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   Dedication 
 
      
 
    To those brave souls who have survived, 
 
    Like Auli-Ambar survived, 
 
    Or who daily fight this scourge, 
 
    You are true heroes. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 1: Seeing the Unseen 
 
      
 
    How may a soul pine for that which it has never known, for a something of nothingness born? For a sightless person, to be seen is a miracle that defies imagination. My ravenous intellect did suckle most greedily at the nourishment offered by my hands, nose, tongue and ears, but my eyes remained instruments most intractable, until my soul’s abyssal despair eclipsed any darkness e’er I knew, and I learned a singular truth. 
 
    Nothingness is not dark, nor is it black. It is not an absence of colouration, nor a dearth of sound, nor has it the appearance of a boundless space. Nothingness is the definition of void: non-existent in both the material and immaterial realms, beyond perceiving or knowing or immortality, transcending even a mortal being’s immutable homage to time itself. 
 
    It is what befalls after the ravages of anguish have sundered a heart, and only nothingness remains. 
 
    Nothingness is eternal. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections 
 
      
 
    Auli-AMBAR’s BLOOD congealed in her veins as a sharp point of cold metal pricked her sternum. For a terrible instant, she thought a Dragon had shoved her up against the wall of her new baths. The rich gold veins in this section were studded with hand-sized sapphires which quarried holes of their own into her upper back as the man, judging by the rank stench of his sweat, pressed her up onto her toes. 
 
    A shocked gasp whistled harshly out of her ruined mouth. 
 
    “I will have the prophecy,” he hissed. 
 
    She would have replied, but an overpowering reek of minziberry wine mixed with other heavier, sour tangs she could not identify, caused her to double over, coughing helplessly. Stay calm, Auli! Seize a weapon, any weapon … her fingers scrabbled frantically at her belt pouch. Ink? A Cinizzara Miniature? Stylus! 
 
    He slammed her against the gemstones a second time. 
 
    “Aah! Please –” 
 
    “Don’t you be toying with the Talons,” slurred the man. He was not of Fra’anior, his accent suggested. Sylakian? From Yorbik? “Move again, and a little flame might get herself snuffed out – yieee!” 
 
    He screamed as Auli-Ambar slammed the point of her stylus into his blade hand, simultaneously twisting her body away from a potential thrust. Si’ishi’s training had made her movements decisive. The dagger or sword he held clanked against the metal cladding on the wall. She thrust free, tripping him with a cunning hook of her ankle. Thud. Vile swearing erupted in the vast, empty Dragon bathing cavern as the young Loremaster fled as fast as her long legs could carry her, given the limitations of her traditional ochre Fra’aniorian dress with its allegedly practical four-foot train dragging along behind. 
 
    Cursed fashion! 
 
    Heavy boots pounded in pursuit. 
 
    “It is futile to flee, blind wench,” he chortled horribly. “Watch out!” 
 
    Blind she might be, but Auli-Ambar knew the layout of her works better than he. Ducking the location of the scaffolding which she had memorised, she ran her fingers along the wall to orient herself, darting around a corner into the main reception area – all constructed to draconic proportions, of course, and to draconic standards of luxury. Here was a problem. Countless sacks of gemstones and great stacks of priceless marble tiling, arranged according to colouration and Isle of origin, had been stored here, to say nothing of the five hundred and ten platinum and white gold light fittings she had just signed for. Oh, the rich irony of a blind girl designing light fittings. 
 
    She felt her way between the stacks as quickly as she could. 
 
    Panting. Wheezing. Ruing the face-veil that restricted her breathing. Her heartbeat lolloped painfully inside her ribcage. 
 
    The pursuer closed in relentlessly, despite that he smelled and sounded blind drunk. Auli-Ambar, called ‘little flame’ by the Dragons, knew escape was unlikely at best. The wicked chortling was coming from her left side now as the man flanked her, mocking her slow progress. Her dress snagged and tore on an unseen protrusion where she knew the grey, mauve and pink chalcedony spars were stacked. 
 
    One chance. Just one. 
 
    Arkurion! she cried in a panic, deep inside her mind. Arkurion the Mercury Blue! Help! 
 
    Telepathy was not illegal. It was impossible. But Auli-Ambar knew for a fact that Dragons were capable of speaking mind-to-mind, a secret which the Mercury Blue of Tanstoy had made her triple-swear she would never reveal. She focussed only on him, on the rich, spicy scent of the roguish Dragon who had brought untold joy – and light, if she could be allowed an illogical metaphor – into her life by detecting her innate magical ability to read with her hands, and becoming her teacher and friend. 
 
    Never before in the history of the Halls of the Dragons. 
 
    Snagged again. Auli-Ambar cried out as she stumbled over a metal rod on the ground and crashed to her knees. Up! Go! She smelled freedom on the slight breeze curling in through the ajar access doors. 
 
    O Arkurion, please, if you can hear me … 
 
    Where could he be? The roving researcher must be deep in the Dragon Library, chomping blissfully on a ten-foot tome of Dragon lore as he pored over the endless ranks of painstakingly neat runes. How could he possibly hear her cry? 
 
    Feeling her way along the immense door, her breath snuffled in her throat. There were Dragons outside, but not within easy hailing distance. The mighty Dragon Elder, Sapphurion, had expressly forbidden his kin from snooping around her covered works, the better for the unveiling to be a complete surprise. This was Auli’s Empire. Now, it had become a trap. 
 
    “No!” 
 
    She pulled up sharply. The man was ahead of her, perhaps standing in that gap, sniggering with a quality of insane derision that arrested her footsteps. 
 
    “Little flame. Why do they call a hideous husk like you, little flame?” He hissed just like a Dragon. “Pitiful. You veil your face the better to spare Fra’anior’s caldera the gruesome offence of your visage.” The blade touched her clothing near her left hipbone. “Speak the prophecy, girl, or I shall carve it out of your hide, cut by slow cut. Come. It’s just you and me. A feckless paw-licker and a noble Talon.” 
 
    Auli wet her scarred lips with her tongue. “Which prophecy?” 
 
    “The one!” 
 
    She opted to laugh scornfully. “Mercy, that narrows it down.” 
 
    “The one that drove Ra’aba insane.” 
 
    Laughter must perish. That was one name she would never forget, nor forgive. As the memory of the perverse, uncannily parasitic relationship between the Captain of the Royal Guard of Fra’anior and Razzior, the powerful Orange Dragon, played through her mind, she shuddered. In ruthless pursuit of their purposes, they had smashed the lower half of her face, tortured her father, and forced her to reveal the hidden magical entrance to the Sacred Library. For that, she had engineered their doom. Neither had recovered consciousness since attempting to recover the lore of ruzal from the Dragon Spirits of yore. 
 
    She and her father had survived a gamble that still gave her nightmares, thereby ensuring Hualiama’s safety. Now, the enigmatic little girl was hidden in plain sight. 
 
    She had always assumed that Ra’aba was aligned with the Talons. This incident argued otherwise, for if they did not know what he did, then was there a schism, mistrust, or no relationship at all? Sapphurion must be informed. Here was another nuance to the complex socio-political landscape of the only Island-Cluster in the world where Dragonkind and Humankind co-existed in harmony. Relative harmony. Very well! A prosperous but fragile, oft-tested harmony. 
 
    The blade twisted into her flesh as she hesitated, releasing a warm flow of blood beneath her robes. Arkurion was not coming. Surely, she would have heard the wind wuthering upon draconic wings, or the sonorous bugling of draconic alarm. Stall. Scheme! Think, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya! 
 
    In low, sepulchral tones, she began to declaim: 
 
    A life birthed in fire, 
 
    Star Dragons sing starsong over her cradle … 
 
    “More. Aye, more!” he urged. “Speak, little Loremaster. I know you hide it all where none think to look, deep in your mind.” 
 
    Did her sensitive eardrums detect a slight shift in the air pressure here, low in the caldera, on the opposite side of the lake from the Dragon Library? As she shifted, the tip of the blade touched her Dragon’s kiss, the place where once her unknown Pykolese mother’s umbilical cord must have nourished her in the womb, setting off a magical frisson that caused her voice to wobble as she continued: 
 
    The Cloudlands rise up to bow, 
 
    And the Islands roar at her name, 
 
    For mantled in all majesty shall she rise, 
 
    The Child of the Mighty Dragon, 
 
    And she … 
 
    “What? Who are – where am I?” the Talon murmured. “Why am I here?” 
 
    His voice changed character so profoundly, that every hair of her head – her deep brown hair streaked with rich strands of gold, she had been informed – prickled sharply. 
 
    Her forgetting curse had struck! 
 
    Then came a searing rip of fabric and a crashing of Dragon paws upon stone, and the presence in front of her vanished. Blam-splat-scrish! Gnarr! Sounds she knew she would never forget. 
 
    I AM ARKURION!! 
 
    A Dragon’s battle challenge would have blown her right off her feet, save that a paw curved protectively around the massive girth of the bath doors, fully fifty feet tall, one hundred and twenty feet wide and four feet thick, hand-carved from the finest seasoned jalkwood timbers, to clasp her body and draw her out into the open. She shuddered in the Dragon’s iron grip, fighting the nausea, the panic, the wild rush of relief. 
 
    “Auli-Ambar, by my wings! Are you alright?” 
 
    How had he flown so silently, she had not even heard the fluttering of his wing membranes as he pounced? 
 
    “A Talon,” she sobbed, pressing her knuckles against her mouth. Her misshapen, fractured jaw shifted painfully as she fought to regain her composure. “A Talon … he wanted –” 
 
    The Mercury-Blue growled, “All limbs intact? You’re bleeding!” 
 
    Instinctively, she felt for and covered her Dragon’s kiss with her hands. “Don’t look!” 
 
    Hurgh-hurgh-hurgh! he chortled. Typical fire-snorter, his laughter was a study in puzzlement, egotism and rampant self-satisfaction. Did he not understand that the slightest view of her belly, with its unique flower of golden heart and liquescent sapphire petals, must surely curse him in the same manner and instantly cause this Dragon to forget all they had shared? She must protect her friend! 
 
    Diffidently, aware of other draconic wings shooting the warm, aromatic breeze in the central caldera of Gi’ishior’s volcanic cone, she said, “You could have left something to interrogate, noble Arkurion.” 
 
    “What am I not supposed to look at? Your fragile Human hide? Pfft,” he replied, blowing her hair back from her face with the force of his playful mockery. “Now, let’s take a second view upon your statements. The Dragon Loremaster says, ‘Why, most excellent Mercury Blue of Tanstoy, thank you for saving my delicate blushes from yon –’ well, we cannot call him a man anymore. Try, ‘Yon crimson smear upon the rocks.’ ” 
 
    “You flattened him?” 
 
    “Like an abstract splatter-painting of Merx, indeed.” 
 
    Ugh! Dragons! Auli gagged. 
 
    I trample the entrails of mine enemies! he thundered on cue, drawing answering snarls, bugles and roars of approbation from his wing brothers and sisters who had quickly gathered around, or were just landing in a great flurry of wings, stirring up a windstorm that pinged tiny pebbles off Auli-Ambar’s all-covering headscarf and eye mask combination. His predatory arrival had been in stark contrast to this kerfuffle. For the first time, she wondered at the capacity of draconic magic capable of concealing a multi-tonne flying beast from all perception. Mercy indeed! What hunter would not wish for such power? 
 
    She had to reply. Formally, also switching to the draconic tongue – but careful to keep her communication verbal only – she quavered, Well, this girl cannot say she doesn’t appreciate your eye for gruesome detail, o noble scion of Tanstoy. 
 
    Mrrr! he purred, probably striking one of those draconic ‘look at my musculature poses’ the odes were so very enamoured of. His paw uncurled, giving her space to dust off her long dress and rearrange her headscarf, and to quell her runaway dread. 
 
    Then, she declaimed with a sense of roguish misbehaviour: 
 
    Serendipity, to the draconic paw, 
 
    Is fulsome, thunderous, a heart-stopping roar, 
 
    The raging of flame through thrice-noble hearts, 
 
    The wings beating fire, the great battle arts … 
 
    Qualiana’s rich, effervescent voice fluted, I didn’t know a budding Dragon Librarian condoned contemporary verse such as that scribed by the acclaimed Dragon-poet Gadzarzan of Fraxx? What are we to make of this vector of modernity in thy wing-course, little flame? Now, what happened? Are you hurt? Why have you set no guard upon your mysterious, secretive works? 
 
    Because I dwell in the heart of the Halls of the Dragons of Gi’ishior, o Qualiana, she replied, and then remembered her manners. A Dragon must be honoured before his peers. Bowing low, she murmured, Your intervention was most timely, o Arkurion of Tanstoy. My gratitude is unbounded. 
 
    You are well, o Auli-Ambar? 
 
    I am unharmed and as ever, indebted for your aid. 
 
    She sensed his neck arching above her in acknowledgement of her statement. Aye. This Dragon had seen and valued a useless blind girl from the very first. For that, no thanks in all the Island-World were ever enough. 
 
    That scoundrel shall not trouble thee again, noble Loremaster. 
 
    Indeed not. 
 
    She had a breath to appreciate the dichotomy between being proclaimed the Dragon Librarian a couple of weeks back, and not in truth having assumed that title as yet. Loremaster she was, until that day. Dragons were rarely straightforward about administrative decisions, unlike Arkurion’s dealings with this Talon, a member of the mysterious society which had several times threatened her life. Perhaps it was best that on the morrow, she departed by fast Dragonship for faraway Remoy Island, and thence, to Arkurion’s home of Tanstoy Dragon Roost, for her ongoing medical treatment. No Human had ever set foot upon those hallowed shores. She was to be the first. 
 
    Behind her, a Dragon’s paw or shoulder must have pressed the doors completely shut. She recognised the husky creak of Dragon Librarian Sazutharr’s troublesome right knee. 
 
    Noble Sazutharr? Thank you for attending. 
 
    He said, Little flame, shall all Dragonkind not attend their Loremaster in her hour of need? For our peace of mind, I shall instruct our good Master Chamzu to set guard upon this enterprise. Fear not, none who lurk without could penetrate the secretive darkness within. You didn’t switch on the – oh. There was no need. 
 
    Nor are the light fixtures installed yet, o Sazutharr, she admitted. We’re a couple of days behind schedule. 
 
    An intolerable situation, I’m sure, Arkurion’s thought touched her mind. 
 
    She blew a mental snort in his direction. 
 
    Details crowded her mind. She pressed the eye mask down to scratch her clammy brow, aware that all the Dragons, with their ultra-sensitive nostrils, would be able to smell exactly how terrified she had been. It was absolutely the wrong time in her project to be leaving Gi’ishior, but Prince Hi’ixion’s treachery had left her no choice. She had already prepared fifty-seven scrolls of instructions for Master Chamzu and her best friend, Zimtyna, and that was besides the details for all her suppliers, artisans and workers. She hoped she had not forgotten any detail. Some might call her meticulous, others … Moons-mad. 
 
    With false brightness, Auli-Ambar said to no-one in particular, Well, by the time we’re finished, these caves will certainly be sculptural renditions of … oh. She pretended to hesitate. On the other paw, all shall be revealed soon enough. 
 
    Impish little flame, you do not fool this old Dragon, Sazutharr purred fondly in her ear. 
 
    Would I dare? she returned pertly. 
 
    Gnrr-gnarr, he rumbled contentedly as they walked together along the lakeside path back toward the Dragon Library. So, Auli-Ambar, did I tell you that we’re trialling a new double-invisible ink for coded messages? Would you like to come help me test it? I’d value your opinion on its efficacy. 
 
    Double-invisible? she inquired softly. How can something be more invisible than invisible, noble Sazutharr? 
 
    Attend and take thy instruction, noble Loremaster. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    That evening, as an unexpected tempest lashed the volcano, bringing fresh petrichor laced with the metallic tang of ozone to her nostrils, Auli-Ambar stood beside the window of Master Chamzu’s roost and lowered her eye mask expectantly. Nothing. Endless unseeing. Before disappointment could spear too deep, she heard someone enter the chamber. 
 
    “Master?” She cocked her head, listening closely to the light tread. “Si’ishi!” Gladly, she turned to embrace her friend and occasional tormentor in the martial arts of her native Ya’arriol Island. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    “Taking up my new permanent posting with your father – alias, retirement,” she replied, with an audible smile. Auli had always loved people who could do that. Master Ga’athar and Mistress Yualiana were delightful exemplars of the art, as was her father when he dipped out of Serious-minded Spy Dad mode. He seemed to be finding his ease more and more often, these days. 
 
    “Retirement, at your tender age?” Auli-Ambar snorted. “I doubt it. Let me guess. Straight to Gi’ishior, where you had barely inhaled one lungful of our wonderfully malodorous volcanic air –” 
 
    “– almost drowned in the tropical deluge,” Si’ishi corrected. “Spectacular waterfalls crashing off every side of the Island, I must note.” 
 
    “– when Dad assigned you to be my bodyguard, correct?” 
 
    “Quite.” 
 
    Sneaky and effective. Classic Xa’an Ta’afaya. Plus, there were worse fates under the twin suns than to have a father who demonstrated how much he cared with one hand, while simultaneously indulging his purportedly venerable daughter’s matchmaking machinations with the other. She gave the tiniest wriggle of delight at the thought. And if Master Chamzu, Chief Scrollkeeper of Gi’ishior, thought he could escape from a nascent relationship with an ex-Royal Elite soldier who was a mere twenty-seven summers his junior … 
 
    “I won’t even have time to unpack,” said Si’ishi. 
 
    “You’re travelling with me to Tanstoy?” 
 
    “As far as Remoy,” the soldier replied in a tone that left no doubt that the matter had already seen the insides of several scrolls – inked, sealed and delivered, all without her knowledge. No wonder Xa’an had been acting so calm about her leaving! And she had thought him uncaring. Shame! 
 
    Auli tried to grit her teeth, but gave the idea up as a painful waste of time. She had the craven Prince to thank for her latest travails. 
 
    “Are you seeing lightning outside?” she inquired. 
 
    “Constantly,” Si’ishi grunted, before Auli felt her take her elbow in hand, and a gentle squeeze announced her empathy. “I’m sorry, petal. You said, before … correct?” 
 
    “The magic is clearly variable. Tonight, I am –” Her hands leaped to her eyes. “Oh!” 
 
    Thunder detonated right overhead, confirming that what she had seen – or not seen – was clearly a light phenomenon, but as her friend inquired, she had to stammer that she did not understand what it was she had … maybe, seen? Magic itched like scorching, dry sand poured inside her strange, almost stony eyes, in a way she had never experienced before. 
 
    “Gently, or you’ll do yourself damage,” said Si’ishi, catching her hands. Immediately, she gasped, “By the Great Onyx! Your eyes are – no, back to normal again.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar spat, “What do you mean?” at the same time as Master Chamzu, entering the main entertainment area of his roost, called out, “What’s the commotion? Oh, Miss Si’ishi! Sulphurous greetings to you … ah, and be most welcome in my abode.” 
 
    His urbane, gravelly bass voice betrayed only the merest quiver of emotion, but the ears of her listener were keen indeed. Ha! Right she was. Retirement was far from the play of the breezes around this part of the volcano! 
 
    “Master,” Auli said politely. 
 
    “Barely touching down on the Isle, Master Chamzu,” Si’ishi replied at the same time, bowing formally in the Fra’aniorian fashion. Judging by the rustling of clothing, Auli deduced there had to be at least three hand twirls and the vibration of a dance step in that small-scale theatre production. Her friend was also wearing lightweight body armour. “I’m sure you’ll have seen the communications?” 
 
    “My desk looks like it has been redecorated by dragonets this week, but aye, I was aware,” said the Master. “I’m glad Auli-Ambar will have such a fine escort. And aye, o embryonic bender of draconic wingtips, I have received and noted a veritable cartload of instructions issued by your office.” 
 
    “Very good,” Auli said mildly. 
 
    She dangled her bait, but the Master declined to be hooked on this occasion. 
 
    Si’ishi said, “I may have been mistaken, but I was convinced I saw a sapphire glow in your eyes a moment ago, Auli-Ambar. Perhaps it was a reflection from the crysglass –” 
 
    A harpist’s fingers played chills up and down her spine. “A specific reflection?” 
 
    “An image,” said the soldier. 
 
    “Something that could not possibly be seen in a storm?” 
 
    The Master must have approached the window, because his voice reflected oddly upon her ear as he mused, “You saw something in the storm, Auli-Ambar? Not a streak of lightning?” 
 
    The inflections of his speech betrayed deep concern for her feelings. 
 
    Auli loved him for that. 
 
    “No, those are absent tonight, Master. I have infrequently been able to see a jagged blur of lightning at an estimated range of twenty-five to forty miles, but lately that capacity has deserted me. Even my farsight has ceased to function. But, just now – I am not very good with images.” 
 
    She twisted her hands in her dress, unexpectedly overcome with nervousness. Clammy palms, palpitating heartbeat. Honestly, her reaction could furnish the most frivolous ballad. Mostly to calm herself down, Auli said, “Perhaps due to my enduring incapacity, my brain lacks the necessary functions to process such phenomena, or perhaps it merely stems from a lamentable lack of imagination on my part. As a clarification, I ought to add –” 
 
    He chuckled indulgently. “Ever the scholar.” 
 
    She willed her pointy Fra’aniorian ears not to heat up, but inevitably, they did. Folding her arms across her chest, she said, “You don’t believe me.” 
 
    The Master said, “Negative.” 
 
    “No?” 
 
    “You have given me nothing to disbelieve, therefore, I cannot disbelieve –” 
 
    “The possible glow?” she said tersely. “Logic games aside … Si’ishi, I only have descriptions in ballads and Dragon lore to rely upon, but if I asked you to enumerate the parts of the phenomenon that I could not possibly have seen, but you saw reflected or somehow reimaged in my eyes, then would you show Master Chamzu that number with your fingers, now?” 
 
    “Perhaps ‘imprinted’ or ‘etched,’ I’d say, would be more accurate,” the woman returned, with a nervous inhalation. “It was this many, noble Master.” 
 
    “Intriguing,” said he. 
 
    “What do you mean, imprinted?” Auli asked. 
 
    Si’ishi said, “I’d struggle to give you a proper scientific viewpoint, Auli, but I could swear what I saw was not so much on the surface, as inside the orb of the eye itself – and, the exactly same image in each orb. Master Xa’an told me that your eyes have always been opaque before. A topaz-gold colour. But I clearly saw sapphire.” 
 
    The colour of her tears. Auli understood that sapphire was a cool colour like water, and very durable like the valuable gemstone she had been told had specific light-reflective or even prismatic qualities. It was hard for a girl blind from birth to grasp such concepts, but she refused to be defeated. Mind on task, Auli-Ambar. A Dragon’s wings cut the suns from many different angles, was the old Gi’ishior saying. She would never stop learning until she achieved mastery. 
 
    “Returning to the question?” the Master prompted. 
 
    People must have a great deal of patience with a blind person. Sometimes, she felt very small and helpless indeed. How many like her would have a chance to wing across the Island-World, on the morrow, to places they could never see? The sounds and smells and ambiance of each Island would be incredible, she imagined. Perhaps Si’ishi could be persuaded to dust off her soldier boots and turn into an excited sixteen summers-old girl’s eyes? Maybe her eyes would clear and allow her to see just the horizons, or the farthest Isles. Was that too much to ask, o Fra’anior the Onyx, who had created such a wealth of natural beauty and a deformed, blind creature who could never fully appreciate it? 
 
    Auli said, “The number was seven.” 
 
    “Indeed,” rumbled Chamzu. “Which goes to say …” 
 
    “Seven heads,” she clarified. Dancing dragonets, which was exactly how her pulse was behaving inside her neck! “At least, I took them for seven draconic heads originating from a single neck. I believe what I apprehended in the storm could only be an image of Fra’anior himself, the Great Onyx, the Storm of Storms – was it not?” 
 
    Si’ishi’s gasp confirmed her hypothesis. 
 
    “Incredible,” breathed the Master. 
 
    “You clearly – heads? Fangs, blazing eyes, scale armour, the whole draconic caboodle?” 
 
    “Aye, Si’ishi.” Auli-Ambar reached for her friend, and hugged her. Then, she gave the driest of chuckles. “With me it’s all backwards, isn’t it? My eyes are so impossibly farsighted that I am effectively, demonstrably blind. Just when I think I am getting better I become far worse. And then, in the storm tonight, I see the unseen – the unseeable. How is that fair or just?” 
 
    “Only, that women are such contrary creatures, anything must be possible,” her father said drolly, his voice echoing slightly from the hall just outside the doorway. 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    “Good. Dinner is therefore served,” said Master Chamzu, tucking Auli’s hand into the crook of his elbow with an avuncular air. He escorted her to the table. “Fear not, I had my cook prepare four different soups and a range of suitable confectionary items, Miss Ta’afaya.” 
 
    He meant, victuals purposed for someone who could not chew anymore. “Thank you, Master.” 
 
    “Miss Si’ishi,” he rumbled. 
 
    “Master Chamzu?” 
 
    “You are surely not proposing to guard Auli-Ambar from outside my doorway?” 
 
    “I do need to pack for the journey,” she said, sounding suitably regretful. 
 
    Auli would have given a Dragon’s treasure hoard to apprehend the look the Master must have shot her just then, because his response was all reverberating basso amusement, like a thunderstorm that had unaccountably discovered a wry sense of humour. He said, “I see I must learn to issue clearer orders in my household. Your place at my table has already been prepared, Miss Si’ishi. Accordingly, you have my permission to relax and enjoy a repast with friends now, after which you may request leave to pack. These are my express orders.” 
 
    “As you wish, Master,” she murmured. 
 
    Her ears tingled. Aha! This was the feminine quality of ostensible compliance masking many layers of inner complexity. For Dragons, outward behaviour was most often bluster and braggadocio, but the tenor of the inner fires always remained nuanced, cunning, well-disguised. Imagining the probable blast radius should she ever dare tell an Arkurion or a Sapphurion that they resembled Human females in their personalities, she giggled privately. What should a most introverted and shy girl make of this sudden, stomach-shivering propensity for fomenting all manner of mischief? 
 
    As they gathered around the delicious scents of the Master’s dining table, Auli-Ambar was quite certain she heard Si’ishi add beneath her breath, “Indeed, only men can be such contrary creatures.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 2: Unseeing the Seen 
 
      
 
    For one soul to truly see another is a gift beyond price. He saw mine from the first. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Personal Diary, Leaf 573 
 
      
 
    WHEN AN IMAGE entered the eye, setting aside whatever miracle it had undergone to be perceived in the first instance, how did it ever leave again? How did sighted people forget what was seen? 
 
    That night, as the storm raged outside of her small set of chambers, creating a near-subsonic vibration that ought to have lulled her into a deep sleep, Auli-Ambar thrashed restively upon her pillow-roll, struggling with that question. In her life, she had only ever seen fuzz. Well, a fuzzy blob with arms which was meant to be a galaxy, a momentary vision of hazy orange globules that were the twin suns cut through by blurred mountains, and the flash of a fledgling’s lightning attack – through the bandages covering her eyes! Put that mystery aside, this image of Fra’anior boasted details. The etchings upon her memory must be blue, she imagined, because they were different to the colour of lightning, but what blew her little brain across the caldera was their sheer clarity. 
 
    She now knew what fangs looked like. Overlapping Dragon scales. The magnitude of a tongue resting inside a maw said to be large enough to carve through Islands. She trembled at the grandeur of an Ancient Dragon’s sevenfold gaze, and realised that the concept of majesty had taken a giant leap forward in many dimensions of her understanding. 
 
    Was all this the consequence of a single, isolated image? Tremble, o Dragon Loremaster! 
 
    It was intoxicating to have seen, even just once. Equally, it was terrifying to know she might never see such a sight again, and so she returned to that image again and again in an effort to etch it forever upon her mind, to the ineffable grandeur of that gaze, to the monumental serpentine necks, to the spikes that shot from the base of the swept-back skull, to the aura of crushing awesomeness that surrounded his presence. What had the Creator Dragon been doing in the tempest? How did he still lurk in his caldera, dwarfing the Islands? Not that she had perceived any ancillary detail bar the Onyx of Ages himself, almost as if that presence represented a memory, or a tracery of ancient magic somehow given life reincarnate. 
 
    How could she see such a spectacle? Was it even real? Whence might it have arisen, for assuredly, it was no product of her being? 
 
    A soft outbreath tickled her lips. Oh, Fra’anior! 
 
    Tomorrow, she would depart his caldera on the southerly run to Xinidia, before they cut through Erigar and Archion en route to sprawling, barbaric Sylakia Island. From there the route turned more southerly, first to Telstroy, then along the great sickle-backed curve of the Crescent Isles to Tyrodia, Germodia and finally to luxuriant Remoy itself. 
 
    Tonight, she must sleep, even if this perfidiously beautiful image refused to fade from behind her eyes, and her fears of the Talons continued to eat trenchantly at her confidence. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The morn dawned blusterous but fair, according to Xa’an’s weather report given as they stood shoulder-to-shoulder on the Dragonship landing stage beside the central lake of the Gi’ishior caldera, waiting for her one-eighth size Dragonharp to be loaded along with her effects, which Zimtyna had packed for her. Her friend had to be dissuaded from packing more than three suitcases of clothing. For her part, Auli-Ambar could not be convinced to leave her Cinizzara miniatures in her roost. She carried her three prized miniatures and three precious dragonet eggs together in the pouch at her waist, and feral Dragons could not have torn it from her grasp. 
 
    The loading was dragging on. She shuffled her practical slippers impatiently. 
 
    Honestly, the quantity of scroll lore and trading supplies she was taking was already enough for three Dragonships, but Head Librarian Sazutharr had been very specific about his requirements for the trip, both on the outward leg and the return journey. He would not have his Loremaster twiddling her talons doing nothing on such an extended voyage, oh no. His Loremaster would be gainfully employed learning the library trade in other parts of the Island-World, and his Loremaster would be taking detailed notes and observations on a vast range of topics. Moreover, his Loremaster would trade for profit, learn about other technologies and advancements, and seek new knowledge to bolster the Dragon Library. His Loremaster would be busier than a hyperactive dragonet transfixed upon an irresistible scent! 
 
    Her father pinched her cheek fondly. “Forget all that nonsense and have fun, say I.” 
 
    “Father, this is a serious business.” 
 
    “You are too serious by half, daughter. Who will know?” 
 
    “I will know.” 
 
    She was quite certain he rolled his eyes. One must be able to hear eyeballs sloshing about in their sockets, or perhaps that was the lake water lapping against the shore? 
 
    Too soon, there were final kisses from Zimtyna and her father, and a rather more dignified peck upon the cheek from Master Chamzu, before she shinned up the rope ladder to the thin metal gantry that abutted the habitable areas of the vessel, including the front navigation cabin. The Captain greeted her apprehensively and wanted her straight inside the navigation cabin and sitting down. She imagined he must be having nightmares about taking an important blind passenger on board. Islands’ sakes, time enough to educate him and his crew later. She would not exactly be dancing around the ship carolling epic ballads, would she? 
 
    Never say never, Loremaster. Never was a word invested with more peril, than never. 
 
    She giggled at her wordplay. 
 
    Amidst the general clamour of take-off, she heard Sapphurion’s characteristic thunder-touched roar and a higher-pitched but still eardrum-pummelling effort from young Grandion, and now Qualiana’s fluting tones carrying over Arkurion’s somewhat gruff ‘flywell, noble Loremaster.’ All this formality made a girl chuckle privately. Rich, beautiful, flavoursome, mystifying, foundational – understanding the many facets of different cultures stimulated this Loremaster like little else in the Island-World. 
 
    The Mercury Blue would tarry nearly two weeks longer before setting off in pursuit, overtaking them somewhere down the Crescent Isles, before cutting across to Tanstoy in the Middle Sea while she took the scenic route via Remoy, where she was tasked with undertaking several items of urgent personal business on behalf of Chalcion, the King of Fra’anior, with Jorman, crowned King of Remoy just one season before. Then Arkurion would bring a person-sized basket to Remoy, and she would fly in his paw to Tanstoy Dragon Roost, for no Dragonship had ever been welcome there. Even Tanstoy’s location was a jealously guarded secret. It did not appear on any map Auli-Ambar knew of. 
 
    Dragon secrets. 
 
    At least she knew that Chalcion’s new adoptive royal ward, the Princess Hualiama of Fra’anior, would not miss her Venerable Instructor’s visits. Nobody would. They had all forgotten her already. 
 
    The muted roar of the ooliti wood stove picked up as the crew fed in fuel to gain height. Her quick ears identified the creaking of the rope rigging that surrounded the multi-part hot air balloon situated above the cabins, which were as lightly built as possible. Everything about a Dragonship save the stove was lightly built, she understood, because the practical lifting limit for these smaller, quicker Dragonships was the weight of 50 men plus equipment and stores – around six to seven tonnes, but no wise Captain would load his vessel that heavily. Warships could be much larger, but their bulk made them slower and less manoeuvrable. 
 
    After a few minutes, she felt the sun’s warmth spreading across her right flank and shoulder, and realised that the Dragonship must have surmounted the slim cone of Gi’ishior’s volcano. 
 
    The Captain said, “Welcome aboard the Warbling Dragonet, Loremaster. Given brisk following winds, we plan to make a fairly direct run across the caldera this morning. We’ll keep a weather eye on a storm out east, but I judge we should outrun it without any trouble. Later on, we plan to put in at the Human capital to take on several passengers for Archion Island, plus pick up several diplomatic communiques which I believe you have been briefed about?” 
 
    “Aye, thank you, Captain. I like the name of your vessel. For my part, I don’t need waiting upon or special treatment.” 
 
    She almost heard his eyebrows crawling toward his hairline. Sigh. 
 
    “Once Si’ishi has helped me familiarise myself with the layout of the vessel, I plan to work and to practice my harp playing, if that will not disturb you or your crew. Perhaps I could entertain you of an eventide? I should also like to meet the crew so that I can memorise their vocal identities. The greatest help they could give me, if again it does not interfere with their duties, is to be my eyes, for I am an inquisitive soul but I have never travelled beyond the borders of our Cluster. There is so much to learn! I understand this is a family-run vessel?” 
 
    “Indeed it is,” he said proudly. 
 
    “Please carry on, Captain. There’s time enough to slake my curiosity later.” 
 
    “Thank you, Loremaster.” 
 
    After the crew had spent the first hour clambering about the rigging, setting out the wide sails affixed to spars which gave the Dragonship its characteristic profile and name, they filed obediently into the navigation cabin whereupon Auli and Si’ishi were formally introduced to Captain Ya’adoran and his engineer wife, Suriana, their two sons Te’erranor and Asto’okan, fourteen and thirteen years old respectively, and the Captain’s brother Ma’arin One-Eye and his twelve year-old daughter, Jilriana. Finally, there was a husband-and-wife Watch team, Mi’ikaran and his bond-wife Izaru, an Eastern warrior hailing from Kaolili. They were responsible for keeping a sharp lookout for feral windrocs or Dragons, pirate vessels, and otherwise undertook general duties around the Dragonship. They were vocally pleased to have another warrior on board. Si’ishi left to be armed with a powerful Eastern-style recurve bow. 
 
    Izaru showed Auli-Ambar around the vessel, from the viewing gantry at the prow to the separate male and female heads at the back. Auli wondered if she had prior experience with a blind relative or friend, because she was exacting about describing the dimensions or purpose of each room, placing her hands appropriately or pointing out potential pitfalls. The cabin she was to share with Si’ishi was tiny, two bunks and barely space enough to turn about in. Everything aboard the vessel was streamlined and lightweight. No spacious quarters here. 
 
    “She’ll make upward of five leagues per hour with a good wind,” Izaru commented as they stepped back into the navigation cabin. “That barely touches a Dragon’s long-range flying speed, however.” 
 
    “Six to eight, correct?” 
 
    “On average. Dragons can sustain fifteen leagues per hour for a few hours, or up to forty for short sprints in battle. Now, we’re very limited on workspaces. Captain Ya’adoran has volunteered to vacate his navigation table if you would like to use it, noble Loremaster – we were told you read and write?” 
 
    “I am a most peculiar creature,” Auli deadpanned, tickled by the disbelief in the warrior’s voice. 
 
    “I – I didn’t mean –” 
 
    “Nor I. But this must be like speaking to a person hiding inside a sack, I’m sure.” 
 
    This joke was enough to breach the woman’s Eastern reserve, and she tittered in surprisingly high-pitched tones, “Aye, remind me not to mistake you for the cargo, noble Loremaster.” 
 
    Cargo. Aye. She must keep her most precious cargo safe. Was the pouch warm enough to foster dragonet egg incubation? Or should she wear the eggs against her skin, beneath her clothing, to make best use of her body heat? 
 
    With the benefit of a frisky breeze, the Dragonship made rollicking good time across the eighteen leagues diameter caldera to their first port just outside Fra’anior City, the Human capital of the Cluster. The place smelled of commerce, she fancied – different scented woods, the distinctive fireflowers of this Island, aromatic oils, dozens of varieties of spices, seeds and mohili grain, and plenty of gold drals. The last being imaginary, of course – Dragons could most definitely smell gold, and some were known to experience a kind of gold lust or fever when exposed to quantities of the precious metal. After she conducted meetings with four of her suppliers, three of which were highly frustrating, she revised her opinion on the matter. Frankly, it was remarkable how sufficient gold drals of Gi’ishior could smooth over the knottiest problems, and it was perfectly clear that merchants could sniff out gold as well as any Dragon. 
 
    At least her scrolls did not talk back. Mostly. 
 
    That said, the occasional one had tried to murder her, or had playfully stuck her on the roof of her chamber for a few days, minus food or water. Who said a scholar’s job was all about blotting ink off fusty scrolleaf? 
 
    After dashing off a terse scroll to Master Chamzu summarising the transactions and recommending one particularly truculent supplier enjoy a visit from the grumpiest Dragon he could find in the Halls, Auli-Ambar slipped aside to assist a previous colleague of her father’s with a smidgen of delicate magical code breaking. King Chalcion might be most displeased to learn about the levels of cooperation between his secret service and that of the Dragon Halls, but the general view, excluding the King and his brother and most trusted advisor Zalcion, was that sharing benefitted the entire Cluster. 
 
    This message outlined an assassination plot against the King, the spy informed her quietly. 
 
    “Glad to serve,” she replied, holding out her hand for the formal kiss. 
 
    “My regards to Xa’an Ta’afaya,” said the spy, with a musical laugh that made Auli-Ambar revise her judgement of the woman’s age down a few years. “You see what others cannot, noble Loremaster. May I assist you in any way?” 
 
    “Aye, please. What material would you recommend for a pouch to be strapped against the body, in order to maintain body heat?” 
 
    “Body heat?” echoed the woman. 
 
    “I have been gifted three dragonet eggs to hatch.” When the woman clucked in surprise, Auli raised her hands with a low chuckle. “Don’t ask me. I don’t understand, either, but I know enough to take this charge seriously.” 
 
    “I’d recommend Helyon silk, Loremaster,” the spy replied after a moment’s consideration. “Their spider silk has the properties of breathing well, but also maintaining an optimal temperature. You could also place a heated rock or grain sack inside the pouch to raise the temperature, as a suggestion, but make sure those are not kept in direct contact with the eggs for any length of time. The idea is to encourage heat to evenly permeate the whole. At least, that’s what I would do. I’ve never tried to hatch dragonet eggs before, but my children have successfully hatched peripol, golden parakeet and even dusky-banded marshlark eggs in this way.” 
 
    “Excellent, thank you.” 
 
    Shortly, furnished with verbal directions to a suitable haberdashery, Auli-Ambar was off to shop for fabric for the first time in her life. As one of her longed-for new experiences, it was rather underwhelming, and the merchant’s disrespect toward her blindness, dispiriting. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By mid-afternoon, the crew were dashing about at full pelt, making preparations to cast off once more. Testing the air with a deep inhalation, Auli said, “Another storm in the offing?” 
 
    “Correct. A small squall is sweeping in from the north,” Si’ishi confirmed. “The Captain intends to run ahead of it. Most of these storms stay localised over the caldera, but the weather variability does keep our toes twitching.” 
 
    “Like dragonets climbing the rigging,” said Auli. 
 
    “Really? Where?” 
 
    How did she explain that she was comparing the busy crew to a warren of dragonets? “I jest.” 
 
    “Oh. Spectacular quadruple rainbows behind us …” 
 
    Reading the hitch in her friend’s voice, she said steadily, “No, please, do tell me. Making the Island-World come alive does not cause sadness –” 
 
    “Windroc!” 
 
    “Sorry, Auli,” Si’ishi spluttered. The light wooden door of the navigation cabin slammed behind her and Auli heard her footsteps recede toward the stern. 
 
    She sat with her hands folded neatly in her lap, and listened. 
 
    The Captain said, “It’s a young one, and most likely merely curious about our vessel, noble Loremaster. Wingspan of ten feet, a great hooked yellow beak, and talons as could shear a ralti sheep mid-air before you could say, ‘Islands’ greetings.’ The colour is dark on the upper side and on the splayed flight primaries, each has a white tip. His underside is a soft tan colour. There. He’s wheeled away already. Rare ’un. Don’t see many around these shores.” 
 
    “Why not, Captain?” she asked. 
 
    “The fledgling Dragons use them for target practice. A few decades of that, and the birds start to learn what’s good for them.” 
 
    “Oh.” 
 
    As the Captain chuckled at his own joke, the Dragonship lurched, slewing and sideslipping through the air. The turbulence around Fra’anior Cluster could be treacherous as storm winds sheared across the enormous, year-round thermals generated by the caldera, but the experienced navigator spun his wheel to smooth out the scudding motion. He did not need to call instructions to his crew. The vessel shuddered as it rose, twisting with the air currents, but Auli understood the balloon’s softness was a boon in situations like this, flexing and adapting to the conditions. The sails luffed violently several times before there came a cry and a vague curse from the … starboard side, Auli-Ambar reminded herself of the correct terminology. 
 
    Nautical terminology was among the strangest in the canon, along with the origins of certain scientific jargon. Was this ancient argot not intended to aid navigation on water? Yet, what body of water in the entire Island-World was large enough to justify the development of an entire sub-school of language tailored to this purpose? A fine mystery. Reaching into her bag, she located her journal. Time to start putting quill to scrolleaf in order to satisfy Sazutharr’s demands. She would warm up with a little study on nautical language, for she was not aware of any detailed scholarly works on the subject. Now, which of the Library apprentices should be the honoured recipient – nay, victim – of her next project? Aye, Rhanduzoran the Brown. He fancied his linguistic prowess a touch more than his disinterest in actual, quantifiable research could justify. 
 
    An hour later, she set down her quill and wriggled her wrist. “Ouch.” 
 
    “That was incredible to watch, noble Loremaster,” the Captain commented from his station behind the helm. “You read with your hands and write fluently, in perfect lines of runic script? Never in all my days.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain. May I ask you a favour? Is now a good time?” 
 
    “Aye …” 
 
    “Could you tell me every single piece of nautical terminology you know, starting with the parts of a Dragonship? I wish to compile a study on the subject.” 
 
    “That would take –” 
 
    “Days? I am patient, but also demanding. I apologise.” 
 
    Si’ishi said from the doorway. “She’s a tyrant, Captain. I suggest you and your crew take it in shifts to fill this bottomless fumarole over here, and she will still exhaust you all with her questions. Combat training now, Auli-Ambar. Scroll-worming later.” 
 
    “When you’ll tell me all about rainbows?” she returned jauntily. 
 
    “See? Memory like a Dragoness.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Presently, the Dragonship coursed over the edge of Fra’anior Cluster. With Si’ishi acting as guide, Auli-Ambar enjoyed detailed descriptions of the league-tall black basalt and granite cliffs, often laced with strata of other semiprecious or igneous stones, and the toxic, impenetrable layer of gaseous Cloudlands that lapped about the base of the volcano. The habitable Islands perched upon the rim-wall of the main caldera, high enough that the year-round temperatures were merely sweltering as opposed to completely unbearable. The immense thermals generated by the incandescent caldera generated localised weather patterns that alternated torrential rains for part of the year with thunderstorms for the rest, granting the volcano a wonderful, humid tropical climate. Great sprays of verdant foliage jutted over four hundred feet over orange lava, so thick with blossoms in this season that the boughs bowed as if in homage to Fra’anior himself. Longer creepers and lianas dangled farther still, and all the vegetation supported immense flotillas of insect life, amongst the richest and most variegated in the Island-World, which in turn fed millions of birds and dragonets. 
 
    Already, she felt a cooler, fresh tang upon her cheek as they departed the Cluster of her birth. The air seemed cleaner and thinner, lacking the pollens she was accustomed to, and the ever-song of birdcalls, dragonet trills and insects chirruping faded as into a distant memory. Inaudibly, she took her leave of Amaryllion Fireborn. Would he remember her when she returned? 
 
    Driven by an unexpected need to fill the overwhelming silence in some way, Auli-Ambar moved to her Dragonharp and set about her exercises. She needed to play. To make notes resound in the echoing spaces of her heart, to lose herself in the technicalities of different scales and arpeggios and runs – but today, perfection eluded her. Her fingers were clumsy upon the strings, missing their mark time after time. She worked doggedly. Nothing but her best would do for Zanthrillior. A sightless person must rely upon flawless three-dimensional spatial perception, especially when a piece demanded long, spidering runs or even multi-octave leaps across the strings. 
 
    She finished up with a low growl. 
 
    Poor. Horrible! Nothing wanted to flow, as if – o rueful realisation – she had a blockage in her soul, an unreadiness to unleash the indwelling music. Terrace lakes never gave way to the tremendous pressure of the water reserves they contained, not even after the powerful seismic activity of low-grade volcanic eruptions – testament to the excellent engineering of the Ancient Dragons, widely held to have completed their construction. Now, she had become such a wall. What could break this, her especial curse? 
 
    Auli-Ambar threw herself into her work for the three days it took them to reach the so-called landmark of Xinidia Island. Never was a landmark less remarkable, Si’ishi remarked, chuckling over her own joke. Low, scrubby, bleached by the twin suns, Xinidia had recently become home to a pawful of hardy settlers who were said to welcome travellers with the point of a poisoned arrow and to display the remains prominently to remind others not to dare the same. Leaving Xinidia’s dubious charms firmly in their wake, they set sail to catch the wind from several compass points west of northwest and swooped along smartly toward Erigar, a substantial, forested Island where several competing Human powers – Fra’anior, Talda and more recently Sylakia – had laid claim to the excellent logging to be found in the dense interior woodlands. Some of her fine hardwoods had come from Erigar, Auli-Ambar told the Captain. He told her he had hauled a hundred sackweight of flawless emeralds from Syros for her last storm season. 
 
    That evening, she gave her first performance for the crew, which they called a concert. She entertained them with a tempestuous and somewhat bloodthirsty retelling of the Ballad of Ruziba Crimsonrage, a famous Red Dragoness of yore – said to be the first Dragon to cross the Rift Storm and return to tell her tale. What a joy to rediscover her love of spinning a good yarn! The crew promptly sang her a chorus of thanks in the Fra’aniorian style, in an impromptu but musically impeccable seven-part harmony. 
 
    Other Island cultures reportedly found the Fra’aniorian devotion to musicality ridiculously theatrical and maudlin. Fair point. 
 
    The following morning, with the Dragonship thrumming along on a westerly heading, once again flying above the unknown, unseen gulf between Islands, Auli-Ambar presented Si’ishi with her schedule. 
 
    “So, this is how I plan to maximise use of the time as we travel these vast, unmapped tracts between the Islands, Si’ishi. Do you concur?” 
 
    “Hmm,” said her friend. “Aye, ‘beat up Auli-Ambar’ is right here. Good.” 
 
    “Good?” 
 
    “At least I shall be assured of daily entertainment.” 
 
    “Ho-ho-ho-hoaarrrr!” Auli vocalised, trying out one of the new sound effects she had been working on for her epic poetry or historical saga retellings. She did like to invest the archaic words with fresh impetus. 
 
    “Great leaping – Auli!” her friend jumped audibly. “Don’t startle a swordswoman like that. It could end badly.” 
 
    “You only drew your sword a couple of inches.” 
 
    “Before common Isles sense intruded, aye. Can’t imagine why. Maybe that’s because the wrath of all the Dragons of the Halls would descend upon my golden ringlets if I allowed you to so much as bend a fingernail upon this voyage, my friend.” 
 
    “Mercy, how grim you are of a morn, Si’ishi.” 
 
    A finger prodded her ribs. “You would not believe, in the span of my arriving at the Halls and departing mere hours later, the number of Dragons who sought me out to impress this fact upon me, o most jealously safeguarded Loremaster. Sapphurion. Qualiana. Sazutharr. Arkurion. Half of the Council of Dragon Elders – Tarbazzan the Brown, Haaja the Yellow, the Greens Gemugaz and Andarraz, whom I can never tell apart, and another Red whose name escapes me –” 
 
    “Zulior, shell-brother of Qualiana? All together?” Auli stammered. 
 
    “All at once, on the landing stage before they entered the Meeting Hall. And, let’s not forget that young upstart, Grandion the Tourmaline.” 
 
    “Grandion?” She could not iron the surprise out of her voice. 
 
    “Aye. He had a cryptic message for you.” 
 
    Auli nodded. “Speak.” 
 
    “He said, ‘Human woman, you must warn our little flame that Yulgaz the Brown still seeks the object of the prophecy.’ ” 
 
    Paralysis swallowed her discombobulation. Hualiama! The danger she had thought averted, was alive and well! What did that Dragon know, or sense of the future, that she did not? For Yulgaz was ever Razzior the Orange’s stooge, and the two worked talon-and-paw together with Gemugaz and Andarraz, the scheming Green Councillors whom she trusted about as far as she could throw either Dragon. Sapphurion’s opinion of them was withering. In the draco-political power structures of Gi’ishior – and therefore, defining the rule of the Dragons of the Island-World North of the Rift – the two Greens were most often linked with Tarbazzan, the wing-dominant Brown, while the younger Dragoness Haaja cannily did not yet declare her allegiance. Most often opposed to them were Qualiana and Zulior, Sazutharr the Dragon Librarian, and Sapphurion, the mighty leader of the Dragonkind. 
 
    Set aside her disbelief at the Dragon Elders seeking after the welfare of a girl of little account! 
 
    How would the fledgling Grandion know such crucial insider information if he was not acting as Yulgaz’s wing-brother? That meant the Brown sought to turn Sapphurion’s own shell-son against him, for future advantage. Perhaps a hint of dishonour, an aspersion cast against this Child of the Dragon – that would appeal to a principled beast like Grandion, would it not? 
 
    Never a more draconic power play. 
 
    Her heart fluttered birdlike in her chest as she considered the paradox, the mystery of the child rescued by Ianthine in the most terrible of circumstances, the portents surrounding her charge’s young life. She had miscalculated, she realised now. Whatever conclusions she had drawn about Hualiama must now be deemed incomplete at best. She had assumed that the appellation ‘Child of the Dragon,’ couched in the most abstruse draconic linguistic grammatical case of the prophetic-obscurant, referred only to her birth – but no person could physically be born of a Dragon. That was nonsense, the diabolical aim of the Ancient Dragon scientist, Dramagon the Red, which had thankfully never come to fruition. He had sought to imbue Humans with Dragon characteristics, and vice versa. The legends regarding the results of his experimentations – she shuddered reflexively. Vile! 
 
    “Are you alright?” 
 
    “A moment if you please, Si’ishi. I am thinking.” 
 
    “Like a Dragon devouring fresh kill?” 
 
    “Too true.” 
 
    The wings of her mind soared. How could she have missed or discounted the deeper connection with Ianthine the Draco-Mystic’s prophecy? For the child was named Hualiama or Blue-Star, after a mythical star or celestial being that was said to flash beneath the rising suns, and the Child of the Dragon – which must mean she was yet fated to carry out or fulfil Fra’anior’s purposes in the tapestry of Human history. The events of the prophecy – a comet presaging the falling of myriad stars – must remain linked, somehow, to the child. To her quintessence. What did it all mean? Could it be that Hualiama, somehow through her celestial name, was linked with Istariela the fabled Star Dragoness, in the sense that she was the extant spiritual ‘child’ or apprentice of that extraordinary heritage? Her mind boggled at the potential implications. Could the falling stars refer to Hualiama, Blue-Star, or to the death of Istariela herself? Was Hualiama fated to die? Had she succoured a beautiful child from one set of troubles only to subject her to fate most unimaginable? 
 
    Oh Great Onyx forefend, defend; be her bulwark against the avenger! 
 
    Which brought her to the matter of ruzal. Could she thus have detected the vestiges of an internecine, aeons-long plan of Dramagon’s to rekindle the foul essence of his fire-born magic in the Island-World – for what if the enigma of sanguistarn-mortha’a related to a kind of blood-linked rebirth of his legacy, perhaps purposed to be propagated through Hualiama? Being his child, the carrier of a dreadful magical seed! For it must be, despite their absence from the Isles of the living, that the Ancient Dragons continued to work out the unknowable plans and ploys of their great rivalry. 
 
    Shadows blossomed in her mind, the fires surging beneath an all-encompassing, piceous fear … so much she did not comprehend … the shattering thunder of a Dragon of yore resounding throughout her being … 
 
    “Auli!” 
 
    “Unnnhh …” 
 
    “Auli-Ambar, what –” 
 
    As a torrential adumbration swept over her soul, her knees folded with unbearable softness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Cool flame buoyed her life within a womblike enclosure. She swam through gentle, lapping radiance that surrounded her body in fiery streamers of cool blue. The fire was like specks of gleaming stardust swirling and ribboning past her wondering gaze. 
 
    How could coolness be fire? 
 
    Periodically, a sapphire flower drifted through the waters of life, seeking her out. Sometimes she would reach for the puckered petals or the azure stem, her pudgy foetal fingers making clumsy, playful attempts to corral the toy, to palpate it, to suck it with her mouth, but it always snaked away, soon finding the well of her Dragon’s kiss despite her lively kicks and squirming. A simple touch unfurled the petals against her sensitive tummy, and it sucked down, making her shiver and gurgle with delight before the life-giving pulsations began, a tender mothering rhythm that signified nutrition, cleansing and oneness. 
 
    He will love thee, my precious Pykol-jewel, the mothering presence promised. 
 
    Wiser now, the once-foetus knew a different truth. 
 
    She wept. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 3: The Long Leagues 
 
      
 
    CONSUMED BY AN illness of watery fire, Auli-Ambar knew nothing of the days preceding their arrival at Archion Island, surely, one of the wonders of the Island-World – a location where Fra’anior’s creativity had been expressed in a most singular fashion. 
 
    Jilriana, the rambunctious runabout aboard the Dragonship, produced a sketch for her. “This is Archion Island as best I was able to render it, noble Loremaster.” 
 
    “Please call me Auli-Ambar,” she murmured. “I am hardly older than you.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    “I’m a mere sixteen summers.” 
 
    “And you are the Dragon Librarian-elect?” Suriana, the girl’s aunt, inquired. 
 
    “Indeed. I also happen to hold the most amusing title of ‘Venerable Instructor in Matters Dragonish,’ which serves to illustrate how peculiar my life is.” 
 
    The pair burst out laughing. 
 
    “What do you think of the sketch?” Jilriana asked, with uncharacteristic nervousness. 
 
    “Well, let me examine the details.” Running her fingers carefully over the barely-dry ink, Auli-Ambar nibbled at the inside of her lip. “I’ve read about Archion Island, of course, but – this is a faithful reproduction? It is like a man standing with his legs akimbo in the Cloudlands, which are these ripples here, and the legs and cut-off torso are surrounded by layer upon layer of terrace lakes – how many lakes, exactly?” 
 
    “Well, I hadn’t actually counted,” the girl admitted. 
 
    Solemnly, Auli-Ambar pronounced, “What a dreadful error in judgement. Unacceptable.” 
 
    “She’s moving over to the crysglass panels to make a count,” Suriana clarified. Was the girl amused or annoyed? 
 
    She asked, “What are the Islands like? The colours?” 
 
    “The legs are slight variations upon a theme of slate grey, but each level of the lakes – clear, light blue waters – is fringed by green and brown-fronded reeds,” came the reply from the window. “We can see seventeen layers of terrace lakes on this southern leg which we are passing on our port beam, and we are about half a mile above the Island. There are hundreds of thousands of birds. Flotillas of white and green and blue upon every lake. They’re wheeling in the skies around us and diving into the reed beds. To the east, there’s a massive flight of windrocs that have come to feast. I’d estimate over a hundred birds. The Watch is keeping a close eye on them.” 
 
    Suriana said, “No need to hunt us. They’ll be stuffed with all the hunting here.” 
 
    “Hard-a-port and prepare to tack!” bellowed the Captain. “Let’s throw anchor and get some fresh water and fish on board. Who’s for a silverback trout barbecue on the beach tonight?” 
 
    “You never miss this stop, do you, husband?” 
 
    “Never,” said he, patting his belly so enthusiastically he sounded disconcertingly like a hollow drum. “So, noble Loremaster, exactly how many bird species are there around these Islands?” 
 
    “Hmm. Couldn’t say. I can’t recall a Library reference on the subject,” she admitted. “Would someone pass my note-scroll, please? I shall instruct noble Sazutharr to despatch a Roving Researcher to make up this lack in our knowledge, if a comprehensive survey has not yet been made.” 
 
    She practically heard the headshakes all around her. 
 
    Her cheeks had to be glowing right through her face veil. Aye. Meet the resident scrollworm, everyone. She would be scribing ‘beach’ on her list of nautical terms, too. Another word without any clear etymology in Island Standard. She could have told them the precise dictionary references in four different volumes and where they were shelved in the Library. 
 
    Did anyone else care about matters that drove her up the Island cliff? Even the Mercury Blue admitted he found her baffling upon occasion. 
 
    She preferred ‘tenacious.’ 
 
    Or, ‘Auli trouble-paws.’ Now there was a moniker to live up to! 
 
    Fishing was apparently a matter more of touch than of sight. With sufficient coaching and a dint of that very tenacity she wished to claim for herself, Auli-Ambar was able to land her very first catch, a fine two-foot silverback trout. They grilled the fish head-down over a fire-pit dug right on the beach, and served it with tam-tam tubers and orange spice pods harvested from beside the terrace lake. Si’ishi helped to chop Auli’s portion very finely so that she could enjoy the meal too. Despite the lack of cohesion in her jawbones, she discovered that the remedial work on her upper lip had at least rendered the better part of her eating socially acceptable; she no longer spilled food as she ate. But how did people respond to her peculiarly large eyes and misshapen lower jaw, she wondered self-consciously? No-one said anything, but she was certain she could feel curious, pitying stares throughout the meal. 
 
    As the evening’s cool deepened, she was treated to a very different chorus of birdsong to the refined chirruping and dragonet-led melodies of Fra’anior Cluster. This was a cacophony of honks, tootles and the signature grating blasts from the rafts of green-ruffed mallards, whose lack of any discernible musicality whatsoever had to be the substance of legend. Now she had several new sound effects to practice. She gave the teenagers stitches as she treated them to Auli’s rendition of mallard calls, and told them the Dragons would become jealous and decide to develop the sonorous ‘honkoroar’ as a novel technique in battle. 
 
    From Archion Island, due to contrary winds, the Dragonship was forced to make a difficult series of tacks in order to reach Sylakia Town, located in the northerly third of the rajal-rich wilderness of Sylakia Island. According to Sazutharr’s briefing, the barbarians in this region had delusions of grandeur and had begun to organise under a succession of increasingly brutal chieftains. Her brief was to assess the mood. As the confluence of several major trade routes, particularly between Fra’anior and the East, Sylakia occupied a strategic location and they had begun to threaten the shipping lanes to the point that as of a year before, King Chalcion had been obliged to provide armed escorts to merchant vessels. 
 
    Flying the so-called ‘cynoglossum blue’ pennant of Gi’ishior – Sapphurion’s colours – Auli-Ambar had been assured that they should experience no trouble. That flag was respected from the Western Isles to the Kingdom of Kaolili, and known as far North as fabled Immadia. 
 
    Few people wished to be eviscerated at the point of a Dragon’s talons. 
 
    So it was. She was received with frosty but correct protocol by Chief Sabutarion, who proceeded to cross-examine her at length about all matters to do with the Dragon Elders. Auli-Ambar was hard-put to keep her best diplomatic foot forward at a number of points as he blithely insulted the Dragonkind and implied that her service to the Halls painted her a wilful traitor to all Humankind. One thing he said, however, stuck with her: 
 
    “Noble Loremaster, you would do well to recognise that we Humans are the rising power in the Island-World. You see little –” a verbal sneer slathered in his thick Sylakian accent, insult most definitely intended “– from an isolated volcano in a Cluster that thinks very much of itself. The already-perceptible cracks in the cooperation between King Chalcion and Sapphurion the Elder will inevitably widen. But the real story is told farther afield in the Island-World, where it is clear to all who have eyes to see, that the Dragonkind are waning in numbers and in influence. More and more, Dragons are isolated, insular, hidebound – with their constant warring upon one another, they have become their own worst enemies. We Humans don’t even have to drive them out. All we need do, is wait. The Dragons will destroy themselves without us having to lift so much as a finger, let alone a war hammer. The future belongs to humanity.” 
 
    The references to her blindness stoked her anger, but it was the insinuation that the Dragonkind were dying out that made her mad enough to spit. 
 
    Walking back and boarding the Dragonship, Si’ishi asked her several times what the matter was, and why she was shaking? Why had she refused Chief Sabutarion’s offer of hospitality? 
 
    “Because the reek of offal around his so-called palace turned my stomach!” Auli spat at last. 
 
    “Offal?” 
 
    “Aye, mixed with the stench of stale, unwashed barbarian. Plus, I’ve no desire to take a tour of his zoo of animals. What a revolting idea, keeping animals in captivity – did you know he keeps dragonets in a cage in his chambers? I’ve a mind to petition Sapphurion to burn this stinking hovel to cinders!” 
 
    “Auli-Ambar, you are out of –” 
 
    “Out of line? How dare you!” 
 
    “Then, please tell me what’s wrong.” 
 
    Even knowing she was creating a scene in the Dragonship navigation cabin, Auli-Ambar still found she could not withhold. Where was the mouse of before? Replaced by a person whose rage stuck like a glob of molten lava in her throat, who found no shackles could bind her tongue any longer. 
 
    “I didn’t cross the long leagues to hear from some uneducated brute that the Dragons, to his crass elation – that they are dying out!” she shouted. 
 
    Si’ishi sighed. “Oh, was that the issue?” 
 
    She could gladly have hit the martial artist for her mild response. Ashamed, she dropped her clenched fists to her sides. “Is there any greater catastrophe imaginable?” 
 
    “King Chalcion’s advisors think the same.” 
 
    Fire ignited her mind, her heart, her every emotion. 
 
    “Get away from me!” Pushing rudely past Si’ishi, Auli felt her way along the gangway to their cabin and slammed the door so hard, she was sure she heard one of the thin panels crack. Breathe. Just … breathe. She had to calm herself before she did something truly foolish. 
 
    But the moment she opened her mouth, it was as if fire rushed into her lungs in one huge inhalation, before it raced up her neck into her mouth, her jaw, her nose and around her left eye. Pain struck her like a charging Dragon. Stabbing. Charring. It was like the sinus headaches her father oftentimes complained of during the dry season, but comprised of fire – an inferno that was, a breathless second later, snuffed out by a sensation as if ice had flash-frozen her flesh, and this pain was ten times worse. In a mind that never saw colour, the explosion of this vivid, multihued phenomenon was chaos, anathema, the living pith of terror. 
 
    The agony faded by degrees, until all that remained was a memory of searing fire-ice, and a realisation of the specificity of its attack. Raising a trembling hand, she touched her face. The left cheekbone. The upper jaw linkage to her aching teeth. Tugging aside her eye mask, she explored the surrounds of her left eye, palpating the socket with her fingertips and checking halfway up to her hairline, where the – what did she even call this, the magical episode – had cut off? Clearly. Down to touch her philtrum which was slightly scarred following her initial surgeries, and then swiftly up to the nasion, where the underlying bone still tingled, as if bone could carry sensation …  
 
    She sat down on the edge of her narrow bunk with a bump. Never, never beneath the twin suns, did she want to admit how petrified she felt. How unsettled in every fibre of her being. 
 
    Something was deeply awry. 
 
    Auli-Ambar put her aching head in her hands, gingerly, and tried to think. Humans had magic, aye, especially Humans of Fra’aniorian heritage. They were notorious for it – and widely distrusted as a result – but there were other pockets of Human magic around the Island-World, too, notably Remoy, Immadia, the Eastern Kingdoms, and many minor Isles. But it was not magic in the draconic fire-life sense of magic. Dragons were magic. Considerable draconic scientific effort had been expended to prove that according to the laws of physics, Dragons absolutely could not fly, but then, this Dragon Loremaster would have added that physics, metaphysics and magi-physics ought to be understood as one comprehensive package. 
 
    Dragons flew. Ergo, every theory to the contrary was false. 
 
    “The whole Dragon, and nothing but the Dragon,” she chuckled, but it was an altogether wretched attempt at mirth. 
 
    Magic had a greater and more immanent influence in the physical structures of the Island-World than many of its denizens suspected. This truth resounded in her own flesh. 
 
    So, what should she make of the manifestation of magic in Miss Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, she of the impervious mental bastion wards, the irredeemable magic of disremembrance, and the idiosyncratic reaction to Fra’anior’s torrential rains? As never before, the notion of water-based magic indwelled her soul. Unknown. Undocumented, most certainly. Istariela was meant to have been the very distillation of starlight – did that mean she had been another type of Dragoness altogether? Starlight, fire, water … 
 
    Water magic. 
 
    Very softly, she sang: 
 
    In the waters of life, of air-ocean born, 
 
    A naissance of fire, a swift-wingéd dawn, 
 
    Littoral rhyme, the shores of my being, 
 
    Oh to be seen, much more to be seeing, 
 
    I remember you, 
 
    Will you remember me? 
 
    O, the indigence of her existence! 
 
    The irony was that she was one rescued from what she now recognised as a serpent pit of childhood horror under the tyranny of Master Mi’elgan, who had tasted the glories of a new destiny at the Halls, only to be dragged backward into a cesspit of infirmity by her own fundamental nature. This trip could not have been better timed. Perhaps the medical specialists of Tanstoy would be able to quantify and explicate this dichotomy she sensed in her being, and their philosopher Caztynia the Umber must surely be able to speak into the more esoteric questions she wished to pose. 
 
    Rat, tat-tat. 
 
    Time to face the Dragon’s talons. 
 
    “Come in,” she called. “I’m so sorry …” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Departing Sylakia Town the following morning at dawn, the Dragonship built fire to drive the vessel up to higher-than-normal altitudes, for the combination of a stiff breeze from seven compass points north of due west plus the dangerous, windroc-ridden interior mountain ranges of Sylakia, was not conducive to navigating between the tall peaks as the Captain ordinarily would. 
 
    He meant to overfly it all. 
 
    Si’ishi settled a cloak upon Auli-Ambar’s shoulders. “Sylakia has always felt unnecessarily nippy to me, but this is ridiculous. I’m growing ice on my nose out there.” 
 
    “Watch!” came a yell from without the navigation cabin. 
 
    “Icerocs,” said the warrior. “Later.” 
 
    “Icerocs?” Auli-Ambar inquired, as a gust of frigid air tousled her long hair. 
 
    “Cousin of the windroc, and native to the snow-capped Sylakian mountains,” said the Captain, somewhat tersely, before bellowing over the low roar of the wind, “Additional watch! These sweet little feathered pillow-rolls can measure twenty feet across the wingtips, and if you’d believe it, noble Loremaster, they are even more aggressive than their better-known kin.” 
 
    Twenty feet! 
 
    She heard feet running on the lightweight gantry outside the main navigation cabin. Auli said, “I wish I could –” 
 
    A volley of curses erupted from the Captain’s station. “Fra’anior’s beard! That’s a few more of these poxy feathered Dragons than we needed!” 
 
    “– help? I can hold a helm steady on course,” she offered. 
 
    “Aye? Good. That would be a boon. If I shout course corrections, can you make them?” 
 
    “Ah –” 
 
    “We won’t be high enough to avoid the peaks for an hour yet, and if any downdrafts hit us from the thunderheads out there, life could become … exciting,” he explained. 
 
    “I see. Give me compass points, and I’ll read them off the binnacle,” she said. 
 
    “You certain?” 
 
    “Certain.” 
 
    Aye, a blind girl could hold a helm steady, and rely on the sighted to warn her if any mountain should dance with sprightly glee into their path. Ha. Walking over to the Captain’s station, she felt for and then gripped the worn wooden handles of the helm, and was immediately surprised by a surge to her left as a gust buffeted the Dragonship. 
 
    “It’ll take a bit of muscle.” 
 
    “Indeed. Steady stance, steady hands, and –” 
 
    Brusquely, he interrupted, “Two compass points starboard, Loremaster, and hold her nose firm ’gainst the gale.” 
 
    She made the requisite adjustments, hissing between her malformed teeth as another gust of wind threw her off, and she had to repeat her checks. “Steady as she goes, Captain.” 
 
    “Good,” he approved. “Listen for my commands. I’ll be the tall icicle at the port-bow position. Signal or nod when you’ve heard, or if you’re having any trouble – sing out.” 
 
    “How close are those mountains, Captain?” 
 
    “Too cursed close! Get me some altitude, you filthy lubbers!” 
 
    Well, that was one way to talk through the command pipe to his wife back in the stove room, Auli-Ambar chuckled privately, filing the reference for her nautical notes. This nervous lubber took a better grip upon the bucking, dancing helm, and prepared to do her part. 
 
    “One point to port!” bellowed the Captain, by the sounds of things, embroiled in a battle of his own as the wind struck the cabin door. 
 
    The rigging was whistling a shrill note that underscored the forces now acting upon their vessel –designed for this type of treatment, she had to remind herself as she swallowed hard and made the slight course correction. With a whoosh and a howl, the Dragonship promptly made a bid for freedom in the opposite direction. Battle on! 
 
    “ ’Ware the stern-port quadrant!” someone shouted. 
 
    “Good shot!” 
 
    “Five more incoming!” 
 
    A high, feminine voice screamed, “For the Dragon!” 
 
    Auli jumped. That would be Izaru, the Eastern warrior, who had taken it upon herself to teach her about pressure points and nerve strikes in addition to her training with Si’ishi. What was going on out there? She felt the air sack shake at one point, and then there was a cry of ‘man overboard’ that horrified her, but all she could do was wait for some sign, some clue that whoever it was, had survived. Surely they wore safety ropes or harnesses? Her fingers felt cramped upon the wood, but every time she wanted to ease off, the wind would buffet or slew the vessel and her arms took another pummelling. 
 
    A few minutes later, there was a ruckus on the gantry and the door sucked open. 
 
    Si’ishi said, “Get him inside. Lifting – one, two, three. Good. Keep firm pressure on that cut, Te’erranor. I’ll get something to help –” 
 
    “Four points starboard – belay that! Eleven! Mind the port sidesails, thou misbegotten sons of scuttling bilge rats!” 
 
    Bilge? Another unknown word! She forced the helm into the turn, having to brace her whole body to make the vessel respond. Her muscles ached all across her shoulders and down into her hips. No, a scholar was not used to this kind of exercise, most of her training having majored upon mental gymnastics. The vessel shuddered from stem to stern as she struggled to bring it back on course. When she had a chance, she asked: 
 
    “Who’s hurt?” 
 
    “Me, Ma’arin,” came the gruff, strained reply. “ ’Tis nothing.” 
 
    Te’erranor grunted, “So he says. Two icerocs tried to slice him up for spicy skewers.” 
 
    “Now, lad –” 
 
    “Uncle, I counted four ribs flayed open like a skinned ralti sheep – lie down, you cantankerous old cliff goat!” 
 
    “I’m not half as stubborn as you, you scruffy, incompetent layabout.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar grinned at their banter, steadying their course again as the helm quivered beneath her clenched hands. If the pressure in her ears was anything to go by, they were dropping rather than gaining altitude, but the Captain now entered the cabin, saying that they had skirted the most dangerous peak and also outrun the worst of the unseasonal storm. The flock of icerocs had veered away in pursuit of easier pickings in the form of their downed or wounded comrades. 
 
    “Good teamwork, shipmates!” Ya’adoran said heartily. “Decent work, Helmsman.” 
 
    Ma’arin said, “She was wrestling rajals there for a time, Captain, but she won the match.” 
 
    “I am a bit sore,” Auli-Ambar admitted, rolling her shoulders and flexing her fingers. “Scrolls and quill pens don’t misbehave nearly as much as a Dragonship. We didn’t lose anyone?” 
 
    “Only my pride, thanks to Si’ishi’s deft shooting,” Ma’arin chuckled gruffly. “Guess you Royal Elites are useful for things other than parading around the palace in purple, eh? And, for hauling my sorry hide out of the abyss.” 
 
    Her friend riposted, “You’d have enjoyed a soft landing in the snows, anyways. Captain, need a hand with that wound? My unit always had me doing the stitching.” 
 
    Captain Ya’adoran said, “Aye, thank you. I didn’t want to assume regarding female hands, but these paws aren’t best suited to the job. Shall I take the helm again, Loremaster?” Evidently cupping his hands about his mouth, he made Auli jump as he bellowed, “Loose the mains’ls and run the yards, lads! Let’s shoot this breeze like we mean it!” 
 
    Te’erranor said, “I’ll fetch the medical kit.” 
 
    “Where’s Jilriana?” 
 
    “Slapping on a few patches up top,” said Si’ishi. “Asto’okan and Izaru are with her.” 
 
    Judging by his grunt, that answered the Captain’s next question. After a quick discussion, he and Ma’arin decided that they would be better off making the run to Telstroy for repairs given the weather, since the Sylakian Dragonship shipyards had a scurrilous reputation. Captain Ya’adoran curtly but tongue-in-cheek ordered Si’ishi to go warm herself beside the stove rather than stand about snivelling, and to check in on his enchanting fire-stoker wife whilst she was doing so. 
 
    Beneath her face veil, Auli-Ambar grinned. That sort of offhand treatment must mean a person was welcome aboard this vessel. 
 
    Just behind her, the Captain growled, “By the Great Onyx, I hope you’re a better scribe than a pilot, noble Loremaster! Dauntless, you navigated between five peaks without even pretending hazard to any. The windrocs and rajals are most disappointed.” 
 
    Indeed! Feeling wickedly audacious, she riposted, “Next time, noble Captain, you might try lifting more than merely your voice in defence of your vessel.” 
 
    He guffawed hugely. “Very good, Loremaster. By this evening, I expect you to produce an epic ballad extolling my dashing derring-do.” 
 
    “For you, I shall polish my finest falsehoods and fabulations.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Departing the craggy eastern shores of Sylakia Island to the reported sighting of a female black rajal leading her three cubs on a hunt through the barrens, the Dragonship ate up the leagues toward Telstroy Island. The weather turned hale, as if gently apologetic for the unconscionably rude departure from Sylakia Town. The Cloudlands rolled below like a pristine white lake, while the skies were the ultra-pale blue of a pearlock’s eggshell, Jilriana noted. Auli-Ambar complimented her on her increasingly poetic descriptions of their surroundings, and on the detail the crew supplied her of the Dragonship’s workings. 
 
    With considerable input solicited in secret from the crew and family, she crafted a ballad which she called The Junket of Captain Adorable, a play on the name Ya’adoran, and had the pleasure of one evening reducing her companions to tears of laughter as she retold his life story in – well, moderately embroidered verse, one might suggest. She presented him a formal, sealed scroll of the ballad afterward as a gift. He riposted that he might best employ the scroll to clobber her across the earhole. 
 
    Having tarried three days at Telstroy for repairs and to seek additional medical treatment for Ma’arin One-Eye, and having taken on fresh supplies and water, the Dragonship made ready to depart once more. Telstroy was little more than a trading post, but it boasted an excellent shipyard. Auli-Ambar understood that the population was growing rapidly, attracted to the free-spirited and profitable ways of the settlement. 
 
    Captain Ya’adoran took on a shipment of forty cases of excellent cloudy Zymion Rum with which he hoped to turn a good profit in Remoy, and several barrels of spicy dried venison, ralti meat and a lightly toasted root vegetable called mikosa, all of which made the Loremaster feel somewhat queasy – especially since she could not chew any of it. They planned to supplement their diet by hunting in the lower Crescent Islands, but this haul would easily be the longest of their journey, well over a thousand leagues across the wildest jungles North of the Rift, the Island home of the legendary Pygmies. 
 
    The Dragonkind regarded the Pygmies as special amongst Humankind, famously beloved of Fra’anior himself. Many Humans regarded Pygmies as some kind of subspecies – lesser creatures, to be scoffed at, exploited and enslaved. 
 
    The very notion of slavery made her break out in hives. 
 
    That was the effective system of land ownership in Sylakia, for despite the vast size of the Island, only a small fraction of the land, primarily in the northern third of the Island, was arable. Wealthy landowners leased tracts of their estates to persons they called ‘serfs’ – landless workers, who for generation after generation were never able to shuck the shackles of indentured servitude. Ghastly system. She had received several sheaves of notes prepared by an academic researcher paid by the Dragon Library to keep an informed eye on the development of the Sylakian culture, politics and economy, and would later update the Library’s resources on the subject and make a brief report to the Dragon Elders. 
 
    Pygmies. She would love to meet a Pygmy, but they were notoriously elusive, managing to move through the thickest jungles and even between Islands, according to a decade-old travel report she had uncovered from none other than Arkurion himself on what she suspected must have been his first journey to Gi’ishior. Bet he had forgotten. Auli-Ambar resolved to tug his wingtips on the subject just as soon as was practicable. 
 
    She did like to keep her Dragons paw-hopping. 
 
    Her Dragons? Shiver. Let the Isles quake at such forbidden notions, o Loremaster! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Three days out of Telstroy, the weather suddenly turned calm and balmy. Throw those two words together, Auli-Ambar joked to Si’ishi, and one became becalmed. Weak joke. The sails sagged so listlessly that the Captain ordered them furled. In place of sail, they set up the vessel for manual propulsion. This was the age-old conundrum for commerce and travel by Dragonship. No-one had yet been able to design a viable, lightweight propulsion mechanism which did not demand too much weight in fuel. Dense ooliti wood was best, but it also weighed a great deal, and the first priority was keeping enough hot air in the sack to keep a vessel afloat. 
 
    Slightly important, say, as in making the difference between being alive and choking to death in the depthless Cloudlands. 
 
    Therefore, to the back-breaker, the fondly named current solution to the propulsion problem. Rows of crew, and the odd budding Loremaster, sat upon insufficiently padded seats and pedal-powered a drive-link system to operate two turbines that sat alongside and toward the rear of the upper air sack. 
 
    The first day, Auli-Ambar managed a half-hour of gentle perspiration and thought she had done well. The crew teased her so mercilessly that she stubbornly stuck it out for two hours the following day; a proper shift. Come the third morning, she could barely walk. She ached in places she had not known were actual places on the Human body, and hobbled like a ninety year-old to the women’s heads at the back of the vessel. The air was noticeably drier in her nostrils, bereft of the luxuriant pollens of her home Island Cluster. 
 
    Still, her nostrils thrilled to the scent of possibilities. 
 
    Over breakfast, Asto’okan casually shared with her that a full shift was actually five hours. The Captain had been too kind to puncture her enthusiasm. 
 
    She mis-swallowed her fruit juice at this juncture and had an embarrassing coughing fit that made her face ache. But when she had Si’ishi check later, her friend said there was nothing to see – nothing out of the already un-ordinary, so to speak. 
 
    Auli-Ambar fretted. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 4: The Crescent Isles 
 
      
 
    They were the people of his paw, the first Human creation of the Great Onyx. Some scholars therefore regard the Pygmy as an inferior creature, of poorly fashioned clay mishandled in the kiln – a prototype of the later Humankind. For certes a dark skin unmakes not the humanity of the two-legged kind! This false distinction must perforce strike all Dragonkind of white-fires as the uttermost foolishness. Are there not many colours and myriad types of Dragons? Yet all are one draconic race, a truth self-evident to all. 
 
    Nikubion the Azure-Yellow, Creation Oracles 
 
      
 
    VAST, UNMAPPED AND largely unexplored, the Crescent Isles extended like a sickle’s blade from the mid-climes toward the Southern Archipelago, becoming warmer the farther south one travelled. For Auli-Ambar, the first hint of their presence was like a tingling magical breeze playing against her senses. It took her a good number of hours to pinpoint the source, for the sensation was elusive, ticklish and whimsical, reminding her of an irreverent scrap of poetry she had recently filed, which called this Middle Sea region ‘Fra’anior’s Playground.’ The warm south-easterly breeze was contrary, forcing the Captain to set sail carefully to best capture the wind, and they tacked in a long, slow zigzag along the line of Islands so that they never lost sight of land. In the mornings, Ya’adoran called the back-breaker shift to order and they would furl the sails and forge directly, resolutely into the wind. 
 
    She stood upon the front gantry upon this amiable afternoon, four days out of Telstroy, brushing out her hair and wishing someone might come be her eyes, but feeling too shy to ask. 
 
    Why so timid today? When would Arkurion catch up with them? How did her hair grow so long yet remain healthy and lustrous, according to Zimtyna? Why could she turn her face to the twin suns and see not the slightest hint of their glory? When would the warm eggs slung at her waist, beneath her clothing, decide to hatch? Would she be able to take care of the hatchlings when they were born? Would she be a good mother? What did one call a Dragon or dragonet which was still inside the egg? An eggling? Why did Dragons talk to the eggs they brooded over – was that like Human mothers talking to the babes within their wombs, knowing that something of their voice, attitude and caring must surely communicate? 
 
    Auli-Ambar of a million questions. 
 
    She resolved to speak much and often to her eggs. They deserved her very best. 
 
    Light footsteps shivered the gantry. “Izaru?” she asked. 
 
    The woman laughed, and in her mixed Fra’aniorian-Eastern accent, said, “I love how you do that, Loremaster.” 
 
    “Yours is the lightest footstep aboard.” 
 
    “May I?” Auli-Ambar surrendered the brush. “My husband is six and five, but I am a mere four foot ten.” 
 
    “Oh!” 
 
    “People call us a curious couple. But I suppose you don’t see that?” 
 
    “I judge height from where I hear voices,” she explained. 
 
    A finger brushed the deltoid muscle of her left shoulder. “This is my height. But I will warn you, Loremaster, I am a very dangerous four and ten.” 
 
    “Was I not respectful enough, o most puissant warrior of Kaolili?” 
 
    “Jaoli was my birthplace, where the Isles are towering bamboo forests. Some varieties grow over a hundred feet tall – but they would be dwarfed compared to what you see here in the Crescent Isles.” When Auli remained silent, the woman coughed awkwardly. “Foolish tongue of mine! I am not the most poetic, Loremaster, but let me say – these Islands, in the main, are lower than our home Cluster, a mere one to two miles above the Cloudlands, although some appear to have interior mountains. It is hard to judge because the jungle coverage of the summits is … immense. Towering! It is said, and a learned scholar such as you will know this better than I, that Fra’anior’s own magic is the underpinning of the foliage here, because some of these trees overhang the edges of their Islands by a distance of three-quarters of a mile or more.” 
 
    “Holy Fra’anior! That far …” 
 
    “Aye. All that greenery makes the Islands resemble a great field in which the cups of myriad mushrooms perch upon slender stems. That’s how I see it, anyways.” 
 
    Auli bowed briefly, chuckling, “Now there’s a description I shall remember! What more, Izaru? I read that the Islands might be connected –” 
 
    “Aye! Many of the Islands are linked – although I cannot imagine how the biology works – by what appear to be vines, which span –” her headshake brushed Auli’s arm “– distances of up to a mile and a half? Two miles? It seems impossible, and just yesterday, we saw what appeared to be enormous apes climbing along those vines, crossing between the Islands as if walking a jungle trail.” 
 
    “Oraial Apes?” she exclaimed. “Why didn’t anyone tell me?” 
 
    Izaru sucked in a breath. 
 
    “I apologise. I – I didn’t mean to impute shame,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I don’t understand your culture better, Izaru.” 
 
    “I am not as Eastern as you might imagine, but I thank you for considering my honour, Auli-Ambar,” she replied, her fingers working deftly to form a complicated braid around the side of her companion’s head. “We can talk more about the features and nuances of Eastern culture if you’d like, but first, allow me to request Jilriana to draw a picture of what we saw. You’d find it useful, aye?” 
 
    “Useful? I believe the last study I read cataloguing southern animal species listed Oraials as extinct … no, legendary, but sightings unconfirmed. And, I will require a full description of physical characteristics to furnish a complete library entry, and furthermore, the names of witnesses –” 
 
    “Loremaster,” the woman chuckled, “You’re like a starving rajal pouncing upon any offering of knowledge. I need to be wary not to lose a finger here.” 
 
    “It’s who I am,” Auli-Ambar said earnestly, feeling her ears heating up as more laughter ensued. 
 
    Izaru said, “Don’t you ever change, petal.” 
 
    Aye, starving was a good word. When a person had begun to glimpse what could be, when the image of Fra’anior stood etched in her memory and her fingers could read an image of a mighty Oraial Ape produced by an artist, and ‘see’ a map of the Crescent Islands … who could blame her? The longing felt deeper than hunger, being insatiable, ravening and unending – the very victuals of ubiety! The more she knew, the more she wanted to know. Words had always been her friends, the eyes of her imagination, but now there was more. 
 
    Her soul’s eyes knew no stanching. 
 
    With Auli-Ambar hard at work as ever, producing piles of scroll lore the Captain ribbed her about and suggested might require him to take a second Dragonship in tow in order to haul her personal library about the Island-World, they coursed steadily down the long, slowly curving crescent of Islands, often a mere two or three Islands thick, sometimes as many as seventeen, and every one of them as overgrown as the next. Jilriana’s sketches revealed to her touch lush, exuberant growth that was not merely Dragon-sized; it was Ancient Dragon-sized. Sheer awesomeness! What a rich, beautiful irony that the smallest people of the Island-World dwelled here amongst the mightiest of jungle giants. 
 
    Though the Watch kept a sharp lookout, they did not spy Oraial Apes again, but on the ninth day of the week, which was their fourteenth out of Telstroy and placed them well down the increasingly steamy Crescent, Si’ishi sang out from her watch position atop the air sack: 
 
    “Mercury Blue, ho!” 
 
    Arkurion! At last. She had begun to wonder what had become of the Roving Researcher. Heart prancing in her throat like a misbehaving dragonet, Auli-Ambar eagerly joined the soldier on the rear gantry as she clambered down the hawsers connecting the cabins and storage areas to the much larger balloon above. She inquired, “It’s Arkurion, you’re certain?” 
 
    “Aye, petal, and he’s putting on a turn of speed for us,” Si’ishi replied. “I suspect he was trying to sneak up on our vessel, because I didn’t spot him behind the clouds until he was but a league off, and now – he’s making battle speed.” 
 
    Battle speed – forty leagues an hour! 
 
    “I wish I could see that.” 
 
    “Better hang onto your hair, Loremaster, because that show-off isn’t slowing down one bit. His scales are a unique colour, in case you ever wondered –” 
 
    “I have! Silvery, like mercury?” 
 
    “Much like mercury, but with a distinctive, deep blue sheen much like your hair. It’s a hint of dark sapphire, I’d say –” 
 
    “Hyacinthine? Ultramarine? Amaranthine?” 
 
    “Miss Walking Dictionary, I had no idea those words even existed. Listen, his primary colouration is a deep metallic blue that borders upon the purple of late twilight,” Si’ishi clarified. “The colour is noticeably darker in the upper parts, such as the scale-detail around his eyes, his spine spikes and nostrils and wing struts, but then it becomes lighter in the underparts – and it is distinct, almost as if his scales were painted. I’d compare the effect to desiccation cracks in a dry riverbed. A striking beast indeed.” 
 
    Secretly, she was delighted by this description. Auli-Ambar said, “He knows it’s us?” 
 
    “The pennant of the Halls flies high. Hold onto your headscarf, youngling. I’ll count you in.” Her friend clasped Auli’s hand, and shouted, “Brace, everyone! Dragon incoming! In four … three … two … one …” 
 
    I AM ARKURION!! 
 
    Like standing next to a fast-moving thunderclap! The thunder of his battle roar pummelled Auli-Ambar’s ears and rattled every crysglass window, and then the wash of his passage struck them a second time, causing the sail canvas to snap sharply and the Dragonship to shudder beneath her feet. She belatedly covered her hurting ears as the Mercury Blue rocketed past, doing some fancy air braking manoeuvre judging by the wuthering of his wing membranes, and by the time she and Si’ishi had walked around to the front of the vessel, he had already turned about and was approaching rather more circumspectly, calling in effusive tones: 
 
    “Sulphurous greetings, friends of Gi’ishior! I trust your travels have been felicitous?” 
 
    “May the most sulphurous acclaim of the Great Onyx elevate thy wings, o Arkurion the Hasty Hurricane,” Auli-Ambar called back, switching up the formal greeting on the fly. 
 
    “Well met indeed, o most loquacious bipeds,” he shot back, not missing a beat. 
 
    She said, “Never have I heard a roll of thunder pass by like a comet. Have you mastered a new power, Arkurion?” 
 
    “To say ‘mastered’ would be entirely too premature.” 
 
    Immodest smoking reptile! She could practically hear him swelling with pride. Actually, as the wind shifted, she heard his belly-fires growling at an excitable pitch and smelled the tangs of burning metal upon his breath – that was one gratified young Dragon! 
 
    “Is this a result of your biweekly training with Sapphurion and Blue Dragons?” 
 
    “Indeed, little flame,” said he. “The noble Elder wishes all able-bodied Dragons to be as battle-ready as possible. So, you did detect a touch of real thunder in my battle challenge just now?” 
 
    “To say ‘a touch’ would be entirely too restrained.” 
 
    He guffawed heartily. “We have much to speak about, noble Loremaster, but first, what of your needs? May I offer assistance?” 
 
    “We do have one more moderately urgent need, and I have two personal requests.” 
 
    “A list of but three items? Art thou Auli-Ambar of Gi’ishior?” 
 
    “Ha!” she snorted, irked. 
 
    Beside her, Izaru laughed happily. “How well the noble Dragon knows you, petal! Aye, Arkurion, our two remaining water barrels were found yesterday to be fouled by dead rodents, to our considerable annoyance. We will be discussing this matter with our supplier on the return journey. We had hoped to capture rainwater, but last night was dry.” 
 
    “Unusually, for this season,” the Dragon observed. 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “If you could assist us in locating a spring or stream where we might refill, we’d be grateful,” said the warrior. “Auli-Ambar has two entirely more complex requests. She would like to confirm the existence of Oraial Apes, and she would like to meet a Pygmy.” 
 
    “Oraials? Why – is there no apposite record in the Dragon Library?” 
 
    “No,” Auli-Ambar said primly. 
 
    “Gaps in our knowledge are inexcusable, saith the noble Loremaster,” declaimed the Mercury Blue, in a terrible falsetto. “Most stimulating. I believe all three requests may be accomplished, but it shall require a Dragon skilled in the hunt. I am a hunter of moderate skill, but I do happen to know there are at least three Pygmy villages within a day’s flight of here. However, I would require the absolute oath of every person on board that they will never record or reveal the location of these villages to anyone.” 
 
    “Oh? Why is that?” 
 
    Auli-Ambar could hear the grin in his reply as the Dragon purred, “Miss Ta’afaya, it is matter of elementary Dragon lore.” 
 
    “Why then do I know nothing of this?” 
 
    “You are Human. Permit me to inform you that there is a body of oral lore passed on from each Dragon to his or her offspring, called the talhaz-yinla – you did not know this?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Indeed?” He sounded entirely too pleased at her admission. Shame she could not cuff a Dragon about the ear-canals. “In brief, the talhaz-yinla codex includes lore which the Dragonkind consider too sacred to ever be scribed in written form. This includes, for example, the undertaking of the honour quest which marks a Dragon’s coming of age, the ascending fire-promises spoken between a Dragon and his beloved, promises made regarding unborn eggs, and aye, an oath of secrecy and protection regarding the Pygmy-kind.” 
 
    A wordless bow expressed her gratitude, but she steamed privately. Dragons! Just when she thought she knew something, there was another revelation, another layer of unsuspected complexity to their lore, culture and ways. 
 
    Humans needed a word for pleasurable exasperation. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Apes proved elusive, but two days later, Arkurion returned from a reconnaissance with news that a tribal elder had agreed to meet Auli-Ambar and one other companion, a guide for a blind girl. After some debate, it was decided that Jilriana would accompany her, for they were both children according to the strict mores of Southern cultures, and therefore, the Pygmies should not harm them. Under Arkurion’s direction, the Dragonship proceeded southwest for several hours until they reached a septet of Islands linked like a bracelet by the long vines, where the now-familiar tingle of magic played like soft rain upon Auli’s senses. Here, the Dragon helped the Dragonship find mooring above a small clearing well concealed amongst the mighty sprays of foliage. He pointed out a tiny spring on the jungle’s edge. 
 
    Ya’adoran thanked Arkurion for finding water, and agreed that they would not stray far when hunting. The Dragon assured Ma’arin One-Eye that he would take excellent care of his daughter. What was that father feeling just now? Auli-Ambar wondered how her own mother must have felt, first to birth such a blighted child, and then to leave her with her father. Why had she done that? Was it plain abandonment, or an imperative due to the unique nature of her magic? 
 
    With a carry-sack of gifts for the tribe strapped to her back and a Dragonship’s cargo of feelings choking her throat, Auli-Ambar descended the rope ladder and found herself wading through waist-high grasses. The scents were as intense as the day’s heat – creamy vanilla jungle blossoms, tingly, peppery grass pollens tickling her nostrils, the acrid scent of moulder and moisture such as made by loam, and a fresh tang of water that arose from the burbling spring. The birdsong, which had quietened at the traveller’s intrusion, swelled eagerly now, and she remembered that the time must be near evening. There were other unfamiliar sounds too; an insect sawing genially at its grating song, hoarse caws, and faraway, a spitting, hissing cry that she imagined might be a jungle wildcat. 
 
    Clutching Jilriana’s arm, Auli-Ambar tramped awkwardly over the grass. They pressed through a dense screen of foliage into coolness, and immediately, she snagged her headscarf and scratched her arm. Her feet sunk into soft, mucky loam up to her ankles, and the sounds of the Island-World seemed to be muted, as if they had stepped into a vast, overarching Dragon roost. 
 
    The girl said, “Oh, Auli! The trees are like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Massive! It’s like a cave down here, all gloomy and dank, and – oh!” 
 
    “Shoo!” Arkurion said firmly. 
 
    “What’s that?” Auli asked. 
 
    “A Giant Emerald Python,” the Dragon returned. “He’s after bigger prey than you two morsels.” 
 
    “M-Morsels?” Jilriana stammered. “Oh, the python’s – as thick as a ralti sheep, Auli, which would be seven – no, nine – feet through the beam, and it’s this gorgeous, vibrant emerald green, and – great leaping Islands, it’s the size of … of …” 
 
    “I make it approximately as long as Sapphurion’s wingspan,” Arkurion noted, clearly in ‘I’m protecting the girls’ mode. 
 
    “Which helps me, how exactly?” Auli snorted. 
 
    “A hundred and thirty feet.” 
 
    “What? Arkurion, you’re tugging my –” 
 
    “I never joke about matters of scientific import,” he dissembled smoothly, “but I am being accurate, Loremaster. And what’s being tugged is your headscarf, again. Stumbling about in the jungle will not do. Besides, we need to reach the next Island. Jilriana, do you have that rope I requested?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Good. I’d carry you in my paws, but I’ll need those for climbing. Tie yourselves onto my right forepaw – above the paw –” he chortled smokily “– and I shall convey you hence.” 
 
    As the girl hesitated, Auli said, “I’ve always felt there was an unspoken taboo against Human touch, isn’t that so, Arkurion?” 
 
    “I believe so, as an adraconistic reaction to the historical enslavement of Humankind by my ancestors,” said he, somewhat pompously, Auli felt, helping to position the two girls so that they were sitting on the arch of his forepaw, hugging the ankle. “Certain Dragons developed the opinion that to be touched by one’s inferiors – one’s slaves – somehow demeaned the elemental white-fires of the mighty Dragonkind, even though scale cleaning or fang polishing by Human slaves would have been a common task in ages past.” 
 
    “Are Humans not still enslaved in some parts of the Island-World?” she inquired. 
 
    Hot, acrid breath rolled down her back as Arkurion seemed to be inspecting Jilriana’s knot-tying. “It is so, little flame, and this is a matter of considerable and acrimonious disagreement amongst the Dragon Elders. Some would discourage the practice more actively, but others say, let Dragons be Dragons. If they wish service, they may purchase or demand it – roost maintenance, body cleaning, food provision, favours in exchange for protection, rulership over an Island, even raiding to furnish one’s Dragon hoard, are all generally acceptable activities for one’s Human slaves.” 
 
    Perhaps the Sylakian claim that the Lesser Dragons were dying out would be the battle-ending gambit of that practice, she thought. It would be sad were that to be the underlying causation of such a positive result. 
 
    He added, “Furthermore, might you not be regarded as the noble Sazutharr’s personal slave in matters pertaining to the Dragon Library?” 
 
    “No, I may not!” she snorted indignantly. “Stop … tugging my wings, Dragon!” 
 
    “Oh, but my fine Human, it is such a diverting pastime.” 
 
    “Divert yourself otherwise.” 
 
    “My fiery nature renders me disinclined to accede –” 
 
    “Maybe once I’m the Dragon Librarian,” she interposed deftly, “I’ll be the one firing you!” 
 
    GRAA-GNARRR! he blurted inadvertently, sounding as if he had just crisped a fair swathe of foliage in his annoyance. Noble Loremaster … GRR! That’s – ridiculously – GNARRR! 
 
    Fomenting spluttering incoherence in a Dragon was a truly satisfying experience. 
 
    Jilriana said, “It’s hard to imagine places where slavery still exists.” 
 
    “Fra’anior Cluster is a beacon of liberty and co-operation in Dragon-Human relations,” agreed the Mercury Blue. “Now hold tight, little ones, as I take you on a jungle walk.” 
 
    Apparently, he meant first scaling one of the trees vertically before he changed orientation and strolled along the top of an almighty bough. Quietly, in her mind, Arkurion relayed information about their surrounds – the staggering size of the tree trunk, some seventy of her paces in diameter, the branch an entire Dragon-pace wide, his highway through the lush overhanging canopy, the rich scents of loam and rot juxtaposed with the rain-fresh, cinnamon savour of the tree bark – in places, crenelated over five feet deep. The melancholy hunting call of an owl resounded through the trees. He added that the native magic of these Islands confused even a Dragon’s hunting senses, so that he had to rely on the physical above the magical senses. 
 
    Meantime, Jilriana said, “He’s using this branch like a Dragon’s trail, Auli – hold on.” Arkurion hopped from one branch to another, and the rocking motion changed to a smoother lope as the Dragon picked up pace. “Here we go along a new tree – these branches are just incredible. You could put the village I grew up in along one of these. It’s like the whole world is a jungle. It’s much deeper than I expected.” 
 
    She hugged Arkurion’s leg unashamedly as they apparently walked sideways around the trunk of a tree, for she heard his talons crunching into the bark with every step as the huge digits and tendons of his paw flexed beneath her seat, and then he settled into his stride again, saying, “We’ll take a short flight in a few moments. Be ready.” 
 
    “Flight?” whispered the other girl. 
 
    Auli-Ambar giggled nervously. “Aren’t you breaking yet another taboo, o Mercury Blue?” 
 
    “Ordinarily, the only reason a Dragon would take your kind in paw,” he said, rather severely, “is to grant them a short flight from a great height.” 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Jilriana. 
 
    “Tossing a miscreant into the Cloudlands,” he returned. “It’s an old, unfortunate saying. Fear not. I am not that kind of Dragon – I am Dragon enough to evaluate the fear-flight response of your pounding little hearts as you consider what I am about to do, and to scent the terror upon your persons – but I shall not let any ill or injury beset you. My word is my oath.” 
 
    And with that, he gathered himself unexpectedly. The huge thews of his thighs twanged as the Dragon shot through the foliage, manoeuvring so sharply and deftly that the girls barely had time to duck a few flapping leaves before they were suddenly soaring over space, and the Mercury Blue chuckled at the half-stifled screams of his passengers. The wind rushed through their hair as he soared over to the next Island with barely a cursory flap of his wings. 
 
    He flew like silk sliding along a suns-beam. 
 
    He flew as Auli-Ambar imagined a rainbow must feel, curving effortlessly above the Islands. 
 
    The air was his playground, his confidante, his natural element. 
 
    Stretching out her arms as wide as they would reach, she gave a soft whoop of pure joy. This was Dragonflight! How she – 
 
    Enjoying our first flight? said he, telepathically. 
 
    Not quite my first, she replied thoughtlessly. I first flew with Q – oh. I … I … 
 
    With smoky anger underpinning avid curiosity, he said, With the mighty Qualiana? Why? When? 
 
    He had forgotten that flight had been his suggestion, exactly as she had purposed – was this not the power of her forgetting magic? Yet it was harder still for her to remember whom she had caused to forget what, and in retrospect the exploit of causing her best ally to forget crucial details, seemed foolish and craven-hearted. Never again. Never! It was dishonourable for her to have treated the Mercury Blue in this way, as if she could not trust him. 
 
    Involuntary shame-indicators peppered her Dragonish as she replied, The first time, I inadvertently ran off the edge of a roost and was caught by a Dragoness. The second, Qualiana and I flew together to an old Dragon roost offshore of Gi’ishior in search of a particular treasure. 
 
    He would know that she dissimulated. Her Dragonish was far too immature to conceal her thoughts, especially in telepathic form. Let the Mercury Blue form his own conclusions. She could not say more at this juncture for fear of risking Hualiama and therefore, Sapphurion and Qualiana too. 
 
    Arkurion said, Allow me at some stage, noble friend Loremaster, to teach you the art of communicative nuance in Dragonish. It will serve you in good stead when you join the Council of Dragon Elders, one day. 
 
    Her jerk of shock was masked by the slight jolt of his expert landing on what had to be another branch, presumably upon the next Isle? 
 
    Arkurion, I am Human – 
 
    The Dragon Librarian thou wilt be, he interrupted, suddenly all old-fashioned formality. The Librarian stands in the Council of Dragon Elders. Thus it has ever been – admittedly, not all Librarians have been immediately declared Elders, but typically, their maturity and hallowed station render the point moot. 
 
    Not to mention their actual possession of wings, paws and fire, and suitable Isles’-weights of draconic hubris, she returned heatedly. 
 
    Fie, dost thou bare thy fangs at me, Growly-Ambar? 
 
    Growly – what? She burst out laughing. 
 
    Jilriana said, “What are you laughing about?” 
 
    Growly-AMBARRR!! 
 
    Ouch. Her ears had always been sensitive. Having Arkurion bellow animatedly right next to her head was akin to having a thunderstorm break inside her skull. In addition, I’d appreciate you not conferring the honour of senescence upon me just yet. 
 
    Next week, by my fires. 
 
    Ha. Don’t forget, you are my junior. 
 
    Aloud, he said, “The village lies not far ahead. Jilriana, Auli-Ambar, you need to show that you come empty-handed. You will need to remove your head coverings. That cannot be avoided. Pygmy culture is a great deal about meeting the eyes. Jilriana, that means meeting their eyes first, then dropping your gaze in deference to an elder. It is proper to show strength but not convey challenge or aggression, if that makes sense. Do not speak until invited to do so. I am not sure what exactly will happen, but since Dragons are venerated by the Pygmy peoples, I expect my humble minions will be treated with honour.” 
 
    Minions? Thou curmudgeonly quadruped – 
 
    Silence, o parroting prolix. 
 
    As they swapped verbal barbs with relish, the Dragon leaped down from the branch he was on, his wings brushing the foliage. Auli-Ambar sniffed the air eagerly. Was that wood smoke? A hint of exotic, spicy bread baking in a wood-fired oven? 
 
    “Aye, the village is upwind,” Arkurion noted. “Their hunters are well aware of our approach and we are watched by at least ten Pygmies I have noted so far.” 
 
    Once again, he landed with care for his passengers, astonishingly soft-footed for such a tonnage of beast. Jilriana’s fingers shook as she untied the ropes, but the girl was clearly not the complaining sort. Pensively, Auli-Ambar removed her head coverings and face mask, feeling strangely naked to the Island-World. She was so accustomed to being fully covered. To her surprise, her exposed skin tingled as if in reaction to the magic of these Isles, both her face and her hands. She reached for Jilriana’s arm, but found Arkurion’s courteously extended fore-talon instead. 
 
    If only he could have been her Prince, unlike that nauseating traitor Hi’ixion! 
 
    Arkurion stiffened perceptibly, and she knew her thought had leaked to him. Oh no. Not good, not appropriate, not … anything! A caustic brew of humiliation burned in her craw. 
 
    They tramped a short ways through the undergrowth, following what seemed to be an animal trail, as the scents strengthened in her nostrils. She smelled wood treated with oils for waterproofing, more than one fire or meal a-bake, and musty rushes which she assumed must be used for roofing. There was also quite the whiff of body odour and perhaps the application of specific oils upon bodies. Assuredly, she must smell equally strange and look even stranger to these people. A tall, tan waif. Stretched skyward as a person ought not to be. 
 
    Arkurion called out in a liquid, beautiful language, but to Auli-Ambar’s ear, he seemed to be speaking with the care of one who lacked complete fluency. 
 
    As the reply rang out, much more fluidly and rapidly, he translated for them. “Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî –” the word ended with a snappy bird-trill “– greets us with big-big honour much reflected in the bravery of your facial … expressions. He welcomes us with heartfelt joy to his village and hearth, and binds himself to peace.” 
 
    The other girl made sharp inhalation. “Oh, my Islands …” 
 
    Auli bowed very deeply, as instructed, and heard Jilriana do the same alongside her. 
 
    Through Arkurion, she said, “I am Auli-Ambar, Dragon Loremaster of Fra’anior Cluster, servant to the Dragonkind. I greet the honoured Pygmy Elder and all the people he represents with great respect, for it is my firm belief that Pygmies are the favoured people of Fra’anior’s own paw, and therefore, I hold them in the highest esteem. I, too, bind myself to peace.” 
 
    Her reply caused a ripple of surprise which the elder cut off with a sound like a bark. Roaring rajals, there were many people gathered here! That, she had not expected. 
 
    “I –” 
 
    Arkurion interrupted smoothly, making further protracted greetings and respectful comments about the Elder’s family, relatives and ancestors, before he invited her to present the gifts she had brought. These were a dozen packets of spices, a bundle of fifty arrows, and a hammer, wood saw and dagger. The Elder received these gifts gravely but with clear appreciation, and then there was a further trill that sounded more like laughter than language followed by a burst of delightful, liquid notes and trills and click-laced chatter, and Arkurion said: 
 
    “The Elder requests the honour of meeting one granted – let me try to translate this – with the insight, or inward sight, of Fra’anior – I think he refers to your blindness – in the way of Pygmies, but since you are such a tall young sapling, he suggests rather than scaling you like a jungle tree, that you give due consideration to his dignity, and stand beside this boulder. I’m not entirely sure what he intends thereafter.” 
 
    So saying, the Dragon talon-led her several steps to her right hand. In a moment, she heard the slight abrasion of bare feet upon rock, and hoarse breathing in front of her. Rough, leathery palms clasped her hands, and lifted her left hand and placed it atop a grizzled head with very springy, tightly curled and oiled hair, and the right he placed flat upon his heart. The Elder then mirrored the gesture, making Auli-Ambar blush to the roots of her hair considering where he placed his right hand. For several endless minutes, he stood without speaking, and then he removed his hands, clasped hers once more, and said via the Mercury Blue: 
 
    “A truth of this big person’s heart has been unveiled to my eyes. In my tongue and of my tribe, I sense of her inmost pith that the flame of the Fireborn blazes through her life.” 
 
    Again, an amazed murmuring rose amongst the listeners. From Arkurion, she heard a clearly startled, I told him no such thing! What is this? He knows Amaryllion? 
 
    “You may see me,” he added, lifting her hands with unmistakable purpose. 
 
    Quivering rather more than she had hoped for given the prophetic knowledge embedded in the Pygmy Elder’s utterance of her nature, Auli-Ambar lifted her hands to ‘see’ his face with her fingertips. She found a profusion of wrinkles which creased into a broad smile as she touched his cheeks, and scarification marks upon his nose, ears and upper cheekbones. Next, he guided her hand to his sinewy right biceps, saying, ‘My strong right arm for my kin-child,’ and then to the thews of his right thigh, ‘The wellspring of an aged warrior’s strength and experience be your portion.’ When he finally brought her hand down to his left calf, where she felt the first prickling of magic she had imagined must surely inundate this encounter, Auli detected unfamiliar runic writing inked into his skin. Tattooed? She scanned the words or phrase in surprise. This must be Ancient Southern, a language she had not yet studied sufficiently to decode more than a couple of the runes. 
 
    Without warning, he shouted, “Name to Name, Oath to Oath, I declare this girl’s Battle Name to be, ‘Little flame through whom the Ancient One roars!’ ” 
 
    And with that, Arkurion’s translation was drowned out as the congregation erupted like a volcano! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Mercury Blue whipped his charges into the safety of his curved wing and ready paw, but the Pygmies had apparently forgotten all about their visitors in lieu of engaging in a full-blown shouting match. To Auli-Ambar, it sounded as if a mass brawl had broken out, but Jilriana assured her that they were thumping their own chests with their fists, and while the shouting was deafening, the Pygmy children apparently thought this was a great game. Besides, the adults were not actually killing one another. 
 
    Could have fooled her. 
 
    The girl then opened her pack and set about sketching with what sounded like a stick of chalk! Remarkable presence of mind. 
 
    Arkurion grumbled, “Well, what did you make of that, Auli trouble-paws?” 
 
    “Aside from the disturbingly intimate knowledge the Elder appears to possess about my relationship with Amaryllion Fireborn?” she asked, all verbal talons. “Or that he thought touching my breast was perfectly acceptable?” 
 
    “They don’t wear clothing apart from a loincloth, and ordinarily, not even that much,” the Dragon explained, archly. 
 
    Well, she knew that Dragons found Human nudity taboos baffling. Perhaps there was a law of sight whereby breasts became less remarkable if people brandished them about in the open all the time? How curious to have such divergent cultural values. 
 
    “I’m staring at my page. Or the ground,” Jilriana muttered meantime, in tones only a thoroughly embarrassed teenager could have produced. “The children are just precious, however – hey! Apart from that one, who just pinched my satchel. Oh! And having collected the clout of the century, he’s being dragged off by his left ear. Poor chap. Oh, Islands’ greetings, little one. Aye. Look, I’m drawing you. Aye, that’s right. What a cutie!” 
 
    Gnrrr, said Arkurion. 
 
    “Don’t scare the nice children, Dragon,” said Auli-Ambar, and promptly had her hair pulled, too. 
 
    Once the dust settled, the Elders of the tribe apparently got down to the more dignified business of making a decision, which took until suns-set. After this, they started up a foot-stomping, chest-slapping round of cheering that had the Mercury Blue hovering over his charges like the Hatchling Mother herself, and then Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî came over to explain what the tribe had decided. 
 
    He began by spitting directly in her face! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 5: A Soul’s Flight 
 
      
 
    “SO, LET ME examine the lay of the flight with you, Dragon,” she growled, trying not to be Growly-Ambar and failing with epic magnitude. “The tribe wants to honour me with a Battle Name at a sacred Naming Ceremony – which has never, in over two thousand years of oral history, been granted to a non-Pygmy person like me and effectively makes me a member of this tribe – in order that Elder Aãn … however you say that, can risk his life making what he calls a soul’s flight to the umbilical root of my life, which he hopes will reveal the face and location of my mother, and you, o noble and fearless Mercury Blue, are worried about dirty tattooing needles?” 
 
    “That is a gross oversimplification of my concerns!” he hissed. 
 
    “I gave my word.” 
 
    “Before you consulted with me!” 
 
    How was that the issue? Swallowing her resentment, she replied, “Arkurion, I acted without sufficient forethought –” 
 
    “Forethought? If only!” snapped the Dragon. 
 
    “– but I cannot see any honourable path of retreat now. The die is cast.” 
 
    She felt him staring at her – freaking fiery Dragon, she sweated beneath his torrid gaze! 
 
    He said, “My fires burn whiter than the snows of Immadia for the realisation of the importance of this knowledge to you, but please try to understand, I gave my fire-oath to Sapphurion and Qualiana that I would not allow so much as a hair to be plucked from your head. And now you wish to be darned to within an inch of your life by unsanitary needles? Have you rocks in this cranium?” 
 
    He talon-tapped the side of her head. 
 
    She snapped, “Stop that!” 
 
    “You’re overreacting. Or is that a female –” 
 
    “Do you want to see an overreaction? Finish that sentence, and you will!” 
 
    Auli-Ambar pressed her fingers to her face. No. Every time she became riled, this strange, bone-deep ache flared up. And what was the matter with her scattershot emotions? Could all these irrepressible, surging feelings be harbinger of a delayed adolescence of some nature? 
 
    Arkurion snarled, Truly, I need to teach you shielded telepathy. Aargh! Come. I will take Jilriana back as they demand, and return for you in a wingflip. 
 
    Fine, she replied tersely. 
 
    “She be good-good,” said an older voice. 
 
    “You speak Island Standard?” 
 
    “No, little I do,” said the Pygmy woman. “Tãnxí’trrl. Me Tãnxí’trrl.” 
 
    “Tonxi – uh, Trill?” Auli-Ambar vocalised ineptly. 
 
    “Tãnxí’trrl.” 
 
    She despaired of ever producing that cross between a warbling whistle and a birdcall that her name called for, but now there were many women gathering around her, most no taller than her elbows, it seemed, all trilling, clicking and chattering with infectious enthusiasm. Several eager hands directed her to duck inside a cool, smoky hut, which was definitely not tall enough for anyone of her height to stand upright in. Hunched over, she ineffectually protested the removal of her clothing, but the older woman kept trying to reassure her with words like ‘pretty-pretty,’ ‘it no cover be’ and ‘no Auli worry Pygmy be.’ Whatever that meant, it appeared that she would end up being garbed in sweet-smelling citrusy blossoms – covered according to what she assumed were Pygmy criteria, which definitely did not meet any Fra’aniorian standard of decency. Her backside felt … breezy. Her legs were left wholly bare save for flowery anklets. And her upper body was festooned in what felt like garlands of flowers, along with her head and hair, which was now being braided and arranged by at least five nimble pairs of hands. 
 
    Her hair was evidently a source of great astonishment, but it took until Arkurion returned and translated for her, to work out why. The Pygmy women had never seen hair so long and straight, nor hair touched by gold and sapphire threads amongst the rich chestnut brown. They wanted to know the secret of her colouration! This also came with, for the benefit of the younger women, a raft of blushingly pointed advice about the way to attract the right warrior to their hut, of which the Mercury Blue did not spare her in the translation. 
 
    So juvenile, a Dragon of his age sniggering like that. 
 
    Meantime, log drums struck up without. The throbbing, pulsating rhythm leaped straight down her throat to galvanise her heart. The working women began to hum and trill along, sounding oddly like a chorus of dragonets, and unseen people kept coming up to hug her. She wondered if this was part of the ritual. It was decidedly uncomfortable for a person not much used to physical contact! Auli tried very hard not to think about how ripe some of the huggers smelled, either, or what exactly was being wiped on her unclothed person by all these greasy hands and bodies. 
 
    It would not be cultural to run away screeching in disgust, would it? 
 
    The Dragon said, Captain Ya’adoran is unimpressed. Si’ishi must have told me – ordered me, moreover – in excess of fifty times, to watch closely over you. I am of course not nervous in the slightest, and fully in control of the situation. 
 
    He meant the opposite, and Auli-Ambar’s heart flipped over in her chest. Sweet! 
 
    Suddenly hands urged her to rise, and the hugging changed to kissing her Dragon’s kiss. How she squealed! The sensation was unbearably ticklish and embarrassing. To her profound shock, she realised that throughout this time of preparation her forgetting magic had neglected to strike – here, amidst the Pygmy tribe, it seemed to have no effect whatsoever! 
 
    Surely, impossible. 
 
    Explaining at the speed of thought to Arkurion, she added, Does this mean Pygmies possess an innate resistance to my type of magic? Or inbuilt bastion wards, Arkurion? Where are my dragonet eggs? They took them earlier – 
 
    Amazing, said he. We must discuss this in detail. 
 
    You must not look when I come out, she added, as the women now drew her toward the doorway. She felt for the lintel, which was barely chest-high to her. Please, Arkurion. I could not bear to lose what we know of each other once again, and I – 
 
    Too late, purred the Dragon. Your Dragon’s kiss is like … OOHHH – 
 
    Arkurion! 
 
    Like a lustrous jewelled blossom masterfully depicted in liquescent gold-sapphire, he spluttered, with quite the strangest inflections shading his Dragonish. 
 
    She shuddered. Jealous-possessive-roost-hoarding … something? He wanted to add her to his treasure hoard? How ridiculously offensive and inappropriate! But before she could snap at him, the young Dragon seemed to shake himself from head to tail, and she distinctly heard his voice emanate from a turned-aside position of the muzzle as he hissed: 
 
    I – noble Loremaster, that was unconscionable – I don’t know what possessed me. 
 
    For the first time, she read something of his mental state behind his Dragonish, and Auli-Ambar found herself shocked, appalled, and far worse, intrigued. The complexity of his feelings toward her mirrored hers toward him, and she trembled to consider their import. Many were the ways their partnership had drawn them close, but when did close become … too close? Where was the edge of that Isle? Humans and Dragons did not wing together. They did not share oaths or promises together. Something within her must be severely distorted to be thinking in this way – yet they had complemented each other from the first, working together like talons and talon sheaths, and undoubtedly shared a special bond. 
 
    Many Dragonkind would view such a relationship with huge suspicion and distaste, if not righteous outrage. Above all, she must protect the Mercury Blue’s honour. That was paramount for a Dragon. 
 
    With serenity she did not feel in the slightest measure, she managed to respond, It is already past and forgiven. Come. To the celebration. 
 
    I shall keep the egg pouch safe, he noted. 
 
    Thank you. 
 
    It seemed from Arkurion’s point of view that the whole tribe had come together for the Naming Ceremony, which would take place in a sacred cave a short distance from the village. He counted two hundred and seven persons, from a newborn babe to an old-timer being carried along on a rough litter as they processed away from the drums, still singing and chanting in unfamiliar rhythms and harmonies. There was much laughter and words Arkurion translated as congratulations. But suddenly, the whole procession stopped and silence descended. 
 
    In ringing tones, Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî cried, “I present this child of my spirit to the Naming! I am he called Aãn’tíìdakuî, whose Battle Name means, ‘True flight of the first arrow,’ and I declare: she who is nameless shall be Named! She who is lost shall be found! She who is without tribe and family, shall today be joined to the Pygmy people as the vines join the Islands, and the rains do link our Islands to the heavens the Fearsome Paw of Onyx did create for our shelter, nourishment and nurturing! We welcome Auli-Ambar to the Naming! Welcome her, my children, my family.” 
 
    “WE WELCOME THIS CHILD!” 
 
    What a roar! Auli-Ambar nervously smoothed the skin of her arms. Bare arms. Very bare legs. Never had she worn so little in the presence of so many … but here, it seemed inconsequential. Nobody sniggered or made tasteless comments. 
 
    In reverential silence, they walked her into the Sacred Cave. The air within was not cool – it was very warm, no doubt due to a bonfire she heard crackling somewhere ahead of her – and thick with aromatic wood smoke. The cavern had to be large, because she heard the scrape of Arkurion’s talons and the more leathery sound of his armour or wings brushing against stone echoing about the space as he entered, too, saying: 
 
    I wish you could see this. This roughly circular cavern is wide but not tall, perhaps twenty Dragon-paces in diameter and a mere five feet taller than I stand, but the rear third is dominated by many glorious stalactites and stalagmites that form a backdrop like glimmering white curtains to a small stage beside the bonfire, and there are horiatite inclusions in the walls, adding to the magic you already sense. This is a place of power. In addition, there are five elders standing before you wearing a fantastical tribal headdress of yellow feathers upon their heads, arms and legs, and their dark skins are painted in swirls of blue and white, in the form of a proto-language I do not recognise. They, too, reek of magic. I am watchful-hopeful. 
 
    She smiled at his expressive turn of phrase. 
 
    Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî now made a long speech about how the Name of a Pygmy furnished a person with spiritual purpose and power, and how Names linked the present generations to the ancestors like a living umbilical cord that gave the tribe unity, strength and belonging. His eloquence at times defeated Arkurion’s ability to translate adequately, but she understood that he was talking about a Name enabling her to take her rightful place amongst the sweeping tides of history, to stride clear-eyed through the rising and falling of aeons like a warrior utterly confident of her skills in battle and in the hunt, whose arrow never flew astray. She had to thrust away a pessimistic inner voice reminding her that he spoke about a blind person, whose arrow had fractional chance of hitting anything at all. Ever. Now he described a time of terrible darkness to come, and she wanted to snort and say, darkness was all she had ever known. But that also was not entirely true. 
 
    Lastly, he majored upon the meaning of the Name which would be inscribed upon her flesh, for all to see and remember, and he advised her in a heart-tugging, fatherly way to live up to its full meaning all her days under the suns. She was a flame destined to burn bright. She must never let anyone or anything snuff out that flame. Hers was to be the voice of the seven-headed Dragon of Yore roaring afresh in this age, and she must hold that charge sacrosanct in her life, even if all should turn against. 
 
    Then Auli-Ambar found herself being led forward, closer to the fire’s warmth, and settled upon a kind of litter made of fusty, rather unpleasant-smelling leaves. 
 
    Needle time, the Mercury Blue announced archly. 
 
    They smeared an unguent on the outer side of her left calf, which smelled a great deal like rancid meat, and then she nearly leaped off the litter at the first sharp prick. 
 
    Aãn’tíìdakuî said sternly, “She shall not show pain.” 
 
    That surely required a braver someone? 
 
    As several needles began stabbing in concert, Auli decided she would very much rather have been beating her head steadily against the cavern wall. At least that would be a dull pain. This was like twenty wasps practising martial arts up and down her calf muscle, but someone was holding her hand in a comforting way and she hoped she was not about to powder his or her bones with her anguished grip. Her jaw ached from the desire to grind her teeth. They had started right up near the slight bone protrusion beneath her knee – the rounded top of the fibula – and ended up an inch above her ankle bone. Somehow she kept her leg still enough for long enough. At last, the Elder wiped the length of the tattoo with something that started off cool and then stung like the unholy blazes, and an anguished moan crept out of her mouth –  
 
    Some kind of antiseptic rubbing alcohol, said the Dragon. 
 
    She was allergic! She hated alcohol! Her leg must be aflame … tears squeezed out of her strange eyes, and all of a sudden, there was a flaring ahead of her and she saw – she saw – a word in the unfamiliar script, lambent as blue suns-light – and the Pygmy Elder and his people cried out in shock. 
 
    The name changed. Just slightly, just the first few syllables, but she clearly saw the script transform itself. 
 
    Then, a plangent crashing of thunder reverberated in her bones: 
 
    I NAME THEE, ‘LAMBENT-EVERLASTING FLAME THROUGH WHOM THE ANCIENT ONE ROARS!!’ 
 
    Her head swam. For many long seconds, Auli-Ambar forgot where she was or even who she was, and the pain became as nothing before a primordial presence greater than anything she had ever imagined, or even experienced in her dealings with Amaryllion Fireborn – majestic and ineffable and depthless, yet not a treacherous abyss where a spark of life might be snuffed out, but a vastness of fire-life that conversely buoyed up and affirmed her existence. 
 
    She knew that the spark of her essence was innately, immutably part of this immense, roaring wildfire, this galactic conflagration, this ebullient expression of elemental draconic life. 
 
    Thou, Fra’anior … her spark glinted. Thou … 
 
    Auli. Auli-Ambar, called another voice, sounding like a baby bird chirruping against a storm. 
 
    Fra’anior, thou … I exalt thee … 
 
    WHEN THINE EYES BEHOLD THE WORKS OF MINE HEAVENS, THOU SHALT KNOW ME – O LAMBENT FLAME OF ISTARIELA’S FAME! 
 
    He thought she was a Dragon! He mistook her … why? How? 
 
    Then, the presence was gone, leaving an absence, a nothingness, that rang as profoundly in her ears as it did in her spirit. Had she truly just experienced a visitation of Fra’anior himself? Was he alive? Riven by wonder, her being slowly seemed to reassemble from existential slivers. 
 
    “Auli-Ambar. Wake up. She’s coming around. Water. Bring water.” 
 
    In her mind, his voice wondered, What just happened to this girl? Did I … did I hear … Him? 
 
    Never had Arkurion’s voice quavered like this! He sounded dumbstruck – nay, thunderstruck – and she realised that the sevenfold echoes of the Great Onyx’s presence were still footling about in her brain, for she replied by lifting her voice in a haunting canto that seemed to crackle as it emerged from her throat: 
 
    Life-giver, fire-breather, thou art, 
 
    World-maker, eternal flame, thou art, 
 
    Protector of aeons, almighty nurturer, 
 
    Whose paws wove creation’s song, 
 
    THOU ART ONYX! 
 
    Ringing silence. 
 
    Arkurion, stop me if this is pure blasphemy, but – did we just hear Fra’anior’s voice? 
 
    The Dragon made no reply. Forebodingly still, he was. Auli-Ambar wished she could have known what he was thinking. What were the colours or reaction of his fire-eyes? 
 
    Eventually, Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî called his people forward, and they began each in turn to place a hand upon her calf and to read her name: ‘Lambent-everlasting flame through whom the Ancient One roars,’ over and over again, until the liquid syllables were inscribed upon her mind. Throughout, the Dragon remained silent, although she sensed his brooding presence. 
 
    How dare he spoil the wonder of this moment with sullenness? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After the Naming was complete, the Pygmies prepared a feast for their guests, a roast bush pig for Arkurion which smelled sickly sweet and Auli-Ambar decided she would most certainly not partake of, and grilled python meat – and scrambled python brains, she learned somewhat after when that fact would have been useful to know – served with wild rice, herbs and tubers which had been roasting buried in the soil beneath the bonfire all along. 
 
    To her surprise, when she felt her calf, she could clearly read her name with her fingertips, but the pigments, combined with whatever the flare of magic had accomplished, led to a very different perception to that which she was used to – an imbedded prickling that she attributed to the tattoo being inserted beneath the upper layers of skin, and a keen awareness of magic. The Mercury Blue rediscovered his tongue and helped her to tell the story of her life so far to the attentive tribe, who slapped their knees and laughed or gasped at her sound effects as she imitated birds, Dragonships, speech and even Dragon battle. He quietly told her that he also had never heard all of the details that she shared, and seemed to accept her apology in good spirit. Deeper within his three Dragon hearts, however, she suspected that not all was as it should be. 
 
    Had Fra’anior truly promised she would see his heavens? 
 
    How many times had she not inclined her visage to the stars, and wished she could even hear their oft-celebrated twinkling, let alone see it? 
 
    Part of her wanted to run a thousand Isles away and hide beneath the roots of the Island-World. What a Dragon! The sevenfold stupendousness of his being rendered her speechless, awestruck, feeling more diminutive than any Pygmy. What did he mean about the ‘works of his heavens?’ Or speaking directly to her to modify her name? And the reference to Istariela? Most assuredly, she was not about to run out of riddles anytime soon! 
 
    Through Arkurion, she queried the meaning of the changes to her Pygmy Battle Name with Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî. It seemed the Elder felt he had been corrected by the Onyx of Ages himself for his temerity in using the descriptor ‘little’ – despite that the Dragonkind had always called her by that moniker – and had intervened to modify her naming to a linguistically related set of characters, imbued with a more formidable meaning. The meaning was clearly the lambency of flame or suns-light, or more narrowly, the specific golden quality of late-afternoon crepuscular rays emanating from beneath a partial eclipse of the Yellow Moon, combined with the indication of eternity, or undying flame. He explained that concept was similar to the draconic idea of fire-life returning to an infinite, undying afterlife, but Arkurion became openly agitated as they skirted the sacred lore of the Dragonkind, and declared the conversation summarily ended. 
 
    Aãn’tíìdakuî seemed unperturbed. Auli-Ambar was growing fond of his gentle, understated ways. He radiated wisdom and a degree of serenity she had thought only monks possessed, and wished she could emulate one day. Just now, he was telling the Mercury Blue about the next order of business, which was to attempt the soul’s flight. For this he would have Auli quaff a special potion, and then they would cut her wrist just a little so that she and the Seer could mingle their blood, symbolic of the umbilical union between mother and child. Then, Arkurion would lend his magic to the effort as the Seer sought to penetrate the past’s secrets. 
 
    For his part, Arkurion insisted upon learning what was in the potion, and so Auli-Ambar met the Seer, Sîy’tudi-iíì, whose dry, calm voice she recognised from earlier. She had been one of those braiding her hair with flowers. 
 
    At length, with the Dragon satisfied, she drank a bitter potion that left an oily yet saccharine aftertaste in her mouth; there was nothing of the complex essences Arkurion had described that she could recognise. It did make her feel mildly nauseous. The cool knife opened her left wrist slightly, and the Pygmies bound her wrist together with the Seer’s with a hank of tough vine. Listening to the sounds of expectant chatter about her, she waited attentively, her mind soon wandering to urgent tasks and cataloguing the questions she needed to research. What popped first into her mind was the realisation that somehow, the mingling of blood was not merely a physical process, but a magical one. Could it be that Razzior and Captain Ra’aba had discovered a way of mingling their blood and therefore their powers, in some unprecedented fashion, via the pathway of the akkaré-hûbram serum? The theory was far-fetched, but rang of truth. 
 
    Moreover, could the Eastern woman Azziala have touched upon a related aspect of this lore, somehow harnessing the power of blood and death in some ghastly necromantic ritual? This was deep lore, the specialty of Dramagon alone. 
 
    Her thoughts all swirled together unexpectedly, and then it was as if her consciousness sucked away down a plughole and was replaced by another – no, linked into another, so that they shared thoughts, impressions, and even some kind of vision. 
 
    She tried to understand with the childlike wonder of one who had seen so little before. 
 
    An elderly woman clad only in a brown loincloth stood before a mighty, tumbling waterfall of grey clouds flecked with gold. Her age was great, but she had a young woman’s strength, and a tiny part of her awareness flickered with the knowledge that the hand holding her bow was a deep, mahogany brown, a rich and pleasant colour. As she watched, the hand raised the bow and fingers nocked an invisible arrow to the bowstring. She took aim. Eyes not her own considered their mark, the flight of the arrow into the tumbling clouds of possibilities, and a guttural chanting in an ancient, magical proto-language filled the air rather than the thundering she would have expected from such a vast phenomenon. 
 
    The arrow sprang forth, penetrating the clouds like a beam of light. 
 
    Strobe lightning flashed through the clouds, each momentarily igniting an image – some clear, some fuzzy, some that seemed to wriggle or dive away into the tumult, as she imagined fish might flee a predator’s beak. Deeper and deeper the arrow forged, piercing the past, but the way was not easy and the flight demanded more and more of the linked pair, and the Dragon that backed them. The old woman forged forward like a hunter of fluid stride and whetted gaze, searching. Soon she was running so fast that the motion became like flying through the buffeting, blustering cloudscapes, never faltering, even though torrents pounded them from above and a deep, capricious storm of magic sought to confuse and frustrate their quest. A hand touched her Dragon’s kiss. The harsh chant seemed to demand or draw forth knowledge of the progenitor, of the one once linked there … 
 
    … and she recalled the dream of a living flower within a womb, and wondered how it was she could have seen such a phenomenon … 
 
    The chant accelerated in tempo, summoning, demanding the umbilical linkage. 
 
    … and a face spun toward them out of the clouds, young and beautiful and fey, with the huge eyes Auli-Ambar realised must be similar to descriptions she had heard of her own, but these were wells of pure sapphire, lacking pupil or sclera. Astonishment. Wonder. Panic. Emotions raced across that outlandish visage, but there was also a lack of answering recognition – was this her mother? This girlish figure half-enshrouded in the strange, lingering mists who behaved as if she knew not where she was, as if she had been snatched bewildered from a faraway place –  
 
    She darted away! Swimming the tides of memory and loss, she fled. Auli had a fleeting impression of fin-like structures upon the arms and legs and back as the girl appeared to draw the clouds about her like her own raiment, and then the old woman sprinted after with long, loping strides, a huntress keen upon the chase. She hurdled billows and plunged through maelstroms that ripped at the fabric of their linked beings, stretching further and further, over a canyon of fire and ripping past flotillas of brown-tinged, floating Islands and beyond white-tipped mountains and suddenly, without warning, a sun stood before them impossibly wreathed in cloud and upward-driving rain, and the whole world lurched about them. 
 
    Up became down. 
 
    Down slithered away like a coiling snake. 
 
    Sideways turned cartwheels. 
 
    The sun struck the adventurers with its pitiless and reaming gaze, and sucked them into its indescribably powerful ambit, as if gravity itself had become a magical ensnarement for the unwary. The old woman’s face fell in shock. She tried to tear away, but the radiance swelled to such blinding proportions that it seemed to sear through their very flesh. Thunder struck repeatedly in almighty billows of sound, like a Cloudlands-bound waterfall pounding their heads, driving them apart, severing the vital link that would return them from their soul’s flight. A lethal backlash of magic besieged their very lives. 
 
    A Dragon bellowed in horror! 
 
    Lost, too far, too stretched … only now did she recognise the imminent peril, and it seemed to Auli-Ambar that a cool might rose from impossibly deep within her being, enwrapping them in a form of protection that was somehow a reversal of her disremembrance magic – unexpected recollections that glued together what had been unbound – and then she was rushing back as if yanked away by a rope affixed to her waist, flying backward through images for which she had few words. 
 
    She saw water standing taller than any Island, not flat like a terrace lake, but a rippling vertical surface. Endlessly undulant oceans of aquamarine and blue flew past, wherein the natatorial Dragonkind swam like motes of light, as she had always imagined stars must be. Could it be that there were Dragons who were native to the element of water? 
 
    Below were depths so profound that the air itself was like water, gelid and substantial and crushing. 
 
    She soared over a pit of terrifying, atramentous deeps that sang eerie, seductive songs to her soul, filled with a basal magic so inveigling she feared it with every fibre of her being. 
 
    Specks of Islands migrated past her Dragon-swift flight like flocks of birds circling deep-rooted magical loci in decades-long dances. 
 
    Now she rushed as though tossed by a mighty wind, faster and faster, blurred and desperate and hurting, and there was a cry, Take care! And she slammed back into herself so hard that her body jerked and convulsed as if wracked by a powerful seizure. Someone gripped her with mighty strength. Hands administered a herbal draught that she choked upon. 
 
    “Ugh … don’t …” 
 
    She fell back upon leaves, as blind as she ever had been, wondering what under the suns had just happened. Had she seen her mother? Had she visited her birthplace, or somehow approached it? 
 
    “The Seer!” Arkurion cried. 
 
    “Sîy’tudi-iíì! Sîy’tudi-iíì!” the Pygmies wailed in eerie, ululating chorus. 
 
    Auli-Ambar tried to shift, to feel what was going on. The arm tied to hers was limp. Her questing fingers found the wrist. Pulse? Nothing. “Oh … oh no …” 
 
    She had killed the Seer. 
 
    No! This was not right. Suffused with the heat she was coming to recognise as anger-fuelled magic, Auli-Ambar sat up despite the paw that tried to keep her down, and turned to the collapsed woman. She checked her body. Her neck. Her heart. Recalling a text she had read, she raised her fist and slammed it down on the woman’s chest. Blam! 
 
    “Wake up! Please …” 
 
    Blam! 
 
    She must not think about what hitting their dead Seer must look like to the Pygmy tribe. Sîy’tudi-iíì had given her all to try to help her know her past. 
 
    On her third strike, Auli-Ambar felt a quiver return against her clenched fist. Shrugging off Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî, who was trying to restrain her, she once more checked the body with her hands. Was that a pulse? Aye! Suddenly, she heard a ragged inhalation and the body quivered with life, the ribcage rising and falling against her hands, and there was a soft, gasped syllable of a question. 
 
    The tribe’s wailing turned to tumultuous celebrations! 
 
    Curling herself up against the Seer’s tiny body, she wept, inconsolable. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After the drama and travails of the evening, she took her leave of the Pygmy tribe. They spat upon her cheeks and she spat back, probably missing more than she hit. She felt like a seriously naughty child, spitting in people’s faces, but a conscientious Dragon Librarian ought to respect every nuance of the cultures she encountered. Especially the hilarious ones! The Elders gave her a Pygmy bow and a quiver of seven arrows Arkurion told her were tipped with shards of obsidian, symbolising Fra’anior’s seven heads. 
 
    Then Aãn’tíìdakuî wished her good hunting and a safe onward flight, and ordered her not to be a stranger upon his Isle. Auli-Ambar formally invoked the blessing of Fra’anior the Onyx upon him and the tribe, and even if this was not a proper Pygmy leave-taking, her words seemed to communicate well. 
 
    He gripped her right biceps. “My daughter.” 
 
    She found his biceps and mimicked the gesture. “My father.” 
 
    Then, they departed. 
 
    Auli-Ambar rode upon Arkurion’s paw, wondering how she could possibly break the news to him that she had meddled with his memories. It was not a question of if, but when. Resolved: this Loremaster would learn from her mistakes. 
 
    Beneath the light of a four-Moon conjunction, the Dragon told her, they sideslipped neatly into the clearing beneath the moored Dragonship. Her companions were apparently anxiously huddled about a fire, awaiting her return. Arkurion landed with an awkward jolt which made her suspect he too might have been hurt during that abortive escape from the soul’s flight, but since his reply to her quick mental question was a ‘GHURRR!’ that she roughly understood as, ‘I’m a big tough male Dragon so stop making a fuss,’ she let it go. 
 
    “Auli –” Si’ishi began to shout, and then she yelped, “Auli-Ambar! What are you wearing?” 
 
    The Captain barked, “Boys! Eyes closed!” 
 
    Jilriana folded up in a fit of helpless giggling. 
 
    That was how she learned that entering one culture posed a certain set of challenges, and returning to her own, quite another. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 6: Impromptu Splash 
 
      
 
    “To me, the Emerald Isle shines as a jewel in the imagination, mountainous in stature, supreme in beauty, the lustrous crown of the South. The forested summit of Remoy was my birthplace, whereon an aged Dragoness succoured a sickly, day-old Human infant from abandonment and brought him to the Palace. A kindly matron took me in, settled me with a wet nurse, and thus began my journey from childhood kitchen servant to Poet Royal of the House Imzaran. I owe the Dragonkind a life’s debt.” 
 
    Samukan the Bard, Tales from my Youth 
 
      
 
    WITH GERMODIA AND Tyrodia being embroiled in one of their periodic territorial spats over minor outlying Islands, Captain Ya’adoran chose the option of navigating via the more southerly route of Melkadia Island, where they stopped to replenish supplies. Melkadia was a frontier Island deeply concerned about the warlike intentions of its two larger Island neighbours, and the Dragon Librarian’s visit was therefore seized upon with complete political opportunism as the new, self-proclaimed King of Melkadia demanded on the spot that she sign a declaration of protection, trade and co-operation with the Council of Dragon Elders, which Auli-Ambar was categorically not prepared to do. 
 
    Mostly, because Sapphurion would thump her for her temerity. Being thumped by a fifty-tonne Dragon tended to be … well, somewhere on the spectrum between poor and fatal. Heavily weighted toward the latter. 
 
    Having been introduced to Melkadian spicy fudge – it would sell admirably, she felt, to Fra’aniorians who had both a love of zesty foods and sweetness – she proceeded to use the alternative meaning of the word and fudged a compromise. Thanks to Captain Ya’adoran’s incisive counsel, she instead scribed an intention to examine certain key trade options at ‘talon’s length,’ which in the merchant world, conveyed draconic implications of concern, possession and advantage – ergo, disrupt the plans of our Halls and the windrocs will shortly be supping upon the charred ruins of your beloved civilisation. 
 
    The Dragon Librarian then proceeded to brandish the official Scroll of Intention with a certain amount of Dragonish determination about a King’s Council that dared to imagine it could browbeat a young woman into major concessions, and adroitly persuaded them into parting with an eye-watering quantity of fine aromatic oils for ‘Auli’s Empire’ at a stiff discount. These were despatched at Melkadia’s cost to the Halls by a quintet of trader Dragonships – a gesture of goodwill, she told the King. Whereupon, she advised him that he had better be prepared to negotiate twice as generously when envoys arrived from Gi’ishior within the season. 
 
    Departing the Island on a cool, blustery afternoon, Si’ishi gleefully described the pasty expressions of the King and his Council as Auli had squeezed them brutally during negotiations. 
 
    “Brutally? Me?” she murmured. 
 
    “Lessons from a Mercury Blue,” her friend teased. 
 
    “Sapphurion’s three times his size,” Auli demurred, rather more smugly than might have been considered polite. Phew. She thanked the Captain for his wisdom. 
 
    As the Dragonship set course to the southeast, on the straight run past Tyrodia to Remoy City, Arkurion took his leave, saying, “I’ll fly out to Tanstoy Dragon Roost before joining you at Remoy in ten days’ time. King Jorman is a good man, but young. You would do well to instruct him in his dealings with Dragons.” 
 
    “Aye.” She bowed from the Dragonship’s starboard-bow gantry. “Flywell, Arkurion.” 
 
    “Likewise, Loremaster.” 
 
    The Mercury Blue turned, and powered away across the Cloudlands to Dragons only knew where. 
 
    Re-entering the navigation cabin, Auli-Ambar caught the Captain muttering something about the balance of the Dragonship feeling slightly off. He had the Watch team check the upper sections of the rope netting surrounding the main air sac, which inside was segmented into four discrete air compartments in order to mitigate the effects of any damage or puncture, while his crew swarmed over the lower hawsers and then checked that the hold cargo was firmly lashed into place. Everything was shipshape, no issues. 
 
    With that, they embarked upon the seven-day run to Remoy, also called the Emerald Isle. 
 
    The afternoon was set off by a spectacular treble-eclipse of the suns by the Jade, Blue and Yellow Moons. Jilriana described how the gloom led to the hush in birdsong Auli had noticed earlier as they were escorted from the small palace building, but now, the first of the suns was breaking out from behind Iridith’s gigantic, pockmarked bulk. The Yellow Moon occupied a broad swathe of the horizon, she said, and above her lay crescent Jade and full Blue, creating the treble eclipse that Dragonship navigators often claimed presaged bad weather. She noted that the sky was a metallic green colour in the north-westerly quadrant. The standard compass measure of one hundred degrees per quarter-circle allowed Jilriana to specify the exact direction of the wind, which she relayed to the Captain now. 
 
    “Rip me barnacles!” he snorted. 
 
    “What’s a barnacle?” Auli-Ambar inquired politely, quill pen poised. 
 
    “No idea, but I’m convinced it’s like a Loremaster who is stuck to her work like a Jeradian swamp leech!” 
 
    Later, Auli taught the youngsters the old rhyme about the Moons which she had never seen: 
 
    Iridith the Yellow, a very rotund fellow, 
 
    Jade the Green, who likes to go unseen, 
 
    A hint of White to light the night, Nightship she is called, 
 
    Consort to the great avenging Dragon, deathly Blue, 
 
    Last the Mystic, the mysterious changer of hue. 
 
    The Captain then had his boys teach her the importance of the Moons to Dragonship navigation, which led to a most enjoyable evening for a Loremaster. Having the theory stockpiled in her mind was all good, but learning how to use the logbooks and almanacs was rainbows over Islands. At last, Te’erranor and Asto’okan relaxed enough with her to start cracking jokes and playing up, to which their father responded with a brand of stern joviality that Auli recognised from her own father, of late. 
 
    Later, in their cabin, Si’ishi commented, “I noticed that the boys are rather taken with the Loremaster. You should have seen their faces when you turned up in Pygmy dress! Snails’ eyes on stalks are nothing in comparison.” 
 
    “Snails’ eyes?” 
 
    “They wave about on long, flexible stalks.” 
 
    “What? Really? Are you tugging my wings, Si’ishi?” 
 
    “Would I? The Mejjian giant land snail grows as tall as your knee, Loremaster. Did you know that? If you have doubt, look it up in your Dragon Library.” 
 
    “Well, I have stomped on a few snails in my time, for obvious reasons. Or, had them thrown at me, but I never noticed their eyes. I don’t understand. Why would a bit of bare flesh make boys react like that?” 
 
    “Men are visually oriented,” Si’ishi explained. “Generalising of course, most men respond strongly to visual stimuli. I don’t suppose you’ve ever had the experience of walking down a road and seeing men look you up and down like a tasty dish on legs – not that, I hasten to add, you are not missing anything. Well, those boys –” 
 
    “I see. I mean, I understand. I heard their reaction. Are men really –” 
 
    “Do Dragons have wings?” 
 
    “Oh! So I made a spectacle of myself – I never imagined how visually attuned – but Si’ishi … without meaning to sound vain – what I really don’t understand is –” 
 
    Si’ishi replied, with a soft laugh, “You cut a fine figure, petal. Perhaps a little taller and scrawnier than Mistress Yualiana would prefer, but you are striking of form and feature, clean-limbed and graceful withal, and your reticent manner does add to your charm. Many men notice you.” 
 
    “Striking of feature?” she whispered bitterly. 
 
    Perhaps they appreciated her from afar or from behind, but from close up, the true horror of her condition must turn their stomachs. 
 
    Her friend made an irritated hiss between her teeth, and punched her shoulder lightly. “I see your thoughts, petal. You need to shove Master Mi’elgan right out of your mind. Reject that voice. The one that says you are useless, ugly, a blight upon the Isles? That is a lie!” 
 
    “Si’ishi –” 
 
    “Reject it! That belongs in the past. Even then, it was false. Those words have no hold over you now, and most certainly, no hold upon your future. What matters is people, and Dragons, who see you for who you truly are.” 
 
    Her intake of breath was half-sob, half self-directed loathing. 
 
    A soldier’s strong arms hugged her breathless. “The Dragons will tack your teeth together with a bit of glue and string, and you’ll be smiling at the rainbows sooner than you think, petal. That said, you do seem to have a bit of a rash on this side of your face.” Warm fingers stroked her left check. “Here, on your cheekbone, and around your eye. The skin does feel odd, doesn’t it? Rather rougher than I’d expect.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar sighed. “Let’s pray Head Doctor Maximaxathior knows how to wrangle my ridiculously contrariant magical heritage into submission, shall we?” 
 
    “Petal, are you –” 
 
    “Frustrated. Aye. And, more than that … well, frightened. Islands’ sakes!” 
 
    “Blame the parents, say I.” 
 
    “I’m not much of a crowd-follower in that way, Si’ishi.” 
 
    A knowing laugh ensued. “Indeed not!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After six days of squally weather, during which ink pots refused to stay put upon any table, scrolls absconded from her grasp and the crew were heard to mutter many inappropriate words of nautical origin as they dashed about the rigging making adjustments or five minutes later having to undo the adjustments they had just made, the seventh day dawned idyllic and clear-skied. At last, the nightmares of the Talons which seemed to accompany any storm-time sleep, abated. Auli-Ambar rose with the dawn, as was her habit, and read a couple of scrolls beneath her blanket before rising. Ha. Blind person advantages, right? She could read fluently in the depths of the blackest cave, on the darkest night. 
 
    “Remoy, ho!” called the Watch. That was Mi’ikaran, who liked to sit right on top of the balloon to watch the suns-rise, no matter the weather. 
 
    Si’ishi was not yet awake. Unusual. Still, her breathing was even and as soft as a zephyr playing with leaves. After wetting her throat with a sip from her water gourd, Auli slipped out of the cabin as light-footed as she could manage. She found her way to the rope ladder and climbed aloft, step by very careful step. Feeling was everything. Mi’ikaran must have spotted her, for he gave a low gasp of horror, scooting over the supple fabric to grip her arm fiercely. 
 
    “Loremaster. What are you doing?” 
 
    “Watching the suns-rise with you, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    “I – I am not much given to clever words,” he said gruffly. 
 
    “A few concise questions, then?” 
 
    “If you insist. And, if you promise me your bodyguard will not kill me when she finds you up here. That’s one scary woman.” 
 
    “It’s my choice,” she assured him, laughing inwardly at his evident wariness of Si’ishi, who could growl and prowl with the best of them. “Is Remoy far?” 
 
    “No more than a league ahead.” 
 
    “Is it normal to be able to see farther? Was it too dark earlier?” 
 
    “Nay, not dark at all due to the light of full Iridith and near-full Blue, but a low-lying cloudbank has shifted to reveal the summit,” came the reply. “Under perfect conditions, persons can see twenty leagues and more across the Cloudlands.” 
 
    “Truly? Amazing. Tell me, what colour is the Island?” 
 
    “As you know, Loremaster, Remoy is also called the Emerald Isle after the dominant colouration of its heights. I believe a high copper concentration in the soils trapped in and above the terrace lakes – their buttresses are dark grey granite – makes the abundant vegetation this vibrant, gleaming green colour. But surely, I cannot teach you such details?” 
 
    “I have never travelled beyond Fra’anior Cluster,” she dissembled. Knowledge of lore was one matter, learning people interacted with it in the real Island-World, quite another, she was discovering. How much fresher, real and beautiful was this experience? “I know there are eighteen levels of terrace lakes. Can you see all of them?” 
 
    After a moment’s thought, he replied stoically, “Only the top four. There’s light blue Cloudlands below, lady, then a thick grey fog bank above that. The sky above the Island dome is clearing from the West. I’d wager a rajal’s breakfast to a bar of Dragon gold she’ll be as blue as our own lakes by the time we reach the Isle, and the day’s heat will be fierce at this latitude.” 
 
    “Do I feel us rising?” 
 
    “Aye. The Captain’s seeking height because Remoy’s shaped like a tall upside down jug – I mean, the heights whereon the city sits touch five and a half miles above Cloudlands level. You alright?” 
 
    Auli rubbed her stomach. “It’s nothing.” 
 
    They sat in companionable silence for a long while as the Dragonship sailed along, the hawsers creaking slightly from time to time. Otherwise, the stillness was complete. Mi’ikaran mentioned that on their current bearing, the suns were climbing directly behind the Island massif, which meant that they sailed through a long shadow cast across the Cloudlands. 
 
    What did a blind girl care for shadows? Her whole life was lived in shadow. 
 
    An accretion of adumbration. 
 
    She shifted uncomfortably. Even her favourite word games could not distract her any longer. Severe collywobbles in the midsection. “I’d … best visit the heads. Fast.” 
 
    “Need a hand?” 
 
    “Just to find the ladder, thank you.” 
 
    As she felt for the rope steps with her feet, he added that they would shortly be crossing above the edge of the first terrace lake layer. Auli wished she could have seen it. The foliage was so thick in many places, she had read, that it was as if rivers of flowers poured over the terraces and even over the lake surfaces. A slightly loamy freshwater tang hung in the air. The nearing chirruping and singing of many water birds made for a tuneful background sound, although she missed the effortless musicianship of Fra’anior’s dragonets. Finding the gantry, she rushed as quickly as she was able to the rear. The delights of Remoy could wait, unlike her stomach. Ouch. 
 
    After a brief and nastily one-sided battle with stomach cramps, she felt a great deal better. Rearrange the clothing. Check the dragonet eggs with a habitual touch. She would have to rely upon the crew to empty the bucket at an opportune moment, for one did not simply sling the contents overboard when flying over Island territories. 
 
    Shiver. 
 
    “Is someone there?” she called, but softly. 
 
    Peculiar. She could have sworn the breeze had … changed. Reaching out with her hands, she checked her surrounds. Nothing. Of course, nothing. No-one else was awake yet, apart from the Captain standing at his station forward, in the navigation cabin. Dawn’s rising was his usual shift. 
 
    Sweeping aside the cloth screen of the women’s heads, Auli-Ambar began to make her way forward, running her fingertips along the thin metal railing for guidance. 
 
    Whap! A thick cloth pad slapped against her face. 
 
    She screamed, but the sound was muffled in the padding, which reeked of an exotic oil, aromatic but cloying. A heavy weight dropped upon her shoulders, and then the unseen assailant kicked out, plunging them both over the railing! 
 
    The speed and professionalism of the assault caught her completely flat-footed. Auli had trained at hand-to-hand combat with Si’ishi, but nothing could have prepared her for the sensation of tumbling through the cool dawn air with a strong hand clamping that cloth over her mouth, muffling her howling and cutting off her air supply. At last, the pad lifted away. 
 
    “Breathe deep,” a youngish female voice ordered. 
 
    Auli pitched her shriek as high and far as she could. “Help!” 
 
    “Straighten out. Water! Now!” 
 
    The assailant was trying to arrange her limbs, to kick her about in the air, but she fought back without thought or reason, connecting several times with fists and elbows. Then, she struck the surface with a violent impact. It was as if her outflung left arm, her thigh and the side of her head cannoned into rock, before the displaced water crashed around her head, stunning her. A great kafuffle of bubbles rushed up along her body as she sank like a stone. 
 
    She should have been unconscious. 
 
    It was the first occasion in her life she had ever been deeply immersed. Baths aplenty, for certain. Daily bathing was a Fra’aniorian custom and indeed, a necessity given the humid climate. But at this unfamiliar depth, the water pressure creaked in her ears, and her sodden clothing felt as heavy as lead as it swirled slowly about her limbs. Where was the surface? She flailed helplessly in a strange world. In contrast, the assailant gripped her from behind around the upper chest region, and kicked out strongly, clearly used to swimming. What was this? She was being kidnapped underwater? Where was the Dragonship? What had happened to Si’ishi – had they drugged her? How? Why was her face hurting so badly, and why was there something that felt loose between her nose and her left eye? 
 
    The need for oxygen set her lungs ablaze. Auli tried to fight again, but the person was stronger than she could have imagined – or, they were being hauled along underwater with increasing speed? A rope? What … she coughed and lost her breath in an explosion of air. A hand scrabbled at her aching face, tearing off her head coverings … 
 
    She saw light! 
 
    Wavering, uncertain light surrounded her. There was an eerie tingling sensation all over her skin, and the staggering awareness of a fundamental shift in her magic. She sensed an awakening to a world of murky blue, and a sensation as if her own bones were rippling in concert with the disconcerting dancing of the light. 
 
    Air! She needed air! The radiance rotated languidly overhead, as if she were facing upward from beneath the surface, and she saw a wide, dark shape above … Arkurion? Do I feel … Arkurion? The shadow darkened rapidly, rushing up upon her. Where … what the … 
 
    Darkness drowned the brightness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Her nostrils flared. There was … dankness. A cavern. 
 
    She wished her eyelids would move, and the muscles fluttered slightly in response to her desire, but there was no change to the surrounding darkness. A person was present. This time, she knew it for certain. They were trying to be quiet, but she detected the slight rasp of breathing over to her right. 
 
    A soft blanket covered her for warmth, but she shivered nonetheless. The kidnappers had stolen all of her clothing, including the precious egg pouch, but they had wrapped her up in thick coverings – therefore perhaps not advancing to murder, as yet. Criminals who went to this much trouble to kidnap a person, who must have had an agent stow away on the Dragonship, undetected, from as far afield as Melkadia Island, must have deep plans for a Dragon Loremaster. This was a standard of operation her father would have taken pride in. 
 
    What did they want of her? 
 
    Volcanoes would have nothing on the wrath of Sapphurion spited. He would bring a Dragonwing of hundreds and rend Remoy stone from stone for this perfidy. Why venture such a monstrous risk?  
 
    Silently, her hand shifted to check her left eye. The stony orb was loose in its socket! 
 
    Every last iota of her courage leached away into the Cloudlands. Captors and demands, she could face. Considering an escape attempt was not beyond the pale. But not this. Not the looseness of a bone socket that was meant to be whole, purposed to hold her eye in place. If she sat up it would pop right out. The bone beneath her eye shifted under her exploratory touch, as did her nose. In fact, the whole foundation of the left side of her face felt fractured, and ached with a dull, grinding insistency. What damage had that impact done? 
 
    Fury coiled snakelike inside her belly. 
 
    “Awake?” said the girlish voice. “Introductions, of course. I’m Romilly of Yelegoy Island. You are the one they call Auli-Ambar?” 
 
    Young and full of confidence. The contrast between her brash tone and the sweet, fluting Southern accent was almost laughable. Almost. Vile kidnapper! Wretch! Slithering sleazy slug! 
 
    “I am the Dragon Loremaster.” 
 
    “Not much to look at, are you? I expected someone with a more evident air of wisdom about them, I mean. Ten thousand years old, or whatever. Do get yourself up and dressed, if you can. We’re off to Yelegoy Island. If you thought your companions would follow you –” she barked out a laugh “– then they’ll be looking all up and down the wrong set of terrace lakes.” 
 
    When Auli did not move immediately, a toe prodded her ribs. “Up. Your new clothes are right here.” 
 
    “I’ll need a bandage first.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Well, I ought to introduce you to your new name first, Romilly of Yelegoy Island.” 
 
    “A new name? Is this some kind of Fra’aniorian joke?” the girl demanded, all bristle and belligerence in expectation of an insult. 
 
    Auli-Ambar would have rolled her eyes, had she been able. “No, but I do also want to extend my condolences to your fellow Islanders, in advance. Total draconic annihilation does occasionally merit a footnote in the history scrolls, but in the case of a renegade backwater like Yelegoy, barely a codicil.” 
 
    “You think Dragons will come to your aid? Think again!” 
 
    She smiled, even though it must have been a ghastly affair. “You’ve no idea who you’re dealing with, do you?” 
 
    “Aye, I do! Some helpless blind girl who is barely worth my time and trouble – get up!” 
 
    “Congratulations. I hereby dub you, ‘Dragon Bait.’ ” 
 
    A curse spat toward her face as the girl, clearly leaning in, gripped Auli-Ambar’s arm and pulled. She rose with a smooth flexion of her legs, much faster than Romilly could have expected, lashing upward with her right elbow at the same instant. She missed the strike to the face, but a clean elbow to the throat was no pleasant experience either, as Si’ishi had taught her. A hand slapped her arm in a weak riposte. Taking her cue from the low location of the choking sound, Auli-Ambar swung her knee and landed a powerful blow to the side of the girl’s head. Kerrump! 
 
    A body fell to the floor. 
 
    Auli-Ambar dusted her hands. “Not half as helpless as you imagined, eh?” Then, she yelped and caught her eye as it lurched toward freedom. 
 
    Hands clapped nearby. “Very impressive, Loremaster.” 
 
    Preoccupied with reseating the stony orb in its socket – thankfully, it seemed to lack the sensitivity she understood normal eyes possessed – she hissed, “Could I get that bandage now, please?” 
 
    A stick tapped counterpoint to an awkward gait. “I’ll see what I can do. What’s the matter with you?” 
 
    “Well, I didn’t travel several thousand leagues on a pleasure cruise,” she sniped at the older woman, whoever she was. “I require urgent medical attention, as you can doubtless see. Who are you, and why am I being held against my will?” 
 
    “Though it means little, I did not agree with this course of action,” said the woman. Cloth ripped nearby. “I am Tarrinya, mother to the girl you just laid unconscious. I did warn Romilly that her obnoxious attitude would avail her little, but from time to time, teenagers can behave like rajals with the scent of meat in their nostrils, Dragon Loremaster. You taught her a valuable lesson. Dry clothing lies two feet from your left hand, beside the pallet. There is underwear, a headscarf, sandals and a Yelegoyan autumn dress, not nearly as all-concealing as you will be accustomed to, I’m afraid. We Southerners do have scurrilous reputations to uphold.” 
 
    Dry, understated humour. Auli-Ambar found the corners of her mouth twitching upward, despite her fear and antagonism. 
 
    Trying to iron out the shaking in her voice, she said, “Where are you taking me?” 
 
    “You’ll be paying a visit to Yelegoy Island.” 
 
    “Yelegoy?” 
 
    “It’s unavoidable, I’m afraid.” 
 
    “I am to be ransomed? You do understand, when the Dragons –” 
 
    “You will be briefed upon arrival. We royalists deemed the matter of sufficient urgency and import to require your involvement, Loremaster – but now, the menfolk are coming and I believe your modesty may demand slightly more than nil clothing.” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    “Interesting … tattoo, is it? I thought the practice of bodily modification was against your Northern religion?” 
 
    “Mostly.” Auli-Ambar fiddled with the unfamiliar underwear. Heavens, her friend Zimtyna would have appreciated these frilly bits of what felt like Helyon silk. Very fine indeed. “Are these undershorts for the dress?” 
 
    “Indeed. Breezes aloft can be playful.” Again, Tarrinya smiled audibly. 
 
    For a person who had never in her life worn dresses an inch shorter than a floor-length minimum, nor sleeves shorter than elbow length, the dress she discovered she was meant to don, did more than raise her eyebrows. Half of the ridiculous outfit was missing! It was cut at least a handspan shy of mid-thigh. No sleeves. Even the material felt indecently thin, given as it was only a single layer compared to the three to four relatively sheer layers demanded of Fra’aniorian couture. Despite her Pygmy experience, she still felt intensely embarrassed. 
 
    Certainly, these Yelegoyans deserved nothing so crass as a straightforward bombardment by Dragon fireball. She would have to devise a far more lingering punishment. 
 
    Something with a suitably historic ring. 
 
    Auli-Ambar had barely slipped the indecent scrap of garment over her head, when a clattering of boots presaged a group of men bursting into the cavern. Someone was yelling in a thick Southern accent that she could barely follow: 
 
    “– pea-brained excuse –” a volley of indecipherable curses peppered his speech “– of ‘engaging with the Dragon Loremaster’ was this? Windroc droppings and skanky, mouldering … and now the King himself is travelling … Yelegoy … the rebels! Unfortunate timing has nothing –” 
 
    “Sir, we risked not even speaking with her –” 
 
    “Shut your yapping trap, you fool! She – she’s injured?” The voice descended into incoherent execrations. “What – Romilly, too? What happened here?” 
 
    Tarrinya pressed a length of cloth into the captive’s fingers. “Here. Shall I help you?” 
 
    “Who is that?” 
 
    “Chazzu, my husband. He’s part Western Isles warrior, originally – his grandparents were indentured slaves purchased by Remoy to work in the diamond mines.” 
 
    “Dangerous labour,” Auli-Ambar commented, tying the bandage so that hopefully no further mishaps would befall the eye. Too tight and her face might just crumble, she feared. “Is he as big as they say? And dark?” 
 
    “He has but a couple of inches on you, Loremaster, but at least fifteen sackweight that he would assert is all muscle. Menfolk, shall we say? And aye, he is darker than either of us – you could pass for a Southerner with your golden skin tone, but your build is pure Fra’anior, by my oath.” 
 
    Someone suggested the Loremaster ought to be manacled and another passed a comment that she had ‘legs for days,’ intended as some sort of compliment, she assumed, mentally adding that voice to a list for evisceration by Dragon talon. Just as soon as she could expedite justice. 
 
    Tarrinya said, “Will you resist? Have we your word to accompany us peaceably?” 
 
    “What is my fate to be?” she countered. 
 
    “Dare you bargain with us, Loremaster?” the man Chazzu growled. 
 
    Auli-Ambar kept still, trying to exude an air of confidence that she felt in no measure whatsoever. Too much had transpired too quickly. Kidnapping. Injury. Paralysing distress. Yet the greatest shock was that she had seen underwater – hadn’t she? The issue with her was that her fire magic interfered with her water magic. Fire for father-magic, water for mother-magic. Or rather, they interfered with one another. Perhaps if she imagined one day a way in which the two diametrically opposed types of magic actually worked in harmony, might she be blind no longer, or might she be able to call upon either branch of magic at will? 
 
    The only trouble was that water quenched fire, and fire vaporised water. Neither the most auspicious nor reasonable combination! 
 
    She must inquire of the Healer Dragons of Tanstoy. 
 
    Right after she finished intimidating these horrid pirates! She said, “It’s not so much my health I am concerned about, as yours, noble Yelegoyans. My aid was yours for the asking, as I am beholden to none other than the Council of Dragon Elders. I have no affiliation or preference for any political power upon the Isles.” Over a chorus of derisive grunts and chuckles, she added, “However, you chose to abduct, injure and threaten me – and I promise you, my draconic masters will take a most fiery view of that.” 
 
    “How would they know where you are?” Chazzu argued. 
 
    “I am expected at Tanstoy.” 
 
    “Tanstoy Dragon Roost? That territory is forbidden to Humans.” 
 
    “But not to a Dragon Loremaster.” 
 
    “Huh!” another man cut in, as Romilly groaned and began to come to. “We bury you down a mine, even the Dragons will never find you.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar inclined her head in his direction. “Ah, you must be the local expert in Dragon magic, then?” 
 
    “Enough!” Chazzu snarled. “Chains or none, you are coming to Yelegoy Island, Loremaster. Choose!” 
 
    “I shall accompany you.” 
 
    And may ten thousand Dragons chargrill your insignificant corpses, she thought pleasantly, before pulling herself up short, quite shocked. Where had that thought come from? 
 
    “Good. Move out!” 
 
    By foot, then covered coach and later by Dragonship, Auli-Ambar was conveyed to the small outlying Island of Yelegoy. She understood that Yelegoy stood a mere forty-three leagues from its more illustrious neighbour Remoy, or half a day’s Dragonship flight. The abductors locked her in a cabin but were clearly oblivious to the acuteness of a blind person’s hearing, and so from a muted disagreement on the other side of the thin panels, she learned much about her situation. 
 
    A secessionist movement in Yelegoy had long fought for independence from Remoy. In contrast, her abductors were royalists, loyal to the crown. With the ascension of King Jorman to the throne, the secessionists had decided to launch another rebellion – apparently, a regular occurrence, but this one was more organised and more successful than most. They had imprisoned various functionaries and governors, and had the main ‘Jazzarine Hall’ of Yelegoy under lockdown. That must be like the Halls of the Dragons, she assumed. 
 
    Geographically speaking, Yelegoy was a set of five closely linked but dormant volcanic cones, each fabulously rich in diamonds. The deep diamond mines had been worked for decades by men and women, like Chazzu, who now wanted more of a say and share in the riches for which they daily risked their lives, for the depths were perilous, both due to toxic gases leaching through from the Cloudlands and what she understood was a diamond-excreting reptile unique to Yelegoy – a biological weirdness that could not possibly be true! From the threads of conversation, she picked up that Yelegoyans were generally impoverished and therefore the notion of ransoming the Dragon Loremaster, or an ancient draconic scroll called the Tyrabulus Codex, was attractive to some. Others wanted her to decode the Tyrabulus, for they believed it laid out a millennia-old agreement between the Dragons and Yelegoy Island that would establish the fact of its legal independence once and for all. Without a full briefing, she would not understand why exactly that might be a bone of contention, but she assumed there must be some reason Yelegoy Island had come into Remoy’s ambit of power, and never been allowed to leave. 
 
    The obvious conclusion? Nothing more or less than the allure of vast quantities of sparkling wealth. 
 
    That draconic scroll intrigued her like mischief intrigued the average dragonet. 
 
    A Tyrabulus Codex? 
 
    Firstly, she had never come across a hint of it in the lore. Secondly, the name did not offer additional linguistic hints. Thirdly, one of the men described it as far too heavy to lift. That was one hefty chunk of academic work – and, Dragons had never made scrolls that large, as best she understood. Messages intended for Humans were necessarily miniaturized, from a Dragon’s point of view, and the vast preponderance of draconic lore was scribed in huge tomes more than sizeable enough to swallow a budding Loremaster without a trace. Books, not scrolls. 
 
    Now, since a blind person could not readily escape into terrain or places she knew nothing about, how soon could she reasonably expect to start squealing for Arkurion to come and save the day? 
 
    Again. Sigh. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Yelegoy Island smelled like peaches, a fruit unfamiliar to Auli-Ambar. She had heard of its fame, however; the soft furry outside concealing a sweet, juicy interior with a most delicious savour. Her captors being the dry-bread-and-water rationing types, they hustled her directly through the drool-worthy fruit orchards of the diminutive but mountainous Island territory and into a remote village, where she heard the laughter of children before a door thumped behind her and she realised she was being held somewhere indoors. 
 
    With … goats? 
 
    “Er, could I – ouch!” 
 
    Her leg crumpled as a foot kicked her right in the kneecap. A second later, someone was wrestling her into a pile of what felt like straw, trying to twist an arm behind her back. Amateur. Or, one unfamiliar with the types of training in which Si’ishi had drilled her. After a few tries, she punched the person’s left ear and earned a curse that told her that Romilly was once again the aggressor. Payback time? A hank of cord whipped her lower back, and then her legs as the girl danced about her. 
 
    “So, you want to play rough, little Loremaster? Feel this! And that!” 
 
    Mistake. Sound was her friend. Auli-Ambar struck out but hit nothing. A foot tripped her up neatly, and then Romilly swarmed over her, landing several sharp blows in her ribs before the purportedly helpless blind victim writhed backward between the other girl’s legs and bucked sharply, tossing the Yelegoyan Islander headfirst into the goats. 
 
    Meeewwh! Meeewwh! The animals scattered with panicked bleats. 
 
    “What about that, Dragon Bait?” she taunted. 
 
    The hubbub masked the sound of Romilly’s next move, which was to tackle her about the midsection, driving her back into the straw. Gaah! A sharp object smacked the back of her head with a ringing metallic clong! It was only a glancing impact, however. Recovering, she grabbed the girl about the upper body with her left arm and snaked the right about her neck, creating a neat reverse chokehold. To her credit, Romilly reacted instantly, throwing her body upward to try to break the hold, but Auli-Ambar moved and rolled with her, changing position to wriggle behind the girl’s back. From there, she employed the crook of her right elbow and the leverage of her left forearm to apply a powerful neck-crank that made the girl’s vertebrae pop audibly. She well remembered Si’ishi demonstrating this move, which had left her with a sore neck for a week afterward. 
 
    Romilly struggled furiously, but Auli wound her legs around her torso and clung on with the tenacity of a tree to Fra’anior’s cliffs, keeping the pressure on. 
 
    “Stop it. Stop!” she growled. “It’ll only hurt you more.” 
 
    The other girl just thumped the top of her head with her fist. “Gerroff!” 
 
    Alright. Not wishing to break Romilly’s neck, she wriggled and twisted her forearm until she forced it beneath the other girl’s chin, cutting off her jugular and air supply. Within seconds, the body went limp. Fight over. Hopefully, minus any lasting damage. Si’ishi had been very specific and graphic about the possible injuries that strangleholds, arm locks and nerve strikes could cause. 
 
    As she felt her way to the door, she heard a creak and then she tried to dent the heavy wood with her forehead. At least, that was how she felt. 
 
    “Dinner time,” Tarrinya announced brightly. “Alright there, Loremaster?” 
 
    Auli-Ambar checked her forehead. “I’m fine. I can’t speak for Romilly, however. Sleeping on the job again …” 
 
    Evidently, her escape was over before it had even begun. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 7: Sparkling Excreta 
 
      
 
    AfTER THAT, SHE did feel the cool of manacles applied to her wrists and ankles. 
 
    “More for our Romilly’s sake than yours, Loremaster!” Chazzu guffawed, slapping her so hard upon the shoulder, she almost fell over. He seemed to find the repeat incident hilarious. Tarrinya was less impressed, and suggested she might start carving certain people up with her belt knife if they did not desist from beating up people called Romilly. 
 
    Feeble blind girl. Mwaa-haa-haa! 
 
    Stuffing her draconic victory-guffaw right back where it belonged, Auli-Ambar inquired anxiously after her eggs, and had the pouch returned to her, all contents intact, thankfully. The impact did not appear to have done any damage that she could detect. 
 
    A thoroughly embarrassing dinner followed. Accused of fussiness regarding the offerings, which smelled delicious but resembled nothing she had ever eaten before, she was forced to confess the underlying reasons for her trip to Tanstoy. Since Yelegoyans did not understand soup as a concept, she ended up drinking four different types of fruit juice and calling that dinner. She could have killed for one of their chargrilled dyras steaks, which smelled exactly like venison, and was served with a crusty fresh mohili loaf and a leafy green salad – none of which she could partake of. 
 
    After nightfall, an extraordinarily long and lingering affair that hardly seemed to blunt the day’s blistering heat in the slightest, she was taken before an inner council of royalists for her briefing, inside what sounded like a large wood-panelled chamber closed to the warm night air. They were all wearing hoods and masks. She was far too genteel a creature to snigger privately at their abashment at realising they were dealing with a wholly blind Loremaster, wasn’t she? 
 
    One of her least favourite peeves about being blind was that people tended to speak around or past her as if she did not exist. As if blindness equated to inconsequentiality. 
 
    Having sat amongst their conference on an uncomfortable high-backed wooden chair for nigh two hours without being called upon to speak a word, Auli-Ambar unearthed and fanned into life an unexpected spark of courage inside of herself. Perhaps she was clammy and overtired. More short-tempered than she cared to admit. Perhaps dealings with Dragons as mighty as Sapphurion and Qualiana had begun to teach her a few lessons she had been lamentably slow to internalise. With mild amazement, she found herself pushing back her chair to stand up – and still they argued on around the table, wholly oblivious. 
 
    Who were the blind ones around this Isle? 
 
    “Excuse me.” 
 
    “Sit down,” Tarrinya hissed, tugging at the hem of her skirt. Her walking stick clattered to the ground between their chairs. 
 
    “I’d like to speak.” 
 
    “When there’s a suitable break in the –” 
 
    “Interminable quibbling and caterwauling?” 
 
    How she wished she could have summoned one of Sapphurion’s Storm-powered battle roars. Discussions between the Dragon Elders regularly became fiery and snappish. On occasion, she had heard Sapphurion silence his Council with thunder that shook Gi’ishior to its core – however, she lacked the draconic thunder plus the fifty tonnes of brimstone and muscle to back it up. 
 
    A different approach, then … 
 
    With a mischievous sense of summoning her doom – however incongruous the idea – Auli-Ambar pitched her voice to its piercing peak, vocalising one of her deceased dragonet friend Mystery’s favourite passages of The Flame Cycle. The words were decidedly non-standard, however. 
 
    Hither thou lords and ladies of Yelegoy, 
 
    Although I fear a song might annoy, 
 
    This Council’s fretful deliberations must destroy, 
 
    ANON! 
 
    Overriding various protestations, the inevitable dress-pulling and a few yells to the effect of ‘someone quiet that infernal screeching’ and ‘make that banded wildcat sit down,’ she completed her impromptu refrain with a nervy vocal wobble. Terrified! Good. Now that she had achieved the desired level of palpable outrage, she said in her sweetest voice, one she had heard Zimtyna use when she wanted something from her father, Master Chamzu: 
 
    “I wish to convey to you the most sulphurous greetings from the Council of Dragon Elders of Gi’ishior, whom I represent in my official capacity as Dragon Loremaster. O leaders of Yelegoy, permit me to bring several facts to your attention. Firstly, if it is ancient legal land or resource records you seek, I would recommend you send representation to consult with Daruzagor the Green, Head Archivist of the Dragon Library. His archives contain the oldest and earliest official records sourced from all over the Island-World North of the Rift, some dating back over fifteen centuries. If a legal relationship between Remoy and Yelegoy exists, that is the most likely place you will find it.” 
 
    “Lady, that is –” 
 
    “Master Chazzu, I am speaking.” She paused a second, heart palpitating in her throat, and then added, “I further advise, based on the incomplete descriptions you have furnished, that it is extremely unlikely that this Tyrabulus Codex contains the information that you desire. The purported age and style of the scroll encasement do not match any records I am aware of at the Halls; indeed, they do not marry with any form of records that exist, to my best knowledge.” 
 
    “The Codex is clearly draconic in origin.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar inclined her head toward the source of this new voice, an elderly woman. She sounded sharp, judicious and wise. “What would you suggest, Mistress …” 
 
    “Mistress? I am Xartis the Oracle, mistress of nought but my own destiny. I am blind, like you, but I sense your otherworldly magic, young chit that you are.” Abruptly, she hissed, “Know this: the storming breath of the Oynx rages through your life! Listen, my people! Listen well, or be doomed!” 
 
    She had to grip the table for support. Great leaping Islands! That was far more than she had bargained for. Mayhem, doom and destruction made for resounding ballads, but she was less fond of the idea in real life. Especially if she was the initiator, even indirectly, due to others’ foolish actions. She needed to rise above. Grasp the issues. Divine a solution, if she could, averting said doom which would likely be winging toward Yelegoy within days. Would her companions not rouse the Dragon colony of Remoy’s interior forests to her aid? Or send word to Tanstoy? 
 
    “When can I examine this Codex?” 
 
    “Three days,” came a reply from across the round table. 
 
    “Three?” at least twenty people shouted. 
 
    That set the Dragon amongst the ralti sheep. Apparently, toxic air had to be pumped out of any mine before it was safe to descend. That process took a minimum of three days. 
 
    Off they went again. Some wanted to petition King Jorman, others were shouting about the Remoyan hegemony over Yelegoyan resources, one or two threatened to shut the impertinent Loremaster up permanently, and still more complained about a shortage of diamonds in the mines. Auli stood, perspired, and waited. By the Great Onyx, she was exhausted and hurting. It would be so easy just to let her knees crumple. So tempting to be a mouse, Qualiana’s pet name for her and for Hualiama. 
 
    She was weary of feeling unheard, unremarked and useless. 
 
    Enter Growly-Ambar, Dragoness in disguise. 
 
    She pitched her singing voice to cut through the babble once more. “Shut your fangs!” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    The Loremaster licked her tingling lips. Weird. Had she just done something magical with her voice? 
 
    No time to dwell on that. “Very well, o leaders of Yelegoy,” she said. “Who can summarise for me the issues relating to the diamond mining? What has led you to such desperate straits as to kidnap a Loremaster?” 
 
    “For ransom!” someone shouted. 
 
    “A ransom fitted to the destruction of this Island,” she returned evenly. 
 
    “You think too highly of yourself, Loremaster.” 
 
    Ghastly irony. She did, but she did not. Auli-Ambar said, “Master Chazzu?” 
 
    Grimly, he replied in his strong burr, “Remoy has its boot on our collective necks, is the summary. 173 years ago this fall, the chieftains of Yelegoy signed an accord with Remoy for urgent protection and aid in exchange for resources. The terms were not advantageous.” 
 
    “Protection from whom?”  
 
    “Germodia, Melkadia and Tyrodia – we call them the terrible triplets,” he replied, with a grim chuckle. “Remoy is twenty times our size, lady, and boasts a Dragonship fleet and army we can never hope to command. The chieftains hoped that peace would lead to prosperity. Instead, they unwittingly created a yoke and a political snarl like unto a wrestling match between Dragons. At various times there have been insurrections here on Yelegoy, closure of mines, broken promises and accords, needless deaths due to mismanagement, active destabilisation of each other’s regimes, financial exploitation, slavery, invasion … let us say there are no blameless parties in this never-ending wrangle.” 
 
    Again, thirty or forty voices rose to debate or clarify the issues, but Chazzu roared them to silence. 
 
    He added, “Diamonds are our only natural resource of value, aside from the far less profitable peach crop. We Yelegoyans both rely upon and abhor Remoyan rule, but we lack the influence or means to change our lot. We are divided. Hence the plot formed against you, Loremaster. That was also a divided decision –” 
 
    Xartis put in, “And, a misguided endeavour at best. The plan was to ransom you or to sell the Tyrabulus Codex for gold, or to use the information contained in the Codex to sue for a change to our political situation.” 
 
    “Which has been exacerbated by the dramatically declining output of diamonds,” Chazzu put in. 
 
    “Why?” Auli asked. 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why the decline in output?” 
 
    “Mine Master Lurzak?” 
 
    A new voice, smooth and ingratiating, said, “The mines have become less productive and more dangerous over the last three decades, Loremaster. We must reach ever greater, more perilous depths to extract what we need. The Symorrian Dragarnads – our diamond producers – have become notably more belligerent and aggressively territorial, which doubles the danger.” 
 
    Her mind raced through the linguistic terminology, spitting, ‘dragon, dragonish, draconian, adraconistic’ … all linked words. Dragarnads? With a name like that, they had to be Dragonkind. She would stake her life on it. Intriguing! 
 
    Lurzak added, “Of course, any reduction in output is viewed with the greatest suspicion by our Remoyan masters. They believe we are hoarding diamonds –” 
 
    “Are you, Mine Master?” 
 
    Amidst the hubbub generally declining to answer her outrageous accusation, someone snorted quietly, “Do ralti sheep have wool?” 
 
    Indeed. The plot not only thickened, it grew fangs and a tail. 
 
    She asked, “Mine Master Lurzak, how do you keep the … Dragarnads … away?” 
 
    “Kill them, of course.” 
 
    “Oh, I bet that helps production levels,” she returned sarcastically. 
 
    Oily-polite, he riposted, “Maybe we should toss you down a mine shaft the better to see for yourself, noble Loremaster?” 
 
    If she could have bitten the inside of her lip, she would have. No. She must channel her inner Dragoness, and execute a perfect ambush. 
 
    She gushed, “What a truly admirable idea, noble Mine Master!” Most certainly, his was not the only jaw which dangled in the room, judging by the palpitating silence. Gratifying. “If one of the mines is currently accessible, should I not use the time wisely and go negotiate with these Dragons – the so-called Symorrian Dragarnads – on your behalf?” 
 
    “I – uh, well!” spluttered Lurzak. 
 
    “Otherwise, I’m sure we could add the reprehensible murder of Dragonkind to the list of your crimes.” 
 
    Boom! Thunder! Now she knew why Dragons so loved the idea of an ambush. 
 
    And she was shaking like a leaf in a gale. It was all Auli-Ambar could do not to throw up the fruit juice she had just quaffed for dinner. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Loremaster? Bah. More like a Loreminer,” she muttered beneath her breath. “What did you know about Dragarnads before this? As long as you don’t slip to Loreminor. What a disaster that would be.” 
 
    How excited was she to be riding a rattling cage lift down into the foetid depths of a diamond mine? Romilly, rather than trying to beat her up, for once, clutched her arm with a gratifying degree of solicitude. Perhaps there had been a severe parental talking-to the previous evening, combined with some additional, much needed thrashing of the Romilly? 
 
    By the Onyx, how very rancorous her thoughts were becoming under duress these days! 
 
    Sweltering air wafted past her nose as the lift continued its clanking, shaking descent at a tortoise’s top speed of one mile an hour. The air smelled slightly like cinnamon-vanilla, as she expected of the presence of Dragons, but the scent was laced with a tang like metals smelted in a furnace. Oh, and here was a hint of nard, a rich, musky sweetness that reminded her of earth rather than rock, which suggested that perhaps the name of their subspecies was a corruption of ‘Dragon’ and ‘nard.’ Were they real, intelligent Dragonkind or some subspecies of lesser intelligence? Her plan very much depended upon the former being true. 
 
    All of the persons in their party carried water gourds, because the depths were even more ferociously hot than up top. Sweat ran freely down her back beneath her light Yelegoyan clothing. They would become far hotter if the Symorrian Dragarnads attacked. They generated internal temperatures hot enough to form diamonds – in excess of 2,000 degrees, she believed – and huge pressures within their bodies … or was the process magical? Curious. This was as much as the Yelegoyans knew of their benefactors, which was not saying a great deal, was it? 
 
    Eventually, the metal cage clanged upon rock. Auli, Romilly, her parents, several of the Councillors and a squad of ten heavily armed guards, all marched over to the next cage lift. Repeat, for another quarter-mile. 
 
    Five repeats of shorter descents later, she stepped out into the working level of the mine, and mopped her forehead. Phew. Not a place for any person with claustrophobia. Never had she been more aware of how far away the world of birdsong and breezes might feel, and how enormously heavy the weight of rock seemed to be above and around her. Did the very bedrock own a language and presence? 
 
    A few feet away, Lurzak was ordering a miner to take them to where the newest Dragarnad tracks had been noted. Auli-Ambar lifted her nose to scent the air, and bumped her head. 
 
    “Mind the ceiling, Loremaster,” Romilly sniggered. 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    “It’s built for Southerners.” 
 
    “Like a dragonet warren,” she returned, touching the pouch at her waist. The eggs must be happy down here. She wished she knew how long dragonet gestation periods were, but this was another matter upon which the Dragon Library was silent. 
 
    They walked a ways, perspiring copiously in the sultry atmosphere, until she heard the heavy grating of a rock door being pushed back on runners. The blast of air that struck her was thick with the scent of Dragons, and even more oven-like than before. Toasty. She swigged from her gourd, but the water was already lukewarm. Nasty. Meantime, they entered with care. The tunnels here were much narrower, built for miners’ access only. 
 
    “Explain for the Loremaster,” Lurzak ordered. 
 
    The miner said, “Beggin’ yer pardon, noble lady. I be’s Tarmku, a humble miner at yer service.” 
 
    In his simple brogue, the miner explained that the area they had entered was not a single broad volcanic pipe, but a vast number of narrow inclusions which generally lay parallel to one another in a vertical orientation, which could twist and turn for lengths of miles. The miners worked between the pipes to open them up for mining. Within the pipes was usually where the Symorrian Dragarnads appeared to deposit their – well, valuable deposits – but some were intelligent enough to break into the main mine tunnels, and that was when life became more interesting. He helped her touch the inside of a narrow pipe. Some were up to twenty feet in diameter, he noted, and were mined by using mobile gantries or miners suspended from ropes. 
 
    “Used to be flush with them sparklies,” he said, “but it’s my thought that the fresh air drives ’em –” 
 
    “Nonsense,” said Lurzak. 
 
    “Carry on,” said Auli-Ambar. 
 
    “If you kneel, Loremaster, you can feel a diamond here,” Chazzu put in. He guided her kneeling and feeling ahead of her with precision. The diamond was cool and slightly faceted. Was their attraction only relevant to sighted persons or Dragons? 
 
    Tarmku explained, “We keeps some sparklies as seed-food, see? Helps the Dragarnads git th’idea.” 
 
    “Verbal windroc droppings,” Lurzak clarified ungraciously. 
 
    From her kneeling position, Auli said, “Humour me, please, Mine Master Lurzak. What’s the process for airing out the mines?” 
 
    Tarmku outlined how the sealing doors could be opened remotely from the level above, following which, the coal-fired air pumps were switched on to extract toxic air from deep down and pump in the new. The exhaust pipes ran right across Yelegoy Island to the downwind side. Sometimes the interior doors stuck or were damaged by the Dragarnads, and then the miners would go in with breathing masks to try to resolve the issue. Those who had worked for years in the mines often developed primary and secondary diseases of the lungs or oesophageal cancers, collectively called the lung-rot. Lately, he added, some of those doors appeared to have been purposely sabotaged to facilitate ambush, which had the Mine Master muttering yet again. 
 
    Lurzak said, “Now we will proceed four levels deeper to try to find some of your Dragonkind, Loremaster. How are you with ladders?” 
 
    “A dab hand. Lead on, Master Lurzak.” 
 
    She shinned down the long ladders behind a group of increasingly nervous soldiers. There was much rattling of swords and shields, clearing of throats and soft-voiced commands. Stronger and stronger scents assaulted her nostrils. Burning slag. A clean, fresh tang like the ozone smell of a Dragon lightning attack, such as Arkurion’s signature Liquescent Lightning, a lucid olfactory memory. Despite that she could not hear any movement apart from their own group, she paused and said: 
 
    “There are Dragons nearby. Please be careful.” 
 
    “Oh, now we’re being careful?” Romilly mocked at her right hand. Her grip on Auli-Ambar’s elbow felt like a tourniquet, however. The girl was all bluster and bravado, wasn’t she? 
 
    Lurzak said, “Right, we’ve reached a branch chamber, Loremaster. There are five tunnels that lead off this one, besides the one from which we entered. Three doors here were stuck this week; one tunnel has been cleared of the beasts. But it cost us two men.” 
 
    “I can’t hear any movement.” Despite that, the skin at the nape of her neck crawled. “Shh.” 
 
    Chazzu said, “Loremaster, there aren’t any –” 
 
    “Quiet!” 
 
    She swivelled slowly, listening with every sense alert. Something was not right. Eyes were superfluous in this kind of space. If only her magic – aye. She sidled along, pressing her senses outward as she hunted along a tunnel wall. 
 
    “Show me one of the stuck doors.” 
 
    Guiding her by the arm, Romilly said, “Just ahead of you.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar touched the door, and then snatched her hand back. “Roaring rajals!” 
 
    The girl said, “It’s that hot? Ouch. Aye.” 
 
    Gingerly, she moved sideways, and then laid her palm flat against the cooler bedrock. If she could feel ink, she must be able to feel … she focussed deeply. Was that a vibration? A slight sense of movement, as if a creature – several creatures – breathed somewhere nearby, but did not otherwise move a muscle. Very slow breathing. Could this be an ambush, or was her imagination flying like a feral Dragon? 
 
    She heard the soldiers fanning out, but her focus narrowed onto the tunnel to her left. The entry tunnel. “Beware the entry!” she blurted out. “They’re behind that –” 
 
    A volley of ferocious, earthquake-like growls drowned her out. Rock groaned, and then shattered. Graboom! Hot splinters skittered around her ankles as the soldiers cried out; she clutched Romilly’s arm and demanded to know what was happening. 
 
    “They’ve caved in the entry tunnel!” she cried. “Where’s the way out?” 
 
    Tarmku growled, “Ain’t any other, girl. One way in and out. Back! Get th’ Loremaster back!” 
 
    “Shields!” shouted Chazzu. 
 
    “Watch the fire!” someone else cried out. 
 
    Auli-Ambar heard tinkling sounds, as if jewels scattered and skittered across stony ground. A woman cursed a burn furiously. Then, she heard something even more terrifying – a metallic scraping sound right above her head. Horror froze her throat. Almost in a dream, she reached up to touch the ceiling, a mere handspan above her head, and blistered her fingers. 
 
    “Back. Back!” she yelped. “Above us!” 
 
    “Above?” 
 
    “Into the tunnel! Watch out!” 
 
    In the confusion, cut through by the grating roars of the clearly enraged Dragons, Auli-Ambar tripped over an unseen foot and fell heavily. The soldiers were cursing, clanking together as she imagined their rectangular shields forming a shield wall, and then the humongous growls reverberated again with what she sensed was a subsonic contriturate effect to pulverise the rock, causing the ceiling to cave in. A substantial weight landed upon her right leg, but not so much as to crush it. The rumbling of rock and a rasping of Dragon armour upon rock surrounded her. Dust clogged her nostrils, but the scent of angry Dragonkind penetrated that, the sweetness of nard charred by draconic fury. 
 
    She screamed involuntarily, “Help me!” 
 
    “I’m trapped, too,” Romilly called nearby. “A shield … this soldier. He’s dead – oh no! Piece of rock … there’s a beast …” 
 
    Guttural roars surrounded them as the Dragarnads ground heavily across the rubble of their cave-in. Ambushed? They had been played for fools. Several of the miners were shouting that nothing like this had ever happened before. 
 
    These Yelegoyans had not the first concept of draconic cunning. 
 
    Auli-Ambar wrenched frantically, but her foot was entrapped. The movement of her leg beneath Romilly’s body caused the girl to cry out in pain. Her ears placed at least three Dragons within the tunnel they had entered from, and a further four or five in this chamber. Behind her, soldiers rapped orders as they tried to reorganise. Ferocious heat radiated from bodies that sounded incredibly dense for their size, every footfall trembling the basal rock. 
 
    Breathe. Calm down. Think! In Dragonish, she cried out, Help! Please don’t – we are friends! Friends of Dragons! 
 
    If the Symorrian Dragarnads walked over the pieces of rubble that trapped them, she and Romilly would be pulped. Auli-Ambar was convinced the Dragons were communicating with each other to coordinate this assault, she was just not sure how. 
 
    Telepathy! Of course! 
 
    Both verbally and in her mind, she cried, We are servants of Fra’anior! Please, stop! You must listen – 
 
    A voice like the gargling of rocks thundered right above her head, FR-N-R? ST-P? 
 
    The rest was garbled, but wonder seared Auli-Ambar’s breast. They were speaking some kind of proto-draconic dialect, weren’t they? Language meant intelligence. If she could just work out the sounds, might they stand half a chance of slipping out of this trap? 
 
    Fr-n-rrrr … she growled inexpertly. Right. More rock and tonnes more gargle. Deepening her voice until her throat hurt, she rasped, Fr-n-r say … st-p? 
 
    THRRRR-TTT! thundered a Dragarnad. 
 
    Threat? Oh! Quickly, Auli-Ambar instructed her companions, “Lower your weapons. Please. No sudden movements. No baring of teeth. Back away and look peaceful. Submissive, I mean.” 
 
    Someone guffawed nervously. 
 
    “You’re surrounded by those things,” Chazzu called. “Are you quite certain, Loremaster? Romilly?” 
 
    “Alright, Dad. Just stuck beneath this slab. Do what she says. Please.” 
 
    “I’m certain.” Clearing her throat, the genius Loremaster who had landed everyone in this pickle, prepared more verbal rockery. A-l M-br. Fr-n-r fr-nd, w-nt Dr-gn – heavens spilling quadruple overlapping rainbows, how did one say much in this language? 
 
    Repeated furnace blasts of heat rolled over her as two of the Symorrian Dragarnads began to confer thunderously overhead, drowning out her planned speech. On and on they crashed. Eventually, Auli-Ambar reached for Romilly and squeezed her arm. The girl’s head was closer than she had thought; she must be painfully twisted beneath the rubble. 
 
    “Intact?” 
 
    “Trying to be.” 
 
    “What are they like? The Dragarnads?” 
 
    The girl chuckled as if she could not believe the Loremaster was demanding details when their sweat was starting to sizzle on the stones. Between bouts of grinding draconic conversation, Romilly whispered in pained gasps, “Like volcanic glass. You know, glossy like obsidian, but so smooth their scales look like a viscous black liquid. And the black is laced with what I’d imagine, if I didn’t know better, looks like blue-white diamond, in a pattern that reminds me of some Fra’aniorian lace I once saw.” 
 
    Liquid diamond? Every nerve in her being buzzed with astonishment! 
 
    Auli nodded. “Excellent. How many legs?” 
 
    “They have … wow. More than two dozen, at least. They look like millipedes, but they stand as tall as you do, Loremaster, and every foot seems to be tipped with ten talons. They’re waving the front few sets of talons as they speak. And, I forgot to say, they occasionally poop real diamonds. They were spitting them at us earlier, from their mouths too, super-hot diamond stuff that melted holes in our shields. Uh … and, three soldiers are down. I think my Mom has a broken leg.” 
 
    “Badly twisted,” Tarrinya called over. 
 
    Auli winced. The woman already walked with a cane. 
 
    At a length that made the trapped pair feel as if they had been well roasted within an oven, the Symorrian Dragarnads appeared to reach a conclusion. With a scraping sound, the pressure lifted and Romilly groaned in relief. 
 
    “Shifted the rubble,” a miner grunted tersely. 
 
    “Why am I cooler now?” Auli-Ambar asked, gingerly counting limbs and pulling herself into a sitting position, legs outstretched. She hurt all over. Romilly stayed put. At the girl’s frightened squeak, she asked, “What? What is it?” 
 
    A-l Mm-br. 
 
    A softer growl, like gravel roiling in a milk churn, made her jump. Feminine? A Dragoness? Aye! Before she could exclaim in surprise, what felt like a tongue licked her leg exactly where the Pygmy Battle Name had been tattooed upon the outside of her left calf. 
 
    “Hey!” 
 
    Romilly chuckled, “She just licked you. That’s an awful lot of lizard slime. Now –” 
 
    “Never call a Dragon a liz –” 
 
    A-l Mm-br R-RR Fr-n-rr? SP-K H-R … n-w! 
 
    The tongue wrapped neatly around Auli-Ambar’s foot, and before she knew it, she was dangling upside down in the air and being dragged off – not far, apparently, but the soldiers and miners all cried out in fear. The creature placed her down on the ground again, but on her hands. 
 
    “I’m alright,” she called. 
 
    After turning the right way up, she found her way blocked by the long, coiling body of a Symorrian Dragarnad. Dancing dragonets! At least she was cool enough to touch. Auli explored the circle of space remaining to her. The armoured skin was like nothing she had ever felt before, a frigid liquid that was as hard as stone, yet also somehow yielding and touch sensitive at the same time. She imagined that this creature must communicate a great deal with its body. It also knew enough not to burn her, and could control its bodily temperatures to an extraordinary degree. Intriguing. Arkurion would eat his third heart out for a chance to study these creatures! 
 
    Hot, aromatic breath blasted her hair away from her forehead. Pfft. Almost as if it demanded a better look at her. 
 
    “I – um, alright, this is weird. Can you see anything? What’s the Dragoness doing? Is something changing? What’s –” 
 
    “The white patterns beneath the beast’s skin are shifting quite rapidly. I didn’t notice that before,” Chazzu pointed out. “Could you try putting your hands on the creature, or telling her that you can’t see what she’s doing?” 
 
    Trying to translate that much into rock-gargle was a challenge, but she knuckled down with gusto. After ten tries or so, the Dragarnad appeared to experience something like a paroxysm that might have been laughter. Quite suddenly, exactly like her trick with the ink, the Loremaster began to sense the play of magic beneath the curious draconic skin. An intense fragrance of cinnamon-nard filled her nostrils; spicy, complex and delightful, as if the Dragoness took great pleasure in the flowering of her understanding. 
 
    “Runes!” Auli exclaimed. R-n-s. G-d Dr-g-rn-d sp-k t-g-th-rr? 
 
    For what she regarded as a rather pitiful linguistic effort, she received another dripping wet lick. Ugh. In addition, the stuff down around her ankle felt as if it were hardening! She kicked it off quickly, hearing a light tinkling sound like glass … or diamond, falling upon rock? Either way, she froze in place now, for as the Dragarnad continued to form patterns beneath her hands, the runes began to communicate telepathically to her mind! Not images or letters. Whole concepts, fully formed yet expressed in ways alien to her experience. 
 
    A Dragon could not more effectively have applied a fireball to the insides of her cranium. Telepathy could do this? The mind was more multifarious, more marvellous than ever she had imagined! 
 
    The language was Olde Ysa’laxian, an obscure branch of an ancient Southern proto-draconic dialect. She had only ever studied it in textual form, courtesy of a Sazutharr project intended to bamboozle his students, in which the Dragon Librarian was immoderately successful. It had taken her four days to discover what the language was, and that only after a very broad hint from Under-Librarian Tsanzuki the Brown. Sazutharr had not let her forget her vexation since. 
 
    Right. Now that they had established communication, could she learn to speak back? 
 
    This was raw venison to a starving Dragon Loremaster! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Your job is dreadfully boring, Loremaster. I couldn’t even imagine working like you do.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar sniffed toward Romilly. “Twelve hours straight? It was nothing.” 
 
    “But, you’re kind of – I don’t know how to say this …” 
 
    “What, without trying to throw me off a Dragonship?” she teased, but the words emerged sounding like a hostile Sapphurion. Oops. 
 
    The girl pinched her arm. “Stop it. So, I made a mistake. Like a huge – mind the step here – galumphing, Island-sized, epic blunder … I was just so twisted up about the fate of my people, see? And maybe I’d listened to the wrong voices on my parents’ Council … and had a teensy rush of blood to the head. Maybe. A few times in succession. I mean –” 
 
    “What’s wrong with, ‘I’m sorry, Auli-Ambar?’ ” 
 
    The girl sighed. “What you are, is freakishly amazing. I am sorry about tossing you overboard. And for mashing your face, Islands’ sakes! I suppose I have to throw in beating you up after, and putting you in danger from the Dragarnads. But then you just turned around and saved our stupid necks. You’re a complete pain in the proverbial, do you know that? Far too nice. And stupidly talented. Maybe it’s all down to my jealousy. Um, do I talk too much?” 
 
    With elbows linked, Romilly helped her up the steps to the Council chamber. Auli wondered when the Dragons would arrive, for the Mercury Blue should already be on his way to Remoy. She needed to avert bloodshed. ‘Dragon Bait’ might prove all too apt a nickname. 
 
    “So, I’m an amazing pain?” she murmured. 
 
    Romilly laughed freely. “Do you truly think you have a solution to the Tyrabulus Codex? And our sparkly issues?” 
 
    “You’ll find out shortly.” 
 
    “Tell me, tell me, tell me?” 
 
    “Are you trying to be an amazing pain in the proverbial, too?” 
 
    “No!” 
 
    “Too late.” 
 
    The secessionists were still firmly in control of the Island, she understood, locked in a standoff with King Jorman. The King had not swept in with swords swishing and arrows pinging off armour, contrary to almost everyone’s expectations, although his thirty Dragonships of war and two thousand professional soldiers deployed upon Yelegoy’s northern and eastern shores were a strong statement of intent. He claimed he wanted to negotiate. She had asked Master Chazzu to contact the King secretly and bring him to this meeting. Had he succeeded? 
 
    Never mind that she felt half-naked garbed in this Yelegoyan finery. Breezy legs. Sandals that had ribbons laced up almost to her knees, that added a further two inches to her already towering height. Romilly had gaily told her that she must be the tallest woman on the Island by a head or more. She wore another summer dress that left her arms bare, in a teal colour that set off her blue highlights, she was told. Where was the tug of her lace train? The rustle of layered skirts about her knees? 
 
    Having rushed up from the mines, she had barely found half an hour to sponge the sweat off her body, dress, fix her scrambled hair and dash to this meeting. She hated being late. Or feeling rushed. Sloppy work was anathema to this Loremaster! 
 
    Romilly seemed hardly the worse for wear – only bruised, she said – but another friend carried Auli-Ambar’s satchel of sixteen prepared scrolls. 
 
    “Here we are.” 
 
    Auli nodded. “Let’s go in. Best foot forward.” 
 
    In a moment, doors creaked and the warmth and fresh wooden scent of a full meeting hall washed against the exposed skin of her arms and legs. She wished she could have worn a proper face veil, but had to make do with bandages for her damaged eye and a scarf to conceal her twisted, scarred lower jaw. They must think she was an eyesore. An animated discussion trailed off as whispers rose, ‘The Dragon Loremaster.’ ‘Oh.’ ‘What is she wearing?’ ‘… hideous, they say …’ 
 
    Chazzu announced heartily, “Men and women of Yelegoy, I give you the Honourable Dragon Loremaster of Fra’anior, Ward of Chief Scrollkeeper Master Chamzu, Miss Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya. Romilly, bring our honoured guest this way, please. Auli-Ambar, I have the great pleasure of presenting His Excellency, Supreme Sovereign of the Emerald Isle, the Most Hallowed Sceptre of the Southern Realms, Potentate of the Remoyan Archipelago, King Jorman Taranha Imzaran the Fourth, of Remoy.” 
 
    Her lips quirked beneath the coverings. Quite the list of titles! 
 
    “He’s bowing,” Romilly breathed. 
 
    She executed a flawless formal Fra’aniorian genuflection apposite to royalty, consisting of eleven hand twirls, three distinct bows, a nifty dance step and two full rotations upon her toes. Thankfully, she did not contrive to fall flat on her face. Hours of practice. 
 
    “The warmest of Southern greetings to you, Dragon Loremaster Auli-Ambar,” the King pronounced in a low, resonant voice. “And may the most sulphurous blessings of the Almighty Onyx infuse you with all strength and honour. I only wish we could have met in better circumstances, but I bid you be welcome in my –” he hesitated slightly, then corrected himself “– in our realm. I am greatly honoured.” 
 
    She began, “Likewise, I –” 
 
    “Right hand,” the girl prompted. 
 
    Error in protocol! Grr. Extending her right hand, she felt a firm, slightly calloused grip approach from a lower angle than she had expected. The King blew once upon her fingers to signify no dispute between them, made a circle of peace with his right forefinger twice upon her upturned palm, and then he kissed her between the life-lines of her hand, three times. His beard tickled her skin. This form of greeting was almost unknown at Fra’anior Cluster, but she understood it was very common in diplomatic or royal circles almost everywhere else. 
 
    As it was now her turn, she expressed a similarly balmy and sulphurous greeting, before being introduced to the King’s first wife and bodyguard, Queen Myriana. 
 
    “We look forward to your presentation, Dragon Loremaster,” the King added. “Would you wish to see me with your hands? I am black-haired, unlike most Remoyans, and a hunchback. I was born with a deformed spine.” 
 
    “Oh …” she floundered. Such Southern directness! “Thank you, o King.” 
 
    She touched his face delicately, finding a strong chin, a startlingly well-developed, wax-stiffened moustache curled up at the ends, and beetling brows. He was very short due to his condition – perhaps four and a half feet in stature, she estimated, but his presence was nonetheless commanding. 
 
    “Now, to your summation,” he said. “I had expected you first at Remoy Island, Loremaster. I trust your journey was uneventful?” 
 
    Ha. A Pygmy tattoo, a kidnapping, and a visitation from Fra’anior himself? 
 
    Perfectly humdrum. 
 
    Conscious that a wrong word could probably spark a major diplomatic incident, she replied uncomfortably, “Hardly uneventful, noble King, but I suspect that this happenstance has been shaped by the paw of Fra’anior himself. I’ll defer to Master Chazzu to explain the circumstances, but those are incidental to the importance of this meeting. I believe I may have conceived a solution to the diamond supply issue, if you will hear me out.” 
 
    “We shall. We Southerners value candour, o Loremaster. You may speak frankly and without fear.” 
 
    Moreover, without manacles? Promising. 
 
    After greeting the attendees once more, Auli-Ambar began to lay out her case. “I have spoken at some length with the Symorrian Dragarnads, as you will be aware. Communication was challenging and should best be continued by a Dragon Linguistics Specialist, to fully elucidate the nuances of their demands. The nub of the issue, as I understand it, is that the Dragarnads are dying out. There are two underlying reasons: one, the way your mines are being mismanaged, and two, a lack of certain vital substances and nutrients in their diet. Urgent intervention is required to ensure that the Dragarnads do not go extinct, which would in turn, extinguish your diamond supply within this generation.” 
 
    “In these scrolls, I have prepared a thorough breakdown of the environmental factors for your scientists to consider. Dietary and environmental issues aside, I regret to inform you that your actions against these Dragonkind are criminal, immoral and heinous. In any draconic justice system in the Island-World, as I will be obliged to report to my superiors, the Council of Dragon Elders of Gi’ishior, you would be held to account to the most severe draconic retributive justice.” She held up a hand to forestall a rising wittering of disagreement. “You asked me to speak plainly. Hear me well. I see in this situation a toxic combination of need, greed and ignorance. For my part, I have opened negotiations with Symorrian Dragarnads on your behalf. I am pleased to inform you that in exchange for a modified program of mine management, timely aid and a halt to all murders, the Dragarnads are prepared to drop the case for retributive justice against Yelegoy and Remoy.” 
 
    “They are animals!” someone shouted. 
 
    “They are intelligent Dragonkind,” she shot back, “and the sooner you accept that –” 
 
    Beside her, the King muttered, “Against Remoy, too?” 
 
    After demanding silence with a great roar, Chazzu asked, “What exactly do you wish of us, Loremaster? What must we do, and how will Yelegoy benefit?” 
 
    Auli-Ambar wet her lips, stifling a hiss of pain. “You will agree to stop killing the Dragons. Instead, you will aid them. And, you will need to close all of the mines for a period of two years, to start with. Following which –” 
 
    A mighty roar of indignation drowned her out. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 8: The Tyrabulus Codex 
 
      
 
    How exceedingly great and terrible are the mysteries of the Ancient Dragons; how profound their ways, loftier than all we lesser creatures can ever aspire to be. 
 
    Sazutharr the Dragon Librarian, Sacrosanct Lore 
 
      
 
    WITH THE LEFT side of her face burning as the ugly sound washed over her, Auli-Ambar swayed on her feet. She was more worn out than she cared to admit. To sustain this level of concentration all day long following nearly being crushed in a rockfall and facing down the Dragarnads, was exhausting. It had been a busy few days. 
 
    King Jorman gripped her elbow, saying, “Steady, Loremaster. We Southerners are known to be hot-headed in keeping with our climate. We will see reason, eventually. SILENCE!” 
 
    That silence was a while in coming. When she was able to continue, the room seethed with mute hostility. 
 
    Who loved her job now? Sigh. 
 
    Raising her fragile chin, she said, “Do me the honour of hearing me out before passing judgment, please. I have no desire to destroy your respective Island economies, nor to condemn tens of thousands to destitution and ruin! Firstly, I will require both Islands together to commit to sourcing the required minerals and nutrients for the Dragarnads from around the Island-World. That will be neither easy nor cheap. I have compiled a list of forty-four substances they require, at least half of which will require substantial further research to determine their exact nature or subcomponents. I estimate you will require the equivalent of approximately fifty thousand gold drals to procure these goods – to begin with.” 
 
    “Ruinous!” came a shout from the far end of the room. 
 
    How she wished she possessed a fearsome gaze with which to quell an audience! 
 
    Over their chuntering, she added, “Ongoing supply will also necessitate a lesser, annual commitment. Now, the process of airing out the mines is also creating an environmental issue for the Dragarnads. Here is a proposal I discussed with them. At the first talon, you will close all of the mines for a minimum period of two years to allow time for recovery.” 
 
    Cries interrupted her, “Outrageous!” “Siding with the Dragons!” “Who the volcanic hells do you think you are, girl?” And those were the nicer ones. 
 
    At length, Auli soldiered on, “Then, and only then, you may open two mines per annum. At the end of the year you will close those mines and open another two. I understand that you operate nineteen separate mines. So this will be a rolling programme that allows each mine nine to ten years to recover. The Symorrian Dragarnads, whilst bemused by your desire to mine their defaecations, assure me that the diminished productive output will be fully restored by this new approach. More than restored.” 
 
    Again, she waited out the inevitable protests of financial destitution and collapse and that she was bringing the wrath of Dragons upon them. Not that they deserved less! 
 
    “In order to tide you over the immediate economic challenges, I am prepared on behalf of the Council of Dragon Elders to commit monies and resources, in advance, which will be secured against your anticipated diamond output over the next decade. However, we will demand conditions.” 
 
    Proper, respectful silence. At last! 
 
    “What do you mean, noble Loremaster?” the King inquired. His grip upon her elbow was stopping her blood. 
 
    Auli-Ambar grinned at him beneath her face veil. Nerves? Now she felt like a Dragoness on the hunt! 
 
    She said, “In my role and station, I am permitted certain purchasing power, King Jorman, which according to my calculations is fifteen times your total annual economic output – combined with Yelegoy’s, I should clarify.” Gasps! “Aye. We can thrash out the details later, but I intend to advance Remoy and Yelegoy a loan on advantageous terms, tapering off annually, intended to cover the deficit until the diamond production attains its previous levels. In return, I expect you will find it within your power to commit all the required economic resources and give Fra’anior first cut of the finest diamonds you intend to market. You will also establish Yelegoy Island as an independently governed protectorate of the Kingdom of Remoy, with unreserved control over its own resources, until such a time as its legal status can be confirmed by the Dragon Library’s staff or by other means.” 
 
    The King spluttered, “Uh –” 
 
    “I will also make stipulations regarding Yelegoy Island’s historically under-invested economic status, which I understand you were already willing to address, o King. The current division of mining income is grossly unfair, not so?” 
 
    “Grossly unfair? You are glossing over a very complex –” 
 
    “Perhaps you’d prefer to pay punitive reparations at talon-tip, King Jorman?” 
 
    Well, that raised her first cheer of the evening! 
 
    Jorman dropped her elbow as if he had been burned, spluttering something undignified and decidedly un-royal. 
 
    “Furthermore, I will demand that you establish states of legal and judicial code which enshrine the Symorrian Dragarnads as a protected species of this Island. Indeed, they are literally your national treasure, are they not? You will maintain timeous communication with your underground partners. I expect that the Halls of the Dragons will evince a strong interest in Yelegoy’s uniqueness and wish to study and support their kin. Therefore you should expect a good many visitors, with all the commerce and opportunity that will bring. To that end, I have prepared a variety of scrolls outlining the terms of a proposed agreement.” 
 
    Deep, deep breath. If this large Council could have seen the state of her churning innards, they would not have thought her half as bold. 
 
    “Lastly, I will require access to the Tyrabulus Codex, because, I am assured by the Symorrian Dragarnads, it dates from the days of none other than Fra’anior the Onyx himself. Therefore, it could well be the oldest known written document in the Island-World – and I myself must confess a great professional interest in this artefact. We shall know more anon.” 
 
    She had the impression that she was being stared at in a variety of ways – shock, enmity, gratitude, anger, withering fury … whatever the case, she had just Dragon-slapped the representatives from both Islands. Was that positive or utterly terrifying? She had no way of seeking visual clues as to how they would react; her nostrils flared like Arkurion’s, testing the air, and her fists clenched at her sides. What now? She had certainly charged roughshod right through the current political situation as she understood it! 
 
    A mass scraping of chairs made her startle. Clothing rustled as people stood up. Still she waited in a perfectly unnerving silence, before a second susurration of clothing began. 
 
    Sounding awed, Romilly whispered, “They’re bowing to you in the way of highest honour.” 
 
    Then, led by Master Chazzu, a great cheer assaulted the rafters and the Yelegoyans began stamping their feet rhythmically on the wooden floor, chanting her name. “Auli! Auli! Auli!” 
 
    Perhaps she had forestalled outright disaster after all. 
 
    With any luck, Sapphurion and his Council would not be displeased with the treasury-draining events she had set in motion this evening. Given natural Human and Dragon behaviours, however, this new accord she sought to forge would doubtless be subjected to many potential setbacks. She might well have made a lifelong enemy of King Jorman. 
 
    Why was peace always so hard-won? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The King had wished to include the secessionists in the negotiations, but they declined his invitation by way of hurling spears at his emissary. No mind, he assured Auli-Ambar. He would deploy his army to surround and secure the mine that held the Tyrabulus Codex. 
 
    Exactly as anticipated, there had been more than one spy present in the two meetings, but the rebel groups preferred to hold on in the main city while Remoy took the rest of the Island. Wondering what they were waiting for, exactly, Auli-Ambar chose to warn the King – but he had not warmed to her, and made short shrift of her suggestion that foul play was imminent. She voiced her concerns to Chazzu before they entered the mine, located in the exact geographical centre of the small Island and within sight of the Jazzarine Hall, which the Loremaster must know was an architectural marvel with a single dome roof spanning over a hundred paces, unsupported. It was also Yelegoy’s oldest and deepest mine, with the Codex lying at an estimated depth of three and a quarter miles below Island level. 
 
    They descended via an external lift to the base of a small but deep caldera, almost half a mile beneath the volcanic rim but a mere fifty paces across at its base, she was informed. From there the old shaft entered the ground vertically, a single ancient pipe which had been broken open by the first miners, and then had a structure built over the top to house the pulleys and gear-drive for the initial elevator descent. 
 
    Broiling air hissed around her ears as the lift clanked and squealed into motion. Auli-Ambar stood on the metal platform with Romilly to her left hand and Master Chazzu to her right, throughout the long, long descent. If she had expected sabotage of the cables or other mischief, there was none. The four miners accompanying them were not chatty fellows, nor were the five Remoyan soldiers who flanked Queen Myriana, the Remoyan representative. She had greeted Auli with a curt ‘Loremaster.’ That was the sum of their conversation so far, which clarified King Jorman’s position. 
 
    Maybe she should just ask Arkurion to sit on him? 
 
    Chazzu remarked that the patch of light above them had grown tiny. Romilly evidently took a look too, judging by the movement of her body, and then she suddenly squeaked, “What was that?” 
 
    “That shadow?” Chazzu grunted. “I don’t –” 
 
    “BEWARE!” thundered down the shaft toward them in both the audible and telepathic spectrums. 
 
    Arkurion? Auli-Ambar squeaked in shock. 
 
    GRRAAABBOMM!! GRA-BA-DA-BADOOM!! 
 
    The platform shuddered as a tremendous series of explosions echoed from above. Deafening! She found her feet slipping as the rectangular platform tilted, dropping rapidly with a horrid shrieking against its metal runners, one in each corner, and then there came a tug from above that partially arrested the freefall and slammed every person on board to their knees. Chazzu was shouting about sabotage, but Auli-Ambar knew that sound was not sabotage. It was a Dragon bombardment. 
 
    What under the suns … 
 
    The heavy platform continued to screech downward as if its cables had been severed, but she thought she heard a Dragon in the shaft above struggling to slow the fall – was that not the discordant, spine-jangling screeching of talons upon rock, and bellows of effort? Then, they crash-landed. She felt as if her tailbone had just been punched out through the top of her head, and what was left of her teeth clashed painfully together, but nothing broke, thankfully. 
 
    Auli? Are you – 
 
    Aye! I’m fine, but – 
 
    Get them under cover! Rockfall! 
 
    Chazzu and the Queen were yelling conflicting orders, but Auli-Ambar pitched her singing-trained voice right over them. “Off the platform! Rockfall! Find cover!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Run into the tunnel! Move!” 
 
    “GO! GO!” Arkurion bellowed roughly. 
 
    Someone grabbed her by the hair to drag her to her feet. People were shouting and running. Boots clanged on metal and thumped over rock. The din was indescribable. Auli-Ambar ran as she had never run before – mostly, blind people did not charge about because the ending was unlikely to be pleasant. Walls, stairs, turns, discarded toys, bushes, thorns and even Island cliffs, for that matter, awaited the unwary. An avalanche thundered somewhere behind her, most likely burying the platform and anyone still left back there. A blast of dust and pebbles knocked her to her already bruised knees, but that was the worst of it. 
 
    Arkurion! she howled, panicked. Oh, Arkurion, tell me you’re alright! 
 
    I’m … injured, but – 
 
    What about my health, little traitor? sneered another draconic voice, fey and menacing and larger than Arkurion by far. Meet your nemesis, you craven null-fires fool, for – I AM GARAGAZORR!! 
 
    The Mercury Blue thundered back, I AM ARKURION!! 
 
    But before the enormous draconic bodies could clash in battle, rending with talon and fang, there was a sharp, ferocious KEERAACK!! The slightest of radiance flickered against Auli-Ambar’s eyes, and then she heard a terrible, prolonged groan. The stench of sizzling Dragonflesh assaulted her nostrils. 
 
    Not for long, you aren’t, you spavined, dark-fires whelp of a windroc! Arkurion snorted disrespectfully. Ambush my little flame, would you? 
 
    You’ll all … die … 
 
    A horrible death rattle followed. 
 
    May your soul fly to the eternal fires despite your treachery, Garagozor the Brown, the Mercury Blue whispered. Aloud, he called, “All present and accounted for?” 
 
    A chorus of groans was cut through by Romilly’s bright but decidedly jittery, “Blossoms and sunshine, noble Dragon. Do we have you to thank for an incredible rescue?” 
 
    “An abortive attempt to forestall what has now transpired,” Arkurion returned, limping toward them by the sound of his gait. “The secessionists hired a roost of pirate Dragons to provide new security arrangements around Yelegoy. Having learned you were en route to this particular mine, together with the King, they decided to pre-emptively remove a few perceived threats and bury the evidence deep. I managed to sneak in ahead of them. Fractionally ahead.” 
 
    Delighted to see you, o Arkurion, Auli trilled ardently. Are you wounded? Is it bad? 
 
    But a trifle. Several bones broken in the left hind paw, and heavy bruising to the lower spinal tertiary quartile of my tail. I am alive. Garagozor is not. But there are others up there, notably Jankazzor the Green, called the Assassin of Mejia, a noted draconihilist, who is a very long way from his home Isle. I mislike that association. 
 
    She said, in formal poetic metre, O mighty scion of Tanstoy, whose proud back broke a falling mountain, I thank thee most humbly. 
 
    If it were possible for a Dragon to audibly pop with pride, Arkurion managed just that. His joints creaked and his chest swelled with such a mighty inhalation that his ribcage groaned, and his belly-fires swelled even to drown out the dull thunder of what Auli-Ambar realised was tens of tonnes of rubble being tipped down the mine shaft. The rogue Dragons truly meant to bury them alive. Meantime, the Mercury Blue seemed physically incapable of speech for the longest time. 
 
    Eventually, Queen Myriana said, “We’re in real trouble, aren’t we? We could try to dig our way out, but that might take a week. You didn’t happen to bring a couple of Brown Dragons in your battle group, noble Dragon?” 
 
    “This is Arkurion the Mercury Blue, of Tanstoy,” Auli-Ambar supplied quickly. “Arkurion, may I present Her Majesty Queen Myriana, First Joy of the Emerald Isle?” 
 
    He responded gravely, “We have met once before, but never formally. The most sulphurous blessings of the Onyx be upon thee and most especially upon thy unborn babe, o Queen. May I be the first to congratulate you on the forthcoming happiness?” 
 
    “H-How did you know?” the Queen stammered. “I hid my pregnancy – even Jorman does not –” 
 
    “I hear the babe’s heartbeat alongside your own, strong and healthy,” said the Dragon, as Auli added her congratulations. “Now, noble Loremaster, a talon-swift briefing. How came you to Yelegoy, and why to the depths of this diamond mine; and, have you any idea how we might escape before the air becomes too toxic to breathe?” 
 
    Perilous paths she must now walk. “Arkurion, first I will require your Word as a Dragon that you will not slay anyone as a result of what I will tell you.” 
 
    “An oath? This must be a grave matter,” he deflected. 
 
    “Please?” 
 
    “You should know better than to try to manipulate a Dragon, noble Loremaster. You know I will find out one way or another.” 
 
    Manipulate? Swallowing back that pang, she deflected, “How’s your Olde Ysa’laxian, Arkurion?” When he snorted as if clearing his nostrils of a hornet’s nest, she added, “Here’s the plan. We will go speak to the Symorrian Dragarnads and ask them nicely if there’s another way out of here – a deep connection between the mines, perhaps?” 
 
    A couple of the miners grunted in agreement. “Aye.” “ ’Tis good.” “A plan, thank the stars!” 
 
    Master Chazzu said, “Excellent thinking, Loremaster! But won’t the depths be too toxic for us to pass through, never mind the pressure?” 
 
    “Auli-Ambar knows I have skills in creating impermeable pneumatic shields,” the Dragon put in smoothly. Knew? No. She had hoped that as a Blue, he might command some powers vital to their survival. “The spaces deeper in, however, might be entirely too hot for Humans. What are Dragarnads?” 
 
    “Dragonkind who create the diamond deposits in these mines.” 
 
    A snort of heated air flipped her hair into a mess. “Auli-Ambar! I live at Tanstoy, a mere wing-flip to the North, and know of no Dragonkind native to these Isles! What have you been up to this time?” 
 
    She chuckled, “Oh, this and that, Arkurion. Do you think you can read the Tyrabulus Codex?” 
 
    “That old myth?” 
 
    “Shall we see you dribble such lava-laden nonsense when you place your paw upon a myth?” 
 
    His purr deepened perceptibly, curiosity mingled with ire. For the first time, she realised, she was starting to perceive the tenor of the fiery thoughts churning beneath what she now recognised as a mental shield. A means of keeping other Dragons from reading his mind. All was not right within the Mercury Blue. There were dark-fires mingled in with the brighter, lucid thoughts, as if he were depressed or secretly angry about something. Why? She did not understand. Did he know more about recent events than he was prepared to admit? 
 
    Meantime, Arkurion murmured, “Keep tugging my wings, little Loremaster, and I shall have to investigate how those scandalously unclad legs of yours taste.” Her nape prickled uncomfortably at the nature of his threat. “Now, brief me. I’ve no desire to see us perish for want of the good, clean airs that embrace the Isles above the Cloudlands. For nay, I brought no Browns capable of removing this rock, but only Greens of Remoy – they are at least one hour to my rear. However, even Dragons will not be able to dig us out in time.” 
 
    Turning, she bowed slightly toward Chazzu and said, “Please lead us to the Codex, Master. I shall brief the noble Dragon as we walk.” 
 
    “Climb,” said Romilly, sounding anxious. 
 
    With good reason, Auli-Ambar thought. That feisty pest had a great deal to answer for. How dearly she wished Arkurion would thrash Romilly past the nearest Island … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following lift was a narrow platform affixed to two rails bolted into the side of a volcanic pipe, manually operated by miners standing on the platform itself. Chazzu positioned Auli-Ambar with care and told her not to move, which was a pastime for most blind people when placed in an unfamiliar space. Immobility equalled safety. Arkurion hovered alongside, wings half-furled, he said, to almost brush the sides of the shaft as he matched the speed of their descent. 
 
    Approximately three minutes into her summation of recent events, the Mercury Blue lost his cool – literally. 
 
    “SHE DID WHAT?” he thundered. 
 
    “Arkurion, wait –” 
 
    She lurched as a paw smacked her thighs, sweeping away the companion at her left elbow. “What the volcanic hells do you have to say for yourself?” he thundered. 
 
    Romilly screamed, a thin, piercing wail of terror. 
 
    Chazzu cried, “Dragon, put her down!” 
 
    Arkurion, what are you doing? Auli-Ambar sounded as panicked as she felt. Please, don’t – 
 
    I’m giving a little Human an overdue lesson in conduct. A flying lesson. 
 
    Arkurion! 
 
    “She’s dangling from my fore-talon over – let’s see – over a two thousand foot drop, approximately. What should I do with the miscreant, o noble Loremaster?” 
 
    Romilly sobbed, “P-P-Please! O Dragon, please … I’m sorry!” 
 
    “Pathetic. How sorry was that?” 
 
    Arkurion, no! 
 
    “Very, very s-s-sorry … I don’t want to dieeeeee ….” 
 
    Everyone on the platform screamed at once. Chazzu drowned them all out with the bellow of a parent in mortal fear for their child, but that sound was only the backdrop to Auli’s own moment of brutal, mind-slashing terror as someone cannoned into her and she stepped backward into nothingness. Her arms seemed to flail in languid arcs, as if she were trying to swim. Her misshapen mouth gulped deep of the still mine air, and then she was falling, falling without the possibility of knowing when that flight would end. She lashed out at Arkurion for his ridiculous, oh-so-draconic intransigence. 
 
    Fool! Would you cast me to my death, too? 
 
    His belligerent, impenitent reply was, What? Don’t you –  
 
    I’m falling! Water-fires seemed to shoot from the well of her stomach into her mind, creating a telepathic lash. HELP MEEEE! 
 
    Snuff Fra’anior’s fires! he cursed in Dragonish. 
 
    Arkurion! 
 
    Even through her terror, disbelief at her friend’s outright blasphemy staggered her. A violent flapping of wings ensued in the narrow space as the Dragon performed some crazy manoeuvre, snaffling up Romilly with a vicious yet triumphant cry – causing her to howl in pain – while he smacked her brutally in the gut with his tail at the same time. She distinctly felt the impression his spines left in her stomach, and then an armoured paw snaffled her into his paw with an impact-reducing swoop. Even so, the wind rushed out of her lungs in one huge wheeze, and she distinctly felt her left eyeball rattle about in its socket. 
 
    Hnn … hnnn … she could not breathe! 
 
    Auli-Ambar, oh … here, he babbled, all muted fires of concern and self-directed animus that peppered his Dragonish. You must breathe! 
 
    In a moment, she felt the heat of his palm enclose her head and then the aromatic, charred scent of his breath filled the space and pressured its way into her lungs, reinflating them. Her panicked whistling abated as she inhaled twice, thrice … now a deep, instinctual inhalation into the verimost depths of her lungs, sensing him. Knowing him. Recognising the instant her answering exhalations tickled his nostrils with their own melodic-magical load of what Dragons called scent-trace-soul, the quintessential signature of a draconic fire-soul. 
 
    This act also communicated an extraordinarily intimate awareness of one another. 
 
    If only thou wert Dragoness, I’d make thee mine, his mind transmitted in an unguarded instant, before all the mental shutters slammed back into place. Fury flared incandescent. How did you – Auli-Ambar? His fisted paw slammed into the rock beside her head. HOW? 
 
    B-b-be not so harsh w-with me, Arkurion. I – I don’t understand, either. 
 
    You would not. You should not! THIS CANNOT BE! 
 
    What cannot – 
 
    SHUT YOUR FANGS! 
 
    She felt crushed. And this so-called Dragon Loremaster thought she understood the first inkling of a Dragon’s ways? What had she done to deserve the blaze of his ire, his contempt, this high-pawed treatment? First he saved all their lives, then he tried to toss them away, only to save them once more, and now a simple smidgen of urgent medical treatment had led to this … this downright bizarre, unstable behaviour! Should she be concerned? Perhaps as a master of the winds he felt claustrophobic, so afraid of being trapped underground, that his usual draconic resolve had cracked, and his mental state … 
 
    Silence these uncivil thoughts, Loremaster! the Dragon snapped. Nothing happened here. NOTHING! 
 
    Unholy windrocs! Whatever had bitten the Roving Researcher? Maybe he was enamoured with another Dragoness? 
 
    Aloud, he said, “You should attend to the girl, Loremaster. She has a dislocated shoulder. Finish your briefing, and not in your usual garrulous style. Military concise will do.” 
 
    Torrid misery crammed into her throat, but she would not give this flame-headed quadruped the satisfaction of hearing her cry. No. In brief, terse tones she completed her explanation of what had taken place and what she had determined. Meantime, her companions twisted Romilly’s shoulder back into place and bound her arm to her torso with a makeshift sling. The Dragon had the gall to compliment Auli-Ambar’s proposed solution afterward – acting as if nothing bad had ever happened between them! 
 
    What had happened? Memory stirred. Did she recall a hint about this co-breathing being part of draconic courtship rituals? 
 
    Holy Fra’anior! What had she done now? 
 
    Gung-ho, macho and every inch the exasperating reptile she had never imagined he could be, Arkurion shepherded his charges deeper into the diamond mines. At a depth of two and a half miles, with the pressure starting to cause the Loremaster’s ears to misbehave, they met a pair of Symorrian Dragarnads who, having heard the disaster, had braved the clean air to come and investigate. She had to laugh at the Mercury Blue Dragon’s reaction. Bewilderment at these hitherto unknown Dragonkind, faint but discernible irritation that she was the only person who could communicate with them, and shortly, a full-blown return to bravado as he gallantly and volubly became her eyes. Fooled? Not she. This was Arkurion reassuming his preferred role as mentor to the blind girl whose scholarly gift he had fanned into flame. 
 
    For that, she would be eternally grateful. 
 
    Then why so disconsolate, Miss Ta’afaya? She failed to understand herself most of all. 
 
    As suspected, the Symorrian Dragarnads, whose given names resembled minor earthquakes, revealed that there were indeed deep connections between the mines. With a great deal more of their crashing, grinding-boulder laughter, they told her that in order to make such a journey she would need to learn to fly – or, they could spend thirty-seven tide-times building her kind a diamond bridge. After a dint of confusion, she and Arkurion learned that these Dragonkind were flightless, and told time by a gravitational sense linked to the orbit of Iridith, the Yellow Moon. They had assumed Arkurion was flightless, too. Their measure of depth also proved problematic. Eventually, the Mercury Blue worked out that by having the Dragarnads provide pressure differentials, they could work out the required depth. 
 
    Auli-Ambar groaned. “Two leagues? No!” 
 
    “One point eight nine,” Arkurion corrected sententiously. 
 
    “What does that mean?” asked Romilly. “How many miles is that?” 
 
    When the Dragon paused to calculate, Auli put in coolly, “One league is 3.45 miles, so 1.89 multiplied by 3.45 equals 6.5205 miles. Approximately.” 
 
    “Approximately to four decimal places?” Arkurion purred, all smoky humour. “Well, noble Humans, a Dragon Loremaster never lacks for precision.” 
 
    “I am allowing for an element of variance in your pressure calculations,” she returned testily. “The bigger issue is that we would all either be squashed or boiled alive at that depth. Both! The Symorrian Dragarnads give the average ambient temperature at that depth as 314 degrees centigrade. The pressure is also prohibitive. Essentially, different family groups live up in the balmy heights, as they call them, of your diamond mines. Once every five years they migrate down to a great chamber down below, far beneath Cloudlands level, to seek mates, swap news and … well, engage in whatever fun Dragarnads engage in. That is the route that they propose to take us, if we can work out how not to die along the way.” 
 
    “Sounds like an eminently unworkable plan,” said Chazzu, all dry, terse humour. 
 
    “They can’t drill between mine shafts?” Queen Myriana asked. 
 
    Auli said, “They are not diggers.” 
 
    “They’re poopers, not scoopers,” Romilly put in smugly. 
 
    By the sounds of things, Master Chazzu clipped the back of her head fondly. “Behave, you.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With time being of the essence, Auli-Ambar and Arkurion colluded on a pneumatic containment shield that would essentially allow the Mercury Blue to bubble up the Humans and himself, and transport everyone on a breath of malodorous mine air and pure psychic power. When they had determined the appropriate constructs and set the shield in place, the Dragon said privately to her: 
 
    I’m not very experienced in forming and sustaining these complex shield constructs. They’re generally of greater utility in battle than in scholarly work. 
 
    Auli said, Isn’t there a way Dragons can link together to provide psychic support? 
 
    Dragons, aye, he returned. Small difference. But then, his fore-talon clasped her shoulders warmly and he added, I don’t see why Miss Formidable Bastion Wards could not succeed in such an endeavour. After all, the physical size of a brain is hardly the issue, is it? 
 
    No. 
 
    Yours must be compact but ultra-dense to display such power, he sniggered, the nuances of his Dragonish clearly referring to the rock all around them. 
 
    Mental diamonds, said she, adding linguistic sparkle-indicators for his benefit. 
 
    And with that, they joined forces using the ancient – and remarkably clumsy, to her nascent understanding – magical techniques that allowed brains to share mental resources. Dragons were so individualistic, she was immediately convinced that this area of draconic science had not received due attention. Still, she should be wary, remembering what she had inadvertently read of Arkurion’s thoughts before. Her eccentric magic had sung her straight through the theoretically impermeable wards in the Dragon Library – could it do the same to the telepathic shielding of a Dragon’s brain? 
 
    Taking his bubble of Humans in tow, the Mercury Blue raced the fast-moving Symorrian Dragarnads down into the depths of the mine. 
 
    Incredible. They flew on solid nothingness. 
 
    The group was already at a low altitude, halfway to the depths that they would be required to reach in order to make the switch to a different mine, when several began to complain of soreness in the ears. After reaching the required level, the Dragarnads delved into a narrower set of passageways to approach the Tyrabulus Codex, until Arkurion was forced to admit that he would not be able to proceed – but apparently their goal lay within his sight, for when the miners approached it with their lanterns held high, as Master Chazzu informed her, the Dragon exhaled in a wheeze of shock. 
 
    “By my wings!” he fluted in awe. “It’s … huge!” 
 
    Amidst the various exclamations of wonder and amazement, Auli-Ambar waited for someone to clarify. Arkurion was muttering about a meriatonium casement which must be concealing its contents, both physically and magically. Again, she knew of meriatonium only in theory. It was a rare metallo-magical substance that itself masked magic. Frustrating. She might not be able to sense what lay inside, were that true. 
 
    She said, “Big? How big, Arkurion? Waist-high to me?” 
 
    He chortled merrily. “The metallic cylinder stands five times your height, Loremaster, and the greater part of its length is buried in diamonds and then in the basal rock. Approximately thirty feet juts out toward us. The meriatonium is a very peculiar colour, like onyx-gold, which tricks and defeats the eye –” 
 
    “An excellent happenstance that I do not have eyesight to trick, then, isn’t it?” she replied, endeavouring to size up the so-called scroll in her imagination. 
 
    Mercy! Even Arkurion could not wind this beast around his talons. Maybe Amaryllion Fireborn would be able to? Or – scramble her brains and serve them up for dinner – Fra’anior himself? How ridiculously, unimaginably humungous must a Dragon be to write upon a scroll of this magnitude? This meant that since it was a codex, it could only refer to a volume of ancient statutes, or to a coded cipher that perhaps concealed a treasury of wondrous or terrible Ancient Dragon secrets? 
 
    “It does not appear to have any distinguishing marks upon the surface,” he added. “You’d have to look closer.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    I meant no insult. 
 
    I just feel … snappish, and incredulous, she replied. And confused by an aberrant awareness of the Mercury Blue which that co-breathing incident seemed to have initiated. Unwelcome, unthinkable and anathema. Who did she think she was? Sorry. 
 
    It’s a tremendous find, if we can somehow discover what lies inside such a mighty casement. 
 
    Quite. “Romilly, would you help me, please?” 
 
    The girl assisted her over diamond deposits that in places reached the height of her knee. In retrospect, open-toed Yelegoyan sandals were not the best choice for wandering about inside mines. Aside, Arkurion assured her that the Remoyan Dragons had a longstanding enmity with the pirates and had responded in overwhelming numbers, so they should be safe once they emerged. But the presence of the Mejian Dragon, Jankazzor the Green, was an inexplicable note in an ostensibly straightforward case of Dragon interference in Human politics, in diametric opposition to a standing order from the Council of Dragon Elders. Sapphurion pursued a policy of strict non-interference, which was deeply unpopular with several of the Elders and the factions they represented, and openly flouted by Dragon Roosts and powers as far afield as Mejia, Elidia and the Western Isles, Pla’arna and Herliss in the North, several fluid power-blocs in the East, a clutch of rogue Roosts based on and near Sylakia, and the ‘unholy triumvirate’ of troublemakers based at Lyrx, Merx and Franxx. 
 
    Moments later, she laid a trembling palm flat upon the surprisingly cool metallic surface of the Tyrabulus Codex. She was neither frazzled by lightning, flattened by an earthquake, nor consumed by violent and tempestuous lakes of volcanic fire for her temerity. Nothing happened. Placing her pointy ear upon the surface, she listened. A great deal more nothingness. She felt her way along the front edge, from the curvature of the lower left front edge toward the middle, reaching as low and as high as she could. The metal was inert, unchanging, almost … dead. Dead to her perception. That was a more accurate summation. 
 
    Arkurion, could you raise me up to the centre of the exposed end? 
 
    Of course, Loremaster. 
 
    Levitation was a novel trick for a Human girl. It made her stomach feel most peculiar. Almost … almost as if … thrusting that line of thought aside, she waited until the movement stopped. Then, she applied herself to cracking open the conundrum of the Codex. She drew Arkurion in mentally as they tried every trick at their disposal to cajole or force it into opening. She even tried singing it open. Oodles more nothing. They did teach each other a few innovative techniques, however. Dragons were devious. Their minds worked like a giant multifaceted conspiracy theory. Dragon Loremasters were detail freaks. She picked up on threads he dropped and re-wove them in ways that had him shaking his head and chuckling in admiration. 
 
    Two hours later, everyone was deeply frustrated. 
 
    Auli-Ambar, why don’t you come down – 
 
    No, Arkurion. Wait. “Master Chazzu, can I ask you all to close your eyes or turn your backs, please? All the men, I mean.” 
 
    She could almost hear every one of the strange looks they threw in her direction. Not without an obligatory round of Southern-style grumbling, she shortly received the assurance that no-one was looking. 
 
    Hiking up her short Yelegoyan dress, Auli-Ambar exposed her Dragon’s kiss, and pressed it to the meriatonium. This proved yet another way to discover how truly frustrating absolutely nothing was. Once again, her instinct failed her. Then, remembering the reversal the Dragon Astronomers had experienced regarding the conundrum of magnification versus minification, and the way she had found the tome of ruzal, she chuckled softly, and sang: 
 
    Let what was lost, be found, 
 
    Let the disremembered, be remembered, 
 
    Let the ancient past be present, 
 
    And let there be – 
 
    Light. There was light! 
 
    A pinprick of white swelled before her, blazing and brilliant like the suns, yet it emanated from so far away that she – and perhaps only she, in all the Island-World – could gaze directly at that spot, and not be blinded. She was blind already. The beam was so dazzling she felt it must surely irradiate flesh and bone with its glorious, pristine brilliance, yet it did not. Wondering, shaking hands rose to remove her facial coverings, to press open her unresponsive eyelids with her fingers, not that there was need. The light was far more brilliant than could ever be contained by her flesh. 
 
    A broken sob escaped her throat. 
 
    She stood in an infinite white tunnel, gazing at the cosmos. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 9: Beyond the Stars 
 
      
 
    ONLY AFTER THE longest time did she remember to call for Arkurion, but his mental signature was absent. The power of the Tyrabulus Codex must have stolen her away, perhaps into another time and place, and although that place was faraway, it was also not where she was meant to be, for there was a sense of inexpressible yearning for more – to travel beyond, she imagined, farther than ever before. 
 
    Yet a strange, magical milkiness obfuscated her vision, which she could not quite penetrate. A veil that partially obscured the twinkling tracery of lights beyond. She blinked ultra-slowly. The notion to turn, to check on her companions, entered her mind, but she could not move. It was as if orbs which had been starving all of her life were now locked to the eyepiece of a most marvellous instrument, a magiscope capable of handling farsightedness that exceeded the bounds of accepted optical physics by multiple orders of magnitude. Maybe. The possibilities and the wonder of seeing ignited her mind, for she knew without a shadow of a doubt that what she beheld was not of her Island-World, but vistas far exceeding its bounds. 
 
    Suddenly, something blurred in front of her. She tried to focus, but it was too close. Closeness … and distance. She had so little experience with such visual concepts. Was that meant to be writing suspended before her? How did one read writing with the naked eye? 
 
    Clearing her throat, she said, Er – 
 
    Identification required. 
 
    The voice was tinny, alien, inanimate. A scroll that recorded audible sound? That responded to stimuli after a period of thousands of years?  
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya … no, that was foolish. I am the Dragon Librarian. 
 
    Identification required. 
 
    Uh, Fra’anior the Onyx? 
 
    Identification required, or self-destruct will initiate in ten seconds. 
 
    “Roaring rajals!” There was a dark flickering in front of her as if numbers were counting down, but since her useless eyes were probably looking a million leagues past that, it was no help at all. 
 
    Sapphurion – Amaryllion Fireborn – Istariela! No hope. No chance, was there? Suddenly, she had an inspiration. Summoning whatever power she could scrape together from the terror turning her belly into an overheated, foetid swamp, she raised her voice and cried like a Dragoness declaring her name, I AM AULI-AMBAR!! 
 
    Accepted, o Fra’anior, Master of the Tyrabulus Codex. 
 
    What? 
 
    Was it her draconic name-utterance or the belated realisation that she had tried to project the mental outline of Fra’anior himself at the security system, which had opened the Codex to her? 
 
    And now she was masquerading as the Onyx of Ages, intending to misappropriate his Tyrabulus Codex? Her knees shook like a Dragonship in a squall. Blasphemy of blasphemies! Not that she had much choice in how the pre-recorded equipment had been calibrated. 
 
    Was the milkiness changing? 
 
    Aye! Her eyes responded to the miraculous, glorious luminosity, feeding greedily upon the inward-pouring information. Every slight disparity in shading, texture and behaviour was a fresh miracle. Great, tremulous waves of emotion rushed up and down her body, wobbling her spine, lifting her scalp, making her toes tingle and curl with wonder. The marrow-deep sense of wishing to travel filled her heart with an urgency of purpose, yet for the longest time, she could not fathom how to commence her journey. Well was it said that the first footstep was the hardest, demanding the greatest courage. Yet her fear was of a fundamental lack of capacity. 
 
    How she ached to be more than that useless blind girl! 
 
    Her best, most unexpected magic always seemed to arise from song. Was that the only way to fuse the unique dichotomies in her nature? 
 
    Pressing forward in spirit, she sang less with words than with her inmost desire. Show me what I am meant to see. Show me the place Fra’anior wants me to be, the object of this Codex. Help me to pass yonder … 
 
    Her feet stood still, timeless, yet her soul began to stretch – that was the only way she could describe the sensation she experienced now. Rising, her song deftly pressed aside layer upon layer of protective magic that formed a delicate, ethereal shield about her planet, and she savoured the taste and texture of all that she experienced as she passed through. A vast turquoise sphere curved beneath her, a place of sparkling beauty too wondrous to capture in a single glance, and in truth, she did not understand much of what she beheld. The glorious blue was salted with tiny droplets of white and green, but like a fruit gnawed upon by a ravenous maw, it also had a great dark bite in its side. A circle of towering obsidian mountains circumscribed a vast, cloud-filled space isolated from the blue, and the circle was cut through its upper belly by a slightly wavering line of crimson and orange flame. The Rift? Was she seeing her Island-World from above? 
 
    Before she could dwell upon the image of endless blue arching against an incredibly rich tapestry of stars, a groundswell of magic from the Tyrabulus Codex snatched her up unawares and hurled her into infinity. 
 
    Stars blurred by in endless streaks of nacreous light. 
 
    Worlds, wonders, terrors. 
 
    At a phenomenal speed, she approached and then rocketed by a battle between a dense nebula of darkness that appeared to be reaching out for stars and stuffing them into its maw, and three hosts of gleaming sapphire particles that appeared to be chewing through its long, mobile appendages in order to disable and destroy the star-consuming beast. 
 
    Blurring faster still, she passed through a region wherein lurked a soul’s darkest terrors, where shadows turned to regard her approach with a visceral, seething hunger. A soundless scream lodged in her throat, too horror-stricken even to emerge. 
 
    Without warning, showers of spangling illumination exploded across her path in vast, spherical bursts of colour, creating a roughly circular corona into which she plunged at a speed approaching reckless insanity, wrenched away, tossed through tunnels and kaleidoscopes of images and hurled back through herself until she had no idea which way was up or down, nor left nor right, and she burst out, wanting to sob with relief, only to find herself hovering in a realm of fire which burned in every dimension. Torrents of fire. Rivers. Waterfalls. Reds and yellows, oranges and vermilion, a devastating, unending explosion of flame that irrationally refused to crisp her cringing person into cinders. Slower she moved now, as if flying upon invisible wings, approaching what she took for an onyx mountain. 
 
    Strange how the layers curved … her gaze rose, and rose … to behold a mountain of stygian coils topped by many obsidian heads that loomed out of the fire, yet were not looking at her, but in the opposite direction, to a place where the fire met ice, incongruously, and there awaited a white Dragoness of glacial beauty. She was as beautiful as a perfect blade of ice, sleek and wild and lethal. Her scales were battlements of white diamonds, her eyes like whirling storms Auli could only imagine must resemble the famed snows of Immadia. There, they had winters. She had never seen winter, never imagined it to be so pure, so breathtakingly fair, yet so utterly chilling. 
 
    Such wonder must freeze a person’s very soul. For she observed a quality of fey madness in those beautiful snowstorm orbs that faced the onyx monster, the behemoth, the mighty Onyx of Yore – oh aye! Auli-Ambar shuddered in dread. That creature could only be Fra’anior himself, several times greater in stature than even the titanic white Dragoness, every convolution of his scales gleaming with the untrammelled splendour of dark majesty, and his long necks mantled in the unending storms and jagged play of lightning that defined his signature power. This was the Storm of Storms, the creator Dragon, the seven-headed Onyx! 
 
    Seven monstrous brains’ worth of awesomeness. 
 
    A living legend! 
 
    Beside whom, she must be like a gnat beside Sapphurion. Less than a gnat. 
 
    Holy awe swept aside her personal fears. Yet before she could quite expire in reverential rainbows at the soul-exhilarating enormity of what she beheld – yea, she beheld! – the miniscule Human being realised that she had arrived right in the middle of an argument between this pair of ancient colossi. An Ancient Dragon-esque argument. Volcano versus winter’s tempest. Fire against ice. A confrontation of elemental forces! 
 
    Have I not approached at thy bidding, o shell-brother mine? hissed the Dragoness, in sepulchrally beguiling tones. 
 
    Numistar Winterborn, dost thou not dissemble? 
 
    I grow weary of thy accusations. 
 
    Fra’anior thundered, with sevenfold power, Then prove them false! 
 
    Coiling amidst billowing clouds Auli-Ambar realised must be generated by the extremely frigid temperatures of her body, the legendary Dragoness hissed, Done enough for thee, have I, in entering this exile. I refuse to open mine mind for examination. 
 
    Thy power is plainly diminished, shell-sister, Fra’anior growled. Even at her great distance from him, his power shook the air like the reverberation of a draconic fireball. Can I not perceive it? The only question is, where hast thou despatched thine soul remnant? What perfidy hast thou accomplishéd therewith? If thou movest against mine creation, the verimost treasure of mine third heart – BY MINE FIRES!! 
 
    What canst thou, from this realm? she interjected slyly. 
 
    The crashing bolt of fury and lightning that struck toward the Dragoness would have vaporised any self-respecting Island, the watcher realised, yelping despite herself. Seven heads snaked about the Dragoness as if stalking their prey, writhing and spitting lightning, but Fra’anior withheld from punishing the mockery that Numistar Winterborn clearly directed toward him, lording it over him in a clear gesture of draconic enigma-dominance – the superiority of withheld knowledge, as best a Loremaster understood this quintessentially draconic concept. 
 
    Auli was terrified to within an inch of her life, and she was leagues behind Fra’anior, not standing in front of his blast! 
 
    Numistar pressed, Tell me, thou whose bullying bluster fails to conceal the incalculable compass of his ignorance, how canst I threaten thine jewel from such a distance of space and time? O Fra’anior, tell me true! 
 
    How could she, indeed? If Numistar had indeed accomplished the impossible by hiving off a soul remnant – a portion of her eternal fire-soul, was what that phrase meant – then how could it remain animate when separated from the rest of her being? Impossible. Narrowing her eyes, the Loremaster theorised furiously. Dramagon the Red was said to have experimented with the transfer of Dragon powers between species. Why not … souls? What if his foul ruzal had found a way, perhaps a parasitic pathway, to transfer itself between creatures and thereby to achieve immortality? 
 
    Intuition slipped like cool fire into her mind. She knew of one object that was bound for her Island-World, the focal point of Ianthine the Maroon Dragoness’ prophecy. Mentally, she gasped, The comet! 
 
    It was only by the slightest inclination of one head of the seven that she realised her presence had been noted by Fra’anior, and the glance of that fraction of his fiery regard – the merest sliver of one of fourteen fire-orbs – was fraught with the utmost caution. She must not under any circumstances reveal her presence to the Winterborn, she deduced immediately. 
 
    Be silent, be a mouse, o Dragon Loremaster now dumbstruck by the enormity of what she beheld, and the abyssal depths of her own ignorance. 
 
    Drawing himself up, Fra’anior hissed softly, Is the comet not thine bauble most malicious, o Numistar? 
 
    Even a person utterly inexperienced in the art of sight, could apprehend the peculiar light that entered the white Dragoness’ fire-eyes just then. A soul’s shading, perhaps, or the way the fires dipped and flickered and changed their nature for a millisecond, before her icy demeanour reasserted itself. 
 
    Auli-Ambar caught her breath. 
 
    GRAAABOOM!! 
 
    The concussive blast of the Onyx’s thundering plucked the wintery Dragoness up off her paws and hurled her way, way into the distance, until the everlasting flame of this realm closed around her tumbling form and after several long minutes, she was lost to sight. 
 
    Then, Fra’anior’s necks curved toward to her. 
 
    It was the gyrating of immensity, like a Moon revolving upon its axis, or the clash of cosmic objects. It was the certain knowledge that his mere presence could crush her like a bug, for legend told that this supremely wise Dragon had created the Island-World she lived in. Yet was he not also artistic and whimsical, fashioning much of his paws’ labour not simply for utility, but also for beauty? His was an unspeakably noble soul. 
 
    A sevenfold gaze immobilised her with holy awe, yet seemed surprisingly quiescent. 
 
    O Enigma, we meet again. 
 
    Blink. Had he just called her – 
 
    How came thee to this place? By what pinnacle of craft hath thine peerless intellect penetrated even this realm, mine ultimate subterfuge? 
 
    Still, the verimost whisper of his voice turned the pith of her bones to jelly. That was how rich and nuanced and expressive his Dragonish was, like inhaling a heady bouquet of the very finest Fra’aniorian aged berry-wine. 
 
    Hast thou dared the Tyrabulus Codex? And opened it, moreover? How passed thee through … 
 
    I abase mine soul’s fires before thee, o Majesty of Eternal Infernos, said she, surprising herself by uttering a draconic form of reverence she had never heard before. I am – 
 
    SPEAK NOT THY NAME IN THIS PLACE! he thundered. Then, gentling his voice as he glided a little ways toward her, as though he flew without wings through the flame, he said, How canst thou have forgotten, o Enigma? I know thee by thy Pygmy Battle Name, but thou art not of the Pygmy peoples. For I sense deep questions within thee, o little she, o wielder of shielded bastion ward and enigmatic nature, and so when we speak, I shall name thee ‘Enigma,’ as before. 
 
    As before? Auli-Ambar chewed unhappily on her tongue. They had never met before, not that she knew. Not in person. Yet he named her ‘Enigma?’ Enigma indeed! 
 
    Raising a paw, he admonished, Neither thine name nor title nor station shalt be uttered in this place, for the very flame doth hear and make report. Speak a boon for a boon, little Enigma. 
 
    This was a traditional exchange between Dragons, yet she feared to admit she was no Dragoness. Could this titanic Ancient Dragon not see her for who she was? 
 
    She hesitated. I wish to better understand my nature, o Great Onyx. 
 
    Thou art Enigma, of water and fire entwined in a manner unforeseen and indeed, infeasible, when first I didst shape the fires of the Lesser Dragonkind; and later, when I discovered the entrapped water dwellers of mine realm, and sought to create for them a unique dwelling place beyond the Third Sun, where in comfort they might tarry. I thought these two types of draconic fires fundamentally opposed, but I see them coexistent in thee, and the import of this coexistence shall – how mine fires sorrow to report – lead to a dark and terrible time for thee, o lambent-everlasting flame of mine third heart. 
 
    His seven great heads bowed in acknowledgement of his dire words, and the very fires of his eyes dipped and swirled toward a colour like charred crimson. 
 
    Auli-Ambar was abashed. That was not news for which she had hoped! 
 
    Nonetheless she said, How may this Enigma best serve thy purposes, Great One? 
 
    To tarry here exposes thee to grave danger. Swift-wings now, tell me, how didst thou pass through the Codex? 
 
    Touching my Dragon’s kiss to the meriatonium casement opened the Codex. I identified myself to it using a double-invisible image of thyself-in-myself, and then I sung through the layers of shielding that lay beyond, she replied directly, trying to pass him information or images about what she had done. 
 
    Except, it was perfectly illogical! 
 
    Extraordinary, purred the head directly ahead of her. 
 
    Another to its left added, Sung magic! What an elegant expression of the music of liquescent magic thou art, o inscrutable Enigma! Now, should thy well-founded theory be borne out, some essence of Numistar Winterborn shall indeed ride the comet to smash through mine protections and re-enter the Island-World in a thousand of your years – again, this sense of temporal dislocation! A thousand? Did they have the wrong comet; was the prophecy wrong? He continued, If such dread events transpire, she will seek certain key lore scrolls hidden both at Gi’ishior and at another location – thou knowst this secret? 
 
    I do. This lore library lies nearby to another who tarried long in the Island-World. 
 
    Terrible was the fiery gaze with which he measured her, but at length, the Onyx of Ages said, Indeed. Numistar’s aeons-old plot must be thwarted. Mine kin ever scheme against thy Island-World, seeking a return to the heyday of Dramagon and Numistar, which would spell the annihilation for all you hold dear. 
 
    Annihilation? She bit her lip. 
 
    Aye. Such is the way of her paw. Hear me well, o Enigma. First-talon, Numistar Winterborn will crush all who resist her dominion, Human or Dragon, and enslave any survivors. Second-talon, she will rule over the frozen wastelands and find a way to return her old flame, Dramagon the Red, to the Island-World. In so doing, a most grievous blow would be struck to the very pith of mine third heart, and in mine ruination would their draconic revenge-joy be made complete. 
 
    His immense, spatulate paw rose to clasp the upper region of his monumental chest as if the very thought agonised his mighty Dragon hearts. 
 
    Aye. She too, was aghast. 
 
    Now, to thee, Fra’anior added. Be not afeared of the power of disremembrance, for it is that very quality thou takest for a curse that shall become a gift – but this is no easy path, Enigma. Knowst thou that the Pygmy name given thee is no mistake? 
 
    I – I shall endeavour to grasp this truth, o mighty Onyx. 
 
    A speck bowed before the almighty creator Dragon. 
 
    Warmly, he said, Time and time again, I fail to apprehend thine nature, Enigma. Thou art the innocence of an unborn eggling and the infinity of ageless wisdom, intertwined. May a fiery day come when thou art known to mine cognizance, as I am to thine. 
 
    Speechless. 
 
    In a voice like a thrilling concerto of many flutes, he added, Even from the shadows, great deeds of paw shalt thou endeavour, o mine Enigma. Cherish those whom I hold closest to the fires of mine third heart, even as thou art cherished with the sevenfold fires of mine secret hearts. Do not allow Numistar Winterborn access to the lore she seeks. And in time, I believe – his heads rose, seeming to scent the flame for traces of what, Auli-Ambar knew not. Go. Go now. FLY! 
 
    Anon, said she, essaying a bob of her head. 
 
    She receded at the speed of thought. 
 
    Fading amidst the flames, she heard Fra’anior say, When next ye return hence from thine present, give correction to mine labours of past millennia … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ten minutes later, she was shaken, nauseous and dumbstruck. Not only did Arkurion blithely claim that nothing had happened when she lifted her skirts – aye, complete with nasty connotations of lewdness and indecency – but he had just thundered her into silence for daring to suggest that she had spoken to Fra’anior in the flesh. She was mad, a cracked Island; she had lost her grip on sanity! 
 
    For her part, her response had been neither pretty nor wise: 
 
    You slap-pawed excuse for a Dragon! Which part of ‘I am not lying’ do you not understand? 
 
    You are blind, Loremaster – blind in spirit, if you think any Dragon of true white-fires will believe the towering blasphemies spouting from your profane lips! 
 
    Don’t call me blind! 
 
    I am warning you for your own protection, you blundering blindworm! 
 
    Maybe you’re too puny a Dragon for Fra’anior to bother – 
 
    CEASE THIS SACRILEGE!! 
 
    When she began to mutter beneath her breath, his paw had smashed rock beside her, and his incensed roaring drowned her out. I will never accept a Dragon Librarian who holds such irreverent views, and neither will any other true and noble Dragon! 
 
    No, they had both taken cheap, ugly shots at each other. How could she repair this rift now? 
 
    “We move on!” the Mercury Blue grated at last.  
 
    Deeper and deeper, the Symorrian Dragarnads led them into the mines. Their paths startled and then confounded the miners who had claimed to know these mines like the lines upon their palms. Auli smarted in private. No, she had not even known the slight creases on her hands were visible. Ignorance was not beautiful. It was as ugly as her aching face. Her seething anger caused the whole area below her left eye to start burning once more. 
 
    Still, since their minds were forced to touch, she had to keep more than close to the Mercury Blue. She politely offered the addition of an air-purifying routine to his pneumatic shield, and then they worked on creating a temperature differential to cool the bubbled air as well – not antagonistically, but neither was it the easy, friendly partnership of before. 
 
    Mutual offence was like that, especially when neither party would be first to bend. Like two hostile armies encamped far too near each other for anyone’s comfort, they were. 
 
    From three and a half miles below the Island to six, they floated down an endless vertical shaft. Romilly reported that there was not a diamond in sight. The pressure and temperature increased as much as the air quality decreased, forcing Loremaster and Dragon to greater and greater feats of concentration. The shield bubble shook more and more perceptibly as Arkurion’s resources began to feel stretched – not that Mister Blithering Brimstone Breath was about to admit anything of the sort, of course! 
 
    Her mind masticated the curious encounter with Fra’anior. Enigma, recognised from before. The final admonition to return from her present … the Onyx must mean that when he had departed the Island-World, he had removed himself and his Ancient Dragon kin not only to another place, but to another time. Did that mean the Tyrabulus Codex had hurled her through time and space, perhaps to a distant past – and if so, how could it have been keyed to her Dragon’s kiss? It was indescribably ancient! Her head hurt just to consider such conundrums. 
 
    No. She must eschew such archetypically draconic-metaphysical contemplations, because they would twist her brain up like the ultra-spicy Jeradian noodle soup she had once tried. Now was the time to solve mundane issues. First-paw, survival. 
 
    Auli-Ambar said, “Could you show me those shield constructs again, o noble –” 
 
    “They are the fastigium of centuries of draconic scientific development!” 
 
    Withering dismissal, plus a ridiculously technical architectural synonym for ‘apex.’ The Dragon was still audibly fulminating, and being a pretentious stiff-paws at the same time. 
 
    She’d give him a swift kick up his oversized vestigium! 
 
    Very well. Since this Human was now feeling decidedly rebellious … what could she do? After several minutes’ thought, an irresistible idea popped forth. Oh, aye! Zephyr-like, she vocalised a song about alleviating pressure, about the lightness and joy of winging across the Isles amidst halcyon skies and beneficent breezes. She evoked the rippling play of meadow flowers beneath a Dragon’s wings, shamelessly plagiarising from the works of Salhumiz the Yellow, a celebrated Poet Dragoness of Pla’arna Cluster – an imaginary play, since she had no idea what flowers looked like. She loved the smell and texture of lilies and fireflowers, however! 
 
    Arkurion began to snort in irritation at her increasingly grandiloquent efforts, but promptly choked upon his own smoke as the stress of their combined mental exertion abruptly diminished. Suddenly, they were sailing idyllically downward in a welter of simulated suns-shine, rainbows and fragrant Fra’aniorian fireflowers. 
 
    He coughed unhappily, “How did you – what? Auli-Ambar! Is that you tugging my wings? 
 
    She made a show of stretching and yawning. “We women have our ways. I think I’ll take a little nap now.” 
 
    Nrrr-grrr … 
 
    “Nasty old throat cold you’re developing there, noble Dragon.” 
 
    AARRRGGHH!! 
 
    Laughing, Master Chazzu said, “You two sound just like me and my wife when we –” 
 
    “We do not! Cease your vile insinuations, you foolish little Human!” Arkurion crashed, returning to his two-Dragons-in-one-body personality. 
 
    Still, that was the problem. Exactly the nub of the problem, she thought, rubbing her ears. Nothing in the Island-World would change what could never be. 
 
    She had clearly spoken to Fra’anior, yet could that be? 
 
    By any measure under the twin suns, this was a puzzle of epic, Ancient-Dragonesque proportions a young Loremaster could not wait to sink her teeth into. 
 
    Within half an hour, the Mercury Blue brought them safely into the ancient magma chamber beneath Yelegoy Island. Whispers of wonder rose from her companions. They fell over themselves to describe to her the spectacular glistening crystalline stalactites hanging like curtains from the ceiling of a mile-diameter space. Some formed columns hundreds of feet tall, fused with the stalagmites rising out of a perfect white lake below – which could not be water, Arkurion realised aloud, or it would have boiled away long before. The bottom of the shallow lake was lined with millions upon millions of white and blue diamonds. 
 
    “Riches forever and ever,” Master Chazzu breathed. 
 
    Romilly said, “Father, we must never desecrate this place. Have the Loremaster and her Dragarnads taught us nothing?” 
 
    There was a startled silence. Then, the Master said, “Romilly, you have come of age. How would you like to accompany a Yelegoyan delegation to Fra’anior, to treat with the Dragons?” 
 
    Arkurion sniffed, Sapphurion will roast them alive for their transgressions. 
 
    Mercy, that he will, she mused aloud. 
 
    Part of Auli-Ambar wanted to yell, ‘Keep that madwoman away from my Cluster!’ But that would be unfair. Did her response betray that the girl had learned a thing or three in the last few days? 
 
    “Father, I would love that – if the Loremaster allows.” 
 
    “Me?” 
 
    A hand touched Auli’s shoulder. “You could choose to honour-revenge yourself in the Southern style.” 
 
    “Or, I could work on my forgiveness – and leave the revenging to the Dragons,” she responded, drawing first laughter, then gasps of horror from the Humans within Arkurion’s shield bubble. The Mercury Blue voiced a smoky, approving chuckle. “You would need to be prepared for more than a fiery word from Sapphurion, Romilly. I cannot shield you from his wrath.” 
 
    “I will accept due punishment,” said the other. 
 
    On that note, she resolved to beg clemency of Sapphurion. After all, he had put up with more than a few gaffes from his young Loremaster. Perhaps, no more than a verbal roasting was called for. No more dangling people over thousand-foot drops, anyhow! 
 
    Arkurion was not a large beast in comparison to the behemoths of Fra’anior, but even so, it took several hours of communication between the Symorrian Dragarnad families to work out a route that would accommodate his draconic proportions – and evidently, his ego too. The Dragarnads accomplished this by communicating in a language of subsonic vibrations through the rock. Then, they led the group on a twisting, complicated path up into one of the southern mines. Arkurion had to force his way through in two places, his armour screeching and scraping against rock and diamond. Auli-Ambar ribbed him about wanting to cover his scales in diamonds for his personal hoard, a notion which sat most agreeably with the Mercury Blue. 
 
    Soon, many nostrils thrilled to the scent of fresh air, and an unrestrainable spirit of gladness stirred all in the group, Human and Dragon. Even the taciturn miners cracked a few jokes. Romilly hugged Auli so hard that she was sure she left an imprint of a Cinizzara Miniature on her stomach. She checked the pouch by touch. Still no movement or sign of the eggshell cracking from her tiny charges. 
 
    Shortly, eschewing the dangers of what for them was a high altitude, the Dragarnads took their leave, expressing that Auli-Ambar and Arkurion should be forever welcome to delve deep in their realm, and their hopes for a glittering future. The Mercury Blue assured them that regular contact with the wider Dragonkind would inevitably follow, starting with the arrival of a team of researchers from Tanstoy. Doubtless that meant poring over the Codex too! For their part, Auli and Master Chazzu reiterated promises that they would seek the necessary dietary supplements and resolve the diamond mining issues. The Dragarnads, with the excessive dignity only Dragons could muster, then proceeded to defecate a sizeable tinkling gift for Auli-Ambar, which she heaped into her headscarf and tied into a neat bundle. 
 
    She managed this graciously, despite Romilly’s quiet sniggering and an offer to steal a few sparklers while she wasn’t looking. Was one flying lesson not enough for that girl? 
 
    They emerged into the dawn of a Yelegoy Island commanded by the forces of Remoy, Human and Dragon. The mercenary force had been decimated. The Remoyan Dragons were planning a final ‘pest clearance’ of their roosts, located somewhere offshore of Yelegoy, while King Jorman arrived to stiffly congratulate the Mercury Blue on the rescue of his first wife. 
 
    While Arkurion was lapping up the accolades for his exploits, expressed in brief but glowing terms by Queen Myriana, Si’ishi arrived at a run and startled Auli-Ambar by weeping a few tears against her headscarf and just about hugging her head off her shoulders. Great leaping Islands, she had thought the sometimes hard-edged Royal Elite incapable of such a show of emotion! 
 
    Finally, the brass dral dropped. “Si’ishi, you did nothing wrong. Our young saboteur – Romilly, here – drugged you that morning she abducted me off the Dragonship.” 
 
    She would have given an ingot of pure Dragon gold to see the glare Si’ishi must have directed at the young Yelegoyan at this juncture, because the Queen cleared her throat meaningfully and there was what sounded like a certain degree of mutual sizing-up by the professional female soldiers and bodyguards. Great. Like a flight of Dragons taking each other’s measure! 
 
    Heavens raining Dragons, she was shattered. 
 
    Romilly made a tetchy but suitably embarrassed apology which was echoed by her father, possibly stemming a developing diplomatic incident. Then Tarrinya arrived with a squeal of joy, inadvertently thwacking the Loremaster in the shins with her cane as there were Southern hugs all around, much to the bemusement of the Fra’aniorian contingent. Courtly bows, pats upon the shoulder or manly backslaps were all perfectly acceptable. Full body hugs from complete strangers? Not so much! Thereafter came the exhausting business of making arrangements and setting priorities in the midst of political turmoil – largely generated by the machinations of a certain Dragon Loremaster, one might argue – and an active siege of the Yelegoyan capital. To his credit, Arkurion impressed upon King Jorman the urgency of Auli-Ambar’s medical needs, and so following a quick wash and change, she attended an informal open-air dinner with the Remoyan royals and there discharged the bulk of Sapphurion’s business agenda, save a couple of items she deemed sensitive enough to demand privacy. 
 
    At last, upon the stroke of midnight, she boarded Captain Ya’adoran’s Dragonship for the return journey to Remoy Island. She remembered little of the passage of hours, for the instant her head touched the pillow roll, she slept, but in that restless state that for her often accompanied overtiredness. She dreamed first of a Pykolese mother with luminous sapphire eyes. Later, she fell into a repetitive nightmare where she visited Fra’anior only to find Numistar Winterborn tormenting him about her triumphal conquest of the Island-World. 
 
    Fra’anior turned to her, and said mournfully, Why did I ever trust you? You failed me, Enigma. You betrayed us all. The Talons shall gnaw upon your insignificant bones.  
 
    Over and over, his accusations darkened her dreams. 
 
    She awoke to find her pillow roll sodden from sobbing. Sodden! When had her tear ducts started to function properly? Were the tears sapphire coloured, as she had been told before? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 10: Abandonment 
 
      
 
    To tarry upon Remoyan soil that morn was an episode so brief, considering the personal stakes involved at Tanstoy, that I ever afterward considered the experience surreal, transitory, but a butterfly’s step upon a petal before leaping from that springboard into my future. But what a future, I could never have foreseen. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections 
 
      
 
    ROCKING UPON THE winds in a custom, Dragon-woven rush basket was a novel way of travelling the Island-World for an apprentice Dragon Librarian. Auli-Ambar rested as Arkurion the Mercury Blue did what came as naturally as breathing to Dragons, which was to spread his wings upon a brisk southerly breeze and swish them away across the void, traversing the barrenness of the depthless Cloudlands, to a place ne’er trod by Human foot. 
 
    Perhaps she should call him the Mercurial Blue, for as the suns rose resplendent above Remoy Isle, warming the back and left side of her head, he made gentle enquiry about the comfort of her travel arrangements, and by the close scent of his smoky sulphur breath, she realised he must have lifted the basket clutched in his forepaw toward his face, so that he could look upon his passenger as they spoke. Sighted people gazed at each other during conversation as a social nicety, she understood. For her, it was always more about orienting herself politely toward the sound of a voice – a politeness impressed upon her in her youth by Master Chamzu, and never forgotten. 
 
    Was pictorial memory akin to vocal or learned memory? She had always struggled to forget what she learned or heard. Now, she must acquire a new skill – understanding what she had seen in the Tyrabulus Codex, and grasping the import of what she had learned. 
 
    Fra’anior’s grasp of magic must be beyond imagination if he could summon her to another time and place, to task her with aiding him somehow in his future … and hers? Or, her past? 
 
    One matter was a mountain she, both figuratively and literally, could not see beyond. How was it possible that when using the Tyrabulus Codex, she could apparently see? Deep underwater, her experience had been similar – so similar, that her mind was drawing conclusions her heart could not accept. There must be a physio-magical state in which she was no longer blind. Maybe. How could it be that the Codex provided the very property that was most precious to her, the ability to tame her outrageous farsightedness, which exceeded all known laws of optical physics? Unless … unless it had been specifically designed to meet her unique needs? 
 
    No. No, no, ten thousand times no! 
 
    To Arkurion, she replied, “I was touched by my companions’ flywell. Si’ishi said she would stay at Remoy Island until the results of my initial consultation with Head Doctor Maximaxathior are clear, and the subsequent course of treatment decided upon. How long will this journey take, Arkurion?” 
 
    “It is a deep, dark and terrible secret,” he quipped dryly. “I could not possibly say.” 
 
    “I shall know if you fly in circles.” 
 
    “Ah, by the vile stench I leave in my wake?” 
 
    He was in an ebullient mood. Even so, as the morning wore on, Arkurion at last grew quiet and their easy banter – just like old times – was swallowed up in an immensity of silence. Auli-Ambar felt her nerves bite at last. What if her condition could not be treated? What if Maximaxathior found more awry with her than a severe congenital deformity of the jaw, upper palette and facial structures? What if the shattered bone could not be rebuilt or repaired? What if she ended up with a clunky metal monstrosity of a jaw? 
 
    Auli-Ambar knew she was a soul to whom fears had always come too easily. Try as she might, she could not quell a creeping sense of impending doom. 
 
    It was just fear. 
 
    Just an unconquerable, crushing Island’s weight of fear. 
 
    Arkurion flew steadily until nightfall, when he urged her to break open a small pack of supplies he had prepared for her, again in consideration of her comfort, and then he said, “The storm wall lies ahead of us, about two hours’ flight. It is important to approach at the right angle of attack. In the base of the basket you will find what we call a drycloth, which should keep you warm and dry. It’s going to be a wild, blustery ride.” 
 
    “The storm wall?” she asked. 
 
    “Aye. The accepted theory is that there are three major under-Cloudlands air currents which meet at Tanstoy spire. Their mixing action creates a slow but discernible atmospheric churn which can be seen with the draconic eye and detected with our instruments to depths of over six leagues. The current originating from the southeast is particularly moist and warm, and the resultant effect on air pressure and suchlike creates a never-ending, rotating storm around the spire which the Eastern Dragons call a static hurricane, or a vortex, which rises in some seasons to over three leagues above Cloudlands level. So do get yourself snugged in, Loremaster, and I bid you secure yourself using the leather straps provided.” 
 
    “Securing a tasty morsel for delivery to the voracious maws of Tanstoy?” 
 
    He chortled, hurgh-hurgh-harr! “O morsel most moreish, who delighteth in all things lore-ish … fear not how thou shalt be served up in the morn-ish!” 
 
    “Terribly contrived joke,” Auli-Ambar snorted. “Works better in Dragonish.” 
 
    As the Dragon winged toward the tempest, they chuckled together like a pair of conniving parakeets. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    According to Arkurion, the storm measured fifty-two leagues in diameter. In this season, a towering league-and-a-half tall rampart of grey-black clouds was surmounted by a crown of billowing, fulminating thunderheads, even darker than the swirling storm mass below. Tanstoy Dragon Roost lay hidden within the calm eye of the storm. Overhead, the thunderheads crackled with energies that the blind girl sensed – she considered the sensation thoughtfully, turning it over in her mind, playing, experimenting. 
 
    Dragons spoke of seven senses; Humans, five. 
 
    Yet were there not many anecdotal records stemming from many diverse cultures of Human precognition, for example, or the persistent idea that one could sense the gaze of another? What of the magic that sang around Fra’anior’s own caldera, lived and breathed by Human, Dragon and dragonet alike? That was her heritage too – half, to be fair. Her maternal heritage might be stranger and more magical yet! 
 
    Those eyes. Those weird but undeniably beautiful wells of pure sapphire. Who or what kind of creature in the Island-World had eyes like that? Some unknown creature of deepest Herimor? One of their fabled Chaos Beasts? Maybe there were aspects of her maternal heritage she would do far better knowing nothing about, she thought, remembering with a shudder how the Eastern woman, Azziala, had clashed with Captain Ra’aba. Each trying to injure, to steal from, to crush the other in search of a treasure they desired? 
 
    Pensively, she braided her long hair. What girl wanted to have to comb through an epic storm-tossed tangle of a morn? 
 
    That would surely make her Snarly-Ambar. 
 
    Very soon, she began to smell moisture in the air. A near-constant grumbling of thunder underscored the atmospheric heaviness, and a rising breeze wuthered around her face mask and headscarf. Since she was not planning to try to see anything in this storm, she sat in the base of the basket, which was only just wide enough for her to cross her legs, and took up the straps. Now, how did one use these? Running the thin but strong leather strips through her fingers, she imagined winding several around Arkurion’s forepaw – and upon occasion, around his unbendingly principled draconic neck – 
 
    Auli-Ambar. A word about shielding thoughts? 
 
    Oh, I didn’t realise someone was eavesdropping, she sniped back, and immediately felt ashamed. Ugh. I take that back. 
 
    Apologies are undraconic. Obfuscation is not. On that note, lesson number one. 
 
    Dragons learned from their earliest fledgling years to veil not only their thoughts, but even their speech. Dragonish was particularly well adapted to nuance and shadow, but most of the words Arkurion used to try to help Auli-Ambar to visualise this thought-protecting process, did not communicate well in her experience of the Island-World. Clouds? Fog? Veils? Not tremendously useful. But personal privacy was precious to her, and she burned with humiliation when Arkurion elucidated for her some of the ways in which she had betrayed her inner thoughts around the Dragonkind. 
 
    Never again. She would master this technique. 
 
    But as the basket swayed and the first icy hailstones blattered against the drycloth shielding her person, she finally found the beginnings of a technique that, true to her daedal intrinsic nature, rooted itself within the magic of song. Song that wavered between the burbling of water and the sharper crackling of fire. Perhaps it was only to a half-Pykolese girl’s perception that the sound of fire somehow took on an aqueous character, but the instant the sound she was thinking about felt right, her Dragon companion stiffened in surprise. 
 
    Auli-Ambar, that’s … amazing! Do it again. 
 
    She mislaid the insight for the better part of an hour as they bored on through the storm, swooping and soaring and shaking at the force of the winds – nothing unusual, and nothing a girl should concern herself about, she heard Arkurion think – when she suddenly found herself reflecting upon the fiery realm where she had met Fra’anior, and it was as if the Mercury Blue’s mind unfurled itself like the most delicate blossom before her perception. Every beautiful, fiery thought lay bare. Every self-doubt. Every … 
 
    Delicately despairing, she turned away before she could apprehend … much. 
 
    And the moment she slipped away again through his mental defences like vapour, the Dragon felt it. This time, he knew the identity of the intruder. 
 
    You – you break into minds like you broke into the forbidden section of the Dragon Library! he gasped. Auli-Ambar, such a Dragon power is unprecedented – it is perverse! O Fra’anior!! It is … UNTHINKABLE!! 
 
    His wild, furious thundering shook the basket. 
 
    When she did not answer, he roared, How many times? HOW MANY? 
 
    Huddled beneath the fire and brimstone of his mental assault, Auli-Ambar could make no reply. Yet, her mind replied for her, deflecting the pain with a cool, rippling sensation. Water to his fire. It seemed to make the Dragon even madder that he could not hurt her, for he hurtled away into the storm with a forlorn bugle, his wings pumping the rhythm of his fury. She was little more than a toy dangling from his paw. For many long minutes, he battered his way through hail and gust and, snarling as powerful gusts of wind caused his wing struts to judder and creak, thundering replies of his own to the storm’s concussive blasts of thunder, until the sounds became indistinguishable to her. 
 
    He was primal fury. He was Dragon! 
 
    When at last they passed into calmer air, his air of self-possession was even more frightening than the preceding outpouring of rage. 
 
    In a voice colder and more terrible than she had ever heard from him before, Arkurion said, Remind me of your first flight with noble Qualiana. Dragons never forget. What did you do, Auli-Ambar? What did you do to me? 
 
    A reprehensible thing, she whispered back. I’m so ashamed … I wanted to apologise then, but – 
 
    No apology necessary, he snarled. 
 
    Arkurion, you know I would never use this power for ill. You have to trust me. 
 
    Trust you? Trust one who holds the power to turn a Dragon’s mind so subtly, so completely, he remembers not his own signature tenor, the flow of his basal fires? 
 
    I will open my mind – 
 
    You cannot! You alone cannot! Yet you opened my thoughts like a Dragon’s talon slices free a sheep’s entrails, and you have done. How can I ever trust you again? Now his tone was withering, a rising lash of spite and rage and affront. What you have done – stealing my thoughts – is beyond dishonour. It is despicable and cowardly and … repulsive. Girl, you deserve whatever is coming to you – 
 
    No – oh Arkurion, please – 
 
    FRA’ANIOR BLIGHT YOUR FIRES!! 
 
    He pulled up short, but too late. Auli-Ambar recoiled as if he had struck her. Accursed! Repudiated! Stricken low by her best friend … 
 
    Then she was curling into herself, hiding beneath the cold drycloth, too aghast even to sob. She hid herself as Arkurion had just taught her, concealing her anguish behind weeping waterfalls that fell like the softest rain, yet were acid to a soul scarred by fate’s cruel paw. She had always, always been unwanted. Rejected from the first; not a treasured babe, but a ghastly, shocking thing discarded as quickly as her mother could flee home and her father could dump the marred creature with relatives. 
 
    Now, the Dragon closest to her heart loathed her with every fibre of his being. 
 
    Who could blame him? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Mercury Blue described their entry to Tanstoy Dragon Roost in disinterested tones, almost as if lecturing a class of fractious fledglings. The structure was a geological wonder. A single, sheer granite plinth arose from the unplumbed depths to a height of some three miles above the Cloudlands. It was assumed to be a volcanic pipe due to the rich mineral and gemstone deposits found within, but the exterior was perfectly smooth. Atop the plinth, which housed storage and laboratories in the main, five silver metal alloy columns of unknown composition emerged from the stone. The columns were arranged in a complex quintuple helix pattern that rose half a mile above the main plinth to support and twine around a crystal chamber above, which was shaped like a flattish sphere, fully a horizontal mile in diameter. The crystal itself was white pearl in the main facets with emerald and ruby frosting, and completely impervious to Dragon fire, he added. 
 
    “So Tanstoy looks like a Dragon’s paw holding a crystal aloft?” Auli-Ambar asked. 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “It sounds spectacular.” 
 
    “I wish I could show you,” he said. Did she detect a hint of empathy? “The crystal roost is a beacon of light that lights the inner storm wall at night, pulsing with a power that seems drawn from the deeps. No Dragon knows how or why. But everything within and without Tanstoy is fashioned with extravagant detail and artistry, creating a marvellous play of light that pervades our living and working spaces. The Dragons live inside the crystal, which is where I am taking you now.” 
 
    So it was that the Dragon banked to approach the crystal roost from beneath, and Auli-Ambar thrilled to a quiet, almost subliminal song of sound and magic and water that played against her senses. She could understand why such a jewel might have been hidden from Human access for aeons. 
 
    Every able-bodied Dragon of Tanstoy had gathered to greet, goggle at or growl at the Human visitor, from the smallest hatchling to Elder Silanzithior, aged a sprightly two centuries and thirty-eight, Arkurion told her. Tanstoy Dragons enjoyed great longevity even by Dragon standards. In comparison, she was the age of a well-grown fledgling, and she understood that many of these Dragonkind were curious as to why a youth should be accorded such high honour by their brethren of Fra’anior. When she greeted them in fluent Dragonish, one hatchling actually squeaked in surprise, which earned them a firm cuff across the ear-canals by way of reprimand. 
 
    Auli-Ambar made a speech she had memorised which aimed to conciliate their extremely traditionalist mindset, and then read a scroll of salutation from the Dragon Elders. She had practised Sapphurion’s cadence and tone as best she could, in secret, and had the pleasure of a private mental snort of amusement from Arkurion. 
 
    Of course, Zanthrillior then simply had to upstage everyone by breaking into a suitably thrilling solo greeting, delivered with impeccable musicianship but eardrum-battering volume, after which the Head Doctor finally had the chance to welcome her and invite her to attend his laboratory after daybreak the following morn. After an hour’s unbroken stint of formal greetings, Arkurion took the weary girl up to her quarters, describing the layout of the inner chambers, corridors, communal living spaces and medical facilities as they walked together. Her throat ached and her voice had grown burry, so they switched to telepathic Dragonish. 
 
    The main residential zones lie above the lower quartile of the crystal casement, which has always been filled with reserves of water, though no Dragon knows why, he said. There is no other source of water save the storm. Some nine hundred Dragons roost here permanently, while a further one hundred and seventy-one, like myself, travel the Island-World extensively, in search of lore like the Roving Researchers of the Dragon Library. A similar number of Healer Dragons also travel abroad, many for seasons or even years at a time. 
 
    She listened wearily. Was this dearth of vigour normal? Perhaps all this travel to exotic locations had its price. 
 
    This will be your chamber whilst you reside at Tanstoy, Arkurion said at last. It is draconic in proportion, but I had certain Human amenities and artistic features apposite to a blind person installed ahead of time. 
 
    Thank you, Arkurion! That’s more than I could have asked for. 
 
    It was nothing. I know thee best, after all … he paused in clear discomfort, before deciding he would show her about the rooms. He had thought of everything – a clear, easily memorised layout with no clutter, a soft bed, a bathing chamber with steps downsized for Human feet, ablutions, a receiving chamber for Dragon guests, and even a private library and study chamber furnished with supplies fit for a dozen Loremasters. The extensive library chamber housed Tanstoy’s complete collection of 11,457 scrolls copied over the course of fourteen centuries by paid Human scribes labouring at Remoy. He had installed statues and textured wall art created from gemstones and precious metals created by local artists. 
 
    Where shall I place your Dragonharp? Arkurion asked at last. 
 
    Oh, you remembered? How did you carry it? 
 
    Of course I remembered your luggage, he growled. I carried it all in my other forepaw. You were – 
 
    Too excited by the prospect of the journey, she cut in. I appreciate everything you have done for me, o Arkurion. It is more than sufficient. 
 
    What would ever suffice for one personally named by Fra’anior himself? he asked lightly, and with that cryptic and slightly ominous comment, departed for the evening with a word that a tiny pot of soup would be arriving shortly. 
 
    Was he still sore about what had transpired, she puzzled? Why would he not wish to celebrate her emergent destiny? 
 
    No mind. Ever-practical Auli-Ambar worked her way around her chambers, forming a mental map that would serve her for the days and perhaps weeks to come. She checked a few random scrolls and clapped her hands with glee. Ancient lore! Oh, by Fra’anior’s own paws, this was a drool-worthy hoard of lore! But she would restrain herself. A Loremaster ought to behave with decorum. 
 
    Drooling on ancient scrolls was definitely unacceptable. 
 
    At last, in this place most utterly removed from Human habitation or taint, she realised that she felt safe from the threat of the Talons, and it was as if a great boulder lifted off her shoulders. Shortly, a polite greeting from the entryway announced the arrival of a skittish young Dragoness who introduced herself as Azinthansi the Ochre, and she realised one detail which had been omitted. Doors. Had she noticed doors anywhere in this great warren of a Dragon roost? 
 
    Azinthansi said, I had not realised Humans were quite so diminutive. Is this all you will eat? 
 
    After checking the pot of tuber soup with her hands, Auli-Ambar said, Indeed, this portion would furnish me several meals’ worth. Thank you, noble Dragoness. 
 
    No meat? 
 
    I would love meat, but am currently unable to chew. 
 
    A congenital defect? 
 
    The nuances of the Dragoness’ inflections were perplexing. Auli-Ambar had already heard numerous linguistic indicators and shades unfamiliar to her, and archaisms not present in Fra’aniorian draconic speech. She replied, Aye, I was born with severe malformations of the jaw, upper palate, upper lip and nose, and these have been compounded by an injury I recently suffered. I have great confidence in the noble Maximaxathior’s abilities, however. 
 
    Azinthansi said, a touch mournfully, I am to be your guide in the morn. 
 
    Oh, unlucky. 
 
    She was hard-put not to laugh. Instead, Auli-Ambar said, I am greatly honoured, and look forward to all you have to teach me about your beautiful home. Sapphurion shall hear favourable and fiery report from my quill regarding the Dragons of Tanstoy. Never has a Human being been so privileged as to tread these halls. 
 
    That was enough to dispatch the Dragoness with an audible spring in her step. 
 
    Auli chuckled to herself. Aye, she knew a thing or two about Dragons. 
 
    The following morn, bathed, breakfasted both upon soup and upon a supremely dull scroll that detailed the genealogy of the prolific, polygamous Remoyan kings, and freshly dressed in a Fra’aniorian lace gown unearthed from her travel chests, Auli-Ambar waited upon Azinthansi. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    She read several more dreadfully dull scrolls, and exercised her scant patience. 
 
    Perhaps she had mistaken the hour? Walking up to the entryway of her chambers, she explored for doors and found none. As she had suspected. Privacy was not mandated in this Dragon roost, she supposed. Auli cocked an ear and listened intently. Were the Dragons here inordinately late risers, or had her circadian rhythms perhaps been upset by the change in location or due to the unparalleled crystalline magic of this roost? 
 
    Returning to her Dragonharp, she set the dampener pedal to quieten the instrument, and lost herself in practice for several hours before at last she heard a footstep and identified Azinthansi by the same nervous sweep of her tail she had made the previous evening. 
 
    Again pausing at the threshold, the Dragoness fluted, A most melodious morn to thee, noble Loremaster. 
 
    And to thee, noble Azinthansi. 
 
    Indeed, all Dragons of Tanstoy now understand why Zanthrillior boast-praised your skills in the Hall of Meeting this eventide past. 
 
    Auli-Ambar smiled at the formal yet earnest language. Azinthansi was keen to make a good impression. Rising to bow, she said, Whither to, noble Azinthansi? And prithee tell, what is your role or specialty here at Tanstoy? 
 
    Her chambers were located in the south-eastern quarter within the crystal, which the Dragons called the Tanstarrian d’Tanstoy, or in the ancient Southern Dragonish dialect, the ‘shining glory of Tanstoy,’ with the repetition of ‘Tanst’ denoting an amplification of significance. Interesting. Auli-Ambar touched her pouch, stuffed with scrolleaf, quill pens and three ink pots besides her dragonet eggs and the Cinizzara miniatures. She meant to take notes on everything she learned here, but understood her writings would be vetted before they were allowed to leave Tanstoy’s shores – not that this Isle-plinth particularly had shores, she corrected herself hastily. Apart from inner shores above the water storage, ninety feet and several levels beneath her slippers. 
 
    Islands’ sakes. Relax, Loremaster. Live a little. 
 
    They steadily ascended a long, sloping crystal ramp that was surprisingly slippery underfoot – Auli-Ambar thrice wobbled upon the glassy surface before Azinthansi rather timidly proffered a fore-talon to help the poor blind girl, as her mind inadvertently leaked before the shields swirled back into place. Here were the hatchling nurseries, classrooms and communal bathing facilities. A gaggle of hatchlings fell into awed silence as she strode past, the whispering of her lace dress contrasting with the leathery scraping of the Dragoness’ scale-armour and the steady tread of her paws, before they burst into giggles and little snarls of amazement: 
 
    She wears cloth coverings! 
 
    Are those animal hides, or an imitation thereof? 
 
    Pretty cloth, aye, but did you see – Azinthansi actually touched it! 
 
    Ooh! She’s brave! 
 
    Shiver my wings, what strangeness. And did you hear her playing – 
 
    Why would Fra’anior create such ugly two-legged brutes and call them a great race of the Island-World? 
 
    Auli-Ambar shut her ears and hurried on. Sometimes one heard too much. Despite that the insult was general, and delivered in laughably haughty tones, she could not help but feel a poignant prick. Had that hatchling not talon-tapped one of her deepest insecurities? How she hated this shrinking feeling within, this mordant suffusion of self-loathing and an overwhelming darkness of despair when she considered her birthright. Her mother had dared to call her a Pykol-jewel. Why a jewel? Perhaps an irremediably flawed gemstone, one a jeweller might callously discard, or cut heavily to excise the bad and salvage what little good might be found within … 
 
    Fra’anior, why? 
 
    It was not far to the main medical facilities of Tanstoy Dragon Roost. Ten minutes later, Auli-Ambar heard the groaning of wounded Dragonkind, and wondered why Dragons should have to access such an out-of-the-way location for the best medical care. Before she could enquire further, she heard the dry, parchment-brittle tones of Maximaxathior welcoming her to his facilities, and then with typical draconic aplomb, it was straight down to business. She was bidden to strip her clothing and head coverings. After a brief discussion, Auli-Ambar agreed to leave her Dragon’s kiss covered for the time being. Then she was weighed and measured in inordinate detail in every possible dimension, before being whisked away on a trolley made for hatchlings – the Head Doctor jovially suggested it could have accommodated ten of her – to the great crystal scanning room. 
 
    Now, battery after battery of incomprehensible medical and anatomical tests commenced. The chamber was heated to the temperature of the toast-bread Zimtyna preferred for her breakfast, and the welcome waxed warmer yet as the technicians, doctors, students and likely nigh upon every Dragon in the roost took it upon themselves to find an excuse to ogle the nude waif in their midst. Of course to Dragons, nudity was no taboo. Dragons wore scales, period. They found the idea of Human clothing risible. Auli-Ambar had to remind herself that she probably looked like a skinny skein of mutton to them, too gristly and gnarly to bother with actually chewing upon. 
 
    Every so often, Maximaxathior popped by to comment, Hmm, very good, aye, or, A touch more on the jaw here, very good. Comfortable, o Loremaster? 
 
    Perfectly, she lied cheerfully. 
 
    He explained that in the main, they were mapping the probable location of a new jaw and the set and nature of the current bone structures, comparing them to Human records sourced from Tanstoy over a period of seven hundred years. Later, after a brief pause for lunch, there were further tests related to her bone density, structure and composition, and then the very much more serious and complex matter of mapping the magical pathways of her being – much to Auli’s consternation. No Dragoness was she! In the late afternoon, with an enormous range of initial tests completed, she was whisked over to Biology to undergo the oftentimes painful process of providing samples of hair, skin, nails, teeth, tears, mucous membranes, bone, flesh, blood, urine, muscle, sputum … by the end of which, she felt rudely and thoroughly violated despite their excellent professional care. 
 
    After a quiet evening spent alone in her chambers, perusing a few juicy medical texts, Auli-Ambar again found Tanstoy Roost perfectly silent the following morn. How strange. She practised her Dragonharp, and before long her day was proceeding according to a similar routine, only to the tune of much more complex tests intended, she supposed, to work out her precise magical nature. Unfortunately, it kept fluctuating – to her irritation, and Maximaxathior’s vocal exasperation. 
 
    Today, it was, Gnarr! Take that reading again! and, How can this be? We just checked the output of the oligno-dynamic pathways. Did we make a mistake? Rerun that test! 
 
    At length, he insisted she uncover her Dragon’s kiss, which naturally threw the proverbial Dragon amongst the ralti sheep. More precisely, a pernicious Human waif was discovered to be defiling the very sacred heart of Tanstoy Dragon Roost, bold as a Dragon’s sharpest talon, and very nearly ignited a minor war before disaster was averted by the great wisdom of Maximaxathior, who argued his brethren down from crisping her on the spot. After all, how could this creature have arrived at their facilities without express draconic permission? Besides which, they had two days’ worth of readings to prove they had been working upon her with clear purpose. 
 
    Auli-Ambar reintroduced herself to everyone. 
 
    Utterly despondent. 
 
    That night, she slept in the crystal scanning room as a plethora of equipment hummed and crackled and prickled lightly upon her skin. She dreamed chaotic dreams of upward-falling water and her screaming, panicked mother endlessly fleeing into the distance at the affront of her ugliness. 
 
    Feeling full of the joys of dragonets carolling songs around crater lakes the following morning, she lay and waited for the Dragons to waken – but this time, she was surprised by the whisper of scales, and after a startled second when her subconscious must have expected a draconic assassin and every nerve in her body ignited, she recognised the tread of Head Doctor Maximaxathior. She greeted him warmly and he her, but when she made to rise, the Dragon said: 
 
    Please remain seated, noble Loremaster. 
 
    I shall. 
 
    Then, Dragon-direct, he added, How is it custom for thy kind to receive bad news? 
 
    That rather let the Dragon out of the eggshell, didn’t it? Auli-Ambar wondered what could possibly have gone wrong with their plan to reconstruct her jaw. 
 
    She said, Please tell me directly, o Maximaxathior. Have you determined a course of treatment? 
 
    He said, I laboured overnight in an attempt to synthesize and understand all of the data we have gleaned from thy person, noble Loremaster, and while much is puzzling and remains mysterious, the course of treatment is clear – but it will not be as you expected. 
 
    How so? 
 
    It is with the greatest sympathy that I give thee my diagnosis: You have cancer. 
 
    I … what? 
 
    Her ears rang as if struck like a pair of gongs. She had not heard right. Could not have. 
 
    A gnarled old talon came to rest upon her knee, and another paw clasped her back – gingerly, with the chariness of one utterly unaccustomed with dealing with Human patients. Even though the elderly doctor’s tone was unutterably gentle, Auli-Ambar found the inner darkness of her world to have become darker and more terrifying than ever before. 
 
    The diagnosis is irrefutable and undeniably grievous, he said, most gently. I have identified an ossi-magriophagic cancer – 
 
    Please. Please, no. Truly? 
 
    I abase my fires in sorrow, noble Loremaster. The infliction I have identified is a highly aggressive, magic-based, bone-destroying cancer for which Tanstoy holds neither record nor certain cure. I believe it to be rooted in a fundamental dichotomy present in the elemental structures of – are you alright? 
 
    She groaned against her upraised fist. Aye. No … no. Are you certain, Head Doctor? I’m sorry. I’m just – cancer? I don’t understand. How can it – you were meant to be fixing my jaw, weren’t you? 
 
    The piteous, broken syllables of her own Dragonish frightened her. Juddering. Dysfunctional. Feeling as if the whole Island-World, so carefully held in balance in her realm, had just crumbled to dust, that she had somehow been snapped loose of reality. Nothing was as it had been before. 
 
    I am certain, said he. 
 
    Breathe. She must breathe. Certain it’s c-c-cancer? 
 
    Simply put, this malady acts in the inmost magical pathways of your being, said the Dragon, adjusting his grip as she began to shudder helplessly. Within your being, two juxtaposed forces are fighting for pre-eminence, in ways which lie beyond this old Dragon’s experience. 
 
    Fire-water. Water-fire, she sobbed. 
 
    Perfectly succinct, aye. And from that precise interaction has arisen an imbalance, a corruption, which is cancerous in nature and action. It travels the magi-physical pathways within and around your bones, and its major consequence appears to be to undermine or eat away at the physical structures, resulting in the weakness which has latterly become apparent. The cancer is primarily evident in your skull and upper and lower jaw, but there are also signs of ingress into the bones of your hind legs, your right hand, and what appears to be a related but distinct type of cancerous contagion which has begun to attack your oesophagus. Do you understand what I am telling you? 
 
    Hear? Aye. But understand? No. She had a million questions, none of them answerable. Auli-Ambar gulped hugely. A-Aye, doctor. M-M-My treatment – 
 
    Must be aggressive, experimental and immediate. 
 
    How long? 
 
    Long? 
 
    Left untreated, how long would I have? 
 
    He sucked in a long breath. Weeks. One month at most. 
 
    She sat in silence, dumbstruck. Weeks. Not months, not even years. Weeks. She had come to Tanstoy Dragon Roost just in time to receive a terminal diagnosis. Now her debilitating fears of the Talons seemed like spiderwebs shredded by storm winds. 
 
    She quavered, Noble doctor, what must I do? 
 
    His paw did not shift from its gentle hold upon her person, and Auli-Ambar had never been more grateful for this most undraconic behaviour. Maximaxathior said, I must tell you, child, that this course of treatment will not be hard. It will likely entail the greatest physical agony you have ever experienced. It … it may well kill you. 
 
    Kill or be killed? 
 
    With a pitiful wail, Auli-Ambar folded in upon herself, making a tight, foetal ball within the Dragon’s small paws – small paws compared to Arkurion’s, she realised. For the longest time, he simply held her like that, until her shuddering and wailing eased, until she was spent, for she had nothing left to give save the numbness of her disbelief and horror. Cancer. Cancer! Fra’anior, how? Why? After all she had been through, after all she had suffered and years lived in the uttermost darkness of complete congenital blindness, this was to be the fate of she who was Enigma to the Great Onyx? 
 
    She had nothing left. She was nothing. Fate’s maw would swallow her without a trace. 
 
    Wordless, the mortifying terror. 
 
    Timeless, the anguish. 
 
    Boundless, her fear. 
 
    At last, she stirred herself to ask quietly, Arkurion – where is he? I need to speak with him. Please. 
 
    Head Doctor Maximaxathior did not seem prepared to engage in draconic subterfuge any longer. He replied, The noble Mercury Blue flew abroad this morn upon his honour quest, Auli-Ambar. He is gone, perhaps for many seasons. 
 
    Gone. Realisation smote her so forcefully, she felt as if her heart had congealed against her chest wall. He knew. He knew my diagnosis before he flew, didn’t he? 
 
    Aye. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 11: Tranquil Waters 
 
      
 
    When the gilded scroll did arrive from Tanstoy Dragon Roost describing the tribulations of our young Dragon Loremaster, it nigh quenched mine life’s fires. Only once before in my summers beneath the suns had I been so moved to curse the fates fashioned by Fra’anior’s mighty right paw, which was when I was poisoned, my priceless egglings slain. I trembled to blaspheme for the dark-fires fury that consumed my soul’s inmost thoughts. 
 
    Sapphurion and Grandion rushed to my flanks, thinking someone had died. 
 
    Dragons say of such grievous tidings, ‘I crashed headlong into an Island’s bulwark.’ How she suffered – aye, even that, I could never have imagined. I flew to her, our precious little fire. I flew South with the swiftness of a mothering Dragoness’ heart cleft asunder. Across the long leagues, I did most sorely make mournful wing strokes, and dreaded finding her fires already departed of the mortal coil. Yet it was not so. 
 
    By the most fragile thread, she survived. 
 
    Qualiana the Red, O Tempestuous Fate 
 
      
 
    IMMEDIATELY, IN THE pain of knowing Arkurion’s desertion, she might have averred that was the worst kind of anguish, of a heart sundered, rejected, trampled upon. During the weeks that followed – if weeks they were – Auli-Ambar came to understand that there was worse. Unimaginably worse. There was pain that demeaned. Pain that shattered one’s dignity. There existed degrees of agony beyond humiliation, description or bearing. When the precious knowledge of one’s very self was stolen and cast into the volcanic pits of suffering, when she recalled neither the course of days nor her own name, when a soul cursed and railed and raved and wished for nothing more than to die to gain surcease from the unremitting torment – that was pain. 
 
    Pain was a beast more savage than any Dragon. 
 
    She remembered only the briefest flashes from that first period of treatment, when the doctors fought fire with fire, seeking to drive the cancer from her bones. 
 
    There was the moment she vomited so violently, her thinned oesophagus disintegrated and she was rushed to surgery choking helplessly upon her own blood. 
 
    There was the clear memory of a convulsion so wracking, she heard her own bones snapping against the binding restraints. 
 
    Occasionally there were hours when, surfacing somehow from the magic-infused opioid cocktails they gave her to knock her out, she had been able to map the lie of every bone in her body by their pyretic tracery scorching her flesh, right down to the smallest digits of her fingers and toes. Even the release of screaming was denied her. 
 
    More strangely, there was her thirst for water. Always water. Never enough … 
 
    Water … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Auli? Auli-Ambar? Can you hear me? 
 
    Her breath wheezed somehow through a pipe. She could not speak, because there was something blocking her throat, but after the longest time, she realised that Head Doctor Maximaxathior must know her every secret. She was stripped bare, was she not? 
 
    No, you hide your secrets better than any creature I have ever known, came his thought. 
 
    She smiled, a ghastly, torn rictus of movement. 
 
    And I know you can read my mind. You attacked every Dragon here at Tanstoy. 
 
    Whaa … I’m … sorry? 
 
    Words drifted into her mind, as languid as a fragrant Fra’aniorian zephyr and as shocking as individual thunderclaps. 
 
    I know, little one, Maximaxathior said gently. Given the eventual defervescence of your fever, I need to explain several things to you. I am a sneaky, curmudgeonly old Dragon. We had a good old fight, you and I – both in your treatment, and in the psychic realm. 
 
    I know … nothing of this, she thought carefully. Each thought was a struggle. She had never felt so enervated. So lost, and alone. 
 
    Softly tread upon your paws, he replied telepathically, and swiftly on. Your strength is miniscule. I alone have learned how to outwit your disremembrance magic, but only because it has been unconscious and unthinking in operation. In the conscious mode you destroy my memories every time. We deployed a psychic shield in an attempt to contain the worst of your excesses. Never, in my centuries of life, have I encountered a mind like yours – a wild, chaotic tempest of a mind. Now, hear me well. Seven weeks into your treatment, we have beaten back the initial bone cancer. The oesophageal form remains in and around your remaining vocal cords and has spread to your lungs. However, in this state of abatement, your body now refuses to heal itself and we are now struggling to keep you alive. You have thirty-nine bone breaks and fractures including your skull. Your heart keeps stopping and general organ function is poor. You need to focus on healing. 
 
    Healing? 
 
    Healing yourself. Your mind is your own most powerful weapon in this fight. 
 
    I … she groaned. I … doctor … 
 
    I have an important question. 
 
    Doctor … noble Dragon. I don’t want to die. I know – I keep begging to, but I don’t … truly, I don’t. 
 
    I understand. You shall live. 
 
    I have – help the Great Dragon – keep helping … he needs me! 
 
    The Mercury Blue? 
 
    Cool flame flared up in her mind, drowning out her thoughts. No. I need water … 
 
    Precisely my foremost question. Why do you keep asking for water? 
 
    Uhhh … no, please, I can’t bear it any longer … 
 
    Auli-Ambar. Loremaster. Focus on me. Focus on my mind. Qualiana the Red is coming. You have to hold on until she comes. 
 
    A wave of magic surged through her body, shaking her limbs against what she dimly recognised was a casement or full-body cast intended to prevent her from snapping any more bones. 
 
    Cant! I can’t … 
 
    You will live, Human girl. Together, we will beat this. 
 
    Sweat poured down her face and bathed her limbs. Maximaxathior was making dainty adjustments to his equipment, muttering in his mind as her consciousness faded in and out, attacking, retreating and defending in waves. She sensed the titanic clash within herself, the magic – she could not tell if it was the crimson fire or the sapphire – trying to fight back, to take over, but there was room only for one, not for two. 
 
    She was the battleground. At stake, her life. 
 
    You did … well, she managed, a thin trickle of a thought. 
 
    Her heart’s stopped again! 
 
    So clear, his deliberations. The concern, the frustration, the streams of medical data running through the fiery pathways of his mind. While he was bellowing for help, she remembered her own response: 
 
    I’m dead? How then do I still thirst? 
 
    Darkness consumed the last light of her psyche. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Little flame, little flame, it’s me. 
 
    Little flame, little flame, guttering slowly, the refrain played back in her treacherous mind. She had burned up. Now all that was left was a charred husk, was it not? 
 
    How long has she been in this state, noble Maximaxathior? 
 
    Three weeks and two days, noble Qualiana. I abase my fires. I should have requested your presence earlier. 
 
    Would it have made a difference? the familiar voice wondered. She fights back in ways I do not understand, as if the psyche rejects anything that would tip the current stasis. 
 
    Without tipping, she will die. 
 
    Weugh, Auli moaned. 
 
    Qualiana said, What’s she saying? 
 
    Weugh! 
 
    Astonishing how she communicates just like a Dragoness, said another voice, unknown to Auli. Who has ever heard of a Human skilled in the greatest draconic secret? This young Loremaster is terribly, unthinkably dangerous, noble Qualiana. By all draconic law – 
 
    There will be no hasty interpretations or honour slayings here, noble Fazzarior the Green, the Dragoness said smoothly. 
 
    Then – 
 
    WEUGH!! WAR-GGHAAA!! 
 
    The Dragons cried out as she attacked! Auli-Ambar knew she must not, but the pain … she had to let the pain out somehow, and they did not understand. The doctor Dragons rushed about, calibrating their incomprehensible instruments and the mechanical and magical devices that kept her from the cusp of death, and she felt the cool taint of new drugs entering her system. 
 
    Burn them away! 
 
    Burn! 
 
    I BURN FOR WATER!! she thundered. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There were minds nearby discussing her case. They felt distant yet close, open to a prowling consciousness attuned to its survival needs, yet physically absent. She tasted the sensation with all the cunning at her disposal. So facile to slip through the psychic wards they had set in place. So hungry for release from the pain, she almost slipped into them to make her will plain – but one resisted; the elder, the one whose fires burned in set paths not easily manipulated. 
 
    Lurking in the background, she searched for an opportunity. 
 
    Fangs like psychic shadows. 
 
    Talons ready to neatly slit their mental shields like soft gizzards, and – 
 
    Auli-Ambar? 
 
    Noble Maximaxathior, she purred menacingly, and then pulled up short. Great leaping Islands! Why was she acting like this? 
 
    Come, he invited, apparently unperturbed by her psychotic behaviour. Synthesize the data with us. You know yourself best of all –  
 
    Or, not at all, she riposted. 
 
    But she was shaken. How had she stooped to stalking these doctors and scientists who had worked so unstintingly in her care, behaving exactly like a famished Dragoness scenting fresh kill? Shame laced her thoughts. She had plotted murder. She had acted … feral. Was that what suffering could do to a person? 
 
    Suffering is basal, priming our survival instincts like little else under the suns, he said calmly. You are not the first and likely will not be the last creature to try to kill their doctor – and when you are well enough, I shall furnish details of just how close you came to ending my days beneath the twin suns. 
 
    I abase my water – my fire – uh, whatever makes sense, she spluttered. 
 
    Both are appropriate, in your case, said he. 
 
    Suddenly, they were gazing at each other in shocked surprise, there in the mental space. Seeing without eyes. Auli-Ambar perceived the memory of how Qualiana had reacted to seeing her person, broken and gaunt and surrounded by unfamiliar equipment doing the work of keeping her alive, with dark metal pipes entering her body through a hole in her throat … not merely gaunt. Skeletal. A clear assessment in the Dragoness’ mind that she had never seen a Human so desiccated that her veins were too flat to even find, so emaciated that she could enumerate every blood vessel in her – what, in her naked skull … where was her hair? Oh Fra’anior, not her hair … 
 
    Realisation broke her afresh. 
 
    A dry sob wracked her pitifully thin chest. She could not even cry. No sound came to her hearing. What did it matter? She was already so unsightly – yet it mattered more than she could bear. 
 
    The Head Doctor said, You began tearing it out yourself, but then the treatment also seemed to burn your scalp from within, and … I am so sorry. I understand that beautiful hair for a woman is akin to beautiful scales or eye-fires in a Dragoness. 
 
    Is there sign of regrowth? she managed to ask at last. 
 
    Not yet, Qualiana said gently. Auli wanted to laugh hollowly. Insult heaped upon injury. The Dragoness added, What were you thinking just now, little flame? Your spirit leaped within you. 
 
    Immersion, she said at once. 
 
    Immersion? echoed the Head Doctor. 
 
    Total immersion. Can we do that, whilst I yet breathe? 
 
    His mind, linked somehow with other draconic presences, was already evaluating the merits of this idea. Another Dragon crowed, Aye! That’s why she kept asking for water! It wasn’t about the fluid intake. I checked those details a thousand times … 
 
    Qualiana said, But might the addition of a liquid medium stimulate the other half of her magic, which we have spoken of, reintroducing the cancer? This is about establishing a magical balance between water and fire, is it not? 
 
    To Auli-Ambar, Maximaxathior said, We shall make it so. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The lucid moments had become like beads of light strung upon the thinning thread of her life. Now and again, a slight flash described a moment of consciousness, of life, paradoxically consumed by the knowledge that she was dying. Her heartbeat was fearfully slow, yet strangely loud to her ears. Then another gap would loom, an unknowable space of nothingness bitten out of her life and memory before awareness returned and she could evaluate a foetal space encapsulating her body, but where was the flower she remembered from before? Where was her Dragon’s kiss? 
 
    If she looked, all was darkness. 
 
    If she had seen a flower in the womb, then how had the disfigurement of her eyes begun, and when had the malady reached its zenith? 
 
    Occasionally, she heard voices like ghosts of the past urging her to fight, to struggle, to heal herself or allow healing to be poured into her, but she was too tired for that. Too drained. Her cries fell upon deaf ears. 
 
    Her body floated languidly in a medium that whispered secrets to her soul, but it was as if she had become deaf to her inmost needs. The cure had beaten it out of her. Stripped everything bare. Now she was as naked as the day she had been born, a mote afloat in a liquescent cosmos – faintly, blurrily, a part of her laughed at this thought. Fra’anior had once promised she would see his cosmos. So she had. But how could she return to aid him from her future if she had none? 
 
    There must be life. 
 
    Must be. 
 
    Must! I must live … 
 
    An eternity later, that speck of life began to pulse into the warm water that surrounded her, a wordless, inchoate plea for help. Yet who or what could help her now? Who would hear? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A presence inhabited her darkness. Perhaps it was an incongruous softening of nothingness that alerted her. An inconsistency in the surrounding existential milieu. Wakening to despair and fatigue, she sensed nearby a powerful being that evaluated this tininess, this ephemeron which cried out for succour, but did not respond. 
 
    Mother? she moaned. 
 
    She had to be hallucinating. The presence darkened the darkness surrounding her, a conundrum had she been able to dwell upon it. Whatever it was, the being or apparition had the immensity and palpable power of agedness like Fra’anior, yet it was not him – here was a creature of unimaginable otherness, which sought by the immense wiles at its disposal to evade her cognisance yet simultaneously to understand who she was … 
 
    Mother? I … sense you … 
 
    Her cry was miniscule, barely stirring the waters. 
 
    Gone. 
 
    Was that another trickle of awareness? 
 
    Mother? 
 
    Gone. 
 
    After a hiatus that seemed longer than time itself, the suspended mote giggled weakly. There you are … why do you hide from me? 
 
    The vast presence appeared to stiffen in vexation, as best she could tell. Then, in a wild, primordial melody unlike anything she had ever heard before, the reply fell upon her senses, as beautiful as it was accusatorial: 
 
    Child of the nightsong, 
 
    Child of the fire-song, 
 
    Burning, suffering, trembling, dying, 
 
    Accursed spawn of my mortal enemy, 
 
    Since time immemorial … 
 
    Fading once more! But this time, she felt enlivened enough to follow. The great mothering creature sought to shadow her retreat, to hide in a vast realm of perpetual adumbration, but to the mote who now recognised herself once more as one who had once been Auli-Ambar, darkness was home. Her place. Nor was she afraid to be called accursed – the oft-heard accusation saddened and frustrated her at the same time. 
 
    Now she had the opportunity to hunt, to stalk, to identify the faintest traces of the great presence and to reach farther, and deeper and farther still, to identify a hint of scent here and a perturbation there as the creature returned whence it came. Remotely, she became aware of a realm of great pressures and darkness, of fluid, softly-lapping vastness, wherein this creature dwelled – somehow akin to the cosmos she had seen, wherein she recognised a star-like song of light as well, but a blind girl could not hope to see such things. Not without a miracle called the Tyrabulus Codex. Yet might a form of sight be possible using the eyes of her mind, if her strength still allowed? 
 
    There in the unknowable deep, she reached out tremulously. Noble Mother? 
 
    You! Accursed child of fire – 
 
    Aye, I know. 
 
    The strength of mountains oriented upon her. Auli-Ambar had the impression she was an inconsequential speck floating beside a living Island, examined by unseen eyes that pierced the very quick of her soul. Then, the great voice rose once more in the haunting, alien melody: 
 
    Wherefore do you follow into mine realm? Thou art child of the firesong, who has no place here, nor ever can … why risk thy fragile spark in this endeavour? For I hearkened to the plainsong of thy suffering across the many leagues, rising and falling, fading and appearing, until I could bear it no longer – even though thou art foe, in elemental opposition to those of my nature since time immemorial, an object of the uttermost loathing. What does an accursed child of firesong seek here? 
 
    From birth I was called blighted, great Mother, blighted and accursed, she pulsed slowly. So frail. Each thought felt like a marathon. You speak nothing new under the suns. I am blind, deformed, scorned and aye, dying. 
 
    Beside that wondrous song, her own mental voice sounded like the harsh croaking of the green-ruffed mallards she had derided before. Yet she recognised something in the creature’s outcry that moved her profoundly, that rippled the waters of her soul, and knew that her initial conclusion that this must be one of the Ancient Dragons, was entirely too hasty. This female presence had the same sense of elemental, ancient vastness that she had experienced with Fra’anior, yet her presence and thoughts exuded a sense of coolness, like the rippling surface of a terrace lake of unknowable depths. 
 
    Again, the presence said, A sad tale, no doubt, should I care to hear its song. 
 
    With what little endurance remained to her, Auli whispered back, Thou art Mother, art thou not? That little, I know of thee – and that the presence of thy soul’s tranquil waters bestirs my soul so deeply, it is like – 
 
    BLASPHEMOUS MITE!! 
 
    The almighty thunder of her wrath washed forth in scaturient waves, a frothing, seething tumult possessed of a power undreamt of – yet curiously, the pounding effect upon her psyche invigorated her in a way that she recognised from the time she had stood out in the torrential rains of Fra’anior Cluster, wishing to be cleansed, healed, to connect with the deepest parts of herself. That was her secret, was it not? In part, she was of the element of water – yet would this mighty being accept her assertion? 
 
    She would not be cowed. Numistar was immense. Fra’anior, mightier still. She had faced the seven-headed Onyx of Yore with courage. Summoning that same audacity now, she challenged, Then pray tell, how do we commune together? What common tongue do we speak? 
 
    The Mother made a melodic tempest of her objection: 
 
    From the nightsong hurled a spear of fire, 
 
    Deeply wounding the belly of mine Island-World, 
 
    CATACLYSMIC!! 
 
    Auli responded, My mother was of water. I am – 
 
    IMPOSSIBLE! THOU ART FIRESONG!! 
 
    This time, the churning fury of her response tumbled her under, pummelled her, smashed her into a darkness deeper than that compassed by the sense of sight. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Floating in the absence of physical stimuli had the effect of further whetting her senses. Auli-Ambar knew that there was some muted sound around her, but otherwise, she seemed utterly weightless, sightless, deaf to the usual sounds of Tanstoy Dragon Roost. That was where she was, she had to remind herself, suckling greedily at the tubes that nourished her frail life. One tube for air, a muted hissing as a machine or paw somewhere, patiently squeezed air into her lungs to inflate the alveoli, and then bubbles tickled up past her nose from … somewhere. Another tube for liquid food, trickling through the base of her neck down into her stomach. That place hurt. Many places hurt. She recognised that the Dragons had taken a great risk in removing all the protective casts and placing her broken, fractured self into what must be a tank or pool of water, deep enough to be fully immersed. 
 
    She wondered what happened to her bodily waste. 
 
    Had she strength enough to speak, to reach out? 
 
    Qua … uhhh … Qualiana? 
 
    I am here, little fire. What do you need? 
 
    So grateful. Hungry. Sleep … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Long ago, she had learned that sighted people most often distinguished waking by the moment their eyes opened and they saw daylight. After sight, rational thought followed. At least, that was how Auli-Ambar imagined it might be – so hard to imagine waking to a vista of colour and movement and light. What a wonder! 
 
    Yet when she woke, feeling somehow cool and collected for what felt like the first time in months, she woke to a sense of not-aloneness. 
 
    It was her. The creature who seemed draconic yet was not, who spoke the tongue of Dragons with enchanting nuances of melody, yet was not herself a Dragon, who was as ancient as Fra’anior himself and in fact, might even predate the arrival of the First Eggs of the Ancient Dragons upon this planet! Just as she might for the Ancient Onyx, Auli-Ambar performed a soul’s reverence toward the creature, hoping against hope that she would not flee the encounter once more. Because she had to learn – 
 
    Fire represents all that is most hateful to me, sang the being, charily. Fire represents the ancient sorrow, the great extinction of my kind, the millennia-old crushing and burning of so many creatures who were my beloved charges. Fire vaporised my oceans. A tsunami of fire ravaged my pristine reefs and Isles. Fire threw up the great mountain bulwark that separates our realms to this day, and thus it has ever been. What is firesong to you, child? 
 
    My … father-song, she replied, consciously mimicking the creature’s inflections of speech. Who are you? 
 
    Sing me a song – your heartsong, the other invited. 
 
    How unexpected. What had changed? Auli stammered, I – I lack – 
 
    In your mind, child. Show me who you are, tiny she who claims infeasible apposition of elemental heritages within her flesh. 
 
    That was one way of expressing the dichotomy of her nature. Auli-Ambar almost chuckled at the expression, worthy of a Loremaster’s worst excesses of scroll-worming. Infeasible apposition, indeed! She had to write that down. But she did not laugh, fearing to give insult, for the being’s hostility was communicated by every nuance present in her Dragonish. Essentially, she was saying what Auli had always suspected, that if her intuition about her nature was true, she should not exist. Period. No need to dress it up in fancy prose. 
 
    Except that she did, paradoxically, exist. 
 
    After casting about for a long while, an answer came to her, and she sang to the waiting presence a song she had composed for herself before: 
 
    In the waters of life, of air-ocean born, 
 
    A naissance of fire, a swift-wingéd dawn, 
 
    Littoral rhyme, the shores of my being, 
 
    Oh to be seen, much more to be seeing, 
 
    I remember you, 
 
    Will you remember me? 
 
    There was a silence like the womb of a warm cavern. 
 
    After a pause so long that the girl feared she would slip back into unconsciousness, the creature said, I am the Mother, as you say – an ancient creature once not of this Island-World, but I made it my own, and the watery reaches are my habitat. We are both mammals, but vastly different in nature. I dwell in the deepest oceans, for my defining characteristic is the element of water. I am called a Whale, or more accurately, a Rorqual. Many names have I, and great power do I possess to understand and regulate the ways of the fractured magic of our planet, but never in all my millennia have I encountered a creature such as you. What do you call yourself? 
 
    I am a Human girl, called – 
 
    Human? 
 
    My father hails from Fra’anior Cluster – 
 
    FRA’ANIOR! the Rorqual spat. You are his child? His spawn? HIS SPY? 
 
    As before, her raging created unfamiliar surges of feeling in Auli-Ambar, at once thrilling and alarming, as though something within her awoke to the majesty of this creature’s identity, but before she could respond, the furious thrashing abated. 
 
    Nay, thy magic of water and song cannot lie, not to me. Forgive my disturbance, child. 
 
    With sensation came the awareness of pain, the awful shouting of a body on the verge of collapse, and it was a long time before Auli could make any reply. 
 
    I do forgive, but I don’t understand, she whispered, simply. 
 
    Speak your heartsong. 
 
    So she told the Rorqual what she knew of her mother and her heritage, sparing no detail of what she knew or suspected. Several times, the deep-dwelling creature interjected a snippet of song or a note of wonder, so that she learned in return that there were many Humans inhabiting a part of the Mother’s realm called the Reef, but none like her, and of the Pykolese people the Rorqual knew nothing, nor of an air-ocean beyond the third sun. 
 
    Exhaustion necessarily led her to cut short the story. Twice, she felt the great creature attempt to strengthen her, only for her innate magic to reject the overtures as soundly as she understood she had rejected Qualiana’s attempts to heal her. 
 
    Sometime later she awoke, surprised. I slept? 
 
    You were unconscious for four of your days – in a coma, Humans say, said the Rorqual. 
 
    Oh, Mother! 
 
    To her further surprise, the laughter of roaring oceans swelled in her hearing. Why do you greet like this? 
 
    Oceans! Oh, they must be similar to the thundering sound of waterfalls, she imagined, like pools no eye could span and depths no Human could ever survive. The idea was thrilling beyond description. 
 
    I dreamed of my mother. Sorry. You … you sang over me? Taking my pain? 
 
    I did indeed, seeking to penetrate the mysteries of your nature. I am foremost, a mother to many – please call me Mother Whale, or Great Rorqual. Tell me, child of firesong, how did you remember my heartsong if you were unconscious? 
 
    Auli-Ambar searched her memories. There’s a kind of lingering resonance – in the water of my bones – I can’t express it better – 
 
    Again, a vast but self-conscious chuckle surprised her. Extraordinary. Melody of watersong, you are, yet also of firesong. Could your unique nature be the bridge I have sometimes dared to dream of? Before the girl could dwell upon this, she added, Try to picture your mother. Show me your dream – but press it beyond the boundaries of your mind. You see, you are like a living clam shell – 
 
    A clam? Is that like a snail shell? 
 
    It was the first glimmer of an understanding between them, a fragile naissance of common heritage. Neither knew whence it would lead, but Auli-Ambar sensed a crack in the antipathy which had coloured every syllable of the Mother Whale’s communication with her so far. It must be challenging indeed for a creature with a millennia-old antipathy toward the Dragonkind – creatures of air and fire who had unwittingly dealt her world a grievous blow – to deal with one whom she called a child of fire. Firesong, which perfectly matched the creature’s melodic form of communication. 
 
    To the Rorqual, she was a tripartite mystery – that of pain, which the Mother longed to assuage, the mystery of her unknowable power which allowed her to reach across tens of thousands of leagues, into the realm of water, and thirdly a mystery of presence, or the daedal complexity of her intertwined nature. 
 
    How could her two elements coexist in one vessel and not either be inundated or burned up? Or cancel one another out? Would that not equate to death? 
 
    Well, she was certainly trying her best on that front! 
 
    The Mother Whale was adamant on one point. If these Pykolese people were somehow of the water, then they were hers, and so was Auli-Ambar. They were her possession, her realm, her charge, the heartsong of her wave, as she expressed in increasingly powerful surges of communication. Well, half of Auli-Ambar, anyways. Half loathed and half beloved … a portrayal of herself too close to her fears not to cause a shudder. 
 
    Nor would the Great Rorqual relent in her assessment of Fra’anior. She had nothing but hatred for the one who had exploded her beloved oceans. 
 
    Auli found herself fading again. She could not concentrate on holding a conversation for longer than a minute or two. In rambling, often fragmented bursts of thought, she offered to prove her worth by finding the water dwellers of her realm, the Pykolese people. The Rorqual assured her that it was not about proving herself, for was there not good and evil inherent in every realm and element of the Universe’s vastness? She would help Auli-Ambar regardless, for she was a Mother first and foremost. Even if the prospect alarmed her. 
 
    Somewhere, a girl grieved piteously. 
 
    The great creature said, Rest now, brave child. I have stolen your last strength. And as you sleep, remember this: I sense your song is the key. You must remember who you are. 
 
    Remember? 
 
    Remember, soughed the waves. 
 
    How … if I have never known … who I am? 
 
    The ocean combers thundered, REMEMBER!! 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 12: Ripples 
 
      
 
    THE BEAUTY OF magic lay in its unpredictability. One week and eight days after her total immersion, Auli-Ambar saw light. Wavering, rippling, spine-tingling light. Very well. Magic was deeply exasperating, too. The slightest shadow flickered across her vision. 
 
    She could not hear anything. No Dragonish. No telepathy. 
 
    Trying to swallow back a creeping sense of horror, she explored the space around her. Liquid caressed the hypersensitive skin of her arms. Were the bones whole? Aye, it seemed so. She checked her torso, her emaciated arms and hip bones sticking out of her flesh like hard handles, touched the tubes at the base of her neck circumspectly, and then checked her jaw. No change there. More gap than bone on that side of her face. Her eye had somehow been wired back in place, and when she passed her hand in front of her eyes, the ephemeral shadow was back. She waved her hand lazily back and forth, laughing inwardly. 
 
    What a miracle! 
 
    Tap. Tap-tap. 
 
    Oh. The muted tapping must be coming from the outside of the glass. She mimed not hearing by cupping her hand to her pointy Fra’aniorian ear, and then made an ‘I’m okay’ signal by placing her palm against her heart, and then moving her hand up toward her face. 
 
    Tap-tap! 
 
    Maybe that did not communicate in Tanstoy? 
 
    Spreading her hands, she set about communicating with whoever it was out there. 
 
    It would take proper tests to determine if there was tangible improvement, but immediately in herself, Auli-Ambar knew that something fundamental had changed. For the first time since her diagnosis, she allowed herself to feel a smidgen of hope, but it came coupled with despair. Some level of recovery meant she would have to face an Island-World with only half a face, a magical war raging in her bones, no hair and no Arkurion. Which hurt most? Most probably, that which mattered least. 
 
    Little flame! How are you? Why aren’t you speaking to us? 
 
    Qualiana! The hollow, distorted speech carried strangely through the water to her ears. She must be cupping her paws against the glass and shouting. Time to polish up her best Sign. Actually, the Red Dragoness probably knew Runic Sign, which Auli had never practised, but she could probably make the required gestures even while swimming. And – oh, a brilliant idea! Quickly, she began to work out a shorthand way to communicate what she needed. They wanted to surface her, but the idea was too terrifying to contemplate. Change the balance of the magic now? When she felt she might just be able to smuggle an iota of help past her ridiculously overdeveloped natural defences? No way under the suns! 
 
    Four hundred and seventy-three inhalations later, a paw reached into the tank and pressed a small device into her fingers. She had almost forgotten it in her luggage. The portable minoculars. 
 
    Carefully, she drew them down to her eyes and gazed through the magical lenses. 
 
    Far, far away – so far that she had to squint to make it out – she saw a hoary blue-white … was that a nostril? 
 
    Blink. Blink-blink. No better. The image wavered out of focus and returned hopelessly blurred. After asking him to step back, and back again, a hot, prickling sensation invaded her face and teased her stony eyes as she saw, for the first time, part of the face of the Dragon who had been treating her. Just about. Every tremble of her fingers made the image waver and misbehave, but by trying to compare it with what she had seen of Fra’anior, she concluded that Maximaxathior was a very small Dragon, hardly bigger perhaps than a fledgling of Gi’ishior, with a wedge-shaped face and wide, sensitive eyes – flaming eyes filled with white fires of age and wisdom. He had no wings. 
 
    She had just begun to process this realisation when the head of a huge Red Dragoness loomed behind him. At first she thought it must be a ruby, so gleaming were her scales, but then Auli-Ambar realised who it was that gazed upon her with her head tilted askance, as if staring down into … the crysglass cylinder reflected slightly in the gleaming corners of her fire-eyes. Qualiana. She was easily five times larger than Maximaxathior. The rear of her skull was spiky, the doctor’s, perfectly smooth. The long, tunnel-like image leaped past her muscular shoulders and out of sight, then homed in on a pair of parted lips to focus on an alarming set of white fangs. Auli-Ambar had no conception that such terrifying beasts wandered the Halls of Gi’ishior – had she known, she would have given them much more respect. She was huge! Those teeth were swords! 
 
    And the image vanished again. 
 
    Then the red smeared close into her tunnel, giving her an excellent view of crimson gums and the tops of those gleaming white swords, and Qualiana thundered against the glass, Little flame! Your eyes are incredible! 
 
    She fumbled the minoculars. 
 
    One way to shake a Dragon Loremaster to her core. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    From that day on, Auli-Ambar used the imagery of ripples to describe her partial healing. Each day, sometimes each hour, the ripples reached a little further. She surfaced from the tank and found the ossi-magriophagic cancer immediately at work again, but this time, she had new tools to work with. With the help of her unique sung magic imitating trickling water, she succeeded in smuggling Qualiana’s healing magic into her system, whereby the Dragoness was able to address the weaknesses in her bones and begin the process of mending her ravaged oesophagus. 
 
    In her absence, the dragonet eggs had hatched successfully and the trio, all male dragonets, had joined a small colony lower down Tanstoy Dragon Roost, where the helical supports met the top of the plinth proper. She was told that was best for the dragonets. How could a Human female hope to bring up dragonets correctly? 
 
    How could she mother them, indeed? Auli swallowed yet another pang as determinedly as she could. 
 
    The Dragons created a breathing mask for use underwater and, after a range of experiments, settled upon a ceramo-metallic implant for her jawbone and lower face which they crafted with exceptional skill. With the help of a therapist, she walked daily, first with the assistance of bars and eventually progressing to her first unassisted step. Desperately wobbly! As her strength returned, she was able to dictate and then to write scrolls to her father, Chief Scrollkeeper Chamzu and all her friends at Gi’ishior – some requesting details of progress on Auli’s Empire, of course. At last Maximaxathior was satisfied to remove her feeding and breathing tubes. A plan for the facial reconstruction was made. Each day she was weighed and from a severely life-threatening 8.4 sackweight at its nadir – or straw-weight, Qualiana teased gently, as Auli sententiously made the conversion for her into the draconic measure of 81.48 pounds – her weight began to increase daily, but with additional time spent in the realm of air, or fire, the effects of the ossi-magriophagic cancer also escalated and she was forced to chase it around her body. At various stages, her gut, hands, left femur, liver, spine and face were all affected, but each time a return to watery immersion allowed the vital reversal to take hold. 
 
    The transition between fire and water was stark. A couple of hours’ immersion cut off her telepathic ability and triggered the change in her stony eyes to sapphire blue. Qualiana was then able to treat her. Although she dreamed of the Rorqual and several times imagined she must have heard her haunting Whalesong way in the distance, they did not speak again. Occasionally she was able to see with something approaching focus, although her disloyal mind seemed to react to any form of visual input by attempting to shut it down immediately. After surfacing, her faulty vision soon resumed the normalcy of blindness and her telepathic faculties returned. Her speech developed as a rasping whisper. 
 
    She had wonderful discussions with the doctors about her condition. What about ‘multiphasic ossi-magriophagic cancer?’ she would suggest. Or, ‘liquescent quasi-dormant mutable magriophagic’ – would that describe it better? The doctors, scientists and specialists grumbled about a cancer that could disappear into thin air, only to reappear whenever and wherever it wanted. Shortly, she was helping to fine-tune the magical elements of the instruments they used in her care or suggesting advances that might be investigated, which caused the more hidebound members of the roost to gnash their fangs darkly. They did not appreciate any Human telling them what to do! 
 
    Many of the Tanstoyan Dragons were stunted in growth and flightless, she learned. That was the reason for their deep interest in the congenital aspects of her condition. They spent endless hours debating the interaction of fire and water that might have led to her loss of sight later during her foetal development, or even several successive episodes of cancer that might also have triggered her upper palate, harelip and jawbone deformities. 
 
    When she was deemed strong enough, Maximaxathior and Qualiana led the lengthy, complex surgery that peeled back her face and replaced the useless, shattered and powdered bone with the new prototype. Everyone hoped that her body would not summarily reject the chemically inert implant, and after several further weeks of intensive magical treatment and recovery, they announced its success. 
 
    She had a face. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she had a whole face. 
 
    However, the muscle function was imperfect. When they placed a mirror across the chamber from her pool, Auli-Ambar was able to see herself for the first time – for the space of seven shocked, rib-slamming heartbeats. That was when all her bravery evaporated. 
 
    It was not that she was tall and gangly and as skinny as a malnourished reed. Nor that she had the first beginnings of fuzz atop her head. It was that she knew she was ugly. All her life people had reacted with horror or disgust to her presence. Now she saw it for herself. She saw the discolouration of her skin on the side of her face, the huge blue eyes peeking out from beneath the minifiers, the lop-sidedness of her trial smile. Maximaxathior had worked endlessly on the tiny, delicate facial muscles, but the truth was that they had never formed properly in the womb. How was she supposed to remember what had never been? What had the Mother Whale meant, but to envelop her enigmatic existence in yet one more conundrum? 
 
    Who would ever love this girl? 
 
    She sobbed. 
 
    The inward-reaching ripples were more subtle, more difficult to quantify. 
 
    Auli-Ambar knew she had a bad habit of submersing herself in activity in order to ignore deeper issues. Work had always been her solace, her benison, and at times, her own worst enemy. But as she lay abed recovering from her facial surgery, she had an unfortunate amount of time in which she had nothing to do but think, and it was then that she realised how deeply Arkurion’s behaviour had affected her. On a surface level, it was merely one more rejection in a lifetime’s litany of rejections. Her beliefs about what was true in the Island-World had been turned upside down and inside-out by all she had experienced, both about Fra’anior and his ancient enmities with Numistar Winterborn and the Rorqual, and about the comet about to strike her Island-World. 
 
    But greater than that, there was the reality of the disremembrance magic. Maximaxathior had ordered that her Dragon’s kiss be kept covered at all times. It was ridiculous and humiliating that her single most powerful weapon involved exposing her belly. Kaboom! Forgotten. Mighty defences were only of use against mighty enemies, were they not? So who was that enemy? Ra’aba? Razzior? Numistar? The Whale? Dramagon himself, or his vile, corrupting ruzal magic? Had someone or something attacked her inside of her mother’s womb, triggering the cancer which caused her deformities? 
 
    ‘My poor Pykol-jewel girl,’ her mother wept. ‘How cruel fate’s talon …’ And then that teenager had dumped her child like a rotten piece of fruit thrown down the trash chute. 
 
    Her father’s echoed through the years: ‘By the Great Dragon, what is that thing?’ He had shipped her off to Uncle Mi’elgan with indecent haste. After that, Xa’an had ignored her for years before making only the most perfunctory, awkward visits to the daughter he could not bear to look upon. 
 
    These were the ripples that lapped against the foundations of her soul. Unforgettable perturbations. Fears that subtly moulded her life. 
 
    Just like the element of water she was slowly learning about, life continued to ripple onward even when one was not particularly paying attention. Suddenly she found herself preparing and delivering an epic ballad for the Healer Dragons of Tanstoy, in the most traditional forms, thanking them for the care she had received. For saving the life of a useless blind girl. 
 
    Then Qualiana the Red herself flew Auli-Ambar out through the storm wall to the Isle of Remoy, where a specially equipped fast Dragonship awaited to whisk the Loremaster away to the North, to the ruling seat of the Dragonkind North of the Rift. 
 
    Remoy looks particularly fetching today, noble Loremaster, said Qualiana, banking into her approach. Storm clouds parting over the Yellow Moon, four points north of direct east, have given rise to quite the most breathtaking display of rainbows. I count … eight rainbows. Each one doubled up, though the atmospheric science behind such a phenomenon is beyond my ken. The Isle is verdant, the turquoise terrace lakes brimming with water and excellent fishing. That, I can aver on the best authority – my own stomach. 
 
    We are coming down into the city? 
 
    Into the Palace gardens. 
 
    Oh! Why? 
 
    Your assistance is requested with a delicate matter of lore, replied the Dragoness. Her voice softened with maternal concern-indicators. If you are able, little flame? 
 
    I think I’m down to ‘miniscule glimmer’ by now, noble Qualiana, she quipped dryly. 
 
    With a smoky chuckle, the Dragoness sideslipped deftly to negate the effect of a swirling cross breeze, the edges of her wings wuthering with the speed of the descent. Auli’s stomach lurched toward her throat as they dropped and then performed a wild swoop in the other direction as Qualiana air braked, muttering to herself, Almost knocked him over. Always a tricky landing, Remoy. 
 
    And then she touched down with a muted thud of her hind paws first, clearly taking care with the basket she carried. One scrawny Loremaster, back on Human territory. The gardens smelled richly of herbs, pollens and wet, loamy soils, and not at all of rich Remoyan Kings who might be rather annoyed with the side-effects of someone’s last visit. She inhaled appreciatively. 
 
    Then, a most unexpected cry ambushed her every Isle, “Auli-Ambar! My daughter!” 
 
    “Dad! Oh, Dad!” 
 
    What a sweetness of joy detonated inside her heart! 
 
    Arms enfolded her neck, a shoulder bumped lightly against her own. Xa’an was taking care with her, hugging her gently over the edge of the basket, but then his body shook and he buried his face in the crook of her neck. “Oh Auli, petal! I feared I would never see you again! You look well. Nay, I lie – but only a touch. You look lamentably gaunt, but rather better than Qualiana’s recent reports painted you.” 
 
    “Dad, what are you doing here?” she rasped. 
 
    “Driving the Dragons crazy by demanding transport to Tanstoy twenty times a day,” he laughed. “Great leaping Islands! Find me an artist to paint this new jaw! I hope this doesn’t mean there will be more kissing of boys in my chambers.” 
 
    “Honestly, I wouldn’t –” 
 
    “Or maybe I’m suggesting I hope there will be,” he teased, kissing her cheek. Her suave father was wearing a spicy fragrance, quite likely mixed by a perfumer especially for him. 
 
    With a slight pang, she wondered if he had been turning a few Southern ladies’ heads around the Palace during his stay. She said, “Well, what about you, Dad? Is there any kissing of sundry gorgeous Remoyan ladies going on that I ought to be aware of?” 
 
    “Ha! Well, if a father must answer to his daughter on this score … there have been a few ladies along the way, dear petal, but I’ve always somehow – well, I sort of realised recently that I’ve been manning the battlements for your mother, so to speak.” 
 
    “Really?” Auli bit her lip. No need to sound so disbelieving. “Sorry.” 
 
    Mildly astonished. Aye, she had actually bitten her lip! That action would have been impossible before; it had barely been possible all her life. Her new teeth could do so much. 
 
    “Well, if she’s half as amazing as you – Dragons’ beards! I believe I’m about to sound rather maudlin, even foolish.” Clearing his throat awkwardly, he added, “I remember more the idea of your mother, as you know, but lately I’ve begun to wonder if I don’t recall a few details. Memory can so easily play us false. Maybe I see her in you –” she heard him scratch his beard “– still, I harbour so many doubts. Later, I’ll share a picture with you I tried to draw. I’m not any kind of artist, but I do have a spy’s knack for remembering faces. Except hers. Aargh!” 
 
    Reaching out, she found his bearded cheek and stroked it fondly. “Dad. I missed you so much. I love you.” 
 
    He gulped audibly. “Now, don’t you mistreat your old retired spy father like that. I – I’m crying.” 
 
    “I feel your tears, Dad. Listen, I’ve so much to tell you I hardly know where to start, but I do know I’ll be able to corroborate that picture you drew.” 
 
    “I’m tilting the basket for you to step out, noble Loremaster,” Qualiana interjected. 
 
    “Thank you for – for the flight, and for everything,” Auli said hastily, gripping her father’s proffered arm. “Words fail me –” 
 
    “Don’t think you’re rid of me yet, little flame,” purred the Dragoness. “I plan to personally escort you back to Fra’anior Cluster right after I conclude my meetings with several of the Southern Dragon Roosts. Also, we have a small Fra’aniorian contingent here at Remoy helping with some long-overdue modernisation work in the Royal Archives. I must add –” 
 
    A different fragrance tickled her nose. “Si’ishi, is that you?” 
 
    The former Royal Elite chuckled merrily. “How do you do that? Aye, it’s me.” 
 
    “Body odour,” Auli advanced politely, still agog with wonder at the stretching sensation of lips producing a genuine smile. 
 
    “You rascal! How dare you swan off to Tanstoy and get desperately ill? Zimtyna is –” 
 
    “Right here! Deeply offended, naturally of course not, by the delay to my wedding plans,” her friend snivelled, clutching Auli-Ambar so tightly she pinched her arm. “Look at you! I can’t even wipe my nose on your headscarf anymore. Great smile, petal! Rainbows over Islands –” she gulped back another huge sob “– when we heard the news – and now to see you hale – Mistress Yualiana is going to be over to Gi’ishior faster than a speeding Dragoness to feed you up, mark my words!” 
 
    “Ease up, Zimtyna, she’s still delicate,” the huge Dragoness growled. 
 
    “Delicate? She single-handedly generated months of painful labour and a political imbroglio second to none, that you and I – release me this instant, noble Dragoness! I tell you, Auli, Bazukior has been whining that his chains are growing rusty with disuse. I need to be bride-napped to his ancestral home! Forthwith! And, I need you to be there.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar wondered what the Southerners must be making of this truly Fra’aniorian kerfuffle. For here came another delightful surprise, the habitually florid and jolly greeting of Asmatazz the Grey, an older female fledgling with a flair for ancient languages, and the gravelly tones of Tranchubor the Orange, a Researcher Apprentice in the Dragon Library, giving formal and sulphurous greeting. Following them, she identified the soft local Gi’ishiorian brogue of Emoric, a Library Apprentice whom Sazutharr had recently promoted to work primarily in shelving and classification, and finally he drew forward Essimi, the Inks Specialist from Gemalka who had once abetted Auli in a few flagrantly criminal acts related to genealogical and birth records. 
 
    All to save Hualiama’s life. 
 
    Kill her, you kill the prophecy, Ianthine the Mystic had chortled. 
 
    She chuckled at Essimi’s timorous whisper, and clasped the other girl’s fingers in hers as she bent to kiss her cheeks. Then, she frowned behind her eye mask. “Essimi, Emoric, is there something you’d like to tell me?” 
 
    Emoric said, “Aye. Much to tell you about our work here at Remoy, noble Loremaster. There are a few key matters awaiting your personal consultation, and I would like to say –” 
 
    But Essimi giggled and said, “Thee thmelt uth od, Emothik.” 
 
    She was hard of hearing, so her speech … had improved, actually, Auli noted with delight. How was that possible? Had the Dragons found a way to help? 
 
    “Oh,” he gulped audibly. “Well, uh … that’s a rather different note of the ever-song –” 
 
    “Weth gulfred and bofred,” Essimi clarified. “Heth gwugizz.” 
 
    “I am so not gorgeous!” he protested. 
 
    Well, there was a verbal blush if ever she had heard one. Auli smiled, “See what happens when I go away? Mischief behind every shelf in the Dragon Library, I tell you. Is Head Librarian Sazutharr aware of this misbehaviour?” 
 
    “Behind the shelves?” Emoric choked out. 
 
    Si’ishi snuck in with a laugh, “I swear you have an eighth sense, Auli-Ambar! Alright, everyone. We are going to allow plenty of time to freshen up and rest before we pepper the Loremaster with all our questions.” 
 
    She was exhausted by the day’s travel from Tanstoy. Wrecked and trembling, she realised. Everyone had politely skirted the issues of her gaunt appearance, rasping voice and the headscarf concealing her fuzzily thatched head – but she was so glad to have a welcoming committee. Embarrassed, even. She sensed the paw of noble Sazutharr in all this, and her heart warmed to the kindly old Dragon. How brightly his fires had ever burned for the little girl who had once wandered between the shelves of his Dragon Library. 
 
    Unlike Arkurion. Traitor! By my fires, I’ll roast your gizzard with one blast of – 
 
    Auli bit her lip. Phew. One problem with her sojourn in Tanstoy. All that work with combustive and liquescent mental processes to try to keep her cancer in abeyance, and she was starting to think like a Dragoness. 
 
    Another secret she should keep hidden deeper than the roots of the Islands. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After a delectable soak in one of the Remoyan communal baths which had been cleared for the Fra’aniorian ladies, plus Dragons, Auli-Ambar took a relatively private dinner in her chambers with her father, Si’ishi, Zimtyna, Emoric and Essimi. What surprised her was the presence of a contingent of guards Si’ishi deployed in their wing by way of protection, and the fact that Qualiana the Red was lurking right outside the open window. The Dragoness set up a tight psychic shield without being asked. Auli privately checked the magic with her developing psychic skills, feeling Qualiana stiffen in surprise before she identified the apparent intruder and relaxed. 
 
    Auli reminded herself that she would have to work on locking down her telepathy when she returned to the Halls of the Dragons. That, and she needed to work out how Hualiama fitted into the events surrounding the comet’s arrival. What vital connection was she still missing? Auli knew she needed to keep the girl alive and teach her everything about Dragons a Princess of the Onyx Throne was not supposed to know – without the King becoming any the wiser. 
 
    All this security? Concerning. 
 
    Later on, she had a more private briefing with her father. The activity of the Talons had considerably increased over the last few months, he informed her. The organisation was now almost definitely linked to Zalcion. The King’s brother was the talon sinister behind the recent souring of Human-Dragon relations in the Cluster, and his reach extended further abroad – a secondary reason behind Xa’an’s trip to Remoy. As a representative of the Halls of the Dragons who possessed intimate knowledge of the workings of King Chalcion’s administration, he was uniquely placed to help the new King navigate the competing interests of the two great powers. He had also couriered the legal documentation related to Remoy’s relationship with Yelegoy Island to the King, under Sapphurion’s personal magical seal, which Auli-Ambar was required to open in the presence of King Jorman and his ministers, and a Yelegoyan delegation. 
 
    She showed him her new Pygmy name tattoo and related many of the more personal details of her journey, including the encounters with the mysterious Great Rorqual and Fra’anior, and her vision of her mother. Auli kept from him the secret of Fra’anior’s unforeseen prior knowledge of her existence and his naming her ‘Enigma’. Too dangerous, she judged. Their enemies had attempted to use her father as leverage once before, and this was a mystery greater than any she had ever imagined. 
 
    Then, Xa’an showed her his rendering of her mother. When she had perused the drawing with her fingers, he pressed, “Well, what do you think? It’s different to you, correct?” 
 
    Speech seemed as distant as the stars were from her sight. 
 
    At length she managed, “Different, aye.” 
 
    “Accurate?” 
 
    “It’s her.” 
 
    What more could be said? Her father laughed softly, as if an Island had removed its foot from his back and the relief was almost more than he could bear. Then, he clasped her close and whispered, “We’ll find her, right? No promises. I’m not asking for promises … but, let’s try to find her. You and me.” 
 
    “There’s one promise I will make,” she whispered. “I will try my utmost.” 
 
    “And let the very stars tremble,” he replied, portentously enough that she quaked and told him off for being a mean old father. Xa’an further proved his meanness by laughing and reaching out to rub the fuzz on her head fondly. “While you remain beautiful, this soldier cut doesn’t really suit you, petal. I hope we get to see those lovely locks, all brown, gold and sapphire, soon.” 
 
    From mean to sweetest dad in the Island-World in three seconds flat. What she loved best was when he completely let down his guarded exterior, developed over decades of spying, and became … himself. Xa’an was playful, caring and not above showing the tenderest depths of his heart. 
 
    To reunite him with her mother would be a priceless gift, Auli-Ambar thought. Let it be. 
 
    The oath slipped free from her tangled thoughts, and as she had said to the Mother Whale, shivered the waters of her bones. Water that burned like fire. Fire that rippled like water. 
 
    So evanescent, her joy. All happiness slipped from her grasp in a flash, in the instant in which she recognised that the magical conflict, the imbalance, was alive and well in her flesh. Her near-death experience at Tanstoy Dragon Roost had only been an overture, like the posturing Dragons often indulged in before engaging in a full-blown brawl. The greater, more attritional battle still lay ahead. Where did one find the courage to fight when one’s own body was the betrayer-in-chief, and her magic, far more than merely an esoteric meeting of opposites? Fire and water did not balance. Never would the two coexist – surely? They must snuff each other out. Not cancellation. Annihilation. 
 
    It was this thought that remained uppermost in her mind as they wrapped up with King Jorman and Queen Myriana and set course for Fra’anior Cluster in Captain Ya’adoran’s Dragonship. The sympathy, even distress, underlying both royals’ speech as they spoke to her, travelled with her like an invisible cord connecting her to events, mysteries and conclusions she wished she had never had any part of. 
 
    Devastation. 
 
    Now, there was the necessity of establishing a routine in which she spent every fifth day of the voyage fully immersed and weighted down in a special water tank installed in the hold. It was this, or face the fires rising in her flesh that signalled the cancer’s predatory presence. 
 
    Extermination. 
 
    She felt as if two feral Dragons were trapped inside her, savage fangs and talons dripping with blood, waiting for the chance to rip each other to pieces. Auli stood on the sidelines imploring them to make friends and share a cosy hug. 
 
    Infallible strategy. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 13: Joys and Afflictions 
 
      
 
    SHE SHOULD HAVE known. Dragons were Dragons and spies were inveterate meddlers. Taking another wonderfully deep breath of the oh-so-familiar, rich pollens of Fra’anior Cluster, Auli-Ambar faced where her father stood next to her on the Dragonship’s gantry, and demanded to know whither they were bound. 
 
    “Whither ho, thou Cloudlands scrollworm?” her father teased at once, picking up on one of her favourite archaisms. 
 
    From her position seventy feet away on their starboard bow, Qualiana purred, “Not the Halls, not the Palace. Whither to indeed, noble Loremaster?” 
 
    Auli-Ambar racked her brains. The sounds and smells were definitely Fra’aniorian. No question. There was the ubiquitous dragonet song and three dozen separate pollens she could identify by name, plus … a savoury spice blend? A fond memory wriggled enticingly way down in the depths of her recollection, and she hissed in frustration as the Captain hollered, ‘Heave anchor, lads!” Thud. Oh! Now she smelled slow-cooked ralti stew bubbling upon an ooliti wood fire. Her stomach voiced a ferocious grumble on cue. Yum! This must be – 
 
    “Mama! Mama! It’s a humungous Dragoness! Blood red, with –” 
 
    “And a Dragonship.” 
 
    “I saw it first!” yelled Inniora. “I’m telling, I am.” 
 
    Little Ja’al shouted, “Did not! I was medi … meditable … middlating …” 
 
    “The word is ‘meditating,’ and you were fast asleep in the suns,” six year-old Inniora snorted scornfully. 
 
    The Dragon Loremaster could not withhold a smile. They must have brought the Dragonship in low to the thick vegetation for these familiar voices to sound so close. 
 
    “Was not! Mama!” 
 
    “Snoring like a fat four summers-old ralti sheep,” the older sister finished with great satisfaction. 
 
    “Mama, mean Inni’s calling me names!” 
 
    “Now, children, remember your manners,” Mistress Yualiana scolded. “Inniora, go fetch our guests a cool drink of water. Ja’al, tidy away your toys before Auli trips over one. Hua’gon, come stand over here, son. Noble Qualiana, sulphurous greetings! Auli-Ambar and Xa’an … oh, it’s quite the delegation! Excellent foresight in my providing an extra-large pot of ralti stew for lunch then, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Plus a word of forewarning graciously received, o noble Dragoness,” came the dry tones of Master Chamzu, and all at once Auli was eight years old again, remembering how the Master had rescued her from abject servitude to her uncle and aunt upon this very Island, and that first, terrifying Dragonship journey where she had begged him to put her to work. Then she had seized upon the chance to learn to clean Dragon roosts in the fabled Halls, and now … 
 
    “A whiff of plot hangs thick in the air,” the Loremaster growled toward Qualiana. 
 
    “That’s stew,” Emoric put in politely. 
 
    “Aye, a veritable stewpot of plottery!” Auli ad-libbed. 
 
    “If a Loremaster’s permitted to reinvent Island Standard, then I must agree that the levels of plotiferousness surmount the cirrus clouds high above,” the Dragoness noted with a dry chuckle. “I must excuse myself as I am required immediately at Gi’ishior Island, but Auli-Ambar, I wish you to be aware that I will not permit you to be released from the dread clutches of Master Ga’athar and Mistress Yualiana until you are able to tip the scales at twelve sackweight, and not a grain less. I have it on good authority that this is the best place in the Island-World for a woefully wizened waif to be fed up and recover fully, for this is a particular gifting of the Mistress’, and secondly, the good Master Chamzu and I agree that the location is sufficiently far removed from a certain Loremaster’s duties to foster said recovery.” 
 
    Auli gritted her new ceramo-metallic teeth against her normal upper teeth. Outmanoeuvred! 
 
    Still, one must be wise enough to accept that Qualiana was not to be deterred and she was about to be stuffed like a prize ralti sheep. No mind. One could do worse than suffer the gastronomic delights of this household, and by the way everyone gasped in horror when she began to feel her way toward the rope ladder, she realised she must still look a fright. Aye, and now to the indignity of being lowered in a canvas sling. Since she could not roll her stony eyes, she settled for multifarious sighs in the best – or was that the worst – balladic tradition. 
 
    Her practical slippers had barely touched the rich volcanic soils of Ya’arriol Island when Master Chamzu enfolded her into a huge hug, his papery lips scraping her cheek slightly as he first kissed her and then whispered fiercely into her ear, “Don’t you ever scare us like that again, Islands’ sakes! Plus, your father has been as miserable as a misplaced thundercloud.” 
 
    “Did you miss a special someone else, Master?” she riposted mischievously, and had the satisfaction of feeling him pinch her upper arms. 
 
    Then she was passed along for more hugs – Mistress Yualiana, who exclaimed at how beautiful her uncovered face looked, a quick hug from Inniora, and a much more formal greeting from young Master Ja’al, who announced to everyone that when he grew up he was planning to become a monk in service of the Awesomest Great Blackpaws on the Isles. 
 
    “That’s the Great Onyx, dear one,” his mother corrected fondly. 
 
    “I hope that big girl isn’t pinching my room, Mama,” Hua’gon complained meantime. 
 
    “No, she’ll share with Inniora and Samukar –” 
 
    “I get the top bunk!” Inniora asserted at top volume. In her over-excited state she had clearly misplaced a conversational level that did not hurt sensitive ears. 
 
    Mrrr! Qualiana purred, summarily quieting everyone as the heat of her breath washed over the happy gathering. When I return next week, Auli-Ambar, I want to see proper, hefty Dragoness haunches developing on you. Understood? 
 
    A-Aye? she spluttered, aware that substantial haunches were unquestionably a commendable physical trait – among Dragons! Essimi vented an indelicate snort of laughter. 
 
    Then Qualiana took her leave, and with a mighty spring and a sweep of her wings that momentarily made a stormy, swishing mess of the foliage around Mistress Yualiana’s house, she disappeared into the fiercely warm noontide skies. That was what Auli-Ambar assumed. Sighted people would be able to follow her progress, perhaps for miles, but to her, the Red Dragoness was gone the moment the fluttering of the softer wingtips faded into the insect and dragonet song of her surrounds. On an impulse, she flung her mind after the Dragoness, and stopped short in the midst of the kafuffle of arrival with her mouth dangling open. 
 
    She felt her. Distinctly, emphatically, there was a detectable vestige of her flight path that arced skyward in a direction she must assume was several points East of due North, toward Gi’ishior. It was as if the Island-World retained the knowledge of her passage many seconds after she had passed by. The impression lingered too long for it to be an atmospheric phenomenon, the Loremaster deduced, ignoring someone tugging at her arm. Incredible. As delicate as the starlight she had too fleetingly seen on the journey to Fra’anior, the transitory path seemed to shimmer even as it faded, leaving Auli-Ambar with the impression that she had mysteriously scented, for want of a better word, a facet of or insight into the most esoteric realm of draconic psychic lore – which had to be marvellously significant, only she could not imagine how at this moment. 
 
    Her new teeth produced a frustrated hiss. 
 
    One deeply unhappy Loremaster! Clearly, she had spent far too little time immersed in the lore related to Blue Dragon powers, the so-called higher mind powers. She should know the proper technical name of that phenomenon. Dragons did like to hide their abilities and bury their secrets deep, however. Far more so than in the Human realm, amongst Dragons even the word ‘knowledge’ carried strong connotations of hidden power. Had her constant companion Arkurion not deserted her … 
 
    A wave of sadness carried her into the familiar kitchen. Oh, the room smelled so wonderfully herby and bready and meaty, she could not wait to sink her fangs into – there it was again. Dragon thoughts! Her brain must be utterly discombobulated. Perhaps this enforced rest period was a better idea than she cared to admit to herself? Even the more modern young Dragons would take a witheringly dim view of such a distorted notion. Illogical, impossible and to the hidebound, most certainly sacrilegious. Yet what did Dragons make of Humans who burned with what seemed to be Fra’anior’s own fires? If magic was somehow tied to draconic fire-life, then how did it even work at the most fundamental level? What were the similarities and differences? 
 
    Auli-Ambar scribed a note on her personal list of conundrums to ruminate over. 
 
    Then, she ate like a starving Dragoness. 
 
    There was such undeniable pleasure in chewing and swallowing a proper meal that her flanks soon began to ache. Granted, this was by her third helping of the thick, gravy-rich ralti stew garnished with hot red peppers and served on piquant sweet potato mash, accompanied by mohili sweetbread so freshly whisked out of the oven it practically melted in the mouth. For the first few minutes of the meal, there was a stillness around the table that bordered upon worshipful, broken only by the clinking of tines upon stoneware plates and the slight sounds of chewing and swallowing. 
 
    After that, glad chatter rose as the children responded to all the exciting visitors. Chamzu and Xa’an discussed the news of the day in low tones to Auli-Ambar’s left. She gathered it was a combination of the usual politicking between the Dragon Elders, the ongoing improvements to the Halls, concerns relating to Pla’arna Cluster and Immadia in the far North, and the aggressive behaviour of a new, powerful bloc called the Yorbik Free Federation exercising its power in oppressing nearby Islands. A delegation of Fra’aniorian monks had arrived at the Halls to hold talks with Sapphurion, including Master Jo’el. He was Yualiana’s brother, she learned to her surprise. 
 
    “Another serving, Auli?” Yualiana inquired. 
 
    “I’d burst,” she groaned, rubbing her belly. “I think my stomach shrank over the period in Tanstoy.” 
 
    “Stomachs do not shrink,” Hua’gon stated with all the assurance of his nine summers. 
 
    Auli said politely, “Actually, Master Hua’gon, it’s a fact proven during the early explorations of the Eastern Isles, that –” 
 
    “Nonsense.” 
 
    “Hua’gon, you should listen to the Loremaster,” his mother reproved. 
 
    “Well, if she gets to lie, can I lie too?” 
 
    New teeth included the ability to grit them together properly. Auli did not want to despise any child, but Hua’gon had always ruffled her feathers backward. The conversation shortly meandered on to the topic of the diamond-producing Symorrian Dragarnads, with Essimi asking questions while to Auli’s right, Zimtyna helped Samukar, the blind fosterling who must now be four or even five summers of age, to find his food on his plate and eat tidily. 
 
    All of a sudden, mid-fall down the mining shaft in the story, Zimtyna yelped and exclaimed, “Samukar, spit that out!” 
 
    Chamzu spluttered, “Get it – use your finger, daughter! Well done.” 
 
    “What was it?” Yualiana asked, from the far end of the table. 
 
    Emoric said, “A ramakid chrysalis, Mistress –” 
 
    “Ramakid? That’s poisonous. Who – boys, who put the chrysalis in Samukar’s food?” 
 
    How did she know, Auli-Ambar wondered? A mothering instinct? Despite her very busy household, Mistress Yualiana did seem to know the source of every sneeze and the whisper of every mouth. She came right out and accused Hua’gon, who was very quick – too quick – to say, “Ja’al did it, Mama. I saw him, I did.” 
 
    “Ja’al? Did you put poison in your brother’s food?” 
 
    “I didn’t mean to, Mama. I thought it was a worm.” 
 
    “And who put that notion in your head, I wonder?” the Mistress said sternly. Feet shuffled down the far end of the crowded table. Hua’gon again, Auli wondered? 
 
    A prickly silence was developing some real fangs when with a clump of boots and a hearty knock at the lintel, Master Ga’athar arrived home all a-fluster. Exclaiming at all the visitors and apologising for his delayed arrival in the same breath, he greeted everyone in quite the heartiest manner. He loved a good ballad, Ga’athar, and oftentimes sounded like a ballad in impromptu performance, too. Auli grinned privately. Right now it was, ‘A kiss for thee, o radiant wife!’ and ‘Ho there, thou pirate, wherefore dost thou brandish thy knife at thou father?’ to which Inniora responded with perfect aplomb, ‘Nay, I threaten thee but for the embrace due to me!’ The Master breezed around the table, clasping hands and slapping Xa’an’s back robustly by the sound of her father’s cough, before he halted beside Auli-Ambar’s left elbow and cried: 
 
    “Show me thy face, thou beauty!” 
 
    She tried her best, new smile, despite knowing that it was lopsided and rather poorly served by the available muscle function. Auli touched her head self-consciously. “I lost my hair during the treatment, Master.” 
 
    “You look well, petal. Never mind that you could hide behind any self-respecting reed. May I?” When she nodded, he cupped her cheeks with his hands and ran a thumb beneath her left eye. “Fra’anior’s beard, what a job they did! What a wonder. Miracle workers, those Tanstoyan Dragons! The jaw works? Teeth? Bite my finger – fie! Not that hard, Dragoness!” 
 
    Several of the children squealed with laughter at their interplay. 
 
    “Some of the women of the Eastern tribes shave their heads like this,” he said, and suddenly, his voice was all choked up. “It’s coming back in, I can tell. You look perfect. So beautiful, I can’t … oh, Auli-Ambar! What a day!” His right hand lifted away as if to wipe tears from his eyes. “I know you don’t believe it, petal, but you are truly beautiful, and –” 
 
    “Nonsense,” Hua’gon snapped. 
 
    She heard heads swivelling in shock. 
 
    “Why do people have to lie to be nice?” the boy complained. “She’s clearly defective. Her face doesn’t work properly and she has all those purple scars next to her ear, so –” 
 
    Yualiana hissed, “Auli-Ambar is as Fra’anior made her, Hua’gon!” 
 
    “Aye, he made her defective and ugly. Why does Fra’anior make people ugly like that, Mama? Like Samukar, or that girl over there who can’t speak like a normal person? Does he hate them?” 
 
    The casual malice with which the boy spoke staggered her. No innocent questioning was this, no simple rush of childish remarks. What could have possessed his spirit to speak thus, with a verbal twist of the dagger? 
 
    Fire flared refulgent. 
 
    Master Ga’athar’s outcry was nothing on the roar of fury that surged out of Auli-Ambar’s throat as she shot to her feet, knocking over the bench she and several others had been sitting upon. Savagely thunderous, she bellowed, Thou FOOL! Fra’anior knows my name! 
 
    Then the roaring continued, unstoppable, flying her ever upward into the darkness which had always overshadowed her life, thunder upon thunder upon rolling thunder, the cold fire of righteous wrath ravaging her body as nothing before. Strangely, she could feel nothing. Hear nothing. Sense nothing, but the prison of the inside of her skull wherein the thundering drowned out all else. 
 
    Dimly, as she succumbed to the deathly spell of unconsciousness, she recognised that this was a new type of darkness, a new level of affliction. A darkness of the inner self. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “You’ve been in a coma for over a month,” Yualiana explained gently. “You did not respond to anything anyone did for you. Not even Qualiana, and she has visited three times a week.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar gripped the fingers that stroked hers with an unbearably delicate frisson of sensation, and wanted to weep. Where had she been? She remembered fragments of time. The impossibility of rising for an eternity upon wave after resounding wave, a distinct upward-pouring sensation that must have consumed days of her life, if not weeks. The knowledge of being locked inside her own mind, her senses impervious, the bastion ward of her psyche primed to its most lethal compass. No hearing, no smell, no sensation of touch, no mind-to-mind communication, no taste and no sight, of course. She had no knowledge of eating or bodily function or what had happened to her during that time. 
 
    “Did I dream, Mistress?” she rasped. 
 
    “Often, and you cried out as if in pain or anguish, despite every comfort we tried to provide for you.” 
 
    “How can I ever thank you enough? I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Yualiana laughed musically. “You can thank me by getting better, Auli-Ambar. I’ve been terribly, terribly worried about you.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t worry so much. It’s bad for the babies.” 
 
    “I – what? It can’t be. I’ve been … taking precautions. Sorry, I know many people see that as wrong, but … Auli! I’ve too many children already. How – are you teasing me?” The Mistress’ strong fingers brushed through several inches of hair, by which Auli knew that weeks had indeed passed. “You have suffered too much, my petal. Too much. That stupid, stupid boy!” 
 
    She kept silent as the woman rocked beside her, and she smelled her sweet perfume and other, more medicinal scents of herbs about her. Falankiweed, arrowroot and musty baragarin leaf, she noted absently, and then Yualiana whispered: 
 
    “What kind of mother am I? That child! I should have brought him up better. Where did I go wrong? I am so sorry you had to hear his vitriol, petal.” 
 
    Rising somehow upon her elbow, Auli-Ambar threw her arm about Yualiana’s neck and almost had to hang off her for weakness. “I know little about real mothers, but I know I would choose you in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “I –” Yualiana began to sob “– oh, petal! I should be the one comforting you.” 
 
    After a long time, Auli whispered, “Where is Hua’gon?” 
 
    “Ga’athar spoke with him at great length. Two weeks ago, he left with Master Jo’el for the monastery to start an apprenticeship there. Whatever else is wrong with that boy, he does reverence the Great Dragon with a holy awe. I just … I hope the monks … and, it’s hard, you know? He’s only nine. Just a misguided little boy.” 
 
    Old enough to shred a person’s soul. 
 
    Ugly. Defective. Auli-Ambar knew she would never forget the incident as long as she lived. Maybe the monastery would be a good place for a person like Hua’gon, who seemed cut of the same cloth as Ra’aba and Razzior, or that woman from the East – Azziala. Such a lucid memory as hers was in some ways a burden, for there were some things she would far rather have forgotten instantly. 
 
    Giving Yualiana’s fingers another warm squeeze, she said, “Can we message my father, please? And would there perchance be a roll or two of your famous sweetbread knocking about the kitchen? I’m starving. And oh, is that me? I stink!” 
 
    Her friend chuckled, “One ought to be honest, right? You do smell worse than my husband’s boots on a hot day.” 
 
    “Too much honesty already, thank you!” 
 
    With honesty came reality, and with reality, the hard labour of recovery. Her Dad arrived with almost indecent haste to check up on her. Auli-Ambar took up her retraining with all the gusto she could manage, eating like a feral Dragoness, daily taking increasing amounts of exercise, and even starting a few music lessons with the children. Inniora had a gift for the harp, and Ja’al and his older sister Shayilia, Hua’gon’s twin, fine voices. Samukar had never spoken. They wondered if he might not be mute, but with Auli’s encouragement, he picked up a small bamboo panflute from the East and began to tootle with mounting enthusiasm. 
 
    Si’ishi visited to foist what she called a proper exercise routine upon her. She sniffed at Auli’s weight on the balance scales. “11.1 sackweight? On that tall a frame? If I blew on you, you’d fall over.” 
 
    “I’m trying, Si’ishi.” 
 
    “ ‘I’m trying, Si’ishi,’ ” the Royal Elite mimicked with devastating accuracy. “I’m chasing you around Ya’arriol Island today. Ready to run?” 
 
    “Not really.” 
 
    “Shall I ‘not really’ your backside with my boot?” 
 
    “Aye-aye, ma’am!” 
 
    “Better. I’ll make a soldier of you yet. And, since you said ‘aye’ …” 
 
    “Ouch.” 
 
    “Very good. There’ll be more of that if I don’t hear and see instant obedience. Isn’t your hair coming in a treat, petal? It’s curling down around your ears, now.” 
 
    “Beast.” 
 
    “Stop that preposterous whining. It’s unbecoming in a Loremaster.” 
 
    “Si’ishi, when are you and the Master – ouch!” Auli-Ambar rubbed her left shoulder. 
 
    “Definitely not enough meat on these bones. Now, Zimtyna has prepared reports on the progress of your secret project. Would you like to read them?” 
 
    “Please!” 
 
    “You’d better run extra fast then, hadn’t you? There will be no reading until the running is done.” 
 
    Buried in Zimtyna’s notes, Auli-Ambar discovered a scrap of folded-over scrolleaf. When she unfurled it and read it, however, she had a great shock. It said: 
 
    Paw or hand, the choice must be made, 
 
    The powers that rise are the breaking kind. 
 
    A Breaker breaks useless things, 
 
    Like Loremasters who serve the other side. 
 
    It was signed with the rune of a Talon. 
 
    Shaking, she fumbled her way to the hearth and burned the scrap. What did they want of her? Why this torment from the dark? Any knowledge of their agenda would have been better than formless, faceless threats, and the fear that she might one day be jettisoned like flotsam upon a Cloudlands-bound waterfall. They seemed able to reach with impunity into wherever she was. 
 
    Perhaps a Human future Dragon Librarian was seen as easily manipulated? Or as an ally, a useful tool? Was this ‘Breaker’ meant to refer to a person? She could only imagine so. Spies abounded. She must report this to her father. 
 
    Broken or useless she might be, but this soul would never bow to evil. Never! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Twice a week, Auli-Ambar took a long immersion in a temporary water tank, located behind the house in a clearing screened by a tall cliff on one side and thick foliage. Several times she tried to use the minoculars to see her friends, but her sight had returned to its usual misbehaving worst – she detected a slight flickering across the lenses, and that was all. The sapphire colour was present, Yualiana reported, and so were the slight flecks of colour in her skin and the developing deep blue streaks in her hair. Her affinity for butterflies reasserted itself so grandly that she was regularly visited by a dozen or more should a window or door be left open so much as a crack. 
 
    Everything else was dysfunctional. Defective. 
 
    Three months after her arrival at Ya’arriol, Auli tipped the scales at a perky 11.8 sackweight and was firmly informed that orders were orders. “But I’m so close!” she almost howled. “Measure me again.” 
 
    Yualiana did so, fiddling with the weight along the weigh bar for an inordinately long time. “Nigh twelve, but not by several grains,” she confirmed. 
 
    “A large dinner would fix that.” 
 
    “Tomorrow,” she said. “Are you taking your immersion tonight? Would you be willing to check me one more time?” 
 
    Auli winced, wishing now that she had never opened her yapping trap on that score. Then, the first tang of rain swirled into her nostrils and her scalp tingled in response. The weather had been building up all day. Too hot, far too humid and as oppressive as the Sylakian Island administration, of that she had no doubt. The overheated pollen scents became so rich they were almost cloying. Her weather sense had her on edge, prickling like a cantankerous Dragon spoiling for a fight. But now the fresher scent seemed to introduce clarity of thought to her sluggish brain. Storms had always stirred her spirit. The sluicing of water upon her forehead … the way the Mother Whale had bellowed at her, with a sound like an immense thunderclap of waters … 
 
    Suddenly, she knew what to do. Feeling for Yualiana’s hand, she said, “Mistress Yualiana, please –” 
 
    “Mistress? Auli-Ambar, can I not break you of this habit? I know I’m a mother of seven, but I am a ways off thirty years of age and I am not – I do not wish to be – painted as old enough to be your mother!” 
 
    “Habits are hard to break,” Auli smiled. “Will you join me in the tank when the storm breaks? I think it might help. If you’re alright with getting wet …” 
 
    “During the storm?” 
 
    “That’s what I meant. I think it’ll help.” 
 
    “You are a most peculiar scrap of awesomeness.” Yualiana was also a verbal smiler. She said, “I heard the Remoyans bathe communally?” 
 
    “Terrible custom,” Auli-Ambar laughed. “Then again, they believe we Fra’aniorians are all the most bloodthirsty coven of pirates and scoundrels, abducting women into marriage with the most heinous licentiousness.” 
 
    “Carolling ballads as we abscond into roseate suns-sets of matrimonial captivity? Honestly, what do they think of us down there – touch of sunstroke?” 
 
    “A Southern definition of insanity is to live on the edge of an active caldera, Miss – Yualiana.” 
 
    “Each to their own, petal.” 
 
    “Them volcanic Islanders is funny folks, they is,” Auli returned in a thick Sylakian accent. “Give me a plate of stinking offal scooped fresh from a rajal’s kill any ninth day of the week!” 
 
    Laughing, Yualiana went inside to check on the children and change. She had help daily from her aunt, who lived but a short walk away through the vegetable gardens alongside the stone house, but this evening Master Ga’athar had already returned from his interminable meetings. Leading the Island was a heavy responsibility in these uncertain times, he had shared with Auli-Ambar, and she agreed. Yualiana was encouraging him to delegate some of the more menial tasks and decision-making, but the Islanders’ abiding love for Ga’athar made it difficult for him to refuse the many demands upon his time. 
 
    Right now, his voice floated out of a nearby window suggesting something to his wife that made Auli blush to the roots of her hair. Rascally pirate! Sinking beneath the surface, she checked the breathing mask. Still an excellent fit. The soft, flexible rubber seals ensured a snug coverage of both mouth and nose, and boasted a clever mechanism – what she could feel of it – to handle exhalation separately from inhalation. With this strapped in place, she could even sleep underwater, which was fast becoming her default choice. It seemed to disturb the capricious magic less. 
 
    Perhaps having liquid magic meant turning into some kind of Human fish? 
 
    As she often did, she reached out for Arkurion in the hope that one day, unexpectedly, she would sense his presence and know he had returned safely. The dark-fires which had consumed his thoughts would be gone, resolved or worn away by the special joy of completing his honour quest. She felt nothing. Dragons could disappear for years in search of whatever insights or spiritual state would lead them to conclude they were ready for full adulthood. 
 
    Why should she await him now? She was not incomplete without him, nor debilitated – if only she could believe it. 
 
    Feeling sullenly furious, Auli-Ambar listened to the incoming storm. Wind hissing in the treetops. Thunder growling like furious Dragons prowling the skies. Fra’anior was the great Storm of Storms, the Dragon legend always wreathed in lightning and storm clouds – yet that was not how she had seen him, apart from in the way he had dealt with Numistar. His pure Storm was a thunder that had belted the Ancient Dragoness away as she had always imagined a person might smack a flying insect. How she wished she could rage like that! His gleaming onyx darkness possessed depth, substance and power, unlike the darkness of a blind person, which was only illuminated by knowledge, by the trickery of the existential magic present in the Codex … Auli-Ambar bit the inside of her cheek as she tasted a new insight. 
 
    Darkness was not absolute, was it? Not in every sense of the word. Nor was the effect of knowledge limited to ink upon a scrolleaf. Its ambit was far wider … 
 
    “Auli, what are you doing there?” 
 
    “Thinking. Yualiana, is darkness absolute, to you?” 
 
    “Try to think a little less ferociously, petal.” She felt the cool water ripple as Yualiana perhaps tested it with a hand. “Well, not really. The night is never fully dark because there are always the moons, or the stars. When I close my eyes, there always seems to be some glimmer of light that finds its way through, because eyelids are not fully opaque. Is that what you were asking? Were you wondering if your blindness is like my idea of darkness?” 
 
    “Aye.” 
 
    The water in the waist-deep tank plished against her covered Dragon’s kiss as the older woman joined her. This was usually a rainwater capture tank for the house, a wooden box carefully lined with treated tar from the pits on the southern edge of Ya’arriol Island, but it had been given over to Auli-Ambar for her use. 
 
    “Here comes the rain,” said Yualiana, confirming the tingling building in her bathtub companion’s scalp. “Why do you ask, petal?” 
 
    “Well, I had always regarded blindness as absolute, and lore as a kind of illumination of darkness. But now I must admit I am somehow a fractionally sighted person – blind by any common definition of the word, but …” 
 
    She hugged herself, unable to put into words all she had seen during that brief experience inside the Codex. Had been a kind of magical dream? Yet how could she have imagined rich, vivid details such as the precise twinkling effect of stars, or the prismatic glimmer of firelight in the depths of onyx scales, akin to the fabled silken chatoyancy of certain semiprecious stones which she had never seen? No. None of that had originated with her. That meant knowledge, such as the knowledge granted by sight, was not static. It was living, changing, real, extraordinary, beyond the ambit of any Human senses to comprehend in all its glory; it was communicative, inspiring, nuanced and altogether glorious. 
 
    Knowledge was not limited to sight, either. It existed independently of perception, or, could unperceived knowledge be regarded as knowledge at all? This was the grist of the great Dragon philosophers. 
 
    Finding Yualiana by her laughter as the first heavy tropical raindrops splattered upon their uncovered heads, plinked into the water and splattered forcefully against the nearby foliage, Auli-Ambar touched her bare stomach. She knew that knowledge could also be betrayed by the waters or the fires of a person’s body. All one had to grasp was how to ask the right question, or sense the especial resonance of nascent life … humming a wordless song to herself as the storm broke thunderously overhead, she listened to the gentle thrum of life within her friend’s body. She had to will the magic forth. Taste it. Imbibe it for herself, revelling in the streams of life playing through her own fingertips, but how did she reach beyond the prison of her own person, the enveloping darkness of her bastion wards and birthright and inanition? 
 
    Yet as the rain sleeted down with incredible force, she felt that sweet prickling all over her body, as if her own liquid magic revelled in the power of water just as the Mother Whale had said she sported jubilantly in the great ocean depths of her realm. 
 
    There. A tremor in the waters. Two tremors! 
 
    Delighted laughter tickled her tongue. “Oh, Yualiana! There it – there they are!” 
 
    “What? Twins again?” she gasped. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Well, since you – the first time, I’ve been trying to listen to my body. This morning I felt very green indeed. I don’t understand it. Other women struggle, but the good Master barely needs to glance at me, and I … wax large. How did you know?” 
 
    Auli said, “I listened to your waters, and they whispered their secrets.” 
 
    A second time, she bit the inside of her mouth. Was that how it was? Oh, if only she understood the first iota about how her magic operated! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The following morning, surfacing from the water tank, Auli-Ambar discovered that the darkness had taken over once more. She was not in a coma. But when she tried to greet the hand that lifted her gently over the edge, all her throat would produce was an unintelligible groaning, “Nurr, nurr.” And even that sounded strangely hollow, like a voice trapped in a cavern. Clutching that person with the urgency of a drowning woman seizing a lifeline, she checked with her fingers, identifying Mistress Yualiana’s strong, capable hands. 
 
    “Nurr!” She indicated her throat. 
 
    Whatever the response might have been, she could not hear it, because after a few moments, the other’s hands turned her palm upward and began to stroke her life-lines with a fingertip. Spelling runes, she recognised at once. 
 
    Can you speak, Auli? the fingers spelled out painstakingly. 
 
    No, she wrote back. 
 
    Hear? 
 
    No. 
 
    The affliction is similar to before? 
 
    Aye … 
 
    Only, this time she was not trapped in a coma. She was fully aware that something had disconnected between her brain and her vocal cords, that but for the touch of a hand, she would never have known someone stood beside her. 
 
    All she had left was touch. 
 
    Auli-Ambar soon learned that her reading magic was absent, too. Dormant. Then, as if to twist the talon of affliction deeper, her senses of touch and even taste faded until she struggled even to sense pressure upon her skin. All she had until the fiendish affliction lifted was the unfathomable lump of grey matter Fra’anior had granted her. That was her only friend. 
 
    Or, her worst enemy. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 14: The Dragon Librarian 
 
      
 
    WHEN AULI-AMBAR ARRIVED at the Halls of the Dragons, Sazutharr ran. 
 
    Dragons did not, as a rule, run. It was considered beneath their dignity – farther beneath than the Island-World lay beneath the stars. While hatchlings and even fledglings were allowed to be frisky and impetuous, any creature of Auli’s age or older was expected to have developed an air of desirable draconic gravitas – or might that be called ‘preposterously proper ponderosity,’ a waggish Dragon Loremaster might have been heard to aver in private. Indeed, the Dragonish language boasted forty-three words and no less than seventy-one nuance indicators she could name, without breaking the least sweat, to describe the precise manner of a Dragon’s walk. After that came ample room for description of the thud of each footfall, tail scrape, the tuck of the wings, the precise sparkle of the scales, the tilt and arch of the neck, the height and stalwart breadth of the shoulders, and the tone of the belly fires’ rumbling. Hardly an exhaustive list. 
 
    Sapphurion had run when he heard of Qualiana’s poisoning. Arkurion had charged afoot to save the miners from the rubble being poured down the mineshaft. Could she remember any other occasion when she had known a Dragon to run? 
 
    For a Dragon of Sazutharr’s two centuries of life and august station to run, was not merely unprecedented. It was unthinkable. 
 
    Yet as she alighted upon the Dragonship landing area just beside the central lake of the volcano, which lay above the Dragon Library and its many secrets, and a frolicsome breeze brought to her nostrils the familiar sweetish charred cinnamon scent of many Dragons inhabiting a relatively small space, an unusual commotion developed. A body slammed heavily against what sounded to her ear like the massive doors of the Council Hall, before a draconic voice exclaimed her name. A rising babble of responses seemed to ripple around the lake, coming from many directions, confirming and discussing her arrival with a level of excitement that did not ordinarily greet incoming Dragonships. 
 
    Then, there was a muffled cry, Noble Auli-Ambar! 
 
    A cumbersome scuffing sound turned into the thumping of an awkward yet swift gait, and she heard a series of sharp, asthmatic inhalations before wings snapped open and the incoming Dragon glide-ran toward her, as best she could tell. Behind her right shoulder, Jilriana whispered, ‘Is that the Dragon Librarian?’ More clearly from nearby at the lakeside, the youthful but unmistakably resonant tones of Grandion exclaimed, He runs! What exceeding honour is hers! and the smooth, melodic purr of Qualiana agreed, Aye, a true word by my wings, shell-son. 
 
    Crackling with age yet still hugely powerful, Sazutharr’s bellow split the early afternoon air, LITTLE FLAME, THOU LIVEST!! Again, he thundered, OH WHAT JOY ENFLAMES MINE DRAGON HEARTS! 
 
    Every instinct screamed to flee, to duck; that she must surely be buried as beneath an avalanche of Dragonflesh. But by a hairsbreadth, she managed to turn her flinch into an elegant bow of the deepest honour, and from there, it transformed unintentionally into an elaborate Fra’aniorian obeisance purposed for royalty. Oops. Light upon her feet, she switched up the steps and arm gestures on the fly to imitate a swooping Dragon, wings aflutter, in a dance step Emoric had once taught her. Not desperately graceful, but as the huge, elderly Dragon’s talons screeched loudly upon the stone before her, she again heard Grandion commenting, clear and cool: 
 
    And now she styles him royalty among Dragons? Did I see aright, Mamafire? What a reply! 
 
    That is why she is the Loremaster, Grandion. Watch and learn. 
 
    Watch? Learn? There was no precedent for what had just sent her pulse rocketing past the Yellow Moon, but Auli was learning that there might be a time and a place for improvising around tradition. As the aged Dragon audibly struggled to regain his breath, she waited politely with a broad smile curving her lips, and then swept her hands forth in a gesture she had been told balladeers used. In the most formal, florid tones of the high draconic poetic metre, she declaimed: 
 
    O noble-fires soul of whom every Dragon’s third heart maketh its thunder, 
 
    O peerless lore lord of deeds writ by the Great Onyx’s most refulgent fires, 
 
    Which daily upon white-blazing eternity be inscribed; 
 
    This Dragon Loremaster stands ennobled by thy reflected fires, 
 
    In the honour of service, doth she make her rejoicing. 
 
    Despite the gravelly rasp of her throat, the words seemed to roll forth like liquid billows that conveyed a sense of thunder within thunder entirely out of proportion with the volume she produced. Auli-Ambar clamped her jaw shut. Had she just unwittingly conveyed a sense of the sevenfold power of Fra’anior’s own speech, as she remembered it? Oh no! But, would they know? Had any of these Dragons ever heard the living thunder of the mightiest Ancient Dragon of all? She opted to offer a second bow, considerably more curtailed than the first. 
 
    She said more pithily, Here I am, o Sazutharr, ready to serve. 
 
    The aged Dragon replied, I cannot match the effortless poesy of your speech, noble Loremaster, but neither can speech convey the delight of this Dragon’s hearts at your safe return. I hear report of outstanding work in securing a new understanding between the Islands of Remoy and Yelegoy, in addition to the discovery of a hitherto unknown class of deep-dwelling Dragons. There even appears to have been chance to advance the medical sciences at Tanstoy Dragon Roost, despite unspeakable suffering at the talon of an unknown type of bone cancer. 
 
    He spoke for the benefit of many listening ear-canals, she knew, inclining her head graciously. This was the apropos draconic way of underscoring his support for her position, status and work at the Halls. 
 
    We shall speak anon, he added. Noble Sapphurion – 
 
    Noble Auli-Ambar, solo drainer of the boundless treasuries of Gi’ishior! boomed the Sapphire Elder. With a low, smoky chuckle, he added, Indeed, I believe you secured first cut of the finest source of white diamonds in the Island-World, yielding a decade’s profit at terms that make a Dragon’s maw slaver! Let the enemies of Dragons hear and beware! 
 
    Yet again, she bowed respectfully. Mighty Sapphurion, the most sulphurous blessings of the Great Onyx be upon thee and thy kin. Noble Elders, noble Qualiana. Noble Grandion. 
 
    More ceremoniously, Sapphurion said, When the future Dragon Librarian is ready, I shall welcome her presence at the meetings of the Dragon Elders. There is always much to learn, is there not, my young Loremaster? 
 
    Indeed, noble Sapphurion. I eagerly await the day. 
 
    Neither person nor Dragon laughed, but from the knowledgeable there was a tiny frisson of appreciation at Sapphurion’s masterful manoeuvring. Not only had he honoured her, but in the same breath he had also subtly Dragon-slapped her into her rightful place, as was wholly appropriate in a highly stratified society in which elder creatures spoke with firm authority to the younger. 
 
    Just as if she were a Dragoness, Auli-Ambar reacted with an outwardly stoic mien, while inwardly, she goggled in surprise. Dancing dragonets! She was to attend meetings with the Dragon Elders? When had this been decided? One way of throwing her into the deep end of the terrace lake. 
 
    A wholly different education was about to commence. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Auli-Ambar settled into her new routine with difficulty. Her primary goal was to step in Sazutharr’s tracks in the role of Dragon Librarian, learning every aspect of what she was coming to respect as a challenging and varied post. She planned to take weekly trips to the Royal Palace, overnighting there as she continued to teach classes that included Princess Hualiama, the royal ward. There were weekly, day-long meetings of the Dragon Elders to attend and record, and her general Loremaster duties besides. Sazutharr was a de facto Dragon Elder, his measured voice carrying a great deal of weight in the Council. 
 
    Mighty paws to step into! 
 
    As the weeks rolled into her first season back at the Halls, Auli had planned the grand opening of her secret project to the minutest detail, when her affliction struck again and she was left trapped once again for a period of exactly two weeks and two days, a total of twenty days. Highly suspicious. Fed and cared for like the most hapless infant! 
 
    She drove herself nigh insane fretting inside the impregnable tower of her debility. 
 
    With the opening set back due to Sapphurion’s travels thereafter to Sylakia, Merx and the Kingdom of Kaolili in the far East, Auli threw herself back into her duties with manic zeal. The pain began shortly after. It manifested first with a burning in her lower limbs that rose and fell like the crackling of a storm. Day and night, twinging and aching wracked her body with increasing abandon, until she was forced to quaff several potent herbal drinks to ease the symptoms. Later that week, during her teaching at the Palace, the unbearable discomfort returned with a vengeance, crippling her fingers as she tried to play her one-eighth size Dragonharp. This time, she recognised a kind of liquid flow of agonising sensation running repeatedly up the nerves of her arms into her shoulders and upper back, distinct from the dry flaming of before. Battle joined! The battle between the two halves of her heritage had just taken a new, incapacitating and terrifying form. 
 
    Forced to make the unusual request of a bathing pool, Auli-Ambar was seen to by none other than Queen Shyana herself. She felt close enough to the Queen to confide in her at least at a high level what she knew of her nature. 
 
    “You bathe with full immersion, because this triggers or calls to what you call your liquescent magic?” the Queen queried. 
 
    “Aye, o Queen, this is what the doctor Dragons of Tanstoy recommended if ever … if the cancer returned,” she replied, ruing the brittleness her tone betrayed. “To hold it at abeyance, the magical dichotomy needs to be kept in balance.” 
 
    Did she hear the Queen grin at her antiquated phrasing? 
 
    “We should speak, dearest petal.” 
 
    And with that, Queen Shyana organised a bath for two! It was truly un-Fra’aniorian to share a bathtub, unlike the unabashed Remoyans. 
 
    A royal bath was a matter of certain ceremonial magnificence, Auli-Ambar understood, but the Queen dismissed the insistent bevy of attendants with an air of fond exasperation. Soon, they had the entire royal bath chamber to themselves, one set aside for the family’s use. Steaming hot water trickled down what she understood was a sculpted water feature into a pool some ten feet wide, scented with lilies and brimming with large bubbles she could play with and pop with her fingers. Auli kept her Dragon’s kiss covered with a simple tied cloth, telling her friend that was a mystery best left to be explained another day. Shyana replied that with the cover of tinkling water, they had no fear of being overheard by the guards without – one of which was none other than Si’ishi, returned to her old haunts as the Loremaster’s personal bodyguard. 
 
    This was a brief subject of discussion. “It has been suggested that a future union of the Chief Scrollkeeper and the former Royal Elite might require some form of permission or blessing from the Onyx Throne,” Shyana noted with dry humour, helping Auli-Ambar to find the steps into the pool with her bare feet. “Ooh, it is warm, isn’t it? Unofficially, Chalcion and I have absolutely no objection. We welcome and laud their future happiness together. Officially, could you suggest a suitable diplomatic gesture we could make to effect the necessary … well, to satisfy the protocols?” 
 
    “I’d … have to give that due consideration, my Queen,” Auli replied, slowly descending the steps until the warm water reached her hips. Delicious, tickly bubbles! 
 
    The Dragons were about to be delighted by her fragrance baths. 
 
    “Furthermore, could you suggest a suitable matrimonial gift as would please Chief Scrollkeeper Chamzu? I’ve no idea what one gives a man of such station, nor would I want the gift to be a frivolous gesture. It needs to be thoughtful,” the young Queen added. 
 
    “Thank you. I shall attempt to concoct a suitably protocol-twizzling scroll and present it for your majestic seal of approval, together with a few modest suggestions regarding gifts. I’d need to speak at least with Sazutharr and Zimtyna, plus Qualiana, and –” 
 
    Shyana chuckled, “A little dragonet chirped in my ear that Zimtyna is shortly to become the victim of a truly heinous act of inter-Isles piracy?” 
 
    “Aye, just as soon as someone I could poke with a very short talon can figure out if she’ll not be incurably indisposed during the ceremonies!” 
 
    “Oh, Auli.” 
 
    Mentally, she packed away Growly-Ambar. “Sorry. I am curst with this –” 
 
    “I heard.” 
 
    “You heard? What else have you – oh, heavens weeping rainbows! I’m sorry again.” 
 
    “No mind, o Venerable Maiden,” the Queen teased, laughing off her snappish response. “Spies will be spies, eh? In both directions. Tell me, what became of the young Mercury Blue who used to –” 
 
    “Arkurion?” 
 
    “Aye, that’s the one. Arkurion of Tanstoy.” 
 
    Taken off guard by the unexpected question, Auli-Ambar spluttered, “He left. I mean, he has flown upon his draconic honour quest and … I don’t know when he will return.” 
 
    Inwardly, she regretted the tremor in her voice which betrayed her true feelings. Her scroll-worming at the Dragon Library felt lonely without the Mercury Blue, her kindred soul and co-conspirator in matters loreish. Oftentimes, as she slept poorly due to this new, constant world of nerve pain or sojourned within the prison walls of her mind, she found herself trying to imagine where in the Island-World he might be and what adventures he might be enjoying, and even calling for him in her most unguarded moments. 
 
    Shyana said quietly, “Good.” 
 
    “Good?” Auli chose to dash water toward the sound of her voice. “What’s good about crass desertion?” 
 
    The warm waters swirled about her thighs, somehow seeming to steal away the pain for a moment so that she could focus as Shyana teasingly splashed water back, and then in a low voice, confided, “You should know the special closeness of your relationship with the Dragon was discussed even amongst the King’s Council –” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Shh, petal.” Taking her hand, Shyana pushed out into the deeper waters, closer to the bubbling fountain that fed the steaming waters. Auli was pleased to feel slick strands of wet hair tickling the nape of her neck, growing pleasingly longer. “We both know you are honourable, but others one might name are less honourable, and that’s an Isles truth that should never be wilfully ignored. The brotherhood close to the throne did lightly suggest the very impropriety of which you were thinking – but more sinisterly, there was a follow-up accusation made related to the research and experimentation of Dramagon the Red upon Human subjects in the realm of reproductive capacity …” 
 
    “Waah …” Auli almost choked! 
 
    “Aye. Lie softly here in the waters, petal.” The hands encouraged her deeper into a world of fragrance and relaxation utterly at odds with the subject of their conversation. “I invited you hence to make you aware that you are covertly inculpated –” 
 
    “Of being born a monster?” she rasped. “Of being some twisted, accursed spawn of Dramagon himself?” 
 
    “Indeed. Persons with dishonourable motivations might weave a plot that incorporates the evil machinations of the secretive cabal of Tanstoy, coupled with – forgive me, petal – your disturbing and unusual appearance, your unique magical powers, the heritage clearly left you by your absent mother, and who she was. It is convenient for some that Xa’an Ta’afaya therefore also stands accused of complicity, an agent of Gi’ishior now returned to his alleged masters. Perhaps Arkurion, as a modern disciple of Dramagon, wings at the forefront of a plot which has invented a perverse method of irrupting Human bloodlines and turning us all into corrupt, deformed draconic mutants–” 
 
    “Shyana!” 
 
    The Queen squeezed her fingers peaceably. “People fear what they do not understand.” 
 
    “You … do not fear me?” 
 
    “I find you most mysterious, but no monster, Auli-Ambar. You are a girl becoming a woman, and rainbows of congratulations, incidentally, upon your seventeenth birthingday yesterday.” 
 
    “Ah … thank you, my Queen.” 
 
    How Shyana loved conversation to twist and weave, to shock and intrigue! No meek, invisible Queen was she. Auli imagined that in many ways, Shyana was more than a match for the forceful King Chalcion, who was reported to be away treating with the barbaric Sylakians. Perhaps that was why the Queen felt a certain freedom to consult with her; but clearly, she was taking substantive precautions. Did she sense her position with the King was still at risk? 
 
    What exactly had happened in the Year of the Four Kings, when Chalcion ascended the Onyx Throne amongst shock, scandal and alleged fratricide? Perhaps the truth would never be known. 
 
    Just now, Shyana added, “You have served me faithfully and well, Loremaster, and for that, I shall be ever grateful. I have the enchanting daughter I always wanted in Hualiama, and now little Elka’anor to carry Chalcion’s male bloodline as he always wanted. You alone made that possible.” 
 
    “What about the Princess Fyria’aliola?” Auli asked. 
 
    “This is the lay of the Isles. Ka’allion by Chalcion’s deceased first wife is not as malleable to Chalcion’s wishes as he desires, and so there is currently debate about how long Ka’allion might last were he to ascend to the Onyx Throne. It seems Fyria’aliola is destined to be a redheaded Fra’aniorian beauty, and doesn’t she know it! She has her father’s vicious streak and great vanity. Best she should be married off advantageously to some young beau blinded by her beauty. Hualiama is of course a royal ward and ineligible in terms of succession. Therefore, in all likelihood, future suitors will pass her over in favour of her older, better-connected sister.” 
 
    Auli hissed between her teeth. 
 
    “I agree. As for Elka’anor, he is too young as yet to evaluate, but seems a happy and compliant babe in personality. That will make him a target of the manipulators in this Court. A mother’s task is to ensure the survival of her progeny. A Queen’s task lies quietly behind the scenes, tweaking talons and shaking select hands – which brings us to someone who appears destined to become the most powerful person in the Halls, more powerful even than the Chief Scrollkeeper.” 
 
    “Of course, I am wholly incorruptible,” Auli snorted humorously. Catching hold of the pool’s edge, she drifted languidly for a moment, fighting a peak of pain. “Aah …” 
 
    Speaking about Arkurion cast a pall of desolation upon her heart, and Shyana’s frank evaluation of her children’s future, only exacerbated that feeling. Was this the Island-World in which these young ones would grow up? Could she fashion something, do something, to beat back the coming darkness inasmuch as she must find a way somehow to overcome this deep sense of heaviness, this penumbral doom, that beset her own fate? She just could not seem to shake the sense of dislocation in her mind – as if the fates of the fires had evaluated a half-Pykolese girl, found her wanting, and cast her upon the pyre for destruction. 
 
    Having an outsider’s sympathy for children with terminal illnesses, like the Queen’s nephew who had lived but four summers, was nothing compared to the reality of living with this … diagnosis? What a grotesque, soul-shaking word. 
 
    The Queen’s urgency finally penetrated the pain. “Are you alright, Auli? Can I help? Is this your –” 
 
    “Aye. Nay. I could do with an infusion, o Queen, but it is easing now. The pain has become chronic since my return from Tanstoy, but what you heard of is worse. It’s like a complete lock-in of all my senses. I become more helpless than any infant.” 
 
    “Aye, that’s the report I heard. Allow me to order you something.” 
 
    Leaving the pool, she heard a silken whisper of a bathrobe being drawn about Shyana’s lean frame. A door clicked and creaked nearby, and then only the continual tinkling of water could be heard. 
 
    Auli failed to hear her return. She startled as Shyana called, “Tell me, Loremaster, how often does this malady strike?” When Auli-Ambar returned a non-committal answer, she inserted brusquely, “Precise dates and durations please, Loremaster! I am most vexed by your inarticulate … ah, imprecision.” 
 
    “As you wish, my Queen.” 
 
    Three times so far, once every couple of months, she recalled aloud, doing a dint of lip-chewing as she worked out the calendar dates. In this peculiar, disordered state of hers, the natural flow of time seemed to be disturbed, pooling and knotting and slipping by as if she had forgotten how to pay attention to hours and days. 
 
    Shyana said, “That sounds like a Moon-cycle, doesn’t it? But, which one? I’d need an almanac –” 
 
    Very nearly jumping out of the water in her excitement, Auli exclaimed, “The Mystic Moon! It fits! How did you work it out?” 
 
    “Via an old Isles proverb, petal. Men are of the suns, women of the moon. People use the analogy to explain all sorts of differences between males and females of our species – and Dragons, for that matter. Didn’t you know?” 
 
    “I don’t pay much attention to superstition.” 
 
    “Superstition? My dear petal, superstition, legend and proverb are often merely a channel of interpreting or presenting the truth. A Loremaster ought to pay most especial attention to such – aye, how you chuckle in the knowledge that I am right, of course. Now you say, ‘I thank you, o Queen, for your invaluable insight,’ and I say, ‘Be like the Mystic Moon, o Auli-Ambar. Be serene, wise and enigmatic. While in this age of our Island-World it is given to males like Chalcion or Sapphurion to blaze bright, it is us women who rule the night, and though we might be hidden in the daylight, our influence is always, always felt.’ ” 
 
    Ardently, Auli said, “How wisely you instruct me in my craft, o Queen!” 
 
    Shyana replied, “As is my duty and my joy in service to Fra’anior, my friend. This giver is blessed indeed.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    One of the particular pleasures of Auli-Ambar’s training were her meetings with Sazutharr. They met three times a week, at suns-down, in his roost. Given his quintuple-quadragenarian age, the correct draconic term for over two centuries of life, he was granted certain leniencies. One of those was to enjoy a roost inside the Dragon Library itself, the scrolliverse in which loving labour had consumed the many decades of his life. A roaring hearth fire kept his chamber toasty warm, for as the venerable Librarian’s inner fires guttered, he said his bones ached with the cold. His febrile glaucoma condition had advanced to the stage where he too was effectively blind, so he had a rota of apprentices and Under-Librarians who came to read to him, converse and receive or write down his instructions. 
 
    These evenings were a time for discussions of deep lore, debating the inmost workings of the Library, and working through whatever else was on Auli-Ambar’s mind. Her list of topics always fell between the poles of impractically lengthy and unashamedly enormous. 
 
    After debating an obscure point of draco-linguistics and agreeing upon several teams of Researchers and Archivists to at last make serious inroads into tidying up and re-cataloguing the chambers of the Forbidden Library ruined by Razzior the Orange, Auli-Ambar turned her questioning to the topic of astrophysics. Sazutharr was of the opinion that the Mystic Moon was comprised largely of that rarest of magical substances, horiatite, which was why she experienced such a strong effect – which was worsening. The pain was chronic and almost unrelieved now. Auli feared she would shortly require a walking stick, or worse, become physically incapacitated. But she doggedly worked through her questions related to how exactly the orbits of the five Moons protected the Island-World from cosmic debris. The astronomers submitted regular reports to the Library on the objects they had identified. Delicately, she introduced the subject of the comet bearing the First Eggs of the Dragons, when Sazutharr said without preamble: 
 
    Auli-Ambar, the comet will miss us by a significant margin, astronomically speaking. 
 
    The comet? 
 
    The one you are concerned about. The one due to arrive in approximately sixteen years’ time. 
 
    Noble Sazutharr, I was not – 
 
    But you are! Such was his bark, Auli caught her breath and wisely, held her tongue. I may be old, but take me not for a fatuous old fool! Let us be open with one another. I will soon fly on to the fires, and my secrets with me – and I will swear, upon my dam’s egg if need be, that I will never betray you, little flame. Now, what say you? 
 
    I am … afraid, noble Sazutharr. 
 
    Rather heavily, his voice creaked, Afraid that the accusation of your alleged telepathic faculties has leaked beyond the Council of Elders? 
 
    What? she gasped. 
 
    Coded report arrived from Tanstoy before your return, little flame. Noble Sapphurion gave the matter short shrift. Should he have done so? The challenge stood between them, baldly indicated by the trust-querying nuances of his speech. It is said the child of Xa’an Ta’afaya was able to attack Dragons with her mind. To the Council, that was a lesser charge, as you are well cognizant. So? 
 
    Her hands trembled, even though they were folded over the robes concealing her Dragon’s kiss. Must she now make her friend forget all? Who was the Tanstoyan Dragon behind that accusation? Why was Sazutharr baiting her over a transgression punishable by nothing less than death? He must smell her fear. Sense her erratic heart rhythms. Burning pangs prickled along her spine, forcing her to sit bolt upright. If the pain did not kill her first, to speak now would – for Sazutharr would be bound to report to the Council, and that would be the end of her. Not for nought was telepathy regarded as the greatest draconic secret of all. 
 
    They must have written it out of every rune of the lore. Everywhere. 
 
    Quite a feat. 
 
    Almost inaudibly, she said, I would not blaspheme with my mouth, nor impugn the integrity of my heart. Yet for the sake of our friendship, o Sazutharr, you appear to demand I do both? 
 
    Still she skirted any confession. An inch-perfect draconic reply. 
 
    The Green Dragon must have reached out, for a warm talon came to rest upon her knee. With unexpected affection colouring his speech, he said, Ever since a chit of a girl wandered into my Library and fell asleep amongst the lore, I have sensed the heavy paw of Fra’anior upon her life. Therefore, I must tell you this. Before he flew upon his honour quest, Arkurion the Mercury Blue made private report to me of two particular incidents that fascinated my deepest white-fires. One, the fact that you now bear a Pygmy battle name ostensibly bestowed upon you by Fra’anior himself. Two, that when you tried to open the Tyrabulus Codex beneath Yelegoy Island, you declared your name with a draconic battle challenge as spectacular as it was authentic. Afterward, you claimed you had a vision of the Great Onyx himself, which greatly disturbed the young Mercury Blue. I destroyed that report. No word of it has crossed my lips since. 
 
    Yet, more recently, Master Ga’athar mentioned to me another particular anomaly which has stuck in my mind, baffling and delighting my fires ever since. When baited by his child who now tarries with the monks, you cried, ‘Fra’anior knows my name!’ You used the present-attributive tense with an authoritative indicator. 
 
    She moved not a muscle. Her heart slammed so hard against the base of her throat, she feared it might burst for the terror that consumed her now. He need not say more, need he? Sazutharr knew. He had put the pieces together, and he knew … 
 
    The Dragon Librarian said, Therefore, I swear upon the breath of my very own fires – 
 
    No! Oh noble Sazutharr, no … 
 
    – that all I know of thee shall be sealed beyond death, revealed neither in word nor thought nor paw nor the most infinitesimal flickering of this Dragon’s fires, his voice rolled on, like thunder upon thunder that shivered the very bones of fate, nor demanded by the most sacred oaths of the Dragonkind – for His service is greater than all, and it is to the Onyx that my whitest fires shall e’er be bound. LET IT BE!! 
 
    As the echoes of his thunderous declaration reverberated around the roost, Auli-Ambar realised that he had placed around them not one but three shields, a thrice-reinforced mental shield which had no equal in her experience. Sazutharr the Green would be true to his word. Not only did he protect their conversation from outward detection, but by the inward echoes, she realised he had just oath-bound his own fires with an irrevocable death oath – a type of magic she had only ever read about, and that in the forbidden section of the Library. 
 
    Now, his neck creaked as the Dragon leaned closer. 
 
    Mercy, o Fra’anior, mercy … 
 
    Some might call such a girl, deluded, he rasped conspiratorially. I know you are not. I know with every true fire of my being, with the very wings of my fire-soul, that you are Fra’anior’s own servant, for a particular rune was shown me in a prophetic dream which I now offer as final proof to you, o Auli-Ambar, o little flame who burns greatly. You are not deluded, nor hallucinating, nor following the foul fires of the two-headed Red Dragon. Fear not! Let thy fires burn bright! For the Onyx named thee Enigma, did he not? 
 
    The Island-World seemed to quiver about her as never before. She sat before an old Dragon in his chambers, and saw the beauty and purity of his heart, and it was too much to bear. Too beautiful for words, revelation undeniable – for to deny his fiery spirit, would have been a travesty greater than many she had perpetrated, suffered or been accused of in her life. 
 
    Shaping a concept in her mind as if it were a death knell, or a cymbal of destiny, she spoke mind-to-mind to him, saying, An Enigma am I. 
 
    The effervescent joy of draconic laughter-of-knowing bubbled throughout his being. Then, the Librarian said, Enigma is your secret name, your draconic soul-name. You say it like this – Enigma! 
 
    Enigma! she echoed. 
 
    Hear me declare my soul-name name – I AM LORANTHUNDIOR!! 
 
    Deep, deep breath. I AM ENIGMA!! 
 
    The cry ripped out of her throat, shaking the chamber as if the rock were made of sand. 
 
    How he exulted! The Dragon’s laughter was thunder, and his thundering turned again to laughter, as if he could not believe what had just passed between them, as if the Island-World had just turned about after his whole life and played a wing-shiveringly delectable trick upon him, and he was tickled to the verimost pith of his bones about it. 
 
    Then, clasping her person between his forepaws as if he cupped an inexplicably pliable jewel, he said, This very night, Fra’anior promised that my soul shall fly to the eternal fires, o most precious friend, o confidante, o my soul’s flame-of-delight! No offspring did ever I have, but thee. It is as thou wert mine own shell-daughter, for thou hast become the song of my innermost fires, o lambent-everlasting flame! How well did the Onyx name thee! 
 
    Auli clutched his fore-talon in a panic. Please, o noble Sazutharr. You cannot leave me now. 
 
    His call cleaves the heavens! O Auli-Ambar, I hearken now to a sevenfold thundering that summons this Dragon’s soul to its final roost. I must not tarry! Hear me now with the ears of your spirit. Long have I sought a way to penetrate those bastion wards that protect thee, which also withhold from thee the final gift of a Dragon Librarian to his chosen successor. This gift is called the Scrolls of Fire. Just as Dragons breathe the ascending fire-promises together in our own sacred matrimonial tradition, so every Librarian since time immemorial has breathed into his or her inheritor an unparalleled gift of knowledge, and that gift is what I shall grant thee now, for I am convinced that the fire within thee is equipped, and moreover, worthy, to receive all that is thine birthright. 
 
    But, this surely cannot be. I might be dying, too. 
 
    Sazutharr guffawed as if he were a young Dragon again and this was the greatest jest he had ever heard. What of the name Fra’anior himself accorded unto thee? he scoffed richly. Dying is not an option! Desist from thy excuses and embrace thy true future, o Enigma. Now … RECEIVE! 
 
    Suddenly Auli-Ambar found herself in the grips of a type of magic that was beyond coercion or resistance. An outpouring of fire surrounded her as if she were flying in that ever-burning realm of Fra’anior himself, as if she saw without eyes how the pearlescent colours surrounded her, asking without demanding, offering without overwhelming her. Perhaps it could not have, not even this incredible power of spoken Word that Sazutharr had uttered, for she had inviolable protections of her own. Yet here was the inexpressible wonder of a Dragon’s soul poured out before her, for her and into her, of free will and love and respect for all that they shared. 
 
    What had he meant, that she was his offspring – in a mystical sense? 
 
    Dying was not an option? Precious, mystical, frustrating, incomparable Dragon! Such were the threads of hope she must learn to cling to. 
 
    She whispered, Gratefully, I receive. 
 
    The ineffable fire of the Dragon Librarian poured into her with every breath, redolent with revelation and mystification, history and mythology, lore and legend, until Auli-Ambar cried out for the agony of filling, yet always there was more, and always, she found her place in it. The fire was gentle and beautiful and as depthless as the void beyond the stars, yet luminous with all it promised. 
 
    A girl knew she was. Now, she must become. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 15: Inner Darkness 
 
      
 
    We found the young Loremaster lying unconscious inside noble Sazutharr’s roost. The incomparable Dragon Librarian had flown to the eternal fires like other Librarians before him; unexpectedly, with neither warning nor fanfare, consumed in the tumultuous white-fires of his expiring being. 
 
    She was unmarked. Nothing of her clothing survived the immolation inside that chamber, but her flesh was untouched, evincing not a hint of smoke or char to disclose her ordeal. 
 
    What does it take for a Dragon to see a miracle? Due to her increasing incapacity, the Elders voted not to allow Auli-Ambar to take up the mantle of the Dragon Librarian until such a time as her health improved. She bore the burden stoically, even heroically, despite that any Dragoness could see what dark-fires of fate weighed upon her inner light. Had I known then what anguish she daily suffered, perhaps even I might have been moved to vote against my mate Sapphurion in that key, heatedly contested decision – it was the first time his will had not prevailed in the Council of Dragon Elders, and he was livid. 
 
    Thus was my lesson well learned: amongst the brutal hurly-burly of politics, miracles have no place. 
 
    Qualiana the Red, O Tempestuous Fate 
 
      
 
    THE DAY OF the grand opening of her secret project, Auli-Ambar almost did not make it out of her chambers. She had just bathed, but the pain that gripped her as she tried to dress was as if acid poured up and down her nerves, burning her repeatedly from the inside out. For many long minutes, she could not move. Her recalcitrant tear ducts chose this moment to start functioning, so the only sounds in her chamber were her helpless sobbing at the pain and the plinking of sapphire teardrops upon a marble surface she was told was a type of Mejian marble that looked like white clouds drifting across an azure sky. 
 
    Wasted details. 
 
    At least she had seen to it that Zimtyna had, after much delay and drama, been successfully kidnapped by her beloved Bazukior, despite a near mishap that could have spelled the end of her swain, when his Dragonship malfunctioned and crash-landed on the slopes of Gi’ishior’s volcanic cone. The flamboyant wedding had been declared a great success, right down to Auli-Ambar’s part in tolerating several slobbering kisses from overenthusiastic and decidedly inebriated members of Bazukior’s family. One of the elderly uncles had smelled like rancid fish. She had saturated her traditional lines with all the pathos the occasion demanded, shed copious sapphire tears on cue, and even initiated a ludicrous escape attempt which had brought half of the house down – literally. 
 
    Aye, a memorable occasion indeed. 
 
    This one would hopefully be made greatly more memorable by her actual presence at the event she had four times organised and failed to pull off. No sane person said, ‘Fifth time’s the Dragon’s luck,’ did they? Next on her agenda, she had to prod or preferably, have Sapphurion Dragon-slap Chief Scrollkeeper Chamzu into doing the honourable thing by Si’ishi. They simply could not keep tiptoeing around each other for years, could they? So many plans and details to take care of. 
 
    Her father came to her rescue. 
 
    As he braided her growing hair with a deft hand and she finally managed to stop shaking like a reed in a storm, he said, “So, when shall I arrange for your return to Tanstoy?” 
 
    “When I decide,” she riposted far more testily than he deserved. 
 
    “You can’t even stand up properly.” 
 
    “I’ll use the canes today.” 
 
    “In public, petal?” 
 
    She hissed, “Everyone knows, Islands’ sakes!” 
 
    “Everyone knows you’re a walking prickle bush and half of your staff is hiding from you for fear of –” 
 
    “Dad! Enough! They’re not my staff until the ruddy Dragon Elders decide – gnarr, gnarr – and then I can – gnarr, gnarr – or until I throw these canes away, which will be the day the suns turn into Fra’anior’s own heads! Gnarr, gnarr!” 
 
    Seizing her pair of hand carved jalkwood canes from behind the door of her small chambers, Auli-Ambar determinedly lurched into motion. This was her day. No treacherous magic was playing the spoiler. Enough! To her considerable surprise, the pain eased and she was able to stump along, just about able to feel her feet. The numbness was new. Was the cancer now doing real damage to her nervous system, or was she just imagining the worst? 
 
    Walking beside her with an easy-sounding stride – lucky him – Xa’an said quietly, “I bear bad news, petal. Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    “Spit it out, spy-monster masquerading as my dear father.” 
 
    “Razzior woke up at dawn today.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar sputtered a rather unfortunate word, which her father told her he agreed with entirely. 
 
    “Let me guess. Ra’aba, therefore –” 
 
    “I am checking that detail.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand gratefully. No need to ask Xa’an which side he took. “Thanks, Dad. You’re rainbows.” 
 
    “Still clad all in white?” 
 
    “Dad, it’s only been just under two months since noble Sazutharr flew to the fires. The customary mourning period is one year. How do I look?” She self-consciously adjusted the jewelled white hairnet her father had fitted around the braids. 
 
    “The white complements your beauty, my lady of Fra’anior,” he said, no doubt with one of his charming smiles. 
 
    Her own smile still felt a little odd. She was self-conscious about the lack of normal muscle movement, but what could one do? She had teeth that could carve granite, apparently – a far cry from her days of eating soup and mush! 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment, noble sir.” 
 
    Linking her left hand into his elbow, she allowed him to guide her through the familiar passages to the stairwell closest to her chambers. For the occasion, Auli-Ambar wore a formal Fra’aniorian lace dress in pure white, with a ten-foot train. Over the dress she wore a samite cloak of Helyon silk bearing the formal symbol of the Dragon Library, a scroll set aflame by Fra’anior’s breath. She viewed it now as richly, poignantly ironic in light of the last gift Sazutharr had granted her, layered with meanings she had never suspected. Scrolls were not merely vellum or scrolleaf, but afire? What under the suns could that signify? 
 
    Should she ever claim to know Dragons? There was layer upon layer of hidden lore, of treasures and truths, she had not yet begun to decipher. 
 
    Most emphatically, Grr! 
 
    Her azure formal slippers were delicately picked out with perfect white diamonds sourced from the Symorrian Dragarnads, an element of the profitable solution to their economic problems – it had to be profitable, or the Dragon Elders would have gnawed holes in her liver for the extortionate spend she had approved. No mind. Sneakiness ran in the family. Already, several further economic ventures were planned with the ultimate goal of uplifting the Yelegoyans. That neatly reminded her that her old nemesis Romilly should be arriving any day at the Halls to face the thunder of the Elders’ wrath. 
 
    A mental bray of evil laughter ended in the discomfiting memory of Razzior and Ra’aba’s treachery toward her, her father’s torture at their hands and paws, and their pursuit of the fearful ruzal magic. 
 
    Battle on! 
 
    Out in the caldera, the murmuring of many voices greeted her appearance. A curl of cool air was nonetheless part fragrant and part sulphur-cinnamon, as the massed Dragon bodies changed and charged the atmosphere in ways that made her scalp prickle. So much fire-life. Such a surfeit of magic. The sensation made her stomach feel icy-cold even as her head seemed to heat up – each form of magic assuming a centred place in her body, from which they waged their warfare. The waters of life. The fires of creation. Why did they have to be in eternal opposition? Why did the Great Rorqual remain silent, and the supposed memory of who she was meant to be, remain dormant? Why had Sazutharr left before she had time to mine his wisdom relating to the comet, and how Numistar could possibly return in that ultra-frozen, lonely form to assault the Island-World? 
 
    It sounded like fantasy. 
 
    Certainly, from all she knew of the Dragon Elders, the matter could not be glibly or baldly presented to them without casting serious aspersions upon her sanity. But what else could she do? Slowly, glutinously, the fires seethed in the deepest parts of her mind, scheming, conniving, drawing upon … an alien body of fiery lore … the Scrolls of Fire! 
 
    Just as insight slammed through her system, Auli-Ambar realised that her father was helping her up the steps that led to a speaking platform from which a Human could address a draconic audience. The same was present inside the Council Hall – she understood that platform was over fifteen feet tall with a chair positioned on top, whereby an envoy or even a King could address the massive Dragon Elders without looking like a mite petitioning a mountain. As she ascended, holding up her train carefully to avoid snagging, she felt in the water of her bones the bent of many burning fire-eyes upon her. She raised her uncovered face. So many seasons she had walked about like a person covered in the final bindings of a body prepared for the grave, but now she eschewed any facial covering. The white hairnet was a nod to proper conservatism, but it was fashioned from the finest lacework and decorated with beadlike details of sapphires and diamonds. She wore a matching necklace and long, fashionable earrings, and in her belt pouch, as always, her Cinizzara miniatures travelled along. 
 
    Within her thoughts it seemed she sensed the dry, crackling tones of Sazutharr bidding her to summon her courage, and there were other Dragons behind him, too, smaller in number but no less powerful than that which she faced here. So, as she lifted her chin to face the multitude, it was with a mien of self-possession which far too seldom had been hers to command. 
 
    Where was Auli-Ambar, habitual scrollmouse? Did she recognise this girl? 
 
    To her left, vertebrae creaked slightly as a Dragon arched his long neck proudly, and then she heard the rich baritone of Grandion rolling out into the caldera like a liquid incarnation of thunder: 
 
    Noble Dragons and Humans! the young Tourmaline Dragon boomed. I greet you on behalf of the Council of Dragon Elders, and on behalf of my noble sire Sapphurion and my noble dam Qualiana. The most sulphurous blessings be upon thee and thy kin. Thank you for attending this most auspicious occasion! It is my great honour and fiery pleasure to welcome friends and allies from far and near to the grand opening of a secret, as-yet-unnamed project which is the brainchild of none other than the noble Dragon Loremaster. 
 
    Now he spoke at greater length to acknowledge each of the Elders and a number of the more venerable Dragons in the congregation, Chief Scrollkeeper Chamzu and his staff, King Chalcion and his eldest son Ka’allion, and dignitaries hailing from the nearer Islands. She distinctly heard Chalcion hiss slightly at the mention of Master Jo’el, representing the monks of Fra’anior Cluster. Interesting. She had not concluded there was outright animosity between them, but King Chalcion was famously unkind to persons or institutions he felt he could not control. Opportunity? She filed the information diligently. As the official representative of Yelegoy, Romilly also merited a mention – her father noted that the girl had arrived barely an hour before the ceremony – but Auli-Ambar’s attention was drawn to a sharp inhalation into a massive set of lungs nearby. Sapphurion? Judging by that response, Romilly’s reception was not to be favourable. 
 
    She quashed a thrill of vicarious pleasure.  
 
    After Grandion’s eloquent speech making, Chamzu offered a brief word, after which Sapphurion expressed his great eagerness to learn what exactly underpinned the secret labours of his Loremaster. With a sweep of his paw that ruffled her lace skirts as it passed somewhere to her right hand, the Dragon finished, Long have I awaited the day our agreeable vexation at your quarrying beneath our Halls should be ended, noble Auli-Ambar. Now, speak as with the thunder of Fra’anior himself! 
 
    Wetting her lips slightly, Auli checked with her mind for the discreet magical amplification provided by Qualiana, which would allow her to address all within the caldera with ease. 
 
    In an ancient form of Dragonish, she replied, May the verimost breath of Onyx rise among and between us, buoying the wings of every soul present! May His sacred fires inflame our hearts! Noble Sapphurion and all the mighty Dragons of Gi’ishior; honoured King Chalcion and Prince Ka’allion, Most esteemed friends, visitors and guests, I welcome you most warmly to this opening ceremony with … a story. 
 
    Uncertain titters rose from a few of her audience, conversely, encouraging her. 
 
    With a smile lighting her newly semi-functional lips, she added, I shall be brief – contrary to every reasonable expectation, I am sure. 
 
    To her surprise, it was Grandion’s rich laughter that rang out first, before a most untraditional roar of mirth rose from the massed Dragons, and a discernible beat afterward, from the Human dignitaries for whom simultaneous translation was being provided. 
 
    Casting her voice afar, Auli continued, Friends, I invite you to cast your minds back to a time over four and a half thousand years ago, when the paws of Ancient Dragons still shook the roots of our Islands, and the Lesser Dragons were so named because the moniker was apt to those who served the Great Onyx with their truest, whitest fires. Legend tells us how the coils of the mighty Onyx of Yore, the Storm of Storms, filled not the cone of this tiny volcano, but the entire length and breadth of Fra’anior Cluster itself. Our beloved home was his fiery roost, and its Islands, the resting places of his almighty heads. 
 
    In those days, there was a particular tradition prevalent amongst Lesser Dragons, and it is that ancient tradition I wish to revive today. It was lost in the aeons between, during the millennia of conflict between the Ancient Dragons, but recently our noble Scholar Dragons unearthed an extremely antiquated reference which we were able to decode, which elucidated the special place this particular tradition held in the third hearts of those Dragons of aeons ago. 
 
    Now, there is no Dragon alive who does not love the glint of a finely-buffed scale, is there not? But there is an underrated and perhaps underappreciated constituent of draconic society, especially related to courtship rituals and expressions of roost-love, which is the importance of scent. It may surprise many here to learn to what extent Dragons rely upon scent in many of the rituals of daily life, including meeting and greeting, courtship and love, scent-hierarchical indicators, and even battle. As a blind person, scent plays a particularly significant role in my interpretation of the Island-World. For those who wish to learn more, I shall be delivering a lecture and practical study on aroma and scent in the Concert Chamber an hour after suns-down. 
 
    She had to pause to grip her canes and focus, to will the pain away. Not now! Sweat trickled down her neck as she continued her prepared speech: 
 
    The first adaptation of scent into draconic ritual was an honour sacrifice made by Lesser Dragons to Fra’anior himself. Later, through the centuries, the rituals became more pervasive and complex, and an artistic palette of recipes and practices was developed. While I could not speak to the Great Onyx’s personal preferences, we have successfully recreated scent blends favoured by other famous Dragons such as Saggaz Thunderdoom, Mahizazz the Ochre and Azulior the Blue, to name but a few. Now, it is my singular pleasure to invite both draconic and Human guests to experience these famous aromas and traditions for yourselves as you enter into a fragrant draconic world of yore. 
 
    I call this facility the Fragrance Baths of Gi’ishior. Within, you will discover a unique bathing experience including aromatic steam baths, hydro-powered jet baths, massive communal bubble baths and high-speed customisable scale buffing rooms, all prepared to the specifications of ultimate luxury and fidelity to the ancient traditions. There are meeting and social areas, provision for families and the opportunity to mix and experiment with your own unique scent blends. In the museum room you will find scrolls and books on scent lore, including a copy of the original scroll I noted, which is over four thousand years old. 
 
    Raising her voice to its peak, she cried, Noble Humans and Dragons all! For the honour of the Onyx, I declare the Fragrance Baths of Gi’ishior open! 
 
    Then, she had to clutch the nearest arm, or she would have collapsed. 
 
    It was a talon, she realised. Grandion’s talon. 
 
    He said, Qualiana will attend you if needs be, o Loremaster. Rest now. Descend in my paw. 
 
    Not that he accorded her a sniff of a choice! She realised that the fledgling must have stood upon his hind paws in order to offer assistance. Grandion was an odd combination of personality traits, she was beginning to think – that outer veneer of perfect, rigid honour seemed to hide a rebellious, unpredictable core. He accepted no other’s instruction in the right flight of his wings. Yet he had tolerated Hualiama’s presence in his shell-parents’ roost for over three years, and now he handled her person – a Human body, at which most true-fires Dragons would surely baulk – with aplomb. Most intriguing. 
 
    It was only by discreetly cheating, by employing the kinetic elements of shielding magic she had learned from the Mercury Blue, that Auli-Ambar was able to get through the rest of her day. Seventeen she might be, but she felt seventy-seven. Rickety in the knees. Unfeeling in the feet. Constantly fighting the pain that today seemed concentrated in the ball-and-socket joints of her hips and shooting from there down into the backs of her ankles. 
 
    As she showed the dignitaries around the baths using her eidetic memory of space, design and detail, she fought increasingly for consciousness. Pain roared in her ears, but she thrust it away with the determination she was coming to recognise as an Auli-Ambar trait. She must persevere. Press on. Not give in to any weakness. If she wanted to convince the Dragon Elders that she was ready to become the Dragon Librarian, then displaying her debilities was unacceptable. 
 
    It was only very late in the day, as she began the slow walk back to the chambers she nowadays shared with her father, that she overheard a comment that this night was an ultra-rare eclipse of the Mystic Moon – in fact, the eclipse presaged what Islanders called a five-moon conjunction, when for several hours, there would be no moons at all visible in the night sky. This was a thrice-annual occasion the Dragon astronomers slavered over, for if the night was clear, the opportunity to observe the celestial bodies would be unparalleled. Perhaps it was on such a night that Fra’anior’s alleged protections of the Island-World might be observed? 
 
    She paused at the landing beside the gently lapping lake, consumed by the notion that studying the phenomenon of a conjunction might at last present a way to forewarn the Dragons about the comet’s eventual impact – not for one shell-sliver of a second did she believe that Numistar Winterborn would have miscalculated her trajectory through the trackless reaches of the space beyond her Island-World! Miss by a few thousand leagues and disappear into the forever-beyond? Hardly. She’d stake all the gold of Gi’ishior on the comet mysteriously changing direction. 
 
    Oh. Where was the sound, the fresh scent of the water? That was when she realised she had no way of knowing where she was, anymore. Where was she? Still beside the lake? Why could she not feel anything? Her magical lock-in was not due for another two weeks, so what was this? Had the eclipse – 
 
    She folded into unbearable darkness-within-darkness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Have I drowned? 
 
    A vast presence chuckled, Nay, not so, o child of water and fire. But you are a creature more elusive than an invisible minnow. 
 
    What’s a minnow? 
 
    Come, while we have the chance, let me teach you the ways of water. Much you know of fire, inasmuch as even the thoughts and data contained within your surprisingly capacious brain – speaking for your tiny mammalian kind, of course – are inscribed in dread fire, you know nothing of water. If you wish to know yourself, o creature most enigmatic, then you must match your fire-formed knowledge with the incomparable coolness, depth and power of the knowledge of water. That is the only way. 
 
    Great Mother Rorqual? she realised aloud. Did you rescue me? 
 
    No. But you are self-evidently alive, are you not? 
 
    I … suppose so. Auli-Ambar gave a mental wince as her imprecision gave rise to annoyance. I am alive, but I know not how. Very well, shall we … swim, together? 
 
    Aye, come take the plunge with me, tiny tiddler. 
 
    The laughter of the Mother Whale was a bellow of mellow thunder, somehow muted yet rolling with the power of a colossus, a magnitude of power that she hated to admit, rivalled Fra’anior himself. 
 
    Together, they swam the waters of knowledge. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The seasons after she reconnected with the Mother Whale were a time of deep sadness for Auli-Ambar. Long did she grieve the passing of noble Sazutharr, a Dragon for whom she held the highest respect. The Dragon Library seemed a colder, lesser place without the warming intelligence and spirit of the great Librarian. Nor was there sign of Arkurion. He might as well have flown to the Blue Moon, for all she knew. The lore was far more labour than love. Even her regular teaching sessions with Hualiama failed to cheer her up. The little girl always wanted to dance for her, and what was dance to one who had no sight? Shyana taught her the basics of the free dance she and Hualiama excelled in, and the joy of movement was uplifting, but she could never see its expression in another. 
 
    After the opening of the Fragrance Baths, Romilly was made to wait two weeks for an audience with Sapphurion, which was as brief as it was thunderous. 
 
    Auli was recording the meeting of the Dragon Elders when Romilly was announced. A rancorous discussion related to a decades-old disagreement with the Isle of Immadia had just concluded, when the herald rather unfortunately chose his moment to announce the guest. 
 
    “Who is this?” Sapphurion asked impatiently. 
 
    “Romilly of Yelegoy Island, noble Dragon, representing the proposed new government,” said the herald. Garlagan the Brown, Auli remembered. He was covering the post due to illness. 
 
    This is the girl who attacked our Loremaster, Qualiana hissed to her mate. 
 
    “Who?” the huge Sapphire Dragon snapped, and then the brass dral evidently dropped, because he thundered, “You! You have some nerve, coming here!” 
 
    “I – I wanted to say sorry, Sa –” 
 
    THOU WORM! GET OOOOOUUUUUTT!! 
 
    Auli-Ambar tried to clap her hands over her sensitive ears, but it was far too late. The famous Sapphurion’s thunder must have picked the girl up bodily and flung her somewhere outside, for the next sound she heard through the ringing in her ears was a dull but nasty-sounding thump. 
 
    Several of the Council chortled smokily, and Tarbazzan the Brown guffawed, Never was censure more richly deserved. Thunder to echo the very Onyx, o Sapphurion! 
 
    Qualiana said, Seems the child broke her arm. 
 
    Huh, said her mate. Will you see to – 
 
    No, the Red Dragoness snapped, before clarifying, Not just now, o fires of my third heart. For all I can envision is rending that ignoble vagabond neck to crop! Let the infirmary deal with her. What say you, Auli-Ambar? 
 
    Carefully, she replied, My desire for honour-restitution is placated, o Sapphurion, by the firm paw of your instruction. T’was mightily done. I shall speak with the girl later, when my fire-fury has also abated. Now, may I propose an ad-hoc order of business? 
 
    Richly deserved, Haaja the Yellow put in smoothly. Speak, noble Loremaster. 
 
    Auli-Ambar explained how she and the Under-Librarians had been approached by the monks under Master Jo’el for permission to use the Dragon Library. The monks lived around the Cluster on outlying volcanic cones, in hidden caverns and in the perilous interior jungles of several of the larger Islands on the rim-wall of the caldera, as best she knew. In brief verbal brush strokes, she outlined what she understood of their tense relationship with King Chalcion’s administration. The monks and ascetics were followers of the Way of the Dragon, and worshippers of Fra’anior. That viewpoint did not mingle well with the increasingly antagonistic overtones emanating from Chalcion’s Onyx Throne. 
 
    In short, she finished, I scent an opportunity to gain advantage. Allies, especially those closest to us, are always welcome. The monks would be a useful source of intelligence and resources for the Dragonkind. While they could not openly work here in the Library without antagonising Chalcion unduly, I believe the ancient and extensive lore texts in possession of these monasteries merit … closer examination by our scholars. 
 
    The Elders chuckled as one Dragon at her blatant insinuation. 
 
    Andarraz the Green went so far as to compliment her draconic thinking, and to her further surprise, the discussion was brief. While the Elders were acutely aware of the signals and political climate, the opportunity to gain advantage was like fresh kill waved before a hungry Dragon’s maw. Their fierily scheming minds went to work at once, dissecting the merits both of better understanding the number of monks and monasteries around the Cluster, and bringing a group of magic-wielding martial Humans who happened to worship the Ancient Dragons, onto their side. 
 
    Easily done. Auli left with firm instructions to brief the Council on how her discussions with Master Jo’el proceeded. 
 
    Now she had the chance to travel her native Cluster more extensively than she had ever imagined. Each week she would fly by Dragonship purportedly to Ya’arriol Island to stay with Yualiana and Ga’athar. How she loved to tarry with them. More often than not, a discreet knocking at the kitchen lintel would announce the arrival of a group of warrior monks eager to learn all a Loremaster had to teach them, and vice versa. Soon a lively programme of cultural and scholarly exchange was underway, ranging from ancient stories to teaching the science of lore preservation using the latest inks and techniques. 
 
    Every two months, however, there came the twenty-day hiatus Auli-Ambar was forced to spend in her magical solitary confinement. It was all she could do not to give in to despair, or insanity. She had never imagined the impact spending so much time in her own company might have, nor how it might cause her to question and re-question everything that she knew. Her old compulsive habits came roaring back to life. Yualiana and Qualiana both told her off for constantly pulling out strands of her hair, and there were days when she suspected her fingers of starting to become numb, when she found herself washing her hands over and over and over again, as if the water could somehow reintroduce sensation to her nerves. 
 
    Always, the cancer lurked, taking new and peculiar forms with dismaying frequency. It migrated from the bones of her wrists into her calf muscles, causing unbearable cramping, and from there to her gut, so that the pain was as if she had swallowed a mouthful of lava. It interfered with the huge nerve bundles serving her eyes, creating an incessant, migraine-inducing flicker that disturbed both her waking and sleeping. However, the favourite manifestation was the nerve-jangling play of contrarian water and fire magic, that made her want to scream. 
 
    She put off a return to Tanstoy time and again. Far too much work to do. She had to keep busy, moving forward, pursuing a plan to thwart Numistar. She needed to understand how the Tyrabulus Codex worked, what it did, and what it meant to the Enigma. She must work out a way to conceal the largest trove of lore in the Island-World from a marauding Ancient Dragoness. How was that even possible, unless she could learn to perform some miraculous manipulation of space and time not unlike that which had taken her to Fra’anior in a time that had to be a thousand years in the past? 
 
    One day, toward storm season in the eighteenth year of her life, she heard a heavy tread behind her as she stood on a ladder shelving several scrolls. A Dragon rasped, Loremaster. I remember you now. As he scraped on without stopping, she shuddered at the scent he left in the air, like rancid neroli oil. 
 
    Razzior. 
 
    He had woken, and Ra’aba within the very same hour. 
 
    Five words, each drenched in malevolence, and the fear of Dragons burned in her veins. 
 
    The evening following that brief yet portentous encounter with Razzior the Orange, she flew by disguised trader Dragonship to a remote area of the Cluster, one Island east of Ha’athior, the Island jealously guarded and held sacred by the Dragonkind. According to Chalcion, this particular Island was uninhabited, but the Dragons reported that at least two monasteries existed on sub-cones on the caldera side and a third upon what to the naked eye appeared to be a very large clump of volcanic ejecta located three miles offshore of the main Cluster – famously created by Fra’anior spitting lava in a towering rage at the treachery of his lesser-known but far larger shell-brother, Westurdion. 
 
    As was often the case around the caldera, the weather was wont to change at the flip of a wingtip, and this night was no exception. Auli-Ambar warned the Captain an hour before a squall came blustering unexpectedly from the North, but by then they were approaching Ha’athior with little choice but to make a dash for their destination Island, Arambior. 
 
    During their long, wind-tossed approach, Auli’s senses itched until she said to Si’ishi, “I’m having the weirdest feeling someone or something is tracking us. Do you –” 
 
    “All hands to the watch!” yelled the Captain. 
 
    “Where is the Watch?” Si’ishi queried. 
 
    “Dead, and so will you be, Captain,” snarled a new voice, “unless you – urk!” 
 
    “Freaking feral windrocs!” snapped Auli-Ambar’s bodyguard. “That was a Talon! How many more – Captain. Captain … down, Auli!” 
 
    Someone groaned in a terrible voice, “Poison …” 
 
    Ducking, heart thudding in her throat, Auli listened as Si’ishi checked the surrounds of the navigation cabin. Then she heard scraping and the Royal Elite guard explained quickly that she was moving a desk and several storage trunks to give Auli-Ambar something to shelter behind – beside the helm. The Loremaster scrambled into cover, grabbing the lowest spokes of the wheel to help keep them on course while Si’ishi went to reconnoitre. 
 
    A few breathless seconds later, she was back. “Not much left of the crew. That Talon must have poisoned them all. Don’t know how they skipped us.” 
 
    “The water?” Auli suggested. 
 
    “Aye, perhaps. And a miniature dart accounted for the Captain.” 
 
    “I can steer.” 
 
    “Of course, but we have a different problem, my friend. We have company – two Dragonships behind, and one to the fore. All have firepots burning on their forward gantries.” 
 
    “Ah –” 
 
    “That means, Loremaster, that we are most likely sitting pretty inside a Dragonship rigged to explode. My guess would be hydrogen gas in the balloon, produced by meriatite steeped in acid. A Dragonship balloon is pretty hard to miss, even in the dead of night in the middle of a storm.” 
 
    “The things you soldiers learn.” 
 
    “Keeps us alive,” said Si’ishi, with an alarmingly bloodthirsty chuckle. “Speaking of staying alive, we really need to devise a brilliant plan in the next minute and a half, say …” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 16: Deprivation 
 
      
 
    “WHAT ABOUT AN EMERGENCY descent?” Auli-Ambar yelped. 
 
    “Not a whole lot beneath us apart from Cloudlands.” 
 
    “Death before, behind and below, and –” 
 
    Whomp … GRAABOOMM!! A not-too-distant concussion reverberated in her eardrums. 
 
    “What the – Si’ishi?” 
 
    “One Dragonship down, and we –” the soldier cursed unhappily “– we have a big, feral Green a quarter-mile off and closing fast.” 
 
    “Feral?” 
 
    “The eyes go flaming crimson.” 
 
    GRAABOOMM!! 
 
    “Plus, he’s mildly peeved about a few Dragonships pottering around in what he sees as his territory,” Si’ishi added, somewhat unnecessarily. Auli-Ambar felt this second concussion in the pit of her stomach. “He’s firing some kind of explosive fireball-cross-Acid attack. Never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “Any bright ideas?” she began to ask. 
 
    “Aye. Run and jump!” 
 
    A hand gripped her fingers, strong as a vice. Then Si’ishi propelled the young woman of the painfully rickety knees toward what she assumed was the cabin door, although it wasn’t for long as a boot or shoulder splintered the thin wood with a loud, ripping crack. “Jump!” She leaped on cue, her foot in passing catching and ripping out the guardrail as they plunged together over the side. 
 
    WHABOOOM!! 
 
    A deeper, hollower explosion rattled her nice new teeth in her skull, signalling what she assumed was the unhappy end of their booby-trapped Dragonship. Stinking windrocs! Hydrogen gas, despite its superior lifting power, really was not an element to be trifled with. 
 
    As the wind whipped at her clothing, Auli-Ambar wished she had a hammer to smash over that idiotic feral head’s skull-spikes. Oh! Maybe she did. She had Scrolls of Fire inside her mind, and a vivid image of Fra’anior in the full panoply of his wrath. Instinctively mashing the two ideas together the instant she thought of them, and latching onto Sazutharr’s precise inflection and magical signature, she thundered, RECEIVE!! 
 
    The Green took the psychic thunderbolt right between the eyes. An instant headache the size of an Island bloomed between her temples, but Auli was not too dazed to hear the Dragon muttering to himself, What? What was that? I … where am I? 
 
    She cried over the howling wind of their descent, “Si’ishi? Do you see –” 
 
    I AM AZLAMDIOR!! 
 
    Her heart sank faster than they were plummeting. She knew this Dragon from the records. He was a brute, a manslayer, a Dragon who in the past had preyed on Human settlements for the sport of senseless killing. Nonetheless, she had no choice. 
 
    Pitching her voice as best she could, she cried, Azlamdior, save us! Please! 
 
    A moment later, she heard his cultured yet terrifying tones issuing from closer than she ever wanted to get to this beast, Ah, if it isn’t the so-called little flame, who took down Razzior the Orange single-pawed. In a spot of bother, Loremaster? 
 
    Aye, please – 
 
    What will you promise me? 
 
    A favourable word with Sapphurion the Dragon Elder? 
 
    Sapphurion? he thundered. That worm, that craven fool, that yellow-hearted son of cowardice! I need more than a word, little Loremaster. 
 
    “Auli, quick!” Si’ishi yelped. 
 
    A fiery word and a tonne of pure Dragon gold, she rattled. 
 
    Done. 
 
    And with that, the sound of his wings fluttering sharply in the buffeting winds suddenly increased, and a huge, hard paw scooped them out of the air. Snorting in disgust with every wingbeat, and muttering, How I sully my hide, he winged on. In passing, he spit what sounded like the most humungous blob of phlegm in existence at the third Dragonship. It’s the slow burn for them, he chortled horribly, as the thin sounds of screaming carried to their ears on the wind. 
 
    Mercy! 
 
    Compared to her experience of Sapphurion or Qualiana, say, her every response to his inner flame felt corrupt, sullied, jarring. Whatever was the matter with this Dragon? Some kind of fire-magical disease not unlike her own ossi-magriophagic cancer? A mental illness? 
 
    Now she heard a different sound, a sound like the rumbling of much lower thunder, and the Dragon sneered, I hope you two fleas can swim. 
 
    “Not there, noble Dragon,” Si’ishi rattled. “Please!” 
 
    “Not in the waterfall?” chuckled the Dragon. “Alright. It’s a deal. Ten feet before. Take care not to drown.” 
 
    “No! Nooo ….” 
 
    Once more the pair tumbled through the air, but this flight was far shorter. Plunging into cool water that crashed over her head, Auli-Ambar felt herself sucked irresistibly backward by the unexpected power of the current. The Island-World tilted. Now she was falling in the watery grip of a monstrous, thundering Cloudlands-bound torrent, being pummelled as never before, and the roaring was deeper and greater than she could imagine or bear, as if all of Fra’anior’s heads were bellowing at her in a single, catastrophic explosion of sound. 
 
    She never felt herself strike a bottom. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Locked into her own mind, Auli-Ambar knew nothing of the passage of time. If she was fed, or cleaned, or changed, she did not perceive it. There was neither sound of her heartbeat nor rasping of breath, nor so much sensation as the slightest quiver induced by her flesh. There was only a pervading perfection of silence, while the only break in that silence was the soundless sound of her thoughts, and the illogic of her logical thoughts. Irruptions of mental process as unwelcome a solecism as a violent belch in the hushed halls of the Dragon Library. 
 
    Her stricken mind toss-tumbled concepts at itself for the fun of titillating and tormenting its own mechanisms. Catachresis, malapropism, all within a cataclysmic catechism! 
 
    Mad chuckling resounded without a sound to resound … 
 
    Could a brain drive itself insane? 
 
    Solitary confinement was regarded as one of the most brutal punishments known to Man or Dragon. It seemed there was a driving need for relationship, for communion with other thinking, intelligent beings, that transcended even the most basal survival needs such as food or water. In the slow osmotic realisation that something might be terribly wrong this time, Auli began to recognise that there was a distinction between solitary confinement and complete sensory deprivation. Her mind was utterly dissociated not only from the sensory inputs of the world around her, but even from its own bodily function, as if a single monad of life existed in a vast Universe of nothingness. 
 
    There was blindness, but this was more, and deeper. 
 
    More devastating by far. 
 
    She tried to think, to rationalise what might have happened. What might be possible? She examined and re-examined her every thought, often returned to fundamental existential questions. What did it mean for a psyche to exist? If a mind was divorced from its substrate, what did it mean to be a conscious and thinking being, and what reliance did consciousness have on the physical and chemical processes that underpinned it? What did it mean to have memory? Did the sum of her memory define in some sense who she was? Was Auli-Ambar nothing more than a jumbled assortment of thoughts and memories that might be collated to describe a scrollish personality, much given to mysticism, enigma and now, a soul-shadowing melancholy at this ghastly fate? 
 
    Why should she continue? What was the purpose of a life lived in the uttermost solitude any person could conceive? Was it even possible for a person in her condition to end one’s life? Could there be other people and Dragons trapped in a coma, as she was, who were fully capable of thinking and feeling emotions without the slightest possibility to express anything? 
 
    The true horror of loneliness crashed in upon her, again and again. 
 
    Not knowing whether in her locked-in state her waking and sleeping patterns might be following anything similar to ordinary biological circadian rhythms, Auli tried to keep a count of what might be called days. When she reached twenty-two, trouble was confirmed. At thirty-one, she panicked. There was no-one and nothing to hear the screams echoing inside the perfect citadel of her mind. 
 
    Her brain rambled: if no-one heard a scream, was it a scream at all? 
 
    Dragons said, ‘My thoughts are fire, therefore I am.’ 
 
    If her thoughts too were fire, and the Scrolls of Fire within her continued against all odds to exist and persist in their complete forms … then, was she that creature Shyana had alluded to? What did it mean for a Human to have the magic of fire and water within them, for did not the very existence of fire imply draconic life, or was that the lambent breath of Fra’anior within a corporeal being? 
 
    After many wake-sleep cycles, it struck her that life could be classified in different dichotomies: fire and non-fire, water for the Mother Whale … even starlight, she believed, for Istariela. Why else might she have been called a Star Dragoness? Could she have come from the stars, or even literally be a star? The mind boggled! And if she had fire-magic within her, then could she learn to create thoughts, even whole bodies of thoughts and lore, inscribed not in the form of vellum or scrolleaf, but in pure, unadulterated fire? Could she literally imbibe lore as fire and somehow sustain its existence? 
 
    If so, she could work! 
 
    She could become her own, living scroll. 
 
    She could be the lore. A living fossil – now she laughed at herself, recognising something that had not been extant within her soul for the longest time. Hope. 
 
    Then, she wept. And after that, a girl picked herself up, mentally dusted off her knees, and began to think. Like a slowly effervescing bubble bath, ideas began to rise to the surface. To churn, swell and intersect. If she had used the Tyrabulus Codex, then she must have understood it at some point, at some level, at some moment in time. If Fra’anior knew who she was, then she must have encountered the Ancient Dragon even further in the past, or farther in distance and time – at some juncture in her future, and accordingly also in the past, possibly before her actual birth! At the same time? Conundrum most confounding! Laughter gurgled about in her thoughts, sounding decidedly manic to her inner ear. And that all went to say, she must have worked out a way to escape this self-inflicted trap. 
 
    And survived. Perhaps even preserved her sanity. 
 
    That was the only answer. It was far from a well-reasoned answer, yet it was at least consistent with what she must conclude, no matter how illogical. 
 
    Unless Fra’anior himself had been lying to her? 
 
    No. It was never in his nature, in the tenor of his white-fires, to lie. 
 
    Therefore … to work, scrollmouse! 
 
    Hope was as swift as a spear. Belief, in contrast, was a creature as slow-moving as the famous Jeradian giant tortoise. First, she was required to work out how mental Scrolls of Fire could be created and sustained in her own mind without insidious degradation. She tried to visualise the scrolls in her mind, but visualisation was not exactly an Auli-Ambar forte. Instead, she created an indexing system unique to her own style of tagging thoughts, concepts, persons and Dragons, and crucially, mysteries. At least a trained Loremaster understood a thing or two about library indexing, filing and numbering systems – but now she could create her own personal system based on pure thought experimentation! Her friends would have hooted at how terrifically stimulating she found this endeavour. 
 
    Before, she might have waxed irritable at interruptions in her schedule. Now she found herself wishing for any break at all in the tedium. Driven she was, but there was a limit! There must be, for sanity’s sake. Auli-Ambar therefore spent seven waking times working out a way to record music as Scrolls of Fire, and then committed to memory every ballad she knew. She composed new epic ballads for the purpose of teaching fledglings and young Humans, and later, amused herself by identifying all the inconsistencies and errors in every text she had ever memorised. She compiled a list of corrections that she playfully entitled, ‘For the future torture of Library Apprentices.’ Alongside that, she developed an inventory of gaps in the lore, as meticulously detailed and exhaustive as only an obsessive-compulsive lore tinkerer could make it. This earned the moniker, ‘For the vexation of particular Roving Researchers.’ 
 
    Aye. When she became the Dragon Librarian, she would be a beast every inch as intimidating as Sazutharr had ever been. 
 
    Yet in all this endeavour, her greatest fear was that she would lose her grip on her sanity, and her greatest aggravation was to grapple with the mystery of how any creature could shuck the bonds of time itself, and encounter a visitation such as she had experienced. Was it real? Could Fra’anior himself, or Amaryllion Fireborn, somehow have inserted such a phantasm into her mind? Surely, had she once been the object of some manner of draconic experimentation, then she must consider that they could have implanted whatever coherent memories they wished in order to manipulate her to their bidding? 
 
    Her fears took far, far too many lurid forms. 
 
    At a particular juncture in time, after waking from her nine hundred and seventy-third sequestered sleep, Auli-Ambar thrilled to the realisation that she was hearing music not of her own making. 
 
    The moment she focussed upon the sound, her magic reacted by seeming to snuff it out of existence. Even the gentlest Loremaster might be moved to contemplate acts of nefarious criminality over the betrayal of her own magic, but an instant later, intuition seared into her brain with the force of a lightning strike. This was the key insight she had missed all this time, all these days and perhaps months she had spent scroll-worming with her constructs of fire. This was what the Mother Rorqual had been trying to teach her about her dual nature, but had she been listening? Clearly not. She had suppressed, forgotten, ignored half of her heritage. 
 
    She had forgotten the magic of fluid song. 
 
    But if she gave in, would its presence snuff out all she had built and laboured over this period of solitary endeavour? If so, then how did she enjoy any memories at all? 
 
    In the end, she attempted to hem her growing library of fiery psychic scrolls about with a hedge of protection – toying with the magical constructs, she wondered if she could implement the same idea using her watery magic? Glug glug glug, all her memories down a plughole? 
 
    Softly, she sang a song of wakening, of opening, of desiring to embrace the music which had caressed her soul from without. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Here she comes. Slowly now, Loremaster. Deep, easy breaths. 
 
    She wakens? 
 
    Keep singing, noble Zanthrillior. Yours is the genius that has made this possible. 
 
    Indeed, my genius is unparalleled, the resonant tones of Zanthrillior acknowledged with the utmost conceit. One does not need to prove manifest fact. 
 
    This breakthrough has been four months in the making, Head Doctor Maximaxathior pointed out testily. Try not to speak, noble Loremaster. You have not used your vocal cords in over two years. 
 
    Turgh! she rasped, and had to try again. Tuu … yurrgh? 
 
    She sounded awful, not for the first time in her life. Maximaxathior hissed over her as he made rapid-fire adjustments to whatever instruments he had trained upon her person. Anticipating her question, he said, Let me explain. You are now at Tanstoy Dragon roost, and have tarried with us just over two years since first you were taken ill at Fra’anior Cluster. I understand there was a craven assassination attempt followed by a draconic ambush at the Arambior sub-Island and you were cast down a waterfall. Verily, the presence of water does seem to cause you great travails, Loremaster. I further understand from Qualiana the Red’s report that previously you were fished out of their lake by Grandion the young Tourmaline, her shell-son, which appeared to trigger this immensely powerful defensive bastion ward – it is somewhat inconvenient, by my wings, to be constantly attacked by one’s own magic. 
 
    Auli-Ambar chuckled hoarsely, and then fell to coughing. When she was able to speak, she rasped, I am … Fra’anior’s mightiest blessings upon thee both, noble Dragons. I tarried how many days? 
 
    The Head Doctor replied, Nine hundred and seventy-three. 
 
    So her timekeeping had been accurate, against all odds. Did that mean some aspect of her nature had still been attuned to changes in her environment? How? 
 
    She knew now that she had indeed fallen into that lake the day of the Dragon Elders’ meeting, and been pulled out by none other than Grandion the Tourmaline. Maximaxathior was right. This affliction was more than an inconvenience. Furthermore, Si’ishi must have rescued her after they were both swept over that waterfall. Being born blind was in some sense cause for dependence on others, and she was not ungrateful for the help she so often received, but this state of extreme deprivation did leave one feeling very much like that useless blind girl of old. She had so long tried to erase that voice from her memory. Roaring rajals, someone must have been wiping her backside for two years! Utterly humiliating. 
 
    Nay, it was humbling. She had much for which to thank these Dragons, not least amongst which, her life. 
 
    She inquired, How soon can I travel to Yelegoy Island? 
 
    WHEN THE BLUE MOON TURNS PINK! Maximaxathior exploded, hurting her ears. 
 
    Perhaps that question might better have waited a few days. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Strangely, having yearned so long for company, Auli-Ambar found being around others abrasive. Their voices seemed loud, jarring, intrusive. While she recognised this as part of the psychological ramifications of her period of extreme solitude, the readjustment to social necessity was far more fraught than she had imagined it would be. Thankfully, the Tanstoyan Dragons were keen to give their patient time and space to recover, and she was assigned the celebrated philosopher Dragoness, Caztynia the Umber, as a counsellor. In her, Auli-Ambar discovered a kindred spirit who loved the arcane and inexplicable, and so as her strength came roaring back with an excellent diet matched by a prodigious appetite – speaking as a Human, of course – they spent many joyous hours together discussing topics as abstruse as the precise nature of the eternal fires, the subcomponents of light, draconic metaphysics, ethics, and the enduring legacy of certain types of magic, such as Dramagon the Red’s infamous ruzal. 
 
    Caztynia did not rule out the possibility of travel through time, when they arrived at the subject, but to her the concept was of academic interest only, for she felt it would never be physically possible – or, that only the Ancient Dragons would have such a power. But even then the ability to change history could not be unlimited, or the Ancient Dragons would have used it to sabotage and subvert each other long before. Still, how would anyone ever know, Auli objected? Fair enough. She would have dismissed the notion out of hand, save that Fra’anior himself had claimed this impossibility to be true. 
 
    She had to return to the Codex. 
 
    The cancer resumed its insidious ingress into her bones, but strangely, the songs sung over her by Zanthrillior seemed to have repaired her ruined voice box. She was able to sing unhindered once more, even to produce her favourite sound effects. In an effort perhaps to silence the musician’s strident demands that music was clearly a misunderstood yet integral component in healing, the Dragons sourced a hand harp for her use from Remoy. The instrument was far inferior to the quarter-size Dragonharp she had been training on before, but it was enough for Zanthrillior to resume his tutelage. Being taught by a histrionic, exacting self-proclaimed virtuoso was taxing. Both her vocal and hand techniques improved not just in a rajal’s bounds, but by entire Dragons’ leaps at a time. 
 
    Happily, she imagined the effect her first scroll message would have back in the Halls, and over at Ya’arriol Island. Yualiana’s twins would leap in her womb – oh. They would long since have been born, would they not? Her programme of cooperation with the monks would have been abandoned, and Hualiama would be two years older than before! 
 
    Another whole chunk of her life had been bitten away and what did she have to show for it? A personal library of lore inside her head. What use was that? 
 
    Very well. Since she had itchy, inky little fingers, Auli-Ambar reorganised the entire Tanstoyan library, bringing it up to date or taking notes in her Scrolls of Fire as to what work remained outstanding. There were some fascinating gems for her to devour, which she did, speed-reading book pages and scrolls with both hands in order to cover more of the text with each sweep. Munch, munch, lore for lunch! Within three weeks, she covered a good forty percent of the library’s entire contents in this fashion, working diligently to update her mental notes. Several of the psychic Scrolls had begun to fade, to her intense displeasure. Was this degradation a defect in her functioning? She renewed the binding magic and reviewed the contents for any gaps. 
 
    Three years had passed since anyone had seen hide or fang of Arkurion. Wherever could he be? 
 
    Before she departed, she remembered to inquire of Zanthrillior which song it was that had woken her up. 
 
    The one about the mythical creature called a Whale, he replied. 
 
    Had she not already been sitting on a stool in her chambers, she would have fallen over. The … what? How? she blurted out. 
 
    One day as I was singing over you, little flame, you sat bolt upright in your bed and began to declaim a poem about a mighty creature which made sport in a mythical realm called ‘ocean.’ I almost shed my very wings in surprise, I do declare! But young Taranzubaz was quick enough to record the poem to scrolleaf, and when I heard it reread, it spoke of an inexpressible magic far removed from our own, and indeed I, the eminent Zanthrillior, felt the flash and fire of inspiration! Long did I labour to reproduce the flowing lyrical lines suggested to me by this most mysterious, most otherworldly realm of which you spoke! But I am Zanthrillior! Nothing of music escapes my skill! 
 
    Indeed. Smiling, she agreed, No other quickening force but that of thy peerless talent could have woken me, o noble Zanthrillior. 
 
    Indeed. I am, without an iota of prevarication, magnificent. 
 
    That, noble Dragon, is undisputable. 
 
    At long last, Auli-Ambar was cleared to sally forth once more from Tanstoy Dragon Roost in the grips of Azinthansi the Ochre, who had matured from a skittish youngster into a self-possessed Dragoness just exiting her fledgling years. She understood that Azinthansi and Zanthrillior would travel on together after leaving her at Remoy. What level of relationship existed between Dragon and Dragoness? Despite their four decades’ difference in age, she wondered if she sensed a certain inclination of their inner fires toward one another, and an ease of companionship that made her ache for Arkurion’s company. Did age differences matter as much to Dragons as they seemed to do for Humans? 
 
    Ensconced in her basket, she arrived in Remoy to the mild kerfuffle and wonder of people commenting on someone who flew with Dragons. When it became clear she was blind too, she felt many stares upon her. Auli-Ambar busied herself for a moment tracking the onward flight of the Dragons using that new sense she recalled from before. Detecting their flight traces was not easy, but it was possible. Was there a whole different layer of perception that belonged only to the Dragonkind? She gave the staring ones a discreet push with her mind, before immediately feeling bad about her overreaction. Pushing people about with her mind, or deliberately manipulating or causing people to forget, was an ethical Isle she never wished to cross to. 
 
    But could she learn to create a kind of mental map of her space? 
 
    Too confusing. She gave up after a few minutes’ trying, and by then, a busy Palace functionary was at her elbow, welcoming her to Remoy and asking her to please step this way? He immediately led her to walk straight into what felt like a gantry – she barked her left shin and thumped her forehead simultaneously. The poor fellow apologised profusely. Clearly, she was taller than he had expected, and he was not accustomed to leading a blind guest anywhere. Auli coached him discreetly and thanked him afterward for his service. 
 
    After freshening up in her chambers, she had a swift audience with King Jorman, who expressed his delight at her recovery in neutral tones. The greater surprise was Queen Myriana, who greeted her with real Southern warmth – an actual hug, Dragons forbid! Shortly it would be raining blossoms over Remoy, she imagined, and the stars would dance in the night sky. The King rushed off to attend to urgent state business, while Myriana and two unnamed spies inquired if a Loremaster might assist in a delicate matter of code breaking. Interesting! Xa’an was the expert code breaker in the family. He had until her unfortunate brush with over two years’ unintentional absence, been teaching her the fundamental techniques of enciphering and deciphering coded messages. He had enjoyed nothing more than to frustrate the living pith out of her with a juicy code breaking conundrum. 
 
    “Our operatives intercepted several coded scroll messages leaving Remoy Island this season which we were unable to open,” the Queen explained once they were behind closed doors. “We don’t know who the traitor is nor to what the messages pertain, but we’d be willing to pay real Dragon gold to know.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar waved a hand toward the Queen. “No cost. However, depending on the nature and extent of the espionage, I might well be obligated to report it to Sapphurion’s Council.” 
 
    “Granted,” said the Queen. 
 
    She was certain she heard one of the spies mutter something disparaging about her loyalty to the Dragonkind, but she chose to ignore it. 
 
    Upon examination, all four scrolls presented to her were sealed with an impressively complex series of magical protections of Germodian origin, she believed. However, the magical signature she sensed did not quite ring true. Odd. Disguised to appear as originating from a Remoyan enemy Isle, or not? Pursing her lips, she set about identifying the neatly defined magical key-structures. The whole point was for the scrolls to be unbreakable without the proper key, but because of the intricacy and deep knowledge of magic such work required, there was most often a detail or two overlooked in the design. In this case, the structures were perfectly watertight, except that Auli-Ambar’s knowledge, gleaned from Sazutharr’s final bequest, included several extremely atypical and little-known neutralising techniques which could be applied in strategic locations. 
 
    She said, “Could I have four blank message scrolls of similar size and weight, please?” 
 
    “What for?” one of the spies asked curiously. 
 
    “A little Loremaster trickery,” she replied, rather wishing she could wink just like people in the popular ballads were forever doing. “We’re just going to slide the protections off this scroll onto a blank, useless one.” 
 
    “That’s impossible – with respect.” 
 
    “Highly improbable,” Auli corrected. “Whole Islands of difference, my friend. Plus, being this exasperating is considered part of my job.” 
 
    Both spies chuckled on cue. 
 
    The first speaker added, “Your father was King Chalcion’s former spymaster, was he not?” 
 
    “He was.” 
 
    “A legend,” said the older voice, the one who had begun to protest the impossibility of her proposed course of action. “With your permission, Queen Myriana?” 
 
    “Given.” 
 
    “An organisation called the Talons –” Auli hissed inadvertently “– aye, I see you are familiar with them, was down here recently spreading rumours about disposing of you, Loremaster. We are glad you are neither disposed of nor anymore indisposed, if you gather my meaning.” 
 
    “Thank you, noble sir.” 
 
    “We are able to share with you names of three persons in Chalcion’s administration who are oath-bound Talons, plus proofs as to their activities. There is one further who we believe is located high up in the Chief Scrollkeeper’s employ, but so far they are known to us only by the code name, ‘The Breaker.’ ” 
 
    “The Breaker?” Auli puzzled, shivering. 
 
    “Aye. Curious, isn’t it?” 
 
    More than curious. She remembered that note received in Zimtyna’s briefing. How close were the Talons, even now? What was their purpose in continually threatening her? Should she increase her security arrangements? 
 
    Her hands continued to work as they conversed, but now she needed to concentrate fully on the delicate transferal. Preparing a blank scroll, she carefully brought the two together, end to end. A beguiling touch later, and the deed was done. She rechecked the original, finding it unblemished and unprotected. What she sensed of the text within was a hopeless garble. Encoded. Spies loved their double and treble layers of subterfuge. Passing that one over, she set to work on the next. 
 
    In a moment, a pair of curses confirmed her suspicions. It was a private code the Remoyan spy network had yet to decipher. 
 
    Auli held out her hand. “May I?” 
 
    “Loremaster.” 
 
    The text was as awful as she had imagined. Gibberish from beginning to end. She inquired of the group which precise methods had been applied on this particular code in the past, while simultaneously reading it into her memory with her hands. A Scroll of Fire? Aye. This way she could examine the text at the speed of thought. Roaring rajals! Impressing even the most ferocious Loremaster! Giggling inwardly at her own temerity, Auli scanned through the text numerous times, finding it exactly as confounding as the spies suggested – an impenetrable wall of runic characters. It matched no rune-frequency analysis of any language she knew, nor did the character groupings make the slightest jot of Isles sense. They had been deliberately obfuscated, of course. The trick was to work out how. 
 
    This was no simple substitution cipher. It was something much more entertaining. Interestingly, it was far more mentally taxing to keep this pile of steaming windroc droppings intact in her head than a body of lore with actual meaning. 
 
    After a lengthy hiatus, she said, “I apologise. This is a gnarly one.” 
 
    “No rush. We’ve been working on it for four years. There are just two other scrolls we’ve intercepted which use this cipher,” the Queen explained. “If you could open the others …” 
 
    “Of course. I shall continue to work on the problem and report to you if I make any progress.” 
 
    “How?” she asked with typical Southern bluntness. 
 
    “Eidetic memory.” Auli tapped her left temple. “It’s all stored here.” 
 
    Warm fingers clasped her hand briefly. “Thank you, Loremaster. I am certain this will be of great importance to the Crown.” 
 
    “I hope so, my Queen – and, I hope not. You understand.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 17: Old Haunts 
 
      
 
    HER ARRIVAL AT YELEGOY Island was a startling contrast to Remoy. Hugs and cheers! Salutations to the mighty Loremaster! She bit her lip and pointedly did not remind them that the issues of a kidnapping, smashing her face and dropping her down a mine shaft remained fresh in her memory. Instead, she smiled and greeted everyone with her best simulation of Southern effusiveness. Here were Master Chazzu and Mistress Tarrinya, Xartis the Oracle, and fairly much the entire government of the newly independent Protectorate of Yelegoy, who had turned out to provide what Southerners called an honour guard. 
 
    On a different note, what a thick, delicious, fruity scent filled the air! She could not wait to investigate. 
 
    “Mine Master Lurzak, how’s the mining business?” she inquired, as the tumultuous welcome finally started to show signs of abating. Either that, or they had all shouted themselves hoarse. Unlikely, right? 
 
    “Sparkling along,” he replied. Joviality from the previously surly and threatening Mine Master? She hoped his face did not crack when attempting a smile. “The mine rotation programme is in full swing. We opened Zanzubo Three just last month – what a haul! I could not be happier with the way that operations are running and under the new regime, we are well underway to paying off our debt –” 
 
    “We do have several dietary and environmental details that we’d request you help us clarify with the Symorrian Dragarnads, Loremaster,” Master Chazzu put in. “Would you be willing to visit the mines once more?” 
 
    “Indeed. My primary purpose is to consult the Codex – but first, I simply must inquire, whatever is that delectable smell?” 
 
    “The peach crop is being harvested as we speak,” Tarrinya noted. “An excellent year. The sourer notes you may detect, Loremaster, are the result of fermentation proceeding twenty-seven hours a day. We produce barrels of peach liqueur of superior quality for export. You’d be welcome to sample it.” 
 
    “Thank you, but wine and spirits turn my stomach,” she confessed. “I’d sample those peaches all day long, however.” 
 
    “New jaw’s working well?” 
 
    “Aye. I learned yesterday I have a new left radius bone, five small bones replaced in my left foot, and that a fist-sized hole in the back of my skull has been patched over. The cancer continues to wreak havoc, unfortunately.” 
 
    “I’m grieved,” Tarrinya said sincerely. “Come, Loremaster. My Chazzu will make arrangements to have the mine opened for you in good time. You must stay with us, I insist. And, Romilly has a new man who shall be presented to you, naturally. He’s quite remarkable.” 
 
    Chattering away with the energy of ten parakeets, Tarrinya led her away from the Dragonship landing stage. Auli-Ambar reflected on how people assumed friendship. Not that she had very many friends. She was not averse, but perhaps, wary of being used described her feelings more accurately. People both coveted and feared the access she represented to the great powers of Gi’ishior. Were the glory days of the Dragonkind fading, as the Sylakians averred? Could she be serving the wrong masters in the fight for the future? 
 
    If only this vessel were not so deeply flawed. 
 
    Yelegoy certainly smelled peachy, an adjective she had learned from Romilly. But there were other citrus fruits also ripening, and a stultifying warmth that always surprised her, given she hailed from a tropical volcanic climate. The dry heat of this Southern season felt unrelieved by the ever-present humidity of Fra’anior – obediently, her brain served up a scroll of comparative climatic and environmental studies. Remoy was on average five degrees warmer than her home Cluster, but its dry season peaks could exceed forty-four degrees centigrade. She believed the vegetation often turned brown in that season, before returning to its verdant norm after the one-month dry spell. Yelegoy seemed even hotter, but similar studies had not been made. She updated the Roving Researchers’ task list assiduously. No static paws on her watch! 
 
    Here, the pollens seemed harsher and pricklier in her nostrils, and the heat of the gravel path penetrated her soft slippers uncomfortably. There were neither musical birds nor dragonets to break the buzzing insect song with more melodious notes, and the absence of draconic presence was almost eerie, despite her knowledge that very many dwelled just a few miles beneath her feet. 
 
    At the house, Romilly arrived like a Dragon springing from a place of ambush. “Auli-Ambar, all recovered and as tall as a passing cloud! How are you?” 
 
    “Feeling –” 
 
    “Indeed, you look very well,” the girl prattled. “Careful, three medium steps up to the veranda here. It has been long, too long, and – heavens weeping rainbows, what have those Dragons done with your hair? It’s sooo long –” fingers snagged in her hair near the small of her back “– but an absolute bird’s nest. Shocking. You simply cannot let yourself go like this, petal. A Loremaster must look her best.” 
 
    “I don’t set much stock by appearances –” 
 
    She had to pause because Romilly’s hug left her quite breathless. “But I do! And our neighbours have four girls who will be delighted to help with the detangling process. I cannot allow this … desperate situation … to persist. It is unacceptable. Hot oils, the battle of the brushes, and this glorious sheen you have here shall be restored – I’m so jealous! Is this your natural colour? All the golds and sapphires, and this striking deep brown? Aye? So, that’s decided then. Now, I would like you to meet Juyzaki.” 
 
    “Juyzaki?” 
 
    “Is this the celebrated Loremaster?” rumbled a voice to her right. 
 
    Auli jumped. So still had the man been sitting, she had not detected his presence at all. One of her enduring nightmares was of the Talon who had accosted her in the Fragrance Baths, the one whom Arkurion had flattened. Until that terrible moment his dagger pricked her sternum, she had not sensed him in the slightest – perhaps this was a natural fear for a blind person, but there were times when it was all she could do to keep moving and not imagine a tree branch thwacking her in the face, walking into a door, or indeed, being slain by a dagger from nowhere. 
 
    Deliberately, she focussed on Juyzaki. She placed his accent as Eastern, and his size, for his boots made the boards of the open veranda groan in desperate, prolonged protest, must be large indeed. His breath smelled richly of almonds, and when his hands enveloped hers in an unfamiliar two-handed grip of greeting, she had to revise her opinion of his size upward – drastically! 
 
    Romilly gushed, “He’s a giant, a real giant, of the Ippon people in the far south of the Eastern Isles, and isn’t he just dreamy? Feel this.” 
 
    Her hand was placed somewhat unwillingly upon a bicep thicker than her thigh, and she realised from the location of his voice, that the man must tower at least two feet taller than her, and she was no short sprout. 
 
    “He’s so muscly, I just want to squeeze him all day long,” she added with a squeal that made Auli blush sumptuously. “Don’t you, Auli-Ambar?” 
 
    “Ah … I don’t, as a rule, prance around squeezing other people’s boyfriends –” 
 
    “You Northerners are so prudish. Feel these shoulders!” 
 
    His shoulders were the stuff of heroic legend, she imagined. Not that she had felt too many pairs of men’s shoulders in her lifetime, but she had little doubt that most doorways of a reasonable width would trouble him. 
 
    “Boulders,” she said agreeably, for the Easterner chortled as if he found great joy in Romilly’s antics, and added thoughtlessly, “and magic I sense which is akin to that I experienced in the Crescent Isles, a pattern which so oft seems to underpin geographical, botanical and even Human creatures where unusually great size is seen …” 
 
    Apparently this aside was excuse for the pair of parakeets to be indulging in a round of lavish lip-smacking. So much for her scholarly thoughts! She realised that there was an underlying design, a set of patterns, to the workings of the Island-World which she had not identified so clearly before. Of course magic followed laws; however, the blazing insight was the fiery intelligence lurking behind this elegant complementarity of forces. This was why Dragonflight left aurora-like traces in the sky. Why their inner fires sang to her spirit. This was how the mind-bending vastness of a creature like Fra’anior was even possible. His understanding of the fabric of their world must be unparalleled, if he knew how to enwrap the alleged molecular structures of matter in the tender caress of magic. Herein the Tyrabulus Codex must draw its inspiration, for what she sought to see was perhaps, by definition, unseeable. 
 
    For a person with an insane level of farsightedness, it begged the question: what was she meant to be seeing? What was she designed for? 
 
    Or was she just a child of chance, a useless freak? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    After having the pleasure of speaking again in gravelly consonants and absent vowels with the Symorrian Dragarnads, Auli had Romilly show her to the Codex. She could sense it lying in wait. This time, there was no wonderful frisson of insight. Instead, she discovered she understood nothing of its magic at all. Not the first iota. What an unwelcome realisation for a person who might have begun to think of herself as somewhat learned, the Loremaster grimaced, admonishing herself that not knowing was often healthy for a person. One must always be open to the new, the unexpected, the unexplained and inexplicable. Knowledge was far wider and deeper than any one person could grasp in a lifetime. 
 
    Not for want of trying, of course. 
 
    In the absence of the Mercury Blue, she scaled a ladder to the midpoint of the Tyrabulus Codex. While she might with a great deal of study and practise one day manage to levitate herself, she doubted she would stay that way when the magic snatched her into the beyond. Break a leg through foolish hubris? Not today. 
 
    There, she paused and took a deep, steadying breath. 
 
    Could she control her destination? How might that work? She needed to speak to Fra’anior to try to understand her mission as Enigma, but Arkurion’s absence was beginning to weigh sorely upon her heart, perhaps most of all because she felt so deeply betrayed by him. Casting blame? No, he was a Dragon trying to be true to his white-fires – but there had been no sensitivity, no regard for her, in the timing of his abandonment. Who was she to demand his esteem? 
 
    She felt sickened and helpless in the face of that wound. Best not to think upon the Mercury Blue. Pretend it had never happened. 
 
    At last, she whispered with her mouth, “Take me to Fra’anior.” 
 
    But her heart pined for Arkurion. 
 
    And in the depths of her being, a different voice spoke, saying, Take me whence I am needed most. 
 
    Something was awry. This time, the sense of stretching without actual movement was far more exaggerated than before, and the milkiness that obscured her vision, unabated. Time she had for many, many unnerved reflections, for her courage evaporated in the blink of an eye. Trapped! Terrified. Thinking, Take me home, o please – no, take me to Him. Don’t – I don’t want to die! I don’t want to go like this, lost in everlasting fog … I’m too young … why is my service so worthless to you, o Onyx of Ages? Why was I born blind? Why am I the outcast, the detritus beneath Your paw? I’m so ugly. No-one will ever love me … 
 
    Unsightly, shameful fears! 
 
    Yet it also struck her that the Tyrabulus Codex seemed to be searching afar for something, for though her body remained static, there was a sense of orientation changing over time. A sense of scrutinising the vastness of the cosmos in every possible fraction of a sliver of an infinitesimal scintilla of a direction, not only by the compass points she was accustomed to, but in an astronomical sense of the full sphere about her person. 
 
    Without the slightest warning, the magic suddenly coiled about her and Auli-Ambar’s soul seemed to be sucked out through her feet. The sustained acceleration would have been breathtaking had there been any breath to snatch from her lungs, for in a blink she was hurtling across the Universe at inconceivable speeds. All she saw was a blurring of slim white streaks across her vision. Stars? Worlds like hers? She had no way of knowing. There was an awareness of slight tugs upon her being as she careered past some of the lights, but she journeyed ever onward. 
 
    After an interminable time, the streaks diminished and a fearful darkness encompassed her. Slowing perceptibly, she seemed to spiral deeper into cold, into gloom, into a place that somehow reeked of lifelessness, of wanton destruction. She saw shattered ribbons and jets of sable particulate matter swirling about as the gravitational environment seemed to bobble and fluctuate, leading her to believe that a strange event or battle must have taken place here, stripping everything in sight of life, of warmth, of cohesion. Was there even light? What did it mean to perceive this realm? A cavernous space encompassed her being, a realm of unknowable dimensions filled with drifting fragments of frozen stone and metals, all dark, jagged shapes that held little meaning for her being and seemed unable to do her harm. 
 
    Had everything here been annihilated? 
 
    Just as this chilling thought intruded, a rapacious shadow brushed against her mind. 
 
    Recoiling instinctively, Auli-Ambar threw up a shroud of disremembrance magic between herself and the predator. Nothing here. Nothing to see … now she coasted, trembling, as an eerie alien entity pressed at the nothingness for a moment, seeming to sniff out her fiery magic with a hunger as bestial as it was petrifying. Never had she felt a cold to compare. It was deeper than the absolute chill of outer space, insatiable, the very antithesis of her type of life. Again reacting without thought, she summoned up her liquescent magic and allowed a tendril of song to shiver the veils of shrouding magic: 
 
    Darker, colder, deeper be, 
 
    Than the nothingness of eternity … 
 
    The loathsome entity slithered aside into the floating rubble, somehow blacker than the utmost black, stalking something else which had reacted to her song. 
 
    A giggle of joy? 
 
    Like the tinkling of pure water splashing in a brook, another giggle played against her senses. The sound was so out of place that Auli-Ambar was convinced she had misheard. How had she heard at all? It must be real, because the eerie hunter whispered away, tracking the signature of whatever it was, that – over there! Giggle. Such a thrilling, enticing presence! She whirled, searching through the devastation with eyes wholly unaccustomed to the task. Baffled by drifting flotillas of lifeless onyx stone. Bones of worlds, perhaps – tinkle! 
 
    Horror rimed her mind as she realised she must have alerted the predator to the presence of that light! The thing, the dreadful entity, now waxed hot in pursuit! 
 
    What was it? She tried to squint to focus her problematic sight, thinking she might have seen something, the merest glimmer, disappearing behind an axe-shaped fragment of rubble. Understanding her perception of distance in this realm was a futile struggle. Give chase! Go, Auli! Pursuing the dark thing as it sped effortlessly through the trackless arena of debris, she saw what appeared to be a roiling black cloud of many ethereal proto-appendages sliding through the realm of devastation with the ease of oil sliding along glass, homing in on a glittering mote, a speck of white … of starlight! 
 
    Whatever was it doing here? Lost? Trapped? Hunted! 
 
    That was the fey spirit both of them had sensed. The dark pursuer was evil, voracious, a lethal enemy of the starlight. The other creature’s apparent giggling ostensibly arose from a light-born resonance that electrified the most intimate depths of Auli-Ambar’s soul, rousing in her the imperative to protect, to nurture, to rescue the tiny mote. 
 
    Faster! Where had they gone? The perspective of intersecting, almost depthless darkness-against-darkness, was playing havoc with her senses. Losing track of both creatures as her eyesight blurred out of focus, she concentrated now on shadowing their contrasting natures, sending her song ahead to scout the way: 
 
    Come to me, little one, 
 
    Be whole, be safe, be free, 
 
    O Istariela! 
 
    The final note was a clarion crescendo of pure joy. She knew! She knew before the mote froze mid-chime, quivering in palpable shock, that this was a truth revealed to her spirit before she could possibly have known it. Prophetic certainty? No time to contemplate how the unknowable became known. 
 
    Istariela! To me! 
 
    With a despairing shriek, she hurled herself between the shilly-shallying mote and the seething black cloud. Quailing. Horrified. Her unwitting arrival had placed Istariela in mortal danger! Fangs of corrosive darkness tore at her mind, rending like a Dragon savaging flesh with its fangs, but the watery aspect of her innate magic rippled in and around her being, somehow allowing her to slip free. At once, the hunter lunged for the star mote; again she intervened in the nick of time, throwing herself to the rajals, as the Islanders would say. Agony bit deep. She screamed! Brutalised, mauled, melting away as if she were nothingness and the creature could never hurt her – unless it discovered her fire-magic, she realised with a sudden pang. That was her weakness. That was the star mote’s weakness. Fire-magic was what this anti-draconic monstrosity hungered for, what it feasted upon. It consumed magic? It must eat the magical fire-life of Dragons, perhaps even the life of stars, too! 
 
    An anthropophagite feasted upon Human flesh. Was this a dracopophagite, a kind or class of creatures that had once pursued the Ancient Dragons across the unfathomable reaches of space and time, or even driven them from their old realm? 
 
    Holy Fra’anior, the terror sparked by this insight! 
 
    The creature tried to slip around her, but Auli sprang to the defensive once more. Singing. Wailing, as tendrils of agony seemed to stick amongst her thoughts, now torn free as if the residues of her mind were being ripped at the seams like fragile fabric. Panicking. Hoping! Nothing made sense. Was this even a physical realm? She should be dead. Space was supposed to be a vacuum – unliveable. Since she was clearly present and existent, flowing sideways again to cut off the thing as it shadowed the mote with relentless, fearful purpose, then how could a psychic manifestation of herself hope to rescue a physical Istariela? 
 
    The pain of each attack was all-consuming, but Auli-Ambar had lived in a world of pain for years now. She rolled beneath the assaults, fluid and yielding, never snuffed out. Misery darkened her soul. She could not believe she had imperilled the legendary Istariela – if this was even her? All her imperfect sight yielded was an impression of a shimmering, gleaming globule of brilliance which appeared to morph and meld according to whatever emotions charged the tiny baby – this baby, this infant Star Dragoness. How could this be? 
 
    No Dragoness was she, but perhaps a juvenile or precursor form to – well, Auli-Ambar had always imagined Dragons had wings and fangs and claws. This incarnation was more like a droplet of concentrated starlight. Yet the creature was feminine, draconic, undoubtedly magical, and quite the most beautiful living jewel Auli had ever seen – if she saw aright, for the only way she could focus upon it was from a frustratingly great distance. 
 
    Her reaching out was hopeless. Her senses, her ethereal grasp, missed by leagues. 
 
    The killer rippled away from her now, spreading out to surround and entrap the trembling mote. The achingly pure resonance sang sonnets to her soul, causing a most unaccustomed fury to well up in her. This was wrong. Tragic. The hunter was a blight upon the very existence of all she held dear – and this day, she would prevail. No drop of this star’s essence would be spilled. Not while she lived. 
 
    A Loremaster must learn when not to ask questions. 
 
    Only do. 
 
    With a soundless scream, she launched herself into an all-out offensive, striking out with her mind, with the iron fist of her will. Illume! Begone! Leave her ALONE! 
 
    The power that flashed forth from her was so intense, it stripped away the parts of the oleaginous entity that had obscured Istariela, and sent it shooting into the debris as if it had been stung. 
 
    Ha! And stay away, she celebrated. 
 
    With a terrified whimper, the gleaming mote bolted! 
 
    No! I’m a friend! 
 
    Who just happened to look like a fiend … after her! Auli-Ambar’s ethereal form skimmed through the fragments of dark rock, overshooting the mote by miles as it dodged. She pulled up with a snort of dissatisfaction. Just like Hualiama. Why was it that the cutest ones were always the most trouble? 
 
    Even as these thoughts crossed her mind, more shadows slithered between her and the mote. Many shadows. Holy Fra’anior! A whole pack of the hunters – she saw movement in the murk all around her now, closing in like a great net, clearly attracted by all the lovely light magic she and the star mote were flinging about. 
 
    To me, darling petal! 
 
    Not that a scrap of starlight knew what a petal was, she admonished herself. 
 
    What could she do? Think, Auli! 
 
    Well, she knew what Dragons did in the ballads. Charge! Singing several lines from none other than Zanthrillior, whose love of expression was matched only by his facility for penning the most outrageously grandiloquent verse, she summoned up her courage and assaulted them with song and person simultaneously: 
 
    Flashing talon, lightning stare, 
 
    The Islands leaped beneath her glare! 
 
    Yet even as her blazing assault cleared the pathway to Istariela, she saw the shadows gathering, multiplying, materialising ominously in the distance where she saw best. Parasites upon magic! Auli knew she had made a foolish mistake. 
 
    Switching up her strategy mid verse, she extemporised: 
 
    I remember you, I know your name, 
 
    You will remember me, o Istariela. 
 
    To a place of loving shall I spirit thee, 
 
    Away from this horror, most tenderly. 
 
    The words were less than lyrical, yet her heart poured into every syllable. 
 
    As for all else in this realm, they must be made to forget. Ready? Her signature disremembrance magic rippled from her being in a series of great, concentric spheres, touching all save the tiny mote who was under her protection. The starlight drew too close to see. Cool fire touched her belly in the exact place where her mother’s womb-flower had once caressed the petals of her sapphire Dragon’s kiss. A pulsation of life assured her that this was indeed the mote. 
 
    And then, as the ravenous shadows imploded in the centre of the space where they had been a millisecond before, they gnashed at nothing but a fading trace of shared glee. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Auli-Ambar toppled off the ladder with a prolonged howl of fright, only to land with a jarring thump in the grip of a mighty pair of arms. Juyzaki absorbed the impact by falling backward. She bounced like a child’s toy off a stalwart barrel of a stomach and ended up perfectly balanced on her feet, like an acrobat’s landing she had only ever read about. 
 
    After a shocked second, she clutched at her stomach. Where … what the … had she? 
 
    “What’s that gleaming through your dress, Loremaster?” Master Chazzu asked. Perhaps the reflexive movement of her hands had betrayed her? Oh no – he meant light! 
 
    Holy Fra’anior! 
 
    She had smuggled Istariela into the present! Safe. If it was … 
 
    Istariela? she asked, telepathically. The tickling response against her stomach made her fold up with a gasp. She tried to disguise her response by crying, “Ooh, I need to sit down.” 
 
    “What happened?” Romilly inquired. “Are you alright? A sip of water, Loremaster?” 
 
    “Please.” 
 
    “Forgive my impertinence, noble Loremaster, but I must ask: are you pregnant?” Mistress Tarrinya inquired. 
 
    “No! Uh … no. Not at all.” 
 
    The starlight mote was outside her abdomen, wasn’t she? Glued in place, it seemed. Her thoughts spun in a million crazy directions. She needed to know for certain, because if this truly was Istariela, then she was thousands of years in the future of when she should have been born, according to the records, and Auli-Ambar needed to find a way to return her before Numistar Winterborn arrived, or … or history would turn itself inside-out. She had no idea what would happen, but it would definitely not be rainbows over Islands. If Fra’anior never met his beloved Istariela thousands of years in the past, what kind of creature would he turn out to be? How would that change the course of history as she knew it? 
 
    Somehow, the past had come to her. Rescuing Istariela was right. Bringing her forward in time, possibly, certainly … complicated the story, did it not? But if the history Auli knew already celebrated the love between the Star Dragoness and the Great Onyx, did that mean she had already successfully resolved this conundrum? She rubbed her temples. One Fra’anior-sized migraine in the making! So now it was up to her – up to an Enigma – to set matters back the way they ought to be. Somewhere, somehow, in sometime, the greatest Dragon in all creation needed to meet his starlight treasure, and Auli-Ambar – cue one very nervy and incredulous giggle – was supposed to play matchmaker. 
 
    In other words, in the future she must travel to the past to restore the now, which despite it not having happened must have already happened or her history and her present would be different … right? How many possible nows or pasts or presents hung in the balance? 
 
    She massaged her temples in consternation. 
 
    “Mistress Tarrinya, can I ask you a personal question? In private, somewhere where no-one else can see or hear us?” She touched her stomach. Oh, Istariela … 
 
    Romilly squealed, “You are pregnant! You so are!” 
 
    “Romilly!” barked her father. “The Loremaster said – you aren’t … uh, are you? The way you’re cradling your stomach …” 
 
    Auli-Ambar’s hands jumped as if burned. 
 
    “Chazzu. I’ll deal with this,” Mistress Tarrinya rapped. 
 
    Five minutes later, around a corner which Tarrinya said was definitely out of sight, she felt the woman’s eyes burning upon her in response to her fumbling explanation. Tarrinya whispered with suppressed fury, “So, if you’re right about whatever it is you brought from somewhere out there, and I confirm it, you want me to trust that you’ll steal my precise memories of this event and implant a lie? Because the fate of the Island-World might well be at stake? Is that about the sum of your … I don’t even know what to call this!” 
 
    “Aye,” Auli said miserably, “but I believe you’ll understand when –” 
 
    “You ask a great deal of my trust, Loremaster.” 
 
    She hung her head. “I’m a terrible person.” 
 
    “Oh, Auli! Let me say this. For the sake of the debt our family owes you, and the burden of my own guilt, I will accede to this request. The way Romilly and our noble rulers treated you was unconscionable. Will you forgive me?” 
 
    “Of course.” 
 
    Astonishing. She had thought that incident left behind, that she was a magnanimous and forgiving person, but the pang that twisted her gut cruelly now, told a different tale. She drew the woman into her embrace and told her everything would be rainbows. Imagine knowing another person possessed the ability to stir up your brains for sweet tuber soup? Imagine placing oneself at such a person’s mercy? Small wonder Arkurion had reacted so strongly. Had not fear ruled his Dragon hearts that day? 
 
    How would she maintain her own integrity when faced by the inevitable temptation to use or abuse such a fearful power? Who would hold her accountable? 
 
    Tremble, o Dragon Loremaster! 
 
    She loosened her robes. Come, little one. Someone wants to meet you. 
 
    The gelid warmth that sucked away from her belly was febrile, vibrant, alive. It felt like a silken water droplet just a little larger than could be comfortably cupped in the palm of one hand, and the savour of its inimitable magic set her senses alight. Tarrinya’s sharp intake of breath was an electrifying confirmation of her hopes. Auli-Ambar imagined the woman’s face lighting up with the glory of a living star; her own felt warmed by a subtle, inveigling radiance. A delicate fragrance tantalised her nostrils, a hint of astral lily mingled with slightly piquant, peppery overtones. She could not place it. Was that Istariela’s own fragrance? 
 
    Auli prompted, “Well, what do you think?” 
 
    Tarrinya wheezed, “Well, I … I never … what is it?” 
 
    Prompted by a quiver in the warm droplet, Auli-Ambar carefully offered her up. “Would you like to hold her? What do you see?” 
 
    “Light. It’s the purest, most amazing, most beautiful source of light I have ever seen,” breathed the other. “Candlelight or lamplight is sallow and … inferior, compared to this. It’s – how do I even describe it?” 
 
    “Please try.” 
 
    “You know what this is, don’t you?” 
 
    “I hope so.” Drawing a deep breath, Auli-Ambar said, “I think this is a Star Dragoness. The … Star Dragoness.” 
 
    Tarrinya’s gasp seemed to take forever to arrive. “But she’s – Istariela? You are saying … oh! She just brightened up, as if she knows …” 
 
    Reaching out with a trembling hand, the Loremaster stroked the droplet gently. “Watch this. Istariela, would you show us that you know your name?” Istariela? 
 
    Warmth bathed her face. She imagined the light that a living star must exude, and then she realised that if she gazed directly into Istariela’s heart, there was in the infinitude of depth and light, an astonishing glimmer that communicated to her retinae. This was what the Dragon scientists had worked out regarding her sight. Given enormous distance or a target as bright as the suns, she might actually enjoy functional vision. 
 
    Now, she saw the very heart of a star. 
 
    Splendour indescribable. 
 
    Tarrinya breathed, “I understand now why you must take my memories, Auli-Ambar. But please, may I ask a favour? When you do, please leave the wonder. I never want to forget the wonder.” 
 
    “Me neither.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 18: Travels and Travails 
 
      
 
    RETURNING TO REMOY ISLAND, Auli-Ambar took a second bite at the scrolls which had defied her many, many mental attempts to decipher them. She wanted to try out an extremely left-talon idea she had come up with on the return Dragonship journey. 
 
    Two twenty-hour working days and a promise to replace an antique Mejjian vase which she had accidentally struck off its plinth in a fit of pique later, she found the clues she was searching for. 
 
    Leaning back in her chair, Auli-Ambar stretched until her elbows creaked and then rotated her shoulders gingerly. “So, you can be cracked! So, let’s see what order these characters were filled in … aye, so by sequence of the historical residues of your written form it appears that this rune was filled in first, then here, and here …” She tracked the path of a quill pen across the scrolleaf, puzzling it out. A grid? Must be. “Ah, and the rest is rubbish, filler added afterward, just as I suspected. Now, start chirping to Aunty Auli, my lovely runic parakeets, and tell me what you stand for.” 
 
    She wondered at the fragility of sanity after two years spent in a solitary confinement of her own making. 
 
    Backward, forward, reflections, substitutions, she tried it all. The technique she had developed was a riff on how she detected the aural traces of Dragon magic in the air, essentially working out how in the minutest detail to retrace the order in which the writer had scribed the runes of the actual message. At last, she puzzled backward to a substitution cipher based on a relatively common algorithm, and from there, the meaning fell open. 
 
    Trembling of hand, she transcribed the original message. 
 
    Despite that the hour was an unsociable three chimes before dawn, as Remoyans would describe it, she rang the small bell she had been given and had a maidservant summon the Queen. They sat shoulder to shoulder at the desk in Auli’s quarters, which was set in front of high, arched windows which had been left wide open in a vain attempt to alleviate the sweltering heat of a Remoyan night. 
 
    “The Talons organisation links Merx, Sylakia, Yorbik Island, Fra’anior Cluster, the Fingers of Ferial, Rolodia, and an agent here in Remoy,” she summarised, once the Queen had read the message. Odd. What was that scratching noise outside – a night bird? “Despite the ingenious encoding, which I have laid out for you on this scroll here, they are careful to use code names and code for places as well. Somebody knows their spy work very well indeed. ‘The Breaker’ is mentioned in this third message – here – and appears to be linked to a plot against the powers, which means either Sapphurion or Chalcion, or both, via what they call the ‘arboreal angle.’ I believe that likely refers to Green Dragons either of Merx or Yorbik, or both. The threat to Remoy is laid out in the fourth scroll, a planned regicide in the growing season of next year, to be carried out by a local chapter of the Talons.” 
 
    Queen Myriana sucked in a sharp breath. 
 
    “Do you know this reference here, to one who wears the Ring of Rose?” 
 
    She gave a soft, hopeless wail. “My brother!” 
 
    “I’m sorry, o Queen.” 
 
    “No, it’s … not alright, is it? Jorman has always disliked him.” By her surreptitious movement, Auli-Ambar deduced that the Queen was wiping her eyes. “He’s not so bad. I … I just never imagined he would stoop this low. Ambitious as a busy fumarole, however. Quite the cutthroat. I wonder what the Talons get in return for his cooperation?” 
 
    “Interesting question. I’ve often wondered what their ultimate goal is.” 
 
    “We can only speculate. Destabilisation of Island governments and monarchies does give rise to many opportunities for the unscrupulous,” Myriana added, coughing out a ravaged sob. “Please, wait here. I shall fetch Jorman, and you can help me explain this to him. My brother is –” 
 
    “Right here, sister dearest.” 
 
    At the same time as the husky tenor voice sent shivers coursing the length of her spine, Auli-Ambar cried, “Watch out!” 
 
    Alerted by the slight scuff of a boot upon uneven stone, she heaved the desk toward the noise and at the same moment, threw herself sideways at the Queen. Thonk! She knew that sound. A dagger or quarrel bit deep into wood. 
 
    “Halabir!” cried Myriana. 
 
    “Hurt our leg, have we? Lie still! I will not miss with my next shot. You too, Loremaster. Cower behind that table all you wish. I’m going to dispose of you both.” 
 
    “Guard!” 
 
    “Seems they’ve lost their sense of hearing,” he sneered. 
 
    She had a crazy, desperate idea. 
 
    Palming one of the Cinizzara Miniatures from her pouch, Auli used its needle-sharp skull spikes to slit the thin Helyon silk of her nightshirt. Istariela, if you can understand me, I need your help. Footsteps approached the table where she hid. When I ask, I need you to shine your very, very brightest for me. Please. 
 
    “Wait, Halabir,” she called. “I’m on your side.” 
 
    “You, the Dragon Librarian-in-waiting? Windroc spit,” he snorted. “In case you’re wondering, blind girl, I’m aiming a crossbow quarrel right at your ugly cranium. Prepare to meet your beloved Fra’anior wherever Dragons go when they finally turn to ashes upon the wind.” 
 
    “I can give you anything you desire,” she whispered, opening her nightshirt in a way that she fervently hoped might appear seductive. “Look here. Look at the light of my magic. You’ve never dreamed of anything like this …” Now, Istariela! 
 
    Auli-Ambar hit him with everything she had. The Head Doctor had described in detail how she had attacked every Dragon in Tanstoy Dragon Roost with her psychic power. She had no training, but the hope was that desperation might make up for her lack. Or, the flash of Istariela’s brilliance might blind him – with a loud groan and a crash, the man went down, and she distinctly felt a quarrel pluck her unbound hair in passing. Metal skittered off stone. Holy Fra’anior! Far too close. The Queen was up, exclaiming about her eyes even as she limped around to the other side of the table, and there was the dull, painful-sounding thump of something against flesh. 
 
    “Queen –” 
 
    “My heel. His jaw,” she said tersely. 
 
    “Very good,” Auli agreed primly, pulling shut the front of her nightgown. “I hope he sleeps a long, long time.” 
 
    “Once Jorman is done with him, I’m sure he will,” she said, with a sad puff of breath. “I’m afraid he’s rather revived the use of tarabi serpents in interrogation. Their venomous bite is not fatal, but the pain is said to be unlike anything else in the Island-World, and is believed to loosen the tongue. Too much venom results in a long, unpleasant death. I’ll spare you the details, shall I?” 
 
    On an impulse, Auli-Ambar looked up the reference to tarabi serpents in her Scrolls of Fire. There was no direct scientific study on the creatures, but the medical records she had memorised in Tanstoy contained a reference that caused her to pull up in shock. 
 
    … the technical name of the poison is akkaré-hûdiran, and its serum is called akkaré-hûbari. The poison is a psycho-magical class two consciousness-altering chemical cocktail which is believed to act upon the bloodstream, changing the binding properties of magic to blood cells. Little more is known … 
 
    Little more indeed, but the runes were close enough to Ra’aba’s akkaré-hûbram reference that she knew she must act. 
 
    She said, “O Queen, I would be grateful if you could arrange to send a sample of that serpent venom to Tanstoy for analysis. Is that possible?” 
 
    “Who are you planning to poison, eh?” 
 
    She gave that a burst of her evillest laughter. “Purely academic interest, my Queen. A Loremaster’s work is never done.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    All the way back up the Crescent Isles, Auli-Ambar fought with the peaches in a vain attempt to keep them from going overripe. She was certain she could modify Arkurion’s clever shield constructs to meddle with the flow of heat, similar to the process of osmosis through a semipermeable membrane. Unfortunately, her magical skills were far from up to the task. Apparently, she could achieve the impossible by travelling through the incalculable reaches of time and space, but a little refrigeration routine stumped her royally. 
 
    Most vexing. 
 
    Maybe she could persuade Sapphurion to let her examine the magical workings of his ice stomach? She had the sneaking suspicion that if she asked, she might be invited to pay a personal visit to said stomach. 
 
    By the time they reached Sylakia, the crew of her Dragonship was heartily sick of eating overripe peaches and they sold the balance of the cargo to a trader keen to turn a quick profit. 
 
    As Sylakia was trapped deep in the talons of its harsh winter, the onward journey was fraught and dangerous enough for the Dragonship to turn around three times. It felt to her as if the dread barbarians had her tied to a long leash and kept hauling her back to their infamously bleak shores. Four days later, the bitter, intemperate weather broke for long enough that the alert Captain decided to make a run for it, and so Auli-Ambar arrived once more at Fra’anior Cluster after a hiatus of over two years. 
 
    When the first rich tang of pollens and loamy vegetation tickled her nostrils, her throat choked up. When she heard dragonet-song, she wept. Then, she raised her voice from the front gantry and sang a tribute to Fra’anior. One minute, her accompaniment was two dragonet voices. Five minutes later, there was a chorus of tens. She sang on. By the time they were sweeping in on their approach to the Human capital of Fra’anior, the chorus had to number thousands, and she was having a hard time making herself heard. Thrills of magic ignited every nerve in her body, evoking the cancer which had so tortured her, but this was different. A physical manifestation of ecstasy, she felt, tingling along – was this her nerves, or the magical pathways the Dragons of Tanstoy had mapped out throughout her person? 
 
    The Captain touched her elbow. Close to her ear, she said, “Does a Loremaster always arrive in Fra’anior to such fanfare? Or are you just making mischief?” 
 
    “Well, I can’t really see what’s going on,” Auli-Ambar half-shouted back. 
 
    “There’s a dragonet behind every bush – seems you’ve roused every dragonet in the Cluster. I’ve never seen so many thousands in one place. And even the butterflies, I don’t know what you call a group of butterflies –” 
 
    “The collective nouns are a kaleidoscope or a flutter of butterflies. Even a rainbow of butterflies works.” 
 
    “I like that. By the Onyx’s own paws, there are whole rainbows of butterflies dancing over the city. People are stopping on the streets to watch it all, and if I’m not mistaken, there are even a few royals up on the Palace roof. I can see the little Princess up there. Everyone knows her by her hair. It’s a colour like burnished platinum. Stands out like a flag wherever she goes.” 
 
    “Princess Hualiama,” she whispered. The girl would have grown so much! 
 
    Suddenly, the dragonets fell silent. The hush was incredible. She could hear her heart thudding behind her ears, and her face flushed with heat. Mercy. Did she have any idea what she was doing? 
 
    “Aye. And the dragonets are guzzling the butterflies. Loving the feast!” 
 
    “Pop goes that romantic image,” she laughed, with a sense of relief. 
 
    “Why are they quiet now, Loremaster?” 
 
    She inclined her ear, listening intently. “Captain Yarinda, perhaps they merely want an encore?” Pitching her singing voice into an octave lower range than usual, Auli-Ambar sang: 
 
    Fra’anior’s paw! Creation’s roar! 
 
    Thunder of yore – be roused! 
 
    With one voice, the massed dragonets broke into renewed song. They were natural musicians, playing with harmonies and descants on a theme as if they had practised together for years for just such a moment as this. 
 
    Raising her voice a fifth higher, she sang: 
 
    Arise, o voices of praise, 
 
    Celebrate the Ancient of Days! 
 
    Fra’anior! 
 
    How you roar, how you roar! 
 
    “They’re playing with you. Dancing in the air,” Captain Yarinda laughed. “The whole Island’s come to a standstill. We’ll land near the Palace in about five minutes. You might want to disband the dragonets before there’s a mass panic on the streets. So many!” 
 
    Could she even do that? She was not certain now how to finish what she had started. 
 
    Perhaps a chant? The dragonets did often seem to act with single-minded purpose, as if each warren responded to the commands of an unseen leader. Leading them in low, rhythmic refrain, she chanted: 
 
    Thunder, thunder, sound His name, 
 
    Thunder, thunder, roar His fame! 
 
    The dragonets responded in a single low chorus, not exactly vocalising the words, but thumping out the rhythm in a way that mimicked the voice of an incoming storm. 
 
    Thunder, thunder, bellow and shake, 
 
    Thunder of Onyx these Islands QUAKE! 
 
    With a final, rousing roar that made every hair on her neck prickle, and seemed to reverberate back and forth over the Human capital for longer than she thought feasible, the dragonet chorus copied her delivery, and then – they dispersed! Chattering, tittering, squeaking and carolling in delight, a sound like a vast flock of migratory birds slowly faded into the distance. 
 
    Auli sighed. Singing with dragonets was pure magic. It had been since that very first time. 
 
    What in Fra’anior’s name had butterflies to do with anything? Why did she attract them so readily? Even now, she felt tiny butterfly-tugs upon her hair, and one had alighted upon her right hand. She did not shoo it away. Why should she? She only wished she could see and appreciate them, for from ballad to zoological text, every writer seemed to think they were a marvel. And they were not like the biting pests she could never see and rarely squash. They were gentle and beautiful, each a brush stroke of artistry that might have been regarded as superfluous, had they not evoked such wonder. 
 
    What was it about beauty that moved a soul so profoundly? 
 
    Then, the Dragonship heaved to and outgassed, slowly sinking onto the Receiving Balcony on top of the flat roof of the Palace building that doubled as a landing pad for important guests, and for Dragons. She felt and heard it settle upon the flagstones. Taking a Dragonship down fully was generally not done, again unless the passengers were of sufficient standing or ill health, or in this case, a number of delicate artworks commissioned by King Chalcion from Remoy, Telstroy and Yelegoy were to be offloaded. 
 
    “This way, noble Loremaster. The Queen herself awaits the pleasure of your company, together with the Princes Ka’allion and Elka’anor, and the Princesses Hualiama and Fyria’aliola.” 
 
    “Thank you, Captain.” 
 
    On to the formal bows, twirls and genuflections that royal greetings demanded, following which Hualiama slipped her hand into Auli’s and Fyria made several opprobrious comments about the headache she had acquired with all that ‘dreadful caterwauling’ about the city. Ka’allion earnestly inquired after the news about the Isles, while Prince Elki tried to identify the different kinds of butterflies she wore in her hair. Fyria wanted to know why someone could not train butterflies to sit in her hair, stamp foot, whine and whinge, and why could she not have a personal escort of thousands of colourful dragonets when she flew around the caldera? Hualiama found her sister’s chuntering perfectly hilarious, and her piping laughter led the way down into the Palace. 
 
    Being more than familiar with her usual chambers, Auli-Ambar was nonplussed to be led to a different wing of the Palace. She had been away for over two years, she reminded herself, and upon inquiry she learned her quarters had been given over to the King’s brother Zalcion upon his request. The guest chambers were sumptuous, however, being reserved for visiting Island leaders and royalty. That a Venerable Instructor should be counted amongst such company gave her a deep, shivery feeling inside her stomach that made Istariela squirm. 
 
    Hualiama, who had just turned eight, chattered away like a parakeet as she showed Auli-Ambar the amenities. This was her job, her assignment from the Queen, and she tackled it with commendable thoroughness and determination for a child of her age. Despite that she was logical and succinct, she missed no detail that a blind person might have desired to know – but halfway, dropped her formal manner and gave Auli a big surprise hug around her middle. 
 
    “Aunty Auli! Wherever have you been?” she chirped. 
 
    She had not forgotten! “I was sick, petal –” 
 
    “But the other tutors are so boring! They can’t do funny noises like you, and they know nothing about Dragons,” Hualiama added brightly, stroking Auli’s stomach. “What’s this? Why are you all tingly here?” 
 
    “Lia, that’s hardly appropriate behaviour,” Queen Shyana scolded. “Princesses do not play with other people’s tummies.” 
 
    “But this is Aunty Auli, and you’ve told me so much about her. I couldn’t wait. I’ve got more questions than a hundred green-backed parakeets – like, why were you singing with the dragonets, Auli? And why did they sing back? Was that magic? And is it true that Blue Dragons can spit icicles? Do you know all the stories that were ever written about Dragons? Can you tell me a story right now? Do Dragons get married like people? And why’s the Mystic Moon not called a colour like the other Moons? Why are you so tall? What does a Loremaster actually do? Did Fra’anior make you blind? What’s it really like to be blind? I was trying the other day, using a blindfold, and it was so hard. I bruised my big toe and hurt my –” 
 
    “Enough for now, petal,” laughed the Queen, perhaps taking her mischievous daughter in hand. “Let’s leave Auli to get unpacked. Zimtyna and Bazukior should be over any minute, if I know her in the slightest. They live just in the town.” 
 
    They must have moved while she was away. 
 
    Not having Zimtyna around the Halls would be strange, Auli reflected, unpacking her effects for the anticipated two-day stay. She had wanted to head straight back to the Halls and her beloved Library, but orders from the Dragon Council were to brief King Chalcion and his Councillors directly regarding what she had learned about the Talons. She was not unaware of the political reasons behind this order of events. Sapphurion wanted to show his regard for the King, to make a statement that he valued Human interests above his own. She gnawed at her lower lip. No escaping politics in her role, unfortunately. 
 
    That afternoon, she met formally with King and Council, before having a tearful and joyous reunion with Zimtyna and her husband Bazukior over dinner. Rising at the crack of dawn, she spent her morning teaching the royal brood as she had always done, before breaking out into a series of informal additional lessons in the afternoon. She gave Prince Ka’allion an official briefing and answered his many methodical questions, taught harp and voice to ten talented students drawn from the Palace royalty and staff, which included Hualiama – Islands’ sakes, she was not supposed to have a favourite – and then gave a small concert in the Palace’s concert chamber, which was packed for the occasion. Amongst the better-known repertoire, she sneaked in an obscure ballad about Istariela, the romantic Starlit Isles of the Skies, which spoke of how she descended from the heavens like a star to light the Islands above the Cloudlands with her celestial splendour. 
 
    Daring? Perhaps. 
 
    How curious it must be to exist in a time and place where one was the subject of legend, but had not been properly born as yet? 
 
    Afterward, the Princess Hualiama walked her back to her chambers. The girl monopolised the opportunity to pose her many penetrating questions. No excitable chatter, this time. Just a delicate interrogation about everything that was on her mind, which was a great deal, it seemed, and some of her questions had great philosophical or mystical depth. They sat and continued talking for a while. At last, Auli asked: 
 
    Hualiama, do you remember how to speak Dragonish? 
 
    “Aye.” Aye, she replied, more carefully. Mommy said I could talk Dragonish only with you. 
 
    What’s the matter with your hands, petal? I noticed you didn’t play well, and your fingers felt bruised to me, as if they had welts – did you hurt yourself during weapons practice? 
 
    No. 
 
    Then what? 
 
    I’m not supposed to say. 
 
    Auli pursed her lips. The way she said it, she knew the girl desperately wanted to confide in someone. At length, she prompted gently, Did someone hurt you? 
 
    Daddy did it. She burst into tears. 
 
    Slowly, amidst hugs and tears and the uncomfortable, unaccustomed experience of holding a sobbing child upon her lap, Auli learned that Chalcion himself had taken his heavy leather belt to his daughter for something Hualiama said she had not done. When she tried to protect her backside and legs from the beating, he had whipped her hands as well – those were the welts she had felt, and that must have hurt like Dragon acid when she played the harp that afternoon, but she had not complained. Chalcion beat his children often, she learned – Hualiama the most, the boys less often, and Fyria hardly at all. 
 
    “It’s because I’m not a proper Princess, you see. I’m a royal ward,” the girl explained tearfully. “Mommy says I have to be extra good because being a King is very hard work, and Daddy doesn’t need any more reasons to be angry. He hit Mommy too, he did. But I won’t ever be a real Princess like Fyria, no matter how hard I try. That’s just the way the Dragon flies.” 
 
    Auli held the girl, bit her own tongue until it bled, and thought, I helped save this girl from mad Ianthine so that this monster can abuse her? The vitriol of her hatred for Chalcion shocked her. For the first time in her life, she knew what Dragons meant when they spoke of a killing rage – it felt good, alarming and appalling all at once. How could she have done this to Hualiama? What had she been thinking to place them with the Human royal family? 
 
    Only to save her life. To keep her from a worse fate by far. This could not be undone. 
 
    Stroking Hualiama’s cheek, she whispered, You need to know that you are a Princess, petal, because you are one in your heart. You are destined for great things. Great and terrible things, if the prophecy was to be believed. To me, you will always be a true Princess. And you know what else? 
 
    What else, Aunty Auli? she sniffed hugely. 
 
    Fra’anior knows your name, petal. He knows you, and he thinks you’re the Dragon’s scales and wings. 
 
    Was that a falsehood? Had she just lied to Hualiama? Well, maybe she would just go to the Codex and travel back and tell him, and that would undo the lie! 
 
    I … don’t understand what you mean. The girl snuggled deeper into her arms, as if she wanted to burrow right inside of her. But you’re awfully nice and I know you’re trying to cheer me up. I didn’t mean to wet your dress so. I’m brave, most of the time. 
 
    You’re the bravest girl I know. Braver than a Loremaster! It’s alright to cry. And, I don’t mind a soggy dress. Truly I don’t. 
 
    She was so small. Auli wondered if she was small for her age, as Shyana worried. She said that Princess Hualiama was turning into a dancer and a budding engineer, as if the juxtaposition of those two skills was the most natural happenstance under the suns. Definitely an engineer. She had that enquiring, logical and structured aspect to her nature, but her vocalising earlier had been pure creativity. Clearly a creature of impulse and whimsy! 
 
    With a sad giggle, the tiny girl laid a hand upon her stomach. Would you tell me about this, Aunty Auli? It keeps tickling and tingling and look, my hair’s all standing up here on my arm. Why do you have a funny tummy? Do Loremasters hide secret magic in their tummies? 
 
    Uh … why do you ask, petal? 
 
    Because she keeps tickling me. 
 
    She? 
 
    Of course she’s a she, you silly dragonet, laughed the girl. I feel her right here, don’t you? 
 
    A finger prodded her Dragon’s kiss, which Istariela appeared to have adopted as her home. Auli-Ambar could not begin to fathom how that worked. To everyone else in the Island-World that area appeared be the uncontainable epicentre of her disremembrance magic, but to a Star Dragoness, it was … attractive? 
 
    Incredible! How did the child even sense Istariela? It would be a fearful risk to expose the Star Dragoness to anyone, but just now as she considered how she might respond, Sakuzaki the Draco-Mystic’s writings popped into the forefront of her mind – specifically, the reference in her incredibly abstruse text to a mythical star that rose in the East if one looked beneath the rising suns just as they cleared the horizon. That ‘bluest star of the dawn’ was called Hualiama. Coincidence, that the Child of the Dragon should somehow sense a connection with the Star Dragoness? 
 
    A frisson prickled her spine. 
 
    Her forthcoming decision was clear. Its implications, who could say? When destiny whammed one over the earhole with the mystical equivalent of a Sylakian war-hammer, when the very voice of the Great Onyx belled across the ages as if his thunder rang like an almighty gong, shaking the fabric of her world, a Loremaster would do well to listen. 
 
    Could Hualiama keep such a secret? 
 
    Probing the girl’s mind delicately, she was startled to discover a smoky sense of obfuscation about it, like her own protective bastion ward, but of a nature she had never encountered before. How tantalising was this? The Child of the Dragon was indeed touched by a form of magic that somehow struck her as deeply, darkly perilous. The talon mark of Fra’anior himself? This was no place for a Loremaster to meddle; indeed, she sensed that to intrude might imperil Hualiama’s existence in ways she could not fathom. Instead, she resolved, she would cocoon the secret within their shared knowledge of the Dragonish language. 
 
    She said quietly, I would very much like to show you something extraordinary, Hualiama, but first, I would like you to make me a promise. 
 
    Upon my oath, Aunty Auli, the little girl said, with all seriousness. 
 
    Moments later, her chambers rang with the untrammelled delight of a child. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 19: Colourism 
 
      
 
    Amongst Dragons there exists a subtle, unspoken and ever-present hierarchy established by colourism. Highest in prestige are the Onyx of Fra’anior and the silver-white of Istariela, but they are unique and ancient Dragons. 
 
    Amongst Lesser Dragonkind, shades of Blue dominate the higher mental powers, making Blues the wing-dominant colour which assumes higher intellect, cunning and fitness to rule. Beneath the Blues, Reds dominate in physical strength and size, Greens excel in battle craft and ingenuity, Browns are masters of rock and cavern, and Yellows and Oranges often surprise with creative fire attacks. Dragons subtly concur on certain personality traits based on colour – for example, Blues are arrogant and vain, Browns unsophisticated, Reds are bullies, Oranges are flame-headed and foolish. 
 
    Never underestimate the subtle influence of colourism in your dealings with Dragons. Much is predicated upon the assumptions associated with colour. 
 
    Head Librarian Sazutharr, Instructions to my Successor: Cultural Notes 
 
      
 
    AS THE WITHERING BLAST of Gemugaz’s fury whipped her hair about like a blistering sulphurous gale plucked straight from the depths of the caldera, Auli-Ambar fought not to be swept off the platform. A deft paw touch from Qualiana righted her before she topped fifteen feet to the floor of the Council Hall and no doubt broke a few more bones. 
 
    When the echoes of his aggrieved thundering had faded, she said politely, Thank you, noble Elder Gemugaz. I, too, am filled with wrath to report these grave accusations regarding the Talons. Would you propose a course of action regarding the honour-restitution of the Greens of Yorbik and Merx? Or perhaps you could enlighten the Council further regarding the ‘arboreal angle,’ if you possess such knowledge? 
 
    The Greens stand accused! he snarled. 
 
    Noble Gemugaz, I am reporting the facts, not drawing conclusions about culpability, she added, even more mildly than before. In her experience, that was a sure way to rouse his wrath. 
 
    I find your undisguised calumnies offensive, Human girl! 
 
    The fury of a fully-grown Green Dragon was a fearsome prospect. His belly-fires fulminated like the muted roaring of a forge, and her quick ears detected the distinctive high-pitched hissing of his acid stomach as battle-readiness boiled within the volatile Green. Were all Greens as irascible as he? Biting her tongue hard enough that the pain allowed her to focus through her visceral fear, she rose to her feet with a flexion of her painfully inflamed knees. The joints burned anew – a novel rheumatic manifestation of her cancer, she had no doubt. Marvellous. The affliction seemed to delight in finding innovative ways to teach her the meaning of pain. 
 
    Aggravated beyond forbearance, she hissed, Trust? Do you really want to discuss trust, Elder Gemugaz? 
 
    Peace, Andarraz the Green growled. Null-fires fools come in all shapes and colours. We receive the Loremaster’s report with interest. By my wings, I scent a plot against these very Halls. 
 
    Indeed. This is a novel twist on the politics we have deplored in relation to the Yorbik Free Federation of late, is it not? Sapphurion put in. Is this not the flutter of collusion between the aggressive new government and the Dragon Roosts of the interior hardwood forests? At least, why do the Dragonkind allow the Human to grow so strong? They have doubled the size of their Dragonship fleet in the last year alone. We know they are investing heavily in new technologies – war catapults, lightweight Dragonship armour and general armaments. Many of these technologies could be turned against Dragons to our detriment-disadvantage. 
 
    Andarraz, Qualiana growled smokily, are we satisfied with the quality of the intelligence we are receiving from Yorbik? 
 
    The Green Elder lapped up the hint. No, noble Qualiana. No, we are not. 
 
    See it done, by the Onyx! Sapphurion said. This is not an issue of colourism. Merx has ever been a thorn in our paw, and with the rising of war-smoke in the Kingdom of Kaolili this last season, we must not neglect Isles politics closer to home, especially not those closest to our breast, not so? 
 
    He meant Chalcion, of course. Yorbik was not the only Island making noticeable strides in consolidating and expanding its air and ground capabilities. Often she felt as if Gi’ishior was a great spider in the middle of a complex spiderweb of political, economic and historically tainted relations, with many strands tugging upon the interests of the Dragons at any one time. The Human Isles of Sylakia, Yorbik and Jeradia all waxed in power and ambition. The Dragons of Merx, Lyrx and Franxx had been a thorn in the Elders’ paws for longer than anyone could remember, with their mercenary-for-hire approach to meddling in any conflict that could generate a profit – and the mercenary Dragons there were not averse to scheming and creating such profitable situations, either. There was a reported war between different factions of Dragons in the East, and ongoing strained relations with the North, especially Immadia and the Fingers of Ferial. 
 
    But before she could dwell on the matter, Haaja goaded, Did you wish to make an accusation regarding trust, noble Loremaster? 
 
    Deep breath. Aye, but I was not the first. 
 
    Speak. Gemugaz’s tone dripped so much dismissal, it burned like acid. 
 
    This scrollmouse would speak, indeed. 
 
    Elder Gemugaz, I was informed this morning that you question details of the remedial work undertaken by the Dragon Library staff in the Forbidden Section. I further understand that you brought an accusation of specific, wilful destruction before the Council against me, in my absence. If you wish to know any detail of this Loremaster’s labours on behalf of the Council, you need only ask – to my face. 
 
    The Green Elder stiffened audibly; to a Dragon, the honour-aspersion was more than clear. He hissed at once, The concern of my fires is that you assume authority above your station, Loremaster. Specifically, that you have destroyed valuable records – 
 
    Razzior destroyed the records. 
 
    Gemugaz said, To seek to deflect by bringing up the Orange’s past actions is deceitful. 
 
    You would dishonour Razzior? Andarraz inquired. 
 
    No. The Orange was feral, Auli-Ambar said calmly. Does anyone here charge the Orange Dragon with knowingly destroying 64,587 irreplaceable records? No. Of course the damage was extensive and most can never be recovered. The remainder are sorely in need of reorganisation. I have therefore instructed the staff to – 
 
    You are not the Dragon Librarian! 
 
    Did Sazutharr choose another, o Gemugaz? Or is the more foundational issue that you do not trust a Human to treasure the lore? 
 
    The issue is neither your humanity nor the false parallel you are trying to draw with the colourism issue from earlier! he snapped. This is the foolish, empty chatter of hatchlings. Since you are present, answer the accusation. 
 
    Are you the Dragon Librarian, Gemugaz? 
 
    I am an Elder. I am authorised to look into whatever pertains to the interests of the Dragonkind, he countered smoothly. So aye, by my fires, I have been cross-checking all the initiatives you launched even from Tanstoy and the Onyx Throne, and since your arrival at Gi’ishior, and I have clear evidence of duplicity! You are in league with Chalcion’s administration via the Queen – 
 
    Despite that she was shaking, Auli gave back as good as she was receiving, according to draconic custom. She growled, Truly, was that the substance of Kayturia’s report? 
 
    Silence. 
 
    Even Sapphurion’s fires muted, betraying his shame. 
 
    Pitching her voice into that silence, Auli-Ambar said, Noble Dragon Elders, I expect the work of a Dragon Loremaster to welcome challenge, and to conform to the highest standards of integrity. I expect to be spied upon and I take precautions accordingly. But I also expect there to be white-fires of truth between us in this Council Hall, or truly, all within Gi’ishior would be lost. 
 
    Little flame – 
 
    I am not little, o Qualiana! she shouted. Shame of her own flushed her cheeks. 
 
    The Red Dragoness hissed, How did you know, Auli-Ambar? Has our agent been compromised? 
 
    Facing outward into a chamber occupied by the seven most powerful Dragons in the Island-World, she said, Noble Elders, I do not presume to instruct you in the lore. But in order to provide full reply, I must advance this: every Dragon has his or her own particular scent. In fact, scent is a more reliable indicator of identity than almost any other perceptible characteristic of the Dragonkind. A blind person’s sense of scent is acute. What I did not understand before my latest sojourn in the Palace, is that a Dragon’s Projection can be enfleshed. Therefore when the Dragoness Kayturia walks the corridors of Chalcion’s Palace in her Human guise, she must be nearly indistinguishable from any of the other Royal Elites – save that the Projection is so faithful to the spirit of the originating Dragon, that its incarnation also conveys her unique scent imprint. Noble Elders, you sent Kayturia to the Palace in part to spy on the doings of a Venerable Instructor. 
 
    Strange how a huge hall could be dominated, even feel tiny, when seven huge Dragons breathed fierily all around her. When their tongues had been corked. 
 
    Therefore, it has been made amply clear to me that every one of you believes noble Sazutharr made a mistake in choosing his successor. Frankly, I would rather be sweeping roosts than work for one second longer in such a poisonous atmosphere – let me speak! How she overrode Tarbazzan the Brown’s interruption, she had no idea, but she did. Having learned of Kayturia’s role, upon my arrival two days ago, I baited a trap in my office. How dare you debase Under-Librarian Ornath’s fires by sending him to break into my private records? Firstly you sully the honour-in-memory of Sazutharr, who named me the Dragon Librarian, and secondly, the white-fires honour of my staff? Nor am I included in the inner deliberations of this Council. Islands’ sakes! Has any of you the courage to mention the report regarding my abilities that arrived from Tanstoy Dragon Roost after my first sojourn there, and must surely have been confirmed by Qualiana herself? 
 
    In a basso rumble, Sapphurion said, We planned to deal with that issue when the time was ripe, Loremaster. 
 
    Is that the root of your distrust, o Sapphurion? Or is it that I was born, as Dragons would say, accursed of Fra’anior? Blind, disfigured, accursed? Or would you rather believe the more pernicious accusations against me, to wit, that I am some spawn of Dramagon’s most abominable experimentations? Aye, the very whispers of these Halls reach my ears! 
 
    How she wanted to shout at them, rail at them, tear open her clothing to show them the Star Dragoness, Istariela! Fra’anior himself knew her secret name! Yet to say more, to openly mention her telepathic ability, for example, might very well tip the scales and force the Dragons to act according to the sacred law. 
 
    She must gamble. 
 
    Kneeling despite the sharp pangs it caused her, Auli-Ambar whispered, Noble Dragons, this situation cannot persist. I hereby offer my immediate resignation from the post of Dragon Loremaster. 
 
    More than a physical pang. She was offering up her whole life, and everything that was most dear to her – well did they know it! What prompted her to make such a gesture? At once she yearned to take her words back, to undo this betrayal of her vulnerability, yet she could not. 
 
    The waiting was ghastly. 
 
    At last, Sapphurion grated, Not accepted – most emphatically not! 
 
    Even so, how could she continue? What was the white-fires path through this snarl, that would satisfy the eccentricities and intricacies of the draconic sense of honour? For there was some part of her that, against her wishes, did understand why the Council had felt compelled to act as they did, and why Gemugaz had gone that paw-step farther. They did not know who she was. That was the nub of the question. How could they trust what they did not understand? To a draconic mindset, she represented a logical fallacy, null-fires foolishness, the cultural equivalent of throwing oneself off an Island while keeping the wings furled. Even the draconic word for trust implied the idea of being buoyed up upon the wind by one’s wings. 
 
    There was a roaring inside of her now, a roaring like thundering waterfalls of liquid fire, like the haunting melody of the Mother Rorqual mingled with the resonant thunder of the Ancient Onyx. The purity of a single truth shone forth in her mind. 
 
    Auli-Ambar whispered to herself, I am she who Fra’anior made me to be. 
 
    What did you say – what is this magic wreathing thy being, Auli-Ambar? Qualiana questioned. Sapphurion, mine third heart’s resounding thunder, didst thou sense – 
 
    I do – by my verimost fires! The rich fragrances of the Sapphire Dragon Elder’s breath washed over her, fiery and spicy, marvelling, agog. She wondered inanely why Dragons seemed to switch to archaic speech patterns when they were most impassioned. Who art thou, girl? 
 
    Rising, Auli-Ambar bowed to the Dragons with a purely Fra’aniorian genuflection. By the true and holy fires of the Almighty Onyx that indwell my soul, noble Dragons, I triple-oath swear upon pain of eternal death that I am Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, daughter of Xa’an Ta’afaya and a woman of the Pykolese people, and I contend that the trust which noble Sazutharr placed in me was wholly justified, for I own and attest to a draconic secret name, a soul-name, which is – 
 
    Impossible! several of the Elders gasped. 
 
    Drawing an everlasting breath into her blighted lungs, she roared, I … AM … ENIGMA!! 
 
    Whirling upon her heel, she descended the steps in silence. By the time she had exited the huge doors of the Council Hall, the stunned Dragon Elders had still not moved a muscle. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    To act as mother-surrogate to Istariela the Star Dragoness was a privilege of poignant wonder, like navigating a dream of endless delights. Auli-Ambar pondered long over what to call her, and eventually concluded that her symbiotic visitor must be a droplet of starlight, or a stardrop for short. Perhaps this was an eggling-equivalent stage in the development of a Star Dragoness, and the viscous membrane that surrounded her essence was like a Dragon’s shell? How was she born? Who were her parents and where might they be amongst the glittering, starry host? Was she even born, or did she bud off a star, or coalesce from pure light … she had no idea, but Istariela’s lack of mother was too distressing a parallel for her to ignore. She mothered the stardrop shamelessly, caressing her, reading to her, telling her most of what she was working on every day, and waking up at night worrying about her. 
 
    Did she need no food? No taking care of? Apparently not. 
 
    Were love sustenance, she gave abundantly. 
 
    As best she could tell, the stardrop spent most of her time sleeping, tenaciously affixed to the indentation in her stomach. In some respects, that matched the sensation Auli imagined pregnant mothers must enjoy. There was a constant awareness of the inimitable life she carried with her. 
 
    What was clear, was the way that Istariela came awake and alive when during her visits to the Palace, there was opportunity to bring her together with Hualiama. The pair soon developed a singular, profound bond of which Auli-Ambar became so helplessly jealous she could only gnash her functional teeth over it – but neither could she step between. She became a voyeur upon their closeness, their laughter, their delicate-as-starlight love. She pined for their visits with an alarming magnitude of desperation, imagining that this was the kind of relationship she would have enjoyed with her Pykolese mother had they been able. Hualiama was a paragon of joy. Despite her anxieties about being a lesser royal due to her adoption, she drew love to herself with an artless, effortless zest that Auli found breathtaking. There was no ugliness in her. Nothing marred, cancerous and broken. In her was a passion for life that many around her found intoxicating, and King Chalcion could not seem to abide. 
 
    Many times Auli found the girl’s knees and ankles pockmarked and bruised, and she discovered that the King made the girl kneel for hours on a punishment board in his office – a board covered in sharpened dowels of varying lengths. The callous abuse upset Auli deeply, but little Lia, as she was nicknamed, somehow seemed able to breeze past it all, untouched by this foul element of her father’s character. How? Baffled, she could only marvel. 
 
    The girl danced – oh, how she danced, as if the very air offered raiment for her art! Shyana told Auli that Hualiama excelled in the graceful exposition of Fra’aniorian formal ballet, and well she believed her, for the girl danced often with Istariela when they were in private, sometimes wearing bells or metal bracelets on her ankles and wrists so that a blind person could follow her movements after a fashion. It took Auli-Ambar forty-three weeks of visits to the Palace, and 457 different approaches, before she learned how to spatially track Lia’s dance by homing in on the unique signature of Istariela’s magic, and so for the first time she could appreciate the gravity-defying leaps and deft twirls the girl excelled at. In Hualiama she discovered an eager, inquiring mind which was as obsessed with all things Dragon as her own, and an imagination which could truly take flight. She did not just dance famous roles. She became them. She did not hear the lore of Dragons, she imbibed it like a body assimilated vital nutrients into the bloodstream. 
 
    Auli-Ambar found herself writing at length in her diary of the profound ways in which Hualiama’s personal magic affected her life. One line in particular, penned a year to the day that she arrived back from Tanstoy, moved her deeply: 
 
    I must become less, that she might become more. 
 
    Indeed, the fate of an Enigma seemed that she must become the invisible paw behind those destined for greatness. She would work out a way to return Istariela to Fra’anior because history told her she had achieved the impossible. The Child of the Dragon must be protected and coaxed to shine, for in her time, the prophecy spoke of mighty, Island-shaking events in which she would take prime place. ‘Myriad stars must fall …’ she mouthed to herself, trying not to picture planetary apocalypse as she chewed the end of her quill pen. Remember the strange frisson that she had felt when passing beyond her Island-World to meet Fra’anior? That required a Loremaster’s examination. 
 
    She wrote: 
 
    I must embrace the shadows, that she might shine brighter. 
 
    That was the role of the Dragon Librarian. She was the only person in Gi’ishior, perhaps in the entire length and breadth of the Island-World, whom the Dragon Elders now treated exactly as they would a Dragoness. She did not know whether it signalled wilful blindness on their part or an instinctive acceptance of some aspect of her nature, but it was as if once that decision had been made – perhaps believing that the gift that Sazutharr had identified in her meant that her psyche would become more and more draconic over time – an unquantifiable but incredibly powerful switch took place in their minds and attitudes. 
 
    She was Dragon, but not. She was Human, but not. 
 
    Auli set aside her well-nibbled tern-feather quill, laughing softly, “What you are, girl, is confused!” 
 
    Even their Dragonish, when speaking to her, shifted unconsciously to embrace inflections used only to address another Dragon. 
 
    She went for a ramble through the lorish forest of her Library. 
 
    Her Dragon Library. 
 
    Despite how she had fought for the post, it still felt strange to her that she who was no Dragoness, had now become the Dragon Librarian. She was the first Human Librarian since record-keeping began over 2,000 years before. Yet the plethora of forerunners who lived within her now, courtesy of the bequest of Sazutharr, seemed content. As she walked the long halls and caverns of the greatest library in the Island-World, wrinkling her nose at a slightly musty smell in cavern thirty-beta in the northern shelf orientation between racks seventeen and twenty-two – take a mental note to have the Brown Dragon engineers check for water or mineral seepage behind the fifty-two foot shelving here – the great collection of lore murmured secrets to her soul. She remembered how she had first sensed Amaryllion Fireborn. How Arkurion’s regard had almost frightened a Human girl out of her skin. Now, as her hands lifted, she itched to peruse the dense texts. To know it all. It was as if the ten-foot-tall tomes ached to reveal their secrets to her, to revel in the companionship of a soul who loved the lore as much as the pages, the scrolleaf, even the metal sheets of the records. 
 
    Did knowledge yearn to be cherished? 
 
    Did it tremble, as she did? 
 
    Imagine if she could read her way through this cavern just by walking along the shelves, drawing the lore into herself as if by a mystical variant of osmosis? 
 
    Moving soundlessly through Zoology into Botany, Auli-Ambar allowed herself a smile. Her slippers were spy-specials prepared for her by Xa’an; soft, slightly tacky and soundless. She liked nothing better than to sneak up on an Apprentice or Dragon – she was developing quite the reputation for her quietness, for what she had learned from the Mercury Blue regarding shielding, deep in the mines, could be applied on the scale of a person. She could silence her steps, mute her scent, veil her thoughts like the mists over the caldera that she had never seen. 
 
    She was the invisible guardian of these spaces. 
 
    A zephyr of knowledge. 
 
    No wonder the Guardian Spirits watched over their treasury of Dragon lore with unsleeping zeal. She still needed to provide information about the realm beyond the Third Sun, she recalled with a shiver, or she could never return there. And if she could not reason with them and, Fra’anior forbid, Numistar Winterborn forced her way into the Sacred Library of Ha’athior … such knowledge in her ice-rimed paws would be the very definition of cosmic calamity. 
 
    Auli-Ambar hesitated as her quick ear caught a slight rustling sound nearby, like cloth snagging on the spine of a tome. Perhaps cloth upon a gold embossed runic book title? She was ever aware of the possibility of another assassin sent by the Talons. This noise was not sinister enough, somehow. Cloth susurrating, stifled breathing … was that a giggle? She puffed out her cheeks silently. Her Apprentices were up to mischief. She would not put it past them to try a trick or two on a blind Dragon Librarian. Turning to her left hand, she drifted into thirty-gamma subsection five, testing the air and priming her ears. A burble of sung magic snagged a scent and brought it back to her nostrils. 
 
    A man’s perfume. Piquant sable peppers with a dash of musky ochre cliff flower, if she was not mistaken. She knew only one man who wore that combination as his personal brand. 
 
    With a throaty laugh, she leaped to her right between the shelves. “Emoric!” 
 
    “Aaargh!” someone yelled. There was a thump as a head or elbow connected firmly with the wooden frame of a shelf, and some tell-tale scuffling and rearranging of clothing. 
 
    “Ith only Aulith-Ambth,” Essimi giggled. “Flything rathi ship … weth in trublith, Emothik.” 
 
    “Only Auli-Ambar?” she retorted sternly. “Just what were you two up to in my Library, may I ask? A practical course in the study of Anatomy?” 
 
    “Auli – ma’am!” Emoric yelped. She could practically hear his blushing. 
 
    Cue evil-Dragoness laughter. 
 
    “Well, you did pick the perfect location in the eighth rack west, segment seven-point-three, because here we have, Anatomy of the Human Body, Jazubior’s Comprehensive Anatomy, and over here, A Detailed Study of the Physiology of the Human Female –” 
 
    “How ironic is that?” Emoric chortled. “I had not realised – too busy with helping Essimi shelve these heavy books here.” 
 
    “Heth dithwackting meth,” his girlfriend protested. 
 
    “You were the one distracting this despicable pirate, my precious petal. And you seem very distractible this afternoon.” 
 
    “Doth blam meth!” 
 
    Holding up her hands, Auli-Ambar chortled, “I should not distract you two from your, cough cough, work … but you have given me an excellent idea –” 
 
    “What, that you’ll be studying here with a boy later?” Emoric’s wit was dagger-swift. 
 
    Quicker than a wingflip, the joke was on her. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    All that storm season long, Auli-Ambar laboured to bring the Library into her definition of working order. A zeal and snap developed about the place, a gratifying humming along of study, endeavour, preservation and elevation. The Forbidden Section was finally cleared and reorganised in its entirety, creating five caverns for additional storage. She added new features to her wildly popular Fragrance Baths, completed the major elements of Gi’ishior’s renovation, and worked like a busy dragonet on her private projects, including spending time with the Dragon Astronomers and Scientists to study the nature of the heavens. Her ultimate goal was to understand star travel, but the more pressing issue was to work out how by a combination of gravity, magnetic fields and orbital mechanics the planet could possibly remain protected from the startling volume of debris out there. 
 
    Best answer? It could not. 
 
    This must be Fra’anior’s signature paw work, but for the life of her she could not work out how he had achieved his goal. Asteroids that would have obliterated Islands shifted mysteriously off course. Comets misbehaved in slight but detectable ways. Even cosmic dust, radiation and light itself were not spared the subtlest quirks of sub-microscopic misbehaviour – but the mechanism? Invisible, undetectable and quite the stimulus for a thumping migraine. 
 
    She chortled to herself, “Shall we play, ‘Who’s the greatest Enigma?’ Not a very tricky question at all. He has seven almighty heads of artfulness. Hardly fair competition, is it?” Auli-Ambar rubbed her stomach tenderly. And I wonder if that isn’t the same magic that keeps us all safe from the creatures that wanted to attack you, Istariela. Don’t you think? 
 
    Sleeping again, but her radiance was never dimmed. Auli-Ambar had only to undress to feel the liquid warmth pouring up her lean chest to bathe her face, and when she curled up at night in her private chamber in the quarters she now shared with her father, that febrile luminosity caressed her being like an impossibly slow celestial heartbeat. 
 
    Were all stars alive? 
 
    No product of genius was it to appreciate how Istariela centred her existence, how when she slept she dreamed in exuberant, psychedelic bursts of colour and life, like the endless unfolding of one starlight blossom merging into another as she travelled the cosmos of her imagination, and how in that locus of centeredness, she was able to commune at will with Amaryllion Fireborn and occasionally even with the Great Rorqual – but never with the Mercury Blue. He had vanished as if he had never been. 
 
    Perished? She did not … feel so. She hoped. But where in the Island-World could he have disappeared to for so long? 
 
    Her investigations led her at last to Ochryla the Yellow, mate of Fazshathi the Blue, who was spending a year stargazing from a Dragon observatory located on an isolated spit of rock north of Herliss, almost as far north as Immadia. The stargazing in that location was said to be of unadulterated beauty, and the display of northern aurorae, spectacular. 
 
    As she knocked politely at the doorjamb of their roost, she heard a booming, NOBLE DRAGON LIBRARIAN! 
 
    Noble Fazshathi! she returned gladly. How fared thy flight beneath the wingéd Moons? 
 
    Speak thee more mellifluously, for the sake of ear canals and ears, Ochryla said, fondly clacking her fangs against his flank, judging by the sound Auli heard. 
 
    My flight fared twice as poetically as your obscure reference! he thundered, before apparently remembering to moderate his tone to minor earthquake proportions. Noble Auli-Ambar, enter! Be warmly and most sulphurously welcome within our humble roost. 
 
    Recalling the layout from when she had cleaned this roost during her childhood, Auli-Ambar exchanged convivial greetings with the Dragons as she found her way to the formal seating area. Fazshathi favoured a formal gemstone-studded perch where he would assume a suitably mighty draconic stance when receiving four-pawed visitors, but he had a second, lower plinth located in a recessed area so that when he entertained Human guests, he did not tower over them. Auli heard the leathery scraping of his scales upon stone as he assumed this second Dragon seat, while Ochryla padded up behind her back, slightly to her right side. 
 
    She frowned. Ochryla … are you with egg? 
 
    The Dragoness’ rich laughter wafted over her shoulders as she snuffled Auli in an affectionate way she had often heard Dragonesses do with their hatchlings and fledglings. You deduce this by my walk? Truly, you are the Loremaster! 
 
    Verily the Dragon Librarian, o raging tempest of mine third heart, Fazshathi agreed. 
 
    There is berry cordial and a plate of nibbles to your right hand, little flame, the Dragoness added, prompting with the gentlest pressure of one huge talon. Indeed, we have been waiting many a long year for such flame-stirring news. When Fazshathi visited before storm season and spoke with you regarding the binding of magic to physical substance, that was when our clutch was conceived – and a double clutch it is, Fra’anior be praised! 
 
    Double? As in, six egglings at once? Auli gasped. That’s so rare! 
 
    A sextuple blessing, rumbled the male Dragon. 
 
    That is why I waddle like a fat marsh hen, Ochryla put in with a mischievous chuckle. Perhaps you heard the eggs clicking together inside the egg sac? 
 
    Ah, indeed. You’re going to have a busy roost. Perhaps we should find you a larger space? The most fiery felicitations of the Onyx burn upon this joyous event! she added enthusiastically, sipping at the tangy cordial. Ah, excellent. What news from the North, noble Fazshathi? 
 
    The legendary Isle of Immadia is no worse disposed to Dragons than before, he returned directly. Their airspace is restricted to Dragonflight, they say. But a sniff of a rumour reached my nostrils. I believe the Immadians may have discovered some ancient cave writings in a variant of Dragonish that they cannot decipher. Being as stubborn as the glorious, snow-capped peaks of their homeland, they have not yet requested the Dragon Library’s help – but I believe a request may be in the works if some people could surmount the Isles massif of their pride. That, or some Immadian scholars may visit if and when they are able to copy the runes. 
 
    Ah – 
 
    These runes erase, delete and cause themselves to be forgotten the minute any scholar tries to record or memorise them. 
 
    Ochryla said sardonically, Sound familiar? 
 
    Holy Fra’anior! Auli breathed, touching her stomach self-consciously. Might this report shed beneficent light upon my personal affliction? I laud you for sniffing out this intelligence, noble Fazshathi. 
 
    Always, said he, inclining his muzzle politely. Auli heard his scales squeaking slightly and his neck vertebrae creaking as he moved. Fazshathi must also have visited her baths for scent and scale buffing. Now, I invited you to present you the fruit of my labours – to your left hand, upon a small table, you will see – you will find – a new set of minoculars. 
 
    I am grateful, noble Dragon – 
 
    Wait until you hear what I achieved! It took nigh four months of labour and experimentation to learn how to bind magic in such a way as it could influence and enhance the travel of light through vacuum – you see, I believe light exhibits both the behaviour of a particle and of pure energy at the same time. As his enthusiasm warmed, his volume increased accordingly. Now, these minoculars have tested to a tenfold improvement over the last model – you will recall that 3,600 times minification on the major instruments of our Observatory was insufficient when first we tested your sight? 
 
    Aye … 
 
    By my fires, I do declare, the upper range of minification of this instrument is 7,200 times! 
 
    That’s outstanding! Fazshathi – 
 
    Indeed, noble Librarian. Plus, I have added an innovative illumination-intake-enhancement routine commensurate with your unique needs. I am the premier optical specialist in the Island-World, after all, but I will confess that the primary mode of improvement was actually … your idea. 
 
    Mine? Her squeak betrayed disbelief. 
 
    Aye. By creating an interior vacuum, using your insights I was able to bind the light modification constructs into a flawlessly pure space – 
 
    You bound magic to nothingness? she interrupted. That’s impossible! Well – 
 
    HA HA HA!! he roared, but must have turned his muzzle aside to spare her the worst excesses of his mirthful blast. What a day! Have I, Fazshathi, successfully bamboozled the inimitable Dragon Librarian with an unforeseen magical technique? Aye, doth the Great Onyx himself not thunder his laughter across the aeons? 
 
    She felt her face flush so richly, even her pointed Fra’aniorian ears were not spared. Her reconstructed jaw accorded her new smile especial brilliance, her father claimed. She loved him for saying so, despite that he also claimed irremediable bias where his daughter was concerned. Her fingers informed her it was somewhat lopsided due to the faulty muscle function, yet she found herself smiling so widely, her face hurt – for perhaps the first time in her life, in a good way. 
 
    Auli heard a fond wingtip caress pass between the Dragons as they chortled at her open delight. Oh, for one to love as they so clearly roost-loved one another! 
 
    Ochryla breathed, Doth the quintessential nature of magic not most marvellously articulate the boundless capriciousness and adaptability of life itself? 
 
    In mutual silence, the trio considered this profound statement. 
 
    After a wall timepiece pinged the quarter-hour, Fazshathi added, I should very much like to explain the details of this new approach to you, noble Dragon Librarian, because I believe it might be successfully applied to our major magiscopes here at Gi’ishior – but first, a brief report on what we learned via the Dragon Astronomers Guild. We understand that Arkurion the Mercury Blue flew south on his honour quest. When she turned her right hand palm-up to indicate the interrogative, he said, Although he did not explicate, the Tanstoyan astronomers believe he intended to cross the Rift-Storm itself. Such a deed – what courage it would demand! What a draconic honour-tribute to the Onyx it would earn! I have always known the Dragon-hearts of the Ancients to beat in his chest, but in this endeavour, has the Mercury Blue not exceeded all expectations? 
 
    Auli-Ambar could only shake her head. Having just been corrected on the impossibility of magic applied to nothingness, what could she say now? 
 
    To seek knowledge of the mighty realm of Herimor south of the Rift was a prodigious endeavour. According to legend, the Rift storm was three hundred leagues wide and over twenty leagues tall, a realm of frenzied, life-annihilating magical tempests and uncontainable peril. The geographical anomaly cut the Island-World in twain, sundering the North from the even more extensive realms to the South – fabulous Herimor of the floating Islands, and myriad parasites and predators upon Dragons. Such an enterprise struck her as noble but ultimately foolish. Not Arkurion’s character in the slightest, right? Unless somehow, the matter of her Fra’anior-given Pygmy name or her meddling with his psyche had upset him so sorely that he considered suicide? 
 
    No. Dragons perished in battle. They did not kill themselves out of dark-fires desperation or despair – not to her best knowledge. 
 
    In her estimation, the astute, ever-resourceful Mercury Blue was up to something. She just could not fathom what, and that stung her pride like a million wasps trapped inside her cranium. 
 
    Querulous, quixotic quadruped! 
 
    She missed him so. 
 
    Now, Fazshathi said, before we divide the detail at talon-tip, o Librarian, we wish to raise one further matter upon which Ochryla and I have been colluding most deviously. 
 
    Oh? She arched an eyebrow. 
 
    Aye, the Dragoness purred contentedly. Given the notable success of Auli’s Empire, we, the Astronomers of Gi’ishior, wish to propose a modest project of our own which shall be delivered in time for the Fledgling Graduation event next week. We call it ‘Auli’s outdoor bathtub.’ Right on top of the volcano. 
 
    She gasped, What? Whaa … you Dragons! What is this shameless wingtip tugging? 
 
    The Dragoness’ fore-talon touched her left shoulder in a caressing gesture. It is for the sake of the melodic blaze of our shared white-fire-love, she said, expressing the endlessly malleable concept of draconic love in a way Auli-Ambar had never heard before. You shared with us before my heart-fires’ departure for the North, how immersion facilitated some measure of sight for you, and demonstrated that for me a month later. Never have I seen such magic as blazed in your sapphire eyes; it was as if the orbs were ignited by water! 
 
    Fazshathi said, So, our intent is to build for you atop our summit alongside the Observatory, an overhanging octagonal pool made of clear armoured crysglass panels. With these upgraded minoculars and the glorious suns-shine of a Fra’aniorian noon, we hope – we beseech the obsidian fires of the Mighty Onyx himself – that there might be … 
 
    His whisper dwindled even as the white-fires of his soul blossomed in her perception. 
 
    Auli-Ambar breathed, A miracle of sight. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 20: Suns-Shine shall Illume 
 
      
 
    Hid deep in the Forbidden Library I did discover a scroll most unpromisingly entitled, The Arte of Sanguinary Magic. Its author? Dramagon the Red. 
 
    Therein, the dread Red made exhaustive study of the magical binding properties inherent to the circulatory systems of both Dragons and Humans – the concept of sanguistarn-mortha’a, or the study of how blood carries magic. The experimental results I perused confirmed that for Humans, blood is the seed-carrier of magical power, and that somehow via the akkaré-hûbram serum, Ra’aba had found a way via his blood to share or transfer magical power to Razzior, and vice versa – and perhaps more. From that, I predicted that Ra’aba’s physiology would begin to evince certain draco-magical traits, and in this conjecture I was not mistaken. 
 
    A Human has but one magical pathway, the blood. Dragons have numerous pathways and magical organs – the equivalent of entire magical circulatory systems serving highly specialised organs and functions. But a hybrid or mutant Human such as myself? That question, I feared to investigate. 
 
    Most gruesome was the manner in which Dramagon described a theoretical process in which a Dragon’s magical power could be tapped and drained by a prepared bloodletting; first by drawing and binding a Dragon’s magic into the bloodstream, and then transferring it to another creature by the act of drinking accompanied by diverse incantations. 
 
    He called this process daimonic parasitism, a reference hearkening to the very astral creatures I encountered when rescuing Istariela. Creatures that preyed upon, that actively parasitized, draconic magic. 
 
    His research breathed life into my darkest fears. 
 
    Having memorised the text, I destroyed that scroll. Never again should it see the light of the suns. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections 
 
      
 
    The LORE OF BLOOD MAGIC was on her mind the day that King Chalcion, Queen Shyana and their two female children visited Gi’ishior. Official state visits took place once a season, with the Human royals alternating with the Dragon Elders. This visit coincided with the Fledgling Graduation ceremony and games, but no-one missed the fact that Chalcion left his male heirs safely in the care of his brother, Zalcion. Trust? As Haaja said, were trust the fabric of good neighbourliness, then it wore thin around the Isles. 
 
    Three times in the last year, Zalcion had braved the capricious weather of The Spits to travel up to Yorbik Island. Talons business? That was Xa’an’s conclusion. The information being reported back through the spy networks was that Yorbik was courting Chalcion’s favour, but a strong faction – perhaps the Talons again – was rumoured to hold rather more sinister intentions regarding the Onyx Throne. The Dragon Elders were deeply unimpressed that delivery of nine shiny new-technology Dragonships of war, boasting a fantastically light, durable armoured skin said to be proof against Dragon fire, had just been taken across the caldera. 
 
    The politics grew murkier than a Sylakian soup, her father said, noting that he planned to travel to Yorbik imminently, in disguise, to scent the airs of the Isle for himself. There were things Humans could sniff out which Dragons could not. 
 
    Meantime, she gave the King, Queen and two Princesses a personal tour of the fragrance baths. After that, while King Chalcion and Sapphurion met in private, she and Qualiana showed Fyria and Hualiama around the Dragon Library and one of the treasuries which had been opened for the occasion, for the graduating Fledgling Dragons and Dragonesses would all receive rich gifts from the Elders to furnish the beginnings of their private hoards. 
 
    Fyria sniffed, “Oh, this is hardly a pinch on what we have back at the Palace.” 
 
    Hualiama danced around Auli-Ambar while apparently juggling five priceless gold vases, to Queen Shyana’s vocal horror. 
 
    Then, the Queen and Princesses left for the royal guest chambers to freshen up before the festivities, while Auli trudged all the way up the volcano to the heights. Not so long ago, she would have skipped up the steps, but today her tarsals, metatarsals and phalanges were giving her the burning-in-acid treatment, as were the metacarpals of her hands. No other parts. Ridiculous. Never consistent, this malady – but she doubted she could hold a quill pen until the pain abated. She tried to flex her fingers, but they promptly cramped up again. Fra’anior’s beard! She definitely needed the pool, and the near-somnolent sense of relaxation that only came with total immersion. 
 
    Sapphurion was openly jittery about Grandion’s prospects in the different races and games, but Inxulia the Hatchling Mother had privately confided in Auli that she expected the young Tourmaline to wipe the stones with his opponents in fisticuffs, and to win the flying race – the Dragons would zoom over to Ha’athior and each bring back a boulder from the sacred Isle – by a wide margin. 
 
    “One of his gifts is strength,” she said. “Noble Grandion does not agree, but it I believe it is a magical gift, the fabled strength of Onyx.” 
 
    Accordingly, Auli had staked a modest half a bar of pure Dragon gold and an unequivocally immodest sackful of flawless white diamonds on the Tourmaline’s success, for making a bet, and moreover, betting on the correct youngster according to her perceived position in the hierarchy of relationships amongst the Dragonkind, represented a hitherto anticipated aspect of draconic honour-practise. Many fiery intellects would evaluate her posture. She inserted an entry into her mental list of fabled powers for which she was slowly compiling references in lore, ballad and scientific notes. Other entries, ranging from the sketchiest myths to longer lists in their own right, included kinetic manipulation skills, stone skin, onyx fire, most of the purported abilities of Star Dragonesses, and Arkurion’s signature liquescent lightning. 
 
    Who was coming toward her? 
 
    Catching a hint of a characteristic burned-umber scent upon the slight breeze wafting toward her in the corridor, Auli-Ambar gasped. Her heartbeat hammered her sensitive ears like inner thunder, ka-THUD, ka-THUD-THUD! Shrinking aside into the vestibule of a nearby storeroom, she realised that Dragon and Human walked together. She had heard them too late. There was nowhere to hide. 
 
    Both creatures stoked the verimost nadir of her terror, as an echo from the past froze her like an insect stapled to an entomologist’s board. 
 
    “Noble Dragon Librarian,” Razzior the Orange greeted her. 
 
    After three tries, her throat worked. “Noble Razzior.” 
 
    “Noble Dragon Librarian,” Ra’aba grated, managing to invest his Island Standard speech with complex nuances, exactly as if he were speaking Dragonish. 
 
    “Noble Captain –” 
 
    “I have not yet resumed the rank of Captain,” said he, drawing opposite her in the corridor, “but I shall rise again, noble Librarian. Of that you can be assured.” 
 
    The threat slammed into her awareness like the booming of the doors when the Council of Dragon Elders entered a closed session. 
 
    Only the ingrained habit of years raised her right hand to accept the formal kiss. The Fra’aniorian soldier bowed from the waist. The brushing of his lips was like a pinprick of fire upon her palm. Then the pair moved on without another word, leaving her trembling, stunned by the sure knowledge that they smelled alike. Exactly alike. It was not the deceit of a blind person’s perception, for Ra’aba had drawn close enough for her to scent his clothing, for that touch upon her magic-sensitive palm to carry his precise scent to her questing nostrils. The man smelled of burned umber and dark, malodorous oils, like the knowledge of bygone suffering which had somehow seeped into the very stone of a dungeon’s torture chambers. 
 
    How could the ambiance of a place convey a memory of anguish, save in a most mystical sense? How was that knowledge bound into the fabric of the Island-World? Could flesh and stone absorb the very character of an indwelling evil? 
 
    It must be true. 
 
    Woodenly, she pressed her feet into motion. A scrollmouse wanted nothing more than to cower beneath the very foundations of her world until the present peril had passed, but she knew she could not. The fates were clear. Ra’aba and Razzior were coming for Hualiama. Perhaps they did not even know it as yet, but as surely as the runs rose in the East, the collision of these strange, inexplicable powers was assured. Events were in motion. 
 
    Auli-Ambar touched the mote of starlight at her belly. Isn’t that right, Istariela? A mellifluous tinkle of starlight laughter rang clarion-clear in the empty corridor, making her shiver and laugh, too. I understand. Even though I cannot see, when I am beset by evil upon every side, I shall follow the light, Istariela. Thank you. 
 
    The stardrop’s answering chime seemed to echo into eternity itself. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Despite that she was alone with Dragons, Auli-Ambar undressed charily. Bizarre as it was for a girl who had grown up around ultra-conservative Fra’anior, when it came to water, she desired nothing more than to expose every fraction of an inch of her skin to its cooling caress. That notion was beyond forbearance, as alien to her nature as the creatures from which she had succoured Istariela. But Mistress Yualiana had procured a bathing costume suited to her unusually tall, spare frame, the type which she said women and girls of Ya’arriol regularly wore when bathing in the ponds and waterfalls of the Island’s interior. Auli-Ambar had not known of this Human custom. Remoyans, of course, flaunted their nudity as they gaily gathered in large communal baths where everyone save the blind girl saw everything. Hiding Istariela there would have been impossible. But here, the stardrop could rest beneath the opaque material – Auli was assured – and no-one would be the wiser. 
 
    A warm, fragrant volcanic breeze played upon her bare legs and arms, and flicked her hair restively. Being more scrolldragoness than scrollmouse these days, she reviewed the design in her mind as she folded her clothing into a neat pile. An octagonal pool constructed of armoured crysglass supported by a strong metal frame bonded to the glass, now perched upon a cliff edge beside and above the Observatory complex. One-third of the floor was glass too, cantilevered upon three solid metal rebars that jutted out over the rim, allowing opportunity for her to view the caldera from above, should she be able. Auli-Ambar wondered if 3,243 vertical feet would suffice. Her sight had never yet cooperated, save during those quasi-mystical experiences in the Tyrabulus Codex. 
 
    A foretalon the thickness of her thigh prodded her gently. “There’s an access ladder two steps forward and a half-step to your right paw, noble Librarian,” Ochryla clarified. “This is the back edge of the pool. There’s a safety railing either side to guard you from the cliff edge.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar had not been intending to investigate further, but she appreciated the warning. Blind people lived in perpetual expectation of something intersecting their path, be that a stray child’s toy, a fallen branch, a curious dragonet, or indeed, the lip of the four-to-five mile cliffs that bracketed these rim-wall Isles. Well, she knew from the lore that the main caldera was shallower than the level of the Cloudlands beyond the rim wall, but such a drop would be no less lethal. 
 
    Could she learn to levitate herself using techniques learned from Arkurion? That might save her a nasty fall, like the one she had suffered after those hatchlings tied a green-fanged rat to her back. 
 
    The major difference being that even a twenty-tonne juvenile Dragon had more magic in their fore-talon than any Human, but she was half-Human and half … other. Pykolese. As she considered the soul-shivering implications of this question, another part of her mind was rapidly evaluating lore on the subject of magic. How did one measure magical capacity, or prowess? Every Dragon had limitations to their magical attacks in battle, but none had ever desired to accurately measure such a contentious metric. Blues were supposed to be more magical than the other colours, whatever that meant. This was accepted fact. Nothing to do with colourism, draconic scholars were quick to opine. 
 
    Her hair, her eyes when immersed for a period of time, the ornamentation upon her Dragon’s kiss, even the underlying quality of her skin – were all sapphire blue. What were the qualities of blueness that facilitated the higher magical arts? Humans said, ‘I’m feeling blue.’ Was that potentially a metaphysical, or metamagical, statement? 
 
    With an inner chuckle, Auli shook herself free of these entangling contemplations and climbed into her new bath. She fitted the breathing apparatus over her mouth and nose with the ease of long use, and checked the function. 
 
    “Thank you, Ochryla. It usually takes just over two hours for my sight to change. Could you alert me when the royals arrive?” 
 
    “Aye, if you alert me when you are able to see,” said she. 
 
    Not if. When. She experienced a heretical desire to kiss the Dragoness upon the paw. 
 
    And then, coolness closed overhead and sounds muted around her, and she waited – telling herself, ‘Think watery thoughts, Auli-Ambar. Be cool. Fall into it … keep falling …’ In that near-weightless floating state wherein she was kept under by a belt of modest weights strapped around her narrow waist, she suppressed the burgeoning mental library of Scrolls of Fire, and called to the fore the Mother Rorqual’s teachings. Always, the pathways of her being seemed sluggish, even reluctant, to make the switch. Why could she simply not live in both states at once? Must it always be one or the other? Quietly, she ran through the mental routines she had established – pausing in startlement as a question slipped to the forefront of her mind. 
 
    If it is so difficult for me to exist in the realm of air and fire, could my mother’s people have been water dwellers, living perpetually underwater? 
 
    This thought wriggled unexpectedly through her mind and came out as, My Dad kissed a fish? 
 
    Imagining a trout’s shock as her father dropped a smacker on its scaly nose, she started laughing so hard it all fell apart and she had to surface, coughing and snorting water in a most undignified fashion. Auli-Ambar! The woman she had seen in her vision had two arms, two legs, and zero fins. People could not be fish … could they? Oh. Straight to the top of her list for when next she was able to speak with the elusive Mother. Elusiveness was clearly a shared character trait. Could there be traits or generalities peculiar to the different realms, for example, how thermogenesis was a truth that perfectly underpinned everything it meant to be a Dragon, in every possible facet of draconic existence? 
 
    Contemplations often took her into a meditative state, and this day was no exception. Time seemed to lose meaning as she processed material at the speed of thought, compiling additional study notes and fascinating asides, building the lore, refining concepts and connections – linearity was no aid. She assembled increasingly complex neural networks, multi-layered and multidimensional edifices that attempted to contain the nuance and ambiguity of thought, and began to experiment with adding mutable liquid variables to the fiery constructs … 
 
    Far too much fun! 
 
    A gentle talon-tapping on the side of her tank startled her. Ochryla! 
 
    The early afternoon must have been utterly brilliant, for she thought she detected a very slight change in her usual pitch darkness. Eagerly, she surfaced. 
 
    Sorry – 
 
    You forgot, little flame? The Dragoness chortled happily, for they both knew why that was. I have positioned the royals the better part of a mile and a quarter away, on the rim wall directly opposite. Ready? 
 
    More than! 
 
    Submerging herself, Auli-Ambar suppressed her disappointment as she saw no change. Capriciousness in her magic should be no surprise. Finding the bulky new minoculars by touch, she fitted them around her breathing apparatus, sucked in twice her usual breath, and flipped open the aperture. 
 
    Light! 
 
    More an amorphous gleam, she said to herself, fussing with Fazshathi’s extensive list of instructions. Touching the magical constructs bound into the instrument with her mind, she amplified the light-gain routines by an order of magnitude, and then another. Warmth bathed her eyes. Now, she fiddled with the optical adjustments which were designed to offer the wide range of calibrations her eyes apparently would not. Back and forth. Narrowing down the parameters. It was painstaking, frustrating work, because when one pushed the theoretical boundaries of physics and instrumentation, there were many factors to take into consideration. The slightest modification of a parameter could have a thousandfold effect. Fazshathi had warned her in no uncertain terms not to use the minoculars to look directly at the suns, for if she succeeded, the power of the instruments might burn holes right through her head! 
 
    Then suddenly, there was a flare and a blur. 
 
    Auli-Ambar bit her lower lip, stifling a crow of delight. Back. Back the tiniest fraction. Back again … and gasp! 
 
    Breathe, gasp, wail in her mind as the image slipped away due to the trembling of her hands! Back – a hint of colour differentiation smeared across her vision, and she was agog! She had names for some of these concepts, like green and grey and yellow, since she had analysed and reanalysed the vision of her mother and the encounters with Fra’anior and Istariela more times than most people or Dragons might consider sane, in preparation for just such a day. 
 
    Pressing the minoculars up against the crysglass, she steadied herself both physically and magically. 
 
    A talon touched her back. 
 
    Ochryla’s mental voice touched her mind, Can you hear me, noble Librarian? 
 
    Sighing, she remembered that the news of her ‘rogue ability’ had somehow leaked around Gi’ishior, at least to some Dragons. Even the most secret reports could be tapped into, it seemed, as the Elders ever vied for supremacy. 
 
    Aye. 
 
    A thought slipped free at how incredible this was, before Ochryla said, My mate prepared a minoculars stand for exactly the reason you both anticipated – the issue of steadiness. Even the slightest trembling around this caldera will throw off an image by many feet, given your extraordinary capabilities. 
 
    Or, her limitations. Even though Ochryla meant well by her positive phrasing, Auli had to bite back a surge of anger. Call a fang a fang. Ugliness was ugliness, as young Master Hua’gon had taught her with an unforgettable clarity of malice. As if she needed another reminder of how difficult it was to keep secrets around this secondary caldera of the great main volcano. 
 
    Returning purposefully to her work, she set down the heavy metal with a muffled clink and felt Ochryla guide her with the tips of her smallest talons to achieve the desired placement. This time, she hung back a tiny bit, not pressing her stony eyes right up against the lenses, but leaving a quarter-inch or so for the magic she wanted to try to apply to herself. A cooling current. Then, she maximised the optical gain, despite the cautioning touch of the draconic mind abutting hers, now. Perhaps it was risky, but – 
 
    Texture! Holy Fra’anior, she saw a gritty grey-black texture flecked with obsidian dust particles, and … a shiny, bright red insectoid creature that wandered into and out of her field of vision before she could quite comprehend – it was a beetle! 
 
    A beetle! 
 
    A great, glutinous globule of joy seemed to coalesce inside the base of her skull, and then with the strangest sense of release, it rocketed skyward at the speed of starlight and detonated somewhere way, way overhead like thunder from the blue, crying: 
 
    O UNBOUNDED BLISS OF ONYX BORN! 
 
    It was not audible thunder, but psychic: not natural, but magical, and it cascaded down upon the Dragons of Gi’ishior in a torrential rain of praise. Confounding. Rapturous. Immense! They knew not whence the mighty roar came, but Auli-Ambar realised belatedly that the signature touch of Istariela was bound up in her oath declaration, for as she watched hungrily, inching the minoculars across a rocky surface to a crack, to the green-brown stem of a vine, all she knew was that the shivers of an overwhelming ecstasy would not stop coursing throughout her body. She rocked upon foetal billows of wonder. Her soul magnified Fra’anior at a pitch never before known to her. 
 
    The blind had sight – where, she knew not, nor which stone upon which Isle she saw, but it was Ochryla who, sensing her response, directed a magnificent, drawn-out bugle of praise to the skies, and in a moment Dragon after Dragon after Dragon began to join her with bugles of different tones and vocal timbres, until the caldera of Gi’ishior resounded from cliff to cliff with the praise songs of jubilant Dragonkind, and the very stones seemed to dance beneath Auli-Ambar’s pool. Her bare feet skidded on the floor as her elation finally triggered muscle spasms. Clutching the instrument with a cry of frustration, she scrambled back into position and saw: 
 
    The supple arch of a dancer’s back, 
 
    Like a heron’s neck bowed over a still pond, 
 
    A waterfall of the finest platinum hair flicked over a child’s shoulder, 
 
    As a spirit extolled the Onyx of Yore. 
 
    A spasm in her hand made the image leap away before it refocused unexpectedly. For a sliver of time, she gazed into a world of smoky green which surrounded a central well of darkness, yet that darkness was like the farthest reaches of space, for within it she beheld swirling motes of starlight that formed a delicate filigree of radiance. For the very first time, Auli-Ambar knew what it was to see into a person’s soul. 
 
    Hualiama’s soul. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “I saw you, o Queen,” Auli-Ambar stammered. “I’m – I’m sorry – I just – you’re beautiful, did you know?” 
 
    “You’re overwrought, petal. Please, sit down. Let me order you a sweet cordial.” 
 
    “I’m floating in a tub on top of a volcano – and, it’s huge! Fra’anior’s name! The Palace has cracks in three crysglass window panels on the upper story, second façade facing North.” 
 
    “Ah – so it does,” spluttered the Queen. “You saw –” 
 
    “Right across the caldera, and it’s awesome!” Auli-Ambar tried to ease her breathing, but the incontrollable wonder kept clamping her lungs like a vice. She wheezed and rasped desperately, hanging off the crysglass rim. “I can’t see down below – but Hualiama, your eyes are full of stars, and did you know how big Dragons – Ochryla isn’t just yellow, she’s like golden sunshine with a hint of azure in the scales of her nostrils and eyes and oh! Fire-eyes! I can’t – Dragon eyes are just – fiery jewels!” 
 
    “Little flame, I have never heard you babble like this,” Qualiana purred right above her, and the huff of her breath made the water splash against Auli’s neck. 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    Strength to thy paw, o Librarian. 
 
    As the solace of healing fire poured into her flesh, the resonant tenor of Grandion came from nearby, “Indeed. I can only imagine, Mamafire, that every concept she thought she knew has been recalibrated by the fires of Fra’anior himself – at least, this Dragon who has never himself been blind, imagines such a psychic upheaval were he to behold the Island-World for the very first time.” 
 
    Auli gasped, Oh, Grandion, thy fires – thou seest more than us all! 
 
    The fledgling appeared to gulp back something he might have said, but his dam encouraged him, Speak, shell-son. What insight would you share? 
 
    Thoughtfully, he purred in his deepening-to-adult voice, Well, it is as if … ah – 
 
    – A hatchling were born, he and Hualiama said at exactly the same time. Auli-Ambar would have gnawed off her arm to see the look the two must have exchanged just then. 
 
    Even more evocatively than before, Grandion seemed to address the Princess as he added, Aye, for having heard his shell-mother’s voice all those months of gestation, that first miracle of sight upon cracking the eggshell – 
 
    – Must infuse every iota of thought with a fiery signature like unto the first blaze of Fra’anior’s creation, the girl agreed in earnest, piping tones. She sounded a thousand years old, like a revered Sazutharr. And then, she burst into peals of childish laughter. Oh, listen to my babbling! Isn’t that just the silliest idea? 
 
    Shyana breathed, No, daughter, it is anything but silly. 
 
    Distinctly, Auli-Ambar heard Grandion think to his shell-mother, This young Princess discerns Fra’anior’s most sacred fires, Mamafire! 
 
    Intriguing, Qualiana purred mentally, before saying aloud, “It is time for the fledgling race, Grandion. We must take our leave, noble Queen and Princess, and noble Dragon Librarian. It has been a great and fiery pleasure speaking of the riches of Fra’anior’s creation with you, and once again, felicitations upon achieving the gift of sight, Auli-Ambar.” 
 
    “I placed a large wager upon your success, noble Grandion the Tourmaline,” she said brightly. “May you fly with the grace and power of Fra’anior himself.” 
 
    He said, “May my endeavour rise as worthy flame to his nostrils, o Dragon Librarian.” 
 
    As the Dragons’ wings wuthered and stirred the winds in parting, Qualiana added privately, That impromptu chorus of worship would not perchance have originated with thee, little flame? 
 
    Call me ‘little fang,’ she zinged back, trying to suppress Istariela’s characteristic chiming as she tickled against her stomach. Rascal! 
 
    I knew it. The Dragoness’ laughter faded into the distance. 
 
    “But you can’t see me now, o Venerable Instructor?” Hualiama almost demanded, clutching her fingers so tightly they hurt. “I’m right in front of you. Look, here’s my tongue. Naah.” 
 
    “Hualiama!” Queen Shyana spluttered. 
 
    “No, petal, my physical limit appears to approximate 6,400 to 7,000 feet, and no closer. I am not very good at following the lay of the Isles, and what sight I possess is most unruly withal, Islands’ sakes! Of your person, I saw smoky green eyes, hair like the whitest gleam of suns-light, and the chin of a cheeky dragonet. Right now – I can feel and hear where you are, but I see nothing at all …” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Aunty Auli,” the Princess said, an artless verbal hug. “But you did see me?” 
 
    “I saw you dancing praise to the Onyx, petal, and I saw the Palace frontage, a seething thunderstorm, Ochryla flying to meet you, and once very indistinctly down into the caldera, before my brain started sizzling in its own juices and gave up – skisss, kaboom!” 
 
    Hualiama giggled, “Ew, disgusting. Is that what too much reading does to a person?” 
 
    “Petal, you’re a cheeky dragonet,” the Queen agreed, “but you are to come with me now. We are supposed to attend the start of the race. King Chalcion has the honour of setting the fledglings off two hours before suns-set.” 
 
    Leaving Auli-Ambar trembling at the edge of her pool, the royals departed with their escort of Royal Elite guards. Hualiama! Likening the flood of new information into her psyche to the fires of Fra’anior’s first creation, confounding the Dragons with her mystical insight and then … what of the inveigling beauty of those motes deep within her eyes? Grandion, too, displayed greater insight than she would have credited to him. Likening her awakening to limited sight to a Dragon hatchling cracking the eggshell! Roaring rajals, what an unforgettable image! Shame flushed her cheeks as she ducked into the coolness. Now, how under the twin suns could she corral her magic into some semblance of consistent behaviour so that she could attempt to watch this race? 
 
    She still had the shakes. Badly. 
 
    If only Arkurion could have celebrated with her! His absence was the only cloud in her skies this day. Praise Fra’anior, she might even learn what skies looked like, now, so she could use the expression without a deep inner pang. 
 
    Pensively, she fiddled with the minoculars. So narrow was her field of vision, even a fractional adjustment seemed to send the image off into dizzying swoops. If she could use Arkurion’s levitation idea and apply it to somehow holding the minoculars in a form of stasis separate from this liquid medium, then … her belly cramped with excitement. Aye! Could this be a key insight she had been missing? 
 
    Being underwater turned her pulse into a great drum, echoing the voice of the Mother Whale. Auli was mid-twizzle making an adjustment when a tired-sounding voice slipped into her mind, The word for a Human who lives underwater is ‘mermaid,’ o child of water and flame. ‘Mere’ is an ancient word for the sea … 
 
    The Mother! Her curiosity ignited at once. Sea? she puzzled. Is that like a big terrace lake? 
 
    Hearken as I instruct thee. 
 
    She learned that her Pykolese mother was nothing like the Merpeople. The Mer had a single tail like a fish. The person she had seen in her vision was bipedal, and Pykolese eyes were vastly different, being a homogenous sapphire colour which lacked pupil or sclera. Merpeople were also physically of greater stature, standing half again as tall as the average Human – larger even than the giants of Jeradia, if the comparative measure was accurate. Just as the Rorqual moved on to the subject of her realm, she vanished! Grit the teeth, relax, smile. Worse than an Enigma! Could one or the other of them be blocking this communication, or must they blame something else that lay between, perhaps the fabled mountains that ringed her Island-World? Could they be rich in meriatonium, a material that resisted or even counteracted magic, and seemed impervious to her every artifice? 
 
    Then, the waters of her pool trembled and she heard a sound that seemed to turn her very bones to water, the massed thundering of over a thousand Dragons of Gi’ishior. The race was on! Of course, to her annoyance, she would see nothing until the fledglings had surmounted the volcanic cone and departed Gi’ishior on a southerly run of 17.1 leagues to the shores of sacred Ha’athior. A Dragon could make battle-speed of up to forty leagues per hour, but that was in a short, flat-out sprint or especially swooping from a height. This event was regarded as a long sprint. The fastest hatchlings ought to reach Ha’athior within the hour mark, but after that the key would be stamina on the return leg. 
 
    Fantastic result. Now she saw nothing at all. 
 
    Oh. Auli-Ambar chortled hollowly inside her mask. Opening the aperture might help. 
 
    Dragons! A heaving mass of backs and tails filled her vision, drawing a burbling gasp from her lips. Gleaming beneath the light of the lowering twin suns, the young Dragons were lithe yet muscular, their wings extended to the three-quarters mark as they reached forward to cup the air with wing struts splayed, flexing, and now slipstreaming back and down toward the body on the downstroke that powered them forward through the air. The return stroke tilted the wing surface to maximise aerodynamic efficiency before a figure-of-eight was completed and the downstroke began again. She observed the flexion of yellow, green, red and blue scales over mounded flight muscles as they seemed to stretch out lightly upon the volcanic thermals, tails and necks elongated, and four paws tucked beneath their bodies. 
 
    Amidst the racing Dragons, close behind the leader’s shoulder, was Grandion the Tourmaline. Oh! He was splendid! Many Dragons extolled his physical beauty, and now she saw for herself the raffish thicket of his skull-spikes that made him look at once sleeker and more predatory than any of his peers, and his body was breathtaking of muscular proportion, as she had always imagined a champion Dragon athlete should appear according to the lore she had studied. In addition, his highly refractive scales threw back multi-hued glints of blue as if he wore a supple coat of tourmaline gemstones for Dragon armour. He shimmered as if imbued with a radiance all his own. 
 
    No wonder Qualiana called him a beautiful beast in private. The effect of watching him fly was so mesmeric, the Dragon Loremaster leaned forward and inadvertently bumped the instrument out of kilter with her forehead. 
 
    No! 
 
    Swooning over a Dragon’s gleaming backside? Istariela’s chimes rang exactly like starlight laughter all around her. Auli blushed so heatedly, she wondered that the water did not start boiling. Stop giggling at me, you rascal. 
 
    The stardrop only laughed louder. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 21: Rainbows over Isles 
 
      
 
    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 affliction of the soul would yield at last, to glory. 
 
    I always assumed the lore was my soul’s light. True, but that was only a facet carved of a greater truth, as if all of my life up to that point, I had been cognizant of but one dimension of a complex, many-splendoured jewel. My initial, tentative explorations revealed a treasure such as I could never have imagined. My rapture was as prismatic rainbows beamed into an atramental abyss. 
 
    Aye. Truly, I have dwelled in darkness and I, even I, have seen the light. I have held and mothered pure starlight. It is beauty incarnate. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Personal Diary, Leaf 1 
 
      
 
    BY THE TIME AULI regained control of the minoculars, she had mentally updated the first leaf of her personal diary with seventeen disparate edits, discovered her artificial teeth were rather sharper than she felt warranted and had proof courtesy of a new hole jabbed through her tongue; she had mentally booted the Mercury Blue in the hindquarters simply because she felt peevish and most assuredly, every arrogant male Dragon deserved such corrective treatment from time to time; she had enjoyed her first exchange with Amaryllion Fireborn since she could remember and come away with nine new ideas to try regarding controlling her wilful sight; her lips had framed a few words that definitely would not be recorded in her personal diary, and suddenly … she gazed at a rainbow. 
 
    Tranquillity incarnate. 
 
    Her every pore inhaled wonder. That such a delicate interplay of colours could exist in four arcs which intersected just to the left-centre of her field of vision, left her breathless. Incredulous. Tingling from her toes right up beneath her scalp. Where did each spectrum even begin or end? The most satisfying aspect of her response to this vision was that she had a functional jaw. It could dangle. Dangle it did, right to the limit, and that struck her as a sensation so fantastical, she laughed and patted Istariela gently with her right hand. 
 
    To think you were born of starlight, my darling petal. It’s just incredible – beyond incredible! I can’t wait to be up here at night. 
 
    The mote jiggled against her belly. 
 
    Then, wary of the westward sweep of her minoculars toward the setting suns’ brilliance, Auli-Ambar searched for the fledgling race. A touch dipped her vision beneath the smoky belly of the storm into the caldera, wreathed in smoke rising from hundreds of fumaroles and oozing cracks in the igneous stone, and then to a broad lake of heaving, spitting crimson lava. Oh! Too close to Gi’ishior, she realised, but further away, a lingering atmospheric haziness made it impossible to discern any details. Delicate pressure swept her out over the Cloudlands beyond the volcano, hiding the world beneath the Isles like a great citrine-tinged blanket, yet beneath it, lay nought but death. No creature had ever travelled below and returned to tell the tale. 
 
    Finding the roots of the rim wall, she hurried her ravenous gaze upward past barren, smouldering clumps of igneous stone to the first trailing ends of vines, withered and yellowing from the intense heat of the active caldera. Now the dense tropical vegetation was changing colour as if by magic, becoming lusher and lusher as it rapidly ate up the grey and black stone. Impressions lodged indelibly in her mind. The tripartite white plumes of a waterfall pouring joyously through a vertical gully fringed with purple-green ferns. A burgundy dragonet barely larger than her hand peeked out from behind a large green fruit, eyes fixed on an iridescent dragonfly. Here was a great spray of mauve, trumpet-shaped flowers, and emerging from one flower that abruptly zoomed in to fill her sight, the head of what must be a large bumblebee, one of seventy-eight different varieties noted in Jazbarki’s Comprehensive Entomology of the Fra’aniorian Cluster, Volume Six, perhaps the lesser banded purple antennae-brush subtype? Here was the departing curl of a brown simian tail, and higher up, she spied a plump lime-green bird with an outrageous yellow tuft upon its head settling herself atop a clutch of five blue-speckled eggs. 
 
    Without warning, her gluttonous gaze surmounted many mounded hills and peaks of greenery flecked with the wild colours of flowers, birds and dragonets, and with an inward cry of delight she soared skyward into an infinity of blue. Purity unbounded. Depthless, without limitation. Her eyes prickled sharply with tears. This was what she had missed all her life? This was the glory of suns-shine over Isles? 
 
    Here, stretched out before her wondering gaze, was the realm of the masters of the air, the place Janzimi the Grey had famously dubbed ‘the freedom of Dragons.’ 
 
    After a fretful search, she was at last able to find the fledglings as they surged around the billowing black flanks of a localised thunderstorm. Grandion was not among them. They must be fifteen leagues distant by now, silhouetted against a volcanic late afternoon sky waxing golden as it mellowed toward suns-set. She was able to observe them clearly despite the ash, smoke and pollens drifting so thickly over the Isles, the air resembled a viscous vermilion-tinged golden soup, a near-comestible spectacle of beauty. 
 
    A mile and more ahead of the pack, she spied an unmistakable tourmaline gleam spearing toward the bulwark of Ha’athior Island, separated from its fellows along the rim wall by great carved gaps through which orange, cooling lava poured out into the Cloudlands, she assumed. Her choice led the race! Did Grandion know he sped toward the hiding place of a primeval presence mightier than him by far, and toward a treasury of lore guarded by a horde of ruthless, ageless Dragon spirits? He could not. The youngster back-winged deftly, his outspread wings overspilling the circle of her sight as she took in the intricate tracery of veins in his sensitive wing membranes, stretched taut between the wing struts. Plucking his boulder off a near-vertical cliff face? Then he leaped out of her vision, starting the return journey. 
 
    Auli-Ambar fretted and sweated as she fine-tuned the optical zoom, struggling to draw back to track his progress. The further she dialled it back, the more her sight seemed wont to misbehave. It shot forward to lock on a coal-black ant crawling down Ha’athior’s flank. How was it even possible to sweat underwater? Yet she was – overheating! 
 
    Tearing her eyes away, she mentally yelled at herself to cool down – whatever that meant. Could it be that the effort of utilising her strangely thick and dense optical nerve bundles was overloading her brain with feedback? Steady, Dragon Librarian. All of this was uncharted territory over the Isles. After a few anxious minutes, she returned to the minoculars, and found herself gazing through a rainbow’s indigo hues … right up Grandion’s left nostril! There were a few bits and pieces lodged up there she had most certainly not needed to know about, first illuminated by swelling yellow flame, and now bubbling, crisping … and fired out toward the voyeur as ash! 
 
    She flinched reflexively. 
 
    With comedic exactitude of timing, her visual circle immediately retreated several hundred feet and settled, perfectly centred on the young Tourmaline. Grandion, approaching the other fledglings who were still headed toward Ha’athior, paused to sneer something that looked a great deal like, Slow-slugs! That was her untutored impression of his body language, the curl of his lip, and the haughty expression in his flaming eyes. 
 
    One of the young Greens, who she realised from his club-footed left hind paw must be Mikazior, rigid with affront, abruptly clipped another Green to his left flank. As if by accident, the pair slewed into the Tourmaline’s path, tangling up his left wing. Before she could so much as gasp, the Dragons clashed and were thundering and snapping at each other; clearly, she marked a Green paw slap Grandion’s wrist quite sharply – and the small boulder he was holding, tumbled free! Flashing fangs and battering wings, several zipping fireballs and the wicked scything of talons turned into a brief snarl of such violence as she had never imagined, not in her most bloodthirsty renditions of the ballads. She had never seen a flank sliced open to the ribcage in the blink of an eye, nor a fount of golden Dragon blood spraying from a puncture wound in a neck. Grandion was wounded! Deeply bitten at the base of the throat! What treachery was this? 
 
    Apparently obeying a command, the fledglings reluctantly gave up the clash and charged on toward Ha’athior, leaving the young Tourmaline sideslipping due to a torn right wing membrane, dazed, checking his paw in patent disbelief. The boulder was gone. She spied a huge Green Elder – Andarraz, perhaps, although she had no idea where he had sprung from – bellowing at the fledglings. Get on with the race! That was the tenor of what she saw. The fury of an Elder was a visceral shock. Mighty gouts of fire spurted from his throat and nostrils, streaming between a thicket of deadly white fangs, while his eyes had taken on a near-feral, crimson-black hue. 
 
    This was what she had braved in the Council? 
 
    Gathering his wings and his wits about him, the young Tourmaline belatedly set out in pursuit of his peers. He needed to fetch another boulder in order to complete the race. 
 
    Auli-Ambar’s heart clogged up somewhere beneath her throat. Not good. Even a Dragon Librarian who had never seen a Dragon fly until this day, had no need of a head stuffed full of scroll lore to tell he was flying awkwardly due to that membrane tear. Over the course of the mile to Ha’athior – she estimated this from their probable speed and time elapsed – he fell over thirty Dragon-lengths behind. 
 
    Unfair! she snarled into the breathing mask. So undeserved! 
 
    As the faraway Tourmaline rooted about quickly in search of another boulder, her indignation forced a snap decision. Forming as narrow a mental focus as she could, she trained her mind upon the image of the young Dragon and whispered to him, Stuff the wound with saporagium moss. Quick. 
 
    His stiff-pawed jolt of disbelief made her snort with laughter. For all intents and purposes, he was hearing a voice from the blue. 
 
    Islands’ greetings, Enigma! 
 
    Moss. Beside your left hind paw! she ordered brusquely. Pack the neck wound tight. It’ll slow the bleeding. 
 
    Grandion scanned his surrounds suspiciously, before doing as he was told. Meantime, she slipped an idea of a modified aerodynamic magical construct into his mind. Ease the flow over your left mid-wing section like this. Compensate from the right, so. 
 
    His fire-orbs bulged as the Dragon inclined his head askance, clearly setting his jaw or grinding his fangs or … well, she was not sure, but she felt he must either be acting stubborn or feeling deeply sceptical about the mysterious voice. This Librarian was insulted! Casting her thoughts upon the winds, she cried: 
 
    Rouse thy soul’s blaze, o proud shell-son of Sapphurion, 
 
    Let strength of Onyx flow to thy wings, 
 
    Ignite thy noble Dragon hearts, o mighty shell-son of Qualiana, 
 
    May those feckless ralti sheep eat the dust of thy wing-roar! 
 
    Fly for Fra’anior’s honour! 
 
    Then, a slow, sly draconic smile curved his lips away from a most handsome and alarming set of needle-sharp fangs. Gazing directly at her, although he could not possibly have seen across the seventeen leagues that separated them, he mouthed, This victory is for thee. 
 
    And the Tourmaline sprang away from the Island with a soundless roar that nonetheless shook Auli-Ambar to her core. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Given the delay of treating his wound and needing to master the aerodynamic changes, Grandion fell over two leagues behind the leaders of the fledgling race before she observed him starting to make up ground. Surely too great a deficit? Yet she knew she must not interfere further. The outworking of draconic honour was a notoriously touchy, oftentimes illogical affair. Nor could she continue to watch the race any longer, thrilling as it was. She had a headache the size of Gi’ishior and fifty thousand new things to think about, besides which, her contrary magic was giving her a slew of decidedly contrarian signals. After resting for a further half-hour in the tank until the crippling pain abated, she finally felt well enough to emerge. 
 
    Ochryla was present and eager to offer updates. Grandion’s been a ways back but he’s catching up fast! Andarraz relayed that there was an accident near Ha’athior that cost the Tourmaline – did you see it? 
 
    I did. How far – 
 
    Still three miles to go, they’re into the final sprint! Are you not able any longer? 
 
    No more today, noble Dragoness. Auli-Ambar sighed, rubbing her tingling eyes carefully. Fazshathi has created a masterwork, however. With his instrumentation, even I enjoy … some sight. My gratitude is unbounded. 
 
    The Dragoness huffed a scalding breath over Auli’s face. I understand. You shall need to offer my mate full report. The fledglings are still offshore but approaching at speed. Grandion is as yet four thousand feet adrift. I fear for his chances, I do. Mikazior and Bazthazior, the Greens, hold a two Dragons’ length lead, with their shell-sister Amgaza the Brown in close third. Then come a fine Dragonwing of fledglings, fourteen who fly neck-and-neck. 
 
    Four thousand feet! It is too much. 
 
    Orienting herself southward by the angle of the setting suns warming her forehead, she forced herself to focus through the pain. Come on, Grandion! 
 
    Tourmaline sparks flashed into her mind. I’m trying my utmost! 
 
    Call to the Onyx! Call – 
 
    I CAN’T! 
 
    Call within! 
 
    Bafflement and fury turned his mind into a seething ball of flame in her perception. Why dishonour my effort, o Librarian? My hearts are true, the race unjustly marred – but I offer no excuse. Leave me be! 
 
    He did not know how to tap into his gift, did he? Auli-Ambar gnawed unhappily upon the inside of her lip. How could she teach a Dragon what she knew not for herself? Searching, yearning, aching at the young Dragon’s proud yet ultimately futile rejoinder, she scoured the lore and found nothing. Surely, if there was mark of Fra’anior’s gifting upon his life, as Inxulia the Hatchling Mother had claimed so lucidly, then there must be some way … some deep magic … singing to herself, she let a ripple of her presence touch Grandion and to seek its goal. 
 
    The answer came like a flash of cool lightning upon the Isle of her understanding. 
 
    She sang: 
 
    Fra’anior lives within thee, o Dragon, 
 
    Who bears the secret name – Alastior! 
 
    O Alastior: Be strong! Be brave! FLY TRUE!! 
 
    Again, the Tourmaline reacted as though painfully stung. How did you … oh, by my wings! The eruption of his battle cry was the belling of thunder from afar, yet it shook the stones beneath her feet, I AM GRANDION!! 
 
    She shuddered at the subliminal masked truth-indicator hidden within that cry: I AM ALASTIOR! 
 
    How had she known? 
 
    Ochryla blurted out, By my wings, here he comes! A surge of flight, to Fra’anior’s own fires be true! Has the Tourmaline been holding back his true strength until the last? They cross Gi’ishior’s shores – Grandion’s flight thunders across the face of Iridith – he’s two thousand feet behind, overhauling the Dragonwing as if they’re standing still! Never in my days beneath the suns have I seen such acceleration, such grace – one thousand feet! He carves the suns-beams! He shines! But can he make the final turn? Has he left his assault too late? 
 
    By a rising thunder around the caldera, Auli-Ambar realised at there were many Dragons watching from the rim wall, while others waited below for the exact end of the race, at the shores of the inner lake beside the landing stage. The bedlam made her lose track of the Tourmaline’s aural signature, but Ochryla the Yellow was more than willing to describe the blow-by-blow action as the three leaders and Grandion, practically breathing on their tails, screamed in from a height calculated to allow them to make the sharp turn and drop into the relatively narrow volcanic pipe, which was said to be lined not only with the many levels of Dragon roosts, but great spars of gemstones. Auli wondered if she might see it from a pool suspended a mile or two above the volcano …  
 
    Wheee-whap! Wham! Wheee-whap … brroooaamm! 
 
    She cried out with delight as a wing-storm buffeted her hair and ears, for the forces such speed generated were many times the ordinary gravitation of her Island-World. An enormous bellow of excitement almost drowned out Ochryla’s commentary as she yelled: 
 
    They plummet for the bottom – muzzle to muzzle – it’s a fight between who will air brake first – a battle of wills! Who will crack? Grandion’s taken half a muzzle’s lead, and he’s – 
 
    GRRRAABOOOM!! 
 
    Distinctly, she heard the detonations of several rapid-fire impacts against the lake surface. 
 
    What a race! Ochryla thundered. 
 
    Who – 
 
    Grandion! Has to be! He went in first, and deepest – King Chalcion is soaked and looks miserable! The young Princess Hualiama is dancing down there, and the Queen – it seems Qualiana shielded her from the tidal wave. What a race! 
 
    After a second, the massed Dragons began thundering in chorus: 
 
    GRAN-DI-ON! GRAN-DI-ON! GRAN-DI-ON! 
 
    A flurry of shooting electric thrills threatened to lift Auli’s scalp off her head. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Dragon Librarian – OPEN UP! 
 
    Auli-Ambar jumped as the impact of a huge paw threatened to part her office door from its frame with prejudicial effect. Archival ink slopped across the scrolleaf she had been working on, but thankfully quick reflexes whipped a rare scroll away from beside her right elbow. No harm done, her palms informed her. 
 
    Come in – she might as well not have bothered. Judging by his acrid scent, rapid heavy tread and the assault on her door, Sapphurion was in a beastly mood. Here was the lighter tread of Grandion, and a lither susurrus of scales that belonged to Qualiana, audibly bubbling in her fire stomach. 
 
    Standing, she bowed swiftly. Noble Dragons, how may I serve you at this late hour? 
 
    You may explain Grandion’s dishonour! You helped him during the race? Sapphurion spat, without pausing for pleasantries. 
 
    I – 
 
    Tell me you didn’t help him. If what he says is true he shall have no choice but to forfeit the win. 
 
    Deep breath. Noble Sapphurion, please listen – 
 
    No need to explain, noble Dragon Librarian! he snarled with the utmost sarcasm, apparently drawing his conclusion from her inadvertently apologetic tone. This is unconscionable behaviour! You have sullied his name and legacy forever by your crass, ill-advised intervention. 
 
    Had she been able to see, she would have known herself overshadowed by a fully grown adult male Dragon who measured twenty-five feet tall at the shoulder, and weighed upward of fifty tonnes of bone and muscle, all of it replete with fire and magic and a quick temper. The heat of his furious presence beat against her uncovered face, and stoked every inferno that had ever haunted her flesh, cancerous or not. She had to lock her knees to keep from bolting. 
 
    What do you have to say for yourself, little flame? Qualiana put in, and the glut of acidic reproach in her voice was unbearable. 
 
    He … told you everything? 
 
    Everything! Sapphurion snarled. All was corroborated by Andarraz – the accidental scuffle, the wound and my shell-son’s inexplicable ability to, whilst sore wounded in wing and throat, make up two leagues in a seventeen league sprint against the finest fledgling class in decades! What say you to this? 
 
    Grandion put in meekly, I didn’t want to – 
 
    SILENCE! his shell-father thundered, shaking scrolls out of their racks for caverns about. 
 
    She began softly, If I did any wrong – 
 
    I’ve heard enough! Sapphurion, almost beside himself, must have tilted his muzzle aside to spare her a blast of flame. This was ill done by my Dragon Librarian. It does not behove you, of all people most draconic, to denigrate my honour in this fashion. I … trusted you, o flame of my flame. As if expressing the leaden beating of her heart, his heavy tread began to scrape away. I thought I knew the whiteness of your fires. How wrong I was. 
 
    No! She felt sick. How could he make this accusation? 
 
    If you trust me, then hear me. For a moment, Auli-Ambar did not know who had spoken. Then, she stiffened her spine, and added, Noble Dragons, hear my sworn witness of what I saw! 
 
    No request did she make. This was a pure, heated draconic demand for justice. 
 
    What you … saw? Qualiana fluted in puzzlement. 
 
    I was watching from the rim wall. Grandion’s dropping the boulder was no accident. 
 
    WHAT? Clearly caught flat-pawed, the huge Dragon Elder must have whirled to stare at her, because his neck vertebrae popped sharply even as his tail demolished what sounded like a scroll rack standing near the hearth. It was not an accident? 
 
    While she was trying to catch her breath, all three Dragons pressed close, not exactly helping by stertorously snorting acrid air around her head as they demanded explanations. At last, she was able to compose her thoughts and say, I believe I did right because Grandion was ambushed, and all that followed was his effort, not mine. I supplied not one particle of breath, magic or effort in aid of his victory. And she told them steadily about the clash, the cunning Green paw that had dislodged the boulder, and the exact wording of her advice to him – at which Grandion chortled: 
 
    I thought I heard the very voice of Fra’anior, only, embodied as a Dragoness sweet and fiery! I could not fathom where you might have been hiding. 
 
    Qualiana put in, You possess the mental power to speak right across the caldera, Auli-Ambar? 
 
    Sapphurion said, Well may this be, but then explain to me that final surge of strength you were able to find, shell-son? That perplexes my fires. From whence rose such power? 
 
    And their shell-son said, a touch unfortunately, Aye, noble Librarian. How did you do that? 
 
    This particular silence could have sparked a bonfire in its own right. Auli-Ambar did not want to speak of the secret name of a Dragon, but neither could she remain silent for fear of further affronting Sapphurion and Qualiana. 
 
    At last, she breathed, By calling upon his soul-name, I bade him – 
 
    His soul-name? Sapphurion and Qualiana gasped as one. The Dragoness added, Shell-son, do you even know your soul-name, your secret name? This is … every Dragon must tread charily around the sacred lore, Auli-Ambar! We cannot let this be known. How did you – she bit off her words, aware as they all were of the implication that Grandion had shared his secret name first with a Human, rather than his shell-parents. 
 
    Could she put no foot right this day? 
 
    At length, the Tourmaline fledgling said, I know my soul-name, for it was given me by Fra’anior. It only awaited revelation, in the justice-brought-to-fruition I sensed from the Dragon Librarian in that instant … and yet, how is this possible? 
 
    I saw rainbows today. 
 
    Suddenly, she was fighting not to weep. 
 
    Before the Dragons could speak, she stumbled on, By Fra’anior’s grace alone, today I saw rainbows and textures and skies vast beyond telling. I saw ants and flowers and vines and Dragons fighting and I saw the joy of wings beating back the very suns-beams in their glory, and I saw some fledgling Dragons resplendent with the delight of Fra’anior and some as treacherous as Dramagon in his prime. I saw people, o Sapphurion – people walking flower-lined streets! And then I saw the soul of a young Dragon, majestic and white-fires true, and I knew it was my task to reveal to him the heritage of Onyx that flowed in his veins, for … I … am … Enigma! 
 
    Beguilingly soft as her declaration was, it silenced the draconic trio save for the shocked inhalation of Grandion’s breath. He knew the import of such a declaration. He must wonder how any Human could say such a thing – how any creature could live up to such an inexplicable heritage as was slowly being revealed in the flight of her life. Suddenly, Auli was wracked with fear for the future. What did all this mean? What was she meant to do, to become? Why had a great Onyx talon touched her life in such a way, and made her suffer so greatly? 
 
    She touched the corners of her eyes, knowing they must be shedding sapphire tears, aware that this display of emotion must communicate as weakness to the Dragonkind. 
 
    At last, if only to break the terrible silence, she said, I might be a flawed vessel – 
 
    A talon stroked her back, and she realised that Qualiana sought to comfort her, whispering, No, precious flame. It is not so. 
 
    Auli whispered, But perhaps, some things are for an Enigma alone to see. I cannot say why this is, but it is. 
 
    Grandion said, The truth is, you alone saw my inmost identity – Alastior! 
 
    Alastior burn bright! his shell father echoed. 
 
    Even more quietly, Qualiana said, By my wings, I burn with fresh understanding. I give thee a Word, Auli-Ambar: ‘Who but an Enigma can see the unseeable?’ 
 
    An irresistible coolness of fire settled in her psyche. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Enigma. She alone who existed to see the unseeable. Long did Auli-Ambar ponder the truth of Qualiana the Red’s extraordinary insight. At one level, it was a perfect encapsulation of draconic philosophy – a neat juxtaposition of conflicting ideas that thereby expressed a deep truth. But truth it was. She came to realise that she never had been truly sightless, for a broader definition was required to express the many ways in which people observed and interacted with their environment. The eyes were merely one instrument, one means of achieving physical sight, and sight itself illumed the world in but one, limited way. Had she always assumed limitation when indeed, it was not as she thought? 
 
    Her fingers had been her sight. Her nose. Her mind and her imagination. There was inner sight, or one’s own way of seeing the world, and insight, a way of seeing through problems, for example, and gleaning wisdom from knowledge, experience and interacting with others. 
 
    Yet how did one traverse the veils of existence searching for unseeable things to see? 
 
    Would those mysteries ambush her, or creep subtly upon her awareness like the other day, when she had observed a mother dragonet teaching her newborn how to hunt a dragonfly? 
 
    Would she need to pursue them, as she realised now she must pursue the Mercury Blue? 
 
    He was an enigma, too. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Through the inclement storm season and into the dry spell that followed, Auli-Ambar worked diligently on her Library, driving her Researchers and any other Dragons she could co-opt into her programs so fiercely that no other than Gemugaz the Dragon Elder said during one Council meeting, after she made her detailed report: 
 
    Little flame, big boot. That’s what the Dragons call you now, noble Librarian! 
 
    Thunderous roars of laughter! 
 
    Auli-Ambar inclined her head politely. To which I say: if you can’t stand the heat, don’t juggle fireballs. 
 
    The Elders chuckled appreciatively as she modified the Isles proverb on the fly. 
 
    A true word, o Loremaster and Librarian, Gemugaz the Green continued. By which I mean to suggest, the Council should approve your travel plans for Tanstoy, forthwith – not least to give a few slap-pawed weaklings a rest! 
 
    Odd. Support from the Green Elder? 
 
    Agreement was quick to follow. Since her discovery of sight, Auli-Ambar’s general condition had begun to deteriorate more rapidly, as if the precious gift had somehow brought the war within her person to a new nadir. This day, she had finally given in to the indignity – she felt – of using a wheelchair to reach the Council Hall, since her aching knees and hip sockets flatly refused to function. Aye, it was time. Irascibly, she considered inviting the Elders to an underwater meeting in the lake just outside. Dragons were good swimmers, but water was far from their natural element. Apart from boiling their massive backsides in the hottest hot springs they could find, or fishing for a tasty snack, they tended to avoid the medium on the whole. 
 
    Cunning Sapphurion had never raised the issue of the Green fledglings’ blundering attack on his offspring, judging the politics of colourism too hot for the moment, but now the Green Elder seemed to be gathering power to himself – 
 
    Dragon Elders! A report! This was the voice of Xardiora, a messenger Dragoness for the Council. Xa’an Ta’afaya approaches – running! 
 
    That was unusual. Since his torture at the paw of Razzior the Orange, her Dad’s legs had not been in the best shape. For him to be running was a serious matter. 
 
    Tap, tap, went his cane, keeping time with the boots. 
 
    “Auli-Ambar! Help!” 
 
    His voice sounded strangled! “Dad, o Dad – eee!” 
 
    Auli yelped as she leaped out of her wheelchair, only to collapse into Sapphurion’s forepaw as he must have lunged to catch her – hearing at the same time Qualiana call, The scroll’s strangling him! – and then they were pounding toward the fresher air curling in between the huge doors. The horrible choking sounds she heard sparked wild panic in her breast. She was quick to reach out even as Sapphurion began to issue vocal instructions, and then something leaped for her throat, too! An icy coil slipped vine-like about her neck, but the heat of a Dragon’s talon slid through her hair at exactly the same time. 
 
    Snick. The entangling coils fell loose. 
 
    What foul magic is this? Sapphurion growled. I sliced – here it comes again! Vicious … thing! A botanical corruption? 
 
    The huge body holding her jerked as he clearly fought off an attacker. 
 
    Finding the scroll clutched in her father’s hands by sheer luck, Auli-Ambar threw her mind at the magic contained therein, and gasped. The bitter, oily sense of the scroll-wards reminded her lucidly of ruzal, the tainted magic in that book she had hidden in the Sacred Library. Exactly! It was ruzal, this filth, this ghastly contamination, and it poured forth with a sense of animate purpose, lashing out at the fire-magic all around … of course. Softly, she sang a brief, awkward verse about unbinding and cleansing – she had to fight on as her father choked helplessly right beside her and even Sapphurion was momentarily bound up in the strange coils, before suddenly her magic prevailed and she was diving for the remnant of the scroll. 
 
    Even ashes might be read. 
 
    Released, her father took a rasping breath, and another. His hand found her knee, and he croaked, “Thank you. Almost had your old man, that one.” 
 
    What was it? Sapphurion demanded. 
 
    Ruzal, Auli said before thinking the better of identifying the magic. 
 
    Ruzal? Haaja the Yellow hissed at once. The magic of the East, said to be the breath of Dramagon’s very soul? 
 
    One and the same, she replied directly. It is a vile, parasitic manifestation of our fire-magic, noble Dragoness, and as you can see, lethally dangerous. 
 
    It is as Yulgaz the Brown and Razzior the Orange warned us, Andarraz put in smoothly, taking Auli-Ambar directly back to a painful episode which also had never been mentioned again. Their actions, despite their apparent brutality, had been praised as protecting draconic interests – at her cost. Whence came this scroll, noble Xa’an? 
 
    From the Dragon Roosts of Merxx, I am told, he replied. I did nothing to trigger – 
 
    It was protected by a complex, timed self-destruct ward, Auli told him. Are you alright, Dad? 
 
    Sore throat. Nothing a few days’ rest won’t fix. When had her father’s Dragonish become so fluent, she wondered absently? Had he been taking language classes to aid his work? 
 
    I’ll examine him, Qualiana put in. And thou, noble lord of my hearts’ whitest flame. I want to satisfy myself that all trace of this foulness is now null and void. 
 
    Andarraz agreed, A wise move. Our esteemed leader must be freed from all taint. Auli almost choked at the potential implications of that statement! The ever-wily Green continued with what she felt was a falsity of respect, O Dragon Librarian, what report from Merxx? Were you able to rescue any word from this scroll steeped in Dramagon’s filth? 
 
    Several words, she said, gripping his paw as Sapphurion solicitously returned her to the wheelchair. First-talon, the Breaker of Fra’anior is called to a meeting at a place called the Icerocs’ Lair, time unspecified. Second-talon, the Greens and Browns of Merxx have flown forth in power to treat with those they call the Giant Cabal of the East. 
 
    Open rebellion, Tarbazzan the Brown and Zulior, Qualiana’s shell-brother, snarled in tandem. 
 
    Rebellion by wing and talon, indeed. Our Eastern wing-brothers will require our assistance to counter this growing threat, Sapphurion noted, as had already been discussed numerous times in the Council that she was aware of. Was there more? 
 
    Only a disconnected reference to the Kingdom of Kaolili, she said regretfully. Further detail had been burned away. 
 
    Of course, this reference to the most powerful and extensive Kingdom in the East set off a brief but intense debate. Kaolili were no friends of the Dragonkind, but neither were they outright enemies. It seemed that factions of Humans from Merxx and Franx, and also from within Kaolili itself, sought to sway the King to favour one or another bloc – of which there appeared to be a half-dozen or so competing, ever-shifting interests. Eastern politics were every bit as internecine as the political power plays beloved of the Dragonkind. But this mention of the Giants – it was not the first such reference she had noted, but to discern a recognizable pattern so far had eluded the Dragon Elders. 
 
    Meantime, Auli-Ambar quickly updated her Scrolls of Fire with her personal form of summary notes, that later would form spiderweb connections with her greater body of stored mental lore: 
 
    New Entry: Ruzal > Child of the Dragon > Links: East, Giants, ruzal magic > Reference: Dramagon’s purported southern experimental laboratory > Investigate: Tainted or corrupted forms of draconic magic > Investigate: Living soul remnant > Review: Legend of the Lost Isles > Read: Kaolili historic interactions with Dragonkind > Question: where or how did the Eastern Dragon variant of four wings arise? 
 
    Predictably, Sapphurion soon called the debate to a close, saying, Once more, we must fly East, my wing-brothers and sisters. Who will lead this venture? 
 
    I will, said Tarbazzan the Brown, and it was agreed upon. 
 
    The Merxxian Dragons must be dealt with. They had been warned often enough. This time, censure would be delivered by fang, talon and fireball if necessary. That was the authority the Council gave over to Tarbazzan. 
 
    Then, as the meeting was breaking up, the Sapphire Elder said, By my fires, I believe it behoves this Council to re-examine the issue of ruzal in more detail. I scent a vector of threat and I mislike the skill that constructed a warded scroll with such lethal cunning. Andarraz, instruct Razzior and Yulgaz to resume their investigations into the prophecy that links the Child of the Dragon with ruzal, with all zeal. Even as her pique rose, he added, Noble Librarian, you will review all the lore we still possess on the subject and prepare a briefing for this Council. Include in that briefing an analysis of all the prophecies spoken by Ianthine the Draco-Mystic. Somewhere in that body of lore must be a clue. I expect you to sniff it out. 
 
    Such as that she already knew the exact object of that reference, and feared for the child’s life? What if all that beauty and goodness in Hualiama concealed a dreadful threat? Could she have done wrong? Was there a present danger to Istariela in what she saw as a beautiful, budding relationship? Perhaps. She must still work out how to return the Star Dragoness to the time of her birth, unknowable thousands of years in the past. Whom could she ask for a precise date … Fra’anior himself? Or Amaryllion? Quick as a flash, a plan crystallised in her mind. 
 
    Auli nodded. I shall – 
 
    He interrupted, Little flame, you shall work with Andarraz and Razzior to identify and neutralise this threat. Do we understand each other? 
 
    Rarely had she been more stunned by a twist of draconic logic. Never had she understood a Dragon’s mind less. Whatever did Sapphurion purpose by forcing her to work closely with her archenemy, save to make her want to throw up on the spot? Or did he want her to keep an eye – as cruel a joke as it was on too many levels – upon what that clutch of scaly hoodlums were up to? No doubt Ra’aba would show his ugly countenance soon enough. He loved to slither around the Isles, spreading the slime of his evil. 
 
    Aye, and she would have to investigate her own crime, in all its rich irony. 
 
    This was not rainbows over Isles. This was horror. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 22: Scaly Underbelly 
 
      
 
    AULI-AMBAR FOUND the royal mischief of Fra’anior pottering about in a workshop at the periphery of the Palace grounds. “Islands’ greetings, petal. What are you –” 
 
    “Aunty Auli!” 
 
    Well, it was hard to argue with a vehement Hualiama greeting, even when she smelled of grease and her pristine white dress was no doubt earning a few sooty smudges. Auli-Ambar grimaced despite her better intentions as she braced herself using the canes. 
 
    Hey, secret star, the girl whispered, touching Auli’s stomach. 
 
    Tinkle! 
 
    Little Lia’s eyes must have popped, because she gave a soft gasp. Rainbows to you too! 
 
    “Island Standard please, dear petal.” 
 
    “No guards about.” 
 
    “What’s the matter with your right shoulder?” 
 
    Lia – that was what they called her in the Palace these days, or the fond ‘little Lia’ accorded her due to her diminutive stature, by Fra’aniorian standards at least – gave that a fine rrr! with her tongue. “Look here. I’m building my own solo Dragonship, see? We found enough salvage down at the shipyards to make a good start, but I am still missing some parts – did you bring me those manuals I requested? Aye?” 
 
    “A whole cartload of scrolls awaits in your chambers –” 
 
    “You’re the best! Sorry. Need to remember to hug you less hard,” prattled the girl. “How’s all your tricky magic? Come on, I need to tell you all about this project. First-talon, I want to modify the sails because I think the standard designs are less efficient than they could be. Would you take a look at the designs with me?” 
 
    This was a ten year-old girl, Auli had to remind herself, as Hualiama enthusiastically began to expound on the details of aileron design, a sail’s angle of attack to the wind, materials choice and balloon lifting power calculations. She knew her subject matter! The only reason a Librarian could keep up, was because she had done meticulous homework in preparation for this stop. The Palace spies kept her informed of Hualiama’s progress in academics, music, weapons craft and engineering. Apparently the words ‘no’ or ‘cannot’ did not feature in her vocabulary – plus, her precocious intelligence came coupled with an indomitable will. The Palace tutors had been known to mutter exasperated but admiring words about this quality almost on a daily basis. 
 
    Checking the design scrolls with her hands, Auli was able to identify two errors and a couple of potential improvements, but truly, Hualiama had thought it through with her characteristic well-whetted attention to detail. 
 
    Like Instructor, like Princess! 
 
    The similarities made her chuckle privately. 
 
    But after a most enjoyable hour, as Hualiama walked and Auli struggled with the help of her canes back to the Palace for the larger music class Auli was to deliver, Hualiama said, “I won’t see you for a long while again, will I?” 
 
    “No, petal. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Does it hurt a lot?” When she made to demur, the girl chuckled musically and squeezed her hand. “Of course it does. You are far more venerable than any – well, how old are you? Five thousand? Six?” 
 
    “No! Nigh twenty-four.” 
 
    “Five thousand and twenty-four? Ooh, you’re ancient! No wonder you’re totally decrepit. I’ll miss you. I shall beseech the Onyx for your safety for this trip.” 
 
    Despite the fragrant warmth of the afternoon, Auli shivered lightly. “Why do you say that?” 
 
    Lia whispered, “Father beat me yesterday. He threw me across the room by my arm, which is why my shoulder is sore. Then, he hit me with the scabbard of his sword. You can’t see it, but –” she raised Auli’s hand to the left corner of her lip “– feel this scab here? And the bruise?” 
 
    “Aye. I had an uncle who used to hit me like that.” 
 
    “You did?” 
 
    Astonishment, empathy, fury – the girl’s response fairly took her breath away. After a pause of painful recollection, she said quietly, “He was my carer until Master Chamzu came to take me away to the Halls of the Dragons. That was when I was eight years old.” 
 
    “What did he … do?” 
 
    “He would shout, ‘Useless blind girl!’ Swish-crack!” She made the sound of a whip. “ ‘Unfortunate child! Wretched fool!’ He beat me with a whip or a belt whenever I made a mistake, which was often, because I was blind, and clumsy. He made me feel so … so small.” 
 
    Realising she had revealed more than she intended, Auli schooled her tongue to silence. How could a memory still pierce like a dagger to the gut? 
 
    The small fingers were gripping her right hand so hard, it hurt. Hualiama seemed to cherish the contact. Reaching across her body to caress the girl’s cheek with her other hand, she said, “I’m so sorry.” Sorry for placing her here at the Palace. Sorry for Chalcion’s uncontrollable anger. His cruelty. But what could she do about it now? Any wrong move might expose her to Razzior, Ra’aba, and the wrath of the Dragons … sorry was far too small a word for the aches that wracked her heart. Yet it was all she had, and this shared pain felt utterly, hopelessly immedicable. “I’m sorry, Hualiama.” 
 
    “Me too. It’s better he beats me than Mother.” 
 
    “I – oh, petal!” 
 
    Steadily, the girl confided, “He said he would go for her. He promised he’d hurt her. So I set myself between them. I said, ‘If you want to hit anyone, hit me.’ Father does not like being challenged. That’s what Mom said afterward, when they were putting my arm back in the socket.” Auli hissed furiously. “Don’t worry about me. I’d do it all over again, Fra’anior’s oath!” 
 
    “You would?” 
 
    “I love Mother more than anything. Isn’t this what love does, Aunty Auli?” 
 
    Suddenly she was the one kneeling, weeping upon a child’s shoulder with a raw violence that appalled her. Her heart was a cracked Island. No child should have to suffer this! Hualiama held her close, her gorgeous, silken waist-length hair incongruously smelling of engine grease and lilies. 
 
    After a long time, the girl whispered, “Even when your every Isle is shaken, Aunty Auli, you’ve no need to be afraid. I know both of our fates are clasped in one great paw. He hears. He knows our pain.” 
 
    Her childlike faith pierced deep. Did he? Did he truly hear? She wanted to weep, to scream, to somehow know that there would come a day when justice would rage beneath the suns, and truth would roll forth like Fra’anior’s own thunder quaking the Isles. When men like Chalcion, Ra’aba and Mi’elgan seemed so unconstrained in their evil, and Dragons like Andarraz and Razzior plotted against peace – where was the paw of the Great Onyx then? When the pain of ossi-magriophagic cancer burned within her from day to month to year, unrelenting, wearing her so thin that it seemed the merest zephyr should blow her free of the shores of life’s Isle … what was she to conclude? What was the purpose in suffering? Life was neither fair nor discriminating. How did one make sense of it all? 
 
    Was evil fated to win the day? 
 
    If only she could have half of this young girl’s courage! She was truly extraordinary, like a living, breathing source of light to her Island-World. 
 
    Auli breathed into Hualiama’s ear: 
 
    May the songs of stars watch over all thy days, 
 
    Thy shield and bulwark be against all woe, 
 
    O Child of the Dragon. 
 
    The girl chortled, “You’re so funny, Aunty Auli. I do have a real mother and father somewhere upon the Isles, you know. One day, I will find them.” 
 
    Auli chewed upon her tongue until it bled. Whatever had possessed her to speak such a foolish, dangerous blessing over her? Or, could she have misunderstood completely, and was contrariwise to deduce that the phrase referred to a most inscrutable gifting of Fra’anior upon her life? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ascending from Fra’anior upon a sweltering thermal three mornings later, delay courtesy of an unexpected visit from her father – provoking strident protests from Chalcion’s administration – Auli considered how life juxtaposed oddities in the most unexpected ways. She had her favourite Dragonship crew for the journey, Captain Adorable and his merry band of Cloudlands pirates, but was forced to share cabin space with a quartet of malodorous Sylakian barbarians, who reeked of their preferred wares, tanned leathers and furs. They ate piles of stinking offal, drank ale like thirsty Dragons from suns-up onward and casually emptied their stomachs and bladders over the guardrail in preparation for further rounds of drinking and carousing. 
 
    She was developing a healthy loathing for Sylakian culture. 
 
    In an attempt to narrow down the movements of potential Talons, Xa’an had been cultivating a network of informants across the Isles. Expressly contrary to Sapphurion’s wishes, they had also been reporting on the movements of Dragons known or suspected to oppose Gi’ishior’s rule, those who espoused particularly strong adraconistic views, or associated themselves with a certain Orange Dragon both she and her father had reason to despise. As she perused the reports, one name had immediately leaped out to her – Jankazzor the Green, called the Assassin of Mejia. Among the more hidebound of the Dragonkind, the Mejian Dragons held the distinction of a reputation recently described on a report Auli had seen as ‘Dramagon lovers: the cruellest, most atrocious, inveterately bloodthirsty feral-heads of all.’ Nothing she had heard about Mejia was good, and some of it was downright profane or traumatic. They specialised in murdering other Dragons, first-talon, and the rumours of their foul appetites and daimonic practises only dived sharply into the Cloudlands thereafter. 
 
    Even Andarraz, Tarbazzan and Gemugaz spat dark-fires at the mention of Mejia, and they were not exactly shrinking little fireflowers, as far as Dragons went. 
 
    The ninety-foot thug Jankazzor the Green had somehow contrived to escape the slaughter of the pirate cabal he had led at Yelegoy Island all those years ago. Three weeks before her trip, he had arrived at Yorbik ostensibly to trade for pure gold – but mighty Yorbik was also the suspected headquarters of the Talons. And now but a day before her departure, he had been spotted winging back south in the dead of night, clearly seeking to avoid observation. 
 
    How did they identify him? By his unusually long, cruelly curved talons, with which he was said to disembowel his hapless victims, carve out their still-beating hearts, and consume them in the belief he could thereby cannibalise their magical or even spiritual powers. 
 
    Clearly, his was a character majoring on charm. 
 
    Auli-Ambar refiled his name under a list of Dragons she never wanted to meet, and climbed the balloon to sit Watch with Mi’ikaran and Izaru. Not that she could watch unless she mastered the trick of keeping her head dunked in a crysglass bucket without all the water pouring out, but she wanted to practice her Dragon-tracking techniques thanks to inputs gleaned from Amaryllion’s ancient lore which described the auroral soul-signatures of Dragons. 
 
    New Entry: Aura, auroral > … she paused to laugh at herself, and quietly rattled through sixty-three questions and clarifications she could think of off the top of her head, starting with, Question: What if Humans have an aura just like Dragons? 
 
    “Couldn’t stand the stink below?” Mi’ikaran grunted. 
 
    If a Dragon’s soul was fire and the signature of fire could be tracked magically, what of a Human’s soul? Why was she even considering tracking souls around the Island-World? 
 
    “The air’s definitely fresher than the inside of a Sylakian boot up here,” she responded, monkey-crawling her way along the netting toward the bow. 
 
    “Just wait until you catch a whiff of their new sewer system,” he advised. “I honestly thought the idea was to move the stuff away from the new parts of the city, not to store it beneath every house and building. You’d think they use it for decoration.” 
 
    “Design issues,” Izaru put in with a wicked chortle. 
 
    As another lewd chorus roared briefly below, her husband snorted, “Couldn’t imagine the engineers might have been drunk when they planned the system, y’think?” 
 
    “Aye, when they build, everyone mucks in,” Auli-Ambar chortled. 
 
    Mercy, even a serious-minded Dragon Librarian could be moved to the odd uncouth pun. She felt positively wicked! Settling herself down on the soft balloon sack with the suns’ first light warming her left cheek, she chatted at length to Izaru about the honour-bound, highly stratified Eastern society and their attitudes towards Dragons. The East was a sweeping archipelago of Islands so vast that it had never been mapped in its entirety, ranging from desert Isles in the centre at the latitude of The Spits, to fertile, garden-like Islands in the northerly climes and the great bamboo and grass-forest Islands that dominated the South. Indeed, so vast was the geographical area, even Dramagon himself had been alleged to hide there. 
 
    Not enough serious scholarship had been conducted regarding the East, resulting in great gaps of historical, cultural, geographical and scientific knowledge. With war brewing between the Dragons themselves, and also between Dragons and Humans, the time did not seem ripe to send forth her Roving Researchers. This brought her to rechecking arrangements for the months she would be separated from the job that was everything to her. She fretted over the operations of her Dragon Library. Would the work continue to her standards? What of the alliance with the warrior-monks, which had been progressing so well? It was so hard to leave, to give in to the frailty of her flesh and go seek treatment one more time. She still had nightmares about what she had endured at Tanstoy. 
 
    Dropping off the permanently inebriated traders at Sylakia, to everyone’s relief, the Dragonship forged southerly on a course that included multiple stops where her skills could be put to use. Quick, scheduled stops. She wasted no hour; nor would her ailing body allow her to. A barrel in the hold stores was set aside for her for immersion purposes, but strangely, after she had a waking dream of Arkurion begging for her aid, it sprang a leak and the crew found it dry the following day. 
 
    She found traces of the Talons’ work, but nothing substantive. 
 
    By the time they were halfway down the Crescent Isles, Auli was in a miserable state and that was when Captain Ya’adoran said, “We will stop near your Pygmy village. We took on water there before and I memorised the location.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar, abed, scratched her tattooed calf and wondered if she could not sense a kind of … tingling, a homecoming, implicit in the sensation. “Won’t it be dangerous, Captain?” 
 
    “The Pygmies will find us, aye. But they know you.” 
 
    One would not want to argue the toss at the wrong end of a poisoned arrow, say. Nor would anyone suggest that they did not want to drink water someone had been sleeping in. 
 
    Auli touched her aching ears. “The other issue is the incoming storm, correct?” 
 
    “Indeed,” said he. “I wasn’t aware you possessed a weather sense, noble Librarian?” 
 
    He had only forgotten, she thought, with a terrible pang. The disremembrance magic had been dormant for so long now, she had almost forgotten its existence. If she was able to discover to when she should return Istariela, and succeed in that improbable adventure, would that not release the full power of her affliction once more? Or put another way, was this a normal slip of memory, or was it magical? Auli-Ambar did not know. She did not seem to forget anything. She could not recall ever forgetting the smallest details once committed to memory, but her mind was becoming ever more cluttered, making it of increasing importance to stick to a clear, systematic approach so that she could quickly retrieve what she wanted. 
 
    What would it be like to forget something? Was this yet another way in which her freakish mind forced her to live in the past, in memories and worlds of lore, to endlessly wander great, trackless halls of knowledge in search of what, she knew not? Dragons and Humans, friends and colleagues alike, already thought her head firmly up there in the clouds, somewhere. 
 
    Bucking and swaying as the fresh breeze picked up, the Dragonship set full sail on its southerly course and made a dash for the Isle of the Pygmies. The Captain was a vastly experienced hand, and his knowledge of his crew’s and ship’s capabilities, matchless. Auli-Ambar thrilled to the fresh zing of petrichor in the air. How unexpectedly invigorating! The turbulent breeze conveyed with it a faint, exotic redolence from afar, perhaps even the scent of the Eastern Isles, and she searched her senses eagerly for even the minutest detail she could glean. She smelled lilies and cardamom, peppery taragu, a dash of tamarind, and a slightly acrid, peaty note afterward. Here was the deeper, mouldier scent of Cloudlands gases churned up by the advancing storm. 
 
    How odd. Hid beneath that tang was a different sense, a kind of magical scent, if she could call it that, which hinted at unsuspected qualities in the depths. First-talon, the Cloudlands themselves seemed to obscure magic of the type advanced by her fiery nature. If she tried to pass through the clouds with her thoughts, they seemed to fade amongst everlasting mists, never reaching their mark. But if instinctual song sprang from the watery ways of her soul, if she rode the squally tempest swiftly overtaking the Dragonship, bathing in the knowledge of thunderous waterfalls from the skies, then she might by subterfuge penetrate the verimost deeps, and – 
 
    Ho thou, moteling of the airy height, so light, whither bound? 
 
    Auli-Ambar almost tumbled off the Dragonship’s sack in shock. 
 
    “What is it?” Izaru inquired, gripping her arm anxiously. 
 
    “There’s … there’s something down there!” 
 
    “Down where?” 
 
    “Down below us. In the Cloudlands.” 
 
    “Impossible.” 
 
    Up above, down below, a world apart, or don’t we know? Neighbours, but for the desultory swipe of a paw. 
 
    The Dragon Librarian pinched her arm discreetly. Had she not always mistrusted why the lore was so very silent upon the matter of what lived beneath the Islands, save that the Cloudlands was a realm deathly to the Lesser Dragonkind? Izaru was rightly prodding her neck to check for a pulse, wondering if she wasn’t having a strange turn, and Auli-Ambar shook herself and wondered the same. Whatever the creature was, it was unmistakably Dragonkind, and the richness of its telepathic Dragonish dialect was a marvel to listen to, like scenting all of her home Island’s flowers at once. Just now, it fluted like a set of pipes as vast and resonant as the hollow roots of an Island: 
 
    I but jest with thee, o little she, of thoughts so starlight-nobly free. I am Haskrê’amién-ap-Ruangàr the Giant Silver-Banded Deep-Runner at thy call, o fellow servant of the Onyx Behemoth. Mind not my strange-fires ways. I am a poet, a seer and a sage, and though in size thou art tiny and I am exceedingly great – 
 
    How great? popped into her thoughts before she could quite contain herself. 
 
    O-HO-HO, o hasty mite who dwelleth in suns-light, thou art as large as the average scale-mite, I am to thy reckoning an Island living, a Land Dragoness of, let us estimate – a thrilling, musical resonance suddenly bounced off her mind as if seeking to identify her precise location, and after a long hiatus, the creature noted sententiously – seven point two-five-two leagues below thy height dwell I, deep I said, I did not lie. To thy west offshore lies the great trench of Andan-Byôr, wherein I and my kin have dwelled since days of yore. 
 
    A whole new class of Dragon! Auli buzzed with joy. She must confirm it at once. You are Dragonkind, noble … ah, Deep-Runner? 
 
    Of course I am, moteling of dialect most intriguing: a Land Dragoness am I. Every inch of mine 4,869 feet and 3,370 tonnes of flesh quiver at the extraordinary clarity of thine mind – Auli decided she had just turned into a gibbering wreck as she apprehended the behemoth’s immensity – given the protections afforded our deep-dwelling kind since the days of Dramagon the Dreaded One, when havoc he did wreak upon our younglings, upon our innocent and weak. Thou art Dragoness? What kind, what colour, what durst thou see? Speak! I command thee, with lucidity … 
 
    Izaru hissed, “Librarian! Will you not respond?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” she whispered automatically. “I’m just having a conversation with –” cue one helpless shrug of pure bewilderment, and a random stab of her finger in a downward direction “– a creature below the Cloudlands. A Land Dragoness.” 
 
    “There’s nothing down there, it’s all dead,” Mi’ikaran growled. 
 
    Auli could only shrug again. “Everything I thought I knew is wrong. And that’s just … wonderful! Do I sound crazy to you?” 
 
    “Aye,” husband and wife chorused as one. 
 
    “I know,” she laughed. “Now bear with me as I sit before her paws, and learn.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    By the time Auli-Ambar surfaced from her immersive communion with Haskrê’amién-ap-Ruangàr to realise that the Dragonship had docked amidst a restless world of wind-whipped foliage, she had learned a great deal, amongst which three treasures stood out. 
 
    First-talon, she had been correct in understanding that the Cloudlands separated the world above the toxic cloud layer from the world below in more than just a physical sense. A magical masking element infused the league-thick toxic gaseous layer below the Isles inhabited by Humans and Less Dragons. That was the reason no Lesser Dragon had ever detected the presence of their immense kin living in the deeps. The Cloudlands provided not only optical concealment, but perfect psychic camouflage besides. The enormity of the below-Cloudlands air pressures meant that at the depths where her kind lived – Dragonkind similar in body shape to the common Isles lizard but orders of magnitude larger – her immense bulk was ably supported by the environment, in which she swam-ran as if immersed in water rather than flying through the air – but air it was, just not liquefied as it ought to be given the laws of physics familiar to Auli. She scented something suspiciously magical in the air, pun intended. The realm far beneath her feet boasted its own unique and inconceivably gigantic ecosystems, geography described by abysses over ten leagues deep, thousand-league currents and towering mountain ranges, and wild atmospheric conditions. 
 
    Second-talon, she learned an exact date when Istariela had been discovered by Fra’anior. The calendar system was odd, but workable. The Land Dragoness had been unable to tell her why exactly, but the first date was the date that the comet bearing the First Eggs had smashed into the Island-World, which was noted as ‘plus 2007.’ The runic symbols were: 
 
    +2007 First Comet impact. 
 
    Plus what? Two thousand and seven years following what? Haskrê’amién could not say, but she was most tickled by Auli-Ambar’s consternation at this omission of vital knowledge. Auli shared with her the concepts behind her mental Scrolls of Fire, which was the acuity the Dragoness claimed she sensed in her tiny correspondent’s psyche. Then, the behemoth revealed that there was a very rare class of Land Dragons called Cognates which acted as sentient lore repositories! 
 
    Islands’ sakes, so the idea of her Scrolls of Fire had only been around for a few millennia before she learned about the psychic storage-retrieval technique, and there were enormous creatures that were physically four-fifths pure brain that specialised in the task. Not jealous in the slightest. 
 
    What would she not give to meet a living Cognate! 
 
    After that came Fra’anior’s birth at +4356, which begged the question, had the Ancient Dragons been conscious inside their eggs when that first immense comet had carved a crater into the side of the planet, creating the Island-World? How else would they have known the exact date, even the season? How had the entire world not been destroyed in that almighty cataclysm? Incredibly, when Fra’anior was 638 years old, he had discovered Istariela in +4994, but she had only been born 3,317 years later, long after a terrible series of wars waged between the Ancient Dragons. Her actual birth date was +8311 … Auli-Ambar shook her head in disbelief. The time periods and the implications took some wrapping one’s brain about. He had watched over his Star for over three millennia prior to her birth. She loved what she sensed that period betrayed about his character, for Haskrê’amién had been very clear. He had cherished her faithfully, never missing a day in her presence for thirty-three centuries! 
 
    Were that not love, what was? 
 
    In +8434, the Ancient Dragons had departed her Island-World at Fra’anior’s behest. 
 
    Auli-Ambar had applied her rather inflamed brain at this point to work out her own birthdate, eventually, which was +10768, and Hualiama’s, +10781. Therefore Dragons had existed upon her Island-World for eight and a half millennia, and the Great Rorqual remembered their arrival! 
 
    No wonder these ancient creatures regarded her kind as – well, young was being exceedingly generous. She must seem like an ambulant infant, her wisdom severely stunted in the fang. 
 
    With the Dragonship safely landed beneath the mighty, sheltering boughs, Auli-Ambar requested assistance to disembark. She could no longer manage by herself, not even with canes. Half-carried to the side of the pond, she donned her breathing equipment and submerged herself gratefully. When would she ever be well? When would the tearing apart cease? Her parents could have imagined no such consequence when they met. For Xa’an, she knew simply that it had been instant rainbows over Isles with an exotic visitor. That woman in her vision had been striking. 
 
    As she rested upon the sandy bottom of the pond, breathing shallowly as she willed the water to do its work and bring the pain to abeyance, she suddenly found herself reflecting upon the pain that Arkurion must have experienced, that she had unintentionally foisted upon him. He was Dragonkind, her mentor, a son of the eternal fires – and she had claimed the inconceivable honour of speaking to Fra’anior himself, whereupon he had seen it proven upon her person. The Onyx of Yore had named her, spoken to her, gifted her powers with which she was able to do the impossible, stealing into a Dragon’s inmost thoughts and modifying them undetected. 
 
    It was as if the Onyx had simultaneously favoured her and spited him. 
 
    That was why the Mercury Blue’s fury had burned against her. She had been so self-preoccupied – perhaps understandably – that she had entirely mistaken his reaction, his feelings, his sense of slighted pride. And what must any white-fires Dragon do when his honour was dragged through the mud? Prove himself. The question was, what mighty task had Arkurion set himself in order to consider his honour restored, even elevated? She simply could not imagine. Dragons did not apologise. That was against everything in their culture. Instead, the only acceptable proof lay in noble deeds. 
 
    The wind ruffled the surface of her pond, but below, all was conversely serene. Auli-Ambar found herself acting the librarian inside her own mind, organising her lore, her thoughts, her contemplations, all against a backdrop of missing Arkurion. She had never connected with another person – another creature – like him. He had delighted in her foibles, soothed her rampant paranoia, and adroitly unfurled the scrolleaf of her mind. His companionship during her forays into the lore had been invaluable, for he had a way of seeing truths that was different and complementary to hers. 
 
    Rising after several hours to assure her Fra’aniorian companions that she was well, or at least marginally better, Auli-Ambar found herself being greeted warmly by the Pygmy Elder. He plucked at her sodden clothing with a bold chuckle, squeezed her right bicep, spat upon her cheek and received a decent gobbet in return, and sang a brief praise to Fra’anior at her return. Turning to her small but growing store of Ancient Southern, Auli tried her best to communicate with him and worked out that he wanted to take her to greet the tribe at dawn. She proposed she try seeing them from the next Isle! 
 
    With that, she settled back like a fish to water, hoping the cloud cover would clear. 
 
    She slumbered in foetal, dreamless serenity. 
 
    Sometime deep in the night’s lingering, she awoke, clear-minded and feeling wholly rested for the first time since she could remember. Fumbling for the minoculars clipped to her belt, Auli-Ambar fitted them, opened the aperture, and almost forgot how to breathe. Incredible. A mighty arras of stars adorned the outermost darkness, as if she lay behind a barely-perceptible crysglass window gazing through a narrow well into eternity. Perhaps only the unknowable reaches of the Universe could yield to her sight, for she understood the Dragon scientists had calculated the distances to the stars to be measured in billions of leagues. Every detail, every individual mote of scintillant light, was exquisite. Flawless. Unique in its celebration of celestial beauty. She saw in crystalline perfection the quadruple arms of a spiral galaxy, a cluster of stars so dense they seemed to blend into one another, a wild, eerie crimson nebula with green veins of dust, and a double ribbon of brilliant stars backed by a spectral mistiness that spanned the skies as far as she could see, over to the East. So dense was the phenomenon in places, it seemed to her that streamers of iridescent stardust had been scattered far and wide as if blown by a cosmic wind. 
 
    Had she, alone amongst the Human race possessor of eyes mightier than any magiscope, been created with the ability to apprehend this? 
 
    Every particle of her being pulsated with wonder. 
 
    Unspeakable wonder. 
 
    That part of her which wished to enumerate, to identify and tabulate the constellations and major galaxies, she unleashed quietly in the background of her mind, while in the foreground, she began a new venture, to create a Scroll of Fire that might somehow capture the majesty of such a starscape. 
 
    Perhaps it was an effort doomed from its inception, but she tried. 
 
    She never wanted to be blind to beauty, ever again. The thought was too painful to contemplate. This was Istariela’s heritage. In gentle communion with her own star-mote, she tried to describe the fullness of all she beheld. 
 
    After the longest time, Auli-Ambar realised that the hues of the sky were beginning to change. Dawn would soon overtake the darkness, and with that, the stars would be masked for another day by a veil of pure azure drawn leisurely across the sky, and then clouds would be sketched upon that mighty canvas; clouds and flights of birds and the auroral trails of Dragons. 
 
    It was then, as she adjusted the minoculars, that the fluctuating hues brought to her sight a tracery of magic very, very high up in the atmosphere. It’s real, she breathed to herself. Fra’anior’s planetary shield, which I sensed and passed through that first time I used the Tyrabulus Codex, is real. Not only was it real, but as she zoomed in upon the detail, she apprehended a fragile filigree of crystalline beauty, that as she had sensed before, would surely shatter upon any substantial impact such as a comet. Smaller cosmic objects would likely pass through or only shatter a tiny part, but – why would Fra’anior have created such a delicate, overarching spiderweb tracery of magic, if not to shield the Island-World from those very creatures from which she had snatched Istariela? It was many-layered and cunning, but … fraying. 
 
    What? 
 
    The more closely she studied the phenomenon, the more she knew her conclusion for a truth she could not prove as yet. Where intuition supplanted logic, the Librarian in her wanted to unravel the mystery in its verimost detail, to document and measure and quantify and calculate what her soul already knew to be true, and she became trapped in an illogic of her own making. Lore was no cool, rational thing. She must remember it was animate. Feeling. Consequent. It was a construct, a viewpoint, a distillation of yore, yet its import for her present and future should never be ignored, and it spawned countless avenues of further questions that she felt compelled to study. 
 
    As the glorious rising light played across Fra’anior’s most unfathomable paw work on a scale of tens of thousands of leagues, a shadow flickered across her vision. 
 
    Jolted from her metaphysical and meta-magical contemplations, Auli-Ambar spun the adjustments upon her instrument with fingers clawed to arthritic stiffness by today’s manifestation of her debility and, after a broader sweep of the sky, found herself gazing directly up at the scaly underbelly of a passing Green Dragon. She nudged the magnification the merest smidgen. Three Greens. A wedge of three flew overhead, coursing almost due South at a terrific speed. So quickly were they moving, her hands were unable to keep the minoculars steady and she caught but one more glimpse before they disappeared behind a viridian blur of foliage that must overhang part of the pool, she had concluded from her study of the night sky earlier. 
 
    Unfortunately, her sight was quick enough, and her mind quicker still, to snatch at a few details. She trembled underwater. The lead Dragon had silvery claws so long and curved, they seemed unable to return completely to the talon-sheaths. All three carried their paws tucked neatly beneath their bodies for streamlining, but only he had the look of a permanently splayed, almost surprised flexion of the talons. She knew him well by a verbal description stored in her memory. That was without a doubt Jankazzor, the Assassin of Mejia. Just behind his wingtips to either side flew two other huge, brutish Greens. From one she had caught a hint of thought. He was Azlamdior the Green, a Dragon with whom she had passing acquaintance at the end of his spit-fireball over Fra’anior Cluster, with which he had detonated the Dragonship she and Si’ishi had just leaped out of. Fleeing for their lives. Azlamdior had then, in true draconic style, half-rescued and half tried to murder them directly afterward by tossing them down a waterfall. That incident had sparked two years of confinement in her personal mental penitentiary. Since she was still alive, she reasoned, by all draconic logic she still owed him a favourable word with Sapphurion and a tonne of pure Dragon gold. 
 
    Why, thank you for your able assistance, noble Dragon, she snorted to herself. Azlamdior was the sort of Dragon who played with his food, and his victims – sometimes both at the same time. 
 
    Who had the third been? 
 
    Put those two unsavoury characters together with a third conspirator … what were they up to? Had they spotted the Dragonship hid deep within the jungle foliage, or nay? And surely, from all that she knew of the workings of the draconic power-hierarchy, they must be under the command – direct or insinuated – of one of the Dragon Elders. Each of them operated a wide-ranging, subtle network of Dragon underlings who might be seeking power or favour, be related by colour or creed, birthplace or blood, or be bought, oath-bound, cowed or otherwise manipulated by an Elder for gain. Such was fiery bent of Dragonish politics. 
 
    Shivering violently in reaction, she broached the water’s surface to rejoin her world of air, only to be startled to within an inch of her life by a trill of laughter from Elder Aãn’tíìdakuî, who loudly proclaimed that the Human fish should meet his tribe. 
 
    Time to see the people of Fra’anior’s paw. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 23: Crystal Waters 
 
      
 
    Pygmies? Tiny dark jewels, the very distillate of sylvan wonder. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections 
 
      
 
    THANKS TO A FORTUITOUS mid-air reunion with Azinthansi and Zanthrillior some forty leagues shy of Germodia Island, Auli-Ambar was able to cut her journey short by almost a week and head directly over to Tanstoy Dragon Roost. She hooted inwardly at how the pair avoided revealing the slightest clues regarding bearing, altitude or distance covered. Nor did they seem wont to admit to frequent wingtip caresses, fond nips and imperfectly shielded telepathic communication, all of which more than confirmed their fiery roost-love for one another. 
 
    After forging ahead for the better part of a day against disobliging and increasingly frigid winds, the absolute antithesis to her expectations of the sultry south, the Dragons set down on an uninhabited active volcano somewhere in the middle of the Middle Sea, as Zanthrillior joked – rather wearily, Auli-Ambar felt. Dragons in times past had seeded the fertile volcanic slopes with grass, brush and a few fruit trees, and transported a few Southern Spiral-Horn deer, which had prospered greatly and were so docile, fetching a meal appeared to be a matter of Azinthansi snorting, Dinner, noble Zanthrillior? Three minutes later, she was back carrying a brace of succulent deer for her mate, and a larger buck for herself, grumbling, Hardly hunting when they bound joyously into your jaw. 
 
    Shall I sing the tender meat off their bones? he offered in mirthful retort. Carve and roast thee a choice portion, noble Dragon Librarian? 
 
    I’d be grateful, she said, surprised. The thought of Dragons doing domestic tasks like cooking had not often crossed her mind. Perhaps it was because Gi’ishiorian Dragons were always busy with nobler, supposedly more important tasks? Qualiana would indeed have stooped to grilling a succulent portion upon her talon-tip with a gentle flame of breath, but Andarraz? Razzior? Gemugaz? So many like them. They’d sooner flay their own scales off their backs. 
 
    While Zanthrillior applied himself to the delicate, never-to-be-rushed task of producing the perfect chargrilled steak, Azinthansi the Ochre Dragoness took Auli-Ambar for a short, laborious walk down to a set of hot springs. She explained that the volcanic cone was low and wide, at its peak a mere mile above the Cloudlands. Technically it had been erupting continuously for over 1,500 years of recorded history, never achieving much more than a continuous thin dribble of lava from several locations on its northern and western slopes. Auli stripped gladly, made to dip her toe into the water, and paused. 
 
    That feels awfully hot, Azinthansi. 
 
    After a brief plish of water, the Dragoness fluted, A mere eighty-one degrees, noble Loremaster. 
 
    Oh, that’s scalding! 
 
    Barely sufficient to warm a Dragon’s hide, the youngster grumbled equably. Human hide is a rather useless affair, isn’t it? 
 
    Quite. 
 
    How’s this one? Sixty-three. 
 
    That would boil me alive, a fate I’d prefer to avoid. 
 
    A few minutes later, they settled on a small pool boasting a perfect forty-two degrees of temperature and a high mineral content, and while Auli-Ambar enjoyed a most convivial swim, she questioned the Dragoness on the precise process Dragons used to detect and measure temperature, pressure and other environmental factors using their magical skills coupled with their superior sensory skills. As a budding magi-medical specialist, Azinthansi was fascinated by the scientific process Auli-Ambar employed – a Sazutharr technique especially adapted for the use of Roving Researchers as they sought to extend, codify and complete the lore. 
 
    But as she clambered out of the pool, feeling for her canes and clothing, there came a moment she had feared for a long time. Her foot skidded upon a mossy boulder. A muted clonk ensued as the side of her jaw ricocheted off a rock. Blood spurted into her mouth. Aaah! 
 
    Librarian! 
 
    Amidst a leather scuffle of wings and hide, a terrible weight momentarily bore down upon her left calf. She screamed; the Dragoness cursed and raised her paw – it must have been her forepaw as she tried to prevent the slip – but it was too late. 
 
    Gritting her fine metallic teeth, Auli-Ambar explored first her jawbone and then the inside of her cheek. It was very well bitten, but nothing too serious. Remembering how her previous clout on the jaw had ended, she sagged with relief at the poolside and promptly had two Dragons nigh in hysterics as they pored over her, checking the damage and growling at each other and generally getting in each other’s way. 
 
    I’m fine, noble Dragons. Just an accident. Really! 
 
    But your bones! Zanthrillior howled in dismay. Your hind limb! 
 
    Broken, for certain, but the bones are very brittle – overriding Azinthansi’s horrified protests, she said – the lingering affliction of my ossi-magriophagic cancer weakens the bone structures, perhaps permanently. The Head Doctor did warn that I should be very careful bumping myself, descending stairs … it really doesn’t take much. 
 
    Apart from a heavy paw! Zanthrillior snorted. 
 
    Are you in great pain, noble Librarian? his young mate inquired. 
 
    No, she admitted in surprise. There’s nerve damage, too, which probably accounts for that. Let’s see if we can’t find a few strong sticks to fashion a splint, and then I shall simply bear with it until noble Maximaxathior can set the break properly. I expect a fiery word shall be our portion, shall it not? 
 
    Indeed it shall! her companions chorused fervently. 
 
    On that note, she was conveyed in Zanthrillior’s paw back to the grassy hollow her companions had chosen for the night. She splinted her calf roughly with strips of cloth the Dragons cut from her robe with their talons, and then enjoyed the finest grilled steak she had ever been offered – crunchy on the outside, dressed with herbs and a touch of pure rock salt Zanthrillior had sourced around the pools, and perfectly tender on the inside. Auli ate a portion twice the size of her cupped hands, decided she was startled to discover how much carnivorous bliss a Human could experience, and produced a respectably uncouth belch afterward in keeping with the Tanstoyan custom of expressing one’s enjoyment of a fine meal. 
 
    One must be culturally pitch perfect. 
 
    The threesome conversed late into the evening as a chill storm whipped in from an under-Cloudlands air current that originated far in the North, she understood. Glacial with a hint of cupric magic, it swiftly moved from being of olfactory novelty to cutting through her thin clothing like the sweep of frozen talons. When she began to shiver, the Dragons cupped their overlapping wings overhead, creating a cosy space into which both Zanthrillior and Azinthansi shuffled their muzzles in order to waft their heated breath. The Dragoness invited Auli to lean against her warm flank, and she soon felt restored. 
 
    Dragon breath, she realised now, was another reliable scent indicator of the state of the beast, so to speak. Despite the swirling vapours filling the small space, she was able to separate out their individual scents, and to conclude that Zanthrillior’s spicy, masculine fragrance complemented both his creative personality and the cleaner, more exuberant scent of his mate. It was curious to her how the floral and complex spicy overtones gelled perfectly with the fire-and-brimstone origins of draconic breath; these were certainly not two vastly overgrown ralti sheep breathing over her, say! Nor did the atmosphere around her evince that incredible, inveigling zing of magic that she still, to this moment beneath the twin suns, remembered from her inadvertent breathing together with Arkurion. 
 
    Was that what had disturbed him most? 
 
    If only thou wert Dragoness, I’d make thee mine, he had whispered. 
 
    After mulling what she must ask for the longest time, Auli-Ambar said, Zanthrillior, Azinthansi, may I ask of thee both a most impertinent and personal question? 
 
    Anon, said the musician. 
 
    When Dragons breathe scent-trace-soul during the ascending fire-promises of fiery roost-love, what actually happens? I mean, what is the … the state of his or her soul, or fires, that leads to such an … event? 
 
    Now it was their turn to pause. If telepathic communication passed between them, she did not detect it, and she kept her sung magic firmly under mental lock and key. No snooping. Nonetheless, it came inadvertently to her that merely by her closeness, she could sense an inkling of the Dragoness’ fire-based magic that underpinned her very existence – the powerful, complex rhythm of her three hearts, the whispering of blood flow, the crackling of her fire-stomach, all the physical elements that somehow, most enigmatically, formed the substrate for being. 
 
    She sighed now, sensing a shift in the Dragons’ emotions. 
 
    Obliquely, Zanthrillior said, There has arisen among the Southern Dragons a heated topic of discussion, regarding how a Dragon Librarian can indeed be Human, and how contradictory it seems, in the thinking of some, that the Council of Dragon Elders, those who act in many capacities as the central nerve hub for all Dragonkind North of the Rift, should allow such a situation to persist. Of all Dragonkind, the Elders are meant to be the most respectful and cognizant of our histories, the upholders of tradition, and those who keep one fiery eye fixed upon the future and the other upon the protection and beneficence of all matters of paw. And despite the plenteous proofs of the Librarian’s capability, there are those for whom a two-legged creature holding that position will ever be accounted perverse. So it is asked: how indeed should a Human evidence so very many draconic qualities and gifts of fire? 
 
    He paused long enough for Auli-Ambar’s heart to tangle itself into an impossible knot, squeeze agonisingly tight, and then awkwardly burst into motion. 
 
    He said, Are you familiar with Fazzarior the Green, of Tanstoy? 
 
    Ah, no, except from the census sheets, she returned, dry-mouthed. What was Zanthrillior after? 
 
    Azinthansi said, The Dragon who laid charge against thee at Gi’ishior, was Fazzarior. 
 
    What charge? 
 
    Telepathy, of course. He must have been present at Tanstoy that time, that day – 
 
    Perhaps not one you might expect, Zanthrillior noted. His accusation encompassed the work of noble Maximaxathior, the noble Mercury Blue – and me. 
 
    What? That was worth a vigorous scratching at her head. I don’t understand. 
 
    Allow me a modicum of explanation, the musician returned mildly, but Auli heard his hearts thumping away treble-time. What I tell you now, is of the sacred lore that must never be repeated – yet it seems you are already somehow aware of its existence. You referenced the outbreath of the draconic soul called scent-trace-soul, which is a courtship ritual which has existed since Dragons were created with paw and wing and breath of fire. It is the spontaneous expression of the deepest form of fire-love between two creatures, and is regarded as a mighty sign – not every mated couple will achieve this ninth and ultimate level of the ascending fire-promises. 
 
    The ninth! she whispered. Auli had not been aware of the number, so closely was the lore guarded, but her research had been extensive indeed even to uncover the proper terminology for what she suspected she and Arkurion – no! Suddenly, the Dragon’s words began to coalesce in her mind in a wholly different, scandalous way. She caught her breath as he continued: 
 
    The lore also calls this rare event the ‘pyro-melodic revelation of the fire-quintessence.’ I cannot emphasize enough how sacrosanct this concept is held to the Dragonkind, noble Librarian. So, in short, here is the accusation: That working together in introducing musical therapy, the noble Doctor and I intentionally crossed a boundary only Dramagon himself – dark-fires blight his name! – dared to approach. Deceiving the young Mercury Blue by playing upon his already reprehensible regard for you, we forced him to breathe scent-trace-soul soul into you, and ergo, you are now part Dragoness. Indeed, he snarled inadvertently, as if overcome by the awfulness of what he had to say, every Elder knows you made a draconic name declaration! 
 
    Azinthansi clarified, Indeed, his accusations were sweeping in the extreme. All Tanstoy is implicated in experimentation of the most abominable character, concealing the fact of your telepathic faculties and the fire-born nature of your ossi-magriophagic cancer – for what could more eloquently express the deviance of your humanness toward the draconic? This blight, he talon-tapped as Fra’anior’s own curse upon your existence. 
 
    The deviousness of the draconic mind never failed to amaze. This detailed accusation was a flawlessly virulent cocktail of fact, insinuation and trampling over hallowed lore guaranteed to stir any proud Dragon’s whitest fires to the utmost degree. 
 
    She bit her lower lip. Oh, Arkurion! What madness had possessed them in that moment? If she must accept what had happened was truth, then … no. Impossible. She must have mistaken or misremembered what had happened – no other explanation was admissible. Carefully, deliberately, she gathered up that precious memory and surrounded it with a new type of Scroll of Fire that she invented on the spot – a chest locked and bound with unbreakable bonds – and she secreted it away in the deepest, farthest reaches of her being. Never must it see the light of the suns again, nor enter any iota of her thinking. 
 
    But the timing is all wrong! she mused aloud at last, still enwrapped in her perilous reflexions. You sang over me long after Arkurion and I – 
 
    I HEAR NOTHING!! Zanthrillior thundered right over her words. 
 
    Oh no! Why had she opened her mouth? Now they knew. They must know. She leaned back against Azinthansi’s flank, shaking and nauseous, never more terrified. Her pulse was the drumbeat of her soul pounding out its final rhythm, the melodies of her life at last run awry, a chorus of plangent trumps resounding elegies to usher in the end of her days. 
 
    Steadily, the young Dragoness added, Tanstoy is astir with rumour – words such as Dramagon spawn, harbinger, enigma and worse, twist the thoughts of many. 
 
    So – so I am flying into – 
 
    Trouble, Zanthrillior fluted succinctly. 
 
    Noble Librarian, you should not fear, the Dragoness put in, for I – 
 
    Not fear? Which part of this fate should I not fear? Canst thou not see, o Dragoness, how heavy lies the paw of Fra’anior himself upon my life? Suffering. Crushing! Snuffing me out! I cannot bear it any longer – yet I will never, never impugn his name, not while I yet draw breath! What wrong have I ever wrought save to be born accursed? This – she clenched her fists painfully tight, struggling for words to express her despair – this mortal coil quaffs daily of the cup of death, yet it seems that not even death itself can seduce me into its eternal void. 
 
    Look! 
 
    Ripping aside her dress, she tilted her leg to show them her battle name, for she could no longer withhold. The thundering between her temples was too much; whether the inner firmament was of water or fire, she knew not. She was at the end of herself. Someone must understand. Someone! 
 
    When the Dragons did not speak, Auli-Ambar cried, Look, the Onyx himself Named me in the Pygmy tradition – ‘Lambent-everlasting flame through whom the Ancient One roars.’ Why do this, why devise such a ridiculously recondite name, why let me even draw breath without the womb of my mother, save as some monstrous, unbelievable joke? What a fool I am! What a poor, benighted, blighted fool – for still, I believe! I believe! The irony beggars belief itself. Why make me who I am? Why? WHY, O FRA’ANIOR, WHY? 
 
    A thunderclap of silence fell upon her. 
 
    That was the only way she could describe the sensation – an impossible powerful wallop of presence, as soft as a mother’s caress, yet as indomitable as the course set by galaxies in the night sky. In that instant, she heard the Dragons gasp in concert. But there was no almighty sevenfold thunder of a voice. No portentous declaration, no prophecy, no spoken word whatsoever. All that she knew was the enfolding of an onyx paw about her soul, and then she was struck – thunderstruck – by an ineffably fiery-sweet sense of knowing and being known. 
 
    Her ultimate ubiety of being was known. Here. Now. All that she was and had suffered. This conscious mote, this pneuma who self-identified as Auli-Ambar, mattered. 
 
    Torrential rains of grief-joy devastated her soul. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    I was on the point of saying something remarkably philosophical about Fra’anior’s paw being upon your life, Azinthansi fluted lightly as they swept into Tanstoy Dragon Roost two days later, but the Great Onyx pre-empted all that, did he not? Without speaking, he said more than this Dragoness ever could. 
 
    She wished the Ochre Dragoness would not so readily voice every thought that crossed her mind. Ungracious, perhaps, but this girl was terrified at the prospect of yet another period of cancer treatment. The brutality of losing herself had always lingered with her; perhaps it was her greatest fear, even above the agony of fighting the affliction. Even now, scenarios teemed in her mind, most ending in woe, despair and death. Perhaps all the work of the Enigma had been done in the past? 
 
    She shuddered. Perhaps it ended here. 
 
    Pensively, Zanthrillior added, Ever since I began to tutor you, I have known you to be one to overthink matters, noble Auli-Ambar. 
 
    Me? 
 
    I can smell your overthinking right now, he added, with draconic smugness-triumph indicators shading his assertion. 
 
    Crossly, she folded her arms across her lean chest where she sat in Azinthansi’s left forepaw, cupped beneath the Dragoness’ stalwart chest, and muttered, Ha. Illuminate me, noble Dragon. 
 
    Very well. Student, how does a musician know they’ve mastered a piece of music? 
 
    Mastered? Well, I suppose there are many factors to consider – she paused, sensing a curl of laughter developing within the Dragon as she lurched automatically toward the obvious trap – at the surface level, one must of course master the instrument’s technicalities and foibles, and reproduce the score accurately. This requires a wide knowledge of musical notation and interpretation. One must develop mastery over time, with sufficient daily investment of practice driven by sufficient discipline … 
 
    Now he was chuckling, and she pulled up, her face burning with indignation, What? What’s so scale-splitting? 
 
    Zanthrillior said, I meant no disrespect, but it is white-fires clear that there can be only one Dragon Librarian in this Island-World. 
 
    One Dragon Librarian, who upon occasion, might be tempted to slap a Dragon over the Mystic Moon! 
 
    You do possess an unparalleled affinity for detail, he returned smoothly, not in the least insulted by her outburst. Now, attend to my proposed answer: When the music plays itself. 
 
    When the music plays itself? she echoed. What do you … oh! But what about … oh, that’s incredible … 
 
    Her clothes were drying from the usual dousing from the storm wall that encircled Tanstoy, so she squelched slightly as she tried to bow toward the sound of Zanthrillior’s voice. Even her neck vertebrae would barely respond anymore. 
 
    He said, Every musician lives for the moment when the music plays itself, when there is no more need for thought. No sensation of the action of digit or talon upon the strings. There is only being. The processes, the conditions of which you spoke, are long superseded – all the function these basic processes serve, is to prepare the player and to internalise the music. One must bond, even fuse the music with one’s soul. Then, true mastery entails moving oneself out of the way, in a sense, to allow the music to play itself, to be expressed with the unique imprint of one’s very soul. There is no other, only the music. The music is being. Being is the music. Even, the soul is the veritable instrument. That is what I struggle to express when I say, the music plays itself. In that state of perfect oneness, of melodic transcendence, I believe we may aspire to touch the sublime, even the divine. 
 
    Auli-Ambar soaked in the wonder of his expressiveness, his uncontainable passion for the art of music, for many long wingbeats. The wind was not warm, but her heart’s fullness was fire itself. She knew Zanthrillior was voicing his deepest secrets; moreover, that his own experience of Fra’anior’s touch had moved him to share thus. The scents that teased her nostrils seemed full of portent, a potent mixture of the three under-Cloudlands air currents that she now knew were like gushing rivers to the mighty Dragonkind of the deeps. What was he saying? What should she make of this lesson? 
 
    At last, she breathed, You mean that life must be lived. Life is music. 
 
    The melody must be played, Zanthrillior agreed. Sometimes, there is only being, and that is enough. The future will take care of itself. I do not believe Fra’anior creates any creature for doom. 
 
    Azinthansi put in, If you two have finished swapping incomprehensibly mystical murmurings, we’ve arrived. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    When Auli-Ambar entered the chamber of Dragons at the hour of suns-set, the very air reverberated to a single, massed inhalation her advent provoked. A wave of heated indignation seemed to wrench the humidity out of the air as it swept across the great water storage tanks that occupied the lower third of Tanstoy according to schematics she had finger-read, blowing her hair back from her forehead. As she attempted to unfurl her recalcitrant limbs from the position in which they had long since gone to sleep, she had to fight through yet another crippling burst of pain. Part of her simply wanted to curl up, to flee, to go unnoticed – much moved by the injustice of one already stretched a million leagues thin by her constant travails. Could they not apprehend her suffering? Had they no bone of care in their bodies? 
 
    That was old Auli, scrollmouse extraordinaire. 
 
    Could she be more? 
 
    Clearing his throat, Zanthrillior began to speak, but Auli-Ambar stopped him with a quiet mental word that must have shocked the Dragon. Please. I will speak. 
 
    The susurration of draconic voices was like many wings fluttering across a lake, rising steadily as she tried, and failed, to arrange her limbs beneath her. Accusations. Counter-accusations. Slander. Words of welcome and words of malice, misunderstanding and hatred. Questions of younglings stilled by a low, hostile growling that emanated from the throats of so many. She heard claws of new arrivals upon the ramps that led higher into the great roost, ne’er trod by Human foot save her own. What irony. What monstrous, atrocious irony was this? 
 
    Swaying, she eventually settled for leaning upon Azinthansi’s paw, as if a person leaned upon a railing to gaze out over Fra’anior’s own caldera. That was when the answer came to her, amidst beads of sweat trickling bloodlike down her neck and an uncontainable trembling in her person. Could she communicate what burned in her heart? Did she have the will left to fight one more time? She must. For the sake of that creative paw, whether for good or for ill, she must. 
 
    Did she believe her existence was for the good? Belief seemed as hard to grasp as the very stars. 
 
    Drawing breath, she set her body and her mind. She gripped the paw before her with all the frailty and desperation of her melting heart. O Onyx, be my portion this day. 
 
    I AM AULI-AMBAAAARRRRR!!! 
 
    Her challenge reverberated around the great crystal globe of Tanstoy Dragon Roost, seeming to gain power and lucence from the unique qualities of the magic that imbued this space. To her shock, the mighty thunder did not rip out her fragile throat and spew it all in their faces. Instead, the sonorous syllables washed over the Dragons like a waterfall’s endless roaring, certainly persisting many times longer than she made utterance. 
 
    At last, all she could hear was the squeak of a talon upon stone, and hushed breathing. 
 
    She said, I am Auli-Ambar, the Dragon Librarian, and you will honour and respect my station and title. I know it is challenging indeed to countenance any Human person claiming such a high draconic honour, but I assure you my heart is white-fires pure in service to Fra’anior alone, forever amidst the fires may his Name be extolled! If any of you have issue with how I was made and my unusual abilities, do you not thereby mistrust and foment rebellion against the Great Onyx whose paw fashioned my verimost being? 
 
    Strong medicine, but she had stronger yet to come. This was the only way she knew to silence these objections once and for all – and if she was wrong, what she intended might kill her faster even than the cancer. 
 
    Therefore, I swear upon the breath of my very own soul, by the fires that burn and the waters that thunder, that all I say now shall be sealed beyond death, unto an accurséd binding of eternal wrath which shall know neither surcease nor redemption. Over their shocked mass inhalation as she voiced and bound herself by an ultra-rare death oath, Auli-Ambar cried, I am no spawn of Dramagon! I am no servant of the curst two-headed plague of the Dragonkind! My whitest fires burn for Fra’anior, who named me and called me to his service in a waking vision. The very strangeness of my being and existence must exist for a purpose and plan only the Onyx can fathom. And if there is fire and magic in me, and deep knowledge of draconic ways, then it is because Fra’anior himself has seen fit to invest this frail vessel with the purest fires of his being. Why, none can fathom. All Dragonkind and Humankind must wait upon his will to be made manifest. 
 
    In all this, the Dragon Librarian remains foremost, servant to the Dragonkind. 
 
    There it was. Now all she had to do was wait for an almighty bolt of lightning to smite her blasphemous person off the face of the Island-World, which would solve all sorts of problems at the speed of light itself. Or, how fast was lightning anyways? BOOM! Ashes. No more existential confusion, no more angry Dragons, no more Librarian. She might even see such a bolt coming … except, it did not arrive as expected. 
 
    At last, she cried: I am Auli-Ambar! Let my oath be heard! 
 
    The tremor that shook the waters of her bones as she spoke those fateful words, was like nothing she had ever felt before – as if an invisible hammer had tapped every iota of her being at once. Hardly had that eerie sensation begun to abate, when she had the strangest prickling feeling at the back of her neck. Twisting her arthritic back, she searched with all her senses. A threat? Not here inside the roost. Out there. Somewhere … nearby, she sensed the aural trail of Dragons, faint but distinct. 
 
    It confused her at first. How could any Dragon be so dispersed, so complex? Then the brass dral dropped. This was a powerful Dragonwing headed through the storm wall – or was she sensing the traces of their previous passage? 
 
    Loudly, she said, Why would a large Dragonwing be approaching Tanstoy Dragon Roost? 
 
    What, noble Librarian? Where? came the puzzled tones she recognised as Head Doctor Maximaxathior. I see no Dragonwing without? 
 
    They came through the storm wall there, she said, pointing. I distinctly sense their magic. Do you not? 
 
    There is nothing to see, Librarian, said another Dragon. 
 
    Voices rose around her, querying, mocking, baffled by her reaction. Auli-Ambar cocked her head, wishing above all else that she could see – for an ill feeling twisted the pit of her stomach just now. Her head swivelled slowly, searching for sign of disturbance, some perturbation in the aether … 
 
    There! she cried out. An optically shielded Dragonwing! 
 
    Librarian – 
 
    ILLUME! She knew no other word for what she intended. Into the song of her magic, she poured her knowledge of code breaking, of stripping away the extraneous, of punching through the natural shielding of one particular draconic mind, an act she regretted to this day. 
 
    Pandemonium! 
 
    Dragon attack! Azinthansi thundered right beside her ear. 
 
    Other voices chimed in: A pirate cabal! Greens! How did they find Tanstoy? Fazzarior leads their number! He is one of us! Where did they come from? 
 
    And a deeper, older voice bellowed, Prepare for Dragon battle! 
 
    How exactly they knew that Dragonwing was bent on mayhem, Auli-Ambar could not have told, but she assumed it had to do with draconic body language. Perhaps it was a seventh sense such as that which had so sorely gripped her. Either way, there was no doubt in their minds. Sixty, seventy beasts, came the dispiriting count. They were all Dragons of the North, led by the Green trio of Fazzarior, Jankazzor and Azlamdior, now minutes away from the great plinth, having concealed their approach until the instant of discovery by a combination of optical and magical shielding. 
 
    Panicked, she cried, Doctor, doctor, I’m so sorry! 
 
    A paw swept her into the air. Sorry? Whatever for? 
 
    I’ve led them here! They’re here for me – for an assassination, don’t you see? 
 
    Then you know nothing of our history with Jankazzor, the Assassin of Mejia, said Maximaxathior. This might be coincidence or opportunism, but either way, know you are not the only talon in this paw of fate. In all probability, you are merely a pretext to what has long since been planned, a truly draconic revenge-taking against those who would dare to treat the enemies of Mejia – which is most of the Southern Dragonkind. In short, the extremist draconihilistic viewpoint sees all healing as an irruption of the natural order, as a weakening of a draconic race where only the survival of the fittest ought to be countenanced. 
 
    As he spoke, tendrils of fire seemed to make new links within the scrolls of her recall. Nihilistic philosophy in draconic terms did largely mean rejecting the authority represented by Gi’ishior and taking pleasure in anarchic acts of villainy such as pillaging Human settlements, but clearly, their ideas penetrated deeper into the realms of natural selection and draconic ethics than she had imagined. If one dressed the Dragon of draconihilism in scales of species survival or generalised advancement of the draconic cause, then it would not strike the fiery mind as especially evil, would it? Weed out the weak. Trample every enemy underfoot. Prey on the unworthy, the lesser creature – was this not the right of the superior race? 
 
    Tuning back into the chaos surrounding her, Auli had to clap her hands over her ears as a rumbling sound quickly escalated into a squeal of overstressed metal and a terrible crash. Multiple roars emanated from somewhere below her feet, The bulwarks! Sabotage! 
 
    Fra’anior, no! This was bad. She knew from study what she had heard, that the entry to Tanstoy Dragon Roost was like entering through the receptacle of a flower into an ovule-like chamber, or bulb, above. The entryway was twenty Dragon-lengths long and fluted like the finest crystal goblet, fashioned from the same extraordinary substance as the outer casement of the whole roost. She wished she could have seen it, just once. In centuries past, the single vulnerable entrance had been fortified by additional interlocking doors which could be barred in case of just such an attack – assumed unthinkable due to its secret location and remoteness, but Dragons were nothing if not thorough. 
 
    Maximaxathior was right. This attack stank of plenty of forward planning. The incoming bruisers, most of whom boasted twice the size and ten times the firepower of these doctors, medics and scholars, were already sweeping between the great helical supports, angling up toward the vulnerable roost. 
 
    It could not end like this. She must – Auli shivered with a queer frisson, as if something had touched her thoughts … from within? 
 
    Fra’anior? Or something stranger still? Not Istariela, surely? 
 
    For an idea shone before her, as lucid as a crystal she had always imagined but never seen. Clasped forgotten amidst the chaos as Dragons argued all around her, knowing their doom was but minutes away, Auli-Ambar knew she could buy them time. She must. 
 
    But time was the one thing she understood absolutely nothing about. 
 
    Aye, Zanthrillior. This Dragon Librarian must allow the unknown music of destiny to play her. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 24: Dive High 
 
      
 
    IT TOOK HER SEVEN tries to slice through the babbling and make herself understood. Then, her three trusted confidantes rounded upon her, spitting verbal fire. 
 
    You’d have us drown five hundred feet beneath water? Azinthansi hissed. 
 
    Cornered like craven hounds in a hole? Zanthrillior echoed. 
 
    Maximaxathior growled, Noble Librarian, for a person in your elevated position, how can you understand so little of draconic honour? 
 
    I’m not saying give up! she almost howled. I’m saying, stay alive until I can fly out of here and bring help! 
 
    Fly out? You’ll be shredded within a quarter-mile. Can you not hear the blasts without as our rearguard fights honourably, in the open? Azinthansi said, unsparing on the sarcasm. No more of this craven speech. I wing to join them. 
 
    No, Azinthansi – I will find a way. Even as she spoke the words, Auli-Ambar knew how hopeless it sounded. They were cornered like green-fanged rats in a trap. This matchless, beautiful, Dragon-proof trap. Suddenly, she heard herself roar, I will find a way, and together, we will bring the wrath of Fra’anior himself upon these null-fires brutes who dare to scorn his name and fame! With me, Dragons! 
 
    No creature was more shocked than her, when they promptly followed her lead! 
 
    After mentally sharing the constructs she and Arkurion had honed under the high pressure of the mines, Auli led the plunge into the great water storage tanks of Tanstoy. At the speed of thought, the Dragons showed her various shield variations learned for combat and storm situations and they selected a variety of basic configurations on the basis of their potential to annoy any underwater attacker until they simply ran out of air. These Dragons were not combat specialists, but a number of light to medium Blues were medical doctors, and so she hoped – no, she believed – that they owned the mind power amongst their number to keep everyone alive if only they could learn to support each other. Teamwork was not generally regarded a draconic trait. 
 
    As they plunged down into the depths, carrying bubbles of air with them, her mind churned with dizzying speed. What if the air grew stale? Could they split oxygen out of water using Dragon lightning and a semipermeable shield? How long would they have? Would the Greens dare to attack underwater, where their natural spitting acid attacks and caustic body secretions, would be largely neutralised? Would they attempt to empty the tanks? Or taunt the Tanstoyan Dragons into a rash counterattack? One thing was for certain. They could not spend forever down here. The pirates could starve them out while taking their time in annihilating the life’s work of thousands of Dragons over twenty centuries of work. That in itself would be a travesty. Yet with hundreds of Dragons cowering at the bottom of these lake-sized water tanks, how could she possibly devise a way to salvage their honour? 
 
    She kept coming back to one thought. She had to escape and get herself to the Tyrabulus Codex. There she could consult Fra’anior and come up with a dazzling solution, or perhaps travel back in time to bring a Dragonwing here to the rescue – but had she done that, would they not already be present? The first aggrieved bellows and taunts were already carrying down into the depths as Fazzarior, Jankazzor and Azlamdior vented their spleen at considerable, cringingly profane length as they realised where their enemy had gone. 
 
    No more than a minute passed, and the first Green behemoth dived into the waters to test their defences, swiping and snapping at the pliable shield without great success. His insults, however, drove even the mild-mannered scholars and doctors into a fang-gnashing fury. Maximaxathior urged calm. 
 
    Meantime, Zanthrillior reported that the enemy Dragons had begun to rip apart the upper areas of Tanstoy in search of any Dragons hiding there; they found and executed two fledglings in sight of the Tanstoyan Dragons, which drove half a dozen of the adults feral with grief-rage. They burst out of the depths in a bid for vengeance, but were overwhelmed and slain within seconds. As golden Dragon blood stained the waters of Tanstoy like a hazy suns-set, the survivors reported, Auli-Ambar sat cross-legged in Maximaxathior’s paw, and racked her brains for a solution. Any solution. 
 
    No-one felt more a fool than her for bringing these Dragons into a realm for which only she had any affinity, and her vaunted mind was a blank slate. Hopeless! What was the matter with her? The hubris of which Arkurion had warned her had come home to roost. What use a brain stuffed full of lore if she sat here like a parakeet inside a cage, already sensing the air growing stuffy and the time short? Was this her own scotomatous failing, the personal blind spot of a blind person? Only thought could penetrate the barrier around Tanstoy. Thought, and light – that glorious, translucent light Arkurion had told her about … 
 
    Starlight. 
 
    Istariela sucked against her stomach so sharply that she gasped aloud. Darling, luminous petal, I didn’t quite mean … she was trembling! Terrified! Oh, I would have asked you to go, but you cannot work the Codex on your own … 
 
    What now? That idea had just flown the roost. 
 
    No. She just had an even crazier idea, but to ask such a deed of a stardrop was the very definition of insanity. Only, they both had to survive. Not just Istariela. All of these Lesser Dragons might very well not exist were it not for the Star Dragoness, the light of Fra’anior’s eye, the object of his desire. Remove Tanstoy, and Auli-Ambar died of cancer. The implications were unthinkable. 
 
    Be played by the music. 
 
    Istariela – alright, that’s really ticklish – Islands’ sakes, what are you doing? Oh, I did not … wait! 
 
    How did she know? Could she sense her host’s thoughts or emotions, and draw her own conclusions? Her host, and abductor of a Star Dragoness! 
 
    Maximaxathior bellowed, Auli-Ambar! Where are you – what’s this light? I’m blinded! 
 
    Wait for me, noble Doctor! I fly-eeee … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Like a spear, a single elongated pulse of starlight pierced the everlasting storm around Tanstoy Island and hurtled away far faster than the mind somehow condensed in it could comprehend. 
 
    She was light. 
 
    In light was beauty. 
 
    The presence of light made the darkness darker, accentuating the glory of onyx. In this juxtaposition of elemental light and darkness was a lesson for her own duality, if only she could comprehend it. Interdependence. Complementarity. For where did the light end and the darkness start? There was no evil, no talon sinister, inherent in darkness, yet since the first dawning of consciousness Humans had always feared it with a visceral, unspoken, generational fear. Her blindness – a definitive symbol of darkness for many – was stigma or curse, often a punishment for parental or ancestral wrongs, a defect somehow deserved. 
 
    Auli-Ambar was just reflecting upon this new insight when the whole world seemed to smear about her, and then a strong scent of charred wood caused her to sneeze, and a hand gripped her arm. 
 
    “Islands’ greetings, noble Loremaster. I’ve been expecting you.” 
 
    That was one way to make her leap out of her hide. At increasing volume, Auli squeaked, “What? Where … huh? Romilly?” 
 
    “Aye, your shiny strangeness. Pass over the clothing, please, before Juyzaki – men! Freaking windrocs, pack away your eyes before I poke them out in a fit of rage!” 
 
    “She’s a stick – a shiny stick,” he rumbled, apparently amused. “Nudity is hardly taboo in either of our cultures. In mine, the bathhouse or bathing pool is a communal space for all. There’s nothing here I haven’t seen before, apart from that shiny blob stuck to her belly.” 
 
    Blushing furiously, Auli-Ambar accepted a garment from Romilly and pulled it over her head as fast as she could. “You knew I was – sulphurous greetings, friends.” So discombobulated. Had she just travelled to Romilly’s house on Yelegoy Island at the speed of light? “How did you … I’m so confused!” 
 
    Romilly chortled and punched her shoulder in a friendly way. Given the degenerating state of Auli’s body and the fact that she was balancing on one leg since the other was broken, that was a deeply unpleasant experience. She toppled into Juyzaki’s arms, her womanly pride stinging as much as her shoulder. Nothing he had not seen before? Unremarkable? 
 
    She spluttered, “Romilly, but how –” 
 
    “No time to waste,” her old nemesis enthused. “It’s off to the mines with you, noble Loremaster, at top speed. I have my orders from you, even if you’ve clean forgotten. You look terrible. Would you like Juyzaki to carry you? Aye? To answer your question, you dropped by before dawn one morning, three days ago I think it was – aye, that’s right – to tell me that you would arrive again in three days’ time, most likely looking as confused as a lost kitten, and need immediate transport to Tyrabulus Codex. Oh. Your leg’s twisted sideways. Can’t you feel that?” 
 
    “Can’t feel a thing.” 
 
    Which was good, but not good – just as this experience was both surreal and expected at the same time. Thank you, petal. The answering vibration was far more muted than anything she had felt of Istariela before. Auli immediately put her hand to her stomach as Juyzaki swept her up in his mighty arms, checking the stardrop as best she could. Worn out? Had she demanded too much of her? What a blunder. If only she knew how to share her strength – pensively, she tried to push mental warmth, comfort and healing thoughts into the mote. Please let Istariela not have given too much! Please … 
 
    “Romilly, was there perchance a Dragon with me?” 
 
    “Not that I saw, but you know, it was a stormy morning and as dark outside as the insides of Juyzaki’s boots. You banged on the door – woke up the whole house, you did. Said you had important instructions. Couldn’t even wait for a lamp to be lit. My mother found a candle –” 
 
    “I did notice you weren’t wearing clothing that time, either,” Juyzaki noted, with a verbal grin. There was a sound like a slap against flesh. “My heart is yours alone, o song of Yelegoy. Although, what is odd is that you were much more tan-looking, Loremaster. Suns-tanned, wasn’t she?” 
 
    “Aye. Tanned, fit … ah, and, no broken leg,” Romilly mused. 
 
    “Fit?” 
 
    Not often a word that could be applied to her! Auli knew that people saw her as undernourished, pale and sickly on the whole. 
 
    “Aye, fit. And there were these strange frills on your arms and back. Like fish fins.” 
 
    “Fish fins?” 
 
    Romilly chortled, “I know, right? I mean, I have been known to embellish the truth from time to time, but believe me, Auli-Ambar, when it comes to the concentrated weirdness that is your existence, there is absolutely no need to tell a lie.” 
 
    “Thanks … I suppose.” 
 
    “Plus, your eyes were glowing sapphire blue. Scared the living pith out of me, and as you know, I don’t scare easily.” 
 
    Roaring rajals! So, she had been somewhere watery. Or, that could have just been from prolonged exposure to a storm. But a realm of suns-shine and water sounded so evocative. Could she have found her mother? Or the Great Rorqual’s realm of Merpeople? Or the enigmatically named air ocean beyond the third sun? But … what about Arkurion? Should she conclude, therefore, that she had used the Codex, returned three days before her entry, and gone to brief Romilly before flying off to Tanstoy with her fish-wings to save the Dragons? 
 
    What if she met herself coming in the other direction? Was that even possible? Or did the cosmic laws of time negate that possibility altogether? 
 
    No better informed than before, she fell into silence as Romilly and Juyzaki rapidly traversed the path to the all-important mine. Thoughts continued to buzz through her mind. What should she ask of the Codex? To play the music of this fate, must she simply dance along without understanding or forethought? Her soul-name of Enigma must surely fit her like scales fit the Dragon, for she was an enigma first and foremost even to her own understanding. 
 
    Come what may, she must keep Istariela safe. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    At the Codex, she said to the couple, “I don’t know what will happen now. I may vanish. I may – I have no idea. But if something strange happens, please do not be unduly alarmed. Fra’anior holds my being in his mighty paw.” 
 
    “Oh, we all know something deeply weird is going on,” Romilly said brightly. “I mean, how can you turn up today acting all confused about a few days ago, because back then you were looking totally different but sort of spiffy in a freaky kind of way, if you take my meaning, unless you took another whang on the head in between? Promise me one thing.” 
 
    Reeling at what she was about to attempt, Auli managed to mutter, “Ah …” 
 
    “Will you come back and tell me what’s going on? One day? What light it is that you carry, and, why you were in such a blasted rush three days ago if you don’t have a clue what’s happening now? And why you look so sick now if you were healthy then?” 
 
    “Tanstoy is under attack, and I need to find help. That’s all I know.” 
 
    With that, she found she no longer cared. Raising her short skirt despite that the action exposed her skinny behind to the Island-World, she shifted Istariela aside and pressed her Dragon’s kiss to the cool, uncaring meriatonium of the Codex. Why the well of her disremembrance magic should trigger this instrument, she also had no idea, but one thought dominated her mind now: to the caldera with overanalysing every step of her life. 
 
    Melodiously, she sang: 
 
    Take me to a place I know, 
 
    Where I have been before, but have not, 
 
    To accomplish there what I know not, 
 
    But must by fate’s talon be. 
 
    This time, there was no warning, no opening, no sense of seeking and stretching across a billion leagues of outer space. Instead, water slammed into her from every conceivable direction, as if she had been instantaneously hurled into the middle of a gravitationally confused waterfall. The roaring was so intense that coherent thought was impossible. Ten thousand watery fists pummelled her at once. Then, with an even greater thunder than before, she was sucked sideways and hurled skyward in the midst of an everlasting fountain of water. It crammed down her throat and blocked her ears and thrashed her limbs without mercy. She choked upon metallic, tangy, slightly salty water, coughing and vomiting brutally to try to clear her lungs. In desperation, Auli-Ambar punched the water away with her mind, trying to create even a tiny space in which she could breathe, but the fey power of this realm kept stealing away her magic, crumbling or flattening the spaces she created almost as quickly as she formulated the magic. 
 
    Snatch a breath! Breathe … hold it – again! Splutter, gasp, cough! 
 
    She had no moment to think. Survival was all. There was little else as basic as the imperative of breathing, superseding even the outcry of pain as her left arm twisted helplessly across her torso and the bone snapped up near her shoulder. The violent vibration caused her foot to flap up against her calf muscle. Would it not tear off completely? 
 
    Bubble. Breathe! 
 
    She slapped up shield after shield, sometimes able to suck in half a breath which was half water and then she had to hack it all back out again … oh, but she was in air for a second, now. A precious lungful of air! What was this place? Why would her eyes not respond to what seemed to be the presence of water everywhere? 
 
    Stubbornly, she set herself a rhythm. Bubble, breathe, bubble, breathe. Each time, she had to steal a breath before the magic somehow ruined her best pneumatic shields. What had worked so well in the mines of Yelegoy utterly failed to persist longer than a second here. Sing? The wild, unending thundering drowned her out. The shaking crushed her spirit, her will to resist. Somehow she must learn to bend to this unfamiliar magic, to flow, to ripple … for a handful of breaths she had relief as her limp body seemed to spin in some kind of eddy, and then with a vast gurgle she sucked away in a different direction, along a faster but smoother flow that tasted and smelled different, more organic, with an acrid peaty tang. Was this the place where she had seen her mother in her vision, a place where gushing waters defied all gravitational laws and seemed to rush upward into the sky? She no longer sensed up or down. Her inner ear had no sense of direction at all, only an awareness of vertigo, and her body was wracked by nausea even though she had long since expelled the contents of her stomach. 
 
    There must be a way she could close herself in. Cut off the magic. Could she develop a series of concentric shields, a multi-layered or even a multiphasic approach … to confuse the chaotic elements outside, while protecting what was inside, almost like a Fra’aniorian purple rose unfurling layer after layer of sweet-smelling petals? For the inmost layer, she created a semipermeable shield she could hold inside her mouth; another outside that, and many more layers, substantial and insubstantial, to extend a kind of living, unpredictable shroud of subterfuge all around her person. 
 
    Sweet relief! For a moment, the dizziness abated as she was able to breathe normally no less than seven times, before the chaotic environmental magic snatched it all away. Poof. Instant disintegration. 
 
    Again! She threw it all together in a different mix. 
 
    Now she began to update the scrolls of learning, of observation and measurement, in her mind. Somewhere in her lore or learning there must be a clue. Somehow, she could defeat this before her reserves gave out. 
 
    Auli-Ambar knew she could not last long. 
 
    Help? Is anyone out there? Anything? 
 
    She despised her weakness. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Perhaps two hours later, she was still alive. Sodden, exhausted, depleted … but alive. Triumph! Picturing in her mind that snippet of dance she had once seen of Hualiama, and then adding to it an imaginary silly dance the girl had once tried to describe to her, she wondered how a child could excel so effortlessly while this Loremaster expended herself in futile thrashing. Indeed. Just let the music, or the dance, play her? 
 
    Alright, neophyte. Play on. 
 
    She touched her stomach lightly. Well, petal, what do you think – no! Her Dragon’s kiss was exposed. Istariela was no longer with her! 
 
    When in all this trauma, had she lost the most precious star in existence? 
 
    The scream that erupted from her throat was primal, wrenching, incensed. No. She had not come to this juncture to fail in her purpose. No! Istariela, NOOOOOO … she tumbled about her axis in despair as if she could see leagues beyond herself. Great, concentric waves of seeking magic undulated outward from her being. It was her own, unique aura, but it was distorted beyond all recognition by this place. Quicker than thought, the awareness of her magic seemed to funnel away here, to ripple crazily there, to bend into waves of huge amplitude, or to be sucked down into such an abyss as she had never imagined. A fractional second’s clarity saw the character of her surrounds imprinted indelibly upon the living fires of her memory’s scrolleaf. 
 
    This strange ocean was textured, as if the water wove and interwove itself into an unimaginably complex tapestry according to physical laws she could hardly begin to imagine. Gravity was not constant. It somehow fluctuated at both the micro- and the macro-level, somehow together with an element of chaotic magic, creating vast lattices of … of this substance that was somehow between water and air, or like a lighter form of water, she imagined. 
 
    Auli-Ambar gasped. Fractal patterns! Of course! These features were leaflike and repetitive down to the microscopic scale, clearly the product of recursive mathematical functions that generated infinitely complex patterns. Until they changed. Everything, every feature discernible to her stunned senses in the non-colourised world of magical perception, was in a constant state of flux. This was crazy. How was a person supposed to make sense of anything when she did not even know her up from her down? 
 
    Also, she saw in a final burst of awareness before her outburst of magic dissipated entirely, the water had come alive. She swam unwitting in a realm of monsters – and as if she had invited them by polite notes to dinner, they were all orienting their various appendages, maws, fins, tentacles and suckers upon a tiny snack. 
 
    Loremaster for lunch, every creature? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Curiously, the discovery that there were creatures native to this strange realm did set her mind somewhat at ease. Life was possible here. A respectable amount of it, too. That it all seemed to slaver at the advent of a Human interloper was less than comforting, but again to her surprise, she was content. This was the air-ocean, the mythical realm beyond the third sun. It must be. It made sense on every level according to legend and vision, and here, she might hope to find her mother. 
 
    Therefore, fate foretold, she would not be eaten. 
 
    Wherefore her therefore was there for no good reason, because five minutes later, with a tremendous thunder of water and the powerful buffeting of a huge living body, she was promptly swallowed, passed not without spirited protest by peristaltic muscular motion down a very long, reeking oesophageal tract, and ended up swimming in a pool of something that had to be digestive in nature. Helpfully, the pool had an air pocket. Less helpfully, the pocket kept changing positions at random intervals not connected in any logical sense to the beast’s changes in orientation as it clearly came under sustained attack from without. 
 
    Still, being inside some beast’s innards meant her weak shield somehow stayed intact, at least for as long as it took the creature to be bitten in half, by her estimation, by something considerably larger. Auli spilled out and spun away in a whirlpool as many large bodies churned about her, buffeting her person as she imagined a pollen grain must be buffeted in one of Fra’anior Cluster’s seasonal tempests. It was a shoal, was it not? A tendril slightly brushed her right leg, giving her the most horrid electric jolt. 
 
    “Aah! You filthy flapping windroc!” she screeched in every medium of communication available to her, losing her bubble and swallowing a great deal of water once more. 
 
    Sight! 
 
    The buzzing had barely faded from her jangled nerves when Auli-Ambar found her unreliable eyes had switched on at last, thanks to being bathed in liquid for a few hours. She was just in time to see a great many hazy shadows swirling about her, some dark, some sleek and blue, some translucent, when something about a league off caught her startled gaze. It was a hue of luminous yellow that did violence to the gentle eye of a Dragon Librarian, spinning so fast she could not make out what it was, and heading straight for her apparently through some of the creatures between them. She blinked. Oh! 
 
    A blink! 
 
    She had never imagined such a movement. It tickled her eyes something awful. Wow. So slow, like shutters skimming across the previously stony but now alive, sensitive, tingling surfaces. Reaching up with her good hand, Auli promptly succeeded in poking herself in the eye. 
 
    “Great leaping … Fra’anior’s oath! That hurt? It actually …” 
 
    Could this be proof that she actually came from this realm, or belonged here? 
 
    Speaking aloud was a terrible idea. Doubled over spluttering up what tasted like blood, Auli tumbled in a slow somersault. Half of the realm behind her was covered by a vast moving cavern – no, a white-lipped mouth! Despite knowing that she was terrible with distances and dimensions, and the thing was too hazy to make out apart from that it was fringed with a great many tentacle-like tendrils that appeared to be shovelling shadows into its mouth, her mind served up the idea that it could be half a mile in diameter. Whatever it was, she would definitely not be touching the sides of that gullet on the way down. 
 
    The yellow creature was approaching at a terrific pace. She heard an incredibly rapid call, like metallic bubbles being blown at high speed, Blip-zz-looble BLO-BYORRR! 
 
    Speech? Or something intriguingly close to it … Over here! Help me! 
 
    Over again, the mouth now obscuring the – sky? Could she call it sky? So blue, so many hues that she wished she had a million adjectives to describe them all. Her mind immediately hived off a scroll of notes, starting with deciding that she would find a better, more accurate way of describing colour. An amazing concept. Miraculous! 
 
    Mired neck-deep in scholarly contemplation, which was highly imprudent since she was under attack, Auli-Ambar wheezed in shock as the yellow blur slammed into her. She lost all her breath in a huge kerfuffle of bubbles. Cords or tentacles wrapped her up against a hard-shelled body. With a triumphal cry, blib-oo-zzi-burble! the thing swerved at such a breakneck speed, blackness crowded back over her vision. 
 
    She wailed, Ark – 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Auli-Ambar woke like a flower gradually unfurling its petals at the touch of a beneficent suns-rise, dappled with the night’s dew. She rested in a place so warm and bright, the ambient radiance caused strange colours to dance in her eyes, even though her eyelids – another surprise – were completely shut. How could this be? The very ethereality of her thoughts clued her into the suspicion that not only was something wrong with her world, something was amiss with her thoughts, too. And her body. She felt so languorous, so inanely happy, that she instinctively knew she should be leaping about like a hyperactive dragonet. 
 
    Instead, she hearkened drowsily as a waterfall’s gentle burbling sang lullabies to her spirit. 
 
    Water soughed in and out of her lungs. 
 
    Predatory creatures encircled her mind, trying by turns to inveigle, bludgeon or trick their way inside. What a battle this must already have been, a war of attrition fought over many days against many redoubtable enemies, yet she had not been conquered. She rebuffed their every artifice. Deep down, she memorised the voices that spoke evil intent over her, but the struggle seemed beyond the strength of her will. Her limbs twitched to the rhythms of dreams. Such heaviness, a gentle yet inexorable pressure to remain unconscious, but she contested the intrusion with a stubbornness she was beginning to learn was as deep as the roots of her being. 
 
    Deftly, the magic within stole her away from their dominion, away from the frenzied indignation of thwarted Dragons. 
 
    Her questing fingers ached to play with the flower inside her own mother’s womb. 
 
    Sensing the advent, the protective coverage and strengthening of another’s presence, Auli breathed, Mother … o Great Mother, is this … 
 
    In response, a melodic zephyr tickled her inner ear: 
 
    Child of the wave-song, 
 
    Child of the fire-song, 
 
    Dive into healing rest, 
 
    Dive high, unto the suns. 
 
    Laughter murmured from the soul inhabiting a body agonised by unending torment, I knew … aye, I … knew thy song. 
 
    Child, thou art exasperation’s own paragon! Please, calm thy waters – 
 
    But I must … she battled for consciousness … return … ah, not … delay. Please let me go … 
 
    In such a state, what canst thou hope to endeavour? Trust my servants to attend thee. Rest! Thou hast suffered … o, thou heartsong art a requiem of surpassing grievousness! O, THE RESOUNDING RAGE OF MY WATERS!! 
 
    Softly soared slumber’s song. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 25: Oddity in Orbit 
 
      
 
    Two thousand years of recorded Dragon history, and much before, taught that to be a Dragon is to be fire. Fire is goodness, wisdom, weapon, quintessence and the immortal destiny of the draconic soul. 
 
    Enter the aquatic Dragon. Enter Istariela. 
 
    How could all this wondrous body of learning be so woefully deficient, our Dragon-sight so limited, our hubris so all-embracing? Did the Onyx of Ages wilfully withhold lore from the Lesser Dragons of the North and of Herimor? Or was this a personal blind spot? Knew he not of these watery denizens of his Island-World within the mighty Rim-Wall Mountains? Was there an Ancient Dragon of the element of Water? 
 
    Why did Fra’anior cherish the starlight? 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections 
 
      
 
    HER SECOND WAKENING WAS gentler than the first, but far more fraught with worry. Auli-Ambar knew time had passed – a considerable time, she feared – which meant she had to master her time-travelling trick imminently, or face failure. Her head throbbed. Her body, conversely, felt as if it had been rolled flat by one of those huge Dragon scale buffing rollers in her fragrance baths. Very gingerly, she tested her limbs one by one, starting with wriggling her fingers or toes respectively, and then flexing her wrists, ankles, elbows and shoulders. Everything felt … good. Amazing! Could it be that she actually felt – Fra’anior be praised – healthy and largely pain-free? Was she completely healed? 
 
    Cancer could be a devious beast, she knew full well. 
 
    She lay upon an unidentifiable, slightly yielding surface, face up. Agog with wonder, yet unable as yet to face moving. She kept waiting for the burning pain to bite, but it did not. Subtle radiance penetrated her closed eyes from without, creating constellations of blue motes behind her retinae. The water smelled very slightly astringent. Was she in a medical facility? A tank? How was she even breathing? 
 
    Memory of the past period seemed to leach away from her grasping mind. Some … torture? But she felt so well. Nightmares. Only nightmares. There was nothing to fear. 
 
    Of course, any self-respecting scroll Dragoness was not about to let the matter of her fragile health lie without thorough examination and full understanding, so she set about taking an inventory of her physical state. Fingers? Good flexion, neither ache nor stiffness in the joints. Full rotation of the wrists. Running her fingers along her left forearm, she halted in shock just beside the wrist bone. What a strange ridge. It felt as if something bony – spiny, to be exact – was pushing through the skin, from wrist to elbow … and aye, above the elbow, too. Fish features! 
 
    Ugh. She shuddered with horror. 
 
    Fish fins were structurally similar to Dragon wings, weren’t they? Auli-Ambar gave a curt laugh. How exactly was that consolation? She was well on her way to exploring more grotesquery than ever before. Her toes felt strange too, as if there were webbing developing between the digits, and the tendons felt stronger and thicker than before. 
 
    Freaky eyes, wonky scarred chin, now a fish-person? 
 
    The magic of this realm was a fearful thing, penetrating, corrupting and transforming a person. She did not understand its vector of operation in the slightest. It was unlike anything she had encountered before of Humans or Dragons, or even the animate corruption of ruzal. What did this mean for her mind? Warily, she looked inward to her mental faculties, scroll storage and logical reasoning, and discovered chaos. Pure chaos! She vented a shriek that sounded remarkably like an angry windroc’s cry. Improbably, the integrity of each individual Scroll of Fire seemed unchanged, but every connection she had ever drawn between all the treasuries of her precious knowledge, was gone. Erased as if they had never existed. 
 
    Ridiculous! She should have kept an inventory of the links. But how would she have known? It was all too complex, like the biggest spider’s web in history – her methodology was probably overcomplicated, if she knew herself in the slightest. And that was being generous. 
 
    As her frustration at the carnage in her mental space reached its peak, Auli-Ambar felt the sensation like the overspill of a wave pass through her mind. Catching up every single one of her mental scrolls, it tumbled and jumbled them about in a frenzy somewhat like what she imagined a child’s tantrum must look like, and they all fell … perfectly. Arranged by – she rifled through the new arrangement in bemusement – the date she had last visited or updated that scroll? 
 
    But she had not even stored that information. Not consciously. 
 
    It would be better to store it as – crash! Roar! She jolted and frowned as if attempting to make a class of hatchlings behave. Now everything was arranged into the formation of a flying draconic creature, as best she could tell, although the proportions did not seem to quite hold true to a neophyte in the art of physical sight. Now … constellations that must represent a different viewpoint to that which she knew, perhaps even from a different world – next, arranged by size. And immediately on to tertiary subject matter. Now a pattern she could not discern … 
 
    An inkling teased her mind. This magic must be chaotic in essence. That was the only logical explanation for this illogical behaviour – no, not illogical, nor unlawful, for she sensed that whatever was happening was faithfully following the governing laws true to this realm. To an outsider it looked like chaos, but to an insider it would be the way things were. Did rationality depend so completely upon one’s perspective? Or one’s notion of sanity? Thrusting that query into a new scroll, she hissed as her Scrolls of Fire rearranged themselves once more without warning, this time apparently into a threat level hierarchy related to personal fears she would have preferred never to have to admit to. 
 
    “Fra’anior’s beard! Can we stop meddling with my head –” 
 
    Was telepathy different in this realm, too? Evidently, this magic had the potential to penetrate or at least subvert the psychic bastion wards she had been taught were invulnerable. Or did it? Her brains had not been completely scrambled into sweet-tuber soup. She was still Auli-Ambar, Dragon Librarian and occasional snarky baiter of fifty-tonne Dragons. And once-regular puller of a Mercury Blue’s tail. 
 
    Fra’anior protect that – well, she wanted to call him a few choice names, but in the end what emerged was – protect my Dragon. 
 
    She was also an irredeemably wicked creature. 
 
    Just then, whatever she was lying on buzzed sharply and set into motion, vibrating and undulating with the vigour and pep of a young male Dragon working at his battle exercises. She was pummelled, massaged and flipped over like a slab of meat on a grill. The treatment was so vigorous it bordered upon violence. Auli was highly unimpressed to find bits of her person jiggling which had never, since she was a respectable Fra’aniorian girl, been so wilfully jiggled before. A Southerner like Romilly would have told her off while cracking a few blushingly inappropriate jokes. 
 
    Auli clearly remembered being called an underfed reed by Qualiana just before she had departed for Tanstoy this time. She had become accustomed to not having much flesh to pinch, since it was stretched taut across her bones. Now, her limbs felt … heavy. More substantial than she was accustomed to. Her buttocks, the Dragons would have been most pleased to note – well, to describe what she felt as heft would be generous, but actual shape was indeed present. Curvature! Muscle. Next, she touched her ribs. What had happened to her dual xylophones? Vanished! Heavens weeping rainbows, a miracle! Just then, she was flipped over again. A thin tube slipped between her lips. On the point of lodging a protest, Auli-Ambar found herself clamped in place by what felt like a thousand delicate yet tenacious tentacles. The thing slid smoothly down her throat and disgorged a load of whatever it was that had been keeping her alive, directly into her stomach. Something so nutritional, the tiniest hint of aftertaste she was left with put her in mind of windroc droppings served on a bed of putrescent swamp scum. Anything this therapeutic had to kill whatever was lurking in her gullet, no prisoners taken. 
 
    The tentacles next proceeded to examine and palpate her person, moving from her face downward, and that was when she finally found her voice and a degree of unreason. “Those are not yours to prod, Islands’ sakes! Get off!” 
 
    For a person who had once tried to exterminate the entire doctoring staff of Tanstoy, she recalled with mortification, this was a relatively mild reaction. Whatever was attending her withdrew at once, voicing a sound like a symphony of pipes. The radiance filtering through her shuttered eyelids brightened perceptibly. Trying to scent her environs wakened her to the realisation that not only was she underwater, she was breathing with relative ease. Almost like breathing a thin soup, she supposed, as she studied the sensation. Searching, her fingers identified seven fine parallel rows of gill-like structures either side of her neck. Magic tingled beneath her sensitive fingertips. Truly? Oxygenation of the bloodstream and indeed, filtration for additional nutritional elements, was a built-in feature of life in this realm? 
 
    She would be delighted to investigate just as soon as she figured out where beneath the twin suns she actually was! 
 
    Auli-Ambar sat up cautiously. She cracked her eyes open with the pleasure of one for whom the movement was entirely novel. Hmm. She must be inside a vast set of chambers or caverns, for she could just about make out the blurred, graduated shades of texture that suggested arched structures – no, bubble-like edifices, linked by what she took for iris-like doors, but that was only because she could see through seven consecutive chambers into one that had to be two or three leagues distant. Substantial place! What did they treat here, creatures as huge as the Mother Rorqual? 
 
    A swoosh of water that swept her several tens of feet across the unfamiliar substance she had been resting upon, announced the arrival of another attendant. 
 
    B-b-lib-lib oo-zi-zi rrr ZIN! it cried. 
 
    Excellent. She understood nothing bar its rattletrap excitement. This must be the creature who had saved her somewhere out there. 
 
    A great paw cupped her person as if the creature wished to gaze more closely at her; Auli-Ambar touched the sleek scales and explored the webbing between its talons with scholarly glee. Draconic, but with significant aquatic adaptations suitable to this demesne, she judged, hiving off thirteen new Scrolls of Fire in a flurry of joy. 
 
    Distracted, of course. 
 
    I don’t know what you did, she said in Dragonish, but I thank you with the verimost waters of my soul. I am feeling amazingly well, all things considered. I cannot detect the ossi-magriophagic cancer at all now, but my fires are clearly present – how, amidst all this water, I cannot fathom. Is this the water-fire coexistence I thought impossible? Is it? 
 
    This sally earned her another high-speed, fascinating, doubtless linguistically complex and communicative series of click-burbles interspersed with a few chirps. Marvellous. Not the slightest smidgen of understanding in this Loremaster’s mind. At least she was not still sliding down some nasty stinging beast’s gullet into a digestive bathtub. Ugh, that could have been awful. Good. Great! She rubbed her hands together purposefully, which worked in the air but felt odd underwater. Why was her skin not as wrinkled as an octogenarian’s? Can I take a look at you too, please? 
 
    A vast huff of water squirted her upward, as if her daring somehow represented an unwelcome intrusion or challenge. Was she fazed? Not in the slightest. Communicating by tone of voice and respectful touch, she convinced the creature to let her examine its ginormous body, which had to make it easily the size of Sapphurion, if not a fraction larger. Besides the webbed paws, the Dragon was more streamlined, with small overlapping scales in the main. She found a long dorsal fin in place of the spine-spikes of the Lesser Dragons she knew, and lesser ancillary fins on the four limbs and torso, while the wings had a more swept-back configuration, almost leaf-like in overall shape, with thicker, stronger supportive struts she presumed must compensate for the greater effort required to fly through water. But when she swam-walked along its skull over the eyes toward its muzzle, a vast warning growl rumbled from its throat. 
 
    Alright, just checking your muzzle, fangs and tongue, she said politely. Permission? 
 
    GNRRR-blib! B-b-bip! it complained at high speed. One more footstep, and she was summarily swatted off its nose. Br-rii rip ZIF! 
 
    Recovering, Auli-Ambar paddled herself about with increasingly confident strokes, amazed at the new strength of her body. Cushioned by the water, she realised that paw-slap had not been meant to hurt, but to caution – just as a Dragoness would caution her hatchling. This creature was definitely draconic. Why then could they not communicate? 
 
    This was a conundrum worthy of a Dragon Librarian. To work! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    There was neither day nor night where she dwelled, nor could Auli-Ambar fathom why she could communicate neither by telepathy nor speech with the great yellow Dragon she began to call Burble, or Speed-Burble in her cheekier moments. The Tyrabulus Codex did not swish her back to Yelegoy with anything approaching what she regarded as timeliness. Every other time, her trips had been as swift as thought. This time, she had languished for seventeen sleeps with no clue as to whatever was next. She worried desperately about Istariela and, to a lesser degree, Arkurion. 
 
    Meantime, she set her mind to learning everything she could about this realm. This included literally hundreds of unsuccessful attempts to put her mental library back the way she wanted it, but it always rearranged itself in another wilful way. She smiled wryly to herself. Auli-Ambar did not take defeat easily, did she? To keep her mental Si’ishi happy, she even developed a daily exercise routine. She swam lap after lap of the chamber she had woken in, thrilled to her toes to be able, for the first time in her life, to drive her body to new heights of physical endeavour. Relearning the basic strokes was a joy, but adapting them for underwater use did make her wish she had the requisite theoretical background. Every time she tried to leave the chamber, however, she was immediately intercepted by Speed-Burble, who seemed never to sleep. He directed her back within with a firm blast of bubbles, or a stream of water. Her single attempt to use her sung magic resulted in a paroxysm of such magnitude, she stopped at once and did not try again. She needed allies rather than enemies. 
 
    Which begged the question: was she prisoner or patient? 
 
    On the morning after her seventeenth sleep since awakening in the realm of water, Auli-Ambar suffered the tube feeding one more time. She had resigned herself. Better the tube than tasting that gunge. After that, she worked for a good hour on trying to decipher Burble’s high-speed utterances which she had attempted to record into one of her Scrolls of Fire, but the details of his communicative patterns so far eluded her. While she was building up a good body of data, every time she began to make her connections, the chaotic magic unravelled everything faster than she could repair the damage. 
 
    Next, she worked on mastering her underwater swimming efficiency using a stroke she remembered from a Remoyan text, with the feet kicking in synchronisation and her body undulating up and down to generate drive through the water. Unexpectedly, she felt Burble at her side. Using the touch-sign language they had developed, he – she had begun to think of him in the masculine – used his talons to correct her timing and instruct her in the use of both downstroke and upstroke to generate power. Auli chuckled as she suddenly sensed a surge of speed. Either that, or her friction in the water had miraculously reduced. She knew her waist-length hair was a major drag, but now it seemed to undulate along her back in perfect harmony with her movements. 
 
    Wham! 
 
    Auli-Ambar drifted away from a wall, rubbing her forehead. Alright. Lack of forward visual focus was dangerous, to say the least. But she had not yet worked out a way to compensate. 
 
    Bubbling and clicking furiously, Burble snaffled her into his paw and checked her over with a tingle of magic. Nothing too broken, she hoped. Just her pride. Then he was pushing her away with a clearly imperative gurgle-click-snap of his tongue: ‘Do that again!’ 
 
    Trying not to picture a Dragon pitching his youngster off the edge of a roost to jump-start its flying, Auli whipped away again, working her long, lithe legs in the prescribed rhythm. Rainbows! Her skill was coming on apace and her muscles did not burn nearly as much as before. At that moment, there was a sharp tearing pain along the length of her arms and legs as the fin-wings finally ripped their way through her flesh. With the surface area of her limbs effectively doubled, she shot headlong with a shocked wail. 
 
    Acceleration! Madness! Water tearing at her eyes! Where was the wall? 
 
    Curving her path, Auli-Ambar spied a round shadow across the chamber from her. A portal. Porthole? That was one of the ancient words she had learned from the Dragonship crew. Lurking off to her starboard quarter was Speed-Burble, a hulking yellow blur – but through that hole and perhaps eight chambers more in a row, she spied freedom. 
 
    Her song curled delicately about her body: 
 
    Speed me true into the blue … 
 
    And she was gone! Racing away from Burble’s outraged volley of clicks and snaps, away from the imprisoning chamber, and on to her destiny. Istariela, I come! she exulted. 
 
    A huge shadow loomed. A snippet of song jinked her around a set of fangs that could have filleted fifty of her in a neat row, and then she was speeding through a chamber filled with puffed-up fish that crowded toward her in eager platoons. She blew past them with another wail – rather more realistically terrified than her previous effort – picking up a needle-sharp fragment of spine that jabbed right through her left foot. Now she passed through two empty chambers, and one she thought was empty. Here she swirled to a halt, searching for variances in colour that would lead her to another exit. That was when she realised her surrounds was anything but empty. She could not see whatever the creature was, but she sensed the electric potentials in the water all around her. A stinging host of … tentacles? It must be transparent, and to a person with her faculties, that meant it was invisible at this range. 
 
    Auli-Ambar froze. That old blind person trick. Standing still, one was rather less likely to visit the bottom of a hole or tumble off an unseen cliff. A lifetime’s experience of fear immobilised her, and that probably saved her life. Burble hurtled into the chamber, setting off a crazed sizzling sound all around her. He bellowed in agony! If she understood rightly, he barrel-rolled through just above her, using his long, sleek body to wind up all the deadly, trailing tentacles, one of which wrapped about the spike in her left foot. 
 
    Her body jolted as if she had been kicked by a Dragon. The electrical charge was so potent, she distinctly felt her heart stutter-start and then resume at treble its previous panicked pace. Heat exploded throughout her person. What if she had swum into a whole tentacle? Ten? She would have been chargrilled to death! Then, her concern leaped to Burble. So horribly misjudged. Sick with worry, she tracked his position by the tremors pulsing through this strange not-watery water substance. The sounds and sensations of pugnacious but weakening struggle. With a piercing cry, she attacked! 
 
    Breathless at her audacity, Auli-Ambar punched with her mind at the same time as she sang a detangling, restorative, mothering song over the beast she had so slighted. Her taut composure shocked her. The injustice! Volcanic outrage. Despite that she had erred, for him to die would be unconscionable and so she sang at the supra-soprano limit of her musical range of her wish for the balance of fairness to be restored. Her innovative, skirling notes penetrated his flesh to attack the toxins and electrical discharge, soothing his jangled nervous and magical flow systems, easing the inner burns, and even calming his traumatised mind. At another level, she revelled in the new capacities this form, this new body, revealed to her cognizance. There was so much potential, so much to explore! 
 
    Yet now her healing must be instinctual. Nothing else mattered. 
 
    At length, she found herself drifting alongside the aquatic Dragon, dazed and wrung out. The magical output of attempting to heal such a large creature was immense. She smelled the sweetish scent of charred flesh thick in the water. 
 
    This Pykolese creature called Auli-Ambar was a disaster. She had no Arkurion, no Istariela, soon no Tanstoy, and no future. 
 
    At length, she flicked her limbs and swam to Burble’s flank. I’m so sorry, noble Dragon. I mistook – 
 
    AAAHHOOMM!! A tremendous bellow exploded within her skull. Despite that she hurled up every protection she knew, the Mother Whale’s wrath rattled her brain inside her skull. Auli was still shrilling her pain and violation when she realised that the bellowing about her iniquity had ceased. 
 
    The Rorqual whispered, You attacked my servant but then healed him with song? 
 
    When the Mother Whale whispered in such a terrible voice, it seemed the whole Island-World stood to attention. Auli-Ambar’s every pore prickled. Yet was there not an undercurrent of curiosity? 
 
    She replied, O Great Mother, I made an awful mistake. I thought your servant held me prisoner or hostage, and so tried to escape – please, please touch him with your power – 
 
    Child, have you not spoken with him? 
 
    He does not speak. 
 
    Blip-zz-bribble bla-blib! the Dragon disagreed. 
 
    The Whale chuckled, He never stops speaking, o child of the waters. How can you not understand? 
 
    I called him Burble, but please don’t – her laughter boomed like faraway waves – don’t tell him that. To me, his speech is essentially strings of burbles, clicks and consonants that appear to represent linguistic patterns, but I do not grasp the meaning. I have recorded a substantial body of data which I am able to present to you, if need – 
 
    No need. You both speak the language of Humans. 
 
    I … to disagree with such a powerful entity seemed at once perilous and sacrilegious, and so being well-versed in draconic subtleties of thinking, Auli-Ambar decided upon a tangential approach. Great Mother, I believe I myself might have come from such a realm as this, and I hoped to seek my mother here. Do you know of other persons such as myself? Where am I? 
 
    I’ll ask him. I can’t believe you and Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian cannot communicate! I had assumed you two would already have spoken much, and be well acquainted. No wonder you disagreed. He is my agent there at Dragons Deep. 
 
    After conversing with the Dragon for what seemed to Auli-Ambar to be an inordinately long time, aside from her direct perception, the Mother reported: I attempted to trace your reported heritage as being Pykolese, child, as we spoke about before, but it took many long months of labour for my scholar Rorquals and I to make the connections. 9,762 years ago, Human settlers crash-landed seventeen starships upon my Reef. This event predated even the arrival of these treacherous Dragons. They were thousands in number, and I and my servants gave aid and healing to the survivors and helped them settle upon the Isles of my Mothering Reef. 
 
    Was a reef some kind of oceanic habitat suitable for Humans, Auli wondered? 
 
    These Humans brought with them unknown technologies and terrible weapons with which they soon began to wage war upon my kind and with each other. The most devastating weapon in their possession, which they guarded most jealousy, was one called the Singularity. To digress, these Humankind originally came from many different worlds, and I believe were refugees from terrible wars there. Those charged with guarding the Singularity were called the Pykorianese – 
 
    Pykolese! 
 
    Intriguingly close, not so? Our earliest records show that these Pykorianese hailed from the Pykorianil Triad, a cluster of three sister water worlds that uniquely share a single orbital path, located in the constellation of Pyramidus Minor. 
 
    Auli chewed her lip. Her mother could have come from off-world! Was she an alien creature? Or were there different subtypes of Humans scattered about many worlds, each evincing differing characteristics such as her extra-large eyes, her vocal magic, and her clear reaction to the magic of this realm? 
 
    Since the Mother was rushing on, she stopped speculating and pricked up her ears as felines were said to do. 
 
    The Pykorianese earn the briefest of quotes in the histories: 
 
    ‘A tall, noble race of aquatic bipedal humanoid telepathic adepts possessed of allegedly natural skills that surpass any known technology of our own, and we consider ourselves advanced enough to travel the stars. To speak of magic contradicts the very tenets of our scientific training, yet if they possess and utilise a physical technology, we have yet to detect it. Their greatest asset and our greatest object is the limitless, shining clean energy source they call the Singularity. For this prize we will destroy these self-appointed guardians and harness its potential for the benefit of all.’ 
 
    Shiver! To her surprise, she detected a similar shiver in the waters of the Mother’s soul. Peripherally, she noted the aged dialect of Island-Standard betrayed by that quote, yet given its purported age, it was a wonder she could understand it at all. 
 
    Indeed, wars were fought, and I shall not speak of that epoch of bloody betrayal, when even my own kind were swayed by the corruption introduced by the Humans, the Mother boomed. For that was when the comet burned through the atmosphere and the devastation that followed was ten thousand times greater than anything that came before. Amidst the chaos and ruin, the records and memories of our kind are sparse, save that we know the Pykorianese vanished along with their priceless Singularity – and thanks to the oral histories Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian has kindly shared with me, I am now able to confirm to you that your kind, those you call Pykolese, did indeed flourish in this realm, exactly where you are, in orbit of the selfsame Singularity. 
 
    Auli gasped, I … uh … 
 
    This was the realm beyond the ‘third sun!’ This was it, the correlation was far too strong to ignore. A brilliant, clean energy source would look exactly like a sun to the sighted, would it not? And, having perhaps been introduced from another world, it might evince characteristics fundamentally opposed to the physics of her Island-World. Magical, chaotic-energetic properties? She hived off nine scrolls of ancillary considerations at once, and that was merely touching the talon-tip of the Dragon. Furthermore, her mother must be here! Somewhere in this air-ocean, in this most mysterious realm, she would find people like herself. Pykolese people. At last, her search was almost over. 
 
    Rather more heavily, the Mother added, Again, to sing my song with necessary clarity, people with unmistakeable physical similarities to you flourished here until approximately 7,250 years ago. Then, they were no more, and no creature knows what became of them. Which rather begs the question, does it not – Auli caught her breath – regarding your origins, child? 
 
    No, please, Great Mother! Please – Birroo, tell her. The Pykolese are here! They have to be! 
 
    The Dragon spoke to her in gentle but no more comprehensible words than before. 
 
    The Mother said, Your mother is not here, child. None of your kind have existed in the air-ocean, called the Singula Ocean by its denizens, for millennia. My heartsong grieves to deliver such report. 
 
    How could the Rorqual shatter her hopes with just a few words? Auli shook her head, crying over and over, My mother! Mother! All I ever wanted … 
 
    Shattered. 
 
    A paw stroked her back. 
 
    When Auli’s sobs quietened, the Rorqual added, Birroo tells me that one of your kind, a Pykolese prodigy, was the creator of this realm beyond the mighty sky-touching mountains. Legend tells that this person stole the Singularity and an ocean full of water in order to create a safe haven for her people and his kind, and myriad living creatures besides, that would otherwise have been snuffed out by the explosion of that cometary impact. Perhaps that person might have been mother to one as extraordinary as yourself? 
 
    M-Maybe, she said. 
 
    I should like to meet such an individual, one daysong. 
 
    What was her name, Great Mother? 
 
    After another consultation, the Mother reported, She was never known by a name, only by a symbol. It was the universal symbol of a mythological entity named Pandora. 
 
    Pandora? What does that mean? 
 
    She was a goddess, the verimost wavesong of mystery. Her symbol was … enigma. 
 
    Enigma! 
 
    Impossible. Why, o why, was Fra’anior tying her into existential knots? And where, or more importantly, when, was her mother? Could she have been born of a woman who lived over seven millennia ago? And what of Arkurion and Istariela? None of this fit. Nothing made the slightest shred of common Isles sense! 
 
    With a hollow inward laugh, she mouthed to herself, Be played by the music, Zanthrillior? 
 
    That Dragon was a living masterpiece, but he knew nothing. 
 
    She knew less than nothing. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    With the Mother’s able assistance, about two hours later, Auli-Ambar was conversing in an unimaginably ancient form of her native Island Standard with Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian. Simple. So simple, she had entirely overlooked the possibility that firstly, they spoke a common tongue, and secondly, he was merely speaking one hundred and seventeen times faster than her! That accounted for all the burbling and clicking. By creating a high-speed bidirectional Scroll of Fire to manage the translation and transcoding processes, she was able to intercept communication from him, decode it, convert it to a more modern form to help her understanding, and then reverse the process to communicate back. All at the speed of thought. 
 
    She had simply not considered addressing a Dragon in any language bar Dragonish. What a virtuoso Loremaster in the making she was! 
 
    He told her he did speak Dragonish, but it was a completely different language with almost zero mutual intelligibility to the variant she understood. It was a sung language to begin with, with four different tonal ranges operating simultaneously that conveyed different nuances of thought, plus the usual plethora of highly graduated linguistic inflections to advance the listener’s migraine with the utmost alacrity. 
 
    Still, he was a Dragon, and the Dragon-hating Mother’s servant. She could scratch a hole in her head and never understand this. 
 
    Deep in one of her self-absorbed moments where her brain frantically created connections in hundreds of directions at once and the chaotic magic unravelled them just as rapidly, Burble dropped in casually, “Of course, you are not the only recent arrival from your realm.” 
 
    “Not what? What did you say?” 
 
    “Not the only recent arrival,” he repeated, with a small Island’s worth of draconic hubris shading his fluid speech. “Approximately four years ago, there was another. It’s not common, o picayune Pykolese –” her new nickname, it appeared, in direct reprisal for ‘Burble’ “– for creatures of the outside world to penetrate our air-ocean. Generally they are torn apart before they ever attain this depth of the Singula Ocean, for the outer forty leagues are effectively a protective shell of chaotic water maelstroms, inverse gravitational riptides and death-wells, quite besides the ever-voracious schools of lumenfish, which are able to blind and stun their prey with a burst of concentrated light. I name but a few salient perils.” 
 
    Burble cleared his throat meaningfully. Clearly, a cue. 
 
    “Oh, noble Dragon, please tell me more!” she duly enthused. It must be! It must … she did not dare hope. 
 
    How could hope be such agony? 
 
    “Indeed, this Dragon of the outer world did o’ercome every natural and magical obstacle to penetrate these treacherous mid-reaches of our great air-ocean –” 
 
    Auli could not withhold. “What was his name?” 
 
    “For a slow-spoken creature, you are catastrophically hasty,” he reproved. “A tale must be sung in true draconic melody. Now, I have not met the creature myself – imagine, a Dragon of air-fire rather than water-fire! Hrrr-brib BLAT! Has such an aberration ever been imagined? Such a caricature of the wondrous magic of our kind! But that fiery fiend soon discovered that to enter the wholly suspended air-ocean is one matter, and to escape, quite another. Such is the power of the Singularity, it holds our entire ocean in a gravitationally neutral stasis and nothing and no creature may escape its awesome power.” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    That most ironic phrase! 
 
    “It is a tale oft told with admiration, that this atypical beast has dedicated his life’s fires to exploring the air-ocean for a means of escape. While mapping and exploring the tremendous flows, desert zones and unique features of our realm, he has already in four years made many distinct and exciting discoveries, adding tremendously to the lore of our kind. I, of course, as a scholar and researcher much moved in the waters of my soul by such discoveries, am a Myrotoxic Luminous Lesser Aquatic Darter Dragon, to name my full subtype, and the reason I would not allow you to touch my mouth, is that my tongue and fangs, unlike yours, are pleasingly venomous. Both my bite and my spinous darts deliver a lethal load of complex neuro- and magrio-toxins.” 
 
    Magical toxins? She nodded slowly. Hence that draconic slap. He must have thought she was a suicidal fool, or mentally deficient at best. 
 
    “Indeed, both of you strangers cause a clear-waters Dragon’s waters to boil with your mendacious inner natures. While much study has been diverted to your tiny self, little has become clear as yet. So, you intimate that you know this valiant beast, this fiery creature named Arkurion?” 
 
    Auli-Ambar gave a wild yelp of delight. “Arkurion? Are you certain? As in, Arkurion the Mercury Blue?” 
 
    “Have I not four paws and a vastly superior intellect?” Burble snorted unhappily. “He came from a place called –” he pronounced the unfamiliar word carefully in his singsong accent “– Tanstoy Dragon Roost.” 
 
    “That’s him!” 
 
    How had he done it? Here was an honour quest beyond imagination, if he could only return to tell the tale. Praise Fra’anior, at least one small aspect of her fate must now be clear. 
 
    “Brr-zi-GLUB!” Burble commented sarcastically as she made a silly, wriggly dance mid-water. Some things simply did not translate, but she understood his drift well enough. “If any Dragon is mad enough to try to track down this precious eggling you say you lost, then it is he.” 
 
    At last, she heard music swelling mightily in her mind, a new kind of magic that made her shiver all over. Destiny’s song. 
 
    Turning to him, she began to speak, but he sighed, “I sense words such as adventure, courage, honour, and eternal praise songs of the Dragonkind about to trip off your tiny, non-toxic tongue. Fear not, o picayune Pykolese person. This Arkurion is understood to be an inveterate lunatic who leads a band of troubled-waters explorers each as deranged as the next, but insanity in the Dragonkind does lead to some strange and wondrous results, for it is said, what is madness to one is perhaps to another, the clearest song of calling from the Mother’s own mouth. Tell me, what mighty deeds we shall endeavour together?” 
 
    “Noble Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian,” she said warmly, “we need to find the Mercury Blue, rescue the eggling and find a way to save hundreds of Dragons at Tanstoy Dragon Roost. Can you help me?” 
 
    “Upon my oath!” he cried. “Follow me!” 
 
    “Right now?” 
 
    She had the impression he fixed a rather reproachful, despairing look upon her. “Auli-Ambar the Dragon Librarian, you are without a doubt the greatest oddity in orbit of the Singularity Core. You are an aquatic-pyretic melodic-magical Dragon Librarian who is no Dragon and a Human who is no Human at all!” 
 
    “Well –” 
 
    “All thunderously fantastic, say I!” he roared. “By my waters, LET US FLY!” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 26: Swoop Deep 
 
      
 
    Sit thee at the paws of the master called life, and learn. This is thy paramount endeavour all the days given thee beneath the suns, for each day is precious, yea, more precious than the finest hoard of Dragon gold. 
 
    Samukan the Bard, Tales from my Youth 
 
      
 
    IT TOOK THE BETTER part of two hours just to swim out of the research facility called Dragons Deep, which had been built by the Pykorianese as a centre for culture, medicine and advancement of the sciences. The building was over 8,000 years old. Now that was building for the future! 
 
    Burble talked nonstop. The Mother Whale had not been joking about his loquacity, Auli-Ambar realised, as she moved from weariness to avidly pumping him for information – pumping an aquatic Dragon? Good pun! She arranged whole mental racks of scrolls to harvest the information she was gathering with a view to one day returning to the library beneath Ha’athior and blowing the dust off those deathly Guardian Spirits, before dumping a whole Island of knowledge atop their fusty heads. She chuckled here and there at Burble’s blatant prejudices, and queried the vast gaps in her knowledge when she had opportunity to sneak in a word. 
 
    The more she learned about her people, the more mysterious and extraordinary they seemed. Who imagined a spherical floating complex fully seven leagues in diameter, and built it from materials that lasted millennia? Dragons Deep had been home to many of the aquatic Dragons of this realm from the first, the Dragons they called the ‘Enlightened’ ones, the non-wild or feral Dragonkind, she understood. In many cases, in those early years, the Singularity’s magical radiation had been unkind to the air-ocean’s denizens and many had died, but the survivors had adapted and grown stronger. Nowadays there were many subtypes of Dragons inhabiting the different regions of the air-ocean, but many still saw this complex as their original home. 
 
    Auli-Ambar tried to grasp the dimensions of her environment. The way Burble talked, ‘down’ meant to swim toward the Singularity Core, the gravitational centre of an elliptical ocean that measured some 272 leagues in vertical diameter and 467 leagues in the horizontal plane. It was said to be suspended mid-air but no-one knew for certain. Nothing behaved as it ought to. Burble claimed that the general planetary gravity could be sensed distinctly from the core’s gravity and the difference was used as a directional measure – insofar as gravity remained constant, which was simply not true. Gravity was chaotic, often increasing the further one travelled from the core, or in places there were gravity upwells or churning gravity sinks … anyhow, ‘up’ was away from the core. Not up as in walking upright, say. Upside down was not a concept he grasped. After checking upon the most recent travel plan filed by Arkurion, Burble helped her to understand that they would be travelling down past the core in a direction twenty-one degrees shy of vertical and fifteen compass points south of her southwest. Maybe she should use astronomical measures or spherical geometry coordinates? 
 
    As they swam side-by-side, he instructed her further in her stroke and motion, and taught her how to slipstream alongside or beneath his flanks. His ‘flying’ stroke was a long and languid swoop of his wings supplemented by the supple writhing of his tail, or occasional muscular scoops of his webbed paws. 
 
    At last, he said, “We are approaching the edge of Dragons Deep, Auli-Ambar.” 
 
    “Oh!” She should have been paying better attention to her surrounds. “Will I be able to see far? Why can’t I –” 
 
    “Come to my paw. We should be prepared for a rougher ride now.” 
 
    “Through that magical shield? Is the ocean rough beyond, do you mean? What’s that noise behind us, those horns blowing?” 
 
    He laughed in a way that made Auli squirm. “Rough? You could say that. Can’t you see those coming behind us?” 
 
    “I’m mostly blind.” 
 
    Was that panic in his voice? Or at least, a healthy dose of draconic battle readiness? What under the suns was going on? Burble had been acting so easy-going … was their departure not desired? Had he been casually trying to smuggle her out, or worse, was this a kidnapping? Had all that talk been disguise for some devious magic born of water – and had he been taking her by a sneaky route? Now, she did not know. 
 
    “Well, suck my bones dry!” he boomed. “No wonder – no time. Paw. Now!” 
 
    “Burble! What’s going on?” 
 
    “Mother Whale’s orders. FLY!” 
 
    Sweeping her up in his paw, the fluorescent yellow Dagger Dragon accelerated smoothly, jinking around what Auli took for connecting structural elements of Dragons Deep, although as usual she could not see much. What she sensed was less than encouraging. Muted explosions sounded behind them and to the starboard flank, punching them sideways as the resulting shockwave hit. The horn-like sound, a hunting sound, grew louder and was coming from either flank, too, as if pursuers were racing them to the edge. Suddenly, Burble bellowed in pain as a powerful electrical charge seized up his whole body and jangled his passenger, too. 
 
    She might not be much use in a close pinch, but she could sing. Wrapping Burble in a streamlined bubble of protection, Auli willed him to speed up. He swooped instead. She heard multiple swishing sounds passing by and then some draconic power detonated ahead, bursting against the supple outer layer and ripping it away in an instant. Auli and the Dragon shuddered as the inner shield took the brunt of a powerful explosion, but Burble twisted his body to bull through the ensuing maelstrom. 
 
    The power of his descent ripped at her eyes, but the stony sapphire orbs seemed designed to cope. 
 
    “Nets!” he cried. “My turn.” 
 
    Arching his back, he seemed to tense up and then a series of sharp pa-pa-pa! sounds erupted along his spine. “Venomous dorsal darts,” he said, spiralling away as a net swooshed past them. “Saw to those nets – three more! GRRAOOOORRRH!” 
 
    Upon that thunderous note, his marine magic ripped Auli’s carefully crafted shield into tatters. The resulting backlash sent him slewing into a violent collision with what Auli-Ambar took for a pole or stanchion of some sort, because he folded around it and she popped free of his grasp. Fists of water pummelled her left and right, up and down, but since she could never see where she was going anyways, she tried to listen for Burble through the explosions. An unseen dart or metal javelin scored a skin wound across her back, tugging her hair and sending her into a helpless spin. This was no place for a novice swimmer, she sensed. What could she do? 
 
    Thrusting out her hands, she poured her will into a new idea. REFLECT!! 
 
    Now the hissing of incoming attacks was accompanied by explosions and aggrieved roaring from farther afield. She heard the chasing Dragonwings scattering as they came under attack from their own missiles and magic, and found a way to orient herself to the smooth shell of shield magic she sensed to her left hand. “Burble! With me!” 
 
    “Spin to your left wingtip!” 
 
    He was close – but ahead? Auli swerved instinctually, feeling a wriggling, eel-like body passing mere inches from her feet as she put on a turn of speed. More electrical nastiness! Her skin prickled and she dodged again. Fangs clacked beside her left hand. Skiss! One less eel, she presumed. 
 
    Now she was tracking Burble by the feel of his bulk in the water, trying to sense and compensate for the changes in the slipstreaming as he veered several times. 
 
    “Go … through the shield!” the Dragon roared. 
 
    Auli-Ambar spared a millisecond to imagine that this might all end very badly if the Dragon was lying to her about this being a mission from the Mother Whale, but it was clear that she had been targeted as well. Aquatic Dragons, like their airy counterparts, did not mince their words or hold back on the fangs or talons. Burble did not seem the dishonest sort. The Whale trusted him, and she trusted the Mother Whale with the caveat that she did happen to be Fra’anior the Onyx’s mortal enemy. If either of them ever discovered she had been working for both sides … this Enigma might just be wiped off the face of the Island-World, leaving no trace of her passing. 
 
    He thundered, “Faster!” 
 
    The Dragon Librarian accelerated her wriggling. Excellent. Especially excellent since she was wearing not a stitch of clothing, but since she was the only Human in this entire ocean, how did it matter? She wore her hide. No Dragon need know differently. Something belted her left elbow so hard it went numb, but her new or renewed body seemed able to cope with the punishment. Nothing broke. It did not even dislocate. At Burble’s bellow, she drew close to his flank and then they punched through the shielding together, out of the quiet waters of Dragons’ Deep and directly into a cooler, turbulent flow that smelled slightly rank and organic. 
 
    She imitated what she sensed of the lithe posture of his body and the more rhythmic beating of his wings and feet now as they changed direction to what was apparently called down, but to her felt like trying to dive onto one’s nose. She kept expecting down to be toward her feet. One endless dive into nothing … which was when she realised she had her eyes practically glued shut. Mercy! She had just fought an entire battle wilfully blind. Better not tell the Dragon. He might not take the idea kindly. 
 
    “Will there be a pursuit?” she inquired, at length. 
 
    “You can stake your wings upon it,” he replied. “Do you always fight with your eyes closed? It seems a remarkably effective technique, all things considered. By my waters, I took your reaction at first for abject terror, but the only terror was that which you sprayed afar with your magical broadside. I’ve never seen a physical projectile reflective power before. I didn’t think it was possible. Are you injured?” 
 
    “Only a small cut upon my back.” 
 
    “Predators out here scent blood in the water. If we can reach the Kaziramye Forest, we can take shelter there and hopefully outswim the chase.” 
 
    “An underwater forest?” she puzzled. “How do the trees grow?” 
 
    “You have forests in the air?” he snorted in astonishment. “How do they float? Besides, what’s a tree?” 
 
    Startled by realisation, they both burst into laughter. 
 
    Auli-Ambar finally managed to prise her eyelids open. The vista was incredible. The water was so crystal clear, she could easily have imagined she was swimming mid-air, only there was a waterfall in the distance that spanned half of the horizon. It thundered upward until it frothed and churned in incredible explosions of white spray into a tremendous flow the colour of her sapphire tears, which in turn thundered off to her left as if the juxtaposition of directions were perfectly natural. She blinked. And the colours … so many blues! Her eyes tingled and ached trying to take it all in, while her brain was busy looking up every term she knew for blueness in an attempt to classify some of the colours. Above her was a tangled skein of ropes of water all winding around each other until they created a living, writhing knot and just vanished into an impossibly small endpoint. A school of silvery tiddlers the size of the top joint of her thumb darted past her, felt rather than seen, until they were nearly a mile ahead. Then she saw the miniature fins flashing rainbows of light as they spangled off into what seemed to her to be an impossible jump, only it was of course all water. Just different … ah, types of water? Different consistencies and densities, each exhibiting disparate optical and magical properties? 
 
    Through it all shone the most glorious light, refracting and reflecting in a million directions from all the different flows of water, so that it was impossible to tell whence it came or whither it was bound, only that it streamed and rippled and played so luminously that her every sense ignited with wonder. She just wanted to play in it. Splash. Laugh like a child! In a few places the range of her sight allowed her to see mighty bodies gliding in stately grandeur along ropes of water or frolicking in the wide, clear depths. Some were vast, dark and brooding, but others were frilly-winged beauties furnished with delicately curved stings or constellations of satellite creatures, but few made quite the statement of her companion’s bold colouration. His hide almost screamed ‘toxic!’ – what she could see of him, which was a blur at best. 
 
    She wiped her eyes, wishing to capture these images as forever-memories. 
 
    Burble murmured, “Felicific, is it not?” 
 
    Happiness-inducing? And more! He must be a kindred spirit, a lover of archaic and unusual words. Arkurion also shared this trait. They would get on like … well, fire and water? Hmm. 
 
    After the longest time, the true source of her feelings became apparent to Auli-Ambar, and she whispered, “For the first time in my life, I feel I am home.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    It was an exhausting, frantic seven-hour swim to the forests. Burble groaned in pain. The Dragon Librarian had to give up halfway with her muscles cramping helplessly. Even taking advantage of several shortcuts the Dragon knew, they still barrelled into the undersea region of spherical cerise kelp balls just minutes ahead of a pursuing Dragonwing of thirty disturbingly thuggish-looking aquatic Dragons. They even came armed with additional missile-firing equipment, nets, dragastis hunters, a draconic subtype of lesser intelligence but great tracking abilities, and the bigger Dragons strutted the kind of attitude she had experienced around Gi’ishior more than a few times. 
 
    Now she saw for herself how they spread out in a wedge formation, driving themselves powerfully through the current with fluid wingbeats, their eyes blazing an azure blue with a lightness of water-fire that Burble identified as righteous anger, the equivalent of a Fra’aniorian Dragon’s white-fires. 
 
    She was Burble’s lookout. “It’s not right that a Pykolese can see farther and clearer than a Dragon!” he complained at least twenty times en route. Auli was amazed he had breath for complaining. “My eyesight is magically enhanced.” 
 
    “So is mine, it’s just enhanced better than yours.” Ooh, snarky-Ambar! As he snarled in response, she added, “So amazingly enhanced, it’s completely useless at close range.” 
 
    “But you can see actual details of the Kaziramye Forest? Right now?” He stretched his neck as if squinting ahead into the blue waters. “We must be eight leagues away as yet!” 
 
    Auli replied, “I can tell you there are seven yellow fruit clustered toward the end of each red leaf.” 
 
    “Cerise,” said he. 
 
    “Picky.” 
 
    “Precise. You are a Dragon Librarian.” 
 
    “I am also a person who has been blind all her life and now has improved to fractionally sighted. Colours and details of the natural world are not a strong point in my experience, particularly as I am now fleeing for my life through a realm I have been in for …” 
 
    “Sixty-eight solar cycles, as your kind count according to those legendary double suns.” 
 
    “Sixty-eight days! Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian!” 
 
    “Shiver my waters, you must be an eminent personage in your hierarchy to be able to speak to a Dragon so insolently,” he snorted, apparently surprised or amused, she could not tell which. “So, would you care to explain to this Darter Dragon how exactly you plan to escape the inescapable Singula Ocean, fly thousands of leagues through the vast realm of Herimor, cross the uncrossable Rift-Storm, and arrive back at Tanstoy Dragon Roost before it … ah, was torched by your enemies, months ago?” 
 
    Folding her arms across her chest, Auli-Ambar may have wondered aloud how Dragons could be so frustratingly draconic. Never mind the tautology. He said nothing, but his grip upon her person tightened perceptibly. 
 
    “The same way as I travelled here,” she said, wiggling her fingers. “Magic.” 
 
    But would it work in the opposite direction? This Singularity Core was turning out to be full of nasty surprises, big and small. 
 
    Burble gave that the derisive grunt he felt it deserved. Shortly, he dived into the forest, a common variety of kelp that grew in the shape of a floating ball with a strong but hollow core made of metals extracted from the water and excreted to create a stable base for the tree-like stems that had no roots as such, only fibrous protrusions that cemented themselves to the core. The spheres ranged in size from a newborn couple of inches to massive growths a quarter-mile and more in diameter. Her vision now became a deepening red blur, until she found she could see very little at all. 
 
    Frustrating. 
 
    Her life did however take a turn for the exciting as Burble found an intermittent tidal rip and they rode the current away in a ticklish flurry of bubbles, deeper into the largely trackless kelp forest. 
 
    The Kaziramye Forest occupied a broad, roughly crescent-shaped swathe across their intended path, and was usually around twenty-eight leagues deep in their intended orientation of travel. The thriving, nutrient-rich kelp played the roles of both food and shelter to a staggering variety of piscine and draconic creatures, fairly much none of which Auli-Ambar recognised from her studies of the flora and fauna North of the Rift. She could send every Roving Researcher she had down here and they would still spend a century scratching the surface of the knowledge of this realm. 
 
    Burble hunted briefly, snaffling up several green-banded raytormi eels and scoffing those with care for their barbed, venomous tails. He passed Auli-Ambar a choice ringbuthi. It felt exactly like a slug. Slimy. Wriggly. Plus, it was the thickness of her arm. Her very chary bite discovered a floral taste with a weirdly grainy texture, but it was edible. Just about. Straight into her notes it went. 
 
    They were just finishing their meal when the Dragon raised his muzzle, she deduced from the slight pressure change beside her, and took a big slurp of water. Oh! That was an underwater sniff. “Dragastis. Let’s fly!” 
 
    With a groan, she slipped into his lee once more. Every developing muscle protested the renewed exercise, but she had to. Like other Dragons, Burble was not comfortable holding her in his paw for long periods of time. The slipstreaming alongside almost seemed to tow her forward, Auli realised, grasping at last what the texts on draconic flight mechanisms had meant. Flying through water required a tremendous output of energy, so therefore the swimmer had to wring out every imaginable advantage. 
 
    As they curved rapidly around a kelp ball and bounced through an upward waterfall, Burble volunteered, “We call dragastis hunters, ‘nasties’. Truly pitiless and amoral creatures. I’m surprised my erstwhile colleagues slapped them on our tails. They must want you or the knowledge inside your head, very much. Through here. Mind the kelp.” 
 
    Splot. “Thanks.” Tugging a slimy strand out of her mouth, Auli swam on. 
 
    “We need to find a few crosscurrents or turbulence to throw them off the scent. But I’m afraid their reputation is well-deserved.” 
 
    “Doesn’t our scent get dispersed?” 
 
    “The physical elements, aye. But the spatio-magical ones, not so much. You could say that the environment all around us is a living memory at the molecular level.” 
 
    “How does that work?” she inquired. “I know about the scientifically defined elements, but the water in the Singula Ocean does seem to be different – aye, I know I’m repeating myself, but I need to – ugh! This kelp is everywhere.” 
 
    “Try avoiding it,” he suggested, helpfully. “Quick now, there’s turbulence to our port flank. Go!” 
 
    Suddenly, all the relative calm of their travelling so far was forgotten as a strong surge gripped Auli-Ambar and then ripped her away in a white, frothing tumult of waves. She gasped and thrashed like a drowning woman, only for a laughing paw to steady her – illogical, but that was what it felt like as Burble’s laughter curled around her, seemingly from all sides, whilst a paw in the middle kept her steady. 
 
    “Steady there, Loremaster,” he rumbled over the crashing and thundering of the waters. “Just a little maelstrom. Up we go!” 
 
    With a shocked gurgle, she ripped sideways feet first. 
 
    “I’m swallowing water!” she yelled. 
 
    “Water’s for breathing – ridiculous drylander – you’re born for this!” 
 
    Physically well-adapted she might be, but her brain kept identifying patches of air between all the dunking and dousing as a chance to breathe normally, which was simply not possible a hundred leagues beneath the ocean’s surface. Auli spiralled through what she took for an enormously long whirlpool, for what she caught glimpses of several miles ahead was a roiling mass of silvery and sapphire watery ribbons all joining together into what could only be a gravitational sinkhole. Each new thread they passed or leaped into – ejected and snaffled up by a means she could not fathom – had a different character, almost as if the waters varied in personality. This one was saponaceous yet citrine, this one had a sharp metallic tang, here was a peachy splash, now she tasted a surprisingly warm buffet, laced with the spiciness of hot peppers. The feel upon her skin and in the back of her throat might be silken or metallic, fuzzy or oily-slick, or even puffy like a soft pillow-roll. 
 
    Through it all, Burble kept chortling as he flanked her with ease, a great leviathan protecting a tiny, struggling fish. Auli found she could not help but laugh at his infectious joy. With laughter came relaxation; with relaxation, a greater sense of being attuned to her surroundings. As they rotated down the long, long spout filled with fizzing bubbles that tickled her sensitive skin almost unbearably, she sensed the individual buffets growing more and more violent, the strikes against her head or flanks conveying real weight and power now. She had never imagined the ocean like this. Storm was its voice. Thunder crashed and roared about her like Fra’anior belling in a paroxysm of fury at Numistar Winterborn’s betrayal. On and on they churned until at last there was an almighty shaking and with a deafening blast of water, they shot out into … tranquillity. 
 
    “I sense Dragons,” she said quickly. 
 
    “Good. I need you to act like my minion.” 
 
    “Your minion?” 
 
    “You know: stupid, useless and generally servile. A minion.” 
 
    “Birroo-Tal –” 
 
    “No questions! Especially, no questions. Act inane.” 
 
    Leaving Auli-Ambar literally shaking with outrage, the Dragon swept ahead, calling out watery greetings to a group of what appeared to be Foam-Raider Dragons, several allied clans of azure, silver and white colouration. She counted seventeen draconic aural signatures around her as they flicked wings, rubbed necks and … well, apparently Birroo had a history with one of the Dragonesses! She blushed as the pair exchanged booming greetings that involved describing in graphic detail the misbehaviour they had been up to last time they met. Meantime, the other Dragons sniggered like a class of hormonal adolescent fledglings. 
 
    As Birroo explained that they were travelling to find the Mercury Blue, several Dragons asked curiously about the creature accompanying him. 
 
    “She’s my minion,” he said dismissively. “Decorative, as is plain for every creature to see, but rather deficient in the waters of the brain, if you catch my current, save for her ability to store and recall data. In that skill, the minion is faultless.” 
 
    Auli imagined tying a neat knot in Birroo’s neck. Highly satisfying. 
 
    Checking the flow behind in the direction she hoped they had come from, for it was far too easy to get turned upside down in this realm, she thought she detected the pursuing Dragonwing – Dragon Pod, they said here – about nine or ten miles out. Burble was busy explaining the urgency given that a rogue element at Dragons Deep had been about to dissect his minion’s person in the cause of science, and since he could not bear to see such a serviceable minion go to waste, he was bent upon finding the ne’er-do-well Mercury Blue and selling her off to his pod without delay. 
 
    Auli added a second knot, bigger than the first. 
 
    Returning to her, he said grandly, “We fly on, minion. We are on the right course.” Ten minutes further down a current that definitely had a tang of effluent, he added, “Before any of them entertain ideas about making you their minion, is what I mean. The waters of several were turning murky with envy. Your head covering certainly strikes a most attractive wave.” 
 
    “My hair?” 
 
    “These filaments,” said he, running a talon through her hair. 
 
    Dragons! That covetous aspect of their nature, the desire to hoard gold and art and pretty baubles, she would never understand. Ha. Decorative? Did he have any idea how insulting he had just been? Or should this unwilling minion feel flattered? 
 
    “Will they help by sending them in a false direction?” she inquired, disentangling herself from the kelp for the hundredth time. 
 
    “No, no use with the dragastis hunters tracking us. If they were to lie, that group of bounty hunters would be quick to cast the first dart. Those are not good Dragons, noble Librarian. Bitter waters flow from our Dragons Deep these days. Bitter indeed.” 
 
    “You were joking about the dissection, weren’t you?” 
 
    “No. Why would I?” To that, she had no answer. As he led her a little upward around the top of another huge, tangled kelp ball, he said, “Since I was the one to rescue you, I was also tasked with befriending you and finding out your secrets. I reported privately to the Dragon Council each day. In the main that meant summarising your excellent medical progress, and telling them that you did not speak our tongue. My kind are not trusted in the air-ocean. We are venomous, highly dangerous in battle, and used for … for assassinations. Were you to attempt escape, I was ordered to …” 
 
    “I see.” 
 
    “Do you?” 
 
    How very dry an aquatic Dragon’s humour could be. He was cutting them a path through the kelp tangle now, which would take them down through a crosscurrent. The water here tasted stale. Auli-Ambar spontaneously broke into song, sending out her magic to cleanse the taint. 
 
    Burble was on her at once. “No! You’ll bring them down on us.” 
 
    “Sorry. I just –” 
 
    “Didn’t think,” he cut in acerbically. “Grr-bl-pob! A dragastis death is not a pleasant one. They are segmented insects faster by far than Dragons, relentless, almost invulnerable, can pierce magical shields, and have a curved tail-sting which is said to cause the most excruciating pain imaginable. I would rather meet anything else in this ocean than a pack of dragastis.” 
 
    “Like a scorpion?” Auli asked. 
 
    “Is that some kind of dry land creature?” 
 
    “Insect.” 
 
    “These are insectoid,” he agreed. Pressing her again with his body to indicate the direction of travel, Burble helped her cut through another dense tangle of kelp. It was growing thicker by the minute. “A league ahead is a clear water desert about seventy miles deep. Nothing grows there and there is no cover. If we can cross it safe and sound, we’ve a talon-tip’s chance of escaping into the currents beyond. We should be able to outpace the bounty hunters to Grabizi Cutting –” 
 
    What was that sound? 
 
    “Move!” Auli yelled, at exactly the same moment as the Dragon roared, “Go!” 
 
    A huge body punched out of the kelp, grabbing at Burble’s tail. As the Dragon slammed into her, Auli-Ambar felt a terrible sensation in her mind, as if she had herself been slashed with talons of ice. The thing slipping with predatory ease through the foliage nearby was like nothing she had ever sensed before – a kind of anti-magic creature? It was not even corrupt like ruzal. Slipping like a slim spear of ice through her mental landscape, it disintegrated the shield as if it did not exist, and hurtled toward her face! 
 
    EMBRACE! 
 
    Auli had a half-second to appreciate the irony of a perfectly ridiculous command – she had meant entangle! – when dozens of thick strands of kelp snapped taut between her and the attacker, wrapped it up, and yanked it away. She felt the straining sting touch her hair in passing, it was that close. 
 
    MWAAA-HARR HARRRGHH!! Burble bellowed murderously. “Suffocate upon my poison, thou snivelling, slack-pawed imbecile!” 
 
    Tasteful. 
 
    The dragastis hunter vented a screech that made her hair stand on end. It had to be audible for miles, especially underwater. It must be a dying summons … aye, she already heard half a dozen answering cries from not far behind. 
 
    “Minion! Minion, where are you?” 
 
    “Hanging onto your tail, o mighty Dragon.” 
 
    Her sarcastic response was not lost upon the beast, for his rage smashed him through the next mile of kelp without him seeming to draw breath. How did one say that in the air-ocean? Draw water? 
 
    She sang much more delicately, willing the foliage to weave itself back together behind them, while she shamelessly hitched a ride. 
 
    At length, he slowed, saying, “What kind of battle command is embrace?” 
 
    “An effective one.” 
 
    “Faultless logic,” he replied, grinning audibly. “I have never in my forty-three orbits seen even a Dragon take out a dragstis hunter, but you … much more to you than meets the eye, isn’t there?” 
 
    “Likewise, o assassin turned rebellious kidnapper, turned friend.” 
 
    The Darter Dragon guffawed loudly, squeezing them through the ever-narrowing gaps between the outcroppings of kelp. It felt to Auli as if much of the detritus of this area must become trapped in this tangle, creating a mineral-rich, dense layer that in turn perhaps cut off this particular ecosystem from the desert area beyond. Much rot stained the water so richly that even Auli could make out a yellowish-brown stain, and she scented, heard and sensed life all around them – the bottom-feeders, carrion eaters, and predators of this realm. The pursuing hunters had gone quiet. 
 
    At last, after a prodigious struggle, they broke through and Auli-Ambar found herself on the edge of what looked to her like a measureless dome of faded blue sky. Above and all around, her vision eventually resolved on an immense cliff of crimson vegetation, like a surprisingly even cliff, but it appeared to bulge here and there under pressures she could only imagine. Once more the water out here seemed different – thinner, poorer, even averse to life, but its consistency was slightly too murky for her to make out details of the far side. 
 
    “See anything?” Burble asked. 
 
    “Nothing.” 
 
    “Exactly my concern.” 
 
    “No. I see, about twelve miles out – uh, there – I’d say that looks like a group of Dragons hustling along a train of goods linked by ropes. Orange fins with a white neck ruff –” 
 
    “Traders. Karabi Oranges; they’re harmless. Now, do we make the dash, or not?” 
 
    “If they catch us out there …” 
 
    “No kelp with which to fondly embrace the enemy,” he snorted. “Any other brilliant, innovative ideas with which to cool a Dragon’s waters?” 
 
    “A few,” she murmured absently, still scanning the still waters. This was not the sort of quiet that filled a person with confidence. “We should go hard and fast. What say you I deploy a magical turbine to propel us through the water?” 
 
    B-b-blibt ZINGBLAT! he coughed. 
 
    “Does that perchance translate as: ‘You’re amazing, Auli-Ambar?’ ” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 27: Ornamental Minion 
 
      
 
    FIFTEEN MINUTES LATER, The Dragon and the Pykolese pipsqueak were slicing through the dead zone with a hissing roar, making a steady fifty-two miles per hour, by Burble’s admiring estimation. 
 
    “You say you’ve never done this before?” he rumbled. 
 
    “No, but I understand the requisite theory,” she replied diffidently, trying not to betray how much his compliments pleased her. “The main issue is our magical output. We can’t sustain this pace forever.” 
 
    “We do, or we die. See? Our friends have emerged from the Kaziramye Forest.” 
 
    Arching her neck, Auli-Ambar focussed on the groups of Dragons which had emerged from several different locations. It would have been hard to imagine a more raffish, muscle-bound, thuggish-looking group of Dragons, mostly Greens, Greys and a couple of Silver Reavers, known for their prowess in single combat. Forty-one in total? Interesting. They appeared to have picked up a few strays, perhaps attracted to the prize they stood to gain from returning one large hide and one small one to Dragons Deep? She committed each and every creature to memory. At least she could see the enemy, if only from a distance. 
 
    Several packs of silvery hunters broke away from the Dragons as she watched, from almost directly opposite them and from other locations a mile or two off. The scout had been trying to flush them out, she realised. Almost killed them! Slim, segmented creatures, the dragastis stretched out into elegant spear-like shapes as they impelled themselves through the water, their fin-wings moving so fast they were a blur. Perfect frictionless motion, she realised. Their anti-magic power appeared to have antimatter properties as well, or it broke down the water ahead of them … 
 
    “Almost as if they were designed to hunt Dragons,” she realised aloud. 
 
    “I couldn’t possibly comment,” Burble mocked, but he sounded grieved and angry. 
 
    “For me the question is, from where did their fundamental power originate?” she asked, taking in their complex compound eyes and insectoid limbs and mandibles. Could they be extra-terrestrial in origin, even somehow related to those creatures which had been pursuing Istariela? 
 
    Fearful, the powers ranged against the Dragonkind. 
 
    “A question that, in all seriousness, this Dragon cannot answer. But I would stake my wings upon it, o picayune Pykolese person, that you will not find that answer within the walls or chambers of Dragons Deep. Nor floating about these waters. Now, we need to see if we can stay ahead in this race. What’s your verdict? Are they catching up?” 
 
    As they speared out into the vast blue space, like a pair of motes slowly being swallowed by a watery welkin, Auli-Ambar tried with her fledgling abilities to make a reliable estimate of the relative speeds and distances involved. Eventually, she said simply, “Aye, they’re catching up, too fast. And we’re slowing.” 
 
    Burble swore between his fangs. “Told you they’re tireless, and ruthless.” 
 
    “Maybe we can disrupt the packs?” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “We have to force them to expend energy, or they’ll just run us down,” she mused. 
 
    “My weaponry is short-ranged,” he said. “Maybe you can just command the water to embrace their scrawny little necks? Create a counter-current? Mysteriously transport us sixty miles to the far side of this dead water with the undisclosed powers that brought you here in the first place?” 
 
    Auli-Ambar chewed over the idea for a minute. No. It did not feel right. If she abandoned Arkurion and Istariela here, what guarantee did she have she’d be able to find them again? Perhaps the Mercury Blue was happy here? Perhaps he had given up on trying to go back, forgotten his previous life, put the matter of a borderline scandalous liaison with a Dragon Librarian literally thousands of leagues behind him? Who did she think she was to drag him back to Tanstoy only to pour out his life in futile defence of his kin? How would she even return in time, given the passage of so many days? What was her body doing beside the Codex, if it was even present there at all? 
 
    Too many unanswerable questions. She had to flow with the music. 
 
    “Launch one of your darts, please,” she ordered. 
 
    “I have a limited number,” he growled. “They do grow back fast, but … why am I arguing with you? Complete and utter waste of good water. When you get that stubborn expression on your face, you look just like a grumpy Dragoness. Fine. Here. Make it count – if you can.” 
 
    Ignoring his heavy cynicism, Auli-Ambar tried to track the departure of a spine from his flexible back. Her only chance was to fight the enemy at a distance of miles, where she could see. Focus. Think. Fighting with water was pointless, the dragastis hunters just sliced through it like Dragons diving through air. She could not create a crosscurrent or countercurrent anyways, she had no idea how, and a terse question of Burble received an equally pithy, “No. Others can, but not I.” 
 
    Very well. She had a primitive spear to work with. And her extensive theoretical background in Dragon battle, mostly gleaned from sappy ballads. Mercy! 
 
    “Birroo, would your poison work on one of those dragastis?” 
 
    “I … think so, if you can only touch them,” he said. “I warn you, they have reactions an order of magnitude quicker than a Dragon. Almost prescient. What do you intend?” 
 
    “Speed and disguise.” 
 
    “At that range?” 
 
    Auli grimaced. “It’s the only range I have. Much closer and all I’ll see is a blur, then nothing. You are a vague entity shadowing the space to my right hand. Insubstantial, but a heavy water breather.” 
 
    Hurgh-hurgh, he chortled sardonically. “Fine. Take out just one dragastis with my spine and I promise I will worship your mighty right paw for all eternity.” 
 
    “A Dragon’s word is his bond,” she warned. 
 
    Challenge, or distrust? Shutting out his maddening laughter, Auli reached out for the three-foot spine, about five Dragon-lengths above her head, and explored it with her mind. There must be a way to do this. Arkurion had taught her how to manipulate air and pressure shields, but this demanded fine control at a hugely extended range. Precision was required. And speed enough to bamboozle Dragons. Easy as getting Hualiama to dance, right? 
 
    Prodding the spine into motion, she accelerated it back the way they had come. Right. She planned a simple one-two sucker punch. Feint and strike. That always worked flawlessly in the ballads, so why not now? With a cunning chortle, she touched the spine with her disremembrance magic. There. Nothingness flew miles toward the tireless hunters. The Dragon Pods flew behind them with the ease of those who knew their task was done for them. They could pick up the corpses at their leisure. Burble was right. This was no capture mission. This was, ‘bring them back dead, or more dead.’ The very definition of overkill. Meantime, she tried to three-dimensionally plot points on a mental grid of the vast watery space between them. That way she could more easily track the spine’s progress and make the necessary simultaneous distance, speed and time calculations. The exercise stretched her mind agonisingly. 
 
    Staying alive was motivation enough. 
 
    Relax, brain. Feel the coolness of waters … she sang a soothing melody that doubled the spine’s velocity and then doubled it again. Focussing her gaze five and a half miles away, Auli picked out the leader of that dragastis group, its silvery eyes gleaming with chilling malice. You. You were never meant to exist. 
 
    As if the creature heard her, it raised its head. Auli prodded deftly at the glacial mind, and in the same breath, hurled her spear at its throat. 
 
    Impact! Or … for a dreadful second, she thought she had missed. The creature continued to glare in her direction. Then she saw thick white ichor bloom behind it, and the dragastis slewed off course, tangling up three of its fellows. “Score!” she crowed. 
 
    “WATERS ROAR!” Burble thundered in shock. 
 
    “They don’t know what hit them. Here they come again.” 
 
    The silvery bodies were back in formation as if nothing had happened. Auli-Ambar gritted her teeth. Islands’ sakes! She’d lost the spine. In her excitement she had let it continue to fly and now it was definitely out of her reach. Her control was more tenuous than she had thought. 
 
    She held out her hand. “Another spine if you would, good Dragon?” 
 
    Arching his back, he popped one out for her. “Anon, my fine hunter. See how their flying formation remains stable? Do you think you could make an angled strike, taking two or even three at once?” 
 
    “Aye, great idea! The vector calculations are not beyond me.” 
 
    Five minutes later, she stitched two of the creatures together as if she were doing needlework, a shoulder pinned to the thorax of the second. As they swerved in shock, the spine tip touched a third and Auli-Ambar punched the waters in delight. “Got them! Three in one shot!” Faintly, cries of alarm reached her ears. The second and third packs of dragastis slowed perceptibly, clearly concerned by whatever had attacked their fellows. 
 
    Zig-bli-bub! Burble approved. 
 
    Auli wished she could fix him with a decent glare. “So, about my paws …” 
 
    “You would not dare,” he snarled. “Look, they are recalling the hunters! Saved! Let the oceans roar the praise songs of our hearts, o my deadly little champion, for they will not dare to attack us so openly again. There’s not a Dragon in that chasing pod whose jaw is not sieving water like the most dim-witted bottom-feeder, as they imagine being stitched up out of the blue! Fear. Fear will keep us alive.” 
 
    “I’m too exhausted to be afraid.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Having passed through the open ocean without further incident, Burble and Auli slept in the Anterior Amganzi Current, which took them a further hundred leagues down to Grabizi Cutting over the course of three days. Here, she was introduced as the minion once more. 
 
    “This is my minion, Auli-Ambar. She performs useful tasks for me aside from possessing obvious ornamental properties. Now, what can you tell me about the movements of Arkurion the Mercury Blue?” 
 
    Ornamental properties? She’d kick a permanent kink in his tail for that! 
 
    It appeared that the Dragon communities of the air-ocean had a thriving, informative news network that sieved up the unusual with glee. Gossip mongerers! Auli listened in with interest as Burble made his inquiries, and then they moved on to a fishery where the finest finned food was offered for free. Apparently in this region food was so abundant, it had no commercial value – unlike many other goods – and so the Dragon immodestly gorged himself on a variety of treats, until his stomach groaned like a lake emptying itself at high speed and he burped up a decidedly fishy burst of water. Auli made do with a few talon-trimmed fillets of something called angelfish, which was as tall as her arms were wide, and tasted absolutely delicious, even though served raw. 
 
    On they flew. 
 
    Grabizi Cutting was named for its position as the entry point to a cold current that cut through a region of carnivorous, semi-intelligent flora large enough to prey upon Dragons. Apparently, all they needed to do was to stick to the current and they would not be glued, hunted, hooked, spiked, ambushed or eaten alive. Auli kept close to Burble, and spent the day fretting over how she might be received by Arkurion. She had spited him so sorely. From time to time she called for Istariela, but there was no answering tinkle of starlight laughter. She was the worst surrogate mother in the Island-World. 
 
    Since there was neither day nor night given the all-pervading light that somehow penetrated through from the Singularity Core, sleep seemed to be a matter of growing tired and then dozing with one eye kept open a crack in case of danger. The lack of night had never disturbed her until now. How did sighted people sleep in this constant dazzle? 
 
    Burble said, “You’re talking to yourself.” 
 
    “Ah … I suppose I do that a lot. Sorry. Go back to sleep, please.” 
 
    “The answer to your mystified mumbling, my marvellous minion, lies in the field of electroreception, specifically, detection of piezoelectric potentials caused by the operation of magical fields upon ordinary physical matter.” 
 
    She giggled, “Holy Fra’anior! I wasn’t quite that awake.” 
 
    “Ah, I understand now. Explain to me the molecular structure of water.” 
 
    “Water? Why?” 
 
    “Because you complain about it so much.” 
 
    “That is because it changes detectably. I have already identified one hundred and seventeen different varieties that evince disparate properties such as density –” 
 
    “Froth and spume! Start with the basics, please.” 
 
    Stung, Auli snorted, “Water molecules are two parts hydrogen and one part oxygen.” 
 
    “Indeed. Anything else?” 
 
    “Well, water has slight positive and negative potentials that give it –” 
 
    “Recite for me the elements.” 
 
    Not quite gnashing her teeth, Auli gazed into the distance. Something green and very large was moving along the current there, a centipede-like Dragon with wings. Very well. Starting with hydrogen, she recited the basic elements with relish, especially her favourite heavy metals such as ytterbium, praseodymium, molybdenum and erbium, and then she hived off into the organo-metalloid sub-elements and the magio-metalloids, such as horiatite, lynubite and meriatonium. Two hundred and seventy-one known elements later, recited with faultless ease, and Burble said dryly: 
 
    “I do believe the Loremaster is in her element, so to speak. Excellent! Now, what are the additional properties most draconic scholars ascribe to the so-called ‘Singularity effect?’ ” 
 
    “Ah … no idea.” 
 
    “Excellent. Most excellent. I have now delineated the precise dimensions of your ignorance.” This time Auli did kick him, both with her foot and with her mind. He snorted, “Ha, I agree. So, starting with your sadly deficient two-dimensional presentation of the elements, let us now extend the table along a third dimension, and add the properties you have begun to describe, such as scent, density, specific gravity, surface tension, anti-gravitational behaviour, inversion affinity and locational memory.” 
 
    Her mouth made a silent ‘O’. 
 
    “You see, for example, the way the dragastis hunters are rumoured to be able to trace our location is down to their extraordinary skill at detecting locational memory, which is essentially a magical record of chemical events for a specific location in the air-ocean, independent of water flow, for example. So despite our best hijinks, we are still leaving behind a detectable trace in the locational memory dimension. Inversion affinity linked with high surface tension leads to the ability of one flow of water to isolate itself from another, in what you ably described as the rope-like or net-like structural presentations of water that distinguish themselves from the overall ocean. Where it all breaks down due to imbalances in the chaotic magic fields, we even have pockets of what you’d call air. I’d just call that extremely thin water.” 
 
    “Roaring rajals!” she breathed. This was science seen from a whole new perspective. 
 
    Wryly, he replied, “It is not often a Darter Dragon gets to instruct one of your formidable academic acumen, is it?” 
 
    “Am I that insufferable?” she inquired lightly, and immediately added, “No answers, please! Now, noble Dragon, may I persuade you to spill out your brains in the noble cause of enlightening many future generations of Dragonkind?” 
 
    Flicking her thigh-fins lightly with a talon, he chortled, “I wasn’t quite that awake.” 
 
    Auli-Ambar folded up laughing. Rascal! 
 
    As the current meandered steadily through the carnivorous underwater forest, she was in places able to look ahead or behind at the usable range of her sight. Great fronds of khaki kelp waved languidly in the light turquoise waters, seeming to reach ravenously toward the current’s travellers before swishing away at the last instant. Here and there, huge grey and green bodies lurked amongst the lush, ferny foliage. Burble pointed out that many of the plants were carnivores disguised as plants, and so her education began. 
 
    She questioned him for seven hours straight, after which, even a loquacious Dragon begged for mercy, claiming a sore throat. Faker. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Late the following day, upon meeting a group of Dragons who lived in what looked like a large jumble of blue metal pipes just above – there was another problematic term in a place that had neither up nor down – the largest tidal maelstrom in the entire Singula Ocean, Burble introduced her once more. 
 
    “This is my minion, a feckless creature of little worth, but she is a pretty scale-scrubber, wouldn’t you agree?” 
 
    Smirking green-fanged rat! Auli mentally boiled him in his own waters, and was a little startled at her own viciousness. 
 
    As the Dragons conversed in thunderous tones, she peered downward. The maelstrom was breathtaking. Seven leagues wide. Twenty deep. A deep hyacinthine blue in colour, it looked as dangerous as it sounded – like a Dragon the size of Fra’anior throwing a tantrum both spectacular and unending. Burble had to bellow at the top of his voice to make himself heard above the din. Her storm-sensitive ears were aching fiercely, somewhat to her surprise – she had not imagined the air-ocean to have its own storms, but here was one indeed, and it was staggering. 
 
    The Teal Ripper Dragons, every last one of whom were twice Burble’s size but clearly very respectful of his lethal nature, told them that Arkurion had not continued on his previous course, but having caught whiff of a strange treasure floating toward a place called ‘The Sink,’ had changed his plans and taken off right down the middle of the maelstrom. The Dragons fondly called their deafening neighbour, ‘The Grinder’ or ‘Gut Churn.’ Arkurion was in a race with another group of hunters and explorers who had vowed to find the elusive treasure first and secure it for themselves – a piece of the Singularity Core, they averred, which shone so brilliantly it could blind a Dragon. 
 
    Auli-Ambar thrilled to a different truth. Istariela! It had to be! 
 
    It taxed her to the utmost to hold her tongue as Burble gravely finished up the conversation, thanking the Dragons for their sage advice not to fly straight into the maelstrom lest they be chewed up by the waters or the belligerent, pack-hunter Shagurai Dragons who lived down there, and loved nothing more than to sup upon scrumptious morsels such as his attractive minion. She actually managed a simper, ‘Oh thank you, mighty Dragon!’ at that, which was a decent piece of acting given that her heart was trying to fight free of her throat in a bid to go strangle the unsuspecting beast, and her gut churned more eagerly than the storm moving at seven leagues per hour below. Indeed, the maelstrom was so powerful that it appeared to generate its own weather phenomena. Lightning flickered at the edges and deeper down into its maw, where the lighter aquamarine waters blended into the deep, dark shadows. 
 
    Withdrawing from the Teal Rippers, Burble said without preamble, “My scales itch.” 
 
    “Mine, too. Is there a way that they could have heard about our coming ahead of time, and be stalling for some reason?” 
 
    The Dragon scratched his belly thoughtfully. “Not that I am aware of, but news does travel the waters strangely, sometimes. Look, they offered us food. Should we –” 
 
    “Not a chance.” 
 
    “We are agreed in the flow of our currents?” 
 
    “I believe we are.” 
 
    Upon that note, Burble started bellowing at his minion at a mighty volume! Auli-Ambar pretended to be cowed, to back away while making abject apologies. When he judged the time was right, the Dragon seized her in his paw and dived for the maelstrom, roaring that he was going to drown his worthless minion! Belatedly, the Rippers gave chase and fired a range of weapons which must have been concealed around their peculiar roost, but it was too late. With disrespectful wriggles of two sets of hindquarters, one petite and one huge, they absconded into the depths amidst a rain of grapnels, nets and other nasty paraphernalia, her companion informed her. 
 
    He elbowed her slyly, which was like being punched by a moving Island. “What a clever minion you are.” 
 
    She kicked him back. “And what a clever big – ouch! My toes! What’s the matter with my foot?” 
 
    “Why, it looks like your feet have just sprouted fins,” he said. “Nice improvement. That should help you swim fast –” 
 
    “Aargh!” 
 
    “Kick me again.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “You should make the other foot the same, or you’ll be swimming in circles.” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The new fins provided huge impetus to her up-and-down swimming kick, but her feet developed a brutal ache as Auli-Ambar raced Burble down into the maelstrom. She had a bad feeling this was all due to end in a nasty churning pit of water that he would have to fish her out of, all over again. 
 
    The Dragon cheerfully expanded her knowledge of physics and chemistry, Singularity-style, while Auli kept an eye out for their pursuers. Sure enough, an hour later, a familiar pawful of thugs appeared near the Teal Rippers’ roost. She counted, and counted again. “Fifty-seven. What on the freaking Isles are they paying those Dragons? Pure gold?” 
 
    “Too heavy. It sinks into the Core or into the Sink. Either way, it vanishes forever,” he sniffed scornfully. “Most likely ultra-light aqueous magic-spun crystals and gemstones. Ready for your next lesson?” 
 
    She whipped out a dozen Scrolls of Fire in preparation. “Do try to speak faster. I’ve a great deal to learn.” 
 
    “Too true.” 
 
    As they spiralled purposefully down into the maw of the mighty maelstrom, Auli learned how the Singularity’s unique light irradiated everything within the air-ocean and even without it, or so the Dragons believed. The magical penetrative qualities of the particles of light he called photons carried its radiance and energy throughout their circumscribed world. Auli and he had a fine discussion over whether light was actually particulate, or rather, waveform energy. She queried him on this knowledge of subatomic lore, and discovered that the science dated back to the time of the Pykolarian guardians of the Singularity. 
 
    Where the much lighter, less dense water they swam in met the darker, more forbidding surface of the maelstrom, she many times saw sleek grey shapes peering toothily at them, but apparently Burble’s toxic fluorescence was enough to give them pause. He looked terrifically venomous, which was useful for him, since she was a defenceless snack in comparison. Well, naked and unarmed. Not defenceless anymore! 
 
    Underwater races had a way of seeming so languid, one was lulled into a false sense of confidence. But the Darter Dragon remained vigilant as the day drew on. The funnel seemed never-ending, only growing narrower, stormier and gloomier, while the pursuing pod did not appear to catch up so much as a foot. Either they were being much warier now, or an exciting surprise awaited them at the far end of the Gut Churn. By the time her tiredness rolled around, they were very far down the roaring funnel and now Auli received a full taste of the promised grinding and churning. For four unrelenting, miserable hours the thundering waters tossed them about like a washerwoman vigorously pounding a soiled garment. Then they were sucked away down a spinning side funnel for another hour’s head over heels – or muzzle over paws – entertainment before the maelstrom spat them out unceremoniously into a dome of flowers. 
 
    This was expected. The endpoint of the maelstrom was random, but always within the bounds of this region fondly called ‘Scent Central’ or ‘Dreamer’s Paradise.’ Right in the middle of this ocean of flowers they would find the Sink, the place where allegedly, all strange magic in this realm somehow managed to end up by a mysterious process even the aquatic Dragons did not understand. Just another peculiarity of the Singularity. 
 
    Once something entered the Sink, it never emerged again. The prevailing theory was that everything the Sink swept up ended up in the Singularity Core, which meant annihilation. The measurable gravitational anomalies within the event horizon of the Sink led the Dragons Deep scholars to conclude that anything which swam or dropped into it would be torn apart long before visiting the Core became a possibility. 
 
    Auli-Ambar gazed about herself in delight. The water was fragrant, the light especially resplendent, and the pervasive inflorescence Burble had described to her in lush and ingenious detail, magnificent. She had no idea how the optical effect worked, but she could by squinting make out details of flowers at a distance of about three miles away – given her useless, overworked additional magnification. Closer, she became confused by a welter of petals. Not even whole petals. Farther out, she could see whole flowers. The entire ambit of the sphere around her, to the limit of her vision, was awash with flowers. There were garlands, cones, trumpets, streamers, delicate lacy filaments and a thousand variations upon the single theme of floral beauty. The colours dazzled. The textures delighted. There were even mega-arrangements of flowers where they appeared to cooperate to create designs upon three-dimensional palettes measured in miles. 
 
    She sniffed appreciatively. “Ah, this is wonderful, Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian.” 
 
    “What is considerably less wonderful,” said he, apparently unmoved by the fabulous surroundings, “is that we’ve landed right near the edge of this troublesome paradise.” 
 
    That did not sound too awful. That meant the dragastis hunters would finally be separated from the locational data they were alleged to use for tracking. Could they somehow take advantage? 
 
    “Troublesome?” she queried lightly. 
 
    “Many of the flowers produce complex hallucinogenic pollens and nectars.” 
 
    “So there’s a whole class of Dragons here who are the most relaxed and philosophical in the air-ocean … what?” 
 
    The Dragon growled, “No clear-waters Dragon would contemplate such disgusting and amoral behaviour! Tell me your Fra’aniorian kin do not indulge in such a fashion!” 
 
    “No, drug use is abhorred.” 
 
    “Good. Swim this way, and I shall teach you the appropriate filters to block out any undesirable effects. The issue is that having emerged so far from the Sink, the bounty hunters will in all likelihood beat us to the prize. I hope your Arkurion knows about dragastis hunters. He is said to be a most raffish and resourceful beast.” 
 
    Flipping her feet to rapidly fall in with Burble’s slipstream as he pushed through the surprisingly heavy flowers, she said, “So, only three different pods of Dragons closing in on the prize, and us – right?” 
 
    “Right. Not liking the odds?” 
 
    “Oh no, I’m ready for battle, Dragon.” 
 
    “A tough little Dragon Librarian, are we, minion?” 
 
    For the briefest hiatus, Auli-Ambar felt the pang of being that useless blind girl of old. Then, she clenched her fists and snarled, “Dragon, you have no idea who you’re talking to.” 
 
    For once, Burble was silenced. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 28: Sink, Sank, Sunk 
 
      
 
    What other unknown branches of physics, chemistry and biology might exist in the Universe, if even our single Island-World is so complex? The interaction between magic and matter seems wont to give rise to endless forms and variety of elemental structures and their properties and effects. I wish I understood even a hundredth of this lore. 
 
    Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, Reflections 
 
      
 
    AULI-AMBAR CLUTCHED THE Dragon’s paw and simpered, “Oh, aren’t I the prettiest minion you’ve ever owned?” 
 
    Burble – well, he burbled in shock. Spluttered water. Stiffened until he was sinking more than swimming toward the ocean’s core. 
 
    “Aren’t I gorgeous? Aw, Dragon, I’ll be the hardest-working and most wonderful minion you can imagine. I’ll polish your scales until they shine brighter than the twin suns. I’ll sing you little lilting lullabies to sleep – ha ha hee hee heeeeeee – o Dragon! You’re awfully handsome, did you know that? Why haven’t you found a female yet? Hee heeeee …. ooh, you’re such a funny fulminating fish-footed fantastically footling fellow.” 
 
    “Auli-Ambar?” 
 
    She stroked his paw fondly. “You’re such a nice Dragon.” 
 
    “Nice?” 
 
    “And you’ve been so sweet to me, hee heeh, all over the sea.” 
 
    His volume rose fifty decibels. “Sweet?” 
 
    “Oh, don’t fret your pretty paws. Don’t you love your eeny-weeny minion? You’re sooooooo – ha ha ha – gorgeous, my little burbling petal.” 
 
    “GORGEOUS?” he thundered. “PRETTY? HOW DARE YOU!” 
 
    “That was far too boisterous for such a lovely day,” she pouted, patting aimlessly at her ears. “Aren’t we going to be at the Sink sinky sinkable sinkhole soon? Ha ha, that was a good one. Sink a sinkable sinkhole. Right?” 
 
    “You are burbling pink water,” he snorted. 
 
    “I am?” 
 
    “Four paws short of the full Dragon.” 
 
    “I am a Dragon too, so there.” 
 
    “Oh, piddle-blib-pish,” he said in his strange, watery dialect. “Snap out of it. You’re clearly hallucinating. How did these psychotropic pollens get through my shielding and filters?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but everything feels wonderful,” Auli heard herself say dreamily. She knew deep down that something was wrong, but she could not drag herself free. “The colours, the light is so … psychedelic …” She giggled again. “You’ve been so good to me, Burble. I don’t deserve a Dragon like you. I’m just a stupid blind girl who was never good for anything, and no matter how hard I try I can never be good enough, for him, and for Fra’anior, don’t you see?”  
 
    Sapphire tears sheeted across her vision. 
 
    He shook her in his paw. “Minion. Minion! I need you to pay attention. We’re close enough to the Sink for you to see it. Look there. Tell me, what do you see?” 
 
    “Everything about me is defective. I can’t see this close, Dragon. Ooh, I see Fra’anior … and the Mother Whale …” 
 
    Fragmented visions beset her for an interminable period. Baffling. Intriguing. Imaginary or real, she knew not. Suddenly, the hurtling flow of images halted and it seemed to her that she swam in an ocean of yore, at a time when squadrons of blue-eyed Pykolarians slowly harvested these flowers for conversion into the magical medicines their kind needed to survive the ravages of prolonged exposure to the Singularity Core. So many people like her. Could one of these be her mother? It seemed her confused state was able to generate different insights to those she was used to, for an idea suddenly coalesced in her mind that not only had an Enigma played matchmaker for only the greatest Dragon in history, but perhaps there might have been a small hand which had brought her mother forward seven millennia to meet her father, thereby ensuring her own birth? 
 
    Mother? Oh … where was she? 
 
    And then, she saw herself. 
 
    There was a tall, lean girl amongst the workers undulating upon the current toward her as they harvested finger-sized pollen pods from delicate sprays of tubular orange flowers, whose sapphire-golden hair floated behind her like a dream. That girl …. oh! She wore an outfit cut of sapphire cloth in a pattern so scandalously brief, Auli of the present actually gasped through her drug-induced haze. Barely fit to be called underwear. So much skin exposed! Her gaze leaped convulsively from the exquisite details of the petals of her Dragon’s kiss – such a mysterious, depthless wellspring of magic – to the girl’s vibrant oceanic eyes, and she knew. 
 
    For the first time in her life, she understood the miracle of recognition. The touch of souls via a glance. That unmistakable frisson of connection, at which all doubt perished. 
 
    They stared at one another as if forever were but a blink in the timescale of the Universe. 
 
    Then, the girl indicated her Dragon’s kiss with a fluid genuflection, as if recognising the commonality of their most potent magic, and sang in an extraordinary voice: 
 
    Ocean shall ever sing to ocean, 
 
    O kinswoman well met, 
 
    Thou art never forgotten. 
 
    With that, she was gone, leaving within Auli-Ambar’s breast a wild song of restless planetary oceans, and a scroll of knowledge in her mind such as she had never consciously recognised in such a form before. Water-fire. Cool-fire. It was all that she recognised as being of her watery nature, and more. 
 
    It was a mother’s gift to her daughter. 
 
    The inestimable gift of life. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    As from the longest and deepest slumber she had ever known, Auli-Ambar surfaced languidly, finding herself within the prison of a paw. It took her untold minutes to shake the lethargy of millennia from her mind and to recognise that she did not know to whom the paw belonged. 
 
    All around her was silence. 
 
    Then, the paw shook slightly as its owner spoke in a voice that rolled with elegance and power, “Indeed, Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian, o first son of my wave, you have excelled yourself in bringing to my paw this minion whose affinity for the stray element of the Singularity’s Core will enable her to rescue it safely from the Sink.” 
 
    Auli’s awareness expanded in slow ripples, making butterfly touches upon the veil of reality. The beast holding her was a Darter Dragon perhaps three times the size of Burble, judging by the size of his talon-digits, for his paw’s grip engulfed her person entirely. Ranged about him were three groups of Dragons – one, the bounty hunters with their lethal pets, guarding a second group of Dragons, tightly bunched and hard up against a place that to her slowly filling mental landscape, was a sharply delineated change. A blot, a place of nothingness. A fearful aberrance beyond which nothing lurked but death. 
 
    Birroo’s reply was accompanied by a peculiar sound, as if a metallic snake slithered about his body in slow, suffocating coils. “That was never my intent, o father of my wave.” 
 
    “But you played your part perfectly – first you befriended the creature, then came betrayal, abduction, escape and now, the final reckoning shall be made,” he said smoothly. Auli-Ambar’s awareness filtered over to the third group of Dragons backing this great Darter Dragon, and recognised a quality about them. Memory stirred. These were creatures from the Dragon’s Den. The ones she dimly remembered assaulting her mind whilst she was unconscious. 
 
    Why had her disremembrance magic not protected her then, or now? 
 
    No, it had never functioned in this realm. Why? 
 
    Auli scoured her memories for any details she could remember. She knew this Dragon’s voice. He had a name … Birn … Birra … Birraboon-Tal-Aulooanian! Burble’s father! Burble had been working against her all along? 
 
    The sting of betrayal bit deep. At another level, it was expected – for what right-fires Dragon would not choose to betray a creature who had been accursed from the beginning? 
 
    Where had he come from? Had he been tracking her or Arkurion all along? 
 
    “Now, give up the Singularity Core, my friends,” the voice continued smoothly. “Choose the right current. You may threaten to drop it into the Sink, but I have with me a weapon, a creature of yore, who will simply fetch it out again. There is no point in resistance. Drop your shields and hand over the Core, and I promise upon my waters as a Dragon, I shall deal fairly with you.” 
 
    There was a lengthy pause as Auli wished she could see rather than sense in this fuzzy, incomplete manner, exactly what was going on. Was Arkurion threatening to dump Istariela into the Sink? No! She must put a stop to this! How? What could she do against so many Dragons? He and his explorers – a diverse group of Dragons that fascinated her mental senses – were dangerously close, just a few wing lengths, from the seething gravitational anomalies within the Sink. One push … 
 
    A voice issued from amongst that group, “What weapon, Birraboon-Tal-Aulooanian?” 
 
    The Dragon’s voice was unusually resonant and expressive, like a heady berry-wine, and it took her a very long moment to recognise its owner. Arkurion! Oh, Arkurion! It was indeed he! Older. Wiser. Sadder.  
 
    Peace, o quaking heart! Breathe, o lungs! Thrill, o soul, to the presence of this Dragon she esteemed, yea, even cherished in the most secret vaults of her heart, above all others. 
 
    “That which I hold in my paw.” 
 
    “Truly? It is not like you, Birraboon, to stoop to such treachery. Why hold the son of your wave captive if truly your waters run clear?” 
 
    “Treachery is a strong accusation,” her captor said quietly, but in that quietness, Auli sensed grave danger. “I am not a Dragon to suffer such insults lightly. Nonetheless, for the sake of your continued existence, foreigner, and your ignorance of the ways of the Singula Ocean, I shall give you but one more chance. Give over the Core, or choose to fight me in single combat. This is the decree of Dragons Deep. Let all who have waters to hear, obey.” 
 
    Another Dragon, again one Auli-Ambar recognised by voice, hissed nearby, “And we all know Birraboon’s reputation, do we not, Arkurion the Mercury Blue? He has not lost a single combat in three decades.” 
 
    Again, a pregnant silence. Helpless fury rose within. How could she allow this? She must not prematurely reveal her presence. It could cause Arkurion to do something rash. 
 
    Focussing as tightly as she could, she whispered, Istariela? 
 
    Giggle! 
 
    Even her voice was light. Light that penetrated not only darkness, but blindness. To Auli, it was as if starlight entered her mind and illuminated, quite unassumingly, what she knew she must do. 
 
    Pushing at the monstrous Darter Dragon’s paw, she demanded, “Let me out.” 
 
    “Silence, minion,” he snarled. “This treasure shall be mine, and you shall fetch it for me if needs be. First, let this Mercury Blue rebel see reason.” 
 
    “You speak to your paw?” Arkurion called out. “What trickery is this, Birraboon? Have you not been known to use the paw sinister in single combat on forty-three different occasions? Open your paw in trust, and I shall open mine. Then we can each see what the other holds and there shall be no hiding this transaction.” 
 
    As the Dragon drifted forward, fragrant water stirred between his clenched talons, brushing her mouth with a mother’s tenderness. Auli-Ambar breathed deep of the Singula Ocean. This was her spiritual birthplace. She felt whole here. Healed. Strong. 
 
    Inwardly, she traced Istariela’s guidance as it illuminated the precious Scroll her mother, perhaps not even knowing who she spoke to, had bequeathed to her. Ocean shall ever sing to ocean … thus, they were linked across all the vagaries of time, space and fate. This place was ocean. This was where she burned brightest, the abode of her soul’s rest; here was the paean of her inmost waters. Humming a small snippet of the exotic, unforgettable music her mother had vocalised, Auli unfurled the Scroll of Water and discovered … a miniature tempest. 
 
    Ferocious, uncontainable, pure power, it raged within a droplet of space in her mind. 
 
    Blink. A double blink of amazement. What was this? 
 
    Birraboon paused. “Here is my creature, Arkurion the Mercury Blue. Behold, o disbeliever and renegade, one of the original Pykolarian creators of our Singula Ocean.” 
 
    The massive talons unclenched. 
 
    Knowing she was revealed upon that paw, Auli bowed, Fra’aniorian style, and then raised her gaze to where she knew the fiery presence of the Mercury Blue hovered beside the depthless Sink. “The most sulphurous greetings –” her voice cracked wildly “– oh, Arkurion! It’s me!” 
 
    She might better have struck the Mercury Blue with the most arresting ice attack in history. He was a statue. Living, but utterly frozen! Jaw cracked slightly agape. Shaken to the very core of his fires. 
 
    In a ravaged whisper, he said, Auli? Auli-Ambar? Is it truly … how … 
 
    “SILENCE!” Birraboon thundered. 
 
    The tiny storm within her seethed in response, but not as she expected. An uncanny ripple passed throughout her being, and from her, out into the surrounding waters. Suddenly it was as if she knew every particle in the ocean, and each mote thrilled to her presence in return. She was alive! Tingling! Joined with the ocean in a way that she could only liken to a melodic union, as if she had been physically, emotionally and spiritually awakened in ways for which she had no words. 
 
    The ocean’s melody was in her. It was her. 
 
    A blind girl saw what was close by. 
 
    She saw not with her eyes, but with a new sense of spatial awareness that encompassed all the creatures within her ambit, for they touched her waters. Outlines. Shapes. Textures, from which she might be able to infer colour, even though this sense was not optical. She perceived her surrounds from everywhere at once, as if she possessed a million eyes. She noticed a slender girl standing on the paw of a suave giant of a Darter Dragon. His colour must be a vivid yellow, her hair sapphire and gold, and she marvelled at the long, gleaming waves of her curls. She saw opposite Birraboon, just two hundred feet distant behind a screen of menacing dragastis hunters, the dashing young beast she knew for Arkurion the Mercury Blue. His liquid mercury scale-armour displayed a strong element of the sapphire of her own eyes; he was sleek and muscular, not tending toward bulk, but to a kind of extruded quicksilver litheness characteristic of the very element for which he was named. 
 
    For the first time, she beheld his every detail via this paranormal sense. From his upturned palm, she saw the inimitable brilliance of Istariela ablaze. By that unadulterated light, she could enumerate Arkurion’s scales, examine the sharpness of his extended talons, and evaluate the fiery emotions of his eyes. Every detail was etched in this wondrously meticulous cognizance that seemed able to focus to the smallest possible feature, from scale to scale’s edge to the precise thickness of the dagger-sharp tip and even beyond, into the magic-bound elements that made up his body armour. 
 
    Beautiful. 
 
    Breathtaking. 
 
    She knew her jaw was dangling, but so was his. Now that was a Dragon! 
 
    Stiff-pawed with outrage, Birraboon snarled, “What is this? You know one another?” 
 
    Arkurion could only stammer, “A-Auli-Ambar … you c-came here?” 
 
    “For you,” she smiled. 
 
    “TRAITOR!” 
 
    The giant Dragon clenched his fist in a flash, his talons aiming to impale Auli’s heart, but she flicked off his palm before the attack arrived. The pressure of the closing fist squirted her free. The Dragon rounded upon his son, bellowing, “TRAITOROUS SCUM!” and with the rigid bent of his back, launched a clutch of his huge spines directly at Burble’s flank. Swathed in a metallic net as he was, the young Dragon could never have escaped the assault. 
 
    Vocalising an urgent snippet of song, Auli extended her hands and snatched the spines away from Burble. She whirled them into the waters overhead. Disguise and launch! 
 
    Birraboon howled as she speared his own spine right through his muzzle. Clutching the spot, he snarled, “Don’t you know we are immune to our own poisons?” 
 
    “But they aren’t.” Auli gestured politely. 
 
    Thirteen of his dragastis hunters slumped in the water, bleeding their white ichor and twitching as they sank. She had missed with but two spines. The screen around Arkurion’s group disintegrated in an instant. 
 
    Birraboon’s massive, fang-lined jaw sagged. His deathly tongue flicked several times as if had tasted something distasteful. “Kill … kill them all!” 
 
    Suddenly, Dragon bodies were churning up the water in all directions. Too many, too fast to follow. Auli-Ambar had half a dozen of the spines left in her mental grasp. She focussed on keeping Arkurion alive as a pair of dragastis hunters arrowed for his throat. Already, four of his pod had perished in neurotoxic convulsions and one other disappeared into the nothingness of the Sink with a chopped-off howl. She whirled in confusion, trying to follow the various confrontations. The feedback through her new senses was overwhelming. Several of the bounty hunters hung back from the fray, clearly looking to snaffle up the pieces or prizes as they became available – here Burble struggled to free himself from the metal net – Arkurion faced off against Birraboon –one of his own ambushed him from behind, wrenching Istariela from his grasp! 
 
    The giant thundered, “I AM BIRRABOON!” 
 
    I AM ARKURION!! 
 
    They clashed like thunderheads charging into combat. Lightning speared into the side of Birraboon’s neck. The Darter Dragon cuffed his opponent unceremoniously in the chest and then, spinning, opened a ten-foot trench along Arkurion’s upper right flank with a cunning hooked strike of his left hind paw. In single combat a Dragon of that size would maul Arkurion terribly, even if he came out the victor. His ultra-brilliant lightning flashed across her vision a second time as the Mercury Blue seemed to flow around the Darter’s vicious bite with the smooth sinuosity of mercury, while his strike seized up Birraboon’s right wing and sent him slewing through the water. How did one even damage such a monster? 
 
    The explorer Dragons came out brawling and bellowing their battle challenges; three clustered around the quisling who had stolen Istariela, pummelling him like a sack of grain. At once, ten of the bounty hunters were upon them and a huge brawl erupted as the Dragons pounded, snapped at and clawed each other. Auli bobbled in the wash, trying to avoid the marauding aquatic Dragons as the waters turned golden with blood. 
 
    One stray talon and she would be gutted like a fish. 
 
    What to do? Arkurion seemed able to hold his own, his quickness compensating for Birraboon’s deadliness. Burble was still fighting his way out of the net. 
 
    Any mother would see to her baby without hesitation. 
 
    Istariela! 
 
    Wriggling her body like a speared eel, she shot past Arkurion’s whipping tail as she angled for the biggest, densest part of the mêlée, where all she could see were the head and muzzle of the would-be thief. He was being squeezed so hard in the centre of the maul, his eyes bulged in their sockets. From Burble’s lore she knew he was a Lyskorrian Lime Scentoo, a type of aquatic Dragon renowned for their hunting and tracking skills, hailing from what she would regard as the lowest and southernmost area of the Singula Ocean. 
 
    Not now, Loremaster. 
 
    Perish these distracting strands of thought! 
 
    Punching her hands to the fore, she bellowed, I AM AULI-AMBAR!! 
 
    Ebullient thunder! The auditory blast pounded the Dragons like ocean combers, stunning some and staggering most. There was not a Dragon in the vicinity, no matter how blood-mad or battle-enraged, who did not stop fighting at the drop of a brass dral to stare in shock at the minnow who had produced such a detonation. It was instinctual. Dragons always looked to the biggest and loudest as the greatest in the power-dominance hierarchy, and therefore the paramount danger, so their confusion was complete as her roar tore into the fracas and sent many spinning muzzle-over-tail. 
 
    None was more shaken than Arkurion himself, who wheezed, Auli … what did you … Fra’anior’s beard! Did you … 
 
    With what might admittedly have been a saucy flick of her hips, Auli-Ambar darted between the Dragons and relieved the Lyskorrian Lime Scentoo of his prize. “That’s mine, thank you.” 
 
    Giggle, giggle, tinkle! 
 
    Istariela ignited with joy. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The flash of Istariela’s delight momentarily blinded Auli’s new senses, so that she never saw Birraboon’s counterstrike. All she knew was a lashing pain about her waist and then a Dragon’s shoulder smashed into her shoulder, tearing her free of something that burned like acid. The huge Darter struck out with water-originated powers of his own, thrashing her backward in an unending tidal outpouring of water. Battered, pummelled and befuddled, she did not know how to respond. This realm was too new. She did not know what she could do, how to fight effectively. Thrashing, coughing and cursing, she struck him with a mighty thunderclap of water about the ears, imagining Fra’anior’s paws colliding. The Dragon reeled, blood pouring from his ear-canals, but then he shovelled her backward again toward the Sink, and his dreadful power lashed out a second time, burning her legs like a jellyfish sting. 
 
    Birraboon’s lash tore the stardrop out of her grasp. 
 
    Istariela! 
 
    She tumbled toward the seething place of darkness, where all gravity was an untameable beast. 
 
    “Go after the Core if you wish, you fool,” Birraboon mocked. “I’ll help you over the edge.” 
 
    Auli, no! Arkurion thundered. 
 
    Away she tumbled, the shining treasure of the Island-World. Fra’anior’s beloved. Right on the cusp of the event horizon. The point of no return. Istariela’s tinkling terror pierced Auli’s heart. 
 
    Decision made. 
 
    Noble Arkurion, deal with that worm, would you? she gestured toward Birraboon. 
 
    With all fiery pleasure. 
 
    The dark-fires fear clouding his bright eyes, intolerable. 
 
    I’ll be back. 
 
    Auli – please. I need thee. I couldn’t live – 
 
    She turned toward the Sink. Trust the Onyx. Thou, Arkurion. 
 
    Thou! 
 
    As Istariela tumbled over the edge and her light winked out, Auli-Ambar dived after. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Immediately, the force that seized her body was the weight of a planet seated upon her chest. Her limbs seemed to weigh a thousand tonnes each and her heart sank, literally, as all of her bodily organs were dragged off-kilter. Even the blood seemed to be dragged to the top of her brain, for in her head-down posture, the initial gargantuan grip of gravity was exerted from directly to the fore. Cranial pressure! She grimaced as her neck and head swelled painfully. The light. Follow the light! 
 
    As the terrible force bore down, that tiny inner core of water-tempest reacted. A soft susurration filled her ears. Jangling ripples passed around her nervous system, making her limbs jerk spasmodically, but the teeth-gritting sensation suddenly stabilised and the awful dominion of gravity eased – only to be instantly supplanted by a rip that tore her legs to the left while her torso attempted to rotate rightward. The susurration increased in volume until it became like the annoying drone of ten thousand nisk flies vibrating throughout her system, but even though the tidal forces ripped contrariwise, often differing by tens of gravities at different points upon her limbs, she remained whole. Just. She felt as if Birraboon-Tal-Aulooanian was grimly twisting and kneading her body between his paws, seeking a weak point. 
 
    Had she been the bone-brittle girl of just a couple of months ago, she would have been pulverised already. But here, she was strong. Would this continue if she managed to return to the realm of air and fire? 
 
    Juddering as she laboured in pursuit of the stardrop, Auli-Ambar examined her surroundings with every physical and magical faculty at her disposal. Was the Sink ingress or egress to the Singularity Core? This gravitationally unstable region did not make sense. How far was she from the Core? Why did its radiance not penetrate here? Her scientific background coupled with Burble’s teachings suggested she turn her intuition on its head and label it an exhaust, or more accurately, a region where unstable energies from the Singularity Core were ejected and allowed to rage unabated, eventually annulling one another. All potential harm was contained within the event horizon. That was why it was delimited, why nothing outside the event horizon was sucked within – an inconceivable feat of astrophysical engineering, to her best knowledge. 
 
    This was no place for life of any kind. 
 
    Even Istariela’s light was being eaten up by whatever lay ahead. This was darkness akin to blindness, apart from her. 
 
    Those Dragons who had fallen in were long gone. 
 
    A wild howl distracted her. Tumbling in order to gaze back at the fast-departing light, she saw that one of the Dragons Deep group had been sucked in. Before she could even think about helping, she saw the Dragoness impossibly twisted up, and then … Auli vomited reflexively. 
 
    Fra’anior speed her soul to the eternal fires! 
 
    That explosion of bone and flesh could have been her. It should have been. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Once more, it was as if the Star Dragoness were falling away from her into space, only this space had no stars or galaxies to speak of. Istariela was a speck in a sea of darkness. No endeavour seemed to catch her up. If anything, Istariela was moving faster. The gravitational effects grew more and more chaotic, threatening to drown out that reassuring susurration of aquatic magic that held it in abeyance. Power beyond any mortal creature to withstand. Sweating, shaking and gritting her teeth, Auli poured her utmost effort into chasing the stardrop – even calling to her in desperation, but although the dancing mote ahead of her appeared to be quivering with effort, it was not enough. Crushing gravity. Inescapable power. Way in the distance, she sensed a pinpoint of power that was greater than anything she had ever imagined. Was that the Core itself? It was like the suns in brightness, and inconceivable in power. 
 
    Now the gravity was reversing and inverting itself, trying to ram her gut through her head or snap her inside-out. 
 
    No, Fra’anior … no! Mother … 
 
    Why was she even searching outside of herself? 
 
    Even this Sink was part of her birthright, Auli-Ambar realised. It performed a necessary function. She should not give in to fear, but embrace even the anarchy, the disruption and total breakdown of magical and physical laws. For was she not herself a fragment of chaotic impossibility? 
 
    I AM ENIGMA!! 
 
    Touching her stomach, Auli-Ambar willed forth the magic of her Dragon’s kiss, but this time, it was different. Inverted. Not inimical, but integral. Borrowing from her mother’s song, she cried: 
 
    Ocean shall ever sing to ocean, 
 
    The song of the Singula, 
 
    Is mine to remember! 
 
    Calmness returned in the lee of a crashing wave. Coolness. Reason. 
 
    Reaching out with both hands, she summoned the stardrop with her will. The mote reversed course. In an instant, the familiar warmth poured into her hands. Exquisitely pure light filled her eyes, and her crystalline laughter chased away the darkness as pure joy burbled forth. 
 
    It was too much. 
 
    Aye, aye, I know, my darling petal, Auli sobbed, clutching Istariela to her breast, I’ll never let you go again, I’m so sorry! Such terror you must have known, but I came for you. I came! I’m a terrible mother – the worst … 
 
    Tinkle! 
 
    No, shining one, you don’t understand, I was so torn inside – 
 
    Tinkle-tinkle giggle! 
 
    The warmth flowed up her wrists. Precious starlight love … Now she was at Auli-Ambar’s neck, tickling her ear with her inimitable laughter, and then the fluid starlight seemed to tug at the point of her ear. Petal, I don’t … 
 
    Her neck swivelled as if it were stuck upon a dowel. 
 
    She gazed up a black tunnel to a window of light which now had to be twenty miles distant, if not more. How had she dived so deep? It was shaped like a five-petalled flower. Right in the centre, as if positioned for the most perfect display, two Dragons brawled – a smaller, nimbler Dragon and huge bruiser. Arkurion had somehow clamped Birraboon’s deadly jaw together with his paws and was making him rend his own muzzle with his talons in order to scrape him off. The strategy did not appear to be working. The whole left side of the Darter Dragon’s head was a gruesome mass of lacerations, and his movements were strangely jerky. 
 
    Timeously, Istariela had alerted her to Arkurion’s peril. In another fraction of a talon, he would be forced over the edge of the Sink by the larger Dragon. So suffused with rage and pain was Birraboon, smoky bubbles dribbled out of his mouth and his eyes were a frightening, mottled red-black. Right next to him was Burble, under threat by four dragastis hunters. His wave-father appeared to be controlling them with snarled commands – not that she could lipread, but his expressions and the rolling of his eyes were enough for her to make the connection. Birraboon intended to force both Dragons into the Sink. 
 
    He would murder his own son! 
 
    Arkurion fought back like a spiteful volcano, somehow remaining glued to the bigger Dragon’s nose. The situation might have been comical were it not so dire. He stuck there like a shiny wart. Birraboon was the deranged medic trying to excise the blemish. 
 
    Thrusting that nonsense aside, Auli-Ambar flung herself back up toward the light with her utmost speed. Despair wrenched her heart. He could not go over the edge – they could not! She had only just found Arkurion again. That Dragon was not escaping again. Never. At least, not before she delivered a humungous and six-year overdue apology. As for Birroo, he had done nothing to deserve such a fate, had he? 
 
    Abandonment compared to outright filicide? Perhaps her own mother’s actions seemed less terrible to her now. 
 
    Think, Dragon Librarian! What worked in this crazy, back to front realm? 
 
    Reversal. Illogic. Immediately, Auli enlisted her magic to turn the Sink’s gravitational field – the small area surrounding her person – inside out. Suddenly she was being repelled from the Core at a tremendous velocity, so fast that she knew she would have blacked out save for her own tiny core of mother-magic humming its wave-like song. Too far. She was hopelessly removed from the fray. Yet what could she do but swim to Arkurion’s aid? 
 
    To be closer to his inevitable death. 
 
    With the aid of her disorienting extra-spatial perception, she saw herself as a slim spear of light hurtling out of that piceous pit, her face already creasing toward sorrow. Her hair streamed behind her, the golden threads seemingly ignited by their interaction with the slightly salty water. Even as Istariela blazed beneath her, returned to her customary location atop the well of her Dragon’s kiss, so her upward-turned eyes now seemed the more shadowed. 
 
    Even dextrous as he was, and desperate withal, the Mercury Blue could not escape Birraboon’s unrelenting assault. Auli’s incredible sight afforded her an agonisingly perfect analysis of the moment his thrashing tail touched the verimost edge of the gravitational flux. She observed the champing flexion of his jaw as, realising his doom, he valiantly tried to drag the Darter Dragon in with him, but with a supreme effort, Birraboon-Tal-Aulooanian wrenched himself free – and grotesquely, most of his tongue ripped out of his mouth, too. Arkurion had been gripping the base of his lethal tongue with his hind paw, somehow thrust between the terrible fangs! The limb hung limply, clearly broken at the ankle – how had he done it? 
 
    Mouth agape in a desolate bellow, Burble joined Arkurion. The pair sucked down toward her. Auli’s outrageous farsight homed in on their straining faces as they reacted to the monstrous gravitational forces of this sinkhole, as their bodies began to buck and helplessly twist in the sway of forces no matter could resist. 
 
    Only, this was her realm. 
 
    There was but one means to close the gap. Could she do it again? 
 
    Istariela? 
 
    A soft, foetal warmth spread about her midsection as if the stardrop sought to comfort her. No. For the first time, something of her sweet, innocent intelligence touched Auli-Ambar. Without words, she conveyed a concept. 
 
    Aye. It must come from her. 
 
    She realised that the present was her present only because she perceived her existence thus, at a particular point in time. The existential concept was not immutable. There was another reality known to the Dragons up there, especially to one whose mouth stretched in a rictus of agony, who cried her name as the pinprick of light seared toward him. Auli understood that she had to presence herself with him. To wink out here and be there. To convey her existence to them via the connectivity of water and bathe them in the song of her soul, that they might be spared the ravages of the Sink’s power. 
 
    Gathering her life force, she dived into her own Dragon’s kiss. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Ocean sang to ocean. 
 
    Droplet rippled into droplet. 
 
    Molecule shivered alongside molecule. 
 
    Between one heartbeat and the next, Auli felt herself travel as she had always done with the aid of the Tyrabulus Codex. The sense of speed, of frantic passage through water, disappeared. It was as if she had for a moment merely misplaced all that panic, that haste, and now she had all the time in the Universe to swim up to the pair of Dragons, who blurred ever so slightly in her perception as they too traversed the space-time continuum, but only at the speed of a pair of snails compared to her fleet-as-light Dragoness. 
 
    Reaching out, she seized the tip of Birroo’s left wing and the fore-talon of Arkurion’s right paw in her hands, and attempted to pour into them the soothing knowledge of her waters. The strength required to fill those huge bodies was immediately too much. Power she might possess in her own core – her intuition leaped in response to this consideration – but it was not unlimited. It must be husbanded, offered sparingly, or she would perish in an attempt to fill vessels too great for her. Yet there was enough to arrest the danger, and then she was turning the pair of Dragons about, prodding them with her mind to make the swim back toward the light. 
 
    Birraboon-Tal-Aulooanian gaped into the depths. His clenched paws visibly quivered with shock. 
 
    He must see them rising, impossibly, and it was too much for the Dragon to bear. Thundering the insanity of his passions, he launched himself into the Sink. 
 
    “No!” Auli cried. 
 
    The Darter Dragon was larger than Arkurion by two and a half times, but the violent gravitational flux that struck him to her mind almost seemed intentional. It did not originate with her. Her thoughts were still reaching for him in horror when the great Dragon jolted as if he had been struck by an Island. Clutching his chest and stomach were the last living motions he made. 
 
    As the lifeless body tumbled past, Auli-Ambar averted her eyes. “I am sorry, Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian. I could not save him.” 
 
    “His hearts burst,” the Darter Dragon whispered. 
 
    “I would have –” 
 
    “One’s fate may be deserved,” the other rasped, “but such a loss clouds this Dragon’s waters. My wave-father had changed these last years, my minion. He became … different, to what he was before. Greedier. Never satisfied with any good thing. And he has paid the price now, sunk by his own scheming. Ah, A DRAGON GRIEVES!” 
 
    Auli squeezed his wingtip. “My heart for yours, Birroo.” 
 
    “Minion?” Arkurion champed the word between his fangs. 
 
    Sensing trouble, Auli smiled across at him. “First, escape. Then a tale, o Mercury Blue, worthy of a Loremaster.” 
 
    “Of whom I am unworthy.” 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 29: Thin Waters 
 
      
 
    Turns out, water and air are not so different after all. Both support life. Both breed creatures capable of the full gamut of behaviours, from the honourable to the despicable. The father of mine wave was one of these, treacherous in the depths of his waters. Yet I grieved his passing. 
 
    Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian, The World Beyond my World 
 
      
 
    WITH BIRRABOON’s DEPARTURE TO the eternal fires of the Dragonkind, the fighting shortly concluded. Dragons shook themselves off and licked their wounds. The remnant of Arkurion’s team, now reduced to sixteen in number, greeted his re-emergence from the Sink with a chorus of amazed bugles. 
 
    Assuming the mantle of leadership, Birroo gathered the Dragons about him to take stock. 
 
    Most of the bounty hunters scurried off with their tails between their legs, but eight remained who wished to make draconic amends, pledging their waters into the service of Burble or Arkurion in repayment for the debt of honour owed. Eleven Dragons of Dragons Deep remained alive, six of whom were badly wounded with two in a critical condition. The dragastis hunters had been wiped out. 
 
    “No loss, that,” said Burble, rubbing his forepaws together with a satisfied mien. “So, my magical, mettlesome minion, we have accomplished two of your three quests. We have found the Mercury Blue and rescued your eggling – although, this is like no draconic eggling I have ever imagined. What is … it?” 
 
    “Her,” Auli said softly, knowing she must tell a half-truth. “She is a Dragoness in a form I have never encountered before. I am investigating.” 
 
    The surrounding Dragons murmured approvingly. This counsel was faultless and noble. 
 
    To her surprise, Istariela peeled away from her Dragon’s kiss and flowed into Burble’s left paw, illuminating his mistrustful visage as he stared into her light. Slowly, his expression transformed into wonder. Whatever he thought – perhaps he intuited her true nature – neither creature uttered a sound nor moved, for several minutes. 
 
    Eventually, Arkurion prodded her impatiently. Noble Librarian, you are looking … hale. Most hale! I have – I must – I mean, it’s been years since I – uh … 
 
    Turning to him, she smiled with brittle brilliance. There is much to tell, o Arkurion, but of the fullness of my heart I cannot find words to express … o boundless joy! Here you are! I never imagined finding you again. I feared you were dead. I grieved … 
 
    Having won through to this Singula Ocean, I could not leave. 
 
    So I learned. Noble Arkurion – 
 
    Noble? Rising of ardent fires, he said, This Dragon’s fires shall sing thy praises evermore, for never has greater joy been known beneath the twin suns. In every respect, as always, thou hast surpassed my every expectation, hope and desire. Thou, Auli-Ambar. Thou! All thou hast accomplished causes this Dragon to abase his fires in the humblest of sorrows, and to issue –nay, to offer upon undraconic grovelling knee – only the most abject apology that … there is no excuse. None. My behaviour toward thee – 
 
    And mine – 
 
    Thou shalt not apologise! he cried, in an elegiac frenzy of emotion that made her every hair stand on end. 
 
    She began to whisper, But Arkurion, that is not – 
 
    By Fra’anior’s own fires, I wronged thee at the tragic zenith of thy greatest travails; I stabbed thy very soul with the talon of mine dishonour – are you well? The cancer? Tell me you are well! 
 
    I … appear to be healed. Wholly healed. 
 
    My joy is complete – but I mourn! For I abandoned thee more callously than e’er thou wast abandoned by thine shell-mother; O THE SHAME, THE INTOLERABLE DISHONOUR!! 
 
    She reeled at the blast. 
 
    Tremble, o Loremaster, at the white-fires of a Dragon’s heart! Arkurion’s declaration was more poignant and distressing than ever she could have imagined. To protest now might further demean his fires – beautiful, beautiful, beautiful fires. She must never reveal how he made her feel, for it was wrong to feel that it was this Dragon alone who brought her Island-World alive, who was the vibrant waters of her ocean. How wretchedly faithless she felt now to realise how she had misremembered the thrill of his voice, the comfort of his presence, the searing clarity of his intellect, close enough to touch charily with her mind – and the shame of reading him like a scrolleaf. Never again. A story never to be told. 
 
    “Auli-Ambar, is this bombastic beast bothering you?” Burble broke in aggressively. He faced off with the Mercury Blue, both male Dragons immediately bristling as mutual antagonism evidenced itself in the rising roar of belly fires and deepening, quickening breathing. 
 
    “You called her a minion!” the Mercury Blue snarled. 
 
    “That she is – to shield her from the prevailing draconic culture of the Singula Ocean,” Burble growled right back. “Besides, is that not her function? What is she to you?” 
 
    Auli neatly dodged the Darter Dragon’s paw as he attempted to corral her to his side. “Well, I am not any Dragon’s minion –” she began heatedly, when Arkurion burst into hearty guffaws. “What? What?” 
 
    He was laughing so hard, he started to complain about his belly hurting. Burble roared in fury, but Arkurion appeared to be overcome by mirth. “Minion? Minion?” he kept chortling. “Have you – any of you – the slightest clue who she is? Have you not heard her battle challenge?” 
 
    “Arkurion!” she snapped. 
 
    “Cease this mockery at once!” Burble sounded ready to leap at the Mercury Blue’s throat. 
 
    “Oh, tell them … please, o Loremaster. Don’t be shy.” 
 
    “I will skin you alive, you gabbling fiery fool, if you don’t stop laughing!” 
 
    “Birroo, calm down,” Auli pleaded. 
 
    “MY WATERS ARE CALM!!” 
 
    “Minion. Ha ha haarrrrr!” Arkurion held out his paws and lowered his muzzle, a peaceable gesture. “I just – harr gnarr hurgh hurgh – never imagined – oh, this is too much. Hurr-hurr urrr …” 
 
    “Arkurion, will you let me speak?” 
 
    Apparently restored at once to his right mind, he retorted, “Absolutely not. My Dragons of the Singula Ocean, it is both a technical and factual truth that Auli-Ambar ranks considerably higher than me in the draconic hierarchy North of the Rift. More accurately, in the Halls of Gi’ishior, it is I who would be regarded as Auli-Ambar’s minion!” 
 
    At least twenty Dragons roared, “What?” and “How can this be?” 
 
    “Auli-Ambar is the Dragon Librarian –” 
 
    “So she runs a small library,” Burble put in dismissively. “What of it?” 
 
    Arkurion said, “In our culture, the post of Dragon Librarian reports to only one other, who is Sapphurion, Dragon Elder and leader of the Council of Dragon Elders. Sapphurion the Sapphire is the undisputed leader of all Dragons North of the Rift. It would be as if one Dragon led the entire Singula Ocean – which I know you regard as impossible.” 
 
    Now he earned an uneasy silence. 
 
    With evident satisfaction, Arkurion added, “She alone commands over three hundred fine Dragons in the manifold labours of the greatest trove of Dragon lore in the Island-World. This Pykolarian not only sits on the Council of Dragon Elders, but she has earned a battle name from Fra’anior the Onyx himself, which all can see emblazoned with magic upon her left leg. Compared to her I am but a lowly Roving Researcher. It was my research work that brought me hence. Doubtless, my superior has arrived here to summon me upon some mighty and honourable quest?” 
 
    Birroo made a watery noise blib-bla-ribbile in the back of his throat. 
 
    One unhappy Dragon! 
 
    Smiling, Auli flipped her fins to take her to his flank. Placing her palm upon his shoulder, she said, “Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian of mighty deeds, it has been my honour to serve for a brief space as your minion. Arkurion, it was Birroo who rescued me from a gruesome fate at Dragons Deep and has faithfully led me these many leagues to this favourable meeting at the Sink. We prevailed in battle against a treacherous foe and rescued a precious eggling from a terrible death.” 
 
    “I … by my waters, I had no idea!” Birroo sniffed glumly. 
 
    How to rescue honour from this debacle? 
 
    Arkurion said, “Females can be so devious, by my wings! Is that not so, wing-brothers and wing-sisters?” The males around them chuckled knowingly, while the Dragonesses made preening sounds. “Most artful was her disguise. Even I who knew her from before, scarcely recognised her.” 
 
    “I had need to travel incognito. Besides, noble Dragon, you saved my hide several times over.” 
 
    “You saved mine just latterly.” 
 
    “Then we are even,” said she, but a bitter pang infused her words. “Arkurion, can we speak privately?” 
 
    “Why so melancholy?” said he. 
 
    In one word: Tanstoy. 
 
    The fate of many Dragons he loved must have been sealed months before. She had to break the news to him – alone. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    But I was the one who slighted your honour, Arkurion! I – I spited you! I knew nothing – 
 
    We were younger then, said he. I, particularly, was naïve and rash. 
 
    Stop being so – so ferociously principled about this! Don’t you hate me? Despise me? Think I’m the worst kind of blasphemer that e’er walked the shores of the Island-World? 
 
    Those fires are long, long since burned out, Auli-Ambar, he returned gently, yet with fond warmth. Hidden as they were behind his opacity and auditory shield, his talon-tip touched her flank in a tender gesture. This Dragon’s fires sing of thy tale of healing. Fra’anior alone be praised! Are these actual haunches, I do declare?  
 
    ARKURION! she howled, leaping away from a playful pinch upon the object of his flattery. That is so inappropriate! Please be serious. I am in remission at best. I deserve your wrath. Castigate me! Thunder your curses – 
 
    I did. Ne’er was such a null-fires fool known beneath the suns. I wish I could take back every word. Auli – 
 
    Don’t Auli me! 
 
    Hast thou another name under the suns, such as ‘harbinger of hope?’ 
 
    Stop! Stop playing word games. This is hardly the time. 
 
    Very well. Where would YOU draw the line between slighted honour and stung pride? he asked. She crossed her arms across her chest, hating to argue with him. Six years’ perspective have taught me that there was much pride and rather less honour in that decision – not that I did not burn with worse acid than a Green Dragon’s stomach over it! So I say, shut your prattling fangs on the subject and finish your story. Tell me what tidings have nigh extinguished your fires. It is not these old wounds. You are – frustratingly oblique, and I know what a rich irony it is for a Dragon of all creatures to make such a claim, but Auli – my precious, long-lost companion – how? That question – 
 
    She knew what he asked. I … cannot answer, Arkurion. 
 
    Tell me the truth. Tell me all. That would be the greatest honour you could ever do this Dragon. 
 
    She trembled. There was yet one secret she had not begun to speak of. One quality of her nature that by rights should trigger the very rejection she most feared; indeed, that she had been angling to bring upon herself, she realised now. She had been trying to create the very rebuff she felt she deserved, deep inside. Was that not her ultimate fear? Why then did she risk bringing an Island’s weight of calamity upon herself? 
 
    Because it mattered more than anything. 
 
    After agonising for the longest time, she declared, Arkurion the Mercury Blue, I know not why nor how it came about, but upon my oath of truth as before Fra’anior himself, I declare that the girl with whom you breathed fires, has a – she stumbled, shocked by his nearness – a draconic name. Do you know your soul-name? 
 
    He did not query her assertion. Instead, in a voice as resonant as bells, he declared, I am Exultior! 
 
    Exultior! Before, such an evocative name would have fit him poorly, she felt. But now? This new Dragon of noble reputation, a leader among Dragons? The way he pronounced it, the precise meaning was, ‘he who exulted the Onyx.’ How apt! 
 
    His courage seemed to seep into her bones. 
 
    I am Enigma! 
 
    With a mighty roar at which she flinched, the Dragon … burst into a carolling song of ecstasy! I knew it! I knew it! he bellowed over and over. I knew! Harr-harr aye! I knew. 
 
    Despite that she was breathing water, she almost choked at the calamitous shock his response introduced in her person. First terror to rend the very pith of her soul and now, blossoming annoyance? Chills of joy and incredulity played up and down her spine. You knew? 
 
    That I did. 
 
    How? What did you know, exactly? 
 
    It was the only answer, he babbled back, clearly as excited as she. It is neither logical nor reasonable, and it is most certainly heretical and a conclusion of soul-shivering terror – but Auli-Ambar, when Dragons breathe the ascending promises together, their fires cannot be ought but true. That is the fundamental truth we must believe. That is our foundation, don’t you see? 
 
    No. No, I don’t. 
 
    Would the Great Onyx have led us false? Would he blaspheme and desecrate his own fires? 
 
    Never. Desperately trembling of voice, she whispered, We cannot … by that measure, you’d make us … married. No, Arkurion. No, no, NO! 
 
    Nay, I mean not marriage or roosting together in the sense you take of it – 
 
    What, then? 
 
    A conjoining of soul and purpose. When Humans fall rainbows over Islands for one another … 
 
    Would they rather fall in love with a soul than a body? she finished for him, so aghast, she physically choked on the words. She had to cough to clear her throat. In a perfect Island-World, only the soul should matter. Of course. I know this, but … I could never say such a thing, do you understand me? It is anathema. Even if I think of you only as Arkurion, soul-resplendent king amongst Dragons to – oh, Islands’ sakes! I’m confused, aren’t I? 
 
    He replied, Fear not that I am impelling you too far, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya, o Enigma! Enigma of name, enigma by nature. Neither could my tongue essay such a claim, not even should the very voice of Fra’anior appear to command it. Of the future none may speak. For now, let us agree to be oath-bound companions. Nothing more. 
 
    Why now a dive into despair, o Auli-Ambar? The word ‘companions’ seemed so simple compared to the depths of what she felt for this incomparable fire-soul. Yet tradition and even decency itself were the unbreakable chains that bound any other possibility. Dramagon himself had spent thousands of years and ruined untold lives, both Human and Dragon, in proving that the two species were inimical and could never be conjoined. 
 
    She breathed, Oath-bound companions? Let it be. 
 
    To be kept secret upon your oath, as it is upon mine, he added. Solemnly, they each swore upon Fra’anior’s sacred fires that they would never reveal this secret to another. This was as it must be. Now, tell me the rest. What are you still holding back? 
 
    So she told him about how she had discovered Istariela and succoured her to the present, and found once more a Dragon who was prepared to take her at her word. This was the one reaction for which she was least prepared. What under the blazing heavens had possessed Arkurion that he entertained illogic, nonsense such as alleged travel through time and outright blasphemy, keeping the sanctity of his fires even when she was distraught, trembling and weeping in the telling of her tale? 
 
    With a firm breeze to her fires now she spoke without pause or stinting, finding her words coming faster and hotter and tumbling over one another as the Dragon just floated beside her, listening. Finally, in a welter of uncharacteristic fury mingled with self-reproach she spilled out the fate of Tanstoy – and blast him, he took it all with equanimity! Burble had only earned two imaginary knots in his neck. Arkurion needed ten! Twenty! The longer he drifted beside her without exploding in a paroxysm of rage-grief, the greater her ire against him waxed. She was just in the process of listing every pejorative word she knew in the hope that the inane exercise would somehow help her remain calm, when he perked up and said: 
 
    Good! So, now we know – 
 
    Good? Good! Noble frustrator of my fires, so help me I am going to personally wring your neck if you don’t explain yourself to me this instant! What is good about anything? Tanstoy fell two months ago! How under the suns and by all the fires of Fra’anior are we supposed to get back there in time to save them? Explain that! I don’t – I just don’t understand a thing, and I’ve been killing myself trying to figure out – 
 
    Then don’t kill yourself. 
 
    DRAGON!! 
 
    Peace. I understand why you feel overwrought. His fore-digit stroked her back soothingly. Auli twitched away just to be contrary. Listen, the logic is simple. And logical. But not. Focus now on the incident you described with Romilly. The incident where she expected you to arrive three days hence because you had already been there in your own past to tell her you would. That means you succeeded. You returned to Yelegoy three days before you arrived from Tanstoy. 
 
    But, Arkurion –  
 
    Shh. His talon touched her lips delicately. The reasoning doesn’t matter. Somehow there is a possible future where you returned on schedule to make it back to Tanstoy to thwart the attack – with draconic backup, we assume. That is the future, or the past, we need to find. 
 
    But, Arkurion – 
 
    No, Auli-Ambar. Your mind’s working along all the wrong angles. You’ve already wrought the miracle. The how doesn’t matter. Whether that is in our past now or in our future, the outcome is that you arrive in Yelegoy, hale and nude amidst a storm – 
 
    Arkurion! 
 
    Speak my name once more, o muse of mine inmost fires. Thou … 
 
    Confounded non-reptile! Cease thy provocations. The reasoning and the how matter because I am Librarian and Loremaster, and it is in my nature to understand that conundrums such as the theoretical possibility of time travel can never be – oh. He chuckled in satisfaction. But Arkurion, how do you know? I mean, why do you trust that this isn’t some absurdity on the part of a girl who may have been irretrievably damaged by all that time spent trapped in her own mind? Why do you trust me? Maybe these are all the confabulations and machinations of … my insanity? 
 
    Auli ducked her head, ashamed of how vulnerable she sounded. So much for the powerful Dragon Librarian! Were all people as ruled by their insecurities as she was? Or did they learn somehow to ignore or overcome them? 
 
    He said, A beyond-fabled Star Dragoness seems to think you’re worth sticking around, so therefore, so will I. 
 
    Arkurion had lost no iota of his skill at snatching her breath away. 
 
    Nor his deftness with silly puns! 
 
    Frankly, you have some nerve questioning my judgement, he snorted, half-angrily and half-amused. Here are my reasons. One, Fra’anior himself talks to you. Two, Istariela, as noted. Three, fabulous and unbelievable things happen when I am around you. How can life as a Roving Researcher ever begin to compare? Four, you are worth listening to. Every last word. Five, the oath breathing discussion earlier. We are joined, Miss Ta’afaya, in ways you and I cannot describe or imagine. Six, I find myself to be a better, nobler, whiter-of-fires Dragon around you. Peculiar, but there it is. Seven, since coming to the Singula Ocean, I have developed passing skill in detecting truth and lie in draconic speech, waters and fires. Everything that you have spoken is the truth. 
 
    Alright, alright, Auli laughed, tickled by his manner. 
 
    And lastly, Fra’anior himself ordered me to. 
 
    No! 
 
    You may take up further argumentation with him, as I know you will. As for this Dragon, he will – how did you so aptly put it? He will allow the music to play him. What day and month is it? 
 
    She had forgotten how when working with Arkurion, they both sparked each other off and seemed to leap to conclusions together. There was no need for superfluous conversation. The Dragon meant to establish when exactly they should attempt to arrive back at Tanstoy Dragon Roost – whether in the past, or whether that event must still be in the future. His sharp mind was abuzz. He must truly believe in all this madness. 
 
    Humbling. 
 
    Eventually they both sighed and drifted back in the water. Arkurion was right. If their calculations were right, she was just now conversing with Haskrê’amién-ap-Ruangàr far, far beneath the Cloudlands. One more impossibility to explain to the Mercury Blue. 
 
    This meant she could exist in two places simultaneously. 
 
    Slapping a palm to one’s own forehead was not a gesture that worked well underwater, but Auli mimed it in slow motion merely for the pleasure of hearing Arkurion’s laughter shiver her waters. He took such delight, he claimed, in learning that he knew nothing at all. 
 
    But Arkurion, how does this all work? she complained. 
 
    He said, Flesh and bone, blood and scale, all to the soul little avail. What we are in this mortal existence is not what is eternal, o Auli-Ambar, mother to a Star Dragoness. It is time for you to consider not what is outward, but what is true of the immortality within. Come the day that truth shall be revealed, I shall join Fra’anior in jubilation. 
 
    She elbowed him crossly. You like making me shiver, Dragon! 
 
    Likewise, o Pykolarian girl. Did you know that your kind were said to have come from the stars? 
 
    Do we not all, o Arkurion, and to stardust one day return? 
 
    * * * * 
 
    For seven days, they laboured over the lore and possibilities, trying to work out how to return via the Tyrabulus Codex. The main issue appeared to be that the Singularity Core’s radiation interfered with whatever magic had brought her to the air-ocean in the first instance. Auli-Ambar was afraid of returning to the realm of air and fire, where her health had never been reliable. What if it all changed again? She had a panic attack when the calculated date by which they needed to return via Yelegoy Island came and passed by, but Arkurion talked her down. 
 
    She slept ill and dreamed of her mother, waking many times with the song upon her lips, Ocean shall ever sing to ocean. What did that even mean? Why were the signs and portents over her life so frustratingly mystical? 
 
    Touching her chest where her heart had been threatening to punch its way free from her chest just earlier, Auli considered all that she had learned. 1,451 new Scrolls of Fire waiting to be deposited at the Sacred Library of Ha’athior! If this were not worthy service to those eerie Guardian Spirits then she did not know what was. How did all this fit together with Numistar Winterborn’s treacherous plan, and the destiny her protégée, Hualiama, still had to grow into? Perhaps she yearned for connections where there were none? 
 
    What was astounding was her connection to the waters of the Singula Ocean. Her molecular-level eyes seemed able to perceive new details every day. She had figured out how to deduce colours from the interaction of light particles – photons and magio-photons, Birroo taught her – upon different surfaces and textures. Photons travelled for millions of years from the stars, while magio-photons could penetrate most known substances, apart from meriatonium. Perhaps if she could build her own magio-photon telescope she could use it to see all the way to the Codex, and from there … she paused again, wondering how it was that an instrument which seemed so clearly fitted for her needs had come to exist beneath Yelegoy Island, unless an Enigma had somehow conceived, built and placed it there for her future use? 
 
    She shivered. Intuition? 
 
    Ocean shall ever sing to ocean. What was inside that Codex? 
 
    How could it return her from the farthest reaches of outer space together with a stardrop, if it were not reachable by her, or connected to her, all the while? 
 
    Her birth-flower. Gently, her hands explored her Dragon’s kiss, remembering the sensation of diving within herself, like an insect wriggling into the heart of a flower in search of nectar. So many connections. Her to Istariela, Istariela’s instinctual love for Hualiama, the little girl’s concern for Auli-Ambar, Fra’anior to her to Istariela to the past and the future … here, somewhere in this field of inquiry, was an answer. 
 
    Rather than structuring her thoughts as she so often did, Auli-Ambar allowed her imagination to run free, from the majesty of the cosmos to the wonder of the microcosm. All that she knew. She relished the touch of waters upon her skin, like the foetal caress of her own mother’s amniotic fluid, or the thundering massage of torrential rains. She had always thrilled to the advent of storms. She remembered dancing in the rain that time at Fra’anior, and now she had her own miniature mother-storm inside of her … roaring tumult! Pounding droplets, each as big as the ball of her thumb! 
 
    Forgetting about the Dragons around her, some eating, some sleeping, some sparring and training for the battle they expected to come, she twirled an experimental circle, listening to the storm. 
 
    The music of storm within her soul. 
 
    She had always longed to dance like Hualiama. The child had a gift. But a blind person – well, she had been afraid, too small, too beaten by her Uncle Mi’elgan and Aunt Sairana to ever dare such an excess of exhibitionism even in the absence of their presence. It had taken the extraordinary compassion and musicianship of Zanthrillior to even bring music out of her. These were the shackles that bound a person to the past. How did one ever shuck such a burden, such enchainment? 
 
    By daring that first step. 
 
    Her arm extended to its full reach. Sweeping up into an elegant curve above her head. The joy of movement felt so freeing, so unfamiliar, so scandalous! Here beneath the ocean she need fear no accident, nor even the effects of gravity. Somersault. Spin. Laugh. Soar. Flow. Extend. Breathe. Resonate. Flip. Float. Speed-spin into barrel-roll! Flick Arkurion’s wingtip as she zipped past! Snort water with mirth at the Dragon’s stiff-pawed startlement as he emerged with a supple feline stretch from his doze, delight in the curve of his lips as he observed what she was doing. 
 
    Pitching her voice to the apex of its range, Auli-Ambar sang: 
 
    Ocean shall ever sing to ocean, 
 
    Come to me o mine destiny, 
 
    Thou art never forgotten. 
 
    Now, her being quivered with an awareness of new magic, swelling with uncontainable promise. The power of planetary oceans lived within her, roaring, seething, restless, wild and free. Was this legacy or birthright? Whatever it was, the entire flowery sea around them seemed to have sprung to the alert, breathless in anticipation of whatever was coming. 
 
    Dance with me, Istariela. 
 
    The mote twirled about her, giggling her characteristic merry notes. 
 
    “Arkurion, rise and dance with me.” 
 
    “I don’t … know how,” he grumbled. Clearly, this request was leagues beneath his masculine draconic dignity. 
 
    “Come on, you silly old stick. Don’t be such a grump.” 
 
    One of the smaller Dragonesses, a Shanduri Mauve Riptide Racer whom Auli suspected of having a fiery spot for Arkurion, chimed in, “Shake a wing, all you Dragons! The Librarian is making fluid new magic!” 
 
    A wonderfully rich, flutelike alto, all the more surprising for its origin in a smaller Dragoness, joined her song. Despite that she did not know the words in Dragonish, Sharm-al-Arami vocalised the syllables accurately and with excellent musicianship. Her extrovert nature flowed to its fullness as she whipped around the pod of able Dragons, tugging and goading them into motion. Just like Humans, the older ones grumbled while the younger joined in with aplomb, but soon there were cries of, ‘How the ocean sings!’ and ‘What magic is this? My wings tingle!’ 
 
    “Storm ho!” Burble sang out. 
 
    Auli-Ambar jumped guiltily, glancing about as she sensed dark tides rising all around. Her scalp prickled at the gathering magical potentials. Was the water growing murkier? “What? I … well, I didn’t, did I?” 
 
    The Darter Dragon aimed a wicked grin in her direction. “I trained my minion well, did I not?” 
 
    She smacked his wingtip in passing. “Still thy scurvy tongue, thou reprobate!” 
 
    “What’s scurvy?” he snorted. 
 
    “Keep singing!” Arkurion ordered, suddenly agog. He glanced down at his twitching paws as if they had just betrayed him. “Ooh … I feel strange. Dragons of the Singula Ocean! Prepare to travel afar!” 
 
    Auli gasped, “What?” 
 
    “Let the music play you,” the Dragon snorted, not without a shrewd grin of his own. 
 
    “But I don’t have the faintest idea what I’m doing.” 
 
    “Which is exactly as it ought to be, o Mistress of Anfractuous Logic. Now, excuse me. I feel – oh, by my fires, I’m dancing! What’s wrong with me? I’m actually – my wings – stop that! Stop laughing this instant!” 
 
    Auli’s laughter pealed out over the swelling song, for Arkurion’s baffled, almost aggrieved expression was priceless. She was less impressed, however, when Sharm-al-Arami whirled him away with a promise to show the ‘heavy-footed air Dragon’ the way that ocean Dragons danced. The aquatic Dragons, especially the gorgeous pink Twelve-Winged Shimarine Death-Petals, who were as butterfly-beautiful as they were lethal, danced and twirled with consummate skill, revelling in the strengthening currents and the rising magical and electrical charges. 
 
    Yet this was more. This was oceanic power, the stuff of watery mass and restless tides and immense gravitational forces, which inspired both respect and awe. 
 
    She gave herself to the dance, to the song of the Singula Ocean. Dark masses of water gathered around them, ponderous with power, like enormously pregnant rainclouds laced with brilliant flashes of sapphire – the exact colour of her eyes. No Dragon missed that detail. Meantime, Arkurion mustered and enumerated his force. Having gathered a dozen recruits over the last couple of days, their numbers now totalled a respectable thirty-nine aquatic Dragons, one Mercury Blue, and one Pykolese girl. The worst injured had been removed to the nearest medical facility. 
 
    An hour into the dance, the storm appeared to have peaked and the Dragons were beginning to cast Auli-Ambar questioning glances. 
 
    Arkurion swirled up to her. “Having trouble?” 
 
    She grimaced. “Aye. I can’t feel the Codex. I’ve tried everything.” 
 
    “What are you feeling with?” He pinched her right biceps delicately. “Not these, right?” 
 
    “No, you silly – ah, stupendously noble Dragon. I’m stumped.” 
 
    “What about trying with this?” 
 
    When his talon tickled her stomach, she replied, “Tried that. I tried infolding everyone into my Dragon’s kiss, but apparently the magic doesn’t work that way. I can’t see the Codex, feel it, sense it … nothing.” 
 
    He mused over this as they danced together for a space. “There’s no lack of power, either environmental or inside that deplorably cramped cranium.” 
 
    “Dangerous Isles, Dragon.” 
 
    “But you’ve done it before, several times. The difference to me seems to be that your forgetting magic – disremembrance, aye – seems to have been nullified in this realm. To me, that simply means, you should instruct your Dragon’s kiss to remember how to return you whence you came. To the right when and where, I mean.” 
 
    “What if it has been nullified here, and we’re trapped?” 
 
    “What if you most certainly escaped because Fra’anior did actually meet and fall in love with Istariela thousands of years ago, so in the future you travelled again to the past –” 
 
    “Arkurion!” 
 
    “Aye, exasperating you is my favourite pastime. Now –” he waggled his talons rudely beneath her nose “– all that remains is the simple admission that I am right, as usual. Secondly, please bid your unique magic to reverse whatever it did to bring you here. Hope. Dream. Imagine. Imagine an outrageously handsome Mercury Blue Dragon somewhere out there …” 
 
    “Oh, there’s another Mercury Blue who is actually handsome?” 
 
    “WOMAN!” 
 
    But then she jolted, and jolted a second time much more violently as a titanic bolt of sapphire lightning – if she had seen correctly – speared right through Istariela and into her Dragon’s kiss. The stardrop burst out laughing as if the almighty charge merely tickled her. Seven more bolts, each larger than the last, followed in rapid succession. Discovering that she had not summarily been fried in her own juices, Auli rubbed her eyes with one hand and clutched the Star Dragoness with the other. Now it was she who felt decidedly odd. Oh no. She had no idea what was happening inside of her stomach! 
 
    First, the petals of her distinctive birthmark began to itch madly. Then, her Dragon’s kiss swelled to impossibly huge proportions. In the blink of an eye her stomach seemed to invert itself to capture a great swathe of ocean water, including all of the Dragons around her, and then there was a gurgle worthy of a Fra’anior-sized bellyache as everything sucked away inside of her, including herself! 
 
    To be turned inside-out in one’s own skin was not a pleasant experience. She frantically tried to think the right, positive thoughts – arriving beside the Tyrabulus Codex at the right hour with all the Dragons safely inside her grossly overextended stomach, and ended up with an image of a pregnant Auli-Ambar giving birth to an entire Dragonwing. 
 
    That was the exact feeling as she disgorged her load in a monstrous gush of water, followed by herself, and then the petals of the Codex became her own sapphire petals and closed up. Auli landed with a wet splat on top of Arkurion’s stomach. He, in turn, wriggled and struggled atop a whole pile of deeply discombobulated aquatic Dragons who had just, by the smell of the air, ended up deep inside the diamond mines beside the Tyrabulus Codex. The oceanic waters receded with a low roar back inside the previously impregnable metal cylinder. 
 
    “That was … interesting,” said Burble. 
 
    “Did you just give birth to me?” Arkurion roared. Auli ducked, checking her stomach. She had never, ever wanted to imagine giving birth to three dozen sizeable adult Dragons. Ouch! He said, “Oh, everything’s intact. Here’s Is – uh, the eggling.” 
 
    “All Dragons accounted for?” Auli asked anxiously. 
 
    “Worried you still have one inside there?” Arkurion asked, not entirely joking. 
 
    She felt far too shaken to take him to task for that. 
 
    The aquatic Dragons picked themselves up, counting limbs and wings and eyeing up the realm they had entered with trepidation. While the Mercury Blue had tried at considerable length to prepare them for the transition, Auli realised that they had never stood upon rock before, nor been in such a gloomy space, nor breathed air. In the Singula Ocean there was no night. All save the Sink had been luminous. Now they did not float, they stood upon one another, upon each other’s wings and paws and tails, and their breath rasped in the mine’s gloom. 
 
    “So dark,” Burble whispered. 
 
    Auli knew that it soon would be for her, too, but when her foot splashed in a puddle left by the ocean water’s withdrawal back into the Codex, she had an idea. Arkurion, could you take this water with us, in a contained pressurised seal, so that it doesn’t evaporate? I’d like to make some experiments. 
 
    “This rock is terrible,” said another Dragon, tapping his talons restively against a wall. “So unforgiving.” 
 
    “And the water is terribly thin, but breathable,” Sharm-al-Arami put in, huddling close to Arkurion. “There are waters here, correct? Oceans?” 
 
    “Smaller than your ocean,” he reminded her, “but water also falls from the skies. From above. Now, form up in a line, Dragons! The space here is not too small. The stone will not crush you. Shortly, we will be outside in the open air, and then you will be the first of your kinds to see a whole new Island-World. Imagine the tales you will tell the sons and daughters of your waves.” 
 
    Picking herself up, Auli imagined the future. She imagined what Sapphurion and his Elders would think of meeting whole new classes of watery Dragons. Would they think these non-fiery Dragons were Dragonkind at all? And what would these brave explorers who had chosen to follow Arkurion into his world, only that they might save Dragons they had never even imagined, let alone met, tell their younglings? 
 
    ‘We walked, children. We walked beneath the suns, which moved overhead and dried out our membranes, and when they passed behind the world, there was darkness. And we swam through the thinnest of waters.’ 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 30: Storms Abound 
 
      
 
    THE STRANGEST ASPECT OF moving with a pod of Singula Ocean Dragons was the way their waters sang to hers. It was similar to the aura-traces of draconic fire-magic she had begun to detect, but far more tangible and immediate. She knew exactly where each Dragon was. The second-strangest aspect was that she did not go blind again. Not yet. Her keenest sense was what she had come to refer to as her immediate environmental awareness, followed by the farsight that relied upon brilliant suns and great distance – and the Singularity Core, she came to realise now as she re-entered a realm of optical shadows and, within a mile of herself, total blindness. Soon even that must deteriorate. 
 
    Pleasurable chatter rose amongst the Dragons as they tested their wings in the tall mineshafts. The lack of viscosity and support in the air certainly surprised them, for they had been swimming through water all of their lives, but their natural environment had also accorded them great strength. Arkurion and Burble, monitoring their physiques and magical output, soon delivered some bad news, however. They were not accustomed to the aerobic requirements of far faster wingbeats and breathing requirements. Numbers of the Dragons were already complaining about pain in their ribcages and lungs as they laboured to adjust. They would not be able to fly far. 
 
    Minor issue? 
 
    She rehearsed what she must say to Romilly. How she must behave. 
 
    Finally reaching Island-level, they emerged into a wild, blustery early morning. Most unseasonal for Yelegoy. The Dragons blinked and gazed about in wonder. Hills. Trees. Water lashing down from the sky! Clouds scudding overhead. Night-birds chirruped plaintively in a clump of trees over to their right. 
 
    Janzinia, the eldest Dragoness at one hundred and forty-three, blinked several times, and then pointed with her talon. “So that’s, ‘up?’ And my paws are ‘down?’ ” 
 
    “Aye,” said Arkurion. 
 
    “Shiver my waters, everything has to be new and different with you youngsters. It isn’t right that my paws should stick to this … this …” 
 
    “Grass,” Auli-Ambar supplied. “It’s like seaweed.” 
 
    “I am not impressed, young Pykolarian creature! And, you say there are many more of your peculiar kind here, I understand?” 
 
    Well, that was predictable, Arkurion teased in her mind. 
 
    Auli ironed a smile off her lips, and said respectfully, “Aye, noble Dragoness, very many, and they all speak your tongue. It is the Dragons who will be surprised at you speaking what is regarded as a lesser language.” 
 
    Janzinia’s sleek green snout wrinkled into a scowl. “I accorded all the briefings my fullest attention, youngling,” she reproved in acidic tones. “My waters remain unclouded, despite what you might think. Now, show us to this other Human creature’s dwelling that we might discharge your part of the plan, and then we must make haste to Tanstoy Roost. How far a swim is it? And which currents shall we utilise? What a bizarre world. At least there is plenty of water here, even if it all runs off this … ground.” 
 
    With another bow, Auli said, “Let us learn how to run, Dragons. After that, we shall fly through the thin waters.” 
 
    With Arkurion’s mental assistance, she discovered another joy. Walking. Striding. Running! Her bare feet pounded the gravel pathways of the Island with glee. Her knees did not give out. Her breathing came easily. Her arms pumped with power! For a girl barely able to walk with canes just a few months before, this was … it was too … 
 
    What would the Islanders of Yelegoy have thought if they saw forty Dragons chasing a weeping girl through the pre-dawn gloom? Weeping for elation! 
 
    Slow down, my flame-heart, Arkurion said gently, loping along beside her. 
 
    I’m enjoying this too much. 
 
    You were very, very sick, weren’t you? 
 
    Fairly awful. Warming to his gentle concern, she added, I’ve changed so much in just a few short months, I’m fearful now … do you understand? 
 
    You’re afraid it’ll all go to the windrocs again? 
 
    Aye. You? 
 
    I’ve changed too. The Singula Ocean has fundamentally changed my fires, and I’m not sure the Dragons of Gi’shior will accept me as I am, he admitted, prodding her sideways with his mind. Mind this rock. Branches, duck. Good. How does it feel to run? 
 
    Wonderful! I feel as if I can fly, as if I can do anything. Did you see that my foot-fins have retracted, but the others remain extended? 
 
    Chatting away in the private domains of their minds, they negotiated the Isle until they came to the small hamlet where Romilly’s family lived. Dragonships of rain were thundering out of the skies now. Wondering, she checked with her magical senses and discovered – aye! The Singula Ocean magic she carried within her was strongly linked to the storm, as was the lesser but still detectable aquatic magic of the Dragons. They were creating their own weather phenomenon. 
 
    That gave her an idea … 
 
    “Arkurion, please bid the Dragons wait here in hiding whilst I go speak to Romilly.” 
 
    He handed her a leaf as long as her forearm. “Do clothe yourself, noble Librarian. And, what’s that idea that just sparked off half your mind?” 
 
    “Dragon, are you reading me like an open scroll?” 
 
    Laughing, she looked within at her Scrolls of Fire. Rearrange yourselves and re-establish linkages, she commanded. In a fraction of a second, she owned a newly jumbled-up tower of lore – but the links had reappeared, only an order of magnitude more complex than before. Chaotic magic! Islands’ sakes, what kind of Librarian was she if she could not keep her own mind in order? Yet somehow, the clutter worked. Amazing. 
 
    She patted Arkurion upon his upraised paw. “I do believe I have a solution to our stamina issues. I plan to fly all of these Dragons to Tanstoy Dragon Roost in an aerial bathtub.” 
 
    “What?” he spluttered. 
 
    She could not resist. “In. A. Bathtub. You’re a smart Dragon. Work it out.” 
 
    With that, she spun and marched sassily up the front path to Master Chazzu and Mistress Tarrinya’s wooden bungalow, where Romilly lived. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Her spate of sassiness lasted about as long as it took her to realise she was stark naked, as Juyzaki’s amused inhalation and commentary informed her. Plus, Romilly promptly slapped him and in the same breath, favourably noted how pleasingly Southern her morals and values were becoming. Aye. A very sharp decline in a southerly direction! 
 
    Juyzaki rumbled, “Besides the unexpected visit at this hour –” 
 
    Tarrinya called, “Who’s there? I’d light a candle but this wind – shut the door, Romilly.” 
 
    “It’s a very nude, very wet Dragon Librarian, mother,” she called back. “And she’s looking – rainbows and sparkling terrace lakes! Auli! You look wonderful! What happened? You practically have a Southern tan now and, would you look at these?” 
 
    “Romilly!” 
 
    “I have an excellent word for you, Loremaster,” the huge Easterner put in, hooting as Auli tried to cover Istariela and the essentials below, plus her breasts all at the same time. “You are ‘pulchritudinous.’ Isn’t that right, Romilly?” 
 
    “Stop gawking, you gross man. But Auli-Ambar, you truly are looking smashing.”  
 
    “Erm … thanks?” she squeaked. Heavens weeping rainbows, this blush would boil her waters if it lasted much longer. 
 
    “I thought you were sick? Decrepit, even?” 
 
    “Decrepit? Romilly, I’m really in something of a rush here. I have a huge favour to ask of you. It’s going to sound weird, but –” 
 
    “Do throw on this dress, petal, or Juyzaki will just be impossible,” Tarrinya said. Soft cloth landed atop Auli’s hand. “Will you come inside and breakfast with us? Awful weather.” 
 
    At the same time, Romilly was gushing, “Weird? You, noble Librarian? Perish the thought. Ask away, ask away. We humble Southerners are ever indebted to you for securing the future of our Isle, never mind knocking you over the head and dumping you in a lake – oh, am I prattling like a dragonet? So I am. Listening now, I promise. Mercy, what wonderfully long, shapely legs you have …” 
 
    “Romilly!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    “Bathtub’s ready.” Auli-Ambar smirked toward Arkurion. 
 
    “Oh, you are a genius,” he cooed, sotto-snarky of voice. “Dragons at the ready? Time for our shakedown flight!” 
 
    “Minion, why would you shake in a downward direction?” Burble inquired archly. “Would you give us a linguistics lesson on the way to Remoy Island?” 
 
    “Gladly, as long as you promise to help me scare the living waters out of King Jorman. A little bird tweeted that he received a delegation of Merxian Dragons a month back. I’ll fill you in on the salient tribal politics in our version of the air-ocean whilst we fly.” 
 
    “A most stimulating lecture, I’m sure,” Arkurion snickered. 
 
    “Silence, minion. I’m concentrating.” 
 
    Just shy of four hours of slow flying later, forty Dragons and a bathtub burst out of the overlapping rainbows above Remoy Island, having outflown the pursuing storm by an hour or so. The emerald Isle was at its best, the verdant chrysoprase foliage of the early growing season contrasting sharply with the light teal of the sparkling terrace lakes. The Singula Ocean Dragons agreed this Isle was a most promising prospect compared to Yelegoy, especially since Arkurion reported that the lakes were stuffed full of succulent trout and giant carp. Auli suggested they go decimate the local fishing industry, if they could. Thirty-nine stomachs roared their agreement, while Arkurion licked his chops like a balladeer smacking his lips over a particularly salacious line, and professed a preference for a very large, fat, tender ralti sheep. 
 
    The piscatorial Dragons could slurp down their bloodless fare while he sank his fangs into some real meat. 
 
    Dragons! 
 
    Still, from two miles above, she could enjoy the thrilling sight of the vibrant aquatic Dragons spearing down from the heights like a colourful flock of birds. The Remoyans would never have seen anything like it. Far from the spiky, muscular Lesser Dragons of the North, these were sleek, frilly, multi-winged Dragons of diverse body shapes and fascinating weaponry, including spines, hooks, tail-nooses, toxic tongues and talons, and even shock-cells lining some of the most beautiful wings. 
 
    Meantime, she had Arkurion drop her off in the Palace courtyard, where he overshadowed her – literally, given the disparity between their sizes – as she performed a premeditated verbal vivisection upon the discomfited King of Remoy. She never raised her voice. The King sweated so profusely, her aquatic magic detected and recoiled from the sensation. 
 
    “The Governors of Yelegoy put you up to this,” he complained at last. 
 
    “They had reason for concern, o King, as do I – and I remind you, Yelegoy Isle no more commands my affections and actions than does Remoy. You would do well to remember the bad blood between Gi’ishior and Merx, Lyrx and Franxx. The Dragons of Merx are neither honourable nor lacking in treacherous motives. If you require protection over your Isle, please petition Sapphurion. Word of this meeting will have fallen like the scent of bloody meat upon the nostrils of the Dragon Elders. Farewell, o King.” 
 
    His voice quavered, “Flywell, noble Dragon Librarian.” 
 
    With that, she stepped back upon Arkurion’s forepaw. Coiling his powerful thighs, the Dragon sent them rocketing skyward. The storm was coming. She had a bathtub to rebuild. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Auli found her allegedly vengeful Dragonwing sunning themselves upon the sandy edge of the uppermost terrace lake level, burping up decidedly fishy blasts of air and comparing the blaze of the twin suns favourably to the Singularity Core’s radiance. Arkurion landed with her seated upon his forepaw. Above and behind, blocking the suns-shine, was her bathtub – alias, a small lake of water carried in a bowl-shaped pneumatic magical shield. It was the perfect resting place for aquatic Dragons, plus, their natural affinity for water even helped them to whisk it along with remarkably little effort. Otherwise, they would never complete the long flight to Tanstoy. 
 
    Auli cleared her throat. “Dragons?” 
 
    Sharm-al-Arami burped indelicately. “Where’s Birroo now?” 
 
    “He can’t catch trout that quickly,” said another Dragoness. “I’ll bet he comes back with no more than two.” 
 
    “Dragons, we need to get flying.” 
 
    Mercy, all she heard was a chorus of snoring, most of it utterly fake. Auli checked pulse rates and breathing patterns. Meantime, her aquatic senses searched for Birroo. He was four hundred feet behind her and fifteen feet below the surface, approaching the shore rapidly. Irritable at being ignored, Auli brought the water store overhead. Now a few Dragons stirred and grumbled. She checked the position of the suns, thinking that they needed to be on the wing shortly and here these Dragons were, lazing about in the suns! 
 
    Her foot started tapping dangerously. “Dragons! Wake up!” 
 
    Flanking her, Arkurion said, We should fly, shouldn’t we? It’s hard to hit a precise window of when you might have left Tanstoy – we want to get that as accurate as possible. 
 
    That’s right. I can’t believe them! You’d think this was a pleasure cruise. 
 
    Dragons need fuel – 
 
    Surfacing with a great heave right behind her, Burble brandished his paw, crying, “Four! Four trout! Beat that, you sluggards!” 
 
    He had one trout speared upon each talon. 
 
    Auli-Ambar had always prided herself on her complete self-control, coupled with the measure of her relentless personal discipline. Something about this situation, somehow tipped her over the edge – not her rightful concern over Tanstoy’s fate, but something more personal. Perhaps it was nothing more than an opportunity for an overreaction sensed and taken at the speed of thought. With a shrill cry of disbelief, she dropped the magic. Ten thousand tonnes of water crashed down upon the suns-bathing Dragons. 
 
    GRRAAAABOOMM!! 
 
    They did not react at all as she had expected. 
 
    To a Dragon, they stood up and thundered their laughter over the waters. Even Burble behind her was rolling in the water snorting helplessly, saying something like, “Zing! What a zinger. Took you for a ride on the current.” 
 
    Arkurion said privately to her, Did I forget to tell you that the Dragons of the Singula Ocean love nothing more than a practical joke? 
 
    I … see. 
 
    Maybe losing control wasn’t such an awful thing. 
 
    Raising her hands, Auli summoned the waters behind Burble, plucked him up with a fine wave and dumped him at Arkurion’s feet. 
 
    She yelled, “Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian, a person of my rank and station most certainly does not appreciate this joke. When you are in my realm, you play by my rules! Or so help me, I will command the very suns to dry out your stubborn head! Now, what do you have to say for yourself?” 
 
    There was a shocked silence. 
 
    “Fra’anior’s name, Dragon! I am through with giving you aquatic Dragons the flying bathtub treatment. How can you be tired after such a short flight? I see I must punish you for this juvenile misbehaviour. I should concoct a punishment which is suitably dreadful and long-lasting. Now, let me think …” 
 
    Arkurion put in, “Ah, Auli-Ambar –” 
 
    “SILENCE! I have not finished speaking.” Putting on her fiercest scowl, she roared, “Birroo-Tal-Aulooanian, in Fra’anior’s name and with all seriousness, I hereby order you to –” pausing for a most solemn moment, she finished “– save me a piece of that delicious trout. Thanks, Dragon. My favourite.” 
 
    His lower jawbone thumped against his forepaw. 
 
    “Is that called a zinger? Did I get that right?” 
 
    “BWAA-HAR HARRRGGH!” Burble thundered his laughter. “Zing and counter-zing! Aye, Dragon Librarian, by my waters, that was a cultural masterpiece.” 
 
    Less than two minutes later, the entire Dragonwing had lifted off from the shores of Remoy Island. Auli was sure the King’s agents would be breathing sighs of relief as the voracious Dragons set their noses toward the West, and the localised storm scurried after them. Peculiar how water just loved the company of water, she thought, rubbing her stomach pensively. At least she only had Istariela with her now rather than a large number of jovial water Dragons. So, she and Arkurion should – 
 
    We really need to mastermind a plan of attack, he said, right on cue. 
 
    His mind reading abilities were growing a little worrying. She was beginning to wonder what else a Dragon might have learned in the realm beyond the third sun, and what esoteric powers he might have developed. 
 
    Raising her head above the water level of her small airborne tub for one, she said, I was just thinking the same, o Mercury Blue. Pray tell, what thought is it that has stoked your whitest fires to their present pitch of excitement? 
 
    You read my every scale, he purred. I do have a modest idea which I wish to propose, based on your bathtub, but coupled with an aquatic love of a prank. It’s a waterspout attack. 
 
    A waterspout? 
 
    Aye. Do you know what these Dragons have begun to call you? 
 
    Ah … no. 
 
    Stormsinger. Auli Stormsinger. Has a decent ring to it, wouldn’t you agree? 
 
    I’m getting a nickname? 
 
    Thunderdoom – Stormsinger. Goes right along with the intuition that your name will be legendary amongst Dragons. You do know that these Dragons would give their left wings for you already, don’t you? 
 
    Thunderdoom is more awesome. 
 
    Already taken.  
 
    Aye, and I’m humbled, she added, in answer to his previous question. So, does this waterspout of yours save Tanstoy and keep us all alive? 
 
    Through the day and into the night the Dragons laboured ever westward, following a course set by Arkurion. The Singula Ocean Dragons were tenacious fliers but far from quick. Even with the help of a temperamental tailwind they were only just touching the schedule Auli-Ambar and Arkurion had drawn up, and now they had to sleep immersed in her expanded bathtub. She beseeched Fra’anior that they should arrive in time. Too many Dragons had already died. 
 
    Scenarios kept racing through her mind. If Arkurion and she could avert the attack in the first instance, if they could warn the Dragons to take cover … then would they change the past? Was that possible? Was it futile to imagine every scenario in which pain was avoided, and death thwarted? What were the limitations upon what one could accomplish, if her abilities were true? Was she the instigator of major events or one working retroactively to correct what had gone wrong, either in the past or in the future? Was she warding off real existential threats to the continuum of history as she knew it, or were they merely imaginary? Did all the threads of past, present and future meet and tie up in the end, regardless of what she did according to her freewill – so that she was merely a tool, a puppet, of fate, with the strong conviction that she somehow enjoyed sovereignty over her own destiny, decisions and reactions? 
 
    She spilled all of her contemplations to Arkurion. They held a very long and satisfying conversation, not because she had many new answers, but because she had so many new perspectives and ways of thinking about the huge questions that hung over her life. So simple. Who am I? Why am I here? What am I meant to do? The implications, enormous. Confounding. Exciting. Suppose hers had been the hand that set Fra’anior the Onyx upon his unlikely, enduring and poignant love for a star? Suppose she had somehow been involved with creating the Singula Ocean? Or arranged the circumstances of her own birth? Yet how could she do that knowing as she did the awful circumstances of her abandonment, and the loss and loneliness her father had suffered ever since? Could she knowingly put him through such a heartbreak? Or must she, since it already had been … 
 
    What answers were there? 
 
    What did it mean to be the lambent-everlasting flame through whom the Ancient One roared? 
 
    Auli-Ambar spent four hours that following afternoon sitting upon Arkurion’s forepaw, questioning the Singula Ocean Dragons about their histories, deeds, abilities and indeed, any possible detail they could tell her, big or small, about the ocean which they called home. She filed the information diligently. 
 
    What a studious little Librarian you are, Arkurion breathed heatedly down her neck. Pretty handy in battle too, I’ve learned. Perhaps you should be wielding lore scrolls as weapons? 
 
    Ooh, now there’s an idea! 
 
    Why aren’t you reacting to my baiting? 
 
    Listen, Dragon, if you will feed a Loremaster’s mind, what do you expect? Now, have I told you about my Scrolls of Fire? Do you truly want to know how much Loremaster and Librarian I am? 
 
    Can you surprise a Dragon? 
 
    She did. 
 
    That early evening waxed glorious as the Yellow Moon cut through the suns as they bowed toward the horizon, as if the sky itself wished to pay homage to eternal glory. Great shimmering talons of golden light burnished the low-lying Cloudlands into a shimmering ocean. Wispy cirrus clouds seemed to wreath the Moon’s ascent, graduating from almost unbearable white-gold beside the suns to a rich crimson higher in the welkin. Directly ahead stood the brooding, sooty tower of everlasting storm that had hid Tanstoy and its secrets for so many centuries. 
 
    Auli-Ambar sat upon Arkurion’s knuckles, and gawped for two hours straight. 
 
    Drenched in wonder. 
 
    After that, the Mercury Blue bade her wipe the drool off her chin and join him in briefing the Dragons. The Roost was as yet a night and half a day’s flight distant, its nearness an optical illusion that over the centuries had several times fooled Dragons into exhausting themselves in trying to reach it, and he wanted Auli to tell them all about the trio of Greens, Fazzarior, Jankazzor and Azlamdior, and the types of draconic attacks and battle techniques they could anticipate. 
 
    Enter the Librarian in high-speed teaching mode, complete with sound effects. 
 
    She loved her job when it did not involve putting Dragons in danger. Or Humans. A ghastly sense of anticipation knotted up her stomach as she considered the huge battle ahead, not knowing what the outcome would be, only that there would be danger and death, heroism and sacrifice, and grieving in the aftermath. Someone would be grieving, no matter what she did or accomplished. 
 
    To put it mildly, she slept poorly that night. It seemed every dread thing and every nightmare which had ever beset her chose this moment to return in the full panoply of their virulence, seeking to attack, to wound, to demean, to destroy. She re-lived the time when as a child, three fledglings had tied her hands and then fastened a green-fanged rat to her back, and released her to flee in panic. Her ear still had a notch bitten out of it from that incident, and she had fallen down an airshaft and broken her leg badly. Every slur and beating and jibe of Master Mi’elgan’s resounded in her memory. Every ‘stupid blind girl’ and ‘worthless cur’ and ‘work harder, you lazy fool’ played back with perfect clarity. Over and over, the Prince betrayed her and smashed her jaw, and then gave her over to Ra’aba and Razzior to be tortured for her knowledge. 
 
    She twitched and thrashed about underwater for the whole night, aware at some subconscious level that the battle between her pyretic and aqueous natures had been rejoined; aware of Arkurion’s paws cupping her body and a soothing whisper, Peace. I have thee. I am here. I will protect you. 
 
    Could he? She despaired. 
 
    Come dawn, Auli woke blind and with a migraine others would have described as blinding. No sight, no watery sense of space. For the duration of a terrible inner scream she felt she had regressed all the way to her locked-in state, but she realised she was able to feel with her fingers and hear the speech of Dragons around her. She did not want to admit any debility. Not now. Not when the storm wall loomed several hours ahead and the greatest battle of her life, one she had actually dared to think might be won, lay at hand. 
 
    Naturally, Arkurion smelled her out in ten seconds flat. Fearful night, thou mine third heart? he began, shortly followed with, What’s troubling you? Why aren’t you responding to my thoughts? After that, the conversation rapidly deteriorated into an accusation of self-sabotage. 
 
    Ashamed, she trembled in her pool. He was right. What else could explain this sudden relapse? She had been so careful to remain immersed for much of this journey in the now-shattered hope that she could retain her good health. Clenching her fists, she stared unseeing at Tanstoy. What use, hope? Or light? Why relentlessly pursue the good when whatever fickle powers ruled the Island-World set their faces against with inexorable cruelty? 
 
    Because the good is worth fighting for. I know that. But is it worth the sacrifice, the cost? 
 
    Stroking Istariela upon her stomach, she considered these elemental questions. You were worth fighting for, petal. You and Hualiama. Why is she so special to you? Why … am I? 
 
    In the light of Fra’anior’s aeons-long rivalry with Dramagon and Numistar Winterborn, her own concerns seemed ephemeral, almost petty. Maybe this was her battle to fight. That she might survive, and fight again. Greater battles. Maybe this was the crucible in which an Enigma would be forged anew. She was already stronger than ever before, but she had to recognise that in some ways she was still mentally frail. How could she be strong enough for all these Dragons? 
 
    It took her the longest time to realise that it was not her who was trembling, but the stardrop. What is it, petal? What’s the matter? Did I frighten you? 
 
    Few emotions moved her as much as mothering this stardrop. She knew the pain of desertion. Istariela had been torn from her once. That guilt would never be forgotten. Yet now as she stroked her, she realised that something was wrong. Istariela felt chilled. She tried to peel her away from her stomach. Frowned. Peel again! Harder! “Arkurion …” 
 
    “What, Auli?” Gentle, now. How did he read her with such empathy? 
 
    “I can’t get her off my stomach. I’m so cold. Here. Feel.” 
 
    He touched the spot with the tip of an extended talon, and then sniffed at it, a deep inhalation. Danger. You are reacting to some danger … perhaps environmental? Let’s examine the vectors of possibility, fast. Meantime, let’s get our Istariela free. 
 
    It took the leverage of a Dragon’s talon to free Istariela from the imprisonment of her Dragon’s kiss. They both palpated the petals – Auli with a yelp and Arkurion with a low growl. He measured the temperature at minus forty-seven degrees, and dropping. She had better not touch it again! Her magic had changed. The disremembrance power must be more complex than she had imagined, because now, with the spot exposed, Auli fearfully queried the Dragons’ health and knowledge of her and found that intact, but she was starting to see specks – phantasms – moving strangely out in the storm clouds surrounding Tanstoy Dragon Roost. Arkurion saw nothing, but that did not mean there was nothing, he growled, making her innards turn all warm and squidgy. Someone believed in her! 
 
    They flew steadily toward the storm wall meantime. The plan was to arrive just after noon, allowing some leeway between the time she had flown with Istariela and their new arrival. In fact, he noted, they would be passing through the storm wall just as her light beam had exited – and that was when her intuition ignited. 
 
    There’s something in the storm. I thought I was seeing phantasms earlier, but now I’m certain. 
 
    You mean, something that’ll attack us? 
 
    No. Maybe. They know I am coming out of Tanstoy and will attack the light. She felt him shaking his head. It’s a stretch – 
 
    I know. But it’s your intuition, and that’s all we have right now. Your Dragon’s kiss is approaching seventy degrees below freezing, and the magic in there, I can’t even begin to quantify. Would you like me to hold Istariela? 
 
    No, thank you. What I would like you to do is to show me how to micro-shield my eyes. 
 
    Ah – oh! What a clever little minion you are! 
 
    She laughed at his manner. Aye, do you know what I mean, then? I mean to micro-shield my eyes so that I can keep them moist with water of the Singula Ocean. Oh, stop giving me the whole I-know-better Dragon chortle and come back to me when you have a feasible solution – big minion. 
 
    Whatever could those phantasms out there in the clouds be? They did not move like Dragons, nor as windrocs. From what she sensed, they hardly seemed affected by the winds at all gathering in a long tubular formation – she gasped – right along the route she would take with the stardrop! Now was that sinister or … she knew the answer before she even asked the question. The ramifications, unthinkable. Were there other powers or beings who shared her ability to shift through time in unfathomable ways, acting against Fra’anior and the forces of what she saw as light and goodness? 
 
    Never had she, in her heart of hearts, believed in amorphous universal forces of good and evil. Ra’aba or Jankazzor, the Assassin of Mejia, or even Dramagon the Red, were easy enough to imagine, but as she began to ascertain the nature of those lurking beings, Auli-Ambar knew she would have to change her views. Perhaps there were creatures or forces, or even entire categories of existence, which she had never truly apprehended before. Cosmic creatures such as those which had pursued Istariela. Vile, magic-consuming beings. Beings of unimaginable appetites. 
 
    Those lurking in the storm were not so much flesh as pure magic, she sensed, but magic foreign to her experience. Different to those which had chased the stardrop. The creatures were vaguely humanoid in shape, with what appeared to be a blob, representing a head, above a torso and four pairs of splayed limbs, but that was where the similarity ended. The body parts were like a grey, shapeless void delineated by a darker grey fringe about them, like a fringe of smoke. While the heads were similar, the appendages appeared to wave about with a looseness no Human limbs had ever achieved. Squinting as best she could for focus, she made out that each was tipped with multiple barbs. 
 
    Creepy. No coincidence, this. 
 
    Shivering at the cold seeping throughout her body now, the Dragon Librarian set about thinking as she had never thought before. All the lore she had amassed. All that she knew, all the living library that she was, must now be put to the test. A dozen times, then seventeen times more, she rearranged her Scrolls of Fire and all their connections. She was convinced the answer must lie in the juxtaposition between what Sazutharr and her mother had separately bequeathed her, but, for want of a familial pun, the two sides of her ancestry did not appear to be on speaking terms. They clashed, flamed, steamed, flashed, hissed, spat and generally behaved like a pair of yowling felines whenever she tried to form a single connection. 
 
    Very well, father-lore and mother-lore! Time for another translation scroll. A Scroll of Auli, sat right between the two warring parties. Now she could take the crossfire into herself and make her preparations for war. 
 
    She dived deep. 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 31: Waterspout 
 
      
 
    CYCLONIC WINDS BAYED As if thirsting for blood. Thick flurries of hail battered the aquatic Dragons as they punched through the everlasting gale toward Tanstoy Roost. Far from being cowed, they were invigorated. “Fine weather!” Burble crowed, and one of the other Dragons roared, “Give me more of this frozen water! It tickles my scales!” 
 
    They had no previous experience of ice. 
 
    A natural affinity for water meant that the chasing storm funnelled through Tanstoy’s encircling storm wall together with the Singula Dragons, retaining its basic shape and size despite the powerful contrary winds. The dense dark clouds would be their cover during the final sprint, but they could not yet move in, because Arkurion reported that the cowardly attack had just commenced. That meant she was somewhere inside trying to get the Dragons to take cover, totally unaware that she was also outside at the same time. 
 
    Two places at once. Unholy philosophical mind-bending impossibilities! 
 
    Auli fiddled pensively with her water-oculars. No result as yet. 
 
    Situational? Arkurion broke in. He could not see the creatures deployed along her intended line of flight, but all of the aquatic Dragons had been able to sense them. 
 
    They’re still building layers of what I imagine to be silken veils, flapping between them in a kind of tunnel. I imagine they’ll use that to intercept or polarise our light … or snuff us out altogether. I don’t know what properties those veils have, but magio-photons certainly behave weirdly when they pass through. 
 
    That’s still all you can see? 
 
    Aye. Sorry – 
 
    Sorry? You are stronger than you think. Nothing happens without reason. She stood upon his left forepaw, clasping his muscular upper limb with a grateful squeeze; he returned the pressure briefly. Psychic bombs ready? 
 
    I hope so. Neat idea, Mister Mercury. 
 
    I aim but to destroy, my dear Librarian – as do you, clearly. They shared a chuckle. Then, he gasped. I – I see you swimming down into the base of the water tanks. 
 
    Really? How weird! 
 
    Aye, like four sticks tacked to a bit of reed. You look terrible. 
 
    Ah … you ignoble Dragon, you can’t see that detail at this distance, can you? 
 
    No, he grinned audibly. But the sapphire locks are, as always, unmistakable. Time for action, Miss Ta’afaya. Ready? 
 
    Ready? You do pick the challenging words, don’t you? Go! 
 
    Wheeling in the air, Arkurion plunged back into the storm blast. Directly into the full force of the wind and the slashing pellets of rain. 
 
    Directing the Dragon by thought, Auli brought them in line with the grim creatures. Strangely, from her perspective, it seemed they could only see her and not Arkurion. The empty, head-like appendages tracked her movement as they roared toward the front of the tube – so many! Hundreds! The whole matrix structure which was hooked together at the fingertips, shuddered under the impact as she unleashed her psychic arsenal, but they appeared unbreakable. Too many. Supporting each other to absorb the blast. Then, the tube rippled and a magical backlash swatted Arkurion away as if he were a mosquito. 
 
    Strangely, she heard their cry in some basal dialect of Dragonish: WE ARE SRII!! 
 
    Srii? She knew only the briefest references. Sazutharr’s Scrolls called them ‘a mythical legion of darkness’ and in the Singula Ocean lore, ‘arachnid daemons, masters of time.’ She had never felt the storm within her react like this. Her Dragon’s kiss, desperately cold. The miniature storm within her mind, howling a pitch of fury she had never heard before, declaring these to be mortal – or immortal – enemies. 
 
    Arkurion? 
 
    I heard. Keep strong and hold tight. The Mercury Blue executed a violent about-turn upon a wingtip. They roared back for a second pass, striking in perfect concert. 
 
    I AM ARKURION!! 
 
    I AM ENIGMA!! 
 
    A shattering blast of lightning sprang from Arkurion’s throat, fortified by their combined aquatic magic. A searing bolt of white, it struck the middle of the tube and leaped along their length, outlining head upon head in sprays of sparks, and then it screamed back at them in an amplified form. Auli-Ambar instinctively tried to deflect the bolt with her mind, and plunged through blackness at the overload. She was crackling at the fingertips. Arkurion lit up behind her, bellowing his pain. 
 
    Physical attacks no good, she cried. 
 
    Nor psychic. 
 
    Summon a storm? Maybe the water would help? 
 
    Use your Dragon’s kiss! You’ll be shooting out of Tanstoy any second, by our calculations. 
 
    WE ARE SRII!! The terrible cry skirled a second time through the storm, and this time the impact on the auditory and magical levels was exponentially greater. Auli felt her teeth clack together. Her limbs locked in helpless spasm and she fell away from the Mercury Blue. The cold! Oh, the cold with which they had struck her was close to absolute zero … but even though her Remoyan sundress froze and shattered off her body in an instant, she remained unharmed, but she knew not how. 
 
    No! They had melodic magic, like her? A different kind? Perhaps it was an antithesis or antiphon, like an anti-song that jangled every nerve and magical pathway in her body. She could barely think, function, breathe. The Srii seemed elemental, their tube remaining inviolate, and the hair rose on the back of her neck as she sensed the Auli-Ambar over in Tanstoy begin to change, and an answering quiver rose from Istariela, who lay nestled against her pulse. 
 
    Did the stardrop have a precognition of what was about to occur? They would arrive at the speed of light; come and go before any physical mind could register the moment, surely? 
 
    The Srii tube waited with an eerie single-mindedness of purpose, their silken veils playing with the ambient light even within the storm, which was never dark, Auli realised. There was always lightning. Always light. And the Srii were like a magical form of coldness, waiting for the starlight. Why? What did they want with Istariela, if not to consume or snuff her out, or did they lie in wait for a Pykolarian girl, rather? If they succeeded in irrupting the fates, all would be lost. 
 
    This way lay death. 
 
    We have to save ourselves, she told the stardrop. 
 
    A pinpoint of starlight ignited where she knew Tanstoy to be. 
 
    Because there was water streaming through the storm wall, she was perfectly connected to her environment. Auli began to leap between the droplets. One to the next to the next. She was painfully aware of the light streaking toward her at an impossible speed, yet all seemed so slow, the waiting Srii immobile, that she saw in an infeasibly brief sliver of a microsecond that all around her existed in a state of possibility. Quintillions of ifs were born and died every second, far too many to ever enumerate or understand, which was why understanding the future ought to be impossible – only, she was a rogue element. She was Chaos, and the power of Chaos was that it knew no master. She was a fusion of water and fire, a product of magical mischance which should never have achieved life, yet she existed. 
 
    Enigma moved when the Universe stood still. 
 
    Enigma was tranquil when the Universe shifted around her. 
 
    Did she or did she not exist? Could she change the course of time? Was she the lore she carried within, or was she merely another type of lore? Auli-Ambar was a nexus of possibilities, and she came alive as the brain of a librarian riffled through those quintillions of possibilities at the speed of pure instinct to select the one, just one, that would work. 
 
    Then, she reached up with Istariela in the palm of her right hand and with impeccable timing, snaffled the incoming beam of starlight into the stardrop’s mutable, shining body. Whatever ill those foul entities intended for either of them, it would not occur this day, for she had found one grain of sand in the entire bulwark of an Isle, and owned it. Perhaps they intended to hamstring Fra’anior himself, or destroy her Island-World in the doing? She had no way of knowing. 
 
    The Srii screamed as one organism, also somehow able to slip between the strands of time as they poured toward her in a wave of chaotic hatred, but now she was prepared. Her Dragon’s kiss, exposed. Her weapon, ready. She sang: 
 
    I disremember thee, 
 
    From the fabric of history rend thee, 
 
    Time shall forget all thou wert. 
 
    She aimed to decimate. Her liquid sapphire magic poured out of her Dragon’s kiss in a torrential wave, crunching into the Srii advance and creating bedlam. Hysterical shrieks of pain and fury tore at her mind as they fought back. The apparent nothingness of their bodies began to steam like grey acid and their limbs to writhe and link together once more, trying to recreate the super-entity that had resisted her before. Auli-Ambar held on by a shred of unreason. Surrounding them with the shimmering waters. Denying any chance to snatch a different possibility, any crack in the defence, closeting them into a sea of abrogation laced by the magic of her song. Her throat vibrated as she poured forth more and more of herself, despairing as her strength began to fail and the creatures were only just beginning to fray at the edges. The dark voids flashed more and more violently. 
 
    More! More! she demanded. 
 
    The Srii pressed forward as a united mass, fighting for their lives. Agony bloomed in her head as they forced their way toward her, foot by agonising foot, just an arm’s reach away now. Sapphire streamed over the darkness, splashing, seething, destroying. Her thoughts! They were stealing – 
 
    FRA’ANIOR’S FIRES!! 
 
    The concussion was primeval, an ancient form of Dragonish she barely even knew she knew. It was the power of Dragon life that had found its way across a hostile Universe to find safe abode upon this world, and the immensity of Onyx shoulders which had built the Islands. Fading, she realised a second presence had roared in concert with her. Arkurion! His were the fires that buoyed her up, that subtly slipped beneath her cry and incinerated hordes of the Srii formation. 
 
    Above it all rang a triumphal chime of starlight laughter. 
 
    Auli slumped. 
 
    A pair of paws snatched her out of the storm. Stay with me, little flame. Stay. Stay … 
 
    * * * * 
 
    The Pykolese girl awoke with the kind of ghastly start as if hooks had been embedded in her chest to yank her upright. Water! She breathed – there were Dragons – was she back in the ocean? 
 
    In one gasp, she cried, “Where am I what’s happening are we at Tanstoy yet Arkurion?” 
 
    “Noble Librarian,” said a familiar voice. She jolted again. Sensation! Her oceanic perception was back! “You are aloft, we are five minutes out of Tanstoy in the company of our pod, and you are also on your way to Yelegoy.” 
 
    “I …” 
 
    The Dragon said, “You and Istariela despatched yourselves toward Yelegoy Island without apparent mishap, and since you’re still right here looking sweet-fires confused, I’d have to conclude that our strategy succeeded, wouldn’t you? Ready for one more battle?” 
 
    “Ugh.” I’m too sore and confused to consider the implications right now, o flame of my soul. She paused, mildly shocked at the endearment which had just slipped off her tongue. Thank Fra’anior this was a private telepathic communication! Those creatures, the Srii – 
 
    Gone. In one syllable, he communicated triumph, concern, future-worry and finality. The implications, as you say, we can discuss anon. 
 
    Aye. What’s this? Her hands leaped up to her face. Stardrop, whatever are you doing? 
 
    Istariela had glued herself over her eyes! She explored the Star Dragoness with her hands. It was as if she were wearing a flexible, airtight mask, fitted delicately about the area of her eyes and nose, with the exception of her nostrils. Now she must look like that bug-eyed fly she had once seen on the wall of Ha’athior Island. Her eyeballs felt warmer than usual, but the sensation was not uncomfortable. Nor did she have opportunity to contemplate it for more than a couple of seconds, for Arkurion was readying the Dragon Pod. 
 
    “Load check?” 
 
    “Sixteen kilotons of water.” 
 
    “Target?” 
 
    “The entrance underlying the Dragon Roost,” Sharm-al-Arami said brusquely. 
 
    “Stingers, darters, paralysis talon-shooters and auditory attacks?” 
 
    “Ready!” chorused sixteen of the Dragons, including Burble. 
 
    “Entanglers and shockers?” 
 
    “Ready!” 
 
    “Psychic battery?” 
 
    “Ready!” Auli-Ambar yelled. 
 
    For some reason, most of the Dragons chuckled. 
 
    “Two minutes. They will know something is wrong by now,” Arkurion rumbled, his voice thick with anticipation. “Let’s let the storm and the tidal wave do the initial work. Then target the main enemies, being Fazzarior, Jankazzor and Azlamdior. Watch your bellies! Jankazzor in particular likes the paw-sinister attack and his reach is nearly double what you’d expect. All three have powerful Acid attacks which we hope the water will largely neutralise. These are battle-trained Dragons. Expect a hard fight. Let’s show them what the Dragons of the Singula Ocean are made of!” 
 
    With a sustained roar, the Dragon Pod leaped ahead of the flying storm. No sneak attacks where draconic honour was concerned! Well, supposedly. Remembering the sabotage on the protective doors, Auli wondered at the cost of taking the moral high ground. 
 
    Then, sight kindled and the nerves behind the retinae sprang into tingling life. 
 
    Breathtaking. Bamboozling. Brilliant! Nothing was as she was used to seeing it. It took the duration of the Dragons’ massed battle challenge to even realise what she was seeing. It was Tanstoy and its Dragons expressed in a glistening tracery of starlight, like the finest of Fra’aniorian lacework, but under the prodigious magnification of her farsight, what she would have taken for materials or storm winds or water or draconic flesh all revealed itself to be an endless fractal-like tapestry of syntactical constructs, the very language of creation. Unspeakably beautiful. Complex beyond imagination. Elegance incarnate. Choked up, the Dragon Librarian gazed at her world and knew that the deepest intimations in the lore that Fra’anior might have spoken the Islands and their creatures into being, must be true. All creation was lore, and lore defined everything. 
 
    For a rabid scrollworm, this was a dream. 
 
    She saw definitions and connections, details and delights, everywhere. She observed the luminous magic that allowed her to see like this. Every raindrop, every dust mote, was etched in this fantastical language. It took great concentration to make the logical leaps from the multifarious arrangements of the lore to concrete elements of her environs.  
 
    Touching Istariela delicately, Auli said, Dearest petal, this is a gift that exceeds anything I could have imagined. You do know what this means to a person like me, don’t you?  
 
    Chime! Tinkle-tinkle … plink! 
 
    She laughed, I wish I knew what you were saying. A million times, thank you. 
 
    Giggle. 
 
    On that incongruous note, she swept into battle. 
 
    Up in the Roost as they approached from below, the Dragons were fantastically concentrated bundles of magical lore. Impenetrably dense. Auli thought she identified Maximaxathior within by his particular wingless shape and size, while Azinthansi the Ochre battled a pair of enemy Dragons near the base of the roost, clashing aggressively with them as they dodged between the tall helical supports. Arkurion bellowed at her and the other Tanstoy Dragons still on the outside as the storm swept in, funnelling narrower and narrower as the aquatic Dragons forced it into the shape of a waterspout. 
 
    SHWEEE-BRRROOOAAMM!! 
 
    The waters pounded through the narrow, fluted entrance, picking up grown Dragons and tossing them about like so many puffs of pollen. Auli-Ambar and Arkurion rode just behind that first surge as it boiled up into the great crystal globe, spurting out in the space above the water tanks in a fountain five hundred feet tall. Torrential rain fell upon the ramps and lashed sideways into the chambers of their dwelling. Air screamed as it bubbled back out again under huge pressure. Those Dragons of the marauding Dragonwing who were inside Tanstoy Roost suddenly found themselves under assault by water, storm winds and aquatic Dragons of types they had never seen before. The traitor Fazzarior was caught trying to break through to the Doctors and staff Dragons huddled at the base of the water tanks; he was speared and poisoned by Burble within seconds of their entry, while his wing-mates looked on, even in her wild vista of starlit lore, with gape-jawed shock. 
 
    Fazzarior perished in the grip of horrifying convulsions. 
 
    Then, Dragon reactions took over. Fireballs and great gobbets of green acid bombed the Singula Ocean Dragons, while they fought back with highly concentrated water spouts and shots of fangs, talons and detachable spines. They lassoed Dragon wings to their bodies and stung them with the paralysing cells lining their own complex wing structures. 
 
    For the Onyx! Arkurion thundered, before the rising water levels caught up with him and he was forced to submerge. 
 
    Auli found herself swirling down beside his whipping tail, readying her weapons. 
 
    I AM AZLAMDIOR!! 
 
    Isles’ greetings, she chirped back, and slammed the Dragon with one of her psychic scroll experiments. It detonated in his mind, jangling his draconic nerves and causing him to swim directly into a wall. KABOOM! 
 
    You … the Librarian, he groaned, shaking his head as he backed away. 
 
    No gold from me, Dragon. Only death. 
 
    The water levels rose steadily as more and more water was forced into the Roost, flooding the lower levels, but not fast enough. Some mercenaries were trapped lower down and dealt with by the aquatic Dragons, who had the advantage of fighting in their native element, but two dozen were still outside the great crystal globe and a further three dozen lurked within, led by the terrible Assassin of Mejia. The hulking Jankazzor the Green was no fool. He marshalled his Greens and Blues into a strategic retreat, cuffing and bullying them as the Dragons protested a less honourable course of action. Auli tried to slap him with one of her psychic scrolls, but he rebuffed the effort with a curt laugh. Immune? Too strong to be hurt in that manner? 
 
    Azlamdior, incoming! Wriggling madly, Auli swooshed ahead of the Dragon’s lightning-quick attack and then swirled up and over his gaping jaw, avoiding death by less than a handspan as he champed down on water. Acid in the water stung her skin, but she used her sensory awareness to snatch up two of Burble’s spines on the fly. As the massive Dragon broached like a leviathan near the third level of the roost, she sped up from behind, dodging his tail slap as she burst free, momentarily airborne. 
 
    I AM AULI-AMBAR!! 
 
    Paralysed for a crucial half-second as a ringing battle challenge from a Human shocked his draconic sensibilities to the core, Azlamdior was still half-snarling in her direction as one toxic barb jabbed deep into his cheek and the other stabbed through his tongue. He plucked out the weapons with a bellow of surprise, rounding on the attacker faster than she could process the change through her strange vision, and sliced the air with his open talons. 
 
    She was not there. 
 
    Arkurion! Thanks. 
 
    Attacking a fully-grown mercenary Green on our own? he riposted indignantly, hitting the ceiling with two paws and leaping away with a hiss of pain as Azlamdior leaped to try to bite him. Save a bite for me! 
 
    Uh … didn’t you have a broken leg? 
 
    Dislocated ankle. Hurts like – hold on! Switching directions, he plunged heavily into the water again. Auli ripped free but immediately rolled in the wash, eyeing the massive Green Dragon’s paws as he tried to stomp her, but the water was too deep. 
 
    Why doesn’t the poison – oh, there it goes! 
 
    Suddenly, the behemoth was clutching at his mouth. He still tried to trap her as she darted down between his hind legs, and to Auli’s dismay, caught the Mercury Blue instead! Arkurion had thrown his body between in order to protect her. Now the massive Dragon ripped at his scales with his talons, but there seemed to be little vigour left in his paws – not enough to penetrate the hide. Instead, with his last strength he heaved Arkurion up the ramp toward the waiting Assassin, trying to bellow something. What emerged was a throttled gurgle. 
 
    Auli-Ambar realised that the Dragon’s forked tongue was protruding out of his jaw like a huge, fat purple slug. The toxins must have swelled his tongue up so grotesquely that his throat was now shut. Plus, she sensed his nervous system starting to misfire and shut down. But her main concern was for Arkurion. Why did he not move? Respond? He was so close, just a dozen feet ahead of her. Standing thigh deep in the water upon a ramp, she tried to make out, to feel – the Blue Dragons! The Blues behind Jankazzor had somehow immobilised him using a psychic attack she had not even noticed, it was that subtle. 
 
    Her fury rose in concert with pure fear. 
 
    Not Arkurion! No … 
 
    Jankazzor sneered, So, Dramagon spawn, do you want to see your paramour gutted like the fat ralti sheep he is? 
 
    In the name of Sapphurion and the Dragon Elders, I order you to desist from this cowardly attack upon Tanstoy Dragon Roost, she replied. 
 
    The Green stood foremost amongst a throng of his fellows packed into a communal area at the entrance to the third level. Thirty strong they were, enormous mercenary bruisers, facing down a single Human girl and her defeated Dragon – but they did not rush her. 
 
    Cowardly? We are white-fires Dragons cleansing a pustulent infection out of the neck of the Dragonkind. Don’t take this personally, so-called Dragon Librarian. 
 
    I am Fra’anior’s own. 
 
    Thick with hate, Jankazzor snarled, Although you might have the ear-canals of Sapphurion and Qualiana, it is well known that your perverse nature and deviant behaviour finds little support amongst the rest of the Council. You are an impostor, a quisling, and your pathetic existence deserves nothing but eradication. We all know, Dragons – do we not – that you are Dramagon’s own filth, the spit of his mouth! 
 
    Thirty Dragons roared their vindictive agreement! 
 
    The massed thunder knocked her backward in the water, but Auli used the distraction to ambush the two Blues holding Arkurion captive. Now that she could see the precise nature of the lore that made up their bodies, she gazed deep into the layers to identify the basal ganglion of the draconic brain, which she attacked. The pair of Blues, shell-brothers, dropped as if Fra’anior himself had smashed them over the head with an Island each. Neither was dead, but they would wake up with headaches fit to split a Dragon’s head open. 
 
    The very next millisecond, Jankazzor was standing over Arkurion, his terrible elongated claws digging into the younger, smaller Dragon’s neck. Any last words for your Dragon, o Librarian? 
 
    Fra’anior blight thy fires, Jankazzor! 
 
    Liquescent lightning seared out of Arkurion’s body, making the paws clench spasmodically. No! Why did he attack? Auli-Ambar flung herself forward, but the jolt delivered to Jankazzor’s forepaws caused his muscles to clench. The weird talons sliced huge gouges through the major arteries and nerve bundles in Arkurion’s neck. 
 
    Auli … thou … 
 
    No! Never, I cannot lose you! 
 
    His eyes flickered to black. He d – 
 
    * * * * 
 
    A thunderous blast of draconic spite knocked her backward into the water. In that instant, Auli-Ambar reached for the basal ganglions of three Dragons and pinched as hard as she could. The pair of Blues dropped as if she had stopped their hearts, but Jankazzor had a strange, darker power about him, like a misting upon the runes of his draconic life, that rendered him insusceptible to her attack. In a slow, deliberate stroll between the echoes of her thoughts, he moved to stand over the helpless Mercury Blue, unsheathing his dreadful talons to position them delicately where they would maximise the damage. She noticed that same inner foulness sheathing his talon-blades, allowing him to carve into draconic flesh with inordinate ease. 
 
    Any last words for this wretched null-fires son of a windroc, Librarian? 
 
    In Fra’anior’s name, STOP! 
 
    Summoning his liquescent lightning, Arkurion sent a massive surge of electricity into Jankazzor’s body. The muscles controlling his paws clenched in a powerful spasm, causing him to inadvertently sever the major nerve bundles that ran alongside rather than within the spinal cord – unlike the Human body, the major magical functions were served within the spine – and that fatally injured the Mercury Blue. 
 
    Fool, the Green snorted in surprise. You killed yourself. 
 
    Auli … thou … 
 
    The fires of his draconic life guttered. He d – 
 
    No! You are MY Dragon! 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Thirty Dragons’ worth of bellowing spite hurled Auli-Ambar backward into the water. She surfaced, peering through the eerie power at play in Jankazzor’s body at the faint, almost translucent outline of another entity – one of the Srii! 
 
    What was happening? Why the repeat? 
 
    Frost rimed her belly. 
 
    You – 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Jankazzor’s claws lopped off Arkurion’s head with the ease of a cook beheading a vegetable. 
 
    No! 
 
    Arkurion leaped at the massive Green, only to be slammed backward by a huge shoulder. As he rolled under the much larger Dragon, metallic talons flashed in Istariela’s starlight like blades of malevolent rune-engraved darkness – 
 
    No! 
 
    Arkurion crashed into the Green. His fellows mobbed the Mercury Blue, stabbing and rending and gutting him en masse, whilst she stood entranced by a tasty philosophical contemplation of the lore. Such a diverting pursuit to consider how the concept of – 
 
    No! 
 
    Jankazzor sneered, You useless blind girl. I had a nice chat with your old Uncle Mi’elgan before flying to Tanstoy. Do you want to know what he told me? Shall I tell you the truth of your birth, you worthless wretch? 
 
    No! 
 
    This time, the image did not shift as she expected. Instead, Auli-Ambar saw that very indistinct shadow of the Srii pass through Istariela’s light. Another three of the creatures drifted toward the confrontation, as yet afar but approaching with clear purpose. The stardrop was so bright, so brilliant, that the ethereal entities were almost bleached out of existence, so she tracked them primarily by the chill that travelled across the petals of her Dragon’s kiss. She saw the first bend into the fires of Jankazzor’s mind as if whispering abhorrent secrets to his draconic soul, and at once she formulated a new hypothesis: when she acted to change the flow of time, there was a penalty. It made Isles sense. Perhaps her interference created a detectable pattern or breach in her current reality, attracting these Srii to carry out whatever dread tasks they wished. 
 
    For every force, a counterbalance. 
 
    So these were the arachnid daemons, masters of time. Daemon was such an ancient term, it was barely mentioned in the lore. It meant a mythical evil spirit, she recalled, mentally crossing out the word ‘mythical.’ 
 
    If she kept leaping farther back to try to rescue this situation, she suspected she would only end up empowering the Srii. In addition, would they now be wise to her ability to disapparate them using the power of her Dragon’s kiss? Her brain fizzed furiously as she tried to work through the conundrums. She needed an ‘if’ much closer to the present time. Something so unexpected, Jankazzor would not know what had punched his ugly muzzle and the Srii would be denied. 
 
    Then, she barked out a quick, grim laugh. 
 
    A plan! 
 
    She would tell Jankazzor her name. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Full of righteous rage, Jankazzor hissed, You are Dramagon’s own filth, the spit of his mouth! 
 
    Massed around him on the ramp and in the third-level communal area, trampling the debris and the bodies of those scholars and medical Dragons they had slain, the mercenaries drew breath as one to thunder their hatred at a girl who dared to defy them, who represented all that was hateful and aberrant to their bent of thinking. In that instant, she wrapped the water about herself as she song-whispered: 
 
    Hear my name, 
 
    Who is the lambent-everlasting flame, 
 
    Through whom the Ancient One ROARS!! 
 
    The watery sheath about her body rippled as the Dragons thundered, but it yielded rather than resisted, receiving the sound waves and a cunning, hidden kinetic punch from one of the Blue Dragons into its ambit, before neatly redirecting them around her person. As she thundered her own challenge: ROARS!! she was already sprinting forward, cleaving their attack asunder. No! Wrong angle! Her inexperience in physical combat led her to attempt a long, desperate twisting somersault from the region of Arkurion’s hind paws up and over his prone body, aiming for the vulnerable neck area beyond. At the same time, she did exactly as she had done before, punching the pair of Blues in their basal ganglions to deliver a knockout blow. 
 
    As she rotated over the mounded flight muscles of Arkurion’s right shoulder, she saw Jankazzor’s preternaturally long talons sweeping toward his upper neck, just behind the Mercury Blue’s skull-ruff, to assume their fatal station. In the background, through the dense, starlit magical constructs that defined Jankazzor the Green’s presence in her mind, she saw now fully seven of the Srii moving into a wedge formation. Void of face as they were, she apprehended the buzz of startlement they projected as she hurtled beneath the Dragon’s paws, her feet slamming into the underside of Arkurion’s skull spikes. One spike impaled her left thigh to scrape upon the bone, but such was the heat of the moment, she felt only the impact. No pain – not yet. 
 
    Instead, she opened the bitter cold of her Dragon’s kiss to greet his outstretched talons. 
 
    Jankazzor’s talons plunged into nothingness. Meantime, he snarled, Any last words for your Dragon, o Librarian? 
 
    She smiled, This Loremaster is capable of a great many words, o Jankazzor, but only one will suffice. My name. 
 
    Your … name? 
 
    Enigma! 
 
    Liquescent lightning seared out of Arkurion’s body. As it made the leap to Jankazzor’s elbows and up into his torso, both forepaws clenched spasmodically. But this time, they clenched on nothing – or perhaps, upon the void within her that somehow mirrored the space inside the Tyrabulus Codex. The deathly cold gripped his forepaws inside a spatially dislocated realm that should by rights not have existed, yet it did. 
 
    All was instinct. As she felt Arkurion come alive beneath her in reaction to the lethal threat, Auli-Ambar reversed the dreadful chill and hurled it outward at Jankazzor and through him to the gathering Srii, seeking to blast the creatures with a full dose of their own vitriol. Absolute zero! She manipulated the cold with her full understanding of physics to make her assault as devastating as possible. The Srii imploded in clouds of cosmic dust. Her Dragon caught her with his paw as she slipped off the point of his skull-spike, and with the other forepaw, he launched a punch straight out of legend, roaring: 
 
    I EXULTIOR THE ONYX!! 
 
    Despite his awful grammar, the impact shattered Jankazzor into a million pieces of frozen Dragonflesh. 
 
    The Mercury Blue stood stock-still for the longest time, staring at his fist in shock. Then, he bent to nuzzle Auli-Ambar with his nose. You’re a nasty little Librarian, did you know that? 
 
    

  

 
  
   Chapter 32: The Lifecycle of Water 
 
      
 
    Go to the flow, o Dragon, if life you wish to know. 
 
    Proverb of the Singula Ocean 
 
      
 
    HEAD DOCTOR MAXIMAXATHIOR FINISHED stitching up the hole in Auli-Ambar’s leg, saying, Now, rest and recuperation are your foremost requirements, noble Librarian. You’ll have a fine scar by which to remember this triumphant day. 
 
    The mercenaries … 
 
    Frozen solid, said he. Ice sculptures. It took some doing, but we dumped them all into the Cloudlands, may their pustulent souls rot and never find the fires! 
 
    She blinked at the curse. Ah, please Doctor, what of Zanthrillior? I have not heard – is he safe? 
 
    The Doctor sighed, That noble-hearted son of the Onyx perished at the last, defending his beloved Azinthansi. She was cornered by seven of Jankazzor’s Dragonwing beneath Tanstoy Roost. Riding with one of your aquatic wing-brothers, he did fight like Saggaz Thunderdoom of old, and most nobly did they slay five, but at the last their injuries were too great and they departed for the eternal fires together, where much honour will be sung of their deeds. I honour my wing-brother and my wing-sister both! 
 
    Seldom has the Island-World known a greater loss, she whispered. 
 
    By my fires, a true word. 
 
    He taught me life’s most exquisite music, Auli-Ambar said, covering her face with her bruised hands as she began to weep. He sounded out my soul from the first, o woe! O woe to the fallen, woe – 
 
    Arkurion, arriving in a lithe rush of scales and wings, called, Do not grieve, o noble Librarian! 
 
    Let Fra’anior hear my every tear fall! she lamented. Oh, that the praise of the names of the fallen shall rise up to Fra’anior’s nostrils as the most fragrant of fires! Oh, rain the fires of justice upon thine enemies, o Onyx of mine soul’s service! Oh, woe, woe … 
 
    When she had wept the fullness of her sorrow and been comforted by the Dragons, she said, What can I do to help, o Doctor? 
 
    Over the balance of the following three days, Auli-Ambar helped to clean up the debris and to drain the additional water they had poured inside the roost. At the same time, she recorded in her Scrolls of Fire the tale of every Dragon of Tanstoy Dragon Roost, from the youngest hatchling to the eldest survivor. Fully a third of their number had been executed by the mercenaries in that first overwhelming wave or downed during the subsequent battle, but they were intensely grateful for the intervention of the Dragons of the Singula Ocean. Of course, discussion very quickly turned to proposed future studies of the water-fire Dragonkind, but since so much of their vital equipment had been destroyed, they were limited in what they could achieve. 
 
    Besides, the Dragon Loremaster was impatient to return to Gi’ishior. Sapphurion and the Council of Dragon Elders, including those who most certainly would have had a fiery paw in this treacherous attack, would hear her report. Every syllable. Would they see justice under the suns? She doubted it. Proofs were impossible to bring against the Elders most likely involved. But she could shake them, aye. She would shake them as with Fra’anior’s own paw. 
 
    Too, she would surprise all in the Halls of the Dragons with a bevy of the most unusual guests they would ever have entertained. She had plans to make. Devious, comprehensive plans. 
 
    Maximaxathior, in particular, could not allow the matter of her remission from cancer to rest. You will come back for a full check-up, won’t you? You must promise me. Any sign of the cancer returning, drop everything and come back here. Promise? 
 
    Word of a Dragon – a Dragon Librarian, she stumbled, making Arkurion give her a penetrating look. I memorised a great many of the scrolls here, as you are aware, and the Dragon Library does hold copies of most of your lore and teachings thanks to the tireless efforts of Roving Researchers like Arkurion the Mercury Blue. I intend to return every last scroll by the Dragon-load to this priceless roost, noble Maximaxathior. I own much history myself in this place, as you are aware, which I shall scribe for you anon. And I shall call my work, ‘The Scrolls of Fire.’ 
 
    Scrolls of Fire? he echoed. Now that’s a name worthy of a Loremaster. Flywell, noble Arkurion. Flywell, noble Auli-Ambar, and may the most sulphurous blessings of the Onyx attend thy every breath. 
 
    Likewise, noble Doctor, she and Arkurion chorused. 
 
    Upon that note, they departed Tanstoy Dragon Roost. 
 
    * * * * 
 
    Stopping first at Germodia Island, the storm that carried the Singula Ocean Dragons aloft broke a two-year drought with torrential rains. Following that triumph, they flew steadily up the Crescent Islands, where Auli-Ambar took the opportunity to introduce Arkurion to the mighty Land Dragoness, Haskrê’amién-ap-Ruangàr. How she loved to befuddle her Dragon’s fires! Of course, he promptly professed that life with a Librarian was far more exciting than any other he could think of, despite her propensity for taking him by surprise at every turn. They visited with her tribe in the Crescent Isles to report on her progress in finding her mother, and to re-establish ties. 
 
    Many long leagues passed in flight with the aquatic Dragons before they sighted at last the lush volcanic cone of Gi’ishior, perched as it was above the mightiest open caldera in the known world. Her companions were not much enamoured with planning to roost beside quite such an ocean of fire, and were therefore delighted to discover that the Isle boasted a fine terrace lake stocked with lazy thirty-foot giant carp that at last truly measured up to a hungry Dragon’s appetite. 
 
    For her part, Auli-Ambar gazed about her home Island-Cluster, for the first time with the eyes attuned to the true nature of a Loremaster. Everything she saw was lore. Every microscopic detail, every panoramic sweep of her ravenous gaze. All was revealed in the way that Istariela had taught her, even though the stardrop slept once more in her customary place upon her belly. Auli adored that connection more than she dared to admit, even to Arkurion – at least, until they understood each other better and discovered a way of being around Gi’ishior that would not see them both executed for heresy, or worse. She feared that the Dragons here would sense their fiery – and watery – regard for one another, and as he had intimated, Arkurion had been changed by the magic of the Singularity Core. Like her, he was no longer fire alone and that would be anathema to many. 
 
    He, too, was a mystery. How could fire and water coexist? 
 
    Yet they did. She rubbed her hands in glee. Ah, yet one more mystery for a Loremaster to unravel. There was always so much to learn and discover. The lore sang in her blood and filled her spirit with joy, and when she considered working in her precious Dragon Library with Arkurion once more, her waters burbled and fizzed with an uncontainable happiness. 
 
    Aye, this was home. 
 
    Water returned to water. Ocean sang to ocean. 
 
    Laughing, she turned to her Dragon Pod and called, “I propose we play a fine trick upon our brother and sister Dragons of Gi’ishior!” 
 
    “A trick?” Burble asked, brightening. Auli noticed that he and Sharm-al-Arami appeared to share wing space more and more often, nowadays. She definitely felt a warmth in her waters about the way they regarded each other. 
 
    She said, “We’ll dive into the waters from this end of the terrace lake and swim through the entrance into the main Dragon roost, which lies inside that volcanic cone directly ahead. They know there are Dragons coming, they just don’t have any idea of how we might arrive – nor do most of them believe that Dragons like you could even exist! I think we should surprise them from beneath with a Singula Ocean Dragon greeting. What say you?” 
 
    “WE SWIM!” 
 
    * * * * 
 
    What a day! Triumphant, terrifying and exhausting. Late that evening, Auli-Ambar Ta’afaya sat down at last upon the bed in her chamber of the roost she shared with her father, puffed out her cheeks, and tried to decide if she could consider her work complete. Aye, for today. Tomorrow might be another adventure for a Loremaster and Librarian, but for today, she must be content. 
 
    The Halls were in an uproar. 
 
    The Dragon Elders had been thoroughly confounded, and several slapped firmly back into place with an Auli-sized paw. 
 
    Arkurion’s honour quest would join the annals of the lore as perhaps the most incredible journey of all. Certainly, he had months of work ahead of him to craft a suitably epic ballad to tell the tale to future generations. His reputation was at its zenith, but already there were murmurings in the roosts and chambers, the inevitable ripple effects of Dragons discovering that their vaunted fires were not all of the draconic life that existed in the Universe. Some muzzles were firmly out of joint. Even Sapphurion, despite his fiery greetings to the aquatic guests, had acted most put out. 
 
    She must remember how little he liked surprises. 
 
    “Big day, daughter?” 
 
    “Dad!” 
 
    A six-foot-plus pile of lore paused by the doorway of her private chamber. She blinked, smiling, and then frowning as she saw something in him she had least expected. 
 
    “So pensive?” said he. “May a father be the first to congratulate his rascally marvel of a daughter upon an almighty work of chaos most wilfully sown?” 
 
    “Dad, you’re an awful tease. Come in. I have something important to share.” 
 
    “More important than the brutal ambush that flattened several Dragon Elders this afternoon, let me mention no names?” 
 
    Ah, Spy Dad had already heard. Standing, she embraced him. Oh, she had missed hugging this man; the tall, spare height of him, the fatherly smell, the love become effortless now, when it had been so broken before. She wished she could hug all of his regrets away. 
 
    He breathed into her hair, “Ah, this is what I was missing. My heart sings, Auli-Ambar, for your healing! What a delight to have my ribs bent by such a strong hug.” 
 
    “Lots of swimming.” 
 
    He chuckled, “So I see. Your fins have retracted now.” 
 
    She dismissed that with an impatient click of her tongue. “Dad, listen. Just now as you came in, I felt an echo of the Singula Ocean inside of you.” 
 
    “Truly? Do I need to sit down for this news?” 
 
    “Do sit down, old man.” 
 
    “You found her?” 
 
    “Aye. I found where she is, but not when. I saw Mom in a vision there in the Singula Ocean, Dad. And it seemed to me that across the gulf of aeons, she saw me too, and I have proof of it right here.” Taking his hand in hers, she pressed it to her heart. “Listen. I will try to sing the sound of the ocean for you, Dad.” 
 
    “Ocean? But I don’t know what an ocean …” 
 
    He fell into silent contemplation. Softly, Auli-Ambar sang over and around him the melody her mother had sung for her. 
 
    Ocean shall ever sing to ocean … 
 
    Tears trickled down Xa’an Ta’afaya’s face. “I remember. I do! When we – uh – well, I guess if honesty is required, it was exactly …” 
 
    Laughing, she replied, “Exactly when? I do appreciate you might have had to be a little naughty with Mom for me to arrive – is that what you mean? Is this a blush?” 
 
    “Silence, you despicable wretch.” Xa’an drew a shuddering breath. “Auli, tell me we can bring her here. Or, that I can go to her. Please tell me you, by untold leagues the cleverest person I have ever known, have divined a way to make my heart’s desire come true.” 
 
    “Dad, I –” 
 
    “I ask for little, and truth be told, I deserve little, but Auli …” 
 
    “No need to beg,” Auli sighed. “I’ve a few things to explain about how it might work and what the consequences might be, Dad. It isn’t as simple as a journey to the Singula Ocean. She might well have lived over 8,000 years ago.” 
 
    “Oh! She certainly looked young.” 
 
    “Dad! You are awful. I will need to go back twice, I believe. Once to fetch her to you in order that you will meet her, fall rainbows over Isles, and … have a baby together. Me.” 
 
    He sat down with a bump. “Oh Auli, that’s … hard.” 
 
    “Hard, but necessary – if I want to remain alive in the now.” Still holding his hand, she squeezed his fingers lightly. “As for bringing her here a second time, I am not convinced that would be in any way wise, given the fiery airs I sense around Gi’ishior nowadays. I would fear for her life, and yours. Better, if it is at all possible, that you should travel back in time to be with her, but I don’t know where or when you might end up as yet, for it seems her people, and mine, must once have come from another water world, way out there amongst the stars.” 
 
    With a lightness that failed to conceal his yearning, he said, “Sounds like a tale might be forthcoming?” 
 
    “You would be changed by the Singula Ocean. Changed forever.” 
 
    “Would you do such a thing for love?” 
 
    “It seems right. Circular. As rainfall returns to the skies to fall again, and Librarians return home from afar, so must you return to the waters of your first love.” 
 
    He bopped her nose with his forefinger. “And?” 
 
    Auli considered her passage to the realm beyond the third sun and back, full circle. She recalled the darkness and despair of her journey through cancer to a place called remission, where hope must surely be tempered by the knowledge that the cancer could return, one day. She was a survivor, aye, but beyond that, she enjoyed the love of another soul who loved her in return. 
 
    Was there any greater treasure? 
 
    Finding his nose, she returned the gesture, saying, “If this Loremaster has learned anything, Dad, it’s that love always returns to love.” 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
    Scrolls of Fire will continue with its third volume, The Dragon Sage. 
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