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Dedication
 
    
 
   To the Pygmy peoples of the world,
 
   Little people,
 
   Great in courage.
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Pip’s Prologue
 
    
 
   Yesterday, a Dragon kidnapped me from my cage in a zoo.
 
   Islands’ greetings to you. I’m Pip. My friends call me Pipsqueak. I’m a person, like you. Well, I am a little different, but don’t forget, I didn’t belong in a zoo.
 
   You’re a big person. I am a Pygmy. I’m three feet, eleven and a half inches tall. That half-inch is very important to me, because if you and I are going to be friends, then I don’t want to hear any short person jokes from you. Well, I may allow you a few, if you promise to laugh at my big person jokes.
 
   I always thought big people were very strange, especially when they stuck their big person noses against the crysglass window of my cage to gawk at my Oraial Ape friend, Hunagu, and I.
 
   I lived in the zoo for seven summers. That’s a lot of stares.
 
   Big people are hairy and as pale as the grubs we Pygmies eat, not a fine mahogany colour like me. But mostly, they are strange because they would shut a person in a cage. ‘Little savage,’ they’d say. They thought I was not a person.
 
   That hurt.
 
   Big people are not all bad. Early on, I made friends with a man called Balthion, and it’s he who asked me to tell you my story.
 
   We Pygmies usually start our stories by reciting our ancestry. I don’t know my ancestry, because I was captured by a slave trader when I was little. For a Pygmy girl, that’s no bigger than a tadpole. See? I made a little-person joke. Did you laugh? I remember my parents’ names. I struggle to remember their faces. There’s nothing I would want more than to find my tribe and my parents, if they are alive.
 
   I know my name, because I have it tattooed down my left calf.
 
   Fine. You need to take a deep breath. My battle name–my full Pygmy name–is Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha. I don’t know how to write the bird-trill, so I’ve left it out. I know my name sounds peculiar to your flapping big person ears, with its different clicks, tones and that final bird-trill. You can see why I chose Pip. Why don’t you call me Pip, too? It’s easier. We’re going to be good friends.
 
   By the Islands, you must be wondering about the Dragon.
 
   First, let me tell you a secret. Oraial Apes talk. They talk just like you and me. We Pygmies speak Ancient Southern. You probably speak Island Standard, like all big people. To me it sounds as though you’re gargling a mouthful of mashed-up tinker banana. My best friend Hunagu speaks Ape. You can learn Ape like any other language, as long as you earn an Oraial’s trust. Putting an Ape in a cage is not a way to earn their trust.
 
   Hunagu never belonged in the zoo, either.
 
   Oraials are huge Apes which live in the Crescent Islands. They are about the size of your average big person hut. That’s why our zoo enclosure was so huge, surrounded by thirty-foot walls and armoured crysglass windows for all you big people to stare through. They dug a deep ditch just inside the wall and filled it with spikes so that Hunagu and I could not escape.
 
   None of that mattered when the Dragon arrived. That got you big people quaking in your smelly, furry coats. You must get so many fleas in your coats. Don’t they itch?
 
   I thought Oraials were big until I met a Dragon. I measured myself against his ankle bone. He laughed until his sides hurt.
 
   Here’s another funny thing about big people. You like to write things down. You don’t remember, otherwise. We Pygmies memorise everything. Maybe it’s just me, but I think we have different muscles in our brains. Anyhow, when the Dragon asked me to write my story, I didn’t want to. Dragons are hard to refuse, however. If you’d met one, you’d know what I mean.
 
   So I spoke my story and wrote it down afterward. The result is the scroll you have in your hand.
 
   Wait. Why was a Dragon raiding a zoo for a Pygmy girl?
 
   I asked myself the same question. My friend, the answer is so amazing, so crazily off-the-Island, that you wouldn’t believe me if I told you right now.
 
   Instead, let me tell you my story, my way.
 
   It all started when the slave traders attacked my village.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 1: Village Attack
 
    
 
   Fire rained down from the night sky. Blazing orange caterpillars crawled amongst the trees. Wet as it was, the jungle foliage caught fire. Two huts burst into flames. Children ran screaming into the dense bushes surrounding the small Pygmy village.
 
   No’otha, one of the older warriors, seized Pip’s arm. “Quick! To the trees. We must fight the sky-beast.”
 
   Pip stared about her, stricken. What was this fire that burned wet wood? Nothing in her eight summers of life had prepared her for this. Even when No’otha’s hard hand smacked her cheek, she barely felt it. The hut! There were three children inside the nursery hut, their faces tiny, dark spots bobbing between the flames engulfing the doorway.
 
   “Arise, Pygmy warrior,” No’otha shouted. “You’ve been Named. Now, fight.”
 
   “I am,” Pip shot back over her shoulder.
 
   She sprinted between the burning huts.
 
   Warriors rushed past her, scattering in all directions as the terrible fire rained down again, screaming ancestor magic-curses at the big people somewhere, unseen, above the village. Pip knew the stories. She had been warned about the big people who came in their sky-beasts–their Dragonships–to raid Pygmy villages. Pygmies hid jewels from their secret mines deep in the jungles, they said. Pygmies made bad slaves. Warriors who stood against the big people were always killed. They did not care for children or old people, but only for cold jewels. They said Pygmies were animals.
 
   Pip had one thought in her mind: to rescue the children. Crimson drops of fire splattered over her as she ran. Pain bit her bare back and legs like a maddened viper. Oil, she realised, from the rank smell. Burning oil. She hurdled a stream of fire and threw herself down next to the nursery hut, around the left side, where she knew the sticks were disintegrating. Pip stabbed her dagger into the rotten wood with all her strength. Twisting, hacking, sawing, she opened a small hole.
 
   “Children. To me.”
 
   They were too frightened to move. Pip forced her shoulders through, ripping the hole wider at the expense of her own skin. The whole front of the hut was ablaze. Acrid smoke filled her lungs. Coughing, she crawled over to the children, who were two or three summers old at most. She spoke softly to them, soothing.
 
   “The flame spirits will bite me,” said the oldest boy.
 
   “Not if we escape through the hole,” said Pip. “I’ll show you how.”
 
   One by one, she helped the children wriggle through to safety. A chunk of burning grass from the hut’s roof fell on her shoulder. The children shrieked, but she brushed off the brand with a forced laugh.
 
   “Come on. We’ll find the cave of warriors. You can hide there.”
 
   Pip made them hold hands. As they stole between the huts, she lifted her short, powerful Pygmy bow from its habitual place, slung over her shoulder. She touched her quiver of arrows and said a quick prayer to the guardian spirits. Her sharp ears caught the sounds of Pygmy warriors scrambling up into the trees. They would fight the big people from the trees and branches of their jungle home. But Pip winced as she saw liquid fire running down one of the massive trunks, igniting the purple sha’ork vines which turned the jungle giants into dark, leafy pillars. Dark Pygmy warriors fell to the ground. Suddenly, flame roared up the tree-trunk. She had to close her ears. She could not bear the screams and cries rising on all sides.
 
   Instinctively, she scooped up the smallest child and leaped across a patch of burning leaves. Her feet raced over the paths she knew so well, down the hidden gully beside the village toward the cave of warriors, where the Pygmies honoured their dead.
 
   The cave would be full tonight.
 
   Pip had been Named just a week before. She was proud of her name-tattoo, painstakingly marked in runic script down the outside of her left calf. Her leg throbbed as she hustled her three charges along. She had not made a sound during the painful tattooing process. That would have been shameful. Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha, her tattoo said, in neat blue letters from her knee to her ankle bone. Her battle name. The Pygmy Seer had taken it from one of the ancient tales.
 
   Pygmies believed that a name fixed a person’s destiny. When she was sixteen summers of age–the number which signified four sacred fours–the Seer would reveal her name’s true meaning at the ceremony of Second Naming.
 
   Pip kept glancing over her shoulder. The big people were coming, she sensed.
 
   Once she had shown the children safely into the cave, Pip raced back along the trail to the village. Branches slapped her face. Agile as a monkey, she hurled herself over several tree roots which were taller than her. She had to help the other warriors.
 
   Pip skidded to a halt just within the perimeter fence of the village. Flames leaped and danced all around her. A dozen or so blazing Pygmy huts shot sparks up into the massive boughs overhanging the village. Many of those were burning, too. The oil had seen to that.
 
   Through holes in the foliage created by the leaping fires, Pip saw a huge, oblong shape hanging over the village. That had to be a Dragonship. Somehow, the big people had brought it in low, right among the immense jungle giants. A couple of dark shadows clambered up the Dragonship’s sack–Pygmy warriors, attacking the beast with their curved daggers.
 
   She filled her nostrils with the scent of burning.
 
   There. Pip saw a group of strange, metallic creatures approaching her through the trees. They wore helmets and armour, and great flowing robes the colour of fresh blood. She had never seen creatures like these. She imagined their steps made the entire Island tremble. Were they men? Pip swallowed hard. A warrior must stand her ground. Soberly, she selected an arrow from her quiver. Let these strange creatures know that a Pygmy warrior would not flee.
 
   Pip raised her bow and sighted her first shot.
 
   Breathe. Slowly in, even more slowly out. Focus. Her shoulders relaxed. Pip’s lips breathed an ancient magic word. Fly true. Narrowing her eyes on the target, the biggest of the creatures in the lead of that group, she released her shot. Perfect. Right in the belly.
 
   He kept on coming.
 
   The Seer told stories about big people with metal skin which could not be pierced by arrows. Pip’s hands shook as she sighted again. The throat, she thought. A difficult shot, but maybe the throat or the face would be vulnerable. She missed. Hissing now in anger, Pip fired a third time. Her target clutched its throat and fell to the ground, writhing.
 
   Pip had killed animals many times. But now she had shot a person–a big person, not a creature, because she could hear his strangled cries over the roar of flames all around her. She fell to her knees, vomiting. Then she wiped her mouth and drew another arrow.
 
   “Spirits have mercy,” she whispered.
 
   She slipped forward as if trapped in a nightmare. Her hands moved, aimed and released without need for thought. Pip saw two, three more men fall, two struck in the throat and one in the eye. The others scattered for cover. Maybe they thought they faced a dozen warriors.
 
   Instead, only a young Pygmy warrior confronted them. The flames flickered hungrily around the edges of her vision. Her resolve hardened. These men were killers. They had destroyed her village. They had slaughtered her friends and neighbours. Pip shot a big person who was trying to hide behind No’otha’s prone body. He was clumsier than a wild pig tied for the spit. Whirling on her heel, she shot another in the hand. Arrows swished through the air toward her. She dived forward. Rolling smoothly up onto one knee, Pip put an arrow into another face peering at her from behind old Sith’jó’s carving stone, where he used to love to sit and make arrows or bowls for eating. Strangely, she did not fear being hit. She feared nothing.
 
   The grey and brown eyes watching her widened in disbelief. The big people made the noises they called speech. She understood a couple of words, as the Seer had been teaching the warriors a few words of Island Standard to use while trading python meat or arrows for necessities for the village. She understood ‘catch her’, and ‘Pygmy’, but little else.
 
   Pip swayed away from a big person arrow flying toward her with the speed of a plump wood-pigeon. She was a hawk. She shifted her position again, as lithely as a dancer at one of the tribe’s many celebrations, and surprised one of the armoured big people as he popped his head out from behind a hut. He was so close, she gagged at his rancid breath. As the mouth snarled at her, Pip fired an arrow up into it.
 
   The man fell with a terrible, gargling cry. Pip saw that he had a friend right behind him. Metal gleamed in the firelight. Pain lanced into her flank. His blade had sliced into the flesh of her lower right ribs. Pip staggered. Her fingers came away bright with blood. A boot kicked her legs out from beneath her. The breath whooshed out of her lungs as she fell heavily on her side, as though she had been struck by a falling log.
 
   Next she knew, two of the armoured warriors loomed over her. Gripping one of her poisoned arrows in her fingers, Pip stabbed at a leg. She managed a shallow cut before a warrior’s boot smashed down on her arm and pinned her like that. She distinctly heard a bone snap. Her scream stopped in her throat as she saw a cudgel blur toward her head.
 
   Darkness exploded between her eyes. She remembered nothing more.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 2: Slave Trader
 
    
 
   Pip awoke with a groan. Everything was dark, but she sensed a gentle movement of the floor, like a branch swaying in a breeze. Was she up in the air, in one of those Dragonships? Flying? Reaching out with her hands, she explored the blackness around her. Cool metal bars met her fingertip touch in every direction. The cage was barely large enough to accommodate a Pygmy. She sniffed the air, scenting other animals around her. One was a male rajal, she thought, a feline which stood taller than any Pygmy warrior. It smelled exactly like the black feline pelt No’otha had displayed outside his hut. He had sung the praise-song of that hunt so proudly, the slaying blow made with a braced spear as the rajal pounced upon him, claws outstretched …
 
   That was all gone, now.
 
   Someone had splinted her right arm using two rough sections of wood and strips of cloth. She checked her side. Bandages. Neat bandages.
 
   They didn’t want her to die? Were they taking her somewhere else to die?
 
   Pip settled back on her haunches to think. She had no weapons. She was trapped in a metal cage. Was there anything nearby, anything she could use? She searched until her fingers discovered a lock. Locks were a big person invention. No amount of rattling or playing with the mechanism would open it. She had only ever heard of locks and keys in stories about big people. Who would need a lock? Amongst Pygmies, everything belonged to the tribe. Stealing was unknown. What wickedness was this?
 
   She had neither food nor water. She needed to save her strength for when she had a chance to escape. With a delicate touch, she explored the burns on her back. They stung as though the oil was still alight. What to do, but endure the pain? She curled up in her cage. In her mind, she walked the jungle trails for hours, until the cave of sleep drew her in at last.
 
   Pip woke and slept many times. Her burns scabbed over and itched as if she were covered in fire ants. Nobody came to feed her or the animals. Her belly gave up gnawing on her liver. Pip tried to imitate the Seer’s stories about strange animals in the cold North which could hibernate. She told herself those stories again. Stories of rain which fell out of the sky so cold that it stuck to the ground. How could rain stick to the ground? The Crescent Islands never became that cold. The jungle was a Pygmy’s mother and father. What parent would let their child freeze?
 
   Thinking of her parents made her weep again. She knew she might never see her tribe again. In her grief, Pip tore her face with her fingernails until blood dripped onto her chest.
 
   She lost all sense of time. The rajal roared mightily a few times every day, but nobody came to give him meat. Pip was glad her cage was out of the massive feline’s reach. Somewhere, she heard the vast snuffling of an Oraial and the mewling of its baby. Even a baby Oraial was bigger than a full-grown Pygmy. She heard the sleepy singing of parakeets and once, a vast hiss that reminded her of an emerald python she had once tangled with as a child. A Pygmy warrior had rescued her, stabbing his dagger savagely into the snake’s brain. The tribe had feasted on python meat for a week thereafter. Later, a storm whistled outside the Dragonship and rain raised a steady roar somewhere outside. Thankfully, the vessel seemed to be moored somewhere, because although the winds buffeted the vessel severely, nothing bad happened. The rajal hated it. He snarled and roared and threw himself against the bars of his cage, over and over again. The crashing thunder and the steady roar of the rain reminded her sharply of her village. Pip chewed pensively on her knuckles. When would she see them again? Had everyone remained safe in the cave of warriors? Did they think she had burned to death?
 
   Pip realised she was growing weak from hunger. She had not had a drink in days.
 
   She had to escape.
 
   That afternoon, bars of light suddenly flooded the hold. Big people moved between the cages, feeding the animals and sliding bowls of water into the cages. A chorus of crazed screeching, bellowing and roaring rose from the animals. Shortly, a ripe green tinker banana smacked Pip on the cheek, followed by a hunk of bread so hard it bounced out of the cage and almost out of reach. She hissed at the flying vervet monkeys opposite, scrabbling desperately to beat their paws. Thieves!
 
   Pip blinked at the light. She realised she was in a large room. It held many cages. She saw a male rajal snarling and clawing at a big, bearded man, who tossed a haunch of spiral-horn buck at him from a safe distance. Next to her, a great golden python slept, coiled up. No, the eyes were slightly slit. The reptile was alert, observing, probably considering her value as dinner. She saw bright parakeets and monkeys stacked in piles of cages. Across the room a sturdy metal cage dominated the entire space from floor to ceiling. It held a female Oraial, judging by the turquoise blazes of colour on her cheeks, but even in that space she could only crouch down at best. Her massive, shaggy head was matted with blood. She must have suffered a terrible wound, for her eyes seemed glazed and her movements were slow. She held a baby Ape to her chest, suckling. The Oraial reached for the tinker bananas a man thrust into her cage, and crammed the entire two-foot bunch into her mouth at once.
 
   A gourd landed next to her foot. She snatched it up before a monkey stole it. A welcome gurgle suggested that it held water. 
 
   Pip uncorked the gourd and drank greedily before realising, too late, that she should eke out her water. There was no telling when she would be fed again. She bolted a quarter of the banana and nibbled glumly at the bread, torn between her need for food and the musty, stale taste filling her mouth.
 
   Her belly’s shouting won.
 
   A Pygmy warrior’s ears took in the Dragonship’s sounds, that day. Pip tried to imagine where she was being taken. She taught herself to recognise the different sounds of night and day. Too soon, hunger robbed her senses of their acuity. She lapsed into a deeper torpor than before.
 
   She roused to the deep groaning of overstressed ropes. Shouts sounded faintly through the hull. The low throbbing of the Dragonship fell silent. New noises. A change to the everlasting bobbing on the breezes. Her nostrils flared at the tang of unfamiliar spices drifting into the stuffy cargo hold. Pip sensed they had landed. So did the animals. They stirred, and groaned or chirped or chattered weakly.
 
   Nothing smelled or sounded the same.
 
   Without warning, a team of labourers swarmed into the cargo hold. There was much shouting and cursing, especially from a one-armed big person who seemed louder than the rest and acted angry about everything. Hands swung her cage through the air. Pip landed with a bruising thump in the back of a cart. They piled monkey cages haphazardly around her. She kicked at several pairs of furry hands trying to sneak the remaining quarter of her tinker banana from her. Pip ate the last bite, but discovered that she had lost her water gourd. Stupid!
 
   The cart lurched away. Pip could see only snatches of the bright sky, far wider than she had ever seen it from beneath the jungle canopy, and three moons clustering together as if to comfort each other–the Yellow, Blue and Jade moons. Strange big person huts, the biggest huts she had ever seen, marched past the sides of the cart. They built huts from stone? A babble of strange languages assaulted her ears. The cart lurched to a halt in a squalling, bawling, chaotic marketplace.
 
   Impressions and noises hammered against her mind. Big people came to stare into the back of the cart, coins clinked greedily into the merchant’s paws, monkeys screeched at their new owners, parakeets sang to delighted children and fingers jabbed Pip’s sides. She snarled and bit one of them.
 
   The merchant crashed the butt of his stick into her ribs. “None of that.”
 
   Pip did not need to know Island Standard to grasp his meaning. She sank back, murdering him in her mind.
 
   Shortly, a hulking big person who was missing most of his teeth unlocked her cage. Pip sprang for her freedom, but clearly, the man had been expecting this. Whipping out a cudgel, he knocked her half-senseless. The ground swapped places with the sky. Next she knew, cold metal bit her wrist. She was shackled to a post.
 
   A haze of madness rose before her eyes as she fought the chains. Pip screamed like an animal. She jerked and frothed and writhed. The big person began to laugh, but then he swore unhappily as she ripped the post clean off its moorings. Pip was more surprised than he was. She froze, staring at the sturdy post in astonishment. She had broken that? But that moment’s hesitation was too long. A net fell over her head and shoulders. Her feet swung off the ground.
 
   “Netted me a Pygmy,” said a deep voice. “Shut yer yapping, yer mongrel.”
 
   Rough fingers unlocked the chain.
 
   The big person cuffed her a few times, viciously. Pain roared through her broken arm. Pip subsided. Let him think she was cowed. Cradling her arm to her stomach, she stared between the ropes at her captor. He wore big person clothes–clunky leather coverings on his feet and a sweeping cloak across his broad shoulders. He dangled her aloft in one hand. Amid a thicket of facial hair, bits of gold flashed between his teeth. Before, she had only seen that much hair on an Ape. She wondered how many lice lived in his beard.
 
   He whacked her again for good measure. “What you asking for a Pygmy?”
 
   “For your zoo?” said a voice behind her. That was the voice which had been wheedling all day long. Pip understood only a few of the words, but she knew what the man was doing–he was buying and selling animals, including her. What was a zoo? This big person’s hut?
 
   The men spoke back and forth over her head for several moments. They pretended to grow irate with each other, but soon laughed together. They clasped forearms. Gold flashed in the bright sunlight.
 
   At least the twin suns had not changed, Pip thought, unlike the rest of her world. This big person could take a flying leap into the Cloudlands. Just let him buy a Pygmy warrior. A warrior all of eight summers old, a little voice in her head told her. She had not even walked the jungle ways, crossing the great vines between the Islands.
 
   What could she do? Wait, with the patience of a rajal. Jungle animals knew how to wait.
 
   The big person passed her to another. “We’ll put her with the Oraials.”
 
   “Biggest and smallest?” he said.
 
   “They live together in the jungle, don’t they?”
 
   Swinging in the net like a captive flying vervet monkey, Pip stared around her with renewed interest as the two big people threaded their way through the busy marketplace. So this man thought he could keep her in his hut, did he? He was as fat as a wild pig and even more stupid. She would escape after nightfall.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 3: Zoo
 
    
 
   The men LOCKED the rajal in a barred cage opposite. The feline, which hulked to the height of a big person’s shoulder, paced back and forth, his yellow eyes slit and wrathful. But his cage was nothing like Pip’s. She stared at the freshly painted walls in dismay, outlined against the cloudless afternoon sky like cream-coloured lips upraised in an everlasting cry. The walls were seamless, many times her height. Unclimbable. Pip despaired. Everything smelled new. In three places, huge, curved crysglass windows allowed her a view of the outside world. This was big person work. A team of women swept and cleaned outside one of the windows. The chief of this village certainly liked to keep his hut neat. Only a great chief would have so many servants.
 
   But this place was like no hut she had ever seen.
 
   Her new home held two prekki-fruit trees. Two! Her heart howled at the wide-open sky. Where was her jungle, the comforting undergrowth, the leaves and vines hemming her in above and all around? Before she knew it, Pip found herself hugging the tree, panting hard. She saw a thick rope swing hanging from a sturdy branch, and nearby, several logs had been fastened together to form what was clearly a climbing frame. The thick rope looped over from the tree to the top of the frame, just like the jungle vines of her home reached from Island to Island, looping above the poisonous Cloudlands.
 
   Did they think she was a monkey? A chattering monkey?
 
   Fury burned away the self-pity that had begun to steal her courage. Then she gasped. The chief had mentioned Oraials. Suddenly, the looming walls made sense. Terrifying sense. She was about to have a huge wild Ape for company. Every Pygmy knew how dangerous Oraials could be, especially mothers with babies. A wise Pygmy gave Apes plenty of room.
 
   Pip turned her mind to food. That was not hard. Her stomach was a tiny knot next to her backbone. The tree had fruit, but one taste made her spit. Unripe. She could fill her stomach, but she would pay for it in cramps and pain. Pip picked one of the hand-sized, purple fruit and gnawed it as she looked about uneasily. In one place, a door was recessed into the wall. It had metal bars too narrow for her to slip between. She trotted over to peer through the bars. All she saw was a stone room. At the far end was another door, identical to the first. No Oraial could fit through those doors, Pip reassured herself.
 
   Instead, they lowered the Apes from a Dragonship.
 
   Pip crouched beside the tree to watch the mother and her baby being lowered from the oval Dragonship hovering overhead. It was a strange beast, a huge brown balloon with ropes supporting a cabin dangling beneath it. Some sinister big person magic made it stay up in the air. Outwardly, Pip showed no fear. Inwardly, she was shaking like a trailing vine caught in a spring storm.
 
   The Apes lolled about. Sleeping? The men untied them and fled, taking their ropes with them.
 
   She waited until the Dragonship was long gone. The Apes did not stir.
 
   Pip strode restlessly around the perimeter of her new territory, daring to touch the great wall with her fingertips. The crysglass was amazing–as transparent as a spring of water, and as hard as granite. She stared through at the coal-black rajal, prowling just like her. The feline lidded his eyes. The tail went still. Even with armoured glass, metal bars and a wide paved space between them, Pip froze. That pale gaze had a way of making her feel like a slab of juicy meat about to be shredded by his fangs.
 
   She moved on, exploring a small stand of bamboo at the opposite end of the cage. There was little else. Pip’s eyes kept jumping to the Oraials. The mother began to stir.
 
   Shortly, she scratched her stomach and sat up. Pip could almost read her thoughts, from the itch to the slow awareness of her new surrounds. She touched the matted wound on the side of her head, clearly in pain. Her arm curved around her baby. He wasn’t that much of a baby, Pip realised, being at least a foot taller than her, and built like a small boulder with long arms and short, bandy legs. His black eyes lit on her from the safety of his mother’s arms.
 
   Then, something strange happened. The baby made noises. The mother’s brow furrowed. She spoke to him, and they both looked directly at Pip. They had talked to each other! Oraials talked? Pip stood very still and tried to act as though she belonged. In a low voice, she said, “I’m not afraid of you, great one.”
 
   The Ape’s dark eyes burned at her for a long time. Finally, deliberately, Pip turned her back and walked over to the tree. She hunkered down, and waited.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The suns rose and set. Once a day, they were fed. Once a day, the mother Oraial ate every scrap thrown down from the walls by the big people, and Pip starved. The unripe fruit gave her unbearable stomach cramps. She tried eating the young bamboo shoots, but the mother Oraial quickly decided those were her food and forced Pip to run for her life. She dug for grubs and earthworms. Washed and swallowed whole, they were not too bad. Pip stalked a rat but failed to catch it.
 
   If she so much as glanced at the baby Ape, the mother began to growl, low in her chest. Pip learned to read the danger signals. But she needed food. First, she tried shouting to the big people. Nobody paid her the slightest attention. Even the water trough the big people had put just inside the metal gate, which they filled infrequently, was guarded now by the mother Oraial. Pip had to sneak over to take a drink in the dead of night, preferably before the Yellow moon rose.
 
   Then came a day full of unfamiliar music and loud bangs. The voices of many big people sounded nearby. There was cheering and clapping. Big people came to press their noses against the crysglass. Many had children with them, no bigger than her.
 
   The mother Oraial went mad. She spent half the afternoon charging at the windows, crashing her head and her fists against the crysglass, making the big people scream and laugh.
 
   After that, she ignored them.
 
   The big people came daily, endless crowds of visitors. Pip experimented with making the big people laugh. It was easy. All she had to do was to pull strange faces at the children, or do a Pygmy dance, or show them her backside. The laughter had a cruel, mocking tone, however. It made her so sad. She asked the spirits why they had let her be taken to this strange hut–this zoo–to be stared at by big people, but there was no answer.
 
   One day, a man they called a zookeeper took pity on her and threw a nice, ripe green tinker banana right over to Pip’s feet. Without thinking, she picked it up. Pip’s fingers trembled as she skinned the fruit. A whole banana. She could not remember the last time she had eaten her fill.
 
   The mother Oraial grabbed her arm. She tore the banana out of Pip’s fingers, deliberately placed it in her own mouth and swallowed without chewing. Then she threw Pip against the climbing frame.
 
   The Oraial topped thirteen feet tall in her customary stance, stooped forward as she leaned on her calloused knuckles, her hugely muscular shoulders bulging beneath her short tan pelt. She handled Pip as though she weighed no more than a scrap of cloth. The Pygmy smashed into the logs. Her right arm, which had been healing well, cracked against the wood. Pip squealed in pain. She had never heard herself make a noise like that, a sound like a wild pig struck in the stomach by a Pygmy warrior’s arrow, followed by a drawn-out whimpering as she tried to block out the throbbing agony in her arm. Her wrist flapped away from her forearm at a strange angle. She wanted to faint. Pip vomited a trail of thin brown bile from her empty stomach.
 
   Dimly, she noticed the two Apes taking a keen interest in her plight. Odd. What was the mother Ape thinking? Pip sank to the ground. She must have passed out, because when she awoke the Mystic moon shone directly above her, gleaming with uncommon, lone brilliance. By chance, her good hand fell on an uneaten tinker banana.
 
   A whole banana? She peeled it by holding the fruit between her knees while she tried not to jar her broken arm. The Oraials were fast asleep. But there, in the soft ground near her head, was the pug-print of an Oraial’s knuckles. The Pygmy girl placed her hand against it to measure, but that was far too small. She tried her arm from elbow to fingertips. The Oraial’s paw was larger still. Unbelievable.
 
   The following morning, two sets of black Ape-eyes watched her with the patience of python considering its sleeping prey. Pip stood at a window and tried to attract someone’s attention. Maybe the chief still had the person in his tribe who had helped her before?
 
   Around noon, a man came to the metal gate and called to her. She considered him fearfully. He yelled again; an unmistakable hand-gesture followed. Clenching her good fist, Pip willed herself not to show any sign of fear. She padded over and slipped through the opening. Inside the stone room, two more big people waited for her. One was the chief, the other a strangely-dressed man who looked at her with kindness in his eyes. He examined her arm. They talked. Then suddenly, the two big people grabbed her by the shoulders and waist. The kind man took her broken wrist in both of his hands, and pulled. Pip screamed.
 
   She swam back from a dark place. The mother Oraial was bellowing and attacking the bars of their gate, which had already bent in several places. The din was appalling. The man touched her arm again. He shifted the bones. Pip heard a grinding sound in her mouth. It was her, grinding her teeth together with a sound similar to the mortar and pestle she used to use to crush mohili wheat kernels.
 
   The pain was over. Sweat bathed her body. The kindly man tightened ropes around the wooden splits on her arm. Pip felt as though she had been run over by an Oraial, which was not far from the truth.
 
   He pressed a sprig of herbs into her good hand. “Eat,” he said, miming the motion.
 
   Pip tried several of the words she knew in his language. “Thank … big person.”
 
   The chief seemed very annoyed by this. He thrust her toward the maddened Oraial. “Make it stop, Islands’ sakes!”
 
   The men retreated, apart from the quivering zookeeper, who pointed at the gate. “I’ll open it a crack. You get in there, alright?”
 
   Pip did not understand the words, but his manner was clear. As she approached the gate, the mother Oraial took a backward step. She appeared to calm down, although she was still breathing hard. Her baby–who managed to be cute and fluffy despite being bigger than any of the big people–babbled away cheerfully. Pip slipped through the narrow crack between the gate and the stone wall. She heard it click shut behind her. A key rattled in the lock.
 
   From behind, nostrils snuffled against her skin. Pip dared not twitch a muscle as the mother Oraial took in her scent. A cavernous snort blasted hot air over her neck. Closing her eyes and biting her lip, Pip tried very hard not to imagine she was confronting one of the Ancient Ones, the Dragons so beloved of Pygmy legend. Her newly splinted arm received a great deal of attention. After a time, however, the Oraial appeared to be satisfied. She said, “Huh-ka-ra.”
 
   And her hand tucked Pip against her breast, just like her baby.
 
   She cried, then, both for the loss of her own mother, and the simple joy of knowing she was accepted, even by an Ape.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 4: Hunagu
 
    
 
   Her morning began by being summarily yanked out of her warm Ape-bed by a disgruntled baby. He wrestled her to the ground, bruising her tailbone. The mother Oraial swatted him off of Pip with a few grunts which evidently meant, ‘Behave!’
 
   Stalking over to her, rolling his shoulders as best he could, the young Ape rose up onto his hind legs and pounded his chest. “Hoo-na-goo,” he roared. Pip grinned. That was his roar? “Hoo-na-goo,” he insisted, thumping his already sizeable chest. Then he punched Pip in her chest.
 
   Until she could breathe again, all Pip could do was watch and wheeze as the mother Oraial chased her baby around the cage, hooting and making low-pitched sounds deep in her throat as though she were a log drum being pounded for a Pygmy dance. Eventually, a cowed young Ape returned to Pip’s side, closely shadowed by his mother. She hoped he was not planning to hit her again.
 
   “Hoo-na-goo,” he said, beating his chest.
 
   This time, he seemed to think she was a jungle flower which could be bruised at a breath. His thick black finger brushed her skin with great care.
 
   “Hunagu?” asked Pip, pointing at herself.
 
   “Hunagu.” He scowled, turning his ribcage into a drum.
 
   The mother Oraial whacked his back with her enormous paw. “Hunagu. Ho-yo-luk?”
 
   “Um–Pip.” She touched her chest.
 
   “Umpip?”
 
   “Pip. Just Pip.” Taking a deep breath, she imitated the youngster by thumping her breastbone. “Pip.” She punched the baby firmly on the shoulder with her good hand. “Hunagu.”
 
   This feat of language learning threw the mother Oraial into a fit of hooting, ground-slapping celebration. Pip and the baby both looked on, bemused. She could learn to speak to them, she realised. They were not animals. They had speech. They could teach her.
 
   Excited, Pip pointed at the bowl of water. “What’s that?”
 
   “Kototo,” said Hunagu, and danced around the cage in imitation of his mother.
 
   From that day on, the Pygmy girl and the two Oraials became fast friends. They shared their food with her–such as she could eat, because their main diet was branches and leaves, supplemented by fruits such as tinker bananas, pink sweet-melons and the purple prekki-fruit. When the prekki-fruit was ripe she would gorge herself at will, and so a hot summer faded into the cooler weather of autumn. The zookeepers occasionally brought her a little meat, or nuts and stale breads which they passed through the barred door, but mostly, she relied on trapping the odd rat that the chief seemed to enjoy tossing down from the zookeepers’ platform above the cage. She found a stone tossed aside by the builders of their climbing frame, which when struck against the wall, produced sparks. She lit small piles of dry bamboo stalks and roasted the rats by skewering them with a sharpened bamboo stick and planting them so that the rodents hung head-down over the flames.
 
   With the onset of the early cold season storms, Pip constructed a shelter made from bamboo stems and covered with leaves and dirt. To her surprise, the Oraials did not enjoy eating bamboo, not even the tender young shoots. The bamboo had been growing madly all summer and now towered halfway up the wall. She cut it by patiently sawing at the tough stems with a sliver of giant coconut shell, and then begged the zookeeper with signs for enough rope to tie it together.
 
   She learned how to speak Ape.
 
   “Pip come wrestle,” Hunagu would command her.
 
   He loved nothing more than to wrestle. His mother would sometimes play-fight with him, but soon she would stop and shake her scarred head, which had been so gravely wounded by the big people who had captured them. Her eyes narrowed in suspicion. Sometimes, dark moods came upon her. Then Hunagu and Pip knew to keep their distance. She beat them, otherwise–just as she beat the trees or the walls or the crysglass windows of their cage. In her madness she seemed to feel no hurt.
 
   Pip wrestled with Hunagu because she wanted to keep her Pygmy warrior skills sharp. At over six feet tall by now, he was vastly stronger than her, but after a few painful accidents, he learned gentleness. Pip begged him to fight harder. She made bows and swords out of bamboo. She shot her primitive arrows at the faces of big people who came to her windows. That always cheered her up. She trained endlessly at her knife and sword skills beneath the five moons, using bamboo sticks as she worked through the warrior training exercises that she remembered.
 
   Once, late in her second summer in the zoo, she tried to escape by building a bamboo structure against the wall. But the zookeepers were wise to her idea. Shouting and waving at her to jump clear, they poured oil from atop the wall and fired it. Her ladder burned brightly. Several seasons later, Pip tried to sneak through the second gate, which had been left ajar, but she was caught at once by three zoo workers. They threw her back inside with many words that burned her spirit.
 
   After that, the old zookeeper left and a new, unsmiling big person took his place. He also liked to feed her rats, and once tossed a lethal copperhead viper into their cage, which Hunagu brained with a piece of wood. Pip roasted and ate it. Snake meat was delicious. The Apes rubbed their noses at the smell of roasting meat.
 
   “Disgusting,” Hunagu grunted, scratching his rump vigorously.
 
   Pip glanced up at her friend. He was growing like bamboo. He towered to nearly three times her height now. She counted sadly. This was her third summer in the zoo. Eleven years old.
 
   Thrusting away the pain, she said, “Fleas, Hunagu?”
 
   “Pygmy help Hunagu?”
 
   “Pygmy help,” she agreed, and settled down to groom her friend. Oraial fleas were the size of her smallest fingernail, while their ticks grew larger than the first joint of her thumb. They particularly enjoyed the blood-rich folds of an Oraial’s neck-ruff. “Bend down. Hunagu too tall.”
 
   “Hunagu squash Pip and eat for breakfast.”
 
   “Hunagu plant-eater,” she protested.
 
   “Pip tick-eater.”
 
   “Hey!” Pip twisted his arm behind his back. “Submit. Pip is jungle-king.”
 
   “Pygmy-girl is flea on Hunagu’s back,” he chuckled. For some reason, this maddened Pip. She twisted his arm harder. “Flea grow strong,” said Hunagu. “Oraial jungle-king.”
 
   Suddenly, he reached over with his free arm and ruffled her hair. Pip had braided her thick, matted black hair down her back. His fat fingers snagged in her braid and tore a chunk of hair loose.
 
   Shouting at the unexpected pain, Pip surged upward. For a moment, she saw all as though a crimson moon had risen behind her eyes, and through it, Hunagu’s bellow shook her world. He ripped free of her grip. The mother Oraial clouted Pip, sending her tumbling head-over-heels down the slope of their cage toward the crysglass windows.
 
   Pip rose, spitting mud out of her mouth. Hunagu rotated his shoulder, wincing. Great Islands, she had … hurt him? How? But she had no time to think. The mother Oraial thundered down the slope toward her, bellowing fit to make the ground shake. Pip leaped for her life. A massive paw glanced off her shoulder. The cage spun about her.
 
   “Stop,” roared Hunagu.
 
   The mother Ape skidded to a halt, ripping up grass and bushes as she swung about. The madness in her eyes! A coiling python of fear grasped her throat. The Ape meant to kill her. For a breath, the Oraial glared across at the Pygmy girl. Then, with that deafening roar of a furious Oraial Ape, she charged.
 
   A mountain struck Pip in the back. There was roaring, hooting, screaming, grass and dirt flying in the air. Hunagu! He had pushed her out of the way. Now he fought his mother. The two Oraials ripped into each other. Their bellows shook the zoo. Across from them, the rajal roared, and the flying vervet monkeys in the neighbouring cage sent a chorus of hooting and screeching into the overheated afternoon sky. The big people watching cried out in their strange tongue.
 
   The dust settled. Hunagu lay unmoving.
 
   “Hunagu! No!” Sobbing, wailing, Pip advanced on the mother Oraial. “You kill Hunagu.” She beat the Ape’s flank with her fists. “Bad, wicked mother. You kill.”
 
   Panting, the mother Oraial stared about her as though seeing the world for the first time. She shook ruff. Then her enormous paw came down to cover Pip’s entire back. Pip pressed her face into the well-loved fur, sobbing, afraid, heartbroken.
 
   “I … sorry,” mumbled the Oraial. She shook Hunagu’s shoulder. “Wake up. Wake, please.”
 
   Pip pushed herself loose. Kneeling beside Hunagu, she pressed her ear to his chest. Thump. Thump-thump. The drumbeat of his heart had never sounded sweeter.
 
   The madness took her often, nowadays. Pip found that she needed to behave more and more like an Ape, or she became the enemy. She spent hours grooming the mother. It seemed to calm her. She remembered how Pygmies made bamboo flutes. Countless tries and the loan of the zookeeper’s belt knife later, she had an instrument which sounded right. The bamboo had to be an exact thickness, and the holes the right size and spaced apart closely enough to fit her fingers, but far enough to make the correct notes. She tried to teach Hunagu a Pygmy dance. But he had grown moody of late. He writhed at night from pain in his joints–growing pains, Pip told him. He ate mountainously. And Hunagu grew mountainously, too. His shoulders filled out as though he had stuffed them with the sacks of melons which were sometimes given to them for food. He practised thumping his chest and charging at the tree–and a powerful, charging male Oraial was a sight to behold. Several times, he snapped at her. Pip decided to stop wrestling him when he wrenched her neck. He could just as easily rip her head off her shoulders.
 
   Late-season storms dumped flurries of hail on their home. Pip found it harder and harder to remember her jungle and her tribe. No matter how she fought, the memories slipped through her mind like wet river sand through her fingers.
 
   One night, as Pip lay awake outside their shelter, staring at the stars around the looming immensity of the Yellow moon, which filled half the sky, she was surprised to feel Hunagu settle close to her.
 
   “Pygmy girl cold?” he rumbled.
 
   “Cold,” she agreed.
 
   “No fur bad. Big people no give Pygmy skin-coverings. Big people bad.” To her surprise, Hunagu put his arm about her and drew her against his chest. His arm was so massive, it covered her like a blanket. “Pygmy girl look stars, think big thoughts. What think?”
 
   Quietly, Pip told him how much she missed her jungle and her tribe, how she sometimes spoke to the stars and begged them to return her to her home.
 
   “No good with Oraial friends?” he asked.
 
   “Hunagu good. Hunagu mother …”
 
   “Sick.” He spoke like a whisper of wind across the top of their cage. “She sick, Pip. Head-sick and heart-sick. She no live long.”
 
   Pip chewed over this for a while, feeling desperately sad. “How Hunagu know?”
 
   “We Oraial know way of spirit. She soon leave world. Hunagu know Pip dream of world outside man-wall. Hunagu no remember jungle. Pip tell about jungle?”
 
   He didn’t remember his jungle home.
 
   She talked for as long as he listened, watching the Yellow moon recede and the stars shining so thickly above, it was as though handfuls of white sand had been sprinkled across the vast, depthless darkness. She told him Pygmy stories and legends, finding that she remembered them word for word, even now. Her friend’s body was as warm as a cosy fire. Thickly furred, he did not suffer from the cold. She held his hand, her tiny fingers no longer able to fit around his thumb.
 
   “Hunagu grow to adult,” she told him, tracing the deep creases on his palm with her forefinger. “Pip see blue stripe on back. Hunagu have new smell. Male Oraial smell; big-ape smell. Hunagu dream of world outside wall?”
 
   “Hunagu dream of mate,” he admitted, with a wry smile. He squeezed her fingers. “Hunagu dream of jungle-world and vines, world of no walls, where Ape be Ape and Pygmy be Pygmy. No bad-man traders in jungle. Hunagu think Pygmy girl and Ape be friends, good-good.”
 
   Pip had wondered if Oraials ever dreamed. Now she knew. He was sweet, using Pygmy language like ‘good-good’.
 
   “Hunagu afraid,” he added, unexpectedly.
 
   “Hunagu afraid? Hunagu mighty-big-courage.”
 
   Hunagu guffawed heartily. “Hunagu know world-in-walls,” he said. “World outside very big, mother say. Different. How Hunagu impress mate if Hunagu know nothing about jungle? How Hunagu find jungle? Have babies? This big-man place. Jungle far. Look. Hunagu see Dragon.”
 
   His massive arm pointed just above the wall’s lip, toward the Yellow moon. Pip gasped. He was right. It was far away, but the size and shape of that silhouette could not be mistaken. There was something so achingly glorious about the way the dark Dragon rippled across the moon’s pockmarked face, that a tear trickled down her cheek. Here she was, trapped in a big person zoo, and that creature flew wild and free above the real world, the world of cold and rats to eat and walls which kept a spirited Oraial trapped away from any hope of life, or a mate, or children.
 
   “Pip take Hunagu to jungle. Promise.”
 
   Instead of mocking an impossible promise, her Ape-friend said, “When Pip angry, Pip strong-strong. Strange-strong. Hurt Hunagu, once.”
 
   Strange-strong? Pip stared at the great shaggy head beside her, wishing she could read his mind. She remembered that incident. Her friend had put his paw right on the matter. Now that she thought about it, she remembered how her flaring fury had caused her to injure his shoulder. That was definitely strange-strong. How else could a Pygmy girl possibly injure an Oraial? Also, Pip recalled suddenly, she had once ripped the trader’s pole from its moorings.
 
   “Pip jungle king,” she teased, pushing a sense of disturbance to the back of her mind.
 
   Hunagu grunted, “Hunagu dream Pip fly over wall. She free.”
 
   Fly? If only …
 
   “Pip and Hunagu fly to jungle,” said Pip.
 
   She could not hope. It hurt too much. But her dreaming did not stop. Maybe she could escape and steal a Dragonship from the big people. She would fly it to the Crescent Islands, her home. She would take Hunagu with her. There, they would learn the jungle’s ways together. He would join the Oraials. They would always be friends, Pygmy and Oraial.
 
   Best friends belonged in the jungle, not in a zoo.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 5: Moving Cages
 
    
 
   The mother Oraial died on the coldest day of the year.
 
   Storm after storm battered the zoo. The big people did not come to gawp at them in the bad weather, but huddled inside the big huts Pip had seen three summers before. They had to be hiding. Even the zookeepers walked like hunchbacked Apes under their fur coverings, as if afraid the sky was about to attack them.
 
   She could not believe her eyes, that morning. White ground? She tested it with her bare toes. A freezing blanket had descended. Her toes throbbed and ached simultaneously. Rain that stuck to the ground! Bending down through a puff of breath steaming from her nostrils, Pip took some of the white rain between her fingers. Cold burned? She giggled.
 
   “Snow,” said Hunagu. His breath boiled above her, creating clouds of its own. “Many moons ago, Oraials come from land of snows. Pygmy girl cold?”
 
   “Pip turning blue like Hunagu,” she said.
 
   “Fur good?”
 
   The zookeeper had given her a worn old rajal skin out of pity. It was little proof against the bitter cold, the bitterest winter she had known since coming to the zoo, but better than nothing. She sneezed twice. Reaching over, Hunagu cleaned her nose and wiped his fingers on his thigh. Then, he picked her up in one arm as though she were an Oraial baby.
 
   “Snow hurt Pygmy feet,” he explained.
 
   As one, they looked up to the climbing frame. His mother had spent the night up there, careless of the weather. Snow dusted her coat. Icicles trailed down from her stubby tail and the longer fur on the backs of her legs and thighs. She was singing. The mother Oraial had been singing for several weeks now, and eating little. Hunagu tried to offer her the tastiest leaves. She bit his arm. He tried to talk to her, but she did not appear to understand.
 
   Hunagu moved over to their water barrel, next to the locked and barred gate. He could no longer fit through it, Pip realised. He had grown too large.
 
   “Frozen,” said Hunagu. He cracked the skin of ice with his fist. “Drink, friend.”
 
   Swinging down, Pip lowered her face to the water. She gasped at the cold.
 
   The ground shook. Pip whirled to see the great female Oraial thundering down the slope toward one of the crysglass windows. She did not stop. She did not slow. Tons of Ape crashed into the armoured glass with a sickening, wet smack. A triangular section of crysglass shattered. For a second, Pip thought the female Oraial would climb through. But then a shudder seized her body–a wrong movement, the kind of jerky, distressing motion a body should never make. She slumped, and lay still.
 
   “Oh, no,” Pip breathed.
 
   Hunagu moaned, “Mother …”
 
   Her feet slapped over the frozen ground. Pip halted, catching sight of the gap in the glass, easily big enough for a Pygmy girl. Maybe Hunagu could squeeze through? Her eyes leaped to the stricken Ape. Pip sucked on her lip. Courage, Pygmy warrior. She touched the Ape. Nothing. No heartbeat, no life. She checked again. Hope drained from her, until her heart felt colder than the day.
 
   She turned to her friend. “Pip sorry, Hunagu. She-spirit gone.”
 
   The big Ape’s face crumpled. He moaned, covered his eyes, peeking out between his fingers like one of the big person children playing their games with a Pygmy girl on the other side of the zoo’s windows. He began to make a low, keening sound, as if an ill wind moaned through the Pygmy cave of warriors. He rocked back and forth, making that pitiable sound, unceasing.
 
   Pip dashed back to Hunagu. Grabbing his fingers, she pulled as hard as she could. “Come. Escape. Come, Hunagu.”
 
   But he sat as though rooted to the ground.
 
   She gazed longingly at the shattered glass. A Pygmy could slip away if she was quick. Here came the first of the zookeepers, curious as to the source of the commotion. She had to go now.
 
   “Escape, Hunagu. Must come with Pip. Please.”
 
   His keening rose to the grey, uncaring skies.
 
   “Come,” Pip cried. In her distress, she switched to her native tongue. “Hunagu, please, you must come with me. We can escape. Listen, Hunagu …”
 
   The worst was, Pip understood. She knew why he needed to grieve. With one final look at the hole, so inviting, such an invitation to a new life for one of them at least, she deliberately turned her back on the crysglass window. Pip sat beside her friend. Tears brimmed over. She wailed the Pygmy cry of mourning, and began to rend her face with her fingernails, split and torn from hard work and grubbing in the soil for food.
 
   Hunagu’s hand stopped her. “Pip no hurt self. Pip sad?”
 
   “She Hunagu-mother. Pip sad-sad-sad.”
 
   “Hunagu sad-sad-sad. But she better now. No pain. Still sad.”
 
   Since their capture, Hunagu’s mother had never been fully well. Pip and he both knew that, but still, the loss clawed wounds in her heart. She could barely remember a time without her. She had nursed both Hunagu and Pip at times, fed her, picked lice out of her hair, and kept them both warm in the cold season nights. Now, she lay so still. Pip wondered if she had broken her neck.
 
   As if to underscore her grief, fresh snow began to sift down from the lead-grey skies.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The zookeepers gave them food containing strange herbs. Pip and Hunagu slept. They awoke in a new, larger cage, which they shared with fourteen flying vervet monkeys. The walls were even higher than before. A huge net hung over the wide enclosure, held up by six tall poles. Pip immediately began to consider if she could climb those poles and scamper across the net to freedom. But each had a circular platform near the top to discourage such an idea. The top of the wall sloped inward, making a climb from beneath difficult, if not impossible.
 
   Pip gazed about her. The metal door was present. But this area had five windows, and a wide ditch ran around the inside of the wall, even beneath the metal gate. She saw that a bridge could be swung into place over the ditch. Now, Hunagu would be unable to reach the walls.
 
   The flying vervet monkeys had pink, heart-shaped faces and beautiful long fur, more silver than grey, which rippled in the wind as they leaped and glided from pole to pole and handhold to handhold. Large flaps of skin extended between their arms and legs, giving them surprising agility in the air. They were vocally unimpressed by the new arrivals, but they stopped baring their fangs at Pip the moment Hunagu stirred.
 
   Glazed of eye, he gazed about as she had. “New walls?” he grunted, at last.
 
   “New,” said Pip.
 
   Hunagu seemed unconcerned about the vervet monkeys. Instead, he lumbered down to the ditch to look into it. “Huh. Trap.”
 
   Pip peered in. The bottom of the deep ditch bristled with sharp stakes–like a Dragon’s fangs, waiting to pierce unwary prey.
 
   “Cage home now.”
 
   How could he accept it so easily? Did Hunagu not yearn for the freedom to run and play beneath the jungle boughs? Could he yearn for a home he had never really known?
 
   Pip sucked on her lower lip. The practical Oraial was making an examination of their new quarters, checking the berry bushes, shooing away the vervet monkeys with deep, booming grunts. He was right. The cold was upon them. Survival first. Survival, always.
 
   As the freeze unclenched its grip on the land, big people began to return to the zoo. Pip grew weary of the endless parade of faces past their window. She formed an uneasy truce with the vervet monkeys, and learned something of their speech.
 
   One bright, frosty morning in the spring season following the mother Oraial’s death, as four moons wrestled for space in the sky, Pip noticed a man outside, observing them with what seemed to her an unusual degree of interest. He had brought a chair. His exaggerated limp first caught her eye, then his wooden leg, which he eased out before him as though it somehow caused him pain as he sat. He wore a great fur coat and a furry covering on his head which flapped down over his ears.
 
   As she watched, the man opened a worn leather satchel and unpacked a multitude of unfamiliar implements–pots and sticks, feathers and scrolls. The man had a bushy beard and hairy caterpillar eyebrows like many of the big people, but his eyes were green rather than brown, and seemed to take in every detail as though he lived and breathed to understand the essence of everything he saw.
 
   His gaze never wavered from Pip and Hunagu.
 
   The next day, he returned. Pip stuck out her tongue at him and groomed Hunagu’s ruff. The big person made many marks on his scrolls.
 
   Pip dreamed about his intense green eyes watching her from the darkness of a jungle cavern. So she was disappointed when he did not return for several days thereafter. Just when she had forgotten the dream, however, there he was–sitting at his ease, chewing one of his sticks and smiling at her when she noticed him. Pip bared her teeth in return. He scratched busily with his feather. Pip made a few experimental cuts with her bamboo sword in the air. The man’s eyebrows crawled up his broad forehead. She made a motion toward her mouth, ‘I’m hungry.’ She was always hungry. Hunagu said she was growing. The way he said it, gently scoffing, she wanted to smack him sideways. The man only wrote on his scroll.
 
   Monkey poo to him. Pip rooted in the soil for grubs. The man looked on with alert interest.
 
   Two mornings later, Pip was taking a little water from the barrel beside the metal gate when she suddenly became aware of the strange man standing there, together with the zookeeper, within touching distance. She leaped back several paces before catching herself with a hiss of annoyance. Through the bars, he offered her a bread roll.
 
   Pip eyed it suspiciously. Her stomach clenched like an angry fist. Fruit had been scarce, lately, and rats even scarcer. Right. She was no coward.
 
   She took the bread roll with a bow of her head she had observed the big people using. “Pip thunk big pigson,” she said, solemnly, in her best Island Standard.
 
   He showed his teeth, but a snort of laughter made her realise he was pleased. “Eat,” he said.
 
   She repeated, “Eat.”
 
   Then he said, in her language, “Big person gets … greets, uh–Pygmy thing.”
 
   She was so surprised that she choked on the bread. Finally, she managed to splutter, “You’re a big person, but you speak Pygmy? Where did you learn? Why are you here?”
 
   He laughed again, switching to Island Standard. “Slowly. Teach me. I’m Balthion.” He tapped his chest. “Balthion. What’s your name?”
 
   Pip chuckled in return as he started the naming game. She knew what to do. She had played it with Hunagu, and learned to speak Ape. “Pip,” she said. “Big pigson … Balthi-Balthiorn …”
 
   “Bal-thee-on. Person,” he agreed. “Pip? You’re Pip? Well, we’re going to learn a great deal together. I’m studying the ancient Island cultures, you see, and–you don’t see. Well, I’d like it very much if we talked together every day. You’ll teach me Pygmy, ay?”
 
   Pip chirped her agreement at him. He had a nice smile. She knew they were going to be friends, just as she and Hunagu had become friends. Maybe he would teach her how to speak like a big person. Wouldn’t it help her to escape from the zoo? At least, she might learn how to properly insult the big people who came and wiped the snot-trails of their noses against her windows.
 
   The following day, Balthion returned with another chunk of bread. He gave her half through the bars and saved the rest for after their lesson. They played the naming game. He wrote a great deal in his scroll. Balthion came daily, after that. He had questions, and pictures to name, and wanted to know every click and trill that Pygmies used in their words. Pip tried to help him understand that she wanted to learn to speak, too. Balthion, however, seemed to have only one jungle trail in his mind. Pip kept speaking to him because he brought bread, but she found herself growing angrier and angrier with each day that passed. She pounded through her warrior exercises and wrestled Hunagu furiously until he grunted:
 
   “Pipsqueak cross. Bad thing in heart. Hunagu bad thing?”
 
   “No, not Hunagu,” Pip realised. “Balthion.”
 
   “Pipsqueak make Balthion understand. He not bad big person, but he not know Pygmy girl.”
 
   Pip hugged her friend, trying to put her arms right around his neck, even though she knew she couldn’t. Would Hunagu ever stop growing in height and in wisdom? Balthion might be clever, but Hunagu could read the secret trails of a person’s heart.
 
   When Balthion offered his next piece of bread, Pip shook her head. “Pip doesn’t want bread.”
 
   Balthion tugged on his beard. “Right. Let’s talk Pygmy. What’s this, Pip?”
 
   Snatching the bread from his hand, Pip flung it across the cage. Five vervet monkeys pounced on the morsel at once, screeching and fighting each other.
 
   He said, in his careful Pygmy, “What wrong in Pip?”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong with me,” she shouted, turning her back on him. “It’s you.”
 
   “What wrong with me?”
 
   Pip ground her teeth in frustration. How could she make him understand? In his tongue, she said, “Big person speak. Pip learn big person speak.”
 
   “Balthion learn Pygmy,” he said, in her language. “Give Pip bread. Good-good?”
 
   “I want to learn what you know,” she replied, taut with despair. “I want to learn how to speak like a big person, Balthion, and how to make markings on scrolls. There’s so much I don’t know.”
 
   He clearly did not understand enough Pygmy, yet.
 
   “Pip teach Pygmy-speak,” said Balthion, in his poor accent. He had made good progress into the hot season and learned many words, but he still spoke like a baby. Pip knew she spoke worse than that in his language.
 
   She just did not have the words to say what she wanted to say. She tore at her hair in frustration. In the end, what was boiling inside of her simply exploded out as, “Pip no monkey!”
 
   Flinging tears of rage left and right, Pip marched off across the cage.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   That evening, a storm swept in from the north, bringing a sharp snow shower that carpeted their cage within half an hour. Pip sat beneath their shelter and caught the fat yet fragile snowflakes in her hand. So beautiful, and gone so quickly. Perhaps her parents saw her life like that. Had they mourned her death?
 
   Abruptly, Hunagu stood beside her, his great chest heaving and his breath steaming in the cold night air. He stared urgently at the sky. “Bad thing,” he said.
 
   “Bad … oof!”
 
   Pip gasped as Hunagu dived on top of her. His hand was so huge, he only needed one finger to cover her mouth while the rest of his palm enveloped her upper body. He rolled beneath the shelter, taking Pip with him, but he cradled her carefully to avoid crushing her.
 
   She was about to yell at him when she saw, past the leaf-fringed edge of their roof, a vast shadow winging from the north, as if borne on the wings of the storm. She saw clouds through it. Yet it was not a shadow, for it rippled like black, oily water–and as it passed, there was a sense of overwhelming, visceral terror such as she had never experienced before. The flying vervet monkeys dropped from their perches in a dead faint. Several cages further away, the painted dogs of the Northern Isles set up such a chorus of yipping and howling that it made her skin creep. Beneath her, Hunagu’s heart boomed against her back. He made a sound like a whimper.
 
   The creature seemed to have wings, although it was hard for Pip to tell in the gloom. She was grateful for Hunagu’s hand muffling her mouth, for a scream finally managed to find its way up from the frozen, silent cavern of her chest, only to die against his hand.
 
   It hungered. It hunted.
 
   And then it was gone. Pip and Hunagu held each other until their shaking subsided. When she slept, it was to dream of the shadow-creature stalking her endlessly through a dream-jungle. Pip did not sleep the rest of that night.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 6: Lessons with Balthion
 
    
 
   Balthion Did not return for several days. But when he did, he brought with him a table and two chairs. He placed them behind the first gate, inside the stone room, and bade the zookeeper unlock the gate into the enclosure. He seated himself with the care of a Pygmy elder. To Pip’s surprise, the zookeeper left, locking the inner gate behind him.
 
   Pip stared at Balthion.
 
   Bowing his head, he indicated the chairs. He said, “Pip is not a monkey.”
 
   For the first time, there were no bars between them.
 
   Her smile felt as though it had been masked by a cloud, perhaps for years. He understood.
 
   Pip made to enter the stone room behind the gate, but her feet froze with a second shock. Balthion had brought a girl. She was not bad-looking for a big person. She was beautiful. She wore fine clothes, and had long, straight hair which fell down her back like a waterfall of dark jungle honey. Her eyes were the same green as her father’s, lively and friendly, and her face a slimmer, prettier version of his.
 
   “I’m Arosia,” she smiled. “You must be Pip.”
 
   Pip stared unabashedly at the tall girl, thinking that the twin suns had walked into the stone room, until Balthion took her hand in his–another shock–and showed her how to clasp wrists with Arosia. “Women greet like this. Men, like this.” Taking his daughter’s hand, Balthion bowed from the waist. He blew once upon her knuckles, made an odd gesture in front of his face twice, and then kissed the palm of Arosia’s hand three times.
 
   “Arosia is twelve summers ancient, Pip,” said Balthion. “Your age.”
 
   “No, not ‘ancient’. Say, ‘old’,” Pip trilled.
 
   Arosia laughed. “That’s Pygmy speech, Dad? Amazing! By the Islands, Pip, we’re going to be friends. I will tutor you in Island Standard. You will learn to read and write. I will come here as often as I can after my lessons, as long as you help Dad with his research.”
 
   Happiness spread like molten suns-shine through her veins. She wrinkled her nose at the girl. Chuckling merrily, Arosia wrinkled her nose, too.
 
   And so the remainder of the warm season passed in a joyful blur for Pip–except for recurrent nightmares about the oily Shadow Dragon, but even those faded with time–and right on into the golden leaf-blowing of autumn. Each day, Arosia taught her five runes or five letters. Whole worlds unfolded before her. Those squiggles meant something! There were one hundred and eleven letters, and four hundred and sixty-nine basic runic symbols, which often combined with each other in bewildering ways. “Just keep practising,” she insisted, gently. “You can do it, Pip.” Pip wrote with bamboo sticks in the soil. She sketched imaginary runes on the walls. She traced words in the air with her sword as she danced through her exercise routines.
 
   Hunagu told her she had worms in her head. Pip taught him how to say greetings in Island Standard. “Pip silly spider-monkey,” he chuckled. “Pip dance like crazy bat.”
 
   Pip showed Balthion the name-tattoo on her calf. “Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha,” she said, spelling the runes she knew with her finger. Some were different to those she had learned. She thought Balthion would swoon, he was so overcome.
 
   “Ancient Southern runes,” he crowed. “Do you know what this means for my research? Can I copy them, Pip?”
 
   “You won’t steal them?”
 
   “What, chop off your leg? Islands’ sakes, girl, you do prattle on like a parakeet.”
 
   With reading came knowledge; and with knowledge, a growing awareness of how little she knew about anything. Learning arithmetic, science, trade and the history and geography of the Island-World opened up new vistas of imagination for her. Pip eagerly traced the Crescent Islands on a map with her fingertip. That was her home. Now she could place it in her head. She learned about the three great races in the world, the Humans, Dragons, and those who could be both–Shapeshifters.
 
   Yet she lived in a cage with monkeys and her friend Hunagu. Everyone else was free to come and go as they pleased.
 
   Nor were big people truly free, she learned later. Big people had jobs. Some of them made war on other Islands and Island-Kingdoms. At that time, the Island of Sylakia–where the zoo was located–was at war with another Island called Tyrodia. Big people soldiers made weapons and killed each other in these wars, which sounded much like the fights her tribe used to have with neighbouring Pygmy tribes, only both Islands were making alliances with the Dragons and their Dragon Riders, who were trying to keep the peace.
 
   Big person children had to go to school, Arosia told her. Soon, she would start attending a new school in Sylakia Town, in preparation for going to a magical-sounding place called the Academy.
 
   “School sounds wonderful,” said Pip. “So many friends to enjoy, so much to learn …”
 
   “So many teachers telling you exactly what to do and how to behave,” said Arosia. “You have Hunagu, Pip. And you’ve learned so much already. Did you know, I’ve been teaching you for two years, today? And, Dad has a special surprise for you.”
 
   “Ooh, tell me, tell me, tell me.” Pip bounced on her toes.
 
   “I shouldn’t.”
 
   Pip stuck out her tongue. “Then today’s the day you have to meet Hunagu.”
 
   “I–Pipsqueak, you are joking, aren’t you?” Arosia did not look at all comfortable with the idea.
 
   “Come on. Two years, and you’ve never touched him. You’re behaving like one of your ralti sheep. Which I have never seen, might I remind you?”
 
   “No,” said Arosia. A shadow seemed to flit across her expression.
 
   “Hunagu. Come here.”
 
   Hunagu, who had been lolling in the sun, turned to regard her with his saucer-sized black eyes. “Pip friend dare touch mighty Hunagu?”
 
   “Behave, or Pip wrestle Hunagu into mud.”
 
   Arosia’s eyes widened as the gigantic Oraial approached them, his knuckles sinking into the soft earth with the weight of his massively muscled upper body. Pip slipped out of the narrow gap in the gate, which the zookeeper had taken to locking in place so that it could be opened no further, and ran to meet Hunagu. She wondered how tall he was, and how many tons he weighed. Could a Dragonship even bear his weight?
 
   “Look, Arosia. He’s so gentle.”
 
   Hunagu scooped her up in his paw. His thumb alone was thicker than her thigh.
 
   To her credit, Arosia came right up to the gate. She called, “Don’t leave me alone, Pip. Uh–Dad will kill me if I go into the cage.”
 
   Pip dragged Hunagu’s hand over. Her friend was shy! Or scared. She wanted to tease the Oraial, but he had been a little touchy about teasing, recently. Male Apes, she thought. They were always acting grouchy about something. Hunagu had taken to climbing their new frame right to the top, and staring about him with what he thought was majesty. She wanted to laugh every time he puffed out his chest or admired his reflection in one of the crysglass windows. Now he would not touch Arosia?
 
   “P-P-Pip,” Arosia stammered as Pip drew her hands into Hunagu’s palm.
 
   “Make nice, Hunagu,” Pip ordered him.
 
   “Me Hunagu,” the Oraial rumbled, in Island Standard. “Please meet lady.”
 
   Pip rolled her eyes. “I taught him better than that, Arosia.”
 
   “He speaks?”
 
   “You speak?” Pip echoed rudely. “Of course he does.”
 
   “Arosia!” Her father stood at the second gateway, ashen-faced. “Get away from that Oraial at once. Pip, how dare you put my daughter in such danger? You ought to know better.”
 
   Oddly, Pip experienced a pang of joy at the tone of his rebuke. Her parents used to say things like that. Only, they might have said, ‘Pip, don’t shoot arrows at your friends,’ or, ‘Pip, that snake’s dangerous. Put it down.’
 
   When Hunagu ambled off to find a patch of suns-shine, Balthion said, “I’ve someone for you to meet, Pip. This is my son Durithion. We call him Duri.”
 
   Entering the stone room, Pip held out her hand for the big person blowing-signing-kissing routine which Balthion had taught her. Duri, however, turned ten shades of puce and did not seem to know where to look. He said, “She’s not wearing any clothes, Dad.”
 
   “She’s a Pygmy,” said Balthion.
 
   “I’m not crossing swords with some naked little savage,” said Durithion.
 
   “She’s not a savage.” Balthion seemed flustered. “Islands’ sakes, boy, haven’t you listened to anything I’ve been telling you? Very well. Arosia, will you lend Pip your over-tunic to save your brave brother from fainting?”
 
   Pip burned inwardly as she pulled on the unfamiliar garment. Stupid boy, calling her a savage. As if clothes made any difference to the person wearing them. Those big people who had torched her village had been fully dressed. They were the real savages.
 
   “I brought Duri here, Pip, because he needs a sparring partner,” said Balthion. “His grades with the sword are disgraceful. If he wants to attend the Academy, he needs the kind of training I cannot give him because of my disabilities. But I’ve seen you with your bamboo sticks, Pip. Would you be willing to help my son?”
 
   Duri sniffed, “Bamboo sticks? I’ve been studying the blade for–”
 
   Balthion gestured to a servant, who had been waiting outside the second gate. He passed several shields and weapons through the metal bars. “Shields. Training swords–blunted, but they’ll still hurt.” Balthion passed one hilt-first to Pip. “You know how to use one of these?”
 
   It was heavier than she had expected. Pip nodded.
 
   “Shield?”
 
   “No, thank you.” Pip swished the sword through the air. It felt very large for her. Did Pygmy warriors use blades this heavy? Or … no, she remembered them wearing a long dagger at either hip.
 
   “Dad, you expect me to fight a girl to improve my skills?”
 
   Pip had never met a more aggravating person. Five years of stares through the crysglass windows were not a shade on what she felt now. This big person boy thought he was too good to fight a Pygmy warrior? A little girl-savage? She’d savage him, alright.
 
   Her feet slipped into a ready position. Copying what she had read in a story, she said, “Guard yourself, Sylakian rogue.”
 
   A wicked chuckle issued from Balthion’s mouth.
 
   Duri slipped a shield onto his arm and raised his sword in a mocking salute. “I’ll try to be gentle, little girl.”
 
   “How noble of you,” she retorted.
 
   Pip feinted to his right, to his sword hand. Gladness burned like fire in her throat. This felt so right. How could a person so love battle, the heft of a sword in their hand, the clash of wills across the space that separated her from a hated enemy? Well, not an enemy as such, but a spoiled Sylakian brat. Side-stepping his clumsy thrust, Pip struck his shield. She kicked out, making Duri stumble. Now she recalled her Pygmy warrior-instructor. His dry voice filled her mind. ‘Shift your weight like a cobra. Coil and strike. Always watch the eyes. The eyes mirror the soul. Read the signs.’ She read his overhand attack easily. The heavy sword slowed her return blow.
 
   ‘Use the warrior-passions. Flow with them like a river pouring over the Island’s edge into the Cloudlands.’ The forms were there, carved into her memory. She needed a second blade. But a warrior should know how to fight one-handed, or both. Pip defended herself, deflecting the boy’s cautious blows with an economy of movement. He was gaining in confidence after an awkward beginning. His eyes narrowed. He knew he was in a real battle.
 
   Now she slithered into the attack, swaying past his flickering blade to jab her elbow into his side. Duri gasped. Pip sprang lithely upward, spinning on the axis of her body before letting her blade snap out suddenly. She pulled the blow, showing her control.
 
   “You’re dead.”
 
   The blunt blade rested against his neck.
 
   “Good,” said Balthion, drily. “Pip, a better swordsman would only have killed you four times before then. Let’s discuss where you went wrong.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Pip missed Balthion in the cold season. He slipped on the icy cobbles on his way to the zoo and injured his back. She begged and begged the zookeeper to let her see him, with all the power of her new command of Island Standard. In the end, she was allowed to accompany Arosia in her litter, chained hand and foot, with a dozen sworn, life-and-death promises that Pip would be returned safely. The zoo owner was travelling in the warm Southern Islands for the cold season.
 
   She had not set foot outside of her enclosure in six and a half years.
 
   Rain sheeted across the dull grey, slate rooftops of Sylakia Town. The four male servants carrying their light, covered litter were already soaked. Pip knew her eyes were enormously round as they jogged the half-league into town. The buildings grew grander with every step. She perceived many things she had words for, but had never seen–bakeries and shops, tanneries and pony-carts, children floating boats in the puddles and dogs as tall as any Pygmy.
 
   She fingered the cloth of the dress Arosia had brought her. It was the finest linen she had ever worn, soft and comfortable. People wore clothes. Beasts in zoos wore nothing at all.
 
   “Here we are,” said Arosia.
 
   Her eyes rose, awed. Three stories tall and many rooms wide, the house was larger than the village she remembered. How could big people need so much? Pip had never felt smaller as she ascended to the front door, which was twelve feet tall in carved mahogany hardwood. One servant smiled warmly at her. The other sniffed as though he had just seen a scrawny rat crawl up the stairs.
 
   The chains jingled softly as they entered a towering hallway, so large it housed an entire prekki fruit tree. Arosia led her upstairs, to her parents’ bedroom, she said. Pip took in the fine furnishings and paintings on the walls, the trophies of Balthion’s time in the Crimson Hammers, the elite armed forces of Sylakia’s Island, where he had been a powerful commander, a Second War-Hammer. He had lost his leg in a battle against a wild, feral Dragon. The same Dragon had burned much of his left arm and side, leaving scars he had once allowed her to finger in melancholy fascination.
 
   Pip was only just tall enough to see over the mattress of his vast bed. But there was Balthion, bright eyes crinkling into a smile, his hair and beard neatly trimmed for the first time since she had known him. He gave a glad cry.
 
   Arosia helped her clamber onto a stool at his bedside.
 
   They talked Pygmy. It was like old times. They ate a Sylakian delicacy together, a pot of slow-roasted ralti meat stew served with saffron rice, curried yoghurt and crusty mohili bread. Pip ate until her stomach creaked at the seams. Arosia kept breaking off more chunks of bread for her and scooping out the best portions of meat.
 
   Balthion introduced her to his children. Duri was away visiting relatives, but she met his four younger brothers and Balthion’s wife Shullia, who welcomed Pip with a hug and a kiss on her forehead. “So this is the imp who has stolen your heart, Balthion? What a sweet child.” Shullia’s eyes twinkled. She had iron-grey hair and a way of looking so directly at Pip, she felt as though Shullia knew everything about her already. “You’d hardly make a rajal’s dinner, girl. They could feed you a little more.”
 
   Shullia’s sweet, potent perfume made Pip cough. “You’ve been helping our Duri, I hear,” she said. “His grades have shot from the Cloudlands to the moons above. Balthion says you’re quite the fighter.”
 
   “Not too many compliments, Shullia,” Balthion advised gruffly.
 
   Pip ventured a smile. “Thank you, Lady Shullia.”
 
   “Oh, lady this and lady that? Nonsense, child. When I was your age, I ran barefoot through the puddles of lower Sylakia Town. I was quite the scamp. As poor and homeless as one of those monkeys they have you living with.”
 
   Just then, boots click-clacked in the hallway.
 
   “Daddy.” A girl swished in through the doorway. “I’ve come back from the Academy of–oh, roaring rajals, is this the native from the zoo? The one you’ve been trying to civilise?”
 
   A chill breeze seemed to have swept into the room. Pip was aware her mouth had dropped open, but the girl’s tone of casual contempt caught her so by surprise that she could think of nothing to say. The girl was half a head taller than Arosia, also fine-featured, but beneath a formal white headscarf her eyes were the grey of stormy skies. They dismissed Pip without need for speech.
 
   “Telisia,” said Balthion. “May I present Pip? Pip, this is my eldest daughter–”
 
   “I thought I smelled monkey droppings on the way in,” said Telisia, pinching her nose delicately. “And you’ve lent the native one of your dresses, Arosia? Adorable. Don’t forget to burn it afterward.”
 
   Pip caught a stricken look from Balthion as she dropped her gaze. She felt sick. Beside her, Arosia and Shullia stiffened until they resembled the bars of the climbing frame in Pip’s cage.
 
   “How’s the Academy, petal?” asked Shullia.
 
   “Lots to tell,” said Telisia, touching one slim hand to her forehead. Pip had no words. Telisia was pretty, but the ugliness that came out of her mouth …
 
   “Oh?” Master Balthion prodded.
 
   Telisia affected a huge sigh. “Later. I’ve a headache, which the stench in here isn’t helping. Dad, haven’t you learned that you can dress up a monkey, but you can’t make them Human? Honestly.”
 
   And with that, she swept out again, leaving a nasty silence in her wake.
 
   “Oh, she can just go jump in a Cloudlands volcano,” Arosia snarled.
 
   Balthion sighed. “That girl, I swear … Pip, I’m so sorry.”
 
   Pip swallowed back a hard, sour lump of misery. “I thank you for this outing, Master Balthion. But I’d like to go home to my cage, now.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 7: Hair Today
 
    
 
   ARoSIA HAD BEEN pallid with rage. When she held Pip’s hand in the litter, she was still shaking. Pip did not know why Arosia felt that way, nor why she sat in a thin-lipped silence as her gentle friend dwelled on her thoughts. She looked at her fingers. Arosia’s fine, soft hand had clutched hers all the way back to the zoo.
 
   The zookeeper unlocked her manacles. Slipping free of the unaccustomed dress, Pip handed over her outfit. “Thank you.”
 
   The girl only nodded. Her eyes had a wounded-animal quality about them.
 
   The cage door slid shut behind a loincloth-clad Pygmy girl. With a click, her world became bars and walls once more. Although her feet felt too heavy to move, she managed, somehow, to trace back the steps she had taken so lightly earlier. Why was Arosia acting so hurt, she wondered? She wasn’t the one relegated to the world of animals.
 
   “Pip smell funny,” Hunagu murmured, half-asleep.
 
   Pip crawled beneath the new shelter she had built them, drew the rajal skin about her frame and pulled Hunagu’s arm around her.
 
   What did that make Hunagu? Some undefined half-Human half-animal?
 
   That night, the shadow chased her through the jungle again. Pip jerked awake with a shrill scream. She could not seem to get warm, despite hiding completely beneath Hunagu’s arm. Had she sensed the creature again? Was it still hunting? Now every shadow in their enclosure seemed to gleam with dark, oily menace, to hide loathsome and fearful creatures of the dark. Pip admonished herself to stop jumping at shadows. But she did not calm down for hours.
 
   Exhausted, she slept. The shadow brushed the edges of her mind.
 
   Arosia and Shullia arrived early the following morning by pony cart, with three servants in tow and a list of demands that had the poor zookeeper hopping like the giant khaki grasshoppers her tribe used to fry and eat for a treat. Pip watched in mounting astonishment as a tub, a brazier, metal pots, five barrels of water, a mound of large green towels and three cavernous bags of outlandish implements made their appearance. She began to feel a little frightened. Some Pygmy warrior she was.
 
   Hunagu grunted, “Water? Pygmy-girl wash? Pah.”
 
   Shullia had a kindly but implacable air about her as she beckoned Pip over. “Right, petal. We need to have a talk. There are things my husband, that gruff old rajal, cannot teach you about being a woman. How old are you?”
 
   “Fourteen summers, I think,” said Pip. “I don’t remember very well.”
 
   “And you’re such a tiny sparrow,” said Shullia. “Actually, Duri’s been calling you a sparrowhawk behind your back. I think you rather scared him. That zookeeper. Says you shouldn’t get too clean. Ha. Kick his scabby rump to the next Island, I will. My Balthion calls you the most natural warrior he’s ever seen. He sent you something. Arosia?”
 
   Pip’s head spun as Shullia’s thoughts jumped about. A natural warrior? Balthion had been drilling her and Duri mercilessly. In his first ten seconds of instruction, he had wiped out her smugness. Her bruises had multiplied since.
 
   “Oh–they’re wonderful, Arosia.”
 
   “They’re only training blades,” said her friend. “Do you like them?”
 
   She turned the twin blades over in her fingers. They were a foot and a half long, perfectly balanced, but clearly blunted for training purposes. She struck a martial pose. “Prepare to die, thou beautiful … er, scoundrel.”
 
   Arosia laughed merrily. “I am not unarmed, Pip.”
 
   “You aren’t? But …” Pip’s voice trailed off.
 
   “Look for my blades. I dare you.”
 
   The servants emptied several barrels of water into the small tub. Steam rose into the frosty morning air. They lifted a screen into place. A screen! Pip chuckled to herself. These big people were too funny. They just weren’t comfortable in their own skins.
 
   She shook her head. “You’re unarmed.”
 
   “Even in the jungle, not all is as it seems,” said Arosia, putting her hands up to her hair. “Didn’t somebody just teach me that? Watch the ribbons.”
 
   Arosia had twisted her hair around two crossed wooden pins. Pretty turquoise ribbons formed several bows behind her head, and trailed halfway down her back. They came away in her hands. Her hair tumbled free. Pip realised that the pins were in fact, wooden handles for the ribbons. The way they hung, five feet long, they had to be heavier than they looked.
 
   “Razor ribbons,” said Arosia, whirling them about her head. “A weapon my Dad invented. They’re reinforced with a flexible metal thread. The actual blades are the last third of the ribbon.” Pip reached out. “Careful. They’re as sharp as Immadian forked daggers. Well, close.”
 
   She touched the ribbon gingerly. Arosia was right. Any more blade, and the tying process would slice off one’s hair. She said, “Pretty deadly.”
 
   Arosia chuckled. “Good joke. I’ll teach you how to use them, if you’d like.”
 
   “Really? I’d love that.”
 
   “After your bath,” said Shullia, clucking her tongue like a mother hen. “My Telisia might be wrong about many things, but she was right about the contents of your hair. When last did you wash this bird’s nest?”
 
   “Not since she came to the zoo,” said Arosia.
 
   Pip grumbled under her breath as she climbed over the tub’s rim. But she sighed as she sank into warm water for the first time in her life. Delicious. No wonder the scrolls had described baths with enthusiasm.
 
   Pensively, Pip asked, “So, do you truly think I’m a person, Shullia?”
 
   “Heavens above and Islands below, girl,” Shullia scowled. “You’re not some project we spend our pity on.”
 
   Arosia smiled at her mother, and then at Pip. “Pipsqueak, my Dad finished his research … oh, last year, I think it was. Why do you think we keep coming to see you?”
 
   “So you can watch me beat up your brother?”
 
   But Pip knew that was not the real answer. She looked from mother to daughter, searching with her heart, indeed, with her entire being.
 
   Shullia nodded at Arosia, who hesitated a long time before saying, “We–our family, that is–tried to buy you from the zoo, Pip. But the zoo owner said you were too big an attraction. He wouldn’t take any price.”
 
   “Pygmies are not people, under Sylakian law,” Shullia added.
 
   “The law is wrong, mother.”
 
   “Ay, petal, that it is,” said Shullia. “My Balthion wants to change the law. He hopes his research into Ancient Southern languages and Pygmy culture will change hearts and minds. But I fear it’ll take a very long time, Pip. Perhaps longer than your lifetime or mine.”
 
   Pip sank down in the water. “I’m … I don’t know what to say. I’m grateful.”
 
   “I’m sorry we failed you, Pip,” said Arosia.
 
   “You haven’t. You’re my friends. That’s enough for me.”
 
   Three washes of her hair later, and a great deal of talk about the ways of women and big people and Pygmies, Pip examined herself in a polished crysglass mirror. Her curly dark ringlets, oiled and brushed out after much tugging and muttering on Arosia’s part, gleamed like the darkness of a stormy night. Her eyes were as black as her hair; so dark that one could barely discern the pupils. She touched her hollow cheekbones. Shullia had complained to the zookeeper about her diet. Pip wondered if she was looking at a stranger–it felt so queer, seeing the person Pip in the mirror, knowing the thoughts within her, but not recognising the exterior.
 
   “Beautiful,” said Arosia, wiping her eyes when she thought Pip was not looking.
 
   Shullia said, “Look. Look deep in the mirror, Pip.”
 
   She looked. Tears glistened in the corners of mirror-Pip’s eyes.
 
   “See?” said Shullia, clutching her shoulders fiercely, as if by the power of her grip alone she could impress her words on Pip’s soul. “That’s a person you see there. You think, you feel, you love, you hurt, you cry, you laugh, you hope and dream. You’re a person. Don’t ever let anybody tell you otherwise. I know, because I’m a person, too.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Deep in the fall of that year, as another cruel winter curled its icy claws around Sylakia Island, Hunagu suddenly took ill. One day, he was his usual cheerful self. The next, he complained of a headache and a runny nose. Pip teased him about the rivers of snot an Oraial could produce. The third day, he was unable to raise his head from the ground. It hurt too much, he said.
 
   That was the morning Pip found two dead flying vervet monkeys in their cage.
 
   She asked Balthion to summon the zoo veterinarian, who was visibly wary of approaching the sick monkeys. He examined Hunagu and prescribed a rash of herbal remedies, but Pip knew he had no clue. Master Balthion urged her to leave Hunagu. She refused.
 
   The days dragged by. Pip fretted over Hunagu, who grew weaker and weaker, while she remained stubbornly healthy and well. The strange disease did not touch her, but it took every monkey in her cage, young and old. By now, Hunagu was too weak to speak. She dribbled water down his throat by propping his mouth open with a stick, and washing the herbs down. She could make him eat by patiently mashing up leaves and shoving the pulp down his throat until his swallowing reflex took over.
 
   The zookeeper handed Pip a shovel through the bars and told her to bury the monkeys, as deep as she could. Strangely, the monkeys seemed only to have fallen asleep. There was neither sign of distress on their faces, nor wounds nor sores on their bodies. However, when she moved the first monkey, a clear liquid poured out of its mouth. Drowned? Pip covered her mouth, trying not to gag.
 
   Then she threw down the shovel and ran. She knew she had to shift Hunagu onto his side.
 
   Now Balthion’s teachings came to the fore. With the help of several rocks and long, sturdy bamboo poles, a tiny Pygmy girl and two of the zookeepers were able to lever the Oraial onto his side. He coughed wetly, a deep rattle in his chest, and fluid poured out of him.
 
   He endured, but only to become weaker.
 
   The frosty nights were the worst. Pip stayed awake, nursing her friend, feeding him water and mash she warmed over a small fire. She swaddled him in every scrap of cloth she could beg from the zookeepers, but Hunagu coughed and shivered and moaned all night. He struggled for every breath. Pip exhausted herself helping him. She had almost nodded off, early one evening, when Hunagu suddenly raised his head and said:
 
   “Hunagu go to spirit world.”
 
   “No,” Pip cried, before she was fully awake.
 
   “Tonight,” he said, slumping again. His eyes closed.
 
   Pip sat beside her friend, shaking uncontrollably. The Jade and Blue moons rolled slowly overhead, casting an eerie light into their shelter. Hunagu’s breathing slowed.
 
   She fell into a strange dream-state in which Hunagu walked away from her, his powerful body rolling forward with every reach of his great paws, ascending a smooth green mountain. The suns blazed down from the sky, but a mist rose around his body, like steam rising off exposed rock after a sharp thunderstorm.
 
   Pip ran after Hunagu, crying and shouting for him to stop. But no matter how hard she ran, the Ape did not slow, nor was she fast enough to catch up. She cursed her little legs. She screamed at the heavens. She implored him to turn away from death, and choose life. Hunagu only moved faster. Eventually, he turned and regarded her with eyes grown as green as the verdant mountain slope.
 
   “I must leave, little one,” he rumbled. “The spirit world lies ahead. The living cannot go there.”
 
   “Don’t leave me, Hunagu!”
 
   Pip ran on, desperate, sobbing, wanting only to be with her friend and to hold him.
 
   “Stop! Do not enter the spirit world, or you’ll die.”
 
   “Please, Hunagu,” Pip cried. “Turn back. Come back with me. There’s still time.”
 
   “It’s time to leave.”
 
   “Hunagu. Hunagu!”
 
   Her screams vanished into a world deaf to her fate, to her needs. All was against her. Even the heavens made no response, nor the spirits. Cold, numbing, uncaring Island-World. Pip stumbled and fell to her knees.
 
   “Please … don’t leave me …”
 
   Then, in that place of utter loss, her tears switched to fury. She had already lost too much–her parents, her tribe, her home and her life. Now her only friend? It was too much. Pip reached deeper than ever before, deep into the unknown foundations of her being. She tore from herself an enigmatic power, a word that rang the world as though a giant bell had tolled, just once, a word of such devastating command that it tore the fabric of the green mountain and brought the suns to a standstill.
 
   I forbid thee! Pip roared.
 
   Hunagu shuddered to a halt. He turned; his green eyes terrible to behold. He said, “What have you done, Pip?”
 
   Slowly, gathering speed, the Ape thundered down the slope toward her. As he rushed on, he seemed to gather force like a breaking storm, and wings and teeth to match that force. Pip quailed. The dream-Ape slammed her out of her reverie and back into the real world.
 
   Pip woke with a wordless cry and the taste of blood in her mouth.
 
   Hunagu slept. But for the first time in weeks, he breathed easily.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 8: Gone Tomorrow
 
    
 
   Hunagu never spoke about the dream. For all she knew, he did not remember his sickness. Pip threw herself into caring for him. The great Ape began to shovel his food into his maw with his usual zest, and was soon swinging his way up the climbing frame again.
 
   Pip studied maps of the Island-World, trying to work out a way of returning home. She would escape. She would steal a Dragonship. The only bit of poison in the Cloudlands, as the saying went, was the matter of a war raging between her and her goal. She continued her studies with Master Balthion, while Duri and Arosia left for their different schools. Balthion instructed her in advanced forms of Sylakian swordplay and taught her how the different Islands had come to be friends or enemies.
 
   In the summer following Hunagu’s illness, Balthion began to mutter about a disturbance among the Dragon-kind.
 
   “Too many wings over this Island,” he grumbled. “The Sylakians are on high alert. All of my old friends in the army are saying that the Dragons are searching for something.”
 
   “There have been many Dragons overhead,” Pip agreed. “Reds, Yellows, even a Blue.”
 
   She did not mention the being she had come to think of as the Dragon of Shadow. Recently, the nightmares had returned with renewed power, so much so that Pip did not know if she had imagined another passage of the creature nearby, or not. Was it real? Or spirit? Or simply a figment of her overworked imagination? She was unsure she truly wanted to know.
 
   “Blue? Name the Blue Dragon powers,” Balthion shot back at once.
 
   “Blues specialise in water and lightning attacks. And Dragon fire, obviously.”
 
   “Name the forms of lightning.”
 
   “Direct strike, sheet lightning and ball lightning,” said Pip.
 
   “And?”
 
   “Um … what do you mean, Master?”
 
   “There’s one more. Rare. The most dangerous of the lightning-based attacks.”
 
   Pip scratched her head. “Oh … the one that jumps?”
 
   “Chain lightning, ay. Good, Pip.” He patted her on the shoulder. “But I sense my pupil has a question. Out with it, before it burns your tongue.”
 
   “Dragons are good, right, Master Balthion?”
 
   Balthion showed his surprise with a testy snort. “Ay? As all Humans are good? So slave traders and zookeepers, and War-Hammers, for that matter, are all good? Pip, this Island-World can be a bad, unfair place, and you know that better than most. Don’t you go thinking Dragons are any better than Humans. They say that some Dragons long for a return to the good old days when Humans were slaves and Dragons ruled the Island-World from the frozen Isles of the North to the deep South, past the Rift to Herimor and beyond. There are feral Dragons–those who have lost all reason and exist only as the wildest of predators, intent on destruction–and evil Dragons with evil Dragon Riders, who prey on the unwary and the defenceless.”
 
   Pip chewed on her lip. “But, how can a Dragon become feral?”
 
   Balthion nodded. “Good question. From the loss of a beloved Rider, some say, or old age, or when the rage of battle overcomes their good sense. Riders or other Dragons can restore a feral Dragon to their right mind. But it is a dangerous undertaking.”
 
   “Master, I thought the Dragons were defeated in the Second Great Dragonwar?”
 
   “Ah.” Balthion’s expression turned solemn. “So they were, Pip, some sixty-three summers ago. But this generation of Dragons has forgotten that war and why it was fought. They wonder why some puny Humans should rule the Islands, rather than the mighty Dragon-kind. Dragons are dangerous, Pip. Too many people think they are just like us. Dragons are mighty, untameable beasts of fire and magic. That will never change.”
 
   Pip pondered Balthion’s words long after he left, until the evening grew old and the cloudless night sky filled with stars–unusually, for one of the five moons was always present in the sky, except for three nights of the year. She slept restlessly, her dreams filled with chaotic images and baffling portents.
 
   With the state of high alert of Sylakia Island’s troops, Pip noticed a drop in the number of visitors to the zoo. Fine. She could do without the stares. So it was, when the stranger approached her cage, that Pip hardly noticed him. The back of her neck prickled. Pip resisted. Let whoever it was just stare. Seven summers of roving eyeballs had armoured her skin. Now the backs of her knees itched. She scratched the skin with a hiss of annoyance, but immediately returned to lining up pieces of bamboo for her latest project, a pan-flute. After reading about pan-flutes in a history of the Southern Islands near the Rift, she had decided to make one for herself.
 
   Turn around.
 
   The whisper in her mind practically nailed her feet to the ground. What? Pretending a calm she did not feel, Pip tilted her head to scan the crysglass windows.
 
   Her eyes leaped to a blue-eyed stranger. He stood right up against the glass. He was as old as the trees of her jungle, a shaggy, white-haired man of yellowish skin and nondescript clothes–but his eyes! From beneath the brim of a floppy, torn farmer’s hat, they pierced right through her heart as if twin beams of starlight blazed from his eye-sockets.
 
   His lips did not move, but again, a voice formed in her mind. Are you the one?
 
   Before she could stop herself, Pip snapped, Get out of my head, you creep.
 
   Ah.
 
   That was all he said. One syllable, and Pip knew she had been discovered–only, she had no idea what it meant or what had been discovered. The blue eyes lidded over whatever secrets they concealed. The old man shuffled off, making surprising speed despite using two canes to support his unwilling knees.
 
   Pip glowered at his back, panting, her fists painfully knotted.
 
   “Pip not happy,” said Hunagu, moving over to lay his paw across her shoulders. He was careful not to crush her to her knees, which he could do easily.
 
   “Strange man,” said Pip, releasing her fury with a shudder, until only hollowness was left within her soul. “See? He speak inside Pygmy girl’s head, not like normal person.”
 
   “He bad man?”
 
   Pip laid her hands on his paw. “Hunagu, Pip don’t know. Pip … worried.”
 
   “He speak magic,” said Hunagu.
 
   Magic. Pip fretted all day long about the creepy man with his sneaking voice. If he could speak inside her head, could he read her thoughts? Corrupt her mind? Enslave her in ways she had never been enslaved before? Now there was a thought to curdle the stomach.
 
   She watched the crysglass windows, but he did not return before evening, when the park shut to visitors. She felt no relief, only endless Cloudlands of despair. Why?
 
   Pensively, Pip pulled out the razor ribbons Arosia had gifted her–a gift the zoo owner should not know about–and tucked them beneath the rolled-up rajal fur she used for a pillow. If only she could have spoken to Arosia or Balthion for reassurance. Hunagu acted unconcerned, but she did notice that when he crept beneath their shelter, he moved closer to her than usual and tucked her protectively into the crook of his arm. She felt as jumpy as a locust tossed into a frying pan. Pip willed herself to settle down. The pressure behind her ears was just a headache. She had not drunk enough water. Or bathed for several weeks, she reminded herself.
 
   The wind rose. Her sniff brought her knowledge of a hint of moisture in the air and a metallic tang. Perhaps a storm was brewing. That was it. Finally, Pip’s eyes lidded. After last night’s disturbed sleep she could do with a good, deep … what was that? Her eyes popped wide open as the net lifted off their enclosure. Ropes groaned and tore out of their moorings. Two of the supporting poles disappeared with the net, up into the air, past the roof of their shelter and out of sight.
 
   “Hunagu. Wake up.”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   She felt a jolt pass through his body. Hunagu’s danger-sense, like hers, had just come awake–screaming awake.
 
   “Stay down,” growled the Ape. “Hunagu protect Pygmy girl.”
 
   Pip scrabbled for the ribbon daggers. She had never felt so terrified, so aware that something huge was lowering out of the sky and it was not a bird, nor a Dragonship, but a creature whose unseen presence made her feel like an ant crawling beneath a gigantic jungle tree.
 
   Was it the hunting shadow, which had found her at last?
 
   The grass swayed. Wind blasted dust into the air. Four enormous, gnarled paws thudded into the ground she had so often walked, followed by a dark red belly as broad as a Dragonship, and a spiked tail so heavy she felt its impact through her feet. With awful inevitability, a jaw descended toward them, furnished with fangs in the lower jawbone which were comfortably as tall as she was, and a neck as thick as Hunagu’s waist, and finally, a slit red eye that fixed their little shelter with a burning gaze.
 
   Pip was certain her heart would never beat again. A Dragon!
 
   Hunagu shrank against her. Pip had never known him to be cowed before, but the beast out there had to be ten times his size. Hunagu was a plant-eater. He was brave. But this was an enemy neither of them could possibly fight.
 
   The fiery reptilian eye measured her with an ancient and terrible knowing, with a weight so forceful that her knees buckled and Pip had to catch herself before she fell prone. She wished the ground would snatch her into its depths, to hide her from that reaming gaze. Yet she lived. The Dragon did not attack her. He did not destroy her body or her soul.
 
   For many breaths, there was only a silence which rang in her ears. Pip realised that she could hear a complicated rhythm nearby, a muffled drumbeat of Dragon-hearts. Three hearts, according to the legends. Some part of her mind was a gibbering, screaming wreck. Another seemed preternaturally calm. Perhaps that was the part which knew she was about to die, and nothing she could do would change her fate one iota.
 
   “Well, don’t just hide in your shelter,” rumbled the Dragon. “Come out where I can see you, little one.”
 
   Maybe he wasn’t hungry?
 
   Pip cleared her throat. She quavered, “I’m q-quite c-comfortable right here.”
 
   “The sulphurous greetings of the Dragon-kind to you, Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha.”
 
   The Dragon chuckled, which made flames curl out of his nostrils. His speaking voice was a low thunder that made her innards wobble most disturbingly. How did he know her name? How did he speak Ancient Southern so perfectly? He was as large as a living, breathing mountain fallen from the sky. And he smelled like a Pygmy barbecue pit, of old smoke and embers and a hint of sweet, roasted wild pig. The smell made her strangely homesick, in the midst of her much more sickening fear.
 
   He added, “I read your name off your leg, little one. And I must add, it suits you from the heavens above to the Islands below. Though I expected you to be bigger than your average loaf of bread.” At this, he chuckled mightily, ruffling Hunagu’s fur with a brisk breeze. “Come. I have searched for you for months, all these long leagues between the Islands. We are leaving this zoo, tonight.”
 
   Leaving?
 
   Pip pushed past Hunagu and out into the open. Summoning her utmost daring, she demanded, “Who are you, Dragon? And why should I go with you?”
 
   Her voice sounded tiny and pathetic next to his rumbling.
 
   By way of reply, the Dragon stretched out his forepaw and placed it side-on next to Pip, the three long foreclaws and the two opposing ‘thumbs’ curling in toward her, and said, “I am Zardon, the Red Dragon. Even my paw is wider than you are tall. Is that not reason enough?”
 
   Pip had to exercise every fibre of her willpower not to give in to the desire to bolt. There was nowhere to run to. The Dragon would trap her as a feline played with a mouse. Although the Dragon was old, she guessed, he still moved with agility and grace. The wall of his forepaw and its sword-length talons did not close about her. Was there a hint of amusement in Zardon’s mesmeric gaze?
 
   Deliberately, she put her hands on her hips. “So I’m supposed to fly with you to fate unknown, lest you turn me into a Pygmy kebab?”
 
   Zardon guffawed heartily, his laughter rattling the crysglass windows in their casements. He turned his head so that his fire did not sear her or Hunagu, though it set a thirty-foot strip of grass aflame. “You’re a feisty one.”
 
   “Would you answer my question–uh, Lord Zardon … please?”
 
   Pip lowered the finger she had just wagged at him. Islands’ sakes, that was like trying to halt a charging Oraial by waving a blade of grass at it. The Dragon stopped laughing. The eye narrowed, the scaly ridge above it drawing down until she realised he was about to say something important. She caught her breath.
 
   Without warning, his head snapped sideways. Had he heard something? “They’re listening. They’ve followed me here.”
 
   “Who’s listening?” Pip whispered.
 
   “Them. Be still. They have eyes and ears everywhere,” he muttered. “I was careful. But was I careful enough?”
 
   Pip had first thought back to the Shadow Dragon–with a creeping sensation as though a breath of ice had been breathed into her bones–but she realised that Zardon was talking about people, real living people with eyes and ears.
 
   The Dragon raised his nose, testing the night air. His wings flared as though he faced an enemy. Pip could sense the strain in his body, the muscles quivering with readiness to fight or flee. His peculiar behaviour made her shiver. Then, without warning, his extended foreclaw slipped beneath her chin like a sword of the finest craftsmanship. He raised her gaze to his.
 
   Wild of eye, Zardon hissed, “Come with me before they find you.”
 
   Pip expected him to slit her throat. But before she could do more than utter a wordless squeak, the tension appeared to drain from the Dragon’s body and he added, much more gently, “Fear not. This Dragon does not eat Humans. I promise to keep you safe. I swear this by the fires of my belly and the hearts which beat in my chest. I will take you far from this place, little one, and I will explain what you need to know. But you and I need to leave right now, before others of evil purpose find you. They will not be gentle, nor kind, nor will they bring you to a good place.”
 
   She could question him about the shadow creature, Pip thought. Surely a being as awesome as Zardon could protect her from that terrible evil, if it was even real? She would shelter beneath the wings of a mighty Red Dragon.
 
   A decision firmed in Pip’s mind. “I will accompany you, if you’ll bring my friend Hunagu.”
 
   “The Oraial?”
 
   “I promised to take him home.”
 
   Pip began to bow, thinking the Dragon might want a show of reverence and also wishing to cover her embarrassment at her rash attempt to strike a bargain with him, but he simply nodded.
 
   “Zardon is name enough for me, little one. Do not bend your knee. Lords and kings are for Humans, not for the Dragon-kind. What name do you answer to?”
 
   “Pip, or Pipsqueak to my friends.” It slipped out.
 
   “Ay?” His lip curled, showing a gleaming thicket of fangs. Pip tottered backward before she realised he was smiling. He said, “Then pack your possessions, Pipsqueak. You’ll need something warm, for cold is the sky where free creatures fly. I shall undertake the mighty feat of lugging your great lump of a friend to Jeradia Island. And we shall burn the heavens together, as Dragon and Rider.”
 
   Pip ran back to Hunagu before it struck her what she was doing. Flying with a Dragon? Was she crazy? For that matter, was he two leagues short of an Island, as the saying went? But to have freedom … as his Rider? She did not know whether to weep, faint or shout in celebration.
 
   “Well?” rumbled Hunagu. “You leave?”
 
   “We fly with Dragon.”
 
   “Dragon eat Hunagu?”
 
   Pip picked up her rajal skin covering. “Dragon promise no eat.” She dropped the last of their bananas, a gourd of water, and her razor ribbons into it. Ah, her bamboo flute. She should take that, and the bamboo sections for the pan-flute she still meant to make. She tied the bundle closed. Pip cast a last, longing look at the stone room where she had spent so many contented hours with Balthion, Arosia and Durithion. They would understand.
 
   A Pygmy girl dressed in a loincloth emerged from beneath the shelter, carrying her bundle over her shoulder. She glanced about the enclosure. Dominated by the sleek immensity of the Red Dragon, it seemed small to her, now.
 
   “Ready?” asked Zardon.
 
   “Come, Hunagu.”
 
   There was a part of her–and clearly, of Hunagu, too–which appreciated how mighty a predator watched them emerge from beneath their shelter. Pip had never felt quite so much like a sinewy lump of meat attached to bone; she wondered if Dragons enjoyed the taste of brains or intestines. Why on the Islands did she trust this creature?
 
   “You can sit between my spine-spikes, up above my shoulders,” Zardon rumbled. “I’m sorry, I have no saddle. But your Oraial wouldn’t fit on my back anyway. He’d as likely enjoy sitting on a Southern Isles giant porcupine.”
 
   Pip brightened. “We’ll use the net you tore off the top of the cage, Dragon. You can transport him as if you were a cargo Dragonship.”
 
   Zardon inclined his head in assent, but Pip distinctly heard a furnace roar to life behind the armoured wall of his flank, crackling and rumbling ominously. She bit her lip, knowing he was displeased by her comment. With Hunagu’s assistance, she pulled out the large oblong of rope netting and folded it over three times, making a pouch for the Oraial. Pip threaded several of the anchor ropes through the edges and crosswise across the middle, her dark hands hastening through the task. A baleful Jade moon directly overhead shed enough green light for her to complete her work without difficulty.
 
   “Humph,” grumbled Zardon. But he gripped the net with his forepaws. “Climb aboard, Rider.”
 
   Pip could not understand why he insisted on calling her ‘Rider’, when she was nothing of the sort. She sprang from the top of his paw onto his left hind knee. From there she scrambled up his thigh, finding his Dragon scales at once warmer and rougher than she had expected. She found ready handholds and footholds on and between the saucer-sized scales, but had to take care because the edges were as sharp as the shards of flint her tribe used for shaping wood, in place of the precious metal knives which were so few. Shortly, she ascended the curve of his muscled lower back and walked along the single line of spikes rising from his spine up to Zardon’s lumpen shoulders. Each spike was taller than a Pygmy girl. At the nape of his neck the spines were the tallest, but they tapered down along his neck and back toward his tail.
 
   She was having an adventure already, Pip smiled wryly, and they had not even left the ground.
 
   Zardon seemed to guess at her thoughts. “That’s the place, little one,” he grinned. “You sit between the spikes and hold on as if your life depends on it–which it does. Better still, secure yourself with this length of rope.”
 
   Seated, Pip’s bare soles rested atop the muscles of his shoulders. She accepted a hank of rope from his claw and deftly lashed herself to the spine-spike behind her, tying a knot at her belly. She held her small bundle in her lap, tucked between her torso and the spike just one foot ahead of her, which gave her a small but comfortable seat. Pip could not even see Hunagu, somewhere down beneath Zardon’s chest.
 
   Zardon rose, making her grip the spike in front of her, white-knuckled. His muscles bunched and shifted like smooth, flexible boulders rolling beneath the monstrous sack of his Dragon hide. His wings flared out either side of her, reaching from one wall of their enclosure to the other. Pip had expected the wing surfaces to be leathery, but stretched out, they seemed more membranous, a skin-surface stretched over the bones and rail-like struts.
 
   “Feeling rather cramped,” muttered the Dragon. With a flick of his tail, he demolished part of the zoo enclosure’s wall. Rock and crysglass avalanched to the ground.
 
   Pip chuckled nervously.
 
   “I like the place better, now,” Zardon explained.
 
   Strange colours prickled behind Pip’s eyes as the Dragon coiled back on his haunches. His wings rose to point at the Jade moon, creaking alarmingly. How could such a great beast even fly? He had to weigh many tons. Pip’s stomach lurched up into her throat. This was it, crazy Pygmy girl. No turning back now.
 
   And then, Zardon hurled himself into the night sky.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 9: Journey to Jeradia
 
    
 
   ZARDON’s POWERFUL TAKE-OFF snapped Pip’s head backward, fetching her skull a nasty blow on the spine-spike behind her. The zoo shrank and fell away so rapidly that she imagined the world had flipped upside-down, tipping her off the edge. Gone, the walls which had governed her life. Gone, the windows on her daily existence. In their place there was only the vast, crushing openness of the sky, and a Dragon beneath her. His wings drove them upward, generating their own breeze.
 
   Pip clutched the spike in front of her, fighting a stifling wave of terror.
 
   “The grey slate roofs and lights twinkling beneath us are Sylakia Town,” said Zardon, his voice deep and reassuring. “The edge of Sylakia Island lies just ahead. We’ll fly west to Archion Island, where we’ll rest. Even against this headwind, we should arrive by mid-morning tomorrow.”
 
   She nodded mutely, wishing she felt braver.
 
   A touch of his mind soothed her. “Better, little one? Look. See the world. Is it not to marvel at?”
 
   Exultant, mute, humbled, she gazed beyond the shores of Sylakia. The horizon to the north sliced into the Yellow moon’s dome as though it were a fruit cut by a knife made of the Cloudlands, an unbroken expanse of greyish-green, poisonous clouds that lapped from the shores of Sylakia Island to the boundless beyond. Only legends told what lived beneath the Cloudlands.
 
   Her eyes roamed the Island-World, suddenly hungry for what lay beyond the horizon. She wanted to drink it in, to know every unfamiliar scent on the breeze and pore over every wonderful new detail. From her perch, she saw how vast a cliff sheared away from Sylakia’s land-mass, a league tall, according to Balthion’s teaching. The entire panorama was lit by the Jade and Yellow moons. And the stars–she had never seen such a multitude!
 
   How impossibly tiny her cage seemed, now. How much tinier, compared to the Island-World, the Pygmy girl nestled upon a Red Dragon’s back.
 
   Her early life had been sheltered by the jungle’s boughs. After that, the zoo’s walls had bound her world–apart from what she had learned from Balthion and Arosia, the places their stories had taken her. But this was no story. This was real. Pip’s heart swelled in her chest, heavy with unshed tears. It was too beautiful.
 
   Zardon’s neck curved until one brilliant red eye fixed on her. The jewelled facets twinkled with a subtle, hypnotic inner radiance. To Pip’s surprise, he kept flying perfectly straight forwards while looking back at her.
 
   He said, “You’re awfully quiet for someone who has just been kidnapped out of her old life.”
 
   A snort of laughter escaped her lips.
 
   “A tinker banana for your thoughts, little Pip.”
 
   “I am thinking of how, last time I flew between Islands, it was in the belly of a Dragonship. This is just … it is just so … oh, Zardon.”
 
   “Ay,” he whispered. His wingbeat rocked her for several minutes as Pip gazed to the fore, unseeing. “Anything to do with those scars on your back?”
 
   “It’s ridiculous,” Pip cried, wiping her nose on her rajal skin bundle. “I’m actually sad to be leaving that stupid cage.”
 
   “I should’ve destroyed it more thoroughly.”
 
   “You don’t like zoos?”
 
   “No more than I’d want to be bound in one place with unbreakable chains, Pip,” he replied, his words seething with a Dragon’s anger. Pip was surprised to feel an answering flare of her own rage, as though they were somehow linked at an unsuspected level.
 
   How did Zardon understand her so completely?
 
   “Now, honour me with your story,” he said. “How did a Pygmy come to live in a Sylakian zoo? How long were you there? And when did you learn you could do magic?”
 
   She was about to speak when his final question caught her like an unanticipated punch in the gut. Magic? He meant … what she had done to Hunagu. Pip sucked in her lips. She had tried very hard to forget. It stank of a bizarre dream, now. And yet she knew something inexplicable had happened, that day, something beyond what should be real or possible–something immoral, even.
 
   “That magic is what drew me to you,” Zardon added, confirming the volatile brew of fears and hopes churning in her breast. “I was not the only one who felt you shake the Island-World to its foundations, Pip. But I found you first. It’s a talent I have. Perhaps you do not believe in magic. I tell you, the older I grow–and I am very old, even for a Dragon–the more I realise that magic binds everything. Life itself revels in magic. Dragons do magic all the time, like I am now, levitating your friend Hunagu and aiding my failing body with a little magic to ease the aches of age. I sense potential inside of you, little one. Potential as wide and deep as these Cloudlands we are flying over.”
 
   Pip shifted uncomfortably. “Zardon, can I be honest?”
 
   “Honesty over lies. It’s my motto.”
 
   “Frankly? To me, all this is like a fine-sounding dream.”
 
   “How’s about I chew on your kneecaps, just a nibble or two, to assure you that you aren’t dreaming?”
 
   She objected, “Zardon, you’re a Dragon. I’m a Pygmy.”
 
   “Really? Your powers of insight out-dazzle the very suns.” His low, barking laughter made them bounce up and down in the air several times. Pip’s exasperation simmered in her belly. “A dollop of honesty in return, little one,” he said. “When I say I sense greatness in you, it is not like some set of fancy clothes you can slip into. In my experience, true greatness is won through great struggle and sacrifice. The journey is never an easy one.”
 
   Again, Pip fell silent, striving to understand, to touch an indefinable but longed-for something that his words had stirred within her.
 
   Zardon said, “Right now, were I in your hide, I would be feeling overwhelmed. That’s fine. We Dragons are used to getting our own way.”
 
   She dared a wink. “I noticed.”
 
   His fangs gleamed in a hundred-tooth Dragon smile. “I see that Pygmies have courage, even when their hearts are speeding away across the Cloudlands. Relax, little one. Enjoy the ride.”
 
   Fine for the one with the wings to say. Pip sighed. If she had any courage, it was Pygmy-sized. “Thank you, Zardon. It’s a wonderful … experience.” Everything was wonderful, she should have said. She puffed out her cheeks. “Do you ever see through the Cloudlands to what lies beneath?”
 
   “No. Aren’t you wondering where we’re going? Or are you too busy chatting to your ride?”
 
   Pip trilled a joyous laugh. “I’m just a girl awash in wonder, mighty Zardon. Right now, all I care is that I’m not in a cage. For sheer awesomeness, nothing beats that.”
 
   “One grows accustomed to liberty,” Zardon noted. “But I’d wager you wouldn’t be recommending a stint of captivity to help me better appreciate my freedom?”
 
   “Nooooooo ….”
 
   “Little one, I propose to take you to a place where I believe your potential might be nurtured. It is far from perfectly safe, but it is one of the few places in this Island-World where Dragons and Humans live alongside each other in harmony. We fight tooth and claw to keep it that way. I believe you might find there a home and a community where you can belong.”
 
   Pip did not mention that what she wanted most, was to go home to the Crescent Islands. Instead, she asked, “Where is this place, Zardon?”
 
   “Jeradia Island.”
 
   “Jeradia, home of giants?”
 
   “The tallest men in the Island-World,” Zardon agreed, “but they are not giants.”
 
   “Unless you’re a Pygmy.”
 
   “Since when did mere size gauge the worth of Human or Dragon?” He sounded so severe, Pip dared not utter the retort that burned on the tip of her tongue. He added, “Unless those men succeeded in caging not only your body, but your mind and your very soul?”
 
   “Never.” Or, had they?
 
   “Then don’t trouble my ears with that kind of talk.”
 
   She scowled over her shoulder at the shadow of Sylakia Island, receding into the gloom as they forged out over an ocean of cloud. Only a Dragon stood between her and a several-leagues fall to her death. Only a Dragon? Ha! Pip scoffed at her silly thoughts. Only a magnificent flying monster straight out of Pygmy legend, whose breath was fire and who soared on the winds with the ease of any bird. The night air was cool, but she was far too excited to feel cold. Zardon had picked her out for what she had meant as a joke. Perhaps he was right. It might be small person thinking, but size did help. Just look at him. He could fly anywhere his fancy took him. What creature would dare to attack a Dragon?
 
   But none of this stopped her heart from lodging right up in her throat. She could not begin to quantify the emotions riddling her stupefied, speechless heart.
 
   After a long time, Pip rediscovered her ability to speak. She told him her tale. She started with those very scars on her back he had noticed, scars left by the big people who had destroyed her village. Words poured out of her like crimson blood from a fresh wound. Perhaps she sought to shock the Dragon; Pip did not know. But when her tale finally ran dry, Zardon dipped his head and said:
 
   “Thank you for sharing your heart, Pip.”
 
   Zardon did not seem inclined to say anything more. After a time, Pip’s eyes grew heavy. She laid her head on the small bundle of her possessions, and slept.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Dawn fired the Cloudlands with its furnace glow, bringing a warm glow of coppers and oranges to the layer of Cloudlands far beneath them. Pip, snared momentarily in that half-dream state before fully awakening, wondered how it was that serenity could steal into her soul so easily. She felt light and trouble-free. Perhaps, if she only believed, she could spread her arms and fly like the great Dragon beneath her, his enormous flight muscles bunching and releasing the slow, powerful wing-strokes that swished them onward with the unceasing ease of a never-ending heartbeat.
 
   “Did I hear you stir, little one?” asked Zardon.
 
   “I’m awake.”
 
   Awake, but befuddled to find herself flying Dragonback. She shook off the dream cobwebs and pushed herself upright. They were out of sight of any land. The aura of nothingness was so silent and intense it seemed to trumpet its presence, pressing in upon her with inaudible, unfathomable purpose, an awareness of the Island-World as she had never imagined it before.
 
   He said:
 
   The blazing wings of dawn spirited me away,
 
   Dragon-swift above the suns-rise,
 
   Flying to my destiny beyond the clouds.
 
   Pip sighed. “How beautiful, Zardon. Did you make that up?”
 
   “I dabble in a little poetry.”
 
   “Dabble? This from he who claims to value honesty over lies?”
 
   “Do you always wake up ready to bite a Dragon with his own words?” snorted Zardon.
 
   Pip sensed an underlying delight at her cheeky riposte. She said, a touch astringently, “There’s a first time for everything, even for an old-as-the-Islands Dragon. Now, I’ve been thinking–”
 
   “Oh? Most people I know call that snoring.”
 
   “I do not snore! Oh–hilarious, Zardon. Chortle away. How’s Hunagu?”
 
   “As well as an Oraial dangling several leagues over the abyss can be, little one. He sleeps. Now, before you do any more … thinking, I want you to take a deep breath.”
 
   “A breath?”
 
   “Fill your lungs, little one. As much as you can.”
 
   Silently mutinous, Pip did as instructed. She sucked in a lungful of the sweetest, cleanest air in creation and let it out in a gust of her own. “Well?”
 
   “Well, I find it hard to believe your stories of being a patient Pygmy hunter,” he teased. “How long could you stalk an animal, Pip? Two seconds?”
 
   Pip favoured this sally with a rude noise in her throat. Whatever had she expected of a Dragon? Zardon was massive, deadly and rather friendlier than the pets some Sylakians used to bring to the zoo. If someone had painted the entire Island-World a different colour, she would have felt no less astonished than she was now. Joking with a Dragon? Dragon poetry? Riding Dragonback? Flying between the Islands? She pinched her thigh surreptitiously, hoping to avoid notice, but a twinkle in his eye assured her Zardon had perceived her disbelief.
 
   He said, “What do you smell in the air, Pip?”
 
   She mulled his question. “It is fresh and sweet, and wonderfully far removed from any zoo. It makes me … tingle.”
 
   His big, toothy grin flashed toward her. “The sweet tingle of freedom. Every breath.”
 
   “Freedom as commanded by a mighty Red Dragon?”
 
   Zardon laughed so hard and long he began to hiccough. Pip bounced about on her seat while he kept gulping, laughing and burping out the odd fireball, until she could not help laughing along with him.
 
   True to Zardon’s prediction, Archion Island loomed out of the Cloudlands during the course of that morning. It was as strange as the Dragon had described to her. Two immense legs of rock joined together almost a league above the clouds. Each of the legs was ringed by many layers of terrace lakes, constructed by the Ancients in times before memory. Great concentric retaining walls trapped the waters that made Archion famous for its birds, giving the Island the appearance of the banded anteaters of her native Crescent Islands.
 
   “Blackwing storks, ten types of heron, and innumerable duck species inhabit those terrace lakes,” said Zardon, giving words to her impression of specks so numerous they buzzed like clouds of mosquitoes around the Island. “Beneath the arch are caves which hold the greatest concentration of bats in the Island-World. And lower on the southern face, there are thousands of windrocs. We’ll keep a Dragon’s-eye out for windrocs.”
 
   “Would they bother a Dragon?” asked Pip.
 
   “A big windroc has a wingspan of eighteen to twenty feet,” he replied. “A few together will attack a full-grown ralti sheep. A feral windroc will attack anything that moves. There. You can see a windroc spiralling up next to that cliff face.”
 
   Pip could see the bird, just about. Dragons had amazing eyesight. Balthion had taught her that a Dragon’s senses were more sensitive than her own, and that Dragons had further senses Humans could only guess at. Her neck swivelled as Zardon arrowed toward one of the lower terrace lakes. His landing sparked mayhem as thousands of water birds fled, squawking and cawing in panic.
 
   She meant to slide down to help Hunagu clamber free of the net, but Pip had misjudged the height of Zardon’s flank. She found herself falling from a height of over fifteen feet.
 
   “Easy there, rajal.” Again, her skin prickled. A cushion of air saved her from a nasty landing.
 
   Dragon magic. Pip eyeballed her companion charily. Riding on his back, it had been convenient to forget how simply enormous Zardon was. Standing next to him, she realised that one wrong footstep could turn her into flatbread. Flatter than flatbread. A wafer!
 
   Hunagu seemed to want nothing to do with the Dragon. He lumbered off at once to graze on the dense berry-bushes alongside the clear lake, cramming berry-laden branches into his mouth as though he had not eaten in months. After wandering down to the lake shore, Pip spied the silvery flash of a fat fish just a dozen feet out. She licked her lips. Oh, for a Pygmy spear. She was surprised anything survived in the lake, given the sheer number of birds they had scared away.
 
   Rather than eating, Zardon settled himself on the sandy lake shore in the full suns-glare, gleaming like the most enormous ruby in existence. His neck seemed to droop. Pip wondered if the old Dragon was not more tired than he cared to admit. Perhaps he just needed to rest. He had been carrying an Oraial between Islands.
 
   Right. A lunatic grin touched her lips. Pip marched around to his nose. “So, what can I bring you to eat, mighty Zardon?”
 
   His eye cracked open lazily. “Asks the hunter with no weapons?”
 
   “Aren’t Dragon Riders supposed to care for their Dragons?”
 
   “Now I’m ‘your’ Dragon?” Smoke curled out of his left nostril. “Very well, my Rider. I would enjoy about two or three hundred stork eggs. You go collect them and toss them down my gullet whilst I loll in the suns and think Island-changing thoughts about–oh, life, destiny, the wonders of Dragon magic–”
 
   “The hungers of your cavernous stomach–”
 
   “I get cantankerous when I’m hungry. Even a Pygmy starts to look tasty.”
 
   “You’re not sharpening your fangs on me.”
 
   His laughter made the ground shake beneath her feet. “That’d be a waste of a good kidnapping, wouldn’t it?”
 
   So Pip walked the shores of the rippling terrace lake and collected armfuls of stork eggs, any one of which would have furnished a Pygmy–several Pygmies, even–a decent meal. She piled them near Zardon’s head. The eggs, more than half the diameter of her head, were green with brown speckles. The storks did not seem to bother with building nests, merely scratching a shallow bowl in the warm, black volcanic sand alongside the lake to hold their clutch. She caught Zardon watching her with a slit eye, like the rajal in the cage opposite which had never quite seemed to sleep.
 
   When she declared the amount sufficient, Zardon said, “A Dragon Rider will do tasks which their Dragon finds difficult due to their size–like you have just done. I can teach you more about Dragon care, if you’d like?”
 
   “I’d love that.” Pip waved at his mouth. “Show me those fangs.”
 
   Zardon’s mouth yawned open, giving Pip a fine view of his forked, deep red tongue lying between his fangs, and the dark tunnel leading to his gullet. The roof of his mouth was not ridged, but rather, perfectly smooth. A Pygmy could have made a home inside that mouth, with room to spare.
 
   “Just toss them in whole,” the Dragon said.
 
   Wary of stray fireballs or burning sulphur or whatever else Dragons were supposed to spit at their enemies, Pip set herself to pitching eggs onto his tongue. Zardon barely chewed before he swallowed. She realised a mad grin was plastered to her lips, but she could not help herself. She was feeding a Dragon? Her tribe had worshipped the Ancient Ones, as they called Dragons.
 
   After several hundred eggs had disappeared down his voracious maw, Zardon said, “Keep a few for yourself and I’ll show you a trick–cooked eggs, Dragon-style.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Dragons must care for their Riders, too.” He added in a lecturing tone, “Dragons protect their Riders, hunt for them, offer Dragonish learning and wisdom, fight battles and carry Riders upon their backs. A Rider’s greatest gift is the companionship they offer their Dragon. A very special bond develops between Dragon and Rider–besides the obvious physical tasks which I’ll teach you. You probably wonder what a tiny Human can offer a mighty Dragon. I’ll admit, some Dragons think the same. But I think they’re arrogant. When you really understand how it is between Rider and Dragon … Pip, you’ll know, deep down, that two spirits can befriend each other and twine together and become more than you might imagine.”
 
   Pip realised, the way he talked, that Zardon must once have had a Dragon Rider he loved. It must be hard for him to accept another, a Pygmy girl, who was so ignorant of his needs and his history. But he had said, ‘we shall burn the heavens together, as Dragon and Rider.’ What did that mean? She had a sense it was more than just a casual phrase.
 
   Now was not the time to ask those questions. Zardon might choose to speak of his pain when he was ready. Instead, she bowed deeply from her waist in the Pygmy way, her right fist clenched over her heart to signify respect, and said, “I don’t know much, mighty Zardon, but I do know that I am deeply honoured to ride you.”
 
   His eyes lidded over. The Dragon made a sound as if wind were sighing through the treetops. Pip wondered if he was mourning.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 10: Dragons Have Ear Wax
 
    
 
   LAter That Afternoon, Zardon swam them across the pristine waters before climbing onto the terrace-lake’s twenty-foot thick retaining wall and dropping off the other side with a simple flip of his wings. Pip whooped as they swooped through the hot, still afternoon air, cut by thick golden beams cast by the twin suns, partially hidden behind the Yellow moon. Hunagu made a sound like a low moan.
 
   Zardon had heated a boulder with his Dragon fire until it glowed red-hot. He poked a neat hole into it with his claw. Pip filled the hole with water and boiled herself an egg. Yum! “I can also grill meat on a skewer,” he claimed. “Just a trickle of fire is what’s needed.”
 
   “And here I thought it was Pygmy kebabs you were salivating over.”
 
   Zardon chuckle throbbed deep down in his chest. “You’d probably taste as sour as you are cheeky.”
 
   But Pip’s reminiscing was brought to an abrupt end as Zardon’s entire body jerked as if he had been stuck with the point of a sword. “Strangeness on the breeze,” breathed the Dragon, almost stalling in the air. “What evil stalks the Island-World? Is it hunting us?”
 
   Pip shuddered. That apparition … “Zardon?”
 
   “Eh? Who said that?” The Dragon shook himself as if he were a cat with a flea inside its ear. Pip very nearly lost her bundle. Only the rope around her waist kept her from taking an unexpected flying lesson, down into the depthless Cloudlands.
 
   “On your back.”
 
   Zardon’s neck twizzled about. Confusion reigned in his eyes. Fire licked around the edges of his nostrils as he stared at her, and murder lurked in the depths of his blazing yellow eyes. “Who’s this tiny insect clinging to my back?”
 
   Pip clenched her teeth. “I’m Pip, remember? You’re taking me to Jeradia Island?”
 
   “Pip? Islands’ sakes, yes. Pip. Now I remember. Pygmy. Strange powers.” His brow drew down as he snarled, “Is it you bothering me like this? Eh? Like a bird fluttering in my ear canal?”
 
   Now Pip wished she could have leaped right out of her seat. The way his jaw muscles clenched, she was convinced she was about to lose a leg or be roasted for a Dragon’s lunch. She stammered, “I d-don’t know w-what you’re talking about. Zardon, you’re being weird.”
 
   “Weird? Me? Well, I … something has been found. Something ancient. I sense it, just a hint of a hint, a coldness and a deep, brooding malice … and what should a Dragon fear? But I fear this.”
 
   Just as suddenly as it had appeared, the madness cleared from his eyes and Zardon’s smile reappeared. He asked her what had happened. Summoning up the shreds of her courage, Pip told him what he had said, and then, feeling sillier and smaller by the moment, related her chilling dreams about the Dragon-like shadow.
 
   “Ay,” growled Zardon. “I’m sorry if I frightened you, little one. My sense of foresight is a little unreliable. However, I’ve an itch along my spine–which you have just confirmed–that says something is amiss in our Island-World. I need to find out what it is. The quicker we reach Jeradia, the better. You’ll be safe there.”
 
   Unreliable? Downright deadly! Pip said, “It’s not after me, is it?”
 
   “Plenty of Dragons after you,” he roared, rather more cheerfully than Pip would have preferred. “Shapeshifters, too. But this is something different, I fear. It cares not for life of any kind. Pip, you should not worry. I am here.”
 
   So much for not worrying, Pip fumed. She worried that her ride was about to eat her. She worried about Jeradia. Now she should be unconcerned about the ramblings of a confused old Dragon?
 
   Four hours of swift gliding, dropping steadily toward the Cloudlands, brought them to an uninhabited line of Islands stretching south-west of Archion. Pip imagined a ridge beneath the gold-tinged, toxic Cloudlands, its green-capped mountain-tips peeking up into the world of living things above.
 
   “See how the vegetation dies out on the lower slopes?” Zardon’s wingbeat paused as he pointed with his right wingtip. “The Cloudlands are acidic, besides being highly poisonous. That’s the line of safety for Humans, Pip. Only lichens grow lower down. If you ever find yourself that low, climb as quickly as you can.”
 
   “But Dragons can fly through the Cloudlands, right?”
 
   “Dragons can hold their breath for fifteen minutes or more,” said Zardon. “Some Dragons have perfected the use of a magical shield to protect them from the airborne poisons. But you’d be flying blind.”
 
   “Don’t you wonder what lies beneath the Cloudlands, Zardon?”
 
   “Always, little one.” His tone suggested that her questions were amusing, not in a belittling way, but rather as a welcome pastime between companions. “It’s one of the great mysteries of the Island-World. Some say there are enormous, flightless Land Dragons crawling about beneath the clouds, breathing out the toxins that make the Cloudlands.”
 
   Pip wiped her forehead. “It’s like breathing hot water down here.”
 
   “We’ve descended two thirds of a league from Sylakia Island, little one. Of course the air feels thicker. There’s greater pressure the lower you descend. Higher up, the air becomes thinner and even a Dragon can suffer from lack of oxygen. A good Dragon Rider watches out for signs of oxygen deprivation–slowed reactions, headaches, nausea–”
 
   “And those scale mites you were talking about.”
 
   “All in good time, Rider,” he reproved her. “My mites have travelled with me many a league. They will last a few more.”
 
   Zardon flew on until the night was well advanced, the sixteen hours of daylight yielding to the eleven hours of night. Dragon eyesight could pierce the darkness easily. But when the Blue and White moons rose, Pip was also able to discern the ridge they flew over. The Dragon brought them down beside a round crater lake, where Pip once more extricated Hunagu from his net.
 
   The Oraial yawned mightily. “Pip good-good?”
 
   “Pip tired. Hunagu safe in net?”
 
   “Ape not made to fly. But Dragon good. Hunagu mighty-big hungry.”
 
   “Hunagu always hungry,” Pip grinned. “Nice bushes here. Go eat.”
 
   The Oraial ambled off, his belly rumbling in anticipation of grazing on a sprawling patch of berry bushes nearby. Pip hoped he was alright. Hunagu did not sound happy. Had she done wrong, bringing him? Or by not insisting that Zardon take him directly to the Crescent Islands?
 
   Rather than chew over what she could not change, Pip poked her head inside Zardon’s mouth. Riders were supposed to look after their Dragons’ fangs. “Show me again where it hurts.”
 
   Zardon pointed with his claw. Pip could not see very well in the gloom, but it seemed that he had a bone stuck right in the base of his jaw between the last two fangs. The sharp end jabbed into the flesh of his cheek.
 
   “It’s a bone, wedged between your teeth,” she said.
 
   “Probably some luckless ralti sheep. Can you reach it?”
 
   “Not without climbing inside your mouth.”
 
   “Ah, doth the mighty Pygmy warrior tremble?”
 
   That was how Pip ended up inside Zardon’s mouth, clambering over the rough bulge of his tongue toward the back of his throat. She tried to ignore thoughts of what might happen if she tickled him enough to trigger his swallow-reflex. Dragons’ food-stomachs were extremely acidic, able to digest most things, even bone. He’d make short work of a Pygmy, warrior or none.
 
   “Somehow, my Dragon fire never burned that bone out,” he said.
 
   “It’s below the tongue’s surface,” said Pip, trying to grapple with the slimy bone. “Perhaps you shape the fire with your tongue as it comes out?”
 
   An ominous rumble sounded somewhere down that dark passageway. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about fire right now,” said Zardon.
 
   Pip suppressed a violent urge to shout something rude and most likely regrettable down his throat. She said, “Tell me, Zardon, what am I supposed to be doing in Jeradia?”
 
   “Going to school.”
 
   “School? Oh, Zardon, you’re the best!”
 
   With that, Pip heaved the bone free. She stumbled backward, catching herself on the back of his throat. Zardon coughed, spluttered, heaved for air, and wheezed, “Get out, get out …”
 
   She bolted for the front of his mouth, but his tongue caught up and slapped her legs out from under her. Zardon spat Pip fifty feet through the air. Flames blossomed along the path she had taken, coming within inches of roasting her rump. Pip splashed down hard, but she had barely begun to kick for the surface when a paw snatched her up again.
 
   “I’m so sorry. Are you alright?”
 
   Pip wiped the water streaming down her face. All she could think of to say was, “See, Pygmies can fly.”
 
   The Dragon’s apologies were drowned out in the thunder of his laughter.
 
   Dragon care was not what Pip had imagined, particularly not when she had to shove her arm up to the armpit into his ear canal to dig out a lump of ear wax he could not reach. Dragons had three ear canals either side of their skull, pointing forward, upward and sideways. The passages were easily large enough to accommodate her arm. Each apparently led to a separate inner ear, and could be independently closed by a ring of muscles just within the canal’s entrance. When he inadvertently tried to close the canal in response to her digging around inside his skull, it felt as though her arm had been clamped in a vice.
 
   Pip hauled out a sizeable gobbet of violet-coloured wax. “Don’t you ever clean your ears?” 
 
   “My claws can’t reach,” said Zardon.
 
   “I feel as if I’m scooping out your brains when I do this.” She thrust her fingers into a blob of warm, squidgy ear-wax. Lovely.
 
   “No danger of finding any brains down there,” quipped Zardon. “Ah, that’s much better already. Do I have to listen to every word of your grumbling now?”
 
   “You can pretend to be deaf, like before.”
 
   The Dragon snorted out a playful fireball. “Ungrateful wretch! Who plucked you out of your cage?”
 
   Hot pain seared her breast. She choked out, “You, Zardon.”
 
   His paw wrapped about her with great gentleness. Zardon crooned softly, a wordless song that lapped at her anguish until it dissipated like the dawn mists. He whispered, “That’s gone now. Never again. I promise.”
 
   The following afternoon, they alighted on a new mountain-top many leagues further to the south-west. The Dragon delivered a lesson in claw care.
 
   Zardon had retractable claws which could comfortably have served as swords in most parts of the Island-World, Pip decided. The nails required regular trimming and sharpening, which she accomplished by employing one of the larger scales from his flank, which had been hanging by a thread. Dragon scales renewed themselves constantly, just like Human skin. But Dragon scales were far harder, as sharp as a shard of crysglass. The claws had a definite metallic edge to them. They could pierce rock.
 
   “Your claws are in a sorry state,” Pip grumbled, scraping away energetically with the scale.
 
   “Sometimes you have to clean the sheaths, too,” said Zardon, acting contrite. “They can become infected, especially if a Dragon’s lazy about cleaning his claws after hunting, or a battle.”
 
   “What’s this scar?” asked Pip, pointing a little higher up his leg.
 
   “Which one?” His head snaked around to where she was working on the claws of his left hind leg.
 
   “Where the bone’s dented. Look, I’m as tall as your knee.” Pip illustrated with her hand.
 
   The Dragon’s lips curled in what she had come to recognise as his smile. This smile was accompanied by a volley of deafening guffaws that sent lizards scurrying and birds flapping for a quarter-league around them. Every time he tried to speak, Zardon laughed even harder. Pip folded her arms and stamped her foot, shouting, “What?” Her voice was a mere squeak to his thunder. 
 
   But that only encouraged him. Finally, between helpless hiccoughs and moans that his sides were hurting too much, Zardon managed to splutter, “That’s not my knee, little one. That’s my ankle bone. You’re only as tall as my ankle.”
 
   “Go suck rotten eggs.”
 
   Pip refused to speak to him after that.
 
   They flew steadily along the snaking Island-ridge for three days thereafter, covering nine to ten leagues per hour’s flight, according to Zardon. They spoke at great length about the ways and history of Dragons. Pip came to realise that Zardon was lonely. He spoke wistfully of the ‘many silent leagues’ between Islands. He seemed to delight in hearing her speak, or watching her light a fire or pick itchy mites out from beneath his scales with the sharp point of another scale. She hoped his thoughts did not revolve around comparing a diminutive Pygmy girl to his old Rider.
 
   “This is an impossible task,” said Pip, picking at his lower left flank late one golden afternoon. “It’s like trying to find every lizard hiding beneath a rock on an entire mountainside.”
 
   “Usually, a Dragon might burn scale mites away in a hot spring, or by bathing in a nice pool of lava. And Dragons who are roosting together will groom each other. But a Rider’s hands are far more suited to the task.”
 
   Pip clucked her tongue. “So, why didn’t you take a dip in one of those volcanoes we passed, o mighty Dragon, rather than putting your poor Rider to work like a drudge?”
 
   “You wanted to learn, didn’t you?”
 
   “Oh, so this is to aid my education?”
 
   “Consider it character development.”
 
   Pip’s teeth did not quite grind together, but neither was she pleased. “Scaly overgrown excuse for a lizard,” she muttered.
 
   “Dragon ears are extremely sensitive,” Zardon reminded her.
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “You’re doing work of magnificent thoroughness, Pip.”
 
   “Oh, go stuff it down a volcano!”
 
   The Dragon said, “Actually, I can’t stand the heat for long enough to burn the mites away. Odd, isn’t it, for a Dragon? But these old injuries won’t allow it.”
 
   Pip decided that her pride was worth swallowing to help an old Dragon with his itches. She worked patiently, and long.
 
   The following morning, as they winged over what Zardon said was the last Island of the ridge, a tall, conical volcano which steadily belched ash into the rosy dawn sky, the Dragon said, “By this evening, we’ll touch down at Jeradia Island. We should leave Hunagu in the forest outside the school grounds. There are many Dragons about. They might fancy him as a bit of sport. The forest is too thick for a Dragon to penetrate, but an Oraial should dive in there like a flea into fur.”
 
   “Good,” she agreed.
 
   “I must apologise, Pip, but I will be leaving immediately. I’ve one more duty to perform before I can rest.”
 
   “I thought you were too deaf and cranky to listen to orders,” Pip sniped, trying to mask a pang of disappointment.
 
   “I will be back to check up on you, however,” said Zardon. “Or to chew your ears if you’re misbehaving. Would you allow an old Dragon that courtesy?”
 
   She cried, “Allow it? I’d be insulted if you didn’t!”
 
   “That’s the spirit, little one.”
 
   “But we can skip the ear-chewing bit.”
 
   “What? Can’t hear you. Are you certain you cleaned my ear canals properly?” Pip kicked his shoulder with her heel. Zardon grinned over his shoulder, “Oh, I mistook you for a butterfly.”
 
   “You do call me ‘little one’ rather a lot.”
 
   “Odd, isn’t it?” He somehow managed to laugh without making a single sound. “Strange choice of words considering the disparity in our sizes, isn’t it, Pygmy girl?”
 
   “Very well. I shall accompany your name with, ‘o massively muscled sky-mountain’ every time I address you.”
 
   With the utmost immodesty, he said, “I humbly accept your accurate description. So, Pip. When we arrive at the Academy, you must ask after Master Kassik. Tell him Zardon the Red Dragon sent you and entrusts you to his care. There will be a Dragon guarding the gate. Do not be deterred, but seek out Master Kassik, and him only. I would trust him with my life–him, and Mistress Mya’adara, who looks after the students. She’ll help a Pygmy warrior.”
 
   Pip fell to chewing her lip pensively. What kind of school required a Dragon to guard its gate? But Arosia had made the idea sound so wonderful, she could not quash the excitement foaming and frothing in her heart.
 
   School! How many Pygmies had ever attended a school?
 
   With that, she began to fret about what kind of welcome she might find there.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 11: Off to School
 
    
 
   Their approach to the Academy did not inspire Pip with confidence. Zardon seemed keen to conceal their winding flight through the towering peaks of central Jeradia to the craggy north-western corner. Jeradia Island was one big mountain range. Ranks of jagged black peaks and one plunging ravine after another rolled by beneath them, as if in times past a giant had smashed mountains together for fun and then cracked them open to examine their innards. The ravines and crevasses were choked with vegetation in their depths. Heat shimmered over the jumbled terrain, intensified by the billows of smoke and sulphurous gases rising from many active volcanoes.
 
   En route the Dragon had another episode, stranger than the last. He kept muttering about eyes watching him and twice, blasted fireballs at unseen enemies. Zardon’s mind did not seem to be terribly stable. Pip remembered the mother Oraial with a shiver.
 
   At length Zardon swirled down into the blue shadows of a hidden ravine, descending until Hunagu’s net nearly dipped in the torrent rushing through its depths. They winged over sparkling turquoise waters for a further half-hour as the peak of a titanic volcano, half a league tall in lustrous black basalt, loomed over the lip of the rock face above. The ravine widened unexpectedly just before the volcano, as if to surround it with a moat. They swept out toward a tangled reach of forest, snarled with vines and creeper-covered boulders.
 
   Pip filled her lungs with relish. Wow. It smelled like home.
 
   Zardon put down on a flat rock at the edge of the forest. He said, “The entrance to the school lies through a cave on the far side.”
 
   He must be very concerned for Hunagu, Pip thought, noticing how he had brought them down behind a fold in the land. No-one at that cave could have seen them. Sweet. But worrying for Hunagu–and for her. So much caution …
 
   The Pygmy girl’s eyes rose in awe. “The Academy lies inside a volcano?”
 
   The Dragon grinned. “Several volcanoes, little one. There are others inside the big one.”
 
   Hunagu pulled himself free of the net, taking snuffling gulps of air. He thumped his chest. “Hunagu like forest.”
 
   “It’s deep,” said Zardon. “Tell him to watch out for rajals and pythons. You too, Pip–although your jungle-craft should win you through even the dangers of night.” He eyed the sky. “You’ve plenty of time.”
 
   Suddenly, Zardon’s forepaw rested upon her shoulder. “Pip, I realise I scared you before with my talk of magic and potential and what might be hid inside of you. Being respectful–not scared–of magic is a good and wise attitude. At the school, you will find many who have different kinds of power, and people and Dragons who have different ideas about how to use power–or how they might want you to use your magic, or simply use you. Remember this. Test everything that you know, what you feel, even your instincts, against your heart. Do what fits your character, and discipline your character to be the best it can be. You’ve suffered much, but suffering can make us strong. That is the way you will attain your destiny.”
 
   Pip stared at him. Then she hugged his paw. “Thanks, Zardon. Thank you for everything.”
 
   “There’s a Green Dragon guarding the cave. Jalador is his name.” The Red Dragon bowed his head. “My third heart rides with you, Pip of the Pygmies.”
 
   “And mine with you,” she said, softly.
 
   With a fearsome whoosh of his wings, Zardon took off and sped down the ravine the way he had come, keeping even lower to the river than before.
 
   After watching him until he turned a corner and vanished from sight, Pip picked up her rajal-skin bundle as though it suddenly weighed as much as a boulder. Heavens above and Islands below, she was going to miss riding Dragonback. Nothing in her life so far could compare to Riding a great Red Dragon across the measureless reaches of the Island-World.
 
   She must find Master Kassik, she told herself. Let her new life begin.
 
   “Hunagu walk with Pip?” she asked.
 
   “Pip ride Hunagu?”
 
   She had to gulp back a lump in her throat. Poor Hunagu. He must have felt so left out while she was gobbling up every scrap of knowledge and Dragon lore she could prise out of Zardon. Pip scrambled up his proffered arm and nestled in the crook of his elbow. “Hunagu guard Pip against rajals.” He grunted at this. “Hunagu best friend,” she added.
 
   Hunagu ruffled her curls. “Pip silly.”
 
   The giant Oraial moved into the cool, shady green halls of the forest. Pip gazed up at the trees arching above her, their boughs thick with unfamiliar leaves and fruits, and still felt a wonderful sense of homecoming. A forest! No matter what lay on the far side of the volcano’s wall, this corner of Jeradia would always feel much like home. It was perfect for her Ape friend.
 
   For several hours of the afternoon they trod the meandering forest byways, coming to places where the trees were so tall they could not see the tops, and detouring around impassable thickets or bottomless chasms. Hunagu scared off a lone male rajal, a scraggly old beast, probably prowling for an easy meal. Pip wished for weapons. She had her ribbons … she tied them into her hair as Arosia had taught her. No point in walking unarmed into the Dragon’s lair.
 
   “Forest end soon,” said Hunagu. “Pip leave?”
 
   “Pip sad.”
 
   “Pip be happy. Hunagu, he order so.” The Oraial brought her up to eye level. “Pip call Hunagu if trouble?”
 
   “Pygmy girl come visit Hunagu. No forget promise.”
 
   Pip gasped as Hunagu squashed the air out of her lungs. She hugged him back as hard as she could.
 
   Now, she must face another Dragon. She had no illusions that Jalador would be as friendly as Zardon. The Red Dragon had been dismissive of his Green kindred.
 
   When she came to the forest’s fringe, Pip hesitated. The dark maw of a cave yawned above her, a short climb up-slope. She could not see any Dragon. But did she sense a presence? That tiny prickling of nerve-endings which she had come to associate with magic?
 
   Inexplicably, Pip thought of Balthion. She squared up her shoulders and marched up toward the cave, trying to look as though she belonged.
 
   She could not have missed the Green Dragon had he leaped out at her roaring and spitting fire. Jalador lay right across the cave entrance. He was much smaller than Zardon, but far spikier–his head sported extra spikes around his eyes, ears and nostrils, and his back bristled with a triple row of spine-spikes. He was a deep forest green in colour, and much slimmer than Zardon through the torso; built more like a lizard or a snake, she decided.
 
   A sallow eye lit upon her as if a lamp had been cracked open a slit. Jalador let flame curl a dozen feet out of his nostrils as she approached. “Go away and stop bothering me, child.”
 
   Even his speaking voice had hissing undertones, as she imagined a python might speak.
 
   Pip made the sign Zardon had described to her, bowing with her palms held out toward the Dragon. “I greet thee, mighty Jalador. I am told to seek Master Kassik.”
 
   Jalador seemed to be enjoying the late suns-shine far too much to move a muscle. “You seek Master Kassik, waif? Who seeks the Master? And who sent you?”
 
   “I am called Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha, mighty Dragon,” said Pip.
 
   “By the Great Dragon, little one, give me something I can pronounce!”
 
   “You could call me Pip, mighty Dragon.”
 
   “Bah. Mighty this and that, eh? Think you’re going to win past the cunning of a Green Dragon by knowing my name?” His eye seemed to gather inner fire until she imagined his gaze might literally burn her. “How do you know my name?”
 
   Pip almost smiled, but thinned out her lips. She knew how to pass by this Dragon. Casually, pretending a resolution not shared by her heart, she said, “I know of your prowess in slaying the giant python of Erigar Island, mighty Jalador. Zardon the Red told me the whole tale.”
 
   “Zardon?” Jalador masked his surprise poorly.
 
   “But he didn’t tell me what a magnificent-looking Dragon you are, o mighty be-winged prince of the airy spaces,” said Pip, elaborating shamelessly. “Your hide shines like polished droplets of jade and your fangs are the sharpest and deadliest I have ever seen … are you one of the Ancient Powers, the Dragons of old?”
 
   “Ah, not quite,” simpered Jalador, stretching with catlike grace. “The school is right ahead through the tunnel, little one. Don’t dally.”
 
   Pip bowed again. She whispered, as if talking to herself, “What an honour. I met the Jalador today.” She was certain he could hear every word. Pip walked a good ten minutes down the torch-lit tunnel before she dared to add, “Thus, for vanity, were the Academy’s defences breached.”
 
   The tunnel seemed endless. Did it penetrate right through the mountain? Every so often, she passed a set of great, thick stone doors which presumably could be shut against an attack. First, however, any enemies would have to pass a green, sixty-foot doorstop with wickedly curved fangs. The tunnel was deserted. Zardon had called it the back door. Apparently, all new students entered through the tunnel. Pip half-expected another Dragon to leap out at her, but nothing did.
 
   Instead, she saw luminous orange light at the tunnel’s end.
 
   Pip emerged on a balcony on the flank of the largest caldera she had ever seen. Through the shifting, curling mists, she saw the outlines of further volcanoes clustered together between what appeared to be rivers of magma, far below, interspersed with pools of steaming water and pockets of dense bushes and trees. The caldera was far deeper than the level of the forest behind her, Pip realised. She rotated slowly on her heel. A walkway to her right led to a castle, built back against and into the volcano’s side. It stretched upward almost to the rim, balcony upon balcony and turret upon sloping turret, an incredible, rambling heap of interconnected buildings that somehow ran together and made sense and nonsense all at once.
 
   She had only a second to take it in before a hand smacked her shoulder. “What are you doing here, child?”
 
   She nearly leaped out of her hide. Pip glanced up at the man. He was as tall and skinny as a scroll which had sprouted legs, it seemed, clad in a long wrap-around skirt of a deep blue, which matched his equally dark blue eyes and the blue tattooing on his half-uncovered upper body. He stood perfectly upright and stared down his abnormally long nose at her.
 
   “What manner of nonsense is this?” he said, enunciating each word as though it pained him to speak. “Islands’ sakes, child, you’re indecent. Fancy turning up at the Academy wearing nothing but a filthy scrap of cloth.”
 
   “I am Pip,” she said, bowing deeply in the Human way, from the waist. “Are you Master Kassik?”
 
   “Absolutely not! Is that a covering? Put it on at once, you miserable urchin. I’ll have none of your sass. State your business clearly.”
 
   Pip unfurled the rajal skin with alacrity. Unfortunately, she forgot about her possessions inside. Bamboo sticks bounced this way and that. Her water gourd split on impact, soaking the man’s feet. Sheepishly, she scrabbled about collecting her meagre belongings while his stare burned holes into her neck.
 
   “I seek Master Kassik,” she said, finally, drawing the skin about her shoulders.
 
   “You? You’re far too young. Go home this instant.”
 
   “I’m fifteen this summer, Master …”
 
   “Shambithion. Master of Academics. Head of the Library,” he shot back, throwing his words at her as if he wished they were darts. “Fifteen, eh? How did you get here? Where are you from? Are you a midget? Hmm, shame there’s no minimum height requirement at this school. Who sent you?”
 
   “I’m from the Crescent Islands, Master,” she said, wishing she could not see up his flaring nostrils from her position two feet below. It was not a pretty sight.
 
   “A Pygmy?” He glared at her as though this were a personal affront. “Bah. Well, stop shuffling your feet, girl. Snip snap.” Perhaps having decided she was suitably cowed, he rattled, “Up the first stairs second door to the right go up the spiral staircase to the seventieth level proceed straight ahead through the main hallway and you’ll find Master Kassik’s office to your left hand between the white Dragon statues. Got that? Scram. Shoo. Revolting manners. Fancy wandering about this school looking like a half-starved little beggar.”
 
   “Um,” Pip gulped, and fled. It seemed the better part of bravery, just then.
 
   The school buildings were constructed of equal parts of sooty black granite and pink rose-quartz blocks. Fanciful patterns adorned the walkways, walls and balconies–zigzags and spirals and even a complete fresco of a Dragon. Pip’s neck grew sore with all her gawking as she walked along a wide paved pathway and over a bridge toward the main buildings. Here and there, people peered over parapets or practised archery on one of the wide balconies. She saw albino monkeys with long, plumy tails rushing about with breakneck abandon, swinging down the levels or leaping unexpectedly out of windows, scrolls or satchels clutched in their paws. Errand monkeys? She giggled. What a fine idea. Then she goggled as she spied a gorgeous Bronze Dragon slumbering lazily on a rooftop perhaps a thousand feet above her. None of the schools she had read about had ever mentioned Dragons.
 
   Would she attend class with Dragons? As Balthion was fond of saying, roaring rajals!
 
   Pip collected many a curious stare as she wandered up the first set of stairs and took the third door to the right by accident, interrupting what appeared to be a class poring over sculptures of different Dragons. The teacher scolded her roundly. The boys gaped and guffawed incredulously.
 
   After finding the correct door, Pip ascended a broad, soaring spiral staircase lit by what she assumed at first were oil lamps, but she quickly discovered they burned on their own with no discernable source of fuel. She ducked involuntarily as two tan buzzards zoomed past her head and down into the lamp-lit depths. She tiptoed to the centre of the staircase, and looked first up, and then down. Her hands clutched the guardrail. Great Islands! That was some fall … but someone had strung light nets across the space, she saw, and vertical ropes which the white monkeys scaled with tremendous speed and agility.
 
   She began to count levels. Had Master Shambles–Shambithion, she corrected her errant thoughts firmly–said seventeen, or seventy? She should ask the next person she saw.
 
   A gaggle of green-robed students pelted past her, cheerfully shouting insults at each other and laughing like a flock of parakeets. One threw a rotten tinker banana at another. Pip trudged on and on. The school was enormous. It was a jungle of stone, no place for a Pygmy warrior.
 
   By the time Pip exited the stairwell at the seventieth level, courtesy of a sympathetic servant woman’s helpful directions, her heart had sunk so far she imagined it was beating between her toes. She padded through a hall so enormous she seemed no larger than an ant creeping between the immense marble columns, and out of the door on the far side into a sunny garden complete with three waterfalls cascading at least twenty levels down the sides of the buildings around it, creeping vines, deep grass, and a bench where a small, tan girl sat plucking at a harp. Her skilful, tinkling notes mingled with the sounds of the flowing water. Pip let out a breath she had not known she was holding.
 
   Now this place she could grow to love.
 
   The girl raised a pair of jungle-green eyes, which twinkled as merrily as the water tumbling behind her shoulder. She had an elfin beauty about her. Although she was small for a big person, that still had to make her more than a head taller, the Pygmy girl thought. Her smile showed perfect white teeth. “Islands’ greetings, stranger. Are you lost?”
 
   Pip smiled back. “I’m trying to find Master Kassik.”
 
   “In trouble, are we?” Her eyebrow arched. “Casitha, fourth year, the only student without a Dragon.”
 
   “I–um, what?” spluttered Pip. “I’m Pip. Sorry.”
 
   “Mercy, you really are fresh off the Dragonship, aren’t you?” The green eyes did not seem to judge Pip’s confusion. Students had Dragons? This place was insane. “Where do you hail from, petal?”
 
   “Sylakia, sort of. I mean, the Crescent Islands, actually.”
 
   “By the Islands, you aren’t a Pygmy, are you? Master Adak’s a Pygmy. You’re a little late for joining the school year.”
 
   “I had an unusual journey,” said Pip, truthfully. If one of the Masters was a Pygmy, then it followed that the Academy must regard Pygmies as people. That was a relief. “Could you help me report to Master Kassik? Zardon instructed me to speak to him.”
 
   Casitha leaped up and seized her hand, chattering, “Of course I’ll help you. I’ll take you to his office Dragon-swift. Fellow Southern Islanders, we are. I come from Yelegoy Island, a tiny place just south of Remoy which isn’t more than a week’s travel from your Crescent Islands. We’re all petite. But you take the proverbial painted parrot. You’re barely up to my shoulder. Islands’ sakes, you don’t mean Zardon, as in the wise old Red Dragon, Zardon?”
 
   “That’s him.”
 
   “Zardon let you ride him?” At Pip’s hesitant nod, she almost shouted, “That’s so unfair! You aren’t even a student yet. You are so lucky, you have no idea. Nobody rides Zardon. It’s unheard of.”
 
   “Oh.” Pip followed Casitha through a doorway which bored straight through the trunk of a wide tree, and turned left into a long hallway. At the end were two white Dragon statues. Even at a distance, they towered over her. Pip disliked their glassy stares.
 
   She paused. “Casitha, what’s Master Kassik like?”
 
   “As tall and straight as a spear,” Casitha replied at once. “Jeradian warrior. White hair. He looks stern, but he has the finest heart in the Island-World. Watch out for his assistant Alathion, however. Everyone hates him. He’s like one of those yapping little dogs, forever barking at students and making the staff unhappy. Come on. Let’s see if the Master is in.”
 
   Halfway down the hallway, Pip turned again to Casitha. “Isn’t the Dragon Rider Oyda meant to be from Yelegoy Island?”
 
   Casitha tossed her mop of curly chestnut hair. “Famous, beautiful, incredibly capable Oyda. Yes, she rides Emblazon, the strongest of all the Dragons. I’m supposed to fill her shoes. Right. Can I tell you how easy that is?”
 
   Casitha and she nodded at exactly the same time. They understood each other.
 
   “Am I allowed one really stupid question?”
 
   “Fifty,” said Casitha. “We were all new, once. Some of us still feel left out.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Casitha,” she said, softly. Pip drew from her bubbling pool of questions. “What kind of school is this? I don’t understand. Students have Dragons? Dragons sunbathe on the roof? You live inside a volcano?”
 
   Casitha clucked her tongue. “I bet that scale-brained old fire-breather told you all sorts of useless and fanciful tales on the way here and conveniently forgot to tell you what exactly you’d be doing in this school, right? Ay, I’m right. But I’m still jealous. Petal, this is Dragon Rider Academy. Students come here from across the Island-World to study to become Dragon Riders.”
 
   The other girl’s expression informed Pip that her jaw was sagging open like a wide-mouthed river carp sieving for food. “Rider … school?” she gasped. “Are you serious?”
 
   Bright, happy giggles exploded out of Casitha. She clutched her stomach and doubled over, laughing so hard that tears leaked out of her eyes.
 
   “Casitha!” A voice like a rusty blade cut across her laughter. “What is the meaning of this awful racket? You’ll disturb the Master.”
 
   Casitha stopped wiping her eyes and knelt, bowing her head. “Master Alathion.” She motioned for Pip to do the same.
 
   Dark eyes burned down the hallway. Alathion, a small, dapper man wearing what Pip assumed was meant to be a fashionable robe, pranced down the hallway toward them with a tap-tap-tap of his high-heeled boots. Only a stork walked like that. Pip pressed her knuckles to her mouth to stop a giggle in its tracks. With that name, he had to be Sylakian. She knew what Sylakian Islanders thought of Pygmies.
 
   “Explain yourselves, students.”
 
   “Master, this is Pip,” said Casitha. “Zardon the Red asked her to speak to Master Kassik about becoming a student here.”
 
   Pip said, “Master Alathion–”
 
   Alathion sniffed in her direction. “Stand up straight when you’re addressing your elders, child. How did you get here?”
 
   “Master, I flew Dragonback.”
 
   “And–merciful heavens, are you wearing a rajal skin? How did you get through the gate?”
 
   “I spoke to Jalador. He let me pass.”
 
   “He let you pass?” Alathion yelped. Pip jumped. “What use are Dragon defences if they let any child clad in reeking animal skins simply wander into the school premises unannounced?” He clutched Pip’s arm with fingers as cold and clammy as a wet banana skin. “Come to my office. You will explain everything to me, and I mean everything. And if I find you’re lying about the great Dragon Zardon, you had better wish … Casitha. Dismissed.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 12: The Master
 
    
 
   Master Alathion STOOD Pip in a corner of his office. “Wait here. Master Kassik is an extremely busy man.”
 
   Pip knew how to wait. She had waited seven years to escape, only to be kidnapped by a Dragon. But now, she found herself hopping from one foot to the other. Alathion’s desk, front and centre in his plush office, was the biggest, shiniest, most impressive piece of furniture she had ever seen. Hunagu could have sat behind it with ease. To the left of the door stood two rows of three further, much more modest desks. Each had a block of wood with the word ‘scribe’ on it, not the person’s name. Each desk was covered in scrolls and journals and piles of files, and was occupied by a harried-looking man or woman.
 
   They ignored her.
 
   Strutting sparrow-like from desk to desk, Alathion barked non-stop at his scribes. ‘Haven’t you signed the contract? What’s keeping you?’ ‘Where are my supplies?’ ‘The roof of block nineteen. Is it finished yet?’ His gold-ringed finger tapped a journal. ‘This mentoring schedule is all wrong. How many times do I have to tell you, the third year students …’
 
   After an hour or so of this, Pip began to wonder if she had been forgotten.
 
   Her eyes crawled up the walls. Paintings. Certificates and honours. Clearly, the Master was extremely well qualified for his job and needed everyone to know, in large gold letters, that he had been the best student in his year. The carpet tickling her toes was very fine, and smelled like the ball of white ralti wool Balthion had once shown her during a lesson. Through another impressive wooden door, which stood a little ajar, she could see through into what had to be a huge office. A carved wooden rajal in the corner stood taller than her, life-size.
 
   Pip stiffened. Someone was in there. She could feel him. She knew it was Master Kassik.
 
   Now, here was a dilemma. How did she know who was in the next room? Why that tell-tale shiver of awareness? How long was she prepared to wait for Master Alathion, who had looked at her as he might have looked at the sole of his boot to see what unpleasant insect he had squashed in passing? He pored over a scroll, oblivious.
 
   Her heart skipped into her throat as Pip stole through the door, jungle-silent.
 
   Tiny bare feet padded across the thick rugs lining the office floor. Pip blinked at the bright light streaming in through the curved, floor-to-ceiling crysglass windows which ran the length of a long, wood-panelled room. Oddly, she smelled wood polish mingled with a more pungent aroma of wet earth. Then she realised that the office was divided by two curved stone planters, which were filled with vegetation so familiar to her that tears sprang to her eyes. Jungle vines! A pot-bellied piper tree with its distinctive, flame-orange gourds! Carved animals clustered in the corners, making the entire room resemble a jungle scene.
 
   Beside the window, legs akimbo and arms clasped behind his back, stood a green-robed giant of a man, gazing out over the volcanic view his office commanded. So tall was he and so still his stance, Pip mistook him at first for a dark statue. The incredibly detailed profusion of silver brocade on his robe accentuated that impression, as well as the tall, formal Jeradian falki headgear, an ornate crown-like cap that added a further half-foot to his already commanding stature.
 
   Her creeping forward was arrested by the movement of his arm, rising to shade his eyes as he squinted at something she could not see. Pip suppressed an urge to sneak up on him and yell ‘boo!’ Now that she was this close to Master Kassik, she did not know what to say or do. She waited.
 
   Beside the spotless, modest desk located next to one of the planters, Kassik’s office was filled with curios from around the Island-World. She saw beautiful clay pots decorated with beads and shells, a display of at least a hundred different types of daggers, and metal and bamboo flutes in styles for which she had no names. The walls were hung with paintings; one, a painting of a Brown Dragon, filled a twenty-foot span and was so realistic is seemed to leap out of the wall at her. Pip gasped slightly.
 
   The man whirled. His hand dropped to his dagger as he scanned the room with the alert eyes of an experienced warrior. Pip saw it all–the moment of recognition, an intruder identified, the immediate scan of his surroundings to see if any other enemy lurked nearby. When she made no threatening move, his shoulders dropped slightly, but his hand did not drop from his dagger.
 
   “Master Kassik?” At his slight nod, Pip bowed in the manner of Pygmies. “I am Pip.”
 
   “I’m Kassik.”
 
   Calmly, the Master’s deep-set hazel eyes assessed her. She had the impression that he missed little. In fact, a slight tingling of her skin informed her that his examination involved more than just his eyes. Pip did not avoid his gaze. Great Islands, he was tall! Kassik’s face was lined like old leather beneath a fringe of pure white hair which curled beneath the falki, but despite his apparent age, his shoulders were square and his back held perfectly straight, giving him an air of enormous dignity.
 
   If semi-naked Pygmies sneaked into his office every day, he did not show it.
 
   The silence stretched. Pip wondered if this was some kind of test. Had she been foolish, creeping into his office? Had Zardon truly sensed something of worth in a Pygmy girl he snatched from a zoo?
 
   A smile broke across Master Kassik’s face like the suns burning through a cloudbank. “Well, Pip. I sense you are not a casual visitor. Do you have a message for me? Come, sit.”
 
   At his gesture, Pip moved down a couple of steps to a set of comfortable couches. She scrambled up into one, her cheeks reddening as she realised how small she must seem to Master Kassik. He, dropping his heavy cloak over the back of a chair and placing his falki on a free seat, seated himself opposite her. His hazel eyes concentrated on her with disturbing power.
 
   She said, “I was sent to you by Zardon the Red Dragon, Master.”
 
   “Ah, how is the old fire-tosser?”
 
   Pip did not know what to make of the glint her comment sparked in the Master’s eye. Haltingly, she began to tell him a little of her journey. But her tale soon ground to a halt beneath the intensity his gaze.
 
   “How is Zardon, Pip? The truth, if you will.”
 
   Kassik spoke mildly, but Pip knew he had sensed her covering up for Zardon’s fragmented state of mind. She squirmed as she recounted the Red Dragon’s visions. Abruptly, she began to shiver; a creeping sense of horror settled in her bones. But he seemed intrigued enough to ask several detailed questions. Just then, Alathion burst in, all a-bother.
 
   “You little rat …” he began to snarl at Pip. “Master. I am sorry for the disturbance. She sneaked in behind my back.”
 
   “No mind, Master Alathion,” said Kassik. “Do please send a monkey for Mistress Mya’adara. I believe we may have ourselves a new first year student, here.” Alathion stiffened as though he was about to say something malicious, but Master Kassik added, “And, could you arrange a meal? Pip has travelled far. Fruit, Pip? A little cold meat?”
 
   Before she could speak, Pip’s stomach spoke up for her. She blushed. “Thank you, Master.”
 
   “Alathion?” he said.
 
   “At once, Master,” said Alathion. He withdrew, shutting the door behind him.
 
   Kassik formed a tent of his long fingers. His gaze returned to that unnerving intensity, before which she feared her inmost secrets would be laid bare. “So, permit me to ask you the question I ask all prospective students, Pip. Out there in the Island-World, fifteen thousand youngsters apply to this Academy every year. Of those, we select between one and two thousand students to start our first year. By the second year, we shall have whittled the class down to the best one hundred. What makes you think, Pip, that you deserve to study at the Academy? And what would you make of this opportunity, should I offer it to you?”
 
   “Oh, I don’t deserve it, Master,” Pip replied at once, before trying to corral her errant thoughts. “I–well, Zardon seemed to think I was worth kidnapping. He said I had done magic.”
 
   “Ay? What about you, Pip?”
 
   Trapped beneath his fierce gaze, Pip felt compelled to offer what was hidden in her heart. She said, “Master, I grew up in the jungle. I lived seven summers in a Sylakian zoo.” Kassik made a tiny but audible intake of breath at this, but did not interrupt. “Zardon stole me from my cage and dropped me here without much explanation. In truth, I can offer you little, but I do know you would be offering me the world … freedom …”
 
   Pip choked up. She wiped her eyes, feeling littler and more foolish by the moment, and stumbled on, “And education. A new life. Master Kassik, I’m not ungrateful. I don’t know about your other students, but I do know that no-one would appreciate it more, nor work harder to earn your trust, than I would.”
 
   “Freedom. A new life.” He sighed very deeply, but suddenly, he sat back and smiled as though she had delivered the most joyous news. “Ideas of humble yet supreme power. Very good. We shall eat, and wait upon Mistress Mya’adara, and then you shall tell us all about this Pygmy girl from the Crescent Islands. Who is Pip? Why do you speak with such a musical accent? What are your skills? Have you any education at all, having lived in a zoo? I want to know everything.”
 
   Pip bowed her head. She had expected to feel intimidated by Master Kassik. Instead, she felt a warm welcome, and perhaps, a kindred spirit.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Mistress Mya’adara was a Western Isles warrior from the Naphtha Cluster. She seemed as wide as she was tall, and her sleeveless tunic revealed tattooed arms so muscular they could have furnished a rajal without dishonour. Although she overshadowed Pip like a giant jungle tree, she had an easy smile and an irresistible way of getting exactly what she wanted. Pip noted the huge scimitar belted at her waist. The Head of First Year Students seemed more than capable of using it to carve up Dragons–or errant students.
 
   With dizzying speed, she showed Pip the first year classrooms, the practice field and the vaulting dining hall, where all the students, Journeymen, Mentors and Masters habitually took meals together. Dinner was not yet ready, so they whipped down eleven levels and across five buildings to the infirmary, where Mya’adara had her apartments and the first year dormitory complex was located. Pip liked the vine-covered buildings at once. There was more vegetation than stone, it seemed. This tour was accompanied by a barrage of information.
 
   “Ah have trunkfuls of clothes mah girls have grown out of, Pip,” she explained, in her broad Western Isles brogue. “When they was six summahs old, but no matter, no mind. Yah a Pygmy. Yah just made the way yah are. Like me.” She flexed her biceps.
 
   Pip said, “Do you eat whole melons for breakfast, Mistress?”
 
   Mya’adara laughed heartily, clapping her on the shoulder. Pip stumbled. “Sorry. Good joke! Did yah shrink in the wash?”
 
   “I can do anything a big person can,” Pip replied, with a forced chuckle. Her accent was funny. ‘Shreenk.’ ‘Yah’ for you. But she had a sweet, wholesome way about her.
 
   “I know yah can.” Mya’adara’s eyes, however, appraised her with intensity similar to Master Kassik’s. Pip hoped she was not thinking how small she was compared to the other students. “Yah got lakes full of fish to catch up on, Pip. Yah ready? First year class has already been cut down by a third. Yah join late, yah collect their jealousy, girl. Yah have to catch up on all yah academic subjects and weapons before the examinations. Four weeks, yah got. Shall I speak to Master Shambithion about a deferral?”
 
   “I don’t want any special treatment,” said Pip.
 
   “Ah can imagine not.”
 
   Pip knew the Mistress had seen right through her bravado.
 
   A half-hour of vigorous rooting about in Mistress Mya’adara’s storage room secured Pip clothes enough to furnish half a village of Pygmies, and shoes. She eyed the shoes distrustfully. Wouldn’t they make her feet stink? But Mya’adara was very firm about the need for clothing. ‘This isn’t a jungle, Pip. Yah dress decent.’
 
   She lugged a canvas holdall down to the infirmary, a vast cavern beneath the student dormitory buildings. A blast of hot air snatched Pip’s breath away as she entered. The cave was gigantic, easily large enough for a Dragon to fly right in through the entrance which yawned away to her left. In places, pretty red crystals peeked through the rock, and it was brightly lit by the same lamps she had seen in the stairway. Her nostrils tingled at the tang of smoke and the sweet aroma of many medicinal herbs; a healing smell. Pip liked the place at once.
 
   “It’s set up for Dragons and their Riders,” said the Mistress, leading her down a few steps to the cavern floor. “Beds and roosts together. Yah wouldn’t believe the fuss, if yah separate Dragon from Rider. Such a whining and complaining! Over there’s Cardiata, the Yellow fledgling. Broke her right primary wing bone in aerial combat training last week. Shimmerith, who belongs with Nak–that wastrel snoring up a storm in bay four–she has a fungal infection of the bowel. Painful. And this magnificent creature is mah Rajion.”
 
   Rajion curved his neck to eyeball Pip. He was a vast Red Dragon of a magnificent crimson hue, with lower jaw fangs which curled up past his upper gums, giving him a permanently smiling expression–the type of smile a Dragon offered its prey before eating it, Pip thought with a shudder. Rajion was missing most of his left hind leg, and the outer third of his left wing.
 
   She bowed courteously, and a little shyly, to Rajion.
 
   “Injured in the war,” Mya’adara explained, following Pip’s thoughts perfectly.
 
   Shimmerith stirred restlessly in her sleep. She was a beautiful, slender Dragon, a pale gemstone blue with sapphire flashes on her scales and spines, giving her the appearance of having been painted by an artist.
 
   “Shimmerith’s beautiful.”
 
   “Ay, and she deserves better than a worthless layabout for a Rider.”
 
   Pip thought it best to keep silent. Mya’adara sounded positively wrathful.
 
   “Oh, Casitha works here? Casitha!”
 
   The woman looked up with a bright smile from the dressing she was changing on a Red Dragon fledgling’s eye. “No, everyone makes that mistake. I’m Oyda. Healer. Emblazon’s Rider. Mya’adara’s chief lackey and bandage-changer.”
 
   “Bah,” snorted Mya’adara.
 
   Pip grinned at Oyda’s insouciant tone as they walked over to the bowl-shaped bay where the small Red Dragon–all thirty-five feet of him, she estimated–was settled on a comfortable pile of ralti sheep furs. For a famous Dragon Rider, Oyda seemed easy-going and affable. “Honoured to meet you, Rider Oyda. I’m Pip. Lately from Sylakia Island.”
 
   “Sylakia? Don’t they keep Pygmies as pets?” As Pip sucked in her lower lip, Oyda added, “Idiots and barbarians, keeping slaves. Are you joining the first year?”
 
   “So I’m told.”
 
   Oyda’s striking brown eyes, flecked with green and gold towards their centres, twinkled at her. “Good. A Pygmy warrior in that class should shake things up. Anyone who gives you a rough time, you send them straight to me. I’ll serve them to Emblazon for breakfast.”
 
   “Not if I catch them first,” growled Rajion, right behind Pip’s shoulder. She flinched. “How’s his eye, Oyda? Shall I heal Tarragon again?”
 
   Healing powers? Master Balthion had not mentioned that. Pip watched Rajion work his magic with all of her senses alert. Yes, definitely that odd tingling–it had to be magic.
 
   Later, Mya’adara showed her the first year dormitories. Her assigned bunk was in a long room which housed forty-eight students in twelve double bunks, with spaces in between for desks. She deposited her new canvas holdall and her rajal skin in the indicated place, before joining the other students in the main dining hall. Dinner was held late–a Jeradian custom, Mya’adara said. Darkness had fallen, but the hall’s lights blazed cheerfully over the bustling trestle tables and long wooden benches of the dining hall.
 
   Hundreds of pairs of eyes, it seemed, noted her entrance through the immense jalkwood doors, which stood at least twenty times her height–perhaps tall and wide enough to accommodate a Dragon, she realised. She hoped all these big people did not think she was just a child. The huge Western Isles woman led her along to a rowdy section.
 
   “The first years,” said Mya’adara. “Hundreds of the rascals. Now, where’s yah dorm leader–yah Mentor? Hailia, she’s called.”
 
   “Pip!” A glad cry came from nearby. “Great Islands, guys, its Pip.”
 
   A table bounced as Durithion practically threw himself off his seat and dashed between the benches toward her.
 
   “Duri?” she gasped. He thumped into her and gave her a huge hug.
 
   “Yah know this scoundrel?” Mya’adara scowled at Duri. “Hands off the female students, young man, before Ah remove them permanently.”
 
   “She’s … oh, I know Pip from home,” Duri spluttered, his ears heating up until they resembled red flags either side of his head. He dropped the hug as though he had been burned. “Oh, Pip … how, I mean what … this is incredible. It is you, right?”
 
   Pip’s own ears burned as the boys at Duri’s table whistled and hooted at them. “Yes, Duri.”
 
   “You have to meet all of my friends.”
 
   He dragged her over to his table, rattling on about his father studying her and how incredible it was to have her at the Academy and throwing thirty names at her in rapid succession.
 
   But then, from nearby, a voice cut clearly through the hubbub, “Oh, great Islands, it’s the monkey from the zoo. Hello, monkey.”
 
   Cruel laughter rose from the table behind her.
 
   Pip whirled, clenching her fists in rage. She knew that voice. She could never forget it. Telisia!
 
   “Girls, this is Pip,” Telisia drawled. “My father studied her at the Sylakian zoo. She lived there with the monkeys. Apparently, she even speaks monkey.”
 
   “T-T-Telisia!” Durithion stammered, advancing on her.
 
   “How did you get here, Pip?” asked Telisia, playing to her audience. “Did the zookeepers let you out?”
 
   “Actually, I flew Dragonback.”
 
   “Dragonback? Why, you little liar, you–”
 
   Pip ground out, “I’ll just go tell Zardon the Red Dragon you called him a liar, shall I?”
 
   For a moment, Telisia’s mouth worked but no sound came out.
 
   The boy next to her chipped in, “Are you threatening my girlfriend, you undersized rat?”
 
   Durithion shouted, “You take that back, Prince Ulldari!”
 
   Suddenly, Mistress Mya’adara stood between all the heated stares. “I trust yah second years are giving our newest student a warm welcome? Telisia?”
 
   “I was just surprised to see Pip, that’s all,” said Telisia, her tone making it very clear that the surprise was not a pleasant one. “Welcome to Dragon Rider Academy, Pip of the Pygmies.”
 
   Pip summoned a deadly-sweet smile. “Thank you, Telisia.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Kneeling, Mistress Mya’adara measured the new student carefully with a knotted string. “Three feet … ten, no, eleven inches. Hold still, Pip.”
 
   “At least four feet, please,” said Pip.
 
   Maylin, a slant-eyed Eastern Islander first year from her dormitory, patted her on top of her head. The Pygmy girl could gladly have bitten that condescending hand. “No tiptoes, Pip. You don’t want to rile the Mistress. She bites.”
 
   “She hits,” said Mya’adara, clipping the back of Maylin’s head efficiently. “Ah’ll have those feet flat on mah floor, yah overgrown jungle imp.”
 
   Sighing, Pip subsided.
 
   “You’re running out of knots down there, Mistress,” said Maylin. When she received no reply, she added, “How tall are you, Mistress Mya’adara? Six mountains and how many peaks?”
 
   “Six feet and six,” she replied. “Stop stirring trouble, Maylin, or Ah’ll have yah mending every pair of trousers in mah school.”
 
   “Trouble? Me?” Maylin winked at Pip.
 
   “Yah not just the trouble, yah the sauce on top of the trouble,” said the Mistress, biting her tongue as she concentrated. “Not quite the big four, Pip. Sorry. Three feet, eleven and one-half inches, yah are.”
 
   “The simply enormous four,” chortled Maylin. This time, Pip did hit her, a punch on the arm which seemed to function as a general sort of greeting between the first years.
 
   “Ouch, you pocket rajal,” said Maylin, rubbing her arm. “Where’d you learn to hit like that?”
 
   “Wrestling Oraial Apes,” said Pip.
 
   “Mercy.”
 
   “Yah don’t argue with Pygmy warriors, or Western Isles warriors, for that matter,” said Mya’adara, marking down Pip’s details on her records scroll. “Right. We need yah weight, girl.”
 
   “One titchy bag of flour,” said Maylin.
 
   Pip thumped her other arm before Maylin could dodge. “That’s two bags, you short-changing little cheat.”
 
   Maylin grinned, “Ooh, fun with a pun. Two bags of mischief, Mistress.”
 
   “Ah’m having second thoughts about asking yah to help Pip find her way around the Academy,” said the Mistress. “That smacks of giving two monkeys the key to a storeroom full of sweets. Stand still, Pip. Hmm. Seven sackweight and three grains. Need to feed yah up, poor mite.”
 
   To her surprise, Pip found an arm about her shoulder. “If you’re finished, Mistress,” said Maylin, “we intend to take a careful and very polite tour of all the best sights of the Academy.”
 
   “Bah,” said Mya’adara. “And Ah come from a purple Island orbiting the Jade moon. Off with yah scamps. Shoo!”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 13: A Princely Punch
 
    
 
   PIP’s First week of school passed by in a blur. There was a mountain of books and scrolls to digest, classrooms to find, Mentors and Journeymen or Journeywomen to meet, and several groups of students to learn to avoid. She lost count of the number of times she heard the word ‘monkey’ hissed behind her back, or was tripped up, sent in a wrong direction, tricked or misinformed, had luminous flesh-eating slugs dropped down her back, or was jostled in the corridors. Being the shortest student by at least a foot, and two or three in the case of the Jeradians, seemed to lend itself to an inordinate number of ‘accidents’. Someone tucked a note under her pillow-roll to inform her that the only student who was shorter than her was Hardak, a third year student in a wheelchair, and that she would be ‘cut down to size’, too. Pip bit her tongue so hard she tasted blood.
 
   To her surprise, Durithion tried his best to protect her. Telisia and her first year prince boyfriend, His Most Islandic Excellency Ulldari the Fifth, Crown Prince of Udalia Island, which was apparently less than half of his full title, seemed to have embarked on a personal mission to make her life a misery.
 
   Pip hid in the infirmary and chatted to Shimmerith, or shadowed Oyda on her rounds amongst the sick or injured Dragons and Riders. She buried her nose in scrolls and Dragon lore and stole out of the Academy grounds, through the tunnel, to see Hunagu. After pouring out her heart to him, she was pounced upon on the way back by the Red Dragon guard. His roar paralysed her; an ungentle swipe of his paw bruised her ribs.
 
   Master Kassik handed down a punishment of working in the laundry room for a week.
 
   Shimmerith and Rajion cornered her in the infirmary and scolded her for causing trouble. Alathion had been very quick to accuse the Dragons of shirking their guard duty, they growled, growing so heated and snappish that Pip began to fear for her life.
 
   Nak ‘rescued’ her, only to start teasing her about fuelling the Dragonish furnace.
 
   Then, the dapper little man grandly regaled her with several tales of his exploits. She was supposed to goggle and make appropriately reverential noises, Pip thought crossly, later. ‘Oh, Dragon Rider, you’re so amazing,’ she muttered to herself. ‘Oh, how did you accomplish that? You’re so ingenious.’ Nak’s opinion of himself evidently reached the moons above. But he was terrifically funny, especially when he mimed Prince Ulldari’s regal pomp.
 
   As she trotted down to the training arena, located in the far corner of the balcony-field outside the great dining hall, on the eighth day of that first week, Pip found her feet scurrying along in anticipation. Finally. She knew about weapons. A Pygmy warrior would show the other students a thing or two, rather than being the smallest, the ignorant one, the one whose feet dangled from every chair she sat on.
 
   By way of greeting, Prince Ulldari said, “Great. The monkey’s taking weapons classes.” The group of four or five boys who always seemed to be around him, egging him on, burst out laughing on cue.
 
   Pip joined the other students warming up on the sandy arena floor. The morning was cool; the suns having not yet risen high enough to warm the inside of the volcano–not that it needed heating, on the whole. Pip imagined that in the summer, the heat from the lava flows and the suns had to be unbearable.
 
   She wanted to join the other first year girls from her dormitory, but the three she was closest to, Kaiatha, Yaethi and Maylin, seemed to be chatting animatedly in a close huddle. It was a world apart to a Pygmy girl. How could she join in without looking like the loneliest fool who walked the Islands? They had been kind, but they had been friends long before she joined the first year class.
 
   Pip flinched as a pebble struck her neck. Ignore it.
 
   A twig pinged the back of her knee. Pip bit back her rage. She did not want to grace Master Kassik’s office twice in her first week.
 
   A larger pebble pinked into the sand beside her. The boys laughed at something. Ulldari tapped her on the shoulder. She whirled.
 
   “You insulted my girlfriend, monkey.”
 
   She said, “I suppose you dropped out of charm school for obnoxious princes?”
 
   Ulldari sneered, “Why don’t you go back to your zoo, runt? You’re just playing with the big people here. We don’t have time for little black monkeys.”
 
   Pip shook with rage. There was a roaring in her ears. She glared up at the richly-dressed prince. “You’d better be ready to back up your words with action, Ulldari. Because you’re ralti-sheep stupid. You’ve no idea who you’re picking on.”
 
   “Pick yourself a training sword,” he retorted, “and I’ll give you a spanking. Then you can go work with the messenger monkeys.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   Her calm acceptance seemed to rattle him. The Prince must have expected the tiny object of his bullying to back down. Her three dorm-mates ran to intercept her as she marched over to the weapons rack.
 
   “What are you doing, Pip?” asked Yaethi, a tall, pale girl from the Northern Isles. She had been helping Pip work through all of the texts she would need to know for the upcoming examinations.
 
   “Ulldari’s a decent fighter,” said Kaiatha, worrying at her distinctive Fra’aniorian braid. She had eyes the dark blue of a shady lake, and hailed from a volcanic Island renowned for its dragonets, the tiny relatives of Dragons. “It isn’t too late to back out.”
 
   “Huh. You’ll carve up that stuffy old pair of trousers for ralti stew, Pip. Just keep your wits about you,” said Maylin, who had a knack for anything involving a blade.
 
   “Maylin,” protested Kaiatha, ever the pacifist. “We’re not allowed–”
 
   “Oh, go stuff it in a volcano!”
 
   As her friends bickered, Pip picked out two long daggers from the weapons rack, similar to the ones Master Balthion had given her for training purposes. “These will do.” They were blunt, but light and well-balanced.
 
   “No shield?” asked Yaethi, adjusting her modest Helyon headscarf nervously. She always wore a long headscarf in the famed Helyon blue silk, a colour which complimented her light blue eyes and hid her white-blond hair. A Northern Isles cultural artefact, she liked to call the headscarf, but she never wore her hair uncovered. Not even to bed.
 
   “Pygmy warriors fight with two blades,” she replied.
 
   As Pip and the Prince walked out onto the arena sands, the other students of their first year class, sensing tension in the air, stopped chattering to watch. Pip puffed out her cheeks. Please let Balthion’s training work, here. Otherwise she was about to make a stinking idiot of herself, and ‘monkey’ would not be the only nickname she’d earn.
 
   Prince Ulldari held up his sword and shield. “May the best Human win.”
 
   “Monkey,” said someone.
 
   “Shut your flapping trap,” snapped Maylin.
 
   Pip flexed her knees, testing the hard-packed arena sand with her toes. It was a good surface for combat. Her concentration homed in on Ulldari, bearing down on her with a sardonic grin twisting his otherwise handsome lips. She swayed aside from his first blow. A touch awkward, she thought. His fighting style was different to the Sylakian one. She should watch for surprises. Pip dodged again.
 
   “Stand still, you little runt,” snarled Ulldari.
 
   He attacked compactly, driving her back around the arena. Pip deflected with her two blades, learning, analysing, calculating. The Prince had enjoyed some instruction, but she knew she could take him. The question was not if, but how. A stone rapping the back of her head distracted her as she broke away from a clash. Ulldari drove in with a powerful blow, knocking her off balance. Pip rolled instinctively with her fall, twisting her torso to scissor-kick the Prince’s legs out from under him. He fell hard on his backside.
 
   Pip bounded to her feet. “Come on, Prince Ulldari. Losing to a girl?”
 
   With a snarl, he leaped to his feet. Ulldari attacked her with a huge overhand blow, but Pip spun inside of it. Blocking his shield with her left elbow, she used her anger-fuelled strength to punch him directly in the groin. He wore protection, but her blow was as Balthion had taught her, anchored by her legs and torso, with the full power of her shoulder behind it as her arm snapped straight. Every boy watching, and most of the girls, gasped reflexively, ‘Oooooh!’
 
   Someone said, “Brutal.”
 
   Prince Ulldari folded up on the ground, whimpering. He was finished.
 
   “Never underestimate your opponent,” said Pip. She bowed curtly. “Any other big person want a small lesson?”
 
   Her classmates were utterly silent.
 
   Maylin rolled her eyes at Pip. “Master,” she mouthed.
 
   Shutting her eyes, Pip dropped into the kneeling position at once. Not again! More trouble …
 
   Feet tapped on the arena stairs and padded across the sand toward her. When they stopped, the silence felt as thick as blood. “I am the Weapons Master,” said the man, at last. “No-one else presumes to teach my students, especially not a first year. Your name?”
 
   “Pip, Master.”
 
   “Perhaps you think you are better than a Master, Pip? That you can instruct my class?”
 
   “No, Master.”
 
   “Then what was this? I do not allow sparring without a Journeyman or Master present.” The silence lengthened. Pip kept her eyes downcast. Suddenly, in her language, the voice said, “Rise, Pygmy warrior. Teach me, if you can.”
 
   Pip gasped, “Master, you speak …” Great Islands! Opposite her stood a Pygmy man of middle years, gnarled and muscled like a pocket rajal. His dark eyes seemed filled with thunderclouds.
 
   Now, she flung herself face-down in the manner of a Pygmy child before an elder. Speaking Ancient Southern, she said, “I abase myself, Master.”
 
   “I am Adak’ûlyà’araá’lúyon,” said he, before switching back to Standard. “Call me Master Adak. You must be my newest student? Rise, and attack me.”
 
   “No, Master. Never.”
 
   “Refuse my command, and you may leave this school and never return.”
 
   Her pulse hammered in her ears as Pip rose. Suddenly, her palms were sweaty. She moved into the ready stance. Adak raised his sword and shield.
 
   Did he not see her spirit was unwilling? But she had to obey. Pip’s bare feet darted across the sand to make her first attack, a feint, a concealed strike from the left with the hand sinister. Master Adak read her intentions effortlessly. She snaked clear of his sharp riposte. They closed, testing each other’s defences charily, the Master faster and smoother than any swordsman she had ever faced, a dark cobra on the strike, a rock in defence.
 
   He launched into a whirlwind of an attack.
 
   Pip drew deep, holding him off for almost a minute before the Master’s sword-point bruised her left collarbone. “Good,” he said. “Again.”
 
   Five seconds later, she was eating sand. Islands’ sakes, she hadn’t even seen his kick!
 
   “Teach me, Pygmy warrior,” he taunted her.
 
   So he would test her mettle, above and beyond her skills? Thankfully, Master Balthion’s instruction had extended far beyond the obvious, physical skills.
 
   Rising, Pip flung sand into his face. Master Adak raised his shield; she rolled beneath the blow and stabbed for his knee. He stiffened his leg to break the force of her blow. The dagger spun from her numbed fingers, but her second dagger-strike thumped down atop his boot, bruising the bone. A real blade would have skewered his foot like one of the rats Pip used to pierce with bamboo sticks.
 
   The Master’s eyes flashed with anger. Pip realised he had not meant to allow her to strike him. His pride was wounded; as any rajal might, he leaped into a furious attack, beating her around the arena until sweat ran into her eyes and her arm throbbed with pain. Twice, he crashed the edge of his metal shield into her ribs. Twice, she twisted adroitly, absorbing the impact as best she could. Pip scooped up her second blade in passing, collecting Adak’s boot in her backside for her troubles. She somersaulted mid-air and spun in place, ready once more.
 
   The Master stood at ease three paces away.
 
   “Pygmy in style, but Sylakian in the execution,” said Master Adak, seeming unruffled by their encounter, whereas Pip was blowing like a Dragon. “Where did you learn your swordplay, girl?”
 
   “In a zoo,” she retorted. His eyes widened.
 
   “Who was your weapons instructor?”
 
   “Master Balthion, Second War-Hammer of the Sylakian Army.”
 
   “Ah,” he said. “Then, defend against this.”
 
   And he changed his style utterly, leading with the shield, striking from behind it where least expected, twice toppling her, but Pip rolled with the bruising blows. He split her lip, but she did not flinch. He cracked her knuckles, but she kept fighting even though she knew her right index finger might be broken. Finally, the shield smashed into her cheekbone. Pip saw blackness. The world faded.
 
   Dimly, she thought she heard a Dragon roaring at her, an explosion of fire that raced through her being. It galvanised her. She staggered to her feet, weaponless. Her brow drew down. The power gathered in her breast was a molten core of agony, so scorching that she could think of nothing else.
 
   Master Adak seemed incensed. “Oh, give it up, girl.” He drove in, trying to land a crushing finishing blow with his shield.
 
   Pip rotated in place, striking with every ounce of the anger roaring within her; powering her counter-strike with the product of every humiliation of the last seven years. She shouted a wordless cry to release the anguish before it consumed her. Her clenched fist smashed right through the metal boss of his shield, and into the arm behind it.
 
   The Master cried out in pain, but he still knocked her over with the force of his charge. Then, suddenly, the arena was still.
 
   The Pygmy Weapons Master had turned as white as a man of his natural colour could be. Pip gasped, “Master …”
 
   Adak grimaced. Drawing a short dagger from his belt, he severed the wrist and forearm straps of the shattered shield and let it fall to the ground. He raised his left arm, slowly, as though to salute the morning sky. His hand and wrist hung at a ghastly angle, broken as cleanly as could be.
 
   “Let this be a lesson to you all,” he grated. “This student speaks wisdom. Never, never underestimate your opponent.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Oyda punched Pip on the arm. “That’s for giving me extra work.”
 
   “Um, is the Master–”
 
   “He asked to see you. Demanded, actually. He was madder than a rajal stung by a hornet because we had to put him out to set the arm straight.”
 
   “Our sweet Pipsqueak is having an eventful first week,” said Nak, popping up to dangle his arm over Pip’s shoulders. “Burgled the Academy, tried to burgle it a second time, riled up the Dragons, broke a Master’s arm, and did you hear what she did to Prince Ulldari? Bruised his chances of continuing the royal succession, she did.”
 
   Oyda smiled archly at Nak. “Reminds me of a troublemaker I know.”
 
   “Ay,” said Nak, preening like a male parakeet displaying its shimmering feathers. “Learned from the best. Why, just yesterday, I was telling this feisty little warrior–”
 
   “Shimmerith needs you,” Oyda interrupted.
 
   “Oh, my Dragon-darling, my sweet little heap of scales …” Nak rushed off.
 
   Oyda rolled her eyes at his back. “Insufferable man. What my Emblazon sees in him, I’ve yet to fathom.”
 
   “Why haven’t I met Emblazon, yet?”
 
   “We, uh … had a fight.” The Dragon Rider tossed her ringlets, her pretty features drawn as if in pain. “The Dragon Elders decreed a month’s separation while Emblazon and I are supposed to reflect on the appropriate relationship between a Dragon and his Rider. I miss him, Pip.”
 
   “You love him?”
 
   “It’s not romantic love, Pip, if that’s what you’re asking. No? Nice blush, anyway.” Oyda gazed over at Shimmerith, who was talking animatedly to Nak. “With Shapeshifters, that’s possible. But I’m a Human and Emblazon’s a large male Dragon. I suspect he’s off courting a few females while I’m not watching. He’s been oddly broody, lately, more like a mother hen than the mighty male Dragon he likes to think he is.”
 
   “The girls say Emblazon’s a monster.”
 
   Oyda laughed happily. “The kind of monster with three good hearts, if you can see past the fangs, claws and Dragon fire. He’s good, Pip. Touchy, but good.”
 
   “You do love him.”
 
   “You precious parakeet, of course I do.” Oyda wagged her finger at Pip. “But Pip, a little fledgling tells me you won past Jalador by charming him. Jalador received the whole wrath of the Dragon Elders for that incident, yesterday. I’d keep clear of the Dragons for a few days until things simmer down–not to say they aren’t always bubbling on about something. Short tempers, those Dragons.”
 
   Oyda was right. How much more trouble could she cause in a week? There was one more day left, the day of rest for students. Pip dared not think about the ninth day.
 
   Instead, she moved on to Master Adak’s bedside.
 
   “Pip?” he mumbled, unable to focus on her face.
 
   “Master Adak? You summoned me?”
 
   “Pip.” He groaned softly. “They gave me too much fever-brew. I feel sick … Pip, tell me, how does a girl punch a hole in a metal shield?”
 
   “I … don’t know, Master.” Pip spied Mistress Mya’adara angling across the cave toward her, waving her hands. Here came trouble.
 
   He clutched her arm feverishly. “Do you have any idea–any idea, girl, how much force it takes to even dent a training shield boss?” The Weapons Master groaned again. “You. You pierced solid metal with your bare hand. Who are you?”
 
   “Pip. Pip!” The Western Isles warrior took hold of the scruff of Pip’s tunic. “No disturbing the patients. Off with yah.”
 
   Hanging her head, Pip shuffled off.
 
   “That was unfair, Mya’adara,” she heard Oyda say behind her.
 
   “Unfair? How does a first year break a Weapons Master’s arm, Oyda? There’s more to that girl than meets the eye. Ah’m right. Yah’ll see.”
 
   Pip stopped up her sobs with her fist. No tears, warrior girl!
 
   But when she arrived at her bed in the dormitory, someone had left their calling card. Go home, monkey, was scrawled in large letters on the wall above her bunk. There were fresh monkey droppings smeared all over her clothes, her blankets and even stuffed inside the bag Mistress Mya’adara had given her. They had smashed her bamboo flute for good measure.
 
   She screamed at the four walls of the empty dormitory.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 14: Dragons and Apes
 
    
 
   How she wished she could disappear. In the jungle, a Pygmy warrior could vanish utterly. But in a school, it was not so easy, especially for someone who fit in so well she might as well have been wearing a sign on her back saying, ‘Kick the little person’. Pip tried to visit Hunagu again, but a blast of Dragon fire bathed the tunnel ahead of her.
 
   “I am Emblazon,” snarled the Dragon. All she could see of him in the darkness was a flash of fangs. “Nobody sneaks past me. Go back before I report you.”
 
   Pip fled.
 
   But the exams arrived all too quickly. Kaiatha, Yaethi and Maylin, her new friends, had helped her clean up after the monkey dung incident. They helped her study. But they could not stop all of the bullying.
 
   The day before the exams, Telisia appeared at Pip’s dinner table to drop a dead rat on her plate. “Special treat,” she said. “I heard you used to eat these in the zoo.”
 
   For a moment, Pip froze on her seat. Mocking laughter from the first and second year students surrounded her. Then, she picked up the rodent, bit off its head, and spat the severed head onto Telisia’s robes. She had aimed for her face, but missed.
 
   Telisia screamed.
 
   Journeyman Gelka, who took the first years for geography, hauled them both outside the dining hall and gave them an ear-singeing lecture at the height of his considerable volume.
 
   The following day, the school went deathly quiet as the first year students sat for examinations eight hours a day, over a thousand students lined up at desks in the great meeting hall, which dwarfed even their number.
 
   Pip’s second examination, after lunch that first day, was Dragon lore. She pored over the questions, finding them rather easier than she would have expected. Her quill pen scratched rapidly over the leaf as she concentrated fiercely, knowing she had to give a good account of herself in order to repay Master Kassik’s faith in her. The quill-tip received a good chewing along the way.
 
   Oh. She should write to Master Balthion to let her know she was alive. What an idiot she had been!
 
   Scowling at her paper as though she wished she could burn the questions away by the force of her anger, she was utterly unprepared for a scroll smacking down on her small table and being lifted out of her chair by a handful of her curls. “You cheat!”
 
   In a room of a thousand students in which the only sound was the scratching of quills on scroll-leaf, that was the equivalent of dropping a bomb.
 
   Journeyman Gelka was purple with rage. “Turn out your pockets, girl. What are you hiding? Where is it? Where?”
 
   Pip was so shocked that she stood stock-still as he pawed at her clothes. Then she shoved him away. “Hands off me, you disgusting–”
 
   “You’re cheating. I know you are.”
 
   “I’m not a cheat.”
 
   The Journeyman picked up the scroll he had dropped on her desk and tried to whack her with it. Pip blocked the blow with her elbow. “This,” he snarled. “Your paper from this morning. It’s perfect. Every single word.”
 
   Master Shambithion arrived, breathless, from where he had been walking between the desks. “What’s the meaning of this, Journeyman? Accusing a student? Isn’t there a better place for this?”
 
   “She’s copying the texts, exactly. Look here. And here.”
 
   “I don’t cheat.” Pip began to shake as Shambithion rapidly scanned her answers from earlier that day.
 
   “Word for word,” Journeyman Gelka insisted. “Every question. Look. She’s quoted perfectly from Rallix on the legend of Gemmiss the Azure Dragon.”
 
   “I d-don’t understand,” said Pip, aghast. “It’s the right answer.”
 
   “Of course it is, if you copy it. Turn out your pockets, you wretched–”
 
   “It’s a serious accusation, student Pip,” said the Master, pursing his lips. “These answers do look as if they’ve been copied.”
 
   Heat rose in her body. Her pulse pounded in her ears. Pip was gasping, fishing for words, when a chair crashed nearby. Gentle Kaiatha leaped to her feet, crying, “Pip doesn’t cheat. I can prove–”
 
   “Sit down!” roared Gelka.
 
   “No, wait,” said Master Shambithion, scratching his extraordinary beak of a nose. “Kaiatha, I’ve seen you two studying together in the library. What are you saying? You can prove something?” And then, evidently aware of a thousand pairs of eyes watching the altercation, some with malicious interest, he rapped, “Stop the timers! Since you insist on a public airing, Journeyman, we shall proceed. Kaiatha? Your word, please.”
 
   Kaiatha shook like a reed in a torrent. Nevertheless, she turned to her friend and said, “Pip. Quote the Rallix piece. Start on the fourth stanza.”
 
   “I … right.”
 
   Deeply conscious of every stare, hot and ashamed, Pip had a panicked moment when her mind went blank. But then the familiar words began to parade in front of her. She recited:
 
   Gemmiss the Azure did strike her noble claw,
 
   Upon the blazing peak of Fra’anior.
 
   ‘Fie,’ saith she, ‘I shall but send this volcano,
 
   To the bottom of a Cloudlands sea.’
 
   “Carry on.”
 
   Pip reeled off the epic poem from memory, until Master Shambithion nodded and breathed, “Aha.” He stopped her with a hand on her arm. “Now I understand. Student Pip. Please name for me the legend on page 147 of the First Year Lorebook.”
 
   “Page 147 is a title page, Master–Miscellaneous Legends. But 148 starts with the Tale of the Two-Headed Dragon. It is followed by Jex of Jeradia, middle of the page.”
 
   Journeyman Gelka’s jaw sagged.
 
   Master Shambithion beamed at Pip as if he had opened a dusty old chest and unexpectedly found it full of treasure. “Quote the entire page to me, Pip.” After a moment, she began to recount the page, her voice echoing in the vast, still hall. The Master’s eyes fluttered shut in a strange kind of ecstasy. He chuckled gently when she noted a punctuation error in the text. Poor Gelka’s jaw just leaned open like a broken door.
 
   “That’s the end of the page, Master,” said Pip.
 
   Shambithion said, “You see, Journeyman Gelka, the oral cultures of the Island-World have extraordinary powers of memorisation. Pip. Geography textbook. Let’s see. Tell me about … Ramgee Island.”
 
   “Certainly, Master.” Pip pictured the page in her mind’s eye. “Ramgee Island, previously called Rambala Island. Location: South-easterly quarter 15.16 degrees equatorial 87.56 easterly. Land mass 12.23 square leagues. Height varies 0.36 to 0.57 leagues above the Cloudlands. Tallest mountain is called the Hammer. Predominant weather Northern, frosty winters, permanent ice-cap. Three peripheral Islets noted, two inhabited, one an active volcano. One major city, seven villages and ninety-four hamlets. Population total 5,739, taken in the eleventh century census by Master Fellik of Hermithia Island–which lies 32.2 leagues north-east of Jeradia and constitutes the nearest major Cluster. Primary economic activities are … shall I continue, Master?”
 
   Shambithion returned Pip’s scroll of answers from the morning to the Journeyman. “If you ask for rote memory, Gelka, that’s what you’ll get. Satisfied?”
 
   The Journeyman’s throat worked. “Yes, Master. But that’s–”
 
   “Extraordinary. Fabulous, I know,” crowed Master Shambithion, spitting slightly in his excitement. “What a mind! Uncanny, isn’t it? Now, Gelka, you will apologise to our student.”
 
   “Pip, I am deeply sorry. I was wrong. You did not cheat.”
 
   She bowed stiffly. When she sat down again, Pip picked up her quill pen and stared at the page for a very long time. The letters swam before her, mocking, circling with the predatory intent of carrion birds sizing up a carcass.
 
   Her world was bleak. She belonged nowhere. Even the Masters and Journeymen distrusted her.
 
   Cheat! Cheat! The words rang in her ears, a chorus drowning out all else.
 
   Finally, when she could stand it no more, Pip scrawled several words below the question she had reached, midway through the paper. She put up her hand, and waited for Master Shambithion to collect her scroll.
 
   “Finished, Pip?” She nodded. “You may leave quietly.”
 
   Pip did not run until she was outside.
 
   Her final written words on the examination scroll were, ‘I HATE this school!’
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   She ran away. But how did one break out of a school guarded by fire-breathing Dragons, who to a beast thought the Pygmy girl enjoyed causing trouble for their kind?
 
   Shucking her tunic top, Pip scaled the main volcano wall above the school that afternoon. By evening, she was climbing down a vertical cliff toward the forested gorge below. Three times, she hid from Dragons with all the craft of her jungle upbringing, either spotting them aloft or sensing a hint of magic stirring the hairs on the nape of her neck. She spared the spectacular, horizon-spanning crags of central Jeradia barely a glance. Her full attention was directed toward staying alive.
 
   Thankfully, the volcanic rock was rough enough to provide plenty of handholds and footholds. Pip could climb with the ease of any monkey. Ha. Like a monkey. She revelled in the challenge. Pip glanced down once more. Half a mile below, Jalador was sleeping again. She stiffened, hugging the rock face and keeping utterly still as the gleaming bulk of an Amber Dragon appeared, drifting around the base of the volcano. From Oyda’s description, that had to be Emblazon. All she had seen of him previously was fangs and Dragon fire. He was colossal! He flew low and fast, spearing toward Jalador, probably trying to surprise him. Ah, crafty on both counts. The Green Dragon had not been sleeping after all.
 
   They swapped places, Emblazon relieving the much smaller Jalador. After some discussion, Jalador departed and the Amber Dragon shrank into the shadows near the cave. Pip almost whistled aloud. Great Islands, was that magic? He had disappeared.
 
   She clambered down the remainder of the cliff in utter silence, careful not even to breathe loudly, let alone dislodge a rock. Pip had no desire to attract Emblazon’s wrath. Oyda called him the ‘proudest young Dragon’–apparently, this included extraordinary strength and a temper worthy of a starving rajal.
 
   It was fully dark by the time she ghosted into the forest, making for a point back along a faint animal trail where she and Hunagu had agreed to meet. Suddenly, there he was, a boulder rising from the forest, a great arm reaching out to engulf her in a hug. Pip buried her head in his fur and made a sound somewhere between a scream and a groan of anguish.
 
   Hunagu just held her for a very long time. “Pip sad?”
 
   “School hard. Hunagu alright?”
 
   He sighed, a gust of air that flipped her hair about her face. “Good-good.”
 
   Liar. But Pip did not say it. “Forest good?”
 
   “Forest fine. Many Dragons. Bad shadow-thing here.”
 
   With that, Pip’s humiliation in the examination room faded into nothingness. “Hunagu …” Her heart lurched into a gallop. “What shadow–”
 
   “Shadow thing, from before. Sylakia beast.”
 
   With a great deal of questioning, given the limitations of the Oraial language to express complex ideas, Pip managed to establish that Hunagu meant the same shadow-creature which had flown over their cage in Sylakia–the creature which had inhabited her dreams ever since. It had left again, but the way he described it left no doubt–it was the strange oily shadow which seemed to move through things but still had a substance of its own. There was an overwhelming perception of evil’s presence and the impression that it had wings like a Dragon.
 
   Nausea churned in her stomach, as though a Dragon’s claw were slowly winding her intestines tighter and tighter. The hunting beast was surely nothing to do with her … was it? Whatever it was, she had to hurry back to the school and warn Master Kassik.
 
   Hunagu kept asking, “Pip safe? Pip no trouble?”
 
   “Pip safe,” she said. “Pip worry for school friends. Pip warn Dragons.”
 
   “Good-good,” agreed the Oraial, wringing his huge hands. “Pip safe? Pip good-good? Pip careful?”
 
   She punched his arm. “Hunagu careful? Hunagu safe?”
 
   “Hunagu jungle king.” The Ape thumped his chest, but Pip felt it boomed a little hollowly.
 
   Her abortive escape was over. Pip silently lamented the concern that would drive her back up the mountain to warn her friends. She could no more leave them vulnerable than she would choose to dine with a python. But Emblazon’s fury would be immeasurable if he learned she’d sneaked past him. Could she burgle the school a third time?
 
   The Pygmy thief, she should be called.
 
   By the early hours, as the moons drifted behind the volcanic cone, leaving her only the star-frosted sky for company, Pip was high up the mountainside once more. She had successfully evaded Emblazon’s notice. An easier route had allowed her to scramble upward quickly, avoiding some of the overhangs which had challenged her and torn off a fingernail before. She sucked that finger pensively. Blazing Dragon-fires, it hurt.
 
   The night was cool and hushed. Even the wind, which usually sighed and sang over the volcanic peaks above the school, seemed cowed.
 
   Why?
 
   The barren volcanic cliff held cracks and places where a Pygmy could conceal herself. Her heart pumped furiously. She sensed … Pip raced lightly up the steep slope, angling for a patch of boulders silhouetted against the milky background of stars.
 
   And then a huge shadow rose above the volcano’s lip. She saw the constellations clearly through it–the Leaping Rajal, the Windroc, and Frakkior’s Dragon. Pip froze, as terrified as a mouse confronted by a cobra. The thing rose and tipped toward her, a shadow spreading like dark rippling water over the stars and the scrubby bushes, a winged shadow-beast with eyes that were pools of nothingness, just darkness upon darkness, and the horror that wracked her chest was so severe, she forgot how to breathe or live or believe. All was pain. The hunter searched with senses unknown to Humans. The touch of its presence brought only a flaring of agony behind her temples.
 
   Pip smacked down on her face. Most fervently, as the creature bore down upon her in majestic silence, she wished that the rocks would rise up to conceal her frail existence.
 
   A whisper of wind stirred her hair as it passed overhead.
 
   Dimly, Pip heard the bugling challenge of a Dragon rise from the gorge below the volcano. Emblazon raced skyward, chasing the Shadow Dragon–but he seemed to become confused, because the shadow slipped away from him and vanished into the Jeradian wilderness.
 
   He turned slowly in the air, scanning the terrain. A Dragon’s blazing gaze locked on her upturned face.
 
   A sound like a thunderclap rolled over her; Emblazon’s bellow of pure fury, which smote her a paralysing blow. The impact of his landing shook her world. A Dragon’s paw smashed the air from her lungs. But he did not crush her–not quite, even though she was as an ant trapped beneath a boulder. Claws curled around her ribcage and lifted her irresistibly into the air. Emblazon heaved several breaths, clearly trying to calm himself.
 
   “You, again,” he snarled. “Explain yourself.”
 
   Pip struggled, heaving, her lungs burning with the need for air, seeing only a Dragon’s smoking nostrils entering her vision through a gathering tunnel of darkness. He breathed softly at her. Stars prickled behind her eyes; sweet air whistled into her lungs.
 
   Healing magic. Even her panic had vanished.
 
   Holding her up toward his muzzle in his fisted paw, Emblazon repeated, “What was that creature? What’re you doing here? What are you planning?”
 
   She shook her head, saying, “I honestly don’t know what it is. Do you? I saw it once before in the zoo in Sylakia, flying overhead. I only went to the forest, Emblazon. I don’t know what that shadow creature is or what it’s doing here. You have to believe me.”
 
   For several minutes, the burning of his gaze consumed her. Pip could not look away. She did not struggle. What he was looking for, she did not know, but at length the Dragon sighed and his fierceness evaporated. He said, “I do believe you. But not all will. Pip, I heard about the exam–everyone heard. You were running away, weren’t you?”
 
   “Ay.” Breaking in, not breaking out. Emblazon had her moving in the wrong direction.
 
   “They’ve been searching half of Jeradia for you,” he said. “You need to report to Master Kassik at once. I will report finding you separately from discovering that shadow creature.”
 
   “I … don’t understand.”
 
   “You and that creature, lurking out here together?” Emblazon snorted fire over her head. “What do you think they’ll think? Foolish girl.”
 
   Pip swallowed. And she thought she had troubles enough already?
 
   “Climb on my back.” The huge paw placed her on his shoulder. In a low, troubled voice, Emblazon added, “I do this for Zardon’s sake. He trusts you. That old Dragon might be two leagues short of a full Island, but his craft, judgement and knowledge of Dragon lore are unsurpassed. Hold on.”
 
   For Zardon’s sake? What had the Red Dragon told his kin about her? And when? Pip clutched Emblazon’s spine-spike as he blasted into the air, before trimming his wings and accelerating at a fantastic rate over the volcano’s rim and down into the central caldera. The young Dragon was a powerful, silky-smooth flyer. He had to be awesome in combat.
 
   For the first time, she saw her school from above. Pip gasped in wonder. There, hidden between five volcanic cones, was a lake of the clearest, most resplendent green she had ever seen, swirling slowly and glistening as though it were a window to a starry sky below. Around the lake, lit by the radiant waters, Dragons played. So many colours! Large Dragons and small, whole Dragon families playing in the pre-dawn gloom. Steam rose in numerous places along the lake’s edge from what Pip assumed were hot springs. In one place, bright orange lava flowed into the lake, bubbling and steaming so vigorously it was visible even from a distance. She saw a Yellow Dragon resting its rump directly in the fiery flow.
 
   Emblazon was already approaching the school buildings. His broad wings flared as he braked sharply, bringing them in for a rooftop landing so perfect it did not disturb a single tile.
 
   “Down that tree,” he said. “I assume your climbing skills are adequate to the task?”
 
   Pip flushed. “They are.”
 
   “Then straight to the Master’s office with you. Promise me.”
 
   Oyda’s instruction echoed in her head. ‘Dragon promises are not like Human promises, Pip. They kill promise-breakers. Don’t ever make a promise to a Dragon you don’t intend to keep.’
 
   “I promise.”
 
   Emblazon opened his wings and fell into space.
 
   Pip watched his departure with an unexpected pang of jealousy.
 
   Then she shinned down the tree with ease. Right. She was in the garden courtyard where she had found Casitha before, not far from Master Kassik’s office. 
 
   Pip turned around, and bumped right into Maylin. She yelped.
 
   Maylin grabbed her arm. “Pip! Where have you been? We searched this garden …”
 
   Kaiatha and Yaethi threw themselves at her. Kaiatha sobbed, “Where were you? Pip, we were so worried.” Now Pip felt miserable and guilty, on top of her nerves.
 
   But Maylin said roughly, “You little wretch. What kind of a friend disappears like that? Where were you hiding? Master Kassik’s going to roast your backside in the nearest volcano, let me tell you.”
 
   Pip smiled uneasily. “I don’t suppose you’d believe me if I said I flew Dragonback on Emblazon?”
 
   Yaethi spluttered, “Oyda’s Dragon? Are you mad?”
 
   “Maybe a little.” Pip’s eyes gleamed. “Can you three keep a secret?”
 
   “Can we turn you into Pygmy pie?” retorted Maylin. “You hold her, Kaiatha, and I’ll do the slicing and dicing.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 15: Roast Pygmy for a Feast
 
    
 
   Master Kassik Gave her a verbal roasting, just as her friends had threatened. Pip stared at her toes, scrunched up in his thick carpet.
 
   “You’re the smallest student, but a Dragon-sized troublemaker,” stormed the Master, making a tight turn in front of his desk and marching back across his office. The buttons, medals and honours on his Jeradian War-Hammer’s uniform cast winks of light all around her. She dared not meet his gaze. “You drop from the sky, bamboozle that witless Green Jalador, irritate Alathion, assault a Prince–and I still haven’t heard the end of that incident from Udalia Island, may I tell you–break my Weapons Master’s arm, and rile up all of the Dragons! You’ve barely been here a month and you’re wearing a path to my door. What do you have to say for yourself, eh? Eh?”
 
   “I apologise, Master Kassik.”
 
   The Master unexpectedly made a growl worthy of any Dragon. “And then my Journeyman calls you for cheating in front of your entire class. Unbelievable!” He threw up his hands. “I’m surprised you didn’t hear my shouting at that Island-sized idiot from wherever you were up the volcano. You came second in yesterday’s exams, Pip. Second.”
 
   “I’m very sorry, Master.”
 
   “No, you’re not!” he roared, and then pulled up with a low chuckle. “Not for that, anyway. Only Yaethi beat you.”
 
   He was not as angry as he was pretending to be. Why? More and more, the ways of big people confused her. Or was it just as Kaiatha had whispered, that someone who had grown up in a zoo, needed to learn how to be a Human? Surely her humanity–her humanness, rather–was inborn, as natural as breathing? If she read him right, Master Kassik was proud of her. Why then the anger?
 
   She said, “Truly? Master, you checked how many hundred–”
 
   “We know our students, Pip. Unless there are any surprises. Always possible. And, word of warning, young lady–we’ll set different types of questions, next time.” He flashed a big, Dragonish grin at her. “No more running away, Pip, please. My sanity depends on it. Promise?”
 
   Careful what you promise to a Dragon, or to Master Kassik, Pip thought. He did strike her as very Dragonish in his behaviour, sometimes. He certainly had a Dragon’s temper hidden behind that commanding officer’s calm exterior.
 
   “Master Kassik, I promise.”
 
   He held her gaze until with a nod, he declared himself satisfied. Unexpectedly, he barked, “Alathion! Send them in.”
 
   Kaiatha, Maylin and Yaethi joined her on the carpet. Pip imagined it should have been red, not brown. That would have matched Master Kassik’s display of temper. She had thought him so dignified. But he was also a warrior, a commanding officer. Her verbal thrashing could probably be heard halfway around the school.
 
   Quietly, Yaethi handed her a tunic top. Pip drew it over her head. Her undressed state as she was hauled through Master Alathion’s office had caused him to turn as purple as a prekki-fruit.
 
   “Students,” he said, perching on the edge of his desk. “Thank you for joining us. I believe Pip belongs here in this Academy, with us. But I am concerned. What shall we do about the bullying?”
 
   “Have Emblazon threaten the class, Master?” suggested Maylin.
 
   Kassik chuckled behind his hand. “I considered that. Yaethi?”
 
   “Master, she needs to re-sit today’s examination. It isn’t fair, what the Journeyman did. And it’s not fair if she’s placed second not having finished half a paper.”
 
   Pip smiled at her friend. Yaethi was a stickler for fairness, to the point that a simple swap of students in the line for food could send her into a towering rage. She was also one of a select few who possessed real magical powers, and was taking extra lessons in how to direct her magic or shield against attacks.
 
   “Consider it done, Yaethi. Kaiatha?”
 
   “Feed their carcasses to the windrocs, Master.” Everyone stared at the normally shy Kaiatha. She coloured richly, as rosily as the ruby-coloured headscarf she wore in addition to her floor-length Fra’aniorian gown. Pip was surprised to see her noticeably pointy ears outlined beneath the silken scarf material; they had been learning about Island-cultures recently as they delved into the modern history syllabus. She added, “I don’t like bullies.”
 
   Yaethi said, “You could put a Dragon’s eye on–”
 
   “Silence,” commanded Master Kassik. “We do not discuss the forbidden lore. I need to think. This situation needs to be addressed in a way that does not make it all about you, Pip, or the harassment will only worsen. Leave it with me. You are dismissed. Go sleep. All of you.”
 
   Maylin protested, “But our exams …”
 
   “I’ve moved the entire examination schedule by a day on account of one student.” He rolled his eyes at the ceiling. “Never before in the history of this school. Say, ‘Thank you, Master Kassik.’”
 
   “Thank you, Master Kassik,” they chorused.
 
   “Now get out of my office. And you, Pip–much as I enjoy our little chats–stay out!”
 
   At breakfast, taken as usual in the dining hall, Pip was surprised to be patted on the back by a number of students and even several sympathetic Mentors and Journeymen. Each Mentor was an adult in charge of a student dormitory. Pip’s Mentor, Hailia, was a brusque Jeradian woman with twin six summers-old girls who seemed to think Pip was a child just like them, and existed for the sole purpose of playing their endless imaginative games. Her husband Tana was a Red Dragon Rider.
 
   The suns blazed through the huge, iron-barred crysglass windows of the dining hall, so dazzling that their knives and spoons threw sparkles around the table. Maylin and Kaiatha cheerfully discussed plans for their day. Yaethi had decided the time was best used for extra study. The others wanted to go swimming at a pond at the eastern end of the huge grassy balcony that stretched outside the dining hall. The terrace wall on the far side was a favourite place for Pip to sit and gaze out over the mist-wreathed volcanoes.
 
   What should she do about Hunagu? And the Shadow Dragon? Pip searched for answers in her bowl of Jeradian porridge, which was richly spiced as always.
 
   “Pipsqueak.” Durithion slipped into the seat next to her. “Alright?”
 
   Pip caught an arched eyebrow from Maylin, opposite, for whom romance blossomed in the breath of every breeze. She flushed. “Hey, Duri. Have I got a story for you–um, but first, can I write to your family on Sylakia? I didn’t–”
 
   “Did that already, scrap.” Duri made a droll face at her expression. “Couldn’t let Telisia get the first word. I told them everything. It’ll be a few weeks before we get a reply.”
 
   “I should write, too.”
 
   “I think you’ll hear Dad’s scream all the way from Jeradia.” Duri sighed. “Wish I could have been there. They would’ve found the footprints in the cage. Can’t miss those. He probably thinks a Dragon ate you.”
 
   “Ah’ll eat yah myself,” said Mistress Mya’adara, hauling Pip effortlessly out of her seat. “Yah get to bed, yah wicked runaway. Ah scare easy, girl. What yah do to mah poor heart?”
 
   “Sorry if I made you angry, Mistress–”
 
   “Angry?” Mistress Mya’adara drew herself up to every inch of her six feet and six inches and bawled, “Yah want to see angry? Ah’ll boot yah scrawny behind to the next volcano, girl! The worry yah caused, Ah can’t tell yah. Now, yah scram! Ah’ll have none of yah backchat and ‘Ah’m just a cutesy little bundle of pranks, Mistress Mya’adara.’ Yah three feet nothing of pure trouble. Well, trouble’s bit yah this time!”
 
   To a chorus of laughter from the students and various well-meant cuffs and threats from the Mistress, she chased Pip out of the dining hall.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   An afternoon’s swimming and relaxing was just the tonic she needed. Pip stretched luxuriously, warmed from below by the glittering, black volcanic sand next to the small pond, and the suns-shine from above. The day was so sultry, she just wanted to fall asleep again. How could anyone wear actual clothes for swimming? These big people were so silly about nudity. And how could Yaethi study in this heat? But she lay next to Pip on the blanket and pored over a scroll on Dragon anatomy. Stomachs. Claws and wing-struts. Every bone and joint and strut had its own name. Pip wondered if the names had not been purposely mangled by a vindictive scholar bent on vexing generations of students.
 
   Maylin sat in the middle of a group of boys–Duri’s first year friends–laughing uproariously at some joke or other. Duri had somehow tempted Kaiatha into the water with him. The graceful Fra’aniorian Islander was usually so shy … Pip’s eyes widened. They were holding hands underwater! Durithion, unusually dark-haired and dark-skinned for a Sylakian, was trying not to appear too pleased with himself, but he behaved as a cat whiskers-deep in cream. Pip tried to tell herself she was pleased for her friend, but she sensed an annoying depth of jealousy in her response.
 
   “You told Master Kassik about the Shadow Dragon?” Yaethi asked.
 
   “Yes, that was before he started shouting at me.”
 
   “We heard. Who didn’t?” Pip groaned loudly. “What were you doing there in the forest, Pip? You’ve broken the school rules twice now.”
 
   “I miss the jungle,” Pip offered, rather weakly. “I … well, you know I speak Ape, Yaethi. I made friends with some monkeys there. I didn’t want anyone else to know because they already call me names.”
 
   Yaethi seemed to accept this half-truth. “I wish I could speak to the messenger monkeys,” she said. “I could find out a lot that way.”
 
   “Or create chaos.”
 
   “Yeeeesss,” Yaethi smiled. “A whole Pygmy mud pool of fun.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Master Shambles is your new admirer. You should just hear him extolling your powers of memory.” Yaethi grinned wickedly. “Maybe you should ask him about the Shadow Dragon.”
 
   Pip snapped her fingers at Yaethi, a rude gesture on Jeradia. “Zardon said I’d be safe here.”
 
   “Even a Dragon has to be wrong sometimes,” her friend pointed out. “You said he was as loopy as a fledgling doing aerial cartwheels.”
 
   “He’s not loopy.”
 
   “See? You’re crazy about Dragons. Maybe … maybe mighty, magnificent, muscular Emblazon floats your Dragonship. Does he?” She elbowed Pip slyly.
 
   Pip yelped, “He does not.” She lowered her voice as a dozen curious stares came her way. “Yaethi, you stop teasing–you stop yanking my hawser this instant. Oyda will fry you like a grasshopper if you–”
 
   “Yeeeee-uck.”
 
   They both laughed.
 
   “Oyda and Nak,” said Yaethi. “That’s the answer to matchmaker Maylin’s riddle.”
 
   “Nak?” Pip squeaked, and bit her lip unhappily. “Oyda doesn’t like Nak.”
 
   “Ah, but their Dragons like each other,” Yaethi said, archly. “I’ve seen the way Shimmerith blushes like a Northern Isles maiden whenever Emblazon looks at her.”
 
   “You’re ralti-silly. Dragons do not blush.” Shimmerith did not care for Emblazon, she had said. “The only person who’s going to be blushing around here is you, if you don’t get your pale skin out of the suns-shine right away. Mentor Hailia made me promise–”
 
   “And you listened to her? Loosen up, girl. Better still, find yourself a boyfriend. Don’t you like Duri?”
 
   “Duri’s taken.”
 
   Pip could have kicked herself. Yaethi’s eyes snapped to the still pool, where Duri and Kaiatha were immersed in earnest conversation, oblivious to anyone or anything else in the world. A wicked smile curved her lips. “Ooh … he’s positively steaming in there.”
 
   “What are you plotting, Yaethi?”
 
   “We should cool him off, Pip. Double Dragon bomb?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   They raced each other to the edge and leaped toward Duri and Kaiatha, tucking up their legs and arms to make as much of a splash as possible.
 
   “Dragon bomb!” they yelled.
 
   Durithion looked up, and was swamped.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   By the end of examinations week, Pip was more tired than she would have believed possible. All she had been doing was sitting and writing. But the dining hall was abuzz with excitement that final afternoon, as the staff and students gathered for the traditional end-of-exams feast. The kitchen had been a madhouse all week, generating such wonderful smells that every time Pip walked past, she wanted to drool like the school’s entire population of jallada cats, great tan-and-brown striped beasts who stood waist-high to her, who had gathered to meow piteously outside the kitchen windows in the hope of scraps.
 
   Each segment of the school population was dressed in their formal robes–purple for the first years, emerald for the seconds, bright yellow for the third and fourth years, black for the Journeymen and Mentors, and crimson for the Masters. Pip, to her annoyance, had endured a tailor’s sniggers as he cut her robes down to make them fit.
 
   Glorious suns-shine, so rich and golden Pip imagined she could swim through the beams like a trout, blazed through the great crysglass windows to light the colourful gathering. At the clear blast of a bugle, the Mentors and Journeymen stood up, climbed onto their bare tables at the head of the hall to tumultuous cheers from the students, and began the traditional dance. Every year, the tradition was to make up a more wildly descriptive and funny song in praise of the kitchen staff, before the food would appear magically through the swinging doors along the side of the hall. The Masters gathered on the stage and began a counterpoint chant, ridiculing the efforts of the Mentors and Journeymen.
 
   “Smell that food,” groaned Maylin. “I could eat a whole ralti sheep myself.”
 
   Pip goggled. She had only just seen her first ralti sheep grazing near the kitchen that week. The sheep had been seven feet tall at the shoulder, an ambulatory boulder with improbably short black legs. It was probably sizzling under a Dragon-sized grill right now.
 
   “I could eat like a Dragon,” agreed Duri, who was sitting opposite Kaiatha.
 
   Pip grinned at him. “Did I tell you about the time Zardon ate over two hundred blackwing stork eggs?”
 
   “Oh, do you have to bring up the fact that you’ve flown on a Dragon, again?” Yaethi sniped, rather more waspishly than Pip thought necessary.
 
   “Don’t listen to her. Yaethi’s talking Dragon farts,” Maylin put in. “Sulphurous, suppurating Dragon farts.”
 
   Yaethi flashed her a blistering glare across the table.
 
   Just then, a bugle began to blast somewhere outside the hall. Pandemonium ensued as the confused students shouted and joked and looked for the source of the commotion.
 
   “Silence!” thundered Master Kassik. His voice stilled the entire hall–some kind of magic, Pip realised. “It’s a lockdown. Students, sit still and keep quiet. Masters and Journeymen, to your posts.”
 
   “A lockdown?” Pip whispered to Kaiatha, growing alarmed as the doors began to slam shut. A number of the Masters raced outside before the hall’s main doors were barred and locked.
 
   “You missed the orientation,” she whispered back. “It’s an alarm.”
 
   “Or an attack. How exciting,” said Maylin.
 
   The students nearest the windows made a rush for the barred crysglass, pressing their noses against the panes. Immediately, cries of excitement and disbelief rose from those who could see.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Islands, it’s an Ape!”
 
   “No way, that’s a Dragon.”
 
   “It’s a giant Ape, stupid.”
 
   Suddenly, Pip had a sickening realisation. She leaped up onto a table, but still could not see over the crowd. “Duri! Lift me up.”
 
   He stared at her. Several of the Journeymen shouted for the students to calm down.
 
   “They’ll send out a Dragon,” Pip heard someone say.
 
   A Dragon? Pip gasped as Duri hoisted her into the air. Her eyes leaped frantically from window to window. There, peaceably ambling across the open field, was Hunagu.
 
   Oh, no …
 
   “Oh, yes!” shouted one of the Mentors. “Here comes Shimmerith, everyone.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 16: The Power of Command
 
    
 
   WrigglinG out of Durithion’s grasp, Pip leaped down from the table and raced for the main doors, where Journeyman Gelka stood guard. Who else?
 
   Pip gasped, “Journeyman, please, I need to get out, it’s my friend.”
 
   “No students outside in a lockdown.”
 
   “I need to! Please. Open the door. Make them open it.”
 
   Framing his words as if she were the greatest idiot in the Island-World, Gelka repeated, “No students outside in a lockdown. Student Pip, the Dragons will take care of this. Return to your seat.”
 
   Pip spun on her heel, frantically searching for a way out. All of the doors were locked. The windows were barred. The entire student body of Dragon Rider Academy was, in fact and in deed, held prisoner in the hall.
 
   Nearby, a Journeyman said, “This is going to be great. Shimmerith will gut that beast like a luckless rat.”
 
   Tearing at her hair, Pip wailed, “Let me out, please!”
 
   Someone shook her shoulder. “Pip, calm down. What’s wrong?”
 
   All she could think of was big, gentle Hunagu out there on the grass, while a Dragon’s claws and fangs ripped into him. “I have to get out there.”
 
   “Pip.” Durithion held her shoulders. “What is it?”
 
   Through streaming tears, she screamed, “He’s my friend and they’re going to kill him!”
 
   “Your … oh, great Islands, it’s the Oraial from the zoo, isn’t it?”
 
   Duri began to yell at the Journeyman, too. But he refused to listen, as stony-faced as only Journeyman Gelka could be. Pip sank to her knees, grinding her teeth together. The pain! The pain within her was too great, the fear of loss so deep and intense, that it threatened to kill her. The hubbub of the dining hall gathered into a swirling storm, battering her ears without respite, raging through her mind and sweeping away all reason and restraint.
 
   She surged to her feet, brushing Durithion’s hand aside. There was a word growing inside of her, a word of enormous consequence; a word that burned with unstoppable power.
 
   Taking a single step forward, Pip reached past Gelka to lay her right palm flat against the massive, five-inch-thick jalkwood doors of the dining hall. Power burned lava-hot within her. Her arm jerked back, her fingers balled into a steely fist. She roared, Smash! The door exploded outward from the locus of her blow. A shower of jalkwood splinters narrowly missed impaling the Master standing on the far side. The entire sixty-foot panel sagged crazily on its hinges.
 
   Pip darted into the entryway. She sprinted across the wide portico area, blazing past several Journeymen watching the spectacle of Shimmerith plummeting toward the Oraial Ape. Hunagu stood in the open, unaware of any danger, scenting the breeze, searching for his friend. Catching sight of her, his broad, placid face broke into a beaming grin.
 
   Her speed was not enough. No Human speed could have been. Shimmerith’s wings flared, her hind legs extending, all ten claws sliding free of their sheaths as she swooped in for the kill.
 
   Too slowly, as if in a dream, Pip stretched out her arm. A second word, more a plea than a command, ripped free of her throat. Stop. It was not even her language. It was not a language she knew.
 
   The world faded. Pip was dimly aware of stumbling, falling on the flagstones, skinning her knees and palms as she lost control of her muscles. She came round–it could only have been seconds, because fresh crimson welled from a cut on her palm as she watched–and rose dizzily to her feet. Hunagu! She had to reach Hunagu before Shimmer … Pip stumbled in confusion. She stared stupidly at the scene before her. Hunagu and Shimmerith were frozen like flies in amber, the Dragon caught mid-air in the act of thrusting her talons into the Oraial’s spine; Hunagu with a half-smile of recognition pasted onto his lips as he gazed in her direction.
 
   She rasped the first thing that came to mind. “Uh … Hunagu, come here.”
 
   The Ape jerked into motion. “Pip! I found you.”
 
   Pip shook her head, dumbfounded. What was holding Shimmerith aloft? There was a roaring in her ears, a sheath of ice encasing her spine. Magic? Of all the weird and inexplicable things which had happened in her life, this had to be the strangest of all. Everything about Shimmerith was perfect and deadly, from the flare of her wings, to the angle of her claws and the snarl pulling her lips back from her fangs as she focussed on the spot where the Ape had been. Yet she hung mid-air as if suspended by invisible ropes.
 
   Hunagu swept her up into his great arms. Here came Master Adak on the run, his sword held left-handed, his right arm still in a light sling as he angled for the Ape.
 
   “Stop,” she called in Pygmy. “It’s alright. Hunagu and I are friends.” And to the watching Masters and Journeymen, she called, “Everyone, simmer down. Shimmerith? Be free.”
 
   This time, the words were unimportant. The sentiment was. As if she had released a taut rope from her mind, Pip suddenly felt relieved.
 
   Behind Hunagu, Shimmerith slammed into the ground with the grace of a flying boulder–robbed of her prey, her strike went away. She whirled, tearing up great clods of earth with her claws as she oriented on her target.
 
   “Shimmerith, wait,” called Pip. It was useless. A quiver ran the length of the Dragon’s body. She coiled in an eye-blink. Stop!
 
   Next she knew, she was cradled in Hunagu’s arm, his thick fingers tapping her cheek. “Pip sleep? Good-good?”
 
   Several hundred students and staff had gathered on the portico to gape at her in amazement. She wriggled free of the Ape’s grasp. “I-I … roaring rajals. I have to free Shimmerith.”
 
   Master Kassik, who had been advancing toward her, halted. “Do that, Pip.”
 
   His command was dry and crisp, a single sound in the ringing silence. Everyone else stood stunned as Pip walked quickly toward the frozen-in-time Dragon.
 
   Incredible.
 
   “Shimmerith, it’s me, Pip,” she said. The words came so uneasily. “I’m so sorry. The Ape is safe. He’s my friend. Can you behave yourself now, before … before I put your scaly backside over my knee and paddle it like the naughty little Dragon you are?” She grinned at her joke. Why, she could even add a finger-wagging telling-off for the Dragon. “I’m going to release you now. Behave, or this Pygmy girl will teach you a lesson.”
 
   With that, Pip broke the thread a second time. Magic teased her senses. Here came two more Dragons, plummeting from the sky at a breathtaking speed–but her gaze flickered to Shimmerith, still coiled in readiness, smoke curling from her nostrils, her jewelled eyes narrowed in calculation. When she did not move, Pip exhaled.
 
   That was when Shimmerith snapped at her.
 
   Dragons had unbelievable reflexes, she had read–and seen, in Zardon. But he was an elderly Dragon. Shimmerith was young, razor-sharp and understandably peeved at the high-handed treatment she had just received. Pip’s response was pure instinct. She flung an elbow backward, behind her shoulder, roaring the same word she had used on the door.
 
   Seventy feet of Dragon shuddered right down to her paws as the Pygmy girl’s elbow smashed into her muzzle.
 
   Shimmerith’s chin punched her to the ground. Blackness folded in toward her. Through the closing tunnel, she saw another Dragon above her, roaring, spitting fire, his claws striking for her neck, and Hunagu! The Oraial hurled his tonnage into the fray, knocking the rending claw-stroke a vital foot aside. That was the last she remembered.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Voices intruded on her dream. The Shadow Dragon had been singing to her, a soft, seductive song. Pip nearly vomited at the memory. But now she heard a familiar voice nearby.
 
   “It’s a war council, Kassik.”
 
   “Your Fellowship of Fra’anior? What’s blowing on the wind, old friend?”
 
   “That’s exactly the problem. I don’t know. There are rumours about rumours–but all of them speak of trouble, evil and strife. I’ll wager you Jeradia Island to a rajal’s snarl, it has something to do with that girl.”
 
   “Ay,” said Master Kassik. “You never knew she had powers, Balthion?”
 
   Pip wanted to leap off the bed in joy, but something held her back–and she was too weak to move a muscle. Her head throbbed dully, and her throat ached in a way that suggested the pain had been dampened by medicine.
 
   “No inkling. I don’t possess your powers, Kassik. Few do.”
 
   “You trained her well enough. She broke my Weapons Master’s arm in training.”
 
   Balthion said, in troubled tones, “How does a four-foot Pygmy girl knock the stuffing out of a seventy-foot Dragon? Her Rider Nak is going to kill her.”
 
   “He’ll have to stand in line,” Kassik said, dryly. “The Dragon Elders have demanded that she face the Council.”
 
   “Where’s Zardon?”
 
   “Chasing those rumours. Couldn’t think of a better Dragon to–she’s awake.”
 
   Pip, who had been lying very still as she eavesdropped on their conversation, sighed and opened her eyes. She tried to sit up, but a chain linking her left wrist to the bed-frame pulled her up short. She glanced about, finding herself in the infirmary. Oyda and Rajion worked on a patient nearby–Hunagu. Her heart faltered in her chest. Master Kassik smiled severely at her. Master Balthion stumped over, leaning heavily on his cane.
 
   “Islands’ greetings, Pipsqueak,” he said, very softly. Pip saw his throat bob, swallowing a lump of emotion which thickened his voice. “I hear you’ve been giving my old friend grey hairs?”
 
   Balthion and Kassik were friends? She had never worked that out.
 
   The bed creaked as he sat. They embraced.
 
   “How’s Hunagu, Master? I’m terribly sorry I ran away.” She wrinkled her nose at him in the Pygmy way, brimming with joy like a river swollen with good rains. “Actually, I didn’t, because Zardon kidnapped me. He’s rather hard to argue with, Master. And I’m so sorry I didn’t write immediately, but I didn’t think–”
 
   “Pip.” He gazed at her fondly. “Slow down. I’m so delighted to find you here. Are you well?”
 
   “Very, thank you, Master. And your family? Shullia? Arosia?”
 
   “All well.” Balthion smiled, but it was clear from the set of his mouth that all was not well. “Now, time is short, Pip. Kassik and I need to hear everything from you–exactly what Zardon said, and what you saw of this creature.”
 
   “Is it bad, Master?”
 
   Kassik folded his tall frame onto a stool at her bedside. “Pip, we fear one of the Ancient Powers–the Dragons of old–has returned to the Island-World, and seeks to dominate or destroy it. Little is known of the Dragons who shaped our world, nor why those ancient ones died out, or left, or hid themselves from us. It is a grave matter. That is what Zardon flies to investigate; it is why we need to understand what you saw, Pip, and who you are. Will you help us?”
 
   She wished they might have been joking, but what she read in their expressions struck stark fear into her heart. “Of course, Masters.”
 
   “Pip, the powers you demonstrated are exceptional, even amongst Dragons.” Kassik paused as if to choose his words with care. “Especially how you stopped Shimmerith’s attack–that power is called a Word of Command, and it is said that only the greatest of Dragon magicians knew how to use it. There is no living Dragon who possesses that power, it is that rare. Some fear that the wrong word could unmake our world.”
 
   Balthion nodded. “The words you spoke come from a language not even the Dragons understand. Much Dragon lore has been lost, Pip. We hope that the Dragon Elders will help you in this, and not seek to harm or contain you.”
 
   Pip wished that their words were less grave, less like hammer-blows to the foundations of her existence. What she had needed to do had seemed so clear, then. Now, she stared into a troubled pool of fear and despair. “Master Kassik, why am I chained like this?”
 
   He grimaced. “The Elders requested it. You see, we have an agreement that any Dragon who harms a student, should stand trial before a Council of Humans.”
 
   “He’s never had a student harm a Dragon,” Balthion put in.
 
   “Ridiculous idea,” said Kassik.
 
   “Until today,” Master Balthion shot back. “You’ve shaken the Dragons, Pipsqueak. I’ve never seen such a gnashing of fangs and a flapping of wings.”
 
   Balthion’s dour assessment brought brief smiles to the two Masters’ faces. Pip had a sense of how comfortable they were with each other. It seemed to her that between them, any truth could be spoken without fear.
 
   “Quoting that agreement, the Dragons have demanded that you stand trial before the seven Dragon Elders, Pip,” said Kassik. “Some may speak for you. Some will speak against you. They will confer before making their judgement, or punishment. Pip, you not only defeated and embarrassed a Dragon, but you were foolish enough to insult her in the doing. Dragons are proud and noble creatures. They are not put over any Human’s knee or ‘taught a lesson’.”
 
   Pip hung her head, knowing she deserved his reproof. “I’m sorry, Master.”
 
   “Not half as sorry as those Dragons will make you.”
 
   Great Islands, she had contrived to make an even bigger mess than ever before. The little Pygmy storm was in full spate. Pip gritted her teeth. “Um, Master, how is Shimmerith?”
 
   “Recovering,” said Kassik. “You broke her fang at the root, split her lip open and knocked her unconscious for a few minutes. Emblazon tried to rip you apart, but Hunagu intervened, luckily for you. Oyda is stitching up his wounds a second time.”
 
   Balthion scowled at her. “However well it was meant, Pip, hiding your friend’s presence in the forest very nearly cost him his life.”
 
   Was Yaethi right about Emblazon and Shimmerith roosting together, she wondered? But that thought was drowned in her heart’s torrent of sorrow for Hunagu.
 
    “I …” Pip bit her lip, fighting back tears.
 
   “Oyda says he’ll be fine.”
 
   “I haven’t done very well since coming to the Academy, have I, Master Kassik?”
 
   “Huh,” said he. “You’re a barrel of trouble. From popping up in a loincloth to insulting the Dragons more thoroughly than any student has ever contrived to achieve, you’ve been creating mischief out of all proportion to your size.” His eyes twinkled. “Is that a Pygmy trait? Or shall I blame your mentor?”
 
   Balthion snorted in turn. “Personally, old friend, I blame Zardon.”
 
   After that, the two Masters questioned her until she was hoarse from talking. From the corner of her eye, Pip caught sight of Shimmerith lurking in the infirmary’s shadows, no doubt eavesdropping on their conversation with the benefit of her superior Dragon hearing. Roaring rajals, she had some grovelling ahead …
 
   Shimmerith said, “Masters, there are students coming.”
 
   Maylin, Yaethi, Duri and Kaiatha crossed the infirmary floor toward her bed. Oyda, having finished her surgery on Hunagu, joined them. Pip followed the flicker of Balthion’s eyes as he noted his son holding hands with Kaiatha. Durithion coloured, but he did not release her fingers. Pip wondered what Balthion thought. Did he approve?
 
   Perhaps a Pygmy should take matters into her own hands, properly, this time. “Master Balthion,” she said, suddenly formal. “May I introduce my friends at the Academy? This is Maylin of Jaoli Island in the East, skilled with the blade.” Balthion rose and greeted her formally, blowing once upon her knuckles, making the sign of the peace twice in front of his face, and kissing her palm three times. “Yaethi of Helyon, some ten days north of Sylakia. She has been helping me catch up on my studies. And this is Kaiatha, who hails from Ha’athior in the Fra’anior Island-Cluster.”
 
   “Ya’arriol, just off Ha’athior Island,” Kaiatha clarified, flushing as Balthion bent over her hand. “It’s tiny, not many know it.”
 
   “Ya’arriol Islanders are keen followers of the Path of the Dragon Warrior,” said Balthion, regarding her with a penetrating gaze before turning to Duri. “Son, has she told you she’s probably an expert in unarmed combat? As in, her Island produces some of the best fighters in the Island-World?”
 
   Durithion’s eyes widened. “Um … no, Dad.”
 
   “We start unarmed combat training next semester, Master Balthion,” said Maylin, her eyes gleaming. “Well, Kaiatha. Your Island’s roots run deep.”
 
   Kaiatha did not know where to look.
 
   “I hate these chains,” Pip said mutinously. “I’m not an animal.”
 
   “No,” said Balthion. “Only Humans give orders for manacles and a gag. Pip, fear not. Master Kassik will attend the Council. But he cannot defend you. Here comes Mistress Mya’adara with your chains.”
 
   Pip’s eyes widened. “When’s the Council, Master?”
 
   “Right now,” rumbled Shimmerith, with a Dragon’s smile–all gleaming fangs as her lips curled back toward her gums. Pip did not trust the spark in her eye as far as she could throw a Dragon. “I’ll carry you there, little one.”
 
   Speeding her to her doom, thought Pip, aghast as she contemplated facing the Dragon Elders to learn the penalty for her misdemeanours.
 
   Very softly, Oyda said, “Fly strong and true, Pip.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 17: The Dragon Elders
 
    
 
   Chaining up students, thankfully, was not an everyday occurrence at the Academy. Pip’s manacles, linking her wrists behind her back to the manacles fastened to her ankles, were still warm from the blacksmith’s forge.
 
   She scowled over the leather gag Mistress Mya’adara had buckled behind her head. She could tell that Maylin was dying to make a smart comment. Even Yaethi had a smirk for her.
 
   Master Balthion clapped her on the shoulder. “Chew them up, Pip. I’ll try to stop by after the meeting. Kassik will want an update anyway.”
 
   “Mmm,” said Pip.
 
   Shimmerith seemed only too pleased to scoop Pip up in her paw. The Dragon walked to the end of the infirmary, the cave entrance, and launched into the darkening evening sky. The first stars were just pricking through a curtain of velvet blue, while the crescent of the Mystic moon peeked over the volcano’s rim.
 
   Pip stared up at the Dragon’s flight muscles as they worked just above her head. She was starting to notice the differences between Dragons. Shimmerith’s hide was as smooth as a python’s skin, whereas Zardon’s scales were rough and much larger in size. Her flight muscles were large, but nothing compared to Emblazon, who was built like the brawny Sylakian warriors who used to visit the zoo on their days off, only a hundred times larger. Shimmerith sliced through the air with the ease of a honed dagger, whereas Emblazon and Zardon were all about power.
 
   They covered the distance to the nearest volcano in seconds. Shimmerith adjusted her wings minutely, using the thousands of ancillary muscles along the main wing bones and the ancillary struts supporting the wing’s main surface–muscles providing the fine control which made Dragons such agile flyers. They soared up the volcano’s flank, crossing several fissures leaking lava, before diving between the peaks and skirting the edge of the beautiful lake she had seen before.
 
   “The Dragons roost up there,” said Shimmerith, pointing with her chin. “It’s the only dormant peak in this caldera. Those Dragons who have a Rider, roost together with them.”
 
   Pip wanted to say that the peak looked like Sylakian cheese, it had so many caves dotting the near-vertical cliff face on the lake side, but she was forced to keep her silence. Shimmerith swooped past this peak and directly on to the next, where she angled for the yawning mouth of a vast cavern.
 
   “The Dragon Elders meet in here,” the Dragon noted.
 
   She swept down a winding tunnel, taking several sharp bends and blind corners at a pace that had Pip’s heart thumping up in her throat, before breaking out into a cathedral-like cavern, dominated by sparkling rubescent crystal formations which dwarfed even the Dragons lying beneath them. Shimmerith touched down beside a lava pond in which a Red Dragon lolled, patently enjoying a molten rock bath for his vast backside. The heat sucked Pip’s breath away.
 
   Not one of the Dragons gathered to grill the Pygmy girl could be less than a hundred feet in length, Pip realised. There were three Reds, a Yellow, a smaller but no less menacing Blue, a glowering Green of a size which dwarfed Jalador, and a sturdy Brown who clambered onto a stolid pedestal of rock sized to suit even his majestic presence, curling his tail around this perch with an ominous surfeit of purpose. Dragon eyes, fangs and claws encircled her. Pip suppressed an urge to giggle hysterically. These were the creatures who had ordered her gagged, afraid of her Word of Command? If they had any idea how terrified she was, they could just dispense with all the spine-flexing and muscular posturing and get on with the business of sharing a nibble of Pygmy meat to whet their appetites.
 
   Zardon had asked her to write down her story, which Pip had been doing in diary format. ‘Today,’ she wrote in her head, ‘the Dragons gathered for the purpose of snacking on a Pygmy girl, according to the customs of the Dragon-kind.’
 
   “I present the accused, the student Pip,” said Shimmerith, placing Pip carefully on her feet. She felt heat rising through the soles of the boots Mistress Mya’adara had insisted she wear.
 
   Pip nodded respectfully. “Mmm.” Where was Master Kassik?
 
   “Pip,” rumbled the Red in the lava pool. Pip realised he was sitting directly beneath a small flow of molten rock which fed his bath. “I am Blazon, father of Emblazon, leader of the Council of Dragon Elders. We are gathered for the purpose of judgement. The primary accusation is of assaulting the Dragon Shimmerith during the course of her duties, with physical force and with magic.”
 
   His voice rolled over her like thunder. She wondered if they realised how ridiculous the accusation appeared at face value, a tiny Pygmy assaulting a Blue Dragon. At least the fang would grow back. Rajion had assured her of that. But none of the faces around her registered any amusement. Flames licked out of the Green Dragon’s nostrils as he shifted several feet closer. The Yellow flexed his talons.
 
   “However, several other matters have also been raised to this Council,” Blazon continued, “namely your insults to all Dragon-kind, your duping of Jalador the Green, your uncontrolled display of magic, and your connection with the shadow creature discovered by Emblazon.”
 
   At his words, two of the Reds snorted fire out of their nostrils. Pip jumped, but Shimmerith’s paw steadied her at once.
 
   Blazon said, “Will the accused promise, on pain of judgement, not to use any magic during these proceedings?”
 
   Pip bobbed her head again. “Um-hmm.”
 
   “Shimmerith?”
 
   A cool claw touched her cheek, slicing the gag apart. Pip had some trouble clearing her mouth, but she finally managed to spit out the pungent leather.
 
   “Who will speak for the accused?”
 
   “Where’s Master Kassik?” Pip whispered to Shimmerith.
 
   “Silence,” she hissed.
 
   “Kassik is right here.” Pip’s head snapped about. Had one of the Dragons spoken? The Brown Dragon … the erect way he perched on that boulder, his expression … “I am Kassik the Brown, Dragon Shapeshifter and Head of the Academy,” he said, in a voice as deep as an earthquake.
 
   Pip could not prevent the squeak that escaped her throat. The Master of the Academy was a Dragon? Who better to run a school for Dragon Riders? Her obvious amazement made several of the Dragons chuckle, but it was not a comforting sound.
 
   The Yellow Dragon, in a surprisingly husky voice, said, “We waste time. I shall dispense with one accusation, at least. I contend that Jalador the Green, being young and unwise–with due respect to the other Greens, mighty Verox–did not grasp the danger posed by this Human girl when she dazzled him with the praises dripping from her snake’s tongue and slithered into the heart of our community.”
 
   The Green Dragon raised his right foreclaw. “Granted.”
 
   “It is so granted,” said Blazon. “Who speaks for the accused?”
 
   “I, Cressilida, shall speak,” said the Blue, her soft voice filled with nuances that escaped Pip’s understanding. Inclining her head almost playfully, she said, “Pip is but a fledgling amongst these Humans. She’s the newest member of a unique community. Coming to us from a troubled background, her introduction to the Academy has been fraught with challenges, not least from her own kind. By her word received from Kassik, she had little notion of the powers hid within her breast before she joined us. What she did today, was to mount a courageous defence of a friend’s life. We should applaud such a noble deed.”
 
   “Further, I pay tribute to Zardon the Red’s wisdom in bringing into our roost one whose miniscule stature conceals gifts unheard of since the days of the Ancient Powers. Of course her magic is uncontrolled. She lacks the most basic training. I contend that we should nurture her powers and turn them to our service. As she grows in wisdom and stature, she shall prove a mighty warrior on the field of battle.” Pip was grateful no Dragon laughed at the word ‘stature’. “And we scent evil on the winds, my friends. Battle will come.”
 
   Blazon nodded. “The defence is well spoken. Any further words, Cressilida?”
 
   Cressilida added, “I deplore her assault on Shimmerith, and most especially her contemptible insults. Pip was puffed up with pride, strutting like a courting Dragon. She must be taught the error of her ways. What better place to teach her than here, beneath Kassik’s tutelage?”
 
   One of the Reds snapped, “And the shadow creature?”
 
   “It hunts her,” Cressilida stated flatly. “It seeks her powers. Imagine such a power corrupted to the works of evil?” 
 
   Pip shuddered.
 
   Blazon inclined his head. “The wisdom of Cressilida. Kassik. Your evaluation.”
 
   “The girl did not lie about the shadow creature, which she calls the Shadow Dragon,” said Kassik. The Yellow hawked and spat a glob of molten rock over his shoulder at this. “Or, she believes she does not lie. She knew about her unusual strength before she arrived. It was identified by the Oraial. She knew she could feel magic. And she believes she used a Word of Command when the Oraial was about to die, summoning him back from the spirit-world.”
 
   This last statement raised a snarl of collective hostility from the Dragon Elders.
 
   “How came she to the knowledge of magic?” asked Verox, the venom behind his question clear for all to hear.
 
   “Pip?”
 
   She cleared her throat uneasily. “Mighty Blazon, I was never schooled in magic. When I was a child, I was chained for display in a slave market. I broke the pole to which I was chained. That was the first I knew of magic.”
 
   Thankfully, she had anticipated this question. But she was unprepared for the Yellow Dragon roaring, “So, why bother with those flimsy chains? I vote we run a claw through her chest right now!”
 
   “Calm yourself, Lavador,” Blazon raged. “Finish your reply, girl.”
 
   Pip wished her voice sounded stronger. She might have fled, but for the chains binding her ankles. She said, “Lately, I have begun to sense a little of magic, such as when Rajion heals another Dragon. I think it lies within me, untutored, as mighty Cressilida said.”
 
   “Who will speak against the accused?”
 
   Blazon had his pick of at least four voices, including Lavador’s. In the end it was the Yellow’s passion which won out. Turning the blazing pools of his gaze upon Pip, he sneered, “Her presence in this Academy has been based entirely upon a deception. The so-called Shadow Dragon arrived with her. It was never seen over the Cloudlands before. Now there are threats and rumours abroad and Zardon, who chose her, is chasing smoke and vapours around the Islands. The truth is simple. I contend that she is the shadow.”
 
   Pip gasped, but her reaction was drowned by Lavador’s rising volume. Spitting fire, the Dragon said, “In the jungles, she was born. Like a shadow, she slipped among us. Having blinded Zardon to her true nature, she won a place here in this school. But now in extremity her true nature is revealed. None but the Ancient Powers have ever possessed the gift of Command. Even her size is calculated to deceive. Her insults are nothing. Inside that frail quasi-Human shell hides a monster, able to fell a Dragon at a blow, able to bend the very air to her Command and, by Kassik’s own testimony, able to summon a creature from the very portals of the spirit-world. A word from her could slay us all!”
 
   It took Blazon some minutes to calm his Council. “Let the accused be heard.”
 
   Pip did not know where to start. Finally, filled with self-loathing at her fear of the Dragons’ judgement, she turned to Shimmerith and said, “Shimmerith, what were you thinking? What threat does a peaceful, plant-eating Ape pose to the Academy or, Islands’ sakes, to a Dragon?”
 
   By way of answer, Shimmerith bared her teeth.
 
   “You would’ve killed my friend without a thought. You should learn to engage your brain before–”
 
   “–claw and fang?” snarled Blazon, the sheer force of his malevolence driving her back against Shimmerith once more. “You presume to teach the Dragon Elders wisdom, hatchling?” His flaring wings sprayed molten rock either side of him, but he quietened the others once more. “Speak to the accusations or do not speak at all.”
 
   Pip wrestled her temper into submission, but it simmered beneath the surface of her words. “Mighty Blazon, I joined the Academy because of Zardon the Red. He gave me no choice. Of course I wanted to escape. You’re free creatures. Do you understand what it is to leave home, Island and family, and live in captivity for seven summers? I was grateful to have a good friend in the zoo–Hunagu, the Oraial Ape. He cared for me. And Master Balthion, who taught me to speak Island Standard. Blazon, I contend that these accusers disrespect Zardon’s wisdom and insight.”
 
   Low growls echoed in the cavern, but no Dragon spoke.
 
   “I am very sorry I injured Shimmerith. I didn’t think it was possible.” Her voice lowered as, once more, she pictured Hunagu’s foolish grin as Shimmerith drove in for the kill. “But when I saw her about to kill my friend, I reacted. The words I said were perhaps the most foolish words uttered since the dawn of the Island-World. I spoke in anger. I regret it now.” Drawing a shuddering breath, she added, “I respect all Dragons. I will accept the judgement of the Dragon Elders, Blazon.”
 
   From the side, Verox snarled, “Words, little one. What of your heart?”
 
   Pip turned to him, meeting his gaze directly. “Mighty Verox, I wish you could cut open my chest and examine my heart.”
 
   “Easily accomplished.” He gave a smoky snort of amusement.
 
   “If you did, you would find no shadow there,” said Pip, bowing her head to hide her alarm. “If you fear me enough to demand these chains, then know that I fear the Shadow Dragon a thousand times more. It is a cold killer, a creature of another time and perhaps another place. Yes, I fear it is hunting me. Zardon said that even here, in this school, I should beware of those who might want to use my magic, or use me. I beg you, Dragon Elders–let me learn. Teach me. You Dragons are the mightiest magic-users in our Island-World. I will listen and learn from all your wisdom. I will do good, I promise.”
 
   “The accused has spoken,” said Blazon. “Be silent, little one, whilst we confer in private.” Dragons, what is your judgement?
 
   The child lies, Lavador growled at once. Toss that creature into a volcano before she destroys us all.
 
   The threat is real, said Kassik. We heard Emblazon’s report. No known creature of this Island-World behaves as he described. Evil is abroad, Dragon-kin. We must be great in cunning and wisdom. This little one has unspeakable power. How, I know not. We must not alienate her, lest she become the enemy. That, as Lavador rightly claims, would doom us all.
 
   Suddenly, it struck Pip. They were speaking another language, yet she understood. It gave her a headache to listen to it, as though some unsuspected part of her brain had just been turned inside-out. They were talking mind-to-mind.
 
   Dragon minds surrounded her, beautiful, shining Dragon thoughts, full of the wisdom and magic of the ages. Pip shuffled in her place, looking from one Dragon to the other. There was Lavador, all heat and anger, yet with a great heart–three hearts–pulsing within him, concerned for the hatchlings and fledglings and Dragon families entrusted to his care. Here was Verox, cold and cunning, and deeply jealous of her gifts. The other two Reds, bristling with hostility. Blazon, opposite, fighting a visceral fear that Lavador was right, yet seeking to uphold justice at all costs. Shimmerith, the beautiful Blue Dragon, with waterfalls of music rippling in her hearts, the healer and forgiver, who could hardly bear to see Pip accused. And there on the boulder, Master Kassik, the oldest of the Dragon Elders, a dark pool as still and wide as the night sky, a presence that overshadowed the others.
 
   She’s only a hatchling, Cressilida added. Hatchlings are thoughtless; they need instruction from their elders.
 
   You say this because you miss your lost one, dear heart. This came from one of the Reds, whose name she had not learned. Compassion born in sorrow; yet, I know you see into her soul. What do you see?
 
   The little one’s intentions are pure.
 
   Verox said, Why don’t you invite her to swim in that lava pool with you, Blazon? She’ll soon spit out the truth, even as she entertains us with her screaming.
 
   I’d have her for a toothpick, said one of the other Reds.
 
   Blazon said, Shimmerith?
 
   I am ashamed. I failed in my duty today, said Shimmerith. Her power was too great for me. Yet I have worked with this little one, and I believe Cressilida is right, her heart is good but her passions overruled. We must embrace her with a firm yet loving paw.
 
   Pip had to interrupt. This was not right. Finally, she managed to work a few words past the fear constricting her throat. “Um, Shimmerith?”
 
   “Silence, child!” snapped Blazon, with a quelling glare.
 
   Pip bit her tongue in concentration. Blazon. I understand you.
 
   Blazon’s jaw sagged in disbelief and surprise. He coughed out a fireball. Pip instinctively tried to dive aside, but the chains made her trip and fall flat on her face–which saved her life. The fireball seared across her back and splattered against Shimmerith’s flank. She rolled frantically across the blistering rocks, trying to put out her smouldering trousers, smelling a sickly-sweet stench that she realised was her hair burning. A paw stopped her before she rolled into the lava pond; claws scooped her roughly into the air.
 
   That was close, said Shimmerith. The coolness of healing magic bathed her body.
 
   Pip bit back a whimper. She had no time for weakness. Um … what does this mean? Shimmerith?
 
   Shimmerith looked helplessly to Kassik, who tipped off his boulder rather precipitously and stalked over to Pip, his ever massive footstep shaking the ground. His great, hoary muzzle lowered toward her. She wondered what insane twists of fate kept having her end up facing Dragon after Dragon at the sharp end of their fangs.
 
   Trapped in Shimmerith’s paw, she had no choice but to face her fate. Any moment now his fangs would flash and impale her frail Human body, she imagined.
 
   Instead, he said, You understand every word, Pip?
 
   Why was that important? Again, Pip reached inside to summon the strange language. It … feels weird, but I do understand. Am I speaking Dragonish, Master Kassik? 
 
   Indeed–perfect, eloquent Dragonish. Kassik’s massive knuckle tapped her chest. Humans can learn to speak Dragonish, especially Riders. But only Dragons are born speaking our tongue with such fluency. Pip, you’re a Shapeshifter, like me. You are a Dragon. 
 
   Pip shrank back in Shimmerith’s paw. “N-n-no …”
 
   His great eye, a furnace of saffron and earthy colours mixed together, fixed her with a gaze that was fierce, proud and altogether terrifying. He said, This changes everything, little one. You are one of us, now.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 18: Apologies Stink
 
    
 
   Maylin gave a whoop of delight. “She’s back! Pip’s back, everyone.”
 
   Whoops and catcalls accompanied Pip’s return to her dormitory. “Dragon-basher.” “Magician.” “It’s the mighty mite.” “Did the Dragons give you a spanking?”
 
   Dazed and numb, Pip wandered over to her bunk and plopped onto the end of it. It changed everything? Truly? Kassik’s confidence had rattled her. She had seen nothing of the trail back to the school building, only the shattered remnants of her life sloughing away by the moment. Her past felt dislocated, close enough to remember, yet daily displaced by this new, captivating reality. Escaping the cage, she had begun to live as a Human, together with Humans, doing Human things–not cage things, no longer the living object of fascinated, pitying, debasing stares. Grubbing in the dirt for food. Leaping at the nearest tinker banana before another monkey stole it. Those things were gone, perhaps forever.
 
   No, she had almost begun to believe. Almost.
 
   “Pip?” Kaiatha checked her forehead. “What’s the matter? Did they punish you?”
 
   “I have to clean and redecorate Nak and Shimmerith’s roost,” she said. “That’s the easy bit. Actually, Shimmerith has been really sweet about everything.”
 
   “We’ll help,” said Yaethi.
 
   Pip’s smile was a dagger half-drawn from its sheath, a whisper of sharp blade that threatened to pierce her own heart. She hated herself. She could not admit her fears. Instead, she said, “That rather defeats the purpose of my humble apology, doesn’t it? No, Yaethi, it’s worse than that.”
 
   “What can be worse than handling Nak’s filthy underwear?” asked Maylin, making round goggle-eyes at everyone. “Ooh, there’s the dinner-gong. I’m starving. Race you–”
 
   “Wait,” Pip blurted out. “There’s more …”
 
   Kaiatha searched her face. “Oh, Pipsqueak. You haven’t been expelled, have you?”
 
   “I’m on probation,” said Pip, automatically offering the only part of the truth that did not terrorise her mind. The other students rushed off for dinner as a body, leaving the small group of friends in a deserted dormitory.
 
   “Petal, you’ll be fine,” said Maylin, loosing a snort worthy of a Dragon. “You should have seen your Ape friend take on Emblazon. I thought Emblazon would be–you know–snip, snap, Ape-steaks! I mean, an Oraial’s huge, but a Dragon–Pipsqueak?” Her face fell. “What is it? What–”
 
   “I’m not Human!” she wailed.
 
   To her chagrin, Pip burst into tears. Once she started, her tears turned into an unstoppable waterfall, a breach of the terrace lakes of her heart. Little by little, her friends wheedled the story out of her. At the end of it, they all sat back, stunned.
 
   Yaethi was the first to speak. “Master Kassik thinks you’re a Shapeshifter? As in–how does that even work? Do you grow wings at night? No, that’s silly.”
 
   “No.” Pip accepted a handkerchief from Kaiatha and wiped her eyes. “He started to explain, but there wasn’t really time. I was too shocked–I don’t believe–I can’t believe it.”
 
   “Hold on,” said Yaethi, her pale face framed by her white silk headscarf, alight with excitement. “You said Master Kassik was there, Pip. How’s that possible? It was a Council of Dragon Elders, right?”
 
   “I’m not supposed to–”
 
   She snapped her fingers. “Great Islands! He’s a Shapeshifter Dragon. Come on, Pip, I’m right, aren’t I? I knew it. Only Dragons have that much magic. How come you’re a Shifter? Does it run in your family? No wonder you go all mushy around boy Dragons.”
 
   “Yaethi!”
 
   Maylin giggled. “A date with a Dragon, eh? Careful, they bite.”
 
   “Maylin!”
 
   “Grr,” said Kaiatha, pretending to claw Maylin’s face.
 
   Her friends were impossible. Pip stuck out her tongue at them. “Guess what? One of you could be my Dragon Rider.”
 
   “Oh, far too much trouble,” Maylin shot back at once.
 
   “I get the first ride,” said Yaethi, “and ralti sheep droppings to you, Maylin. Pip, can you transform yet? You see, Shapeshifters usually come into their powers in their adolescence. That’s what the scrolls say.”
 
   Pip felt compelled to protest, “No, it’s not real. Kassik’s wrong.”
 
   Kaiatha said, ever so gently, “About speaking Dragonish? Pip, even I know that legend.”
 
   “There’s a legend? Mercy, Kaia–can you stop doing this to me?” She wrung her hands, hating having hurt her friend now, the words just bursting out of her, “All I ever wanted was to be Human! Don’t you understand? Any of you? It was my dream.”
 
   Sweet friends, they did understand. Pip read it on each of their faces. There was no need even for the words they spoke over her, for the reassuring touch from Maylin, Kaiatha apologising, Yaethi trying to rationalise her way around what they all knew, deep in their Islands, to be true. Master Kassik seemed convinced, Pip thought. He had already made changes to her schedule, combining her penance with training amongst the Dragons. Her heart squeezed painfully within her chest. She had to find the courage to ask the question which struck to the core of her devastated hopes.
 
   “Oh, Yaethi, Maylin and Kaia …”
 
   Her pain cut through the soft babble of friendship. Three pairs of eyes widened, expectant.
 
   Kaiatha said, “Whatever it is, Pip, speak your heart. We can hear it.”
 
   The question burst out of her like a hot splatter of lava. “Will you still be my friends, even if I turn into a Dragon?”
 
   There was a brief, shocked silence before three sets of arms squashed her in the middle of a muddled hug.
 
   “Silly Pipsqueak,” said Kaiatha, wiping her eyes. “Look at me, weeping like a Cloudlands-bound waterfall. We’re so happy for you. I couldn’t imagine anything more marvellous and magical in all the Island-World. The girl who was enslaved–she will fly.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   So much for flying. The following morning, after a pre-dawn breakfast taken in the deserted dining hall, Pip trudged along the trail leading to the volcano the Dragons called The Roost. An early mist wreathed the steep volcanic cliffs, but above, through gaps in the drifting mist, she saw several Dragons circling aloft. The Dragon Elders had tripled the guard on the Academy. Tripled! Workmen had removed the door she had smashed.
 
   Glumly, she wondered if she would ever belong anywhere. Dragon? Human? She was neither, apparently. A Shapeshifter. Neither this nor that, as she had been all her life.
 
   Ralti sheep droppings. Heaps of them.
 
   The trail led up the saddle between two volcanic peaks, across a barren landscape of black rock and sulphurous fumaroles, before descending a gentle, bushy slope to the green lake’s shore. The water steamed gently, bubbling in a few places. Opalescent in the gleaming, golden dawn, the waters seemed to invite mystery. Pip paused in admiration. A muscular Jeradian carp breached before her astonished eyes, grabbing one of the foot-long, iridescent dragonflies which skimmed over the surface. Her joyful exclamation was stolen from her lips by the sight of a gold-orange Dragon spearing through the mist, snatching up the hapless carp mid-leap, and downing the eight-foot fish in a single bite.
 
   The Dragon then seemed to fold herself double, switching direction to swoop down on Pip, who ducked instinctively.
 
   “Sulphurous greetings,” she trilled, in a voice as melodious as the frilly edges of her wings. “I am Imogiel the Hatchling-Mother. Kassik assigned you to my care. May I show you to Nak and Shimmerith’s roost?”
 
   Pip took the proffered paw with alacrity. Imogiel deposited her upon one broad, motherly shoulder and watched closely as Pip seated herself between her blunt, solid spine-spikes.
 
   “Comfortable? You’ve done this before.”
 
   Pip laughed brightly. Usually as a Dragon’s captive, mighty Imogiel.
 
   Imogiel bared her fangs. Don’t think you’ve earned any trust yet, little one. Every Dragon knows what you said and did. Be thankful you live to serve your penance.
 
   Abruptly, clouds rolled in to mist her sunny morning. Pip scowled at the lake as it receded in their wake.
 
   At intervals up the steep flanks of The Roost, Dragons preened on rocky ledges and in the mouths of caves, taking in the early suns-shine, such as it was. Pip peered about with every sense alert. She saw a Red father instructing a fledgling with unmistakable sweeps of his forepaw. On a ledge above them, a young Yellow Dragon displayed his wingspan to an aloof, pretty Dragon the colour of a rosy dawn sky. Courting? Pip grinned. He would have to work harder than that.
 
   Here is Shimmerith’s roost, said Imogiel. Be respectful, young Pip, or Shimmerith might just toss you into the lake for fun.
 
   Pip eyed the drop pensively. The lake had to be two thousand feet below her position. You’re awfully stern for a Hatchling-Mother, she said, speaking her thoughts in Dragonish before she thought the better of them.
 
   Imogiel flexed her claws crossly. Shall I send you back to the Elders?
 
   Pip scrambled down her flank in a hurry, landing first on the top of her bent foreleg, then taking the ten-foot slide to the ground with an ungainly yelp.
 
   “Come in, Pip.” Even Shimmerith’s Dragon-voice was melodious. She heard the flutter of Imogiel’s wings as she dropped away from the ledge.
 
   She entered a broad but shallow cave, tucked away to the left of the entrance. A wide, curved crysglass window provided plenty of illumination. Pip sniffed the air. Damp, rot, and … phew, Shimmerith. Did something die in here?
 
   That’s Nak’s area, she said. I’ve grown used to it.
 
   Shimmerith sounded nonchalant, but she examined Pip with eyes that effervesced with magic.
 
   She shrugged, trying to mask her irritation. Shimmerith, you were there. Nothing happened. The Dragon Elders tore scales off my hide, Master Kassik turned Brown-Dragon, I apologised, and I still speak Dragonish today, in case you’re wondering. I mean, I need to think about it, but I can.
 
   Little one, are you a Dragon, as Kassik believes?
 
   I wish I knew.
 
   You do speak Dragonish as though born to it.
 
   Pip wrinkled her nose. She was convinced she smelled a dead rodent. As her eyes adjusted, she saw the end of a bed protruding from behind a tucked-away alcove furthest from the cave entrance. Nak’s booted foot dangled off the end. Clothes were strewn about in piles that seemed designed to breed new forms of insect life. Shimmerith’s bowl-shaped bed in the centre of the cave was no better. Pip saw several ralti sheep bones and part of a skull half-hidden beneath Shimmerith’s belly, and her ralti-skin rugs smelled rank.
 
   She did not know what to say. How could she avoid insulting Shimmerith again?
 
   Um … Shimmerith, where would you like me to start?
 
   Anywhere you like, little one. Just don’t disturb Nak before noon. It’s not worth it.
 
   How’s about we make you more comfortable? Pip struck a note of cheer she did not feel. This job was going to be worse than she had imagined.
 
   By mid-morning, Pip had a much better appreciation of exactly how much worse. She dragged every stinking, mildewed ralti skin out of Shimmerith’s bed and piled them on the ledge outside the cave. There had been a leak in the cave roof–still not fixed, of course–as Nak was apparently far too lazy to care for his roost or his Dragon. Clearing out the remaining sheep bones and fish-heads, Pip disturbed a nest of grey rats and received a nasty bite on her left calf for her trouble.
 
   “Where do I get fresh sheepskins?” she asked Shimmerith.
 
   The Dragon opened one eye sleepily. “Ask Mistress Mya’adara. She knows everything.”
 
   Pip hiked back to the Academy. She returned with three sheepskins and dragged them all the way up to Shimmerith and Nak’s roost.
 
   Those smell nice and fresh, said Shimmerith, shifting to allow Pip to arrange her bed beneath her. She pawed the skins with evident approval. I think I’ll need another twenty or thirty, or so. Can you arrange that?
 
   Sure.
 
   That’s why it was called ‘punishment’.
 
   She managed to haul four sheepskins up the mountain on her next journey. Pip arrived hot, sweaty and breathless at the roost. Nak perched on the end of his bed, looking as though he had wrestled all night with a Dragon and lost. “Ah, my personal servant,” he said, with heavy sarcasm. “I’m hungry. What have you brought me to eat?”
 
   Pip would dearly have loved to hit him.
 
   Instead, she bowed. “What may I bring you, Rider Nak?”
 
   Nak stroked his chin. “Ah. Allow me a moment’s contemplation, my fine minion.”
 
   Five further journeys brought her to the end of her day’s work. Shimmerith smiled a gap-toothed Dragon smile at her. See you tomorrow, little one. Roost well.
 
   She was asleep before she hit her bedroll.
 
   The following day, she ran herself ragged behind a team of masons who had arrived at her request to repair the leak in the cavern roof. Nak assisted by offering her services to fetch cool drinks and snacks from the kitchens, which made him very popular with the workmen. Pip, however, caught several snarky comments about the state of Nak’s ‘stinking hovel’.
 
   She recruited Hunagu to help carry a huge armful of new sheepskins up the mountain the following morning, but he beat a hasty retreat afterward, casting nervous glances at Shimmerith and at Emblazon, drifting lazily on the breezes above the volcano. Emblazon was being unusually attentive, she thought. And Shimmerith, unusually lazy. They would not appreciate a disgraced Pygmy girl stirring up any further trouble. She should put her head down and try to be invisible.
 
   Nak, star Dragon Rider and apple of nobody’s eye more than his own, declared that his ‘lackey’ had given Shimmerith quite enough attention and his own roost could do with a clean-up, Dragon-swift. Pip deliberately stuffed green herbs up her nose in the Pygmy way, before entering his room.
 
   “Very funny,” said Nak. He stalked out of the cave, miffed.
 
   What do I do with these? Pip asked, much later that afternoon, holding up a pair of under-shorts which were brown and furry with mould. She pulled something else out from beneath the bed. Oh, my life … this is disgusting. What is it?
 
   I think it was women’s underwear, perhaps, several centuries ago? Shimmerith offered. Garbage pile.
 
   No wonder Oyda doesn’t like him.
 
   Nak chose that moment to appear at the cave entrance with a pretty Dragon Rider Pip did not know. “Out!” he commanded, hooking a finger over his shoulder.
 
   “Oh, she’s a sweet little one,” said the woman.
 
   Sweet? Pip rescued the filthy underwear out of the refuse pile. “Nak, where shall I put these for you?”
 
   Nak had the grace to flinch. The other Dragon Rider patted him on the arm. “Maybe another time, Rider. Your roost seems a little busy.”
 
   “You!” Nak howled at Pip, and dashed off after the woman.
 
   Shimmerith rolled her eyes in a droll, Human-like way. He’s a fool where women are concerned, Pip. Don’t mind, he’s not a bad man.
 
   Pip wondered at the note of pride in her voice. What was it between Dragons and their Riders? She did not think a great deal of his behaviour.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The following afternoon, after class, Pip lugged a mound of fresh bedding up the mountain for Nak. Shimmerith had shown her the ‘waste disposal system’, as she put it. She aimed a blast of Dragon fire at the refuse pile outside the cave, and burned it to ash. Pip swept the ledge afterward.
 
   On her way past the lake, she came across a group of fledglings, Dragons one to three years old, playing at the lake’s edge. They were already thirty to forty feet in length, and the older fledglings were bigger still. They bugled and hissed at her as Pip, resembling a walking laundry pile, trudged by. One Red, brasher than the rest, tripped her up with a cunningly placed wingtip.
 
   “By my belly-fires,” he called to the others. “It’s the imp who insulted Shimmerith.”
 
   “Yes, and I’m paying for it every day, so please let me past,” said Pip, grumpier than a Dragon with a stomach ache. “Rider Nak needs his bed made.”
 
   The Red Dragon flexed his claws and struck a fine pose. Pip, who had flown on Emblazon, decided the forty-foot youngster was being silly. “Ooh,” she cooed. “You’re so massive.”
 
   “Well, I am the biggest …” he began to preen, before snapping, “If you insult one Dragon, you insult us all. How shall we punish her, Dragon-kin?”
 
   “Roast her fur,” said the Green.
 
   Another Red jostled her from behind. “See what happens if a Dragon stands on her chest?”
 
   Pip dropped the laundry. “You know what I’ll do to you?”
 
   “Oh, but you’re not allowed to use your magic,” the first Red said, archly. “The Elders decreed it, didn’t they, Human runt?”
 
   Fists balled up, she shouted, “Let me past!”
 
   “Not until you’ve had a flying lesson,” said the Red, clutching her ankle. Before she could blink, Pip was dangling upside-down a hundred feet above the lake shore. “Why don’t we play catch? Catch.”
 
   The Green’s paw snagged her tunic a whisker above a boulder. He spiralled lazily upward, saying, “Careful, Red, or you’ll feel Blazon’s fire. Wait, Imogiel’s calling us.”
 
   “Aw, and I was having fun.” The Red snapped playfully at Pip’s swaying hair. “Toss her into the lake.”
 
   Pip landed gracefully in the water, but bruised her tailbone on a hidden boulder. The fledglings were already winging up to the crag where Imogiel awaited them.
 
   “Bullies.”
 
   She waded out of the lake, soaked. Oh well, there was nothing for it. Nak and Shimmerith were on patrol, and chances were good the only creatures she’d meet up the mountain were Dragons. Pip took off her clothes and laid them on a flat obsidian boulder to dry. There. She was jungle-clad.
 
   When she returned, she swam in the lake to cool off. Well, the temperature was too warm to truly cool, but still beautiful. The water tingled against her skin, full of a liquescent magic which seemed to massage her skin with prickles of a not unpleasant foreboding. Lovely. Life in the Academy was not so bad. Pip went to retrieve her clothes, and found only a pile of ash left on the boulder, with a Dragon’s claw-mark deliberately smudged through it.
 
   “Bullies!” She shook her fist at the sky, where the fledgling group was taking lessons in aerial acrobatics from Imogiel.
 
   Fine. Pip, naked as any jungle animal, marched back to the Academy, steaming like a pot of water left too long on the boil. First the students, now the Dragons. Did everyone have to pick on her?
 
   She took the steps up to the field outside the dining hall two at a time. Deserted. However, three-quarters of the way across the open area, Nak emerged from the portico and strolled down the path toward her. Pip halted. Nak halted, too.
 
   He stared at her with a strangely wistful gleam in his eye.
 
   For the first time in her life, Pip felt uncomfortable in her own skin. She did not trust that look.
 
   Advancing upon her, Nak declared, “Ah, thou gentle breath of the forest, thou art a flower of surpassing splendour–nay, a precious bud, ripe for the plucking.”
 
   Pip blushed furiously. “Nak, don’t look …”
 
   “Don’t look? Fie, the beauty of such a petal as thee should be celebrated, not hid from the admirer.” He seized her wrist. “Come away with me, my delight, my inspiration, and I shall lead thee by pleasant paths to the Isle of–”
 
   “No!”
 
   Nak seemed hurt, but he managed to rally with another descent into the ancient poetic language, “Surely the Island-World doth sing in mine ears, dear flower of the jungle, as it does in thine? Shall I not woo thee most gently, with words of poetry?”
 
   A strange warmth filled her belly. Pip had never imagined a man could make her feel so befuddled.
 
   At that moment, the entire class of second year boys came jogging around the corner of the kitchen building, no doubt on a training run, but as they caught sight of Nak and a very nude Pip apparently holding hands, the foremost runner of their group gaped and tripped over his own feet. Boys piled upon boys. Gasps and whistles and catcalls rose from them as they sorted themselves out.
 
   Boys–did they have to stare as if they’d never seen a naked girl before? Pip raised her sharp little chin. “Ha!” And she marched off toward the girls’ dormitory.
 
   “Pip. Student Pip!” A roar came from overhead. Pip shaded her eyes. Twenty stories up, Mistress Mya’adara leaned out of a window. “We do not run around butt-naked in mah school! Yah get in here this instant! When Ah get a hold of yah, girl, yah’d better wish yah were being thrashed by a Dragon.”
 
   She burned as she fled into the dormitory building.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 19: Bathing Dragons
 
    
 
   YaETHI HALTED Pip with an outstretched arm. “Just checking–you are wearing clothes today, right?”
 
   “Oh, flying-sheep-funny, Yaethi.”
 
   Maylin, who occupied the bunk above Yaethi’s, sat up sleepily. “Keep it down to a dull roar, will you? Honestly. Oh, Pip, where are you going at this ridiculous hour?”
 
   “I’m supposed to bathe and clean Shimmerith in the hot springs today,” she said, pulling a face. “It’s part of my training.”
 
   “That’s so unfair,” Yaethi complained, who had apparently managed to snag her arm while still being entirely covered by her blanket, right over her head. “The week’s over. Today’s a rest day. You should be snuggled under your covers–”
 
   “For those who insult Dragons and cavort naked with Dragon Riders in front of the whole school, apparently not,” Maylin pointed out, helpfully.
 
   Pip’s pout turned into a smile as Kaiatha mumbled, “Want some help?”
 
   “Great idea!” shouted Maylin.
 
   Groans of discontent rose from the whole dorm. “Shut your traps!” “Islands’ sakes.” “Go back to sleep.” “Idiots. Where’s the respect?”
 
   Everyone was secretly worrying about the next cut to the first year student body, which was due the following week, but the subject was taboo. Telisia had been hinting at Pip ever since the examinations. Pip held her tongue. She had graced Master Kassik’s carpet once more after the incident with Nak. Having Kassik and Mya’adara bellow at her in concert was novel. Master Alathion had been sniggering all along in the next office. Pip now understood how big people felt about clothing. Strange, but there it was. ‘Indecent?’ She could not think of a single word in Pygmy to express that idea.
 
   In short order, Pip and her overexcited friends hiked out toward the volcanic lake, loaded up with bristly Dragon brushes and nail-clippers suitable for chopping down decently-sized shrubs, arm-long nail files, thin daggers for rooting out parasites, and a large bucket of a special concoction for polishing and protecting Dragon scales. On the way they recruited Casitha into the party, complete with harp and nothing better to do with her rest day, she said.
 
   Shimmerith was already lazing in a steaming half-moon pool alongside the lake, which was fast becoming Pip’s favourite place in Jeradia, despite her recent flying lesson there. Even Maylin fell silent as they approached the sleek Blue Dragon. There was something awesome about the way a Dragon overshadowed any other living creature that made words superfluous. Shimmerith lumbered out of the pool, towering more than twenty feet overhead before lowering her muzzle to smile at them.
 
   “Sulphurous greetings,” she rumbled. “Quite the committee, Pipsqueak.”
 
   “It’s a Dragon sized task,” Pip retorted. As none of her friends seemed brave enough, she pushed them forward for introductions. She added, “We even arranged musical accompaniment for your bath, o mighty Shimmerith.”
 
   The Dragoness stretched lazily. She waddled around the edge of the pool before settling down in a warm spot. Even her waddle had a mesmerising, sinuous grace about it that simply shouted, ‘Dragon!’ 
 
   She said, “I am about to fly away to Dragon paradise. Scrape and scrub, minions.”
 
   Maylin rolled her eyes at Pip. “She can’t be serious.”
 
   “To work, minion,” smirked Pip.
 
   To her surprise, the Pygmy girl found herself directing operations as the team stripped down to their swimming gear in preparation for Shimmerith’s bath. She showed them how to find and remove mites, and demonstrated the clearing of ear canals, to Yaethi’s vocal disgust. Soon, Kaiatha and Maylin were gaily tossing buckets of hot water over Shimmerith’s back, while Casitha and Pip wielded the brushes, starting at Shimmerith’s suggestion at the spine-spikes at the highest point of her back.
 
   “Ooh, that’s delicious!” Shimmerith groaned. “You’ve no idea how sensitive Dragon hide is. It might seem armoured and impervious to Dragon fire, but there are many nerve endings near the surface. Casitha, a little to your left. That spot itches.”
 
   “You’re nothing but an overgrown, scaly rajal,” Casitha said boldly. “You’re going to start purring in a moment.”
 
   “Dragons purr,” she said. “We sing, too.”
 
   The girls warmed to their work as the suns rose above the volcanic rim and the day’s heat truly set in. Pip spotted a family of rare giant tortoises grazing on the grasses along the lake shore, their distinctive sharp-edged patterning resembling Dragon scales to a remarkable degree. They stood four feet tall–her height, Pip reminded herself crossly. She wondered if tortoises had their own language. Might she have grown that vital half-inch to hit four feet tall?
 
   “You know, this is fantastic training,” said Yaethi, ever the practical one, wielding a file the size and shape of a sword on Shimmerith’s right foreclaws. “Why don’t they teach all first years about Dragons like this, rather than reading them scrolls of epic poetry? I’ve learned more about Dragons in ten minutes than the whole of the last six months.”
 
   “But your heart’s still racing,” Shimmerith purred sweetly. “Relax, little one.”
 
   “She’s just awesome,” said Maylin, sawing at a piece of sheep’s tendon stuck between the Dragoness’ teeth. “Would you look at these fangs?”
 
   “And beautiful,” said Kaiatha, scrubbing her way down to the barbed tail-tip. She said:
 
   Thou art my Dragon-love,
 
   Thou jewel of the suns-rise, thy scales,
 
   Alight with the dawn.
 
   “Our friend Rallix,” said Pip, as Shimmerith crooned her approval. “Sixty-third stanza.”
 
   “You’re nothing but a little show-off!” cried Maylin, shoving her into the pool. She didn’t mind, but the water was very hot.
 
   Pip, who had worked out why Shimmerith looked a little heavy in the belly, made it her business to deal with the Dragon’s neck and head. She knelt on top of Shimmerith’s brow-ridge, and whispered, Are you pregnant, Shimmerith?
 
   Am I growing fat, do you mean? Shh, don’t tell Nak. Yes, Pipsqueak. Three eggs.
 
   Wonderful news!
 
   Yes, but I need to brood soon and Nak’s not going to understand. He’ll think I hate him. The Dragon way is to go into seclusion, Pip, because a brooding Dragon mother is dangerous–it’s instinctive and impossible to control. Even the male Dragons respect that.
 
   As she spoke, Nak came jogging down the path from his roost, rubbing his eyes. But he perked up at the sight of a bevy of swimsuit-clad female students pampering his Dragon. Pip had to admit, he looked halfway decent in the new clothes Mistress Mya’adara had sent over for him, after she had overheard the laundry team shouting in disbelief at the state of what Pip had cleared out of his room. Nak positively strutted down the path, hooking his thumbs behind his shiny new belt-buckle.
 
   He said, “I say, is it an all-girls party, or can an old reprobate join in? Who are your delightful friends, Pip? Shimmerith, my beautiful Dragon-love, are these eager young students treating you as you deserve?”
 
   “Better than you,” she purred, her jewel-like eyes sparkling despite being half-slit against the bright suns-shine. “Take note, my Rider-heart. Take note.”
 
   Pip made introductions, rolling her eyes inwardly at Nak’s manner. Heavens above and Islands below, did he have to choose this morning to wake up early? Well, the hour was nearing noon. Shimmerith’s bath had taken far longer than anticipated.
 
   “Ah, Maylin,” said Nak, gazing deeply into her eyes before bowing fluidly over her hand. “Thy golden skin shines like a thousand suns, thou empress of the Eastern Isles. Thou needest no sword to slay a man but with thine molten gaze.”
 
   To her annoyance, Pip saw her brash, confident friend dissolve into a bowl of prekki-fruit mush. Yaethi cleared her throat as if to make a sarcastic comment, but she became Nak’s next victim.
 
   Seizing her hand earnestly, he sighed, “Ah, thou art the very splendour of the Northern Isles! Would that I were a scroll, that my life might be tenderly unfurled by thee, Yaethi of heavenly Helyon, and scribed in thy peerless hand.”
 
   Masterful, Pip thought, as Nak apparently fought some consuming emotion and lost the battle. Yaethi said something intelligent, like, ‘Thwibble,’ as she blushed to the roots of her hair.
 
   Amazing, isn’t it? Shimmerith said drily. Like a Dragon power for seducing Human ladies.
 
   Doesn’t work on me.
 
   Really, Pipsqueak? Or were you trying to entice him?
 
   Pip smacked her on the head. Rascal. You know me better than that.
 
   Careful Emblazon doesn’t warm you up for a snack. And, a chattering dragonet tells me Oyda was ranting about your behaviour yesterday. Watch out for erupting volcanoes, little one.
 
   For a moment, the shifting patterns of Shimmerith’s saucer-sized iris mesmerised her. Pip realised the Dragon was looking to the north. She staggered as an unexpected wave of desire blazed over her–where had that come from? Then she saw Emblazon, glowing like burnished brass in the late morning suns-light, furling his wings for a rapid descent. She felt a quiver run through Shimmerith as her belly-fires rumbled to life. Again, the power of a Dragon’s emotions overwhelmed her. She swayed and would have fallen save for Shimmerith’s quick catch.
 
   Pip? Careful, scrap.
 
   She chuckled. Now I’m just a scrap? She called to her friends, “Dragon incoming!”
 
   “Oh, it’s Emblazon,” said Kaiatha, retreating from Nak, who had been about to work his dubious charms on her.
 
   With a gust of wind that kicked up choppy wavelets, Emblazon landed in the shallows. His thick neck swivelled to regard the scene. Thou, my suns-light, he said to Shimmerith.
 
   Thou, the moons above my Island, she replied.
 
   “Shimmerith, you look like an insect being attacked by ants,” he rumbled, in Island Standard. “May I join you?” Casitha squeaked as Emblazon stepped barely an arm’s-length from her foot. “Easy, little one. I’m not as fierce as they say.”
 
   Nay? Thou surely frightened that little chick.
 
   Ay. Emblazon flexed mightily, playing to his audience just as shamelessly as Nak had. In his case, though, massively striated muscles popped everywhere and over a hundred feet of scales shimmered in the suns-light. Even Nak would find that hard to compete with. “Pip, does this service extend to other Dragons?”
 
   “Mighty Emblazon, we were just talking about the need for this type of training for all first year students.”
 
   “Were I Kassik, instantly approved,” he said, venting a fiery chuckle above their heads. “Apologies, little ones. Shimmerith, are you purring?” How fares our clutch, o blaze of the dawn?
 
   Thy eggs grow heavy in my belly, she said, coy and fey in her glance. “I am. Let me introduce you.” And Emblazon, Pip knows about our eggs.
 
   What?
 
   Pip stiffened at the note of betrayal in Emblazon’s voice.
 
   Shimmerith turned to Pip. Tell him, little one. He was on patrol. He doesn’t know.
 
   I … speak Dragonish, Emblazon.
 
   He stared at her for a very long time, his thoughts unreadable, his great flight muscles quivering with fury or dismay, she did not know which. But then, he smiled. So much for that secret. Pip, how … your magic …
 
   Kassik thinks I’m a Shapeshifter Dragon, mighty Emblazon.
 
   His smile broadened. Finally, I understand. By the breath of the Great Dragons, this is a mighty portent! I look forward to meeting your transformed self, your Dragon-self. Before she could respond, he added, I welcome thee to the family of Dragons, Pip.
 
   She ducked her head, weeping in her heart.
 
   Nak had shucked his tunic top to join the team polishing Shimmerith’s scales–perhaps shamed into caring for his Dragon, Pip thought, still enwrapped in wonder at the side-conversation between the Dragons. How romantic they were. Her eyes lit on Nak. The Dragon Rider’s lean, muscular torso sported a number of spectacular scars. He was short for a man, only Maylin’s height, but broad in the shoulder and his palms sported a swordsman’s calluses. He had taken the first year class several times after she had broken Master Adak’s arm, and was as fast as a striking snake with his blade.
 
   She realised she was staring, and lowered her gaze. Maybe Shimmerith was right. How could Nak, of all people, make her feel this way?
 
   Standing upon Emblazon’s back, Maylin shaded her eyes, gazing back along the path to the school. “Oh, here comes Hardak. Over here, Hardy!”
 
   “I thought this was an all-girls party,” Yaethi pouted.
 
   Maylin offered a grin so innocent that everyone knew something was going on. “Oh, I’m sure it’s just coincidence. Anyways, Nak’s here. I’ll go give him a push.” She walked off quickly, with a slight but discernable bounce in her step.
 
   “Hmm,” said Yaethi. “I smell a large, hairy, stinky–”
 
   “Six-weeks-dead rat,” finished Pip.
 
   Nak asked, “What’s the gossip? Are they roosting together?”
 
   As Maylin helped Hardak up the last uphill section, Yaethi gave Nak a withering look. “Students do not roost together, Rider Nak. It is strictly forbidden.”
 
   “Ooh, strictly,” muttered Nak, in a way that made Yaethi blush again.
 
   Third year Hardak threw them a jaunty salute. “Ho, hard-working first years. Rider Nak. Mighty Emblazon, Shimmerith. Need an extra hand–or a pair of wheels?”
 
   Pip had heard his story. Hardak had lost most of his left leg and the right below the knee to a feral Dragon, which had attacked a Dragonship he and his family had been travelling in, just off his native Island of Tarraga in the far northeast. He had been the only survivor, saved by a Dragon who happened to see him falling past her roost and plucked him from a certain death seconds before he fell into the Cloudlands.
 
   Emblazon said, “Just wait till you get a Dragon to ride, student Hardak. Wings are better than wheels.”
 
   “Much.” He mopped his forehead. “That was a bit of work. Maylin, would you hold the chair still, please?”
 
   Unclipping his seatbelt, Hardak perched on the edge of his wheelchair for a moment before diving neatly into the pool. He was a powerful swimmer, his chest and arms very muscular from years of having to do all the work.
 
   Pip noticed Maylin make a small gesture to Emblazon. Ha, so it was planned. The Amber Dragon growled, “These students are here to work, Hardak. How are you at polishing fangs?”
 
   “I’ll get straight to the point, o mighty fanged one,” he punned, snagging a hold on a boulder at the edge of the pool. Everyone who was listening, groaned. “Maylin, look sharp there. I’m going to make those teeth gleam.”
 
   “If you don’t, I might have to fire you,” offered Emblazon, somehow producing so much smoke that his nostrils billowed like a blacksmith’s forge.
 
   “Stop the torture,” groaned Nak.
 
   “It’s a form of pun … ishment,” said Hardak.
 
   “Mercy, please,” begged the Dragon Rider.
 
   The tinkling notes of Casitha’s harp plucked the still noon air as if the sultry heat were a thick, living thing. Emblazon wriggled down into the hot pool and invited Kaiatha to throw buckets of water over his broad back from the vantage-point of a nearby pumice boulder.
 
   Without being bidden, Nak began to teach them Dragon and battle-lore, but his delivery was not the dry delivery of the Journeymen and Mentors. He spiced up his tales with anecdotes and interesting homilies, and had to be begged by both Yaethi and Casitha before he would talk about himself. Of course, Nak being sweet-talked by two pretty girls was only ever going to produce one result. He sang them several long lays, the epic sung poetry of Dragon lore, to Casitha’s accompaniment on the forty-stringed Remoyan harp. Nak had a very fine baritone voice. To everyone’s delight, Shimmerith and Emblazon joined in, their Dragon voices soaring above the jade-chased lake waters.
 
   Oyda approaches, said Emblazon, suddenly brusque. We patrol this evening, thou my beloved. Kassik’s thoughts dwell upon this evil.
 
   Shimmerith stretched her spine luxuriously. Fly strong and true, my third heart. Don’t you think this additional training of students is a fine idea?
 
   We need more ready Dragon Riders, Emblazon agreed. Even these young ones; they are ready. Will you convince Kassik? You have his ear.
 
   I will speak to Kassik, thou my soul’s fire.
 
   Oyda cast the gathering a jaundiced eye. “Why wasn’t I invited to this party? Emblazon?” Her frown deepened as she caught sight of Nak, behind Shimmerith. “Oh, I see–it must be a hardship for you, Nak, frolicking in a hot pool with these students.”
 
   Nak, with a flip of his dark, shoulder-length hair, said, “We were polishing your Dragon, Oyda. Indeed, Casitha is so much your twin, it was as if you were here.”
 
   “What, no poetry for me this day? Or has it been wasted on the Pygmy girl?”
 
   She’s only jealous, Shimmerith whispered to Pip.
 
   Nak rose to the occasion. “The fledglings burned her clothes, Oyda. What was she supposed to do, borrow mine? Even a greater three-horned toad would have turned up his nose at that idea. No, Oyda, no poetry today. Just my heartfelt admiration for my fellow-Rider, who is as able as she is fair, and commands the respect of Dragons and Riders alike.”
 
   Oyda seemed to be fighting off a smile. “Did you eat some funny mushrooms, Nak?”
 
   “No, did you?”
 
   Again, Shimmerith breathed, See how she looks at him? If you were a Dragon, you’d know her pulse-rate is elevated, her breathing faster than warranted by her walk, and her pupils dilated. These things denote attraction amongst Humans.
 
   Emblazon put in, Then can the little one explain how on the Islands, if there’s so much attraction, our two Riders manage to provoke each other so mightily?
 
   Pip shook her head. Love is a mystery, Emblazon.
 
   Shimmerith said, There’s a quote by Istariela, the Star Dragon, ‘Love is a mystery greater than Dragon-fire, deeper than the Cloudlands and more beautiful than a Mystic moon rising over the Isles.’
 
   Star Dragon? Wow! The mind boggled, Pip thought. Just when she thought she had learned a few things about Dragons, they sprang another surprise on her.
 
   Oh, look! That’s too precious, said the Dragoness. They can’t be a day out of the egg.
 
   Pip felt a surge of motherly protectiveness from Shimmerith as they watched a mother Dragon bringing her two Red hatchlings, a male and a female, down to the hot spring. Emblazon immediately shifted to make room. The hatchlings were at least twelve feet long from nose-tip to tail, but they were so young that their legs wobbled and their scales had a baby-soft, crinkled appearance. They goggled at the Humans. Emblazon’s smile had them scurrying behind their mother’s legs.
 
   These are Humans, my brave little fire-breathers, explained the mother. We’re friends.
 
   Kaiatha smiled at them. “Come here, cuties.”
 
   Mamafire! She bared her teeth at me.
 
   That’s called a smile. It’s friendly. Now–no claws, son. Their skin is soft and easily broken.
 
   They’re smaller than I expected, Pip said to Shimmerith.
 
   Dragons double in size within the first year of life, she replied.
 
   The Dragon mother added, If you eat all of your sheep brains, my brave hatchlings, and practice your flying every day, you might even grow as large as Emblazon.
 
   Ooh, said the female, her baby eyes wide with wonder. He’s as big as an Island, Mamafire. Isn’t he?
 
   Huh. The second Red snorted, very close to Pip. They’re all girls. Yuck. He sniffed her outstretched hand curiously. Mamafire, why does she smell like a Dragon?
 
   


  
 



Chapter 20: Dragon Pirates
 
    
 
   Casitha came back glowing from her first patrol with Oyda and Emblazon, a surprise assignment from Master Kassik. He seemed grimmer than usual when he spoke to Pip and Casitha, having tracked them down in the infirmary. Pip wondered what weighed down his Island. The following evening, it was Pip’s turn. Training. Always training–much more for her now that Kassik had extended her schedule.
 
   “The school always seems so quiet after the cuts,” said Oyda, showing Pip how to fasten Emblazon’s saddle-girth. “Tuck the straps right beneath the armpits. Buckle it as tight as you can. The strap should run just behind the bulge of the primary flight muscles, or his first wingbeat will snap it like a suns-brittle thread. Good, Pip. Always check the condition of the leather. You don’t want to lose a saddle in battle. Your Dragon might catch you, but if he’s tangled up with another Dragon …”
 
   “I flew bareback on Zardon,” said Pip, wondering where in the Island-World the old Dragon might be. He had promised to return. “This seems much more secure.”
 
   Oyda nodded. “Armour, Pip?”
 
   “The blacksmiths haven’t adjusted the fit as yet.”
 
   “Ay, they had to do the same with me. A leather jacket’s better than nothing. Right. Weapons check? Do I spy a pair of Immadian forked daggers on your belt, Pip? Where did you get those?”
 
   “They were a gift from Master Adak.”
 
   “Oh?” Oyda waggled an eyebrow at Pip as they mounted up.
 
   “Along with, ‘I expect big things of you, Pip.’” She chuckled, knowing exactly what Oyda was hinting at but refusing the bait. “These are three inches longer than Immadian standard, apparently. Perfect for me. With the double blades, I can capture and even snap an opponent’s weapon.”
 
   The Rider added, “And they’re sharp enough for surgery. Sweet.”
 
   Pip buckled herself in, one spine-spike behind Oyda on Emblazon’s broad back. He was built like an Island’s foundation. She checked the quiver of arrows next to her left calf. “Ready, Dragon Rider Oyda.”
 
   “Let’s go burn the heavens, Dragon.”
 
   Oyda’s cry fetched a low, eager rumble from the cavernous depths of Emblazon’s chest. His was the longest saddle-girth in recorded history, Oyda had told her. Oyda checked the hairnet holding her long, nut-brown tresses captive. No-one wanted a face full of hair when they were trying to dodge enemy fire–either the war crossbows and catapults of ground emplacements and Dragonships, or the Dragon fire of an unfriendly Dragon. Pip checked her own hairnet. Good. Despite the trim required after Blazon had inadvertently burned her trousers and frazzled her hair, her thick braid, teased out of her curls before they became unmanageable, still reached most of the way down her back. Pygmies never cut their hair. She buckled the chin-strap of her helmet.
 
   Emblazon launched out over the lake with a powerful flexion of his thighs. He swung to the south, accelerating smoothly, flicking his wings to ‘bounce’ them over the volcano’s rim before settling into a southerly sprint.
 
   “He loves to stretch his wings on patrol,” Oyda shouted over her shoulder to Pip. That was all she could manage against the roar of wind blasting into their faces. A large male Dragon could fly forty leagues an hour in short bursts. Air crowded into her mouth and nostrils. Emblazon’s body rippled as he poured power into his wing-strokes, a torrent of pure exultation that made Pip giddy with excitement. She was grateful to be buckled in. Zardon had never made the air roar past her like this.
 
   This was flying! This was what Kassik thought she could do. 
 
   It was all rather premature. She had never transformed, as the Shapeshifters called it. However, the mere thought made her neck prickle. What if she allowed her imagination to run wild …
 
   The Master had warned her sternly. What could a Word of Command do, if she used it to trap herself? If she ‘stopped’ herself as she had done to Shimmerith, would anyone or anything else in the entire Island-World be able to free her? He was right. She had to learn more about her magic before taking that risk again–yet another aspect of her planned training.
 
   They blasted over a tangled wilderness of depthless blue gorges, smoking waterfalls and serried volcanic peaks. Emblazon searched with his fantastic Dragon sight for pirate Dragonships or feral Dragons, or any other sign of trouble.
 
   “Let’s take her above the clouds,” said Oyda.
 
   Pip thought he could not possibly have heard her soft command, but her stomach suddenly lurched as Emblazon pointed his tail to the mountainous Island and his nose to the heavens. A solid cloud-bank loomed above, perhaps a band of bad weather. She ducked as if she might strike her head on a roof, but instead, grey closed about them. Mercy. Her brain told her the grey had to have substance and thus should slap her cheeks, but rather, the sensation was like brushing against feathers very fast. She sniffed the moist air, jungle-senses alert …
 
   Pip stiffened at a tell-tale prickle of magic. At once, she called, Emblazon, danger. Left flank.
 
   “Danger, my Riders,” he echoed.
 
   Emblazon punched out into the dying rays of the suns-set above the clouds. Immediately, he jinked to his right, dodging a Dragon’s slashing claws. He found clear air–not much of it, just enough to give them a glimpse of a Red Dragon, beleaguered, limping through the air, under attack by two smaller Reds. A third, bigger Red swooped down on their tail. Two Orange Dragons homed in from high to the west.
 
   “Pirates,” cried Oyda.
 
   “Zardon,” Pip yelled at the same time, recognising the old Dragon. “We have to help him.”
 
   Oyda snapped, “Emblazon, we’ve Pip to think of.”
 
   “Forget about me!” she exploded. “Zardon’s in trouble. Oyda, how can you possibly–”
 
   You’re right, Emblazon said. “Oyda, our duty is to help Zardon. It’s five against one and he’s wounded.”
 
   “Go, Emblazon!” Oyda turned in her saddle. “Pip. Be careful. This is real battle and they’re going to try their best to kill us. Understood?”
 
   Pip nodded. “I’m ready.”
 
   For the first time, Pip heard the battle-roar of a Dragon. She was thankful for the helmet to muffle his thundering, even a little, for it rattled her from her toes to her teeth. Emblazon’s acceleration shoved her against the spine-spike at her back. He closed in on the two Red Dragons harrying Zardon at a fantastic rate. One side-slipped, falling away from Zardon, but the other chose to confront Emblazon, who spun in the air as his hind claws slashed a ten-foot rent in the other Dragon’s flank. Pip’s head spun as fast as Emblazon turned. Mercy. Much more of that and her head would fly off her shoulders like an overripe melon.
 
   The Red Dragons beat a retreat.
 
   “They’ll be back,” said Oyda. “Pip, alright?”
 
   She wiped her forehead, scanning the sky. “Dizzy. Fine. What’s next?”
 
   Oyda measured her response with a grim, approving smile. “Be strong, Pygmy warrior. Warm up that bow. If they attack again, aim for the Dragon Riders. Emblazon, check on Zardon.”
 
   Well met, mighty Elder, called Emblazon. Need a helping paw?
 
   I was saving you some of the glory, said Zardon, but he sounded as exhausted as he looked. He had been thoroughly chewed over by something. Pip saw the huge puncture marks of Dragon fangs in three places on his neck, weeping streamers of thick, golden Dragon blood, and a further wound on his haunches where a six-foot strip of hide flapped loosely, displaying the dense strands of muscle beneath. Blood dripped steadily from three rents in his right wing, his neck, and numerous wounds on his sooty, fire-blackened flanks.
 
   Can you make it the Academy, Zardon? Emblazon asked. We’ll watch your back.
 
   Pip called, Zardon, you have to keep going.
 
   Zardon’s eyes flashed crimson in realisation. His wingbeats gained strength as he stared across the hundred or so feet separating them in the air. In a voice congested with Dragon emotions she could only begin to guess at, he said, Little one … oh, can it be?
 
   Not yet. We think so. Kassik is confident, anyway. She smiled, hoping he could see that detail with his Dragon sight. Now fly, you old bag of bones. We’ll race you to the Academy.
 
   Fire blossomed from the old Dragon’s nostrils in response.
 
   Emblazon grunted, Perfect, Pip. His hearts soar.
 
   Oyda was right. The three Red Dragons attacked in concert, two trying to slash Emblazon’s wings while a third aimed a fireball at his belly. Emblazon countered with a snap of his jaws that sheared several spine-spikes off one of the Reds, while Oyda’s arrow shot plugged in a Rider’s armour. Pip missed her aim by the width of a Dragon.
 
   “Pip, watch those Oranges. They have Dragon body armour and lances,” said Oyda. “The Reds will distract while the Oranges go for the direct attack.”
 
   Pip had seen the thirty-foot metal lances at school. Seeing a pair strapped to a Dragon’s harness, ready to pierce a Dragon’s heart or lungs, earned them a new respect in her eyes–especially when she was sitting on their target.
 
   Emblazon shadowed Zardon as the massive Red Dragon swooped down into the clouds. As they entered the world of grey, Zardon warned them with a quiet word of a course change. Emblazon said, “Smart–learn from him, Pip. It’ll throw off a surprise attack through the clouds based on our previous heading.”
 
   True to Emblazon’s word, an Orange Dragon burst through the clouds off their right flank, lancing empty air. Zardon sniggered and sent a fireball his way, but the Dragon dodged adroitly, taking a glancing blow on the side of his tail. Now the other Dragons burst through, queuing up to attack Zardon. Emblazon bellowed another challenge. They clashed with two Reds, a snarling, biting, snapping brawl which Emblazon shook free of by dint of knocking one of the Reds half-senseless with a mighty blow of his tail. Oyda did an impossible upside-down contortion in harness, opening a slash on a passing wing-surface.
 
   Pip shot arrows this way and that, narrowly missing a Dragon’s eye and striking a Rider on his armoured arm. She muttered unhappily.
 
   “They’re pirates,” Zardon called, helping them with a fireball. The Orange Dragon’s Rider howled as flame engulfed his leg.
 
   Emblazon swirled in the air, latching onto one of the Reds. A champing bite of his massive jaws to the neck, and the Red Dragon squealed in mortal agony. And die! Emblazon released his claws, sending the enemy spinning down into the Cloudlands. The fury of his bloodlust washed across Pip in a tidal wave. She found herself snarling between her teeth.
 
   “Lance,” cried Oyda.
 
   Pip fired an arrow point-blank into the second Orange Dragon’s mouth as Emblazon dodged the blow, but the lance still pierced his side, low in the flank.
 
   “Can’t hit a single shot,” Pip shouted.
 
   “Flow with the Dragon’s flight,” Oyda returned at once. They circled back above Zardon, watching the four remaining enemy Dragons closely. “Learn to flow with him, Pip. That’s the best I can describe it. You’re thinking too hard. Feel the shot, as if you’re firing an arrow on the run.”
 
   “I suppose that’s something a Dragon Rider learns?”
 
   “Knowing your Dragon? Ay.”
 
   The enemy Dragon Riders were well armoured, Pip observed, and carried bows and swords apart from the huge Dragon lances. They shadowed Emblazon and Zardon, just a little ways off. What were they waiting for? Her eyes flicked forward. The volcano was still several leagues off. But if they could hold these Dragons at bay for a few more minutes, they might come within range of the Academy’s Dragon sentries.
 
   Then, a dark Dragon descended from the clouds. He was a sooty red-black in colour, almost as large as Emblazon or Zardon, and heavily scarred from countless battles. He wore a harness which housed two war crossbows either side of his spine-spikes, weapons which could fire a six-foot bolt several hundred yards with great accuracy. Four Dragon Riders rode upon his back, two of whom manned the catapults. Pip sensed Emblazon’s hesitation in the air. So did Zardon.
 
   Rambastion, Zardon called. Let us pass. This is not your battle.
 
   Emblazon said, “He’s a Dragon pirate from the south. A mercenary, if you will. Rumour has it he came across the Rift, from Herimor.”
 
   “How does a Dragon cross the Rift, Emblazon?” asked Oyda.
 
   “I don’t know. It’s meant to be seven days’ flying. Impossible.”
 
   Rambastion laughed, a low, unpleasant blast of sound. Zardon, you woolly ralti sheep. You’re looking unwell, old friend.
 
   I have already dispatched three of your mercenaries to their doom in the Cloudlands, and two will never fly again. Do you send hatchlings against me? Why don’t you fight me, you snaggletoothed mongrel?
 
   Rambastion’s eyes glittered like jewels in a darkened room. Strange tidings arise from your Academy, Zardon. My Master seeks word of an Ancient Power. Give it up, and I might make your death a merciful one.
 
   You have a Master, Rambastion? Zardon’s scorn seared the air. How low you have fallen, that you crawl and fawn at the foot of another. Who is this Master you serve?
 
   You don’t know, Zardon?
 
   I have seen, Zardon retorted. We know your plans; we know of your Shadow Dragon …
 
   Then you must die! A vast, roiling fireball shot toward them. Emblazon and Zardon peeled away at once, allowing the fireball to scorch the air between them. Pip smelled smoke and sulphur as she coughed at the fireball’s aftermath.
 
   “Beware molten rock,” Zardon called over to Oyda and Pip, wheeling on his wingtip as one of the Reds snatched at him. “And those crossbow bolts.”
 
   “He has a lava attack?” Pip panted. She had read about the Dragon ability to chew down rock and melt it in one of the stomachs–mostly a fairly rare Orange and Yellow Dragon ability, according to the scrolls.
 
   Oyda said, “Ay, Rambastion is–”
 
   Their enemy thundered, I have the power. Now die, you miserable excrement of worms!
 
   Pip bit her lip. Oh, for the strength to down their enemies. Instead, here she sat on Emblazon’s back with a tiny bow, stuck in the midst of a life-and-death clash between Dragons. She had to make her shots count. She had to feel Emblazon’s course and adjust, to time her shots even as he spiralled now into an attack, punching his claws into the Red Dragon which had suddenly dropped toward Zardon’s back.
 
   Dragons thundered at each other, sounding like a storm gathering on a sultry afternoon. Claws scratched and scraped across Dragon hide, seeking a chink in the armour or a disembowelling blow. Fire raced across the evening sky, as golden as the suns setting in the west. Emblazon scrapped with three Dragons while Zardon threw off the remaining Red and homed in on Rambastion. Clearly, there was no love between them. But Pip was afraid. Zardon was already wounded and weak. Rambastion was fresh and cunning, the survivor of a great many battles.
 
   Emblazon threw his Red opponent directly into the face of his next attacker, one of the Orange Dragons. Pip sensed his movement now, the moment his wings would flap to raise them above the entangled pair, the second Red Dragon turning sharply to bring his claws to bear from above, and anticipated the clear shot she knew would arrive. Her arrow feathered between the Orange Rider’s eyes.
 
   “Shot!” shouted Oyda, making her own target blink with a dagger hurled directly into the Dragon’s eye. The scaled eyelid stopped the blow, but the Dragon jerked reflexively, distracted for a vital instant. Emblazon reached out and ripped his belly open.
 
   Behind you! Pip cried. They shuddered in the air as the Orange Dragon struck Emblazon. Fangs sunk into the base of his tail. Emblazon bellowed in pain, clawing madly with his hind legs before folding himself in half and bringing his long neck around. Pip found herself hanging upside-down above the Island-World. She saw Zardon, a Red Dragon clawing trenches in his back. Rambastion smashed into his side, slashing with his hind legs, the Riders and weapons on his back all but forgotten in his snarling, snapping blood-madness.
 
   “Zardon! Oh …”
 
   Somehow, Emblazon ripped himself free. He snapped reflexively at the Orange Dragon’s left wing, near the shoulder joint. The Orange squealed as the Amber Dragon’s jaws champed upon his primary wing-bone. Emblazon bore down with all of his enormous strength, shaking his head to snap the bone and sever the wing. Dragon and Rider fell from the sky. The disembowelled Red had ribbons and loops of intestines dangling fifty feet long from his belly, but he still shot a weak fireball at them.
 
   Emblazon’s laughter was full of fierce joy. I gutted you like a deer.
 
   The speed of his turn made Pip dizzy. They smacked into the remaining Orange Dragon. He and Emblazon traded monstrous blows. Somehow Oyda was in the middle of it, swinging her sword at the other Rider, his face a mask of surprise, his helmet dislodged by one of her strikes. Raising her bow, Pip fired an arrow point-blank into his throat.
 
   Eat this, snarled Emblazon, and rotated the other Dragon in the air.
 
   Pip’s ears nearly popped at the scream the Orange Dragon made. A crossbow bolt stood upright as if nailed into its skull. How had Emblazon even seen that coming? Now! Her heart stopped in her throat as Pip saw her opportunity, her fingers releasing the bowstring before she had time to think, the arrow diving into the depths of the Orange Dragon’s eye. He went limp. Her heart wept as she saw, from just ten feet away, the light fade from the Dragon’s eyes. He would never fly the skies again. The Dragon tumbled helplessly toward the mountains of Jeradia Island.
 
   “Ready for Rambastion?” Emblazon checked his Riders. Pip was startled to find that her side was bleeding, but she was otherwise fine. Oyda sported a deep sword cut in her arm.
 
   Oyda said, “Fly strong and true, my beauty.”
 
   “We’ll send this pirate to his doom,” agreed Emblazon, trimming his wings with a low, bloodthirsty gurgle of passion.
 
   As they blazed toward Zardon and his two attackers, the huge Red clawed a hole in Rambastion’s wing. Zardon engulfed the other Red Dragon in a blast of fire. The flames were still blazing as he bit the Dragon’s wingtip, dragging him through the air. Zardon threw his body into a spin. Crack! Pip winced as the sound of snapping bones carried across to them. With one wing dangling uselessly, the Red Dragon spiralled to his doom.
 
   Zardon flapped weakly, trying to gain height. Golden blood pumped from his wounds. He could barely keep aloft.
 
   Go to the Academy, Zardon! Emblazon thundered, closing with Rambastion. I’ll hold this ralti sheep off.
 
   Rambastion swiped a parting chunk out of Zardon’s hide with his claws, but then he discovered he had a bigger problem to deal with. Emblazon shot three fireballs at him, setting one of the catapults on his back ablaze. Arrows whipped across the space between them. The Dragons circled each other, searching for an advantage, snarling their mutual hatred. The remaining war crossbow twanged.
 
   Pip glanced ahead. Was that another Dragon rising from the volcano? Had they been seen? They were perhaps half a league short of the Academy. Where were the patrols? Hadn’t Master Kassik trebled their protection?
 
   Emblazon shouted in pain as a crossbow bolt smashed into his left wing, mid-wing, just inside what would be his elbow in Human terms. A surge of rage blossomed within his body. Pip sensed the crimson fires of madness. Their Dragon shot toward Rambastion, despite Oyda’s shouting at him. Had he gone feral? Was this what happened to a Dragon in battle? Pip braced herself as the two massive Dragons smashed together with a resounding smack. They snapped and growled and lunged at each other, all tangled up, falling from the sky, tearing brutally at each other’s scales and bellies and wings. Emblazon bit the paw in his mouth. Rambastion sank his fangs into the younger Dragon’s muzzle and shook him as if he were a luckless ralti sheep. Oyda howled as molten rock splattered across her leg. Pip parried a half-seen thrown dagger with her bow.
 
   Black claws pierced Emblazon’s back, just aft of her seat. Then Pip saw Rambastion’s muzzle rise above Emblazon’s neck, seeking the deadly bite into the huge jugular veins near the first heart. Tumbling, they turned upside-down in the air. She felt the terrible claws brush her foot as Rambastion deliberately raked Emblazon’s side, opening a gash fifteen feet long. For a moment, she did not grasp his intent. Then, their double Dragon Rider saddle separated from Emblazon’s spine-spikes.
 
   He had deliberately cut the saddle off the Amber Dragon’s back.
 
   They fell.
 
   It seemed slow at first, the Dragons still falling and Oyda and Pip falling at the same time. But the flaring, flapping wings held the Dragons up as they continued to grapple with each other, while the two Riders, strapped to a Dragon Rider saddle which had been ripped off their mount’s back, had nothing to stop their plunge. Something struck the back of Pip’s head a terrible blow.
 
   Uunh! That was her, lost somewhere in a world of darkness, spinning, falling, trying to find her way back. Somewhere, a Dragon cried out in terror. Wind buffeted her body.
 
   She was about to die.
 
   Mountains, shadowy canyons, rushing up toward her. A flash of Emblazon’s face, desperate, far away. He struggled to tear free of Rambastion as the dark, muscular Dragon held him with all four paws for those precious seconds which counted out her remaining life. The broken, wounded form of Zardon, gliding unheeding toward the volcano, focussed wholly on arriving alive.
 
   Oyda shouted at her. She could not understand.
 
   Her hair, released, fluttered in her face like a Dragon’s wing.
 
   The realisation struck her as slowly as they seemed to float through the air; in reality, falling at a terrible speed toward a steep mountainside. There was a new word. She should have known. There was a creature within her begging for release, a new way of being, a strange-Pip which did not even need a word, but only the will to actuate.
 
   The world leaped around her–or was it her leaping through the world?
 
   Grabbing Oyda to her belly, Pip tried to orient herself. The ground! The agony in her back and shoulders registered just a second before she smashed into the steep slope. Pip and Oyda flipped through the air, tumbling down the mountainside. She had to catch her friend again. She had to …
 
   


  
 



Chapter 21: Transformed to Scale
 
    
 
   Someone stroked her cheek. Pip moaned. “Easy, little one. Eat.”
 
   She chewed rich, blood-dripping meat, and swallowed. She slept. She dreamed of the Shadow Dragon winging through the night, hunting for her. There was fleeing and endless burning in rivers of fire.
 
   Wakefulness returned with the blink of her eye. Pip tasted blood in her mouth. Her eyesight zoomed outward, blurring, and then sharpened on a Dragon’s massive flank lying just inches from her nose. Such beautiful patterns. Transfixed, she stared at the scales for an interminable time before she began to separate out the sounds of the three hearts beating in that great body. She heard every sound in her vicinity. There were mites scratching beneath those scales, a dragonfly buzzing over on the far side of the cave, a person breathing softly nearby–and the scents! Her head exploded with scents. The air coursing through her elongated nostrils touched off cascades of wonder.
 
   Pip wanted to roll over, but she could not seem to lift her head off a pile of furs. But an itch on her nose had to be scratched. She raised her hand and satisfied the itch with a five-inch claw. At a thought, the claw retracted into her finger. Pip watched the smooth flexion with dull amazement.
 
   Something was not right. Her body felt heavy, far too heavy, and her heart–hearts–throbbed with an unfamiliar, complex rhythm. She thought about this problem.
 
   “Pip?” A soft query made her stir. “Pip, are you awake? Rajion. She’s awake.”
 
   “Kaiatha?” She wanted to speak, but her friend’s name came out as an incomprehensible moan.
 
   Fingers rubbed her cheek. “Oh, Pip. We were so worried.” A tear splashed on her neck. Pip gazed upward, seeing a crystalline droplet forming at the edge of a huge eye which filled her vision. She saw every tiny thread of the iris, the tiny flecks of gold trapped within radiating filaments–and suddenly her vision jumped. Kaiatha?
 
   Her friend’s smile spread across her field of vision. Blink. There, now she saw her whole face.
 
   Forming her words carefully, Pip croaked, “Oyda? Is she … alive?” That was not her voice. Who had stolen her voice?
 
   “Everyone survived–you, Oyda, even Emblazon,” said Kaiatha, her voice choked with happiness. “Oh, petal, if you could only see yourself! It’s amazing. Master Kassik said … but I didn’t know … you are Pip, aren’t you?”
 
   “I am me. Yes.” She chuckled gingerly, because everything hurt as though a Dragon had trampled her for fun. “Why, Kaia–why do you ask like that? Honestly, I haven’t grown horns.”
 
   “No, not exactly.”
 
   An unfamiliar surge of anger bubbled in her belly. Pip scowled at her friend. “What, then?”
 
   Kaiatha sucked in a breath, before saying in a rush, “You don’t have horns–but fangs, claws, wings and Dragon hide are all present. Very much … present.”
 
   Rajion loomed overhead, giving her a cheerful but concerned glance. “And how is my patient? Fractured skull, broken leg, cracked ribs and all?”
 
   “Um … surprised,” said Pip, staring at her paw. There was too much information surging into her brain. Her senses were so super-sensitised, she wanted to block everything out in order to simply think. She shut her eyes, but magical, multi-dimensional glissades of tiny sounds and impressions still intruded. “What did you do to me?”
 
   “Me?” he snorted. “You, little one. You did it. You saved Oyda’s life.”
 
   “But my skin’s turned black. And scaly.”
 
   “Tends to happen in your Dragon form,” Rajion explained.
 
   “Hold on just a–oh. Oh!” Pip flexed her claws, aware her eyes were bulging. They were so … beastly. “Islands’ sakes, what’s happening? Is this me?”
 
   Rajion nodded. “I guessed this would happen. Kaiatha, bring the mirror, please. Pip, calm yourself. You are alright. You’re–”
 
   “Not alright! No!”
 
   Her howl echoed in the cave. Pip began to thrash about in blind panic, but the deep red mountain next to her shifted. Zardon’s muzzle curved around toward her, soothing. He purred, Well, aren’t you just the prettiest little Dragon I ever saw? His soft words and a breath of magic together took the edge off her horror.
 
   Pip caught a glimpse of herself reflected in his slit pupil. I … ooh, this is madness. I feel sick.
 
   Peace, Pip. All is well. Give yourself a little grace. Ease into it.
 
   Kaiatha brought a large round mirror over to her friend. She had to step carefully around Zardon’s muzzle to reach her. Pip realised that the Red Dragon had curled his body protectively around her, shielding her with his enormous flank. Pip gaped at her reflection. The Dragon in the mirror gaped back in astonishment. It blinked.
 
   “After you and Oyda fell, Pip,” said Zardon, “I understand that you transformed just in time to catch Oyda and crash-land on the mountainside. I don’t know how you did it, but somehow you caught Oyda on top of you, or you arrested her fall … she’s fine. Barely a scratch. Well, she broke both arms. But considering the circumstances, I’d say being alive is a decent outcome for both of you.”
 
   “And how are you?” Pip’s muzzle formed the words. She was an animal! She was a Dragon. A Shapeshifter, as Master Kassik had warned … this was off-the-Island crazy.
 
   “I’m more bandages than hide,” Zardon joked. “I’m fine. I’ve been through worse. But look at you!” Thou, Dragon-Pip, art the very melody of fire and magic.
 
   Zardon … she had no words.
 
   The mirror reflected kaleidoscopic eyes, gleaming with gently roiling depths of mystic potential. Pip saw a sable muzzle, slender and lightly pebbled with neat, oval scales. A hint of smoke curled from a nostril wider than her mouth had ever been. Her neck-ruff consisted of four neat, dagger-sharp horn-spikes either side of her head, the largest over a foot long. Experimentally, Pip bared her fangs. Great Islands! She was scaring herself ralti-stupid. A pool of fire simmered somewhere down in her belly, impossibly, and so much besides …
 
   Pip’s ears conveyed the sounds of approaching feet, heartbeats, even the creak of someone’s bones as though they squeaked like a poorly-oiled hinge, to her awareness. She shifted her aching head with care. Here came Casitha and Oyda, dressed alike, Maylin and Yaethi, Master Kassik towering over them all, Mistress Mya’adara and Durithion hurrying to join the group … all the people she had come to know and love. She wished her parents could have been part of this.
 
   For a moment, nobody spoke, perhaps waiting for each other to speak first. With a sinking heart, she took in the awed and confused expressions of her friends.
 
   “Well, I suppose I look a sight,” said Pip. Her voice cracked spectacularly. She thought she might blush, but instead, a rumbling heat ignited deep in her belly.
 
   “Frightful,” said Maylin.
 
   Yaethi smacked her on the arm. “Maylin.”
 
   Suddenly there was a babble of comments. “Wonderful.” “Dragonish.” “A bit battered.” “Ah’m so happy yah alive.” “Pip, you’re awesome.”
 
   Kassik said, “So, student Pip. I think we can safely call you an Onyx Dragon. Master Shambithion is very precise with his definitions.”
 
   “Jet black, with just a hint of white around the throat, scale edges and claws,” Yaethi clarified. Pip grinned. Yaethi could equal Shambithion for precision any day.
 
   “Nineteen feet of lethal Dragonish splendour,” said Maylin. “I’m jealous. Let’s just see that Island for what it is, shall we?” But her smile lit up her eyes, and she wrinkled her nose at Pip in the Pygmy way. “Enormously, Dragonish-ly jealous.”
 
   “Your every inch is a delight,” rumbled Zardon.
 
   Only nineteen feet? She was the size of a three month-old hatchling, Pip realised, trying very hard not to be disappointed. Was she doomed to forever be the tiny one? Maybe her Dragon-part would still grow? Maybe she wouldn’t be a fifth of the size and a tenth of the bulk of a Zardon or an Emblazon?
 
   Mya’adara said, “Yah perfect, petal. A perfect Pygmy Dragon.”
 
   Pip gulped, wide-eyed.
 
   Her friends cheered and hooted and stamped their feet.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Granted the benefit of Rajion’s Dragon magic to aid her healing, Pip was astonished at her progress. She had been unconscious for two days. Emblazon had reported she had flared her wings just before impact, or she and Oyda would both be dead. As it was, she hurt as though a Dragon had rolled over her.
 
   Three days later, she was able to start hobbling about the infirmary and chatting to the other patients. There were many, for Rambastion’s force had mounted a diversionary attack from the north while he led a smaller group on what was intended to be a raid on the school, only to be thwarted by the alert Dragon sentinels patrolling a league above the Academy. Three Riders and two Dragons had been killed, and one Dragon, Serhion, had been blinded by an acid attack by a Green Dragon. They did not think she would recover her sight.
 
   Dragon-Pip was wobbly and unstable. She needed to learn to walk, like any hatchling. The other hatchlings did not have a Human brain to interfere, however. She despaired of learning to fly. She’d probably only make a second attempt at breaking her neck.
 
   To Pip’s amusement, Nak followed Oyda around like a puppy, doting on her. He fed her meals. He fetched whatever she needed. But Oyda vocally drew a line at having him help her undress. “Try another one, Rider!” She winked at Pip.
 
   Nak protested his innocence in four lines of rhyming verse, but Oyda cut him off with, “Nak, how’s Shimmerith?”
 
   “She kicked me out,” he moaned. “My roost’s so empty without her. What am I to do, Oyda? My darling Dragon despises me. I’m dying. I’m–”
 
   Oyda said, “She’s brooding, Nak. You just take her the juiciest haunches of meat and put them outside her cave. Whatever you do, keep your distance.”
 
   “I am bereft. Mournful. Alone.”
 
   Pip prodded him in the back with her muzzle. “You’re going to be a surrogate father, Nak.”
 
   “Ah, it’s you, my dusky beauty.” He scratched her beneath the chin absently. “I am inconsolable, despite your sweet encouragement.”
 
   “Today, Rajion says, you can transform back,” Oyda informed her. “But–”
 
   “Great.” Pip, who had been waiting anxiously for this moment, tried to trigger her transformation. Her body shivered. Suddenly, she felt tiny. Her perspective switched to Human, with all the limitations of sight and sound and sensation that entailed. For a moment, she feared she had gone blind and deaf.
 
   “Close your eyes,” Oyda snapped at Nak.
 
   “Ay?” he drawled. “This I remember–ouch!” Oyda had kicked his shin.
 
   “Take off your shirt and hand it to Pip, you shameless philanderer.”
 
   Pip felt a fool. Of course Dragons did not wear any clothes. Neither would she when she changed back to her Human form. “Sorry, Oyda. Sorry, Nak.”
 
   “Sorry?” His smile assured her he was anything but sorry, which was no harm to her ego … “Oyda just wants to admire my muscular physique. Shall I remove my trousers too, Oyda–ouch! The bruises you’re giving me, woman.”
 
   “If you’d prefer, bend over and I’ll boot your backside,” the female Rider offered.
 
   “You bend over and I’ll–”
 
   “Nak!”
 
   He said, “You’ve no arms to defend yourself.”
 
   “That’s what I’m worried about, you shaggy-bearded pirate. Besides the damage to listening young ears.” The pretty Rider turned to Pip, high spots of colour in her cheeks. “Don’t listen to him. He’s shameless. You need to take it easy, petal. Shall I help you to your dormitory?
 
   Nak’s wicked chuckles followed them out of the infirmary. Oyda walked alongside Pip, who was still limping, with solicitous care.
 
   “Says she who has both arms in casts?” Pip teased.
 
   “Maybe I should start by kicking your scaly Dragon hide over to the next volcano?”
 
   Pip grinned at Oyda, feeling so alive, she was positively buoyant. “I’m Human-me now. You’re acting a bit feisty this evening. Is our Nak getting you riled up?”
 
   They emerged from the infirmary beneath a vast Yellow moon, which hung over the volcano as if determined to block it up forever. Its cratered surface was easily visible to the naked eye, as was the jagged, darker line that the scientists theorised was a canyon of fantastic proportions carved into the Yellow moon’s surface. As they walked up a long flight of stairs to the balcony above their level, which housed a play area for children of the staff, Oyda sighed deeply.
 
   “Partly, Pipsqueak,” she said. “It’s partly that I can’t use my hands, partly Nak, partly you being naked in front of Nak, and probably an unhealthy dollop of Emblazon’s jealousy rubbing off on me.”
 
   “Er … mercy.”
 
   “A little more honesty than you bargained for? Sorry,” said Oyda. “Pip, you need to understand–I’m terribly grateful for the rescue, and so is Emblazon, but his pride has been wounded. This isn’t your fault. Not only did he lose Rambastion, who escaped, but he lost both of his Dragon Riders. You saved us, not him. I know that smacks of Dragon logic, and it is, but he feels he failed and it’s you who made him look bad.”
 
   “I can’t seem to put one foot right in this school,” Pip said, bitterly.
 
   They passed Mistress Mya’adara hurrying down to the infirmary. “Huh,” she commented. “That Nak’s shirt yah wearing, Pip?”
 
   “I can explain, Mistress–” Pip was only talking to her back. “See, Oyda?”
 
   With an irritable hiss, Oyda said, “You act like you’re still in the jungle sometimes, Pip. With you it’s, ‘Oh look, Nak, I’m just so teensy and cutesy, oops, lost my shirt.’ Now you’re an Onyx Dragon, basking in all the wonder. Haven’t you ever asked yourself why you always have to be the centre of attention? Didn’t you get enough back–” She muttered something under her breath and implored the sky, “I’m sorry, Pip. I hate my tongue, sometimes.”
 
   Back in the zoo? Pip bit her lip so hard she tasted blood. Here she was, bemoaning her lack of stature even as a Dragon–was she not grateful to be alive? Was this how she repaid Master Kassik’s trust in her? How Oyda’s outburst stung!
 
   She turned to the Dragon Rider, and hugged her. “Sorry. I’ve been a bad friend.”
 
   Oyda stiffened, but then she chuckled as she placed her cheek against Pip’s head. “I guess a Dragonish nuzzle is the best I can do. I didn’t mean to roar at you. Forgive me?”
 
   “Of course.” Pip hugged her harder.
 
   “Ouch. Gently, you pocket rajal–well, I can’t use that one any more, can I?” Oyda’s waspish mood seemed to ease. “Do you think it’s the Dragon in you that makes you so strong?”
 
   “I wish I knew.” They walked in a companionable silence up to the first year dormitory. “Oyda, stop me if I’m going right off the Island with this,” said Pip, cautiously. “You like Nak, don’t you?”
 
   The pretty Yelegoy Islander quirked an eyebrow at her.
 
   “Why don’t you capture his attention, Oyda? You could, so easily. One look from you and Nak would be your slave forever.”
 
   Oyda’s laughter rippled like melancholy water. “His eye wanders, Pip. He doesn’t care for me.”
 
   Pip clucked her tongue in annoyance
 
   “How long have you known him, Oyda? I heard you met when you were in the first year and he was in third. What is this–nine years on? Ten? And you still haven’t worked out that he worships the Island you walk on?” The older Rider made no reply. “I know he’s impossible sometimes, and I haven’t helped–and I can’t believe I’m speaking up for him … oh, Oyda. I only want you to be happy.”
 
   She nodded distantly. “I understand, Pip.”
 
   When they parted, Pip waited in silence outside the dormitory for a time, watching the Yellow moon wheeling slowly overhead. She hoped she had not just caused Oyda to hate her. Could a Dragon fly to the moons, she wondered? To the stars? The other students would be relaxing or studying. She felt far from that, now.
 
   Rather than facing her friends just then, Pip felt a need for a different friend. She slipped through the school’s shadows and dark byways to the garden where Hunagu had made his home.
 
   The Oraial understood her–and she needed that understanding more than ever. But she needed to tell him about being a Dragon. How could she ever explain?
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Pip,” said Master Kassik, four evenings later. “Come in. You need to hear Zardon’s report.”
 
   Pip had been expecting one of two things–a flying lesson from Zardon, or a telling-off from the Master following her unexpected transformation in the middle of unarmed combat class. Her opponent, one of Prince Ulldari’s friends, had fainted after his punch struck Dragon-Pip on her flank. Pip rather fancied being a Dragon. She leered toothily at Ulldari, who stumbled backward in fright. Funny how people had suddenly decided that bullying a Pygmy Dragon was a different prospect.
 
   Her eyes tripped over the crowd in Kassik’s office. “Master Balthion.” She bowed to him. Casitha, Nak and Oyda, Mistress Mya’adara … but where was the most obvious attendee of all, the old Red Dragon, Zardon? Kassik’s office windows had been pushed open. Emblazon’s chin rested just inside the room. The rest of him was doing a fine job of blocking the view outside. Next to him lay Blazon. The resemblance between father and son struck her forcibly, now that she saw them close together. No wonder the Master’s office had such big windows.
 
   She was the last to arrive. Maylin patted the space next to her. “Room for a little Dragon?”
 
   Pip snarled viciously at her friend. What? Her hand leaped to her mouth. “Sorry, Maylin,” she mumbled, mortified.
 
   “It’s the Dragon in you speaking,” said a familiar-sounding voice. “Sit down, Pip.” We have much to discuss. Hurry up, little one.
 
   Pip’s gaze jumped to a familiar white-haired old man, with brilliant blue eyes–the old man from the zoo! “Zardon?” You’re … her mind reeled. How come you didn’t know I was a Shapeshifter, that first time in the zoo? We spoke Dragonish.
 
   Never added it up, Pip. I was blind, only thinking of you as a magic-using potential Rider.
 
   She said, Ah, that makes sense.
 
   Kassik said, “Your audience, Zardon.”
 
   “This is a council of war,” said Zardon, at once crisp and formal. “Recently, I travelled southward in search of a peculiarity I had detected in the doings of the Island-World. Partly, we know this strangeness as the Shadow Dragon Emblazon scared away from our Academy.”
 
   She sat with alacrity next to Maylin, riveted on his words.
 
   “Ay, and the mysterious ‘Master’ Rambastion referred to,” Emblazon put in.
 
   “I have not discovered the whole truth behind that,” said the old man. “But it does point to a Human intelligence or involvement, or a Shapeshifter. I suspect one of the Herimor Marshals–which could mean a being from any of the three races. Nevertheless, this is what we know. The Dragons of Herimor have indeed levitated an entire Island across the Rift.”
 
   “Surely, they captured one of the mythical Land Dragons and used that to transport this Island,” Blazon objected.
 
   Zardon shook his head. “I saw clearly beneath it. Friends, they moved an entire Island. This bespeaks inconceivable magical power. But I could not even get close, because of the cloud of Dragons which surrounded that Island–Dragons like Rambastion, his kin and kind. There were so many in number, they darkened the very skies. I do not exaggerate.”
 
   Balthion interjected, “The Night-Red Dragons, they call themselves, or the Dragon Assassins.”
 
   Pip felt her eyes grow wide. Next to her, Maylin shivered rather violently.
 
   Softly, Kassik added, Dragons, the truth must be made known to our Human friends, even these young ones. It is hard, but necessary.
 
   “Ay. Their work is to hunt Dragons,” said Zardon. “They hunt them down, and kill or capture them. I saw them bring many wounded or captive Dragons to their floating Island. What happened there, I know not, but the Dragons entered and did not reappear. From afar, I sensed a great and controlling evil hid within the Island. I have never seen Dragons work together in such numbers, nor for so clear a purpose. They hunted and acted as with one mind, as if they were one creature.”
 
   “You’re saying the Dragons are controlled from within the Island?”
 
   Zardon nodded. “Ay, Kassik.” With a wave of his hand, he caused a picture to form briefly in the air before them. Pip saw an Island at least a league in diameter floating above the Cloudlands. Swarming around it as if they were a cloud of bats–if only they were bats–were uncountable myriads of dark Dragons, riding the winds in clouds as thick as volcanic ash from an eruption. Pulsing within the Island she sensed …
 
   Everyone jumped.
 
   “Get off me, Pip!” shouted Duri.
 
   “Oof, you weigh a ton,” groaned Kaiatha.
 
   Maylin simply punched her in the flank.
 
   “Control your transformations, Pip,” admonished Zardon.
 
   Shuddering, the Pygmy Dragon leaped onto the floor, scoring a bloody furrow in Maylin’s right thigh before she realised that her claws were extended in fright. “Sorry,” Pip whimpered. “I … sorry, everyone. I was just so afraid, and I know what Master Kassik’s about to say. Sorry, Maylin.”
 
   “I’m fine,” said her friend, pressing down on the wound with the palm of her hand.
 
   Kassik growled, “What was I going to say?” Cheeky hatchling.
 
   “Master,” Pip bowed her head. “Only a Dragon with the power of Command will be able to penetrate that Island.”
 
   Grimly, he said, “Indeed, Pip.”
 
   “Mind control of Dragons is meant to be impossible,” Balthion pointed out.
 
   “So is levitating an Island,” Yaethi noted. “They’re using the Island as their base, aren’t they, Master Zardon? Who ever heard of such an idea?”
 
   “Ay. They’re systematically eradicating us Dragons.” Zardon sounded tired and dispirited, Pip thought. And no wonder. “The Island-World is about to be filled with refugees–Dragons, fleeing their advance. We have to help the Southern Academy … and call in all our allies. That’s their first goal. If that Academy falls, we’re next.”
 
   “We can discuss this until the windrocs drop into the Cloudlands,” said Master Kassik, quelling Blazon’s and Emblazon’s angry denials. “And we will. But I have a proposal–for you youngsters, especially. Listen closely.”
 
   His bright eyes considered each Human, Shapeshifter and Dragon in the room, one by one, before settling finally on Pip. “We must help our Southern Dragon-kin. Blazon, you will prepare and lead a Dragonwing to fly south at once.”
 
   “Ay,” the Dragon nodded. “Zardon, we will need your strength and wisdom.”
 
   “At your command, Blazon.”
 
   “Moreover, we need answers,” said Kassik. “Ignorance will doom us. What is this Island? How can these Night-Red Dragons of Herimor command such power? What is this Shadow Dragon which hunts, and who or what is it hunting for? Secondly, there is Pip’s power to consider. We need to learn about the Word of Command. Such knowledge is to be found in one place–the Fra’anior Cluster, the greatest repository of Dragon lore in the Island-World. Will you fly to Fra’anior, Pip?”
 
   “I’m willing, Master. But I’d need help.”
 
   The old Master stood suddenly, clasping his hands behind his back. “So, here’s my proposal. We desperately need more Riders for the battles to come. I have on my desk a scroll which arrived this very morning. It originated, coincidentally, from an Island which at least one of us knows very well–Kaiatha.” He turned to the Fra’aniorian Islander, who squirmed on her seat in surprise. “The Dragons of Ya’arriol have made us a bold offer. They request prospective Dragon Riders to attend a graduation of their class of fledglings. They are very specific about the types and temperaments of students they want. I have a few people in mind. Would you happen to know any keen students?”
 
   Utter silence greeted his words. Each person was thinking the same thing in his or her heart–‘could he mean me?’ Yaethi said, “Wouldn’t it be against the rules, Master?”
 
   The tall Master flashed her a brief but kindly smile. “I, the Brown Dragon Kassik, Master of this Academy, say: ‘Burn the rules in a Cloudlands volcano, Yaethi.’ What say you?”
 
   She smiled tremulously, a flush of hope entering her cheeks.
 
   “I want you, Yaethi.” His finger rose, stabbing. “Casitha. Maylin. Durithion. Kaiatha. Pip. Emblazon and Oyda, and Nak. We fly to Ya’arriol Island.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 22: Fiery Salad
 
    
 
   When master kassik invited them to fly to the Fra’anior Cluster, Pip did not imagine that the trip would take a week to organise. The school was immediately enveloped in chaos–Master Alathion’s worst nightmares given wings and life. Besides readying a Dragonwing to fly to the Southern Academy, there were the school’s defences to see to. Pip had never imagined what might be hidden in the caverns behind the school buildings, from camouflage netting and war catapults to metal sheeting to protect the buildings from Dragon fire. Classes were cancelled. Every single student worked their fingers to the bone instead, transforming Dragon Rider Academy into a fortress.
 
   The afternoon after Master Kassik dropped his surprise into the laps of Pip and her friends, Imogiel the Hatchling-Mother caught up with her on the roof of the first year boys’ dormitory as she worked with a team on fixing the metal sheets in place.
 
   Flying lessons for the Onyx Dragon, she announced. Kassik’s orders.
 
   Now?
 
   What better place to launch than off a building?
 
   “Pip?” Maylin grabbed her arm. “Why’ve you turned more grey than brown?”
 
   Pip wished her friend would sometimes be less direct. “I feel queasy,” she said. “Imogiel’s here for flying lessons.”
 
   “Snip snap,” said Imogiel. “Transform yourself, little one.”
 
   “I’ll hold your clothes,” said Yaethi, ever-practical.
 
   “I want to see this.” Maylin’s eyes were bright. Pip would dearly have loved to bite her. Who was the one about to leap into thin air?
 
   In short order she had managed to transform, destroying her forgotten underwear in the process, and she stood beside the golden form of Imogiel, eyeing an eight-story drop to the field below with trepidation churning her stomach into an eel-pit.
 
   But Imogiel was unexpectedly gentle and thorough. “Your musculature proclaims you more than a hatchling,” she said. “You’re ready to fly. The main problem sits right inside that skull of yours. You think you can’t do it, but trust me, your body knows how.” She showed Pip how to hold her wings. “The basic gliding position looks like this, a slight tilt from the horizontal. Don’t extend to the maximum. Three quarters is enough for today. To land, cup your wings and beat downward. Absorb the shock with flexed knees. Good. Show me again.”
 
   Her tail should act as a rudder in the air. Pip flared her wings, testing the slight breeze. The feedback from her senses was staggering. Every breath of wind teased and tickled her body almost unbearably, making her feel as if her nerve endings were on fire. Imogiel assured her that the feeling was normal. Then, with a bugling cry of, ‘Follow me,’ she leaped off the edge of the building. Pip tried to follow, lurched, and nearly fell on her nose as her claws refused to unclench.
 
   Maylin and Kaiatha chuckled behind her.
 
   “Come on, petal,” Kaiatha laughed. “Relax. Watch how natural Imogiel is in the air.”
 
   “Of course I’m natural, I’m a Dragon in my native element,” snorted Imogiel, hovering fifty feet or so from the building. “Don’t be afraid, Pip.”
 
   “Stop jostling me, Maylin.”
 
   “Claws in and wings out,” said the irrepressible Easter Islander.
 
   “Islands’ sakes, why don’t you go jump off a building?”
 
   Pip willed her claws back into their sheaths. Somehow, she could not shake the impression that Pygmy warriors were not meant to soar on the breeze with a deft flip of their wings.
 
   To her surprise, Maylin smacked her sharply on the flank. “You are not a petal. You’re a Dragon. There’s a mighty furnace of magic and Dragon fire within you.”
 
   “You’ve been taking lessons from Nak.”
 
   Maylin merely thumped her friend again. Then her voice rose, throbbing with such an agony of passion that Pip startled more than at either hit–neither of which could have hurt a Dragon. She cried:
 
   Stoke thy fires, thou Dragon-hearted daughter of flame,
 
   Rend the storm with thy mighty wing unfurled,
 
   Graciously salute the dawn.
 
   The words galvanised her. Pip could not have pointed to a particular magic in the quote from Istariela, the Star Dragon, but her friend’s raw outburst fired her courage. Her hearts leaped as a trio before settling into a steady, pounding rhythm. Her belly-fires surged. Her long throat swelled. Pip’s challenge exploded out of her, a crackling rumble like thunder breaking from the heart of a dark storm. Imogiel back-winged instinctively, baring her fangs. Above, the Dragons patrolling the skies above the school bugled the alarm and cast about for the source of the unfamiliar challenge.
 
   An Onyx Dragon launched herself upon the warm afternoon zephyr, exultant. Laughing, crying, singing, now howling her joy to all who could hear, she shot forward as though fired from a war catapult. She spiralled toward the suns, driven by a wildfire of frenzied emotions. Awe and wonder consumed her. Joy unconfined! She was flying! Pip left Imogiel wallowing far in her wake. Instead, she joined the Dragons and Riders aloft–Blazon, Verox, and Emblazon with Oyda aboard. She babbled something nonsensical but ecstatic as she approached them. Pip whizzed around Blazon so fast that her head spun, yet her Dragon senses kept her aloft, answering to her experimentation with such a thrilling blend of speed and agility that she could not help herself. Backflips. Pirouettes. Swirling somersaults and wings furled, tumbling through the air before righting herself with a twitch of her wings. Barrel-rolls and high-speed twirls. The air itself played with her, pockets of warm and cold, buffeting and caressing her Dragon scales. Pip laughed until she hiccoughed. She laughed until her flanks hurt.
 
   Song rose to surround her, glorious Dragonsong, drawn from the throats of many Dragons buoyed upon the wings of her elation, flotillas of Dragons young and old rising above the cluster of smaller volcanic peaks into the natural amphitheatre of the main volcano, filling the skies with a multitude of colours and a swelling chorus of spine-tingling harmonies. Echo built upon echo in that great space. Notes of wordless Dragonsong rang bell-like all around her, setting Pip’s entire being a-quiver with delight, until the air within the volcano vibrated with their music and it seemed to her that the crescendo should propel her to the very stars.
 
   They danced. The Dragons danced, and Pip danced with them.
 
   Nothing in her life would ever be the same again.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   She paid for her exertions in pain. “Yah shoulders won’t fall off,” Mistress Mya’adara grunted. “Rub this ointment where it hurts, three times a day. Dragons dancing. Dragonsong. Ah never heard the like. Yah beautiful, girl.” She flicked away a tear Pip pretended not to notice. “Now get yah to work. Ah’ve other patients to see.”
 
   Pip threw her arms around the massive Western Isles warrior and gave her a quick, Dragon-fierce hug. Then she ran to join the work team greasing the runners of the six-foot thick retaining doors on the inner caverns, the place where the students would retreat if a battle went badly against them. Later that afternoon, she directed Hunagu in helping to haul catapults and war crossbows up to strategic locations around the school buildings. The Oraial Ape could lift an entire crossbow emplacement on his own. He hauled stacks of crossbow bolts and piled catapult shot next to the weapons. Gone were the dark granite and pretty rose-quartz block walls, covered now in netting and protective metal sheeting. The main entrances were fortified with boulders hauled into place by Hunagu or the Dragons.
 
   Impressive. Master Kassik seemed to have anticipated anything from a ground assault to a full-scale Dragon invasion.
 
   She remembered the shadow over her cage, and shuddered. Rambastion had said, ‘My Master seeks word of an Ancient Power.’ She was not one of the Ancients. That was impossible. But maybe that power inside the floating Island had sensed her, or the shadow was its sending, seeking those who could or would stand against the invasion. None of the news from the south had been good. The rumours said that hundreds of Dragons had already been slain.
 
   Now, she was a Dragon Shapeshifter. She was vulnerable. Pip chuckled at her thoughts, drawing a puzzled glance from Durithion, working alongside her. More vulnerable than she had been, caged in a zoo? At least she had claws, wings and a heart for the fight.
 
   Many of the kitchen staff had been drafted into the preparations, so the students helped out by waiting on tables for the Masters and Journeymen, and scrubbing pots and pans in the kitchens. Pip’s dormitory had been tasked with serving the Masters’ table, but the place seemed strangely empty without the usual jostle of Dragon Riders and Journeymen, many of whom had flown south earlier in the week.
 
   “Quick, Pip, the meat platter,” said Kaiatha, shoving her in the right direction.
 
   “Master Shambithion’s always grumpy at dinner time,” said Maylin, hefting a bowl of salad. “Hurry up, Pipsqueak.”
 
   “The platter’s bigger than her,” Duri said sympathetically, helping her balance it on her shoulder. “Yum. Spicy roast leg of ralti sheep with onion and tarragon gravy, served on a bed of roast sweet tubers. I’m starving.”
 
   “How he stays so lean while eating like a Dragon is a mystery to me,” said Kaiatha.
 
   “Mmm, you just fancy his rippling abdominals,” Maylin teased, heading out of the swinging door into the dining area.
 
   “I-I do not,” Kaiatha spluttered, turning the colour of a sliced beet. “You stop sniggering, Pip.”
 
   “I said nothing.”
 
   Pip pressed the swinging doors open with her foot and trudged up to the Masters’ table. Great Islands, they could have loaded her platter a little less to the rim. The scent of rich, thick gravy teased her nostrils as she approached their table. Her stomach growled in appreciation.
 
   “Over here!” Shambithion cried at once, waving his dagger in the air.
 
   “Salad first, Shambithion,” said Mya’adara.
 
   “Pass the bowl. More jalti,” Master Shambles, as the students liked to call him, was evidently in a merry mood. Serving himself a plate-load of greens, he waved the serving spoon at Pip. “Don’t go anywhere with that meat, mighty Pygmy scholar. Amazing memory, she has. I’ll have the platter right in front of my nose. Clear room, everyone.”
 
   At her height, Pip could not reach over the bench and the cups, plates, candle-stands and spice shakers to place her load in the middle of the long trestle table.
 
   “Up with you, Pip,” laughed Shambithion, taking her elbow.
 
   She wobbled up onto the bench, caught her balance, and leaned over to place the platter carefully between the Masters. “Jolly fine balancing act there,” said Master Yaer, the first year History teacher, seated opposite. He had clearly had two or three too many goblets of jalti, the malted beer the Jeradians so adored.
 
   “Wait, student Pip,” Shambithion ordered, not relinquishing her elbow. “I shall now demonstrate the noble art of carving roast leg of ralti, Garragarra Island style, in the aid of your further education. You see, this dish is our Island’s speciality. Seventeen spices. Six herbs. Green rahlik stalks especially imported from Garragarra itself. It should tarry at least ten hours in the oven, no less, and the gravy is a secret recipe provided by none other than I. Breathe deep, student, of the very essence of divinity.”
 
   Shambithion’s long, spider-thin fingers wafted the scent toward her nose. Pip’s nostrils flared. Oh … heavenly! Her taste buds tingled. Her mouth became wet with saliva. The rich scent of meat burst upon her awareness as never before.
 
   “Now, we carve delicately toward the moist, still-red centre,” said Shambithion, warming to his task. “The secret is the thinness of the slice. See? Not dry, just a perfect pink alongside the bone. Oh, see how the meat submits to the merest touch of the blade? Next you douse it in gravy, roll it up just so with your fingertips, and–roaring rajals. You have yourself a Garragarra treat.”
 
   His fingers brought the morsel to her mouth. Pip’s eyes closed. Meat … the pink magnified, a hint of blood pulsing through animal veins. Her vision shimmered. Pip snapped for his hand, but her mouth was in a totally unexpected place, buried in someone’s plate of roast tubers. She froze. What had just happened?
 
   A clear voice shrieked in the shocked silence, “What? Who put a Dragon in my salad?”
 
   Maddened by the scent still titillating her nostrils, Pip swung about and buried her muzzle in the platter of meat, knocking tables, chairs and Masters flying in all directions. All was food. Food was life. Meat was the food of Dragons and nothing else mattered in the Island-World. Her mouth sizzled with wondrous tastes. Snarling with pleasure, she bolted great chunks of ralti meat, barely bothering to chew.
 
   “Pip! Pip!” Fingers snapped in front of her eyes. “Pay attention.”
 
   “Um … Nak?”
 
   “Will you stop guzzling Master Shambithion’s special dinner and pay attention? You are sitting on top of Mistress Mya’adara, standing on my foot, and making a perfect spectacle of yourself.”
 
   Pip protested, “But she’s twice my size.”
 
   “Not when you’re your Dragon-self, you witless lump of–”
 
   “Oh. Oh, great Islands.” Pip slithered off the table, trying to mind where she put her paws. She knocked over a Master behind her and snapped a bench in two. “Sorry, Nak. Sorry, everyone.”
 
   Islands’ sakes, hundreds of eyes were fixed upon her. Nobody dared to laugh, although the temptation must have been almost unbearable. And here came Master Kassik, to top it off, wearing that ‘I’m about to chew over that Pygmy troublemaker’ expression she knew all too well. Pip would have loved to leap off a convenient Island, just then.
 
   Nak cleared his throat self-importantly. “Pip, do I recall someone saying, ‘Will you behave yourself before I put your scaly backside over my knee and paddle it like the naughty little Dragon you are’?”
 
   The Dragon Rider was beaming around the hall, consumed by his own cleverness, when Pip coughed up her very first fireball. She could not help it. Nak’s words made her world turn white with rage. Flame rocketed toward his back. But when the smoke cleared, she saw Kassik holding a table horizontally to shield him and Nak. The Master lowered the charred wood, glaring at her.
 
   Pip shuffled her paws.
 
   His voice boomed to the rafters of the dining hall, “And that, students, is why you never insult a Dragon. Remember this lesson.” More quietly, he said to her, “Pip, please. No random transforming into Dragon form.”
 
   “Yes, Master Kassik.”
 
   “And no fireballs indoors.”
 
   “Yes, Master Kassik.”
 
   “Nak?”
 
   “Dreadfully sorry, Dragon-Pip.” He bowed with a typically Nak flourish, and added in a whisper, “Perfect fireball, my beauty.”
 
   Her claws scraped and clicked on the wooden floor as she slunk out of the dining hall, not for the first time, in disgrace.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Having raided Mistress Mya’adara’s store for a used tunic top and trousers, Human-Pip wandered down to the infirmary, mired in a veritable jungle thicket of thoughts. Great. Just when she had escaped attention for a couple of days–well, five days since waking the Dragons to the Singing, her latest foray into notoriety–then she had to practically leap into Master Shambithion’s lap. She slapped her forehead with her hand. ‘Ridiculous, Pip.’
 
   If she wasn’t the one making trouble, then trouble had a way of following her instead.
 
   Rajion called her over. “Pip. Come help me with this ear infection.”
 
   “Cardiata, isn’t it?” said Pip.
 
   The Yellow fledgling flashed her fangs in a brief grin. “Ay, Onyx. I finally found out why I broke my wing primary. I felt as though I was flying through glue.”
 
   “Ear infections can be a beast to detect and treat,” said Rajion, with a flash of his fangs for his pun on the word ‘beast’. “Can you fetch me the green solvent wash from that shelf, Pip?”
 
   “How is your wing, mighty Cardiata?”
 
   Pip could not reach the shelf, to her annoyance. She cast about for a stool or step to use.
 
   “Mighty?” Cardiata snorted. “Maybe in a hundred years when I’m a Dragon Elder. Being the Dragon, of course, I persisted with my training even when I knew something was wrong. The bone’s knitting up well. Rajion says I have some healing power. How is it being a Dragon, Pip? Different?”
 
   “Magical,” said Pip, scrambling down from the stool with a metal pot balanced on her shoulder. “I’ve never been happier–or more terrified when Imogiel made me jump off a building, yesterday.”
 
   Cardiata’s expression told her that it was hard for a Dragon to imagine being frightened about leaping off a height. Fine if one was born to it–as a Pygmy girl was born to the jungle and its ways, she realised. Her Human brain insisted she had to be two leagues short of a full Island. But she sensed an inner presence. The Dragon self. It was not new. She felt as if a secret long-hidden beneath dark waters, had finally broached the surface of her consciousness. How was it being a Dragon? She shook her head. Crazy. Captivating. It gave her fiery shivers. 
 
   Rajion growled, “Ay, any tips you can give young Pip here to help her avoid visiting my infirmary again, or randomly flying into mountains when rescuing Riders, would be appreciated. Now, scrub your arms, little one, and I’ll teach you how to find an ear infection.”
 
   Two hours later, wrinkling her nose at the medicinal smell of her arms and clothes, Pip returned to the first year girls’ dormitory. It was dark and quiet. She hesitated in the doorway. Odd.
 
   A hand reached out of the shadows and yanked her inside.
 
   Pip nearly leaped out of her hide–or into it–but her blushes were saved by one fact. She knew that hand. A lamp-shutter squeaked open and Maylin’s cheeky grin popped into view. She dropped something onto Pip’s head. “Party queen.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “SURPRISE!”
 
   Lights blazed from a hundred lamps, lighting a dormitory packed to the rafters with squealing, giggling students–most of the first year girls class, she realised, and not a few from the second, third and fourth years. Colourful cloth streamers had been tossed over all the beds and across the curtained windows. She smelled spicy fried sweet potato chips, and several other unfamiliar scents she could not identify.
 
   “Darn it,” cried Yaethi. “I was convinced the shock would turn her into a Dragon.”
 
   “What’s going on?” Pip asked, as she was led into the middle of the dorm, between the crowded bunk beds. “What’s in the barrel?”
 
   “Sugared Shapeshifter,” said Kaiatha.
 
   “Sweet, sticky Pipsqueak,” Maylin chortled.
 
   They were so excited. Pip eyeballed her friends suspiciously. “What have you been up to?”
 
   Yaethi arranged a deep blue velvet cloak across her shoulders. “Your Dragonish majesty,” she said, with an exaggerated bow. “We are gathered to celebrate your ascension to the airy spaces. We look forward to your performance of the song you have prepared for us.”
 
   “I’ve … what?”
 
   Seated on the end of the bed nearest the barrel, Casitha strummed a few chords on her harp. “The Lay of the Pygmy Dragon. Go on, Pip. You know this tune, don’t you?”
 
   “No. Casitha, Kaiatha–honestly, I’m a terrible singer.”
 
   “Earplugs,” called Maylin.
 
   Pip’s mouth dropped open as every girl in the dormitory began pulling bits of cloth out of their pockets and stuffing them into their ears. They knew. They had prepared for this. Well, most of them had heard her trying to sing in music class. They were nothing but a bunch of rascally, chattering monkeys. She burned with embarrassment–but it was very funny.
 
   “Here are the words,” said Maylin, handing her a scrap of parchment. “We’ll join in for the chorus. Where it’s written, ‘chorus’. See?”
 
   “I can read.”
 
   Her friend added, with a fake-sweet smile, “Just to make you aware that the penalty for singing poorly, is that you get to fish the sweets out of the bottom of the barrel for us.”
 
   Maylin sounded far too pleased with herself, Pip thought crossly. “You know I can’t reach in there.”
 
   “Then you might have to climb inside.”
 
   Pip sniffed at the top of the barrel. “What is that? It smells like–”
 
   “Sugar bamboo sap,” said Yaethi.
 
   There was a chorus of catcalls and laughter around the room. Pip had no idea that sugar bamboo sap was stored in barrels, but it did form the basis of many of the sweets enjoyed by Jeradians. She also knew that she was destined to end up in the barrel, no matter what. Her dignity might as well be tossed into a Cloudlands volcano.
 
   She wrinkled her nose at her friends. “When did you–you troop of rascally, chattering monkeys–arrange this?”
 
   “Last week,” said Maylin. “But I penned your song this evening after the salad incident, which was so inspiring, Pipsqueak, I can hardly tell you.”
 
   “I’ll whack her for you,” said Kaiatha, punching Maylin’s arm much more gently than Pip would have.
 
   Casitha plucked her harp. “You may start, Pip.”
 
   Pip’s eyes jumped to the first line. She sang:
 
   A Pygmy thief I’ve always been …
 
   “Hey!” Pip glared at the scroll.
 
   “Mind you don’t end up all sticky,” Kaiatha advised. To her amazement, the tall Fra’aniorian Islander had pulled on a falki just like Master Kassik’s. She drew herself up, affecting a deep voice. “Pip. Step into my office.” Her imitation of Kassik’s accent and mannerisms was uncanny. The girls rolled about, crying with laughter as Kaiatha, clasping her hands behind her back, declaimed, “You’re the smallest student in my school, but a Dragon-sized troublemaker! You’ve barely been here a month and you’re wearing a path to my door!”
 
   Pip was hard-put to sing anything after that. But she tried:
 
   I broke the Master Adak’s arm,
 
   And caused him grievous bodily harm,
 
   Along with a class of innocent boys,
 
   To whom I showed all my toys …
 
   Her howl of embarrassment at that line was drowned out in Maylin leading the students in raucous chorus:
 
   There’s a Dragon! A Dragon, a tiny Pygmy Dragon,
 
   She’s cute and sweet and rather neat,
 
   But she’s sitting in my salad.
 
   Oh, she’s sitting in my salad!
 
   After that, protestations to the contrary, Pip ended up being upended and dumped into the barrel to fish for sweets.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 23: Fra’anior Island
 
    
 
   FOR the flight to Fra’anior Island, Emblazon took Pip under his wing, in the Dragon way. Three Dragons they were–Brown, Amber and Onyx, but only two of the three would carry Riders. Emblazon wore a quadruple saddle, bearing Oyda and Nak, Durithion and Kaiatha on his broad shoulders. Maylin made a snide remark about him being the ‘love seat’, which made Emblazon’s eyes whirl in amusement. Master Kassik planned to carry Casitha, Maylin and Yaethi, with a seat spare in his quadruple harness to accommodate Pip when she tired of being aloft and needed to change into her Human form again.
 
   As Casitha and Human-Pip checked Emblazon’s saddle fixings, the young Dragon commented, Ay, would you look at this? Oyda shines.
 
   Pip turned, but not in time to avoid a poke in the ribs. “Islands’ greetings, Pipsqueak,” said Oyda, bright of eye. Her smile dared Pip to comment.
 
   Thou, my beloved Rider.
 
   Emblazon’s feelings washed over Pip. It was not romantic love, but a fondness as deep as the Cloudlands, full of nuances that she could only guess at. Mutual dependency? Respect? The love of a brother-creature for his sister? There was glowing Dragon pride and no small measure of delight.
 
   Oyda wore figure-hugging leather Dragon Rider trousers in a light green colour, a jewelled weapons belt for her sword and daggers about her slender waist, and a filmy top of creamy Helyon silk, modestly buttoned at the throat and wrists, but which revealed enough of her very brief, Western Isles style upper-body armour to make Pip blush. Her hair gleamed like a Dragon’s wing in the early suns-shine and her gold-flecked eyes danced. Her arms had been healed enough by Rajion’s magic for the casts to be removed.
 
   Nak, swaggering across the remote balcony high up the school building, which Kassik had chosen for their launching place, was about to sing out a greeting when he spied Oyda.
 
   “With reference to our previous conversation, Pip,” said Oyda, “I’ve come to a decision.”
 
   “It worked,” she said dryly, pointing with her chin. “I’ll go transform, while you complete your conquest. Be nice, Oyda.”
 
   “Huh. You just wait till it’s your turn, Pip.”
 
   Poor Nak. He looked like a stunned ralti sheep, unable to speak, too amazed to deliver one of his usual poetic sallies. A bemused smile lit his face as he gazed at Oyda with unguarded fondness–and desire. Pip realised that behind the mask of the confident philanderer, as Mistress Mya’adara had labelled him, momentarily stripped bare by his wonder, lay a gentle and genuine heart. She ducked her head, discomfited.
 
   “Islands’ greetings, Rider Nak,” said Oyda, coyly formal. “A little early for you, isn’t it? This is what you miss every dawn.”
 
   “Ay,” said Nak. He was clearly heedless of anything to do with the dawn’s beauty. “That is what I miss, every dawn.”
 
   There was a long silence, as if two adjacent volcanoes secretly planned a simultaneous eruption. Pip, having transformed behind Emblazon’s sheltering bulk, found that her Dragon-hearing caught the leap in Oyda’s heart rate perfectly. Then, Nak spotted Pip and almost dived at her. “Pipsqueak! Gleaming up a storm there, my favourite Dragoness–after Shimmerith, naturally. Ready to fly?”
 
   “Ready, Rider Nak.”
 
   Across the balcony, Master Kassik looked on with an unexpectedly melancholy expression. Pip wondered again what weighed so heavily on his thoughts. But the huge Brown Dragon only flexed his talons in the turf. “Mount up, students. Dragon Rider class is about to take off.”
 
   A low chuckle rumbled from his chest.
 
   Despite his white hair–in Human form–Dragon-Kassik seemed younger than she had taken him to be. He was not nearly as old as Zardon, surely? His movements were lithe and his scales, less weather-beaten. Yaethi had been trying to read up on Shapeshifter Dragons. How old could they get? How did the shift or transformation between their two forms work? Where did the Dragon part exist when a Shapeshifter assumed their Human form? There was little information available. Pip hoped they might find out more from the Dragon lore at Fra’anior Island.
 
   Just look at Nak. Climbing Emblazon’s knee behind Oyda, with her pert rear waving just inches from his nose, the experienced Dragon Rider slipped and fell on his own backside.
 
   Oyda smiled down at him. “Alright there, Nak?”
 
   “Thou treacherous distraction.” He wagged his forefinger at her.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   Emblazon said to Pip, If you can’t manage a vertical take-off as yet, little one, make your leap off the edge of the balcony. I’ll join you just as soon as Oyda and Nak stop playing.
 
   Playing? Pip chuckled to herself. Did Dragons see their Riders as pets?
 
   Walking on level ground as a Dragon was another matter. Her muscles were so powerful and springy, they kept wanting to bounce her off the ground. Master Kassik had a couple of final words for his Riders, crouching at the edge of the balcony above a two hundred-foot drop. Yaethi looked as green as a tree frog. Casitha’s hands were white-knuckled on the spine-spike ahead of her. Maylin acted relaxed, but she checked and rechecked her buckles ten times while Pip watched.
 
   Why not a vertical take-off? Pip’s thigh muscles knotted as she coiled her body. No Pygmy had ever had thighs like hers. She blasted forty feet into the air, so surprised that she almost forgot to beat her wings. Wow! She flipped over, dropping toward Master Kassik as he glided away from the balcony with understated elegance, giving his inexperienced Riders an easy introduction to Dragon flight. She wobbled and bumped into the Brown Dragon’s right wing.
 
   Pip, pay attention. Kassik’s wingtip tapped her back. Tangling with another Dragon’s wings is regarded as rude–or aggressive.
 
   Sorry, Master.
 
   Call me Kassik in my Dragon-form, he replied.
 
   Pip smiled as Maylin threw her a jaunty salute. They climbed swiftly into the still morning. Emblazon rose behind her, cleaving the air with formidable wing-strokes. The wash of his passage buffeted her as he took the lead.
 
   Keep up, little one, he said in passing. And show mighty Kassik your respect. That is the Dragon way.
 
   Pip bowed in the air, a little stung by his tone. Did Dragons get the morning grumps? Journeywoman Jellis, the first year mathematics tutor, was notorious for having the temper of a wounded rajal in the first lesson. Nak was a different man after noon–although, right now, he seemed only too pleased to occupy the position right behind Oyda, between Emblazon’s three-foot spine-spikes. He chattered away with the ease of a sprightly parakeet. Pip focussed her Dragon hearing as Imogiel had suggested she practice doing. What she heard was Duri dropping a feather-kiss on Kaiatha’s cheek. She could hear the gentle smack of lips from a hundred and fifty feet away?
 
   They were so lucky. And so mushy around each other.
 
   She scanned the Island-World as they rose above the volcano’s rim. Unreal. Wondrous. She had once looked to the sky above her cage wall and dreamed of freedom. Here it was–hers for the taking, only, someone out there wanted all Dragons dead.
 
   To the east, the twin suns hung like a pair of shining flara-fruit a handspan above the horizon. South, the mountain-scape of central Jeradia jutted into the roseate dawn, a blush upon each sharply delineated peak. To the north and east and west, Jeradia Island dropped in a series of steep stone steps into the Cloudlands, a rough white and gold carpet which stretched to the horizon. Northwest, out of sight, was Yaya Loop Cluster, the first set of Islands for which they were bound, a day’s flight distant. Yaethi said that the Yaya Islanders were a strange, clannish group who worshipped a great golden serpent they called H’ssathass. They had a fondness for murdering outsiders. Dragonships avoided Yaya Loop, preferring the longer route she had taken with Zardon, northeast toward Sylakia Island along the Spine Islands before cutting over to Erigar Island. Yaya was directly en route to Fra’anior, but the second leg would be a two-day flight northward over the Cloudlands, skirting the Western Isles.
 
   At that moment, Pip’s head lifted. A disturbing Dragon-sense prickled down her spine. Something far away, she thought–the Shadow Dragon? No. Zardon? It didn’t feel quite the same …
 
   The Amber Dragon said, Pay attention, Pip, I’m talking to you.
 
   She flexed her flight muscles, catching up with Emblazon. She might not have his power, but she also had a great deal less weight to shift about, she thought uncharitably.
 
   The vastness of the sky cowed her. It pressed in with a palpable weight and presence, making her wish for sheltering jungle boughs or even the comfort of her cage. Her Dragon hearts pounded in her chest and belly. Pip felt her chest close. Relax. She had to concentrate on flying. There was Kassik, climbing behind her with his improbably slow wingbeat. Yaethi gave her a timid wave. Her eyes jumped to magnify Yaethi, confusing her. Her friend’s throat bobbed as though she were about to throw up.
 
   PIP! Emblazon thundered. Will you listen?
 
   Sorry, mighty Emblazon.
 
   To the others, he said, “Listen as I instruct Pip in the art of flying. It is essential for every Rider to understand the mechanics and the art of flying–if your Dragon is wounded, or if you wish to make a long crossing between the Islands, this is required knowledge.”
 
   Pip hid her scowl. Islands’ sakes, something must have bitten Emblazon today to make him bristle like a jungle porcupine. Was this the pride Oyda had spoken of? She took the position Emblazon indicated, just off his left wingtip, where she would not be disturbed by the wash of his passage.
 
   “When I speak to you, Pip, you will fly here,” he said, still unnecessarily stern. “When Dragons are flying in a Dragonwing, they make a V-shaped formation–like any migrating bird–where one Dragon will slipstream the next. It is efficient, reducing the energy a Dragon expends in flight by twenty to thirty percent. Where is the formation position, Pip?”
 
   “I don’t know, mighty–”
 
   “Back of my tail, thirty feet left or right,” he instructed. “For you, closer than a full-sized Dragon. Go there, Pip. Tell me when you find the place.”
 
   Pip bled a little speed, trying to control her flight in relation to Emblazon, but the buffeting of his wake knocked her all over the sky–at least, that was how she felt. Pip flexed her wings powerfully to catch up with him again. Her Human mind laughed in delight at this idea. Somewhere, a Pygmy girl was running around flapping her arms, she imagined, while her Dragon-form achieved the humanly impossible with relative ease.
 
   Kaiatha asked, “Mighty Emblazon, how big is your wingspan?”
 
   “A hundred and twelve feet,” he replied.
 
   “And still growing,” Oyda put in, earning herself a growl of appreciation from her mount.
 
   Kassik rose to join the echelon, demonstrating without words where she was supposed to be, but on the opposite side of Emblazon’s tail. She had not expected to feel any effect, but her gloriously sensitive Dragon hide immediately noted the differences in the wind’s action, a slight sucking forward and a sense that the huge Amber Dragon’s wash helped rather than hindered her flight. But she barely had time to notice before Emblazon had her moving forward again to listen to a long lecture on how poor her flying form was, and how exactly she should correct her mistakes. He seemed eager to perfect her flying all at once, and she spent the entire morning practising the right wing-stroke, faster and slower beats, loops and spirals and dodging imaginary attacks.
 
   By the time they reached a tiny, uninhabited outlying Island of the Yaya Loop Cluster late that afternoon, Pip was so bone-weary that her legs buckled on landing and she chewed up a goodly stretch of sand alongside the lake Kassik had chosen for their night’s rest. She lay and wheezed. Her flight muscles burned. Pip closed her eyes and fervently wished she could have flown with Shimmerith rather than the relentless Emblazon. He was so mean. Her request for rest in the early afternoon had been met with a ‘practice’ fireball fired at her tail.
 
   “Ooh,” someone groaned.
 
   “Numb bum?” came Maylin’s voice. “Me too. How do you fly all day, Oyda?”
 
   “You become accustomed,” said the Rider.
 
   Pip wanted to protest that they had been sitting on their collective backsides while she was actually flying, but she was too tired to complain.
 
   “Duri, Kaiatha, loosen the saddles and see to our Dragons’ needs. Maylin and Casitha, you can set up camp,” said Nak. He was clearly grinning as he added, “Yaethi, I invite you to unlace my boots and massage my feet.”
 
   “Belay that,” sniffed Oyda. “Help me collect wood for a fire, Yaethi.”
 
   A huge paw lifted Pip’s chin. “Still with us, little one?” asked Kassik, his cool yellow eyes appearing concerned. “That was a long first flight for a fledgling.”
 
   “I think I’ll regret being alive tomorrow, Master–Kassik,” she said. “Emblazon’s a good teacher. I’ve learned heaps already.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   Pip wondered what exactly his snort was meant to convey. Kassik indicated the small, clear lake. “Why don’t you clean up, Pip? Wet your throat, but don’t drink too much too fast. Your Dragon self will recover faster than you think.”
 
   Duri came over to bow to Kassik. “Master, may I hunt for you?” 
 
   “No thank you, Duri. I ate well before I left.”
 
   “An entire ralti sheep,” Casitha said, from where she was laying out Nak’s bedroll. “Rider Nak, I have placed you on the opposite side of the fire from all the women. Does that suit you?”
 
   “No, it most certainly does–” But then Nak caught sight of Oyda’s twitching eyebrow. “That is fine, Casitha. I shall gallantly freeze on the far side of the fire away from all these gorgeous ladies.” He winked at Oyda. “How I suffer, being the only man–on two legs, of course, Kassik. And you, Duri.”
 
   Next to Pip, Kassik’s rumble of amusement rose and faded like a low growl of thunder.
 
   “Poor man,” Oyda agreed. But her green eyes flashed at him from beneath her eyelashes. “You can cuddle up to Durithion.”
 
   Duri made a disgusted sound.
 
   Pip’s hearing informed her that Nak was breathing rather faster than the situation warranted. She shook her head as though she had a flea in her ear. Too much information.
 
   The last rays of the suns beat warmly on her back. Being black, she supposed she had no trouble absorbing heat. Pip drowsed beside the forest-fringed lake, and to her surprise, woke when the moons were high in the night sky.
 
   Had she heard a stealthy footstep?
 
   Her Dragon sight easily penetrated the darkness. Oyda, apparently returning from the bushes near the lake. Nak, adjusting the light blanket he slept beneath. The others, all sleeping–save for Emblazon, whose slit eye followed his Rider as she walked cat-footed down to her chosen place, right up against the crook of his neck. She snuggled up to her Dragon.
 
   “Finished mating with Nak?” whispered Emblazon. Even that breath of a sound carried perfectly in the still night air to where Pip lay, right up against the mountain of Kassik’s flank. His tone was unpleasant.
 
   Oyda said, “We only spoke.”
 
   “Perhaps there might have been a kiss?”
 
   “You promised not to listen. It was all very decent, Emblazon, which is more than I can say for you.”
 
   “Huh, me?”
 
   “You didn’t tell me you’re about to be a father.”
 
   “Pip told you, didn’t she?”
 
   Oyda laid her hand on his neck. “Bank up your fires, Dragon-heart. What has Pip done to rile you so? You were very hard on her today.”
 
   “She’s forever sticking her muzzle where it’s not wanted. First in Nak’s roost, then she displayed herself for him–twice–and now you’re defending her?” He lowered his voice with an evident effort. “You’re too generous of spirit, Rider-heart. It makes you vulnerable.”
 
   “She grew up in a cage, Emblazon. It’s not her fault.”
 
   The Amber Dragon’s fires made a low, muffled crackling sound in his belly. He hissed, “She has too much power.”
 
   “Islands’ sakes, Emblazon. I’m surprised sometimes you’re not a Green Dragon.” To his wordless snarl, she added, “Just remember, when you hurt her, you hurt me. All I wanted to do was to congratulate you on your eggs, and you’re picking a fight. I’m going to sleep.”
 
   Pip fell asleep with the low sizzling of Emblazon’s belly-fires drilling through her eardrums and into her mind. Her dreams were chaotic, the Shadow Dragon so close that she could almost taste it.
 
   In the morning, she found Kassik’s paw curled protectively around her body.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Over a breakfast of bread and cold meats, Kassik told the students what to expect at the graduation ceremony. There were some twenty-three fledglings graduating to full adult Dragon status. There would be other students there–Fra’anior Islanders and prospective Riders from further afield. “There’s no guarantee you’ll be chosen by a Dragon,” he said, his gaze flicking to Casitha as he spoke. Fourth year Casitha had attended five graduations and had never been chosen, despite everyone agreeing that she would make a fantastic Dragon Rider.
 
   Pip wondered how a Dragon knew who their Rider should be. Would a Dragon choose her? Or would she choose a Rider?
 
   But she was not so far drawn into her thoughts to miss the softness in Kassik’s gaze as he regarded Casitha. He truly felt her plight, she thought. There was far more to his Island than met the eye.
 
   “If you are chosen, a Dragon will approach you and say, ‘I would be honoured if we could burn the heavens together, as Dragon and Rider.’ I don’t need to tell you what an enormous privilege it is to be chosen. You bow, of course.”
 
   “And express your appreciation from the bottom of your heart,” Oyda added, patting Emblazon’s flank. If she had argued with him the previous night, she did not show it.
 
   “The honour is mine,” Emblazon rumbled.
 
   Nak wiped his eye. “I miss Shimmerith.”
 
   “You have me,” said Maylin.
 
   “Ah, you are a princess,” sighed Nak, affecting a dramatic swoon, “but Shimmerith is a goddess.”
 
   Pip, sneaking up behind the Rider with the intent of teasing him, tripped over her own paws and bowled him over.
 
   “Oh, Pip!” cried Kaiatha. She wore Nak’s breakfast on her shoulder.
 
   All the teasing that followed ignited Pip’s fires; Nak’s comments about being attacked by a ‘toothsome jungle maiden’ making her burn with embarrassment. Only Emblazon did not seem amused. He glowered at her. Pip decided to make it her business to stay out of his way that day.
 
   As the three Dragons powered upward into the overcast early morning, it became clear to Pip how Yaya Loop had earned its name. From above, the Island Cluster resembled a thirty-mile loop of string with two trailing ends dangling northeast and southeast. The endmost Islands were almost covered by the Cloudlands, and barren of vegetation, but most of the plethora of Islands in the loop itself–three hundred and forty-one in all, according to the entry in the first year Geography textbook–were taller, around a quarter-league above the poisonous atmosphere and capable of supporting life. Kassik pointed out several Human settlements to her before they entered the cloud layer above.
 
   Emerging into a realm of brilliant sunshine above an ocean of brilliant white cloud-hills, Emblazon launched into his programme of instruction once more. This time, it was fireballs and fire-breathing. Pip sprayed and hiccoughed and controlled her fire using the flexible muscles lining her long gullet and learned to listen to what Emblazon called her ‘fire stomach’. She fired fireballs at the tip of Emblazon’s tail, which he would twitch out of the way at the last instant. Pip expectorated fire until her throat felt overcooked.
 
   However, at noon Emblazon declared a rest for Pip, whose wings were drooping rather woefully. She could not match the stamina of the bigger Dragons. She landed carefully on Kassik’s back, mindful of his spine-spikes, and transformed.
 
   “Shapeshifting is coming easier to you,” Kassik observed as she walked up to her saddle, the last of the four situated between the spine-spikes above his shoulders. “Yaethi, up with you and help Pip change.”
 
   “M-Master,” Yaethi wailed.
 
   “You need to learn to walk your Dragon,” he said. “Imagine a Dragon landed behind you, just as Pip did, and was clawing their way along my back. What would you do? You too, Maylin and Casitha. Up and about, Riders. Let’s see who can walk up to my nose.”
 
   “I just don’t like heights,” said Yaethi, unbuckling her waist and thigh belts.
 
   “I’ll catch anyone who might fall,” said Kassik.
 
   Maylin quipped, “At least there’s a few miles of air beneath us, isn’t there, Master? Nothing like a nice relaxing drop into the abyss. How was your last fall, Pip? Comfortable?”
 
   Emblazon called over, “Good idea, Kassik. Duri and Kaiatha. On your feet, little ones.”
 
   “Is this part of normal Dragon Rider training, Master?” Pip asked, slipping into her tunic trousers and top. She held a spine-spike to steady herself. The Brown Dragon’s back was so broad that balance was easy, but the motion of flying did make her brain imagine the falling scenario all too easily, given her recent experience.
 
   Yaethi said, “Don’t you need your armour, Pipsqueak?”
 
   “Always the armour,” said Kassik. “Without it, you’re undressed. Pip, normally, we do this to allow fledglings and new Riders to get to know each other.”
 
   “With an experienced Dragon patrolling below to prevent any unfortunate misses,” Nak called out, with a cackle that was pure evil. He pretended to make a grab for Duri, but Oyda slapped his hand down. “What? No baiting the students?” He sounded amazed.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Aren’t we going to toss one overboard to demonstrate how amazingly quick a Dragon’s reflexes are?”
 
   Oyda grinned. “Emblazon, Nak’s volunteering to jump off your back.”
 
   “I’m not sure he’s worth catching,” rumbled the Dragon.
 
   Pip watched Casitha and Maylin creeping along Kassik’s neck. The old Dragon’s paw was not far beneath them, she saw. He said, “Now, Pip. Being a Shapeshifter has rules and limitations, as with many other things in life. Neither form can be neglected. Always remember to feed and care for both of your selves. As a young, growing Dragon, you will need to feed more often than Emblazon or I–on a journey like this, as much as several times a day.”
 
   “I thought Dragons fed once a week or so?” said Pip.
 
   “A Dragon’s energy output scales up massively in flight, and more especially, in combat,” said Kassik. As he spoke, he adjusted for the bounce of an air-pocket.
 
   Maylin, who was already within reach of Kassik’s armoured head-spikes, shrieked as she caught herself by her fingertips on his scales. “No, don’t help me,” she gasped, dangling in space. “I need to learn.”
 
   “That’s the spirit, little one.” 
 
   Pip was not sure about this training. Kassik and Emblazon seemed determined to toss their students off a cliff and see if they could fly. But she remembered Zardon’s parting words to her. ‘The Island-World as we know it is about to change, Pip. There will be upheaval. Mayhem. War, and much death. We need Pygmy warriors of no small courage to rise to the challenge.’
 
   ‘Small is no problem, Master,’ she had joked back.
 
   Unexpectedly, he had laughed. ‘What does that mean, little one? Small but extremely dense? On my Island, Pip, we have a saying that even an ant can build mountains.’
 
   Even an ant. Pip was not sure whether to be flattered or dismayed. She needed to stop comparing herself to other Dragons, who could shake the ground with their paws and breathe fireballs ten times the size of hers.
 
   As Maylin pulled herself over Kassik’s ruff of head-spikes to relative safety, the Brown Dragon turned his attention to Pip again. He said, “A Dragon’s physique is not only far more efficient than the Human one, but it stores resources on a vast scale. You must learn to monitor your strength and stamina. I’ll teach you the techniques. But I do want to stress the most important rule. You must not transform too often. Most Shapeshifters will say that twice a day is too much. Three’s the absolute maximum. Shifting requires an enormous amount of magic. You don’t notice because it’s an internal process.”
 
   Pip wanted to laugh because Maylin was dancing an impromptu jig on the Brown Dragon’s head, but Kassik’s sombre tone made her focus on their conversation.
 
   “What happens if you try … too often?”
 
   “If you force a transformation? The magic should warn you. There is pain and great resistance.” He sighed. “But if you compel yourself … a failed transformation can kill, Pip.”
 
   Master … you grieve.
 
   I do, little one. Allow me to speak when I am ready. There was an Island-foundation’s worth of heaviness in his spirit, Pip sensed. Trust me when I say this–I speak from experience.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 24: Graduation Day
 
    
 
   EMblazon And KASSIK, after seeing the students safely buckled in, climbed to a tremendous height, one and a half leagues above the Cloudlands. None of the friends had ever flown so high. Now Pip appreciated the fur-lined jackets which Nak had insisted they be fitted with before the trip. At that rarefied height they found a Dragons’ Highway, a high-speed airstream that swept them northward on a chill blast. The air was gaspingly thin and cold. No Island broke the ocean of Cloudlands the Dragons traversed with such consummate ease.
 
   Pip huddled in her jacket, shivering, wishing for her comfortable, steamy jungle.
 
   Night passed, a gloriously starry array traversed by the Blue and Jade moons in their stately courses. Despite the gale-force tailwind’s aid, it was early evening of the following day before they sighted the reddish glow of Fra’anior’s volcano on the horizon, the gigantic caldera around which the twenty-seven Islands of the Cluster perched on the rim like insects clinging to a shaky branch. Golden Cloudlands washed up against the volcano, glowing from beneath as lava poured steadily out of several breaches in the rim–at least, those Pip could see. Spectacular cliffs, pocked with gloomy caves that resembled the eyes of lurking animals from a distance, fell sheer into the Cloudlands. But the Islands were lush, fuzzy with vegetation that trailed improbably far down toward the caldera floor. The air rippled slightly from the volcano’s heat, Kaiatha was telling Durithion.
 
   “Only crazy people live on top of a volcano,” he teased.
 
   “You can do some more unarmed combat training with me,” offered Kaiatha.
 
   Duri winced. “No, I’m still sore.”
 
   “Say yes, Duri.” Nak could not resist. “You know all she really wants is to get her hands on your body.”
 
   Blushing, he retorted, “Kissing isn’t so much fun when it comes with a stranglehold.”
 
   Kaiatha pretended to experimentally wrap her fingers around his neck from behind. “Kiss me or die, thou piratical brute.” But her golden Fra’aniorian skin burned as rosily as the suns-set over her home Island.
 
   “I perish but for thy sweet caresses,” said Duri, who had evidently been taking lessons from Nak in bad romantic poetry.
 
   “This is the ancient home of Dragons,” Kassik told them. “Below the Island of Ha’athior, home of the dragonets, near the lava on the south-western aspect, is a Dragons’ graveyard. Many bones of our people lie there; it is a holy place.”
 
   “Pip should see it,” said Emblazon.
 
   “If she wants to,” returned Kassik.
 
   “Oh, I’d love to.”
 
   The Brown Dragon nodded. “Emblazon can take you.”
 
   With a whoop of joy, Pip whizzed in a tight circle around Kassik’s neck.
 
   “Very agile, Pip,” he complimented her, dryly. “I have decided that you should present yourself as a student. There’s a chance a Dragon will choose you for their Rider.”
 
   “Will they know I’m a Dragon?”
 
   Emblazon cut in, “You’re a Shapeshifter, not a Dragon!”
 
   Kassik’s dark gaze measured the younger Dragon for a long, awkward moment. At length Emblazon bowed his head, but he made no apology.
 
   “Straight on to Ya’arriol Island,” said Kassik. “We shall arrive as three Dragons. Then, if I am not mistaken, the gossip shall fly even faster than Dragon wings over the Cloudlands. And, as I speak, here comes a welcoming committee.”
 
   “Very perceptive of you, Master,” Casitha said.
 
   Teasing the Master? Pip blinked. She was a brave one. And, if she was not mistaken, Kassik’s belly-fires signalled his enjoyment of her comment on cue.
 
   Following Kassik’s gaze, Pip spied Dragons rising from behind one of the Islands. To her low question, Kaiatha replied that her Island lay just behind Ha’athior, a separate volcanic cone abutting the rim of the main one. A ripple of excitement ran through the students as the two groups hurtled toward each other. A grizzled Blue female led the delegation, with a gaggle of fledglings, judging by their smaller size, a respectful distance behind her tail. Many curious stares were exchanged as Kassik made cordial introductions.
 
   Every student and fledgling was thinking the same thing–could one of these be mine? My Rider, or my Dragon?
 
   “Warm and sulphurous greetings in the name of the Great Dragon, Fra’anior Himself,” trilled the Blue, in a surprisingly soprano voice. “I am Turquielle, Leader of the Dragons of Ya’arriol. These are my inquisitive fledglings. You will excuse me for not naming them. Our tradition is that the Dragon names him or herself when they choose their Rider, and not before. You are most welcome to our Island.”
 
   “Your Island-Cluster is surpassingly beautiful, mighty Dragoness,” said Yaethi.
 
   “Ay, you didn’t describe the half of it,” Maylin accused Kaiatha.
 
   “Thank you,” said Turquielle, inclining her head. “Do I detect one of our own among your number?”
 
   “Student Kaiatha, upon my back,” said Emblazon. “Raise your hand, little one.”
 
   Turquielle bowed a second time. Her eyes gleamed with magic. “I welcome you home with honour, Kaiatha. May you fly strong, and true.”
 
   From the answering sparkle of Kaiatha’s deep blue eyes, Pip wondered suddenly if her friend was not concealing some ability in the magical arts. Her magnified Dragon sight brought her that detail unmistakeably. If so, her friend had never spoken of it–or said much about her past.
 
   Pip collected many stares, some aggressive, some friendly. She was perversely pleased to see a very unusual Dragon among the fledglings, a female albino. She had the softest pink eyes and pale scales, not the pure white of the legendary Star Dragon Istariela, but a white tinged with pink and darker red highlights along her spine-spikes, wing struts, brow ridges and muzzle. She was striking. There were several young but powerful Reds, already seventy feet in length, a fine Copper Dragon of noble bearing, and a group of Greens who hung back a little from the rest. They were smaller than the others, but still measured at least forty-five feet in length.
 
   Not one of them was less than three times her size.
 
   With an inward sigh, Pip followed the group as they winged toward Ha’athior, which smoked from what she realised had to be a secondary volcanic cone. Yaethi, who had of course studied Fra’anior in detail in preparation for their trip, was telling Maylin that the central caldera was fifteen leagues across, and reciting the names of the different inhabited Islands on the rim. She saw several Dragonships coursing between the Islands. The smell of moist tropical foliage came to her nostrils, an infusion of her jungle home that bamboozled her brain.
 
   Suddenly she remembered the village, the people she had grown up with, flames engulfing the trees every Pygmy knew by name … and dropped as though she had morphed into a flying pebble.
 
   Pip! Kassik dived after her, folding his wings to provide as little resistance as possible.
 
   Before the Dragon could clutch her in his outstretched paws, Pip transformed a second time. Snap! Her wings caught the wind. For a moment she just rested on the wing, gliding, seeking balance in her chaotic thoughts. Mercy. A simple smell had shocked her into a transformation?
 
   “Pip. What is it?”
 
   Kassik’s muzzle touched her curled-up feet.
 
   “The scent of the Islands reminded me of home,” she said. “Sorry, everyone.” 
 
   “You can rub my neck later,” said Maylin, rotating her head and groaning–rather theatrically, Pip decided. Silly Human.
 
   “As a Dragon, she could screw it on backwards for you,” Casitha offered.
 
   Pip shook her head. “Kassik, as I transformed, I felt something strange nearby.”
 
   “You mean you’ve transformed too often,” he rumbled, immediately exhibiting that softening of his gaze she had begun to associate with grief in Dragons. “Pip–”
 
   “No, Master. At first, I thought it was the shadow. But it was more like … like an echo of what I remember.” From the corner of her eye, she saw Emblazon slip into formation with them. “I know it sounds crazy, Kassik. But I felt something at the very instant I transformed. I fear we’re in grave danger here.”
 
   Emblazon snorted mildly, but Oyda and Kassik both gave him quelling hisses.
 
   “I’m not jumping at every leaf that rustles in the jungle,” Pip growled at Emblazon. “I don’t make up stories.”
 
   “In the same way as you weren’t visiting the Oraial?” asked Yaethi.
 
   “Or constantly seeking attention?” suggested Nak. She knew exactly what he was thinking.
 
   For the first time, Pip understood what it was to be mad enough to want to kill–even a friend. Undermined! Cut short at the knees. The power of her Dragon emotions shook her to the core. She deliberately flew away from them, fighting to swallow down her Dragon fires before she burned someone with a fireball or said a word she might regret. Silent and lonely, Pip trailed the other two Dragons and the flotilla of fledglings around the edge of Ha’athior. Even the sight of Kaiatha’s home Island, a perfect volcanic cone silhouetted against the suns dying into the western horizon, gave her no cheer.
 
   No Dragon would want a Pygmy for their Rider.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The fledglings spent the entire night in a secret, sacred cave, singing to the great Dragon Fra’anior, for whom the Island-Cluster was named. “Legends say that Fra’anior was an Onyx Dragon, like you but a hundred times bigger,” Yaethi whispered to Pip, earning herself a fierce glare from Kassik, looking on in his Human form.
 
   They stood together with seventy other prospective Dragon Riders beneath the rocky surface of Ya’arriol Island, in the depths of a cavern so vast it seemed inconceivable that the Island yet had a foundation to stand upon. Above their heads, a narrow volcanic pipe pointed to the fiery skies above. Pip wondered if the blood-red clouds were a portent. She had slept so ill, worrying in a way she would never have worried back in her cage, tossing and turning until Maylin, who loved her pillow-roll more than was good for a person, threatened to toss her to the windrocs.
 
   The Humans were dressed in all their finery, except for the group from Jeradia’s Academy. They wore their flying clothes and jackets, but Pip saw that Maylin had taken a moment to thread several of the abundant blossoms outside the cave into her hair. Pip, as usual, wore her ribbon daggers.
 
   Now, her Human hearing detected the sound of Dragons approaching. Wings. She alone among the students did not flinch as the young Dragons rocketed up from a hole she had not previously spotted in the cavern floor and circled the cavern above their heads, carolling their joy. There was magic thick in the air. Her senses prickled so fiercely, she saw pinpricks of light appear on her vision.
 
   Twenty-three, she counted rapidly. Twenty-three Dragons, for seventy prospective Riders. She should not be disappointed if none chose her.
 
   Deliberately, she looked to her friends as the graduate fledglings landed in what had to be a pre-arranged circle around the students. Tall, elegant Fra’aniorians, several petite Southerners, a group of muscular, dark boys and girls who had to be from the Western Isles … they drew together as one, awed by the presence of Dragons.
 
   Kassik said, “Students, will you welcome the graduating Dragons?”
 
   There was whistling, stamping, knee-slapping and finger-clicking depending on where the students hailed from; a cacophony which quickly faded into silence. Dragon eyes scanned the Humans. The Humans waited for the Dragons. The silence in the cave could have been cut by a Dragon’s claw.
 
   If she could wish for anything, Pip thought, it would be for a Dragon to choose Casitha. Her friend could not dare hope. Casitha studied her toes.
 
   Suddenly, the silence was broken by a gasp from one of the Dragons. “I know!”
 
   Turquielle had appeared from below too, and stood a little apart from her brood. She said, “Go ahead, then. Choose.”
 
   The solid, seventy-foot Red stumbled forward. He whispered, “You. I choose you. The girl with the violet pansies in her hair.”
 
   Everyone looked at everyone else.
 
   Pip knew, too. She had never known Maylin to tremble as she did now. She gave her friend a nudge. “Bow to him, Maylin.”
 
   “Me?” she squeaked.
 
   Maylin–impetuous, fiery Maylin–took a half-step forward and did a commendable job of trying to land flat on her face. The Red Dragon moved swifter than thought, clutching her in his paw. He made to put her down, then changed his mind, patently as awkward as a man unaccustomed to holding babies, being handed a wriggling infant. His huge muzzle lowered toward her.
 
   It seemed there were only the two of them in all the Island-World. The connection was so immediate and deep, Pip sensed, a complex bond she could hardly begin to fathom.
 
   “I am Emmaraz the Red,” he rumbled, but his tone betrayed an astounding depth of vulnerability. He adjusted his paw, making sure he was not squeezing her too hard. “I would be honoured–so honoured … I–flying ralti sheep, I can’t even remember what I’m supposed to say. What’s your name, little one?”
 
   “Maylin,” she said. Clearly, her nerves ruled as she babbled on, “I would be over all five of the moons, and any constellations you care to name, Emmaraz, for that matter, to burn the heavens together with you, as your Rider.”
 
   Laughter accompanied their pronouncements, for it was clear that the pair were besotted with each other.
 
   As if that were a signal, the Dragons began to approach the students, some sniffing about as though a scent would alert them to a potential Rider. One Red sat on her haunches and scratched her neck as if she were a hound.
 
   Please let a Dragon approach Casitha. Pip wanted to beg them, but … she blinked. There was a Dragon for her friend, surely? She knew it in her marrow, as the Pygmies put it. She saw two Greens pairing up with Western Isles warriors. And here, another much lighter Green, approaching Yaethi with a transparently hopeful gleam in his golden eyes.
 
   Pip took Yaethi by the hand. “Turn around. Don’t faint.”
 
   “Since when do I–oh! Oh, Pip, what do I …”
 
   “Shh.”
 
   The Dragon struggled for words before saying, with a sweet lisp, “I’m called Arrabon. I’d be very surprised if you would–honoured,” he gulped hugely, “if you’d even think about being my Rider. Because you’re beautiful, and I’ve never thought that about a Human before. Respectfully so.”
 
   Yaethi’s throat bobbed. “I’m Yaethi of Helyon Island. You’re beautiful yourself, Arrabon, if I may say so to a man.”
 
   They stared raptly at each other.
 
   “Dragon,” whispered Pip.
 
   “To a Dragon, I mean.” Yaethi giggled as she had never known her serious-minded friend to giggle before. “Is that it?”
 
   “Burn the heavens,” said Pip, quite enjoying the matchmaking now.
 
   “Ah,” said Arrabon, seeming by some trick of illogic to shrink into his bow, “I would be indescribably honoured, fair Yaethi, were you to consider my proposal that we burn the heavens together, as Dragon and Rider.” And then he spoiled his gallant words by adding, “I’d understand if you refuse, I really would.”
 
   “Arrabon!” She ran over to him before discovering how awkward it was to give a Dragon a hug. “I accept, of course, dear one. You’re perfect. So perfect.”
 
   Yaethi held him, arms outstretched against his hide, sobbing.
 
   But now Pip was distracted by two Dragons approaching at once–the striking Albino Dragon and the male Copper Dragon, who almost walked into each other as they homed in on Duri and Kaiatha.
 
   The Copper said, “I’m Tazzaral.”
 
   “I’m Jyoss,” said the other, at exactly the same time.
 
   Attempting to speak to their respective choices, they bumped heads in the middle. The Dragons then jostled to switch places, which was nigh impossible in the chaos.
 
   “Hold still,” Duri grinned. “Kaiatha, over here. I’m Durithion, or Duri for short. This is Kaiatha.”
 
   As the Humans swapped places, Jyoss said, “I hope this isn’t an insensitive question, but are you two like a Dragon and a Dragoness roosting together?”
 
   “Whatever that is in Human terms,” Tazzaral put in, in his regal, ringing tones.
 
   Duri and Kaiatha exchanged embarrassed glances.
 
   Jyoss nuzzled the Copper Dragon’s neck. “Because we are. Not roosting, roosting, but–”
 
   “We hope to roost,” Tazzaral announced for half the cave to hear. Jyoss took a playful nip at his neck. A little loud, thou my third heart? he said.
 
   Thou, my soul’s rest, she smiled back. “Are we making any sense at all?”
 
   To Pip’s astonishment, she saw Kaiatha’s back straighten. “We hope to roost together as well,” she said, crisply. Whatever had come over her shy friend? Duri coughed and spluttered and blushed a deep, wine-red colour. “Duri and I accept.”
 
   “We accept,” Duri whispered, looking as though he had been slapped by a Dragon’s tail.
 
   “We haven’t asked you yet,” said the Copper Dragon, rising on his forepaws to a towering twenty-five feet above the Humans. He ducked down again.
 
   Jyoss, with a sly bunt of her shoulder, admonished Tazzaral, “Silly formalities, but you do love them so, don’t you, Tazz?”
 
   “I do.” He stiffened even further until he resembled an improbably enormous, coppery boulder. “Durithion and Kaiatha,” he thundered.
 
   “Tazz!”
 
   “I always do that, don’t I?” He lowered his voice. “Duri and Kaiatha, what say you we burn the heavens together, as Dragons and Riders together?”
 
   “We share Dragons?” Duri blurted out.
 
   “No, you’re cute. You’re all mine,” said Jyoss, coyly slipping her foreclaws about his waist.
 
   “You’ll have to fight me for him,” said Kaiatha, with a twin-suns-spectacular blush of her own.
 
   Pip left them to their silliness, checking the cavern rapidly. There was one Green Dragon left–no, he had his eye on one of the Southern Islanders. Casitha wept. Silently, amidst the hubbub, the happy chatter and muddled exclamations of delight as Dragons and Riders poured their hearts out to each other, there she stood, tears coursing down her cheeks. She knew. She glanced up as if she felt the force of Pip’s sympathy.
 
   “Again,” she said. “I can’t bear it … I know, Pip, I just know there’s one for me. I can’t live with this. I’ll kill myself …”
 
   She turned and bolted.
 
   After a moment’s shocked hesitation, Pip sprinted after her friend, but she ran headlong into Master Kassik, also intent on comforting Casitha. Being a hulking Jeradian, his weight bounced her a dozen feet sideways. Pip crashed into a Dragon’s armoured ankle.
 
   She shook her head. “Roaring rajals. Casitha, stop. Casitha!”
 
   Pip dashed after her, but she was fast losing ground as she kept having to dodge happy Dragons and un-chosen students, who milled about aimlessly. Pip yelled for her, but Casitha was deaf to her cries now. But she knew that there was someone, just as Casitha did.
 
   “Stop! Casitha, stop.”
 
   Every Dragon’s eye in the room leaped to a small Pygmy girl racing for the cave entrance and her immobile friend. That much magic was akin to setting off a bomb in the cave.
 
   Pip skidded to a halt in front of her. “Casitha, please. This can’t continue. I need to speak to–oh. Be free. Now–”
 
   Released, Casitha bowled her over. Pip grabbed hold of her leg with both arms.
 
   “Let me go,” she yelled.
 
   “Not until you stop and listen.” She lost the skin on one wrist, but clung on grimly.
 
   “What? What on the Islands do you want, girl?”
 
   Pip cried, “To beat into your thick skull that your Dragon’s here, Casitha. It’s not me. I don’t understand. Here. Close by. It has to be another–if the Dragon doesn’t feel it, or is hiding, Casitha, you have to make it happen, or you’ll never be happy.”
 
   She shook her head. “I can’t, Pip. I just can’t. Please, I just want to die, let me go …”
 
   Agony throbbed in her voice. And then it struck Pip like a volcano roaring to life. A dozen tiny signals. A look, a whisper, a way of talking about another. A long-buried secret. No wonder Casitha sought to hide the matter. She understood perfectly, now.
 
   “Oh, Casitha,” said Master Kassik, arriving in a breathless rush. “I’m sorry it happened again.”
 
   Pip said, “It didn’t, Master. Not yet.”
 
   His brow drew down. “What do you mean, girl?”
 
   The way he spoke, he knew exactly what she meant. Pip sighed. Why did she always have to do things the difficult way? From her not-quite four feet, she pinned Kassik with the full force of her gaze. It has been long enough, Master. You need to put this injustice right. In Island Standard, she said, “You have permission to leave the cage of sorrow, Master Kassik. Now. Today.”
 
   Or Casitha might just throw herself off a cliff.
 
   For a moment their positions were reversed, Master and student, man and girl, Dragon and Pygmy warrior. He held her gaze. She could not stand it. Pip ducked her head, pleading in her mind, ‘Please, please, please …’
 
   She heard the Master’s footsteps retreat. Casitha did not move a muscle. No, Pip wailed inwardly … then, a sound of fabric ripping came to her ears. His Dragon form was so huge, the transformation created a slight breeze that made her curls tickle her nose. Before her stood Kassik the Brown Shapeshifter Dragon, wearing the shredded seat of his trousers on his nose. He crisped the cloth with a curl of fire.
 
   There was a brittle, wonderful, expectant silence.
 
   “Casitha of Yelegoy Island,” he said, formally.
 
   “M-M-Master …” she stammered, hiding her face.
 
   “Look at me, Casitha.”
 
   Her green eyes rose to meet Kassik’s burning, soulful gaze. His voice wobbled as he said, “It would do me the greatest honour in the Island-World, dearest Casitha, if you would burn the heavens–”
 
   She gulped, covering her mouth with both hands. Above her hands, her green eyes were pools of wonder and disbelief.
 
   He struggled on, “With me … as my Rider.” The great Brown Dragon faced the slender woman, and his eyes glowed with more than magic. His throat worked, but a long, long silence ensued as the powerful feelings surging against Pip’s awareness robbed him of words. He whispered, “Because I love you.”
 
   “Oh, Kassik!” Casitha hurtled forward and threw her arms around his neck, as far as she could reach.
 
   Pip cried for the joy of their unmasked love.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 25: The Natal Cave
 
    
 
   PIP HAD WONDERED why Kaiatha never talked about her family. She had wondered why they were not invited to the graduation.
 
   For their first training flight, Kaiatha chose to fly to her village on the other side of the small Island. Her voice sounded fragile as she said, “I’ll call you down to the house if it’s alright, Duri. I promise. It’s just that she … changes.”
 
   No-one knew what to say.
 
   Hiding her face in her hands, she said, “The last thing my father did was kill my two sisters in front of her. Then he leaped off the cliff. They think it was a poison called Rillba’an, from Herimor. He was a Shapeshifter. A Red Shapeshifter.”
 
   “I’m so sorry.” Duri held her, gazing over her shoulder at the others.
 
   Kaiatha rubbed her eyes furiously. “It drove her mad, Duri. She knows me some days, knows my name, others … they tie her inside the cottage, so she can’t jump … she thinks she can fly.”
 
   Pip gulped back tears. She had always assumed Kaiatha–well, that everything was perfect for her. So tall, graceful and serene, yet look at this secret she hid.
 
   “Ah,” Kaiatha sniffed, letting Tazzaral touch her shoulder gently. Pip sensed a swirl of magic pass from the Copper Dragon to his new Rider. “Thanks, Tazz … come. Let’s get this over with. I have to. Uh–Pip, will you fly with me?”
 
   She was under strict instructions from Master Kassik not to transform again that day. Pip wondered if she could have. Even the climb up Tazzaral’s leg had taxed her. The Copper Dragon did not say anything, but discreetly boosted her up the last section with his paw.
 
   “Who was your hatchling-mother?” Arrabon asked, lending Yaethi a helping paw, too.
 
   “My Aunt Hathiala. She’s sweet. Like a sister to me.”
 
   “Tighten the saddle straps like this,” said Pip, showing Kaiatha how tight to draw the thigh straps. Tazzaral nodded approvingly. “Tazz will take care of the flying. You take care of enjoying him.”
 
   Kaiatha smiled wanly.
 
   Ya’arriol Island’s abundant butterflies, so thick upon on the air that they fluttered around the Dragons like multi-coloured clouds, parted before the sweeping wing-strokes of Jyoss, Emmaraz, Arrabon and Tazzaral as the young Dragons flew in parade formation toward the edge of the Island. The vegetation was so dense, Pip thought, climbing the near-vertical volcanic slopes in profuse walls of flowers. The thicket teemed with long-tailed birds of every colour and description, irpis and tarragals, parakeets and peripols, and of course the famous flame-thrower birds, an extravagant riot of orange and yellow feathers from which a tiny black beak peeked as if it were an afterthought.
 
   On the ever-present thermals generated by constant volcanic action in the depths, they drifted easily around the greenest of volcanoes to the far side of Ya’arriol, dogged by several flights of curious dragonets, dazzling the larger Dragons with exuberant exhibitions of aerial acrobatics. They touched down in a space cleared for trading Dragonships.
 
   Alone, Kaiatha walked down into her village, a single row of eleven pretty stone cottages each fronted by neat, walled vegetable and flower gardens. A surprising number of barefoot children swarmed out of the cottages and bushes to goggle at the Dragons.
 
   After speaking to a woman–clearly her aunt–outside one of the cottages, Kaiatha disappeared inside. Pip hunkered down to wait. Shortly, the beckon came for Duri. He vanished, too. Kaiatha’s aunt came to speak to them; a woman who could have been Kaiatha’s sister, young-looking to have six children, wearing an elegant Fra’aniorian lace gown with a ‘simple’ train only five feet long.
 
   Yaethi made introductions. “You’re a Shapeshifter?” she asked Pip. “Which colour?”
 
   “Onyx,” said Maylin.
 
   Hathiala’s striking blue eyes measured her with more than just sight. Pip was about to gasp, when the tall woman reached out to trace a strange sign on the Pygmy girl’s forehead. “It’s a mighty omen,” she said. “This is the blessing of the Great Dragon. May it protect your very soul. May the spirit of the Great Onyx Dragon, Fra’anior, live anew in your life.”
 
   Pip made a Pygmy bow of respect, clenching her right fist over her heart.
 
   “That was magic,” said Yaethi, accusingly.
 
   Hathiala smiled. “You’re on Fra’aniorian soil, girl. What do you expect? The first magic of the Island-World was born on this Isle. Do you know the legend?”
 
   Yaethi made her formal Helyon bow, raising her arms behind her and bowing from the waist as if she were planning to dive into a pool of water. “Only from scrolls. My ears ache to hear from one who has lived it.”
 
   The blue eyes danced with appreciation. “An answer full of Helyon’s famed wisdom. Very well, listen closely.”
 
   A comet had crashed into the Island-World right where they stood, Hathiala told them, breaking through the rock to release the inexhaustible fires of the underworld. But that comet had contained a wondrous secret–the eggs of Dragons. The First Eggs, protected by their cocoon of magic, over millennia rose together with the volcanic peak of Fra’anior until the mountain grew out from beneath the Cloudlands. The magic protected but also changed the world around it. Then the volcano erupted, blowing the top off the Island and spreading magic–and, some believed–the first eggs of the Lesser Dragons, all over the Island-World.
 
   But it was from Fra’anior, within the Natal Cave, that the Ancient Powers were born, some to crawl beneath the Cloudlands, some to fly, some to build the Islands of a new world. There the Ancient Dragon Fra’anior was born, he who became the greatest thinker and keeper of secrets in history, Hathiala told them. It was the Onyx Dragon who first codified the magical lore of Dragons and began to hand it down to his initiates, the Order of Onyx.
 
   Yaethi gasped, “So there is an Order of Onyx.” 
 
   “That’s the legend,” Hathiala replied. “And, do you know what was the greatest secret of that most secretive Order?”
 
   Pip blurted out, “The Word of Command.”
 
   Hathiala tried to mask her reaction, but the shock rippled through her. “It is not to be spoken of lightly!”
 
   “No,” replied the Pygmy girl, shuddering. “Never.”
 
   “You have this power.” It was a statement. Unexpectedly, the woman knelt and clasped Pip to her bosom. “Poor girl.”
 
   And then, down in the village, someone screamed.
 
   Tazzaral was the closest, and the quickest. He thundered down the path, half flapping, half running; first whimpering, then thundering his challenge. Durithion and Kaiatha burst out of the door. Behind them came a wild-haired woman, shrieking and beating at them with what looked to be nothing more dangerous than a long loaf of bread. Durithion had streaks of blood on his face, however.
 
   The huge Copper Dragon skidded to a halt, ripping down two walls as rock and soil showered about him. He sucked in a huge breath, his belly fires roaring at a deafening pitch as he gathered his Dragon fire in preparation for blasting out a massive fireball.
 
   “No, no!” cried Kaiatha, waving frantically. “No, Tazz, darling … please.”
 
   But the sight of the Dragon stopped the wild woman in her tracks. “Oh,” she said. Just that. She lowered the bread. “Islands’ greetings, Copper Dragon.”
 
   Tazzaral bowed his head slightly, watching her with the suspicion of a Dragon primed to defend his Rider at the slightest provocation. 
 
   Kaiatha reached out, trembling of hand. “Mother?” 
 
   “I remember now,” she said. “You’re my daughter, that’s right. Kaiatha. I must give you your father’s diary. It’s buried over there, right beneath where the Dragon’s standing.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Emblazon flew with Pip down to the Dragon graveyard–or boneyard, as he called it–early that evening. After a day filled with every other Rider and Dragon enjoying their new best scaly or two-legged friend, she was more than ready to slip away, even with the taciturn Amber Dragon. Once again, the Pygmy was the one left out. Casitha must have suffered this. She had neither Dragon nor Rider. But today, she had found love at last.
 
   As a Shapeshifter Pip could be either Dragon or Rider, or bond with either, but her secret hopes had been dashed. Nak and Oyda were both full of sympathy.
 
   “Which right-minded creature in this entire Island-World would not want thee, my gorgeous black dagger of a Dragon?” Nak demanded to know.
 
   Oyda’s offering was to tell Pip’s fortune in the Islands way, by reading the entrails of an imaginary windroc. “I see a handsome boy-Dragon in your future,” she proclaimed. “Wouldn’t it be fun if he was a Shapeshifter, like you? There are many Shapeshifters around Fra’anior, Pip. I’ll bet there’s one made of pure ruby, a gemstone of a Dragon, who lights up the sky like a comet wherever he flies.”
 
   “Who, when he sees what I have seen of you–” Nak’s enthusiastic but inappropriate comment was cut short by Oyda planting a smacker of a kiss on his lips.
 
   Nak was instantly distracted.
 
   Emblazon and Pip spiralled down into the caldera’s intense heat, which kept the entire Island-Cluster at a tropical steam-bath temperature. Pip was intrigued by a couple of three-foot red dragonets who came to investigate her, but before they could cheep more than a few nonsensical words, Emblazon shooed them off.
 
   “Pests,” he rasped.
 
   “They probably just thought I was a big dragonet,” said Pip.
 
   “Ha’athior’s overrun with them,” said Emblazon. His tone made her decide to drop the subject.
 
   The caldera was a seething hotbed of lava flows and outgassing vents, giving the air a tang of rotten eggs that, perhaps unfairly, made her remember Zardon’s egg-eating feat on the way from Sylakia to Jeradia Island. She missed him. Was he meant to be her Dragon? How would he and the Dragonwing fare against the Dragon forces of that floating Island? She wanted to appreciate the colours of the suns-set, a stunning palette of oranges, crimson and gold, but instead found herself growing more and more agitated as they descended toward the Natal Cave.
 
   Emblazon said, “In Dragon tradition, this cave held the First Eggs–or at least some of them. When they hatched, the Ancient Powers emerged to form and bend the world to their will. It is a place of great and strange powers, the place to which many Dragons feel compelled to return at the end of their natural lives.”
 
   The Amber Dragon’s rendering of the lore repeated some of Hathiala’s story, but Pip learned new details. Emblazon described how the egg-carrying comet had smashed into the world, creating a huge crater surrounded by mountains twenty-five leagues high. The comet had released the fires of the world, the volcanoes which still shaped the Islands to the present day. But the primary task of Island-building had been carried out by the Ancient Dragons. They had built them for their empires, from which they ruled Humankind and subjugated them as slaves.
 
   “How did the eggs survive that first explosion?” Pip asked.
 
   “Dragons are born of fire. Their souls are fire. Should this surprise you?” he replied. “The First Eggs were the most magical and sacred objects of all. They held power beyond imagining. The eggs had magical wards, within and without. They carried the hope of the Dragon-kind through the unimaginable leagues of the void between the stars to this safe harbour.”
 
   Safe harbour?
 
   To her, the cave resembled a dark, jagged mouth which had vomited out a river of bleached skeletons. Oddly, not all of the bones were white, as she had expected. There were other colours scattered amongst the predominant white and black–deep purple, a grainy mahogany colour that resembled weathered wood, and the azure of perfect late afternoon sky. What silenced her, however, was the size of several of the partial skeletons. Even Emblazon seemed a little wild of eye as he surveyed the scene. Of one accord they drifted over the boneyard, a field perhaps half a league square, following a spine which was comfortably the width of Pip’s wingspan and seemed to have no end in sight. Several of the skulls were so large, the living creature would have been able to crush Emblazon with a single bite. In comparison, she felt more the size of a beetle than a Pygmy Dragon.
 
   “Dragons were surely never this large?” she asked Emblazon.
 
   “The legends claim it; the bones lie before us,” he said.
 
   “The bones do not lie.”
 
   His smile flashed briefly at her pun. “Ay. Let’s go up to the cave. Kassik recommended we enter and see the place where the First Eggs lay. It is said to be an unforgettable experience.”
 
   Pip’s every scale itched as they flew up beneath the fungus-shaped rock overhang that shielded the true extent of the Natal Cave from Human view, from the inhabited levels of the Islands way, way above. Her belly fires grumbled. She did sense a strange, unfamiliar magic inside. But if Master Kassik had sanctioned the visit, she couldn’t disrespect his wishes, could she?
 
   Pensively, Dragon-Pip shadowed Emblazon into the gloom.
 
   The tunnel was wide enough to accommodate five of Emblazon flying side-by-side, and it grew lighter the further they penetrated beneath the stone roots of Ha’athior Island. A delicate filigree of diamond crystals thickened upon the walls. The crystals illuminated the gently winding pathway as though they flew through the entrance of an underground fairytale castle. The colours dazzled Pip’s newly awakened Dragon senses. She watched thousands of prisms of light dancing off Emblazon’s scales, winking and teasing, glittering as though he himself had transformed into a living jewel.
 
   They swept out into an underground cathedral whose tall, narrow pillars were pure garnet crystal, where brilliance and intense magic combined to stun the senses. Pip gasped. Breathtaking! The light was liquid enough to swim in; the magic, thrumming softly against her senses, a siren song.
 
   Filled with wonder, she rounded a pillar the size of a Dragonship, and found herself racing toward a glowing gemstone star that dominated all else in the chamber in beauty and stupefying majesty. Below it, as if basking in sunshine, stood a Silver Dragon. He was exquisite. A pure, metallic silver, his sixty feet of scales gleamed back the light as though he were born amongst the stars. His frame was slender and sinewy, the body of an athlete built for speed rather than brute strength. Emblazon dwarfed him.
 
   But his eyes radiated power.
 
   For an instant, Pip recognised a pang of pure desire in her hearts. She knew, without a shadow of doubt, that they were meant to fly together.
 
   Then, the Silver Dragon’s mind reached out, and seized her with the strength of a thousand. Come to me, little one.
 
   There was no gentleness in him, only crushing power. His eyes reflected pitiless disregard for the shriek of anguish she began to cry, before he snuffed out the sound. The Silver Dragon hauled her across the space between them with the ease of a windroc snaffling a small fish. Emblazon! Pip screamed. Help me!
 
   Help? He betrayed you.
 
   The mental voice stormed into her mind, mocking. It wanted to rummage through all that she was, but Pip steeled herself as she had once before, upon first meeting Zardon. Get out.
 
   The Silver Dragon’s attack redoubled, but Pip imagined she was a metal ball, impervious to his strength. He could thunder all he wanted. She was a dark bastion, inviolate–but inwardly, she still screamed. How could Emblazon betray her? Pip’s flight struck the cavern floor a glancing blow. She thumped down hard on the hard-packed tan sand. However, she immediately skidded forward, hauled along by his incredible power until she came to rest right beneath the Silver Dragon’s paw. He placed his longest claw against her neck, at the place where she knew her first heart beat, where the great jugular veins pulsed behind a strong shield of bone.
 
   He said, Surrender, or I’ll tear your hearts out, one by one.
 
   Pip gasped, Who are you? What do you want?
 
   She rested a moment behind her mental defences as the icy-beautiful eyes regarded her. I am Silver, your nemesis. And you are the Shapeshifter with the power of the Ancients.
 
   Silver? It couldn’t be his real name. Emblazon, please … why?
 
   I’m saving the Dragon-kin, said the Amber Dragon, landing beside them. You’ve no idea what power stalks the Island-World, Pip. The Marshal of Herimor comes to save us all. He is the holy avenger. By giving you up, I save my Rider and all those I love.
 
   What?
 
   Just days before, Emblazon had welcomed her to the family of Dragons. Now the dagger of betrayal twisted in her gut, wounding in more ways than she could name. Pip struggled against the Silver Dragon, but his mental grip seemed unbreakable. With her eyes, she beseeched the Amber Dragon. Please. Don’t let this be true. He had been acting strangely. It was a temporary madness, he’d shake himself and the noble Emblazon would reappear …
 
   Emblazon explained, You’re an imposter. You’re in league with that ravening Shadow Dragon. He sounded so certain of himself, even as he spouted unbelievable nonsense. Pip felt her eyes bulge to the point of popping out of their sockets. You’ve duped them all, but I am wise to your ways. You are the cancer that eats Dragons’ souls. You’re the dark enchantress who will destroy the Island-World.
 
   That was one of her fears, Pip realised. She hoped she would wield that power wisely. However, choices were seldom absolute. If she had to ever choose between two terrible evils …
 
   The truth blazed in her mind, a truth that ripped through her gut and left her despairing. You’ve joined them. You’ve joined the enemy.
 
   I am my own Dragon, with my own ways of securing my revenge. Fly to the Cloudlands, little Pip. I won’t see you again.
 
   Pip sensed the laughter in the Silver Dragon before it rippled out of him. Dupe? You’re the dupe, Emblazon. Bow to me. Scrape your muzzle on the stone. Grovel!
 
   To her horror, the light dulled in Emblazon’s eyes. He bowed his head, rubbing his chin against the stone as bidden. The Silver Dragon’s laughter rose, cruel and all-consuming. His power was terrifying. He made Emblazon fawn before him as a hound might fawn before its master.
 
   Enough of this. The Silver Dragon flicked his head dismissively. Hear my orders. Go to the rock which lies fifteen leagues southeast of Fra’anior. You’ll find a hundred of my Dragon-kin there, the Night-Red Dragons. Bring them here, and destroy all Dragons who dare to defy you. With this little one muzzled, our victory is assured.
 
   Emblazon growled eagerly, It shall be done, Silver.
 
   White-hot fury enveloped Pip. All was molten. Tearing herself free of the Silver Dragon’s mighty grip, both mentally and physically, she attacked Emblazon with tooth and claw. Her fury staggered him. Tiny as she was, she threw the massive Amber Dragon backward–her strength, at least momentarily, disproportionate to her size. A word formed within her mind, blazing toward her like a comet streaking across the night sky, a word which would …
 
   The breath stopped in her throat. It not only stopped, but it sucked outward, deflating her lungs completely. The word could not be released. Emblazon spun, lashing out with his great tail, slamming Pip across the cave with bone-shattering force. She crumpled, seeing nothing.
 
   The Silver Dragon was above her. Crushing her with his body, stretching her wings to breaking point with the strength of his talons, curving his neck to pierce her throat with his fangs, he snarled, I’ll tear your wings off. Transform yourself.
 
   Without air in her lungs, Pip could not form a Word of Command. The pain was excruciating, the strain of her tendons and ligaments beyond endurance. She tasted blood. All was colours and magic and light, and the renewed mental hold of the Silver Dragon, battering her into oblivion.
 
   She transformed.
 
   An unknown time later, Pip opened her eyes. She lay on her back. Leather filled her mouth, stretching her lips painfully. Above her, a young man of eerie, silvery skin and pure white hair, as beautiful in form as he was detestable, hummed cheerfully as he trussed her hands and feet with lashings of rope. She could not move. Her thoughts were numb; her magic, spent.
 
   He was a Shapeshifter, too. Striking. His colour made him seem ethereal, but there was a real, wiry strength about him and an intensity of purpose bordering on obsession. A sardonic smile touched his lips, noting her regard. Pip flushed with self-loathing. She tore her eyes away from his sculpted jaw. Where in the Islands was he from, with his unusual looks? Oh, the sweet temptation to lose herself in his hypnotic gaze …
 
   Emblazon growled, You aren’t as strong as you think, are you, Silver?
 
   His eyes–oh, his eyes! The terrible orbs rolled aside, lighting on Emblazon. The words stopped in the proud young Dragon’s throat. Panic flashed in his gaze. Mutely, Emblazon stared at the Silver Dragon Shapeshifter.
 
   Stop, he said. Emblazon’s hearts halted. After a long pause, he said, Start.
 
   It was not a Word of Command. His magic was different, Pip realised, tied somehow to controlling the essence of physical things. Nevertheless, it was awesome. How could she have imagined that she might fly with this monster? She had to be sick. Pip tried to roll over, but Silver’s hand gripped her throat.
 
   To Emblazon, he said, Buzz along now, you overgrown dragonfly. Do not make me discipline you further.
 
   The Amber Dragon winged off.
 
   Pip groaned into the gag. Silver’s fingers tightened, digging into the sides of her neck, forcing her to meet his gaze. They locked on each other, black orbs to silver, and battled in silence. His mental strength was inexorable, the stuff of Island foundations and ever-burning suns. He sought to vanquish and despoil her mind. He squeezed and prodded and beat her. Pip’s teeth ground against the leather as she resisted. Pain mushroomed between her temples. Was this the danger she had sensed? How long since Emblazon had given himself over to the powers of evil? What did they know of their plans? Everything?
 
   Hot, acid despair scored her heart. 
 
   An unknown interval passed as she resisted Silver, an unending, unblinking clash of wills. Suddenly, the pressure vanished. He settled back on his haunches, studying her with a grim smile. He was considering how to attack her again, she knew. Fifteen leagues to the rock where his forces waited, Pip thought, suddenly aware of the passage of time. Two hours, perhaps, before they attacked–less whatever time she and the Silver Dragon had already spent together.
 
   She had to distract him. How? Here came the compulsion of his mind, red-hot pincers pinching her temples.
 
   Inanely, an image of Nak sprang to mind. On an impulse, she said, Do you like seeing me naked?
 
   He blinked. Huh?
 
   The mental vise slacked for an instant. Somehow, somewhere, beneath the adamantine grip, she sensed there was a real young man. She had to reach him. Quickly.
 
   My Dragons will be here any minute. He growled, When we’ve finished annihilating your pathetic friends with Dragon fire, I’ll take you to the Marshal. None can stand against him.
 
   Which Marshal? That knowledge alone would be priceless …
 
   Nak danced again in her mind. Pip grinned beneath the gag. Your backside is awfully cute, Silver. I wish all Shapeshifter Dragons were as cute as you.
 
   Confusion softened the fierce silver gaze. His hand slackened on her neck. Don’t play games with me, little one. I know what you’re doing.
 
   It’s a problem we Shapeshifters have, isn’t it? Did you enjoy tying me up? I think I might come to appreciate being your captive.
 
   Pip tried to make her eyes wide and artless, while she mentally pictured throwing up at her words. Well, he was cute, that was a true word. Volcanic, as Kaiatha liked to say, but only when Durithion was not about to hear her call him that. She squirmed in what she hoped was an enticing way.
 
   Are you sure you don’t want to keep me for yourself, Silver? Just for a little while?
 
   His eyes flickered over her body before leaping guiltily back to her face. A pinch of rose entered his cheeks. Pathetic, he sneered. There’s practically nothing to you. But his eyes disagreed with his mouth. And the pulse leaping in his throat spoke even more persuasively than his eyes.
 
   Suddenly, he cocked his head as though he had heard a call. They’re here. Dumping Pip on her stomach, he rapidly forced her ankles and feet together and tied them off. Don’t fly away, helpless little Pip, he jeered. His fingers locked a cool collar around her neck. This is a Lavanias collar. It doesn’t change or break. I wouldn’t suggest transforming. It’s a special invention of the Marshal’s, especially designed for subduing Shapeshifters. Any last words for your friends?
 
   The steel was back in his manner. Pip knew she had failed. The silver eyes watched her fight the ropes, sardonic, scornful, callous.
 
   Go combust in a Cloudlands volcano, she snarled.
 
   I thought so. See you after the blood-letting, Pygmy Dragon. Then you and I will have all the time together that you seem to crave.
 
   His body shimmered, changing inward and outward in the blink of an eye, a blooming of magic on so many levels, it took her breath away. A Silver Dragon loomed over her.
 
   I’ve a mind to burn you to ashes. The wings beat, and he was gone.
 
   Pip lay in the crystal cave, abandoned.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 26: Fires over Fra’anior
 
    
 
   For a time all she knew was the searing bitterness of defeat.
 
   Pip writhed against the ropes. She fought obstinately, seeking a loose point, a knot, anything she could get her rapidly numbing fingers around or slacken, but Silver–whoever he really was–had completed a work of beastly diligence. The treacherous half of her concluded he was gorgeous. The other half wanted to claw his eyes out. And that was not just the Dragon in her, either.
 
   Blast him and his blasted ropes and his blasted collar. Could she trust his word? A transformation ought to snap the ropes like spider silk–but what if the Silver Dragon, with his extraordinary command of the material world, was telling the truth about the collar? She’d slice through her own neck.
 
   A repugnant end for a Pygmy Dragon.
 
   She needed her fires. She needed her strength. But how could she utter a Word of Command when her cheeks were stuffed to bursting with foetid old leather?
 
   “Pip strange-strong.” Hunagu’s voice echoed in her memory.
 
   When she was mad. When she was filled with fire to bursting, she might hurt an Oraial.
 
   What could make her that angry?
 
   Pip cast her mind back seven summers. She summoned up all her best memories of the Pygmy village–her friends, her hut, the jungle and her parents’ love, best of all. Then she recalled the big people invading. She traced the fires with the eyes of remembrance. She heard the screams. She saw the tiny Pygmy children fleeing, terrified, wide-eyed and alone. The dying. The men she had killed. Then, she put them all to the fires. The burning filled her memories, burning her very soul.
 
   First, her upper body seemed to swell against the ropes. She tried to bite back the feeling, terrified of another uncontrolled transformation into her Dragon form. Her veins bulged palpably in her neck and forehead, squirming as if her flesh concealed indignant worms. The collar squeezed her throat. Her fists clenched so hard that she felt warm, wet blood squeeze out between her knuckles.
 
   A low, gruesome groan built in her chest. Pip bore down on the ropes. Her strength multiplied, and multiplied again. Her back arched until she thought her spine must surely crack.
 
   The ropes snapped first, with sharp retorts. She attacked the gag with angry growls. Next, the collar. That took a great deal of wrestling with before she realised, sliced fingers and a bleeding neck later, that the lock was the vulnerable point. She snapped it with a twist of her fingers. Rope burn scored her skin in a dozen places. She shut out the pain.
 
   Flinging the collar aside, Pip jumped into the air.
 
   The world leaped around her. A soundless groan, trapped in the instant of changeover between her two forms, elongated as the power required for her transformation gathered from all around her. There was a noticeable hesitation this time, before the transformation rippled through her being. Had the cave aided her? Pip shook herself. No time to think about that. Wings. Claws. Go!
 
   Pip’s wings pumped at full force, shooting her back down the tunnel. She jinked and swerved around the corners at a breakneck velocity, before bursting out into the fiery Fra’aniorian night. Her shoulder joints rotated. Golden Dragon blood drained toward her tail as Pip shot toward the vast Yellow moon, her well-trimmed wings driving her on as never before. Emblazon had taught her well. She should thank him before she killed him.
 
   Poor Oyda. Betrayed by the creature she loved. Sorrow damped her fires. 
 
   The Amber Dragon needed to be redeemed.
 
   She climbed at a phenomenal rate over Ha’athior Island, seeking with her Dragon sight for what she feared most–and saw it. Flame billowed in the night sky. The small compound where they had spent the previous night was already ablaze; so too the Dragon hatchery and the narrow bands of orchards clinging to the steep volcanic slopes. Dragons wheeled in the dark sky, Red fighting Black, Amber against Green. There was Nak, riding the Blue Dragon who had first greeted them, Turquielle.
 
   The confusion of Dragons bellowing and sizzling fireballs rocketing between the close combatants and the clanging of an alarm gong gave her wingbeat pause. Then Pip spotted the Silver Dragon. He circled over the battlefield, directing his Dragons with touches of his mind. Her lips curled back from her fangs. So, he would be her nemesis?
 
   Her wings furled. She swooped in for the kill.
 
   The cool night air hissed hungrily over her scales as Pip plunged from on high, accelerating to her highest velocity, driven on by a firestorm of rage and sorrow lodged in her breast. She was too late. Emblazon’s treachery had seen to it.
 
   Air crowded into her nostrils. Her ear canals narrowed reflexively, dulling the wind’s roar, and she trimmed her wings to their narrowest extent, knowing she needed only tiny adjustments to keep herself on course at this speed. Madness. She’d kill herself, too. But Pip could not bring herself to care about that.
 
   The world blurred around her, except for the Silver Dragon. He was clear. He was the target.
 
   A second before she struck, the Silver Dragon glanced up, perhaps sensing danger, or hearing the wind howling over her scales. His eyes widened. Silver threw up a wall of magic, but Pip sheared straight through it. Steeling herself for the impact, she struck his flank with a smack like a thunderclap. Her shoulder smashed his ribs. She bounced off, dazed. The Silver Dragon began to say something, but what burst out of his mouth was a coughed-up mist of Dragon blood. She could not imagine the internal injuries she had caused.
 
   Pip stared, appalled.
 
   That was when Emblazon’s claws raked her back.
 
   She arched away, screaming as daggers of pain sliced through her hide, making a weak counter with her claws, which simply skittered off his tough scales. The Amber Dragon thundered his challenge. He buffeted her tumbling body with his wings as he sought to bring his fangs to bear. Dodging, twisting, diving, she could not escape the cunning, powerful Dragon. Where was Oyda? If she could find her … the Dragon Assassins were everywhere, ravaging and fighting, burning and maiming. Pip caught a flash of Tazzaral whizzing by with Kaiatha riding him bareback, biting a chunk out of a Dragon’s wing; Maylin, firing arrows left and right off her Red Dragon as they corkscrewed into a dark knot of enemy Dragons and ripped them apart.
 
   Grief, that girl was crazy.
 
   A familiar bellow washed over her as Kassik closed with Emblazon, forcing him to disengage and take on the larger Dragon. He had two Riders! Which was which? Even Pip’s Dragon sight could barely discern the difference between Casitha and Oyda, but then she realised one of them had eyes puffy from weeping.
 
   “Oyda,” she called. “We have to rescue Emblazon.”
 
   The rear Rider slapped her waist and thigh strap releases. “Pip. Islands’ sakes, where’ve you been? What’s wrong with Emblazon? Is he feral?”
 
   Pip landed on Kassik’s back, mindful of his spine-spikes. She kept one eye on Emblazon, circling nearby, judging the moment of his attack. “Long story. Hop on.”
 
   “I can barely squeeze between your spine-spikes.” 
 
   “You, Oyda?”
 
   The Dragon Rider grinned fiercely as she wriggled into place, putting on a brave face. “Guess who swears I have the second daintiest but definitely the sweetest behind in all the Island-World?”
 
   “Save it for the windrocs,” Pip grumbled, launching off Kassik’s back. Mercy, having a Rider was hard work. Petite as Oyda was, a Pygmy Dragon definitely felt the additional weight.
 
   “You smashed that Silver Dragon,” said Oyda, pointing.
 
   The Silver Dragon was being whisked away from the battle by what appeared to be four or five of his Night-Red Dragons.
 
   “Darn, they’re escaping.”
 
   “Pip …”
 
   “Mind power, Oyda. Or hypnosis, I don’t know. They got to him. He and the Silver Dragon attacked me in the Natal Cave, but I managed to escape.”
 
   “You’re a mess.”
 
   Pip wheeled through the sky, orienting on Emblazon. “Thanks for the encouragement.”
 
   Oyda slapped her neck below where it had been sliced by her efforts to free herself from the collar. “You’re some friend, you know that?”
 
   “Let’s go rescue another friend.”
 
   With a clip of her wings, Pip angled for the confrontation between Kassik and Emblazon.
 
   A few moments of shouting at Emblazon from a safe distance did nothing to change his unfriendly disposition. So Oyda did what any reasonable Dragon Rider would do. She asked Pip to drop her on his head. “If I can just touch him,” she argued.
 
   “I’ll be ready to catch what bits of you are left, shall I? Hold on.”
 
   She spiralled in from beneath the two Dragons, suffering a shredded wing membrane from Kassik’s slashing claws in the process. She managed to use his wing as a shield before whipping out from behind it and dropping four-paw-clawed on Emblazon’s head. Oyda leaped down at once. She grabbed for the nearest handhold–his ear canals. Pip executed a hasty backflip to avoid the swipe of Emblazon’s paw. Two hundred feet below the grappling behemoths, she waited as promised, in case Oyda fell.
 
   “Emblazon.” Oyda kicked him sharply in the eye. “Listen to me, you blithering ralti sheep. You’re attacking the people you love. Will you–” she thrust with her legs to avoid his clawing at her “–get it into your thick skull that these people love you?”
 
   With a toss of his head, Emblazon flipped her high into the air. His enormous mouth gaped open.
 
   Pip, crying out, darted up from beneath them. Her wings sped in frantic half-beats. Too late! Durithion passing close by on Jyoss caused her to lose a vital second. Oyda reached the top of her arc and began her descent into his maw.
 
   Despairing, she bugled, Be free!
 
   Emblazon shuddered. Many of the Night-Red Dragons around them did the same. He began to close his mouth, realised what was happening, and stuck his tongue out instead. Oyda landed in a riding position in the exact fork of his violet-coloured tongue.
 
   Weakened by her outpouring of magic, Pip reeled in the sky. Too much. Transforming, now the Word of Command … somehow, she tore from herself the will to keep her wings from collapsing. She saw a wing of Dragon Assassins screaming in, six of them, and tried to orient herself to repulse their attack. Did she have another word? Did she have the power? Her wings were so heavy. Her hearts laboured to drive her body on despite what she had ripped out of it.
 
   But they did not attack her as expected. They were unthinking; feral, perhaps ensnared by the Silver Dragon’s power. The Dragons crowded her from all sides, trapping her in a crush of bodies and grasping paws. They made no attempt to fly. All they did was hold her as they plunged toward the Cloudlands.
 
   They sought only to drag her to her doom.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Trapped between the heaving mass of bodies, the Pygmy Dragon caught occasional glimpses of the dying battle above. Duri on Jyoss and Kaiatha riding Tazzaral, swirling in tandem, harrying a huge Night-Red female. Kassik, with a resounding bellow, smashing his opponent against the cliff face. Somehow the battle had brought her over the edge of the Island. She fought, but it was as though she were trapped in that barrel of sugar bamboo sap. The air felt viscous. Her strength gave out. The air roared hollowly around her ears, the sense of falling diminishing as she faded inward.
 
   Help. Help me. Her own voice sounded like a mewling kitten.
 
   A flash of sight. Maylin’s Red Dragon swooped for them, too far away, but even from that distance as the Cloudlands closed overhead, she saw and sensed her friend’s horror. Arrabon and Yaethi came from nowhere, spearing through the mist–how had they done that? A wingtip flashed by. He missed, called for her, and was gone.
 
   Stubbornly, Pip held her breath. She knew little else save the need to hold on for as long as possible. She did not know how far she had fallen, nor how long, but it seemed inevitable that they should soon strike the rocky foundations of the Island. The cliff could not continue forever beneath the Cloudlands. Two of her attackers had already fallen away, choked to death by the poisonous mists. One huffed against her ear, a strangling hurgh ha-hurgh sound, dying.
 
   There was something nearby. Magic. Enormous magic.
 
   A surging presence.
 
   But still she fell, until time ceased to have meaning.
 
   Finally, the earth itself struck them from beneath, crushing the Dragon beneath her, knocking the others spinning to their doom. The impact sent pain thundering through her right shoulder. She was supposed to be dead. Pip groaned. Flipping over on her paws, groaning, she tried to strike some balance between frantically working out what had happened and the agony of multiple wounds and broken bones grating together in her shoulder. Her Dragon magic eased the pain.
 
   She was on a … boulder? A ledge? Moving through the Cloudlands? She was breathing?
 
   Impossible.
 
   Off-the-Island ridiculous.
 
   The Dragon beneath her contorted and sank its claws into her flank. Howling, Pip tore herself free, at the expense of bloody holes punctured in her hide. Her injured shoulder collapsed. And then, she saw something she rather wished not to have seen.
 
   A pair of claws pinched the Night-Red Dragon’s body and flicked it away into the Cloudlands. She froze. That could not be. Claws, handling a fully-grown Dragon as though it were an ant?
 
   She was clearly hallucinating, her brain addled by breathing in toxic gases. But the other Dragons had died so quickly …
 
   Pip whimpered as she tried to put weight on her injured right leg. The pain pulsed that she was alive. Wait, the ground was not rock. It was slightly softer, a greyish-green platform still lofting her steadily toward the night. The Yellow moon burned through the last mists of the Cloudlands; the stars never so welcome, the air fresher and sweeter than she could comprehend.
 
   She saw pillars ahead of her, ending in talons. Three before, two behind. A Dragon’s paw.
 
   She had shrunk. She truly was a Pygmy Dragon.
 
   Pip turning slowly, sensing monumental movement behind her. The creature holding her rose from the Cloudlands. Kassik, dwarfed into insignificance, back-winged frantically as a vast, hoary mouth opened beneath his wings, a cavern larger than the Natal Cave. Tendrils trailed from its jowls, barbed like the carp of the Jeradian lakes and rivers. Rock and dirt avalanched off a spatulate, reptilian body. Bugling with alarm, several other Dragons–bearing her friends and other Fra’aniorian Dragon Riders–swerved off in different directions as if a hawk had plunged into a flock of birds. The creature climbed the side of Ha’athior Island as though the rock were made of the softest soil. Any one of its claws could have skewered an adult Dragon for dinner.
 
   Now it slowed, as if confused by the clear skies above it. A two hundred-foot tongue tasted the air. An Island-shaking roar emanated from the beast, shaking the Fra’anior Cluster to its very core. Fresh magma burst from the caldera. Rocks tumbled down cliffs. The ground shook as at an eruption.
 
   The paw surged upward. Pip thought about fleeing, but a force beyond her understanding held her immobile. Perhaps it was the same force which had allowed her to breathe? That same breath rasped harshly in her throat as she considered what had captured her. She rose past the mouth. She passed nostrils she could have flown into with room to spare. A single, milky white eye opened in the creature’s forehead. The creature was blind, she realised–but a wash of magic against her senses, beautiful and complex and unique, convinced her that it had no need of ordinary eyesight.
 
   YOU SUMMONED ME?
 
   Pip tried to put her paws over her ears. The blast within her skull vanished as quickly as it had begun.
 
   Who spoke the ancient tongue? Was it not you? Much gentler this time, only a thunderclap inside her skull.
 
   The milky eye was as wide as her wingspan, and taller than a Pygmy hut. Pip made a valiant attempt at grasping a few scattered thoughts. I summoned … you?
 
   Fear not. Even softer, almost a normal speaking voice, for a Dragon. I am Leandrial, as best my name translates into your tongue. Soothe your friends. They fear for you.
 
   Why shouldn’t they? Pip gazed at her captor in speechless reverence. Should she wish–oddly, she sensed the creature was female–Leandrial could have grasped an Island in her claws and tossed it to its doom. Here, a thousand or more feet above the Cloudlands, the bulk of her body and hind legs were still hidden in the seething mists. She smelled of ancient things, of secrets hidden since the dawn of time, of the rank roots of the world and many mysteries besides. Perhaps she had hatched when the world was young.
 
   Kassik? Pip called. I’m fine, I think.
 
   He circled at a safe distance. Pip? Don’t worry, we’re all here.
 
   My gift of goodwill. Leandrial breathed over her. No, not her breath, for her nostrils were somewhere beneath Pip’s position on her paw. Magic. A torrent of magic, bathing and soothing her wounds. Now, tiny Lesser Dragon called Pip, who speaks the ancient magic, my time above the clouds is short, for this air has no goodness in it. Your questions are many. The evil arrayed against you is great.
 
   The colours popping and fizzing inside her head faded. Pip flinched as a Dragon landed next to her, but she smiled with relief as she realised it was Maylin upon Emmaraz. 
 
   “Your kind call us Land Dragons,” said Leandrial, switching to fluent Island Standard. “We are ancient, but not the first denizens of this land. I myself have lived a mere 267 circuits of this world about its suns. I know the doubts of your hearts. Hear me well. Within the floating Island lies one of the First Eggs, stolen from our realm by the traitor Shurgal, may his bones rot in the abyss for all eternity.”
 
   Her gigantic voice vibrated through her paw into Pip’s body. “There is a nameless being of Herimor, a being of mighty dominion called the Marshal, who has corrupted the power of this First Egg. That power reached across the infinite vastness of time and space to summon one of those creatures from whom the Dragons first fled–a Shadow Dragon, the true Assassin. Those fools of Herimor dare style themselves after it! They know nothing. The Assassin is insatiable. It feeds upon Dragons and their magic. It exists to devour. Well fed, it grows mighty. It will strip this world bare. All Dragons will die.”
 
   Pip gazed deep into the white eye as Leandrial spoke, reaching out with all of her senses to understand the essence of the creature. Her magic was profoundly beautiful, so intricate, it shimmered like a myriad jewels within jewels. She said, “Which is more powerful, the Marshal or the Shadow Dragon?”
 
   “We do not know. Both.”
 
   Perhaps that was the wrong question. “Can you help us, Leandrial?”
 
   “Am I not?” But her magic darkened, as if with sorrow. “We feel safe, deep in our lairs. But should the Shadow Dragon find one of us and steal our power, that would truly be the end. We Land Dragons debate, as is our way, unhurriedly in comparison to the lives of those who flit by above the clouds.”
 
   “But you came.”
 
   “You, little one–you have the power of Command.”
 
   What use, arguing with such a monster? Still, Pip persisted, “You were nearby.”
 
   The talons clenched inward, a spasm that betrayed Leandrial’s anger. “And if I was?” she roared. Pip cringed in the palm of her paw. “You think too much of yourself.”
 
   The blind gaze nevertheless pierced her soul with the ease of a blade. She did not flinch, this time. She knew she had done no wrong. Instead, she replied evenly, “I do not. I would not dare to Command you, Leandrial.” Yet, she had. “If I call, next time, will you come as a friend?”
 
   Her question provoked a penetrating silence.
 
   Disbelieving, delighted, multi-harmonic magical Dragon laughter rippled over her. Pip, in her earnestness, gave a growl of annoyance.
 
   She watched and trembled as a talon appeared over the rim of her perch and touched her spine spikes. It was the Land Dragon’s other paw. Together, they could have squashed her, Maylin and Emmaraz like bugs. The mighty, metallic blade was three times as long as her, nose to tail, perhaps the greatest blade in history. Yet it slid past her until the skin of the Land Dragon’s digit touched the hide of her flank.
 
   “You’re so small to hold this power,” said Leandrial, now with an almost motherly gentleness. “You will need much wisdom to defeat the Shadow Dragon. Its power is not of tooth and claw, but the potency of its mind to dominate, subjugate and enthral a Dragon’s mind. Protect yourself–all of you must learn how. Use your power well, Pip. As you Lesser Dragons would say, my third heart goes with you. Call, and I will come.”
 
   Pip bowed deeply.
 
   “Now, fly.” The paw launched her and Emmaraz irresistibly into the air. 
 
   Leandrial turned with astonishing grace for such a colossal creature. The only sound of her passing back into the Cloudlands was the steely scraping of her talons, piercing and leaving the basal rock.
 
   Thank you for the rescue, Pip whispered.
 
   The Land Dragon was gone.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 27: Evacuation
 
    
 
   NIght passed and a dawn of delirious, roseate magnificence spread over the Islands of the Fra’anior Cluster. Neither Rider nor Dragon had slept. Kassik and Turquielle had made the decision to move all the Dragons, Riders and hatchlings to the Academy on Jeradia Island. They would not be safe from the Silver Dragon otherwise.
 
   “Our first priority is survival,” he said. “Too many have already perished. We can return for the knowledge we need.”
 
   Emblazon cornered the Onyx Dragon in the burnt-out stone courtyard of the main school building. Four hundred years old, the stone buildings had been razed by the fires, which still smouldered in corners and beneath fallen wooden beams. Teams of men and women, faces blackened by soot, were working on extricating any supplies and records which could be salvaged.
 
   “I’m so ashamed, I could die,” he said.
 
   The note of anguish in the young Dragon’s voice seized her tongue; a shock coursed through her body. What terrible act did he intend? Emblazon lowered himself to one knee. “Noooo …” she breathed. He rolled ponderously onto his shoulder, then over onto his back, exposing his neck to her–the ultimate shame for a Dragon.
 
   “Kill me. I am disgraced. My honour is no more.”
 
   Her hearts squeezed within her. Molten-lead fire made her entire body flush, overheated, horrified. Pip eyed the place below his throat where thick, golden Dragon blood throbbed against the softest part of the throat. Although it was armoured by scales, even she could–if her jaws even fit around his neck–inflict a brutal and possibly fatal bite there.
 
   Behind her, she heard Oyda’s cry, “Oh, Emblazon.”
 
   And Kassik, low and troubled, “No, Oyda. He must do this.”
 
   “I don’t want to kill you, Emblazon,” Pip said, fighting for calm. “You’re my friend. Oyda’s my friend. This would be akin to chopping off my own wings.”
 
   The Amber Dragon moaned, a soft, keening sound bubbling from his chest. Suddenly, the cry escalated to a shrill scream, a sound which cut knifelike through the dawn. Pip had never heard a Dragon make such a sound. She flinched, all three of her hearts winging away, doves a-flutter.
 
   Deliberately, he brought his claws up to his throat, talons angled to slash. “Say the word and I will rip my own hide open so that you may drink my blood. It is better than I deserve. I betrayed you. I betrayed everyone here.”
 
   Pip jerked into motion, racing to his side. “Emblazon, please! There’s been enough bloodshed already. Please … Oyda, tell him. Talk to him.” She grasped his paws with her own, pathetic little paws, hating how helpless she felt. She could prevent him as well as she might have been able to prevent a Cloudlands-bound waterfall from dropping into the abyss. A roaring filled her ears. “Don’t. This isn’t necessary.”
 
   Emblazon overpowered her. His talons began to pierce his hide. Runnels of gold blood oozed from the shallow wounds.
 
   The Word of Command lurked in her mind, treacherously, as if she concealed a venomous cobra ready to strike. Yet she must not use it. Fury rose. This was wrong. What could she do? Silence enveloped her; within, all she could hear was the complex triple-drum of her heartbeat. She held his life in her paw. Emblazon had betrayed her, and by his actions, initiated the Night-Red Dragons’ attack on the school. Many had died. Should she judge him? Should he die?
 
   Pip howled inwardly.
 
   Then, in a rush, she released her anger to snarl, smoking and flaming from her mouth and nose, “Emblazon, I did not–Oyda did not–risk our lives to save your stupid, wretched hide for this. You … you prize ralti sheep! How many Dragons do you think have fallen under their sway? Dragons older, wiser and more cunning than you or I? The Silver Dragon has a terrifying ability to conquer hearts and minds. It is no dishonour to be beaten by a greater Dragon, as we all may have suffered at Leandrial’s paw.”
 
   He blinked.
 
   “Besides, you have Shimmerith and three beautiful eggs to live for. What are you thinking?”
 
   There was an awful, unending silence.
 
   With a spasm, his paws went limp. Pip suddenly became aware of a great number of Dragons and Dragon Riders surrounding them. They perched on the crumbled walls, covered a building in living hide, soared overhead, and even a couple of hatchlings peeked through a doorway.
 
   Pip knew she had to speak.
 
   “This is a war no strength of paw can win!” Her shout drew murmurs of approval and alarm. “My friends and Dragon-kin, all of you have seen how the Silver Dragon herded his minions like helpless sheep. He has great cunning and guile. The one he serves is greater still. Evil stalks our Island-World. Now is the time for all of us to join together to fight this Shadow Dragon and his creatures. If the Dragons die, our Human friends die. They will be enslaved, just as I once was.”
 
   Inwardly, she was appalled at the raw passion and pain her words exposed.
 
   Her ears buzzed as she turned to Emblazon. More quietly, she said, “Lives will be sacrificed. Already, many friends wing to the stars. But I, the smallest of Dragons, tell you this day, that to stand against this foe we need Dragons of great heart.”
 
   She laid her muzzle against Emblazon’s neck.
 
   Around her, the Humans cheered and shouted and Dragons thundered their defiance until the dawn rang to their ferocious chorus.
 
   Pip murmured, “Rise, my friend. And if you ever do this to me again, I swear I will give you a smile to match Shimmerith’s.”
 
   Emblazon convulsed with laughter.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Throughout the morning, Dragonships arrived to evacuate the small Dragon Rider School at Ya’arriol Island. The monks of a warrior centre nearby chose to join the evacuation to Jeradia, along with several Dragonship loads of precious eggs and hatchlings too young to fly far. They moved out in the early afternoon, bound for Xinidia Island, twenty Dragonships accompanied by a heavy escort of Dragons. After Xinidia, a longer flight would lead to Erigar Island, before swinging almost directly south to join the ridge, often called Spine Island, which Zardon and Pip had followed down to Jeradia Island.
 
   Directly after they left, Kassik called Pip over. “Our youngsters are anxious to fly, but we won’t be ready until evening. Why don’t you show them the Natal Cave?”
 
   He had a delicate way of phrasing an order as a request, Pip thought. “Certainly, mighty Kassik.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Smoke puffed out of his nostrils. His eyes filled with swirling orange fire-trails.
 
   “I shall round them up at once.”
 
   “Oh, is that how it is?” Kassik aimed a playful nip at her haunches. “Be off with you, troublemaker.”
 
   “Hey,” complained Casitha, marching around to wag a finger up at the Brown Dragon. “No flirting with the students, Kassik.”
 
   “Mmm, I’d rather flirt with you,” he rumbled.
 
   To Pip’s interest, spots of colour blossomed in Casitha’s tan cheeks. “Rule-breaker,” she protested, rather weakly, pushing ineffectually at his muzzle, which was taller than her. “Get off, you’re embarrassing me.”
 
   “Why don’t you fly with Pip?” said Kassik. “I need to start roaring at these stragglers. You’ll just whine at me for being too tough on them.” Casitha gave her Dragon an uncertain look. “You’re still mine,” he growled, snorting fire ten feet above her head. “Don’t think you can escape so easily from a Dragon, my pretty petal. I’ve devious and diverting plans for you.”
 
   “Kassik!”
 
   Pip nearly cried with laughter at her friend’s high-pitched squeal.
 
   “Wretched Dragons,” muttered Casitha, turning her back on him. She stalked over to Pip and slapped her friend on the flank. “What’re you snickering at, Pipsqueak?”
 
   Having rounded up her friends, apart from the injured Jyoss, who was having her wing treated, the Pygmy Dragon led them over the thickly forested cap of Ha’athior Island. She bore Casitha on her back. They both jumped as Duri and Kaiatha whizzed past them on Tazzaral, hotly pursued by Arrabon and Emmaraz.
 
   “Slow-slugs,” Maylin called in passing.
 
   If she were honest, Pip was not looking forward to re-entering the cave where she had been captured by the Silver Dragon. Silver–ha! He had not even dared utter his real name. She should pick up that collar. What had he called it? Some strange word … ‘Lavanias’. She shivered. Collared like an animal. It was not her worst nightmare any more, but it rated a close second.
 
   “Pip? Something wrong?” Casitha touched her neck.
 
   She explained about the collar and how it echoed her past. Even now, she remembered that first journey by Dragonship. She could not even look at a Dragonship without picturing cold metal bars closing around her.
 
   “You’re stronger than you think,” her friend said, as they entered the cave.
 
   She wished. She would rather be loved.
 
   Did she think romantic love was all that mattered in the world? Pip sighed. So far, only the Silver Dragon and Nak had even looked remotely interested. Neither was exactly appropriate. She wished she were a little … more. Not just little.
 
   “We can ask the scholars about that word–Lavanias,” said Casitha. “You might not know, but Master Kassik has every scholar in Fra’anior Cluster digging for Dragon lore on the First Eggs, floating Islands, the Shadow Dragon, Dragon mind powers–anything that could possibly help us. There’s not much so far, but they’ve only had half a day.”
 
   “Did the scouts find anything?”
 
   “Not a stray scale,” said Casitha. “You killed him.”
 
   “We can hope,” said Pip.
 
   But her heart was not in her comment. She sensed Casitha knew that, too.
 
   The Dragons slowed in awe as they entered the main cavern. Pip wafted on down to where she had struggled with the Silver Shapeshifter beneath the central gem. There was something about this place. A glutinous sense of magic, thick in the air. A presence, or purpose, that pervaded the walls and floor and crystals all around them–aside from the dazzling beauty. Here, it was easy to believe the legends.
 
   Casitha and the other Riders dismounted.
 
   She scratched pensively at the bits of rope with her claws. Where was he, now? That bright, cruel young man? She could not ask the question hidden deep in her hearts–how did the other Dragons know who their Rider was meant to be? What did it feel like? Was it anything similar to how she had felt, that moment she first saw him? And what a cruel truth it might prove.
 
   Casitha called, “Found the collar, Pip.”
 
   Maylin looked from the ropes to her, and with a flip of her glossy black hair, asked, “What exactly happened in here with the Silver Dragon, Pip?”
 
   “We need to know the details,” said Yaethi.
 
   “Aha,” said Kaiatha. “I know. He’s a Shapeshifter. How else could he tie you up with rope?”
 
   “Tie her up … naked,” Maylin put in, with a snigger that Pip would dearly have loved to slap into the Cloudlands. She shuffled her paws awkwardly.
 
   Tazzaral managed to make his whisper boom in the cave. “What’s so special about that? Hide is hide.”
 
   “Not for Humans,” explained Yaethi. “We wear clothing. What’s underneath is taboo.”
 
   “Certain parts,” Duri clarified. He and Kaiatha both looked at their feet, blushing. “Anyway, Pip, why don’t you tell us–”
 
   “Every last detail,” Maylin chortled. “This is going to be–hey! Pip. Put me down. Pip!”
 
   Pip pretended to hold Maylin in one paw and spank her with the other, while Emmaraz looked on in faint alarm.
 
   After that, she told her tale. At several points in the retelling, Durithion coughed and turned pink and purple. His girlfriend slapped him on the back.
 
   “Soo …” drawled Maylin, at last. “He’s that cute, and you smashed the stuffing out of him?”
 
   “He’s not so cute when he’s trying to mastermind the killing of my friends,” Pip blazed–literally. Maylin ducked her flame smartly.
 
   Emmaraz thundered a challenge, springing at Pip. Gentle Arrabon stepped lithely in the way, forcing the larger Red Dragon to pull his blow. Pip apologised, while Emmaraz grumbled and his fires fulminated wrathfully.
 
   “Calm down, everyone,” the Green Dragon said, mildly. “Pip showed where her loyalties lie, striking the Silver Dragon a mortal blow. I applaud her actions. Now, I ask myself, ‘What can we learn from this?’ One conclusion is that they know you are the key, Pip. This was a trap prepared specifically for a Pygmy Dragon, to remove the Word of Command from the equation.”
 
   Yaethi nodded. “Good, my Dragon-heart. In other words, they fear our Pip. That gives me hope.”
 
   “If this Shadow Dragon cannot feed, does it die?” asked Emmaraz.
 
   Arrabon gulped, “Would that be when it’s finished off every Dragon in the Island-World?”
 
   “Zardon’s vision of the floating Island suggested many hundreds of Dragons were being taken there to be sacrificed to the beast,” said Kaiatha, shivering visibly. “Do you think they’ve already destroyed all the Dragons in Herimor?”
 
   Neither was a thought anyone wanted to hear spoken aloud.
 
   Casitha added, “There’s one more thing. The Silver Dragon didn’t kill Pip. He wanted to capture her. That means they must want her alive.”
 
   “This Marshal lacks something,” said Tazzaral. “Does he want to break into the First Egg? Or hatch it? What more could he need than the means and the ability to destroy the world? Which he already has. Needless to say, we must protect the Onyx Dragon.”
 
   Pip scowled at being referred to in such an impersonal way. Not all Dragons were comfortable with her Shapeshifter nature, and Tazzaral appeared to be one of those. Ha. Ralti sheep droppings to that. Maybe a Word of Command would sink their floating Island into the Cloudlands and everyone could go home in peace.
 
   Maybe ralti sheep danced on the Yellow moon.
 
   Durithion added, “What I’m worried about, if that Silver Dragon reads minds, is how much he already learned about our defences at Jeradia–the patrol patterns, where we would hide our students, and all those details which Emblazon would have known. I don’t believe we can afford to wait for the scholars to find the right Dragon lore. Someone has to rush ahead to forewarn our friends at the Academy and prepare our defences there. And someone should be ready and waiting, here at Fra’anior, to rush any information that is found over to Jeradia.”
 
   Duri had grown almost overnight, Pip thought. Was that the confidence that becoming a Dragon Rider bestowed upon a man? Just listen to him outline a bold strategy, his hand resting on Jyoss’ paw as he spoke.
 
   “Did he get anything from you, Pip?” asked Emmaraz.
 
   “Apart from an eyeful?” sniped Maylin. Dragon and Rider laughed together. 
 
   “And a stomach full of bone shards?” growled Pip, deadly sweet. Emmaraz gulped. She stalked him sinuously. The Red Dragon’s jaw sagged as his belly fires soughed in audible appreciation. “No. I kept him out, only just–I hope. Could you do the same, Emmaraz?”
 
   Kaiatha came alongside her as she stared the Red Dragon down. She reached up to place her hand on Pip’s neck. “We need to work together. All of us. Pip, our Dragons have magic. Yaethi has magic. We Fra’aniorians are adept at mental skills. You need to teach us to stand against the Silver Dragon’s power–mentally and physically, whatever we can work out.”
 
   “Me? I don’t know …”
 
   “I’ve an idea,” said Yaethi. “What about the Nameless Man?”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   When they returned to the courtyard, bubbling with enthusiasm about Yaethi’s idea, it was to find Dragon-Kassik speaking earnestly with a man who resembled a tall, upright stick-insect of indeterminate age. His deep-set violet eyes fixed on them as they landed. He had pointed Fra’aniorian ears, but in his case, the point was so exaggerated his ears could have furnished the average rajal most proudly. His shaven head was tattooed in its entirety. There was about him an aura of such quiet dignity, that Pip and her friends stayed their banter and bowed to him in silence.
 
   Was this the Nameless Man? He was legendary on Fra’anior; the monk said to know the mind of the Great Dragon Himself, and a formidable magician in his own right.
 
   Kassik said, “Friends, may I introduce Master Ga’am? Upon my request for help, he has been sent by the Nameless Man.”
 
   The monk assessed them calmly, one by one. Pip felt the strength of his gaze. The man was a mental fortress. She brightened. If anyone could teach them how to resist the strange Marshal and his Silver Dragon, this monk could.
 
   He inclined his head, very slightly. “The Nameless Man extends the defenders of the free Islands most sulphurous greetings in the Name of the Great Dragon, Fra’anior.” His voice was like steel concealed in silk, so calm, Pip imagined he would drive Maylin crazy at some point. “I am Master Ga’am. We have several hours before departure. That will give us time to cover a few basics.”
 
   Pay heed, Dragons. This is for you, too. Master Ga’am’s wrinkles cracked, very slightly, into what had to pass for a smile for him as the Dragons reacted to his use of Dragonish. I am no Dragon, but I have lived many summers among the mighty Dragon-kind.
 
   Kassik nodded to them all. “Please excuse me. I must attend to a few small details–a lost hatchling, for one.”
 
   Master Ga’am folded himself into an improbable cross-legged position in the courtyard. He said, “We will sharpen our minds as a Dragon sharpens his claws. Great magic requires great clarity of thought. All magic is rooted in the essence of the being–Dragon, Shapeshifter or Human–but formulated, honed and shaped by conscious thought. Whether you think so or not,” his gaze stopped briefly on Maylin and Casitha, “you have magic inside of you. Each person does. Each Dragon does. It is who we are, written into the very fundament of our existence. But magic is not all. Character matters. Willpower plays a role. Stubbornness, too. We will speak about these things.”
 
   Pip winced as the word ‘stubbornness’ brought his gaze to rest on her.
 
   “Now, let us start by clearing our minds of all thoughts, and passions, and worry. When your mind is clear, reach for me here in the centre and I will show you what to do next.”
 
   Next was the likelihood of developing a thumping headache, Pip grumbled inwardly.
 
   Suddenly, a clear image of Ga’am appeared in her mind. Evict me if you can, student Pip. I’m here. Pip swatted at him. No, over here. She steeled her defences, but the Master was already behind them. Don’t flail at insects. Think about what you’re doing. Strategize.
 
   After a few minutes of chasing the elusive monk without success, Pip realised that he was doing the same with most of her other friends and their Dragons, simultaneously. She gasped.
 
   Indeed. The image bowed. There was no arrogance in his manner.
 
   He was just an image. Pip erased him.
 
   Step one passed, noted Ga’am. Now, don’t let the fire touch you.
 
   An armoured Dragon appeared inside her head. Fire erupted between her temples.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 28: Back to School
 
    
 
   Two EVEnINGs later, the Dragonwing from Fra’anior camped at the northernmost end of Yaya Loop. Twenty Dragons filled the small dell Kassik had chosen for them, while two patrolled overhead. Oyda and Nak invited Dragon-Pip over to their fire, where Emblazon gleamed in the firelight, more than twice Oyda’s height even when the Dragon lay flat on his belly.
 
   “A headache a day keeps the Onyx Dragon grumpy,” said Maylin, favouring Pip with a falsely bright smile as she moved off.
 
   Pip scowled. “I will flirt with Emmaraz if I want to.”
 
   “You’re a girl.”
 
   “And a Dragon. Unless you’ve forgotten?” She tempered her hot response with difficulty. Her Dragon senses and responses were just so fiery! “Fine, I’ll admit that finding a Dragon attractive is a touch weird …”
 
   “Very weird.”
 
   “You’re the one acting like a jealous girlfriend.” At Maylin’s hiss of annoyance, Pip snapped, “Maybe if you thought of me more like an animal from the zoo, it’d help?”
 
   “Maybe it would, seeing as you’ve an Island-sized chip on your shoulder–”
 
   “Stupid big person.”
 
   Maylin glared at her. “Pig-headed Pygmy.”
 
   Oyda shouldered her way between them. “Pip. Over here. Girl talk.”
 
   “Tell her about young Dragon hormones,” Nak advised as they passed him by. He was helping Yaethi adjust Arrabon’s saddle harness for a better fit.
 
   “Oh, and you’re blameless on that front,” Oyda snorted, throwing in an extra waggle of her hips for emphasis.
 
   “Phee-ooo,” whistled Nak. “Sweet.”
 
   “She does have nice haunches,” Arrabon offered. Everyone who heard, gaped at the usually diffident Dragon.
 
   “Arrabon! Not you, too.” Yaethi slapped him, hard, shaking her head. “Hold on, which one of my friends are you referring to?”
 
   “Whichever riles you most, precious Rider.”
 
   That earned him a second slap.
 
   Arrabon’s dry humour brought a smile back to Pip’s lips as she walked over to Oyda’s fire, close by. Emblazon lay curled in a half-moon about the blaze, his flank radiating the fire’s heat, his scales so lustrous she wondered if Dragon hide did not possess gemstone qualities. One very sleepy eye cracked open to regard her. Pip. Roost with us.
 
   Thanks, Emblazon. He still sounded rueful.
 
   Copying the other Dragons, some of whom were sleeping half on top of each other, Pip settled herself alongside Emblazon’s foreleg, facing in the opposite direction to him. Odd, how as a Dragoness she was supposed to have no qualms about sleeping next to a large male. Pip wondered if it was all so innocent between Dragons. Mya’adara would have had a thing or three to say!
 
   Emblazon had been working non-stop with Master Ga’am; he was exhausted. Oyda’s pursed lips as she regarded her Dragon made that much clear. But soon Oyda was outlining a theory about how women were like the different moons. Pip listened with half an ear.
 
   When she woke, what could have been only a few minutes later, it was to find Oyda stirring the contents of a small pot and playing a word game with Nak, who was teaching Yaethi how to punch a needle through saddle leather. Oyda shot her a quick, quirky smile. “Tired?”
 
   “All flapped out for today.”
 
   Duri, Kaiatha and Maylin had joined them around the fire, along with Emmaraz and Tazzaral. The huddle of Dragons was becoming a little claustrophobic, even for someone used to sleeping next to an Oraial Ape every night, Pip thought. The fire’s blaze was delicious, though, spreading warmth into her aching flight muscles.
 
   “Your turn, Nak,” said Oyda.
 
   He replied, “Perfectly pint-sized Pygmy paws pack a powerful punch. There, that beats your effort with seven ‘P’s’.”
 
   Oyda pouted, “Oh, Nak, you’re such a man.”
 
   Of course, that was an excuse for him to puff out his chest and strut over to her and drop a fond kiss on her forehead. Duri made a droll face behind his back, which set Kaiatha and Maylin off into helpless fits of giggles.
 
   Dragon-Pip reached out and picked Nak up into the air by the back of his belt. “Protesting Pygmy Pip plucks pontificating pipsqueak precisely pending … er …”
 
   “Pitiless punishment?” suggested Yaethi.
 
   “Paddling his purple pants?” put in Duri.
 
   “Who’s the pipsqueak around here? Put me down, you fluttering lump of soot,” Nak demanded. Dangling six feet off the ground, that was a rather ineffective complaint. “At least my Shimmerith knows how to treat a Dragon Rider with due respect.”
 
   Pip grinned. “Make me.”
 
   “Oh?” Nak swung around to face her. “Try this one for size. Thou, my dusky spirit of the night, didst descend star-bright to gleam in fulsome, oleaginous majesty upon this trembling spit of rock.”
 
   A silly smile spread across her face before Pip could stop it, fuelled by the fires so blatantly ignited in her belly. She blushed heatedly. “Nak, is ‘oleaginous’ even a word?”
 
   Durithion whistled softly. “Do Dragons always respond to compliments like that?”
 
   “No,” rumbled Emblazon.
 
   “Yes,” Nak disagreed. “Dragon hormones, as I was saying. Try it on your Jyoss, Duri. But don’t insult Dragons–eh, Pip? It turns them into mad, rending battle machines.”
 
   Duri turned to Jyoss. Before he could speak, she blew softly into his face, ruffling his hair. Her beautiful, rose-petal eyes glimmered with their inner magic. “Thou wouldst say, my inexpressibly handsome Rider-heart?”
 
   This reduced Durithion to spluttering, blushing confusion. Everyone laughed.
 
   Nak, restored to his feet again, strolled over to Emblazon’s flank, winking at everyone when he thought the massive Amber Dragon was not looking. He said, “In a bonfire, the amber heart is always the hottest part of the blaze. Emblazon always reminds me of that yellow–ouch! Oyda, call your Dragon off.”
 
   Emblazon cracked his eye open lazily. “He who would woo my Rider, must pay the price.”
 
   Pip saw that the Amber Dragon had trapped Nak’s boots between the long toes of his hind foot. Oyda shrugged and indicated, playfully, that she was helpless to intervene.
 
   Nak said, “Bah. Very well. Emblazon.” He knelt down, putting his hands on the Amber Dragon’s toes. “Ah, these mighty pillars bestriding the earth, hid within, steely, flashing talons which deal swift death to thy foes …”
 
   To everyone’s delight, Emblazon made a sound like a feline purr, only it shook them all with its low, throbbing roar, and flame flared thirty feet out of his nostrils, momentarily lighting the entire dell.
 
   The mighty Amber Dragon guffawed, “Ay, you win, Rider. You may court my Oyda.”
 
   Nak did some kind of silly, stamping war-dance around the fire, capering with such ridiculous joy and raising such a hullabaloo that Dragon, Human and Shapeshifter alike roared with mirth.
 
   Pip fell asleep musing upon the bond between Dragon and Rider.
 
   Pip.
 
   The mental whisper woke her.
 
   In the deepest dark of the Island-World’s night, which was almost never truly dark because of the moons in the sky, Maylin stood beside her neck.
 
   “May I?”
 
   “Um …” Pip mumbled, trying to wake up. Toting her blanket, Maylin wriggled between her neck and forepaws. Across the fire, Emmaraz’s eye glinted, open the merest slit. He inclined his head.
 
   “It’s weird, Pip. I know you miss having a Dragon like the rest of us,” Maylin whispered. “I’m sorry I made things worse for you. Emmaraz does feel like a boyfriend, bizarrely. A seventy-foot, fire-breathing boyfriend.”
 
   “That’s right, Maylin.”
 
   “I have all these strange feelings and I don’t know what to do with them.”
 
   Strange feelings? She could clasp a friend between her paws. Dragon-Pip flexed her talons slightly, struck by the incongruity between her Human feelings, hid somewhere within her, and the alien, unaccustomed Dragon feelings stirred in her breast. She was a Pygmy girl. Before, she had always been the tiny one. People looked upon her as cute and even childish–a perception she constantly fought against. Now Maylin seemed tiny to her, curled in her paws. The scent of her friend, the softness of Maylin’s cheek as she rested her head in the cup of Pip’s paw … she felt a surge of protectiveness, a sweet ache of motherly jealousy, at the fragile yet beautiful life she embraced.
 
   She had to give up her dream of being Human. Just look at her.
 
   All she could say was, “It’s alright.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have been horrid about the zoo. Pip, I’m an idiot sometimes.”
 
   “I was bent on making you mad,” Pip admitted. “I don’t know what to make of being a Dragon, Maylin. I’ve wings and fire inside, and … he looks at me and it does things … you know, makes me feel–”
 
   “Like a woman–a female Dragon?”
 
   Pip sighed gustily. “Like I’m worth knowing. A teensy bit of attention and I’m melting like hot glue inside. I’m sorry, Maylin. I wish I had your confidence. It’s always that I’m always the smallest and the least and I want to be more.”
 
   Maylin turned over, lying on her back so that she gazed up at Pip. “You have power.”
 
   “I never wanted it.”
 
   “I’d not want anyone else in this Island-World to possess that power, Pip.”
 
   She gulped hard, too stunned to speak, too full of doubt and sneaking fears, mingled with an inkling of hope. Was Maylin right? Could she manage her power? And develop the wisdom to use it well, as the Land Dragon had so sagely suggested?
 
   Maylin added, “Living in the zoo–and I hate the idea as much as you–made you understand the true value of freedom, Pip. I don’t see you as a ‘little person’. You are not stunted. You’re strong. The very fact that you fear and weigh the consequences, fills me with hope.”
 
   “Then why do I harbour these wretched feelings for that Silver Dragon?”
 
   Her friend chuckled, “Expound the mysteries of a Shapeshifter’s heart to me, Pip. I’m listening.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Master Ga’am called it ‘cage thinking’. Pip had been unable to shake the words as they completed the last leg of their return journey to Jeradia Island. Her captivity, and the trauma before and during it, had branded her psyche indelibly. He counselled that what mattered, was what she did with and learned from her experiences. Easily said. Even just hearing the word ‘little’ in a conversation made her bristle.
 
   Deep within, she understood now that she needed to return to her village. She needed to reconnect with her people and her parents. That was part of understanding the puzzle of a Pygmy girl–a Pygmy Dragon. 
 
   Pip sighed, raising her eyes to the Island massif on the horizon. Dark storm clouds hung over Jeradia. Portentous, spine-tingling clouds. Her Dragon senses had been bothering her so much that she spoke to Kassik, who had agreed to increase their speed. Most of the Dragonwing pushed ahead rapidly, while Emblazon and three other Dragons hung back to shepherd the injured Jyoss, now a just a speck on the northern horizon.
 
   She had to admit, seventeen Dragons speeding along in synchronised flight was an awesome sight. They speared across the face of the Yellow moon, half-hidden by the storm clouds ahead, making over twenty-five leagues per hour. The wind hissed across her scales. Already, her phenomenal Dragon sight detected the patrols guarding their volcano. A small Dragonwing of three Reds approached from the south at a great height.
 
   Nothing amiss, apparently, Kassik said, looking to Pip, who was trailing his left flank in the slipstream position she had made her own.
 
   Sorry, mighty Kassik.
 
   Don’t be. We must be vigilant. The next attack, when it comes, will be made with greater cunning.
 
   Pip asked, Do you mean the Silver Dragon?
 
   Even injured as he was, he’ll recover. Their healers will see to it. My senses tell me we’ll see the Silver Dragon sooner rather than later. A week to heal, Pip. That’s the most time we’ll have.
 
   Only a week. Well, Pip had seen what Rajion could achieve with her injuries. But she had shattered Silver’s ribs. Even the memory of that strike made her cringe. Had the impact broken her shoulder, or was that later when she landed in Leandrial’s paw? Whatever the case, she was healed now. Her shoulders ached only because of the amount of flying she had been doing.
 
   Working her flight muscles to keep up with the powerful wingbeat of her much larger companions, Pip pensively watched the great, dark-walled volcano materialising within the storm’s gloomy underbelly. It was right over her home.
 
   Home? It must be the first time she had thought of the Academy as home.
 
   But Pip could not shake the chill in her bones. The sooner they arrived and confirmed that all was well, the better.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   “Yah moving out all mah favourite students?” Mistress Mya’adara bawled at Master Kassik.
 
   “We can’t very well move their Dragons in, can we?” he replied. “Dragons in Human-sized dormitories? Ridiculous.”
 
   Quite reasonable, thought Pip, glancing around at her friends as they dismounted on the main field outside the dining hall–the place where she had so infamously assaulted Shimmerith. Mya’adara was not in the least bit cowed. In fact, she was in a positively Dragonish mood. The Western Isles warrior’s eyes lit on Durithion and Kaiatha.
 
   “Yah not roosting together, not in mah school.”
 
   “Now, calm down, lady,” began Tazzaral, in his ringing tones.
 
   Mya’adara steamed right up to him. “Ah’ll calm down when Ah’m well and ready to calm down, young Dragon!”
 
   He was tons of Dragon, but her wrath made Tazzaral take a backward step.
 
   “Duri and Kaiatha will not be sharing a roost,” Kassik put in. He curled his paw around Casitha’s shoulders with a mischievous grin. “But Casitha will be moving into my quarters.”
 
   “Well, Ah–” the Mistress’ eyes bulged. “Yah what? Casitha, yah …”
 
   “And we’ll need double quarters,” Oyda interrupted. “Nak and I.”
 
   “That Ah saw coming from ten Islands away. But yah!” She pinned the Brown Dragon with a glare that could have melted stone. “Ah’ve heard it all, now. What kind of example yah setting these young ones? Eh? Casitha, what did this old rock-chewer say to yah, eh?”
 
   Casitha nuzzled against Kassik’s paw. “That he loves me.”
 
   Pip wanted to cheer for her.
 
   “Well.” Mya’adara put her hands on her hips. “Ah see how it is. This is mutiny, this is. Sheer mutiny. Yah all gone ralti-stupid. Fra’anior do this to yah? Kaiatha? What’s in the air around yah Island? Bah, don’t answer that.” She dismissed Kaiatha with a wave of her hand. “Yah jumped off the Island long ago. Pipsqueak. Yah found a boyfriend, too?”
 
   “No, Mistress Mya’adara,” Pip replied.
 
   Maylin kept a very straight face. Pip knew she had to be dying to make a wisecrack.
 
   Yaethi said, “No, but our Pip did tangle with a Silver Dragon Shapeshifter–who was about the nastiest piece of windroc vomit imaginable. And she talked to a Land Dragon.”
 
   “Yah only talked with a legendary beast?” Mya’adara rounded on Yaethi. “Yah taken to yanking mah hawser, girl? Ah had yah being the sensible one in this lot.” She glared around the circle of startled faces, Dragon and Human alike. Her ire rose like the crack of a whip. “Yah Dragons. Yah better be on yah best behaviour with mah students, do yah understand? Ah love these girls–and that boy–like mah own little ones. Ah’ll have yah scaly hides if anything happens to them. Clear?”
 
   Like a group of naughty children, the graduate fledglings bobbed their heads and chorused, “Yes, Mistress Mya’adara.”
 
   Pip turned a bubble of laughter in her belly into a suspicious-sounding cough. Only Mya’adara could tell off a group of Dragons like that.
 
   “Don’t know where we’ll put yah all, mind. Take a few days to arrange. Dragons coming out of mah ears.” Mya’adara scratched her head. “Well, yah lot–don’t just stand there. There’s a storm brewing and yah got Dragons to unload. Snip snap, Maylin and Kaiatha. Duri–look alive, boy.”
 
   Kassik called out, “What she means, Dragons, is to welcome you one and all to Dragon Rider Academy.”
 
   Nobody dared to laugh.
 
   Mistress Mya’adara snapped her fingers rudely at him, before snaffling Casitha and tucking her under her arm with a proprietary air. “Yah bachelor quarters are a disgrace. And yah plan on moving this precious petal in there, yah wicked old fire-breather?”
 
   “Don’t you think you’ve breathed enough fire?” said Kassik, falling into step with Mya’adara. “I see many new Dragons.”
 
   “Refugees,” she said darkly, looking to the sky.
 
   Pip stared at the two of them, and then at the curtain of iron-grey rain slanting diagonally toward the school. An unseasonably chill breeze made her shudder.
 
   Kassik rumbled, “It’s just the beginning. Let’s get these students indoors.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 29: Blood in the Halls
 
    
 
   Kaiatha brought her father’s diary to Pip that evening. She tracked Pip down in Master Adak’s indoor training cave just in time to see her storming through a sequence with the Weapons Master. Maylin and Yaethi looked on, chatting.
 
   Pip was dimly aware of her wet friend–she could smell the damp steaming from her clothes–huddling in discussion with the other two, but fighting Master Adak was done with one’s fullest concentration or not at all. Like now. With a cunning twist of his wrist, he disarmed her. Pip danced away, slipping the ribbon daggers out of her hair. She hurdled a low blow, lashing out in riposte. Adak caught the snapping ribbons on his shield.
 
   “Good. Tighter arcs, Pip. Keep the control close to the body.”
 
   His blunted training sword flicked out. Blunted or not, it still hurt like the blazes if he struck her, because the Master was beyond pulling his blows in her training. She trapped his sword with a ribbon, leaning away from the path of the blade as it sliced down into the sandy cavern floor. She stepped on the blade with her boot. Adak, hissing, lashed out with the rim of his metal training shield. Pip yelped and fell, clutching her knee.
 
   He bowed. Speaking Pygmy, he said, “Good-good fight, student. Tired?”
 
   “Exhausted.”
 
   “Bruises keep you alive when it matters,” he jibed.
 
   “Then, I thank you for every bruise, Master.” He laughed dryly, towelling off his scarred upper body. Pip flushed. “I meant it much-much.”
 
   “I know, Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha.”
 
   She loved hearing her tongue, Pygmy, spoken. The Master had once confessed that he loved hearing it, too; that he longed to return to the jungle. But now, they both startled at Yaethi’s rising exclamation.
 
   “Say that again,” she repeated. “Pip–whatever he just said. The Master, sorry. What was that word?” Yaethi was so excited, she was hopping up and down. Pip had rarely seen her friend so animated. “You’re speaking Pygmy, right? The last word.”
 
   “My name? Say, ‘Pip’úrth’l-iòlall-Yò’oótha,’ Yaethi, I dare you.”
 
   Yaethi’s eyes danced brightly beneath her headscarf. “That’s your name? Look. Look at what’s written here.” She waved the diary beneath Pip’s nose. “Kaiatha thought it was just decoration at first, this rune … here … and here … but this one I can read. I did a little study of Ancient Southern–”
 
   “Yaethi, slow down. You’re making no sense.”
 
   Pip examined the diary. It was full of drawings and diagrams and inexplicable markings worked into the neat but old-fashioned handwritten script. But there, marked alongside the year entries, was an unmistakable Ancient Southern rune, just like the ones tattooed on her leg. “That’s ‘iòl’,” she said, pointing. “This one is ‘trríaoií’.” She made a bird-call. “It means high respect, or honour.”
 
   “The runes spell words, Pip,” said Kaiatha. “I began to suspect my Dad was up to something as I read through his diary. But his mind! Pip, he’s–he was–”
 
   “A genius,” Yaethi interrupted. “Fascinated by mysteries and arcane knowledge. My guess is that he must have been a member of the Order of Onyx. Pip, read these for us. This year. What’s this?”
 
   She frowned over the faded rune. The paper was so delicate. But the contents of the chest they had dug up in the front garden of Kaiatha’s cottage had been properly packaged and sealed against damp. Her father had meant for his diary to be found.
 
   Pip shook her head. “I don’t know that rune. Master Adak?”
 
   “Can’t read at all,” he said, cheerfully.
 
   Kaiatha groaned. “There’s something here, Pip. I can practically smell it. Why hide the diary? Why bury it? Why fill it with hints and misdirection and references to stories he told us as children?”
 
   Maylin soothed, “Now, Kaia, you don’t know that for certain.”
 
   “I do!”
 
   Maylin sucked in her lip. “Sorry, Kaia.”
 
   “What we need is an expert in Ancient Southern,” said Pip, scratching her tumbling ringlets before making a vague attempt at putting her ribbon daggers back in place. She needed to oil her hair again. It was becoming horribly tangled. “We need my old mentor, Master Balthion.”
 
   “Do I hear some little Pipsqueak taking my name in vain?”
 
   With a gasp, Pip whirled towards the cave entrance. There, outlined by the ever-burning magical lamps, was …. “Master Bal–Arosia! Oh, my Islands! What are you doing here?”
 
   She flew across the sand. Pip crashed into Arosia, making her stagger, and then they were hugging and laughing and exclaiming all in a happy babble. Balthion said something about moving his family to the Academy. Arosia accused Pip of actually growing an inch. Kaiatha, Maylin and Yaethi looked on in bemusement.
 
   Seizing Arosia’s hand, Pip dragged her over to meet her friends. “This is Master Adak, a Pygmy like me.” Arosia greeted him in respectable Pygmy, making his white teeth flash into a grin. “This is Arosia, Duri’s little sister.”
 
   “Little? Look who’s talking, squirt.”
 
   Pip was far too happy to snap up Arosia’s bait. “Yaethi, a magician with all things scroll-shaped; Maylin, a terrible tease–oh, and they all have Dragons, you have to meet them, Arosia–and this is Duri’s girlfriend, Kaiatha, who lives on top of an active volcano.”
 
   Arosia seemed miffed. “Girlfriend? That brother of mine. Couldn’t he string two words together to tell me as much? Kaiatha, you and I need to talk.”
 
   Maylin butted in, in typical Maylin fashion, “You tell us the rajal’s paws about Duri, Arosia, and we’ll give you the last hair on its tail about our Kaiatha. Deep Islands and all that. Isn’t that so, Kaia?”
 
   Shuffling her feet, Kaiatha mumbled something unintelligible.
 
   “Well, what’s the mystery?” asked Master Balthion. After Yaethi explained quickly, he quipped, “I knew I should’ve borrowed your leg to study. There are some unknown runes. I’d need to get my notes–Yaethi, is it? You strike me as a studious sort of girl, unlike that Pipsqueak.”
 
   Yaethi threw Pip a not entirely friendly look. “She came second in the exams without finishing half of one paper.”
 
   Balthion waggled his ears, making Pip giggle. “Fell into the old trap of setting rote knowledge questions, did they? I need to have words with Master Kassik.”
 
   Maylin took Arosia by the arm. “Mercy, you’re a beauty, too. Stay away from any boys I like, alright? We need to teach you the Pygmy salad song. Did you hear that one?”
 
   “Hey,” Pip protested.
 
   “Come along, Pygmy Dragon.”
 
   Arosia stumbled on the sand. “Her nickname’s ‘Pygmy Dragon’, Maylin?”
 
   “Nooooo.” Maylin seemed keen to draw out the suspense. “She’s a Shapeshifter. As in, she is a Dragon. Your friend is the cutest, sweetest little fire-breather I ever did see …”
 
   Clapping both hands over her mouth did not prevent an ugly snarl from emerging. Pip blushed so heatedly, she thought her ears might catch fire. Arosia’s face was a picture.
 
   “Dragon fire,” drawled Maylin, her eyes sparkling with mischief. Human-Pip wanted to shout at her friend to stop. She wavered as the magic surged inside of her. Please, no … “Watch this, everyone. I’m thinking about hulking, muscular, sexy Dragon backsides, Pip.”
 
   “Maylin!” snapped Adak and Balthion, simultaneously.
 
   “What about searing fireballs and flying battles and Dragons thundering over the Cloudlands …”
 
   A Dragon’s bellow shook the cave. Pip lunged at her friend. But Master Adak, who had already sprung into motion, knocked Maylin aside before the Dragon tore into her.
 
   Master Adak shouted, in Pygmy, “Pip, remember who you are!”
 
   She shuddered, fighting to still the singing in her blood, the bloodlust that raged through her body. All she wanted was to kill. Her claws worked, scoring and scraping the rock underlying the sand. Her muscles trembled; her breath rasped as a heated wind in her throat. For a long time, Pip just stared at her friend.
 
   She said, “Satisfied, Maylin? Happy I nearly killed you?”
 
   Swallowing her furious sobs, she fled the cave.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Throughout the following day, Pip stalked her friends from the shadows.
 
   She could not help it. The rage lingered. How could Maylin be so selfish? Now Arosia hated her. Or feared her. Probably both. She watched her friends gather in Balthion and Shullia’s apartment, located in a recently re-opened section of the Academy with a view of the beautiful white plume of a waterfall which fell from the volcano’s rim almost to the caldera floor. They were discussing the diary. They had guessed a secret Word of Command was scribed in those runes, and were determined to find it. She knew three. Surely, three was enough. The strike, the stop, and–she shuddered–the forbidding, which had wrenched Hunagu back from the spirit world.
 
   Instinctively, Pip flew into the waterfall. Hanging onto the slippery rocks with her claws, she allowed the torrent to pound against her head. Maybe the roar would help her forget. Maybe she could just wash it away.
 
   Where did such knowledge come from? Three words she had known, without being taught. They simply existed inside of her. Pre-existent, even. Fully formed. Potent. Was that what Kaiatha’s aunt had meant by suggesting that the Onyx Dragon Fra’anior lived on in her–worse, that he would inhabit her spirit, like some inner demon breathed into life? How else could one explain those words? ‘Poor girl,’ she had said. Words to paralyse a soul. Why not fortunate girl?
 
   She wished the waterfall would pound that memory right out of her.
 
   Later, Pip searched for Hunagu. He was nowhere to be found. Even the messenger monkeys had not seen him. She asked them to track him down.
 
   Pip flew to see Shimmerith. A ferocious growl from within the roost kept her outside, however. She stole a whole leg of ralti sheep from the butchers’ shed behind the kitchens and lugged it over to her friend, only to collect a fireball in the teeth for her trouble.
 
   Thank the heavens above for Dragon fangs and hide.
 
   She soared back to the first year dorms through the storm winds, lashing in once more. It was late in the evening, past the students’ bedtime, and very gloomy out. Steely rain battered the volcano, hissing and spitting on the open magma pits, battering the ground so hard that the droplets leaped upward upon striking as though the ground itself trembled. The giant tortoises had retreated into their shells, just another patch of slick boulders. Lightning forked across the sky. She had a crazy desire to ride the storm, letting the thunderclaps drive all thought and memory out of her mind.
 
   Pip’s gaze fixed on the first year building. She hoped her friends were asleep. She could not face them. Who would want to befriend a Dragon who had so little self-control, that she tried to kill her friends over a teasing word? Poor Maylin. Stupid Maylin, more to the point, but her heart balked at the name-calling.
 
   Odd. A messenger monkey bolting out of her dormitory window?
 
   As she stared, a long, thin scream carried over the roaring of the rain and the hiss of the wind to her ears.
 
   Pip’s body jerked. Fear seared her throat. Fear, and fire. Her wingbeat stuttered, then drove her forward as though she had been shot from a war catapult. Another monkey! Ten, a dozen monkeys now pelting in the other direction, into the dorm, banging the shutters as they swung through. Hunagu’s bellow. He was hurt!
 
   A serpentine body, half-seen through the window. Pip folded her wings, making herself as small as possible. It was moving to her left. Instinct shaped her flight path. Next window. Pip exploded through the shutters as only a Pygmy Dragon could have, smashing out blocks of stone with her shoulders, claws extended in the strike position. A long, centipede-like creature, thicker than a Human torso, flashed in her gaze. She saw girls fleeing, shrieking, hiding beneath beds, tossing a blanket over one of the heaving beasts. She struck. The impact threw her and her prey across the room, smashing a bed into kindling. She groaned, Unnh. Pincers gnashed at her wing. Pip bit deep, and severed the thing’s spine. Still it writhed and fought, the head end snapping toward a group of girls huddled in the corner.
 
   She saw Maylin, bloody, wielding Pip’s Immadian forked daggers, facing another of the creatures. Hunagu, stuck in the dormitory doorway, his body jerking as something attacked him from outside. Whooping messenger monkeys rode a centipede into a wall. Pip flipped onto her paws. She snapped at the half-creature attacking Maylin, catching its skull between her jaws. She crushed it. Another! It rose above a broken knot of student bodies, hissing at her. Metallic, oily chitin, a spit of violet poison, a many-legged, many-segmented body fronted by champing mandibles slathered in blood and gore. Pip slashed instinctively with her claws. The centipede creature lunged open-mouthed at her. Pip didn’t even need to think. A fireball rocketed into that gaping maw, striking the back of its throat.
 
   She whirled, searching for more enemies. None left. 
 
   Pip rattled, “Maylin. Help Yaethi. You. Those students. Use the sheets, girl. Come on.”
 
   Hunagu bellowed, striking something with his massive fist. Past his back, through the gap, Pip saw Mistress Mya’adara lopping off the tail of another of the creatures with her scimitar. Somewhere, the school alarm began to sound.
 
   Why was Hunagu hunched over like that? Why was he not charging, as a male Oraial would do by instinct? Her wings flared. Pip leaped over the bunk beds, scraping her wings and smacking her nose on a bedpost, but she did not care. She was Dragon-Pip. She was mad. The scent of blood, her friends’ blood, incensed her.
 
   “Hunagu. Let me through.”
 
   “Pip. Good-good,” the Oraial grunted, grabbing one of the creatures by the tail and smashing it against the wall repeatedly.
 
   The Onyx Dragon squeezed past him. He must have broken through the outer doors to reach his position, blocking access to the dorm with his bulk, facing up to half a dozen of the centipedes. Twenty feet long, bristling with sharp spines on their segments, three of the creatures attacked Hunagu in concert. Another stalked the Mistress. Pip caught sight of faces hid against the Oraial’s fur. Mya’adara’s children! Students … fire rocketed out of her throat, engulfing two of the creatures. They thrashed and screeched around the hallway. The sickly-sweet stench of burning flesh assaulted her nostrils, stoking her fires. Bodies, so many bodies, the horror … three female Jeradian soldiers lying still, faces twisted in gruesome agony–poisoned? Another two fighting their way in from outside. All was mayhem. Pip knew no reason now. Dragon fire drove her, rending, slashing, biting, burning, tearing until there was nothing left before her and Mya’adara was there, soothing, a touch of her hand restoring sanity.
 
   “It’s over, mah dark beauty,” she panted.
 
   “Where are they? Are there more?”
 
   “Enough, Pip. Calm down.”
 
   Outside, a Dragon thundered his challenge. Brushing Mya’adara aside, Pip darted through the door. Dragons swarmed over the buildings, hunting, killing. More, a dozen more of the centipedes must have attacked the boys’ dorm–but the door was locked. As it should be. Emblazon hurtled down from the storm-dark sky, mashing two of the centipedes on landing as his weight drove footprints two feet deep into the soft sward. A group of soldiers, the guards who had been placed to protect the student dormitories, fought in a tight knot behind their shields as a centipede charged them repeatedly, clicking its mandibles in a killing rage.
 
   Pip closed the hundred-foot gap between the buildings with a bound. Gripping a centipede with her claws, riding it like a Dragon Rider, she tore it asunder in a spasm of wrath.
 
   “Thanks,” gasped one of the men.
 
   She ducked reflexively as Kassik whooshed overhead. He arrowed toward the field. A massive fireball burst from his throat, detonating as it struck the ground. Bits of centipede briefly joined the rain to patter down on the grass.
 
   Up the building. A centipede had broken through the fourth floor shutters. It slithered inside with sinuous grace. Pip followed. Smashing her head through the slatted wood panels, she sank her fangs into the creature’s back–but not soon enough. A boy lay beneath them, his throat torn out. She knew him. Tanda, a Western Isles warrior, second year. The centipede coiled up, a violent paroxysm that yanked her into the dormitory. Pip attacked with tooth and claw, finishing the job. Her eyes pierced the gloom. Nothing more, here. Only boys, horrified, some gagging as they beheld their slain friend.
 
   She forced herself back out of the window, ignoring the rising shouts behind her. Her neck swivelled, her Dragon sight piercing the night.
 
   Now, it truly was over.
 
   Pip rushed back to her blood-splattered dormitory. It was ghastly. Bodies, wherever she looked. At least four of the centipedes had made it past Hunagu–or entered before he blockaded the doorway. She had never seen so much blood.
 
   Kassik pushed his muzzle against a window. “Yaethi! Get me Yaethi.”
 
   Kaiatha knelt next to their friend, twisting a torn-up sheet around the stump of her wrist. Yaethi seemed about to faint.
 
   “Dragons, take these students to the infirmary. Mya’adara, organise it,” said Kassik. “Find those who’re still alive. Yaethi, I need you. Slap her cheek, Kaia–quickly. Get her to tell us the treatment for Giant Heripede venom.”
 
   “Yes, Master. Yaethi?”
 
   “What? Roaring … where’s my hand?”
 
   Kaiatha leaned over her. “What’s the antidote for Giant Heripede venom, Yaethi? Tell me.” Yaethi’s eyes glazed over. Kaiatha slapped her cheek gently. “Yaethi. Stay with us, girl.”
 
   She said, “You don’t get them here, Kaia.”
 
   “That’s what attacked us. Yaethi–”
 
   “Uh … extract of raba berry … three times … hour.”
 
   Pip shouted this information to Kassik, who backed away from the window, only to insert his paw into the room instead. “Let me take her. Quick. Any others?”
 
   After transferring three students onto the Master’s paws, Pip turned to Hunagu. His arms and shoulders were deeply slash and punctured, his fur splattered with gore. Maylin helped check the soldiers in the hallway, but none lived. Inside the dormitory, the beds nearest the door were soaked in blood. None of those girls had survived. Dazed, the unwounded sat on beds or sobbed or wandered aimlessly about. Mya’adara had her children in her arms.
 
   She said to Pip, “Yah friend saved these girls. They’d all be dead if it weren’t for him.”
 
   “What happened?” Maylin asked.
 
   “We’d had dinner with Master Balthion and Kassik, late, and Ah was coming back to put mah children to sleep when Ah saw the dormitory door open. Ah looked inside. The two guards in the hallway were dead. They were murdered.” She turned at the sound of Kassik’s low growl in the doorway. “Ay. It was done from inside. Ah was about to sound the alarm when Ah saw yah friend, Pip, coming running right on the tails of these monsters. He grabbed them but some got past and they went for mah little ones and he got us in his arms and protected us, got over and blocked the doorway …”
 
   Mya’adara put her fist against her mouth. “Mah girls, they’re dead.”
 
   “Not all,” said Kaiatha. “Hunagu saved us.”
 
   Kassik had returned. His huge eye assessed the situation from the window. He said, “Pip, get Hunagu down to the infirmary. He’s been poisoned. Kaia, is that a cut? Go.”
 
   Maylin checked the guards in the hallway. “She’s right. Their throats were slit.”
 
   Suddenly, her bravery melted. Maylin lurched aside and threw up. “Great Islands,” she said, wiping her mouth. “Sorry. I … Pip, where were you? You weren’t here.”
 
   “I went to Shimmerith,” she said. “I was, well, sulking–you aren’t thinking …”
 
   Kassik nodded gravely. “She’s right. Why this dormitory? None of the Heripedes went up the stairs. And, before you ask, these are creatures from Herimor. They don’t live north of the Rift; I only know them from a picture I once saw in a scroll. Pip …”
 
   “On my way, Master. Hunagu. We go to sick place. Quick-quick. Bad poison.” 
 
   Pip knew she would never erase the memories of this night from her mind. Friends she had eaten with, trained with, teased, been teased by … their bodies torn apart in their sleep by monsters who should never have lived in the Island-World. The Silver Dragon was responsible for this. He must have smuggled them into the Academy grounds. He had planned this attack. Her dorm-mates had died because he was hunting an Onyx Dragon.
 
   She was the one with the power, yet she lacked the power to save her friends.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 30: Cloud Cover
 
    
 
   The storm raged for three days. Although the Academy’s security forces and Dragons searched high and low, the murderer was not found. Fourteen students and nine Jeradian soldiers died. Yaethi lost her right hand, bitten off at the wrist.
 
   “Good thing I’m left handed,” she said. “I can still beat you at exams, Pip.”
 
   The Pygmy girl smiled wanly. “How’s the, uh–”
 
   “Stump? Healing up. Rajion’s a miracle-worker.” Yaethi seemed far too cheerful about her loss, Pip thought. Maybe she was just glad to be alive. “How’s Hunagu?”
 
   “Hunagu fine,” replied the Ape, in careful Island Standard.
 
   “Hunagu brother-brother,” said Yaethi. 
 
   “Brave-brave,” Human-Pip corrected her. “Your Ape is coming on, Yaethi. Although, that’s also a compliment in Oraial culture. Hunagu says you’re his sister.” She chuckled. “He also says he doesn’t appreciate having his fur shaved so that they could stitch and bandage the wounds. He says the females will laugh at him.”
 
   “Tell him I say that I will have words with any female who dares laugh at him.”
 
   Hunagu thumped his chest. “He gets the idea–and, mercy, I’m not repeating that.”
 
   From the other side of Yaethi’s pallet in the infirmary, Maylin put in brightly, “Ooh, is that a blush, Pipsqueak?”
 
   Pip said, “Why don’t you go kiss Hardak or something, Maylin?”
 
   “I will. Oh, here comes … more bad news. Great.”
 
   Master Kassik marched down the infirmary steps, looking so very dour that Pip’s heart leaped into her throat and stayed there, quivering like a frightened bird. He moved over to Yaethi’s bedside and nodded to her, but then stooped to take Pip’s hands in his.
 
   “Pip, a messenger Dragon came from the Southern Academy today. They beat off the first two waves of attacks. It seems that the floating Island is not entirely invulnerable.” He swallowed. “But I need to tell you, Zardon fell. He was lost.”
 
   “He–”
 
   For the first time since she had known him, Pip saw the Master’s lip tremble. The lines on his face seemed chiselled deeper than ever before. “He was captured, little one, and taken inside the Island. You know what that means, don’t you?”
 
   Through the dull roaring in her ears, she said, “He said the key was to get inside, Master. Maybe it was his plan.” But her heart was desolate, and her voice mirrored nothing but pain.
 
   Unexpectedly, the Jeradian warrior knelt and clutched her to his chest. She buried her face in his shoulder. “It’s just a cunning Zardon scheme,” he choked out. “You’ll see. The old fire-tosser, he never gives up. Don’t you give up hope, Pip. We owe him that much, don’t we?”
 
   Tears welled from the corners of Kassik’s eyes. Using her thumbs, she wiped them clear. How strange that she should be the one to comfort him. “Master, Dragons that old and crusty, they just keep flying forever.”
 
   “Ay?” A low, miserable bark of laughter escaped him.
 
   “Master, I think Blazon’s looking for you,” said Yaethi, pointing to the open entrance of the infirmary.
 
   “Come,” said Kassik, pushing to his feet. “He’s been debriefing the messenger. I doubt this news will improve our mood. You too, Yaethi. Snip snap.”
 
   “Mistress Mya’adara said–”
 
   “You can sit down over there.” From his snappish tone, Kassik was clearly in no mood to be trifled with. “Pip, send messenger monkeys to summon Casitha and Mya’adara. Let’s see who Blazon has brought with him. I wish for news from Fra’anior, too. We’re operating in the dark.”
 
   “At least we have Master Ga’am,” said Maylin. “This morning, he finally admitted some of us are making progress.”
 
   Master Kassik did not appear to hear her.
 
   The infirmary cave’s entrance was cool and blustery, but patches of blue sky were beginning to open overhead. As she arrived to join the group gathering there, Pip saw Jyoss spiralling down from above and Nak and Oyda landing just a few feet away on Emblazon. As usual, the Amber Dragon’s arrival made every other Dragon seem that much smaller. Now, other Dragons appeared from the direction of the beautiful lake, Imogiel the Hatchling-Mother and Turquielle of Ya’arriol, and the Dragon Elders Verox, Lavador and Cressilida. They approached rapidly, fanning the watchers with their wings as they braked and landed nearby. Mya’adara and Casitha appeared a minute later, running.
 
   “Gather close,” said Kassik, seating himself on a ledge just outside the infirmary which seemed to have been chiselled for that purpose. The Dragons shuffled closer until they lay wing to wing. Every eye inclined to him. “Yaethi, sit. Where’s Casitha–good. Nak, how’s Shimmerith?”
 
   “Feisty,” he said. “Unapproachable. But the eggs should hatch any day now.”
 
   Kassik nodded. “Good. All here? Blazon, your word.”
 
   “There is much to share regarding strategy against the Night-Red Dragons,” he said, grave of demeanour.
 
   There was none of the posturing Pip had seen during her interrogation by the Dragon Elders. It troubled her, as did Blazon’s wounds. The outer quarter of his left wing was slathered in bandages, and several patches had been scorched off his hide. His muzzle sported a deep cut, with its Dragon-sized stitches making clear lumps in the bandages stuck over it.
 
   “Three important facts. One, the Shadow Dragon appears to be some manner of herder. Our scouts report a curious song which Dragons struggle to resist. It attracts them to the floating Island. Those who give in, vanish within. Those who resist, are attacked in overwhelming force and vanquished.”
 
   “Secondly, while the others continue the fight, our Garricon the Red is leading a mixed group of fledglings and hatchlings here, to the Academy. The thinking is that they are no longer safe in the south. They will arrive within the week.”
 
   “Ah’ll have to open the lower caverns,” said Mya’adara. “No more roosts, Kassik.”
 
   “Do it. Blazon?”
 
   Emblazon’s father raised a paw to emphasize his final point. “Thirdly, the Night-Reds have split off a skirmishing force to come and test our defences. They number some three hundred and twenty Dragons, plus one hundred Dragonships carrying ground troops.”
 
   “That’s a skirmishing force?” Cressilida’s horrified whisper carried clearly in the silence.
 
   “Our numbers?” asked Kassik.
 
   Blazon nodded to Verox, who said, “Approximately the same, mighty Kassik. My tally makes us two hundred eighty-one Dragons, counting the little Onyx Dragon and the ready fledglings. Two hundred and nine have Riders. We have one thousand ground troops against their estimated four or five thousand. We have thirty Dragonships en route from Sylakia. Fifty-one Dragons will join us from the North, those who could be convinced. They hail mainly from Helyon and Immadia. A number are Blue and White Dragons, several of whom have powers of storm and ice.”
 
   “So few?” said Kassik.
 
   “You know what we Dragons are like,” Verox growled. “But the real news is, those are the ones who resisted. The Shadow Dragon flew north after investigating us here.” His gaze turned to Pip as he spoke. “The cold north was never beloved of Dragons, but now it is stripped bare, friends. We are the last.”
 
   “How can the Dragon Assassins number so many?” Cressilida asked.
 
   “Conversions,” Pip said, before she could stop herself. Every eye fixed upon her.
 
   “Go on,” said Master Kassik.
 
   Lavador’s eyes bulged. “How do you know that?”
 
   “It’s a guess,” said Pip, knowing exactly what Lavador was thinking. So much for trust. “Every Dragon in their force is a Night-Red, right, Blazon?” He narrowed his eyes, but nodded. “How’s that possible? I know you’re going to tell me, ‘Dragons don’t change colour.’ Look at our forces. We’re twenty different colours, at least. Are you telling me every Dragon in Herimor is a sooty sort of Red? That they roll in charcoal for fun?”
 
   “We get the point,” said Lavador, underscoring his words with a fiery snort of disgust. She sensed fear in him, too. “What are you saying, little one?”
 
   Thinking aloud as she spoke, she said, “Mighty Lavador, they go into the Island and come out again, imprinted, if you like, with that Marshal’s–whatever he does to Dragons. He corrupts their magic. It’s his signature.”
 
   Her words occasioned a cold, horrid moment in which despair made its home in every heart.
 
   Kassik said, “You’re saying we could be fighting Zardon soon?”
 
   “Nothing else makes sense, Master.” Pip turned to Turquielle. “Didn’t the scholars attempt a count of Dragons? There aren’t even tens of thousands.” She added, growing more miserable by the moment, “What better way to destroy Dragons than to get them to fight each other?”
 
   “Dragons’ breath, hatchling!” roared Lavador. “You’ve a vile imagination.”
 
   “She only speaks what the rest of us are thinking,” said Mistress Mya’adara.
 
   The huge Yellow muttered, “Better not to speak.” But he subsided, robbed of anything further to say.
 
   “What about the Silver Dragon?” asked Yaethi.
 
   “He hasn’t been seen,” said Blazon. “I questioned the messenger very carefully, given the descriptions you all passed on from Fra’anior. No sign.”
 
   Kassik turned to Pip. “Little one, what of your Dragon senses? At Fra’anior you correctly predicted the presence of evil in the Natal Cave.”
 
   “Nothing, Master.”
 
   “Keep alert, Pip.” Turning, he addressed the others. “I’ve no need to tell you that the odds are against us. They skirmish to prove and diminish our concentrated might. I’ve no doubt that the Shadow Dragon will return, nor will this Silver Dragon be long absent. Let’s strategize. With the approximate balance of our forces against theirs, Pip must be held in reserve for the moment the Silver Dragon appears. My instincts say he will not absent himself from the coming battle. Blazon, how long do we have?”
 
   “Two days, mighty Kassik. Just two.”
 
   Pip stifled a groan.
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   The Herimor force spread itself across the horizon with unhurried grandeur, two evenings later. So many Dragons. One unrelenting colour. Behind them came the Dragonships, loaded with warriors, fifty per Dragonship. Pip, riding a thermal near Kassik, focussed her Dragon sight carefully on the impending battle, as he bade her. Details leaped into focus. Incredible.
 
   “Master, they’re towing the Dragonships.”
 
   “Contrary winds,” he said. “But it indicates the Marshal’s complete dominance over those Dragons’ minds.”
 
   No sane Dragon would lower itself to the task of hauling Dragonships in harness, was what he meant.
 
   “Master, where are our forces?”
 
   “Hiding.” He grinned toothily at her. “Come on, Pip. Where would you be?”
 
   “Um … in the clouds?”
 
   “Good. We know that. They know that, if they’re smart. This raid is just to warm them up, to tell them they’re in a battle–and to keep our friends like Lavador happy. There’s no glory in attacking the enemy by surprise. The Dragon way is to spend a while insulting your rival until you’re both mad enough to tear each other apart. That’s supposed to be glorious.”
 
   Pip nodded. Smart. Kassik was flexible in his approach, but knew his Dragons well. The younger, brasher Dragons, those who wanted to blood the enemy and cared less for tradition, had been chosen for this task. Working in groups of five–another atypical tactic–their mission was to destroy as many of the Dragonships as possible.
 
   “Explain the strategy to me, student Pip.”
 
   School was in? Pip bowed her head. “This phase is about survival with minimal casualties, Master. We need to flush out the Silver Dragon, if he is present. We need our Dragons to learn teamwork in battle–how to attack together, protect each other, and above all, how to focus on life rather than glory. We seek to reduce the disparity in ground forces. And, as you said, we remove the older Dragons’ objections to the tactics you have chosen.”
 
   “Good.” His lips quirked a brief grin at her, but his mien turned sombre immediately after. “The Dragonships are beneath the cloud. Here we go.”
 
   How he discerned that detail from a distance of fifty leagues or more was beyond her. But even as he spoke, Pip saw the Academy’s forces break free of the clouds in three different places. The Dragons seemed to move sluggishly. But out there, they must have bridged the gap at a screaming speed. The dark Dragons of Herimor had only begun to draw together when multiple flashes like lightning behind clouds twinkled along the line of dirigible Dragonships. Hydrogen and Dragon fire–an ugly combination, Pip thought. Pity the men caught in those bonfires.
 
   “Second wave,” said Kassik, softly.
 
   As the Herimor force bunched, instinctively chasing the marauding Dragonwings, the second wave of five groups of five Dragons shot free of the clouds.
 
   “Boom,” said Kassik. The little lights sparkled again. Three red specks tumbled toward the Cloudlands.
 
   So much death, Pip thought.
 
   “For most,” he sighed, seeming to know her mind, “that’s all the glory they will find in battle. A swift death by fire or claw or sword. There is glory, Pip, but history is written by those who win. How many Dragonships were destroyed?”
 
   “I didn’t count.”
 
   He said, “Twenty-two. A better result than I expected.”
 
   “Two more, now. Three.”
 
   “But two more of our Dragons,” he countered. “And four enemy Dragons. Our force should pull away now.”
 
   East and west, the Academy Dragons peeled away and retreated to the protection of the clouds. The two central Dragonwings did not. Kassik cursed softly as the fight intensified. “Fools,” he muttered. Another Dragonship erupted in flame, but the main battle was between Dragons now. Several clumps fell, Dragons snarled together, tearing scales off each other all the way down into the Cloudlands. Only three of the ten Jeradian Dragons managed to escape. The rest perished.
 
   “It is hard for a Dragon to change its scales,” he said. “Do you know your part, Pip? Will you wait for the opportune moment?”
 
   “I will, Kassik.”
 
   “Then let us go below and partake in the agony of waiting.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Dragon Riders sharpened their Dragons’ claws for the twentieth time. Dragons snapped at each other. Soldiers stamped their feet and fiddled with their weapons. Yaethi, Arrabon and Pip all looked on unhappily.
 
   “Have I told you how much this stinks?” said Yaethi.
 
   “Ten times,” said Dragon-Pip.
 
   “Thirteen,” said Arrabon, but he nuzzled his Rider gently. “Rider-heart, you are wounded.”
 
   “I have a left hand which works perfectly well, thank you very much.”
 
   Arrabon did not have to say that she had lost too much blood. They stood together, watching the pre-dawn sky, waiting for the signal. Word was that most of the Dragonships had stopped to deploy the ground troops around the volcano. They would seek ways inside, ways which for days had been checked by teams of Dragons and engineers and blocked or collapsed. But the volcano was vast. Kassik was under no illusions that they would find ingress, eventually. That was why he had also arranged false entrances with booby traps laid within, and several real entrances rigged to collapse. A force of one hundred archers lay concealed within the forest outside the main entrance.
 
   But the first surprise was already upon them. Dragon fire erupted on the volcano’s rim. Signals flew above, waved by a team of Dragon Rider lookouts Kassik had stationed above the volcano at strategic locations.
 
   “First wave,” called Nak, marshalling the Dragonwings–a position he had been openly unhappy with, but Kassik insisted he needed a battle-seasoned Rider for the task. “It’s Heripedes. Second wave, mount up.”
 
   The Herimor beasts came under heavy Dragon fire from above, but hundreds arrived in that first rush, too many to count. Some inevitably escaped the conflagration. Pip realised that the Dragonships must have been loaded not only with Human troops, but also a deadly insect cargo. Her claws flexed instinctively. Silvery grey in the dawn light, the huge insects skittered down vertical cliffs with the ease of a man running on flat ground, their flexible segments pouring onward with rippling, deadly grace.
 
   The battle was already joined, Dragons wheeling through the sky, and dawn had not yet broken. Thunder sounded in the sky. No, that was the roar of battling Dragons. Three Dragons limped over the rim, the first casualties. Nak immediately signalled the infirmary.
 
   Fifty Dragons lifted off simultaneously from the huge field outside the dining hall, whipping up a brief gale. The second wave readied themselves, checking girth straps for the umpteenth time, before mounting up and strapping in. Pip tracked Tazzaral, Jyoss and Emmaraz with her eyes as they quartered their assigned territory, the south-eastern eighth of the volcano. Orange fire splashed and flared repeatedly, reminding her so forcibly of the attack on her village that she closed her eyes, feeling dizzy and sweaty all at once.
 
   “Pip?” Yaethi touched her flank at once.
 
   “I’m … sorry, Yaethi.” A message monkey scampered up with a scrap of scroll and pressed it into her friend’s hand. At her raised eyebrow, Pip explained, “I remembered the attack on my village; the colours of the fire …”
 
   Arrabon nuzzled her neck. “Strength, my friend.”
 
   “Oh, Pip, I’m so sorry.” Her friend held her awkwardly with her bandaged arm, but as tightly as she could manage. “It’s a message from Kassik, um, modified by Nak, it seems.” She shook with laughter. “I quote: ‘Get your scaly but undeniably cute Pygmy butt in the sky and find me that Silver Dragon. Stay out of trouble’. That’s in large letters. You can guess which part Nak wrote. Right. You go burn some sky, girl–Dragon. We’re assigned to ground patrol outside the infirmary.”
 
   “Glorious ground patrol,” said Arrabon.
 
   Yaethi winced at her Dragon’s tone. “Sorry, Arrabon.”
 
   Mostly to cheer her friend up, Pip said, “What I want to do is burn some cute Silver Dragon butt.”
 
   To this, Yaethi replied in a broad Western Isles accent, “Ah’m having none of that butt-grabbing business in mah school, young lady.”
 
   “You’re bad, Yaethi.” Chuckling, Pip waved a paw to her escort. “Let’s ride!”
 
   Pip and her escort of five of the recent graduates from Fra’anior rose into the dawn, until the bloody fingers of the twin suns, gleaming between two layers of cloud, stroked their wings with warmth. As they rose over the dark rim, the Riders caught their breath as one. Dense wedges of Academy Dragons roared, swooping and wheeling over the main Night-Red Dragon advance. The enemy were trying to protect a core of Dragonships in tight formation, Pip saw, and the troops on the ground climbing the volcano. What was in those Dragonships?
 
   She assessed the battle, her head buzzing with all the Dragon lore and battle craft Kassik and Blazon and Verox had imparted on the Riders and Dragons over the past days.
 
   Why did she feel she was missing something crucial? Something was wrong about this scene.
 
   Terribly wrong.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 31: Onyx Orison
 
    
 
   Kassik THe BROWN Shapeshifter and his twenty-strong Dragonwing dive-bombed the incoming Dragonships from a height of several thousand feet. Pip did not see them at first, her eyes filled with images of thrashing, clawing, fire-breathing, lightning-wielding Dragons. But when the Academy forces peeled aside like a suddenly-blossoming flower, the blur of Kassik’s Dragonwing spearing down from the heavens captured her gaze.
 
   Nak had labelled them ‘Kassik’s heavies’–not to his face, of course.
 
   The Academy force struck in a succession of percussive hammer-blows. Pip could hear and feel the impacts from her position half a mile away, collisions so powerful that several Night-Red Dragons flopped like broken dolls, their spines snapped or necks broken.
 
   Pip flinched. Every Rider and Dragon nearby did the same.
 
   Having shattered the protective shell of enemy Dragons, Kassik’s force rushed on to launch a volley of fireballs and lightning at the hydrogen-filled Dragonships.
 
   KAARAABOOM!
 
   Pip’s secondary optic membranes flicked through dark to light again, protecting her eyes. Her ear canals rang with the concussion. The Dragon Riders clapped their hands to their ears. Thunder echoed back from the far rim wall. Where the Dragonships had been, was–nothing. Smoke dissipating on the breeze. Dragons dropping, reeling, wings torn, Riders unconscious in the middle of it all.
 
   The Night-Red Dragons swarmed Kassik’s force in numbers. Oyda was in there, riding Emblazon, and Casitha, but she could barely see them amidst the tidal wave of bodies. Another Dragonwing of Academy Dragons stormed in, ripping with their talons and rending with their fangs, spraying gouts of golden Dragon blood across the rosy morning sky. The awfulness–the sheer magnitude of the destruction–gripped Pip by the throat. Before she could stop herself, a tiny coil of magic whispered into the open.
 
   “Be free.”
 
   Pip gulped as if she could swallow the word back–it was a single syllable in the ancient tongue–but it was too late. Something within her twinged as though the strings of her soul had been plucked by a mischievous claw. Kassik would thrash her–but, oh! Confusion reigned as Night-Reds turned viciously against each other, some released, some still under the Marshal’s sway. Dragons clashed. The tide turned. The remaining Night-Red Dragons retreated; Kassik’s forces bugling and hooting their victory.
 
   She had been instructed to save her magic. Already, Pip felt her weakness. And that was just the two dozen or so Night-Reds who now milled about in confusion, unwilling to continue the battle. Emblazon was talking to them. He knew, if any Dragon did …
 
   Pip’s neck twizzled. Here came another, exactly similar attack, striking out of the blaze of suns to the east. Dragons herding Dragonships? It made no sense. It was … too simple. Too basic. She shook her head in frustration.
 
   What was going on? What couldn’t she see?
 
   She reached out with every sense she had. Master Ga’am had been working on this technique with her, honing her awareness. Spiderweb awareness, he called it. A good image, Pip thought, building her mental web carefully. Her jungle home had spiders the size of a man’s head. A bite could paralyse a Pygmy child, but it was rarely fatal. She listened for the slightest vibration, the slightest inkling of something amiss. Nothing. Exasperating silence.
 
   A silence which could only be artificial.
 
   Pip had nothing but her intuition to rely on, but as the Pygmy elders of her tribe would say, she smelled bush meat gone bad. Where were the brains? Why the mindless, repetitive attack? Kassik had placed too much trust in her, she feared. The responsibility was a terrible burden. Dragons were dying everywhere, every few seconds … 
 
   Unless this was all a diversion. Every scale on her body tingled.
 
   “Harras,” she called over to a Red Dragon Rider. “Go to signals. Tell them I suspect a sneak attack, apart from this.” She pointed with her wing at the second line of attack; the Academy forces massing, the group of Night-Red Dragons being ushered down into the volcano by Emblazon and Oyda. “Get a backup group to scour the volcano, make them turn every rock over …”
 
   She eyeballed the group of Night-Red Dragons suspiciously. Nothing there. Ten, twenty, twenty-nine Dragons who looked as sheepish as, well, any Dragon was ever capable of appearing. What would stop Silver from recapturing their minds? Was this his trap, Silver anticipating she’d try to free some Dragons, as before? Impulsively, Pip spiralled higher, scanning the volcano with all the power and magnification of her Dragon sight. Nothing by the lake. Near the hatchling cave, nothing. Around the school buildings, no sign of movement. The students were in lockdown, but armed in case the Herimor ground assault broke through.
 
   All of the Heripedes had been swept up. Maylin and Emmaraz and Duri with Jyoss were helping drop boulders on the Herimor troops toiling up the volcanic slopes. Pip briefly caught sight of several men in their distinctive black plate armour, waving their swords at Tazzaral as he swooped and plucked them up with his forepaws, unbelievably deft. A hundred yards on, he dropped them off the side of the volcano, probably aiming for their comrades on the slope. That was brutal. More Dragons pounced. Thin screams wailed above the roar of battle.
 
   Hissing her annoyance, Pip scanned the terrain one more time. She had to be imagining things. There was nobody down there but Prince Ulldari, climbing the path just fifty feet or so shy of Shimmerith and Nak’s roost.
 
   Prince Ulldari?
 
   Pip gaped. Heavens above and Islands below, what did that idiot Prince think he was doing, heading for the cave of a brooding Dragoness? And then a thunderbolt of realisation stupefied her.
 
   No!
 
   She hurled herself earthward.
 
   Huh? chorused the Dragons left behind in her escort.
 
   Pip threw over her shoulder, Get me Kassik and Emblazon at Nak’s roost! Order all other Dragons to stay clear.
 
   No, no, no … she screamed in her mind as the half-league flight seemed to take her an endless time, despite the help of both gravity and a following wind, and the utmost power of every muscle fibre in her body. The Prince-apparent glanced about before he entered the cave.
 
   Dragon-Pip shot down to the roost, braking so hard that a tearing pain burst into her chest. Her four paws smashed against the ledge outside her cave. Pip listened. All was silent. Shimmerith had not killed him. That fact alone spoke volumes. She stilled her panting and strained her hearing to its utmost. Did she hear hatchlings? Separate the sounds, identify the beating hearts–so many–calculate them. How many? The crysglass windows were covered inside with thick drapes. No sneaking a glance inside.
 
   Noiselessly, dangerously, primed for instant action, Pip slipped into the roost she knew so well.
 
   A rustle of cloth! Pip ducked a mighty sword-stroke. Her twisting vertical leap took her upside-down onto the cavern roof, over Prince Ulldari’s head, and around the curve of the entrance into the main chamber. The Prince came after at a smooth lope. The awkward boy-Prince had been replaced by a menacing hunter. He even held his sword differently, crosswise across his body, an attacking style she had never seen before.
 
   In a flash she saw Shimmerith lying in her bowl, curled around one remaining egg and two small hatchlings, a Blue of her unique colouration and an Amber hatchling just like Emblazon, who were so freshly hatched that their skin was damp and slick with juices from inside the egg. The third egg lay unhatched, as yet, but the three Dragons hissed viciously at her.
 
   She knew it. Silver was here.
 
   Pip dodged, sinuously, watching Prince Ulldari from the corner of her eye. So fast. So sure. He was suddenly the most dangerous swordsman in existence.
 
   You can come out now, Silver, she taunted him.
 
   He made no reply. Instead, the blank-faced Prince tried to hack off her head. Pip pressed back against the crysglass, and then sprang for him. Bad mistake. Ulldari was faster than any Human had a right to be. Switching hands mid-swing, he pierced her left shoulder deeply with the point of his sword. Before she could even gasp from the pain, he transferred into a reverse stroke. She ducked, feeling the blade ping off the back of her head-spikes. Mercy. Ulldari pressed her Dragon reactions to the limit as he forced her backward, step by step, toward the waiting, glowering Shimmerith. The Dragoness felt wrong. The Silver Dragon had enslaved her, too. Pip sprang for the roof. Laughing, the Prince sprang after and pricked her tail with the blade.
 
   “I’ll kill you, even if it takes a thousand cuts,” he said.
 
   Pip lashed out with her tail. The Prince was faster. The sword skittered off her scales, sparking. She blasted fire at him. Ulldari somersaulted over her fireball and opened a cut on her muzzle.
 
   Thoughts raced through her head as Pip feinted this way and that, trying to keep a respectable distance between herself and Shimmerith, and still avoid that incredible dancing blade. His mind pulsed with power. Ulldari’s eyes glowed with magic. Something had been done to him; she did not know what or how, but the boy-Prince was gone. He had to be Silver in disguise.
 
   How could she defeat this beast and keep Shimmerith safe?
 
   With a shout, the Prince attacked her, driving his body to greater and greater feats of speed and strength. The blade whistled through the air, seeming to come at her from every angle at once. Cuts multiplied on her neck and shoulders. Pip concentrated. One step back. Another. She focused through the mesmeric, metallic blur, and, with the sharp snap of her limb Balthion had taught her, punched him directly in the jaw. The Prince dropped as though she had severed his legs at the knee.
 
   Shimmerith struck her from behind.
 
   The full force of Shimmerith’s charge, unseen and undetected, flipped Pip over in the air and slammed her onto her back. That alone would have been enough to fell her, but the mass of Shimmerith’s body followed, pinning her beneath a Dragon five times her size.
 
   A Word swam hazily into Pip’s mind. She rejected it.
 
   Shimmerith, sweet friend, it’s me, Pip. The Silver Dragon is gone. Well, he was unconscious, but that was good enough for her. Pip did not know how he had assumed Ulldari’s form, but the magic had burned too brightly in him. Now it was spent.
 
   Shimmerith bared her fangs. Silver and I are friends, little one. And you’re trespassing in my roost. I’m going to kill you.
 
   I’ll leave quietly. You and your beautiful hatchlings can remain undisturbed.
 
   Pip could scarcely breathe. There was a roaring in her ears, a lack of air. She saw a blue paw rise. It pinned her neck to the ground. Yawning until she displayed every fang in her mouth, Shimmerith lowered her jaw to the vulnerable underside of Pip’s throat. She took her time. The female Dragon used her superior strength to pull Pip’s head away from her body, her knuckles pressing into the base of her jaw, stretching her captive’s neck until the vertebrae popped with the strain. She gazed closely at Pip’s throat scales, as if the patterns fascinated her.
 
   I hear your lifeblood pulsing within, Shimmerith said. I will taste of this fountain, and drink deep of your power. Then I will possess all you have, little one. All your magic.
 
   Madness! Shimmerith, please.
 
   Pip tried to grapple with her mind, but it shone as inviolate as a diamond egg. She could find no chink, no way inside. She pawed at Shimmerith with her free forepaw, but the Blue Dragon merely captured her limb and pressed it to the stone floor of her cavern.
 
   Any last words, Pygmy Dragon?
 
   Pip heard something. Not a Dragon’s triple heartbeat, nor the slow, comatose drumbeat of Prince Ulldari’s heart, but another sound. A Human heartbeat. Silver–the real Silver, this time. She had been wrong. Ulldari was only a tool; Silver had been more subtle than she imagined.
 
   There was one way. Ga’am had talked of a theoretical possibility, but Pip had never put his idea to the test.
 
   She triggered the shift.
 
   She transformed toward where she had heard that heartbeat, around the corner of Nak’s nook, where his bed stood. Had she appeared beneath Shimmerith’s bulk, that would have made an instant Pygmy pancake. Instead, Pip moved instantly from having a Dragon’s paw at her throat to having a sword tickling the underside of her chin.
 
   “Oh, very resourceful, Pygmy pest,” said Silver, right behind her. The tone of his welcome was as chilly as his blade. “Warm applause for teaching me a new trick.”
 
   Pip tried to struggle, but he gripped her arm cruelly. His blade bit her neck as she swallowed. Warm blood trickled down to her clavicle, apart from the cuts Prince Ulldari had already dealt her. She was surprised to see them replicated on her body.
 
   Right. Courage, Pygmy warrior. She had to think her way out of this bind. “Grabbing me again, Silver? This is becoming quite the habit with you.”
 
   “Banter all you like, little Pygmy. You’re deluded, mistaking irritation for attraction.”
 
   Despite the thudding of her heart, Pip tried for a coquettish tone. “Why are you out of breath? I really must remember to wear clothes around you. Oops.”
 
   By way of reply, he squeezed her throat with the flat of the blade. “I’m sick of your yapping, girl.” His fingers dug into her left bicep. “You made this roost very comfortable, I see. I’ve been making friends with Shimmerith for a few days–haven’t I, Dragon-heart? And her hatchlings.”
 
   They purred at him in a chorus, eyes gleaming with admiration.
 
   Pip said, “If that’s what you call it, owning their minds. You obviously haven’t a clue what a real friend is.”
 
   “You shut your–” he began to yell, shaking with rage. The Silver Shapeshifter stopped with a palpable effort, but he still held her so that her feet dangled off the ground, lifted by the blade at her throat. “Enough.”
 
   “My friends are outside,” she rasped past the constriction of her throat. “Three hundred of them. How are you going to escape, Silver Dragon?”
 
   He glanced at Shimmerith’s remaining egg. “By taking this–oh, you’re a wily one, aren’t you? Stubborn. Manipulative. And such an opinion of yourself. What do you know about having friends; don’t they just keep you for a pet?”
 
   And her tactic blew up in her face, just so. Pip sagged against him.
 
   He twisted the verbal knife. “Oh, did that hurt?”
 
   She had no reply.
 
   Now, Silver called to the Dragons, Come. Taste of your first meat, my friends.
 
   Pip gasped. The two hatchlings seemed interested, but Shimmerith paused. Dragons don’t eat Humans, Silver.
 
   The mental coercion blazed out of him. This is a jungle monkey.
 
   She cast about for an idea, any idea, which would turn the situation against the Silver Dragon. Shimmerith’s pause triggered a sneaky thought in her head. Pip cried out, Oh, Shimmerith. Please let me warn you. Silver only wants to befriend you for your hatchlings. Don’t be fooled by his clever words. He steals little ones for a living.
 
   The beautiful eyes blinked. What? Is this true, Silver?
 
   No, no, she chatters like a monkey, he said. I love you, Shimmerith.
 
   Didn’t you see? Pip asked. I was a hatchling when I flew into the cave, Shimmerith, and he changed me into this. Now all he wants to do is kill me.
 
   Shimmerith’s belly-fires swelled in her belly, a dull, dangerous roar. Her eyes changed colour, filling with blazing orange before Pip’s disbelieving gaze. She silently reminded herself to thank Maylin for teaching her how to rile a Dragon–if she lived through deliberately aggravating a hormonal, aggressive mother Dragon.
 
   He said, I’d never do anything to your hatchlings.
 
   Softly, Pip quoted, ‘How are you going to escape, Silver Dragon? By taking this … egg.’ Ignoring his shout of rage, she added, It’s a special egg, isn’t it, Shimmerith? That’s why he wants it. He doesn’t love you, Emblazon does. All he wants is your hatchling.
 
   Pip I swear … Silver gulped at Shimmerith’s murderous growl. You stop her, or I swear I’ll kill that hatchling right inside the egg. I can. You know I can, with just one thought.
 
   “You idiot, how do you expect me to stop a brooding mother Dragon from protecting her hatchlings?”
 
   He called out, “Stop, Shimmerith, or I’ll kill this Pygmy.”
 
   Pip vented a disgusted snort before he even finished speaking. “Killing babies in the shell isn’t enough for you, now you’re killing me as well? Murder, infanticide, it’s all in a day’s work for you, isn’t it, Silver?”
 
   “I’m serving the Marshal well. With honour.”
 
   “By killing hatchlings? Admirable.”
 
   “I’m taking you to the Island.”
 
   “By all means. What’s the plan, Silver? I’ve already briefed Kassik and Emblazon out there. They know I’d never willingly hand my power to your precious Marshal. I’d rather die. I will die. I’ll throw myself on your sword right now.”
 
   She pressed against the blade at her throat. “Slay me, Silver. Slit my throat.”
 
   He swayed, torn by some emotion she could only guess at.
 
   Pip did not pause to find out if her captor possessed the nerve to act on his threats. She struck with her free hand, ripping the blade away from her neck regardless of the damage to her fingers, and then wrenched herself sideways, strange-strong as Hunagu had always said, leaving a decent sliver of her flesh beneath Silver’s talon-like fingernails as she spun free of his grasp.
 
   Shimmerith pounced. With a yelp, Pip dived aside. Two Dragons clashed. Silver’s transformation had been almost instantaneous. Silver was strong, and powerful in magic, but the old saying that no beast in the Island-World was stronger than a mother Dragon protecting her young, was being proven before her eyes. Shimmerith cuffed him repeatedly with a flurry of her paws, driving him backward. She sank her fangs into his spine. Maddened beyond madness, she body-slammed the Silver Dragon into the crysglass window, and through it. The glass shattered over his back in a cascade of a million diamond-like shards.
 
   The Silver Dragon teetered at the edge of the ledge. He roared a challenge, looking to Shimmerith’s last egg, the one that he so desired. Why?
 
   Shimmerith! Protect your egg! Pip knew she was on an edge of her own, the edge of having no magic left. But still she transformed, feeling it tear within, somehow, a pain deeper-seated than the marrow of her bones consuming her for an infinitesimal second. Her Dragon form wavered into being.
 
   She had to negate his attack. Silver meant to kill that unborn Dragon.
 
   Shimmerith whirled, protecting her egg with perhaps the futile gesture of the bulk of her body. Pip gasped out a wordless plea as she sprang at the Silver Dragon, so lustrous in the full suns-light, the incongruity between his beauty and the murder blazing in his eyes was like a kick to her chest. A tiny, dark fireball sparked out of her throat. Not orange, but black. Pip had an odd, dislocated second to think ‘tarball?’ and then it splattered against his muzzle. Silver’s magic fizzled. She crashed into him, pitching him off the edge of the cliff.
 
   Tail up, head down, she chased him over the edge.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 32: Dragon Duel
 
    
 
   Onyx and Silver tumbled through the sky, tangled, screaming, cuffing at each other with open-clawed paws. Pip was less than a third of the Silver Dragon’s size, but her ferocity eclipsed his. The smaller Dragon chased and harried him relentlessly, hacking off bits of his scales and snapping a neat, painful bite out of his left wingtip.
 
   Pip spat bits of skin and wing-struts at the Silver Dragon. This is my fight, she snarled at Kassik and Emblazon, hovering nearby. Their Riders, Casitha and Oyda, gave her identical frowns. He’s mine.
 
   Emblazon’s smile was wreathed in a twenty-foot plume of Dragon fire. Don’t bother to leave any bits for us, Pip.
 
   The Silver Dragon smirked at her. You think you’re going to beat me, little one? I’ve seen Dragon fights more times than you’ve seen the suns rise.
 
   Spiralling in between his grasping forepaws, Pip lashed out, slashing three bloody trenches right through the middle of that smirk. He snagged her wing in passing, shredding a section midway along her right wing.
 
   Don’t fall asleep there, Silver.
 
   In answer, his challenge thundered across the huge volcanic caldera. With a neck-popping wrench, Pip changed direction mid-swoop and curled in beneath his belly. His hind legs worked as though he were sprinting, trying somehow to keep her at bay, to strike a telling blow or buffet her clear. A claw smacked Pip in the jaw. She bit it instinctively. Tumbling away, she caught herself with flaring wings and drove in once more, gashing his flank in two places. Golden Dragon blood welled up at once.
 
   Silver spun in the air. You’re going to pay for that, you pest!
 
   Spoiled your good looks? Next, I’ll trim your slug-ugly nose.
 
   His gaze told her that he could not quite believe a Dragon of her size was attacking him–but now, Silver was hurting enough to take her assault seriously. His eyes narrowed. Suddenly, fire slashed across her path. She braked, thinking it was a fireball, but instead, the spray of white fire opened like a blossom and smashed into her from every direction. For a moment the heat was so intense she imagined she had flown into one of the suns. Her scales burned from black to white, as if coal had turned to ashes in the heart of a bonfire. Pip screamed.
 
   Within the fire there was something else. His mind. A Silver Dragon appeared in her mental space, diving toward her with a howl that shook her Island to its foundations. All was white. All was pain.
 
   But Pip drank deep of that pain. Within the refining agony, she found the strength to push back at him. Silver reeled. His attack evaporated. Perhaps he was not as powerful as a Silver Dragon could be, given the injuries she had dealt him the week before. Pip stared at her paws and then back along her body. Her virtually indestructible scales looked melted in several places.
 
   Silver Dragon star power, Kassik’s dry voice sounded in her mind. Pip, let us intervene. You can’t fight this. No Dragon can.
 
   What had been meant as a private communication to her was easily read by Silver. His smile made its reappearance. Star power, he said. Why don’t you let Kassik and Emblazon die for you, Pip?
 
   Pip needed to clear her head. No. I’ll kill you myself.
 
   You? You fight like a dumb animal.
 
   A wave of rage engulfed her. Stars were meant to be beautiful. He was evil, a travesty of what should. Through clenched teeth, Pip said, A few nursery spats don’t count for battle, Silver. They couldn’t cage me. I am a jungle warrior. The power grew within her, the strength that Hunagu had always feared. You don’t want to learn how much of an animal I can be.
 
   Try me.
 
   His sneer was all the incentive she needed. Pip’s challenge resounded across the beautiful green lake, ten times louder than his had been. Silver’s eyes had only begun to widen when Pip closed with him. They locked claws and limbs, wrestling, straining, trying to jab a claw into a vital spot. Their jaws champed furiously, fangs clashing, tearing at the scales of each other’s necks. Wrenching her upper body sideways, Pip leaned around his flank and punched him with all her strength in the precise place she had struck Silver before, breaking his ribs–just aft of his left foreleg, in the upper ribs of a Dragon. She sensed the quake her blow caused in his body. He whimpered. Grimly, Pip punched him again, five or six times in rapid succession, until her much larger opponent managed to kick himself free.
 
   He winged for the sky.
 
   Silver flew badly, clearly in extreme pain. Pip took a moment to enjoy his limping wing-stroke before chasing after, driving her tired body upward. There, above the black volcanic rim, she caught him. Pip sank ten claws into his lashing tail and pulled him back as though she were yanking a cat by its tail.
 
   Try some Onyx power, she hissed. I’m not finished with you.
 
   She flung him back down toward the two huge Dragons circling below.
 
   Pip gathered herself, eyeing his tumbling body. The Silver Dragon was not stricken, yet. He had fight left in him, and if her senses were not mistaken, the star-power which had struck her a moment before, was gathering somewhere within his chest. She had to have something left. Her magic was spent, but she had her strength and her fury. Furling her dark wings, Pip nosedived.
 
   Her wings beat. Once, twice, thrice. She had struck him this way before. She did not have long to gather speed, as she had done before, but five hundred feet would have to be enough. Pip aimed for his neck. This time, she would snap his vertebrae with her strike. A tension gathered in her body and limbs, forming her into a dark thunderbolt of strength. She arrowed toward the gleaming Silver Dragon. Dark and light. She was the unseen spear hurtling from the deepest jungle, the animal power he so despised. He was radiance and beauty, yet as evil as the Shadow Dragon stalking the Island-World’s night.
 
   At the very last instant, the Silver Dragon’s wings flared, arresting his flight. He barrel-rolled sideways, presenting the curve of his back rather than his neck to her strike. She was unable to arrest or divert her attack. Pip smashed into his back. She groaned as his spine-spikes pierced her belly in numerous places.
 
   Murderer, she wheezed, clawing at his wings.
 
   Stubborn wretch, he retorted, trying to shake her off. Bellyful too much for you?
 
   Kill you … Her struggles only drove the spikes deeper.
 
   Silver clawed ineffectually at her. In her position, stuck midway along his back like the Pygmy kebab she had once joked with Zardon about, he could not easily bring his claws to bear. He flapped weakly. Pip hoped she had reopened his wounds. He deserved worse.
 
   But she knew her battle was finished. Her strength had spilled out like water. There was nothing more.
 
   He snapped, Emblazon, I order you to come help me.
 
   Not a hundred feet from them, the Amber Dragon laughed scornfully. Try another Dragon, Silver. Was he waiting for the moment to strike? Pip willed him to withhold, just for a vital second or two …
 
   Silver’s eyes widened in shock and realisation. I will.
 
   Emblazon lunged. He struck the base of Silver’s tail. Pip realised he had modified his attack to avoid clawing her. The Amber Dragon kicked out with his massive hind talons, opening three ten-foot gashes in the gleaming, silvery hide. As his fierce blow rotated the younger, smaller Dragon in the air, Emblazon whirled and struck him a whiplash wallop with that bulky tail, a brutal, meaty smack to the side of the head. Silver went limp.
 
   Oyda yelled triumphantly, raising her sword over her head.
 
   Pip, flung free, saw Kassik swooping up toward her. He broke her fall with his own wing, before clutching her to his chest with both forepaws.
 
   Got you, Onyx Dragoness. Just a helping paw.
 
   Thanks, Kassik.
 
   “Nice catch, my Dragon-heart,” called Casitha.
 
   Pip did not know if she could have flown another foot. Blood mixed with a clear, pearlescent liquid gushed out of her stomach in quantities that dizzied her. Emblazon loosed a wrathful fireball of disdain after Silver, who tumbled end over end until he splashed down in the lake.
 
   Fish him out, said Kassik. I want that grass-chewing ralti sheep right where I can smell his fear.
 
   She was in so much pain, it was difficult to laugh. But Pip did chuckle when Emblazon fished Silver out of the lake. He was not at all gentle. He dumped Silver on the shore, before following Kassik’s orders and ‘flying’ him to the field outside the dining hall. Emblazon did not seem inclined to swing his load over any boulders or trees in the way. Oyda said something from the saddle, but she suspected it was only encouragement. That made their feelings quite clear, Pip thought, wincing as Silver’s dangling head smacked against a boulder and uprooted bushes and trees.
 
   The huge Brown Dragon flew her directly to the infirmary. Emblazon dumped Silver contemptuously on the grass nearby.
 
   “Great Islands, yah a mess,” said Mistress Mya’adara, looking her up and down with a jaundiced eye.
 
   Pip struggled to her paws. “Uh … what about the other Dragons? The battle?”
 
   “Yah lie down right there,” screeched the Mistress, flapping her arms so violently that Pip wanted to laugh again. “Peace, mah girl. We’ll win the battle, don’t yah fret.”
 
   There was still a faraway roaring of Dragons and sizzling of fireballs out there, but Pip no longer had the strength to lift her head. The roaring in her ears drowned out all else. Her belly burned. Pain stabbed deep in her shoulder joint as she shifted.
 
   “Pip!” Oyda bounded down from Emblazon’s back. “Rajion. Over here. Belly wounds, mostly. Lie on your side, Pipsqueak. Don’t you know to catch yourself with your paws if the lower Dragon brakes? Spine-spikes are there for a reason, girl.”
 
   “I … discovered that, Oyda.”
 
   “Mmm,” said Maylin. She had a slab of a bandage plastered over her left eye. She and Emmaraz, looking on nearby, looked battle-weary. “I figured you’d bring a boy Dragon home at some point.”
 
   “Shame he’s the enemy,” Yaethi said, acidly.
 
   “Sooooo sexy,” Maylin persisted, drawing her words out as though seeking to goad a reaction from Pip. Had she been able to move, her reaction would have been an irritable slap, Dragon-sized.
 
   Kassik had his own ideas. “I’m going to lock that miserable piece of slug vomit in the deepest, darkest dungeon I can find,” he said, thumping his huge paws over to the prone form of Silver. “Get me that collar, Casitha. And chains. Heaps of chains.”
 
   “Right here, Kassik.”
 
   “And all my implements of torture,” Yaethi whispered, very softly.
 
   “Ahh, don’t make me laugh,” said Pip. “I just remembered, someone needs to go fetch Prince Ulldari. Silver recruited him, too.”
 
   “Done,” said Yaethi. “If Shimmerith hasn’t eaten him already, petal.”
 
   “I hope I didn’t break his neck.”
 
   “Mercy, Pip, I can put both my hands inside these puncture-wounds,” said Maylin, as helpfully descriptive as ever. But she ran off immediately on Oyda’s orders to fetch cloths and a bucket of herbal cleansing rinse and the gluey bandages fondly called Dragon-hide bites, because their application made an injured Dragon look moth-eaten.
 
   Rajion nosed Maylin aside in order to make his examination of Pip’s belly. He said, “Straightforward wounds, little one. Whatever you do, don’t transform. These are dealt with much more easily in your Dragon form.”
 
   Pip grimaced. “I couldn’t transform again if I tried, mighty Rajion.”
 
   She risked a glance over to Kassik. The Brown Dragon favoured her with a blistering glare, obviously having overheard every word. Oh, heavens above and Islands below. One more time to the Master’s carpet. But when the Silver Dragon stirred, Kassik pounced on him with a leonine growl. Three or four dozen other Dragons, injured and well, drew closer with menacing intent. A choir of low growls greeted Silver’s opened eye.
 
   The Brown pinned him with an ungentle swipe of his paw. Transform, or die. As I believe you told Pip, before.
 
   Silver’s regard flicked to her, his silvery gaze undefinable–regret? Surrender? An acknowledgement of her victory? Pip expected to feel triumphant. Instead, a sorrowful wind keened within her spirit. She could not bring herself to gloat, unlike the other Dragons. The sense of connection with him was so deep, so intense and captivating, a craving unlike any she had ever felt before. So right, yet so wrong. It had to be another trick of his. Pip dropped her gaze deliberately. She let her ears bring to her awareness the Lavanias collar’s click about his throat, the jingle of chains, and Kassik’s soft command to bring forth salve for his wounds and clothing.
 
   Ga’am approached to confer with Kassik. “The collar suppresses magic, as we suspected,” she heard him say. “Extraordinary.”
 
   “Still, the Shapeshifter holding cell is the place for him,” said Kassik.
 
   “Ay, Kassik,” agreed Ga’am. “Wisdom dictates it.”
 
   The Brown Dragon hulked over the Silver Shapeshifter. Extending his longest foreclaw, he symbolically touched it to the base of his captive’s pale throat. “We will speak, Silver. Do us the courtesy of honest answers, and we will deal courteously with you according to the code of Dragon lore, which you and your kind have spurned. We, at least, will behave honourably. If you choose otherwise, or attempt escape or coercion, we will deal with you less kindly, torturing you with every means at our disposal until your life wings from your body. Verox is particularly adept with slow-acting poisons. I assure you, death would be sweet succour compared to what he is capable of.”
 
   “Lie still, Pip,” said Rajion. “This is going to hurt.”
 
   In his Human form Silver seemed so diminished and young, considering all the grief he had caused. She wanted to hate him. The faces of her slain classmates accused her. How could she harbour even a jot of sympathy for the vile Silver Dragon?
 
   Pip hardened her hearts.
 
   


  
 



Chapter 33: Captive
 
    
 
   LIKe MinDLESS Beasts, the Herimor troops had attacked to the very last. Human-Pip, visiting Master Kassik in his office three days later, following her release from the infirmary, reflected upon his words. Her bandaged torso itched madly; the good itch of healing, Mya’adara and Rajion assured her.
 
   In a voice like gravel rolling in a swift-moving flood, Kassik told her how the last troop of one hundred soldiers had stood firm even against two dozen Dragons. They refused to lay down their weapons. Pip, watching the Master from the corner of her eye, thought long about the admiration and sorrow mingled in his voice.
 
   “You should not speak too much,” Casitha admonished him. Her presence was akin to cool waters rippling around the Master of the Academy. She wore an attractive green dress, and judging by the way the Master’s eyes dwelled on her, Pip was not the only one who thought her friend looked beautiful, a bud finally gifted the love required to bring forth the blossom. Casitha said, “You’ve a sore throat and a beastly cold.”
 
   “Huh,” he said. “Pip has honourable wounds. I boast this ralti-stupid head cold.”
 
   “You’ve wounds, too, Master.” Casitha squeezed his shoulders. She smiled at Pip, seated on the couch opposite. “He just won’t admit them.”
 
   “I’ve no wish for you to call me Master, any longer,” said he, laying his hand upon hers.
 
   “Save on the pillow-roll?”
 
   Casitha meant to whisper her words into his ear from behind, but Pip’s high-pitched giggle told her how badly she had failed to keep her comment private. Casitha blushed so furiously she did not know where to look.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s entirely appropriate for student ears,” spluttered Kassik. It was the first time Pip had seen him so discomfited. Fascinating. “And you can just wipe the ‘you look so sweet together’ smirk off your lips, young lady,” he said to Pip. “I need to have words with you about that Silver Dragon. You mean to see him, don’t you?”
 
   Her friends must have tattled. Pip stared out of his crysglass windows at the mist-shrouded volcanic peaks outside. “If I’m allowed …”
 
   But Casitha dropped a kiss on the Master’s cheek. “As long as you remember how it is between us, Kassik, and give our Pipsqueak the grace she deserves.”
 
   Judging from Kassik’s expression, he would dearly have loved to forbid whatever relationship or feelings he suspected between the two of them. Instead, he said, “We need you to interrogate him, Pip. This is a hard thing I ask of you. But for our sakes, for the sake of the Island-World, you must extract the truth from him.”
 
   “Master, haven’t you interrogated Silver already?”
 
   “Ay.”
 
   Pip searched his eyes. “What did he say?” 
 
   Kassik said, “He’s an honourable young Shapeshifter, Pip, insofar as he understands the concept of honour. But I plan to deliberately keep you in the dark.”
 
   “Oh. Oh. You’re … using me.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   He seemed unrepentant and determined; Casitha nodded her agreement just behind him. Pip modified what she had been about to say. “That’s very honest of you, Master.”
 
   “Would you rather Kassik lie, Pip?” asked Casitha.
 
   “Wear something pretty,” he added.
 
   He could probably hear her teeth grinding together across the room. Dangerously soft, Pip said, “I plan to wear my razor ribbons. Is that what you had in mind, Master?”
 
   His savage smile was far more his Dragon side than the Human sitting on the couch. “Indeed it is, Pip. Indeed.”
 
   *  *  *  *
 
   Pip’s knee-length, Helyon silk turquoise dress concealed Oyda’s body armour on her torso. Her scalp still ached from her friends tugging at her curls for an hour. They would not be wrestled into submission–not with hot water, soap, oil or warm irons. Just like her personality, Maylin teased. Pip made sure Maylin saw her strapping her Immadian forked daggers to her belt with a purposeful mien. The razor ribbons adorned her hair. She wore a child’s tiny slippers, jewelled fit to grace royalty.
 
   Lamp in hand, she descended a spiral staircase beneath the school, prepared to do battle with a Silver Dragon Shapeshifter.
 
   There were many secrets beneath the Academy’s foundations, she had learned. A gruesome discovery for her was the Shapeshifter cells. Carved deep into the volcanic bedrock by the labour of Jeradian convicts and war prisoners, they were deliberately sized small to prevent a Shifter from transforming into their Dragon form. The ingress was so narrow that even a burly soldier would have to turn his shoulders sideways to fit through. She had to pass though several locked metal gates, and a section which could be collapsed remotely.
 
   Master Kassik had whispered to her that Silver’s cell was watched by a Dragon’s eye–a secret, magical means of spying undetected. The eye was linked to a guard station at the ground level.
 
   Her every word with Silver would be monitored.
 
   Pip eased down the steps, holding her stomach. Her half-healed puncture wounds ached. Her slippers whispered on the warm stone. At least this was not a damp, rat-infested dungeon. The underground volcanic activity kept the temperature comfortable. The staircase led to a single, narrow tunnel, with other tunnels branching off it, leading to the individual Shapeshifter holding cells.
 
   Following Kassik’s instructions, she took the third tunnel to the left. Her lamplight winked off tiny, silvery veins in the dark stone walls. She would not want to be trapped in a place like this. It was no place for a Pygmy from the jungles; no place for a Shapeshifter Dragon. The weight of ancient rock pressing down upon her was palpable. But that was not the reason for her dry throat, or the tripping of her heart. What if she had to fight that treacherous sense of connection with him, which threatened to tear her heart asunder?
 
   Pip saw light ahead. On an impulse, she shuttered her lantern.
 
   The cell was a simple hollow carved at the tunnel’s end, barred with a solid metal grating somehow fused into the rock. There was barely room for the door to swing open and a narrow bench for sitting on. The cell was no more than ten feet by five. Inside, Silver lay on a narrow bunk, very still indeed. The Lavanias collar peeked from beneath the neckline of his plain, white linen shirt. His left wrist was chained to his waist, the right remained free.
 
   Pip paused to observe.
 
   At length, he said, “I can hear you. More questions, Kassik?”
 
   “Islands’ greetings, Silver.”
 
   His body jerked as though she had struck him. To her consternation, Silver immediately hid his face in his pillow-roll. “You.”
 
   “I … uh, came to see how you are, Silver.”
 
   “So, they’ve sent in the big weapons at last?” he said, a breathy, fearful whisper.
 
   “Oh, yes, humungous weapons,” said Pip, an edge creeping into her voice. “The deadly mouse.” When he made no reply, she added, “I’m here to talk, not to roast your rump as you deserve.”
 
   Still, Silver would not look at her. Pip leaned against the bars, fighting back a Dragonish surge of irritation. She had even dressed up for him! Fine. Unshuttering her lantern to improve the light from the single lamp hanging from a hook on the wall, Pip seated herself on the bench. She could wait.
 
   She had barely managed three circles of her dangling feet before she realised she would be the first to grow impatient. She said, “I’m done trying to kill you, Silver.”
 
   “You shattered my ribs,” he mumbled. “It took a team of five healers two days to find all the pieces.”
 
   “Your cowardly attack with the Heripedes killed fourteen of my friends, and nine soldiers. That’s the kind of person you are, Silver–attacking hatchlings, trying to get me eaten, sending monsters in the night–”
 
   “Kassik and I talked about that attack,” Silver said. “Hasn’t he briefed you? I had nothing to do with it.”
 
   “Liar.”
 
   “I’m not lying.”
 
   Wasn’t he? Pip’s gaze burned the back of his neck. “Why are you afraid, Silver?”
 
   He shuddered again. At first, she had thought he was playing some kind of game. Now, she was not so certain. Extending her awareness as best she was able in her Human form, Pip listened–and knew his pulse was elevated and his breathing uneven. A slight, rancid sweat exuded from the region of his neck she could see, below his left ear. He was terrified.
 
   On an impulse, she switched tactics. “Yes, Kassik ordered me down here to interrogate you with my Pygmy magical powers,” she said, watching his reaction minutely. “We’re skilled in the ancient arts. You see, beneath the Human part of you is the animal, the habitation of the base passions, instincts and fears.” She smiled grimly. Yaethi would be delighted by her use of their recent conversation to scare Silver witless. Just look at him curling up on the bed. “I can creep amongst your darkest, most primal fears, Silver, and–”
 
   “You do already!” His shriek brought her up short. “All I see is your black eyes burning through my dreams, day and night, and I can’t sleep. I can’t close my eyes but that you’re there. How do you do that, enchantress? Torturer.”
 
   Pip bit back an aghast laugh. This was what he thought of her?
 
   He moaned, “All my mental powers have come to nought in the face of your assault, the power of your … the insatiable, ravaging power of … it’s a perversion!”
 
   Pip reeled at his words, those verbal punches to her gut, to her mind, bruising her feelings. She gasped, “What? Islands’ sakes, what are you talking about?”
 
   “You. I can’t even say …”
 
   Perversion? Her? “You’re so ralti-stupid,” she shouted. “I’m not doing anything to you!”
 
   Finally, he turned to face her. His eyes struck her as shadowed, full of suffering. He said, “There you sit, just a pretty girl from the primeval jungle. You’re so tiny, it fools people into thinking you’re harmless. A Pygmy in a cage–ay, we knew all about that. Know your enemy, they said. My father warned me. You are the weapon. And I don’t mean resisting my mental dominance or breaking all of my ribs–which still hurts, you wretched little rajal–or even bringing me low, to this place.”
 
   Suddenly, words seemed to be spilling out of him, like a suppurating wound which had been lanced. “All I knew, you broke with your sweetly brutalising insights–you, my torturer. What is the honour of a hatchling-killer, I asked myself? Why are we clearing the Island-World for the inevitable elevation of the Shapeshifters, who are born to rule? What do I know of friendship? Nothing. All I see is your black eyes, endlessly accusing. I can’t get you out of my head. You dwell in my thoughts. You judge. I can’t think anymore, but you are there.”
 
   Oh no. Pip’s hands twisted in her lap. She saw the answer, and it made her want to run and jump off the Island …
 
   “Everything was simple before … you.” Now he was pleading, sitting up, gazing at the stone floor between his bare feet. “I shielded. You can’t possibly have known I was in Shimmerith’s roost.”
 
   “The attack lacked intelligence.”
 
   “But–”
 
   “I thought Prince Ulldari was you, Silver. And, it just made sense.”
 
   “There it is. Magic. Your hold over me.” Pip stared at the top of his head, thoughts flocking in her head like migrating birds come to rest beside a terrace lake, unsure again. What did he mean? “There, in Shimmerith’s roost, you stayed my hand by this power. I had a sword to your throat–explain that to me? A week before, I would have beheaded you without a thought.”
 
   “You hesitated. You wanted to capture me.”
 
   “Capture or kill,” he said. “I failed.”
 
   “Silver, look at me.” Pip raised her chin, trying to iron the severity out of her smile. “Why are you shaking? Look at me.”
 
   He shook his head. To her astonishment, a tear splashed near his foot. “I don’t understand, Pip. How can you … shiver my Island like this? Provoke me? Terrorise me? Turn all the glory to regret, and the sweet taste of victory to ashes in my mouth? I had all my defences prepared. Every eventuality covered. Every possible artifice, every–”
 
   Inanely, an image of Nak’s lecherous grin entered her mind. “Except for a glimpse of a Pygmy’s nude backside? Which unravelled a mighty Silver Dragon?”
 
   Silver’s shoulders shook with a spasm of laughter. “You …”
 
   “Silver–”
 
   “You’re incredible! Even now, you sting me, you confound and madden–”
 
   Pip decided she was too embarrassed to continue that line of attack. “Silver,” she interrupted. “Since you know my history, why don’t you tell me yours? Who is your father? This Marshal from Herimor? Why are you killing Dragons?”
 
   The tension around his mouth morphed into a silly, engaging grin. “Are you telling me, little Pip, that your magic is the mysterious, inescapable power of femininity?”
 
   “Mighty little me?” That was all she trusted herself to say.
 
   “Well, then you really are a weapon.”
 
   Mercy. Now there was a backhanded compliment if she had ever heard one. Silver’s eyes, which had been lacklustre before, now brimmed with the intricate, hypnotic gleam she had come to recognise as magic. The Lavanias collar was supposed to damp his magic, she thought, her heart fluttering with panic. But now it was her turn to drop her eyes from the flashing twin blades of his gaze.
 
   Thankfully, Silver chose to begin telling her about his life in Herimor, as if by speaking he sought to keep her at bay. Pip listened in growing fascination to his description of an unfamiliar world of political intrigue and assassinations, of great families of Dragons and Shapeshifters embroiled in ever-shifting rivalries. Poisonings seemed to be a pleasant pastime in Herimor. A ‘gilded greeting’ was a euphemism for a pretty, ornate dagger between the ribs–preferably tipped with a toxic cocktail of poisons to ensure the job was done right.
 
   Growing up, he had always thought his father was Marshal Re’akka. Re’akka was a White Shapeshifter, a Dragon with a particularly powerful hailstorm attack, aside from storm powers, winter’s ice and a strange power Silver called ‘cold fireballs’. But he was ambitious, cruel and cunning. Silver had grown up in a nursery with umpteen other brother and sister Shapeshifters. Deaths were not uncommon. They were encouraged. Only the strongest came out alive, and Silver was not the biggest, only the most cunning. He had been the sole survivor of a nursery battle to the death.
 
   “But when I entered the Marshal’s service–for he never suffered to be called father,” he said, “I discovered there were ten other secret nurseries in operation. I was not special.”
 
   Pip said, softly, “But you served him.”
 
   “With honour,” said Silver. “I would have given my left wing for a kind word from him, Pip. He demanded that kind of loyalty. A twisted kind of love.”
 
   Re’akka had, through assassination, alliance and attack, built himself into one of the most powerful Marshals in all Herimor. Then he became obsessed with finding a First Egg, believing that it would grant him and his lineage the ultimate power. He spent years and thousands of bars of gold trying to find an Egg. His interests suffered. He survived eight assassination attempts. The Marshal’s enemies gathered with the enthusiasm of windrocs mobbing a dying animal.
 
   At the time Silver emerged from his nursery, Marshal Re’akka’s territory was invaded by the rival forces of Marshal X’arth, who put his armies, strongholds and Dragons to fire and the sword. They retreated to Re’akka’s great stronghold at the Island of Eridoon.
 
   “Then, I don’t know what happened, exactly,” Silver admitted. “Re’abba never told me more than just enough. I recognise that now. Suddenly, overnight, the Marshal’s magical power multiplied. I don’t know which came first–the First Egg, the Dragon of Shadow, or the plan to invade the Islands north of the Rift and establish a new territory ruled by our family.”
 
   “So, genocide was the acceptable strategy?”
 
   Pip winced as her words emerged with a deep undercurrent of malice. Mercy, could she not just have told him what Leandrial had revealed? But she realised that she was not yet prepared to share that knowledge with Silver. The issue of trust was so complex, so fragile.
 
   But Silver only bowed his head, seeming not to know her fragmented thoughts. “He made it seem glorious and right. I was not aware at first of the Shadow Dragon’s appetite for the magical life-force of Dragons. The Marshal defeated X’arth’s forces, and from among them, recruited many Dragons. They emerged from the depths of Eridoon changed. Night-Red, deadly, unswervingly loyal to the Marshal. Six armies gathered against us, vowing to cast Marshal Re’akka into exile. He took the Island-World in his paw, tearing Eridoon Island off its foundations, and levitating it across the Rift.”
 
   “You speak as a victim of forces outside of your control.”
 
   His smile assured her he knew her question was meant as a test. Pip was grateful for her dark skin to hide the heat which entered her cheeks. Flying ralti sheep, this supposed interrogation was turning against her; his smile, making her insides resemble pulped tinker-banana. Treacherous thoughts of flying exultant, twisting loops in the sky together with a Silver Dragon filled her mind … he had to be manipulating her. It was his gift.
 
   The dungeon seemed to hem her in. Pip wanted nothing more than to flee. Waterfalls roared behind her ears, her Human and Dragon emotions churned into a fearful, frothing mess.
 
   “Certainly,” he said. “In part, it was like a glamour of concealment, so beloved in Herimor. I do feel I have begun to wake from a sleep; that I’ve been sleeping all my life. But Pip … I would not deceive you. I knew what I was doing. I loved to command others, twisting their minds, doing exactly what you accused me of doing to Shimmerith and her hatchlings. I revelled in my service, in being the favourite, in being loved by helpless minions, in being the one certain to earn a place in my father’s third heart.”
 
   “You also say that?”
 
   “The third heart? Ay.” She sensed his mesmerising gaze upon her person. She begged inwardly, ‘don’t, oh please, don’t say it …’ He said, “Pip, you’re a dark thunderbolt. Three days of sitting in this stupid dungeon and I’m still no closer to working out what you did to me. I detest what I have been. I hate myself. And I’ve no idea who or what I am any more.”
 
   “You didn’t order the attack on the dormitories?”
 
   “No.”
 
   She whispered, “How can I ever trust you, Silver?”
 
   “You can’t.”
 
   The new voice startled them both. They turned to see Telisia standing in the entryway of his Shapeshifter cell, holding a tray of food.
 
   “Telisia,” said Pip, through clenched teeth. How much had she heard? “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Bringing the traitor a meal,” she said, lifting the tray.
 
   There was a soft tzoing! Something punched Pip in her ribs just beside her left breast. Clutching the spot instinctively, she brought her fingers away wet with blood. A crossbow bolt, she realised. Oyda’s body armour had saved her life. The flexible, light metal chain had turned the bolt aside from a deadly connection with her heart. In the cell Silver rose to his feet, shouting.
 
   Telisia dropped the tray. Beneath it, she had concealed a half-size crossbow, which she centred on Silver’s torso. “I suppose it’s too much to ask you just to drop dead, traitor?” she snarled. A second bolt punched him in the gut. Silver folded up as though he had been gutted by a sword.
 
   Pip’s limbs seemed to have turned to lead. As Telisia swung back toward her, already reloading the weapon, she slipped a forked dagger from her belt and flipped it, instinctively, at the girl. Telisia parried it with her cloaked arm, a dull thud informing Pip that she wore some kind of armour. The Pygmy warrior lunged across the cell, striking with the second dagger. Grunting, Telisia parried once, twice. Pip stabbed her right thigh deeply, just below the hip.
 
   Telisia’s armoured forearm smashed into the side of her head.
 
   Pip spun into the bars. So strong. Again, like Prince Ulldari … maybe she had even recruited the prince. “You’re the assassin,” she gasped. “You let the Heripedes into the girls’ dormitory.”
 
   “A job the Marshal couldn’t trust that idiot Silver to do,” said Telisia. Ignoring the dagger sticking out of her thigh as though she felt no pain, her fingers worked the mechanism of her small double crossbow. “Of course I did. But you didn’t die, Pygmy Dragon.” To Silver, she said, “You fool. He never was your father, nor is he mine. He just used you. Serving with honour.” She spat in his direction. “I bring you the Marshal’s final, gilded greetings.”
 
   She needed to get up. Dizzily, Pip pushed to her knees. Why was she so weak? There was something terrible radiating from the wound in her breast, growing shards of ice deep into her body.
 
   Telisia’s face was serene as she regarded them both, her beautiful brown eyes, coolly assessing the situation. Her boot swung and kicked Pip back against the bars. “Does it hurt, Pygmy scum? To be slaughtered like the animal you are?” She kicked her again for good measure. “All that pathetic pretending to be Human, that can stop right now. You’ll never be one of us. Never.”
 
   “Wait,” Silver called. “Telisia, please …”
 
   “Please, nothing. You’re done. The Marshal never wants to see your worthless hide again.”
 
   She levelled the crossbow at Pip, bracing the weapon on her left forearm.
 
   “Yah!” she shouted, striking with the razor ribbons.
 
   A streak of fire scorched her ribs, in almost exactly the same spot as before. Telisia shouted as the turquoise ribbon sliced deeply into her fingers. The second ribbon dagger whispered against her neck, wrapping around it in a flash. Pip yanked hard. But Telisia stumbled forward, lessening the tension on the deadly ribbon. That simple movement saved her neck. Pip tried to roll to force the cutting edge to bite, but she was up against the bars.
 
   Slowly, the crossbow came into focus again.
 
   One bolt was still loaded.
 
   Telisia’s bloodied finger tightened on the trigger. “Go burn in a Cloudlands volcano, Pip.”
 
   The bolt caught her beneath the right collarbone, half an inch aside from the shoulder strap of her body armour, piercing her so powerfully she distinctly felt the bolt’s metal point chip the rock beneath her body.
 
   There was a rumbling nearby. The soldiers were trying to collapse the tunnel.
 
   “Later,” said Telisia. A small hawk occupied the space where she had stood. The ribbon dagger slipped to the ground, useless. Her empty clothes slumped to the ground. The bird darted up the passageway and out of sight.
 
   “Pip!” Silver shouted brokenly, clutching her between the bars. “Pip, I can save you.”
 
   “She shot me.”
 
   “Pip, release me. Just say the word. I can help.”
 
   “No … trust ….”
 
   


  
 



Chapter 34: Alive to Ride
 
    
 
   Pygmy warriors danced in her memory. She battled the Silver Dragon from the fastness of her jungle home, tearing his hide and scooping out his eyeballs with her talons. He reincarnated. Every time she turned, every time she defeated him or impaled him on her monstrous Pygmy spears cunningly hidden amongst the trees, he simply rose again as though reborn from the toxic mists of the Cloudlands. He burned her body with his fire. Someone helped her, soothing, mopping her brow with cool, clear water which ran into her eyes.
 
   Suddenly, she saw herself swimming in a terrace lake. Zardon was there. Little monkey, he jeered. Little black monkey.
 
   His face mutated to the mocking features of Prince Ulldari. Pip screamed at him, but all that emerged from her mouth was monkey-chatter.
 
   She jerked awake with a horrible lurch, a moment when the spirit feels like a hooked fish being yanked out of the water by a fisherman to lie gasping, dying, beneath the twin suns.
 
   “Silver, no …”
 
   Silver? She sensed his presence nearby. But she could not see. Cloth, on her face. Herbs. Bitter smells. She must be in the infirmary. Pip tried to raise her arm to move the blindfold, but subsided with a groan.
 
   A Dragon’s paw plucked the cloth clear, delicately.
 
   Silver! Great Islands, no! What was he doing … had he captured … escaped … where was she?
 
   Pip moaned.
 
   “Softly, little one,” said Silver. In the cavern’s dim light, his scales were luminous, shedding a faint effulgence of their own. It must be late, she realised, hearing the sounds of others sleeping nearby. An Orange Dragon across the way was snoring up a volcano.
 
   “Peace. Lie still, you stubborn girl. Still!” His paw trapped her against the pallet. “It’s alright. Everything is fine. You’re alive.”
 
   She knew her eyes were huge with fright beneath his paw, but she could not help it. Her magic was dormant. Vanished. There was no Word to be shaped by her lips. She felt as if her third Dragon-heart had been surgically removed.
 
   Her throat worked painfully. “I’m your captive. Again.”
 
   “If I may quote someone I know,” he grinned, “this is becoming quite the habit with you.” His tone was playful, his paw, resting ever so lightly on her chest. “Before you ask, you are clothed, this time.”
 
   Pip glanced down. Silver raised his paw to let her see the bandages swathing her upper body, from her lower ribs, over her breasts to her shoulders. She thought she detected Oyda’s hand in the neatness of the work. A blanket covered her waist and legs.
 
   All was perfectly decent, yet she blushed. “Clothed?”
 
   “Seeing as your nude behind is apparently a weapon of Dragonish destruction.”
 
   Pip could not believe what she had just heard. She began to laugh, but pain flared in her body. She sank back in a sweat. Gentle magic rippling out of him palliated the pain. At his low offer, she accepted several sips of water–brought to her lips by a touch of magic from a jug standing on a low table at her bedside. Silver occupied the entire space to her right side, sixty feet of Dragon lying so near at hand, she could feel heat radiating from his body. She remembered Rajion telling her how Dragons believed in the healing power of touch; conversely, that a hatchling would pine and die for the lack of loving touch. Perhaps Silver’s nursery upbringing had been like that.
 
   “I’m getting rather tired of lying about in this infirmary,” she said, desperately trying to discipline her thoughts into making sense. “Look at these scars you left me, you beast. Why are you free? Shouldn’t you be buried four hundred feet deep under solid rock?”
 
   “You set me free. Don’t you remember Telisia?”
 
   “I …” Great Islands, she had made a mess this time. Kassik would peel her hide for a rug to decorate his office. Silver must have taken over the Academy. And she had let him loose. That was the only explanation. But how could she … she could not tell him about the hollow inside her breast, could she? She could not even transform. She had to stall. “What happened, Silver?”
 
   He trapped her lightly with his paw once more, apparently enjoying her helpless state, the flutter of a panicked heart against his paw.
 
   Silver said, “We’ve worked it all out. You and I are going to fly to the Crescent Islands and find out what your Pygmy battle-name means. Also, there’s knowledge buried there, knowledge of–”
 
   “You’re not using my Word of Command, Silver. I defy you.”
 
   “The Order of Onyx,” he said, acting as if she had not spoken. “That’s the knowledge we seek, what we learned from Fra’anior. They are the guardians of the Word of Command. We need to find them, Pip, to stand any chance at all in the coming war. The Marshal is many times more powerful than–”
 
   She spat, “I said, I defy you! You and your schemes and your power-lust …”
 
   The Silver Dragon huffed a longsuffering sigh, directly in her face. Pip closed her eyes, feeling sick. Let him menace her with his fangs. She had to work out how Silver had wormed his way into everyone’s good graces. Recover her magic. Then, kill him. He was obviously far too powerful and devious to be trusted.
 
   Her enemy’s thoughts, though, were not just on a different trail. They might as well have been tramping through the jungles of a different Island altogether. He said, “We will Ride together, Pip, you and I. You’d honour me greatly in this. What do you say?”
 
   Honour him? As his slave, his little Pygmy puppet? Pip laughed in his face. “You must be ralti-stupid if you think I’m riding you anywhere.”
 
   Silver seemed most put out. Fire flared from his nostrils, but he snuffed the flames with his free paw before they could harm her. “You stubborn–”
 
   “Oh, now it’s my fault?”
 
   “Your skull’s harder than the foundations of the Island-World. Haven’t you heard a thing I’ve been saying?”
 
   Pip’s head was all a-whirl. For a moment, his muzzle blurred above her. She squeezed her eyes shut. Had she heard a giggle somewhere? A tiny shuffle of feet? No.
 
   She demanded, “Tell me what happened.”
 
   “Or, perhaps there’s a block of granite on those shoulders.” Pip scowled to show him she did not appreciate his facility with comparisons. “Look, after Telisia finished using you for target practice, you set me free with one of your Words. I saved your life. I pulled out the arrows and treated the poisons. I dug the two of us out of that dungeon and brought you here, where you have been sleeping and recovering for five days.”
 
   “Five days?” Pip’s eyes widened. Five days for Silver to work his dastardly schemes. Five days for him to ruin everything, to spread his rot at the very core of their Academy.
 
   “I’d hazard a guess that you’ll be feeling very odd, right now,” he continued. “You were poisoned with one of the so-called Shapeshifter poisons. It’s a big family of over a thousand subtle, magical poisons designed to do all kinds of nasty things to Shapeshifters and Dragons. Rather popular in Herimor, unfortunately, but I do have a certain amount of experience with assassination by poison. Your Dragon-form is … ah, well, think of it as paralysed. My assessment is that it could be as long as a month before you recover. That’s why you have to Ride me. Do you understand?”
 
   She had lost her Dragon? That was all she heard. Telisia might just as well have gutted her like a Dragon disembowelling a spiral-horn deer. Mutely, Pip shook her head. Her left eye leaked one silent, treacherous tear. It had been a good Dragonride. But it was over.
 
   Beside her, the Silver Dragon grew visibly frustrated. His claws briefly unsheathed either side of her body, before slipping back again with a stertorous grunt of effort. His belly fires made the low, almost subsonic growl of their presence known.
 
   Pip rubbed her eyes. “I’m injured and hurting, Silver. If you think I’m going to drive some kind of bargain with you in this state …”
 
   “You asked how you can ever trust me,” he said. His eyes softened, pleading with her. Pip gritted her teeth. Traitor. Scheming son of a slug. “Master Kassik knows all about this plan. In fact, he suggested it. But, to ensure my cooperation, Master Ga’am has implanted two trigger words in my mind. One will render me unconscious. The other will kill. You may ask him for those two words.”
 
   Insane! Troubled, Pip asked, “Silver, who knows this?”
 
   “Ga’am and Kassik. And you, if you wish.”
 
   “I don’t.” Pip snapped her mouth shut after her words. She searched his eyes, the hints of darkness and danger mingled with the brighter, more beautiful silver. What was he thinking? What if the Marshal captured Kassik or Master Ga’am? Or was Silver lying to her? Much more plaintively, she added, “I don’t understand. Why are you telling me all this? Why place yourself in such danger? If the Marshal ever learns those words–”
 
   “Then I’m as good as dead, anyway. I am already.”
 
   Two Islands of thought warred in her head, and Pip could not decide between them. One insisted that Silver had to be playing her for a fool. Everything he had said up to this point, in the cell and now in the infirmary, had been calculated to toy with her emotions. Even Telisia could be in his thrall. The situation, calculated to drive her to free him as only she could, to place her once more beneath his paw. The second Island was that of hope. What if he was a changed Shapeshifter? What if the remorse he had spoken of, was real? What if he felt the same way as she did, deep in his soul?
 
   “Pip, be my Rider,” he begged. “Let us burn the heavens together.”
 
   “No. I don’t know. I don’t know what to think, Silver!”
 
   “I can help you. I can allay your inmost fears.”
 
   Despair twisted a cold blade into her heart. “You took control of my mind while I was unconscious. You rummaged through my thoughts.”
 
   “Dear sweet Islands, then how would it be possible that you’d still be so bloody stubborn!” he roared, losing his temper with an impressively volcanic string of fireballs that raced out of the open cavern mouth. Pip blinked to clear her vision. “All I was going to say is that as a Shapeshifter, you are fully Human and fully Dragon! You fear you aren’t Human, Pip, and that you’ve had to give up your dream of being Human, but in reality you have the best of both worlds. That’s your deepest fear, you impossible, you … you pint-sized bundle of vexation. Believe me, if I had any control of your thorn-bush of a mind, you’d be polishing my scales right now. I’ve fought you. I’ve battled your mind. Only I know how ridiculously and unrelentingly Human you are!”
 
   Pip gaped at him.
 
   Silver glared back, his fangs champing just inches from her face as he roared, “I’m a proud Dragon! Must I ask thrice? Will you, or will you not, do me the honour of being my Rider?”
 
   Panting after his outburst, he fixed her with his burning silver gaze. His claws curled spasmodically around her ribcage. Any moment now they would clench, and finish her.
 
   “Yah get yah fat stinking paws off mah sweet Pipsqueak,” said Mistress Mya’adara, appearing right at her bedside.
 
   With a shimmer of the air, Master Kassik appeared beside her. He said, “Silver, take your paws out of your mouth before you hurt yourself. I thought you said you could handle this?”
 
   “Idiot,” said Yaethi.
 
   “Prize idiot,” said Kaiatha.
 
   “Biggest idiot within a hundred leagues,” added Maylin, never to be outdone. “How do you spell ‘romance’, you blundering lump of … urgh! Whatever you are.”
 
   The Pygmy girl sank back on her pillow-roll and wondered if the Island-World had just flipped upside-down. Nothing made sense any more. Nothing. Was this some bizarre dream or delusion she was having? Where had they all come from?
 
   Silver shared his raging temper with them all. Spluttering fire from his nostrils, he said, “Well, then you handle that … stupid Pygmy … that Dragoness is not for handling, I tell you! She’s intolerable and headstrong. I will not have it.”
 
   There was a brief, frosty silence. The Silver Dragon stamped off a few paces.
 
   Pip glanced about the half-circle of her friends suddenly gathered to her bedside. Oyda, Nak and Casitha were all present. Nak and Shimmerith … oh, her last hatchling would surely have cracked the shell by now? Why had they been lying in wait for her at this hour? Her brow furrowed. Despite having slept for five days, her senses were suddenly alert, and a hyper-sensitised clarity pervaded her thoughts. They wouldn’t be present and acting like this, unless …
 
   Nak said, “Still, Silver, wouldn’t you agree that she has the cutest bottom in the–ouch!”
 
   Oyda’s slap echoed in the infirmary cavern.
 
   “Very well, only the second-cutest … I’m not supposed to look? Fie, woman, why don’t you just gouge out my eyeballs and roast them on sticks?”
 
   “Rider Nak,” said Mya’adara, fingering her scimitar purposefully.
 
   “Quiet, all of you,” said Pip. It was not a Word of Command, but it silenced them nonetheless. There was a sweet roaring in her ears, an expanding mindfulness of an Island-shivering decision–indeed, what she had known since she first beheld the Silver Dragon in the Natal Cave. “Help me up, Casitha, Oyda.”
 
   “Not yet,” said Oyda, with an apologetic pat of her shoulder. “Sorry.”
 
   Pip called, “Silver, will you come here, please?”
 
   “Not in a thousand–”
 
   “Then I will crawl to you.” Half a dozen friends leaped at her, shouting ‘no!’ Pip ignored them. “Silver, please. Let me go, Oyda. I must … go to him.”
 
   “Silver,” Oyda pleaded. “She’s hurting herself.”
 
   “Bah. Now I’m supposed to care?” But his hearts were not in his words. Silver’s back muscles rippled as if he were fighting an urge to rush back to her bedside. Pip was certain he muttered something about ‘Onyx enchantress’ and ‘heart of stone’. But she was flesh and blood, and the ache of her heart was greater than any of her injuries.
 
   She said, “Silver, why did you rescue me?”
 
   He shuddered. “Evidently, because I’m a prize fool.”
 
   Perhaps she was the fool. Zardon the Red Dragon had once advised her to test everything against her heart. Her head said he was a killer, the enemy, a Dragon who had not truly explained the evil he had wreaked with his power, and why. Her instincts disagreed. And her heart disagreed most eloquently of all. She knew she might never understand the magic that inhabited her heart at this moment, and which sealed what she was about to create by a few simple words.
 
   Pip sucked in an everlasting breath, and let out the tiniest whisper, “Silver, when you first saw me in the Natal Cave, did you feel as soul-struck as I did?”
 
   His Dragon hearing caught her words perfectly. He heard her friends gasp as one, their indrawn breath signifying words which carried a different, special magic all of their own. He whirled, trembling; his eyes, gentler than she had ever seen them, a clearing of the swirls of darkness to the pureness of burning silver, confusion and angst yielding ground to hope.
 
   Pip said, “This magic is my power over you, as you said, but it is also your power over me.”
 
   With a lithe half-bound, Silver closed the space between them. His muzzle lowered toward her. Pip reached up to caress the small scales below his eyes, as high as her little arms could reach. They both spoke at once, spluttered to a halt, and found rather silly grins spreading across their faces. After a long, breathless pause, Pip added:
 
   “I don’t think I could face this war without you, Silver.”
 
   “Nor I. Nor life. Nor anything.”
 
   Pip smiled, “I don’t think I dare ask you to repeat your question, do I?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “But if I did …”
 
   His paw caressed her cheek, just the touch of a knuckle, claws sheathed. “And I did …”
 
   “I can’t promise to be a Rider for long. After all, I’m a Shapeshifter and an Onyx Dragon. Maybe an occasional Rider,” she mused. His grin only broadened. “Would that work for you?”
 
   “You’re just being stubborn again. The word you are looking for, Pip, is–”
 
   “Yes,” she said.
 
   “Yes,” he agreed. “A thousand Islands shout yes!”
 
   Quietly, a Silver Dragon and a Pygmy girl began to laugh together. Two hearts, entwined. She who was born in the jungle and caged in a zoo, knew what it was to be free and loved, body and soul.
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