. Nothing. Again, she commanded, Unfurl thy secrets! Her hands touched only blankness. Auli bit her lip. Very well, she knew one more trick. Raising her voice, she sang, All that is thine, be mine; all that is hidden, by mine will be bidden – be revealed!

Soft laughter seemed to rise around her like ethereal smoke.

Auli screamed, but her voice drowned in a sea of sable. Then she felt a sense of moment, of pitching forward on to the scroll upon her bed, but she did not strike anything. Instead, she fell and fell and fell for an everlasting time, until she knew she was dreaming.

Billows of gushing black fire snatched her away.

* * * *

A girl walked amongst flowers. Cerulean flowers. Endless fields of sky-become-petals stretched before her and around her, gently mounded to every horizon, their colour so vibrant and alive, her toes itched to dance.

A girl looked, and saw many widely spaced thin trees with perfectly white bark and tiny, serrulated green leaves standing amongst the myriad blossoms, and knew that she dreamed. How else could she see? The picture was stunning. Every aspect of her vision displayed edges, definition, texture and colour. The skies were the deep indigo of a person’s soul. The colours were so flamboyant, she longed to rake her fingers through the fields as if the blossoms were a maiden’s hair flowing across the low hills.

A girl wanted to weep for the beauty of seeing, but realisation pierced her emotions. She knew that what she beheld must originate from outside of her, for it was too beautiful. Too perfect. Too unimaginably detailed to even contemplate.

Faintly, she pleaded with her dream, Don’t do this to me, please. Please …

I grieve for thy pain, said the dream, and even its voice was richer and far profounder than any she had ever heard before, surpassing her wildest conceptions of what language might even begin to communicate. It was a heady bouquet of linguistic aromas, so overwhelming it threatened her very sanity. At once, velvety darkness surrounded her. Soothing. The voice whispered, This was to be mine gift to thee, little hatchling, for I have waited long years of thine lifetime for thee to heed mine summons, but thou hast naively eluded and disregarded all mine endeavours to reach thee – yet not of thine own will, be assured – until I, even I, was forced to undertake this subterfuge in order to break through the incredibly powerful protections that hide thee from mine far-reaching cognizance.

Auli bowed her head to that darkness. Its forms of Dragonish were incredibly archaic, but she must try her best to respond in kind. She said, Art I not a blind creature, useless and above all, forgotten?

Paradoxical thou art, said her dream. How dost thou wish, then, to behold me?

Only in that darkness which is real to me.

Very well.

When the darkness lingered without speaking further, she advanced fearfully, Art thou product of mine dreams? Thou art not. Too much of life seethes within thee. What dost thou wish to wrest of mine existence, o spirit who – she hesitated before her voice dropped to a terrified zephyr – who stealeth into mine very thoughts?

Nay, ’tis not so.

What … uh, ’tis it … in that case?

The disembodied voice, miraculously authoritative and belonging to a being that she was beginning to realise was vaster, older and wiser than anything in her experience, said, I have need of one who will record mine stories and Dragon lore in a secondary location, for the first shall become endangered. And many of these tales shalt be new, never before recorded by Human hand nor by draconic paw. Pray, reveal thy given name to mine cognizance? For thy magic has long concealed thy inner nature.

O Great One, I am called Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya.

Then know that I need thee, Auli-Ambar, to function as mine right paw. To be the quiet voice of mine fires to the Island-World.

She sucked in a huge breath. Thou art Dragonkind?

Shouldst thou have need of inquiry?

The truth burned in her soul. Perhaps it always had and she had simply not recognised it, but despite the mind-blowing sumptuousness of his presence, she knew this Dragon stood for goodness; for true-fires. His presence burned with purity, and his compassionate fires bent upon her in ways she belatedly recognised were the diametric opposite of Razzior the Orange’s fires. There was beauty in his darkness. Form and order and love and truth and fire and … vertigo shattered the flow of her thoughts.

Wow, wow … wow!

Making obeisance in her mind, Auli-Ambar quavered, Nay. Thou art Amaryllion Fireborn, art thou not? How might I serve thee, Great One? I cannot easily write. I am but a poor vessel –

Thou art mine vessel, he said warmly. I choose thee, Auli-Ambar. Come, tarry awhile upon mine knee – he chuckled massively, yet with a gentle humour that reminded her of none other than Arkurion, to her rising alarm – as it were, and let me spin thee spirited ballads and audacious sagas of yore. And then thou shalt repeat them to the younglings in thy care, and they to their shell-parents, and their shell-parents shall trumpet this lore across the Isles! Canst thou not remember? Do they not whisper ‘loremaster’ behind thine tiny back? Canst thou truly not write in ink-impregnated sand?

She nodded, sensing faintness rushing upon her. I am able.

The Island-World spun. Dark-fires rose from the roots of her soul, wild and ardent, terrifying and true. Her mind wavered.

He said, Be at peace and I shall teach thee, and thou shalt grow in grace and beauty and in much knowledge … little hatchling … o Dragonsong over mine Isles … Auli?

Mine ordeal, o Great Flame … shattered …

Auli! Auli …

Darkness enfolded her.


Chapter 14: Musical Magic

Mighty was he; in the aftermath of first meeting Amaryllion Fireborn, my soul knew a sense of shattering and reformation, of wondrous upliftment toward a glorious grasp of my world I had never imagined. Legends lived! The Ancient Dragons were neither dusty lore nor history recounted by epic ballad and tale. They were tangible. Prodigious. Precocious. To be regarded by such a draconic intelligence was akin to feeling the brunt of the suns’ innermost fires.

There commenced one of the strangest periods of my life, wherein intense happiness commingled with deep sadness. My closest friends and mentors forgot me daily. Arkurion struggled mightily and somehow, prevailed. My father remembered me perfectly. My days were steeped in teaching and learning. By night or before morning birdsong, I sojourned long with Amaryllion Fireborn, though I frequently had to remind him of who I was and why I could contact his mind via his blank scroll, or delicately correct his errant memory when he repeated a tale I already knew.

To bemuse an Ancient Dragon is apparently no trivial task – one at which I abhorred to excel. Truly, I grew daily more invisible, until I feared the magical theft of my very soul.

Ah, and then, let me reveal the matter of Zanthrillior …
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Zimtyna Smacked her own thigh in evident satisfaction. “Auli-Ambar, if you could only see yourself –”

“Did you sew me into this dress?”

The other girl chortled happily. “Not really.”

“And the heels –”

“A modest three inches. You tower over me.”

“These bracelets are, uh …”

“Beautiful. Father picked them out himself.” Auli opened her mouth to protest. “Shush, I know you can’t afford them. Few could – well, unless you melt down your pretty ingot. Where did you secrete that petite fortune, anyways? These bracelets are part of a gift made to the Queen of Fra’anior three hundred years ago by the Dragon Artisans of Gemalka.”

“Oh! The Ruby Collection? You have me wearing a museum piece?”

Not a gift for her? A tiny pang of disappointment left an acid wake in her stomach. Oh, Auli. Had she not received gifts enough in these Halls that she must pine over baubles which could never be hers?

“Indeed.” Zimtyna refused to drop the smug attitude. “The traditional mask, designed for a formal royal ball, is a masterpiece if I do say so myself – and, wearing that weight of jewellery, you can’t possibly blow away on a breeze like you’re wishing to, my sweet pollen puff.”

“I must look like I robbed a royal vault.”

“Never was a robber so splendidly arrayed. Stop twisting that priceless, delicate necklet! Honestly. Be off with you – no, let’s see what my father says first. Out. Out!”

Jingling discreetly, Auli-Ambar suffered herself to be coaxed out of Zimtyna’s bedchamber. With multiple bracelets and anklets, a matching jewelled belt and jewelled clasps on the upper arms that together bore a King’s ransom in the finest rubies and diamonds set in a white, luminous horiatite frosting, she could not help the clinking and tinkling. The off-the-shoulder, full length dress had been described to her as bearing a design of orange and crimson flames twined about her left flank, upon a background of deep brown, almost black, Helyon silk. The fabulous material felt whisper-thin and cool against her skin, but Zimtyna assured her the silk would keep her person at the perfect temperature. It was like wearing spider silk, she imagined, although she understood that in reality this thread was produced from caterpillars’ bottoms. Imagine that? Royalty fell over themselves to spend heaps of fine gold upon exudate excreted from an insect’s rear end.

Her tumbling hair had been washed three times, treated with hot aromatic oils and then brushed out to within an inch of its life, and was fancifully braided around an elaborate diamond-sprinkled hairnet. Auli had no idea what this creation entailed or looked like, but her friend seemed satisfied and therefore, so was she.

“Father,” called Zimtyna.

“Hmm?”

“Nose out of the scroll. Behold!”

“You look pretty, petal.”

“Dad! Not me – Auli-Ambar – honestly, you men! Impossible.”

Pages rustled over on the comfortable couch, Master Chamzu’s favourite spot to curl up with a good book or a scrolleaf or three. The Master gasped, “Holy – who’s that – Auli!” Glass clinked upon the rug by his feet, knocked over but unbroken, she concluded with rising alarm. “Ahem! Ahem! Lock the roost! Alarm the doors. No, we cannot let her out looking like that – she’ll cause a riot! A positive sort of riot … oh, listen to me babbling like a drunken dragonet. Girl … you look amazing. One word. A-ma-zing.”

Disbelief made her jaw dangle. Truly?

Zimtyna said, “Thanks, Dad. Off with you, Auli-Ambar, before he does something memorably foolish.”

“Was that good?” Auli whispered.

“Oh, I think you’ll pass,” Zimtyna said knowingly. “Now, I’ll walk you down to the Concert Cavern, and I’ll describe Arkurion’s reaction to you later. It was his invite, correct? Lucky lizard!”

“Aye …”

So the Master yelled at his daughter for cracking inappropriate jokes about Dragons, but this jest was somehow allowed, even though it made her blush down to her toes? It was not a date. Not as such. It was co-workers enjoying an evening’s entertainment together. Aye. No sly winks; no rebellious or unreasonable behaviour. Not so much as a whiff of scandal. Auli would be decorous and demure – and, what? Faltering on the steps in her unfamiliar heels, she mentally dunked that last adjective in the aforementioned hair oil and lobbed it furiously into the path of a draconic fireball. Kaa-pooof! The older hatchlings had started fireball practice with flying targets yesterday – apparently, the idea was to let a few windrocs loose over the volcano’s central lake and see which Dragon could grill a bird first. Crude, but judging by the hullabaloo and the thump! whoosh! krack! emanating from the overexcited youngsters, she would be hearing all about it at story time tomorrow.

Dragons were Dragons, Humans were Humans, and ne’er the twain should engage in whatever Zimtyna had been hinting at doing with that Fra’aniorian Dragonship pilot – what was his name again? Tusk? No, Ta’asku. Exceedingly toothsome, allegedly. She reminded herself to recheck the definition of ‘dallying,’ because whereas Auli had thought it meant lingering or being lazy, Zimtyna made her dallying sound rather wicked.

An appalled face twisted her lips beneath her mask.

The Concert Cavern was also used for larger meetings of Dragons, a great oval space deep beneath the volcano’s northern wall, so there was a huge descent to make. They walked around to the North wall and then took the Human chain lift down to the subterranean chamber, endowed with – Auli sniffed pointedly – an array of magnificent and unique crystal formations which boasted such breathtaking luminescence and form that at least four poets of legend had indeed forgotten to breathe upon first viewing the phenomenon and thus perished. Silly poets.

What electrified her awareness was the extraordinary aural qualities of the room. Her ears marvelled. Every sound, every rasp of a Dragon’s fires or breath, the slightest clicking of talon or tail upon the floor, carried to her sensitive hearing. A rising babble of commentary from the Dragons nearby alerted her that her entrance had been noted. She heard:

Who’s this mite?

What wing-shiveringly striking attire, I declare! My eye orbs do brighten as to a feast.

… Lore Specialist, Sazutharr’s protégé.

By my wings, I’d have those rubies for my hoard!

My hatchling Firrugazz says she’s the most extraordinary raconteur. I wonder –

Mmm, who invited this morsel, Yulgaz? Razzior’s habitual sneer cut clearly through the murmur.

That scrawny hank of sinew from Tanstoy, Arkurion the Midget Blue. The Brown Dragon’s voice was cultured, but infinitely condescending even as the pang of his insult pierced Auli through and through. Poor Arkurion! I believe that Southerner keeps monkeys for pets. Bipeds, you know. All the same to me. The meat’s foul and the brain matter is hardly worth the effort of cracking open their thin skulls.

Razzior sniggered cruelly.

Dragons thought of Humans as evolved apes? Charming.

Auli-Ambar, Qualiana said warmly, steadying her with a slight talon tap on the small of her back. How Auli appreciated the sentiment! Welcome to the concert. I think you might be the only Human present. I didn’t take you for an aficionado of the Dragonharp?

Not yet, she replied, taut with bitter humiliation. One must educate the bipeds, I suppose.

Was this what Arkurion had purposed?

The Red Dragoness’ talons scratched restively against the floor, betraying her annoyance. Don’t you take their idle chatter to heart, little flame. Behold, Arkurion approaches. He is compact of build as is common in Southern Dragons, but in form is a dashing beast of nonpareil colouration nonetheless.

Even Qualiana failed to disguise a slight hitch in her voice, making Auli-Ambar wonder what it was of the Mercury Blue Dragon’s reaction that a blind girl could not apprehend. Had Zimtyna’s efforts to create a suitable impression leaped an Island too far? Was she embarrassing every Dragon present with her museum-worthy outfit and its outrageous surfeit of rubies and precious horiatite, apparently once mined on the holy Isle of Ha’athior on the southern rim of Fra’anior’s great caldera?

With slightly forced gallantry, Arkurion said, My lady of Gi’ishior, all Dragonesses who grace this chamber tonight, do gnash their fangs in helpless jealousy at thine splendour.

I do? Qualiana breathed, for Auli’s ears alone. A jaunty nuance in her tone catapulted the girl’s heart into her throat. No! The Dragoness could not think there was something … between them, could she?

Trying valiantly to disguise her discomfit, Auli-Ambar swooped into a full formal genuflection, slipping her right leg behind the left to aid a graceful flexion of the knees, while her head dipped forward and her arms stretched outward and behind, the hands fluttering at the wrists in imitation of a Dragon’s wing’s in flight. How gauche she felt! Yet a nugget of draconic courage lodged heatedly in her heart. She was tired of invisibility. Weary of a spate of recent dreams where she sensed herself fading into the night, sinking slowly into inescapable terror. Sick of bullies like Razzior and Yulgaz who preyed upon those they regarded as lesser creatures.

In a small but clear voice, she declaimed a speech she had prepared beforehand from a legend recounted by Amaryllion Fireborn:

I acknowledge thee, O Dragon whose gracious fires,

Art arpeggios played upon fervid moonbeams,

Of Mystic Mercury thy scales liquescent,

O most radiant, bejewelled fire-treasure of Tanstoy,

Mine instructor in all draconic lore and fire-life,

In fullness of gratitude doth this heart receive thee.

Astonished whispers susurrated amongst the Dragons nearby, those who heard and perhaps observed their encounter. Arkurion seemed speechless. Auli heard him gulp, and then clearly amidst the rising buzz of many belly fires, she hearkened to his fires warbling like faraway dragonet song carried upon a fragrant volcanic breeze. Had her comparison of his mercury colour to the Mystic Moon been poorly drawn? Or was the articulation of their teacher-student relationship, unfitting in this context? Was the Dragon overcome with rage or mortification?

Another, clearly elderly draconic voice cried, From the muzzles of egglings and hatchlings! Most excellently does she recite the Lay of Cazutaria, which I first heard from my grandsire’s grandsire! I had not thought it cast upon scrolleaf; indeed, I have not heard it since my hatchling days. And the obeisance she essayed is none other than the ancient Wingéd Glory, that with which the Pygmy Peoples were said to greet Fra’anior himself – may the sulphurous fires of the Great Onyx burn forever!

How she honours the Mercury Blue, another Dragoness put in smoothly. Haaja the Yellow, Auli’s increasingly overwhelmed senses identified. Most evocatively spoken, Auli-Ambar.

With the distinct air of an emphatic talon stroke to the chest, another voice rapped, And that very excellence, o Razzior, is why this girl was invited.

Auli cast about in the halls of her memory, but she did not know that gravelly purr.

Andarraz plays at politics, Qualiana supplied, again the tiniest whisper seemingly made right inside Auli’s left ear. Don’t become his pawn.

Arkurion said, Behold, the entrance flags are raised! We should take our places upon the ledges.

His sonorous pronouncement was designed to carry. At once Auli heard the shuffling and thumping of Dragon paws as the animated crowd set into motion; amidst this rising tumult Zimtyna took her leave, and Qualiana’s footsteps trembled the ground to her right flank. At Haaja’s enquiry, Qualiana replied that Sapphurion would be returning with the Dragonwings within three days, but it was unfortunate indeed that her mate had to miss this event. Much had transpired abroad. There was rumour of great disturbance in the East, and Andarraz the Green was preparing a Dragonwing to fly out on the morrow to rescue the denizens of Elidia Island in the South from a marauding band of feral Dragons.

Meantime, her elbow found its rest upon Arkurion’s upraised talon as always, and so Auli-Ambar followed his lead to an appropriate ledge, stumbling only twice en route. The Dragon guided her to a wooden chair which had evidently been provided for her use.

He whispered, The very stars were never more radiant than thee, Auli-Ambar. Did I not speak as with the whitest of fires upon our first meeting?

She shivered as he withdrew slightly. A-Aye, Arkurion.

The foot or so that separated them, Auli imagined, felt at once far too near, and as wide as the void that separated Men and Dragons from the far reaches of the universe. Charming one? Should a girl ever charm a Dragon, that were ground most perilous. Humans held neither sway over the Dragons of the airy spaces, nor could they claim any magical dominion. History was littered with examples of wars started for these very reasons, although it was whispered around the Halls that night began to fall upon the era of outright draconic dominion of the Island-World. Humankind slowly ascended from their long-ago position of enslavement to Dragons, being organised and self-governing and daily growing in numbers and power. Over the last seven decades, Auli had learned, the spheres of draconic influence had steadily reduced. Elidia. Erigar. Horness. Mighty Yorbik Island in the mid-North. Cherlar, Amxo and Lyrx lying far to the East of the important trading post of Sylakia, and the area around Jaoli in the Far East. All had once been ruled by Dragons, but now fell increasingly or completely under Human rulership.

Few Dragons warmed to the prospect of this rising of Human power.

Her hand reached for her tunic pocket. Oh. The eggling statuette was safely ensconced in her tiny clutch bag. Izariela. Might she be related to Istariela? There had been only one Star Dragoness in history. Why only one? Was she unique, like Auli-Ambar?

She must remember to ask Amaryllion about this detail.

Arkurion, may I request –

I shall be your eyes, he whispered at once, managing to sound even more nervous than she. Grr! If any Dragon may presume to brave such a challenge?

Auli produced a bright chuckle. I made up puerile poetry for the occasion.

In actuality, for you, she thought, but did not hazard the admission. Many attentive fire eyes and ear canals lurked on the surrounding ledges, some maliciously attuned to whatever might pass between a pair of scrollworms. She had recently read about magical methods of spying. Reading lips was nothing compared to the ability of more powerful Dragons in the Blue spectrum, who could reportedly read minds. Not that any Dragon would admit such an ability! Could she rely on an impervious mind to shield a straying heart?

She said, Tell me about this venue, noble Dragon.

Very good, he replied. She judged that he bowed, for his wingtip scraped rock slightly. The Concert Cavern measures 3,614 feet long by 1,823 feet wide and 1,119 feet high at its apex. The stage faces the breadth of the cavern at the exact midpoint, ensuring an even spread of sound. One hundred feet from the raised, onyx-paved platform, tiers of dressed pink granite rise by fifteen feet at a time, over forty-three levels to the very back of the cavern in a semicircle which is segmented into seven equal parts to facilitate the ingress and egress of Dragons. The Human steps you ascended were originally purposed for cleaners, and not for concert-goers.

She appreciated the subtle shading of remorse which accompanied this final statement.

Auli said, And in relation to the stage …

We are seated on the seventh tier back in the third segment, so slightly left of middle. Qualiana, Andarraz and Haaja occupy the Dragon Elders’ perches of honour in the fourth or central segment, directly facing the stage. I estimate there are over four hundred Dragons in the audience, and one nervous scrap of humanity.

Hilarious. Auli wanted to sit on her hands. Stop the ridiculous trembling! She said, Perfect. What of this fabled harp, o Dragon?

Arkurion, who had clearly been hitting the scrolls in preparation for the occasion, replied, The Dragonharp, in antiquity called the Dracoharp, is critically regarded as the premier musical instrument in the draconic repertoire. It is the hardest to master, but offers unparalleled reward. Naturally the instruments vary in size, number of strings and capabilities. But the one down on the stage stands twenty-two feet tall and fifteen wide, and commands some 1,376 strings arranged upon two ‘wings’ which are artfully carved from darkly polished ooliti wood, set with garnets, carnelians and emeralds in patterns symbolising the scales of Estathya the Pearlescent, younger shell-sister to Fra’anior himself, who is famously the Dragoness of Many Colours. I digress. To picture a Dragonharp you might imagine a butterfly’s outspread wings … oh. Perhaps a different image. If you interlaced your outstretched fingers and held them before you at a thirty degree angle, you’d be depicting the basic structure. The strings do not touch each other as they intermesh – well, some instruments do so in order to produce additional special effects. With me so far?

Auli nodded. She had read about butterflies. They must be marvellous, so very colourful and unique. Angrily, she pushed that note of sadness away. Please continue.

Verily, he hummed upon an intriguing note. Had the Dragon detected her unvoiced sadness? If so, he was even more perceptive than she might have credited. The harpist leans over the instrument and plays either one wing or the other, or plays ‘doubles’, which means that the three forward-facing and two rear-facing talons play both wings simultaneously, along where they intersect in the middle-upper region of the instrument. I make that at about three times your tiny height. He gurgled out a draconic laugh before continuing, The orientation of the paws matters greatly. The ideal is to produce a loose-wristed, rippling motion that glides along the string-wings. The metal of the strings is usually argentonium, a gold-lustered compound produced by a secret process known to a select, widely scattered guild of Dragon Artisans, and is believed to imbue the musician with magical powers. But the real genius lies in the paw pedals, which can radically change the tone, voice and range of the instrument, producing some quite remarkable musical or sound effects, such as drums, horns or even battle roars. The pedals are worked by the Dragon’s rear paws, for the musician curves his or her body around the instrument in order to play it. In addition to all this, Zanthrillior will add his peerless voice to the production, which is unquestionably a complex instrument in its own right.

Around her, the Dragons rustled excitedly, before a low humming of anticipation spread across the gathering.

Zanthrillior, Arkurion whispered, so close to her now that Auli felt his neck scales brush her right arm. He’s a distinctive beast, being a deep burgundy in the upper parts with striking azure and yellow detailing upon the wing struts, leading wing edges, talon sheaths and broadly across his underbelly. He lacks the skull spikes and spine spikes of the Gi’ishior Lesser Draconic subtype, so he’s as sleek as a rainbow trout … here he comes. The consummate performer. An ostentatious ruffle of the wings, displaying their unique colouration to its fullest extent. Even the wing membranes glisten with colours as though painted by an artist. Now, he’s strutting over to his instrument. Utterly focussed and serene. Almost unaware of any watchers. Few Dragons could behave like that without censure, but certain allowances must be made for genius …

The Mercury Blue’s voice trailed off as the audience hushed dramatically. Auli-Ambar had never heard hundreds of Dragons, so closely packed in that great cavern that the temperature was already balmy verging on sweltering, become so silent. Magic? Belly fires quietened. Normally expressive wingtips lay perfectly still. Nary a rustle of paw nor tail marred the breathless, exquisite silence.

Then, a voice like a concerto of flutes ranging from a quadruple-bass monster to a tootling piccolo announced, PRELUDE IN C-SHARP MINOR!!

Auli-Ambar almost tumbled off her seat.

Zanthrillior, Arkurion dared to breathe, as if the Dragon’s name should explain the astonishing – and thrilling, in keeping with his name – impact of his voice.

Every microscopic iota of her body seemed to catch fire at once. Suddenly she knew what these Dragons had been waiting for. It was the deftest touch of talon to string. It was the perfection of his opening stanzas that seized every hair follicle of her body and tuned it to the bravura magnificence of his artistry; that drew her helplessly to the edge of her seat and every Dragon effortlessly to the edge of his or her perch, captive to beauty.

After building up over many long minutes to a crescendo of crashing wave upon wave of delights that left the Human girl feeling as if she had been thoroughly kneaded by the Dragon of Bliss, the music trailed off into exquisite eternity.

Now she knew what those breathless poets must have grasped. Fire seized her throat. Music conjoined with her soul. If she died tonight it would only serve to extend this ecstatic state into eternity.

Zanthrillior trumpeted, CREATION’S BALLAD!!

He bared his musical soul, sweeping them away on an enchanted, wrenching, unforgettable journey.

* * * *

At some point during the evening, Auli realised she was weeping. Her new nose did a better job than the old, which was to say it leaked just as much, just in a more manageable way. She checked her tiny clutch and found a scrap of cloth tissue. Thank you Zimtyna! Clearly her friend had anticipated this eventuality – although how such intimate knowledge had evaded her amnesia-inducing aura, she could not fathom.

Then, Zanthrillior’s Lullaby for the Lost in D-flat Major surrounded her with the tender insistence of sleep, and whisked her away on aural billows. Warm. Foetal. Infinitely infolding and enfolding and caressing, like a mother’s love for her unborn child.

Auli sank deeper and deeper through layers of music, as though she passed through the shackles of memory and being and at last, mortality itself, into a place she could not possibly remember. Here, there was no need to breathe, for fluid surrounded her and filled her lungs. A soft beat pulsed against her belly, the umbilical connection of life itself, and throbbed inside her acutely delicate ears. The drumbeat was quickening. Soft, peristaltic movements began to ripple against her unborn body, and Auli felt the urge to change her orientation. Kicking out lustily, she raised a subdued laugh from somewhere without, and a kneading motion began in response to her kicking.

“Ooh, right under my ribs.”

Auli wriggled again. Then, she dreamed.

Slick and wailing weakly, she slipped into waiting hands that cupped her little body. She turned, and fell against a plush surface. The material stuck to her limbs. Now the hands seemed to fumble about her before growing more certain, and she rose an unknowable distance into darkness.

The music caressed her.

A soft sob tore the veil from her soul, but not from her eyes.

“By the Great Dragon, what is that thing?” She wanted to weep, but the sound emerged from her tiny throat like popping bubbles. Xa’an murmured, “It’s unable even to cry. How will it … live?”

“My – my Lord …”

“How could I have whelped such an accursed monster? How?” Footsteps receded. A door slammed on its hinges, rocking her world and making her cry harder. “Stupid foreign skarrigor! It’s all your fault!”

Music soothed her distress.

Auli vocalised alongside Zanthrillior’s distant score, tiny, pinprick notes of her soul’s uttermost affliction.

“Pass her to me, Myrkira. It’s a girl, isn’t it?”

“She is.” The aged voice sounded defeated.

“What’s the matter with her?”

“It’s a deformity of the mouth, my Lady, one that I’ve not often seen. I’ve heard these children do not … do not live long. You should prepare yourself – Fra’anior bless thee, little mite.”

Tender were the hands that embraced her now, soothing with touch and a rocking motion. “My poor pykol-jewel girl,” the woman wept. Her accent was peculiar, all lilting vowels and half-voiced, warbling consonants, as if she owned a songbird’s fluttering tongue and a throat rather different to most. “How cruel fate’s talon …”

It seemed she flew upon lyrical wings beyond the bounds of the universe, to a place where all was darkness, and that darkness shuttered what light must have played upon even infant eyelids.

Grief. Who could sustain such father wounds, and live?

Oh, my soul shall die …

A voice intruded. “Auli.”

I perish!

“Auli-Ambar, please. Where did you go?”

Arkurion’s whisper seemed to issue from a place far beyond reality. She realised he spoke beneath a cannonade of draconic approbation, his left fore-talon clasping her knee. Had he shaken her awake? No, she hadn’t fallen asleep, had she? Or, had she entered a waking dream? The Dragons bugled and roared and chanted in an utter pandemonium – had the concert ended? She supposed so. Her ears certainly hurt. Auli leaped guiltily to her feet, applauding in the Human fashion. No-one would hear, but she knew Zanthrillior’s virtuosity had broken though to a place that was, to her knowledge, unprecedented. How could he cause her to so vividly remember and even experience her birth and its immediate aftermath?

What was a pykol jewel? Could that, or the midwife’s name, be a clue as to her mother’s identity? Skarrigor, she knew. It was a curse purposed for a seductress or enchantress.

Her poor mother. Had she fled Xa’an’s wrath? When had she disappeared from her daughter’s life, and why? Did she not care? Auli touched her mouth beneath the mask in an attempt to still her welling sobs, and then returned to applause.

It was so wonderful, Arkurion. Indescribable … I … thank you, thank you, thank –

Auli, Arkurion growled. Qualiana needs you – us?

So urgent! What was the problem?

Um …

Come quickly. We are summoned to her roost.

* * * *

After departing from the Concert Cavern with indecent haste, Auli-Ambar was able to take to the back routes used by the cleaning staff. She quickly unlaced the satiny ankle straps of her shoes and took off at a run that soon proved injudicious.

Four minutes, one bleeding nose and a severely banged big toe later, she limped into Sapphurion and Qualiana’s roost through the Roost Keepers’ entrance. Arkurion was already present, she sensed, carefully catching the bloody drips from her nose inside the mask. No point in advertising her presence here! Snatching up a cleaning cloth from the kitchen, she joined the Dragons.

“What?” growled Arkurion.

“Thtupid blindneth,” she replied unhappily. “Whathit?”

“Am I allowed to laugh?” the Mercury Blue pressed.

“Only ith you whanth a thwift kick uff the fire sthnorter,” Auli responded with great testiness and rather less dignity.

Qualiana chuckled briefly, but then turned serious. “Here. Be healed.”

“Thanks.” Dancing dragonets, that really did help. Her nose felt a hundred times better, but the blood did not stop trickling. She pinched her nose just below the bridge, thinking how that would not have been possible just a few months before.

Meantime, the Dragoness continued, “I just received word from Sapphurion’s command that he is chasing none other than that crazy Maroon Dragoness, Ianthine, about the Islands – and, she has a hostage in her paw! He thinks, from the East. I need you to tell me everything you know and I’ve undoubtedly been made to forget –” gnarr! “– about that strange envoy from the East, and what she said about a peculiar magic. What was it called?”

Auli sucked in a deep breath. Right. Try not to sound sulky. “As I have not yet been allowed access to the forbidden parts of the Library –”

“What you know!”

Rapidly, Auli summarised in a quavering voice, “Her name was Azziala. She said she had bent Ra’aba to her thrall and stolen from him the knowledge of sanguistarn-mortha’a. Ra’aba also claimed he had torn what he needed from her, and as you’re aware, I once heard him colluding with Razzior over a serum they both seemed to desperately want –”

“HOW DO YOU MAKE A DRAGON FORGET!”

Explosive anger detonated between them as an overstressed Dragoness lost what little cool she had never truly possessed.

Auli moaned, but somehow, Arkurion had turned aside the Dragoness’ spit-fire anger. A huge body thumped down nearby. The Mercury Blue groaned and mumbled something; Qualiana must have lifted him with her paw, and a not entirely apologetic word. A fingertip touch to her left ear returned slick with blood. Then Qualiana touched Auli again with her healing power, and immediately she felt that signature sense of wellbeing infuse her body. The blood flow slowed to a trickle.

Qualiana said, Dragons are so wont to flare in anger, we injure even those close to our third hearts. Speak.

Unaccountably, her anger at Qualiana’s mistreatment of her good intentions steadied her. After gathering her thoughts, Auli continued, “It seems clear that sanguine or sanguis are terms built on an ancient proto-draconic root that, in part, refers to blood. So we can safely conclude it’s a lore related to blood. What mortha’a means I could not say, but every time I speak the word I think upon death. And so I posit a lore linking blood and death, or the bleeding of creatures leading to death, which is not unknown in cabalistic or necromantic rituals generally related to worship of Dramagon the Red – or other similarly forbidden lore that builds upon his research. He was famously concerned with breeding creatures with particular magical properties of interest to him or, forgive me, I suspect Dramagon of trying to cross draconic with Human traits, or to transfer magic from one species to the other.”

“Impossible,” said Arkurion.

“Then you know little of Dramagon’s foul heritage,” Qualiana dismissed him bluntly. “Tell me what else you know of this Azziala.”

Ra’aba’s terrible threat still lived in her fears, Auli realised, choosing her words with care as she related Azziala’s mental powers, the weird secondary voice that had seemed to speak out from the same mouth, and the sense that the woman possessed formidable mental strength – enough to squeeze a person’s mind for thoughts as a person might squeeze fruit for juice, she recalled.

The Mercury Blue noted, “Insanity can accord Man or Dragon unusual powers, Qualiana. Fly with care against Ianthine. She is extremely dangerous.”

The Dragoness snarled and snapped again at the younger Dragon, making Auli flinch so hard she tumbled backward, but it appeared Arkurion had the presence of mind yet to whip out his tail and arrest what could have been a bad fall.

Apparently unconcerned by the clash, the Red said, “I will fly directly to Ianthine’s hideout. I know it; I once observed her entering her roost by a chance reflection in the waters of a lake –”

“How will you break her portal magic?” said the Mercury Blue. His turn for snappish honesty.

Auli-Ambar spoke between the panting of the two Dragons, “If the Draco-Mystic is half as powerful as everyone says, her wards will be strong indeed. Could Sapphurion’s life be endangered? From everything I’ve learned …”

A sinking feeling accompanied her words. Oh no. Had she just sold herself to Sylakian slavers, so to speak? No. The Dragons would never breach protocol so severely, would they?

Freaking fireballs! Qualiana snapped, apparently missing the implications that so terrified Auli. Only she could break the wards. Yet would an Elder be persuaded to risk the volcanic censure of her peers to convey a Human in her paw? Can I do nothing to aid my mate?

You’re certain she’ll make for her roost? asked the Mercury Blue.

Aye.

Then you should take the right tool with you. She has flown before.

Arkur – no! Auli howled as the Dragoness’ paw clamped about her waist. She felt betrayed by Arkurion – even though hers had been the tongue to flap imprudently. I don’t want to die! Put me down. Please, Qualiana. Please, you’re not … it’s forbidden!

In a purr that was far more menacing than comforting, the Dragoness retorted, Dropping a friend into the Cloudlands is considered the pinnacle of rudeness in draconic society. That said, one more screech out of you that implies I’ll take less than perfect care with your insolent little life, and I’ll consider juggling you between my paws en route. Do we understand each other?

Indeed! sniggered Arkurion.

How supportive of you, Auli growled. Fra’anior’s beard, she had not meant to voice her aggravation!

However, both Dragons just laughed as if a hatchling had dared to bare her fangs at an old-timer. With a parting admonition to Arkurion to see that Grandion attended his battle strategy class after suns-rise, Qualiana’s grip tightened around Auli-Ambar’s waist. Ready to fly, little one?

Nooooo!


Chapter 15: Authorised Thief

Had I ever wondered which traits ran as straight as Dragonflight from father to daughter, I soon discovered – to my absolute horror – that sticky fingers, sneaking and snitching definitely constituted the Ta’afaya half of my legacy. How ashamed was I? I scorn that prim, hidebound girl nowadays.

Is life ever as unsullied as we would wish it?

Perhaps blindness and thievery are hand-in-glove partners. I was expected to use my hands in many ways, after all. Little did anyone suspect a sightless scrollmouse of nefarious sleight-of-fingers …

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections

THREE-PAWED, QUALIANA charged out of her roost and launched into the cool night. Her massive wings cupped the air briefly, steadying their flight, before the great flight muscles surged, the wing surfaces, struts and multi-joined primary, secondary and tertiary wing bones creaked under the enormous pressure. She shot skyward as though launched from a catapult. Although this was her second Dragonflight, Auli-Ambar gasped at the Dragoness’ furious outpouring of power. Arkurion was just a fledgling growing into draconic adulthood. Qualiana was a fully-grown female in the prime of her strength, and she was magnificent.

Within seconds, Qualiana surmounted the bugles of the watch Dragons upon the rim wall and banked to her port flank, accelerating to what would have been an eye-watering speed for someone bothered by useful eyes. However the wind pressure eased and her grip loosened while she kept her left forepaw cupped, allowing Auli to clamber into a more comfortable sitting position in her thickly calloused right palm.

She said, I’ve shielded your presence from the sight and mental perception of the Watch. I’ll keep a shield active and supply pneumatic elements to ease the blast. Are you warm enough, little one?

It’s colder than I expected.

We’re leaving the volcano’s thermal paw print behind us as we head two compass points North of West, Qualiana noted. I’ll add thermo-insulating shield elements. It’s a beautiful, starry night; a night fit to make one’s soul fires sing just as we heard in Zanthrillior’s concert – wouldn’t you agree?

Aye. He was spellbinding.

Auli ground her knuckles into her eyes. They had regularly troubled her ever since that botched attempt at healing, but now they hurt as if a Dragon’s talons were slowly drilling into the sockets. Had the music changed something yet again? She dared not hope, for that disappointment had proved bitter indeed.

The Dragoness whispered, Moons-shine upon the whitest of Cloudlands, rolling unbroken toward every horizon as if careless of the toxicity they obscure. Thick bands of stars gild the darkling welkin, so heavily sprinkled that they are just like white dust in places, and in others, we see shining beauties of single stars and constellations, and the great nebulae and galaxies farther afield. The tranquillity of night beyond the Isles, in the great airy spaces frequented only by Dragons – oh Auli, how I wish I could show you all! By my wings, you must yearn for this also.

It is hard to wish for what one has never known.

Wishes are free, not so?

Auli considered her statement. Are they, noble Qualiana? For wishes rely upon hope, and hope must perforce rest one paw within reality. Some wishes carry a great price, o Dragoness; a price that would crush a soul.

They flew on in silence for many a wingbeat.

A three-hour flight of some fifty-seven leagues distance by Qualiana’s reckoning, led them swiftly to the end of a fruitless quest. Rancid cliff goats! snarled the Dragoness. Looks like her Islet turned into an active volcano, Auli. I’ve taken you on a useless excursion.

It’s gone?

It’s a heap of glowing slag seeping down into the Cloudlands from whence it sprang. Qualiana sounded as if she wished to kick whatever remained into its final oblivion. The Red Dragoness banked steadily, bringing them back to what Auli took for a return heading. How’s about my offer of flying lessons?

Umm … The Dragoness laughed at her uncertain tone. Auli scowled.

Qualiana said, More medical lore, then?

She voiced her offer ever so drolly, but Auli accepted eagerly. The Dragoness was a font of knowledge. A library in her own right! They chatted amiably all the many leagues of the return flight, although she wondered if people and Dragons ever grew weary of her insatiable thirst for knowledge. Did they not understand that knowledge was colour and sight to her; both a window to a world unseen and the song of a journey which only another’s account or description might illuminate?

After a slightly quicker return trip – Qualiana admitted to annoyance fuelling her efforts – and a lengthy digression on the mechanics and means of Dragonflight, which mostly boiled down to magic, Auli decided, she began to smell the particular tangs and fragrances of the Fra’anior Cluster, the pollens and slightly minty and musky aromas of the tropical vegetation, and a throat-grabbing humidity. Her backside hurt. Stretching gingerly, she tried not to think about that old method of execution, called a ‘swift flight from a great height’ – exactly her fate if the Dragoness chose to open her paw. What lay beneath the Cloudlands? Most scholars and poets symbolised the Cloudlands as the ultimate death. A nothingness in which the end did not matter because one died within a few minutes upon entering its noxious fumes, yet there must be a bottom, mustn’t there?

Amaryllion would know.

Whap! Rising air buffeted them. Was that the terrace lake wall? Aye, for now the long stroke of Qualiana’s wings sounded very different and Auli coughed as a few droplets of moisture stung her face. The Dragoness adjusted her shielding, keeping her passenger dry. Wow. She felt that magic, like a prickling inside her bones.

Without warning, Qualiana spat, Ianthine! She’s roaring: ‘I have the Child of the Dragon! She’s in my grasp! And the third great race will rise, you fools! Do you not understand the prophecy as I delivered it?’ What’s happening in there? There’s fire, a Dragon’s challenge! A child endangered …

A monstrous battle roar erupted somewhere ahead of their flight path, reverberating through the tunnel leading into the central volcano lake with a pugnacious thunderclap of sound that buffeted Qualiana in the air, but she recovered with a deft flick of her wings and the steerage of her tail. She growled angrily. Who dared attack the very Halls? Where was this child? Could it be a real child or was that prophetic obfuscation?

Pressure popped in Auli’s ears. Had the Dragoness protected her from the sonic boom?

The Red Dragoness gasped, She’s – she’s struck half of them unconscious! Scattered the Council like a flight of blue-crested terns – SAPPHURION!!

Stop her! Auli heard a male Dragon cry out. Sapphurion? He had never sounded so ragged! What magic …

Qualiana snarled, Where’s that stinking windroc? I’ll shred her from wingtip to wingtip!

Haaja’s usually mellow voice turned into a wild bellow. Coming out! Alert!

Where the hells – Qualiana began.

WHOMP!!

This time, Auli-Ambar felt as if her teeth had just hit the back of her skull. She groaned as a massive body bulled past in the air; by Qualiana’s furious bellows, unanticipated and completely undetected. BOOM! They crashed into the water and slewed sideways. Almost simultaneously, a bruising impact struck from somewhere around the Dragoness’ right shoulder. Water slapped Auli’s cheek so hard she saw lights behind her eyes – lights! Human and Dragoness groaned as one.

Then, Qualiana heaved free of the water and ran three-pawed up around the tunnel in a clatter of talons and rapid stabilising wing-stutters, as best Auli could tell, for she was twice turned upside down and almost blacked out from the surging gravitational forces before the Dragoness righted herself and blasted away again, hissing, Where is she? Where – curse it! She cannot hide so completely over open water. It’s impossible!

She and Auli both listened, and heard nothing but the wind’s wuthering over scales and the flapping of Auli’s garments.

Impossible, Qualiana repeated, grinding her fangs in frustration. We should have something to track – a slight disturbance against the background of stars, a trace in the visual or aural spectra, even a magical trail, called the aurora of Dragons. She’s … vanished.

She teleported, noble Dragoness?

Don’t blaspheme – you wouldn’t know the lore! Hush, child. I’m hunting.

Smarting at Qualiana’s dismissive tone, Auli turned her blind eyes to where the sky must surely be, and cursed her fate. She knew the lore. She knew how Dramagon’s minions, the fabled Red Lords of Haozi – a race reputed to be giants – had built magical amplifiers and disruptors and torn apart whole populations of Dragons and Humans in their quest for an elusive and ultimately disproven science. It was a tale she had not yet written; certainly, one she not dared share with her hatchling class!

The vibration of the Dragoness’ inner fires and magic communicated subtly down Qualiana’s limb and into the curve of her paw. Audible. Tangible. This was the pulse and fire song of her inner life, so different to the expression of Human life. Intrigued, Auli-Ambar placed her hands upon the Dragoness’ warm fore-talon and listened with far more than her ears. She had often been around Dragons, but opportunities to touch them were rare; just the odd contact of claw or talon. So impersonal compared to that wondrous hug she had shared with her father – when would he visit again? Had the memory slipped from his mind like mists from the Isles were said to?

Strange how some laws had no need to be written.

Auli rocked back and forth in the Dragoness’ paw, disregarding another annoyed spit of fire as she searched deeper. Zanthrillior’s creativity had unfolded to her insights of unexpected piquancy. He had pierced time and possibility to offer insight. What was a pickle – a pikil? Pykol? She had never heard of that type of gemstone.

If music could pierce time …

Impossible.

If she sang magic as Master Jo’el had accused her …

Even more impossible.

Auli laughed inside herself. Perhaps some things were more impossible than others. Perhaps Qualiana was right. Wishes might be free; they might unchain the very portals of the stars. They might become miracles.

Ululating her song softly about the wuthering of wind across the Dragoness’ scales and wings, she vocalised:

O songs of night I bid thee waken,

And reveal to us the secrets,

Of a Dragoness hid beneath thy starlight.

“Auli, did I not tell you – what – a reflection?” spluttered Qualiana. “Do that again!”

“Uh … I’m sorry –”

“Shut the fangs! I mean, stop apologising and sing, you beautiful fire thief.”

Auli gulped, opened her mouth, and croaked like a warty bush toad. “Sorry, Qualiana … I just –”

Shh. Easy on the winds, hatchling. Quiet your heart whilst I rise upon this thermal. She waited for what seemed an inordinately long time, but could only have been a few seconds as the Dragoness flexed her wings to catch the warm, rising night breeze. How do I keep forgetting all you are? It is not right. Sing now.

As the notes flowed softly from her breath, like starlight string plucked by ethereal hands, Auli-Ambar wondered if she saw what the Dragoness saw, just a faint glimmering in the darkness, as if a moth’s wings stirred the darkness with almost imperceptible, or unfocussed, radiance.

Why did her sight refuse to heal?

There. We have her in our sights. Softly … softer … keep singing …

The Dragoness banked smoothly, her massively powerful body rippling as she glided along with infeasible ease. So many tonnes in the air and she seemed lighter than a feather, predatory, never more at home in her element. Auli whispered her song and felt the Dragoness linking with her mind, deadly intent.

She slips away over the Isle’s Western periphery, Qualiana breathed. Cunning, her magic. Extraordinary technique. Always, magic surprises.

Auli did not know whether she referred to Ianthine, or to her passenger.

Now the Red Dragoness sideslipped, wafting Auli’s hair over her face. She brushed it back from her face, but what did that matter? What if a person could learn to see by magic?

Qualiana hunted.

They whipped past foliage, and the sudden cool spray of a roaring waterfall, before Qualiana suddenly slowed, seeming to peer ahead. Where did you go, irksome Maroon? Come to shell-mommy and we’ll have a sweet little chitchat.

Auli’s music gurgled with her laughter and then settled, obeying the willpower of her seeking.

Perfect, said Qualiana. See that? There under the outcropping, a very old abandoned roost from the earliest days of us Lesser Dragons settling upon Gi’ishior. The entrance is very narrow. They say we Dragonkind used to be smaller in stature – ah, the entrance is warded just inside, and what the reeking hells is that stench?

A sewage outlet pipe from the collection tanks, Auli realised, blenching as a particularly potent whiff assaulted her nostrils. She supposed it made sense. What better garbage dump than the bottomless Cloudlands? The air was unutterably foul, despite Qualiana’s shielding. She pulled her face veil up to her nose. Sometimes she might wish for a little less acuteness of the senses!

Can you help me see Ianthine’s – oh.

Auli laughed hollowly. Just point me in the right direction, o Dragoness.

She clucked, I just assume, don’t I? Right. Plucks up weapon. Points weapon. Had she not already been sitting a-paw, Auli would have collapsed with laughter. Fire away!

Her chirruping noises were almost drowned out by the rushing wind as Qualiana accelerated, jinking slightly to mirror the lay of the cliff, before she suddenly flared and braked, tossing Auli from the palm of her paw to her talons. Thankfully, her rear-inward talon hooked on Auli’s bracelet. The girl felt herself swinging in the air from her right wrist, but she still managed a few peeping notes before Qualiana furled her wings with a sharp rustling sound and landed hard.

Clearly, the Dragoness had no idea what the slingshot power of her landing would do to a small Human body. The impact snapped the bracelet like thin thread. Auli hurtled head over heels down a sandy tunnel, sensing the ripping protest of portal magic as she and Qualiana tore through. She flung out arms, legs, everything she had, and barely managed to slow herself. The footing was covered in a thin layer of pebbles – a trap in its own right, she realised belatedly, skidding and tumbling helplessly down the smooth slope. Behind her the Dragoness was forced to proceed more slowly because of her bulk.

Auli ricocheted off a boulder, yelped loudly, and slammed in a tight ball directly against a shifting target. Ianthine’s rump!

“Oof!” she gasped.

Attacker! How did you – Dragon – huh?

Auli had the impression that a tumbling blind girl smacking into her backside was rather a different form of assault than the Maroon Dragoness had been prepared for, but still, the immediate impact that flicked her sideways as Ianthine whirled on a brass dral, knocked the breath right out of her. She plowed a furrow through bones and filth and thumped into a pile of rotting meat that slowly avalanched over her head and shoulders, but even that stench was overpowered by another realisation. She heard a thin wailing nearby. Muffled. An infant’s cry! She’d suffocate in this gunge!

“Ianthine, you didn’t!” Auli-Ambar yelled, feeling frantically about her with both hands – that cry was so weak and tiny! Maggots wriggled and squashed greasily between her fingers, but she flicked them off. The babe could hardly be a week old. She had to find it. Rescue it.

“It’s you again, you –”

GNARRRR!!

Ianthine whirled a second time. QUALIANA! Leave this place before I destroy thee!

The cave’s reek was beyond foetid. Auli did not know or even want to think about what might have died here, nor how recently, but her nostrils detected the acid-fruity reek of Human excreta amongst it all. She knew that stink, because her cleaning work had recently taken her into a few Human chambers as a substitute dirt bagger, as the job was called. Garbage collection service. When she had exclaimed at the contents of one sack, the young mother had explained – in flat, unfriendly tones – the exact source of her nostrils’ discontent. Baby sick mingled with the results of a badly upset infant’s digestion.

While the Dragonesses faced off, Auli’s exploration pushed aside rancid meat, and touched slick bones and sodden cloths. Acid fury churned in her gut. Sick, sick, sick Dragoness!

Ianthine, how dare you? snarled Qualiana.

It’s the child! The child of ruzal, the bearer of mighty enigmas, howled the Maroon, in a voice clearly roaming beyond the realms of reason. It bore the Scroll of Binding, it did – this swamp-spawned nightmare – this repulsive effluent of a beast’s belly!

Back down, Ianthine! Auli be careful …

At last! Movement amongst the layers of soiled cloths! The infant’s mewling cries seized her willpower, rousing an instinct she had never experienced so keenly before. Protect this little life! Deep instinct ruled.

I’ll kill you! roared Ianthine. Talons rent rock. A paw crushed bones right alongside her prone body. Yet the Maroon paused. Had her presence somehow stayed the wrath of Ianthine’s paw, preventing her from executing the baby?

Qualiana snickered, Not before I tear your entrails out of your spavined, sagging belly!

That encounter was going one way – downhill. Auli fell to grabbing armfuls of whatever she could find. The crying was inside this stuff, somewhere. Piles of urine-soaked cloth. Skulls. Stringy bits of damp, unknowable origins. Somewhere there was a tiny infant hurting, longing, needing … needing someone with eyes! Curse her disability!

GNNARRRRGGHHH!! Thundering simultaneously, the Dragonesses clashed inside the cosy roost. Scrabbling. Draconic fisticuffs falling like the blows of five hundred-pound hammers. Tearing with fang and claw, their altercation shook the very foundations of Gi’ishior. Between the paws pounding down from all directions, Auli scrabbled her way through filth to find a precious life stolen from Fra’anior only knew where. Rock cracked from the ceiling and gashed open her skull – but she collapsed in just the right place, for a miniscule hand bunted her cheek, and then seized her nose with a surprisingly firm grip.

Whaaaaaa … yowled the child.

“Got her!” Auli snaffled up the pile and rolled away, clutching it to her chest.

Her body juddered off the trash heap as a paw smashed down so close by, the unsheathed talons tangled in her hair. Auli tore herself loose. Slide-dash-scrambling, away!

KAABOOOMM!! The grappling Dragons smacked into rock above her. Qualiana bellowed in pain. Heat rolled over her back in stultifying waves. The mess smouldered now, making the reek even worse – if that were possible. Auli coughed and slithered along, desperate not to crush the babe but knowing one misplaced draconic step or the lashing of a tail could end it – end them both – forever.

Fool! roared Ianthine. I am the Maroon, and you know not my power!

Auli, flee!

Stop! I will have the child …

The girl screamed back, What would you do with a child? Aaaaaiiieeee …

As she fled blindly from the sound of the Dragoness’ voices, one hand outstretched in the hope that she’d somehow protect herself from an unseen boulder or wall, her scream suddenly modulated into a piercing, savage wail. Qualiana and Ianthine both roared, but the Maroon Dragoness by far the greater – in pain and confusion and distress!

Ianthine howled, You’ve stripped my power!

FIEND!! Qualiana must have the upper paw, now, for the concussion that blew Auli off her feet had to be the Red Dragoness body-slamming her opponent against solid rock. Her ears clearly identified a sharp cracking of bone. YOU’LL PAY FOR THIS!

Ianthine moaned a long, blood-bubbling sound of anguish.

Auli stumbled across ripped-up animal carcasses once more, but this part of the cavern was at least sandy underfoot and none too dangerous. She skinned her elbow royally trying to shield the babe, however.

A deathly silence enveloped the roost.

Freeze. Oh, do remember to breathe. What was happening? The girl counted her limbs. Mostly present, it seemed. Minus plenty of skinned and scorched skin, and a decent hank of hair torn out of her scalp.

She clutched the baby to her breast. “I’ve got you, little one.”

Qualiana snarled, Sapphurion comes. I will not need him, will I? The other Dragoness’ breath rasped as though a paw stood upon her throat. Both beasts panted heavily, but to Auli’s ear, one Dragoness sounded triumphant and the other, troubled.

Auli blurted out, Qualiana! Quick-wings, take her surrender.

Ianthine gasped, Never!

Ianthine, what’s the babe’s name? Why did you bring her here? Where were you planning to keep her?

Her reasonable questions seemed to calm both beasts. Auli rocked the babe gently. She faced Ianthine with what she hoped was a self-assured posture. We can take her, if you agree. What’s she called? Does she have a name?

The Maroon Dragoness babbled something nonsensical, but when Qualiana repeated the question, she screeched suddenly, Hualiama! She’s called Hualiama – you must protect her. Keep her from them all.

Who’s ‘them’? snarled Qualiana, but the other Dragoness descended again into wordless gabbling, as though sanity had receded from her Isle.

“Hualiama,” Auli breathed, trying to loosen the ghastly cloths. Such a tiny bundle, wailing with surprising fortitude, not to mention volume. “There now, Hualiama. You’re safe now. All will be well.”

“Safe? Well?” Qualiana echoed. “The Elders will probe and question Ianthine with all the powers of their magic, and when they wrest the truth free of her skull, that scrap of Humanity will be hurled into the Cloudlands. Nothing can keep her from death.”

“Kill her, you kill the prophecy,” Ianthine cackled horribly. She seemed to be perfectly lucid when she wanted to be, Auli fumed. Perhaps it was another game. Draconic subterfuge. “Clutch the filthy whelp to your bosom, my precious ruzal-bane. Keep her well. You know it not, for the future is veiled to blind fools such as thee, but if this child should perish, so too destruction all Dragonkind shall cherish.”

Suddenly, her words rang with a terrible knell of doom.

Auli-Ambar shuddered. Inescapable truth dwelled in her strange statements, and it seemed to her that behind the Maroon Dragoness’ speech, the distant roaring of the great Onyx Dragon reverberated like thunder over the Islands.

Although it seemed blasphemy to speak, she asked, “What do we do? We can’t just let her die. She’s hurt. Hualiama needs help.”

Did she hope that naming an infant could somehow keep the marauding windrocs from her door? Or Dragons? Why were all these powers converging upon one tiny life, as if she were scraps thrown to feral felines to fight over?

Qualiana said, “Sapphurion’s seconds away, followed by a whole Dragonwing. Probably half of Gi’ishior wants to kill Ianthine right now. They’ll tear this roost apart and the babe – little Hualiama …” Oh, Auli! I could not bear to lose another!

Grief linked them. Searing. Gripping. Trusting.

Slowly, Auli said, “I have a plan. I think.”

“A plan?”

“I’ll just need to jump inside your mouth.”

“What?” Fire sizzled overhead as Qualiana lost control of her stomach’s sphincter muscles, she was so shocked. “Have you gone completely Moons mad, girl?”

Auli said absently, “I sort of read this in a scroll. Actually, bigger is better. What about Sapphurion? Do you think we can convince him to devour me?”

Crunch, crunch, crunch, tiny little bones, Ianthine cackled evilly.

* * * *

Sapphurion spat Auli-Ambar out onto a cushion. Faugh! That’s foul! I have to rinse out my mouth. Twenty times. Back in a wingflip.

Auli knew exactly what he meant. Hualiama’s stench had practically cauterised her nostrils from the inside, and she was not convinced her sense of smell would ever recover. I’ll get a laver of warm water. We need to get her clean. Where can I put her, Qualiana?

Here. I’ll dig out a tiny nest.

Sapphurion rumbled, Grandion –

Arkurion took him, my third heart, said Qualiana. Even he must not know what transpired this day. Go fetch warm water, soft cloths and the mildest soap you can find, Auli. Hurry.

She had zero experience with babies. Auli nearly drowned the poor thing twice as the tiny body, ridiculously slick once she managed to get soap through the encrusted dirt to the skin, slipped out of her grasp. The second time she herself skidded on the wet bathroom floor, dunked her upper body in the laver and managed to tip out most of its contents, leaving her somehow juggling a squalling babe into her arms and onto her lap. Hualiama apparently possessed an excellent set of lungs and the outrage of a mishandled Dragoness – well, close enough. Her wailing hit a pitch that pained Auli’s ears.

This was much, much harder than she had imagined.

“Shh, little one,” Qualiana whispered. “You splashed soap in her eyes. Rinse them. Gently, girl! You’re not handling a mop.”

“Oh.” Auli bit her lip. Soap had never troubled her eyes, she supposed.

“Here, wrap her body. These are the softest cloths we have.”

Auli sighed as she fumbled with the cloths. Bath time? Disaster narrowly averted. Clothing Hualiama was a humiliating exercise in trying to snugly wrap a fowl-sized being of skinny, flailing arms and legs. So delicate, she feared to break the baby. Feeding? Auli understood from the rotting bits of food caught in her soiled wrappings that Ianthine had sustained the child on a diet of raw meat and fruit during her journey from afar – likely from Kaolili, Sapphurion noted somewhat dazedly – to Fra’anior, keeping her alive, but only barely. Poor mite!

“She needs milk,” she blurted out.

“Then put her to your breast, child,” said Qualiana. “Quick wings, now.”

“Uh … me?” Auli squeaked.

“Aye. You’re both mammals, aren’t you?”

She blushed up a perfect firestorm. “I don’t – but, I’m too young!”

“You haven’t developed yet?”

Auli thought she might just combust. “I … I … Islands’ sakes, Qualiana! I’d need to be … with egg, so to speak! I think.”

“My mistake,” chortled the Dragoness. “Look, her skin’s been badly burned. Ianthine didn’t change those filthy wrappings – do they smell acidic to you? I should … but I’m afraid to touch her. Too much power? Do you think it’s safe?”

“What about salve?” Auli said. Hualiama’s wailing showed no sign of abating. “Maybe the soap wasn’t the wisest choice.”

“It hurt her more?”

“Aye. I feel so stupid!”

“Fra’anior only knows what nasty infections she’ll have contracted from Ianthine’s lair.” Qualiana spat fire aside; Auli felt the heat flare against the skin of her arms. “Foolish faeces-obsessed crazy-Dragon!”

Kaolili’s a two-week straight flight, minimum, Sapphurion’s voice boomed from the next chamber. He kept gargling water vigorously up and down his long throat and between his fangs, before spitting it forcibly down the waste chute. Auli heard the sprung cover snap back into place, keeping bad odours out of the roost. I’d estimate that scrap’s no more than a couple of weeks old. Probably torn from her dead mother’s arms, if I know Ianthine’s wings in any shape or form! We’ll to have to deal with her. The Council want nothing but blood after she dared to attack us; they’ll certainly enquire about the Maroon’s hostage. Tell me again – what are we supposed to do with a Human babe?

Keep her, Qualiana and Auli-Ambar chorused.

The silence in the other chamber became fearfully deep.

Auli asked, Was she seen? Hualiama, I mean?

Sapphurion said, I don’t believe so. All the pursuing Dragons sighted was a wad of … garbage. My third heart, do you truly mean …”

Just for a bit, Auli temporised. Beside her ear, the Dragoness sighed. She knew she must speak for them both. Keep her someplace until we can figure out a solution, I mean. Care for her. She’s just a babe.

Sapphurion’s answering rumble was far from comforting.

Very well. She would advocate for one who could not speak for herself. My Lord Dragon, even the Draco-Mystic does not speak without reason, Auli argued formally in the draconic fashion. We must discern her meaning and purpose in conveying this infant to Gi’ishior – hush, my petal. She won’t stop crying! What do I do, Qualiana? Shh, darling one. I’m here. The child’s bath-fresh scent almost undid her composure. Thick and taut of voice, she continued, Please let us not murder Hualiama without knowledge, I beg you. I need time to access the forbidden lore. And –

MURDER?

I misspoke, noble Dragon. Hear my intent –

Where exactly do you plan to keep her? he pressed.

There could be only one answer. The news would be all over the Halls within a day, unless they could divine a sacrosanct location, and hide her there. This pair of Dragons had suffered, and lost. No visitors came to their roost. Yet how could she presume to ask such a thing of them? Even for the sake of a foundling, a sweet, helpless scrap of life swept up by mad Ianthine?

At last, Auli cough-squeaked, Here?

Sapphurion growled, Here? In my roost? Impossible! Dragons do not raise Human children; it is expressly forbidden under draconic law! Do you know the penalty– especially if I, the leader of all Dragons, should commit such a heinous act?

Auli gulped. Catastrophe.

Who would feed her? he added, but Auli thought she detected a moderation in his tone. Human babes this young need care twenty-seven hours a day.

I – I can help.

Qualiana said, It’s not that easy, child. We’d need clothes. Food. Medicines. Ianthine mistreated Hualiama most sorely. And – what do you Humans call them – the cloths and padding used for infant waste?

Wrappings, said Auli.

These Dragons thought the unthinkable. Hope fluttered in her breast.

Sapphurion’s paws thump-thump-thumped across the roost. She knew from his breathing that he stood just beside the door of the inner chamber, clearly considering his mate and her two charges. What were his thoughts, his qualms and reflexions? Did his fire orbs flick between the infant, the blind girl and his beloved? Aye, perhaps, for Hualiama seemed to quieten in awareness of his keen regard.

The constant turmoil of Sapphurion’s fires suddenly struck her as so eerily melodic, every hair on the back of her neck bristled at once. He would, wouldn’t he? She knew his decision without need to see, nor for him to speak it.

Qualiana said, She’s looking up at you, Auli. Just a slit of the eyes – they’re green, I think. A smoky green. And now over at you, Sapphurion.

Auli touched the babe gently, moved to tears as tiny fingers wrapped about her questing forefinger. If only the bond she felt were not so fearfully deep, born of her own need and desire, and the imperatives scorched upon her awareness by Ianthine’s strange utterances, this would be so much easier.

“Aye?” she whispered. “Is that how it is?”

Hualiama gurgled faintly.

I could not – Sapphurion’s voice was all syrupy gravel, at least three octaves lower than normal. After a deafening attempt to clear his throat, he tried again, O treasure of mine third heart, this Dragon should perish for grief should – I cannot condemn her. I cannot! Who am I to pass judgement upon a life plucked from the mire of Ianthine’s madness? Ah, mine fires, they do gutter … mine egglings wert lost! LOST!

The keening note of Dragonsong wrung a sob from the depths of Auli’s heart. Her eyes burned; she rubbed them fiercely.

O how fierily I love thee, thou the beloved blaze of mine hearts’ ardour, Qualiana crooned.

The mighty Sapphire intoned, O Hualiama, none may know from what fate thou wert snatched, but my scales prickle at its great terror; nor to what enigmatic destiny we have succoured thee, but we do promise, with the thrice-fold certainty of these souls gathered about thee, to cherish thee as best we are able in this life, until that dark day cometh when thou must perforce depart from this roost. This shall be thy hiding place. Thou art safe. Thou art home, Hualiama.

A miracle.

Picking her up, Auli snuggled Hualiama close. A moment later, Qualiana’s warm paw enclosed them both, and Sapphurion stepped over and the girl knew from the rustling sound and a very slight occlusion of her darkness that he had covered them with his mighty wings.

The male Dragon murmured, For expediting infant supplies, we’d need a capable thief. Know anyone willing?

Me! Uh … am I permitted, o Sapphurion?

He drew a perfectly monstrous breath and pronounced with false gravitas, Permitted indeed! My wings do shiver as I consider letting the likes of thee loose in mine own home, Auli-Ambar. Nonetheless I, Sapphurion, Dragon Elder of Gi’shior, do bestow upon thee the title, ‘Authorised Thief.’

Qualiana chortled away like an amused blast furnace.

Auli chuckled, You’re hardly bigger than a chunk of sweetbread, Hualiama. Home amongst Dragons, eh? What do you think of that, little one?

The babe gurgled as if imitating their laughter. Then her chubby baby fingers found a hank of Auli’s hair and yanked it. Hard.

Ouch! You rascally dragonet!


Chapter 16: Hidden Acclaim

PANDEMONIUM! BLEARY-EYED and aching in every bone of her body, Auli-Ambar awoke to shouting in the next chamber. When Master Chamzu’s decorum cracked, a regular occurrence of late, his temper was impressive. This sounded like a wrathful Dragon, and he was giving no quarter.

“I know what I heard!” asserted the Dragon, in sonorous yet scathing tones. “Dissembling is beneath a man of your high virtue, Chief Scrollkeeper Chamzu. You will not conceal this prodigy from the great Zanthrillior! It is beyond the pale! Those other Dragons thought it was I who plucked their very scales with quite the most sensational vocalisations of woe I have heard in all my eighty-seven years beneath the suns, but my ear canals know better, for my auditory gifts are among the finest –”

“Noble Dragon,” Master Chamzu put in, with his customary dignity.

Uh-oh.

“– and I declare, I will have that creature brought to this roost, right here, right now! There was no dragonet in my concert. The voice was not purely draconic. Well, it was close, and that only makes it trebly, quadruply magnificent, and I wouldst pluck it as a delicate bud and acclaim its beauty as it ought to be acclaimed – you cannot hide this treasure! Oh, I am bereft! You wound me, Chief Scrollkeeper. Thou piercest mine breast as with the monumental fore-talon of Fra’anior himself, and I should pine; nay, I should perish for lack of knowing the truth. The truth, man! Is it too much to ask?”

Roaring rajals, he sounded as if he were weeping!

Auli-Ambar found she had leaped out of bed, her heart thumping triple-time. This was terrible. She didn’t want to be admired! She had been a fool to start singing along with Zanthrillior, but she realised also, she could not have stopped herself. The music had overwhelmed her, heightening her emotions to an unbearable pitch.

“Very well, I shall seek it myself!”

“Mighty Zanthrillior, I beg you, if you grant me just a minute –”

“It’s close? That close?” the Dragon challenged. Master Chamzu protested, but Zanthrillior raised his voice in an echoing croon, I know thou art near, mine muse, mine sensational songbird … wilt thou not attend?

Auli considered bolting, but her knees chose that moment to execute a most unwelcome betrayal and she tumbled backward upon her bed. How …

Utilising the full ambit of his extraordinary voice, Zanthrillior sang with a most peculiar set of inflections shading his Dragonish, Arise! Arise, mine magic, for this presence doth flutter its tiny wings upon the seventh sense … arise, o music of a matchless soul, arise!

To her astonishment, Auli-Ambar felt something respond deep in her chest. It felt like a baby bird stirring at its mother’s call – peep. Just that.

Revealed!

At once, he roared, I have thee now! Sing to mine music!

Humming so loudly the sound made Auli’s teeth vibrate in her jawbone, the Dragon charged up the corridor past her door. Peep, chirped her magic, a single note of the uttermost purity.

SCREEECCHH!!

Zanthrillior’s talons shrieked against stone before there came a loud crash and a curse. He had run headlong into the corridor’s sharp bend, Auli supposed, trying and failing to stifle a naughty urge to laugh. The Dragon promptly reverse-course-charged with much the same abandon. Fearing for her newly repaired door, she managed to leap off the bed. She tottered off in mostly the right direction, bruising her right elbow on her dresser on the way past, before heading for the endangered wood panels.

SING!!

Whaaa – mmm! Auli clapped a hand over her mouth as the plangent blast took possession of her vocal cords, but it was far too late. How was he doing that?

Chamzu yelled, “Auli, get –”

She ducked. KERBLAM!! Splinters exploded over her bowed head and shoulders.

Zanthrillior paused in the doorway, his fluttering wings and unsteady fires conveying a state of great agitation. Auli-Ambar gingerly found her feet, wishing inanely that she wore more than a thin night shift as she turned to face the Dragon’s furnace-like breath.

A girl? he spluttered. What is this? Was it thee – the girl in the mask, before the concert! The Dragons spoke of thee, but I do not remember seeing you in my audience. Was it thee? Sing a note for me!

Well, Dragons were nothing if not demanding.

Noble Dragon, I –

He carolled joyously, Thou wilt sing for me. O music, be known!

Peep – grr! Will you stop that? Uh … it’s embarrassing, I meant. Sorry, noble Dragon …

“Ha!” he exclaimed. “I knew it! My nose for talent is unsurpassed! I am the great Zanthrillior, after all, and you, o maiden most fair, appear to have a most captivating penchant for masks. Might I not see thine eyes?”

“Oh.” Auli touched the bandages.

“She’s blind,” said Master Chamzu, stepping into calm-the-situation mode. “Noble Zanthrillior, might I introduce our Assistant Lore Specialist, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya? She works with Chief Librarian Sazutharr in the Dragon Library, and works as a Roost Keeper on her days off.”

“This gifted singer is a cleaner? How romantic! Just the stuff balladeers drivel on about – quixotic nonsense-spinners, they are, but these clichéd storylines certainly draw in the audiences,” burbled Zanthrillior. At close range, his rich, fluting tones made Auli feel quite dizzy. She stilled an urge to flap her hands in an attempt to drive off the cinnamon overtones of his breath. “Ha. Fra’aniorian ears with perfect little points. She’ll have a musical education second to none. And the blindness is certainly a hidden gift – the ears become unusually acute, don’t you know, which for Human musicians is more than a boon. Their hearing is terribly limited otherwise.”

“What’s going on here?”

“Arkurion,” Auli squeaked. “Uh, I think I’m in some sort of trouble –”

“Excellent!” he enthused.

“What? Arkurion!” This time, a rajal-worthy screech.

The Mercury Blue said, “Well, in my experience, this isn’t exactly unusual for you. Another broken door? Another Dragon growling without? Why does all this seem familiar?”

By the sounds of things, Zanthrillior took a hefty snap at Arkurion’s shoulder, which was a draconic way of expressing annoyance – politely, she supposed. She appreciated his contribution to Arkurion’s chastisement. A five-foot-eleven girl trying to tell off a multi-tonne Dragon was just not the same.

The musician snorted, “Ha! And you dared to conceal this Human’s talent from me; I, who am none other than the matchless Zanthrillior?”

Arkurion growled, “I did not –”

“Feckless hatchling of feeble, fizzling fires! No mind, you contrived to perform a noble service in exposing her to my towering eminence. I suppose that’ll have to do for your miniscule contribution to this equation. Now, run along and play with your scrolls, there’s a good youngling.”

Auli distinctly heard Arkurion’s jaw strike the floor at his paws. Hers was not far off.

Evidently thrusting his muzzle into her doorway as far as it would fit – which was not very far at all – Zanthrillior boomed, “Attend! I will have an hour of your time, young Auli-Ambar, and no more unworthy obfuscations will I tolerate. Answer my questions. How many summers have you, girl – seventeen? Eighteen? How do you sing coloratura notes of such purity? Is that your normal vocal range or your whistle voice? Which instruments can you play? To what standard? Do you play by ear or read off a score purposed for the blind? And why, by Fra’anior’s own fangs, did you venture to provoke me by singing during my concert? Mine! You seem quite the shrinking little Isles-violet otherwise. Not that I mind, for how evocatively you sang, I have never – I’m just overwhelmed, you must understand, and quite blown off my paws by this euphonious enchantment, this magic most melodious which warbles from your throat as though the finest songbird of Fra’anior were clasped within!”

Auli gulped, “Erm …”

With surprising delicacy, Zanthrillior seized her left wrist with the tips of his claw-sheathed talons. “At once!”

“Can I get dressed first?”

“Dracodrivel!” he snorted. “Must genius wait upon the mundane? One minute, girl! One! Oh, what joy thrills my verimost fires! I shall pluck the strings of your gift and polish it until it shines like the stars above!”

* * * *

A certain flair for theft apparently ran in the family, Auli-Ambar discovered, as she helped herself to various stores and needs. Every waking hour, which far outweighed the hours of sleep, was consumed by demands. Arkurion and Sazutharr for studies. Zanthrillior to work her relentlessly at harp and voice lessons. And Hualiama, always Hualiama, needing goat’s milk or changing or burping or putting to sleep … she had never imagined a weeks-old infant could be more demanding than an angry Dragoness, but so she was. Every night she collapsed into bed and slept like a stunned ralti sheep, before waking before dawn to resume her duties. How did mothers do it? Did they ever sleep?

To cap it all off, she had another run-in with Razzior two weeks after Zanthrillior’s concert performance. Just his general bullying for no particular reason, it seemed, although her father’s name flew into the conversation with shocking venom. The Orange Dragon did not explain why. He just pinned her against a wall with one unsheathed talon holding her throat ransom, and blew smoke, threats and a particularly nasty case of halitosis over her for two minutes non-stop before he apparently heard someone coming and left a sweating, shaking lump of nerves in his wake as he stalked off.

Why her father? She did not understand. Must there weekly be some storm brewing between Dragon and Human around the Cluster?

Still, she was a decent thief. Far lighter fingers in the storerooms than upon strings.

This evening would be her last lesson with Zanthrillior. Her version of tears, an acidic burning of the eyes that produced no fluid whatsoever, maddened her unreasonably as Auli-Ambar mooched down to the Concert Chamber. Why had the Dragon changed location from their usual meeting place in the music chambers? Was this to be another chastening session in discovering just how woodenly and unmusically a Human girl could play?

Two days ago, Zanthrillior had thrown a very fiery fit and stormed off mid-lesson, thundering, “Find some passion from somewhere, child! Come see me when you do!”

Never a Dragon of half-measures!

Yesterday, a pithy scroll note laced with toasty nuances of authority and command had arrived at her rooms, which Auli discovered courtesy of an accidental kick as she entered. Zanthrillior’s curt summons. Did he not realise that she had a cleaning schedule, lessons and a baby to care for besides?

Today … one humiliation, fast incoming.

She had not found passion. What she knew was exhaustion, frustration and a soul-deep darkness that she could not seem to shift no matter how much she fought it.

Blind girl flails at darkness. Sickening irony.

Feeling rather unwell, she descended fourteen levels and joined the main, large corridor leading to the deep cavern where Zanthrillior had made soul soup with all that was Auli-Ambar. She realised how terrified she was of experiencing more of the same. She gritted her teeth. No. This time, this girl would enter with her head held high, and for once in her benighted life, she would show a Dragon she had what it took. Passion. Fight. Auli flexed her fingers as if readying herself for a bout of draconic fisticuffs. She would beat every dark cloud, be it Dragon, Human, emotional or physical, until it fled screaming out of her life.

Starting right now.

Accordingly, she padded into the Concert Cavern with a firestorm of phobias churning in her belly, but an outwardly confident mien.

Zanthrillior said, “Thank you for attending, Auli-Ambar. Come down to the stage. Can you find the way?”

His regretful tone ambushed her. “I … think so.”

“Not that way. More to your left.” In a moment, the Dragon flipped into the air, wafted overhead and landed with a rush of wind right behind her. “Walk with me.”

Auli-Ambar accompanied the Dragon down to the stage; he was deft, but clearly not accustomed to any mode of helping a blind person. She barked her toes sharply on the steps leading up to the stage, then discovered Zanthrillior had neglected to inform her that they were not designed for Human use. Her stomach met the top edge next. Thump.

“Ha!” barked the Dragon, plucked her up, and deposited her on the stage.

How peculiar. Beneath her habitually bare feet the onyx stone felt as warm as if it were alive. Onyx was supposed to be like shiny darkness. Yet this stone stank of magic of a kind she had never encountered before. Auli desperately wanted to itch at her eyes beneath the thick bandages, but desisted – always surprises with Dragonkind. Always.

Zanthrillior announced, “The master has failed the student.”

“No.”

“I am supposed to be a master musician.”

“Noble Dragon, you are.”

“Then the great Zanthrillior is far from a master teacher.” Auli made a dissenting noise, but when she immediately apologised, he said, “It is not for a master teacher to blow fireballs at your vanishingly tiny rump and fulminate fruitless threats. It is for me to educe, to elicit, to coax forth the timid talent within. Put another way, the faculty exists. Clearly! The student merely lacks the means and the knowledge to employ it. My job is to supply said means and knowledge. Your voice, Auli-Ambar, is an astounding instrument. These two weeks have taught us both the truth of that. Your fingers want to be astounding. They pine. Prickle. Palpitate!”

“Aye, Master?”

Even his laughter was melodious. Clearly, this Dragon was beside himself with excitement. He murmured, “Reach out, Auli-Ambar. Just a foot ahead of your nose.”

She waved her hands charily ahead of her, and found wood. Oh, and metal. She traced leafy tendrils picked out in gemstones ensconced in cool metal settings, and stroked a cool, polished surface that ran to a level below her knees. Whatever it was, the apparatus had a slightly musty odour, as if stored for years, before being taken out and cleaned and polished by the most loving hands – or paws. There was nary a trace of dust nor dirt in any of the detailed metalwork; the artisanship was flawless.

Tzzzzz-inggg!

Auli-Ambar’s hands jumped as her long tunic sleeve inadvertently brushed the strings, and she realised what she was handling. She felt along the neck to the join nearest to her body. “A Dragonharp?”

“A one-eighth size Dragonharp, to be precise.”

Auli said wonderingly, “What’s it doing here, noble Zanthrillior? I didn’t know they made harps this small. I mean, I could almost …”

“Almost what?” the Dragon drawled.

The breath snagged in her throat.

After a moment, he added, “I understand, truly I do, little one. Place your hands upon the strings but do not play them yet. Just listen; forget what has been before. Ready?” Auli shuffled forward, clobbered her shins on a stool evidently meant for the musician, and sat with alacrity. Zanthrillior said, “A nod will do. Good. Right, I want you to cast your mind back to that concert, and remember what you were thinking about when you began to sing. How did you feel?”

“Sad.”

“Sad is good.”

No, that was the pain. That was where she hurt most, and she knew that if he tried to compel her with his gift one more time, she would bolt out of that door and never return. Her hands began to shake like leaves in a wind.

“This instrument is 1,215 years old,” the Dragon said soothingly, laying just one talon upon each of her hands to still their involuntary trembling. “It was created by a master Craftsdragon whose name I do not know, for the purpose of teaching an exceptional hatchling, but the artisanship – as you were thinking just now, this Dragonharp originates in a different era, from a time when the instrument was the art. That it was designed to produce fine music was just another facet of that art. Sadly, this beauty has not been played for 1,200 of the intervening years! After Sankira the Grey outgrew its use, she had it interred in her roost behind a false wall, and that room subsequently became part of the level thirty-one museum as you, I believe, are aware – it was only rediscovered several months ago when the refurbishment work began according to your plan. Thankfully, the workmen took great care. They contacted me at once and this, this … priceless relic … I’ve been restoring it, see? Piece by rat-chewed piece.”

“Marvellous,” said Auli, meaning every syllable.

“Aye,” Zanthrillior agreed. “Now, here is my story in brief. When I was a hatchling, my shell-mother died in battle with a feral Dragoness. My shell-father desperately wanted a warrior son. A bruiser, a Dragon as big and tough as his shell-brothers – but there I was, an undersized runt. A sensitive soul. One who treasured music above battle lore. A reader. A thinker.”

“He beat me bloody most days for twenty years. I still carry the scars – well, if you could see me, you’d know. My wings are riven. My knee joints are stiff and rheumatic, like a Dragon twice my age. Aye, I know they say I strut but it is for the agony of misshapen joints, and you … you of all creatures, Auli-Ambar, know what it is to carry pain, and whatever pain it was that you dwelled upon that evening, that is the primary fuel of your art. Art is pain. Pain is art. It does not need to be that way, but sometimes, pain is where it all starts. When you learn to tear from your soul’s depths that most grievous hurting and wave it before the crass, unfeeling hordes in the name of art, that will be the moment your soul truly comes alive. The crucial thing to remember is that you control what happens afterward. Pain will shape your art, but the beauty of life, o precious jewel of Gi’ishior –”

Auli flinched.

“Aaaaaaaahhh,” cried Zanthrillior, as if her visceral reaction had wounded him, too. “The beauty of life is that you can choose to shape your pain, or let it shape you. Yet here is its secret. That which mars most deeply can be transformed to greatness. The most heinous injury can become beauty! This is the secret of art as I know it. Most times I play, I sense echoes of my shell-father’s paws thrashing my pathetic, weak body – but nowadays, I sometimes imagine that he used to hold me tenderly, and that brings a wrenching no soul can deny. That is what my lullaby was about.”

Silence dwelled between them. Hearts beating. Breath soughing.

He said, “Would you honour me with your story, Auli-Ambar? Then, I wish that you would play that story from your heart. And I will weep with thee, for to assist in some way to shoulder this burden – that is a true teacher’s service. I could ask no greater honour.”

She bowed until her right cheek touched the cool gemstones and aromatic wood – oh, how beautiful it smelled, a subtle, evocative fragrance that she imagined was something exotic she had only ever read about, like sandalwood or fiskarada or mahogany – and at last, found a way to permit his kind words to percolate into her consciousness, and from there, to touch the core of all she was.

“He called me a useless blind girl, and I’ve always believed it,” Auli began. And once she opened the floodgates, there was no stanching the spillage.

Then, after a time beyond knowing, she found music indwelled her soul.

Pain’s melody.

* * * *

Auli tickled Hualiama’s tummy. “Who’s a little Dragoness, then? Who is?”

The infant gurgled happily, just the start of a laugh, but it was clear that she was trying. Qualiana said she often looked quizzically at Auli, perhaps searching for that connection of the eyes that both Human and Dragon younglings seemed to seek. Soul connection. Love connection. She could manage love. Auli pressed her lips to what Fra’aniorian Islanders called the ‘Dragon’s kiss’, the depression where the umbilical cord had been cut and tied off. Remoyans called it the ‘mother’s eye’ and Sylakians preferred ‘the font.’ According to Zimtyna, Auli’s font had the shape of a five-petalled flower and looked not at all normal.

Normal? Who under the suns knew what that meant?

She snuffled that gorgeous baby smell and giggled when the babe managed to swat her cheek with a warm palm. “You’re far too gorgeous for your own good.” Feeling for Hualiama’s tiny toes, Auli tweaked them in order from biggest to smallest as she sang:

This little Dragon went to Island,

This little Dragon loved to fly,

This little Dragon ate roast sheep,

And this little Dragon told a lie.

And this little Dragon …

She flew – tappity flappity wappity –up to the sky!

Waaa! Waaa! Hualiama wailed.

“Oh, my little pollen fluff – Islands’ sakes, I’ve sliced you open with my fingernail! Stupid blind girl!”

Auli-Ambar froze. She sounded exactly like Master Mi’elgan. Oh, heavens. When would she ever expunge his influence from her life?

Quietly, she said, “Don’t ever let anyone talk you down, little one. Don’t listen to their lies. You be like that last little Dragon and fly; fly to all the Islands of your life. Dream high. Fly far. What have you to fear? You’re perfect.”

Aye, and how envious was she of this perfection? Auli bit off a sob. No. She must chop off that root before ever it began to take hold in her life.

* * * *

I need to be quick today, Amaryllion.

I shall miss thee, little mouse. What keeps thine mind so preoccupied these days? Amaryllion chuckled softly. Trust is seldom straightforward, is it?

Even in her dream space, Auli coloured.

She no longer needed the scroll to find the Ancient Dragon. He seemed just a thought away, but only when her mind was relaxed and open. When she was stressed, it was noticeably harder to reach out to him; there were days when the forgetfulness seemed so omnipotent, her skull became the bulwarks of her universe, and though she coveted beyond knowing for what lay beyond, it remained unreachable.

Eventually, she said, I wish I could see thee just once. It’s my failing. A failure of heart.

So do I. But mine power is not that of healing, but of lingering long in this Island-World until the needful time arrives, and hidden I must remain. Thy courage shines, Auli-Ambar. Do not be afraid. Speak.

It’s about a baby – nay, not mine, Great One!

Auli related what she knew of Hualiama’s story; he listened patiently, but seemed to grow terribly agitated at certain key points. Auli-Ambar grew afraid of the storms she sensed emanating from the Ancient Dragon’s monstrous mind, but he soothed her with a soft, wordless humming, and it seemed to her that the raging black fires receded, or at least muted before her psyche expired in the crucible of their almighty conflagration.

Eventually he responded, These are indeed portentous tidings, little mouse. I had not foreseen that the prophecy of the Child of the Dragon might relate to a Human child! Yet you relate Ianthine’s beliefs most lucidly, and to mine mind that restlessly seeks across the leagues and the ages, her ranting doth convey truth.

He believed the Draco-Mystic?

Amaryllion thundered, PROTECT THE CHILD!

Aye, my Lord. She bowed before his storm.

Of ruzal I know woefully little. That lore may be recorded in your Dragon Library, but it might also exist abroad in the Island-World, and it shall call to itself those imitators of Dramagon’s mind and ilk, those creatures of malevolent bent who gravitate toward the mastery of profane lore. It is undoubtedly Dramagon-spawn. I mislike its connotations; indeed, I mislike much of what thou hast shared. Mine meditations shall penetrate these matters, be assured. And I shall protect thee and thy doings with what strength is mine. Dire times come, Auli-Ambar. More than ever, thou shalt be needed.

Command me.

She sounded exactly like a Dragon.

Rightly dost thou fear the knowledge of such lore, but great is the mental fortress of thine intellect, said Amaryllion, sternly yet with notes of kinship-warmth and encouragement shading his Dragonish. Still, Auli’s misshapen jaw sieved air. Few possess the natural tools thou wert granted. Few would not be corrupted by the merest sniff of Dramagon the Red’s secrets. A dark power stirs in the East, methinks. A power even I cannot yet apprehend. Seek out the lore, Auli. Thy skills shall be sorely tested, but art indispensable. And, protect the child. You are wise not to trust this Razzior. It seems his fires burn darkly –

But noble Amaryllion … thine fires manifest as darkness. I don’t understand.

He chuckled with the fondness of an awesome creature for a tiny one sheltering, as it were, beneath his wings. Auli, mine fires art of Onyx, which is mine heritage. The manifestation of draconic fires is a vast subject, as wide and magnificent as the very fabric of our universe. In draconic parlance, white-fires are a cognate of truth. Correctly thou dost discern that many times when Lesser Dragons speak of truth or purity or beauty, they refer to the whitening of fires, but that is because they spring from a broad class of fires known as Sky-Fires. There are other classes and subclasses, and oftentimes, their converses – for example, Cold-Fires, the Earthen-Fires of the Rift-storm that are fundamentally opposed to Sky-Fires, and elemental forms of Dragon fires called Dark-fires and Star-Fires and Suns-Fires. Not all are embodied in our Island-World. It is different again for Ancient Dragons. Mine darkest fires art also their purest – that is mine truth and thy soul knoweth it for truth.

Oh. She felt very tiny indeed in the face of the concepts Amaryllion impressed upon her mind!

He said, Did mine ear canals hearken to the praises of Fra’anior this day?

Uh …

Thine music, child. It is solace and joy to this ancient soul, who contemplates the final chapters of his journey toward the eternal fires. I must one day pass on, Auli-Ambar. And those fires are to mine perception like thy concept of an eternal home.

They spoke little more, for every word seemed laden with fiery melancholy. Amaryllion shared with her what he remembered of Dramagon’s ways, but in truth it had always been his older and greater shell-brother, Fra’anior, whose rivalry with the two-headed Red had wracked the Island-World.

He was my protector, Amaryllion concluded gently. My lonely vigil here allowed him to depart. And thus, the Island-World itself remains hid for a precious epoch from greater and more malignant powers than thou or I could imagine. Sleep safe in this knowledge, little one. Sleep in fire enfolded.

Thou, she replied softly, fading.

Thou paradox in flesh enclothed … his vast fires lifted her like a leaf borne by a gale, but true to his word, in their darkness was nought but benison.

What insights might a blind girl learn from his observations?

* * * *

After four hours spent with Hualiama – five changes of her wrappings, four feeds from a cloth teat soaked in milk and with ears hurting from the infant’s constant squalling which eventually resolved to the tune of a milky eruption shot straight down the neck of her tunic top – Auli finally succeeded in ‘flying’ her to sleep, a gentle floating movement of the arms that Hualiama seemed to prefer. Auli slipped off to her chambers, bathed and changed, and headed off to find Arkurion. She was two hours late.

Arkurion was not present in the Dragon Library, but she was delighted to find Sazutharr at his customary workstation. She heard him before she saw him. Poor Archives apprentices. The four new fledglings had apparently managed to wreck an important recopying project in his absence.

Sazutharr’s wrath shook every shelf for thirty library caverns about.

He did adore his books and scrolls. Woe betide anyone who returned a creased scroll or, Fra’anior forbid, a book with berry wine spilled across its pages. Famously, that particular incident had ended with a person being hurled so hard across the lake that he skipped fourteen times – Sapphurion’s count – before crashing near the entrance tunnel in a shower of spray.

Auli! bellowed the Librarian. Observatory! You’re late – shake a paw, girl, or may the wrath of Dragons fall upon your neck!

Aye, noble Drag –

BE OFF WITH YOU!

Wow. He was in a stinky mood. Usually with Dragons, that was a literal observation. Char, sulphur and acrid metallic odours often accompanied anger, while sweeter fragrances such as vanilla, jasmine and fireflower accompanied better moods. Vanilla was said to be the scent of love.

Auli accordingly coughed her way through the billows of Sazutharr’s pyretic pique and hurried upstairs from the Library, following the new level markers with her hands. Nice. Each was embossed so that a blind person could feel the runes with her fingers. Ooh, a mistake on this one – swift mental note. Auli knew her thoroughness drove some Dragons up the proverbial Island cliff, but she loved to finish a job properly. No short cuts. Ever.

Grinning so inanely at herself she decided she was being a complete pollen-head, Auli found her way to the cable lift and called it using the ringer that would alert the Lift Keeper to which level required his service. Shortly, the lift arrived and whisked her hundreds of feet upward to the height of the rim wall. Shakar the Lift Keeper was deaf-mute and she was blind, so Auli had taught him a touch language greeting that suited them both. Shakar could lip-read excellently, but she could not often tell if someone was looking at her unless they gave a good verbal signal, which also depended on a chamber or area’s acoustics. He was not able to write, so Zimtyna’s trick of scribbling runes upon Auli’s palm while they were holding hands could not work with him.

Therefore, she was shocked when Shakar pressed a very small message scroll into her hand. She could not ask him who it came from, nor was the outside signed as was customary for most messages apart from private or clandestine communications.

Auli unfurled it and read with her fingertips:

Orange is the colour that watches your neck,

Worthless blind prey.

She gasped, and gasped again when the man put his arms about her shaking shoulders! His hug was meant kindly, she sensed, despite the roughage of his beard doing damage to the sensitive skin of her right ear and jaw; his distress that he should have passed her such a message certainly seemed genuine. After a moment, she felt his fingers trace a mark against her left shoulder blade. A dagger?

Turning her face upward so that Shakar could read her lips, she said, “Dagger?” No, he tapped.

“Sword?” No.

“Talon?” Yes.

“Razz –” Tap-tap-tap! Auli bit her lip so hard, she tasted blood.

Very quickly, his fingers traced the talon symbol on her back – ten times. Maybe a dozen. Then he stepped back and thus, broke their communication.

Auli-Ambar rode upward in queasy silence.

When the ratchet-and-spindle driven lift ground to a halt at the observatory level, she stumbled out and reached automatically for the handrail. She missed and fell hard on her elbows. The scroll popped out of her fingers, rolling across a stone floor which had been scored by many Dragon talons over the course of decades and centuries.

“Auli? Auli, what’s the matter?” Arkurion’s voice switched mid-sentence from ire to concern. Scrolleaf rustled slightly against one of his talons. “What’s this?”


Chapter 17: Minification

The Way of the Talon. The Sign of the Talon. The Talon-Tip of Terror. Dramagon’s Talon. Many were its forms and purposes: single-minded were their goals. The connections were too inchoate even for the most cunning of draconic minds to piece together in a single pattern – for even they operated as a loose coalition, neither the right paw knowing what the left purposed, while the tail steered in a wholly opposing direction. Yet regardless, there was no part of Human or Dragon society which escaped the reach of their influence. None were safe. Do I not know this full well?

Sapphurion of Gi’ishior, Notes to the Council, Scrolleaf 58, First Talon, Paragraph 2

Having ONLY TWICE visited the observatory, for stargazing had few joys to offer a blind person, Auli was nonplussed to discover a far larger space than she recalled. Many Dragons worked here. The echoes of their voices travelled oddly to her ears, until she realised that at least part of the roof of what she had taken for a cavern stood open to the sky. She wanted to swat her forehead in annoyance. Of course. Only a blind girl would think stars could be observed from indoors!

Already discomfited and annoyed, she added mortification to her catalogue as she crawled across the floor in search of the scroll.

Arkurion talon tapped her shoulder gently. Here.

Dragon talons were apparently deft and fast enough to pluck wasps from the air at high speed. The Mercury Blue, however, had managed to crush the scrolleaf, in consternation perhaps at her mode of arrival. She rather wished some Dragon would do the same to Razzior. Due to age-dominance hierarchy that task would not likely fall to Arkurion. Auli knew enough about Dragon battle lore to understand the likely disparity between the strength of a massive hundred-foot Gi’ishior Orange warrior and a scrollish youngster from Tanstoy now grown to thirty-four feet in length.

Mildly put, Razzior would wipe the floor with his carcass. Therefore, she must not place him in danger.

Auli said, Sorry. Took a funny turn there. I’m alright. What’s all the excitement?

She tried to slip the scroll casually into her front tunic pocket, knowing that Arkurion could not possibly miss the movement.

A comet, he said.

Heaps of comets lolloping about the Isles these days, she said drolly, accepting his proffered digit as he escorted her deeper into the bustling observatory. Auli quickly realised she had been wrong on two fronts – the roof, and the size of the main working floor. In a second, her toes curled into a groove and she realised that the Dragons must have opened further chambers or segments previously hidden behind interior partitioning.

Further annoyance flushed her cheeks. Honestly! What else might she have missed?

Meantime, the Dragon continued, Few comets this bright and as directly upon a collision course with our Island-World as this one.

Auli said, Is that a problem? I thought the five Moons mostly protected us from meteorites and comets. I mean, my knowledge of astronomy is fairly basic, but it’s not like we’ve been blasted out of existence recently, is it?

If that had happened, I really wouldn’t know, he quipped back. But you recall the histories, Auli-Ambar. You know this circumscribed world of ours was created by a comet strike containing the First Eggs of the Ancient Dragons, and that titanic blast threw up mountains twenty-five leagues tall – who can imagine such cliffs? Or such devastation? Our high dwelling places are essentially talon-like massifs rooted somewhere in the floor of that original impact crater; these Islands are perches created by Fra’anior for the nurturing of life. If another comet were to strike –

Soon?

He chuckled, We estimate that this one is fifteen to twenty years out.

Oh! You can see that far?

Must be magic, Arkurion deadpanned, with a smoky chuckle. Isn’t that so, Fazshathi?

Thankfully, the latest calculations show the coment should miss us by a mere few million leagues, replied the other Dragon, a male judging by the earthquake-deep timbre of his voice. Those parameters will change depending on which gravitational fields the comet intersects as it nears our planet, however. Yet every hatchling must walk upon their paws before learning to fly. I’m Fazshathi the Blue, a Magiscope Technician hailing from Pla’arna Cluster in the North. I’m pleased to meet you at last, Auli-Ambar, called the little flame by the Dragons of Gi’ishior.

The notion of a reputation preceding her shook her every Isle. Auli gulped.

He happens to be the foremost authority on optics in the Island-World, Auli, the Mercury Blue put in quickly. Take his talon, o little flame.

She bowed over the lowered fore-talon. Noble Dragon. May I inquire what you are working on?

Indeed you may! he said jovially. Arkurion requested a few minutes of my time to test you, but we’ve been most enjoyably swapping notes for a few hours. The Southern observatories have made some intriguing discoveries of late. Now, you may not recall this detail, but Qualiana the Red previously consulted with me about the conundrum of your optical equipment – he vented a booming laugh that rattled the ceiling, and caused Auli to clap her hands over her ears – I mean, your curious gemstone lenses. Yours is a fascinating case. Most fascinating. However, I understand that the conundrum has now been peeled back, if I might so address the issue at paw?

Um … I don’t quite follow, noble Dragon? Auli said respectfully.

The coverings of your optical equipment may now be drawn aside like the covers of our stargazers, he returned.

Oh, I see. I mean I don’t, but I do.

His laughter belled out over the working Dragons; they seemed content one and all to ignore him. Fazshathi chortled, Ah, how charming the quaint humour of Humans! A delight, Auli-Ambar. Truly a delight. I would clap you upon the back but that would flatten you for scrolleaf, not so, not so?

Um …

Just say ‘aye’ and ignore the rest, Arkurion advised.

Auli was appalled at his tone, but Fazshathi seemed to relish having his wings tugged. The Mercury Blue did earn himself a brotherly buffet that sounded like a draconic fist detonating against a rock; she thought she detected pain in Arkurion’s playful rejoinder, Oh, was that your best?

So good it burns! thundered the other Blue. Observe before your tiny nose, my dear ambulatory petal, the unique instrument I am working on. Aye, that’s right – wait! he interrupted as Arkurion began to explain that she was blind and needed to see with her hands. I have worked with the blind before, o Arkurion, having seen ten times your summers of life and more. Auli, this young rogue keeps me supplied with the latest astronomical data and discoveries from the South. Very faithful.

The Mercury Blue snorted at this droll sally.

Fazshathi sang out, Paws up! Stepladder!

Three feet ahead, said Arkurion, as she heard a mild screech of wood against the stone flooring. Shortly, Auli ascended some thirty-nine rungs to a precarious platform at the top.

Perfectly smashing! roared Fazshathi, at a volume that threatened to do exactly that to Auli’s eardrums. Onward and upward, little flame, for the very stars are our destination! Now, I have devised an experimental piece of equipment and I shall be happy to explain its devious workings to you at a less exciting time, but it is eggling-fresh! Hot from my paws! Think of this as a magiscope or celestial stargazer, if you prefer the term used by Loremasters and Scholars, with special modifications in the viewing apparatuses – my modifications, of course.

The main reflector measures 1,200 feet in diameter, which is by some margin the largest in the Island-World. Now, since we are viewing objects at vast distances across the cosmos, stability and visual acuity are key. Therefore, I have designed many delicate adjustment mechanisms in both the physical and magical spheres of engineering. Plus, we live upon a volcano which is constantly shaking its paw and clearing its maw of lava, so to speak. Therefore, this beauty is stabilised by no less than one hundred actuators located around the mirror’s rim and in the housing and motion apparatuses, which dwarf any Dragon, never mind such a titchy scrap as you. Fra’anior tug my wings, what Dragon would bother tossing you into his stewpot – HA HA HA!!

Auli sensed that conversation with Fazshathi was likely to consist of many winces and a few brief interjections. She tried to imagine a viewing apparatus over two hundred times wider than her arms could reach, and failed at the brain-frazzling stage. Holy Fra’anior, that was huge!

Now, since the Mercury Blue has been ceaselessly gnawing at my wings for a mere five seasons, I have finally found time to dislodge his fangs and created – this!

Arkurion had been planning this test for over a year? Holy dancing Islands!

Lovely, said Auli, reaching out with her hands. She found a smooth metallic cylinder perhaps ten inches in diameter, but paused when a Dragon’s talon tapped her elbow.

It’s a Human-sized eyepiece, Arkurion explained. One of a kind. A fearsomely taxing engineering conundrum to reduce and resolve the mighty inputs of this magiscope into two eyepieces meant for Human eyes. Don’t you dare wipe your greasy fingertips on the lenses.

Well, I –

No time for that, Auli flame-heart. Do unpeel your oculars and glue them to my masterpiece, Fazshathi encouraged, with the utmost draconic immodesty.

Auli unwrapped her bandages, feeling unreasonably miffed at Arkurion’s high-pawed treatment. She hated it when Dragons belittled her in speech or behaviour. Understandable? Aye, but infuriating all the same.

She gripped the magiscope’s Human-purposed handles and touched her eyebrows to the eyepiece, making a few small adjustments as directed. Auli looked, and saw only blackness. The Dragons chuntered and conferred and made numerous adjustments. A marginally brighter haze greeted her, bringing a tiny, short-lived fillip of hope to her heart. Occasionally the haze shifted about in the viewing field, but the differential, she fed back glumly to the Dragons, was perhaps one-thousandth of one percent. Apparently she was supposed to be observing a beautiful spiral galaxy, a relatively bright object in the sky.

She only knew the idea of a spiral from touching Zimtyna’s locks after she used conditioning oils. A coiling galaxy? Wow. Auli was fairly certain the ballads did not describe stars as filaments, but she felt too ashamed to query her understanding.

Mutter, mutter. Recheck everything, Fazshathi ordered. I have been surprised before. Not in the last five decades, mind. I’m that good. Arkurion, pay attention to the outputs.

Ten minutes later they had established that the instrument was perfect – as if there had ever been a shell-sliver of doubt – and the Dragons could easily see what she could not. No surprises there.

Raise the magnification to maximum! growled Arkurion.

After a period of not inconsiderable fiddling coupled with constant promoting for feedback from the Dragons, Auli-Ambar ventured, I’m afraid that’s only becoming worse. No flickering at all, now.

With the air of decidedly miffed genius, Fazshathi grunted, Well the only good news, by my wings, is that we have identified certain parameters within which minimal function appears … conceivable. Your eyes are processing some data, we just don’t know what. I don’t understand. It became worse with greater magnification? And our magical constructs to maximise the picture’s brightness achieved little to no effect?

I see lightning, sort of, Auli put in. Direct suns-light does the same, yielding a fractional change to the darkness. I’m sorry if I –

Impossible. My eyepieces – all five we’ve tried – are perfectly designed for the Human eye!

Qualiana said –

And for the draconic eye, Fazshathi insisted, cutting Auli off tetchily.

Arkurion said, We could not find precedent for her ocular structures in any scientific text, Fazshathi. We are truly flying to an uncharted Island, here. Perhaps if we reverted to fundamentals …

There was a very prolonged scratching sound from either side as the Dragons rubbed their scaly chins and itched at a few scale mites, Auli supposed. She sighed. Stupid eyes. Every time she allowed hope to bud, something hacked away at its roots. She was not meant to see. If she could not see at the extreme end of whatever insane level of magnification this magiscope was capable of, then Fazshathi’s equipment was not at fault. The problem lay rather closer to home. Hmm. Closer … farther. More magnification? Ridiculous, surely.

“Noble Fazshathi,” Auli said aloud, switching languages to gain his attention. “How much magnification was that, exactly?”

A paw swished angrily through the air. “What does it matter? Too much. Viewing objects at such a high level of magnification is impractical anyways, especially given the limitations of Human and Dragon eyesight.”

“How much?”

Gnarrr! “Why, you little Dragoness – let me calculate. Fine. 36,745.4 times. Given our clearing routines which are beamed along the path of sight to minimise atmospheric turbulence and disruption, and the magical enhancements of picture quality, contrast and lighting, you should be able to see a wart on a Sylakian toad’s backside a million leagues away!”

That was nothing if not descriptive. Chuckling dutifully, Auli debated whether she might not give her right arm to see a toad’s wart.

Still, her neck tingled in that way she sometimes experienced when she was on the nub of solving a problem. Her eyes had that abominable itchy ache developing behind them, as if a wicked paw had poured hot sand into her sockets. There were days she just wanted to scratch them out and throw them away.

Persistence paid in prekki-fruit, was the Isles proverb.

Doggedly, Auli probed, “But it’s impractical, you said? Why –”

“Aye!” The Dragon was developing a decent frenzy of indignation. Boiling belly fires. Audibly clenching talons. Scents of acrid sulphur wafted from his champing jaw. “Because your lenses are dysfunctional and I swear I’ll pummel this problem until it weeps! I AM NOT A DRAGON WHO TAKES KINDLY TO FAILURE!”

Whaa … Dragon reflexes saved her from a nasty fall. “Thanks, Arkurion.”

He hissed, “Auli, don’t provoke Fazshathi. It’s not as if he hasn’t spent much of his valuable time on this problem already.”

Oh aye, the very Human problem! Sarcasm sharped her tongue to a waspish sting. “Well then, can some Dragon kindly explain to the pollen-brained Human –”

The Mercury Blue snorted, “Your eyes? Beautiful purveyors of nothingness.”

“The magnification problem!”

Now they were all growing excitable, even Auli – and more so as Arkurion let slip a compliment that should never have been aired. Dangerous ground, even for a Dragon!

Fazshathi snarled, “Regarding magnification, to simplify the issue, there’s a law of physics that equates to this: When magnification is doubled, a celestial object grows approximately four times dimmer when viewed through our magiscopes. Hence our enhancement routines. Practically, we never push the limits of this instrument because the object will appear sharper and brighter at lower magnifications and will not overrun the viewing field. Do you understand? We’re spitting fireballs at the wrong target.”

Auli lurched as a warm, talon-like sense of realisation sliced into her bowels, but a warm paw again corrected her balance. Arkurion said, “Careful.”

She said, “What’s the opposite of magnification, o mighty Fazshathi?”

“Minification, of course. But why would … you …”

The Mercury Blue sniffed, “Aye. This is a fruitless line of inquiry. The problem is –”

“The opposite,” she whispered.

AULI! YOU’VE GOT IT! roared Arkurion.

A chorus of annoyed snarls rose from the scientist Dragons all around as both Fazshathi and Arkurion raised delighted bugles to the heavens. Fazshathi was even doing a paw-stamping dance routine that shook the entire chamber. He stopped abruptly.

Her heart thundered like a runaway waterfall.

Auli heard the Dragons babbling, Two problems – dimming – optical nerve input problematic – magnification – not enough brightness – but even if we invert the magical construct-containment fields we cannot test – scope wasn’t designed for this vector of investigation – by my wings, but if we tweak the focal length – the aperture – maximal radius – combined with her unusual optical diameter … of course!

Fazshathi said, Told you I’m a flaming genius. Hold this for a moment, youngling.

Excuse me! Auli folded her arms as a Dragon’s crooked talons plucked her aside and popped her into Arkurion’s paw.

What was it with these Dragons and their monumental egos? Take Zanthrillior. Strut, pose, boast. Scale-packaged awesomeness, to borrow the musician’s description of himself! Unleashed now, she could literally overhear the fires of Fazshathi’s brilliance rising to the occasion, and his flames matched the irresistible expansion of her heart. Rustling wings. Quick paw-taps upon instruments and the squeaking of manual controls. Somewhere above her, the magiscope began to hum as mirrors and lenses changed orientations, while the Dragon literally re-spun his magical constructs on the fly, like a the blind master weaver Auli had met last season, who did not even need to see to send his shuttle whirring between the strings. Just like the apprentice weaver’s calling of the thread weights and colours, so Arkurion bustled about in a state of high excitement, blurting out readings and temperatures and scrawling calculations upon scrolleaf so fast that he broke three Dragon styluses in a row and had to beg a replacement from an amused female astronomer – Ochryla the Yellow, who was Fazshathi’s mate, Auli learned a moment later, clutching her perch as Fazshathi thumped past.

The Dragoness bustled over. You galumphing thunder-pawed pirates! I’ll hold the ladder.

Thanks, said Auli, grimacing.

Ochryla had a grand-shell-motherly word for the young Human. No long faces and null-fires in my observatory, fledgling. Your nerves betray you. Only, hearken to the fires of mine third heart, and that sharp-witted youngster from Tanstoy. Reminds me of a suns-flare, he does. Such a ravishing colour, of Fra’anior’s own paintbrush it wert beloved and burnished, as the old saying goes.

Dancing dragonets! Where did that come from?

Auli wished she could stare at the aged Dragoness in order to read the fabled orb fires of her expression, for such linguistic mystification indwelled her speech, she did not think she would ever understand half of what Ochryla had implied. She was not sure she wanted to, for her scalp crawled with the awareness of impending peril.

The Yellow Dragoness rustled closer. Auli ducked her head. No …

After a moment, the Dragoness touched her chin with the tip of her fore-talon. Lowering her voice, she breathed beside the girl’s left ear, Here is a Word of Onyx for thee. A prophetic utterance. While I understand some Dragonkind regard it blasphemy to speak in this fashion, I will say what burns in my old heart, and into the caldera with the consequences. Will you hear this Word?

Captivated, Auli was swept back in her memories to that day at the monastery. She could not speak. All that was within her, was a raging tempest of flame.

At once, the Dragoness said in an eerie voice not dissimilar to one of Ianthine’s proclamations, Dragons do not call thee ‘little flame’ without reason, Auli-Ambar. Flame indwells your heart. We Dragons all know it. We bask in its glow, and no creature of white-fires would deny this truth. You are like us, and if you follow the purest of flame that burns within your heart of hearts, the thrice-born Human heart of which Ancient Fra’anior did speak, then his unimaginable blessing will enflame all your days beneath the suns.

Her heart leaped. Could she take this second word as confirmation of a grand destiny? To her paw would fall a task so mighty it could make the greatest of Dragons break out in a sevenfold smile, and the thunder of His pleasure to smite the very heavens until they rang for joy!

Incongruously, the odour of Hualiama’s wrappings invaded her nostrils. Auli chuckled aloud, despite shivering like a reed in a storm. Not that. Destiny did not change stinky wrappings.

Destiny was fire!

Oh. And the paw was Arkurion’s, guiding her once more to the eyepiece.

Auli-Ambar had to press her reluctant eyelids apart with her fingertips, for they were already growing sticky in the close atmosphere. A bead of sweat trickled down her forehead and stung her left eye. She wiped it gingerly with her tunic sleeve. Her fingers touched the eyepiece and sprang back.

“It’s hot.”

“Maximal illumination confirmed,” Fazshathi whispered. “We’ll melt metal in a moment.”

“Approximating 3,600 times minification,” Arkurion noted.

Drawing a spare bandage out of her tunic pocket, Auli wrapped it once about her forehead and then impulsively moved forward, pressing her brow against the ridged edge of the eyepiece. Her fingers knotted painfully into her tunic hem. This was it. The heat radiating against her face was painful, but surprisingly comforting to her strange, stony eyes.

A glow swam before her. Auli could almost feel her brain sizzling at the unaccustomed input to her senses. Then the glow retracted, performing a manoeuvre she had not even dared to dream about.

Focus.

Auli began to laugh for the cataclysms of joy exploding in her breast. The waterfalls gushing in her ears. Movement and light and imperfection … her laughter switched immediately to sobbing, then to breathless hiccoughs, before a thin, piercing wailing emanated from her mouth, arresting the movement of every Dragon in the celestial observatory.

“Auli? Auli, what is it?” Arkurion worried. “Are you alright? Come away before you burn yourself. Auli …”

“Don’t pull me away!”

Ochryla held the ladder firm.

It took the Mercury Blue a very, very long hiatus before comprehension sucked a great gust of wind through his fangs and down into the alveoli, making his ribs creak like monstrous bellows. He thundered, AULI!!

“I know!” she cried, waving her hands in vaguely circular motions. “I see a fuzzy … I see a blob-thing! With arms!”

The observatory exploded with the delight of Dragons.

* * * *

Sapphurion halted Arkurion’s meandering explanation with a vast, GNARRR!!

“Ouch,” said Auli. Pointedly. Her ears had just suffered the abuse of twenty jubilant astronomer Dragons, the Watch descending en masse upon the observatory in mighty, exuberant chorus, and then half of the Halls complaining vociferously about the other half’s celebrations. She should really take to wearing ear protection. Add that to eye bandages and a prekki-fruit glued to her nose for disguise? Delightful.

The Sapphire said, “So, noble Arkurion, you’re saying that Auli-Ambar isn’t blind?”

“No, she’s still blind,” said the young Researcher.

“But she can see?”

“Ah … aye, mighty Elder. That’s about the sum of – our best conclusion. Aye. She’s so farsighted, she’s blind.”

Auli-Ambar said, “I think I understand him, noble Sapphurion.”

The huge Elder chuckled agreeably; meantime Grandion piped up, “Well, I don’t. What’s all the magnificent mini-kar … um, well, all these big words make my wings itch! Humans speak funny.”

“Magnification,” Qualiana corrected the hatchling.

“Minification,” said the girl, illustrating with her fingers.

They sat or perched, Auli supposed the correct saying should be, in Sazutharr’s office. To her left side were Sapphurion, Qualiana and Grandion; Sazutharr occupied his customary perch in front of her with Arkurion lying in a lesser position to his right flank, and Master Chamzu had pulled up a chair beside her, within touching distance of her left hand. Fazshathi loomed somewhere behind the chairs, not far judging by the temperature at the back of her neck!

The aged Head Librarian creaked, “Have I the right paw of this? Essentially, the Mercury Blue claims that Auli carries in her head a pair of the most outrageously powerful magiscopes in history, so powerful that anything she does actually perceive is hopelessly blurred out of existence? Secondly, he contends that her optical structures do not process or detect light sources properly, meaning that any inputs she does enjoy from her motile magiscopes are translated to the brain as darkness. Correct?”

“Correct. We estimate her capability to approximate or exceed one million times magnification,” Fazshathi rumbled. “At that range, measurement becomes impractical given the limitations of current draconic science and instrumentation.”

Auli had the impression that everyone in the chamber – everyone else – looked at each other in consternation.

The Magiscope Technician added, “By way of approximate but hopefully valuable explication for the youngest fires amongst us, that means Auli could probably count a grey loom-spinner spider’s eyes across Fra’anior’s caldera, or read text one ten-thousandth of an inch tall across the breadth of this room.”

“As if,” she grumbled.

“If it were illuminated as brightly as the suns,” Arkurion put in.

She groaned.

“The spider mightn’t enjoy that,” quipped Chamzu.

“Blessing, or curse? Blind, or simply farsighted?” Sazutharr put in, sounding very formal.

Auli groaned louder.

“Perhaps the onset of that Human business – by my wings, what’s it called? Puberty! Aye, might a rush of pubescent hormones resolve these issues?” Sapphurion suggested.

Clearly the Sapphire Blue had no inkling. Nonetheless, Auli’s cheeks set off on their usual warming routine. Her addition to the conversation constituted a vague splutter.

“No signs of development in our little flame as yet,” Qualiana added warmly.

“Qua-aaarrrrgh!” And a girl might wish to melt into a puddle and seep away beneath the door! Apparently adolescence was another field of endeavour in which she was doomed to be different. Clapping her hands to her forehead, Auli muttered, “I wish –freaking feral windrocs! What do I wish for? Anyone?”

“A new assignment,” Sapphurion said abruptly. “Enough of this minification mystery. Noble Sazutharr, you have the floor.”

A new what? Wasn’t she busy enough already? Popping her head up again, Auli oriented herself toward the Head Librarian, who cleared his throat noisily and said, “Aye. Well, the day has arrived much faster than I anticipated, and I heartily approve of noble Sapphurion’s proposal. Hear me, Auli-Ambar. There is a position traditionally held by an Under-Librarian of Gi’ishior, which helps us relate to the Human royal family of Fra’anior and to the scholars of their excellent library. Four days per month, Under-Librarian Ornath has been tutoring young Ka’allion, the son of King Chalcion and the sadly deceased Queen Si’ilmira, during the mornings together with many of his peers, and working with the Palace Library in matters such as the exchange of knowledge and suchlike. It is a post of much prestige and no small political import. We would like you to consider taking on this position.”

“Uh, but …” she began.

Sazutharr overrode her effortlessly. “Unfortunately, Under-Librarian Ornath’s diagnosis of samtanyosis, a magi-physical degenerative disease that very rarely manifests in the elderly of Dragon and Human alike, means that he will no longer be able to undertake his duties abroad. The motion of a Dragonship makes him dangerously ill; last week’s trip almost killed him.”

Auli breathed, “No! Poor Ornath! I hadn’t …”

“It’s not public knowledge yet,” Sazutharr said sternly. “Ornath doesn’t want the commiserations. Now, since we wrote to inform the Palace that he is indisposed, they’re asking for a replacement. To everyone’s amusement, the post is entitled, ‘Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish.’ ”

Auli burst out laughing. “Me? Venerable?”

“Twin canes and long white hair come as part and parcel of the appointment,” Arkurion chuckled smokily.

Somebody kick that Dragon!

“More like a Dragon-sized migraine and never-ending backache,” said Chamzu.

Perhaps the Master could do with a swift kick too. Auli was feeling in a decidedly Dragonish mood!

Sapphurion said, “Auli-Ambar, and Arkurion, hear me well. This position is a vital channel of communication between the Palace and my Council. A less official channel, by my wings, but the choice of candidate has always attracted our keenest consideration. Whilst it is unlikely King Chalcion will take an active interest in Ka’allion’s education, the position allows one unprecedented access to the Palace and in particular, to his new Queen, Shyana, and the royal family which all hope will soon expand with further heirs.”

“Am I not too …”

“Young? Blind? Untraveled?” Master Chamzu read her thoughts with distressing accuracy.

She waved a hand, crying in a low, angry voice, “Well, who wants to call a Dragon a Dragon?”

The Master said, “Do not misunderstand me, Auli-Ambar. You are mature beyond your years, demonstrably capable, a great builder of trust across species and cultures, and there is one simple way to fix your lack of experience in the wider world. Ornath will brief you beforehand, as will Sapphurion. You will ask them any and every question you may have, even the ostensibly foolish ones. Now, what say you?”

Clearly, these elders expected only one answer, Auli thought furiously. It was clear that Hualiama needed her less and less by the day, for Qualiana could by magic and by talon take care of all of her needs, and her declaration of shell-depression had been accepted by all. Retreating to her roost was expected. The Red Dragoness did vocally appreciate Auli’s hands around the roost, however, and everyone doted quite shamelessly upon the tiny, gurgling, ever-bright scrap of life that was Hualiama. Her burns had healed. She was even developing a touch of proper infant chubbiness. Daily, she opened her eyes more and cried less, but many nights it was still only Auli’s arms that could rock her to sleep. Just yesterday, she had caught the babe starting to vocalise to the melody she had been practising on her Dragonharp in the roost. Was that not unusual for a Human babe of two or three months’ age?

What would Hualiama do without her?

Auli opened her mouth.

“Zimtyna will be beside herself picking out suitable dresses and slippers and suchlike,” pressed Master Chamzu. “You could not possibly deny her the pleasure.”

Qualiana said, “In addition, I believe there’s an outstanding music tutor at the Palace, Master Ga’allio, whom we could ask to help with your Dragonharp training until Zanthrillior visits again.”

“You could pass for eighteen years of age,” Sazutharr put in. “Twenty, even.”

“That’s simply not true,” Auli whispered.

“You’ll be truly venerable,” Arkurion teased at once.

“A Master of Dragonish designs and deviousness,” Sapphurion purr-gurgled.

Grandion chirped, “Auli can’t be a Master, Mamafire. She doesn’t have any chin whiskers.”

Through their laughter, Auli snorted, “Bah! So this is what it means to have one’s arm twisted by Dragons?”

Master Chamzu squeezed her knee. “Better get used to it.”

Islands’ sakes! Auli said, “But, how will they remember me from one visit to the next?”

Arkurion chortled, “Hmm. It appears we have another minor mystery to minify, my miniscule mammalian mite.”

Enough of this wing tugging. With great dignity, Auli said, “Don’t forget, noble Dragon, that with my extraordinary eyesight, you’ll never look bigger than a misplaced flea on a sheep’s backside!”


Chapter 18: Venerable Instructor

Dragonkind and Humankind possess similar mental faculties, but different strengths. Humans excel at speed of recall and creativity, whilst the Dragons excel in the methodology and practise of the sciences. It is said that Dragons never forget, but neither has any Dragon to my knowledge mastered the eidetic recall most pronounced in studies conducted upon the Pygmy peoples of the Crescent Islands jungles. Perhaps it is the shorter lifespan of Humans that necessitates this marvellous capacity and hunger for growth, rebirth and innovation.

Dragons are the holders of lore. Humans create it.

Sapphurion of Gi’ishior, Notes to the Council, Scrolleaf 973, Fifteenth Talon, Paragraph 1

A week later, Auli-Ambar took the second Dragonship journey she recalled in her life. Departing at the first blush of dawn, the Dragonship swished aloft under the manual propulsion of turbines worked by teams of chanting sailors pedalling the fondly-hated ‘backbreaker’ drive apparatus, before spreading her wings to catch a warm dawn breeze that sent them soaring above the northern rim wall. Steersmen did not pilot directly across Fra’anior’s caldera. It was regarded as akin to suicide, given the fast-moving, variable weather conditions around the volcano.

Steersman Chayku did not remember her, nor did his crew.

Auli stood at the prow where she could enjoy the warmth of the rising suns upon her cheek, and imagined that one day she would need to shield her eyes from Firstsun and Secondsun, the great sky brothers. She communed with Amaryllion. He seemed in a pensive mood, which matched hers.

You should be guarding the child, he said bluntly.

Hualiama is well sheltered with Qualiana, mighty Dragon, Auli replied politely. None enter the roost, nor are Sapphurion’s wards violable.

One thoughtless chirp from the hatchling and all is lost.

Aye. There was a note –

Amaryllion snarled at once, See? Foolish child who dwells in a darkness of wilful ignorance! Greater is the bite of the prophetic than ever was the Island-devouring maw of the mighty Westurdion, whose back didst bow and raise the Western Isles.

Auli gaped. The Isles perched upon a Dragon’s back? Holy … what lore was this?

Razzior and Ra’aba! Ra’aba and Razzior; mirrors of potent evil that collude against thee. Find thee the scrolls of ruzal and keep them from that pair of Dramagon’s paws by any and all means, Auli-Ambar! Learn to be ruthless! Thou art too much the petal and too little of Dragon fire, despite the fine words Ochryla presumed to speak over thee! His mental voice cuffed her about the figurative earhole, making Auli wince as she clutched the railing tightly. Did he not know his strength? What does she understand of the ebb and flow of millennia? Or of the brutal tides of events that converge upon the nearest of futures – ah, Fra’anior, where is thine paw? Why didst thou leave this Island-World to suffer the absence of thine incomparable fires?

It seemed that chastisement rather than storytelling was to be the order of the day, although Auli had to wonder if she detected hints of jealousy in Amaryllion’s tone when he spoke of Ochryla. How long had he lived? Had he hibernated like the flightless terhal birds of the North? Qualiana believed that Amaryllion Fireborn was truly alive, but Auli wondered if that life might not be expressed in undying soul fires rather than physical form.

After all, where did one hide an Ancient Dragon of Island-juggling proportions?

Nonetheless, she decided to pre-empt any further bouts of Auli-swatting by recounting the latest shenanigans related to her sight.

A wing-shivering exercise in the impossible! he commented at length, in a tone of more reason and less acid. It seems we must strike a talon to the heart of this issue regarding thine maternal heritage, Auli-Ambar. Perhaps ‘pykol’ or ‘Pykolese’ doth indeed refer to this suspected undocumented Human subspecies – note thy delayed physical development juxtaposed with thy clearly augmented and accelerated mental development; thine unusual height amongst thine peers and significant facility for musical and magical pursuits; note these unprecedented optical enhancements … ah!

He fell silent.

Auli-Ambar listened with all of her heart, but fear overruled. Amaryllion, you don’t think –

No!

I’m not some sort of failed experiment, am I? She shuddered as a peal of thunder shook the caldera; it came from afar, from the direction she thought of as Ya’arriol, to the Southwest. Amaryllion, was that you? I don’t … I’m so scared. Please, please, please tell me … the truth?

Now, the sadness of his thoughts was infinite and crushing, yet a paternal warmth flowed through their connection. Little one, wouldst thou prefer lies to pass mine lips?

From where else might such an awful, insane and unknown magic arise? You yourself taught me the lore of juxtaposition of elemental Dragon fire types, and I have read of corrupt forms, not so much this ruzal, but another purportedly belonging to beasts of the underworld, called urzul …

The Onyx Dragon groaned resoundingly, as though her question pained him in ways she could not imagine. Aye, this might be experimentation based upon Dramagon’s work. But your memories of your birth mother are pure, your magic seems uncorrupted, if passing strange, and it seems more likely to me that in the balance of probabilities – aye, allow me this bluntness. Thou art no Dramagon-spawn beast of evil. Thou art a true soul in whom Fra’anior’s own fires do stir. And I will help thee as best I am able. Mine senses do sift the far and airy places of this Island-World for many signs of the times to come; verily, they delight in thy presence. So shall we abide together in the patience of seasons, to the furtherance of our duties and the pleasurable accord of sharing knowledge.

Amaryllion spoke many more words besides, but it was these that stuck with Auli. She knew she would need them as a shield against darker times ahead.

* * * *

After an uneventful five-hour trip around the caldera to its south-eastern abutment, where stood the largest Isle of twenty-seven in the Cluster, the Dragonship landed at the port just outside the city upon the rolling hills of its eastern flank. Master Chamzu recited with the driest of humour:

I’d give a prekki from my tree and the fireflower from my garden,

To know what was a-cookin’ in the old Great Dragon’s noggin,

When he called my Island Fra’anior – isn’t that his name?

O Fra’anior, of sevenfold brain and mighty fame,

Yea, and if that were not enough, twenty-seven Isles in muster,

Did he call Fra’anior Cluster!

The fabled beauty of Fra’anior’s garden city might be lost on her outrageous farsightedness, but Auli-Ambar thrilled to the sounds and smells and bustle as she tripped lightly along at the Master’s side on the slight downhill into the main thoroughfare. She worried about her priceless Dragonharp, but the Master had assured her it would be packed in a special padded crate and handled like a baby – or Zanthrillior would twist his guts for cinnamon sweetbread pretzels. And hers! Furthermore, Chamzu had a small crew from the Library bringing other crates of books, scrolls and supplies manufactured at Gi’ishior, such as specialist archival inks, scrolleaf, binders and calligraphy pens, quills and stencils. There were packs of scented scrolleaf for various Princesses of the realm and a small stargazer for young Prince Ka’allion.

“Your gift to the royals,” said the Master. “Walk less sprightly, my young sprig. You’re supposed to be venerable.”

“Learned, but never decrepit,” Auli returned, with a fake sage air.

“Huh. You’ve your father’s height about you. Don’t slouch – Islands’ sakes! I’ll be calling you Zimtyna next.” His hand rested briefly upon her shoulder. “You’ve become a daughter to me, Auli-Ambar.”

The grief of loss. Every so often it gripped the Master sorely, and she wondered if a man as busy as he would ever find another wife. Auli wanted to slump her shoulders and duck to hide her grief, but instead, she walked tall and wondered what people thought of her artfully designed mask, the better to conceal the freakish eyes, my dear Isles maiden.

Venerable loremasters ought to be able to play matchmaker. Auli brightened. She should be on the lookout – scowl – for the good Master, since she was so very experienced at this line of work.

Auli coughed wryly.

The town housed some seventeen thousand souls, she understood. A good size. Not as populous as Sylakia Town’s massive sixty thousand or Remoy’s forty, for certain, but it felt far busier than the Halls. One could simply not pack Dragons so closely together. What if one tried? Dragon slabs. Dragon sandwiches. All that heat stuffed together, they’d be self-toasting sandwiches! Smothering a giggle, she tuned in to Master Chamzu’s meandering description of the bustling main thoroughfare, where tall, slender Fra’aniorian ladies of note paraded slowly along shady walkways or tarried in arbours festooned with climbing roses, jasmine and takataki flower, twirling their colourful silk parasols against the bright suns-shine and perching upon benches with care for their long, elegant lace gowns. A five-foot train was regarded as modest. Even in the city the foliage was dense and tropical, the Master noted, and rife with songbirds and the odd mischievous dragonet pinching scraps from a kitchen window.

There was a current fad in keeping parakeets, and so as they passed by the colonnaded houses and cool, welcoming merchants’ establishments, she heard bird voices calling out silly phrases they had been taught, ‘Who’s a pretty boy,’ and ‘Islands’ greetings, maiden,’ or, rather more blushingly, ‘Come to my chamber. Pillow roll! Pillow roll!’

After a fish seller wandered by screeching, “Feeeeesh! Helyon trout and lake carp – feeeeesh! Who wants my luverly freeeeesh feeeeeesh!” at the top of his lungs, Auli squeezed the Master’s arm slightly to gain his attention.

“My father’s tall?”

“Xa’an’s six feet, six and a whisker more,” Chamzu returned, “yet he manages to blend in effortlessly. It’s a gift. We Fra’aniorians are regarded as taller and more slender than most peoples. The Immadians of the North are said to be similarly built but much paler of skin than us, but it is the Jeradians who are the true giants. I’ve heard of mercenaries as tall as eight feet – can you imagine?”

“Awkward for lintels,” she chuckled.

“Mind the cart,” he said, steering her a short ways to her left. “Farther South the peoples are generally smaller – or wider, I’ll grant, in the case of Mejia or the Archipelago. Remoyans or the Eastern peoples seldom top five and five, while the Pygmies are said to measure a mere three to four feet in stature. But they hide in their jungles.”

“What’s my skin tone like, Master? Recognisably Fra’aniorian?”

“Mostly …”

Auli processed his dreamy tone before yelping, “Mostly? What do you mean, mostly?”

“Well, it’s probably nothing. Look, the Palace lies directly ahead.”

“Master!”

“Alright, I’ll describe it to you.” She pinched his arm, and not gently either. He chuckled, “Oh, stow the claws and loosen up. I mean, we stroll into palaces every other day, don’t we? Auli, your ears, your general features and physique, your skin tone and long, gleaming tresses – everything about you says, ‘Fra’aniorian.’ ”

“Except the eyes.”

“Aye. And your voice.”

“My – oh.”

“Two things about your voice.” His shoulder and upper arm jolted, cluing Auli in to the gesture of his free hand, the one not gallantly braced to provide her guidance. “One, your vocal timbre exhibits a remarkable clarity and resonance. Zanthrillior, bless his paws, calls it your ‘thrill factor’ and claims it is entirely due to his virtuoso teachings; he says you make Dragons’ fires burn more richly when you sing, and Humans sigh and shiver. I can certainly corroborate that claim.”

Had she not been wearing a face veil that extended beyond her chin, Auli might just have swallowed a few flies, or whatever buzzing thing was investigating her perfume just now. Dragonfly? Wasp? Ordinary fly of the ‘persistently annoying’ variety?

“Two, more obviously, is the vocal range which you are capable of attaining. There’s more of a dragonet and less of a standard singing voice about you, especially in lyric coloratura passages. Step lively now. Don’t want to be late for a King.”

They walked on more briskly, Auli’s soft slippers whispering over the granite flagstones, while Chamzu’s boots thudded steadily beside her.

“You skipped a detail, Master.”

“Hmm?”

“My skin. You were –”

“Arrggh! Your brain! I swear nothing passes you by, Auli.” He sucked in a breath. “Well, just recently I’ve been starting to think that I’m seeing something – in the suns-light. Usually. It’s similar to the gleam in your hair, like a hint of – ahem – golden light, or gold thread with a hint of sapphire about it, or something … well, I asked Zimtyna if you girls were using some special oil preparation on your … ha.”

“Golden whatsit and sapphire how much?” Poor Chamzu, he sounded most discomfited. Auli could not imagine it was over a matter of female beautification; he had been a married man, after all!

“Luminescent threads. It’s hard to describe. Or swirls, I’d say. It’s like when light refracts off a gemstone in a particular way and teases the eye. Arms, neck, cheeks … it’s there one moment and then it vanishes, leaving you wondering if you ever saw it. I should ask –”

“Arkurion? He’d have noticed,” she said thoughtlessly. Ruddy Isles, and her blush roared off into the proverbial suns-set!

“Auli …”

“Master?”

“Please … be careful. Promise me.”

He knew. He saw what she dared not admit to herself. Auli pulled a face beneath her disguise, feeling her jawbone click and shift uncomfortably as she did so. Aye. Had she only been born with scales and hide, or Arkurion with two legs and a manly grin, the rainbows she had never seen would truly have intersected over their Isles. He had his love interest in Kayturia. And she must live with her strangeness, and this ghastly facility for disremembrance that chased away all hope of long term intimacy.

Fra’anior fire Sazutharr’s soul, the old Dragon had promised to devise a magical solution for her difficulty – at worst a means of making people or Dragons think they remembered her, and at best, a way of jogging memories that were not, hopefully, annihilated by her curse.

She whispered, “I promise.”

* * * *

Bowing deeply with a series of formal Fra’aniorian hand twirls and a light dance step at which she had been painstakingly drilled, Auli-Ambar made obeisance before the royals of Fra’anior in an informal greeting chamber just off the main throne room. All the finery was lost on her, but it smelled enticing. The fabled lace dresses of the women rustled discreetly as they moved, sounding as expensive as the handcrafted masterpieces were reputed to be. The floors were flawless marble and the slightly musty, heavy odour of tapestries tickled her nostrils with unknown delights – what legends might they recount? What battles or events? The Palace was said to be famously wealthy. There was much commerce between the Human and Dragon denizens of Fra’anior Cluster, and few dared to attack a society so deeply intertwined with the Dragonish presence without serious forethought.

The herald announced, “His Majesty Chalcion, King upon the Onyx Throne, True Guardian of the Verdant Isles of great Fra’anior, and his radiant Queen, Shyana of Si’itubiar, Bearer of the Dragonstone and Patroness of Arts and Culture! Prince Zalcion, Head Councillor of the Circle of the Wise –” the King’s younger brother, Auli reminded herself, an enigmatic player in royal circles “– and presenting with the greatest honour, the Princess Bri’inna and the Princes Ja’allanor and Ka’allion; and in attendance the most laudable Captain Ra’aba, Verimost Blade of the King’s Will!”

Auli resisted an urge to spit at this last introduction; that would likely result in the shortest appointment to the position of Venerable Instructor in history. Ornath’s briefing had been thorough. Zalcion, Bri’inna and Ja’allanor were Chalcion’s siblings, but the succession would pass through Ka’allion should he survive to manhood – so blandly noted by the Master that Auli wondered what the likelihood of that might be –and then further, to any further siblings born to Queen Shyana. Zalcion was unmarried but there were other royal children from Chalcion’s surviving siblings, his deceased Queen Si’ilmira’s brother and sister, and their cousins.

Noticeably less pompously, the herald now reacted to a signal presumably from the King, and announced, “Your Majesties, may I present for the pleasure of your acquaintance the most estimable Master Chamzu, Chief Scrollkeeper of Gi’ishior, and the honourable Miss Auli-Ambar, Lore Specialist, who is candidate for the position of Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish.”

Oh, she was no longer an assistant? Marvellous how the Gi’ishior powers kept her up to date with her titles. Now was not the moment for a fit of the giggles.

“Approach the throne.”

Proper etiquette demanded the formal bows accorded to a man of Chamzu’s not inconsiderable station. He was not royalty, but to Auli’s mind he was treated as such. Everyone began bowing to everyone else – starting with the King, of course. This was a back-wrenching exercise of multiple genuflections accompanied by pronouncing the copious blessings of Fra’anior upon all and sundry, accompanied by a mind-numbing menagerie of formal felicitations and inquiries as to good health, relatives, prosperity, wishes of ever-increasing wisdom, and the like. All, according to custom, just a tad preposterous.

Chalcion came across as stern and aloof, as did Ka’allion, but Auli liked Shyana’s voice. She sounded sweet and a touch naïve beneath that veneer of perfect royal elocution.

At length everyone, by dint of heroic, poetic and even farcical endeavour, managed to arrive at the business at hand. Chamzu proposed her for the position and deferred to King Chalcion, whose robes rustled and crackled metallically – that would be stiff gold brocade, Auli realised – as if he gesticulated broadly. “If she’s your best, Chief Scrollkeeper Chamzu, then the position is hers after my Shyana hears her audition.”

Auli-Ambar realised she had just been decisively dismissed. Roaring rajals! A kingly protocol-slap, no less.

Shyana said, “I wish to see the face of the one who is to teach the royal family.”

Not unexpected. Still, Auli’s heart slammed against the back of her throat as Chamzu said smoothly, “Auli was born blind, o Queen.”

“I am not unsympathetic. My younger brother lived but four years upon the Isles, and they were hard years withal.”

Despite the Queen’s soft tones, Auli realised her words were phrased to communicate this was no request. Not so naïve after all! Bowing slightly, she said, “I am willing.”

Her fingers seemed to take forever to unlace the ties of her face veil; the fabric sawed slightly against the top groove of her ears as she drew it away. Then she lifted away Zimtyna’s creation, the light lacework mask backed with opaque blue cloth that covered her eyes. She had prepared for this by having pressed the eyelids closed. The damaged eyelids, lacking shape and definition or ordinary eyelashes, were least offensive presented in this way.

Such a silence ensued, it charred her very bones.

Lightly, Chalcion said, “None too hideous. Take the malformed maiden away, Shyana, and communicate to me the result of her audition. Settle our guests and see to it that they have everything they require, according to the matchless hospitality of this Court. Zalcion, gather the Councillors. We have the matter of Xinidia’s tardy tribute to discuss. Chief Scrollkeeper, will you join us for lunch on the Receiving Balcony?”

The Master bowed. “I shall await your good pleasure, o King. Auli, Queen Shyana approaches.”

With a subtle rustle of cloth and a luxurious waft of dorlis flower perfume, the Queen stopped just ahead of Auli. Cool fingers touched her hand. “Walk with me. So, you would teach my Ka’allion? I must warn you, for a lad of his years he is a most serious-minded scholar. And there are other children here in the Palace, from both staff and royalty, who would benefit from your instruction. Your class will be sizeable.”

Relinquishing her hold upon the Master – reluctantly, for it left her feeling insecure – Auli fell into step with the tall Queen. She moved with an understated fluidity, as though with a rippling like water that caused a strangely sympathetic sensation deep within her person, and Auli wondered if the reports of her exceptional skill at dancing were true. She appreciated the Queen’s facility for movement as they traversed a long corridor and ascended three flights of stairs. Meantime, Shyana described the layout of the inner hall around which were arranged the wings and balconies – both interior and exterior – of the rectangular, four-story Palace building. Auli wondered what information had reached the Queen, for she described her surrounds with care for a blind person’s needs.

Auli, being Auli, had raided the Library for every existing schematic of the Palace and its gardens in preparation for this trip, and from her diligent study knew that there were five levels below ground as well, dedicated to serving all the functions of royal life, as well as barracks for five hundred Royal Guards, extensive storage for everything ranging from the King’s private cellar of berry wines to a year’s food supply of non-perishables against siege, and a dungeon complex that extended out beneath the pretty gardens and to a cliff-side location. That was also strategic, meant to mitigate against assault from the South and East quarters of the Palace grounds.

Apparently, Kind Chalcion liked to keep his dungeons well-tenanted.

Shyana chuckled musically when Auli-Ambar queried the size of her chambers and explained that her personal maidservant, Si’ishi, would show her where everything was and would care for her effects. Auli promptly tripped over the fringe of a startlingly plush rug and stumbled to her knees.

Perfect.

Changed and refreshed, with a few nourishing snacks and a glass of cool berry juice in protest of her nervousness practically fermenting her innards, and with all her effects suitably placed or packed away, Auli-Ambar slipped her White Dragoness – her Izariela, a name that apparently belonged to no known Dragoness in any record she had been able to obtain – into her belt pouch, and accompanied Si’ishi down to the Royal Nursery. That would be the entire second floor of the north wing of the palace building, as she had seen upon the scrolls but now experienced for herself. Nineteen chambers. Twenty-five full time staff. A contingent of a dozen guards. An on-call doctor and nurse. A dedicated kitchen. Three bathing chambers, a music room, two schoolrooms and a martial arts training room.

All for one Prince?

Her jaw already benefitted from a permanent state of dislocation.

Shortly, she found Queen Shyana in the music chambers. Si’ishi withdrew, leaving Auli standing helplessly in a room of unknown dimensions, facing a Queen who said at once:

“Let’s drop any pretence. You are considerably less venerable than the last tutor. While I understand that the Dragons would have given this post their usual consideration, an assessment upon which I place due weight, you appear much more a vulnerable teenager than the greybeard I expected. How many summers have you?”

Honesty must rule. “Fourteen, my Queen.”

“Four – what! I mean, what?” Her gasp rang clearly throughout the chamber. It was surprisingly airy; Auli remembered that the design was a portico leading onto an outside balcony. Fragrances swirled in and out on a slight breeze as the silence between them deepened. After a pause of terrifying proportions, the Queen said, “Fra’anior’s beard, I don’t know whether to be insulted or impressed. Chalcion would blow the lid off his volcano. Still, the idea of a young tutor for children is not a bad one, I suppose. Remind me of your title?”

“Lore Specialist.”

“You work with Sazutharr in the Dragon Library?” Fingers drummed upon an unseen table. “Aye. I’d trust Sazutharr to make a sound choice. Recite the Kings of Fra’anior for me.”

Auli gave her twenty generations at rattletrap speed, and then began to expound their families, relatives and children systematically. Ha. Her mind was a filing rack and the Queen would soon see it. Did scholars who wished to shortcut the byzantine indexing system not approach her directly for references? Hmm. There was another matter she could improve –

Shyana said, “Alright, I can see you’ve an excellent memory for facts. Can you recite The Oracle of Sunakxi?”

“Which version, o Queen?”

“The version I am likely to have on this table. Can you read, Auli?”

“O Queen, there are four recognised versions of The Oracle. One is attributed to a minor textual error and has no bearing on the main three variants. In the Helyon text, Sunakxi the Green is eventually executed for treason as a moral lesson teaching that any rebellion against the Dragon Elders will receive its just reward. In the Kaolili version, Sunakxi is called Sunakiki. She is a Green Dragon with powers to nurture all living things, and functions therefore as a goddess figure, similar in stature to the Ancient Dragons. She triumphs over those who would spread Dramagon’s destructive philosophies amongst her people and eventually transforms them into jinsumo trees, which are holy trees believed to house the souls of the dead. Finally, there is the Jeradian version, a much rougher and bloodier saga altogether, which extols the physical prowess of Sunakxi the Green, but she is eventually brought low by the Dragon Elder Samukor the Blue, of Gi’ishior.”

For the first time, Shyana chuckled softly, and the sound tinkled between them like droplets of delight. “And which version might I have here?”

“If the reports describing your personality are accurate, I believe you would favour the Kaolili legend, o Queen.”

“And …” A scroll touched her knuckles.

Auli read the outer address with her fingertips. “I am correct. Eastern.”

“Very good,” said Shyana. “You read just like that? You feel ink upon scrolleaf?”

Auli nodded.

A slight exhalation betrayed the Queen’s astonishment. The girl wondered if she knew this knack for magic, or if she took it for a skill. “Would you kindly recite the tale?”

“The Oracle of Sunakiki is unusually sung to the accompaniment of the thirty-stringed zither and tubular bells, noble Queen. But if you can stand for it, I would be honoured if you could check my recitation against your text.”

A slight rustling of scrolleaf implied that the Queen of Fra’anior was following closely as Auli-Ambar, having no need to shut her eyes to gather her concentration, simply began to recite the epic poem. After five lengthy stanzas a soft word halted her. The Queen inquired as to her prior teaching experience. Auli pointed to her involvement in teaching hatchlings, fledglings and Human youngsters under Inxulia’s supervision, and then added her scholarly experience in Sazutharr’s employ.

At length the Queen said, “Auli, blow me down with a volcanic zephyr! You play the Dragonharp as your chosen accompaniment to the ballads and epics? You speak Dragonish fluently?”

She bobbed her head. “Aye, o Queen.”

“What’s this nuance?” You pesky dragonet!

Auli laughed merrily. So, the Queen played at the ostensibly illegal matter of speaking Dragonish? Intriguing. “If I may presume to correct your Dragonish, I would say that you elided the flame-aggravation indicator in favour of, forgive me o Queen, a somewhat garbled roost-dominance marker perhaps corrupted by a temporal indicator noting early evening, just an hour after suns-set.” Pesky … pesky … pesky –quite different meanings, correct? “The key is how the medial modifier acts upon the second syllable, ‘kee.’ ”

It seemed the Queen threw up her hands. “Clearly, my Dragonish requires polishing. But I know music. My favourite dance opera is the Flame Cycle. Would you play a movement for me?”

“I’m far from an expert on the Dragonharp,” Auli said, “but I’ll do my best.”

“Well, who taught you?”

“Zanthrillior, the –”

“Zanthrillior! The Zanthrillior? Well, my expectations have leaped from the skies to the stars.”

Auli chuckled at the Queen’s artless enthusiasm. “Well, if you expect the Dragonet’s Dance then I am sorry to inform you that I might as well just tie my fingers in knots right now. But I could manage a passable Morrow Dawns the Dragonstar, o Queen. Would that be suitable? Where’s my instrument?”

“Oh. I forgot. Over this way.” With a self-conscious cough, Shyana took her left elbow. “Hmm, Islands’ greetings, little one – we’ve a red dragonet peeking through the flowering chis-chis vines, Auli. That rascal’s often here. We call this part of the music room the outer chamber. From here, one may enjoy an uninterrupted view over Fra’anior City’s meandering gardens to the caldera … oh, that was thoughtless of me.”

“Not so, my Queen,” Auli returned. “I love hearing imagery.”

“Here. I assume you require a small stool? I’ve actually never heard the Dragonharp played, so I’m looking forward to this very much. Aren’t full-size instruments meant to be the size of an Isles house?”

“Quite,” said Auli, “and they’re worth a King’s ransom.”

“Just what Chalcion paid for me.”

“He … uh, did?”

A verbal smile accompanied the humorous rejoinder, “That’s what my Island negotiated for me before the formal kidnapping. You would not believe the palaver. Courtiers swooning in shock, message scrolls fluttering about in clumps thicker than migrating butterflies, older relatives pretending to summarily perish of apoplexy … exciting times, all told. So, the Royal House of Onyx demands of their Venerable Instructors nothing short of –”

“Senescence?”

“How fetchingly your dotage becomes you, o ancient Auli!” laughed the Queen.

Breathe. Just remember to breathe. Finding the very slight guide points on the key strings, Auli plucked a clumsy D melodic minor seventh chord, before removing her hands and shaking out her wrists. Wow. Brave as always!

Onyx? chirped the dragonet.

Auli nearly fell off her stool. Then, she pressed her cheek against the instrument and thought upon the White Dragoness in her pouch. Maybe she’d use the long musical introduction to this piece to tell Amaryllion Fireborn all about her strange fixation upon an imaginary shell-daughter of a mythical Dragoness. He’d be tickled.

Envisaging tickling a Dragon the size of a small Island beneath the chin – probably need a whole tree for that – Auli tried to forget about the Queen, auditions and politics, and let the music flow. She remembered those first moments of her entering the Island-World, and let anguish richly shade the long, lyrical phrases that preceded the joyous advent of dawn. Her own darkness, a darkness in which her hands weaved by sensation alone, always unseen. She knew it so well. Melodies of obscurity, of gloom wherein soul-shadows of stately mien roved the never-light plains of life.

A girl wept soundlessly over her instrument.

She yearned for the Onyx.

She played until the trill-embellished runs of the composition’s roseate dawning painted her soul with shades akin to that one near-image of a galaxy, the only image she had ever seen apart from what Amaryllion had implanted into her mind, and the suns became shapeless blobs with limbs and talons and mighty maws roaring, ARISE!!

Her voice filled the chamber with rippling glissades of suns-light, as tempestuous as the hope that scorched her very soul. Let the Dragonstar arise!

Then, she heard the slight scuff of slippers as Shyana stood. The Queen began to dance.


Chapter 19: To Spy Upon a Spy

“Auli-AMBAR!” HEr father wheezed. “I … my Queen! Forgive me.”

“Ah, Xa’an,” said the Queen, halting her dance mid-step, it seemed. Auli’s fingertips died upon the strings with a discordant twanging. She felt violated by the interruption – shocked and pleased by her father’s presence, but grieving her lost music. “I believe you are familiar with our new Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish?”

“Well, I … aye, but … Auli?”

“You don’t approve?”

Auli had never imagined her suave father could be ambushed in conversation, but here he was, gasping like the guards who had been sent to run steps – all the way up and down the volcano – last week at Gi’ishior. Brutal training.

“M-M-My Queen,” he spluttered. “I most assuredly … do! I was simply taken aback. To see Auli here, with you. Aye.”

“Good,” said the Queen. Grudging admiration bloomed in Auli’s chest. This woman could hold her territory and a few Isles besides. “I was just delighting in the worthy efforts of Zanthrillior’s student.”

She distinctly heard her father mouth, ‘Zanthrillior?’ Then he bowed to blow across her knuckles and kissed her palm in the formal fashion. “My daughter. Delightful surprise, of course.” Back into courtly mode, Auli thought sourly, his manner making her return greeting somewhat fierier than intended. “You will be instructing the royal brood in this little roost? I could not imagine a more apposite appointment.”

“Thank you, father.”

“Nor a more dangerous one,” the Queen replied almost inaudibly, jolting Auli in yet another direction. “Join me.”

She led the pair aside to a table set beneath a cool pergola of climbing roses; to Auli’s distinct startlement, a warm nose pressed against her hand almost the moment she sat down. Not a hound. A rather more scaly fellow. Well, Islands’ greetings – help! With a lithe, rippling bound and a peremptory volley of chirps, the dragonet had just installed himself upon her lap! Uh … sorry, don’t be startled, little one. A purr vibrated against her stomach.

“They’re tame, but not usually that tame,” the Queen remarked. “Berry or fruit juice?”

Auli sniffed the air discreetly. “I think I’d enjoy the jiista-berry and fireberry cordial with a teensy pinch of that thassalus spice, thank you.”

Xa’an and the Queen laughed simultaneously. Her father said, “She’s like that. Don’t be surprised if she names the dragonet in a minute.”

Crystal glasses clinked – was the Queen serving drinks? Auli wondered if the Island-World had just stood upon its head. Who was surprising whom, now? She took the opportunity to inquire, Alright, mister insistent, what’s your name?

Cheep.

I didn’t get that. You’re cheap? Auli thought that was a clever pun in Dragonish, but a set of five talons immediately pricked her bare right arm, near the pulse in her elbow. She yelped, Sorry! Say your name again?

Cheep-cheep.

She blinked. Something very odd was tickling the edge of her … mind? She could only liken the sensation to Amaryllion’s mighty claws stroking the edge of her consciousness, and she distinctly felt something inside of her react. Barriers slammed up. Mental darkness descended – roaring rajals! Was this her protective magic, what Arkurion had called her instinctual wards or bastion wards to use the more technical descriptor, reacting to the dragonet’s assertiveness? A … psychic response? No. Wait just a stinking second! Dragons did not communicate with their minds, did they? Nothing she had ever read in any text suggested as much, but the prickling sensation did not abate. Nor did the fear-power-protection that burned in the interior of her skull like a conflagration rather than a headache.

This was no time to take one of her funny turns. She shivered lightly. I’m sorry I don’t understand. I’m only Human, you know.

Hoo? Hoo-hoo hee hee hee … hoo-min! Great. Now the pernicious pest was laughing at her. She had the distinct impression he had concluded she was deficient in the brains chamber. The tiny, hot muzzle prodded her bicep; she responded by finding a sweetbread on her plate and breaking off a piece.

Nice dragonet – ouch. Stow the talons, you scaly pirate. Cautiously, she touched his back, and snatched her hand back at once. Don’t you growl at me. I’m feeding you.

Rascal! He summarily snitched her sweetbread and vacated his perch.

“Disappeared into the trailing vines with quite the raffish smirk in your direction,” Xa’an said. “I believe you’ve made a conquest there, Auli-Ambar.”

Auli the all-conquering scroll mouse? Aye.

She said, “I’ve never understood why dragonets don’t seem to speak intelligibly, father. Do you know why that is?” When he made an indulgent noise, she added, “They’re so smart and capable in all other spheres of life – supremely musical, building and dwelling in complex communal warrens, deft with the paws as that miniature thief just showed us – I mean, can you imagine that Dragons of Sapphurion-esque enormity are actually called Lesser Dragons in the lore? Blows you right off the Isle of Sanity to consider that, doesn’t it?”

Auli identified a few slices of tara fruit on her plate by touch and tucked into one, but almost choked as Xa’an said, “I guess that’s why the Dragonkind call you ‘Loremaster,’ eh daughter?”

“That’s just a blot of ink on my nose, father.”

How strange it was to be laughing with a Queen and the man said to be her chief spy. In the ballads, Islanders pinched themselves. Auli was wide awake, make no mistake!

After briefly discussing the season, a trade dispute brewing with Remoy over medicinal oils and glass craft, and inquiring as to the state of affairs at Gi’ishior and the Dragon Elders’ health, Queen Shyana said, “Thank you for coming this morning, Xa’an. I wanted to give you both a word of warning, and then Auli will need to jump straight into lessons with the children. I would very much like to see her in action, for I suspect I’ll enjoy it tremendously. You’ll need to find time to work out the implications of what I say yourselves. Discreetly, of course – and aye, I know you’re a master of discretion, Xa’an, but believe me when I say this: it is different with your own family. Vastly different.”

“Aye,” he said, and quaffed a mouthful of juice awkwardly.

Shyana said, “The family connection is known and noted with interest in certain quarters. So is the level of access to key personnel on both Isles. The combination of positions held by yourselves has never occurred in known history and therefore – this is my conviction – presents both opportunity and peril. How do you catch a spy?”

Another conversational switch. Shyana was on fire this morning.

“You send a spy to spy upon a spy,” Xa’an responded humorously, but Auli heard his throat work a second time.

“Then we understand each other,” Shyana said. “Xa’an, please brief the Venerable Instructor about our expectations regarding the royal family.”

He said, “Freedom to speak, o Queen?”

“Indeed.”

“Auli-Ambar, the royal family takes security extremely seriously,” he said briskly, suddenly assuming a professional mode she had imagined but never heard in her father before. “You will not have seen, but the grounds below, the windows, the ledges above, the roof and the Palace’s innards are all guarded according to variable schedules which ensure watertight coverage.”

Not so watertight as to have escaped her prior briefing, Auli thought, keeping her lips sealed. How did the Dragonkind come to possess such detailed information about Palace life? A dragonet chirping from the inside?

“Your person and effects will ordinarily be searched whenever you enter the Royal Nursery. I trust that shall not inconvenience you?”

“Not in the slightest,” she replied. Did that search cover some of the magical means of assassination, influence, capture or ingress she had been studying recently? She would not be surprised if the Palace employed specialists in certain disciplines.

Xa’an added, “King Chalcion is keen that events such as those which transpired during the Year of the Four Kings, a decade and a half ago, are not repeated.” Chalcion was said to have masterminded those very events, although proof was scant. Suspiciously scant. One more detail her new job entailed she must look into … “Furthermore, he is keen to ensure that his heir and hopefully, future heirs, remain in the best of health. These are delicate times, you will understand.”

That slight catch in his voice. Auli said, “Warmest congratulations, o Queen!”

Shyana laughed self-consciously. “I am not … oh, Islands’ sakes! The Dragon’s cracked the eggshell now. Auli, how … Xa’an –”

“Not I!” he returned defensively.

“You can’t possibly have seen anything?” the Queen queried.

“Intuition,” said Auli. “I apologise. This was not in any way part of my briefing, nor shall I share the joyous news with the Dragons until you expressly grant me permission.”

“Please don’t. I’m actually twenty-five weeks pregnant, but Chalcion doesn’t want the news bandied about. The bump is yet petite and well-hidden – I thought, well-hidden – by my attire. You see, there have been threats – some originating from my own home Island, it seems!”

“I’m sorry, o Queen.”

“Nothing unusual,” she returned, but her voice was fearfully taut.

“Auli, what was that?” growled her father.

“Dad, I’m a blind –” great leaping Islands! She had just called him Dad? When had that sneaked up and ensnared her? A faint clumping of boots in the corridor without, however, caught her attention. Auli tilted her head. “Someone’s coming. Oh no.”

“Oh no?” Queen Shyana queried mildly.

Auli bit her lip. Second mistake. Who was piling them up now? Miserably, she said, “It’s Captain Ra’aba, I meant to say.”

The silence around their small table spoke many scrolls-worth. Auli-Ambar wondered what the Queen thought of her slip-up; certainly, the slight but definite hiss of breath between her father’s teeth communicated his annoyance and curiosity. How much should she admit? Should she state outright that she despised and distrusted the man? He was a key figure in Chalcion’s chain of command. The recently promoted Captain had a good reputation with most of the Dragonkind as well, especially with the faction tacitly led by Andarraz, she understood. Razzior’s paw work. They even thought he had saved her life from that blasted incident when the hatchlings and their green-fanged rat had effectively left her for dead down a ventilation shaft. She limped even now as a result.

Worse, she still knew nothing about the lore he and Razzior had been seeking. Beneath the table, the girl twisted her fingers together until they hurt. Too slow. Remiss, Auli-Ambar. Most remiss.

“O Queen, I am sorry to disturb, but –” Ra’aba called upon entering the music chamber. He paused, a markedly false hesitation. “Oh, Xa’an Ta’afaya, I didn’t know you were here with … your daughter …”

A nasty Dragonish swear word popped into her mind, one which she banished instantly to the remotest volcano North of the Rift. Barely half a sentence, and she knew Ra’aba’s vile brain was working at the speed of a Dragon swooping into battle. This could not escape him. Implications. Opportunities. Hopefully, it introduced a gargantuan snarl into whatever fiendish plans circulated in that cesspit atop his shoulders.

Auli distinctly heard her father’s jaw click as he clenched his teeth. “Captain Ra’aba. What a pleasure,” he said. Courtly formal. Cold as the frigid breath of Sapphurion’s ice stomach.

Shyana said, “I see you are already acquainted with Auli-Ambar, Captain? Good. The Dragon Elders have proposed her for the position of Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish, and I was about to confirm that appointment. Would you concur?”

Without missing a beat, the man replied, “Absolutely. The girl has developed a formidable reputation amongst the Dragonkind, my Queen. Quite formidable.” Smoother than any snake, Auli told herself. A beautiful, convincing baritone that must be one of his primary weapons in the politics his station necessitated. “Sazutharr has openly expressed his high opinion of her scholarly abilities, and as you know, the Head Librarian is not a Dragon given to effusive praise. He rules his staff with a firm paw. Secondly, she is said to whisper into the ear canals of the mighty Sapphire himself. This certainly raises interesting possibilities for our administration to consider, and I shall be reporting as much to King Chalcion. You’re conducting the security briefing, Xa’an?”

“By no means is Auli above the rule of our law,” said her father.

“No,” Ra’aba agreed.

Heavens raining fireballs, this was like listening to a verbal duel with daggers. She could not fathom how they managed it, but the antipathy between the men was far clearer than her vision would likely be.

“Isn’t that so, Auli-Ambar?” the Captain pressed.

She tried to incline her head graciously. “I shall observe every protocol, Captain Ra’aba.”

Stupid quiver in her stupid voice!

“Very good.” A hint of smugness. Aye, he knew she remembered his threats. Ra’aba said, “I must apologise, o Queen, but a matter of the utmost urgency has arisen which requires Xa’an’s special talents. Permission to excuse –”

“Granted,” said Shyana.

“My Queen?” Xa’an inquired.

“You may brief your daughter later. Will you –”

“I shall.” Xa’an’s chair scraped backward as he rose, probably bowing judging by the way his speech lilted slightly.

He and Ra’aba departed.

After a very long pause, the Queen said, “So … the dance begins.”

* * * *

Auli need not have worried about the royal brood, as the Queen humorously styled the collection of students she would teach. Seven Princes and four Princesses of the realm, besides a gaggle of thirteen children belonging to senior court functionaries. Auli knew of another Prince and twin year-old Princesses besides, still in wrappings, who would not attend classes for several years yet. Wow. Oh aye, and the large tadpole wriggling in her belly, Shyana added. The class was very serious. Very formal. Perfect behaviour, perfect manners and immaculate attention.

Flattering herself that she could be as bold as any Dragon, Auli-Ambar shook the starch out of their shirts with her storytelling exploits, and then took her student choir through five ballads they knew and taught them two new ones. Delightful voices made the music chamber ring with seven-part harmony, and the dragonets without chirrup in delight! These were the historical epics, originally written to help illiterate students memorise the salient points of major events, battles, territorial disputes and the like. Most were fearsomely dull. Mixing up her paws once more, Auli decided to teach them an accelerating round she had learned from Inxulia the Hatchling Mother, which had two teams competing to see who could sing and dance the fastest without falling over, running out of breath or making a mistake.

Mmm. Sweaty royalty. She had a private giggle once they were done, suspecting that the Palace had never seen a class to compare.

The eldest Prince in attendance, Prince Hi’ixion, who at nineteen was also the only surviving member of the late King Amorion’s unfortunately abridged family line, came over to thank her enthusiastically afterward. “A most spirited introduction to your teaching style, Venerable Instructor,” he said, blowing upon her knuckles with faultless formality. Auli warmed to the gentle note of mischief in his tone. “I shall look forward to the morrow’s Dragonish delights.”

“Prince Hi’ixion,” she dipped her head.

“Anon,” said he, and left her with the faintest hint of his spicy fragrance in her nostrils. Piquant sable peppers and a dash of lemony sakathiflower, she noted. A very masculine choice.

At once, a completely tenth-Island thought intruded. Scents. Aye, this had been part of her briefing. Apparently scents were signals in the Human court – not so at the Halls of the Dragons, or, not in the same way. A perfumer had spent an enjoyable hour with Auli explaining the nuances, before souring the experience by admitting Uncle Mi’elgan was her main supplier. As for Dragons, they each produced a particular natural scent that Auli had begun to suspect might reveal the main bent of their thoughts – aggressive Dragons smelling of sulphur and char, evil Dragons of sourer, oiler notes and so on – but they did not wear scent or fragrance as a rule. This had not always been the case. Recently, she had helped Sazutharr salvage the contents of a very rare scroll damaged by water seepage into Archives cavern ninety-four, fourth shelf south orientation, tenth rack, segment four-point-two.

Auli clucked chastisement to herself as the index reference presented itself perfectly to her memory. Scrollworm extraordinaire!

The scroll had, in passing, recounted how in the original days of Gi’ishior the Dragons had taken fragrance baths in addition to their usual water, hot oil, boiling lava and scrubbing routines. The practice had fallen into disuse nearly two thousand years before due to fragrance shortages, and the chambers turned over to other uses. Nowadays there was no such restriction upon imports of fragrance – although, the quantities of essence or aromatic oils required for seasoning a hundred-foot, forty-tonne Dragon must be staggering indeed. Particularly beasts as rank as a Razzior or as acidic as an Andarraz. She trusted both Dragons about as far as she could see.

Picturing a mighty paw turning Dragons on a spit as chunky spigots liberally doused them with a nose-numbing cornucopia of fragrances, Auli wondered if she could hijack the development plans for Gi’ishior. Surreptitiously. Rope Master Chamzu into her scheme, perhaps employing Master Ga’athar’s particular skills in trade and negotiations to secure the necessary ingredients without the Dragons discovering anything … it might be a wonderful surprise for Sapphurion and Qualiana, if she could plan and execute her heist properly – styled as reintroducing an ancient custom, of course. Tradition always received a favourable nod from the hoary Elders. Now, to find the right traders and guilds …

Islands’ greetings, spy-Dad!

She grinned. Nothing like family, was there?

“Venerable Instructor,” Si’ishi said, in her usual unobtrusive manner, “Xa’an Ta’afaya awaits without. After his briefing, I will show you back to your chambers to help you change for the formal dinner tonight.”

Auli straightened her lips. Inane grin. Oh, of course the maidservant could not possibly have spotted that beneath her face veil. Right. Onward to battle, Dragoness!

* * * *

Folded of arm and drawn of brow, Auli scowled toward the vicinity of her maidservant. “I did not request a bodyguard. Nor an observer in my chambers.”

“How’s the water temperature?”

The warble of amusement in Si’ishi’s voice neither escaped Auli’s notice, nor did it allay her annoyance. Nonetheless, she sank deeper into this heavenly marvel called a bubble bath, and wondered how this custom had contrived to escape Gi’ishior’s notice. People had no idea how deliciously a bed of fragranced bubbles could soothe an overwrought, aching body. Hmm. Steaming Dragon bubble baths. Perhaps a huge, sunken pool warmed by jets of boiling steam … from beneath. Aye! With the right preparation, that could create a roiling lake of bubbles. Grandion would give his best scales to rollick through that bath! Apparently he was growing into a nonpareil beast of tourmaline colouration, which Auli did not understand in the slightest. Mental note, find out what colour tourmaline gemstone was, because she had an odd recollection of variants from pink to orange to blue or even black. He was a funny hatchling, a mixture of starchy correctness broken by bursts of playfulness. A young rebel, Sapphurion announced proudly at least once a day. A questioner of mores and accepted wisdom, and most certainly the strongest hatchling of his year.

His shell-fatherly pride tickled Auli’s fancy.

After a delicious pause Auli-Ambar said, “It’s perfect, Si’ishi.”

“The perfect antidote to an evening full of politics?”

No way Auli was about to open up to this perfumed Royal Elite soldier masquerading as her maidservant. Not until she knew her better. She sighed. Aye, the sumptuous formal dinner had been a tedious round of introductions and probing questions, interrupted by one alarmingly blissful dance with Prince Hiccoughs.

Roaring rajals. She must never let that private nickname cross her lips!

Umm. Prince Hi’ixion. He had whisked her away for a very decorous, protocol-aware dance between the course of delicately grilled Gemalka trout and the magnificently tongue blistering Syros pickled crimson-peppers served on the traditional bed of fluffy saffron rice … and, Auli was still not convinced her feet quite remembered where the ground was. She stretched out her toes, wriggling them contentedly. Ah, my dear Princely petal. If only he were not such a royal bore, regaling her with tale after tale of his rajal-hunting exploits, whilst she clung to his broad, uniformed shoulders and implored the Great Onyx that she would not make a complete fool of herself. Meantime, her heartbeat contended with the percussion section of the twenty piece orchestra.

Ha. Auli and the Prince of the Dragon Isles. Now that would make a worthy title for an operatic –

Movement? In the water?

Despite the just-bearable temperature of the sunken bathing pool in her chambers, which apparently overlooked another magnificent view to the North of Fra’anior City, Auli froze. Something … brushed her right calf muscle.

A piercing scream split the tranquil late evening.

Auli erupted out of her bath like a Dragoness launching herself into battle, the scream still raw in her throat as she leaped away, skidded on the polished marble tiles, and demolished an innocent bystander – namely a hand-carved ornamental side table she had discovered earlier, on her way to a bruising hip-first impact with one of the Palace’s fluted marble columns that supported its beautiful, airy architecture. That much was fine, if humiliating.

Less comfortable was the slipper that trampled her outflung left hand with Si’ishi’s full weight bearing down upon it as she rushed into the fray. Krack!

Auli lay there trying not to screech something regrettable as pain seared her hand and wrist like Dragon acid. She knew broken bones. In that same instant of realisation, she heard the maidservant descending upon the bathtub with wrathful intent. Splash! Crash! Someone groaned – oh no! What was happening?

“You … you little – curse it!” Si’ishi spat. “Fra’anior forgive me, I’ve gone and killed a – ah, maybe not. It’s bleeding – a dragonet. Stupid! Too quick with my daggers.”

Si’ishi’s distress! Forgetting her frustration with the woman, Auli pressed carefully to her knees and then to her feet. She walked toward the sound of the dragonet’s laboured breathing, trying not to jolt her throbbing fingers. “Is it the red one? It borrowed my bathtub?” Well, that sealed the question of her improvement for the Halls. Auli shoved that notion aside. “Pass him to me.” Shh, little one, I’m not – oh very well, hold my arm ransom, then.

Auli winced as the creature hissed and spat at her. She had no protection from those talons this time, and they were like miniature daggers. Easy. Easy, sweet petal.

Sss!

Aye, I’m hurt too. The dragonet stilled as if by magic. I’m sorry, that was a terrible mistake, but you just – you frightened us, see? We were scared silly, both of us stupid Humans.

“What? Did you just call me a stupid Human in Dragonish?” growled Si’ishi.

Now was the moment for belligerence? Auli ordered, “Find me a peace offering.”

“Such as?”

“Food, preferably meat.” Dear one, please. We fire love the Dragonkind. Where are you hurt?

As the maidservant padded away in search of treats, there came a hammering at the door. “Open up! What’s the matter? Report! Who’s hurt? Where’s the assassin? Report, NOW!”

Marvellous. Captain Ra’aba and a troop of his men. Si’ishi was explaining, calling through the door. An outburst of laughter from a group of at least ten soldiers was stifled by a gruff bark. Unlike his men, the Captain was apparently unamused at not having anything for his sword to eviscerate in a glorious spray of blood, and he made his opinion of the two women within the chamber explicitly clear. That was a first for Auli. Even Uncle Mi’elgan had never stooped to that nadir of gutter language. He preferred what he regarded as more erudite barbs.

The next hour passed in a blur of different sounds and helpers. A nurse to set Auli’s fingers in splints. A small bowl of fowl meat arrived for the dragonet and a bathrobe which she tried to draw over him who had apparently taken incontestable possession of her lap, but she received a swift talon prick of dissuasion; Si’ishi gloomily contemplated the ragging she would receive back in the barracks, never mind the punishment for vexing her hot-blooded Captain.

Si’ishi’s dagger strike had pierced the red dragonet in the meat of the right upper flight muscle, the quaternary anterior deltoid bundle. Because no other could touch him, Auli pasted into the deep puncture wound a salve of mixed midnight wort herb, antiseptic churberry and prekki root extract, but the dragonet would not tolerate any dressings. Nor did he do ought but turn up his muzzle at meat. He wanted fruit, after which the dragonet summarily installed himself amongst the plush pillow rolls upon her gorgeous bed, thank you kindly, and was soon snoring up a minor thunderstorm.

Auli shook her head. Scoundrel!

Why would a dragonet adopt her? Did she smell like Dragons? What a mystery. He was so very clearly intentional and intelligent and bursting with the joyous fires of life, yet he could not speak.

Mystery, she whispered. Is that your name?

The dragonet snored louder. Deliberately? Auli wished she could narrow her eyes as people and Dragons did in the ballads. She had to settle for drumming her fingers on her arm. Well. One-handed harping on the morrow. And she’d share a bed with a mischievous, dozy bath stealer.

Did people ever just pause with bated breath and marvel at the twists and turns of life?

Tap-tap-tap.

Despite the discreet volume of the knocking at her door, Auli jerked as though she had stepped on a thorn. “Um … who is it?”

“One despicable father requests entrance.”

“Oh!”

Feeling her way over to the door, Auli worked the massive iron key – thrice the size of her palm – and hauled it open. Wow. Solid jalkwood. Must weigh a ton.

Lightly, Xa’an said, “Heard you’ve had a busy day? Congratulations upon your official appointment.”

She shook his hand gravely. “Thank you, noble father.”

His voice jumped half an octave in amusement as he replied, “I heard the class was a raging success despite the eyebrow-twitching your teaching methods occasioned. You appear to have bewitched and bedazzled the powers that be, in addition – apart from the odd gnashing of teeth heard around town. How’s the hand?”

Wow. Jovial Dad. Was he tipsy; a hint of berry wine upon his breath?

Ashamed of her instant suspicion, Auli bobbed her head. “Sore, but fine. Come in.” As she began to draw the door shut, she paused. Odd. That was a very familiar smell and quite out of place in this Palace. In a moment, she heard boots receding with a female gait, she imagined, down the hallway without. “Who was that?”

“Guard patrol checking up on me, I suspect,” said he.

She took one more whiff of the air, but that evocative scent had faded. Very peculiar. Dismissing the matter from her febrile mind, Auli turned to her father. “Drink? There’s only water, I suspect. For what dark and dire purpose hath the fatherly spy descended upon his daughter’s abode?”

“I cannot simply come to enjoy an occasion to speak with said daughter?”

“I suppose.”

“For even Prince Hi’ixion is afforded a dance, but Xa’an Ta’afaya is not?”

“Father, don’t you even –”

“Even what?”

“Suggest … things. He’s not in my league. Not even in the same Cluster.”

“Ha. I hereby banish that falsehood to the realms of the ice fields beyond Immadia!” When Auli chuckled at his invocation of an ancient legend, he added, “I’m biased, of course, but in this I am also right. So, what makes your devious little mind suggest that I appear with sinister motive?”

Returning the squeeze of his fingers with her right hand, Auli said, “I am far too sensible to consider romancing a Prince. I’ve a better chance of flapping my arms and flying like a Dragon.”

“Is the heart so easily governed, Auli-Ambar?”

Rotten dad! That blunt a truth was most certainly not welcome. Brusquely, she retorted, “One, you finished your very thorough security briefing earlier. Two, it is late. Three, you arrive with quick step and elevated pulse rate. Four, I hear the slight crackling of scrolleaf in your belt pouch. Five, trouble usually stinks, and my dear forbearer, your pong is most troublesome.”

What she actually smelled now – if that was the correct sense – was a hint of magic about him? Might one of those scrolls be booby-trapped?

“Very good,” said Xa’an, spy-bland. “The Dragons have taught you well.”

Auli quoted drily:

Speak to mine heart, o pirate fair,

Thy mien art wicked, a Dragon’s lair!

He snorted, “That is most inappropriate, young lady! Right. I am formally requesting your help with two message scrolls. One remains untouched; the second we opened, but the breach of its seals instantly erased every rune that might have been written within.”

“Hmm. You didn’t check the wards beforehand?”

With a verbal grimace, he replied, “Our loremaster made a mistake. It very nearly killed him.”

“I can imagine,” said Auli, remembering her two nights and three days spent hanging from her ceiling. She thrust out her hand. “So it’s to be murder by scroll, is it? Love you, too.”

“What’s that … snoring?”

“Dragonet in my bed. Relax.”

Xa’an’s neck creaked slightly as he glanced about the chamber, doubtless, doing the habitual reconnoitring of a seasoned royal agent. “Hiding any Dragons in here, perchance?”

“Hopefully not.”


Chapter 20: Familial Clash

The message Scroll which Xa’an’s colleague had already opened proved an easy read, for the erasure left a very slight ink residue embedded in the scrolleaf. With a dint of migraine-inducing concentration and only a few pauses to piece together places where the runes had disappeared entirely, Auli-Ambar read the contents to her father.

“A report of Dragons and Fra’aniorian children born within the last ten calendar years upon three Islands of our Cluster, commissioned by Captain Ra’aba?” her father echoed. “Curious. Why the interest in births? Can you shed any light on this, Auli?”

Would Xa’an and his colleagues already know about the prophecy?

They relaxed on comfortable seats just beside her balcony, but despite the warmth of a fragrant volcanic zephyr, which tingled with the exotic citrusy spices of solisiya and flambard flowers from Remoy and jinsumo blossoms from the East, Xa’an had taken the precaution of drawing the crysglass panels shut. Each window was a unique artwork in its own right, Auli understood, a combination of finely tooled woodwork and then the colour-infused, hand-finished crysglass insets. Plenty of foliage. Plenty of intrigue and intent ears about this Palace, she sensed.

Reaching for the crystal decanter, Auli paused at her father’s touch. “I can pour for myself.”

“And I marvel,” he returned. “You require neither lamp nor candle, and I marvel the more. You have knowledge. Please trust me, Auli. Share what you know.”

“How much do you trust Ra’aba?”

Her father voiced a curt bark of laughter. “There’s little love lost between us. A snake of a man. How he came by his powers, Fra’anior only knows.”

“Razzior only knows,” Auli said. “Shall I spin you a tale, father?”

She wished she could have told him all, but Amaryllion’s instructions regarding the terrible ruzal and blood-lore had to be obeyed. At several points Xa’an made strangled noises as though he dearly wanted Ra’aba’s neck to feel the bite of a tightly wound garrotte, and she loved him for that feedback. It said more than words, or his letter, ever could have.

Afterward, she heard his stiff formal collar, the season’s style for men being a collar so tall above the shoulders that it might brush the base of the ears, rustle as he shook his head. “I always knew I mistrusted the man, and now I know why. What you suffered, you poor, poor girl – thank you for sharing all this.” Auli blenched inwardly. Not all, father. Some secrets must never be shared … “My heart and hand for thine! So, he and Razzior are collaborators delving into some unknown aspect of Dramagon’s lore, eh? I wonder if that is where he gains his remarkable speed, strength and mental acuity?”

“He has magic,” Auli confirmed, shuddering involuntarily.

Power enough to battle an Eastern Enchantress and emerge somewhat the victor … who knew which of them had won? Or what? They were both loathsome. Toads!

Xa’an said, “These are the blessed Isles of Fra’anior’s paw. Magic’s oozing everywhere and our enemies hate that about us. Still …”

“Do you have magic, Dad?”

“Of course. I’m a spy of many gifts. Stick to the subject, dearest petal, and I promise I shall tell you more about my magic at an opportune time.”

Slowly, she said, “Are you aware of a prophecy relating to the Child of the Dragon?” Pray this was no blunder on her part!

Xa’an sucked in his lips. “Aye. Ianthine the Draco-Mystic is said to have proclaimed that prophecy in her youth. There’s parts about a comet, myriad stars falling from the skies … I forget the exact wording. We only have second-hand information – why, do you have better? Do you believe Ra’aba is seeking this so-called child?”

Auli tried to release her pent-up breath soundlessly. “Aye.”

“Fact?”

“Speculation … but a sound one.” Amaryllion’s link. He had sounded convinced, but Auli wondered now if the Ancient Dragon knew more about Ra’aba than he had revealed. “I know that ‘child’ is a prophetic-obscurant grammatical case in Dragonish, which usually denotes a figurative usage, but this search for literal children matches Ra’aba’s way of thinking all too well – and must be regarded as a possibility, but a lesser one.”

Auli bit her lip, wishing she were not bare-faced, ready for bed. Xa’an would read the gesture, but there was no way he could read the pang of mortal fear that stabbed into her belly as she made connections. Hualiama was in terrible danger. How did Ra’aba know? Ianthine had been bellowing about a Child of the Dragon that evening when she assaulted Sapphurion’s entire Dragon Council! Ianthine had even roared, ‘She’s in my grasp.’ Everyone knew that Ianthine had brought something from the East; they just did not know what kind of child it was. The feminine form, again, suggested a real child, but in Dragonish it also doubled as a cute-diminutive unrelated to gender. The ‘child’ could equally be a scroll or a small magical artefact. Ra’aba and Razzior clearly favoured the literal meaning.

For her part, Auli-Ambar had held and fed and loved the little one of whom Ianthine believed she was the child of the prophecy. Literal enough?

How could they ever release Hualiama, anywhere in the Isles, without the appropriate birth and genealogical records? The note confirmed that with granite-clad certainty – Ra’aba’s ‘comprehensive study’ combined with the briefings Ornath, Sapphurion and Sazutharr had given her. He was meticulous to the point of obsession. No stone upon any Isle would be left unturned. The only blessing in all this was that some Islands would be less than amenable to ‘foreigners’ – meaning Chalcion’s administration – poking their talons into what they regarded as private business.

Draconic insinuation most certainly intended.

But Xa’an said, “Ianthine came from the East. Why not an Eastern child?”

Aye. Who knew where she had unearthed Hualiama?

No. The girl’s ears were distinctly Fra’aniorian. The Maroon Dragoness must have pinched her from some Isle around Fra’anior Cluster and Ra’aba was trying to work out which one.

For once in her life, Auli-Ambar found herself grateful to possess eyes that could not be read by a close observer. However, her facial expressions must be an open scroll to her highly capable father. She resisted an urge to paste on a monkish face – after all, she had no idea under the suns what that saying actually looked like in practice.

He said, “A word to the wise, Auli. In the interactions we’ve had so far, you evince a very high level of trust in Sapphurion.”

That earned him a dangerously quirked eyebrow.

“Do you know what became of Ianthine after that disastrous Council Meeting?”

“No, father.”

“Sapphurion dispatched a Dragonwing to retrieve Ianthine from whatever foetid bolt-hole she had chosen around Gi’ishior or the Isles,” he said. Auli firmed her lips. “Then, Sapphurion and thirty Blues spent a week breaking her mind, Auli-Ambar. That’s what Dragons do. They have mind powers – the most powerful Dragons, anyways. After they found out all they needed, they banished her to The Spits.”

“The Spits!” She did not need to feign shock. “But there’s … nothing there.”

“Windrocs and foul weather, that’s what’s there,” he spat. “And they set upon her new territory an unbreakable magical ward to prevent her from ever returning. That’s because it’s undraconic to kill an insane Dragon. Feral? Aye, fair game. But a Dragon you’ve pushed over the cliff-edge of insanity? Oh no. That would be against the law. Better to put them far, far away from mind and paw – a perfectly draconic solution to an embarrassing problem, wouldn’t you agree?”

His acerbity bit deep; indeed, it gnawed into her living pith like said feral Dragon.

“No,” Auli whispered.

“Aye. I need you to understand something, daughter. Dragons are not and never will be like us. Deep down they are beasts; beasts with animal instincts and animal morals – oh, wipe that look off your face! Very well, different morals. Better? This is where I need to shoot a straight arrow, daughter, and you had better receive it. You need to grow up. Innocence and ignorance are unacceptable and even ruinous excuses for one who aspires to your station. You are Human. Learn to think like a Human, and understand the differences between our species. None of this could have escaped a person of your considerable intellect. And think about this – when it comes down to that single, crucial choice: whom will you serve, paw or hand?”

She felt as if she had been poisoned. Perhaps he dressed this rebuke up as fatherly concern, but it smacked of far more. Knockdown. Frustration. Assertion. Auli knew he was right, at least in part. In life as in love, in war as in peacetime, Dragons were truly rajals of a different stripe, to mangle an Isles proverb that escaped her right now.

Was he suggesting that the Dragons had manipulated her mind? He could not know differently. He must not.

It took all her courage to reply, “Aye, father.”

He said, “Good. There remains much to consider, but that’s enough recent history for one evening. Here. What about this scroll?”

Auli rotated the proffered scroll with her fingertips. A courier scroll, ensconced in a light metal tube for safekeeping. There was at least a double layer of magical protection set upon this one, the first addressing the initial opening of the container, and a secondary ward construct protecting the contents. A complex one, she judged. She smacked her lips appreciatively. “Most certainly a fruity example of draconic neuroses regarding ward composition. This rune here is the hallmark of Jaoli in the East.”

“We know that,” said Xa’an.

“The contents are also draconic in origin,” said Auli, resisting the bait. “Did you know that?”

“We guessed.”

“Did you guess at the twin spring vials within the lid – one poison, one Dragon acid?”

“Are you testing me, child?”

“I am no child.”

Conflict always brought the physiological reactions – shaking hands, dry throat, pulse leaping. She had to overcome this. Bite back the fear. Summon to the fight a mental ally … Arkurion? To her surprise, one thought of the Mercury Blue and her mental pusillanimity faded into an unfamiliar feeling – that of spoiling for a fight! Did she even know this girl? Did little flames become bigger ones?

“And the kitten dares to bare her canines?”

Auli decided that a show of petulance was not about to convince Xa’an. Instead, she said, “It seems I need to remind you I am the daughter, and you are the fossil. I mean, father.”

“Funny.” He laughed, and something unspoken seemed to ease between them. “How’s that scroll looking?”

“Blacker than the deepest night,” Auli replied. “Right. Let’s see what we can do with this, shall we?” For the fifteen minutes it took her to crack open the lid, Xa’an waited in utter silence. A spy’s patience. Delicately, Auli extracted the contents with her fingernails. “The secondary wards are worse than the first.”

“Worse?”

“The poison would kill you quickly. These are more devious by far, and deactivated by a code word. Did you retrieve the code word, spy-sire?”

Xa’an might be giving her his most inscrutably professional expression, but Auli read the slight tremor of his hands through the tabletop, conducted against her elbows. She levelled an eyebrow at him for a second time. This one said, ‘Lie to me and I’ll never speak to you again.’

He said tensely, “We have a clue. Freaking feral Dragons, girl – how perceptive are you?”

Auli tried for her own version of an enigmatic smile, but her jaw chose that moment to unhinge more than usual and she had to reset its position with her hands. Ruined the effect, of course. Grr!

“Auli, does, ‘Of crimson magic the derivative form,’ mean anything to you? We’ve been puzzling over it for –”

Ruzal! The scroll dropped from her nerveless fingers.

He gasped, “Auli, you’ve gone as pale as prekki fluff! What’s the matter?”

Auli stammered, “F-F-Faaaa … smoke!”

Snatching up the scrap, she passed her right hand hastily through the flames that had ignited the scrolleaf. Flames so dazzling, even her eyesight flickered a fraction. Letters. Numbers! She yelped as the message combusted with a muted, woof! Singed eyebrows, a hank of hair smouldering upon her forehead – but once more, she had survived relatively unscathed.

“I’m blind!”

Disoriented, Auli-Ambar wondered why her voice sounded masculine. No-one else said that. Then, realisation struck. “Father? Dad? Are you –”

“Just suns-spots, I think – Fra’anior’s beard, I flung up an arm in a rajal’s whisker of time. I’m … it’s … quite a burn, Auli. Eyes aren’t good.” He swore softly, then apologised.

Had she spoken the word ruzal aloud, triggering the trap? Now, Auli was unsure. “Gaah, far from my finest moment,” she groaned. “If I wanted to burn you, I’d have Sapphurion do the job properly. Sorry. Dad, are you sure you’re alright? Really, truly sorry.”

“Not your fault. What did you retrieve from that scroll?”

“I –”

“You picked it up. I know you read with your fingers.”

Aye, because everyone was apparently spying on everyone else around this benighted Cluster! Frostily – as if any Fra’aniorian even knew the meaning of frost – she said, “And if I did?”

“You will share its import with me.”

“Father …”

“Auli.” Almost inaudible, yet the implicit warning was so harsh it grated her every sense.

With the utmost conviction she could muster, Auli said, “Father, there was a single line of code written upon the leaf. I suspect it is a library reference.”

“Then find it for –”

“No.”

“Oh, it’s in the forbidden section? Aye, we know all about the special segregation of the Dragon Library,” Xa’an said earnestly, taking her hands in his warm, calloused palms. The fake section, or did he know about the double bluff? She held her snappish tongue. “Auli, it is of the utmost import that you find your way in there and retrieve that scroll for us.”

“You asked me to trust you; now I must ask you to trust me.”

His grip tightened agonisingly. “Paw or hand?” When she just hissed between her teeth, he said, “Sorry. The broken fingers?”

He did not sound at all apologetic. Had her own father just thought to torture the truth out of her? As composedly as she could manage through the smoking fury in her throat, Auli said, “In my capacity of Venerable Instructor, I wish Xa’an Ta’afaya and his colleagues not to remain uninformed about the extreme danger posed by this inquiry. I cannot overstate the threat. I need to take counsel with the Dragons first, and before you ask – this is me choosing hand. I am taking the Human side here, father, and I will not be moved.”

“I see how it is,” he said stiffly. “What type of threat?”

Auli considered Amaryllion’s account of Dramagon the two-headed Ancient Red, and swallowed back bile. What was ruzal to him? Nothing good or wholesome! “Magical. I believe this scroll references a branch of deadly forbidden lore; the last thing anyone would want is the likes of Ra’aba getting his paws on this type of knowledge.”

She felt her father’s piercing gaze upon her, then. What colour were his eyes? She had never asked him. How did she know ruzal was deadly? How could she explain without introducing her father to very many concepts that she was hesitant about sharing with anyone else – could a Razzior or a Ra’aba filch this type of knowledge straight out of minds? She needed to consult Amaryllion Fireborn. Urgently. For certain, any lore related to Dramagon had to be treated with the utmost respect.

“Father, how long had that scroll been in your possession?”

He drew a sharp breath. “Too long. Twenty … twenty-three days.”

Could she curtail her trip and rush back to Gi’ishior? Must she? Ra’aba and Razzior must suspect something at the very least, or could she hope that the message had gone astray? Or could that pair and whatever cronies or network they might command, have traced the scroll back to its point of disappearance? Clearly, her father must have gone to some effort to see it purloined; now, the question was one of timing. Sazutharr. Aye. He would know what to do. Then the question would become, could they recover the scroll before someone else did? And, where did one hide such volatile lore? Not just down a random ventilation shaft. Dramagon’s legacy was famously acknowledged to possess a kind of inner fire or charisma that attracted evil to itself, that survived the most fearsome odds.

Delightful.

Auli said, “So, trust or no trust?”

Reaching across the table, Xa’an took her hand and shook it gravely. “I’m sorry I hurt you earlier. Forgiven?”

“Aye.”

A smile entered his voice. “A pleasure doing business with you, o Most Venerable Crone.”

“The pleasure is all mine, o … Sneaky Spy King.”

“Don’t even joke! That kind of talk is as unstable as an erupting volcano around here. Now, would you show your three-quarters blind Dad to the door?”

Just outside, Xa’an called for the Watch. Here came that same tread; the female soldier could not have been stationed more than ten paces down the corridor outside Auli’s chambers. What else might these Fra’aniorians do by way of monitoring their guests? She had to wonder.

Then, as Xa’an explained in a low voice that he required a pair of eyes to help him back to the barracks, Auli caught a whiff of the woman’s scent on a slight breeze stirring in the corridor. “Kay …” she began to splutter. Stupid blind girl! Curb the tongue. “Okay, then,” she temporised. “I’ll see you on the morrow, father. Rest well.”

With his leave-taking, she wilted against her side of the door. Her hands automatically rotated the massive key. Exhaustion. Shock. She was overstressed, and only a night’s determined snuggling with those sumptuous lacework covers would restore sanity to her ridiculous mind.

Yet could her nostrils tell a lie? That woman had exactly the same scent as the Dragoness Kayturia.

Some said a woman’s jealousy was the acutest sense of all.

Today, she felt it.

* * * *

Upon returning to Gi’ishior, Auli found an urgent summons from Qualiana awaiting her. Excellent. No rest for the wicked. She dashed away to find Qualiana coddling a frantic, colicky baby.

She just won’t stop, the Dragoness explained. Auli had never heard such a defeated note in her voice. Nothing helps. Three days of – your hand!

Long story. Pass her to me.

Hurts my ear canals, she does, Grandion complained, nosing Auli’s arm. Where’s my cuddle?

She scratched his skull-spikes where he liked it, teasing, What powerful beauty! The little Tourmaline flexed his muscles so ferociously, she thought he might just pop with the effort.

Ten seconds later, Auli was bouncing a contentedly cooing infant upon her arm, Qualiana was livid with jealousy, and Grandion just kept butting her shoulder, growling, Me. Me!

You are far too muscly to actually cuddle, Auli protested. But you are my favourite hatchling in all of Dragondom and beyond.

What’s Dragondom? the hatchling purred suspiciously.

The entire Island-World from East to West, and from Immadia beyond the Rift to the farthest South one can ever imagine, she explained, delving automatically into the detail for a draconic mind. His purring, like an enormous rajal, gathered volume. Tell me, o Grandion, how fared your deer hunting training this week? Who won the prize?

Sulkily, he said, Hazzalion, with four kills.

Sneaking little cheat!

Qualiana growled, Don’t you say that outside this roost, Auli-Ambar.

Snuggling the tiny bundle of Hualiama into the crook of her neck, Auli rubbed her back and received a stream of warmth down her tunic top – together with a dainty burp – for her trouble. “There. See, Qualiana? Just a touch of sore tummy, wasn’t it, my pretty spool of pollen fluff –”

GNARR! It’s because you weren’t here!

Grandion’s paw clamped down on her shoulder, making Auli wince. Ha. You’re just trying to appease me. Hazzalion was the better hunter – this time.

Auli said, Hazzalion is a horrid little thug-paws and twice your size, for the moment anyways. You’ve ten times his intellect. Next time, you need to be more astute. When he made a throaty growl of disagreement, she said, Grandion, you just play too fair sometimes. You always stick to the rules –

And why not? he snapped.

There’s such a thing as sticking too strictly to accepted norms.

I am a noble Dragon! His roar was nothing on Sapphurion’s thunder, but it was developing snap and growl enough to hurt Auli’s ears. The hatchling said, Integrity and honour above all else. That’s my motto.

How did one explain that honour without mercy, or high-minded integrity that ignored the complexities and so-called grey areas of fire life … she sighed. His kind of unquestioning obedience to draconic law would have cast Hualiama out for the windrocs to peck over. Auli wondered if he might yet pose a danger to their tiny charge. What would happen when a hatchling began to test his parents’ authority? One careless word could cast them down forever.

Nothing about this was easy. Right now, Hualiama was gumming on her collarbone, making hungry mewling sounds.

Keep edging across the tightrope, blind girl.

Turning to Qualiana, she said, “I’ve an important briefing to deliver, noble Dragoness. Much is afoot, or a-paw if you prefer, in Fra’anior Cluster. Shall I feed the baby first?”

* * * *

Late that evening, Auli met with Head Librarian Sazutharr. There was something awesome and distinctly minifying about having to climb a fifteen-foot ladder up to the seating area where he received Human guests in his office – not a common occurrence, he rumbled gently. The Dragon thumped forward, settling his muzzle on the first level of the platform, eight feet lower than Auli’s chair, which she understood brought his fire eyes to a level with hers.

Auli corralled her butterfly-flitting thoughts. Oh, just once, to see a real butterfly and admire those colours so richly described in the zoological lore …

The wards are set, Sazutharr rumbled. How fared our Venerable Instructor in Dragonish Derring-Do?

Evidently, she would be the recipient of silly jokes about her title for the rest of eternity. Perfect. Auli began, Thank you for the opportunity to grow new scales, Master … ah, noble Sazutharr. Dratted emotions, where did those spring from? Thank you for that chance you first took upon a blind girl! I’m so … grateful …

Bah! Ambushed!

His talon came to rest upon her knees. The honour has always been mine, o tiny shell-daughter of mine third heart.

He sounded so choked up! Auli’s heart raced out to embrace the old Dragon as her outstretched arms never could. She considered the indignity of hugging his nose. Perhaps not. Yet the warmth of his caring was unmistakable. This was where her father was wrong. Dragons were not animals, not in the marvellous complexity of their hearts.

Sazutharr said, I have news of my own. If I may? At her brief nod, he continued, I have developed a first pass at a remarkably complex magical construct which allows the jogging of memory, as Humans might style it. I’ve written up the structures in a simplified rune language that I believe is within your grasp at this point – magic is a vastly nuanced language, so much so that no written script has yet been devised which is able to adequately represent it.

That’s Taskaturion the Grey-Blue’s pet project, isn’t it? Auli said.

Aye. Progress is slow, said the Librarian. Memory is a curiously fragile yet potent faculty, Auli-Ambar. Never underestimate its power.

She leaned forward. I’m intrigued.

The basic approach is twofold; one, to stimulate memories perhaps adjusted by your innate magic – putting it delicately – or to create additional memory-like prompts, such as your name, your purpose and existence, your appearance, scent and so forth. The additional prompts can be supplemented with material that you might conceive of for individuals who hold very particular or dear memories of you. It would help if I could interview your birth father to supply materials for this project, as I most certainly cannot source materials from your mind. It remains inviolable – like a granite boulder in all aspects.

How you wound me, she chuckled.

Vivacious little flame! His warm talon remained crooked about her knee, and his breath was sweet, like seared anise. Study this scroll diligently and prepare your questions. There will be many, if I know the ways of Auli-Ambar in the slightest measure. Now, let us speak of Royal Fra’anior’s delights.

Auli said, Well, I believe that the time has come for me to gain access to the Dragon Library’s forbidden sections, but far more than that, I need your wisdom, great Dragon.

Fra’anior is the only Great Dragon, he chided gently.

Yet you are his right paw, she returned, warmth for warmth. Now, the darker flames of my thoughts concern ruzal, and the prophecy uttered by the Maroon Dragoness which references the Child of the Dragon …

She must speak with great regard for Hualiama. How could she learn about the birth and genealogical record-keeping around the Isles without referring to her? Perhaps she should inquire about her own records? Aye. Maybe they mentioned her mother … although she doubted it. Xa’an would have discovered that information long before. No, she must concoct an excuse to read those records and perhaps modify some, but how could she possibly proceed without granting either Master Chamzu or Master Ga’athar access to knowledge that might betray Hualiama?

If memories could be created … they could conceivably be destroyed.

Roaring rajals! Did she dare to meddle in the minds of Men and Dragons? All for the sake of one scrap of humanity, whose arrival in Gi’ishior might or might not presage a terrible cometary strike and the end of the Island-World as people knew it? Or might the comet bring more Ancient Dragon eggs? Nothing and no-one would survive such an impact, surely – no, she remembered one more detail Qualiana had picked out as key. The prophecy foretold that a ‘third great race’ would rise in the Island-World. Portentous indeed! Dragons, Humans, and … what? Some other creatures as majestic and magical as the Dragons themselves? Might the world survive the cometary impact, only to cue in an inter-species war as terrible as anything recorded in the earliest histories, when Ancient Dragons rampaged across the Isles, and Humankind clung to its existence by the merest whisker?

Those days lived long in the memories of Dragons like Razzior.

She and Sazutharr spoke late into the night. The Head Librarian was intrigued by her request to consider opening up some of those old, unused bathing chambers without exactly specifying how she intended to use the space; they debated it awhile, and agreed to put an ‘Auli special’ proposal to the Dragon Elders.

“They’ll just have to trust your good intentions,” sniffed the Librarian. “You won’t tell me any detail at all? Not so much as a scale, nor the smallest point of the smallest scale of a hatchling?”

Trust. It hung thicker than volcanic smoke about the Isles these days.

“No …”

“Good! You’ve the makings of a fine Dragoness!” Sazutharr complimented her resolve. “I see that this trip has been a maturing experience for you, Auli-Ambar. I knew you would be perfect for the role despite the attendant dangers our Queen has correctly and most perceptively laid out. Chalcion has no conception of her inner strength, has he?”

Auli pursed her lips, struck by the Dragon Librarian’s acumen. “No, he doesn’t. She will outlive his reign.”

What? growled Sazutharr. The blushes attacked her with force. Why did you say that?

I, uh …

The roaring of his belly fires consumed her world. What had she said? Why? That wasn’t prophetic, was it? She didn’t have a prophetic hair on her head! But in a moment, the Dragon stilled his reaction and joked instead, “So, how shall we refer to this project – the building of Auli’s Empire?”

“Aye, my hubris is a raging epidemic across the Isles,” she replied demurely.

The old Dragon snorted, “Ha. You’re up to something – reference remodelling the entire Halls!”

“This is a more modest project.”

“I plan to find out what it is.”

“Are we ready to crack open the –” She switched to Dragonish to find the right nuances – doubly forbidden inner lore domain?

How odd that most times she opened her mouth around the Isles, she was technically speaking a language outlawed to Humans. When he passed his laws, Chalcion made no distinction for Humans based at Gi’ishior nor the secret monasteries following the Way of the Dragon, of which she seemed to discover more by the season. The reality was a knotty ode to complexity.

Sazutharr’s heated laughter blew her hair into a fine tangle. “So, my fine Venerable Instructor, you think you can tweak an old Dragon’s wings, do you? The very best of Dragonish luck to you! Follow me.”

Chuckling away so raucously that it set him coughing, the aged Dragon moved away. Auli followed easily. She knew the Dragon Library as well as any of these scholars or researchers these days, and the only times she stumbled were when someone did not shelve a book or scroll properly, or once, when they had abandoned their shoes in her path – for a positively blush-worthy reason that had seen the Apprentice Researcher and his older lady friend banned from the Library forever.

Sazutharr led her deeper into the Dragon Library. At this late hour, the aisles and chambers with their towering shelves lay so still, Auli imagined she could hear the books themselves breathing. He did not take her where she expected, however. Descending four levels and then turning northward, he led her straight up to what Auli knew for a fact was a wall of solid rock, with the lake fifty feet behind it. She had examined the architectural measurements with her own hands.

He said, “Get this wrong and you’ll end up swimming under the lake for eternity. So, essentially we are standing in a fake room – filled with useful scrolls, of course, but nothing the Library could not stand to lose. The procedure is as follows. First talon, alert the wards. Second, close all exits. Third, arm the inner wards. Fourth, state your name and station, and if the magic is not primed to accept you, you get to swim with the fishes. Then we trigger the transfer mechanism using a secret passphrase and the Dragon Library will roar to your presence … hmm, I’ll need to teach you how to protect your sensitive hearing. Remind me. Then, if all is well, we descend. Understood?”

“Um,” said Auli.

“Life without risk is not a life worth living at all,” averred the Dragon. “One paw at a time. Listen closely and repeat after me.”

He taught her the alert and closure sequences. At once, Auli heard and felt huge stone doors rumbling across the four entryways, and then the pressure squeaked in her ears as further hermetic seals shifted into place. She worked her jaw, and winced as a misplaced tendon twanged painfully. Sazutharr spelled out the inner wards, taking her over the sequence five times before he was satisfied with every aspect of her pronunciation. Apparently the primer had been set to accept her for over a season! After affirming her name and station, he taught her the passphrase, which changed regularly.

The busy dragonet hunts the dragonfly, Auli stated clearly.

Huh, Sazutharr grunted after a pregnant yet unexceptional moment. It appears we shall have to let you in after all.

Noble Drag –

With that, a sound that put the ‘thunder’ into ‘thunderclap’ simultaneously pummelled her ears and punched her diaphragm, but Auli realised this was through Sazutharr’s protection. The open section of flooring upon which they stood began to vibrate; it twisted downward in a corkscrewing motion, while the Librarian casually crooked a talon about her waist, preserving Auli-Ambar from what could have been a nasty fall.

Always stand in the middle, he said. It’s a ways down and your arms aren’t wholly built for flying.

Was that even worth a weak laugh?

Wonderful odours wafted up to her nostrils as they descended into the forbidden caverns. Fusty scrolleaf. Rich, redolent leathers. Cover oils and the most aged of metallic and plant-based archival inks, and everywhere, tantalising hints of magic. Auli dizzily identified notes of cardamom, pragaspice, neroli, jasmine, myrrh, askumizi herb and vanilla, Merx peppers and jinsumo blossoms and many more besides. Yet amidst the bouquet of scents, she pinpointed a very different savour, one that upon examination left a very different impression upon her mind to what she had expected. Peril. Secrets long, long buried and for excellent reason. The thrill of greater, deeper and more awesome lore than she had ever imagined! It seemed the very waters of her soul shivered to contemplate the potentials of such a place.

Sazutharr said, “Smells thrilling, doesn’t it?”

Her skin crawled. “Hazardous.”

“Never a wiser word hath passed thine lips. You’ll open no scroll in these caverns without significant forethought.” After a grave pause, the Librarian confided, “And, here’s a project I’ve been putting off for over a decade.”

“Oh?”

“I am nothing if not a presumptuous Dragon,” said he, not exactly apologising as was typical of draconic culture. “Attend. Seen from our vantage point, banks of magical crysto-lights sparkle across an artificial cavern some 4,000 feet long and 2,478 wide, which is the first of twelve such caverns in this complex. If you had eyes – ahem – you would observe that the place is a tad disorganised. We’ve cleared a few paths through the wreckage –”

“What?”

“Three seasons ago, we had a feral Dragon entrapped down here for a week –”

Auli’s nape crawled. “Who?”

“Razzior the Orange.”

Sazutharr could no better have cuffed her across the earhole with all the power of his right paw. “Razzior!”

Aye, by my wings, the Head Librarian said blandly. She knew he was discomfited; Master Chamzu had explained that some of the Dragonkind were infuriated by what they saw as their failure to protect Auli-Ambar in their own Halls. Others could not have cared less for the fate of one Human louse. Charming creatures. Curiously, he did not burn the place down. All of the damage was done by talon and fang.

He was truly feral?

The linguistic shades of Auli’s query clearly startled Sazutharr. He … appeared so. It took five males to subdue him. You disagree – how would a Dragon be cast into the feral state by any known protection on any scroll or book?

Slowly, Auli replied, Such lore would certainly be beyond my ken. Yet the possibility must exist. Place a Dragon under sufficient duress, be that mental, physical or situational – such as battle stress – and he stands a chance of slipping into the feral state. Could you not conceive of a psychic attack ward demonstrating such properties?

The talon squeezed her hips uncomfortably. Dragoness!

Auli said, I take it there isn’t any such possibility recorded in literature or research?

No, I hadn’t even imagined it until five seconds ago! Sazutharr cleared his throat awkwardly. Every so often, little fire, I find myself regarding you as I would any Dragoness. It is quite extraordinary, this quality of soul-presence you possess – I wish we knew your maternal heritage! Dragons would call it the cut of your wings across the five moons, or a true sight of the quintessential fires of your being …

He sounded baffled, which made her deeply uncomfortable in turn.

She said, So, sector thirteen –

Is in cave four. Over to our right. It was hard-hit, Auli. I’ve occasionally had the Apprentices coming in to tidy and shelve, but that sort of work is seen as a form of punishment.

She could imagine. Pensively, Auli allowed Sazutharr to lead her deeper into the forbidden section, threading his way between mounds of scrolleaf, ripped-up books and tipped-over, crushed shelving. Her slipper-shod feet kicked through piles of splinters and crackling fragments or parts of scrolls. She knew much had been coming upstairs for repair or recopying, but the scale of the destruction staggered her. Whatever had possessed Razzior to commit such a heinous act – if not the very ruzal he and Ra’aba sought? Could it have driven him temporarily insane, as the feral state was said to do to a Dragon?

Could the ruzal have been protecting itself?

Could something in these caverns of deepest, murkiest Dragon lore have seized Razzior and twisted the Orange Dragon to its bidding – as Amaryllion had hinted but Auli-Ambar could not bring herself to believe? Could she sense Dramagon’s paw yet at work in the Island-World? The crawling sensation at her neck climbed up beneath her skull like a set of draconic talons delicately teasing her scalp off the bone. Auli shuddered!

Even if she found one scroll or book amongst the tens of thousands, what would she do with it? Sit upon it and hope for the best?

Too many questions.

Slowly, she said, “What if we made it a competition, Sazutharr? Say, first access to my surprise?”

A curl of brimstone-laden smoke wafted across her face. “Then it had better be an astounding surprise, or I foresee that there shall be an Auli-gnawing frenzy in the offing!”


Chapter 21: Single-Minded

My best advice for keeping secrets? Don’t. It’s exhausting.

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections

Master Chamzu SET down the scroll he was reading with a determined rustle Auli knew was meant to communicate surprise. He began to speak, but he was soundly beaten by Zimtyna, who swished over and wrapped the girl up in a hug of rib-bending proportions. “You! What are we going to do with this one, Dad?”

“Roast her toes in a fumarole,” suggested Chamzu.

“Seriously?” said Zimtyna, not releasing Auli even when she wriggled in protest.

“Oh, you’d rather I revived some other ancient draconic practice that involves tossing Humans over erupting volcanoes?” he added, quite reasonably judging by his tone.

Auli said, “Put me down.”

“Far too dangerous,” Zimtyna chuckled.

“She’s taller than you,” the Master pointed out, occasioning immediate protests from his daughter! “Right. Back to back, the pair of you parakeets.”

In a moment, the older girl was prodding Auli in the ribs. “Oh, my Islands! Can’t you slouch? Please – no! That’s – when did you do this? Look here, my head’s –” The hard edge of a hand bopped the bridge of Auli’s nose exactly where it was still slightly scarred, courtesy of Master Mi’elgan. She flinched at the unexpected contact. “Three inches! Four! Judge, I object. I demand a rematch. Is she secretly wearing heels?”

Feeling upward from her friend’s ears, Auli patted the top of her head as condescendingly as she was able. “Hah. Is the shrinkage an over-twenties problem?”

“Auli!”

“None of that screeching, daughter, or I’ll put you out with the indigo-crested ravens,” Chamzu said with mock sternness. “So, Auli, I trust you’ve thought through what you’ll need?”

“It’s an immodest list,” she noted, wishing her ears would stop acting like crimson flags, “starting with he who dares to consider kidnapping my friend. Bazukior – I can’t get enough of that name, by the way – is an architect and designer, isn’t he? No experience in caverns, mind, but a dab hand with the ladies. So I hear.”

Zimtyna evidently threw up her hands. “The abuse I suffer. I am not short!”

Auli drew a scroll out of her sleeve. “Here’s a high level plan I took the liberty of preparing earlier, Master, together with a first pass at estimated costings. I’d need an architect’s input to finalise details, and a few good water engineers and construction experts, a perfumer or three, and licence to quietly source everything I’ll require. That’ll necessitate –”

“Holy Fra’anior!” gasped Chamzu. Trust him to jump straight to the bottom line. “This must be an error in calculation!”

Zimtyna said, “Oh no, the Auli-Ambar doth not maketh … uh, whatever. It’s probably pretty accurate, Dad.”

“As if I don’t know that! Dragonets dancing on the Moons, girl, you plan to implant crystals and real gold veins in the walls and ceiling to create unique lighting effects?”

“No half measures for the Auli.”

Auli made a face in her friend’s direction. “It’s called being thorough.”

“Stubborn is what I was thinking,” said Zimtyna.

“Meticulous,” Chamzu put in. “And beautiful! What a fabulous idea! Right. I’ll craft a message to the Palace. We will have their very best architect without delay –”

“Rainbows over Islands!” The whooping came accompanied by a brief but dizzying jig. Zimtyna dropped a loud smacker on Auli’s nose. “I’m so happy!”

“Ugh! Can we eschew damp kisses, please?”

Her friend added, “Your contribution to my little Isle of Love is nothing if not appreciated! I was just wondering how I’d get Bazukior to come visit again – and as for you, Dad …”

Perhaps her venerable matchmaking skills were starting to develop?

“Aye, I’m the best father in the Island-World, bar none. Hands off! You can kiss me later, because Miss Single-Minded Volcano Shaker over here will not let me rest until everything necessary is put into process. So, what else will you require, Auli?”

“I would like personal use of your Dragonship, Master.”

“You want what and how much?”

“Please?”

* * * *

She was keeping secrets from just about everyone, these days. Chamzu thought she wanted to understand how her own birth records were kept, and to read them herself. Sazutharr had sourced a pot of the special archival ink used for records; he did not know Auli had, after some twenty hours research into the subject and a dash of instruction from Essimi, discovered and tested how to erase the supposedly indelible substance without leaving any residue that could be read even by a blind person with magical hands. The Dragons knew neither hide nor scale of her intentions, but Auli’s Empire appeared to provide an excellent cover for a range of nefarious activities. The Humans thought she was procuring materials with a wallet the size of Sapphurion’s treasury. Cue queues of happy merchants knocking at her door! Figuratively speaking. Little did they know that she was also working out how to insert a person into the unbreakable system of record-keeping around the Isles.

She could guess how; she just did not know when, nor on what pretext. It was not widely publicized knowledge that the midwives that attended every birth were required to keep records as well. Ra’aba knew that detail, for she had learned it from his orders. A Fra’aniorian baby could not just fall from the heavens The net was closing with dismaying speed.

Soon, Hualiama would need to be shipped to Remoy … or worse. Hidden behind the Mystic Moon?

Auli discovered that all shipping around Fra’anior Cluster was being watched either by agents of the Palace or by Dragons close to Razzior and Andarraz – Sapphurion suspected they were part of the secret society which had threatened her.

‘Draconihilists!’ he spat. ‘These wings will not rest, little one!’

No bolt-holes around the Islands, the Sapphire advised. Caution and treble-caution! They spoke long, and finally, concurred that she must speak with Master Ga’athar. He was an ally. Her trading activities – the Dragon’s speech was peppered with command-query-amusement indicators at this point – would provide the perfect cover.

Perhaps she was years early, but one day, Hualiama the foundling would need to find her way in the world and Ra’aba must know nothing about the strange circumstances regarding her arrival in Gi’ishior, or a ruthless sword point would cut short her story even more efficiently than the censor’s knife that carved up her father’s scroll messages. Who could her parents have been? How long could they keep a child hidden beneath the paw, so to speak; must she like Auli be doomed, only for very different reason, never to see the suns?

She despaired.

The balmy thermals of a Fra’aniorian dawn ruffled her hair as Auli faced southward, mimicking the Dragonship’s heading as it flew southward along the rim, before they would turn and strike out for Ya’arriol. Her home Island, she supposed. She hoped not to see her Aunt and Uncle there.

Courage, o little flame! The draconic moniker brought a slight smile to her lips. What might Mi’elgan make of that?

If she tilted her head and slipped down her eye mask, as she did now, she could see the faint, utterly shapeless glow occasioned by Firstsun and Secondsun. Who else in her Island-World could look directly at the suns, and not go blind? Who else had such crazy eyesight? So amazingly effective it was completely defective. Arkurion had written to inform her that he was working on bone replacement materials together with Human doctors at Remoy, and also on a secret project of his own!

Mystery was evidently catching.

Chuckling like an amused dragonet, Auli-Ambar hugged herself tightly. Quite the pair she made with the Mercury Blue. So similar in some ways, yet as far apart as creatures of different species could possibly be. Work had a way of swallowing them both up. Most of her last month, since her first visit to the Palace, had been devoted to design work and planning for her Dragon Fragrance Baths, her usual duties, bouncing the ever-growing, delightful Hualiama upon her knee and singing the ballads to her for hours, recording Amaryllion’s histories, and discreetly trying to find out what the evil colluders, Ra’aba and Razzior, were up to. If they plotted, she could discover no sign.

Oh! Auli gasped softly in realisation. Ianthine had not betrayed the babe, not even under the utmost duress of a draconic psychic blast interrogation! Her motives must be far more complex than she had supposed, were that the case. Even Amaryllion had straightforwardly accused the Maroon Dragoness of wanting to control the ruzal herself – therefore, villain or heroine? Both? Neither? It would not surprise anyone were the Maroon to style herself the protector of the draconic race whilst angling to wangle Sapphurion’s perch from beneath his belly.

Draconic indeed!

Her basking beneath the suns’ dawning warmth seemed hardly the moment to be entertaining such a slew of melancholy thoughts. Auli felt the old fears curling in her belly, and despised herself. Stupid blind girl. Who did she think she was, speaking with imaginary Ancient Dragons and dancing with Princes, whilst desperately trying to avoid being sucked under by the powers that gathered about the Isles like a mythical Cloudlands maelstrom during this leaf in the Island-World’s history?

The morning’s travel was balmy; the afternoon much less so, but Steersman Chayku of the eight children and only the faintest memory of a blind girl until Auli had ‘zapped’ him again with her special memory tweaker, chose to run before a frisky squall rather than make port. His choice was wise. They swept across to Ya’arriol Island safely and in record time.

“Bah. Storm-caller you are, girl.” He spat near her foot.

Auli said, “I detect storms, Master Steersman. I don’t call them.”

He spat again. “I know what I know, girl.”

The memory stimulation routines must have created an unexpected side-effect! “Fra’anior was the great storm-bringer of yore, Master. I shall petition him on our behalf for our return journey. Does he not protect all the peoples of his paw?”

“Aye.”

Auli imagined dark eyes boring into her neck as she negotiated the descent of the swaying rope ladder to the Island below. Ouch. The prick of failure.

Familiar scents and sounds surrounded her. The humid odour of storm-lashed foliage and damp mulch. The chirruping and singing of many birds intermingled with the unseen laughter of a nearby dragonet. Water dripping from leaves and chuckling over rocks. She smelled the vegetable fields that lay south of her old home, and memories came crashing back into her mind: the beatings and bullying, her terror of losing the path and becoming lost in the thick bushes, and the constant work. Was that why she was so driven as a person? How much had her childhood here shaped who she had become? If she disliked herself, could she change?

Just deploy one of Sazutharr’s snappy little routines and she’d be happy, brave, dancing-over-the-Isles Auli forevermore! Right.

One matter rankled most sorely. Arkurion’s most recent message scroll had mentioned his intent to speak the ascending draconic fire promises with Kayturia. Petulantly, Auli had hurled the scroll across her room; then it had taken her a good twenty minutes to find it, lodged low down between her pillow roll and the bedframe. She had written to congratulate the Mercury Blue. Hypocrite. Could fine words conceal the shadowed purposes of her heart?

“Auli-Ambar!”

“Mistress Yualiana.”

The woman drew her into a warm hug. Gracious Islands, was she pregnant again? “Why, I do declare you’ve an inch on me, now – and I thought bamboo only grew in the East.”

“Oh no, Mistress, it grows in the Southern Isles also –”

“Oh, Auli! You haven’t changed a bit. So earnest. Laugh a little! We invited a hunting party here just a few weeks back to deal with a feral rajal in the eastern jungle, and guess who would not stop out-talking the parakeets about you?” Auli reddened instantly. Yualiana giggled like a young girl. “I know! A Prince! He’s a tasty catch, might I add. Those eyes …”

“Humph,” Auli just about managed. “Don’t let Master Ga – aargh!”

A heavy yet familiar hand spun her about. “Petal! Can’t call you child anymore, can I? Just look at you, all grown up so as we can look each other –” he gulped “– in the eye. So to speak. Ah, Auli-Ambar, I understand you will overnight with us?”

Ga’athar hugged her awkwardly. He smelled of fresh sawdust over slightly rank man-sweat. She had not picked the Master for a man accustomed to working with his hands, but she should have deduced that from the calluses that slightly scratched her upper arms now as he seemed to look her over. What did people see in each other? Were the eyelids truly shutters over the soul? Cold a heart’s purposes be disclosed by an unveiled glance, as the ballads would style it?

“Enchanting,” he approved.

The object of his gaze failed to prevent a touch of rose blooming up a small betrayal in her cheeks.

“Two nights,” said Yualiana. “The men have their break and there is much unloading, loading and sorting of goods to be done. Those Dragons hardly starve, do they?”

“No,” Auli laughed. Who could be unhappy around this wonderful pair? Joy bubbled in their voices, and now the Master’s hand sneaked behind Auli’s back to tweak his wife’s behind, judging by her squeak of protest.

“Ga’athar! What are you teaching the younglings?”

“That be the beast Man or be they Dragon, they must treat her honourably, or I swear, I shall summon Fra’anior’s own paw to protect my precious daughter!”

Roaring rajals!

Auli swayed, but the Mistress immediately seized her arm, saying, “O my husband!”

“What?” he growled.

“Just, it is unlike you to speak so forcefully.”

Auli said, rather more faintly of voice than but a moment ago, “Mistress, how is it that such speech might move the magical realms? I felt – did you?”

Taking the girl’s arm rather possessively in her own, as though to protect her from the uncanny strength of her husband’s response, Yualiana said, “Aye. Islanders say that the Great Dragon’s breath blows as it pleases, but it does seem that from time to time, we who live our lives in fit manner might summon the realm of elemental white-fires and cause it to break through into our Isle-to-Isle existence, such as Ga’athar achieved. May a person utter the unutterable, and speak forth from the future, the most desirable outcome?”

Not wanting to sound as tedious and scrollwormish as she had just been accused of, Auli said lightly, “Ha, the dragonet chirpings of philosophy – oh!”

“Gently,” Ga’athar admonished, breathily.

“What is it?” Auli asked.

“A greater fine-winged mauve Intruder butterfly,” said Yualiana. “I think she fancies your scent – oh! Shoo! Stupid dragonet! That pesky pilferer just ate the butterfly right off your headscarf! Shoo!”

Auli straightened up again. She felt foolish, ducking away from an unseen assault.

Dragonets were growing so bold around her.

Not at all certain she should read anything into this odd behaviour, Auli gratefully accepted the crook of Yualiana’s arm squeezing hers as they linked elbows. The Mistress was soon prattling happily about her ever-expanding brood and the Island’s affairs, and when she inquired about her relatives, there was apparently much to-do about Uncle Mi’elgan, who had taken a fancy to doing gardening in nothing more than a monkish loincloth, and sometimes … less.

“Never was a man’s orchard or vegetable patch so beloved,” Yualiana expounded. “He protects his crop zealously, and it has to be admitted, grows some of the finest tinker bananas, landas gourds and exotic fruits anywhere on the Cluster. But he sold his business. Done all the travelling he wants to do in his lifetime, he said. He has become greatly afeared of Dragons. A few nights, Islanders have heard him screaming about boulders raining from the skies.”

Auli started most disagreeably.

“Now, dearest petal, welcome to the building project that is our house. You’ll have to mind those pretty slippers on the rubble. Master Chamzu’s evidently attending to your finery nowadays, and Fra’anior’s talon of blessing upon him for it. You’ve a wonderfully becoming figure for the Fra’aniorian lace dress and that glorious mane of hair, but you’re just a tad on the reed-slender side for my fancy. No mind, I’ll be feeding you up. No starving waifs around this house!”

Indeed not. The Mistress’ hospitality was fast becoming legend. “Zimtyna’s doing,” Auli confessed, sniffing the air appreciatively. Something smelled mouth-watering. Sweetbread? Berry pie? “I have to look the part nowadays, since I –”

“Since you’re courting that nice Prince!” enthused Yualiana.

“No …”

Ga’athar said jovially, “Righto! Pirates and scamps, to me! The father-Dragon hath roaréd! We have six children, Auli, as you may remember. Who do we have here? Ah, Master Ja’al. Three summers and a whisker.”

A firm, serious handshake accompanied a grave little greeting. “Is she going to spin us tales of Dragon lore, Mother?”

“If you ask her nicely,” said Yualiana.

“Hua’gon and Shayilia, the twins, seven years old.”

“Oh, Mama, she’s beautiful!” enthused Shayilia.

“Why are you wearing a mask?” demanded Hua’gon. “You should take it off. That’s not very polite, is it, father?”

“It’s so pretty,” Shayilia said enviously. “Can I have a mask too, mama? Can I? Look, how it matches her dress, and oh! Are those real diamonds? Can I feel her hair? It’s so long! Can I brush it, pleeeeaassse, oh please say aye, mama!”

Auli chuckled. “If you’re patient –”

“Auli-Ambar is blind, darlings,” Yualiana explained meantime. “You’ll need to help her around the house, and Fra’anior save you if any of you rascals trips her up or leaves your toys in the corridor!”

“Bah,” said Hua’gon, sounding more like a peevish octogenarian than his actual age. “I’m the tidiest person in this house. It’s Bash and Smash who’ll trip her up. Call me when it’s storytime, will you?”

Was it right to take an instant dislike to a child? Auli shook herself and quickly squeezed a pair of chubby infant hands belonging to the second set of twins, Ba’akar and Santurion, boys of eighteen months’ age. Bash and Smash. She had to laugh. Here was Inniora, a shy four year-old girl who clung to her mother’s skirts, who could not be persuaded to speak a word to Auli.

Ga’athar said, “Our fosterling Samukar is asleep. He’s two years old and blind like you, Auli.”

“Oh!”

“Abandoned at birth, and a fecacci curse upon the parents who –”

“Ga’athar!”

“Sorry, my love.” Auli pressed her lips into a straight line as a back-alleyways curse slipped from the erudite Master’s lips. “Teaching the children such awful words. Anyways, everyone knows who they are but they will not have the child back. They say Fra’anior cursed her, the ignorant – uh, people.”

Auli shook her head slowly. “The old Isles belief in disability’s curse?”

The Master said, “It’s more widespread than you might imagine, Auli-Ambar, I’m very sorry to report. Inexperience, I do not mind. Wilful ignorance, bigotry and plain cussed-mindedness, I do mind in Man as well as Dragon! Are there not trials enough in life without fools such as these?”

“Ga’athar, you are in a positively volcanic mood today,” his wife observed.

“Ha! I am cheerful, so there! Now, will you stop monopolising this elegant young lady? We have business to talk, aye, and deep lore and philosophy besides, and I will –”

Yualiana cut in, firmly but ever so fondly, “You will allow our Auli a moment’s grace to splash water upon a tired face, to put her feet up in a comfortable corner and eat a slice of my best jiista-berry and skoachi fruit pie! Just warming in the oven, petal. Don’t you mind that boorish lout’s dearth of manners. He’s terrible.”

“Can I have a big slice?” Ga’athar pleaded. “Sweetbread pleases with janzaberry kisses on top?”

“Gluttonous pirate,” protested his wife.

“Ah, mine ravishing beauty – let me to Isle with thee!”

“Ga’athar!”

Auli giggled as the sound of a swift kiss was followed even more swiftly by a slap, perhaps the palm of a wifely hand applied to the Master’s broad chest. Yualiana squeaked again, the Master growled, someone unexpectedly hugged her leg, and a feline came purring around the fray, getting between everyone’s feet, judging by the high-spirited squeals of the children. Phew. This house was chaos!

Happy chaos.

* * * *

Auli-Ambar stared at her entry in the massive genealogical book, if ever a person could be said to stare with their hands.

Mistress Yualiana said gently, “It’s rare to have an endorsement put to record, Auli-Ambar, but in a case where the mother is unknown, the midwife may do as you see here.”

Auli read again: I, Myrkira of Fra’anior, do hereby aver this child’s mother was a Pykolese female of scarcely fifteen summers, according to my birth records, who remained anonymous to my knowledge and that of the father, Xa’an Ta’afaya, a verified citizen of Fra’anior Cluster.

“Fifteen!” she spluttered. “My father … that’s …”

“Illegal,” snorted Yualiana.

“She was no older than I am! But I –” Her voice hitched in mortification. “I’m not ready for children, so to speak.”

“Scarcely fifteen, the record says,” growled the Mistress, sounding so rajal-like in her indignation that Auli shivered. “The scandal! I’ll have words with that cradle-raiding father of yours, royal spy or none. Fancy pillow rolling with a child! Worse, she would have been younger still when they … you know. Scarcely fifteen, Fra’anior’s holy fires do roar!”

Auli fanned her face with one hand. “I know! I mean I don’t, Mistress … please, can we change the subject from my philandering father? That was far more detail than I needed to know. Mistress Yualiana, he remembers nothing of this girl.” Never had she pictured her mother as anything less than, well, motherly. Never as a teenager. “Nothing! And people forget me at the breath of a Dragon, too – I might just as well have been born of pollen floating about these ill-starred Isles!”

“Auli-Ambar!”

“Sorry, Mistress.”

Arms slipped about her shoulders. “She loved you. The memory you related makes that fact clear. Abundantly clear. But something scared or chased her away.”

“My father.”

Her bitterness could never be measured.

“People are born of a womb, and that which loved thee was the haven of a Pykolese girl – she must have been so frightened, Auli. To fall rainbows over Isles in love with your father, who is not hard on the eyes, one might be persuaded to admit, and then to birth a child of …” Say it, Auli wanted to shout. Say, ‘deformed!’ “Imagine then your father’s enraged reaction. Utter rejection. He crushed her. He was only a youth himself, mind, not that I’m defending him. I make Xa’an thirty-two summers now, which puts him at seventeen or eighteen at the time of these events – a very callow, reckless seventeen – what are you doing?”

“Well, this is something I’ve always wondered about,” said Auli, pausing with her hands on her tunic top.

“This is a public building!”

“No-one’s here. Please, just a quick look at my Dragon’s kiss. This is something I need to ask.”

“Auli …” Yualiana sounded appalled. “Alright, a quick peek – oh! I see.”

Her reaction told Auli all. The Mistress would have seen a few stomachs in her time. “It’s unusual, right?”

“Unusual? It’s beautiful.” The Mistress chuckled uneasily. “Cover up. Quick.”

“Mistress?”

“Well, it’s … flowery.”

When Yualiana said no more, Auli pressed her hands to her too-lean stomach and snapped, “Oh, could someone please enlighten the blind girl –”

“Child, you are not blind. Not to me. Not when you see so much with the beauteous compass of your mind.” The Mistress sucked in a ragged breath. “Listen. Your Dragon’s kiss is only slightly puckered, and displays a five-petalled flower design with a centre like a golden sun, each petal being … well, like a droplet of water is the best I can describe it, and the artistry is exquisite. The colours are of sapphire as rich as any jewel, traced with gleaming gold, and while I was looking I could have sworn I saw the petals rippling. And now – oh, forgive me! I cannot anymore remember your name!”

To Auli’s further shock, the Mistress burst into tears!

* * * *

“Magic most fearsome,” growled Ga’athar.

“Dismay most fearsome,” said Yualiana. She had been full of hugs since yesterday’s debacle at the Records House, and she held Auli again now. “Thank you for your patience with us, Auli-Ambar.”

“I …”

She had no words to describe her desolation. Forgotten. Everyone, down to the smallest child of Ga’athar’s household, had instantly forgotten who she was. Were her disfigurement a curse, this was a hundred times worse. Some magic both fierce and mighty had a grip upon her life, and it was steadily wrecking everything she knew and stood for. Aye, she had repeated her life story for the Master and the Mistress, including the way Ga’athar had intervened to succour her from the brutality of Mi’elgan and Sairana’s house, but she knew no power under the suns could replace stolen memories.

In her dreams last night, Amaryllion had forgotten her. He did not respond to her increasingly desperate calls.

She feared to return to the Halls.

It was another perfect volcanic dawn over Fra’anior, with many birds piping and chirruping energetically in the bushes and dragonet song drifting over the Isle, yet her heart had never been darker. A storm loomed unusually to the South, she sensed, and it would overtake their Dragonship en route to Gi’ishior, first supplying helping winds but later turning malignant.

Ga’athar said, “We will find a path. Courage, Isles girl.”

He meant regarding Hualiama, whom he did not know except as a young woman of Gi’ishior who was in trouble; if the Master suspected more, which Auli was convinced he did, he betrayed sign to neither man nor beast. He held a long list of procurement requirements to be financed by the treasuries of the Dragons.

Auli decided she quite enjoyed having licence to shop halfway across the Island-World!

Yet it seemed to a girl of eerie powers and decidedly anomalous stomach design, that Fra’anior prowled and growled about his caldera all that day long. The winds blew fey and fickle, necessitating lengthy and increasingly tricky tacking manoeuvers before they even reached the rim of the volcano, whereupon a powerful thermal promptly picked them up and hurled the vessel high, high into the sky. There was nothing the sailors could do. There, a storm struck. Swirling winds slewed the vessel wholly about several times and hailstones hit hard but mercifully briefly, damaging the hot air sack, snapping three hawsers and cracking two of the forward crysglass panels.

“Repair time,” said the Steersman, placing Auli-Ambar carefully back on the sloping deck. “To the lines, thou skanky bilge rats!”

“What’s a bilge?” she inquired.

“Bah, don’t rightly know,” said Chayku, spitting somewhere. “I remember you now. The little girl with all the questions, right?”

“Uh …”

“See, it can be done if you’re as stubborn and curmudgeonly as a sailor.”

Stubborn. Hard-minded. Maybe that was the key to helping friends protect themselves from … her.

Auli, the half-Pykolese memory assassin.

* * * *

That halcyon period was joy tinged by horror, relieved only by the kind of numbness that came from hard labour. Auli-Ambar slaved at her many projects – music, forbidden lore, fragrance chambers and instruction of the Human royals, who forgot her upon every visit. Every month. Prince Hiccoughs forgot her and decided she was worth getting to know better seven times running, which was flattering, but restarting a doomed romance became stale all too quickly.

Auli persevered.

Queen Shyana was safely delivered five weeks early of her babe, called Fyria’aliola or Fyria for short, for the unusual flame colouration of her shock of hair. Qualiana attended several hours after the birth to heal and strengthen the babe with her magical powers, an event which sent King Chalcion into a towering rage. A rash of new laws followed. Restrictions on trade. Restrictions on Dragons’ flying rights. The speaking or learning of Dragonish was outlawed for real this time, and Auli was expressly forbidden from speaking the draconic tongue anywhere on Human-controlled soil.

She startled Amaryllion at least five times in calling upon him mentally, and each time the Ancient Dragon promised to try to help her sniff out her heritage, bade her to find the ruzal and the strange Scroll of Binding, and to protect Hualiama – and promptly forgot everything straight afterward! Even faithful Arkurion almost succumbed to Auli-augmented amnesia, but with typical male draconic arrogance tried to cover up with a lie. Auli-Ambar very quickly set him straight on that score!

On her fifteenth birthing-day, instead of starting with celebration, she had the joy of reintroducing herself to her own father.

Auli’s misery spawned a nightmare of killing herself.

She refused to give Razzior or Ra’aba the pleasure. No. All was far too quiet about the Isles, and in Dragon speak, that meant trouble. Even Sapphurion had taken to speaking in whispers. Auli had the impression that even the volcano held its breath, awaiting what must inevitably come. Storms must burst. Winds must rage. Dragons – they must fly to war.

* * * *

Halfway into her fifteenth summer of life, Auli escaped Qualiana’s wrathful paw in her roost by the width of a rajal’s whisker. She wept, and the mighty Red Dragoness crooned over her.

Then, she played her Dragonharp for Hualiama.

See? She dances, said Qualiana. What Human child does not ever learn to toddle, as it is called, but always … dances? She truly has draconic fires inside of her.

I’m sure she’s very beautiful, said Auli.

Who dat? Hualiama chirped.

That’s Auli-Ambar, dear little fire, said the Dragoness. She’s our friend.

Fweindit?

Friend, said Auli.

Qualiana said, Sapphurion tells me that someone tried to breach our wards twice last week, and once this week. What do you make of this, Auli-Ambar?

The harpstrings twanged discordantly as her fingers cramped. I …

I know, my flame-heart. Sapphurion has written additional notes in a private encoded system only he and I know how to access. I shall share the code with you. How’s your project coming on?

Ah, well, we’ve run into issues with Chalcion’s control of the trade routes to –

Not that project.

Auli nodded grimly. I have failed to uncover the ruzal reference despite clearing the whole of cavern thirteen. We have begun on fourteen, eleven and nine. And as for this little one’s fate … I despair, o Qualiana.

Ask Queen Shyana.

Fra’anior’s beard! Auli gasped.

Hualiama clutched her hand. Auli dance? Who Shy? Who?

Twirling the mite about until her giggling filled the inner chamber of the Dragons’ roost, the Human girl thought long and hard upon what the Dragoness had suggested. She said, You mean to hide her in plain sight? No, you mean the royal family to … adopt her? How?

Oh! cried Qualiana. Well, my fires had not burned as far as yours, but Auli …

Impossible.

The Dragoness purred, Merely improbable.

We can’t hide her amongst the most prominent family in all Fra’anior!

A child born in strange circumstances. Imagine. What is impossible, or unthinkable even? And what place would be more unlikely than the Palace itself? Getting Chalcion and Shyana to agree would be somewhat problematic, but if we could cross to that Isle …

An idea of positively draconic boldness!

An indiscreet royal. A travelling soldier. No – up and away, little dragonet, Auli chuckled, swinging Hualiama off her feet. The child was breathless, but demanding more. Always more. A monk!

Ooh, I like it so much, my fire orbs are practically sparking, Qualiana purred, tickling Hualiama until she screamed with laughter. A religious man. Who would have thought? But it needs better shape. A double layer of draconic obfuscation. What about this – a monk who is covering for, as we merely hint at but don’t actually say outright, an indiscreet royal or merchant? We misdirect with a rumour or three.

A slight irregularity in the genealogical entry … Auli elaborated.

On Jo’el’s Island.

No – he wouldn’t have the records, would he?

Some records, argued the Dragoness. You concoct a reason to go peruse them – some aspect of draconic lore or practice related to the Way of the Dragon, for example. You slip something in there. Then, we have to create matching entries, or slightly different or conflicting ones, somewhere that Ra’aba’s inquiries have not yet reached. Ya’arriol.

We get my father to plant the rumours.

Ooh, perfectly wicked! Qualiana approved. We have a scheme. A plan.

Which sort of depends on –

Islands’ greetings, scheming Dragonesses!

Auli screeched, Sapphurion! Oh … how did you sneak up on me, you despicable beast?

Ah, not a Dragoness, but a – do I know you? asked the Sapphire Dragon, his voice thickening with menace and suspicion. Is this a trusted person, Qualiana? Why is she so familiar with our child? And why do I sense the strains of a plot heavy in the air? Dragons never forget a face … save that I have forgotten yours, girl.

Qualiana and Auli sighed as one.

The Dragoness said, We’re just discussing Hualiama’s future, Sapphurion. Would you take your perch?

He said quietly, Aye, we must discuss this matter most urgently. For your roost-bound behaviour was the subject of discussion in our Council this day, o breath of mine very fire-soul, and more than hinted at as weakness. Andarraz made much fire with the matter. Much fire indeed. Now, who is this insider and what is her part this chicanery?

The Red Dragoness said, She is our key, and our best ally.

The great Elder made a sound as though he were rubbing his forepaws together. Excellent. After you introduce us, let’s get down to some fire-stoking intrigue!


Chapter 22: A Mite of Fate

As fate would have it, the day that Auli-Ambar spoke privately with Queen Shyana was a day of thunderous rain showers and blusterous winds. Huge lightning storms created a corona of flashes all around the volcano, some so large that even Auli’s eyes flashed slightly. When she donned Arkurion’s surprise, a set of portable minifiers that he called ‘eyeglasses’, she could almost see something through the occasional gaps in the storm – say, when a titanic lightning bolt struck forty miles away near Ha’athior or Gi’ishior. White smears. Streaks of fuzzy light fingers smeared across the glutinous, unreliable landscape of her sight.

Auli could not wait to try them on the suns.

“Ha, that’s an amazing piece of technology,” said Queen Shyana.

“I know! They provide up to five hundred times minification,” she replied. Discreetly, she fingered her ‘trust Auli’ scroll and then triggered the magic. “I probably need something more in the order of 50,000 times, but Arkurion the Mercury Blue – a Roving Researcher from Tanstoy Dragon Roost – believes that if I can train my eyes with these, my eyesight might improve.”

“Can I try?”

The Queen played with trying to see across the caldera – everything was too tiny, of course – and then she chuckled when, with an imperious chirrup, the dragonet Auli-Ambar had dubbed ‘Mystery’ appeared on the balcony and made himself right at home with her late evening snack.

“Ha, it’s your little rascal,” said Shyana. “He likes you.”

“I suspect it’s more that he smells the opportunity to stuff his stomach,” laughed Auli. “Scamp!” How are we?

“Don’t speak Dragonish here,” the Queen reproved her.

Bah. Silly laws, Auli thought. How did Chalcion ever propose to enforce that one? At once, the dragonet apparently abandoned his guzzling and flitted over to perch upon her shoulder. She had only the slight warning of a wing membrane’s flutter before a solid, muscly little bundle took up residence on her right shoulder and a paw tickled her beneath the chin!

“Well, by the fires of this caldera, you’ve a way with dragonets,” Shyana commented.

Had the dragonet overheard her thought? Auli pondered this as she disguised her surprise by trying to stroke the dragonet. He nipped at her finger, a clear dissuasion. It struck her suddenly – how did Amaryllion speak to her, if not mind-to-mind? If that was true, then why had she never heard any other Dragon speak in this manner? No. Telepathy was a proven impossibility.

Yet she was speaking to an Ancient Dragon in her daydreams. Hmm!

Softly, she said, “O Queen, I wanted to put a proposal to you on behalf of a friend. Would you hear me?”

“How mysterious. The friend shall not be named?”

“They shall not.” Wet the lips. Take a long, long dive off the cliffs and hope the deathly Cloudlands did not beckon … “Queen Shyana, I wondered if you’d ever considered adopting a child into your family? A girl child, perhaps? There’s a bit of a delicate situation over at … I’m sorry, have I said something awry?”

“No. It’s not you.”

Auli’s heart took a dive toward the Cloudlands. Shyana’s breathing hitched as though her words had been a resounding slap! “Have I hurt you?”

“No, girl. Just … give me a moment.” The Queen sniffed discreetly. Then, in a voice roughened by anxiety, she said, “I have a daughter, Fyria, and she is beautiful. But I have had four miscarriages since and I fear … you see, Chalcion wants a son to secure the succession. He demands a boy. His words have not been kind.”

The ozone-sharpened tang of rain blew in through her open balcony doors. When Auli bowed, her unbound hair slid forward, and she unexpectedly felt it tug as she dipped it in water. Oh. The ornamental brass laver beside the door had filled with rainwater? Now who felt a fool for developing this plot? It seemed that the person who flung back that wealth of hair to slap heavily against the upper curve of her buttocks, stood trapped between the taut electrical charge of that storm and the inflexibility of grief lodged with flinty intractability in her throat, and regretted her words. How many times had she wished she were not born? Yet these four lives had never even been lived.

“My sole duty is to bear another male heir.”

Auli felt sick. How could she not have clung to life, even celebrated it, with every fibre of her being? What would one of these not have given to cheat the fires of death?

How had she failed to anticipate the enormous pressures bearing down on the Queen’s life?

The Queen said, “Aye, this would help.” Words that shocked like lightning conducted through the torrential rains to Auli’s person.

“Uh, help?”

Shyana took Auli’s hands in hers so fervidly that she felt her previously broken digit twinge. “Auli. Tell me more! I … let me explain. I’m sorry, I’ve made you tremble so. Peace! That’s a royal command.”

They chuckled uneasily, each perhaps wondering what the other thought or meant. In a moment, Auli bowed again. “My Queen?”

“Hear me well. Chalcion believes it’s my desire for another girl-child which has brought this malady upon me. He’s had Zalcion seek advice from an Enchanter – blunt as a broken old sword, he was – who said, ‘Excise the desire for a girl, and boys shall follow.’ He also told me that if I mourn the four I lost, I’ll risk becoming barren.” Auli made a disgusted noise in her throat. “Aye. The King is not … he’s not terribly interested in female children.” Shyana swallowed hard, and then, seeming to rise onto her toes, whispered into Auli’s ear, “He has become harsh of late, but this might mollify him, do you understand?”

Some inane part of Auli’s brain was wondering when exactly she had outgrown an already tall Queen. The rest of her was paralysed with dread. No! Might she lose Hualiama after all? Might they actually want her? No …

Apparently misunderstanding Auli’s silence, Shyana pleaded, “Please. Tell me … she’s pretty? Well-formed? How old – is there a chance I could see her? Oh, I’m asking the stupidest questions! Forgive me, but I never imagined there might be a chance of turning Chalcion’s mind, don’t you see? This is vital. I get a girl. I’d be over the rainbows with happiness. Then I wouldn’t need to birth any more girls, and I can honestly tell my husband my mind is only set upon boys, because it would be! And his Enchanter could make it so!”

Auli bit the inside of her cheek until blood curdled upon her tongue.

“Chalcion may be harsh in public, but he is a solid and dependable father. A female child would be primarily brought up in the nursery and not see much of him. He’d enjoy the publicity. Magnanimous King saves Isles waif from uncertain fate … you do understand, don’t you? Tell me of her.”

She opened her mouth. Closed it. Words welled within her, words she knew would seal Hualiama’s fate – for good or for ill, no person could predict. Following a small truth, her words would be one long fabrication. Her mind was consumed with a rushing torrent of destiny.

All she wanted was to stand in the rain and be cleansed of the lies she must tell. Was this integrity? Was this the cost of a life?

Great Onyx please, if this be thy will, grant me a Dragon’s forked tongue of eloquence.

She said, “O Queen, this little girl’s name is Hualiama, and I believe she will become a dancer like you …”

* * * *

Would the Queen not summarily forget their conversation? Auli-Ambar left her a small scroll of salient details. She briefed her father and bade him scribe their conversation upon his private records in her presence, for she had already been the cause of too much loss. To lose this opportunity would be unbearable.

Two days later, she flew by Dragonship to Ya’arriol Island.

Master Ga’athar scratched his beard as though it had recently become infested by fire ants. “You would like me to falsify records, both on my own Island and Jo’el’s, and indeed, foster a raid upon my good friend’s monastery in the doing?”

“A scrollish raid,” Auli clarified, in falsely moralistic tones.

“Very good.” The Master cracked his knuckles sharply. “After all, it is in service of my King.”

When they laughed, Auli wondered that they did not sound rather too much like Razzior and Ra’aba. She shivered.

The plot swung into motion.

* * * *

Over the course of the following two months, Auli-Ambar exchanged a rash of dour scrolls with the Palace Library regarding certain … delicate lore. The matter of producing dynasties of the male gender, one might intimate. She learned rather more about the practices and folklore surrounding this subject, and indeed about Human anatomy, than a fifteen year-old Loremaster would ever have deemed to pertain to her Isle of Comfort. Some of the scrolls were simply outrageous. Others made her blench.

Qualiana snidely recommended she consult Prince Hi’ixion on the subject.

Auli suggested the Dragoness consult a granite cliff at high speed.

Qualiana wafted choking smoke into her face.

Auli sang her a wicked little stanza involving infeasible numbers of scale mites infesting a Dragoness’ wingpits. Forthwith.

The Dragoness dug a scale mite out of her left wingpit and flicked it into Auli’s hair.

After a horrified yelp, the half-Pykol girl recovered the insectoid critter – as large as her palm and definitely less than impressed at being ousted from a sultry and presumably congenial abode – and assured Qualiana she would discover the extra nourishment in her next dinner.

Then, they both fell over laughing like a pair of drunken parakeets.

That was how Sapphurion and Grandion found them, hooting and cackling and roaring, and Hualiama freshly woken from her afternoon nap, demanding in strident tones to know what ‘the funnies’ were all about.

She was so endearing.

Why then, did Auli feel as if she were selling the girl to Sylakian slavers?

She gave Hualiama an extra-especially long hug that had the toddler wriggling and demanding out, out in her piping Dragonish. Oops. That might be a problem in the Palace!

Sapphurion said, Doth the plot thicken?

Indeed it doth, said Auli, wincing at her defective grammar. I have verbal agreement from Queen Shyana, but she holds out on approaching Chalcion until she is able to meet Hualiama. To facilitate that, we are fabricating a reason for her to consult the Dragon Library’s extensive lore.

On what subject? Sapphurion purred.

Having boys.

There’s a one in three chance … oh, said the Dragon Elder. She’s had but one babe, a girl, right?

And four … uh, failures after, Auli said faintly. Failure? Miscarriage? Words too simple to convey the weight of grief they implied. She wanted to scream, ‘a life was lost!’ Precious life! Instead, she clarified, Two were early-gestation miscarriages, but two babes passed on late enough to be gender-identified as female. Human reproductive studies show – well, the data is limited. Partial and scientifically flimsy investigations undertaken here at Gi’ishior, and at Remoy and Rolodia, indicate that the greater number of babies of a particular gender a woman has, whether in strict series or by preponderance of births, and whether carried to term or not, the greater the chance of having another child of the same family- or heritage-dominant gender. This axiom also holds true across wider family groups.

So you have a passing acquaintance with the subject? Qualiana teased.

With her Prince? Sapphurion had the grace to sound startled. Not our Auli, surely.

Besides the political imperative, Auli returned tetchily. Another blush! Heavens, could they change the subject yesterday already! Therefore, Master Chamzu and I plan an unofficial visit of the Queen for reasons of confidentiality, wherein we might find opportunity for you to touch her, o Qualiana –

And make her miraculously spout male heirs? Sapphurion snorted.

Chalcion would be pleased, his mate noted.

Male hairs? Auli laughed. The Dragons appeared befuddled by her joke.

King Chalcion is displeased by the whole notion, she added. And Chamzu doesn’t know the full reasoning behind this trip, of course. The Queen believes Chalcion will be persuaded by his wife’s devotion to the matter of producing another male heir.

Elbowing the girl slyly, the Red Dragoness said, Only you would make this act sound like reading a scroll, Auli-Ambar. Mating is –

Hardly a fit subject for young ear canals! growled Sapphurion, but his massive chortling made Auli grow very flustered indeed.

The Dragoness purred, It’s fun.

QUALIANA! Sapphurion sounded more desirous than annoyed.

Fanning her face, Auli snorted, Oh, get a private roost, you two! Quite enough flame around here for two dozen Dragons.

Sapphurion chortled gleefully, All in good time, my little flame. Now, we have also been consulting Sazutharr and we want you to make a promise to us. When Hualiama departs to her new home –

I gets mommy? inquired Hualiama.

A real mommy, said Qualiana.

Auli mommy?

Auli’s not your mommy, my little flame. Nobody knows who your mommy is. You’d have a new mommy.

You mommy! Lia’s mommy is … is …

Auli heard Hualiama’s lower lip trembling. Qualiana said she pouted often; this must be a humdinger. Oh, Auli – what a pang emanated from the past, for what would she not have given to know her real mother? To hold her? This was Hualiama’s family, right here in this roost, and they were planning to tear her from all that she knew. Which was worse? How could a child of not-yet three summers comprehend the scale of the cataclysm that was about to engulf her life? How could they do this to her?

Only, because her survival demanded it.

Auli! I want my Auli! yelled Hualiama.

Great Islands, this tiny girl could bawl up a storm when she wanted to. So demanding! Auli swept her up awkwardly in arms suddenly bereft of strength or deftness. Who trembled more; her, or Hualiama? This bundle of joys and fears, who knew nothing about the fell and fey powers circling windroc-like about her life. She clutched the perfect little body to her chest, and smelled the smoky jasmine fragrance of her shock of hair Qualiana fondly called a white-blonde tuffet, and thus she was undone.

She knew she would cry a thousand terrace lakes of tears.

Immediately, a massive fist pounded upon the roost’s outer door. “Open up! We demand audience!”

* * * *

Andarraz! He grows too bold! snarled Sapphurion. Quick-wings, everyone. Execute our plan, the soundproof box. Go! Grandion, tidy the baby materials. Auli, inside with Hualiama. Qualiana, sweep the roost.

They had practised this. Still, the danger was extreme. Over a period of seven months, Sapphurion had with his own paw built a false wall behind the inner bedchamber, taking fifteen feet from what had been solid rock. He had slowly scattered the powder and gravel upon each trip outside of the roost. The wall was a marvel, constructed of both rock and magic, meant to entirely deaden and deflect examination using any branch of magic known to draconic magi-science. Behind was a ninety-foot thickness of solid granite backing onto the Human service corridor Auli-Ambar knew so well.

Hualiama’s clothing was always kept in a cupboard discreetly tucked away in the corner of the bedchamber, but Auli knew the greatest danger was a forgotten or overlooked trinket or toy, or the smell of baby wrappings inside the roost. A Dragon’s nose was a fantastically sensitive instrument.

Triggering the complex code phrase together with its associated hand gestures, Auli walked quickly through into that hidden chamber. Quiet now, Hualiama. We’re going to play the mouse game.

She wailed louder, squeezing Auli’s neck with the strength of desperation. Her pulse pounded frantically against the constriction. Danger! Danger!

Softly, Auli said, I know, my pollen-fluff, I know. You’re safe with me.

Bad, bad Dragon! Auli … don’t leave!

She knew Andarraz was bent upon malicious intent? Fra’anior’s scraggly beard! Pretend to be a mouse.

No. Won’t!

Dragons can’t see mice. They can’t find them, said Auli. Back in a wingflip.

Noooo!

She had to leave her. Thankfully, once she was back in the roost, Auli realised that not an iota of Hualiama’s screaming penetrated that barrier. Receiving an armful of bedding and clothing thrown into her face by Grandion, the girl made her return – not without a fumble, for making graceful gestures was not a simple matter when one held an armful of whiffy laundry.

In that instant, she heard draconic voices demanding Qualiana; demanding medical care for a battle-damaged Dragon who was dying on the doorstep. It sounded as if Andarraz were trying to force his way inside. Sapphurion, as the hierarchy-dominant male, held his ground while urgently calling to Qualiana to awaken. He enquired what the urgency was – a second heart pumping golden Dragon blood all over the portico, the Green Elder roared back.

Exit Auli!

Throwing a few blankets over Hualiama’s head, she forced out a giggle. Hide now, little mouse. No Dragon will find you if you keep still.

An uncertain snivel-giggle was her reply. Want Auli.

Out again. Collect toys, stray clothes, snaffle up a plate of half-finished lunch which she had neglected to pack away.

Inside! They’re coming, hissed Grandion.

Two more loads and they were done. Dragons piled inside the roost, making a kafuffle that Auli felt was forced. Andarraz and his cronies wanted to take a sniff around this roost, to glance inside the bedchamber, and – heavens raining fireballs! The kitchen! There had to be a tonne of food in there, both Human and Dragon, and Hualiama’s plate …

Grandion. Kitchen.

Get inside! he hissed. I’ll take care of it, you foolish – uh … right away!

Foolish Human? He had been about to call her – well, she had taken the young fledgling for one who regarded Humans as better than that. Was some beast whispering into his ear canals?

Suddenly, she saw a different side to the Tourmaline youngster. He often expressed draconic jealousy concerning his shell-mother’s fire love for a Human mite, but could it be that those quintessentially ‘good’ draconic emotions were shadowed within his three hearts? Could jealous fires turn to dark-fires of revenge seeking … Islands’ sakes, could this intrusion have been instigated by Grandion? He would not be the first fledgling to betray his shell-parents! Which way did his integrity cut? Was this Tourmaline Dragon more conflicted than they had imagined?

Auli resolved to speak to him privately just as soon as she could. He had to know Sapphurion, Qualiana and Auli-Ambar were trying to restore honour. Aye. Grandion would understand this argument better than any gibberish regarding prophecies. Yet, as Islanders would say, his terrace lakes ran deep – that youngster was already a surprisingly nuanced thinker behind his bluster about honour and suchlike. Trust. Who could know the fires of a draconic heart?

Voices penetrated the barrier in her direction, Auli realised. Sapphurion must have designed the special auditory wards using uni-directional constructs – simplifying that aspect of the lore, at least.

Here she was worrying about abstract points of lore when Hualiama was in terrible danger. Stupid scrollmouse!

Auli poked the bundle of bedclothes. Hmm. Interesting. Could this be a dragonet?

Hee hee, giggled Hualiama.

How would they ever, ever smuggle her out of Gi’ishior? If her origin in the Halls was discovered, Ra’aba and Razzior would connect the Isles of Truth in an instant. Of course, there were the Orange Dragon’s gruff tones without, demanding bindings for the wounded Dragon, a comfortable cushion for her head – for Kayturia’s head! What had happened to her?

Soon, the kafuffle eased. Auli listened to large bodies moving without, poking their noses into different corners of the roost, she supposed, while Qualiana took charge of the medical work. She despatched Razzior to fetch supplies from the infirmary while temporarily stopping up the wound with her own favourite neck cushion.

Bandit Dragonwing, she heard. Battle off Yaya Loop.

Kayturia! Auli’s envy reared its ugly head and roared inside of her. Bah! She hated this helpless resentment; the feeling that her best friend was about to be lost to … to a Dragoness she was convinced she had smelled right inside the Palace! Ridiculous.

Oho, what’s this? Razzior rumbled.

Ah, a Cinizzara miniature. Sapphurion matched him rumble for rumble, while Auli’s fears hit such a pitch she could not move a muscle. The Dragon Elder added smoothly, Our Roost Keeper likes to carry these trinkets around with her. She must have dropped it. This one was a gift from her father, I believe.

Huh, the Fra’aniorian spy? said the Orange.

If they collude then the advantageous paw turns to us, came the reply. Chamzu keeps his charge on a tight leash. It remains an interesting vector of influence that strikes directly to the heart of the Throne of Onyx. Always, we seize advantage when it presents itself.

The girl seems loyal to the Council, Razzior conceded.

And incorruptible, said another Dragon, one Auli did not recognise. Or was that Kayturia’s pain-ravaged whisper?

The Dragons spoke at length in low tones. Then Qualiana kicked most of the beasts out, including Arkurion, and continued to treat a bite so terrible it had penetrated to the second heart, deep inside Kayturia’s chest. A terrible wound. Auli played with Hualiama and tried not to worry about when she might need water or food. Suddenly, her ears tuned in again.

The Red Dragoness was saying, So, I hear fire promises may soon be spoken?

Aye? Kayturia responded.

That’s the rumour upon the breeze, isn’t it? Have I misspoken? Is the Mercury Blue not a raffish beast, held in high esteem by his peers?

After a long pause in which Auli’s heart throbbed furiously in her throat, the Dragoness said casually, I see him more as a little Southern weasel, hopelessly out of his depth here at Gi’ishior. What is he in battle? A liability. In size? A stunted beast already ten feet smaller than me. Better the scroll for that one than deeds of paw and fang. He offends me with his suit.

The contempt dripping from the younger Dragoness’ statements transformed Auli’s stomach into a bilious maelstrom of fury. How dare she speak so callously of Arkurion?

With studied flatness that hid every emotion, Qualiana replied, Shall I speak your mind to him?

Kayturia said, The charge is already laid. Razzior the Orange has challenged the youngster in order to assuage my dishonour.

A grave ploy.

Did Sapphurion himself not aver that the Southern Roosts must be kept in their place? The honour of these Halls is greater than that of any Dragon.

What a dismally convoluted interpretation of the truth! Qualiana’s snarl betrayed her rising anger. I see I shall have more fools to repair this day. You choose your allies ill and your battles worse, youngling – or do you not understand how different Tanstoy is to any other Southern Dragon Roost, and how close have been the bonds of alliance these seven hundred years? Much golden blood will be spilled over the rock of one Dragoness’ hubris! You seek to aggrandize the Orange, who is fire bound to Haaja, who will by turn of paw perceive you as the most pertinent threat to their incipient speaking of the third ascending fire promise, and act accordingly!

Kayturia made a strangled sound Auli interpreted as disbelief.

Aye. Expect a visit from the Yellow Elder very shortly, youngling. I cannot say it shall be courteous or filled with wing-sisterly compliments. Ripples within ripples. I don’t know how I can protect you from this fate you have invited upon yourself. Let’s fly you down to the infirmary. At least Haaja will not attack you there.

* * * *

How Auli-Ambar rued her lack of sight. How she grieved the accuracy of her hearing as she attended her first real Dragon battle, ‘viewed’ from the balcony outside of Sapphurion and Qualiana’s roost on an afternoon of broiling temperatures barely relieved by a pollen-thick breeze. She listened to the speech of Dragons nearby, and found them neatly divided between disgust at Kayturia’s chosen course of action and, when Razzior announced the challenge in ringing tones using the Dragoness’ very wording, an equal measure of disgust directed at the Orange.

How can this be right? complained one voice.

This reeks of dishonour. Our wing-brother of Tanstoy is wronged ’ere he rises to the challenge!

He should spit upon it!

Yet fight they must, according to draconic lore. I will have no regard for such a travesty.

I shall petition the Council for honour’s restitution.

Auli listened, and knew Sapphurion listened ten times more closely than she. His talon was ever upon the pulse of the Dragonkind, and she knew he was regarded as a master of wing curvature – in Island Standard, Dragon politics.

Nearby, she heard Yulgaz declaim in ringing, perfectly articulated Dragonish, Aye, a travesty and more! O Dragonkind, the Mercury Blue’s star rises even as the Orange sun sinks!

Never misses the chance, Auli heard Qualiana whisper to Sapphurion.

Wouldn’t be Yulgaz if he were not playing every string upon the Dragonharp, the Sapphire returned. Grandion, pay heed. What is your reading of the approach?

The Tanstoyan will strike first and fastest, he replied at once. He will surprise and antagonise the Orange, perhaps striking with a Blue power he has kept hidden from all. After that, greater strength and experience will tell. The Mercury Blue will fall.

Fall into what? Auli squeaked.

Sapphurion returned, The lake, or a net. These bouts are not about killing, mostly.

M-M-Mostly? she spluttered.

Grandion added, Razzior will heed the fires of these Dragons and not slay the Tanstoy Dragon.

Very good, shell-son, his parents approved.

Fine for those who were not about to be slaughtered like a sacrificial ralti sheep! Auli wanted to shout, to scream, to stop this ridiculous charade, but she knew she must bury her emotions for her friend’s sake. Oh Arkurion! Oh, the shame he must endure at Kayturia’s slur!

O Fra’anior, must it be?

Auli did not realise she had formed a thought until Amaryllion returned, We are Dragonkind. This has ever been the way. Go to him afterward, little mouse.

Why would I not?

There is healthy distance, and healthy closeness. Tread the trails with care.

His nuances communicated advantageous-positional-maintenance, a curious draconic idea founded in the action of hovering – sometimes in battle, Auli understood, one gained strategic advantage simply by staying still.

Then, she had no more time for thought.

Gnarr!! roared Arkurion.

GGRROAARRRGGHH!! responded Razzior, a more thunderous voice by far, highlighting the differences in their stature. Arkurion would be a third of his size and perhaps a quarter of his tonnage. In most Dragon battles, that was an insurmountable disparity.

Arkurion attacks! cried Qualiana.

A sharp, rasping hiss accompanied the first flare against Auli’s minifier glasses. There was a roar of pain – real pain – that Auli realised with a wild thrill stemmed from Razzior, and then a rising chorus of approbation from the Dragonkind:

Oh, a fine strike by the youngster!

What was that, liquescent lighting? So blinding – look, Razzior’s sieving fresh air!

Like a gape-jawed flying trout, sneered Andarraz.

Aye, but how can he do damage to that bruiser?

Yulgaz bellowed, Ten gold ingots on the Southern Dragon!

Wings beat furiously against the air, creating massive, leathery sounds like a Roost Keeper slapping a ralti fur rug to clean it. Now, Razzior responded with a volley of curses and an explosion of molten lava that he sprayed wildly about him, damaging Arkurion’s wings and momentarily blinding the youngster, but a second, even harsher hiss announced a follow-up attack.

Oh, strike! Right in the belly!

WWAARRR-ARRRGHH!! snarled Razzior. Flame hissed and crackled through the air, so powerfully that Auli felt the heat against her exposed nose and cheekbones, and then came a concussive THUD!

Ooh, Arkurion felt that!

Holy smoking fumaroles, Auli had collected the backlash of that blow in the pit of her stomach, and she stood perhaps a quarter-mile away. Arkurion reeled in the air, the shouts told her, but held his form to evade the Orange Dragon’s lightning-quick grasp – and a third time, his signature power struck out, but with a more desperate edge. The Dragons bellowed in approbation. Oh, Razzior would wear those scars to his dying day!

The freshening breeze conveyed the scents of draconic battle to her nostrils – sulphur and molten rock and the ozone of Arkurion’s lightning attacks, mingled with the curiously fresh, sweet scent of vanilla. Auli swayed as unaccustomed sensations played not inside her belly, but around her Dragon’s kiss. Her strange birthmark was reacting to a Dragon battle?

Barely had this realisation flashed into her awareness, when the Orange Dragon unleashed an immense firestorm peppered with exploding slugs of white-hot lava. Auli could not believe the din. The ravenousness of their fires immolated the air, sucking away the oxygen. Draconic fists pounded as they traded blow for blow, the Mercury Blue apparently having exhausted his much smaller, fledgling-sized reserves of magic in an audacious opening gambit that had Razzior limping through the air like a spavined sheep, was one particularly flattering description.

Auli clenched her fists. ARK –

Hush, little flame. Qualiana shushed her by the expedient of trapping Auli within her paw. You must not interfere, not even with your magical power.

Whadda-blam-blam-BLAM!

The blows whistled past almost as fast as the wings of fighting, grappling, tussling Dragons! Their roaring and snarling had a bestial, hair-raising quality Auli had never before heard in a Dragon’s voice save Sapphurion’s, when he was feral with grief. Talons screeched across metallic hide. Fangs clashed and clashed again.

Qualiana groaned, Oh, the Mercury – oh, a cunning blow! Razzior’s …

THRAAABOOM!!

Without Qualiana’s paw, she would have been flung to her knees by the bone-rattling power of that strike. Auli-Ambar bit her knuckles so hard, she felt her jaw dislocate. Nooo, oh nooo …

The explosive fist, Sapphurion noted quietly. Dejectedly. He should have studied Razzior’s style beforehand.

He’s not a warrior! He’s just … not …

Hush, little flame, Qualiana said sternly. They’ve caught him below; he’s unconscious but alive. That was a battering worthy of the name. Join me in the infirmary? We might as well go patch up those two ralti sheep. Don’t say or do anything to disgrace him.

Auli hit the Dragoness, then. Actually hit her! It hurt her fist, but she could not believe how satisfying that reaction felt.

Qualiana said, I know, little flame. I know.


Chapter 23: Liar, Liar, Scrolls Afire

The balladeer would style Dragon battle as a majestic conflict of clashing fang and savage talon; an aerial arena of glorious deeds, fine words and straightforward outcomes. They do not major on the recovery process, for when two monstrous beasts tear into each other with those fangs, the damage is terrible indeed. Plate-sized holes stitched in hide. Torn and broken wings. Flayed, burned, cauterised patches of hide. Broken limbs, crushed bones, displaced fire orbs … need I continue?

Arkurion’s wounds, I am informed, were typical of a youngster pitted against a much larger foe. He had six broken ribs, a splintered wing-secondary on the left side, a slew of internal injuries and burns so severe, his hide was melted in stripes three feet wide. For his part, Razzior lost a length of intestines that were charred to a crisp by that Mercury Blue power thereafter called Liquescent Lightning, a foot lopped off his hind left fore-digit, three ripped-off talon besides, and burns five feet deep to his right major flight muscle bundles, which would keep him grounded for a month after the battle.

Worse still, Razzior lost his honour, and the regard of Haaja the Yellow.

I had never esteemed Arkurion more.
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SEVEN HOURS aFTER his defeat, Arkurion opened his eyes. Auli had drifted off to sleep beside his prone head, but she shifted and half-awoke to investigate an itch that turned out to be an indigo-shelled bombardier beetle which evidently felt her hair might make a suitable nest. While untangling the three-inch insect from her tresses, she heard the Dragon’s eyelid scrape open.

Ouch, he said.

Sore, are we? Auli said, and decided her lip needed to be bitten. Great leaping Islands!

He said, Sorer than I had thought, yet perhaps not sore enough.

His meaning took even more untangling than the stubborn bug, which she did not want to irk because of its fabled ultra-hot chemical attack, but eventually Auli said, I’ve heard the opinion advanced that its considerably more fun being alive than the converse.

Easy for you to say.

I have wished … Auli pursed her lips, and sighed. Wished to die, aye.

The Dragon surely knew her meaning, for Arkurion shifted with a pained groan. He said, Alive and alone. How did I fare in your estimation? Sufficiently humiliated?

Actually –

Shall I drag my sorry tail back to Tanstoy, too disgraced to ever show hide or scale around these Halls again?

Arkurion …

Auli raised herself onto her right elbow. She had made herself a nest of blankets just a couple of feet away from the unconscious Dragon, intending to enjoy a diverting scroll examining rare variants of ward magic – Advanced Obfuscation for the Loremaster, anyone? Having fallen asleep waiting for him to wake, she had probably drooled all over the priceless text.

Elegance personified.

The Dragon laughed bleakly. “May my tongue speak only truth. It may surprise you to learn that I never fire loved Kayturia the Citrine Yellow, Auli-Ambar. Not with true fires. It took a great stinking farce and these injuries to help me face that reality. I … I don’t know what I thought, null-fires idiot that I am. Numbwit! Feckless fledgling! I let others pressure me into pursuing the relationship. What a laughingstock I must be, the fodder of every joke around these Halls for the next … oh, hundred years or thereabouts.”

She echoed, “It may surprise you, Arkurion, to learn that the exact opposite is true.”

“Don’t you dare jest! Auli, you wound me. You, of all Drag – uh. Please. My mortification already knows no bounds.”

“Arkurion, were I a Dragoness –”

“Silence!”

She repeated doggedly, “If I were –”

“But you are not.”

The agonised rasp of Arkurion’s voice faded into laboured breathing. In and out. The sensations of pressure equalising in her ears and a prickling of shielding magic set her nerves on edge. Why mute the sounds of an empty infirmary? Auli could not fathom his fires. Razzior had left to lick his wounds hours before; the Orange must now navigate the consequences of his arrogance. Why now the surging of scents and magic; the rising thunder of the Mercury Blue’s belly fires never a sweeter background music, and a blind girl who wished beyond all yearning that she could have seen into his eyes at this moment?

Auli must listen; it seemed she listened with the entirety of her living soul.

The Dragon exhaled. “I never fire-adored her.”

Scream! Sing! Wail in terror and cast herself off the nearest cliff! For the expression in his fire eyes must be perilous beyond imagination, and the fires of his Dragon hearts, a blaze so taboo it must never be granted expression. Movement and breath deserted her being. Thought paid homage to the terrifying glory of the impossible granted not utterance, but existence.

Was existence the most perilous fact of all?

He whispered, “That is what I learned, Fra’anior forgive my eternal fire-soul. Tell me …”

All must be despair. Aye, were she born of wing and flame, different promises may have been made. Would have. Unsteadily, Auli said:

Of kindred souls, o may we speak,

Of kindred fires congenial,

Of mind-fires, heart fires, soul-fires deep,

No promise is enough to keep.

This treasure chest of souls must be,

Locked away, eternally.

His warmth was so near. Ardour enflamed. Yet it could never have been more distant, either. He would know all that must be known from the unconsciously expressed nuances of her short poem; remorse and sorrow shrouding truth unspeakable.

After the longest time, the Dragon said, Thou art Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya.

She said, Thou art Arkurion the Mercury Blue, of Tanstoy.

I … I honour thee.

And I, thee.

Not quite a promise. Simply, an acknowledgement of what could never be. Auli sensed that very treasure chest locking within her breast, yet she felt unaccountably peaceful. Suddenly, it dawned upon her how Amaryllion Fireborn might put it. She said, So shall it be sealed unto a time.

Unto a time? Now it was he could not fathom her fires.

Auli said, Arkurion, did you know that some Dragons can speak by telepathy?

The great body beside her heaved a sigh that apparently laboured beneath the weight of half of the world’s Islands, plus the skies above – skies she had described or heard extolled a thousand times during her teaching, singing and reading, yet had never seen for herself.

Is that so?

Aye, and I would like you to confirm that I am correct in my allegation. When he made no reply, she added, As you know, a blind person senses much that may not be obvious to other persons – or Dragons – and I have many times noted infinitesimal hitches and minutiae in conversation –

Telepathic gaps? You do have an overactive imagination, Lore Specialist.

She loved his droll humour. It deserved a resounding, open-pawed, Dragon-sized slap. Suddenly, she giggled within. Auli felt reckless. Running blind. Flying without sight. It was time for this girl to cause some serious trouble with a Dragon, and to a handy volcanic vent with the consequences.

First, misdirection. How are you feeling, noble Dragon?

Passably flattened by that exploding fist manoeuvre I’d read about, saw coming from a league off and could not avoid – thank you for asking, Auli-Ambar. Why do you ask?

All hearts present and functioning?

Aye, evincing adequate compression and circulation to inform me of the exact nature of the pain bracketing my ribcage, the severity of the bruising to my tertiary and quaternary stomachs, liver, sykodium and syncha glands, and I can feel every stitch holding together my lightning gonad-assembly and concentration tubes … I suppose I am well enough, considering the circumstances.

Auli said, What if I could prove the existence of draconic telepathy?

Huh, the old theory about dragonets –

No. Something a little … bigger.

Bigger?

After the lethal ground they had just skirted, she needed to dance across Islands. Positively huge. Are you sure you can handle … immense?

I can handle … Arkurion broke off as he realised how avid he sounded. You are tugging my wings, little flame. I’m a wounded Dragon who fought an Orange behemoth for his honour. Show a modicum of respect.

Oh, it’s you who’ll be showing respect in a minute.

The Mercury Blue sounded as if he were choking on his dinner. Auli began to scramble to her feet before she realised his coughing had turned to agonising laughter. His fore-talon curled about her left knee. Sit with me awhile, my fire friend. Let us speak of what troubles thee.

Auli scowled in his direction. Then pouting, even though she knew the slight movement might be lost behind her face veil, she said, I had not yet finished blowing your puny little mind, o languorous lizard.

Arkurion spluttered, Phwwath … what?

Ready?

Impertinent hatchling! he seethed. Do I know this scrollmouse-turned-Dragoness? Do your worst!

Ooh, an edge of challenge! Exactly as intended, Auli had riffled the Mercury Blue’s scales backward – and the wicked thought crossed her mind that she did enjoy keeping her Dragons hopping. Her Dragons? Phew, Auli. She must not leap an Isle too far. What was this disturbing predilection to play with flame?

Amaryllion? Are you there?

A voice returned, faraway and rather crankily, Who disturbs mine eggling dreams? Immediately, the enormity of his mental presence clarified and attuned to her, as if the greater part of his mind had been sleeping. He said, Of the Pykolese question I know not. I have searched of the winds of memory and song, and across the breadth of our Island-World North of the Rift, and detected not the slightest redolence that should aid inquiry. Now, why wouldst a little mouse bend a mighty Ancient Dragon to her frivolous games with yon Mercury Blue Dragon?

Only, because nothing of a Dragon’s honour is frivolous to me, o Amaryllion.

To her surprise, his voice softened even as his inner fires seemed to swell to encompass more than her world. He said, I understand. I shall do it because thou art mine mouse, and in the doings of thine tiny paws, I do begin to detect the naissance of fires unsuspected; of possibilities undreamt-of; of powers potent beyond mine fieriest dreams. I must meditate upon this bloom I do perceive in thine heart.

Fire from the blue! Staggering.

Then like a Cloudlands tide receding, his presence ebbed. He was old beyond belief, Auli-Ambar knew, from her calculations over twenty-five centuries old. Minimum. She did not know much of what passed for senescence in Dragons, but there were definitely times his recounting of the legends was foggier than other times.

She said, Amaryllion, please. Just a smidgen of help –

HA HA HA!! boomed the mental voice.

To put it mildly, Arkurion nearly shed his scales in shock. When the Mercury Blue had subsided in a pained, quivering and decidedly petulant heap, the Ancient Dragon intoned:

May the fiery blessings of the mighty Onyx ever enflame the peerless valour of thine Dragon hearts, o Arkurion the Mercury Blue. Auli thought she heard the Lesser Dragon’s fangs clacking together in awe. Excellent! He said, Auli-Ambar needs to know, youngling. She also needs a firm paw of instruction … and protection. Will you be that Dragon?

A-A-Aye, Mighty One! Arkurion stammered.

As the Ancient Dragon’s presence withdrew completely, this time, Auli had the impression that her best friend was staring at her as if she had indeed sprouted wings and grown scales. She willed her heart to cease its ridiculous palpitations. Forthwith.

Not possible!

Eventually, Arkurion purred, “Every time I think I know you, Human girl, I find myself the victim of severe underestimation! How do you do it? Allow me to summarise.” His fore-talon tapped her knee. “Firstly, you have detected and even personally demonstrated draconic telepathy, arguably the best-kept secret of the Dragonkind since the dawn of history. Secondly, you happen to have an Ancient Dragon up your sleeve, with let’s say, a fiery spot for your … I can’t say that in Standard.” Your impertinent-inspirational-starlight-flaring fire life! Auli’s jaw sagged like a dysfunctional hinge. Arkurion sniggered happily at the effect of his words. “Thirdly, he summarily assigns me as your hatchling-sitter! Do I have the bare talons of this?”

Too many fires. Too much. All of her audacity seemed to have burned out like a candle left to burn too long. She whispered, “Aye.”

“Fourthly, since no Human in history has demonstrated telepathic faculties, we can conclude … well, perhaps save that gem for later?”

“Arkurion!”

He tickled her beneath the chin. “Hence, ‘little flame,’ right? Fifthly, may I conclude that your communion with Amaryllion Fireborn is at least partly responsible for your astonishing aptitude for draconic lore, and this guileful revival of ancient ballads, legends and stories you have initiated?”

She inclined her head. “Indirectly, Auli’s Empire stems from his ideas.”

“Huh. You’re not going to tell me what you’re brewing –”

“No. You’ll just have to be a good friend and stop asking me.” Auli grinned in his direction; the Dragon’s fires growled like an unsatiated fifty-tonne appetite. “What I do need your help with is the forbidden lore – and since I hear you are to be stuck with us for at least one month more, if not two, may I just say that I intend to take full advantage of your hatchling-sitting obligations? After all, you are commanded by an Ancient Dragon.”

Arkurion’s laugh was a roguish smoulder of fragrant fires. “A firm paw of instruction? Prepare to be summarily floored, beautiful girl.”

Auli shivered. “Don’t say that.”

* * * *

During her next visit to the Palace, where everyone had – sigh – once again forgotten she even existed, and to her hapless annoyance Prince Hi’ixion had found himself a predictably gorgeous girlfriend – double sigh – and Queen Shyana needed considerable prompting to move forward their adoption plot – quadruple sighs with windroc spit on top – Auli-Ambar found herself grounded for three days. Storms. The very stuff of Fra’aniorian legend. After all, the Onyx Dragon was supposed to appear cloaked in storm, as if being large enough to entirely fill his caldera were not mind-boggling enough. He was a Storm Dragon. Storm winds, lightning-mantled muzzles, Island-ravaging tornadoes, hailstones the size of houses … just listen to that rain lashing the Palace building!

Auli chuckled to herself. That primordial fire breather didn’t half define the word, ‘impressive.’

Her awful magic was at work again, and this time she was stumped. It appeared to have completely sabotaged the functions of Sazutharr’s scrolls of remembrance.

Auli could have put up with being sabotaged by an external force or party. Sabotaging herself was just galling.

Pensively, she fingered her Dragon’s kiss. Another secret she had yet to reveal to Arkurion, for it seemed that enough had been spoken between them to last several lifetimes. Cross-species feelings. Ugh! She recoiled at the thought. Harbour regard for a beast of scales, claws, fangs, and a hundred times her tonnage? She must be sick. Except, life was never uncomplicated. She harboured regard for Mystery, a regular visitor in her chambers these days. Nobody thought cuddling a dragonet was perverse or deviant or downright creepy. So where exactly did one stretch the line between acceptable friendship or care and, frankly, a notion that turned any sane person’s stomach?

That old fear resurfaced. Could she, of all Humans a partial telepath, be some kind of ghastly experiment of Dramagon’s disciples? Had her mother been part of the plot? Perhaps a draconic part had been ingrafted. Right there, inside her weird belly. Her magical eyes betrayed it. Her abilities told the same. Her voice. Her ink-reading fingers. Her deeply offensive memory-wiping, romance-stealing, insanity-inducing magic …

Mother, who were you? Just a girl like me, or the poisonous font of my debility?

Auli strode forward, out into the torrential rain.

Hammering upon her upturned brow. Cleansing. Reviving. Driving thought deeper, as though the purifying qualities of water stripped away all the non-essentials and left only beauty and transparency. For the first time, as Auli simply allowed the fat tropical raindrops to lash her body, clad only in a linen tunic and silken leggings, and she realised that the roaring of torrential rain was not at all dissimilar to the fires she heard inside of Dragons all the time. Waterfalls of fire or waterfalls of rain – so alike. That low, ululating roaring played delicious havoc within her being. She could not get enough of it. Whipping aside her face mask, Auli opened her misshapen mouth and let the water gush inside.

People hardly ever saw her unveiled anymore.

Fire and water. Water quenched fire. Fire blew water into steam. If her father’s fire was of Fra’anior, then had her mother somehow been … attuned to water?

Her being thrummed to the power of this insight. Auli did not know whence it had arisen, but she sensed that herein was an elemental, unsuspected truth. Could her strange core magic somehow have arisen from a conflict between two irretrievably juxtaposed branches of magic – or even, the elemental forces that underpinned them? She had never read of water magic. Understandably, Dragons were obsessed with all the forms and manifestations of their elemental fires.

Some people wished for new beginnings. Auli wished she never had to begin again. Over and over again.

Imagining that the rains were the Great Dragon’s fire hurtling down from the heavens, Auli began to sing of the wonder that engulfed her being.

* * * *

“Auli?”

Her voice played with the lightning. It soared amidst turmoil …

“Auli-Ambar!”

“Oh …uh, Dad? Sorry, I was –”

“Waking up half the Palace with your warbling,” he snorted. “Come inside before you catch your death.”

“The rain isn’t cold.”

Despite her words, she shivered. Had she unwittingly touched something of her past? Yet the Island-World was the province of creatures of fire and magic. Where could her mother have come from – or like a legend of Istariela Amaryllion had recounted for her just last night, could she simply have dropped from the sky, like starlight embodied into draconic life? How wondrous the Star Dragoness must have been!

Xa’an said, “Towel off, daughter, and for the Islands’ sakes, will you robe yourself decently?”

“I’m dressed, aren’t I?”

His hollow laugh blew that notion off the Isle. “My dearest petal, water can make thin cloth, especially of light colouration, virtually see-through.”

“Oh no. No!”

She felt so stupid. So blind. How had she never known? Because no-one had told her. Xa’an threw his own cloak about her shoulders, and held her gently for a moment. “Aye. I was never there for you, was I? So, I’d like to discuss the details of the Queen’s forthcoming visit to Gi’ishior one more time.”

“She has agreed?”

“Light the fire for you?”

“Please,” she nodded. Sometimes Xa’an felt like her father. Sometimes he felt like a complete stranger. Better him than any other man, she supposed, wanting to howl with embarrassment.

“Shyana has approached Chalcion,” he confirmed. “The King expressed his cautious pleasure at this course of action. Under Fra’aniorian law the girl would not be fully adopted, but in legal status she would be termed a royal ward – the Princess Hualiama of Fra’anior. The only difference practically being she could not be counted in any succession.”

Accepting a strip of towelling cloth from her father’s hand, Auli dried her face while a frisson of delight pooled right beneath her Dragon’s kiss. Aye! Princess Hualiama.

Auli said, “The girl must be seen?”

“King Chalcion expressly stipulated she must be free of – for this I apologise, my daughter – defect, sound of mind and body, and Fra’aniorian by birth.”

She heard herself gritting her teeth, and desisted. Oh, the Child of the Dragon would have it all. She was so fortunate! Hualiama was everything Chalcion insisted upon, and so much more. She danced her way through life with extraordinary zest and delight, as if the fires of Fra’anior himself blazed within her – that was what Qualiana said. Yet this was the destiny Auli herself crafted for her; a destiny that would see them not completely separated, not as long as she held the position of Venerable Instructor. She could continue to watch over the child, as it were, from a distance. A safe distance.

Auli bowed her head. “So shall it be, father.”

He said, “I also would like you to start martial arts training with Si’ishi.”

“Oh?”

“You never know when those skills might come in useful,” he said blandly, and Auli realised Xa’an had already made all the arrangements. “While I’m certain you are perfectly deadly with a scroll and quill in hand, you never know when a scholar might be called upon to fight.”

Arkurion! He referred to the Mercury Blue!

Therefore, he cared. Deeply. Reaching out, Auli caught her tall father in her arms, and tried to hug the breath out of him. “Spy-Dad, you’re rainbows over Islands!”

Xa’an deadpanned, “Usefully, Captain Ra’aba happens to be travelling abroad for a month.”

“You’re a wicked old rajal.”

“What did I do to deserve that accolade?”

“Well, according to records I’ve recently perused, you got Mom pregnant when she was younger than I am.” Xa’an produced a rattling gasp. “Shall we talk about your distasteful past, father dearest?”

* * * *

Two days later, Auli set foot upon monastery soil on what had to be the hottest, most humid day of the year. She smelled moisture steaming off the vegetation all around the small crater lake, and breathed deeply of the gorgeous, unique scents of this Island, which almost abutted the holy Dragon Isle of Ha’athior. She was not sweating. No. She was just glowing, hopefully delicately – maidens in the ballads were never sweaty, as a rule. Nor were they real.

Master Ga’athar said, “I will speak to Jo’el to confirm our arrangements are in place.” Air wafted beneath her nose, a wagging finger, she realised. “No half-naked carolling with dragonets in the lake this time. You quite disturbed some of these poor old monks.”

“I was but a child.”

“And – what? You brought a dragonet?”

“Mystery goes where he pleases,” she said. “He stowed away on our Dragonship from the Palace as I believe dragonets often do. They enjoy seeing the sights, don’t you, my little flame?”

To her surprise, not to say the Master’s, the dragonet landed lithely upon Auli’s right shoulder, and briefly rubbed his muzzle against her cheek before flitting off just as quickly. She touched the spot wonderingly. “Oh.” A dragonet’s embrace?

Ga’athar said, “It would be best if you kept your face completely covered. At least you are lean and none too womanly of form – no insult meant.” He clucked his tongue angrily. “I misspeak.”

Auli said lightly, “Mistress Yualiana despairs. Every time I leave your house I feel as if she has stuffed me like a gourd in the hope that a few curves might miraculously pop out.” Yet, when would she grow into a woman? She was well advanced of her fifteenth summer of life. Every other girl of her age … she cleared her throat. “Come. I am here as Lore Specialist and nothing more. Cloak on.”

“Dagger sharpened,” he returned. “I like that your father’s seeing to your training. I like that a lot.”

“It has most certainly been educational,” Auli laughed self-effacingly. “I now know three ways to disarm an assailant, common strikes to five main nerve junctions, how to apply a garrotte, and the basics of picking mechanical locks. My shoulder aches from Si’shi’s beastly machinations.”

“Poor you.”

Chuckling dryly, the pair walked up to the ancient stone building, where Jo’el met them in the shade of an outdoor arbour.

Auli’s discreet inquiries had revealed several notable facts about the monastery. A cleverly hidden situation. An ancient, rambling upper building that appeared to serve little real function save to disguise what lay at its roots, the caverns adapted over many hundreds of years to the monks’ particular requirements. Most intriguingly, her father noted the extremely unofficial visits of certain nameless royals to the monastery where they might pray or petition Fra’anior for boons, or engage in the famous open-handed and staves martial arts forms of the monks. A kind of spiritual retreat, he noted, to which Chalcion turned a wilfully blind eye.

Perfect grounds for the double bluff, and an unexpected aid to her plan’s success.

Master Jo’el was his usual forbidding self. “While I understand the need to look into this deep draconic lore as the Dragon Elder has requested, I would bid you keep movement and voice to a minimum in this monastery,” he said in a voice that unconsciously echoed an approaching thunderstorm. “We are not enamoured of the presence of women here, as it disturbs our single-minded devotion to the Way of the Dragon. You will take your meals and perform your duties strictly sequestered from the monks. Our Records Keeper will be at hand to answer any questions.”

“Understood,” Auli said.

That Records Keeper would need to be duped.

“The incident by the lake must not be repeated.” She was quite certain she heard the monk rolling his eyes as he added wryly, “Months of griping. You would not believe the seething caldera of bellyaching and chuntering I had to endure.”

He remembered! How?

“It shall not be repeated, Master Jo’el.”

I shall only attempt to erase and insert certain records, Master, casting a fictitious historical slur upon your monastery. Nothing to concern yourself about.

With an audible smile, he added, “You have matured into a remarkable young woman these seven years, Auli-Ambar, far removed from that mouse who would barely raise a squeak to a fusty old monk. I understand your duties take you far around the Cluster these days?”

“Indeed,” she agreed demurely.

“Read for me the temperature of the Halls. What pollens blow in the breezes around the caldera? This Island is so isolated off the shores of holy Ha’athior, we hear little of the important happenings around Gi’ishior or indeed of the Onyx Throne. May I inquire as to Queen Shyana’s health? Has Head Librarian Sazutharr recovered from his infirmity?”

Truly? The monk knew far more than he allowed. Auli made a graceful gesture of assent. “Of course, Master. Yet as they say, even the foundations of the Isles have ear canals.”

“Oh?” She could almost hear his eyebrows beetling at her.

“Oh aye, Master. Yet, I wish to repay you for the kindness and blessing you once freely bestowed upon an unfortunate child. There is much war, and rumour of powers rising in the East … and news of the organising of tribes from Sylakia to Jeradia, and Yorbik has declared a Free Federation, their first Island-wide attempt at governance. Permission to speak freely, Master?”

“Need I be afraid, Ga’athar?” said Jo’el.

“This one is more trouble than a whole warren full of dragonets, my friend,” Ga’athar advised. “Did you know she’s redesigning the Halls?”

“Ha!” laughed the monk. “How did you slip that one past that Council of hidebound fire snorters, Auli-Ambar?”

The same way she intended to slip a few things past certain heads of monasteries?

Auli said, “Completely by accident, Master. It’s true, I swear.”

* * * *

Working an unbroken eighteen-hour stint each day for three days running, Auli researched the ancient lore in search of references to ruzal or sanguistarn-mortha’a. The monastery had excellent records, if she could only find them in the chaos of some parakeet-brained numbwit’s catastrophe of a cataloguing system. Scrolls and books organised by year of recopying rather than subject area or even, year of origin? Nonsense! Everything had to be laboriously looked up in cross-indexes nearly as complicated as a library itself.

“Master Ha’aggara, this is a deplorable mess,” Auli grimaced, at least the fiftieth time she had to ask him where she might find a particular scroll.

The harried-sounding young monk protested, “This is how we have always organised our records. See, since we follow this method, not a single one of the ancient scrolls has been lost to decay or vermin. We follow a regular, dependable schedule of lore preservation.”

“In which one cannot find the proverbial rajal in an open field?”

“It is a good system!”

“Does anybody actually attempt to use this library? Or is this merely an eternal, ennui-inducing exercise of ink and scrolleaf?”

“Ah … I’ll summon Master Jo’el, shall I?”

“Very good,” said Auli.

The moment the young monk’s footsteps faded in the hallway outside of their Archives Cavern, she snatched up a volume she had laid aside, and riffled through it rapidly. The Annals of the Holy, she sniffed privately. These monks probably thought they owned a monopoly on Fra’aniorian religion. No mind. She rather wished Amaryllion would emerge from his place of hiding, wherever that was in the Island-World, and stuff a bit of common Isles-sense down certain stuffy earholes.

At least this volume was regularly used and written in Master Jo’el’s neatly sloping hand, which she had privately practised on spare scraps of scrolleaf back in her chambers, and subsequently burned, singeing her fingers in the process. Page, page … here. Sand. Chemical gourds and pots ready. Working with controlled haste, she located the relevant short entry and began to erase it with a trembling hand. That would not do. Drat! She had splashed eraser down the page. Blot. Sand. Fix it. Thankfully, Auli had thought ahead to memorise the entire page. Her fingers scanned the runes as quickly as she was able. Good. Easily rectified. Biting her lip firmly, she checked the page once more and then set about creating an entirely new, fictitious entry about Master Ga’ando, her chosen victim – the Master of Weapons, whom Ga’athar assured her was incapable of siring children due to a tangle with a feral rajal in which the cat had escaped with a goodly chunk of the Master’s bowels, some parts below, and ruined his voice in the bargain.

Rumour suggested that Ga’ando made sure he wiped his feet on the beast’s skinned pelt at least ten times a day.

Auli tried not to let rampaging guilt spoil her concentration. Sorry, Master Ga’ando. This way, readers will know it’s a fabrication. Hualiama needs you.

Halfway through her tale about a ‘monk’ who supposedly hid a pregnant woman around the other side of the lake for months on end, she heard footsteps in the corridor. Oh no! Blot! Dry! Make a mess … hurriedly, Auli selected a page at random and flipped there.

“So, you would reorganise our library, girl?” A gruff whisper from the doorway set every hair on the nape of her neck a-tingle. “I am Master Yiiba, the Master of Secrets … or the Master of Shadows, if you prefer. Either title is appropriate.”

“M-Master,” Auli stammered. “I …”

He sniffed the air. “If your work is so sloppy as to need this amount of erasing, Lore Specialist, how shall we evaluate your plans for this cavern?”

“Ah …”

“No mind. I shall refrain from treading in my leader’s footprints. Attend. Since I am the Master of Secrets, I function in a manner similar to your noble father, o Auli-Ambar, she of mysterious birth and rumoured magical powers. Taking advantage of your visit, I have brought you a satchel of scrolls which you will distribute for me. Two are intended for your father’s hand alone. I understand that despite your ostensible blindness, you can read scroll sign?”

“Fluently,” said she, between gritted teeth.

“Excellent. Then may your obedience to my instructions proceed just as fluently. Swear you will not open any scroll without my express permission?”

Islands’ sakes! Auli growled, “Neither by will nor by accident shall they be opened by my hand. I so swear.”

“Bah. I see why the Dragons trust you.”

“Oh?”

“Aye, because your integrity shines – a most unpromising quality in one inclined to my speciality of work.” Auli decided he was sneering at her. Very flattering, Master. Half a sniff more around her work would cure him of that notion forever! He said, “Good. The balance should go to noble Sapphurion, his Council and Master Chamzu, and several are destined for further abroad. I wish them to be despatched without delay.”

“As you wish, Master Yiiba.”

“Excellent. Forget I was here. And remember, girl – I’m watching you. Eyes like a Dragon.”

If that threat came accompanied by a hand gesture, Auli had no idea of it. Picking up the satchel, she set it aside where she would remember it. On second thoughts, she slipped a hand beneath the flap and rummaged about. Hmm. The Master of Secrets was no slouch when it came to scroll wards. She immediately sensed three that were unfamiliar to her, and another unusual combination ward intended to desiccate the container’s contents, rendering a rare ink unreadable. Intriguing.

Not half as nefarious as the girl who now returned to her subterfuge. Master Ga’ando confessed his guilt; the child was taken to Ya’arriol and fostered by none other than Ga’athar himself. Sorry, Inniora. There was about to be a regrettable mix-up in the birth records.

Having finalised her fabulations and corrections, Auli uncapped another, very special gourd prepared by her friend Essini. The tiny vessel contained a blend of samodas root, tinker banana sap, prekki essence and fazincha, a powerful paralytic poison. She must not touch it with her fingertips or she would lose all feeling in her hand – permanently.

“Venerable Instructor ages ink,” she whispered to herself, and set about treating the newly scribed section with a blotting cloth. It must look exactly the same as the old.

At that instant, Mystery flitted into the room. Auli had half a second to apprehend the slight hissing of air across his wing membranes before the dragonet smacked hard against her left shoulder! She teetered on her small stool. Never had her hands moved quicker to catch and invert the tumbling gourd. Just a droplet of liquid landed atop her slipper-clad right foot, upon the soft inner-slipper material above the arch of her foot. As her flailing legs upended the desk upon which she had been working, the hefty records tome toppled onto her stomach. Swish-thunk! The book vibrated.

Feet thudded without. “For the Dragon!”

“Master Jo’el?”

She was too shocked to apprehend what had happened.

“Stop him!”

Metal crashed against metal. A male voice grunted harshly. Panting, thumping, a man rushed into the room with others right at his back. Auli raised the only weapon she had, the gourd, but Mystery seemed to flop-leap to her protection, even as she sensed a body hurtling toward her. The dragonet made a peculiar rattling-hissing sound. She tried to smack her hand against whatever came at her; her palm slapped a bearded mouth, then a knee came through and crunched her in the lower left side. As she collapsed beneath an avalanche of weight, Auli felt a second impact against the abused records book, closely followed by a chorus of angry shouts.

“Pull him back!”

“The girl!”

“You, speak! Who the hells are you? Speak!”

“Draco … paw-licker. Die …” A ravaged whisper, followed by a ghastly, lingering gurgle Auli knew she would never forget.

“Dead. Took his own life,” said Master Jo’el, apparently the Islet of calm amidst mayhem. “Inside my monastery! An infiltrator, even here? Search the wretch! Auli – are you hurt?”

“Fine. I’m fine, Master.”

Had she inadvertently shovelled poison down a man’s throat?

“She’s not fine. Get her a glass of sweet berry juice. Quickly. Sit, girl. You’re shaking something awful; you’ve had a bad shock.”

“I’m … no … n-n-nooo …”

Auli felt the Master’s arms gently surround her. He held her tightly against his lean, hard-muscled chest as tearless sobs tore out of her throat. Someone took away the book, commenting that it had protected her life. A short sword stood embedded in its hard leather cover. Poisoned, undoubtedly. She felt so cold. Would she ever be warm again?

“Draconihilist,” spat another man – Master Yiiba. “Here’s the double-pointed talon tattooed on his thigh. Dramagon’s Talon.”

“Assessment?” asked Jo’el.

Yiiba said, “Embedded for upward of four years, Master. Saw a girl from Gi’ishior here and took his chance. Possibly activated by some recent, secret missive.”

The world seemed to be fading in and out around her, seething with malice. Auli swallowed back vomit. She could not think. Could not process this … misdeed. This wanton waste of life. Even those hatchlings had not been trying to rid the world of a Human girl. Theirs had been foolishness. Here was a calculated attack, a talon aimed directly at her jugular.

The dragonet! “Mystery? Where’s Mystery?” Auli cried. “Is he alright?”

“I – well, will you look at that?” someone blurted out; a young monk by the sound of his just-breaking adolescent voice. “He’s untouched, but … not breathing. He died?”

Auli wailed, “No! He can’t be!”

“Rallon, examine the dragonet, would you?” said Master Jo’el.

“No injuries, Master.”

“Here, allow me.” This voice, Auli did not know. Yet he had the assured manner of a medical professional. “Poor little fellow,” he said at last, so regretfully that she thought for a furious second he was feigning grief. “I’m fairly certain this is sanguisaku-mortha’a.”

“What?” Auli gasped.

“A fire-centred blood cancer,” explained the monk. “It’s a degenerative disease that unfortunately, in the Dragonkind, is untreatable. It ate away at the walls of his hearts and major arteries until – well, I suspect the stress ripped his … aye. I’m very sorry, girl. Don’t be distraught. He was only a dragonet.”

Hollowly, she said, “Mystery flew in here and knocked me over, just before – oh Master, is there no hope?”

The monk placed a hand upon her shoulder. “Any impact might have done the damage. This brave dragonet saved your life, but now his fires have flown.”

That was when the darkness roared up, and claimed Auli for its own.


Chapter 24: In Thought as in Deed

I became obsessed with the workings – or lack thereof – of Human and Dragonish minds. Despite their vastly differentiated physiologies, there appear to be distinct similarities of both function and dysfunction which intrigue the naturalist and the existentialist philosopher alike. Briefly stated, academic debate rages over how strongly, if at all, the mind or soul is rooted in a creature’s physical substance and therefore what strictures the physical fundament, chemical makeup, the pathways of mental process, and so forth, exert upon the brain.

My memory was functional. Only, some fey stimulus exerted by my presence seemed to render the memory recall process of almost every creature around me, utterly dysfunctional. Dramagon’s lore calls this type of influence, ‘a tainted aura.’ I cannot describe the bitter root of despair the discovery of this reference planted within my heart. Bitterly did I grieve my curse.
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The Leader of the dragonet warrens came to take Mystery away. To her great surprise, this female, the largest dragonet of her warren at some four feet in wingspan, spoke simplified but intelligible Dragonish. There! Dragonets could speak. Then why had Mystery never spoken properly? Did dragonets develop this faculty later on, or according to the ‘higher’ colours such as Blues or Greys, or was speech a rarity amongst their kind? Why was lore about the dragonet-kind so very scant? How did they live? Or organise themselves in apparently highly complex, stratified societies?

Quietly, she told the dragonets what little she knew about him, about Mystery’s spirit, curiosity, mischief-making and extraordinary courage.

Now was not the hour for academic inquiry.

Master Chamzu’s Dragonship arrived that same afternoon to whisk a disconsolate passenger over to Ya’arriol Island, together with a load of special spices and essences she had learned were prepared at the monastery, secretly, and then routed through merchants on Ya’arriol. Even a monastery had its costs, she supposed, and she was glad to cover their charges. No quibbles.

There, while Mistress Yualiana entertained a midwife in her kitchen, Auli judiciously performed a highly illegal act with her private records in the bedroom, and had Master Ga’athar return the tightly-furled bundle of scrolleaf before anyone became suspicious.

Stage two accomplished.

Stage three involved another visit to the Records House and eight distinct modifications to records – the genealogy book, of course, where Ga’athar had identified an Isles maiden who had sadly passed away a year before to be the purported mother. This tallied with the counterfeit monastery record, a fake shipping manifest that noted ‘precious, unspecified’ cargo, a registration for future schooling, and a few selected inserts into the Island’s medical chronology which corresponded with a contained plague of fire fever two years before, and so the deceptions sprawled. Ga’athar had even prepared a named, wood-carved toy to be conveniently ‘lost’ if the need ever arose.

A spider’s web of lies.

Auli could not stop flinching at every sound around her as she worked. How far would the plot have spread? Could Razzior or Ra’aba have been behind the attempt on her life? Could she expect another dagger to slip between her ribs at the earliest opportunity, or had the treacherous monk been acting in isolation?

She wished she could have taken her father’s advice.

It seemed an eight year-old’s feet trod the path back to Master Ga’athar’s house. Would a stone not ping off her head any second? A child not catcall or trip her up?

Not worrying to knock, Auli walked straight into Mistress Yualiana’s kitchen.

“Ah, young lady, are you lost?”

Auli opened her mouth to respond, when she heard another, much less-loved voice hiss, “How dare you walk in unannounced? Isles maid or none – holy Fra’anior, what’s the matter with your face?”

“Mistress Sairana! Mistress Yualiana …”

Sairana sneered, “You seem to know us. We don’t know you. Well, don’t just stand there shaking like a reed, girl! Have you lost your tongue as well as your looks?” She cackled unpleasantly, “Have you? Nasty accident, I’ll warrant.”

For a terrible second, Auli felt as if she had fallen into the caldera. Heat seared her cheeks while thunder crashed inside her head. She thought she would combust from shame. All that she had ever endured at this woman’s hand echoed in her memory, the shame and humiliation and bullying. That was all Mistress Sairana knew. She had not changed one iota.

Then, vicious words flared. “Why does your husband fear boulders raining from the sky, Mistress?”

“Well, he –”

“Who fetches the water these days? Not that little blind girl you once fostered?”

“Now, see here! Who do you think –”

“I can’t.” Auli’s rage was such a vicious, twisted thing, it frightened even her. “You’re the one who’s blind, Sairana, if you can’t see how pustulent and revolting a slug-heart writhes inside of that chest of yours. You all forget me! You forget who I am!”

At last, she had silenced the woman, and Auli wanted to weep.

Ugliness took many forms.

Fleeing that kitchen where she had received so much love and returned an appalling measure of bitterness, Auli-Ambar absconded into the gathering evening.

* * * *

An hour later, a blind girl stood on the edge of the abyss, empty. Aye, she was thrilled and terrified in equal measure. She had never walked to this side of the Island. She had little idea of the way back. The sheer cliffs were said to be four miles tall – over a league – all around Ya’arriol Island. Perhaps only fools stood atop this promontory, fools blind to the abyss toward which the warm, capricious breeze buffeted her person? No mind. Her imagination supplied detail enough.

The last suns-light of evening penetrated her face mask and warmed her lips, which she had dared to keep uncovered this day. Perhaps a boy might notice. Perhaps he might like what he saw.

Perhaps Sairana might remind her how deformed her jaw still was.

She hated herself. She hated that screeching, embittered girl in the kitchen. Sazutharr would have talon tapped her upon the shoulder and said, “Try to do better, Auli-Ambar.”

Suddenly, trembling violently, she raised her hands and tore the mask from her face. Tore it! The bands behind her head snapped with a recoil that stung the tip of her left ear as if a cunning wasp had taken his best shot. Auli stared at the suns. Right at them. They were out there, millions of leagues distant across an Island-World and Cloudlands and a legendary Rim-Wall and through the towering atmosphere into the unknowable reaches of darkest space, but they appeared like shining round ingots to her eyes. Like the twin fire orbs of a Dragon as magnificent as Fra’anior himself.

Auli could not have said what quality it was of the evening that allowed her this instant’s clear sight. How her gaze must have been refracted along atmospheric layers, or the evening must have been extraordinarily clear, here tucked away from the constant gaseous output of the main caldera; she could not think or process this vision save that she knew she saw the twin suns cut through their lower third by jagged teeth. Teeth!

Her teeth chattered. “No, Auli. Mountains. Those … are …”

She collapsed to her knees. Felt the rock crumble at the shock. Auli slid forward soundlessly, too stunned even to scream. She flung out her hands, trying to find a grip but finding only grit upon rock, which caused her fingers to skid …

Something plucked her tunic, and held her fast. A hand! “Oh, Master Ga’athar –”

Mrrr?

A massive purring against the small of her back informed Auli-Ambar that she was wrong. Very wrong indeed. Rajal! With an abrupt jerk of its thick neck, strangling the scream rising in her throat, the feline swung her off her feet and padded off with her swinging from its jaw … well, like a cub! At least, she had read about the huge cats doing this with their young. She dangled like a sack of mohili flour from its powerful jaws. Was she about to make a rajal family a nice dinner? Hopefully a stringy, tasteless, decidedly unwilling dinner!

What followed was one of the most peculiar episodes in Auli’s life. The feline carried her along for a few hundred feet, away from the cliff, before depositing her in a heap on a tufty patch of grass. Then, before she could consider getting her feet beneath her and bolting for the proverbial hearth and home, the cat proceeded to clean her with its warm tongue – thoroughly and raspingly! Her hair came in for a firm ‘brushing’. Her face was abraded six different ways and then her arms suffered more of the same. Zimtyna often extolled the benefits of exfoliation for skin issues that Auli was convinced were nine-tenths imaginary and one-tenth real. This was worse. It was a like having a rasp-cross-lash applied to her sensitive skin.

She tried not to yelp. She tried not to make any sudden movements at all, not even when she heard feet on the path. Men? Hunters? Master Ga’athar?

The rajal growled deep in its chest.

It darted away.

“Don’t shoot!” Auli yelled. “It’s … uh, friendly.”

Apart from making her bleed in twenty places, friendly. Moments later, she found herself surrounded by a group of laughing, exclaiming, celebrating women and girls.

“Oh, we were so worried about you. It’s Auli, right? Mistress Yualiana sent us all over the Isle in search of you.”

“When we saw you here being licked to death …”

“Terrified out of my wits, thank you kindly,” Auli snorted.

“Slurp slurp … slllurrrrrppp!”

“Ooh, that must have tickled! Well – maybe a bit sore. Skin looks suns-burned.”

Someone prodded Auli in the ribs. “You were so brave, sitting there being licked by the biggest rajal any of us ever saw.”

“Truth be told, it pulled me off the cliff,” she admitted.

“Oh! Well, give the girl some space,” said Mistress Yualiana, taking charge of a situation in which Auli increasingly felt like the proverbial purple rajal. All this unwanted attention. “Four limbs accounted for, Auli-Ambar? Very good. That must have been the legendary Ma’armza. Isn’t she supposed to have saved a baby from a feral male rajal?”

The women and girls generally agreed that this was the story.

Eventually, through the laughter and teasing, Auli spluttered, “So you weren’t going to shoot it? Legendary rajal and all that? You knew it wasn’t going to eat me?”

Yualiana said, “Oh no, pollen-fluff. That story’s just a legend.”

“Just a … Yualiana!”

* * * *

Back home at her chambers in the Halls of the Dragons, Zimtyna said, “Wow, Auli, did a beauty treatment go wrong there?”

Gnarr.

“I see. Well, I’ll do my laughing in private later. Salve?”

“Bah. When’s Bazukior kidnapping you?”

“Not soon enough.”

Master Chamzu, who was apparently just passing by in the corridor, growled, “Over my burning body, he isn’t!”

Later that evening, after a tasty dinner taken with Master Chamzu and Zimtyna, Auli donned her light hooded cloak against an unseasonal chill in the air – Yualiana would have blamed the lack of meat on her bones for providing poor insulation – and trotted down to the infirmary levels to find Arkurion. He was in good spirits, already champing at boulders to be back on his paws again. Dragons healed at a fantastic rate.

Naturally, Mister Mercury was nose-deep in a tome, and even sounded slightly grumpy to be disturbed. This irked Auli like a hive of hornets pelted with stones.

“What are we studying?” she inquired, in a tone like the unpleasant end of said hornet.

“Kindly remove the paws from yon rare volume,” bristled the Dragon, puffing warm air at her. It smelled like vanilla pods and a rich, almost overpowering essence of cream climbing rose mingled with tangy fireflower. “Where’ve you been – skiver?”

Wow. Fighting talk. “Busier than some layabout I know.”

“Enforced.”

“Working girl.”

“Fiery brain matter fully operational.”

“While I, of course, was swanning about the Isles giddily singing love arias to the dragonets,” Auli averred airily. “Any progress on that conundrum I set you?”

“Of course. I am the brains in this partnership, of course.”

“I see. Shall I summon a trumpet fanfare for His Lofty Highness, Lord of Tanstoy, or shall I just let you tootle your own praises until I fall asleep upon this rare … hmm. Interesting. What does harmonic balance have to do with anything?”

“Attend, my lowly student,” the Dragon pontificated. “The three pillars of complex magical constructs are?”

“Detail, symmetry and power,” said Auli, haughtily.

“That is the common view, which is accurate but also woefully insufficient, Achikizzi the Silver Blue argues here in his seminal tome, By Mystery, By Magic Astonishéd, page –”

“Astonishéd? He’s not content to be merely astonished?”

“He is Dragonkind,” Arkurion riposted with the air of a reptilian leviathan dissecting flies with his razor-sharp talons, “which should make the matter perfectly lucid to any life-form of equal or greater intelligence than the common lichen. Harmonic balance is a fascinating concept. Achikizzi spends seven chapters explaining that the Lesser Dragons actually have no idea whence it arose or why it works the way it does. Since the idea made him so deeply uncomfortable – seven chapters, mostly caveats. Moving on to the actual substance of his argument –”

“Arkurion? I probably need to read it for myself. Lichen head, apparently.”

“A talon-swift summary?”

“Aye …”

“Go sing up your scrolls in the Library.”

“Huh?”

The Dragon purred, “Shall I spell it for you? Go – sing –”

“Arkurion! What does that have to do with harmonic imbalance? I mean – you’re a really, really, really annoying beast, do you know that?”

“Walk with me,” he chortled, “and I shall attempt to scrape a few lichens off of your understanding.”

* * * *

Arkurion, being recovered enough to walk, albeit rather gingerly, accompanied Auli down to the Dragon Library. En route, he explained how he theorised that Zanthrillior’s magic had been able to act upon hers by a special property of matter noted but never fully explained in the most ancient of draconic lore called ‘atomic resonance’, and indeed, that all matter as she knew it was not actually solid, but was comprised of waveforms which resonated so very rapidly that matter acted as if it were solid. Ergo, by discovering the right resonance or harmonic properties of what she sought, she could detect it.

This was the essence of a theory which Achikizzi had applied to complex magical constructs with dazzling results. Auli was unconvinced.

“Umm …” she mumbled at this point, having visions of Dragons swimming through Islands.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” snorted the Mercury Blue. “To you and I, rock is rock. Almost as impervious as your cranium.”

“Oh, haaaa … haaaa.” She turned the sound into a mournful groan.

For the first time, as she activated the wards protecting the doubly-forbidden Library section, Auli-Ambar realised she would be making the descent with Arkurion. How odd. In all their hours of co-working, they had never entered these caverns together?

A date for scrollworms.

Much nicer if he had been the impeccably mannered Prince Hiccoughs, of course. A blind girl could pretend – pretend not to hear the monstrous lungs soughing above her left shoulder, or the fires sizzling merrily in a beastly belly?

Enough. Auli said, “So far, we have successfully cleaned and restored the contents of five caverns. It’s the proverbial dragonet’s nest of crazy, unbelievable, precious and downright deadly lore. We did reclassify 1,453 scrolls and seventy-nine books, but that’s a droplet in this terrace lake. The Apprentices do not much enjoy this work, but having Sazutharr breathe down their necks every so often does appear to encourage the reticent. Furthermore, I took the opportunity of streamlining the storage and indexing protocols in order to improve –”

HO HO HO! he roared.

“Honestly. Deafen a girl, why don’t you?”

Arkurion’s wingtip brushed her shoulder. “You wouldn’t be Auli-Ambar otherwise, would you? So, where shall we start?”

“My old favourite. Thirteen.”

Singing here, singing there, Auli sang songs everywhere – to borrow an ancient children’s rhyme. Results were disappointingly absent, despite the treasure trove of simmering lethality that surrounded them. She imagined Fra’anior, inquired of Amaryllion who seemed to be properly asleep or at least absent on this occasion, as he sometimes was, and tried to concoct and vocalise a call to Dramagon’s magic. Having scared herself into staggering against Arkurion’s flank, Auli still had nothing to show for her efforts.

He said, “Perhaps the wrong approach?”

They had discussed forty-three different approaches by now, and Auli-Ambar thought she detected pain in his voice. She said, “Shall we take a break, Arkurion? We’ve been at it for –”

NO!

“– three hours. A wise Dragon rests in order to increase his reputation.”

“By my wings, you’re right.” A searing breeze flipped her hair over her shoulder. “How do you read Dragons so well, Human girl?”

“You’re just so hot, Arkurion.”

Auli giggled. She could say that about a Dragon and make perfect sense. About her Prince? Well, it meant something rather different.

“Huh. And now we’re playacting the ingenuous Isles maiden?”

Rather than a smart rejoinder, what popped out of her mouth was, “More accurately, you’re a flaming genius!”

“Indeed,” he agreed with all possible conceit. “Pray elucidate.”

“The key is simplicity. Listen, er …”

Auli sang:

Whatever be mine for the day,

Whatever must be revealed,

Wilt thou not rise to mine paw,

Be thou scroll or book or leaf?

Her voice faded into the immensity of cavern five. “Any …” Auli’s voice cracked. “This way!”

“What?”

“Ouch!”

“Walking through the shelving is not recommended,” snorted the Mercury Blue, catching Auli as she stumbled backward clutching her face. “Nor is damaging that nose I helped reconstruct for you, quite brilliantly, might I point out?”

“Shut the fangs. Concentrating.”

To his credit, Arkurion knew her well enough by now not to summarily snap off her insolent head like a Human cracking a nut. Not to say his fires did not surge! A smoking, fulminating beast shadowed her cautious travels around wrecked shelves and heaped-up, fire-singed books, correcting her path here and there or whisking her over particularly large barriers. Auli repeated her song every so often, with increasing confidence, and that eerie echo seemed to grow stronger as they progressed haphazardly through the disaster of cavern five into six, and from there meandered right to the back wall, where her nattily renovated nose came within touching distance of a solid vein of gold gleaming in the igneous rock, Arkurion told her.

Auli explored the vein with her hands. “Extraordinary.”

“So glittery,” Arkurion crooned.

She shuddered at the naked avarice revealed in his voice. Arkurion of Tanstoy, report! she snapped.

I … uh … he stumbled. Now she had second thoughts about the decorations of her fragrance chambers! Heavens raining fireballs, if other Dragons reacted like this, what further trouble could she instigate? I decry my dishonourable behaviour, Auli-Ambar. I was caught unawares by the unusual purity of that vein.

Unusual purity?

Why – Human girl, you are passing strange. You’ve arrived at an insight?

Pressing her hands against the smooth, cool vein of metal, Auli sang again, and felt her fingers buzz so sharply, she snatched her hands back. “Spitting windrocs!”

“Now who’s the flaming genius?” Arkurion fluted at once. “Allow me.”

“Gently!”

“What, as if I’d damage what you think is cleverly hidden within?”

A shrill scrape of the talons, and Arkurion was quarrying away like a green-fanged rat sensing edible treats, when Auli reached out and slapped his talon. “Wait!”

“Oh, come –”

“Arkurion, stop!”

Ouch. That raw a shriek could probably be heard seven caverns away. Taking a ragged breath, Auli said, “Don’t touch it with your talons. I have a feeling.”

“A feeling?”

“Sarcasm not appreciated. Dig around the cylinder and whatever you do, don’t touch it. Please. Trust me, Arkurion.”

Auli could feel the withering glare that burned the top of her head. Then, the scraping sound resumed, but at a far less enthusiastic rate than before. Five minutes later, the Mercury Blue breathed, What byzantine, freakish Dragon-fire-snuffer of a ward is this, Auli-Ambar? It’s … some kind of lethal … fire spirit entrapment? What have you found here?

Me? I haven’t the first clue. But you’re right to be concerned. That’s one nasty piece of ward work.

Just then, both Dragon and Human heard a heavy body moving slowly through the next cavern. A voice called, “Alright there, Human girl?”

Razzior! Only he could make sound as if ‘alright’ involved slowly grinding her bones into dust beneath his heal, before he chargrilled any remains at his leisure. How did he remember her so well when no-one else could, save Arkurion? What uncanny skill did they share that denied her disremembrance power? Arkurion called it sheer stubbornness, alias draconic pride. But what of the Orange Dragon? Could his strength boast the simplicity of unadulterated hatred?

Was her power triggered by fear or anger or animosity? The idea was too one-dimensional to hold up to scrutiny.

To her shock, Arkurion casually slipped the large nugget hiding its scroll-treasure into the deep hood of her cloak. The weight almost yanked her over backward, but Auli managed to stagger into an upright position despite the choking pressure on her neck. Then, judging by the scraping sound, the Mercury Blue palmed a book.

From the entrance to the cavern, Razzior purred, “Ah, if it isn’t the weasel from Tanstoy and his paw-licking lackey, Auli Owl-Eyes.”

How she shuddered! How had he discovered that detail about her past? Menace and horror pooled like a coiling snake in her stomach. What else did this Dragon know about her?

Arkurion said, “We were just discussing the lore of sanguisaku-mortha’a, o Razzior. Are you familiar with it?”

The Human girl came within a rajal’s whisker of fainting. How bold, o Mercury Blue?

What do you know about sanguistarn – the Orange Dragon hiccoughed slightly, then growled – never mind the lore! I came to tell you, Arkurion, that I am not finished with you yet. You are a marked Dragon, youngling. I’d fly a thousand leagues clear of my wingtips, mark my words well!

Oh, Razzior, Arkurion produced a derisive gurgle. Did Kayturia play you for a null-fires fool?

WOOOOORRRMM!!

Razzior’s thunder came accompanied by a surprised cough of pain. Auli refrained from punching the air in joy, so shocked was she at the vindictive pleasure churning in her breast.

When the Orange spoke again, his voice burbled as though blood seeped into his throat, but the sound only made his words more terrible. I swear upon my mother’s egg that I will finish the both of you! But my paws shall not sink to dishonour. I am Dragonkind, protector and upholder of our fiery ways! I shall break you slowly, making the ruin of your every labour and your reputation; aye, even your miserable lives, until I suck the flavoursome pith from your bones. And you, o hideously accursed, obnoxious little blind girl, whoring with that Prince just like your ignoble father! Know that we are sworn enemies from this day forth!

I didn’t … Heat exploded throughout Auli’s being at the accusation; like father, like daughter. Razzior must have read her genealogical record or have knowledge of it.

The Dragon’s appalling laughter overrode her protest with ease. Anon, little ones. Anon.

As Razzior stumped away, limping on three paws by the sounds Auli heard, she slumped against Arkurion’s foreleg, and he against the wall. Surprisingly slowly, they sank into a heap beside each other.

Arkurion …

Give me a moment. The Mercury Blue’s breath whistled through his nostrils.

Arkurion I never … with the Prince, I mean. I’m a good girl.

Good? She cringed inwardly.

Warm laughter greeted the hitch in her voice. Far be it from me to deny you opportunity for romance, Auli-Ambar, but I also fear I know your fires too well. You are more than good. You are noble and upright, yet as astute as any Dragoness. As for me, I am a Dragon who is so dark-fires petrified, his knees almost collapsed in the Orange Dragon’s presence.

“Oh, Arkurion.” She patted his flank absently with her left hand. “He was afraid you’d make grilled ralti steaks out of him this time.”

“Chargrilled,” the Dragon corrected wryly.

“We should cover up our handiwork – our pawiwork,” she laughed. “New word. I’ll pop it in the dictionaries when we get upstairs.”

“Oh, now we’re just making up Island Standard on the fly?” he cried, bristling with mock outrage.

“Loremaster’s prerogative. Ready to go?”

He rumbled, “Wait until we hear Razzior head up the lift. Then, I’ll need you to fetch Qualiana for me.” Before she could voice a syllable of protest, he added, “It’s not life-threatening. But I do feel as if something of her repairs have become displaced. My tertiary heat-dissipation liver, most likely.”

“Arkurion, she’ll roast your liver! Why didn’t you say something? Anything?”

“Erm … may I advance a few choice words such as ‘masculine’, ‘unwise’ and ‘volcano-sized vanity?’ ”

“Dragons! Honestly!”

“Aye, you’re talking to one, or hadn’t you noticed?”

When had their relationship turned from easy-going to mock-biting closeness, Auli wondered with a sense of growing alarm? Nonetheless, she riposted, “Aye, one who just effectively classified himself amongst the most rudimentary life-forms of this Island.”

“Mine Dragonly pride doth protest!” he growled, curving his surprisingly flexible neck upon itself until Auli found herself surrounded. Whaa … “Sit still, little snack! And quiver with fear at the advent of the omnipotent Dragon!”

Auli giggled, “What you are, is a prodigious pirate petal.”

“Tell me, little flame, how exactly did you know that the scroll was lethal?” Pensive. Irked. Admiring. So many emotions communicated by a Dragon’s words. “It’s embedded in solid gold. Little of magic seeps through the heavier metals – gold, antimony, platinum and so on. I would have dug it out quite happily and, it seems, instantly perished with that very happy feeling warming my third heart.”

“I had a feeling.”

“Dangerous affairs, feelings.”

Entirely too close to the Isle of Truth! Auli scrambled to her feet, intending to berate the Dragon, and promptly fell over backward as the nugget in her hood made its heft felt. “Urk!”

* * * *

For the twenty-three days it took before the Queen’s visit to Gi’ishior was approved, Auli, Arkurion and Amaryllion fought with that narrow tube she had extracted from a large lump of pure gold, which now occupied a lidded rush basket beneath her bed with the ingot – her private hoard, Auli chuckled – and failed to make any progress at all. Arkurion fulminated. Auli developed daily migraines. Amaryllion stormed off in dozens of fascinating directions, figuratively , but even his vast knowledge seemed stumped on this key subject; that brand of lore kept nearest and dearest to the breast of Dramagon and his many sycophants.

Auli did progress with His Highness, minus girlfriend whose family apparently had different ideas about a potentially toxic romance with an out-of-favour branch of royalty. Her scroll of remembrance worked for once and Prince Hi’ixion picked up where they had left off a year before. ‘Magic, magic in my scroll, make my Prince swoon and …’ What? Lose his soul? Auli blenched. How could she ever be sure someone would fall rainbows over Islands for her if she manipulated them into love?

Immense, Island-shaking, hopelessly tainted power. She could not do it.

Weeping would avail her nothing.

That final evening of her monthly visit to the Palace, when the night birds sang and the dragonets chirruped peaceably in the foliage outside her window, reminding her painfully of Mystery, Auli played her Dragonharp until her fingers ached. Melancholy ballads. Lays. Songs of lost love. She meditated upon the problem of Hualiama. When it came time to launch her Dragonship into the Island-World, how could they possibly make that transition from Gi’ishior to the Palace? The Queen’s vessel would be subject to the utmost scrutiny. Should a Dragon make the transfer? Or Auli herself? How could she hide an active, very vocal little girl from discovery? She travelled home with the weight of Islands crushing her heart. Fail, and Ianthine predicted the fate of all Dragons would be sealed.

Back in the Halls, from three corridors away, she heard Master Chamzu having a stand-up argument with none other than her father! The Auli of old might have slunk into her room and hidden under her pillow roll. This Auli stormed inside, only to run straight into Si’ishi’s outstretched arm.

“Auli,” Xa’an coughed in surprise.

Si’ishi said, “Now, young lady, let’s not get ourselves riled.”

“See this sweetbread?” Auli grunted. Swinging aside from Si’ishi’s playfully grappling arms, she hurled it at where she thought her father was.

Ting! Clonk. Master Chamzu spluttered, “Bread?”

As it turned out, comedy was not an awful way to break up an argument. Apparently Auli’s throw had pinged off a priceless antique Renidian Oblique Vase, which her father stooped to catch before the unthinkable happened, and the crust ricocheted off his body armour to smack Chamzu in the neck.

Probably the first time in her life she had hit anything with a throw.

Wrestling Si’ishi into something approaching an arm-lock, which the martial artist could probably have escaped from in half a second, Auli said brightly, “Master Chamzu, whilst I have this vicious fiend subdued, won’t you do me a favour and invite her to dinner?”

“Eh?” spluttered the Master.

“Master, before this despicable bandit effects her escape!”

“Ban … oh, what?” said Chamzu, apparently having trouble un-steaming after his argument, before growing steamed for a wholly different reason. “Well, I … well! Auli – what are you doing?”

“Auli!” growled Si’ishi.

Her heart lolloped along in her chest, but Auli was bent upon her course now. Feral Dragons could not have wrestled her away from this stewpot of mischief she had so long contemplated brewing. There were enough sparks flying in the Master’s chambers to assure her that her intuition had been perfectly on target.

She drawled, “It’s just an invite …”

“Auli!” All three adults cried out at once.

Auli made a peaceable hand gesture. “What are you all thinking? I just want to sit with my Dad. That leaves you, Master Chamzu –”

“– to fight my own battles, thank you kindly!”

“Well, suit yourself, Master. But I assure you, this one’s actually quite agreeable if you’d just consider speaking to her yourself.”

Apparently, protocol did not permit a man of Chamzu’s rank to casually dine with a woman of Si’ishi’s age, profession or station, or … well, she did not understand the muddled explanation advanced by her father, who threatened to haul her off by her pointy ears and knock some Isles sense into his daughter with a Sylakian war-hammer. How did that square with her seeing a Prince? Different. Royalty had rules all of their own. Or Zimtyna, who was off visiting Bazukior’s family for suspiciously unspecified reasons? Different again. Auli-Ambar was a meddler, a tyrant, a purveyor of shame and dishonour.

She refrained from suggesting her father find a few even juicier adjectives, nodded dutifully, and kicked any thought of regret into the caldera. Ha!

Sit adults together over a tasty meal brought up from the kitchens, and they could apparently discuss security arrangements without need to tear each other’s throats out. Auli wished she could play hostess, but having to feel her way about each plate of tasty, spicy nibbles – delicate buttered rainbow trout from Gemalka, spice pods and piquant landas gourds, a course of mixed exotic fruits sourced from as far afield as the Crescent Isles, a selection of crackers and nutty breads, and the inevitable twenty varieties of local berries – would likely be frowned upon. She poured the vanilla-infused minziberry wine instead, and even tried a sip herself to her father’s horror, but set her crystal goblet aside discreetly. Had the alcohol just made her tongue go completely numb? There was nothing else amiss with the meal, surely?

Memories of a poisoned repast. She felt queasy.

Still, from Auli’s perspective the evening was a roaring success. Her father and Chamzu agreed on all matters security. Xa’an kicked her beneath the table no less than six times – perhaps she might have been accused of a few arch inflections of speech here and there– the good Master acted as skittishly as a feline hopping across a lava flow around Si’ishi, whilst the young Royal Elite twice fumbled food onto her lap and seemed unaccountably bashful withal.

Perfect.

Afterward back in Auli’s chamber, Si’ishi bent her ear at considerable length.

Excellent result!

* * * *

Later again, at an hour most scrollworms regarded as their own, Auli gnashed her teeth over the mysterious scroll for far longer than was sensible, before giving up with a sigh.

Amaryllion, are you there?

It is not right that I should fail at this task, little mouse! the Ancient Dragon snarled by way of greeting, making her startle crossly. Whosoever possessed the cunning to construct such a knotty thornbush of a magical conundrum, must have possessed the seven brains of Fra’anior himself. All at once!

Even a millennia-old leviathan grew tetchy.

Auli touched the scroll case with a delicate fingertip. This much was not dangerous. The magic that concealed its contents was a shifting nightmare, like an ever-changing cocktail of lethality. Dazzling. Deathly. She did not understand one-tenth of the lore that made these constructs work.

Perhaps it was Fra’anior himself, mighty Amaryllion?

She had the impression the Ancient Dragon shook his head. Not his signature, little mouse. Every utterance of magic communicates a subtle signature of its creator, which is manifest to one who knows how to look for it but does fade over time. I have this aptitude, but this – I can only imagine that its designer deliberately added obfuscatory elements in order to deceive upon examination, employing a mutable multiphasic approach I can only liken to, forgive the allusion, light rippling through clear terrace lake water.

Light?

Aye, I believe you now know something of light, as you shared with me previously.

She appreciated his apologetic approach to what he knew to be a sensitive subject. Still, his words seemed to trigger her thoughts into rippling outward, like dreams yearning to fly to the stars. Faraway light …

Little mouse, have you fallen asleep over there?

The dream coalesced. At once, Auli yelped, Istariela!

The scroll spat like an angry feline against her fingertips. Yeow! Her instinctive flinch flung it across the bedchamber. Amaryllion was roaring at her so powerfully that Auli feared he would wake the entire Halls. Or was that a tremor? They were as common as pollen around this monstrous caldera. When she flashed back at him that she was fine, and unhurt, the Dragon’s storm of concern subsided. Auli crawled about for a couple of minutes searching for the small metallic tube, some nine inches long by one in diameter, and found it had rolled into her compact bath chamber.

I was surprised, that’s all, she told him. Picking up the cool metal cylinder, she took a deep breath. On second thoughts, another breath, until her ribcage creaked. Istariela, the Star Dragoness.

Nothing.

Uh, Istariela the White Dragoness? Istariela of starlight? Istariela star-born?

Amaryllion said, Fra’anior called her his Flower of Light.

Oh! That’s beautiful!

Romantic he was, mine shell-brother, Amaryllion said sadly. Much of his creation was regarded as whimsical by his detractors, Dramagon and Numistar and Westurdion, frivolous embellishments serving no purpose but to beautify what they wished were more functional, sturdy and timeless structures. But that is how Fra’anior purposed our Island-World.

Beauty is for the sighted, Auli said bitterly.

Oh, little mouse …

I know. I’m sorry, Amaryllion, you didn’t deserve that. She paused, struck by an idea. Turning over the scroll, she breathed upon it – no idea why, but the face veil fluttered about her lips as she exhaled – and she said, Istariela, Flower of Light.

No, but she was so close! Heart thudding inside her throat like a crazed carpenter flailing at nails. What could it be?

Auli whispered, Istariela, Flower of Light, beloved breath of Fra’anior’s fire-soul.

With a sharp click, the scroll case fell apart into two halves. It contained absolutely nothing.

“What the –” Auli explored the shells with her fingers. Oh! There was something etched inside, a map inside one half by the sense of it, and instructions within the opposing shell. Only, this was no inked scroll. She could barely differentiate the engravings from the surrounding metal, and Auli realised that the ‘scroll’ might have been purposed to be read only by the naked eye … and the pieces were growing hotter. Blisteringly hot!

No, no, no … Amaryllion, help me! It’s etchings inside the container, nothing more –

Your gold! he shouted. Hammer it into the shells!

She scrabbled beneath the bed Grabbing the basket, she fished out several nuggets of gold. Back to the scroll case! Auli snatched up one fragment and howled as it seared her palm. Then, she gasped in realisation. The indentations came through to the outside! Why had she not noticed before? Had the innate magic triggered the etching of its message into the metal, to be read in the brief moment of time before it melted into nothingness?

Snatching up a half-cylinder in each hand, Auli rolled them quickly across the open pages of her personal diary, before making another attempt at reading one half. Insurance. A picture for the mind, at least, a map that she recognised as being located somewhere within the Halls. The stage of the Concert Cavern! Bursting with excitement despite her pain, Auli tried to check the other fragment, but it was already a twisted, molten mess smouldering through her rug! Acrid smoke! Now the other was ruined too, scorching her fingertips before she even touched it.

No! A rising shriek burst from those half-cylinders, a terrible dissonance that cut through any rational thought save, ‘Danger!’ Heaping up the whole mess with a convulsive sweep of her arms, Auli heaved it into her bath chamber. Thankfully, she did not miss.

The Ancient Dragon roared, DOOR –

Lunge. Bang!

BOOM!!

* * * *

Not for the first time in her life, Auli found herself lying in the infirmary with a sore head, a rather sketchy memory of how she had come to be there, and a Dragon telling her off at a volume that only exacerbated the throbbing between her temples.

Uhh … tone it down, will you?

The voice gained volume and ire. I am whispering! Well, I was. Report.

Auli groaned, Amaryllion? Uh … what hit me?

Half of a wall plus your dresser, according to Arkurion, snorted the Ancient Dragon. Rather failed to reassure me in the slightest. Apparently your diary survived the experience better than you did. Master Chamzu has it safely stowed away, unread, and you – WHATEVER WERE YOU THINKING?

Oooh, I’m going to – Auli’s stomach made a leap for freedom.

Hmm. She felt better after depositing its contents over the edge of her bed. Strangely, no creature stirred in the infirmary. Was no-one looking after her? Lying back gingerly on her pillow roll, she collected her thoughts.

Arkurion –

Amaryllion. There’s a difference, little mouse. Now he was laughing a discomfited hiccough of laughter. Her head hurt abominably. What did you discover?

A map. A portal, I think, marking a route between here and another library.

Oh?

A library called ‘The Sacred Library.’ The Ancient Dragon went very silent indeed at this information, but Auli had never been more aware of the immediacy of his presence in her mind. He was agog! It’s a type of link I can’t really explain, like a magical energy transfer between two places. I’d say a cousin to teleportation. Skirting a disproven branch of draconic lore … And its contents are strictly protected by timeless beings called the Guardian Spirits, which I can only imagine are the elemental fire spirits of Dragons. Do you know this Sacred Library, Amaryllion?

I know of its probable existence, he said carefully. Was a location noted?

Aye, but I’ve no idea why access is initiated from here, within these Halls.

Well?

Auli said, Sorry, I was jumping ahead to speculation. Brief though it was, the message clearly stated that there’s a library located somewhere beneath Holy Ha’athior, and it contains much priceless lore of the Ancient Dragons. Your kind, Amaryllion. It must be a very wonderful library indeed – what?

Distractedly, he said, But surely, I would have detected it aeons before! Unless it is protected by horiatite or meriatonium strata. Large deposits of horiatite are able to shield magic passing well, Auli-Ambar, but such a wealth of magical lore as would be contained in a Sacred Library – I would know!

Auli froze.

Something Sapphurion had said. Something Amaryllion’s slightly careless rambling had just betrayed, by the merest suggestion of nuance.

She said softly, Thou art the Onyx of Ha’athior. Thou, Amaryllion.

Being Dragonkind, the belief-insight-conviction indicators of her Dragonish did not pass him by. For a breathless eternity, Amaryllion’s presence seemed to wax terribly, like a mountain’s weight pressing down upon her mind as he reacted to his secret having been breached. At once, the barriers slammed up; Auli fought them with all of her waning strength, but the overshadowing power of her protective wards surged against the Ancient Dragon with at least equal strength, if not more. She wondered dizzily if she responded to threats – the greater the threat or fear, the greater the response, as if these intrinsic and extrinsic forces nourished her ill-starred magic?

Quick. She must speak. Mentally, Auli gritted out, Art thou near, o noble Dragon, last of thy kind? There. Did that not grant him one last opportunity to dissemble?

He sighed hugely. Very near, Auli-Ambar. I rest beneath Ha’athior, but this is a great sec –

She faded.


Chapter 25: Dragnet

Queen SHYANA ARRIVED with neither pomp nor ceremony late one hot season afternoon, when even the insects had given up their buzzing and the birds their chirruping, and Dragons and Humans alike either lazed in the sun or rested in their chambers. It was such a day. A stifling heat smouldered over the caldera as if, superstitious Islanders might opine, Fra’anior had cupped his paws over the Isles to create a living, breathing oven. An unobservant onlooker might have been forgiven for imagining that the denizens of Gi’ishior slept.

Not so. Normal routine was subtly different. Closer examination might have noted many, many Fra’aniorian Royal Elites lurking in corridors, or the compactness of the group that moved stealthily past Auli as she reviewed a cargo manifest with the Steersman with one hand, whilst fanning herself with a reed fan. Hand fans were the latest rage, imported from the artisans of Rolodia, and all the royals had their special designs and outfits co-ordinated with their fans, to Zimtyna’s great excitement. This one was a gift from Shyana herself. Auli’s quick ear detected the lighter dance step of the Queen amidst the heavier, military-measured beat of her posse.

Let the plot simmer. Just like the afternoon.

Auli said, “Fifty bales of premium grade duck down from Archion, seventy sackweight of nardis-nardis, and twenty sackweight of Kaolili glitter powder each in the colours of aquamarine, jade, gold and carmine?”

“Aye, lady,” the Steersman said gruffly, not sparing the amazement.

“The feldspar and platinum crystals?”

“Weighed a ton, noble … ah, Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish. Lady.”

Hmm. He must have been briefed. Auli brushed the scroll with her fingertips. “We’re short fifty Dragon-sized paw towels?”

“Weight problem. The merchant almost popped his eyeballs at the size and quantity of your order, ma’am, but he asked me to express his deepest appreciation. He subtracted seventeen percent off the final price as a token of his gratitude.”

As his paw on the future purse-strings, Auli chuckled to herself. Transparent. “When will they arrive, Master Steersman?”

“On the next available Dragonship. His word of promise.”

“Good. Everything appears to be in order.”

The opening of the fragrance baths could proceed on schedule. Auli did like to run a tight Dragonship, but this project had been an absolute beast to keep on track.

She knew an even bigger beast, the Onyx of Ha’athior! No wonder the jolly Island was holy ground. Any Human who dared set foot there … she shivered lightly. Toast, Dragon style. That barely described the mayhem that would follow. She was surprised Master Jo’el was allowed to live within spitting distance of the Island massif, but she supposed that narrow chasm between Ha’athior and its tiny offspring cone meant everything to a strictly rule-abiding Dragon.

“Who will sign the manifest, lady?” he inquired gruffly.

“I shall sign the initial acceptance upon your good word, and then my Storemaster shall be required to counter-sign it once he’s made the final accounting.”

“You can write – ah, no offence meant, lady.”

Sigh. Why did people always think blindness equated to infantile dependence? She wished she could beat that notion out of a few noggins, be they Human or Dragon, with the business end of a thick stick! Arkurion called this her ‘fierce drive for independence.’ She was convinced the Mercury Blue regularly rolled his fire orbs behind her back – alright, or right in front of her nose, she would never know the difference.

Auli-Ambar presented her left hand. “Quill?”

With a flourish, she disbursed another eye-popping sum in the best Fra’aniorian gold royals, also known as onyx drals, gold drals … or even more colloquially as ‘the King’s marbles,’ which she had learned from those loose-lipped sailors. Naughty, naughty!

What point, all these Dragons just sitting atop their personal hoards? A few of the youngsters had taken to building hoard-perches within their roosts, a trend she believed was actively encouraged by none other than her old nemesis, Razzior, who seemed to be an increasingly frequent visitor to the forbidden vaults, as Auli had dubbed the secret underbelly of the Dragon Library.

Then, she walked up to her chambers, checking the schedule in her mind. Queen Shyana would shortly meet with Sapphurion and Qualiana, then the full Dragon Council. Then came a tour of the Halls, followed by a meeting with Sazutharr. After that, her programme would alternate periods of study with periods of rest; at an apposite time Xa’an would call Auli to bring Hualiama over. She would do so inside her harp case under the pretext of playing for the Queen, accompanied by a team of Royal Elites to ensure safe arrival of that most precious cargo.

At her door, Auli paused to sniff the air in surprise. Had something died in the corridor?

Not at her place. Feeling sicker and sicker with anticipation of the unknown, she strode quickly up toward Chamzu’s chambers. “Master …” No. Reaching out to feel the doorway, Auli’s hand touched something soft. Plop.

Warm, slimy maggots burst over her feet.

Yeeeeeeaaaaahh!

When Auli had partway recovered from the shock of losing at least ten years of her life, she had the gruesome task of checking what was left of the present apparently left for Master Chamzu – a scrap of scrolleaf pinned to the door with a dagger, together with what she took for the rotting remains of a green-fanged rat.

The note said:

Shake a tree and monkeys fall out. Shake an Island …

A threat? How strange. Then, Auli realised what it could mean. Her misaligned jaw’s gritting motion sent a jangling shock up the right side of her face.

She sprinted to find her father.

* * * *

To Auli’s immense annoyance, Xa’an’s response was phlegmatic. “Ah, one a week, my dear pollen-fluff. I shall review our security. Thank you for bringing this matter to my attention.”

Now she had an intense, un-daughterly urge to slap her father.

Auli sloped off to play with Hualiama. She was so bright. Such a joy. Apparently Grandion’s talons were her trapeze today and his flank a fine slide. Gwandi! Gwandi play! she cried. Auli!

Hey, scrapling. We’re speaking Island Standard, remember?

Grr! Grandion apparently mock-pounced across the room with Hualiama clasped in one paw. The child giggled breathlessly, a wild waterfall of hilarity that always infected anyone in range with smiles or answering chuckles. “I’m going to eat you up!”

Hualiama cried, “I’m not scared of you, Gwandi, you big, bad Dwagon.”

Wow! Her Island standard was progressing beautifully. The child had a gift for languages, and the cutest lisp ever. Zimtyna had informed Auli recently that she used to lisp her words, sending Sazutharr into paroxysms of curiosity over the peculiar workings of memory. ‘Why did that recollection persist?’ the Dragon Librarian had mused. ‘I must study this!’

“Can’t catch me,” goaded the girl.

“Auli can catch you. I’m bored,” said Grandion. Apparently, he was already hitting the Dragon equivalent of teenage ennui. He yawned extravagantly as if to underscore his point.

“Auli no fun.”

“What?” snorted Auli.

“Gwandi scary-scales. Auli can’t see nothing. She can’t catch –”

“You want to wager a rusty old dral on that?” Auli mock-roared. “I can hear you, you chirruping chaffinch, and since your cheek has just transformed me into Auli Blackface, dreadful pirate-Lord of, ah …”

“Kaolili,” Grandion suggested, scratching an itch vigorously with a squeaking sound like a cricket serenading the night, only a hundred times bigger.

“They don’t have pirates, I’m told. Farther South.”

“An Eastern giant,” said the young Dragon.

“Myth.”

Grandion shot back, “That’s why you’re no fun, Auli-Ambar. Let your – what’s the expression – let your dress down, for once?”

“Grandion!”

He purred with glee. “Talon tapped you there!”

“Grandion, that phrase has an entirely different meaning in Human circles, I’ll have you know. It’s quite … ribald.”

“Something you’d never do with your Prince?”

Wishing her eyes could flash with rage as they were supposed to in the slushiest poetic doggerel, Auli-Ambar marched over to the Dragon and stormed, “Is that why they call you the Tourmaline Terror? Because your tongue wags like a drunken parakeet?”

Ho ho ho, Grandion laughed in his deepest voice. Then, he said more softly, Do we have to do this, Auli? Will Hualiama be … alright? With them?

Auli’s breath snagged in her throat. That was the reason for his discourtesy.

“Lia fine. Lia play catch Auli,” chuckled Hualiama, tripping across the roost. She fell, and immediately started wailing.

Qualiana shifted from her cushions in an instant. “Oh, dear petal, look. You’ve gone and grazed your little knee. Let’s go fix it, shall we?”

Auli heard the Dragoness pick Hualiama up in her forepaw.

Grandion voiced a breathy growl. Jealousy? Dark-fires, for certain. As his shell-mother departed, Auli heard him whisper – perhaps in a voice never meant to be overheard, but the Human ears that listened were sensitive indeed, She loves the girl more than she loves me.

At the same instant, she recognised the exact tenor of her own jealousy. Hualiama inspired love. She had about her an indefinable quality that drew others close, like the glory of stars in ballads was said to inspire awe and veneration. This little girl would one day be great, Auli apprehended dizzily. Her star would shine brighter and more beautifully than a blind girl could ever imagine; all that was needed was a hand to tenderly set that star upon its course. Would that be her hand?

She would have loved to shine, too.

Yet her own love must be contained. It must be contained and denied and forgotten; her life must be lived in unrelenting darkness. If her gift was but to be guide or shield, may she perform those tasks faithfully, without dark-fires remorse or resentment. For was it not given to some to be higher and some lower, some greater and some lesser, some lives to live long and others to be foreshortened, some to be good and some wicked, and a time and a place accorded for all beings and doings beneath the suns? Who could know the fates that blew as destiny’s dust across the caldera this day?

Only, in the secret places of her soul, Auli knew the truth. Thou shalt shine, she said softly. O Fra’anior, help me set Hualiama upon a course true and right.

* * * *

Two days passed in quietness, study and diligent work. Auli made final inspections of her Dragon baths, supervised the Apprentices and Researchers working on the restoration of the forbidden lore, and fretted about Hualiama twenty-seven hours a day. Normality.

The following morning, a soft tap on Auli’s door alerted her. “Father.”

“Ready? We’re clear. Path’s from roost corridor level five quadrant one, correct?”

“Correct.”

“I make that near Sapphurion’s –”

“Father, we discussed this. That’s where my conveyance is located.”

Dressed as usual for the day, Auli padded soft-slippered along beside her father. If he was surprised at her intimate knowledge of the way, he did not show it. She was learning that glimpses through his professional exterior were few and far between. They must be treasured. Was this merely because he was as serious-minded as his daughter?

After precisely nine minutes walking, Auli paused. “The wards. Men – and lady – you will do your checks here.”

Someone murmured, “How does she –”

Xa’an’s clothing rustled slightly as he made a hushing gesture.

Auli grinned beneath her face mask. The Fra’aniorian soldiers used magical concealment, but that inevitably manifested to her as a prickling upon the skin. Check the breathing patterns, and she knew Si’ishi was amongst their number.

She sang through the wards, and made her escape.

Although the corridor curved out of their sight behind the Dragon roosts, Auli knew that her father had his suspicions. This location was a deliberate choice – indeed, one of very few choices. Let the royals deduce the child’s importance; the hint already seeded that Hualiama might be the secret offspring of an indiscreet royal, whose identity was veiled by a planted story about a monk. Let them think the Sapphire Elder was exercising his discretion to safeguard any royal blushes, so to speak.

A few moments later, Auli exited the Elder’s roost wheeling her harp on a small handcart locally called a tumbrel, since it could usually be mechanically tilted to discharge a heavy load. Inside? One overexcited toddler warded more ways than there were days in a week.

Checkpoint. Her father peeked inside. “Oh, she’s darling. Ready for our little game, pollen-fluff?”

Hualiama must have nodded, for her father carefully replaced the false bottom of the Dragonharp bag, and then laced up the outside.

“Move out.”

Cue the most nerve-wracking journey of Auli’s life. Far worse than when she had first flown to these Halls. Then, she had known so little. Now she knew the stakes, and they were as high as this child’s very life.

The tumbrel rattled along steadily on its padded wooden wheels. Hualiama kept silent. Auli found herself invoking Fra’anior’s protection over her little life again and again. Nothing must disturb this journey – and nothing did.

Reaching Shyana’s chambers, she slipped in through the heavily guarded service entrance, and then took an action which was the very one Chamzu and Xa’an had been arguing over. Using a small scroll she extracted from her sleeve, she triggered a powerful ward construct over Shyana’s chambers. Xa’an had thought the measure extreme and dangerous. Chamzu could not understand why it had been privately specified by Sapphurion, but he was never going to stray from the line drawn by a Dragon’s talon.

Then, she unzipped the bag and out popped a little bundle of nerves, namely Hualiama.

“Oh, she’s precious!” Shyana exclaimed.

Hualiama buried her face in Auli’s tunic collar. Trembling.

“There now, won’t you say your Islands’ greetings? This is Shyana,” Auli encouraged. “She’s very nice.”

“No,” the little girl muttered, burrowing as if she wished to return to her shell-mother’s egg pouch. Her tiny arms squeezed Auli’s neck.

“What beautiful curls you have, Hualiama,” said the Queen. “And what’s this sweet little dress you’re wearing? I brought something for you. Won’t you have a peek?”

Auli said, “Ooh, a present, Hualiama …”

“Can’t make me.”

Shyana said, “Such an unusual name, Auli-Ambar. Did you ever find out where it came from?”

“Only the sketchiest reference, my Queen. There’s meant to be a mythical star that rises in the East at times of great portent, as recorded in Sakuzaki, Private Memoirs, Page 948. Sakuzaki herself appears to have been a rather mysterious Dragoness most likely originating in the East, for the primary references I could find in her very extensive works indicated a life lived far to the South of the Kingdom of Kaolili, perhaps as far South as Remoy’s latitude. Haozi is the closest Isle of note – and that’s a matter of some academic speculation.”

She cleared her throat. “Anyways, I’m sure those details –”

“– are vital to me,” said the Queen.

“Oh. Of course, o Queen. Forgive my presumption. Well, Sakuzaki was regarded as a Draco-Mystic similar to our own Ianthine –” Auli bit her tongue as she realised what shaky ground she trod “ – the Dragoness who went mad. Anyways, Sakuzaki makes a poetic reference to the ‘bluest star of the dawn,’ but it’s the runic play of the script that hints at her actual meaning. In the original, uncopied version, she slightly refashions the ‘blue’ rune to say, effectively, ‘blu-wa-star,’ or in short, Blue-Star. Ah, sorry. I meant to clarify that it’s the first two syllables of Hualiama’s name where this specific rune play is made in the text. Hoo-ah-lee-yah-ma becomes ‘blu-wa-star-ama’ … in so doing, the writer names this special star, Hualiama, Blue-Star.”

The Queen chuckled appreciatively. “Thank you, Venerable Instructor. Most informative.”

Auli just stood there glowering and blushing.

Hualiama chirped, “Auli funny.”

“Auli is categorically awesome,” said Shyana. “And funny, too, but in the sweetest way.”

She wished she could have dunked her burning head in a bucket of frigid water.

Still, no time could have been as bittersweet nor as beautiful as the hour that she and her little star spent with the Queen of Fra’anior in her chambers that morn. Once Hualiama warmed up to the Queen, she could have charmed the scales off of any Dragon. She was cute, sweet and amusing, and even danced for Shyana, who after the manner of the mushiest ballads, clearly fell in love at first sight and kept tumbling over rainbows after that.

Only one consolation, Auli thought as she slipped the child back into her hiding place. If she continued to teach the royal brood, Hualiama would be among them. She could watch her grow up. She could still teach her and play with her. Only, she would be forgotten. All that she was, all the love she had lavished upon this life, would be as pollen tossed into a thunderstorm.

How could that be fair?

* * * *

The distance between Shyana’s royally appointed chambers and Sapphurion’s roost was the better part of two and a half sectors, or just over two sevenths of a theoretical heptagon drawn around the volcano, but amongst the uneven design these sectors were also the most closely spaced. Auli walked insouciantly along the corridor wheeling her Dragonharp and its priceless load. Outward calm. Inner mess. Her heart must surely pop its cork if it beat any harder.

She was just passing the first vertical connecting passage when she heard a fracas break out behind her. Someone shouted, “Intruders! Royal bastards – in our Halls!”

Xa’an’s hand clapped her shoulder. “Go. Not unexpected; Sapphurion warned us.”

He’d warned them but not her? Grr! No time for recriminations over her unpreparedness. Auli stretched her legs, counting paces and touching the wall with her right hand as she tried to steer one-handed with the left. Thud. Bump. Rattle. Too much noise.

“Down here!” a male voice called roughly.

A frantic, panicked few seconds later, she smelled him. Razzior. Who else? Oily-char scent upon the slight breeze coming toward her in the corridor; it could not be mistaken. Auli skidded to a halt.

“Men ahead?” Xa’an said. “I hear unfamiliar armour.”

“Aye.” Auli hated it when her voice shook. “Follow me!”

She intended to take a branching corridor into the cloth stores behind levels five through seven, which had a separate stairwell that would have led to safety, but it seemed even that route was closed off. Xa’an bundled her past a knot of suddenly fighting men and women; Auli flinched as with a whap-skizz! an arrow whipped past her right ear and ricocheted off the tunnel wall. She heard a sword swish so close behind her it tugged her braid. A surprised gurgle. Had her father just pierced a person through?

The ballads were not like this.

Shake the Island – threat. Promise. Harbinger of terror. Auli ran in response to her father’s commands. A quick carry down a flight of seven steps she had forgotten. Her plan did not include smoothing out steps! The case rattled as they set it down too hastily. Off at a sprint. Was Hualiama alright inside? Did she think this was part of the game?

Ahead, the service tunnel would break out into a Dragon-sized tunnel that turned sharply to her left hand, and ran straight to the right. If Razzior sighted her with the Dragonharp in tow, they were done. Dead-done.

Auli hissed, “Stop.”

“Daughter –”

“Quiet. Listening.” She cocked her head, intent. Just a hint … something was out there. The most miniscule thread of magic. Auli palmed her scroll and invoked its command words, before adding, “Total silence, Dad.”

Never too careful.

“Dragon?” he whispered at once. “No time; men behind …”

“Shut the fangs!”

They tarried against that wall for what seemed an eternity, but in reality could have been no more than a handful of seconds. A slight tremor belied the monstrosity of the beast that slipped by them up that major corridor. What a predator! Auli could not believe how silently he moved. How he stalked so lithely from paw to paw, tens of tonnes of Orange Dragon, and the only tell-tale element was the very slight trembling his paw steps conducted through the stone floor. The scent, gone. No breathing. Nary a rustle of wing nor a susurrus of scale. Razzior prowled by, while from the shouts behind Auli realised that Xa’an’s team must have created a clever diversion.

The whole Island-World seemed to be crammed inside her skull, roaring incessantly. She said, “W-W-W … uh …”

“Easy, petal.” His hand squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll make this.”

Auli gathered herself. She felt woozy. “On my signal, go. We hit the roost opposite, it’s unoccupied. You get Arkurion the Mercury Blue to retrieve my harp from there later. I’ll take Hualiama and vanish.”

“How?” he said tersely.

“I’ll think of something. A cleaning bucket.”

Seconds later, they were across the corridor. Auli worked frantically at the door wards, hoping against hope they had not been changed. No need if the visitor roost was unoccupied.

Four minutes and a great deal of cuddling later, a Roost Keeper limped back out of the roost’s service entrance toting a heavy bucket, a mop, a broom, and a bundle of cleaning cloths. Thank the stars for Su’izyan’s laziness leaving all this behind! Xa’an rushed away to help his troops. Poor Dad. He had taken some convincing to allow her to escape solo, with the child.

I’m scared, Auli. The voice from the bucket nearly cost her several more years. At this rate she’d run out of life before the hour was up.

Shh, darling, we will be fine.

Bad Dwagon.

Uhh …

Baddie Dwagon, Auli. He bad, bad, baddie. That was Hualiama’s way of saying something was awful indeed. Bad men?

Some bad men – darling, shh … oh no …

More boots in the corridor! Nearing the corner moment by moment. Closer. What to do? Reviewing level five’s layout in her mind, Auli realised only one option remained. She needed to make another burglary, and this time, it was critical. She needed to access Andarraz’s roost, through an unused third entrance few people would know about. It opened into a maintenance area behind his bathing chamber.

Could her situation be any worse? If the Green Elder was home and heard something, the entire plot was sunk. No other choice.

Sequence? She did not remember the accesses for his roost. Nor should she. Nobody ever entered this way unless something was amiss with the lava and hot and cold water plumbing.

Bad Dwagon, Hualiama whispered. Auli …

Razzior returned! As urgently and quietly as she could, Auli-Ambar sang her ward-breaking song, and almost fainted with relief as she heard a faint squeal of little-used tumblers settling into the open position. Grab the handle. Squeeeee! Auli leaped inside, cradling bucket plus Hualiama in the crook of her left arm, and eased the door shut behind her. Dratted squeaky piece of trash! She should not have expected differently.

The first thing Auli noticed was the heat. Dank, fusty heat swaddled them like a clinging blanket, making Hualiama wriggle in complaint. She just began to shush the child when she heard Andarraz, through what had to be a crack or access in the roost’s inner wall, snoring … stertorously. She grimaced as her old favourite word popped to the forefront of her mind. Echoes of a painful past! Instead of speaking, Auli pressed her finger gently to Hualiama’s lips. Then, she began to hum as she very quietly refastened the access doorway. Razzior lurked out there somewhere. Andarraz slept within, shaking the pipework with his rumble-snoring. They needed to remain undetected.

A paw tested the handle.

Auli’s heart stop-started harshly. Hualiama grabbed her neck and clung to it like lichen to a tree trunk; she realised she was holding the child almost as closely. She must hide them both.

Her song changed.

No more than a whisper on the wind, Auli moved through the maintenance room, shrinking back from the radiant heat of what must be a lava pipe, and ducking beneath another bundle of foot-thick pipes. She hummed protection. Could it work? Could Arkurion’s theory hold water, so to speak, allowing her to manipulate a magical resonance of sorts into concealing their presence?

Auli left, the child whispered. No trip, Auli. She was helping her. Directing! Auli could not believe it. How clever was this mite? Duckie, quick. Duck, yes. Step by step, they navigated an unfamiliar maze. Hualiama giggled when Auli whanged her forehead on a cross-beam. Auli funny. Aye. And sore. End soon, the girl whispered. Reaching out to explore with her hands, she discovered a metal access panel above her head. Of course. Judging by the sounds seeping around its edges, it must provide a Human engineer access to Andarraz’s Dragon sink, where he might rinse his fangs or wash his paws. Oh, the underside of the sink! A plumbing repair access. Aye!

She pressed upward.

No, Hualiama breathed.

Find safe spot, Auli-Ambar said. Far from bad Dragons.

Those arms were like vines strangulating her neck as Auli scaled a short metal ladder and entered Andarraz’s roost. Four granite plinths raised his sink so high, she could easily stand upright beneath it. His breathing did not seem to change. Could she believe she might be able to sneak past his nose, and – what, Auli? Return to the service corridors where a running battle was taking place? Be safe, father! Options? Exit the front of his roost and immediately enter the full view of the entire volcano with the Child of the Dragon on her arm? She could think of better ways of committing suicide.

One answer. The garbage chute!

She had never in her life tiptoed more daintily. The wards must hold. She judged Andarraz’s muzzle must be facing away from her position as he took an evidently most congenial snooze in his lava bath. How far would the hatch be? The basic roost designs were all the same, but there were variants depending on when a particular level had been built. This one would be positioned up above her height in a sloped support to the basin – oh no, above the full stretch of her arms! She must climb. Thankfully, the edging was some kind of decorative metalwork affair, its stylised leaves almost as good as any ladder.

Struggle. Please, don’t scrabble with her feet and alert the Dragon. She boosted Hualiama first and then clambered up herself, freezing for a long minute as Andarraz stirred. Hualiama was as good as Dragon gold. She did not make a peep, even though she must be gazing over the huge mound of that beast’s hindquarters as he lazed in his fifteen-foot deep pool, baking his majestic rump to a crisp. The heat was stultifying, causing her palms to grow damp. Auli stole up beside the girl-child, found the edge of the hatch, and tried to budge it. The thing had to weigh a tonne, but she slowly wedged it open, thrust her left foot beneath, and used the strength of her legs to lever it upward. Pathetic, Auli. After this she was going to start lifting weights like those want-to-be-muscly Princes she taught. Or boulders and iron ingots weighing five tonnes, such as strutting male Dragons used for their battle training.

Auli grinned as she gathered Hualiama into her arms. Right. These chutes were supposed to slope reasonably gently. Only, she knew first-hand how schematics could lie.

She had just begun to slide when Auli remembered her waist-length braid. Holy Fra’anior! She whipped it out of the way, skidding from darkness down into darkness – she imagined – and the metal hatch clanged shut behind. Close one. Only, the impact slammed against her oversensitive ears like a Dragon’s battle roar.

GGGNNNARRRRGGHHH!!!

Andarraz’s thunder crashed above, but Auli and Hualiama were already accelerating away down a sticky, mossy slope, flinching in unison as damp globs slapped against their heads, bodies and tucked-in limbs. Yuck! Dragon mouthwash! Sputum! Scale oil and soap residue. Who would want to imagine what they slid through? Everything went down the hatch.

BOOM! A ravaging blast of hot air chased after them. Auli realised that the Green Dragon must have fired a fireball down the shaft, but a four or five-second advantage gave just enough of a head start to wing them ahead of the blast. Moss and gunge sizzled somewhere behind. Just as she was beginning to congratulate herself on a decent escape, the floor unexpectedly fell away.

They plummeted through space, howling.

* * * *

Splot! An unknown fall later, Auli bruised her rump on something large, relatively soft and unmentionably slimy, before breaking free in a shower of malodorous sludge and sliding away again. Darkness rushed against her face. Wind. Stench. She feared to strike her head against an unseen outcropping or corner, and so she tucked down as far as she could, and clamped her elbows tightly to her sides, making a safe pocket for Hualiama in her lap. But soon, the precipitous slope gentled, slowing their headlong rush. This pipe or crevice was narrower than the first and very smooth, allowing her to stretch out her legs and further slow the pace of their slide. It seemed to lead away in an unexpected direction. There was also not nearly so much organic muck, so that Auli soon began to feel the heat of abrasion against her tunic bottom. Oh dear. From the gross to the ridiculous. This escape was not proceeding well.

Where were they? How deep? She felt as if they had been sliding for a long time; her ears had popped a few times, and Hualiama had gone very quiet. She was just a tiny, trembling bundle cradled in Auli’s arms.

Little mouse, we’ll be fine. Liar, liar, scrolls afire … Auli drew breath. This is like the biggest slide ever, right?

Stinky, Hualiama complained.

Very stinky. Disgusting.

Auli stinky like toilet. She seemed to think this hilarious. Auli wondered if all children of her age found toilet humour irresistible. Auli toilet head.

She had to laugh. Never more true!

Pressing more strongly with her feet, she reduced their speed until they eventually ground to a halt. Hmm. All extremities intact? Can you see anything, Hualiama?

Like Auli? Auli see dark? Scared.

That was the first time the child had admitted she was scared. Auli hugged her tightly, wondering who was comforting whom. She slid forward carefully. The air seemed so stagnant down here. The tunnel had narrowed until she could reach out with either hand and touch the sides. All was deathly still. Not a whisper of sound from the usually alive Halls, bustling with draconic and Human life. Was this a side tunnel? A dead end? Surely, she would not have to climb all the way back up there again?

Her skin prickled.

The Dragon Library!

No. Deeper than the main library. Spider-crawling carefully onward with a soft song playing about her lips, after several hundred feet, Auli came to what she took for the end of the sloping tunnel. It must fetch right up against the forbidden vaults! Yet how could the reek of this aeons-old slop not have filtered through? Shortly, she had her answer. The end was blocked, of course, creating a backup pool of Dragon-swill she had to wade through, chest deep. Someone must have boarded the tunnel over, twice, for she was able to kick through the layers of rotten boarding with ease. From here, however, the last of the gunge solidified and she had to start digging in earnest.

’Theen place? ’Theen place? Hualiama asked worriedly.

It took Auli an age to work out what she meant. Oh, petal! No, it’s not Ianthine’s lair! She remembered? How did she even know the Maroon Dragoness’ name? I think this is the Library, where we keep scrolls and books.

Maybe more people remembered their early experiences than she had supposed.

Could there be a forgotten section or cavern beyond those parts of the forbidden vaults that she already knew? No. At last, after a long, long stint of shovelling dirt and encouraging Hualiama, Auli found a third layer of boarding. This was more intact and had been plastered over from the far side. There was the answer. Essentially, a false back door into a place Sazutharr had claimed was inviolable.

Every time Dragons became their most pompous, she discovered flaws in their reasoning, Auli thought uncharitably. Sazutharr was better than most. Only a fool insulted him as crassly as she just had in her thoughts. Sorry, Sazutharr.

Hualiama, can you help me find a rock? Or should she use her Izariela miniature? Auli could not commit such an act of sacrilege.

Lee-lee tired. Even though she sounded shattered, the child did not cry. Again, Auli found herself wondering at her courage. Hualiama must be made of stern stuff to be stuck down here with a crazy blind girl, and not simply burst into tears. Now she would have to be brave too!

Thank you, Hualiama, for being who you are.

Auli sing song?

That cute voice! Far too irresistible. Auli wants to just kiss you to bits!

Bits? Auli stinky bits? asked Hualiama, and then collapsed laughing over her own joke.


Chapter 26: Scrolls of Fire

It is said every Scholar dreams of mighty deeds of paw. Yet should such a day dawn, thick with terror, is not necessity the greatest driver of the spirit? The deed essayed upon reflection seems simple, when the ballads would enrobe it in all poesy, glory and honour. Is our glorification of the mundane a reflection of the striving and flourishing of Human existence; does this quality ennoble the soul, or is it merely risible?

Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections

The SCholar SMASHED through the foot-thick mortar with an old metal bar which had also somehow found its way down this tunnel, or been abandoned by a careless workman. She had found it by dint of a misstep. Ha, satisfying destruction! She pictured crushing Razzior’s skull with her blows. Even better. Summarised her day so far. That orange slug had a great deal to answer for. For the first time, Auli felt she understood why Dragons enjoyed war. This sense of savage pleasure was as disquieting as it was intoxicating.

How could their enemies have known? Or did they not actually know, but had simply been trying to create enough mayhem to shake the proverbial rat out of its nest?

That success rankled.

Thankfully, the mortar was old and brittle, or she would have been climbing that tunnel again. Auli discovered she had emerged beneath and behind a massive mound of debris. Reaching into the hole she had broken open, she found Hualiama already crawling through. The opportunity to explore new places evidently provided more than enough revitalisation for a child. Auli, on the other paw, felt as if an angry Dragon had dragged her backward through a lava flow at high speed. No mind. Now she just had to think her way out of this mess.

Hualiama said, Funny smelly.

Aye, pollen-fluff. Pongy lore. Dramagon’s best. Try not to touch the books, please. Some are very dangerous.

Funny-funny smelly, she insisted.

Please don’t fret, Aunty Auli’s here. She gulped. That was the first time she had ever dared to call herself Hualiama’s Aunt. Look, this is where the Dragons store all of their stories about magic and olden times. It’s like a great big treasure chest –

Scary. Auli, scared. Up. Up me!

The stark note of terror in Hualiama’s voice made the hairs stand to attention on the back of Auli’s neck. At once, she stooped to gather the quivering child into her arms. What is it? I’m here, sweet –

It … singing. Horrid. Horrid. Make it stop, Auli!

Shh. There now. Humming softly, she tried to break the mood upon Hualiama, but was instead struck by a different remembrance. Another of Ianthine’s crazed rants had called her ‘child of ruzal.’ If the lore was down here, still undiscovered, could it be trying to regain a hold over her? No child could be the progeny of magic. The meaning had to be figurative, such as a purpose of Dramagon’s foulness-breathed magic to inhabit that which was lovely and hale and perhaps potent in ways Auli did not yet understand, and corrupt it? For that was the kind of taint she sensed. Here was danger beyond anything she had discovered in these forbidden vaults so far, stuffed as they were with the perilous and arcane lore of the Dragons of yore. Knowledge perverse beyond comprehension. Scrolls afire with a pestilence of lore that should never have been allowed to see the suns-light.

Hualiama, if you could help me find …

Noooo!

Precious little flame, Auli would want to put it beyond any Dragon’s finding, that’s all.

Auli mean, mean, meanie. Love Auli.

She played Auli’s heartstrings effortlessly. Nobody else did that. Love you too, scrapling. I’ll find that bad magic and take it far, far away.

Her heart stood still in her throat. How? Could she beg Amaryllion’s help in this? She might try to convince the child, but what would she do with ruzal? Where could one hide the lore of Dramagon the Red, where it might never be found again? Burn it? Even that seemed no proof against a type of magic that seeped forth from the leaves of a book, as little grounded in physical substance or word as the Human soul might be regarded as substantiated in its vessel.

Slowly, she sank back against a pile of shredded books. How could she ask this of herself, let alone a child of nigh three summers? She was an innocent.

The innocent crux of such forces … she clutched Hualiama to her bosom. I’ll make it safe for you, little one. I swear.

But Auli’s lower lip was the one that trembled.

* * * *

Oddly, they must have slept. Auli did not remember giving in. They simply held each other, a gangly teenager with impossible magic and a brain apparently older than her natural age, and a child perched upon the cusp of becoming a little girl. Sometimes Hualiama was all light and laughter. Yet she evinced an unexpectedly serious mien upon occasion, and a measure of insight Auli-Ambar imagined could not be shared by too many children of her brief lifespan. She was enigmatic. Almost … ageless.

Now she was just being maudlin.

Stretching her aching back gingerly, Auli tried to shift her position without waking her charge. That felt cruel. So too the books’ spines that had spent untold hours quarrying toward the pith of her spine. Well, wasn’t that supposed to be nerves that conducted her discomfort all around her body, rather than her love of lore?

Since Hualiama seemed to be sound asleep with that utter flaccidity that came so easily to children, Auli carefully snuggled her against her shoulder and began to pick her way over the debris. She had to feel for every step. No shortcuts. A blind girl could not foresee problems ahead.

After an estimated hour Auli found her way into space, and from there finally identified familiar ground. Cave twelve-A, or twelve-ancillary. This was why she did not know this place. The Researchers had not considered this annex of any particular importance and so it had slipped down Auli’s priority list. Now, she shivered as she turned about in a space she recalled noting as being some seventy feet wide and forty-three deep. A good few weeks’ work in here, for Razzior in rampaging through the caverns had done a spectacularly thorough job of obliteration.

Why not sing it up?

Arkurion’s harmonic notion could be put to the test. Hualiama slept. Pensively, Auli sang love and protection over her. Whatever she could manage. Ruzal would exert no hegemony over this child’s life, not so long as her protector drew breath. She must separate Hualiama from the ruzal lore, forever. That was the only way to safeguard her life.

Then, she began to hum for that trace she had detected earlier. The response came with such disquieting haste, Auli imagined the magic leaping up with a cry, I am here! Find me!

Horror!

She tracked her mark step by step.

Auli was so embroiled in the subtle dance, she almost did not hear the huge lift starting its descent, but when she did, all the blood drained from her face. No! Who would this be? Please let it be a researcher. Please let it be Arkurion. But her heart knew the truth long before any rational reason could present itself to her awareness.

Razzior. He alone would consider this place. He felt a strange sense of affinity with this lore, as though the evil within him sang to all that was Dramagon-spawn, although Auli understood that much of the original lore related to the two-headed Ancient Red Dragon had aeons before been destroyed or stolen by a group of Human ‘zealots’ dedicated to his causes. The naïve viewpoint, Sazutharr had told her, was that the lore had all been lost or destroyed. It had a strange way of returning, like whatever it was that resonated to Auli now from a foot or two below her outstretched right hand. A book. Not a scroll. It was so close, so inveigling, so fascinating and achingly sweet that her hand juddered as if all her muscles cramped up at once. Fra’anior’s beard, could she even touch the thing? Would the taint transfer to her immediately?

Auli did not want to guess. She had dangled from her roof for the price of a guess.

Only, she was not wearing much by way of extra clothing. This was a volcano, not the fabled snow-capped mountains of Immadia in the far North. The tunic top or the working girl leggings? No fancy Fra’aniorian frills for her daily job! The top was long enough. Mid-thigh. And, she rather doubted Razzior would pause to consider so much as the edible properties of her woefully scrawny thighs. How Zimtyna had chewed out Xa’an for daring to advance that opinion.

Dragoness!

Working rapidly but as silently as she could, Auli-Ambar balanced first on one foot and then the other as she juggled child, leggings and the act of undressing. Acrobatic tricks. Si’ishi had accused her of being so flexible, she actually lacked joints. Handy trick for those who could do it. In seconds, she had stripped down and then she thrust her arm through the leggings. Remember to keep the hand covered. Now, how deep did that tome lie, and how big was it?

Oh, my darlings, how I’ve missed thee, Razzior mumbled.

Auli’s hand froze an inch or so above the book. What the blazing volcanoes?

Come, my precious scrolls. Speak to thy master. Breathe into me the life stolen by that fool Ra’aba and his insane schemes. Whatever were you thinking?

Thinking to gain status, the Orange Dragon answered himself.

The blood lore –

– did it share the power, or link it? I’m so confused. So tired. Is my mind my own anymore?

Share the power? What power? What was the Dragon chuntering on about?

Very gently, Auli laid a hand on the book to check it. Holy Fra’anior! Ward-malevolence with a few Dragonships’-worth of old-fashioned bloody murder thrown in. Despite the cloth covering, a thrilling buzz conducted through her body and into her mind. Her fingers traced the embossed title involuntarily. Of Crimson Lore Resplendent. Oh. Should she not open it? Just a small peek inside?

Hualiama said, Bad Dwag – mmm!

Quiet, little mouse. Auli tugged at the book’s spine. Measured with her hand. Two by three and a half feet, she made it. Easy enough to tuck under one of her long arms, but it had to be four inches thick. Easily. She tried to ease it out. Just a little more …

That was when a piece of wood, unseen by Auli, toppled to the floor. Klonk!

The sound echoed throughout the caverns, despite the weight of scrolleaf, leather and wood that lay scattered about.

Oh, I sense thee! Razzior crooned, in a sweet paean to menace. Come, little flame – it is thee, is it not? Where art thou? Art thou affrighted, unable to see thy doom? Art thy limbs paralysed? Silent-pawed, I come …

He vanished from her perception.

Auli touched Hualiama’s mouth. Shh. Then, placing each slipper-clad foot with the utmost care – her spy father must do this daily – she sidled along the pathways cleared by the Library Apprentices. Thank them for not leaving so much as grit upon the floor. The soft leather soles made no sound. She toted the book beneath her right arm and held Hualiama in the left.

Razzior evidently changed his mind, for he began to speak as he approached through the caverns, and his unmasked tread shook the place with each measured step. He meant to enjoy this pursuit. To terrify her to the maximum. Each sound was calculated to increase the pitch of her agitation. Her racing heartbeat. Sweating hands. Treacherously weak knees. And, the child’s squeak of fear against her hand. The Dragon stalked her relentlessly.

Just a game of find the dragonet, Auli whispered, but she convinced no-one with the quaver in her voice. Away. Down the aisle and double back toward fourteen, which was bigger and offered many more hiding places.

Razzior thump-thumped arrogantly after.

Gracious Islands, she had not really memorised the layout of the pathways. This was harder than she had thought. Thrice, Auli scuffled or pulled scrolleaf down after her unintentionally. Each time Razzior oriented upon the sound. No need to rush.

Oh, Auli-Ambar, where are you? What are you hiding from me?

He must not see Hualiama. Auli tiptoed away behind a freshly reorganised island of scroll racks and exited toward eleven. Crunch. Drat it! As he slithered forward rapidly, Auli fled faster. Panicked, stuttering steps. Mistake! Piled-up scrolls slewed across the floor at her glancing blow. Slow it down, breathe, calm Hualiama, re-grip the ridiculously heavy book that was still trying to mine its way into her brain – or so she imagined. She ducked behind the piles of tomes waiting for the carpenters to fashion new shelving, and struck out at an angle once more. Could she take the lift? Surely, hearing it swing into operation, Razzior would be over in a flash to clean the slow-moving platform of Auli and her charge. Could there be a service tunnel somewhere in case the lift failed? Sazutharr had not mentioned anything; no schematic showed such a feature. Yet even these caverns boasted fresh air.

Dragons loved to be methodical.

She should find a service access behind the lift, in that case. The only question was how strongly it would be protected.

Duck. Sneak. Shift away from the oncoming Dragon, keeping another heap of debris between them. The lift ground into motion!

Suddenly, Razzior lost his enthusiasm for the game. He went rampaging through fourteen and thirteen like a feral beast, his berserk, strangely choppy pouncing and half-flying movements smashing debris hither and thither. Auli hustled through ten down to cavern nine at double speed, crouched over, ruing the weight of this stupid book. Dragon scholars! Never content with one word when fifty would do! Every word conveying the weight of their massively weighty considerations in a way that was making her arm wish it could fall off her shoulder.

Where are you hiding? Come on out.

What, did that granite-brained excuse for a lizard expect her to actually answer? At least he didn’t have one of Zanthrillior’s tricks to help him. But – she sniffed – what he did have was a different trick. Smoke. Thick, acrid smoke billowed away out there somewhere, and Auli knew that if she ran into the cloud, she or Hualiama would start coughing immediately. Or, was he firing the scrolls?

As the lift paused, she found cover once more. Think, Auli! How could she keep Razzior at bay long enough? Who would be on that lift – only a select number of people and Dragons had access to this level. Hualiama held her neck calmly now, as if aware Auli was doing her best. Razzior thunder-thumped along, doing his utmost to scare her out of hiding, but this girl was no longer for scaring. Well, she was petrified down to her living pith, but in a good way, she supposed. Her brain buzzed. Thoughts swirled, as thick with strategy and technique and possibility as the Orange Dragon’s smoke. As Razzior charged into her cavern, Auli picked up a torn-off book cover and whirled it low, back along the path they had taken.

Whap-whap klonk!

AAAA-HARRR!! Razzior thundered, hurtling off in the wrong direction.

She dashed the other way.

Jump, Hualiama said. Hop. Auli hop-hop? Silly?

Help, Hualiama. Tell me which way’s clear.

Three false starts later – mostly due to Razzior’s raging about – they had run out of time and cover provided by his charge and subsequent discovery that she was not, indeed, down that end of the cavern. By then, she heard more Dragons incoming.

Oh, Razzior, called Qualiana. Looking for something?

Auli skulked along behind a line of new shelves. Due to the natural curvature of the underground grotto of cavern nine, which met the far end of two and from which she could access one, they had been placed straight along a wavy wall. She crept behind and squeezed through gaps where Hualiama directed her. Soon, the little girl sneaked ahead of her, taking Auli’s hand to guide her through the difficult parts. Twice they had to force books aside, but very carefully – Hualiama joined in the pushing. Auli had to stop her giggling at this new game.

Like Auli’s job, Hualiama claimed. I’m libwi … libawawi?

Librarian, Auli breathed into her ear. She still smelled like a child, with a vanilla fragrance not unlike Dragon magic upon her skin and hair. How she wished she could gaze upon Hualiama just once. We push lore around all day long.

The Dragons were arguing energetically – Razzior, Qualiana and Arkurion. Razzior claimed she must have become lost or wounded, and that he smelled a vital secret the girl was withholding from all Dragons. A secret nothing short of Island-shaking. The Mercury Blue countered that Auli had been with her father during the fracas, now ended, but had most probably just returned to work. She was like that. Oblivious to all but her beloved scrolls.

Auli did not know whether to slap or kiss – ahem. Inappropriate! Could she not keep that chest they had agreed upon, locked for more than half a second?

Bad Dwagon not eat my Auli!

No, dearest petal. Nor you. We shall escape upon the song of Fra’anior this day.

Why that phrasing? She did not know, but she knew the adamantine spark that had settled in her breast. Never give up. Never!

Soon, the fractious Dragons agreed to divide the search for the caverns between them. If they found Auli down here, they would see what was to be seen.

As the Dragons spread out, Auli silently willed Arkurion to turn in her direction. This way, o Mercury Marauder. Feel my presence.

Hmm. Amaryllion had the awesomely brooding presence business perfected. Auli? Less so.

At first the smaller Dragon moved at ninety degrees to her position near the entrance to cavern two, but then he seemed to pause to take stock, before his lighter tread began to move in her direction. Qualiana must be following Razzior. Their heavier tread receded. Did the Dragons know she was down here? Guess it? She must reek. How come Razzior had not simply sniffed her out?

She hunkered down. How to do this? If Arkurion spied her, he would immediately know about the child and the ruzal lore. Then, his secrets might be forced from him by older, more powerful Dragons. They had destroyed Ianthine’s fragile sanity in their search for the truth. If there was a way Arkurion could help her to escape unseen …

The entrance to two was wide open, she remembered. No cover. She had to wait.

Eventually, Razzior moved off much deeper into the caverns and Arkurion’s wandering, sniffing and pawing at the wreckage brought him closer to her hiding place.

Auli whispered, Hualiama, not a word now. This is a good Dragon, but we don’t want him to know about you. Not yet. Only shell-mommy Qualiana knows about you, and she’s chasing the bad Dragon away. Close enough to the truth? Promise me.

Why good Dwagon?

Arkurion’s good but he can’t know about you yet. Remember the hiding game?

Aye.

We need to hide a bit more. Just a little longer.

Auli stay?

Auli will stay with you all the time, she promised.

Then, Arkurion’s flank brushed against that back entrance to cavern two. Did he sense her? Was there something to his harmonic idea, which she had discovered in Dragon lore, and stretched from friendship-connection all the way to the most abstruse philosophical musings arising from the fabled soul connection fostered by the ascending fire promises Dragons made to each other during the courtship seasons?

Auli called faintly, Arkurion.

To his credit, the Dragon stiffened but made no other sign or sound of surprise. Auli-Ambar. Are you –

I’m fine. I need you to listen.

He said, What’re you doing down here?

Noble Arkurion, I need you to listen and make a promise. You cannot see me. You must not. It is absolutely essential that you do not know or see or even scent what I am doing here in the forbidden section today.

Essential? he chuckled smokily. You intrigue me, Human girl –

I swear it upon Fra’anior’s love for Istariela. This is life and death, Arkurion. Promise me!

He paused but a moment. You’re protecting me? Oh, Auli … very well. I promise, but only so as not to give that Orange the satisfaction!

He dissembled, in part at least. Razzior was not his real reason; Auli hoped instead that he acted out of unspoken esteem for her. Arkurion was not the type of Dragon to break a promise. Once he had sworn, they arranged their little cavalcade and its target. Then, Auli tracked him by walking behind his left rear leg, while Arkurion kept his fire orb closed upon that side and unhurriedly, with a little meandering, conducted her back toward the lift. She wondered what willpower he must exercise not to peek. The word of a Dragon was culturally unbreakable upon many levels; far more so even than a Human promise. It was what a Human promise ought to be.

Hualiama’s grip tightened.

At once, Auli reached out to touch the Dragon’s warm scales. Razzior?

Returning this way, the Mercury Blue breathed. Walk faster; keep in step with me. Where’s that access?

The Orange Dragon and the Red Dragoness approached steadily, discussing the day’s events in combative tones. Razzior knew nothing about the attack on the Queen’s forces, but like every Dragon, he was unsurprised. Just as there were draconihilists, there were anti-royalists in the Human world, and elements in Gi’ishior who were disloyal to Sapphurion, or felt that the Dragon Elder had done wrong in inviting the Queen to the Halls.

The Mercury Blue paused. There’s wide open space ahead, Auli. What to do?

Uh, I’ll … ride your paw. Your leg, I mean, Auli stammered. Could that work? I’ll try to.

His ankle bone stuck out enough that she might be able to stand atop it, but holding child, book and herself with only two arms was not likely to succeed. Belt! Yes! Quickly removing the thin and admittedly mostly decorative leather belt from her waist, Auli slung it around the Dragon’s leg. Three tries later, she managed to snag the other end with the arm that held Hualiama. He was already this massive? His knee was bigger than her torso, and his hind leg already so thick, she could not have encompassed it with her arms. Twisting her wrists, she wound the belt several times either side to secure her grip.

She must seem like a flea to him.

What are you holding? he asked curiously.

A book, she said. Which was about to slip out of her hand. After another good wriggle, she breathed, Gently forward, Dragon. And please don’t … I know this is a lot of trust to ask of you, Arkurion.

For thee, a Dragon should fly beyond the skies, he replied.

I’ll settle for a clean escape, Auli joked back, discomfited. This – whatever it was between them, it had to end. Why keep playing with fire?

He sidled forward, clearly trying not to jolt the leg.

Oh ho, making our escape already, Mercury Blue? Razzior jeered from at least a cavern away.

Just checking for tracks over here by the lift, he replied, walking on steadily. Auli felt his muzzle swaying from side to side as he apparently scanned the floor. Some of his scales were frightfully sharp. She had sliced her knees open in a few places already. He said, Not wearing half of your clothing, Auli-Ambar? Is that what you don’t want me to see?

I am embarrassed by my fowl-ish legs, she breathed back. He must know this for hedging. Her Dragonish betrayed this nuance even to her ears.

Rough day?

You’ve no idea. He did not recoil at the rank stench upon her? Or had those wards masked more than she thought – perhaps olfactory elements supplemented Sazutharr’s clever work? As she well knew, magic was often surprising.

Here’s something. Five feet from your back. Be careful, Auli.

Thanks.

She slipped down and backpedalled until she felt a wall against her back. Handle. Locked or unlocked? Well, the access was probably made from the secret room above, which was warded dozens of different ways. No need for lock and key.

The handle squeaked piercingly as she depressed it.

To his credit – and her horror – Arkurion whirled about in a flash. Let’s check this door! he boomed.

He saw! He must …

Bile seared the back of her throat as Auli just stood there trembling in the doorway, and the Dragon’s paw pushed open the access. The door protested loudly and long upon rusty hinges.

Go, he said.

Arkurion, you promised …

My eyes are practically welded shut, you idio – ahem! Nothing here! he growled, apparently wiping the floor with his paw! No tracks.

Good thinking on checking the engineering access, Arkurion! Qualiana fluted from farther afield. Satisfied, Razzior?

A firm shove, and Auli was across that portal. Arkurion banged the access door shut. Shall we check three through eight, then? If she’s here we’re bound to find some tracks in the dust made by your previous work, Razzior.

A muffled voice said, Shut the fangs, hatchling! Someone was here, I am certain of it! I heard movement.

You heard a rat, Arkurion said, managing to twist his Dragonish until the object of his statement became the rodent.

I HEARD … maybe, Razzior conceded.

Behind a thin metal door that was absolutely no proof against any Dragon, Auli stood in what had to be utter darkness with a long, long climb ahead of her. Sighing soundlessly, she set to work fashioning a sling for her precious cargo. One way or another, she had to see this fiasco through.

* * * *

Lifting scrolls was definitely no help when it came to ascending a ladder some two thousand feet tall, bolted every two feet into the access shaft. Auli counted an even dozen times she had to hook on an elbow and rest. By the time she reached the top, Hualiama had shed her first tears from sheer exhaustion, and Auli found herself in an unexpected place – she reckoned she must be above the Library chamber beside the terrace lake, in a room packed with power such as she had never imagined.

“Must be horiatite,” she muttered to herself, touching the unfamiliar stone deposits lining the room. They radiated so much magical power, her teeth buzzed in her jaw, and her strangely crystalline eyes ached.

Suddenly, Amaryllion was inside her head, and he sounded as clear as the very crystals she had just been thinking about.

Auli-Ambar, where have you been?

Causing trouble, she retorted, but rather shakily. More accurately I’m in trouble, o Amaryllion, and I need your help. Please.

After she had sketched the day’s events and her idea that she might hide the tome of ruzal in the Sacred Library, Amaryllion warned her once more to look first to Hualiama’s wellbeing. He very quickly fell to describing the dangers posed by the Sacred Library’s Guardian Spirits. They could not be commanded by any Dragon, and they were fearfully powerful, possessed of elemental forms of Dragon magic that could snuff out fire life quicker than the snap of a Dragon’s talons. More usefully, their very nature rendered them incorruptible from their original purpose. The Onyx of Ha’athior theorised that it was Fra’anior himself who had set them to guard such a treasure; any creature who entered did so at peril of their life, but purity of heart fires should win through.

Comforting? Hardly!

Auli decided she must under no circumstances take a child to that place. She would rather risk her own life.

Very good. Just the tiny matter of getting Hualiama home, then. Undetected. Through Halls that must be crawling with security.

If only she had told Arkurion or Qualiana to call off the search. Or would they? Dragons were incredibly smart, masters of lateral thinking – well, thinking in any strategic direction around the compass, and a few directions no compass would ever show. Might she imagine they would divine a solution for her outside this very room or access? How would Qualiana think? Might she involve Arkurion in a ruse or three, have done so already, or … Xa’an. No, she was being so stupid.

Amaryllion, is there a chance you could communicate with the Mercury Blue on my behalf?

The Ancient Dragon’s laughter boomed like a thunderstorm in her mind. Oh, now you’re thinking like any Dragoness. Of course. Such a simple solution to your conundrum. I can connect the two of you at once.

Freaking loathsome book, it was calling to her again … if she exited this chamber, would Razzior not detect it immediately? He had been studying the subject. He must be attuned to Dramagon’s vile magic. Therefore, she must leave the book here. She must leave it, and go hide it later.

Hualiama first. Aye. She was the true prize.

The Child of the Dragon.


Chapter 27: The Sacred Library

ARKURION Yelled at Auli for at least ten minutes before finding his way around to congratulating her upon an ingenious escape from Razzior’s ill intent. Auli modestly accepted this praise, whereupon the Mercury Blue yelled at her at greater length and considerably more blistering mental volume. She was busy laughing privately at his stereotypically draconic fulminations when her amusement apparently communicated to him through the telepathic link Amaryllion had setup, and that of course was akin to tossing a skein of fuel oil upon the Dragon’s pyretic temper.

Even more characteristically, Amaryllion did not step in to soothe or protect at this point. Apparently rude Human girls needed to learn their lessons. Thumping migraine-monsters of lessons.

Auli might have told them she would only be emboldened to greater levels of vexatiousness in the future. This was fun, although she did worry that she was becoming some sort of strange attention seeker, enjoying having Dragons vent their spleen upon her like a Cloudlands-bound waterfall smashing down upon a particularly stubborn boulder – alias, her head.

After that, Xa’an mounted a classic spy rescue operation.

Having dressed as a Fra’aniorian soldier – which made her feel as if she had a target inked upon her forehead – Auli interred the tome as cleverly as she could in that peculiar power room above the great lift. Amaryllion assured her that the horiatite ought to shield even ruzal from Razzior’s perception, and she desperately wanted to believe the Ancient Dragon, but there was still something very singular about that magic that made her most uncomfortable. The quicker she buried it far, far from certain Orange paws, the better. And what was Ra’aba’s part in all this? Was it his hand that had lifted against the Queen and her soldiers, or a paw?

She had suggested that they toss the accursed thing into the Cloudlands, but Amaryllion warned her immediately. Even this course of action was doomed, for foul magic had a way of resurfacing. Who knew what else it might corrupt down there? Pernicious lore!

Amaryllion had to be taken to task on the subject of what lay beneath the Cloudlands later. She did not appreciate the Ancient Dragon-sized fob off. Right now, her job was to act soldierly and convey the sleepy bundle beneath her robe safely back to Sapphurion’s roost. It was the deepest hour of night.

A tight wedge of Fra’aniorian Royal Elites slipped through the back tunnels of Gi’ishior.

Three dodges and two breathless pauses for reconnoitring later, they reached the relative safety of level five.

Clasping her upper left arm briefly, Xa’an said, Take her to safety, Auli. Well done on all you did today. Be careful, alright?

Auli sidled toward the wards, rounding a corner that took her out of Xa’an’s sight. Just before she reached the magical barrier, when she was primed to feel that tingling shooting through her person, her advancing left foot struck something soft and she stumbled to one knee. A … foot. Female slipper? Aye, someone was sleeping here.

She shook them. “Islands’ sakes, what are you –”

A strangled wheeze shook Auli’s frame as the person slumped onto their side. The skull struck rock with a sickening, wet-sounding blow. No. No! She had to check. Her trembling fingers knew horror as they touched the legs, the hip, and shook the flaccid arm gently. Su’izyan was dead.

Biting the inside of her mouth to keep from gagging, Auli forced herself to search further. Someone – or some Dragon – had ripped out her throat.

“Dad. Oh no. Dad, help!”

* * * *

Auli cried upon Qualiana’s paw for a long time afterward.

Then, she debriefed with the Dragons while Hualiama and Grandion slept nearby. When she could not stop shaking, Qualiana passed her a new type of treat, a sugar-bamboo sap sweet from the South.

“Thanks,” said Auli.

The Red Dragoness said, “Your bravery shone today, little one. You showed resourcefulness and maturity beyond your years – as did Arkurion, for that matter. He’s a fiery soul. We could do with more Dragons of his ilk here at Gi’ishior.”

Sapphurion added, “You must understand, Auli-Ambar, that from this day forth we must prepare Hualiama for her onward journey. As for Qualiana, Grandion and I, we have come to a major decision. One, we must take Masters Chamzu and Ga’athar into our confidence for this period of time. We cannot create enough layers of subterfuge without them. Two, you must be the one to take her to Fra’anior. No other is as capable or dedicated as you. Three, on that fateful day, you will speak over us a prepared scroll of disremembrance.”

“No!”

“Aye,” he said quietly. “I could lie, but I must not. I want to be utterly clear of conscience, heart and soul, if I am ever asked that question. I must be blameless. You will therefore wipe most memories of Hualiama from our minds. Draconic magic has this capacity, as you well know. You will prepare the appropriate constructs and replacement memories with help from Sazutharr, whose expertise in this field is unparalleled.”

She wanted to weep all over again, but the terrace lakes of her soul seemed to have run dry. All she could do was nod her acquiescence. From all she knew of draconic law and lore, this conclusion was inescapable.

The Sapphire continued, “We must protect her – nay, protect all Dragonkind – as best we are able. That means subjecting ourselves to this treatment, which is not devoid of risk, and moreover, leaving you as the sole vessel holding this secret. While we trust the bastion wards apparently etched upon your mind, it is you, Auli, and your character, that we trust most of all. This secret could destroy us. Me, Qualiana, everything we have built and laboured for. Do not underestimate the hegemony you will exert over our fire lives.”

“I don’t … I would never,” Auli replied miserably.

“We know,” Qualiana purred.

“Must I?”

Sapphurion nuzzled her with just the point of his muzzle. “Must you ask?”

“Aye, I must.”

Qualiana purred from Auli’s other flank, “We ascertain no other flight path save this most grievous course. We shall miss Hualiama in our third hearts in spirit at least, for the flesh and the mind shall be forever changed. And therefore you must be the wind to buoy her wings evermore. Similarly, you must be released to fly. Man or woman cannot live by scroll alone.”

“But by a princely word?” she retorted, a touch bitterly.

“You have …”

Auli shrugged hopelessly. “We have parted,” she emphasized softly, knowing the Dragons could not mistake her meaning. “The Human heart is as treacherous as the most untamed wilderness, but my helm is lashed to its course. If a royal life is to be mine, then know that one day, the suns will illume what is to be known.”

“O sage Loremaster,” Qualiana chuckled.

“He should be so lucky,” snorted Sapphurion. “I claim the right to interrogate this young popinjay at the point of my talon before any potential kidnapping. Understood?”

As Auli chortled with a merriment that bubbled only on the very surface, the Red Dragoness teased her mate about how very inappropriate his suggestion was.

Then, the girl promised to return to her chambers.

Just one small detour.

* * * *

So still and deep was the hour, the brain played tricks on a listener. Auli knew she had a major disadvantage over any observer who might see her from afar or spy her crossing through a lit space, but she had a different advantage. She was at home in darkness. That very brooding silence was so profound that the mind almost wanted to create something – anything – to fill it, to assure a frightened girl that she was hearing correctly. Perhaps the call of a night bird, the tread of a Dragon or Human guard, or low voices conferring somewhere within the tunnels.

Not this aching emptiness.

Auli was acutely aware of her extreme state of enervation. She had been on her feet, running and fearing for her life and Hualiama’s, for over twenty-five hours straight. Minus one snooze. She would make mistakes. She second-guessed each move she made.

Could she rely upon fear, the great motivator of her mental defences?

By a circuitous route, Auli-Ambar returned to the Dragon Library. This was the place where it had all started for her. Where she had yearned for the lore and stumbled upon a Dragon – two Dragons, to be fair – one mighty, and one lowly but noble. This was the place of beautiful, leathery scents and ageless lore, the collected thoughts and knowledge of the Dragonkind that somehow seemed to have opened its paws wide and gathered a blind girl to its bosom.

Here, she had come alive.

As she reversed her footsteps of that fateful day Ianthine had tossed her casually over her shoulder, Auli entered the Dragon Library through a rarely-used rear entrance that led immediately to the main gallery where the Dragon Archivists worked. She paused upon entering the room, her hand resting lightly upon the bannister of the Human stairwell leading downward to the floor. Of course, Dragons worked at desks set between twelve and fifteen feet tall, depending on personal preference, so she was a minnow tiddling through a lake of great magnitude, so to speak.

Scent the air. Inks, preservation chemicals, and … Sazutharr?

Good eventide, Auli-Ambar. Working late?

He sounded pleasantly surprised. She said, I couldn’t sleep. I was fretting over my project and so I came down here to look up a few details, noble Head Librarian.

Ah, then walk with me, he boomed. Too jolly? Not Sazutharr’s normal, dignified tones. You won’t tell me the secrets of Auli’s Empire?

Not yet, o Sazutharr. She descended lithely, knowing these steps well. Ask again once it is opened. How shall we choose our winning Apprentice? Do you have any ideas? Let me just step aside to pick up my work smock. I forgot it here this afternoon.

Aye, this afternoon! agreed the Dragon, but Auli heard something else. Warning. Sazutharr knew something was amiss!

After collecting her smock from her station in the neighbouring room and donning it, Auli tagged along with Sazutharr as he chatted to her about finishing options for the flooring. She had never imagined so many varieties, colourations and patterns of marble, for example, existed in the Island-World, and that was only the first of an exhaustive list of materials that the Head Librarian rattled off the top of his head. How could she concentrate when her every sense was blaring on high alert for what she knew was coming?

Eventually, he said in more hushed tones, as though surprised, Oh look, young Loremaster, it’s Razzior sleeping beside my office. Hush now. Don’t disturb the noble Orange. He spent many an hour searching for you this afternoon.

Amazing how Dragons could say one thing and communicate ten more without a word.

Oh, Auli responded, all smothered in fake surprise. How kind of the mighty Razzior. I must thank him at a better time. Having been so deeply disturbed by this morning’s attack by those renegade elements, I took refuge in my work, but forgot to tell anyone where I was – down in Inks with Essini working on that problem with Northern texts fading due to cold decay, noble Dragon. I’m just a scholar. Maybe I should take some battle training? I mean, I was such a cow –

You are no coward, Auli-Ambar, Sazutharr cut in smoothly, cutting off her lie before it tripped her up. Ouch. Close! Now, let’s pull out a couple of tomes for you to consult. I’ve a few favourites down near the back of twenty-two. This way, Loremaster.

The venerable Dragon Librarian might be suffering the physical effects of his great age, for Dragons could live over twice a Human lifespan, but there were no issues in the brains department. Sharp as whetted talon, Auli thought ruefully, and then a terrible pang pierced her gut as she realised Arkurion would likely outlive her by a century. She’d be doddering along on sticks while he enjoyed the prime of his life. How sad.

Would Razzior follow? Or feel his watch was ended?

After they had left the Orange Dragon three Library caverns in their wake, Auli said, I’ll take a few books back to my room, Head Librarian. May I stop here for a tumbrel?

Wryly, the aged Green titan crooned, Shall I turn a blind eye to your doings, as did the Mercury Blue?

Aye. Please. She gulped hard. I’m sorry.

He laughed softly, Sorry? Did not the Sapphire Elder bespeak the presence of Fra’anior’s paw upon your life’s fires from the very first? Close, Auli thought. His little shell-brother.

LITTLE?

Oh. Sometimes Amaryllion startled her with his listening – usually when she was unaware, as if her mind’s apparent defences had taken a brief holiday. Reset? That could be problematic.

Relatively speaking, o noble leviathan, Auli said, mock-respectfully.

Amaryllion’s response suggested he was cheerfully flaming cheeky Human girls in his mind’s eye.

Sazutharr added, I am too old for intrigue, anyways. But that does not mean I do not enjoy smacking that belligerent Orange across the ear canals from time to time. Hunk of putrescent lizard flesh. Auli’s eyebrows peaked behind her mask at the open insult. Nay. Consider me thy servant, Auli-Ambar!

The Dragon chortled gruffly at her gasp of shock, and then clapped her upon the back, propelling her headfirst into a scroll rack.

Oh! he snorted. Oh, forgot you weren’t one of my Apprentices. Alright?

Just about, she wheezed.

So gallant. Auli reached out, found his paw, and wrapped her arms around his fore talon. Sazutharr gurgled in astonishment. And this?

She said, If I can attain one hundredth of your eminence, noble Sazutharr, I should die content.

Away with dejection, away!

Shortly, armed with seven architectural sections, four music scrolls, two books on construction techniques and one on the tiny matter of ruzal – or at the very least, repugnant lore that kept nibbling around the edges of her mind, Auli-Ambar exited the Dragon Library front and centre, and rattled steadily along the path that curved like one of the foot-long fishhooks they used to haul giant carp out of Gi’ishior’s terrace lake, and returned to the tunnels as though headed for her roost. She hummed gently, a timbre that she thought might evoke Razzior’s presence, should he be stalking her. Nothing.

Her father’s team would not be sleeping, but they were in a different section of the volcano. Auli snuck between the old entry level armouries again as if heading for a lift shaft, but she ducked behind it instead and took a Human-sized, archaic side route that so far had evaded her attempts to restructure it. It served no real purpose, but neither could it easily be repurposed.

Auli clicked her tongue in exasperation. She hated it when small details evaded her.

“Ouch.” Not good for her tangled jaw tendons, apparently. Just this week, Hualiama had inadvertently screamed when her lower face mask slipped out of place.

That hurt.

The deepest silences always had a sense of completeness about them, she thought. Nothing could be quieter than utter stillness, except when there was menace. As she walked steadily along that passageway which would shortly connect her into the deep section that held the Concert Cavern, Auli’s sense of unease grew. What was it? Not Dragons. She smelled or sensed nothing of Dragon magic, but what did enter her nostrils was a heavy, memory-evoking odour. Rank sankuweed.

Auli froze.

“Master … Mi’elgan?” she quavered.

There was movement in an alcove to her left. A stirring, that of a large man, she thought, wrinkling her nose at his stale, unwashed smell.

“Ah, petal,” he slurred, evidently having to prop himself against a wall. Wine-soaked sot, she thought. Ugh. “Whassa pretty petal … doing down here, sshhooo … late?”

“Just passing by,” she said primly.

“You shhh … shhtayy,” he managed. “Petal.”

A heavy hand pawed at her arm; Auli shrugged the man off. “Don’t touch me.”

“Now, doan’ be unfriendly. Come, petal. One kissshhh.”

He threw an arm about her shoulders. She was a tall girl, but this man must be a few inches taller still and probably four or five times her slight weight. His unsteady bulk trapped her against the tunnel wall. Hands pawed at her neck.

Auli had suffered too much this long, long day. She reacted as Si’ishi had taught her. Hard, straight up, the base of her palm smacked into the underside of the lout’s jaw. At the same time, she hooked her foot behind his ankle – nothing exacting or elegant about her execution, but he was very drunk indeed. The man went over like a felled tree. Smack.

Roaring rajals, she had done it! Auli wrung her left hand. “Ugh, probably sprained.”

With a soft and very naughty chuckle, she fumbled for his pulse. Alive, aye. He would feel that windroc’s egg on his stupid skull tomorrow. And hopefully remember nothing. Thank the heavens that had not been Captain Ra’aba. She would have been diced up like root vegetables for the stewpot.

Gripping the tumbrel’s handle, she snuck away.

* * * *

Down in the Concert Chamber, Auli had the unexpected problem of reaching the door handle to press open the finely-balanced but Dragon-proportioned doors. She tried stacking three books, but the height still was not enough. She rearranged the ruzal tome on its end and clambered atop carefully, imagining her slipper was Fra’anior’s paw trampling upon the ancient Red scientist’s unworthy necks. Dangling her full weight off the very end of the massive paw handle in order to maximise leverage, Auli managed to turn the mechanism and the door swung open half a foot. Leap down, put shoulder to door. Whoever had designed those counterweights had done an amazing job. Silently open, silently shut.

The deserted chamber made her feel entombed.

Leaving the tumbrel right beside the door so that the sound of its scraping wheels might alert her, Auli-Ambar lugged Of Crimson Lore Resplendent down to the stage area, grateful for the long-sleeved smock to protect her hand and arm. Even another skin-to-scrolleaf touch seemed too great a risk to take. Down on the stage, she moved to the back and felt her way along the wall. Nothing. That might be expected. How many thousands of pairs of Dragon eyes had stared at the stage’s backdrop, never suspecting what it concealed?

The fake metal scroll had described a meriatonium archway inset in the wall. Be that the case, Auli could not find it, or its anti-magic properties masked the location too well.

No problem. The lore which had been burned onto her hands and subsequently charred into her personal diary was straightforward, but couched in a stark warning. Fear for thy immortal soul, thou who durst enter. She must activate further deposits secreted in the wall of an unspecified nature, which would open a portal of an unspecified nature, which would transport her to the Sacred Library in – no surprise – an unspecified manner, whereupon she might perish in ways Amaryllion Fireborn had been perfectly specific about. Marvellous. As in, they might rip her soul from her body and devour it.

Horror stories to titillate the squeamish? Auli was less than keen to become a test subject.

Hualiama had better be worth this!

Steadily, she spoke the access sequences. Five specific ward activation phrases each triggered a further aspect of the portal’s operation. Each must be precisely enunciated in flawless Higher Dragonish, which was even more archaic and tongue-twistingly shaded than ordinary Dragonish. She had been required to consult numerous tomes before she grasped all of the linguistic nuances. If the portal appeared, it was utterly soundless – only, the bolt-upright stature of every hair on Auli’s body, including her long braid which rippled away from her head as though whipped by an invisible breeze, informed her of the tempestuous power of the magic that faced her. Sensing a slight radiance, Auli raised her eye mask and was rewarded with a slight orangey glow that resolved into what she took for a very long tunnel.

Despite the horrible blurriness, Auli whooped softly in delight and fluttered her hands together in a draconic gesture of triumph that symbolised flying around the Yellow Moon. Her eyes! They had actually done something that vaguely resembled usefulness. Scribe that on a handy scroll!

So … walk into the wall? Enter the Dragon’s lair?

Stepping forward was like pressing into a warm windstorm that conversely did not blow – perhaps not physically, nor in any way Auli understood. ‘Magic’ was no real answer for a scholar! Nor was Taskaturion, the subject expert, the most approachable creature either. A wry sigh escaped her as she tucked the book beneath her left arm. Probing away with her mind and feeling ahead with her outstretched left arm, she edged forward reluctantly. Her fingertips touched something that rippled like water. Then, cold impaled her skin. Having lived all of her life around a volcano, Auli had never imagined such a glacial chill, it seemed to bite into her nerves before ripping along them like a ravenous Dragon tossing back a length of intestines. Her terrified yell was engulfed by an onslaught of pain, then she was through, sweating and shivering and panting all at once, kneeling on some sort of platform that she knew, just by the antiquated, fusty-magical smell of her surrounds, was nowhere near home.

Welcome, Dragon-kin.

Auli swallowed what felt like a pumice mountain. Ah, noble Dragon?

No, just a library, said the … voice. What is thy wish?

I … well, I wish to deposit a new volume.

Describe the contents, please, said the Library, for all the world like an efficient Dragon staffing the front desk back at Gi’ishior.

Where am I? asked Auli. How did I get – yeeeeaaaah!

Chills wracked her spine as she whirled, sensing a mighty presence behind her. Of course she saw nothing, not even the portal she had just passed through, but its presence was visceral, an awareness of her own mortality coupled with a keen, alien intelligence that seemed to examine her very bones and congeal them with ice in the doing. Auli could not move. Talons seemed to stroke her flesh.

Curious form, for a Dragoness.

She unstuck her tongue from the roof of her mouth and whispered, I am a Human who serves the Dragonkind at Gi’ishior. I am a Loremaster, noble Spirit.

Master you are not, hissed the creature. Its voice was a terrifying paean to the deathly ambiance of its presence. You bring the gift of lore? Tasty lore? Tell me why I should not summarily slay you where you stand! I despise trespassers!

I … I am but a humble scholar, Auli quavered, all too aware that the Guardian Spirits probably supped upon her kind for entertainment.

Oh? Icy breath seared her face and throat, spreading the chill of death across her flesh.

Fight, Auli! Tell the phantasm about Dramagon! Tell it … You know not whence I came, she said through chattering teeth. What?

HUMAN INTRUDER!

Barely had the beast’s bellow washed over her, knocking Auli backward to the edge of a platform of unknown dimensions or height off the ground, when the creature appeared to recoil. At least, its fearsome chill eased, and it said, Ah, what manner of bastion ward doth this quaking lump of Humanity carry in its flesh? How very unique! A fascinating case.

Specimen number one, Auli-Ambar.

The presence breathed frostily, I sense two opposing magics knit into one flesh … magic of the farthest air-ocean, is this not? Far hast thou wandered from thine aqueous demesne, little enigma. Intriguing. Such fusion or coexistence of antithetical magical classes defies all law; it should be torn apart by forces as elemental as gravity or fire-life itself, yet there it stands, infused with such quickening of the soul as mortal creatures enjoy in this plane of existence.

The creature fell silent. Did it withdraw?

Staggered, Auli could only query the unfamiliar terminology. Air … ocean? What’s an ocean?

With lyrical cadence, the Guardian Spirit said, Across the elemental barrier of Earthen Fires and beyond the third sun lies a fabled realm of tempestuous airborne storms wherein do dwell the people of ocean fair, where waterfalls rush upward to salute the suns’ beneficent gaze, and the ever-welling torrents encompass a liquescent ocean of life suspended in the welkin.

Poetic mumbo-jumbo, but altogether fascinating, the girl decided, trying to make muzzle or tail out of these claims. Could the spirit mean that her mother’s realm lay beyond the fabled Rift Storms? Beyond a third Sun? What a bizarre reference! She had never read such a legend. Yet to have this peculiar connection she had always felt with water confirmed, in some part, rocked the foundations of her every Isle.

My memories suggest that my mother was Pykolese, Auli noted, hoping she might learn more.

Pykolese? The air-ocean dwellers are so named? At last, the spirit’s voice seemed to diminish. I always value new information. Deposit the volume with care, then begone.

May I one day return? she ventured. Bold Auli! Wow!

After a terrible pause broken only by the butterfly-like fluttering of icy, ethereal talons about her neck, as though the exact point or manner of execution must be considered, the Guardian Spirit hissed, I sense in thee a kindred spirit, a fundamental regard of lore analogous to mine own. You alone will I permit entry, upon this condition. Bring me sufficient word, o scholarly scale mite , of this mythical realm of impossibilities given form – this air-ocean of thine heritage – and we Spirits shall be content. Fail, and perish.

Auli bowed. Upon my word as upon thine, let it be, o Guardian Spirit.

We are avowed.

And in another peculiar turn of events, she remained alive. Talking to a Library about realms beyond imagination and secret, lethal lore. Oh well. With a sigh, Auli verbally summarised what she thought the volume Of Crimson Lore Resplendent contained, and outlined its dangers.

Spectral tendrils prickled Auli’s flesh as they spirited the tome away into what she realised had to be an enormous space. She flexed her fingers charily, feeling both relief and loss. If only she could have seen this place. Yet she must be content but to have tarried upon the threshold of a library perhaps never trod by Human foot, and having conversed with the mortiferous fires of the Guardian Spirits, to escape with her life.

For this night, it was enough.

* * * *

Day rolled into day, and month into month, and the fear of repercussions began to fade into the background of Auli-Ambar’s life. It seemed she might have succeeded. Auli had her work, the opening of her fragrance baths to anticipate – annoyingly delayed by the minor catastrophe of Sylakia’s attempted invasion of Jeradia – and preparations to make for Hualiama’s transfer to the Palace. Matters proceeded at the speed of royal law, which was to say, marginally faster than a fossilised land snail.

At least half a dozen times, Auli prepared ‘rainbows forever’ scrolls to cause the Prince to fall desperately in love with her, and then ceremonially burned them in her chambers. She could not have carried it through. The fourth time she managed to set her face mask alight, which also singed off her left eyebrow. This caused Zimtyna and Arkurion, upon his next visit to Gi’ishior, no end of merriment.

Zimtyna and Bazukior broke up, re-engaged, and broke up again. Four episodes within two months. Poor girl. She had to be more downcast and pessimistic than Auli, which was an impressive achievement. They toasted eternal singleness together with great solemnity.

In the soothing rhythm of time, Prince Hi’ixion did of his own accord renew his interest in matters Auli-Ambar, and having failed to forget her for three visits running, became her swain, her gallant Prince, her every rainbow over every Isle. Perhaps she might have been forgiven a smidgen of giddiness. His kisses were the stuff of ballads; tender, swoon-worthy affairs that occupied rather more of her waking hours than Auli would ever disclose, and appeared to ignore the trickiness of a jaw that regularly became dislocated for reasons of … well, enthusiasm. There was a good word.

Her greatest joy, however, was to play or just spend time with Hualiama, who was becoming quite the little scamp. She lisped joyously, danced incessantly, and began to learn the words of the child-friendly ballads Auli taught her. Hualiama began to speak of her new life at the Palace and her new Mommy-to-be, and gradually made the switch to Island Standard rather than speaking Dragonish. For his part, Grandion’s jealousy appeared to ease as matters ground inevitably in one direction. The Masters Chamzu and Ga’athar revelled playing their part in the plot, flying children and fledglings all over the Cluster almost on a weekly basis as schooling turned ‘practical.’ Outings ranged from observing feral Dragons to taking a census of dragonets, and from making studies of fauna and flora of the various Islands, to shopping in the markets near the Palace for the Human children. More than once Chamzu reported Ra’aba and Xa’an tearing out their respective beards as schedules and cargo and passenger manifests were flagrantly violated or modified literally on the fly.

Eight months after she had safeguarded Hualiama that fateful day and concealed the ruzal from Razzior’s greedy paw, the news arrived in one innocuous, Island-shaking scroll written in the Queen’s hand and personally delivered by her father. Hualiama’s adoption had been approved. The girl must be delivered to the Palace forthwith.

Auli wept her strangely tearless, heaving sobs. She was inconsolable.


Chapter 28: Flight or Fright

Hope is that emotion most riven with glorious terror, a unique, intensely personal expression of suffering. May hope’s promise never play you false.

Ianthine the Draco-Mystic, Collected Wisdom Sayings

Early that storm season morning, very close to her sixteenth birthday and her age of majority under Fra’aniorian lore, Auli supervised the loading of her Dragonharp into Master Chamzu’s vessel, as usual. None would know that inside the false bottom of her case lay one tiny, sleeping child, of white-blonde hair and effervescent laughter, in whom all the fire-life of the Dragons themselves seemed to burn so brightly. Auli had administered a herbal drink in the early hours before suns-rise, ensuring that Hualiama would not wake for the five hours their flight should take. She quadruple-checked the fastenings and the air holes before leaving her chambers with the instrument.

Shortly, the Dragonship swayed upward into the still dawn air, hissing and creaking at the joints as the sailors steered her out through the tunnel access and over the great terrace lake, before setting her nose toward the East. With the suns-rise came the warm volcanic breezes, rocking the vessel as they crossed heat inversions and negotiated the tricky thermals around the rim Islands. Auli deliberately stilled her soul as she took her stance toward the port bow. She drew out the new minifying oculars Arkurion had built for her, and put them to the test.

Minoculars, anyone?

Strange how she resented the thought that she might, one day, not be able to be called blind anymore. For she saw afar toward a pair of fuzzy blobs that must display that colour they called orange, one very slightly higher than the other, and puzzled over the narrowness of her field of vision that achieved such a result. It was as if she looked upon the world through a tube many tens of miles long, but had the capacity to see what lay right at the end. Utterly impractical. The need to magnify her sight would have made much more sense.

Despite her rampant fears, the flight proceeded smoothly. No Dragons. No unusual checks. She was just the Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish on her way to teach the royal children, as she did every month.

After landing, as the unloading progressed at the Dragonship docks, a soldier called her aside. “What’s in the bag, lady?” he said roughly.

“My Dragonharp.”

“What’s that?”

“A musical instrument.”

“Dragon stuff, eh? I’ll have to take a look. Open the bag.” Clamping down on an urge to scream, Auli began to comply. The man said at once, “Captain Ra’aba. Look at this.”

“What is it, soldier?” came that much-hated voice. Smooth as oil. Nasty as a Green Dragon’s most bilious acid attack.

“Look, Captain, the base is too thick,” he said, most probably pointing at the offending part. Exactly where Hualiama lay!

Auli was speechless. Mentally prepared, aye, but terrified out of her wits.

“Well, Auli-Ambar? Can you explain to our zealous new recruit?” sneered Ra’aba. Oddly, the note of sarcastic boredom in his voice settled her.

“Just my music scrolls, Captain Ra’aba,” she replied lightly, managing not to squeak or sound at all breathless. “The case opens here, see, beneath the base of the instrument. It’s a storage section where I keep all my Palace-approved musical scrolls for teaching the –”

“Bah, scholars,” said Ra’aba. “Carry on.”

The soldier clearly heard the implied threat in his Captain’s voice, because he barked, “Captain says carry on, girl.”

“That’s the Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish, soldier,” the Captain growled, apparently not even bothering to turn before venting his spleen on his unfortunate target. “She works at the Palace. Remember this one well, for she worships Sapphurion’s every scale. Dragons’ paw-licker if ever you met one.”

Ugh. Shaking and nauseous, Auli followed the dock labourers wheeling her instrument and carrying her bags toward the Palace. So far, so safe.

* * * *

The standard second check at the doors to the royal nursery was more cursory. Check inside the harp bag. Finding neither pythons nor Dragons nor an army of anti-royalists being smuggled about the Isles, in she went with her priceless cargo. She tried not to sag with relief, but Auli’s weak knees promptly threw a decidedly inelegant wobble into the mix that had her clutching for the bag and very nearly toppling the entire instrument on the floor. That would have been inexcusable.

Auli had thought the Queen would be first in line to greet her new charge, but apparently there were protocols and measures galore which Xa’an had not been entirely forthright about. Essentially, once Auli had unpacked her instrument and the more valuable cargo sleeping beneath it, the child should be inspected minutely for defects by a doctor and then thoroughly disinfected.

Politeness rather failed her at this juncture.

Nonetheless, a steamed-up Auli and sleepy-annoyed Hualiama attended to all that was demanded of them, including the return or destruction of all clothing sourced from Gi’ishior. The doctor probed her ears and checked her throat while Hualiama sang him a ditty about dragonets playing with a ball of string. Perhaps something of Auli’s foul mood communicated to him, for he completed the examination with almost indecent alacrity.

“A bouncing, healthy young girl, perfect in every respect,” he pronounced, and exited Auli’s chamber post-haste.

Xa’an quipped, “Channelling our inner Dragoness, daughter?”

“Keep count of your fingers, father.”

“I see.”

“I don’t. I singularly fail to see the point of this charade,” Auli glowered, growing angry at her own pun. Marvellous. Then Hualiama demanded a cuddle, which was impossible to resist, as usual. “There, darling, we’re here now. Mommy Shyana will be along in a minute.”

Hualiama bit her ear.

“Ouch!”

“Dwagoness Hualiama,” she chuckled merrily.

“Rascally pipsqueak! The rat already took a piece of that one. Don’t you start.”

“Down. Hualiama dance.”

Auli sighed. Maybe focussing on harp strings for a few minutes would soothe her frazzled nerves. That, or she’d do or say something regrettable and summarily end her input into this little girl’s life. Hualiama still needed her – didn’t she?

As she played and Hualiama’s feathery footsteps twirled about her like the rising winds of a tiny storm, she considered the fate of a girl snatched from Master Mi’elgan and Mistress Sairana’s house and brought up amongst Dragons. This girl had enjoyed a most unusual privilege. For Auli, it was Chamzu’s rescue and Sazutharr’s warm welcome to his Dragon Library which had changed her life’s course, even before Arkurion’s deft insight had brought it all into focus. She winced. Figuratively speaking. Then, her involvement with Sapphurion and Qualiana.

Who would Hualiama’s benefactors be? Could she hope that her small actions might somehow abet and inspire a great future? With the ruzal securely hidden, aye, she could hope. As Amaryllion loved to opine, one never knew when a Dragon’s wingbeat might trigger a tempest. Unintentional aftereffects. When Auli had put that point of view to Sazutharr, the Dragon librarian had been most tickled. ‘Aye, Auli. Aye indeed!’

Then came a gentle knocking at the door, and Hualiama darted for the safety of Auli’s arms. She buried her head against her shoulder. “No mommy. Wowwied. Go home?”

“Dearest pollen-fluff, this will be your new home. Remember?”

“No. Lee-lee don’t want home. Where home?”

Poor mite. No small wonder she was confused. Auli squeezed her tight, making to stand.

“No need,” Queen Shyana said, entering with a muted rustling of what must be a long lace gown. Bah. Since when did one not rise for royalty? Auli struggled to her feet regardless. Or was disobedience worse? Help! “Islands’ greetings, Auli-Ambar. And … do I remember this little dragonet? Cheep, cheep.”

Hualiama wriggled as a finger tickled her ribs. “No.”

“She’s in a bit of a ‘no’ phase, o Queen,” Auli advised, startled to receive a fond kiss upon her cheek from Shyana.

“I’d imagine so,” said the Queen. “Have you grown taller again, o reed most slender? Welcome to your new home, Hualiama – and Auli, how can I ever thank you enough?” Auli wanted to say, ‘By letting me take Hualiama back again.’ “There’s your service to the throne, but also to me personally. I’ll be forever grateful.”

If she remembered. If anyone did. Sighing within, Auli dredged a gracious word or two up from the darkness of her heart.

Shyana must have known or at least suspected the lie of her feelings, because she was very kind to Auli as she questioned her for over two hours about all things Hualiama. Every detail, nuance and foible had to be known. Her joy in dancing and singing. The words and phrases she preferred. It did not take her long to conclude that Shyana would make a wonderful, devoted mother to this orphan. The kind of mother she had never enjoyed.

Would she ever find her mother? Or Hualiama, hers?

* * * *

That afternoon, an elegant scroll arrived from Prince Hi’ixion inviting her to accompany him on a day trip, for which Auli had to seek special permission. Rainbows dancing over Islands! “Do you think he’ll want to talk about the future, Shyana? Our future?” she asked excitedly.

“His was a very traditional family,” she said, chuckling at Auli’s fervour. “He might want you to meet a special mentor or friend.”

Rather to Auli’s disappointment, the purpose of the trip was rajal hunting.

She supposed she had one small advantage. Wearing a face mask, the good Prince could not see the faces she pulled behind his back as they flew up to the mid-North of Fra’anior’s main Island, found a suitable patch of wilderness where a particularly troublesome beast was said to have made his lair, and set off into the tropical jungle accompanied by a troop of soldiers, five of whom were assigned the sole task of protecting Auli from assorted nastiness – feral monkeys, rajals, pythons, fourteen varieties of deadly spitting cobras, and other jungle delights. She rather wished they could mop her brow and feed her cool prekki-fruit juice. The jungle was sweaty, loamy and as humid as a Sylakian soldier’s well-used socks, and all sorts of bushes and vines and fallen logs kept attacking her knees and ankles. Not her favourite sort of adventure.

The Prince had thoughtfully provided a maidservant who helped her bathe at a small pool afterward, out of sight of the troops, and then it was on to a picnic dinner upon a flat-topped boulder overlooking the caldera, and Auli began to nurse a flame of expectation that all her skirmishing with bushes might have been worth it. The Prince seemed in a jolly mood following his successful hunt. If listening to men crashing through bushes, growling, shouting and having absolutely no idea what was going on counted for anything, then Auli had been part of her first rajal hunt.

Much easier just to send in a Dragon!

A soft rush mat to recline upon. Delicious nibbles. Bubbly berry-wine raised to a cheerful backdrop of chirruping birds saluting the gathering evening. Undivided royal attention. Life, my dear scholar, could be worse.

To her surprise, just as she began to relax and enjoy herself, she heard the turbine beat of another Dragonship approaching. A trader, perhaps?

That was when Prince Hi’ixion seized her left wrist and clamped cold metal around it.

A manacle! “Hi’ixion!” she squeaked. “Are you kidnapping me?”

She tried half-heartedly to beat him off, but the Prince was a strong young man and very determined. A few token kicks later, and he had her wrists secured behind her back.

Auli growled furiously. “If this is a kidnapping, mister, it’s supposed to be done from my home. And, I’m not yet sixteen. I will not stand for –”

“This is not a kidnapping,” he said coldly. “Now, settle down.”

“It’s … not? What?”

“Captain Ra’aba will arrive any moment.”

“Ra’aba!” Auli struggled furiously against the manacles, trying to twist up to her knees, but the Prince’s hard-muscled arm prevented her from rising. When he did not speak, she cried, “What the hells is this, Hi’ixion?”

He said, “I’m sorry, Auli. He’ll explain.”

What Auli-Ambar understood was the bottomless well of betrayal’s bitterness. Humiliation, too, but mostly the knowledge of the Prince’s treachery. Him? She had a terrible feeling she knew exactly who might be behind this. For how long had he been playing her for a fool? Months? Had he actually remembered her, or had he been prompted by another agent?

She said, “Well, this is one way to rile the Dragonkind, Hi’ixion. I can’t say I’d want to show my head above the parapet once Sapphurion hears about this.”

“When he hears about your treachery, do you mean?”

“My treachery? Mine?”

Awkwardly, the Prince returned, “You’re party to vital information you’re concealing; information that could destroy the draconic race. I’d imagine most Dragons would look kindly upon one who abetted –”

“Ra’aba put you up to this! You lying, conniving slug!”

Wrenching away from the protesting Prince, Auli gained her feet. She heard the soldiers spreading out and the rattle of weapons, but in truth, they had little to fear from a chained scholar. Or did they?

Amaryllion! Amaryllion, I’m in trouble!

No reply.

Now was the time for him to be absent? Could this be about Hualiama? Definitely, it concerned the prophecy advanced by Ianthine. The child or the ruzal … or, Auli cleared her bone-dry throat painfully, both? What did Ra’aba and his undoubted collaborator, Razzior, know? Xa’an had assured her that Ra’aba knew nothing about the child. The plan was for Hualiama’s presence to remain unremarked for several months by the busy Captain of the Guard, who had many other responsibilities – for example, destroying Auli’s plans and rallying the Dragons against her …

As Hi’ixion approached, speaking soothingly, she focussed narrowly upon his voice. Which way was the Prince facing? Directly toward her? She realised she had no idea what he might be wearing. It was unlikely he would still be wearing his body armour once the hunt was finished, wasn’t it?

“Auli, all you have to do is tell the Captain what he wants to know,” argued the Prince. Closer. “Come on, it’s not as bad as all that.”

She raised her chin. “Oh? Then why the manacles?”

“Orders.”

Coward. Ra’aba’s boot-kissing lackey! So much for a royal romance. Dreams, kerpoof. Auli’s muscles drew taut, and her fury felt like the bottomless pit of a volcanic hell, set to detonate at the slightest pretext. When he spoke again …

The Prince said, “Auli, you have to understand –”

“I do!” With a wild yell, she launched her left foot in a scything arc that aimed to dis-orbit whichever Moon might be abroad this day. She struck something soft.

The Prince made a noise like a punctured Dragonship balloon, and collapsed against her knees.

No time to celebrate. Auli bolted.

* * * *

Her flight lasted all of seven perhaps seconds. Having remembered to negotiate the drop from the boulder to a stretch of grassy meadow below, Auli stumbled through the wildflowers before tripping over what felt like a soldier’s spear and measuring her length upon what she had taken for soft grass. She tried to fling out her hands. Trapped.

Krack!

Her chin rebounded off a small rock. For a second she just lay there, watching for one of the very few occasions of her life, the play of lights behind her eyes. Pretty.

Then, pain ignited like fire all about her jaw and seared up into her head. Auli cried out, smothered in the agony, in the burning, in the place of knowing nothing but pain. Chips burst from her mouth with each cough. Bits of teeth. Blood. Bone.

“Fools!” roared the Prince.

People were talking above her. Around her. The voices said things about haemorrhaging and broken jawbones, but she knew only excruciation. She must not move her mouth. Hands turned her onto her side to stop the choking, although there was not much bleeding, someone said. The pain clamped her head like a vice and slowly ratcheted up the pressure.

Then, the acid tones of Ra’aba passed over her, searing. Condemning. Calloused fingers checked her mouth. His fingers, with the grip-strength of a swordsman. “Broken. At least four or five places. Idiots! I needed the girl able to talk!”

Her tongue felt so thick. Swollen unto bursting, like her heart.

“Get me a cursed doctor from town. Now! And give her something to stop the pain. All I need is speech, nothing else. The damage can be fixed later, if needs be.”

In a low, agonised voice Hi’ixion mumbled, “Can it? Hurting Auli-Ambar wasn’t part of the deal, Ra’aba.”

“Oh, go mewl somewhere else, kitten!” snarled the Captain, before he set about cursing the Prince with the lurid facility of a professional soldier. “If you’d just bothered to hold her, you wouldn’t be limping about like she unmanned you!”

The Prince whined, “Mouldering son of a windroc, I’ll see you –”

“Interred? Decent kick for a blind, manacled scholar, wasn’t it? Damaged the family hoard down there? You can’t even stand upright – idiot Princeling!”

Auli hurt too much to enjoy their interaction. What now, o bruiser of princes’ manly egos?

Someone rolled up their cloak to pillow her head; a gentler hand tried to clear some of the mess out of her mouth so that her airway would not be obstructed. As the man’s movements inadvertently jolted her jaw, she passed out.

* * * *

She regained consciousness to sense the unmistakable rocking motion of a Dragonship in flight. She felt strangely good. The pain had passed through her being, leaving just a dull, faraway aching in its wake. Auli remembered that she had been badly hurt, but she was too busy watching colourful phantasms flitting behind her eyes, and enjoying a sensation far more soaring than Dragonship flight. She cartwheeled like a dragonet through the night skies. Nothing mattered anymore. All of her cares floated away upon warm, luxurious duck down from Archion Island, the stuff of royal pillow rolls.

Where was she?

Waterfalls thundered behind her ears. Great torrents of life, powering upward into the skies – what were the skies like, anyhow? Or the moons? What was the colour blue, the colour strangely splashed upon her Dragon’s kiss? She imagined her mother as a fragrant flower, the touch of her puckered petals infusing rippling, mellifluent life into her being, where water mingled with fire and created something … unique. Infeasible. Delicate as starlight yet as strong as the striving, thriving, ever-changing power of life itself. Were she comprised of such pith, it were wondrous indeed.

Perhaps such as she should never have been, yet she was.

Firewater.

Waterfire.

Dizzying, spinning, tumbling ecstatically through pain into sorrow and from sorrow to joy, she soared upon the roaring billows. All was elemental, majestic, the sporting of wildfires within the tranquil pond of her being.

Auli settled. Her brows furrowed. Where had she been?

A voice said, “Who the freaking fumaroles do you think you are?”

She struggled to speak.

Xa’an said, “The truth is as I have told you. We know not her mother. I have amnesia – magically induced amnesia. Your informants told the truth.”

Oh no. They had her father too?

“That must have been a memorable relationship,” sneered a draconic voice. No surprises there. Who other than Razzior? “Ra’aba, focus your thoughts. Look, the girl’s awake. We can question her – if you haven’t broken her jaw too thoroughly, you dumb rajal.”

“It was the boy –”

“Oh, shut the fangs,” Razzior snapped. “Auli, if you can hear me, speak.”

Her mouth and tongue were so bruised and puffy, all she could produce was a sound like, awwwgghh.

“Good,” said the Dragon. “So, here we are. Girl, we’ve brought you to a little-known Islet just off the northernmost peninsula of Fra’anior Cluster. Your father graces us with his presence – begrudgingly. We want information. I would strongly suggest that you discover ways to communicate clearly, or we’ll be forced to encourage you.”

Xa’an called, “Razzior, please, speak to me –”

“Someone shut that fool up.”

Auli winced as the sound of a heavy blow fell dully upon her ears. Her father groaned. Ways indeed.

Razzior sneered, “I can be very persuasive. Imagine my fore-talon sliding into your father’s bowels, like this –” A creature screamed. For a moment, she mistook the sound for that of a windroc’s ferocious shriek, but then it lingered horribly into a bubbling, agonised cry that was unmistakably that of a man. The Dragon snickered, “Or we might start twisting off limbs, like this …”

Nuuurrrrrggghhh! Auli shouted. Her entire face felt as if it would throb off her shoulders any second. Judging by the hot rasp of her breath past her tongue, she feared the swelling would constrict her airway any moment.

“Ah, suddenly so motivated,” Razzior snickered. “You can have so much fun with a blind girl. I wasn’t even torturing your father, little one. Just some random villager, unlucky to be abroad tonight. So, how’s your capacity for speech coming along?”

“Don’t tell him anything!” yelled Xa’an. Thud! “Aargh!”

“One leg broken,” the Orange Dragon said callously. “I don’t even need a hammer. I’ll just stand on him and slowly, very slowly, crush the life out of your precious daddy.”

“Father!”

Horribly slurred, but recognisable speech it was.

“Better and better,” purred Razzior.

“Oh, Xa’an’s still alive,” the Captain put in. “So, we’ve wasted more than enough time on that popinjay Princeling and your worthless sire. Situational briefing. Hear my demands. You will tell us what you know about this secret of the Child of the Dragon, and exactly where you hid it that day, Miss Clever Scholar. Aye, we know you found something. You see, men like to talk, especially drunks.”

Auli hissed.

“Aye. That soldier, that’s the one. Took us a cursed long time to find the sot, but he mouthed off in a tavern one night – in Sylakia Town of all places.” The Captain sounded as if he were pacing past her prone body as he continued to expound, “You were carrying books that night, but to where? That is the question, isn’t it?”

“Music,” she managed to slur, but it came out more as ‘moo-thick.’

“Oh, but we know better.” Ra’aba resorted to his habitual sneering. “Put together a Dragon Library reference in the forbidden section, stolen by someone’s father, connect that to the daughter’s presence in the Library that very day, and add a scent trace found upon leggings abandoned in the garbage midden and a soldier’s testimony … aye, we have looked far, girl. Far and deep. So you will tell what you have hidden and where it is. You will reveal all.”

Despite the fogging effect of the herbs or drugs on her mind, Auli was thinking very rapidly now. The kind of thinking motivated, as Razzior had correctly pointed out, by that incredible desire to see herself and her father survive this fell pass.

She goaded them, “Unfortunately, Razzior destroyed the Lib –”

Human and Dragon bellowed simultaneously. Through the fading and returning billows of her consciousness the expressions of their fury sounded eerily in tune with each other, as if one single voice spoke at two different timbres, and one issued from a rough Human throat while the other boomed from a Dragon’s vocal resonators, chords and articulation structures. Linked. Strangely, their mental accord reminded her of Azziala and her disparate voices. A work of magic had been wreaked in their lives, fey and binding and fearfully powerful magic, and it drove them to perilous extremes – beyond the bounds of ordinary Human or even draconic hubris. She wondered dully what consequences would visit this uncanny duo; what travails and torments they would doubtless inflict upon the Island-World …

“Speak!” Razzior and Ra’aba snarled in concert.

The beginnings of a desperate, crazy plan began to formulate inside of Auli’s pain- and drug-pickled mind. She too could make connections. Many connections. The uncanny link between Razzior and Ra’aba. Lore based on the magical properties of Dragon blood. They had exchanged blood and perhaps more, the two of them, coupled with incantations of vile lore. Perhaps Ra’aba had something of a Dragon about him, now. Something borrowed or stolen from the Orange, and vice versa. Would it not kill them? Was this type of magic even stable, or was this the reason that they sought the power of ruzal, to seal or deepen their pact?

The key was to deflect their attention away from Hualiama. To protect those dearest to her.

“Father life?” she whispered.

“You want his life?” growled the Orange. “No problem – depending on how helpful we deem you to be.”

“Both our lives in exchange …” Auli slurred.

Xa’an groaned.

Did she know what she was doing? No. Most definitely not. This was a matter of deep Dragon lore, deeper than the Cloudlands could ever be. She had seized upon a glimmering of an idea. Maybe if she played it with the mastery of a Zanthrillior upon his Dragonharp, she might stand a gnat’s chance of landing on the caldera floor and living.

“We agree to spare your miserable lives once we get what we want,” Captain Ra’aba said, with a disgusting smacking sound of his lips. “Promise.”

“Same,” grunted the Dragon.

She was shaking now, shaking so hard and trying not to vomit because she knew it would likely just become stuck behind the swelling in her mouth and choke her. What would become of her distorted jaw now? Would she ever be able to eat again? Corral the crazed-windroc thoughts flapping about inside her skull. Concentrate. Play the harp-strings of fate.

As clearly as she could, Auli stated, “The child is not a literal child. It is a figurative usage, as in, the brainchild of Dramagon. It is his essence, his magical core, the stuff of who Dramagon is … or was …. and it is called ruzal.”

Yeeeeesssss, Razzior crowed. More. Give us more!

Both of them must be looming over her now, for Razzior’s foetid breath warmed her face and Ra’aba, disturbingly, panted in exact time with the Dragon just nearby.

Auli said, “It is a living type of magic. Ruzal assumes its own forms and ways, and so in this sense too, the magic is the Child of the Dragon. It is passed down as some form of extract from the original essence of Dramagon’s fearful fire-life, but is no mere copy –”

“We don’t need some stupid scholarly lesson!” snapped Ra’aba. “Where is it?”

“I hid it.”

“Where?” Both man and Dragon growled simultaneously now.

“That night, I hid it. You’re right.” She forced out the words, hoping by some miracle that they would take the bait. “I buried the book of its lore where you will never find it. It’s describes a magic so foul, a perversion so –”

WHERE?

Razzior’s blast struck her so hard, Auli distinctly felt the broken bones of her jaw rattling together. Yet the painkillers must be very strong, or dangerous, for the pain was still as dull as a blunt knife quarrying holes in her skull. She swallowed a few more bits of bone or tooth, she could not tell. Don’t cough! Please …

She must give this pair just enough information to hang themselves … oh, she was so mixed up. Did any of this even make sense?

The thread of your father’s life lies tenuously upon my talons, Razzior purred.

No! “Concert …” she moaned.

Ra’aba hissed, “What? What concert? That one you told me Zanthrillior gave? Is it a musical key? Speak, girl!”

“Silence, you withering numbskull,” snorted the Orange. “Let the girl speak.”

“Concert Hall.”

“What? What’s in the Concert Hall?” The huge Dragon stamped his foot, jolting her head. That was too much for Auli.

Black waterfalls crashed over her awareness.

* * * *

She pleaded with Amaryllion. Over and over.

I am with you, little mouse, he insisted. When she continued to beg mindlessly, he added, I cannot intervene. I must not, or the consequences will likely not be as you would imagine.

Conse …

Worse, he said simply. Far, far worse.

Worse than what she had already suffered? Despair settled like molten lead within her heart. She could not help but feel abandoned at the hour of her greatest need.

He said, You must be brave. Stay the course, precious Auli. Stay … I abide with the …

How could she? How, when she felt so crushed?

* * * *

Fragments.

A paw clasping her body. Low, urgent voices. Movement. Silence. Stone cooling her back. Fresh water daubed her face.

“Auli?” said her father. “Auli, you need to wake up.”

“Daaaa … uhhh.”

“Easy, little dragonet. You took some heavy damage. Look, we have the word of a Dragon, if you will just show them where you hid the book that night …”

“Be … behind the … stage.”

Her speech was so bad now, just a whisper issuing from amidst the wreckage, that it took five attempts before they worked out her meaning.

Razzior snarled, “Behind? There is no behind. That’s hundreds of feet of solid igneous stone!”

Threats. Groans. Wailing. Eventually everyone found the same scrolleaf and the soldiers carried her to the rear middle part of the stage. There, Auli began to speak the wards in slow, much-repeated phrases until she managed not to mangle them, and the magic flowered before her mind with clarion, therapeutic power. Razzior and Ra’aba groused about hurrying. They cursed and railed bitterly at each other, and occasionally at her. A guard was set upon the doors. Meantime, she felt her father’s presence just nearby. His hands, manacled to chains fastened about his waist, it seemed, touched her face or shoulder occasionally, as if he willed his strength into her.

Xa’an could not know what a risk she took. He must not.

At one point, he whispered, “Had I known you had become such an Enchantress …”

No. They tossed Enchantresses off cliffs!

Eventually, Auli succeeded in speaking the code phrases correctly. Exhausted, she sank back against her father’s arm and breathed, “The portal is ready. Shall I fetch the tome for you, Ra’aba?”

“The portal’s too small,” Razzior growled in annoyance. “Only Human-sized? Who was it purposed for? Where does it lead?”

“To the Sacred Library,” Auli replied.

“This is mighty magic indeed,” said the Orange, sounding as if he were rubbing his paws, a gesture in draconic circles carrying the additional nuance of gold-lust. “There will be treasures within, Ra’aba. Treasures I can’t wait to plumb.”

A boot paused beside her head. “Wait,” said Auli, trying to lift her left hand in warning.

“Wait? What’s the matter?” said Ra’aba.

“It’s dangerous. I should go.”

“What kind of dangerous?” As she had hoped, more than a hint of challenge entered the Captain’s voice at her claim. No mere girl walked ahead of him into danger! When Auli began to explain haltingly that there were guardians set in place by Fra’anior himself, the man snapped, “Then I’ll destroy them! There’s no way we can trust this fey child with that lore, Razzior! She’ll simply abscond again and we’ll be back to chasing shadows.”

“Couldn’t walk ten feet in her state,” Razzior opined.

“Seems resilient enough – perhaps she’d find the strength if you started peeling her father’s hide?” Ra’aba suggested, with a spiteful laugh.

Xa’an said, “Auli, dearest petal, don’t you worry about my life. You’re still young –”

“Shut it!” Ra’aba must have swung his boot, but Auli heard it hit something perhaps other than its aim, for although her father fell heavily, he did not cry out. “Silence, you fool. You and your daughter have been colluding exactly as King Chalcion feared. Now I, Ra’aba, shall secure this perilous lore. Stand aside – not that you can. Ha ha!”

All that overweening pomposity and arrogance had a grip upon the man. Auli tried not to hold her breath. She tried to act normal, even a little concerned, but the fierce pounding of her heart had to be a dead giveaway. Each throb forced blood agonisingly through the tissues of her grossly swollen face. Would the trick work?

Razzior hissed, Heartbeat’s mincing along like a scared spiral-horn deer.

I know. She doesn’t want me to take the lore. Ra’aba stepped over her. Foolish child! You’ve done enough damage already. It’s time for the adults to take over.

Even through her ostensibly opaque mask, Auli saw something come alight. A very hazy door with an arched lintel. The immense power of magic sucked her breath away.

Less than a quarter-breath later, Razzior screamed. She had never heard a Dragon make such a sound. It cut right through her in a rising, keening wail of the uttermost terror, as if Razzior had experienced the death of his own immortal fire-soul, and lived to voice the paean of his woe to the very heavens. The Halls shook beneath her back. Xa’an threw himself over her body to protect her, for a moment later the great Orange began to convulse.

Someone shouted, “Back! He’s having a fit!”

Did Dragons even have epileptic fits? His juddering shook the Concert Hall, and it was such a boon that the Dragonharp must have been put in storage until it was needed again, for the thumping and growling and gnashing of fangs was as if a bestial animal – fifty tonnes of insane fury – had been unleashed inside that chamber.

The portal’s magic flared a second time. All Auli saw was the outline of a man impressed upon her vision, a negative of his shape, as though he had somehow been cut out of reality in the instant of passing between the Sacred Library and this space. Then a weight collapsed over Xa’an’s back and legs, rolled down upon the stage, and all became still.

She smelled burned flesh. Was she supposed to feel sorry for Ra’aba, now?


Chapter 29: Choices

Two weeks later, Arkurion arrived like a miniature squall riding the back of a gorgeously warm volcanic zephyr. Auli-Ambar! he boomed.

She raised a hand from her bed, and rasped, Arkurion.

Well, that was the best she could manage through the metal frame strapped about her face, which kept her jaw utterly immobile. Qualiana’s orders. Speech was possible, it just wasn’t a very pretty or intelligible affair.

He said, Can’t fit inside that tiny space. Any chance they’d move you to wider quarters? Can’t spank your backside from here, you know.

They messaged you fast!

He said, Kayturia flew to Tanstoy Dragon Roost at top speed.

Oh.

What a pang! However, the Mercury Blue noted sardonically, Still on punishment duty. She’s been demoted to a messenger Dragoness. Oddly enough, Sapphurion seems very keen to put her to work. Much extensive and demeaning work. I just can’t fathom why.

Auli had to laugh at his tone, even though it hurt. Badly. Having twenty-four screws drilled into her facial and maxillary bones to hold everything in place, before being immobilised in bed for two weeks, had that sort of effect on a person.

He said, Glad to see you alive. Ghastly contraption, though. Can’t imagine that’s very comfortable.

No.

Ah, and your Prince …

She sighed. He betrayed me. He was man enough to come and make profuse apologies, however. When Arkurion gave this statement the abrasive-snort-of-disgust treatment, which Auli received with warm appreciation, she added, I did, sort of … well, I had Qualiana toss him out on his ear. She can be terrifying when roused.

Aye, the Mercury Blue said ruefully.

Orders?

He chuckled again. How is it that you know so much of a Dragon’s thinking, girl? Now, what does one have to do to have a girl delivered to a Dragon’s paw in order to receive a present?

A present?

One asks nicely, Qualiana purred massively without, so proximately that Auli realised she had been lurking there all along. You Southern Dragons can talk a kingdom out of falling into ruin, o Arkurion the Rascally Blue! Nurse!

Auli knew she must not laugh at this blatantly staged interaction. What mischief were the Dragons fomenting now?

Two presents, Arkurion added archly, stressing the number.

How much had they told him about that farce? To her and Xa’an’s crushing disappointment, both King Chalcion and many of the Dragon Elders had argued strongly in support of Razzior and Ra’aba’s actions – Captain Ra’aba was commended for his zeal in protecting their noble allies, while the Dragons bickered over the purported reasoning behind his and Razzior’s attempt to secure Dramagon’s lore. Everyone regretted the Loremaster’s unfortunate ‘accident,’ of course. To her chagrin, Auli’s actions had received castigation and praise in almost equal measure, slightly weighed to the latter side. Marvellous. Even if they did understand that the conspirators had very different intentions for the lore of ruzal, this was how the official position settled.

How politics rankled!

Yet, for the sake of succouring Hualiama, Auli had decided, she would endure the stigma. She, too, had fought to protect the Dragonkind from the corrupting power of Dramagon’s evil influence – so Sapphurion had advanced her case to the Council. Which side weighed more? In the end, it did not matter, for with both the Orange and the Captain of the Royal Guard laid low by the magical backlash and neither having recovered consciousness even two weeks later – nor was it clear if they would ever recover – the matter was declared moot. Neither Man nor Dragon dared to enter the portal and confront the Guardian Spirits.

Best to forget the entire affair.

With indecent haste, the huge Sapphire had shared wryly just yesterday, every paw and hand summarily swept the matter into the proverbial Cloudlands.

Never happened.

Soon, the nurse wheeled Auli far enough that a Dragoness’ paw could grip the bed and wheel it further into what was called the ‘Receiving Area’, or the public space where Human patients might meet either draconic or smaller visitors. From there, Qualiana wheeled her further along an echoing stone corridor into another chamber, and the pressure equalised in Auli’s ears as huge doors slid smoothly shut behind them. The girl was accustomed to this procedure, having been moved four times in three days. One should not blab about ruzal before all and sundry.

Then, Arkurion’s paw pressed a formal scroll case into her left hand. I believe it is Human custom to wish one a joyful sixteenth birthingday?

Ha. How did you – Qualiana? she spluttered. Thank you, Arkurion. You are most thoughtful. And kind.

Guilty as charged, chortled the Dragoness. Go on. Read your scroll.

Auli turned the surprisingly heavy container over in her fingers. Reaching carefully across her body with her right hand, she perused the address with growing surprise. From the Dragon Elders of Tanstoy? she queried.

Two colossally inscrutable draconic purrs greeted this observation. Very well. Unfurling the scroll with trembling hand, Auli read:

It is with the fiery honour of everlasting Fra’anior Himself that we, the mighty Dozen Elect representing the Dragon Council of Tanstoy Dragon Roost –

Wow. The calligraphic paw was exquisite; the writing medium most likely liquid gold!

– do cordially and in divergence from twenty-four centuries of draconic tradition, hereby invite the most honourable Miss Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Loremaster of Gi’ishior and Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish, ward of Master Chamzu, Chief Scrollkeeper of Gi’ishior, at her convenience and upon the warmly wished-for occasion of her restoration to sufficient good health to permit travel, to attend a medical examination under the auspices of the noble Dragon Maximaxathior, Head Doctor, at the excellent medical premises of Tanstoy –

“But that’s forbidden,” Auli-Ambar blurted out.

“Apparently the word ‘forbidden’ poses zero issues for certain law-flouting citizens of these Halls,” Arkurion said drily.

“It’s lamentable that the understanding of this concept appears to have entirely escaped an ostensibly intelligent creature’s notice,” Qualiana agreed, sounding as if her chuckles snuffled smoke out through her nostrils. “Now, need I tell you what an almighty honour this is, Auli?”

Her laughter hit a high-pitched note of disbelief. “No. But I’d love to hear a little explanation, just for the sake of the occasion. I want to soak it in.”

Arkurion said, “Very well. As you know, Loremaster, the famously iconoclastic Dragonkind of Tanstoy Dragon Roost have never, in the 2,402 years since the Roost’s official founding, permitted any Human foot to tread upon their soil. This is not for religious reasons, such as the strictures pertaining to Ha’athior Island here at Fra’anior Cluster, but merely became a tradition passed from generation to generation. It became a point of pride. Therefore, having ascertained both your peerless reputation in matters of lore and now more latterly, the need for reconstructive surgery, o Auli, the Elected Elders unanimously decided to make a notable exception to that tradition and to invite you –”

“With all pomp and ceremony,” Qualiana interjected gleefully.

“– aye, with all draconic pomp and ceremony, exceeding this formal invitation and even my inordinately protracted and pretentious speech,” Arkurion deadpanned, making Auli hoot softly with laughter, “to accord one extraordinary Human being the incalculable privilege … blah, blather, yawn, snooze … wake me up, somebody! Aye. I think the picture must be clear?”

“You failed to employ sufficient sesquipedalian anachronisms to satiate the galumphing maw of our local igneous egress,” Auli suggested. Ha! She could toss silly and archaic words about with the best of them!

Arkurion made an approving noise. “Indeed! So?”

“I am …” she gulped. “I am indescribably honoured, Arkurion. How many Islands did you have to move –”

“None,” he lied, immodestly.

Qualiana rested her fore-talon, the equivalent of the Human forefinger, upon Auli’s abdomen for a moment, before saying, “Good. We should have the frame off by next week, I believe. I’m not sure when you’ll be chewing food, however.”

“A lot of teeth missing or broken,” Auli whispered. “It’s the straw for me.”

“Noth tha thwawh,” Arkurion teased.

“Thumbody thmack that Dwagon,” she retorted. Dignity? Apparently, fled to the farthest Isle beneath the suns.

Soon Qualiana departed, leaving the Mercury Blue alone with Auli. At once, he said, “Are you truly as upbeat as you sound? I could not imagine what you must have been through.”

“Arkurion …”

“Don’t explain right now, Auli. It’s not the right time. Some secrets are best concealed inside of impermeable craniums, so while I understand that you might wish to unburden yourself, I must obey Sapphurion and insist that you do not. Leave me with the official version, and my most certain belief that you are blameless in all this chicanery, and even the injured party. You see, my conjecture is that you knew Ra’aba would be injured or killed upon entering that portal to the Sacred Library. Amaryllion Fireborn told me to inform you that you made, in his estimation, the right choice. The noble choice. You took the higher path despite your personal sacrifice. For that, he is so proud of you, his third heart aches.”

Her throat constricted. For the longest time, all she could do was lie there with her breath rasping through the apparatus. Eventually, Auli said, “He’s gone?”

“Travelling, he said, but where to or for how long, a Dragon cannot say,” replied the Mercury Blue. “He wishes you a speedy recovery. Now, you have not yet inquired about your second present.”

“You’ve been talking.”

“Aye. In case you’re wondering, I can hear the smile in your voice. Please don’t try to move your mouth. It still looks painful.”

Auli patted his proffered talon. “Alright, I am asking.”

At once, the Dragon said, “These are for you. Hands cupped, please. Precious cargo.” He placed three warm, palm-sized ovoids in her hands. “Let’s play the guessing game. What are they?”

Her sensitive fingers traced the intricate patterns and crenulations of the objects. She had taken them at first for finely shaped and polished gemstones, but Auli thrust that hasty conclusion aside. Too warm. Too ornate in an organic fashion, too beautiful to be anything but living, and she thought she sensed a kind of magic about them which she had never sensed before. Arkurion waited patiently.

At length, Auli said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d say that this is a clutch of dragonet eggs. Is that right, Arkurion?”

He replied obliquely, as was common practice amongst the Dragonkind, “When one parent of a dragonet clutch dies, the other always takes over. A male will brood over his mate’s clutch. But if both parents die, then the clutch is usually abandoned. The egglings perish for lack of warmth and love. Gestation amongst dragonets is very long – around five seasons. The mother of this clutch, when her mate died, chose to attack at the source. She killed four men, infiltrators and spies that we believe were somehow in the pay of elements closely linked with King Chalcion’s administration, before she herself was killed. Her mate was the dragonet you called Mystery.”

“Mystery! These are his … children?” She stroked the eggs pensively. Dragonets could kill? She had always thought of them as, well, minor Dragonkind. Decorative rather than dangerous. “Arkurion, I don’t understand.”

“In an incident quite out of character for their hidebound kind, the dragonets contacted me upon my arrival at Fra’anior Cluster this morning, and asked me to bring these egglings to you rather than see them abandoned. They suggested you would be the best shell-mother for them.”

“Me?”

“Believe it.”

She was stunned. “I … but, how? It’s impossible.”

“Body temperature is one obvious factor,” said the Mercury Blue, “and the general niceties of egg-nurture are easily described. The deepest shell-lore of the Dragonkind maintains that the shell-parents’ love is the greatest and most influential factor of all in draconic success rates related to cracking the eggshell. I know you have the heart for this task. You’ll do wonderfully.”

Why this? Why now? She didn’t want more responsibility, but here it sat clasped in her hands, and she knew what was right with every fibre of her being. She understood why Arkurion was giving her this gift, and what it meant – oh, was there a svelte paw which had caught his eye? Clearly, this was an acknowledgement that what lay between them must be buried forever, and a gift which was somehow surrogate for … she dared not even think the word. For what they shared?

It was a flywell. A leave-taking.

Arkurion said, “Do not think of this as any kind of flywell, Auli-Ambar.”

Would he always read her mind? O fire-soul, treacherously enthralling! Auli pressed the trifold treasure to her heart, whispering, “Of course not.”

“Are you crying?”

“Not much.”

The unsheathed point of what must have been his smallest talon, which still rivalled any Human sword for size, touched her cheek delicately. “I don’t recall ever seeing this physiological reaction before. There’s moisture in the corner of your eye. Although, aren’t Human tears meant to be colourless?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

It seemed words must be pared away to but the simplest containers of the tidal emotions that coursed through her being now. She could not stop shivering.

Arkurion whispered, “I would know. These are liquescent sapphires. Remarkable.” Like her Dragon’s kiss, Auli wondered dazedly? This numbness could never be assuaged. “I would say this in lieu of any kind of flywell. Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, I find with every passing day that I have more and more trouble forgetting a girl whose very power lies in her extraordinary ability to resonate between and through events as though she were a golden mote frolicking in the suns-beams of Fra’anior’s most brilliant gladness. For if you consider your greatest power and most terrible fear to be disremembrance, then mine is the converse power, that of remembrance. Somehow, as the fates would fly, that links our destinies in ways neither of us can yet imagine.”

She clutched his fore-talon with her free hand, hurting. Everything just … hurt.

Why could life not be different?

After a very long time, the talon shifted to touch the fingers curled with maternal protectiveness about the clutch of eggs, and the Mercury Blue breathed, “Now, there’s a third present –”

“Arkurion? You rascally, overgrown dragonet!”

“This one might or might not be a present, depending on how you view it,” he said mysteriously.

“Ah …”

“Shall I fetch the presenter of said present?”

When she made an assenting gesture with her hand, the Dragon walked to the doorway and drew it open with a low rumbling of the heavy rollers. Auli heard another Dragon enter. Sapphurion? No, the mighty Elder moved with a far more supple tread. This was … “Noble Sazutharr?”

“Bah, knows us by our tread, does she?” snorted the aged Head Librarian. “How are we today, little flame?”

“Better than yesterday, thank you for brightening my flame by your presence,” Auli replied.

“And better again tomorrow, I declare by my fires,” rumbled the Dragon, before clearing his throat awkwardly. He sounded infirm again, Auli thought. “So, Arkurion told you what this is about?”

Sazutharr came to stand by the left side of her bed, while Arkurion moved around to the right.

“He told me nothing.”

The Head Librarian coughed again. “Ahem! Well, as you know, Auli-Ambar, the fires of every draconic life must one day dim before the glory of the eternal fires. Don’t you gasp and huff at me, you insolent chit! I have much fire and pep and strength left in me yet; aye, and vigour enough to cuff my Apprentices about the ear canals and earholes when they require it, which happens to be disturbingly often, nowadays. Nay. I am neither decrepit nor downcast! But it behoves a Dragon to ponder the past and never to be unmindful of the future. For this reason, last week, I called a meeting of my senior Research staff and Under-Librarians. Together with Sapphurion and Qualiana, we deliberated this very matter.”

Hmm. So why all the mysterious-scales, o Sazutharr? She moved her right hand carefully. “And?”

He said, “What do you think we look for in a Head Librarian, Auli?”

“Well,” she considered carefully, “I think we have some very fine candidates on the staff, noble Sazutharr. Shall I list the notable Researchers by their academic qualifications and achievements? They are outstanding.” He made a noncommittal noise deep in his chest. Perhaps not – a different tack, then. “I would not bring in an outsider, I suppose. They’d need to have one astute paw in the politics of these Halls, but also possess strong administrative skills, and they’d need to know every aspect of Library work inside and out. Yours are a very large quartet of paws to fill, noble Sazutharr. To find your successor will be no easy task.”

To her shock, the Green Dragon threw back his muzzle and boomed out a great laugh. “Oh, Auli-Ambar, this is the first test I have ever known you to fail!”

How her cheeks burned! Auli could not fathom his mirth. What? Hers was a reasonable, logical answer. The right answer!

He said, “You are right, but also wrong.”

Now he was just being a Dragon! Auli growled back, deep in her throat. “I –”

“We have already chosen our candidate. Tell her, Arkurion.”

Auli asked, “Who is it?”

“You,” said the Mercury Blue.

“Me? Me?”

“Tell her properly,” said Sazutharr, over Auli’s pained, spluttering protests. “What, little one? Why are you amazed?”

Arkurion put in, “Good thing she was lying down –”

“The post is Dragon Librarian. Ergo, you need a Dragon!” Ugh. Strident-Auli squeaked up a minor storm, and the Dragons both chortled gleefully over their victim.

Arkurion said, “Shut the fangs and open the earholes, Miss Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya. As noble Sazutharr noted, the senior staff met with the Elders before putting the matter to the entire Library Staff. The vote was one hundred percent, of course, or Sazutharr would have beaten the living pith out of their ear canals, but – key fact, take note – it was also unanimous.”

Auli began to complain, “Stop tugging a sick girl’s wings, please. Taskaturion would never –”

“Youngsters!” snapped the Head Librarian, evidently clashing his fangs against Arkurion’s shoulders. “I said, tell her properly.”

Her ears heard their words, but her brain was busy melting down into something approximating the consistency of sweet tuber soup. They were serious! If Taskaturion concurred, then the Moons must have fallen out of the sky! All she could peep was, “When?”

The Mercury Blue purred, “When noble Sazutharr’s fire-soul flies to the eternal fires, which is definitely not this week! Nor anytime in the foreseeable future, Fra’anior preserve him!”

“Go on. Say, ‘Because he’s a curmudgeonly old Dragon,’ you slack-pawed excuse for a subversive Southerner!”

Auli was trying not to move her head much, but she had to try to gape at Arkurion. “This was your suggestion? Yours?”

His neck creaked.

“That’s a nod of acknowledgement,” Sazutharr confirmed.

“Mighty Sazutharr, when can I hit the Mercury Blue, and how hard?”

“As hard and often as you deem necessary,” gurgled the Green, “for, come that day, you shall outrank him by some considerable margin.” Chagrined smoke boiled audibly out of Arkurion’s throat! “Hatchlings grow into their paws soon enough, little flame. Soon enough.”

Auli wagged her forefinger at Arkurion. “You’re in so much trouble, words fail me!”

“Does that mean you’ll accept?” he retorted.

“No. Maybe. I … don’t understand. Why me? What were you looking for? I’ve caused so much mayhem, the Dragon Elders would surely baulk …”

A massive paw, hoary and gnarled with great age, came to rest lightly upon her torso and legs. So warm! “The preeminent, and indeed the only reason, beats right here, Auli-Ambar. What we search for above all else, is heart.”

“Heart?”

The older Dragon explained, “Researchers and Apprentices we have aplenty. Administrators are a dozen a dral – I could name you ten suitable candidates, and I will advise this: You are as detailed and as thorough as any Dragon, but a purely administrative job would stifle your joy. Delegate. Delegate it all, lest it filch your zest for the task. Your true heart’s strength lies in your love of the lore. You are a visionary. A thinker. A soul possessed of a gradually flowering magic that I promise will one day bloom to delight, yea, to astonish us all. Fra’anior’s own paw overshadows your life. You will be an outstanding Dragon Librarian. Trust me. I’ve nosed about this Island-World long enough to know treasure when I find it!”

To that, she had no reply. Eventually, Auli spluttered, “I’d continue teaching at the Palace?”

“For as long as they need a Venerable Instructor,” Sazutharr agreed.

“I’d be some sort of Apprentice?”

“Sazutharr’s chief lackey and doormat,” Arkurion put in. “I’m sure we can fabricate a suitably demeaning title.”

“Loremaster is enough for now,” said the Head Librarian. “But I shall prepare you thoroughly, for the powers of this age are rising, mark my words well, and in this labour the integrity of your very soul shall be tested as in the crucible of Fra’anior’s own fires. Now, what say you?”

Auli pressed her head back against the pillow roll. Be still, o leaping heart. Rest, o hurting body. Know that the Child of the Dragon was safe and secure, at least for a season, and that a new vision opened before the eyes of her unchained soul.

She sighed. “Most humbly and gratefully, I accept.”

* * * *

That same evening, Xa’an stumped up to Auli’s bedside upon his canes to make a minor but Island-shaking announcement. “I have just received word that I am released from my duties at the Palace.”

“Wha … what? When?”

He said wryly, “As of three days ago. The official reason is given as an honourable discharge from the King’s service on account of injuries suffered in the line of duty. My retirement commands a very fine pension indeed.”

Auli snorted, “Retired at your age, eh, Dad?”

“Aye.”

“Well, since you started so young with my mother –”

“Auli-Ambar!” he exhaled self-consciously. “Will you ever forgive me?”

She returned, “Forgiveness is hardly the issue. Teasing you is fun. I suppose the real reason is that Chalcion doesn’t trust you anymore? So we have another political cover-up –”

“Sound familiar?” he deadpanned. His fingers found her left hand; he squeezed gently. “As thick as twenty ralti fleeces piled atop each other?”

“And just as smelly,” Auli agreed.

“What I wanted to ask you was, I don’t suppose you’d mind if I sort of moved … well, here … and started working for Master Chamzu? Discreetly.” That was worth a reassuring giggle, Auli decided. Wow! Yes! “Aye. I’ve many skills I could put to use. Terrible injuries, too. I limp so badly on the leg, I must take a desk job.”

“Rajals would more likely fly circles around the five Moons,” Auli suggested. “Are you asking my permission, Xa’an Ta’afaya?”

“That is the instruction I have received from a certain Council of Dragon Elders. I’m nothing if not an obedient ex-spy.”

“Obedient?”

“Faultless in all matters of conduct,” he averred. “Almost as much as – cough, cough – my daughter.”

She laughed merrily. “Two conditions.”

“Oh, now there are conditions?”

“Aye. One, you bring Si’ishi over to Gi’ishior to work for you. Not a single ulterior motive on my part, of course.”

He patted her hand. “Doable. Indeed, a pleasure. Do you think she and –”

“As surely as Dragons have scales, I do think. Second condition, we take chambers together. I’ll need to keep an eye – a figurative eye – upon you in your dotage, old man.”

Her father’s laughter, unchained at last, shook her infirmary bed.

* * * *

A further two weeks passed before Auli-Ambar was adjudged well enough to leave her bed and to stand for the short period required of her. At the appointed time, Master Chamzu took her arm and Xa’an her right to support her as she rose from her chair and walked out onto the Dragonship landing pad down near the entrance of the Meeting Hall.

It was a perfect volcanic evening, warm and fragrant with pollens, rife with birdsong and dragonet song, and within the conical confines of the Halls of the Dragons, above and around the caldera lake, a substantial crowd had gathered. Hundreds of Dragons. Thousands of dragonets, who had swarmed like migrating chaffinches from all about the Islands of the caldera to Gi’ishior; an unprecedented event for their species. There were hundreds of people in attendance, including all the staff of the Dragon Library down to the lowliest Apprentice.

Auli-Ambar wore formal attire for the occasion. A burgundy Fra’aniorian lace gown of five layers and a ten-foot train, which was regarded as medium length these days, adorned her slender figure. Over that, she wore a robe of samite Helyon silk emblazoned with the traditional symbol of the Dragon Library, a scroll afire with the breath of Fra’anior. Soft slippers clad her feet, and at her waist, she wore a pouch containing her treasures – three perfect dragonet eggs, and the Cinizzara Miniature of the White Dragoness emerging from her shell. Perhaps she was like that Dragoness. Emergent, a butterfly just peeking out of its chrysalis, yet her transformation was still in process. A hairnet of stylised fireflowers picked out in perfect rubies clasped her hair and the long tresses that tumbled down her back, and also anchored her jewelled face mask. For this occasion, Auli had chosen to reveal her eyes but to conceal the healing ruin of her mouth.

When would she ever be whole?

The crowd hushed as Sapphurion stepped forward, no doubt striking a majestic pose as only the imposing, physically awesome Sapphire Dragon, the acknowledged leader of the Island-World’s Dragons, could achieve. Beside him were Qualiana the Red and Grandion, with his remarkable Tourmaline colouration undoubtedly admired by all who enjoyed sight.

Pitching his voice to fill the caldera, the Dragon Elder boomed, May the sulphurous blessings of the Great Onyx overwhelm thee and thy loved ones with Fra’anior’s own fires, my friends! This evening, we have a straightforward task ahead of us. An announcement. Yet this is also a powerful statement of the true heart of our Halls. Gi’ishior Island is the one location in the entire Island-World where Dragonkind and Humankind work together in harmony. We have our differences, aye, and our difficulties and occasional strife, but nowhere else do we find the original vision of Fra’anior’s first creation to be honoured and upheld as here, at our precious Halls – and every creature gathered within the great walls of this volcano can attest to my words. You are the future of our respective species, and upon your noble efforts and the fires of your hearts, shall our stars rise or fall.

After a long pause in which it seemed no creature dared to breathe, he said, After many decades of fiery and honourable service, our own Dragon Librarian, the matchless Sazutharr the Green, has felt the winds of Fra’anior calling him home. This evening, he wishes to announce his successor. This will commence a period of intense training for our future Dragon Librarian. Sazutharr?

Auli’s very skin thrilled to the thunder of approbation that assaulted the skies as the Head Librarian stepped up to take his stance beside Sapphurion. On and on. Unending.

Beneath the roaring, Auli felt through her feet another, far greater thundering shake the caldera. Earthquake? No. Amaryllion’s laughter! He chortled, Not to disturb the celebrations, but it is deeply gratifying to see that they have finally grasped what I, naturally, recognised from the very first.

Nothing as overwhelming as the smugness of a living mountain!

Ebulliently, she snipped back, How large are you, anyways?

Approximately three-quarters of one of your miles, Amaryllion noted. Therefore, you remain my mouse. Enjoy your evening, Auli-Ambar.

Great leaping Islands!

Eventually, when a measure of calm descended, Sazutharr cried, With the power of Fra’anior that boils in my aged veins, I salute and bless thee, o Dragon-kin and Human-kin!

Holy Fra’anior! The magical power of his words tingled in their very souls!

He said, It has been and continues to be the greatest honour of my long life to protect, develop and aye, to third-heart-love the lore of the mighty Dragonkind. For my successor I have chosen one in whom I have discerned this same fiery, fierce and unrelenting brand of lore-love. She came to us a child, little regarded, and served faithfully for years as a Roost Keeper before her extraordinary talents came to light.

Since that fateful day, she has been forged as in the fires of battle, and been found worthy. She has grown in grace and integrity. She has lived as one of the Dragonkind, and every one of us present can attest to the dazzling purity of her soul’s white-fires. Indeed, in recognition of this quality, she has long since earned the moniker, ‘little fire’ amongst the Dragonkind.

Inside, she still saw that timorous girl who had arrived at the Halls eight years before, afraid of everyone and everything. Yet a life’s fires never stopped flowing, like the ever-welling, almighty flows of Fra’anior’s own caldera, sweeping her toward Islands beyond her imagination.

Sazutharr thundered, I give you my successor, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, the Dragon Librarian!

The roaring and cheering detonated within her soul, and all within Auli-Ambar burned with liquid fury.

End of Book 1

Auli’s story will continue in Book 2 of Scrolls of Fire.

For more fiery Dragon adventure, I recommend Dragonfriend (Hualiama’s tale) or The Pygmy Dragon.
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